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A YURVEDA AND THE CARE OF THE AGED: 
AN ETHICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Srinivas Tilak 

This paper focuses on the ethical implications of the typical attitudes toward 
old age and aging with reference to the care of the aged in the classical Hindu 
medical tradition (Ayurveda). It presupposes that since medical ethics is 
shaped significantly by old age and aging, any discussion concerning it must 
be framed with reference to the reality of human aging and its consequences. 
This paper, is accordingly, guided by the following set of questions: 

1) Is age a morally relevant characteristic? If so, are there significant 
moral requirements owed to old people because they are old? 

2) What is the rightful place of the elderly in society and culture? Do the 
aged infirm have a moral right to care and welfare if they did not 
produce anything themselves? What is the moral basis for asserting or 
denying claims of this kind? 

3) What is the human worth of the elderly? Do they have rights to care 
deriving from their former service to others and their long experience 
of life? 

This paper argues that the classical Hindu medical tradition (Ayurveda) 
answers such questions in an ambivalent manner. The general thrust seems 
to be that age per se is only one of the three morally relevant characteristics; 
the other two being gender and class. Care is morall y owed to people for their 
productive potential and for service they may have rendered or continue to 
render to the state and the community. In developing this stance Ayurveda 
relies on the Dharma Siistras (Moral Digests) for proposing appropriate 
hygiene (svasthavr:tta) and a code of proper conduct (sadvrtta) for everyone 
involved in the dispensing of care (susru~a): the physician (vaidya), the 
patient (atura), and his/her family and community. In the process interesting 
notions of health and disease emerge, clarifying how their inputs factor into 
the proper range and scope of care-giving in Ayurveda. 
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Another important issue underlying the presence of ethic in Ayurveda is 
whether disease is an objective biological state explainable and verifiable by 
objective criteria alone, or alternatively, whether disease is also relative to 
social and cultural values. Ayurveda seems to acknowledge that both disease 
and its treatment or prevention are conditioned by socio-cultural and 
religious factors. It, therefore, seems to include more penetrating reflections 
upon medical ethics than the casual reader might suspect. 

This paper tries to identify and collect some scattered allusions in Ayurvedic 
literature to such ethical guidelines dealing with the role and duties of the 
physician with particular reference to the care of his aged patients. It initiates 
a discussion which might serve a basis for building a coherent ethic in the 
Indian medical tradition. This is a somewhat unusual procedure for analysis 
of moral discourse, but it is dictated by the fact that no actual examples of 
extended arguments, either by physicians or by philosophers, are available 
in the Indian intellectual tradition. 

The principal source of reference for this paper is the Caraka Sa'!lhitii (Ca), 
the oldest surviving medical compilation attributed to Caraka, who is said to 
have been a physician at the court of King Kaniska (100 C.E.). Where 
warranted, reference is also made to two other relevant medical compilations 
- the Susruta Sa'!lhitii of Susruta (400 C.E.) and the A~!iihgahr:daya of 
Viigbha~ (Ah) (600 C.E.). 

Ethical Basis of Health and Caring 

Ayurveda is traditionally defined as the science of assuring a long and 
healthy life till a ripe old age. The tenn is significant from both the 
gerontological and ethical perspectives. While ayur implies a long and 
healthy life span; veda refers to the science and technique of assuring it by 
submitting to a virtuous life style leading to spiritual liberation. I The tenn 
Ayurveda, by extension, designates a healthy, long life, which is a "good", 
for which one should actively strive at every stage in one's life. It thus posits 
a clear distinction between a healthy, happy life (sukhayu) and a healthy, 
morally "good" life (hilayu).2 Health is a moral obligation incumbent upon 
every individual. Health, in fact, correlates virtue. Furthennore, positive, 
good health is a matter of moral duty and obligation, which is consciously 
and willingly chosen.3 It cannot be left to chance, fate or luck. Even ascetics 
are not exempt from the responsibility of maintaining good health.4 
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Health in Ayurveda has one more important nuance; it implies ability to 
diligently execute assigned duties and tasks and reproduce as a responsible 
member of the family and community. The healthy person is one who 
produces prescribed ritual and moral merit (dharma), material goods 
(artha), emotional and sexual joys and satisfaction (kama), and spiritual 
liberation (mok~a) in that order, in a given stage of life. Health as ability to 
bear progeny destined for labour force impinges more particularly on 
women whose activities as wives, and mothers are crucial in a community's 
reproductive agenda. Ayurveda, therefore, incorporates special sections 
dealing with the health of women who are pregnant or nursing their infants.5 

Since medical enterprise is viewed more as a means of preserving health 
rather than curing diseases, Ayurveda lays much emphasis on dietetics as 
well as proper moral behaviour as means of insuring continued health even 
in old age. In fact, Caraka devotes four long chapters to these concerns in the 
section entitled "Sutra Sthilna." Elsewhere he traces ill health to unwhole­
some diet and improper moral behaviour, which is traced to culpable insight 
(prajnaparadha), which is believed to lead to various errors of judgement 
resulting in the derangement of the balance of the three humours (do~a) and 
the subsequent manifestation of diseases.6 Disease is understood as a 
process of degeneration and inflammation, which is coeval with the passage 
of time and aging.? If it is not treated in time, a disease may lead to further 
deterioration and ultimately death of the sick individual. The wise and 
morally good persons, therefore, are those who avoid the intake of 
unwholesome food and thereby avoid premature ill health, old age and 
death. They are, for this reason, held in high esteem by the people. 8 

Care and its Delivery (SuSrii~a) 

The act of caring incorporates various health techniques and related moral 
decisions which render it an ethical enterprise. Caring is the outcome of four 
intervening agents and their prescribed actions: the physician, patient, 
medicaments, and the nursing attendant.9 Every decision pertaining to care 
(giving or receiving) involves the complex interplay of value sets of these 
four agents. 

The importance of ethics in Hindu medicine, therefore, cannot be reduced to 
pious appeals to its practitioners, but rather, a necessary and productive basis 
for evaluating and delivering health care. In moral philosophy sentiments 
alone are not enough; evoking of compassionate sentiments does not inform 
us about the right thing to do in a given situation. 
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Ayurvedic ethics, therefore, is grounded in certain key virtues, which are 
seen as habits and dispositions that may enable a person to reason well. To 
find appropriate and legitimate ethical principles and categories for 
developing a sound health care delivery, Caraka and other writers on 
Ayurveda turned to the Dharma Sastra texts, which prescribe age, class, and 
gender-specific injunctions designed to encourage a virtuous life 
(van:zasramadharma). 

The process of delivering health care in Ayurveda, therefore, reveals certain 
morally implied assumptions about the nature of (1) health care and its 
delivery, (2) the patient-physician relationship, and (3) the ideal and good 
healthy life. Health care and its delivery presume a somatic view of disease 
and health. To that extent the physician rules supreme since he is the one who 
"saves life."l0 Yet, the medical enterprise of health care is also posited in 
functional terms since disease is viewed as inability to function effectively 
and efficiently in society. The etiology of disease is traced to significant 
deviation from a prescribed ritual or social norm prescribed for that 
particular individual. This invests the sick (and, therefore the dysfunctional 
being) with typical social meaning of being deficient in a particular value. 

Health and illness, then, become not merely somatic conditions of 
individuals; they are also defined and institutionalized through their social 
nexus and structure. Whether one is formally designated healthy or ill bears 
significantly on the performance of one's social tasks and standing. 
Medicine and health care delivery become a set of interesting roles fulfilling 
a specialized function within an encompassing set of social roles. Though it 
is recognized to have roots in biological causes, what gets labelled as illness 
is a function of social and ritual precepts originating in the doctrine of 
kanna. 11 

Ethical issues in relation to health care and its delivery, therefore, 
presuppose both a physical and social nexus and are discussed in terms of the 
ideal relations between the physician and his patient and family. What the 
physician is asked to do morally is to be based on his insight as a physician as 
well as his perception of the relevant social roles. His education and training 
is intended morally to qualify the future physician for his profession. More 
broadly, health care becomes a function of a particular set of relationships 
established by a community to attend to the quality oflife and to promote the 
well being of its members. Medical ethics then raises the question of where 
the primary focus of health care might be. Is it with the physician or with the 
patient? Ayurveda seems to imply that both are equally implicated since both 
are moral agents. 
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Responsibilities of the Virtuous Physician 

Various passages in the Caraka Sa1Jlhita list specific virtues which the 
physician is urged to cultivate. Altruism, charity and compassion toward the 
sick, figure prominently in these lists. 12 In one of the most humanistic 
statements in Indian medical literature, the physician is urged to put the 
welfare of the patients before his own material interests. Vagbhata similarly 
lists benevolence, beneficence, conscientiousness and compassion as the 
virtues to be developed by the physician.13 In striving to save lives, the 
physician was expected to follow his assigned duty (dhanna); by building up 
a rich practice, he could achieve material prosperity (artha); and by the 
satisfaction which he obtained from curing those whom he loved and 
respected and by acquiring renown for his cures, he served the goal of 
emotional satisfaction (kizma).14 His social status was very high in that he 
was acknowledged to be the thrice born (trija), and, as such, superior to any 
twice born (dvija).15 

The physician was eulogized as a data (donor) which implied the power, 
freedom or competence to determine and give. He was to consider his 
patients as his own sons and treat them accordingly. As donor, the 
physician's act of "giving life" generated in the recipient a sense of 
obligation and indebtedness. Ritually, therefore, the physician was ranked 
above the patient, who was a recipient (of care). The physician was also 
acknowledged to be a significant agent of social change and welfare. 16 

Caraka believes that medicine may be practised as a profession by all for 
attaining virtues, wealth and pleasures. It may be taken up with a view to 
leading a comfortable life and for self-protection by treating and caring for 
those in ~ower. A physician is always respected by those in power and the 
learned. 7 The Caraka Sa1Jlhita, accordingly, outlines a code of medical 
etiquette with a view to establish and preserve a distinct and professional 
identity and dignity of the physician. He should look healthy and dress 
modestly. He must not be addicted to drinks. In his dealings with the patients 
the physician must be serene, self-controlled and detached. He must not have 
any dealings with the female members of the patient's family. Any matters 
pertaining to the patient must not be disclosed to others. Even if he were to 
observe the signs of approaching death of his patient, the physician should 
not disclose them without having been requested to do so.18 

A genuinely qualified physician is a saver and extender of life (prarWbhi­
sara). He possesses excellent theoretical and practical knowledge and 
experience and is skilled in his art. He comes from a noble family, is 
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self-controlled, and possesses all the necessary equipment. One is not to 
challenge such a virtuous physician even if he does not happen to be upto 
date in the science of medicine. However, one who poses to be an expert 
should not be spared. 19 

Ethical Dilemma of the Physician 

The health care-related obligations imposed by the Caraka Sar.nhita on the 
virtuous physician (and the patient), are usually framed as positive or 
negative injunctions. The latter seem to exhort perfection in the performance 
of prescribed duties in that they come without exception - "Let not the 
physician harm, hurt or insult the sick." Such an injunction exhorts the 
physician to abstain from doing certain harmful actions. It does not require 
him to do any particular thing. 

Positive injunctions require some demonstrable and affirmative action, and 
as such, have a different and more problematic status. "Let the physician 
treat (every) sick, poor and the elderly," would be an instance of this type. 
But in real life the physician cannot be benevolent to every sick, poor or 
elderly (though he can perhaps refrain from abusing or insulting every sick, 
poor or elderly person). So the duty of caring for all disadvantaged persons 
cannot be "perfectly" fulfilled in the way the duty not to hurt or insult them 
can be. 

In the context of the care of the aged, this is where the ethical dilemma of the 
virtuous physician surfaces. Ideals espoused in the text books can only be 
taken as normative, and not as having been universally applied. In general, 
virtues in the Indian tradition tend to be praiseworthy character traits for 
persons in a given stage in life. By themselves, therefore, they are not always 
conducive to the intended right actions. Being a virtuous physician need not 
necessarily guarantee virtuous action. A virtuous physician, for instance, did 
not always know how benevolent he ought to be toward a particular patient 
who may be poor and/or elderly, or both. Since they were guided by 
virtue-based ethical guidelines phrased in positively or negatively worded 
injunctions, physicians could, in practice, lapse into self righteous and 
self-justifying egotism.20 

What account of obligations toward the sick is given by a virtue-based 
i\yurvedic medicine? There is evidence to suggest that the virtue-based ideal 
code of the medical profession was not necessarily lived as envisaged in 
Caraka. In classical times there eventually emerged three types of practising 
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physicians. First, there was a small group of physicians who had grown very 
wealthy and prosperous. They were well versed in the science and art of 
medicine and could afford to practice it as a charity. They probably came 
nearest to the ideal of the physician who saves life (prill}abhisara) 
expounded in medical texts. A larger number of physicians practised 
medicine as a profession and operated in urban centres. Since they charged 
high fees for their services the poor and the elderly could not approach them. 
A small number of physicians were employed in charitable institutions 
operated by the public bodies or the state governments. They worked on 
fixed salaries and were not allowed to consult patients privately.21 

All kinds of wandering pseudo-physicians, imposters, and quacks also 
advertised their profession and sold their services (chadmacaraM. Others 
relied heavily on the tribal or folk medical lore. Still others dispensed 
prescri~tions based on mercury which were coming into vogue in classical 
India.2 It appears that such unethical practitioners of medicine always 
existed since the medical texts refer to them constantly and pass severe 
strictures on them. 23 Another passage indignantly warns that it is better to 
die than to be treated by a physician ignorant of the science of medicine.24 
Imposters wandering in the garb of a physician are compared to the 
messengers of death who stalk their prey in the manner of the bird-catchers 
laying their traps. A wise patient is warned to avoid such selfish impostors 
and killers who take on the noble profession of medicine only to earn their 
livelihood by unethical means.25 

Not surprisingly, the Anhasastra recommends a stricter control of the 
medical profession and a heavy fine for negligence in duties. A passage in 
the Susruta Sa1Jlhita suggests that the physician had to acquire royal sanction 
(rajanufhata) to practice, which Dalhana, the twelfth-century commentator 
interprets as a measure to prevent quackery. However, though he was subject 
to legal penalties at least in theory, there are no recorded instances of a 
physician being prosecuted. The Vi~1}udharma Smrti merely prescribes a 
repenting ritual. 26 

Responsibilities of the Virtuous Patient 

Good health and a long life are only possible when life is lived responsibly 
by following the prescribed ethical guidelines. Ayurveda assures that such an 
individual will live for one hundred years free of all diseases and will avoid 
untimely death.27 Such a person who faithfully performs virtuous acts will 
attain (after death) the excellent abode of good souls. Toward that objective 
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Caraka prescribes a comprehensive personal hygiene (svasthavrtta) and a 
code of ~roper conduct (sadvr:tta), which everybody is admonished to 
practise.2 Gailgadhara, in his gloss on the relevant passage defines 
svasthavr:tta as the process whereby the person stands in hislher own natural 
healthy state of being through self effort and care. CakrapaQi's gloss renders 
it as that which makes one free from disease by maintaining the state of 
equilibrium of the seven bodily components (dhatus). Health, longevity, and 
wealth cannot be obtained, admonishes Susruta, by those who do not 
subscribe to these rules of personal hygiene and ethic.29 The point is driven 
home by Caraka with an appropriate simile: 

A wise person should be vigilant about his duties towards his body like 
an officer-in-charge of a city towards his city or a charioteer towards his 
chariot.3D 

A similar appeal is made in an urgent tone in yet another passage: 

One desirous of ensured longevity for himself, should always make an 
attempt for his well-being as if surrounded by adversaries who are bent 
upon destroying his health.31 

"Self care through vigilant effort", thus, is a very important plank of 
svasthavr:tta and sadvrtta. It is to be maintained by engaging in the daily and 
seasonally adjusted health-inducing regimen (dinacarya and rtucarya 
respectively), which extends from approved social relations, sleeping and 
sex patterns, diets, drugs, medicinal smoking, satiating basic somatic and 
psychic drives, physical exercises, to periods of rest and solitude.32 

Rejuvenation (rasayar:za) and revitalization (vajikaraIJa) therapies, which 
involve the administration of specific recipes with a view to promote a long, 
healthy and vigorous life and ward off premature old age belong to a class of 
practices known as nimittacarya. 33 Although the supervision of a qualified 
physician is recommended, the Caraka Sar:nhita lists many prescriptions 
which an individual may easily incorporate in hislher daily life in the 
seasonally adjusted regimen. The principle idea underlying these two 
therapies is that an appropriate diet (ahara), when supported by a sane life 
style, in conformity with the prescribed code of moral behaviour (sadvrtta), 
will activate the rejuvenatory force (vaja) with which every individual is 
endowed. VQja is said to combat the bodily erosion caused by the aging 
process by replenishing the bodily matter that would otherwise be lost with 
the passage of time. 

The rasayana (rejuvenation) treatment is said to procure, for the individual 
undergoing it, various beneficial and positive changes in all the seven bodily 
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elements (dhatus) beginning with the most fundamental of them Le. rasa 
(nourishing fluid). This therapy is said to help prevent premature old age, 
minimize the negative and adverse consequences of old age that manifest 
themselves naturally in due course of time and help the individual to 
diligently strive for the prescribed ends in life (puru.{arthas or e.raT}as). 

Furthermore, the rejuvenation therapy is said to produce various miraculous 
results on the aging body and mind. According to Caraka, it preserves 
youthful vigour, disperses stupor, torpor, fatigue, exhaustion, indolence and 
weakness. It tones up flabby muscles and sagging organs, stimulates 
digestion and maintains a wrinkle-free, lustrous skin.34 According to 
Susruta, the rejuvenation therapy, in addition to delaying the onset of old 
age, also guards the subject against the approaching senility and physical 
deterioration.35 

Caraka defines revitalization (vajikaraT}a) as a process whereby man may 
acquire, like the horse, the capacity to have repeated sexual relations with 
woman.36 By implication, man with a diminished sexual vigour is deemed to 
be aged! For Susruta, it is a recipe that can rectify the depleted or scanty 
production of semen (Sukra), a natural consequence of aging, as well as its 
deficient or poor quality resulting from the deranged humours.37 But 
everyone must cultivate certain ethical and cultural traits and norms in order 
to be eligible for the revitalization treatment. He must be atmavan (aware of 
and respectful to the presence of self within) andjitendriya (with restrained 
senses). He must adhere to the prescribed svasthavrtta and sadvrtta routine 
and a specific diet. 38 The purpose of the revitalization therapy is to enable 
such a person to obtain a son (apatyakara) in his old age if he was unable to 
procreate a son in his young age. 

Caraka also recommends a rejuvenatory prescription solely based on the 
cultivation of some 25 ethical virtues and practices (acara rasayana). They 
include: 

1. repetition of holy chants and giving of alms 

2. revering gods, cows, brahmins, teachers, seniors and the village 
elders 

3. commitment to non-violence, compassion and moderation through 
developing balanced habits 

4. acquiring knowledge of meteorology and nosology (the science of 
compounding medical prescriptions). 
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Any individual who cultivates such a mode of behaviour will reap all the 
benefits of the rejuvenation treatment without submitting to that therapy 
proper. Should he, in addition, undergo the regular rejuvenation therapy 
under the supervision of a qualified physician he will profit from all the good 
effects of the rejuvenation treatment promised in the medical texts. 39 

The .i\yurvedic teaching that everyone is morally responsible for promoting 
health through self care and effort has clear cross-cultural scope and 
application. In modern times, self care is emerging across the world as an 
innovative and challenging dynamic within the health care system generally 
and within geriatric ethics specifically. In the past the medical profession 
alone was deemed to be totally responsible for the health of the patients. This 
custom is now slowly giving way to a general consensus that the 
responsibility for health maintenance also resides with the individual. This 
reversal of trends resulting in the promotion of self care movement has 
elicited theories from many health professionals. Self care is defined by one 
group of scholars as: a process whereby a lay person can function effectively 
on hislher own behalf in health promotion and illness prevention and in 
disease detection and treatment at the level of primary health resource in the 
health care system.40 

The self care movement based on such lines attempts to incorporate both the 
personal health behaviour and the social skills of lay persons to aid in the 
acquisition of proper health care. It is based on the understanding that 
patients who are active rather than passive, maintain their own health status, 
even in old age, through personal behaviour and health practices. 

Ethical Dilemma of the Elderly Patient 

.i\yurvedic texts view aging to be kalaja, that is, aging is initiated and 
sustained by time (kala) from the moment the five basic elements (bhuta) 
and the self (atma) come together to produce life. Old age, as the 
epiphenomenon of the general life process (aging), manifests itself in due 
course of time.41 As such, aging of the body is an unstoppable, irreversible 
and inevitable process. No therapy can arrest it or cure the diseases, 
disabilities, and discomforts engendered by it. Potentially, therefore, any 
geriatric therapy may only delay the onset of old age and/or help manage and 
cope with the stresses of aging. From an ethical perspective, the relevant 
issue is - (I) to what extent is an individual responsible for hislher illness 
which may be traced to that individual's particular life style? and (2) to what 
extent the individual himselflherself or some other party should be made to 
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accept the burden of illness or the costs of treating diseases associated with 
old age? 

Caraka's answer presumably would be that there is no general moral 
entitlement to health care simply on the criterion of old age.42 He, however, 
seems to recognize a claim to care in the event of "premature aging", which 
is viewed as "disease". Labelling aging a disease is one way of identifying a 
condition, which is deemed to be controllable and manageable (within 
certain limits) with the help of a proper preventive therapy such as rasayana. 
Typical geriatric therapies of rejuvenation and revitalization therefore may 
be construed only as coping mechanisms of (1) delaying aging, (2) 
preventing premature aging or impotence and, (3) providing energy to be 
able to accomplish the prescribed tasks in old age provided the therapy is 
undertaken as a prophylactic measure in one's first stage of life (brahma­
carya).43 Under certain extenuating circumstances man may undergo them 
while he is a married householder and without a son but in any event they 
must be completed before he leaves that stage. 

To speak of premature aging as a disease would also entail some notion of its 
being improper. The sense of impropriety, however, cannot be based on 
aging being unusual, since everybody grows old. Only "premature aging", 
under the circumstances, may be judged unusual when it occurs in an 
individual prior to its usual occurrence in most humans. The Ayurvedic 
category of "premature aging", thus appears interesting from a cross-cultural 
perspective because it. advocates that elderly individuals need not be 
abandoned as useless but given proper treatment so that they may resume 
and maintain their roles as useful members of society.44 

Discussion 

The foregoing analysis suggests why Ayurveda may be seen as a system of 
medicine embodying its own (however incipient and inadequately defined) 
ethics. The injunctions pertaining to virtuous physician and patient and their 
respective responsibilities with reference to health care cannot be said to 
constitute an' enforceable code of conduct. Rather, it comprised scattered 
ethical rules which probably originated directly from the interaction between 
the physician and his patients. On two contentious points, however, it is quite 
clear and unambiguous - who has access to what level and kind of care and 
how to allocate limited resources toward it. 

Jl R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



ISSN 1016-5320 = Nidiin. 7. 1995 

"All the prescribed medicaments are not available to all human beings" 
observes Caraka in a starkly realistic vein; at the same time diseases cannot 
but attack even the poor (which term often serves as an euphemism to 
designate the elderly). In the event of an emergency, therefore, whatever 
drugs or diets are easily available should be used by patients according to 
their capacity and ability.45 Therapy, even though required, should not be 
administered, advises Caraka, to those who are incapable of meeting their 
expenditure or to those whose strength, flesh and blood have diminished 
excessively (again, an euphemism for the elderly) or to those who have no 
respect for the physician.46 

As a professional, the physician, thus, was subject to two diverging motives: 
altruistic and egotistic. To what extent should the interests of the society 
outweigh action on behalf of an individual patient? When the physician's 
care-providing skill falls short, what ought to be done on a patient's behalf? 
And what does it mean to act on behalf of a patient who refuses the treatment 
suggested or required? To that extent, he was motivated both by ethical 
standards as well as by the wish to attain success. He also wanted to see his 
own reputation enhanced by the successful treatment of his patients. How 
far, should a physician go in being an agent for himself, a medical 
entrepreneur or a craftsman?47 

Caraka advises the physician not to waste his time on patients with incurable 
diseases or who are 01d.48 The reason given for this practice is that while 
there is the possibility of producing genuine improvement or even cure in the 
case of middle-aged or younger patients, the degenerative diseases of the 
aged are not curable.49 Medical care offered to such elderly would, at best, 
amount to battling degeneration on even terms and ultimately merely 
slowing down the rate of decay. The medical care of the elderly is not seen as 
being productive of sufficient value to meet a physician's efforts. It is also 
prudent to refuse to treat any terminally ill patients, since having patients die 
while under one's care would be injurious to the physician's standing, 
success and reputation. 50 Under the circumstances, it is better that they treat 
patients who can really profit from medical care. The physician is, therefore, 
advised to consider carefully the patient's means and age. Exceptionally, he 
might provide his services for nothing. 

It must, however, be stressed that this seemingly callous approach is not 
crassly egotistic; rather, it appears utilitarian. Right medical intervention is 
that which results in the best health care for the larger community. Such 
guidelines are proposed with reference to the obligations of the physician to 
the overall community, not to particularly needy individuals within that 
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community. Caraka thus seems to ponder on the physician's dual allegiance 
- to himself and to his patients - and finally leans in favour of the fonner. 
Though benevolent altruism is expected of the physician, he is also expected 
to define his own as well as his patient's interests. In the process Caraka only 
succeeds in promoting what has been called "a coercive ethic.51 

As for the patient, Caraka's position on the issue of access to health care, 
whether for the elderly or the non-elderly, is that care is primarily a matter of 
ritual status and means. Since only the high priests (bra!zmaIJa). ruling elites 
(k~alriya) and rich merchants (vaisya) had the means to pay the physician's 
fees, they deserved the best possible care. The poor, who generally included 
more elderly, were to be left to their own devices when it came to health care. 
In other words, the individual's social status, gender, and age would 
detennine whether or not he/she had access to care. 52 

The care of the aged in Ayurveda appears to be infonned by a future oriented 
ethics. Present actions are justified in tenns of the alleged future pay-offs.53 

The rejuvenatory treatment, when undergone in youth, will assure healthy 
old age in the distant future. But the elderly have less future than those in 
younger age groups. This perspective is related to the typical Indian attitude 
toward death. Death in prime life is pitied; but death in old age is seen 
liberating. In the utilitarian ethics promoted in Ayurveda, the rightness or 
wrongness of health-related actions and policies then, depends upon the 
future consequences of the present actions. Future is morally significant, as 
was past. It is morally justified and rational to weigh future consequences of 
present actions even though they may be quite hypothetical. It is also quite 
rational to take into consideration more remote consequences equally with 
the more immediate ones. 

The duty to prolong unhealthy life does not, however, appear to have strong 
roots in Ayurveda. The idea that a physician must prolong every life at any 
cost does not have a clear cut mandate in Indian tradition. Human life is an 
important good, and there is a duty to respect it; but it is not an ultimate good, 
and it should not be preserved at all costs. Treatment is required as long as it 
is fitting, but it is expendable if it becomes useless or if it involves grave 
burden for oneself or another. This has had important repercussions to the 
inextricable problem of distributing scarce resources such as medical care to 
those who are poor or aged or both. 

Consistent application of utilitarian principles which allocate the time, 
energy, and skills of the physician, nurse and the attendant to the benefit of 
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the non-elderly, would run counter to those moral sensibilities that have 
guided the twentieth century gerontological ethics. For instance, until recent 
times, modern medical profession thought it unfair not to give equal 
treatment to those near death or dying. The utilitarian formula had fallen out 
with modern times and lacked champions in the contemporary religion or 
moral philosophy. 

However, more recently, the spiralling cost of health care has aroused 
concern about the economic impact of care for the increasing number of the 
elderly everywhere in the world. In the long run, this is likely to give rise to 
both overt and hidden rationing of resources and, therefore, of care. There 
are thus both ethical and legal ramifications to the allocation of health care 
resources on the basis of age. One modern scholar has argued for limiting 
life-extending care on the basis of age. His thesis is that emphasis should be 
shifted from acute medical care to other forms of care such as appropriate 
family/community support and improved long term self care.54 

The implication of such a stance for the allocation of health care resources to 
elderly people is that they should not have access to the same medical 
services as are available to the general population. The use or non-use of 
such services, however, is to be determined on a case-by-case basis. The 
rapidly growing numbers of elderly people in the world is likely to lead to a 
question of whether the aged will demand or need more than their fair share 
of the scarce resources. The utilitarian ethics of elderly health care implied in 
the classical Hindu medical texts would seem to reject any special 
consideration for allocating more than their share to which the sick elderly 
are entitled. 

Under the circumstances, the Ayurvedic regimen of self-care involving 
dinacarya, r:tucarya, svasthavr:tta and sadvr:tta is likely to prove of practical 
cross-cultural interest. Like Callahan, the traditional Ayurvedic views on 
elderly health care seem to make a clear distinction between age as a 
medicaUtechnical criterion and age as a person/patient-centred criterion. 
Both seem to reject the former on the grounds that age is not, by itself, a 
justifiable indication for withholding or withdrawing treatment. However, 
as an important element in the biography of a patient, both argue that age can 
and should be considered as one factor among others in the determination of 
appropriate care and treatment. 
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ENDNOTES 

1. Ihakhalvayurvedaprayojanam - vyadhyupas~~~anam vyaparimolq;ap, 
svasthyasya parirak~al)~ ca (Su.su.l: 14). A.yuJ;! kamayamanena 
dharmarthasukhasadhanam A. yurvedopadese~u vidheyaJ;! paramadaraJ;! 
(Ah.sii.l :2). 

2. . .. samarthanugatabalavlryayasaJ;! pauruspariikramasya... sukha­
mayurucyate ... hitai~i~aJ;! ... sa - tyavadinaJ;! ... vrddasevinaJ;! ... hita­
mayurucyate (Ca.su.30:24). 

3. Nit yam hitiihiirasevl samlk~yakiiri vi~aye~vasaktaj"l 
Data samap satyaparaj"l k~amavanoptasevi ca bhavatyarogap 
(Ah.sii.4:37). 

4. Dharmiirthakamamok~a~amiirogyam mulamuttamam (Ca.su.l: 15; 
see also Ah.sii.2:47). Aristotle's treatment of the role of physiology 
and by implication of medicine in the formation of virtue is also 
suggestive in this context. He held that the goal of medicine is not 
only health, but the improvement of individual moral conduct 
through the improvement of moral judgement. 

5. See Chapter entitled, "Mahatigarbhakrcmtisariram" in Ca.sa. Also 
Ah.sa. chapter one; Su.sa. chapter three. 

6. Dhldhrtism~vibhra~taJ;! karma yat kurute'subham prajilaparadham 
t~ vidyat sarvado~aprakopal)am (Ca. sa. 1 : 1 02). Yacciinyadid~sa~ 
karma rajomohasamutthit~ prajnaparadham tam si~ta bruvate 
vyiidhikiira~am (Ca.sa.l: 108). 

7. Kalasyapari~amena jar~yunimittajaj"l rogaJ;! svabhavikiij1 d~~tiij1 
svabhavo ni~pratikriyiiJ;! (Ca.sa.l: 115). 

8. A.hiiras~bhava~ vastu rogascahiiras~bhaviij1 hitiihitavise~acca 
vise~aJ;! sukhaduJ;!khayoj"l (Ca.su.28:4S). 

9. Bhi~agdravya~yupasthata rogi padacatu~tay~ GUl)avat kiirafl~ 
jney~ vikiiravyupaSantaye (Ca.sii.9:3). 

lO. Ca.su.29:4. 

11. Nirdi~~a~ daivasabdena karma yat paurvadehika~ 
Hetustadapi kalena roga~iimupalabhyate 
Na hi karma mahat kincit phal~ yasya na bhujyate 
KriyaghnaJ;! karmaja rogiiJ;! prasam~ yanti tatk~ayat (Ca.sa. 1: 116, 
17). 
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12. Maitrf karunyamarte~u sakye prftirupek~apalJl 
Pralqtistesu bhutesii vaidyavrttiscaturvidheti (Ca.sii.9:26). 

13. Ah.sii.2:20-27. 

14. Ca.sii.30:29. 

15. Silavim matiman yukto dvijatijI sastraparagajI 
Prapibhir guruvat pujya~ pramicarya~ sa hi snu;tajI (Ca.ci.l :4.51) (A 
variant reading has trija in place of dvija). 

According to Yogfndrasena, upon completion of his medical 
training, a dvija is elevated to the status of a trija. Basham (1976) 
observes that the physician formed a recognized craft group, not yet a 
caste, but often following the profession of their fathers and fore 
fathers. 

16. Dharmarthadata sadfsastasya nehopalabhyate 
Na hi jivitadanadhi danamanyadvisi~yate (Ca.ci.l :4.61). 
Bhi~agapyaturan sarvan svasutan iva yatnavan (Ca.ci.l :4.56). 
Sarfram sarvatha sarvam sarvadaveda yo bhi~ak Ayurvedam sa 
kartsnyena veda lokasukhapradaffl (Ca.sa.6: 19). 

17. Ca.sii.30:29. 

18. Maral)ayeha riipapi pasyata'pi bhi~agvida 
Apf~tena na vaktavyam mar~am pratyupasthitam (Ca.ind.12:62). 

19. Sadvrttair na vig~~iyadbhi~agalpasrutairapi 
Hanyat prasna~takenadavitaranstvaptamanina\1 
(Ca.su.30:78). See also Ca.sii.9:6; 18. 

20. The Chinese pilgrim 1-Tsing, who visited India in the seventh 
century C.E., has recorded the plight of the poor and the sick, who 
(on the ground of expense) were cut off "from the ford of life." While 
the rich could buy expensive medicaments, the poor passed away 
with the morning dew (Takakusu 1966, 133, 129). 

21. see Sharma 1972,9. 

22. Sharma 1972 ibid. 

23. Bhi~agchhadmacaraj1 santi santyeke siddhasadhita~ 
Santi vaidyagupairyuktastrividha bhi~ajo bhuvi (Ca.sii.ll :50). 

24. Varamatma hato'jnena na cikitsa pravartita ... (Ca.sii.9: 15). 
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25. Ca.su.30:1o-12. An interesting satirical passage on the medical 
profession is to be found in eleventh century Kashmiri poet 
K~emendra's Narmamaia wherein the physician is depicted as a 
dangerous quack, interested only in making money out of his 
patients. He is greedy for honour and unprincipled, victimizing the 
vulnerable and defrauding the helpless. 

26. (see Sharma 1972, 8). 

27. (Ca.su.8:31). 

28. Tacca nityam prayunjita svasthyam yenanuvartate 
Ajatanam vikara!1amanutpattikara~ ca yat (Ca.su.5:13). 
... atmahita~ cikir~ata sarve!1a sarvap1 sarvada s~masthaya 
sadvrttamanu~theyam (Ca.su.8:17). Ca.su.8:18-34 go on to list 
more than one hundred positively and negatively phrased injunctions 
designed to promote the moral character of the physician and the 
patient. 

29. Su.ci.24: 133. 

30. Nagari nagarasyeva rathasyeva rathi yatha 
SVaSarirasya medhavi krtye~vavahito bhavet (Ca.su.5: 103). 

31. Nitya~ sannihitamitram samik~yatmanamatmavan 
Nitya~ yUkt$ paricaredicchannayurantivaram (Ca.su.17: 119). 

32. See Ca.su. chapters five and six; Su.suA6:446-532; Ah.su.2:1-19 
for dinacaryii; Ca.su. chapter six; Su.su. chapter six; and Ah.su. 
chapter three for rrucarya. 

33. See Ca.su. chapter seven, and Ah.su. chapter three for discussion of 
nimittacaryii. 

34. Dirghamayu~ smrtim medhiimarogyam taru!1~ vaya~ 
Prabhavar!1asvaraudii.ry~ dehendriyabalap1 para!D (Ca.ci.l: 1.7). 

35. Su.ci.27:3-6. 

36. Yena nii.ri~u samarthyam vajivallabhate nara~ 
Vrajeccabhyadhikam yena vajikara!1meva tat (Ca.ci.2:4.51). 
Alpasattvasya tu klesairbadhyamanasya raginah 
Sarirak~ayara~ii.rtha!D vajikaral).amucyate (Ah:suAO:5). 

37. Su.su.l:ll. 
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38. Ca.ci. chapter 2, sections 2 and 3. 

39. Ca.ci.1.4:30-35. 

40. Levin et al (1978, 17). 

41. Kiilasya parilliimena jariml{tyunimittajii~ rogah svabhiivikiip 
(Ca. Sa. 1 : 115). 

42. For the sake of comparison, see Daniel Wikler (1987) where the 
theme is developed from the modem ethical standpoint. 

43. Cakrapalli's commentary on Ca.sii.1:114, 115. 

44. Compare with Talcott Parson's (1979) argument that labelling 
people sick puts them within the sick role and confers on them 
medical attention. Similarly, by labelling them sick, one might 
expect to ameliorate the condition of those who are prematurely 
aged. 

45. Ca.sii.15:18-21. 

46. Ca.vi.3:45, see also Ca.sii.15:23. 

47. Ca.sii.l :135. The early Greek physician, too, was moved by the ethic 
of a good craftsman. By doing the job well, he could distinguish 
himself in the public's eye from the charlatan or quack (see Edelstein 
1979,40-41). 

48. Ca.sii.15:20-21. 

49. Compare with the declaration of Aquinas (Summa theologiae 
2:2.7.1.1) that physicians are not obligated always to treat the 
destitute, or else they would have to put aside all their other patients 
and occupy themselves entirely with treating the poor (see Pegis 
1945). 

50. Arthavidyiiyasohiinimupakrosamasamgraham Prapnuyiit vaidyo­
yo'asiidhyam samupiicaret (Ca.sll.ll :8). 

51. Szasz (1985, 4). 

52. Ca.sii.15:19-21. 

53. Ca.sii.1:90-91. 

54. Callahan (1987). See also Ley (1987). 

20 R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



ISSN 1016-5320 = Nidiin, 7. 1995 

R C ZAEHNER'S CONCEPT OF THE WICKEDNESS 
OF EVIL IN EARLY HINDUISM - A CRITIQUE 

J G Desai 

Introduction 

R C Zaehner states in his book The City within the Heart in a chapter he caIls 
The Wickedness of Evil that the Western world is attracted to Eastern 
mysticism for the following main reasons. 

With the increasing breakdown of traditional Judaeo-Christian religion the 
concepts of evil and sin are gradually fading from the consciousness of the 
West because they are regarded as old-fashioned taboos. Concurrently there 
is a general breakdown of moral values thanks to science and technology. 

In order to restore some sense of sanity and order to the scattered lives of 
Western people "the mystic East has been caIled in to redress the 
• over-rational' imbalance." I 

Influences of Mysticism 

However, Zaehner warns that it is seldom realized that in embracing the 
Eastern religions such as Hinduism the Western youth is unwittingly 
exposed to certain evil influences ostensibly cloaked in what is being 
promoted in the Eastern faiths as ecstatic mystical experience.2 

As an illustration of his main thesis Zaehner discusses at some length the 
influences that entered into shaping the psychopathic personality of criminal 
and libertine Charles Manson, the American "mystical" leader of a band of 
acolytes who had committed some heinous murders in California,3 including 
the film star Sharon Tate, the pregnant wife of director Roman Polanski. 

21 R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



/SSN /0/6-5320 = Nidiin, 7, /995 

Zaehner argues that there is very little to choose between the prophetic 
tradition of the Iudaeo-Christian faiths and Eastern mysticism since both are 
equally baneful to the life of morals as they teach the way of the wickedness 
of evil.4 

He exempts early Buddhism from criticism for the simple reason that the 
Buddha taught neither the Zoroastrian-Semitic doctrine of metaphysical 
dualism between God and Satan or, from Zaehner's point of view what is 
worse still, the doctrine of a vengeful God who unleashes His capricious fury 
against innocent victims who are not His chosen people.5 

Ironically Zaehner states that he himself subscribes to the principle of radical 
dualism between God and the Devil. This is curious inasmuch as he at the 
same time roundly condemns the doctrine.6 However, he feels that by 
comparison, the notion of a supremely all-powerful Deity who brooks no 
rival to the throne is far more pernicious since evil must somehow be centred 
in this antinomian God who is a "totality of inner opposites." The reference 
here is to the Old Testament Yahweh whom Zaehner calls "this savage God. "7 

It is this amoral God, Zaehner goes on to say, that has "revealed himself in 
the Bible and the Koran" and who demands unquestioning submission to His 
will, worship of His person, and the carrying out of His commands however 
repugnant this might be to the soul sense (as is the case with the hapless Saul 
who "is literally driven mad for his pains").8 

Value Judgment 

This God again can hardly commend himself to morally sensitive modern 
souls who, being persuaded by the ethics of "relative moralism"9, would 
hesitate to pass any value judgment upon God and His ways. 

But Zaehner does pass value judgment on Yahweh and also on Lord ~~~a of 
the Bhagavad-Gitii for, as he holds, they are one and the same God. 10 Thus 
theism in whatever form becomes suspect. Furthermore he links the 
Upani~ads as well to the discussion, since for him they too reflect the 
inversion of moral standards. 

That the Upani~adic doctrine of the Absolute Brahman is not the same as the 
theistic one, does not deter Zaehner. He advances a different set of 
objections, this time from the human end. That is, Zaehner argues, it is not so 
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much the commands of an omnipotent God that humans should obey in fear 
and trembling, as much as it is what the Upani~adic mystics actually teach 
humanity regarding the moral sense. Moreover, for him, what the mystics 
teach from what they divine of the arcane purposes of the Absolute is hardly 
edifying ethically. Therefore, the unwary sympathiser of mysticism fares no 
better than those who still seek comfort from traditional Christian monotheism. 

Thus Zaehner writes off all religions except early Buddhism as they corrupt 
evilly .11 According to him one would be better off by dispensing with any 
religion that teaches the metaphysics of God or the impersonal Absolute. 
Such a one-sided interpretation and pessimistic view of religion is simpl istic 
and misleading. Religion, whatever its faults and inconsistencies, cannot be 
so lightly disposed of. It has been a power of good and a tower of strength for 
millions down the ages. Of particular note is the witness of so many saintly 
men and women of all cultures whose dependence and love of God or 
devotion to truth hardly reflect the evil that lurks at the heart of Zaehner's 
Supreme Being. 

Zaehner's choice of Manson to illustrate his thesis is by contrast unfortunate. 
Manson, given his background, understood and interpreted the religious 
texts he came across through jaundiced eyes in order to suit his nefarious 
purposes. It is scarcely surprising that being the son of a prostitute (an 
unfortunate circumstance, psychologically crippling to so many), given over 
to drugs (LSD), a misfit and rebel of society since childhood, he would 
exaggerate or read out of context those texts that held an appeal to his 
"satanic" impUlses. But Zaehner is sure that "on his own premises Manson 
was scarcely illogical and "had won his flash of (mystical) enlightenment." 12 

This of course raises the question of "whose premises constitute logical 
standards?" For Zaehner would have us believe that Manson is a mystic and 
his acts are in keeping with the venerable tradition of Hindu mysticism. 13 

We shall advert to this point in the sequel. Since the focus of this article is on 
his criticism of Hindu mysticism it would be apposite at this stage to point to 
his views on the Upani~ads and the Bhagavad-Gita. 

The Upani~ads 

Since the world is an illusion so is the finite sense of personality, and since 
the illusory plane is one of strife between good and evil, "man's supreme 
good is to realize himself as the Absolute", by suppression of the ego. 14 
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When the desired goal is attained the mystic has the realisation of the 
non-difference between good and evil: 

" "Such a man is not worried by the thought why did I not do good? Why 
did I do evil.,,15 

Manson seems to have echoed this sentiment of the Taittiriya Upani~ad in 
the words: "If God is one what is bad?" 16 

The other point Zaehner makes comes from his commentary on the 
Kausitaki Upani~ad: when the mystic is established in the realization of the 
Absolute he carefully distinguishes between good and evil and advocates 
evil by spuming the good. 

Criticism of Zaehner's Views 

The Taittiriya passage in question cannot be said to render metaphysical 
justification for ethical indifferentism, the blurring of the distinction 
between good and evil and thus promoting the latter. What it illustrates is the 
freedom from torment and anguish that the mystic's riven soul had 
experienced in the state of ignorance or the state before divine grace. It is in 
the transcendental state alone that all doubts and discords are resolved for it 
is lifted above every kind of empirical dealing. There has to be in it relief 
from the sense of sin and guilt because nothing less than the transcendent 
divine can give it. Thus if the negative sense is not shaken loose then the end 
result of mysticism would be a futile exercise. 

The KauSitaki passage, Zaehner quotes, makes out that Indra who represents 
the Supreme Being overcame and destroyed the asuras (demons) such as the 
Paulomas, Tvaw, Kalankanjas etc. It signifies symbolically the victory of 
good over evil. Further in the text, the reference to the fact that a man of 
knowledge "loses nothing that is his, even though he should slay his mother 
or father, .... steal or procure an abortion"17 when taken literally appears 
compromising on account of its extravagant language. However, the idiom 
and its import in the description were intelligible to the seekers of 
metaphysical wisdom and culture during Upani~adic times. They were not 
deluded into thinking that immoral conduct was respectable. For Deussen, 
descriptions of this nature mean that the mystic's "good and evil deeds come 
to nought; they are no longer his deeds, simply because he is no longer an 
individual." 18 
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The Upani~ads as a whole, far from promoting wanton licence, insist rather 
that ethical standards are complied with, since they constitute the prerequisite 
for mok~a. A teacher in the Taittiriya exhorts departing students to cultivate 
the speaking of truth and the practice of virtue (dharma), which includes 
charity, modesty, respect and sympathy, Reverential respect should be 
shown to parents, teacher and guest. 19 

In the Br:hadara1Jyaka Upani~ad, Yiijiiavalkya teaches that familial rela­
tions, including love between husband and wife, and social relations as well 
as worldly transactions would degenerate into a species of selfish morality if 
all these were to be seen apart from the inner spiritual Self which sustains and 
animates them, And the same Upani~ad 

"tells us that when the individual soul....is embraced by the all­
embracing spirit he attains his proper form in which his desire is 
fulfilled .... , in which his desire is the spirit...., he is without desire 
(akamam), apart from grief (sokiintaram).,,20 

Therefore the really important point is to ask: why would those who labour 
so hard for the truth, attaining which is not possible without ethical discipline 
as a precondition, suddenly become exemplars of the inversion of moral 
values? 

The Bhagavad-gitil 

Zaehner's criticism of the Gita takes on a somewhat different route. It is God 
(Km1a) who commands Arjuna to kill (Zaehner uses the word murder) even 
though the latter, conscience stricken, objects. In other words it is not God 
but humans who have the true sense of ethical propriety, 

Thus Kr~J.1a, likened to the thundering Yahweh, is cast in the role of villain as 
he exhorts Arjuna to commit the vile act of murder - not genocide as in the 
case of the Old Testament God - but certainly no less excusable. 

Even if we leave aside the Gita's interpreters such as the pacifist Mahatma 
Gandhi who treated it as an allegory, it is still possible to show that Zaehner' s 
view is not the only definitive conclusion that can be arrived at. Why KJ:~J.1a's 
advice to Arjuna to fight and kill his enemies for the protection and 
promotion of the common weal should be condemned as being of murderous 
intent is beyond comprehension. In fact Zaehner himself concedes that 
KJ:~J.1a attempts to "persuade Arjuna to fight in an admittedly just war." His 
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objection however is to the fact that "the kill count.. .. was to reach what must 
be a record total of 1,660,020,000 dead."21 

Whatever the truth of this computation the fact remains that Arjuna has to do 
his duty but in the right spirit, as a karma-yogin, however painful it looked to 
him in the circumstances. The cardinal issue revolves around dharma as the 
opening verse of the Gila tells us. The world is dharma-k~elra and as such it 
pertains to the spiritual evolution of individuals within the wider context of 
societal living. 

But Zaehner would have us believe that by implication - of his view of 
divine madness (~~!la) and human sanity (Arjuna) - the worldly situation of 
strife and struggle is further exacerbated by the intrusion of God into human 
affairs bringing along with it divine sanction of murder. 

The main arguments he advances for his position are: Firstly, as the Absolute 
alone is true reality, human life and death and also reincarnation are 
"meaningless and an illusion".22 And so unethical human actions are of no 
consequence from the point of view of the Absolute - that is, on the absolute 
plane. Secondly, he cites the Gita-doctrine that one who discerns the 
inevitability of birth and death should have no cause for grief when he kills 
others. Thirdly, though the Law of Karma holds sway on the relative plane, 
matching consequences to their deeds, murder does not matter as the Law 
falls away in the case of those who perform their tasks without the sense of 
doership, in the calm spirit of non-attachment to the fruits of action. 

Such views are hardly fair to the Gila's spirit of comprehensive charity, 
compassion and love, despite the fact that God is also just and the Law of 
Karma is the instrument of His justice. In fact the Law of Karma by 
embodying the principle of retributive justice places the responsibility for 
action fairly and squarely on human agency so that the divine reality is 
exonerated from the charge of perpetration of mindless savagery. When 
~~!la advises Arjuna to wage war against evil-doers it is an instance of his 
compassion and love for the many innocent (sadhus) who groan under the 
burden of oppression and persecution. Zaehner however insists that the Gila 
teaches that" once you have truly got rid of all sense of ego, you will find that 
you can murder to your heart's content and feel no remorse at all: you have 
passed beyond good and evil. ,,23 
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It is hard to understand why a person "who has got rid of all sense of ego" and 
who has "passed beyond good and evil" will still harbour murder in his heart. 
Zaehner then totally misrepresents the Gila position. 

Commenting on the Gila text (2.26) Radhakrishnan has this to say: 

"The inevitability of death, however, cannot justify murders, suicides 
or wars. We cannot desire deliberately the death of others, simply 
because all men are bound to die. ,,24 

Zaehner conveniently ignores the elements of positive ethics presented in the 
Gila in order to declare that its concept of God is amoral. For example the 
Gila in several ways extols the merits of a virtuous life by clearly drawing the 
distinction between the demoniac and the pious kind of human character­
istics. 

In (18.42) KI:~l)a points to such qualities of serenity, self restraint, purity and 
forgiveness as hallmarks of the brahmins and of heroism, vigour and 
generosity of the k~alriyas.25 

In (18.31-32) 1<f~!1a teaches that the intellectthat "makes a distorted grasp of 
dharma and adharma" and which "regards adharma as dharma and views all 
things in a perverted way" are riijasika and tiimasika respectively and so 
should be abjured.26 

Especially instructive is Chapter 16 in which the evil-doers who "given over 
to egoism, power, insolence, lust and wrath" are condemned. When lust, 
anger and greed27 are considered as being the triple gateways to hell, there 
can be no doubt as to 1<f~!1a's position in ethics since these enter as the 
essential components of the murderous intention. The matter is finally 
clinched in the Giia conception of duty as the expression of the principle of 
loka-saf!lgraha, duty undertaken for the sake of the welfare of society. 

Conclusion 

Zaehner's diatribe against mystical religion in Hindu thought and practice as 
productive of much evil is unsustainable. Where religion has been perverted 
to selfish ends it points to its abuse. In any case the mystical expression in 
religion represents the highest type of spirituality known in all continents 
and ages. The noble qualities of self-sacrifice, love and compassion 
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represented to a transcendent degree in the lives of mystics, give the lie to 
Zaehner's criticism that mystics are malingerers. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS AS ENSHRINED 
IN SANSKRIT SOURCES 

T S Rukmani 

Environmental ethics has come to stay and can be reasonably predicted to be 
one of the primary concerns well into the next century. The consciousness of 
the global system as one unit, interconnected, inter-related and interdepen­
dent to make a whole needs no more to be argued. There are ministries in 
practically every country assigned specifically to look after problems related 
to environment and ecology. There are even political parties wedded to the 
cause like the Green Parties in Germany, Belgium and other countries. 
Conferences addressing themselves to environmental and ecological issues 
are no more rarities. While this new-found wisdom appears to belong to the 
latter part of the 20th century it was an attitude which informed many 
cultures till not so long ago. It will be good to remind ourselves that human 
beings first joined this drama of life on Planet Earth only about 4 million 
years ago. There was already life on earth by then - life in the form of many 
distinct species of flora and fauna. 

The beginnings of human civilisation and culture is only a mere 12,000 years 
old-pretty young in global terms. It is said that already ninety percent of all 
living organisms that ever lived on the surface of the earth, since life first 
originated, have gone extinct.! It is reasonable to assume that some of this 
could be due to Nature's own design but increasingly it is the exploitation of 
natural resources indiscriminately by humans that is threatening the quality 
of life on this planet Earth. While there must have been a symbiotic 
relationship between all life forms during the long journey oflife, something 
psychological happened in the minds of humans with "the invention of 
James Watt's steam engine in the year 1773",2 the year that heralded the 
advent of the Industrial Revolution. Since that momentous event the entire 
model of progress is that governed by the logic of that revolution. "For better 
or for worse, the underpinnings of the Industrial Revolution and its 
ethos-distorted and mutilated a thousand times-continue to this day to define 
our visions of progress, development, and good life, and even of the meaning 
of human existence in the universe".3 If one were to talk in terms of 
paradigm shifts one could say that it was with the advent of the Industrial 
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Revolution that the Cartesian world-view got firmly entrenched in the 
psyche of the Occident (to begin with at any rate). Man's dominance over 
nature was taken for granted and "the Cartesian partition has penetrated 
deeply into the human mind during the centuries following Descartes"4 as 
mentioned by Heisenberg. This model of development did serve initially to 
better the lives of thousands of people and what was lost in quality by serving 
the long assembly lines was never realised till it was too late. Today the 
results of this mechanistic world-view are there for all to see - the production 
of a human being who is in conflict with himself\ herself. I would like to 
analyze what appears to be the paradox of the human situation today before 
arguing that one way of resurrecting,at least partially, the sanity of the 
human being is to go back to a holistic approach or world-view. 

Man is a social animal, but he\She is also a person with strong individualistic 
tendencies. How far and how much of society can the human being absorb so 
that it does not come into conflict with hislher individual creativity or 
expression of his\her individuality? I am aware that this can have many 
answers. For the purposes of this paper however I would like to argue that the 
mechanistic world view is certainly not one of the answers. Of course one 
could turn around and say that this is hind-sight as the beginnings of this 
world-view were as much clothed in euphoria and excitement when it 
occurred like perhaps any other view. While agreeing to that we must be able 
to discard what is detrimental to human growth even though it is a hind sight. 
After all one can only extrapolate from the present; such indeed is the human 
predicament. 

What has a mechanistic, scientist mode of thought done for society? Society 
at large,as we know, does not take part in the adventure of life known as 
scientific research. While every single individual in some way or the other is 
affected by the technological advancement that comes in the wake of 
scientific advances the zeal of participation in making one's own destiny is 
completely missing. One talks about a "technologically advanced society" 
and not of a "technologically advanced individual". Some individual 
scientists in the vast population of humans might probably have some 
satisfaction in his\her individual achievements; but for the vast majority of 
humans, technological progress is faceless and comes to be, without the 
individual gaining any confidence for this technological advancement. On 
the other hand, the rate of technological advancement is so fast that, but for a 
very small minority, vast majorities are losing confidence in themselves as 
they are not able to keep up with the rate of progress in any area;say, for 
instance, in computer technology. So what is that we find? We find famine in 
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the midst of plenty - individuals who in spite of having everything they 
possibly can need to lead a comfortable existence, are devoid of the zest for 
life and living. This results in boredom and frustration; trying to conform 
outwardly while feeling totally alienated from within. We are all familiar 
with this phenomenon and this is the result of a one sided advancement 
which failed to take into view the aspirations and demands that the individual 
as a whole seeks. 

Social scientists in other parts of the world, particularly in the East have, on 
the other hand, tried to evolve a holistic mode of interaction within oneself as 
well as with society as a whole. The ancient Indian classification of the goals 
of life as that of Dharma, Artha, Kama and Mok~a and fitting those into the 
four stages of life called the asramas or places of residence is a serious 
attempt one would think of addressing the integration of the individual into 
the fabric of society. The basic difference in this paradigm as opposed to that 
of the mechanistic one is indeed obvious. I must hasten to add, however, that 
one is not making absolute value judgments here. The tapestry of life and 
society is made up of many colours like politics, economics, legal systems, 
health institutions and so on. To be able to arrive at a social ordering which 
can really be 'holistic' is therefore perhaps an 'impossible possibility'. For 
instance what could be an ideal political solution may not be the ideal for 
human expansion. Thus a benign dictator could perhaps be a good political 
model to a bad democracy elected by an uninformed populace. But surely we 
cannot therefore argue that one should opt for a dictatorship form of 
government. While poverty and education could be effectively taken care of 
by a collective form of dispensation the price paid in terms of individual 
freedom could be incalculable. It therefore appears that in fragments one can 
possibly come up with what can be a holistic model but viewed in a totality of 
human situations it may not be so. Within that framework it appears to me 
that the puru~arthas and asramas of the ancient Indian social scientist is an 
attempt to fit the individual and society into a holistic relationship with one 
another as well as into nature as a whole. It therefore fits into the new 
paradigm of viewing the whole globe as a network of relationships. 

Let us examine some of the underpinnings of this world view. The first and 
foremost is its concept of dhanna. Dhanna, though an ethical construct, 
cannot be described in terms of absolute right and absolute wrong or absolute 
good and absolute evil. The very definition of dharma as something that 
sustains the individual both within himself and within society is significant. 
Anchored in the broader framework of the ~gvedic ~ta which signified the 
physical and moral world order in broad terms,5 dharma took on new 
meanings and associations as society changed, sometimes overturning the 
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original meaning itself. For instance, in modem India in most regions in the 
North, dharma has come to mean religion though in its early history, religion 
is no where seen to be its meaning. But the stress on dharma being the basic 
moral value of an individual was to ensure an ethical dimension to society in 
its various institutions. 

Dharma had two faces - one called the prav1Jtidharma and the other called 
the nivr:ttidharma - i.e. an active participation in the world and the other a 
withdrawal from the world even when in the midst of activity. This is a 
refrain running through the gamut of ancient Indian thought and literature. 
As early as the isopani.ra<i' it is spelt out in clear terms which since then has 
been refined and polished further and further in other texts like the Gita 7 and 
given expression to by poets like Kalidasa8 and others. This is already 
echoed in the brahmacarya code prescribed as a common dharma for all 
individuals. It heads the list of the social institutions as one of the stages of 
life i.e. the stage of brahmacarya. What is learnt in this stage is then 
practised as the twofold dharma (the pravrtti and nivr:tti) in the house­
holder's stage (the gr:hastha) which being the pivotal structure or backbone 
of society gave a vision to society as a whole. A combination of the two 
attitudes will thus be in the interest of society as a whole. It is thus a holistic 
approach to both the individual's development and societal concern. In this 
matrix, the level of progress will not be measured in terms of GNP only, for 
qualities like satisfaction and contentment are not measured in the GNP 
calculations. 

"A person who puts a voluntary restraint on consumerism derives his full 
satisfaction even without having access to all consumer goods whereas 
someone else who does not put such restraints, would feel dissatisfied with 
the absence of some consumer goods. To measure satisfaction only in terms 
of consumption expenditure or income, for both these categories of people, 
is not consistent with the concept of welfare in Dha171U1Sastra. "9 

Another dharmic concept which deeply reflects on both the individual and 
society is that of the five debts which a person (householder) is supposed to 
honour in his every day life in keeping with the holistic world view. The 
stress on the individualistic mode of behaviour so far may give the 
impression, as indeed it has done, that this approach is ego centered and does 
not take care of society as a whole. This indeed is a misunderstanding of the 
concepts so far discussed. By positioning the individual in a historical 
context and pointing out hislher connectedness at the macro-level the five 
fold debts, to some extent, helps to correct that imbalance. 
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Thus the first of these debts called the brahmar:za-TJ:Ia is the debt one owes to 
one's heritage in which are included the entire learning and scholarship of a 
culture. By situating an individual in a temporal-historico-cultural mode of 
being, one is cut down to size and made to realise one's place in the whole. 
Nobody invents or plays a role directly in one's past heritage; one can only 
be thankful for what one inherits and move on from there. The second is the 
debt one owes to the gods called the deva-rr:za - again pointing to the place of 
the human in the whole drama of existence; to the elements and other factors 
which seem to take control of our lives. This is brought into sharp focus 
during natural calamities like floods, earthquakes etc. What better lessons 
can humans have for emphasising his limitations in absolute terms in the 
whole drama of life and instructing him in humility! The third debt or 
pitr-rr:za, is what one owes to one's ancestors. These three take care of the 
cultural and family memories. The next two manu~ya-rr:za and bh'Uta-TJ:Ill 
concern directly the lived world - hospitality to all living beings. These five 
debts while emphasising the concept of self-denial or brahmacarya one 
referred to earlier, also place the individual squarely in society and the world 
at large. 

It is usually said that one understands a people better through its literature 
and its cultural expressions like architecture and temple structures, music, 
drama and dance. I would therefore try to briefly touch upon some aspects of 
this vast ancient literature, both sacred and secular, to find out if indeed this 
paradigm was ever believed in and practised as part of its social philosophy. 

Before passing on to the spoken or written texts I would like to quickly 
comment on some aspects of temple architecture and other art forms in India 
which brings into broad relief the points I was trying to make earlier. For 
instance, in a temple one can traverse from the centre or garbhagrha of the 
temple outwards or vice versa in order to understand its structure. The 
imagery can be that of the centre from which the individual emerges. going 
through the prasadas, mamf.q.pas and various halls which increasingly place 
him in the world outside conveying its worldliness through the rich 
profusion of carvings. These carvings portray the whole of the universe in 
the three regions and thus the statement in the AgnipuralJa: "The body of the 
temple is prakrti. "10 This all encompassing. holistic approach in art forms is 
illustrated in ample measure by the Natyasastra, in the very nature of the 
dance forms and in Indian classical music. The common metaphors in all 
these art forms represents the circular. Thus we come across commonly and 
naturally circular motifs like the wheel, the lotus, the pradak~i'.la of the 
prakilra and so on. While there is a centre to the circle, the circle itself is not 
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circumscribed and has no definite beginning or end. An individual 
represented by the centre is conscious of the circumference and its 
unbounded nature - thus aware of the whole world and the world beyond. It 
is this philosophy which defines all art forms and which is brought into sharp 
focus in a vivid manner in any classical music concert even today. 

Going back to the spoken and written word to find out if one can find support 
for these ideas, I have already referred to the nature of r:ta, conceptualised in 
the f?gveda. This is well known and so is the mantra for peace which is all 
encompassing. Peace and prosperity is not beseeched only for mother earth, 
but for the intermediate regions and the sky as well. I I Bhu~, bhuva~ and 
sva~ - the three regions of earth, intermediate space and heavens were the 
subject matter of a large number of the discussions in the Upani~ads.12 Many 
of these utterances include the three well known regions in their categories of 
thought and eventually synthesise that grand vision into a mathematical 
whole from which nothing can either be reduced or added in an absolute 
sense.13 It is this holistic vision that also led to that acme of philosophical 
thought the Advaita Vedanta of which Sailkara was the great exponent. 

Let us now look at the Atharvaveda which unfortunately is a Veda which has 
been neglected for too long. The Prthvisukta of the Atharvaveda. for 
instance, in its 63 verses, corroborates the rta concept of the Rgyeda and 
emphasises that truth or rta, (moral and physical order), sacrifice, dedica­
tion, creative energy, and perfect knowledge are what support and uphold 
mother earth. 14 In this enumeration one notices qualities both at the micro 
and macro levels. By playing upon a mutuality of interests it seems to 
suggest that if things are well ordered at the micro level it will also reflect 
itself at the macro level. In other words, the emphasis is on taking care of the 
whole as an unit by following some basic values. Some could turn around 
and comment that one is reading too much into this sukta - may be some 
thing which is not there even. But the following verses in the same sukta may 
perhaps dispel that misgiving; thus while verses 23-27 use a holistic 
language to talk about the flora and fauna and all that is there on this earth15 

verses 28 and 30 pray for non-injury and non-pollution of the waters and the 
atmosphere. 16 

If we leave the domain of the spoken word and come to later literature there 
is ample evidence to indicate the continuity of this awareness. At a simplistic 
level one notices that almost all the gods and goddesses in Hinduism has his 
or her own vahana (vehicle) which can sometimes be an animal like the lion, 
sometimes an inferior animal like a mouse (rodent) and sometimes a bird like 
a peacock. 
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Besides the vahanas of divinities, trees and plants and flowers have a sacred 
status in Hinduism and it is interesting to recall that Sri Kr~!1a mentions in the 
tenth chapter of the Gita that amongst trees he is the asvattha itself. 17 The 
neem tree is even today associated with the cult of Mariamma and the bilva 
leaf and fruit are Siva's favourites. Hinduism has a special place for life 
giving waters. Thus the rivers have been put on a pedestal and worshipped as 
life givers. It is well known that rivers are generally pilgrim centres and the 
reverence that Mother Ganga or Gangamiiyi commands is legendary. There 
are many legends associated with this holiest of the river systems which 
again is true of other rivers and seas as well. 

Many of the literary works like the Mahabharata, Natyasastra, Mahakilvyas 
etc. have the whole universe as their canvas. In fact one of the criticisms of 
the Sanskrit plays, as opposed to that of the Greek plays, is its lack of 
coherence as to time and place. The Sanskrit plays traverse all the three 
regions and all times and deal with nature as a whole. There is an earnest 
attempt to look at life as a whole in these texts. Thus the MBH. describes 
itself as an arthasastra, dharmasastra, kiJmasastra and mok.raSastra. The 
wisdom that life is one whole and has to be approached as such, informs 
these works. The NatyaSastra also describes itself as an encyclopedia which 
deals with topics of the seven worlds. IS That at least one of the classical 
forms of dance has almost 500 mudras to describe the various forms of flora 
and fauna, denizens of the three regions, and almost all natural phenomena, 
brings out this philosophy very vividly. It is also significant to observe in this 
context that, according to literary critics, a great piece of literature can only 
qualify to be called a kiJvya (a classical work) when it contains sections 
devoted to the description of nature as a whole. 

It is significant to notice that even in the earliest period of literary activity 
one set of books were called the Ara~yakas i.e., those which came up in the 
forests, surely due to deep reflection in sylvan surroundings. The Vanaparva 
in the MBH. and the Ara!lyakiJ!l4a in the RamayaIJa are set exclusively in the 
forests and one of the four stages of residence referred to earlier is called 
vanaprastha or residence in the forest. Thus nature at its best in the shape of 
forests is interwoven into the very fabric of ancient Indian literary and 
artistic activities. 

Whether it is the plays ofBhasa, or of Kiilidiisa or ofBhavabhiiti, one notices 
that this sensibility towards nature and its living beings as a whole has been 
retained in their works as well. A large part of the action in these plays takes 
place in the forests and the penance groves not as if they are removed from 
the normal life of the people but very much as part of the general life of all 
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people. Thus the fIrst act ofBhasa's Svapnavasavadatta opens in the forests 
and we are informed that Padmavati, the princess, had come to the forest to 
pay her respects to the queen, her mother, who was residing in the 
hermitage. 19 Forests and hermitages were part of the general scene and there 
was nothing strange if even members of the royal family took up residence in 
the forest. The vanaprastha asrama and maintenance of forests and 
hermitages mutually enriched each other. 

Preservation of forest groves and hermitages were always considered one of 
the prime duties of the king. There was free access to these hermitages to all 
people as is clear when Bhiisa says "a hermitage is common to all people.20 
Even though hunting was considered a kingly sport the area in and around 
the hermitage was protected. Thus Du~yanta in the fIrst act of Abhifnanasa­
kuntalam promptly stops his hunting when informed about the presence of 
the asrama in his vicinity; he enquires after the comforts of the sages in the 
asrama in the fIfth act and makes it a point to go out of his way to pay his 
respects to sage Miirica on his way back from Indraloka in the seventh act. 

The fourth act of Abhijoonasakuntalam is uniformly considered as the best 
act of the play and it is set entirely in the asrama of Ka~va. Sakuntalii herself 
is pictured by Kalidasa as a child of nature21 and Tagore sees in Sakuntala 
"the development of flower into fruit, of earth into heaven, of matter into 
spirit." When in the fourth act Sakuntala bids farewell to the plants and 
animals in the asrama they come alive as real persons, not in any way 
inferior to human beings. That a young bride about to leave for her husband's 
home not onl y thinks of each and every plant and animal in the forest, but has 
time to go around and take leave of them cannot be dismissed asjust a poetic 
fancy. It has to satisfy the viewers and the audience cannot be taken for 
granted. Kiilidiisa himself has set rigorous standards for himself when he 
says right at the beginning of the play that only when the learned are happy 
will he consider his work fruitfu1. 22 Sakuntalii is encouraged and helped in 
this task by Ka9-va and the other inmates of the asrama; thus we can only 
conclude that it was a natural behaviour on the part of Sakuntalii. Prof 
Wilson is said to have noticed this "tender attachment to objects of nature" 
by the authors of these Sanskrit poetical works. Thus in the fourth act the 
trees come alive and shower Sakuntala with many gifts. Describing her love 
for the plants, trees and animals K~va says23 "This Sakuntalii who will not 
try to drink water unless you all have first quenched your thirst, she who 
though fond of decoration will not pluck your tender leaves out of affection, 
For whom your first blossoming of flowers is an occasion for celebration that 
Sakuntala is today leaving for the home of her husband, May you all bid her 
farewell". 
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If we tum our attention to Bhavabhiiti' s Uttararamacaritam we find that the 
description of Janasthana, in act two, depicts a picture of hannony in nature 
where everything exists in an atmosphere of mutual respect.24 

By pinpointing the disrespect shown to Surabhi (the divine cow) as the 
reason for Dilipa not having an heir, Kalidasa accords a status equal to that of 
a human being to an animal. This is further reinforced when DilTsa and 
Sudak~i!1a look after the cow Nandini at great risk to their own lives. 5 Even 
the story of the birth of the sloka metre which burst forth from Vahrulci's 
mouth on seeing the plight of a grief stricken bird emphasises this empathy to 
all living creatures.26 

A tribute to this holistic vision of the ancient sage and the Upani~adic lore is 
paid by J C Bose on his great discovery of life in plants. He says: "It was 
when I came upon the mute witness of these self-made records and perceived 
in them one phase of a pervading unity that bears within it all things - the 
mote that quivers in ripples of light, the teeming life upon our earth and the 
radiant suns that shine above us - it was then that I understood, for the first 
time, a little of that message proclaimed by my ancestors on the banks of the 
Ganges 30 centuries ago. They who see but One in all the changing 
manifoldness of this universe, unto them belongs Eternal Truth, unto none 
else". Coming from a scientist of Bose's calibre this is indeed a great tribute 
to the holistic vision of the ancient Indian sage. 

I have tried so far to contrast two modes of world views. One which grew 
within the city and the other which was nurtured in the forests, as Tagore 
once remarked. This is not an argument for going back to the past which of 
course is illogical One is only trying to present the wisdom inherent in an 
alternate mode of development which tries to interpret development in a 
holistic manner. Schumacher called it " a technology with a human face". 
Any thinking individual now realises that development in fragments will 
eventually end up as a mockery of development itself. Thus the neo 
value-oriented economists have started talking about a holistic model of 
development. Any development must take care of the whole for it is 
important to realise that there is an optimum index for every system or 
structure and 'deviations from this size that result from maximising any 
single variable - profit efficiency or GNP for example, will inevitably 
destroy the larger system.27 
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VEDIC CLAIMS OF THE PANCARA.TRA AND 
THE V AIKHANASA AGAMASI 

Pratap Kumar 

In order for a tradition to be authoritative and orthodox, it tends to claim its 
origins from as ancient a source as possible. Almost all the Indian traditions 
do this in their own way. This is also true of all the sectarian Hindu traditions 
in that they all tend to claim their origins from the ultimate source, namely, 
the Vedas. The origin of the Vedas themselves has been a question of great 
importance both within the Indian tradition as well as outside the Indian 
tradition. namely. in the Indological scholarship in the West. While the non­
Brahmanical traditions. such as Jainism and Buddhism rejected the 
supernatural claims to the origins of the Vedas. the Brahmanical traditions 
have affirmed unequivocally the supernatural origins of the Vedas. 
Although the Mimal}1sakas2 did not admit the theistic arguments of the other 
Brahmanical traditions. they unequivocally affirmed the eternality of the 
Vedas on the basis of their being" svataJ;zpramill}ya" and thus of" apauruoreya" 
(non-human) origin. Nevertheless. for much of later Hinduism, the 
supernatural origin of the Vedas is unquestionable. Thus, it is on this 
unquestionable authority of the Vedas that even the subsequent Agamic 
traditions of India lay claim to their sanctity and legitimacy.3 Both the 
Pancaratrins and the Vaikhanasas claim such Vedic origins to their 
respective traditions. In the following essay. the claims of the Pancaratra and 
the Vaikhanasa Agamas to the Vedic Orthopraxis are examined on the basis 
of, among other Agamas. the Jayakhya Sa'!lhita (IS) of the Pancaratra 
Agama corpus (PA) and the Ananda Saf!lhita (AS) of the Vaikhanasa Agama 
corpus (VA). 

Paiicaratra Claim to the Vedic Orthopraxis Textual References 

Not only within the PA texts but also in the other post Vedic texts, references 
are found regarding the PA tradition. In all these references, attempts are 
made to place the PA tradition on a par with that of the Vedic tradition, The 
most classic text that is often quoted in support of the PAs is the following: 
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"This great Upani~ad known as the Piificaratra is associated with the four 
Vedas, accomplished by Sii.plkhya and Yoga, delivered from the mouth of 
Narayana and heard by Narada. "4 this text is further supported by other texts 
from livara Sa"mita (IS) 1.10; 1.43; and SripraSna Sa!'lhita (SS). In JS, 
Vi~pu says that he himself is the "lost Veda" (pra1}~(avedadhannoham -
2.61). The reference in JS is only to a general term of "Veda." (1S.2.55, 63). 
But both IS and SS refer to the Ekayana branch of the Vedas.5 Bhattacharya 
points out that the Ekiiyana branch was identified with the Kapva Siikha of 
the Suklayajurveda.6 Reference to the Ekiiyana sakha also occurs in the 
Chimdogya Upani~ad (CU).7 It is further pointed out that Utpala in his 
Spandapradipikil refers to the Ekayana branch of the Veda.S Bhattacharya's 
analysis ofUtpala's Spandapradipika shows that Utpala had identified three 
"distinct groups of the PAs - "Paiicaratrasruti", "Paiicaratra Upani~ad", 
and "Paiicaratra Sa"mita. "9 

In most of the above references, one thing that is unequivocally affirmed is 
that the Lord Vi~pu himself is the author of the teachings of the PAs and that 
he taught them to Narada, who in turn taught them to Siin9ilya, and thus the 
chain goes on. The reference in the Mahabharata (Mbh.) qualifies the PAs as 
"mahopani~ad" which is associated with all the four Vedas (caturvedasa­
manvitam) revealed from the mouth of Lord Vi~!1u to Narada. 

There are also several references made outside the PAs claiming either 
equality with the Vedas or affirming the authenticity and validity of the 
rituals performed according to the PAs. References are also made in other 
Puranic literature, such as Varaha-, Bhagavata-. Brahma{l{ia-. KUnna and 
Skanda Pura1}as. All these references attempt to elevate the PAs to the level 
of the Vedas. 

Tracing the Antiquity of the Paiicaratra Ritual 

Another way of finding proof for the validity of the Paficaratra tradition is to 
argue in favour of its antiquity. The traditional scholars in India use various 
materials to argue for the antiquity of the tradition in question. One such is 
the inscriptions. On the basis ofthe Bhilsa inscription Vasudeva worship has 
been traced to the second century B. C.E.lO The second type of source is the 
historical records of the ancient travellers. On the basis of Me~asthanes' 
accounts the existence of the two sects, namely, Vai~!1ava and Saiva, has 
been shown, and thereby arguing for an implicit suggestion that the 
Paficaratra also did exist by then. I I Another source that is looked at is the 
subsequent Smr,ti literature. Evidences from Papini, Patafijali and the 
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Mahabharata, specially, the Bhi~maparvan, and the Niirayal)lya section 
of the Santiparvan are quoted. 12 From the Vedic sources, the Aitareya- and 
Satapatha Brahma1)Qs are cited. Among the non-Briihmanical sources, the 
citations include the Sarvastivada and the Vijfianavada schools of the 
Mahayana Buddhism. Some Dravidian (Tamil) sources, such as the 
Silappatjikilram and the Paripatjal are also cited. 13 

Many of the texts and sources referred to above do not go back to a period 
earlier than the second century B.C.E. This means that, on the basis of textual 
evidence, it is difficult to argue that the Piificaratra tradition is directly in the 
Vedic line. All that these references indicate is that at least by the second 
century B.C.E. the Piificaratra tradition is widely known. But the question of 
its origins still remains unanswered. In this context, the connections between 
the Agama tradition and the SramaT}ll tradition and perhaps the Vratya 
tradition is worth exploring. However, it is beyond the scope of this essay. 

Finding Analogues between the Paficaratra and the Vedic Genres 

The voluminous extent of the total number of PAs is often a very favoured 
argument by the traditional scholars to equate the PAs to the Vedic corpus. 
Otto Schrader lists about two hundred and ten, and suggests that the total 
number of PAs could be more than that figure. Nevertheless, the traditional 
scholars, in their zealous pursuit of the PAs, tend to argue that the total 
number of slokas must be more than one and a half million. The other more 
interesting argument is to take the definition of "Sar.nhita" from the Pau~kara 
Sar.nhita. which says that any work extending to twelve thousand granthas 
can be called a Sar.nhita.14 Furthermore, analogous to the division of the 
Vedas, the PAs are also divided into four groups: Agama, Mantra, Tantra, 
and Tantrantara. 15 Again like the Sruti and Smrti literature, the PAs are also 
divided as the "revealed" (Divya) and the "traditional" (Munibha~ita).16 The 
Slittvata-, Pau~kara- and Jayakhya Sar.nhitas are considered to be of the 
Divya class, while all the other PAs are treated as ofthe Munibh~ita class. 
Another implicit way of affirming the Vedic Orthopraxis is to prescribe 
ablutions to be done in the places, rivers, etc., which are known for their 
association with vedic rituals. Thus the Jayakhya Sar.nhita explicitly alludes 
to the rivers Ganga, Yamuna, and to places, such as Prayaga, etc. (JS.9.26, 31). 

Vaikhanasa Claims to Vedic Lineage 

The case of the Vaikhanasa seems to be a little more direct than that of the 
paficaratra. As mentioned earlier, these comments on the Vaikhanasa are 
primarily based on my study of the Ananda Sar.nhita (AS). The AS begins 
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with the sloka- "Salutations to that Vikhanas, the knower of all the meaning 
of the Vedas, by whom the entire ritual (karman) belonging to the sruti and 
smrti is prescribed_" 17 the first part of the sloka - "srautasmanikam 
karma ... " at once flags off the intention of the author that the V aikhanasasiitras 
comprise the entire Sruti, Smrti, and the Karma Mima!llia. The same sloka 
also occurs at (2.81). 

The entire second chapter of the AS deals with the line of the Vedic sages. It 
mentions about the transmission of the Vedic branches to various sages. The 
line of the sages begins with the erstwhile Vyasa and connects it to the sage 
Vikhanas in an interesting way. AS presupposes a stage when the entire 
Veda was undivided. Thus it begins by saying that K{~!1advaipayana (Vyasa) 
divided the mountain called Veda (vedaparvatam) into four parts and taught 
them to four of his disciples - Sarna Veda to Jaimini, Atharva~a Veda to 
Sumantu, ~g Veda to Giilava, and Yajurveda to Kusagradhi (Kusagrabuddhi), 
and set the traditions of the Udga~, Brahman, Hotr and Adhvaryu 
respectively. For our purposes we need not elaborate the entire lineage but 
look at the way the name of Vikhanas is connected to the Yajurveda school. 
It says that Kusagradhi taught Yajurveda to five of his disciples -
Yajfiavalkya, Survarpa, Jabali, Vaidika, and Suhrattu. Here is the first twist! 
Kusagradhibecomes vexed with the proud Yajfiavalkya and demands him to 
return all that he had learned from him. Yajfiavalkya obeys his teacher and 
returns all the Yajurveda portion that he received from his teacher and goes 
to perform tapas. The portion that Yajfiavalkya returned was received back 
by Kusagradhf in the form of Tittiri birds l8 (hence Taittiriya). Meanwhile, 
Yajfiavalkya obtains the grace of Surya and requests him to teach him that 
Yajurveda which was not taught to anyone else. Then Siirya, impressed by 
Yajfiavalkya's desire, teaches him the Yajurveda of the Vajisiikha. Then 
Yajfiavalkya teaches it to seven disciples - Kapva, Kusika, Urva, Santa, 
Tapana, Ka!ha and Vimala. They in turn divided each of theirs into two and 
taught it to their disciples. Ja~ila, Vetas, Tajfia, Jahnu, Garga, Rju, ~bara, 
Suvrata, Ma~hara, Cakra, Pifigala, Vimlasaya, Bh~9aka, Sukhadhf and 
Sambhu are the fourteen. They also in turn subdivide and teach to their 
disciples and finally the total number reaches one hundred (excluding 
yajfiavalkya). Now, here is the second twist. So far we do not really come 
across the name of Vikhanas in the second chapter of the AS. But the author 
of AS for the first time inserts a sloka which speaks of a branch of the 
Yajurveda which was even earlier than the Taittiriya school. And this is 
known as the Vaikh~masa school. It says that prior to the division of the 
Vedas there was a branch (Siikha) called Vaikhanasa belonging to the 
Taruskanda of the Y~urveda. It is this branch of the Yajurveda that Siirya 
taught yajfiavalkya. 1 
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Elaborating on the subdivisions of the various branches of the Vedas, the AS 
lists the following branches as part of the Yajurveda siitras - "Bodhayaniyam 
(Bodhayana subsequently defects and goes to the Taitti"riya school, Cf. AS 
2. 79-80), S~c;lilYllQ1, Agastyll!TI, Paiicaka~llQ1, Vaikhanasam, Bharadvajll!TI, 
Saty~ii9llQ1, Slikalll!TI, Madyandinll!TI, Kaufl9inYll!TI, Lok~ikll!TI, Kusi"dakll!TI, 
Kiityayanll!TI Viidiil~, A.gnivaisyak~" (AS 2.65-66). The AS also 
identifies the distinction between the Vaikhanasa branch of the Yajurveda 
and the Taittiri"ya branch of the Yajurveda. Whereas the former has five 
parts and is of white (pita) complexion, the latter has seven parts and is of 
black (k1:.f1}a) colour. (AS 2.71-72). AS also says that the Yajurveda is of 
three kinds - Vaikhanasa (pure), Taittiriya (impure), and Vajasaneya (pure) 
(AS 2.74). 

Kusagradhi School 

YajuJeda 

Surya School Vi~pu-Narayana School 

YajUleda of (Vajisakha) (Yajurveda) of Ekityana branch 

of Taittiriya branch Vaikhanasa branch Pancaratra 

It further points out that the Yajurveda, which Yajiiavalkya learned from his 
first teacher was pure before he "vomited" it out on the demand of his 
teacher. It became polluted and impure after it was taken back by his teacher 
and given to other disciples (AS 2.77-78). Therefore, the Taittiriya branch is 
considered by the Vaikhiinasa school as impure. 

However, nearly four decades ago, W. Cal and pointed out that the 
Vaikhanasa branch does indeed belong to the Taittiriya branch of the 
Yajurveda. He says, 

In the verses with which Mahadeva introduces his commentary, called 
the Vaijayanti, on the Srauta sutra of Hirapyakesin, he informs us that a 
certain Muni in the shape of a partridge (tittiri) accepted the Yajurveda 
from its author, Vyasa. On this Veda Baudhityana, in order to preserve 
its meaning, composed a Sutra of too great length (or unwieldiness, 
atigaurava); thereupon Bharadvaja did the same, and after him 
Apastaplba composed his well-known Siitra. Then came Hirapyakesin, 
who put together another Siitra; after him Vitdhula composed his Sutra 
which originated in Kerala-land (or Malabar), and the last was the 
meritorious Sutra of the Teacher of the Vaikhanasas.20 

This points out that, although the Sutra composed by the teacher of the 
Vaikhiinasas is derived from the Taittiriya branch of the Yajurveda, it is 
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supposed to be the superior one compared to the other preceding ones. 
Caland also brings to our attention another citation. He says, 

There is, however, another tradition according to which the Taittiriya­
salcha of the Black Yajurveda was split up into two sakhas: the 
Aukheyas, or Aukhiyas, and the Khiil)~ikiyas, whilst the Caral)avyuha 
of the Sabdakalpadruma enumerates as caranas of the Taittiriya-sakha: 
Apasta!TIbins, Baudhayanins, Satya~iidhi HirapyakeSas and Aukheyas. 
In his introduction to the Srauta-sutra of the Viakhiinasas, the 
commentator VeilkateSa has the following remarkable stanza: yena 
vedarthavijfzeyo lolWnugrahalWmyaya; prarz1ta!TI sutram aukheya!TI 
tasmai vikhanase nama~.21 

The stanza that Caland cites does admit that the Vaikhimasa Sutra is also 
referred to as the Aukheya-siitra which is part of the Taittiriya branch of the 
Black Yajurveda. Incidentally the reference to the Aukheya also occurs in 
the (AS 8.13) with reference to the ritual known as garbhacakram.22 Since 
garbhacakra, according to the AS, is only for the Vaikhanasas, the reference 
to Aukheyas here must indicate the Vaikhiinasas and no one else. The 
Vanaukasas in the text, perhaps, refers to the Piiiicariitrins. 

The above discussion in AS § 2, on how the Vaikhiinasa branch of the 
Yajurveda comes into being, reveals some inner workings of how 
subsequent sectarian branches of Hinduism have maintained their Vedic 
Orthopraxis. In its general approach to the Veda, the AS takes it as a whole 
and undivided, to start with. In that sense, the Yajurveda that Yiijiiavalkya 
learned at the beginning was, indeed, part of that "whole Veda". Therefore, 
the AS makes sure that its purity is affirmed. In other words, although 
Yiijiiavalkya "vomited" it out and went to another school (to none other than 
Siirya), it was still considered pure at the time of his learning. Also, at that 
point it was still part of the "whole Veda." But, by his act of vomiting it out, 
he makes it impure and not fit for srauta, smartaka, etc., rituals. Both 
Yiijiiavalkya's "defection" from his earlier teacher, and also the defection of 
his own student back to Taittiriya school seem to reveal some rather 
interesting dynamics of ritual control. 

Vaikhanasa's Attitude Towards Paiicaratra 

In general, the Vaikhiinasa's attitude is reflected in the following sloka: 
"Among the twice-born, the Vedic path is the supreme path. All rituals must 
be performed according to the Vaikhiinasa rules. 23" Since Vaikhiinasa is the 
supreme Vedic path, the twice-born ones must perform rituals only by the 
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Vaikhanasa rules. Having said this, the fourth chapter in AS raises the 
questions such as who is a Vaikhanasa, and what is his importance and 
superiority, and among all the Brahmans why a Vaikhimasa is superior? (AS 
4.1). Obviously these questions, as we see in the later chapters, are raised in 
light of the Paficaratra claims to Vedic Orthopraxis. 

In response to the above questions, the AS affirms that the sage Vikhanas 
was created by Brahma, at the request of Vi~IIu, before the beginning of 
creation in order to teach the meaning of the Vedas to the ignorant people 
(4.8-10). After Vikhanas, other sages, namely, Bhrgu, etc., were also 
created. Vikhanas and the other sages were, then, considered sons of Vi~IIU. 
Thus, while Brahma is their direct teacher, Lord Vi~IIu himself is their father 
(4.33). This establishes a direct divine lineage ofthe Vaikhanasa teachers. It 
is precisely on the basis of the divine lineage that AS makes a distinction 
between the bom-Vai~IIavas (garbhavai.n1ava = lit. "womb- Vai~IIavas" -
Vai~IIavas while they are in the womb itself) and the non-born-Vai~!1avas. 
The Vaikhanasas are considered the garbhavai~1}avas (4.51a). By virtue of 
the observance of a ritual called "Vi~1}u Bali"24 at the time when the child is 
stilI in its mother's womb, the child is considered "garbhavai~1Java" (8.3). 
AS describes three kinds among the bearers of cakra and sahkha (symbols for 
a Vai~!1ava): the first one is the one who bears them (cakra and sahkha) from 
birth (garbhacakrankana), the second is the one who receives them through 
nyasa rituals (nyasacakrankana), and the third one is a non-Vaikhanasa and 
receives them through muTJ4ana. mudra, etc., rituals (taptacakrankana). The 
garbhacakrahkana is for the Vaikhanasa, the nyasacakrankana is for those 
who practice vanasthasramas (those who dwell in the forest - the 
Bhagavatas), and the taptacakranka1}a is for the rest of the non­
Vaikhanasas25 (8.1, 13). The Vai~!1avas are of four categories: anadivai~-
1}avas (Vikhanas et al), adivai~1}avas (the followers of the Vaikhanasa 
school), avantaravai~l}avas (Piificaratrins) and bhagavatavai~1}avas (the 
non-Briihrnan Bhagavatas) (8.14-15). Really, there are only three catego­
ries, that is to say, the first two are of the same group. But in order to give the 
first sages the distinction of their being the divine descendants, they are calIed 
the "beginningless Vai~!1avas". Accordingly the V ai~IIava tradition is also 
divided into three categories: the Vaidika (the Vaikhanasas), Tiintrika 
(Paficaratrins) and Bhakta (the non Brahman Bhagavatas) (8.20-22).26 The 
three groups have their respective Agamas: Nigama for the Vaikhanasas, 
Tantra for the Paiicaratrin and MiS-rama (mixture of both) for the Bhagavatas 
(8.23). The di~a ceremony also varies accordingly for the three groups: the 
Vaikhanasas are initiated while they are in the womb of the mother 
(Garbhatapta Dik~a),27 the Paiicariitrin are initiated at the time of upanayana 
(hence, it is called Bahistaptacakra Dik~a - external), and the Bhagavatas are 
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initiated through ritual bathing (Nyiisatapta Dik~a) (8.28-29). Thus, the 
Paficariitra ritual is external and the Viakhiinasa ritual is internal (8.35). In 
the context of the description of the garbhacakra (ViglUbali) ritual, the 
commentator of AS claims that even the Srfvai~Qava teacher, Riimiinuja,28 
was initiated while he was in the womb of his mother. 

The Vaikhanasas are called the Nigamiil) (because Vikhanas originated from 
Vi~!Iu directly), and the Paficariitrin are called the Agamal) (followers of 
Agama which is revealed by Vi~t1u). Both the Vaikhanasas and the 
Piiiicariitrin have their independent scriptures. The AS asserts that those who 
follow the Vaikhiinasa scriptures go to the realm of Vi~t1u (Vi~t1uloka) 
pennanently, while those who follow the Piificariitra scriptures have rebirth 
(9.5-7). 

While claiming the Vedic Orthopraxis, the Vaikhiinasas identify the 
Paficariitra as Tiintric. It relegates the status of the Piificaratra to something 
that can provide, as it were, temporary liberation. It, however, admits that the 
Piificariitra was taught by Lord Vi~t1u himself (bhagavataivoktam) (14.41). 
The AS lists the Piiiicariitra along with Buddhism, Saivism, Arhata, 
Pasupata, Kiipiila and treats all of them on the same level (14.42). In the same 
chapter (AS 14), the AS, however, slightly modifies its tone and admits 
again that the followers of both Vaikhiinasa and Paficariitra are to be 
considered V ai~t1avas (14.52). 

Yamuna's Agamaprama~ya - Pancaratra Response 

By relegating the Paficariitrin to a secondary status and placing them side by 
side with the Buddhists and the other groups, the question that the 
Vaikhanasas have raised is not merely one of orthopractic status of the 
Piificariitrin, but coupled with it comes also a sociological consideration, 
namely, whether the Piiiicariitrins were really authentic Brii.hmans or not. The 
tenn "Vedic" seems to assume a sociological connotation synonymous with 
the tenn "Brahman." Even though the Vaikhiinasas are willing to admit, 
rather uncomfortably, that the Piificariitrins are also V ai~.navas, there seems to 
be an indirect sociological judgement made against them. No wonder that 
Yamuna's A.gamapramaT}ya (AP) deals directly with the question of whether 
or not the followers of Paficariitra are orthopractic Briihmans. Being an 
orthopractic Brahman and coming from a respectable gotra, Yamuna had 
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both the courage and the Vedic resources to defend Piificanitra as an 
authentic and orthopractic tradition. Commenting on the Agamapramallya, 
Neevel says, 

It was written by a learned and cultured (.fi~~a) Brahman whose Vedic 
credentials could not be effectively denied, but who was also open to 
the Pancanitra Tantric tradition and was ready, willing and able to do 
vociferous battle on its behalf against some prestigious Smarta 
Brahman opponents who detail at length its non-Vedic origins and 
associations. 

He adds, 

Yamuna writes with a sense of self-assurance and confidence, with a 
sophisticated philosophical skill and with a command of the Vedic 
sources that simply could not have been faked nor acquired easily or 
quickly - the~ must represent the fruits of generations of cultivation 
and training.2 

In Yamuna's AP also, the tenn "Vedic" clearly assumes a sociological 
connotation synonymous with the tenn "Brahman". There are two kinds of 
arguments that Yamuna develops in defense of the Piificaratra. One is a 
theological argument, and the other is a sociological argument. The two 
types of argument, however, are not so clearly distinguished, and the two 
almost coalesce into each other. Yiimuna begins his theological argument 
with a discussion on the prama~as (Sabda, pratyalqa, etc., from # 4-12); 
from # 13-16 the argument switches to the sociological concerns (the 
Brahmanical status of the Piificariitrin is discussed); from # 17-119 it again 
switches to theological points, such as, consecration (dik.ra) and other 
sacraments; from # 120-134 the discussion moves to sociological questions; 
and finally, # 135-139 deal with the questions relating to nirmillya and 
nivedya offerings. Although the theological questions are important, for the 
purposes of this essay I shall limit myself only to the sociological questions, 
as they directly bear on the sociological judgement made by the Vaikhanasa 
school in the AS. It, however, appears that Yamuna's theological argument is 
mainly to establish the sociological status of the Bhagavata Brahmans. This 
becomes obvious in the way he uses the valid prarrla~as such as pratyalqa, 
etc., to establish the orthopractic status of the Bhiigavata Brahmans. 

In 13-16 Yamuna identifies two classes of Bhagavatas, namely, the 
vaiiyavratyas and the devalakas. Whereas the fonner group of Vai~~avas 
belong to the lowest of the twice born castes and are excluded from the 
sacraments, such as initiation, etc., the latter group perfonns worship in the 
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temples for their living. This latter group is of two kinds, karmadevalakas 
and kalpadevalakas, both of whom are not properly consecrated (Yamuna, # 
133).30 The third group is called the Bhiigavata Brahmans. Although the 
third group does certain duties like "cleaning of the way to the idol, the 
preparation for worship, offering, daily study and meditation" they must be 
distinguished from the vriltyas who also do similar things. The duties of the 
Bhiigavata Briihmans are analogous to those in the case of the Jyoti~toma 
sacrifice.31 The fourth group is the si~(a (orthodox) Briihmans who are 
placed on a par with the sages Bhrgu, Bharadviija, Dvaipiiyana, et al. They 
perform the rites of "temple building, erection of idols, prostration, 
circumambulation and particular festival ceremonies, just as they perform 
the agnihotra and other rituals enjoined directly by Scripture."32 

In the Agamapramiu.lya of Yiimuna, the objector treats all the practitioners of 
Piiiicariitra rituals on the same level, and rejects them as Bhiigavatas of the 
lowest class by pointing out that the external appearance can be deceitful -
"for we see them (hair-tuft, sacred thread, etc.) worn illegally by 
blackguards, outcastes and the like."33 But Yamuna, on the other hand, is 
trying to make a distinction between the Bhagavatas of Briihm~a origin 
and those of non-Briihmana .origin. As Neevel points out, he does have 
great difficulty in defending the case of the devalakas (see Yamuna, # 16). 
Yamuna's defense of the Piiiicariitra tradition is based on the following 
sociological grounds: 1) the Piiiicariitra Tantras are not invalid because the 
followers of that tradition do not reject the Vedas as done by the Jainas and 
others (Yiimuna, AP # 117); 2) Piiiicariitra Tantras are accepted by those who 
are qualified for the Vedic rites (Yiimuna, AP #118); 3) if the Piificaratra 
Tantras are invalid because they are accepted by the Bhiigavatas, "then the 
scriptural statements of the Ekayana sakha and the Vaj asaneya siikha and the 
means of knowledge - Perception, Inference, etc., would also be invalid 
since the Bhagavatas accept those too!; 4) the Brahmanhood of the 
Bhagavatas is supported on the basis of their recollection of their gotras. In 
the Agamaprama!lya, Yiimuna's main preoccupation seems to be to 
establish the orthopractic status of those Briihma!1as who follow the 
Piiiicariitra rites. In this scheme of the defense of the Paiicariitra tradition, 
establishing the Briihmanhood of the followers of the Piiiicariitra rites is 
closely linked with the defense of the Piiiicariitra tradition. That is why he 
takes great pains in trying to convince his opponents about the orthopractic 
status of the followers of the Piiiicaratra. In trying to convince his opponents, 
he draws his support from the valid means of knowledge, such as pratyakfa, 
etc. Basing on pratyak~a, he argues, 

Thus there can be Perception of bnihminhood; for when we keep our eyes 
open we note, immediately upon observing the particular differentiate 
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of the genus brahrninhood, that the br3.hrninhood is quite clearly 
noticeable in those who belong to the families of the different gotras­
Va§igha, Kas'yapiya, Sa\harnar~al)a. etc., - who are pure in their 
conduct, and who display the sacred thread, upper cloth, hair-tuft and 
rnunja grass girdle.34 

Nevertheless, his defense of the Bhagavatas of Brahmana origin seems to be 
based largely on the gotra or lineage in which they are born. Thus, he 
constantly refers to the gotras such as Narada, Sa!l~ilya, Bl!rgu, Bharadvaja, 
et al to authenticate the background of the Bhagavatas of Brahma!la origin. 

Seen from the broader sociological context in which the Vaikhanasas were 
trying to look down upon the Br:ihma~as who were following the Pancaratra 
rites along with the Vedic rites, Yamuna's preoccupation with the question 
of the orthopractic status of the Bhagavata Br:ihma!las makes sense. 
Establishing the Orthopraxis of the Bhagavata Brahma~as becomes central 
to the upholding of the Pancaratra tradition. 

This raises an important question whether the acceptance of a ritual tradition 
is dependent on the social status of the people who participate in it. Both the 
Jt.nanda Sa~hita and the AgamapramCuJya (AP) seem to establish the idea 
that a ritual tradition's validity is dependent upon the social status of the 
participants in that tradition. While the AS attempts to establish its lineage 
all the way back to the Vedic sages, the AP tries to show that the Brahma!la 
Bhagavatas belong to the gotras which are traceable to the Vedic lineage. 
Both the groups claim Vedic origin in their own way. The Vaikhanasas try to 
show that their tradition is drawn from the Sukla Yajurveda, and the 
Pancaratrins claim Vedic origin through a lost branch of the Veda called the 
Ekayana sakha. But at the sociological level the question is - who is a 
properly consecrated Br:ihma!la? And much of the battle is fought on the 
sociological field. For instance, the story of the V ai~!lava boy mentioned in 
the AS (5) illustrates the struggle between the Vaikhanasas and the 
Pancaratrins for ritual control in the temples during the medieval times in the 
Cola kingdom in South India.35 Ramanuja's exile from the Cola kingdom 
during the eleventh century c.E. is also another example of how the 
Vai~~avaites and the Saivaites fought for the control of the temples by 
influencing the kings. The fact that in both the AS and the AP social status 
has been given prominence in validating the scriptures shows that while 
theologically speaking one does argue for the revealed (a priori) status of a 
scripture, from a sociological standpoint, the validity of scriptures is really a 
posteriori, i.e. depends on one's social status. In other words, scriptures 
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generally arise within specific sociological and cultural milieus no­
twithstanding their higher theological claims. Unpacking their respective 
sociological backgrounds often enables us to reconstruct their historical 
meanings and interpretations. It enables us to understand how various 
traditions have interacted with each other, how they have assimilated each 
other, and how they have accommodated each other's points of view. 
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ENDNOTES 

1. Paficaratra and Vaikhanasa are two ritual traditions that are followed 
by the Vai~!lavas both in the south and in the north of India. Both 
claim their origins from the Vedas. Most ofthe ritual texts belonging 
to these two ritual traditions seem to have been composed in the 
south. A great number of these texts belong to a period anywhere 
between eighth and fifteenth centuries of c.E. 

2. The Mim~sakas were the first interpreters of the Vedas and laid 
down the rules of interpretation. They did not think it was necessary 
to posit the idea of an agent of creation and an author of the Vedas 
mainly because for them the vedic orthodoxy did not depend on a 
superhuman agent but rather on the notion of sabda being self 
authenticating. 

3. The ritual tradition called the Agama is quite an ancient one, and 
provided an alternative ritual tradition to that of the Vedic tradition. 
According to the available historical and archealogical sources, the 
tradition existed as far back as the Gupta period in India (cAOO C.E.), 
perhaps, even earlier. Much of the later Hinduism derived its ritual 
tradition from the Agamas. Each sectarian tradition has its ritual 
tradition based on their Agamas. Thus the Saivaites have Saiva 
Agamas; the Vai~!lavaites have Vai~!lava Agamas (Paficaratra and 
Vaikhanasa; the word Sa!l1hita is also used for the Agamas); the 
Saktaites have Sakta Agamas (also known as Tantras). 

4. idam mahopani~ad~ caturvedasamanvita!l1; sii!llkhyayogalq1ag1 
ten a paficaratranusabdit~ narayal).amukhodm-t~ narado'sravayat­
punalI; (Mbh.13.348.62-63). 

5. vedamekayanam nama vedanaVl sirasi sthitam (SS 1.); e~a ekayano 
veda!'! prakhyatai) sarvato bhuvi (IS 1.43). 

6. See Jayakhya S~hita, ed. by E Krishnamacharya, (Baroda: Oriental 
Institute, 1967). Introduction, p 6. Bhattacharya refers to the work of 
Nagesa, KapvaSakhamahimas~graha, a MS copy found in the Madras 
Government Oriental Library Triennial Catalogue, m.I.B. p 3299. 

7. fgved~ bhagavo'dhyemi yajurved~ samavedamatharva!l~ 
caturthamitihasapiira!1~ paficama!l1 vedanii!ll vedam pitryam rasiV1 
daiv~ nidhi!l1 vakovakhyamekayanam (Chandogya Upani~ad. 
7.1.2; cf7.1.4; 7.2.1; 7.5.2; 7.7.1.). 
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8. paficaratrasrutau api yadvatsopanena prasadamaruhet plavena va 
nadim taret tadvacchastre~a hi bhagavan sasta'vagantavy~. Op. 
cit., JS Edited by Krishnamacharya (1967), p. 7. Spandapradlpika, 
(Vijayanagaram Sanskrit Series, p 2; cf. pp 40, 29, 35, 8, 22). 

9. Loc. cit. 

10. Krishnamacharya. Op.cit., p 13. 

II. Loc. cit. 

12. Ibid., pp 13-14. 

13. Ibid., P 15. 

14. Ibid, P 11. 

15. Loc. cit. 

16. Ibid, P 12. 

17. srautasmartik~ karma nikhilam yen a siitrit~, tasmai samasta 
vedarthavide vikhanase nam~. (AS 1: 1) 

18. It is interesting to note that in one of the Ka~m1r texts (Nilamata 7th 
Century CE) the Tittiri is identified as a name of Naga. Nagas in the 
above text are not necessarily snakes, but rather they are perceived as 
tutelery deities who dwell in the ponds and rivers. 

19. vedana~ vyasanadya~ tu pragriJpam militam mahat; t~ tu vaikha­
nasl~ sakh~ yajurveda tarorviduj1. (AS. 2.55) 

20. VaikhimasasmiJrtasutram, translated by W Caland, (Calcutta: Asiatic 
Society of Bengal, 1929), Introduction, pix. 

21. Loc. cit. 

22. aukheya~a~ garbhacakr~ nyasacakr~ vanaukasiim; vaikhanasan 
vinanye~ii!n taptacakr~ prakirtitam. 

23. vaidik~ paramo margo dvijati"nii!n vise~ataj1; vaikhanasena vidhina 
sarv~ karma samacaret. AS. 3.28. 

24. In this ritual, the child in the mother's womb is ritually offered to 
Vi~!lu as a sacrificial offering. The child, henceforth, belongs to 
Vi~!lu. By virtue of being a garbhavai~!lava, he is considered 
superior, even if he were ayogya (not knowledgeable in the Vedas) 
(8.12). For a detailed description of the ritual see chapter 10 of AS. 
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25. The Bhagavatas and Pancaratrins are referred to by this category. 

26. The AS makes a distinction between the Paiicaratrins and the 
Bhagavatas. 

27. The Vaikhanasas have another alternate method called "antastapta" 
(internal as opposed to the external cakras which is a method for the 
Paiicaratrins (8.31). 

28. Cf. Footnote on AS 10.9. Ramanuja, the Sr1vai~~ava teacher, is 
depicted in the Divyasuricaritam (a biography of the early Srivai~!lava 
teachers) as having perpetuated the Pancaratra Agamas in the South 
Indian V ai~!lava temples during his life time (1Oth-ll th century 
CE). Although he followed the Pancaratra tradition, he is accorded a 
higher brahmanical status than the other Pancaratra V ai~p.avas. In fact 
Yamuna's defense of the Pancaratra tradition is mainly based on the 
fact that Nathamuni, Yamuna and Ramanuja came from a higher 
Brahma!la group and yet followed the Paiicaratra tradition. 

29. Walter V Neevel, Jr. Yamuna's Vedanta and Pancaratra: integrating 
thec1assical and the popular, (Montana: Scholars Press, 1977), p 29. 

30. Cf. van Buitenen's translation, p 113. 

31. Yamuna. Agamapri:uniJ!lYa, # 129 (translation by van Buitenen), p 109. 

32. Ibid. # 119 (van Buitenen, p 100). 

33. Ibid. # 14 (van Buitenen, p 10). 

34. Yamuna. AP. # 125 (van Buitenen, p 104). 

35. For a discussion on ritual control see P Kumar, "Religious Institutions: 
Ritual and Power Dynamics in India" in Journal for the Study of 
Religion, Vol 6, No 2, September 1993, pp 69-89. 
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SUMMARY OF THE SYMPOSIUM ON : IDNDUISM 
AND HUMAN RIGHTS 

M Naidu 

The Department of Hindu Studies and Indian Philosophy had the privilege of 
hosting a symposium on "Hinduism and Human Rights" on 11 July 1995 in 
the Senate Chamber of the University of Durban-Westville which came as a 
grand finale to the academic sessions of the World Hindu Conference. 
Presided over by the Head of the Department, Professor T S Rukmani, the 
panel itself comprised several eminent scholars - Prof Venkatachalam 
(Vice-Chancellor of the Sanskrit University, Banaras, India), Prof Sheshagiri 
Rao (University of Virginia - USA), Dr Srinivas Tilak (University of 
Concordia - Canada) and Dr Balambal (University of Madras - India). The 
Keynote address was delivered by Swami Agnivesh who being a staunch 
advocate of Human Rights himself, lent an added aura to the academic 
proceedings. 

The academic programme itself, pivoting on the issue of Human Rights was 
of focal interest, especially within the new political climate of South Africa 
with the demise of the structures of apartheid and the tabling of an interim 
constitution based on the United Nations declaration of Human Rights. The 
urgency for substantial change in order to redress the disparities in the social 
realities between the different races and between the different genders, 
precipitated the Department to revisit these issues in an academically co­
ordinated programme. 

The symposium, open to academics and the lay public alike drew an 
appreciative audience, again underpinning, not merely the relevancy of 
issues of fundamental rights but also the application of Hindu religious 
structures and authority on such issues. 

Swami Agnivesh in his opening address spoke of a radically transformed 
perspective, beckoning a challenge to the hitherto established social, 
cultural, political and religious traditions. Drawing from his experiences as a 
human rights activist amongst the rural populace of India and having 
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participated in the United Nations conferences on Human Rights issues 
Swami Agnivesh's call was for a sense of critical consciousness to be 
articulated by all people of the world in their demand for basic human rights. 
He addressed himself to many problems chief amongst them being the 
empowerment of women, conscientisation on the part of both genders of 
society to basic human rights, child abuse and bonded labour. There was a 
lively debate generated by these topics and Swami Agnivesh went on to 
answer the numerous questions from an audience that was clearly elated to 
hear of a radical stance being spelt out by a saffron clad individual. 

Speaking of what Denise Ackerman refers to as the "dilemma of religious 
theories not rhyming with religious practices" Swami Agnivesh on the point 
of abortion, called for a need to recognise the fundamental dignity and rights 
of the pregnant woman over even the fundamental rights of the unborn 
foetus. Although not sanctioning indiscriminate abortion on demand the 
Swamiji speaking as a Hindu, was emphatic about the rights of the woman 
concerned. The Swamiji's call was for a consonance of religious theory as 
wellas praxis. 

ProfRao continued the debate by deliberating on the Indian constitution and 
drawing attention to the religious freedom enshrined in the secular state of 
India. The difficulty that one faces between theory and praxis in this context 
figured vigorously in the discussion that followed. 

Dr Srinivas Tilak brought in an altogether new dimension to the debate by 
stressing on the transformation of human personality through praYaScitta or 
atonement for wrongs committed, enshrined in Hindu practice. This, as 
opposed to punishment, was a human right which should be looked into for 
its benevolent possibilities. Dr Tilak also read out the 'Hindu Constitution of 
Human Rights' in Sanskrit along with its English translation which was 
prepared by Professor G C Pandey of Allahabad India and Prof A Sharma of 
Montreal Canada. A number of interesting points came up for discussion and 
the audience, in general, was surprised to note the great concern for human 
dignity and freedom that Sanskrit sources displayed. 

Dr Balambal articulated in simple terms the social disparities between the 
genders as observed in India. She brought tq mind Ms Ackerman's words, 
who speaking at the World Conference on Religion and Peace footnoted the 
title of a talk as "Putting Women on the Agenda". Ackerman had this to say 
regarding gender disparity, 
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"We have no social history of gender equality to draw on. Whether our 
roots are European, African, Middle Eastern or Asian, the social 
construct all our societies have in common is patriarchy. Our religious 
traditions are intertwined with our historical and social contexts. The 
one draws from the other." 

The final address by Prof Venkatachalam stressed among other issues, the 
notion of individual responsibility fonning an indispensable adjunct to 
individual rights. This relational identity between responsibility and right 
also drew an empathetic response from the audience. A lively discussion on 
the insistence of individual responsibility by Hindu law makers as opposed 
to their demand for the rights of an individual ensued. 

The symposium itself was highly successful in terms of providing the 
medium for discussing contemporary issues of fundamental rights. The kind 
of questions posed by the audience underpinned the fact that the issues had 
been both lucidly and provocatively dealt with. Functioning on several 
levels, the programme served to allow the academics to place theoretical 
constructs to the social issues, while functioning at the lay level of answering 
the fundamental question, 'What does Hinduism have to say about the 
different aspects of basic human rights?' 
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Book Review by J G Desai 

Rekha Jhanji, Aesthetic Communication, Munshiram Manoharlal Publi­
shers PVT. Ltd., 1985, pp 141 

This book on Aesthetic Communication originated out of the author's own 
doctoral dissertation which was awarded by the University of Paris X 
Nanterre in 1975. 

In the Preface Rekha Jhanji states that the need to bring out a book dealing 
with aesthetics theory from the twin perspectives of Western and Indian 
cultural values arose out of her following observation. Firstly, it is 
unfortunate that very little work on a comparative basis has been attempted. 
Secondly, where the attempt has been made it has been more often than not 
flawed by a Western bias. 

It is thus gratifying that her book represents a timely' effort to break the 
East-West dichotomy. Rekha Jhanji's essential thesis is that despite some 
important differences between modem European and traditional Indian art 
theories, the West and India still share some common ground which they 
could exploit for mutual benefit. In fact art lovers in general everywhere and 
not merely the professional art critic will find much in this book to interest 
them. 

The book with its six chapters and an illuminating Introduction traces the 
evolution of aesthetics theory in Indian history from ancient times to the 
onset of the Mughal period. Her comments on art forms that existed from 
~g-Vedic times through to the age of the PuriiJ,las and epics show how 
seriously India valued the cultural role of aesthetics communication. 

As part of her approach Rekha Jhanji has omitted to trace the historical 
development of art in the West. Perhaps this is a shortcoming of the book. 
However, she has amply made up for this through opting for a method of 
presentation whereby she adopts the novel approach of reviewing the 
problem of aesthetics theory in Indian art from the vantage point of the 
critical standards of judgment that obtain in the field of aesthetics in the 
modern West. Such an approach has the merit that those acquainted only 
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with Western art forms and art theory will be afforded an opportunity to 
compare and contrast the insights of these two traditions. 

It is not possible in a review such as this to comment fully upon the many 
nuances of art theory which the author discusses with insight and facility of 
style. Among Western art critics discussed are Hegel, Kant, Freud, Sartre, E 
Delacroix, P Kaufmann, Russell, M Weitz, S Langen and M Dufrenne. 
Rekha then launches into an examination of the views of the traditional 
Indian art theoreticians, luminaries among whom are Mark~<;leya, Ananda­
vardhana, Abhinavagupta, Bharata, Padmapiini, Viitsyiiyana, Bhatta Lollata 
and several others. Comments by modem Indians such as Coomaraswamy, 
Mukherji S, Raja K, Ray N, Shah P, who are familiar with both Eastern and 
Western traditions, enhance the value of the book. 

Among the themes discussed in the book are the nature of the art object, the 
artist's intention, aesthetic symbols and their relation to reality and the value 
of works of art to the beholder. 

The author maintains that the current Western approach to art expression has 
tended to become a "formalist tradition" which espouses the sentiment of art 
for art's sake. This contrasts radically with the traditional Indian approach 
which the author calls the "divine weltanschauung". The religious motive 
also dominated the European landscape during the middle ages. The author 
rightly points out the essential differences in the metaphysical views of the 
two traditions, and the effect that they have produced on art creativity. 

An interesting feature of the book is the attempt to examine the notion of a 
unique and free individual. The distinct perceptions of Europe and India in 
this regard make for interesting reading. Valuable also is the discussion of 
the impact on India of the currently regnant Western forms of art theory and 
communication, one of whose important symbols reflects science and the 
technological functionalism that goes with it. 

Because Indian art has remained largely traditional, modem Western 
influences are having an important bearing on the RASA theory of art, and the 
concept of the GU!jAS. For example in Indian art forms, because of the role 
of philosophy and religion, aesthetic experience was always analysed in 
terms of detachment and disinterestedness. The old classification of all 
objects as well as the human personality in terms of the GufUls of Sattva. 
Rajas and Tamas is being looked at with fresh eyes under the impact of the 
West. 
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However, the views of those who objected to the inclusion of the 
SANTA-RASA, the sentiment of tranquility, in the RASA theory, are not 
adequately treated, Also the author's discussion of the GU/yA concept leads 
her to make far too many references to the BHAGAVAD-GITA. 

On the whole, however, the book is to be warmly recommended to anyone 
who evinces even a remote interest in all things artistic. 
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Book Review by Swami Saradananda 

T S Rukmani, Shankaracharya, New Delhi Publications Division, Ministry of 
Infonnation and Boradcasting, Government ofIndia, 1994 pp 88 (Price Rs 22) 

Sahkadicarya (820 A D) was one of those spiritual lumi!laries whose 
multi-faceted life has left a pennanent impact on the Indian psyche. As a 
child prodigy, a mystic, philosopher, writer, missionary and motivator for 
organized religion (mutts) Sailkara stands as one of the greatest figures in the 
history of world religion. However, his pre-eminent position is due to the 
fact that he is the unrivalled propounder of the Advaita Vedanta, the 
non-dualist interpretation of the Vedic teachings. The rapidity of his 
activities and the prolific nature of his literary works makes him a difficult 
person to comprehend. Rukmani, however, rises to the occasion. As a 
Sanskrit scholar devoted to the study of Advaita VediJnta for a number of 
years, Rukmani displays the competence to deal with many aspects of 
Advaita in this compact book. 

The first part of the book contains hagiographical details. Academic scholars 
generally shy away from this area, as authentic historical infonnation is 
sparse or shrouded in controversies. Rukrnani draws some elements from 
history, but her leanings are towards the Sahkaravijayas or the traditional 
accounts of Sahkara's life enunciated by various authors. For the scholar, the 
Sahkaravijayas have their defects in respect of chronology and the mytho­
logical elements embedded in them. However, they have their value. Apart 
from their literary beauty and depth of thought, they also contain some 
specific cultural subtleties required for an understanding of the life of 
Sahkara. 

Despite these positive points, the Sahkaravijayas with their stress on 
mythological narratives, are always a problem to any scholar. The trouble 
comes when mythological accounts are. taken as being meticulously factual. 
By following a middle path in her approach to these accounts, Rukmani 
neither avoids or does she become dogmatic over any of its controversial 
theories. This is a recognition of the truism that no scholar writing on 
Sahkara can avoid references to the many extant Sahkaravijayas. In the 
hagiological part, Rukmani puts forth skilful arguments from literary 
sources regarding the historical date of Satlkara. She uses Dharmakirti (the 
pre Sahkara Buddhist scholar quoted by Sankara in his Upadesasahasnl and 
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Vacaspati Mi§ra (who must have lived after Saflkara to have written the 
Bhamati, his famous commentary on Sailkara's Brahmasutra Bhasya) to 
lock Sahkara within a historical period. . 

Rukmani provides reasonable arguments for the four mutt theory vis-a-vis 
the important Kanchi Mutt. The Kanchi Mutt is not generally recognized by 
the Sankara Order of SannyiLsins (Dasanami Order), yet the importance of 
this Mutt cannot be neglected. Rukmani suggests 'whether the mutts where 
four or more than four, so long as they do not become issues on which the 
respective votaries start abusing and attacking the adherents of other 
theories, it should not really matter. In fact by the association of Saflkara's 
name to a mutt, if it is able to fulfil the needs of a community in ways that 
Sahkarahad visualized, why should it be a bone of contention at all?' (p 14). 
Rukmani's leanings are towards accepting the Kanchi Mutt. She introduces 
T M P Mahadevan's strong findings in favour of this. 

The second part of Rukmani's work which deals with the Advaita as 
expounded by Sahkara, is an astute presentation of the origins and 
development of this philosophy from the Vedic times down to Gau9apada 
and Sahkara. The clear but dense arrangement of relevant information in this 
section would require careful study. For Sar\kara, Consciousness (Brahman) 
is a singular with two different natures - 'intrinsic' and 'accidental' to use 
Rukmani's terms. Many critics are of the notion that Sailkara is totally 
other-worldly and that he emphasizes the 'intrinsic' (nirgu!Ul brahman) to 
the exclusion of the 'accidental' (sagu~a brahman) through the process of 
intuition (pratya~anubhuti). Rukmani is careful t6 point out that this is a 
confusion in understanding Sallkara. Brahman is the Supreme Reality. The 
world rests on Brahman as an appearance (maya) with name and form 
(nilma-rupa). The world is neither totally real nor completely false. 
Ignorance (avidya), through not perceiving both the 'intrinsic' and the 
'accidental' for what they stand for, accounts for the ontological confusion. 
There is no unbridgeable chasm between the world and Brahman. In 
Sahkara's view each must be seen in perspective for a fuller understanding of 
Advaita. Rukmani ably brings these essential features out with well 
structured arguments. 

The book, though small, is a useful addition to the existing works on 
Saflkara. The hagiographical part may be read with deep interest by the 
layman and perhaps even the scholar, the second part is meant for the scholar 
alone. In this respect the book has an understandable dichotomy which is a 
reflection of the life of Sallkara on the one hand and his literary works on the 
other. The book is a synthesis of these elements. 
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