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Preface
In a single book, which examines the history and development
of Hindu religious experience and thought from its earliest
records to modern times, it is inevitable that much has been left
out in order to make the broad outlines clearer. What has been
passed over in silence is just as much part of the rich fabric of
Hinduism. For Hinduism has never been a unitary phenome
non. In particular, there has always been a fascinating interplay
between its more religious and more speculative elements. As a
religion Hinduism tends towards the philosophical in its em
phasis on the importance of knowledge, while Hindu philo
sophy sees that knowledge as having essentially a religious
purpose in the achievement of the goal.
The history of Hinduism stretches over a vast time-span,
during most of which the existing political boundaries of the
Indian sub-continent did not exist. Accordingly the term India
is used in this book in a geographical sense as referring to the
whole sub-continent, except in those parts of the last two
chapters where recent political events are referred to. The
names of areas are generally those of the modern states of the
Indian Republic, which in many cases have reverted to older
names (e.g. Tamilnad for Madras State and Karnataka for
Mysore).
The original terms, including names, retained in the book
are presented in the standard transliteration for Sanskrit, from
which most come ( and are taken over virtually unchanged into
the modern Indian languages). The basic point is that each
sound has only one representation (unlike our clumsy English
orthography). Long vowels are distinguished from short by the
macron (ā ), except that e, ai, o and au are long, all being
diphthongs in origin. The letter h always signifies aspiration
even in combinations like th and ph (to be pronounced as in
goatherd and uphill). A subscript dot distinguishes retroflex
consonants (t, th, d, dh, n), pronounced with the tongue far
back in the mouth, from the dentals (/, th, d, dh, n) made with
the tongue against the teeth. There are three sibilants, s provii
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nounced as in English sit, and ś and s both approximating to sh.
In addition c is always pronounced as in Italian cinquecento (or
ch in English church) For Tamil, the exact transliteration is
also employed but on occasion a Sanskrit equivalent or an
indication of pronunciation is added for the reader’s guidance.
The occasional translations included are my own (in three
instances adapted from existing translations).
I should like to thank Mr A. R. Turnbull of the Edinburgh
University Press, for suggesting that I write such a work,
Professor R. E. Asher for various helpful comments, and those
students over the years who have encouraged me to formulate
my ideas about the nature of Hinduism. To my wife I am
indebted for more than I can say; she has been directly
involved in its production at every stage from first drafting to
final typing.
In this second edition, the text is largely unaltered but the
opportunity has been taken to incorporate a few corrections.
The bibliography, however, has been extensively revised to
take account of work published in the interval.
John Brockington
October 1995
The illustrations are reproduced by kind per
mission of: Edinburgh University Library,
frontispiece; Department of Archaeologv
Government of India, 1,5; Gulbenkian Museum,
University of Durham, 2; American Institute of
Indian Studies, Varanasi and Sagar University
Museum, 3; Victoria & Albert Museum, London,
4 ,6 ,7 ,8 ,9 ; Sanskrit Department, University of
Edinburgh, 10; Office du Livre, Fribourg, 12,13.
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C H A PTE R ONE

Prehistory of Hinduism
Many people’s image of India is dominated by the Taj Mahal a monument of Islamic not Hindu culture. Indeed, the Mughal
period (1525-1761) as a whole bulks larger in popular assess
ments of Indian culture than the entire preceding period, des
pite the fact that it was basically as much of a foreign domina
tion as the British Raj which followed it. Such an attitude is
understandable in America whose own history has evolved
over a similar period; but in Britain, where by popular stereo
type history begins with the Norman Conquest in a . d . 1066, it
has no real excuse. In fact, Indian culture and Indian religion
can be traced back in some manner over five millennia. To
survive and flourish over so long a period is a striking testimony
to Hinduism’s ability to adapt itself to changing circumstances,
an ability which is often insufficiently appreciated because of
the apparent dominance of traditional attitudes within the
religion.
But what is Hinduism ? The religion has an incredible variety
of expression, to the extent that it has reasonably been suggest
ed that it is not possible to characterise it as a religion in the
normal sense, since it is not a unitary concept nor a monolithic
structure, but that it is rather the totality of the Indian way of
life. Certainly, there is no doctrine or ritual universal to the
whole of Hinduism and what is essential for one group need not
be so for another. Nevertheless, most people would accept that
Hinduism is a definite, and definable, entity. What is it then
that we are looking for or at when we are considering Hindu
ism ? Is it the beliefs and practices of the uneducated villager or
of the traditional intelligentsia? Are we cataloguing the minu
tiae of the ritual? Are we enumerating the dogmas held by
those we ( or their fellow Hindus) consider most orthodox ? Or
are we attempting to analyse the thought-structures of the
religion? Quite apart from other factors, the sheer volume of
the different ritual and other cultic practices makes it imposs
ible to attempt an exhaustive description of the religion. Clear
ly, our concern must be with what is distinctive about Hinduism
1
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and what it is that sets it apart from the other great religions,
while bearing in mind that to be too selective is to deny the
diversity which is part of the essence of Hinduism. However, in
a religion which manages very well without the cohesive effects
of a common doctrine, a hierarchy of authority or a historical
founder, its distinctiveness is only intelligible in terms of its
history.
Nevertheless, attempts have regularly been made to lay
down some criteria for Hinduism, either from the outside as a
means of definition or from the inside as a test of orthodoxy.
Views of Hinduism from the outside, especially at the popular
level, tend very much to be stereotypes. Typical ones are that
Hindus are excessively obsessed with religion ( a trait that they
are thought to share with much of Asia) and with the caste
system, are vegetarian and non-violent, worship the cow. and
see the world as an illusion, and that the religion itself is
somehow conterminous with India. To take the last point first,
although Hindu does basically simply mean Indian, Hinduism
cannot be equated with India, despite being overwhelmingly
found there. On the one hand other religions have originated
within India (Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism, to name only
the major extant ones) and yet others have entered (notably
Islam, but also Judaism, Zoroastrianism and Christianity); on
the other hand Hinduism itself is to be found outside India, in
Bali, as a result of cultural diffusion, and in the West Indies and
East Africa, as a result of more recent population movements,
not to mention certain bastard forms propagated by gurus
capitalising on current uncertainties and malaise in Western
society. Its spread to Bali was just part of a larger movement of
economic and cultural expansion which affected most of South
East Asia and Hindu elements are very apparent in the Buddh
ism of those countries. These extra-Indian adaptations are
beyond the scope of this book, but it is worth observing here
that the caste system is radically simplified and indeed in de
cline in these areas.
The question of religious fervour is also not as simple as it
seems. To a Hindu, religion is all-pervading, but that is not
quite the same as being obsessively concerned about it, for
Hindus do not see religion as extraneous to their lives, nor as a
duty imposed upon them from outside. Since life is an inte
grated whole with its various aspects interdependent, religion
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cannot be pondered over as a separate problem. Indeed. San
skrit has no word which can simply be translated ‘religion';
dharma. though often rendered thus for lack of a more com
prehensive term in English, covers a far wider span, incorpora
ting not only religious tradition but also social mores and the
requirements of the law.
The very structure of Indian society in the caste system is
widely felt to be part of the religion. Indeed, it is given a
religious basis in the doctrine of karma, the belief that one’s
present position in society is determined by the net effect of all
one’s previous actions in past lives. To the extent that Hinduism
is as much a social system as a religion, the caste system has
become integral to it. But we have already noted that in Hindu
ism outside India caste is withering. More significantly, some
elements in India would deny its validity; the devotional move
ment in general tends towards the rejection of caste and the
famous Vaisnava theologian Rāmānuja in the twelfth century
a . d . coined for the untouchables the name Tirukulattar. ‘the
family of Sri ( Visnu’s consort)’, which strikingly prefigures the
name popularised bv Mahatma Gandhi of Harijan, ‘people of
Hari ( = Visnu)’. The limitation on such attitudes to caste is that
in general they were confined to the distinctly religious field,
but that only reinforces the point here being made that caste,
though intimately connected with Hinduism, is not necessary
to it. Incidentally, the common preconception that belief in
karma is tantamount to fatalism rests on a misconception:
one’s present state is determined by one’s own past activities
and one’s future state is here and now being determined by
one’s present actions, and so basically a man is what he has
made himself and can make himself what he chooses.
Similar over-simplification surrounds the issue of vegetarian
ism . It is the standard practice of the elite group, the Brāhmans,
but has never been a universal practice, except in so far as many
lower-caste Hindus can rarely afford meat. Its rationale lies in
the theory of non-violence (ahimsa) which has come to play an
important part in the religion. In its most extreme form this
consists in a profound reluctance to kill any living being, though
not necessarily in any positive concern for their well-being. But
this can and does result in the use of a threat to fast to death as a
form of moral blackmail, which subverts the whole intention of
the concept, while the frequency of political murder in Calcutta
3
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a few years ago illustrates how little influence it has often had.
Veneration of the cow probably also has connections with
the doctrine of non-violence but undoubtedly owes more to the
economic importance of the cow at an early period as a source
of milk and related products, which made the slaughter of
productive animals an undesirable practice. However, belief in
the sanctity of the cow, though a conspicuous aspect of popular
Hinduism, is too superficial a feature to be considered funda
mental , especially with this practical reason for its introduction.
Similarly, many originally sensible hygienic practices were
given religious sanctions in order to enhance their observance.
Thus, for instance, the at first sight rather motiveless and even
repugnant practice of using the urine and dung of cows as a
purificatory material has a practical as well as a religious aspect,
for there is a definite disinfectant value in its high ammonia
content; indeed the ancient Iranians also used cow’s urine as a
cleansing agent and so have a number of other peoples. So too
the rigid distinction between the right hand for eating and the
left hand for cleaning oneself after defecation is at least some
safeguard against diseases like typhoid. The problem is that
such practices, once given a religious sanction, tend to fossilise
into meaningless rituals.
If veneration of the cow is too superficial a feature, then the
view of the world as illusory is too limited a one. For this view
has never been true of Hinduism as a whole, either of its
scriptures or of popular religion, but only of one school of
philosophical thought. All the orthodox philosophical systems
except the Advaita Vedanta are realist in outlook. The only
justification for the view is that in general Advaita Vedānta is
the form of Indian thought with which the West has become
most familiar.
If external definitions are inadequate, do the internal criteria
fare any better? The most usual ones put forward are accept
ance of the authority of the Veda, observance of caste rules
coupled with respect for Brāhmans, and belief in an eternal self
( atman) undergoing a continuous cycle of rebirth (samsdra).
While each of these has some validity, they are not wholly
satisfactory. From the remarks made earlier it will be clear that
the caste system, though closely integrated into the religion, is
not essential to it. Certainly, non-conformity to caste rules,
rather than rejection of any particular doctrine or deviation
4
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from any particular religious practice, has traditionally been
regarded as a serious lapse for a Hindu. This may entail the loss
of one’s caste status, but it does not necessarily involve the loss
of one’s religion; outcasting is not precisely equivalent to
excommunication. Equally, respect for Brāhmans is normal
among the more pious but there are nonetheless several sects
which reject their claims to supremacy. Nor is it possible to find
any sacraments that are obligatory for all Hindus.
Doctrines regarding the eternal self and the cycle of rebirth
have become nearly universal in Hinduism. But this is too
inclusive a criterion The cycle of rebirth is also accepted not
only by Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs (who, it might be argued,
do not really count because they developed out of Hinduism)
but also sporadically in quite separate religious traditions, such
as Orphism and Neoplatonism, the Kabala and the Doukhobars. Conversely, there are a very few groups usually reckoned
Hindu who deny i t ; the Lingayats seem to reject the notion of
rebirth, at least for those of their community, while the Deva
Samāj (founded in 1898 by Shiv Narayan Agnihotri) rejects the
pre-existence of the ātman and declares that at death it will
either suffer extinction or go to a kind of heaven. Doctrines
concerning ātman and samsara, karma and moksa (release
from the cycle) may be regarded as axiomatic by most schools
of Hindu philosophy, but they are by no means universal or
essential so far as its religious aspect is concerned, for a person
can claim to be a Hindu without believing in them and accept
ance of them does not in itself make one a Hindu. Hinduism
has, after all, always been noted for its ability to absorb poten
tially schismatic developments; indeed, one of the prime func
tions of the caste system has been to assimilate various tribes
and sects by assigning them a place in the social hierarchy.
Thus. Hindu society is divided horizontally into castes and
vertically into sects, although the vertical division is not as rigid
or exclusive as the horizontal one.
Acceptance of the authority of the Veda is probably the most
nearly universally valid criterion, but this is precisely because it
has least content, often amounting to no more than a declara
tion that someone considers himself a Hindu. Certain Vedic
hymns are still recited at weddings and funerals, though with
out any understanding of their meaning. The Veda has been
considered in Hinduism as the sole source of true religion and
5
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rejection of its authoritativeness was a major factor in turning
Buddhism and Jainism into separate religions. But, despite the
fact that study of the Veda was made an absolute duty for men
of the three higher classes, an accurate knowledge of it was lost
at an early date and the works of mediaeval commentators give
ample evidence of incomplete understanding. In particular, the
Rgveda, to us the most important of the Vedic texts, though
faithfully handed down in the schools of the reciters, remained
unknown territory to most philosophers and religious teachers.
Even those schools which professed to study the Veda did so
from an extremely limited and one-sided point of view: the
Mfmarnsa deals at length with the ritual commands, ignoring
the hymns and much else, and the Vedanta concentrates almost
entirely on the Upanisads. which have admittedly contributed
most directly to the development of later Hindu thought. The
attachment of other philosophies to the Veda was very per
functory. Indeed, it is reasonable to say that India had a very
inadequate and incomplete knowledge of the Veda before it
was discovered by European scholarship. Even the profession
of belief in the authority of the Veda is not essential; many of
the devotional trends in Hinduism tend to be critical of it. the
various schools of Tantrism have at the least a very ambivalent
attitude towards it, and Basava. the founder of the Lingāyats,
definitely rejected the authority of the Veda and the Brāhmans
along with much else.
Thus, although the Veda is regarded as the canonical scrip
ture of Hinduism, in actual fact this canon is not read by the
vast majority of Hindus, most of whom - the lower castes and
all women - were in due course forbidden to read it. But this
very inaccessibility has facilitated an almost endless reinterpre
tation of doctrine, for an appeal to the authority of the Veda
may be used to lend respectability to any innovation. A particu
larly striking manifestation of this flexibility of Hindu tradition
can be seen in the way that it has assimilated various heterodox
movements; the concept of heresy in Hinduism is a relative
one. The Jains, who originated out of the Hindu environment,
adopt a reiativistic view of reality and insist that we ought to
preface any statement with a qualification like ‘From this angle
. . .'. for any statement only has validity with reference to the
particular standpoint from which it is made, but pragmatically
accept that we do not bother with such qualifications in every
6

Prehistory o f Hinduism

day conversation. Any study of Hinduism must involve many
such generalisations, valid for a majority of Hindus but always
liable to exceptions. In a way, it is a subconscious recognition of
this diversity, which defies any simple definitions, that leads
Hindus to appeal to their perceived origins in the V eda; it is a
recognition that the unifying factor lies in their common his
tory. The appeal to the Veda permits both an affirmation of the
supremacy of tradition and an implicit acceptance of the reality
of adaptation.
The earliest form of Hinduism still extant is recorded in the
four Vedas. The religion exemplified by these collections of
ritual hymns was brought into India by the Aryans who began
to settle in North India some time between 1500 and 1000 b . c .,
but in their present form they were clearly composed over a
long span of time. The oldest is the Rgveda, datable to around
1200 b . c . by its language and its obvious connections with the
Iranian religion reformed by Zarathushtra before 1000 b . c . and
recorded in the Avesta. Next comes the Samaveda, followed
closely by the Yajurveda, and finally the Atharvaveda. The
content of the Vedas was developed, also over a long period,
by a further group of texts known as Brāhmanas, distinguished
from them by their prose form and their characteristically later
language ; to the Brāhmanas are appended the Aranyakas, of
which a further sub-division, the Upanisads, reveal a philo
sophy compatible with composition prior to the rise of Buddh
ism, that is before about 500 b . c .
The Vedas do not exhibit any fixed pantheon. The Rgveda,
in common with Iranian tradition, recognises 33 gods connect
ed with heaven, earth and the waters of the air, but also
mentions others, while the lists given by the Brāhmanas vary in
certain details. Images of the gods were not recognised in the
Vedic cult, except in its latest forms, and then only in the
domestic ritual. Nor was the ritual tied to any fixed sanctuary:
eminently mobile, it used the sacrificer’s house for the lesser
rites and special terrains for the major rites, with the sacrificial
stake assimilated to the Cosmic Tree connecting the three
cosmic regions. As in Iran, the essential ingredients of the
sacrifice were fire and soma, a juice used both as a libation and
as a hallucinogenic drink for the worshipper; the gods Agni and
Soma were thus accorded high prestige, for the sacrifice was the
7
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heart of the Vedic religion.
The hymns of the Rgveda, oldest and most important source
for Vedic religion, were probably composed in the Brahmāvarta region (roughly modern Haryana), to judge from the
climatic features they describe, although some scholars have
located them in the Panjab. either west or east. Handed down
in the early stages by oral tradition and long regarded as too
sacred to be reduced to writing, the text itself provides ample
internal evidence of the general accuracy of its preservation,
corroborated by the other Vedas. Even so. they provide only a
glimpse, albeit varied, of the religious thought and practices of
their time. The hymns were used by priests in worshipping the
major gods, and many are composed in highly refined poetry,
but others are simple in thought and expression. Myths are
frequently alluded to. but not recounted in extenso, and only
the hieratic views are given much prominence; moreover, most
deal with the soma ritual, and animal sacrifice is hardly noticed,
apart from the rarest and most important, the horse sacrifice.
The 1028 hymns, equivalent in length to Homer’s works,
consist of stanzas, usually complete in themselves though often
grouped in threes, composed in some fifteen different metres.
The collection is divided into ten books, of which the homo
geneous books two to seven form the core, with others as later
additions. According to tradition, supported by internal evi
dence . each of the original books was composed by seers of the
same family and they follow a standard arrangement of groups
of hymns addressed to different gods in descending order of
importance, Agni first, then Indra, then the minor deities, with
hymns in each group arranged according to the diminishing
number of stanzas they contain, and books arranged according
to the increasing number of hymns. The earliest addition is the
second part of book o n e; next comes its first part and book
eight, which together form a unit comparable to the earlier
‘family’ books, but distinct from them particularly in metre and
arrangement. The ninth book consists entirely of hymns to
Soma, which are almost completely absent from the earlier
books. The compilation is obviously late, but many of the
individual hymns are as old as any. and were collected together
from the earlier compilations for convenience of use in the
ritual. The hymns in the tenth book, although a few are still
early, generally reveal their later character by their language
1. Varuna. guardian of rta
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and metre, though more particularly by their content. Some of
the older gods, such as Mitra and Varuna and the Asvins,
decline in importance, to be replaced by more abstract deities,
while several hymns speculate on philosophical questions.
Others are concerned with popular religion, providing spells
and family rites. Here, too, is reflected the changing pattern of
society, with mention in one hymn of the four classes of society,
and a theological explanation of the system.
The chief attribute of the Vedic gods is their power over the
lives of m en; moral values, though sometimes present, are of
lesser importance. The gods also represent the chief powers of
nature, such as fire, sun and thunderstorm, and respond bene
volently to sacrifice. Only Rudra is regularly associated with
destruction; other natural disasters, from disease to drought,
are caused by powerful anti-gods such as Vrtra, whose con
quest is a prime concern of the gods. Varuna. and to a lesser
extent the more arbitrary Indra, punish sin, and Agni is in
voked among other things to free from guilt. Whereas major
deities are invoked in all the earlier books, the distribution of
the minor gods is patchy, suggesting that they were of import
ance only to limited groups of worshippers.
The gods of the Rgveda are called both Deva and Asura:
both terms can be applied to one deity, Indra for instance,
though sometimes the terms seem to be differentiated. Further
confusion has been imported into the situation by the applica
tion in later mythology of the term Asura to anti-gods or
demons. The Vedic term Asura seems to imply basically ‘lord’
or ‘powerful’ and to go back to a now almost obsolete IndoEuropean supreme god, perhaps reflected in the Iranian Ahura
Mazdā. It is the meaning of the word which changes, not the
character of the being to whom it is applied.
Indra was clearly the most popular deity among the poets of
the Rgveda and no doubt of the Aryans in general, for almost a
quarter of all the hymns are addressed to him. He is the
dominant deity of the middle region, the region between Earth
and Heaven. Indeed, some hymns attribute the eternal separa
tion of Sky and Earth, Indra’s parents, to their terror at their
son’s discovery of soma, drinking which made him swell to
enormous size. A few make him the son of Tvastr. the Great
Father and Creator of all creatures. He is described in anthro
pomorphic terms to a greater extent than other deities; his
10
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bodily strength and huge size are frequently alluded to, his
arms are powerful to wield his weapons, his hair and his appear
ance generally are tawny, and changes are rung on the word for
tawny in every verse of one entire hymn. His chief characteris
tic, accorded unstinted praise, is his power, both on the human
plane as the god of battle aiding the Aryans in their conquest of
North India, and mythologically as the thunder god who con
quers the demons of drought and darkness, thus liberating the
waters or winning the light. Accordingly, the weapon attribut
ed exclusively to him is the vajra, or thunderbolt, fashioned for
him by Tvastr. He is unsurpassed in power by men or gods, and
words meaning ‘mighty’ (śakra, śacīvat, śacīpati, satakratu) are
applied far more frequently to him than to any other god. All
the other gods yield to him in might and he is regularly present
ed as their king.
The most basic myth connected with Indra concerns his
battle with the serpent Vrtra, who is obstructing the waters and
the sky. Here he is exhilarated by Soma and escorted by his
companions the Maruts, and heaven and earth tremble with
fear when he slays Vrtra with his bolt, liberating the waters,
generating the sun, and finding the cows upon which the no
madic Aryan herdsmen depended.
Indra’s heroic deeds now let me proclaim.
which he who wields the thunderbolt performed at first;
he slew the snake, cut a channel for the waters.
and split the entrails of the mountains.
He slew the snake as it clung to the mountain for him Tvastr fashioned the sounding thunderbolt.
Like lowing cows, the flowing waters
made their way downwards straight to the sea.
(R V 1.32.1-2)
The exact nature of this liberation of the waters has given rise to
much speculation. In the nineteenth century it was interpreted
as bringing down rain, a rare occurrence in the early homeland
of the A ryans; an equally literal, though more fanciful, sugges
tion links it with the destruction of a dam, ruining the agricul
turally-based civilisation in the Indus valley which preceded the
Aryan incursions. But the Vrtra myth is now generally accept
ed as a creation myth, with Vrtra symbolising chaos. By killing
him, Indra separated land from water, upper regions from
nether, and caused the sun to rise in an act of creation repeated
11
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every morning and, at the winter solstice, every year. Thus,
Indra destroys the resistance ( vrtra) or inertia of the pre-exist
ing chaos, located on the primordial mountain, and activates
the process of differentiation and evolution. Occasionally,
Indra is declared thus to have turned the non-existent into the
existent. The centrality of this exploit to Indra’s nature is
shown by the frequency with which he is called ‘the slayer of
Vrtra’. Vrtrahan, and its antiquity by the occurrence of the
parallel Vrthragna. god of victory, in the Avesta.
Indra also engages in conflict with many other hostile forces,
as well as aiding the Aryans in their battles; however, the Vala
myth seems basically a priestly reworking of the Vrtra myth, for
Indra, the great warrior, is there depicted as overthrowing Vala
with a hymn or other ritual means and thereby freeing the light
from a cave in the mountain. Indeed, he is often joined or
replaced in allusions to the myth by Brhaspati, a little men
tioned deity who does not figure in the original pantheon, and
accompanied by the priestly band of the Aiigirascs, who some
times even play the major role. The term Brhaspati was no
doubt originally an epithet of Indra, indicating his priestly
functions as king of the gods, for the word means ‘lord of
brahman (the power of the ritual, but originally ‘hymn’ or
‘formula’)’; indeed the title is occasionally applied to Agni, the
priestly god. Just as the Vedic king progressively relinquished
his religious duties to professional priests, so Indra was re
placed by Brhaspati in this context. Such functional deities,
whose names are usually formed with the suffix -pati ‘lord’,
seem regularly to originate from earlier divine epithets and
belong especially to the tenth book of the Rgveda.
More remote than Indra, and possibly once superior to him
in the pantheon, is the figure of Varuna, the guardian of the
principle rta. With him is frequently associated Mitra - so much
so that hymns invoking both jointly ( as Mitrāvarunā) are much
more frequent than those to either on his own ( at least twentyfour to the pair, eight to Varuna alone and one to Mitra alone).
Thi^ joint invocation goes back to the Indo-Iranian period, foi
Ahura Mazdā, ‘the wise Lord’, and Mithra are so linked in the
A vesta; Varuna himself is several times called an Asura and
described by terms meaning ‘wise’, so the difference in names is
no problem. Varuna is called a king, ruling over heaven and
earth. whose anger is feared and who deals out punishment but
12
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also mercy; he has at his disposal snares or bonds with which he
fetters evildoers. Indeed Varuna’s name has been explained by
this property of binding, although the derivation from a root
meaning ‘oath’ is more in keeping with his overall character, as
well as with the clear meaning of Mitra’s name as ‘treaty,
contract’. Both Varuna and Mitra watch over men to oversee
their observance of truth, making use of spies everywhere and
especially of their eye, the sun. In their guardianship of vows,
they display not only the ethical concerns apparently denoted
by their names but also their role as kings. In fact Dumezil and
his school would see in Mitra and Varuna the representatives of
the Indo-European ‘sovereign gods’, a view that does serve to
highlight the imposing nature of Varuna’s role. As the guardian
of rta, the principle of order in the universe in both its natural
and its moral aspects, and as such the representative of the
static aspects of royal power, Varuna is the sovereign ruler of
gods and men, who established heaven and earth and measured
out the expanse of the earth, and he is the punisher of sin, the
lord and upholder of fixed observances, who is implored to
forgive and release from sin. Offence and forgiveness are fre
quent themes of the lofty hymns addressed to Varuna, who as a
moral ruler surpasses other deities. One major qualification to
this is that the cosmic order, rta, with which man’s actions here
on earth should be in accord, is not fully known to men, who
may therefore unwittingly offend against Varuna’s ordinances
despite their wish to please him ; in this respect Varuna’s power
and his creative activity, māvā, may be deceptive.
At first sight, at least, there is little mythology connected
with Varuna, all the emphasis being concentrated on his
sovereignty and moral rule. But he is not only an omniscient,
celestial ruler, he is also associated with the waters and with the
night, while both his occasional title of Asura and his decline in
importance even within the Rgveda perhaps hint that he is
connected especially with the period before the Devas estab
lished their dominance. Even more specifically it is said that the
nether world is Varuna’s realm and the abode of rta. Possibly
Varuna as the god of the primordial, undifferentiated cosmos
has been relegated by Indra’s creative activities to the lordship
of those aspects which survive from and still represent the
original chaos: the nether world, the night-sky and the waters,
whether under the earth or in the sky at night. Even the
13
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principle of rta, by which Varuna regulates the activities of the
world and which must in some sense precede the evolution of
the world, is replaced subsequently by the related principle of
dharma.
As god of fire, Agni occupies a very prominent position in
the Rgveda. He is invoked in over two hundred hymns, hymns
which are the first group in each book (except the eighth and
ninth). and he is frequently associated with Indra, to the point
of occasionally being called, like Indra, Vrtrahan. and of being
invoked jointly with him as a dual deity more frequently than
any other. His martial connections may be seen in exhortations
to burn his devotees’ foes, but he is also lord of the forest fire
and the fire of cremation, he is able by the heat or power of
austerity ( tapas) to blast the impious who seek to use the ritual
for evil purposes, and he comes to embody the heat of sexual
desire. Fire was, of course, very important to early peoples and
was not easy to acquire or control, as the myth of Mātariśvan
fetching Agni from heaven and the Greek legend of Pro
metheus illustrate. Fire was thus of great significance in itself
and it was only natural to elaborate rituals around it; the
veneration of fire in the Iranian religion is well known. Within
the Vedic tradition Agni is seen as present as a guest in every
household on the domestic hearth, becoming identified with
the householder; indeed, he has a particularly close association
with mankind.
Agni’s chief prominence, however, stems from his role as the
sacrificial fire. He is the fire itself on the altar, and so is instru
mental in conveying the sacrifice to heaven and, by extension,
in bringing the gods down to the sacrifice. Personified, he is the
mediator between men and gods, the divine counterpart of
human priests in all their functions and often called by their
various titles. He is the many-sided, universal priest who knows
all the roles and functions of the sacrifice, the inner light placed
among men to guide them through the mysteries and intricacies
of the ritual, and thus omniscient and the author of wisdom and
prayer; he is - like the human priests - poet, sage and seer. It is
this priestly role which is most apparent in his association with
Indra. whom he attends like a priest accompanying a human
king, actively fighting the common enemy with his particular
weapons of mantras and rites.
The ever-present physical basis of Agni’s nature inevitably
14
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limited the growth of any mythology, but there is speculation
about his origin and form. He is spoken of as reborn daily from
his parents, the kindling sticks, whom he promptly devours; he
is also regarded as being bom from himself, from which comes
his epithet Tanūnapāt, or somewhat paradoxically from the
waters as Apām Napāt, an ancient concept shared with Iranian
religion and sometimes addressed as a separate deity, which
probably symbolises the lightning flashing from the clouds.
Agni is thus simultaneously both one, as deity, and many, as
the individual fires, both primordial, as the celestial fire, and
ever young, being kindled daily. In one late hymn to Agni in
his universal aspect. Agni Vaiśvānara, the poet in conclusion
broaches the problem of the relationship between the many
manifestations and the one universal deity and indicates that it
is just part of a wider problem (10.88.17-19).
Next in frequency to Indra and Agni comes Soma. In the
oldest parts of the Veda Agni and Soma have much in common
because of their basis in the material equipment of the sacrifice,
for Soma is the personification of a plant, the extraction and
drinking of whose juice formed the centre of the Vedic ritual.
The anthropomorphism of both gods is constantly impinged on
by their physical basis, and so remains undeveloped. The deeds
given to Soma are simply borrowed from the other gods, es
pecially Indra and Agni, with whom he is closely associated,
since Indra is the great soma drinker and Agni is also a god of
ritual. On the other hand, the soma is the great object of
priestly interest, and the most elaborate imagery seems to have
formed round the simple operations of pressing and straining
the juice. In its present form the whole of the ninth book of the
Rgveda is devoted to Soma (deity and plant) and he has six
hymns in other books.
The preparation and offering of soma was a feature of IndoIranian worship, and there are numerous similarities between
the Soma and Haoma cults, although the belief in an intoxicat
ing beverage of the gods, a kind of honey or mead, probably
goes back to the Indo-European period. The parallelism of the
legends of the eagle and soma, the nectar-bringing eagle of
Zeus, and the eagle which fetched the mead and which was
really O din, is obvious, especially since the term madhu ‘honey’
is often applied to soma. In a ritual performed thrice daily, the
plant is made to yield its juice by being pounded with a stone or
16

Prehistory o f Hinduism

pressed with stones which lie on a skin. The pressed juice
passes through the filter of sheep’s wool, and in this form is
offered to Indra and Vāyu. The filtered soma next flows into
jars or vats where it is mixed with water and milk to sweeten it.
This admixture brings Soma into a special relationship with the
W aters; their father as wJ.l as their son, he seems sometimes to
be considered to be rain, an indication that the earliest ritual
concerned rain-making. Again, as a thunderer and a loudsounding god. Soma is a bull and the waters are his cows whom
he fertilises.
The exhilarating power of soma is stressed; it is a divine
drink conferring immortality on gods and m en; it is called
amrta, the ‘draught of immortality’. As a deity. Soma is a wise
seer, a poet, who stimulates thought and inspires hymns. The
fact that Soma invigorates Indra in his fight with Vrtra is
repeated so often that Indra’s exploits and cosmic actions come
to be attributed to him. Again Indra makes the sun to rise when
he has drunk soma, so that Soma is credited with this feat also.
From this it is a short step to becoming a great cosmic power,
who generates the two worlds and wields universal sway. Soma
is not only lord of plants but also king of the gods, of the whole
earth and of men. The priest who crushed the soma stalks knew
that this ritual meant the killing of King Soma in order to set
free his victorious, invigorating and life-promoting power.
Soma pressing early took a central place in the mythology,
particularly in the cosmogonic myth. The Veda seems to view
Soma and Agni as originally dwelling within the primordial hill,
guarded by a snake or dragon embodying the power of ‘resist
ance’ ( vrtra). Agni and Soma represent contrasting but com
plementary elements: fire and liquid, heat and coolness; in a
few of the latest hymns of the Rgveda Soma is identified with
the moon, just as Agni is with the sun.
The identity of the soma plant is subject to considerable
dispute. Both the Avesta and the Veda state that it grew on the
top of mountains. It may have been Amanita muscaria. the fly
agaric, a hallucinogenic mushroom growing in the mountains
of Afghanistan, but not in the plains of India. The Aryan
incursion into India by this route resulted in progressive loss of
contact with the areas from which the soma plant was acquired
and consequent loss of knowledge of its actual nature, which
seem to have coincided with a steady increase in elaboration
17
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of the ritual. It may be that there is more to this than just a
temporal link. The authentic plant was replaced by an ineffec
tual substitute, and its absence may have been increasingly
compensated for by the expectations built up through the ritual
which created their own fulfilment; the sense of ecstasy and
communion with the gods was now produced by purely ritual
means. This may even have set a pattern for the later develop
ment of the religion, where the emphasis on the achievement of
certain states by manipulation of one’s consciousness comes
more and more to the fore.
The major figures of the pantheon are complemented by a
number of minor deities, each with his own particular charac
teristics. Prominent among them, Dyaus (Heaven) and PrthivT
( E arth ) are almost inseparable. Often addressed as ‘father and
m other’, they are the parents of the gods and, by a symbolic act
of procreation, of all living creatures; the fixing of Earth out of
the original chaos represents the beginning of order, both
physical and spiritual.
A nature goddess with a much wider field of operation is
Aditi. Her name may best be translated ‘freedom’, and she
represents ideas of breadth and boundlessness throughout the
free, limitless space of the universe, combined with the inner
space of the gods. Thus comprising everything, she is called the
mother and father of all the gods and of all creation. This aspect
as the Great Mother is the only physical characteristic much
expressed, and provides the reason for her identification with
the earth, and also with the cow, India’s great symbol of
motherhood. She is frequently invoked to confer freedom,
both from physical illness and spiritual sin, and indeed from all
kinds of harm. Her sons, called as a group by the derivative title
Adityas, comprise the major figures among the Devas, and
likewise confer benefits on mankind in response to their wor
ship.
Dyaus’s son Surya is the most specific of the solar deities, for
his name refers both to him as god and to the physical sun. He
drives his chariot across the sky to drive away darkness from
gods and men, but is sometimes also conceived of as a shining
white horse or as an eagle. Another great natural force, the
wind, is rarely invoked, being represented in concrete fashion
by Vata and in more abstract form by his doublet Vāyu; Iranian
tradition accords Vayu much greater importance. Closely
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associated with Indra and privileged to drink the soma, he was
the breath of god and impelling principle of the whole cosmos.
Usas, the dawn, sometimes protrayed as Surya’s wife, is an
other female member of the otherwise almost exclusively male
pantheon. She is a great goddess who represents the victory of
light over darkness, of life over death. She is invoked in about
twenty hymns of great beauty, where the poets link the natural
splendours of the dawn to the benefits she confers on man.
The twin gods known as the Asvins have obvious links with
the Greek Dioscuri. In the Rgveda both participate jointly in
their roles as warrior and fertility deities, yet they have different
fathers, and there is evidence, both internal and from Iranian
tradition, to suggest that originally at least these functions were
differentiated. Yama, ruler of the dead, occurs almost exclu
sively in books one and ten. the latest parts of the Rgveda; the
poets of the earlier books tell us little of their ideas of death and
the after-life. He associates with gods and is by implication
divine, but is only expressly called king of the dead. He has a
particularly close relationship with Agni, who bears the dead to
his kingdom. He also has a twin sister YamT. which recalls the
Indo-Iranian myth of a pair of primeval twins who produced
the human race.
The figure of Visnu provides further evidence that the hymns
of the Rgveda do not provide a complete picture of the religious
attitudes of the Aryans. He clearly occupied a position of
importance in men’s minds, but is not referred to frequently in
the hymns. His basic personality, however, is remarkably con
sonant with that revealed in later mythology, where he assumes
an increasingly prominent role. He is benevolent and never
inimical to man, willing and able to bestow abundant riches on
his worshippers, and concerned to assure the continuance of
the human race. In one aspect he is a solar deity, engaged like
the sun in sending blessings from heaven in the form of allpervasive. life-giving energy.
Visnu is a friend and ally of Indra, helping him in his battle
against Vrtra, and in spreading out the spaces between heaven
and earth. Indeed, in one hymn it is Visnu who opens Vala’s
cowpen. As representatives of the two great beneficent forces
of sun and rain, they co-operate as equal partners, though
Visnu’s is the less active role. Sometimes the two gods are so
intimately associated as almost to form one dual deity, Indrā19
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visnū, participating in each other’s qualities and activities.
The major mythological exploit attributed to Visnu is his
striding through the universe with three steps, an action which
has given rise to the frequently applied epithets ‘wide-going’
and ‘wide-striding’. At the earliest stages, these three steps
symbolise his might and omnipresence, traversing the earth
and sky, and the regions beyond the knowledge of man, and
may be considered to represent the sun’s progress across the
sky. Thus his abode, visnupada, at his highest step, is located at
the meridian. The epithets ‘dwelling in the mountains’ and
‘standing on the mountains’ applied in one hymn are thought to
allude to the sun looking down from the mountain-tops, though
others see in them a reference to mountains as stores of water
and the home of beneficial plants. Later these three steps are
explained more fully as Visnu fixing the boundaries of the
world and claiming it for man to inhabit.
A further feature of Visnu’s all-pervasiveness is that he may
also represent the cosmic pillar, the mystic centre of the uni
verse which leads to and supports the heavens. His home is in
the mountains, which seem to uphold the firmament, and to
him belongs the yiipa, the stake to which the sacrificial victim is
tied, which is a symbol of the cosmic pillar. Thus intimately
linked with the sacrifice, he is implored to bestow heavenly gifts
on men and to lead man upwards so as to rescue him from all
evil: indeed, by ritually imitating the god’s three strides, the
duly consecrated sacrificer becomes Visnu and attains the high
est goal.
The destructive character of Rudra provides a striking con
trast to Visnu’s benevolence. He is a sinister figure, living in the
mountains, clothed in skins; his hair is braided, his colour
brown, his belly black and his back red. He is dreaded for his
ever-present wrath, whether offended or not, and the blessings
he is implored to bestow on man consist largely, though not
entirely, of averting his anger. This end is often sought by
means of euphemisms such as ‘What are we to say to Rudra, the
attentive one, the most kind and liberal one, the extremely
powerful one, that makes his heart as glad as possible?’ (RV
1.43.1), and the epithet śiva, ‘auspicious’, applied rarely to
Rudra in the Rgveda, became the name of his successor in postVedic mythology. Nevertheless, the worshipper took care to
ask Rudra to spare men and cattle, but not to come in person.
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Rudra occupies a subordinate position in the Rgveda. The
origin of his name and functions is obscure, but he is sometimes
regarded as a storm-god. Though malevolent and aggressive,
he is not warlike, and does not engage in conflict with the
demons. Although the father of the Maruts, he is never, unlike
Indra, associated with their martial exploits. He is also closely
associated with Agni. The standard interpretation of his name
translates it as ‘the howler’, but it may derive from roots
meaning ‘heavenly’, ‘bright’ or ‘red’ - a colour closely asso
ciated with death. In any case, it seems to be an epithet applied
only secondarily to him, his personal name having been pre
sumably considered taboo.
Altogether, Rudra appears something of a misfit and a
stranger in the Rgveda. He is not even offered the same sacri
fices as the other gods but has to be satisfied with a ball of food
thrown down on the ground, the sort of offering made to
various local and possibly malevolent spirits. There is every
likelihood that Rudra is indeed an incomer to the Vedic pan
theon, taken over as the result of contacts with some indi
genous group, either the descendants of the Indus Valley Civi
lisation, looked at later, or some other even less known source.
Unlike the Rgveda, the Sdmaveda is of interest chiefly for its
form rather than for its literary or historical content. As ritual
became more elaborate - a tendency already apparent in the
later parts of the Rgveda - the functions of different priests
came to be demarcated, and the Sdmaveda comprises a hand
book of the chants or sdmans used by the group of priests called
udgdtrs at the Soma sacrifice. In addition to the text of the
verses used, there are four collections of chants (gānas) which
indicate how they were to be sung. Although, in common with
the Vedas as a whole, the notation was not written down until
relatively modern times, it seems that the music has been
preserved almost as faithfully as the words, and that in style it
resembled Western mediaeval plainsong, similarly based on a
heptatonic scale. In the gānas the words are filled out with
various interjections, to make them fit the melodies. The verses
themselves are isolated, arranged not into hymns but according
to the requirements of the ritual. They are derived almost
invariably from the eighth and ninth books of the Rgveda,
though with the variations of detail to be expected from the
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different purposes of the two collections.
The Yajurveda is a more original compilation of ritual mat
erial drawn partly from the Rgvedic hymns, although in this
case the older verses, often adapted to their new use, are
supplemented by material which had to be composed to accom
modate the wealth of new ceremonies and extraordinary de
velopment of ritual detail now taking place. The yajus of its title
are formulae in prose or verse, muttered (not chanted like the
sāmans) by the adhvaryu priest and his assistants as they
actually carried out the sacrifice. Developments from the prac
tices of the Rgveda include a greater emphasis on the mechanics
of the sacrifice itself rather than on the deities behind it, with
the consequent emergence of invocations to the sacrificial uten
sils as symbolising the powers of the gods; spells and riddles
occur similar to those to appear in the Atharvaveda and the
Upanisads respectively, and syllables of mystical significance
are to be found, such as om and vasat, which later developed
into the magical formulae of the Tantras. The gods are still
invoked, sometimes in litanies such as the Satarudriya, a hymn
praising Rudra by pronouncing his many names and epithets,
thus also allowing the devotee to identify himself mystically
with aspects of the deity’s nature. Visnu’s link with the sacrifice
leads to some increase of his prominence.
The Yajurveda is not a single work, but has come down to us
in two recensions, each with its own sub-recensions. The major
recensions are known as the Black and the White Yajurvedas,
though ‘pure’ might render the latter more accurately; the
names are thought to refer to the fact that the yajus of the
former version have been interspersed or ‘adulterated’ with
prose commentary material, while in the White Yajurveda simi
lar material has been collected together into a Brāhmana. A
further distinguishing feature is that the second half of the
White Yajurveda is of demonstrably later date than the first and
corresponds to nothing in the more homogeneous Black Yajur
veda.
The Atharvaveda is, like the Rgveda, a collection of complete
hymns rather than isolated verses, but its general lack of con
nection with sacrificial ceremonial led to some reluctance to
accept its authority alongside the other three Vedas. It takes its
title from one of the great priestly families (partly mythological)
of the Rgveda, while an older name for it links the Atharvans
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with that other notable priestly family, the Angirases. It con
sists of a diverse compilation of spells for every purpose,
whether to secure success and wealth, or to procure health and
offspring. There is, of course, little basic difference in purpose
between the spell and the sacrifice, for both seek to achieve
similar ends, and the distinction of subject-matter between the
Vedas is by no means absolute; the Rgveda contains, for in
stance, a hymn likening the chanting of Brahmans to frogs
croaking (RV 7.103), often misunderstood as satirical but in
fact a rain charm and used as such up to modern times. So too,
the spells of the Atharvaveda have been given a priestly veneer
throughout, some spells have been included which do pertain
to the sacrifice, and its last and latest book, book twenty, seems
to have been added specifically to link the work to the sacrificial
cult.
There are two recensions of the Atharvaveda, with consider
able variation between them ; the version normally cited is that
of Saunaka. The contents are diverse in date and style, in part
due to a conflict between popular origins and subsequent
priestly influence. Some of the material may be older even than
the Rgveda, and one seventh of its hymns are drawn from that
source ( especially the tenth book), but a considerable develop
ment in thought took place before the latest parts were com
posed. Language and metre, too. essentially follow the Rgveda,
though with somewhat greater freedom of versification and
some substantial passages of rhythmic prose. Divergences from
the linguistic norm are also found, which should be attributed
as much to the material’s popular origins as to lateness of
composition. The style is similarly varied, ranging from ob
scure , repetitious incantations peopled with a host of evil spirits
and demons - the universal stock-in-trade of the commonplace
sorcerer - to hymns showing real poetic feeling, sometimes
clumsily grafted on to a magical formula, and often adapted to
this use from their original purpose. A particular example is a
prayer to Varuna as overseer of the human conscience (4.16),
an imposingly solemn prelude to a banal spell.
The pantheon of the Rgveda is preserved in the A tharvaveda,
although the character of Rudra is further developed, with
increasing emphasis on his fearsome aspect. His title ‘lord of
the animals’ is indicative of the way in which his character is
evolving towards that later attributed to Śiva. Other powers
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invoked are all manner of spirits', in addition to demons, dis
eases, animals, healing plants and amulets, with some remark
able hymns addressed to Earth. There is as yet, however, no
major female divinity, although bad qualities and disasters tend
to be personified as goddesses.
Philosophy in India has always been firmly rooted in prac
tical aspirations, so the presence in the A tharvaveda of a greater
amount of philosophical speculation than occurs in the other
three Vedas is not inappropriate. Knowledge of the true nature
of things was seen not merely as a liberating force for the
individual concerned, but as a means of acquiring ascendency
over his fellows, particularly his enemies, and thus of gaining
wealth and temporal success. Cosmogonic themes developed
in mystical terms include a eulogy of Virāj, the principle of
extension (8.9-10), a hymn on the creation of purusa, the
cosmic man sacrificed by the gods (10.2), the glorification of
skambha, ‘support’, a form of the cosmic tree (10.7—8) and of
the brahmacdrin, the Vedic student (11.5), all of them creative
principles. Kāla, Time, is celebrated as the primordial power
(19.53-4), and the ātman concept gains in prominence (11.4).
Altogether, the Atharvaveda provides important evidence of
older Vedic thought and, as a forerunner of the oldest Upanisads, presents a valuable insight into the continuity and de
velopment of Indian speculative reflections.
It must not be forgotten that the religion of the Vedas was an
alien culture brought into India by the Aryans. Long before
their arrival, probably from about 2500-1700 b . c ., there flour
ished in the Indus basin a highly developed urban culture of
which we know in some respects tantalisingly little. Evidence
for this Indus Valley Civilisation has been provided by the
excavation of several cities, notably Mohenjo-daro and Harappā, now in Pakistan. Interpretation of the extant remains is
fraught with difficulty, for no written records have been dis
covered, and the few brief inscriptions cannot be deciphered
with any certainty or plausibility. The civilisation seems to have
come to an end a considerable time before the Aryan invasion;
nevertheless, it is at least a possibility that some of the beliefs of
these people lingered on in popular form, with elements
eventually being absorbed into Hinduism alongside those in
herited from the Vedas.
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Speculation as to the religious ideas of the Indus Valley
people centres on a few buildings, a large number of terracotta
figurines and an enormous number of carved steatite seals.
Various buildings have been identified as temples, largely be
cause they are imposing structures consisting of a large open
space, some containing statues; even if these suggestions are
correct, the extant remains are as yet insufficient to furnish us
with any details of the cult practised there. More significant is
the elaborate Great Bath complex at Mohenjo-daro. The tank
itself (measuring as much as 39 ft by 23 ft by 8 ft deep) was
surrounded by porticoes and sets of rooms, with a stairway
which apparently led to an upper storey. Water in suitable
quantity is the prime necessity of life, and most primitive
religions are concerned with securing the supply. The Indus
Valley economy was based on arable farming, rendered poss
ible by a certain amount of artificial control of the river, and
while this bath seems to have been for ritual bathing rather than
for any practical purpose of water storage, it emphasises the
centrality of water to the people’s lives. The use of such tanks,
and frequent bathing, are important features of modern Indian
ritual, and may well continue a custom carried on since the
earliest times.
Various stone statues found in the public buildings have
sometimes been thought to be cult images. There is little sup
porting evidence, but even if the identification is valid, it tells us
little more about the religious pattern. One bust of a bearded,
robed figure has a grave dignity of demeanour more appro
priate to a ruler or public official. This uncertainty extends
equally to the system of government; the usual assumption of
some kind of priestly control rests on the apparent existence of
twin capitals (thought impossible under a single ruler) and on
the conservatism of so many features of life from urban plan
ning downwards, but other explanations are by no means ruled
out.
Numerous other small statues or figurines, mostly of terra
cotta, have been found, some of which represent a standing
female figure with an elaborate head-dress. If these have a
religious significance, they probably relate to a domestic cult of
a mother goddess, a feature found in many early religions but
largely absent from the Vedas. Once again, the evidence is not
clearci't: many figures have the bloated shape generally charac
25

The Sacred Thread

teristic of fertility deities and considered to represent preg
nancy, but it cannot always be determined whether the Indus
Valley figures are male or female, and many are also part
animal.
The steatite seals present potentially the largest volume of
evidence, but the various decorations and inscriptions carved
on them may or may not have a religious significance. Some are
adorned with patterns or symbols, others depict human or
animal figures, or more elaborate scenes. The animals repre
sented are diverse and not always easy to identify, but they
include wild and domestic animals of all kinds, including tigers,
buffalo, rhinoceros, elephant, goat and cobra. Prominent
among them, but by no means all-important, is the bull; occa
sionally humans are depicted leaping over it. Often we find
composite figures of male or female humans with horns and
other animal features. One seal, which shows a seated human
figure surrounded by animals, has given rise to the confident
assertion that it represents a prototype of Siva Pasupati, ‘lord
of the animals’, but again the sex of the figure cannot be
established beyond doubt, and it has been linked with some of
the figurines and pronounced a fertility goddess. A number of
seals seem to depict a tree deity of indeterminate sex, some
times with suppliants; one apparently shows the production of
vegetation from the spirit’s very womb. Other scenes have
been interpreted as human sacrifice. In general, the evidence
afforded by the material remains of the Indus Valley cities can
only be regarded as insufficient to give a true picture of the
religious beliefs and practices of their inhabitants, except to
demonstrate their total dependence on the forces of nature.
Another possible source for those elements of later Hindu
ism obviously not from a Vedic background is the Deccan
Neolithic culture, which flourished about 2000 to 750 b . c . This
culture is known from a number of often sizable ashmounds
found in Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh. These ashmounds
have resulted from the periodic firing of the dung in the stock
ades where the pastoral and partially nomadic people involved
penned their cattle; some are associated with settlements and
some not, presumably representing a seasonal shifting of pas
ture. These people evidently were very dependent on their
cattle and it has been suggested that the firing of the cattle-pens
may have been related to some ceremonial connected with the
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seasonal migrations, just as the worship of cattle and the light
ing of lamps or bonfires are associated in the modern festivals
of HolT and Dīvālī in the north and Pongal in the south. The use
of ash for ritual purposes by followers of Śiva could also con
ceivably be connected. These conjectures would certainly pro
vide sources for certain aspects in Hinduism of non-Vedic
origin but can scarcely be considered as established.
That there was a large influx of deities and spirits from
non-Vedic sources into the religion during and after the Vedic
period is however indisputable. Perhaps the most obvious
feature is their evident local character, for they have fixed
places of worship, often outside the settlements on a hill or in a
grove. The earliest term to denote such beings, found even in
the Rgveda, is yaksa, essentially denoting some kind of appari
tion or manifestation of the numinous, perhaps also pointing to
the fact that such powers were often represented visibly from
an early stage. The term could be applied to anything mys
terious, it seems, on the evidence of episodes from two later
works treated in subsequent chapters; in one passage of the
Kena Upanisad the gods are puzzled by an apparition, a Yaksa,
who is revealed to be Brahman, the Supreme, while in one
episode from the Mahābhārata the Yaksa, at first an invisible
water deity, finally declares that he is Dharma, the divine
father of Yudhisthira. Both in the epic Mahabhdrala and in
early Buddhist texts Yaksas are fairly well known, reflecting
the more popular background of both sources by comparison
with the Vedic tradition. In fact, Buddhism tended to group
under this term several classes of supernatural beings, which
the Hindu tradition kept separate, and so to give them an
ambivalent character. Within Hinduism the Yaksas were re
garded as generally benevolent and were most commonly
honoured by a stone tablet or altar placed under a sacred tree,
suggesting an origin in vegetation cults analogous to those
which may perhaps be postulated for the Indus Valley Civilisa
tion ; within Buddhism, the tree-cult was incorporated into the
cult of caityas. In later times the Yaksas’ chief is Kubera, the
god of wealth and regent of the north, who also has connections
with the Rāksasas, a class of definitely malignant and deceptive
beings.
A similarly important element is the veneration of Nāgas,
sometimes represented purely as snakes (especially the cobra)
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and sometimes half human. Of course, even in the Rgveda
Vrtra is represented as a snake or serpent, but the use of a new
term and the attitudes involved in the post-Vedic period indi
cate a quite different source. Despite the lack of early textual
evidence ( although Nāgas do occur in the Sutras, treated in the
next chapter), from the wide diffusion of their cult as a sub
ordinate element in many forms of Hinduism it is clear that
Nāgas were very ancient objects of worship, a type of chthonic
deity obviously significant for good or ill to the peasants them
selves, At subsequent periods. Nāgas are incorporated in sub
sidiary roles into Buddhism in the form of the snake king
Mucalinda, into Jainism as the symbol of Pārśva, into Vaisnavism as the cosmic serpent Ananta on whom Visnu rests, and
into Saivism as a garland for Siva and a weapon for Ganesa; in
short they penetrate all the more developed forms of religion;
as well as remaining regular objects of worship by the villagers.
The earliest evidence so far for temple worship of Nāgas goes
back to the first century b . c .
Such are the types of influence that entered the main stream
of the religion, blending with the Vedic traditions to form an
ever evolving synthesis. Though only fully under way in the
periods following the hymns, there is nonetheless, especially
in the Atharvaveda, evidence that elements from non-Aryan
sources were already being absorbed within the Vedic period.
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Impersonal Trends
An inevitable result of the Rgveda’s long period of composition
is that the religious practices and ideas it depicts undergo a
considerable development, so that the tenth book diverges
from its predecessors in several respects. The earlier books
present two basic analogies or metaphors in their cosmogonic
myths, one deriving from the craftsman’s activity, the other
from natural parentage. In addition to some examples already
given, we may note their combination in the role of Tvastr, the
divine carpenter or architect, who in some hymns is declared to
have fashioned Heaven and Earth, Dyaus and PrthivT, them
selves regarded as the divine parents. These views persist in the
tenth book, as when one poet asks, ‘What was the wood, what
was the tree out of which they shaped heaven and earth ?’ ( RV
10.31.7ab=81.4ab), but increasingly the tendency is to indulge
in more nearly philosophic than mythological speculation. The
transition is seen in hymns such as 10.72, where the poet
announces his intention of proclaiming ‘the births of the gods’
and speaks of Brhaspati as a smith, but then goes on to say: ‘In
the first age of the gods, being was born from non-being’,
before relapsing into more mythological imagery. In the pair of
hymns 10.81-2 addressed to Visvakarman, the ‘maker of all’, a
term applied on occasion to Indra is turned into a more abstract
deity, represented as creating the world through sacrifice and
as having on all sides eyes, faces, arms and feet, but another
explanation is also offered in terms of a ‘first embryo’, a world
egg floating on the waters of chaos, out of which Visvakarman
apparently arises. The theme of an original sacrifice comes
more clearly to the fo^p in the hymn 10.90 to purusa, the cosmic
person. This purusa is first described, in similar fashion to
Visvakarman, as having a thousand heads, eyes and feet, and
then it is declared that only one quarter of him is manifest in
creation; there is thus maintained here and elsewhere - as in
1.164.45 where Vāc, sacred speech, similarly has only one
quarter manifest - the understanding that divine reality is
greater than the world, a panentheistic rather than a pantheistic
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approach. But overall the emphasis is on the creative function
of sacrifice and ritual in general, revealing the continuing links
between the ritualistic and speculative approaches. From this
primeval man, sacrificed by the gods, are produced Indra. Agni
and Vāvu. the atmosphere, heaven and earth, and the com
pass-points, animals and birds, and man ; specifically the four
classes of society are said to issue from different parts of his
anatomy, the only mention of this system in the Rgveda and in
itself an indication of the lateness of this hymn. Dissatisfaction
with existing solutions is still more pointedly expressed in hymn
10.121. which gives in successive verses an impressive descrip
tion of a creator deity, beginning with the concept of the golden
embryo or germ, but ends each verse with the question, to
which god shall we offer worship with an oblation?’ as if to ask
which god measures up to such a description, an impression
strengthened by its partial imitation of an earlier panegyric to
Indra (2.12). Its force has been somewhat blunted by the later
addition (betrayed in its textual transmission) of a final verse
naming Prajāpati, ‘the lord of creatures’, a deity otherwise
unknown to the Rgveda but frequent in the Brāhmanas.
The culmination of this trend is seen in 10.129, which begins:
‘Non-being did not exist, nor did being at that tim e; there was
no atmosphere nor firmament beyond it. What enveloped it,
where, whose the protection? Was there water, profound and
deep?’ The agnosticism and scepticism here apparent are re
inforced in the last two verses which, after declaring that the
gods are later than creation, assert that ‘he who is its overseer in
the highest firmament, he no doubt knows or else he does not’.
Thus, instead of the gods or even one supreme creator deity as
agents of creation, we now have asat, non-being or the unreal,
and sat, being or the real, evolving together (by contrast with
10.72.2-3) under the impulse of desire from That One, a
pre-existing indefinable entity, which is their common origin
and in which there is no duality or differentiation.
Such trends originated earlier, of course, and are also to be
found in other parts of Vedic literature. The verse of hymn
1.164 already mentioned which declares that only one quarter
of Vāc is manifest on earth is followed by the often quoted, and
misunderstood, verse in which she, as the principle of ritualistic
utterance, is declared to be That One, which seers speak of
variously as Indra. Mitra. Varuna, Agni and so forth
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(1.164.46). Thus here in the context of the ritual and in the
form of the riddling contests ( brahmodya), in which the nature
of the sacred power brahman was enigmatically revealed as
part of such rituals, the same tendency was earlier manifest of
reducing all phenomena, including the gods, to some unitary
principle. This same hymn occurs virtually in its entirety in the
Atharvaveda, as hymns 9.9-10, while one of its images, that of
the two birds perching on the same tree, one of which eats while
the other looks on (1.164.20-2), is taken up in the Upanisads
and later.
The Atharvaveda does indeed include rather more specula
tive hymns than the Rgveda. Interestingly, it uses the term
brahman both to denote its own incantations and to name the
universal principle, or rather it would be more accurate to say
that the term now possesses both meanings simultaneously, for
example when Brahman is the origin of both sat and asat and is
also linked with Vāc (A V 4.1.1-2); the linkage lies in the
emphasis on ritual activity and in particular on its expression
through ritual speech. The Atharvaveda also employs other
images or descriptions of the ultimate cosmic principle, several
of them of a relatively material and even mechanical nature. A
pair of hymns (A V 10.7-8) are devoted to the extolling of
skambha ‘support’ or more generally ‘framework’ as the basis
on which the universe is erected and within which are both the
non-existent and the existent; the second hymn also passes on
to other themes, concluding with an apparent declaration of
ātman as the cosmic principle. Another hymn on prāna ‘breath’
( A V 11.4) sees that both as the breath of life in the individual
and as the wind animating the universe. Exceptionally within
the Indian tradition, another pair of hymns (19.53-4, in fact
artificially divided) make of kāla ‘Time’ a first principle, declar
ing that it is by Time that everything has been created and set in
motion, from the sun’s course onwards, and thus even Prajāpati, ‘the lord of creatures’, was produced in the beginning by
Time ; the image of the chariot is transferred to him from Sūrya
and includes the striking figure of immortality pictured as the
axle around which everything revolves.
However, despite the speculative aspect of such hymns, the
ritual emphasis is still in general the dominant one and is itself
also tending towards a more impersonal view.
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The next stage of the Vedic literature following the hymns
consists of the Brahmanas which, as their name indicates, deal
with and expound brahman, the sacred power above all now
manifested in the sacrificial ritual. They are voluminous prose
works which collect together a large mass of views and discus
sions on the ritual and also on the stanzas of the hymns
employed in the various rites. Each is linked to the require
ments of a particular priest in the ritual, as are the hymn
collections to which they are assigned; thus the Brahmanas of
the Rgveda are intended for the use of the invoking priest
(hotr), those of the Yajurveda for the officiating priest
(adhvaryu) and those of the Sdmaveda for the chanting priest
(udgdtr), while later in imitation of these a Brahmana was
attached to the Atharvaveda. While the Brahmanas of the
Yajurveda closely follow the ritual and the Black Yajurveda
shows an intermingling of hymns and Brahmana, those of the
other Vedas are less tied to it. This indicates that the
Brahmanas began as appendices to the liturgical parts of the
hymn collections but later became independent, growing by
addition and possibly reworking to their present bulk. The
exponents of this tradition are indeed often members of the
same families which were prominent as ‘seers’ of the Rgveda.
The Indians themselves usually divide the contents of the
Brahmanas into two major categories: rules and explanations.
The texts primarily give rules for the performance of the
individual sacrificial rites and from this central theme of ritual
all discussions start. The compilers’ aim, however, was not just
to describe the rites - in fact they assume an audience well
acquainted with the course of the ritual - but to explain the
origin, purpose and meaning of the ritual acts and to establish
their validity and significance. Consequently, the texts also
include much mythology and legend, and involve speculative
etymologies and speculations on the connection of ceremonial
details with each other and with the hymns, as well as dealing
with local variations in performance and variations due to
circumstance. The Brahmanas are indeed extremely discur
sive texts, taking in much that is only marginally relevant to
their basic concern of ritual but often of considerable interest
for charting the development of Indian culture.
The number of Brahmanas is reputed to be very great and
certainly many quotations from lost Brahmanas are preserved
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in other literature, but the number even of those extant is by
no means small. The Brahmanas of the Black Yajurveda are
generally considered the oldest, with the TaittirJya Br&hmana
forming a continuation of the yajus section, though not neces
sarily later, for both parts are complementary as though each
presupposed the other. Next come the two Brahmanas attached
to the Rgveda\ the more important is the Aitareya, the essential
part of which deals with the Soma sacrifice, the other sacrifices
being reserved for the Kaufltaki Bmhmana, which besides
repeating the description of the Soma, covers the setting up of
the sacred fire, the daily morning and evening offering, the new
and full moon ritual, and the four-monthly sacrifices. Then
follow the major Brahmanas of the SSmaveda, the Pancavimsa
and Jaimiriiya Brdhmanas. To the White Yajurveda belongs the
Satapatha Bmhmana, the best known, most extensive and
probably most important of them all. Unusually for the
Brahmanas, which are mostly fairly uniform but not unified
texts, there is considerable internal difference within it. In part
this reflects two separate traditions, one of which cites as its
authoritative teacher Yājñavalkya and the other Sandilya, who
is the authority for the construction of the fire-altar dealt with
in sections six to nine of the more commonly cited of its two
recensions. The last of the major Brahmanas is the Gopatha
Bmhmana associated with the Atharvaveda, which is divided
into two sections; the first shows considerable originality especi
ally in its glorification of the Atharvaveda and its priests whereas
the second is a collection of more or less literal borrowings from
other Brahmanas compiled to fit it into the accepted pattern.
Many of the legends preserved among the ‘explanations’ of
the Brahmanas have their parallels elsewhere. The story of the
nymph UrvasT and her love for the mortal prince Puraravas
embodies a near universal theme and provides the plot of one
of the greatest plays of Sanskrit literature. The story of Manu
who on the advice of a fish that he has helped builds a boat and
so saves himself from a deluge that overwhelms all living
creatures has obvious analogies to the Middle Eastern flood
myth. Another dramatic legend is that of Śunahśepa: he is a son
of a starving Brahman, who agrees to sell him as a substitute for
the son whom a king has vowed to sacrifice to Varuna; the story
has a happy ending in that Śunahśepa, about to be slaughtered
by his father (who has agreed to do the deed for further
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reward), sings hymns of praise to the gods and thus moves
Varuna to compassion and also to heal the king. Here the
sacrificial context is obvious and it also explicitly provides the
framework of a well-known aetiological myth of how Agni
escaped from a king and his priest as they were sacrificing, and
burnt up the country stretching down the Ganges basin, an
interesting combination of Agni’s aspects as the forest fire
clearing ground for cultivation and as the sacrificial fire
ceremonially purifying such newly-cleared territory.
Such material is in one sense peripheral to the main
concerns of the Brahmanas but it nevertheless attests an
important factor in their thinking. In Vedic thought, as in the
Iranian tradition, there was a conception of the world as due
not to a chance encounter of elements but as governed by an
objective order, inherent in the nature of things, of which the
gods are only the guardians. By the period of the Brahmanas,
these fundamental laws of the universe came increasingly to
be identified with the laws of sacrifice. Dharma, which
replaces the older term rta, is then supremely the sacrificial act
which in effect conditions and maintains the cosmic order.
Originally an act of homage to the deities of the cult, consist
ing of a gift or oblation made in order to obtain certain
benefits, the sacrifice has become ever more complex and its
significance correspondingly enlarged. The Brahmanas elabo
rate a classification of sacrifice into three types, the vegetable
and other oblations, the animal sacrifices and the Soma sacri
fice, although the animal sacrifices were often subsumed
under the Soma sacrifices. The sacrifice is performed on
behalf of an individual householder, technically called the
sacrificer, accompanied by his wife, but all the ritual acts are
performed by priests, varying in number from one to sixteen
and ultimately seventeen officiants in the full Soma sacrifice;
there were also certain regular and simpler rituals which the
householder performed himself. A special area is consecrated
for each performance of a ritual and the sacrificer undergoes
a consecration setting him apart from the profane world. In
essence the sacrifice can be regarded as a periodic ritual by
which the universe is recreated, with the sacrificer like his
prototype Prajapati incorporating the universe.
Indeed, the construction of the altar is conceived as a
creation of the world from the basic elements of earth and
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water. In this cyclical process the gifts to the priests in atten
dance originally represented the redistribution involved but
inevitably as concepts changed came to be seen as the fee paid
for the performance of the ritual, for in the course of devel
opment the cyclical ritual was broken up into separate sacri
fices. Thus the original pattern of the redistribution of
impurity was disrupted and the sacrifice became more and
more the exclusive domain of purity opposed to the impurity
outside. This is shown in the marked aversion to killing visible
in the texts; according to their descriptions the animal is killed
by suffocation outside the sacrificial site proper, not as no
doubt originally by decapitation at the sacrificial stake, which
nevertheless continues to be endowed with great symbolic
significance as the symbol of the cosmic axis and simultane
ously a form of the tree of life. Originally, as indeed in the
myth of the cosmic sacrifice of puru?a (RV 10.90), the sacrifice
was a sacrifice of the sacrificer himself and then successively
of increasingly remote substitutes. This evolution is mentioned
in more than one Brahmana, which tell us that the gods first
killed the man (purusa) as the victim, but when he had been
slain, the sacrificial essence in him went to the horse; then
from the horse it similarly went to the ox, then to the sheep,
then to the goat, where it remained for a very long time; then
it entered the earth and from the earth entered the rice of
which the sacrificial cake is made; thus, the sacrificial cake
contains the sacrificial essence. There could hardly be a
clearer statement of the history of its transformation.
This is not of course to say that animal sacrifice had been
abolished by substitution in the Brahmana period, simply that
this was the trend being encouraged by their authors who
would have been drawn from among the more reflective
Brahmans. Indeed, there is ample evidence that animal sacri
fices continued for centuries. The great horse sacrifice is a case
in point, where its direct links with the values of a warrior
aristocracy and specifically kingship would have opposed
their more robust attitudes to the Brahmans’ sensibilities. In a
sense it represents the peak of Indian sacrificial pageantry,
being spread out over a full year and involving thousands to
some extent in its performance. By this horse sacrifice the king
asserted a claim to sovereignty over his neighbours, a claim
directly embodied in the wanderings of the sacrificial horse,
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which was ceremonially set free to roam for a year before its
ritual immolation. Throughout the year various ceremonies
took place leading to the climax when, after an elaborate
consecration undergone by the king, the horse was slaughtered
at the end of a three-dav ritual along with numerous other
victims. The horse is an image of fertility and a symbol of
pow er; both it and the king had to abstain from sexual inter
course throughout the year and immediately after its slaughter
the chief queen mimed intercourse with it, thus channelling its
energies for the prosperity of the kingdom.
Overall, however, the understanding of the sacrifice was
changing. The symbolism involved was being developed into
an elaborate system of correspondences. Systems of classifica
tion have always played an important part in man’s attempts to
understand and control his environment, just as they still do in
modern scientific enquiry. As soon as man exercises his mental
abilities to draw inferences about and gain an understanding of
the various phenomena around him, he begins to classify those
categories which seem most significant on the basis of supposed
common features and to study their interrelations. For know
ledge of the relevant interrelations enables the extension of
influence or control from one category to another. In the
Brāhmanas the idea already found in some of the later hymns
that sacrifice created the world is developed into the view that
the correct performance of sacrifice regulates the maintenance
of the world and that the rituals produce their effects by their
own power, often designated brahman, which resides in the
connections between the ritual process and the cosmic order.
Observing that certain effects seem regularly to follow pre
ceding events, the Brāhmanas attempt to exploit the assumed
cause-effect relationship (and modern medicine similarly ex
ploits the effects of some drugs without a full knowledge of the
mechanism involved). Concentration on the sacrificial ritual as
such is in these terms entirely rational. However, it alters the
balance between the various parties involved. The gods, to
whom the sacrifice was once directed for their gratification,
become increasingly irrelevant as the act itself assumes greater
significance and correspondingly the importance of the priestly
officiants increases. As one of the Brāhmanas so succinctly puts
i t : ‘Truly there are two sorts of gods, for the deities indeed are
gods and the Brāhmans who have studied and teach religion are
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human gods; sacrifice to them is of two sorts: oblations form
the sacrifice to the deities and gifts to the priests that to the
human gods’ (Śat.Br.2.2.2.6). The pretensions of the Brah
mans, who alone were qualified by birth and training to act as
officiants, were practically unbounded and of course served to
reinforce the trend towards regarding the sacrifice as the centre
of everything.
The older gods to whom the sacrifice was offered inevitably
decline in importance and those more intimately connected
with the ritual and its symbolism become more prominent.
Thus Prajāpati becomes in some ways the chief god, while
Visvakarman is identified with him, for the creative principle is
now concentrated in Prajāpati, ‘the lord of creatures’; but his
role is completed in the act of creation, which empties him of
his substance. Prajāpati creates the world by ‘heating’ himself
through asceticism ( tapas), whereby he splits himself in two or
mates with a female deity produced from himself, sometimes
Vāc ‘Speech’ or his daughter Usas, the dawn; from this initial
creative act everything then emerges through a series of trans
formations. Visnu, who had already risen in importance in the
Yajurveda, is regarded as the personification of the sacrifice
and it is also stated that Prajāpati in his creative activity imita
ted Visnu, who is thus directly equated with Prajāpati, else
where similarly identified with purusa; the elements which will
make up developed Vaisnavism are beginning to coalesce.
Rudra, now often called Siva, is also mentioned quite frequent
ly and now has a benign aspect, although in general his malevo
lence is still more prominent. In contrast to the other gods
dwelling in the east, Rudra lives in the inauspicious north.
In other respects the Brāhmanas more obviously represent a
transition phase. There is no single view about the future life
and the texts rarely give any detail of the way in which man is
rewarded or punished after death. The dominant view is that of
immortality in heaven, the abode of the gods. At times we find
ideas of how man dissolves into various natural phenomena;
the funeral fire is occasionally called the third birth of m an; and
one text, in the context of the annual reawakening of nature,
declares that a man who knows this is indeed born again in this
world but it is more probable that continuity through descen
dants is meant than personal rebirth. The very evident cyclic
pattern in nature has come to have a profound influence on all
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aspects of thought in India. Nonetheless the Brāhmanas con
tain hints for the development of the doctrine of rebirth, even
though individual immortality is the main tendency. But there
also appears the doctrine of repeated dying (punarmrtyu), the
possibility that the future life may also have a limit, that the
literal meaning of immortality, freedom from death, may not
be gained so easily.
However, even in their main concerns of the ritual, the
Brāhmanas show a development that goes beyond themselves.
In later parts of the Brāhmanas and in the Aranyakas appended
to them is seen a growing pre-occupation among their com
posers, and presumably among the officiants generally, with
the ultimate basis of this ritually-maintained cosmos. This
ultimate is identified with certain ritualistic principles ( whether
Vāc or A gni) or with a divine creator embodied in the sacrifice,
given personal attributes in some circles but more and more
identified among the officiants with the creative principles of
ritual. Indeed the Brāhmanas, for all their ritualism and for
malism, are closer in spirit to the Upanisads than to the Rgveda
in so far as they emphasise the importance of knowledge, of a
real understanding of the inner meaning of the matters dis
cussed . Their elaborate debates on the ritual and its significance
in a very real sense give rise to the cosmic and metaphysical
speculations of the Upanisads.
The ritualistic concerns of the Brāhmanas, however, were
not exclusively theoretical and on their more practical side
were continued in the areas of study which became known as
the six ‘limbs of the Veda’ ( veddhga), phonetics, metrics,
grammar, etymology, ritual practice and astronomy, probably
developed between the eighth and fourth centuries b . c . It is
interesting to note that four of them are concerned with lan
guage, illustrating the degree of concern shown for the exact
wording of the hymns and their correct recitation. The texts
concerned with ritual practice were sub-divided into three: the
SrautasQtras, so called because the major public ceremonies
detailed in them are literally those in accordance with śruti ( the
heard or revealed scripture of the Veda), the Grhyasutras,
detailing the more domestic rites, and the Dharmasiitras, deal
ing with the customary law and practice and in some ways
forming a continuation of the Grhyasfitras. These Sutras ( liter
ally ‘threads’, strings of rules) were regarded as part of human
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tradition, authoritative only so far as they were based on śruti.
As manuals for the actual performance of the ritual, the Sutras
are terse in expression in marked contrast to the discursive style
of the Brāhmanas but nevertheless occasionally preserve ma
terial not found in the Brāhmanas. In general the ritual detailed
in them agrees with that discussed in the Brāhmanas but some
times reveals a later stage of development.
The rituals dealt with in the Srautasūtras are the major
ceremonies which in general were not obligatory but might be
undertaken for the fulfilment of certain wishes. Even more
clearly than in the Brahmanas such rituals present a highly
rationalised system of symbols for the relations governing the
cosmos, enabling the officiant who understands them to mani
pulate the universe. These rites were to be performed with
three or five fires set up at a special rite by the sacrificer and his
wife, whereas the domestic rites were performed on a single
fire, kindled at marriage and constantly maintained thereafter.
The Grhyasiitras and Dharmasiitras are of interest because
they preserve the more domestic side of religion practised by
the ordinary householder. The actual domestic rites are fairly
simple, some to be performed regularly and some on important
occasions, but the Grhyasutras also include a large number of
traditional rules for the religious life of the household, typically
laid out in accordance with the different stages of a man’s life,
from marriage through the ceremonies connected with the
conception and birth of children to the funeral rites and memo
rial rituals; the investiture with the sacred thread, which marks
the formal initiation of a young man as a member of one of the
three higher classes, is a particularly important rite and forms
the start of the student phase of life.
The aim of the Dharmasutras is to teach dharma, the rules of
conduct producing spiritual merit, in accordance with each
individual’s situation. For his religious duties vary according to
a man’s status and thus the texts broadly speaking formulate
those for a Brahman at different stages of life and then note the
different requirements for the other three classes. The differ
ence from the Grhyasutras lies in the treatment of the material.
Whereas, for instance, the Grhyasutras typically start with
marriage as the sacrament that begins the householder stage
( and thus the domestic rites), the DharmasQtras, having given
the regulations governing life as a student, then reach the rules
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about marriage and lay down conditions for the validity of a
marriage. But this is still, as it were, canon law rather than civil
law and similarly penalties laid down are in the form of penan
ces, unenforceable except by conscience or public opinion.
Ethical and ultimately legal elements enter in, but the overall
framework is still the ritual requirements derived from the
Brahmanas.
A further development of the Vedic literature proper is the
Aranyakas which form the concluding portions of several
Brahmanas. Their name Aranyaka ‘forest book’ indicates that
they were not for general circulation and so studied in seclusion
in the forest because of their abstruse nature or perhaps their
dangerous mystical power; they are not particularly connected
with the third stage of life, of retirement to the forest. Most of
them are composite works, containing hymn, Brahmana and
SOtra elements, and in both language and content they form a
transition between the predominantly ritualistic Brahmanas
and the predominantly speculative Upanisads, which are either
incorporated within them or more usually form their con
clusion.
There are two Aranyakas attached to the Rgveda, the Aitareya and the KausTtaki, included in the Brahmanas of the same
name. The five sections of the Aitareya Aranyaka are some
times designated as separate Aranyakas: the first deals with the
Soma liturgy from a purely ritual point of view, the second
contains speculations on prāna (‘breath’) and purusa as cosmic
principles (and concludes with the Aitareya Upsanisad), the
third deals with the symbolic meaning of the methods of recita
tion of the Rgveda, and the last two are really SOtras in style and
content. In the Black Yajurveda tradition, the Taittirtya Aran
yaka shows a mixture of verse, on the horse sacrifice, the
human sacrifice and the fire altar, and prose; in the White
Yajurveda the last book of the Śatapatha Brdhmana is termed
an Aranyaka, the name of which also applies to the Upanisad
which completes it, the Brhaddranyaka Upanisad.
The Aranyakas in effect concede that the exact performance
of a highly complex ritual as developed in the Brahmanas could
not be expected from all. They do not on the whole lay down
rules for the performance of sacrifice or comment on the cere
monial detail but mainly expound the mysticism and symbolism
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involved; meditation and understanding rather than perform
ance is the theme of their teaching and they tend to substitute
a simpler ceremonial for the complex Brāhmana ritual. The
earlier equation of austerity or asceticism ( tapas) with sacrifice
is extended and instead of the external offerings of the sacrifice
there is developed the concept of inner sacrifice, in which
physiological functions replace libations and ritual objects; the
Kausitaki Aranyaka in particular expounds the prdndgnihotra,
‘the fire oblation through breath’, as a substitute for the basic
rite. This idea of the inner, mental offering as distinguished
from the outer, formal sacrifice is an important element in the
transition from the Brāhmanas to the Upanisads.
Although formally continuations through the Aranyakas of the
Brāhmanas, the older Upanisads can also be regarded as a
natural continuation of the creation hymns in the tenth book of
the Rgveda and of certain cosmological hymns of the Atharvaveda. Their name is interpreted as meaning either ‘a sitting
down near’ as of pupils around their teacher, often with a hint
of esotericism, or as ‘a setting alongside’, that is a comparison
or connection, the establishment of mystical equivalences and
symbolic identities. The closeness of their connection with the
preceding Vedic literature varies. The oldest Upanisads, from
perhaps as early as the eighth century b . c ., are properly Vedic
in that they are closely associated with their Brāhmanas and are
in the same prose style, with some gnomic verses and occasional
lyric passages. This group, consisting of the Brhaddranyaka,
Chdndogya, Aitareya, Taittirlya and Kausitaki Upanisads, con
tains the teachings of approximately a hundred individuals, of
whom many also appear in the Brāhmanas and who appear
from their interrelationships to span five generations or some
thing over a century in time. The Brhaddranyaka and Chdndogya Upanisads in particular originated from the combination
of several texts which were probably once separate Upanisads,
and basically the same texts are sometimes found in several
Upanisads.
A second group consists of Upanisads which are similarly
incorporated into Brāhmanas but where the link is nonetheless
not so intim ate; the earliest in this group are metrical but this
gives way to a mixture of prose and verse and then prose. In
their probable chronological order, the Upanisads in this group
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are the Kena, Isa, Katha. Svetasvatara, Prasna, Mundaka.
Mahānārāyana, Māndūkya and Maitri. These two groups be
tween them contain the fourteen Upanisads which, with minor
variations, are those usually considered early and significant. A
third group of Upanisads, of which the connection with Vedic
schools is purely nominal or altogether lacking, are undoubt
edly later, many of them being of sectarian origin, and indeed
works entitled Upanisad have continued to be produced up to
modern times.
Most of the Upanisads are in dialogue form and there are
also occasional records of great set debates where many indi
viduals competed for a prize. These recall the enigmas and
debating contests (brahmndyas) set in the ritual context occur
ring in earlier literature. Indeed, one of the earliest and most
famous of such occasions in the Upanisads takes place when
King Janaka performs a sacrifice and organises a debating
contest, at which the prize is a thousand cows each with ten
gold pieces on her horns (B Ā U 3.1.1). Incidentally, this epi
sode. like many others, shows that those who took part in the
Upanisadic debates were by no means regularly those who had
renounced society to dwell in the forest. Yājñavalkya, the
victor on this occasion, who stakes his claim to the cows even
before the contest starts, is a prominent figure in the Upanisads
and is clearly very much in society until the point, also record
ed. when he does retire to the forest after making an equitable
distribution between his two wives: is there indeed a hint of
sarcasm when the king asks Yājñavalkya next time he presents
himself‘What is your reason for coming? Do you want cattle or
subtle debate?’ Equally, other debaters beside King Janaka
himself, who figures elsewhere more directly (a feature which
goes back to the Satapatha Brdhmana), are of aristocratic
rather than Brāhman background. It is noteworthy that the
idea of rebirth, which appears as a decided novelty in the two
oldest Upanisads. is taught by a ksatriya, a member of the
ruling class. There are several other clear indications that these
speculations were not the exclusive preserve of the Brahmans.
Indeed, the passages associated with the ksatriyas, which often
contain the greatest innovations, may well be distinguishable
from the brāhmanic material by their inclusion of verses in
sloka metre, the standard metre of the martial epics. It seems
plausible that ideas from outside the Aryan community were fil42
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tering in through the medium of the less conservative ksatriyas.
On the other hand, the Upanisads inherit from the Brāhmanas and earlier the propensity to relate one line of speculation
to another, continuing the definitely magical element found
alike in the ritual and speculative material. Speculation at the
cosmic level now centres on the identity and nature of Brah
man, the sacred power which resides in the sacrificial ritual and
thus, with the claim that the sacrifice maintains the world,
comes to be regarded as the power underlying the universe.
Nevertheless, the early speculations in the Upanisads on the
nature of Brahman are basically materialistic with this principle
identified either as food or as breath or as both. But it is from
this type of ultimately ritual speculation that there comes this
aspect of Upanisadic thinking, that the world has Brahman as
its inner essence and emanates from Brahman, which is there
fore the underlying reality behind everything.
The other main aspect of Upanisadic thought clearly owes
much to a tendency towards inwardness, fostered by dissatis
faction with the externals of religion; this is the concept of the
atman, the permanent self or soul lying within. One of the
commonest terms also for atman is prana, ‘breath’, and several
passages deal with this prana or with its relations to the organs
of the self (speech, breath, sight, hearing and thought), which
correspond to the five natural forces (fire, wind, sun, the
directions and the moon). For the thinkers of the Upanisads
still attach the greatest importance to systems of corresponden
ces. Indeed, this underlies the identification which comes to be
made between the basic principle in man and the basic principle
of the universe ; in a real sense the identification of atman with
Brahman is simply the logical outcome of older types of think
ing. Nevertheless, once made such an identification has pro
found implications which the Upanisads themselves only begin
to explore. Although use of the term atman in something like
this sense goes back at least to the Atharvaveda, there is a
definite possibility that an emphasis on a plurality of selves
enmeshed in rebirth but capable of achieving liberation from it,
which is found in Jainism and is elaborated within Hinduism by
the Sāmkhya system, is a contribution to Hinduism from nonAryan sources here brought into a synthesis with the other
speculations of the Upanisads in the Brahman-atman equation,
with the subsequent tendency to suggest that there is only one
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dtman. The nature of this inner essence of man is by no means
fully explored but as early as the Brhaddranyaka Upanisad
there appears the view that the atman is of the nature of pure
consciousness, which is the ground of all our experiences.
While Brahman and atman are the main preoccupations of
the thinkers found in the Upanisads. there are many other
speculations put forward and there is nothing like a consensus.
The later claims by the Vedanta system that the Upanisads
teach a single consistent doctrine (on which however the sys
tem ’s sub-schools disagree). should not blind us to the fact that
they contain a heterogeneous assortment of speculations,
ranging from the relatively primitive to the sophisticated, which
is the more remarkable in the light of the early stage of develop
ment as yet reached by Indian culture generally. The only way
to do justice to this variety - and to appreciate the evolution of
ideas over the period - is to examine, however briefly, the
individual Upanisads.
The Brhaddranyaka Upanisad. belonging to the White Yajurveda. illustrates very well the link between Brahmanas and
Upanisads. The opening sections of its first part unfold the
elaborate and awesome symbolism of the horse sacrifice and
identify the sacrificial horse with Prajapati in his cosmogonic
self-immolation. This exaltation of the horse and also of the
arkajAani. followed by the mrtyu ( death) theme, is basically of
the Aranyaka type and is obviously linked with the thirteenth
section of the Satapatha Brdhmana, which closes with just such
speculations and is associated with Sandilya. By contrast, the
central part of the Upanisad (2 -4 ) forms an extension of the
fourteenth section of the Satapatha Rrahmana and is essentially
the Upanisad of the Yājñavalkva school, to which are append
ed two sections of more miscellaneous origin. It is quite in
keeping with such a background, and with its probable priority
among the Upanisads, that the Brhaddranyaka Upanisad
moves from the theme of the horse to that of death and presents
the view that repeated death - a concept first appearing in the
Brāhmanas - is something which the possessor of certain kinds
of knowledge can ward off (B Ā U 1.2.7 and 1.5.2.).
The idea of rebirth as such appears first in an account found
in its supplementary section and also in slightly fuller form in
the Chdndogya (7/?flm.«/rf(BĀU6.2andCh.Up.5.3-10). Śvetaketu. son of Uddalaka Aruni. comes to the court of a Pañcāla
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ruler, presumably seeking reward for sacrificing or for teach
ing. and is asked by the prince a series of five questions about a
person’s fate at death. Svetaketu cannot answer them and
neither can his father, to whom he hurries back. So Uddālaka
goes to ask the answers from the prince who is reluctant to
reveal them, claiming that this knowledge has not hiterto been
imparted to any Brahman, and only relents when Uddalaka
declares that he comes to him as a pupil to a teacher, a signifi
cant role reversal. The prince, Pravahana Jaivali, then pro
pounds in terms of fire as the underlying principle a theory of
transmigration in which the conditions of rebirth are exclu
sively determined by one’s knowledge. However, a more de
veloped view is given in another passage (B Ā U 4.4) where,
using among others the image of the caterpillar looping itself
from one blade of grass to another, Yājñavalkya roundly de
clares that rebirth is determined by one’s actions {karma) and
that release is achieved through knowledge. So too in the
Chandogya Upanisad version, Pravāhana declares that karma
is what controls one’s rebirth, while in another version of the
story in the KausUaki Upanisad (the prince is differently
nam ed) the progression from death to rebirth is simplified and
knowledge and action combined determine the conditions of
rebirth.
The great intuitive and mystical thinker, Yājñavalkya, is
especially associated with King Janaka of Videha and thus with
the east of North India. He appears only in the Brhadciranyaka
and Chandogva Upanisads. whereas his teacher Uddalaka
Aruni figures also in the Kausitaki Upanisad; Uddilaka tends
to be critical of traditional views and to take a scientific attitude
towards nature. Among the teaching which Yājñavalkya pro
pounds to Janaka is that concerning the three states of the self
(B Ā U 4.3). In its normal waking state the self exists in the
mundane world, influenced to the greatest extent by externals;
in the state of dreaming, the self creates for itself and inhabits
its own interior w orld; beyond these and even more important
is the state of deep sleep in which alone a man achieves the
greatest,bliss possible, for it is only in this state that the di
chotomy of the world into a conscious subject and an external
object is superseded by a unitary experience. This is indeed a
characteristic insight of Yājñavalkya and in the famous dis
course to his wife MaitreyT, after asserting that everything else
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is dear to us because the dtman is dear to us, he shows that
everything comes together in it, which consists of nothing but
knowledge and yet transcends knowledge in its essential unity:
‘For where there is indeed duality, there one sees another,
there one smells another, . . . there one knows another; but
where the whole of this has indeed become the dtman. then
how and what would one se e ,. . . then how and what would one
know? How would one understand him through whom one
knows all this? That dtman is not like this or like that. . . . How
assuredly can one know the knower?’ (BĀU4.5.15 cf. 2.4.14).
The Chdndogva Upanisad, after two introductory chapters
expounding the mystery of the sdman, embarks on various
speculations about dtman and Brahman in the course of which
the declaration is made ‘This is my dtman within the heart, this
is Brahman’ and attributed to Śāndilya. after whom this equa
tion of dtman and Brahman was subsequently known. Svetaketu, who was unable to answer Pravāhana’s questions, appears
also in the next episode where, after twelve years study of the
Vedas, he fails to answer his father’s question about that ‘by
which the unheard becomes the heard, the unthought becomes
the thought, the unknown becomes the known’ (Ch.Up.6.2.3).
Uddālaka then in the rest of this sixth chapter, often called the
sadvidvd ‘the knowledge of the existent’, teaches his son the
identity of dtman and Brahman. In the first section Uddālaka
declares that individual objects are only the matter of which
they are made and that only formless matter is real. In the
opening words of the second section he takes issue with the
hymn 10.72 of the Rgveda declaring: ‘Originally this was Being,
one alone; some say that this was Non-being originally, one
alone and that from Non-being Being was born.’ Uddālaka
thus challenges on the grounds of logic the view that existence
came out of non-existence, denying the possibility of creation
ex nihilo. These first two sections are perhaps one source of the
later Sāmkhya theory of causation that the effect pre-exists in
its substantial cause. This Being, sat, is then expounded also in
the next two sections as the essence of the universe, producing
the three basic components of fire, water and earth, followed in
sections five to eight by the doctrine of its being the essence of
man ; then in the second half of the chapter, Uddālaka begins a
series of examples, mostly taken from the natural world, to
inculcate his insight, concluding each with his famous dictum
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‘You are that' ( tat tvam asi). This Being is here particularly
identified with the atman and with Truth, satya ( sections eleven
and fifteen) and the text does not use the name Brahman, but
Vedānta later holds that the Being referred to is Brahman. The
enacted images in sections twelve and thirteen are particularly
effective: Uddālaka tells Śvetaketu to break open a banyan
fruit, then to divide one of the seeds inside, asks him what he
sees and declares that the subtle principle which he cannot
perceive is the essence of the banyan, and similarly he tells him
to put some salt in water then later to fetch it and, when he
cannot recover it, to taste the water, thus revealing the salt’s
pervasion of the water.
This more profound instruction is imparted by Uddālaka
after his son has finished his Vedic studies and to humble some
of his pride in his learning. Still more pointedly in the next
chapter Sanatkumara dismisses all Nārada’s Vedic learning as
mere verbal knowledge, incapable of providing the clue to
liberation, before leading him through a lengthy series of ever
more basic aspects to an understanding of the primacy of the
self. This critical attitude towards Vedic learning is something
of a feature of the Chc'mdogya Upanisad. The final eighth
chapter, on the ‘city of Brahman’ within which is contained all
creatures and all desires, interestingly reverts to a more mytho
logical setting for its final instruction: Prajāpati accepts as
pupils Indra from among the Devas and Virocana from among
the Asuras. but only Indra goes beyond his preliminary identi
fication of one’s atman with one’s reflection and perseveres till
he reveals the atman as purely spiritual, while Virocana is
satisfied with externals and so goes to destruction.
The brief Aitareya Upanisad, belonging to the Rgveda, is
probably almost as old as these first two. Its three chapters each
address a different aspect of the ātman: the first contains a
cosmogony with the atman as creator, which retains something
of the Brāhmana approach; the second deals with the three
fold origin of the atman; and the third defines the atman as
intelligence (prajñā). The TaittirJya Upanisad, the oldest of
several Upanisads of the Black Yajurveda, is also in three parts,
which in its case are largely autonomous. The first part (Śiksāvalli) comprises precepts and prayers for students with their
teacher. The second part ( Brahmānandavallī) is the best
known; it begins with the definition of Brahman as truth.
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knowledge and infinity, before analysing man on five levels the five sheaths - from the physical, vital, mental and intellec
tual aspects up to the blissful aspect of the real self, which is
ultimately identical with Brahman. This series is notable for
subordinating intellect to bliss in the ascending series but per
haps harks back to ritual contexts where all desires or bliss
represent the supreme level. The third part ( Bhrguvalli) is a
series of identifications of Brahman, especially as food.
The Kausltaki Upanisad is somewhat later; indeed, whereas
the common themes of the Brhaddranyaka and Chdndogva
Upanisads are readily explained by their close contemporan
eity, the substantial passages of the Kausltaki Upanisad shared
with them are obviously borrowings, presumably to give the
Rgveda tradition a similarly comprehensive Upanisad. In par
ticular its fourth chapter is an almost literal reproduction of the
teaching of Brhaddranyaka Upanisad chapter two concerning
Brahman. It starts also with a more advanced version of the
teaching given to Uddalaka Aruni on rebirth first given in the
two oldest Upanisads; here even more clearly the moon, with
its own periodic ‘death’, is conceived as the prototype of the
dead and their return linked with its cycle of waxing and
waning. Reincarnation and other eschatological views occupy
its first part and then it moves on to theories of prdna and
dtman, concluding with a progressive definition of Brahman in
a dialogue between Bālāki Gārgya and King Ajātaśatru ( Kaus.
U p.4, cf. B Ā U 2.1), where again the ksatriya shows the limita
tions in the Brāhman’s views and proceeds to instruct him
through the analogy of deep sleep, a state apparently of
nothingness in which yet consciousness persists to be roused
when we are wakened.
The Kena Upanisad (so called from its opening word ‘by
whom’) is in two distinct halves. The first two sections in verse
emphasise the inscrutability of Brahman, which is yet every
where : ‘He who thinks it not thinks it, he who thinks it knows it
n o t; it is not understood by those who know and known by
those who do not know’ (2.3). The last two sections in prose
present an allegory of how even the gods are ignorant of
Brahman. Brahman appears before the gods, who do not know
what this apparition (yaksa) is. So Agni and Vayu go out to
challenge it but find their powers of burning and blowing
nullified. When Indra goes to find out what the yaksa is. Brah
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man has gone and he finds instead Umā, daughter of the
Himālaya (and later wife of Siva), who reveals to him that it
was Brahman. Thus it is clear that Agni and Vāyu lost their
power by divorcing themselves from Brahman, the essential
power in everything.
Although entirely metrical, the īśa Upanisad also belongs to
the transition phase from prose to verse; indeed it marks a
transition in more than one respect. Its name, ‘the Lord’ ( more
fully Hdvdsya ‘enveloped by the Lord’, again from its opening
w ord), indicates the new emphasis. In eighteen verses it seeks
to teach the essential unity of god and the world and empha
sises the union of the contemplative and active sides of life. It is
perhaps natural that it quotes from the Brhadaranyaka Upani
sad, since both belong to the White Yajurveda, but the fact that
no less than a third consists of more or less direct quotations
suggests a definite appeal to tradition, precisely at the point of
innovation in the stressing of a theistic approach. It is also
interesting to note, although the explanation is obscure, that its
last four verses still form part of the Hindu funeral ritual and
that probably the next Upanisad in date, the Katha Upanisad,
has the god of death himself as its interlocutor and similarly has
a more personal, though not theistic, element to its specula
tions.
However, as always, the shift to a new outlook did not take
place all at once and some later Upanisads continue the more
impersonal approach of the earliest ones. The three Upanisads
assigned to the Atharvaveda, the Prasna, Mundaka and Māndūkya Upanisads, all broadly continue the impersonal trend.
The Prasna Upanisad is in the form of the replies given by
Pippalāda - the founder of one Atharvaveda school, just as
Saunaka. who receives the Mundaka from the legendary Atigiras, is of the o th e r-to six questions from his pupils; the last on
the sixteen constituents of a person leads into the assertion that
all the parts of the individual return to their inmost essence,
losing their identity, just as rivers merge into the ocean. The
Mundaka Upanisad is chiefly notable for the clear distinction it
makes between the higher knowledge of the supreme Brahman
and the lower knowledge of the empirical world, including the
ritual. It declares that performance of Vedic rites leads to
heaven but the real goal, the uncreated world of Brahman,
cannot be gained in this way but only by the higher knowledge.
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obtainable by the one who renounces everything - a definite
shift towards the concept of the world-renouncer, the samnyasin. Intriguingly, as part of its stress on the two levels of truth
f later to be seized on by Advaita Vedānta), it utilises the
old-established but popular image of the two birds on the same
tree (3.1.1, cf. R V 1.164.20, Śvet.Up.4.7 and BhG. 15.16) and
in that context introduces the concept of īśa, the Lord, as the
Supreme. The Māndūkya Upanisad develops, in twelve sen
tences, the older waking-dreaming analogy in three stages (cf.
B Ā U 4.3.9-32, Ch.Up.8.9-13) by the addition of a fourth
stage, which in one sense is the sum of the others and in another
stands over against them. These four stages are also equated
with the four quarters of the sacred syllable om, its three
phonetic elements (a+ u + m ) and a fourth soundless quarter,
and with the three times and what transcends temporality.
Thus, after successively realising the correspondences of the
first three quarters, the seeker arrives at a fourth state, which is
rather the indefinable whole, and ‘enters with his atman into
the atman' , merging the immanent with the transcendent. Its
ideas have been particularly important for the development of
Advaita Vedānta.
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Theistic Trends
The theistic trend which we noted as an innovation of the Isa
Upanisad is more clearly apparent in the Svetāśvatara and
Mahānārāyana Upanisads. Slightly earlier than them, but
equally belonging to the Black Yajurveda, is the Katha Upani
sad, which shares however with the Isa Upanisad some link
with death. The mythical framework of the Upanisad is also
found in the Taittiriya Brahmana (11.8), though in a much
shorter form, and may be alluded to in a hymn to Yama in the
Rgveda (R V 10.135). A Brāhman is engaged in a sacrifice
involving the giving away of all he has and, when his son
Naciketas persistently asks to whom he will be given, the father
says in effect ‘To hell with you’. So Naciketas dutifully goes off
to Yama’s realm but, as the Taittiriya Brahmana account makes
clear, he has to wait without food for three days until Yama
returns. To make amends, Yama then offers him three boons.
Naciketas’ first request is to be able to return to his father as
before, the second is the knowledge of the Nāciketa fire, and in
the Upanisad the third is the higher knowledge of ātman,
whereas in the Brahmana it is identical with the second and
deliverance from repeated death (punarmrtvu) is the highest
aim. More exactly, Naciketas’ third question is about man’s
destiny after death and Yama’s reply is in terms of the ātman
which is not born and does not die, but is eternal and indestruc
tible, for death is now seen as part of the life-cycle and deliver
ance is sought from the cycle of births and deaths (samsara).
Yama’s teaching leads to an enumeration of the various stages
to be ascended in this quest: ‘Beyond the senses are their
objects, beyond objects is the mind (manas), beyond mind is
intellect (buddhi), beyond intellect is the “great self” (mahān
ātmā), beyond the great is the unmanifest, beyond the unmani
fest is the purusa, beyond the purusa there is nothing; he is the
limit, the supreme goal’ (Katha Up.3.10-11, cf. 6.10-11).
Thus, the old ideas about some great cosmic atman undergoing
a process of self-division is subordinated to the state of non
differentiation, which is equivalent to Brahman, but that in
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turn is lower than the supreme purusa, in which the personal
element is undoubtedly present, together with the view that
‘he can be grasped only by the one whom he chooses’ (2.23).
In the Svetds'vatara Upanisad the personal element is
subsumed in the theistic for, though a composite and eclectic
text (perhaps no earlier than the first century b .c .), it is
concerned overall to establish the existence and supremacy of
the Lord. In so doing it quotes and reinterprets older Vedic
texts, including verses from some of the creation hymns of the
tenth book of the Rgveda, to indicate that Agni, Prajapati,
Viśvakarman and Hiranyagarbha are all aspects of this great
Lord and that it is he who is really meant when they describe
the creator whose face, eyes, arms and feet are everywhere. It
thus teaches a personal deity as creator of the universe and
proceeds to name him unequivocally as Rudra or Siva, as well
as describing him by the more abstract titles of deva, īśa and
mahesvara ‘the great Lord’; indeed, whereas the terms īśa and
īśvara continue to be used to denote the supreme deity as a
concept (without identifying him with one particular deity),
mahesvara and the similar mahddeva soon come to be used of
Siva almost exclusively and thus become names for him.
The beginning of the Svetds'vatara Upanisad reveals its
position clearly, for it mentions the different views of creation
then current - that it is due to time, nature, necessity, chance,
the elements, the purusa, or a combination of them - and
rejects them in favour of the power of the supreme. It next
speaks of the world as a wheel, centred on the deity, in which
the soul (pictured as a wild goose) flutters trapped until it
realises its true nature; both this image and that of the deity as
a river of five streams sandwiched within it illustrate the view
of the deity and the world which considers prakrti ‘nature,
m atter’ to be a part of the deity himself. Elsewhere, however,
using the image of the two birds on one tree which goes back
ultimately to the Rgveda ( 1.164.20), it propounds a dualistic
separation of spirit and matter, as well as suggesting that
simply by being seen the deity is responsible for the release of
the soul {puru$a). Nevertheless, it immediately reverts to its
own characteristic view point when it declares that nature
(prakrti) is creation (māyā) and the great Lord is the creator
(4.10): it is exceptional among the Upanisads in using the term
māyā but undoubtedly employs it still in its Vedic sense of
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'creative power’. Here and subsequently it makes clear that the
personal deity transcends both the perishable and the imper
ishable which together constitute Brahman. In the body of the
Upanisad it is expressly stated that through the grace
(prasdda) of the creator alone one sees the Lord and his
majesty, being freed from sorrow (3.20). Yet Rudra’s mytho
logical aspect is not entirely suppressed: he is still the dweller
in the mountains, who wields the arrow, and is besought not to
hurt the speaker and his relatives. Again in the conclusion
Svetāśvatara is said to have declared his views by the power of
his asceticism (tapas) and the grace {prasdda) of the deity.
Several of the quotations from older Vedic literature in the
Svetds'vatara Upanisad are shared with the Mahdndrdyana
Upanisad, and similarly are employed to buttress with tradi
tional material the belief in a personal supreme deity.
However, there is a big difference in that this deity is here
named as Narayana, a name of Visnu. Though slightly later in
date, the Mahdndrdyana Upanisad is in some respects archaic,
with its attempt to harmonise the ritual and reflective ways of
life in similar fashion to the Aranyakas: thus, it too gives
considerable prominence to the mental and internal ‘fire
oblation through breath’ (prdndgnihotra) as a substitute for
the ordinary rite. Towards the end, the sacrifice and its
elements are interpreted in terms of the mental cult of the
Brahman who renounces the world, to the extent that life is an
initiation - a state of sacrificial consecration; this both looks
back to Brahmana ideas of Visnu as the embodiment of the
sacrifice and looks forward to the doctrine expounded in the
Bhagavadgitd of all activity as a sacrifice.
The central part, which gives the Upanisad its name, praises
Narayana as the Absolute, dwelling in the hearts of men, who
is the highest lord, the all, the highest light, the all pervading
one, identified with Brahman (201-69). There is some uncer
tainty about the figure of Narayana. He is traditionally the
author of the hymn to the cosmic man,purusa (RV 10.90), but
by the time of the Satapatha Brdhmana is identified with that
figure and so himself the original sacrifice which produced both
the gods and all creation. The Mahdndrdyana Upanisad itself
gives a sequence of identifications from Prajapati to Brahma
to Narayana which clearly links up with this theme of cosmic
sacrifice and which presumably is the reason for his eventual
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identification with Visnu. For the Śatapatha Brahmana, in
addition to calling Nārāyana purnsa, elsewhere conflates purusa and the creator god Prajāpati, who is described as imitating,
that is identifying himself with, Visnu. Within an apparently
more orthodox framework, then, and for all its archaism in
some respects, the Mahānārāyana Upanisad stands at the
beginning of the Vaisnava expression of this new theistic trend,
which by contrast with the older polytheism amounts virtually
to monotheism.
However, this trend towards a theistic outlook found expres
sion in other forms than the rise of Śiva and Visnu; there is
evidence that Indra maintained some kind of supremacy in
more popular belief longer than most Vedic deities and a
personalised form of the abstract Brahman, the deity Brahmā,
achieved prominence for a time. Still, for the evidence con
cerning these, we need to pass beyond the Vedic literature. In
particular, the two great Sanskrit epics, the Mahābhārata and
the Ramayana, are a major source for understanding the sub
stantial transformation now taking place in the religion. This is
of great interest for, as epics, they belong in their origins to the
culture of the ksatriya aristocracy, whose different outlook on
religion they undoubtedly reflect. The role of the ksatriyas in
some of the innovations of the Upanisads has already been
seen. Originally secular works, recited at courts by bards atten
dant on the kings, both epics grew over a long period to include
much other traditional material and acquired religious signifi
cance as an important figure in each was identified as an incar
nation of Visnu; in the process their transmission and amplifi
cation passed into the hands of the Brāhmans. the established
guardians and teachers of tradition. The core of each work was
composed in about the fifth or fourth century b . c ., but was
subject to a process of expansion and accretion which con
tinued at least until the beginning of the Gupta period in the
fourth century a . d . However, the political situation they reflect
is substantially older, going back perhaps another five centuries
in the case of the Mahābhārata. There is need therefore for
discrimination in utilising the evidence from the epics.
In their earliest layers Indra is still a prominent and fre
quently mentioned deity; his exploits in defeating Vrtra, Bali,
Namuci and the like are frequently made the standard for
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assessing the strength and bravery of human heroes; he is
normally the most active and influential of the gods and as king
of the gods is the ultimate comparison for any king. His promi
nence and his martial nature are seen in the symbolic scheme of
the five Pāndava heroes being the sons of various gods, for he is
the father of Arjuna, while in the Ramayana its sole hero Rāma
is compared far more frequently to Indra than to any other
deity, and at the climax of the whole story in his duel with
Rāvana receives the aid of Indra’s charioteer. At a slightly later
stage however the deity Brahmā becomes important and is
credited with some of the cosmogonic myths associated in the
later Vedic period with Prajāpati; essentially he is a fusion of a
creator deity with the impersonal absolute. Brahman, of the
Upanisads in a more popular and therefore personalised form.
There is other evidence, though scanty, beside the epics to
indicate that Brahmā was a major figure, seen as the supreme
deity by some, during the last century or two b . c . and the first
centuries a . d . He even finds a mention in one of the Upanisads
(M aitri U p.4.5), alongside the two deities who eventually are
to oust him from supremacy, Rudra and Visnu, though admit
tedly all three are subordinate to Brahman; this grouping of the
three, the so-called trimūrti, perhaps reflects a transition phase
in the relationship of the three gods but becomes fossilised and
retained mechanically in later Hinduism, where conventionally
Brahmā is considered the creator, Visnu the preserver and Siva
the destroyer.
In their middle and later stages, however, both epics amply
attest the supremacy of Visnu and Siva, some passages favour
ing one and implicitly or explicitly demoting the other and vice
versa. Since ultimately they became Vaisnava works, the Vaisnava emphasis tends to dominate but Saiva elements are by no
means absent. At the same time Indra particularly but also to
some extent Brahmā suffer a decline in prestige. Instead of
Indra’s martial exploits, stories of his amours become current,
just as in the later formalised stages of classical mythology Zeus
and Jupiter become notorious for their affairs. One of the best
known stories, told in later parts of both epics, is his adultery
with Ahalyā, wife of the sage Gautama, whose form he takes
and who curses him with impotence. In the same way Brahmā’s
creative activity becomes trivialised into a readiness to grant
boons to any who perform penance or asceticism regardless of
55

The Sacred Thread

the consequences.
A pivotal role in this change is undoubtedly played by the
BhagavadgUa (M bh.6.23-40), the sermon which Krsna de
livers to Arjuna on the eve of the battle which is the climax of
the Mahabharata. However, it is hardly likely that the Bhaga
vadgUa. at least in its present form, was a part of the original
epic narrative and there is textual evidence for the process of
insertion. It may well have originated as a separate compo
sition, for it not only presupposes the epic setting but itself
contains a reasonably full description of Arjuna’s dilemma. It is
commonly assigned to about the second century b . c . - it is
certainly no older, if indeed it is as old as that. Whereas the
slightly older Mahānārāyana Upanisad makes Nārāyana its
supreme being, in the BhagavadgUa Krsna presents himself as
the supreme, identical to or more often superior to Brahman.
To Vaisnavas and indeed to most Hindus the BhagavadgUa is
their main religious text and the real source of many of their
beliefs. Nevertheless, as part of one of the epics, it falls outside
the Vedic literature, though calling itself an Upanisad, and so
has no inherent authority. Yet its setting at the heart of the
Mahabharata in fact provides its strength, for Krsna is answer
ing a real-life dilemma for Arjuna and in the process propounds
a view of life and a way to liberation with which in large
measure the ordinary man in the world can identify. The
BhagavadgUa thus holds out the hope of real spiritual progress
to those who are nonetheless still very much involved in the
affairs of the world.
Arjuna’s dilemma is that the leaders of the army which he
and his brothers are about to fight are their cousins, for the
conflict is over the possession of their ancestral kingdom. In the
first chapter Arjuna gives vent to his despondency and ends up
declaring that he will not fight. In the rest of the BhagavadgUa
Krsna demonstrates to Arjuna the limitations of his view and
stresses the need to fulfil one’s role in society. He begins in the
second chapter by teaching that the cltman, being eternal and
indestructible, does not die when the body is killed but trans
migrates from body to body until it achieves final release: thus,
death for the cltman is impossible, for ‘just as a man throws
away worn out clothes and puts on new ones, so the embodied
self abandons worn out bodies and acquires other new ones’
f BhG.2.22). Quoting from the Katha Upanisad to reinforce his
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point. Krsna then applies it to Arjuna’s own situation, declaring
that since death is not final there is no need for sorrow over the
imminent deaths in battle, and he is not averse to including an
appeal to Arjuna’s fear of being called a coward. It is possible
to recognise this eternal ātman through the practice of Yoga,
that is by learning to detach oneself completely from the results
of actions: this leads on through emphasis on the abandoning
of desires to declarations that such a person reaches peace and
the stillness of Brahman (BhG.2.71-2). As this already shows,
the Bhagavadgitd draws heavily on the Upanisads, as well as
other parts of Vedic literature and other less clearly identifiable
ways of thinking. It is not a completely consistent text but
rather seeks to combine and synthesise into an overall theistic
framework the various strands of thought then current; it is
undoubtedly a work of popularisation and its inclusion in the
Mahdbhdrata with its massive audience is not coincidental.
Krsna next in the third chapter expounds the view that all
activity is a sacrifice if undertaken in the right spirit which he
goes on to show is one of complete detachment: he thus simul
taneously provides a reinterpretation of sacrifice and of the
renunciatory way of life. For he makes it clear that withdrawal
into inactivity is not only useless but even misguided. Just as
Krsna, as the supreme deity, has no need to act but is incess
antly engaged in activity, since otherwise the universe would
collapse, so men should help to maintain the world order-now
by sacrificially-motivated activity rather than the sacrifice itself.
Thus Arjuna should perform his caste duty ( dharma) of fight
ing the enemy, but in a spirit of complete detachment without
concern for the outcome.
The Bhagavadgitd thus provides a new aspect to the doctrine
of karma and meets the problem in a simple yet convincing
manner, by stressing the motivation involved. There had al
ready been suggestions in the Upanisads that it is desire that
leads to actions and it was a prominent feature of the Buddhist
analysis. The Bhagavadgitd goes on from this to declare that,
since desire is more basic than action, actions as such have no
particular effect, provided one acts unselfishly and without
interest in the result. In fact such disinterested action, rather
than mere inactivity, is the true opposite to action. Thus re
nunciation is not the way forward and the Bhagavadgitd rejects
the practice of asceticism in favour of disciplined activity in the
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world, suggesting that in any case complete cessation of activity
is impossible and the ascetic way of life therefore untenable.
Action without attachment is action in accordance with one’s
dharma, one’s religious and social duties which vary according
to one’s particular situation. In Arjuna’s specific situation, as a
member of the ksatriya caste, he has a duty to uphold law and
order and for that reason to take part in the forthcoming battle;
thus, the Bhagavadgītā tends definitely to support the status
quo. Moreover, Arjuna should not think that he is responsible
for his actions, for in reality they are performed by the con
stituents of nature which are entirely separate from the ātman.
After thus examining the way of activity (karma), Krsna
takes up the way of knowledge ( jñāna), the type of intuition
going back as far as the speculative hymns of the Rgveda but
here carefully defined as knowledge of the deity; interestingly,
it is within this chapter that he declares: ‘Whenever there
occurs a decay of righteousness ( dharma) and a springing up of
unrighteousness, then I send forth myself. To protect good
men and to destroy evil-doers, in order to establish righteous
ness, I come into being from age to age’ (BhG.4.7-8). How
ever, after this emphasis on the deity come two chapters on
Brahman and dtman respectively, reverting to ideas of medita
tion as the means to achieve insight.
The middle six chapters of the BhagavadgM are then mainly
concerned with the nature of the supreme deity and his attri
butes. although the eighth chapter again presents the method
of meditation in Yoga as the way to release. Even within that
chapter, however, the supreme deity is equated with Brahman,
the mystical syllable om and the supreme purusa. Emphasis on
the deity culminates within this section in the awe-inspiring
theophany in the eleventh chapter, where Krsna reveals to
Arjuna his universal form, having just before identified himself
with the most essential aspects of every part of the cosmos.
Although Visnu is mentioned, he is not especially prominent
(and indeed Krsna also identifies himself as Indra among the
gods) and Krsna himself is rather the supreme deity. This
revelation produces in Arjuna a spirit of humble adoration,
summed up as the way of devotion ( bhakti).
The last six chapters, which are quite probably later in date
than the rest, deal with a variety of topics, gradually leading
back through a good deal of practical moral teaching to the
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concept of bhakti with the declaration at the end of the whole
poem of Krsna’s attachment ( bhakti) to Arjuna and the prom
ise that by his grace he can be reached and entered into. The
nature of this devotion in the BhagavadgM is rather different
from later views; sacrifice and discipline are its hallmarks and
there is little room for spontaneity. Indeed, the stress on duty
( ciharma) as specifically the role appropriate to one’s station in
life leads in the opposite direction. Nor is there any real sugges
tion of intimacy, except as part of the goal, but rather the
attitude of the devotee is one of subservience, typified by
Arjuna’s humble response to Krsna’s divine self-revelation.
This way of devotion, available to all, is ranked higher than the
way of knowledge, which because of its difficulties only a few
can achieve, and that in turn is superior to the way of action,
the performance of deeds without attachment to their results
but merely out of duty. These ways are not rejected, but a
definite order of value is established; this is perhaps the first
clear appearance of this principle of ranking. It might even be
said that, by its stress on the happiness secured by detachment
here and now, the BhagavadgM begins the shift of emphasis in
the theistic movement away from the idea of release (moksa)
in some distant future to an immediate and direct relationship
with the deity; in this as in much else, the BhagavadgM stands
at the very beginning of what is a long process of development.
Important as the BhagavadgM is for Vaisnavism. it is not the
earliest record of worship of Krsna Vāsudeva. One or two
references to a Krsna in Vedic literature should probably be
discounted, since there is nothing really to connect them with
the Krsna of later worship. There is possibly an allusion to
followers of Vāsudeva in the grammarian Pānini ( fifth to fourth
century b . c .) but the clearest mention is by the Greek ambassa
dor to the Mauryan court at the end of the fourth century b.c .,
who records that the people of the Mathurā area held Heracles
in special honour, since Heracles would be the nearest Greek
equivalent to Krsna. Elsewhere in the Mahabharata Krsna
appears as a chief of the Yādava clan of Dvārakā who sides with
the five Pāndava brothers and acts as their counsellor in the war
against their cousins, the Kurus. His advice is cunning to the
point of unscrupulousness and with the inclusion of the Bhaga
vadgM in the epic it was felt necessary to attempt some justifi
cation. Even after his self-revelation in the BhagavadgM, he
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continues to be treated as a human ally rather than the supreme
deity. The historical character of Krsna Vasudeva. as the son of
Vasudeva of the Yādava clan, is quite possible in view of his
considerable human role in the epic story. Presumably this
hero of the Yādavas became - or was identified with - the
leader of a religious movement, was deified as a result and
called Bhagavat, 'the blessed one’. From this title are then
derived the names of both the Bhagavadgftd and the sect that
worshipped him. the Bhagavatas.
Inscriptional evidence for the Bhāgavata cult comes from
Western India around 100 b . c . ; the more interesting of the two
inscriptions records the erection of a pillar to Vasudeva by a
Greek from Taxila who calls himself a Bhagavata. Inscriptions
also indicate that there were temples of Bhagavat Vāsudeva in
the Mathura area itself in the middle of the second century a . d .
and that by the same period Vāsudeva w'as revered in the
Western Deccan. Over the course of time this Bhagavata cult
amalgamated with the cult of Naravana. Indeed the next sub
stantial evidence for the doctrinal development of either move
ment comes from a late section of the Mahdhharata, the Nārāvanīya ( Mbh. 12.321-39), of uncertain date but later than the
Bhagaviidgītā and probably no earlier than the third century
a . d . Here Naravana. the supreme deity, explains to his devotee
Narada, an ancient seer, that Visudeva is the supreme purusa,
the inner ruler of all. Interestingly, Naravana performed asceti
cism by which he became Brahma and saw Siva who granted
him superiority to everyone, including Siva himself. The Nārāycmīyo describes the worshippers of these figures by various
names, including Bhāgavata and Pāñcarātra, which later was to
become the name of a definite Vaisnava sect: it also mentions
several groups of hermits or ascetics, among them the Vaikhānasas. who later also are a Vaisnava sect. The variety of names
no doubt indicates the existence of slightly differing groups.
Altogether, the picture given is of a state of flux as several
influences merge and evolve. The doctrines also of the Nārāvanīya show a blend of Upanisadic monism, dualistic elements
similar to Samkhya and Yoga, and ritualistic features from the
Brahmana tradition with the devotional worship of a personal
deity - a synthesis analogous to that of the BhagavadgJta but
not identical. differing especially in the higher value assigned to
ritual and asceticism.
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In the developed mythology of Vaisnavism. however, the
warrior figure of the Mahdbhdrata proper plays little part,
except as the expounder of the Bhagavadgitd, and the focus of
attention is on the pastoral Krsna, first presented in the sup
plement to the Mahdbhdrata, the Harivamsa (‘the dynasty of
Hari’ i.e. Krsna). which is usually assigned to the early cen
turies a d . and presents a complete account of Krsna’s life and
death. The pastoral Krsna is perhaps not completely unknown
to the Mahdbhdrata but the Krsna Gopāla, ‘cowherd’, por
trayed in the Harivamsa is rather different. Equally his older
brother Balarāma appears in a minor role in the Mahdbhdrata
but appears in the later work as a much more important figure.
He seems originally to have been a non-Aryan agricultural
deity, whose cult reveals many features of Nāga worship: he is
regarded as an incarnation of the cosmic snake. Sesa. and at his
death a snake - evidently his self - issued from his mouth.
O ther names for him are Samkarsana and Halāyudha. both
alluding to ploughing and emphasising his connection with
agriculture; he is regularly as light in colour as Krsna is dark.
The two brothers grow up in the free and easy atmosphere of
the pasturage on the banks of the Yamunā in the company of
the cowherds and their cattle. They wander from forest to
forest despatching the demons in animal form that infest them.
But Vrndavana, the forest near Mathura, is their favourite
spot, where they and the other young men on special occasions
dance and sport with the young women of the clan, the gopjs.
The other members of the clan are supposed to be ignorant of
Krsna’s divine nature and in the Harivamsa the narrative does
presuppose this, unlike many later works.
The story of Krsna’s childhood is narrated, of which perhaps
the most notable incident is his uprooting of two arjurta trees by
dragging a mortar between them, obviously a mythological
expression of the supplanting of a local tree cult by worship of
Krsna Vāsudeva. Only at a much later date do his childhood
pranks become a focus of attention, when also a decidedly
erotic aspect is elaborated out of his youthful contacts with the
gopīs. The narrative leads up to his slaying of his evilly disposed
maternal uncle Kamsa. the story possibly representing a con
flict between maternal and paternal systems of inheritance.
Then, in his adult life, come various martial exploits, including
the wars against Jarasamdha. and his activities as leader of the
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clan, such as the founding of the city of Dvārakā. The second
half of the work narrates the deeds of Krsna’s son and grand
son. Pradyumna and Aniruddha.
Although ultimately Krsna alone is the central figure of
worship, other members of his family originally shared this
deification. An inscription of the first century a . d . from near
Mathurā records the setting up of images of the five heroes of
his clan and references in the Purānas include their enumera
tion as Samkarsana, Vasudeva, Pradyumna, Aniruddha and
Sāmba, of whom all except the last also figure in later theology.
But there are also traces of the worship of Krsna's sister Ekānamśā. which may again point to earlier matriarchal traditions;
Ekānamśā is said to be identical with Subhadrā, the goddess
still worshipped in association with Balarāma and Krsna at Puri
in Orissa, but some later texts declare her to be an emanation of
Durgā or Pārvatī.
Krsna is not the central figure in the Mahabharata and his
deification is obviously directly related to his expounding of the
BhagavadgUa. But Rama is the eponymous hero of the Rama
yana and his deification is as obviously the result of the por
trayal of his character there. Although he is clearly a martial
hero and the climax of the whole epic is his defeat of the
Rāksasa king Ravana, from the beginning important issues of
conduct were central to the plot. When, on the eve of his in
stallation as heir apparent. Rama is suddenly sent into a four
teen year exile through the machinations of a stepmother, his
reaction is not anger but calm acceptance of his father’s will an impressive demonstration of filial obedience. So too, in
similar displays of wifely devotion and brotherly affection. Sītā
and Laksmana insist on accompanying him. Once in the forest.
Rāma as a ksatriya fulfils his duty by offering protection to the
various hermits living there. The underhand abduction of Sītā
by Rāvana leads inexorably to the climax of the poem in the
siege of Rāvana’s capital Lanka and his eventual defeat; this is
easily represented as a conflict between good and evil, while
the long search for Sītā amply demonstrates Rama’s devotion
to his wife.
Thus, the elevation of Rama’s character, combined with his
standing as a prince, made it natural to compare him to the
gods. Initially and regularly compared with Indra. the king of
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the gods and a natural comparison for martial heroes, Rāma
later is seen increasingly as himself divine. Although he is still
compared to Indra and his brother Laksmana as his close
helper to Visnu. by the later parts of the epic's development
Rāma is directly identified with the now more prominent
Visnu. This is first clearly seen in the first and last books which
were added round the earlier core. In the first book is recount
ed. among the events of Rama’s youth, how he and his three
brothers are born as incarnations of Visnu, while various deities
engender other leading figures of the story, and how he wins
the hand of Sītā. daughter of King Janaka of Mithilā, by
drawing till it breaks the great bow given to Janaka by Siva.
In the last book, Rāvana’s genealogy and past exploits are
developed, making him into an adversary of the gods who has
indeed won from Brahma by his asceticism the boon of invul
nerability from all beings more powerful than man. The older
struggle between the Devas and Asuras for power is here not
only transposed to the mundane sphere but also given definitely
moral aspects. Rāma’s defeat of Rāvana has been assigned
the same cosmic significance as Indra’s defeat of Namuci and
Visnu’s of Bali. With this change of interpretation of the story,
various features undergo modification. Originally the epic
ended in a joyful reunion followed by a triumphant return, the
fourteen years of exile having conveniently expired; in a re
working which is similar in outlook to the first and last books
the text now extant has Rāma recognised as divine (first by
identification with various deities and then by identification
with Visnu) by a contingent of the gods led by Brahma, while
Sītā has to undergo an ordeal by fire to prove her chastity
before Rāma will accept her back.
At the same time other episodes of the original story receive
a moralistic gloss to adapt them to this new outlook, for when
Rāma is perceived to be a god, moral lapses are unthinkable.
His killing of the Vānara chief Valin while the latter was
engaged in combat with his brother Sugriva, now Rāma’s ally,
receives elaborate but rather unconvincing justification. Even
his martial activities to protect the hermits as they pursue their
religious activities are seen as slightly suspect, and emphasis is
placed on his duty as a ksatriya and a ruler to uphold dharrna,
law and order as well as religion. Indeed, the ethical polarisa
tion apparent in the development of the Ramayana, proceed63
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ing from within the plot itself, leads naturally to a stress on
Rām a’s activity on behalf of dharma and his defeat of evil in the
person of Rāvana. The reasons for his eventual identification
with the benevolent activity for mankind of Visnu are thus
easily discerned, more so than with Krsna, although it is the
Bhagavadgita, with its already quoted declaration of the deity's
periodic manifestation, that provides the theoretic framework
for the doctrine of Visnu’s avataras, incarnations (literally
‘descents’).
Visnu himself, of course, right from the Vedic period pos
sessed a pronounced benevolent aspect, which was more defi
nitely channelled into an active, creative capacity through his
association with the sacrifice in the Brihmanas. There too is
seen his linking with Prajāpati ( who subsequently is more often
identified with Brahmā) and thus indirectly with the purusa.
who is also called Nārāyana. Nevertheless, the process of fusion
of the various cults is still somewhat obscure, for in the Mahānarayima Upanisad and the Bhagavadgita Visnu is only men
tioned in passing, by contrast with Nārāyana and Krsna respec
tively. while Rāma’s identification with Visnu is secondary to
his deification. Visnu’s pervasiveness may well be significant as
well as the fact that his strides and other activities brought him
into association with Indra. His junior partnership with Indra
persists into the epic period but there we see Visnu develop
from an assistant into the greater god, until Indra even appeals
to Visnu to help him. The connecting link is perhaps to be seen
in the elaboration of his three strides in the Brāhmanas by
making Visnu become a dwarf before taking them in order by
artifice to recover the earth for the Devas from the Asuras - the
assumption of a particular form for a particular purpose. How
ever, Visnu’s original traits of benevolent activity towards man
kind combined with resistance to evil powers and readiness to
pervade or penetrate the earth are obviously consonant with
the view eventually formulated of the purpose of his incarna
tions. to destroy the wicked and to protect the righteous.
Visnu’s avataras begin to appear during the later phases of
development of the epics, although they are not yet classified as
systematically as in later literature. A varying number of animal
and human heroes, some of whom appear in the Vedic hymns,
come to be viewed as exemplars of the god’s benevolent activity
3. Varāha: Visnu as the boarTescuing Earth
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on earth, and eventually to be identified completely with him.
Several of the stories have had to undergo some modification to
fit this theme, even to the extent of being taken over from other
gods, at whose expense Visnu is now becoming more promi
nent. The number of incarnations varies: it seems to have
started from a nucleus of four (M bh.12.337.36), but in later
works as many as 24 and 29 are mentioned; by the eighth
century a . d . the standard number was accepted as ten, namely
matsya, kiirma, varaha, Narasimha, Vāmana, Paraśurāma.
Rāma Dāśarathi, Krsna, Buddha and Kalki, but earlier lists
include different characters. Attempts were briefly made to
date the avataras according to the system of mythological ages,
but that system, representing a steady decline from original
perfection, can hardly be reconciled with the repeated descent
of saviours who restore righteousness.
Four of the avataras, matsya, kiirma, varaha and Vāmana,
make use of cosmogonic myths from the Vedas and Brāhmanas, pointing to a similar cosmogonic role for them as incarna
tions of Visnu. None of the first three, however, is associated
with Visnu in Vedic times. Matsya, the fish, protects Manu, the
first man. during the great deluge, and kiirma, the tortoise,
supports the earth on his back at the time of the churning of the
ocean, an early creation myth. The Brāhmanas identify both
creatures with the god Prajāpati ( =Brahmā) and mention the
tortoise as lord of the waters, and thus a representative of
V aruna; it is also a traditional symbol of the sacrifice. Though
mentioned in the Mahābhārata, it is not until the Puranas that
fish and tortoise are linked to Visnu. Visnu’s third appearance,
as varaha, the boar, was to raise up the Earth after she had been
submerged in the ocean. This story seems to incorporate some
pre-Aryan cult of a sacred pig, centred around the Vindhya
mountains and connected with fertility rites; like the fish and
the tortoise, the boar was possibly the totem of some nonAryan tribe. Like them, too, it was identified by the Brāhmanas as Prajāpati, although in a late passage of the Mahābhārata
the boar has become Visnu.
Narasimha, the man-lion, who frees the world from a demon,
does not appear in Vedic literature, but there are noteworthy
similarities to the story of Indra and Namuci. In both cases the
demons have received what they are satisfied is an all-em
bracing promise of inviolability, and are only overcome by
66

Theistic Trends

subterfuge. Both legends represent the specifically Indian
adaptation of the universal motif of the ineluctability of fate,
typified in such stories as Achilles’ heel and Balder and the
mistletoe. Here the Asura Hiranyakasipu has gained invulner
ability from man or beast, by day or night, within or without his
house, so Visnu, to punish him for the excesses into which his
false security leads him. manifests himself as the man-lion at
twilight on the veranda and tears him apart. Later still, the
motive for intervention is an appeal by Hiranyakasipu’s pious
son Prahlāda who has become a devotee of Visnu - as it were
the white sheep of the family. The first few centuries a . d . saw a
popular cult of Narasimha in parts of the Pan jab, as a protector
against thieves, wild animals, malign stars and all forms of evil.
By contrast, the incarnation as Vamana, the dwarf, has
developed from the feat attributed to Visnu in the Rgveda of
striding through the universe. Now the world and the gods are
being threatened by the demon tyrant Bali: Visnu, in the guise
of a dwarf, begs as much land as he can cover in three strides,
transforms himself into a giant, and wins back the whole world.
A significant stage in the growth of Visnu’s prestige at the
expense of older gods can be seen in the version of this myth
found in a late part of the Ramayana: here, after winning back
control of the world, Visnu presents it to the still prominent
Indra.
It is not immediately obvious why the list of avatciras should
include Rāma Jāmadagnya or Bhārgava, known from the sixth
century a . d . as Paraśurāma (‘Rama with the axe’) to distin
guish him from Rāma Dāśarathi, the hero of the Ramayana.
He figures in Vedic literature only as the traditional author of
one hymn ( R V 10.110) and appears first in an active role in the
epics, particularly the Mahābhārata \ his story is then taken up
by the Purānas, though never particularly popular outside the
Mahabhcirata. By no stretch of the imagination can his activi
ties be considered as saving the world from catastrophe. Re
claiming some land along the west coast by throwing his axe at
the sea and frightening it into retreat is not an exploit com
parable to the earlier cosmogonic myths. His blind obedience
to his father’s command (Jamadagni orders him to behead his
mother Renukā, and he obeys after his brothers have refused,
although he later asks for her to be restored to life) compares ill
with his namesake’s self-sacrifice. Paradoxically, a clue may be
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provided by the third story associated with him. which shows
him in an even less benevolent light. As a Brāhman, he deter
mines to annihilate all the ksatriyas, or warrior class, to. avenge
his father’s m urder; that he does so ( no fewer than twenty-one
times!) using the weapons of a warrior rather than a priest
points to an origin for this legend at a time when the functions
and status of these two classes were fiercely disputed. As his
name Bhārgava indicates he is the hero of the Bhrgu group of
Brahmans who were responsible for inflating the Mahdbharata
and through it bolstering the pretensions to superiority of the
Brahmans.
Some partisanship between groups of Brahmans with differ
ing allegiances may be detected in the very different portrayal
of the next avatdra, Rama Dasarathi. His character and actions
are. as we have seen, in stark contrast to Parasurama’s. and this
contrast is heightened by an incident added to the already late
first book of the Ramayana where the two avatdras meet. The
belligerent Parasurama comes out of retirement to challenge
Rama Dasarathi. only to be humiliated by his youthful counter
part. In some later versions of the story, from Bhavabhuti's
eighth-century drama, the Mahdviracarita. onwards, this hos
tility is attributed to Parasurama’s indignation at the insult
offered to Siva when the younger Rama breaks the god’s bow.
In other late versions, Rama and his ally Hanumān are also
sometimes depicted as devotees of Siva. It is clear that these
epic heroes, including Krsna. the eighth avanlra, have been
taken over to serve the interests of several different sects, but
that in their origins at least they are independent.
The appearance of the Buddha as the next avatdra of Visnu
is not as bizarre as it first appears, for his role is to mislead the
unwary and his inclusion represents an attempt by Vaisnava
theologians to absorb heterodox elements. In any event, he
does not figure in the lists until the fifth century a . d . at the
earliest. Considerably later still, one Purana turns a leading
figure of another heterodox movement. Rsabha. the first of the
24 Jain saviours, into a partial avatara, illustrating once again
the all-embracing nature of Hinduism and its propensity for
dealing with heresy and the like not by opposition but by
absorption. Other figures sometimes regarded as avatdras in
clude Krsna’s brother Balarama who. in addition to his Naga
characteristics, also has some Saiva attributes, and another
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relatively early figure Dattātreya, who was the object of a
largely tantric cult localised in Maharashtra and is represented
in the Puranas as a forester with a taste for wine, women and
song. However, all of these were probably too divergent from
the standard pattern established to remain popular, whatever
the reasons for their initial inclusion.
Kalki was early recognised to be Visnu’s last intervention in
the affairs of the afflicted world. He will appear at the end of
this present age. a millennial figure, who probably owes his
main inspiration to the Buddhist doctrine of Maitreya. the
future Buddha, and thus ultimately to Zoroastrian ideas of the
future Saviour. He will punish the wicked, reward the right
eous. and establish a new era symbolising the ultimate triumph
of Brahmanism. He will appear as a warrior riding a white
horse: indeed, in South Indian popular tradition he actually is a
horse, apparently representing some ancient animal god of the
region. His martial aspect may reflect a reaction to a historical
event such as the invasions of north-west India between the
second century b . c . and second century a . d .
With the rise of the bhakti movement, religious interest
switched from the theme of a god’s occasional intervention in
the world's affairs by direct incarnation to that of his abiding
presence through grace in the heart of each devotee, and so the
mythology of the avataras underwent no further development.
Although the evidence of the Svetcisvatara Upanisad shows that
Siva was being viewed as the supreme deity at least as early as
any of the figures who combine into the developed Visnu. the
rise of a definite religious sect worshipping Siva as such is even
less easy to trace. However, the Mahcibharata in its latest parts
refers to the Pāśupatas, the worshippers of Siva Pasupati ‘the
lord of the animals’, as a distinct group along with the Vaisnava
Pāñcarātra and certain others. But any detailed information on
this or other Saiva sects belongs to a later period.
Many of the characteristics making up the later complex
nature of Siva can be traced back into the Vedic pantheon, but
not only to the figure of Rudra, for Śiva also grew by a process
of accretion and aggrandisement at the expense of other dei
ties. However in his case they were amalgamated into a single
ambivalent and even paradoxical figure. Although Śiva is occa
sionally said to have undertaken several avattiras, these play no
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significant role in either the mythology or theology of Śaivism.
From Rudra. Siva inherits the awesomeness and even malevo
lence of character which made him feared, as well as the
exclusion from orthodox sacrifice which marked his outsider
status. Indeed, in later parts of the Mahabharata, this is de
veloped into the myth of Daksa’s sacrifice, explaining both how
Siva was excluded and how he was then accepted into the
orthodox pantheon; Daksa, a Prajāpati figure who is also Siva’s
father-in-law, begins a sacrifice from which as usual Siva is
excluded but Umā. Śiva’s wife and Daksa’s daughter, is upset
at this slight to her husband and so Siva attacks the sacrifice,
until at length he is pacified by Brahmā who declares that the
gods will give him a share of the sacrifice. Here the god’s
destructive aspect inherited from Rudra is also prominent, as it
is in another late Mahabharata myth where, however, it is
harnessed to help the gods; this is the myth of his destruction of
the triple city of the Asuras, where he is appealed to after
Indra’s failure to conquer them and uses Brahmā as his chariot
eer. Symbolically then Siva supersedes Indra and Brahmā but
in fact he takes over from both other aspects of his character.
There is in fact a direct link between Indra and Siva in the
Maruts. the storm gods attendant on Indra who are also called
Rudras; whereas in the Rgveda they are Indra’s companions,
later they are called Indra’s brothers and sons of Rudra. But it
is rather the adulterous side of Indra’s character that ultimately
appears in some of the legends concerning Śiva, although the
best-known myth, that of Siva’s real or apparent seduction of
the wives of the ascetics in the pine forest, is attributed in the
Mahābhārata to Agni, from whom Siva draws something of his
connection with the heat ( tapas) of asceticism and of sexual
desire. In succession to Brahmā Śiva takes over the creative
attributes of the late Vedic Prajāpati. Indeed, this may be a
particularly early feature, for an interesting passage in one of
the Brāhmanas, dealing with Prajāpati’s creative activity, gives
a newly born deity eight names corresponding to elements or
other important entities (Kaus.Br.6.1); this is very close to the
eight forms of developed Śaiva theology. These eight forms of
Siva and a similar grouping of his five faces or manifestations
are each given a name and a function (possibly in some cases
representing local deities incorporated into the cult), through
which the Purānas begin to identify Siva with the totality of
4. Hanuman. Rama’s Vānara helper
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creation; the five faces are rulers of the five directions (the four
points of the compass and the zenith) and other groups of five
such as the senses, while the eight forms represent the five
elements, the sun. the moon and the sacrificer or individual
self, representing between them the spatial extension and
physical expression of the universe. Elsewhere in the Brāhmanas the stress is still on Rudra’s malevolence and his dwelling in
forests or other lonely places and he is said to reside in the
north, the ill-omened region. However, the identification with
Agni is already beginning to be made. Siva is still regarded as
fierce and uncanny, frequently angry, in the Mahabharata, but
the main body of the epic also knows him as an ascetic absorbed
in contemplation, who nonetheless grants favours to his wor
shippers. while some later parts show acquaintance with his
phallic aspect, which from archaeological evidence is known to
have been in existence in the first century b . c .
The tension between Siva’s ascetic and erotic aspects visible
here later becomes a definite feature of his portrayal in the
Purānas. The contrast between Siva as the lord of Yogins.
smeared with ashes and meditating in a cremation ground, and
Siva making love for a thousand years with his wife Pārvatī
represents however not just an apparent paradox in the nature
of the deity but also a basic problem for the ordinary worship
per, who has to reconcile the conflicting claims of celibacy
during studentship and of reproduction as a married man. The
resolution of the conflict on the human plane must be in such
temporal terms through successive stages. But at the divine
level there is no such successive or cyclic assumption of differ
ent aspects. Rather there is a perception of Siva as the totality,
an omnipresent cosmic power, ever changing and thus ever
creating and destroying. Siva can be described as the recon
ciliation of opposites - good and evil, auspicious and malig
nant. active and quiescent - but more exactly he is the express
ion of the ultimate nature of reality manifest in the world in the
many apparent polarities of life and death, creation and de
struction. the ascetic and the erotic, which are however not
separate states but mutually dependent pairs on whose inter
relationship the whole of life depends.
Perhaps the most widely known and appreciated form of
Siva is that of the ‘lord of the dance’, Natarāja, which embodies
just this insight. For, while he is thereby the patron of music
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and dance, its real significance is that as the cosmic dancer Śiva
embodies the energy manifest in the universe in five activities the emission of creation, its maintenance and destruction, the
concealment of his nature through the world-process and the
granting of grace to his devotee. Śiva’s association with the
dance is found in late parts of the Mahabharata and further
developed in the Purānas. In the typical iconographic form of
this aspect of Śiva he is surrounded by a ring of fire symbolising
the life-process of the universe within which Siva dances in
cessantly: all is subject to constant change and Siva alone, the
ultimate cause of transient beings, is immutable. As an image
of the rhythm of the universe it is undeniably powerful, con
taining as it does the notion of an equilibrium which could so
easily be disturbed, as when Siva performs his wild Tāndava
dance, shaking the world to pieces. The continued emphasis on
the destructive aspect takes us back to the Vedic Rudra, while
the stress on power or energy is reminiscent of the depiction of
the Vedic gods in general; despite elements from outside the
Aryan milieu which have contributed to the developed Siva
and the synthesis that has taken place within it, his ambivalent
and even paradoxical nature reflects a continuing strand in
Hindu thought.
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Unorthodox Movements
Although the rise of Vaisnavism and Śaivism can be traced
back to the theistic trends of the Upanisads and forward to
become the dominant religious trends within Hinduism, the
period of their origin was also, broadly speaking, that which
saw the most divergent trends arising to test its absorptive
abilities to the limit, with the appearance in the sixth to fifth
centuries b . c . of Buddhism, Jainism, the Ajivikas and other
less well documented heterodox movements. However, dis
tinct movements divergent from the main stream are much
older than that, quite apart from more popular features filtering
in to the hieratic religion, such as the cult of Nāgas and Yaksas
already mentioned.
The Atharvaveda has quite a lot of information about the
Vratyas, devoting its fifteenth book to the Vrātya who is the
type figure for the whole group. They were evidently a sizable
group who were quite distinct from the general Aryan popula
tion and a special ritual is prescribed in later Vedic texts for
their admission or restoration to society. Their precise nature
has been much discussed but certain features about them are
quite clear: they had a distinctive style of dress, including
turban and ramskins, they carried a bow and other weapons,
their chariots were of great significance, and some of their
practices recall the breath-control which is a regular feature of
asceticism. In texts of all periods there is more than a hint of
violence as part of their way of life and by the time of the
Mahābhārata they were classed among various groups despised
for their violence and evil ways. Nevertheless, their relation
ship to Aryan society must have had a sufficient basis to require
the elaboration of a whole vmtyastoma ritual to purify them ;
they were not complete outsiders. The oldest references to
their violence are in association with some kind of expeditions
and this fact, together with the importance of the warrior’s
chariot to them, may well indicate that they were some kind of
raiding party, whether as a first wave of Aryans who differed
somewhat in customs from the Vedic Aryans ( for the Aryan
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arrival was not a single event but more probably a succession of
groups filtering in) or as a special group of young warriors set
apart from within the community as a whole, a feature which is
known in other early Indo-European societies. In that case the
vmtyastoma of which a major feature is the distribution of
wealth would represent the purification of the group from,
ritual impurities contracted in their expeditions by distribution
among the rest of the community of the: goods thereby won;
this fits well with the original pattern of the sacrifice as the
redistribution of impurity, and the decline in esteem of the
Vrātyas would follow inevitably with the change in religious
and social conditions brought about by a more settled way of
life.
On the other hand, this still leaves the links with Śiva and
with asceticism. Other views would make of the Vrātyas proto
types of the yogin or of the Saiva ascetic. A connection with
Siva would also help to explain the obvious fertility elements in
parts of the vratyastoma, including ritual intercourse with a
prostitute, but this can also be interpreted as the celibacy
appropriate to a military expedition and the abandon after its
conclusion, and it is not irrelevant that the horse sacrifice, the
most ksatriya-oriented of the orthodox rituals, includes ritual
intercourse. The explanations are not necessarily exclusive.
Some elements of Saivism might well have entered more ortho
dox Aryan tradition through such u atively informal advance
parties.
A similarly enigmatic figure is that of the long-haired muni
‘inspired one’ (later an ascetic under a vow of silence) de
scribed in one late hymn of the Rgveda (10.136). Although the
ecstacy experienced is similar to that depicted in another late
hymn (R V 10.119), where it is produced by soma, in this hymn
the munis have drunk from the cup of Rudra and the whole
ethos is different from the sacrificial cult. The munis, windgirdled and wearing yellow robes, soar into the atmosphere and
the company of the gods, seeing everything and transported
everywhere. The emphasis on inner meditation and various
kinds of asceticism leading apparently to experiences of ecstasy
in both Vrātyas and munis has as much to do with certain trends
in the Upanisads as with later Yoga techniques, but of course
the development of thought in the Upanisads may in part be
explained by the impact of such new ideas from outside the
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traditional orthodoxy.
In the Upanisadic period (eighth to fourth centuries b . c .),
among the individuals of varied backgrounds who contributed
to the discussions were some who had renounced society for life
in the forest. Substantial numbers of such wandering ascetics,
sometimes forming loose groups, form the background to the
emergence in the sixth to fifth centuries of Buddhism, Jainism
and the Ājīvika movement. Evidently social and political con
ditions were conducive to such a trend and specifically the rise
of great monarchical states in the Ganges basin was subverting
the older tribal way of life, in which each individual had a
definite place. All these wanderers professed the religious life
and adopted various speculative doctrines; they rejected their
ties with relatives and society at large to live a wandering
existence by begging or by gathering their own food in the
forests, not settling down anywhere except in the rainy season,
when of course movement became virtually impossible. Some
retired right into the forests to indulge in various forms of
self-torture by hunger and thirst, heat and cold, and other
privations, while others undertook spectacular penances on
the outskirts of settlements aimed in part no doubt at impress
ing the ordinary people and gaining alms thereby. But others
were less committed to such physical self-discipline and were
concerned more with techniques of meditation by which they
could master their surroundings mentally. For underlying all
the manifestations of asceticism was still the same concern for
power and control over the world which was so entrenched in
the thinking of the Brāhmanas. The ascetic was believed, as he
advanced in his spiritual practice, to acquire supernatural
powers from clairvoyance and levitation to the ability to des
troy anyone who opposed him : in more spiritual terms, he
acquired an insight into the nature of the cosmos and through
this knowledge reached a state of freedom transcending all
mundane limitations. The existence of a sizable body of indivi
duals who had thus rejected society suggests a considerable
malaise at the period and there are several indications in the
events of the Buddha’s life that the expansion of the state of
Magadha. where most of his preaching took place, was seen as
a threat to the tribal states along the foothills of the Himālaya.
from which the Buddha himself had come.
Siddhārtha Gautama, who was to become the Buddha, the
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‘enlightened’, lived probably from 563 to 483 b . c . and was born
as the son of a leading figure among the Śākyas, a small tribe in
the area of modern Nepal. The later traditions about his birth
and youth are in large part legendary but from the point when
at the age of 29 he 'went out from home to homelessness’ the
record becomes more precise. However, one story from his
youth, implausible as it is in its extant form, does vividly depict
the psychological background to the Buddha’s teaching. This is
the story of the successive chariot drives in which the previously
carefully secluded youth comes face to face with the realities of
life in the form of a decrepit old man. a diseased man, a corpse
accompanied by mourners, and a serene wandering ascetic;
from this he draws the lesson that all existence involves suffer
ing, conquest of which is the chief religious goal.
Such pessimism was undoubtedly a feature of the period,
even though Buddhist teaching has given it a characteristic
expression. Ajlvika doctrines are permeated by the same out
look and it also affected the Upanisadic tradition. The Maitrl
Upanisad has regularly been considered to show Buddhist in
fluence because it commences with an expression of world
weariness which might almost have been taken direct from
Buddhist meditations on the loathesomeness of the human
body and includes a list of great kings who have vanished into
oblivion and a picture of cosmic decay with ‘the drying up of
oceans, the collapse of mountain peaks, the wandering of the
pole star’, and so forth. That such a complaint should have
been inserted into the latest of the major Upanisads illustrates
very well the shift in general attitudes.
After his abandonment of the world, Siddhartha Gautama at
first begged his food but soon adopted the life of a forest
hermit. For a time. he became a pupil of two named teachers in
succession, in each case finding that their teaching, which
seems basically to have consisted of techniques to achieve
psychological states of interiorisation similar to Yoga, did not
lead to liberation. After further wanderings he joined another
five ascetics engaged in austerities consisting mainly of fasting
but again decided that this was getting him nowhere and so left
them. The recording of these details in the Buddhist scriptures
strikingly attests the prevalence of this way of life. Thereafter,
Gautama resolved to remain seated in meditation under a tree
until he had resolved the problem of suffering; after tradition77
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ally 49 days, passing through successive stages of contempla
tion, he finally understood why the world is full of suffering and
what the remedy is - he became enlightened, the Buddha. By
this enlightenment he achieved the release from the unsatisfac
toriness of worldly existence which Buddhists call Nirvāna, the
cessation of the flux of becoming and its replacement by a state
of permanence.
In relation to the history of religion in India, one of the most
striking features of Buddhism and the contemporary systems of
Jainism and of the Ajlvikas is that they accept as axiomatic the
belief in transmigration - seen in the earliest Upanisads as a
novel and esoteric doctrine - and the associated view of the
religious goal as release from rebirth. So swift an acceptance of
the doctrine probably conceals the fact that it was current in
those circles from which the Buddha came before it penetrated
orthodoxy. This is the more striking in that early Buddhism
denied other basic tenets of the Upanisads with its theories of
impermanence and non-self which, together with the emphasis
on suffering or more exactly on the general unsatisfactoriness
of life, can be viewed as a deliberate antithesis to the under
standing gradually developed in the Upanisads of a permanent,
blissful self. However, the early Buddhist scriptures show little
direct acquaintance with the newer strands of orthodox thought
in the Upanisads or antagonism towards them, by contrast with
the Jains or Ajlvikas, for which their more easterly place of
origin probably provides the explanation.
There is also evident in the teaching ascribed to the Buddha
himself a critical attitude to all authority - the Buddha went so
far as to stress that what he himself said should not be taken for
granted but tested, since the only criterion is whether it is
effective. In consequence, early Buddhism had a distinctly
empirical or pragmatic tendency and the Buddha laid out his
basic teachings in the form of a diagnosis in the Four Noble
Truths, ascertaining the symptoms in the impermanent and
unsatisfactory nature of existence, identifying the cause in the
desire for pleasure and for existence, giving a prognosis and
declaring it curable by removing ignorance, and finally pre
scribing a remedy in the way of life summed up in the Eightfold
Path.
The critical attitude to authority led inevitably to the rejec
tion of claims to absolute authority for the Vedas or for a
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special status for all Brāhmans regardless of qualifications.
Indeed, some pronouncements of the Buddha seem to elevate
the ksatriyas above the Brāhmans, reflecting the old rivalry
between them for the top position in society. In the long run
this rejection of the Vedas served to mark the separation of
Buddhism from Hinduism as a distinct religion. But even in the
Buddha’s own lifetime the efforts to gather together a group of
committed followers and the vigorous polemics against other
such groups indicate an intention to establish a distinct sect at
the least; it was such features more particularly that served to
set Buddhism apart from Hinduism, although how far laypeople in general recognised the distinction is open to question.
One of the most obvious features from the beginning was the
organisation of the Buddha’s followers into the Sarigha, the
‘community’, which was modelled to a considerable extent on
the constitution of the fast disappearing tribal groups which
were called by the same name. Nostalgia for the old order may
well have been a potent factor in recruitment to the Buddhist
Sartgha and to the other similar groupings which were emerging
out of the diffuse body of wandering ascetics. Thus, in addition
to the Buddhist Sartgha, the Jains and the Ājīvikas were form
ing their own communities and possibly other groups were
coming together which were reabsorbed into more orthodox
Hinduism; for instance, the later Vaisnava sect of the Pāñcarātra may well have originated from such a group, whose
distinctive feature of a maximum of five nights’ stay in a habita
tion gave them their name. Certainly, various rules of the
Buddhist Sartgha seem designed to preserve its distinction from
other groups; the use of an ochre robe ( even if related in some
way to the attire of the munis in RV 10.136) has become
absolutely characteristic. The stress on regular meetings of the
Sartgha and the need for all decisions to be reached by the
unanimous assent of all the assembled monks look back to
tribal organisation.
In other respects Buddhism reveals indebtedness to the
popular cults of the time. The worship of the caitya, the sacred
spot often marked by a tree but occasionally by a tumulus, was
taken over and adapted to the veneration of the stupas, tumuli
built over the divided ashes of the Buddha and subsequently
over other relics; the reverence for the Bodhi Tree, the tree
under which he attained enlightenment, points in the same
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direction, while the tradition that he was protected as he medi
tated there by the snake king Mucalinda attests the absorption
of Nāga worship. The tradition of pilgrimage to the sites asso
ciated with the Buddha became established at a very early
period - the emperor Asoka in the middle of the third century
B.c. records his own visit to the Buddha’s birthplace - and in all
probability predates its appearance in Hinduism, where the
first evidence for it is from later parts of the Mahdbfmrata.
An almost exact contemporary of the Buddha was Vardhamāna Mahāvīra (probably 540-468 b . c .), who is often too
simply called the founder of Jainism, for the Jain belief is that
there are 24 Tirthamkaras, ‘ford-makers’, of whom Mahavira is
the last. While the details of the earlier figures are purely
legendary and linked with the Jain concept of a steady decline
of the world in its present phase, the 23rd Tirthamkara. Pārśva,
may be an historical figure. He is held to have lived 250 years
before Mahāvīra and to have propagated views differing in
certain minor particulars from MahavTra’s. Mahāvīra himself
was born into a small clan or tribe north of Magadha ( a similar
background to the Buddha’s): the Jain scriptures stress that all
Tirthamkaras are born as ksatriyas. After a similar upbringing
to the Buddha’s, he too gave up the life of a householder when
he was 30, apparently entering the order already established by
Pārśva but soon leaving it to pursue more extreme asceticism,
and abandoning all ties with the world, including clothing.
After years of wandering he achieved enlightenment at the foot
of a sal tree ( designated in the texts as a caitya) and so became
the Jina. the one who had conquered. During the remaining 30
years of his life he wandered about and taught in the same
Magadha area as the Buddha, claiming the interest and even
patronage of the same rulers. Subsequently also the Jains claim
the allegiance of the first Mauryan ruler, Candragupta (c.322298 b . c .), just as the Buddhists do of the third. Asoka (c.26932 b . c . ). However, they seem to have been less important as
rivals of the early Buddhists than a third group, the Ajivikas,
whose leader Maskarin Gosala is said by the Jain texts to have
kept company with Mahāvīra for a time before quarrelling and
breaking away, although it is not impossible that the split was
the other way round.
Jainism, whose doctrines seem from their archaic cast to
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have been preserved with relatively little change from Mahāvīra himself, is both atheistic and materialistic in the sense that
it regards all beings, including those termed gods, as part of the
cosmic system and subject to transmigration and also considers
that the world is composed of six constituent substances, which
include selves, jiva (literally ‘life’). Despite the difference of
terminology, its concept of the eternal jiva, whose essence is
pure intelligence, comes closer to the atman of the Upanisads
than to Buddhist views of the ultimate unreality of the self. It
differs in being regarded as absolutely unique to each individual
( in this approximating to the views of Sāmkhya and Yoga) and
in being found not only in animal life from gods to worms but
also in plant life and inanimate m atter; the latter aspect ( which
is a sign of the primitive origins of Jainism) is responsible for
many of its most characteristic features, leading as it does to an
extreme concern for ahimsā. non-injurv to life, expressed in
the nose-mask worn by Jain ascetics, the straining of drinkingwater and so forth, and in the concentration of Jain laypeople
in trade and commerce, away from the risks of harm to plants
and living organisms entailed in agriculture and many artisan
employments. Those who have entered the Jain Sarigha are
required to devote their whole energies to keeping completely
the five vows, including that of ahimsa. and an extremely strict
and detailed regimen is laid down for them. But it was recog
nised that such strictness was impossible for the lay community,
for whom therefore separate provision was made, thereby
paradoxically giving them a more assured position in the re
ligion than in early Buddhism, despite their inferior status. The
lay community has a greater importance in Jainism and plays its
part in the administration of the religion and in the ritual, which
is predominantly a lay concern.
Jain doctrines of the nature of the self’s bondage to the world
and consequently of the method to achieve release are quite
distinctive. Whereas Buddhism stresses the importance of atti
tude or intention as the binding force. Jainism says that the
cause of bondage is karma, the product of all activity, thought
of as a real but subtle substance which builds up layers of matter
round the jiva to form a special body that weighs the jiva down
and prevents it resuming its rightful and natural state of free
and inactive existence in perpetual isolation, kaivalya, the
usual Jain term for the state of release. Release can only.
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therefore, be achieved by dispelling existing karma, while pre
venting as far as possible the acquisition of more; this is
achieved by various elaborate penances, culminating in certain
circumstances in self-starvation, and modes of conduct. This
materialistic and somewhat mechanistic interpretation of
karma leads therefore to an emphasis on extremes of austerity,
which is in marked contrast to the Buddhist emphasis on
moderation, a mean between indulgence and masochism con
ducive to detachment. More generally, the aim of final release
from transmigration is to be reached by practice of the ‘three
jewels’ of right faith, right knowledge and right conduct, of
which the last consists of observance of the five vows, including
ahimsa; however, the other two reveal the more dogmatic
streak in Jainism compared with Buddhism, for right faith
means complete confidence in Mahāvīra and his teachings and
right knowledge includes acceptance of the Jain philosophical
tenets concerning the relativity of knowledge, based on the
manifold, multiple nature of everything. These views involve a
correspondence theory of truth, whereby judgements are true
when they correspond to features of the external world. The
Jains also hold certain distinctive views about the nature of
language.
Most jivas have no hope of achieving release but will con
tinue to migrate indefinitely, for the number of jivas is infinite
and thus, however many pass into isolation (kaivalva), an
infinite number will remain; there is an infinite number of jivas
existing in a purely potential state in readiness to take the place
of those which succeed in escaping from the system. Thus the
process of transmigration continues for ever and the universe
similarly passes through an infinite number of phases of pro
gress and decline. Although the universe is pluralistic and
contains an infinite number of jivas, it is a mistake to think that
life is either the product or the property of the body, for the
principle of life, the jiva, is absolutely distinct from the body,
though tied to it by its karma. In its true nature, to be regained
in release, the jiva possesses infinite knowledge, insight, bliss
and power; knowledge and insight together constitute con
sciousness. which distinguishes jiva from inanimate matter.
Similarly rigid dualism and fundamental atheism are charac
teristic of the earliest period of the Sāmkhya system, which
bears a general resemblance to Jainism. Although there are
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elements which may be connected with Samkhya and the re
lated Yoga system in the Upanisads, it is significant that a
substantial part of the evidence for their early stages in the
Hindu tradition is found in the Mahāhhārata. Furthermore, in
both Samkhya and Yoga the aim of release is regularly called
kaivalya, the isolation as self-contained monads of the selves
from matter and from each other. There are differences, how
ever : whereas Jainism considers the connection of the self with
non-self as real and defiling, Samkhya views it as illusory. But
overall it is plausible to consider that both Samkhya and Yoga
originated in some degree in the same milieu as the heterodox
faiths.
Samkhya, ‘enumeration’, may even originally have constitu
ted just a cosmology on purely material lines, attempting to
explain the transformation or evolution of matter or nature
(prakrti) from subtle into gross forms. For the concept of
purusa, the spiritual entity, is enumerated last in the list of
categories of evolution, which probably gave rise to the name
of the system, and seems in some respects to be an appendage
to the scheme. However, in its oldest extant form the system
does include the category of purusa, ‘the person’, consisting of
an infinite number of selves or spiritual entities, but is still
atheistic and has no place for a creator. Ultimately this too is
modified, for Samkhya cosmology was frequently made use of
by other schools and Vaisnava sects came to incorporate Sam
khya ideas, most famously in the BhagavadgM.
Possibly the germs of Sāmkhya ideas can be seen in some of
the Vedic cosmogonic hymns but more certainly various cos
mological speculations in the Brhadaranyaka and Chdndogya
Upanisads can be identified as related to Samkhya views; in
particular the notion of ahamkdra, the principle of individu
ation, is first mentioned here (Ch.Up.7.25), as is a threefold
division associated with the colours red. white and black
(C h.U p.6.3-4). On the other hand the main similarities are in
suggestions of a dualism of matter and spirit which is too
ancient and widespread a view to point definitely to Samkhya.
A little later there occurs a series of categories of evolution
similar to that of Sāmkhya, except for the absence of ahamkdra,
set in a basically Yoga context (Katha Up.3.10-11, 6.7-8).
The three colours are linked in the Svetāśvatara Upanisad (4.5)
with ideas of the one unborn female (=prakrti) and the unborn
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male ( =purusa) but the terms sattva, rajas and tamas for the
three strands of nature with which these colours are later
connected do not occur until the Maitrl Upanisad, which has a
more developed account of the Samkhya system.
Although there are possibly elements of Yoga to be seen in
the Vedas in the hymns to the long-haired muni (RV 10.136)
and the Vrātyas (A V 15). the name Yoga first appears in the
Katha Upanisad, where Yoga is likened to a chariot in which
the dtman sits with reason as the driver while the chariot itself is
the body (3 .3 -6 ), meaning that mastery of the body is acquired
by control of the senses. This method is developed in the
Svetāśvatara Upanisad which emphasises the connection be
tween breathing and thought (2.8-10). Later still the Maitrl
Upanisad enumerates six stages of Yoga and alludes to definite
physical practices.
Much evidence for early Sāmkhya and Yoga is contained in
part of the twelfth book of the Mahabhdrata, supposedly the
homily of the dying BhTsma but in fact containing much didactic
material from the later stages of the epic’s growth. One pas
sage, also marked by the absence of ahamkdra as early, shows a
synthesis between ancient cosmological speculations and yogic
theories of evolution (M bh.12.187=239-40). The Mahdbhdrata also here contains more evidence for a theistic Sāmkhya
than the Upanisads; it mentions three types of Sāmkhya - those
who accept 24 categories only, those who accept 25, and those
who accept 26, the last being a supreme deity ( Mbh. 12.306.2755). However, the clearest theistic emphasis is found in the
Bhagavadgltd which presents two separate accounts of Sāmkhyavoga in its seventh and thirteenth chapters. In all the Yoga
passages of the Mahabhdrata there is a strong emphasis on
discipline, meditation and control of the senses. Such practices
lead to supernatural or magical powers (Mbh. 12.232.21-2),
which are to be avoided by the true yogin, for the real goal of
the discipline is the attainment of the state of Brahman or
union with the one. This part of the Mahdbhdrata also contains
frequent statements that Sāmkhya and Yoga are essentially
one, as well as the passages dealing with each separately. The
two schools in their later stages are complementary but were
probably more distinct in their earlier stages. While, outside
the orthodox movements, Samkhya has greatest similarities
with Jainism in its emphasis on enumeration and a rather
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dogmatic tendency. Yoga has some analogies with early
Buddhism’s stress on meditation.
However, neither the emergence of Buddhism and Jainism as
ultimately separate religions nor the gradual development of
Sāmkhya and Yoga into orthodox schools of thought exhaust
the variety of new movements appearing in this period. As we
have already seen, the Ajlvikas under their leader Maskarin
Gosāla (also Makkhali or Martkhali) were prominent at the
time of the Buddha and Mahāvīra, and the Buddhist scriptures
mention other unorthodox teachers, some of whose views seem
related to the Cārvāka or Lokayata school of thought. Unfor
tunately. what is known about the Ajivikas comes from the
polemical literature of Buddhism and Jainism, for the sect’s
own writings have not been preserved and it finally disappeared
around the fourteenth century a . d ., despite having been quite
influential in the fifth to third centuries b . c . Indeed, the second
of the Mauryan emperors had an Ajivika fortune-teller at his
court and Asoka presented caves as monasteries to them, as did
his grandson and successor Dasaratha. There is even one pas
sage in the Mahābhārata which seems to reflect Ajivika teach
ings, with some admixture of Samkhya elements, and is
ascribed to one Martki, perhaps a corruption of their leader’s
name (M b h .12.171); after suffering catastrophe, this Manki
declaims on the power of fate and the need to be free of desire,
casts off all desires, and attains Brahman or immortality.
The origins of the sect lie in the same groups of wandering
ascetics and their name may well be derived from the distinctive
‘way of life’ ( djivti) of those who had abandoned the responsi
bilities of family and social life for the relative freedom of a
wandering existence. The trend to organisation was perhaps
more a defensive reaction to the threat of state intervention
and less linked to doctrine in the case of the Ajlvikas, among
whom were apparently to be found agnostic or sceptical and
materialistic views, as well as the determinist views associated
with Maskarin Gosāla; the interest of the kings of Magadha in
the new groups emerging among the wanderers may not have
been exclusively benevolent. On the other hand some refer
ences in the Jain scriptures suggest that Maskarin Gosāla con
sidered himself the 24th leader of the group and record, in
connection with the split between Mahāvīra and Gosāla, that
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he held that he was animated by the soul of an earlier figure.
Both Jain and Buddhist sources agree that Maskarin GosāIa
was a rigid determinist and record certain stories to illustrate
this. Fate ( nivati) was the sole determinant of every occurrence
and the doctrine of karma was therefore fallacious; accord
ingly. there could be no escape from the cycle of rebirths
( samsara) by eliminating one’s karma by whatever means.
Rather, each individual’s passage along the path of transmigra
tion was ordained from the beginning and one achieved release
simply by coming to the end of a fixed but extremely large
number of lives; the process was likened to that of the ripening
of a fruit, proceeding automatically, or to a ball of thread
unwinding when thrown. Events must take their course and
could not be influenced by man’s actions. The deep despon
dency apparent here seems summed up in the presages of final
disaster pronounced by GosāIa in his last illness which in part
relate to the demise of the tribal states; the old order was
perishing and Gosāla could see only gloom and forces too
powerful for an individual to control in the future. Even entry
into the Ajlvika community was predetermined - there could
after all be no reason for it in terms of acquiring knowledge or
merit as a means to release.
Two other figures were important in shaping Ajlvika beliefs.
Piirana Kassapa was perhaps an older contemporary of Mas
karin Gosāla, holding similar views,, but with a pronounced
antinomian emphasis. The thief, adulterer or murderer in his
view commits no sin and there is no merit to be gained from
generosity or self-control. Apart from his habitual nudity - a
feature shared in any case with Maskarin Gosāla and Vardhamāna Mahāvīra - the only personal detail recorded of Piirana
Kassapa is the manner of his death, suicide by drowning. The
other figure, Pakudha Kacciyana, held a form of atomic theory
in which there are seven permanent and unchanging elemental
categories: earth, water, fire, air, life, joy and sorrow. These
do not alter or develop and thus all change is illusory; in
addition, since life or the self is, like the other material ele
ments. unalterable there can be no moral responsibility even
for murder. This view was apparently harmonised with Mas
karin Gosāla’s determinism by the argument that, since future
events are already determined, they in some sense already exist
and thus time and all temporal change is less than wholly real.
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In addition to these figures connected with the Ajivika move
ment and the Jain leader. Mahāvīra, Buddhist sources also
refer to other unorthodox teachers. One of these, Safijaya,
espouses a thoroughgoing scepticism which repudiates know
ledge of the self and regards metaphysical questions as mean
ingless; it is however hard to ascertain whether such total
scepticism was ever widely current. But the distinctly material
ist views of Ajita Kesakambalin evidently did attract a certain
following for they resemble the doctrines of the later Cārvāka
or Lokāyata school of thought. Ajita Kesakambalin held that
there was no after-life but that the four elements (earth, water,
fire, air) of which man is made disperse at death; thus charity
and other forms of morality are pointless. Surprising as it may
seem in the Indian context, such views were not unparalleled at
this period. The views of the first cause which the Śvetāśvatara
Upanisad rejects in favour of a creator deity include fate
( niyati) and elements ( bhiita), the doctrines associated with
Maskarin Gosāla and Ajita Kesakambalin; at a later date the
Cārvākas cite some of Yājñavalkya’s teaching in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad in support of their views. Both epics include
some allusion to such views; in the Mahābhārata an individual
named Cārvāka draws the wrath of other Brāhmans by his
words (Mbh. 12.39.22-47), while in the Rāmāyana, when
Rāma is being urged to put aside his scruples and accept the
kingdom after his father’s death, one of those who urge him is a
Brahman Jābāli who puts forward the same arguments based
on self-interest elsewhere ascribed to the Cārvākas. The latter
instance suggests a link with politics, which is strengthened by
the fact that Brhaspati, by now reduced to a divine teacher, is
regarded as the founder of politics and the author of a Sūtra
which reputedly was the original text of the Cārvākas; at a
much later date Brhaspati is credited with the maxim ‘better a
pigeon today than a peacock tomorrow’, which fits well with
the generally hedonistic approach of the school.
In their heyday, the Cārvākas or Lokāyatas seem to have
been regarded as quite a menace by more orthodox schools of
thought, who deplore their atheistic outlook and regard with
deep suspicion their use of logic to disprove the next world, to
deny the efficacy of ritual and to dismiss the authority of the
Vedas. They held a form of radical empiricism, declaring that
knowledge is acquired only through sense-perceptions and that
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inference is not a valid method of acquiring knowledge, since it
depends on universals which are outside direct experience.
From this epistemological position the Cārvākas criticised the
entire social, moral and religious framework of orthodox Hin
duism, which in response developed various counter argu
ments. They declare, as did Ajita Kesakambalin. that the body
is produced from the four elements and that consciousness
comes from their combination ; thus the self is not something
distinct from the body. They pour particular scorn on the
rituals aimed at securing rewards in the next life and ask why. if
the offerings of food made to the dead can reach them, the
process is not adapted to ensure nourishment for travellers
away from home. In common with other heterodox move
ments, they belittle the status of the Brahmans, suggesting that
their aim is so to manipulate people’s religious sensibilities as to
produce maximum profit for themselves. Indeed, they seem to
have regarded religion as being inconsistent with ethical values,
because of the dominance of irrational ritual. Such views can
hardly have been popular in religious circles but references to
them are found over a very considerable period - the last
detailed mention of them comes from the fourteenth century
a . d . Their effect, along with the criticisms of the heterodox
faiths, must have been considerable in forcing a critical re
examination of their doctrines by more orthodox forms of
Hinduism, which nonetheless by adaptation was able to survive
and indeed outlast these attacks.
The formative influences on developed Hinduism included,
however, not only such heterodox elements generated from
within itself or by interaction with non-Aryan groups in India,
but also cults entering India from outside during the period of
foreign invasions between the second century b . c . and the
second century a . d . The figure of Kalki as the future avataru of
Visnu may, as we have seen, be owed to such events. One cult
which became widespread, especially in north India, was the
cult of the sun introduced no later than the first century b .c . by
the Magas, who probably arrived with the Sakas. Sun-worship
is of course traceable back to the Rgveda in the hymns to Sūrya
but had subsequently tended to decline in significance, apart
from the daily invocation of the sun as Savitr with the Gayatri
(R V 3.62.10) which traditionalists still perform at sunrise.
5. Surya. the sun god
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The innovation of the Magas was to install a cult image in
human form of their solar deity Mihira (=M ithra), identified
with Surya and surrounded by his divine attendants, in their
sanctuaries, thus replacing the daily sun-worship with a fullscale cult. Because of the similarities resulting from a common
background between the Iranian cult of Mihira and the Indian
worship of Sūrya, the process of fusion was relatively simple
and the cult became one of the leading religions of India during
the first millennium a . d . The Mahdbharata alludes to worship
of Surya both with invocations and with all the apparatus of a
cult and to sun-worshippers as a well-regarded group. Never
theless, the tradition of its foreign origin was maintained within
the cult, for the Purānas record the legend that the sun cult was
first established in India by Krsna’s son Sāmba, who was cured
of leprosy by the sun-god. In gratitude he built a temple to him
but, as there were no competent Brāhmans, the deity himself
advised him to go to the mythical ‘island of the Sakas’ where he
was constantly worshipped by the Maga priests, who were his
own descendants; Sāmba then returned with eighteen Maga
families who settled round Sāmba’s temple and established
their cult. The naming of Krsna’s son as the initiator of the cult
suggests an initial link with Vaisnavism, which is not implaus
ible in view of Visnu’s solar aspect, but at a later period the sun
cult was effectively absorbed by Saivism. Sculptural represent
ations of Surya from the Kusāna period support his foreign
origin by showing him in typical Kusāna costume establishing a
continuing iconographic convention; his feet are hidden by his
chariot or covered in long boots, for which later a mythological
explanation is provided.
Sūrya is regarded as the supreme deity who is willing to
bestow favour on his worshippers and grant them freedom
from sin and illness, long life and ultimately a state of final
release in his world. The Magas who propagated his cult are
descended from the Iranian priestly clan of the Magus and it is
interesting to note that, as ritual specialists, they were accepted
into Indian society at the appropriate level, that of Brāhmans;
however, there is ample evidence in the Iranian tradition that
the Magus were well used to adapting their particular skills to
the prevailing religious climate. They did, however, retain the
Iranian name for the sacred thread or girdle, which is part of
the common Indo-Iranian tradition. But when much later.
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probably in the seventh century a . d ., another Iranian group,
the Bhojakas, arrived, their integration was much less easy, not
only because of the greater introspection of Indian society but
also because this group were definitely Zoroastrian, not eclectic
like the Magas, and so were unwilling to accept the authority of
the Vedas. Nevertheless, they are termed Brāhmans in an
eighth-century inscription, though generally regarded with
contempt by other groups of Brahmans.
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The ruling groups among these invading peoples, the Yavanas
( =G reeks). Sakas and Pahlavas, are among those to whom a
place is assigned in the Manusmrti, in a process of accommo
dating the new social realities to the theoretical pattern. From
the beginning of the Christian era the older Dharmasūtras,
which had been closely linked to the ritual schools, were ex
panded and remodelled in verse form to become the group of
texts known as the Dharmaśāstras. No longer tied to a particu
lar Vedic school, the Dharmaśāstras aimed to prescribe rules
which were authoritative for all of society with a consequent
enlargement in their scope and content. The earliest and most
famous of these texts is that of Manu, the Manusmrti or
Mānavadharmaśāstra, which probably attained its present
form around the second century a . d . The work presents itself,
not as the work of a named teacher like most of the DharmasOtras, but as the dharma declared by Brahmā to Manu, the
first man. and passed on by him through Bhrgu. one of the ten
great sages. This claim to divine origin made by all the Dharmaśāstras is intended to secure their general acceptance.
After an introductory chapter in which Manu at the request
of the sages describes the creation of the world by Brahmā and
his own birth, the Manusmrti then expounds the sources of
dharma and enumerates the main ceremonies from birth to the
end of the student stage of life in the second chapter, followed
by the householder in the next three, and the last two stages of
life in the sixth chapter. Here already a development is seen.
Although the Dharmasutras recognise the four styles of life
(asramas). they do not make them successive but rather pre
sent them as the four possible modes of life open to the student
after he has completed his basic education; indeed two of the
Dharmasutras reject the multiplicity of asramas. However,
with the growing importance of renunciation, attested to a
limited extent in the Upanisads and very obvious in the hetero
dox movements, such rejection was impractical. But so too was
the open-ended acceptance of it in other Dharmasutras. A way
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was needed of containing this trend towards opting out of
society within manageable proportions, and so was evolved the
theory here presented in the Manusmrti by which the āśramas
came to be associated with the ceremonies marking the major
events of one’s life and so evolved into the concept of the
successive stages of life. Thus one could only properly reach the
fourth stage, that of one who has totally renounced the world,
the samnycisin, by passing through the other three; in the long
run this meant the virtual elimination of the third stage of the
forest-dweller, who still maintained some basic ritual practices,
but more immediately had the effect of limiting the numbers of
samnyasins from within the orthodox tradition.
The next three chapters of Manusmrti, dealing with the
duties incumbent on a king and related topics, show the great
est divergence from the older works and in fact have analogies
with the oldest textbook of politics known, which is probably
contemporary in date. Incidentally, the epics and Purānas also
contain considerable legal material; there are many parallels to
verses of Manu in both epics. While the Mamtsmrti is still
largely a textbook of human conduct, the later Dharmaśāstras
approach more and more nearly to purely legal textbooks;
important later Dharmaśāstras, such as those of Yājñavalkya
and Nārada, date from the Gupta period and later. The king’s
duties envisaged in the Manusmrti include the administration
of justice, which approaches pure law but nevertheless still
seeks to impose graded punishment according to the offender’s
class (varna). This section concludes with an account of the
duties of the third and fourth classes ( vaisyas and sudras).
The tenth chapter then deals with the mixed castes, the rules
of occupation in relation to caste, and occupation in times of
distress. It is here that the greatest degree of accommodation
has taken place. In his theory of mixed castes, Manu proposes
an elaborate system of marriages between varnas producing in
their varying.combinations the many castes (jāti), which were
by then the actual social divisions rather than the four classes
( varna), and which were in many cases occupational groups or
guilds that had adopted the closed pattern of endogamy which
is the essential mark of a jāti; the scheme is artificial but it
brings the theory into line with actual practice while appearing
to do the opposite. It is in this section that Manu describes the
Yavanas, Sakas. Pahlavas and others as lapsed ksatrivas, who
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have lost their status through neglect of dharma, and by this
legal fiction opens the possibility of their reception into the
orthodox community by adopting the orthodox way of life and
performing appropriate expiatory sacrifices; thus, their actual
status as rulers can be given religious approval, provided they
acknowledge the Brahmans as religious leaders. The Manusmrti may be a theoretical textbook but the practicalities of life
are not overlooked, and this is an attitude which has in fact
marked later Indian legal theory as well.
Also from about the beginning of the Christian era, in most
cases, there developed out of various earlier speculations the
six systems of orthodox Hindu philosophy, which consolidated
and formalised trends of thought from the Upanisads and from
other sources to provide definite schools of thought to counter
the doctrines of the heterodox faiths. These six systems are
traditionally grouped into three complementary pairs, as they
certainly became, although that does not necessarily reflect the
original situation. Since they were all coming into existence
over basically the same period, it is not surprising that there
was considerable mutual influence and so in what follows the
distinctive features of each will be highlighted at the expense of
the areas of agreement.
The link between the Nyāya and Vaisesika systems seems to
have existed from the earliest times and may predate the codifi
cation of their views in the form of Sutras; in these philo
sophical systems also the fundamental concise texts which form
the basis of subsequent elaboration in commentary form are
termed Sutras, ‘threads’. Nyāya is primarily a school of logic
and epistemology, claiming that knowledge of truth is the
means for attaining the goal of release (moksa). Thus logic is
pressed into service in support of orthodoxy by the argument
that clear and logical analysis is essential for proper under
standing of religious truths. The Nvāya emphasis on the validity
of knowledge and its theory of reality are counters to the
attacks of the Cārvākas. The proponents of the system are firm
realists, believing that every term in their system denotes enti
ties in the real world, a view summed up in one of their frequent
phrases that ‘to exist is to be knowable and definable’.
The school claims its origin from a teacher, Aksapada Gau
tama, traditionally assigned to the third century b . c ., but the
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Nyāyasūtra attributed to him is no earlier than the first century
and is later than the Vaiśesikasūtra of the companion
school. Indeed, the Nyāyasūtra shows evidence of the com
bination of a dialectical system, which is basic to the school,
with a section on natural philosophy, which was independent
until considerably later. The first extant commentary on the
Nyāyasūtra is that of Vātsyāyana, probably of the fourth
century a . d ., which explains in detail the SOtra text and in the
process fashions a coherent system out of the rather varied
parts of the SOtra. Almost from its inception the school was in
conflict with Buddhist epistemology and many subsequent
writers directly attacked and were attacked by Buddhist logi
cians. Uddyotakara in the late sixth century incorporated the
Buddhist Digniga’s logical teachings into the Nyāya system,
substantially remodelling them in the process, while refuting
Dignāga’s theory that words define by excluding unwanted
meaning in defence of Nyāya realism. Subsequently, the
Buddhist dialectician, Dharmaklrti, in the seventh century
launched an attack on the doctrine of Isvara, the personal
deity, of the Nyāya and Vaisesika schools arguing that their
proofs for the existence of Isvara were vitiated by logical fal
lacies. This had the effect of concentrating their arguments on
this point and ultimately in the emergence of the last great
exponent of the older Nyāya, Udayana, at the end of the tenth
century. One of his works is the first systematic account of
Nyāya theism, aimed at vindicating the existence of Isvara
through philosophical reasoning; in it Udayana reveals himself
as a worshipper of Siva. Thus, a school which originally had
only tenuous religious interests was turned by outside influen
ces into a champion of orthodoxy.
An important topic in the field of logic, where Nyāya ideas
were borrowed by other schools, was that of the ‘means of
(valid) knowledge’, pramana. The developed Nyāya system
held that there were four: perception, inference, analogy and
verbal testimony, in descending order of validity. Perception
originally meant just sense perception but was later extended
to cover all forms of immediate apprehension, including insight
achieved through asceticism; the earlier use fitted in well with
the system’s realist emphasis on the existence of objects ex
ternal to the perceiver. Inference rested on a generalisation
based on a quality of ‘pervasion’, analysis of which led to
a.d .
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theories of universals and particulars. Three kinds of inference
were distinguished and a form of syllogism in five members
was evolved to give expression to inferences. The comparative
redundancy of the Nyāva syllogism compared with the
Aristotelian is occasioned by its use in debate, where repeti
tion helped to reinforce a point. A good deal of the presenta
tion of the Nyayasdtra, as of later texts, is best understood in
terms of the formulation of rules and techniques for debate,
whether between pupil and teacher or between rival teachers:
its polemical background is obviously relevant.
Analogy or comparison is really a weaker form of inference
through which we gain knowledge of something from its
similarity to another already well-known object. Verbal testi
mony was originally a recognition that we accept many things
outside our own direct experience on the authority of others,
although the relation between word and meaning is also
discussed here; subsequently, as Nyava was more fully
absorbed by orthodoxy, it covered the authority of scripture
(sruti), which however ought in theory to be the strongest and
not the weakest of the means of knowledge - a clear indication
of this later adaptation.
The main proof adduced by the theistic Nyāya for the
existence of Iśvara is based on the nature of the world as an
effect which demands a first cause: Udayana argues that a nonintelligent cause requires an intelligence to direct it, which
must be the eternal and omniscient īśvara. A second argument
is really a development of this: the need for a conscious agent
to direct the process of combination which gives rise to the
production of an ordered universe and the union of souls with
bodies. Udavana compares the way that activity occurs in
atoms with the activity of the body under the guidance of the
soul and accepts that this implies a kind of body-soul relation
ship between god and atoms. Incidentally, Udayana gives one
of the most explicit formulations of the law of contradiction
(‘there is no occurrence within a class (of both) when two are
mutually opposed’), a law which was widely used in Indian
logic despite statements to the contrary.
Whereas Nyaya concentrated on logic, the Vaiśesika system
was more interested in physics or. to use an older term, natural
philosophy. As a result it supplied the ontological structure to
the merged system which eventually developed and after the
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tenth century treatises were written amalgamating the subjectmatter of both systems. The earliest text is the Vaiśesikasūtra
of Uloka Kanāda; though older than the Nyāyasūtra the
Vaiśesikasūtm presupposes certain concepts of the Samkhya
and Mīmāmsā systems, but was known to Buddhist writers by
the second century a .d ., probably therefore originating
around the first century a .d . The basic doctrine of the school
is that nature is atomic, a view occurring with some variation
of detail in Buddhist, Jain and Ajfvika doctrines. An individ
ual atom is devoid of qualities but possesses potentialities,
realised when it combines with others of the same type to form
molecules of four of the elements (earth, water, fire, air) - the
fifth element, ether, is non-atomic. Each element has individual
characteristics (visesas, hence the name of the school), which
distinguish it from the four other non-atomic substances (time,
space, soul, mind). The atoms are eternal and indivisible and
thus creation or recreation of the world by Brahma consists in
the combination of all the separate atoms into the elements.
The Vaiśesikasūtra opens with the declaration that exaltation
and release depend on a clear knowledge of the six categories
within which everything is comprised: substance, quality, action,
universal, particularity and inherence. Substance is divided into
the nine forms already noted: ether, time and space are unitary
but the others are multiple, including ātman. The plurality of
selves is proved by their difference of status and each ātman
has its characteristic individuality (visesa). There was some
dispute whether īśvara should be classed as an ātman or as
another (tenth) substance but extant works adopt the view that
Iśvara belongs to the ātman class, though distinct from
ordinary selves. Kanāda lists seventeen qualities or attributes,
ranging from colour and touch through relationships such as
remoteness and proximity to effort and including number,
which as quantity would in Western thought usually form a
separate category; later writers brought the number up to 24.
Both qualities and action belong to substances. Action consists
of ascent and descent, contraction and expansion and motion.
The other three categories are logically inferred rather than
perceived, and may have been absent from the earliest form of
the system. A universal or generic property occurs in individ
uals by inherence, a unitary relation with manifold realisa
tions, which also serves to connect qualities and motion to
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substances and bodies to their constituent parts. Inherence also
explains how the universal and the individual in which it is
realised or the quality and substance can occupy the same
space, since they combine to form a structured whole. Particu
larity (visesa) is the ultimate distinction between atoms, inde
pendent of any observer, and it reflects the pluralistic nature of
the system.
The next major work of the school, Praśastapāda’s Paddrthadharmascimgraha, though drawing, heavily on the Vaisesikasittra, is not strictly a commentary on it but an independent
explanation of the basic views of the system, and its arrange
ment was followed in later works. Prasastapada substantially
remodelled the system to take account of Buddhist ideas and
so, for instance, introduced a refinement to the Vaisesika
theory of perception probably under the influence of Dignāga,
who had objected that, according to the Vaisesika doctrine of
categories, perception was always of an object qualified by its
inherent attributes. Praśastapāda therefore elaborates a theory
of an initial perception simply of the object in itself ( not there
fore liable to error) before the emergence of the qualified
perception. Certain points of his theory of inference may also
reflect the impact of Dignāga's views.
Praśastapāda also elaborated the atomic theory, of which
Kanāda had really propounded only the basic idea. He postu
lates that in the creation of the world the atoms must first
combine into dyads, which then grouped into triads which were
the basic molecules. When two atoms combined in a dyad, the
addition of like to like produced only smallness; the smallest
substance to possess greatness or size is the triad, in which it is
produced by plurality ( which to the Indian mind then started at
three, since Sanskrit possesses a dual number used for all
twos). Like atoms, dyads cannot be perceived by ordinary
people, but the triads can just be seen and are identified with
the small dust particles that can be seen floating in a shaft of
sunlight. In general, however, the Vaisesika position is that the
qualities of the components can produce only homogeneous
qualities in any compound formed from them. With regard to
causation also, they adopt the views that an effect does not
pre-exist in its cause but is different from it and that all effects
are impermanent and will cease at some time.
In later writers we see an increasing merging of the Vaisesika
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with the Nyāya system. until Udayana was producing works on
both systems combined as well as separately. In the tenth
century, as well as admitting the existence of a deity, the system
accepts the category of non-existence, a rather superfluous
scholastic refinement. Despite some similarities to modern
quantum physics, the Vaisesika atomic theory and its related
hypotheses, like Greek atomic theories, were never really sub
mitted to experimental verification. Later still there emerged
from the thirteen*!! century the ‘New Nyāya’ (Navyanyāya)
which, while accepting many tenets of the Vaisesika system,
goes back to the Nyaya emphasis on logic and, especially in its
greatest exponent Raghunātha ( fifteenth to sixteenth cen
tury), from a realistic standpoint develops a sophisticated for
mal logic; here alone in India does philosophy break away from
religion.
The earliest phases of the Sāmkhya and Yoga systems have
already been examined on the basis of the Upanisadic and epic
evidence. The earliest surviving text of the Samkhya as a separ
ate school is in fact relatively late and also, exceptionally, is not
a S utra; this is Isvarakrsna’s Sāmkhvakārikā of probably the
fourth or fifth century a . d . Nevertheless, it is clear from the
evidence of the Mahohhnrata in particular that there was a long
line of earlier teachers including the legendary founder Kapila
(identi- fied once with Prajapati). Asuri, Pancasikha, and
Vrsagana. There is a work attributed to Kapila, the Samkhyapravacanasiitra, but it is very late, probably belonging to the
fourteenth century. Of course, the didactic parts of the Mahābharata do preserve something similar to the basic texts of
other schools and in fact one passage on Sāmkhya is particular
ly linked with Pancasikha (M bh.12.211-12).
The Sāmkhyakārikā quickly became popular; the first
known commentary on it is Gaudapāda’s of perhaps the fifth
century and it was translated into Chinese in the middle of the
sixth century by a Buddhist monk. The text takes as its starting
point the fact of human suffering, which cannot be removed by
perception or by scripture but only by discernment of the
manifest, the unmanifest and the knower (SK 1-2); it thus
introduces its basic concepts of matter or nature, prakrti, in its
evolved and unevolved forms and purusa. the spiritual prin
ciple. It next declares that there are 25 categories, of which the
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first is prakrti. The evolution of the world is due to the inherent
nature of prakrti not to any outside agency. The second cate
gory, the first evolute from prakrti, is intelligence, buddhi, or in
its cosmic aspect ‘the great one’, mahat, recalling the mahān
ātmā of some Upanisads; from this is then produced individua
tion, ahamkara. Next are evolved through individuation the
five elements, first in their subtle and then in their gross forms,
the five organs of sense and the five organs of action (speech,
grasping, walking, excretion and procreation). Finally, indi
viduation produces the twenty-fourth category of mind, manas,
regarded simply as the co-ordinating faculty which processes
our sense impressions.
As thus presented this scheme of cosmic evolution implies
that the whole world, including human beings, is evolved
through individuation from matter, and consequently that the
spiritual is superfluous. However, in classical Sāmkhya there is
a further category, that of purusa, which should therefore have
no connection with the world but yet does in some way become
involved. The individual souls of which this category is com
posed can achieve release by realising their essential difference
from m atter; in fact, the dichotomy between prakrti and purusa
parallels that between samsara and kaivalya, the isolation of
release. Although the world is in no way derived from purusa,
it is regarded as functioning for the sake of purusa; the Sāmkhyakārikā illustrates the way in which the inanimate prakrti
serves the conscious purusa by three images: the spontaneous
flow of milk to nourish a calf, an individual’s response of
satisfying a basic need, and a dancer who performs for a
spectator.
Despite the warmth of these images, overall the Samkhya
metaphysics expresses a negative valuation of the world. Ulti
mately prakrti is unconscious and, since the system is centred
on consciousness, which is the characteristic of purusa, the
world itself is irrelevant apart from acting as a means of escape
from itself. The image of the dancer in fact sums up the
Sāmkhya position that the purusa is simply an inactive spec
tator ; existence is a show where events on stage only acquire
meaning by being enjoyed by a spectator, who becomes ab
sorbed in it and so identifies with it, until the spell is broken at
the end of the performance - liberation takes place when the
false identification ceases. Later this dualism of soul and matter
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was modified in response to theistic trends, beginning already
in the Mahcibharata but only really taking hold from about the
tenth century, and purttsa, from being a purely inactive spec
tator, becomes the generator of matter.
Another feature of the Sāmkhya system, which has achieved
wide currency outside it also, is the concept of the three strands
(gunas) constituting prakrti: sattva, rajas and tamas. They
subsist in the unevolved or unmanifest form of matter and
pervade the whole manifest world from buddhi downwards.
The characterisation of the gunas is primarily in terms of
psychic states but extends much more widely, revealing the
mingling of macrocosmic and microcosmic dimensions. As the
world evolves the previous equilibrium between the three is
disrupted and one or another predominates in different en
tities; after an enormously long period there is a relapse to
quiescence, a reabsorption of the universe, until the inherent
nature of the gunas breaks the equilibrium and the process
starts all over again. The sattva guna is related to what is good,
pleasant and truthful, rajas to what is energetic or passion
ate , and tamas to what is dark and inert; broadly speaking there
is an opposition between sattva and tamas, with rajas as the
active force; they are naturally associated with the colours
white. red and black. At times they are brought into a degree of
relationship with the concept of the 25 categories, with the
sattva form of individuation developing into manas and the
senses and the tamas form into the elements in their gross and
subtle forms (SK 25). Elsewhere sattva is said to predominate
in the world of.the gods, tamas in the lower creation and rajas in
the middle, the human state. Basically, however, the theories
of the categories and of the gunas remain separate explanatory
systems.
The Yoga system is first expounded separately in the Yogasiitra of Patan jali. On the basis of its author’s identification with
a grammarian of the same name, the work is sometimes
assigned to the second century b . c . but in its present form is
substantially later. It consists of four chapters, the first on the
nature and aim of meditation, the second on the means for
achieving the aim, the third on the attainments achieved on the
way and the goal, and the fourth on the nature of the detach
ment from matter reached through Yoga. It has probably been
built up into this relatively coherent pattern from several separ
101

The Sacred Thread

ate texts, which show different starting-points and stages of
procedure in the progress from impurity to kaivalya, and which
presumably originated in separate schools of Yoga. As part of
this process of systematisation the school absorbed most of the
Sāmkhya cosmology and thus the yogin was considered to
reverse the process of evolution detailed in the Sāmkhya and to
return to the original unevolved, unitary state.
The main section of the text (YS 2.28-3.55) distinguishes
eight ‘limbs’ or stages in the technique of Yoga, of which an
older variant is presumably the six-membered Yoga of the
MaitrJ Upanisad; the first five concern the training of the body
and the last three the perfecting of the self. The first stage is
self-control or restraint (yama), which regulates the yogin’s
external activities and consists of the five moral rules of ahimsa,
truthfulness, not stealing, chastity and non-acquisitiveness.
The second, observance ( niyama), consists of five regulations
for personal behaviour: purity, contentment, austerity (tapas),
study of the scriptures and devotion to the Lord. Although
devotion to the Lord is developed elsewhere in the Yogasiitra
(1.23-51), this Isvara is not active or creative - indeed essen
tially he is distinct through never having become involved with
the ills of the world - and so is not an object of true devotion but
an aid to meditation identified and interchangeable with the
syllable om.
The third stage, which begins the characteristically Yoga
practices, is posture (asana), remaining seated in certain posi
tions. It is comparatively little emphasised in the YogasCitra.
where it is just a matter of assuming a suitable position, but
later texts name many positions (from their names evidently
based on methods of identification) which are difficult and can
only be assumed after long practice. Next, in breath-control
(pranayama), the involuntary process of breathing is brought
under the control of the will and artificially regulated, originally
perhaps to secure mastery of time, equated with the rhythm of
breathing. Then follows withdrawal (pratyahara) of the senses
from their objects, eliminating their contact with the external
world which is what binds one to samsdra; one method is to
concentrate on a single point until everything else disappears
from consciousness and then to transfer the attention from an
object to a mental image. As the mind is freed from its ordinary
concerns, so it becomes more open to distraction, to which this
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method provides the necessary counter and leads into the next
stage.
The remaining three stages tend to shade into one another.
The sixth is fixing the thoughts ( dharam ) without the aid of the
senses, whose operation has been suspended. The stage of
meditation (dhyana) is reached when the purusa remains stably
directed to one point without distraction. The last stage of
ecstasy or trance ( samddhi) is reached when one is no longer
conscious even of meditating and arrives at an identification of
subject and object; it cannot be described in words but is a state
of transcendent bliss, leading to the attainment of kaivalya.
Thus the inhibition of consciousness proceeds to the point of its
elimination and transformation into universal self-awareness.
As the yogin proceeds through the stages, signs of success
(siddhis) begin to appear. This starts even with the first two
stages, so that practice of ahimsa produces absence of hostility
in the yogin’s presence and so on (YS 2.35-45). As the later
stages are reached, the siddhis become various magical feats
such as levitation. There is no agreement whether these feats
are purely subjective or objective activities. However, they are
an integral part of Yoga practice as indicators of successful
practice but also function as temptations, into which the yogin
may be diverted away from his real goal of achieving release,
just as samadhi is not an end in itself but must be transcended to
reach release.
Commentaries on the YogasQtra still extant belong to the
period of the seventh to the eleventh centuries. At the end
of that period come Bhoja’s Rājamārtanda, which already
shows greater concentration on the siddhis and the techniques
to achieve them. Bhoja lists eight, which become standard:
minuteness and greatness (the abilities of shrinking and ex
panding indefinitely), lightness and heaviness (by which one
can levitate and penetrate matter respectively), irresistible
will, supremacy, subjection of nature and fulfilment of desires.
The emphasis on the acquisition of power or control so often
visible in Hinduism is again becoming dominant over the con
cept of renunciation and detachment. From about the twelfth
century Yoga was sometimes developed in ways that increas
ingly reflect this, with the emergence of the ‘Yoga of force’
( hathavoga) and the ‘Yoga of spells’ (mantravoga), and it
tended to become associated with Tantrism.
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Whereas the four schools already looked at were only gradu
ally taken into the orthodox synthesis, the remaining two were
always orthodox and directly religious. Indeed the Mīmāmsā
system began not as a school leading to release but as a direct
successor to the ritual Sutra literature, whose aim was to ensure
the correct interpretation of the Vedas. To this end it formu
lated general rules of interpretation (nyaya, a term later com
monly used to denote logic), which were adopted and extended
in the schools of Dharmasastra. Its basic standpoint is that the
Vedas, being eternal and uncreated, possess absolute authority
and that the Vedic commands constitute man’s entire duty
(dharma). It is the function of Mīmāmsā. ‘enquiry’, to interpret
those commands systematically and to deduce logical principles
for the consistent application of the apparently unsystematic
Vedic texts. Although certain sentences in the Veda appear
incoherent or meaningless, this is not really so ; it is incorrect to
take any Vedic utterance out of context and treat it in isolation.
The earliest text is Jaimini’s Mīmāmsāsūtra of about the
second century b . c .. an earlier date than the basic texts of other
schools, but it nevertheless presupposes a long history of Vedic
interpretation, for the school is in a real sense a continuation of
the Brāhmana traditions. The Mīmāmsāsūtra describes the
different sacrifices and their purposes, elaborates the theory of
apitrva and also discusses some philosophical questions in its
first chapter on the sources of knowledge and the validity of the
Vedas. The term apfirva denotes the mysterious, transcendent
power produced by correct performance of a rite (or any
component part of it) which subsequently produces the result
promised, often after the death of the sacrificer; essentially it is
a device to tie firmly together the action and its delayed result,
though possibly indebted to the earlier concept of brahman as
the power inherent in the sacrifice. Jaimini regards deity as a
redundant category irrelevant to his central concern, the dis
cussion of dharma: belief in the eternality of the Vedas pre
cludes their divine authorship and Jaimini also rejects a deity as
the creator of the relation between word and meaning, affirm
ing that the relationship is innate (MS 1.1.5). The first extant
commentary on Jaimini’s work by Sahara ( fifth or sixth century
a .D. ) develops these arguments, as well as defining dharma
more exactly as consisting of sacrifice, libation and giving, of
which the common factor is the transfer of possession from
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oneself to another; there is a limited role here for deities as
notional recipients of the sacrifice. However, effectively Mīmāmsā has become atheistic through a fundamentalist concen
tration on the scriptures themselves.
In order to establish the inerrancy of the Vedic injunctions,
the Mīmāmsā system seeks to prove that words, their mean
ings, and the relationship of word and meaning are all eternal,
while the meaning of the sentence is derived solely from the
component words. In the process it distinguishes two methods
of interpretation of words, by etymology and by actual usage,
affirming that the latter is always to be preferred; this is one of a
number of interesting contributions of the Mīmāmsā to the
study of language, which had otherwise become the exclusive
preserve of the grammatical schools. Above all, however,
Mīmāmsā is concerned with distinguishing the rules or com
mands from the explanations, for the rules are intrinsically,
valid but the auxiliary material ( collectively called explanation
and consisting of descriptive passages, metaphors, predictions
of results and so forth) does not affect the command and must
not be construed as the reason for the act.
The Vedas are in theory the sole source of authority and the
authority of smrti (all other traditional material) is derived
from them on the assumption that there is a corresponding
Vedic text to back up the assertion of a smrti text - or was once,
for the Mīmāmsā, with the realism that it often shows, accepts
the possibility that Vedic texts may have been lost. In addition,
the customary practices of those who regularly perform Vedic
sacrifice, unless motivated by self-interest, are to be regarded
as authoritative. The existence of the atnum is accepted on the
grounds that it is required to make sense of Vedic - usually
Brāhmana - texts which speak of the performer of a certain
ritual going to heaven and so forth. Since the body is cremated
after death, there must be some independent entity to enjoy
heaven. In fact the Mīmāmsā system continued to accept the
older views of the after-life long after they had been abandoned
in other schools, and only tardily and reluctantly admitted the
concept of liberation (moksa), at the period around the seventh
century when it was dividing into separate schools.
The founders of these two sub-schools, Kumārila and Prabhākara. each wrote a commentary on Sahara’s commentary.
Kumārila and his school, unlike Prabhākara, do not restrict
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verbal testimony to the Vedic commands but classify it as
human - all statements of trustworthy individuals ( basically the
Nyāya view) - and non-human - the Vedas - declaring that
Sahara had given a more limited definition only because the
Vedas alone are relevant to the subject of enquiry, dharma.
The two schools also differ in their analysis of the nature of
error, although both remain true to the school’s strongly realist
position, which was clearly put by Sahara who stressed that
cognition operated directly on external objects and upheld the
intrinsic validity of all cognition. Kumārila also argues force
fully and extensively in his Slokavartika against the existence of
a creator deity; the virtual demise of the Vedic pantheon in
popular belief was not unwelcome to Mīmāmsā but the rise of
belief in a supreme deity, with the concurrent shift away from
sacrificial ritual, posed a more serious threat to the system, as
Kumārila appears to have realised. However, other later
Mīmāmsā writers admit the reality of the supreme deity.
The Vedānta system is regularly coupled with Mīmāmsā and
indeed is sometimes called the ‘further Mīmāmsā’. but the
relationship is one of succession rather than complementarity,
as with the other two pairs, and would probably have been
contested at first by the Mīmāmsā system. Whereas Mīmāmsā
deals with ritual acts and bases itself on the Brāhmanas,
Vedānta is concerned with knowledge or insight and its doc
trines are based on the Upanisads. But, since Vedānta also
relies on the authority of the Vedas, it must and does accept
study of Mīmāmsā as a necessary preliminary to its own system.
Its basic text is Bādarāyanas’s Brahmasiitra or Vedantasiltra,
written early in the Christian era as a deliberate synthesis of the
Upanisadic views, largely in the original wording and some
times therefore obscure. In the process Bādarāyana places an
interpretation on the teachings of the Upanisads, while refer
ring occasionally to divergent opinions of other teachers on
particular points. However, the Brahmasiitra is not the basic
text in the same sense as in other systems, for the Upanisads
themselves provide the basis of the system and furnish the
diversity of approach apparently always characteristic of Vedānta, which has probably never been a unitary system.
The first chapter of the Brahmasiitra establishes the connec
tion of certain texts with Brahman, which is affirmed as the goal
of enquiry and the source of the universe. The second chapter
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deals with the consistency of the ideas relating to Brahman and
dtman drawn from the Upanisads and refutes the doctrines of
other schools. The third chapter expounds the means for the
realisation of Brahman through knowledge, worship and disci
plined activity. The fourth and last chapter discusses moksa,
giving a detailed account of the successive stages of spiritual
ascent until the final merging with Brahman. Among the
Upanisads quoted to establish this interpretation, the Chandogya Upanisad is the most frequent, followed by the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad and the Taitttrlya Upanisad, which signifi
cantly belong to the oldest, most impersonal Upanisads; how
ever Bādarāyana also uses the Katha and Svetāśvatara Upanisads and possibly the Bhagavadgfta.
Between the Brahmasiitra and its first extant commentary by
Śañkara. lies a lengthy period of development which is not fully
documented in the surviving texts. Among the figures of this
period is the grammarian Bhartrhari of perhaps the fifth cen
tury, who posited a first principle which he called Sabdabrahman, conceiving of Brahman as being essentially word or
speech, symbolised by om, and regarding all objects as mani
festations of and dependent on their names and thus ultimately
identical with Brahman, the absolute consciousness and source
of naming. This nominalist position marks an important step
towards the idealist views of Śankara. for Bhartrhari held that
evolution, though proceeding from and occurring in Brahman,
does not involve a change of being in the absolute.
Within the Vedānta system itself the first systematic expo
nent is Gaudapāda. the author of the Māndūkyakārikā (a
commentary on the Mdndtikya Upanisad) and traditionally the
teacher of Sartkara’s teacher but more probably about three
centuries earlier than Śartkara. Gaudapāda’s main doctrine
was that of non-origination, according to which the whole
world is merely an appearance; nothing ever really comes into
being, since nothing other than Brahman really exists, and the
whole world is an illusion like a dream. It is significant that
Gaudapada chose as the basis of his commentary the Māndiikya Upanisad, with its exposition of the four states of dtman
in terms of waking and dreaming, and he goes so far as to
declare that there is in principle no difference between waking
and dreaming (MK 2.4). Even more significantly the last chap
ter of the commentary (which is nearly as long as the other
107

The Sacred Thread

three together) draws heavily on Buddhist material, to the ex
tent that its author has sometimes been considered a Buddhist,
and presents for the first time - in an even more radical form several views and arguments later developed bv Sankara. In
addition. Gaudapada establishes the illusory nature of experi
ence by a critique of the concept of causation and an appeal to
the doctrine of māyā, a term which in Vedic times had meant
creative activity and even in the Brahmasittra occurs only once
and hardly in the sense which Gaudapāda now gives it of the
inexplicability of the relation between the world and Brahman
and the dream-like insubstantiality of the world.
Two approximate contemporaries of Śankara in the seventh
century, Bhāskara and Mandanamisra, also provide some in
sight into the nature of the Vedanta before Śarikara. Although
Bhāskara was acquainted with Śarikara’s work and occasionally
quotes him, the views expressed in Bhāskara’s work are fre
quently identical with those that Sarikara refutes and obviously
therefore derive from an earlier commentator. Bhāskara re
gards Brahman as having two aspects, one of cause and the
other of effect, in which it transforms itself into the world by a
process of development characterised by power (s'akti) and
expansion; he bases his views on such texts as the sixth chapter
of the Chandogva Upanisad. Essentially therefore everything
in the world is a unity, Brahman. but equally the plurality of the
world is real, the identity in diversity (bhedabheda) which
summarises Bhāskara’s approach. He appeals to everyday ex
perience to show that unity and plurality are not contradictory
but complementary and scornfully dismisses Sankara’s views as
being simply those of Mahāyāna Buddhists.
Mandanamisra was an exponent of both Mīmāmsā and
Vedānta and so was especially interested in the relationship
between ritual action and knowledge of Brahman. He also
develops the theory of error propounded by Kumarila into the
characteristic doctrine of later Advaita Vedanta that error can
be described neither as real nor as unreal. Other features of his
views, though absent from Sankara’s works, were adopted by
Sartkara’s followers; these include his view that Brahman is
linked with the world by the relationship of unreal appearance
caused by avidya (‘ignorance’ or more exactly ‘misunderstand
ing’). which has two aspects - first of concealing Brahman from
itself and thus producing selves and then of projecting the
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illusion that there is an empirical world.
Sankara, traditionally said to have been a NambOdiri Brāhman from Kerala in south India, is regarded as the founder of
the Advaita (non-dual) school of Vedānta which insists on
Brahman as the sole reality, denying any duality. In an appar
ently short lifetime (traditionally 788-820 a . d .), he achieved
not only an impressive output of philosophical works but also a
remarkable amount of propagation of his views directly and by
the institution of an organisational framework. His major work
is a commentary on the Brahmasdtra (thereby by later stand
ards establishing his status as the founder of a sub-school innovation validated by tradition), but he also wrote commen
taries on the BhagavadgM and on several Upanisads, as well as
an independent work the Upadeśasāhasrī. It is not certain
whether various minor works on Vedānta ascribed to him are
really his, but there is no justification for the attribution to him
of various Śākta works praising the goddess.
As an orthodox Brāhman, Sarikara subscribes to the author
ity of the Vedas but uses verbal testimony almost exclusively to
establish his central doctrine of the identity of ātmcm and
Brahman, gleefully quoting scripture (B Ā U 4.3.22: ‘Then
[i.e. in liberation ] . . . the Vedas are not Vedas’) to prove that
scripture ceases to be valid with the arising of knowledge and
convicting his opponents of the absence of true knowledge with
his customary flair in debate. However, in order to reconcile
the contradictions of the Vedas, he adopts an exegetical device
already used in Buddhism, the concept of the two levels of
truth. On the lower level of conventional reality, the world
exists and evolves according to the Sāmkhya pattern under the
creative guidance of Isvara, the personal deity propounded in
some Upanisadic texts, but on the higher level of absolute
reality the whole world is unreal, an illusion ( māyā) associated
with ignorance ( avidyd), and Brahman alone really exists.
The multiple and finite entities of the phenomenal world are
essentially identical therefore with Brahman, the Absolute.
Their multiplicity and individuality lie in their separate identi
ties which avidyd superimposes on the absolute. But, just as in
ordinary life a man might see a piece of rope coiled up and in
poor light mistake it for a cobra coiled ready to strike, thus
superimposing an illusory snake on a real rope, so all percep
tion and experience is of something and does not refer to
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nothing. Whenever we perceive something, it is because there
is something. When we perceive the world around us, we do
perceive something but our mistake, our avidya. consists in
taking it as something other than Brahman. Sankara is here at
pains to avoid the negativism of the Madhyamika school of
Buddhism, which declares that everything is a void with no
reality underlying it. Sankara also largely avoids defining the
nature of avidya or its substratum, unlike some of his followers;
but Sankara no doubt was aware of the logical problem in
volved, whereas his pupil Suresvara declares that avidya resorts
to and belongs to the atman, and the question divides the two
sub-schools of Advaita which subsequently emerge. For San
kara himself the nature of avidya was indescribable, since if it
were unreal we should not be entrapped by it but if it were real
then Brahman would not be the sole reality. Śarikara also
applies this concept of indescribability or inexplicability to the
question of causation, for the effects into which we suppose
that causes are transformed are actually superimposed and so
neither real nor unreal.
Phenomena are only illusorily independent of Brahman and
so the essential unity of Brahman is unaffected by the multi
plicity of individual phenomena, just as the waves appear mul
tiple as they rise from the surface of the ocean, into which they
subside, and in no way affect its unity. This image of the ocean
also illustrates the point that Sankara’s thought is not just
negative. He denies the absolute reality of the world in order to
affirm the sole reality of Brahman, with which in its essential
nature ātman is identical. However, the individual self, the
jiva, is a combination of reality and appearance - real in so far
as it is atman or Brahman, but illusory in so far as it is limited
and finite. In this context Sankara makes use of the Upanisadic
utterance ‘you are that’ ( tattvam asi), demonstrating that their
identity is reached by removing the incompatible elements of
individuality and transcendence to reveal the pure conscious
ness which is the ground of the atman as of Brahman. Śankara
is more guarded in his approach to other characterisations of
Brahman and is very reluctant to make any positive statements
about it which might be regarded as limiting its absoluteness. In
his major works at least he avoids using the well-known formu
lation of later Advaita that Brahman is being, consciousness
and bliss (sat. cit, ananda). even when commenting on the
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Upanisadic definition of Brahman as truth, knowledge and
infinity (Tait.Up.2.1) on which the formula is based; instead
he there elaborates a theory of indication whereby such state
ments point to Brahman rather than define it. Indeed, he is
obviously in sympathy with the declaration that Brahman is
‘not like this nor like that’ (B Ā U 2.3.6). The unqualified
Brahman is precisely that transcendent state of being about
which nothing can be affirmed. However, Brahman is not just
an abstract concept but the goal of spiritual quest, moksa.
Release is achieved with the arrival of true knowledge, the
intuition that oneself and Brahman are in truth identical. This
saving knowledge destroys the karma of past lives and a state of
embodied release is attained.
Admired as Sankara is as a philosopher, philosophy was not
in fact his prime concern but the tool with which to achieve
moksa, for himself and others. His treatment of the problem of
where avidyā resides illustrates this, for it is philosophically
incomplete but psychologically effective. All Sarikara’s expo
sition is aimed not so much at logical consistency as at per
suasion, although Advaita is indeed consistent, since all rela
tions and contradictions disappear in moksa. However, his
overall religious purpose is most clearly seen in his organisation
of an order of samnvasins and foundation of teaching institu
tions (mathas) at the four corners of India to propagate his
doctrine. The order, which may well again reflect Buddhist
influence, is now represented by ten groups, three reserved for
Brāhmans and the rest open to the four varnas, although
Śañkara himself affirms that only Brāhmans can become samnydsins. These orders are Śaiva in affiliation and Sarikara him
self is often considered a Saiva, which seems implausible in
view of his low estimate of Isvara; more probably it is in implicit
contrast to the devout Vaisnavism of his later antagonist Rāmanuja. But of his essentially religious stance there can be no
doubt.
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Sectarian Developments
With the passage of time the worship of either Visnu or Siva as
supreme deity, the origins of which were traced in the third
chapter on the basis of the epic evidence, developed into more
fully organised sects. At the same time as the Vaisnava and
Saiva sects were themselves evolving, they were apparently
attempting to absorb the parallel emergence of worshippers of
the goddess Durgā or Kālī, who is eventually connected more
closely with Śaivism. although traces still remain of Vaisnavism’s flirtation with her.
Within Vaisnavism the early Bhāgavata movement recedes
into the background and the Pāñcarātra sect, already men
tioned alongside the Bhāgavatas in some epic passages, de
velops an elaborate theology, of which the germs are to be seen
in the Nārāyanīya (Mbh. 12.321-39) with its doctrine of the
fourfold nature of the supreme being. Whereas the Bhāgavatas
seem to have accepted the orthodox social order ( as the Rhagavadgītñ undoubtedly does), the Pāñcarātra tradition is placed
alongside the Sāmkhya, Yoga and Pasupata schools, its doc
trine is regarded as esoteric, and its adherents seem to have
practised an ascetic way of life according to the Mahabharata,
all of which suggests that it stood somewhat outside the main
stream of orthodoxy; indeed, as we have already noted, its
followers may well have originated among the groups of wan
dering sages from whom the Buddhists, Jains and Ajivikas
drew their strength. Certainly, despite claiming to derive from
a lost school of the Yajurveda, the Pāñcarātra movement al
ways allied itself more with popular devotional religion than
with traditional ritualism, unlike the Vaikhānasa sect, which
forms with it the other main strand of Vaisnavism. There is also
evidence of definite tantric leanings, especially in the Laksmi
Tantra.
Of the extensive Pāñcarātra literature, composed mainly
between the fifth and tenth centuries, three texts are particular
ly authoritative and probably also among the oldest: the Javākhya. Scittvata and Pauskara Samhitas. All are cast in the form
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of a dialogue, narrated at several removes, between the Lord
(Bhagavat) and a legendary figure. In the Jayakhva Samhita
the setting for the dialogue is apparently in Kathiawar and in
the Sattvata Samhita it is in the Western Ghats, but both texts
are now closely associated with Pāñcarātra faith and worship at
specific centres in south India, while the Pauskara Samhita is
associated with the major Vaisnava centre in the south, Sriraiigam. Prominent in all three texts is the typical Pāñcarātra
doctrine that Visnu manifests himself in the four vyiihas, suc
cessive emanations from the deity and yet simultaneously part
of his essential nature.
The theory of the four vyiihas seems to have evolved early in
the Christian era, more or less concurrently with the avatara
concept, and there are several references to it in at least an
embryonic form in the Mahahharata. Since the earliest texts of
the school have sometimes been associated with Kashmir,
Zoroastrian influence has been suggested for the doctrine, but
the evidence is weak. The theory gives a cosmological basis to
the legends of Vāsudeva Krsna by identifying him and his
family with cosmic emanations in a system which has a definite
Samkhya background. Vāsudeva, identified with Visnu, is the
supreme deity, eternal and infinite, who is pure bliss and con
sciousness, the ultimate reality. In his transcendental form he
creates from himself the emanation Samkarsana (=jīva) and
matter (prakrti) at the beginning of tim e; from the association
of Samkarsana and prakrti is produced Pradyumna and mind
(manas); from these come Aniruddha and individuation
(ahamkara)-, only then do the three gunas and the gross ele
ments evolve, along with Brahmā who as demiurge fashions the
world and living beings from them. Although the Sāmkhya
background is obvious, despite the deviations in order, there is
a major difference in that the three emanations are very closely
related to Vāsudeva and described as forms of the deity but
nevertheless distinct, as the kinship pattern shows. Indeed,
presumably a degree of independence between deity and indi
vidual soul (jiva) was accepted, since Samkarsana is Krsna’s
brother not his son, who is Pradyumna. In the developed
system Samkarsana. Pradyumna and Aniruddha are both as
pects of the deity and deities in their own right, a paradox which
is not resolved in the theology but left to symbolise the situation
of the soul after release which retains sufficient individuality to
114

Sectarian Developments

experience the bliss of union with the deity.
From each emanation evolve three sub-emanations named
after aspects of Visnu; these become tutelary deities of the
twelve months, perhaps an importation from the sun cult where
another of Krsna’s sons, Sāmba, plays an important part. They
are also important as objects of meditation in the elaborate
diagrams called yantras. The emanations and sub-emanations
belong to the pure creation, to which also belong the avataras
of Visnu or his vvfdtas (for in adapting its avatftra doctrine to
the vyuha theory, the Pāñcarātra system transferred some in
carnations to the vyūhas)\ the significance of these various
aspects of the deity consists chiefly of their helpfulness when
properly meditated on.
According to the cosmology of the Laksrm Tantra there are
three stages of creation, the pure, the mixed and the impure.
The text is notable for its treatment of Laksrm as the power
(sakti) of Visnu - an important innovation since the early
Samhitās - and its glorification of women in general as created
in her form. The pure creation is said to follow from the first
phase of her manifestation as both the instrumental and the
material cause of the universe; thus Laksrm, as Visnu’s sakti, is
creatively active and manifests herself as the vyithas. Hence the
world, which Laksrm projects in the second and third stages of
creation, is a part not of Visnu but of his consort Laksrm, who is
in reality identical with him and yet distinct as an attribute. This
paradox is an attempt to explain the coexistence of an infinite
and perfect deity with a limited and transient creation. Visnu
transcends temporality and LaksmI possesses the distinction of
days and nights which corresponds to the periods of emanation
and reabsorption in the cosmic cycle.
Traditionally, the Samhitās comprised four subjects, from
the theology of the vyuha doctrine and related knowledge,
through Yoga ( interpreted very much as in the BhagavadgM as
a means of delivering the soul wholly to the deity) to the
construction of temples and images and ritual activity. The
texts regularly declare that the adherent should perform the
five daily acts of worship which comprise concentration on the
deity, gathering materials for worship, worship of the deity,
studying the scriptures and performance of Yoga. Everyone
who comes for initiation into the sect, even a woman or a child,
should be initiated without distinction of descent or class, as
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the texts expressly state. The Samhitās recommend the brand
ing of Visnu’s weapons, his discus ( cakra) and conch, on the
arms of the initiate, a practice which appears from independent
references to be very early. The sect attached great importance
to the discus, as denoting Visnu’s will to maintain the universe,
and it is identified with the aspect of Laksml as the instrumental
cause of the world in later developments.
The pronounced concern for ritual is given its justification in
the doctrine of Visnu’s five types of self-revelation in his aspects
as the supreme, the emanations, the incarnations, the inner
controller of all selves, and the image. The greater part of the
texts are taken up with the construction of the image, its
installation and consecration, and the liturgies offered to it.
Here there is evident a belief in the gracious descent of the
deity to be present in the world in this form as the focus of
image worship. Those who turn to him are saved by their
worship of him in the simple ritual of offering (pūjā) but those
who ignore this chance to receive his grace or are careless in the
routine of worship offend his ma jesty and must make expiation.
A worthy response to divine grace is expressed very largely in
terms of building a suitable residence for the image and of en
suring the regular performance of worship. The Ahirhudhnya
Samhita, of about the eighth century, contains elaborate iconographic descriptions of multi-armed images of Visnu with his
discus, although in some respects it is more philosophical than
other Samhitas and contains a particularly full account of the
process of evolution of the impure creation.
The Vaikhānasa sect has a genuine connection with Vedic
tradition, for in origin the Vaikhānasa school formed part of
the Taittiriya school of the Black Yajurveda. Subsequently,
and by not altogether easily documented stages, the Vaikhānasas transformed themselves into an orthodox Vaisnava sect,
distinguished from the Pāñcarātras in particular by their main
tenance of Vedic traditions. They claim that their temple wor
ship is simply a continuation of the Vedic sacrifices into the fire,
declaring that regular and correct worship of Visnu in a temple
brings the same results as the fire oblation even for people who
do not maintain their fires. Many Vedic technical terms and
names of ritual objects still occur in every work dealing with the
conduct of worship. They even claim that worship of the image
had not only begun in the Vedic period but is a transformation
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of the aniconic Vedic ritual, since Visnu’s five aspects represent
the five sacrificial fires. Altogether the Vaikhanasa sect is
marked by extreme conservatism.
The Vaikhcmasasiitra, of perhaps the third century a . d .,
reveals already the amalgamation of the cult of the Vedic Visnu
with that of Nārāyana, employing to achieve this end a blend of
Vedic and non-Vedic mantras. One hymn to Visnu, commonly
called the Vaisnavam( RV 1.22.16-21), appears to be develop
ing in it from an invocation of the deity to a type of confession
of faith in Visnu. Subsequently, by the end of the first millen
nium. ritual handbooks or Samhitās have evolved, which are
attributed to four ancient sages. Atri, Marici, Bhrgu and Kāśyapa, who are supposed to have received their knowledge from
Vikhanas. the legendary founder. These give a detailed des
cription of the daily worship to be performed by the temple
priest based on the earlier Vaikhanasasutra. Despite an overall
conservatism, shown for example in the total absence of the
idea of mental worship so popular with the Pāñcarātras and
others, the handbooks incorporate some more popular aspects
of worship, presenting a complete temple and image ritual with
various offerings and processions, and stress the typical Vaisnava concerns of attachment and service to the Lord, enumera
ting also the avataras and their mode of worship. In contrast to
the Pāñcarātras, the Vaikhanasas evolved the theory of Visnu’s
five aspects as Visnu, the all-pervading supreme deity, Purusa,
the principle of life, Satya, the static aspect of deity, Acyuta,
the immutable aspect, and Aniruddha, the irreducible aspect.
They also assign a significant role to Sri as nature (prakrti) and
as Visnu's power (sakti) who projects the universe. At the
same time they distinguish between Visnu in his primeval and
transcendent form and Visnu involved with creation and relate
this to their cult images, having a large immovable one in the
sanctuary for the former and a portable image representing the
deity's movable aspect underlying his manifestations. But on
the whole Vaikhanasa literature is almost entirely ritual, pre
scribing their rituals and laying down all the detailed rules for
its performance.
From the end of the tenth century Vaikhānasas are promi
nently mentioned in south Indian inscriptions and were evi
dently priests of Vaisnava temples, entrusted with the manage
ment of the shrines and of their lands. Despite the subsequent
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rise of the Śrīvaisnava sect, examined in the next chapter, they
were not wholly eclipsed in this role and to the present day
continue to perform worship in Sanskrit at some temples,
especially the Venkatesvara temples at Tirupati and Kāñcī.
The dominance of Brāhman officiants and the exclusive use of
Sanskrit as the ritual language are still prominent features.
Within Śaivism. the earliest sect known, the Pāśupatas, is
associated with the name of LakulTsa. who is regarded as an
incarnation of Śiva and as the author of their basic text, the
Pāśupatasūtra; it is a regular Śaiva belief that Siva himself was
the first teacher of their doctrines. A tradition recorded in
several Purānas states that LakulTsa would be the last incarna
tion of Siva, who animated a dead body in the cremation
ground of a place just north of Baroda in Gujarat, and would
have four named pupils, whom a thirteenth-century inscription
identifies as founders of the four branches of the Pāśupata sect.
This legend may have a historical basis, for a Gupta inscription
of the fourth century mentions a Saiva priest as tenth in descent
from Kusika, the name of one of these disciples; if the identifi
cation is valid, then LakulTsa himself can probably be dated to
early in the second century. From the seventh century and
probably earlier, there were Pāśupata temples in most of India
and allusions to Pāśupata ascetics in secular literature are fre
quent from the seventh century onwards. Worship of LakulTsa
is attested by a number of post-Gupta statues from north India
representing LakulTsa as a naked vogin with a club or staff
(lakuta) in his left hand and his penis erect; the frequency of
such statues drops sharply at the beginning of the eleventh
century. This seems to represent a decline in the cult in the
north and there is some evidence of migration southwards to
Karnataka, where the Kālāmukha sect emerged at about that
date.
The Pāśupatasñtra is in the usual brief style of SOtras and
gives an authoritative account of the ritual and discipline of the
sect, but neither it nor the commentary on it by Kaundinya
(probably fourth century) gives any philosophy; indeed, the
philosophy appears to be a relatively late adaptation of Sāmkhya-Yoga and Vaisesika concepts to the sect's religious prac
tices. According to the Pāśupatas. Śiva is absolutely independ
ent. and matter (prakrti) and selves (dtman) are dependent on
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him as effects, not causes as in Sarnkhya; selves in liberation
become eternally associated with Siva. Kaundinya stresses the
vamas and niyamas, of which the first group is virtually identi
cal with the Yoga list and the second varies somewhat, being
defined as non-anger, obedience to the teacher, purity, ab
stemiousness and carefulness. But. despite its closeness to
Sarnkhya and Yoga - or perhaps because of it, the sect asserted
its distinctiveness and Kaundinya especially directs his main
criticisms against them. In the Nyāya and Vaisesika systems
Uddyotakara (who actually calls himself a Pasupata teacher),
Udayana and Praśastapāda all have definite Śaiva links.
The most obvious feature of the Pāśupata sect is their organ
ised system of training and code of conduct. The purpose of the
system is the ending of suffering (PS 5.40, cf. Yogasūtra2A-3)
and the adoption of such actions as lead to union of the indivi
dual atman with Siva. The main topics of their doctrine, found
in the Pāśupatasūtra, are the annihilation of suffering, the
effect (i.e. selves as creatures, paśu), the cause (Siva as Paśupati), the discipline arid the practices. The aspirant had to pass
through five stages in the progress to union with Siva. In the
first stage he was attached to a temple, went naked or wore one
garment and applied the sectarian markings, which consisted
mainly of smearing with ashes thrice a day; he should worship
Siva with dancing, roaring like a bull and laughing, thereby
gaining various yogic powers. In the second stage he left the
temple, abandoned his sectarian markings and invited ridicule
by apparently nonsensical or indecent actions. The last three
stages consist of a steady progress in asceticism through victory
over the senses and the severing of all worldly ties to the total
cessation of activity, With the aspirant living successively in an
abandoned house or caye, a cremation ground and in Siva.
Through this regime the Pāśupatas sought purification from
past karma and acquisition of good karma, believing that there
by they could build up a superhuman body which would make
them equal to Siva. The ultimate goal of freedom (moksa) was
interpreted as not just the release from suffering implied in the
five aspects of their doctrine but freedom to act at will, meaning
effectively omnipotence and the sharing of Siva’s nature. All
Pāśupata texts emphasise this unusual conception of the goal,
as they term it, this positive aspect of moksa; it has obvious
links with tantric ideas.
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The rationale behind the activities appropriate to the various
stages lies partly in a concept of imitation and partly in one of
appropriation. In the first stage, for example, the aspirant
imitates the animal (paśu) in his bellowing and Siva in his wild
laughter and dancing; several others of the peculiar activities
no doubt originated as imitations of the animal. There are in
fact traces outside the Pāśupata tradition of animal vows in
Sanskrit literature, which the sect may have adapted to its own
ends. The Pāśupatasūtra also says that an ascetic will be ignored
and insulted by those about him and that their censure cancels
his bad karma and transfers their merit to him (PS 3.6-10),
elsewhere declaring that he should wander among other people
like a madman (PS 4.6). At the same time he was directly to
eradicate the evils arising from desires through the process of
discipline and thus arrive at the conquest of the senses. How
ever, the practices advocated included trembling and sudden
falling down which, taken with the animal imitations, probably
suggests a background in ideas of possession by the deity
among various primitive peoples, the view of the shaman into
whom the deity temporarily came.
Accommodation of such archaic practices into a more civi
lised framework might well have resulted in ideas of deliberate
ly outrageous behaviour. However, there are signs that another
explanation is also involved. Both inside and outside the Pāśupata tradition there is evidence that they were divided into
Vedic and tantric, orthodox and heterodox groups, between
which there was some animosity. This suggests that the ortho
dox group was an attempt to reform a more heterodox faith and
that the Pāśupatasūtra is part of this process with its stress on
the aspirant only pretending to be drunk, to make indecent
gestures to women and so on without actually violating mor
ality. Thus, symbolic gestures were substituted for original
actions and suitably rationalised.
The revulsion which orthodoxy felt for the more heterodox
form of the Pāśupata system was still more clearly directed
against another Śaiva sect, that of the Kāpālikas. with the result
that no Kāpālika text is extant. But secular literature from the
seventh century onwards contains a number of fairly sensation
al allusions to them and several Purānas refer to them disparag
ingly. Their basic position was of devotion to Siva in his horrific
Bhairava aspect and worship of him both through imitation and
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by propitiation. They are consistently associated with a particu
lar vow or penance prescribed as early as the Dharmaśāstras for
the accidental killing of a Brāhman, whereby the sinner has to
live in the forests, begging his food while announcing his of
fence and carrying the skull ( kapāla) of the victim and a staff.
The Kāpālikas undoubtedly adopted this vow - hence their
name - but the reasons for it are not so clear. Possibly as the
most extreme penance it was felt to be the most potent purifier,
and thus most efficacious in accumulating m erit; possibly it
should be linked with the Purānic myth of Śiva’s beheading of
Brahmā as an act of imitation by the worshipper of his deity.
Popular opinion about the sect as reflected in the secular
literature accuses them of acts of human sacrifice in propitia
tion of Siva; the plot of Bhavabhuti’s play, Mālatīmādhava,
from the late seventh or eighth century hinges on the rescue of
the heroine from imminent sacrifice by a Kāpālika and his
female disciple. Early in the seventh century a south Indian
ruler wrote a short farce in which the characters are a drunken
Kāpālika and his female disciple, a Buddhist monk, a Pāśupata
ascetic and a madman, and the plot centres on the mishaps
occurring to the Kāpālika’s skull bowl; here the emphasis is
rather on their licentiousness in matters of drink and sex. This
and other references suggest that, besides imitating Śiva in
performing their characteristic vow, the Kāpālikas also sought
to realise in sexual union the divine bliss of Siva and his consort
as part of the whole process of achieving consubstantiality with
Siva.
The literary references and a few inscriptions provide evi
dence that the sect originated by the sixth century in the Deccan
or south India and after the eighth century began to spread to
northern India but had virtually died out by the fourteenth
century, although Śankara is held, in texts of the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries, to have had an encounter with some
Kāpālika ascetics, and Rāmānuja in the early thirteenth cen
tury summarises their doctrines and practices along with those
of the Kālāmukhas.
The Kālāmukha sect was prevalent in the Karnataka area
between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. The rapid de
cline of the Pāśupatas in north India and the sudden appear
ance of the name Lakullsa in inscriptions in Karnataka during
the eleventh century probably point to an actual migration of
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followers of Lakulīśa southwards; some of the individuals
named in the inscriptions are associated with Kashmir. From
the rather scanty evidence of Rāmānuja’s brief comments and
their own inscriptions it appears that their doctrines and beliefs
were broadly similar to those of the Pāśupatas. Evidence of
temple prostitution and erotic sculpture probably indicate an
actual employment of sexual practices similar to the Kāpālikas.
Their sudden decline in the thirteenth century is in all proba
bility connected with the rise of the Lirigāyat movement.
However. Saivism at this period also had its more intellectual
side represented in Kashmir Śaivism or the Trika system, which
dates from the beginning of the ninth century at the latest, but
on the evidence of lists of teachers should be traced several
centuries further back. This school of thought elaborates a
monistic viewpoint with some similarities to Sāmkhya and
Advaita Vedanta. Siva is the ātman indwelling all beings and
objects individually as well as the universe as a whole; he is the
experiencer as distinct from the experienced. The system re
gards reality as unitary and as being pure and perfect conscious
ness, conscious of itself through reflection, which is identified
with sakti. The supreme reality is Siva as the supreme experi
encer, whose essence is pure consciousness, immutable and
eternal by his own nature but underlying or pervading the
universe as atman. which is essentially pure illumination. Siva’s
immanent aspect as sakti is not independent but his creative
energy is manifested in five aspects of consciousness ( cit), bliss
(cinanda), desire, knowledge and activity; these five aspects
are Siva’s five faces, the five facets of reality. Creation is
basically the self-projection of consciousness which is essential
ly free but can choose both to limit itself by projecting other
entities and to reabsorb them.
By the power of māyā, objects which owe their existence to
consciousness appear independent of it, thus losing its charac
teristic omniscience, just as the limitation involved removed
the omnipotence. The manifestation of the universe is thus an
appearance, not totally unreal as in Advaita Vedānta. but only
an aspect of the ultimate reality; however the appearances do
not alter their source Siva, who remains unaffected and com
plete. Although Śiva is eternal and omnipresent, he conceals
himself by his māyā; thus the bondage of selves is caused by
ignorance of reality, and continuous recognition of reality, of
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man’s identity with Śiva, brings release. This is also interpreted
in devotional terms: Siva in his aspect as Pasupati grants his
grace (prasada) producing devotion in the worshipper, so that
through their merging the devotee becomes Siva. Part of the
operation of divine grace is to bring an individual to a suitable
guru who gives him initiation and thus starts the process leading
to enlightenment. Thus the devotional pattern of direct ap
proach is combined with the tantric emphasis on the necessity
for a guru. Other influences on the system come from the
philosophy of language and from the Pāñcarātra system; in
deed one work by the school’s most famous figure, Abhinavagupta, is derived from a similarly named Vaisnava work. Abhinavagupta’s position is that all manifestations of phenomena
derive from the supreme Siva from whom all individual selves
are illusorily separated and thus mñyā means, not the total
unreality of the world, but its erroneous isolation from Siva.
The spontaneous nature of the illumination revealing Siva is
denoted by the term spatula, ‘vibration’, which perhaps also
suggests the understanding of the universe in terms of Siva’s
dance.
Alongside the sects worshipping Visnu and Siva, the cult of the
goddess is less easy to define. Not only does the goddess herself
often appear under many different names, reflecting in part the
amalgamation of many local deities, but she presents two con
trasting aspects as benign and horrific, while the relationship
between her and Siva is variously envisaged. Similarly, the cults
associated with her, usually termed Sakta or tantric, are not
always separable from elements found also in Saiva. and to a
lesser extent in Vaisnava worship. There are of course referen
ces to goddesses in Vedic literature but these have no real
relation to Devi, the Goddess. One of her specific names, Kālī,
is used in the Mahābhārata for a minor demoness of destruc
tion : in the latest stage of the Mahabharata another name of
her horrific aspect Durgā is praised in two hymns ( one of which
makes her Krsna’s sister), and the episode of Daksa’s sacrifice
is narrated, in which Kālī is created from Umā’s anger. But
these passages say little about Kali except that she is associated
with death and destruction.
On the other hand there is evidence for the worship of the
goddess in south India from an early period; the name of Cape
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Comorin, more correctly Kanya Kumārī, commemorates the
worship of a virgin goddess attested since early in the Christian
era. The earliest Tamil literature refers to Korravai as the
goddess of the mountains, to whom the tribesmen sacrificed
buffaloes as well as other animals, and also as a goddess of war
and victory, to whom battle was a kind of sacrifice. The later
myth of Durgā slaying the buffalo demon, Mahisāsura. looks
like the northern adaptation of this goddess. References in the
Harivamsa to the goddess who lives in the Vindhyas may reflect
a stage in her penetration northwards. On the other hand cults
of. mountain goddesses and their consorts were once wide
spread in the northern mountain ranges of the Hindu Kush and
the Himālaya. and involved orgiastic rites and bloody sacri
fices. Equally the prominence of worship of Kālī in Bengal
derives from local goddess cults there rather than outside in
fluences and the same may well be true of other areas also.
From about the seventh century literary references to the
goddess become more frequent, suggesting that her worship
became a significant factor in religious life from about that
time. Reference is also made to the Seven Mothers ( also some
times eight or nine), who are found however in Tamil literature
from the first centuries a . d . The Devīmāhātmya, ‘glorification
of the goddess’, inserted into the Markandeya Parana possibly
by the seventh century, gives a full account of the goddess’s
birth, appearance and exploits, especially her three defeats of
Madhu and Kaitabha, of Mahisāsura and of Sumbha and
Nisumbha; in the last Kali springs from the forehead of the
furious Durgā to give battle to the demons and is withdrawn
into her afterwards, an attempt seen also in other myths to
integrate or subordinate one form with another. By the eighth
century at the latest Durga and Kālī were being identified with
Śiva’s consort, Umā or Parvati, presumably because of the
more malevolent aspects which the goddess and Siva share.
Even so, the process of accommodation may not always have
been smooth. In south India, the tradition of a dance contest
between Kali and Śiva won by the god probably reflects Śaiva
subjection of an indigenous goddess cult, whereas some later
literature, such as the Devlbhagavata Parana assigns the god
dess the dominant role in the relationship.
As the mythology developed, Devi in her more benign as
pects and as Siva’s consort tends to be known by the names
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GaurT. Umā and Pārvatī while her ferocious and terror-inspir
ing aspect is called Durgā. Kālī or Cāmundā. Descriptions of
the emaciated Kali, with protruding teeth and tongue and
rolling eyes, garlanded in skulls and indulging in cannibalism,
are particularly popular. This aspect of Devi becomes particu
larly prominent in Bengal, though overshadowed until relative
ly recent times by such goddesses as Manasā. the goddess of
snakes, Sītalā. the goddess of smallpox, and Candl. the goddess
of hunters, all very localised deities. In addition to the benevo
lent and malevolent sides, the goddess also, especially as Tripurasundarl, possesses a voluptuous form representing the
bliss (ananda) aspect of Brahman, the absolute. The lack of
system in the texts makes it difficult to categorise all the god
dess's aspects but among the manifestations of her nature are
several groups, such as the ten Mahāvidyās, personifications of
her supernatural knowledge, the Seven Mothers, the 64 Yoginls
‘mistresses of Yoga’, and Dākinīs, a type of fiend.
The worship of the goddess is above all connected with
Tantrism, which, as is already apparent however, has a wider
distribution in its aspect of a collection of ritualistic and often
magical practices and symbols derived from non-Vedic sources.
The Tantras (‘extension’ or ‘warp’, a metaphor from weaving),
from which the term is derived, are handbooks to a particular
doctrine, especially but not exclusively the worship of the
goddess as the major deity, the Śākta movement. Traditionally
there are 64 Sākta Tantras, but Saiva Tantras are sometimes
included in their listing; their dating is complex and uncertain
but Tantrism as a movement may originate as early as the fifth
century. The development of tantric schools and texts, as well
as the penetration of tantric elements into most parts of Indian
religious life, reached its peak around the tenth century, from
which date also come a number of temples to the 64 Yoginls;
from this period there is also a considerable amount of erotic
sculpture, most notably at Khajurāho and Konirak, but this is
not necessarily directly connected with Tantrism.
Both Saiva and Sākta Tantras are usually presented as dia
logues between Siva as teacher and his consort, his sakti. as
pupil, although sometimes the roles are reversed. This is in
accordance with the paramount importance of the guru in
Tantrism. Submission to a guru is not, of course, confined to
Tantrism - the Vedic lore had to be passed from teacher to
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pupil and the devotional and Yoga traditions also regard the
teacher as important - but in it is made an absolute necessity,
and some texts declare that, provided the relationship to the
guru is right, no matter what else is wrong, success is assured.
Thus the first requirement is initiation by a guru, during which a
mantra is communicated to the pupil.
Methods of appropriation are central to the Tantras, with
the experience or ‘realisation' of the aspirant being vital.
Among the methods employed, the recitation of mantras, the
use of ritual gestures and the yogic identification with the divine
are especially prominent. The use of mantras is found as early
as the Brāhmanas to accompany and validate ritual acts, while
emphasis on the significance of speech can be traced to the
Rgveda and more immediately to Bhartrhari’s concept of
Sabdabrahman; however, the tantric emphasis on them is dis
tinctive. A basic mantra is a single syllable, felt to encapsulate
some energy or divine power, and more complex mantras are
built up from series of simple ones. The correct utterance of
one evokes the specific power with which it is connected by the
elaborate sound symbolism of Tantrism; sound and meaning
are felt to be basic to the universe.
Related to mantra is yantra, functioning analogously in the
visual sphere to mantra in the audible. Worship and meditation
on a yantra or the similar mandala, geometric diagrams which
lead from the exterior to their centre, is a means for the
aspirant to participate in the powers of the universe and to fulfil
his wishes. The best known yantra is probably the Sriyantra
consisting of a square with four entrances, inside which are six
concentric circles, enclosing nine intersecting triangles (five
female pointing downwards and four male upwards) and at
their centre a dot representing the source and base of the
universe, the goddess Tripurā.
Symbolic gestures ( mudrcts) are just as effective as mantras,
which indeed should be accompanied by the appropriate mudrā to have their proper effect. They play an important part in
the worship (pūjā) which is, along with meditation (Yoga),
one of the two parts of tantric religious practice. Ritualised
worship is obligatory for every tantric, even those who have
progressed spiritually beyond the ordinary state. Tantric ritual
involves elements drawn from many sources, to a large extent
on the additive principle, while aspirants continue to perform
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the ordinary rituals appropriate to their position in society.
There is a daily ritual of worship of the goddess, as well as more
elaborate occasional rituals. At the basis of them, as of all
tantric teaching, is the realisation of the identity of the deity
with the worshipper through the guru, who is the deity herself
manifest on earth, and the mantra imparted by him. After
careful purification of everything connected with the rite, the
major items are worship of the line of gurus, the drawing of a
yantra, the consecration of the worshipper’s own self (by di
vesting himself of his own body in a reversal of cosmic evolution
and investing himself with a pure body into which the goddess
descends limb by limb), meditation on the goddess and per
formance of various mudms, internal worship, the main cere
mony of offerings, and circumambulation of the deity.
The internal worship consists basically of the meditative
discipline of Yoga, which Tantrism has developed in distinctive
ways but which still leads to the goal of merging oneself with the
absolute, here the deity. Two forms are particularly character
istic: mantrayoga, the meditation on mystical syllables, and
layayoga, based on an elaborate mystical physiology. The aim
of the latter is the dissolution (lava) of the world, the macro
cosm, within the aspirant’s own body viewed as the microcosm
and ultimately his dissolution into the deity. The Tantras draw
extensive parallels between the human body and the universe,
sometimes even locating geographical features within the body.
Various cakras (‘circles’ or ‘centres’) are located in the body
along the spine which is assimilated to Mt Meru, the cosmic
axis; the body also contains a vast number of channels connect
ing the senses and the mind, of which the most important,
Susumnā, runs up the spinal column from the lowest cakra to
the highest.
The aim of the meditative process is to force Kundalini, ‘the
coiled’, representing the limitation of consciousness and energy
(sakti, the goddess) as the individual and conceived as a snake
lying coiled asleep inside the lowest cakra, up the Susumnā into
each of the higher cakras in turn until in the highest Sahasrara
cakra she merges with the unlimited sakti residing there in
perpetual union with the transcendent Siva. The'number and
description of the cakras vary in different texts but usually there
are six (with the Sahasrāra lying outside the series) described
as lotuses of varying numbers of petals and colours each with its
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own presiding sakti and mantra. On either side of the Susumnā
are the channels Pirigalā and Idā, connected with the polarities
of sun and moon. life and death, Agni and Soma. This notion of
polarity runs all through tantric thought both in the physical
world and the metaphysical, perhaps most frequently ex
pressed in the polarity of male and female, Śiva and Śakti. By
the process of breath control, the aspirant awakens Kundalini
and begins the process of her ascent, at the same time excluding
his awareness of the external world. As she ascends, the world
is gradually consumed and destroyed and in the final stage the
aspirant passes beyond his body to the merging of his individual
self with the cosmic energy.
The principal offerings vary according to the school. The
best known division of Tantrism is into ‘Left’ and ‘Right’
methods, which corresponds to the antithesis between the
literal and symbolic enactment of certain ritual details, but
parallel to this is the division into Samaya and Kaula. where the
Samaya method means the practice of internal worship and the
Kaulas perform external worship, including the full set of five
offerings. These five are alcohol, meat, fish, parched grain (or
‘gestures’, mudra) and sexual intercourse, of which the
majority are clearly something forbidden in normal worship,
although several have always had a place in tribal worship or
local cults. But within the tantric context they are definitely
envisaged as relating to overcoming the polarities of the ordin
ary world. Thus the Kaula in his worship identifies his female
partner with the goddess and re-enacts with her the unity of
unevolved creation in the union of Siva with his sakti ( energy or
creative power). To further emphasise the polarity a high-caste
tantric man might choose as partner a low-caste woman. under
lining the male-female opposition by also using the social con
trast.
In this context the horrific aspect of the goddess as Kālī has a
particular function. Just as the usual taboos of society are not
avoided but faced and mastered, so Kālī as the representation
of the destructive aspect of reality is confronted and overcome
by the aspirant, who thus is identified with Siva defeating Kālī
in the dancing contest. The idea of mastery over oneself and
the universe is always there in Tantrism and becomes still more
obvious in later groups such as the Nāths.
129

C H A PT E R SEV EN

B h a k ti

in the South

Irrupting into the pattern of developed theistic sects just
outlined, there first appeared in south India a new phenome
non, which was to have a profound effect upon the religious
life of the whole country. This was the bhakti or devotional
movement, which began to blossom in the seventh century,
although its roots may be traced back a further two centuries
or so. It was characterised by a personal relationship between
the deity and the devotee, and worship became a fervent
emotional experience in response to divine grace. The
movement had two parallel strands, both essentially monothe
istic, one centred on Siva, the other on Visnu. More accurately,
the groups worshipped a variety of local deities: Murukan
(Murugan), the most prominent, was then identified with
Skanda, Siva’s son, and also with Siva himself in his benign
aspects, while others such as Tirumāl were identified with
Visnu. In the tenth century, when both branches were codified,
63 Nāyanmārs were recognised by the Saivas as their most
important leaders, and their works collected, while the
Vaisnavas produced a similar collection attributed to twelve of
their most prominent figures, or Alvars.
As early as the fourth or fifth century a .d . the Tirukkural,
‘Sacred Couplets’, reveals the first glimpses of bhakti in the
stress laid on the importance of selfless love in relations
between men and between man and god: such love alone gives
meaning and purpose to this life, and release from the sorrow
of rebirth by union with the deity. In another work, the sixthcentury Tamil Guide to the Lord Murukan, the poet Nakklrar
advises devout souls seeking liberation to approach Murukan
and obtain his grace:
He will appear in might and holiness,
he will tower up to heaven:
but his harshness will be concealed
and his form will be revealed
as a youth of fragrant beauty;
in loving words of grace
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he will say ‘Be not afraid!
For I knew that you would come!’
Among the Nāyanmārs who firmly established Saiva bhakti
between the seventh and ninth centuries, the four most pro
minent were Campantar (Sambandhar), Cuntarar (Sundarar),
Appar and Mānikkavācakar. Campantar championed the
cause of Saivism against the influential Jain and Buddhist
monks of his time, to the extent, it is said, of re-converting the
king of Madurai from the Jainism which he and many of his
subjects had embraced. In his numerous hymns of praise to
Siva and his great cult centre at Cidambaram, he stresses the
necessity of worshipping with the mind: Siva is said to reside in
the hearts of those who fix their minds on him in loving
contemplation.
Unusual among the leaders of the bhakti movement,
Cuntarar was a Brahman, though his marriage to two low-caste
women damaged both his status and his finances. One of the
themes of his hymns is the single-minded love of the Deity
which makes the simplest offering acceptable and allows the
grace of Siva to reach his devotee. This love is reflected in the
worshipper’s love for his neighbour, and is expressed in the
hymns in imagery of an intimately physical nature.
Tension between Jainism and Hinduism also affected Appar.
Though brought up a Saiva, he briefly became a Jain teacher
before reverting to Saivism and contributing greatly to its revival
by going about the temples of south India, singing praises to
Siva and his grace. Like Campantar, a close though older friend,
he converted his king from Jainism, and by tradition these two
were responsible for the virtual elimination of Buddhism and
Jainism from south India. Appar’s poetry is marked by a
profound sense of sin and penitence unusual in Hinduism:
Wicked is my race, and wicked my character and ways;
so great is my sin that I sin even in doing good. Wicked
am I and foolish not to unite myself with the good. No
animal am I, yet I cannot help behaving like an animal.
I can preach at men to hate what is wrong, but such a
miserable sinner am I that I can only beg and never give.
This feeling of deep humility leads him to beseech with confi
dence Siva’s forgiveness. Unlike Campantar’s works, Appar’s
poems are almost exclusively emotional; this factor, coupled
with their anti-ritualism and autobiographical content, lead to
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a full transference of worship into the sphere of emotion and
mysticism.
The exquisite verses of Mānikkavācakar’s Tiruvdcakam,
which is still sung daily in temples and homes in Tamilnad, fonn
the climax of this outpouring of Tamil mystical poetry. This
ninth-century work expresses its author’s ecstatic and profound
love for Śiva, and his ardent longing for union with the god. It
also demonstrates the universality of the appeal of bhakti, for
Mānikkavācakar was a man of great intellectual ability, who
held the post of prime minister to a Pāndya king before adopt
ing the life of a religious poet, practising austerities at Cidambaram, performing miracles and holding dialogues with Sin
halese Buddhists.
The Vaisnava devotional movement developed along largely
parallel lines between the seventh and ninth centuries. It was
centred on Srirangam and also stressed the personal relation
ship between devotee and deity. Its appeal was also wideranging, for the Alvārs were drawn from all classes of society
and both sexes, and the legends associated with them demon
strate Visnu’s loving concern for them in every detail of their
lives, though many of these apparently trivial tales should
obviously be taken as parables. Under the influence of the
avatdra stories, several Alvārs were considered to be incarna
tions of Visnu himself, of his wife, or of attributes such as his
conch and mace, but this is clearly a method of expressing the
immanence of the god rather than a continuance of the old
tradition. The first three Ālvārs, Poykai, Pūtām and Pēy, each
produced a century of hymns of divine grace after experiencing
Visnu’s presence among them while sheltering from a storm.
The most celebrated figure is Nammālvār, who spent his life in
fasting and meditation. Inspired by Visnu, he composed four
series of verses to provide the masses with religious poetry now
that the Vedas were no longer accessible to them. Though
himself a member of the low śūdra caste, his works were
popularised by his itinerant Brāhman disciple, Maturakavi.
Another low-caste Ālvār, Tiruppān, was a singer and vīnāplayer used by Visnu, much against his will, to humble the
pride of a group of Brāhman priests and to demonstrate the
unacceptability of caste-distinctions. Kulacekara, by contrast,
was a ninth-century king of Kerala who became so rapt in
devotion that he was not always able to distinguish fact from
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fantasy: on one occasion he raised an army to rescue Sītā,
heroine of the Ramayana. Eventually he abdicated and de
voted himself to visiting shrines and composing poetry. The
inclusiveness of the bhakti movement is further demonstrated
by the figure of Āntāl - a woman. She is said to have been
married to Visnu’s statue at Srirarigam and thereupon ab
sorbed into i t ; she thus came to be regarded as an incarnation
of Śrī, who was worshipped locally on the same level as Visnu.
She composed two poems proclaiming her love for Visnu,
describing him in imagery of great beauty; here she entreats
him to come, like
a lion, sleeping the monsoon away in his mountain lair,
who stirs and opens his fiery eyes,
shakes himself till his mane bristles,
drowsily stretches his limbs,
then leaves his den with a roar.
Visnu’s favour towards two other hymn-writers appears rather
more eccentric, for he intervenes to help Tontaratippoti out of
an embarrassing difficulty with a courtesan and a golden bowl
stolen from his temple, while Tirumankai finances the building
of the temple out of the profits of a protection racket.
Whether Śaiva or Vaisnava, these mystics repeatedly stress
the same themes in their poems. Religion for them is no longer
a matter of contemplation of a transcendent, impersonal Abso
lute, but of ecstatic response to an intensely personal experi
ence. This leads to a profound sense of the devotee’s own
shortcomings and to a trustful recourse to the god’s forgive
ness, with the whole personality being surrendered to the
Deity. Since both gods claim whole-hearted devotion, there is
no room within the system for a multiplicity of deities, and each
cult is effectively monotheistic. This divine love should be
expressed in love for one’s fellows, and transcends the barriers
of caste and sex. Indeed, it is frequently described by means of
the symbolism of conjugal love, in poetry of great tenderness
and beauty. Bands of devotees travelled the country, singing,
dancing, and challenging opponents to public debates, for this
movement was not one of passive sentimentality, but a dynamic
force which swept the country - eventually including north
India - transforming Hinduism and vigorously and successfully
confronting Buddhism and Jainism.
133

The Sacred Thread

With the codification of these poets’ works in the tenth century
begins the process of transformation of these essentially indi
vidual responses into an organised system. Nātamuni, the re
dactor of the Vaisnava corpus, is regarded as the first of the line
of teachers (ācāryas) of the Srivaisnava sect. Doctrinally how
ever, Yāmuna, traditionally his grandson and direct successor
as teacher, is the first notable figure, incorporating a Vedānta
outlook into the bhakti concept and seeking logically to estab
lish the real existence of the individual and supreme souls (the
devotee and the deity) in his writings. He argues for the separ
ate existence of the deity as cause and of the world and souls as
effects; the universe is obedient to the deity’s will, just as a
man’s body is to him, and the spiritual beings, souls, perform
their tasks under the control of one person, just as the senses
depend on the soul. Yāmuna’s view of the world as a whole
governed by one supreme being on the model of the soul and
the body is obviously close to the ideas of the Nyāya writer,
Udayana, and equally obviously lays the foundations of Rāmānuja’s more developed philosophy. Among Yāmuna’s works
is also an analysis of the BhagavadgM, in which he emphasises
the way of bhakti - giving it its new connotation - at the expense
of knowledge and action and propounds a division of its eight
een chapters into three groups of six.
The most important of the Śrīvaisnavas is Rāmānuja, like the
previous two the ācārya, the authoritative teacher, of the com
munity, and involved in the administration of the Śrirangam
temple. He is traditionally said to have lived from 1017 to 1137
a . d ., but his birth has probably been artificially brought for
ward to connect him directly with Yāmuna, who is said to have
died in 1038, for the tradition is that Rāmānuja succeeded
Yāmuna as a young man to the headship of Śrīrangam. The
undoubted intellectual link between the two is thus popularly
turned into a direct link by succession. Rāmānuja is held to
have travelled throughout India to disseminate his system and
according to tradition had to retreat from Śrīrañgam because of
the hostility of the ruler and went to Melkote in Karnataka,
where he organised a strong centre of Vaisnava learning.
Rāmānuja wrote nine works, all in Sanskrit (a move away
from the Alvārs’ use of Tamil in the interests of a wider and
more traditional audience); these consist of three major philo
sophical works, two briefer commentaries, three devotional
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works on the theme of surrender to the deity and a manual of
daily worship. The first of Rāmānuja’s three philosophical
works is designed to show that the Upanisads do not teach the
strict monism propounded by Śañkara and strives to integrate a
Vedānta position with devotion to a personal deity. Rāmānuja’s standpoint is essentially different from both Sarikara’s
and Bhāskara’s in assigning a definite and ultimately valid
reality to the world and its two components of matter (prakrti)
and souls ( ātman). This is most fully expressed in his doctrine
that the deity stands to the world of ātman and prakrti in the
relation of a soul to the body which forms its attribute. Rāmānuja develops this theme and others in his other two major
philosophical works, commentaries on the Bhagavadgita and
the Brahmasiitra.
Rāmānuja concentrates on the relation of the world to the
deity, arguing that the deity is real and independent but that
souls are also real but totally dependent on the deity. As the
body of god, the world is his instrument and also part of his
self-expression, while, just as the soul controls its body, so the
deity is the inner controller of individual souls; Rāmānuja
necessarily adopts a broad definition of a body as anything
which can be controlled by and is subordinate to a conscious
ātman. The self-body analogy also serves to distinguish the
deity, who for Rāmānuja is the fullest expression of the imper
sonal Absolute, Brahman, from his dependent bodily parts
or attributes, and the dependence of an attribute on its sub
stance is compared to the relation of an adjective to the noun
it qualifies; Rāmānuja’s system as a philosophy is therefore
known as the ‘qualified Advaita’, Viśistādvaita. Since ātman
and prakrti constitute the body of the deity, their functioning to
further the realisation of Brahman or the deity is easily explic
able on this analogy. Similarly Rāmānuja interprets for ex
ample the Upanisadic saying tat tvam asi by declaring that,
since all spiritual and material entities constitute the body of
Brahman, Brahman thus embodied is denoted by all words and
so both pronouns refer to Brahman, tat ‘that’ as the absolute,
the first cause, and tvam ‘you’ as the inner controller modified
by the embodied soul.
The self-body analogy also emphasises the inseparable and
organic relationship between Visnu, or Nārāyana as Rāmānuja
more frequently calls him, and the world, as well as indicating
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the total and eternal dependence of the world on the will of the
deity. Rāmānuja also uses it to bring out the all-inclusive nature
of the supreme self suggested in the BhagavadgUa. He thus
simultaneously affirms the reality of the world and therefore of
individual selves and its subservience to the divine purpose,
which Rāmānuja explains in terms of līlā, literally the deity’s
‘sport’ but better understood as his self-expression, for he is
free from any constraint apart from his.own spontaneously
creative nature. The accessibility of the deity to the world and
especially individual souls is also indicated by the analogy, for.
as the inner self of everything Nārāyana. the supreme embodi
ment of all perfection, leads the soul which realises its depend
ence on him to himself; Rāniānuja even implies that in some
sense the deity needs the soul.
This dependence on god was realised through bhakti, the
intense devotion and submission to Narayana in which the
devotee realised his total dependence on him. The act of sur
render (prapatti) is for Rāmānuja both the start and the con
tinuing attitude of devotion to the deity and presupposes
acceptance of the soul’s subservience; it involves putting one
self completely in the deity’s hands, trusting in his will and
awaiting his grace (prasada). For Nārāyana, though inacces
sible to men in the fullness of his divinity, is full of grace and
love for his creation. He has therefore made himself accessible
to his worshippers by descending into the world in a form
similar to theirs, and has the power to override the workings of
karma, for he is not in any way subject to karma; indeed
Rāmānuja vigorously denies any connection of the deity with
evil or suffering, which only affect the divine body not the
highest self. So too Nārāyana’s six beautiful qualities of know
ledge, strength, sovereignty, firmness, power and splendour-a
grouping taken through Yāmuna from the Pāñcarātras and
reflecting the lordship or transcendence of the deity - are
balanced by a second group of auspicious qualities, consisting
of compassion, graciousness, forgiveness and generosity and
indicating his approachability by his worshippers.
Rāmānuja stresses the continued individual existence of
souls after liberation ; the individual atman at release returns to
Nārāyana to dwell in full communion with him, and yet dis
tinct. Everything forms a part of the deity as his body, sub
servient to him, and so is indissolubly connected to him in a
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perfect unity. Nevertheless, the dtman, always conscious of
itself, is both one with Nārāyana and yet separate as the one
subject to his commands and call to action in the moral sphere.
By contrast with god and selves, prakrti is sometimes termed
avidya, in the sense that being unconscious it is naturally
opposed to knowledge. But, though called avidya in this sense,
prakrti is the material cause of the world, real and eternal but
dependent on the deity, in support of which Rāmānuja cites
various Upanisadic texts. Against Śañkara, Rāmānuja argues
that it is contrary to the evidence of our senses that there is a
cessation of distinction and that, even if some scriptural texts
claim that Brahman is one only without a second, there are
others which depend on the notion of plurality; Rāmānuja
asserts that we have to start with the evidence of our senses as
the most basic data that we are given, a distinctly realist and
common-sense position in comparison with Sankara’s.
Whereas for Sankara the writing of a commentary on the
BhagavadgM was an uncongenial task undertaken as a con
cession to the work’s popularity, for Rāmānuja it was a wel
come opportunity to develop his views more fully, after ac
knowledging his indebtedness to Yāmuna’s analysis. It is on the
authority of the BhagavadgM that Rāmānuja propounds the
need for ritual action as a first stage in the path of devotion.
Though technically not scriptural and thus only valid to support
and clarify Vedic statements, in practice the BhagavadgM is
authoritative and often the meaning of scriptural texts is made
to agree with it. Rāmānuja’s commentary on it is less polemical
than his commentary on the BrahmasCitra and more devotional.
He endeavours to show that its three methods of approach to
the deity by action, knowledge and devotion are not separate
but successive stages of the same way. In this context Rāmānuja
sees surrender (prapatti) as a part of the path of bhakti and,
whenever the grace of Nārāyana is mentioned, the efforts of the
worshipper are also stressed.
More of Rāmānuja’s understanding of prapatti is found in
the three devotional works, which are the most popular of his
works with modern Śrīvaisnavas. The first, in the form of a
dialogue between Rāmānuja and Nārāyana with Sri, his con
sort. is seen as the record of Rāmānuja’s own taking refuge at
the feet of the deity in surrender to his mercy; the second is a
briefer prayer of surrender addressed to Ranganātha ( the form
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of Visnu worshipped at Srirartgam), asking for acceptance as
the perpetual servant of the Lord; the third consists mainly of a
detailed description of Visnu’s heaven, to be regularly medita
ted on in connection with one’s surrender to the deity. Whether
or not these more devotional works are by Rāmānuja himself,
they present an understanding of the practice of bhakti by
repeated meditation on the deity’s perfections which is in close
agreement with his views more concisely expressed elsewhere
and which are in fact an echo of the wording used in his other
works.
Together with the manual for daily worship, based on the
Pāñcarātra tradition, the three devotional works serve to em
phasise the devotional element of Rāmānuja’s religion; his
philosophical views are clearly dictated by his personal faith.
Even more than Sartkara, he endeavoured to give an organisa
tional expression to his beliefs and traditionally also engaged in
the same lengthy tours to propagate his ideas. His position as
not only the ācārya of the Srivaisnava community but also the
superintendent or general manager of the Śrīrartgam temple
gave him unrivalled influence; indeed the temple chronicles,
supported by general Vaisnava tradition, declare that Rāmānuja was the first great organiser of the temple administration.
He replaced the Vaikhānasa pattern of worship with the more
liberal Pāñcarātra pattern, and expanded the fivefold division
of temple servants, which had existed from the time of Tirumartkai Ālvāror before, into a tenfold one, with in addition ten
groups of śūdra servants; an important ritual role was assigned
to a group of śūdra ascetics. This code for the ritual and
management of the temple was in force until the temple was
desecrated by the Muslims in a . d . 1323 and thus the important
ritual roles oiśūdras w^re maintained throughout that period.
The increased participation of worshippers from all social levels
with the establishment of the more liberal Pāñcarātra tradition
spread from Srirartgam to other Vaisnava centres and is one of
Rāmānuja’s main legacies to the Vaisnava faith as a whole,
giving ritualised expression to the Ālvārs’ disregard of and even
opposition to caste restrictions, arising from the equality of all
men before the deity.
Rāmānuja’s ritual handbook lays down the daily routine for
an orthodox Srivaisnava in the five daily acts of the Pāñcarātra
tradition, while the five sacraments of the sect begin with the
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branding of Visnu’s symbols or weapons and also include the
application of the sectarian mark on the forehead, the taking of
a religious name, receiving a mantra and presenting an image
for worship; among the mantras of the sect is one drawn from
the conclusion of the BhagavadgM. The images of the deity are
important in the cult, although Rāmānuja places more stress on
the inner aspect, making it clear that the worshipper must
continue to keep in mind a mental picture of the deity and his
activities.
By the fourteenth century the Srivaisnava sect had split into
two subsects, each tracing a different line of teachers back to
Rāmānuja. The schism centred on a difference in interpretation
of prapatti, with both schools appealing to Rāmānuja’s writings
in support of their view; the dispute was over the question of
human effort versus divine grace in achieving salvation, a con
troversy often and not unreasonably compared to the Arminian
and Calvinist standpoints within Protestantism. The Northern
school held that the worshipper had to make some effort to win
the grace of the Lord and emphasised the performance of
karma, a position commonly summed up as being ‘on the
analogy of the monkey and its young’, for as the monkey carries
her young which cling to her body so Visnu saves the worship
per who himself makes an effort. The Southern school held that
the Lord’s grace itself conferred salvation, a position ‘on the
analogy of the cat and its kittens’, for just as the cat picks up her
kittens in her mouth and carries them off willy-nilly, so Visnu
saves whom he wills, without effort on their part.
There are in fact other issues which are probably just as basic
as this doctrinal point. In general the Southern school is more
liberal than the Northern, having a definite preference for the
use of Tamil (whereas the Northern school reverted to the
more traditional Sanskrit) and teaching the same mantra to all
castes (whereas the Northern school distinguished between
Brihmans and others). In addition the Northern school be
lieves that LaksmI, as well as Visnu, is capable of granting
liberation, a somewhat tantric view owed to the Pāñcarātra
tradition; in contrast the Southern school considered her to be
always subordinate to Visnu, the first of dependent beings but
nevertheless dependent. The more traditional attitudes of the
Northern school are apparent in the writings of Vedāntadeśika
(traditionally 1268-1367), with their many references to caste
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and caste duty; there is obvious concern that the egalitarianism
of the Alvārs, reinforced by Rāmānuja’s introduction of the
Pāñcarātra ritual, was undermining the social order. Both he
and the contemporary leader of the Southern school were
forced to flee by the Muslim sack of the temple and are com
memorated by shrines in the eventually restored temple
( although Rāmānuja’s reforms were abandoned after its res
toration).
Parallel with the emergence of the Śrīvaisnava movement as
the theological expression of the mystical insights of the Ālvārs
was the development of the Saiva Siddhānta system out of the
poetry of the Nāyanmārs, begun in the tenth century with the
compilation of their poetry in the twelve Tirumurai. The Śaiva
Siddhānta recognises four classes of text as authoritative: the
Vedic literature, the 28 Saiva Agamas, the twelve Tirumurai
and the fourteen Saiva Siddhānta Sastras. However, it is held
that the Vedas are a general revelation, whereas the Saiva
Agamas are more specific, being revealed by Siva himself to his
devotees, as well as containing the essential truths of the
V edas; in practice therefore the Agamas supersede the Vedas
and in fact the Saiva Siddhānta Śāstras are more important to
the sect than the Agamas, although the poems of the Nāyanmārs remain significant devotionally. The fourteen Śāstras
were written by a succession of teachers, six in all. who were
mainly of non-Brāhman, usually śūdra origin ; the last of them,
Umāpati, was a Brāhman supposedly outcasted because of his
association with the śūdra teachers of the movement.
The earliest of these Śāstras, said to have been composed in
1147 by the first Uyyavantar, presents a brief but vivid sum
mary of Saiva Siddhānta doctrine in 45 triplets of verses. It is
less systematic than the later texts but highlights the mystical
experience of the communion with Siva and stresses that the
soul, sunk in evil, cannot attain release except through know
ledge of Siva granted by his grace and the soul’s love for him.
Siva’s grace is always present, though dormant, in every soul,
by which is implied that souls are divine or share Siva’s nature.
But the soul, forgetting its true nature because of its egoism,
thinks itself self-sufficient and so cuts itself off from Siva.
However, Siva appears in the form of the guru to instruct the
soul, then bestows his grace and enables the soul to see its true
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nature, and finally takes possession of the soul, which becomes
like Siva himself. This union is so intimate that all conscious
duality between Siva and the soul is abolished; the author
explicitly declares that the soul in this state ought not even to
know that it knows Siva as a distinct reality. Nevertheless, such
an intimate union with Śiva does not mean the annihilation of
the self, a possibility always strenuously denied throughout the
bhakti tradition. About thirty years later the second Uyyavantar, who was traditionally a disciple of the first, composed a
work which in many respects is a commentary on the previous
work.
The most important of these texts is the Civananapotam
(Sivajñānabodha) of Meykantar, written around 1221 and con
taining the first systematic theology of the movement. In form
it consists of twelve statements, said to be drawn from one of
the Āgamas, and a full commentary on them. The nature of the
self is that of the animal (paśu ), when it is bound by impurity
and subject to phenomenal experience; its nature when illu
minated by grace is that of Śiva. for it realises its relationship of
union with the deity. Meykantar emphasises, however, that
even in liberation souls remain subject to Siva as his servants.
Detachment from the world and attachment to Śiva are com
plementary. Siva is perpetually immanent in the individual as
the soul of his soul, but yet is other than souls in his transcend
ence. Through the guru Siva reveals the mystery of his divine
immanence by the practice of tapas, interpreted within the
system to mean the three stages in the progressive practice of
bhakti, by which the soul is equipped to receive the knowledge
of Siva through his grace.
Almost as important as Meykantar’s work is one by his pupil
Arujnanti which is partly a commentary on it and partly a
refutation of other religious systems; Arujnanti also wrote a
eulogy of his guru, which develops the theme of divine imman
ence. Both works belong to the middle of the thirteenth cen
tury. Following Meykantar, Arujnanti adopts a basically Sāmkhya theory of reality with Siva as the efficient cause and māyā
as the material cause. However, the relationship of unity and
yet difference between Siva and the world is termed by them
advaita, understood in the sense of non-difference and suggest
ing that Śiva is united with the individual soul as the soul with
the body. Arujnanti repeatedly declares that Śiva is actively
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present in souls and that this immanence reaches its peak in the
mystical experience that the soul is united with Siva in such a
way that he is said to be more intimate than the soul itself.
The works of the last of the six teachers, Umāpati, were
written early in the fourteenth century. Their author was tradi
tionally a prominent Vaisnava Brāhman at Cidambaram who
one day, as he was being transported in a palanquin, heard the
words, ‘There goes a man blind by day’, and discovered that
they were spoken by another of Meykantar’s pupils, the author
of another Sāstra; as a result he became a convert to Saiva
Siddhānta. Another tradition holds that one of Umāpati’s
works was sung at a flag-hoisting festival in honour of Siva
Natarāja at Cidambaram. Umāpati’s major work, the Civappirakdcam (Sivaprakasa), is designed to serve as an introduc
tion to the Śaiva Siddhānta and so is marked by clarity of
presentation. Its most distinctive feature is the stress laid on the
concept that Siva is inaccessible to human understanding and
can only be known by divine wisdom.
The Saiva Siddhānta assigns definite purpose to Siva’s acti
vity, unlike most Hindu traditions, which tend to see the
supreme deity’s activity in terms of sport or spontaneous,
causeless action; his aspect as Lord of the dance, Natarāja,
symbolises his activity for the liberation of souls. His threefold
activity in creation, preservation and dissolution has the pur
pose of granting his grace, which enables souls to advance
spiritually along the way to liberation and to enter finally into
union with Siva. As Meykantar makes clear, bhakti produces in
the individual the attitude necessary to receive Siva’s grace in
order to love him more perfectly. He and later writers make use
of the traditional four types or stages of bhakti. The first stage,
expressed in tending fhe sanctuary and service to other devo
tees, consists of the attitude of a servant towards his master and
leads to attainment of the sphere of Siva. The second, ex
pressed in offerings to the deity and so forth, is like the affec
tion of a child for its parents and results in proximity to the
deity. The third stage of loving meditation on Śiva as intelli
gence is likened to the relationship of friends and enables the
devotee to attain the form of Siva. The fourth stage, knowledge
or direct intuition of Siva, brings union with Siva comparable to
that of lovers. Umāpati, in his explanation of these four stages
of bhakti. emphasises the common element of love for Śiva and
8. Siva Natarāja ( lord of the dance)
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participation of the soul in him. When knowledge of Siva in the
form of grace enters the soul, it breaks free from its impurity
and realises Siva within as the inner principle of consciousness.
The immanence of Śiva is stressed in the mystical union of the
soul with him, but his transcendence is also retained in the
soul’s realisation of its total dependence on Śiva and surrender
to him.
Siva is the supreme deity, stainless and p u re; as the supreme
Lord of all things he is one. So the first Uyyavantar sums up.and
expresses theologically the monotheistic and personal experi
ence of Siva by the Nāyanmārs. He also declares that, because
Siva transcends all conceptualisation, he is unknowable except
through his grace and inexpressible by any image or symbol.
Nevertheless, he possesses the personal qualities of knowledge,
love and graciousness. Meykantar declares that Śiva is the
supreme being, to whom Brahmā and Visnu are subordinate,
since all created things dissolve in the one who transcends them
and is other than them. Brahmā as creator and Visnu as pre
server can only perform their functions by means of Siva’s
power or sakti, through which Śiva operates in the world, not
participating himself in any of the changes to which all other
beings are subject.
The Saiva Siddhānta thus maintains that Siva is both imma
nent and transcendent, immanent as his sakti but transcendent
as Siva. He is the material cause of the universe through his
sakti, while as Śiva he is the efficient cause, but ultimately there
is no distinction between Siva and his sakti. In the elaborate
cosmogony developed by the system on the basis of the Sāmkhya system, there are no fewer than 36 categories ( tattvas);
indeed, the Saiva Siddhānta claims superiority on just this
point on the basis that the enumeration of more categories is
the knowledge of more truths, denigrating the value of other
systems as limited to knowledge of no more than 25 categories.
Above the usual 24 it elaborates five Śivatattvas or pure prin
ciples (Siva, Sakti, Sadāśiva, īśvara and Śuddhavidyā) and
seven Vidyātattvas or categories of knowledge, which operate
basically in the moral sphere. The Sivatattvas, even the first,
are not identical with Siva, who is not directly the cause of any
categories since he is not in any way liable to transformation;
rather, it is through them that the transcendent Śiva controls
the universe.
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The Saiva Siddhānta established teaching centres, modelled
on Brāhman mathcis, under the guidance of non-Brāhman
gurus and a developed system of organisation had evolved by
the thirteenth century. The strength of śūdras in this area as
well as other aspects of the movement reflects both its popular
origin and the tradition derived from the Nāyanmārs of depre
cating caste distinctions. Just as the system gave nominal alle
giance to the Vedas but regarded the Āgamas as a superior
spiritual authority, so too they do not directly reject the caste
system but stress that the Āgamas are open to all four classes
and tend to speak of a class of ‘First Saivas’. which is sometimes
equated with Brāhmans and sometimes placed above them but
clearly corresponds in some sense with the adherents of the
sect.
From the Tamil-speaking area the bhakti movement spread
into the adjacent linguistic areas of south India quite rapidly
and gave rise there to groups of devotional poets analogous to
the Nāyanmārs and Ajvars, as well as to formal theological
systems. In the Kannada-speaking area, roughly modern Kar
nataka, the order of events is reversed with the emergence in
the middle of the twelfth century of Basava as a major reformer
and the founder of the Lingāyat or VTrasaiva movement, within
which appeared a number of mystics expounding their faith in
popular form as vacanas, sayings. The background to the rise of
Basava was the strength in the area of the Kalamukha sect,
which had brought about a resurgence of the Saiva faith in the
previous couple of centuries; their numbers and influence are
clearly attested by several inscriptions.
Basava himself was born in a Śaiva Brāhman family and
traditionally his parents were devout Saivas, but as he grew up
Basava became increasingly revolted by traditional religious
and social practices, beginning with the investiture with the
sacred thread forced on him at the age of eight. At sixteen he is
said to have discarded his sacred thread, being thrown out of
his home as a result. He went to the town of Samgama, a
pilgrimage centre with a major temple to Siva Samgamesvara
‘Lord of the Confluence’, where he received a divine commis
sion to work for the renewal of Saivism. Subsequently he took
service in the administration of a local ruler and apparently
made use of his influential position in the state to promote the
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conversion of a large number of Jains. He had abandoned his
traditional creed and now set up a new faith, in which he
abolished all distinction of caste or sex; he thus championed
the lower, under-privileged classes despite his own Brāhman
origin. Naturally, such developments led to tensions in the
court and Basava was apparently accused of embezzlement by
some officials whom he had dismissed for dishonesty. The final
crisis seems to have been the marriage by a Brahman of his
daughter to an untouchable, both fathers being followers of
Basava; the king, as the upholder of traditional morality,
ordered their punishment, and armed rebellion by some at
least of Basava’s followers ensued. Basava himself died at this
point, around 1167, but there are conflicting accounts of his
death. Basava’s movement itself was persecuted for a period
but survived to become in more recent times the dominant
religious community in some parts of Karnataka.
Both Basava and a contemporary, Allamā Prabhu, who
played almost as significant a role in the development of the
movement, were among the two hundred or more composers
of vacanas, which became the main vehicle for the propagation
of the new faith among the common people. In form these
sayings were brief, prose invocations of Śiva under one of his
many local names, often epigrammatic in style and dwelling on
the uselessness of ritual, learning or wealth and the need to turn
to Siva. They often present a trenchant critique of established
values. At an early stage a ‘Spiritual Academy’ was established,
at which both spiritual and social matters were discussed, and
gradually a complete organisational pattern was evolved.
The Liñgāyat sect is better known for its practices and its
social doctrines than its theology. It holds that the only real and
eternal entity is Siva, in whom the world exists and to whom it
will finally return. The individual soul, as in Kashmir Saivism, is
the limitation of the supreme Siva through avidyā or māyā,
which can be removed either by knowledge or by proper obser
vance of prescribed rules, formulated in three groups. Among
these are the lifiga as the symbol of Śiva, which each devotee is
given at initiation and always wears thereafter, suspended in a
kind of amulet round the neck, and worshipped daily; this
individual linga is the main object of worship, replacing largely
the worship of lingas installed in temples, and in fact Basava
opposed image worship in general. The initiation, which re
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places the Brāhman investiture. is open to, and indeed compul
sory for. every member of the sect and in more recent times is
performed soon after birth, thus substituting for all the tradi
tional Hindu ceremonials of childhood and youth.
The linga is the symbol of Śiva and, in its constant wearing,
of the fact that no intermediary is required between Siva and
the worshipper. In consequence, there is no need for priests,
sacrifices, pilgrimages, penances or fasts. Basava totally re
jected the authority of the Vedas and of the Brahman caste,
although he does quote from the Upanisads; but it is repeatedly
declared that the Vedas and other sacred texts, including the
Bhagavadgītā, are of no value unless they lead to personal
experience of Śiva. Nevertheless Basava inaugurated what is in
effect a new priesthood, the jangamas ( interpreted as ‘lingas in
motion’), which was subsequently divided into an ascetic order
and the married householders; each Liñgāyat has his heredi
tary guru from among the jangamas, who are organised around
a number of mathas, traditionally founded by five teachers
supposed to have preceded Basava. In fact the jangamas them
selves may provide evidence that some features do antedate
Basava, for the term is applied in some inscriptions to Kālāmukha priests and a large group of them were in existence very
early in Basava’s career.
All wearers of the lihga are equal and, in striking contrast to
orthodox Hinduism, there are no ritual expressions of female
inferiority and the usual concepts of pollution by menstruation
have been abolished. Lirtgāyat women have equality with men,
marry only at maturity and have a say in the choice of husband,
and are permitted to remarry on the death of their husbands.
Another orthodox practice condemned by Basava was cre
mation, on the grounds that the believer goes straight to union
with Śiva and needs no funeral rites to assist his passage, and
Lirtgāyats are still usually buried. He also condemned astrology
for the similar reason that Siva was the sufficient guardian of
the Lingāyat who needed no other protection, but here the
surrounding influence has largely negated his efforts. So too
Basava’s rejection of the caste system has not been entirely
effective, for in modern times three main social levels can be
distinguished among the Liñgāyats, which have links with
groups outside especially among the Jains. Indeed in some
respects - most notably in the adoption of strict vegetarianism 147
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they seem to be closer to Jains than Hindus and probably many
Lirigāyats were converts from the then declining Jainism. Yet,
despite Basava’s rejection of the Vedas and the caste system,
along with so many other characteristic features of Hinduism,
the Liñgāyat movement has remained a part, though admit
tedly an unorthodox part, of Hinduism.
Also in the Kannada-speaking area there came the next major
figure in the Vaisnava tradition, Madhva, in the thirteenth
century. Following the precedent established by Rāmānuja,
which became standard in the Vaisnava tradition, he both
established a religious system and formulated a distinct philo
sophical position through a commentary on the BrahmasUtra.
Indeed, the necessary requirement for the founding of a new
Vaisnava sect comes to be the writing of such a commentary the typically Indian paradox that a claim to innovation in
founding a new school can only be validated by mastery of
tradition exemplified in the commentary form. In the case of
Madhva this is the more piquant in that he makes no reference
at the beginning of his works to any line of gurus. We know the
name of the person who initiated him but we also know that he
rapidly rejected his guru’s Advaita Vedānta and began a com
mentary on the Bhagavadgltd in order to controvert his views.
Traditionally, after various adventures and mishaps, Madhva
went into retreat in the Himalaya where, in the presence of
Visnu in the form of Vyāsa ( an oblique claim to divine inspira
tion), he composed his commentary on the BrahmasUtra. His
triumphant return with this began his career as a religious
leader; he settled at Udipi, and built a temple to Krsna.
Madhva was a prolific author, writing, in addition to the two
commentaries already mentioned, some 35 works including
several intended to explain his doctrines to his disciples.
Madhva signs his works with the name Anandatlrtha, indica
ting the equivalence of this with the name Madhva on the basis
of a hymn from the Rgveda, which according to him mentions
three incarnations of Vāyu, the wind god, in the three ages as
attendants of the incarnations of Visnu. Thus, Madhva himself
is the attendant of Vyāsa and has come to re-establish the true
worship of Visnu. The focus of his faith is devotion to Krsna as
propounded in the Bhagavata Purdna, a south Indian Vaisnava
Puranaof the ninth or tenth century, but Visnu’s other avatdras
148

B h a k ti

in the South

are venerated and Śiva and the five gods of traditional ortho
doxy are recognised. This is in part the result of Madhva’s view
that the entire Vedic literature reveals Visnu’s nature, for he
has to accept that other deities are mentioned and accommo
dates the fact by suggesting that they are suffused with Visnu’s
essence and therefore worthy of subsidiary worship; however
he also propounds the view that some texts which are inconsis
tent with Visnu’s supremacy are lacking in authority and were
declared by Śiva in order to confuse the wicked, another form
of the same approach which makes the Buddha an incarnation
of Visnu.
Madhva accepts the absolute authority of the Vedas and
regards them as inherently valid and eternal in the same way as
the Mīmāmsā system. The purpose of the Vedas is to make men
know Brahman, that is the deity, who being beyond the reach
of the senses cannot be grasped by any other means of know
ledge ( pramana). The Vedas describe for us with perfect accu
racy the absolute as full of infinite perfections, according to
Madhva, who dismisses monistic passages from the Upanisads
as purely figurative. He regards Visnu, individual souls and
m atter as eternally and totally separate; Visnu has complete
power over souls and matter, saving souls by his grace. Madhva
is thus totally opposed to Advaita Vedānta with its affirmation
of the essential unity of existence and it is not surprising that as
a system of thought his views are termed Dvaita (‘dualist’)
Vedānta. There are strong religious reasons behind Madhva’s
opposition, as he makes clear in declaring that the Advaita
view destroys the purpose of the scriptures by setting a goal in
which everything disappears and arguing that a god who must
be surpassed is no god and a spiritual life that subordinates
devotion and the grace of the deity makes no sense.
Madhva rejects attempts to make the world a mere illusion or
emanation of the deity and puts forward an absolute dualism,
making frequent appeal to common sense, the experience of
ordinary people. He insists on the absolute difference between
inert matter and conscious spirit; matter perpetually undergoes
new transformations, whereas spirit is unchanging and selfluminant. The dependence of matter and souls on Visnu does
not detract from their separateness, for they exist eternally and
their existence is as real as Visnu’s. Madhva indeed presents a
doctrine of a fivefold difference: between Visnu and souls.
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Visnu and matter, souls and matter, one soul and another, and
one thing and another. These are ultimate differences which
are not abolished even in liberation (moksa).
Visnu’s relationship to the world is one of grace. Madhva
claims that the Vedas show that the Lord can turn towards us
and more pertinently cites the BhagavadgM to show that he
manifests himself to us. His grace (prasāda) can free us finally
from the cycle of rebirth (samsdra) when we recognise his
nature and our utter dependence on him through bhakti. Since
we can only know as much of the Lord as he chooses to
manifest, the growth of bhakti depends on divine grace but in
turn prompts it. Madhva applies to the spiritual world the
concept of the capability of each soul which will be fully realised
in liberation, introducing a principle of hierarchisation which is
in marked contrast to the egalitarian trend of the bhakti move
ment generally. Selves belong to five graded categories from
the gods down to m en; even the gods are divided into castes.
Even in moksa distinctions remain and those released have a
spiritual body corresponding to their capability, by which they
can know the entirely spiritual form of Visnu and attain the
four types of association with him by entering his world, his
presence, his form or his body. Men are further divided into
three kinds: those chosen for eventual liberation, those
doomed to eternal damnation and those destined to perpetual
rebirth .
Madhva also has a different approach to the nature of dream
ing, which for him is real, except that in dreams men do not
distinguish past and present as memory enables them to do
when awake. In dreams men undergo the consequences of past
actions as a result of the divine will and are thereby enabled to
purge themselves of past evil karma; this is why men must
believe in the reality of the events taking place in dream for
the purification to be effective. This is certainly a novel feature
with no apparent external source. However, some features of
Madhva’s theology - especially the role of Vāyu as Visnu’s
agent - have been attributed to Christian influence, perhaps
through the Syrian Christians of Malabar. Certainly elements
of the legends later clustered round Madhva are owed to that
source. Nevertheless, in its totality Madhva’s system is entirely
Hindu and in some respects a reversion to more orthodox
values than those expressed in much of the bhakti movement.
150

CH APTER EIGHT

jS h a k t i in the North
The spread of the bhakti movement northwards took place in
two ways, either by the migration of individuals over long
distances or by steady diffusion at a popular level. In the first,
the usual tendency was the establishment of a definite sect,
while the second saw the appearance of popular poets in the
same style as the Nāyanmārs and Ālvārs. The earliest example
of the first is the relatively minor figure of Nimbārka, a Brāhman from Andhra Pradesh who migrated to Vrndāvana in
northern India. Possibly a younger contemporary of Rāmānuja, he adopted a similar philosophical outlook, declaring
that the deity, souls and the world are identical yet distinct,
from which his system is called Bhedābheda or Dvaitādvaita
V edānta; religiously, he accepted the doctrine of surrender
(prapatti) to the deity who for him was Krsna and his consort or
sakti, Rādhā. The sect founded by him, the Nimāvats, is still
significant in the Mathura area.
In the second process of diffusion a key role was naturally
played by Maharashtra, which belongs geographically to the
south but linguistically and therefore culturally to the north.
With the rise to prominence in the thirteenth century of the cult
of Vitthala, the bhakti movement really becomes established in
northern culture. The cult of Vitthala, the Vārkarī Panth ‘pil
grims’ path’, is centred on Pandharpur in the extreme south of
Maharashtra and the deity seems to have originated as a Kan
nada hero, whose memorial stone there became the focus of a
local cult, and who because of certain pastoral features was
assimilated to Krsna and thus to Visnu. The political events
towards the end of the twelfth century, which transferred the
area from a Kannada-speaking state to a Marathi-speaking
one, were no doubt an important factor, but another was the
life of an ascetic, Pundallka, who was noted for devotion to his
parents and according to legend drew the deity to this place as a
result. The earliest author connected with the cult, Jñāneśvara,
whose major work in addition to many devotional hymns is a
commentary on the BhagavadgM completed in a . d . 1290, had
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a somewhat different background in the Nāth tradition (to be
treated below) and was also a Brāhman, though apparently
outcasted. But the movement soon passed into the hands of
lower caste preachers and poets such as Nāmdev. Janābāī.
Sena and Tukārām (respectively tailor, maid-servant, barber
and grain trader), who composed their poems in Marāthī and
inaugurated a more or less consciously nationalistic movement.
Nāmdev (c. 1270-1350) according to tradition spent some
twenty years in the Panjab where, as well as absorbing some
other influences, he played a part in the spread of bhakti, for a
number of his verses are preserved in the Sikh scriptures. The
theme of all his poetry is that the deity is everywhere and
accessible to all, so that austerities, and pilgrimages, renun
ciation and contemplation of the absolute are all superfluous,
since the one necessity is to love the deity and sing his name. He
declares the transcendence of Vitthala. whom even the Vedas
cannot understand, and identifies him with the supreme Brah
man but only to magnify the deity who is everything to him.
The significance of Eknath (traditionally 1533-99) lies in his
having produced a reliable edition of Jñāneśvara’s commen
tary, as well as the first Marāthī version of the Ramayana and
several hymns. His family home was in Paithan and he spent
practically all his life there, remaining among his family though
living an ascetic life. His example gave the Vārkarī Panth a
characteristic emphasis in the view that sanctity was not the
prerogative of samnyasins alone but could be attained by any
one in the course of his daily life.
In the first half of the seventeenth century Tukārām did
much in spreading this faith among the village people and is still
the most popular and revered of the Marāthī bhakti poets. He
belonged to a poor śūdra family at Dehu, where he spent his
life; he too, though married and with a family, felt a longing for
the ascetic life. He claims that devotion to Vitthala alone
sanctifies, not the accident of caste or even the experience of
liberation, and thus places the love of god before everything,
declaring that without love, which is impossible without duality,
there can be no real spiritual growth. Around Nāmdev and
Tukārām clustered a whole group of minor poets; subsequently
a major figure is that of Rāmdās (1608-81) the guru of the
leader of Marāthā resistance to the Mughals. Sivājī, and him
self militantly nationalistic.
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The cohesive feature of the movement is the annual pilgrim
age to Pandharpur (and for the more devout on up to two
further occasions annually) in which groups from all over
Maharashtra converge on Pandharpur, nowadays starting from
the places associated with the great poets of the past but
already in existence in their day; for instance, Tukārām asks
the pilgrims on their way to intercede for him with the deity. As
the group associated with each such figure makes its way to
wards the destination, they sing his hymns and those of the
other poets, thus keeping them alive in a continuing, largely
oral tradition, and develop the mood of expectant devotion,
while sharing together to a large extent in the common life of
the group. Caste distinctions are not entirely obliterated but
are certainly minimised, in a way not uncommon in the hhakti
tradition and here given effective expression. It represents a
unique adaptation of the otherwise more traditionalist feature
of pilgrimage to the hhakti ethos.
After Rāmānuja and Madhva, the next major figure in the
history of sectarian Vaisnavism is Rāmānanda, who is never
theless a somewhat enigmatic figure. He is generally said to
have been a follower of Rāmānuja ( and fifth in descent from
him ) but to have fallen out with his guru over failure to observe
rules of purity during pilgrimage. He subsequently founded a
sect of his own, the Rāmāvat or Rāmānandī, with Rāma and
Sītā as its combined supreme deity. Rāmānanda himself was a
north Indian, born according to one text in 1299, and lived in
Varanasi, but he obviously owed his inspiration to the south,
although both he and his guru seem to have been inclined to
tantric practices, probably through contact with the Nāth cult.
Indeed the link with the Srivaisnava movement may not be as
close as is claimed but may be an attempt to establish a line of
descent to compensate for the absence of any written works by
Rāmānanda. Though not associated with any particular doc
trines, Rāmānanda is significant as marking the start in the
heart of north India of a popular religious movement using the
vernaculars for instruction instead of Sanskrit and disregarding
caste by admitting as equals all worshippers of the true god;
thus traditionally, among Rāmānanda’s close followers were a
Brāhman, a barber, a leather-worker, a Rājput and a woman.
His followers worship Rāma as the visible form of the supreme
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deity. Isvara, together with Sītā as his māyā; they also worship
the monkey Hanuman both as a great devotee of Rāma and as a
great magician.
The Nāth cult, which may well have influenced Rāmānanda.
is also somewhat obscure in its origins but there can be no
doubt that its development owed much to Śaiva and tantric
beliefs and that it has analogies with late tantric Buddhism. The
Nāths or yogic ‘Masters’ are nine great adepts, of whom Siva
himself is the first, parallel to the eighty-four immortal Siddhas
of tantric Buddhism, while there is a tradition that Gorakhnāth
was a Buddhist turned Saiva. This tradition links it with the
Muslim conquest of Bengal at the end of the twelfth century,
but this is almost the only evidence for the dating of these
largely legendary figures. Nevertheless it was through the Nāth
Yogins that tantric ideas and vocabulary became current
among the masses between about the twelfth and fifteenth
centuries.
Most of the Nāths were probably historical characters but a
mass of legend now surrounds them. The second Nāth is sup
posed to be Matsyendranāth, the guru of Gorakhnāth. Part of
the legend about him is that he was thrown into the sea by his
parents, because he was born on an unlucky day, and swal
lowed by a fish; this is obviously an aetiological legend to
explain his name. Equally the next element reproduces a com
mon motif, for, while inside the fish, he overhears a secret
conversation between Śiva and his consort on spiritual matters
but is cursed by the goddess to forget it all in the land of
women, from which his disciple Gorakhnāth rescues him.
Gorakhnāth is however the most famous Nāth guru (and has
become virtually the patron deity of the Gurk has of Nepal) and
all later Indian traditions make him the incarnation of Siva, but
his place of origin and date are both uncertain.
The literature of the sect, composed partly in Sanskrit and
partly in an old form of Hindi, aims to teach the illiterate
masses the rudiments of its particular method; it is purely
didactic in character and prosaic in style, even when presented
in verse form. The main aim of Nāth yogic techniques was the
perfection of the body. What distinguishes Nāths from ordinary
men ( as is abundantly clear also from the mythology surround
ing them) is their power of control over death and decay:
Yama has no hold over Nāth siddhas ( successful ones, possess
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ors of siddhis) and if he attempts to lay hands on them is
severely chastised. Whereas for other schools freedom from
the body is indispensable for final liberation, the Nāths sought
liberation in a transformed or remade body, the perfect body.
The body is therefore no longer a hindrance in the quest for
moksa but the main instrument for it and so must be preserved
as long as possible and in perfect condition, with its aging
prevented. This is achieved through the techniques of the
‘Yoga of force' ( hathayoga). which modifies the Kundalini
Yoga of Tantrism by asserting that in the topmost cakra lies the
quintessence of the body in the form of soma or amrta (nectar
of immortality). From there the soma ordinarily drips away to
be burnt up in the fire of the sun located in the lowest cakra,
which is also the fire of destruction. However, if this outflow
can be checked and reversed, by methods similar to the ascent
of Kundalini, then the yogin can burn away the ordinary body,
and with the amrta build a perfect, immortal body. Through
this perfect body he can then attain a divine body, leading to
the state of Sivahood. This inward discipline of hathayoga is the
only means to attain immortality and accordingly all other
religious practices are useless; thus, external rituals, caste dis
tinctions, sacred languages and scriptures are all alike rejected.
However, to judge by the mass of legend circulating about
them, the Nāths laid claim to extensive occult powers (siddhis)
and gained great prestige as wonder-workers. The Nāth Yogins
are now a type of Saiva ascetic, with some resemblance to the
Kāpālikas, and are also known as Gorakhnāthīs and as Kānphata Yogins, from the split ear-lobes which, with the attend
ant large earrings, are a distinctive mark of the sect. Tradition
ally there are twelve subsects and there are a large number
of monasteries, one of the most prominent being that at
Gorakhpur.
The Nāth cult is one of two outside influences which modified
the Vaisnava hhakti movement into what is termed the sant
tradition. The other was the presence of Islam which, in its SūfT
orders, did have some contact with popular Hinduism, serving
in considerable measure to reinforce existing hhakti emphases
on the irrelevance of caste and the worship of one god but also
adding a rejection of image worship, which had hitherto been
little present in Hinduism. The sants, holy men, were not an
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organised group or sect but loose gatherings of pious indivi
duals, mostly from the lower castes, and some from Muslim
backgrounds. They differed from Vaisnava bhakti in empha
sising worship of the supreme deity directly (although this is a
not uncommon attitude among later Vaisnavas) and in holding
that the path of spiritual progress was demanding and difficult,
not the easy path of ordinary bhakti. Nevertheless, Nāmdev is
sometimes considered a sartt. although as a member of the
Vārkarī Panth he clearly belongs within the Vaisnava tradition.
KabTr, however, is clearly a major figure among the sanfs.
Traditionally he is regarded as the disciple of Rāmānanda, but
in the literature of his sect and elsewhere his dates are given as
1398-1518; the most probable period for his career is the first
half of the fifteenth century. He was born into a Muslim weaver
community in Varanasi or a nearby village; in the recent past
this group had converted to Islam en masse and rather super
ficially, retaining a large proportion of their former customs
and beliefs. Certainly, although KabTr’s own name is a Muslim
one, it is obvious that his knowledge of Islam was relatively
slight. The major influence on his thought came in fact from the
Nath tradition, with some contribution from Vaisnava bhakti,
but the whole was shaped by KabTr’s individuality.
His verses have proved popular over the centuries and
several different collections of them exist, both inside his own
sect and in others, but their transmission and authenticity are
not always satisfactory. His sayings were composed in an old
form of Hindi and in a vigorous and abrasive style, well suited
to his message.. His outspokenness and use of irony reflect his
ardent desire to awaken men to their desperate religious state.
His approach to the deity is as much through the way of
knowledge as that of devotion, for his deity is an absolute being
without a personal form, still less an earthly incarnation, des
pite the use of Rām as his usual name. Yet his approach to this
attributeless Brahman was filled with a very real sense of love in
the bhakti style, though blended with the idea of such love as a
way of suffering which may owe something to the Sufis.
The striving of the soul to reach the hidden deity ( hidden far
away and deep within one’s own heart), the difficulties and
dangers of the search and the loneliness of separation from the
deity come out very clearly in his verses, as well as the inexpres
sible bliss of the union and merging with the One in which all
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duality is abolished. KabTr rejects e-verything that is external or
mechanical in religion and lays exclusive stress on inner experi
ence. where through his grace the deity may reveal himself
within one’s soul. The individual must first, however, prepare
himself by the path of love, a devotion addressed directly to the
supreme deity and involving anguish such that few will com
mence and fewer still complete the journey. But suddenly
revelation occurs and the True Guru, the deity, looses the
arrow of his word to pierce the soul and bring it the true life of
mystical union. While KabTr describes the goal in monistic
terms ultimately derived from Sankara, his thought seems
nonetheless monotheistic though highly abstract.
His rejection of externals was applied to both Hindu and
Muslim practices, in both of which he sees a hindrance to the
expression of true religion as a matter of personal experience.
Thus he rejects both the Muslim prayer ritual and Hindu image
worship, the Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca and the Hindu pil
grimage to various sites (including his native Varanasi), the
Muslim practice of circumcision and the Brāhman wearing of
the sacred thread (on the grounds that they are not applicable
to women), and so on. His rejections are often buttressed by
appeal to common sense and couched in ironical and incisive
expressions, in a way which certainly did not endear him to
either religious establishment.
Nevertheless, there is no doubt that KabTr attracted a large
following among both Hindus and Muslims. In a late tradition
the two groups wrangled over the disposal of his body, but
when they came to it found instead a spray of flowers, which
they divided and dealt with according to their respective rituals.
His disciples then developed into a sect, despite KabTr’s own
opposition to sectarianism and traditionally his son’s refusal
therefore to lead them. The modern sect, who regard them
selves as Hindu, still maintain their monotheism, a strong
ethical code, and opposition to caste and image worship.
Somewhat later than KabTr and in the Panjab, Nānak (14691539), the first Sikh Guru, preached a broadly similar message,
commonly claimed as a synthesis of Hinduism and Islam, but in
fact sharing the same sant background as KabTr; however,
Nānak shows much more of Vaisnava hhakti than the Nāth
hathavoga in his synthesis. Muslim influence on Nānak prob158
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ably also came mainly through this background; but he was
directly involved in the political aspects of Muslim domination,
for he worked in the town of Sultanpur for a time, probably
employed by the regional governor, and witnessed the invasion
of the first Mughal ruler, Bābur. While at Sultanpur Nānak
received a divine inspiration, which was followed by a period of
travel around India ( and even in some legendary versions as far
as Mecca). Subsequently, by 1520, he established the village of
Kartarpur near Lahore on some land'donated by a follower and
settled there for the remainder of his life.
Nānak was a strict monotheist and a determined opponent of
caste, preaching the equality of all men and declaring that all
can attain liberation by response to the deity through devotion
and meditation on the divine Name. Nānak uses many different
names for his deity - Hari, Rām and Gopāl from the Vaisnava
tradition, Allah and others from Islam - but these are just
names; his deity is above Brahmā, Visnu and Siva. More
significantly he uses as names terms which describe the deity as
eternal, inexpressible and formless and so lays considerable
stress on his transcendence. Above all he uses the concept of
the Name, as the expression of the full nature of the deity,
which is T ruth; meditation on the Name is therefore not just
the mechanical repetition of some particular name but a sys
tematic exploration of the nature and essence of the deity.
The deity is not only transcendent, however, but also
gracious. By his divine Order he has so created and regulated
the universe that anyone willing to see can recognise therein
the expression of the Creator’s nature. This revelation takes
the form of the ‘word’ spoken by the guru, for anything which
expresses the nature of the deity is regarded as ‘word’ or
revelation, just as the guru is not a human teacher but rather
the divine message reaching the human heart and there awa
kening a response. Nānak himself clearly never had a personal
guru but nevertheless refers in several of his poems to the True
Guru, who is for him as for Kablr the deity himself. For later
Sikhism, of course, the concept of the guru and his role as the
communicator of the divine Truth is interpreted through their
understanding of Nānak and his successors as the ten personal
Gurus of their faith.
Both Word and Name are expressions of divine Truth, as
also is the divine Order. Truth as the nature of the deity sets
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him apart from the māyā, the falsity of the world’s values and
men’s attitudes. For men wilfully remain blind to the divine
revelation; they are not irreligious but seek liberation in ways
which are basically self-centred and thus reinforce the pride
and greed that bind men to the endless cycle of rebirth. All the
externals of religion, Hindu worship at the temple and Muslim
worship at the mosque, are rejected as worse than useless if the
inner attitudes are wrong; Nānak’s polemics against them are
as cutting as KabTr’s. These are still the values of the world and
must be set aside in favour of cleansing the mind and heart by
loving devotion and humble submission to the formless,
supreme Lord.
While Nānak rejects the Vaisnava concept of avataras, he
retains the concept of divine grace, using it especially to explain
the problem that, although the divine Order is present for all to
see, only some men respond to it. Only by the imparting of
divine grace can the guru's voice be heard, but it is not just a
capricious divine initiative, for a response is still required from
men and indeed this is only the beginning of the process of
spiritual discipline leading to liberation. That discipline con
sists of the cultivation of the attitude of devotion and the
profound meditation on the Name, by which men draw nearer
to the deity in awe, in five stages of spiritual ascent, and put
themselves more and more in harmony with the divine nature.
Finally the cycle of rebirth is ended and the soul merges in a
condition of supreme bliss with the deity.
Nanak had gathered a band of followers around him and
before his death nominated a successor. Subsequently, the
institution of a common eating place and an initiation ritual
also involving eating together gave expression to Nānak’s
hostility to caste and served to separate the community of
his disciples (the literal meaning of the term Sikh) from the
surrounding Hindu community. At the same time political
developments brought the community to the suspicious eye of
the Mughal rulers and led to mutual and self-reinforcing hos
tility, until in the time of the tenth Guru Gobind Singh (16751708) the trend culminated in open warfare. Thus a pietistic
group turned into a militantly separate religious community,
distinguished externally by the reforms introduced by Gobind
Singh, which included uncut hair (usually kept under control
by a turban and beard-net). Nonetheless, in the next century or
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so, Sikhism was well on the way to being reabsorbed by Hindu
ism until political events connected with the British conquest of
the Panjab reversed the process.
Contemporaneous with Nānak but representing a more tradi
tional hhakti approach, Caitanya (1486-1533) is the most signi
ficant figure in Bengal Vaisnavism. However, the Vaisnava
movement in Bengal probably originated in the eleventh or
twelfth century. The famous late Sanskrit poet, Jayadeva,
wrote his Gitagovinda in 1170, a lyrical poem dealing with the
separation and reconciliation of Krsna and his beloved Rādhā,
who is now as usually his mistress. The first poetic treatment of
Rādhā as Krsna’s favourite, it became the model for all this
class of Krsna literature, so that the predominant mood of
nearly all later devotees of Krsna is the erotic. In the adjacent
region of Bihar, the Maithill poet Vidyāpati at the end of the
fourteenth century produced a series of songs about Rādhā and
Krsna which, despite being more in the tradition of Sanskrit
erotic poetry than vernacular devotional poems, had a con
siderable vogue and influence in Bengal. Vidyāpati presents
especially the feelings of Rādhā in the relationship, her awa
kening passion and longing for Krsna and her anguish when he
neglects her.
The best known composer of Vaisnava devotional songs in
Bengali is Candīdās, a name which may conceal more than one
poet of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries; here too the
erotic element is strong and may in part have an autobiographi
cal element. Caitanya himself is said to have known and loved
the poetry of Jayadeva, Vidyāpati and Candīdās. Also, just
before Caitanya’s birth, Mālādhar Basu adapted the Bhagavata
Purana, with its rich development of Krsna’s amours with the
cowgirls (gopis), into Bengali in his Srikrsnavijav (composed
1473-80); Mālādhar emphasises Krsna the lover even more
than his original and introduces the figure of Rādhā from other
sources.
Another element in the formation of Caitanya’s thought was
the Sahajiya movement, which consists of a tantric approach
probably derived from late tantric Buddhism.allied with an
erotic Vaisnavism. From the tantric background come the
Sahajiya beliefs that man is a microcosm, that all duality is false
and cosmic unity is regained, or represented, by man and
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woman in sexual union, and that certain forms of mental and
physical control are necessary. As ways to overcome the duali
ties or opposites of the ordinary social order the union of
Brāhman and untouchable, of male and female, and the break
ing of food taboos were all undertaken. The relationship of
Rādhā and Krsna was taken as their model in the relationship
of men and women, with the fact that Rādhā was married to
another used to emphasise the intensity of the affair and the
depth of feeling involved in a relationship that goes against
conventional values. In more recent times the Bāuls, though
claiming to have been founded by Caitanya, represent more
nearly this approach ; the Bāuls are wandering religious singers
and poets, living by begging and both rejecting and being
rejected by society.
Caitanya grew up in the town of Nadiya, a noted centre of
learning, especially of the ‘New Nyāya’ philosophy. He was the
ninth or tenth child of Vaisnava Brāhman parents, but only he
and one older brother survived, and this brother became a
samnyasin and in effect dead to the family, while Caitanya was
young. Caitanya grew up to be proficient in the traditional,
Sanskrit-based learning and even somewhat contemptuous of
the popular bhakti movement. However, this changed abruptly
when in 1508 he went to Gaya to perform memorial rituals for
his father; there he met again an ascetic with south Indian
connections, whom previously he had scorned, but who now
induced in him a powerful religious experience and initiated
him into the worship of Krsna.
On his return to Nadiya, Caitanya joined a group of bhakti
devotees who used to meet nightly to sing songs of praise to
Krsna and began to have the periods of ecstasy and possession
by the deity, which were to mark the rest of his life and to mark
him out as a charismatic figure. He thus became acquainted
with the chanting of songs and invocations, which was to de
velop into such a feature of his sect and to become familiar on
the streets of European and American towns through the acti
vities of an ofFshoot from it, the Hare Krishna movement.
After a while as a lay devotee, Caitanya received initiation as a
samnyasin in 1510 and adopted the name by which he is gener
ally known (in full Srikrsnacaitanya); this was not so much a
ren unciation of the world as a total commitment to the worship
of Krsna.
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Caitanya soon settled at the Vaisnava pilgrimage centre of
Puri in Orissa (according to tradition yielding to his mother’s
wishes in not settling in the even more distant Vrndāvana),
and, apart from extensive tours of south India (including four
months at Śrirangam) and of Vrndāvana, remained there until
his death. He was prominent as a leader of the singers and
dancers who accompanied the great car of Jagannath in the
annual festival, and generally displayed an emotional approach
to religion, meeting his death probably in one of his fits of
ecstasy.
Caitanya was not strictly the founder of a new sect, since he
did not comment on the Brahmasdtra, but the movement cen
tring on him has in effect become one and subsequently de
veloped a claim to descent from the school of Madhva, which
was not otherwise represented in north India. In fact, Caitanya’s only known composition is a poem of eight verses in
Sanskrit expressing his rapture at the deity’s embrace. Nor did
he apparently seek to establish a sect round himself, being
absorbed in his own devotional ecstasies, but the influence of
his personality and evident devotion drew others to him. Six of
these, the so-called Gosvāmins, were particularly prominent
and became the recognised theologians of the sect; the tradi
tion within the movement is that Caitanya himself sent them to
restore the sacred sites at Mathurā and Vrndāvana and to
compose the theological works necessary for a new sect. The
tradition of the disappearance of the ancient Krsna sites in the
Mathura area and their rediscovery by the Gosvāmins is a
similar pious rewriting of history.
All but one of the six Gosvāmins were Brahmans, although
the first three, the brothers Rūpa and Sanātana and their
nephew Jiva, may well have lost status through employment at
the court of the local Muslim ruler. But the Caitanya move
ment does not show the anti-caste feeling apparent in much of
the hhakti movement and, apart from the ecstatic approach to
religion, has been rather conservative. Thus, for example, the
six Gosvimins elaborated in over 200 works between them,
written significantly in Sanskrit, a theology which virtually
ignored the popular beliefs about Caitanya. Jiva 6osvāmin
accepts unreservedly the traditional view of the absolute
authority of revelation ( even to rejecting the other pramanas,
means of knowledge) but widens the category to include the
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Purānas ( regarded by an artificial play on their name as the
completion of the Vedas), of which the most important is the
Bhagavata Purana.
Jiva declares that there are three aspects of ultimate reality:
Brahman, the Supreme Self, and Bhagavat. Brahman is the
undifferentiated absolute of the philosophers and regarded as
only a partial manifestation of the infinitely qualified Bhagavat,
the highest and personal expression of deity; the Supreme Self
is that aspect of the deity which enters into relationship with
jīvas, living selves, and with nature (prakrti) or tnāyā. The
Bhagavat, who is Krsna, possesses infinite saktis, described in
the texts as his consorts, which bring about a real world but are
always dependent on him. Thus Krsna alone is to be wor
shipped, not as an avatāra but as the supreme deity.
However, the position of the sect as a whole, expressed
clearly in the Bengali poetry and biographies of Caitanya, is
that Caitanya is an avatcira of Krsna or even Krsna himself. The
most developed view is that Krsna became incarnate in the
form of Caitanya and assumed the fair complexion as well as
the emotions of Rādhā in order to experience within one body
the bliss of union with his śakti. This erotic aspect is present also
in the worship of the devotee, who becomes a gopi in his
relationship with Krsna, feminising himself and in a sense
allowing himself to be seduced by Krsna. The fact that Rādhāis
married to another is used to suggest that love for the deity
should triumph over all obstacles of convention; there may
well be an element of sublimation of illicit emotions. These
were the beliefs of Caitanya’s ordinary followers in Bengal, far
from the Gosvāmins’ theorising in Vrndavana; lacking clear
leadership the movement there split in two but even so spread
rapidly in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
The movement founded by Vallabha (1479-1531) - another
contemporary of Nānak and Caitanya in the troubled period of
the breakdown of the Delhi Sultanate and the establishment of
Mughal rule - conforms more nearly to the standard pattern of
a Vaisnava sect but shares with Bengal Vaisnavism a strong
erotic flavour. According to Vaisnava theologians, Vallabha’s
followers are a branch of the sect established early in the
fifteenth century by Visnusvāmi, a migrant to Gujarat from
south India ( and sometimes named as the guru of the Marāthī
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poet Jñāneśvara). Vallabha’s own parents came from Andhra
Pradesh to settle in Varanasi, but he was born near Raipur in
Madhya Pradesh while they had fled south to escape a Muslim
raid on the city’s temples.
After his father’s death when he was eleven. Vallabha
appears soon to have begun the first of three protracted pil
grimages all over India. During them he is said to have received
instructions from Krsna to go to the Mathurā area and reveal
the identity of an image that had mysteriously appeared on Mt
Govardhana; while there he received in 1494 a vision of Krsna,
who revealed to him the means to liberation by complete
submission to Krsna. Subsequently, in his second pilgrimage,
he received from Krsna in his form as Vitthala at Pandharpur a
command to marry - an anomaly for a spiritual leader and
explained as the deity’s plan to ensure a line of teachers. His
marriage took place almost immediately and he had two sons,
the second and more important being Vitthalnath. At the same
period Vallabha also composed commentaries on the Brahmasūtra (completed by Vitthalnāth) and the Bhdgavata Purana.
According to his sect’s beliefs, Vallabha’s teachings were
divine and came directly from Krsna through the mouth of his
avatdra Vallabha. In practice, Vallabha’s doctrines are based
on the Bhdgavata Purnna, which he declares to be the final
scriptural authority (a position similar to the Gosvāmins), and
justified philosophically as Śuddhādvaita Vedānta. Vallabha
holds that there are three attitudes to the world, corresponding
to the three stages in his religion: the first is initiation into the
sect, the second the study of his philosophy and the third is the
Pustimārga (‘way of well-being’), the perfect service of the
deity.
Vallabha’s Śuddhādvaita (‘pure non-dualism’) is a rather
unsophisticated attempt to go one better than Sankara, whose
Advaita he declares to be tainted by the concept of māyā as a
second to Brahman, whereas his own view is that the whole
world is real and is Brahman, which is another name for Krsna.
Individual souls and matter are one with Brahman and have no
separate existence. Vallabha describes Brahman as being, con
sciousness and bliss (sat, cit, Snanda), which are not just quali
ties of Brahman but are Brahman. Creation occurs by Brahman
concealing part of himself by his power of māyā ( present after
all) to become the physical universe, which consists only of the
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sat, being, part of Brahman: however, he holds, nothing has
changed in Brahman, the eternal and immutable. Similarly, the
individual souls are the manifestation also of the cit. conscious
ness, of Brahman but with the ananda, bliss, still concealed.
The individual souls are thus just parts of Brahman but in the
process of manifestation are filled with ignorance ( avidytt),
which causes them to forget both their true nature as Brahman
and the proper duty of any part to its whole, that of service.
This state of ignorance is samsdra, the cycle of rebirth, and the
re-establishment of right understanding can only come by the
replacement of worldly attitudes by non-worldly through the
grace of Krsna.
Individuals differ in spirituality and thus fall into three
categories, corresponding to the three-ways, of which the first
two consist of continuous activity and ritual action and the third
is the ‘way of well-being’, Pustimārga, with which alone Vallabha is concerned. This is the path of devotion from its first
seeds of affection implanted by Krsna’s grace through seven
ascending stages to the overwhelming passion which cannot do
without him. when by the grace of Krsna one can become part
of the eternal sport (līlā). The individual must abandon his
self- centredness and concentrate entirely on the service of
Krsna, which is especially interpreted as the congregational
worship of Krsna in the sect’s own shrines. The image is re
garded as Krsna himself and worshipped in accordance with the
pattern of Krsna’s life, in eight stages throughout the day from
the levee onwards. Dressing and ornamenting the image appro
priately, the provision of flowers for the room. the performance
of music and singing, and on special occasions of dancing,
combine to make of the worship an aesthetic experience. For
this purpose Vallabha and his son Vitthalnāth patronised a
group of poets known as the ‘Eight Seals’, among whom were
traditionally Sūrdās and Nanddas.
Whether Sūrdās, the blind poet of Agra, was in reality an
adherent of the Vallabha sect is doubtful but his poetry, though
following the wider tradition of Krsna bhakti, was in sympathy
with its approach and he was a close contemporary of Vallabha.
He composed a number of Hindi works on the theme of bhakti,
especially to the child Krsna. His main work, the Sursdgar. is
based, apart from its first chapter, on the Bhdgavata Parana; its
tenth chapter ( more than twice as long as all the rest) amplifies
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the theme of the tenth chapter of his original, Krsna’s child
hood and youth, and adds to it much that is original in Krsna’s
sporting with the gopīs, and the circular dance with them and
Rādhā, innovating also in form in his bee songs and flute poems
( recording the response of the gopīs to Krsna’s flute).
Vallabha recognises four main types of devotion, the atti
tudes of the servant, companion, parent and lover. The type
which Vallabha himself favoured, like Sūrdās, was that of
parental affection. The other main type is the erotic, in which
the devotee imagines himself one of the gopīs en joying Krsna’s
nightly līlā in Vrndāvana. The other two were not frequent,
although some of the Eight Seals imagine themselves in their
poetry as Krsna’s companions. A fifth type of devotion some
times propounded, of devotion practised in peaceful contem
plation, runs counter to Vallabha’s strong emphasis on emo
tional involvement and affection (preman, a favourite term
also of the Divine Light master, Guru Maharaj Ji). However,
Vallabha’s second son Vitthalnāth, who succeeded his elder
brother to lead the community between 1543 and 1586, greatly
increased the importance of Krsna’s beloved, called here
Svāminījī, and of the erotic devotion, probably through in
fluence from Caitanya’s followers. His seven sons then divided
the leadership, each having a specially consecrated statue as his
symbol of authority, of which the most esteemed is that identi
fied by Vallabha through divine guidance. Later leaders of
these sub-sects adopted the title Maharaja and took to com
parably ostentatious living, as well as allegedly taking their
claim to be living embodiments of Krsna literally in their re
lations with female disciples; the culmination of this trend was
a case in which the Bombay Supreme Court in 1862 found one
of the Maharajas guilty of gross profligacy.
Although Sūrdās is the great poet of Krsna in Hindi, the hhakti
movement began in Hindi-speaking areas, as we have seen,
with Rāmānanda. whose devotion was directed to Rāma, and
its greatest figure is Tulsīdās (probably 1543-1623). His major
work, the Ramcaritnmnas 'Lake of the Deeds of Rāma’ (begun
in 1574 at Ayodhyā and finished after several years at Vara
nasi ), is the best known, though not the first, adaptation of the
Ramayana into Hindi or indeed into any modern Indian lan
guage, its nearest rival probably being Kampan’s (Kamban’s)
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Tamil version made between the ninth and twelfth centuries at
the height of the bhakti movement there. TulsFs version is not
directly based on the original of Vālmīki but rather on two later
Sanskrit versions, the Adhyatma and Bhusundi Ramayanas, as
well as a number of other sources. The Adhyatma Ramayana
was probably a product of Rāmānanda’s school and shows the
same monistic trend. Tulsi himself seems to have been a Rāmānandin but does not display so consistent a theology, though
often indebted to the Adhyatma Rāmāvana in which the em
phasis on the name of Rāma so prominent in Tulsi is already
present.
Tulsīdās tends to distinguish Rāma from Visnu (though not
going as far as Kablr and the sants) and to elevate him to the
status of supreme deity, as an incarnation of the absolute and
even directly the unqualified, formless Brahman. Indeed, Tulsi
declares that his unqualified form is more intelligible than his
qualified, since the reasons for his incarnation are too mys
terious and wonderful to be comprehended. Thus, while there
is some leaning towards monism, TulsT’s prime concern is with
devotion to the incarnate and gracious deity, but not narrowly
so. In addition to his major work and another, more episodic
treatm ent of the Rāma story in the Kavitavali, he composed
several other slighter works which include a poem on the
marriage of Śiva and Pārvatī and a collection of songs to Krsna,
who is seen as a form of Rāma, while the framework of the
Ramcaritmdnas itself is a dialogue between Siva and Pārvatī.
Even so, in the final analysis all other deities are so far sub
ordinate to Rāma that he alone is truly god; Tulsi is simply
more generous in the veneration that he gives them.
TulsFs own attitude to Rāma is mainly the devotion of a
servant for his loving master, although the attitude of parental
affection is also present. He quite naturally therefore has a
special place for Hanumān, the monkey helper of Rāma who
already in Vālmīki’s poem shows outstanding devotion to his
master but now becomes the pattern of such service rendered
wholeheartedly, despite his very human failings. His catholicity
may also be seen perhaps in his stress on the name of Rāma,
for, while in Vaisnava theory all Visnu’s names are equally
beneficent, the name Rāma seems to have assumed particular
value for Vaisnavas and even to have spread to certain Saiva
groups, such as the Nāths, and reformers like KabTr and Nānak.
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Certainly no other Vaisnava poet seems to have gone as far in
the exaltation of the divine Name or justified it so carefully as
Tulsīdās does in the prologue to his Rdmcaritnumas. For Tulsi
the Name is indeed the essence of the supreme deity and its
saving power is infinite. He even affirms that the Name is
superior to Rama himself, who cannot comprehend the great
ness of his Name, for Rama in person saved only a few but his
Name continues to bring salvation: all who chant it or listen to
it will be saved, and Tulsi by composing in their own language
his poem, which is full of the Name, is bringing salvation within
the reach of all.
Another interesting work is Tulsi’s Vinavapatrikd, ‘Letter of
Petition’, written in the latter part of his life, after the pesti
lence which devastated Varanasi in 1616. and showing a deeper
introspection which marks also his Kavitāvalī. This takes the
form of a letter of supplication which Tulsi himself has to
deliver at Rama’s court. After a prologue invoking the aid of
various deities including first of all Ganesa (Siva’s elephant
headed son, who is the lord of obstacles and so invoked at the
commencement of any enterprise), and after appeals to Hanu
man to act as intermediary, Tulsi enters Rama’s court and
reverently salutes all his family before presenting his petition
that he may be filled exclusively with devotion for Rāma’s feet
and may no longer be subject to the troubles of this evil age.
Thus even in this more directly devotional poem Tulsi main
tains both his own attitude as the humble servant and his
understanding of Rāma as the gracious ruler.
The whole Rāma story develops of course a strong moral
element, as already noted, with the tendency to stress Rāma as
the upholder of dharma. Sītā’s purity too must be preserved
and so, borrowing from the Adhyatma Ramayana, Tulsi nar
rates in his main work that on Rāma’s instructions the real Sītā
enters the fire just before Rāvana’s arrival to remain with
unassailable chastity, until after the conquest of Lahkā the
illusory Sītā who has replaced her enters the fire in the ordeal
and the real Sītā emerges. Thus Tulsi, expressing the already
present tendency, produces works with a real ethical concern
very different from the eroticism of much of the Krsna cult.
Such eroticism is not universal, as shown by the poetry of
Mīrābāī (1403-70 or a century later), a Rājput princess who
became a fervent devotee of Krsna and. largely ignoring the
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mythology, presents her longing for him to come as her hus
band to be the lord of her heart, in poems of deep pathos in
their telling of her pining in separation from him.
Tutsi’s strong moral emphasis is a conservative element by
comparison with the often radical anti-caste position of some
bhakti trends, including that of Rāmānanda to which he him
self probably belonged. It would have tended to the encourage
ment of social stability and cohesion in the face of Muslim
pressures which at this period included the more sympathetic
but syncretising interest of the Mughal emperor Akbar (15561605). Nevertheless his success in opening the story of Rāma to
the masses was not without opposition from the most orthodox
of the Brāhmans, while it led his contemporary Nābhādās, the
great chronicler of the bhakti movement, to call him an incar
nation of Valrmki.
An index ofTulsfs popularity-and a factor in it-is provided
bv the Rām!Ilā, literally ‘Rāma’s sport’, a continuing popular
religious institution of north India. The Rāma story is enacted
in dramatic form in a series of performances lasting several days
at the annual Daśahrā festival, employing an unusual stage
technique combining simultaneous acting and dialogue with
the recitation of the text, which is based on Tulsīdās’ Rdmcaritmānas. Traditionally the RamlTla was established around 1625
by a follower of Tulsīdās, which may be true of its present form.
However, there is some evidence that popular Rāma plays
were in evidence in TulsT’s day and one of Caitanya’s bio
graphies refers to Caitanya being quite carried away when
acting the part of Hanumān in a similar type of performance at
Puri.
The actors in these performances are drawn from the local
community, which organises and finances the whole effort. The
actors who play Rāma, his brothers and Sītā are young Brah
man boys, since they are regarded as embodiments of the
deities, worshipped as such by the audience, and so must be
completely pure. The whole thing is as much a religious cere
mony as a dramatic performance, as well as having a significant
role in the transmission of faith in Rāma among the illiterate
masses, a function similar to that of the mediaeval European
mystery plays.
The recitation of the text takes priority and carries the thread
of the story, while in essence the acting and dialogue give
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dramatic expression to particular episodes. The use of several
locations over the several days of performance serves to
emphasise the setting of the story in the community concerned.
Altogether, the Rāmlīlā seems a successful method for com
municating the mythology and moral teaching of the Rāma
tradition, the more so as neither Tulsīdās nor the Rāmlīlā have
any strong sectarian connections and so are open to all Hindus.
The popularity of the Rama story and people’s familiarity with
it must be largely due to the Rāmlīlā, while the vision of Rāma’s
righteous rule as a goal may well have helped to keep alive
Hindu political aspirations under Muslim rule. Certainly, the
pilgrimages of the Vārkarī Panth, in some ways analogous,
helped to foster the rise of Marāthā resistance to the Mughals.
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Revival and Reform
Despite the stimulating effects of Tulsidas, the Vārkarī Panth
and the like, the vitality of Hinduism seems to have sunk rather
low by the end of Mughal rule. The impact of British rule was
therefore all the more traumatic, but it led in due course to the
appearance of a series of religious and social reform move
ments, of which a new feature ( though anticipated by Rāmdās’
role as Sivājī’s guru) was its political aspect; social reform
became less connected with religious attitudes and tended to
generate political pressure groups, while religious reform took
on a nationalist tone which in turn led to political involvement.
This is in spite of the differing types of response involved, from
frank Westernisation, through various types of revivalist and
reactionary movement, to a syncretistic self-assertiveness.
The Brāhmo Samāj, the first of these reform movements,
was founded by Rājā Rām Mohan Roy (1772-1833), whose
writings and oratory exercised a profound influence on Indian
intellectual life in the nineteenth century. He was born into the
highest rank of society, as a KulTn Brahman, the son of a
landowner, and destined himself to become a wealthy property
owner in Calcutta; the title Rājā was not hereditary but con
ferred on him by the Mughal emperor, as whose envoy he died
on a visit to Britain. His personal experience provided the
stimulus for one of his lifelong campaigns, that against the
compulsory self-immolation of a widow (satī) on her husband’s
funeral pyre; this issue in the case of one of his own relatives,
together with a dispute over his rightful share of his patrimony,
caused him to become estranged from his family.
His intellectual experience was broad. He received a tradi
tional education in a family belonging to the devotional Caitanya movement, but he was brought up in Patna, a centre of
Muslim learning, and the main influence of his first work - a
treatise against idolatry published in Persian - is undoubtedly
Islamic. Subsequently, while in the service of the East India
Company, he learnt English from his superior (and friend,
John Digby), which enabled him to absorb much from Western
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culture, including a belief in modern science and elements of
Christian ethics imparted to him by William Carey and other
Baptist missionaries, with whom for a time he enjoyed a mu
tually stimulating relationship. He was thus uniquely equipped
by birth, education and circumstances for the role of social and
religious reformer that he was to play.
After a thorough study of the Upanisads and Vedānta, he
concluded that reason as expressed in the Upanisads was the
basis of Hinduism and that all social institutions should be
judged from that standpoint. He held that the Upanisads
taught a pure theism and did not countenance image worship
(the theme of his Abridgement o f the Vedanta, published in
1816), declaring that the recognition of human rights was con
sistent with basic Hindu thought, as with that of other religions
once the dogma and superstition were removed, instanced in
his The Precepts o f Jesus ( published in 1820 and consisting of
ethical extracts from the New Testament). Meanwhile, in the
social field, he had mounted a long campaign against the cus
tom of satī, successfully creating a climate of opinion which
enabled Lord William Bentinck to make it illegal in 1829, and
campaigned against child marriage. He also worked for the
establishment of English-speaking schools and newspapers, as
well as founding the first Bengali newspaper. He was well
aware of the value of propaganda on behalf of his social causes
and of education ( for women as much as m en) as an agent of
change. Nevertheless, he was careful to appeal to the past, and
in the social sphere announced his intention of restoring to
India her ancient tradition of dharma by removing the senseless
accretions of later times, and in the fight against satī and other
evils quoted Manu and other writers on Dharmaśāstra to prove
his points.
In 1828 Rām Mohan Roy founded the Brāhmo Samāj (ini
tially called the Brāhmo Sabhā) ‘to teach and to practise the
worship of the one, supreme, undivided eternal G od’. It adop
ted a deistic type of theism, much influenced by European
deism and by the Unitarians, with whom Roy had been asso
ciated after 1821; at the same time it rejected Brāhman claims
to mediation, idolatry, sacrifice and caste and adopted a con
gregational form of worship similar to Unitarian services. The
trust deed of the Samaj’s first building opened in 1830 sets out
Ram Mohan Roy’s basic religious ideas, declaring that it was
11. Indian stamps depicting religious leaders
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to be ‘a place of public meeting . . . for the worship and
adoration of the Eternal Unsearchable and Immutable Being
who is the Author and Preserver of the Universe’ and banning
any image or other representation of the deity within the
building, while also laying down that no object of worship for
anyone was to be reviled or spoken of contemptuously; the
overall pattern is of the rather remote praise and adoration of a
transcendent deity, lacking any intercessory or mystical ele
ment. The doctrine of transmigration (samsdra) was rejected,
along with karma, no doubt because of their intimate connec
tion with caste, which was in theory repudiated.
The Brāhmo Samāj was supported by a number of wealthy
men, particularly Dwarkanath Tagore, one of India’s first
Western-style capitalists, whose patronage was a crucial factor
in its survival during the troubled decade after Rām Mohan
Roy’s death. Roy’s vision of reform from within the Hindu
community (from which he never parted) was being strongly
challenged at this period both by extreme young radicals who
totally rejected the traditional pattern, throwing away their
sacred threads and eating beef, and by the ultra orthodox, who
under the leadership of Rādhākānta Deb (1794-1876) formed
the Dharma Sabhā in 1830. In 1843, however, the Brāhmo
Samāj began to revive under the new leadership of Dwarkanath’s son, Debendranath Tagore (1817-1905).
Debendranath Tagore had undergone a profound religious
experience five years previously, after which he founded a
group for religious discussion and prayer, which he now merged
with the Brāhmo Samāj. This religious, even mystical, tend
ency persisted into the third generation: Debendranath’s son,
Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), the winner of a Nobel Prize
for Literature, became fascinated by the poetry of the Bāuls. In
an attempt to set monotheism firmly within the framework of
classical Hinduism, Debendranath tried to find authority in the
Vedas but became disillusioned with further study and decided
that reason and conscience should be the test of the authority of
any scriptural text. Accordingly he compiled a selection of texts
from various sources for liturgical use. Later he also produced a
set of ceremonies to replace the traditional Hindu rituals,
changing the Samāj from an informal grouping into an organ
isation whose members were formally initiated. With these
changes and the sending out of the first Brāhmo missionaries,
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the Samāj grew quickly in numbers and began to take a promi
nent place in the life of Bengal.
Under the contemplative Debendranath. the main preoccu
pation of the Samāj was religious, but concern for widow
remarrriage and other social reforms increased after Keshab
Chandra Sen (1838-84) joined the Samāj in 1857 (the year of
the Indian Mutiny, a basically political event with substantial
religious overtones). Within five years Sen had joined Tagore
in the leadership of the Samāj. despite the contrast between
Tagore’s quietism and Sen’s energetic approach, with its rejec
tion of caste, advocacy of various social reforms, and ultimately
acknowledgement of the truth of Christ’s teaching. But a clash
of wills was inevitable and came over Sen’s insistence and
Tagore’s refusal that Brāhmos, most of whom were Brahmans,
should abandon their sacred threads; in 1866 the Samāj split
into the conservative Original Brahmo Samāj and the new
Brahmo Samāj of India. The Original Samāj soon lost popu
larity and became virtually the responsibility of the Tagore
family alone.
The Brahmo Samāj of India was more popular. After the
split Sen became further engrossed in Christianity and at the
same time introduced the practice of singing chants in the style
of the Caitanya cult. Then after about 1875 he came under the
influence of Rāmakrishna, a then almost unknown devotee of
Kālī, and his views became increasingly mystical, combining
simultaneously Christianity and Goddess-worship, causing
serious tensions within the movement. Meanwhile, his social
reform concerns had met with some success in the passage of
the Native Marriage Act in in 1872, legalising Brahmo mar
riages and imposing minimum age limits for those married
under its provisions. Sen’s blatant disregard of this in the
marriage of his daughter to a young maharaja in 1878 was the
final straw for many, who seceded to form the Sādhāran
(‘general’) Brahmo Samāj, while Sen formed his Church of the
New Dispensation, supposedly a synthesis of Hinduism, Islam
and Christianity but with the last the dominant influence. Sen’s
death in 1884 left his group completely disoriented and it broke
up still further. The Sādhāran Brahmo Samāj persisted but
turned increasingly to social work, remaining small but influen
tial among the intellectuals.
Meanwhile in Maharashtra the Prarthana Samāj emerged
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from an earlier body founded in 1867 as the equivalent in that
area of the Brāhmo Samāj, with which it shared some links. In
doctrine it was broadly similar to the Brāhmo Samāj but sought
deliberately to base its worship on the devotional poems of the
Varkari Panth. especially Tukārām. However, under its chief
leader. Justice M .G .Ranade (1842-1901), it devoted itself
more to social reform, particularly in the elimination of caste
restrictions and the improvement of the status of women and
untouchables. Stress was always laid on the link between rever
ence for the deity and respect for men, and with the passage of
time the movement’s religious basis was increasingly sub
merged by its social aims.
Whereas the Brāhmo Samāj and to a lesser extent the Prārthana Samāj typify the Westernising response, the ĀryaSamāj,
founded in 1875, represented initially a return to the past along
orthodox lines, though developing into something rather dif
ferent. The aim of its founder, Svāmī Dayānanda Sarasvatl
(1824-83), was to restore Indian culture to its pristine dignity,
rejecting everything subsequent to the Vedas as superstition.
Dayānanda was bom into a Gujarati Brahman family in a
minor princely state in Kathiawar and had a wholly orthodox
upbringing without any contact with Western intellectual in
fluences, but developed a strong aversion to contemporary
practices. He tells in his autobiography the story of how one
Sivarātri (an all-night vigil in honour of Siva still celebrated in
January-February each year, when Śiva’s image or lihga is
garlanded with flowers) when he was fourteen, his father intro
duced him to the ritual; Dayānanda alone of those present
remained awake to see mice in search of food running about
over the image and woke his father to ask how the omnipotent
deity could allow mice to poHute his body without the slightest
protest, but his father’s reply failed to answer his problem of
reconciling the deity with the image.
Efforts by his family to get him married when he was in his
early twenties led to his leaving home to wander about India in
search of a guru. In 1860 he found a blind scholar of the Vedas,
Svāmī Virajānanda, who advised him to study and interpret the
Vedas, rejecting the falsehoods of Purānic Hinduism.
From the beginning of the 1870s he began to formulate his
beliefs systematically and started his career of religious and
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social reform. At first he dressed as a samnyasin and propaga
ted the Vedic faith, as he called it. by oral teaching in Sanskrit
but later, after contacts with the Brahmo Samāj, he dressed
more conventionally and used Hindi in preaching and debate,
as well as adopting the organisational approach to religious and
social reform which was an innovation derived from the West.
In 1875 he published the most important of his many works, the
Satyarth Prakāś (‘Light of Truth’) and, after meeting leaders of
the Prarthana Samāj in Bombay, founded the Ārva Samāj. In
1877, on the establishment of a Samāj at Lahore in the Panjab.
he revised the principles of the organisation and so gave it its
definitive form ; before long the movement began to spread
rapidly in the Panjab, which proved particularly receptive to it
and became its heartland.
Though borrowing from the Brāhmo Samāj organisation
ally, Dayānanda rejected its adherents as being ignorant of
their own culture and traditions. He claimed to go back to the
Vedas, meaning by this only the hymns, which he proceeded to
interpret in a ‘yogic’ manner, claiming that this alone was valid.
He denied that the Vedas were polytheistic and held that Agni,
Indra, Varuna and the others were merely names for the one
supreme deity; he rightly claimed that they had nothing to say
on image-worship, caste, polygamy, child marriage and the
seclusion of widows. On the other hand his acceptance of
karma and samsdra cannot be justified from them, any more
than his monotheistic position ( very clearly stated in the first
twooftheTen Principles of the ĀryaSamāj), and his allegiance
to the orthodox six systems is also anachronistic; however both
these and especially his belief in the Vedas made him respect
able to the orthodox, who were not too disturbed by his rather
cautious and ambivalent attitude to caste, denying that it was a
religious institution but accepting it as a purely social institu
tion. The system of the four classes ( varna), to which he
advocated a return, was after all an ancient institution.
Although the Ārya Samāj was hesitant in advocating reform
of the caste system, being anxious to remain within the main
stream of Hinduism, it was on this issue that its characteristic
development hinged. For another of Dayānanda’s prime con
cerns was to counter what he saw as a menacing stream of
conversions to Islam and Christianity, especially among lowcaste Hindus. The rite of purification (suddhi) for the readmis
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sion of such converts to Hinduism was a major weapon in this
field, an innovation but designed to placate orthodox opinion
(and not so different from the procedure envisaged in the
law-book of Manu). However, for many such converts from
low-caste or untouchable backgrounds, conversion had been a
way of escape from their social degradation, such as Buddhism
had once provided and was to do again in the 1950s as a result of
Dr B. R. Ambedkar’s lead. Thus out of the suddhi movement
there logically developed about the beginning of the twentieth
century a campaign to recruit low castes and untouchables,
with a ceremony evolved to invest the new recruits with the
sacred thread and to take water from wells reserved for high
castes, thus making them the equals of caste Hindus, but
significantly not abolishing their group identity (for there has
always been an element of social mobility for groups but not for
individuals, though never before on this scale).
Nevertheless, the success enjoyed by this new campaign
gradually involved the Arya Samāj more and more in commu
nal agitation and into alliance with the Hindu Mahāsabhā, an
ultra-orthodox political group, despite Arya Saināj claims that
it did not take part in politics. There were indeed internal
tensions over this and related matters which produced a split in
1893 between the more liberal or progressive element, who
argued for modern education, freedom of diet and the Samāj as
the nucleus of a world religion, while the conservative wing
favoured traditional Hindu modes of education, vegetarianism
and a place for the Samāj within Hinduism; each wing founded
its own educational institutions, which were a considerable
factor in the rapid growth of the movement. In general, how
ever, the progressives prevailed and as a result the Arya Samāj
tended to become an intolerant and aggressive body, which
encouraged a new self-respect that too often turned into mili
tancy.
The rise to prominence of Lala Lajpat Rai (1865-1928)
exemplifies this political trend, for he became a noted Congress
leader (breaking away, however, in 1925 to found his Nationa
list Party) as well as working as a lecturer in the Dayanand
Anglo-Vedic College, and his key ideas are essentially those of
the Arya Samāj. It is perhaps only historic justice that the Arya
Samāj, which had done so much to fan the flames of communal
suspicion in the Panjab. suffered severely in the partition of the
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sub-continent in 1947, with their headquarters at Lahore being
confiscated by Pakistan and many of their members killed in
the disturbances, in which another Panjab-based community,
the Sikhs, also played a significant role.
The Ramakrishna Mission was established somewhat later than
the other movements so far mentioned, after the death of the
figure from whom it takes its name, but in some respects is the
most traditional while in others the most modern and certainly
the most widely influential intellectually. The paradox is impli
cit in the contrast between the simple and traditional figure of
Ramakrishna (1834-86) and his greatest disciple and propa
gandist, Vivekānanda (1863-1902). Rāmakrishna was born in
a poor Brāhman family near Calcutta and began his career as a
temple priest at an early age. Then, when he was eighteen, he
and his elder brother became the officiants at a temple of Kālī at
Dakshineshwar built by a wealthy Bengali lady. From this
point Rāmakrishna began to experience a strong attachment to
the goddess and to have visions of her, which became steadily
more intense. He also began to have visions of Krsna and
others and the varieties of his mystical experience convinced
him that all religions must be true, leading him to worship each
manifestation in the fashion he conceived to be appropriate.
His contention therefore was that all religions are true and
there is no need for synthesis, but rather each individual should
follow his own chosen path.
Sometime during this period Rāmakrishna was instructed in
the Tantras by a female Bhairavi ascetic and then in Advaita
Vedanta by an Adv'aitin samnyasin, who initiated him into his
order under the name by which he is generally known. He was
always essentially a mystic and apparently never completely
reconciled his belief in Advaita and experience of unity in
meditative trance (samadhi) with the duality implicit in his
devotion to the goddess. He had married as a young man a girl
of six, but by the time she joined him he had become a samnyasin and so the marriage was never consummated; instead he saw
in her the representation of the goddess and called her the
‘Holy Mother’ (a different type of expression of the tantric
worship of the female principle). His appeal lay in his persona
lity and power of attracting others, for there was nothing
especially new in his teaching, which was however presented in
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a spontaneous and attractive manner and included a message of
service. His first influence was on Keshab Chandra Sen of the
Brāhmo Samāj, through whom his reputation as a mystic began
to spread. In many respects he appears a typical mediaeval
religious figure in the tradition of Caitanya.
However, he inspired Vivekānanda (one of a number of
young educated Bengalis who flocked round him at the end of
his life) to found the Rāmakrishna Mission, which has become
a major force for the propagation of Hinduism beyond India
and the promotion of its self-respect internally. Narendranath
Datta (1863-1902), who took the name Vivekananda after his
initiation by Ramakrishna, was a typical product of the West
ern-educated middle class and had for a time been attracted to
the Brāhmo Samaj but was captivated by Ramakrishna on
meeting him. After their second meeting Vivekananda devoted
himself to spreading Rāmakrishna’s ideas and became the
leader of the group round him. After Rāmakrishna’s death he
started a period of wandering around the whole of India ter
minating at Madras where he raised funds to attend the World
Parliament of Religions at Chicago in 1893, where he enjoyed a
considerable success and for the first time presented Hinduism
to the world at large as a major religion, emphasising its anti
quity. Indeed, here and later he developed the theme of Hindu
ism as the ‘mother of religions’.
A similar standpoint had already been taken by an organisa
tion which began outside India. The Theosophical Society,
founded in 1875 by Madame H. P. Blavatsky and Colonel
Olcott in New York, transferred itself before long to India,
where it became a fervent admirer of Hinduism as not only the
oldest religion but the source of all others. A subsequent
convert to Theosophy, Mrs Annie Besant, also became an
enthusiast for Hindu tradition and played a major part in
mitigating the feelings of inferiority suffered by many Hindus
with regard to their religion. While Mme Blavatsky had con
siderable influence on W. B. Yeats, the Vedānta Society, which
Vivekānanda established in 1894 in New York, attracted wri
ters like Aldous Huxley and Christopher Isherwood.
On his return to India Vivekānanda founded the Rama
krishna Mission in 1897 and later the Order, defining their
complementary religious and social objectives. His basic idea,
derived from Keshab Chandra Sen. was that India could learn
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materially from the West but that India had much to offer the
West spiritually. He emphasised Rāmakrishna’s view that all
religions were equally true but went beyond that to suggest that
Hinduism had more to offer than other religions. He thus
utilised its attitude of inclusiveness or tolerance to imply the
superiority of Hinduism: his position in this regard is basically
that of Advaita Vedānta that all religions are true on the
relative plane, but only Advaita can achieve the highest stages
of spiritual progress. This is really Hinduism's age-old syncretistic absorptiveness reasserting itself under the guise of tolerance.
At the same time Vivekananda stressed that spiritual renew
al should be allied with practical service to the poor and needy,
using the Western technology that made it practicable. He
preached energetically against some of the social abuses of his
time but defended the basic concepts of. for example, the caste
system and image worship as each appropriate in their place.
He condemned the more radical reformers for having fallen
entirely under the influence of the West and for breaking with
the past, never acknowledging how far his own and other
reformers’ concern with social evils was owed to the activities
of Christian missionaries. The accent in Vivekānanda’s call for
social service was indeed to a considerable extent chauvinistic,
leading to the type of mystical patriotism exemplified in Auro
bindo Ghose.
After a second extended visit to America in 1899-1900,
Vivekananda died at the age of 39, having made a remarkable
impact at home and abroad in less than a decade. In India itself
the Ramakrishna Mission concentrated on social service with
considerable effect, especially in Bengal. Abroad it concentra
ted on spreading Neo-Vedānta. developing an extensive pub
lishing operation and doing much to enhance the prestige of
Hinduism. However, it has never become a really mass move
ment, perhaps because of this distinctly intellectual approach
which inevitably has limited its appeal.
There is a dramatic contrast between the earlier and later life of
Aurobindo Ghose (1872-1950), a shift from politics to religion
which reverses the trend of the Arya Samāj. Leaving Calcutta
as a child, he was educated for fourteen years in England
gaining much success. On his return to India in 1893 he entered
the State Service of Baroda and began to broaden his education
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with more intensive study of Indian languages and culture and
to practise Y oga; he also became involved in the current politi
cal and social turmoil. The partition of his native Bengal in 1905
drew him into the nationalist movement to become the leader
of the so-called Bengal terrorists. Settling in Calcutta in 1906,
for four years he led his Nationalist party against the moderates
of the Indian Congress. He was much influenced by the ideas of
the religious nationalist novelist Bankim Chandra Chatterjee
(1838-94), whose major novel, Ananda Math, contains the
poem Bande Malaram, ‘I praise the Mother’, which in its
context is a hymn to Kali as Bengal personified but has since
been appropriated by India as a while for a national anthem.
Bankim’s novels imparted a distinct element of religious revival
to the nationalist movement in Bengal. The seeds of the abrupt
change in Aurobindo’s life were therefore already sown.
In 1908 Aurobindo was arrested on suspicion of involvement
in a bomb plot and jailed for sedition. While in Alipur jail he
underwent a religious experience which completely reshaped
his life, reaching a state of samadhi through Yoga. After his
release he abandoned politics and in 1910 travelled secretly to
Pondicherry, a French settlement south of Madras, where he
established an āśram, wrote many works and developed his
own philosophy, the Integral Yoga. Aurobindo was the focus
and spiritual head of this community, assisted by ‘the Mother',
a French lady whom he met in 1914 and who stayed permanent
ly at the āśram from 1920, continuing to run it after Auro
bindo’s death.
Aurobindo claims that his philosophy stems from the Rgveda, the Upanisads and the BhagavadgM and actually wrote
two substantial works of Vedic interpretation. He shares a
return to the Vedic hymns with Dayananda SarasvatT, whom he
admired for his attempt ‘to re-establish the Veda as a living
religious Scripture’, though rejecting the detail of Dayānanda’s
interpretation equally with the attempt by B.G.Tilak (18571920) to establish an impossibly ancient date for the Vedas.
Incidentally, Tilak is usually thought of primarily as a politician
and nationalist, but to promote Indians’ pride in themselves he
published works stressing the antiquity of Hinduism (another
version of Vivekānanda’s argument that older is better),
preached activism on the basis of the Bhagavadgltd, and in
augurated new Hindu festivals, such as that in honour of Śivājī.
12. Apsarases (celestial nymphs) from Khajurāho
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the charppion of Marāthā nationalism against the Mughals.
The connection between religion and nationalism was often
close.
In reality, however, Aurobindo’s thought was basically an
other Yoga system, though incorporating elements of termin
ology from other systems. Indeed, his major innovation is in
addressing an English-speaking readership directly; his major
works were conceived and written in English, the best known
being The Life Divine. However, his system does give a more
definite place to the world, which possesses real value, and
Aurobindo believed firmly in evolution, seeing its goal as the
divinisation of man, an extension or transference to the human
race as a whole of tantric ideas about perfecting the body.
Indeed he explains the title of Integral Yoga which he gave to
his system as expressing the blending of the different Yoga
systems each with its own approach through body, mind and so
on. As he puts it in one of his tracts for disciples, ‘Yoga means
union with the Divine - a union either transcendental (above
the universe) or cosmic (universal) or individual or, as in our
Yoga, all three together’. The tantric element in his views is
always strong, as in another definition from the same booklet:
‘The whole principle of this Yoga is to give oneself entirely to
the Divine alone . . . and to bring down into ourselves by union
with the Divine Mother all the transcendent light, power,
wideness, peace, purity, truth-consciousness and Ananda of
the Supramental Divine.’
Aurobindo’s whole scheme of concepts, as in traditional
Yoga, refers both to the evolution of the universe as macro
cosm and to the structure of the individual as microcosm. His
first three concepts. Pure Existence (also Ultimate Reality or
Absolute Spirit), Consciousness-Force (also Shakti) and Bliss
represent the Vedāntm sal. cit and dnanda and are grouped
together as ‘the supreme planes of Infinite Consciousness’.
They are related to the lower planes of ordinary existence.
Mind, Psyche or Soul. Life and Matter, by the Supermind or
Gnosis (=jñāna), a level of higher consciousness through
which his goal will be realised for ‘Now Supermind is to descend
so as to create a supramental race’. Since everything is inter
woven dynamically, Aurobindo tends to introduce other con
cepts aimed at clarifying its inner dynamics, such as the concept
of Overmind intervening between Supermind and ordinary
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Mind. This tendency towards excessive conceptualisation,
combined with its expression in English, makes his system
perhaps more involved than necessary but equally he seems to
have realised the need to amplify for the sake of his larger
non-Indian audience. However his appeal has been limited by
his remaining exclusively at Pondicherry, where certainly a
group of disciples has been built up, without any significant
impact on India at large.
It is one of the many paradoxes about Mahatma Gandhi that,
despite his undoubted mass appeal, the greater part of his
writings are also in English. But then this mild little man, who,
for all his reforming zeal, has become in many ways the symbol
of traditional Indian values, had more contact with European
culture and gained more through it than is commonly realised.
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869-1948) had a relatively
traditional upbringing - his father was prime minister of several
petty states in Kathiawar successively - and was married at the
age of thirteen. But when he was eighteen he left for London to
train as a barrister, being called to the Bar in 1891; during this
period he first became familiar with the BhagavadgM which,
with the Rāmcaritmānas of Tulsīdās, was to become his favour
ite religious reading, as well as with the Sermon on the Mount.
After a short period in India, in 1893 Gandhi went to South
Africa, where he was to stay for over twenty years; there he saw
the effects of incipient apartheid and organised Indian opposi
tion to certain measures. In the process he formulated his
policy of satydgraha, ‘adherence to truth’, on the basis of
non-violence, which owed much to the influence of Leo Tol
stoy, with whom he corresponded at this period, as well as to
the Jain concept of ahimsd so prominent in his native Gujarat.
In 1915 Gandhi returned to India, immediately starting an
āśram near Ahmedabad and soon becoming involved in the
activities of the Indian National Congress; his first major in
volvement was a successful campaign in 1917 on behalf of the
peasants of Champaran in Bihar against their employers, the
indigo planters. He joined in the general boycott of British
goods and institutions in 1919, coining for it the name ‘non
cooperation’, and soon began to advocate civil disobedience.
Soon after his release from prison early in 1924, after a sentence
for writing seditious articles in his newspaper Young India,
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Gandhi embarked on a three-week fast in the cause of com
munal harmony and in atonement for some recent riots. Efforts
to ease communal tension were to be a significant part of
Gandhi’s activities, culminating in his well-known exertions in
the wake of partition in 1947.
Also in the 1920s he developed his campaigns for the removal
of untouchability and the use of indigenous materials, especial
ly hand-woven cloth, in both cases making use of personal
example. Indeed his first efforts at integrating untouchables on
a personal basis go back to his South African days. While
defending the traditional theory of the classes ( varnas). Gandhi
spoke and acted resolutely against the evils of untouchability,
calling it quite unequivocally ‘a curse’ and appealing to the
social conscience of all Hindus to rid their religion of this blot.
His ideas were not of course entirely novel - many other
reformers had said the same over the last century - and indeed
may well have been able to evoke some sympathy precisely
because they were expressed in ways not so different from the
bhakti tradition ( Gandhi himself came from a Vaisnava family)
in the stress on religiouk and not just social principles, charac
terised in his renaming them Harijans, ‘the people of Visnu’.
His programmes for the uplift of the Harijans in fact had a
forerunner in the Depressed Classes Mission founded in 1906
as an offshoot of the Prarthana Samāj.
The campaign for indigenous products and institutions, sym
bolised by his adoption of the loin-cloth in 1921 and later by the
traditional spinning-wheel, had the definite purpose of empha
sising the dignity of labour and forcing the middle class elite,
among whom lay the greatest political awareness, to identify
with the poorer village people. Nevertheless it later drew from
his younger, secularist colleague in the national movement,
Jawaharlal Nehru, the comments that it was ‘a throw-back to
the preindustrial age’ and ‘As a solution of any vital presentday problem it cannot be taken seriously’. It is doubtful
whether Gandhi’s efforts on behalf of the untouchables have in
the long term been any more successful than those of earlier
reformers, but the success of his propaganda efforts have meant
that no-one can any longer be unaware of the problem.
His flair for presentation is seen particularly clearly in one of
his next causes, undertaken while political progress was stale
mated ; this was the campaign of civil disobedience against the
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salt laws and taxes which placed a severe financial burden on
the peasants. In 1930 he led a well publicised march from his
āśram 241 miles to the sea at Dandi, where he made salt from
sea water, symbolically infringing the government monopoly ;
his subsequent arrest was in a real sense a propaganda victory.
His release from prison was followed by talks and a pact with
the Viceroy, Lord Irwin, which among other things permitted
salt manufacture on the coast, a triumph for Gandhi’s methods.
Much of Gandhi’s life thereafter was taken up with politics,
where his influence was immense, but he never lost sight of his
religious principles and indeed was recurrently threatening to
withdraw from public life to concentrate on his āśram. Some of
his views there may have been idiosyncratic, such as his
methods of testing his own celibacy and his denial of the
pleasures of eating, but it is in this more traditional style of
religious life that he was really most at home and from which he
was able to make the impact that he did on national life.
Indeed, it is not unfair to say that Gandhi was primarily a
religious figure, who felt that nothing could really be achieved
while a foreign power ruled India and believed that the British
could be shamed into leaving India; to a surprising extent he
was proved right, but the most significant reason for that was
precisely Gandhi’s own moral stature.
Yet his championship of the untouchables and perhaps still
more his efforts at calming communal tensions made him an
object of suspicion to some orthodox Hindus. His message of
reconciliation, preached so tirelessly and fearlessly at the time
of partition incurred the anger of militant Hindus. A bomb
exploded at one of his prayer meetings and a few days later, on
30 January 1948, he was assassinated by a Brāhman member of
the Hindu Mahāsabhā, dying with an invocation to Rāma on
his lips. The fanatic need not have worried about Gandhi’s
ideals destroying Hinduism; they have been admired but not
put into practice. In so far as they survive - apart from emula
tion of them by many Western protest movements - their main
effect has indeed been to preserve orthodox Hinduism by
endowing it with a social conscience while retaining most of its
traditional values.
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Tradition Triumphant
Gandhi’s dying invocation of Rāma. whether meant as a gener
al or a specific designation of the deity, illustrates the enormous
hold of the Rāma story on Hindus, a hold all the stronger in
that it has never been wholly appropriated by sectarian in
terests. The way that the Hindi version of Tulsīdās has become
an integral part of the whole culture is echoed in other areas of
north India. In the south the Rāma story is just as popular; in
Tamilnad daily ritual reading from Vālmīki’s Ramayana in
temples is complemented by expository recitations from Kampan’s Tamil version and by more devotional narration accom
panied by songs in a style derived from Maharashtra. The
staging of the Rāmlīlā is still an annual feature of local life
across most of north India, the audience identifying with the
joyful citizens who welcome Rāma’s triumphant return ( popu
lar instinct with sound taste reverting to the original ending),
and many Rajputs claim descent from Rama.
Hinduism has always been broader than its sects, a fact
perhaps obscured by the concentration on sectarian develop
ments in recent chapters. The relationship between the ad
herents of a particular group or sect and the bulk of Hindus,
who may be called ‘traditional’ ( smārta, following the tradi
tional smrti literature), is not always easily definable. While
most Hindus above the very simplest levels are either Vaisnava
or Saiva, this does not necessarily imply allegiance to a particu
lar sect, with its more exclusive patterns of belief. In certain
respects the sects can be regarded as something added on to
ordinary Hindu practice, a particular set of doctrines and prac
tices which supplement the basic pattern of rituals and beliefs
(although in many cases specific beliefs replace and even
oppose the general pattern). The sects also regularly develop
their own definite hierarchy of authority as a mark of their
separation from the relatively unstructured mass of Hinduism,
where Brahmans as a class exercise a leadership by consent
rather than a dictatorial control. Thus, the group called the
Smārta Brahmans tend to advocate rituals directed to the group
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of five gods (Visnu, Siva, Devi, Sarya and Ganeśa) which has
in more recent times largely replaced the older trimūrti of
Brahma, Visnu and Siva as the vehicle for the orthodox synthe
sis; while worshipping these deities impartially, they also lay
claim to adherence to Sartkara’s Advaita, as a mark of intel
lectual orthodoxy. However, the Smarta Brahmans are for
example usually called on, in the absence of Srlvaisnava
priests, by members of that sect to perform the various rituals
of day-to-day life. They play a similar role in relation to other
sects and cults, thus mediating between the various separate
backgrounds and the broader current of Hindu tradition.
The earlier trimiirti concept first comes to the fore in the
Puranas, a class of text which itself is largely dedicated to this
task of synthesis (not only between differing religious trends
but also between religious and more secular aspects of tradi
tion) as well as of establishing a religion more accessible and
less hieratic than that which prevailed in the Vedic schools.
Composed and edited by Brahmans, the Puranas are never
theless very much a manifestation of popular religion; they
bear witness to the fact that the Brahmans have maintained
their position as guardians and transmitters of the religious
tradition only by being receptive, albeit often reluctantly, to
any innovations which achieve a real popular following. So
much is this the case, that the more popular form of Hinduism
from the Gupta period onwards has often been called Puranic
Hinduism, while equally they reflect the growing strength of
the sects, since most Puranas now have a definite Vaisnava or
Saiva orientation. Thus, though often relevant to sectarian
developments (and so frequently mentioned in previous
chapters), they constitute the first expression of the more
synthesising strand, concentrating on simple rituals rather than
exact doctrines, which is characteristic of mediaeval and
modern Hinduism.
Nonetheless, the origins of the Puranas are very early; the
term first appears in the Atharvaveda and thereafter is often
linked with the stories elaborated to form the epics as the
‘ancient’ material which, with the Vedas, constitutes the tradi
tional learning. The extant Puranas, compiled between the
fourth and twelfth centuries, are based on collations of much
older material, revealed most clearly in the king-lists which
form one of their topics. These fall essentially into two groups,
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of which the first series of genealogies runs from Manu, the
mythical ancestor of the human race, to the immediate descen
dants of the heroes of the Mahābhārata (named in the frame
story and to be assigned probably to early in the first millen
nium b .c .), while the second series, presented as prophecies
(which may reflect their addition to established texts) but
undoubtedly like all the best prophecies written ex post facto,
ends with the Guptas or another dynasty of that period (fourth
to sixth centuries a .d .).
Traditionally, each Purana covers five topics: the emanation
of the universe, its destruction and re-emanation, the reigns and
periods of the Manus, the genealogies of the gods and sages,
and the genealogy of the solar and lunar dynasties (to which all
dynasties of kings trace their ancestry). As part of their
popularisation other related topics were added, such as
instruction on the duties of class and stage of life (varnāśramadharma), sacred sites and pilgrimage, worship of images
and construction of temples; among their characteristic themes
are the greatness of the rewards which can be secured by little
effort and their accessibility to women and śūdras, an obvious
parallel to the emphases of the bhakti movement, in this more
activity-related type of religion.
There are theoretically eighteen major Puranas and the
same number of minor ones, but this is just a conventional
enumeration (the significance of the number eighteen being
apparent also in the eighteen books of the Mahdbhdrata and
the eighteen chapters of the Bhagavadgltd, Nārāyanīya and so
on). An attempt to link a third of the number with each deity
of the trimiirti is rather artificial, but a religious evolution is
visible similar to that seen in the epics, with which the Puranas
share a number of similarities of background, indicating for
them too perhaps a less strictly religious inspiration than their
present form suggests. After the eclipse of Brahma, Visnu as a
rule is pre-eminent in the earlier texts, whereas Siva comes to
the fore in their later stages.
The first three of the traditional topics for the Puranas ^
amount to a full presentation of the developed Hindu cosmo
logy, which probably reached its final form later than the
Buddhist and Jain cosmologies, although all three are inter
related. In their original relationship to the other two topics of
genealogies, these topics represent a transition from the uni
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versal to the more particular and a balance between them. But
the full elaboration of their cosmology, with its immense cycles
of time repeating themselves indefinitely, has inevitably re
duced for Hindus the significance of the particular event, often
castigated as lack of a historical sense (which it certainly was
not in origin and probably, except in a limited sense, never has
been). The world perpetually undergoes a cycle of emanation
from a state of non-differentiation through a series of ages to its
dissolution (pralaya) back into the unevolved state, from
which the whole cycle starts again. The time-scales and other
details vary but in each case work down from an astronomical
figure.
Most commonly, the major unit is the aeon equal to a day of
Brahmā ( who has a life of 100 years made up of 360 such days
and nights of equal length, before he is replaced by another
creator deity), which is equal to 1000 years of the gods, each
day of which constitutes a human year. In each day of Brahmā
the universe is created and in each night it is reabsorbed; within
each day are fourteen subsidiary periods of the Manus, in
which also the world is emanated and reabsorbed according to
older traditions (younger texts minimise these transitions). So
far as these major divisions are concerned, the world is now in
the period of the seventh Manu in a day of a Brahmā in his 51st
year, poised therefore in the middle of time. In similar fashion
the world is set well away from the edges of the Egg of Brahmā
within which the universe is contained. This egg is held to
contain 21 regions, of which the earth is the seventh from the
top, being surmounted by six heavens, while below are seven
levels of the underworld (the abode of Nāgas and other semi
divine beings) and below that again seven levels of hell.
However, each period of Manu is divided into the great ages,
each of which is divided in turn into four periods of decreasing
duration, marked by progressive moral and physical deteriora
tion ; within this system the world is now in the middle of the
last and worst of these ages, the Kaliyuga, popularly held to
have begun with the Mahābhārata war, just as Visnu’s tenth
avatara, Kalki, will according to some Purānas bring it to an
end by overthrowing the foreign, heretic and śūdra rulers of the
time and inaugurating a new great age. beginning with its first,
golden age.
This idea that the current age is one of degeneracy seems to
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have evolved concurrently with the whole cyclical theory of
time-reckoning. There is a progressive decay of all that gives
value to life and a continuing decline in moral standards, given
expression in the theory of actions to be avoided in this present
Kaliyuga. built on certain older texts, especially one from the
first chapter of the Manusmrti, where the theory of the four
ages is expounded. This theory has been used by later legal
theorists, particularly since the twelfth century, to justify the
abolition of certain customs which had become repugnant. The
rules of conduct laid down in the Dharmaśāstras remain valid
but- are no longer good to follow, because of man’s growing
weakness and the decline in his moral sense; laid down for the
golden age, they are no longer all effective for man in the
Kaliyuga. Thus the theory of the four ages offered the legal
theorists a more orthodox means to bring the rules of the
Dharmaśāstras up to date, by suggesting that the prohibition of
certain practices was due not to popular aversion to them but to
the degeneracy of the age. Yet again theory was brought into
line with practice, while the impression given is of the opposite
taking place.
The Puranas are even better known as the great storehouses
of Hindu mythology, from which are derived other narrations
of the luxuriant myths that form so large a part of traditional
Hinduism. In this too they have played a synthesising role,
bringing into relationship with the two major deities, Visnu and
Siva, many local deities and cults by means of a particular
myth. One major element of this which has not so far been
mentioned is the provision of the deities with their individual
mounts (vahanas), thus bringing into relationship with each
deity an appropriate animal symbol of his particular nature or
activity. Thus Brahmā is provided with a goose (because of its
lofty migration to remote distances, a symbol to Hindus of the
soul’s quest for release), Visnu rides on Garuda (the mythical
bird who in Vedic literature is entirely independent of Visnu)
and during the dissolution of the universe reclines on the
cosmic serpent Śesa or Ananta (‘remainder’ and ‘infinite’), and
Siva has his bull. Nandin. Of course, deities in animal form
have been taken directly into the developed pantheon, in par
ticular the monkey Hanumān (who has a wider significance
than just his aid to Rāma) and Śiva’s elephant-headed son,
Ganesa. Interestingly. Ganesa himself is furnished with a
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mount, the apparently incongruous rat which in reality symbo
lises another aspect of Ganesa’s ability to overcome obstacles.
This system of the deities’ mounts represents, therefore,
another mechanism, alongside the proliferation of Visnu’s
avatdras and Siva’s ever enlarging family circle, by which the
Purānas and the traditional Hinduism derived from them have
contrived to assimilate the multiplicity of local cults, which
have always been a feature of Indian religion, into the frame
work of a developed religion. Undoubtedly in this there has
been an element of deliberate manipulation of the material to
achieve the desired end. But another significant feature of the
use of myth is its employment as a kind of meta-language, a
method of presenting religious concepts in a symbolic form
which is open-ended. A myth can be endlessly reinterpreted to
suit the needs of the individual or the period in a way that is
impossible to achieve with doctrinal formulations. The Purānas
themselves provide countless examples of the narration of
essentially the same myth from a Vaisnava or a Saiva angle and,
in the case of Śaiva mythology, with unlimited scope for ex
ploiting the ambivalence inherent in the nature of a deity who
represents in so striking a fashion the totality of the universe.
Pilgrimage is one of the topics included by the Puranas from a
popular background ; such a cult of localities is at variance with
the mobile character of Vedic ritual. Early attested in Buddh
ism, it is also attested within Hinduism in a passage inserted
into the Mahabharata on the tour of the sacred sites (Mbh.3.
8 0 -8 ); this interestingly starts with the one still extant cult spot
of Brahmā, a sign of its relatively early date. The cult of
pilgrimage to sacred places, tlrthas (literally ‘fords’), became
fairly widespread by the mediaeval period and was a popular
way to remove sins and accumulate m erit; the merit acquired in
visiting them was commonly reckoned in terms of the perform
ance of so many Vedic rituals, but, unlike the sacrifices that
they thereby replace, the sacred sites were open to all. Some
times pilgrimages were undertaken for the performance of a
memorial ritual in honour of deceased relatives (especially to
Gaya), for the recovery of a sick person, or to consign the ashes
of a dead relative to a river, especially the Garigā (Ganges).
As their name rirtha suggests, such pilgrimage centres are
usually (though not invariably) associated with rivers, which in
Hindu thought are all invested with a measure of sanctity,
14. Nandin (Siva’s mount), a nāga, Krsna as a playful child
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although much the most sacred river is the Gañgā, especially at
its confluence with the Yamunā (Jumna) and by legend the
Sarasvatf at Prayāga (modern Allahabad). However, the city
of Varanasi on its banks is a particularly sacred city, while its
source at Gangotri and certain other places in its upper reaches
are also esteemed places of pilgrimage. The Purānas elaborate
the myth of the heavenly Garigā who, as the result of lengthy
austerities by the sage Bhaglratha, descends to earth, her fall
being broken in Śiva’s matted hair to prevent her waters flood
ing the earth. Everywhere along her banks is to some degree
sacred and according to popular belief those who bathe in the
Garigā and more particularly those who die in Varanasi gain
heaven ( a view denounced by Kablr but just as strong as ever).
Gradually other rivers and other sites came to be centres of
pilgrimage, or in several cases no doubt older traditions of
pilgrimage associated with local, tribal cults were granted
orthodox recognition. To mark this, passages eulogising these
tirthas were inserted in one or another of the Puranas. Such
pilgrimages are not in general the group affairs that the Vārkarī
Panth undertakes in its pilgrimages to Pandharpur. In most
cases the pilgrimage is an individual affair, with the pilgrim
sometimes undertaking all kinds of austerities in his solitary
travel. But at some places particular occasions are especially
favoured and, for instance, at Hardwar and Prayāga, where the
most favoured occasion comes round once in twelve vears,
there are massive gatherings of pilgrims, among whom wander
ing samnydsins are particularly prominent. Some tirthas are
especially revered by worshippers of one deity but the more
major ones are respected by all Hindus.
The importance of rivers and of bathing in them is just one
manifestation of the universal Hindu concern with purity and
the avoidance of pollution. Much of traditional Hinduism is
intimately bound up with the observance of the rules of purity
or, which usually amounts to the same thing, to preservation of
caste status. Bathing in the Garigā washes away sins, basically
conceived of as bodily impurities. Many causes of ritual im
purity are identical to the taboos of primitive societies, men
struating women, blood in general, excreta and more generally
anything removed from the body, and dead bodies; the barber
is therefore, for example, a person in an ambiguous and even
dangerous position. The uncleanness resulting from contact
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with these may be removed by various penances, but invariably
bathing is included in the ritual. As part of the general abhor
rence for anything that has been removed from the body, the
left-overs from anyone’s meal are regarded as strictly forbidden
in normal circumstances. Yet paradoxically in another sense
such remnants are the only proper food according to the
Dharmaśāstras which declare that the only legitimate food
consists of what is left over from the sacrifice; in practice what
this means is that a token portion of each meal should be
offered to the gods. However it serves to underline the point
that what is always in question is the relative status of those
involved. If one party is of sufficiently high status, then any
thing connected with him will be sanctifying, even if normally
regarded as polluting. Thus, still more literally, in some sects
the food offerings made to the deity are later distributed among
his worshippers as a mark of his grace (prasdda, the term
therefore also denoting these distributed left-overs). So too the
feet are impure and the head pure, which makes it a mark of
particular respect for a pupil to place his guru's feet on his own
head.
The question of purity and pollution is intimately bound up
with the caste system. While the origin of castes (jāti) is com
plex, involving the development of guilds or occupational
groups into closed communities and the assimilation of tribal
groups as separate units into traditional society, the basic fac
tors which affect their ranking are almost entirely connected
with their orthodoxy or otherwise in matters of ritual purity.
Indeed, castes as a whole can over a period of time alter their
ranking by closer approximation to the customs of the Brah
mans. Brahmans, as the group from which alone priests and
ritual specialists can be drawn, have to guard themselves most
rigidly against pollution and observe caste restrictions as a
m atter of religious and moral duty, marrying only within the
caste and eating only with caste equals. Such rules have become
increasingly strict over the centuries - it is clear for instance
that the Manusmrti, though providing the framework to inte
grate jāti with the older varna system of classes, did permit a
degree of intermarriage and was far less restrictive in matters of
diet than more recent custom. There are nowadays many de
tailed restrictions about the types of food that may be accepted
from others, but in general the rule is that one may accept
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cooked food only from someone of equal or higher status. The
result has been that some Brahmans have become cooks, since
anyone can receive food from them ; such deviation from their
proper duties would be justified by appeal to the provisions in
the Dharmaśāstras about permissible occupations in time of
distress, which in practice is any time in this degenerate Kaliyuga. Thus, especially in south India, one might see a tea-stall
or station buffet manned by Brahmans, stripped to the waist to
display their sacred threads almost as a guarantee of the purity
of their wares.
The ceremony of investiture with the sacred thread was
originally open to all males of the three upper classes (Brāhman, ksatriya and vaiśya) and marked their admission into
adult society. The boy became the pupil of a teacher who, in a
ceremony which included also the imparting of the Gāvatrī,
placed the sacred thread ( a cord of three threads, each of nine
strands twisted together) over his left shoulder to hang under
his right arm ; there then traditionally followed the period of
studentship and celibacy, during which the initiate learnt the
Vedas and related material, but more usually now this is re
duced to a token. Nevertheless, the significance of the cere
mony as marking the continuity of the religious tradition is still
apparent. Probably from quite early times the custom fell into
desuetude for most ksatriyas and vaisyas with the result that the
term ‘twice-born’, denoting those who had undergone the cere
mony (marking a second birth into the life of the full commu
nity), came to be applied almost exclusively to Brāhmans.
However, a few non-Brāhman castes still perform the cere
mony to the present day and it is still general among more
orthodox Brahmans.
In order to preserve their ritual purity, Brahmans had to
avoid contact with pollution and with those themselves in
contact with it. Thus, groups who handled particularly defiling
material were untouchable, or more exactly unapproachable;
such groups included those who handled soiled clothes,
washermen, or the bodies of dead cattle, scavengers and
leatherworkers, or who cleaned latrines, sweepers. And groups
whose customs are too aberrant are similarly defiling, if for
instance they eat beef or practise marriage customs that offend
the norm. Despite the efforts of Gandhi and so many reformers
before him, and despite the efforts by the Government of India
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to reserve educational opportunities and administrative posts
for them, untouchability is still very much a fact of Indian life.
The worst abuses probably have gone, at least in the towns,
although the mass conversions to Buddhism under the leader
ship of Dr Ambedkar serve to underline the point that the
abolition of untouchability by the government immediately
after independence eliminated the more obvious external fea
tures but did not change people’s basic attitudes. In the villages,
where after all the vast majority of India’s population still live,
things change much more slowly.
No doubt in time the abuses connected with untouchability
will be moderated, but the caste system will survive. One of its
most basic features, that of endogamy, has been virtually un
affected by the attempts of a few reformers to encourage inter
caste marriages and of a few Westernised Indians to show their
emancipation in this way. The reaction is still as shocked as
when Basava attempted it in the twelfth century, while the fate
of the Lingayats itself illustrates the strength of the caste sys
tem. since they have in effect been turned into a caste by
external pressures, though themselves rejecting caste. Other
reformist sects have in the same way been turned into quasi
castes and the same process has affected in some degree other
religions present in India, which have sometimes evolved in
ternal divisions analogous to castes, and function in regard to
the surrounding community like a caste grouping.
While the Purānas added instruction on the duties of class
and stage of life to their original five topics, their major inno
vation, alongside the development of pilgrimage to sacred
sites, was the inclusion of material on the worship of images
and construction of temples. Here again they provide evidence
of a trend which has become characteristic of Hinduism in more
modern times. In fact, the first extant examples of Hindu
temple architecture come from the Gupta period and thus are
more or less contemporary with the compilation of the earlier
Purānas, except for a very few shrines connected perhaps signi
ficantly with popular cults such as that of the Nāgas. The
earliest shrines consisted just of a foursquare cell but very soon
this was regularly raised on a plinth and surmounted by a spire
( sikhara), whose name identifies it with the sacrificial flame
and the mountain peak. For, although temples and image
worship were to displace the Vedic ritual, their earliest sym201
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holism was derived from that. The cell set on its plinth was
equivalent to the Vedic altar and its pile of firewood from
which the flames leapt up or was identified with Mt M eru, the
axis mundi, while the carefully delimited area of the sacrifice
persists in the succeessive courtyards characteristic of south
Indian temples. Gradually various elements were added to the
basic ones ( and regional styles of architecture emerged) as the
ritual developed, hut the symbolic continuity is maintained and
still the temple is the channel of the deity’s descent to earth.
The Purānas give the first clear prescription of the cult of
images, beginning with methods of manufacture, then their
installation in the temple, followed by the bathing, perfuming,
adorning and consecrating of the statue. Although canons of
proportions are given, the concern is not artistic but purely
iconographic: the correct representation of Visrui, Siva or
whatever deity it is, including the appropriate attributes, motifs
and attendant deities. The opening of the eyes, which as it were
animates the figure, is performed in a special ceremony when
the image is consecrated in the interior of the sanctuary where
it is to be installed.
The liturgy performed in the majority of temples essentially
conceives of the deity as a great potentate holding court. Thus
the daily routine commences with the god in the form of his
image being awakened with music, bathed and dressed; then
come meals, audiences and periods of entertainment in royal
fashion. The deity is honoured with flowers and garlands and
surrounded by incense and lamps, while his worshippers come
to do him homage. Worship in the major temples is not nor
mally the aesthetic experience made of it by the Vallabha
movement in its private shrines, but the general approach is
identical in its view of the deity as a ruler to be ministered to. A
difference is that there is no element of congregational wor
ship. A worshipper would go to the temple alone or with his
family to make his own particular act of homage, just as pil
grimage is essentially an individual activity, even if at times
large numbers congregate. The regular acts of worship carried
out by the officiants might well be observed by many in the
larger temples but as an audience rather than as direct partici
pants.
However, the service of the deity in this fashion has en
couraged the development of temples, especially in south
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India, into centres of cultural activity. From the tenth century
rulers in Tamilnad were providing endowments for recitations
and devotional singing at temples, which both encouraged the
singing of the hymns of the hhakti poets and provided employ
ment for professional performers. In effect major temples came
to include halls for concerts and lectures, which had as much of
a cultural as a religious value, and were also an art gallery in the
form of the images and religious paintings they contained; even
now, annually during its particular festival, the walls of many
south Indian temples are painted with religious scenes. On such
festive occasions, the deity may go out for an excursion or on a
visit, touring the city in a huge, wooden car drawn by his
devotees and followed by a procession, which includes lesser
deities in their cars, musicians, dancers and attendants; per
haps the best known of these car festivals is that at Puri for
Jagannath (from which has come the term juggernaut). The
layout of temples is regularly completed either by steps down to
a river or a large tank (artificial pool), to cater for the ritual
ablution which is so central to all Hindu religious observance.
Worship (pūjā) is not always on such a grand scale, however,
and indeed temple worship is still to a large extent optional,
though relatively popular. The ceremonies which take place
within the home, with or without the aid of a Brahman officiant,
are still the essential ones; these range from the daily ritual to
be performed on waking to the ceremonies connected with
birth, marriage and death. Worship at shrines also ranges from
the elaborate temple worship just described to very simple
offerings made at a wayside shrine consisting of a crude image
protected by a tiny cell or just a shapeless lump of rock daubed
with vermilion. The offerings made at such simpler local shrines
will be a ball of rice, or a few flowers or even a handful of
leaves.
As this suggests, the form by which a deity is represented is
also variable. Normally in temples Visnu or his avataras ( most
ly Krsna) are represented anthropomorphically, although for
instance at the famous J,agannāth temple at Puri Krsna and his
brother and sister are represented by roughly carved wooden
statues lacking limbs. The most frequent representation of
Siva, however, is in the form of a lingo (literally ‘mark’ or
‘symbol’, as indeed the lingo worn by Fingāyats is), a phallic
symbol in the form usually of a short cylindrical pillar with a
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rounded top set in a ring stone (yoni) representing the female
genitalia. While the linga may incorporate aspects of ancient
cults of the pillar or the sacred tree (stylised to a simple pole),
there is no doubt that many are realistic representations of the
penis and directly reflect the sexuality which is such a strong
current in Śaiva mythology. In some the linga itself is combined
with a sculptural representation of Siva, and among south
Indian bronzes produced as portable images from about the
twelfth century there are many elaborate and often beautiful
depictions of Siva in his various forms, especially as Natarija
‘Lord of the Dance’. Even so, the most frequent image in
temples is the linga in the yoni, symbolising the union of Siva
with his sakti as the supreme expression of creative power. As
the whole mythology of Siva makes clear, the world is in a
continuous process of production and destruction and it is this
that is expressed also in the linga.
Some of the most prized lingas are in fact natural, appro
priately shaped pebbles occurring in a suitable sacred location.
Similarly for Vaisnavas their deity is represented in mineral
form by the śālagrāma, a specimen of which is kept in almost
every Vaisnava household: these are in fact fossil ammonites
found especially in the Gandak river and held to be pervaded
by Visnu’s presence. But Hinduism is ready to see the divine
very widely. The vdhanas as animal expressions of the deities'
nature have already been mentioned. Various plants are also
regarded as sacred. The piped tree ( Ficus religiosa L.) is revered
in Buddhism as the Bodhi Tree but it is also sacred to Hindus as
the tree of life rooted in heaven in the ancient texts and so later
regarded as occupied by Brahmā; occasionally it is even there
fore invested with the sacred thread. Another fig, the banyan
( Ficus bengalensis L.) with its aerial roots which extend its
stranglehold all around, has a particular cult at Prayāga ( Allah
abad) and more generally is regarded as sacred to Time. The
most widely revered is the tulsi plant ( Ocitnum sanctum L.),
sacred to Visnu and sometimes identified with LaksmT. The list
is seemingly endless.
Another continuing aspect of Hindu religious life has been
the seasonal festivals. A particularly well-known ancient festi
val, known at least since the time of the GrhyasOtras, has
persisted in some places up to the present day; this is the
festival of Indra’s banner, celebrated at the end of the monsoon
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whe n a tree trun k (or a bamboo) is brought from the forest, set
up in the town and decorated with garlands, bells and other
ornaments, after which dances and games are performed in its —
or Indra’s - presence, until on the final day it is lowered and
thrown into the river. Yet elements of many other festivals may
well be just as ancient. The spring festival of Holī is also
attested in literature from quite an early date and is one of the
most widespread of north Indian festivals, extending also into
the south. Its most distinctive feature is the squirting or throw
ing of coloured water or powder over passers-by in a kind of
Saturnalia, which also includes abuse and suggestive songs in
what is basically a fertility ritual; other important elements are
the bonfire lit and danced around and the collection of its
ashes.
In the south, in the festival of Pongal (in January; its nor
thern equivalent is Makarasamkrānti) cattle are decorated with
garlands and led about in procession but exempted from work.
This veneration of cattle is also an element in several other
festivals and pays tribute to their great importance in the
average Indian’s life, for cattle are directly employed in agricul
tural production as draught animals, as well as providing im
portant products. Although India has a high density of cattle,
its population is also high and in fact it has a lower ratio of cattle
to people than for example the United States. But the value of
the cow in providing protein through its milk is greater than as a
producer of meat, especially when a substantial part of the
population is vegetarian in diet; nor is the beef of dead cattle
left to rot. for many untouchables eat it. Again the importance
of cow-dung as fuel should not be underestimated, even if a
higher proportion than at present would be better used as
fertiliser. The cow is venerated as the great provider and is
naturally therefore identified with the earth and regarded as
too sacred to be killed.
Dīvālī. ‘the festival of lamps’, in October or November, is
associated especially with Laksrm, the goddess of wealth and
prosperity, although Krsna is honoured on two days of the
five-day festival, during which innumerable lamps (and in
modern times also electric lights) are lighted both in homes and
in public places. The fourth day is traditionally one of dicing
and gambling and also includes worship and decoration of
cattle, associated with Krsna Gopāla’s lifting of Mt Govar205
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dhana. Slightly earlier in the year, the festival of Daśahrā, ‘ten
days’, is celebrated in most of north India by the performance
of the Rāmlīlā. already noted, but in Bengal is celebrated as the
Durgāpūjā, during which a special image of the goddess is
worshipped for nine days and immersed in a river or the sea at
its conclusion. During the DurgāpQjā. large numbers of goats
are slaughtered in the temple at Kālīghāt (Calcutta) and their
heads piled before the image of the goddess. This type of
sacrifice, quite different from the Vedic sacrifice, is undoubted
ly taken over from tribal worship; in it the victim is decapitated
in such a way that the blood sprinkles the image of Durgā or
Kālī.
The religious life of the ordinary Hindu is expressed through
participation in such worship and festivals, without great re
gard for the elaborate doctrinal structures and systems of
thought typical of more intellectual Hinduism. Some aspects of
his faith as expressed in such action actually run counter to
orthodox thought, representing in some cases extremely ar
chaic as well as popular attitudes. Among the most important
rituals are the funeral rites and the memorial ceremonies which
follow at periodic intervals; some of these are directed to the
ancestors in general, conceived as a group who could be bene
fited by the offerings made. Since parts of the funeral ritual are
drawn from the Rgveda it is not so surprising that the Vedic
view of an after-life is that which is here implicit, as well as in
popular beliefs about ghosts (preta, hhuta) and the like, despite
attempts to bring these views into line with the concept of
samsara, the perpetual cycle of rebirth. It is incidentally the
need to have a son to perform the funeral and memorial rituals
which has been one of the strongest incentives leading Hindus
to desire so passionately the birth of sons; so important is this
ceremony that the offering of the ball of rice, which is the
principal feature, gives its name to the rules of inheritance
based on family relationship. The emphasis on periodic rituals,
annually and on family occasions like weddings, points to the
continued existence of the ancestors in their own separate
world. The implication clearly is that the dead person is in some
after state where these offerings can influence his well-being,
which is in itself at variance with the doctrine of karma.
A factor which may have influenced this, but certainly cannot
be the whole explanation, is that the bhakti movement has
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encouraged the idea that through devotion to the deity one can
pass into moksa at the end of this life or, as they more frequent
ly put it, achieve union of some kind with the deity in his
heaven. Indeed, some hhakti poets go so far as to suggest that
the experience of the deity’s presence here and now is to be
preferred to liberation. To the extent that doctrines of karma
and samsdra are related to the position of the Brahman in
society, there may even be an element of mute protest at his
pretensions.
More fundamental are some of the continuing tensions or
polarities within Hindu thought. One which has been recog
nised since the appearance of the concept of moksa is the
opposition between it and the other three ends of man or
purposes of life, dharma, material well-being and satisfaction
of desires. The earlier three are intended to sum up human
activity in a scale of ascending value, where each represents a
legitimate point of view towards life, and indeed are all to be
considered at different times if not necessarily concurrently ; to
some extent it is the duty of the householder to cultivate
prosperity and to raise a family in order to ensure the practice
of dharma, the aspect of religious merit, including also one’s
duty. But the fourth aim of liberation is added to the three as
one which transcends and in a way is opposed to them. Within
this context indeed one might almost say that dharma, so often
translated religion, is in opposition to the ultimate spiritual
value of liberation. A more basic point is that moksa does
replace morality, which is perhaps the best translation of
dharma in this context; in other words morality has only a
limited value in reaching the ultimate goal. This is the ultimate
reason for the Vedānta emphasis (based on the Upanisads) on
knowledge as the most important, indeed sole, factor and for
the tantric emphasis on concepts of power.
However, the opposition is not just an irreconcilable contra
diction ; as with the four stages of life, where the first three are a
necessary preparation for the fourth, so in the scheme of the
four ends the first three are a precondition to the fourth, which
is not opposed to morality but beyond it. as it is beyond all
worldly polarities. Whereas the principle of analogy operates
within the universe and each individual is himself a miniature
replica of the universe, there is a radical dichotomy between
the universe and liberation. The principle of organisation ex
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pressed in dharma at both the cosmic and the human levels is
no longer relevant. Even within dharma, however, there is a
tension between two different levels of dharma - the relative
morality of one’s own particular caste duties and t+ie absolute
morality which is valid in any situation.
Hinduism can indeed be seen as a system of such balanced
oppositions throughout its history. In the Vedic period the
opposition between the Devas and the Asuras is a structural
one, based on their conflict for control of the universe, for
power. Subsequently, with the elaboration of Sāmkhva and
Yoga concepts, there is the contrast between the proliferation
and absorption of the universe. Broadly, in the Sāmkhya sys
tem and in the mythology there is apparent the multiplication
of forms leading to an emphasis on the manifold reality of the
world in all its external variety; in the Yoga system and con
templative mysticism there is the pursuit of interiorisation and
the reduction of the apparent multiplicity back to an original
unity. The contrast between the schools and texts which pro
claim that unity alone is real and those which seek to discover
principles of classification and hierarchy everywhere is one
which persists throughout Hindu thought. Nevertheless, the
trend towards classification renders possible the emphasis on
ultimate correspondences in the other.
Such tendencies begin as early as the divergence between the
more impersonal trends found in some late Vedic hymns and
early Upanisads and the more personal, theistic trend which
supersedes the Vedic polytheism in some Upanisads and in the
epics. The quest for Brahman as first principle by which all
phenomena are explained is a continuing influence on Hindu
thought and reaches its most abstract development, the most
unqualified assertion of unity over against multiplicity, in the
Advaita Vedānta of Sankara. Yet Rāmānuja’s theology, based
on an experience of a personal deity entering into a real rela
tionship with multiple souls, is also justified from the Upanisads
and presented in philosophical form as the Viśistādvaita
Vedānta. These can be seen as separate developments, simply
opposed to one another. But that is not the Hindu view, which
prefers to bring them into relationship, not rejecting anything
but trying to find a synthesis. Time and again, the bhakti
movement comes back to the Vedānta, and even its Advaita
form, for the explanation of its own experiences. Unity and
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diversity are for the Hindu not contradictory notions but two
ends of a spectrum.
Mythologically, this is perhaps most fully expressed in the
contrast between Siva the yogin and Siva embracing his sakti,
the one the symbol of the withdrawal from the world and of its
reabsorption, the other the symbol of creation in all its diver
sity. On the human plane it is the tension between fulfilling
one’s duties to society, including the need to produce sons, and
becoming a samnyasin, giving up all sensual pleasures; it is the
choice between dharma and moksa. At this level, the resolu
tion of the tension is chronological: first the householder and
then the ascetic. However, neither in fact exists in isolation and
at the cosmic level these tensions or polarities remain.
Throughout the history of Hinduism, this complex interplay
of contrasting elements in the specific situations involved is
what has given the religion its unique character. Hinduism is
not just one particular approach to life. It is not even for many
of its adherents so much a theory as a practice; for many at the
lower levels it is a matter of performing certain traditional
rituals. But here, as elsewhere, the balance is constantly shift
ing. Tradition is not always just what it seems, but has constant
ly been undergoing reinterpretation to accommodate new
understandings and changed circumstances. Innovation is not
the enemy of tradition but that by which it maintains its rele
vance. Hinduism does not reject the old in favour of the new
but blends the two, expressing new dilemmas in traditional
language and accommodating fresh insights to established
viewpoints. The ability to adapt itself to changing circum
stances has been a mark of Hinduism throughout its history,
and the unifying factor bringing together its many diverse
threads lies in their common history within this unique weaving
together of tradition and innovation. Hinduism is ever the
same, yet different.
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Murukao (Murugan), 130
M U rk a n d e v a P a ra n a .
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Naciketas. 51
Nāga cult, Nagas, 27-8, 61,68, 74, 80,
194, 197. 201
Nakkirar. 130
Nāmdev. 152, 157
Nammalvar, 132
Namuci, 54, 63, 66
Nanak. 158-61,169
Nandin. 195. /97
Nārada, 47.60,93
Narasiijiha. 66-7
Nārāyaria, 53-4,56,60,64, 117.135-7
N a ra y a n iv a . 60, 113, 193
Nātamuni. 134
Nāth cult, 129, 152, 154-7. 169
Nāyanmārs. 130,140,144-5
Nehru, Jawaharlal, 188
Neo-Vedānta, 183
Nimbarka, 151
Nirvapa, 78
non-Aryan elements, 21,27-8.42-3,61,
66,73.88, 126
Nyāya, 94-6,99, 106, 119,134
Olcott, Colonel. 182
o m , 22,50,58, 102, 107
of
Praśastapāda, 98,119
Pakudha Kaccāyana, 86
Pāñcarātrasect,60,69,79,113-17.123,
136,138-40
P aricavim sa B ra h m a n u . 33
Pandavas, 55. 59
Pandharpur, 151, 154, 165
Paraśurāma, 66-8
Parvati. 62. 72, 124-6,169
Pārśva, 28,80
p a śu . 119-20, 141
Pasupatas. 69.113,118-22
P ēy ,132
pilgrimage, 80,154,158.172,193,
196-8
Poykai, 132
Prabhakara. 105
Pradyumna, 62. 114
Prajapati, 30-1,34. 37.44. 47.52-5,
64-6.70.99
p ra k rii. 52. 83. 99-101.114, 117-18.
135. 137. 165
p r a n a . 31.40-1.43.48.53, 102
P a d a r tk a d h a r m a sa m g r a h a

136-7, 139. 151
Prarthana Samāj. 177-8
p ra s a d a . 53, 123.136.150.199
P ra sn a U p a n iy a d . 42, 49
Prayāga, 198,204
p r e m a n , 168
Puntjalika, 151
Purana Kassapa, 86
Puranas, 62,66-73,90, 93,118.120-1.
165.192-8.201-2
Puri, 62,164, 171,203
p u r u s a , 24,29-30,35,37,40. 51-4, 58.
60.64,83-4,99-101,103
Pustimarga, 166-7
Piitam. 132
p ra p a tli.

Rādhā, 151, 153, 162-3, 165,168
Rai, Lala Lajpat, 180
R ā ja m ā r ta n d a of Bhoja, 103
Rāma. 55,62-8, 154-5.157. 160,
168-72, 189-90
Rāmakrishna, 175. 177. 181-3
Ramakrishna Mission, 181-2
Rāmānanda. Rāmānandins. 154-5.
157,169
Rāmānuja, 3, 112, 121-2. 134-40. 148,
151.208
R a m a y a n a of Vāimīki, 54. 62-4,67-8.
87,133,152, 168-9. 190
R a m c a r itm d n a s s e e Tulsidas
Rāmdās, 152
Rāmlīlā. 171-2.190.206
Ranade, M. G ., 178
Ranganātha, 138
Ravana, 55,62-4.170
R g v e d a , 6-16, 19-23. 27-33. 35, 38. 401,46-8,51-3,58,67,70.75,79.84,88,
117,127,148,184,206
ritual: Vedic. 7-24,31-41,116.201-2;
domestic, 39,203: p ū jā , 116.127.
203; funeral. 206
ritual purification, 25,74-5,179-80.
198-9
Roy. Ram Mohan. 173-6, 175
rta. 12-14, 34
Rudra, 10,20-3,37. 52-3, 55. 69-73,
75
Śabara. 104-6
sacred thread, 39.90.145.158. 176-7.
180,200.204
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sacrifice: Soma. 8. 16-17.21, 33-4.40;
animal. 8. 34-5. 124. 206; horse. 8,
35-6, 40. 44. 75; human, 26, .33-5.40,
121: vegetable, 34-5; inner. 41
Sahajiyās, 162-3
Saiva Siddhanta. 140-5
Śaivism. 27-8. 68-75. 90. 112-13. 11826. 130-3. 140-8, 155-6. 169.196, 204
s a k ti, Sakti, 108.115, 117,122, 126.
128-9, 144, 151, 165,204.209
śā la g r ā m a , 204
s a m ā d h i. 103, 181. 184
S a m a v e d a , 7. 21, 32-3
Sāmba, 62, 90. 115
Sambandhar s e e Campantar
Sarphitās (Pāñcarātra), 113-16
Sam karjana ( = Balarama), 61-2, 114
Sāmkhya, 43, 46, 60, 81-5, 97.99-102,
109.113-14,118-19.122,141,144,208
s a m n v a s in , 50, 93, 112, 152,163, 179,
181, 198,209
s a m s a r a , 4-5.51,86,100.102.150,167,
176, 179. 206-7; s e e a lso trans
migration
Śāndilyā. 33, 44.46
Saiigha: Buddhist. 79; Jain. 81
Safijaya. 87
Śañkara, 107-12. 121. 135. 137-8.158,
166. 192.208
s a n t. 156-8, 169
sa l, 30-1.46-7. 110. 166-7, 186
S a ta p a th a B r a h m a n a , 33.37.40.42.44,
53-4
s a ty a g r a h a , 187
Saunaka. 23. 49
self s e e B tm a n . jiv a , p u r u s a
Sen. Keshab Chandra. 177. 182
Śe?a (A nanta). 28.61, 195
sexuality. 14.70-2. 121,126,129,162-3,
165. 168. 170. 204
s id d h i. 103, 156
Sikhism. 152. 158-62
Sītā. 62-3. 133. 154-5, 170-1
Siva. 26-8. 37,49. 52.54-5.60,63.
68-74. 95. 113, 118-26. 128. 130-2.
140-7. 14.1 149, 155, 160. 169, 178.
192-3. 195-8.202-4.209
Śivājī. 152. 184-5
six systems, 94-112
S k a n d a .130
s m r ti, 104. 190

social reform, 173-4, 177-9.183. 187-9
Soma, s o m a , 7-8, 10-11. 16-19.75. 129.
156; se e a lso sacrifice
Srautasutras. 38-9
Sri, 117. 133, 137
Srirangam, 114,132-4, 138. 164
Srivaispavas. 118,134-40,154, 192
s'ruti, 38-9.96
stages of life (a s'ra m a s), 40, 92-3, 193
stu p a , 79
Śuddhādvaita Vedanta, 166-7
ś ū d r a se e classes of society
sun cult. 88-90
Sunahśepa, 33-4
Sundarar se e Cuntarar
Sūrdās, 167-8
Suresvara, 110
Surya, 18-19, 31, 88-90.89, 192
Sutras, 28,38-40.87.94
Sveiaketu, 44-7
Ś v e tā ś v a ta ra U p a n ifa d , 42. 51-3. 69.
83-4, 86. 107
Tagore family, 176
T a itliriya A r a n y a k a , 40
T a ittiriva B ra h m a n a , 33. 51
T a itliriya U p a n ifa d , 41.47-8.

107, 112
Tantras, Tantrism. 6.22,69, 103,
119-20, 123. 126-9.139.154-6. 162.
181.186.207
ta p a s se e asceticism
tat tv a m asi, 47. 110. 135
temple worship, 28. 116-18. 126. 132,
161. 193.201-3
Theosophical Society. 182
T ilak .B .G .. 184-6
Time (Kāla). 24. 31,52.204
T ir r u k k u r a l, 130
Tirumal, 130
Tirumankai, 133. 138
Tirumurai. 140
Tiruppan, 132
T irttv a c a k a m of Mfmikkavacakar. 132
Tontaratippofi, 133
transmigration, 42-5, 48. 56. 78. 81-2.
86; see a lso stupstiru
Trika system see Kashmir Saivism
trim u n i, 55. 192-3
Tukar.mi. 152 4. 178
Tulsidas. 198-72. 187. 190
Tva>t| III 11.29
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Udayana, 95-6.99,119,134
Uddālaka Ā rupi, 44-8
Uddvotakara, 95,119
Umā. 49,70,123-6
U m āpati. 140,142-4
U panijads. 6-7. 22, 24. 31,38. 40-57.
60.74-5,77-8,81.83-4.94,106,135,
147, 149, 174, 207-8
U$as, 19, 37
Uyyavantar. 140-1,144
Vac. 29-31,37-8
vahana, 195
Vaikhānasa sect, 60,113,116-18,138
Vaisejika, 94-9,118-19
Vaiynavam, 117
Vai$oavism, 28,37,56,60-1,68,74,79,
83,90,112-18,123,130,132-40,
148-56,162-72.204
vaisva see classes of society
Vallabha, 165-8,1 7 5
Vamana, 66-7
Varanasi. 157-8, 198
Varuna, 9. 10,12-14,23.30,33-4,66,
179
Vārkari Panth, 151-4,166. 172, 178
Vasudeva ( = Kfjna), 59-62,114
Vātsyāyana, 95
Vāyu (Vāta), 17-18, 30,48-9, 148,150
Vedānta, 6,43,47,106-12,134-5, 207;
see also Advaita. Bhedabheda,
Dvaita, Śuddhādvaita and
Viśi?tādvaita Vedāntas
Vedanta Society, 182

Vedantadesika. 139-40
Vedas, 7-24,29-31,66, 83-4,208;
authority of, 4-7, 46-7,49,78-9,87,
91, 104. 106,109, 145,147, 149, 176.
179
vegetarianism, 3,147,180,205
Vidyāpati, 162
Virajānanda, 178
Viśi$!ādvaita Vedānta, 135-7,208
Vi$nu. 19-20,22, 28, 37, 53-5, 58, 63-9.
88-90,113-17, 130, 132-3,135, 138-9,
144,148-51,160,169,188,192-6,202-4
Vi$nusvāmi, 165
Visvakarman, 29, 37.52
Vitthala s e e Vārkarī Panth
Vinhalnāth, 166-8
Vivekananda, 775, 181-3
Vrātyas, 74-5,84
Vfndavana, 61,151,164-5, 168
Vftra, 10-12,14,17,19,28. 54
v y iih a , 114-15
Yājñavalkya, 33,42,44-5.87.93
Y a ju rv e d a . 7 ,2 2 ,3 2 -3 ,3 7 ,4 0 ,4 4 ,4 7 ,
49,51,113,116
v a k fa . Yakja, 27,48,74
Yama, 19,49,51,155
Yamuna, 134,136-7
y a n tr a , 115, 127-8
Yoga. 57-8,60,75, 77, 81,83-5, 99.
101-3.113, 115. 118-19,127-8,184-6,
208
Zarathushtra, 7

222

OXFORD INDIA PAPERBACKS
THE SACRED THREAD
A Short History of Hinduism, Second Edition
J.L. BROCKINGTON
This edition of J.L. Brockington’s important book traces the
concepts of Hinduism from its Vedic origins to its present
varieties with admirable clarity. Hinduism is not just one particular
approach to life: Professor Brockington shows how Hinduism
encompasses new dilemmas in traditional language and
accommodates fresh insights to established viewpoints, blending
the old and the new. He stresses the adaptability of Hinduism,
showing its ability to weave together the diverse threads of
tradition and innovation. The Sacred Thread is a perfect introductory
text to Hinduism for both scholars and curious readers.
‘In ten chapters Brockington provides an excellent survey of religious
developments on the subcontinent from Harappa to the Hindu reform
movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, introducing the
reader to the broader philosophical and cultural dimensions of the
Hindu tradition as well.’ — Philosophy East and West
‘.. .a work that is so finely and compactly written as to merit the
highest praise both for the great erudition and scholarship that
emanate from every page.’— Journal o f the American Oriental
Society
‘An admirable survey which comes closer than any other to providing
the novice student of Indian civilization with a reasonable view of the
major facets of the Hindu religion.’ — Indo-Iranian Journal
J.L. Brockington is currently Professor of Sanskrit and Head of the
Department of Sanskrit at the University of Edinburgh. His books
include the now classic Righteous Rama: The Evolution o f an Epic,
and Sanskrit Epics.
Cover Photograph: K.J. Chugh

ISBN 0 1 ^ 4 8 3 3 - 1

OXFORD
U NIV ERSITY PRESS
O

AAR771

