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PREFACE:

THE MAN OR THE RABBIT
IN THE MOON

AN ALTERNATIVE HISTORY

The image of the man in the moon who is also a rabbit in the moon, or the
duck who is also a rabbit, will serve as a metaphor for the double visions of
the Hindus that this book will strive fo present.

Since there are so many books about Hinduism, the author of yet another
one has a duty to answer the potential reader’s Passover question: Why
shouldn’t I pass over this book, or, Why is this book different from all other
books? This book is not a brief survey (you noticed that already; I had
intended it to be, but it got the bit between its teeth and ran away from me),
nor, on the other hand, is it a reference book that covers all the fac and dates
about Hinduism or a book about Hinduism as it is lived today. Several books
of each of those sor# exist, some of them quite good, which you might read

alongside this one.i The Hindus: An Alternative History differs from those
books in several ways.

[TOP] The Mark on the Moon, IMIDDLE] Witigenstein’s Duck/
Rabbit, and [BOTTOM] The Rabbit in the Moon

First, it highlights a narrative alternative to the one constituted by the most
famous texts in Sanskrit (the literary language of ancient India}) and
represented in most surveys in English. It tells a story that incorporates the
narratives of and about alternative people—people who, from the standpoint
of most high-caste Hindu males, are alternafive in the sense of otherness,
people of other religions, or cultures, or castes, or species (animals), or
gender (women). Part of my agenda in writing an alternative history is to
show how much the groups that conventional wisdom says were oppressed
and silenced and played no part in the development of the tradition—women,
Pariahs (oppressed castes, sometimes called Untouchables)—did actually
contribute to Hinduism. My hope is not to reverse or misrepresent the
hierarchies, which remain stubbornly hierarchical, or to deny that Sanskrit
texts were almost always subject to a final filter in the hands of the male
Brahmins (the highest of the four social classes, the class from which priests
were drawn) who usually composed and preserved them. But I hope to bring
in more actors, and more stories, upon the stage, t® show the presence of
brilliant and creative thinkers enfirely off the track beaten by Brahmin



Sanskritists and of diverse voices that slipped through the filter, and, indeed,
to show that the filter itself was quite diverse, for there were many different
sorts of Brahmins; some whispered into the ears of kings, but others were dirt
poor and begged for their food every day.

Moreover, the privileged male who recorded the text always had access to
oral texts as well as to the Sanskrit that was his professional language. Most
people who knew Sanskrit must have been bilingual; the etymology of
“Sanskrit” {“perfected, artificial”) is based upon an implicit comparison with
“Prakrit” (“primordial, natural”), the language actually speken. This gives me
a double agenda: first to point out the places where the Sanskrit sources
themselves include vernacular, female, and lower-class voices and then to
include, wherever possible, non-Sanskrit sources. The (Sanskrit) medium is

not always the message;” it’s not all about Brahmins, Sanskrit, the Gita. I will
concentrate on these moments within the tradition that resist forces that
would standardize or establish a canon, moments that forged bridges between
factions, the times of the “mixing of classes” (varna-samkara) that the
Brahmins always tried—inevitably in vain—to prevent.

Second, in addition to focusing on a special group of actors, I have
concentrated on a few important actions, several of which are also important
to us today: nonviolence toward humans (particularly religious tolerance) and
toward animals (particularly vegetarianism and objections to animal sacrifice)
and the tensions between the householder life and renunciation, and between
addiction and the control of sensuality. More specific images too (such as the
transposition of heads onto bodies or the flooding of cities) thread their way
through the entire historical fabric of the book. I have traced these themes
through the chapters and across the centuries to provide some continuity in

the midst of all the flux.” even at the expense of what some might regard as
more basic matters.

Third, this book attempts to set the narrative of religion within the narrative
of history, as a linga {an emblem of the god Shiva, often representing his
erect phallus) is set in a yoni (the symbol of Shiva’s consort, or the female
sexual organ), or any statue of a Hindu god in its base or plinth (pitha). I have
organized the topics historically in order to show not only how each idea is a
reaction to ideas that came before (as any good old-fashioned philological
approach would do) but also, wherever possible, how those ideas were
inspired or configured by the events of the times, how Hinduism, always

context sensitive.i responds to what is happening, at roughly the same
moment, not only on the political and economic scene but within Buddhism
or Islam in India er among people from other cultures entering India. For
Hinduism, positioning kings as gods and gods as kings, seldom drew a sharp
line between secular and religious power. In recent years a number of
historians of religions, particularly of South Asian religions, have
contextualized parficular moments in the religious history of the



subcontinent.i This book attempts to extend that particularizing project to the
whole sweep of Indian history, from the beginning (and I do mean the
beginning, c. 50.000,088 BCE) to the present. This allows us to see how
certain ongoing ideas evolve, which is harder to do with a focus on a
particular event or text at a particular moment.

This will not serve as a conventional history (my training is as a
philologist, not a historian) but as a book about the evolution of several
important themes in the lives of Hindus caught up in the flow of historical
change. It tells the story of the Hindus primarily through a string of
narratives. The word for “history” in Sanskrit, it/hasa, could be translated as
“That’s what happened,” giving the impression of an only slightly more
modest equivalent of von Ranke’s phrase for positivist history: “Wie es
leigentlich] gewesen ist" (“The way it [really] happened”). But the it/ in the
word is most often used as the Sanskrit equivalent of "end quote,” as in
“Let’s go [#ti]," he said. [tihasa thus implies not so much what happened as
what people said happened (“That’s what he said happened”)—narratives,
inevitably subjective narrafives. And so this is a history not of what the
British used to call maps and chaps (geography and biography) but of the
stories in hi-story. It's a kind of narrative quilt made of scraps of religion
sewn in next to scraps of social history, a quilt like those storytelling cloths
that Indian narrators use as mnemonic devices to help them and the andience
keep track of the plot. The narrator assembles the story frem the quilt pieces
much as the French rag-and-bones man, the brrcoleur, makes new objects out
of the broken-off pieces of old objects (bricolage) E

Like any work of scholarship, this book rest% on the shoulders of many
pygmies as well as giants. I have kept most of the scholarly controversies out
of the text, after laying out the rules of the game in these first two chapters of
methodological introduction and in the pre-Vedic period (chapters 2 through
4), which might stand as paradigms for what might have been done with all
the other chapters, as well as a few other places where the arguments were so
loony that I could not resist the temptation to satirize them. Many a “fact”
turns out, on closer inspection, to be an argument. There is another story to be
told here: how we know what we know, what we used to believe, why we
believe what we believe now, what scholars brought up certain questions or
gave us the information we now have, what scholars now challenge that
information, and what political factors influenced them. Those arguments tell
a story that is interesting in itself but to which I merely allude from time to
time. I also write in the shadow of a broad scholarship of theories about
religion and history, and I will keep that too out of the text. I have tried to
avoid setting my opinions against those with whom I disagree or using them
as fall guys, beginning an argument by citing the imagined opponent. I have,
rather, simply presented each subject in what I believe to be the best scholarly
construction, in order to concentrate on the arguments about it within the
Hindu texts themselves.



Many crucial questions remain unanswered, and I hope that this book will
inspire some readers to go back to the sources and decide for themselves
whether or not they agree with me. The relevant materials can be found in the
bibliography as well as in the notes for each chapter, which will also provide
browsing material for those readers (I confess that [ am one of them) who go
straight to the back and look at the notes and bibliography first, reading the
book like Hebrew, from right to left, to see where the author has been
grazing, like dogs sniffing one another’s backsides to see what they have

eaten late]y.E

SANSKRITIZATION, DESHIFICATION, AND
VERNACULARIZATION

Sanskrit texts from the earliest period assimilated folk texts that were
largely oral and composed in languages other than Sanskrit, vernacular

languages. But even in the Vedic age, Sanskrit was not what has been called a

kitchen language, © not the language in which you said, “Pass the butter.”?

(Actually, Brahminsprobably did say, “Pass the butter,” in Sanskrit when they
put butter as an oblation into the fire in the course of the sacrifice, but those
same Brahmins would have to have known how to say it in another language
as well, in the kitchen.) At the very least, those male Sanskritists had to be

bilingual in order to talk to their wives and servants and children.i It was
through those interactions that oral traditions got their foot in the Sanskrit
door. Henry Higgins, in George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion, is said to be the
author of Spoken Sanskrit, and many priests and scholars can speak Sanskrit,
but no one ever spoke only pure Sanskrit. Sanskrit and oral traditions flow
back and forth, producing a constant infusion of lower-class words and ideas
into the Brahmin world, and vice versa.

It must have been the case that the natural language, Prakrit, and the
vernaculars came first, while Sanskrit, the refined, secondary revision, the
artificial language, came later. But South Asianists often seem to assume that
it is the other way around, that the dialects are “derived from Sanskrit,”
because Sanskrit won the race to the archives and was the first to be written
down and preserved, and we only encounter vernaculars much later. So we
say that Sanskrit is older, and the vernaculars younger. But Sanskrit, the
language of power, emerged in India from a minority, and at first its power
came precisely from its nonintelligibility and unavailability, which made it

the power of an elite group.z Walt Kelly’'s Pogo used to use the word “Sam-
skrimps” to describe highfalutin double-talk or manipulative twaddle. Many
Euro-Americans mispronounce it “Sanscript,” implying that it is a language
without (sans) an (intelligible) script, or “Sand-script,” with overtones of
ruined cities in the desert or a lost language written in sand.



The sociologist M. N. Srinivas, in 1952, coined the useful term
“Sanskritization” to describe the way that Vedic social values, Vedic ritual
forms, and Sanskrit learning seep into local popular traditions of ritual and
ideclogy (in part through people who hope to be upwardly mobile, to rise by
imitating the manners and habits, particularly food taboos, of Brahmins, and

in particular avoiding violence to animals).§ Indian society, in this view, is a
permanent floating game of snakes and ladders (or, perhaps, snakes and
ropes, recalling that Vedantic philosophers mistake snakes for ropes and that
you can climb up on ropes in the Indian rope trick), which you enter in a state
of impurity, gradually advancing over the generations toward the goal of

Brahminical purity, trying to avoid the many pitfalls along the way.g Tribal
groups (Bhils, Gonds, etc) might undergo Sanskritization in order to claim to

be a caste, and therefore, I—Iindu.f

But the opposite of Sanskritization, the process by which the Sanskritic
tradition simultanecusly absorbs and transforms those same popular
traditions, is equally important, and that process might be called oralization,
or popularization, or even, perhaps, Deshification (from the “local” or deshi
traditions) or Laukification, from what Sanskrit calls faikika (“of the
people” [ioka]). Let’s settle on Deshification. The two processes of
Sanskritization and Deshification beget each other. Similarly, through a kind

of identificatio brahmanica' local gods take on the names of gods in
Sanskrit texts: Murukan becomes Skanda, a kind of Sanskritization, while at
the same time there is an identificatio deshika, by which Sanskrit gods take
on the characteristics of local gods, and to the people who worship Murukan,
it is Murukan who is absorbing Skanda, not the reverse. “Cross-fertilization”
might be a good, equalizing term for the combination of the two processes.

“Written” does not necessarily mean “written in Sanskrit,” nor are oral
texts always in the vernacular (the Rig Veda after all, was preserved orally in
Sanskrit for many centuries before it was consigned to writing). We cannot
equate vernacular with oral, for people both write and speak both Sanskrit
and the vernacular languages of India, though Sanskrit is written more often
than spoken. The distinction between Sanskrit and the vernacular literatures is
basically geographical: Though there are regional Sanskrits, the vernaculars,
unlike Sanskrit, are defined and named by their place of origin (Bangla from
Bengal, Oriya from Orissa, and so forth), while the script in which Sanskrit is
most often written allegedly has no particular earthly place of origin (it is
called “the [script of the] city of the gods [deva-nagari]”). Once people
departed from the royal road of Sanskrit literary texts, there were thousands
of vernacular paths that they could take, often still keeping one foot on the
high road of Sanskrit.

The constant, gradual, unofficial mutnal exchange between Sanskrit and
the vernacular languages, the cross-fertilization, underwent a dramatic
transformation toward the middle of the second millennium: Local languages



were now promoted officially, politically, and artistical]y,f replacing the
previously fashionable cosmopolitan and translocal language, Sanskrit.
Instead of nourishing and supplementing Sanskrit, the vernacular languages
as literary languages began to compete with Sanskrit as the language of
literary production. This process has been called, in imitation of Srinivas’s
“Sanskritization” (and in contrast with both Deshification and the more
mutually  nourishing,  two-way  process of  cross-fertilization)
vernacularization, “the historical process of choosing to create a written
literature, along with its complement, a polifical discourse, in local languages

according to models supplied by a superordinate, usually cosmopolitan,
»13

literary culture,””" or “a process of change by which the universalistic orders,

formations, and practices of the preceding millennium were supplemented

and gradually replaced by localized forms."E

The great divide is between written and nonwritten, not between Sanskrit
and the vernaculars, particularly as the Sanskrit corpus comes to be Deshified
and the vernaculars eventually became Sanskritized themselves, imitating
Sanskrit values and conventions, sharing many of the habits of the Sanskrit

Brahmin imaginary, such as grammars and lexicons.f The bad news is that
some of the vernacular literatures are marred by the misogynist and class-
bound mental habits of Brahmins, while the good news is that even some
Sanskrit texts, and certainly many vernacular texts, often break out of those
strictures and incerporate the more open-minded attitudes of the oral
vernaculars.

Many ideas, and in particular many narratives, seem to enter Sanskrit
literature either frem parts of the Sanskrit canon that have fallen away or
from non-Sanskrit sources (two entirely nonfalsifiable speculations). It's an

old joke among linguists that a language is a dialect with an army,® and this is
sometimes used to explain the dominance of Sanskrit texts, since as usual, the
victors wrote the history, and in ancient India, they usually wrote it in
Sanskrit. (The earliest inscriptions were in Prakrit, not Sanskrit, but from
about 150 CE, Sanskrit dominated this field too.} Sanskrit is perched on top
of the vernacular literatures like a mahout on an elephant, like Krishna riding
on the composite women that form the horse on the jacket of this book.

SELECTIVITY AND SYNECDOCHE

Such a luxurious jungle of cultural phenomena, truly an embarrassment of
riches, necessitates a drastic selectivity. I have therefore provided not detailed
histories of specific moments but one or two significant episodes to represent

the broader historical periods in question.E The result is not a seamless
narrative that covers the waterfront but a pointillist collage, a kaleidoscope,
made of small, often disconfinuous fragments. Synecdoche—letting one or



two moments in history and one or two narratives stand for many—allows us

to see alternity in a grain of sand,'” taking a small piece of human history and
using it to suggest the full range of enduring human concerns. These small
fragments alternate with a few exemplary narratives quoted in considerable

detail, where Hindus speak in their own words (in translation5,

I have tried to balance my translations of the classic, much-translated texts
with citations of more obscure, previously unnoticed texts, using as my
framework the usual suspects that scholars have rounded up over and over,
the basic curry and rice episodes of Hinduism, but moving away quickly, in
each chapter, to a handful of lesser-known episodes, things usually left out of
survey books on Hinduism. These are not the great imperial moments but
episodes that give us an inkling of what religious life was like for some
people, including ordinary people, in India long ago. I have also included a
few episodes of interaction (both friendly and hostile} between Hindus and
non-Hindus in India, such as Buddhists, Jainas, Sikhs, and Muslims, though
without paying direct attention to those other religions in their own right.
Beginning with a minimal backbone or infrastructure of basic historical
events and concepts that many people would agree upon (data never value
free but still valuable), we can then move from this point outward to other
points, and from social history to literary texts, to search for narratives of and
about alternative people. That selectivity makes this book alternative in
another sense, in that it leaves wide open a great deal of space for others to
select from in writing their histories, alternative to mine. Someone else would
make different choices and write a very different book. This is a history, not
the history, of the Hindus.

THEMES AND VARIATIONS

The central actors and their actions are threads around which the great
narratives of Hinduism coalesce like crystals in a supersaturated solution. The
actors and actions connect in various ways: Sanskrit texts usually regard
women and hunted animals as primary objects of addiction, and the senses
that cause addiction are likened to horses; animals often represent both
women and the lower classes; the tension between sexuality and renunciation
results in an ambivalence toward women as mothers and seductresses; and
violence is first addressed largely in the form of violence against animals.
Violence and tolerance also interact in attitudes not only to other religions but
between the upper and lower castes, between men and women, and between
humans and animals. I will highlight in each period thase moments when
intrareligious (including intercaste) or interreligious interactions took place,
marked by either tolerance or violence, the deciding factor between the two
options often being historical circumstances. Each chapter deals with several
themes, but not every chapter has instances of every theme or treats the same



theme in the same way {chapter 12 for instance, is about women more than
about goddesses, while chapter 14 is about goddesses more than about
women), and indeed I have often noted the activities of women in other
contexts, without explicitly highlighting their gender. But wherever the
evidence allows, I will organize each chapter around these central themes.

(NON)VIOLENCE

In the Introduction {chapter 1), I spell out the assumptions behind my
attention to history and to the particular actors in this story (women, lower
classes and castes, and animals). Here let me just say a few words about the
central action: (non)violence.

The term “nonvielence” {(ahimsa) originally applied not to the relationship
between humans but to the relationship between humans and animals. Ahimsa
means “the absence of the desire to injure or kill,” a disinclination to do harm,
rather than an active desire to be gentle; it is a double negative, perhaps best
translated by the negative “nonviolence,” which suggests both mental and
physical concern for others. The roo% of ahimsa may lie in Vedic ritual, in
animal sacrifice, in the argument that the priest does not actually injure the
animal but merely “pacifies him”; the primary meaning of ahimsa is thus to
do injury without deing injury, a casuist argument from its very inception. In
the Rig Veds (the earliest Sanskrit text, from c. 1200 BCE), the word ahimsa
refers primarily to the prevention of injury or violence to the sacrificer and

his offspring, as well as his cattle (1..22.13).1_6 The problem is exacerbated
by the fact that the verb on which ahimsa is based, fan, is ambiguous,
meaning both “to strike or beat” and “to kill.” Ahimsa, therefore, when
applied to cows, to take a case at random, might mean refraining either from
beating them or killing them—aquite a difference. In any case, ahimsa
represents not a political doctrine or even a social theory, but the emotion of
the horror of killing (or hurting) a living creature, an emotion that we will see

attested from the earliest texw.s.8

Arguments abont whether or not to kill, sacrifice, and/or eat animals were
often at the heart of interreligious violence, sometimes the grounds on which
human beings attacked other human beings (usually with words, though

occasionally with blows) E Arjuna, the heroic warrior of the Mahabharata,
the great ancient Sanskrit poem about a tragic war, excuses the violence of
war by saying, “Creatures live on creatures, the stronger on the weaker. The
mongoose ea#% mice, just as the cat eats the mongoose; the dog devours the
cat, your majesty, and wild beasts eat the dog. Even ascetics [tapasas] cannot
stay alive without killing” [12.15.16-24]. The text here justifies human
violence by the violence that is rampant in the animal world. Yet the most
common sense of ahimsa refers to humans’ decision to rise above animal



violence. Vegetarianism, both as an ideal and as a social fact in India,
challenges Arjuna’s belief that animals must inevitably feed on one another
and attempts to break the chain of alimentary violence simply by affirming
that it is not, in fact. necessary to kill in order to eat.

Nonviolence became a cultural ideal for Hindus precisely because it holds
out the last hope of a cure, all the more desirable since unattainable, for a
civilization that has, like most, always suffered from chronic and terminal
violence. Non-violence is an ideal propped up against the cultural reality of
violence. Classical Hindu India was violent in ways both shared with all
cultures and unique to its particular time and place, in its politics (war being
the raison d’étre of every king); in its religious practices (animal sacrifice,
ascetic self-torture, fire walking, swinging from hooks in the flesh of the
back, and so forth); in its criminal law {impaling on stakes and the amputation
of limbs being prescribed punishments for relatively miner offenses); in its
hells (cunningly and sadistically contrived to make the punishment fit the
crime); and, perhaps at the very heart of it all, in its climate, with its
unendurable heat and unpredictable monsoons. Hindu sages dreamed of
nonviolence as people who live all their lives in the desert dream of oases.

It is against this background that we must view the doctrine of
nonviolence. The history of Hinduism, as we shall see, abounds both in
periods of creative assimilation and interaction and in outbursts of violent
intolerance. Sometimes it is possible to see how historical circumstances have
tipped the scales in one direction or the other. Sometimes it is not. In their
ambivalent attitude to violence, the Hindus are no different from the rest of
us, but they are perhaps unique in the intensity of their ongoing debate about
it.

THE MAN/RABBIT IN THE MOON

I have organized several of these tensions into dualities, for dualism is an
(if not the) Indian way of thinking, as the folklorist A. K. Ramanujan pointed
out, speaking of his father: “I {and my generation) was [sic] troubled by his
holding together in one brain both astronomy and astrology. I looked for
consistency in him, a consistency he didn’t seem to care about, or even to

think about. . . . ‘Don’t you know, [he said,] the brain has two lobes?”f But
some of the most interesting developments take place in the combinations of
the two cultural lobes, whether we define them as Brahmin and non-Brahmin,
written and oral, or male and female. One medieval Hindu philosophical text
defined a great teacher as someone with the ability to grasp both sides of an

argument.ﬂ It is, I think, no accident that India is the land that developed the
technique of interweaving two colors of silk threads so that the fabric is what
they call peacock’s neck, blue if you hold it one way, green another (or
sometimes pink or yellow or purple), and, if you hold it right, both at once.



Another metaphor for this sort of double vision is the dark shape visible on
the moon: many Americans and Europeans (for convenience, let us call them
Euro-Americans) see the face of a man in the moon (whom some Jewish
traditions identify as Cain, cursed to wander), and other cultures see a
woman, a moose, a buffalo, a frog, and so forth. But most Hindus (as well as

Chinese, Japanese, and Aztecs) see a hare." (I am calling it a rabbit to avoid
the unfortunateEnglish homonym “hare/hair,” another bit of double vision,
though calling it a rabbit lands me in the middle of a rock group called the
Rabbit in the Moon). The man's right eye can be read as the rabbit’s ears, his
left eye the rabbit’s chest, and his mouth the rabbit’s tail. (There was a time,
in the 1830s, when some people in India saw the image of Gandhi in the

moon.ﬁ) The Buddhists tell how the moon came to have the mark of a rabbit:

THE RABBIT IN THE MOON

The future Buddha was once born as a rabbit, who vowed that he
would give his own flesh to any beggar who came to him, in order to
protect the beggar from having to break the moral law by taking
animal life. To test him, Indra, the Hindu king of the gods, took the
form of a Brahmin and came to him; the rabbit offered to throw
himself into a fire and roast himself so that the Brahmin could eat
him. Indra conjured up a magical fire; when the rabbit—who first
shook himself three times so that any insects that might be on his
body would escape death—threw himself into the fire, it turned icy
cold. Indra then revealed his identity as Indra, and so that everyone

would know of the rabbit’s virtue, he painted the sign of a rabbit on
22

the orb of the moon.

The convoluted logic of the rabbit’s act of self-violence, in his determination
to protect anyone else from committing an act of violence against any other
animal, is a theme that we will often encounter. The rabbit in the moon is one
of so many ideas that Hinduism and Buddhism share.

As an approach to the history of Hinduism, seeing both their rabbit and our
man in the moon means maintaining an awareness both of what the tradition
says (the insider’s view) and of what a very different viewpoint helps us to
see (the outsider’s view). Hindus may approach their scriptures as a part of
their piety or as scholars who study Hinduism as they would study any other

human phenomenon, or both simultaneously. There are certainly things that
only a Hindu can know about Hinduism, both factual details of local and
private practices and texts and the experiential quality of these and other,
better-known religious phenomena. This is what inspires interreligious
dialogue, an often interesting and productive conversation between

individuals who belong to different religions.E But there are also advantages



in a more academic approach, such as a religious studies approach, to which
the religion of the scholar in question is irrelevant. I would not go so far as
some who would insist that a Hindu is not the person to ask about Hinduism,
as Harvard professor Roman Jakobson notoriously objected to Nabokov's bid
for chairmanship of the Russian literature department: “I do respect very
much the elephant, but would you give him the chair of zoology?” Nor would
I go to the other extreme, to insist that a Hindu is the on/y person to ask about
Hinduism. For no single Hindu or, for that matter, non-Hindu can know all of
the Hinduisms, let alone represent them. So too there are many different ways
of being an academic: Some are careful with their research, others sloppy;
some make broad generalizations, while others concentrate on small details.

Nowadays most non-Hindu scholars of Hinduism strike the familiar
religious studies yoga posture of leaning over backward, in their attempt to
avoid offense to the people they write about. But any academic approach to
Hinduism, viewing the subject through the eyes of writers from Marx and
Freud to Foucault and Edward Said, provides a kind of telescope, the
viewfinder of context, to supplement the microscope of the insider’s view,

which cannot supply the same sort of context.f Always there is bias, and the
hope is that the biases of Hindus and non-Hindus will cancel one another out
in a well-designed academic study of any aspect of Hinduism. The ancient
Persians (according to the Greek historian Herodotus, c. 430 BCE) would
debate every important question first drunk, then (on the next day} sober or,
as the case may be, first sober, then drunk (1.133). So too, in our scholarly
approach, we need to consider the history of Hinduism first from a Hindu
viewpoint, then from an academic one. Different sorts of valuable insights
may come to individuals both inside and outside the tradition and need not
threaten one another. To return to those elephants, you don’t have to be an
elephant to study zoology, but zoologists do not injure elephants by writing
about them. To change the metaphor and apply it more specifically to Hindu
texts, a story is a flame that bums no less brightly if strangers light their
candles from it.

To return to my central metaphor, once you've seen the rabbit {or hare} in
the moon, it’s hard to see the man anymore, but the double vision is what we
should strive for. This mcans that when we consider, for instance, the burning
of living women on the pyres of their dead husbands (which we call suttee, to
distinguish it from the woman who commits the act, a woman whom the
Hindus call a sati), we must try to see their rabbit, to see the reasons why
some Hindus thought {and some continue to think) that it is a good idea for
some women to burn themselves to death on their husbands’ funeral pyres,
while other Hindus strongly disagree. On the other hand, we cannot, and need
not, stop seeing our American man {or, perhaps, woman)} in the moon: the
reasons why many Americans think that suttee is not a good idea at all. The
philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein pointed out that the image of a duck-rabbit
(also, actually, a duck-hare) was either a rather smug rabbit or a rather droopy



duckz_4 but could net be both at once.} But this is precisely the goal thata non-
Hindu should have in studying Hinduism: to see in the moon both our man
and their rabbit.

YOU CAN'T MAKE AN OMELET...

Hindus nowadays are diverse in their attitude to their own diversity, which
inspires pride in some, anxiety in others. In particular, it provokes anxiety in
those Hindus who are sometimes called Hindu nationalists, or the Hindu
right, or right-wing Hindus, or the Hindutva (“Hinduness”) faction, or, more
approximately, Hindu fundamentalists; they are against Muslims, Christians,
and the Wrong Sort of Hindus. Their most powerful political organ is the BJP
(Bharatiya Janata Party}), with its militant branch, the RSS (Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh), but they are also involved in groups such as Hindu
Human Rights, Vishwa Hindu Parishad, and the ABVP (Akhil Bharatiya
Vidyarthi Parishad). I will generally refer to them as the Hindutva faction or
the Hindu right. This book is also alternative to the narrative of Hindu history
that they tell.

There's a personal story that I should tell about my relationship with this
group of Hindus here at the start, in the interest of full disclosure. In the
middle of a lecture that I gave in London on November 12, 2003, chaired by

William Dalrymple, a man threw an egg at me.f (He missed his aim, in
every way) A message that a member of the two-hundred-strong audience
posted the next day on a mailing list Web site referred to a passage I had cited
from Valmiki's Ramayana in which Sita, the wife of Rama, accuses her
brother-in-law, Lakshmana, of wanting her for himself. The Web message
stated:

I was struck by the sexual thrust of her paper en one of our most
sacred epics. Who lusted/laid whom, it was not only Ravan who
desired Sita but her brother-in-law Lakshman alse. Then many other
pairings, some I had never heard of, from our ether shastras were
thrown in to weave a titillating sexual tapestry. What would these
clever, “learned” western people be doing for a living if they did not

have our shastras and traditions to nitpick and distort?f

After a bit more of this, the writer" added:

Her friends and admirers certainly made their applause heard,
Muslims among them. In the foyer before the lecture I shook hands
and asked a Muslim if he had attended the other lectures in the series
and if he was ready for conversion. He said that someone (did he
name Vivekananda in the hubbub?) at a similar sort of function had



taken off his clothes and asked the audience if they could tell if he was
a Hindu or a Muslim.

The deeper political agenda of the author of the posting was betrayed by that
second set of remarks, particularly by the gratnitous reference to Muslim
conversion, and I am grateful to the unnamed Muslim in this vignette for so
aptly invoking the wise words of Vivekananda (or, as the case may more
probably be, Kabir). My defense now, for this book, remains what it was in
the news coverage then, about the lecture (and the egg):

The Sanskrit texw® [cited in my lecture] were written at a time of
glorious sexual openness and insight, and I have often focused on
precisely these part of the texts. . . .The irony is that I have praised
these texts and translated them in such a way that many people outside
the Hindu tradition—people who would otherwise go on thinking that
Hinduism is nothing but a caste system that mistreats Untouchables—
have come to learn about it and to admire the beauty, complexity and

wisdom of the Hindu texts.’

And, I should have added, the diversity of the Hindu texts. To the accusation
that I cited a part of the Hindu textual tradition that one Hindu “had never
heard of,” my reply is: Yes!, and it's my intention to go on doing just that.
The parts of his own tradition that he objected to are embraced by many other
Hindus and are, in any case, historically part of the record. One reason why
this book is so long is that I wanted to show how very much there is of all that
the egg faction would deny. And so I intend to go on celebrating the diversity
and pluralism, not to mention the worldly wisdom and sensuality, of the
Hindus that I have loved for about fifty years now and still counting.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: WORKING
WITH AVAILABLE LIGHT

SEARCHING FOR THE KEY

Someone saw Nasrudin searching for something on the
ground.
“What have you lost, Mulla?” he asked. “My key,” said
the Mulla. So
they both went down on their knees and looked for it.
After a time
the other man asked: “Where exactly did you dropit?” “In
my owrl
house.” “Then why are you looking here?” “There is more
light here
than inside my own house.”

Idries Shah (1924-96), citing Mufia Nasrudin

(thirteentt century CE)ﬂ

This Sufi parable could stand as a cautionary tale for anyone searching for the
keys (let alone the one key) to the history of the Hindus. It suggests that we
may look for our own keys, our own understandings, outside @ur own houses,
our own cultures, beyond the light of the familiar sources. There’s a shortage
of what photographers call available light to help us find what we are looking
for, but in recent years historians have produced studies that provide good
translations and intelligent interpretations of texts in Sanskrit and other Indian
languages and pointers to both tex# and material evidence that others had not
noticed before. I have therefore concentrated on those moments that have
been illuminated by the many good scholars whose thick descriptions ferm an
archipelago of stepping-stones on which a historian can hope to cross the
centuries.

This book tells the story of Hinduism chronologically and historically and
emphasizes the histery of marginalized rather than mainstream Hindus. My
aims have been to demonstrate: {I) that Hindus throughout their long history
have been enriched by the contributions of women, the lower castes, and
other religions; (2) that although there are a number of things that have been
characteristic of many Hindus over the ages (the worship of several gods,
reincarnation, karma), none has been true of ali Hindus, and the shared
factors are overwhelmingly outnumbered by the things that are unique to one



group or another; (3) that the greatness of Hinduism—its vitality, its
earthiness, its vividness—lies precisely in many of those idiosyncratic
qualities that some Hindus today are ashamed of and would deny; and {4) that
the history of tensions between the various Hinduisms, and between the
different sorts of Hindus, undergirds the violence of the centemporary Indian
political and religious scene.

History and diversity—Iet me lay them out one by one.

HISTORY: AVAILABLE LIGHT

The first European scholars of India believed that Hindus believed that
everything was timeless, eternal, and unchanging (“There always was a
Veda”}, and so they didn’t generally value or even notice the ways in which
Hindus did in fact recognize change. We now call their attitude Orientalism
(a term coined by Edward Said in 1978, in a book by that name), which we
may define for the moment—we will return to it when we get to the British
Raj—as the love-hate relationship that Europeans had with the Orient for
both the right and the wrong reasons—it’s exotic, it's erotic, it's spiritual, and

it never changes.” Like many of the Indian branch of Orientalists, Europeans
picked up this assumption of timeless, unified Hinduism from some Hindus

and then reinforced it in other Hindus,’ many of whom today regard
Hinduism as timeless, though they differ on the actual dating of this
timelessness, which (like Hindu scholars of earlier centuries) they tend to put
at 10.000 BCE or earlier, while the British generally used to put it much later.
The “eternal and unchanging” approach inspired Orientalist philologists to
track back to their earliest lair some concept that do in fact endure for
millennia, but without taking into account the important ways in which those
concepts changed er the many other aspects of Hinduism that bear little
relationship to them.

The so-called central ideas of Hinduism—such as karma, dharma, samsara
—arise at particular moments in Indian history, for particular reasons, and
then continue to be alive, which is to say, to change. They remain central, but
what precisely they are and, more important, what the peeple who believe in
them are supposed to do about them differ in each era and, within each era,
from gender to gender, caste to caste. And many new ideas arise either to
replace or, more often, in Hinduism, to supplement or qualify earlier ideas.
Some Hindus always knew this very well. Many Hindu records speak of
things that happened suddenly, without precedent (a-purva, “never before”),
right here, right now; they are aware of the existence of local dynasties, of
regional gods, of political arrivistes. The Hindu sense of time is intense; the
importance of time as an agency of change, the sense that things that happen
in the past come to fruition at a particular moment—now—pervades the great



history (itihasa) called the Mahabharata That sense of history is different
from ours, as different as Buddhist enlightenment is from the European
Enlightenment (what a difference a capital E makes). But in India, as in
Europe, human beings compaose texts at some moment in history, which we
strive with varying degrees of success to discover, and those texts continue to
develop and to be transformed through commentary, interpretation, and
translation.

Hinduism does not lend itself as easily to a strictly chronological account
as do some other religions (particularly the so-called Abrahamic religions or
religions of the Book, or monotheisms— Judaism, Christianity, Islam), which
refer more often to specific historical events. Many central texts of Hinduism
cannot be reliably dated even within a century. Since early Buddhism and
Hinduism grew up side by side in the same neighborhood, so to speak,
historians ol Hinduism have oflen ridden piggyback un historians of
Buddhism, a religion that has for the most part kept more precise
chronological records; the historians of Buddhism figure out when everything
happened, and the historians of Hinduism say, “Our stuff must have happened
around then too.” Historians of early India have also depended on the
kindness of strangers, of foreign visitors to India who left reliably dated {but
not always accurately observed) records of their visits.

The chronological framework is largely imperialistic—dates of
inscriptions, battles, the endowment of great religious institutions—because
those are the things that the people who had the clout to keep records thought
was most important. And though we no longer think that kings are all that
matter in history (siding more with D. D. Kosambi, who urged historians to
ask not who was king but who among the people had a plow), kings (more
precisely, rajas) do also still matter. They are, however, no longer all that we
would like to know about. The crucial moments for cultural history are not
necessarily the great imperial moments, as historians used to think they were,
the moments when Alexander dipped his toe into India or the Guptas built
their empire. For some of the richest and most original cultural developments
take place when there isn't an empire, in the cracks between the great
dynastic periods. And although the historical records of inscriptions and coins
tell us more about kings {the winners) than about the people (the losers), there
are other texts that pay attention to the rest of the populace.

When we cannot date events precisely, we can often at least arrange things
in a rough but read y chronological order, though this leads to a house of cards
effect when we are forced to reconsider the date of any text in the series. The

periodizations, moreover, may give an often false suggestion of causation.’
We cannot assume, as philologists have often done, that the texts line up like
elephants, each holding on to the tail of the elephant in front, that everything
in the Upanishads was derived from the Brahmanas just because some
Upanishads cite some Brahmanas. We must also ask how the new text was at
least in part inspired by the circumstances of i own time. Why did the



Upanishads develop out of the Brahmanas then? What about the stuff that
isn’t in the Brahmanas? “Well (the speculation used to go), maybe they got it
from the Greeks; it reminds me of Plato. Or perhaps the Axial Age, sixth
century BCE and all that? Or how about this? How about the Indus Valley
civilizations? Lots of new ideas must have come from there.” Since there is
no conclusive evidence for, or against, any of these influences, before we
look to Greece we must look to India in the time of the Upanishads to find
other sorts of factors that might also have influenced their development—new
forms of political organization, taxation, changes in the conditions of
everyday life.

Even an imported idea takes root only if it also responds to something

already present in the importing culture;f even if the idea of reincarnation did
come from Greece to India, or from Mesopotamia to both Greece and India
(hypotheses that are unlikely but not impossible), we would have to explain
why the Indians took up that idea when they did not take up, for instance,
Greek ideas about love between men, and then we must note how different
the Upanishadsare from Plato even in their discussion of ideas that they share,
such as reincarnation.

Moreover, to the mix of philology and history we must add another factor,
individuality. The question of originality is always a puzzle, in part because
we can never account for individual genius; of course ideas don't arise in a
vacuum, nor are they nothing but the sum total of ideas that came before
them. Individuals have ideas, and those ideas are often quite different from
the ideas of other people living at the same time and place. This is
particularly important to keep in mind when we search for the voices of
marginalized people, who often achieve as individuals what they cannot
achieve as a group. People are not merely the product of a zeitgeist;
Shakespeare is not just an Elizabethan writer.

In Indian history, individuals have turned the tide of tolerance or violence
even against the current of the zeitgeist. The emperors Ashoka and Akbar, for
example, initiated highly original programs of religious tolerance, going in
the teeth of the practices of their times. Someone with a peculiar, original,
individual bent of mind wrote the “There Was Not” {nasadi ya) hymn of the
Rig Veda and the story of Long-Tongue the Bitch in the Jaiminiya
Brahmana, and the story of Raikva under the cart (ene of the earliest
homeless people noted in world literature) in the Upanishads. And these
individual innovators in the ancient period did not merely compose in
Sanskrit. They also lurked in the neglected byways of oral traditions,
sometimes in the discourses of women and people of the lower classes, as
well as in the broader-based Sanskrit traditions that those local traditions
feed. For original ideas are rare both among people who have writing and
among those that do not. Public individuals too—such as Ashoka, Akbar, and
Gandhi, on the one hand, Aurangzeb, Brigadier General Reginald Dyer, and



M. S. Golwalkar, en the other, to take just a few at random—brought about
profound transformations in Hinduism.

The question of flourishing is less puzzling than the question of innovation,
and we can often ask how a particular king {(or political movement, or
climactic change) helped the horse sacrifice {or the worship of a goddess or
anything else) to survive and thrive. Often history can explain why some
ideas take hold and spread while others do not; ideas take root only when they
become important to people at a particular time, when they hitch on to
something that those people care about. An understanding of the social
context of the Upanishads, reintroducing the world into the text, may go a
long way to explain not who first thought of the story of Raikva but why the
Brahmins were willing to include his story in their texts despite the ways in
which it challenged their social order.

MYTH, HISTORY, AND SYMBOLISM

In addition to understanding the history of the texts, we need to understand
the relationship between records of historical events and the construction of
imaginary worlds as well as the symbolism that often joins them. To begin
with the symbolism of physical objects, sometimes a linga is just a linga—or,
more often, both a linga and a cigar. Numerous Sanskrit texts and ancient
sculptures (such as the Gudimallam linga from the third century BCE) define
this image unequivocally as an iconic representation of the male sexual organ
in erection, in particular as the erect phallus of the god Shiva. So too a verse
from the “Garland of Games” of Kshemendra, a Brahmin who lived in
Kashmir in the eleventh century, refers to the human counterpart of the Shiva
linga: “Having locked np the house on the pretext of venerating the linga,

Randy scratches her itch with a linga of skin. i The first linga in this verse is
certainly Shiva’s, and there is an implied parallelism, ifnet identity, between
it and the second one, which could be either a leather dildo or i% human
prototype, attached to a man. And many Hindus have, like Freud, seen lingas
in every naturally occurring elongated object, the so-called self-created
(svayambhu) lingas, including ob jefs trouvés such as stalagmites. The linga in
this physical sense is well known throughout India, a signifier that is
understood across barriers of caste and language, a /inga franca, if you will.



The Gudimallam Linga.

But other texts treat the linga as an aniconic pillar of light or an abstract
symbol of god (the word means simply a “sign,” as smoke is the sign of fire),
with no sexual reference. To some, the stone lingas “convey an ascefic purity



despite their obvious sexual symbolism.”i There is nothing surprising about
this range; some Christians see in the cross a vivid reminder of the agony on
Calvary, while others see it as a symbol of their God in the abstract or of
Christianity as a religion. But some Hindus who see the linga as an abstract
symbol therefore object to the interpretations of these who view it
anthropomorphically; their Christian counterparts would be people who
refuse to acknowledge that the cross ever referred to the passion of Christ.
Visitors to the Gudimallam linga in the early twenty-first century noted that
while the large linga as a whole remains entirely naked, with all its
anatomical detail, the small image of a naked man on the front of the linga
was covered with a chaste cloth, wrapped around the whole linga as a kind of
total loincloth (or fig leaf) simultaneously covering up the middle of the man
in the middle of the linga and the middle of the linga itself. Here is a fine
example of a tvaclition driving with nne font on the hrake and the other on the
accelerator. We need to be aware of both the literal and symbolic levels
simultaneously, as we see both the rabbit and the man in the moon.

Similarly, we have to be careful how we use history and myth to
understand one another. In this context I would define a myth as a story thata
group of people believe for a long time despite massive evidence that it is not
actually true; the spirit of myth is the spirit of Oz: Pay no attention to the man
behind the curtain. When we read a text that says that a Hindu king impaled
eight thousand Jainas, we need to use history to understand myth—that is, we
need to understand why such a text was composed and retold many times;
that means knowing the reasons for the tensions between Hindus and Jainas at
that time (such as the competition for royal patronage). But we cannot use the
myth to reconstruct the actual history behind the text; we cannot say that the
text is evidence that a Hindu king actually did impale Jainas. To take another
example, when the Ramayana speaks of ogres (Rakshasas), it may be
simultaneously constructing an imaginary world in which evil forces take
forms that can destroy us and using ogres as a metaphor for particular types
of human beings. But it does not record an actual event, a moment when
people from Ayodhya overcame real people in India (tribals, or Dravidians,
or anyone else), nor does the story of the building of the causeway to Lanka
mean that Rama and a bunch of monkeys actually built a causeway to (Sri)
Lanka. Such myths reveal to us the history of sentiments rather than events,
motivations rather than movements.

The history of ideas, even if not a source of “hard” histary, is still a very
precious thing to have. For stories, and the ideas in stories, do influence
history in the other direction, into the future. People who heard or read that
story about the impaled Jainas may well have acted differently toward Jainas
and/or Hindus (better or worse) as a result. More often than not, we do not
know precisely what happened in history, but we often know the stories that
people tell about it. As a character in a Garrison Keillor novel remarks,

“« ) s
There are no answers, only stories.”” In some ways, the stories are not only



all that we have access to but all that people at the time, and later, had access
to and hence all that drove the event that followed. Real events and
senfiments produce symbols, symbols produce real events and sentiments,
and real and symbolic levels may be simultaneously present in a single text.

Myth has been called “the smoke of history,”j and my intention is to balance
the smoke of myth with the fire of historical events, as well as to demonstrate
how myths too become fires when they do not merely respond to historical
events (as smoke arises from fire) but drive them (as fire gives rise to smoke).
Ideas are facts too; the belief, whether true or false, that the British were
greasing cartridges with animal fat started a revolution in India. For we are
what we imagine, as much as what we do.

DIVERSITY

Is there a unique and distinct phenomenon worth naming that covers the
religion(s) of the people from the Veda {c. 1200 BCE) to the Hare Krishnas in
American airports and that tells us where Hinduism ends and Buddhism
begins? It is useful to distinguish the objection that there is no such thing as
Hinduism in the sense of a single unified religion, from the objection that the
people we call Hindus lack a category, or word, for Hinduism and identify
themselves not as Hindus but as Indians or as Bengali Vaishnavas
(worshipers of Vishnu, living in Bengal). That is, we may ask: (1) Is there
such a thing as Hinduism?; (2) is that the best thing to call it?; and (3) can we
do so even if Hindus didn't/don’t? These are related but separate questions.
Let’s consider the phenomenon and the name one by one.

ARE THERE SUCH THINGS AS HINDUS AND
HINDUISM?

There are several objections to the use of any single term to denote what,
p

for the sake of argument, we will call Hindus and Hinduism.

Hindus did not develop a strong sense of themselves as members of a
distinct religion until there were other religions against which they needed to
define themselves, like the invisible man in the Hollywood film who could be
seen only when he was wearing clothing that was not a part of him. Until as
late as the seventeenth century, many Indian rulers used titles that identified
them with a divinity or with their preeminence over other rulers or with their
personal qualities er with all their subjects, but not merely with the Hindus.
Cultures, traditions, and beliefs cut across religious communities in India, and
few people defined themselves exclusively through their religious beliefs or
practices; their identities were segmented on the basis of locality, language,



caste, occupation, and sect.§ Only after the British began to define
communities by their religion, and foreigners in India tended to put people of

different religions into different ideological boxes,” did many Indians follow
suit, ignoring the diversity of their own thoughts and asking themselves

which of the boxes they belonged in.E Only after the seventeenth century did
a ruler use the title Lord of the Hindus (Hindupati) E

Indeed most people in India would still define themselves by allegiances

other than their re]igion.E The Hindus have not usually viewed themselves as
a group, for they are truly a rainbow people, with different colors (varnas in
Sanskrit, the word that also designates “class”), drawing upon not only a wide
range of texts, from the many unwritten traditions and vernacular religions of
unknown origins te Sanskrit text that begin well before 1000 BCE and are
still being composed, but, more important, upon the many ways in which a
single text has been read over the centuries, by people of different castes,
genders, and individual needs and desires. And this intertextuality is balanced
by an equally rainbow-hued range of practices, which we might call an
interpracticality, on the model of intertextuality, practices that refer to other
practices.

Another objection to regarding Hinduism as a monolithic entity is that it is
hard to spell out what “they all” believe or do (even if we exclude from “all”
people like Shirley MacLaine). There is no single founder or institution to
enforce any single construction of the tradition, to rule on what is or is not a
Hindu idea or to draw the line when someone finally goes too far and
transgresses the unspoken boundaries of reinterpretation. Ideas about all the
major issues—vegetarianism, nonviolence, even caste itself—are subjects of
a debate, not a dogma. There is no Hindu canon. The books that Euro-
Americans privileged (such as the Bhagavad Gita) were not always so highly
regarded by “all Hindus,” certainly not before the Euro- Americans began to
praise them. Other books have been far more important to certain groups of
Hindus but not to others.

One answer to this objection is that like other religions—Christianity,
Buddhism, Islam—Hinduism encompasses numerous miscellaneous sects.
Religions are messy. But intertextuality (as well as interpracticality) argues
for the inclusion of this unruly miscellany under the rubric of Hinduism. The
fact that later texts and practices often quote earlier ones, right back to the Rig
Veda, allows us to call it a single tradition, even though there are many other
Hindu texts and practices that have no connection with any Sanskrit text, let

alone the Veda. What literary critics call the anxiety of influencef works in
the other direction in India. The individual artist composing a text or
performing a ritual can make innovations, but she demonstrates first her
knowledge of the traditions of the past and only then her ability to build upon



them and even to reverse them. The assumption is that if she thinks she has an
original idea, it means that she has forgotten its source.

Moreover, some of the people we now call Hindus did, when they wanted
to, for more than two millennia, find ways to describe themselves as a group,
in contrast with Buddhists or Muslims (or particular subsect of Buddhists or
Muslims). They called themselves the people of the Veda. or the people who
revere the Brahmins who are the custodians of the Veda, or the people who
have four classes and four stages of life (varna-ashrama-dharma, in contrast
with Buddhists). Or they called themselves the Aryas (“nobles”), in contrast
with the Dasyus or Dasas (“aliens” or “slaves”) or barbarians (mfecchas). The
texts called the Brahmanas, in the seventh century BCE, define mlecchas as
people of unintelligible speech, as does a dharma text of the period, which

adds that they alse eat cow ﬂesh,g implying that the Aryas do not. The
lawmaker Manu too, in the early centuries CE, treat% mieccha as a linguistic
term, contrasted with Arya (which he correctly regards as a linguistic term)
rather than with Dasyu {an ethnic term); those outside the four classes
(varnas) are aliens (Dasyus), whether they speak barbarian (mleccha)
languages o Arya languages (10.45). A commentator on Manu, named
Medhatithi, glosses mleccha with the Sanskrit word barbara, cognate with
the Greek barbarci (“barbarian,” someone who babbles, “barbarbar”). No
one ever comments on the religious beliefs or practices of these people.

But religious belief and practice are aspects of Hindu identity that both we
and they can and do recognize. Caste, the most important of the allegiances
by which the people whom we call Hindus do identify themselves most often,
is closely regulated by religion. Some people would define a Hindu through

exclusion, as someene who doesn'’t belong to another religion; 15_q officials of
the British Raj used the term “Hindu” to characterize all things in India
(especially cultural and religious elements and features feund in the cultures
and religions of India) that were “not Muslim, not Christian, not Jewish, or,

hence, not Western.”'® Taking the opposite tack, the inclusive tack, the

Indian Supreme Ceurt, in the Hindu Marriage Act (1955),2 ruled that any
reference to Hindus shall be construed as including “any person who is a
Buddhist, Jaina or Sikh by religion.” as well as “persons professing the Sikh,
Jain or Buddhist religion,” a blatant appropriation that most Sikhs, Jains, and

Buddhists would resent bitterly. * It also defines a Hindu as someone who is
not a Muslim, Christian, Parsi, or Jew, but who is (in addition to a Sikh,
Buddhist, or Jaina) one of a rather arbitrary selection of people whose
marginality made the court nervous: “any person who is a Hindu by religion
in any of its forms or developments, including a Virashaiva, a Lingayat or a
follower of the Brahmo, Prarthana or Arya Samaj.” Significantly, the
definition was needed because different religions have different marriage
laws; the horror of miscegenation, always lurking in the Brahmin heart of
darkness, was exacerbated by the British legacy within the law code.



But in addition to the circularity, mutual contradictions, and blatant
chanvinism of the “not a Muslim” definition, such paraphrases list only other
religions available in India (they seldom specify “not a Navajo, not a
Confucian”); otherwise the word “Hindu” might simply have replaced
“gentoo” or ‘“heathen.” The political problems that arise from this
geographical assumption will resurface below when we consider the word,
rather than the concept, “Hinduism.”

In what seems to me to be something like desperation, a number of people
have defined Hinduism as the religion of people who «annot or will not
define their religion. This view was only somewhat sharpened by Sarvepalli
Radhakrishnan (president of India from 1962 to 1967), who defined
Hinduism as the belief “that truth was many-sided and different views
contained different aspects of truth which no one could fully express,” which
would, I think, make all Unitarians Hindus, or by the militant nationalist B.
G. Tilak {1856-1920), who added helpfully that “recognition of the fact that
the means to salvation are diverse; and realization of the truth that the number
of gods to be worshipped is large, that indeed is the distinguishing feature of

Hindu religion.”f The Supreme Court of India in 1966, and again in 1995,
codified and reconfirmed these two nondefinitions of Hinduism.

In 1966 the Indian Supreme Court was called upon to define Hinduism
because the Satsangis or followers of Swaminarayan (1780-1830) claimed
that their temples did not fall under the jurisdiction of certain legislation
affecting Hindu temples. They argued that they were not Hindus, in part
because they did not worship any of the traditional Hindu gods; they
worshiped Swaminarayan, who had declared that he was the Supreme God.
The court ruled against them, citing various European definitions of

Hinduism and others, including Radhakrishnan’s cited above.E But the
Satsangis had brought their case to the court in order to challenge the 1948
Bombay Harijan Temple Entry Act, which guaranteed Harijans (Pariahs,
Untouchables) access to every Hindu temple; if the Satsangis were not
Hindus, this law weuld not force them to open their doors to Harijans. Thus
the legal ruling that defined Hinduism by its tolerance and inclusivism was
actually inspired by the desire of certain Hindus to exclude other Hindus from
their temples.

THE ZEN DIAGRAM

In answer to several of the objections to the word “Hinduism.” some
scholars have tried to identify a cluster of qualities each of which is important
but not essential to Hinduism; not every Hindu will believe in, or do, all of
them, but each Hindu will adhere to some combination of them, as a non-
Hindu would not. Scholars differ as to the number and nature of those



forms,g and we have seen the attempts of the Indian Supreme Court to come
up with an inoffensive cluster, but perhaps we can be a little more specific.
The elements from which the clusters are formed might include some
combination of belief in the Vedas (which excludes Buddhism and Jainism),
karma (which does not exclude Buddhism and Jainism), dharma {religion,
law, and justice), a cosmology centered on Mount Meru, devotion (bhakti) to
one or more members of an extensive pantheon, the ritual offering (puja) of
fruit and flowers to a deity, vegetarianism as an ideal {though only between

about 25 and 40 percent of Indians are actually vegetarianﬂ), nonviolence,
and blood sacrifice (which may or may not be mutually exclusive). This
polythetic approach, which owes much to the concept of family resemblance

laid out by the philosopher Wittgenstein,g could be represented by a Venn
diagram, a chart made of intersecting circles. It might be grouped into sectors
of ditferent colors, one for beliets or practices that some Hindus shared with
Buddhists and Jainas, another largely confined to Hindu texts in Sanskrit, a
third more characteristic of popular worship and practice, and so forth. But
since there is no single central quality that all Hindus must have, the
emptiness in the center, like the still center of a storm, suggests that the figure
might better be named a Zen diagram, which is not, as you might think, a
Venn diagram with just one ring or one that has an empty ring in the center

but one that has no central ring.?

There is therefore no central something to which the peripheral people

were peripheral. One person’s center is another’s periphery;ﬁ all South Asia
was just a periphery, for instance, to those Delhi sultans and Mughal
emperors who viewed everything from a Central Asian perspective. We may
speak of marginalized people in the sense that they have been dispossessed
and exploited, but Hinduism has porous margins and is polycentric. The
Brahmins had their center, which we will refer to as the Brahmin imaginary,
but there were other centers too, alternafi’'ve centers.

The configuration of the clusters of Hinduism's defining characteristics

changes through time, through space, and through each individual.é It is
constantly in motion, because it is made of people, also constantly in motion.
Among the many advantages of the cluster approach is the fact that it does
not endorse any single authoritative or essentialist view of what Hinduism is;
it allows them all. Any single version of this polythetic polytheism {which is
also a monotheism, a monism, and a pantheism), including this one, is no
better than a strobe photograph of a chameleon, a series of frozen images
giving a falsely continuous impression of something that is in fact constantly
changing. Like the man who proudly displayed a roomful of archery targets,
each with an arrow in the bull's-eye, but was forced to confess that he had
shot the arrows first and then had drawn the targets around them, we can
decide what aspects of Hinduism we want to talk about and find the cluster of
qualities in which that aspect is embodied—and, if we wish, call it Hinduism.



Or backing off ever so slightly, we can speak of beliefs and practices that
many Hindus share, which is what I intend to do.

1t is often convenient to speak of a Brahmin-oriented guasi-orthodoxy (or
orthopraxy—see below), which we might call the Brahmin imaginary or the
idealized system of class and life stage (varna-ashrama-dharma). But
whatever we call this constructed center, it is, like the empty center in the Zen
diagram of Hinduisms, simply an imaginary peint around which we orient all
the actual Hindus who accept or oppose it; it is what Indian logicians call the
straw man (purva paksha), against whom one argues. The actual beliefs and
practices of Hindus—renunciation, devaotion, sacrifice, and so many maore—
are peripheries that the imaginary Brahmin center cannot hold.

HINDUS AND HINDUISM BY ANY OTHER N AMES?

If we can agree that there is something out there worth naming, what shall
we call it? The main objections to calling it Hinduism or to calling the people
in question Hindus are that those were not always the names that Hindus used
for themselves or their religion and that they are geographical names. Let us
consider these two ebjections.

Most of the people we call Hindus call themselves something else, like

Golkonda Vyaparis,i7 or, on the rarer occasions when they do regard
themselves as a group, refer to themselves not as Hindus but as people with
the sorts of definitions that we have just considered (Aryas, people who
revere the Veda, who follow the system of class and stage of life, and so
forth). Moreover, “Hindu” is not a native word but comes from a word for the

“river” (sindhu) that Herodotus (in the fifth century BCE?}, the Persians (in

the fourth century BCE), and the Arabs (after the eighth century CE%) used
to refer to everyone who lived beyond the great river of the northwest of the
subcontinent, still known locally as the Sindhu and in Europe as the Indus.
James Joyce, in his novel Finnegans Wake, in 1939, punned on the word
“Hindoo” (as the British used to spell it), joking that it came from the names
of two lrishmen, Hin-nessy and Doo-ley: “lhis is the hindoo Shimar Shin

between the docley boy and the hinnessy,”ﬂ Even Joyce knew that the word
was not native to India. It was an outsider's name for the peaple who
inhabited the territory around the Indus River, which the Persians called

Hindustan,®! as did the Mughal emperor Babur in his memoirs in the
sixteenth century CE: “Most of the people in Hindustan are infidels whom the

people of India call Hindu. Most Hindus believe in reincamation."% It is
noteworthy both that Babur singles out reincarnation for the defining belief of
Hinduism {one of the circles in our Zen diagram) and that he does not ascribe
this belief to a// Hindus (implicitly acknowledging their diversity). “Hindu”



has, however, been an insider’'s word too for centuries, and it is the word that
most Hindus do use now to refer to themselves. And it is not uncommon for
one culture to take from another a word to designate a concept for which the
original culture had a concept but not a word.

That the word has a geographical basis is, as we have seen, absolutely true.
But it is not just the word but the very concept of Hindus and Hinduism that
is geographically rooted in history. The textbook of legal code (dharma)
attributed to Manu (first century CE) does not use the word “Hindu” but does
offer a geographical definifi'on of the people to whom his dharma applies (a
definition that, it is worth noting, uses animals to define humans):

Fromthe eastern sea to the western sea [the Indian Ocean and the Bay
of Bengal], the area in between the two mountains [the Himalayas and
the Vindhyas] is what wise men call the Land of the Aryas. Where the
black antelope ranges by nature, that should be known as the country
fit for sacrifices; and beyond it is the country of the barbarians. The
twice-born [the upper classes and particularly Brahmins] should make
every effort to settle in these countries [2.23-24].

Much has happened since the time when one could define India as the land
where the (deer and the) antelope play from sea to shining sea (eastern to
western). The belief that all Hindus (should) live in India may have been
strong once, though more honored in the breach than in the observance. The
Hindus are, after all, one of the great merchant civilizations of the world, and
the diaspora is very old indeed. Even Manu merely expresses the pious hope
that the upper classes “make every effort” to stay within the boundary lines.
Granted, many Hindus did suffer loss of caste status when they headed west
across the Indus (particularly under the British Raj). Nevertheless, Hindus
spread first through Southeast Asia and later through the British Empire, and
they now live all ever the world; there are approximately one and a half
million Hindus in the United States, some 0.5 percent of the population.

So it has been said for much of Indian history that ideally, all Hindus
should live in India. But the corresponding implicati’'on, that everyone in India
is {or should be) a Hindu, was never true, not true during the millennia of
cultures before either the Indus Valley or the Vedas. not true of most of India
even after those early settlements of North India, and certainly never true
after the rise of Buddhism in the fifth century CE. Nowadays there are still
enough Muslims in India—15 percent of the population, almost as many

Muslims as in Pakistanf—to make India one of the most populous Muslim
nations in the world, and Muslim input into Indian culture is far more
extensive than the mere numbers would imply. Yet Hindu nationalists have
used the geographical implications of the word to equate Hinduism with India
and therefore to exclude from the right to thrive in India such people as
Muslims and Christians; in 1922, V. D. Savarkar coined the term “Hindutva”
to express this equation. But not everyone who uses the word “Hinduism” can



be assumed to be in their camp, an assumpfion that would reduce an
intellectual problem to a political problem and a move that we need not make.
When we use the word, we can, like Humpty Dumpty, pay it extra, in this
case to mean not “the people of India” but the intersecting clusters of
Hinduisms outlined above.

What's in a name? We might take a page from Prince and call it “the
religion formerly known as Hinduism” or “Hinduism aprés /a lettre.” Despite
the many strikes against the word “Hinduism,” Hinduism by any other name
would be just as impossible to categorize, and it is still useful to employ some
word for it. We cannot insist that Hindus rethink the name they want to use
for their tradition (as they have renamed not only strees in cities but whole
cities, like Madras/Chennai, Bombay/Mumbai, and Calcutta/Kolkata), no

matter how recent or troubled the name may be.ﬁ “Hinduism” is, in any case,
the only poker game in town right now;® it is by far the most immediately

recognizable word, or even phrase,gj currently used to describe the Zen
diagram of, for want of a better word, Hinduism. In any case, whether or not
there really is a Hinduism, there certainly are Hindus.

SOURCES OF ALTERNATIVE HINDUISMS

Different Hindus not only lived different Hinduisms but privileged
different aspects of Hinduism, different qualiti'es among the (non)-defining
clusters. Scholars too see the Hindu elephant differently depending upon what
part of it they grab (to cite the old Indian parable of the blind men: The one
with his hands on the tail imagines that the animal is like a rope; on the side, a
wall; on the trunk, a snake). Their politics inevitably colors their ideas of
what Hinduism is.

In addition to including women’s as well as men's voices and Other Ranks
as well as Brahmins, Hinduism is composed of local as well as pan-Indian
traditions, oral as well as written traditions, vernacular as well as Sanskrit
traditions, and nontextual as well as textual sources. The first (often
marginalizcd) clements of cach of thesce pairs tend to reinforce onc another, as
do the second elements, the dominant elements, but there are important
distinctions within each of the two groups. For these contrasting pairs did not
translate into polarized groups of people; a single person would often have
both halves (as well as non-Hindu traditions) in his or her head; a Brahmin
would know the folk traditions, just as, in our world, many people study
paleography and then go to church and read Genesis. It is not the case that a
puritanical Brahmin studied Manu's dharma texts and a libertine merchant
read the Kama-sutra (the textbook of the science of erotics); the same man, of
either class, might well read dharma with learned men {pandits) by day and
the Kama-sutra with his mistress by night.



The elite tendencies of written traditions were exacerbated by the climate.
The wet heat and the white ants destroyed any written text within a century or
two, particularly since vellum was ruled out by the taboo against using animal
substances and palm leaf was far more fragile than vellum. So these written
texts by definition belonged to the privileged classes; the written texts that
survived had to have been copied over and over again by a scribe patronized
by someone with money to spare, and the scribe himself was invariably a
male of high caste.

Yet oral and written traditions interact throughout Indian history, with oral
recitations of written texts and written records of texts recited by people who
may or may not have been illiterate. This interaction, which we will note
throughout the book, is exemplified by the relationship between writing and
reciting in two of the defining texts of Hinduism, the Veda and the

Mahabharata *¢ The Rig Veda was preserved orally, but it was frozen, every
syllable preserved for centuries, through a process of rigorous memorization.
There are no variant readings of the Rig Veda no critical editions or textual
apparatus. Just the Rig Veda So much for the fluidity of orally transmitted
texts. Correspondingly, the expected fixity of written texts dissolves when we
look at the history of the reception and transmission of the Mahabharata,
another enormous Sanskrit text, but one that was preserved both orally and in
manuscript. In contrast with the Rig Veda, this text changed constantly; it is
so extremely fluid that there is no single Mahabharata; there are hundreds of
Mahabharatas, hundreds of different manuscripts and innumerable oral
versions. So much for the fixity of written texts.

The relationship between Sanskrit and the other languages of India (the
vernaculars) further complicates this picture. Sanskrit is the model for most
North Indian languages (and the source of much of their grammar and some
of their vocabulary), as Tamil is for the Dravidian languages of the south
(such as Telugu, Kannada, and Malayalam). The Sanskrit/Tamil distinction
therefore overlaps with the North/South disfinction, but we certainly cannot
simply equate Sanskrit with North and Tamil with South. Many South Indian
ideas—like devotion (bhakti}, to take a case at random—entered Sanskrit
literature, not just Tamil literature, through South Indian Brahmins who wrote
in Sanskrit in South India. Not only did southern ideas go north, and vice
versa, and not only did Tamil flow into Sanskrit and Sanskrit into Tamil, but
Tamil went north, and Sanskrit south.

A similar mutual interpenetration characterizes textual and nontextual
sources. The study of Hinduism in the scholarship of Euro-Americans has
been overwhelmingly textual; that’s one of the characteristics of what we
now call Orientalism, the cluster of attitudes that implicated the first
European scholars of India in the European colonization of India. The British
used texts as a way of disregarding actual Hindu practices and justifying their
own imperial project with textual citations. And the Orientalist orientation to
texts is the orientation toward Brahmins {and Sanskrit, and writing). More



recently, scholars have begun to pay more attenfion to ritual, archaeology, art
history, epigraphy, the records of foreign visitors, and, in the modern period,
ethnography, revealing new aspects of a lived religion that is very differently
represented in texts. Coins, for instance, tell a story, for money talks in that
sense too.

The two sets of sources, textual and nontextual, reveal bit of history to us
in different ways, like the lame man riding on the shoulders of the blind man.
When it comes to history, you can’t trust anyone: The texts lie in one way,
while images and archaeology mislead us in other ways. On the one hand, the
gods did not fly around in big palaces, as the texts insist that they did, and we
cannot know if women really did speak up as Gargi does in the Upanishads,
or Draupadi in the Mahabharata. On the other hand, the Indus seal we all
once interpreted as an ithyphallic Shiva Pashupati is probably just someone
sitting cross-legged as South Asians are inclined to do, with a bulging
loincloth knot; well, back to the drawing board. Nontextual sources can
provide textualists with an occasional shot in the arm, alerting them to what
to look for—in texts—once they get the idea that they might be there. Texts
can do a great deal, with a little help from their nontextual friends.

Texts are still useful in a number of ways. First of all, some of those old
Brahmin males knew a hell of a lot of great stories. Second, not all text% were
written by Brahmins. Woven into the Brahmin texts, as well as standing
alongside them, is another great strand of narratives by that extraordinarily
prolific writer Anonymous, who was usually nota Brahmin and who should
be credited with a great deal of the ancient literature of South Asia. (He—or,
just as likely, she—often wrote under the nom de plume of the heavnily
mythologized authors whom we will soon encounter, people named Vyasa or
Valmiki or simply Suta, “the Charioteer Bard.”) Third, even those texts that
were written by Brahmins were not written {entirely) by Brahmins, nor were
all the Brahmins highly literate or elitist; the texts were constantly infused
with the contributions of the lower classes and women. Fourth, texts are
events too: The Upanishads are part of history as well as imagination. And
fifth, texts are also a major source of information about material culture: If we
cannot always find the archaeological remains of a plow. we might at least
find a text that mentions a plow, just as when we cannot find texts actually
written by women, we can at least find references to women, and sympathetic
views of their lives, in texts written by men. All these factors greatly expand
the caste of characters in ancient Sanskrit tex#.

I myself am by both temperament and training inclined to texts. I am
neither an archaeologist nor an art historian; I am a Sanskritist, indeed a
recovering Orientalist, of a generation that framed its study of Sanskrit with
Latin and Greek rather than Urdu or Tamil. I've never dug anything up out of
the ground or established the date of a sculpture. I've labored all my adult life
in the paddy fields of Sanskrit, and since I know ancient India best, I've
lingered in the past in this book longer than an anthropologist might have



done, and even when dealing with the present, I have focused on elements
that resonate with the past, so that the book is driven from the past, back-

wheel—powered.ﬁr I have also, for most of the same reasons, inclined more
toward written, more precisely ancient Sanskrit traditions than oral and
vernacular and contemporary ones. But this book is, when all is said and
done, and despite my acknowledgment of the baleful influence of text-
oriented scholarship, a defense of the richness of tex# as the source of
information about the sorts of things that some people nowadays assume you
need nontextual sources for: women, the lower classes, the way people
actually lived.

WOMEN

Women are sometimes said to have been excluded from the ancient Indian
texts and therefore to have left no trace, history having been written by the
winners, the men. But in fact women made significant contributions to the
texts, both as the {usually unacknowledged) sources of many ancient as well
as contemporary narratives and as the inspiration for many more. Some
Hindu women did read and write, forging the crucial links between
vernacular languages and Sanskrit. Women were forbidden to study the most
ancient sacred text, the Veda, but the wives, whose presence was required at

Vedic rituals, both heard and spoke Vedic Verses,f and they may well have
had wider access to other Sanskrit texts. Later, in the second or third century
CE, the Kama-sutra tells us not only that women had such access but even
that they sometimes commissioned such texts to be written (1.3). Women in
Sanskrit plays generally speak only dialec® (Prakrits), while men speak only
Sanskrit, but since the men and women converse together, generally without
translators, the wormen must understand the men’s Sanskrit, and the men the
women'’s dialects. Moreover, some women in plays both speak and write

Sanskrit, and some men speak in dialects, trampling on what is left of the
convention. It is a basic principle of one school of Indian logic that something

can be prohibited only if its occurrence is possible_ﬁ The fact that the texts
keep shouting that women should not read Vedic texts suggests that women
were quite capable of doing so and probably did so whenever the pandits
weren’t looking. Women as a group have always been oppressed in India (as
elsewhere), but individual women have always succeeded in making their
mark despite the obstacles.

We can also look for the implied authorf and identify in men'’s texts the

sorts of things that a woman might have said.‘i_1 Within the Sanskrit texts,
women express views of matters as basic as karma in terms quite different
from those of men, and these views become even more prominent when



women compose their own tales.g There is an “ironic” presence of women in
the Mahabharata, “perhaps beyond earshot, but definitely heard,” and their
physical absence may lend a kind of invisible luster to the highly visible

women in that text.f The Kama-sutra, in its instructions to the would-be
adulterer, presents a strong protofeminist view of what women have to put up
with at the hands of inadequate husbands (5.1). Such texi at least keep
women in the picture, however biased a picture that may be, until they do

finally get to speak as named authors, much later.

Of course, excavating women’s voices in male texts must always be
qualified by the realization that there may be ventriloquism, misreporting of
women, and false consciousness; the male author of the Kama-sutra may
have sympathy for women but not true empathy; his interest in their thoughts
is exploitative, though no less accurate for all that. But ventriloquism is a
two-way street; there is also a ventriloquism of women’'s voices in male
minds. For even when a male Brahmin hand actually held the pen, as was
usually the case no matter what the subject matter was, women'’s ideas may
have gotten into his head. We can never know for sure when we are hearing
the voices of women in men’s texts, but we can often ferret out (to use an
animal metaphor) tracks, what the Hindus call “perfumes” (vasanas), that
women have left in the literature. A hermeneutic of suspicion, questioning the
expressed motivations of the author, is therefore required, but it is still worth
reading between the lines, even making the texts talk about things they don't
want to talk about. Moreover, texts are not our only source of knowledge of
this period; women also left marks, perfumes, that we can find in art and
archaeology. We can try to resurrect the women actors in Hindu history
through a combination of references to them, both unsympathetic (to see what
they had to put up with from some men) and sympathetic (to show that other
men did treat them humanely), and moments when we can hear women'’s own
voices getting into the texts and, more rarely, discover actual female
authorship.

FROM DOG COOKERS TO DALITS

Brahmins may have had a monopoly on liturgical Sanskit for the
performance of certain public rites, but even then the sacrificer uttered some
of the ritual words and performed the domestic rites. And the sacrificer need
not have been a Brahmin, a member of the highest class; the other two twice-
born social classes—warriors/rulers (Kshatriyas) and, below them, merchants,
farmers and herders (Vaishyas)—were also initiated and therefore could be
sacrificers. The three upper classes were called twice born because of the
second birth through the ritual of initiation (the ancient Indian equivalent of
becoming born again), in which a man was born {again) as a fully developed



member of the community. “ The lowest of the four classes, the servants
(Shudras), were excluded from these and many other aspects of religious life,
but the exclusion of Shudras doesn’t automatically make something
“Brahminical.”

There have been countless terms coined to designate the lowest castes, the
dispossessed or underprivileged or marginalized groups, including the tribal
peoples. These are the people that Sanskrit texte named by specific castes
(Chandala,Chamara, Pulkasa, etc.) or called Low and Excluded (Apasadas) or

Born Last (or Worst, Antyajas) or Dog Cookers (Shva-Pakas'), because caste
Hindus thought that these people ate dogs, who in turn ate anything and
everything, and in Hinduism, you are what you eat. Much later the British
called them Untouchables, the Criminal Castes, the Scheduled (they
pronounced it SHED-YULED) Castes, Pariahs (a Tamil word that has found
its way into English), the Depressed Classes, and Outcastes. Gandhi called
them Harijans (“the People of God”). The members of these castes (beginning
in the 1930s and 1940s and continuing now) called themselves Dalits (using
the Marathi/Hindi word for “oppressed” or “broken” to translate the British
“Depressed”). B. R. Ambedkar (in the 1950s), himself a Dalit, tried, with
partial success, to convert some of them to Buddhism. Postcolonial scholars
call them (and other low castes) Subalterns. Another important group of
oppressed peoples is constituted by the Adivasis (‘original inhabitants”), the
so-called tribal peoples of India, on the margins both geographically and
ideologically, sometimes constituting a low caste (such as the Nishadas),
sometimes remaining outside the caste system altogether.

It is important to distinguish among Dalits and Adivasis and Shudras, all of
whom have very different relationships with upper-caste Hindus, though
many Sanskrit texts confuse them. So too, the Backward Castes, a sneering
name that the British once gave to the excluded castes in general, are now
regarded as castes separate from, and occasionally in conflict with, certain
other Dalit castes; the Glossary of Human Rights Watch defines Backward
Castes as “those whose ritual rank and occupational status are above
‘untouchables’ but who themselves remain socially and economically
depressed. Also referred to as Other Backward Classes (OBCs) or Shudras,”
though in actual practice the OBCs often distinguish themselves from both
Dalits and Shudras. All these groups are alike only in being treated very badly
by the upper castes; precisely how they are treated, and what they do about it,
differs greatly from group to group. All in all, when we refer to all the
disenfranchised castes below the three upper classes known as twice born, it
is convenient to designate them by the catchall term of Pariahs (a Tamil word
—for the caste that beat leather-topped drums—that finds its way into
English) up until the twentieth century and then to call them Dalits.

But whatever we choose to call them, the excluded castes play an
important role in the history of the Hindus. Thanks to the Subaltern studies



movement, there is a lot more available light for Dalits, particularly in the
modern period (from the time of the British}; this book aims to contribute to
that movement by including more information about Dalits in the ancient
period. There have been protests against the mistreatment of the lower castes
from a very early age in India, though such protests generally took the form
of renouncing caste society and forming an alternative society in which caste
was ignored; no actual reforms took place until the nineteenth century and
then with only limited success. Much of what I have said about women also
applies to Pariahs, and vice versa; Brahmin ventriloquism functions similarly
to male ventriloquism, and the lower castes, like women, leave their
“perfumes” in upper-caste literature. The positive attitudes to Pariahs in such
texts represent a beginning, a prelude to reform; they change the world, even
if only by imagining a world in which people treated women or Pariahs
better.

The Brahmins did produce a great literature, after all, but they did not
compose it in a vacuum. They did not have complete authority or control the
minds of everyone in India. They drew upon, on the one hand, the people
who ran the country, political actors (generally Brahmins and kings, but also
merchants) and, on the other hand, the nonliterate classes. Because of the
presence of oral and folk traditions in Sanskrit texts, as well as non-Hindu

traditions such as Buddhism and Jainism, Dog Cookers do speak,” not
always in voices recorded on a page but in signs that we can read if we try.

For the ancient period, it's often harder to find out who had a plow than to
find out, from inscriptions, who endowed what temple. Some people today
argue that the Brahmins erased much of the low-caste contribution to Indian
culture—erased even their presence in it at all. Certainly the Sanskrit texts
stated that the lower castes would pollute any sacred text that they spoke or

read, as a bag made of the skin of a dog pollutes milk put into it.4_4 But this
probably applied only to a limited corpus of texts, Vedic tex#s, rather than
Sanskrit in general. The fact that a sage is punished for teaching the Vedas to
the horse-headed gods called the Ashvins, who associate with the class of
farmers and herdmen, should alert us to the possibility that teaching the
Vedas to the wrong sorts of people might also be a rule honored at least
sometimes in the breach as well as in the observance. And we can, as with
women'’s voices, ferret out voices of many castes in the ancient texts, and
once we have access to the oral and folk traditions, we can begin to write the
alternative narrative with more confidence.



ANIMALS: HORSES, DOGS, AND COWS
AS POWER, POLLUTION, AND PURITY

Animals—primarily not only dogs, horses, and cows, but also monkeys,
snakes, elephants, tigers, lions, cats, and herons—play important roles in the
Hindu religious imaginary, both as actual living creatures and as the key to
important shifts in attitudes to different social classes. Yogic postures
(asanas) and sexual positions, as well as theological schools, are named after
animals. Gods become incarnate as animals and have animal vehicles in the
human world. The process works in opposite directions at once. On the one
hand, the observation of the local fauna provides images with which people
may think of their gods; whether or not people get the gods thatthey deserve,
they tend to get the gods (and demons) that their animals deserve—gods
inspired by the perceived qualities of the animals. On the other hand, the
ideas that people have about the nature of the gods, and of the world, and of
themselves will lead them to project onto animals certain anthropomorphic
features that may seem entirely erroneous to someone from another culture
observing the same animal. And knowing what animals, real live animals,
actually appeared in the material culture at a particular time and place helps
us place aspects of that culture geographically and sometimes
chronologically. Thus animals appear both as objects, in texts about the
control of violence against living creatures (killing, eating), and as subjects,
in texts where they symbolize people of different classes. Clearly the two—
the animals of the terrain and the animals of the mind—are intimately
connected, and both are essential to our understanding of Hinduism. If the
motto of Watergate was “Follow the money,” the motto of the history of
Hinduism could well be “Follow the monkey.” Or, more often, “Follow the
horse.”

Three animals—horses, dogs, and cows—are particularly charismatic
players in the drama of Hinduism. The mythological texts use them to
symbolize power, pollution, and purity, respectively, and link them to three
classes of classical Hindu society: Kshatriyas or rulers, particularly foreign

rulers (horses), the lower classes (dogs), and Brahmins {cows).* Horses and
dogs function in our narrative as marginalized groups on both ends of the

social spectrum (fereigners and Pariahs), ¥ while cows are the focus of the
ongoing debate about vegetarianism. These three animals pair up first with
one and then with another in a complex symbolic dance. Horses and cows
provide mirror images of each other’s genders. The cow (f.) is the defining
gender for the bovine species and the symbol of the good human female
(maternal, docile); the negative contrast is provided not by bulls and steers,
who have a rather ambivalent status {Shiva’s bull, Nandi, is generally docile
and benign), but by male buffalo, who have taken over this spot in the
paradigm and symbolize evil in both myth and ritual, as well as being often



associated with Pariahs. By contrast, the stallion {m.} is the defining gender
for equines, mares generally being the symbol of the evil female (oversexed,

violent, and Fatally Attractive).f Cows and horses can also represent
religious contrasts; the Hindu cow and the Muslim horse often appear
together on chromolithographs.

Because horses are not native to India and do not thrive there, they must
constantly be imported, generally from western and Central Asia.f The

reasons for this still prevail: climate and pasture.ﬁ The violent contrast
between the hot season and the monsoon makes the soil ricochet between
swampy in one season and hard, parched, and cracked in another. The grazing
season lasts only from September to May, and even then the grasses are spare
and not good for fodder. Moreover, since the best soil is mostly reserved for
the cultivation of grains and vegetables to feed a large and largely vegetarian
population, there is relatively little room for horses even in those places
where more nutritious fodder grasses are found (such as the eastern
extensions of the arid zone in the north and northwest of India, particularly in
Rajasthan, where horses have in fact been bred successfully for centuries).
There is therefore no extensive pasturage, and horses are stabled as soon as
they are weaned, unable to exercise or develop strength and fitness. Here, as
elsewhere, wherever conditions are poor for breeding, “a regular injection of
suitable horses is vital for the upkeep and improvement of the breed,” to keep

it from degenerating.ﬁ

It is therefore part of the very structure of history that India has always had

to import horses,f which became prized animals, used only in elite royal or
military circles. And so the horse is always the foreigner in India, the invader
and conqueror, and the history of the horse in India is the history of those
who came to India and took power. There is still a Hindi saying that might be
translated, “Stay away from the fore of an officer and the aft of a horse” or
“Don’t get in front of an officer or behind a horse.” It dates from a time when
petty officials, especially police, revenue collectors, and record keepers, were
mounted and everyone else was not. These horsemen were high-handed (* . .
on your high horse”} and cruel, people whom it was as wise to avoid as it was
to keep out of the range of those back hooves.

The horse stands as the symbol of the power and aristocracy of the
Kshatriyas, the royal warrior class; the horse is the key to major disputes,
from the wager about the color of a horse’s tail made by the mother of snakes
and the mother of birds in the Mahabharata (1.17-23) (an early instance of
gambling on horses), to heated arguments by contemporary historians about
the seemingly trivial question of whether Aryan horses galloped or ambled
into the Indus Valley or the Punjab, more than three thousand years ago.
Horses confinued to be idealized in religion and art, in stark contrast with the
broken-down nags that one more often actually encounters in the streets of
Indian cities. Under the influence of the Arab and Turkish preference for



mares over stallions, the Hindu bias in favor of stallions and against mares
gave way to an enfire Hindu epic literature that idealized not stallions but
mares. Finally, horses are also metaphors for the senses that must be
harnessed, yoked through some sort of spiritual and physical discipline such
as yoga {a word whose basic meaning is “to yoke,” as in “to yoke horses to a
chariot”).

The cow’s purity is fiercely protected by Brahmins and is at the heart of
often hotly contested attitudes to food in the history of Hinduism. In the
Vedic period, people ate cattle {usually bulls or bullocks or castrated bulls),
as they ate all other male sacrificial animals {with the exception of the horse,
which was not eaten). But though the Vedic people also occasionally ate
cows (the female of the species), cows soon became, for most Hindus,
cultural symbols of non-violence and generosity, through the natural
metaphor of milking; unlike most animals (but like other lactating female
mammals—mares, female camels, buffalo cows, nanny goats), cows can feed
you without dying. Cows therefore are, from the earliest texts to the present
moment, the object of heated debates about vegetarianism.

At the other end of the animal spectrum are dogs. For caste-minded
Hindus, dogs {not significantly gendered like horses and cows) are as unclean
as pigs are to Orthodox Jews and Muslims, therefore symbols of the
oppressed lowest castes, of the people at the very bottom of human society,
indeed outside it, the sors of people that we call underdogs and Sanskrit

authors sometimes called dog cookers.” Dogs are also associated with the
Adivasis, the so-called tribal peoples of India. Animal keepers,
leatherworkers, people who touch human waste are often referred to as pigs

and dogs.?® The ancient Indian textbook of political science, the Airtha-
shastra, even suspects dogs of espionage; the author warns the king not to
discuss secrets when dogs or mynah birds are present {1.15.4). The mynah
bird of course could talk. but the dog? Would he reveal secrets by wagging
his tail? (He might recognize a secret agent and blow his cover by not barking

in the night.)i) But texts covertly critical of the caste system reverse the
symbolism and speak of breaking the rules for dogs, treating them as if they
were not impure. The dog who doesn't bark is about a silence that speaks; it
is a good metaphor for the Pariah voice, the dog's voice, that we can
sometimes hear only when it does not speak.

The shifting tracks of these animals form a trail of continuity within the
diversity of alternative Hinduisms.



PLURALISM AND TOLERANCET

The proliferation of polythetic polytheisms may pose problems for the
definition of Hinduism, but they are its glory as a cultural phenomenon.
Pluralism and diversity are deeply ingrained in polylithic Hinduism, the Ellis
Island of religions; the lines between different beliefs and practices are
permeable membranes. Not only can we see the Hindu traditions as divided
among themselves on many central issues throughout history, but we can see
what the arguments were on each point, often far more than two views on
ma jor questions. The texts wrestle with competing truths, rather than offer pat
answers.

One sort of pluralism that has always prevailed in India is what I would
call eclectic pluralism, or internal or individual pluralism, a kind of cognitive

. 51 . . . .
dissonance, __ in which one person holds a toolbox of different beliefs more
or less simultaneously, drawing upon one on one occasion, another on

another.ﬁ_‘2 Multiple narratives coexist peacefully, sometimes in one open
mind and sometimes in a group of people whose minds may be, individually,

relatively closed.®° A pivotal example of such individual pluralism can be
found in the law text of Manu, which argues, within a single chapter,
passionately against and then firmly for the eating of meat (5.26-56). Or as E.

M. Forster once put it, “Every Indian hole has at least two exits.”f When it
comes to ritual too, an individual Hindu may worship several different gods
on different occasions, to satisfy different needs, on different festival days, in
fellowship with different members of the family (a bride will often bring into
the home a religion different from that of her husband’s), or as a matter of
choice as new gods are encountered.

The compound structure of Sanskrit and the fact that most words have
several meanings (it used to be said that every Sanskrit word means itself, its

opposite, a name of god, and a position in sexual intercoursef) enabled poets
to construct long poems that told two entirely different stories at the same
time and shorter poems that had multiple meanings, depending on how you
divided up the compounds and chose among the various connotations of each
word. This poetry, rich in metaphors, could itself stand as a metaphor for the
Hindu approach to multivalence.

Eclectic pluralism between religions is more cautious, but it has allowed
many an individual, such as a Hindu who worships at a Sufi shrine, to
embrace one tradition in such a way as to make possible, if not full
engagement with other faiths, at least full appreciation and even admiration of

their wisdom and power.g The sorts of permeable membranes that marked
one sort of Hinduism from another also marked Hinduism from other
religions; the dialogues were both intrareligious and interreligious. Hinduism



interacted creatively with, first, Buddhism and Jainism, then Judaism and
Christianity, then Islam and Sikhism, as well as with tribal religions and other
imports {such as Zoroastrianism). The interacti'ons were sometimes conscious
and sometimes unconscious, sometimes appreciative borrowings and
sometimes violent but productive antagonisms {as we will see, for instance, in
the sometimes positive and sometimes negative attitudes toward the story of
Vishnu'’s incarnation as the Buddha). In Rohinton Mistry’s novel Such a Long
Journey, there is a wall in Bombay/Mumbai that the neighborhood men
persist in peeing and defecating against, creating a stench and a nuisance of
flies. The protagonist of the novel hires an artist to paint images of all the
religions of the world on the wall, a multireligious polytheistic dialogue of
gods and mosques (respecting the Muslim rule against representing figures),

so that no one, of any religion, will foul the wal].f {It works, for a while,
until the city knocks down the wall to widen the road.) This seems to me to
be a fine metaphor for both the hopes and the frailty ofinterreligious dialogue
in India.

Hindus, Jainas, and Buddhists all told their own versions of some of the
same stories. Hindus and Buddhists (and others) in the early period shared
ideas so freely that it is impossible to say whether some of the central tenets
of each tradition came from one or the other; often two Hindu versions of the
same story, composed in different centuries, have less in common than do a
Hindu and a Buddhist version of the same story. The stories change to fit
different historical contexts, and often one can date one telling later than
another (the language is different, it mentions a later king, and so forth), but
where it comes from, and when, nobody knows. Many of the same religious

images too were used by Buddhisw% and Jainas as well as Hindus.ﬁ To this
day Hindus and Christians, or Hindus and Muslims, often worship the same
figure under different names; Satya Pir, for instance, is a Muslim holy man
(pir) who had come, by the eighteenth century, to be identified with a form of

the Hindu god Vishnu (Satya Narayana).i

The great Indian poet and saint Kabir, who self-consciously rejected both
Hinduism and Islam, nevertheless built his own religious world out of what
he would have regarded as the ruins of Hinduism and Islam, as did many of
the great Sufi saints, at whose shrines many Hindus continue to worship.
Building a shrine on the site where a shrine of another tradition used to stand
is thus both a metaphor of appreciation and an act of appropriation in India,
unhindered by any anxiety of influence.

This open-mindedness was supported by the tendency of Hindus to be
more orthoprax than orthodox. That is, most Hindus have not cared about
straight opinions (ortho-doxy) nearly so much as they care about straight
behavior (ortho-praxy). Although there is a very wide variety of codes of
action, each community has a pretty clear sense of what should and shouldn't
be done, and some things were Simply Not Done. People have been killed in



India because they did or did not sacrifice animals, or had sex with the wrong
women, or disregarded the Vedas, or even made use of the wrong sacred
texts, but no one was impaled (the Hindu equivalent of burning at the stake)
for saying that god was like this rather than like that. Each sect acknowledged
the existence of gods other than their god(s), suitable for others to worship,
though they might not care to worship them themselves.

Hindus might therefore best be called polydox.f Yet renouncers, certain
monists, and some of the bhakii sects tended to be more orthodox than
orthoprax, and those movements that challenge Brahmins, the Veda, and the
values of class and caste are generally called heterodox. or even heretical

(pashanda or pakhanda) ? The Hindu concept of heresy was thus applied to
some people within the Hindu fold, though more often to Buddhiss and
Jainas.

HYBRIDITY AND MULTIPLICITY

The “solitarist” approach to human identity sees human beings as members
of exactly one group, in contrast with the multiple view that sees individuals
as belonging to several different groups at once. Visualize our friend the
intra-Hinduism Venn/Zen diagram, now in an interreligious guise. The
multiple view is both more appropriate and more helpful for people caught up

inthe confrontation of communities, such as Hindu and Muslim in India.G_0

People sometimes make a further distinction between multiplicity and
hybridity. Mulfiplicity implies a combination in which the contributing
elements are theoretically unchanged even when mixed. Hinduism in this
sense of mulfiplicity is perceived to have elements that a Muslim would
recognize as Muslim, a Buddhist would recognize as Buddhist, and so forth.
An example of religious multiplicity in an individual: On Sunday you go to
church and attend a basic Catholic mass much as you would experience it in
many (though certainly not all) churches in another city or another country,
mutatis mutandis, and on Tuesday you go to a Hindu temple and assist at a
ccremony of killing a goat, much as you would cxpcricncc it in many (though
certainly not all} Hindu temples in another city or another country, mutatis
mutandis. Hybridity, by contrast, implies fusion. An example of religious
hybridity in an individual: On Monday you attend the same sort of basic
Catholic mass, but in place of the Eucharist you kill a goat, or you attend the
same sort of basic Hindu pu ja but the goddess to whom you pray is Mary, the
mother of Jesus, with all her epithets and physical characteristics. The Oxford
English Dictionar y defines “hybrid” as “anything derived from heterogeneous
sources, or composed of different or incongruous elements,” which, when
applied to a community, leaves conveniently open the question of whether
those elements remain unchanged. The OED definition applies to individuals



rather than communifies: “the offspring of two animals or plants of different
species, or (less strictly) varieties.”

Both hybridity and multiplicity can be applied to both communities and
individuals. The trouble with both multiplicity and hybridity (as well as
syncretism) lies in the assumption that the combinatory elements are separate
essences that exist in a pure form before the mix takes place and that the
combination either does (for hybrids) or does not {for multiplicities) change
them in some way. But there are seldom any pure categories in any human
situation, certainly not by the moment when history first catches up with
them. Long before 2000 BCE, the Indus Valley Civilization was already a
mix of cultures, as was Vedic culture at that time, and eventually the two
mixes mixed together, and mixed with other mixes. Hybridity defies binary
oppositions and understands reality as a fluid rather than a series of solid,
separate boxes.

Hyphens can be read as multiple or as hybrid. The hybrid, hyphenated
word “Anglo-Indian” confusingly denotes two opposite sorts of people: The
OED defines “Anglo-Indian” as “a person of British birth resident, or once
resident, in India,” or “a Eurasian of India,"which is to say either a privileged
Englishman ruling “Inja” or a hybrid, an underprivileged person whom the
British regarded as the lowest of all castes, a mixed breed.

Hybridity, traditionally, has had the additional disadvantage of carrying a
largely negative attitude to the mixing of categories, an attitude that we now
regard as reactionary. Thus the hybrid has been despised as a hodgepodge, a
mix in which both (or all) of the contributing elements are modified; the OED
adds, gratuitously, to its definition the phrase, “a half-breed, cross-breed, or
mongrel,” the racist overtones of its definition echoing the Hindu fear of the
mixture of social classes (varna-samkara). But nowadays both postcolonial
and postmodern thinkers prefer hybrids, define “hybrid” more positively, and

indeed argue that we all are hybrids 6_1 all always mixed and mixing.‘f

The Parsis {“Persians”—i.e., Zoroastrians) in several communities in India
tell a positive story about social hybridity. They say that when the Parsis
landed in India, the local Hindu raja sent them a full glass of milk, suggesting
that the town was full. The Parsi leader added sugar and returned the glass,
indicating that his people could mix among the Arabs and Hindus like sugar

in milk, sweetening it but not overrunning it%3 The metaphor of sugar in

milk?® suggests the extreme ideal of communal integration, in which
individuals change the community by melting into it, flavoring it as a whole
with their qualities (Zoroastrianism, or sweetness). The Parsis did not in fact
dissolve into Islam and Hinduism; they remained Parsis and indeed were
often caught in the crossfire during the riots that followed the Partition of
India and Pakistan in 1947. This seems to me the more accurate way to view
such cultural mixes: as a suspension of discrete particles rather than a melting
pot.



Despite their shortcomings, the concepts of hybridity and multiplicity are
useful, if used with care. The phenomenon is basically the same in either
case; it's just a matter of points of view, and it doesn't really matter whether
you call it multiple or hybrid {(or even syncretic). What does matter is how
you evaluate the fused mix. Whatever word you use for it, I think it applies to

Hinduism, and I think it is a Good Thing.fl once (in a very different context)
characterized Hindu mythology as a pendulum of extremes that are never
resolved and that are also constantly in mofion: “By refusing to modif'y its
component elements in order to force them into a synthesis, Indian mythology
celebrates the idea that the universe is boundlessly various, that everything
occurs simultaneously, that all possibilities may exist without excluding each

other . . . [that] untrammeled variety and contradiction are ethically and
64

metaphysically necessary.”

Keeping both extreme swings of the pendulum in mind simultaneously
means realizing that an individual actor in the drama of the history of the
Hindus may regard herself as a fused hybrid of Muslim and Hindu or as a
fused multiple, fully Muslim in some ways and fully Hindu in others, as
many Indians have been, throughout history. In either case, there would be no
perfectly pure category of Muslim or Hindu anywhere along the line of
fusion. Such a person might worship at a Hindu temple on certain days and at
a Sufi shrine on others, might read both the Upanishads and the Qu’ran for
spiritual guidance, and would celebrate both the great Muslim holy days and
the great Hindu festivals.

I'would therefore argue for the recognition of the simultaneous presence of
a number of pairs of opposites, throughout the history of the Hindus, the
both/and view of community. The historiographic pendulum of reconciliation,
never resting at the swing either to one side or the other, forces us to
acknowledge the existence, perhaps even the authenticity, of the two
extremes of various ideas, and also their falseness, as well as the fact that
there is no pure moment at either end of the swing, and leave it at that. With
apologies to Buddhism, there is no middle way here. Or rather, the middle
way has got to take its place alongside all the other, more extreme ways in the
Zen diagram.



CHAPTER 2

TIME AND SPACE IN INDIA
50 Million to 50,000 BCE

THE BIRTH OF INDIA

The Ganges. though flowi'ng from the foot of Vishnu and
through

Siva's hair, is not an ancient strearn. Geology. looking
further than

religion, knows of a time when neither the river nor the
Himalayas

that nourished it existed, and an ocean flowed over the
holy places of

Hindustan. The mountains rose, their debris silted up the
ocean, the

gods took their seats on them and contrived the river, and
the India

we call immemorial came into being.

—E. M. Forster, A Passage to India (1924 )ﬂ

TIME

ORIGINS: OUT OF AFRICA
To begin at the beginning:

Once upon a time, about 50 million years ago,”® a triangular plate of land,
moving fast (for a continent), broke off from Madagascar (alarge island lying

off the southeastern coast of Africa) and, “adrift on the earth’s mantle,"z
sailed across the Indian Ocean and smashed into the belly of Central Asia
with such force that it squeezed the earth five miles up into the skies to form
the Himalayan range and fused with Central Asia to become the Indian

subcontinent.i1 Or so the people who study plate tectonics nowadays tell us,

and who am I to challenge them?ﬂ Not just land but people came to India
from Africa, much later; the winds that bring the monsoon rains to India each
year also brought the first humans to peninsular India by sea from East Africa

in around 50,000 BCE.E And so from the very start India was a place made up
of land and people from somewhere else. So much for “immemorial.” Even



the ancient “Aryans” probably came, ultimately,f from Africa. India itself is
an import, or if you prefer, Africa outsourced India.

This prehistoric episode will serve us simultaneously as a metaphor for the
way that Hinduism through the ages constantly absorbed immigrant people
and ideas and as the first historical instance of such an actual immigration. (It
can also be read as an unconscious satire on histories that insist on tracing
everything back to ultimate origins, as can the E. M. Forster passage cited at
the start.) The narratives that Hindus have constructed about that stage and
those actors, narratives about space and time, form the main substance of this
chapter. The flood myth, in particular, is about both space (continents
sinking) and time (periodic floods marking the aeons). @ften unexpressed,
always assumed, these narratives are the structures on which all other
narratives about history are built. We will then briefly explore the natural
features of India—rivers and mountains—that serve not only as the stage on
which the drama of history unfolds but as several of the main actors in that
drama, for Ganga (the Ganges) and Himalaya appear in the narratives as the
wife and father-in-law of the god Shiva, respectively.

GONDWANALAND AND LEMURIA

Francis Bacon was the first to notice, from maps of Africa and the New
World first available in 1620, that the coastlines of western Africa and eastern
South America matched rather neatly. Scientists in the nineteenth century
hypothesized that Antarctica, Australia, Africa, Madagascar, South America,
Arabia, and India all were connected in the form of a single vast
supercontinent to which an Austrian geologist gave the name of Gondwana or
Gondwanaland. (He named it after the region of central India called
Gondwana—which means “the forest of the Gonds,” the Gonds being tribal
people of central India—comprising portions of the present states of Madhya

Pradesh, Maharashtra, and Andhra Pradesh.’ the latter a region famous for its
enormous rocks, the oldest on the planet.) Scientists then suggested that what

were later called continental shiftsa_i began about 167 million years ago {(in the
mid- to late Jurassic period), causing the eastern part of the continent of
Gondwana te separate from Africa and, after a while {about 120 million years
ago, in the early Cretaceous period), to move northward. It broke into two
pieces. @ne piece was Madagascar, and the other was the microcontinent that

eventually erupted into the Deccan platean and crashed into Central Asia.e_j
Australian Indologists joke that the Deccan is really part of Australia.z
The Gondwanaland story takes us to the farthest limit, the reduction to the

absurd, of the many searches for origins that have plagued the historiography
of India from the beginning (there, I'm doing it myself, searching for the



origins of the myth of origins). Both nineteenth-century scholarship and
twenty-first-century politics have taken a preternatural interest in origins.
Nineteenth-century scholars who searched for the ur-text (the “original text,”
as German scholarship defined it), the ur-ruins, the ur-language carried
political stings in their tales: “We got there first,” “It’s ours” (ignoring the
history of all the intervening centuries that followed and other legitimate
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claims). They viewed the moment of origins as if there were a kind of magic
Rosetta stone, with the past on one side and the present on the other, enabling
them to do a simple one-to-one translafi'on from the past into the present ever
after. But even if they could know the ur-past, and they could not (both
because logically there is no ultimate beginning for any chain of events and
because the data for the earliest periods are at best incomplete and at worst
entirely inaccessible), it would hardly provide a charter for the present.

Other scientists in the colonial period agreed about the ancient
supercontinent but imagined its disintegration as taking place in the opposite
way, not when land (proto-India) broke off from land {Australia’/Africa) and
moved through water (the Indian Ocean) to join up with other land (Central
Asia), but rather when water (the Indian Ocean) moved in over land (a
stationary supercontinent like Gondwanaland) that was henceforth lost under
the waves, like Atlantis. According to this story, water eventually submerged
(under what is now called the Indian Ocean) the land that had extended from
the present Australia through Madagascar to the present South India.

In 1864 a geologist named that supercontinent Lemuria, because he used
the theory to account for the fact that living lemurs were found, in the
nineteenth century, only in Madagascar and the surrounding islands, and
fossil lemurs were found from Pakistan to Malaya, but no lemurs, living or
dead, were found in Africa or the Middle East (areas that would never have
been connected to Lemuria as Madagascar and Pakistan presumably once

were) § Animals, as usual, here define human boundaries, and the myths
about those boundaries, as usual, proliferated. In 1876, Ernst Haeckel, a
German biologist of a Darwinian persuasion, published his History of
Creation, claiming that the lost continent of Lemuria was the cradle of
humankind; in 1885 a British historian argued that the Dravidian languages
had been brought to India when the ancestors of the Dravidians camc from

Lemuria;? in 1886 a teenager in California “channeled” voices that suggested
that the survivors of Lemurra were living in tunnels under Mount Shasta in

California;f and in 1888, in The Secret Doctrine, Madame Blavatsky
claimed that certain Indian holy men had shown her a secret book about
Lemuria.

This myth nurtured among the colonial powers was then taken up, in the
1890s, by Tamil speakers on the southern tip of South India, who began to
regard Lemuria as a lost ancestral home from which they all were exiled in
India or to argue that the extant India, or Tamil Nadu, or just the



southernmost tip of India, Kanya Kumari {Cape Comorin), was all that was
left of Lemuria; or that when Lemur1a sank, Tamilians dispersed to found the
civilizations of Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, the Americas, Europe, and, in

particular, the Indus Valley.ﬂ Nowadays some Tamil separatists want to
reverse the process, to detach Tamil Nadu from the rest of India, not,
presumably, physically, to float back over the Indian Ocean like
Gondwanaland in reverse, but politically, in order to recapture the glory of
their lost Lemurian past.

The passage from E. M. Forster cited above, “The Birth of India,” begins
with the Himalayas rising up out of the ocean, Gondwanaland fashion, but
then, as it continues, it slips into the other variant, the story of the submersion
of Lemuria, and regards that submersion as preceding the Gondwanaland
episode, pushing back the origins even farther: “But India is really far older.
In the days of the prehistoric ocean the southern part of the peninsula already
existed, and the high places of Dravidia have been land since land began, and
have seen on the one side the sinking of a continent that joined them to

Africa, and on the other the upheaval of the Himalayas from a sea.”z Forster
concludes his passage with a third aspect of the myth, its periodicity or
cyclicity, its predicti'on that the flooding of South India will happen again and
again: “As Himalayan India rose, this India, the primal, has been depressed,
and is slowly re-entering the curve of the earth. It may be that in aeons to
come an ocean will flow here too, and cover the sun-born rocks with slime.”

So that’s how it all began. Or maybe it didn’t. Forster of course has the
carte blanche of a novelist, but even the plate tectonics people may be
building sand castles, for the plate tectonics theory is after all a speculation,
albeit a scientific speculation based on good evidence.

Whether or not a subcontinent once shook the dust of Africa off its heels
and fused onto Asia, the story of Gondwanaland reminds us that even after
the Vedic people had strutted around the Ganges Valley for a few centuries,
all they had done was add a bit more to what was already a very rich mix. The
multiplicity characteristic of Hinduism results in part from a kind of fusion—
a little bit of Ravi Shankar in the night, a Beatle or two—that has been going
on for millions of years, as has globalization of a different sort from that
which the word generally denotes. The pieces of the great mosaic of
Hinduism were put in place, one by one, by the many peoples who
bequeathed to India something of themselves, planting a little piece of
England, or Samarkand, or Africa, in the Punjab or the Deccan.

APRES MOI, LE DELUGE

Hinduism is so deeply embedded in the land of its birth that we cannot
begin to understand its history without understanding something of its



geography and in particular the history of representations of its geography.
The central trope for both time and space in India is the great flood. The myth
of the flood is told and retold in a number of variants, some of which argue
for the loss of a great ancient civilization or a fabulous shrine. The telling of a
myth of such a flood, building upon a basic story well known throughout
India, allows a number of different places to imagine a glorious lost past of
which they can still be proud today.

The myth of the flooding of Lemuria, or Dravidia, builds on the traditions
of other floods. There is archaeclogical evidence for the flooding of the Indus
Valley cities by the Indus River {c. 2000 BCE), as well as for that of the city

of Hastinapura by the Ganges, in about 800 BCE.I_3 There is also textual
evidence (in the Mahabharata) for the flooding of the city of Dvaraka, the
city of Krishna, at the westernmost tip of Gujarat, by the Western Ocean (that

is, the Arabian Sea},'* in around 950 BCE. (Sources differ; some say 3102 or

1400 BCE.)I_5 The appendix to the Mahabharata also tells of the emergence
of Dvaraka from the ocean in the first place. When Krishna chose Dvaraka as
the site for his city, he asked the ocean to withdraw from the shore for twelve

leagues to give space for the city; the ocean complied.f Since the sea had
yielded the land, against nature (like the Netherlands), it would be only fair
for it to reclaim it again in the end. Later texts tell of a different sort of
bargain: Krishna in a dream told a king to build a temple to him as
Jagannatha in Puri, but the ocean kept sweeping the temple away. The great
saint Kabir stopped the ocean, which took the form of a Brahmin and asked
Kabir for permission to destroy the temple; Kabir refused but let him destroy

the temple at Dvaraka in Gujarat. And so he did.z Even so, some texts insist
that the temple of Krishna in Dvaraka was not flooded; the sea was not able

to cover it, “even to the present day, E and the temple, able to wash away all

evils, remains there,g just as in the periodic flooding of the universe of
doomsday, something always survives. (The physical location of the shrine of
Dvaraka, at the very westernmost shore of India, where the sun dies every
evening, may have inspired the idea that the town was the sacred gate to the

world of the dead.?] In direct contradiction of the Mahabharata's statement
that the entire city was destroyed, these later texts insist that it is still there.

Dvaraka is said to exist today in Gujarat, and archaeologists and divers have
21

published reports on what they claim to be its remains.

We may also see here the patterns of the myths of both Lemuria {the ocean
submerging Dvaraka) and Gondwana {Dvaraka emerging from the ocean to
join onto Gujarat). Other myths too follow in the wake of this one, such as the
story that the ocean (called sagara) was first formed when the sixty thousand
sons of a king named Sagara dug into the earth to find the lost sacrificial

horse of their father, who was performing a horse sacriﬁce._z_% {Some versions

say that Indra, the king of the gods, stole the horse,)f A sage burned the



princes to ashes, and years later Bhagiratha, the great-grandson of Sagara,
persuaded the Ganges, which existed at that fime only in the form of the
Milky Way in heaven, to descend to earth in order to flow over the ashes of
his grandfathers and thus purif'y them so that they could enter heaven; he also
persuaded the god Shiva to let the heavenly Ganges River land first on his
head and meander through his matted hair before flowing down to the earth,
in order to prevent her from shattering the earth by a direct fall out of the

sky.% According to another text, when Sagara performed the horse sacrifice,
the oceans began te overflow and cover all the land with water. The gods
asked the great ascetic Parashurama to intercede; he appealed to Varuna (the
Vedic god of the waters), who threw the sacrificial vessel far away, causing
the waters to recede and thereby creating the western kingdom of

Shurparaka.f (In a different subtext of this version, when Parashurama was
banished from the earth and needed land to live on, Varuna told him to throw
his ax as far into the ocean as he could; the water receded up to Gokamna, the

place where his ax finally fell, thus creating the land of Kera]a.z_a)

There are other legends of submerged cities or submerged lands or land-
masses. %’ The cities where the first two assemblies that created Tamil

literature were held are said to have been destroyed by the sea.z_8 In the
seventeenth century, people claimed to be able still to see the tops of a

submerged city, temples and all, off the coast of Calicut.ﬁ For centuries there
were said to be seven pagodas submerged off the coast of Mamallipuram,
near Madras, and on December 26, 2004, when the great tsunami struck, as
the waves first receded about five hundred meters into the sea, Frontline {an
Indian news Web site) reported that tourists saw a row of rocks on the north
side of the Shore Temple and that behind the Shore Temple in the east,
architectural remains of a temple were revealed. “When the waves subsided,

these were submerged in the sea again. 2 Archaeologiste denied that there

could be any submerged temples there.g’_1 Our knowledge of the long history
of the imaginative myth of the submerged Hindu temple inclines us to side
with the more skeptical archaeologists.

Behind all these traditions may lie the story of another great flood. first
recorded in the Shatapatha Brahmana (c. 800 BCE), around the same time as
one of the proposed dates for the Mahabharata flood, a myth that has also

been linked to Noah's Ark in Cenesisﬁ as well as to stories of the flood that
submerged the Sumerian city of Shuruppak and is described in the Gilgamesh
epic. Indeed flood myths are found in most of the mythologies of the world:
Africa, the Near East, Australia, South Seas, Scandinavia, the Americas,
China, Greece. They are widespread because floods are widespread,
especially along the great rivers that nurture early civilizations (and even
more widespread in the lands watered by the monsoons). There are significant
variants: Some cultures give one reason for the flood, some other reasons,



some none; sometimes one person survives, sometimes several, sometimes
many (seldom none—or who could tell the story?—though the creator

sometimes star® from scratch again); some survive in boats, some by other

means.f

In the oldest extant Indian variant, in the Brahmanas, Manu, the first
human being, the Indian Adam, finds a tiny fish who asks him to save him
from the big fish who will otherwise eat him. This is an early expression of
concern about animals being eaten, in this case by other animals; “fish eat
fish,” what we call “dog eat dog,” is the Indian term for anarchy. The fish
promises, in return for Manu'’s help, to save Manu from a great flood that is
to come. Manu protects the fish until he is so big that he is “beyond
destruction” and then builds a ship (the fish tells him how to do it); the fish
pulls the ship to a mountain, and when the floodwaters subside, Manu keeps
following them down. The text ends: “The flood swept away all other

creatures, and Manu alone remained here. ”3_4 The theme of “helpful animals”
who requite human kindness (think of Androcles and the lion) teaches two
morals: A good deed is rewarded, and be kind to (perhaps do not eat?)
animals.

Centurr'es later a new element is introduced into the story of the flood, one
so important and complex that we must pause for a moment to consider it: the
idea that time is both linear and cyclical. The four Ages of time, or Yugas, are
a series named after the four throws of the dice. Confusingly, the number of
the Age increases as the numbers of the dice, the quality of life, and the
length of the Age decrease: The first Age, the Krita Yuga (“Winning Age”) or
the Satya Yuga (“Age of Truth”), what the Greeks called the Golden Age (for
the four Ages of time, or Yugas, formed a quartet in ancient Greece too), is
the winning throw of four, a time of happiness, when humans are virtuous
and live for a long time. The second Age, the Treta Yuga (“Age of the Trey”),
is the throw of three; things are not quite so perfect. In the third Age, the
Dvapara Yuga (“Age of the Deuce”), the throw of two, things fall apart. And
the Kali Age is the dice throw of snake eyes, the present Age, the Iron Age,
the Losing Age, the time when people are no damn good and die young, and
barbarians invade India, the time when all bew are off. This fourth Age was
always, from the start, entirely different from the first three in one essential
respect: Unlike the other Ages, it is now, it is real. The four Ages are also
often analogized to the four legs of dharma visualized as a cow who stands on
four legs in the Winning Age, then becomes three-legged, two-legged, and
totters on one leg in the Losing Age.

But time in India is not only linear, as in Greece {for the ages steadily
decline), but cyclical, unlike Greece (for the end circles back to the beginning
again). The cosmos is reborn over and over again, as each successive Kali
Age ends in a doomsday fire and a flood that destroys the cosmos but is then
transformed into the primeval flood out of which the cosmos is re-created,



undergoing a sea change in a new cosmogony.a_1 The idea of circular cosmic
time is in part the result of Indian ideas about reincarnation, the circularity of
the individual soul. The ending precedes the beginning, but the end and the
beginning were always there from the start, before the beginning and after the

end, to paraphrase T. S. Eliot.*™

In later retellings of the story of the flood, therefore—to return at last to
our story—the fish saves Manu from the doomsday flood that comes at the
end of the Kali Age, the final dissolution (pralaya):

THE FISH AND THE FLOOD

Manu won from the god Brahma, the creator, the promise that he
would be able to protect all creatures, moving and still, when the
dissolution took place. ®@ne day, he found a little fish and saved it
until it grew so big that it terrified him, whereupon he realized that it
must be Vishnu. The fish said, “Bravol You have recognized me.
Soon the whole earth will be flooded. The gods have made this boat
for you to save the great living souls; bring all the living creatures into
the boat, and you will survive the dissolution and be king at the
beginning of the Winning Age. At the end of the Kali Age, the mare
who lives at the bottom of the ocean will open her mouth and a
poisonous fire will burst out of her, coming up out of hell; it will burn
the whole universe, gods and constellations and all. And then the
seven clouds of doomsday will flood the earth until everything is a
single ocean. Y ou alone will survive, together with the sun and moen,

several gods, and the great religious texts and sciences.” And so it

happened, and the fish came and saved [\/Ianu.:f

In this text, Manu saves not himself alone but all creatures, and this time the
gods, instead of Manu, build the boat. This variant also gives us a much more
detailed, and hence more reassuring, image of what is to follow the flood; a
new world is born out of the old one. These stories suggest that floods are
both inevitable and survivable; this is what happens to the world, yet the
world goes on.

More significantly, the myth is now part of the great story of the cycle of
time, involving fire as well as water, so that the flood now appears more as a
solution than as a problem: It put out the mare fire that is always on the
verge of destroying us. For a mare roams at the bottom of the ocean; the

flames that shoot out of her mouth are simultaneously bridled by and bridling

6 . . . q
the waters of the 0cean,3_ like uranium undergoing constant fission,

controlled by lithium rods. In several of the myths of her origin, the fire is
said to result from the combined fires of sexual desire and the fire of the

ascetic repression of sexual desire,f or from the fury of the god Shiva when

he is excluded from the sacrifice. f The submarine mare is (to continue the



nuclear metaphor} like a deadly atomic U-boat cruising the deep, dark waters
of the unconscious. It should not go unnoticed that the mare is a female, the
symbol of all that threatens male control over the internal fires of restrained
passions that are always in danger of breaking out in disastrous ways. This
delicate balance, this hair-trigger suspension, is disturbed at the end of the
Kali Age, the moment of doomsday, when the mare gallops out of the ocean
and sets the world on fire, and the newly unchecked ocean leaves its bed and
floods the ashes of the universe, which then lie dormant until the next period

of creation.ﬁ And then, like the ashes of Sagara’s sons, the ashes of the entire
universe are revived as it is reborn. A remnant or seed, a small group of good
people, is saved by a fish {usually identified as one of the several incarnations
of the great god Vishnu), who pulls a boat to a mountain, where they survive
%0 (The mountain, the Hindu equivalent of Ararat, is

to repeople the universe.

identified with numerous sites throughout India.*") The myth expresses the
barely controlled tendency of the universe to autodestruct (and perhaps a kind
of prescientific theory of global warming: When it gets hotter, the ice caps

will melt, and there will be a f100d4_1).

Recent attempts to excavate both Lemuria and the submerged city of

Dvaraka,g correlated with recent oceanographic work carried out in 1998-99
around the Kerguelen plateau in the southernmost reaches of the Indian
@cean, have rekindled speculations about a “lost continent” in the Indian
@cean. What surprised the excavators most was not the enormous plateau that

they found in the middle of the Indian @cean but signs that “near the end of

the plateau growth, there is strong evidence of highly explosive eruptions. "E

The volcanic activity of the submarine mare, perhaps?

SPACE

MAPS
So much for origins.

Whatever fused with India had to make its peace with what was already
there, its unique climate, fauna, and, eventually, culture. The land and its
people transformed all who came to them; they did not simply passively
receive the British, or the Mughals before them, let alone the people of the
Veda, or that migratory bit of Africa.
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Ceographical and Myihological Map ofIndia.

Ancient Indian cosmology imagined a flat earth consisting of seven
concentric continents, the central one surrounded by the salty ocean and each
of the otherroughly circular continents surrounded by oceans of other liquids:
treacle (molasses), wine, ghee (clarified butter), milk, curds, and freshwater.
(This prompted one nineteenth-century Englishman's notorious tirade against

“geography made up of seas of treacle and seas of butter.”“_“) In the center of
the central mainland (the “Plum-tree Continent” or Jambu-Dvipa) stands the
cosmic mountain Meru, from which four subcontinents radiate out to the east,
west, north, and south, like the petals of a lotus; the southernmost petal of this
mainland is Bharata-varsha, the ancient Sanskrit name for India. If you bisect
the lotus horizontally, you see India as a kite-shaped landmass with
mountains in the north and (salt) oceans on all other sides, much as it appears

on any Rand McNally map.2° The watery world under the earth, which the
cobra people (Nagas) inhabit, is also there, in the water table that we
encounter every time we sink a well anywhere in the world.

Cosmography and cartography overlie each other, as do the rabbit and the
man in the moon, myth and history. It has been rightly remarked that texts are

just maps, and map is not territory;f but when the maps are big enough, they
become territories of their own. There is a shared core underlying both maps
and territories, from which myths and political narratives spread out in
different directions. There was a flood, and now there is a pelitically useful
myth about it; there is an arrangement of water and land, and there is a
politically inspired diagram of it {for different countries draw the borders of
Kashmir, to take a case at random, in very different ways). The map of the
Plum-tree Continent is to a Rand McNally map as the flood myth is to the



geological record. The natural laycut of water and land serves as the basis of
the myth of a flood and the diagram of the cosmos, which in turn support the
construction of a politically useful chart of time and space.

TERRITORY: MOUNTAINS, RIVERS, MONSOON

Many people have imagined the Himalayan Mountains as posing an
impregnable barrier, but this image of Inaccessible India is simply a part of
the Unchanging India package. India functioned, throughcut history, less like
Shangri-la than like Heathrow or O'Hare. The Himalayas are indeed high,
and no one ever strolled casually across them, but they did not keep people
out of India. Alexander the Great managed to get into India over the
Himalayan Mountains (probably through the Khyber Pass), horses, mules,
camels, and all, and many others followed. Not without reason was the Hindu
imagination haunted by the specter of invasion, expressed in the persistent
myth of the degenerate Kali Age, a nightmare of barbarian penetration. The
physical boundaries of India were as porous as those between its internal
belief systems. Silk came from China across the Central Asian silk route (the
word for “silk” in Sanskrit is china), and just about everyone in the ancient
world—beginning with traders from Mesopotamia, Crete, Rome, and Arabia
—washed up sooner or later on some coast of India.

So too the Vindhya Mountains form the barrier between North and South
India, but the stories about the Vindhyas tell how that barrier was breached,
not how it kept people apart: When the Vindhyas began to grow so tall that
even the sun had to go around them (just as it circumambulates Mount Meru),
the great sage Agastya asked them to bow their heads before him so that he
could cross from North to South India {bringing Sanskrit and the Vedas to the
Dravidian lands) and to remain that way until he returned; the Vindhyas
agreed to this, and since Agastya never returned from South India, where he
established the Tamil language, the Vindhyas remain conveniently low.

In South Asia, history flows with the rivers. Three great river systems
divide the northern subcontinent: first the Indus (“the River”) in Pakistan,
with its five tributaries, the rivers of the Punjab (Jhelum, Chenab, Ravi, Beas,
and Sutle ) that give the Punjab its name (“Five Waters”); then the Doab or
“Two Rivers,” the Ganges (Ganga, “Going to Earth” [from heaven, where she
is the Milky Way])) and the Yamuna (“Twin Sister,” now Jumna) in North
India; and then the Brahmaputra (“Son of Brahma”) in Bangladesh. All three
rivers originate in a single region of southwestern Tibet, their sources so close
that they may once have belonged to a single icy lake that was shattered when
the piece of Africa that crashed into Central Asia drove off the waters in

diverse directions. ﬁ The Indus flows eighteen hundred miles before it
empties into the Arabian sea. The Narmada (“Jester”), the great river that,



like the Vindhya Mountains, divides the north from the south, has inspired an
extensive mythology that balances that of the Ganges in the north.

What is the relationship between climate and culture in India? Is there
some causal link between, on the one hand, “the ambivalent natural
environment, where lush harvests coexist with barren soil, drought with
flood, feast with famine,” and, on the other, the fact that Hindu logicians were

the first to posit the coexistence of the elements of contradiction?f Other
countries have “ambivalent natural environments” too; farmers the world
over are at the mercy of the elements. But the violence and uncertainty of the
monscon create an ever-present psychological factor that may well be related
to Hindu ideas about the capriciousness and violence of fate and the gods.

CONCLUSION: CON-FUSION

What does the geology of the formation of India tell us about the formation
of Hinduism? The answer is suggested by a story that A. K. Ramanujan
retold, from Tamil sources:

THE BRAHMIN HEAD AND THE PARIAH BODY

A sage’s wife, Mariamma, was sentenced by her husband to death. At
the moment of execution she embraced a Pariah woman, Ellamma, for
her sympathy. In the fray both the Pariah woman and the Brahmin lost
their heads. Later the husband relented, granted them pardon, and
restored their heads by his spiritual powers. But the heads were
transposed by mistake. To Mariamma (with a Brahmin head and
Pariah body) goats and cocks but not buffalo were sacrificed; to

Ellamma (Pariah head and Brahmin body) buffalo instead of goats and
48

cocks.

This text is itself an example of what it tells about: It mixes together the story
of Mariamma from two different Indian geographical and linguistic traditicns,
North Indian Sanskr1't literature, where she is called Renuka, and South Indian

Tamil oral folktales about the origins of two South Indian goddesses.f This
sort of juxtaposition, in various forms, is widespread in both myth and
history, beginning with the piece of Africa stuck onto Central Asia, like a
head upon a body, and continuing through all the ideas of women and low
castes that get into the heads of Brahmin males. It can stand as a metaphor for
all the fusions that make up the rich mix of Hinduism.

The mixing together of varicus human streams is so basic to the history of
Hinduism that the Brahmins could not stop trying, and failing, to prevent it,
even as their fear of the powers of the senses to invade the rational control
center made them try, also in vain, to control addiction through asceticism.



Their ultimate terror was the “confusion” of classes, the miscegenation
brought on by the Kali Age. They visualized the mixing of classes as a form
of impurity, which should not surprise anyone who has read the British
anthropologist Mary Douglas’s explanation of the ways that throughout the
world, “category errors”—things that do not fall entirely into one class or

another—are characterized as dirt and as danger.@ Brahmins regarded the
woman with the Brahmin head and Pariah body—and her twin and partner,
with the Pariah head on the Brahmin body—as monstrosities, a double
hodgepodge. But from the standpoint of a non-Brahmin, or a scholar of
Hinduism, this rich hybrid or multiple mix is precisely what makes Hinduism
the cultural masterpiece that it is.

Such a conflation is not a monstrosity, nor is it a mistake—or if it is, it is a
felix culpa The transpositions result in two goddesses (read: many
Hinduisms), each of whom is far more interesting than the straightforward
realignment would have been. Whatever its disparate sources, the resulting
creature has an integrity that we must respect, rather like that of my favorite
mythical beast, created by Woody Allen, the Great Roe, who had the head of

a lion and the body of a lion, but not the same 11'011.3 The question to ask is
not where the disparate elements originated but why they were put together
and why kept together. The political implications of regarding Hinduism as
either a hodgepodge or, on the other hand, culturally homogeneous or even
monolithic are equally distorting; it is always more useful, if a bit trickier, to
acknowledge simultaneously the variety of the sources and the power of the
integrations. A Hinduism with a Pariah body and a Brahmin head—or, if you
prefer, a Pariah head and a Brahmin body—was re-created again and again
throughout India history, and these multiple integrities are what this book is
about.



CHAPTER 3

CIVILIZATION IN THE INDUS VALLEY
50,000 to 1500 BCE

CHRON@L@OGY (ALL DATES BCE)

c. 50,000 Stone Age cultures arise

c. 30,000 Bhimbetka cave paintings are made

c. 6500 Agriculture begins

c. 3000 Pastoral nomad societies emerge

c. 2500 Urban societies emerge along the Indus River
c. 2200-2000 Harappa is at i height

c. 2000-1500 Indus civilization declines



“Pashupati” Seal (Seal 420).

In place of an opening epigram, we begin with an image, whose meaning is
much disputed, for one of the many challenges of interpreting the Indus
Valley Civilizait'on (1VC) lies in deciphering pictures for which we do not
know the words. The second challenge is trying to decide what, if anything,
of the IVC survives in later Hinduism. For the IVC is older than the oldest
extant Hindu texts, the Vedas, and its material remains include many images
that may be the earliest-known examples of important Hindu icons that only
(re)surface much later.

EARLY HISTORY: BHIMBETKA CAVE PAINTINGS

Much of what we now call Hinduism may have had roots in cultures that
thrived in South Asia long before the creation of textual evidence that we can
decipher with any confidence. Remarkable cave paintings have been
preserved from Mesolithic sites dating from c. 30,000 BCE in Bhimbetka,



near present-day Bhopal, in the Vindhya Mountains in the province of

Madhya Pradesh.l They represent a number of animals that have been
identified as deer, boars, elephants, leopards, tigers, panthers, rhinoceroses,
antelope, fish, frogs, lizards, squirrels, and birds. One painting seems to
depict a man walking a dog on a leash. The animals represented probably
existed there (it would be hard for someone who had never seen an elephant
to draw a picture of an elephant), though there may be false positives {an
artist could have copied someone else’s picture of an elephant, and the
existence of images of a creature half bull and half man certainly does not
prove that such tauranthropoi actually existed). On the other hand, animals
that are not represented may well also have existed there (the Bhimbetkanese
may have had snakes even though they did not make any paintings of
snakes); the missing animals may simply have failed to capture the artist’s
imagination. Falsc ncgatives in this rcalm arc cven morc likely than falsc
positives.

Several of the animals in the paintings have horns, like gazelles, and one
painting shows people dancing with what may be a unicorn with a close-

clipped mane.” This possible unicorn continues to tease art historians when it
reappears in the IVC.

THE INDUS VALLEY

MATERIAL CULTURE

There were other early settlements in India, notably the culture of
Baluchistan, in the westernmost part of what is now Pakistan, dating to before
6000 BCE. But from about 2300 BCE the first urbanization took place, as
great cities arose in the valley of the Indus River, 150 miles south of
Baluchistan, also in Pakistan. The material remains of this culture, which we
call the Indus Valley Civilization or the Harappan Civilization (named after
Harappa, one of the two great cities on the Indus, the other being Mohen jo-
Daro), present a tantalizing treasure chest of often enigmatic images that
hover just beyond our reach, taunting us with what might well be the keys to
the roots of Hinduism.

The Indus Valley plain, much like the valleys of the Nile and the Tigris-
Euphrates, cradles of Neolithic civilizations, is a semiarid, river-watered
region; the “semi” means that on the one hand, the relatively sparse
vegetation, not so rich as that of the effluvial plain of the Ganges, for
instance, required no iron tools to clear and settle while, on the other hand,
the silt from the river floodings provided sufficient natural fertilizer to create

the surplus that makes civilization possible.iI The river was also a channel of
trade.



Here’s another origim story. In 1856 an English general named Alexander
Cunningham, later director general of the archaeological survey of northern
India, visited Harappa, where an English engineer named William Brunton
was gathering bricks (including what he recognized as bricks from the IVC)
as ballast for a railway he was building between Multan and Lahore.
Cunningham took note of the site but did nothing about it, and the trains still
run on that route, on the main line from Peshawar, on top of a hundred miles
of third-millennium BCE bricks. @nly after 1917, when an Indian
archaeologist found an ancient knife at a place named, significantly, Mound
of the Dead (Mohenjo-Daro), and excavations carried out there revealed
artifacts identical with those that had been at Harappa, did this civilization
begin to be appreciated. Among the treasures that they found were carved
stones, flat, rectangular sections of soapstone about the size of a postage
stamp, which were used as stamps or seals, as well as sealings (impressions)
of such stamps.

The civilization of the Indus Valley extends over more than a thousand
sites, stretching over 750,000 square miles, where as many as forty thousand

people once lived.i Four hundred miles separate the two biggest cities, from
Harappa on the Ravi tributary in the north (one of the five rivers of the
Punjab) down to Mohenjo-Daro (in the Larkana Valley in Sindh) and on
down to the port of Lothal in the delta on the sea. Yet the Indus cities were
stunningly uniform1 and remarkably stable over this wide range, changing
little over a millennium, until they begin to crumble near the end. They had
trade contacts with Crete, Sumer, and other Mesopotamian cultures, perhaps

even Egypt.i There are Harappan sites in ®@man {on the Arabian Peninsula),
and Indus seals show up in Mesopotamia. There was direct contact with Iran,
particularly just before the end, a period from which archaeologists have
found a very late Indus seal with Indus motifs on one side and Iranian on the

other, together with many seals reflecting Central Asian influences.ﬁ Some
Indus images bear a striking resemblance to images from Elam, a part of
ancient Iran that was closely linked to adjacent Mesopotamian urban

societiesz Trade with Central Asia continued in the Indus area even after the
demise of the Indus Valley Civilization. In a sense. the Hindu diaspora began
now, well before 2600 BCE.

Archaeological evidence suggests that the use of cubical dice began in

South Asia and indeed in the IVCE Sir John Hubert Marshall, the director
general of the Indian archaeological survey from 1902 to 1931, found many
cubical terra-cotta dice, with one to six dots, at Mohen jo—DaroE and a number
of other dice have been identified since then from Harappa and elsewhere,
including several of stone {agate, limestone, faience, etc.).g This is a fact of

great significance in light of the importance of gambling in later Indian
civilization, from 1200 BCE.



They had gold, copper, and lead, and they imported bronze, silver, and tin
(as well as lapis lazuli and soapstone), but they had no iron; their weapons
were made of copper and bronze. There was a huge wheat and barley storage
system, and there were household and public drainage works superior to those
in parts of the world today, including much of India. Most of the buildings are
constructed out of bricks (both sun baked and kiln fired) of remarkably
consistent size throughout the extended culture; equally unvarying stone
cubes were used to measure weight. The roads too did not just evolve out of
deer tracks but were carefully laid out all in the same proportion (streets twice
as wide as lanes, avenues twice as wide as streets) and arranged on a grid
(north-south or east-west), like the “pink city” of Jaipur in Rajasthan that
Maharajah Jai Singh designed and built in the eighteenth century CE. All this
uniformity of material culture across hundreds of miles and a great many

centuries implies considerable control and planning11 and suggests, t® some
scholars, a threat of authoritarian or even totalitarian government. Some
speak of the “affluent private residences with bathrooms served by a drainage

system,” while “the poor, however, lived huddled in slums, the inevitable

underclass in a hierarchical system,”f and others have seen in the tiny

identical houses (protohousing projects? ghettos?) and in the massive
government structure, regulating every single brick, an “obsessive

uniformity.”E There is evidence that different professions worked out of
distinct areas of the cities, suggesting the existence of something like

protocastes.ﬁ Some scholars have taken the visible signs of an overarching
hand of authority and urban planning as evidence of “urbanity, sophistication,

well-being, ordered existence.” f One might also see, in the finy scale of the
seals and the figurines, and in the children’s toys, a delicate civilization,
whose artwork is fine in both senses—beaufiful and small.

PICTURES AND SYMBOLS: THE SEALS AND THE
SCRIPT

The civilization of the Indus is not silent, but we are deaf. We cannot hear
their words but can see their images.’”
Most of the seals, which are found throughout the Indus Valley

Civilization, are engraved with a group of signs in the Indus script, or a

drawing or design, or a combination of these.l_6 There are well over two
thousand inscriptions, using about four hundred graphemes, and many people
have claimed to have deciphered them, often demonstrating truly fantastic

flights of imagination, but no one has definitively cracked the code.l_7 The
individual messages are too short for a computer to decode, and since each
seal had a distinctive combination of symbols, there are too few examples of



each sequence to provide a sufficient linguistic context. The symbols that
accompany a given image vary from seal to seal, so that it’s not possible to
derive the meaning of the words from the meaning of the images. Many
people have speculated that it is an Indo-European language or a Dravidian
language, or a Munda or “Austro-Asiatic” language (supported by the plate
tectonics narrative), or not a language at all 2% The seals may well have
been nothing but devices to mark property in the manner of a signet ring, a

stamp of ownership, rather like a bar code,? probably made for merchants
who used them to brand their wares, SIgmfymg nothing but “This is mine.”

Perhaps the wrifing is a form of ancient shorthand. Because they present a
vivid, highly evocative set of visual symbols, but no text, these images have
functioned, for scholars, like Rorschach shapes onto which each interpreter
projects his or her own vision of what the hypothetical text should be and

should say.?’ The ambiguity and subjectivity of the interpretation of visual
images are yet another aspect of the shadow on the moon that is, for some, a
rabbit, and for others, a man.

But the images on the seals do make a more general statement that we can
decipher, particularly in the realm of flora and fauna. The vast majority of
Indus signs can be directly or indirectly related to farming: Typical signs
include seeds, fruits, sprouts, grain plants, pulses, trees, farm1 instruments
(hoes, primitive plows, mortars and pestles, rakes, harvesii'ng instruments,
etc.), seasonal/celestial or astral signs, and even at times anthropomorphized
plowed fields. The images, as well as other archaeological remains, tell us
that the winter Indus crop was barley and wheat; the spring crop, peas and
lentils; and the summer and the monsoon crops millets, melons, dates, and

fiber plants They also probably grew rlce They spun, wove, and dyed
cotton, probably for the first time on the planet Earth, and may also have been

the first to use wheeled transport They ate meat and fish.”” 24

INDUS ANIMALS

Animals, both wild and tame, dominate the representations from the IVC,
both on the seals, where they seem to have been drawn from nature, and on
figurines, paintings on pottery, and children’s toys. These images tell us that
tigers, elephants, and one-homed rhinoceroses, as well as buffalo, antelope,
and crocodiles, inhabited the forests of this now almost desert region, which
then had riverine long grass and open forest country, the natural habitat of

tigers and rhmoceroses (A rhinoceros, a buffalo, and an elephant, all on
wheels, were found in a later site in northern Maharashtra, perhaps connected

with Harappa) There are also animal figurines of turtles, hares, monkeys,



and birds, and there is a pottery model, 2.9 inches long, of an animal with a
27

long, bushy tail, perhaps a squirrel or a mongoose.

But it is the representations of domesticated animals, as well as the
archaeological remains of such animals, that tell us most about the culture of
the IVC, in particular about the much-disputed question of its relationship (or
lack of relationship) with later Indian cultures such as that of the Vedic
peoples. Millennia before the IVC, people in South Asia had hunted a number
of animals that later, in the IVC, they bred and domesticated (and sometimes
continued to hunt). Before the IVC, they had also domesticated two distinct
species of cattle—the humped zebu (Bos indicus), with its heavy dewlaps,

and a humpless relation of the Bos primigenius of West Asia.g Zebu and
water buffalo (Bubalus) were used as draft animals, and elephants

(domesticated, more or less) were used for clearing and hnil(ling.? Flephants
are not native to the lands found west of central India, but they might have

been imported into the Indus Valley.ﬂ

They had dogs (which may already have been domesticated at Bhimbetka).
Marshall, who participated in the first excavations of the site, commented on
them at length:

As would be expected, the dog is commaon, but all the figures but one
are roughly modeled and evidently made by children. That this animal
was a pet as well as a guard is proved by some of the figures being
provided with collars. We have found a very mutilated figure of a dog
with a collar, fastened by a cord to a post, which suggests that house
animals were sometimes too fierce to be allowed at large. The one
well-made exception . . . almost resembles the English mastiff of to-
day.g_1
He also noted a figure of a dog with its tongue hanging out, “a detail

seldom shown in a pottery model. 3_2 The particular breeds of dogs depicted
in small statues at the IVC include pariah dogs and, surprisingly,

dachshunds.f

They had also domesticated camels, sheep, pigs, goats, and chickens. This
may have been the first domestication of fowl,”> a major contribution to

world civilization.ﬁ Apparently they did not have, or at least think it
worthwhile to depict, cats. On seals and pottery, and depicted as figurines, the
favorite subject is male animals—most frequently bulls with pendulous

dewlaps and big pizzles. There are also short-horned bulls,f but in general

they went in for horned males: bulls, water buffalo, rams, and others. One

scene even depicts a tiger with 1'10rns.3_6

By contrast, they do not seem to have found female animals very

interesting, and significantly, no figurines of cows have been found.z



Marshall even comments on this absence, the cow that does not moo in the
night, as it were: “The cow, even if it was regarded as sacred, was for some
reason, at present unexplained, not represented in plastic form or carved in

stone. f Of course they must have had cows, or they couldn’t very well have
had bulls (and indeed there is material evidence of cows in the IVC), but the
art-historical record tells us that the Indus artists did not use cows as cultural
symbols, and why should we assume, with Marshall, that they were sacred?
Why, in fact, do archaeologists reach for the word “sacred” every time they
find something for which they cannot determine a practical use? (This is a
question to which we will return.)

The seals depict animals that have been characterized as being “noted for
their physical and sexual prowess—bulls, rhinoceroses, elephants, and tigers
—or, as is true of snakes and crocodiles . . . widely regarded as symbols of

sexuality, fertility, or longevity."f Of course we don't really know how good
crocodiles are in bed; our culture thinks of them (or at least their tears and
smiles} as symbols of hypocrisy; why should they be symbols of sexuality,
and to whom (other than, presumably, other crocodiles)? It has even been
suggested that “the present untouchability of dogs could originate from their

being sacred [in the IVC] and thus untouchable. E The esuation of sacrality
and untouchability is as unjustified as the assumption that the attitude to dogs
did not change in four thousand years.

THE UNICORN (AND OTHER POSSIBLY MYTHICAL
BEASTS)

This question of symbolic valence becomes more blatant in the case of
more fantastic animals, like unicorns.

The most commonly represented Indus animal, depicted on 1,156 seals and
sealings out of a total of 1,755 found at Mature Harappan sites (that is, on 60
percent of all seals and sealings), is “a stocky creature unknown to zoology,
with the body of a bull and the head of a zebra, from which head a single horn

curls majestically upwards and then forwards.”*! What is this animal? Is it
just a two-horned animal viewed from the side or a kind of gazelle with a
horn on its nose? Is it a horse with a horn? (It doesn’t have the proportions of

a horse.) Or a stylized rhinoceros?f Or is it, by analogy with its European
cousin, a mythical beast? The quasi unicorn always (like other Indus animals
sometimes) has a manger in front of him. The manger is sometimes said to
have “religious or cultic significance,” since one seal shows an image of a

unicorn being carried in procession alongside such a manger.f Often the
manger is called sacred (presumably on the basis of the sacrality of mangers
in Christianity).



The unicorn lands us on the horn of a dilemma: Are the animals
represented in the art of the IVC religious symbols? Though many Indus
animal figurines are simply children’s toys, with little wheels on them,
scholars persist in investing them with religious meanings. Some of the fossil
record too has been invoked as religious testimony. The excavation, in 1929,
of twenty severed human skulls “tightly packed together,” along with what
the excavator interpreted as ritual vessels and the bones of sacrificed animals,
has been taken as evidence that human heads were presented to a sacred

tree,ﬁ a scenario reminiscent of the novel The Day of the Triffids or the film
The Little Shop of Horrors (“Feed me! Feed me!” cried the carnivorous
plant). And why should an archaeologist have identified the image of a dog
threatening a man with long, wavy hair as the hound of Yama, the god of the

dead,ff simply because the dog appears on the burial urns at Harappa? Why
can't it just be a dog faithful in death as in life?

Unicorn Seal from Harappa.

And why are the two figures in front of a pair of cobras “a pair of

worshipers™? f Why not just two, probably nervous blokes? Yet the rest of
the scene does indeed suggest something other than common or garden-
variety snake charming. The couple with the cobras is kneeling beside a



seated figure; another human figure holds back two rearing tigers; a monster
half bull and half man attacks a horned tiger. This is not a snapshot of
everyday life in the [VC. Scenes and figures such as these may give us

glimpses of rituals, of episodes from myth and story, yet we have “nothing to

which we canrefer these isolated glimpses to give them substance. f

Other seals too seem to be telling a story that we cannot quite make out.
One scene depicts what has been called “a three-horned deity” (but may just
be a guy, or for that matter a gal, in a three-horned hat) apparently emerging
from the middle of a tree, while another figure outside the tree is bent “in
suppliant posture” with arms raised; a bull stands behind it, and seven girls

below them.f (This is one of a small number of scenes that occur on seals
found in four different cities: Harappa, Kalibangan, Mohenjo-Daro, and
Chanhujo-Daro). Another seal depicts a similarscene. this one involving a fig

(pipal) tree:™ A nude figure with flowing hair and “a horned headdress” {(or
his own horns?) stands between the upright branches of a pipal tree; another
figure, much like the first but seen from the side, kneels at the base of the
tree; a huge goat towers over him from behind. On yet another seal a figure
squats among a group of animals on his left, while on his right a tiger is
looking upward at a tree in which a man is seated.4_g Something is certainly
going on here, but what? A folktale, perhaps? A ritual? These wordless
scenes remind me of those contest that magazines run, inviting readers to
supply the caption for a cartoon. But a lot more is at stake here than a cartoon.

GENDERED FIGURES

THE LORD OF BEASTS

Marshall began it all, in 1931, in his magisterial three-volume publication,
Mohenjo-Daro and the Indus Civilization, which devotes five pages of a long
chapter entitled “Religion” to seal 428: “There appears at Mohen jo-Daro a
male god, who is recognizable at once as a prototype of the historic Siva. . . .
The lower limbs are bare and the phallus {urd hvamed hra) seemingly exposed.
but it is possible that what appears to be the phallus is in reality the end of the

waistband."? (Urdhvamedhra [“upward phallus”] is a Sanskrit term, like the
Greek-based English euphemism “ithyphallic,” for an erect penis) The
urd hvamed hr a-or-is-it-perhaps-just-his-waistband-or-the-knot-in-his-dhoti?
has come to rival the Vedantic snake-or-is-it-perhaps- just-a-rope? as a trope
for the power of illusion and imagination. The image suggested to Marshall
an early form of the Hindu god Shiva, and Marshall’s suggestion was taken
up by several generations of scholars. This was to have far-reaching
ramifications, for if this is an image of Shiva, then an important aspect of
Hinduism can be dated back far earlier than the earliest texts (the Vedas).



Much was made of this tiny bit of soapstone (remember, the whole seal is
barely an inch high); the millimeter of the putative erection on this seal has,
like the optional inch of Cleopatra’s nose, caused a great deal of historical
fuss. Scholars have connected the “big-nosed gentleman . . . who sits in the
lotus position with an erect penis, an air of abstraction and an audience of

animals”>! with well-known images of the ithyphallic Shiva.f The discovery
at Indus sites of a number of polished, oblong stones, mostly small but
ranging up to two feet in height, and probably used to grind grain, has led

some scholarsﬁ to identify these stones as replicas of the erect phallus (linga)
of Shiva and the vagina (yoni) of his consort, and to link these stones with

“the later aniconic representations” of Shiva in the form of the linga.ﬁ Other
scholars have suggested that “the Vedic criticism of ‘those who worship the

phallus’™ may refer to this “early Indus cult.”®® There are so many
assumptions here that it makes your head spin: that the Indus had a “cult” (a
rather pejorative word for a religious sect), that the people of the Veda knew
about it, that they disapproved of it instead of assimilating it to their own
worship of the phallic Indra—no lawyer would go into court with this sort of
evidence.

These all are arguments from hindsight. Marshall identified the figure as
Shiva because (1) the Indus figure is seated on a low stool with knees pointed
to the sides, feet together at his groin, and arms resting on his knees, a posture
that many have identified as yogic (though it is the way that South Asians

often sit), and Shiva is the god of yogis; (2) the Indus figure wears a horned

headdress (or has horns), perhaps a buffalo mask as well as buffalo horns,f

just as Shiva wears the horned moon, or a trident, in his hair; [3] in two
examples of this scene the Indus figure has faces (or masks?) on the sides as
well as the front of his head, while Shiva is often “Five-faced” (Pancha-
mukha); (4) the figure is flanked by an elephant, a rhinoceros, and a water
buffalo; smaller horned animals—antelope or goats—huddle beneath his
stool, and he wears a tiger’s skin on his torso, while Shiva is called the Lord
of Beasts, Pashupati, and wears an animal skin, sometimes of a tiger,

sometimes of an elephant;i and (5} both figures are ithyphallic.

I bought into the identification with Shiva in 1973,? as most scholars have
continued to do right up to the present day. Yet many other candidates have

also been pushed forward,f another good example of the Rorschach (or

Rashomon®") phenomenon that produced such rich fantasies about the
decipherment of the script. A list of just a few of the figures with which the
so-called Lord of Beasts has been identified, a list that the reader should not
take seriously but merely skim over to see how creatively scholars can run
amok, might run like this (in more or less chronological order):



1. A goddess, on whom the bulge previously identified as an “erect
60

2. Mahisha, the buffalo demon killed, in later mythology, by the goddess

phallus” is nothing but a girdle worn by female IVC figurines.

Durga, who is often represented as a riding on a tigeri {or a lion).

3. Indra, the Vedic king of the gods,E a conclusion supported by taking
the first syllables of the Sanskrit words for three of the animals
(eliminating the tiger, because it was much larger than the other
animals, and the deer, because they are seated apart from the others,
and repeating the first syllable of the word for “man,” because he was
twice as important as the others), so that they spell out ma-kha-na-

sha-na, an epithet of Indra (though also of Shiva), “destroying the

sacrifice.”"

4. Rudra, a Vedic prototype of Shiva, surrounded by animals who are
incarnations of the Maruts, the storm gods who serve Indra and

Rudra.?
5. Agni. The pictograms are read to mean “burning in three ways” and
so to identify the figure as Agni, the god of fire, who has three

f orms.%

6. A chief named Anil, who ruled over the clans whose totems were the

animals on the seal.f

7. A “seated” bull.ﬁ

8. A sage (named Rishyashringa [“Antelope-horned”]) who had a single
antelope horn growing out of his forehead (his mother was a white-
footed antelope; it’s a long story); he appears in the earliest layers of

Hindu and Buddhist mythology.g

9. Part of “a bull cult, to which numerous other representations of bulls

lend substance. ?E
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10. A yogic posture,? even if the link with Shiva is tenuous.

Most, but notall, of these fantasies assume that the image is a representation
of either a priest or a god, more likely a gud.z L1 each case, the interpretation
was inspired or constrained by the particular historical circumstances and
agendas of the interpreter, but I'd love to know what the scholars who came
up with these ideas were smoking.

There is, in fact, a general resemblance between this image and later Hindu
images of Shiva. The Indus people may well have created a symbolism of the
divine phallus, or a horned god, or both. But even if this is so, it does not
mean that the Indus images are the source of the Hindu images. We must
keep this cantion in mind now when we consider the images of women in the
IVC.



MOTHERS AND MOTHER GODDESSES

The widespread depiction of women in the IV C artifacts suggests that they
were highly valued. In contrast with the predilection for macho animals
(includingmen) on the seals, the many terra-cotta figurines are mostly
women, some wearing a wide girdle, a necklace, and an elaborate headdress.

They are “Pop-eyed, bat-eared, belted and sometimes mini—skirted.”z Some
of them seem to be pregnant, or to hold, on their breasts or hips, small lumps
that might be infants, “evidence perhaps that they expressed a concern for

fecundity,” a reasonable assumption;f they may have been symbols of

fecundity in a “loosely structured household cult.”z

But why assume any cult at all? Why need they symbolize fertility? Or
even if they do, why should fertility have to be ritual? (I must confess to
having fallen for this too more than a quarter of a century ago: “[Sltrong
evidence of a cult of the Mother has been unearthed at the pre-Vedic

civilization of the Indus Valley [c. 2000 B.C.].”E Live and learn.) But not
every image is symbolic; not every woman is a goddess. The “prominent and
clumsily applied breasts” of these figures have been taken as evidence that

they were “fertility symbols,"ﬁ but they may have been valued simply for
what P. G. Wodehouse’s Bertie Wooster used to refer to as a “wonderful
profile” Big breasts are as useful to courtesans as to goddesses. Are the
buxom centerfolds of Playboy magazine fertility symbols, or the voluptuous
women that Rubens loved to paint? One seal shows a woman, upside down,
with a child {or is it a scorpion?) coming out of (or into?) her, between her

spread thighs.z This has been taken to refer to “a possible Mother Earth

myth,”7_8 but what was the myth, and is the upside-down woman a goddess,
let alone an earth goddess? Why is she not simply a woman giving birth?

Scholars have seen connections between the alleged Lord of Beasts and a
goddess, particularly the Hindu goddess who rides on a lion; some (casually
conflating lions and tigers) connect the tiger on the seals with Hindu
goddesses of a later period or with goddesses of ancient Egypt, the Aegean,
Asia Minor, and the whole of West Asia, who were thought to consort with

lions, leopards, or panthers.7_9 The assumption that the figures of women
found at the Indus sites are goddesses is then used to support the argument
that the goddesses in later Hinduism—or the minor Vedic goddesses,
Yakshinis and Apsarases, associated with trees and wateri)—may be traced

back to this early period.g

Hindsight speculations about fertility sects associated with female
figurines, the bull, the horned deity, and trees like the sacred fig (pipal) are
tempting. The seal with the person emerging from the middle of a fig tree
may or may not prefigure the later Indian iconography of fig trees and banyan



trees.g But it is going too far to interpret something so straightforward as a
grave containing a male and female skeleton as “possibly the first indication
of the well-known Hindu custom of sati” (live widows burning themselves to
death on their dead husbands’ cremation pyres or entombing themselves in

their husband’s graves).f The couple may simply have been buried side by
side, whenever they died.

Some of the figures of well-endowed women are “curiously headless,” and
in some cases of actual adult burial the feet had been deliberately cut off, a
fascinating correspondence, perhaps joined in a Procrustean syndrome. These

headless female figuresg_4 may foreshadow the headless goddesses who
people later Hindu mythology, such as the Brahmin woman who exchanged
heads with the Pariah woman. (Or is it just that the neck is the thinnest part of
such figures and most likely to break?) The prevalence of images of women

may well indicate “a greater social presence of the female than in later fimes,

which may also have been a generally more assertive presence.”ﬁ

One tiny (ten-centimeter) bronze image supports the hope that some Indus
women did in fact have an “assertive presence” and that is the so-called
dancing girl of Mohenjo-Daro, in whom Marshall saw a “youthful
impudence.” John Keay describes her wonderfully well:

Naked save for a chunky necklace and an assortment of bangles, this
minuscule statuette is not of the usual Indian sex symbol, full of breast
and wide of hip, but of a slender nymphet happily flaunting her
puberty with delightful insouciance. Her pose is studiously casual, one
spindly arm bent with the hand resting on a déhainché hip, the other
dangling so as to brush a slightly raised knee. Slim and attenuated, the
legs are slightly parted, and one foot—both are now missing—must
have been pointed. . . her head is thrown back as if challenging a
suitor, and her hair is somehow dressed into a heavy plaited chignon
of perilous but intentionally dramatic construction. Decidedly, she
wants to be admired; and she might be gratified to know that, four

thousand years later, she still is,ﬁ

Others too admired her “gaunt and boyish femininity,” her provocative “foot-
less stance, haughty head, and petulantly poised arms,”i and found

“something endearing” in “the artless pose of an awkward adolescent. ? She
is said to have “proto-Australoid” features that are also attested in skeletons

in the Indus Va]ley.? This native girl mocks us, perhaps for our clumsy and
arrogant attempts to figure out what she, and her compatriots in bronze and
clay and soapstone, “mean.”



IS INDUS RELIGION AMYTH?

The larger archaeological remains are equally ambiguous. Consider the
very large swimming pool or bathing tank or public water tank in the citadel
at Mohenjo-Daro, approximately forty feet by twenty-three feet and eight feet
deep. There are wide steps leading down to it at each end and colonnaded
buildings with small rooms around it. From this some have concluded that it
was the site of a “Great Bath” where ritual bathing took place as part of a

state religion.f Butall that this structure tells us is that the I\VC people liked
to bathe, just to get clean or to cool off on hot days or to splash about, same
as we do. Cleanliness is next to godliness, but not synonymous with it. The
great attenfion paid to the sewage system in the IVC suggest a hard-headed
approach to hygiene (unless, of course, one wants to view the sewers as

sacred underground chambers). Why does the bath have to be a ritual bath?™"

Bronze Dancing Girl from Mohenjo-Daro.



The answer is simple enough: because the so-called Great Bath resembles
the ritual bathing tanks of Hindu temples that began to appear in the

subcontinent in the first few centuries CEE and because such a tank reflects a
concern with ritual purificaion through water, an important idea in

Hinduism.% Four thousand years later, indeed, every temple has its tank.
Therefore, the argument goes, the tank must have served the same function in
the IVC. Similarly, the so-called College of Priests in Mohenjo-Daro has

been taken as evidence for the existence of a widespread priesthood.f Well,
it's a big building, true, but why couldn’t it be a dorm, or a hotel, or a
hospital, or even a brothel?

Works of art such as the images on the seals and other artifacs provide
abundant evidence of imaginative art, perhaps mythological but not
necessarily ritual. They may have been purely decorative, or they may
illustrate narratives of some sort or convey some sort of symbolic meaning,
probably more than one, as symbols often do. But did they necessarily
express the symbols of an organized religion? There are no recognizable
religious buildings or elaborate burials in the Indus cities (“Clearly, they did

not expect huge demands on the dead in the after—life”%, no signs of
ancestral rituals or “magnificent icons” or any “specially decorated
structures.” The conclusion is clear enough: “If there were temples they are
difficult to identify. . . . The cities may not therefore have been the focus of

religious worship."% Yet the same fact—that no great temple or center of
worship has been found as yet at Mohenjo-Daro—has inspired a very
different conclusion: One place where such a structure might have been
situated, just east of the bath, has not been excavated because a Buddhist
stupa (reliquary mound) stands there, and permission has never been granted

to move it.a"_96 The stupa is indeed a strong hint that the structure underneath
it might have been religious, for Buddhism shares with other religions
(including, notably, Hinduism and Islam) the habit of sacred recycling,
putting one religious building on the site hallowed by another, the funeral
baked meats served cold for the wedding breakfast that follows. And one
might argue that it would be odd if given the great regulation and
standardization of everything else in public life, the governing powers did not
also regulate belief. But all speculations about the role of religion in the lives

of the IVC people rest on doubtful retrospective hindsight from Hindu
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practices many centuries later.

The assumption of a theocratic elite in the IVC underpins the assertion that
the images depicted on pictographic seal inscriptions and terra-cotta figures
are divinities and that animism, demonic cults, fertility cults, and the worship

of natural forces and mother goddesses flourished in the IVC.? But surely
it's possible that the people of the IVC had no religion at all, in the sense of a
state cult or an enforced dogma. Is it possible that this was the first secular



state, anticipating the European Enlightenment by four thousand years? Could
they have been more like protoatheists than protoyogis? After all, there were
many people in later Hinduism who had no use for religion, people such as

the Charvakasand the Lokayatas (“Materialists").% (If people are going to
argue for religious meanings from hindsight, one might as well also argue
against it from hindsight; two can play at that game.) Just as it has been well
argued that there is a very good reason why the IVC language remains
undeciphered—because the seals may not record any language at all, merely

random symbols of ownershipf—so too we may argue that the other
symbols are not part of a coherent religious system but equally random
artistic creations.

THE END OF THE INDUS

No one knows how the IVC came to an end. Perhaps it simply ran its
course, had its day in the sun, and then the sun, as always, set on that empire.
Perhaps it was destroyed by drought. Perhaps the Indus River changed its

course, or there was an earthquake.g Perhaps massive deforestation
degraded the environment. Perhaps the people died of diseases such as severe
anemia, as the skeletal remains of what was previously interpreted as a

“massacre” suggest.E Perhaps it was destroyed by invasions. Last but
certainly not least, perhaps it was destroyed by a flood; whatever caused the
actual destruction, floods did eventually bury the cities in many layers of
Indus mud, which caused both the ground level and the water table to rise by
ten meters. Immigrati'ons of new peoples, droughts, deforestation, floods, or
alterafions in the course of the life-giving river: any of these may have been

contributing actors.ﬁ Whatever the cause, the result was that “on top of the
cities, now consigned to oblivion beneath tons of alluvium, other peoples
grazed their goats, sowed their seeds and spun their myths. A great

civilization was lost to memory.”ﬂ But was it in fact lost?

The flood that may have destroyed the Indus cifies may have been the
inspiration for the myth of the great flood that is described in the Shatapatha
Brahmana (c. 800 BCE) and that continues to haunt Hindu mythology to the
present day. And it is tempting to argue that some or all of these stories are
memories of (if not evidence for) a great flood that destroyed the IVC. But it
would be better, I think, to resist that temptation and simply to suggest that
present-day scholarly (or nonscholarly) theories of a catastrophic flood at the
end of the Indus Valley Civilization were inspired by the myth of the flood,
that the scholarly theories themselves are merely the latest variants of the
myth of the flood.



TRANSFORMATIONS THROUGH TIME: FAST-
FORWARD

Arguments from hindsight pervade the scholarship on the IVC,
underpinning correlations between the quasi unicorn and the sage whose
mother was an antelope, between the Lord of Beasts on the seal and Shiva,
between various images of women and later Hindu goddesses, between the
“Great Bath” and the bathing tanks of Hindu temples, between small conical
objects that have been interpreted as phallic stones (but may just be pieces
used in board games) and the Shiva linga. The obsession with descendants,
arguing that the IVC seal can be explained by what we know of Shiva as Lord
of Beasts, is the other side of the coin of the obsession with origins, arguing
that the figure of Shiva as Lord of Beasts is derived from, and fo some extent
explained by, the 1VC seal. The (wu approachies scratch each other’s backs.
The fascination with the IVC comes in part from the intrinsic appeal of its
artifacts but also from a perceived need to find non-Vedic, indeed pre-Vedic
sources for most of Hinduism—for Shiva and goddess worship and all the
rest of Hinduism that is not attested in the Vedas.

On the other hand, it is always tempting to look for the keys to the IVC
where there is available light in later Hinduism, to let Hindu phenomena,
which have the context of texts to explain them, illuminate the darkness that
surrounds many early Indus images and objects that lack such verbal
commentaries. But too often scholars read the Indus images like the pictures
in the puzzle books of my youth: How many (Hindu) deer can you see hiding
in this (Indus) forest? Throughout this chapter, and indeed throughout this
book, I have poured into my ears the wax of pedantic caution, in an attempt
(sometimes in vain) to resist the siren song of hindsight. For fig trees, horns,
bulls, phalluses, and buxom women do play a central role in later Hinduism,
and such images may have been important to Hindus in part because they
never lost some of the power they had had in the Indus period. Although
these images certainly also occur in many other cultures, the hypothesis that
Hinduism inherited them from the Indus seems a more efficient explanation
than coincidence or independent origination. Nor is there any likely source
(with the possible, but by no means established, exception of Elam) from
which the two cultures could have borrowed the same images. It is probable
that the forms survived; the mistake is in assuming that the function follows
the form. The inhabitants of both Mohenjo-Daro and modern Mumbai had
bulls, but they surely had very different ideas about bulls.

It is useful to distinguish hindsight from fast-forwarding. Hindsight often
misreads an earlier phenomenon by assuming that it meant then the same
thing that it meant later, reading the past through the present, forgetting that
we cannot simply lay the present over the past like a plastic map overlay. The
false Orientalist assumptions that India was timeless and that the classical



texts of the Brahmins described an existing society led to the equally false
assumption that the village and caste organization of colonial or even

contemporary India was a guide to their historical past.g

But at times the atavisms, the modern traces of ancient phenomena, are so
striking that it would be perverse to ignore them, and from time to time I have
fast-forwarded to note them. We should not impose the meaning of the later
icons upon the earlier images, but once we have explored the meaning of the
Indus representations within the constrictions of their own limited context, we

can go on to speculate on how they may have contributed to the evolution of
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a later iconography that they sometimes superficially resemble.

For the resemblances between some aspects of the IVC and later Hinduism
are simply too stunning to ignore. As the Late Harappan culture declined, its
survivors must have carricd somec of it into the Ganges-Yamuna basin. Therce
are links between archaeological records among the communities of the third
millennium BCE, which used only stone and bronze, and the people of the
Gangetic plain and the Deccan in around 1000 BCE, who developed the use
of iron. At this time, or even a few centurtes earlier (in 1500 BCE), the
process of urbanization moved gradually south from the Indus cities to the
site of Kaushambi, near modern Allahabad in the Gangetic plain, and to the
surrounding villages. The material culture does not show continuities; the use
of bricks of standard sizes, the geometrical grids, the seals, the sewers, the

large urban plan, none of this is preserved.ﬂ Above all, the technique of
administration was lost; not for many centuries would anyone know how to
govern such a large community in India. But someene succeeded in
preserving on the journey south and east some of the cultural patterns
nurtured in the Indus cities, for some of these patteins lived on long after the

cities themselves were gone.E The Indus civilization may not have simply
gone out like the flame of a candle or, at least, not before lighting another
candle.

We can see the possible survival, in transformation, of a number of images.

The Harappan motif of the fig (pipal)—as a leaf decoration on pottery and as

a free on seals—reappears in the imagery of some later religious sects.ﬁ

There is a conch shell, efched in vermilion, that may well have been used as a
libation vessel, just as conch shells, etched in vermilion, are used in Hinduism
today. Not only individual images but also aspects of the art forms—
especially the so-called animal style, stylized and rounded, with just a few
meticulous and suggestive details—seem to have survived. Some of the
stylized depictions of the animals on the seals bear a striking resemblance to
the depictions of the same animals two thousand years later (and magnified

many hundredfold) on the capital plinths of the pillars of Ashoka.ﬂj These
patterns, and the reugh outlines of other images that we have considered,



perhaps even the stone lingas and the voluptuous women, may have gradually
merged with the culture of the people of the Veda.

Horse on the Ashokan Coliumn at Sarnat h.



CHAPTER 4

BETWEEN THE RUINS
AND THE TEXT
2000 to 1500 BCE

CHRONOLOGY (ALL DATES BCE)

c. 4000-3000 *Indo-European breaks up into separate languages
c. 2100-2000 Light-spoked chariots are invented

c. 2000-1500 Indus civilization declines

c. 1900 Sarasvati River dries up

c. 1700-1500 Nomads in the Punjab compose the Rig Veda; horses
arrive in Northwest India

c. 1350 Hittite inscriptions speak about horses and geds

c. 900 The Vedic people move down into the Ganges Valley
VISHNU AND BRAHMA CREATE EACH OTHER

When the three worlds were in darkness, Vishnu slept in
the middle of the

cosmic ocean. A lotus grew out of his navel. Brahma
came to him and said, “Tell

me, who are you?” Vishnu replied, “I am Vishnu, creator
of the universe. All the

worlds, and you yourself, are inside me. And who are
you?" Brahma replied, “J

aro the creator, self-created, and everything is inside me."
Vishnu then entered

Rrahma's body and saw all three worlds in his belly.
A stonished, he caroe out of

Rrahma’s mouth and said, “Now, you must enter roy belly
in the same way and

see the worlds.” And so Brahma entered Vishnu's belly
and saw all the worlds.

Then, since Vishnu had shut all the openings, Brahma
came out of Vishnu's navel

and rested on the lotus.

—Kurma Purana (500-800 CE)f



THE PROBLEM: THINGS WITHOUT WORDS,
WORDS WITHOUT THINGS

What was the relationship between the people who composed the Vedas
(the ancient Sanskrit texts beginning with the Rig Veda, in around 1500 BCE)
and the people who lived in the Indus River Valley? Where were the people
of the Indus Valley Civilization after the end of the IVC? The myth of the
mutual creation of the gods Brahma (the creator) and Vishnu (one of the great
male gods of Hinduism) provides us with a basic metaphor with which to
consider the connections between Vedic and non-Vedic aspects of Hinduism.
It is a third way of dealing with false dichotomies: Where the image of the
man/rabbit in the moon represented two simultaneous paradigms, and the
image of one woman's head on another’s body represented the fusion of one
culture with another, the mutual creation of Brahma and Vishnu represents
such a fusion in which neither can claim priority.

The non-Veda, if I may call it that, has been a largely uncredited partner of
Hinduism, for we have heard it only at those relatively late historical
moments when it crashed the Sanskrit club. The only way we can tell the
story of the literature of the Hindus is to begin with those texts that survived
—the Sanskrit texts—but at the same time we must acknowledge, right from
the start, from the time of the Rig Veda, the presence of something else in
these texts, something that is non-Vedic.

Between about 2000 and 1500 BCE, one culture in Northwest India was
dying and another was beginning to preserve its poetry. Fade out: Indus
Valley Civilization (IVC). Fade in: the Vedas. Each of these cultures may
have been in some way a prequel to Hinduism. The objects of the IVC, things
without words, give us a certain kind of information about the people who
lived there, but no evidence of where the people of the IVC went after the
death of their cities (and, presumably, their texts). With the Vedas we have
the opposite problem, words without (most) things (just a few pots and an
altar or two), and many words about things, but without much physical
evidence about the daily life of the people who first spoke those words or,
again, about where they came from. Before we can begin to talk about people,
however, we need to say a word about words, about language, and about the
prehistory of the people who composed the Rig Veda.

*INDO-EUROPE, THE LAND EAST OF THE
ASTERISK

Nineteenth-century German and British linguists, building on some

seventeenth-and eighteenth-century hunches,”Y demonstrated that Vedic



Sanskrit was one of the oldest recorded forms of a language family that
included ancient Greek and Latin, Hittite (in ancient Anatolia), the Celtic and
Norse-Germanic languages, and, ultimately, French, German, Italian,

Spanish, English, and all their friends and relations.g All these languages are
alleged to have run away from the home of a single parent language

sometime in the fourth millennium BCE,E a language that linguists call Indo-
European (or Indo-Germanic or Indo-Aryan—more about the overtones of
this word, below), more precisely, *Indo-European. We have no attested
examples of that language before the breakup; the *Indo-European speakers

almost certainly had no knowledge of writing,i and the earliest example of an
Indo-European language that we have is a fourteenth-century BCE Anatolian
treaty in Hittite that calls on the Hitfi'te version of several Vedic gods: Indra,
Mitra, Varuna, and the Ashvins [Nasatyas]). Therefore, an apologetic or
apotropaic asterisk usually hovers over the reconstructed, hypothetical
(nowadays we would say virtual) forms of Indo-European (or *Proto-Indo-
European, as it is usually called, as easy as *PIE) to indicate the absence of
any actual occurrences of the word. For instance, linguists use the Latin
equus, Gallic epos, Greek hippos, Sanskrit ashsva, old English eoh, French

cheval, and so forth, to reconstruct the *PIE word for “horse”: & Hekwo-, or

& ekwos to its pals in the linguists’ club. And *deiwos develops into deus in
Latin, deva in Sanskrit, divo in Russian, and, eventually, our English “Tues
[day]” as well as “divine.” Sanskrit and Iranian (or Avestan) formed one of
the oldest subfamilies, Indo-Iranian, within this larger group.

How are we to explain the fact (and it is a fact) that people speak one form
or another of Indo-European languages from India to Ireland? The hypothesis
that a single parent language was the historical source of all the known Indo-
European languages is not an observable fact, but linguists regard it as an

“inescapable hypothesis.”i The Indo-European map is linguistic, linking
languages together in a family (a rather dysfunctional family, but a family)
that is distinct from, for instance, Chinese or the Semitic languages (Hebrew,
Arabic) or, more significantly for Hinduism, Tamil and the other South
Indian languages in the group called Dravidian. The majority of people in
India speak an Indo-European language (76 percent}, with Dravidian-
language speakers accounting for 22 percent, and the remaining 2 percent
taken up by Austro-Asiatic, Tibeto-Burman, and tribal languages.

The evidence that the Indo-European languages are related lies primarily in
their grammar and vocabulary. Thus the Sanskrit agni (“fire”) is cognate with
Latin ignis, English “ignite”; “foot” is pada in Sanskrit, pes, pedis in Latin,
pied in French, Fuss in German, foot in English; and so forth. Many Sanskrit
words have English cognates: for example, the Sanskrit pashu (“cattle”),
preserved in the Latin pecus, is embedded in the English “impecunious” (“out
of cattle, or low on cash”).



But the temptation to draw simple conclusions about nonverbal facts from
such verbal correspondences must be resisted; the fact that the word for
“hand” is different in most of these languages should not be taken to mean
that the Indo-European speakers had feet but not hands. So too, people
change while words remain the same; words are often, as the French say,
“false friends” (faux amis), the same word meaning something different in
two different languages, often the very opposite thing. Meanings change in
time even within a single culture. Antigods, Asuras (whose name incorporates
the word asu, “breath”), are the equal and morally indistinguishable elder
brothers and rivals of the gods in the Indo-European or at least Indo-Iranian
period (when Ahura Mazda, the “great Asura,” is the chief god of the
Auvesta), but they later become totally demonic demons. (“Demons,” for that
matter, were once benevolent daimons in Greek, before the Christians
demonized them, as it were). Sanskrit then created a back formation, taking
Asura to mean “non-Sura” (splitting off the initial a of asu to make an ain its
privative sense, as in “a-theist”) and inventing the word “Suras” (now said to
derive from sura, “wine”} to apply to the wine-drinking gods, the anti-
antigods. Although this sort of reasoning might be called etymologic,
certainly not logic, people persist in using lexicons as the basis of history and
in building elaborate theories about social systems and homelands on this
flimsy Indo-European linguistic scaffolding.

Indo-European is a language group; technically, there are no Indo-
Europeans, merely Indo-European speakers. But since European scholars also
assumed, quite reasonably, that wherever the languages went, there had to be
people to carry them, Indo-European speakers are often called Indo-
Europeans. Moreover, we are able to construct some of Indo-European
culture, not merely from isolated words and parallel grammar structures but
from the more substantial historical, linguistic, and archaeological evidence.
For instance, we know that cattle rustling was the basic trade of all of the
Indo-European speakers, from the Celts to the Indians, because closely
parallel myths from Greece, India, Iran, northern Europe, the Near East, and
Scandinavia allow us to reconstruct a *Proto-Indo-European cattle raiding

myth.{_j

Who were these cattle rustlers? More broadly, what is the relationship
between the language and the geographical origin and ethnic identity of the
*PIE people? Or to put it differently and to limit it to the culture that is the
sub ject of this book . . .

WHERE WERE THE PEOPLE WHO COMPOSED THE VEDAS
BEFORE THEY COMPOSED THE VEDAS?



We do not know for sure, but we can guess, and the craze for origins
makes us guess. Seme guesses make more sense than others. Here are the
four most often cited.

FIRST GUESS: THE ARYANS INVADED INDIA FROM *“INDO-
EUROPE

“Once upon a time,” the story goes, “blue-haired, blond-eyed people from
the north drove their chariots into India and beat the hell out of the dark-
skinned people whe lived there.” (The northern element was often taken to
the extreme. In 1903, Bal Gangadhar Tilak argued, in his The Arctic Home in
the Vedas, that the Aryans had composed the Vedas at the North Pole and, on
the journey south, divided into two branches, one of which went to Europe,
the other to India) Not surprisingly, nineteenth-century European scholars,
serving colonial powers, favored theories of cultural interaction involving
invasions or colonization, and the theory that the Vedic people invaded India
still has general currency. Behind this guess lies the assumption of a
diffusionist, centrifugal cultural movement; like an airline hub dispersing
planes, the political center sends out armies and imposes its rule on the
neighboring lands. The paradigm of this model is Lafin, which did indeed
diffuse outward from Rome to all the lands that the Romans conquered and
that therefore speak the so-called Romance languages. Linguists then
constructed, on the Roman model, an earlier family tree of languages
diverging from the center, in this case not from Rome but from the Caucasus,
somewhere east of the southern Urals, in southeastern Russia, perhaps on the

shores of the northern Black Sea or the Sea of Azov.z (This is where, as we
will see, someone—probably, though not certainly, the *Indo-European
people—probably domesticated horses, an event of great significance for the
history of Hinduism.) Therefore, the *Indo-European people were also called
Caucasians. The mythical land of their family home, recently rechristened

Eurostan,’ might just as well be thought of as *Indo-Europe, the land East of
the Asterisk.

According to this scenario, one branch of this group traveled down the east
side ol he Caspian Sea and continued east through Alghanistan, reaching (he

Pun jab before the middle of the second millennium BCEE But to say that the
languages formed a family is not to say that the people who spoke them
formed a race. There is nothing intrinsically racist about this story of
linguistic migration. On the contrary, the eighteenth-century discovery of the
Indo-European link was, at first, a preracial discovery of brotherhood; these
people are our (linguistic) cousins. But then the nineteenth-century
Orientalist, who now had a theory of race to color their perceptions, gave it a
distinctly racist thrust. Their attitude to the nineteenth-century inhabitants of
India came to something like “Well, they are black, but their skin color is



irrelevant; they are white inside, Greek inside, just like us.” There were also
anti-Semitic implications: One reason why British and German scholars were
so happy to discover Sanskrit was that they were delighted to find a language
older than Hebrew (which they regarded as, on the one hand, their own
language, the language of what they called the Old Testament and, on the
other hand, the language of the despised “others,” the Jews, for whom the
book was the Hebrew Bible). At last, they thought, Hebrew was no longer the
oldest language in the world.

Racism quickly came to color the English usage of the Sanskrit word arya,
the word that the Vedic poet used to refer to themselves, meaning “Us” or
“Good Guys,” long before anyone had a concept of race. Properly speaking,
“Aryan” (as it became in English) designates a linguistic family, not a racial
group (just as Indo-Eurcpean is basically a linguistic rather than demographic
ternm); there are 1o Aryan noses, ouly Aryan verbs, no Aryan people, ouly
Aryan-speaking people. Granted, the Sanskrit term does refer to people rather
than to a language. But the people who spoke *Indo-European were not a
people in the sense of a nation (for they may never have formed a political

unity) or a race, but only in the sense of a linguistic community.i) After all
those migrations, the blood of several different races had mingled in their
veins.

Nevertheless, the Orientalist version of the Aryan hypothesis boasted not
only of the purity of Aryan blood but of the quantity of non-Aryan blood that
the Aryans spilled, and this myth was certainly racist. The “invasion of the
blonds” story took root and prevailed for many reasons, among them that the
British found a history of invasions of India a convenient way to justify their
own military conquest of India. And of course the story became an even more
racist myth when the Nazis got hold of it and made “Aryan” a word that, like
“gay,” or “holocaust,” or “adult” (in the sense of “pornographic,” as in “adult

books and films, adult viewing"), no longer means what it once meant.”
People always think about race when yousay “Aryan,” even though you tell
them not to; we can’t forget what we now know about the word; we can't
regain our earlier naiveté. “Hindu" is a somewhat tainted word, but there is
no othereasy alternative; “Aryan,” by contrast, is a deeply tainted word, and
there are easy allernatives. I is therefore best o avoid using the A wurd, and
to call the people who spoke Indo-European languages Indo-European
speakers (or, less cumbersome, Indo-Europeans, though this implies an ethnic
group).

And since the people who composed the Veda left few archaeological
footprints, and all we know for certain about them is that they composed the
Veda, let us call its authors, and their community, the Vedic people.

A frequent corollary to the Indo-European invasion theory is the hypothesis
that the Vedic people were responsible for the end of the Indus Valley cities.
Invasion implies conquest, and who else was there for them to conquer in



India? The advocates of this theory cite statements in the Veda about

knocking down the fortresses of the barbarians, for the Indus cities did have

massive fortification walls.ﬂ They also cite what they interpret as

archaeological evidence of sudden, mass deaths in the Indus Valley, and the
verses of the Rig Vedathat refer to the Dasas as dark-skinned (7.5.3) or dark
(1.130.8, 9.41.1, 9.73.5), though the term in question more often refers to evil

than to skin color,E as well as the one Vedic verse that describes them as

snub-nosed (“noseless"b21 (5.29.10). Put these data together and you have
blond Vedic people responsible for mass death to dark-skinned people in the
Indus Valley.

But there is no reason to make this connection. The Vedic people had other
enemies, and the Indus Valley people had other, more likely sources of

destruction, nor is there reliable evidence that their cities were ever sacked.E
Moreover, it is more likely that the Indo-European incursions came in a series
of individual or small group movements, rather than the one, big charge of
the light(-skinned} brigade scenario imagined by this first guess.

The smug theory that a cavalcade of Aryans rode roughshod into India,
bringing civilization with them, has thus been seriously challenged. The
certainty has gone, and new answers have thrown their hats into the ring, just
as politically driven as the Aryan invasion theory, and, like most politically
driven scholarship (but is there really any other kind?), ranging from
plausible (if unsupported) to totally bonkers.

SECOND GUESS: THE CAUCASIANS STROLLED IN FROM THE
CAUCASUS

“Once upon a time,” the story goes, “people from the north brought their
families and their agriculture into India and settled among the people who
lived there.” The first guess, the Aryan invasion theory, is one of the great
testosterone myths: They're guys, they beat everyone up. This second guess,
by replacing the word “invasion” with “migration,” takes the military
triumphalism out of the theory but retains the basic mechanism and the basic
structures: Migrants may have brought an Indo-European language into

India.f This approach accounts for a gradual cultural linguistic infusion into
India, still with all the baggage that linguist load onto languages—the social
classes, the mythology—and supported by the same linguistic evidence,

archaeological evidence (such as burial customsE) and pottery that support

the invasion theory.f Those who hold by either of these two theories
(invasion or migration) have recourse to later Indian history. The two powers
that built the greatest empires in India, the forces of Central Asian Turks and
of the British Raj, first entered India not as military conquerors but as traders



and merchants, but intheend, it took force majeure to establish and maintain
the control of the subcontinent.

Marfim West, a leading scholar of Indo-European languages, disdains the
idea that the Indo-European speakers came not as conquerors but as peaceful
migrants: “In the last fifty years or so there has been a scholarly reaction
against the old idea of militant hordes swarming out of Eurostan with battle-
axes held high and occupying one territory after another. It has been
fashionable to deride this model and to put all the emphasis on peaceful

processes of populafion and language diffuision.”!” But, he continues, both
on the analogy with the way that in observable history, other linguistic groups
(such as Arabic, Turkic, Latin, Celtic, and German, as well as English and
Spanish in the New World, which West does not mention) “grew
multitudinous and poured across the length and breadth of Europe.” and
considering the fact that “there are constant references to battles and
descriptions of fighting” in Indo-European poetic and narrative traditions, it
appears “by no means implausible that similar bouts of aggressive migration
in earlier eras played a large part in effecfing the Indo-European diaspora.”
This theory, which is quite plausible, is no longer regarded as PC (in the
double sense of “postcolonial” or “politically correct”), because of its
political history, and the aptly named Professor West can make it only
because he is privileged to belong to a generation of Western {more precisely
British) scholars for whom “PC” stands for nothing but “police constable.”

THIRD GUESS: THE VEDIC PE@®PLE ORIGINATED IN INDIA

“From the dawn of history, *Indo-European speakers lived in India, in the
Punjab, where they composed the Rig Veda.” A stronger version of the theory
adds: “They emigrated to Iran (where they composed the Avesta), Anatolia
(leaving that early Hittite inscription), Greece and Italy (where they
incorporated local languages to develop Greek and Latin), and, finally,
ancient Britain.” {The most extreme version of this guess adds: “All the

languages in the world are derived from Sanskrit."E) In this view, the Vedic
people may have been, rather than invaders {or immigrants) from southern
Russia, “indigenous for an unknown period of fime in the lower Central

Himalayan regions.”E particularly in the Punjab. A variant of this argument
presupposes not the same centrifugal diffusion that underlies the first two
guesses (simply radiating from India instead of the Caucasus) but a
centripetal convergence, into India rather than from the Caucasus: Separate
languages came together in India, influencing their neighbors to produce a
family resemblance; the people who spoke those separate languages came
together and then took back home, like souvenirs, bits of one another’s
languages.



Why couldn’t it have happened that way? In reaction to the blatantly racist
spin and colonial thrust of the first two guesses, which imply that Europeans
brought civilization to India, this theory says, “Look, we in India had
civilization before you Europeans did!” (This is certainly true; no matter
where they came from or what their relationship was, the people of the Indus
were building great cities and the people of the Vedas creating a great
literature at a time when the British were still swinging in trees.) And then it
goes on to say, “You came from us. The people who created Vedic culture
did not enter India; they began in India.” As a theory, it is reasonable in itself,

but there is considerable evidence against it,? and both linguistic and
archaeological arguments render it even more purely speculative than the

Aryan invasion theory.ﬂ It has the additional disadvantage of being
susceptible to exploitation by the particular brand of Hindu nationalism that
wants the Muslims (and Christians) to get out of India: "We were always
here, not even just since the Rig Veda, but much, much earlier. This land was
always ours.”

FOURTH GUESS: THE VEDIC PEOPLE LIVED IN THE INDUS
VALLEY

“Once upon a time, the people of the Indus Valley Civilization composed
the Vedas.” The final step is simply to assume that some or all of the
inhabitants of the cities of Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro were themselves Indo-
European speakers; that the people who built the cities also composed the

Vedas,ﬁ that the Indus civilization itself is the site of the mythological Vedic

age.é In favor of this is the evidence of some continuity between both the
space and the time of the Indus and Vedic civilizations,>* which almost
certainly shared some of the territory of the greater Pun jab during some part
of the second millennium BCE, as well as a number of cultural features. One
variant of this theory argues that (I} since there are Dravidian (and Munda)
loan words in the Vedas {which is true), and (2) since the Harappan script is a
form of Sanskrit {(which is almost certainly not true, and certainly unproved,
though reputable scholars as well as cranks have identified the Indus
inscriptions as part of “the Indian/Persian/ Indo-European religious system

and Sanskrit language”®), therefore (3) the IVC is a hybrid
Sanskrit/Dravidian culture produced by {4) Indo-European speakers who
came from Europe to North India to interact with Dravidian speakers from

India, starting in the middle of the fourth millennium BCE.f

This theory still assumes a migration into India from Europe, but one that
is met by an earlier Dravidian presence. Some see in the Indus Valley not
merely the seeds of later Hinduism but the very religion described in the
almost contemporaneous Rig Veda; they argue, for instance, that the brick



platforms found in the Indus were used for Vedic sacrificcs.f This hybrid is
sometimes called the Sarasvati Valley culture, or the Indus-Sarasvati culture,
because there were Indus settlements on the Sarasvati River (though it dried

up around 1900 BCE) and the Rig Veda mentions a Sarasvati River.? But
even when we grant that some sort of gradual cultural interaction took place,
and not simply an invasion, it is not likely that the same people could have
built the Indus cifies and also composed the Rig Veda

The linguistic and archaeological evidence against this fourth guess is
pretty conclusive. It is hard work to fit the ruins of the [VC into the landscape

of the Rig Veda.z_g The Rig Veda does not know any of the places or artifacts

or urban techniques of the Indus Va]ley.ﬁ None of the things the Veda
describes look like the things we see in the archaeology of the Indus. The Rig
Voda never mentions inscribed seals or a Creat Bath o trade with
Mesopotamia, despite the fact that it glories in the stuff of everyday life. It

never refers to sculptured representations of the human body.ﬂ It has no
words, not even borrowed ones, for scripts or writing, for records, scribes, or

letters.s_2 After the Indus script, writing was not used again in India until the
time of Ashoka, in the third century BCE.

Many of the words that the Rig Veda uses for agricultural implements, such
as the plow, as well as words for furrow and threshing floor and,
significantly, rice, come from non-Sanskritic languages, suggesting that the
Vedic people learned much of their agriculture from communities in place in
India before they arrived. But the Indus people, who obviously did have
plows and mortar, presumably would have had their own words for them.
Even in the Vedic period, there was multilingualism. But how could the
Vedic people have forgotten about architecture, about bricks, about mortar
(let alone about writing)? The answer is simple enough: They had never had
them. In the good old days they had always slept on their saddlebags, and
once they got to the Pun jab they built in wood and straw, like the first two of
the three little piggies, not in brick, like the third (and like the Indus people).

It is therefore extremely unlikely that the Indus people composed the Rig
Veda The final nail in the coffin of this theory comes not from the rather
technical linguistic arguments but from the testimony of animals, particularly
horses.

LIONS AND TIGERS AND RHINOS, OH MY!

Animals in general provide strong clues; they make suggestions,
sometimes overwhelmingly persuasive suggestions, if not airtight proof's. The
evidence of animals suggests that the civilizations of the Indus Valley and the
Vedas were entirely different, though this does not mean that they did not



eventually interact. The Rig Veda mentions (here in alphabetical order) ants,
antelope, boars, deer, foxes, gazelles, jackals, lions, monkeys, rabbits, rats,
quail, and wolves, and other Vedas mention bears, beaver, elk, hares, lynxes,

and otters.? The Rig Veda also mentions lions (10.28.11), though the Vedic
people had to invent a word for "1ion”3_4 (and to borrow a word for

“peacock”f). (Lions may or may not be depicted in the Indus Valley; there’s
a figurine that mightbe a lion or a tiger.)

The Vedic people knew the elephant but regarded it as a curiosity; they had
to make up a word for it and called it “the wild animal with a
hand” (mrigahastin ). Butthey do not mention tigers or rhinoceroses, animals
familiar from the Harappan seals. Nor are there any references to unicorns,

mythical or real.f The zoological argument from silence (“the lion that
didn't roar in the night") is never conclusive {beware the false negative; the
absence of evidence is not evidence of absence), but all this suggests that the
Vedic people originally lived north of the land where the tiger and the
elephant roam, and generally north of the Indus rhinoceroses, on the
nonfalsifiable assumption that people who had seen an animal as weird as a
rhinoceros would have mentioned it.

TALKING HORSES

Cattle are central to both cultures—though the Indus Valley Civilization
favored bulls, the Vedas cows—as well as to many other ancient cultures and
therefore of little use as differenfiating markers. But the IVC does not seem to
know, or care about, the horse, who speaks loudly and clearly in the Vedas
(as horses are said to do, beginning in the Vedic tale of the Ashvins—twin
horse-headed gods). Let us consider first the possible existence and then the
symbolic importance of the horse in each of the two cultures.

On the one hand, wherever Indo-European-speaking cultures have been

identified, evidence of horses has been found.f This does not in itself prove

that an ancient culture with no horses is not Indo—European,ﬁ nor does it

follow that wherever people had horses, they spoke Indo-European
languages. Indo-European culture is contained within the broader range of
ancient horse-having cultures, such as China and Egypt. For one thing, the
ancestor of the horse, the so-called Dawn Horse, or Eohippus, much smaller
than the modern horse, lived throughout Europe as well as North America in
the Eocene age (“the dawn of time”}, some sixty to forty million years ago.
The horse was probably domesticated in several places, and it didn't happen
all at once even in Central Asia.

Nevertheless, the spread of the Central Asian horse (and, after around 2000
BCE, the chariot, for people rode astride for a long time before they began to



drive horses) suggests that in general, when Indo-Aryan speakers arrived
somewhere, horses trotted in at the same time, and the archaeoclogical record
supports the hypothesis that Indo-European speakers did in fact ride and/or
drive, rather than walk, into India. For the horse is not indigenous to India.
There is archaeological evidence of many horses in the northwest of the
Indian subcontinent only in the second millennium BCE, after the decline of
the IVC. Horse bits and copper and iron objects were used in Maharashtra,
and horse paraphernalia (such as bits) south of the Narmada during or after
this period suggest an extensive network of horse traders from northwestern

India.3_s

By contrast, the absence of a thriving horse population in the IVC, the fact
that even adamant opponents of Guesses One and Two must admit that the

horse seems not to have played a significant role in the Harappan economy,40
supports the hypothesis that the Indus Valley people were not Indo-European

speakers.d‘_1 Yet the ink was scarcely dry on such statements when people
started racing arcund trying to find horse skeletons in the Indus Valley closet.
Now, though it has been asserted with some confidence that no remains of

horses have been found anywhere in the Indus Valley culture*? or, somewhat
more tentatively, that “the horse was probably unknown” to the Indus

people,f there is archaeological evidence for the possible existence of some
horses in the IVC, if very few. From time to time people have come up with
what appear to be the bones of quasihorses, protohorses like the donkey, or
the Dawn Horse, or the ass or onager; but horse bones are hard to decipher,
and these are much disputed. All in all, there may well have been, here or
there in the Indus Valley, a horse that loped in from Central Asia or even
West Asia.

But such horses were probably imported, like so many other items, in the
course of the vigorous IVC international trade.ﬁ India’s notorious lack of
native bloodstock may have been, already in the Indus Valley, as ever after,

“the Achilles heel of its ambitious empire—builders."‘l_5 For from the time of
the settlements in the Punjab, the Indian love of horses—perhaps imprinted
by the early experience of the Indo-Europeans in lands north of India, where
horses thrived—was challenged by the simple fact that horses do not thrive
on the Indian subcontinent and therefore need to be imported constantly. The
evidence for the importing of horses can be used to support Guess One (or at
least to counter Guesses Three and Four)}: The IVC had no horses of its own,
so could not have been Indo-European speakers. And so the IVC could have
played no part in the most ancient Hindu text, the Rig Veda, which is
intensely horsey.

But in fact the existence of trade in horses at this time, which seems very
likely indeed, can be used to undercut rather than support the argument that
the Indo-Aryans invaded India on horseback (Guess One), for one could



argue that the Vedic people too imported their horses rather than rode (or
drove) them in. Assuming that the Indo-Europeans began in India, one can
argue that they eventually emigrated to the Caspian and Black Sea coas#% and
domesticated the horse there, perhaps learning the trick from the natives; then
they sent both the horses and the horse-taming knowledge back to their Indian

homeland, and that's how horses got into the Vedas. Accordmg to this
scenario, it was the horses, not the Indo-European- speakmg peoples, that
were imported. By separating the entrance into India of the people and their
horses, hypothesizing that the people came quite early and only later began to
import their horses from the Caucasus, once someone e/se had domesticated

them,i one might still argue for Guess Three (Indo-Europeans first began in
India and, later, imported horses) or even for Guess Four (Indo-Europeans
began in the IVC and, later, imported horses).

So much for the rather iffy archaeological record of real horses. The
cultural use of the horses of the imagination, however, makes a more
persuasive argument against Guess Four.

Talking horses, like real horses, are Indo-European but not only Indo-
European. Tales of intimate relationships between heroes and their horses are,
like the historical mastery of the horse, the common property of Indo-

Europeans and the Turkic peoples of Central A51a . A specific historical
tradition from Indo-European prehistory is strongly suggested by parallel
epithets and other predicates applied to horses in the Greek and Indo-Iranian

texts % A fourteenth- century BCE Hitfi'te text on the training of horses uses
words of Indo- European provenance. Horses, observed in affectionate,
minute, often gory, detail, pervade the poetry of the Rig Veda The Vedic
people not only had horses but were crazy about horses.

But horses are not depicted at all in the extensive Indus art that celebrates
so many other animals. The Indus people were crazy about animals, but not
about horses. So widely accepted is the “horse = Indo-European” equation
that even when one or two clay figurines that appear to depict horses were
found at a few Indus sites, these were said to “reflect foreign travel or
imports,” though the same arguments for the importing of horses applies to
the importing of images of horses and disqualify these figurines as evidence
one way or another. But more tellingly, “The horse the animal central to the

Rig Veda, is absent from the Harappan seals™” % and ‘unimportant, ritually

and symbolically, to the Indus c1v1llzat10n.”‘r’_1 Such statements too have acted
as a gauntlet to provoke rebuttal. Recently an animal on an Indus seal was

identified as a horse 2 but it soon appeared that the seal was upside down,
and the animal wasn’t a horse at all, but a fabrication, a unicorn bull made to
look like a horse—that is, a (real) unicorn masquerading as a (mythical)

horse.”® ®In Europe, people constructed unicorns by sticking a horn on a horse,
either tymg a horn onto a real horse or drawing a horn onto a picture of a



horse. Only in India does it work the other way around, for on Indus seals,
unicorns are real and horses nonexistent.

The absence of representations of horses in the IVC does not mean that
they did not have real horses; they might have had them without regarding
them as any more worthy of representation than the cows that we know they
had and did not depict. Arguments from silence, it will be recalled, may prove
to be false negatives, though this particular argument is somewhat supported
by the archaeological evidence that there were few, if any, horses. The
absence of equine imagery therefore neither proves nor disproves the first
three guesses. It does, however, argue strongly against Guess Four, for it is
very hard to believe that the hippophiles who composed the Veda would
exclude the horse from the stable of animals that they depicted on their seals.

Thus horses do furnish a key to the Indus/Vedic mystery: No Indus horse
whinnied in the night. Knowing how important horses are in the Vedas, we
may deduce that there was little or no Vedic input into the civilization of the
Indus Valley or, correspondingly, that there was little input from the IVC into
the civilization of the Rig Veda This does not mean, of course, that the IVC
did not contribute in a ma jor way to other, later developments of Hinduism.

AN ALTERNATIVE ANSWER: FUSION AND
BRICOLAGE

It is therefore unlikely that both the Vedas and Harappa were “a product of

the civilization of these two peoples,”f but it is more than likely that later
Hinduism was a product of both of them, a linguistic and cultural
combination of Vedic words and Indus images, as well as other contributions
from other cultures. In some areas this combination was a fusion, a melting
pot, a hybrid, while in others the elements kept their original shape and
behaved more like a tossed salad, a multiplicity. This is of course quite
different from saying that the Veda was composed in the Indus Valley cities.
But even if the languages and cultures were distinct, as surely they were,
people from the two cultures must have met. Ideas already current in India
before the entry of the Vedic people or arising outside the Vedic world after
that entry may have eventually filtered into Vedic and then post-Vedic

Sanskrit literature.f (These ideas may have come not only from the IVC but
also from the so-called Adivisis or “Original Inhabitants™ of India, or from
the Munda speakers and Dravidian speakers whose words are already
incorporated in the Rig Veda, though that is another story.) Survivors of the
Indus cities may have taught something of their culture to the descendants of
the poets who composed the Vedas. The people of Harappa may have
migrated south, so that their culture could have found i% way into the strand

of Hinduism that arose theref_6 Some elements of pre-Vedic Indo-European



civilization may have been taken up by the last inhabitants of the Indus
Valley. Some elements of the Indus civilization may have been adopted by
the authors of later Vedic literature. Some combination of all of the above
seems extremely likely.

A good example of this possible fusion is the case of bricks. The authors of
the KRig Veda did not know about bricks; their rituals required only small mud
altars, not large brick altars. But later, around 600 BCE, when the Vedic
people had moved down into the Ganges Valley and their rituals had become
more elaborate, they began to build large brick altars. The size of the mud
bricks was a multiple or fraction of the height of the patron of the sacrifice,
and a fairly sophisticated geometry was developed to work out the

proportions.s_7 We know that the Indus people had mastered the art of
calculating the precise size of bricks, within a system of uniform and
proportionate measurement. The use of bricks and the calculations in the
Vedic ritual may therefore have come from a Harappan tradition, bypassed

the Rig Vedic period, and resurfaced later.s_8 This hypothesis must be
qualified by the realization that kiln-fired {in contrast with sun-fired)

brickwork does not reappear until the last centuries BCE,?a long time for
that secret to lie dormant. But other aspects of brickmaking, and other ideas,
may have been transmitted earlier.

Though the Vedic people told the story of their earlylife in India, and their
descendants controlled the narrative for a very long time, most of what
Hindus have written about and talked about and done, from the Mahabharata
on, has not come from the Veda. In part because of the intertextuality and
interpracticality of Hinduism, one text or ritual building on another through
the centuries, right back to the Veda, scholars looking at the history of
transmission have assumed that the Veda was the base onto which other
things were added in the course of Indian history, just as Central Asia was the
base that absorbed the impact of that interloping piece of Africa so long ago.
And in the textual tradition, at least, this is true enough of the form in which
the ideas were preserved, the chain of memorized texts. But from the
standpoint of the ideas themselves, it was quite the opposite: The Veda was
the newcomer that, like the African island fusing onto a preexisting
continental base, combined with a preexisting cultural world consisting
perhaps of the Indus Valley, perhaps of any of several other, more widely
dispersed non-Vedic cultures.

The non-Veda is the fons et origo of Hinduism; new ideas, new narratives,
new practices arose in the non-Sanskrit world, found their way into the
Sanskrit world, and, often, left it again, to have a second or third or fourth life
among the great vernacular traditions of India. These new narratives and
practices fitted into the interstices between the plot lines of the great Sanskrit
texts, as stories told in response to the protagonists’ questions about places
encountered on their travels or to illustrate a relevant moral point, or any



other reason why. The non-Veda is not one thing but so many things. We
have noted, briefly, and can rank in the order that their records appear in
history, the existence of at least five cultures: (1) Stone Age cultures in India
long before the Indus are the foundation on which all later cultures built. (2)
At some point, impossible to fit into a chronology or even an archaeology,
come the Adivasis, the “Original Inhabitants” ofIndia, who spoke a variety of
languages and contributed words and practices to various strands of
Hinduism. Many of them were there long before the IVC and may have been
a part of it; many of them have never been assimilated to Hinduism. Next
come (3) the Indus civilization and (4) the village traditions that preceded,
accompanied, and followed it, and after that {5} the culture of the Vedic
people. Along the way, other language groups too, such as (6) the Tamils and

other Dravidian speakers,? who may or may not have been a part of the IVC,
added pieces to the puzzle.

Hinduism, like all cultures, is a bricoleur, a rag-and-bones man, building
new things out of the scraps of other things. We’ve seen how the British used
the stones of Mohen jo-Daro as ballast for their railwaybefore (and after) they
realized what those stones were and that a Buddhist stupa stands over some of
the ruins there. So too Hindus built their temples on (and out of) Buddhist
stupas as well as on other Hindu temples, and Muslims their moseques on
Hindu temples (and Buddhist stupas), often reusing the original stones, new
wine in old bottles, palimpsest architecture. In the realm of ideas as well as
things, one religion would take up a word or image from another religion as a
kind of objet trouvé. There are no copyrights there; all is in the public
domain. This is not the hodgepodge that the Hindus and the early Orientalists
regarded as dirt, matter out of place, evidence of an inferior status but, rather,
the interaction of various different strains that is an inevitable factor in all
cultures and traditions, and a Good Thing.

MUTUAL CREATION

A good metaphor for the mutual interconnections between Vedic and non-
Vedic aspects of Hinduism is provided by the myth with which this chapter
began, “Vishnu and Brahma Create Each Other.” Each says to the other,
“You were born from me,” and both of them are right. Each god sees all the
worlds and their inhabitants (including both himself and the other god) inside
the belly of the other god. Each claims to be the creator of the universe, yet
each contains the other creator. In other versions of this myth, each one calls
the other tata, a two-way word that a young man can use to call an older man
Grandpa, while an older man can use it to call a younger man Sonny Boy; the
word actually designates the relationship between young and old.



The myth of Vishnu and Brahma is set at the liminal, in-between moment
when the universe has been reduced to a cosmic ocean (dissolution) and is
about to undergo a new creation, which in turn will be followed by another
dissolution, then another creation, and so on ad infinitum—another series of
mutual creations. Vedic and non-Vedic cultures create and become one
another like this too throughout the history of Hinduism. This accounts for a
number of the tensions that haunt Hinduism throughout its history, as well as
forits extraordinary diversity.



CHAPTER 5

HUMANS, ANIMALS, AND GODS IN THE RIG VEDA
1500 to 1000 BCE

CHRONOLOGY (ALL DATES BCE)
c. 1700-1500 Nomads in the Pun jab region compose the Kig Veda

c 1200-900 The Vedic people compose the Yajur Veda, Sama Veda,
and Atharva Veda

DIVERSE CALLINGS

Our thoughts bring us to diverse callings, setting people
apart:

the carpenter seeks what is broken,

the physician a fracture,

and the Brahmin priest seeks someone who presses soma.

I aro a poet: my dad’s a physician
and Mom a miller with grinding stones.
With diverse thoughts we all strive for wealth,
going after it like cattle.
Rig Veda (9.112) (c 1500 BCE)

In this chapter we will encounter the people who lived in the Punjab in
about 1500 BCE and composed the texts called the Vedas. We will face the
violence embedded in the Vedic sacrifice of cattle and horses and situate that
ritual violence in the social violence that it expresses, supports, and requires,
the theft of other people’s cattle and horses. We will then consider the social
world of the Vedas, focusing first on the tension between the Brahmin and
royal/martial classes (the first and second classes) and the special position of
the fourth and lowest class, the servants; then on other marginalized people;
and finally on women. Marginalization also characterizes people of all classes
who fall prey to addiction and/or intoxication, though intoxication from the
soma plant (pressed to yield juice) is the privilege of the highest gods and
Brahmins.

Turning from the people to their gods, we will begin with the pluralism and
multiplicity of the Vedic pantheon and the open-mindedness of it ideas about
creation. Then we will consider divine paradigms for human priests and



kings, the Brahminical god Agni (god of fire) and the royal gods Varuna (god
of the waters) and Indra (the king of the gods). We will conclude with ideas
about death and reincarnation that, on the cne hand, show the same pluralistic
range and speculative open-mindedness as the myths of creation and, on the
other hand, set the scene for a ma jor social tension among Hindus in centuries
to come.

THE TRANSMISSION OF THE RIG VEDA

We have just considered at some length the question of the prehistory of
the people who composed the Rig Veda, people who, sometime around 1500

BCE. in any case probably not earlier than the second millennium BCE.l
were moving about in what is now the Punjab, in Northwestern India and
Pakistan. They lived in the area of the Seven Rivers (Sapta Sindhu), the five
tributaries of the Indus plus the Indus itself and the Sarasvati. We can see the
remains of the world that the people of the Indus Valley built, but we are
blind to the material world of the Vedic people; the screen goes almost blank.
The Vedic people left no cities, no temples, scant physical remains of any

kind; they had to borrow the word for “mortar."” They built nothing but the

flat, square mud altars for the Vedic sacrificeﬁ and houses with wooden
frames and walls of reed stuffed with straw and, later, mud. Bamboo ribs
supported a thatched roof. None of this of course survived.

But now at last our sound reception is loud and, for the most part, clear.
Those nomads in the Punjab composed poems in an ancient form of Sanskrit;
the oldest collection is called the Rig Veda (“Knowledge of Verses”). We can
hear, and often understand, the words of the Vedas, even though words
spoken so long ago are merely clues, not proofs, and interpretation, with all
its biases, still raises its ugly head at every turn. The social and material world
is vividly present in Vedic texts. What sort of texts are they?

The Rig Veda consists of 1.028 poems, often called mantras
(“incantations”), grouped into ten “circles” (“mandalas”). (It is generally
agreed that the first and last books are later additions, subsequent bookends
around books 2-9.) The verses were rearranged for chanting as the Sama
Veda (“Knowledge of Songs”) and, with additional prose passages, for ritual
use as the Yajur Veda (“Knowledge of Sacrifice”); together they are known as
the three Vedas. A fourth, the Atharva Veda (“Knowledge of the Fire Priest”),
devoted primarily to practical, worldly matters, and spells to deal with them,
was composed later, sharing some poems with the latest parts of the Rig
Veda.

The Rig Veda was preserved orally even when the Indians had used writing
for centuries, for everyday things like laundry lists and love letters and



gambling IOUS.E But they refused to preserve the Rig Vedain writing.@ All
Vedic rituals were accompanied by chants from the Sama Veda, which the
priests memorized. The Mahabharata {13.24.70) groups people who read and
recite the Veda from a written text (rather than memorize it and keep it only
in their heads) with corrupters and sellers of the Veda as people heading for
hell. A Vedic text states that “a pupil should not recite the Veda after he has
eaten meat, seen bleod or a dead body, had sexual intercourse, or engaged in

writing. E It was a powerful text, whose power must not fall into the wrong
hands. Unbelievers and infidels, as well as Pariahs and women, were
forbidden to learn the Vedas, because they might defile or injure the power of

the words,? pollute it like milk kept in a bag made of dogskin.

The oral text of the Rig Veda was therefore memorized in such a way that
no physical traces of it could be found, much as a coded espionage message
would be memorized and then destroyed (eaten, perhaps—orally destroyed)
before it could fall into the hands of the enemy. Its exclusively oral
preservation ensured that the Rig Veda could not be misused even in the right
hands: you couldn’t take the Rig Veda down off the shelf in a library, for you
had toread it in the company of a wise teacher or guru, who would make sure
that you understood its application in your life. Thus the Veda was usually
passed down from father to son, and the lineages of the schools or
“branches” (shakhas) that passed down commentaries “from one to
another” (param-para) were often also family lineages, patriarchal lineages
(gotras). Those who taught and learned the Rig Veda were therefore
invariably male Brahmins in this early period, though later other classes too
may have supplied teachers, and from the start those who composed the
poemsmay well have been more miscellaneous, even perhaps including some
women, to whom some poems are attributed.

The oral nature of the Rig Veda (and of the other Vedas tco) was expressed
in its name; it was called shruti (“what is heard”), both because it was
originally “heard” (shruta) by the human seers to whom the gods dictated it
but also because it continued to be transmitted not by being read or seen but

by being heard by the worshipers when the priests chanted it.z The oral
metaphor is not the only one—ancient sages also “saw” the Vedic verses—
but it does reflect the dominant mode of transmission, orality. It made no
more sense to “read” the Veda than it would simply to read the score of a
Brahms symphony and never hear it.

Now, one might suppose that a text preserved orally in this way would be
sub ject to steadily encroaching inaccuracy and unreliability, that the message
would become increasingly garbled like the message in a game of telephone,
but one would be wrong. For the very same sacredness that made it necessary
to preserve the Rig Veda orally rather than in writing also demanded that it be
preserved with meticulous accuracy. People regarded the Rig Veda as a
revealed text, and ene does not play fast and loose with revelation. It was



memorized in a number of mutually reinforcing ways, including matching
physical movements (such as nodding the head) with particular sounds and
chanting in a group, which does much to obviate individual slippage.
According to the myth preserved in the tradition of European Indology, when
Friedrich Max Miiller finally edited and published the Rig Veda at the end of
the nineteenth century, he asked a Brahmin in Calcutta to recite it for him in
Sanskrit, and a Brahmin in Madras, and a Brahmin in Bombay (each spoke a
different vernacular language), and each of them said every syllable of the
entire text exactly as the other two said it. In fact this academic myth flies in
the face of all the available evidence; Miiller produced his edition from
manuscripts, not from oral recitation. (It is of these manuscripts that Miller
remarks, “The MSS. of the Rig-veda have generally been written and
corrected by the Brahmans with so much care that there are no various

readings in the proper sense of the word."ﬁ) Yet like many myths, it does
reflect a truth: People preserved the Rig Veda intact orally long before they
preserved it intact in manuscript, but eventually it was consigned te writing
(as were the originally oral poems the Mahabharata and the Ramayana).

Sanskrit, the language of authority, was taken up by the various people in
India who spoke other languages. At the same time, Dravidian and Austro-
Asiatic languages (such as the Munda languages) began to enter Vedic
Sanskrit. As usual, the linguistic traditions invented one another; Sanskrit
influenced Tamil, and Tamil influenced Sanskrit. The Vedic tradition shows
its awareness that different groups spoke different languages when it states
that the four priests in the horse sacrifice address the horse with four different
names, for when it carries men, they call it ashva (“horse™); when it carries

Gandharvas.b_c they call it vajin (“spirited horse”); for antigods, arvan (“swift
horse”); and for gods haya (“racehorse”) 2 Presumably they expect each of
these groups to have its own language,f which is evidence of a

consciousness of multilingualismi or multiple dialects.

THE VIOLENCE OF SACRIFICE

Theirs was a “portable religion,”z one thatthey carried in their saddlebags
and in their heads. As far as we can reconstruct their rituals from what is,
after all, a hymnal, they made offerings to various gods (whom we shall soon
encounter below)} by throwing various substances, primarily butter, into a fire
that flared up dramatically in response. The Vedic ritual of sacrifice (yajna)
joined at the hip the visible world of humans and the invisible world of gods.
The sacrifice established bonds (bandhus), homologies between the human
world (particularly the component of the ritual) and corresponding part of
the universe. Ritual was thought to have effects on the visible and invisible
worlds because of such connections, meta-metaphors that visualize many



substances as two things at once—not just a rabbit and a man in the moon,
but youreye and the sun.

All the poems of the Rig Veda are ritual hymns in some sense, since all
were sung as part of the Vedic ceremony, but only some are self-consciously
devoted to the meaning of the ritual. The verses served as mantras (words
with powers to affect reality) to be pronounced during rituals of various sorts:
solemn or semipublic rituals (royal consecrations and sacrifices of the soma
plant), life cycle rituals (marriage, funeral, and even such tiny concerns as a

baby’s first tooth),E healing rituals, and both black and white magic spells
(such as the ones we will soon see, against rival wives and for healthy
embryos). Yet even here pride of place is given to the verbal rather than to the
physical aspect of the sacrifice, to poems about the origins and powers of
sacred speech (10.71, 10.125). The personal concerns of the priests also
inspire considerable interest in the authors of the poems (most of whom were
priests themselves): The priest whose patron is the king laments the loss of
his royal friend and praises faith and generosity, while other priests, whose
tenure is more secure, express their happiness and gratitude (10.33, 101, 117,
133, 141).

Although detailed instructions on the performance of the rituals were

spelled out only in the later texts,T the Rig Veda presupposes the existence of
some protoversion of those text. There were animal sacrifices (such as the
horse sacrifice) and simple offerings of oblations of butter into the
consecrated fire. The more violent sacrifices have been seen as a kind of

“controlled catastrophe,” E on the “quit before youre fired” principle or,
more positively, as life insurance, giving the gods what they need to live
(soma, animal sacrifices, etc.} in order that they will give us what we need to
live.

FAST-FORWARD: THE THREE ALLIANCES

At this point, it might be useful to pause and group ideas about the
rclationships bctwcen humans and gods {and antigods) in thc history of
Hinduism into three alliances. The three units are not chronological periods
but attitudes that can be found, to a greater or lesser degree, across the
centuries. It would be foolhardy to tie them to specific times, because
attitudes in Hinduism tend to persist from one period to another, simply
added on to new ideas that one might have expected to replace them, and
archaic ideas are often intentionally resurrected in order to lend an air of
tradition to a later text. Nevertheless such a typology has its uses, for each of
the three alliances does begin, at least, at a moment that we can date at least
relative to the other alliances, and each of them dominates the texts of one of
three consecutive periods.



In the first alliance, which might be called Vedic, gods and antigods
(Asuras) are opposed to each other, and gods unite with humans against both
the antigods, who live in the sky with the gods, and the ogres (Rakshases or
Rakshasas), lower-class demons that harass humans rather than gods. The
antigods are the older brothers of the gods, the “dark, olden gods” in contrast

with “the mortal gods of heaven,”f like the Titans of Greek mythology; the
Veda still calls the oldest Vedic gods—Agni, Varuna--Asuras. The gods and
antigods have the same moral substance (indeed the gods often lie and cheat
far more than the antigods do; power corrupts, and divine power corrupts
divinely); the antigods are simply the other team. Because the players on each
side are intrinsically differentiated by their morals, the morals shift back and
forth from one category to another during the course of history, and even
from one text to another in any single period: As there are good humans and
evil humans, so there are good gods and evil gods, good antigods and evil
antigods. In the absence of ethical character, what the gods and antigods have
is power, which they can exercise at their pleasure. The gods and antigods are
in competition for the goods of the sacrifice, and since humans sacrifice to the
gods, they are against the antigods, who always, obligingly, lose to the gods
in the end. It is therefore important for humans to keep the gods on their side
and well disposed toward them. Moreover, since the gods live on sacrificial
offerings provided by devout humans, the gods wish humans to be virtuous,
for then they will continue to offer sacrifices.

The Vedic gods were light eaters; they consumed only a polite taste of the
butter, or the animal offerings, or the expressed juice of the soma plant, and
the humans got to eat the leftovers. What was fed to the fire was fed to the
gods; in later mythology, when Agni, the god of fire, was impregnated by

swallowing semen instead of butter, all the gods became pregnant.f Not only
did the gods live upon the sacrificial foods, but the energy generated in the
sacr1fice kept the universe going. The offerings that the priest made into the
fire kept the fire in the sun from going out; if no one sacrificed, the sun would
not rise each morning. Moreover, the heat (tapas) that the priest generated in
the sacrifice was a powerful weapon for gods or humans to use against their
enemies. Heat is life, in contrast with the coldness of death, and indeed
Hindus believe that there is a fire in the belly (called the fire that belongs to
all men) that digests all the food you eat, by cooking it (again). When those
fires go out, it’s all over physically for the person in question, as it is ritually
if the sacrificial fires go out; you must keep the sacrificial fire in your house
burning and carefully preserve an ember to carry to the new house if you
move.

But since antigods had no (legitimate) access to sacrificial tapas, the best
that they (and the ogres) could do in their Sisyphean attempt to congquer the
gods was to interfere with the sacrifice (the antigods in heaven and the ogres
on earth) in order to weaken the gods. Though humans served as mere pawns
in these cosmic battles, it was in their interest to serve the gods, for the



antigods and ogres would try to kill humans (in order to divert the sacrifice
from the gods), while the gods, dependent on sacrificial offerings, protected
the humans. In the Upanishads, the gods and antigods are still equal enemies,
though the antigods make an error in metaphysical judgment that costs them

dearly.z Throughout the history of Hinduism, beginning in the Vedas, the
antigods and ogres often serve as metaphors for marginalized human groups,
first the enemies of the Vedic people, then people excluded from the groups
that the Brahmins allowed to offer sacrifice. This first Vedic alliance is still a
major force in Indian storytelling today, but it was superseded, in some,
though not all, ways, by two more alliances.

To fast-forward for just a moment, the second alliance begins in the
Mahabharata and continues through the Puranas (medieval compendiums of
myth and history). In this period, the straightforward Vedic alignment of
forces—humans and gods versus antigods and ogres—changed radically, as
sacrificial power came to be supplemented and sometimes replaced by ascetic
and meditative power. Now uppity antigods and ogres, who offer sacrifices
when they have no right to do so or ignore the sacrificial system entirely and
generate internal heat {tapas) all by themselves, are grouped with uppity
mortals, who similarly threaten the gods not with their acts of impiety but, on
the contrary, with their excessive piety and must be put back in their place.
Often the threatening religious power comes from individual renunciants, a
threat to the livelihood of the Vedic ecclesia and an open door to undesirable
(i.e., non-Brahmin) types, a kind of wildcat religion or pirated religious
power. For like the dangerous submarine mare fire, these individual ascetics
generate tapas like power from a nuclear reactor or heat in a pressure cooker;
they stop dissipating their heat by ceasing to indulge in talking, sex, anger,
and so forth; they shut the openings, but the body goes on making heat, which
builds up and can all too easily explode. {Later Tantra goes one step further
and encourages adepts to increase the heat by generafing as well as
harnessing unspent desire.)

Old-fashioned sacrifice too now inspires jealousy in the gods, who are,
paradoxically, also sacrificers. Indra, who prides himself on having
performed a hundred horse sacrifices, frequently steals the stallion of kings
who are about to beat his record. (We have seen him do this to King Sagara,
resulting in the creation of the ocean.) The result is that now it is the gods, not
the antigods, who wish humans to be diminished by evil. The idea that to be
too good may be to tempt fate, threaten the gods, or invite the evil eye is
widespread, well known from Greek tragedies, which called this sort of
presumption hubris (related in concept, though not etymology, to the Yiddish
hutzpah). The second alliance is full of humans, ogres, and antigods that are
too good for their own good.

The balance of power changed again when, in the third alliance, devotion
(bhakti) entered the field, repositioning the Vedic concept of human
dependence on the gods so that the gods protected both devoted men and



devoted antigods. This third alliance is in many ways the dominant structure
of local temple myths even today. But that is getting far ahead of our story.

CATTLE AND HORSES: INDIANS AS COWBOYS

What the Vedic people asked for most often in the prayers that
accompanied sacrifice was life, health, victory in battle, and material
prosperity, primarily in the form of horses and cows. This sacrificial contract
powered Hindu prayers for many centuries, but the relationship with horses
and cows changed dramatically even in this early period.

As nomadic tribes, the Vedic people sought fresh pastureland for their

cattle and horses.]f As pastoralists and, later, agriculturalists, herders and
farmers, they lived in rural communities. Like most of the Indo-Europeans,
the Vedic people were cattle herders and cattle rustlers who went about
stealing other people’s cows and pretending to be taking them back. One
story goes that the Panis, tribal people who were the enemies of the Vedic
people, had stolen cows from certain Vedic sages and hidden them in
mountain caves. The gods sent the bitch Sarama to follow the trail of the
cows; she found the hiding place, bandied words with the Panis, resisted their
attempts first to threaten her and then to bribe her, and brought home the
cows (10.108).

The Vedic people, in this habit (as well as in their fondness for gambling),
resembled the cowboys of the nineteenth-century American West, riding over
other people’s land and stealing their cattle. The resulting political agendas
also present rough parallels (in both senses of the word “rough”): Compare,
on the one hand, the scornful attitude of these ancient Indian cowboys (an
oxymoron in Hollywood but not in India) toward the “barbarians” (Dasyus or
Dasas) whose lands they rode over {adding insult to injury by calling them
cattle thieves) and, some four thousand years later, the American cowboys’
treatment of the people whom they called, with what now seems cruel irony,
Indians, such as the Nava jo and the Apache. Se much for progress. Unlike the
American cowboys, however, the Vedic cowboys did not yet (though they
would, by the sixth century BCE) have a policy of owning and occupying the
land, for the Vedic people did not build or settle down; they moved on. They
did have, however, a policy of riding over ather people’s land and of keeping
the cattle that they stole from those people. That the word gavisthi
(“searching for cows”) came to mean “fighting” says it all.

The Vedic people sacrificed cattle to the gods and ate cattle themselves,

and they counted their wealth in cattle. They definitely ate the beef of steersf

(the castrated bulls), both ritually and for many of the same reasons that
people nowadays eat Big Macs (though in India, Big Macs are now made of



mutton); they sacrificed the bullsg (Indra eats the flesh of twenty bulls or a

hundred buffalo and drinks whole lakes of somaf) and kept most of the cows
for milk. One verse states that cows were “not to be killed” (a-ghnya
[7.87.4]), but another says that a cow should be slaughtered on the occasion
of marriage (10.85.13), and another lists among animals to be sacrificed a

cow that has been bred but has not calved (10.91.14),? while still others
seem to include cows among animals whose meat was offered to the gods and
then consumed by the people at the sacrifice. The usual meal of milk, ghee
(clarified butter), vegetables, fruit, wheat, and barley would be supplemented
by the flesh of cattle, goats, and sheep on special occasions, washed down
with sura (wine) or madhu (a kind of mead).

There is a Vedic story that explains how it is that some people stopped

killing cows and began just to drink their milk.% The Rig Veda only alludes
to this story, referring to a king named Prithu, who forced the speckled cow

who is the earth to let her white udder yield soma as milk for the godS.E But
later texts spell it out:

KING PRITHU MILKS THE EARTH

There was a king named Vena who was so wicked that the sages
killed him; since he left no offspring, the sages churned his right
thigh, from which was born a deformied little man, dark as a burned
pillar, who was the ancestor of the Nishadas and the barbarians. Then
they churned Vena's right hand, and from him Prithu was born. There
was a famine, because the earth was withholding all of her food. King
Prithu took up his bow and arrow and pursued the earth to force her to
yield nourishment for his people. The earth assumed the form of a
cow and begged him to spare her life; she then allowed him to milk
her for all that the people needed. Thus did righteous kingship arise on
earth among kings of the lunar dynasty, who are the descendants of

Prithu.f

This myth, foundational for the dynasty that traces its lineage back to Prithu,

is cited in many variants over thousands of years. It imagines a transition

from hunting wild cattle (the earth cow) to preserving their lives,

domesticating them, and breeding them for milk, in a transition to agriculture
and pastoral life. The myth of the earth cow, later the wishing cow (kama-
dheru), from whom you can milk anything you desire—not just food but silk

cloths, armies of soldiers, anything—is the Hindu parallel to the Roman
cornucopia {or the German Tischlein dech dich, the table that sets itself with a
full table d’héte dinner on command). Cows are clearly of central economic,

ritual, and symbolic importance in the Vedic world.



But the horse, rather than the cow, was the animal whose ritual importance

and intimacy with humans kept it from being regarded as food,? though not
from being killed in sacrifices. Horses were essential not only to drawing
swift battle chariots but to herding cattle, always easier to do from horseback

in places where the grazing grounds are extensive.ﬁ And extensive is
precisely what they were; the fast track of Vedic life was driven by the
profligate grazing habits of horses, who force their owners to move around
looking for new grazing land all the time. Unlike cows, horses pull up the
roo of the grass or eat it right down to the ground so that it doesn't grow
back, thus quickly destroying grazing land, which may require some years to
recover; moreover, horses do not like to eat the grass that grows up around

their own droppings.f The horse in nature is therefore constantly in search of
what the Nazis (also justifying imperialistic aggression) called Lebensraum
(“living space”). It is not merely, as is often argued, that the horse made
possible conquest in war, through the chariot; the stallion came to symbolize
congquest in war, through his own natural imperialism. And the ancient Indian
horse owners mimicked this trait in their horses, at first showing no evidence
of any desire to amass property, just a drive to move on, always to move on,
to new lands. For the Vedic people probably did then what Central Asians did

later: They let the animals roam freely as a herd.ﬁ But once they began to
fence in their horses and kept them from their natural free grazing habits, the
need to acquire and enclose new grazing lands became intense, especially

when, in the early Vedic period, there was no fodder crop.ﬁ

THE WIDE-OPEN SPACES

All this land grabbing was supported by areligion whose earliest texts urge
constant expansion. The name of the king who hunted the earth cow, Prithu,
means “broad,” and the feminine form of the word, Prithivi, is a word for the
whole, broad earth, the natural consort of the king. Prithu had the connotation
of something very much like “the wide-open spaces.” The opposite of the
word prithu is the word for a tight spot, in both the physical and the
psychological sense; that word is amhas, signifying a kind of claustrophobia,
the uneasiness of being constrained in a small space. (Amhas is cognate with
our word “anxiety” and the German Angst) In this context, amhas might well
be translated “Don’t fence me in,” since it occurs in a number of Vedic
poems in which the poet imagines himself trapped in a deep well or a cave,
from which he prays to the gods to extricate him. (Sometimes it is the cows
who are trapped in the cave, or the waters, or the sun.) Many of the poems
take this form; the poet thanks the god for his help in the past {“Remember
the time I was in that tight spot, and you got me out?”), reminds him of his
gratitude (“And didn't I offer you great vats of soma after that?”), flatters him



(“No one but you can do this; you are the greatest”), and asks for a return
engagement (“Well, I'm in even worse trouble now; come and help me, I beg
you”).

Appropriately, it is often the Ashvins who rescue people from such tight
spots and bring them back into the good, broad places. For the Ashvins
(whose name means “equine”} are twin horse-headed gods, animal herders,
sons of the divine mare Saranyu (10.17.1-2). The other Vedic gods generally
snub the Ashvins, in part because they are physicians {a low trade in ancient
India, involvi'ng as it does polluting contacts with human bodies) and in part
because they persist in slumming, helping out mortals in trouble. The gods
denied them access to the ambrosial soma drink until one mortal {a priest
named Dadhyanch}, for whom the Ashvins had done a favor, reciprocated by
whispering to them, through a horse’s head he had put on for that occasion to
speak to their horse heads, the secret of the soma—literally from the horse’s
mouth (1.116.12, 1.117.22, 1.84.13-15). Later tex#s explain that Dadhyanch
knew that Indra, the jealous king of the gods, would punish him for this
betrayal by cutting off his head, so he laid aside his own head, used a talking

horse head to tell the secret, let Indra cut off the horse head, and then put his
28

own back on.

THE HORSE SACRIFICE

Embedded in the tale of Dadhyanch and the Ashvins is the ritual beheading
of a horse. One of the few great public ceremonies alluded to in the Vedas is
the sacrifice of a horse, by suffocation rather than beheading but followed by
dismemberment. There are epigraphical records of (as well as literary satires

on) horse sacrifices throughout Indian history. One Vedic poemﬂ describes
the horse sacrifice in strikingly concrete, indeed rather gruesome detail,
beginning with the ceremonial procession of the horse accompanied by a
dappled goat, who was killed with the horse but offered to a different, less
important god:

DISMEMEBERING THE HORSE

Whatever of the horse’s flesh the fly has eaten, or whatever stays
stuck to the stake or the ax, or to the hands or nails of the slaughterer
—Ilet all of that stay with you even among the gods. Whatever food
remains in his stomach, sending forth gas, or whatever smell there is
from his raw flesh—Ilet the slaughterers make that well done; let them
cook the sacrificial animal until he is perfectly cooked. Whatever runs
off your body when it has been placed on the spit and roasted by the
fire, let it not lie there in the earth or on the grass, but let it be given to
the gods who long for it. . . . The testing fork for the cauldron that



cooks the flesh, the pots for pouring the broth, the cover of the bowls
to keep it warm, the hooks, the dishes—all these attend the horse. . .
If someone riding you has struck you too hard with heel or whip when
you shied, I make all these things well again for you with prayer. . . .
The ax cuts through the thirty-four ribs of the racehorse who is the
companion of the gods. Keep the limbs undamaged and place them in
the proper pattern. Cut them apart, calling out piece by piece. . . . Let
not your dear soul burn you as you go away. Let not the ax do lasting
harm to your body. Let no greedy, clumsy slaughterer hack in the
wrong place and damage your limbs with his knife. You do not really
die through this, nor are you harmed. You go to the gods on paths
pleasant to go on {1.162).

The poet thus intermittently addresses the horse (and himself) with the
consolation that all will be restored in heaven, words in which we may see the
first stirrings of ambivalence about the killing of a beloved animal, even in a
religious ceremony, an ambivalence that will become much more explicit in
the next few centuries. We may see even here a kind of “ritual nonviolence”
that is also expressed in a concern that the victim should not bleed or suffer or

cry out (one reason why the sacrificial animal was strangled) 2_3 The
euphemism for the killing of the horse, pacifying (shanti}, further muted the
growing uneasiness associated with the killing of an animal. Moreover, unlike
cows, goats, and other animals that were sacrificed, many in the course of the
horse sacrifice, the horse was not actually eaten (though it was cooked and
served to the gods). Certain part of the horse’s carcass {such as the marrow,
or the fat from the chest, or the vapa, the caul, pericardium, or omentum
containing the internal organs) were offered to Agni, the god of the fire, and
the consecrated king and the priests would inhale the cooking fumes
(regarded as “half-eating-by-smelling” the cooked animal). The gods and
priests, as well as guests at the sacrificial feast, ate the cattle (mostly rams,
billy goats, and steers); only the gods and priesi ate the soma; no one ate the
horse. Perhaps the horse was not eaten because of the close relationship that

the Vedic people, like most Indo-Europeans, 2 had with their horses, who
not only speak, on occasion,ﬂ but are often said to shed tearslii when their

owners die.f

THE VEDIC PEOPLE

The Rig Veda tells us a lot (as in the passage cited at the start of this
chapter, a kind of liturgical work song) about family life, about everyday
tasks, about craftsmanship, about the materials of sacrifice, and even about
diversity. Evidently the rigid hereditary system of the professions
characteristic of the caste system was not yet in place now, for the professions



at this time varied even within a single family, where a poet could be the son
of a physician and a miller. The Rig Veda tells us of many professions,
including carpenters, blacksmiths, potters, tanners, reed workers, and

weavers.f But by the end of this period, the class system was in place.

THE FOUR CLASSES AND THE PRIMEVAL MAN

The Vedic people at first distinguished just two classes (varnas), their own
(which they called Arya) and that of the people they conquered, whom they
called Dasas {or Dasyus, or, sometimes, Panis). The Dasas may have been
survivorsof early migrations of Vedic people, or people who spoke non-
Sanskritic languages, or a branch of the Indo-Iranian people who had a

religion different from that of the Vedic people,ﬁ (In the Indo-Iranian

Avesta, daha and dahyu designate “other people.”f) The early Veda
expresses envy for the Dasas’ wealth, which is to say their cattle, but later,
“Dasa” came to be used to denote a slave or subordinate, someone who
worked outside the family, and the late parts of the Veda mention Brahmins
who were “sons of slave women” {Dasi-putra), indicating an acceptance of
interclass sexual relationships, if not marriage. We have noted evidence that
the Vedic people took significant parts of their material culture from
communities in place in India before they arrived, Dasas of one sort or
another. The Dasas may also have introduced new ritual practices such as
those recorded in the Atharva Veda. (The Nishadas, tribal peoples, were also

associated with some early rituals.?’_e)

But the more important social division was not into just two classes (Arya
and Dasa, Us and Them) but four. A poem in one of the latest books of the
Rig Veda, “Poem of the Primeval Man” (Purusha-Sukta [10.90]), is about the
dismemberment of the cosmic giant, the Primeval Man (purusha later comes
to designate any male creature, indeed the male gender), who is the victim in

a Vedic sacrifice that creates the whole universe.tﬂ The poem says, “The
gods, perfarming the sacrifice, hound the Man as the sacrificial heast. With
the sacrifice the gods sacrificed to the sacrifice.” Here the “sacrifice”
designates both the ritual and the victim killed in the ritual; moreover, the
Man is both the victim that the gods sacrificed and the divinity to whom the
sacrifice was dedicated—that is, he is both the subject and the object of the
sacrifice. This Vedic chicken or egg paradox is repeated in a more general
pattern, in which the gods sacrifice to the gods, and a more specific pattern, in
which one particular god, Indra, king of the gods, sacrifices (as a king) to
himself (as a god). But it is also a tautological way of thinking that we have
seen in the myths of mutual creation and will confinue to encounter in Hindu
mythology.



The four classes of society come from the appropriate parts of the body of
the dismembered Primeval Man. His mouth became the priest (the Brahmin,
master of sacred speech); all Vedic priests are Brahmins, though not all
Brahmins are priests. His arms were the Raja (the Kshatriya, the Strong Arm,
the class of warriors, policemen, and kings); his thighs, the commoner (the
Vaishya, the fertile producer, the common people, the third estate, who
produce the food for the first two and themselves); and his feet—the lowest
and dirtiest part of the body—the servants (Shudras), the outside class within
society that defines the other classes. That the Shudras were an afterthought is
evident from the fact that the third class, Vaishyas, is sometimes said to be

derived from the word for “all” and therefore to mean “everyone,” leaving no
bk

roocm for anyone below them—until someone added a class below them.
The fourth social class may have consisted of the people new to the early
Vedic system, perhaps the people already in India when the Vedic people
entered, the Dasas, from a system already in place in India, or simply the
sorts of people who were always outside the system. The final combination
often functioned not as a quartet but, reverting to the pattern of Arya and
Dasa, as a dualism: all of us {in the first three classes, the twice born) versus

all of them (in the fourth class, the non-us, the Others) b_l

“Poem of the Primeval Man” ranks the kings below the priests. The
supremacy of Brahmins was much contested throughout later Hindu literature
and in fact may have been nothing but a Brahmin fantasy. Many texts argue,
or assume, that Kshatriyas never were as high as Brahmins, and others
assume that they always were, and still are, higher than Brahmins. Buddhist

literature puts the kings at the top, the Brahmins second,3_7 and many
characters in Hindu texts also defend this viewpoint.

The French sociologist Georges Dumézil (1898-1986) argued that the

ﬁlndo—European speakers had been divided into three social classes or
functions: at the top, kings who were also priests, then warriors who were
also policemen, and then the rest of the people.ﬁ Some scholars find this
hypothetical division useful; some do notig and some think that other cultures

too were divided in this way, so that tripartition is not a useful way to

distinguish Indo-European culture from any other.bﬁ (It rather suspiciously
resembles the reactionary French ancient regime, which put priests at the top,
over aristocrats, and the people in the third group below.) In any case, by the
end of the period in which the Rig Veda was composed, a fourfold social
system that deviates in two ma jor regards from the Dumézilian model was in
place: It adds a fourth class at the bottom, and it reverses the status of kings
and priests. The kings have come down one rung from their former alleged
status of sharing first place with the Brahmins. This, then, would have been
one of the earliest documented theocratic takeovers, a silent, totally mental
palace coup, the Brahmin forcing the Kshatriya out of first place.



Thus, even in “Poem of the Primeval Man,” supposedly postulating a
social charter that was created at the very dawn of time and is to remain in
place forever after, we can see, in the positioning of the kings in the second
rank, movement, change, slippage, progress, or decay, depending upon your
point of view. This sort of obfuscation is basic to mythology; the semblance
of an un-moving eternity is presented in texts that themselves clearly
document constant transformation. “Poem of the Primeval Man” may have
been the foundational myth of the Brahmin class, establishing social
hierarchies that are unknown to poems from an earlier layer of the Rig Veda,
such as the poem “Diverse Callings.”

One Vedic poem that may incorporate a critique of Brahminsb_n isa tour de
force that applies simultaneously, throughout, to frogs croaking at the start of
the rainy season and to Brahmin priess who begin to chant at the start of the
rains. It begins:

THE FROGS

Atfter lying still fora year, Brahmins keeping their vow, the frogs have
raised their voice that the god of the rainstorm has inspired. When the
heavenly waters came upon him, dried out like a leather bag, lying in
the pool, then the cries of the frogs joined in chorus like the lowing of
cows with calves. As soon as the season of rains has come, and it rains
upon them who are longing, thirsting for it, one approaches another
who calls to him, “Akh-khala,” as a son approaches his father. One
greets the other as they revel in the waters that burst forth, and the
frog leaps about under the falling rain, the speckled one mingling his
voice with the green one. One of them repeats the speech of the other,
as a pupil that of a teacher (7.103.1-5).

Though this poem may have been a satire, its tone is serious, a metaphor in
celebration of a crucial and joyous matter, the arrival of the rains.

OTHER OTHERS: MARGINALIZING INTOXICATION
AND ADDICTION

The marginalized people in the lowest social levels of the Veda—Dasas,
Shudras—may have included people who were Other not, or not only, in their
social class but in their religious practices, such as the wandering bands of
warrior ascetics the Vedas refer to as the Vratyas (“People Who Have Taken
Vows"), who practiced flagellation and other forms of self-mortification and

traveled from place to place in bullock carts.g Vratyas were sometimes
regarded as inside, sometimes outside mainstream society;ﬁ the Brahmins

sought to bring them into the Vedic system by special purification rituals,f



and the Vratyas may have introduced some of their own beliefs and practices
into Vedic religion.

Or the Others may have been drop-out and turn-on types like the
protohippie described in another poem:

THE LONG-HAIRED ASCETIC

Long-Hair holds fire, holds the drug, holds sky and earth. . . . These
ascetics, swathed in wind [i.e, naked], put dirty saffron rags on.
“Crazy with asceticism, we have mounted the wind. Our bodjies are all
you mere mortals can see.” . . . Long-Hair drinks from the cup,
sharing the drug with Rudra (10.136).”

The dirty rags identify these people as either very poor or willingly alienated
from social conventions such as dress; that they wear saffron-colored robes
may be an early form (hindsight alert!) of the ocher robes that later marked
many renunciant groups. Rudra is the master of poison and medicines, but
also of consciousness-altering drugs, one of which may have been used here,
as such drugs often are, to induce the sensation of flying and of viewing one’s
own body from outside. Rudra was the embodiment of wildness,
unpredictable danger, and fever but also the healer and cooler, who attacks
“like a ferocious wild beast” (2.33). He lives on the margins of the civilized
world as one who comes from the outside, an intruder, and is excluded from
the Vedic sacrifice. He is a hunter. He stands for what is violent, cruel, and

impure in the society of gods or at the edge of the divine World.f

The Rig Veda also tells us of people marginalized not by class or religious
practices but by their antisocial behavior under the influence of some
addiction. One Vedic poem lists “wine, anger, dice, or carelessness” as the
most likely cause of serious misbehavior {7.86.1-8). Wine and dice are two of
the four addictive vices of lust (sex and hunting being the other two), to
which considerable attention was paid throughout Indian history. We have
seen dice in the Indus Valley Civilization, and we will see gambling with dice
remain both a major pastime (along with chariot racing and hunting) and the
downfall of kings. Ordinary people as well as kings could be ruined by
gambling, as is evident from the stark portrayal of a dysfunctional family in
this Vedic poem:

THE GAMBLER

“She did not quarrel with me or get angry; she was kind to my friends
and to me. Because of a losing throw of the dice I have driven away a
devoted wife. My wife’s mother hates me, and my wife pushes me
away. Theman in trouble finds no one with sympathy. They all say, ‘I
find a gambler as useless as an old horse that someone wants to sell.’
Other men fondle the wife of a man whose possessions have been



taken by the plundering dice. His father, mother, and brothers all say
of him, ‘We do not know him. Tie him up and take bim away.” When
I swear, ‘I will not play with them,” my friends leave me behind and
go away. But when the brown dice raise their voice as they are thrown
down, I run at once to the rendezvous with them, like a woman to her
lover.” . . . The deserted wife of the gambler grieves, and the mother
grieves for her son who wanders anywhere, nowhere. In debt and in
need of money, frightened, he goes at night to the houses of other
men. It torments the gambler to see his wife the woman of other men,
in their comfortable rooms. But he yoked the brown horses in the
early morning, and at evening he fell down by the fire, no longer a
man (10.34).

Like a character in a Dostoyevsky novel, the gambler prays not to win but
just to stop losing, indeed to stop playing altogether; his inability to stop is
likened to a sexual compulsion or addiction. The “brown horses” that he
yokes may be real horses or a metaphor for the brown dice; in either case,
they destroy him. (The gambler’s wife who is fondled by other men reappears
in the Mahabharata when the wife of the gambler Yudhishthira is stripped in
the public assembly.) At the end of the poem, a god (Savitri, the god of the
rising and setting sun) warns the gambler, “Play no longer with the dice, but
till your field; enjoy what you possess, and value it highly. There are your
cattle, and there is your wife.”

DRINKING SOMA

Intoxication, though not addiction, is a central theme of the Veda, since the
sacrificial offering of the hallucinogenic juice of the soma plant was an
element of several important Vedic rituals. The poets who “saw” the poems
were inspired both by their meditations and by drinking the soma juice. The
poems draw upon a corpus of myths about a fiery plant that a bird brings
down from heaven; soma is born in the mountains or in heaven, where it is
closely guarded; an eagle brings soma to earth (4.26-7) or to Indra (4.18.13),

or the eagle carries Indra to heaven to bring the soma? to humans and gods
(4.27.4). This myth points to the historical home of the soma plant in the
mountains, proabably the mountain homeland of the Vedic people. We do not

know for sure what the soma plant wasg (pace a recent lawsuitlﬁ over a
copyright for itf}, but we know what it was not: It was not ephedra

(Sarcostemma) or wine or beer or brandy or marijuana or opium.E It may
have been the musbroom known as the Amanita muscaria or fly agaric (called
mukhomor in Russian, Pfiegenpiiz in German, tue-mouche or crapaudin in

French).f It appears to produce the effects of a hallucinogen (or

“entheogen"f): “Like impetuous winds, the drinks have lifted me up, like



swift horses bolting with a chariot. Yes! I will place the earth here, or perhaps
there. One of my wings is in the sky; I have trailed the other below. I am
huge, huge! flying to the cloud. Have I not drunk soma? (10.119).” Another
soma hymn begins with the same phrase that ends the poem just cited (“Have
I not drunk Soma?”), now no longer a question: “We have drunk the soma;
we have become immortal; we have gone to the light; we have found the
gods. What can hatred and the malice of a mortal do to us now? The glorious
drops that I have drunk set me free in wide space (8.48.3).” The feeling of
expansiveness, of being set free “in wide space,” is not merely a Vedic
political agenda, an expression of the lust for those wide-open spaces; it is
also a sub jective experience of exhilaration and ecstasy. Human poets drink
soma only in small quantities and in the controlled context of the ritual. But
for the gods who depend upon it, soma can become an addiction (the bolting
horses in the hymn cited above recur as a metaphor for senses out of control).
Later poets depict Indra, the great soma drinker, as suffering from a bad
hangover, in which he cannot stop substances from flowing from all the

orifices of his body.g

MRS. INDRA AND OTHER FEMALES

The gambler’s wife is one of a more general company of long-suffering
wives, devoted but often deserted, who people ancient Hindu literature and
the society that this literature reflects. In the Rig Veda, a text dominated by
men in a world dominated by men, women appear throughout the poems as
objects. Like the gambler whom Savitri warned, every Vedic man valued
equally his two most precious possessions, his cattle and his wife. A man
needed a wife to be present when he performed any Vedic sacrifice, though

she had to stay behind a screen.f Women also appear occasicnally as

subjects, even as putative authars, of Vedic poems (10.40, 8.91).5_. And
women may have had a voice in poems that treat women'’s interests
sympathetically, such as magic spells to incapacitate rival wives and to
protect unborn children in the womb (10.184), and in the Vedic ritual that an

umnarried virgin perfurins (o get a husbaud.i One ul these lalter poems is
appropriately dedicated to Indrani (“Mrs. Indra”), the wife of Indra (who is,
like his Indo-Eurcpean counterparts—the Greek Zeus and the Norse Odin,
German Wotan—a notorious philanderer). It says, in part: “I dig up this plant,
the most powerful thing that grows, with which one drives out the rival wife
and wins the husband entirely for oneself. I will not even take her name into
my mouth; he takes no pleasure in this person. Make the rival wife go far, far
into the distance. [She addresses her hushand:] Let your heart run after me
like a cow after a calf, like water running in its own bed (10.145).” Some
spells, like this spell to protect the embryo, are directed against evil powers
but addressed to human beings, in this case the pregnant woman: “The one



whase name is evil, who lies with disease upon your embryo, your womb, the
flesh eater; the one who kills the embryo as it settles, as it rests, as it stirs,
who wishes to kill it when it is born—we will drive him away from here. The
one who spreads apart your two thighs, who lies between the married pair,
who licks the inside of your womb—we will drive him away from here. The
one who by changing into a brother, or husband, or lover lies with you, who
wishes to kill your offspring—we will drive him away from here. The cne
who bewitches you with sleep or darkness and lies with you—we will drive
him away from here (10.162).”

There is precise human cbservafi'on here of what we would call the three
trimesters of pregnancy (when the embryo settles, rests, and stirs). Though
the danger ultimately comes from supernatural creatures, ogres, such
creatures act through humans, by impersonating the husband (or lover! or
brother!) of the pregnant woman. This poem provides, among things,
evidence that a woman might be expected to have a lover, a suspicion
substantiated by a Vedic ritnal in which the queen is made to list her lovers of

the past yearE though that moment in the ritual may represent nothing more
than a “jolt of sexual energy” that the wife, as locus of sexuality, particularly
illicit sexuality (since most forms of sex were licit for men), was charged to

provide for the ritual.g More substantial is the early evidence in this poem of
a form of rape that came to be regarded as a bad, but legitimate, form of
marriage: having sex with a sleeping or drugged woman. It appears that a
woman’s brother too is someone she might expect to find in her bed, though

the Rig Veda severely condemns sibling incest;” it is also possible that the
brother in question is her husband’s brother, a person who, as we shall see,
can have certain traditional, though anxiety-producing, connections with his

brother’s wif e.E

Women were expected to live on after the deaths of their husbands, as we
learn from lines in a funeral hymn addressed to the widow of the dead man:
“Rise up, woman, into the world of the living. Come here; you are lying
beside a man whose life’s breath has gone (10.18).” The poet urges the
widow to go on living, Certainly she is not expected to die with her husband,
though “lying beside a dead man” may have been a survival from an earlier

period when the wife was actually buried with her husband;ﬁ_4 the Atharva
Veda regards the practice of the wife’s lying down beside her dead husband

(but perhaps then getting up again) as an ancient (:ustom.s_5 On the other
hand, women in the Vedic period may have performed a purely symbolic
suicide on their husbands’ graves, which was later (hindsight alert!) cited as
scriptural support for the actual self-immolation of widows on their
husbands’ pyres called suttee.

Several poems explore the relationships between men and women, mortal
and immortal. These poems present narrafi'ves centering on courtship,



marriage, adultery, and estrangement, often in the form of conversations
(akhyanas) that zero in on the story in medias res, taking it up at a crucial
turning point in a plot that we are presumed to know (and that the later

commentaries spell out for us).s_6 The conversation poems, which often
involve goddesses and heavenly nymphs, are particularly associated with
fertility and may have been part of a special ritual performance involving

actors and dancers.5_7 The dialogues with women present situations in which
one member of the pair attempts to persuade the other to engage in some sort
of sexual activity; sometimes it is the woman who takes the role of

persuader,5_8 sometimes the man,s_s In general, the mortal women and
immortal men are successful in their persuasion, while the guasi-immortal

women and mortal men f' ail.g

Apala, a mortal woman, has a most intimate relationship with Indra, as we
gather from the story told in the poem attributed to her (a story spelled out by
later commentaries) (8.91). She was a young woman whose hushand hated
her {“Surely we who are hated by our hushands should flee and unite with
Indra,” v. 4) because she had a skin disease (the ritual makes her “sun-
skinned,” v. 7). She found the soma plant ("A maiden going for water found
soma by the way,” v. 1), pressed it in her mouth, and offered it to Indra
(“Drink this that I have pressed with my teeth,” v. 2). Indra made love to her;
she at first resisted (“We do not wish to understand you, and yet we do not
misunderstand you,” v. 3) and then consented (“Surely he is able, surely he
will do it, surely he will make us more fortunate,” v. 4). She asked him to
cure her and to restore fertility to her father and to his fields ("Make these
three places sprout, Indra: my daddy’s head and field, and this part of me
below the waist,” v. 5-6). Indra accomplished this triple blessing (“Indra, you
purified Apala three times,” v. 7) by a ritual that may have involved drawing
Apala through three chariot holes (“in the nave of a chariot, in the nave of the
cart, in the nave of the yoke,” v. 7), making her slough her skin three times

(according to later tradition, the first skin became a porcupine, E the second

an alligator, and the third a chameleonﬂ).

Apala wants to be “fortunate” (subhaga), a word that has three closely

linked meanings: beautiful, therefore loved by her husband,E therefore
fortunate. In other poems, a husband rejects his wife not because she lacks
beauty but because he lacks virility {10.40); “fortunate” then assumes the

further connotation of having a virile husband.E Finally, it means having a
healthy husband, so that the woman does not become a widow. For his failing
health too may be the woman's fault, certain women are regarded as
dangerous to men. For instance, the blood of the bride’s defloration threatens
the groom: “It becomes a magic spirit walking on feet, and like the wife it
draws near the husband {10.85.29).” The blood spir1t takes the wife’s form, as



the embryo-killing ogre takes the form of her husband/lover/brother. Sex is
dangerous.

One long poem {10.85) celebrates the story of the marriage of the moon
and the daughter of the sun, and another (10.17.1-2) briefly alludes to the
marriage of the sun to the equine goddess Saranyu. But these are not simple
hierogamies (sacred marriages), for the celestial gods also share our sexual
frailties. To say that a marriage is made in heaven is not necessarily a
blessing in the Vedic world; adultery too is made in heaven. (In the
Ramayana [7.30], Indra’s adultery with a mortal woman creates adultery for
the first time on earth.} The moon is unfaithful to the sun’s daughter when he
runs off with the wife of the priest of the gods (Brihaspati) {10.109). And the
sun's wife, Saranyu, the daughter of the artisan and blacksmith Tvashtri,
gives birth to twins {one of whom is Yama, god of the dead) but then runs
away from the sun. She leaves in her place a double of herself, while she
herself takes the form of a mare and gives birth to the horse-headed gods, the

Ashvins (10.17.1—2).2 Saranyu belongs to a larger pattern of equine
goddesses who abandon their husbands, for while stallions in Vedic ritual
thinking are domesticated male animals (pasfws), fit for sacrifice, mares

belong to an earlier, mythic Indo-European levelf in which horses were still
thought of as wild animals, hunted and perhaps captured but never entirely
tamed.

Not all the females in the Kig Veda are anthropomorphic. Abstract nouns
(usually feminine) are sometimes personified as female divinities, such as

Speech (Vach)ﬂ and Destruction (Nirriti). There are also natural entities with
feminine names, such as Dawn and Night and the Waters (including the
Sarasvati River) and terrestrial goddesses, such as the nymphs {Apsarases),
the forest, and Earth (Prithivi), who is regarded as a mother. And there are
divine wives, named after their husbands (Mrs. Indra, Mrs. Surya, Mrs.

Rudra, Mrs. Varuna, Mrs. Agni)f and at least one divine husband, named
after his rather abstract wife: Indra is called the Lord of Shachi (shachi- patl),
pati meaning “husband” or “master” (literally “protector”) and shachi
meaning “power” (from the verb shak or shach). Together, they suggest that
Trdra is the master of power or married to a goddess namerd Shachi, which
became another name for Indrani. So too later goddesses played the role of
the shakti (another form derived from the same verb) that empowered the

male gods. But no goddesses (except Vach, “Speech”) have any part in the
66

sacr1fice that was the heart of Vedic religion.

Most Vedic creator gods {like most Vedic gods in general) are male, but
one Vedic poem imagines cosmic creation through the down-to-earth image
of a female, called Aditi (“Without Limits,” “Infinity”), who gives birth to a
baby:

ADITI GIVES BIRTH



Let us now speak with wonder of the births of the gods—so that some
one may see them when the poems are chanted in this later age. In the
earliest age of the gods, existence was born from nonexistence. After
this the quarters of the sky, and the earth, were born from her who
crouched with legs spread. From female Infinity (Aditi), male
dexterity {Daksha) was born, and from male dexterity (Daksha),
female infinity {Aditi) was born. After her were born the blessed gods,
the kinsmen of immortality (10.72.1-5).

The dominant visual image of this poem is the goddess of infinity, who
crouches with legs stretched up (uttana-pad), more particularly with knees

drawn up and legs spread wide,]ﬁ a term that designates a position primarily

associated with a woman giving birth.f This position is later associated with
yoga and might have Yogic overtones even in this period.

Again we encounter the paradox of mutual (:reation:b_X The female principle
of infinity and the male principle of virile dexterity create each other as
Brahma and Vishnu will later create each other. A Vedic commentary takes
pains to explain that for the gods, two births can mutually produce each

other.f The creator often has the tautological name of “self-existing” or

“self-created” (svayambhu) :b_y He creates himself, as does circular time itself,
and the cosmos, according to the theory of the four Ages.

POLYTHEISM AND KATHENOTHEISM

In the house of the Rig Veda there are many divine mansions. We have
noted the importance of multiplicity to Hindus and Hinduism, and it begins
here. The Rig Veda has a kind of polytheism, but one that already has in it the
first seeds of what will flower, in the philosophical texts called the
Upanishads, into monism {which assumes that all living things are elements
of a single, universal substance). A much-quoted line proclaims this singular
multiplicity, in a context that is clearly theological rather than philosophical:
“They call it Indra, Mitra, Varuna, Agni, and it is the heavenly bird that flies.
The wise speak of what is One in many ways; they call it Agni, Yama,
Matarishvan” (1.164.46). This is a tolerant, hierarchical sort of devotional
polytheism: The worshiper acknowledges the existence, and goodness, of
gods other than the god that he or she is addressing at the moment. This
creative tension between monism and polytheism extends through the history
of Hinduism.

The polytheism of Vedic religion is actually a kind of serial monotheism
that Miiller named henotheism or kathenotheism, the worship of a number of
gods, one at a time, regarding each as the supreme, or even the only, god
while you are talking to him. Thus one Vedic poem will praise a god and



chalk up to his account the credit for separating heaven and earth, propping
them apart with a pillar, but another Vedic poem will use exactly the same
words to praise another god. (In addition, each god would have characteristics
and deeds that are his alone; no one but Indra cures Apala} Bearing in mind
the way in which the metaphor of adultery has traditionally been used by
monotheistic religions to stigmatize polytheism (“whoring after other gods™),
and used by later Hinduism te characterize the love of god, we might regard
this attitude as a kind of theological parallel to serial monogamy, or, if you
prefer, open hierogamos: “You, Vishnu, are the only god I've ever
worshiped; you are the only one.” “You, Varuna, are the only god I've ever
worshiped; you are the only one.” “You, Susan, are the only woman I've ever
loved; you are the only one.” “You, Helen, are the only woman I've ever
loved; you are the only one” Vedic kathenotheism made possible a
quasihierarchical pantheon; the attitude to each god was hierarchical, but the
various competing practical monotheisms canceled one another out, so that
the total picture was one of egquality; each of several was the best (like the
pigs on George Orwell's Animal Farm: They're all equal, but some are more
equal than others).

This time-sharing property of the Vedic gods is an example of individual
pluralism: Each individual worshiper would know, and might use, several
different poems to different gods. And the text is intolerant of intolerance.
One Rig Vedic poem curses people who accuse others of worshiping false
gods or considering the gods useless (7.104.14). When the double negatives
in this statement cross one another out, we are left with an extraordinary
defense of heretics and atheists. But the broader intellectual pluralism of the
Vedas regards the world, or the deity, or truth itself as plural; the Vedas
tackle the problem of ontology from several (plural) different angles,
branching off from an ancient and still ongoing argument about the way the
world is, about whether it is basically uniform or basically multiform.

One Vedic poem ends: “Where did this creation come from? The gods
came afterward, with the creation of this universe. Who then knows where it
came from? Where it came from—perhaps it formed itself, or perhaps it did
not—the one who looks down on it, in the highest heaven, only he knows—or
perhaps he does not know (10.129).”" There is a charming humility and open-
mindedness in this poem, which begins, most confusingly, with the statement
“There was neither existence nor nonexistence then’—easy enough to say,
impossible actually to visualize. Its final phrase {“or perhaps he does not
know”) seems almost to mock the rhetori'c in the line that comes right before
it “—the one who looks down on it, in the highest heaven, only he knows.”
The poem asks a question about the very nature, perhaps the very existence,
of god.

The unanswered cosmic question (“Who really knows?”) recurs in the Rig
Veda in another cosmogonic poem, in which each stanza ends with the
questioning refrain: “Who is the god whom we should worship with the



oblation?” Thus: “He by whom the awesome sky and the earth were made
firm, by whom the dome of the sky was propped up, and the sun, who
measured out the middle realm of space—who is the god whom we should
worship with the oblation? (10.121).” The Veda shows a tolerance, a
celebration of plurality, even in asking unanswerable questions about the
beginnings of all things.

AGNI, INDRA, AND VARUNA

The great gods of later Hinduism, Vishnu and Shiva {in the form of Rudra),

make only cameo appearances in the Veda.? By contrast, the most important
gods of the Veda. such as Agni, Soma, Indra. and Varuna, all closely tied to
the Vedic sacrifice, become far less important in later Hinduism, though they
survive as symbolic figures of natural forces: fire, the moon, rain, and the
waters, respectively. Other Vedic gods too are personifications of natural
forces, particularly solar gods, as Miiller rightly noted but overemphasized.
(He was mocked for it too; one scholar wrote an article proving that by his

own criteria, Max Miiller himself was a solar god.lo) There are exsquisite
poems to the goddesses Dawn (1.92) and Night (10.127) and to the god
Surya, the sun.

But most of the gods, even those representing natural forces, are vividly
anthropomorphized. The gods are like us, only more so. They want what we
want, things like marriage (and adultery), and fame, and praise. And most of
the gods are closely associated with particular social classes: Agni is the
Brahmin, Varuna the Brahminical sovereign, Indra the warrior, and the
Ashvins the Vaishyas. There are no Shudra gods in the Vedas.

Agni, god of fire, serves as the divine model for the sacrificial priest, the
messenger who carries the oblation from humans to the gods, brings all the
gods to the sacrifice, and intercedes between gods and humans (1.26.3).
When Agni is pleased, the gods become generous. The building of the fire

altar is a foundational Vedic ceremony,z and the kindling and maintaining of
three fires—the household fire (Garhapatya), the ceremonial fire (Dakshina),
and the sacrificial fire (Ahavaniya)—were a basic responsibility of every
householder.

Agni and Soma connect in many ways. As fire and liquid they are
complementary oppositions that unite in the concept of the fiery liquid, the
elixir of immortality, or ambrosia; Soma is the fiery fluid and Agni the fluid
fire. As ritual elements, the embodiments of the sacrificial fire and the
sacr1ficial drink, they are invoked more than any other gods of the Rig Veda
As metaphorical symbols they are the pivot of speculati'ons about the nature
of the cosmos. Their mythologies join in the image of the sunbird, a form of



Agni (the firebird) who brings Soma to earth (10.123, 177). They are two
contrasting sources of the inspiration that enables the Vedic poet to
understand the meaning of the sacrifice and of his life: Where Soma is
Dionysian, representing the wild, raw, disruptive aspect of ritnals, Agni is
Apollonian, representing the cultivated, cooked, cultured aspects of rituals.
The Vedic sacrifice needs both of them.

Indra, the king of the gods, the paradigmatic warrior, and the god of rain, is
(in English) a homonym: He reigns and he rains. As the great soma drinker he
appears often in the soma poems, and he is the one who brings Agni back
when the antigods (Asuras) steal him (10.51, 124). The poets also praise
Indra for freeing the cows that have been stolen and hidden in a cave (3.31,
10.108), but his greatest deed is the killing of the dragon Vritra, who is called
a Dasa, and who dams up the waters, causing a drought (1.32). Both Indra
and Vrilra are drinkers, butl Vritra cannot hold his soma as Indra can {un this
occasion). By killing Vritra, Indra simultaneously releases the waters or rains
that Vritra has held back and conquers the enemies of the Vedic people,
getting back the waters and the cows trapped in the cave.

This myth of dragon slaying, linked to the myth of the cattle raid,? is

foundational to the Kshatriya class,tiZ as “Poem of the Primeval Man" is for
the Brahmin class. Indra’s famous generosity—particularly when he is high
on soma—and his endearing anthropomorphism emboldened at least one poet
to imagine himself in Indra’s place (8.14). But these same qualities may have

led worshipers even in Vedic times to devalue Indra;"® one poem records
doubts about his existence: “He about whom they ask, ‘Where is he?’ or say,
‘He does not exist,’—believe in him! He, my people, is Indra (2.12.5).” Yet
even that poem ultimately affirms Indra’s existence.

Varuna combines aspects of the roles of priest and king His original
function was that of a sky god, in particular the god of the waters in the
heavenly vault (Ouranos, also a sky god, is his Greek counterpart). But by the
time of the Rig Veda Varuna had developed into a god whose primary role
was watching over human behavior (as a sky god was well situated to do) and
punishing those who violated the sacred law (r7ta) of which Varuna was the
most important custodian. He wonld snare miscreants in his honds (p.as‘ha),
which often revealed their presence through disease.

One hymn to Varuna is extraordinary in its introspective tone, its sense of
personal unworthiness and uncertainty (*What did I do?”):

VARUNA'S ANGER AND MERCY

I ask my own heart, “When shall I be close to Varuna? Will he enjoy
my offering and not be provoked to anger? When shall I see his mercy
and rejoice?” I ask myself what the transgression was, Varuna, for I
wish to understand. I turn to the wise to ask them. The poets have told



me the very same thing: “Varuna has been provoked to anger against
you.” O Varuna, what was the terrible crime for which you wish to
destroy your friend who praises you? Proclaim it to me so that I may
hasten to prostrate myself before you and be free from error, for you
are hard to deceive and are ruled by yourself alone. Free us from the
harmful deeds of our fathers and from those that we have committed
with our own bodies. The mischief was not done by my own free will,
Varuna; wine, anger, dice, or carelessness led me astray. The older
shares in the mistake of the younger. Even sleep does not avert evil.
As a slave serves a generous master, so would I serve the furious god
and be free from error (7.86).

The poem assumes that on the one hand, one may not be blamed, or perhaps
not entirely blamed, for errors committed under the influence of passionate
emotions, and on the other hand, one may be punished not only for conscious
errors but also for errors committed unconsciously, in sleep, or even by other
people {both one’s parents and one’s children). The idea that one person can
be punished for the crime of another person is the flip side of an idea implicit
in the Vedic sacrifice, which the priest performs for the benefit of someone
else, the sacrificial patron (yajamana, in Sanskrit). This idea becomes much
more important in later Hinduism, in texts that characterize the Vedic
transaction as one in which the ritual transfers to the sponsor the good karma
that the priest generates. Eventually—to fast-forward for a moment—the idea
of the transfer of good karma in a ritual act with effects in this life develops
into the idea of the moral consequences of any act, not only in this life but
also in future lives.

DEATH

Just as the Vedic poets speculate in various contrasting, even conflicting
ways about the process of creation, so too do they vary in their speculations
about death and in the questions they ask about death. The poets view death
and sleep as a part of chaos, in contrast with the ordering of life in the

hierarchy of social classes.ﬂ Death in the Vedas is something to be avoided
as long as possible; one hopes only to escape premature death, never to live
forever; the prayer is that people should die in the right order, that children
should not die before their parents {10.18.5). Surprisingly for a document so
devoted to war and sacrifice, both of which involve killing, the Rig Veda
actually says relatively little about death. What it does say, however, is
comforting: For the virtuous, death is a hazy but pleasant place.

The poet says, speaking of the creator, “His shadow is immortality—and
death,” and he prays, “Deliver me from death, not from immortality
(7.59.12)." By “immortality” the ancient sages meant not an actual eternity of



life—even the gods do notlive forever, though they live much longer than we
do, and they never age—but rather a full life span (usually conceived of as
seventy or a hundred years). When it comes to the inevitable end of that span,
the Rig Veda offers varied but not necessarily contradictory images of a rather
muted version of life on earth: shade (remember how hot India is), lo% of
good-looking women (this heaven is imagined by men), and good things to
eat and drink. There is also some talk about a deep pit into which evil spirits
and ogres are to be consigned forever, but no evidence that human sinners
would be sent there (7.104).

The poems also propose many different nonsolutions to the insoluble
problem of death, many different ways that the square peg of the fact of death
cannot be fitted into the round hole of human rationality. These approaches
are often aware of one another; they react against one another and incorporate
one another, through the process of intertextuality. And there is general
agreement on some points, such as that the dead person would go to the
House of Clay, to be punished, or to the World of the Fathers, to be

rewarded.ﬁ

FAST-FORWARD: REINCARNATION

The Rig Veda is more concerned with the living than with the dead, as is
clear from the way texts address mourners {10.18), but they also address the
corpse: “Leaving behind all imperfections, go back home again; merge with a
glorious body (10.14.8)." Despite this “glorious body” with which the dead
person unites, another poem expresses concern that the old body be preserved
and confidence that this will be so. The poem begins by addressing the
funeral fire: “Do not burn him entirely, Agni, or engulf him in your flames.
Do not consume his skin or his flesh. When you have cooked him perfectly,
only then send him forth to the fathers (10.16.1).” Not only is the fire not to

destroy the body, but it is to preserve it.““ Speaking to the dead man, the
poem says: “Whatever the black bird has pecked out of you, or the ant, the
snake, or even a beast of prey, may Agni who eats all things make it whole
(10.16.6)." (Something very similar was said of and to the sacrificial horse, as
we have seen.)

When this poem addresses the dead man, it speaks of the ultimate cosmic
dispersal of the old body: “May your eye go to the sun, your life’s breath to
the wind. Go to the sky or to earth, as is your nature; or go to the waters, if
that is your fate. Take root in the plants with your limbs (10.16.3).” (This
dismembermentis reversed in “Poem of the Primeval Man” (10.90): “The
moon was born from his mind; from his eye the sun was born.") And then it
asks Agni to let the dead man “join with a body (10.16.5).”



The fate of the dead was a site of contention that was not tackled head-on
until the Upanishads began to meditate philosophically on the ritual and
mythology of the Vedas, and it was not fully explored until the full
flourishing of Indian philosophy. Yet ever dogged by hindsight, our
unshakable béte noire, we might note even in the Vedic poems some rather

vague intimations of transmigration. 7_4 “Take root in the plants with your
limbs (10.16.3)” might be a hint of the sort of rebirth in plants that the
Upanishads are going to describe in detail, especially when that verse is
coupled, later in that same poem, with a rather suggestive, if cryptic, allusion
to rebirth: “Let him reach his own descendants, dressing himselfin a life span
(10.16.5)." This verse can be interpreted to mean that Agni shold let the dead

person come back to his former home and to his offspring.E The dead in the
Upanishads come back to the earth in the form of rain, and that idea may be
encoded here too. Though a line in another poem, which expresses several
rather different views of the fate of the dead, reverts to the idea of heaven, it
also hints at the importance of the record of good deeds—which is to say,
good kama: “Unite with the fathers, with Yama [king of the dead], with the
rewards of your sacrifices and good deeds, in the highest heaven (10.14.7).”
But these are, at best, but the early, murky sfirrings of a doctrine that will
become clear only in the Brahmanas and Upanishads.



CHAPTER 6

SACRIFICE IN THE BRAHMANAS
800to 500 BCE

CHRONOLOGY (ALL DATES BCE)

1100-1000 Vedic texts mention the Doab (the area between the two
[do] rivers [ab], the Ganges and the Yamuna)

c. 1000 The city of Kaushambi in Vatsa is founded

c. 950" The Mahabharata battle is said to have taken place
c. 900 The city of Kashi {Varanasi, Benares) is founded
c. 800-600 The Brahmanas are composed

HUMANS AND CATTLE

In the beginning, the skin of cattle was the skin that
humars have

now, and the skin of a human was the skin that cattle have
now. Cattle

could not bear the heat, rain, flies, and mosgquitoes. They
went to

humans and said, “Let this skin be yours and that skin be
ours.”

“What would be the result of that?” humans asked. “You
could eat

us,” said the cattle, “and this skin of ours would be your
clothing.”

And so they gave humans their clothing. Therefore, when
the sacrificer

puts on a red hide, he flourishes, and cattle do not eat him
in the

other world; for [otherwise] cattle do eat a human in the
other world.

Jaiminiya Brahmana (c. 600 BCEf

Concerns for the relationship between humans and animals, and with
retribution in “the other world,” are central issues in the Brahmanas. Many
new ideas are introduced in the form of folktales, some of which are alluded
to, but not narrated, in the Rig Veda, while others may come from non-Vedic
parts of Indian culture.



THE CITIES ON THE GANGES

Where the Rig Veda expressed uncertainty and begged the gods for help,
the Brahmanas (mythological, philosophical, and ritual glosses on the Vedas)
express confidence that their infallible Vedic verses {mantras) can deal with
all dangers. Troubled by the open-ended refrain of the Rig Vedic creation
poem that could only ask, “Who is the god whom we should honor with the
oblation?” the Brahmanas invented a god whose name was the interrogative
pronoun Who (ka, cognate with the Latin quis, French qui}. One text
explained it: The creator asked the god Indra (whose own existence, you may
recall, was once in doubt), “Who am I?,” to which Indra replied, “Just who
you just said” {i.e., “I am Who”}, and that is how the creator got the name of

Who.g So too in one Vedic ceremony,f when the ritual sub ject goes to heaven
and comes back again, he must say, on his return, ‘I am just who I am.” Read

back into the Vedic poem (as it was in later Vedic commentariesf], this
resulted in an affirmative statement: “Indeed, Who Jis the god whom we
should honor with the oblation,” somewhat reminiscent of the famous Abbott
and Costello routine “Who's on first?” But this sacerdotal arrogance closed
down some of those openings through which fresh theological air had flowed.
The question became the answer.

What can account for this dramatic shift in tone, from questions to
answers? In part, it was caused by a ma jor change in the living condifi'ons of
the authors of these texts. For the Brahmanas were composed during one of
the most significant geographical and social shifts in the history of Hinduism,

a period that has been called the second urbanizationﬁ (the first being that of
the Indus Valley), a time of social and intellectual transformation so extreme
that it could well be called revolutionary. Let us, as usual, ground our
discussion of the religious texts in a gquick snapshot of the material lives of
their authors.

From about 1100 to 1000 BCE, Vedic texts begin to mention the Doab
(“Two Waters”), the land between the Ganges and the Yamuna (Jumna), the
site of the city of Hastinapur (east of the present Delhi), and the scene in
which most of the Mahabharata is set. Then, in about 900 BCE, we find
references to an area farther down in the western and middle Ganges Valley,
where people built palaces and kingdoms. Just as the migrations of the Vedic
people into the Punjab probably took place gradually, through several
different incursions, so too the move to the Ganges took place incrementally
over several centuries. The political changes were correspondingly gradual.
Though the Vedas refer to kings, they were really rulers of relatively small,
and transitory, polifical units, numerous small chiefdoms; so too the leaders
of the early political units on the Ganges were said to be “kings in name
only” (ra ja-shabdiry), and a later Buddhist text mocked them, remarking that



each one said, “I am the king! I am the king! Z Now, however, a few big,
powerful kingdoms begin to emerge.

Among the first cities were Kashi, later known as Varanasi (or Benares, the
capital of Koshala/Videha), and, southeast of Hastinapur and west of Kashi,
the city of Kaushambi (in Vatsa, now Uttar Pradesh), whose stratigraphy

suggests a founding date of between 1300 and 1000 BCE.? The Brahmanas
must have been composed a few centuries after the founding of these cities,
for considerable time must have passed since the composition of the Rig Veda
(even of the first and last bocks, one and ten, which are already noticeably
later than the other eight), since the language of the Brahmanas is
significantly different, somewhat like the shift from Beowulf to Chaucer in
early English. The Brahmanas cite Vedic verses and explain them, describing
the circumstances under which those verses were first created. Not only the
language but the nature of the texts changed: Between 18000 and 500 BCE,
Vedic rituals spawned more and more commentaries, and by the sixth century

BCE the different schools, or branches (shakhas), had been well established.g

During the first millennium BCE, the Vedic people settled down and built
things to last. They continued to move east across North India and to take

control of the river trade, forests, and rich deposits of minerals.f First they
moved east from the Punjab to Magadha (Bihar) and the lower Ganges and
later, in a backflow, west from the Ganges to Gujarat. The main crop now
shifted from wheat to rice, which yielded a far greater surplus, and they used
water buffalo in its cultivation. Eventually they formed cities and states,
building urban sacieties along the Ganges, utilizing the agricultural surplus of
wet rice and other crops that benefited from irrigation and control of the river
floodings.

They moved partly in search of deposits of iron, which they developed

from about 800 BCE (though a better quality was developed by about 6005);
its use was predominant in the western Ganges plain in the first millennium
BCE and spread from the Indo-Gangetic watershed to the confluence of the
Ganges and Yamuna.E In the Rig Veda, the word ayas means “bronze”; later
the Atharva Veda distinguishes red ayas ("bronze”) from dark ayas (*iron™).
First used for pins and other parts of horse harnesses, as well as for weapaons,
iron was not imported but was developed in India, primarily from rich lodes

in what is now southern Bihar.l_3

CLASS CONFLICTS

The surplus that became available along the banks of the Ganges meant a
new kind of social and economic power. It meant the organization and



redistribution of raw materials and the greater stratification of society, in part
because the growing of rice is a complex process that requires a higher degree
of cooperation than was needed for herding or for simpler forms of
agriculture. As labor became more specialized, sharper lines now divided
each of the three top classes one from another and divided all of them from
the fourth class, of servants.

More extensive kingship also meant more extravagant sacrifices, which in
turn required still more wealth. New forms of political and social organization
required new forms of ritual specialization. The early cities were ritual

complexes, living statements about royal power.E The great kingship rituals
such as the royal consecration rites and the horse sacrifice responded to a
perceived need for an outward justification of the power exercised by “the
emerging kingdoms with their increasingly stratified societies and their multi-

lingual, multicultural and multi-racial populations.”f The ceremony of royal
consecration became a highly elaborate affair, involving a period of symbolic
exile, a chariot race, and a symbolic gambling match, all of which were to
have long-lasting resonances in the narrative literature. And such complex
sacr1fices required a more complex math, astronomy, geometry; they also led

to a more precise knowledge of animal anatomy.f Above all, the importance
laid upon the precise words used in the rituals, the mantras, inspired the
development of an elaborate system of grammar, which remained the queen
of the sciences in India (as theology was for medieval Christianity). The more
complex sacrifices also required a more complex priesthood, leading to
questions about the qualifications of those claiming the title.

Thus texts of this period define a true Brahmin in terms that transcend
birth: “Why do you engquire about the father or the mother of a Brahmin?
When you find knowledge in someone, that is his father and his

grandfather. "7 And other texts similarly question class lines. One follows the
typical Brahmana pattern of explaining the circumstances under which a sage
“sees” or “hears” a particular Vedic hymn.

THE SAGES AND THE SON OF A SLAVE WOMAN

Sages performing a sacrifice on the banks ot the river Sarasvati drove
Kavasha, the son of Ilusha, away from the soma, calling him the son
of a slave woman and saying: “How did he ever come to be
consecrated among us? Let him die of thirst, but he must not drink the
water of the Sarasvafi.” When he was alone in the desert, tormented
by thirst, he composed a Vedic poem [10.30], and the Sarasvati came

to him and surrounded him with her waters. When the sages saw this,
»16

theyrealized, “The gods know him; let us call him back.

In this story, a person from outside the society of the upper classes is
assimilated into the inner sanctum of the Vedic priesthood. The sages call



him a son of a slave woman, Dasi-putra, a term usually designating the son of
a Shudramother, in this case also the son of a man named Ilusha, presumably
a Brahmin.

Shudras and Vaishyas play increasingly important roles in the Brahmanas.
The surplus supported kings and an administrative bureaucracy and made a
greater demand on the people who produced the wealth, taxation of a portion

of the whole crop {according to Manu, a sixth of the crop).f The word bali,
which originally meant {and continued to mean) an offering to gods, now also
came to mean a tax paid to kings. This burden alienated at least some of the
people, as we learn from one Brahmana:

THE KING EATS THE PEOPLE

“When a deer eats the barley, the farmer does not hope to nourish the
animal; when a low-born woman becomes the mistress of a noble
man, her husband does not hope to get rich on that nourishment.”
Now, the barley is the people, and the deer is theroyal power; thus the
people are food for the royal power, and so the one who has royal
power eats the people. And so the king does nof raise animals; and so

one does not ancint as king the son of a woman born of the people.ﬁ

Though this text, like most texts of the ancient period, was ultimately passed
through a Brahmin filter and therefore surely represents the interests of
Brahmins in criticizing the king, it just as surely also captures (if only to use
it for Brahminical purposes) the abuse, and the resentment, of pecple who,
not being Brahmins, did not have immediate access to the text. Yet in
addition to proclaiming the brutality of the king, it assumes that class lines
cannot be crossed, a lowborn man should not allow his wife to have a
highborn lover, and a man of the people (a Vaishya) cannot be king,

The sacrifice was far from the only royal concern, as the historian Romila
Thapar explains:

The point at which wealth could be accumulated and spent on a
variety of adjuncts to authority marked the point at which kingship
was beginning to draw on political authority, rather than ritual
authority alone. However, the ritual of the sacrifice as a necessary
precondition to kingship could not become a permanent feature. Once
kingdoms were established there were other demands on the wealth

that went to support the kingdoms.ﬂ

Ritual authority was thus supplemented by other trappings of authority,
including armies and tax collectors. These expenses would drain the money
that had previously been given to the priests for sacrifices, fueling the

growing animosity between rulers and priests, an animosity so central to the

history of Hinduism that it has been called “the inner conflict of tradition. %



KINGS AND PRIESTS

The move down from the Punjab to the Ganges also sowed the seeds of a
problem that was to have repercussions throughout the history of Hinduism:
The Vedic people no longer had good grazing lands for their horses, and so it
was no longer possible for every member of the tribe to keep a horse. The
horse became a rich man’s beast, now a hierarchical as well an imperialist
animal, but it retained its power as a popular cultural symbol, one whose
meaning continued to shift in each new age all through subsequent Indian
history. Horses and their power to destroy are at the heart of a story about
conflicts between the two upper classes. In battle, the warrior stocd on the left
of the two-man chariot, holding his bow in one hand and his arrows in the
other, while the charioteer, literally the warrior’s right-hand man, held the
reins in his right hand and a shield in front of both of them with his left hand,
so that the archer would have both hands free to shoot. In this story, the king
stands in the place of the warrior, holding not a weapon but a whip, while his
royal chaplain or domestic priest (Purohita) serves as the charioteer, literally
and figuratively holding the reins:

THE KING AND THE PRIEST IN THE CHARIOT

Vrisha was the royal chaplain (Purchita) of Triyaruna, king of the
Ikshvakus. Now, in the old days the royal chaplain would hold the
reins in the chariot for the king in order to watch out for the king, to
keep him from doing any harm. As the two of them were driving
along, they cut down with the wheel of the chariot the son of a
Brahmin, a little boy playing in the road. One of them [the king] had
driven the horses forward, while the other [the priest] had tried to pull
them to one side, but they came on so hard that he could not pull them
aside. And so they had cut down the boy. They argued with each other
about it, and the priest threw down the reins and stepped down from
the chariot. The king said, “The cne who holds the reins is the driver
of the chariot. You are the murderer.” “No,” said the priest, ‘I tried to
pull back to avoid him, but you drove the horses on. You are the
murderer.” Finally they said, “Let us ask,” and they went to ask the
Ikshvakus. The Ikshvakus said, “The one who holds the reins is the
driver. You are the murderer,” and they accused Vrisha, the priest.

He prayed, “Let me get out of this; let me find help and a way out.
Let that boy come to life” He saw this mantra [9.65.28-29] and

brought the boy to life with it.ii ... For this is a mantra that cures and
makes restoration. And it is also a mantra that gives you what you

want. Whoever praises with this mantra gets whatever he want.ﬁ



The text, right from the start, casts a jaundiced eye upon the king; it assumes
that you can't let a king out alone without his keeper, the Brahmin, who goes
along “to keep him from doing harm”—that is, from indulging in the royal
addictions, here consisting of reckless driving. This is a transformation of the
court chaplain’s usual task of washing the blood of battle and executions off

the king's hands after he has sinned.ﬁ In this case, between the two of them
they manage to murder an innocent child, in one of the earliest recorded hit-
and-run incidents in history. That child is a Brahmin, related to Vrisha by
class; in another variant of this story, the dead boy is actually Vrisha's own

son.é The jury is hardly impartial, being made up entirely of the king's
people, the Ikshvakus, a great northern dynasty, and it is therefore not
surprising that they reject the priest’s argument that it was all the king's fault,
whipping the horses on, and rule that it was the priest’s job to rein the horses
in. (The text's statement that this incident happened “in the old days” implies
that court chaplains no longer drove chariots, if in fact they ever did; the text
metaphorically puts the chaplain in the driver’s seat or makes him the king's
right-hand man, jockeying for power.) The chariot of the senses that a person
drives with one (priestly) foot on the brakes and the other (royal) foot on the
accelerator is a recurrent image in Hindu philosophy; we have seen a Vedic
poem (10.119) in which someone exhilarated (or stoned) on soma says that
the drinks have carried him up and away, “Like horses bolting with a

chariot."ﬁ In the Upanishads, as we will soon see, the intellect/charioteer

reins in the senses/horses that pull the chariot of the mind.g In the Bhagavad
Gita, the incarnate god Krishna holds the reins for Prince Arjuna, though
there Arjuna holds back, and Krishna goads him forward. Charioteers are
major players in both the martial and the narrative/ philosophical world.

The point of this story of Vrisha seems to be that royal power trumps
priestly power in the courts, since the jury is stacked; the only way that the
priest can avoid punishment is by using priestly power to erase the entire
crime. The mantra that he uses to do this has wider applications; it assures
him that he will always get what he wants, even, apparently, when he wants
to raise the dead. This same power will belong to the person who hears the
story and thus gains access to the mantra known as the “fruits of
hearing” (phala shrutl) that comes at the end of many stories of this type:
“Whoever knows this” (yo evam veda) gets whatever the protagonist of the
story got. (It is guaranteed to work, though it is not foolproof: If you say it
and do not get the promised reward, you must have said it wrong somehow.)
This is a major innovation of the Brahmana texts: Where the Vedas asked,
and hoped, that the gods would help them, the Brahmins of these later texts
arrogantly assure the worshiper that they can fix anything.

But the story then goes on to tell us that Vrisha did not get all that he
wanted; he did not get justice, vindication.



THE FIRE IN THE WOMAN

But Vrisha was angry, and he went to Jana [his father] and said,
“They gave a false and prejudiced judgment against me.” Then the
power went out of the fire of the Ikshvakus: If they placed food on the
fire in the evening, by morming it still had not been cooked; and if
they placed food on the fire in the morning, the same thing happened
to it [by evening]. Then they said, “We have displeased a Brahmin
and treated him with dishoner. That is why the power has gone out of
our fire. Let us invite him back.” They invited him, and he came back,
just like a Brahmin summoned by a king. As he arrived, he prayed,
“Let me see this power of fire.” He saw this mantra and sang it over
the fire. Then he saw this: “The wife of Triyaruna is a flesh-eating
ghoul [pishachi]. She is the one who has covered the fire with a
cushion and sits on it.” Then he spoke these verses from the Rig Veda
[5.2.12, 9-10], and as he finished saying them, the power of the fire
ran up into her and burned her all up. Then they dispersed that power
of the fire properly, here and there [in each house]. and the fire

cooked for them properly.f

The Rig Veda verses that Vrisha cites refer, obscurely, to the myth in which
Agni, the god of fire, is first lost and then found, which is precisely what has
happened (again) here.

This part of the story seems to have little to do with the earlier episode, the
fight between the king and his priest. Apparently Vrisha is still full of
resentment when he recollects what he (but no one else) regards as the
injustice of it al, the insolence of royal office. (The jury’s judgment is not, on
the face of it, unfair; it is, I should think, reasonable to hold responsible the
person who controlled the chariot’s brakes) Yet the fire vanishes
immediately after Vrisha seeks help from Jana, his father, and though Jana
does nothing explicit to help his son, there are many other stories (some in
this same text) in which Agni (who is, after all, a priest himself) vanishes
when a priest is offended, and still others in which an offended Brahmin
conjures up a demoness (a ghoul [Pishachi], as here, or an ogress [Rakshasi]
or a female antigod [Asuri]) to avenge him when he has been harmed. Either
or both of these may be implied here. The point of the second half of the story
is therefore a warning never to offend a Brahmin.

But the text also makes a gratuitous swipe at the dangerous sexuality of
women, for the fire that the queen hides under her lap and that destroys her by
entering her between her legs is essential to the life of the whole community,
which needs it to cook not only the sacred oblations but all profane food.
Both these types of cooking belong to the wife, who cooks the everyday
meals and (by her mere presence at the ritual) makes it possible for her



husband to offer the oblations into the ﬁre.z_s We will have more occasions to
consider the connections between women and fire in Hinduism.

ANIMALS

THE HORSE SACRIFICE REVISITED, I

The Brahmanas now tell us more about the way in which the horse
sacrifice, which began as a relatively simple ritual at the time of the Rig Veda,
developed into a far more complex and expensive ceremony in this later
period. The political symbolism of the Vedic horse sacrifice is blatant: The
consecrated white stallion was “set free” to wander for a year before he was
brought back home and killed, a ritual enactment of the actual equine
wandering typical of Vedic culture. Buring that year the horse was guarded
by an army that “followed” him and claimed for the king any land on which
he grazed. By the late Vedic period, when the Vedic people had begun to
grow fodder crops, the stallion would have been stabled, and a stabled stallion
behaves quite differently from one in the wild; he tends to return to the stable
where he has been fed. The idea that he will wander away in the Ganges
Valley, as he used to do in his salad days up in the Punjab, was by this fime
an anachronism, a conscious archaism. The king’s army therefore drove the
horse onward and guided him into the neighboring lands that the king
intended to take over. (“Doubtless some manipulated the wandering of the

horse to save face,” Romila Thapar remarks dryly.ﬁ) It is not hard to imagine
the scene. People would suddenly run out into the fields, shouting, “Get your
goddamn horse out of my field; he’s trampling the crop,” and suddenly a few,
or a few hundred, amied men would appear over the brow of the hill and
growl, “Say that again?” and the people would reply, “Oh, I beg your pardon,
sirs, I didn’t realize—do let your lovely horse graze here, and can we bring
you a little something for yourselves?” and the soldiers would then claim all
the land the horse had grazed. Thus the ritual that presented itself as a casual
equine stroll over the king's lands was in fact an orchestrated annexation of
the lands on a king's border; a ritual about grazing became a ritual about
political aggrandizement. The Vedic drive toward wanderrng (without
settling) had developed into what the Nazis called, euphemistically,
incorporation (Anschluss) and nineteenth-century Americans called manifest
destiny. No wonder the Sanskrit texts insist that a king had to be very
powerful indeed before he could undertake a horse sacrifice, and very few
kings did in fact perform this ritual

In addifion to it political purposes, this sacrifice, like most, was designed
to restore things that had gone wrong, in this case to restore the king who had
been sullied by the bloodshed necessitated by his office. But new things could
go wrong during the period when the horse was said to wander freely. So



restorations were prescribed if the horse mounted a mare, or became lame, or
got sick but not lame, or if the horse’s eye was injured or diseased, or if the
horse died in water. Finally:

If the horse should get lost, [the sacrificer] should make a sacrificial
offering of three oblations. . . . And even by itself, this ritual finds
what has been lost; whatever other thing of his is lost, let him sacrifice
with this ritual, and he will surely find it. And if enemies should get
the horse, or if the horse should die . . , , they should bring another
horse and consecrate it by sprinkling it with water; this is the

restoration for that.i

At the end of the ceremony, there is even a restoration for the obscene
language that has been an obligatory part of the ritual: “The vital breaths go
out of those who speak impure speech in the sacrifice. And so they utter at the
end a sweet-smelling mantra, and so they purify their speech and the vital
breaths do not go out of them. . . . Thus they purify their speech to keep the

gods from going out of the sacrifice.”f You can fix anything, if you know
how and if you are a Brahmin.

DOGS

A dog too played a part in keeping evil out of the sacrifice, and the
negative role of the dog is evidence that the lower castes were still essential to
the ritual. It may well be that the growing acknowledgment of class
distinctions in this period and the formulation of more intense rules of purity
and impurity began to find the omnivorous dog a useful symbol of the impure
eater, the outsider, in contrast with the noble, herbivorous (i.e., vegetarian)
horse. Another factor in the fall of the dog’'s status may have been the
progressive decline of the Vedic gods Indra, Yama, and Rudra, who were

associated with dogs.ﬁ

Early in the ceremmony the stallion stood in water. Collateral relatives of the
king and queen brought to the stallion a “four-eyed” dog (probably a
reference to the two eyes plus the two round marks above the eyebrows that
many dogs have to this day). Then, when the dog could no longer touch
bottom in the water, the son of a whore killed him with a wooden club,
saying, “Off with the mortal! Off with the dog!” For, a Brahmana explained,
“Truly the dog is evil, one’s fraternal enemy; thus he slays his evil, his
fraternal enemy. . . . They say that evil seeks to grasp him who offers the
horse sacrifice. He throws the dog beneath the feet of the horse. The horse has

a thunderbolt. Thus by a thunderbolt he tramples down evil E The horse
then put his right front hoof on the dead dog, while another spell banished

any man or dog who might harm the horse.f The association of the dog with
an unclean woman (the whore whose son kills him) and with feet, as well as



explicitly with evil, is an indication of his status as a kind of scapegoat, more
precisely a scape-dog, onto whom the sins of the community were
transferred. The sacrifice of a “four-eyed dog” at the beginning of the horse
sacr1fice also takes on deeper meaning when interpreted in the context of the

ancient Indian game of dice, for the dice are also said to be four—eyedf—that
is, marked by four black spots.

Bitches too lose cachet between the Rig Veda and the Brahmanas. The Rig
Veda regarded all dogs as the sons of Indra’s beloved brindled bitch Sarama;
dogs were called Sons of Sarama (7.55.2-4). In the Brahmanas, Sarama is still
a somewhat positive figure; she still finds the cows that the Panis have stolen
and resis# their bribes of food, as in the earlier text. Indra says, “Since you
found our cows, I make your progeny eaters of food,” and the brindled dogs

who are Sarama’s descendants “kill even tigers."f But now Sarama eats the
amniotic sac that contains the waters—just as dogs (and other animals) do eat
the afterbirth—which the text regards as an act of murder. The same
ambivalence hedges the curse/boon that her progeny will be omnivorous; it's
good to kill tigers but bad to eat the amniotic sac.

Sarama, the ancestress of all dogs, is a good dog, but dogs as a species are
bad, for they pollute the oblations by licking them in their attempt to eat
them. A number of texts therefore ban dogs from the sacrificial area. The Rig
Veda warns the sacrificer to keep “the long-tongued dog” away (9.101.1), and
the lawbook of Manu (7.21) warns that if the king does not enforce the law,
crows will eat the sacrificial cakes and dogs will lick the oblations. Several
Brahmanas tell of ways to destroy an ogress named Long-Tongue (Dirgha-

jihva), who licks the milk offering and curdles it>® or licks at the soma all the

time.f Though she is an ogress {Rakshasi), not specifically called a dog, her
name is the name of a dog in the Rig Veda, and she does just what dogs are
supposed to do: She licks the oblation. This Long-Tongue also just happens
to have vaginas on every limb, like another ogress whom Indra destroyed by

placing penises on each of his joints and seducing her.4_0 And so Indra equips
Kutsa’s son (Indra’s grandson) in the same way. Then:

LONG-TONGUE AND INDRA'S GRANDSON

They lay together. As soon as he had his way with her, he remained
firmly stuck in her. He saw these mantras and praised with them, and
with them he summoned Indra. Indra ran against her and struck her
down and killed her with his thunderbolt that was made of mantras.

Whoever praises with these mantras slays his hateful fraternal rivals

and drives away all evil demons.ﬂ

Long-Tongue's long tongue makes her ritually dangerous, and her equally
excessive vaginas make her sexually both threatening and vulnerable
(eventually immobilized, in an image perhaps suggested by observations of



mating dogs, often similarly paralyzed). Despite her grotesque and bestial
sexuality, Long-Tongue does no harm, yet she is destroyed. She is more
sinned against than sinning. For the point of the Brahmana is that the
dangerous bitch (in either canine or human form) is not, ultimately,
dangerous—for the man who knows the mantras.

COWS, VEGETARIANISM, AND NONVIOLENCE

Cows are not themselves dangerous (compared with horses and even dogs,
not to mention bulls), but they are indirectly responsible for a great deal of
trouble in Hinduism. The Brahmanas advise the sacrificer never to stand
naked near a cow, for, as we learn from the story that opens this chapter,
“Humans and Cattle,” the skin of cattle (pashus) was once our skin, and (the
text continues), if a cow sees you naked, she may run away, thinking, “I am
wearing his skin,” the implication being that she fears that you might want to
take back your skin. The transaction in the other world is here interpreted as
the reversal of a reversal: Humans and cattle traded places long ago, and as a
result, cattle willing{yundertook to supply humans with food and clothing but
also, apparently, won the boon of eating humans (and, perhaps, flaying them)
in the other world. Nakedness, by reducing humans to the level of the beasts,
establishes a reciprocal relationship, rendering human beings vulnerable to
the sufferings of beass—being eaten--when they enter the other world.

Another text adds more detail to the basic idea of reciprocity between
humans and animals in the other world; it is a long text, and I will just
summarize the main point relevant to this discussion. The story concerns
Varuna, the Vedic god of the waters and of the moral law, and his son,
Bhrigu, who was a famous priest:

VARUNA'S SON GOES TO HELL

Bhrigu, the son of Varuna, thought he was better than his father, better
than the gods, better than the other Brahmins. Varuna thought, “My
son doesn’t know anything. Let’s teach him a lesson.” He took away
his life’s breaths, and Bhrigu fainted and went beyond this world to
the world beyond. There he saw a man cut another man to pieces and
eat him; and then a man eating another man, who was screaming; and
then a man eating another man, who was soundlessly screaming. He
returned from that world and told Varuna what he had seen. Varuna
explained that when people who lack true knowledge and offer no
oblations cut down trees for firewood, or cook for themselves animals
that cry out, or cook for themselves rice and barley, which scream
soundlessly, those trees, and animals, and rice and barley take the
form of men in the other world and eat those people in return. “How



canone avoid that?"” asked Bhrigu. And Varuna replied that you avoid
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it by putting fuel on the sacred fire and offering oblations.

This text is not just about animals, since trees and barley play an equally
important role, but more broadly about all the things used in preparing food
(vegetables, animals, and fuel), about consumerism in a very literal sense.
Being eaten in the other world is not a punishment for sins but rather a
straight reversal of the inevitable (and not condemned) eating in this world.
Other Brahmanas confirm this: “Just as in this world men eat cattle and

devour them, so in the other world cattle eat men and devour them. 4_?'_ And:

“Whatever food a man eats in this world, that [food] eats him in the other

world.”** In the Brahmanas, you are, as usual, what you eat, but now in the

sense of becoming food for your food.

‘This experience in the other world is therefore as inevitable as death itself,
and just as unpleasant. The soundlessly screaming rice and barley resurfaced
in the writings of the great Indian botanist Jagadish Chandra Bose, who
moved George Bernard Shaw deeply with his demonstration of an

“unfortunate carrot strapped to the table of an unlicensed vivisector. f The
silent screams in the Sanskrit text have the quality of a nightmare, from which
the unconscious Bhrigu flees.

Nowhere, however, does the text suggest that people should stop eating
animals (or rice, for that matter). It is possible to avoid the unpleasant
consequences of eating; the solution is, as usual in the Brahmanas, to perform
the proper rituals, to fix it, to restore anyone who has eaten something alleged
to produce unfortunate consequences—if left unrestored. Dangers arise in the
context of profane eating and are warded off by sacred feeding (the oblations
offered to the gods). Indeed the two are inextricably linked by the belief that
it is wrong to take food without offering some, at least mentally, to the gods;
in the broadest sense, all human food consists of divine leftovers (later known
as prasad [“grace”]). The text is not saying, “Do not eat animals, for then
they will eat you,” but, rather, “Be sure to eat animals in the right way, or
they will eat you.” One word for “avoidance” (of this retributive devouring)
or “restoration” is nishkriti {“undoing”), designating a careful plan by which
to repair a mistake that will otherwisc bring unwanted conscqucences, as well
as the repayment or redemption of a debt and the expiatory payment for an
error. The proper sort of “avoidance” makes the meat safe to eat, as if it were
kosher or halal. This accomplishes what the Vedic sacrificial priest achieved
when he gave the offering first to Agni and only after that invited the people
to eat it; in both cases, a preparatory ritual makes the food safe. This sort of
“restoration” (also called prayash-chitta often wrongly translated as
“expiation”) first refers to the measures taken to restore the ritual when it
goes wrong {such as fixing the horse in the horse sacrifice). But then it comes
to mean the ritual you use to restore something else that might go wrong (the
oblation you perform when you eat animals), and finally, the text or the priest



tells you how to restore your entire life when it goes wrong (getting rid of
your bad karma, making a pilgrimage, surrendering to the god, or whatever
else may be prescribed).

The word ahimsa (“nonviolence”) occurs in the Brahmanas primarily in the
sense of “safety,” “security.” Yet we can also see the stirrings of another,
later meaning of ahimsa—a desire not to harm animals, as well as an

uneasiness about eating animals at all.”® Indeed we saw this discomfort even
in the Rig Veda in the idea of the cow that yields food without being killed,
the cow that Prithu milked, and the reassurance that the sacrificial horse
doesn’t really die. The idea of reversals in the other world was easily
ethicized (in Jainism and Buddhism and, later, in Hinduism) into the stricter
belief that the best way to avoid being eaten in the other world was not
merely to eat animals in the proper (sacrificial) way but to stop eating them
altogether. The story of Bhrigu does not yet espouse the ideals of nonviolence
or vegetarianism, though it probably contributed to the rise of such doctrines.

For it is evident that people did eat meat, including beef, at this pericd,
though in ways that were becoming increasingly qualified. People ate meat
mainly on special occasions, such as rituals or when welcoming a guest or a

person of high status.f Eating meat in a sacrifice is not the same as eating

meat for dinner, and killing too can be dichotomized in this way,if as can the
eating of cows versus other sorts of meat, though several texts combine the
permission for eating meat (including cow) ata sacrifice (where the gods are,
after all, the guests) and meat offered to a human guest. “Meat is certainly the

best kind of food,” says one text.f The Brahmanas say that a bull or cow
should be killed when a guest arrives, a cow should be sacr1ficed to Mitra and
Varuna, and a sterile cow to the Maruts, and that twenty-one sterile cows

should be sacrificed in the horse sacrifice.g For “the cow is food,"f The
grammarian Panini, who may have lived as early as the fifth or sixth century
BCE, glossed the word goghna (“cowkiller”) as “one for whom a cow is

killed,” that is, a guest (3.4.73).2 A dharma-sutra from the third century
BCE specifies: “The meat of milk cows and oxen may be eaten, and the meat

of oxen is fit for sacrifice.”®! This textual evidence is further supported, in
this period, by archaeological indications, such as cattle bones found near

domestic hearths, bearing marks of having been cut, indicating that their flesh

was eaten.ﬁ_2

On the other hand, one Brahmana passage forbids the eating of either cow

or bull (dhenu or anaduha),% concluding that anyone who did eat them
would be reborn as something so strange that people would say, “He
committed a sin, he expelled the embryo from his wife.” The text then adds,
“However, Yajnavalkya said, ‘[ do eat [the meat of both cow and bull]. as

long as it's tasty.’ 5_3 Yajnavalkya was an in-your-face kind of guy. Some



people, however, did not eat the meat of cows, as Thapar points out: “This
may have contributed to the later attitude of regarding the cow as sacred and
inviolable, although association with the sacred need not be explained on
rational grounds. . . . Eventually it became a matter of status to refrain from
eating beef and the prohibition was strengthened by various religious
sancfions. Significantly, the prohibition was prevalent only among the upper

castes. ﬁ The ambivalence that is embedded in this historical development is
not really so hard for us to understand if we cast its light upon our own casual
combination of affection for our pets and appetite for filet mignon. We can
see here the Indian insight into the conflicted belief that there is a chain of
food and eaters (dog eat dog or, in the Indian metaphor, fish eat fish) that

both justifies itself and demands that we break out of it: It happens, but it
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must not happen.

The transformation in attitudes toward eating meat developed at this time
in part through the sors of philosophical considerations evident in the
narratives and in part through changes in methods of livestock breeding,
grazing grounds, and ecology as a result of the basic transition into the urban
life of the Ganges Valley, as well as by the social tensions exacerbated by
these changes. The breeding of animals in an urban setting may have
introduced both less humane grazing conditions and a heightened awareness
of those conditions (though some urban dwellers may have been, like many
contemporary city dwellers, insulated from farming conditions). The new
uneasiness about killing animals may also have been a reaction to the
increasing number of animals sacrificed in more and more elaborate
ceremonies. Sacrifice was still violent, and sacrifice was still power, but a
murmur of protest and discontent was growing steadily stronger, soon to find
its voice, faintly in the Upanishads and loudly in the Mahabharata.

HUMANS AS SACRIFICIAL ANIMALS

The texts of this period regard humans as the pawns of the gods. The
Vedas and Brahmanas often list (in addition to human beings, a rule that we
consider below) five basic kinds of sacrificial animals, or pashus, all male:
bull, stallion, billy goat, ram, and ass (or donkey), often divided into three
groups, bovines, equines (horse and ass), and extended ovines (sheep and
goat). The Rig Vedic “Poem of the Primeval Man” (10.90} tells us: “From
that sacrifice in which everything was offered, the melted fat was collected
and made into those beasts who live in the air, in the forest, and in villages.
Horses were born from it, and those other animals that have two rows of teeth
[such as asses]; cows were born from it, and from it goats and sheep were
born.” These last are the five pashus. Pashus are generally distinguished from
wild animals, who are called mrigas, a word derived from the verb “to



hunt” (margayati, also connected with the noun marga [“a trail or path”]),
designating any animal that we hunt, particularly a deer. The ancient Indians
thus defined animals according to the manner in which they killed them,
either in a hunt {(mrigas) or in a sacrifice (pashus). Hunting is one of the vices
of addiction, but sacrifice too often becomes excessive, a threat to the gods,
who take measures to limit and control it {a feature of the second alliance).

Sometimes a male human being replaces the ass in the list of pashus.?

Were human sacrifices actually performed in ancient India’?i Perhaps, but
certainly no longer at the time of the Vedas, and even for the pre-Vedic
period, the scattered evidence sometimes cited to argue for its actual
occurrence is not persuasive. Yet the Vedas refer to human sacrifices, and the

texts tell you how to do one.g Whenever the priests consecrated a Vedic
ritual fire altar (agnica yana) made of bricks, they placed within it five golden
images of the five pashus, including a golden man. And archaeological
evidence of human skulls and other human bones at the site of such fire
altars, together with the bones of a wide variety of other animals, both wild
and tame {horses, tortoises, pigs, elephants, bovines, goats, and buffalo),
suggests that humans may once actually have been sacrificed in these rituals.

The golden man, then, would have replaced a man of flesh and blood.g Itis
also possible that the Vedic horse sacrifice originally involved the sacrifice of

a man as well as a horse.? But the human sacrifices are never described in
anything like the detail of the horse sacrifice, and it is likely that the human
victims, like many of the animal victims, were set free after they were

consecrated, before the moment when they would have been killed.ﬂ It may
well be that the hurman sacrifice (purusha-medha [“sacrifice of a man”]) was

simply a part of the Brahmin imaginary, a fantasy of “the sacrifice to end all

sacrifices. %

What is most likely is that these texts are saying that human beings are,
like all other animals, fit to be sacrificed to the gods, that they are, as it were,

the livestock of the gods.E What animals are to us, we are to the gods. There
was a strong symbolic connection (explicit in many sacrifices and perhaps
implicit in all of them) between the ancient Indian human sacrificer and the
animal victim. When the sacrificer was initiated, he was consecrated as the
victim in the animal sacrifice: “When he performs the animal sacrifice he
ransoms himself, a male by means of a male. For the sacrificial victim is a
male, and the sacrificer is a male. And this, this flesh, is the best food to eat,

and that is how he becomes an eater of the best food to eat. B_‘f In a sense,
every sacrifice ransoms the sacrificer from death.
Even if human sacrifice was not a part of the extant Vedic ritual, it

continued to cast its shadow upon that ritual.ff One Brahmana text arranges
the five victims in what seems to be a chronological order:



HOW HUMANS CEASED TO BE SACRIFICIAL
BEASTS

In the beginning, the gods nused the Man (purusha) as their sacrificial
beast; when he was used, his sacrificial quality went out of him and
entered a horse. They used the horse for their sacrifice; when he was
used, his sacrificial quality went out of him and entered a bull. They
used the bull for their sacrifice; when he was used, his sacrificial
quality went out of him and entered a ram. They used the ram for their
sacrifice; when he was used, his sacrificial quality went out of him
and entered a billy goat.

They used the billy goat for their sacrifice; when he was used, his
sacrificial quality went out of him and entered this earth. The gods
searched for it by digging, and they found it; it was this rice and
barley. And that is why people even now find rice and barley by
digging. And as much virile power as these sacrificial beasts would
have for him, that very same amount of virile power is in this oblation
of rice for him. And that is how the oblaion of rice has the

completeness that the fivefold animal sacrifice has. &8

This text explains how “sacrificeability” travels down the line from the
human (male) through the other pashus until it lodges in grains (such as rice
and barley, which, it may be recalled, “scream soundlessly”), each
substituting for the one above it. The sacrificial rice cake is a substitute or
symbol ( pratima) for the animal sacrifice by which the sacrificer redeems

himself from the gods.ﬁ The sacrificial quality that goes from the man to the
horse, bull, ram, and goat sets the pattern for the myth in the Brihadaranyaka
Upanishad (1.4.3-4) in which the father god rapes his daughter, who flees
from him in the form of a cow, a mare, a donkey, a goat, and a ewe, only to
be caught and raped by him in the form of a bull, stallion, male donkey, goat,

and ram.T In both of these texts, the first victim in the series is a human
being, and the rest of the group consist of the (other) sacrificial animals.

A similar substitution of a plant prevents a human sacrifice in another
Brahmana myth: A king's son is to be sacrificed to Varuna; a Brahmin sells
his young son Shunahshepha (“Dog Prick,” a most unusual name for a
Brahmin) as a substitute for the king’s son; the Ashvins rescue Shunahshepha

by substituting a soma plant for himc_i as the sacrificial offering.f This is
hardly a brief for human sacrifice; the king obtained the son in the first place
only by promising that he would sacrifice him (a self-defeating scenario that
we know from Rumpelstiltskin), and Shunahshepha’s father is denounced as
a monster who has committed an act for which there is no restoration, an act
unprecedented even among Shudras. These myths are not historical
explanations of a transition from human sacrifice to animal and vegetable



sacrifice; they are meditations on the nature of ritual symbolism, explaining
how it is that plants or mantras stand for animals, and animals for humans, in
the sacrifice.

An early Upanishad, shortly after the composition of the Brahmanas,
spelled out the malevolent implications of the inclusion of humans as
sacrificial victims: “Whoever among gods, sages, or men became enlightened
became the very self of the gods, and the gods have no power to prevent him.
But whoever worships a divinity as other than himself is like a sacrificial
animal [pashu] for the gods, and each person is of use to the gods just as
many animals would be of use to a man. Therefore it is not pleasing to those

[gods] that men should become enlightened.” f Thus, human men and

women are the gods’ sacrificial sheep.g This is the second alliance with a
vengeance.

WOMEN

THE HORSE SACRIFICE REVISITED, II

Women played an essential role in the second phase of the horse sacrifice,
where the goals of political domination and religious restoration were joined
by a third goal, fertility. Four of the king’s wives (the chief queen, the

favarite wife, the rejected wife, and a fourth wifel) mimedc_j copulation with
the stallion, and other women (one maiden and four hundred female
attendants) played subsidiary roles.z The stallion stood both for the king and
for the god (usually Prajapati, the Lord of Creatures, but sometimes Indra),E
while the queen represented the fertile earth that the king both ruled and
impregnated; the ceremony was intended to produce a good crop for the

people and offspring for the king.ﬁ The stallion, generally the right-hand

horse of the chariot team,E was probably killed, suffocated, before this part
of the ceremony. Even in the Rig Veda there are hints that the ritual may have
included the mimed copulation of the queen with the stallion; cne obscene
Vedic poem (10.86) may be a satire on the horse sacrifice, with a sexually

challenged male monkey playing the role of a mock stallion.f But the
Brahmanas are the first texts to describe it in any detail; only there is there
available light to let us see it clearly.

One text that we have already considered, the text that speaks of the king’s
eating the people, also glosses several lines from the obscene banter with the
queens that accompanies the ritual copulation in the horse sacrifice: “'The
little female bird rocks back and forth as he thrusts the penis into the slit.’
Now, that bird is really the people, for the people rock back and forth at the
thrust of the royal power, and the slit is the peaple, and the penis is the royal



power, which presses against the people; and so the one who has royal power

is hurtful to the people. z On the analogy of the ritual copulation, this text is
saying that the king rapes the people. It thus proclaims, in brutal and obscene
language, the violence of royal oppression.

Just as evil females (female antigods), in the form of queens or bitches,
threatened to destroy the sacrifice (and the sacrificer), so good women
(wives) posed a danger to the sacrificer through the likelihood that they
would stop being good. This danger affected even the gods:

INDRA'S WIFE AND INDRA'S SON

Kutsa Aurava (“Thigh-born”) was made out of the two thighs of
Indra. Just as Indra was, so was he, precisely as one would be who is
made out of his own self. Indra made him his charioteer. Ile caught
him with his wife, Shachi, the daughter of Puloman, and when he
asked her, “How could you do this?” she replied, “I could not tell the
two of you apart.” Indra said, “I will make him bald, and then you will
be able to tell the two of us apart.” He made him bald, but Kutsa
bound a turban around his head and went to her. This is the turban that
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charioteers wear.

Mingled in with an arcane etiology (the origins of the turbans of charioteers)
is a tale of a wife who fails, or claims to fail, to tell her husband from his son.
That Kutsa and Indra are indistinguishable is an idea that begins in the Rig
Veda (4.1.10) and is reflected more generally in the Hindu view that the son
is made out of the father’s self, or actually is that self reborn, and is therefore
essentially identical with him.

As wealth accumulates in the Ganges Valley, inheritance becomes an issue,
and so does the fidelity of married women. The relatively lax attitude to
women in the Rig Veda has largely sunk into the fertile mud of the Ganges
Valley; things close down for women, the gates of sexual freedom clang shut.
Urbanization gave some women both property rights and more sexual
freedom, but that very freedom inspired fears that led others to marry off their
daughters at a younger age and to lower the ritual status of married women.
We cannot take stories about goddesses (or, for that matter, stories about real
women) as information about real women, and attitudes to women are often
the inverse of attitudes to goddesses, but changes in what is imagined as
possible for goddesses in their anthropomorphic roles as wives and mothers
do suggest general shifts in attitudes to women.

We can see hints of the attriion of women’s independence in the
transformations of the myth of Urvashi. In the Rig Veda Urvashi is a
heavenly nymph (Apsaras) and swan maiden who sleeps with King Pururavas
and abandons him after bearing him a son; she advises him, as she leaves him
forever, that “there are no friendships with women; they have the hearts of



jackals {10.95.15).” Like other immortal women who live with mortal men,
particularly equine goddessesﬁ {Urvashi is compared with a horse in three
verses [10.95.3, 8-9]), she bears him a child and stays with him until he
violates his contract with her (“I warned you on that very day, for I knew, but

you did not listen to me,” she says to him), whereupon she leaves him and the

child and returns te her world.ﬁ The Vedic Urvashi complains that he made
love to her too often (“You pierced me with your red three times a day, and
filled me even when I had no desire. I did what you wanted”) and against her
will (“You who were born to protect have turned that force against me”) ?
But when the story is retold in the Shatapatha Brahmana, she begs Pururavas
to make love to her just that often (*You must strike me with the bamboo

reed three times a day”), though she has the forethought to add, “But never

approach me when I have no desire. "8 The Vedic text implies that his desire
is greater than hers, while the Brahmana implies that hers is at least as great,
if not greater, an expression of the stereaotype of the insatiable woman that
will plague Hindu mythology forever after. She threatens to leave him when
he fails to keep his promise not to let her look upon him naked. The final
transformation is that in the Rig Veda he is left longing for her, with a vague
promise of reunion in heaven, whereas in the Brahmanas she loves him so
much that she not only stays with him but teaches him how to become

immortal (a Gandharva). By this timec_1 it has become unthinkable that she
would leave the father of her child.?

DEATH

Sacrifice in the Brahmanas was designed to allay the fear of death, a
relatively minor consideration in the Rig Veda but a pressing concern in the
Brahmanas, for which death became the irritating grain of sand that seeded
the pearls of thought. The Vedas spoke of another world te which people
were presumably assigned after death, and the Brahmanas maintained and
refined this belief: Through the sacrifice a man could become immortal, for
offering sacrifices generated merit that created for the sacrificer a rebirth after
death in heaven {“in the next world”). “Evil Death” is a cliché, an automatic
equation throughout this corpus: Death is evil, and the essence of evil is
death.ﬁ Death is the defining enemy of the Lord of Creatures (Prajapati), the
creator, but also, sometimes, identical with him or his firstborn son.ﬂ The
Brahmanas attempted to tame death by gradual degrees, to enable the
sacrificer first to live outa full life span, then to live for a thousand years, and
finally to attain a vaguely conceived complete immortality: “Whoever knows
this conquers recurring death and attains a life span; this is freedom from

death in the other world and life here. f



But there are always nagging doubts that even the perfect ritual cannot
really succeed in conquering death. One can never be made entirely safe; the
catch-22 of the sacrificial warrantee is the ever-present danger that one will
not live long enough to complete the sacrifice that will grant immortality.
This danger appears to threaten even the Lord of Creatures. One text tells us
that “even as one might see in the distance the opposite shore, so did he

behold the opposite shore of his own life. "88 For he had already tangled with
death: “When Prajapati was creating living beings, evil death overpowered
him. He generated inner heat for a thousand years, striving to leave that evil
behind him, and in the thousandth year he purified himself entirely; the evil
that he washed clean is his body. But what man could obtain a life of a
thousand years? The man who knows this truth can obtain a thousand

years. 8_7 Prajapati is uniquely qualified to do this ritual because “he was born

with a lite ot a thousand years.”*® But once again, "whoever knows this™ will,
like the god, live long enough to do the ceremony that will let him live
forever.

What the authors of these early texts feared was “old age and

death” (jaramrityu ).“™ What they feared most of all was what they called
recurrent death, a series of redeaths (and the rebirths that are preludes to

them). For the Brahmanas already mention transmigration:f “When they die
they come to life again, but they become the food of this [Death] again and

againf’f To Euro-American thinkers, reincarnation seems to pose a possible
solution to the problem of death: If what you fear is the cessation of life (we
set aside for the moment considerations of heaven and hell), then the belief
that you will in fact live again after you die may be of comfort. How nice to
go around again and again, never to be blotted out altogether, to have more
and more of life, different lives all the time, perhaps a horse or a dog next
time, or an Egyptian queen last time.

But this line of reasoning entirely misses the point of the Hindu doctrine. If
it is a terrible thing to grow old and die, once and for all, how much more
terrible to do it over and over again. It is like being condemned to numerous
life sentences that do not run concurrently. “Recurrent death” may have

meant merely a series of ritual deaths within a natural life spanﬂ or what the

poet T. S. Eliot had in mind when he said, “We die to each other daily.”"" But
it probably foreshadowed an actual series of rebirths and redeaths. These
were not described in detail until the Upanishads, which transform into a
vision of the next life, in this world, the things that Bhrigu saw in the other
world in the Brahmanas.

The story of Bhrigu's journey to the other world was briefly retold in

another Brahmana textg_2 in which the boy, now called Nachiketas, annoys his
father {now no longer the god Varuna but a human sacrificer who is giving
away all that he has) by asking him three times whom he will give Aimto; his



exasperated father finally blurts out, “I'll give you to Death!” (in a later
version he shouts, “I'll send you to Yama!”—that is, “The dew1l take you!” or

“Go to hell!”?}, and Nachiketas takes him literally and goes down to the
world of the dead. But his father also gives him detailed instructions about
what to say and do in the house of Death. Eventually Death offers him three
boons, the last of which is that Death teaches Nachiketas how to avoid
redeath. And whoever knows the Nachiketas fire and kindles it, the text
assures us, congquers redeath. Whereas Bhrign had a confrontation with
animals and learned a lesson about the afterlife from his father, Nachiketas
learns the secret from Death himself. And whereas only gods (like Prajapati
and Varuna, Bhrigu's father) confronted Death in the first Brahmana text,
here a human boy does this and gains not merely a way of eating animals
without unfortunate consequences but liberation from death.

FOLKLORE, SACRIFICE, AND DANGER

The story of Bhrigu shares much with other tales of journeys to the

underworld, °* and the text about exchanging skins is one of a number of

widely attested folktales about such exchanges and about animals

transformed into people and the reverse.f The inclusion of folktales in the
Brahmanas is an exampleof the co-opting of alternate histories, of other
voices—including non-Brahmin voices—sneaking into the text. The
Brahmanas are the vehicle for a great deal of material virtually
indistinguishable in tone and basic plot from the stories collected by

folklorists in nineteenth-century farmhouses.® The Sanskrit of these passages
is much more infermal and straightforward, even collogquial, than the

technical language in which the rest of the Brahmanas are set.% There are
several different sorts of Sanskrit in the Brahmanas, each with i%¢ own
vocabulary, one for mythology, cne for philology and etymology, cne for
ritual instructions, and so forth. And there is one for folklore. Here again the
Brahmanas are revolutionary, in opening up the ritual literature to the
narration of folktales.

What are these stories doing in these texts, otherwise so dry, so full of

abstruse ritual ped:«mtry'?i97 What is such juicy folklore doing in such dusty
old ritual attics? Well, the Brahmanas themselves offer many explicit excuses
for telling these stories: to restore details omitted in the Rig Vedic text in
question, to gloss an allusion or the special circumstances under which a
certain sage saw a poem, or to explain why the sacrifice is done in a certain

way.? Some authors of the Brahmanas tamper with the tale to make it serve
their purposes. Others, however, make no attempt to connect the story with



the sacrifice and tamper with it somewhat less; we may assume that these
stories represent at least something of the popular, non-Brahmin world.

The deeper reasons for telling the stories, in both instances, are less
obvious than the excuses and are more loosely related to the sacrifice; they
illuminate certain shadows of the sacrifice, fears that lie behind the sacrifice.
In 700 BCE, the only texts that were memorized and preserved were the
Brahmanas, and the sacrifice was the focal point for all forms of creative
expression. Thus these texts purporting to gloss the sacrifice attracted to
themselves, like magnets, everything else that could be dragged in to express
the meaning of life in ancient India. Or rather, since the sacrifice was
believed to symbolize everything that was meaningful in human life, any
compelling insight into that life would eventually gravitate to the traditional
literature that was constantly coalescing around the sacrifice. A certain
number of myths were already associated with the sacrifice, as is clear from
the tantalizing allusions in the Kig Veda but that text did not have a
systematized mythology. The Brahmanas tell many “grand” tales of the
victory of gods over antigods, but since they also tell folktales about everyday
life, the Vedic ritual cannot be the only key to their meaning.

Yet it is the key to a part of their meaning, for these stories too are
connected to the sacrifice on a profound level. In particular, images that
express the dangers inherent in death and sex became embedded in narratives
about sacrifice since the sacrifice itself (as we saw in the horse sacrifice) is
about death and sex. Rituals tend to tame those dangers and to express them
in terms of a limited range of human actions, to make them public and to
make them safe for the sacrificer; they allow people to order and structure
their reactions to these dangers in real life, to create a framework that they
can then reintroduce into real experience. Stories about monstrous women
help us (especially, but not only, if we are men) to express our nightmares
about our mothers (and wives). Participating in the formalized structures of
someone else’s funeral provides us with a framework within which to
contemplate our own death; the “controlled catastrophe” of the sacrifice
allowed the sacrificer to offer up a victim who was a substitute for himself, as
if to say, “Kill him and not me.”

But the ritual itself introduces new dangers and new fears. What happens if
something interferes with the ritual so that it doesn’t work? We have seen the
elaborate countermeasures proposed in response to every foreseeable glitch in
the horse sacrifice. The soma sacrifice too, so central to Vedic religion, was
threatened by the increasing difficulty of obtaining soma, which grew in the

mountainsJ that the Vedic people had left behind when they moved down to

the Canges.% This problem was solved in several ways. There had already
been, in the Rig Veda a myth of soma coming fromafar. Now the Brahmanas
elaborated upon the rituals for buying soma and punishing the soma seller and
for deciding what things could be used as substitutes when soma was



unavailable; some surrogates may have looked like soma, while others may

have had a similar effect.l'_(1 The need for soma surrogates played into one of
the ideas underlying the sacrifice iwelf, that it was, in essence, already a
subsfitute, the victim in the sacrifice substituting for the sacrificer. The need
for a substitute for the consciousness-altering soma may also have led to the
development of other ways of creafing unusual psychic states, such as yoga,
breath control, fasting, and meditation.

Nor does the danger in the sacrifice come only from the possibility that one
may fail to carry out the ritual properly. The power aroused by the correctly
performed ritual may get out of hand, for the ritual involves potentially fatal
dangers, which compounded the threats to the sacrificer in normal life. These
dangers may come from within, from the sacrificer himself, from the
pollution inherent in his human vulnerability and mortality, or they may come
from the gods.

THE POWERS OF EVIL AND ADDICTION

In the Brahmanas, in a pattern typical of the first alliance, the enemies of
the gods (both antigods in the sky and ogres on earth) threaten the sacrifice,
break into it, and pollute it from outside. A significant proportion of the
energy of the priests was devoted to fending off the antigods and ogres and to
repairing the breaks that they made in the sacrifice, and this activity was part
of the ritual. But during this period the balance of power shifts to the second
alliance, and it is no longer gods and humans against the powers of evil but
gods against humans and the {other) powers of evil. The antigods became
more like ogres, more clearly distinguished from the gods by evil rather than
merely by competition.

Evil originates in the gods themselves and spreads to both antigods and
humans. More precisely, it originates in Prajapati, who, as he attempts to
create, falls into the grasp of evil. In one myth, a Brahmin rids him of the evil
by transforming it into prosperity {Shri} and placing it in cows, in sleep, and
in shadc.l_[Jl It is rarc, howcver, for cvil to be so simply transformed into
something good; usually it remains evil and is distributed in that form, to the
detriment of those who receive it. Thus, in a kind of reverse savior
mythology, the gods create forms of evil—delusion (moha), a stain
(kalmasha), evil tout court (papa)—that they transfer to humans, who suffer
from it forever after. Humans are thus the scapegoats of the gods. In a much-
retold myth, Indra becomes infected with Brahminicide—the gold standard of
sins—after he kills Vritra {(whom the Brahmanas, and all subsequent texts,
regard as a Brahmin—a Dasyu Brahmin but a Brahmin). Sometimes Indra
gets drunk on soma—his notorious addiction—and on one occasion the
Brahminicide flows out of him with the excess soma; from what flows from



his nose, a lion arises; from his ears a jackal, from the lower opening of his

body, tigers and other wild beasts.g Thus the divine hangover leaves us to
deal with man-eating beasts.

When Indra kills another enemy, also a Brahmin, he distributes the
Brahminicide, with compensations:

INDRA TRANSFERS HIS BRAHMINICIDE

He asked the earth to take a third of his Brahminicide, and in return he
promised her that if she should be overcome by digging, within a year
the dug-out portion would be filled again; and the third of his
Brahminicide that she took became a natural fissure. He asked the
trees to accept a third, and promised that when they were pruned,
more shoot would spring up: the Brahminicide that they took up
became sap. Women took a third of the Brahminicide and obtained the
boon of enjoying intercourse right up to the birth of their children;
their Brahminicide became the garments stained with menstrual

blood.!%®

The boons explain why the distribution is willingly accepted: As long as
Indra is polluted, fertility on earth is stymied; it is in the best interests of
earth, trees, and women to help Indra out, so that they themselves can remain
fertile. (One version of the story inverts the principle and ultimately transfers

the sin to abortionists, the enemies of ferti]ity.ﬁ) But evil cannot be
destroyed; the best that one can hope for is to move it to a place where it will
do less harm. Therefore the gods in these stories draw evil's fangs by
breaking it up, sometimes into three pieces and sometimes into four. Blatant
self-interest operates in a variant in which Indra’s Brahminicide is “wiped
off,” as the text puts it, onto people who make offerings without paying the

priests;ﬂ such deadbeats, the bétes noires of the Brahmin compilers of these
texts, are the perfect scapegoats.

Evil on earth in general results from fallout from heaven, from the cosmic
struggles of gods and antigods:

GODS, ANTIGODS, HUMANS, AND EVIL

The gods and antigods were striving against one another. The gods
created a thunderbolt, sharp as a razor, that was the Man [Purushal.
They hurled this at the antigods, and it scattered them, but then it
turned back to the gods. The gods were afraid of it, and so they took it
and broke it into three pieces. Then they saw that the divinities had
entered humans in the form of Vedic poems. They said, “When this
Man has lived in the world with merit, he will follow us by means of
sacrifices and good deeds and ascetic heat. We must do something to



prevent this. Let us put evil in him.” They put evil in him: sleep,
carelessness, anger, hunger, love of dice, desire for women. These are

the evils that assail a man in this world. . . . But the gods do not harm
the man who knows this, though they do try to destroy the man who
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tries to harm the man who knows this.

The gods here do not merely accidentally burden humans with evil that they
themselves, the gods, cannot manage; they do it purposely, to prevent humans

from going to heaven.“ %" And this evil includes two of the four major
addictive vices, love of dice and desire for women. The implications of this
major shift in the human-divine contract will continue to spread in
generations to follow.

Why does this change take place at this moment? The hardening of the
lines between states, the beginning of competition for wealth and power, the
scramble for the supremacy of the rich Ganges bottomland may have
introduced into the myths a more cynical approach to the problem of dealing
with evil. And the growth of both power and the abuse of power among the
two upper classes may explain why the gods at this time came to be
visualized less like morally neutral {if capricious and often destructive) forces
of nature—the fire, soma, rain, and rivers of the Veda—or brutal and
sensually addicted but fair-minded human chieftains and more like wealthy
and powerful kings and Brahmins, selfish, jealous, and vicious.



CHAPTER 7

RENUNCIATION IN THE UPANISHADS
600to 200 BCE

CHRONOLOGY {(ALL DATES BCE)
c. 600-500 Aranyakas are composed
c. 500 Shrauta Sutras are composed

c. 500-400 Early Upanishads (Brihadaranyaka [BU], Chandogya
[CU), Kaushitaki [KauU]} are composed

c. 500 Pataliputra is founded; Vedic pecples gradually move
southward

c. 483 or 410 Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha, dies
c. 468 Vardhamana Mahavira, the Jina, founder of Jainism, dies

c. 400-1200 Later Upanishads (Katha [KU], Kaushitaki [KauUl],
Shvetashvatara [SU], and Mundaka [MU]) are composed

c. 300 Grihya Sutras are composed
SATYAKAMA'S MOTHER

Once upon a time, Satyakama Jabala said to his mother.
Jabala,

“Ma’am, I want to live the life o fa Vedic student. What is
the line

of my male ancestors [gefra]?" She said to him, “My
dear, I don't

know the line of your male ancestors. When I was young.
I got

areund a let, as I was werking, and I got yeu. But my
name is Jabala,

and your name is Satyakama [‘Lover of Truth']. So why
don'tyou

say that you are Satyakama Jabala?" Satyakama went to
Gautama,

the son of Haridrumata, and asked to study with him:
when asked

abeut his line of male ancestors he repeated what his
mother had

said. Gautama replied, “No one who was not a Brahmin
would be

able to say that. You have not deviated frem the truth, my



dear. I
will initiate you.”
Chandegya Upanishad (c. 600 BCE)f

A woman who is not ashamed to tell herson that she had multiple partners
when she conceived him is one of a number of astonishingly nonconformist
characters, often discussing new ideas about karma and renunciation, whom
we meet in the Upanishads, philosophical texts composed from around the
sixth century BCE.

THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL WORLD OF THE
UPANISHADS

The eastern Ganges at this time, the seventh through the fifth century BCE,
was a place of kingdoms dominated by Magadha, whose capital was
Rajagriha, and Koshala-Videha, whose capital was Kashi (Varanasi,
Benares). Trade—especially of metals, fine textiles, salt, pottery, and, always,

horses—flourished,” and the towns were connected by trade routes; all roads
led to Kashi. The development of the idea of merit or karma as something “to

be earned, accumulated, occasionally transferred and eventually rea]ized”g
owes much to the post-Vedic moneyed economy. More generally, where
there’s trade, people leave home; new commercial classes emerge; and above
all, new ideas spread quickly and circulate freely. They certainly did so at this
time in India, and there was little to stop them: The Vedas did not constitute a
closed canon, and there was no central temporal or religious authority to
enforce a canon had there been one.

Commerce was facilitated by the rise of prosperous kingdoms and social
mobility by the rise of great protostates, or oligarchies (maha-janapadas or

ganasanghas),i governed by Kshatriya clans. One Brahmin source describes
these clans as degenerate Kshatriyas and even Shudras, accusing them of
having ceased to honor the Brahmins or to observe Vedic ritual, worshiping

at sacred groves instead 2 and of paying short shrift to sacrifices, using their
funds for trade {behavior that goes a long way to explain why the Brahmins
called them Shudras). The clans were said to have just two classes, the ruling
families and the slaves and laborers, an arrangement that would have posed a
serious threat to Brahmin supremacy. Significantly, both Vardhamana
Mahavira (also called the Jina), the founder of Jainism, and Siddhartha
Gautama, the founder of Buddhism, were born into distingunished clans in one
of these alternative, nonmonarchical state systems. Such systems fostered
greater personal freedom and mobility, nurturing individuals as well as social
groups—the trader, the shopkeeper, the artisan, the government official.



This rise in individual freedom was, however, offset by the growing
bureaucracy and state institutions in both the kingdoms and the oligarchies,
which eroded the traditional rural social order and replaced it with new kinds

of social control.ﬁ So too, perhaps in response to the growing social laxity,
class lines laid down in texts such as the Brahmanas now began to harden.
The first three classes (Brahmin, Kshatriya, and Vaishya) became more
sharply delineated not only from the Shudras (the fourth class, below them)
but, now, from a fifth category, Pariahs.

A vast transformation of society was taking place in response to the social,
economic, and political reorganization of northern South Asia, as small-scale,
pastoral chiefdoms gave way to hierarchically ordered settlements organized
into states. Students and thinkers moved over a wide geographical area in
search of philosophical and theological debate, encountering not merely royal
assemblies of Indian thinkers but new peoples and ideas from outside South
Asia. Much of the new literature on religious and social law {the Shrauta
Sutras and Grihya Sutras) may have been designed to incorporate newcomers
or social groups into a ranking system or to accommodate local power

relations.” The emergent system recognized the authority of village, guild,
family, and provincial custom, so long as they did not conflict with some
higher authority. Political and intellectual diversity thrived. This may go a
long way to explain not where the new ideas in the Upanishads came from
but why the Brahmins were willing—perhaps under pressure from other
people who had gained access to power—to incorporate these ideas into new
texts that were regarded as part of the Vedas, despite the ways in which they

contravened the Brahmin imaginary.g

THE TEXTUAL WORLD OF THE UPANISHADS

The Upanishads are often referred to as “the end of the Veda” (Vedanta®),
for they are the final texts in the body of literature called shruti (“what is
heard”), unalterable divine revelation, in contrast with the rest of Hindu
literature, called smriti (“what is remembered”), the tradition attributed to
human authors, thereforefallible and corrigible. Just as the Brahmanas are,
among other things, footmotes to the Vedas, so the Upanishads began as Cliffs
Notes to the Brahmanas, meditations on the meaning of the Vedic rituals and
myths. The different Upanishads belong to different branches of the Vedic
traditions, different family lineages, but they share so many stories and ideas
that they are clearly in conversation with one another.

Bridging these two set of texts, the Brahmanas and the Upanishads, and
actually overlapping with both of them are the Aranyakas (“Jungle Books"),
so called presumably because they were composed in the wilderness, or
jungle, outside the village; they dealt more with ritual and less with



cosmology and metaphysics than the Upanishads did. The early Upanishads
(meaning “sitting beside,” a name that may refer to the method of placing one
thing next to another, making connections, or to pupils sitting beside their

teacher) probablyg were composed in the sixth and fifth centuries BCE"
Again we find a major shift in language, between the Sanskrit of the
Brahmanas and that of the Upanishads, not merely in the grammar and
vocabulary but also in the style, which is far mare accessible, conversational,
reader friendly; if we liken the Brahmanas to Chaucer (in their distance from
modern English), the Upanishads are like Shakespeare. The grammarian
Panini wrote about spoken Sanskrit (bhasha), in contrast with Vedic,
ritualistic Sanskrit. In North Indian towns and villages, people spoke Prakrits,
the “natural” or “unrefined” languages, often regarded as dialects, in contrast
with Sanskrit, the “perfected” or “artificial” language. The Buddha, preaching
at roughly the time of the Upanishads, was beginning to preach in Magadhi,
the local dialect of Magadha, in order to reach a wider audience; the decision
to preserve the Buddhist canon in such a dialect, Pali, had an effect much like
that of the elimination of Latin from the Catholic mass after Vatican II: It
made the liturgy comprehensible to all the Pali-valent Buddhists. The
Upanishadic authors too were probably reaching out in that more vernacular
direction, stretching the Sanslit envelope.

Like other great religious reform1 movements, such as those inspired by
Jesus, Muhammad. and Luther, the Upanishads did not replace but merely
supplemented the earlier religion, so that just as Catholicism continued to
exist alongside Protestantism within Christianity, so Vedic Hinduism
(sacrificial, worldly) continued to exist alongside Vedantic Hinduism
(philosophical, renunciant). The tension between householders and
renouncers begins here and exerts an enormous influence over the subsequent
history of the Hindus. But in Hinduism, unlike Christianity, there never was
an official schism. Certain words from earlier periods—karma, fapas—took
on new meanings at this point, though their original meanings never
disappeared, resulting in a layering that served as cne of the ma jor sources of
multiplicity within Hinduism.

KARMA AND DEATH

Where did the potentially revolutionary ideas of karma and renunciation
come from? We can identify both Vedic and non-Vedic sources. Let's begin
with the Vedic.

In the Upanishads, as in the Rig Veda, the body of the dead man returns to
the elements—his eye to the sun, the hair of his bady to plants, the hair of his
head into trees, his blood and semen into water, and so forth—but the
Upanishadic sages regard this as the beginning, not the end, of the



explanation of death. The sage Yajnavalkya listed the correspondences
between the parts of the body and the cosmos, whereupon his pupil asked,
“What happens to the person then?” The person is the individual soul, the
atman, or self, which is identical with the braAman, the world soul
(sometimes also called atman, often transcribed as Atman to distinguish it
from the individual soul), as salt becomes identical with water into which it is
dissolved (BU 2.4.12). This is the central teaching of the Upanishads, a
doctrine of pantheism (or panentheism, the world made of god), most
famously expressed in the phrase generally translated “You are that” (tat

tvam asf) (CU 6.8.7)E In answer to his pupil's question, the Upanishad
continues, Yajnavalkya drew him aside in private: “And what did they talk
about? Nothing but karma. They praised nothing but karma. Yajnavalkya told
him: ‘A man becomes something good by good karma and something bad by
bad karma’ (BU 3.2.13).”

The first and most basic meaning of “karma” is action. The noun “karma”

comes from the verb kri, cognate with the Latin creo, “to make or do,"" to
make a baby or a table or to perform a ritual.” It is often contrasted with mind
and speech: One can think, say, or do (krz) something, with steadily
escalating consequences. The second meaning of “karma” is “ritual action,”
particularly Vedic ritual action; this is its primary connotation in the Rig
Veda. Its third meaning, which begins to be operative in the Upanishads, is
“morally charged action, good or bad,” a meter that is always running, that is
constantly charging something to one's account. And its fourth meaning,
which follows closely on the heels of the third, is “morally charged action
that has consequences for the soul in the future, that is retributive both within
one’s life and across the barrier of redeath”: You become a sheep that people
eat if you have eaten a sheep. (We saw the germ of this theory in the
Brahmana descriptions of people soundlessly screaming in the other world
and in statements that sacrifice generates merit that guarantees an afterlife in
the other world.) In this sense, karma is action whose retributive moral charge
determines the nature of your future rebirths. Consequences have
consequences, and first thing you know, you're born as a sheep.

Turned on its head, this link led to a fifth meaning of karma, not as the
cause of future lives but as the result of past lives and the agenda for this life,
the inescapable role in life that one was born to play, one’s work, or innate
activity. Euro-Americans believe too that we often cannot remember the past
causes of present circumstances and that the present will influence the future,
but the Hindu view differs from this in extending the past and future beyond
the boundaries of this life span. F. Scott Fitzgerald, of all people, captured the
spirit of karma in the final sentence of The Great Gatsby: “So we beat on,
boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.” In Hinduism
we are also borne back ceaselessly into the future.



The last (sixth) meaning of karma is the implication that good and had
karma may also be transferred from one person to another under certain
circumstances, not merely between parents and children (as we saw in the
Vedic poem to Varuna) and between sacrificial priest and patron, but between
any people who meet. This transfer may take place either intentionally or
unintentionally: The dharma texts say that if someone lets a guest depart
unfed, the guest will take away the host's good karma and leave behind his

own bad karma.ﬂ In the Brahmana story of Nachiketas, Nachiketas remains
in the house of Death for three nights without eating and then tells Death that
in effect, on the three nights of fasting he ate “your offspring, your sacrificial
beasts (pashus), and your good deeds (sadhu-krityam).” This last is an
example of the transfer of good karma; unfed, Nachiketas “eats” (which is to
say, consumes) Death’s good deeds {which is to say, he siphons off Death’s
good karma) as well as his children and cattle. This blackmail is what forces
Death to tell Nachiketas his secrets.

It is not always clear which of these meanings of karma is intended in any
particular passage in the Upanishads {(or in other texts). Moreover, the idea of
karma was certainly not accepted by everyone as the final solution fo the
problem of death (or the problem of evil); many other, conflicting ideas were

proposed and widely accepted, alongside the karma theory.f

The Upanishads continue to speak of “recurrent death” (BU 3.2.10, 3.3.2)
and now describe the process in cruel detail (BU 4.3.36, 4.4.2). For heaven is
no longer the end of the line, as it was in some of the Brahmanas; it is simply
another place that eventually everyone leaves. The Upanishads spell out the
assumption, sketched in the Brahmanas, that we all are on the wheel of
redeath, transmigration (samsara, “flowing around”). From the very start, the
idea that transmigration occurred was qualified by two other ideas: that some
people wanted to get out of it and that there was a way to do this, a restoration
not merely for one of life’s mistakes but for life itself, a way to put the fix in
on death. When the Upanishads retell the story of Nachiketas, Death explains
to the boy the process of dying and going to heaven in much greater detail,
and at the end, Nachiketas “became free of old age and death, and so will
anyone who knows this teaching (KU 1-2, 6.18).” Significantly, where the
Brahmanas promise the conquest of redeath to anyone who knows the ritual,
the Upanishad promises it to anyone who knows the teaching, a shift from a
way of acting to a way of knowing.

OVERCROWDING AND RECYCLING

The theory of reincarnation, a recycling not of tin cans but of souls, may
reflect an anxiety of overcrowding, the claustrophobia of a culture fenced in,
a kind of urban Angst (amhas). The Upanishadic discussion of the doctrine of



transmigration begins when a teacher asks his pupil, “Do you know why the
world beyond is not filled up, even when more and more people continuously
go there?” and it ends with the statement “As a result, that world up there is

not filled up (CU 5.10.8; BU 5.1.1 and 6.2.2)""Y The idea of an overcrowded
earth is a part of the myth of the four Ages (people live too long in the first
Age and become too numerous) and recurs in the Mahabharata as a
justification for the genocidal war {when the overburdened earth begins to

sink beneath the cosmic waters) E Is this fear of crowds related to the shock
of the new experience of city life in the Ganges Valley? Were there already
slums in Kashi {as there may already have been in Harappa)? If a fear of this
sort is what inspired the theory of reincarnation, who precisely was it who
was afraid?

The “sccond urbanization,” the sprcad of paddy ricc cultivation into the
Ganges Valley, producing a surplus that could support cities, the emergence
of societi'es along the Ganges, created an unprecedented proximity of people.
The Greek historian Herodotus, writing in the fifth century BCE, said that the
Indians were the most populous country on earth (5.3). Population densities
had significantly increased, the result of a combination of the incorporation of
indigenous peoples, a soaring birthrate, and the creation of agricultural

surpluses. 2 This led to a burgeoning of all the things that people who like to
sleep on their saddlebags at night don’t like about sleeping indoors, things
that are for them a cultural nightmare. The movements to renounce the
fleshpots of the Ganges Valley may have been inspired in part by a longing to
return to the good old days preserved in the texts, when life was both simpler

and freer, more heroic.f Such a longing is reflected in the name of the
Aranyakas (“Jungle Books”), in the village settings of so much of the
Upanishads, and in the forest imagery that abounds in the writings of the
early sects, both inside and outside Hinduism. Within the cities the Buddha
sat in an isclated spot under a tree to obtain enlightenment, and he first
preached in a deer park. The Upanishads seem to have been composed by
people who left the settled towns for rustic settings where master and student
could sit under some tree somewhere, the ancient Indian equivalent of the
bucolic liberal arts college; the renunciants are said to live in the wilderness,
in contrast with the conventional Vedic sacrificers who live in villages. No
individuals in the Ganges Valley could have remembered the old days up in
the Punjab, but there was certainly a group memory, or at least a literary
memory, of an idealized time when people lived under the trees and slept
under the stars, a cultural memory of wide-open spaces. Many of the old
rituals and tex# too, such as the tales of cattle raids, no longer made sense but
still exerted a nostalgic appeal.

A striking insight into the psychology of the forest dweller stage comes
from an unexpected source, Philip Roth's 1998 novel I Married a



Communist, in a passage describing a shack that the hero, Ira, retreats to in
times of trouble:

The palliative of the primitive hut. The place where you are stripped
back to essentfials, to which you return—even if it happens not to be
where you came from—to decontaminate and absolve yourself of the
striving. The place where you disrobe, molt it all, the uniforms you've
worn and the costumes you've gotten into, where you shed your
batteredness and your resentment, your appeasement of the world and
your defiance of the world, your manipulation of the world and its
manhandling of you. The aging man leaves and goes into the
woods . . . receding from the agitation of the autobiographical. He has
entered vigorously into competition with life; now, becalmed, he
enters into competition with death, drawn down into austerity, the
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final business.”””

Beneath the specifically American concerns lies an understanding of ways in
which, in ancient India too, the forest offers individual purification from the
corruption of collective urban life.

The whole tradition was becoming individualistic, not just renunciant; we
begin to see a transition from group to individual, a perceived need for
personal rituals of transformation, forming a certain sort of person, not just a
member of the tribe. At the same time, collective rather than individual
choices needed to be made in order to start and maintain alternative societies,
such as Buddhism, and monastic communities, as well as to engage in the
highly collective enterprise of growing rice.

Reincarnation addressed this social problem and formulated it in terms of
individual salvation. It seldom, if ever, occurred to anyone, then or at any

time before the nineteenth century in India,”" to attempt to change the world;
but many people made judgments against it and opted out or tried to solve the
problem of suffering within the individual. The new religious movements
located the problem of the human condifion, of human suffering, within the
individual heart and mind {where Freud too located it)}, rather than in a
hierarchical society (where Marx located it). The Upanishads emphasize a
more personal religious experience than the one addressed by the

Brahmanas.l_7 In this way, at least, these movements were individualistic
—“Look to your own house” (or, in the Buddha’s metaphor, “Get out of your

. »CX . . . . .
burning house”~")}—rather than socially oriented, as nonrenunciant Hinduism
was—"“Your identity is meaningful only as one member of a diverse social
body.” This in itself was a tremendous innovation.



THE PATHS OF REBIRTH AND RELEASE

The Upanishads assume, like the Vedas and Brahmanas, that people pass
into heaven or hell when they die, but they are far more concerned with the
fate of the dead beyond heaven or hell Here is how the Brihadaranyaka
Upanishad describes the possible trajectories of people who have died and
are being cremated:

THE PATHS OF SMOKE AND FLAME

The people who know this [the Upanishadic doctrine of the identity of
the soul and the brahmanl), and the people there in the wilderness who
venerate truth as faith—they pass into the flame (of the cremation
fire), and thence into the day . . . into the world of the gods, into the
sun, and into the region of lightning. A person made of mind comes to
the regions of lightning and leads them to the worlds of brahman.
These exalted people live in those worlds of brahiman for the longest
time. They do not return.

The people who win heavenly worlds, on the other hand, by
offering sacrifices, by giving gifts, and by generating inner heat
[tapas]—they pass into the smoke, and then into the night . . . into the
world of the fathers, into the moon. There they become food. There
the gods feed on them, as the moon increases and decreases. When
that ends, they pass into the sky, then into the wind, then the rain, and
then the earth, where they become food. They are offered in the fire of
man and are born in the fire of woman. Rising up again to the
heavenly worlds, they circle around in the same way.

Those who do not know these two paths, however, become worns,
insects, or snakes (BU 6.2.13-16).

This text tells us that people within the Vedic fold at this time had a choice of
two ways of being religious.

The people of the wilderness end up in the world of brahman, the divine
substance of which the universe is composed. Brahman, which in the Rig
Veda designates sacred speech, is the root of a number of words in later
Sanskrit distinguished by just one or two sounds (or letters, in English}):
brahman (the divine substance of the universe); Brahma (the creator god);

Brahmin or Brahman (a member of the first or priestly class™); Brahmana
(one of a class of texts that follow the Vedas and precede the Upanishads);
and Brahma-charin (“moving in brahman,” designating a chaste student). The
world of braAmanis a world of monism (which assumes that all living things

are elements of a single, universal being),”> sometimes equated with
monotheism, in contrast with the world of rebirth, the polytheistic world of



sacr1fice to multiple gods. The doctrine of the Upanishads is also sometimes
characterized as pantheism (in which god is everything and everything is god)
or, at times, panentheism {in which god encompasses and interpenetrates the
universe but at the same time is greater than and independent of it). It views
the very substance of the universe as divine and views that substance and that
divinity as unitary. The pluralistic world has a secondary, illusory status in
comparison with the enduring, real status of the underlying monistic being.

The people who reach brahman have lived in the wilderness, the jungle,
either permanently as some sort of forest ascetics or merely on the occasions
when they held their religious rituals there. By contrast, the sacrificers, who
follow the Vedic path of generosity (to gods and priests or to people more
generally) or engage in the ritual practices that generate internal heat (tapas),
go to heaven but do not stay there; they die again and are reborn. This text
does not tell us where these people have lived but a parallel passage in the
Chandogya Upanishad (5.10.1-8) tells us that the people who devote
themselves to giving gifts to gods and to priests (this text specifies the
recipients, where the other did not) live in villages. This group no longer
generates internal heat as the sacrificers did in the Brihadaranyaka, an
activity that the Chandogya assigns to the people in the wilderness, who
venerate (in place of truth, in the Brihadaranyaka) internal heat as faith.
Tapas therefore can belong to either group, for it is a transitional power: For
sacrificers, it is the heat that the priest generates in the sacrifice, while for
people of the wilderness, it becomes detached from the sacrifice and
internalized, just as the sacrifice itself is internalized; now tapas is the heat
that an individual ascetic generates within himself. The only criterion that
marks the sacrificers in both texts is their generosity, and the only criterion
that marks the people of the wilderness is their life in the wilderness.

The people who reach the moon in the Brihadaranyaka are eaten by the
gods (as they were eaten by animals in the Other World in the Brahmanas),
but the gods in the Chandogya merely eat the moon, a more direct way to
account for its waning. The Chandogya also has a slightly different ending
for the second group, the sacrificers who pass through the smoke:

THE THIRD OPTION

They return by the same path by which they came—f{irst to space and
to the wind, which turns into smoke and then into a cloud, which then
rains down. On earth they grow as rice and barley, plants and trees,
sesame and beans, from which it is very difficult to escape. When
someone eats that food and sheds his semen, one is born again from
him.

Now, people here whose behavior is charming can expect to enter a
nice womb. like that of a woman of the Brahmin, Kshatriya, or



Vaishya class. But people whose behavior is stinking can expect to
enter a nasty womb, like that of a dog, a pig, or a Pariah woman.

And there is a third state, for people who take neither of these
paths: They become tiny creatures who go around and around
ceaselessly. “Be born! Die!” A person should take measures to avoid
that (5.10.1-8).

It is clear from the Chandogya, and implicit in the Brihadaranyaka, that one
does not want to end up in the company of the worms and other tiny creatures
in the third state, the place from which no traveler returns. It's better to be a
dog.

But it is not so clear from these texts that the path of Vedic gift giving is
undesirable, that everyone wants to get off the wheel and onto the path of

tlame. For renouncers, the very idea of good karma is an oxymoron:d_£1 Any
karma is bad because it binds you to the wheel of rebirth. But the Chandogya
spells out the belief that for sacrificers, some rebirths are quite pleasant, the
reward for good behavior. Their fate corresponds to Yajnavalkya's statement
“A man becomes something good by good karma and something bad by bad
karma.” The Brihadaranyaka says much the same thing: “What a man turns
out to be depends on how he acts. If his actions [karma] are good, he will turn
into something good. If his actions are bad, he will turn into something bad.”
But then it adds that this applies only to the man who has desires; the man
who is freed from desires, whose desires are fulfilled, does not die at all; he

goes to brahman (BU 4.46—6).? So too the funeral ceremonies include
instructions that ensure that the dead man will not remain in limbo but will
move forward, either to a new life or to final Release (moksha) from the cycle

of transmigration,f further evidence of a deeply embedded tension between
the desire to assure a good rebirth and the desire to prevent rebirth altogether.
The fear of redeath led to the desire for Release {including Release from the
values of Vedic Hinduism), but then the ideal of Release was reabsorbed into
Vedic Hinduism and reshaped into the desire to be reborn better, in worldly
termis: richer, with more sons, and so forth. These two tracks—one for people
who want to get off the wheel of redeath and one for those who don’t want to
get off the wheel of rebirth—continue as options for South Asians to this day.

The Kaushitaki Upanishaddescribes the fork in the road a bit differently:
THE FINAL EXAM

When people depart from this world, they go to the moon. Those who
do not answer the moon's questions become rain, and rain down here
on earth, where they are reborn according to their actions [karma] and
knowledge—as a worm, an insect, a fish, a bird, a lion, a boar, a
rhinoceros, a tiger, a human, or some other creature. Those who
answer the moon's questions correctly pass to the heavenly world:



They go on the path to the gods, to fire, and finally to brafiman. On
the way, he shakes off his good and bad deeds [karma]. which fall
upon his relatives: the good deeds on the ones he likes and the bad
deeds on the ones he dislikes. Freed from his good and bad deeds, this
person, who has the knowledge of brahman, goes on to brahman
(1.1-4a).

The deciding factor here apparently has nothing to do with the sort of worship
the dead person engaged in while alive, or whether he lived in the village or
the wilderness; there is just one final postmortem exam (proctored by the

rabbit in the moon?) that determines everything.f The good and bad deeds
weigh in only later and then only for the man who gets a first on the exam
and proceeds on the path to braAman (not, as in the Chandogya, for the man
on the path of rebirth). Nor does this text spell out what deeds are good, and
what bad; that will come in later texts. The important doctrine of the transfer
of karma from one person to another is harnessed to the trivial human frailty
of liking some relatives and disliking others and caring about the disposal of
one’s worldly goods (in this case, one’s karma). And the worms and insects
no longer form a third place of No Exit, but are simply part of the lesser of
the only two paths.

THE PATH OF SMOKE: THE PLEASURES OF
SAMSARA

The path of smoke, of Vedic generosity, of procreation and samsara
survives intact the journey from the Vedas to the Upanishads, though the
Upanishads provide very little detail about it, perhaps assuming that everyone
knew it because it had been around for centuries. The case in favor of
samsara, in its positive aspect of passion, family, love, loss {what Nikos
Kazantzakis's Zorba the Greek called “the whole catastrophe”), is strong. The
Upanishads reopen some of the options of the Vedas that the Brahmanas
closed down and open up other options. Individual texts, as always, often go
against the grain of the general zeitgeist.

There’s some pretty hot stuff in the Upanishads. The paragraph that
introduces the description of the two paths refers to the act of progeneration
as an offering in the fire of man and a birth in the fire of woman and
analogizes a woman's genitals to the sacrificial fire: Her vulva is the
firewood, her pubic hair the smoke, her vagina the flame; the acts of
penetration and climax are the embers and the sparks (BU 6.2.13; 6.4.1-3; CU
5.8.1). One text takes the bliss of sexual climax as the closest available
approximation to the ineffable experience of deep, dreamless sleep (BU
2.1.19). A woman in her fertile period is described as splendid and
auspicious, and her fertility is so important that if she refuses to have sex with



her husband at that time, he is advised to bribe her or beat her with a stick or
with his fiste (BU 6.4.6-7). A more tender attitude is advocated in the mantra
that a man should use to make his wife love him, and a more pracfical one in
the mantra for contraception if he does not want her to be pregnant {BU
6.4.9-10), an intention that flies in the face of the dharma texts that insist that
the only purpose of sex is procreation.

A remarkably open-minded attitude to women’s infidelity is evident in the
mantra recommended to make a sexual rival impotent:

MANTRA AGAINST YOUR WIFE’S LOVER

If a man’s wife has a lover whom he hates, he should place some fire
in an unbaked pot, arrange a bed of reeds in reverse order from the
nsual way, apply ghee to the tips of the reeds, also in reverse order,
and offer them in the fire as he recites this mantra: “You (he names
the man) have made an offering in my firel I take away your out-
breath and your in-breath, your sons and livestock, your sacrifices and
good works [or good karma], your hopes and plans.” If a Brahmin
who knows this curses a man, that man will surely leave this world
stripped of his virility and his good karma. One should therefore never
fool around with the wife of a learned Brahmin who knows this (BU
6.4.12).

In contrast with almost all of later Hinduism, which punished a woman
extremely severely for adultery, this text punishes only her partner.
Moreover, this punishment is intended {only) for a lover of his wife that the
husband hates and therefore not necessarily for a lover that he does not hate, a
most permissive qualificati'on, suggestive of a Noel Coward drawing room
comedy or a French ménage a trois. The men for whom these mantras are
intended would have little use for the path of Release. Their primary concerns
were Vedic: family, women, offspring, sons, the lineage of the flesh. For
them the sacrifice of semen into a womb was a Vedic sacrifice of butter into
the fire; the hated lover is cursed for making such an offering in another
man’s spousal fire.

THE PATH OF FLAME: MOKSHA AND
RENUNCIATION

On the other hand, one of the later Upanishads mocks the sacrificial path
(MU 1.2.10-11), and other passages in the Upanishads assume, like the
Brahmanas, that repeated death is a Bad Thing, that the whips and scorns of
time make life a nightmare from which one longs for final Release or
freedom (moksha }, a blessed awakening or, perhaps, a subsidence into a
dreamless sleep. The cycle of rebirth was another way of being fenced in



(amhas), a painfully restricting prison, from which one wanted to break out,
to be sprung, which is what moksha means; the word is used for the release of
an arrow from a bow or of a prisoner from a jail. It is sometimes translated as
“Freedom.”

Brahman, ineffable, can be described only in the negative: “Not like this,
not like that* (net), neti) (BU 4.5.15). Given that the positive goal, what one
is going to, moksha, is never described, one might at least hope to be told
what one was going away from. Precisely what was one freed from? At first,
moksha meant only freedom from death, a concept firmly grounded within
the Vedic sacrificial system that promised the worshiper a kind of
immortality. The word appears in the Upanishads in various forms, often as a
verb, “to set free.” Through the sacrifice, the patron of the sacrifice frees
himself from the grip of death, the grip of days and nights, the grip of the
waxing moon and climbs up to heaven: “Ii is freedom, complete freedom (BU
3.1.3-6,34-35). Or: “Shaking off evil, like a horse its hair, and freeing myself,
like the moon from the jaws of the demon of eclipse, I, the perfected self
[atman], cast off the imperfect body and attain the world of brahman {CU
8.13.1).” Moksha sometimes comes to designate Release not merely from
death or evil in general but, more specifically, from samsara, from the cycle
of rebirth (SU 6.16,18). And then, in later Upanishads, moksha is associated
with renunciation (samnyasa): “The ascetics who have full knowledge of the
Vedanta are purified by the discipline of renunciation. In the worlds of
brahman, at the time of the final end, they become fully immortal and fully
freed (MU 3.2.6)." And whoever knows this (yo evam veda) will realize that
unity with brahman upon his death and be freed from redeath.

The Brihadaranyaka promises freedom fromthe very things that the Vedic
path valued—namely, children and family, the whole catastrophe: “It is when
they come to know this self that Brahmins give up the desire for sons, the
desire for wealth, and the desire for worlds, and undertake the renunciant
life. . . . It was when they knew this that men of old did not desire offspring
(BU 3.5.1, 4.4.22).” Such a man no longer amasses karma. He does not think,
“T did something good” or “I did something bad,” nor is he stained by bad

karma/deeds. He is beyond good and evil.ﬁ We recognize the confident
assurance of the Brahmanas: Even redeath can be fixed, if you know how, but
now you do not even have to be a Brahmin to fix it, as long as you have the
proper knowledge. This is yet another major innovation.

CONTINUITIES AND DISCONTINUITIES FROM THE
VEDAS

The belief that souls are reborn for richer or for poorer, sickness or health,
according to their conduct in their previous life, has roots in Vedic ideas of



heaven and hell, reward and punishment.f So too the idea of the identity of
the individual soul (atman) with the world soul (brahman) is a natural
expansion of the Vedic idea that the individual body is overlaid upon the
cosmic body, the eye on the sun, the breath on the wind (although now new

questions arise about the definition of the self).? The initiated Vedic ritual

patron pracficed a kind of renunciation,ﬂ and the sacrificer would say a
mantra renouncing the fruis of his offerings. Even theidea of the transfer of
karma, so central to Buddhism {where it is usually called the transfer of
merit), has its roo#, as we have seen, in the Vedic poems to the god Varuna
(whom the poet asks to forgive him for the sins of his fathers) and in the

transfer of evil from gods to humans, in the Brahmanas, f though it got an
added boost from the growth of a moneyed economy.

The Upanishadic sages take the Vedic themes and run with them in new
directions and far. Indeed, they openly challenge the Vedas; one sage quotes
the Vedic line about existence coming from nonexistence (10.72.1-5) but then
remarks: “How can that possibly be?” and argues instead: “In the beginning,
this world was simply what is existent [CU 6.2.2].” The Rig Veda passage
cited in the Brihadaranyaka mentions a slightly different version of the two
paths: the path of the fathers and the path of the immortal gods. But in the Rig
Veda, living creatures on these paths go not through the smoke to the moon or
through the flame to the sun, but between the mother (both the female parent
and the earth) and the father (both the male parent and the sky) (RV 10.88.15;
BU6.2.2).

Much of Upanishadic thought represents a radical break with the Vedas.
Though the realization that each soul was one with the infinite soul was
hardly breaking news in the Upanishads, the earlier Vedic sources hardly
mention this idea and certainly do not develop it systematically. What was
particularly new was the suggestion, only in the later Upanishads, that
understanding the equation of atman and brafman was a call to action: You

must change your life.(f Most people did not change their lives. But
eventually, as the lower classes gained more money, time, and education,
some of them had the resources to act on ideas that they might have nourished

for a long time and break away from the Vedic world entirely.f Aspects of
the Upanishads certainly appealed to people who no longer wished, or were
never allowed, to play ball with the Brahmins. Although the early
Upanishads, as we have seen, regard renunciafion as a live option only for
some people, the later texts, the Renunciation Upanishads (Samnyasa
Upanishads), encouraged a person heading for the path of Release (or

Freedom) to seek moksha as soon as possible.ﬁ to make a vertical takeoff
from any point in his life. For such a person, moksha is just another word for

nothing left to lose.f



We have some knowledge of the people who might have contributed these
new ideas. The Upanishads refer to already existing renunciants who operated
within the Vedic tradition, and Buddhist texts tell us that such people were
also there before the time of the Buddha, who, in the story of his
enlightenment, meets a sick man, an old man, a dead man, and then a

renunciant,z_5 perhaps a Vedic renunciant. The fringe mystics that the Rig
Veda mentions, the Vratyas and the long-haired ascetic, may also have
belonged to some of these motley and marginalized Vedic groups. The
Upanishads attest to the existence of ascetic traditions that, by the sixth or
fifth century BCE, had developed within the bounds of Vedic tradition,

though not necessarily within the Brahmin class.z_6 Speculation about the
nature and purpose of Vedic ritual began eventually, for some thinkers, to
subordinate ritual action to spiritual knowledge, which could be attained by
asceticism, world renunciation, or the disciplines that came to be known as
yoga, designed to transform behavior through their emphasis on refining,

controlling, and transforming the mind and the body.z

Some people rejected the world of heaven that the Vedas promised them
but remained within the Hindu fold, on the path to Release; others suspected
that the Brahmins could not keep their promises of either path and left the
Vedic world entirely, to become Buddhists or Jainas. Some non-Brahmins
who were still not ready to leave the Vedic fold entirely may have been
reacting against the excesses of the priests, seeking, through asceticism or
meditation, freedom from an increasingly regulated society or from a
religious life dominated by elaborate and expensive rituals that the Brahmins

monc'polized.z_8 Other non-Brahmins may have been keen to introduce into
the Vedic mix ideas, perhaps evenideas about karma and death, that have left
no trace elsewhere, while at the same time they hoped in that way to crash the
Brahmin party at last. Within Hinduism, the transition was from meditating
on the Vedic sacrifice while doing it (in the Brahmanas and early Upanishads)
to meditating upon the sacrifice instead of doing it (from the time of the
Renunciation Upanishads), a move implicit in the renunciation of the
householder life.

NON-BRAHMIN SECRETS

The Upanishads attribute some of their new doctrines to an important
group of non-Brahmins within the Vedic world, Kshatriyas. It is a king,
Jaivali Pravahana of Panchala, who teaches the doctrine of the two paths to
the young Brahmin Shvetaketu. In the Brrhadaranyaka, Shvetaketu
approaches the king “while people are waifing upon him,” and he later refers
to the king (out of his earshot) as a “second-rate prince” (rajanya-bandhu).
The king insists that both Shvetaketu and his father must beg him to be their



teacher, as they do, and before he teaches them, he says, “This knowledge has
never before been in the possession of a Brahmin. But I will reveal it to you,
to keep you or an ancestor of yours from doing harm to me (BU
6.3.8)." (Note that he still acknowledges the Brahmins' power to curse.) In
the Chandogya, the king adds, “As a result, throughout the world government
has belonged exclusively to royalty (CU 5.3.6)." In the Kaushitaki,
Shvetaketu's father explicitly regards his royal teacher (another king) as an
“outsider,” and the king praises the father for swallowing his pride {KauU
1.1-7). The eclectic Upanishadic kings as gurus, such as Janaka of Videha
(BU 3.1.1.1, 2.1.1}, may have been drawing upon that legacy when they
summoned the leading philosophers of their day, holy men of various schools
and persuasions {surely including some Brahmins), to compete in their salons
and to debate religious questions at royal gatherings.

Of course the kings in these texts may never have existed; they may simply
have been dreamed up by Brahmin authors, purely a literary convention, a

fantasy. d_g Texts record sentiments, not events. But it is surely significant that
such a positive fantasy, if it is just a fantasy, about royal sages found i way
into the texts of the Brahmin imaginary; certainly it is telling that the
Upanishads attributed to the Kshatriyas ideas questioning the centrality of the
ritual and thus challenging the power of the Brahmins. When the Brahmin
Gargya asks King Ajatashatru of Kashi to be his teacher, the king says, “Isn’t
it a reversal of the norm for a Brahmin to become the pupil of a Kshatriya?”
But he does it anyway (BU 2.1.15). These passages may represent a
Kshatriya reaction to the Brahmin takeover during the preceding centuries,
the period of the Brahmanas.

Nor were Kshatriyas the only non-Brahmins who contributed new ideas to
the Upanishads:

RAIKVA, THE MAN UNDER THE CART

King Janashruti was devoted to giving a great deal of everything,
especially food, thinking, “People will eat food from me everywhere.”
One night some wild geese were flying overhead, and one said,
“Look, the light of Janashruti fills the sky!" The other replied, “Why
speak of Janashruni? For just as the person with the highest throw of
the dice wins all the lower throws, Raikva, the gatherer, takes the
credit for all the good things that people do. So does anyone who
knows what Raikva knows.” Janashruti overheard them. He
summoned his steward and repeated to him what the geese had said.

The steward searched in vain and said to the king, “Can't find him.”
The king said, “Look for Raikva in a place where one would search
for a non-Brahmin.” The steward saw a man under a cart scratching
his sores. He approached him respectfully and asked, “Sir, are you
Raikva, the gatherer?” The man replied, “Yes, I am.” The steward



returned to the king and said, “Got him!" Janashruti offered Raikva
hundreds of cows and gold if he would teach him the deity that he
worshiped, but Raikva refused, saying, “Take them back, Shudra!”
When, however, Janashruti offered him all this and his daughter,
Raikva lifted up her face and said, “With just this face you could have
bought me cheap (CU 4.1-2).”

Janashrud is a rich man and a king. Raikva is, by contrast, evidently a
homeless person or a street person. He is also a man who despises cows and
gold {two things that Brahmins always like best) and who likes women. It is
extremely cheeky of him to call Janashruti a Shudra. Raikva is said to be a

gatherer, which may refer to his knack of gathering up everyone else’s good
dh

karma,__ as a successful gambler gathers up the dice of the losers, another
early example of the transfer of karma from one person to another. But
“gathering” may also refer to Raikva’s poverty, for he may have been a
gleaner (like Ruth in the Hebrew Bible), gathering up the dregs of the harvest
after everyone else has taken the real crop, or even, like so many homeless
people, gathering up other people’s garbage for his own use. The two
meanings work well together: The man who lives on richer people’s garbage
also lives off their good deeds. (Much later, in the Mahabharata [14.90],
several people, including a mongoose, tell King Yudhishthira about the great
virtue of “the way of gleaning. ”} At first the steward presumably searches for
a Brahmin, for he has to be specifically instructed to search elsewhere. That
Janashruii can understand the talking animals {wild geese, which often carry
messages in Hindu mythology) is evidence of his high spiritual achievement,
but the non-Brahmin Raikva is higher still; his secret knowledge (about the
wind and breath as gatherers) trumps Janashruti's ace of Vedic generosity.

An innovator of unknown paternal lineage and hence questionable class
appears in the story that immediately follows the tale of Raikva, the story of
Satyakama Jabala, the hero of the vignette at the head of this chapter. For
Satyakama’'s mother had slept with many men. (“I got around a lot" [bahu
aham carant/] has the same double meaning in Sanskrit as it has in English—
to move from one place to another and from one sexual partner to another—
as well as a third, purely Indian meaning that is also relevant here: to wander
as a mendicant) An ancient Indian textthat makes the son of snch a woman a
spiritual leader is a feminist tract. Such a text also takes truth rather than birth
as the criterion of Brahminhood, though it still maintains that only a Brahmin,
however defined, may learn the Veda. {Here we may recall the Brahmana
statement “Why do you inquire about the father or the mother of a Brahmin?
When you find knowledge in someone, that is his father and his

grandfather.”)ﬁ Satyakama needs to know his male lineage in order to prove
that he was born in a family that has a right to learn the Veda; by
conventional rules, he cannot matriculate in Varanasi U and sign up for
Upanishads 108 unless he knows who his father is. But this text says it is
enough for him to know who he himself is. Eventually Satyakama'’s teacher



sends him out to herd a hundred lean, weak cows. They thrive and increase to
a thousand, and after some years the bull speaks to him, and so do the fire,
and a goose, and a cormorant, each telling him one foot of the brahman, here
imagined as a quadruped (CU 4.4-8). His ability to make weak cows into
strong cows is a Vaishya trait, but his ability to converse with these animals is
a sign of his extraordinary religious talent, rare in any class.

SHRAMANAS AND BRAHMANAS

Though the idea of karma seems to have strong Vedic roots, strong enough
that it seems almost inevitable that someone would have come up with it
sooner or later {it was, one might say, the karma of the Upanishads to have
that idea), ideas such as the identity of the atman with brahman,
transmigration, and the Release from transmigration through renunciation and
asceticism don't have such strong Vedic ties and send us out, like Janashruti's
steward, to look for non-Vedic sources.

There were already in existence at this time a number of ascetic
movements that were non-Vedic either in coming from some other,
indigenous pool of ideas or in rejecting the Vedas, and these movements too

may have come into, or influenced, the Upanishads.f The karma theory may
have developed many of its crucial details within Jainism and moved from

there to Buddhism and Hinduism; i the Jainas have always taken
vegetarianism to the greatest extremes, taking pains to avoid injuring even
tiny insects, and this too heavily influenced Hindus. The breakaway groups
not only abhorred sacrifice but also rejected the Veda as revelation and

disregarded Brahminical teachings and Brahminical claims to divine

authority,f three more crucial points that distinguished them from Hindus,
even from those Hindus who were beginning to take up some of the new
doctrines and practices. The Buddhists also denied the existence of an

individual soul, scorned the gods (particularly Indraf} as insignificant and/or
ridiculous and, like the authors of some of the Upanishads, argued that
conduct rather than birth determined the true Brahmin, all significant
departures from Hindu doctrines. Moreover, Buddhist monks lived together
in monasteries, at first only during the rainy season and later at other fimes as
well, while the Hindu renouncers during this period renounced human
companionship too and wandered alone.

A number of groups engaged in friendly intellectual combat at this time.
There were probably early adherents of what were to become the six major
philosophical schools of Hinduism: Critical Inquiry (Mimamsa ), Logic
(Nyaya), Particularism (Vaisheshika), Numbers (Sankhya), Yoga, and
Vedanta. Ajivikas (contemporaries of the Jainas and Buddhists) rejected free



will, an essential component of the doctrine of karma. Lokayatas (“This
Worldly” people, also called Materialists and Charvakas, followers of a
founder named Charvaka) not only rejected the doctrine of reincarnation
(arguing that when the body was destroyed, the spir1t that had been created
specifically for it dissolved back into nothingness) but believed that physical
sense data were the only source of knowledge and that the Vedas were “the
prattling of knaves, characterized by the three faults of untruthfulness,

internal contradiction, and useless repetition.” ﬁ But most of what we know
of the Materialists comes from their opponents and almost surely does not do
them justice. Even the permissive Kama-sutra (c. second century CE) gives a
simplistic version of the Materialist position: “Materialists say: ‘People
should not perform religious acts, for their results are in the world to come
and that is doubtful. Who but a fool would take what is in his own hand and
put it in someone else’s hand? Better a pigeon today than a peacock
tomorrow, and better a copper coin that is certain than a gold coin that is
doubtful {1.2.21-23)." ” The Materialists, as well as the Nastikas, common or
garden-variety atheists (people who say “There is no (na-asti} [heaven or
gods]”), were among a number of rebellious intellectual movements that
gained momentum in the vigorous public debates of the fifth century BCE.

Renunciants are sometimes called Shramanas (“toilers,” designating
wanderers, ascefics), in contrast with Brahmanas (the Sanskrit word for
Brahmins; the name of Shramanas stuck in part because of the felicitous

assonance) E “Shramana” at first often referred to ascetics both within and
without the Hindu fold,ﬁ including Ajivikas, Nastikas, Lokayatas, and

Charvakas.f But the Brihadaranyaka groups Shramanas with thieves,
abortionists, Chandalas and Pulkasas (two Pariah groups), and ascetics (BU
4.3.22), and eventually the word “Shramana” came to mean anyone low or
vile or, finally, naked.

Shramanas and Brahmins were said to fight like snakes and mongooses36

or as we would say, like cats and dogs. Many Brahmins loathed the non-
Vedic Shramanas (Buddhists and Jainas), who had entirely rejected, in favor
of forest meditafi'on, the sacrificial system that was the Brahmin livelihoad.
But the Shramanas within the Hindn fold, wha still paid lip service, at least,
to the Vedas and sacrifice but rejected the householder life (also a factor in
Brahmin livelihood), were even more loathsome, a fifth column within the
ranks. Both Shramanas and Brahmins must have been the source, and the
audience, for the Upanishads, some of which they would have interpreted in
different ways. Thus Brahmins, or the upper classes more generally, would
take ‘renounce karma” to mean renouncing Vedic ritual, while to the
Magadhi crowd that the Buddha preached to, it would have meant renouncing
the fruits of actions of all kinds. Largely in response to the Shramana
challenge, the Brahmins themselves absorbed a great deal of the renunciant

ideali and came to epitomize one sort of rencuncer—a paradigm of purity,



self-denial, and self-control—even while they excoriated the other sort of
renouncer, the low-caste drifter.

But in addition to the Brahminic and Shramanic strains enriching the
Upanishads, there was, as always, the great Indian catchall of “local beliefs

and customs,"f or that ever-ready source of the unknown, the Adivasis or
aboriginals, to whom more than one scholar attributes “some more or less
universal Hindu belief's like rebirth and transmigration of the jiva [soul] from

animal to human existence."f There is also always the possibility of infusion
of ideas from the descendants of the Indus Valley Civilization, an
unknowable pool of what might be radically different ideas, a tantalizing
source that some would, and others would not, distinguish from the Adivasis
and Dravidians. But another, better answer for the source of these ideas about
individual salvation, better perhaps than a pool whose existence can’t be
proved, might be simply to admit that some individual, some brilliant,
original theologian whose name is lost to us, composed some of the
Upanishads. Lining up the usual suspects like this—a natural development
from Vedic ideas (no genius required); Kshatriyas; some brilliant person in
the Vedic camp; the IVC and its descendants; Adivasis—is often nothing
more than confessing, “I can’t find it in the Veda.”

WOMEN AND OTHER LOWLIFE

The criterion of individual intellectual talent colors an Upanishadic story of
a Brahmin with two wives, who are distinguished not by their class (as
multiple wives often are) but by their minds:

THE THEOLOGICAL WIFE AND THE WORLDLY
WIFE

Yajnavalkya had two wives, Maitreyi and Katyayani. Of the two,
Maitreyi was a woman who took part in theological discussions, while
Katyayani’s understanding was limited to women's affairs. One day,
as he was preparing to set out to wander as an ascetic, Yajnavalkya
said, “Maitreyi, [ am about to go away from this place. Se come, let
me make a settlement between you and Katyayani.” Maitreyi replied,
“What is the point in getting something that will not make me
immortal? Tell me instead all that you know.” Yajnavalkya replied, “I
have always been very fond of you, and now you have made me even
more so. Come, my dear, and I will explain it to you. But do try to
concentrate (BU 4.5; cf. BU 2.4).”

And he explains the doctrine of the self to her and goes away. Katyayani

never even appears.d_k Presumably she {like Martha in the gospel story) takes



care of the house (which, also presumably, she will inherit when their
husband abandons both wives to take the ascetic path) while the other woman
talks theology.

Some women therefore took part in the new theological debates, though

none is depicted as an author. Gargi, the feistiest woman in the Upanishads.d_l
is a staunch defender of Yajnavalkya. On one occasion she questions him
about a series of increasingly important worlds, culminating in the worlds of
brahman. Then Yajnavalkya says, “Don’t ask too many questions, Gargi, or
your head will shatter apart!” And she shuts up (BU 3.6) (as do, on other

occasions, several men who are threatened with having their heads shatter@.
Another time, she asks Yajnavalkya two questions in front of a group of
distingnished Brahmins; she likens herself to “a fierce warrior, stringing his
unstrung bow and taking two deadly arrows in his hand, rising to challenge an
enemy,” an extraordinarily masculine, and violent, simile for a woman. When
he answers her, at some length, she cries out, “Distinguished Brahmins! You
should count yourselves lucky if you escape from this man without paying
him anything more than your respects. None of you will ever defeat him in a
theological debate (BU 3.8).” This is one tough lady, cast from the same mold

as Urvashi and, later, Draupadi. (A later text even suggests that in addition to

his other two wives, Yajnavalkya was also married to Gargi.ﬂ)

Women also had other options. Buddhism offered women security within a
socially approved institution as well as a double liberation, on both the
worldly and the spiritual planes, glorying in the release not just from rebirth

but from the kitchen and the husband.f Yet the Buddhists did not value nuns

as highly as monks; there is even a tradition that the Buddha himself
cautioned against admitting women, which, he warned, would spell the

downfall of the order in India within five hundred years,ﬁ a prophecy that
did, more or less, come true.

This period also saw the beginning of the composition of a large literature
of supplementary Sanskrit texts, the Shrauta Sutras (c. 500 BCE), which
describe the solemn, public rites of the Vedas (the shruti), always performed
by Brahmins, and the Grihya Sutras (c. 300 BCE), the texts of the household
(griha), describing the domestic and life cycle rites, often performed by
householders who were not necessarily Brahmins. The Grihya Sutras
regulated and normalized domestic life, bringing about the penetration of
ritual regulation into the daily life of the household, on a scale not seen
before. We may lock at this development in two different ways, both as a
greater power among householders who now had many rituals that they could
perform without the help of a Brahmin and as the extension of Brahmin
power, through the codification of texts about householders’ rituals that had

not previously been under Brahmin regulation. ﬁ While the earlier Shrauta
Sutras had made mandatory large-scale ritual performances, in some of which



(such as the horse sacrifice} the sacrificer’s wife had to be present and even to
speak, though not te speak Vedic mantras, the Grihya Sutras that regulated
daily practices to be performed in the home required the more active
participation of the sacrificer’'s wife and other members of the household.
This too may explain the proactive behavior of some of the women in the
Upanishads.

ANIMALS

Low or excluded people are often associated with animals, like Raikva and
Satyakama with geese and bulls, and the fact that certain animals actually
proclaim new Upanishadic doctrines tells us something important about the
porosity of the class structure in religious circles at this time.

Dogs are satirically transformed from the lowest to the highest caste in an
Upanishadic passage that may have been inspired by the Vedic poem likening
priests (who begin their prayers with the sacred syllable “Om!”) to frogs
singing in the rainy season:

THE SONG OF THE DOGS

A group of dogs asked a Vedic priest, “Please, sir, we'd like to find
some food by singing for our supper. We are really hungry.” He asked
them to return the next morning, and so the dogs filed in, sliding in
slyly as priests slide in slyly in a file, each holding on to the back of
the one in front of him. They sat down together and began to hum.
Then they sang, “Om! Let’s eat! Om! Let’s drink. Om! May the gods
bring food! Lord of food, bring food! Bring it! Bring itt Om! {CU
1.12-13)."

Apparently they are rewarded, for the passage concludes with a statement that
anyone who understands the secret meaning of the word “hum” (a meaning
that the text supplies) “will come to own and to eat his own food.” To have
dogs, the most impure of animals, impersonate Brahmins makes this
remarkable satire, so reminiscent of Orwell’s Animal Farm, truly bolshie. For
dogs are already stigmatized as eaters of carrion; when someone annoys
Yajnavalkya by asking where the heart is lodged, he replies, impatiently, “In
the body, you idiot! If it were anywhere other than in ourselves, dogs would
eat it, or birds would tear it up (BU 3.9.25).” The author of this text may be
poking fun at Brahmins or pleading for more sympathy for dogs {(and
therefore for the lower castes), or both or none of the above.

At the other end of the animal spectrum, the horse’s continuing importance
in the Upanishads is a constant reminder of the Kshatriya presence in these
texts. A horse auspiciously opens the very first line of the very first



Upanishad: “The head of the sacrificial horse is the dawn; his eye is the sun;
his breath the wind; and his gaping mouth the fire common to all men. . . .
When he yawns, lightning flashes; when he shakes himself, it thunders; and
when he urinates, it rains. His whinny is speech itself (BU 1.1.1}.” The Vedic
Dawn Horse (Eohippus) has cosmic counterparts; his eye is the sun just as, in
the funeral hymn in the Rig Veda, the eye of the dead man is dispersed (back)
to the sun, and the sun is boin from the eye of the Primeval Man. The
stallion’s gaping mouth of flame is later echoed in the submarine mare with
fire in her mouth.

Another equine image, the chariot as a metaphor for the control of the
senses, familiar from the Brahmana story of Vrisha, reappears now: “A wise
man should keep his mind vigilantly under control, just as he would control a
wagon yoked to unruly horses (SU 2.9).” A more extended passage explains
this metaphor:

Think of the self as a rider in a chariot that is the body; the intellect is
the charioteer, and the mind the reins. The senses are the horses and
the paths around them are the object of the senses. The senses do not
obey a man who cannot control his mind, as bad horses disdain the
charioteer; such a man continues to be subject to reincarnation. But
the senses obey a man whose mind is always under control, as good
horses heed the charioteer; such a man reaches the end of the journey

(KU 3.3-6).

The senses must be harnessed, yoked, yogaed.d_m {Sometimes anger rather
than desire is the sense that must be controlled, and desire is positioned as the
charioteer; desire reins in anger like a charioteer with horses.)f For horses,
like the senses, straddle the line between wild and tame, always under hair-
trigger control like that mare who holds the doomsday flame in her mouth.
Indeed the image of the driver of the chariot gives way in later text to the
image of the tiny elephant driver {the mahout) who is barely able to control
the enormous rutting elephant on which he rides. Eternal vigilance is the price
of moksha.

REBIRTH, NONVIOLENCE, AND VEGETARIANISM

Animals also appear in the lists of unwanted rebirths, in comparison with
the two preferable options of rebirth as upper-class humans and Release from
rebirth entirely. Dogs in particular represent the horrors of low birth; people
who behave badly can expect to enter a nasty womb, like that of a dog.
Significantly, the Good Animals, horses and cows, do not appear in the
rebirth lists as likely options. One might assume that the belief that we might
become reincarnate as animals contributes to the rise of vegetarianism in
India, but no sympathy is extended to the animals in the rebirth lists, nor do



the early Upanishads betray as many misgivings about eating animals {even
reincarnated and/or talking animals) as the Brahmanas did toward the animals
in the Other World. Yet the belief that humans and animals were part of a
single system of the recycling of souls implies the fungibility of animals and
humans and could easily sound a warning: Do not kill/eat an animal, for it
might be your grandmother, or your grandchild, or {in the other world) you.
For you are who you ate, and you may become whom you eat.

Nonviolence toward animals is mentioned only glancingly, twice, in the
early Upanishads and then not as a word (such as afimsa) but as a concept.
The Brihadaranyaka stipulates that on a particular night, “a man should not
take the life of any being that sustains life, not even that of a lizard {BU
1.5.14).” But presumably this is permissible on other nights. And the very last
passage of the Chandogya states that the man who studies the Veda, becomes
a householder, rears virtuous children, reins in his senses, “and refrains from

killing any creature except on special occasions”@ reaches the world of
brahman and does not return again {CU 8.15.1). Here nonviolence against
animals is specifically connected with the householder life, the path of
rebirth, and is qualified in the usual way: There are occasions when it is good

to eat animals, such as hospitality to honored guests.g

Yet most Indian tradifi'ons of reincarnation advise the renouncer to avoid

eating meat,f and renouncers were likely to be vegetarians; to renounce the
flesh is to renounce flesh. Morever, since the renouncer renounces the
sacrificial ritual (karma), he thereby loses one of the main occasions when it

is legal to kill animals.d‘_8 The Brahmanas and Upanishads sow the seeds for
the eventual transition away from animal sacrifice. Where Indra in the Vedas
ate bulls and buffalo, now the gods neither eat nor drink but become sated by
just looking at the soma nectar {CU 3.6.1), just as the king merely smells the
odor of the burning marrow in the horse sacrifice. Even in the Vedic ritual,
vegetable oblations {rice and barley) were the minimally acceptable lowest
form of the sacrificial victim, the pashu, but the original animal victim lingers
on in the way that the Vedic texts treat even the rice cake like an animal:
“When the rice cake [is offered], it is indeed a pashu that is offered up. Its
stringy chaff, that is the hairs; its husk is the skin; the flour is the blood; the

small grains are the flesh; whatever is the best part [of the grain] is the

bone. f

Gradually many branches of Hinduism banished all animal sacrifices.
Though this latter transition is almost always couched in terms of morality
(ahimsa), there may also have been an element of necessity in it, the need to
answer the challenge posed by the antisacrificial polemic of Buddhism and
Jainism, which had converted many powerful political leaders. The Buddhists
and Jainas too may have had moral reasons to abolish the sacrifice (as they
said they did), but they may also have wanted to make a clean break with
Hinduism by eliminating the one element by which most Hindus defined



themselves, Vedic sacrifice. It was politic too for the Buddhists to promote a
religion that did not need Brahmins to intercede for individual humans with
gods, indeed that denied the efficacy of gods altogether, and this was the final
move that distinguished Buddhists and Jainas from Hindu renunciants, who
may not have employed Brahmins themselves but did not deny their authority
for others. It was factors such as these, more than compassion for furry

creatures, that made Buddhists and Jainas abjure animal sacn’fice.d_0 (The
stricter ahimsa of the Jainas, which forbade them to take any animal life,
prevented them from farming, which killed the tiny creatures caught under
the plow; they were therefore forced to become bankers and get rich.)

But when we fold this mix back into the broader issues, we must
distinguish among killing animals, tormenting animals, sacrificing them,
eating them, and, finally, worshiping them. Nonviolence, pacifism,
compassion for animals, and vegetarianism are not the same thing at all.
Indeed Manu equates, in terms of merit, performing a horse sacrifice and
abjuring the eating of meat (5.53). It is usual for an individual to eat meat
without killing animals {most nonvegetarians, few of whom hunt or butcher,
do it every day) and equally normal for an individual to kill people without
eating them (what percentage of hit men or soldiers devour their fallen
enemies?). We have noted that the horse in the Vedic sacrifice was killed but
not eaten. Similarly, vegetarianism and killing may have been originally
mutually exclusive; in the earliest period of Indian civilization, in places
where there was no standing army, meat-eating householders would, in time
of war, like volunteer firemen, become soldiers and consecrate themselves as

warriors by giving up the eating of meat.ﬁ_. They either ate meat or killed.?

In later Hinduism, the strictures against eating and killing continued to
work at odds, so that it would have been regarded as better (for most people,
in general; the rules would vary according to the caste status of the person in
each case) to kill a Pariah than to kill a Brahmin, but better to eat a Brahmin
(if one came across a dead one} than to eat a Pariah (under the same
circumstances). The degree of purity/pollution in the food that is eaten seems
to be an issue distinct from the issue of the amount of violence involved in
procuring it. It makes a difference if you find the meat already killed or have
to kill it, and this would apply not only to Brahmins versus Pariahs
(admittedly an extreme case) but to cows versus dogs as roadkill.

Nevertheless, the logical assumption that any animal that one ate had to
have been killed by someone led to a natural association between the ideal of
vegetarianism and the ideal of nonviolence toward living creatures. And this
ideal came to prevail in India, reinforced by the idea of reincarnation. Thus,
in the course of a few centuries, the Upanishads took the Vedic depiction of
the natural and social orders as determined by power and violence (himsa)
and reversed it in a 180-degree turn toward nonviolence. The logical link is
the realizafion, so basic to Hinduism in all periods, that every human and



every animal dies, that every human and every animal must eat, and that
eating requires that someone or something {since vegetables are part of the
continuum of life too) must die. The question is simply how one is going to
live, and kill to live, until death.

FAST-FORWARD

ADDICTION AND RENUNCIATION

One reason why the renunciant movements were accepted alongside the
more conventional householder religion was that such movements addressed
a problem that was of great concern to the wider tradition, the problem of

addiction. A profound psychological undcrstanding of addicti'on (sakti,ﬁ

particularly excessive attachment, aﬂ'—sakﬂf) to material objects and of the
true hallmark of addiction, the recurrent failure to give them up even when
one wants to give them up—the “just one more and I will stop” scenario—is
evident throughout the history of Hinduism. Manu puts it well: “A man
should not, out of desire, become addicted to any of the sensory objects; let
him rather consider in his mind what is entailed in becoming excessively
addicted to them (4.16)." One reaction to this perceived danger was the
movement to control addiction through renunciation and/or asceticism,
building dikes to hold back the oceanic tides of sensuality. Fasting and vows
of chastity were widely accepted, in moderated forms, even among
householders.

The Hindu appreciation of the value of exquisite pleasure (kama) was
balanced by an awareness of the dangers that it posed, when cultivated to the
point at which it became a vice {a danger appreciated even by the Kama-
sutra), and by a number of religious disciplines designed to control the
sensual addictions to material objects. Most sorte of renunciation were
peaceful, both for the individual renouncer and for the society from which the
renouncer withdrew, offsides, hors de combat, while remaining perceived as
broadly beneficial to the community at large. But other kinds of renunciation
were violent both to the physical body and to the social body, to the world of
families. Hinduism was violent not only in its sensuality but in its reaction
against that sensunality—violent, that is, both in its addictions and in the
measures that it took to curb those addictions {acknowledging, like Dr.
Samuel Johnson, that it is easier to abstain than to be moderate).

The senses, as we have seen, were analogized not to unglamorous tame
animals like pigs or dogs or to more violent wild animals like lions or
crocodiles, but to noble, beautiful, expensive horses. Both the senses and
horses were a Good Thing for high-spirited warrior kings (though dangerous
even for them; remember King Triyaruna and his chariot) but not such a
Good Thing for more bovine priests and householders whose goal was



control. And as Brahmins were perceived (at least by Brahmins) as needed to
control kings, so asceticism was thought necessary to rein in the treacherous
senses.

Some renouncers chose to marginalize themselves socially in order not to
fall prey to the violence and tyranny of the senses—that is, to addiction. At
the opposite end from renunciation on the spectrum of sensuality, addiction,
like renunciation, served to marginalize upper-caste males and consign them
to the ranks of the other marginalized people who are a central concern of our
narrative, women and lower castes. Addiction to the vices marginalized some
Brahmins and rajas by stripping them of their power and status; kings, at least
in stories, lost their kingdoms by gambling or were carried away by hunting
and landed in dangerous or polluting circumstances. Hunting was classified
as a vice only when it was pursued when there was no need for food, just as
gambling became a vice when undertaken independent of a need for money,
and sex when there was no need for offspring. Hunting therefore is not a vice
for poor people, who hunt for squirrels or whatever they can find to eat,
though tribal hunters were regarded as unclean because of their habit of
hunting. To some extent, these vices leveled the playing field.

ASCETICISM AND EROTICISM

But sensuality confinued to keep its foot in the door of the house of
religion; the erotic was a central path throughout the history of India. Though
asceticism remained alive and well and living in India, in other parts of the
forest, householders continued to obey the command to be fruitful and
multiply. Material evidence, such as epigraphy, has recently indicated that
Hinduism {like Buddhism) on the ground was less concerned with soteriology
and more with worldly values than textual scholars have previously assumed.
But the religious texts too show this ambivalence. The tension between the
two paths, the violent (sacrificial), worldly, materialistic, sensual, and
potenfially addictive path of smoke and rebirth, on the one hand, and the
nonviolent (vegetarian), renunciant, ascetic, spiritual, and controlled path of
flame and Release, on the other, was sometimes expressed as the balance
between worldly involvement and withdrawal from life, between the
outwardly directed drive toward activity (pravritti) and the inwardly directed
drive toward withdrawal (nivritt), between bourgeois householders and
homeless seekers, or between traditions that regarded karma as a good or a
bad thing, respectively.

From time to time one person or one group raised its voice to accuse the
other of missing the point. Hostility was rare but not unknown. One
Brahmana depicts the renunciant life in unflattering terms: “Fathers have
always crossed over the deep darkness by means of a son, for a son gives a
father comfort and carries him across; the self is born from the self. What use



is dirt or the black antelope skin [of the ascetic]? What use are beards and

asceticism? Brahmins, get a son; that is what people keep saying.”i The
householder’s tendency to regard ascetics with a mixture of reverence, envy

(perhaps tinged with guilt), pity, and distrusts_2 sometimes fueled the
widespread image of false ascetics, fake fakirs, and mendacious mendicants,

an image just about as old as the tradition of genuine ascetics.g The 1891

census listed yogis under “miscellaneous and disreputable vagrants”g (think
of Raikva), and to this day villagers express “considerable skepticism about
yogis in general in Hindu society.” Throughout India, people tell stories about

yogis who are “mere men” and succumb to temptation by women.f The
householder could express his ambivalence by honoring “real” ascetics and
dishonoring the fakes. Hindus have always been as skeptic as they are
omphaloskceptic.

A related tension runs between the vitality of the Hindu sensual and artistic
traditions, on the one hand, and the puritanism of many Hindu sects, on the
other. It also led to an ongoing ambivalence toward women. Renouncers
tended to encourage a virulent loathing and fear of women, while worldly
Hindus celebrated women in their sculptures, their poetry, and, sometimes,
real life. In addition to various options that were later developed to
accommodate moksha, one solution was to remove from men entirely the
responsibility for the conflict between sexuality and chastity and to project it

onto womer1.5_6 For men who took the option of fertility, therefore, women
were revered as wives and mothers, while for those who were tempted by
chastity, women were feared as insatiable seductresses. This schizoid pattern
emerges again and again in attitudes to women throughout the history of
Hinduism.

These differences fueled debates on a number of key philosophical and
practical issues in Hinduism. For Hindus continue to drive, like King Vrisha
in the Brahmana story, with one foot on the accelerator of eroticism and one
foot on the brake of renunciation. The tension appears, for instance, in the
interaction of two forms of worship: on the one hand, a form that visualizes
the god with qualities (sa-guna). as an animal. or a man or a woman. with
arms and legs and a face, a god that you can tell stories about, a god you can
love, a god that becomes incarnate from fime to time, assuming an illusory
form out of compassion for human beings who need to be able to imagine and
love and worship the deity, and, on the other hand, a worship that sees god
ultimately without qualities (nir-guna), beyond form, ineffable and
unimaginable, an aspect of braAman. This second viewpoint is often a force
for tolerance, rather than difference: If you believe that the deity is ultimately
without form, you are less likely to insist on the particular form that you
happen to worship or to stigmatize the different form that your neighbor
worships. Yet the creative tension between renouncers and Hindus who chose



to remain in the thick of human things at times threatened the tolerance and
diversity of Hinduism.

We must, in any case, beware of essentializing these oppositions, as the
early Orientalists did, as even Karl Marx did, when he characterized
Hinduism, in an article in the New York Tribune, in June 10, 1853, as “at once
a religion of sensualist exuberance, and a religion of self-torturing asceticism;
a religion of the Lingam and of the juggernaut; the religion of the Monk, and
of the Bayadere [dancing girl].” Rather, we should regard these dichotomies
as nothing more than general guidelines or intellectual constructs that help us
find our way through the labyrinth of ancient Indian religious groups. Just
because the Hindus themselves often formulated their ideas in termis of polar
opposites—and they did—there is no reason to believe that these categories
corresponded to any sort of lived experience. For though the ideal of
renunciation seemed in ways to challenge or even te threaten the traditional
Vedic system, it was entirely assimilated by Hinduism, the world’s great
“have your rice cake and eat it” tradition. To practicing Hindus, it was all part
of the same religion, one house with many mansions; their enduring pluralism
allowed Hindus to recognize the fissures but to accept them as part of a
unified world. In a way somewhat analogous to the attitude of lay Buddhists
or Catholics to nuns and monks, many Hindu householders were happy to
support renouncers in order to gain secondhand merit from a regimen that
they themselves were not willing to undergo, and renouncers were happy to
be supported by householders in exchange for their blessings and, sometimes,
their teachings. Despite the recurrent conflicts and occasional antagonisms
between the two paths, by and large the creafi've tension between them was
peaceful; the two options generally respected each other and lived together
happily for centuries, carrying on in tandem. The idea of nonviolence
supplemented rather than replaced the Vedic demand for blood sacrifice.
Renunciation remained a separate live option alongside the earlier options.
Whole groups—the lower castes, for instance—never saw any conflict
between the two ideals or simply ignored both. Where a less vigorous, or less
tolerant, tradition might have burned the Upanishadic sages at the stake,
where most other religions would have either kicked out or swallowed up the
antinomian ascetics, Vedic Hinduism moved over to make a place of honor
for them.

In general, the followers of the path of Release attached no opprobrium to
the path of rebirth. Time and again the road forks, but the two paths continue
side by side, sometimes joining, then diverging again, and people can easily
leap from one to the other at any moment. Vedic tapas, outward-directed

heat, seems at first to conflict with Upanishadic tapas, inward-directed heat.

But ultimately both forms of spiritual heat, as well as erotic heat (kama )Z

are aspects of the same human force, simply channeled along different paths.
Asceticism ricochets against addiction and back again. Indian logi'c used as a
standard example of inference one that we use too: Where there’s smoke,



there’s fire, smoke being the sign (/inga, the same word as the “sign” for male
gender) of fire. Which is to say, wherever there is the option of
transmigration, the path of smoke (samsara), there is also the option of
Release from transmigration, the path of fire (moksha). Less obvious but
equally true: Wherever there is the option of Release from transmigration,
fire, there is the option of transmigration, smoke.



CHAPTER 8

THE THREE (OR IS IT FOUR?) AIMS OF LIFEIN THE
HINDU IMAGINARY

CHRONOLOGY

300-100 BCE The dharma-sutrasare composed
c. 100 CE Manu composes his Dharma-shastra
c. 200 CE Kautilya composes the Artha-shastra

c. 300 CE Vatsyayana Mallanaga composes the Kama-sutra
THE THREE AIMS

No one enjoyed pleasure just for sexual ecstasy; no one
hoarded

wealth for the sake of pleasure. No one performed acts of
dharma for

the sake of wealth: no one coromitted acts of violence for
the sake of

dharma.

Ashvaghosha, Buddhacharita (first century CE)E

In the ideal Hindu world that the poet Ashvaghosha described, none of the
three aims is used in the service of the ones below it: Dharma is more
important than wealth, which is more important than pleasure (which is more
important than mere sexual thrills). The complex hierarchical relationship
among the three aims of pleasure, wealth, and dhamma is what this chapter is
all about. It is an interlude, its subject neither any particular historical period
nor any of the main actors in this book (women, low castes, dogs, horses), but
certain basic ideas that undergird the practice of Hinduism as well as its
historical development. Central among these is the tension between the paths
of rebirth and renunciation and between a general dharma that includes
renunciation and a specific dharma that often includes violence, both the
violence of war and the violence of sacrifice.



THE THREE QUALITIES OF MATTER—PLUS SPIRIT

The Upanishads began to assimilate Release (moksha) within an
overarching intellectual framework that was only later fully articulated but
that had already laid out the basic taxonomies that moksha challenged.
Alternating with the basic dualisms that we have seen at work, these
taxonomies of ten linked key concepts together in triads, such as the triad of
aims in Ashvaghosha’s poem, and, later, quartets. “Three” was a kind of
shorthand for “lots and lots”; there are three numbers in Sanskrit grammar:
one, two, and plural (consisting of all numbers three and above). “Three” also
became a symbaol for interpenetration, interconnectedness, a collectivity of
things that go together, a representation of the multivalent, multifaceted,
multiform, multi-whatever-you-like nature of the real phenomenal world.

One basic triad is attested in brief references as early as the Atharva Veda
and the Chandogya Upanishad. that of the three strands or qualities of matter

(gunas),g woven together like the three strands of a braid—Iucidity or
goodness or intelligibility (sattva), energy or activity or passion (ra jas), and

darkness or inerfia or entropy (tamas) E Classical Sankhya philosophy, which

provides us with the earliest detailed discussion of the three strands,f overlays
the initial triad upon several others, such as the classes of gods, humans, and
animals-plants, and the three primary colors, not red, blue, and yellow but
white (lucidity), red (activity), and black (inertia). So too sartva is thought to
predominate in cows and Brahmins, rajas in horses and Kshatriyas, and
tamas in dogs and the lower classes.

Enduring triads, besides the three qualities of matter, include the three
times (past, present, and future); mind, body, and speech; the three humors of
the body (doshas: phlegm, bile, and wind); and the three debis that every man
owed (study to the sages, funeral offerings to the ancestors, and sacrifice to

the gods) E There are generally said to be three worlds, usually identified as

heaven, earth, and hell in Indo-European textsf then sky, ether, and earth in
the Rig Veda (which also uses the dual model of sky/heaven and earth), and
then, in the Puranas, heaven, earth, and hell again, reverting to the Indo-
European model. The expedient of simply adding both the ether and hell to
the basic pair of sky and earth is not taken, perhaps because the idea of three
worlds was already so firmly embedded in Hindu cosmology. The number of
worlds remained stable forever—that is, they were never squared, as were
other paradigmatic triads that we will soon encounter. Indeed their resistance
to quadripartition is one of the props of the argument that triads, rather than
quartets, are the basis of Hindu thinking.

Yet other important clusters began as triads and then became quartets.



THE THREE AIMS OF LIFE

One of the most significant shifts from three to four took place within the
paradigm of the aims of life (the purusha-arthas). Originally they were a
triad, dharma, artha, and kama, known collectively as the Trio (¢rivarga). For
assonance, one might call them piety, profit, and pleasure, or society, success,
and sex, or duty, domination, and desire. More precisely, dharma includes
duty, religion, religious merit, morality, social and ritual obligations, the law,
and justice. The Rig Veda had spoken of rrta a cosmic order that came to
mean “truth” and was absorbed by the later concept of ritual dharma in the
legal codes. “Dharma” is derived from dhri, “to hold fast, to make secure,”
just as “kamma” is derived from &ri, “to make or do.” Dharma holds the
universe together; dharma, rather than love, is what makes the world go

‘round. Dharma is both the way things are and the way they should be.z Artha
is money, political power, and success; it can also be translated as goal or aim
(as in the three aims of human life), gain (versus loss), money, the meaning of
a word, and the purpose of something. Kama represents pleasure and desire,
not merely sexual but more broadly sensual—music, good food, perfume,
paintings. Every human being was said to have a right, indeed a duty, to all
these aims, in order to have a full life.

Sanskrit texts were devoted to each of the three aims; the most famous of
these are the dharma text of Manu, the Artha-shastra of Kautilya, and the
Kamasutra of Vatsyayana. Significantly, there are many texts devoted to
dharma, but only one Artha-shastra and one Kama-sutra survive from the
earliest period. Clearly, dharma was both more important and more complex.
The codification of dharma at this time is in a sense a reaction to moksha
(more precisely, to the formulation of moksha as an alternative goal). But
moksha must, of course, also be reacting to dharma (more precisely, to the
still uncodified general concept of social order that underlay the Vedas and
Brahmanas), for what is it that the renunciant renounces but the householder
life, the heart of dharma? Here is another chicken-and-egg process, like
Brahma and Vishnu creating each other. No one needed a text to justify the
householder life in such detail until some people started saying they didn’t
want to be househelders.

The earliest texts about dharma are the dharma—sutras.% from between the

third century BCE and the first century CE.§ Close on their heels came the
more elaborate texts known as the dharma-shastras, of which the best known
is Mamu's Dharma-shastra (in Sanskrit, the Manava-dharma-shastra or
Mamr-smrrti, and informally known as Mamu), probably composed sometime
around 100 CE. The text consists of 2,685 verses and calls upon widely
dispersed cultural assumptions about psychology, concepts of the body, sex,
relationships between humans and animals, attitudes to money and material
possessions, politics, law, caste, purification and pollution, ritual, social



practice and ideals, world renunciation, and worldly aims. The claims made
about the author himself give us a hint of what to expect. Manu is the name of
a king (an interesting attribution, given the priestly bias of Manu's text) who
is the mythological ancestor of the human race, the Indian Adam. “Manu”

means “the wise one.” Thus manava {“descended from Manu”} is a common
word for “human” (which, in terms of the lexical meaning of Manu as “wise,”
might also be the Sanskrit equivalent of Homo sapiens). The title therefore
conceals a pun: Manava, “of Manu,” also means “of the whole human race.”

The Artha-shastra, or textbook on politics, is generally attributed to
Kautilya (“Crooked”), the minister of the Mauryan emperor Chandragupta in
the fourth century BCE. It may contain material from that period, though it
was completed in the early centurr’es of the Common Era, perhaps by 200 CE.
But since we cannot know which parts of it were actually composed in the
Mauryan period and tell us what really happened then, and which portions are
a later fantasy of what things might have been then, we can’t assume that any
particular piece is Mauryan. The Artha-shastrais a compendium of advice for
a king, and though it is often said to be Machiavellian, Kautilya makes
Machiavelli look like Mother Teresa. In addition to much technical
information on the running of a kingdom, the Artha-shastra contains a good
deal of thought on the subject of human psychology.

Kautilya has a particularly low opinion of religious sensibilities. He
advises the king to go out in public in the company of several friends dressed
up as gods, so that his people will see him hobnobbing with them (13.1.3-8);
to get a reputation for foreseeing the future by predicting that someone will
die and then having him killed (1.11.17-18); to kill an enemy by arranging to
have the image of a god fall on him (and then presumably proclaiming that
the gods killed him) (12.5.1-5); to imitate, in water, the god Varuna or the
king of the Cobra People {13.2.16}; to play upon people’s faith in sacred texts
by staging an elaborate charade with a holy man (13.2.1-9); to pretend to be
an ogre (13.2.30-37); and to have his agents use the blood of animals to cause
a hemorrhage to flow from images of deities in the territory of the enemy and
then have other agents declare defeat in battle in consequence of the bleeding
of the deity (3.2.27-8). Evidently, Kautilya shared the opinion often attributed
to P. T. Barnum that you cannot fool all of the people all of the time, but it
isn't necessary. Images of deities (of which we have absolutely no physical
evidence in the Mauryan period) play a surprisingly prominent role in legal
affairs in this text; there is a specific punishment for people who so forget
themselves (anatmanah) that they have sex with animals or with images of

gods (4.13.28-31) (lingas, perhaps?) a
The Kama-sutrawas probably composed in the second or third century CE,

and is attributed to a man named Vatyayana Mallanaga, who was almost
certainly a real human being (in contrast with the entirely mythical Manu),



but about whom we know virtually nothing. Vatsyayana, as an author, is
therefore more mythical than Kantilya but less mythical than Manu.

DIVERSITY AMONG THE THREE MAIN TEXTS OF
THE THREE AIMS

In a pattern of mutual creation that should by now be familiar, Manu and

the Artha-shastra quote each other;” in particular, Manu borrowed from the
Arthashastra the sections pertaining to the king, civil administration, criminal

and civil law.E The Artha-shastra, roughly contemporaneous with several

Buddhist texts about kingship,ﬂ may have contributed to, and taken from,

such texts ideas about the importance of taxation and the endowing of
du

stupas/temples. Clearly this is a shared corpus of ideas.

Yet there are significant differences in the attitudes of the three texts
toward religion. Manu describes Vedic rituals in great detail but does not
mention temples, while both the Kama-sutra and the Artha-shastra speak of
temples and of festivals of the people but make no reference to any Vedic
rituals; different texts apparently catered to people who engaged in different
religious practices. Kautilya, like Vatsyayana, frequently advises the ruler (as
Vatsyayana advises the lover) to make use of, as spies, precisely the people
whom Manu specifically outlaws, such as wandering ascetics and wandering
nuns (both Buddhist and Hindu).

Renunciants, with no fixed address, are most useful to the Artha-shastra
political machine, for holy men and women who beg for their living are,
along with courtesans, uniquely able to move freely among all levels of
society. (Actors too have such freedom, and all the shastras except for the
textbook for actors, the Bharata Natya Shastra, agree that actors are not to be
trusted and that sleeping with the wife of an actor does not count as adultery.)
Like the Artha-shastra, but perhaps for the opposite reason, the Kama-sutra
is wary of nuns; it advises a married woman not to hang out with “any
woman who is a beggar, a religious mendicant, a Buddhist nun, promiscuous,
a juggler, a fortune-teller, or a magician who uses love-sorcery worked with
rooss (4.1.9).” Manu spends page after page in praise of ascetics, but the
Artha-shastra has political agents of the king pretend to be wandering
ascetics and advises the king to employ genuine ascetics in espionage
(1.11.1-20). This surely did further damage to the already poor reputation of
many ascetics, whom the Artha-shastra further denigrates with tales of false
prophets (1.13.15).

The members of the Trio are often said to be separate but equal. Sometimes
they work together; thus, for example, one can have sex for the sake of
offspring (dharma), for the sake of gaining political power (artha), or for



sheer pleasure (kama), or for some combination of the three (KS 1.5.1-12).

Yet the Trio tended tobe hierarchized.z The Artha-shastra and Kama-sutra
rank dharma first and kama last, but Manu, oddly enough, hedges: “Dharma
and artha are said to be better, or kama and artha, or dharma alone, or artha
alone, here on earth. But the fixed rule is that the Trio is best (2.224).” The
three aims form a sort of rock-paper-scissors arrangement, in which one is
constantly trumping the others in an eternal merry-go-round. Some people
attempted to correlate the three aims with the triad of the qualities of matter in
a kind of unified field theory, {dharma with sattva, kama with rajas, and
artha with tamas). The members of the Trio are, like the strands of matter,
dynamic, inescapably interrelated, and in constantly shifting relationships to
one another.

The poet Ashvaghosha was born a Brahmin but converted to Buddhism. He
lists the aims in what was generally agreed to be their ascending order of
importance: One should not use artha for kama, since artha is more
important than kama, nor dharma for artha, since dharma is more important
than artha. To supply the first element, kama, with a precedent, he invokes an
exaggerated, hence less desirable form of the element itself {(ecstasy in
contrast with mere pleasure), and when he reaches the last aim, dharma,
which, to continue the pattern, should not be allowed to compromise a
subsequent element higher than itself, he invokes as that subsequent element
violence (Aimsa). One might have expected ahimsa here, but himsa, in its
place, evokes the specter of Vedic sacrifice, which makes a very different
point: In an ideal (pre-Buddhist) world, no one should perform Vedic
sacrifices (involving violence to animals) for the sake of dharma.

Yet even dharma must not be honored at the expense of the other aims. The
thirteenth-century commentator on the Kama-sutra (1.1.2} tells this story of
the interdependence of the three aims, here regarded as divinities:

KING PURURAVAS AND THE THREE AIMS

When King Pururavas went from earth to heaven to see Indra, the
king of the gods, he saw Dharma and the others [Artha and Kamal
embodied. As he approached them, he ignored the other two but paid
homage to Dharma, walking around him in a circle to the right. The
other two, unable to put up with this slight, cursed him. Because
Kama had cursed him, he was separated from his wife and longed for
her in her absence. When he had managed to put that right, then,
because Artha had cursed him, he became so excessively greedy that
he stole from ali four social classes. The Brahmins, who were upset
because they could no longer perform the sacrifice or other rituals
without the money he had stolen from them, took blades of sharp
sacrificial grass in their hands and killed him.



Pururavas, a mortal king, is married to the celestial nymph and courtesan
Urvashi. Artha makes Pururavas so greedy that he violates one of the basic
principles of dharma—never, ever, steal from Brahmins—and that is his

undoing.d_V

SQUARING THE CIRCLE

The texts we have considered above, and many others, regard the Trio as
triple. But sometimes the aims of life are listed not as a Trio but as a quartet
(chatur-varga), in which the fourth aim is moksha. The texts on each of the
aims of life do not, by and large, deal with moksha when they deal with the
other three aims, either because they did not take it seriously or, more likely,
because they felt it operated in a world beyond the range of their concerns.
The three worldly aims of life generally resisted the arriviste renunciant
fourth; significantly, Ashvaghosha uses the Trio rather than the quartet in the
verse we have cited. To use the Indian metaphor of the Yugas, the dice are
loaded three to one in favor of worldliness, kama, artha, and dharma (as
defined in the dharma-shastras) are all for householders. Yet moksha was far
too important to be ignored, and that is where the problems arise. From the
time of the Upanishads, the interloping fourth was usually transcendent, the
banner of a shift away from worldliness {the path of rebirth) to a life of
renunciation and asceticism (the path of Release).

Not surprisingly, the Kama-sutra in general gives very short shrift to
moksha (1.2.4) and even applies the term, surely tongue in cheek, to the
courtesan’s successful jettisoning {“setting free”) of an unwanted lover
{6.4.44-5). On the other hand, other texts regard moksha as far superior to the
other aims, or, rather, in a class apart. Some authors also attempted various
unsatisfactory, overlapping correlafions between the four aims and other
quartets/triads, such as the three {twice born) classes, with moksha and
dharma for Brahmins; all three of the original Trio for Kshatriyas; and artha
for Vaishyas. It works better with the colors and qualities: white lucidity for
Brahmins, red energy for Kshatriyas, and black torpor for the lower classes.
But the matchmaking is generally a doomed attempt to put a square peg in a
round hole.

To this basic triad-become-quartet others were soon assimi]ated.f The
Vedas are usually regarded as a triad, and many Hindus to this day are named
Trivedi (“Knower of Three Vedas”). But the Vedas are also regarded as a
quartet, including the Atharva Veda, and other Hindus are named Chaturvedi
{"Knower of Four Vedas”). {A foolish Brahmin in a seventh-century CE play
naively brags that he will be honored even by Brahmins who are Panchavedi,

Shadvedi—Knowers of Five Vedas, Six Vedas.ﬁ) Even the triad of qualities
(gunas) was squared, when female prakriti {“matter, nature,” consisting of



the three qualities) was contrasted with male purusha (“spirit, self, or
person”), the transcendent fourth. Similarly, where once the Hindus had
formulated a group of three passions—Ilust (kama), anger (krodha), and greed
({obha, or, in some formulation, fear [bhaya])—new a fourth metaphysical,
epistemological emotion was added: delusion {moha). The new fourth often
involved the concept of silence: To the three priests of the sacrifice was
added a fourth priest (called the Brahmin) who was merely the silent witness;
to the three Vedic modes of experience (waking, dreaming, and dreamless
sleep) was added a fourth stage, just called the fourth (turiya), a stage of

merging completely into brahman."> When keeping time in music too,

Indians count three “heavy” beats and a fourth “empty” beat.f

There are also some quartets that never seem to have been triads, such as
the four Ages of time, or Yugas, named after the four throws of the dice. Yet
the first three ages form one group {Eden, the way it was in illo tempore),
while the last (the Kali Age) forms the other group {now, reality). The score,
as usual, was not four, but three plus one.

FIVE SOLUTIONS TO THE FOURTH ADDITION TO
THE THREE AIMS

Hinduism came up with various solutions to the potential conflicts between

renunciation and the householder life resulting from the addition of the fourth
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aim, moksha.

First, it was said that the goals of sacrifice and renunciation were to be
followed not simultaneously but seriatim, one at a time in sequence. When
the aims are four and in sequence, they are sometimes grouped with what
came to be known as the four stages of life (ashramas, also, confusingly, the
word for a hermitage). But in the earliest texts that mention them (the early
dharma-sutras), the four ashramas were not stages at all but four options for
lifestyles that could be undertaken at any period in a man's life: the chaste
student (brahma-charin), the householder (grihastha), the forest dweller

(vanaprastha), and the renouncer (samn yasjn).lj The system was an attempt,
on the part of Brahmins who inclined to renunciation, to integrate that way of
life with the other major path, that of the householder. The first ashrama, that
of the chaste student, always retained i% primary meaning of a vow of

chastity undertaken at any time of Iifef But by the time of Manu, the four
ashramas had become serial (M 6.87-94), rather than choices that one could
make at any time. From then on they were generally regarded as stages, and
eventually the third stage in the quartet, that of the forest dweller, became
highly problematic, especially when attempts were made to distinguish it

from the fourth stage, that of the renouncer.g



The fourth aim, moksha, clearly corresponds to the fourth stage of life, the
renouncer’s stage, and because of that, scholars have often constructed a false
chronology regarding the stages as yet another system of an original three
plus a later one. But the first three aims do not correlate so easily with the
first three stages. This is how the Kama-sutra attempts to put them together
and to specify the age at which each should be undertaken:

A man'’s life span is said to be a full hundred years. By dividing his
time, he cultivates the three aims in such a way that they enhance
rather than interfere with each other. Childhood is the time to acquire
knowledge and other kinds of artha, the prime of youth is for kama,
and old age is for dharma and moksha. Or, because the life span is
uncertain, a man pursues these aims as the opportunity arises, but he
should remain celibate until he has acquired knowledge (1.2.1-6).

The Kama-sutrahedges. It speaks of three aims but then sneaks mokshain on
the coattails of dharma to include it after all. It does not actually mention the
stages of life (ashramas) but speaks instead of childhood (brahma-charya,
where, instead of Vedic learning, the boy presumably learns a trade), the
prime of youth (the householder stage), and old age (which might be forest
dwelling, renunciation, or neither, just staying home and getting old). And
though the author assigns (three) ages for the (three, actually four) aims, he
then unsays that division with his remark that one must carpethe diem at any
time. The suggestion that you can indulge in kama at any stage of life (except
childhood) reflects (or perhaps even satirizes?) widespread arguments about
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whether you can engage in renunciation (samnyasa) at any stage.”

Most Hindus regarded renunciation as something that one did after having
children and grandchildren, a decision often indefinitely postponed while
theoretically extolled. Many Hindus prayed, with St. Augustine, “Make me
chaste, O Lord, but not yet,” while for some, the ideal of renunciation, even
of forest-dwelling, functioned as an imagined safety valve to keep them going
in the householder stage: “I can always get out if and when I want to.” But
making the fourth aim an optional fourth stage trivialized the claims of the
full renunciant philosophy, which was fundamentally opposed to the
householder life. Other resolutions were therefore proposed.

Second was the argument from symbiosis, or plenitude: The two groups of
people, worldly and transcendent, need each other, to compose society as a
whole, the householder to feed the renouncer, the renouncer to bless the
householder. There are two forms of immortality, one achieved through one’s
own children and one through renuncian'on.f Thus the renouncer’s holiness
and knowledge are fed back into the society that supports him,z_3 and the
paradox of the renunciant Brahmin is that he must remain outside society in

order to be useful inside.ﬁ



The third solution was compromise: Sometimes a householder would
renounce for a while (following a particular vow) or in some ways (giving up
meat or fasting at regular intervals). The forest-dweller life too, the third

stage, was a compromise between the householder and renunciant stages,
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though, like all compromises, it was hedged with problems.

The fourth solution was identification. Thus it was said that the
householder was a renouncer if he played his nonrenunciant role correctly,
that fulfilling one’s worldly obligation was Release (as the god Krishna tells
Prince Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita: Do your work well, as a warrior, and
you win the merit of renunciation). Thus Manu (5.53) promises that a person
who gives up eating meat amasses the same good karma as one who performs
a horse sacrifice. A person who understood things properly (yo evam veda)
could win the mer1t of the goal he had nof chosen, even while following the
goal he had. It was also said that one must have sons, usually regarded as the
goal of the worldly life, to achieve Release. Some Tantrics took this line of
argument to the extreme and argued that there was no difference between the
apparently opposed paths of Release (moksha) and the enjoyment of
sensuality (bhoksha). So too, in the formulation of the Buddhist philosopher
Nagarjuna, the world of rebirth (samsara) was not, as most people thought,
the opposite of the world of release from rebirth (nirvana), but the same
place. This was a solution that many people gratefully accepted.

The fifth and ultimate Hindu solution was hierarchy, but mutual hierarchy:
For some, renunciation outranked family life, and for ethers, family life
outranked renunciation. The drive to hierarchize, throughout classical Hindu
thought, rides roughshod over the drive to present equal alternatives or even a
serial plan for a well-rounded human life. The Mahabharata claims that the

three other stages of life cannot surpass that of a good householder,f while
the reward that most of the shastras promise to the reader/hearer “who knows

this” is moksha.z_7

RENUNCIATION AND VIOLENCE IN PARTICULAR
AND GENERAIL DHARMA

We have noted the preeminence of dharma among the three aims both in ite
status and in the number of texts devoted to it. Dharma is complex, in part
because it is a site of contestation between renunciation and violence.

Universal Hindu dharma was an overarching, unitary, nonhierarchical

category of the religion for everyone, a shared human aim.? This single
dharma (sometimes called perpetual dharma [sanatana dharmal or dharma
held in common [sadharana dharmal) involved general moral precepts for all
four classes, though different texts had different ideas about what those



precepts were. Even a single text, Manu's dharma text, lists them differently
in different places. In one verse, “Nonviolence, truth, not stealing,
purification, and the suppression of the sensory powers are the dharma of the
four classes, in a nutshell {10.63).” Nonviolence also comes first in another,
related verse in Manu: “Nonviolence, the suppression of the sensory powers,
the recitation of the Veda, inner heat, knowledge, and serving the guru bring
about the supreme good (12.83-93; 10.63).” But Manu includes only one of
these (suppression of the sensory powers, not nonviolence) in the ten
commandments for the top three classes in all four stages of life: “Truth, not
stealing, purification, suppression of the sensory powers, wisdom, learning,
patience, forgiveness, self-control, and lack of anger (6.91-4).” Significantly,
he does not include generosity, the primary Vedic virtue, in any of these lists.
The general thought behind all the lists is a vague social ethic.

Indeed, the code was so nebulous that one would not think that as an ideal
it would pose a problem for anyone. At the same time, however, each
individual was supposed to follow a unique path laid out for him at birth, a
path determined primarily by the class and, eventually, the caste (jati) into
which he was born. This was his own particular dharma, his sva-dharma, the
job that every man in any particular family was supposed to do, further
constrained by such factors as his stage of life and his gender. (I use the male
pronoun advisedly; these rules were not meant to apply to women, whose
only sva-dharma was to obey their husbands, and their only sacrament,
marriage.) A person’s sva-dharma was sometimes called his innate activity
(karma in it fifth meaning).

Manu explains how this came about in terms of his own take on the theory
of karma, which in his usage means something like assigned work:

THE ORIGIN OF INDIVIDUAL KARMAS

In the beginning the creator made the individual names and individual
karmas and individual condifi'ons of all things precisely in accordance
with the words of the Veda. And to distinguish karmas, he
distinguished right from wrong, and he yoked these creatures with the
pairs such as happiness and unhappiness. And whatever karma the
Lord yoked each creature to at first, that creature by itself engaged in
that very karma as he was created again and again. Harmful or
harmless, gentle or cruel, right or wrong, truthful or lying—the karma
he gave to each creature in creation kept entering it by itself. Just as
the seasons by themselves take on the distinctive signs of the seasons
as they change, so embodied beings by themselves take on their
karmas, each his own (1.21-30).

The circularity of karma is explicitly set from the time of creation: You must
be what you are; you cannot change your qualities. The re-creation of
individual characteristics is inevitable, likened to the natural process of the



seasons. An individual is born to be a king, or a servant, or, more precisely, in
terms of the actuality of caste rather than the theory of class, a potter or a
shoemaker. How are their karmas assigned to them? How does Manu know?
It’s quite simple: He claims to have been an eyewimess, even a participant, in
the creation of the world.

The innate characteristics also include what we might regard as individual
nature, for which there is another term in Sanskrit, sva-bfiava. Thus it is the
innate, particular nature (sva-bhava) of a tiger to be cruel and of a dove to be
gentle, just as it is the karma of a figer to kill and eat smaller animals and of a
dove to coo. This toois sva-dharma, which is built into you, leaving you few
choices in many realms of action, though you have free will in other realms,
such as the amassing of karma.

We therefore are trapped within a basic social paradox: If your sva-d harma
was to be a warrior or a butcher, how were you to reconcile this with the
universal dharma that gave pride of place to nonviolence, the stricture against
taking life? Hinduism validated the plurality (and the hierarchy) of dharma by
endorsing sva-d harma, but at the same time, it validated the unity of dharma
by endorsing general dharma. As in parliamentary rules of order, the shastras
state that the particular rule generally overrides the general rule; sva-dharma
trumps general dharma. But the larger paradox of absolutism and relativism
remained, and there are no easy answers.



CHAPTER 9

WOMEN AND OGRESSES IN THE RAMAYANA
400 BCE to 200 CE

CHRONOLOGY

c. 300 BCE-300 CE The Mahabharata is composed

c. 200 BCE-200 CE The Ramayanais composed

327-25 BCE Alexander the Great invades Northwest South Asia
c. 324 BCE Chandragupta founds the Mauryan dynasty

c. 265-232 BCE Ashoka reigns

c. 250 BCE Third Buddhist Council takes place at Pataliputra
c. 185 BCE The Mauryan dynasty ends

c. 185 BCE Pushyamitra founds the Shunga dynasty

73 BCE The Shunga dynasty ends

c. 150 BCE The monuments of Bharhut and Sanchi are built

c. 166 BCE-78 CE Greeks, Scythians, Bactrians, and Parthians enter
India

THE POET, THE HUNTER, AND THE CRANE

After the poet Valmiki learned the story of Rama. he went
to bathe

in a river. By the river a pair of mating cranes were
sweetly singing.

A Nishada hunter, hostile and plotting evil. shot down the
male nf

the couple. When the hen saw her mate writhing on the
ground, his

limbs covered in blood, she cried out words of
compassion. And

when Valmiki saw that the Nishada had brought down the
male

crane, he was overcome with compassion, and out of his
feeling of

compassion be thought, “This was not dharma, to kill a
sweetly singing

crane for no reason.” When he heard the female crane
crying, he



said, “Nishada, you will never find peace, since you killed

the male of

tha's pair of cranes at the height of his desire.” Then

Valniki realized

that he had instinctively spoken in verse, in a meter that

he called the

shioka. because it was uttered in sorrow (shoka).
Ramayana (400 BCE to 200 CE) (1.2.81.1-17)

This vignette that the Ramayana tells about itself weaves together the
themes of dangerous sexuality, the violation of dharnia, compassion toward
animals, attitudes toward tribal peoples, and the transmutation of animal
passions into human culture—all central to the concerns of this chapter. At
the same time, the story of Rama and Sita raises new questions about deities
who become human and women who are accused of being unchaste. Where
the Brahmanas documented a period of new, though dispersed, political
stability, and the Upanishads gave evidence of a reaction against that very

stability, the Ramayana (Rd_w) and the Mahabharata (MB), the two great
Sanskrit poems (often called epics), were composed in this period (c. 300
BCE to 300 CE) that saw the rise and fall of the first great empire in India,
followed by a period of chaos that rushed into the vacuum left by that fall.

NORTH INDIAIN 400 BCE TO 200 CE

This is the moment when we have the first writing that we know how to

decipl’ler.d_X engraved in stone in the form of the Ashokan edicts, as well as
other historical sources—monuments, coins—to supplement our knowledge
of the Sanskrit texts. Another major new source of our knowledge of this
period comes from the reports of Greeks and other visitors. There is also a
wealth of art history, ranging from terra-cotta figures, both human and
animal, made in villages, to polished stone pillars with capitals, for the rich
and powerful in the cities.

We learn from these sources that the extension of agriculture into forested
areas transformed the lives of forest dwellers; that craft specialists often
emerged as distinct social groups; and that the unequal distribution of wealth

sharpened social differences,i though new access to economic resources
raised the social position of slaves, landless agricultural laborers, hunters,
fishermen and fisherwomen, pastoralists, peasants, village headmen,

craftspeople, and merchantsE In addition to the ongoing tension between
Brahmins and Kshatriyas, new tensions arose as the lower classes gained
economic and political power and began to challenge the status of the upper

classes.':Iy



Just as the doctrines of Buddhism and Hinduism have much in common at
this period, so too the same snakes spread their hoods over the heads of the
Buddha and Vishnu, the same buxom wood nymphs swing around trees in
Hindu and Buddhist shrines, and both traditions carve images of the goddess

of luck (Lakshmi)i The design of some of the Hindu temples may have
borrowed from the Buddhist precedent, for in some of the oldest temples the
shrine, with the image in the center, was surrounded by an ambulatory path
resembling the path around a stupa. Buddhism and Jainism remained friendly
conversation partners, their rivalry with Hinduism often spurring both
factions to borrow from each other in a positive way. But the non-Vedic
religions also became more competitive, powerful rivals for political
patronage as well as for the hearts of men and women, and a source of ideas
that challenged the very core of emergent Hinduism. One of those ideas was a
more insistent concern for the treatment of animals, leading to a great deal of
soul-searching about the meaning of dharma. The attitude to animal sacrifice
was also much affected by the rise of the two great male Hindu gods Shiva
and Vishnu in sectarian movements that had no use for Vedic ritual

THE RISE OF THE MAURYAS

Rajagriha (in Magadha, the present-day Bihar) and Kashi (Varanasi, in
Koshala), which had come to prominence in the time of the Upanishads,
remained great centers of power but were now rivaled by Kaushambi in
Vatsa. There were still oligarchies at this time, about whose origins legends
now began to circulate. These legends insisted that the founders were of high
status but had, for one reason or another, left or been exiled from their

home]and.i The theme of Kshatriyas in exile is reflected in the narrative of
both the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, whose heroes, before they assume
their thrones in the capital cities, are forced to endure long periods of exile in

the wilderness, where the plot, as they say, thickens.d_Z But exile is also a part

of a much earlier theme embedded in the ceremony of royal consecration.i a
ritual of the king's exile among the people that is in turn mythologized in the
many lales ofkings cursed (o live amouyg Pariahs.

Magadha controlled the river trade, forests, and rich deposit of minerals; in
321 BCE Pataliputra (the modern Patna), then said to be the world’s largest

city, with a population of 150,000 to 300,000,° became the capital of the first

Indian Empire, the Mauryan Empire.z In 327 BCE, Alexander the Great
managed to get into India over the mountain passes in the Himalayas and
crossed the five rivers of the Punjab, no mean accomplishments, though
thousands of other visitors to India did it too, before and after him. But his
soldiers refused to campaign any farther, and so, in 326, he followed the
Indus to its delta and, apparently regarding that as a sufficient



accomplishment, went back to Babylon, though not before allegedly

slaughtering many Brahmins who had instigated a ma jor rebellion.§ In India,
it seems, he wasn't all that Great.

But the Indo-Greeks remained, primarily but not only in the Gandhara
region. They brought with them Roman as well as Greek trade; they imported
Chinese lacquer and sent South Indian ivory west to Pompeii. In the
Gandhara marketplace, in the northwest, you could buy stone palettes, gold
coins, jewelry, engraved gems, glass goblets, and figurines. The art of
Gandhara is heavily influenced by Greek tastes, as are the great Buddhist
monuments of Bharhut and Sanchi, from the first century BCE, which
powerful guilds (shrenis) endowed. The Southeast Asia and China trade (both
by sea and over the Central Asian silk route) also involved manuscripts,
paintings, and ritual objects. The trade in ideas was just as vigorous; Greece

imported the teachings of naked philosophers, ™ and many sects—

Materialists, Ajivikas, ascetics, Jainas, and Buddhists—publicly disputed
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major religious questions.”

Out of this culturally supersaturated mix, the Mauryan Empire crystallized.
Mahapadma Nanda, the son of a barber (a Shudra of a very low caste indeed,

and said, by the Greeks, to have married a courtesan'%), had founded a short-
lived but significant dynasty, the first of a number of non-Kshatriya

dynasties, during which he waged a brief vendetta against all Kshatriyas.l_1
Chandragupta Maurya usurped the Nanda throne in 321 BCE and began to
build a great empire. Buddhist texts say that the Mauryas were Kshatriyas of
the clan of Moriyas {“Peacocks”) and Shakyas (the clan of the Buddha
himself), while Brahmin texts say they were Vaishyas or even Shudras, and
heretics. A story goes that a Brahmin named Chanakya (“chickpea”),
nicknamed Kautilya (“Crooked” or “Bent” or “Devious”), was
Chandragupta’s chief minister and helped him win his empire, advising him
not to attack the center of the Nanda Empire but to harass the borders, as a
mother would advise a child to eat a hot chapati from the edges. Chanakya is
said to be the author of the great textbook of political science, the Artha-
shastra, which, though it was not completed until many centuries later, may

in some ways reflect the principles of Mauryan administration,f particularly
the widespread use of spies, both foreign and domestic; the Mauryan emperor

Ashoka too talks unashamedly about people who keep him informed.f

According to Jaina traditions, when Chandragupta, under the influence of a
Jaina sage, saw his subjects dying of a famine that he had failed to counteract,
he abdicated and fasted to death at Shravana Belgola, in Southwest India.
Bindusara succeeded him in 297 BCE. And then Bindusara died, and Ashoka
became king, ruling from 265 to 232 BCE and further extending the
boundaries of the Mauryan Empire.



THE AFTERMATH OF THE MAURYAS

Let us bracket until the next chapter the details of Ashoka’s reign and
move on to the subsequent history of this period.

In 183 BCE, Pushyamitra, a Brahmin who was the commander of the
army, assassinated the last Maurya (who was allegedly a half-wit), took
control of the empire through a palace coup, and founded the Shunga dynasty.
Buddhists say that Pushyamitra persecuted Buddhists and gave increasing
patronage to Vedic Brahmins, and an inscription proclaims his renewed
sponsorship of sacrifices, including not one but two horse sacrifices, by

which he established his dynasty. It is possible that Pushyamitra himself e_h
acted as the officiating priest.f He is also alleged to have performed a human

sacrifice in the city of Kaushambi E Be that as it may, by killing the last
Mauryan king, he overthrew a Kshatriya ruler and established a renewed
Vedic order. Like the Kshatriya sages of the Upanishads, Pushyamitra
reinstated the ancient priest-king model, though from the other direction:
Instead of an Upanishadic royal sage—a Kshatriya with the knowledge that
Brahmins usually had—he was a warrior priest, a Brahmin who played the
role of a king. A passage in a much later text implies that the Shungas were of

low birth.f but other sources identify Pushyamitra’s Shunga dynasty as an
established Brahmin clan. Whatever his origins, Pushyamitra seems to have
established a new Brahmin kingship and reigned for a quarter of a century (c.
185-151 BCE). On these shifting political, religious, and economic sands,
Brahmins constituted the most consistently homogeneous group, because of
their widespread influence in education and their continuing status as

hereditary landholders.'” Long after many of the Hindu kingdoms had fallen,
the Brahmin class within them still survived.

Yet Buddhists thrived, as their sources of income shifted to a wider base.
Buddhist monuments depict many scenes of popular devotion and were often
financed not by dynastic patronage but by individual benefactors, both monks
and nuns within the institutions and, outside, merchant increasingly
interested in the securrty and patronage that religious centers offered in an age

of political uncertainty.f During this period the whole community—
landowners, merchants, high officials, common artisans—funded major
Buddhist projects. In Orissa (Kalinga), King Kharavela, a Jaina, published a
long autobiographical inscription in which he claims to have supported a
Jaina monastery and had Jaina texts compiled and to have respected every

sect and repaired all shrines.f Women, including women from marginal
social positions (such as courtesans), also patronized Buddhists and Jainas.
The widespread public recognition of such women both as donors and as
renouncers also had an impact on the role of women within Hinduism and on



the development of Hindu religious rituals that came to replace the Vedic
sacrifice.

Kingdoms now began to dominate the political scene and to have enough
of a sense of themselves to be almost constantly at war with one another. The
ancient Indian king was called “the one who wants to conquer” (vijigishu).
That, together with the “circle” theory of politics, according to which the
country on your border was your enemy, and your enemy’s enemy was your
ally, and so forth, made for relentless aggression. Kings killed for thrones;
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parricide was rampant.””
The historian Walter Ruben summarized the period well:

According to Buddhist tradition Bimbisara of Magadha was killed by
his son Ajatasatru and the four following kings were also patricides;
then the people supplanted this dynasty of murderous despots by
electing the minister Sisunaga as king. The last [descendant of
Sisunaga] was killed by the first Nanda, allegedly a barber and
paramour of the queen. The last Nanda was killed by the Brahmin
Kautalya. The last Maurya was killed by the Brahmin Pushyamitra,
founder of the Sunga dynasty. Then followed centuries of war and
political trouble caused by foreign invaders from the North-west. . .

Thus, in the course of five hundred years between 500 B.C. and 30
B.C., people in Northern India became accustomed to the idea that it
was the right and even the duty of this or that man to assassinate a
king. . = . These five hundred years were basic for the evolution of
Indian civilization, for the growth of epic and Buddhist literature and

for the development of Vaisnava and Saiva mythology and morals.E

And with that grim historical prelude, let us consider the story of Rama.

THE TRANSMISSION OF THE RAMAYANA AND
MAHABHARATA

The Ramayana may have begun as a story as early as 750 BCE,E but it did
not reach its present form until between 200 BCE and 200 CE. Its world
therefore begins in the North Indian world of the Upanishads (characters such
as Janaka of Videha play important roles in both the Upanishads and the
Ramayana) and continues through the world of the shastras (c. 200 CE). The
Ramayana and Mahabharata mark the transition from the corpus of texts
known as shruti, the unalterable Vedic canon, to those known as smriti, the
human tradition. They are religious texts, which end with the “fruits of
hearing” them (“Any woman who hears this will bear strong sons,” etc.).
Hindus from the time of the composition of these poems tc the present
moment know the characters in the texts just as Euro-Americans, even if they



are not religious, know Adam and Eve and Noah's Ark. Hindus can ask,
“What would Rama do?” This popularizati'on also means that we now find
more input from non-Brahmin authors and that new issues arise regarding the
status of the lower classes. We also have more information about women,
who, in these stories, at least, are still relatively free, though that freedom is
now beginning to be challenged.

The Ramayana and Mahabharata were probably composed and performed
first in the interstices between engagements on a battleground, to an audience
that probably consisted largely of Kshatriyas and miscellaneous camp
followers. The first bards who recited it were a caste called Charioteers
(Sutas), probably but not certainly related to the chariot drivers who appear
frequently in narratives, like Vrisha with King Triyaruna. Each Charioteer
would have gone into battle with one warrior as a combination chauffeur and
bodyguard. Aud therr at night, when all the warriors retired [rom the [ield and
took off their armor and had their wounds patched and got massaged and
perhaps drunk, the bards would tell the stories of their exploits as everyone
sat around the campfires. Thus the Charioteer served not just as a driver but
as a herald, friend, and confidant, providing the warrior with advice, praise,

and criticism.z_3 This combination of roles°® made the Charioteers, on the one
hand, trusted counselors in court circles and, on the other, so far below the
courtiers in status (being, through their connection with animals, roughly
equivalent to Vaishyas) that when the warrior Karna, in the Mahabharata,
was thought to be the son of a Charioteer, the princes scorned him.

Later, traveling bards no longer participated in battle, or drove chariots at
all, but still recited the great poems in villages and at festivals and still
retained their low social status; in addition, priestly singers praised the king in
the course of royal sacrifices, while later in the evening the royal bard would

sing poems praising the king’s accomplishments in war and battle.ﬁ The
Mahabharata says that the Charioteers told their stories during the intervals
of a great sacrifice, and the audience in this later period would have been, on
the one hand, more Brahminical—for the Brahmins were in charge of both
the sacrifice and the literature of sacrifice—and, on the other hand, more
diverse, as the camp followers would now be replaced by men and women of
high as well as low class, who would have been present at the public
ceremonies where the tales were recited. At this point the texts were probably
circulated orally, as is suggested by their formulaic, repetitious, and relatively
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simple language.””

Later still, the reciters, and improvisers, were probably the Brahmins who
were officiating at the sacrifice and recited the Ramayana and Mahabharata
in the interstices between rituals on the sacrificial ground and probably also at
shrines (tirthas) along pilgrimage routes. These Brahmins eventually
committed the texts to writing. Some scholars believe that the texts were

composed by Brahmins from the start,z_6 Brahmins all the way down. But the



Sanskrit tradition itself states unequivocally, and surprisingly, that non-
Brahmins, people of low caste, were originally in charge of the care and
feeding of the two great Sanskrit poems, which Brahmins took over only

sometime later, one of many instances of the contributions of low-caste

people to Sanskrit literature. And the bards really did memorize all of it.ﬁ

The literate too knew the texts by heart and wrote commentaries on written
versions of them.

The texts of the two great poems, originally composed orally, were

preserved both orally and in manuscript form for more than two thousand

years.“® Their oral origins made it possible both for a great deal of folklore

and other popular material to find it% way into these Sanskrit texts and for the
texts to get into the people. Scenarios in the texts may have been re-created in

dramatic performance in towns and Villagcs.% But thc tcxts werc also
eventually consigned to writing and preserved in libraries; since the climate
and the insects tend to destroy manuscripts, they have to be recopied every
two hundred years or so if they are to survive; someone has to choose them
and to go to the trouble and expense of having them copied. Buddhism and
Jainism had bequeathed to Hinduism, by the seventh century CE, the tradition
of gaining merit by having sacred manuscripts copied and donating them to
libraries, and that is how these texts were preserved, generating merit for the

patrons and income for the scribes.”

THE RAMAYANA

Valmiki’s Sanskrit Ramayana, the oldest-surviving version of the tale, a
text of some twenty thousand verses, establishes the basic plot:

RAMA, SITA, AND RAVANA

Ravana, the ogre {Rakshasa) king of Lanka, was a Brahmin and a
devotee of Shiva. He had obtained, from Brahma, a boon that he could
not be killed by gods or anfigods or ogres or any other creatures—
though he neglected to mention human beings, as beneath contempt.
The god Vishnu therefore became incarnate as a human being, the
prince Rama, in order to kill Ravana. Sita, who had been born from a
furrow of the earth, became Rama’s wife. When Rama’s father,
Dasharatha, put Rama’s younger brother Bharata on the throne instead
of Rama, Rama went into exile in the jungle with Sita and another
brother, Lakshmana. Ravana stole Sita and kept her captive on the
island of Lanka for many years. With the help of an army of monkeys
and bears, in particular the monkey Hanuman, who leaped across to
Lanka and then built a causeway for the armies to cross over, Rama



killed Ravana and brought Sita back home with him. But when he
began to worry about talk that her reputation, if not her chastity, had
been sullied by her long sojourn in the house of another man, he
forced her to submit to an ordeal by fire. Later he banished her, but
she bore him twin sons, who came to him when they were grown. Sita
too returned briefly but then disappeared forever back into the earth.
Rama ruled for many years, a time of peace and justice.

Rama’s brothers are fractional brothers, not even half brothers. The childless
king Dasharatha had obtained a magic porridge, infused with the essence of
Vishnu, to share among his queens; he gave half to his first wife, Kausalya,
who gave birth to Rama; three-eighths to Sumitra, who bore Lakshmana and
Shatrughna (each made of three-sixteenths of Vishnu), and one-eighth to

Kaikeyi, who bore Bharata.e_f

The Ramayana, composed at a time when kingdoms like Videha were
becoming powerful in a post-Mauryan era, legitimates monarchy through the
vision of the golden age of Ram-raj, Rama’s Rule. This vision occurs twice in
the Ramayana, once at the end of the sixth of the seven books, when Rama
and Sita are united after her fire ordeal (6.130)— “There were no widows in
distress, nor any danger from snakes or disease; people lived for a thousand
years”—and then again at the end of the last book, when Sita has departed
forever:

As the glorious and noble Rama ruled, striving for dharma, a long
time passed. The bears and monkeys and ogres remained under
Rama’s control, and he conciliated kings every day. The god of
storms rained at the proper time, so that there was abundant food; the
skies were clear. Happy, healthy people filled the city and the country.
No one died at the wrong time; no living creatures got sick; there was
no violation of dharma at all, when Rama ruled his kingdom
(7.89.5-10).

This time of peace and prosperity became the template for a kind of theocracy
that haunted Indian polifics for centuries to come. But the actual historical
scene, with its parricides and usurpations, also produced a royal paranoia that
is revealed in the underside of Ram-raj, surfacing in palace coups such as the
plot to have Bharata take the throne in place of Rama (2.8.18-27) and the
machinations of the “bears and monkeys and ogres” that are said to remain
under Rama'’s control in Ram-raj.

THE FORGETFUL AVATAR

Valmiki’s Rama usually forgets that he is an incarnate god, an avatar
(“crossing down” from heaven to earth) of Vishnu. He genuinely suffers and



despairs when he’s separated from Sita, as if he had lost touch with the divine
foreknowledge that he would win her back. Sometimes Valmiki too treats
Rama as a god, sometimes not. For the Ramayana is situated on the cusp
between the periods in which Rama was first a minor god and then a major
god. Hindus in later periods often took the devotion to Rama expressed by
Hanuman and Lakshmana as a paradigm for human devotion (bhakti} to a
god. Yet in the Ramayana these relationships lack the passionate, often
violent qualities that characterize the fully developed bhakti of the Tamil
texts and the Puranas from the tenth century CE.

As the bhakti movement increasingly imagined a god who combined the
awesome powers of a supreme deity with the compassion of an intimate
friend, it reinforced the vision of Rama as someone who was both limited by
human constraints and aware of his divinity.

Commentators argued that Rama had intentionally become ignorantf or

that he merely pretended to forget who he was,>! and in some later retellings,
Rama never does forget that he is Vishnu. But it is worth noting that though
the Ramayana tells a long, detailed story to explain why the monkey
Hanuman, the great general of the monkey army, forgets that he has magic
powers (to fly, to become very big and very small, etc.), except when he
needs them to get to Lanka (7.36), it never explains why it is that Rama {who
does not have such magic powers) forgets that he is an incarnation of Vishnu.
Both Rama and Krishna (who is an avatar of Vishnu in the Mahabharata)
flicker between humanity and divinity in spatial as well as temporal terms;
they are not only part-time gods but partial or fractional parts of Vishnu, who
remains there, fully intact, always a god, while his avatars function on earth,
always human. The two avatars are born of human wombs, and when they
die, they merge back into Vishnu. Like Rama, Krishna sometimes does, and
sometimes does not, act as if he {as well as the people with whom he
interacts)} knew that he was an avatar of Vishnu

In a sense, the double nature of incarnation develops in a direct line from
the Upanishadic belief that we are all incarnations of brafiman but subject to
the cycle of reincarnation. And some gods appear on earth in disguise already
in the Veda, particularly Indra, the great shape shifter, while, later, Shiva
often appears briefly in human disguise among mortals in the Mahabharata.
If you put these ideas together, you end up with an all-powerful god who
appears on earth in a complete life span as a human. Why do these two great
human avatars appear at this moment in Indian history? Perhaps because an
avatar was a way to attach already extant divinities to the growing sect of
Vishnu, a way to synthesize previous strands and to appropriate other
people’s stories. Not only did some of these strands and stories come from
Buddhism and Jainism, but the avatar was an answer to one of the challenges
that these religions now posed for Hinduism.



For by this time the Buddha and the Jina had successfully established the

paradigm of a religious movement centered upon a human being.®® But Rama
and Krishna beat the Buddhists and Jainas at their own game of valorizing the
human form as a locus of superhuman wisdom and power, for Rama and
Krishna are humans with a direct line to divinity, drawing their power from a
god (Vishnu) far greater than any Vedic god and at the same time, through
the incarnations, grounded in humanity.

WOMEN: BETWEEN GODDESSES AND OGRESSES

Being human, Rama is vulnerable. Despite his divine reserves, he is tripped
up again and again by women—his stepmother Kaikeyi, Ravana's sister the
ogress Shurpanakha, and, ultimately, his wife, Sita.

Sita is not only the ultimate male fantasy of the perfect woman but has as
her foil a group of women and ogresses who are as Bad as Sita is Good. No
one, male or female, could fail to get the point, and no one did. When Rama,
the eldest, the son of the oldest queen, Kausalya, is about to ascend the
throne, the youngest queen, Kaikeyi, uses sexual blackmail (among other
things) to force Dasharatha to put her son, Bharata, on the throne instead and
send Rama into exile: She locks herself into her “anger room” {India’s answer
to Lysistrata), puts on filthy clothes, lies down on the ground, and refuses to
look at the king or speak to him, and the besotted Dasharatha is powerless to
resist her beauty (2.9.16-19). Kaikeyi is the evil shadow of the good queen,
Kausalya. But Kaikeyi herself is absolved of her evil by having it displaced
onto the old hunchback woman who corrupts Kaikeyi and forces her, against
her better judgment, to act as she does. For bringing about the sufferings that
will overwhelm Kausalya, Sita curses not Kaikeyi but the hunchback, whose
deformation is itself, in the Hindu view, evidence that she must already have
committed some serious sin in a previous life. On the other hand, when
Shatrughna (Lakshmana’s twin brother) abuses the hunchback, he yells curses
on Kaikeyi. In this text, even the shadows have shadows.

THE LOSS OF SITA

Sita never dies, but she vanishes four times. First she vanishes when
Ravana carries her off, and Rama gets her back. Then she parts from Rama
three times, into three natural elements—a fire, the forest, and the earth—as a
direct result of that first estrangement: Rama keeps throwing her out now
because Ravana abducted her years ago.

First, right after the defeat of Ravana, Rama summons Sita to the public
assembly. Then:



SITA ENTERS THE FIRE

Rama said to her: “Doubts have arisen about your behavior. Go, then,
wherever you wish. I can have nothing to do with you. What man of
good family could take back, simply because his mind was so tortured
by longing for her, a woman who had lived in the house of another
man? How can I take you back when you have been degraded upon
the lap of Ravana? Set your heart on Lakshmana or Bharata, or on
Sugriva [the king of the monkeys]. or [Ravana’s brother] Vibhishana,
or whoever will make you happy, Sita. For when Ravana saw your
gorgeous body, he would not have held back for lang when you were
living in his own house.” Sita replied to Rama, “You distrust the
whole sex because of the way some women behave. If anyone touched
my body, it was by force.” Then, to Lakshmana: “Build a pyre for me;
that is the medicine for this calamity. I cannot go on living, ruined by
false accusations.” As the fire blazed, she stood before it and said, “As
my heart never wavered from Rama, so may the fire, the witness of all
people, protect me.” And she entered the blaze. As the gods reminded
Rama who he was, Fire rose up with Sita in his lap and placed her in
the lap of Rama, saying, “Here is your Sita; there is no evil in her.
Though she was tempted and threatened in various ways, she never
gave a thought to Ravana. She must never be struck; this I command
you.” Rama said, “Sita had to enter the purifying fire in front of
everyone, because she had lived so long in Ravana’s bedrooms. Had I
not purified her, good people would have said of me, ‘That Rama,
Dasharatha’s son, is certainly lustful and childish.” But I knew that
she was always true to me.” Then Rama was united with his beloved
and experienced the happiness that he deserved (6.103—6).3_2

“Dasharatha’s son is certainly lustful” is a key phrase. Rama knows all too
well what people said about Dasharatha; when Lakshmana learns that Rama
has been exiled, he says, “The king is perverse, old, and addicted to sex,
driven by lust (2.18.3).” Rama says as much himself: “He’s an old man, and
with me away he is so besotted by Kaikeyi that he is completely in her power,
and capable of doing anything. The king has lost his mind. I think sex (kama)
is much more potent than either artha or dharma. For what man, even an idiot
like father, would give up a good son like me for the sake of a pretty woman?
(2.47.8-10)." Thus Rama invokes the traditional ranking of dharma over sex
and politics (kama and artha) and accuses his father of valuing them in the
wrong way, of being addicted to sex. He then takes pains to show that where
Dasharatha made a political and religious mistake because he desired his wife
too much (kama over artha and dharma), he, Rama, cares for Sita only as a
political pawn and an unassailably chaste wife (arthaand dharma over kama).
Rama thinks that sex is putting him in political danger (keeping his allegedly
unchaste wife will make the people revolt), but in fact he has it backward:



Politics is driving Rama to make a sexual and religious mistake; public
concerns make him banish the wife he loves. Rama banishes Sita as
Dasharatha has banished Rama. Significantly, the moment when Rama kicks
Sita out for the second time comes directly after a long passage in which
Rama makes love to Sita passionately, drinking wine with her, for many days
on end; the banishment comes as a direct reaction against the sensual
indulgence (7.41). Rama’s wife is above suspicion, but Rama suspects her.
His ambivalence, as well as hers, is expressed in the conflicts between the
assertions, made repeatedly by both of them, that Ravana never touched her,
that he did but it was against her will, and that physical contact is irrelevant,
since she remained true to him in her mind.

When Rama publicly doubts Sita and seems unconcerned about her
suffering, the gods ask how he can do this, adding, “Can you not know that
you are the best of all the gods? You are mistreating Sita as if you were a
common man.” Rama, uncomprehending, says, “I think of myself as a man,
as Rama the son of King Dasharatha. Tell me who Ireally am, and who my
father is, and where I come from (6.105.8-10).” Rama is not thinking straight;
the gods have to reveal his avatar to him and use it as an argument to catapult
him out of his trivial and blind attitude to Sita. Later still, when Rama has
renounced Sita, and Brahma has again reminded him that he is Vishnu, Shiva
gives Rama and Sita a vision of the dead Dasharatha, who says to Sita, “My
daughter, don’t be angry because Rama threw you out. He did this in your

own interest, to demonstrate your purity.ﬁ The difficult test of your chastity
that you underwent today will make you famous above all other women. My
daughter, you need no instructions about your duty to your husband, but I
must tell you that he is the supreme god (6.107.34-35).” And when Sita has
vanished again into the earth, this time for good, and Rama is raging out of
control, Brahma comes with all the gods and says to him, “Rama, Rama, you
should not grieve. Remember your previous existence and your secret plan.

Remember that you were born from Vishnu (7.88). ﬁ

Sita walks into fire determined either to kill herself or to win back the right
to go on living with the very much alive Rama. The ordeal is not, however, a
suicide, though she says she “"cannot go on living”; on the contrary, it is an

antisuttee, ° in which she enters the fire when her husband is very much
alive, not to join him in heaven (as suttees usually do) but as a kind of threat
either to leave him or to win back the right to go on living with him here on

earth.” As a threat it works: Rama takes her back, and they plan to live
happily ever after, a fairy-tale ending. But we may see a touch of irony in the
closing statement that he “got the happiness that he deserved,” for it does not
last; the rumors return, and Rama banishes Sita, though she is pregnant; she
goes to Valmiki's hermitage and gives birth to twin sons. That is the second
time Sita leaves him after her return from Lanka.



Perhaps Valmikiﬁ thought there was something unsatisfactory about this
banishment that inspired him to add on another, more final and more noble
departure for Sita. It begins years later, when the twins, now grown up, come
to Rama'’s horse sacrifice and recite the Ramayana, as Valmiki has taught it
to them. The Ramayana lays great emphasis on the paternity of Rama’s twin
sons, on their stunning resemblance to Rama; the crowds of sages and princes
at Rama'’s court “waxed ecstatic as they seemed to drink in with their eyes the
king and the two singers. All of them said the same thing to one another: ‘The
two of them look just like Rama, like two reflections of the same thing. If
they did not have matted hairand wear bark garments, we would have no way
of distinguishing between the two singers and Rama’ (7.85.6-8).” Yet Rama

pointedly recognizes theme_1 as “Sita’s sons” but not necessarily his own
(7.86.2). This is an essential episode, for male identity and female fidelity are
the defining desiderata for each human gender in these texts; no one is

interested in female identity or male fidelity.g These concerns play an
important role in the treatment of Sita.

This is the moment when Rama summons Sita again, for the last time, and
she herself brings about the final separation:

SITA ENTERS THE EARTH

Rama sent messengers to Valmiki to say, “If she is irreproachable in
her conduct and without sin, then let her prove her good faith.”
Valmiki then came with Sita, and swore by Ais unbroken word of truth
that the two boys were Rama’s children and that he had seen Sita’s
innocence in a vision. Rama replied, “I agree entirely; Sita herself
assured me before, and I believed her and reinstated her in my house.
But there was such public condemnation that I had to send heraway. I
was absolutely convinced of her innocence, but because I feared the
people, I cast her off. [ acknowledge these boys to be my sons. [ wish
to make my peace with the chaste Sita in the middle of the assembly.”
Then Sita swore, “If, even in thought, I have never dwelt on anyone
but Rama, let the goddess Earth receive me.” As she was still
speaking, a miracle occurred: From the earth there rose a celestial
throne supported on the heads of Cobra People [Nagas]; the goddess
Earth took Sita in her arms, sat her on that throne, and as the gods
watched, Sita descended into the earth.

His eyes streaming with tears, head down, heartsick, Rama sat
there, thoroughly miserable. He cried for a long time, shedding a
steady stream of tears, and then, filled with sorrow and anger, he said,
“Once upon a time, she vanished into Lanka, on the far shore of the
great ocean; but I brought her back even from there; so surely I will be
all the more able to bring her back from the surface of the earth
(7.86.5-16, 7.87.1-20, 7.88.1-20)."



But he cannot bring her back. When Sita enters the earth, she leaves the king
alone, without his queen. She abandons and implicitly blames him when she
leaves him, turning this second ordeal (again she asks for a miraculous act to
prove her complete fidelity to Rama) into a sacrifice as well as, this time, a
permanent exit.

Sita’s two ordeals prove her purity, but they are also a supreme, defiant

form of protest.f Sita is no doormat. She does not hesitate to bully her
husband when she thinks that he has made a serious mistake. When Rama
tries to prevent her from coming to the forest with him, she says: “What could
my father have had in mind when he married me to you, Rama, a woman in
the body of a man? What are you afraid of? Don't you believe that I am
faithful to you? If you take me with you, I wouldn't dream of looking at any
man but you—I'm not like some women who do that sort of thing. But you're
like a procurer, Rama, handing me over to other people, though I came to you
a virgin and have been faithful to yon all this long time.” Rama then insists
that he had said she couldn’t come with him only in order to test her
(2.27.3-8, 26). Yeah, sure; she will hear that “testing” line again. Her
assertion that Rama is confusing her with other, less faithful women is also
one that we will hear again, for she repeats it years later, when Rama accuses
her of having been intimate with Ravana.

When they first enter the forest, Sita asks Rama why he carries weapons in
this peaceful place, especially when he has adopted the attire (and,

presumably, the lifestyle and dharma) of an ascetic.”" Rama claims that he
needs the weapons to protect her and all the other defenseless creatures in the
forest. In an impassioned discourse against violence, Sita tells Rama that she
fears he is by nature inclined to violence and that simply carrying the
weapons will put wicked thoughts in his mind (3.8.1-29). (Indeed he kills
many creatures in the forest, both ogres that deserve it and monkeys that do
not. Even the ogress Shurpanakha echoes Sita’s concerns by querying Rama’s
apparent commitment to the conflicting dharmas of asceticism and married
life [3.16.11].)

THE GODDESS SITA

Sita is not, however, just a woman; she is very much a goddess, though
never as explicitly as Rama is a god. In contrast with Rama, whose divinity
increases in the centurres after the Valmiki text, Sita was a goddess before
Valmiki composed her story. Sita in the Ramayana is an ex-goddess, a human
with traces of her former divinity that the story does not erase but largely
ignores, whereas Rama is a god in the making, whose moral imperfections
leave traces that future generations will scurry to erase. The two meet in



passing, like people standing on adjacent escalators, Rama on the way up,
Sita on the way down.

One Rig Vedic poem to the deity of the fields analogizes the furrow {(which
is what the word “Sita” means) to the earth cow who is milked of all foods
(RV 4.57.6-7). When Rama weds Sita, he actually marries the earth, as the
king always does; the goddess Earth is the consort of every king. But this
time he also marries someone explicitly said to be the daughter of the Earth
goddess. Sita's birth, even more supernatural than Rama'’s, is narrated several

times.a_6 On one occasion, Sita’s father, King Janaka of Videha, tells it this
way:

THE BIRTH OF SITA

®ne day in the sacrificial grounds, I saw the ultimate celestial nymph,
Menaka, flying through the sky, and this thought came to me: “If I
should have a child in her, what a child that would be!” As I was
thinking in this way, my semen fell on the ground. And afterward, as I
was plowing that field, there arose out of the earth, as first fruits, my
daughter, who has celestial beauty and qualities. Since she arose from

the surface of the earth, and was born from no womb, she is called
37

Sita, the Furrow.

Rama is well aware of the story. Grieving after Sita has entered the earth, he
says to Earth, “Y ou are my own mother-in-law, since, once upon a time, King
Janaka drew Sita out of you when he was plowing.” More particularly, Sita
was born when Janaka was plowing the sacrificial arena, in preparation for
the ceremony of royal consecration, and she goes back down to earth during
Rama's horse sacrifice; both her birth and her death are framed by sacrifices.
Like Rama, Sita becomes incarnate as part of the divine plan to kill Ravana.
Sita, not Rama, is primarily responsible for the death of Ravana. Ravana’s
brother Vibhishana (who eventually abandons Ravana and fights on Rama’s
side) tries in vain to persuade Ravana to give Sita back to Rama and finally
says to Ravana, “Why did you bring here that great serpent in the form of
Sita, her breast its coils, her thoughts its poison, her sweet smile its sharp

fangs, her five fingers its five hoods?”*® Shiva promises the gods that “a
woman, Sita the slayer of ogres,” will be born, and that the gods will use her
to destroy the ogres (6.82.34-37).

Atthe end of the Ramayana, when Sita keeps disappearing and reappearing
in a series of epiphanies, she is scorned and insulted until she commits two
acts of violence that prove both her purity and her divinity. In this pattern, she
resembles a god, particularly Shiva, who vandalizes Daksha's sacrifice when
Daksha disdains to invite Shiva to it (MB 12.274). But Sita’s story more
closely follows the pattern of equine Vedic goddesses like Saranyu and
Urvashi: She comes from another world to a mortal king, bears him children



(twins, like Saranyu's), is mistreated by him, and leaves him forever, with
only the twin children to console him. She can be set free from her life
sentence on earth, her contract with a mortal man (Rama). only if he violates
the contract by mistreating her.

Male succession is the whole point of the old myth of the equine goddess
who comes down to earth to have human children, and female chastity is
essential to that succession, another reason for the trials of Sita. Rama
experiences the agonies of love in separation (v7'raha) that later characterized
the longing for an otiose divinity; in this, as in so much of the plot, Rama is to
Sita as a devotee is to a deity. His separafi'on from Sita is also part of the
divine plan to destroy Ravana: Long ago, in a battle of gods against antigods,
the wife of the sage Bhrigu kept reviving the antigods as fast as the gods
could kill them; Vishnu killed her, and Bhrigu cursed Vishnu, saying,
“Because you killed a woman, you will be horn in the world of men and live
separated from your wife for many years {7.51)." So Rama has a previous
convicti'on of abusing women even before he is born on earth. And as we will
soon see, he has an even stronger track record for killing ogresses. Rama’s
mistreatment of Sita creates a problem—the justification of Rama—that
inspires later Ramayanas to contrive ingenious solutions.

Sita walks out o1 Rama in the end (as Urvashi does in the Veda but not in
the Brahmanas), an extraordinary move for a Hindu wife. Moreover, unlike
the paradigmatic good Hindu wife, Sita very definitely is not reunited with
her husband in heaven. For while she goes down into the earth, returning to
her mother, he goes {back) up to heaven when he dies years later, returning to
Vishnu. Both of them revert to their divine status, but in opposite places.
When Brahma is chastising Rama for doubfi'ng Sita, he reassures Rama that
Sita is an incarnation of the goddess Lakshmi and will be reunited with him in
heaven (6.105.25-26), but we never see that happen. Rama's return to heaven
as Vishnu is described in great detail, and the monkeys revert to their divine
form, and everyone you've ever heard of is there to welcome him in heaven
(including the ogres), but not Sita (7.100).

Yet the more Sita is a goddess, the more the pattern of the myth of equine
goddesses requires her to be mistreated—as if she were nothing but a human
woman. Like Urvashi, Sita is treated less like a goddess and more like a
mortal as her husband takes over the position of the immortal in the couple.
Her banishing is portrayed in entirely mortal terms, and she suffers as a
mortal woman. Like Rama, she regards herself as a mortal and forgets her
divinity; she says, when she is imprisoned on Lanka, “I must have committed
some awful sin in a previous life to have such a cruel life now. I want to die
but I can’t. A curse on being human, since one can’t die when one wants to
(5.23.18-20).” Since she {wrongly) thinks she is a mortal, she thinks she
cannot die, which goes against common sense; moreover, the ironic
implication follows that if she were an immortal (as she is), she could die
when she wanted to—precisely what she does in the end when she enters the



earth. And just as Rama has to be mortal to kill Ravana, so Sita plays the
mortality card in order to resist Ravana and hence to destroy him; Ravana's
ogress consorts remind her that she is a human woman, and she
acknowledges this fact, incorporating it into her resistance: “A mortal woman
cannot become the wife of an ogre (5.22.3, 5.23.3)” (a remark that could also
be read as a warning against intercaste marriage ).

Sita is subject to mortal desires and delusions and is vulnerable even
though she is said to be invulnerable. For instance, Rama insists (when he
claims that he knew all along that Sita was chaste and that he made her go
through fire only to prove it to everyone else}, “Ravana could not even think
of raping Sita, for she was protected by her own energy (6.106.15-16).” Yet
that very verb, meaning “to rape, violate, or assault,” is used when Ravana
grabs Sita by the hair (3.50.9), a violation from which her chastity does not in
fact protect her. When Ravana plots to capture Sita, he gets the ogre Maricha
to take the form of a marvelous golden deer, thickly encrusted with precious
jewels, which captivates Sita—the princess in exile is delighted to find that
Tiffany’s has a branch in the forest—and inspires her to ask Rama to pursue it
for her. Lakshmana rightly suspects that it is the ogre Maricha in disguise,
and Rama agrees, but Sita insists that Rama get it for her. The deer leads
Rama far away from Sita, and when Rama kills the deer and it assumes its
true form as an ogre, Rama realizes that he has been tricked and has thereby
lost Sita, whom Ravana (by taking the form of an ascetic and fooling Sita)
has captured in Rama’s absence (3.40-44). So while Rama ultimately yields
to the addiction of hunting, following the deer farther and farther than he
knows he should, Sita falls for two illusions (the deer and the ascetic) that
make her vulnerable to Ravana and, for many years, lost to Rama.

SHADOW WOMEN: OGRESSES

When Sita defends herself against accusations that she has broken her
marriage vows, and earlier, when she scolds Rama in the forest, she explicitly
contrasts herself with “some women” who behave badly, unnamed shadows
who may include not only Kaikeyi and the hunchback woman but also,
perhaps, the lascivious ogre women as well as mythological women like
Ahalya, the archetypal adulteress, whose story the Ramayana tells not once

but twice.? The polarized images of women in the Ramayana led to another
major split in Hinduism, for though the Brahmin imaginary made Sita the role
model for Hindu women from this time forward, other Sanskrit texts as well
as many vernacular versions of the Ramayana picked up on the shadow

aspect of Sita, the passionate, sexual Sita,f an aspect that is also embedded
in this first text, only partially displaced onto other, explicitly demonic
women. Yet the later Brahmin imaginary greatly played down Sita’s dark,
deadly aspect and edited out her weaknesses to make her the perfect wife,



totally subservient to her husband. How different the lives of actual women in
India would have been had Sita as she is actually portrayed in Valmiki's
Ramayana (and in some other retellings) been their official role model. The
Valmiki Ramayana thus sowed the seeds both for the oppression of women in
the dharma-shastric tradition and for the resistance against that oppression in
other Hindu traditions.

Rama’s nightmare is that Sita will be unchaste, and the sexually voracious
ogresses that lurk inside every Good Woman in the Ramayana express that
nightmare. In a later retelling, the Bala-Ramayana, the ogress Shurpanakha
takes the form of Kaikeyi, and another ogre takes the form of Dasharatha, and
they banish Rama; Dasharatha and Kaikeyi have nothing to do with it at alll
The entire problem has been projected onto ogres, and the humans remain
pure as the driven snow. In Valmiki’'s text, however, Kaikeyi and Sita still
have their inner ogresses within them, expressed as the natural forces that
prevent women from realizing the ideal embodied in the idealized Sita. The
portrayals of rapacious ogresses hidden inside apparently good women make
us see why it was that Sita’s chastity became a banner at this time while the
other aspects of her character were played down; they help us understand why
women came to be repressed so virulently in subsequent centuries: to keep
those ogresses shackled.

There are three particularly threatening ogresses in the Ramayana Rama
kills the ogress Tataka (1.25.1-14), after a sage reminds him of the
mythological precedents for killing a woman (1.24.11-19). Lakshmana cuts
off the nose and breasts and ears of Ayomukhi (“Iron Mouth”} after she
suggests to him, “Let’s make love (3.65.7),” and he cuts of f the nose and ears

of Shurpanakha when she similarly propositions Rama (3.16-17).°" This
multilation is the traditional punishment that the dharma texts prescribe for a
promiscuous woman, an adulteress.

The mutilation of Shurpanakha is the only assault against a woman that has
serious consequences for Rama, because she is Ravana's sister. When she
attempts to seduce Rama, he teases her cruelly: “I am already married and
couldn't stand the rivalry between co-wives. But Lakshmana is chaste, full of
vigor, and has not yet experienced the joys of a wife's company; he needs a
consort. You can enjoy him and you won't have any rival (3.17.1-5).” That’s

when Lakshmana cuts off her nose.”® She flees in agony and humiliation and
tells Ravana about Sita, praising her beauty and thus triggering the war, for
Ravana takes the bait (Sita) as the gods intended from the start.
Shurpanakha’s attempt to replace Sita in Rama’'s bed, which Rama and
Lakshmana mock, exposes a deep resemblance between the two women and a
deep ambiguity in the text’s attitude to Sita’s sexuality. On the one hand, Sita
is the epitome of female chastity. On the other hand, she is, like Shurpanakha,

a highly sexual woman, ! a quality that may explain not only why Ravana
desires her but also why he is able to carry her off.



ANIMALS

THE HORSE SACRIFICE

Sita’s final disappearance takes place on the occasion ofa horse sacrifice.
This is appropriate, for she herself lives out the paradigm of an equine
goddess, and she is brought to the horse sacrifice by her twin sons, who are
bards, related to the Charioteer bards who perform in the intervals of the
ritual. The names of the sons, Kusha and Lava, are the two halves of the noun
kushilava, designating a wandering bard, as if one son were named “po-" and
the other “-et.” By coming to Rama’s horse sacrifice, Kusha and Lava
preserve Rama’s family, and as the kushilava they preserve the story of
Rama'’s family. So too Valmiki both invents the poetic form, the sf/oka, and
raises the poets.

The horse sacr1fice plays a crucial role at both ends of the Ramayana. At
the start King Dasharatha, childless, performs the horse sacrifice not for
political and martial aggrandizement but to have a son, another express
purpose of the ritual. Yet the list of kings whom he invites to the sacrifice
constitutes a roll call for the territories that had better come when he calls
them, and it is a wide range indeed, from Mithila and Kashi to the kings of
the eastand the kings of the south (1.12.17-24). The stallion roams fora year
and is killed, together with several aquatic animals, while three hundred
sacrificial animals, reptiles, and birds are killed separately. @ueen Kausalya
herself cuts the stallion open with three knives and then lies with him for one
night, as do the twe other queens (1.13.27-28). The king smells (but does not
eat) the cooked marrow. The sacrifice, described in great detail, is a total
success: Vishnu becomes incarnate in Rama and his half brothers.

Years later, after Rama has banished Sita, he resolves to perform a
ceremony of royal consecration, but Lakshmana tactfully persuades him to
perform, instead, a horse sacrifice, “which removes all sins and is an
infallible means of purification (7.84.2-3).” To persuade him, Lakshmana
tells him stories of two people who were restored by a horse sacrifice: Indra

was purged of Brahminicide after killing a Brahmin antigod,”? and a king
who had been cursed to become a woman regained his manhood. Thus Rama
performs the ceremony to expiate his sins, which are never mentioned, but
which surely include his killing of Ravana (a necessary Brahminicide, but
Brahminicide nonetheless, for Ravana, though an ogre, is not only a Brahmin
but a grandson of Prajapati), corresponding to Indra’s killing of several
Brahmin antigods, and the banishing of Sita, a sin against a woman that
corresponds, roughly, to the error of the king who became a woman.
Lakshmana follows the horse as it “wanders” for a year. But since Rama has
banished Sita, there is no queen to lie down beside the stallion or to bear the

king an heir.? It is therefore necessary for Sita {and the heir[s]) to return, and
they come to the horse sacrifice (7.86-8).



These two horse sacrifices are successfully completed, though the second
one is flawed by the absence of the queen, who reappears only to be lost
again. This second sacrifice, intended to produce offspring, does so indirectly
(by attracting Kusha and Lava), but it is also intended to give the king,

through the queen, the fertile powers of the earth." In the end Rama loses
both the queen and his connection, through her, with the earth, her mother.

MONKEYS

The central characters of this text—Rama, the perfect prince; Sita, his
perfect wife, and Lakshmana, his perfect half brother (later to form the
template for the perfect worshiper of the fully deified Rama)—were born to
be paradigms, squeaky clean, goody-goodies (or, in the case of the perfectly
ogric ogre Ravana, a baddy-baddy). If that were all there were to the
Ramayana, it would have proved ideologically useful to people interested in
enforcing moral standards or in rallying religious fanatics, as, alas, it has
proved all too capable of doing to this day in India, but it would probably not
have survived as a beloved work of great literature, as it has also done. We
have seen how the ogresses express the shadow side of Sita. The bears and
monkeys, the two species often said to be closest to the human in both their
appearance and their behavior, give the male characters their character. Let us
concentrate on the monkeys, as the bears play only a minor role.

Neither so glamorous as horses nor so despised as dogs, the monkeys are

the star animal act in the KRamayana The Kamayana draws a number of

parallels, both explicit and implicit, between the humans and the monkeys.f

The appropriateness of these parallels is supported by such factors as the
human characters’ assumption that though they cannot understand the
language of the deer (Rama explicitly laments this fact when he runs off after
the golden deer that he suspects—rightly—of being an ogre in disguise), they
do not comment on the fact that they can understand the language of
monkeys, who are called the deer of the trees. Hanuman not only speaks a
human language, but he also speaks Sanskrit. When he approaches Sita on the
island of Lanka, he anxiously debates with himself precisely what language
he will use to address her: “Since I'm so small, indeed just a small monkey,
I'd better speak Sanskrit like a human. I must speak with a human tongue, or
else I cannot encourage her. But if [ speak Sanskrit like a Brahmin, Sita will
think I am Ravana, who can take any form he wants [as she mistook the real
Ravana, a notorious shape changer, for a Brahmin sage]. And she’ll be
terrified and scream, and we'll all be killed.” He finally does address her in
Sanskrit (he begins to tell a story: “Once upon a time there was a king named
Dasharatha . . . "), and she is suitably impressed. She does not scream
(5.28.17-23, 5.29.2).



Special monkeys are the sons of gods, as special people are. Sugriva is the
son of Surya {the sun god), Valin is the son of Indra (king of the gods), and
Hanuman is the son of Vayu, the wind. (Hanuman later became a deity in his

own right, worshiped in temples all over India.f’) But monkeys also
unofficially double for each of the major human characters of the Ramayana.
These monkey doubles are, ironically, more flesh and blood, as we would
say, more complex and nuanced, indeed more human than their human
counterparts. Or rather, added to those original characters, they provide the
ambiguity and ambivalence that constitute the depth and substance of the
total character, composed of the original plus the shadow. All the fun is in the
monkeys.

After Ravana has stolen Sita, Rama and Lakshmana meet Sugriva, who
used to be king of the monkeys and claims that his brother Valin stole his
wife and throne. Rama sides with Sugriva and murders Valin by shooting him
in the back when he is fighting with Sugriva, an episode that has continued to
trouble the South Asian tradition to this very day. Why does Rama kill Valin
at all? Apparently because he senses a parallel between his situation and that
of Sugriva and therefore sides with Sugriva against Valin. But Rama sides
with the wrong monkey. The allegedly usurping monkey, Valin, is, like
Rama, the older half brother, the true heir; the “deposed” king, Sugriva, the
younger brother, originally took the throne (and the monkey queen) from the
“usurping” brother, and Valin just took it back. Valin, not Sugriva, is the
legal parallel to Rama. Yet Rama sympathizes with Sugriva because each of
them has lost his wife and has a brother occupyrng the throne (and the queen)
that was his. The plots are the same, but the villains are entirely different, and
this is what Rama fails to notice. Moreover, unlike Sita, but in keeping with
Rama’s fears about Sita, Valin’s wife was taken by the brother who took the
throne. On another occasion, Rama says he would gladly give Sita to Bharata
(2.16.33). Does he assume that you get the queen when you get the throne?
He kills Valin because the rage and resentment that he should feel toward his
half brother and father, but does not, are expressed for him by his monkey
double—the “deposed” monkey king, Sugriva—and vented by Rama on that
double’s enemy, Valin. We have noted that when Bharata is given the throne
instead of Rama, the half brothers graciously offer each other the kingdom
(2.98). But the monkeys fight a dirty battle for the throne, and for the queen
tes.

Even if we can understand why Rama kills Valin, why does he shoot him
in the back? The monkeys' access to human language also grants them access
to human ethics, or dharma. The dying Valin reproaches Rama, saying, “I'm
just a monkey, living in the forest, a vegetarian. But you are a man. I'm a
monkey, and it’s against the law to eat monkey flesh or wear monkey skin
(4.17.26-33).” Rama defends himself against the charge of foul play by
saying, “People always use snares and hidden traps to catch wild animals, and
there’s nothing wreng about this. Even sages go hunting. After all, you re just



a monkey, but kings are gods in human form (4.18.34-38).” Rama is on thin
ice here; the text judges him to have violated human dharma in his treatment
of the monkey. And the monkeys remind him that he is a man (i.e., higher
than a monkey), just as the gods elsewhere remind him, when he behaves
badly, that he is a god (i.e.. higher than a man).

Valin also takes on the displaced force of Rama’s suspicions of another
half brother, Lakshmana. The text suggests that Rama might fear that
Lakshmana might replace him in bed with Sita; it keeps insisting that
Lakshmana will not sleep with Sita. It doth protest too much. {(Recall that
when Rama kicks Sita out for the first time and bitterly challenges her to go
with some other guy, he lists Lakshmana first of all.)

The tension between the two half brothers, over Sita, is a major motivation
for the plot. When Rama goes off to hunt the golden deer and tells
Lakshmana to guard Sita, Sita thinks she hears Rama calling {it’s a trick) and
urges Lakshmana to find and help Rama. Lakshmana says Rama can take
care of himself. Sita taunts Lakshmana, saying, “You want Rama to perish,
Lakshmana, because of me. You'd like him to disappear; you have no
affection for him. For with him gone, what could I, left alene, do to stop you
doing the one thing that you came here to do? You are so cruel. Bharata has
gotten you to follow Rama, as his spy. That’s what it must be. But I could
never desire any man but Rama. I would not even touch another man, not
even with my foot! (3.43.6-8, 20-24, 34).” Lakshmana gets angry (“Damn
you, to doubt me like that, always thinking evil of others, just like a woman
[3.43.29])” and stalks off, leaving Sita totally unprotected, and Ravana comes
and gets Sita. When Rama returns, Lakshmana reports a slightly different
version of what she said to him: “Sita, weeping, said these terrible words to
me: ‘You have set your evil heart on me, but even if your brother is
destroyed, you will not get me. You are in cahoots with Bharata, you're a
secret enemy who followed us to get me." " Rama ignores all this and simply
says to Lakshmana, “You should not have deserted Sita and come to me,
submitting to Sita and to your own anger, just because an angry woman
teased you (3.57.14-21).”

But why would Sita have said such a thing if she didn’t fear it on some
level? And why would it have made Lakshmana se mad if he did not fear it
too? When Rama, hunting for Sita, finds the cloak and jewels that she
dropped as Ravana abducted her, he says to Lakshmana, “Do you recognize
any of this?” And Lakshmana replies, “I have never looked at any part of Sita
but her feet, so I recognize the anklets, but not the rest of her things.” Yet,
evidently, Rama had expected him to recognize the jewels that had adorned
higher parts of Sita's body. So too, though the text, insisting on Rama’s
infallibility, displaces the error onto Sita and insis% that Ramaknew it was an
ogre all along, the vice of hunting carries him along in its wake nevertheless:
Rama follows the ogre as deer too far and so is unable to protect Sita from
Ravana, thus inadvertently engineering his own separation from her. Just as



Sita was prey to her desire for the deer, and Rama to his desire to hunt it, so
Lakshmana too is vulnerable to Sita’s taunts about his desire for her; their
combined triple vulnerabilifies give Ravana the opening he needs.

At the very end of the Ramayana Rama is tricked into having to kill
Lakshmana. This happens as the result of an elaborate (but not atypical, in
this text) set of vows and curses. Death incarnate comes to talk with Rama, to
remind him that it is time for him to die. Death makes Rama promise to kill
anyone who interrupts them; Lakshmana guards the door. An ascetic arrives
and threatens to destroy the world if Lakshmana won't let him see Rama;
Lakshmana, caught between a rock and a hard place, chooses the lesser of
two evils, his own death rather than the destruction of the world. He
interrupts Rama and Death, whereupon Rama says that for Lakshmana, being
separated from him (Rama) would be so terrible that it would be the
equivalent of death, and so he satisfies the curse by merely banishing
Lakshmana, who then commits suicide. Does this episode represent a
displaced, suppressed desire of Rama to kill Lakshmana? If so, it is
thoroughly submerged, one might even say repressed, on the human plane,
but it bursts out in the animal world when Rama kills Valin, the monkey who
took away his brother’s wife.

This is the sense in which the monkeys are the side shadows of the human

half brothers:ﬁ They suggest what might have been. They function in some
ways as the human unconscious; both Valin and Sugriva {4.28.1-8; 4.34.9)
are said to be addicted (saAfa) to sensual behavior, to women, and to drinking.
There is no monkey gambling or hunting to speak of, but the monkeys as a
group get blind drunk in one very funny scene that resembles a frat party out
of control. The monkeys are not merely Valmiki's projections or projections
from Rama’s mind; they are, rather, parallel lives. The monkey story is not
accidentally appended; it is a telling variant of the life of Rama. But it does
not mirror that life exactly; it is a mythological transformation, taking the
pieces and rearranging them to make a slightly different pattern, as the
dreamwork does, according to Freud. Animals often replace, in dreams,
people toward whom the dreamer has strong, dangerous, inadmissible, and

hence repressed emotions.f Or to put it differently, the dreamer displaces
emotions felt toward people whom he cannot bear to visualize directly in his
dreams and projects those emotions onto animals. In the Ramayana, poetry
has the function of the dreamwork, reworking the emotions repressed by
political concerns {such as the need to deny Rama’s all too obvious
imperfections) and projecting them onto animals. When Rama'’s cultural role
as the perfect son and half brother prevents him from expressing his personal
resentment of his father and half brother, the monkeys do it for him. In the
magical world of the monkey forest, Rama’s unconscious mind is set free to
take the revenge that his conscious mind does not allow him in the world of
humans.



TALKING ANIMALS, BESTIAL HUMANS

Monkeys are not the only talking animals who stand in for humans in the

Rama yana,f In a related corpus of myths, hunters mistake people for
animals in sexual {or quasisexual) situations. These myths offer yet another
set of implicit arguments for the growing movement in favor of
vegetarianism.

The underlying theme is the interruption of sexuality. The Ramayana
briefly narrates such an incident, in the story of Shiva and his wife, Parvati:

THE GODS INTERRUPT SHIVA AND PARVATI

Parvali ("“Daughter of the Mountain [Himalaya] ") won Shiva's heart
and they married. Shivajoyously made love to her night and day—but
without ever shedding his semen. The gods were aftraid that Shiva and
Parvati would produce a child of unbearable power, and so they
interrupted them. The god of fire took up Shiva's seed, from which
the six-headed god Skanda, general of the gods, was born. But
Parvati, enraged, cursed the wives of the gods to be barren forever,
since they had thwarted her while she was making love in the hope of
bearing a son (1.34-35).

Shiva places his seed in Fire, rather than in Parvati as an
anthropomorphization of the ritnal act of throwing an oblation of butter into
the consecrated fire that carries the oblation to the gods, acting out the
Upanishadic equation of the sexual act and the oblation. The curse of
childlessness that the frustrated Parvati gives to the wives of the gods has
resonances throughout Hindu mythology. As a result of Parvati’s curse, many
children of the gods {including Sita) are born from male gods or sages who
create children unilaterally merely at the thought, or sight, of a woman,
ejaculating into some womb substitute—a flower, a female animal, a river, a

furrow—to produce a motherless child, “born of no womb” (a-yoni-ja).®
Another variant of the interruption theme appears at the end of the
Ramayana, in the passage we have just considered, when Lakshmana is
forced to interrupt Rama and Death when they are closeted together under
strict instructions not to be interrupted. This is the ultimate fatal interruption,
interrupting Death himself.

At the same time, interrupted sexuality is often con joined with the theme of
addictive, excessive, careless hunting. Human hunters mistake other humans
(or ogres) for animals, particularly when the humans as animals are mating, a
mistake that has fatal consequences not only for the human/animals but for
the unlucky hunter. In the Mahabharata, Pandu, the father of the heroes, is
cursed to die if he makes love with any of his wives, his punishment for
having killed, while he was hunting, a sage who had taken the form of a stag



and was coupling with a doe® and whom Pandu mistook for a stag (1.90.64;

1.109.5-30). So too five years after Dasharatha has banished Rama, he

suddenly wakes Kausalya up in the middle of the night and tells her about this
episode, which he has only now remembered:

DASHARATHA SHOOTS AN ELEPHANT

“When I was young I was proud of my fame as an archer who could
shoot by sound alone. We were not married yet, and it was the rainy
season, which excites lust and desire. I decided to take some exercise
and went hunting with bow and arrow. I was a rash young man. I
heard a noise, beyond the range of vision, of a pitcher being filled
with water, which sounded like an elephant in water. I shot an arrow.”
He had shot an ascetic boy, on whom an aged, blind mother (a
Shudra) and father {a Vaishya) depended. The father cursed
Dasharatha to end his days grieving for his own son. And as
Dasharatha now remembered that curse in bed with Kausalya, he died
(2.57.8-38, .58.1-57).

The connection between blindness (aiming by sound alone at the child of
sight-less parents) and desire (hunting as the equivalent of taking a cold
shower to control premarital desire) indicates that desire was already
Dasharatha’s blind spot long before Kaikeyi manipulated him by locking him
out of her bedroom. He is as addicted to sex as he is to hunting.

Another tale in the Ramayana also ties together the themes of the
interruption of sexuality, the curse of separation from a beloved, and the
deadly nature of erotic love but now adds the element of the language of
animals, particularly birds:

THE BIRD’S JOKE

A king had been given the boon of understanding the cries of all
creatures, but he was warned not to tell anyone about it. Once when
he was in bed with his wife, he heard a bird say something funny, and
he langhed. She thought he was laughing at her, and she wanted to
know why, but he said he would die it he told her. When she insisted
that he tell her nevertheless, he sent her away and lived happily

without her for the rest of his life (2.32).f

Significantly, the man in this story is allowed to understand the speech of
animals, and the woman is not. {As the king happens te be the father of
Kaikeyi, sexual mischief runs in the family) This is in keeping with the
underlying misogyny of the Sanskrit mythological texts that depict men as
more gifted with special powers than women; it may also reflect the
sociological fact that men in India were allowed to read and speak Sanskrit,
while in general women were not, as well as the custom of patrilocal



marriage, so that a woman often did not speak the language of her husband'’s
family. These stories express theidea that sexuality makes some humans into
animals, while language makes some animals into humans.

In the Mahabharata a king who has been cursed to become a man-eating
ogre devours a sage who is making love to his wife (still in human form), and
the wife, furious because she had not yet achieved her sexual goal, curses the
king to die if he embraces his own wife (MB 1.173), a combination of
Pandu’s curse and Parvati’'s curse of the wives of the gods. Nor are these
hunting errors limited to the sexual arena. Krishna, in the Mahabharata, dies
when a hunter fatally mistakes him for a deer:

THE DEATH OF KRISHNA

Angry sages predicted that Old Age would wound Krishna when he
was lying on the ground. Krishna knew that this had to happen that
way. Later he realized it was the time to move on, and he obstructed
his sensory powers, speech, and mind and lay down and engaged in
terminal yoga. Then a fierce hunter named Old Age [Jara] came to
that spot greedy for deer and mistook him for a deer and hastily
pierced him with an arrow in the sole of his foot. But when he went
near him, to take him, the hunter saw that it was a man with four arms,
wearing a yellow garment, engaged in yoga. Realizing that he had
made a bad mistake, he touched the other man's two feet with his
head, his bady revealing his distress. Krishna consoled him and then
rose up and pervaded the two firmaments with his glory (MB
16.2.10-11, 16.5.18-21).

Three different stories seem to be told here at once. In one, Krishna, a mortal,
is wounded by a hunter, like an animal or, rather, as a human mistaken for an

animal. In another, Krishna seems to die of old age.”™ In the third story,
Krishna, an immortal, decides to leave the world by withdrawing his powers,
like a god or a very great yogi. But he didn't need the hunter or old age if he
really just died by his own will. Are traces of one story left ghostlike in
another?

These stories from the Mahabharata argue that humans are different from
animals and must rise above animal sexuality and, sometimes, animal
violence; the Ramayana adds that it is language, particularly poetry, that

makes this possible. ® The theme of language appears in this corpus on the
outside frame of the Ramayana, in the vignette of “The Poet, the Hunter, and
the Crane” cited at the beginning of this chapter, about the invention of the
shloka meter (the meter in which both the Mahabharata and the Ramayana
are composed). In that story, the female crane (they are Indian sarus cranes) is
so moved at the sight of her dying mate that she utters words of compassion
(karunam giram). (Some later commentaries suggested that it was the female
crane who died and the male crane who grieved, foreshadowing the



disappearance of Sita and the grief of Rama.?] Compassion at the sight of
the dying bird inspires Valmiki too to speak. He sees a crane who is killed in
a sexual situation, hence separated from his mate, making him cry and
inspiring him to invent an unusual language of humans. This story is in many
ways the inversion of the story of the king who hears a bird talking when he
is in a sexual situation and laughs, exposing him to the danger of death and
separating him from his mate.

But it is the grief of the female crane and Valmiki's fellew feeling with her
—as well as, perhaps, the touching example of the cranes, who are said to be
“singing sweetly” (immediately equated with “at the height of desire”) as the
hunter strikes—that inspire Valmiki to make his second, more significant
utterance; the birdsong turns to compassionate speech and then inspires
human poetry. As a result, the Nishada, a member of a tribal group regarded
as very low caste, is cursed, and poetry is born. The text treats the Nishada as
a nonperson, hostile and evil, a man who violates dharma, kills for no reason,
and is cursed to be forever without peace; in direct contrast with the
compassionate crane hen and the compassionate poet, the Nishada never
speaks. Since the animal he killed was just an animal, not a human in animal
form, he receives only a relatively mild punishment—restlessness, perhaps
guilt—prefiguring the more serious curse of Dasharatha in the story that is to
follow, the tale of the boy mistaken for an elephant. With this link added to
the narrati've chain, the corpus of stories combines five major themes:
succumbing to the lust for hunting; mistaking a human for an animal and
killing the “animal”; interrupting the sexual act (by killing one or both of the
partners); understanding the language (or song) of animals; and creating a
poetic language. Killing an animal interrupts the sexual act, the animal act,
killing sex, as it were, and producing in its place the characteristic human act,
the making of language.

What binds the humans and animals together is compassion, a more
nuanced form of the guilt and concern for nonviolence that have colored
Hindu stories about animals from the start. The Ramayana is compassionate
and inclusive in it presentation of animals, including Jatayus, an old vulture,
a scavenger, who is to birds what dogs are to mammals, normally very
inauspicious indeed. But Jatayus bravely attacks Ravana when Ravana is
carrying off Sita; when Jatayus lectures Ravana on dharma, Ravana responds
by cutting off Jatayus's wings and flying away with Sita, and the dying
vulture tells Rama where Ravana has taken Sita. Rama says that he holds the
old vulture, Jatayus, in the same esteem that he holds Dasharatha (3.64.26)
(which may also be a backhanded indirect dig at Dasharatha), and he buries
him with the full royal obsequies as for a father. Rama does, however, use
balls of stag’s flesh in place of the balls of rice that are usually part of these
rituals (3.64.26, 32-33), a reversal of the historical process that led many
Hindus to use balls of rice in place of a sacrificial animal.



Another unclean bird plays a role in Rama’s story, and that is a crow.
When Hanuman visite Sita and asks her for a sign that will prove to Rama
that Hanuman has seen her, she tells him of a time when a crow attacked her
until his claws dripped with blood; Rama had the power to kill the bird but, in
his compassion, merely put out his right eye and sent him away (5.36.10-33).
The crows are said to be eaters of offerings, greedy for food, terms often
applied to dogs, and Manu {7.21) explicitly links crows and dogs. The crow is
a Pariah. Sita compares the crow with Ravana, and the scene foreshadows the
abduction of Sita by Ravana. Yet Rama has compassion for the crow, merely
taking out his eye, a mutilation that will become part of the vocabulary of
bhakti, when a devout worshiper willingly gives his own eye to the god.

Dogs too occupy a moral space here. During the period of Sita's exile, a
(talking) dog comes to Rama and complains, first, that dogs are not allowed
in palaces or temples or the homes of Brahmins {(whereupon Rama invites
him into the palace) and, second, that a Brahmin beggar beat him for no
reason. Rama summons the Brahmin, who confesses that he struck the dog in
anger when he himself was hungry and begging for food; when he told the
dog to go away, the dog went only a short distance and stayed there, and so
he beat him. Rama asks the dog to suggest an appropriate punishment for the
Brahmin, and the dog asks that the Brahmin, whom he describes as filled with
anger and bereft of dharma, be made the leader of a Tantric sect. (The dog
himself had this position in a former life and regarded it as a guaranteed road
to hell) This granted, the Brahmin feels certain he has been given a great
boon and rides away proudly on an elephant, while the dog goes to Varanasi

and fasts to death (7.52).8 Clearly, the dog is morally superior to the

Brahmin, and Rama treats him with great respect throughout this long and
rather whimsical episode.

SYMBOLIC OGRES

Dogs in these stories stand both for dogs (a cigar is just a cigar) and
sometimes for Pariahs or Nishadas {more than a cigar), often for both at once.
Tribal people stand for themselves (a Nishada is just a Nishada), but can
Nishadas stand for anyone else? {Apparently not.) On the other hand, can
anyone else, besides dogs, stand for Nishadas? More precisely, can ogres
stand for Nishadas?

Unlike dogs and Nishadas, ogres and antigods cannot represent themselves
because, in my humble opinion, they do not exist; they are imaginary
constructions. Therefore they are purely symbolic, and the question is, What
do they symbolize? Later in Indian history, they are often said to symbolize

various groups of human beings: tribal peoples,f foreigners, low castes,
Dravidians, South Indians, or Muslims. Various Hindus have named various



actual human tribes after ogres and antigods and other mythical beasts {such
as Asuras and Nagas), and others have glossed ogres such as the ogress
Hidimbi, who marries the human hero Bhima, in the Mahabharata, or the
Naga princess Ulupi, who marries Arjuna, as symbolic of tribal people who
marry into Kshatriya families. One scholar identified the ogres of Lanka as
Sinhalese Buddhists, oppressed by hegemonic Brahmins represented by

Rama;”! another argued that the ogres represented the aboriginal population

of Australia,g a loopy idea that has the single, questionable virtue of
correlating well with the Gondwana theory that Australia and India were once
linked. Indeed writers have used the ogres as well as other characters of the

Ramayana®™ throughout Indian history to stand in for various people in
various political positions. But what role do the ogres play in Valmiki’s
Ramayana?

There is no evidence that the ogres represent any historical groups of
human beings or that the conquest of the ogres of Lanka represents any
historical event. On the other hand, just as dogs can symbolize general types
of human beings {castes regarded as unclean), so too, particular types of ogres
and antigods can symbolize general types of human beings. Ogres and
animals belong to social classes (varnas), just like human beings; Ravana, a
king born of a Brahmin father and an ogress mother, is often regarded as a
Brahmin/Kshatriya/human/ ogre mix (though sometimes as a Brahmin,
making Rama guilty of Brahminicide), and the vulture Jatayus, a Kshatriya, is
buried both as a king and as a vulture {with pieces of meat that would not be

given to a king). There are many other Kshatriya ogres and antigods, as well
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as Brahmin ogres.

Ogres are also symbolic of dark forces outside us that oppress us and
sometimes of dark forces within us, the worst parts of ourselves, the shadows
of ourselves. In Freudian terms, Ravana is a wonderful embodiment of the
ego—proud, selfish, passionate—while Vibhishana (Ravana’s pious brother,
who sermonizes Ravana and finally defect to Rama) is pure superego, all
conscience and moralizing, and Kumbhakarna {Ravana’s monstrous brother,
who sleeps for years at a time and wakes only to eat and fight) is a superb
literary incarnation of the bestial id. The triad is even more significant in
Indian terms, in which they might be viewed as representations of the three
constituent qualities of matter {the gunas): Ravana is rajas {energy, passion;
ego), Vibhishana sattva {(lucidity, goodness; superego), and Kumbhakarna
tamas (entropy, darkness; id).

But the major function of the ogres in the Ramayana, apart from their role
as the Bad Guys, a role not to be underestimated, is as the projected shadows
of individual human figures. Lakshmana says this explicitly to Rama,
regarding the ogre Viradha: “The anger I felt towards Bharata because he
desired the throne, I shall expend on Viradha (3.2.23).” We have seen how
the ogresses cast a shadow on the unrelenting goodness of Sita, and how the



monkey brothers illuminate the relationship of the human brothers; the male
ogres do much the same. The thorny questions of dharma that the humans
express from time to time (in Bharata's outburst, or Sita’s scolding) are
echoed in the arguments of the monkeys and ogres {when Valin upbraids
Rama or Vibhishana preaches to Ravana).

More specifically, just as Rama, Lakshmana, and Bharata form a sort of

triad,” so too Ravana, Vibhishana, and Kumbhakarna form a parallel triad.*Y
Ravana remarks, after Kumbhakarna’s death, that Kumbhakarna had been his
right arm and that Sita is no use to him with Kumbhakarna dead (6.56.7-12),
precisely what Rama says about Lakshmana and Sita when he thinks
Lakshmana is dead. But the parallels are often contrasting rather than
identical: Whereas Lakshmana and Bharata love Rama, both Vibhishana and
Kumbhakarna revile Ravana.

THE GOOD OGRE

Some ogres stand for human beings of a particular type rather than a
particular class. Some powerful, and often virtuous, ogres and antigods amass
great powers through generating inner heat (¢tapas) and usurp the privileges of
the gods, following the pattern of the second alliance. The throne of Indra,
king of the gods, is made of twenty-four-carat gold, a notorious conductor of
heat. When an ascetic on earth generates too much tapas through a non-Vedic
do-it-yourself religion, the heat rises, as heat is wont to do, and when it gets
to Indra’s throne, he finds himself literally sitting on a hot seat. At that point

he usually sends a celestial nymph {(an Apsaras) to seduce the ascetic, to
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dispel his heat either through desire or through anger.

Ravana is a major player in the second alliance. He wins the boon of near
invincibility from Brahma by generating extreme tapas. (It is only because
Ravana fails to take seriously the fine print in his contract, specifying every
creature but humans, that Rama is able to defeat him.) Sita inspires Ravana
with both desire and anger. Indeed, in terms of the mythological paradigm, it
is Sita, as celestial nymph (or, in Vibhishana’s view, great hooded serpent),
who defeats Ravana.

Such ogres may stand for humans who, through precisely that sort of
religious activity, unmediated by priestly interventions, usurped the privileges
of the Brahmins. As shape shifters who pretend to be what they are not, the
ascetic ogres are {super)natural metaphors for people who try to become more
powerful than they have a right to be, the wildcat yogis who are not members
of the Brahmin union. Vibhishana is an early instance of this paradoxical
figure. He remains an ogre, indeed becomes king of the ogres after Ravana’'s
death, thus maintaining his own particular dharma, still going into the family
business, as it were, but he fights on the side of Rama against Ravana and the



other ogres, thus supporting more general dharma (sadharana dharma).
Maricha, the ogre who takes the form of the golden deer, tries hard, in vain,
like Vibhishana, to dissuade Ravana from going after Sita. But Maricha also
confesses to Ravana that after an earlier encounter with Rama, he began to
practice yoga and meditation and now is so filled with terror of Rama that he
sees him everywhere he looks: “This whole wilderness has become nothing
but Rama to me; I see him in my dreams, and think of him every time I hear a
word that begins with an ‘R’ (3.38.14-18).” This emotion is what bhakti
theologians later describe as “hate-love” {dvesha-bhakti}, which allows other
demonic opponents of the gods (such as Kamsa, the enemy of Krishna) to go
straight to heaven when the god in question kills the demon. The reference to
the R also foreshadows (hindsight alert!) the importance of the name of Rama
in later bhakti.

The Ramayana does not worry about the paradoxes involved in these
clashes between sva-dharma and sadharana dharma. When the antigod Bali
defeats the gods, including Indra, and performs a great sacrifice, in which he
gives away anything that anyone asks him for, Vishnu becomes a dwarf and
begs as much land as he can cover in three paces; he then strides across the
three worlds, which he takes from Bali and gives back to Indra (1.28.3-11).
Bali’s name, significantly, denotes the offering of a portion of the daily meal
—or taxes, the portion of the crop paid to the king. That it is Bali’'s Vedic
virtue of generosity that destroys him may signal a challenge to that enfire
sacrificial world. But the Ramayana, remaining firmly within the second
alliance, does not ask why Bali’s virtue had to be destroyed. The later
Puranas, in retelling this story, will tackle head-on the paradox of the good
antigod.

CHALLENGES TO THE CLASS SYSTEM

The gods (and Brahmins) are also threatened from the other side by human
beings who are not too good but too bad, including people highly critical of
Vedic religion. When Rama is arguing with Bharata about honoring his
fathcr’s wishes, the Brahmin Jabali presents the atheist position, satirizing the
shraddha, the ritual of feeding the ancestors, as well as the idea of the transfer
of karma: “What a waste of food! Has a dead man ever eaten food? If food
that one person eats nourishes another person, then people who journey need
never carry provision on the way; his relatives could eat at home for him.” He
anticipates the Marxist argument too: “The scriptures with their rules were
invented by learned men who were clever at getting other people to give them
money, tricking the simple-minded. There is no world but this one
(2.108.1-17).” When Rama objects violently to this, others assure him that
Jabali has presented the atheist argument only to persuade Rama to do what
was best for him, that he wasn't really an atheist, that it was all maya



(“illusion”) {2.102.1).” Jabali's argument is the standard Materialist critique
of the Veda, as well as the straw man set up in order to be refuted.

A more serious threat to the social order is posed by Shambuka:

RAMA BEHEADS SHAMBUKA

A Brahmin’s child died of unknown causes, and the father blamed
Rama for failing to maintain dharma, accusing Rama of being guilty
of Brahminicide. The sage Narada warned Rama that a Shudra was
generating tapas, a practice permitted to Shudras only in the Kali Age,
and that this violation of dharma was causing disasters such as the
death of the child. Rama gave instructions to preserve the child’s body
in oil. Then he explored the country and found, south of the Vindhyas,
a man generating fapas, hanging upside down. Rama asked him his
class (“Are you a Brahmin, or a Kshatriya, or a Vaishya, or a
Shudra?”) and the purpose of his tapas, and the man replied, “I was
born in a Shudra womb, and I am named Shambuka. I am doing this
in order to become a god and to conquer the world of the gods.” Rama
drew his sword from his scabbard and cut off Shambuka's head while
he was still talking. And at that very moment, the child came back to
life (7.64-67).

Shambuka is upside down, both as a form of tapas and because a world in
which a Shudra generates tapas is topsy-turvy. The central episode of
mutilation of an uppity low-caste man is framed, indeed justified, by another
story, the stock narrafive of a hagiographical miracle, usually used in the
service of Brahmins (like Vrisha) rather than of kings, the death and revival
of a child. Was there enough pressure on the caste system at the time of the
Ramayana’s recension to force the narrator to invent this frame to justify
Rama’s action? Perhaps. We learn nothing at all about Shambuka but his
class and the fact that he lives south of the Vindhyas, the no-man’s-land of
North Indian mythology; he is dehumanized.

Rama also had an uncomfortable relationship with Nishadas, including a
hunter named Guha, chief of the Nishadas. When Rama came into the jungle,
Guha mct him and offcred him things to cat and drink; Rama dcclined for
himself, arguing that as an ascetic he could not accept gifts and ate only fruit
and roots (an asserti'on directly contradicted by the fact that after killing the
ogre Maricha in the form of a deer, he killed another deer and took home the
meat [3.42.21]), but he gladly accepted fodder for the horses, which were the
pride of Dasharatha's stable (2.44.15-22). Yet, when Bharata later came
looking for Rama, Guha came to meet him too, bringing him fish, flesh, and
liquor (2.78.9), and his guide said to Bharata, “He’s an old friend of your
brother’s (2.78.11)." Bharata, unlike Rama, accepted the food, and when
Guha told Bharata about his meeting with Rama, he said, “I offered Rama a
variety of foods, but Rama refused it all, because he was following the



dharma of a Kshatriya, and Kshatriyas must give but never receive
(2.82.14)." There are too many excuses, and conflicting excuses at that, to
explain why Rama will not eat Guha's food, and the commentaries on this

episode are troubled by it.ﬁ

A famous story about a king’s relations with Nishadas and other tribals, as
wellas Pariahs, is only loosely connected with Rama (it is told to him):

TRISHANKU HALFWAY TO HEAVEN

Vishvamitra was a great and just king. One day he tried to steal from
the Brahmin Vasishtha the wish-fulfilling cow, who could produce
anything that one asked her for. At Vasishtha's resuest, she produced
armies of Persians and Scythians and Greeks, and then aliens
(miecchas) and tribals (Kiratas), who destroyed the king's armies and
his sons. Realizing that the power of a Brahmin was greater than that
of a Kshatriya, Vishvamitra resolved to become a Brahmin himself.
He generated great inner heat but merely became a royal sage, still a
Kshatriya.

Meanwhile a king named Trishanku wanted to go to heaven in his
ownbody. Vasishtha told him it was impossible, and Vasishtha's sons
in fury cursed Trishanku to become a Pariah (Chandala), black and
coarse, wearing iron ornaments, his hair all uncombed, his garlands
taken from the cremation ground. His people ran away from him, and
he went to Vishvamitra. Vishvamitra promised te help him get to
heaven, and to do this, he prepared a great sacrifice for him. When
Vedic scholars refused to attend a sacrifice performed by a Kshatriya
for a Pariah patron, Vishvamitra cursed them to become reviled,
pitiless tribals (Nishadas) and hideous Pariahs (Mushtikas), living on
dog meat in cemeteries.

The gods refused to attend the sacrifice, but Vishvamitra used his
inner heat to raise Trishanku toward heaven. Indra commanded
Trishankn to fall back to earth, but Vishvamitra stopped his fall, so
that Trishanku was stuck halfway up in the sky. Vishvamitra created a
new set of constellations for him and was about to create a new
pantheon of gods as well, but the gods persuaded him to stop. And so
Trishankn lives forever like that, upside down, in his alternative
universe (1.51-59).

What begins as a conflict between members of the two upper classes leads to
an unsatisfactory compromise: Vishvamitra becomes both a Kshatriya and a
sage. When he then takes on the entire Brahmin academic establishment and,
finally, the gods themselves, this results in yet another uneasy compromise,
Trishanku suspended between heaven and earth. Along the way, however, the
fallout from these high-class wars creates first a passel of foreigners (the



usual Central Asian suspects), then even more alien (mlecchas) and tribals,
and finally a combination of Pariahs and other tribals. When the dust settles,
the moral seems to be that although, as Vishvamitra believes, Brahmins are
better than Kshatriyas in some ways (the gods come to their sacrifice), inner
heat--the religious power available to non-Brahmins and non-Vedic
sacrificers--can do what even sacrifice cannot: Like sacrificial merit, or
karma in general, it can be transferred from sacrificer to patron, but unlike
them, it can get your body at least halfway to heaven, which the Brahmin
Vasishtha said could not be done at all. At least one Kshatriya, moreover,
Vishvamitra, makes many Brahmins into Pariahs and forces the gods to meet
him literally halfway. This story, well known both in India and in Europe and

America,”” provides us with yet another vivid image of liminality, fusion, and
the partial resolution of irresolvable conflicts.

Just as the alternative universe that Vishvamitra creates is entirely real to
Trishanku, so the world of the Ramayana that Valmiki created is very real
indeed to the many Hindus who have heard it or read it, and Sita and Rama
continue to shape attitudes to women and to political conflict in India to this
day.



CHAPTER 10

VIOLENCE IN THE MAHABHARATA
300 BCE to 300 CE

CHRONOLOGY

c. 300 BCE-300 CE The Mahabharata is composed

c. 200 BCE-200 CE The Kamayanais composed

327-25 BCE Alexander the Great invades Northwest South Asia
c. 324 BCE Chandragupta founds the Mauryan dynasty

c. 265-232 BCE Ashoka reigns

c. 250 BCE The Third Buddhist Council takes place at Pataliputra
c. 185 BCE The Mauryan dynasty ends

c. 185 BCE Pushyamitra founds the Shunga dynasty

73 BCE The Shunga dynasty ends

c. 150 BCE The monuments of Bharhut and Sanchi are built

c. 166 BCE-78 CE Greeks and Scythians enter India

YUDHISHTHIRA’S DILEMMA

King Yudhishthira walked alone on the path to heaven,
never

looking down. Only a dog followed him: the dog that I
have already

told you about quite a lot. Then Indra, king of the gods,

came to

Yudhishthira in his chariot and said to him. “Get in."
Yudhishthira

said, “This dog, O lord of the past and the future, has been
constantly

devoted to me Let him come with me; for I aro
determined not to

be cruel.” Indra said, “Today you have become iromortal,
like me,

and you have won complete prosperity, and great fame,
your majesty,

as well as the joys of heaven. Leave the dog. There is
nothing cruel in

that. There is no place for dog owners in the world of



heaven: for

evil sprits carry off what has been offered, sacrificed or
given as an

oblation into the fire, if it is left uncovered and a dog has
looked at it.

Therefore you must leave this dog, and by leaving the
dog, you will

win the world of the gods.”

Yudhishthira said, “People say that abandoning someone

devoted to

you is a hottorless evil, equal—according to the general
opinion—to

killing a Brahmin. I think so too.” When the god Dharma,
who had

been thee in the fom of the dug, heard these words
spoken by Yudhishthira,

the Dharroa king, he appeared in his own form and spoke
to King Yudhishthra with affection and with gentle
words of praise:
“Great king, you weep with all creatures. Because you
turned down
the celestial chariot, by insisting, ‘This dog is devoted to
me, there is
no one your equal in heaven and you have won the
highest goal, of
going to heaven with your own bhody.”

Mahabharata, 300 BCE-300 CE (17.2.26, 17.3.1-21)

As the Hindu idea of nonviolence (ahimsa) that emerged from debates
about eating and/or sacrificing animals was soon taken up in debates about
warfare, the resulting arguments, which deeply color the narratives of the
Mahabharata on all levels, were simultaneously about the treatment of
animals, about the treatment of Pariahs symbolized by animals, and about
human violence as an inevitable result of the fact that humans are animals and
animals are violent. The connection between the historical figure of the
Buddhist king Ashoka and the mythological figure of the Hindu king
Yudhishthira, and their very similar attempts to mitigate, if not to abolish,
violence, particularly violence against animals, are also at the heart of this
chapter.

ASHOKA

Ashoka claimed to have conquered most of India, though evidence
suggests that he did not venture beyond southern Karnataka to attempt to
conquer South India. But in the eighth year of his reign, he marched on
Kalinga (the present Orissa) in a cruel campaign that makes Sherman’s march



look like a children’s parade. Afterward he claimed to have been revolted by
what he had done, and issued an edict that was carved into the surfaces of
rock in several places in India (not including Kalinga, significantly). It is a
most remarkable document, allowing us a glimpse into the mind—or, at least,
the public mind— of a ruler who regrets what he regards as a major crime
committed inthe line of duty. This is how the edict begins:

ASHOKA ON THE ROAD FROM ORISSA

When he had been consecrated eight years, the Beloved of the Gods,
the king Piyadasi, conquered Kalinga. A hundred and fifty thousand
people were deported, a hundred thousand were killed, and many
times that number perished. Afterward, now that Kalinga was
annexed, the Beloved of the Gods very earnestly practiced dhamma,
desired dhamma and taught dhamma. On conquering Kalinga, the
Beloved of the Gods felt remorse, for when an independent country is
conquered, the slaughter, death, and deportation of the people are
extremely grievous to the Beloved of the Gods and weigh heavily on
his mind. What is even more deplorable to the Beloved of the Gods is
that those who dwell there, whether Brahmanas, Shramanas, or those
of other sects, or householders who show obedience to their superiors,
obedience to mother and father, obedience to their teachers, and
behave well and devotedly toward their friends, acquaintances,
colleagues, relatives, slaves and servants—all suffer violence, murder,
and separation from their loved ones. Even those who are fortunate to
have escaped and whose love is undiminished suffer from the
misfortunes of their friends, acquaintances, colleagues, and relatives.
This participation of all men in suffering weighs heavily on the mind

of the Beloved of the Cods.l

That Ashoka renounced war at this point is perhaps less impressive than it
might seem, given that he now already had most of India under his control (or
at least more than anyone else had ever had and apparently all that he
wanted); he was locking the stable door after the horse was safely tethered in
its stall. But his repentance did not mean that he had sworn off violence
forever; in this same edict he warns “the forest tribes of his empire” that “he
has power even in his remorse, and he asks them to repent, lest they be
killed." In another edict he refers, rather ominously, to “the unconquered
peoples on my borders” (i.e., not conquered yet?) and acknowledges that they

may wonder what he intends to do with/for/to them.E He may have hung up
his gun belt, but he still had it. What is most remarkable about the inscription
about Kalinga, however, is its introspective and confessional tone, its
frankness and sincerity, and the decision to carve it in rock—to make
permanent, as it were, his realization that military conguest, indeed royal
vainglory, was impermanent (anicca, in the Buddhist parlance). Here is



evidence of an individual who took pains to see that future generations would
remember him, and this is a new concept in ancient India.

The dhamma to which Ashoka refers in his edict is neither the Buddhist
dhamma (the Pali word for the teachings of the Buddha in the cldest layer of
Buddhist literature) nor Hindu dharma, nor any other particular religion or
philosophical doctrine but is, rather, a broader code of behavior, one size fits
all, that is implicit in the various good qualities of the people whom he
itemizes here as those he regrets having killed, people who might be
“Brahmanas, Shramanas [renouncers], or those of other sec#%.” That code of
dhamma included honesty, truthfulness, compassion, obedience, mercy,
benevolence, and considerate behavior toward all, “few faults and many good

deeds” (or “little evil, much good”) as he summarized it.i He urged people to
curb their extravagance and acquisitiveness. He founded hospitals for humans
and animals and supplied them with medicines; he planted roadside trees and
mango groves, dug wells, and constructed watering sheds and rest houses.
This idealistic empire was reflected in the perfect world of Rama’s Reign
(Ram-raj) in the Ramayana.

Ashoka made his thoughts known by having them engraved on recks and,
later in his reign, on pillars. These edict show a concern to conform to the
local idiom and context. All in all, nineteen rock edicts and nine pillar edicts,
written in the local script, are to be found scattered in more than thirty places
throughout India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. The sandstone for the
highly polished pillars was quarried at Chunar near Varanasi (Kashi) and
shows remarkable technological expertise; averaging between forty and fifty
feet in height and weighing up to fifty tons each, the pillars were dragged
hundreds of miles to the places where they were erected, all within the
Ganges plain, the heart of the empire. Ashoka adapted older, existing pillars
that symbolized the pillar that separates heaven and earth and were

expressions of an ancient phallic worship of Indra.” The lions (symbolizing
the Buddha as the emperor) on the capitals of the pillars show Persian
influence, for Iranian journeyman carvers came to Ashoka's cosmopolitan
empire in search of work after the fall of the Achaemenids. But the bulls and

elephants are treated in an unmistakably Indian way,i stunningly similar to
some of the animals on the Indus seals; the horses too are carved in the
distinctive Indian style. Thus the pillar combined, for the first time, the
technique of representing animals in a uniquely naturalistic but stylized way
that was perfected in 2000 BCE in the Indus Valley, and was the first
representation of the horse, an animal that the Indus Valley artisans did not
have. Indus form (the Indian style) expressed Indo-European content (the
horse). (See the image on page 84.)

Ashoka cared deeply about animals and included them as a matter of
course, along with humans, as the beneficiaries of his shade trees and
watering places. In place of the rayal tradition of touring his kingdom in a



series of royal hunts, he inaugurated the tradition of rayal pilgrimages to
Buddhist shrines, thus substituting a Buddhist (and Hindu) virtue
(pilgrimage) for a Hindu vice of addiction (hunting). In one bilingual rock
inscription, the Aramaic version says, “Our Lord the king kills very few

animals. Seeing this the rest of the people have also ceased from killing

animals. Even the activity of those who catch fish has been prohibited.”?

Elsewhere Ashoka urges “abstention from killing and nonviolence [avihimsa]

to living beings"z and remarks that it is good not to kill living beings.§

But he never did discontinue capital punishment or torture or legislate
against either the killing or the eating of all animals. This is what he said
about his own diet: “Formerly, in the kitchens of the Beloved of the Gods, the
king Piyadasi, many hundreds of thousands of living animals were killed
daily for meat. But now, at the time of writing of this inscription on dhamma,
only three animals are killed [daily]. two peacocks and a deer, and the deer

not invariably. Even these three animals will not be killed in future. ? Why
go on killing these three? Perhaps because the emperor was fond of roasted

peacock and venison.f Perhaps he was trying to cut down on meat, the way
some chain-smokers try to cut down on cigarettes. And his own particular
dhamma became prototypical, since the people are to follow the king’s
example; the implication was: “This is what I eat in my kitchen; you should
eat like that too.” But his personal tastes cannot explain the other, longer list
(rather approximate in translation, for some of the species are uncertain) of
animals that the edicts “protected” from slaughter: parakeets, mynah birds,
red-headed ducks, chakravaka geese, swans, pigeons, bats, ants, tortoises,
boneless fish, skates, porcupines, squirrels, deer, lizards, cows, rhinoceroses,
white pigeons, domestic pigeons, and all four-footed creatures that are neither
useful nor edible. Also nanny goats, ewes, and sows lactating or with young,
and kids, lambs, and piglets less than six months old. Cocks are not to be
made into capons. One animal is not to be fed to another. On certain holy
days, fish are not to be caught or sold; on other holy days, bulls, billy goats,
rams, boars, and other animals that are usually castrated are not to be

castrated; and on still others, horses and bullocks are not to be branded.ﬂ

What are we to make of these lists? Ashoka is hedging again. He
recommends restraint of violence toward living beings in the same breath that

he recommends the proper treatment of slaves,E but evidently it is all right to
kill some of the creatures some of the time. In particular, Ashoka allows for
the slaughter of the pashus—male goats, sheep, and cattle, the animals most
often used both for sacrifice and for food. There is no ecological agenda here
for the conservation of wildlife, nor can the lists be explained by the
privileging of certain animals for medicinal purposes. What there is is the
expression of a man who finds himself between a rock edict and a hard place,
a man who has concern for animals’ feelings (give them shade, don’t castrate
them—sometimes) but recognizes that people do eat animals. It is a very



limited sort of nonviolence, not unlike that of the Brahmana text that pointed
out that eating animals is bad but then let you eat them in certain ways,
instead of outlawing it entirely, as one might have expected. Ashoka is the
man, after all, who gave up war only after he had conquered all North India.

His attitude to the varieties of religion was similarly polific. As a pluralistic

king he had a social ethic that consisted primarily of inclusivity:E “Whoever
honors his own sect or disparages that of another man, wholly out of devotion
to his own, with a view to showing it in a favorable light, harms his own sect

even more seriously.”E Not a word is said about Vedic religion or sacrifice,
aside from the casual and entirely neutral references to Brahmanas
(Brahmins) along with Shramanas, nor does Ashoka mention class or caste
(varna or jati), aside from that reference to Brahmins. But he does not
hesitate to criticize the more popular religion that was the livelihood of lower-
class priests: “In illness, at the marriage of sons and daughters, at the birth of
children, when going on a journey, on these and on similar occasions, people
perform many ceremonies. Women especially perform a variety of
ceremonies, which are trivial and useless. If such ceremonies must be

performed, they have but small results. E Small-time superstition is foolish
but harmless, he seems to be saying, with an incidental swipe at women. He
approves of public religion, however, and expresses his pride in the increase

in displays of heavenly chariots, elephants, balls of fire, and other divine
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forms,_~ as a means of attrachng an audience to create an interest in

dhamma.z This sort of bread and circuses is cynically developed in the
Arthashastra (13.1.3-8), which devises a number of ingenious things to do
with fire and also advises the king to have his friends dress up as gods and let
his people see him hanging out with them. It is one of the great pities of
human history that Ashoka’s program of dhamma died with him, in about 232
BCE.

Far more enduring were Ashoka’s services to Buddhism, which he spoke
of not to the people at large but to other Buddhists. He held the Third
Buddhist Council, at Pataliputra, and sent out many missionaries. He built a
number of stupas and monasteries. His patronage transformed Buddhism
trom a small, localized sect to a religion that spread throughout India and tar
beyond its borders. Both Ashoka and his father, Bindusara, patronized not
only Buddhists and Jainas but also the Ajivikas, to whom Ashoka’s grandscn

may have dedicated some caves.l_8 The more general program of dhamma
continued to support all religions, including Hinduism.

Fast-forward: Myths about Ashoka became current shortly after his own
time, when Buddhist texts discoursed upon the Kalinga edict, the confession
of cruelty, and the subsequent renunciation of cruelty in favor of Buddhism.
This resulted in a fantasy that Ashoka killed his ninety-nine brothers to attain
the throne and then visited hell, where he learned how to construct a hell on



earth, equipped with fiendish instruments of exquisite torture, which he used

on anyone who offended him.f The mythmaking never stopped. In 2001 a
film (Asoka, directed by Santosh Sivan) depicted a youthful Ashoka
(Shahrukh Khan) who, traveling incognito, meets the regulation heroine in a
wet sari under a waterfall (Kareena Kapoor). She is, unbeknownst to him, the
queen of Kalinga, also traveling incognita. So when he eventually massacres
Kalinga and finds her wandering in despair amid the wide-angle carnage, he
is very, very sorry that he has killed all those people. And so, after three hours
of nonstop slaughter, in the last two minutes of the film he converts to
Buddhism.

THE RISE OF SECTARIAN HINDUISM

Despite (or because of) the rise of Buddhism in this period, both Vedic
sacrificers and members of the evolving Hindu sects of Vaishnavas and
Shaivas {worshipers of Vishnu and Shiva) found new sponsors among the

ruling families and court circles.g The keystone for the Brahmin

establishment was the new economic power of temple cities.ﬂ From about
500 BCE, kings still performed Vedic sacrifices to legitimize their

kingship,ﬁ but the sectarian worship of particular deities began partially to

replace Vedic sacrifice.f As the gods of the Vedic pantheon {Indra, Soma,
Agni) faded into the background, Vishnu and Rudra/Shiva, who had played
small roles in the Vedas, attracted more and more worshipers. Throughout the
Ramayana and Mahabharata, we encounter people who say they worship a
particular god, which is the start of sects and therefore of sectarianism.

Pilgrimage and puja are the main forms of worship at this time. Pilgrimage
is described at length in the Mahabharata, particularly but not only in the
“Tour of the Sacred Tirthas” {(3.80-140). Sacred fords (¢irthas) are shrines
where one can simultaneously cross over (which is what tirtha means) the
river and the perils of the world of rebirth. As in Ashoka's edicts, the
“conquest of the four corners of the earth” (dzg-vijaya), originally a martial
image, is now applied to a grand tour of pilgrimage to many shrines, circling
the world (India), always to the right Puja (from the Dravidian pu

[“ﬂower”])ﬁ consisted of making an offering to an image of a god (flowers,
fruits, sometimes rice), and/or moving a lamp through the air in a circular
pattern, walking around the god, and reciting prayers, such as a litany of the

names of the god. Krishna in the Bhagavad G:’taf_a says that pious people offer
him a leaf or flower or fruit or water (9.26). Sometimes the image of the god
is bathed and dressed, and often the remains of the food that has been offered
to the god is then distributed to the worshipers as the god’s “favor” or



“grace” (prasada), a relic of the leftovers (ucchisfta) from the Vedic
sacrifice.

There is rich evidence of the rise of the sectarian gods. The Mahabharata
includes a Hymn of the Thousand Names of Shiva (13.17), and in 150 BCE
Patanjali, the author of the highly influential Yoga Sutras, foundational for
the Yoga school of philosophy, mentions a worshiper of Shiva who wore
animal skins and carried an iron lance. Gold coins from this same period
depict Shiva holding a trident and standing in front of a massive bull,
presumably the bull that is Shiva’s usual vehicle. In the first century BCE,
under the Shungas, artisans produced what is generally regarded as the
earliest depiction of the god Shiva: a linga just under five feet high, in
Gudimallam, in southeastern Andhra Pradesh. (See page 22.) Its anatomical
detail, apart from ite size, is highly naturalistic, but on the shaft is carved the
[igure of Shiva, twu-anned and also naturalistic, holding an ax in one hand
and the body of a small antelope in the other. His thin garment reveals his
own sexual organ (not erect), his hair is matted, and he wears large earrings.
He stands upon a dwarf. A frieze from the first or second century CE suggests
how such a linga might have been worshiped; it depicts a linga shrine under a
tree, surrounded by a railing, just like the actual railing that was discovered

beneath the floor in which the image was embedded.f

The Mahabharata tells a story about the circumstances under which Shiva
came to be worshiped:

SHIVA DESTROYS DAKSHA'S VEDIC SACRIFICE

Once upon a time, when Shiva was living on Mount Meru with his
wife, Parvati, the daughter of the mountain Himalaya, all 