
Text and 
Reality



Worlds made of Words

• Is it about reading texts…?

• Or reconstructing the realities of the past world 



Digging down to the reality of 
Hinduism:

A complex world





Lipner’s Banyan Tree



Early Historical Roots
of a complex religion

• Animist at the village level
• Ancient Near Eastern style religion of the 

‘Aryans’ developing a polytheistic culture.
• Possible mountain shamanic traditions of 

magic and possession
• Atheistic cultures concerned with 

meditation, metaphysics, and reincarnation
• Sanskritic Brahmin and Ksatriya led Vedic 

peoples
• Regional cultures – poets, deities, rituals
• Tantric traditions developing divinisation & 

possession practices, introducing  language 
of esoteric symbolism

• Sectarian debate within mainstream Vedic 
culture

• Ground-level complexity within oral 
literatures and folk-cultures

• Non-Hindu elements - Buddhist, Jain, 
Persian and other Muslim contributions



Is there any meaning?



A Detective Story

• A scholar of the ancient Vedic texts, Frits Staal
decided to go and find the contemporary Veda –
to see if the rituals could still be performed as 
they were four thousand years ago…

• Altar of Fire:

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wvvI3bIAgVA

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wvvI3bIAgVA




Jan Heesterman: The Inner 
Conflict of Tradition…
It’s about connecting the 
worldly powers (kshatriyas) 
to divine ones (brahmins)
(concerns about the rise of 
political power, and 
problems of authority and 
good governance)

Louis Dumont: Homo 
Hierarchicus…
It’s about fitting the world into 
an order, of nature and society
(concerns about social order and 
regions/immigrants/dissenters)

Laurie Patton: Bringing the Gods 
to Mind…
It’s about performance poetry 
that gives a sense of the meaning 
and meaningfulness of the world
(concerns about understanding 
as well as survival, competing 
for beauty and meaning as 
important values)



Is there any meaning?



Reconstructing the World



Dharma Sastra:
The World of Manu

• Translated 1794 by William Jones as the basis 
for British Rule of India.

• Assumed to be a correct picture of 
‘traditional’ India.

• Influenced law in Hindu and Buddhist 
kingdoms of Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, 
Indonesia.



Manava Dharma Sastra: 
The Importance of Detail

• 4. Having bathed, with the permission of his teacher, and performed according to the rule 
the Samavartana (the rite on returning home), a twice-born man shall marry a wife of 
equal caste who is endowed with auspicious (bodily) marks.

• 5. A damsel who is neither a Sapinda on the mother's side, nor belongs to the same 
family on the father's side, is recommended to twice-born men for wedlock and conjugal 
union.

• 6. In connecting himself with a wife, let him carefully avoid the ten following families, be 
they ever so great, or rich in kine, horses, sheep, grain, or (other) property,

• 7. (Viz.) one which neglects the sacred rites, one in which no male children (are born), 
one in which the Veda is not studied, one (the members of) which have thick hair on the 
body, those which are subject to hemorrhoids, phthisis, weakness of digestion, epilepsy, 
or white or black leprosy.

• 8. Let him not marry a maiden (with) reddish (hair), nor one who has a redundant 
member, nor one who is sickly, nor one either with no hair (on the body) or too much, 
nor one who is garrulous or has red (eyes),

• 9. Nor one named after a constellation, a tree, or a river, nor one bearing the name of a 
low caste, or of a mountain, nor one named after a bird, a snake, or a slave, nor one 
whose name inspires terror.

• 10. Let him wed a female free from bodily defects, who has an agreeable name, the 
(graceful) gait of a Hamsa or of an elephant, a moderate (quantity of) hair on the body 
and on the head, small teeth, and soft limbs.



Manava Dharma Sastra: 
Controlling the Order of Human Life

• 42. The girdle of a Brahmana shall consist of a of a triple cord of Munga
grass, smooth and soft; (that) of a Kshatriya, of a bowstring, made of 
Murva fibres; (that) of a Vaisya, of hempen threads.

• 43. If Munga grass (and so forth) be not procurable, (the girdles) may be 
made of Kusa, Asmantaka, and Balbaga (fibres), with a single threefold 
knot, or with three or five (knots according to the custom of the family).

• 44. The sacrificial string of a Brahmana shall be made of cotton, (shall be) 
twisted to the right, (and consist) of three threads, that of a Kshatriya of 
hempen threads, (and) that of a Vaisya of woollen threads.

• 45. A Brahmana shall (carry), according to the sacred law, a staff of Bilva
or Palasa; a Kshatriya, of Vata or Khadira; (and) a Vaisya, of Pilu or 
Udumbara.

• 46. The staff of a Brahmana shall be made of such length as to reach the 
end of his hair; that of a Kshatriya, to reach his forehead;

• (and) that of a Vaisya, to reach (the tip of his) nose.



Ideas: Dharma?



Ideas: Dharma?

• Rta meant order – the order both of the ritual 
and of the world

• Later Dharma becomes the equivalent word 
but it has a more human and ethical 
significance



Caste

(Varna)
(Jati)
(Kula)

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Indian_Woman_with_bindi.jpg&ei=ufFpVLzpB4bfsATt0YGIAQ&psig=AFQjCNFwkWzee3Em0c8sDq9Ypx-1jbkaLg&ust=1416315696933555
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Indian_Woman_with_bindi.jpg&ei=ufFpVLzpB4bfsATt0YGIAQ&psig=AFQjCNFwkWzee3Em0c8sDq9Ypx-1jbkaLg&ust=1416315696933555


The Formation of ‘Caste’

• Kula: Clans, tribes, Chieftains

• Jati: Birth categories of society – endogamous, 
work-related, purity-related

• Varna: Four-fold hierarchical ideology linked 
to cosmological notions of order, and the ideal 
of a functioning society

• Observed by the Portuguese and named 
‘Casta’ – translated by the British as Caste



The Desires of the Text?



Authors?



Authors?

• 17. That land, created by the gods, which lies between the 
two divine rivers Sarasvati and Drishadvati, the (sages) call 
Brahmavarta.

• 18. The custom handed down in regular succession (since 
time immemorial) among the (four chief) castes (varna) and 
the mixed (races) of that country, is called the conduct of 
virtuous men.

• 19. The plain of the Kurus, the (country of the) Matsyas, 
Pankalas, and Surasenakas, these (form), indeed, the 
country of the Brahmarshis (Brahmanical sages, which 
ranks) immediately after Brahmavarta.

• 20. From a Brahmana, born in that country, let all men on 
earth learn their several usages.



Complex text

• Rules… and creation stories… and ethics

• 1. The great sages approached Manu, who was seated with a collected mind, and, 
having duly worshipped him, spoke as follows:

• 2. 'Deign, divine one, to declare to us precisely and in due order the sacred laws of 
each of the (four chief) castes (varna) and of the intermediate ones.

• 3. 'For thou, O Lord, alone knowest the purport, (i.e.) the rites, and the knowledge of 
the soul, (taught) in this whole ordinance of the Self-existent (Svayambhu), which is 
unknowable and unfathomable.'

• 4. He, whose power is measureless, being thus asked by the high-minded great sages, 
duly honoured them, and answered, 'Listen!'

• 5. This (universe) existed in the shape of Darkness, unperceived, destitute of 
distinctive marks, unattainable by reasoning, unknowable, wholly immersed, as it 
were, in deep sleep.

• 6. Then the divine Self-existent (Svayambhu, himself) indiscernible, (but) making (all) 
this, the great elements and the rest, discernible, appeared with irresistible (creative) 
power, dispelling the darkness.

• Why?



• 87. But in order to protect this universe He, the most resplendent 
one, assigned separate (duties and) occupations to those who 
sprang from his mouth, arms, thighs, and feet.

• 88. To Brahmanas he assigned teaching and studying (the Veda), 
sacrificing for their own benefit and for others, giving and accepting 
(of alms).

• 89. The Kshatriya he commanded to protect the people, to bestow 
gifts, to offer sacrifices, to study (the Veda), and to abstain from 
attaching himself to sensual pleasures;

• 90. The Vaisya to tend cattle, to bestow gifts, to offer sacrifices, to 
study (the Veda), to trade, to lend money, and to cultivate land.

• 91. One occupation only the lord prescribed to the Sudra, to serve 
meekly even these (other) three castes.



Only text?

Other Dharmasastras:

• Apastamba, Gautama, Baudhayana, Vasishtha

• Olivelle: ‘crystallisation’

Sastra genre: 

• politics, success, aesthetics and pleasure, city 
planning, arts and medicine… 



Other perspectives
Atharvaveda

Kings
• Hymn 3: A charm for the restoration of an expelled king

Hymn 4: A benediction at the election of a king
Hymn 5: A King's address to an amulet which is to strengthen his authority

Women
• Hymn 18: A jealous wife's incantation against a rival
• Hymn 138: A woman's imprecation on her unfaithful lover
Husbands
Hymn 29: On the means to obtain immunity from taxation in the next world 
Families
Hymn 30: A prayer or charm to secure love and concord in a family
Insecure Priests
Hymn 19: A glorification of the office of a king's household priest
Hymn 17: The abduction and restoration of a Brāhman's wife
Hymn 18: The wickedness of oppressing and robbing Brāhmans
Hymn 19: The wickedness of robbing or insulting Brāhmans

http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/av/av03003.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/av/av03004.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/av/av03005.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/av/av03018.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/av/av06138.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/av/av03029.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/av/av03030.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/av/av03019.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/av/av05017.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/av/av05018.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/av/av05019.htm


Other perspectives

Mahabharata

– Yudhisthira questions the dharma of gambling 
challenge, 

– Eklavya makes us wonder about the dharma of 
students and caste

– Draupadi questions the dharma of obeying her 
husband,

– Arjuna the dharma of war

– Yudhisthira refuses heaven if he cannot be there 
with his brothers and his dog!



Other perspectives
Kama sutra

• Part III: About the Acquisition of a Wife
• Chapter I. Observations on Betrothal and Marriage

Chaper II. About Creating Confidence In the Girl
Chapter III. Courtship, and the Manifestation of the Feelings by Outward 
Signs and Deeds
Chapter IV. On Things to be Done Only by the Man, and the Acquisition of 
the Girl Thereby. Also What is to be Done by a Girl to Gain Over a Man and 
Subject Him to Her
Chapter V. On the Different Forms of Marriage

• Part VI: About Courtesans
• Introductory Remarks

Chapter I. Of the Causes of a Courtesan Resorting to Men...
Chapter II. Of a Courtesan Living With a Man as His Wife
Chapter III. Of the Means of getting Money...
Chapter IV. About a Reunion with a Former Lover
Chapter V. Of Different Kinds of Gain
Chapter VI. Of Gains and Losses, Attendant Gains and Losses, and Doubts; 
and Lastly, the Different Kinds of Courtesans

http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama301.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama302.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama303.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama304.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama305.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama600.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama601.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama602.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama603.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama604.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama605.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/sex/kama/kama606.htm


Other perspectives

Bhagavad Gita

Thus the knowledge that is more secret than the 
secret has been explained to you by Me. After 
fully reflecting on this, do as you wish. (18.63)



Hearing silent conversations



Thus the knowledge that is more secret than the 
secret has been explained to you by Me. After 
fully reflecting on this, do as you wish. (18.63)


