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§ Anintroduction to Hinduism

devotional and poetic literature in Sanskrit and vernacular languages !
v . . . ?
as well as the composition of tantric literature.

~ the modern period (c. 1500 CE to the present) sees the rise and fall of § Ancient origins
two great empires, the Mughal and the British, and the origin of Indj, }
as a nation state. The traditions continue, but without significant ‘
royal patronage. The nineteenth century sees the rise of Renaissance

Hinduism and the twentieth century the development of Hinduism a5

a major world religion.

origins of Hinduism lie in two ancient cultural complexes, the Indus
valley civilization which flourished from 2500 BCE to about 1500 BCE,
though its roots are much earlier, and the Aryan culture which developed
during the second millennium BcE. There is some controversy regarding
the relationship between these two cultures. The traditional view, still
supported by some scholars, is that the Indus valley civilization declined,
to be replaced by the culture of the Aryans, an Indo-European people
originating in the Caucasus region who migrated into south Asia and
spread across the fertile, northern plains, which, throughout India’s long
history, have offered no obstacle to invaders or migrants. The alternative
view is that Aryan culture is a development from the Indus valley civi-
lization and was not introduced by outside invaders or migrants; that
there is no cultural disjunction in ancient south Asian history, but rather a
continuity from an early period. Yet, whether the Aryans came from out-
side the subcontinent or not, Hinduism might be regarded as the devel-
opment over the next 2,000 years of Aryan culture, interacting with
non-Aryan or Dravidian and tribal cultures, though it is Aryan culture
which has provided the ‘master narrative’, absorbing and controlling
other discourses.

The views and arguments regarding the origins of Hinduism have not
been free from ideological interests and the quest for origins itself has been
a factor in the development of Hinduism over the last two centuries.
Hindu revivalists in the nineteenth century, such as Dayananda Sarasvati,
looked to Hinduism’s Aryan past to imbue it with new moral impetus
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and the search for origins has been important for Indology as a scholarly
articulation and justification for colonialism. The quest for origins is also
relevant in the contemporary politics of Hinduism, which traces continu-
ity between an ancient past and the present, bearing witness to India’s past,
Hindu, greatness (see p. 262).

In examining the roots of Hinduism we must be aware of the rhetoric of
origins, as it might be called. Indeed, the very quest for an ‘origin’ may
suggest an ‘essence’ which is highly problematic. In searching for an origin
we find only ‘traces’ or signs which constantly point beyond themselves,
are constantly deferred.! That is, an ‘origin’ is always the consequence of
something which has gone before, and the ‘origin’ cannot be regarded in a
teleological way, with hindsight, as pointing towards that which follows.
In examining the ‘traces’ which constitute a past culture, we should
remember that such a culture was complete in itself rather than in some
sense preliminary, lived by people who experienced the fullness and con-
tradictions of human life, and that any sketch must necessarily be selective
and restrictive.

With these qualifications in mind, this chapter will examine the roots of
Hinduism in the Indus valley and Aryan cultures, and discuss the vedic
religion of early Indian society.

The Indus valley civilization

In 1921 Sir John Marshall, Director General of the Archaeological Survey
of India, directed D. R. Sahni to begin excavations at Harappa. He and
R.D. Banerjee, excavating at Mohenjo-Daro in Sind, discovered the Indus
valley civilization. As with the great civilizations of Sumer and pharaoic
Egypt, this urban civilization was centred on a river and located in the
basin of the Indus which flows through present-day Pakistan. This Indus
valley or Harappan civilization developed from about 2500 8CE, though
its origins reach back to the Neolithic Period (7000 — 6000 BCE), reached
its peak around 2300~2000 BCE (trade links with Mesopotamia have been
dated to this period), was in decline by 1800 BcE and had faded away by
1500.2

This was a developed, urban culture. Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa, sep-
arated by some 40 miles, were two of this civilization’s most important
cities and housed some 40,000 inhabitants who enjoyed a high standard of
living. The cities had sophisticated water technologies, most of the houses
having drainage systems, wells, and rubbish chutes emptying into waste-
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+s which were emptied municipally.? As in ancient Mesopotamia, grain
was the basis of the economy and the large store-houses in the Indus
cowns may have been for grain collected as tax. There were trade contacts
with the Middle East and with the hunter-gatherer tribes of Gujarat, the
cown of Lothal in Gujarat being one of the most important centres for
importing and exporting goods. There remain other cities of the Indus val-
ley civilization yet to be excavated, at Judeiro-Daro, Lurewala Ther and
Ganaweriwala Ther on the course of the Hakra, an ancient dried-up river
in present day Haryana. The antecedents of this culture can be traced to

- the site of Mergarh, 150 miles north of Mohenjo-Daro in Baluchistan,

where the French archaeologist Jean-Frangoise Jarrige has dated the agri-
cultural community to before 6000 BCE and has established an unbroken
cultural continuity from that early date to the period of the Indus valley

civilzation.*

THE DEVELOPMENT AND CONTINUITY OF THE INDUS VALLEY

The development and expansion of the Indus valley culture was probably
the consequence of a growth in population, itself due to the development
of farming and the availability of food supplies grown on the rich alluvial
deposits of the Indus valley. Indeed, the importance of arable farming is
demonstrated by the large granaries in Mohenjo-Daro on the west bank of
the Indus, and in Harappa on the east bank of the Ravi. Evidence for this
civilization has come mainly through the excavations of these two cities
and from other, smaller, sites. Apart from Mergarh, the sites at Amri, 100
miles south of Mohenjo-Daro, at Kalibangan in the Punjab, and at Lothal
near Ahmadabad in Gujarat, are notable.

This culture was very extensive and archaeological evidence for the
mature Indus valley civilization has been found at over 1,000 sites cover-
ing an area of 750,000 square miles, from Rupar in the east in the foothills
of the Himalayas near Simla, to Sutkagen Dor in the west near the Iranian
border, to Lothal on the Gujarat coast.’ Judging by the archaeological
record, there was a unity of material culture, notably pottery, architecture
and writing, in the Indus valley by as early as the fourth millennium BcE,
which was preceded by a period of continuous development at different
sites from the early Neolithic Period. The Indus valley culture did not
develop due to the direct influence of external cultural forces from Sumer
or Egypt, but was an indigenous development in the Baluchistan and
Indus regions, growing out of earlier, local cultures.
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Map 2 Major sites of the Indus valley civilization (adapted from Parpola, Deciphering the
Indus Script,p.7)

26

A T T i B T, s il LI AT S Al - .~ SR .

Ancient origins

THE RELIGION OF THE INDUS VALLEY

Needless to say, we know little of the polity or religion of this civilization.
There is a system of writing, the Indus valley script, which has been found
inscribed on steatite seals and copper plates, but this has not yet been suc-
cessfully deciphered and, until more samples or a bilingual inscription are
found, will probably remain largely obscure. The biggest issue which has
bearing on the development of Hindu traditions from the Indus valley, lies
in the answer to the questions: what is the language of the steatite seals?
And to what group of languages is it related? There have been two pre-
dominant views among scholars, one that it represents a language belong-
ing to the Dravidian linguistic family, the other that it is an early form of
Indo-European.®

The Dravidian languages include the south Indian languages of Tamil,
Kannada, Telegu and Malayalam, as well as Brahui, the language of a hill
people in Pakistan. The presence of these languages is strong evidence for
there being a pan-Indian Dravidian presence, before the predominance of
the Indo-Iranian language group, itself a part of the Indo-European fam-
ily. The Indo-European languages include Greek, Latin, and the Indo-
Iranian languages which comprise Avestan (the sacred language of the
Zoroastrians), Sanskrit, and the north Indian vernaculars of Gujarati,
Urdu, Hindi, Kashmiri, Oriya and Bengali.

Colin Renfrew makes the point that in deciphering the script we need
to begin with something known, but there are no bilingual inscriptions, so
decipherers assume a solution and then try to demonstrate its plausibility.”
The successful decipherment of the script would tell us something about
the daily transactions of these people and might tell us something of their
religion or religions. As it stands we have to infer social and religious con-
tents from the material culture, though Asko Parpola claims to have made
significant advances in understanding the Indus script and its relation to
Dravidian languages and Dravidian forms of Hinduism.

Perhaps the most striking thing about the Indus civilization is the high
degree of uniformity of urban planning and even a conformity in size of
building bricks. Many of the houses were built on a similar ground plan
around a central courtyard, and many houses had a water supply and
drainage system. This suggests a sophisticated administration and a hierar-
chical structure of authority. In both Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro there
wasafortified lower city separated fromafortified citadel or ‘acropolis’ sit-
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uated on a raised mound, which contained halls and temples. Such unifor-
mity may suggest more than wide diffusion of a culture, even a polity
imposed on a large area through conquest, with the centre of this empire
and its administration at Mohenjo-Daro. If so, this would be the earliest
imperial formation in South Asia, which may also have involved the impo-
sition of an official religion, perhaps centred on the cult of the king. There
is, however, no conclusive evidence without the decipherment of the Indus
valley scriptand ideasabout the nature of the state must remain speculative,

The religion of the mature Indus valley culture has to be inferred from
the buildings which were most probably temples, stone statues, terracotta
figurines and particularly the steatite seals. The state religion seems to have
involved temple rituals, perhaps animal sacrifice, and ritual bathing in the
‘great bath’ found in the citadel at Mohenjo-Daro. This bath is reminis-
cent of tanks found in later Hindu temples and reflects a concern with rit-
ual purification through water, an important idea in Hinduism. At
Kalibangan a ritual area has been found in which animal sacrifice seems to
have been practised and seven “fire altars’ have been located. Indeed, the
brick platforms by the great bath at Mohenjo-Daro may have served a
similar purpose.?

The large number of female terracotta figurines unearthed during the
excavations, may have been goddess images and the presence of the god-
dess in later Hinduism may be traced back to this early period. It is, of
course, impossible to say whether there is a continuity in the cult of the
goddess from this early age, and the fact that the goddesses are the focus of
worship in the Indus culture does not necessarily mean that these are the
forerunners of the Hindu goddesses. Goddess worship and the central
concerns of fertility seem to have been common in the ancient world and
the Harappan goddess or goddesses may have more in common with
Sumerian than with later Hindu deities.

Perhaps suggestive of the later religions are the images on the remark-
able steatite seals, particularly the ‘Pasupati’ seal, of a seated, perhaps ithy-
phallic, figure surrounded by animals, either horned or wearing a
headdress. Sir John Marshall and others have claimed that this figure is a
prototype of the Hindu god Siva, the yogin and Lord of the animals (pasu-
pati), sometimes represented with three faces, and the posture with the
knees out and feet joined has been interpreted as evidence of yoga in pre-
Aryan culture (see fig. 1).” However, it is not clear from the seals that the
‘proto-Siva’ figure has three faces, as is claimed, nor is it clear that he is
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I

Figure 1 Indus valley ‘proto-Siva’ seal

seated in'a yogic posture. Asko Parpola has convincingly suggested that
the proto-Siva is in fact a ‘seated” bull, almost identical to figures of seated
bulls found on early Elamite seals (c. 3000-2750 BcE).!% While the claim
that in the seals we have representations of a proto-Siva is speculative, it is
nevertheless possible that iconographic features are echoed in the icono-
graphy of Siva; the half-moon in Siva’s hair resembling the horns of the
bull-god. ‘Phallic’-shaped stones have also been found, suggestive of the
later aniconic representation of Siva, the linga.

However, while these connections may be speculative, Parpola has
tried to demonstrate that there are a number of linguistic and iconographic
continuities between the Indus valley civilization and south Indian,
Dravidian forms of Hinduism. The South Indian god Murugan, the young
man identified with the god of war, Skanda, is represented in the Indus val-
ley script, argues Parpola, by two intersecting circles (the word muruku in
Dravidian languages, suggestively denotes ‘bangle’), and a seal depicting a
person bowing to a figure standing in the middle of a fig tree echoes in later
Indian iconography of fig trees (such as the Buddhist banyan tree which
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indicates the Buddha in early representations). The fig is furthermore §
associated with the planet Venus, which is in turn later associated with the

goddess Durgs, and with the tilak, a red dot worn on the forehead.!!

It is tempting to speculate that there are continuities of religion from
the Indus valley into Hinduism, which would make the roots of the reli-
gion go back a very long way, but we must exercise caution. The ritual
bath, the fire altars, the female figurines, the horned deities and the ‘lingas’
are certainly suggestive of later Hindu traditions. However, ritual purity,
an empbhasis on fertility, sacrifice, and goddess worship are common to
other religions of the ancient world as well. Indeed, the steatite image of a
figure battling with lions is more reminiscent of the Mesopotamian
Gilgamesh myth than anything found in later Hinduism, though again
Parpola has argued continuities with the Goddess Durga battling with the
buffalo demon.1?

The Indus valley civilization seems to have declined rather suddenly
between 1800 and 1700 BCE, primarily due to environmental causes such
as flooding or a decrease in rainfall. A squatter’s period continued for
some time after this and smaller Indus valley towns and villages survived
the abandonment of the large cities. At Mohenjo-Daro a number of skele-
tons were found where they had fallen, the victims of 2 violent death. It has
been claimed that these deaths were caused by early Aryaninvaders.!3

The Aryans
The most commonly accepted theory to date has been that Hinduism is
the consequence of incursions of groups known as Aryans into the north-
ern plains of India from central Asia, via the mountain passes of
Afghanistan, around 1500 BCE. Some of these groups went into Iran and
there are close affinities between the Iranian religion of the Avesta (the
sacred scripture of Zoroastrianism) and the religion of the Veda. This nar-
rative has maintained that the Aryans were of the same stock as groups
which went west into Europe. Their language was an Indo-European
tongue which developed into vedic Sanskrit and finally into classical
Sanskrit, the sacred language of Hinduism, and they worshipped primar-
ily afire god, Agni, 2 hallucinogenic plant, Soma, and a warrior god, Indra.
The self-designation of these people was the Sanskrit drya, meaning
‘noble’ or ‘honourable’, which referred to the three highest social classes
of their society, as distinct from the indigenous people of south Asia
whom they encountered and subjugated by means of a superior war tech-
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They spread over the northern plains and, some time aft(‘er 1000
ol hed the Ganges region which became known as the “Aryan
’ rea;’ (aryavarta). Aryan culture slowly spread to the Deccan and

anbl'shg in south India by around the sixth century CE. Thus the
wasesa an-speaking Aryans are contrasted with the indigenous,
m‘dn-"E'uml:’eeaking descendants of the Indus valley civilization whom
Dlmvldmr::f:red. Knowledge of the Aryans comes mostly from their
i‘z’;‘t’:{‘i the Rg Veda Sambita, the carliest literat'ur.e of Hindu%sm. 5

The predominance of Aryan culture over Dravidian culture is not dis

* puted, but the origin of the Aryans as coming from outside the subconti-

t has recently been questioned. Two theories concerning the origin of
nen . . - .
the Aryans have emerged: what might be called the Aryan migration thesis
and the cultural transformation thesis.

— The Aryan migration thesis. The ¥ndus valley civilization, which
speaks a Dravidian language, declme§ between 2000 and 1800 BCE.
The Aryan migrations, or even invasions, occur from ab.out 1500 BC }f
and the Aryans become the dominant cultural force. This has been the
traditional, scholarly picture and is the one roughly sketched above.

— The cultural transformation thesis. Aryan culture is a development of
the Indus valley culture whose language bel<')ngs to the Indo-
European family, possibly spoken in the region as far back as tbe .
Neolithic Period, in interaction with Dravidian culture. On this view
there were no Aryan incursions into India, but Indus valley culture is
an early Aryan or vedic culture.

These positions are stated rather baldly here for the sake of clarity and
there may be variations of these.

THE MIGRATION THESIS AND THE ARYAN MYTH
Although there is an undisputed connection between Sanskrit and other
Indo-European languages, the picture may be me:h more cF)mplex than
the Aryan migration thesis allows. Indeed, the history which has been
portrayed of the Aryans in India may reflect to alarge extent the European
social world in which the theory deveéloped. According to Poliakov, the
idea of invading Indo-Aryans developed in the eighteenth century when
western scholars were wishing to be free from the confines of ]udc.:o-
Christian thought while at the same time becoming aware of Indian
culture through colonization.!# The idea of an Aryan invasion developed
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