An introduction to Hinduism

non-Aryan Dravidians. However, the process of class formation in early
Indian society is more complex and may go back to an indigenous struc-
ture in the ancient past, perhaps present in the Indus valley civilization,
Indeed, the priestly and ruling classes of the Indus valley cities probably
lived separately in or near the citadels of their towns.

Whatever the origins of the system, it must be remembered that the
fourfold class structure is a theoretical model and ideological justification
based on sacred revelation. The reality of social classes in vedic society
seems to have been more complex. Rather than a priestly class serving a
ruling aristocracy, at least at the time of the Rg Veda, there seems to have
been two ruling elites, the Siiris and the Aris, each of which were served by
their own priesthoods. Aguilar i Matas has argued that Rg-vedic religion
was patronized by the Siiris and so the Rg Veda favours them at the
expense of the Aris who have a negative reputation in the text. This is
reflected at cultic and theological levels when Indra, the favourite god of
the Siiris, triumphs over and becomes more important than Varuna, the
supreme god of the Aris. Furthermore the two liturgical deities Agni and
Soma, pass from the side of Varuna to Indra, thereby ensuring the Siris’

ritual power.

Summary

We have seen how the origins of Hinduism lay in the ancient cultures of
the Indus valley civilization and Aryan culture. Although the issue is con-
tentious, there is strong supporting evidence to show that the language of
the Indus valley civilization was Dravidian, which contrasts with the
Indo-European language of the vedic Aryans. These two cultures, the
Dravidian Indus valley culture and the Aryan vedic, contribute to the for-
mation of Hindu traditions, and Hindu civilization can be seen as a prod-
uct of the complex interaction between the Dravidian and Aryan cultural
spheres. While the Aryan culture of the Brahmans provides the ‘master
narrative’ for later traditions, the importance of the Dravidian cultural
sphere should not be underestimated and Aryan culture itself, including
the Sanskrit language, has absorbed Dravidian elements.
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3 Dharma

During the late vedic period by the time of the composition of the
Satapatha Brahmana and the early Upanisads, Aryan culture had become
established in the Ganges plain; we know that the Satapatha Brahmana
and Brbadaranyaka Upanisad were composed in the Videha region.!
Larger kingdoms replaced smaller ones and a process of urbanization
began. This was a formative period in the history of Indian religions,
which saw the rise of the renouncer traditions, particularly Buddhism, and
the establishing of brahmanical ideology. Between the Mauryan dynasty
(c. 320-185 BCE) and the Gupta empire (320-500 CE), there was a politic-
ally unsettled period prompted by incursions from the north-west. The
last Mauryan king, Brhadratha, was assassinated by his Brahman general
Pu$yamitra Stinga in 185 BCE. The Stinga dynasty (c. 185-73 BCE) lost
much of its empire to Greek invaders from Bactria under King Demetrios
who founded an extensive empire, the most important king of which was
Menander (c. 166-150 BCE). After Menander’s death the kingdom broke
up to be eventually replaced by the Saka empire, established by Sai-Wang
tribes from central Asia (c. 140 BCE — 78 cE). With a slight decline in S3ka
power, the Kusanas (Kuei-shang) invaded, and established an empire
which extended along the Ganges plain to beyond Varanasi, culminating
in the rule of Kaniska (between 78 and 144 CE). Finally the Gupta empire
was founded by Candragupta I (c. 320 cE) and spread across all of north-
ern, and much of central, India.

Political support for religions varied with different dynasties and with
different kings. Asoka (268-233 BCE) was favourable to Buddhism, as was
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Kaniska (first century ct), though both kings seem to have been tolerant
of other religions within their realms. Candragupta Maurya may have
been a Jain. With the death of the last Mauryan, his assassin Pusyamitra
favoured a return to vedic sacrificial religion and performed the horse sac-
rifice and seems to have performed a human sacrifice at the city of
Kausambi, perhaps in celebration of a victory over the Greeks. Although
official patronage of religions varied, brahmanical ideology grew in
importance and established itself as the centre of a sociopolitical religion,
intimately allied to the status of the king, an ideology central to the Guptas
(320-600 CE) and to later dynasties. This brahmanical religion was con-
cerned with the ritual status of the king, the maintaining of boundaries
between social groups, and the regulation of individual behaviour in
accordance with the overarching principle of dbarma. With the rise of the
kingdoms culminating with the Guptas, dharma becomes an ideal operat-
ing in the domestic realm of the high-caste householder and in the political
realm of the Hindu state.

The brahmanical ideology of dharma was articulated by the vedic tra-
ditions or schools (§zkha) in texts concerned with the performance of
vedic ritual and social ethics, and expressed in the domestic realm by the
figure of the ideal Brahman and in the political realm by the figure of the
ideal king. These two figures, the Brahman and the king, were intimately
connected. It was the king who legitimized the Brahman’s power through
his patronage, yet it was the Brahmans who performed the ritual consecra-
tion of the king. The ideology of dharma was articulated at the level of the
court, embodied in the figure of the king, and manifested in the social
world in rules of interpersonal interaction and ritual injunction. In this
chapter we shall examine the institutions of dharma as they are developed
in the Dharma literature and as they became expressed in Hindu history.

The idea of dharma
The term ‘dharma’ is untranslatable in that it has no direct semantic equiv-
alents in any western languages which convey the resonance of associa-
tions expressed by the term. It has been variously translated as ‘duty’,
‘religion’, ‘justice’, ‘law’, ‘ethics’, ‘religious merit’, ‘principle’ and ‘right’.2
More particularly dharma is the performance of vedic ritual by the
Brahmans. Itis ‘the ritualistic order of Vedic sacrifice’,> which refers espe-
cially to the performance of the ‘solemn’ rites (Srauta) enjoined on all
Brahmans, to the domestic rituals (grhya), and to obligations appropriate
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to one’s family and social group. Dharma is an all-encompassing ideology
which embraces both ritual and moral behaviour, whose neglect would
have bad social and personal consequences. The philosopher of the
Mimimsa school (see p. 236), Jaimini, defines dharma as that of which the
characteristic is an injunction (vidbi).* This means that dbharma is an
obligation, declared by the Veda, to perform ritual action (karma), which
brings of itself no reward other than that its non-performance would be
‘that which is not dharma’ (adbarma) and result in retribution or “sin’
(papa). The rituals, particularly the solemn rites, are for their own realiza-
tion: it is ritual for ritual’s sake, though it does create reward in heaven for
the ritual patron. A Brahman can also perform supererogatory rituals for
gaining wealth and happiness in this world and the next, but these are not
obligatory. Dharma is identified with vedic obligation, which is eternal,
and with action which is particular: the transcendent dharma is expressed
or manifested at a human level in ritual action in order to produce that

which is good.

The sources of dbarma
While the source of dbarma is ultimately the Veda, oral texts were formu-
lated between the eighth and fourth centuries 8 c £, within the vedic tradi-
tions ($2kha), concerned with ritual and law. These texts, the Kalpa Siitras,
form part of a body of knowledge, the auxiliary sciences, known as the
‘limbs of the Veda’ (vedariga). The Vedingas are:

Siksa, correct pronunciation of vedic texts;

kalpa, the correct performance of ritual;

vyakarana, the study of grammar;

nirukta, etymology of vedic words;

chandas, prosody;

Jyotisa, astrology.
The Gautama Dharma Sitra says that the Veda is the source of dbarma
and also of the traditions which flow from it.5 There are three sources of
d.barma according to the Dharma Siitras: revelation (i.e. the Veda), tradi-
tion (smyti), and the customs or ‘good custom’ of the virtuous or those

learned in the Veda. The Mann Smrti or Manava Dbarma Sastra adds to

these three ‘what is pleasing to oneself’ which might be rendered as
€ .
conscience’.®
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The Kalpa Satras, the second source of dharma, are categorized into
three groups:

~ the Srauta Sitras, texts dealing with the correct performance of the
solemn or public rites;

— the Grhya Siitras, dealing with domestic rites;

~ the Dharma Sutras, dealing with law and social ethics.

While the Veda is revelation, the Kalpa Sitras are tradition or secondary
revelation, ‘remembered’ texts (smrti) composed by human sages within
the various vedic schools, though regarded as inspired and extraordinary
humans. Each sage is thought to have composed a text in all three classes,
though in fact only three sages, Apastamba, Hiranyakesin and
Baudhiyana, have Srauta, Dharma, and Grhya Sitras attributed to them.
In all of these texts we see how dharma was seen very much in terms of rit-
ual; to perform dbarma correctly is to fulfil one’s ritual obligations.

THE $RAUTA SUTRAS
These texts, called srauta because they follow from sruti, lay down the
rules, in a highly technical form, for the performance of public, vedic
ritual. The actual Srauta rites are primarily focused upon Agni and Soma to
whom vegetarian and non-vegetarian offerings are made into three or five
fires established upon altars. These public rituals are older and more com-
plex than the simpler, domestic rites, and surprisingly have survived polit-
ical upheavals and social changes throughout India’s long history. During
the Gupta period they underwent a revival and are preserved in present
times among the Nambudri Brahmans of Kerala. The Srauta Stras are rit-
ual manuals which lay out the rules for the performance of srauta rites.
The earliest is by Baudhayana (sixth century BCE or earlier) whose text is
the first example of the siitra style. A satra, literally ‘thread’, is a pithy
aphorism which states a principle or rule. These rules are cumulative, the
later rules assuming the earlier. Thus, in an injunction to make an oblation,
an oblation made with ghee is understood.” The Srauta Satras are technical
manuals comprising rules and metarules for what Frits Staal has called a
‘science of ritual’. This science of ritual has close parallels to the science of
language which developed a little later, but which uses the same siitra style.
This science is furthermore distinct from the Brahmana literature which
preceded it, in not speculating about the hidden meanings of ritual, but
rather concentrating on the rules by which it should be performed. These
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texts, as Staal has shown, are also distinct from the later Mimamsa philoso-
4 . .
phy which is concerned with arguing a viewpoint, particularly against the

Buddhists.8

THE GRHYA SUTRAS
The Grhya Siitras describe different kinds of ritual (yaj7ia) to be per-
formed in the home. These domestic rituals may have been permitted for
all twice-born classes in the earlier vedic period, but came to be restricted
to the Brahman class. A Brahman could perform them for himself or for

the other twice-born classes. These texts contain instructions on kindling

the domestic fire which it is incumbent upon the Brahman to keep; rules
for ritual purity; and rites of passage, particularly birth, initiation, mar-
riage and death. Indeed, a household might employ a Brahman to perform
domestic rituals only for rites of passage, classified as ‘occasional rites’
(naimittika-karma) rather than ‘daily rites’ (nitya-karma). Concern for
ritual became supplemented in the Dharma Sttras with a concern for reg-
ulating and defining social relationships within and between groups. It is
interesting to note that at the leve] of self-representation, ritual procedures
took precedence over social considerations, though the two spheres
became intimately connected: to perform one’s ritual obligations was to
act in accordance with one’s social status which was to act ethically. That
is, from the perspective of dharma there is no gap between ritual perfor-
mance and social or ethical obligation, an idea which the renouncer tradi-
tions, particularly Buddhism, were to reject.

THE DHARMA SUTRAS
These texts develop material found in the Grhya Siitras and are concerned
with customs and correct human conduct. In contrast to the Srauta Siitras,
the Grhya Siitras demonstrate the domestic concerns of the Brahman
householder, laying emphasis on domestic rituals and codes of acceptable
behaviour. The most important of the Dharma Siitras are ascribed to the
sages Gautama, Baudhiyana, Vasistha and Apastamba, whose texts con-
tain rules for performing domestic rites, jurisprudence, and rules pertain-
ing to the four stages of life (asrama). The significance of these texts is that
they lay down rules for the performance of dbharma for the Aryan house-

holder, and lay the foundations for the important traditions of the Dharma
astra,
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THE DHARMA $ASTRAS

The Dharma Sastras are a slightly later group of texts, though they contajy
older material, which elaborates upon the topics of the Sitra literature, 2
While other texts of human authorship were regarded as smyrti, particul- 4
arly the Epics (itihdsa) and narrative traditions (purana), it is the Dharm, §
$astras which are particularly associated with smrti and are, indeed, some- 3
times simply referred to by that name. The Dharma Sastras differ from the §

earlier Stitras in that they are composed in verse in contrast to the prose or

mixture of prose and verse of the Siitras. The subject matter is the same, 4
though the Sastras give more explication where the Sutras are silent, and §
contain more material of a juridical nature, particularly pertaining to the §

role of the king.? It is these texts which are particularly important as
g % Yy imp

sources of dbarma and which provide clear indications for the high-caste
householder as to what duties he should perform, what was expected of 3
him, what was prohibited, and how these rules relate to a wider, cosmic 3

sense of law and duty. The Brahmans who followed the teachings of these
texts were known as Smartas, those who followed the smrtis, and were

particularly concerned with dbarma in respect to caste and stage of life, 3

the varnasrama-dharma.

The rules of dharma in the Dharma Sastras merge into jurisprudence
and they become important texts in Hindu legislation and litigation, even
during the period of British rule in India. Indeed, one of the first Sanskrit
texts ‘discovered’ by the British was the Manu Smrti or Manava Dbharma
Sastra, first translated into English by the founder of Indology, Sir
William Jones, and published in 1794. While the Manu Smrti is the oldest
and most important text of this genre, composed between the second cen-
tury BCE and third century cE, other Dharma S$istras are important for
their legal material, particularly the Yajiiavalkya Smrti and the Narada
Smrti, probably composed during the Gupta period (320~500 cE). The
Sanskrit commentaries are also important, particularly Medhatithi’s
commentary on the Manu Smrti. These texts contain a doctrine of dbarma
as a universal, all-encompassing law, which is yet flexible and adaptable
to different circumstances and a variety of situations. They were used
particularly by assemblies of Brahmans throughout the history of
Hinduism to help decide legal matters. We know something of their use
from twelfth-century epigraphic evidence. In one inscription, the caste of
Wheelwrights, the rathakaras (lit. ‘cart-makers’), are disputing their posi-
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tion in the vedic social hierarchy. With quotations from a number of
Sanskrit sources, including the Narada and Yajriavalkya Smytis, the stone
records the decision that there are two types of wheelwrights, one group
born from ‘respectable’ or hypergamous marriages of the twice-born
classes, and another, menial group, born from the marriages of high-caste
women with low-caste men. 10

Such inscriptions show that the Dharma $astras were important and

were used in an advisory capacity to help settle ambiguous legal matters.

1In quoting from a wide range of textual sources, not only from the

Dharma Sastras, the inscriptions suggest an awareness of a scholarly
Hindu tradition and a high degree of assertiveness and self-awareness
among lower social groups. These inscriptions also show us that texts
were open to a continuous process of interpretation in the light of contem-
porary social events. The Sastras reflect the dominant brahmanical ideol-
ogyanda vision of social order in which the Brahmans, the class with the
highest status, had an important place as the upholders of ritual and moral
purity and the conveyors of the sacred traditions.

The context-sensitivity of dbarma

While dharma has been an important concept associated with kingship
and has pervaded all classes of Hindu society, the law books have been
mainly concerned with the obligations of Brahmans. To fulfil his dharma a
Brahman’s ritual action must be pure (suddhi). Although there is some
debate concerning the importance of purity in Hinduism, whether the sta-
tus of purity is subordinate to political power or superior to it, purity is
undoubtedly a very important concept. The body, which is polluted every
day by its effluents, should be in as pure a state as possible through ritual
purification, principally by water. There is, however, a deeper level of pol-
lution which is a property of the body and differentiates one social group
from another. The polarity of purity and pollution organizes Hindu social
space, a principle recognized in the Dharma Sistras which view social
ethics as the maintenance of order and the boundaries between groups and
genders as governed by degrees of purity and pollution. The Brahman, by
virtue of being the highest class of person, is excluded from certain kinds
of interaction with other classes; rules of commensality and strict marriage
regulations ensure the clear maintenance of boundaries.

At a universal level dbarma refers to a cosmic, eternal principle, yet it
must also relate to the world of human transaction. At a particular level,
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