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PREFACE 

We have great pleasure in presenting this important publication titled “Spirituality 
and Religion Interface”. There has been an urgent need for bringing out such a 
publication as the world citizenry wants to know everything about spirituality as well 
as religion. Spirituality is a process of re-formation that aims to recover the original 
shape of man, the image of God. To accomplish this, the re-formation is oriented at a 
mold, which represents the original shape: in Judaism the Torah, in Christianity 
Christ, in Buddhism Buddha, in the Islam Muhammad. In modern times the emphasis 
is on subjective experience. It may denote almost any kind of blissful experience. It still 
denotes a process of transformation, but in a context separate from organized religious 
institutions, termed "spiritual but not religious".  
 

Religion is an organized collection of beliefs, cultural systems, and world views that 
relate humanity to an order of existence. Many religions have narratives, symbols, and 
sacred histories that aim to explain the meaning of life, the origin of life, or the 
Universe. From their beliefs about the cosmos and human nature, people may derive 
morality, ethics, religious laws or a preferred lifestyle. Many religions may have 
organized behaviours, clergy, a definition of what constitutes adherence or 
membership, holy places, and scriptures. The practice of a religion may include rituals, 
sermons, commemoration or veneration (of a deity, gods, or goddesses), sacrifices, 
festivals, feasts, trances, initiations, funerary services, matrimonial services, 
meditation, prayer, music, art, dance, public service, or other aspects of human culture. 
Religions may also contain mythology.  
 

The Vishwa Hindu Vidyapeeth headquarterd at New Delhi has strong feeling that 
Hinduism should be promoted all over the world. We may call this movement as Hindu 
modernism, neo-Hinduism, Global Hinduism and Hindu Universalism, the terms to 
characterize interpretations of Hinduism that developed in the 19th century. These 
modern interpretations emphasize ideas, such as Advaita Vedanta, that are asserted as 
central or fundamental to Hindu culture. The development took place partly in 
response to western colonialism and orientalism, contributing to the Indian freedom 
struggle and the modern national and religious identity of Hindus in the Republic of 
India. This societal aspect is covered under the term of Hindu reforms movements. 
Among the main proponents of such modern interpretations of Hinduism were Swami 
Vivekananda, Shri Aurobindo and Dr. S. Radhakrishnan, who to some extent also 
contributed to the emergence of Neo-Hindu movements in the West.  
 

The Vishwa Hindu Vidyapeeth and the World Institute of Spirituality have jointly 
resolved to advise the United Nations for creating at the UN level, an Inter-religious 
Spiritual Forum for World Peace with a view to bringing all the religious as well as 
spiritual leaders under one single platform of the United Nations for suggesting ways 
and means to combat terrorism and reduce the disastrous effects of peacelessness, 
poverty, unemployment, pollution, faulty educational system and population explosion. 
 

We have decided to expand the topics explained in this Book by bringing out the multi-
volume World Encyclopaedia of Spirituality and Religion. We are sure that these 
publications will merit the consideration of the readers, researchers and others. 
 
 
World Environment Day Dr. Priya Ranjan Trivedi 
5th June 2018  Dr. Markandey Rai  
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Chapter 1 

SPIRITUALITY 
 

Spirituality may refer to almost any kind of meaningful activity, personal growth, or 
blissful experience. It is often separated from organized religious institutions, as in the 
phrase "spiritual but not religious". Traditionally, spirituality refers to a process of re-
formation of the personality to live a life according to divine will, but there is no single, 
agreed-upon definition of spirituality.  

Definition 

There is no single, widely-agreed definition of spirituality. Surveys of the definition of 
the term, as used in scholarly research, show a broad range of definitions, with very 
limited similitude. 

According to Waaijman, the traditional meaning of spirituality is a process of re-
formation which "aims to recover the original shape of man, the image of God. To 
accomplish this, the re-formation is oriented at a mold, which represents the original 
shape: in Judaism the Torah, in Christianity Christ, in Buddhism Buddha, in the Islam 
Muhammad." 

In modern times the emphasis is on subjective experience. It may denote almost any 
kind of meaningful activity  or blissful experience. It still denotes a process of 
transformation, but in a context separate from organized religious institutions, termed 
"spiritual but not religious". Houtman and Aupers suggest that modern spirituality is a 
blend of humanistic psychology, mystical and esoteric traditions and eastern religions. 

Waaijman points out that "spirituality" is only one term of a range of words which 
denote the praxis of spirituality. Some other terms are "Hasidism, contemplation, 
kabbala, asceticism, mysticism, perfection, devotion and piety". 

Etymology 

The term spirit means "animating or vital principle in man and animals". It is derived 
from the Old French espirit which comes from the Latin word spiritus (soul, courage, 
vigor, breath) and is related to spirare (to breathe). In the Vulgate the Latin word 
spiritus is used to translate the Greek pneuma and Hebrew ruah.  

The term "spiritual", matters "concerning the spirit", is derived from Old French 
spirituel (12c.), which is derived from Latin spiritualis, which comes from spiritus or 
"spirit". 

The term "spirituality" is derived from Middle French spiritualité, from Late Latin 
"spiritualitatem" (nominative spiritualitas), which is also derived from Latin 
spiritualis.  
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Development of the meaning of spirituality 

Classical, medieval and early modern periods 

Words translatable as 'spirituality' first began to arise in the 5th century and only 
entered common use toward the end of the Middle Ages. In a Biblical context the term 
means being animated by God, to be driven by the Holy Spirit, as opposed to a life 
which rejects this influence. 

In the 11th century this meaning changed. Spirituality began to denote the mental 
aspect of life, as opposed to the material and sensual aspects of life, "the ecclesiastical 
sphere of light against the dark world of matter". In the 13th century "spirituality" 
acquired a social and psychological meaning. Socially it denoted the territory of the 
clergy: "The ecclesiastical against the temporary possessions, the ecclesiastical against 
the secular authority, the clerical class against the secular class"  Psychologically, it 
denoted the realm of the inner life: "The purity of motives, affections, intentions, inner 
dispositions, the psychology of the spiritual life, the analysis of the feelings". 

In the 17th and 18th century a distinction was made between higher and lower forms of 
spirituality: "A spiritual man is one who is Christian 'more abundantly and deeper than 
others'."  The word was also associated with mysticism and quietism, and acquired a 
negative meaning. 

Modern spirituality 

Transcendentalism and Unitarian Universalism 

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882) was a pioneer of the idea of spirituality as a distinct 
field. He was one of the major figures in Transcendentalism, an early 19th-century 
liberal Protestant movement, which was rooted in English and German Romanticism, 
the Biblical criticism of Herder and Schleiermacher, and the skepticism of Hume. The 
Transcendentalists emphasised an intuitive, experiential approach of religion. 
Following Schleiermacher, an individual's intuition of truth was taken as the criterion 
for truth.  In the late 18th and early 19th century, the first translations of Hindu texts 
appeared, which were also read by the Transcendentalists, and influenced their 
thinking.  They also endorsed universalist and Unitarianist ideas, leading to Unitarian 
Universalism, the idea that there must be truth in other religions as well, since a 
loving God would redeem all living beings, not just Christians.  

Neo-Vedanta 

An important influence on western spirituality was Neo-Vedanta, also called neo-
Hinduism and Hindu Universalism, a modern interpretation of Hinduism which 
developed in response to western colonialism and orientalism. It aims to present 
Hinduism as a "homogenized ideal of Hinduism" with Advaita Vedanta as its central 
doctrine. Due to the colonisation of Asia by the western world, since the 19th century 
an exchange of ideas has been taking place between the western world and Asia, which 
also influenced western religiosity. Unitarianism, and the idea of Universalism, was 
brought to India by missionaries, and had a major influence on neo-Hinduism via Ram 
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Mohan Roy's Brahmo Samaj and Brahmoism. Roy attempted to modernise and reform 
Hinduism, from the idea of Universalism. This universalism was further popularised, 
and brought back to the west as neo-Vedanta, by Swami Vivekananda. 

Theosophy, Anthroposophy, and the Perennial Philosophy 

Another major influence on modern spirituality was the Theosophical Society, which 
searched for 'secret teachings' in Asian religions. It has been influential on modernist 
streams in several Asian religions, notably Neo-Vedanta, the revival of Theravada 
Buddhism, and Buddhist modernism, which have taken over modern western notions of 
personal experience and universalism and integrated them in their religious concepts. 
A second, related influence was Anthroposophy, whose founder, Rudolf Steiner, was 
particularly interested in developing a genuine Western spirituality, and in the ways 
that such a spirituality could transform practical institutions such as education, 
agriculture, and medicine. 

The influence of Asian traditions on western modern spirituality was also furthered by 
the Perennial Philosophy, whose main proponent Aldous Huxley was deeply influenced 
by Vivekanda's Neo-Vedanta and Universalism, and the spread of social welfare, 
education and mass travel after World War Two. 

Important early 20th century western writers who studied the phenomenon of 
spirituality, and their works, include William James, The Varieties of Religious 
Experience (1902), and Rudolph Otto, especially The Idea of the Holy (1917). James' 
notions of "spiritual experience" had a further influence on the modernist streams in 
Asian traditions, making them even further recognisable for a western audience. 

"Spiritual but not religious" 

After the Second World War spirituality and religion became disconnected, and 
spirituality became more oriented on subjective experience, instead of "attempts to 
place the self within a broader ontological context." A new discourse developed, in 
which (humanistic) psychology, mystical and esoteric traditions and eastern religions 
are being blended, to reach the true self by self-disclosure, free expression and 
meditation. 

The distinction between the spiritual and the religious became more common in the 
popular mind during the late 20th century with the rise of secularism and the advent of 
the New Age movement. Authors such as Chris Griscom and Shirley MacLaine 
explored it in numerous ways in their books. Paul Heelas noted the development within 
New Age circles of what he called "seminar spirituality": structured offerings 
complementing consumer choice with spiritual options. 

Among other factors, declining membership of organized religions and the growth of 
secularism in the western world have given rise to this broader view of spirituality. The 
term "spiritual" is now frequently used in contexts in which the term "religious" was 
formerly employed. Both theists and atheists have criticized this development. 
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Traditional spirituality 

Abrahamic faiths 

Judaism 

Rabbinic Judaism (or in some Christian traditions, Rabbinism) (Hebrew: "Yahadut 
Rabanit" ) has been the mainstream form of Judaism since the 6th century CE, after 
the codification of the Talmud. It is characterised by the belief that the Written Torah 
("Law" or "Instruction") cannot be correctly interpreted without reference to the Oral 
Torah and by the voluminous literature specifying what behavior is sanctioned by the 
law (called halakha, "the way"). 

Judaism knows a variety of religious observances: ethical rules, prayers, religious 
clothing, holidays, shabbat, pilgrimages, Torah reading, dietary laws. 

Kabbalah (literally "receiving"), is an esoteric method, discipline and school of thought 
of Judaism. Its definition varies according to the tradition and aims of those following 
it, from its religious origin as an integral part of Judaism, to its later Christian, New 
Age, or Occultist syncretic adaptations. Kabbalah is a set of esoteric teachings meant to 
explain the relationship between an unchanging, eternal and mysterious Ein Sof (no 
end) and the mortal and finite universe (his creation). While it is heavily used by some 
denominations, it is not a religious denomination in itself. Inside Judaism, it forms the 
foundations of mystical religious interpretation. Outside Judaism, its scriptures are 
read outside the traditional canons of organised religion. Kabbalah seeks to define the 
nature of the universe and the human being, the nature and purpose of existence, and 
various other ontological questions. It also presents methods to aid understanding of 
these concepts and to thereby attain spiritual realisation. 

Hasidic Judaism, meaning "piety" (or "loving kindness"), is a branch of Orthodox 
Judaism that promotes spirituality through the popularisation and internalisation of 
Jewish mysticism as the fundamental aspect of the faith. It was founded in 18th-
century Eastern Europe by Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov as a reaction against overly 
legalistic Judaism. His example began the characteristic veneration of leadership in 
Hasidism as embodiments and intercessors of Divinity for the followers. Opposite to 
this, Hasidic teachings cherished the sincerity and concealed holiness of the unlettered 
common folk, and their equality with the scholarly elite. The emphasis on the 
Immanent Divine presence in everything gave new value to prayer and deeds of 
kindness, alongside Rabbinic supremacy of study, and replaced historical mystical 
(kabbalistic) and ethical (musar) asceticism and admonishment with optimism, 
encouragement, and daily fervour. This populist emotional revival accompanied the 
elite ideal of nullification to paradoxical Divine Panentheism, through intellectual 
articulation of inner dimensions of mystical thought. 

Christianity 

Catholic spirituality is the spiritual practice of living out a personal act of faith (fides 
qua creditur) following the acceptance of faith (fides quae creditur). Although all 
Catholics are expected to pray together at Mass, there are many different forms of 
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spirituality and private prayer which have developed over the centuries. Each of the 
major religious orders of the Catholic Church and other lay groupings have their own 
unique spirituality - its own way of approaching God in prayer and in living out the 
Gospel. 

 
Union with Christ is the purpose of Christian mysticism. 

Christian mysticism refers to the development of mystical practices and theory within 
Christianity. It has often been connected to mystical theology, especially in the Catholic 
and Eastern Orthodox traditions. The attributes and means by which Christian 
mysticism is studied and practiced are varied and range from ecstatic visions of the 
soul's mystical union with God to simple prayerful contemplation of Holy Scripture (i.e., 
Lectio Divina). 

Progressive Christianity is a contemporary movement which seeks to remove the 
supernatural claims of the faith and replace them with a post-critical understanding of 
biblical spirituality based on historical and scientific research. It focuses on the lived 
experience of spirituality over historical dogmatic claims, and accepts that the faith is 
both true and a human construction, and that spiritual experiences are psychologically 
and neurally real and useful. 

Islam 

Five pillars 

The Pillars of Islam (arkan al-Islam; also arkan ad-din, "pillars of religion") are five 
basic acts in Islam, considered obligatory for all believers. The Quran presents them as 
a framework for worship and a sign of commitment to the faith. They are (1) the 
shahadah (creed), (2) daily prayers (salat), (3) almsgiving (zakah), (4) fasting during 
Ramadan and (5) the pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj) at least once in a lifetime. The Shia 
and Sunni sects both agree on the essential details for the performance of these acts. 
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Sufism 

The best known form of Islamic mystic spirituality is the Sufi tradition (famous 
through Rumi and Hafiz) in which a spiritual master or pir transmits spiritual 
discipline to students. 

Sufism or taṣawwuf (Arabic: ّ�ف�� ) is defined by its adherents as the inner, mystical 
dimension of Islam. A practitioner of this tradition is generally known as a ṣūfī (�ّ	ِ��ُ). 
Sufis believe they are practicing ihsan (perfection of worship) as revealed by Gabriel to 
Muhammad, 

Worship and serve Allah as you are seeing Him and while you see Him not yet truly He 
sees you. 

Sufis consider themselves as the original true proponents of this pure original form of 
Islam. They are strong adherents to the principal of tolerance, peace and against any 
form of violence. The Sufi have suffered severe persecution by their coreligionist 
brothers the Wahhabi and the Salafist. In 1843 the Senussi Sufi were forced to flee 
Mecca and Medina and head to the Sudan and Libya. 

Classical Sufi scholars have defined Sufism as "a science whose objective is the 
reparation of the heart and turning it away from all else but God". Alternatively, in the 
words of the Darqawi Sufi teacher Ahmad ibn Ajiba, "a science through which one can 
know how to travel into the presence of the Divine, purify one's inner self from filth, 
and beautify it with a variety of praiseworthy traits". 

Jihad 

Jihad is a religious duty of Muslims. In Arabic, the word jihād translates as a noun 
meaning "struggle". There are two commonly accepted meanings of jihad: an inner 
spiritual struggle and an outer physical struggle. The "greater jihad" is the inner 
struggle by a believer to fulfill his religious duties. This non-violent meaning is stressed 
by both Muslim and non-Muslim authors. 

Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, an 11th-century Islamic scholar, referenced a statement by the 
companion of Muhammad Jabir ibn Abd-Allah: 

The Prophet [...] returned from one of his battles, and thereupon told us, 'You have 
arrived with an excellent arrival, you have come from the Lesser Jihad to the Greater 
Jihad—the striving of a servant (of Allah) against his desires (holy war)."  

Asian traditions 

Buddhism 

Buddhist practices are known as Bhavana, which literally means "development" or 
"cultivating" or "producing" in the sense of "calling into existence." It is an important 
concept in Buddhist praxis (Patipatti). The word bhavana normally appears in 
conjunction with another word forming a compound phrase such as citta-bhavana (the 
development or cultivation of the heart/mind) or metta-bhavana (the 
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development/cultivation of lovingkindness). When used on its own bhavana signifies 
'spiritual cultivation' generally. 

Various Buddhist Paths to liberation developed throughout the ages. Best-known is the 
Noble Eightfold Path, but others include the Bodhisattva Path and Lamrim. 

Hinduism 

 
Jñāna marga 

 

 
Bhakti marga 

 

 
Rāja marga 

Three of four paths of spirituality in Hinduism 

Hinduism has no traditional ecclesiastical order, no centralized religious authorities, no 
governing body, no prophet(s) nor any binding holy book; Hindus can choose to be 
polytheistic, pantheistic, monistic, or atheistic. Within this diffuse and open structure, 
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spirituality in Hindu philosophy is an individual experience, and referred to as 
ksaitrajña. It defines spiritual practice as one’s journey towards moksha, awareness of 
self, the discovery of higher truths, true nature of reality, and a consciousness that is 
liberated and content. 

Four paths 

Hinduism identifies four ways - mārga or yoga - of spiritual practice. The first way is 
Jñāna yoga, the way of knowledge. The second way is Bhakti yoga, the way of devotion. 
The third way is Karma yoga, the way of works. The fourth way is Rāja yoga, the way 
of contemplation and meditation. 

Jñāna marga is a path often assisted by a guru (teacher) in one’s spiritual practice. 
Bhakti marga is a path of faith and devotion to deity or deities; the spiritual practice 
often includes chanting, singing and music - such as in kirtans - in front of idols, or 
images of one or more deity, or a devotional symbol of the holy. Karma marga is the 
path of one’s work, where diligent practical work or vartta becomes in itself a spiritual 
practice, and work in daily life is perfected as a form of spiritual liberation and not for 
its material rewards. Rāja marga is the path of cultivating necessary virtues, self-
discipline, tapas (meditation), contemplation and self-reflection sometimes with 
isolation and renunciation of the world, to a pinnacle state called samādhi. This state of 
samādhi has been compared to peak experience. 

There is a rigorous debate in Indian literature on relative merits of these theoretical 
spiritual practices. For example, Chandogyopanishad suggests that those who engage 
in ritualistic offerings to gods and priests will fail in their spiritual practice, while those 
who engage in tapas will succeed; Svetasvataropanishad suggests that a successful 
spiritual practice requires a longing for truth, but warns of becoming ‘false ascetic’ who 
go through the mechanics of spiritual practice without meditating on the nature of Self 
and universal Truths.  

In the practice of Hinduism, suggest modern era scholars such as Vivekananda, the 
choice between the paths is up to the individual and a person’s proclivities. Other 
scholars suggest that these Hindu spiritual practices are not mutually exclusive, but 
overlapping. These four paths of spirituality are also known in Hinduism outside India, 
such as in Balinese Hinduism, where it is called Catur Marga (literally: four paths). 

Schools and spirituality 

Different schools of Hinduism encourage different spiritual practices. In Tantric school 
for example, the spiritual practice has been referred to as sādhanā. It involves 
initiation into the school, undergoing rituals, and achieving moksha liberation by 
experiencing union of cosmic polarities.  

The Hare Krishna school emphasizes bhakti yoga as spiritual practice. In Advaita 
Vedanta school, the spiritual practice emphasizes jñāna yoga in stages: samnyasa 
(cultivate virtues), sravana (hear, study), manana (reflect) and dhyana (nididhyasana, 
contemplate). 
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Sikhism 

 
An 18th Century Sikh Raja 

Sikhism considers spiritual life and secular life to be intertwined: "In the Sikh 
Weltanschauung...the temporal world is part of the Infinite Reality and partakes of its 
characteristics." Guru Nanak described living an "active, creative, and practical life" of 
"truthfulness, fidelity, self-control and purity" as being higher than a purely 
contemplative life. 

The 6th Sikh Guru Guru Hargobind re-affirmed that the political/temporal (Miri) and 
spiritual (Piri) realms are mutually coexistent. According to the 9th Sikh Guru, Tegh 
Bahadhur, the ideal Sikh should have both Shakti (power that resides in the temporal), 
and Bhakti (spiritual meditative qualities). This was developed into the concept of the 
Saint Soldier by the 10th Sikh Guru, Gobind Singh. 

According to Guru Nanak, the goal is to attain the "attendant balance of separation-
fusion, self-other, action-inaction, attachment-detachment, in the course of daily life", 
the polar opposite to a self-centered existence. Nanak talks further about the one God 
or Akal (timelessness) that permeates all life). and which must be seen with 'the 
inward eye', or the 'heart', of a human being. 

In Sikhism there is no dogma, priests, monastics or yogis. 

African spirituality 

In some African contexts, spirituality is considered a belief system that guides the 
welfare of society and the people therein, and eradicates sources of unhappiness 
occasioned by evil. 

Contemporary spirituality 

The term "spiritual" is now frequently used in contexts in which the term "religious" 
was formerly employed. Contemporary spirituality is also called "post-traditional 
spirituality" and "New Age spirituality". Hanegraaf makes a distinction between two 
"New Age" movements: New Age in a restricted sense, which originated primarily in 
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mid-twentieth century England and had its roots in Theosophy and Anthroposophy, 
and "New Age in a general sense, which emerged in the later 1970s 

...when increasing numbers of people [...] began to perceive a broad similarity between 
a wide variety of "alternative ideas" and pursuits, and started to think of them as part 
of one "movement"". 

Those who speak of spirituality outside of religion often define themselves as spiritual 
but not religious and generally believe in the existence of different "spiritual paths," 
emphasizing the importance of finding one's own individual path to spirituality. 
According to one 2005 poll, about 24% of the United States population identifies itself 
as spiritual but not religious.  

Characteristics 

Modern spirituality is centered on the "deepest values and meanings by which people 
live." It embraces the idea of an ultimate or an alleged immaterial reality. It envisions 
an inner path enabling a person to discover the essence of his/her being. 

Not all modern notions of spirituality embrace transcendental ideas. Secular 
spirituality emphasizes humanistic ideas on moral character (qualities such as love, 
compassion, patience, tolerance, forgiveness, contentment, responsibility, harmony, and 
a concern for others). These are aspects of life and human experience which go beyond a 
purely materialist view of the world without necessarily accepting belief in a 
supernatural reality or divine being. Nevertheless, many humanists (e.g. Bertrand 
Russell) who clearly value the non-material, communal and virtuous aspects of life 
reject this usage of the term spirituality as being overly-broad (i.e. it effectively 
amounts to saying "everything and anything that is good and virtuous is necessarily 
spiritual") Similarly, Aristotle—one of first known Western thinkers to demonstrate 
that morality, virtue and goodness can be derived without appealing to supernatural 
forces—even argued that "men create Gods in their own image" (not the other way 
around). Moreover, theistic and atheistic critics alike dismiss the notion of secular 
spirituality on the basis that the term "spirit" is commonly taken as denoting the 
existence of unseen and possibly otherworldly forces. 

Although personal well-being, both physical and psychological, is said to be an 
important aspect of modern spirituality, this does not imply spirituality is essential to 
achieving happiness. Free-thinkers who reject notions that the numinous/non-material 
is important to living well can be just as happy as more spiritually-oriented individuals  

Contemporary spirituality theorists assert that spirituality develops inner peace and 
forms a foundation for happiness. For example, Meditation and similar practices are 
suggested to help practitioners cultivate his or her inner life and character. Ellison and 
Fan (2008) assert that spirituality causes a wide array of positive health outcomes, 
including "morale, happiness, and life satisfaction.". However, Schuurmans-Stekhoven 
(2013) actively attempted to replicate this research and found more "mixed" results. 
Nevertheless, spirituality has played a central role in self-help movements such as 
Alcoholics Anonymous: 



16 

 

...if an alcoholic failed to perfect and enlarge his spiritual life through work and self-
sacrifice for others, he could not survive the certain trials and low spots ahead.... 

Spiritual experience 

"Spiritual experience" plays a central role in modern spirituality. This notion has been 
popularised by both western and Asian authors. 

William James popularized the use of the term "religious experience" in his The 
Varieties of Religious Experience. It has also influenced the understanding of 
mysticism as a distinctive experience which supplies knowledge.  

Wayne Proudfoot traces the roots of the notion of "religious experience" further back to 
the German theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834), who argued that 
religion is based on a feeling of the infinite. The notion of "religious experience" was 
used by Schleiermacher to defend religion against the growing scientific and secular 
critique. It was adopted by many scholars of religion, of which William James was the 
most influential. 

Major Asian influences were Vivekananda and D.T. Suzuki. Swami Vivekananda 
popularised a modern syncretitistic Hinduism, in which the authority of the scriptures 
was replaced by an emphasis on personal experience. D.T. Suzuki had a major 
influence on the popularisation of Zen in the west and popularized the idea of 
enlightenment as insight into a timeless, transcendent reality.  Another example can be 
seen in Paul Brunton's A Search in Secret India, which introduced Ramana Maharshi 
and Meher Baba to a western audience. 

Spiritual experiences can include being connected to a larger reality, yielding a more 
comprehensive self; joining with other individuals or the human community; with 
nature or the cosmos; or with the divine realm. 

Spiritual practices 

Waaijman discerns four forms of spiritual practices: 

1. Somatic practices, especially deprivation and diminishment. The deprivation 
purifies the body. Diminishment concerns the repulsement of ego-oriented 
impulses. Examples are fasting and poverty. 

2. Psychological practices, for example meditation. 
3. Social practices. Examples are the practice of obedience and communal 

ownership reform ego-orientedness into other-orientedness. 
4. Spiritual. All practices aim at purifying the ego-centeredness, and direct the 

abilities at the divine reality. 

Spiritual practices may include meditation, mindfulness, prayer, the contemplation of 
sacred texts, ethical development, and the use of psychoactive substances (entheogens). 
Love and/or compassion are often described as the mainstay of spiritual development. 

Within spirituality is also found "a common emphasis on the value of thoughtfulness, 
tolerance for breadth and practices and beliefs, and appreciation for the insights of 
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other religious communities, as well as other sources of authority within the social 
sciences." 

Science 

Antagonism 

Since the scientific revolution, the relationship of science to religion and spirituality 
has developed in complex ways. Historian John Hedley Brooke describes wide 
variations: 

The natural sciences have been invested with religious meaning, with antireligious 
implications and, in many contexts, with no religious significance at all." 

It has been proposed that the currently held popular notion of antagonisms between 
science and religion has historically originated with "thinkers with a social or political 
axe to grind" rather than with the natural philosophers themselves. Though physical 
and biological scientists today avoid supernatural explanations to describe reality, 
some scientists continue to consider science and spirituality to be complementary, not 
contradictory,  and are willing to debate. 

A few religious leaders have also shown openness to modern science and its methods. 
The 14th Dalai Lama has proposed that if a scientific analysis conclusively showed 
certain claims in Buddhism to be false, then the claims must be abandoned and the 
findings of science accepted. 

Holism 

During the twentieth century the relationship between science and spirituality has 
been influenced both by Freudian psychology, which has accentuated the boundaries 
between the two areas by accentuating individualism and secularism, and by 
developments in particle physics, which reopened the debate about complementarity 
between scientific and religious discourse and rekindled for many an interest in holistic 
conceptions of reality.:322 These holistic conceptions were championed by New Age 
spiritualists in a type of quantum mysticism that they claim justifies their spiritual 
beliefs, though quantum physicists themselves on the whole reject such attempts as 
being pseudoscientific. 

Scientific research 

Health and well-being 

Various studies have reported a positive correlation between spirituality and mental 
well-being in both healthy people and those encountering a range of physical illnesses 
or psychological disorders. Spiritual individuals tend to be optimistic, report greater 
social support, and experience higher intrinsic meaning in life, strength, and inner 
peace.  

The issue of whether the correlation of spirituality with positive psychological factors 
represents a causal link remains unresolved. Both supporters and opponents of this 
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claim agree that past statistical findings are difficult to interpret, in part because of the 
ongoing disagreement over how spirituality should be defined and measured. There is 
also evidence that positive emotions and/or sociability (which both correlate with 
spirituality) might actually be prerequisite psychological features needed before 
spirituality can emerge (i.e. past association with psychological well-being measures 
might reflect a reverse causation), and that the effects of agreeableness, 
conscientiousness, or virtue — personality traits common in many non-spiritual people 
yet known to be slightly more common among the spiritual — correlate more strongly 
with mental health than spirituality itself. 

Intercessionary prayer 

Masters and Spielmans conducted a meta-analysis of all the available and reputable 
prior research examining the effects of distant intercessory prayer. They found no 
discernible health effects from being prayed for by others. 

Spiritual experiences 

Neuroscientists have examined brain functioning during reported spiritual experiences 
finding that certain neurotransmitters and specific areas of the brain are involved. 
Moreover, experimenters have also successfully induced spiritual experiences in 
individuals by administering psychoactive agents known to elicit euphoria and 
perceptual distortions. Conversely, religiosity and spirituality can also be dampened by 
electromagnetic stimulation of the brain. These results have led some leading theorists 
to speculate that spirituality may be a benign subtype of psychosis (see). Benign in the 
sense that the same aberrant sensory perceptions that those suffering clinical 
psychoses evaluate as distressingly in-congruent and inexplicable are instead 
interpreted by spiritual individuals as positive—as personal and meaningful 
transcendent experiences. 
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Chapter 2 

RELIGION 

 

A Religion is an organized collection of beliefs, cultural systems, and world views that 
relate humanity to an order of existence. Many religions have narratives, symbols, and 
sacred histories that aim to explain the meaning of life, the origin of life, or the 
Universe. From their beliefs about the cosmos and human nature, people may derive 
morality, ethics, religious laws or a preferred lifestyle. 

Many religions may have organized behaviors, clergy, a definition of what constitutes 
adherence or membership, holy places, and scriptures. The practice of a religion may 
include rituals, sermons, commemoration or veneration (of a deity, gods, or goddesses), 
sacrifices, festivals, feasts, trances, initiations, funerary services, matrimonial services, 
meditation, prayer, music, art, dance, public service, or other aspects of human culture. 
Religions may also contain mythology. 

The word religion is sometimes used interchangeably with faith or set of duties; 
however, in the words of Émile Durkheim, religion differs from private belief in that it 
is "something eminently social". A global 2012 poll reports 59% of the world's 
population as "religious" and 23% as not religious, including 13% who are atheists, with 
a 9% decrease in religious belief from 2005. However, their 2015 poll found that only 
22% of the world population is not religious and only 11% were "convinced atheists". On 
average, women are "more religious" than men. Some people follow multiple religions 
or multiple religious principles at the same time, regardless of whether or not the 
religious principles they follow traditionally allow for syncretism. 

Etymology 

Religion (from O.Fr. religion "religious community," from L. religionem (nom. religio) 
"respect for what is sacred, reverence for the gods," "obligation, the bond between man 
and the gods") is derived from the Latin religiō, the ultimate origins of which are 
obscure. One possibility is an interpretation traced to Cicero, connecting lego "read", i.e. 
re (again) + lego in the sense of "choose", "go over again" or "consider carefully". Modern 
scholars such as Tom Harpur and Joseph Campbell favor the derivation from ligare 
"bind, connect", probably from a prefixed re-ligare, i.e. re (again) + ligare or "to 
reconnect," which was made prominent by St. Augustine, following the interpretation of 
Lactantius. The medieval usage alternates with order in designating bonded 
communities like those of monastic orders: "we hear of the 'religion' of the Golden 
Fleece, of a knight 'of the religion of Avys'". 

In the ancient and medieval world, the etymological Latin root religio was understood 
as an individual virtue of worship, never as doctrine, practice, or actual source of 
knowledge. The modern concept of "religion" as an abstraction which entails distinct 
sets of beliefs or doctrines is a recent invention in the English language since such 
usage began with texts from the 17th century due to the splitting of Christendom 
during the Protestant Reformation and more prevalent colonization or globalization in 
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the age of exploration which involved contact with numerous foreign and indigenous 
cultures with non-European languages. It was in the 17th century that the concept of 
"religion" received its modern shape despite the fact that ancient texts like the Bible, 
the Quran, and other ancient sacred texts did not have a concept of religion in the 
original languages and neither did the people or the cultures in which these sacred 
texts were written. For example, the Greek word threskeia, which was used by Greek 
writers such as Herodotus and Josephus and is found in texts like the New Testament, 
is sometimes translated as "religion" today, however, the term was understood as 
"worship" well into the medieval period. In the Quran, the Arabic word din is often 
translated as "religion" in modern translations, but up to the mid-1600s translators 
expressed din as "law". Even in the 1st century AD, Josephus had used the Greek term 
ioudaismos, which some translate as "Judaism" today, even though he used it as an 
ethnic term, not one linked to modern abstract concepts of religion as a set of beliefs. It 
was in the 19th century that the terms "Buddhism", "Hinduism", "Taoism", and 
"Confucianism" first emerged. Throughout its long history, Japan had no concept of 
"religion" since there was no corresponding Japanese word, nor anything close to its 
meaning, but when American warships appeared off the coast of Japan in 1853 and 
forced the Japanese government to sign treaties demanding, among other things, 
freedom of religion, the country had to contend with this Western idea. 

According to the philologist Max Müller in the 19th century, the root of the English 
word "religion", the Latin religio, was originally used to mean only "reverence for God 
or the gods, careful pondering of divine things, piety" (which Cicero further derived to 
mean "diligence"). Max Müller characterized many other cultures around the world, 
including Egypt, Persia, and India, as having a similar power structure at this point in 
history. What is called ancient religion today, they would have only called "law". 

Many languages have words that can be translated as "religion", but they may use 
them in a very different way, and some have no word for religion at all. For example, 
the Sanskrit word dharma, sometimes translated as "religion", also means law. 
Throughout classical South Asia, the study of law consisted of concepts such as penance 
through piety and ceremonial as well as practical traditions. Medieval Japan at first 
had a similar union between "imperial law" and universal or "Buddha law", but these 
later became independent sources of power. 

There is no precise equivalent of "religion" in Hebrew, and Judaism does not 
distinguish clearly between religious, national, racial, or ethnic identities. One of its 
central concepts is "halakha", sometimes translated as "law"", which guides religious 
practice and belief and many aspects of daily life. 

The use of other terms, such as obedience to God or Islam are likewise grounded in 
particular histories and vocabularies. 

Definitions 

There are numerous definitions of religion and only a few are stated here. The typical 
dictionary definition of religion refers to a "belief in, or the worship of, a god or gods" or 
the "service and worship of God or the supernatural". However, writers and scholars 
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have expanded upon the "belief in god" definitions as insufficient to capture the 
diversity of religious thought and experience. 

Peter Mandaville and Paul James define religion as "a relatively-bounded system of 
beliefs, symbols and practices that addresses the nature of existence, and in which 
communion with others and Otherness is lived as if it both takes in and spiritually 
transcends socially-grounded ontologies of time, space, embodiment and knowing". This 
definition is intended, they write, to get away from the modernist dualisms or 
dichotomous understandings of immanence/transcendence, spirituality/materialism, 
and sacredness/secularity. 

 
Urarina shaman, Peru, 1988 

Edward Burnett Tylor defined religion as "the belief in spiritual beings". He argued, 
back in 1871, that narrowing the definition to mean the belief in a supreme deity or 
judgment after death or idolatry and so on, would exclude many peoples from the 
category of religious, and thus "has the fault of identifying religion rather with 
particular developments than with the deeper motive which underlies them". He also 
argued that the belief in spiritual beings exists in all known societies. 

The anthropologist Clifford Geertz defined religion as a "system of symbols which acts 
to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by 
formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions 
with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely 
realistic." Alluding perhaps to Tylor's "deeper motive", Geertz remarked that "we have 
very little idea of how, in empirical terms, this particular miracle is accomplished. We 
just know that it is done, annually, weekly, daily, for some people almost hourly; and 
we have an enormous ethnographic literature to demonstrate it". The theologian 
Antoine Vergote also emphasized the "cultural reality" of religion, which he defined as 
"the entirety of the linguistic expressions, emotions and, actions and signs that refer to 
a supernatural being or supernatural beings"; he took the term "supernatural" simply 
to mean whatever transcends the powers of nature or human agency. 
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The sociologist Durkheim, in his seminal book The Elementary Forms of the Religious 
Life, defined religion as a "unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred 
things". By sacred things he meant things "set apart and forbidden—beliefs and 
practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who 
adhere to them". Sacred things are not, however, limited to gods or spirits. On the 
contrary, a sacred thing can be "a rock, a tree, a spring, a pebble, a piece of wood, a 
house, in a word, anything can be sacred". Religious beliefs, myths, dogmas and legends 
are the representations that express the nature of these sacred things, and the virtues 
and powers which are attributed to them. 

In his book The Varieties of Religious Experience, the psychologist William James 
defined religion as "the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their 
solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may 
consider the divine". By the term "divine" James meant "any object that is godlike, 
whether it be a concrete deity or not" to which the individual feels impelled to respond 
with solemnity and gravity. 

Echoes of James' and Durkheim's definitions are to be found in the writings of, for 
example, Frederick Ferré who defined religion as "one's way of valuing most 
comprehensively and intensively". Similarly, for the theologian Paul Tillich, faith is 
"the state of being ultimately concerned", which "is itself religion. Religion is the 
substance, the ground, and the depth of man's spiritual life." Friedrich Schleiermacher 
in the late 18th century defined religion as das schlechthinnige Abhängigkeitsgefühl, 
commonly translated as "a feeling of absolute dependence". His contemporary Hegel 
disagreed thoroughly, defining religion as "the Divine Spirit becoming conscious of 
Himself through the finite spirit." 

When religion is seen in terms of "sacred", "divine", intensive "valuing", or "ultimate 
concern", then it is possible to understand why scientific findings and philosophical 
criticisms (e.g. Richard Dawkins) do not necessarily disturb its adherents. 

An increasing number of scholars have expressed reservations about ever defining the 
"essence" of religion. They observe that the way we use the concept today is a 
particularly modern construct that would not have been understood through much of 
history and in many cultures outside the West (or even in the West until after the 
Peace of Westphalia). 

Theories 

Origins and development 

The origin of religion is uncertain. There are a number of theories regarding the 
subsequent origins of religious practices. 

According to anthropologists John Monaghan and Peter Just, "Many of the great world 
religions appear to have begun as revitalization movements of some sort, as the vision 
of a charismatic prophet fires the imaginations of people seeking a more comprehensive 
answer to their problems than they feel is provided by everyday beliefs. Charismatic 
individuals have emerged at many times and places in the world. It seems that the key 
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to long-term success – and many movements come and go with little long-term effect – 
has relatively little to do with the prophets, who appear with surprising regularity, but 
more to do with the development of a group of supporters who are able to 
institutionalize the movement." 

 
The Yazılıkaya sanctuary in Turkey, with the twelve gods of the underworld 

The development of religion has taken different forms in different cultures. Some 
religions place an emphasis on belief, while others emphasize practice. Some religions 
focus on the subjective experience of the religious individual, while others consider the 
activities of the religious community to be most important. Some religions claim to be 
universal, believing their laws and cosmology to be binding for everyone, while others 
are intended to be practiced only by a closely defined or localized group. In many places 
religion has been associated with public institutions such as education, hospitals, the 
family, government, and political hierarchies. 

Anthropologists John Monoghan and Peter Just state that, "it seems apparent that one 
thing religion or belief helps us do is deal with problems of human life that are 
significant, persistent, and intolerable. One important way in which religious beliefs 
accomplish this is by providing a set of ideas about how and why the world is put 
together that allows people to accommodate anxieties and deal with misfortune." 

Social constructionism 

One modern academic theory of religion, social constructionism, says that religion is a 
modern concept that suggests all spiritual practice and worship follows a model similar 
to the Abrahamic religions as an orientation system that helps to interpret reality and 
define human beings. Among the main proponents of this theory of religion are Daniel 
Dubuisson, Timothy Fitzgerald, Talal Asad, and Jason Ānanda Josephson. The social 
constructionists argue that religion is a modern concept that developed from 
Christianity and was then applied inappropriately to non-Western cultures. 

Daniel Dubuisson, a French anthropologist, says that the idea of religion has changed a 
lot over time and that one cannot fully understand its development by relying on 
consistent use of the term, which "tends to minimize or cancel out the role of history". 
"What the West and the history of religions in its wake have objectified under the name 
'religion'", he says, " is ... something quite unique, which could be appropriate only to 
itself and its own history." He notes that St. Augustine's definition of religio differed 
from the way we used the modern word "religion". 
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Dubuisson prefers the term "cosmographic formation" to religion. Dubuisson says that, 
with the emergence of religion as a category separate from culture and society, there 
arose religious studies. The initial purpose of religious studies was to demonstrate the 
superiority of the "living" or "universal" European world view to the "dead" or "ethnic" 
religions scattered throughout the rest of the world, expanding the teleological project 
of Schleiermacher and Tiele to a worldwide ideal religiousness. Due to shifting 
theological currents, this was eventually supplanted by a liberal-ecumenical interest in 
searching for Western-style universal truths in every cultural tradition. 

According to Fitzgerald, religion is not a universal feature of all cultures, but rather a 
particular idea that first developed in Europe under the influence of Christianity. 
Fitzgerald argues that from about the 4th century CE Western Europe and the rest of 
the world diverged. As Christianity became commonplace, the charismatic authority 
identified by Augustine, a quality we might today call "religiousness", exerted a 
commanding influence at the local level. As the Church lost its dominance during the 
Protestant Reformation and Christianity became closely tied to political structures, 
religion was recast as the basis of national sovereignty, and religious identity gradually 
became a less universal sense of spirituality and more divisive, locally defined, and tied 
to nationality. It was at this point that "religion" was dissociated with universal beliefs 
and moved closer to dogma in both meaning and practice. However, there was not yet 
the idea of dogma as a personal choice, only of established churches. With the 
Enlightenment religion lost its attachment to nationality, says Fitzgerald, but rather 
than becoming a universal social attitude, it now became a personal feeling or emotion. 

Asad argues that before the word "religion" came into common usage, Christianity was 
a disciplina, a "rule" just like that of the Roman Empire. This idea can be found in the 
writings of St. Augustine (354–430). Christianity was then a power structure opposing 
and superseding human institutions, a literal Kingdom of Heaven. It was the discipline 
taught by one's family, school, church, and city authorities, rather than something 
calling one to self-discipline through symbols. 

These ideas are developed by S. N. Balagangadhara. In the Age of Enlightenment, 
Balagangadhara says that the idea of Christianity as the purest expression of 
spirituality was supplanted by the concept of "religion" as a worldwide practice. This 
caused such ideas as religious freedom, a reexamination of classical philosophy as an 
alternative to Christian thought, and more radically Deism among intellectuals such as 
Voltaire. Much like Christianity, the idea of "religious freedom" was exported around 
the world as a civilizing technique, even to regions such as India that had never treated 
spirituality as a matter of political identity. 

More recently, in The Invention of Religion in Japan, Josephson has argued that while 
the concept of "religion" was Christian in its early formulation, non-Europeans (such as 
the Japanese) did not just acquiesce and passively accept the term's meaning. Instead 
they worked to interpret "religion" (and its boundaries) strategically to meet their own 
agendas and staged these new meanings for a global audience. In nineteenth century 
Japan, Buddhism was radically transformed from a pre-modern philosophy of natural 
law into a "religion," as Japanese leaders worked to address domestic and international 
political concerns. In summary, Josephson argues that the European encounter with 
other cultures has led to a partial de-Christianization of the category religion. Hence 
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"religion" has come to refer to a confused collection of traditions with no possible 
coherent definition. 

 
Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism are one, a painting in the litang style  
portraying three men laughing by a river stream, 12th century, Song dynasty 

George Lindbeck, a Lutheran and a postliberal theologian (but not a social 
constructionist), says that religion does not refer to belief in "God" or a transcendent 
Absolute, but rather to "a kind of cultural and/or linguistic framework or medium that 
shapes the entirety of life and thought ... it is similar to an idiom that makes possible 
the description of realities, the formulation of beliefs, and the experiencing of inner 
attitudes, feelings, and sentiments." 

Comparative religion 

Nicholas de Lange, Professor of Hebrew and Jewish Studies at Cambridge University, 
says that "The comparative study of religions is an academic discipline which has been 
developed within Christian theology faculties, and it has a tendency to force widely 
differing phenomena into a kind of strait-jacket cut to a Christian pattern. The problem 
is not only that other 'religions' may have little or nothing to say about questions which 
are of burning importance for Christianity, but that they may not even see themselves 
as religions in precisely the same way in which Christianity sees itself as a religion." 

Types 

Categories 

Some scholars classify religions as either universal religions that seek worldwide 
acceptance and actively look for new converts, or ethnic religions that are identified 
with a particular ethnic group and do not seek converts. Others reject the distinction, 
pointing out that all religious practices, whatever their philosophical origin, are ethnic 
because they come from a particular culture. 

In the 19th and 20th centuries, the academic practice of comparative religion divided 
religious belief into philosophically defined categories called "world religions." However, 
some recent scholarship has argued that not all types of religion are necessarily 
separated by mutually exclusive philosophies, and furthermore that the utility of 
ascribing a practice to a certain philosophy, or even calling a given practice religious, 
rather than cultural, political, or social in nature, is limited. The current state of 
psychological study about the nature of religiousness suggests that it is better to refer 
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to religion as a largely invariant phenomenon that should be distinguished from 
cultural norms (i.e. "religions"). 

Some academics studying the subject have divided religions into three broad categories: 

1. world religions, a term which refers to transcultural, international faiths; 
2. indigenous religions, which refers to smaller, culture-specific or nation-specific 

religious groups; and 
3. new religious movements, which refers to recently developed faiths. 

Interfaith cooperation 

Because religion continues to be recognized in Western thought as a universal impulse, 
many religious practitioners have aimed to band together in interfaith dialogue, 
cooperation, and religious peacebuilding. The first major dialogue was the Parliament 
of the World's Religions at the 1893 Chicago World's Fair, which remains notable even 
today both in affirming "universal values" and recognition of the diversity of practices 
among different cultures. The 20th century has been especially fruitful in use of 
interfaith dialogue as a means of solving ethnic, political, or even religious conflict, 
with Christian–Jewish reconciliation representing a complete reverse in the attitudes 
of many Christian communities towards Jews. 

Recent interfaith initiatives include "A Common Word", launched in 2007 and focused 
on bringing Muslim and Christian leaders together, the "C1 World Dialogue", the 
"Common Ground" initiative between Islam and Buddhism, and a United Nations 
sponsored "World Interfaith Harmony Week". 

Religious groups 

The list of still-active religious movements given here is an attempt to summarize the 
most important regional and philosophical influences on local communities, but it is by 
no means a complete description of every religious community, nor does it explain the 
most important elements of individual religiousness. The five largest religious groups 
by world population, estimated to account for 5.8 billion people and 84% of the 
population, are Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism (with the relative numbers 
for Buddhism and Hinduism dependent on the extent of syncretism) and traditional 
folk religion. 

Five largest 
religions 

2010 
(billion) 

2010 (%) 2000 (billion) 2000 (%) Demographics 

Christianity 2.2 32% 2.0 33% Christianity by 
country 

Islam  1.6 23% 1.2 19.6% Islam by country 

Hinduism 1.0 15% 0.811 13.4% 
Hinduism by 
country 

Buddhism 0.5 7% 0.360 5.9% Buddhism by 
country 

Folk religion 0.4 6% 0.385 6.4% 
 

Total 5.8 84% 4.8 78.3% 
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Abrahamic 

 
The patriarch Abraham (by József Molnár) 

Abrahamic religions are monotheistic religions which believe they descend from 
Abraham. 

 
The Torah is the primary sacred text of Judaism. 

Judaism is the oldest Abrahamic religion, originating in the people of ancient Israel 
and Judea. The Torah is its foundational text, and is part of the larger text known as 
the Tanakh or Hebrew Bible. It is supplemented by oral tradition, set down in written 
form in later texts such as the Midrash and the Talmud. Judaism includes a wide 
corpus of texts, practices, theological positions, and forms of organization. Within 
Judaism there are a variety of movements, most of which emerged from Rabbinic 
Judaism, which holds that God revealed his laws and commandments to Moses on 
Mount Sinai in the form of both the Written and Oral Torah; historically, this assertion 
was challenged by various groups. The Jewish people were scattered after the 
destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE. Today there are about 13 million 
Jews, about 40 per cent living in Israel and 40 per cent in the United States. The 
largest Jewish religious movements are Orthodox Judaism (Haredi Judaism and 
Modern Orthodox Judaism), Conservative Judaism and Reform Judaism. 

 
Jesus is the central figure of Christianity. 
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Christianity is based on the life and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth (1st century) as 
presented in the New Testament. The Christian faith is essentially faith in Jesus as the 
Christ, the Son of God, and as Savior and Lord. Almost all Christians believe in the 
Trinity, which teaches the unity of Father, Son (Jesus Christ), and Holy Spirit as three 
persons in one Godhead. Most Christians can describe their faith with the Nicene 
Creed. As the religion of Byzantine Empire in the first millennium and of Western 
Europe during the time of colonization, Christianity has been propagated throughout 
the world. The main divisions of Christianity are, according to the number of 
adherents: 

• Catholic Church, headed by the Pope in Rome, is a communion of the Western 
church and 22 Eastern Catholic churches. 

• Eastern Christianity, which include Eastern Orthodoxy, Oriental Orthodoxy, and 
the Church of the East. 

• Protestantism, separated from the Catholic Church in the 16th-century 
Reformation and split in many denominations. 

There are also smaller groups, including: 

• Restorationism, the belief that Christianity should be restored (as opposed to 
reformed) along the lines of what is known about the apostolic early church. 

• Latter Day Saint movement, founded by Joseph Smith in the late 1820s. 
• Jehovah's Witnesses, founded in the late 1870s by Charles Taze Russell. 

 
Muslims circumambulating the Kaaba, the most sacred site in Islam 

Islam is based on the Quran, one of the holy books considered by Muslims to be 
revealed by God, and on the teachings (hadith) of the Islamic prophet Muhammad, a 
major political and religious figure of the 7th century CE. Islam is the most widely 
practiced religion of Southeast Asia, North Africa, Western Asia, and Central Asia, 
while Muslim-majority countries also exist in parts of South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, 
and Southeast Europe. There are also several Islamic republics, including Iran, 
Pakistan, Mauritania, and Afghanistan. 

• Sunni Islam is the largest denomination within Islam and follows the Quran, the 
hadiths which record the sunnah, whilst placing emphasis on the sahabah. 

• Shia Islam is the second largest denomination of Islam and its adherents believe 
that Ali succeeded Muhammad and further places emphasis on Muhammad's 
family. 

• Ahmadiyya adherents believe that the awaited Imam Mahdi and the Promised 
Messiah has arrived, believed to be Mirza Ghulam Ahmad by Ahmadis. 

• There are also Muslim revivalist movements such as Muwahhidism and 
Salafism. 
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Other denominations of Islam include Nation of Islam, Ibadi, Sufism, Quranism, 
Mahdavia, and non-denominational Muslims. Wahhabism is the dominant Muslim 
schools of thought in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 

The Bahá'í Faith is an Abrahamic religion founded in 19th century Iran and since then 
has spread worldwide. It teaches unity of all religious philosophies and accepts all of 
the prophets of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam as well as additional prophets 
including its founder Bahá'u'lláh. 

Smaller regional Abrahamic groups also exist, including Samaritanism (primarily in 
Israel and the West Bank), the Rastafari movement (primarily in Jamaica), and Druze 
(primarily in Syria and Lebanon). 

Iranian 

 
Zoroastrian Fire Temple 

Iranian religions are ancient religions whose roots predate the Islamization of Greater 
Iran. Nowadays these religions are practiced only by minorities. 

Zoroastrianism is based on the teachings of prophet Zoroaster in the 6th century BC. 
Zoroastrians worship the creator Ahura Mazda. In Zoroastrianism good and evil have 
distinct sources, with evil trying to destroy the creation of Mazda, and good trying to 
sustain it. 

Mandaeism is a monotheistic religion with a strongly dualistic worldview. Mandaeans 
are sometime labeled as the "Last Gnostics". 

Kurdish religions include the traditional beliefs of the Yazidi, Alevi, and Ahl-e Haqq. 
Sometimes these are labeled Yazdânism. 

Indian 

 
Hindu statue of Rama in Kalaram Temple (India) 
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The Buddha, in a Sanskrit manuscript, Nālandā, Bihar, India 

Indian religions are practiced or were founded in the Indian subcontinent. They are 
sometimes classified as the dharmic religions, as they all feature dharma, the specific 
law of reality and duties expected according to the religion. 

Hinduism is a synecdoche describing the similar philosophies of Vaishnavism, 
Shaivism, and related groups practiced or founded in the Indian subcontinent. 
Concepts most of them share in common include karma, caste, reincarnation, mantras, 
yantras, and darśana. Hinduism is the most ancient of still-active religions, with 
origins perhaps as far back as prehistoric times. Hinduism is not a monolithic religion 
but a religious category containing dozens of separate philosophies amalgamated as 
Sanātana Dharma, which is the name by which Hinduism has been known throughout 
history by its followers. 

Jainism, taught primarily by Parsva (9th century BCE) and Mahavira (6th century 
BCE), is an ancient Indian religion that prescribes a path of non-violence for all forms 
of living beings in this world. Jains are found mostly in India. 

Buddhism was founded by Siddhattha Gotama in the 6th century BCE. Buddhists 
generally agree that Gotama aimed to help sentient beings end their suffering (dukkha) 
by understanding the true nature of phenomena, thereby escaping the cycle of suffering 
and rebirth (saṃsāra), that is, achieving nirvana. 

• Theravada Buddhism, which is practiced mainly in Sri Lanka and Southeast 
Asia alongside folk religion, shares some characteristics of Indian religions. It is 
based in a large collection of texts called the Pali Canon. 

• Mahayana Buddhism (or the "Great Vehicle") under which are a multitude of 
doctrines that became prominent in China and are still relevant in Vietnam, 
Korea, Japan and to a lesser extent in Europe and the United States. Mahayana 
Buddhism includes such disparate teachings as Zen, Pure Land, and Soka 
Gakkai. 

• Vajrayana Buddhism first appeared in India in the 3rd century CE. It is 
currently most prominent in the Himalaya regions and extends across all of Asia 
(cf. Mikkyō). 

• Two notable new Buddhist sects are Hòa Hảo and the Dalit Buddhist movement, 
which were developed separately in the 20th century. 

Sikhism is a monotheistic religion founded on the teachings of Guru Nanak and ten 
successive Sikh gurus in 15th century Punjab. It is the fifth-largest organized religion 
in the world, with approximately 30 million Sikhs. Sikhs are expected to embody the 
qualities of a Sant-Sipāhī—a saint-soldier, have control over one's internal vices and be 
able to be constantly immersed in virtues clarified in the Guru Granth Sahib.  
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Fresco of Guru Nanak at Goindwal Sahib Gurdwara 

The principal beliefs of Sikhi are faith in Waheguru—represented by the phrase ik 
ōaṅkār, meaning one God, who prevails in everything, along with a praxis in which the 
Sikh is enjoined to engage in social reform through the pursuit of justice for all human 
beings. 

East Asian religions 

East Asian religions (also known as Far Eastern religions or Taoic religions) consist of 
several religions of East Asia which make use of the concept of Tao (in Chinese) or Dō 
(in Japanese or Korean). They include: 

• Taoism and Confucianism, as well as Korean, Vietnamese, and Japanese religion 
influenced by Chinese thought. 

• Chinese folk religion: the indigenous religions of the Han Chinese, or, by 
metonymy, of all the populations of the Chinese cultural sphere. It includes the 
syncretism of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism, Wuism, as well as many 
new religious movements such as Chen Tao, Falun Gong and Yiguandao. 

• Other folk and new religions of East Asia and Southeast Asia such as Korean 
shamanism, Chondogyo, and Jeung San Do in Korea; Shinto, Shugendo, 
Ryukyuan religion, and Japanese new religions in Japan; Satsana Phi in Laos; 
Cao Đài, Hòa Hảo, and Vietnamese folk religion in Vietnam. 

African traditional 

African traditional religion encompasses the traditional religious beliefs of people in 
Africa. In north Africa, these religions have included traditional Berber religion, 
ancient Egyptian religion, and Waaq. West African religions include Akan religion, 
Dahomey (Fon) mythology, Efik mythology, Odinani of the Igbo people, Serer religion, 
and Yoruba religion, while Bushongo mythology, Mbuti (Pygmy) mythology, Lugbara 
mythology, Dinka religion, and Lotuko mythology come from central Africa. Southern 
African traditions include Akamba mythology, Masai mythology, Malagasy mythology, 
San religion, Lozi mythology, Tumbuka mythology, and Zulu mythology. Bantu 
mythology is found throughout central, southeast, and southern Africa. 
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Shango, the Orisha (god) of fire, lightning, and thunder, 

 in the Yoruba religion, depicted on horseback 

 

There are also notable African diasporic religions practiced in the Americas, such as 
Santeria, Candomble, Vodun, Lucumi, Umbanda, and Macumba. 

Indigenous and folk 

 
Incense burner in China 

Indigenous religions or folk religions refers to a broad category of traditional religions 
that can be characterised by shamanism, animism and ancestor worship, where 
traditional means "indigenous, that which is aboriginal or foundational, handed down 
from generation to generation…". These are religions that are closely associated with a 
particular group of people, ethnicity or tribe; they often have no formal creeds or sacred 
texts. Some faiths are syncretic, fusing diverse religious beliefs and practices. 

• Australian Aboriginal religions. 

• Folk religions of the Americas: Native American religions 

Folk religions are often omitted as a category in surveys even in countries where they 
are widely practiced, e.g. in China. 
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New religious movements 

• Shinshūkyō is a general category for a wide variety of religious movements 
founded in Japan since the 19th century. These movements share almost nothing 
in common except the place of their founding. The largest religious movements 
centered in Japan include Soka Gakkai, Tenrikyo, and Seicho-No-Ie among 
hundreds of smaller groups. 

• Cao Đài is a syncretistic, monotheistic religion, established in Vietnam in 1926. 
• Raëlism is a new religious movement founded in 1974 teaching that humans 

were created by aliens. It is numerically the world's largest UFO religion. 
• Hindu reform movements, such as Ayyavazhi, Swaminarayan Faith and Ananda 

Marga, are examples of new religious movements within Indian religions. 
• Unitarian Universalism is a religion characterized by support for a "free and 

responsible search for truth and meaning", and has no accepted creed or 
theology. 

• Noahidism is a monotheistic ideology based on the Seven Laws of Noah, and on 
their traditional interpretations within Rabbinic Judaism. 

• Scientology teaches that people are immortal beings who have forgotten their 
true nature. Its method of spiritual rehabilitation is a type of counseling known 
as auditing, in which practitioners aim to consciously re-experience and 
understand painful or traumatic events and decisions in their past in order to 
free themselves of their limiting effects. 

• Eckankar is a pantheistic religion with the purpose of making God an everyday 
reality in one's life. 

• Wicca is a neo-pagan religion first popularised in 1954 by British civil servant 
Gerald Gardner, involving the worship of a God and Goddess. 

• Druidry is a religion promoting harmony with nature, and drawing on the 
practices of the druids. 

• Satanism is a broad category of religions that, for example, worship Satan as a 
deity (Theistic Satanism) or use "Satan" as a symbol of carnality and earthly 
values (LaVeyan Satanism). 

Sociological classifications of religious movements suggest that within any given 
religious group, a community can resemble various types of structures, including 
"churches", "denominations", "sects", "cults", and "institutions". 

Issues 

IQ and atheism in society 

Studies have shown a link between national average IQ and atheism in society. 
Research shows that of the twelve countries with atheism over 40%, all except two are 
in a moderate average IQ range of 94 to 100, with only one lower than that range 
(Cuba) and only one higher than that range (Japan, where practising members of the 
dominant religions, Shinto and Buddhism, may be described as atheist due to the lack 
of a required belief in God, see: Religion in Japan). Countries with an average IQ below 
92 are overwhelmingly religious with atheism under 10% (with the exception of Cuba) 
and often less than 2%. Of the nine countries with a high average IQ above 100, only 
one has more than 30% atheist (Japan). The highest IQ nation, Singapore, has an 
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atheism rate of 12%, with a further 5% having no specific religious affiliation (but not 
identifying as atheist). 

Economics 

 
The national income of countries correlates negatively with their religiosity. 

One study has found there is a negative correlation between self-defined religiosity and 
the wealth of nations. However many people identify themselves as part of a religion 
(not irreligion) but do not self-identify as "religious". For example, in China only about 
10% self-identify as "religious" but only 12% self-identify as atheist. 

In other words, the richer a nation is, the less likely its inhabitants to call themselves 
"religious", whatever this may mean to them. 

Sociologist and political economist Max Weber has argued that Protestant Christian 
countries are wealthier because of their Protestant work ethic. 

Health 

Mayo Clinic researchers examined the association between religious involvement and 
spirituality, and physical health, mental health, health-related quality of life, and other 
health outcomes. The authors reported that: "Most studies have shown that religious 
involvement and spirituality are associated with better health outcomes, including 
greater longevity, coping skills, and health-related quality of life (even during terminal 
illness) and less anxiety, depression, and suicide." 

The authors of a subsequent study concluded that the influence of religion on health is 
"largely beneficial", based on a review of related literature. According to academic 
James W. Jones, several studies have discovered "positive correlations between 
religious belief and practice and mental and physical health and longevity."  

An analysis of data from the 1998 US General Social Survey, whilst broadly confirming 
that religious activity was associated with better health and well-being, also suggested 
that the role of different dimensions of spirituality/religiosity in health is rather more 



35 

 

complicated. The results suggested "that it may not be appropriate to generalize 
findings about the relationship between spirituality/religiosity and health from one 
form of spirituality/religiosity to another, across denominations, or to assume effects 
are uniform for men and women. 

Violence 

Main article: Religious violence 
See also: Christianity and violence, Judaism and violence and Islam and violence 

 
The Crusades were a series of a military campaigns fought mainly between  

Christian Europe and Muslims. Shown here is a battle scene from the First Crusade. 

Charles Selengut characterizes the phrase "religion and violence" as "jarring", asserting 
that "religion is thought to be opposed to violence and a force for peace and 
reconciliation. He acknowledges, however, that "the history and scriptures of the 
world's religions tell stories of violence and war as they speak of peace and love." 

Hector Avalos argues that, because religions claim divine favor for themselves, over 
and against other groups, this sense of righteousness leads to violence because 
conflicting claims to superiority, based on unverifiable appeals to God, cannot be 
adjudicated objectively. 

Critics of religion Christopher Hitchens and Richard Dawkins go further and argue 
that religions do tremendous harm to society by using violence to promote their goals, 
in ways that are endorsed and exploited by their leaders. 

Regina Schwartz argues that all monotheistic religions are inherently violent because 
of an exclusivism that inevitably fosters violence against those that are considered 
outsiders. Lawrence Wechsler asserts that Schwartz isn't just arguing that Abrahamic 
religions have a violent legacy, but that the legacy is actually genocidal in nature. 

Byron Bland asserts that one of the most prominent reasons for the "rise of the secular 
in Western thought" was the reaction against the religious violence of the 16th and 
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17th centuries. He asserts that "(t)he secular was a way of living with the religious 
differences that had produced so much horror. Under secularity, political entities have 
a warrant to make decisions independent from the need to enforce particular versions 
of religious orthodoxy. Indeed, they may run counter to certain strongly held beliefs if 
made in the interest of common welfare. Thus, one of the important goals of the secular 
is to limit violence." 

Nonetheless, believers have used similar arguments when responding to atheists in 
these discussions, pointing to the widespread imprisonment and mass murder of 
individuals under atheist states in the twentieth century: 

And who can deny that Stalin and Mao, not to mention Pol Pot and a host of others, all 
committed atrocities in the name of a Communist ideology that was explicitly atheistic? 
Who can dispute that they did their bloody deeds by claiming to be establishing a 'new 
man' and a religion-free utopia? These were mass murders performed with atheism as a 
central part of their ideological inspiration, they were not mass murders done by people 
who simply happened to be atheist. 

—Dinesh D'Souza 

In response to such a line of argument, however, author Sam Harris writes: 

The problem with fascism and communism, however, is not that they are too critical of 
religion; the problem is that they are too much like religions. Such regimes are 
dogmatic to the core and generally give rise to personality cults that are 
indistinguishable from cults of religious hero worship. Auschwitz, the gulag and the 
killing fields were not examples of what happens when human beings reject religious 
dogma; they are examples of political, racial and nationalistic dogma run amok. There 
is no society in human history that ever suffered because its people became too 
reasonable. 

—Sam Harris 

Richard Dawkins has stated that Stalin's atrocities were influenced not by atheism but 
by dogmatic Marxism, and concludes that while Stalin and Mao happened to be 
atheists, they did not do their deeds in the name of atheism. On other occasions, 
Dawkins has replied to the argument that Adolf Hitler and Josef Stalin were 
antireligious with the response that Hitler and Stalin also grew moustaches, in an 
effort to show the argument as fallacious. Instead, Dawkins argues in The God 
Delusion that "What matters is not whether Hitler and Stalin were atheists, but 
whether atheism systematically influences people to do bad things.  

There is not the smallest evidence that it does." Dawkins adds that Hitler in fact, 
repeatedly affirmed a strong belief in Christianity, but that his atrocities were no more 
attributable to his theism than Stalin's or Mao's were to their atheism. In all three 
cases, he argues, the perpetrators' level of religiosity was incidental. D'Souza responds 
that an individual need not explicitly invoke atheism in committing atrocities if it is 
already implied in his worldview, as is the case in Marxism. 
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Law 

The study of law and religion is a relatively new field, with several thousand scholars 
involved in law schools, and academic departments including political science, religion, 
and history since 1980. Scholars in the field are not only focused on strictly legal issues 
about religious freedom or non-establishment, but also study religions as they are 
qualified through judicial discourses or legal understanding of religious phenomena. 
Exponents look at canon law, natural law, and state law, often in a comparative 
perspective. Specialists have explored themes in western history regarding Christianity 
and justice and mercy, rule and equity, and discipline and love. Common topics of 
interest include marriage and the family and human rights. Outside of Christianity, 
scholars have looked at law and religion links in the Muslim Middle East and pagan 
Rome. 

Studies have focused on secularization. In particular the issue of wearing religious 
symbols in public, such as headscarves that are banned in French schools, have 
received scholarly attention in the context of human rights and feminism. 

Science 

Science acknowledges reason, empiricism, and evidence; and religions include 
revelation, faith and sacredness whilst also acknowledging Philosophical and 
Metaphysical explanations with regard to the study of the Universe. Both science and 
religion are not monolithic, timeless, or static because both are complex social and 
cultural endeavors that have changed through time across languages and cultures. 

The concepts of "science" and "religion" are a recent invention: "religion" emerged in the 
17th century in the midst of colonization and globalization and the Protestant 
Reformation, "science" emerged in the 19th century in the midst of attempts to 
narrowly define those who studied nature, and the phrase "religion and science" 
emerged in the 19th century due to the reification of both concepts. It was in the 19th 
century that the terms "Buddhism", "Hinduism", "Taoism", and "Confucianism" first 
emerged. In the ancient and medieval world, the etymological Latin roots of both 
science (scientia) and religion (religio) were understood as inner qualities of the 
individual or virtues, never as doctrines, practices, or actual sources of knowledge. 

In general the scientific method gains knowledge by testing hypotheses to develop 
theories through elucidation of facts or evaluation by experiments and thus only 
answers cosmological questions about the universe that can be observed and measured. 
It develops theories of the world which best fit physically observed evidence. All 
scientific knowledge is subject to later refinement, or even rejection, in the face of 
additional evidence. Scientific theories that have an overwhelming preponderance of 
favorable evidence are often treated as de facto verities in general parlance, such as the 
theories of general relativity and natural selection to explain respectively the 
mechanisms of gravity and evolution. 

Religion does not have a method per se partly because religions emerge through time 
from diverse cultures and it is an attempt to find meaning in the world, and to explain 
humanity's place in it and relationship to it and to any posited entities. In terms of 
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Christian theology and ultimate truths, people rely on reason, experience, scripture, 
and tradition to test and gauge what they experience and what they should believe. 
Furthermore, religious models, understanding, and metaphors are also revisable, as 
are scientific models. 

Regarding religion and science, Albert Einstein states (1940): "For science can only 
ascertain what is, but not what should be, and outside of its domain value judgments of 
all kinds remain necessary. Religion, on the other hand, deals only with evaluations of 
human thought and action; it cannot justifiably speak of facts and relationships 
between facts…Now, even though the realms of religion and science in themselves are 
clearly marked off from each other, nevertheless there exist between the two strong 
reciprocal relationships and dependencies. Though religion may be that which 
determine the goals, it has, nevertheless, learned from science, in the broadest sense, 
what means will contribute to the attainment of the goals it has set up."  

 
A goat about to be sacrificed by a priest in the Durga Puja festival 

Animal sacrifice 

Animal sacrifice is the ritual killing and offering of an animal to appease or maintain 
favour with a deity. Such forms of sacrifice are practised within many religions around 
the world and have appeared historically in almost all cultures. 

Related forms of thought 

Superstition 

Superstition has been described as "the incorrect establishment of cause and effect" or a 
false conception of causation. Religion is more complex and includes social institutions 
and morality. But religions may include superstitions or make use of magical thinking. 
Adherents of one religion sometimes think of other religions as superstition. Some 
atheists, deists, and skeptics regard religious belief as superstition. 

Greek and Roman pagans, who saw their relations with the gods in political and social 
terms, scorned the man who constantly trembled with fear at the thought of the gods 
(deisidaimonia), as a slave might fear a cruel and capricious master. The Romans 
called such fear of the gods superstitio. Early Christianity was outlawed as a superstitio 
Iudaica, a "Jewish superstition", by Domitian in the 80s AD. In AD 425, when Rome 
had become Christian, Theodosius II outlawed pagan traditions as superstitious. 
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Ancient greek historian Polybius described superstition in Ancient Rome as an 
instrumentum regni, an instrument of maintaining the cohesion of the Empire. 

The Roman Catholic Church considers superstition to be sinful in the sense that it 
denotes a lack of trust in the divine providence of God and, as such, is a violation of the 
first of the Ten Commandments. The Catechism of the Catholic Church states that 
superstition "in some sense represents a perverse excess of religion". "Superstition," it 
says, "is a deviation of religious feeling and of the practices this feeling imposes. It can 
even affect the worship we offer the true God, e.g., when one attributes an importance 
in some way magical to certain practices otherwise lawful or necessary. To attribute the 
efficacy of prayers or of sacramental signs to their mere external performance, apart 
from the interior dispositions that they demand is to fall into superstition.  

Myth 

The word myth has several meanings. 

1. A traditional story of ostensibly historical events that serves to unfold part of the 
world view of a people or explain a practice, belief, or natural phenomenon; 

2. A person or thing having only an imaginary or unverifiable existence; or 
3. A metaphor for the spiritual potentiality in the human being. 

Ancient polytheistic religions, such as those of Greece, Rome, and Scandinavia, are 
usually categorized under the heading of mythology. Religions of pre-industrial peoples, 
or cultures in development, are similarly called "myths" in the anthropology of religion. 
The term "myth" can be used pejoratively by both religious and non-religious people. By 
defining another person's religious stories and beliefs as mythology, one implies that 
they are less real or true than one's own religious stories and beliefs. Joseph Campbell 
remarked, "Mythology is often thought of as other people's religions, and religion can be 
defined as mis-interpreted mythology." 

In sociology, however, the term myth has a non-pejorative meaning. There, myth is 
defined as a story that is important for the group whether or not it is objectively or 
provably true. Examples include the death and resurrection of Jesus, which, to 
Christians, explains the means by which they are freed from sin and is also ostensibly a 
historical event. But from a mythological outlook, whether or not the event actually 
occurred is unimportant. Instead, the symbolism of the death of an old "life" and the 
start of a new "life" is what is most significant. Religious believers may or may not 
accept such symbolic interpretations. 

Secularism and irreligion 

The terms "atheist" (lack of belief in any gods) and "agnostic" (belief in the 
unknowability of the existence of gods), though specifically contrary to theistic (e.g. 
Christian, Jewish, and Muslim) religious teachings, do not by definition mean the 
opposite of "religious". There are religions (including Buddhism and Taoism), in fact, 
that classify some of their followers as agnostic, atheistic, or nontheistic. The true 
opposite of "religious" is the word "irreligious". Irreligion describes an absence of any 
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religion; antireligion describes an active opposition or aversion toward religions in 
general. 

 
Ranjit Singh established secular rule over Punjab in the early 19th century. 

As religion became a more personal matter in Western culture, discussions of society 
became more focused on political and scientific meaning, and religious attitudes 
(dominantly Christian) were increasingly seen as irrelevant for the needs of the 
European world. On the political side, Ludwig Feuerbach recast Christian beliefs in 
light of humanism, paving the way for Karl Marx's famous characterization of religion 
as "the opium of the people". Meanwhile, in the scientific community, T.H. Huxley in 
1869 coined the term "agnostic," a term—subsequently adopted by such figures as 
Robert Ingersoll—that, while directly conflicting with and novel to Christian tradition, 
is accepted and even embraced in some other religions. Later, Bertrand Russell told the 
world Why I Am Not a Christian, which influenced several later authors to discuss 
their breakaway from their own religious upbringings from Islam to Hinduism. 

Some atheists also construct parody religions, for example, the Church of the 
SubGenius or the Flying Spaghetti Monster, which parodies the equal time argument 
employed by intelligent design Creationism. Parody religions may also be considered a 
post-modern approach to religion. For instance, in Discordianism, it may be hard to tell 
if even these "serious" followers are not just taking part in an even bigger joke. This 
joke, in turn, may be part of a greater path to enlightenment, and so on ad infinitum. 

Criticism of religion 

Religious criticism has a long history, going back at least as far as the 5th century 
BCE. During classical times, there were religious critics in ancient Greece, such as 
Diagoras "the atheist" of Melos, and in the 1st century BCE in Rome, with Titus 
Lucretius Carus's De Rerum Natura. 

During the Middle Ages and continuing into the Renaissance, potential critics of 
religion were persecuted and largely forced to remain silent. There were notable critics 
like Giordano Bruno, who was burned at the stake for disagreeing with religious 
authority. 
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In the 17th and 18th century with the Enlightenment, thinkers like David Hume and 
Voltaire criticized religion. 

In the 19th century, Charles Darwin and the theory of evolution led to increased 
skepticism about religion. Thomas Huxley, Jeremy Bentham, Karl Marx, Charles 
Bradlaugh, Robert Ingersol, and Mark Twain were noted 19th-century and early-20th-
century critics. In the 20th century, Bertrand Russell, Siegmund Freud, and others 
continued religious criticism. 

Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett, Richard Dawkins, Victor J. Stenger, and the late 
Christopher Hitchens were active critics during the late 20th century and early 21st 
century. 

Critics consider religion to be outdated, harmful to the individual (e.g. brainwashing of 
children, faith healing, female genital mutilation, circumcision), harmful to society (e.g. 
holy wars, terrorism, wasteful distribution of resources), to impede the progress of 
science, to exert social control, and to encourage immoral acts (e.g. blood sacrifice, 
discrimination against homosexuals and women, and certain forms of sexual violence 
such as marital rape). A major criticism of many religions is that they require beliefs 
that are irrational, unscientific, or unreasonable, because religious beliefs and 
traditions lack scientific or rational foundations. 

Some modern-day critics, such as Bryan Caplan, hold that religion lacks utility in 
human society; they may regard religion as irrational. Nobel Peace Laureate Shirin 
Ebadi has spoken out against undemocratic Islamic countries justifying "oppressive 
acts" in the name of Islam. 
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Chapter 3 

SCOPE OF SPIRITUALITY 

 

Spirituality – can refer to an ultimate or an alleged immaterial reality; an inner path 
enabling a person to discover the essence of his/her being; or the “deepest values and 
meanings by which people live.” Spiritual practices, including meditation, prayer and 
contemplation, are intended to develop an individual's inner life; spiritual experience 
includes that of connectedness with a larger reality, yielding a more comprehensive 
self; with other individuals or the human community; with nature or the cosmos; or 
with the divine realm. We have tried to outline below the important topics related to 
Spirituality but we are not explaining these topics in detail as the same will be 
explained in our forthcoming Encyclopaedia of Spirituality and Religion. 

• Paranormal  
o Extra-sensory perception 
o Near-death experience 
o Parapsychology (Paraphysics)  

� Anomalous cognition 
� Claims of parapsychology 
� History of parapsychology 

o Precognition 
o Psychokinesis 
o Remote viewing 
o Uri Geller 

• Philosophy  
o Dualism 
o Epistemology 
o Ethics 
o Free will 
o Idealism 
o Materialism 
o Metaphysics 
o Mechanism 
o Mind-body problem 
o Noumenon 
o Nondualism 
o Phenomenalism 
o Phenomenon 
o Philosophy of mind 
o Philosophy of religion 
o Philosophy of science 
o Reductionism 
o Spiritualism 
o Skepticism 
o Truth 
o Vitalism 
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• Religion  
o Agnosticism 
o Animism 
o Atheism 
o Cult 
o Faith 
o Gnosticism 
o God 
o Goddess 
o Higher consciousness 
o Monotheism 
o Mythology 
o neo-Pantheism 
o New religious movement 
o Pantheism 
o Polytheism 
o Prayer 
o religious naturalism 
o Soul 
o Spiritual being 
o Spiritism 

• Science  
o Altered state of consciousness 
o Brain 
o Chaos Theory 
o Chemistry 
o Cognitive psychology 
o Consciousness 
o Magical thinking 
o Neuropsychology 
o Odic force 
o Paraphysics 
o Parapsychology 
o Physics 
o Pseudoscience 
o Psychiatry 
o Psychology 
o Quantum Mechanics 
o Superstition 
o Unconscious mind 

• Spirituality  
o Esotericism 
o Karma 
o Ietsism 
o Meditation 
o Mysticism 
o New Age 
o Occultism 
o Reincarnation 
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o Subtle body 
o Merkabah 

Eastern 

Esotericism and mysticism 

Shabd paths 

• Eckankar  
o Harold Klemp 

• Quan Yin Method  
o Suma Ching Hai 

• Sant Mat  
o Baba Sawan Singh 
o Radha Soami Satsang Beas 
o Sant Baljit Singh 
o Sant Kirpal Singh 
o Sant Thakar Singh 
o Shiv Dayal Singh 

• Surat Shabda Yoga 
• Techniques of Knowledge  

o Prem Rawat 

Other topics 

• Chakra  
o Ajna / Mind's eye / Third eye 
o Anahata 
o Bindu 
o Manipura 
o Muladhara 
o Sahasrara 
o [Subud, or Susila Budhi Dharma] 
o Swadhisthana 
o Vishuddha 

• Kundalini energy 
• Planes of existence 
• Tantra 
• Yoga 
• The Urantia Book 

Philosophy and religion 

• Buddhism  
o Mahayana Buddhism 
o Theravada 
o Vajrayana (Tibetan Buddhism) 
o Zen 



45 

 

• Hinduism  
o Bhakti yoga 
o Jnana Yoga 
o Karma yoga 
o List of sutras 
o Śruti 
o Smriti 
o Tantra 
o Upanishads 
o Vedanta 
o Yoga 

• I Ching 
• Sikhism  

o The Sikh Gurus 
o Guru Granth Sahib 
o Sikh religious philosophy 
o List of Sikhism-related topics 

• Taoism  
o Lao Zi  

� Dao De Jing 
o Taiji 
o Universal Dialectic 
o Yin Yang 

• The Urantia Book 

Paths 

Inner path 

"Inner path", as a spiritual or religious concept, is referred to in: 

• Spiritual paths 
• Involution (Meher Baba) 
• Eckankar 
• Salik 
• Burhaniya 
• Gilgul 
• Nizari 
• Sulook 
• Involution (esoterism) 
• Ordre Reaux Croix 
• Universal Life 
• Surat Shabd Yoga or Sant Mat 

Left-hand path 

• Left-Hand Path and Right-Hand Path 
• Black art 
• Black magic 



46 

 

• Necromancy 
• Satanism  

o Baphomet 
o Church of Satan 
o Luciferianism 
o Philosophical Satanism 
o Satan 
o Satanic ritual abuse 
o Anton LaVey 

• Vampire 
• Temple of Set 

Magic and occult 

• Aleister Crowley  
o Magick 

• Chaos magic 
• Eliphas Levi 
• Enochian magic 
• Goetia 
• Grimoire 
• Necronomicon 
• Hoodoo 
• Magic 
• Occultism 
• Pentagram 
• Ritual magic 
• Santería 
• Seid 
• The Book of Thoth 
• Thelema 
• Vodou 

Martial arts 

• Martial arts  
o List of martial arts 
o List of martial arts weapons 

• Neijia  
o Baguazhang 
o Xingyiquan 
o T'ai chi ch'uan 

New Age and alternative medicine 

• Acupressure 
• Age of Aquarius 
• Alternative Medicine 
• Ayurveda 
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• Edward Bach  
o Bach flower remedies 

• Branches of alternative medicine 
• Chiropractic medicine 
• Folk medicine 
• Homeopathy 
• Massage 
• Munay-ki 
• Naturopathic Medicine 
• New Age 
• List of New Age topics 
• Past Life Regression Therapy 
• Qigong 
• Reiki 
• Shiatsu 
• Traditional Chinese medicine 

People 

• Abdul Karid Janji 
• Edgar Cayce 
• Evelyn Underhill 
• G. I. Gurdjieff 
• Master Beinsa Douno 
• Rudolf Steiner 
• Ken Wilber 

Spiritual and occult practices 

Concentration 

• Astral projection 
• Dhikr 
• Meditation 
• Muraqaba 
• Prayer 
• Remote viewing 
• Yoga 

Divination 

• Astrology 
• Augur 
• Cartomancy 
• Cleromancy 
• Divination 
• Dowsing  

o Pendulum 
• Fortune-telling 
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• Geomancy 
• Haruspex 
• I Ching 
• Omen 
• Tarot reading 

Other 

• Lucid dream 
• Out-of-body experience 

Western 

Religion, esotericism, and mysticism 

• Anthroposophy 
• Christian mysticism 
• Christian mystics 
• Esotericism 
• Hermeticism 
• List of occultists 
• Master Beinsa Douno's Teaching 
• Mysticism 
• Salvation 
• Spiritualism 
• Western mystery tradition 

Organizations 

• AMORC 
• FUDOFSI 
• FUDOSI 
• Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn 
• Illuminates of Thanateros 
• Knights Templar 
• Ordo Templi Orientis 
• Subud 

People 

• Constant Chevillon 
• Dion Fortune 
• Master Beinsa Douno 
• Max Heindel 
• Samuel Liddell MacGregor Mathers 
• Baron Carl Reichenbach 
• Rudolf Steiner 
• Osho 
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Rosicrucianism 

• Rosicrucian  
o Ancient Mystical Order Rosae Crucis 
o Fraternitas Rosae Crucis 
o Rosicrucian Fellowship 
o Societas Rosicruciana 

Miscellaneous 

• Son of Ra 

Occultism and practical mysticism 

• Alchemy 
• Builders of the Adytum (B.O.T.A.) 
• Faith healing 
• Servants of the Light 

Neopaganism 

• Neopaganism 
• Paganism 
• Rule of Three (Wiccan) 
• Wicca 

Christianity 

• Catholicism 
• Christian mysticism 
• Christian Science 
• Mount Athos 
• Orthodoxy 

Esoteric Christianity 

• Anthroposophy 
• Master Beinsa Douno's Teaching 
• Christian vegetarianism 
• Theosis 
• Hesychasm 
• Gregory Palamas 
• Philokalia 

Egyptian mythology 

Islam 

Sufism 
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• Dhikr 
• Lataif-e-Sitta 
• Muraqaba 
• Qawwali 
• Sama 
• Sufi cosmology 
• Sufi Texts 
• Sufi whirling 

Judaism 

• Kabbalah (also spelled Qabalah, QBLH) 
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Chapter 4 

SCOPE OF RELIGION 

 

Religion – organized collection of beliefs, cultural systems, and world views that relate 
humanity to an order of existence. Many religions have narratives, symbols, and sacred 
histories that are intended to explain the meaning of life and/or to explain the origin of 
life or the Universe. From their beliefs about the cosmos and human nature, people 
derive morality, ethics, religious laws or a preferred lifestyle. According to some 
estimates, there are roughly 4,200 religions in the world. Let us outline the important 
topics related to relgion : 

Religious studies 

• Evolutionary origin of religions 
• Evolutionary psychology of religion 
• Anthropology of religion 
• Cognitive science of religion 
• History of religion 
• Philosophy of religion 
• Psychology of religion 
• Sociology of religion 

Religious concepts 

Religious belief 

• Theology  
o God 
o Agnosticism 
o Antitheism 
o Atheism 
o Deism 
o Deity  

� List of deities 
o Dualism 
o Henotheism 
o Immanence 
o Monism 
o Monolatrism 
o Nondualism 
o Monotheism 
o Nontheistic religions 
o Pandeism 
o Panentheism 
o Pantheism 
o Polytheism 
o Post-theism 
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o Theism 
• Acosmism 
• Angel  

o Demon  
� List of theological demons 
� Demonology 

• Animism 
• Doctrine 
• Eschatology 
• Esotericism 
• Faith 
• Free will 
• Goodness and evil 
• Gnosticism 
• Holy Land 
• Humanism 
• Ietsism 
• Karma 
• Mysticism 
• Life after death 
• Mythology 
• Prophet 
• Reincarnation 
• Religious cosmology  

o Creation myth 
• Religious Naturalism 
• Sin 
• Soul 
• Spirituality  

o List of spirituality-related topics 
• Shamanism 
• Supernaturalism 
• Tao 
• Transcendence 

Approaches to the beliefs of others 

• Exclusivism 
• Inclusivism 

Religious behaviour and experiences 

• Meditation 
• Nonviolence 
• Pilgrimage 
• Prayer 
• Places of worship 
• Religious experience 
• Memes in religion 
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• Religious war 
• Ritual 

Religion-specific topics 

African traditional and diasporic topics 

Ayyavazhi topics 

• List of Ayyavazhi-related topics 
• History of Ayyavazhi 
• Ayyavazhi scriptures 

Bahá'í Faith topics 

• Bahá'í history 
• Bahá'u'lláh 
• The Báb 
• `Abdu'l-Bahá 
• Bahá'í teachings 

Buddhism topics 

• Index of Buddhism-related articles 
• Glossary of Buddhism 
• History of Buddhism 
• Gautama Buddha 
• Buddhist texts  

o Pāli Canon 
o Mahayana sutras 

• Branches of Buddhism  
o Theravada 
o Mahayana 
o Vajrayana 

• Three Jewels  
o Buddha (the Teacher) 
o Dhamma (the Teaching) 
o Sangha (the Community) 

• Basic concepts  
o Four Noble Truths 
o Five Aggregates 
o Three marks of existence 
o Dependent Origination 
o Karma 
o Rebirth 
o Saṃsāra 
o Nirvana 
o Noble Eightfold Path 

• Practice  
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o Morality 
o Meditation 
o Wisdom 

• Attainment  
o Buddha 
o Bodhisattva 
o Arahant 

• Buddhist monasticism  
o Monk 
o Nun 

• Buddhist philosophy 
• Cultural elements of Buddhism 
• List of Buddhists 
• Buddhism by country 

Cao Dai topics 

Cao Dai 

Christianity topics 

• History of Christianity 
• List of Jesus-related articles 
• Religious texts  

o Bible  
� Old Testament 
� Deuterocanonical books 
� New Testament 
� Gospels • Epistles * Antilegomena 

o Book of Mormon 
• List of Christian denominations 
• Roman Catholicism  

o List of popes 
o List of saints 
o Roman Catholicism by country 

• Eastern Christianity 
• Protestantism  

o Protestantism by country 
• List of Latter Day Saint movement topics 
• Christianity by country 
• Timeline of Christian missions 

Hinduism topics 

• List of Hinduism-related articles 
• History of Hinduism 
• Hindu denominations 
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Islam topics 

• Index of Islamic and Muslim related articles 
• History of Islam 
• Muhammad 
• Religious texts  

o List of Islamic texts 
o Quran - Sura - Ayat  

� Tafsir Qudsi - tafsir 
� Quranic literalism 
� Naskh 
� Asbab al-nuzul 

o Hadith  
� isnad - Ilm ar-rijal - Narrators of hadith 
� Matn 
� Hadith Qudsi 
� Hadith collections  

� Sahih Bukhari 
� Nahj al-Balagha 

• Islamic schools and branches  
o Sunni 
o Shia 
o Sufi 
o Ahmadiyya 

• Glossary of Islam 
• Allah  

o Ninety-nine names of Allah 
• Islam by country 
• zakat 
• salat 
• Hajj 

Jainism topics 

• History of Jainism 

Judaism topics 

• Origins of Judaism 
• List of Jewish history topics 
• Jewish religious movements 
• Israel 
• Jew 
• Jewish 
• Judaism by country 

Modern Paganism topics 

• List of Modern pagan movements 



56 

 

• Asatru 
• Neoshamanism 
• Wicca 
• Witchcraft 

New Age topics 

New religious movement topics 

• List of new religious movements 

Rasta topics 

• Mansions of Rastafari 

Satanism topics 

• LaVeyan Satanism 
• Theistic Satanism  

o Black mass 
o Conjuration 
o Deal with the Devil 
o Demonolatry 

Shintō topics 

• Shinto sects and schools 

Sikhism topics 

• History of Sikhism 
• Sikh Gurus 
• Sikh scriptures  

o Guru Granth Sahib 
o Dasam Granth 
o Bani - Gurbani 
o Chaupai (Sikhism) 
o Jaap Sahib 
o Japji Sahib 
o Mul Mantra 
o Sukhmani 

Spiritism topics 

• History of Spiritism 

Tenrikyo topics 

• Joyous Life 
• Ofudesaki 
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• Osashizu 
• Oyasama 
• Tenri-O-no-Mikoto 

Unitarian Universalism topics 

Zoroastrianism topics 

• Zoroaster 
• Avesta 

Irreligion topics 

• Agnosticism 
• Antireligion 
• Atheism 
• Freethought 
• Ignosticism 
• Nontheism 
• Religious skepticism 
• Secular humanism 

Religion and religious ideas in fiction 

• Religion in science fiction 
• Religion in fantasy 
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Chapter 5 

NEO-VEDANTA 

 

Neo-Vedanta, also called Hindu modernism, neo-Hinduism, Global Hinduism and 
Hindu Universalism, are terms to characterize interpretations of Hinduism that 
developed in the 19th century. These modern interpretations emphasize ideas, such as 
Advaita Vedanta, that are asserted as central or fundamental to Hindu culture. 

The development took place partly in response to western colonialism and orientalism, 
contributing to the Indian freedom struggle and the modern national and religious 
identity of Hindus in the Republic of India. This societal aspect is covered under the 
term of Hindu reform movements. 

Among the main proponents of such modern interpretations of Hinduism were 
Vivekananda, Aurobindo and Radhakrishnan, who to some extent also contributed to 
the emergence of Neo-Hindu movements in the West.  

From their origin and through much of their history, and continuing in the present, the 
terms "Neo-Hindu" or "Neo-Vedanta" have also been used polemically, the prefix "Neo-" 
then intended to imply that these modern interpretations of Hinduism are 
"inauthentic" or in other ways problematic.: 

Etymology 

The terms "Neo-Vedanta" and "Neo-Hindu" were initially used polemically by both 
Christian missionaries and traditional Hindus, and later also came to be used by many 
scholars. 

The term "Neo-Vedanta" appears to have arisen in English in the 19th century.:307 
According to Halbfass the term was invented by a Bengali, Brajendra Nath Seal (1864-
1938), who used the term to characterise the literary work of Bankim Chandra 
Chatterjee (1838-1894). The term was also used by a Jesuit scholar resident in India, 
Robert Antoine (1914-1981), from whom it was borrowed by Paul Hacker, who used it 
extensively to criticize the ideas he used it to designate. 

To Halbfass, 

"Neo-Vedanta" and "Neo-Hinduism"... are simply abbreviations for important 
developments and changes which took place in Indian thought since the period around 
1800, i.e., the relatively unprepared opening to foreign, Western influences, the 
adoption of Western concepts and standards and the readiness to reinterpret 
traditional ideas in light of these new, imported and imposed modes of thought. 

Halbfass regards the terms "Neo-Vedanta" and "Neo-Hinduism" as "useful and 
legitimate as convenient labels", but has criticized Hacker for use that was "simplistic". 
Furthermore, he asks, 
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What is the significance and legitimacy of the "Neo" in expressions like "Neo-Hinduism 
and "Neo-Vedanta"? Could we speak of "Neo-Christianity" as well? In fact, I have used 
this term... and not all my Christian readers and reviewers were happy about the term. 

Early in their usage, the terms "neo-Vedanta" and "neo-Hinduism" were used by 
Christian missionaries as well as traditional Hindus to criticize the emerging ideas of 
the Brahmo Samaj, a critical usage whose "polemical undertone... is obvious". In the 
21st century, the terms have been used to criticize "Hindu Universalism" by those 
advocating more "traditional" versions of Hinduism. In the 20th century, the terms 
were used polemically, to criticize modern Hindu thinkers, by the German Indologist 
Paul Hacker. Halbfass wrote that the adoption of the terms 

"Neo-Hinduism" and "Neo-Vedanta".... by Western scholars reflects Christian and 
European claims and perspectives which continue to be an irritant to Indians today. 
For Hacker, the "Neo" in "Neo-Hinduism" implies a lack of authenticity, an apologetic 
accommodation to Western ideas, and a hybridization of the tradition. 

Brian K. Smith notes that "The Neo-Hindu indigenous authorities are often dismissed 
as 'inauthentic,' their claims to legitimacy compromised by their encounters with 
modernity",:324 but points out that "All religions, at various points in recent history and 
under varying circumstances, have adopted to the modern world and the accompanying 
intellectual trends of modernity. 'Hinduism' (or 'Neo-Hinduism') is not unique in this 
regard either; the Neo-Hindu movement shares many commonalties with developments 
in other religious traditions around the world over the past several hundred years.  

The study of religion is the study of traditions in constant change". Smith expressed 
concern that 

scholars of religion do not exercise their authority to write about religion(s) in a 
vacuum.... 

One of the principal ramifications of the trend in Indology to deny the existence of a 
unified religion called 'Hinduism' is to delegitimize those in India who, in varying ways, 
have represented themselves as 'Hindus' and their religion as 'Hinduism.'.... This kind 
of indifference to indigenous conceptualizations of self-identity.... is especially 
problematic in an age where Western scholars often claim to be concerned to allow the 
'natives to speak' and 'assume agency' over representational discourse.... Denying the 
legitimacy of any and all 'Hindu' representations of Hinduism can easily crossover into 
a Neo-Orientalism, whereby indigenous discourse is once again silenced or ignored as 
the product of a false consciousness delivered to it by outside forces or as simply 
irrelevant to the authoritative deliberations of Western Indologists. 

History 

Although neo-Vedanta proper developed in the 19th century in response to western 
colonialism, it has got deeper origins in the Muslim period of India. 
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Islamic rule - Unifying Hinduism 

With the onset of Islamic rule, hierarchical classifications of the various orthodox 
schools were developed to defend Hinduism against Islamic influences. According to 
Nicholson, already between the twelfth and the sixteenth century, 

... certain thinkers began to treat as a single whole the diverse philosophical teachings 
of the Upanishads, epics, Puranas, and the schools known retrospectively as the "six 
systems" (saddarsana) of mainstream Hindu philosophy. 

The tendency of "a blurring of philosophical distinctions" has also been noted by Burley. 
Lorenzen locates the origins of a distinct Hindu identity in the interaction between 
Muslims and Hindus, and a process of "mutual self-definition with a contrasting 
Muslim other", which started well before 1800. Both the Indian and the European 
thinkers who developed the term "Hinduism" in the 19th century were influenced by 
these philosophers. 

Within these socalled doxologies Advaita Vedanta was given the highest position, since 
it was regarded to be most inclusive system. Vijnanabhiksu, a 16th-century philosopher 
and writer, is still an influential representant of these doxologies. He's been a prime 
influence on 19th century Hindu modernists like Vivekananda, who also tried to 
integrate various strands of Hindu thought, taking Advaita Vedanta as its most 
representative specimen. 

Western colonialism and Hindu reform movements 

Western colonialism 

With the colonisation of India by the British, a darker era in the history of India began. 
Prior to this, Muslim rule over North India had had a drastic effect on Hinduism (and 
Buddhism) through systematic persecution. While the Indian society was greatly 
impacted, its economy however continued to remain one of the largest in the World.  
Muslim rule over Southern India was also relatively short-lived before the 17th 
century. In contrast to the Muslim rulers, the British actively engaged in destroying 
the Indian economy as well.  The economic destruction wrought by restrictive British 
policies and Industrial revolution in Europe, led to the dismantling of the prevailing 
decentralized education systems in India in the 18th century.  The British state-
supported education system, after the English Education Act of 1835, emphasized 
western religions and thoughts at the cost of indigenous ones. 

The British also nurtured and were involved, post 1813, in the aggressive propagation 
of Protestant Christianity.  This was concomitant with the British propaganda 
machine's involvement in the spreading anti-Hindu sentiments. 

Hindu reform movements 

In response to the British rule and cultural dominance, Hindu reform movements 
developed, propagating societal and religious reforms, exemplyfying what Spear has 
called 
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... the 'solution of synthesis'—the effort to adapt to the newcomers, in the process of 
which innovation and assimilation gradually occur, alongside an ongoing agenda to 
preserve the unique values of the many traditions of Hinduism (and other religious 
traditions as well).  

Neo-Vedanta, also called "neo-Hinduism" is a central theme in these reform-
movements. The earliest of these reform-movements was Ram Mohan Roy's Brahmo 
Samaj, who strived toward a purified and monotheistic Hinduism. 

Major proponents 

Neo-vedanta's main proponents are the leaders of the Brahmo Samaj, especially Ram 
Mohan Roy, while Vivekananda, Gandhi, Aurobindo and Radhakrishnan are the main 
proponents of neo-Hinduism. A contemporary spokesman is Rajiv Malhotra. 

Ram Mohan Roy and the Brahmo Samaj 

The Brahmo Samaj was the first of the 19th century reform movements. Its founder, 
Ram Mohan Roy (1772-1833), strived toward an universalistic interpretation of 
Hinduism. He rejected Hindu mythology, but also the Christian trinity. He found that 
Unitarianism came closest to true Christianity, and had a strong sympathy for the 
Unitarians. He founded a missionary committee in Calcutta, and in 1828 asked for 
support for missionary activities from the American Unitarians. By 1829, Roy had 
abandoned the Unitarian Committee, but after Roy's death, the Brahmo Samaj kept 
close ties to the Unitarian Church, who strived towards a rational faith, social reform, 
and the joining of these two in a renewed religion. The Unitarians were closely 
connected to the Transcendentalists, who were interested in and influenced by Indian 
religions early on. 

Rammohan Roy's ideas were "altered [...] considerably" by Debendranath Tagore, who 
had a Romantic approach to the development of these new doctrines, and questioned 
central Hindu beliefs like reincarnation and karma, and rejected the authority of the 
Vedas. Tagore also brought this "neo-Hinduism" closer in line with western esotericism, 
a development which was furthered by Keshubchandra Sen. Sen was influencded by 
Transcendentalism, an American philosophical-religious movement stringly connected 
with Unitarianism, which emphasized personal religious experience over mere 
reasoning and theology. Sen strived to "an accessible, non-renunciatory, everyman type 
of spirituality," introducing "lay systems of spiritual practice" which can be regarded as 
proto-types of the kind of Yoga-exercises which Vivekananda populurized in the west. 

The theology of the Barhmo Samaj was called "neo-Vedanta" by Christian 
commentators, who "partly admired [the Brahmos] for their courage in abandoning 
traditions of polytheism and image worship, but whom they also scorned for having 
proffered to other Hindus a viable alternative to conversion". Critics accused classical 
Vedanta of being "cosmic self-infatuation" and "ethical nihilism". Brahmo Samaj 
leaders responded to such attacks by redefining the Hindu path to liberation, making 
the Hindu path available to both genders and all castes, incorporating "notions of 
democracy and worldly improvement". 
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Vivekananda (1863-1902) 

According to Gavin Flood, Vivekananda (1863-1902) "is a figure of great importance in 
the development of a modern Hindu self-understanding and in formulating the West's 
view of Hinduism." He played a major role in the revival of Hinduism, and the spread of 
Advaita Vedanta to the west via the Ramakrishna Mission.  

In 1880 Vivekananda joined Keshub Chandra Sen's Nava Vidhan, which was 
establisehd by Sen after meeting Ramakrishna and reconverting from Christianity to 
Hinduism. Narendra became a member of a Freemasonry lodge "at some point before 
1884" and of the Sadharan Brahmo Samaj in his twenties, a breakaway faction of the 
Brahmo Samaj led by Keshub Chandra Sen and Debendranath Tagore. From 1881 to 
1884 he was also active in Sen's Band of Hope, which tried to discourage the youth from 
smoking and drinking. 

It was in this cultic milieu that Narendra became acquainted with western esotericism. 
His initial beliefs were shaped by Brahmo concepts, which included belief in a formless 
God and the deprecation of idolatry, and a "streamlined, rationalized, monotheistic 
theology strongly coloured by a selective and modernistic reading of the Upanisads and 
of the Vedanta." He propagated the idea that "the divine, the absolute, exists within all 
human beings regardless of social status", and that "seeing the divine as the essence of 
others will promote love and social harmony." 

Vivekananda's acquintance with western esotericism made him very succesfull in 
western esoteric circles, beginning with his speech in 1893 at the Parliament of 
Religions. Vivekananda adapted traditional Hindu ideas and religiosity to suit the 
needs and understandings of his western audiences, who were especially attracted by 
and familiar with western esoteric traditions and movements like Transcendentalism 
and New thought. An important element in his adaptation of Hindu religiosity was the 
introduction of his four yoga's model, which includes Raja yoga, his interpretation of 
Patanjali's Yoga sutras, which offered a practical means to realize the divine force 
within which is central to modern western esotericism. In 1896 his book Raja Yoga was 
published, which became an instant success and was highly influential in the western 
understanding of Yoga. 

In line with Advaita vedanta texts like Dŗg-Dŗśya-Viveka (14th century) and 
Vedantasara (of Sadananda) (15th century), Vivekananda saw samadhi as a means to 
attain liberation. Yet, Vivekenanda's presentation of Advaita Vedanta has been 
criticised for its misinterpretation of this tradition: 

Without calling into question the right of any philosopher to interpret Advaita 
according to his own understanding of it, [...] the process of Westernization has 
obscured the core of this school of thought. The basic correlation of renunciation and 
Bliss has been lost sight of in the attempts to underscore the cognitive structure and 
the realistic structure which according to Samkaracarya should both belong to, and 
indeed constitute the realm of māyā. 

According to Anantanand Rambachan, Vivekananda emphasised anubhava ("personal 
experience") over scriptural authority, but in his interpretation of Shankara, deviated 
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from Shankara, who saw knowledge and understanding of the scriptures as the 
primary means to moksha. According to Comans, the emphasis on samadhi also is not 
to be found in the Upanishads nor with Shankara. For Shankara, meditation and 
Nirvikalpa Samadhi are means to gain knowledge of the already existing unity of 
Brahman and Atman. 

Gandhi 

Gandhi (1869–1948) has become a worldwide hero of tolerance and striving toward 
freedom. In his own time, he objected to the growing forces of Indian nationalism, 
communalism and the subaltern response. Gandhi saw religion as an uniting force, 
confessing the equality of all religions. He synthesized the Astika, Nastika and Semitic 
religions, promoting an inclusive culture for peaceful living. Gandhi plead for a new 
hermeneutics of Indian scriptures and philosophy, observing that "there are ample 
religious literature both in Astika and Nastika religions supporting for a pluralistic 
approach to religious and cultural diversity". 

The orthodox Advaita Vedanta, and the heterodox Jain concept Anekantavada provided 
him concepts for an "integral approach to religious pluralism". He regarded Advaita as 
a universal religion ("dharma") which could unite both the orthodox and nationalistic 
religious interpretations, as the subaltern alternatives. Hereby Gandhi offers an 
interpretation of Hindutva which is basically different from the Sangh Parivar-
interpretation. The concept of anekantavada offered Gandhi an axiom that "truth is 
many-sided and relative". It is "a methodology to counter exclusivism or absolutism 
propounded by many religious interpretations." It has the capability of synthesizing 
different percpetions of reality. In Gandhi's view, 

...the spirit of 'Synthesis' essentially dominated Indian civilization. This spirit is 
absorption, assimilation, co-existence and synthesis. 

Anekantavada also gives room to an organic understanding of "spatio-temporal 
process", that is, the daily world and its continued change.  The doctrine of 
anekantavada is a plea for samvada, "dialogue", and an objection against proselytizing 
activities. 

Sarvepalli Radhakrisnan 

Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan was a major force in the further popularization of Neo-
Vedanta. As a schoolboy, Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan was inspired by Vivekananda's 
lectures, in which he found "an ennobling vision of truth and harmony as well as a 
message of Indian pride." He was educated by Christian missionaries, and wrote a 
master thesis on Vedanta and ethics. In later life, he became vice-president and 
president of India. According to Rinehart, he presented his view of Hinduism as the 
view of Hinduism. Central in his presentation was the claim that religion is 
fundamentally a kind of experience, anubhava,  reducing religion "to the core 
experience of reality in its fundamental unity." For Radhakrishnan, Vedanta was the 
essence and bedrock of religion. 

Rajiv Malhotra 



64 

 

Indian Hindu writer Rajiv Malhotra, in his book Indra's Net, has stated that there is a 
"myth of Neo-Hinduism".:26 According to him, there are "eight myths":28 of Neo-
Hinduism such as "colonial Indology's biases were turned into Hinduism" (Myth 2):31 
and "Hinduism was manufactured and did not grow organically" (Myth 3).:32 Malhotra 
denies that "Vivekananda manufactured Hinduism", or that `neo-Vedanta' suppressed 
"the traditions of the Indian masses." According to Malhotra, there is "an integrated, 
unified spiritual substratum in ancient India," and argues that 

the branding of contemporary Hinduism as a faux 'neo-Hinduism' is a gross 
mischaracterization of both traditional and contemporary Hinduism [...] 
[C]ontemporary Hinduism is a continuation of a dynamic tradition. It is not in any way 
less authentic or less 'Hindu' than what may be dubbed traditional Hinduism. There 
are negative connotations to the term 'neo' which imply something artificial, untrue, or 
unfaithful to the original. Other world religions have undergone similar adaptations in 
modern times, though there are no such references to 'neo-Christianity' [...] I resist the 
wide currency being gained for the term 'neo-Hinduism', because this fictional divide 
between 'neo' and 'original' Hinduism subverts Hinduism. 

According to Malhotra, the 'myth of neo-Hinduism' "is used to fragment Hindu society 
by pitting its spiritual giants against one another and distorting their subtle and deeply 
intricate viewpoints." Also according to him, "the definition of neo-Hinduism has been 
contrived and [...] gained authenticity, in part because it suits certain academic and 
political agendas, and in part because it has been reiterated extensively without 
adequate critical response." 

According to Malhotra it was Paul Hacker, a German professor of Sanskrit and 
Indology, who popularized the term 'neo-Hinduism' in the 1950s, "to refer to the 
modernization of Hinduism brought about by many Indian thinkers, the most 
prominent being Swami Vivekananda." In his view, "Hacker charged that 'neo-Hindus', 
most notably Vivekananda, have disingenuously adopted Western ideas and expressed 
them using Sanskrit." Yet, Malhotra also notes that Hacker was a biased Christian 
apologist: 

What is less known about Hacker is that he was also an unabashed Christian apologist 
who freely used his academic standing to further the cause of his Christian agenda. He 
led a parallel life, passionately advocating Christianity while presenting the academic 
face of being neutral and objective. 

Philosophy 

Neo-Vedanta aims to present Hinduism as a "homogenized ideal of Hinduism" with 
Advaita Vedanta as its central doctrine. It presents 

... an imagined "integral unity" that was probably little more than an "imagined" view 
of the religious life that pertained only to a cultural elite and that empirically speaking 
had very little reality “on the ground,” as it were, throughout the centuries of cultural 
development in the South Asian region. 
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Neo-Vedanta was influenced by Oriental scholarship, which portrayed Hinduism as a 
"single world religion", and denigrated the heterogeneousity of Hindu beliefs and 
practices as 'distortions' of the basic teachings of Vedanta.  

According to Anil Sooklal, Vivekananda's neo-Advaita "reconciles Dvaita or dualism 
and Advaita or non-dualism": 

Sankara's Vedanta is known as Advaita or non-dualism, pure and simple. Hence it is 
sometimes referred to as Kevala-Advaita or unqualified monism. It may also be called 
abstract monism in so far as Brahman, the Ultimate Reality, is, according to it, devoid 
of all qualities and distinctions, nirguna and nirvisesa [...] The Neo-Vedanta is also 
Advaitic inasmuch as it holds that Brahman, the Ultimate Reality, is one without a 
second, ekamevadvitiyam. But as distinguished from the traditional Advaita of 
Sankara, it is a synthetic Vedanta which reconciles Dvaita or dualism and Advaita or 
non-dualism and also other theories of reality. In this sense it may also be called 
concrete monism in so far as it holds that Brahman is both qualified, saguna, and 
qualityless, nirguna (Chatterjee, 1963 : 260). 

Nicholas F. Gier also notes that neo-Vedanta differs from Shankara's Advaita: 

Ramakrsna, Svami Vivekananda, and Aurobindo (I also include M.K. Gandhi) have 
been labeled "neo-Vedantists," a philosophy that rejects the Advaitins' claim that the 
world is illusory. Aurobindo, in his The Life Divine, declares that he has moved from 
Sankara's "universal illusionism" to his own "universal realism" (2005: 432), defined as 
metaphysical realism in the European philosophical sense of the term. 

Gandhi endorsed the Jain concept of Anekantavada, the notion that truth and reality 
are perceived differently from diverse points of view, and that no single point of view is 
the complete truth. This concept embraces the perspectives of both Vedānta which, 
according to Jainism, "recognizes substances but not process", and Buddhism, which 
"recognizes process but not substance". Jainism, on the other hand, pays equal 
attention to both substance (dravya) and process (paryaya). 

Smarta Tradition 

Neo-Vedanta seems to be connected to the Smarta Tradition. The majority of members 
of Smarta community follow the Advaita Vedanta philosophy of Shankara. Smarta and 
Advaita have become almost synonymous, though not all Advaitins are Smartas. 
Shankara was a Smarta, just like Radhakrishnan. 

Vaitheespara notes adherence of Smartha Brahmans to "the pan-Indian Sanskrit-
Brahmanical tradition": 

The emerging pan-Indian nationalism was clearly founded upon a number of cultural 
movements that, for the most part, reimagined an 'Aryo-centric', neo-brahmanical 
vision of India, which provided the 'ideology' for this hegemonic project. In the Tamil 
region, such a vision and ideology was closely associated with the Tamil Brahmans and, 
especially, the Smartha Brahmans who were considered the strongest adherents of the 
pan-Indian Sanskrit-Brahmanical tradition. 



66 

 

Smartas believe in the essential oneness of five (panchadeva) or six (Shanmata deities 
as personifications of the Supreme. According to Smartism, supreme reality, Brahman, 
transcends all of the various forms of personal deity. God is both Saguna and Nirguna:  

As Saguna, God exhibits qualities such as an infinite nature and a number of 
characteristics such as compassion, love, and justice. As Nirguna, God is understood as 
pure consciousness that is not connected with matter as experienced by humanity. 
Because of the holistic nature of God, these are simply two forms or names that are 
expressions of Nirguna Brahman, or the Ultimate Reality.  

In modern times Smarta-views have been highly influential in both the Indian and 
western understanding of Hinduism. According to iskcon.org, 

Many Hindus may not strictly identify themselves as Smartas but, by adhering to 
Advaita Vedanta as a foundation for non-sectarianism, are indirect followers.  

Influence 

Neo-Vedanta was popularised in the 20th century in both India and the west by 
Vivekananda, Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, and western orientalists who regarded 
Vedanta to be the "central theology of Hinduism". 

Appraisal 

According to Larson, the "solution of synthesis" prevailed in the work of Rammohun 
Roy, Sayyid Ahmed Khan, Rabindranath Tagore, Swami Vivekananda, M.K. Gandhi, 
Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Muhammad Iqbal, V.D. Savarkar, Jawaharlal Nehru, "and 
many others". Spear voices appraisal of this "solution of synthesis", while G.R. Sharma 
emphasises the humanism of neo-Vedanta.  

Vedanticization 

Neo-Vedanta has become a broad current in Indian culture, extending far beyond the 
Dashanami Sampradaya, the Advaita Vedanta Sampradaya founded by Adi Shankara. 
The influence of Neo-Vedanta on Indian culture has been called "Vedanticization" by 
Richard King. An example of this "Vedanticization" is Ramana Maharshi, who is 
regarded as one of the greatest Hindu-saints of modern times, , of whom Sharma notes 
that "among all the major figures of modern Hinduism [he] is the one person who is 
widely regarded as a jivanmukti". Although Sharma admits that Ramana was not 
acquainted with Advaita Vedanta before his personal experience of liberation, and 
Ramana never received initiation into the Dashanami Sampradaya or any other 
sampradaya, Sharma nevertheless sees Ramana's answers to questions by devotees as 
being within an Advaita Vedanta framework. 

Diversity and pluralism 

In response to the British dominance and the British critique of Hinduism, various 
visions on Indian diversity and unity have been developed within the nationalistic and 
reform movements. 
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The Brahmo Samaj strived towards mono-theism, while no longer regarding the Vedas 
as sole religious authority. The Brahmo Samaj had a strong influence on the Neo-
Vedanta of Vivekananda, Aurobindo, Radhakrishnan and Gandhi, who strived toward 
a modernized, humanistic Hinduism with an open eye for societal problems and needs. 
Other groups, like the Arya Samaj, strived toward a revival of Vedic authority. In this 
context, various responses toward India's diversity developed. 

Hindu inclusivism - Hindutva and "Dharmic religions" 

In modern times, the orthodox measure of the primacy of the Vedas has been joined 
with the 'grand narrative' of the Vedic origins of Hinduism. The exclusion of Jainism 
and Buddhism excludes a substantial part of India's cultural and religious history from 
the asserttion of a strong and positive Hindu identity. Hindutva-ideology solves this 
problem by taking recourse to the notion of Hindutva, "Hinduness", which includes 
Jainism and Buddhism. A recent strategy, exemplified by Rajiv Malhotra, is the use of 
the term dharma as a common denominator, which also includes Jainism and 
Buddhism. 

According to Larson, Malhotra's notion of "the so-called "Dharma” traditions" and their 
"integral unity" is another example of "neo-Hindu discourse". Malhotra, in his Being 
Different, uses the term "Dharmic tradition" or "dharmic systems", "referring to all the 
Hindu, Buddhist, Jaina and Sikh traditions". He proposes that those traditions, despite 
their differences, share common features, the most important being "Dharma". They 
are also characterised by the notion of "Integral Unity", which means that "ultimately 
only the whole exists; the parts that make up the whole have but a relative existence. 
The whole is independent and indivisible", as opposed to "Synthetic Unity", which 
"starts with parts that exist separately from one another." Malhotra has received 
strong criticism of his ideas, for 'glossing over' the differences between and even within 
the various traditions of India. 

In response, Malhotra explains that some of his critics confused "integral unity" with 
"homogeneity", thinking that Malhotra said all those traditions are essentially the 
same, when he actually wrote that Dharmic traditions share a sense of an "integral 
unity" despite differences. 

Inclusivism and communalism 

According to Rinehart, neo-Vedanta is "a theological scheme for subsuming religious 
difference under the aegis of Vedantic truth". According to Rinehart, the consequence of 
this line of reasoning is Communalism, the idea that "all people belonging to one 
religion have common economic, social and political interests and these interests are 
contrary to the interests of those belonging to another religion."  Communalism has 
become a growing force in Indian politics, presenting several threats to India, hindring 
its nation-building and threatening "the secular, democratic character of the Indian 
state".Template:Panicker 

Rinehart notes that Hindu religiosity plays an important role in the nationalist 
movement, and that "the neo-Hindu discource is the unintended consequence of the 
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initial moves made by thinkers like Rammohan Roy and Vivekananda." But Rinehart 
also points out that it is 

...clear that there isn't a neat line of causation that leads from the philosophies of 
Rammohan Roy, Vivekananda and Radhakrishnan to the agenda of [...] militant 
Hindus.  

Influence on western spirituality 

Neo-Vedanta has been influenced by western ideas, but has also had a reverse 
influence on western spirituality. Due to the colonisation of Asia by the western world, 
since the late 18th century an exchange of ideas has been taking place between the 
western world and Asia, which also influenced western religiosity. In 1785 appeared 
the first western translation of a Sanskrit-text. It marked the growing interest in the 
Indian culture and languages. The first translation of Upanishads appeared in in two 
parts in 1801 and 1802, which influenced Arthur Schopenhauer, who called them "the 
consolation of my life".  Early translations also appeared in other European languages. 

A major force in the mutual influence of eastern and western ideas and religiosity was 
the Theosophical Society. It searched for ancient wisdom in the east, spreading eastern 
religious ideas in the west. One of its salient features was the belief in "Masters of 
Wisdom" , "beings, human or once human, who have transcended the normal frontiers 
of knowledge, and who make their wisdom available to others". The Theosophical 
Society also spread western ideas in the east, aiding a modernisation of eastern 
traditions, and contributing to a growing nationalism in the Asian colonies. Another 
major influence was Vivekananda, who popularised his modernised interpretation of 
Advaita Vedanta in the 19th and early 20th century in both India and the west, 
emphasising anubhava ("personal experience") over scriptural authority. 
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Chapter 6 

ESOTERICISM 

 

Esotericism (or esoterism) is a "generic label for a large and complicated group of 
historical phenomena" which share an air de famille. 

Esoteric traditions search for hidden ("esoteric") meanings and symbolism in 
exoterically accessible philosophical, historical, and religious texts. Defining 
characteristics are theories of correspondences between all parts of the invisible and 
the visible cosmos, the conviction that nature is a living entity owing to a divine 
presence or life-force, the need for mediating elements (such as symbols, rituals, angels, 
visions) in order to access spiritual knowledge, and an experience of personal and 
spiritual transmutation when arriving at this knowledge. 

The term derives from the Greek, either from the comparative ἐσώτερος (esôteros), 
"inner", or from its derived adjective ἐσωτερικός (esôterikos), "pertaining to the 
innermost". 

Examples of esoteric religious movements and philosophies include Alchemy, Christian 
mysticism, Gnosticism, Hermetism, Kabbalah, Magic, Neoplatonism, Sweden-
borgianism, and the Theosophist movement associated with Helena Blavatsky. 

Etymology 

Greek philosophy 

The term derives from the Greek, either from the comparative ἐσώτερος (esôteros), 
"inner", or from its derived adjective ἐσωτερικός (esôterikos), "pertaining to the 
innermost," both compounds of ἔσω (esô), "within", thus pertaining to interiority, the 
initiatic or mysticism, all these terms relating to what lies within a sacred enclosure. 
Its antonym is "exoteric" or "profane". 

Plato, in his dialogue Alcibíades (circa 390 BC), uses the expression ta esô meaning "the 
inner things", and in his dialogue Theaetetus (circa 360 BC) he uses ta exô meaning "the 
outside things". Aristotle applied this distinction to his own writings. The probable first 
appearance of the Greek adjective esôterikos is in Lucian of Samosata's "The Auction of 
Lives", § 26, written around AD 166. 

Western esotericism 

The term esoteric first appeared in English in the 1660 History of Philosophy by 
Thomas Stanley, in his description of the mystery-school of Pythagoras. The 
Pythagoreans were divided into "exoteric" (under training), and "esoteric" (admitted 
into the "inner" circle). 

Jacques Matter used the term "l'ésotérisme" in his Histoire du gnosticisme in 1828. It 
was popularized by Eliphas Levi in the 1850s, and introduced into the English 
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language by the Theosophist A.D. Sinnet in 1883. Levi also intriduced the term 
l'occoltisme, which is often used synonymous with esotericism, but, according to 
Hanegraaf, may better be used to denote a specific development within esotericism. 

Definitions 

According to Hanegraaf, four distinct definitions of "esotericism can be found: 
"esotericism" as a generic label; as a body of secret doctrines; as the common or 
perennial center of all religions; and as New Age parlance for innerly experienced 
spirituality. 

Generic label 

According to Hanegraaff, "Esotericism" is a "generic label for a large and complicated 
group of historical phenomena" which share an air de famille. According to Bland, 
esotericism refers to an exploration of the hidden meanings and symbolism in various 
philosophical, historical, and religious texts. 

Antoine Faivre has identified several essential characteristics of esoteric thought. His 
definition is based on the presence in the esoteric currents of four essential 
characteristics, to which are added two non-intrinsic characteristics: 

1. theory of correspondences between all parts of the invisible and the visible 
cosmos, 

2. the conviction that nature is a living entity owing to a divine presence or life-
force, 

3. the need for mediating elements (such as symbols, rituals, angels, visions) in 
order to access spiritual knowledge, 

4. an experience of personal and spiritual transmutation when arriving at this 
knowledge. 

5. Esotericists frequently suggest that there is a concordance between different 
religious traditions: best example is the belief in prisca theologia (ancient 
theology) or in philosophia perennis (perennial philosophy). 

6. Finally, esotericism sometimes suggests the idea of a secret transmission of 
spiritual teachings, through initiation from master to disciple. 

Pierre A. Riffard mentions the followng characteristics: 

1. Mythological origins: the esotericists trace the origins of their doctrine or 
practice to an extremely distant past. They situate the life of Hermes in times 
immemorial. 

2. Cosmic cycles: for Gaston Georgel, “history is governed by cycles of 540, 1080 and 
2160 years”. 

3. The chains of initiation: some Rosicrucians include Francis Bacon among their 
masters and trace their origins back to the time of Thutmosis III. 

4. The secret books: esotericists prefer to base their beliefs on secret writings, 
unknown to the majority of people and inaccessible to the uninitiated: for 
instance, among the Theosophists, The Book of Dzyan. 
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5. Spiritual interpretations: the esotericists are able to endow the most profane 
texts with an occult meaning. The alchemists discover within the Greek and 
Roman myths the Great Work of alchemy. 

6. Magical uses: a book can be used as a talisman, a divinatory machine... The 
Sortes Sanctorum (Lots of the saints) were, in early Christianity, a divination 
which consists in taking passages of the Bible at chance, and drawing 
conclusions from them concerning future. 

Secret doctrines 

Several dictionary definitions refer to esotericism as the holding of esoteric opinions or 
beliefs, that is, ideas preserved or understood by a small group of those specially 
initiated, or of rare or unusual interest. 

Hanegraaf notes that this is an overly restrictive definition, since "many 
manifestations of alchemy or Christian Theosophy, for instance, have never been secret 
byt widely disseminated." Bland also notes that the texts which are interpreted for 
their esoteric meaning are often central to mainstream religions. For example, the 
Bible and the Torah are considered esoteric material. 

Perennialism 

In perennialist usage, esotericism is a metaphysical concept referring to a supposed 
"transcendent unity" of all great religious traditions. Esotericism is the metaphysical 
point of unity where exoteric religions are believed to converge:  

The "perennialist" approach is notably represented by Alan Watts and by the 
Traditionalist School, a modern school of esotericism represented by authors like the 
French René Guénon (1886–1951). They postulate that there exists a Primordial 
Tradition of non-human origin. 

According to Hanegraaff, the Perennialist definition "implies that one subscribes to a 
religious doctrine" which is itself an object of study. 

New Age 

In New Age parlance, esotericism does not refer to the traditions historically denoted 
with this term, but is 

... first and foremost a concept referring to Individualkultur according to the motto: 
"You have it all inside yourself, check it out!"... Thus Esotericism changed ... from a 
special tradition of knowledge into a special type of "religion", the "journey within". ... 
Similar to the word "spirituality", "Esotericism" thus became a surrogate for "religion", 
which accentuates its subjective element focused on inner experience. 

Esoteric traditions 

Examples of esoteric religious movements and philosophies include Alchemy, Druze, 
the Alawites, Anthroposophy, early Christian mysticism, The Fourth Way, 
Freemasonry, Gnosticism, Hermetism, Kabbalah, Magic, Neoplatonism, Numerology, 
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Perennialism, Rosicrucianism, Swedenborgianism, Spiritualism, Tantra, the Theosophy 
of Jacob Böhme and his followers, the Theosophist movement associated with Helena 
Blavatsky. 

Academic research 

Hanegraaff follows a distinction between an “emic” and an “etic” approach to religious 
studies. The emic approach is that of the alchemist or theosopher as an alchemist or 
theosopher. The etic approach is that of the scholar as an historian, a researcher, with 
a critical look. An empirical study of esotericism needs “emic material and etic 
interpretation”: 

Emic denotes the believer’s point of view. On the part of the researcher, the 
reconstruction of this emic perspective requires an attitude of empathy which excludes 
personal biases as far as possible. Scholarly discourse about religion, on the other hand, 
is not emic but etic. Scholars may introduce their own terminology and make 
theoretical distinctions which are different from those of the believers themselves. 

Arthur Versluis proposes approaching esotericism through a “sympathetic empiricism”: 

Esotericism, given all its varied forms and its inherently multidimensional nature, 
cannot be conveyed without going beyond purely historical information: at minimum, 
the study of esotericism, and in particular mysticism, requires some degree of 
imaginative participation in what one is studying. 
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Chapter 7 

SPIRITUAL BUT NOT RELIGIOUS 

 

"Spiritual But Not Religious" (SBNR) is a popular phrase and initialism used to self-
identify a life stance of spirituality that rejects traditional organized religion as the sole 
or most valuable means of furthering spiritual growth. 

The term is used world-wide, but is most prominent in the United States where one 
study reports that as many as 33% of people identify as spiritual but not religious. 
Other surveys report lower percentages ranging from 24% to 10%. The term has been 
called cliché by popular religious writers such as Robert Wright, but is gaining in 
popularity. The SBNR lifestyle is most studied in the population of the United States. 
The similar Dutch concept of ietsism is becoming more widely used in Europe instead of 
SBNR. 

Definition 

SBNR is commonly used to describe the demographic also known as unchurched, none 
of the above, more spiritual than religious, spiritually eclectic, unaffiliated, 
freethinkers, or spiritual seekers. 

In 2013, Rabbi Rami Shapiro introduced the phrase "Spiritually Independent" as a new 
term to replace "SBNR" with a more positive statement which looks to the "politically 
independent" as a role model. Younger people are more likely to identify as SBNR than 
older people. In April 2010, the front page of USA Today claimed that 72% percent of 
Generation Y agree they are "more spiritual than religious". 

Those who identify as SBNR vary in their individual spiritual philosophies and 
practices and theological references, referencing some higher power or transcendent 
nature of reality, without belonging to a religious affiliation. In the USA most SBNR 
people without a religious affiliation believe in God. 

Religion and spirituality 

Historically, the words religious and spiritual have been used synonymously to describe 
all the various aspects of the concept of religion. Gradually, the word spiritual came to 
be associated with the private realm of thought and experience while the word religious 
came to be connected with the public realm of membership in a religious institution 
with official denominational doctrines. Zinnbauer and Pargament (2005) write that in 
the early 1900s psychology scholars such as William James, Edwin Starbuck, G. 
Stanley Hall, and George Coe investigated religiosity and spirituality through a lens of 
social science. 

Books such as Robert C. Fuller's Spiritual but not Religious: Understanding 
Unchurched America (ISBN 0-19-514680-8) and Sven E. Erlandson's Spiritual But Not 
Religious: A Call To Religious Revolution In America (ISBN 0-595-01108-X) highlight 
the emerging usage of the term. 
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In January 2012, Jefferson Bethke furthered the SBNR movement among evangelical 
Christians with his YouTube film "Why I Hate Religion, But Love Jesus," in which he 
criticized organized religion as superficial and hypocritical. More traditionalist 
Evangelicals have countered that it is possible to have a spiritual relationship with God 
and follow organized religion. Some have argued that discarding religion is dangerous 
in that it removes the needed standards of doctrine and the Bible, which they claim are 
the avenue to true spirituality. 

In the field of psychology, spirituality has emerged as a distinct social construct and 
focus of research since the 1980s. With the emergence of spirituality as a distinct 
concept from religion in both academic circles and common language, a tension has 
arisen between the two constructs. One possible differentiation among the three 
constructs religion, religiosity, and spirituality, is to view religion as primarily a social 
phenomenon while understanding spirituality on an individual level. Religiosity is 
generally viewed as being rooted in religion, whereas this is not necessarily the case for 
spirituality. A study of the differences between those self-identified as spiritual and 
those self-identified as religious found that the former have a loving, forgiving, and 
nonjudgmental view of the numinous, while those identifying themselves as religious 
see their god as more judgmental. Among other factors, declining membership of 
organized religions and the growth of secularism in the western world have given rise 
to this broader view of spirituality. The term "spiritual" is now frequently used in 
contexts in which the term "religious" was formerly employed. Both theistic and 
atheistic camps have criticized this development. 

Criticism 

Some representatives of organized religion have criticized the practice of spirituality 
without religiosity. James Martin, a Jesuit priest, has called the SBNR lifestyle "plain 
old laziness", stating that "[s]pirituality without religion can become a self-centered 
complacency divorced from the wisdom of a community". 
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Chapter 8 

CATHOLIC SPIRITUALITY 

 

Catholic Spirituality is the spiritual practice of living out a personal act of faith (fides 
qua creditur) following the acceptance of faith (fides quae creditur). Although all 
Catholics are expected to pray together at Mass, there are many different forms of 
spirituality and private prayer which have developed over the centuries. Each of the 
major religious orders of the Catholic Church and other lay groupings have their own 
unique spirituality - its own way of approaching God in prayer and in living out the 
Gospel. 

Catholic devotional piety 

Catholic piety is based on the life and teaching of Jesus Christ. Although Jesus along 
with the Father, and the Holy Spirit is the focus of Catholic faith, Jesus was also the 
founder. 

The fundamental relationship of Jesus Christ, Son of God is with his Father. As Son, 
Jesus is always in communion with God the Father. All throughout his life, his prayer 
starts with "Father', and the prayer he taught his disciples starts with "Our Father". 

From this the Catholic Church has developed a piety that mirrors Jesus's attitude. The 
Mass, the central prayer of the Church, also refers to the Father. 

Desert spirituality 

Desert spirituality is a way of seeking God that is characterized by the "desert 
theology" of the Old Testament that is at the very heart of the Judeo-Christian 
tradition, namely God keeping his People wandering for 40 years in the desert, and also 
throughout the subsequent centuries repeatedly calling them into the desert, as a 
testing ground where they may experience a change of heart and, by proving 
themselves obedient to his ordering of human living, accept him, their Creator, again 
as their Lord. 

In New Testament times it is likewise for the reason of proving his obedience that 
Jesus of Nazareth underwent testing in the desert (cf. Matthew 4:1-11 = Mark 1:12-13 
= Luke 4:1-13). 

The Christian eremitic vocation has the same purpose, as the name hermit applied to 
those that embrace it indicates. 

Among those most widely known for living a desert spirituality during the early 
Christian centuries is St Anthony of Egypt (251-356). He lived as a hermit for ten 
years, practiced asceticism for his whole life, and grew his own food for sustenance. 

From the life of someone alone being dedicated to seeking God in the desert, which is 
the earliest form of Christian monasticism, the monastic life in community has 
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emerged, although the eremitic vocation continues as a distinct way of seeking God 
even today. 

In practical terms this spiritual quest is pursued through prayer in solitude and 
asceticism. 

Some adherents of desert spirituality – whether as eremitic or cenobitic monastics, or 
as Christian faithful outside the religious life – practise centering prayer. Though 
seriously disputed as anachronistic and of modern, Eastern origin, this practice is in 
truth prominent in Catholic practice (at least) as early as the 13th century, as evinced 
by works such as The Cloud of Unknowing - written anonymously in Middle English by 
a Catholic monastic. This is meditation on a single, sacred word that is meant to draw 
the believer closer to God by withdrawing compulsive infatuation with particular 
sensory objects and conceptual constructions 

Monastic orders 

Benedictine spirituality 

Benedictine spirituality is characterized by striving towards Christian perfection in 
community, liturgical prayer, and separation from worldly concerns. St. Benedict (480-
550) is considered to be the Father of Western Monasticism. He wrote The Rule and 
established his first monastery at Monte Cassino, Italy. Lectio Divina is a Benedictine 
prayer form based on praying with the Word of God. Lectio Divina has four "moments": 
Lectio (Reading Scripture), Meditatio (Reflection on the Word), Oratio (Praying), and 
Contemplatio (Silently listening to God). Key people involved in the 20th and 21st 
century include Thomas Merton and Basil Pennington. 

Franciscan spirituality 

Franciscan spirituality is characterized by a life of poverty, love of nature, and giving 
charity to those in need. St. Francis of Assisi (1182–1226) was the son of a wealthy 
merchant. He rejected all of his possessions and founded a community of brothers 
(friars) who lived in poverty and helped the poor. Franciscan prayer recognizes God's 
presence in the wonder of creation. This is seen clearly in St. Francis' Canticle of the 
Sun. Franciscan spirituality is focused on walking in Christ's footsteps, understanding 
God by doing what Christ asked, experiencing and sharing God rather than discussing 
God. 

Dominican spirituality 

Dominican spirituality is characterized by poverty, love of preaching and devotion to 
truth. St. Dominic (1170–1221) encountered heretics on a journey in France. His 
opinion was that the people were not to blame - the preachers were. If there are good, 
orthodox preachers, then the people will be good and orthodox also. So, he founded the 
Order of Preachers, known as Dominicans who are drawn to contemplation of the 
Sacred Humanity of Jesus Christ. Throughout history, the Dominicans have helped to 
develop ways of praying which have aided people in deepening their relationship with 
God. The Rosary is an example of a prayer developed by the Dominicans. Some 
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traditional legends say that the Rosary was given in its current form to St. Dominic by 
Mary. The Rosary is characteristic of Dominican spirituality because it focuses 
attention on the principal mysteries of the life of Jesus Christ, can lead to 
contemplation and is a way of proclaiming the truths of faith. Some members of the 
Dominican Order have made significant contributions to Catholic thought. The 
theological insight provided by St. Thomas Aquinas continues to be a major reference 
point for the Church today. Further, St Thomas made several defenses against critics 
who would suggest that physical labor was essential and missing for the relatively new 
order. He argued that intellectual, and consequently teaching, tasks were the equal to 
the Benedictine idea of physical labor being a superior form of contemplative prayer. 

Ignatian spirituality 

Ignatian spirituality is characterized by examination of one's life, discerning the will of 
God, finding God in all things (hence their motto "Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam", or "For 
the Greater Glory of God"), and living the Resurrection. St. Ignatius of Loyola (1491–
1556) was a wounded soldier when he first began to read about Christ and the saints. 
He had a conversion experience while healing and decided to found the Society of Jesus, 
known as the Jesuits. His classic, the Spiritual Exercises is a guide for making a 
retreat. Jesuits are quite diverse, despite rumors to the contrary, but are united by a 
zeal that comes from every Jesuit making the Spiritual Exercises. Lay Catholics are 
allowed to take a shortened version of the Exercises at retreat houses, which are based 
on an individual spiritual guidance; wherein the retreat master guides each retreatant 
separately to what (s)he is going through and what the Holy Spirit guides. 

Ignatian Spirituality takes from other orders concepts and incorporates them. For 
example, finding God in all things - aka 'contemplative in action' - is heavily based on 
the spirituality of St Francis of Assisi, whom Ignatius admired. Another example is 
meditating on Scripture that comes from the Benedictine concept of Lectio Divina. 
However, it must be noted that Ignatian Spirituality is adaptable to the times, as is 
clear when one reads the Exercises. For instance, Pedro Arrupe (1907-1991)- A famous 
and beloved Superior General of the Jesuits from 1965-1983 - was known for 
incorporating Zen meditative techniques to assist in his concentration. Another 
example of adaptability is the suggestion that one retreatant can heavily use their 
imagination to assist in discerning whereas another needs to empty their mind. 

Carmelite spirituality 

Carmelite spirituality is characterised by interior detachment, silence, solitude, the 
desire for spiritual progress and insight into mystical experiences. The roots of the 
Carmelite Order go back to a group of hermits living on Mt. Carmel in Israel during the 
12th Century. Ss. John of the Cross (1542–1591) and Teresa of Ávila (1515–1582) were 
both Carmelite mystics whose writings are considered to be spiritual classics. In his 
work The Ascent of Mount Carmel, St. John of the Cross teaches that purgation of the 
soul through mortification and suppression of desires is necessary for the soul while it 
journeys through darkness before entering into divine union with God. Teresa of Avila 
emphasized the importance of mental prayer which she defined as "spending time with 
a friend whom we know loves us." 
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Other important figures in Carmelite Spirituality include Thérèse of Lisieux (Doctor of 
the Church), Mary Magdalene de Pazzi, Sister Lúcia of Fátima, Nuno of Saint Mary, 
Elizabeth of the Trinity, Marie-Antoinette de Geuser known as "Consumata", Edith 
Stein, Teresa of the Andes, Teresa Margaret of the Sacred Heart, Joaquina de Vedruna, 
Angelus of Jerusalem, and Brother Lawrence 

Redemptorist spirituality 

Redemptorist spirituality consists of: 

1. the Crib, 
2. the Cross 
3. the Sacrament. 

In other words, the Redemptorists follow Christ in his incarnation, death and 
resurrection and believe that he is always with them. They hold the belief that there is 
always a great encounter with Christ in the Blessed Sacrament, hence Saint Alphonsus 
wrote the Visit to the Blessed Sacrament and the Blessed Virgin Mary. He also wrote 
the popular Way of the Cross, and composed Christmas carols. The Redemptorist 
spirituality is a practical one, render help to the abandoned both spiritual and material. 
The heart of Redemptorist spirituality is the Gospel Invitation "to follow Jesus Christ." 
One of the most tangible ways they do this is to proclaim the gospel in simple ways to 
ordinary people, and to radiate the motto of Christ who read from the scroll of the 
prophet Isaiah, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me…. to preach Good News to the 
Poor…. liberty to captives…. sight to the blind…. to proclaim the year of the Lord's 
Favour. (Luke 4:18-19) 

Servite spirituality 

The spirituality of the Servite order is focused on contemplating Mary at the foot of the 
cross as a model for Christian life, and service to the suffering. Moreover, because the 
order has Seven Holy Founders, rather than one individual founder, there is a 
particular emphasis on the communal aspect of Christian life. This spirituality finds 
expression particularly in the Rosary of the Seven Sorrows. 

Montfortian spirituality 

God Alone was the motto of Saint Louis de Montfort and is repeated over 150 times in 
his writings. God Alone is also the title of his collected writings. Briefly speaking, based 
on his writings, Montfortian spirituality can be summed up via the formula: "To God 
Alone, by Christ Wisdom, in the Spirit, in communion with Mary, for the reign of God." 
Although St Louis is perhaps best known for his Mariology and devotion to the Blessed 
Virgin Mary, his spirituality is founded on the mystery of the Incarnation of Jesus 
Christ, and is centered on Christ, what is visible in his famous Prayer to Jesus. 

Post-Vatican II lay movements 

The Second Vatican Council accelerated the diversification of spiritual movements 
among Catholics, and some lay Catholics now engage in regular contemplative 
practices such as Centering prayer, although this is still controversial. Many 
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contemporary spiritual movements emphasize the necessity both of an interior 
relationship with God (private prayer) and works of justice and mercy. Major 20th 
century writers who sought to draw together the active and contemplative poles of 
Christian spirituality have been Dorothy Day, Thomas Merton and Richard Rohr. 

The purpose of all lay movements in the Catholic Church is to spread in society a deep 
awareness that every single person is called to live a holy life and each in his own way 
to become an apostle of Jesus Christ. For the majority of Christians, God calls them to 
sanctify themselves through their ordinary lives by works of charity and devotion 
cultivated in the family, the domestic church, in the neighborhood and parish life as 
well as the workplace all of which are paths to holiness. 

Charismatic spirituality 

Not far from the Ignatian spirituality in regard to its understanding of faith, 
Charismatic spirituality is in fact the re-exploration of different Catholic spiritual 
currents with an emphasis on personal experience generally shared in groups. 

Schoenstatt Movement 

Schoenstatt emphasizes a strong devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary, upholding her as 
a perfect example of love and purity. Schoenstatt seeks to invite the Blessed Mother 
(and, hence, her divine Son, Jesus Christ), into the home by establishing a spiritual 
Covenant of Love with her. It encourages its members to have the faith and purity of 
children, and to think of Mary as their mother. 

Focolare Movement 

In 1943 in Northern Italy during World War II, Chiara Lubich, together with a small 
group of friends, concluded that God is the only ideal worth living for. The Focolare 
movement was founded as a result. The goal was to strive towards the fulfillment of 
Jesus’ prayer to the Father: “That they all may be one.” (John 17:21). A spirituality of 
unity resulted and gave rise to a movement of spiritual and social renewal. Now 
embracing over 5 million members in 182 countries, Focolare (which means hearth) 
draws together groups of families, neighbors and friends to share build community and 
extend the works of the Gospel. 

Sant'Egidio movement 

The Sant'Egidio community began with a group of high school students in the 1960s 
who were convinced by a local priest in Rome to try an experiment—to try to live for a 
time as the early Christian disciples did, gathering for prayer and shared meals daily 
in their neighborhood as well as joining together in the corporal and spiritual works of 
mercy. The community thrived and has now become a global movement of communities 
working for peace and justice in a spirit of daily common life and prayer. 

Opus Dei spirituality 

Opus Dei predated the Second Vatican Council in its emphasis on the laity. Founded by 
St. Josemaría Escrivá, Opus Dei's spirituality is based on life lived in the secular world. 
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The "sanctification of work" consists in offering all work, however ordinary, to God. 
This implies that one always does one's best. To be a contemplative is to integrate one's 
life ("unity of life") in faithfulness to the Catholic Church and in solidarity with all 
those with whom one comes into contact, living a life of faith in all circumstances of 
each day. As John Allen says: people who follow this spirituality enter a church and 
leave it for the same reason—to get closer to God. The members of Opus Dei and its 
cooperators have committed to convert their daily work into Pope John Paul I, a few 
years before his election, wrote that Escrivá was more radical than other saints who 
taught about the universal call to holiness. While others emphasized monastic 
spirituality applied to lay people, for Escrivá "it is the material work itself which must 
be turned into prayer and sanctity", thus providing a lay spirituality. 

Regnum Christi Spirituality 

Regnum Christi focuses on the mission of every baptized person to evangelize. Each 
member is called to pray, meet in community and do some form of apostolate (which 
varies from member to member). Their motto is "Love Christ, Serve People, Build the 
Church." They express their ethos as loving CHrist, Mary, Souls, the Church, and the 
Pope. Regnum Christi is somewhat unique among the lay movements as it is bound to a 
religious community, the Legion of Christ. 
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Chapter 9 

CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM 

 

Christian Mysticism refers to the development of mystical practices and theory within 
Christianity. It has often been connected to mystical theology, especially in the Roman 
Catholic and Orthodox Christianity both the Eastern Orthodox Church and Oriental 
Orthodox traditions. 

The attributes and means by which Christian mysticism is studied and practiced are 
varied and range from ecstatic visions of the soul's mystical union with God to simple 
prayerful contemplation of Holy Scripture (i.e., Lectio Divina). 

 
Mystic marriage of Christ and the Church. 

Etymology 

"Mysticism" is derived from the Greek µυω, meaning "to conceal", and its derivative 
µυστικός, mystikos, meaning 'an initiate'. In the Hellenistic world, a "mystikos" was an 
initiate of a mystery religion. "Mystical" referred to secret religious rituals and use of 
the word lacked any direct references to the transcendental. 

In early Christianity the term "mystikos" referred to three dimensions, which soon 
became intertwined, namely the biblical, the liturgical and the spiritual or 
contemplative. The biblical dimension refers to "hidden" or allegorical interpretations of 
Scriptures. The liturgical dimension refers to the liturgical mystery of the Eucharist, 
the presence of Christ at the Eucharist. The third dimension is the contemplative or 
experiential knowledge of God. 
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Definition 

 
Life of Francis of Assisi by José Benlliure y Gil 

Presence 

Bernard McGinn defines Christian mysticism as: 

[T]hat part, or element, of Christian belief and practice that concerns the preparation 
for, the consciousness of, and the effect of [...] a direct and transformative presence of 
God. 

Presence versus experience 

McGinn argues that "presence" is more accurate than "union", since not all mystics 
spoke of union with God, and since many visions and miracles were not necessarily 
related to union. He also argues that we should speak of "consciousness" of God's 
presence, rather than of "experience", since mystical activity is not simply about the 
sensation of God as an external object, but more broadly about 

...new ways of knowing and loving based on states of awareness in which God becomes 
present in our inner acts. 

William James popularized the use of the term "religious experience" in his 1902 book 
The Varieties of Religious Experience. It has also influenced the understanding of 
mysticism as a distinctive experience which supplies knowledge. 

Wayne Proudfoot traces the roots of the notion of "religious experience" further back to 
the German theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834), who argued that 
religion is based on a feeling of the infinite. The notion of "religious experience" was 
used by Schleiermacher to defend religion against the growing scientific and secular 
critique. It was adopted by many scholars of religion, of which William James was the 
most influential. 

Personal transformation 

McGinn's emphasis on the transformation that occurs through mystical activity relates 
to this idea of "presence" instead of "experience": 
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This is why the only test that Christianity has known for determining the authenticity 
of a mystic and her or his message has been that of personal transformation, both on 
the mystic's part and—especially—on the part of those whom the mystic has affected. 

 
Resurrection of Jesus, Matthias Grünewald. 

Other critics point out that the stress on "experience" is accompanied by favoring the 
atomic individual, instead of the shared life on the community. It also fails to 
distinguish between episodic experience, and mysticism as a process that is embedded 
in a total religious matrix of liturgy, scripture, worship, virtues, theology, rituals and 
practices. 

Richard King also points to disjunction between "mystical experience" and social 
justice: 

The privatisation of mysticism - that is, the increasing tendency to locate the mystical 
in the psychological realm of personal experiences - serves to exclude it from political 
issues as social justice. Mysticism thus becomes seen as a personal matter of 
cultivating inner states of tranquility and equanimity, which, rather than seeking to 
transform the world, serve to accommodate the individual to the status quo through the 
alleviation of anxiety and stress. 

Transformation has particular importance in the theology of Origen. 

Social constructionism 

Mystical experience is not simply a matter between the mystic and God, but is often 
shaped by cultural issues. For instance, Carolyn Walker Bynum has shown how, in the 
late Middle Ages, miracles attending the taking of the Eucharist were not simply 



84 

 

symbolic of the Passion story, but served as vindication of the mystic's theological 
orthodoxy by proving that the mystic had not fallen prey to heretical ideas, such as the 
Cathar rejection of the material world as evil, contrary to orthodox teaching that God 
took on human flesh and remained sinless. Thus, the nature of mystical experience 
could be tailored to the particular cultural and theological issues of the time. 

Development 

The idea of mystical realities has been widely held in Christianity since the second 
century AD, referring not simply to spiritual practices, but also to the belief that their 
rituals and even their scriptures have hidden ("mystical") meanings. 

The link between mysticism and the vision of the Divine was introduced by the early 
Church Fathers, who used the term as an adjective, as in mystical theology and 
mystical contemplation. 

In subsequent centuries, especially as Christian apologetics began to use Greek 
philosophy to explain Christian ideas, Neoplatonism became an influence on Christian 
mystical thought and practice via such authors as Augustine of Hippo and Origen. 

Jewish antecedents 

Jewish spirituality in the period before Jesus was highly corporate and public, based 
mostly on the worship services of the synagogues, which included the reading and 
interpretation of the Hebrew Scriptures and the recitation of prayers, and on the major 
festivals. Thus, private spirituality was strongly influenced by the liturgies and by the 
scriptures (e.g., the use of the Psalms for prayer), and individual prayers often recalled 
historical events just as much as they recalled their own immediate needs. 

Of special importance are the following concepts: 

• Da'at (knowledge) and Chokhmah (wisdom), which come from years of reading, 
praying and meditating the scriptures; 

• Shekhinah, the presence of God in our daily lives, the superiority of that 
presence to earthly wealth, and the pain and longing that come when God is 
absent; 

• the hiddenness of God, which comes from our inability to survive the full 
revelation of God's glory and which forces us to seek to know God through faith 
and obedience; 

• "Torah-mysticism", a view of God's laws as the central expression of God's will 
and therefore as worthy object not only of obedience but also of loving meditation 
and Torah study; and 

• poverty, an ascetic value, based on the apocalyptic expectation of God's 
impending arrival, that characterized the Jewish people's reaction to being 
oppressed by a series of foreign empires. 

In Christian mysticism, Shekhinah became mystery, Da'at became gnosis, and poverty 
became an important component of monasticism. 
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Gospels 

 
Transfiguration of Jesus depicting him with Elijah, Moses and 3 apostles by Carracci, 1594 

The Christian scriptures, insofar as they are the founding narrative of the Christian 
church, provide many key stories and concepts that become important for Christian 
mystics in all later generations: practices such as the Eucharist, baptism and the Lord's 
Prayer all become activities that take on importance for both their ritual and symbolic 
values. Other scriptural narratives present scenes that become the focus of meditation: 
the Crucifixion of Jesus and his appearances after his Resurrection are two of the most 
central to Christian theology; but Jesus' conception, in which the Holy Spirit 
overshadows Mary, and his Transfiguration, in which he is briefly revealed in his 
heavenly glory, also become important images for meditation. Moreover, many of the 
Christian texts build on Jewish spiritual foundations, such as chokhmah, shekhinah. 

But different writers present different images and ideas. The Synoptic Gospels (in spite 
of their many differences) introduce several important ideas, two of which are related 
to Greco-Judaic notions of knowledge/gnosis by virtue of being mental acts: purity of 
heart, in which we will to see in God's light; and repentance, which involves allowing 
God to judge and then transform us. Another key idea presented by the Synoptics is the 
desert, which is used as a metaphor for the place where we meet God in the poverty of 
our spirit. 

The Gospel of John focuses on God's glory in his use of light imagery and in his 
presentation of the Cross as a moment of exaltation; he also sees the Cross as the 
example of agape love, a love which is not so much an emotion as a willingness to serve 
and care for others. But in stressing love, John shifts the goal of spiritual growth away 
from knowledge/gnosis, which he presents more in terms of Stoic ideas about the role of 
reason as being the underlying principle of the universe and as the spiritual principle 
within all people. Although John does not follow up on the Stoic notion that this 
principle makes union with the divine possible for humanity, it is an idea that later 
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Christian writers develop. Later generations will also shift back and forth between 
whether to follow the Synoptics in stressing knowledge or John in stressing love. 

In his letters, Paul also focuses on mental activities, but not in the same way as the 
Synoptics, which equate renewing the mind with repentance. Instead, Paul sees the 
renewal of our minds as happening as we contemplate what Jesus did on the Cross, 
which then opens us to grace and to the movement of the Holy Spirit into our hearts. 
Like John, Paul is less interested in knowledge, preferring to emphasize the 
hiddenness, the "mystery" of God's plan as revealed through Christ. But Paul's 
discussion of the Cross differs from John's in being less about how it reveals God's glory 
and more about how it becomes the stumbling block that turns our minds back to God. 
Paul also describes the Christian life as that of an athlete, demanding practice and 
training for the sake of the prize; later writers will see in this image a call to ascetical 
practices. 

Early church 

The texts attributed to the Apostolic Fathers, the earliest post-Biblical texts we have, 
share several key themes, particularly the call to unity in the face of persecution and 
internal divisions, the reality of the charisms, especially prophecy, visions and 
Christian gnosis, which is understood as "a gift of the Holy Spirit that enables us to 
know Christ" through meditating on the scriptures and on the Cross of Christ. (This 
understanding of gnosis is not the same as that developed by the Gnostics, who focused 
on esoteric knowledge that is available only to a few people but that allows them to free 
themselves from the evil world.) These authors also discuss the notion of the "two 
ways", that is, the way of life and the way of death; this idea has biblical roots, being 
found in both the Sermon on the Mount and the Torah. The two ways are then related 
to the notion of purity of heart, which is developed by contrasting it against the divided 
or duplicitous heart and by linking it to the need for asceticism, which keeps the heart 
whole/pure. Purity of heart was especially important given the real threat of 
martyrdom, which many writers discussed in theological terms, seeing it not as an evil 
but as an opportunity to truly die for the sake of God—the ultimate example of ascetic 
practice. Martyrdom could also be seen as symbolic in its connections with the 
Eucharist and with baptism. 

Hellenism 

The Alexandrian contribution to Christian mysticism centers on Origen and Clement of 
Alexandria. Clement was an early Christian humanist who argued that reason is the 
most important aspect of human existence and that gnosis (not something we can 
attain by ourselves, but the gift of Christ) helps us find the spiritual realities that are 
hidden behind the natural world and within the scriptures. Given the importance of 
reason, Clement stresses apatheia as a reasonable ordering of our passions in order to 
live within God's love, which is seen as a form of truth. Origen, who had a lasting 
influence on Eastern Christian thought, further develops the idea that the spiritual 
realities can be found through allegorical readings of the scriptures (along the lines of 
Jewish aggadah tradition), but he focuses his attention on the Cross and on the 
importance of imitating Christ through the Cross, especially through spiritual combat 
and asceticism. Origen stresses the importance of combining intellect and virtue 
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(theoria and praxis) in our spiritual exercises, drawing on the image of Moses and 
Aaron leading the Israelites through the wilderness, and he describes our union with 
God as the marriage of our souls with Christ the Logos, using the wedding imagery 
from the Song of Songs. Alexandrian mysticism developed alongside Hermeticism and 
Neoplatonism and therefore share some of the same ideas, images, etc. in spite of their 
differences. 

Philo of Alexandria was a Jewish Hellenistic philosopher who was important for 
connecting the Hebrew Scriptures to Greek thought, and thereby to Greek Christians, 
who struggled to understand their connection to Jewish history. In particular, Philo 
taught that allegorical interpretations of the Hebrew Scriptures provides access to the 
real meanings of the texts. Philo also taught the need to bring together the 
contemplative focus of the Stoics and Essenes with the active lives of virtue and 
community worship found in Platonism and the Therapeutae. Using terms reminiscent 
of the Platonists, Philo described the intellectual component of faith as a sort of 
spiritual ecstasy in which our nous (mind) is suspended and God's Spirit takes its place. 
Philo's ideas influenced the Alexandrian Christians, Clement and Origen and through 
them, Gregory of Nyssa. 

Desert Fathers 

Inspired by Christ's teaching and example, men and women withdrew to the deserts of 
Sketes where, either as solitary individuals or communities, they lived lives of austere 
simplicity oriented towards contemplative prayer. These communities formed the basis 
for what later would become known as Christian monasticism. Mysticism is integral to 
Christian monasticism because the goal of practice for the monastic is union with God. 

Monasticism 

The Eastern church then saw the development of monasticism and the mystical 
contributions of Gregory of Nyssa, Evagrius Ponticus and Pseudo-Dionysius. 
Monasticism, also known as anchoritism (meaning "to withdraw") was seen as an 
alternative to martyrdom, and was less about escaping the world than about fighting 
demons (who were thought to live in the desert) and about gaining liberation from our 
bodily passions in order to be open to the Word of God. Anchorites practiced continuous 
meditation on the scriptures as a means of climbing the ladder of perfection—a common 
religious image in the Mediterranean world and one found in Christianity through the 
story of Jacob's ladder—and sought to fend off the demon of acedia ("un-caring"), a 
boredom or apathy that prevents us from continuing on in our spiritual training. 
Anchorites could live in total solitude ("hermits", from the word erēmitēs, "of the 
desert") or in loose communities ("cenobites", meaning "common life"). Monasticism 
eventually made its way to the West and was established by the work of John Cassian 
and Benedict of Nursia. Meanwhile, Western spiritual writing was deeply influenced by 
the works of such men as Jerome and Augustine of Hippo. 

Middle ages 

The Early Middle Ages in the West includes the work of Gregory the Great and Bede, 
as well as developments in Celtic Christianity and Anglo-Saxon Christianity, and 
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comes to fulfillment in the work of Johannes Scotus Eriugena and the Carolingian 
Renaissance. 

 
Stigmatization of St. Francis, by Giotto 

The High Middle Ages saw a flourishing of mystical practice and theorization 
corresponding to the flourishing of new monastic orders, with such figures as Guigo II, 
Hildegard of Bingen, Bernard of Clairvaux, the Victorines, all coming from different 
orders, as well as the first real flowering of popular piety among the laypeople. 

The Late Middle Ages saw the clash between the Dominican and Franciscan schools of 
thought, which was also a conflict between two different mystical theologies: on the one 
hand that of Dominic de Guzmán and on the other that of Francis of Assisi, Anthony of 
Padua, Bonaventure, Jacopone da Todi, Angela of Foligno. Moreover, there was the 
growth of groups of mystics centered on geographic regions: the Beguines, such as 
Mechthild of Magdeburg and Hadewijch (among others); the Rhenish-Flemish mystics 
Meister Eckhart, Johannes Tauler, Henry Suso and John of Ruysbroeck; and the 
English mystics Richard Rolle, Walter Hilton and Julian of Norwich. This period also 
saw such individuals as Catherine of Siena and Catherine of Genoa, the Devotio 
Moderna, and such books as the Theologia Germanica, The Cloud of Unknowing and 
The Imitation of Christ. 

Reformation 

With the Renaissance came the Protestant Reformation, which in many ways 
downplayed mysticism, although it still produced a fair amount of spiritual literature. 
Even the most active reformers can be linked to Medieval mystical traditions. Martin 
Luther, for instance, was a monk who was influenced by the German Dominican 
mystical tradition of Eckhart and Tauler as well by the Dionysian-influenced 
Wesenmystik ("essence mysticism") tradition. He also published the Theologia 
Germanica, which he claimed was the most important book after the Bible and 
Augustine for teaching him about God, Christ, and humanity. Even John Calvin, who 
rejected many Medieval ascetic practices and who favored doctrinal knowledge of God 
over affective experience, has Medieval influences, namely, Jean Gerson and the 
Devotio moderna, with its emphasis on piety as the method of spiritual growth in which 
the individual practices dependence on God by imitating Christ and the son-father 



89 

 

relationship. Meanwhile, his notion that we can begin to enjoy our eternal salvation 
through our earthly successes leads in later generations to "a mysticism of consolation". 

Counter-reformation 

But the Reformation brought about the Counter-Reformation and, with it, a new 
flowering of mystical literature, often grouped by nationality. 

Spanish mysticism 

 
Ecstasy of Saint Teresa 

The Spanish had Ignatius Loyola, whose Spiritual Exercises were designed to open 
people to a receptive mode of consciousness in which they can experience God through 
careful spiritual direction and through understanding how the mind connects to the 
will and how to weather the experiences of spiritual consolation and desolation; Teresa 
of Ávila, who used the metaphors of watering a garden and walking through the rooms 
of a castle to explain how meditation leads to union with God; and John of the Cross, 
who used a wide range of biblical and spiritual influences both to rewrite the 
traditional "three ways" of mysticism after the manner of bridal mysticism and to 
present the two "dark nights": the dark night of the senses and the dark night of the 
soul, during which the individual renounces everything that might become an obstacle 
between the soul and God and then experiences the pain of feeling separated from God, 
unable to carry on normal spiritual exercises, as it encounters the enormous gap 
between its human nature and God's divine wisdom and light and moves up the 10-step 
ladder of ascent towards God. Another prominent mystic was Miguel de Molinos, the 
chief apostle of the religious revival known as Quietism. No breath of suspicion arose 
against Molinos until 1681, when the Jesuit preacher Paolo Segneri, attacked his 
views, though without mentioning his name, in his Concordia tra la fatica e la quiete 
nell' orazione. The matter was referred to the Inquisition. A report got abroad that 
Molinos had been convicted of moral enormities, as well as of heretical doctrines; and it 
was seen that he was doomed. On September 3, 1687 he made public profession of his 
errors, and was sentenced to imprisonment for life. Contemporary Protestants saw in 
the fate of Molinos nothing more than a persecution by the Jesuits of a wise and 
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enlightened man, who had dared to withstand the petty ceremonialism of the Italian 
piety of the day. Molinos died in prison in 1696 or 1697. 

Italy 

The Italians had Lorenzo Scupoli. 

France 

 
Sculpture of Our Lady of Lourdes in Valais 

The French had Francis de Sales, Jeanne Guyon, François Fénelon, Brother Lawrence 
and Blaise Pascal. 

England 

The English had a denominational mix, from Catholic Augustine Baker, to Anglicans 
William Law, John Donne and Lancelot Andrewes, to Puritans Richard Baxter and 
John Bunyan (The Pilgrim's Progress), to the first "Quaker", George Fox and the first 
"Methodist", John Wesley, who was well-versed in the continental mystics. 

An example of how "scientific reason lit up by mysticism in the Church of England" is 
seen in the work of Sir Thomas Browne, a Norwich physician and scientist whose 
thought often meanders into mystical realms, as in his self-portrait, Religio Medici, and 
in the "mystical mathematics" of The Garden of Cyrus, whose full running title reads, 
Or, The Quincuncial Lozenge, or Network Plantations of the ancients, Naturally, 
Artificially, Mystically considered. Browne's highly original and dense symbolism 
frequently involves scientific, medical, or optical imagery to illustrate a religious or 
spiritual truth, often to striking effect, notably in Religio Medici, but also in his 
posthumous advisory Christian Morals. 

Browne's latitudinarian Anglicanism, hermetic inclinations, and Montaigne-like self-
analysis on the enigmas, idiosyncrasies, and devoutness of his own personality and 
soul, along with his observations upon the relationship between science and faith, are 
on display in Religio Medici. His spiritual testament and psychological self-portrait 
thematically structured upon the Christian virtues of Faith, Hope and Charity, also 
reveal him as "one of the immortal spirits waiting to introduce the reader to his own 
unique and intense experience of reality". Though his work is difficult and rarely read, 
he remains, paradoxically, one of England's perennial, yet first, "scientific" mystics. 
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Germany 

Similarly well-versed in the mystic tradition was the German Johann Arndt, who, 
along with the English Puritans, influenced such continental Pietists as Philipp Jakob 
Spener, Gottfried Arnold, Nicholas Ludwig von Zinzendorf of the Moravians, and the 
hymnodist Gerhard Tersteegen. Arndt, whose book True Christianity was popular 
among Protestants, Catholics and Anglicans alike, combined influences from Bernard 
of Clairvaux, John Tauler and the Devotio moderna into a spirituality that focused its 
attention away from the theological squabbles of contemporary Lutheranism and onto 
the development of the new life in the heart and mind of the believer. Arndt influenced 
Spener, who formed a group known as the collegia pietatis ("college of piety") that 
stressed the role of spiritual direction among lay-people—a practice with a long 
tradition going back to Aelred of Rievaulx and known in Spener's own time from the 
work of Francis de Sales. Pietism as known through Spener's formation of it tended not 
just to reject the theological debates of the time, but to reject both intellectualism and 
organized religious practice in favor of a personalized, sentimentalized spirituality. 

Pietism 

This sentimental, anti-intellectual form of pietism is seen in the thought and teaching 
of Zinzendorf, founder of the Moravians; but more intellectually rigorous forms of 
pietism are seen in the teachings of John Wesley, which were themselves influenced by 
Zinzendorf, and in the teachings of American preachers Jonathan Edwards, who 
restored to pietism Gerson's focus on obedience and borrowed from early church 
teachers Origen and Gregory of Nyssa the notion that humans yearn for God, and John 
Woolman, who combined a mystical view of the world with a deep concern for social 
issues; like Wesley, Woolman was influenced by Jakob Böhme, William Law and The 
Imitation of Christ. The combination of pietistic devotion and mystical experiences that 
are found in Woolman and Wesley are also found in their Dutch contemporary 
Tersteegen, who brings back the notion of the nous ("mind") as the site of God's 
interaction with our souls; through the work of the Spirit, our mind is able to 
intuitively recognize the immediate presence of God in our midst. 

Mystic traditions 

Eastern Christianity 

Eastern Christianity has especially preserved a mystical emphasis in its theology and 
retains a tradition of mystical prayer dating back to Christianity's beginnings. 

Catholicism 

The practice of Lectio Divina, a form of prayer that centers on scripture reading, was 
developed in its best-known form in the sixth century, through the work of Benedict of 
Nursia and Pope Gregory I, and described and promoted more widely in the 12th 
century by Guigo II. The 9th century saw the development of mystical theology through 
the introduction of the works of sixth-century theologian Pseudo-Dionysius the 
Areopagite, such as On Mystical Theology. His discussion of the via negativa was 
especially influential. 
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Protestantism 

As part of the Protestant Reformation, theologians turned away from the traditions 
developed in the Middle Ages and returned to biblical and early church sources. 
Accordingly, they were often skeptical of Catholic mystical practices, which seemed to 
them to downplay the role of grace in redemption and to support the idea that human 
works can play a role in salvation, and which also seemed to come from post-biblical 
sources and practices. Thus Protestant theology developed a strong critical attitude, 
oftentimes even an animosity towards Christian mysticism. However, Quakers, 
Anglicans, Methodists, Episcopalians, Lutherans, Pentecostals and Charismatics have 
in various ways remained open to the idea of mystical experiences. 

Practice 

 
Marian apparition while praying by Thomas Georg Driendl (1888) 

Historically, Christian mysticism has taught that for Christians the major emphasis of 
mysticism concerns a spiritual transformation of the egoic self, the following of a path 
designed to produce more fully realized human persons, "created in the Image and 
Likeness of God" and as such, living in harmonious communion with God, the Church, 
the rest of world, and all creation, including oneself.  

For Christians, this human potential is realized most perfectly in Jesus, precisely 
because he is both God and human, and is manifested in others through their 
association with him, whether conscious, as in the case of Christian mystics, or 
unconscious, with regard to spiritual persons who follow other traditions, such as 
Gandhi.  

The Eastern Christian tradition speaks of this transformation in terms of theosis or 
divinization, perhaps best summed up by an ancient aphorism usually attributed to 
Athanasius of Alexandria: "God became human so that man might become god." 
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Threefold path 

Going back to Evagrius Ponticus, Christian mystics have been described as pursuing a 
threefold path corresponding to body (soma), soul (psyche), and spirit (pneuma). In 869, 
the 8th Ecumenical Council reduced the image of the human to only body and soul but 
within mystics a model of three aspects continued. The three aspects later became 
purgative, illuminative, and unitive in the western churches and prayer of the lips, the 
mind, the heart in the eastern churches. The first, purification is where aspiring 
traditionally Christian mystics start. This aspect focuses on discipline, particularly in 
terms of the human body; thus, it emphasizes prayer at certain times, either alone or 
with others, and in certain postures, often standing or kneeling. It also emphasizes the 
other disciplines of fasting and alms-giving, the latter including those activities called 
"the works of mercy," both spiritual and corporal, such as feeding the hungry and 
sheltering the homeless. 

Purification, which grounds Christian spirituality in general, is primarily focused on 
efforts to, in the words of St. Paul, "put to death the deeds of the flesh by the Holy 
Spirit" (Romans 8:13). This is considered a result of the Spirit working in the person 
and is not a result of personal deeds. Also in the words of St. Paul, "...he who began a 
good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus." (Epistle to 
the Philippians 1:6). The "deeds of the flesh" here include not only external behavior, 
but also those habits, attitudes, compulsions, addictions, etc. (sometimes called egoic 
passions) which oppose themselves to true being and living as a Christian not only 
exteriorly, but interiorly as well. Evelyn Underhill describes purification as an 
awareness of one's own imperfections and finiteness, followed by self-discipline and 
mortification. Because of its physical, disciplinary aspect, this phase, as well as the 
entire Christian spiritual path, is often referred to as "ascetic," a term which is derived 
from a Greek word which connotes athletic training. Because of this, in ancient 
Christian literature, prominent mystics are often called "spiritual athletes," an image 
which is also used several times in the New Testament to describe the Christian life. 
What is sought here is salvation in the original sense of the word, referring not only to 
one's eternal fate, but also to healing in all areas of life, including the restoration of 
spiritual, psychological, and physical health. 

It remains a paradox of the mystics that the passivity at which they appear to aim is 
really a state of the most intense activity: more, that where it is wholly absent no great 
creative action can take place. In it, the superficial self compels itself to be still, in 
order that it may liberate another more deep-seated power which is, in the ecstasy of 
the contemplative genius, raised to the highest pitch of efficiency. 

The second phase, the path of illumination, has to do with the activity of the Holy 
Spirit enlightening the mind, giving insights into truths not only explicit in scripture 
and the rest of the Christian tradition, but also those implicit in nature, not in the 
scientific sense, but rather in terms of an illumination of the "depth" aspects of reality 
and natural happenings, such that the working of God is perceived in all that one 
experiences. Underhill describes it as marked by a consciousness of a transcendent 
order and a vision of a new heaven and a new earth. 



94 

 

The third phase, usually called contemplation (or Mystical Contemplative Prayer ) in 
the Western tradition, refers to the experience of oneself as in some way united with 
God. The experience of union varies, but it is first and foremost always associated with 
a reuniting with Divine love, the underlying theme being that God, the perfect 
goodness, is known or experienced at least as much by the heart as by the intellect 
since, in the words 1 John 4:16: "God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God 
and God in him." Some approaches to classical mysticism would consider the first two 
phases as preparatory to the third, explicitly mystical experience, but others state that 
these three phases overlap and intertwine. 

Mystical Contemplative Prayer is the blessing for which the Christian mystic hopes. No 
human effort can produce it. This form of prayer has three characteristics. (a) It is 
infused (i.e. implanted by God in the soul, not the result of human effort.) (b) It is 
extraordinary (i.e. indicating that the intellect operates in new way). (c) Moreover, It is 
passive (i.e. showing that the soul receives something from God, and is conscious of 
receiving it.) It can manifest itself in one of four degrees. The four degrees are the 
prayer of quiet, the prayer of union, ecstatic union, and transforming deifying union. 

Underhill's five-stage path 

Author and mystic Evelyn Underhill recognizes two additional phases to the mystical 
path. First comes the awakening, the stage in which one begins to have some 
consciousness of absolute or divine reality. Purgation and illumination are followed by 
a fourth stage which Underhill, borrowing the language of St. John of the Cross, calls 
the dark night of the soul. This stage, experienced by the few, is one of final and 
complete purification and is marked by confusion, helplessness, stagnation of the will, 
and a sense of the withdrawal of God's presence. This dark night of the soul is not, in 
Underhill's conception, the Divine Darkness of the pseudo-Dionysius and German 
Christian mysticism. It is the period of final "unselfing" and the surrender to the 
hidden purposes of the divine will. Her fifth and final stage is union with the object of 
love, the one Reality, God. Here the self has been permanently established on a 
transcendental level and liberated for a new purpose. 

Types of meditation 

Within theistic mysticism two broad tendencies can be identified. One is a tendency to 
understand God by asserting what He is not and the other by asserting what He is. The 
former leads to what is called apophatic theology and the latter to cataphatic theology. 

1. Apophatic (imageless, stillness, and wordlessness) -- e.g., The Cloud of the 
Unknowing, Meister Eckhart; and 

2. Cataphatic (imaging God, imagination or words) -- e.g.,The Spiritual Exercises of 
St. Ignatius of Loyola, Dame Julian, Francis of Assisi, This second type is 
considered by Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite  

Scholars such as Urban T. Holmes, III have also categorized mystical theology in terms 
of whether it focuses on illuminating the mind, which Holmes refers to as speculative 
practice, or the heart/emotions, which he calls affective practice. Combining the 
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speculative/affective scale with the apophatic/cataphatic scale allows for a range of 
categories: 

• Rationalism = Cataphatic and speculative 
• Pietism = Cataphatic and affective 
• Encratism = Apophatic and speculative 
• Quietism = Apophatic and affective 

Ascetic practices 

Many mystics, following the model of Paul's metaphor of the athlete, as well as the 
story of the disciples sleeping while Jesus prayed, disciplined their bodies through 
activities ranging from fasting and sleep-deprivation to more extreme forms, such as 
self-flagellation. 

Sensory experiences 

Many mystics experience visions. But other sensory experiences are common as well. 
For instance, Richard Rolle heard heavenly music and felt a fire in his chest. 

Ecstasies 

Religious ecstasy is common for many mystics, such as Teresa of Avila, whose 
experience was immortalized in the sculpture Ecstasy of Saint Teresa by Bernini. 

Physical transformations 

One of the most familiar examples of mystical physical transformation is the 
appearance of stigmata on the body of the mystic, such as those received by Francis of 
Assisi and Padre Pio. But other transformations are possible, such as the odour of 
sanctity that accompanies the body of the deceased mystic, such as Teresa of Avila and 
Therese of Liseaux. 

Miracles 

Some mystics are said to have been able to perform miracles. But for many mystics, the 
miracles occurred to them. In the Middle Ages, one common form of mystical miracle, 
especially for women, was the Eucharistic miracle, such as being able to eat nothing 
other than the communion host. Catherine of Genoa was an example of someone who 
experienced this type of miracle. 

Influential Christian mystics and texts 

Biblical influences 

Genesis 15 begins, "After these things the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision:" 
but even the reference to Adam and Eve walking with God in the Garden of Eden is 
subject to an interpretation which includes the mystical encounter between flesh and 
blood and God: between God and his spoken word, between God and His wisdom, 
teachings, Self-revelation, and of His relation to us as His creatures. 
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Numbers 12:6 includes the Lord speaking from a pillar of fire which had come down, 
"And he said, 'Hear my words: If there is a prophet among you, I the LORD make 
myself known to him in a vision; I speak with him in a dream.'" The Lord then goes on 
to state that with Moses, He speaks mouth to mouth, not in figures as with others who 
are present. This with many other examples expresses the various means by which God 
may be encountered by His creatures—not as an overwhelming union of absorption, but 
in a relationship which preserves the identity of each, while focusing upon the intimacy 
possible. 

The Christian mystical practices are rooted in the experiences of the Jewish patriarchs, 
prophets and other encounters found in the Jewish Canon of Scripture: Visions, 
dreams, angelic messengers, divine inspiration, miraculous events, and wisdom all are 
of the more profound examples. Just as Old Testament prophets seem rooted in a direct 
consciousness of the Divine Presence (e.g. Ezekiel), the less profound such as are to be 
found in several psalms (e.g. Psalm 73:23-26), none-the-less, suggest a similar mystical 
awareness. 

New Testament 

• 2 Peter 1:4 says that God enables Christians to be "partakers of the divine 
nature." 

• John 17:21 records Jesus' prayer for his followers during the last supper: "You, 
Father, are in Me, and I in You; [I pray] that they also may be one in Us." 

• The mystical experience of the apostles, Peter, John, and James, at the 
Transfiguration of Jesus, is confirmed in each of the Synoptic Gospels. See, e.g., 
Mark 9:2-8. Jesus led the three to the top of Mount Tabor. Before the eye of the 
disciples, he was transformed. His face shone like the sun, and his clothes 
became brilliant white. Elijah and Moses appeared to them. Then "A cloud came, 
overshadowing them and a voice came out of the cloud, and said "This is my 
beloved Son. Listen to him."" 

• In II Corinthians 12:2-6, St. Paul refers to what tradition says was his own 
mystical experience, when he speaks of a man who was "caught up to the third 
heaven."  

• In Galatians 2:20, Paul says "It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me." 
• In Ephesians 4:6, Paul writes "[There is] one God and Father of all who is above 

all and through all and in all. 
• 1 John 4:16: "He who abides in love abides in God, and God in him." 
• 1 Corinthians 6:19: "Do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy 

Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God?" 
• 2 Timothy 1:14: "Guard the good deposit that was entrusted to you—guard it 

with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives in us." 

Greek influences 

The influences of Greek thought are apparent in the earliest Christian mystics and 
their writings. Plato (428–348 BCE) is considered the most important of ancient 
philosophers and his philosophical system provides the basis of most later mystical 
forms. Plotinus (c. 205 – 270 CE) provided the non-Christian, neo-Platonic basis for 
much Christian, Jewish and Islamic mysticism. 
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Early Christians 

• Justin Martyr (c. 105-c. 165) used Greek philosophy as the stepping-stone to 
Christian theology. The mystical conclusions that some Greeks arrived at, 
pointed to Christ. He was Influenced by: Pythagoras, Plato, Plotinus, Aristotle as 
well as Stoicism. 

• Origen (c. 185 – 254): On Principles, Against Celsus. Studied under Clement of 
Alexandria, and probably also Ammonius Saccus (Plotinus' teacher). He 
Christianized and theologized neo-Platonism. 

• Athanasius - The Life of Athony (c. 360) 
• Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335 – after 394): Focused on the stages of spiritual growth, 

the need for constant progress, and the "divine darkness" as seen in the story of 
Moses. 

• Augustine (354–430): De Trinitate, Confessions. Important source for much 
mediaeval mysticism. He brings Platonism and Christianity together. Influenced 
by: Plato and Plotinus. 

• Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite (c. 500) - Mystical Theology 

Middle Ages and Renaissance 

 
Meditative mystical image of the Trinity, from the early 14th-century  

Flemish Rothschild Canticles, Yale Beinecke MS 404, fol. 40v. 

• John Scotus Eriugena (c. 810 – c. 877): Periphyseon. Eriugena translated 
Pseudo-Dionysius from Greek into Latin. Influenced by: Plotinus, Augustine, 
Pseudo-Dionysius. 

• Bernard of Clairvaux (1090 – 1153): Cistercian theologian, author of The Steps of 
Humility and Pride, On Loving God, and Sermons on the Song of Songs; strong 
blend of scripture and personal experience. 

• Hildegard of Bingen (1098 – 1179): Benedictine abbess and reformist preacher, 
known for her visions, recorded in such works as Scivias (Know the Ways) and 
Liber Divinorum Operum (Book of Divine Works). Influenced by: Pseudo-
Dionysius, Gregory the Great, Rhabanus Maurus, John Scotus Eriugena. 

• Victorines: fl. 11th century; stressed meditation and contemplation; helped 
popularize Pseudo-Dionysius; influenced by Augustine  

o Hugh of Saint Victor (d.1141): The Mysteries of the Christian Faith, Noah's 
Mystical Ark, etc. 

o Richard of Saint Victor (d.1173): The Twelve Patriarchs and The Mystical 
Ark (e.g. Benjamin Minor and Benjamin Major). Influenced Dante, 
Bonaventure, Cloud of Unknowing. 

• Franciscans:  



98 

 

o Francis of Assisi (c.1182 - 1226): founder of the order, stressed simplicity 
and penitence; first documented case of stigmata 

o Anthony of Padua (1195 - 1231): priest, Franciscan friar and theologian; 
visions; sermons 

o Bonaventure (c.1217 - 1274): The Soul's Journey into God, The Triple Way, 
The Tree of Life and others. Influenced by: Pseudo-Dionysius, Augustine, 
Bernard, Victorines. 

o Jacopone da Todi (c. 1230 – 1306): Franciscan friar; prominent member of 
"The Spirituals"; The Lauds 

o Angela of Foligno (c.1248 - 1309): tertiary anchoress; focused on Christ's 
Passion; Memorial and Instructions. 

• Beguines (fl. 13th century):  
o Mechthild of Magdeburg (c.1212 - c.1297): visions, bridal mysticism, 

reformist; The Flowing Light of the Godhead 
o Hadewijch of Antwerp (13th century): visions, bridal mysticism, essence 

mysticism; writings are mostly letters and poems. Influenced John of 
Ruysbroeck. 

• Rhineland mystics (fl. 14th century): sharp move towards speculation and 
apophasis; mostly Dominicans  

o Meister Eckhart (1260 - 1327): sermons 
o Johannes Tauler (d.1361): sermons 
o Henry Suso (c.1295 - 1366): Life of the Servant, Little Book of Eternal 

Wisdom 
o Theologia Germanica (anon.). Influenced: Martin Luther 

• John of Ruysbroeck (1293 – 1381): Flemish, Augustinian; The Spiritual 
Espousals and many others. Similar themes as the Rhineland Mystics. 
Influenced by: Beguines, Cistercians. Influenced: Geert Groote and the Devotio 
Moderna. 

• Catherine of Siena (1347 - 1380): Letters 
• The English Mystics (fl. 14th century):  

o Anonymous - The Cloud of the Unknowing (c. 1375)—Intended by ascetic 
author as a means of instruction in the practice of mystic and 
contemplative prayer. 

o Richard Rolle (c.1300 - 1349): The Fire of Love, Mending of Life, 
Meditations on the Passion 

o Walter Hilton (c.1340 - 1396): The Ladder of Perfection (a.k.a., The Scale of 
Perfection) -- suggesting familiarity with the works of Pseudo-Dionysius 
(see above), the author provides an early English language seminal work 
for the beginner. 

o Julian of Norwich (1342 - c.1416): Revelations of Divine Love (a.k.a. 
Showing of Love) 

Renaissance, Reformation and Counter-Reformation 

• Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556): St. Ignatius had a number of mystical 
experiences in his life, the most significant was an experience of enlightenment 
by the river Cardoner, in which, he later stated, he learnt more in that one 
occasion than he did in the rest of his life. Another significant mystical 
experience was in 1537, at a chapel in La Storta, outside Rome, in which he saw 
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God the Father place him with the Son, who was carrying the Cross. This was 
after he had spent a year praying to Mary for her to place him with her Son 
(Jesus), and was one of the reasons why he insisted that the group that followed 
his 'way of proceeding' be called the Society of Jesus. 

• Teresa of Ávila (1515–1582): Two of her works, The Interior Castle and The Way 
of Perfection, were intended as instruction in (profoundly mystic) prayer based 
upon her experiences. Influenced by: Augustine. 

• John of the Cross (Juan de Yepes) (1542–1591): Wrote three related instructional 
works, with Ascent of Mount Carmel as a systematic approach to mystic prayer; 
together with the Spiritual Canticle and the Dark Night of the Soul, these 
provided poetic and literary language for the Christian Mystical practice and 
experience. Influenced by and collaborated with Teresa of Ávila. 

• Joseph of Cupertino (1603-1663): An Italian Franciscan friar who is said to have 
been prone to miraculous levitation and intense ecstatic visions that left him 
gaping. 

• Jakob Böhme (1575-1624): German theosopher; author of The Way to Christ. 
• Thomas Browne (1605-1682): English physician and philosopher, author of 

Religio Medici. 
• Brother Lawrence (1614–1691): Author of The Practice of the Presence of God. 
• Isaac Ambrose (1604-1664): Puritan mystic; author of Looking Unto Jesus. 
• Angelus Silesius (1624 – 1677): German Catholic priest and physician, mystic 

and religious poet. 
• George Fox (1624–1691): Founder of the Religious Society of Friends. 
• William Law (1686–1761): English mystic interested in Jakob Böhme who wrote 

several mystical treatises. 
• Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772): Influential and controversial Swedish writer 

and visionary. 

 
A strong believer in Christian meditation, Padre Pio stated:  

"Through the study of books one seeks God; by meditation one finds him". 

Modern era 

• Ellen G. White (1827-1915): Founder of the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
writer and mystic. 

• Domenico da Cese (1905-1978): Stigmatist Capuchin monk. 
• Maria Valtorta (1898-1963): Visionary and writer. 
• Mary of Saint Peter (1816–1848): Carmelite nun and mystic. 
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• Marie Lataste (1822–1899): Visionary, nun and writer. 
• Marie Martha Chambon (1841–1907): Nun, visionary and mystic. 
• Marie Julie Jahenny (1850–1941): Mystic and stigmatist. 
• Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925): Founder of the Anthroposophical Society, Bio-

dynamics, Waldorf Education, Threefold Social Order, Eurythmy, writer and 
mystic. 

• Mary of the Divine Heart Droste zu Vischering (1863–1899): Sister of the Good 
Shepherd and mystic. 

• Berthe Petit (1870–1943): Visionary and mystic. 
• Frank Laubach (1884–1970): Evangelical missionary, author of Letters by a 

Modern Mystic. 
• Padre Pio of Pietrelcina (1887–1968): Friar, priest, stigmatic and mystic. 
• Sadhu Sundar Singh (1889–1929): Evangelical Indian missionary, ascetic and 

mystic. 
• Claude Newman (1923 - 1944), Black American mystic. 
• Maria Pierina de Micheli (1890–1945): Visionary and mystic. 
• Thomas Raymond Kelly (1893–1941): Quaker mystic. 
• Carl Albrecht (1902-1965): a German physician and phenomenological 

philosopher. His methodological groundbreaking research of the mystical 
consciousness effected a personal conversion also: the positivistic scientist and 
sceptic turned into a Christian mystic eventually. 

• Alexandrina of Balazar (1904–1955): Writer and mystic. 
• Dag Hammarskjöld (1905-1961): Swedish diplomat (Second Secretary General of 

the United Nations). His posthumously published spiritual diary "Vägmärken" 
(Markings) gave him the reputation of having been one of the few mystics in the 
political arena. 

• Mary Faustina Kowalska (1905–1938): Polish nun, mystic and visionary. 
• Simone Weil (1909-1943): French writer, political activist and ecstatic visionary. 
• Flower A. Newhouse (1909-1994): American clairvoyant and mystic. 
• Carmela Carabelli (1910–1978): Italian writer and mystic. 
• Pierina Gilli (1911–1991): Italian visionary and mystic. 
• A. W. Tozer (1897-1963): Christian and Missionary Alliance mystic; author of 

The Pursuit of God. 
• Thomas Merton (1915–1968): Trappist monk, writer and mystic. 
• Sister Lúcia (1907-2005): Portuguese mystic, 1917 Fátima apparitions 

participant, nun and prophetess. 
• Bernadette Roberts (1931–): Carmelite nun, writer and mystic, focusing on no-

self states. 
• Richard J. Foster (1942-): Quaker theologian and mystic; author of Celebration of 

Discipline and Prayer. 
• James Goll (1952-): Charismatic mystic; Kansas City prophet; author of Wasted 

on Jesus and The Seer. 
• John Crowder (1976-): Trinitarian universalist mystic; author of The Ecstasy of 

Loving God. 
• John Boruff (1985-): Pentecostal mystic; author of How to Experience God. 
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Chapter 10 

FIVE PILLARS OF ISLAM 

 

The Five Pillars of Islam are five basic acts in Islam, considered mandatory by 
believers and are the foundation of Muslim life. They are summarized in the famous 
hadith of Gabriel. 

The Shia and Sunni both agree on the essential details for the performance and 
practice of these acts, but the Shia do not refer to them by the same name (see 
Ancillaries of the Faith, for the Twelvers, and Seven pillars of Ismailism). They make 
up Muslim life, prayer, concern for the needy, self purification and the pilgrimage. if 
one is able 

Pillars of Sunni Islam 

 
The Five Pillars of Islam 

Shahada: Faith 

Shahada is a declaration of faith and trust that professes that there is only one God 
(Allah) and that Muhammad is God's messenger. "There is no god but God (and) 
Muhammad is the messenger of God." It is essential to utter it to become a Muslim and 
to convert to Islam. 

Salat: Prayer 

Salat (ṣalāh) is the Islamic prayer. Salat consists of five daily prayers according to the 
Sunna; the names are according to the prayer times: Fajr (dawn), Dhuhr (noon), �Aṣr 
(afternoon), Maghrib (evening), and �Ishā� (night). The Fajr prayer is performed 
before sunrise, Dhuhr is performed in the midday after the sun has surpassed its 
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highest point, Asr is the evening prayer before sunset, Maghrib is the evening prayer 
after sunset and Isha is the night prayer. All of these prayers are recited while facing 
in the direction of the Kaaba in Mecca and forms an important aspect of the Muslim 
Ummah. Muslims must wash before prayer; this washing is called wudu 
("purification"). The prayer is accompanied by a series of set positions including; bowing 
with hands on knees, standing, prostrating and sitting in a special position (not on the 
heels, nor on the buttocks).  

 
Afghan politicians and foreign diplomats praying (making salat) 

 at the U.S. Embassy in Kabul, Afghanistan. 

A Muslim may perform their prayer anywhere, such as in offices, universities, and 
fields. However, the mosque is the more preferable place for prayers because the 
mosque allows for fellowship. 

Zakāt 

Zakāt or alms-giving is the practice of charitable giving based on accumulated wealth. 
The word zakāt can be defined as purification and growth because it allows an 
individual to achieve balance and encourages new growth. The principle of knowing 
that all things belong to God is essential to purification and growth. Zakāt is obligatory 
for all Muslims who are able to do so. It is the personal responsibility of each Muslim to 
ease the economic hardship of others and to strive towards eliminating inequality. 
Zakāt consists of spending a portion of one's wealth for the benefit of the poor or needy, 
like debtors or travelers. A Muslim may also donate more as an act of voluntary charity 
(sadaqah), rather than to achieve additional divine reward. 

There are five principles that should be followed when giving the zakāt: 

1. The giver must declare to God his intention to give the zakāt. 
2. The zakāt must be paid on the day that it is due. 
3. After the offering, the payer must not exaggerate on spending his money more 

than usual means. 
4. Payment must be in kind. This means if one is wealthy then he or she needs to 

pay a portion of their income. If a person does not have much money, then they 
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should compensate for it in different ways, such as good deeds and good behavior 
toward others. 

5. The zakāt must be distributed in the community from which it was taken. 

Sawm: Fasting 

 
Muslims traditionally break their fasts in the month of Ramadan with dates  

(like those offered by this date seller in Kuwait City), 
 as was the recorded practice (Sunnah) of Muhammad. 

Three types of fasting (Siyam) are recognized by the Quran: Ritual fasting, fasting as 
compensation for repentance (both from sura Al-Baqara), and ascetic fasting (from Al-
Ahzab). 

Ritual fasting is an obligatory act during the month of Ramadan. Muslims must 
abstain from food and drink from dawn to dusk during this month, and are to be 
especially mindful of other sins. Fasting is necessary for every Muslim that has reached 
puberty (unless he/she suffers from a medical condition which prevents him/her from 
doing so). 

The fast is meant to allow Muslims to seek nearness and to look for forgiveness from 
God, to express their gratitude to and dependence on him, atone for their past sins, and 
to remind them of the needy. During Ramadan, Muslims are also expected to put more 
effort into following the teachings of Islam by refraining from violence, anger, envy, 
greed, lust, profane language, gossip and to try to get along with fellow Muslims better. 
In addition, all obscene and irreligious sights and sounds are to be avoided. 

Fasting during Ramadan is obligatory, but is forbidden for several groups for whom it 
would be very dangerous and excessively problematic. These include pre-pubescent 
children, those with a medical condition such as diabetes, elderly people, and pregnant 
or breastfeeding women. Observing fasts is not permitted for menstruating women. 
Other individuals for whom it is considered acceptable not to fast are those who are ill 
or traveling. Missing fasts usually must be made up for soon afterward, although the 
exact requirements vary according to circumstance. 
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Hajj: Pilgrimage to Mecca 

The Hajj is a pilgrimage that occurs during the Islamic month of Dhu al-Hijjah to the 
holy city of Mecca. Every able-bodied Muslim is obliged to make the pilgrimage to 
Mecca at least once in their life. When the pilgrim is around 10 km (6.2 mi) from Mecca, 
he/she must dress in Ihram clothing, which consists of two white sheets. Both men and 
women are required to make the pilgrimage to Mecca. After a Muslim makes the trip to 
Mecca, he/she is known as a hajj/hajja (one who made the pilgrimage to Mecca). The 
main rituals of the Hajj include walking seven times around the Kaaba termed Tawaf, 
touching the Black Stone termed Istilam, traveling seven times between Mount Safa 
and Mount Marwah termed Sa'yee, and symbolically stoning the Devil in Mina termed 
Ramee. 

The pilgrim, or the haji, is honoured in the Muslim community. Islamic teachers say 
that the Hajj should be an expression of devotion to God, not a means to gain social 
standing. The believer should be self-aware and examine their intentions in performing 
the pilgrimage. This should lead to constant striving for self-improvement. A 
pilgrimage made at any time other than the Hajj season is called an Umrah, and while 
not mandatory is strongly recommended. Also, they make a pilgrimage to the holy city 
of Jerusalem in their alms-giving feast. 

Pillars of Shia Islam 

Twelvers 

Twelver Shia Islam has five Usul al-Din and ten Furu al-Din, i.e., the Shia Islamic 
beliefs and practices. The Twelver Shia Islam Usul al-Din, equivalent to a Shia Five 
Pillars, are all beliefs considered foundational to Islam, and thus classified a bit 
differently from those listed above. They are: 

1. Tawhid (Monotheism: belief in the Oneness of God) 
2. 'Adl (Divine Justice: belief in the Almighty's justice) 
3. Nubuwwah (Prophethood) 
4. Imamah (Succession to the Muhammad) 
5. Mi'ad (The Day of Judgment and the Resurrection) 

In addition to these Five Pillars, there are ten practices that Shia Muslims must 
perform, called the Ancillaries of the Faith. 

1. Salat 
2. Sawm 
3. Zakāt, similar to Sunni Islam, it applies to money, cattle, silver, gold, dates, 

raisins, wheat, and barley. 
4. Khums: an annual taxation of one-fifth (20%) of the gains that a year has been 

passed on without using. Khums is paid to the Imams; indirectly to poor and 
needy people. 

5. Hajj 
6. Jihad 
7. Amr-bil-Maroof 
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8. Nahi Anil Munkar 
9. Tawalla: expressing love towards Good. 
10. Tabarra: expressing disassociation and hatred towards Evil. 

Ismailis 

Ismailis have their own pillars which are as follows: 

• Walayah (lit. "Guardianship") denotes love and devotion to God, the prophets, 
the Imamah and the duʻāt ("missionaries"). 

• Tawhid, "Oneness of God". 
• Salat: Unlike Sunni and Twelver Muslims, Nizari Ismailis reason that it is up to 

the current imām to designate the style and form of prayer. 
• Zakāt: with the exception of the Druze, all Ismaili madh'hab have practices 

resembling that of Sunni and Twelver Muslims with the addition of the 
characteristic Shia khums. 

• Sawm: Nizari and Mustaali believe in both a metaphorical and literal meaning of 
fasting. 

• Hajj: For Ismailis, this means visiting the imām or his representative and that 
this is the greatest and most spiritual of all pilgrimages. The Mustaali maintain 
also the practice of going to Mecca. The Druze interpret this completely 
metaphorically as "fleeing from devils and oppressors" and rarely go to Mecca. 

• Jihad or "Struggle": "the Greater Struggle" and the "The Lesser Struggle". 
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Chapter 11 

SUFISM 
 

Sufism according to its adherents, is the inner mystical dimension of Islam. 
Practitioners of Sufism (Tasawwuf), referred to as Sufis often belong to different ṭuruq 
or "orders"—congregations formed around a grand master referred to as a Mawla who 
maintains a direct chain of teachers back to the Prophet Muhammad. These orders 
meet for spiritual sessions (majalis) in meeting places known as zawiyahs, khanqahs, 
or tekke. Sufis strive for ihsan (perfection of worship) as detailed in a hadith: "Ihsan is 
to worship Allah as if you see Him; if you can't see Him, surely He sees you." Jalaluddin 
Rumi stated: "The Sufi is hanging on to Muhammad, like Abu Bakr." Sufis consider 
themselves to be the original true proponents of this pure original form of Islam. 

All Sufi orders (turuq) trace many of their original precepts from the Islamic prophet 
Muhammad through his cousin and son-in-law Ali ibn Abi Talib, with the notable 
exception of the Sunni Naqshbandi order who claim to trace their origins through the 
first sunni Caliph, Abu Bakr. Sufi orders are largely Sunni and follow one of the four 
schools of Sunni Islam and maintain a Sunni Aqidah or creed. Over the years various 
Sufi orders have been influenced by and adopted into various Shi'ite movements 
including Ismailism- which led to the Safaviyya order's conversion to Shi'ite Islam and 
the spread of Twelver Shi'ism throughout Persia. Some Sufi orders include Alevi, 
Bektashi, Burhaniya, Mevlevi, Ba 'Alawiyya, Chishti, Rifa'i, Khalwati, Naqshbandi, 
Nimatullahi, Oveyssi, Qadiria Boutshishia, Qadiriyyah, Qalandariyya, Sarwari Qadiri, 
Shadhiliyya and Suhrawardiyya. 

Classical Sufi scholars have defined Sufism as "a science whose objective is the 
reparation of the heart and turning it away from all else but God". Alternatively, in the 
words of the Darqawi Sufi teacher Ahmad ibn Ajiba, "a science through which one can 
know how to travel into the presence of the Divine, purify one's inner self from filth, 
and beautify it with a variety of praiseworthy traits". Traditional Sufis, such as 
Bayazid Bastami, Jalaluddin Rumi, Haji Bektash Veli, Junaid Baghdadi, and Al-
Ghazali, define Sufism as purely based upon the tenets of Islam and the teachings of 
Muhammad. Some Orientalists, however, have proposed a variety of diverse theories 
pertaining to the nature of Sufism, such as Sufism being influenced by Neoplatonism or 
was an Aryan reaction against Semites. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, states that the preceding 
theories are false according to the point of view of Sufism. According to William 
Chittick, "In a broad sense, Sufism can be described as the interiorization and 
intensification of Islamic faith and practice." 

Muslims and mainstream scholars of Islam define Sufism as simply the name for the 
inner or esoteric dimension of Islam which is supported and complemented by outward 
or exoteric practices of Islam, such as Islamic law. In this view, "it is absolutely 
necessary to be a Muslim" to be a true Sufi, because Sufism's "methods are inoperative 
without" Muslim "affiliation". Orthodox views also maintain that Sufism is unique to 
Islam. In contrast, author Idries Shah states Sufi philosophy is universal in nature, its 
roots predating the rise of Islam and Christianity. Some neo-Sufis in Western countries 
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allow non-Muslims to receive "instructions on following the Sufi path". Some Muslim 
opponents of Sufism also consider it outside the sphere of Islam. 

Classical Sufis were characterised by their attachment to dhikr, (a practice of repeating 
the names of God, often performed after prayers) and asceticism. Sufism gained 
adherents among a number of Muslims as a reaction against the worldliness of the 
early Umayyad Caliphate (661–750 CE). Sufis have spanned several continents and 
cultures over a millennium, originally expressing their beliefs in Arabic, before 
spreading into Persian, Turkish, and Urdu among dozens of other languages. 

Terminology 

Tasawwuf vs Sufism 

Historically, Muslims have used the word Tasawwuf to identify the practice of Sufis. 
According to traditional Sufis, Tasawwuf is an aspect of Islam similar to Islamic law 
(Shariah). According to them, just as Shariah should govern the external or outer world 
to rid the external world of evil and impurity, Tasawwuf should, therefore, govern the 
internal or spiritual world to rid the internal world of evil and impurity. Tasawwuf is 
considered by these people as inseparable from Islam and an integral part of Islamic 
belief and practice. According to Carl Ernst, the term Sufism came into being, not by 
Islamic texts or Sufis themselves but by British Orientalists who wanted to create an 
artificial divide between what they found attractive in Islamic civilization (i.e. Islamic 
Spirituality) and the negative stereotypes that were present in Britain about Islam. 
These British Orientalists, therefore, fabricated a divide that was previously non-
existent. The term Sufism has, however, persisted especially in the Western world ever 
since. 

Etymology 

Sufi 

Two origins of the word sufi have been suggested. Commonly, the lexical root of the 
word is traced to ṣafā (ء���), which in Arabic means "purity". Another origin is ṣūf 
 .wool" in Arabic, referring to the simple cloaks the early Muslim ascetics wore" ,(ُ��ف)
The two were combined by the Sufi al-Rudhabari who said, "The Sufi is the one who 
wears wool on top of purity". Scholars, generally agree that ṣūf or "wool" is probably the 
root word of "Sufi." Others have suggested that the word comes from the term ahl aṣ-
ṣuffah ("the people of the bench"), who were a group of impoverished companions of 
Muhammad who held regular gatherings of dhikr. These men and women who sat at 
Al-Masjid al-Nabawi are considered by some to be the first Sufites in existence. Abd al-
Karīm ibn Hawāzin Qushayri and Ibn Khaldun both rejected all possibilities other than 
ṣūf on linguistic grounds. 

As an Islamic discipline 

Sufism is a mystical-ascetic aspect of Islam. It is not a sect, rather it is considered as 
the part of Islamic teaching that deals with the purification of inner self. By focusing on 
the more spiritual aspects of religion, Sufis strive to obtain direct experience of God by 
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making use of "intuitive and emotional faculties" that one must be trained to use. 
Tasawwuf is regarded as a science of Islam that has always been an integral part of 
Orthodox Islam. In his Al-Risala al-safadiyya, Ibn Taymiyya describes the Sufis as 
those who belong to the path of the Sunna and represent it in their teachings and 
writings. 

Ibn Taymiyya's Sufi inclinations and his reverence for Sufis like 'Abd al-Qadir Gilani 
can also be seen in his hundred-page commentary on Futuh al-ghayb, covering only five 
of the seventy-eight sermons of the book, but showing that he considered tasawwuf 
essential within the life of the Islamic community. 

In his commentary, Ibn Taymiyya stresses that the primacy of the Shari`a forms the 
soundest tradition in tasawwuf, and to argue this point he lists over a dozen early 
masters, as well as more contemporary shaykhs like his fellow Hanbalis, al-Ansari al-
Harawi and `Abd al-Qadir, and the latter's own shaykh, Hammad al-Dabbas:The 
upright among the followers of the Path—like the majority of the early shaykhs 
(shuyukh al-salaf) such as Fudayl ibn `Iyad, Ibrahim ibn Adham, Ma`ruf al-Karkhi, al-
Sari al-Saqati, al-Junayd ibn Muhammad, and others of the early teachers, as well as 
Shaykh Abd al-Qadir, Shaykh Hammad, Shaykh Abu al-Bayan and others of the later 
masters—do not permit the followers of the Sufi path to depart from the divinely 
legislated command and prohibition 

Imam Ghazali narrates in Al-Munqidh min-al-dalal: 

The vicissitudes of life, family affairs and financial constraints engulfed my life and 
deprived me of the congenial solitude. The heavy odds confronted me and provided me 
with few moments for my pursuits. This state of affairs lasted for ten years but 
wherever I had some spare and congenial moments I resorted to my intrinsic proclivity. 
During these turbulent years, numerous astonishing and indescribable secrets of life 
were unveiled to me. I was convinced that the group of Aulia (holy mystics) is the only 
truthful group who follow the right path, display best conduct and surpass all sages in 
their wisdom and insight. They derive all their overt or covert behaviour from the 
illumining guidance of the holy Prophet, the only guidance worth quest and pursuit. 

Aims and objectives 

While all Muslims believe that they are on the pathway to Allah and hope to become 
close to Allah in Paradise—after death and after the "Final Judgment"—Sufis also 
believe that it is possible to draw closer to Allah and to more fully embrace the Divine 
Presence in this life. The chief aim of all Sufis is to seek the pleasing of Allah by 
working to restore within themselves the primordial state of fitra, described in the 
Qur'an. In this state nothing one does defies Allah, and all is undertaken with the 
single motivation of love of Allah. 

To Sufis, the outer law consists of rules pertaining to worship, transactions, marriage, 
judicial rulings, and criminal law—what is often referred to, broadly, as qanun. The 
inner law of Sufism consists of rules about repentance from sin, the purging of 
contemptible qualities and evil traits of character, and adornment with virtues and 
good character. 
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The tomb of Sheikh Rukn-ud-Din Abul Fath located in Multan, Pakistan.  

The city of Multan is known for various Sufi Saint tombs, as they call it the City of Saints 

Teachings 

 
Entrance of Sidi Boumediene mosque in Tlemcen, Algeria,  

built to honor 12th century Sufi master Abu Madyan 

To the Sufi, it is the transmission of divine light from the teacher's heart to the heart of 
the student, rather than worldly knowledge, that allows the adept to progress. They 
further believe that the teacher should attempt to inerrantly follow the Divine Law. 

According to Moojan Momen "one of the most important doctrines of Sufism is the 
concept of the "Perfect Man" (al-Insan al-Kamil). This doctrine states that there will 
always exist upon the earth a "Qutb" (Pole or Axis, of the Universe)—a man who is the 
perfect channel of grace from Allah to man and in a state of wilaya (sanctity, being 
under the protection of Allah). The concept of the Sufi Qutb is similar to that of the 
Shi'i Imam. However, this belief puts Sufism in "direct conflict" with Shi'ism, since both 
the Qutb (who for most Sufi orders is the head of the order) and the Imam fulfill the 
role of "the purveyor of spiritual guidance and of Allah's grace to mankind". The vow of 
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obedience to the Shaykh or Qutb which is taken by Sufis is considered incompatible 
with devotion to the Imam". 

As a further example, the prospective adherent of the Mevlevi Order would have been 
ordered to serve in the kitchens of a hospice for the poor for 1,001 days prior to being 
accepted for spiritual instruction, and a further 1,001 days in solitary retreat as a 
precondition of completing that instruction. 

Some teachers, especially when addressing more general audiences, or mixed groups of 
Muslims and non-Muslims, make extensive use of parable, allegory, and metaphor. 
Although approaches to teaching vary among different Sufi orders, Sufism as a whole is 
primarily concerned with direct personal experience, and as such has sometimes been 
compared to other, non-Islamic forms of mysticism (e.g., as in the books of Hossein 
Nasr). 

Many Sufi believe that to reach the highest levels of success in Sufism typically 
requires that the disciple live with and serve the teacher for a large period of time. An 
example is the folk story about Baha-ud-Din Naqshband Bukhari, who gave his name 
to the Naqshbandi Order. He is believed to have served his first teacher, Sayyid 
Muhammad Baba As-Samasi, for 20 years, until as-Samasi died. He is said to then 
have served several other teachers for lengthy periods of time. He is said to have helped 
the poorer members of the community for many years and after this concluded his 
teacher directed him to care for animals cleaning their wounds, and assisting them. 

Devotion to Prophet Muhammad 

According to Carl W. Ernst, devotion to Prophet Muhammad is an exceptionally strong 
practice within Sufism. Sufis have historically revered Prophet Muhammad as the 
prime personality of spiritual greatness. The Sufi poet, Saadi Shirazi stated, "He who 
chooses a path contrary to that of the prophet [Muhammad], shall never reach the 
destination. O Saadi, do not think that one can treat that way of purity except in the 
wake of the chosen one [Muhammad]." Rumi attributes his self-control and abstinence 
from worldly desires as qualities attained by him through the guidance of Muhammad. 
Rumi states, "I "sewed" my two eyes shut from [desires for] this world and the next - this 
I learned from Muhammad." Ibn Arabi regards Muhammad as the greatest man ever 
and states "Muhammad's wisdom is uniqueness (fardiya) because he is the most perfect 
existent creature of this human species. For this reason, the command began with him 
and was sealed with him. He was a Prophet while Adam was between water and clay, 
and his elemental structure is the Seal of the Prophets." Fariduddin Attar claimed that 
he praised Muhammad in such a manner that was not done before by any poet, in his 
book the Ilahi-nama. Fariduddin Attar stated "Muhammad is the exemplar to both 
worlds, the guide of the descendants of Adam. He is the sun of creation, the moon of the 
celestial spheres, the all-seeing eye...The seven heavens and the eight gardens of paradise 
were created for him, he is both the eye and the light in the light of our eyes." Sufis have 
historically stressed the importance of Prophet Muhammad's perfection and his ability 
to intercede. The persona of Prophet Muhammad has historically been and remains an 
integral and critical aspect of Sufi belief and practice. The Sufi, Bayazid Bastami is 
recorded to have been so devoted to the Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad, that he 
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refused to eat a watermelon due to the fact that he could not establish that the Prophet 
Muhammad ever ate one. 

In the 13th century, a Sufi poet from Egypt, Al-Busiri, wrote the al-Kawākib ad-
Durrīya fī Madḥ Khayr al-Barīya (The Celestial Lights in Praise of the Best of 
Creation) commonly referred to as Qaṣīdat al-Burda (Poem of the Mantle), in which he 
extensively praised Prophet Muhammad. This poem is still widely recited and sung 
amongst Sufi groups all over the world. 

History 

Origins 

 
Ali is considered to be the "Father of Sufism" in Islamic tradition. 

Eminent Sufis such as Ali Hujwiri claim that the tradition first began with Ali ibn Abi 
Talib. Furthermore, Junayd of Baghdad regarded Ali as the Sheikh of the principals 
and practices of Sufism. 

Practitioners of Sufism hold that in its early stages of development Sufism effectively 
referred to nothing more than the internalization of Islam. According to one 
perspective, it is directly from the Qur'an, constantly recited, meditated, and 
experienced, that Sufism proceeded, in its origin and its development. Others[which?] 
have held that Sufism is the strict emulation of the way of Muhammad, through which 
the heart's connection to the Divine is strengthened. 

According to Marshall Hodgson, the Muslim conquests had brought large numbers of 
Christian monks and hermits, especially in Syria and Egypt, under the rule of 
Muslims. They retained a vigorous spiritual life for centuries after the conquests, and 
many[quantify] of the especially pious Muslims who founded Sufism were influenced by 
their techniques and methods. However, others disagree with this view, asserting 
Sufism to be unique within the confines of the Islamic religion and contending that 
Sufism developed from devout followers of Islam, like Bayazid Bastami who in his 
utmost reverence to the Sunnah refused to eat a watermelon as he did not find any 
proof that the prophet Muhammad ever ate it. According to the late Medieval mystic 
Jami, Abd-Allah ibn Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyyah (died ca. 716 CE) was the first 
person to be called a "Sufi". 



112 

 

Important contributions in writing are attributed[by whom?] to Uwais al-Qarni, Harrm bin 
Hian, Hasan Basri and Sayid ibn al-Mussib. Ruwaym, from the second generation of 
Sufis in Baghdad, was also an influential early figure, as was Junayd of Baghdad; a 
number of early practitioners of Sufism were disciples of one of the two. 

Sufism had a long history already before the subsequent institutionalization of Sufi 
teachings into devotional orders (tarîqât) in the early Middle Ages. The Naqshbandi 
order is a notable exception to general rule of orders tracing their spiritual lineage 
through Muhammad's grandsons, as it traces the origin of its teachings from 
Muhammad to the first Islamic Caliph, Abu Bakr. 

Formalization of doctrine 

Towards the end of the first millennium CE, a number of manuals began to be written 
summarizing the doctrines of Sufism and describing some typical Sufi practices. Two of 
the most famous of these are now available in English translation: the Kashf al-Mahjûb 
of Hujwiri, and the Risâla of Qushayri. Two of Imam Al Ghazali's greatest treatises, 
the "Revival of Religious Sciences" and the "Alchemy of Happiness", argued that Sufism 
originated from the Qur'an and thus was compatible with mainstream Islamic thought, 
and did not in any way contradict Islamic Law—being instead necessary to its complete 
fulfillment. This became the mainstream position among Islamic scholars for centuries, 
challenged only recently on the basis of selective use of a limited body of texts. Ongoing 
efforts by both traditionally trained Muslim scholars and Western academics are 
making Imam Al-Ghazali's works available in English translation for the first time, 
allowing English-speaking readers to judge for themselves the compatibility of Islamic 
Law and Sufi doctrine. Several sections of the Revival of Religious Sciences have been 
published in translation by the Islamic Texts Society. The Alchemy of Happiness has 
been published in a complete translation by Claud Field (ISBN 978-0935782288), and 
presents the argument of the much larger Revival of Religious Sciences in summary 
form. 

Growth of influence 

 
The tomb of Khoja Afāq, near Kashgar, China. 

The rise of Islamic civilization coincides strongly with the spread of Sufi philosophy in 
Islam. The spread of Sufism has been considered a definitive factor in the spread of 
Islam, and in the creation of integrally Islamic cultures, especially in Africa and Asia. 
The Senussi tribes of Libya and Sudan are one of the strongest adherents of Sufism. 
Sufi poets and philosophers such as Khoja Akhmet Yassawi, Rumi and Attar of 
Nishapur (c. 1145 – c. 1221) greatly enhanced the spread of Islamic culture in Anatolia, 
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Central Asia, and South Asia. Sufism also played a role in creating and propagating the 
culture of the Ottoman world, and in resisting European imperialism in North Africa 
and South Asia. 

Between the 13th and 16th centuries CE, Sufism produced a flourishing intellectual 
culture throughout the Islamic world, a "Golden Age" whose physical artifacts survive. 
In many places a pious foundation would endow a lodge (known variously as a zaouia, 
khanqah, or tekke) in perpetuity (waqf) to provide a gathering place for Sufi adepts, as 
well as lodging for itinerant seekers of knowledge. The same system of endowments 
could also pay for a complex of buildings, such as that surrounding the Süleymaniye 
Mosque in Istanbul, including a lodge for Sufi seekers, a hospice with kitchens where 
these seekers could serve the poor and/or complete a period of initiation, a library, and 
other structures. No important domain in the civilization of Islam remained unaffected 
by Sufism in this period. 

Present 

 
Mawlānā Rumi's tomb, Konya, Turkey 

Current Sufi orders include Azeemia, Alians, Bektashi Order, Mevlevi Order, Ba 
'Alawiyya, Chishti, Jerrahi, Naqshbandi, Nimatullahi, Qadiriyyah, Qalandariyya, 
Sarwari Qadiri, Shadhiliyya, Suhrawardiyya, Ashrafia, Saifiah (Naqshbandiah) and 
Uwaisi (Oveyssi). The relationship of Sufi orders to modern societies is usually defined 
by their relationship to governments. 

Turkey and Persia together have been a center for many Sufi lineages and orders. The 
Bektashi was closely affiliated with the Ottoman Janissary and is the heart of Turkey's 
large and mostly liberal Alevi population. It has been spread westwards to Cyprus, 
Greece, Albania, Bulgaria, Macedonia, Bosnia, Kosovo and more recently to the USA 
(via Albania). 

Sufism is popular in such African countries as Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco and Senegal, 
where it is seen as a mystical expression of Islam. Sufism is traditional in Morocco but 
has seen a growing revival with the renewal of Sufism around contemporary spiritual 
teachers such as Sidi Hamza al Qadiri al Boutshishi. Mbacke suggests that one reason 
Sufism has taken hold in Senegal is because it can accommodate local beliefs and 
customs, which tend toward the mystical. 

The life of the Algerian Sufi master Emir Abd al-Qadir is instructive in this regard. 
Notable as well are the lives of Amadou Bamba and Hajj Umar Tall in sub-Saharan 
Africa, and Sheikh Mansur Ushurma and Imam Shamil in the Caucasus region. In the 
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twentieth century some Muslims have called Sufism a superstitious religion that holds 
back Islamic achievement in the fields of science and technology. 

A number of Westerners have embarked with varying degrees of success on the path of 
Sufism. One of the first to return to Europe as an official representative of a Sufi order, 
and with the specific purpose to spread Sufism in Western Europe, was the Swedish-
born wandering Sufi Abd al-Hadi Aqhili (also known as Ivan Aguéli). René Guénon, the 
French scholar, became a Sufi in the early twentieth century and was known as Sheikh 
Abdul Wahid Yahya. His manifold writings defined the practice of Sufism as the 
essence of Islam but also pointed to the universality of its message. Other spiritualists, 
such as G. I. Gurdjieff, may or may not conform to the tenets of Sufism as understood 
by orthodox Muslims. 

Other noteworthy Sufi teachers who have been active in the West in recent years 
include Bawa Muhaiyaddeen, Inayat Khan, Nazim Al-Haqqani, Javad Nurbakhsh, 
Bulent Rauf, Irina Tweedie, Idries Shah, Muzaffer Ozak, Nahid Angha and Ali Kianfar. 

Currently active Sufi academics and publishers include Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee, Nuh 
Ha Mim Keller, Abdullah Nooruddeen Durkee, Waheed Ashraf, Omer Tarin and Abdal 
Hakim Murad. 

Theoretical perspectives 

 
The works of Al-Ghazali firmly defended the concepts of Sufism within the Islamic faith. 

Traditional Islamic scholars have recognized two major branches within the practice of 
Sufism, and use this as one key to differentiating among the approaches of different 
masters and devotional lineages. 

On the one hand there is the order from the signs to the Signifier (or from the arts to 
the Artisan). In this branch, the seeker begins by purifying the lower self of every 
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corrupting influence that stands in the way of recognizing all of creation as the work of 
God, as God's active Self-disclosure or theophany. This is the way of Imam Al-Ghazali 
and of the majority of the Sufi orders. 

On the other hand, there is the order from the Signifier to His signs, from the Artisan 
to His works. In this branch the seeker experiences divine attraction (jadhba), and is 
able to enter the order with a glimpse of its endpoint, of direct apprehension of the 
Divine Presence towards which all spiritual striving is directed. This does not replace 
the striving to purify the heart, as in the other branch; it simply stems from a different 
point of entry into the path. This is the way primarily of the masters of the Naqshbandi 
and Shadhili orders. 

Contemporary scholars may also recognize a third branch, attributed to the late 
Ottoman scholar Said Nursi and explicated in his vast Qur'an commentary called the 
Risale-i Nur. This approach entails strict adherence to the way of Muhammad, in the 
understanding that this wont, or sunnah, proposes a complete devotional spirituality 
adequate to those without access to a master of the Sufi way. 

Contributions to other domains of scholarship 

Sufism has contributed significantly to the elaboration of theoretical perspectives in 
many domains of intellectual endeavor. For instance, the doctrine of "subtle centers" or 
centers of subtle cognition (known as Lataif-e-sitta) addresses the matter of the 
awakening of spiritual intuition. In general, these subtle centers or latâ'if are thought 
of as faculties that are to be purified sequentially in order to bring the seeker's 
wayfaring to completion. A concise and useful summary of this system from a living 
exponent of this tradition has been published by Muhammad Emin Er. 

Sufi psychology has influenced many areas of thinking both within and outside of 
Islam, drawing primarily upon three concepts. Ja'far al-Sadiq (both an imam in the 
Shia tradition and a respected scholar and link in chains of Sufi transmission in all 
Islamic sects) held that human beings are dominated by a lower self called the nafs, a 
faculty of spiritual intuition called the qalb or spiritual heart, and a spirit or soul called 
ruh. These interact in various ways, producing the spiritual types of the tyrant 
(dominated by nafs), the person of faith and moderation (dominated by the spiritual 
heart), and the person lost in love for God (dominated by the ruh). 

Of note with regard to the spread of Sufi psychology in the West is Robert Frager, a 
Sufi teacher authorized in the Khalwati Jerrahi order. Frager was a trained 
psychologist, born in the United States, who converted to Islam in the course of his 
practice of Sufism and wrote extensively on Sufism and psychology. 

Sufi cosmology and Sufi metaphysics are also noteworthy areas of intellectual 
accomplishment. 

Devotional practices 

The devotional practices of Sufis vary widely. This is because an acknowledged and 
authorized master of the Sufi path is in effect a physician of the heart, able to diagnose 
the seeker's impediments to knowledge and pure intention in serving God, and to 
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prescribe to the seeker a course of treatment appropriate to his or her maladies. The 
consensus among Sufi scholars is that the seeker cannot self-diagnose, and that it can 
be extremely harmful to undertake any of these practices alone and without formal 
authorization. 

 
Sufi gathering engaged in Dhikr 

Prerequisites to practice include rigorous adherence to Islamic norms (ritual prayer in 
its five prescribed times each day, the fast of Ramadan, and so forth). Additionally, the 
seeker ought to be firmly grounded in supererogatory practices known from the life of 
Muhammad (such as the "sunna prayers"). This is in accordance with the words, 
attributed to God, of the following, a famous Hadith Qudsi: 

My servant draws near to Me through nothing I love more than that which I have made 
obligatory for him. My servant never ceases drawing near to Me through 
supererogatory works until I love him. Then, when I love him, I am his hearing through 
which he hears, his sight through which he sees, his hand through which he grasps, 
and his foot through which he walks. 

It is also necessary for the seeker to have a correct creed (Aqidah), and to embrace with 
certainty its tenets. The seeker must also, of necessity, turn away from sins, love of this 
world, the love of company and renown, obedience to satanic impulse, and the 
promptings of the lower self. (The way in which this purification of the heart is 
achieved is outlined in certain books, but must be prescribed in detail by a Sufi master.) 
The seeker must also be trained to prevent the corruption of those good deeds which 
have accrued to his or her credit by overcoming the traps of ostentation, pride, 
arrogance, envy, and long hopes (meaning the hope for a long life allowing us to mend 
our ways later, rather than immediately, here and now). 

Sufi practices, while attractive to some, are not a means for gaining knowledge. The 
traditional scholars of Sufism hold it as absolutely axiomatic that knowledge of God is 
not a psychological state generated through breath control. Thus, practice of 
"techniques" is not the cause, but instead the occasion for such knowledge to be 
obtained (if at all), given proper prerequisites and proper guidance by a master of the 
way. Furthermore, the emphasis on practices may obscure a far more important fact: 
The seeker is, in a sense, to become a broken person, stripped of all habits through the 
practice of (in the words of Imam Al-Ghazali) solitude, silence, sleeplessness, and 
hunger. 
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Magic may have also been a part of some Sufi practices, notably in India. The practice 
of magic intensified during the declining years of Sufism in India when the Sufi orders 
grew steadily in wealth and in political influence while their spirituality gradually 
declined and they concentrated on saint veneration, miracle working, magic and 
superstition. 

Dhikr 

 
Allah as having been written on the disciple's heart according to Sarwari Qadri Order 

Dhikr is the remembrance of Allah commanded in the Qur'an for all Muslims through a 
specific devotional act, such as the repetition of divine names, supplications and 
aphorisms from hadith literature and the Qur'an. More generally, dhikr takes a wide 
range and various layers of meaning. This includes dhikr as any activity in which the 
Muslim maintains awareness of Allah. To engage in dhikr is to practice consciousness 
of the Divine Presence and love, or "to seek a state of godwariness". The Qur'an refers 
to Muhammad as the very embodiment of dhikr of Allah (65:10–11). Some types of 
dhikr are prescribed for all Muslims and do not require Sufi initiation or the 
prescription of a Sufi master because they are deemed to be good for every seeker under 
every circumstance. 

The Dhikr may slightly vary among each order.Some Sufi orders engage in ritualized 
dhikr ceremonies, or sema. Sema includes various forms of worship such as: recitation, 
singing (the most well known being the Qawwali music of the Indian subcontinent), 
instrumental music, dance (most famously the Sufi whirling of the Mevlevi order), 
incense, meditation, ecstasy, and trance. 

Some Sufi orders stress and place extensive reliance upon Dhikr. This practice of Dhikr 
is called Dhikr-e-Qulb (invocation of Allah within the heartbeats). The basic idea in this 
practice is to visualize the Allah as having been written on the disciple's heart. 
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Muraqaba 

The practice of muraqaba can be likened to the practices of meditation attested in 
many faith communities. The word muraqaba is derived from the same root (r-q-b) 
occurring as one of the 99 Names of God in the Qur'an, al-Raqîb, meaning "the 
Vigilant" and attested in verse 4:1 of the Qur'an. Through muraqaba, a person watches 
over or takes care of the spiritual heart, acquires knowledge about it, and becomes 
attuned to the Divine Presence, which is ever vigilant. 

While variation exists, one description of the practice within a Naqshbandi lineage 
reads as follows: 

He is to collect all of his bodily senses in concentration, and to cut himself off from all 
preoccupation and notions that inflict themselves upon the heart. And thus he is to 
turn his full consciousness towards God Most High while saying three times: "Ilahî 
anta maqsûdî wa-ridâka matlûbî—my God, you are my Goal and Your good pleasure is 
what I seek". Then he brings to his heart the Name of the Essence—Allâh—and as it 
courses through his heart he remains attentive to its meaning, which is "Essence 
without likeness". The seeker remains aware that He is Present, Watchful, 
Encompassing of all, thereby exemplifying the meaning of his saying (may God bless 
him and grant him peace): "Worship God as though you see Him, for if you do not see 
Him, He sees you". And likewise the prophetic tradition: "The most favored level of 
faith is to know that God is witness over you, wherever you may be". 

Sufi whirling 

 
Whirling Dervishes, at Rumi Fest 2007. 

Sufi whirling (or Sufi spinning) is a form of Sama or physically active meditation which 
originated among Sufis, and which is still practiced by the Sufi Dervishes of the 
Mevlevi order. It is a customary dance performed within the Sema, or worship 
ceremony, through which dervishes (also called semazens, from Persian ن� �!") aim to 
reach the source of all perfection, or kemal. This is sought through abandoning one's 
nafs, egos or personal desires, by listening to the music, focusing on God, and spinning 
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one's body in repetitive circles, which has been seen as a symbolic imitation of planets 
in the Solar System orbiting the sun. As explained by Sufis: 

In the symbolism of the Sema ritual, the semazen's camel's hair hat (sikke) represents 
the tombstone of the ego; his wide, white skirt (tennure) represents the ego's shroud. By 
removing his black cloak (hırka), he is spiritually reborn to the truth. At the beginning 
of the Sema, by holding his arms crosswise, the semazen appears to represent the 
number one, thus testifying to God's unity. While whirling, his arms are open: his right 
arm is directed to the sky, ready to receive God's beneficence; his left hand, upon which 
his eyes are fastened, is turned toward the earth. The semazen conveys God's spiritual 
gift to those who are witnessing the Sema. Revolving from right to left around the 
heart, the semazen embraces all humanity with love. The human being has been 
created with love in order to love. Mevlâna Jalâluddîn Rumi says, "All loves are a 
bridge to Divine love. Yet, those who have not had a taste of it do not know!" 

Visitation 

In popular Sufism (i.e., devotional practices that have achieved currency in world 
cultures through Sufi influence), one common practice is to visit or make pilgrimages to 
the tombs of saints, great scholars, and righteous people. This is a particularly common 
practice in South Asia, where famous tombs include those of Khoja Afāq, near Kashgar, 
in China; Lal Shahbaz Qalander, in Sindh, Ali Hajwari in Lahore Bawaldin Zikrya in 
Multan Pakistan; Moinuddin Chishti in Ajmer, India; Nizamuddin Auliya in Delhi, 
India, and Shah Jalal in Sylhet, Bangladesh. Likewise, in Fez, Morocco, a popular 
destination for such pious visitation is the Zaouia Moulay Idriss II and the yearly 
visitation to see the current Sheikh of the Qadiri Boutchichi Tariqah, Sheikh Sidi 
Hamza al Qadiri al Boutchichi to celebrate the Mawlid (which is usually televised on 
Moroccan National television). The purpose of such visitations is usually two-fold, first 
and foremost the aim is to receive spiritual guidance and blessings from the Saint who 
rests in the shrine, which helps the Seeker in his or her own path towards 
enlightenment. Secondly, the Saint is also approached for intercession in prayers, be it 
in worldly matters or religious. 

Persecution 

Sufis and Sufism has been subject to destruction of Sufi shrines and mosques, 
suppression of orders, and discrimination against adherents in a number of Muslim 
countries where most Sufis live. The Turkish Republican state banned all the different 
Sufi orders and closed their institutions in 1925 after Sufis opposed the new secular 
order.  

The Iranian Islamic Republic has harassed Shia Sufi, reportedly for their lack of 
support for the government doctrine of "velayat-e faqih" (i.e., that the supreme Shiite 
jurist should be the nation's political leader). In most other Muslim countries, attacks 
on Sufis and especially their shrines has come from some Muslims from the more 
puritanical schools of thought who believe Sufi practices such as celebration of the 
birthdays of Sufi saints, and Dhikr ("remembrance" of God) ceremonies are Bid‘ah or 
impure innovation, and polytheistic (Shirk). 
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History 

Ali Dede the Bosnian's book Three Hundred Sixty Sufi Questions. 

During the Safavid era of Iran, "both the wandering dervishes of 'low' Sufism" and "the 
philosopher-ulama of 'high' Sufism came under relentless pressure" from power cleric 
Muhammad Baqir Majlisi (d1110/1699). Majlisi—"one of the most powerful and 
influential" Twelver Shi'a ulama "of all time"—was famous for (among other things), 
suppression of Sufism, which he and his followers believed paid insufficient attention to 
Shariah law. Prior to Majlisi's rise, Shiism and Sufism had been "closely linked". 

In 1843, the Senussi Sufi were forced to flee Mecca and Medina and head to Sudan and 
Libya. 

According to a 2005 article in The Guardian: 

Before the first world war there were almost 100,000 disciples of the Mevlevi order 
throughout the Ottoman empire. But in 1925, as part of his desire to create a modern, 
western-orientated, secular state, Atatürk banned all the different Sufi orders and 
closed their tekkes. Pious foundations were suspended and their endowments 
expropriated; Sufi hospices were closed and their contents seized; all religious titles 
were abolished and dervish clothes outlawed. [...] In 1937, Atatürk went even further, 
prohibiting by law any form of traditional music, especially the playing of the ney, the 
Sufis' reed flute. 

Current attacks 

In recent years, Sufi shrines, and sometimes Sufi mosques, have been damaged or 
destroyed in many parts of the Muslim world. Some Sufi adherents have been killed as 
well. Ali Gomaa, a Sufi scholar and Grand Mufti of Al Azhar, has criticized the 
destruction of shrines and public property as unacceptable. 

Pakistan 

 
Tomb of Syed Abdul Rahim Shah Bukhari constructed by the Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb. 
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Since March 2005, 209 people have been killed and 560 injured in 29 different terrorist 
attacks targeting shrines devoted to Sufi saints in Pakistan, according to data compiled 
by the Center for Islamic Research Collaboration and Learning (CIRCLe). At least as of 
2010, the attacks have increased each year. The attacks are generally attributed to 
banned militant organizations of Deobandi or Ahl-e-Hadith (Salafi) backgrounds. 
(Primarily Deobandi background according to another source—author John R. 
Schmidt). Deobandi and Barelvi being the "two major sub-sects" of Sunni Muslims in 
South Asia that have clashed—sometimes violently—since the late 1970s in Pakistan. 
Although Barelvi are fully described as Sunni Sufis, whether the destruction and death 
is a result of Deobandi's banned militant organizations persecution of Sufis (Barelvus). 

In 2005, the militant organizations began attacking "symbols" of the Barelvi 
community such as mosques, prominent religious leaders, and shrines. 

Timeline 

2005 

• 19 March: a suicide bomber kills at least 35 people and injured many more at the 
shrine of Pir Rakhel Shah in remote village of Fatehpur located in Jhal Magsi 
District of Balochistan. The dead included Shia and sunni devotees. 

• 27 May: As many as 20 people are killed and 100 injured when a suicide-bomber 
attacks a gathering at Bari Imam Shrine during the annual festival. The dead 
were mainly Shia. According to the police members of Sipah-i-Sahaba Pakistan 
(SSP) and Lashkar-i-Jhangvi (LJ) were involved. Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan 
(SSP), were arrested from Thanda Pani and police seized two hand grenades 
from their custody. 

2006 

• 11 April: A suicide-bomber attacked a celebration of the birthday of Prophet 
Muhammad (Eid Mawlid un Nabi) in Karachi's Nishtar Park organised by the 
Barelvi Jamaat Ahle Sunnat. 57 died including almost the entire leadership of 
the Sunni Tehrik; over 100 were injured. Three people associated with Lashkar-
i-Jhangvi were put on trial for the bombing. (see: Nishtar Park bombing) 

2007 

• 18 December: The shrine of Abdul Shakoor Malang Baba is demolished by 
explosives. 

2008 

• March 3: ten villagers killed in a rocket attack on the 400-year-old shrine of Abu 
Saeed Baba. Lashkar-e-Islam takes credit. 

2009 

• 17 February: Agha Jee shot and killed in Peshwar, the fourth faith healer killed 
over several months in Pakistan. Earlier Pir Samiullah was killed in Swat by the 
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Taliban 16 December 2008. His dead body was later exhumed and desecrated. 
Pir Rafiullah was kidnapped from Nowshera and his beheaded body was found in 
Matani area of Peshawar. Pir Juma Khan was kidnapped from Dir Lower and 
his beheaded body was found near Swat. Faith healing is associated with Sufi 
Islam in Pakistan 

Pakistani faith healers are known as pirs, a term that applies to the descendants of 
Sufi Muslim saints. Under Sufism, those descendants are thought to serve as conduits 
to God. The popularity of pirs as a viable healthcare alternative stems from the fact 
that, in much of rural Pakistan, clinics don't exist or are dismissed as unreliable. 

and suppressing it has been a cause of "extremist" Muslims there. 

• March 5: The shrine of Rahman Baba, "the most famous Sufi Pashto language 
poet", razed to the ground by Taliban militants "partly because local women had 
been visiting the shrine". 

• 8 March: Attack on shrine of "famous Sufi poet" Rahman Baba(1653-1711) in 
Peshawar. "The high intensity device almost destroyed the grave of the Rehman 
Baba and the gates of a mosque, canteen and conference hall situated in the 
spacious Rehman Baba Complex. Police said the bombers had tied explosives 
around the pillars of the tombs, to pull down the mausoleum". 

• May 8: shrine of Shaykh Omar Baba destroyed. 
• 12 June: Mufti Sarfraz Ahmed Naeemi killed by suicide bomber in Lahore. A 

leading Sunni Islamic cleric in Pakistan he was well known for his moderate 
views and for publicly denouncing the Taliban's beheadings and suicide 
bombings as "un-Islamic". 

2010 

• 22 June: Taliban militants blow up the Mian Umar Baba shrine in Peshawar. No 
fatalities reported. 

• 1 July: Multiple bombings of Data Durbar Complex Sufi shrine, in Lahore, 
Punjab. Two suicide bombers blew themselves up killing at least 50 people and 
injuring 200 others. 

• 7 October: 10 people killed, 50 injured in a double suicide bombing attack on 
Abdullah Shah Ghazi shrine in Karachi 

• 7 October: The tomb of Baba Fariddudin Ganj Shakkar in Pakpattan is attacked. 
Six people were killed and 15 others injured. 

• 25 October: 6 killed, and at least 12 wounded in an attack on the shrine of 12th-
century saint, Baba Farid Ganj Shakar in Pakpattan. 

• 14 December: Attack on Ghazi Baba shrine in Peshawar, 3 killed. 

2011 

• 3 February: Remote-controlled device is triggered as food is being distributed 
among the devotees outside the Baba Haider Saieen shrine in Lahore, Punjab. At 
least three people were killed and 27 others injured. 

• 3 April: Twin suicide attack leaves 42 dead and almost a hundred injured during 
the annual Urs festival at shrine of 13th century Sufi saint Sakhi Sarwar (a.k.a. 
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Ahmed Sultan) in the Dera Ghazi Khan district of Punjab province. Tehrik-e-
Taliban Pakistan (TTP) claims responsibility for the attack. 

2012 

• 21 June: Bomb kills three people and injures 31 others at the Pinza Piran shrine 
in Hazarkhwani in (Peshwar). "A police official said the bomb was planted in a 
donkey-cart that went off in the afternoon when a large number of people were 
visiting the popular shrine". 

Kashmir, India 

In this predominately Muslim, traditionally Sufi region, some six places of worship 
have been either completely or partially burnt in "mysterious fires" in several months 
leading up to November 2012. The most prominent victim of damage was the Dastageer 
Sahib Sufi shrine in Srinagar which burned in June 2012, injuring 20. While 
investigators have so far found no sign of arson, according to journalist Amir Rana the 
fires have occurred within the context of a surging Salafi movement which preaches 
that "Kashmiri tradition of venerating the tombs and relics of saints is outside the pale 
of Islam". 

mourners outside the burning shrine cursed the Salafis for creating an atmosphere of 
hate, [while] some Salafis began posting incendiary messages on Facebook, terming the 
destruction of the shrine a "divine act of God". 

Somalia 

Under the Al-Shabab rule in Somali, Sufi ceremonies were banned and shrines 
destroyed. As the power of Al-Shabab has waned, however, Sufi ceremonies are said to 
have "re-emerged"., Ahlu Sunna Waljama'a Sufi Militants backed by Ethiopia and the 
Federal government control parts of central Somalia and some cities in the southern 
regions of Gedo and Bakool 

Mali 

In the ancient city of Timbuktu, sometimes called "the city of 333 saints", UNESCO 
reports that as many as half of the city's shrines "have been destroyed in a display of 
fanaticism", as of July 2012. A spokesman for Ansar Dine has stated that "the 
destruction is a divine order", and that the group had plans to destroy every single Sufi 
shrine in the city, "without exception". In Gao and Kidal, as well as Timbuktu, Salafi 
Islamists have destroyed musical instruments and driven musicians (music is not 
Haraam under Sufi Islam) into "economic exile" away from Mali. 

International Criminal Court Chief Prosecutor Fatou Bensouda described the Islamists' 
actions as a "war crime". 

• A manuscript from Timbuktu belonging to Al-Mukhtar ibn Aḥmad ibn Abi Bakr 
al-Kunti al-Kabir. 
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•  

A manuscript from Timbuktu belonging to Baba ibn Ahmad al-Alawi al-Maliki 
al-Maghribi al-Shingiti. 

Egypt 

A May 2010 ban by the ministry of awqaf (religious endowments) of centuries old Sufi 
dhikr gatherings (devoted to the remembrance of God, and including dancing and 
religious songs) has been described as a "another victory for extreme Salafi thinking at 
the expense of Egypt's moderate Sufism". Clashes followed at Cairo's Al-Hussein 
Mosque and al-Sayyida Zeinab mosques between members of Sufi orders and security 
forces who forced them to evacuate the two shrines. In 2009, the moulid of al-Sayyida 
Zeinab, Muhammad's granddaughter, was banned ostensibly over concern over the 
spread of swine flu but also at the urging of Salafis. 

According to Gaber Qassem, deputy of the Sufi Orders, approximately 14 shrines have 
been violated in Egypt since the January 2011 revolution. According to Sheikh Tarek 
El-Rifai, head of the Rifai Sufi Order, a number of Salafis have prevented Sufi prayers 
in Al-Haram. Sheikh Rifai said that the order's lawyer has filed a report at the Al-
Haram police station to that effect. In early April 2011, a Sufi march from Al-Azhar 
Mosque to Al-Hussein Mosque was followed by a massive protest before Al-Hussein 
Mosque, "expressing outrage at the destruction" of Sufi shrines. The Islamic Research 
Centre of Egypt, led by Grand Imam of Al-Azhar Ahmed El-Tayeb, has also renounced 
the attacks on the shrines. According to the Muslim Brotherhood website 
ikhwanweb.com, in 2011 "a memorandum was submitted to the Armed Forces" citing 
20 "encroachments" on Sufi shrines. 

Libya 

Following the overthrow of Muammar Gaddafi, several Sufi religious sites in Libya 
were deliberately destroyed or damaged. In the weeks leading up to September 2012, 
"armed groups motivated by their religious views" attacked Sufi religious sites across 
the country, "destroying several mosques and tombs of Sufi religious leaders and 
scholars". Perpetrators were described as "groups that have a strict Islamic ideology 
where they believe that graves and shrines must be desecrated." Libyan Interior 
Minister Fawzi Abdel A'al, was quoted as saying, "If all shrines in Libya are destroyed 
so we can avoid the death of one person [in clashes with security forces], then that is a 
price we are ready to pay." 

In September 2012, three people were killed in clashes between residents of Rajma 
(50 km south-east of Benghazi) and "Salafist Islamists" trying to destroy a Sufi shrine 
in Rajma, the Sidi al-Lafi mausoleum. In August 2012 the United Nations cultural 
agency Unesco urged Libyan authorities to protect Sufi mosques and shrines from 
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attacks by Islamic hardliners "who consider the traditional mystical school of Islam 
heretical". The attacked have "wrecked mosques in at least three cities and desecrated 
many graves of revered Sufi scholars". 

Tunisia 

In an article on the rise of Salafism in Tunisia, the media site Al-Monitor reported that 
39 Sufi shrines were destroyed or desecrated in Tunisia, from the 2011 revolution to 
January 2013. 

Russia, Dagestan 

Said Atsayev—also known as Sheikh Said Afandi al-Chirkavi—a prominent 74-year-old 
Sufi Muslim spiritual leader in Dagestan Russia, was killed by a suicide bombing 
August 28, 2012 along with six of his followers. His murder follows "similar religiously-
motivated killings" in Dagestan and other regions of ex-Soviet Central Asia, targeting 
religious leaders—not necessarily Sufi—who are hostile to violent jihad. Afandi had 
survived previous attempts on his life and was reportedly in the process of negotiating 
a peace agreement between the Sufis and Salafis. 

Iran 

The book Mystic Regimes. Sufism and the State in Iran, from the late Qajar era to the 
Islamic Republic by Matthijs van den Bos discusses the status of Sufism in Iran in the 
19th and 20th century. According to Seyed Mostafa Azmayesh, an expert on Sufism and 
the representative of the Ni'matullāhī order outside Iran, a campaign against the Sufis 
in Iran (or at least Shia Sufis) began in 2005 when several books were published 
arguing that because Sufis follow their own spiritual leaders do not believe in the 
Islamic state's principle of "velayat-e faqih" (i.e., that the supreme Shiite jurist should 
be the nation's political leader), Sufis should be treated as second-class citizens. They 
should not be allowed to have government jobs, and if they already have them, should 
be identified and fired. 

Since 2005 the Ni'matullāhī order—Iran's largest Sufi order—have come under 
increasing state pressure. Three of their houses of worship have been demolished. 
Officials accused the Sufis of not having building permits and of narcotics possession—
charges the Sufis reject. 

The government of Iran is considering an outright ban on Sufism, according to the 2009 
Annual Report of the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom. It 
also reports: 

In February 2009, at least 40 Sufis in Isfahan were arrested after protesting the 
destruction of a Sufi place of worship; all were released within days. 

In January, Jamshid Lak, a Gonabadi Dervish from the Nematollahi Sufi order was 
flogged 74 times after being convicted in 2006 of slander following his public allegation 
of ill-treatment by a Ministry of Intelligence official. 
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In late December 2008, after the closure of a Sufi place of worship, authorities arrested 
without charge at least six members of the Gonabadi Dervishes on Kish Island and 
confiscated their books and computer equipment; their status is unknown. 

In November 2008, Amir Ali Mohammad Labaf was sentenced to a five-year prison 
term, 74 lashes, and internal exile to the southeastern town of Babak for spreading lies, 
based on his membership in the Nematollahi Gonabadi Sufi order. 

In October, at least seven Sufi Muslims in Isfahan, and five others in Karaj, were 
arrested because of their affiliation with the Nematollahi Gonabadi Sufi order; they 
remain in detention. 

In November 2007, clashes in the western city of Borujerd between security forces and 
followers of a mystic Sufi order resulted in dozens of injuries and the arrests of 
approximately 180 Sufi Muslims. The clashes occurred after authorities began 
bulldozing a Sufi monastery. It is unclear how many remain in detention or if any 
charges have been brought against those arrested. During the past year, there were 
numerous reports of Shi'a clerics and prayer leaders, particularly in Qom, denouncing 
Sufism and the activities of Sufi Muslims in the country in both sermons and public 
statements. 

In 2009 the mausoleum of the 19th century Sufi poet Nasir Ali and an adjoining Sufi 
prayer house were bulldozed. 

Not all Sufis in Iran have been subject to government pressure. Sunni dervish orders—
such as the Qhaderi dervishes—in the Sunni-populated parts of the country are 
thought by some to be seen as allies of the government against Al-Qaeda. 

Islam and Sufism 

Critique of Sufism's anti-materialistic aspects 

Certain aspects of Sufi philosophy are controversial and often debated, chief among 
them is the anti-materialistic strain within its ethos. Gamal Marzouq, Professor of 
Islamic Philosophy in Ain-Shams University, in his paper titled "The effect of 
Christianity on the first emergence of Islamic Sufism", has highlighted the monastic 
and anti-materialist trends within Sufism, calling attention to their "abandoning 
materialism and living only for praying, something similar to monasticism". 

Conversely, the Quran calls out monasticism as a human invention not prescribed by 
God in the verse 57:27: "monasticism, which they innovated; We did not prescribe it for 
them...". Furthermore, there is much emphasis on physical laws of the universe within 
the Quran, urging believers to study and understand the "signs" of God in the physical 
world (e.g. verse 2:164), which precludes the possibility of avoiding or shunning the 
material world. Ibrahim B. Syed has called attention to the fact that the only definition 
of the word alim in the Quran, a word commonly understood to mean "religious leader" 
today, is actually referring to scientists, indicating the high importance afforded by the 
Quran to the material world and the act of engaging with it, so as to understand God's 
universe. There are also the active aspects of the Quran's teachings which urge 
believers to seek to improve the human condition and work to establish the laws of God 
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within human society (verse 22:41), a mission that does not fit well with the hermetic 
and monastic tendencies within Sufism. 

Sufism and Islamic law 

 
Tomb of Shaikh Salim Chisti, Fatehpur Sikri, Agra, Uttar Pradesh, India. 

Sufis believe the sharia (exoteric "canon"), tariqa (esoteric "order") and haqiqa ("truth") 
are mutually interdependent. 

The tariqa, the 'path' on which the mystics walk, has been defined as 'the path which 
comes out of the sharia, for the main road is called branch, the path, tariq.' No mystical 
experience can be realized if the binding injunctions of the sharia are not followed 
faithfully first. The tariqa however, is narrower and more difficult to walk. 

It leads the adept, called salik or "wayfarer", in his sulûk or "road" through different 
stations (maqâmât) until he reaches his goal, the perfect tawhîd, the existential 
confession that God is One. Shaykh al-Akbar Muhiuddeen Ibn Arabi mentions, "When 
we see someone in this Community who claims to be able to guide others to God, but is 
remiss in but one rule of the Sacred Law—even if he manifests miracles that stagger 
the mind—asserting that his shortcoming is a special dispensation for him, we do not 
even turn to look at him, for such a person is not a sheikh, nor is he speaking the truth, 
for no one is entrusted with the secrets of God Most High save one in whom the 
ordinances of the Sacred Law are preserved. (Jami' karamat al-awliya')". 

The Amman Message, a detailed statement issued by 200 leading Islamic scholars in 
2005 in Amman, and adopted by the Islamic world's political and temporal leaderships 
at the Organisation of the Islamic Conference summit at Mecca in December 2005, and 
by six other international Islamic scholarly assemblies including the International 
Islamic Fiqh Academy of Jeddah, in July 2006, specifically recognized the validity of 
Sufism as a part of Islam—however the definition of Sufism can vary drastically 
between different traditions (what may be intended is simple tazkiah as opposed to the 
various manifestations of Sufism around the Islamic world). 

Traditional Islamic thought and Sufism 

The literature of Sufism emphasizes highly subjective matters that resist outside 
observation, such as the subtle states of the heart. Often these resist direct reference or 
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description, with the consequence that the authors of various Sufi treatises took 
recourse to allegorical language. For instance, much Sufi poetry refers to intoxication, 
which Islam expressly forbids. This usage of indirect language and the existence of 
interpretations by people who had no training in Islam or Sufism led to doubts being 
cast over the validity of Sufism as a part of Islam. Also, some groups emerged that 
considered themselves above the Sharia and discussed Sufism as a method of bypassing 
the rules of Islam in order to attain salvation directly. This was disapproved of by 
traditional scholars. 

For these and other reasons, the relationship between traditional Islamic scholars and 
Sufism is complex and a range of scholarly opinion on Sufism in Islam has been the 
norm. Some scholars, such as Al-Ghazali, helped its propagation while other scholars 
opposed it. W. Chittick explains the position of Sufism and Sufis this way: 

In short, Muslim scholars who focused their energies on understanding the normative 
guidelines for the body came to be known as jurists, and those who held that the most 
important task was to train the mind in achieving correct understanding came to be 
divided into three main schools of thought: theology, philosophy, and Sufism. This 
leaves us with the third domain of human existence, the spirit. Most Muslims who 
devoted their major efforts to developing the spiritual dimensions of the human person 
came to be known as Sufis. 

Traditional and Neo-Sufi groups  

 
The mausoleum (gongbei) of Ma Laichi in Linxia City, China. 

The traditional Sufi orders, which are in majority, emphasize the role of Sufism as a 
spiritual discipline within Islam. Therefore, the Sharia (traditional Islamic law) and 
the Sunnah are seen as crucial for any Sufi aspirant. One proof traditional orders 
assert is that almost all the famous Sufi masters of the past Caliphates were experts in 
Sharia and were renowned as people with great Iman (faith) and excellent practice. 
Many were also Qadis (Sharia law judges) in courts. They held that Sufism was never 
distinct from Islam and to fully comprehend and practice Sufism one must be an 
observant Muslim. 
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"Neo-Sufism," "pseudo-Sufism," and "universal Sufism" are terms used to denote forms 
of Sufism that do not require adherence to Shariah, or a Muslim faith. The terms are 
not always accepted by those it is applied to. The Universal Sufism movement was 
founded by Inayat Khan, teaches the essential unity of all faiths, and accepts members 
of all creeds. Sufism Reoriented is an offshoot of Khan's Western Sufism charted by the 
syncretistic teacher Meher Baba. The Golden Sufi Center exists in England, 
Switzerland and the United States. It was founded by Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee to 
continue the work of his teacher Irina Tweedie, herself a practitioner of both Hinduism 
and neo-Sufism. The Afghan-Scottish teacher Idries Shah has been described as a neo-
Sufi by the Gurdjieffian James Moore. Other Western Sufi organisations include the 
Sufi Foundation of America and the International Association of Sufism. 

Western Neo-Sufi practices may differ from traditional forms, for instance having 
mixed-gender meetings and less emphasis on the Qur'an. 

Prominent Sufis 

Abul Hasan al-Shadhili 

 
Geometric arabesque tiling on the underside of the dome of Hafiz Shirazi's tomb in Shiraz. 

 

 
A manuscript of Sufi Islamic theology, Shams al-Ma'arif (translated as The Book of the Sun of Gnosis) 

was written by the Algerian Sufi master Ahmad al-Buni during the 12th century 
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Abul Hasan al-Shadhili (died 1258 CE), the founder of the Shadhiliyya Sufi order, 
introduced dhikr jahri (The method of remembering Allah through loud means). Sufi 
orders generally preach to deny oneself and to destroy the ego-self (nafs) and its worldly 
desires. This is sometimes characterized as the "Order of Patience-Tariqus Sabr". In 
contrast, Imam Shadhili taught that his followers need not abstain from what Islam 
has not forbidden, but to be grateful for what God has bestowed upon them. This 
notion, known as the "Order of Gratitude-Tariqush Shukr", was espoused by Imam 
Shadhili. Imam Shadhili gave eighteen valuable hizbs (litanies) to his followers out of 
which the notable Hizbul Bahr is recited worldwide even today. 

Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani 

Al-Sayyid Muhiyudin Abu Muhammad Abdal Qadir Al-Jilani Al-Hasani Wal-Hussaini 
(born 11 Rabi al-Thani), 470 Hijri, in the town of Na'if, district of Gilan, Ilam Province 
Or Amol of Tabarestan, Persia, died 8 Rabi al-Awwal 561 AH, in Baghdad, (1077–1166 
CE), was a Persian Hanbali jurist and Sufi based in Baghdad. Qadiriyya was his 
patronym. Al Gilani spent his early life in Na'if, the town of his birth. There, he 
pursued the study of Hanbali law. Abu Ali al-Mukharrimi gave Al Gilani lessons in 
Fiqh. He was given lessons about Hadith by Abu Bakr ibn Muzaffar. He was given 
lessons about Tafsir by Abu Muhammad Ja'far, a commentator. In Tasawwuf, his 
spiritual instructor was Abu'l-Khair Hammad ibn Muslim al-Dabbas. After completing 
his education, Gilani left Baghdad. He spent twenty-five years as a reclusive wanderer 
in the desert regions of Iraq. In 1127, Al Gilani returned to Baghdad and began to 
preach to the public. He joined the teaching staff of the school belonging to his own 
teacher, al-Mukharrimii, and was popular with students. In the morning he taught 
hadith and tafsir, and in the afternoon he held discourse on the science of the heart and 
the virtues of the Qur'an. He was said to have been a convincing preacher and 
converted numerous Jews and Christians to Islam. 

Bayazid Bastami 

Bayazid Bastami is a very well recognized and influential Sufi personality. Bastami 
was born in 804 in Bastam. Bayazid is regarded for his devout commitment to the 
Sunnah and his dedication to fundamental Islamic principals and practices. 

Ibn Arabi 

Muhyiddin Muhammad b. 'Ali Ibn 'Arabi (or Ibn al-'Arabi) AH 561- AH 638 (July 28, 
1165 – November 10, 1240) is considered to be one of the most important Sufi masters, 
although he never founded any order (tariqa). His writings, especially al-Futuhat al-
Makkiyya and Fusus al-hikam, have been studied within all the Sufi orders as the 
clearest expression of tawhid (Divine Unity), though because of their recondite nature 
they were often only given to initiates. Later those who followed his teaching became 
known as the school of wahdat al-wujud (the Oneness of Being).  

He himself considered his writings to have been divinely inspired. As he expressed the 
Way to one of his close disciples, his legacy is that 'you should never ever abandon your 
servant-hood ('ubudiyya), and that there may never be in your soul a longing for any 
existing thing'. 
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Junayd Baghdadi 

Junayd Baghdadi (830–910 CE) was one of the great early Sufis. His order was 
Junaidia, which links to the golden chain of many Sufi orders. He laid the groundwork 
for sober mysticism in contrast to that of God-intoxicated Sufis like al-Hallaj, Bayazid 
Bastami and Abusaeid Abolkheir. During the trial of al-Hallaj, his former disciple, the 
Caliph of the time demanded his fatwa. In response, he issued this fatwa: "From the 
outward appearance he is to die and we judge according to the outward appearance and 
God knows better". He is referred to by Sufis as Sayyid-ut Taifa—i.e., the leader of the 
group. He lived and died in the city of Baghdad. 

Moinuddin Chishti 

 
A Mughal era, Sufi Prayer Book from the Chishti order. 

Moinuddin Chishti was born in 1141 and died in 1236 CE. Also known as Gharīb 
Nawāz "Benefactor of the Poor", he is the most famous Sufi saint of the Chishti Order 
of the Indian Subcontinent. Moinuddin Chishti introduced and established the order in 
the subcontinent. The initial spiritual chain or silsila of the Chishti order in India, 
comprising Moinuddin Chishti, Bakhtiyar Kaki, Baba Farid, Nizamuddin Auliya (each 
successive person being the disciple of the previous one), constitutes the great Sufi 
saints of Indian history. Moinuddin Chishtī turned towards India, reputedly after a 
dream in which Prophet Muhammad blessed him to do so. After a brief stay at Lahore, 
he reached Ajmer along with Sultan Shahāb-ud-Din Muhammad Ghori, and settled 
down there. In Ajmer, he attracted a substantial following, acquiring a great deal of 
respect amongst the residents of the city. Moinuddin Chishtī practiced the Sufi Sulh-e-
Kul (peace to all) concept to promote understanding between Muslims and non-
Muslims 

Ahmed Ullah Maizbhandari 

Ahmed Ullah Maizbhanderi was born on January 15, 1826, corresponding to Magh 1, 
1233 of the Bengali calendar year. Sufi scholar Mohiuddin Ibn Arabi was said to have 
predicted the birth of Ahamed Ullah Maizbhanderi, 586 years earlier. The 
Maizbhandari Tariqa or Maizbhandari Sufi Order is a liberated Sufism order 
established in the Bangladesh in the 19th century by the Gausul Azam Hazrat Shah 
Sufi Syed Ahmadullah Maizbhandari (1826 AD − 1906 AD), 27th descendent of 
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Muhammad. The Maizbhandari Tariqa or Maizbhandari Sufi Order is based on seven 
methods to follow which make a man in perfect one with moral control and self 
purification. They are divided into two parts like Destruction of human instincts (Fana-
E Salasa) and Death of Aptitude (Mout-E Arba). 

Mansur al-Hallaj 

Mansur al-Hallaj (died 922 CE) is renowned for his claim "Ana-l-Haqq" (I am The 
Truth). His refusal to recant this utterance, which was regarded as apostasy, led to a 
long trial. He was imprisoned for 11 years in a Baghdad prison, before being tortured 
and publicly dismembered on March 26, 922. He is still revered by Sufis for his 
willingness to embrace torture and death rather than recant. It is said that during his 
prayers, he would say "O Lord! You are the guide of those who are passing through the 
Valley of Bewilderment. If I am a heretic, enlarge my heresy". 

Sufi Orders 

 
"Tariqat" in the Four Spiritual Stations: The Four Stations, sharia, tariqa, haqiqa.  

The fourth station, marifa, which is considered "unseen", is actually the center  
of the haqiqa region. It's the essence of all four stations. 

The term Tariqa is used for a school or order of Sufism, or especially for the mystical 
teaching and spiritual practices of such an order with the aim of seeking ḥaqīqah 
(ultimate truth).A tariqa has a murshid (guide) who plays the role of leader or spiritual 
director. The members or followers of a tariqa are known as murīdīn (singular murīd), 
meaning "desirous", viz. "desiring the knowledge of knowing God and loving God". 

Bektashi 

The Bektashi Order was founded in the 13th century by the Islamic saint Haji Bektash 
Veli, and greatly influenced during its fomulative period by the Hurufi Ali al-'Ala in the 
15th century and reorganized by Balım Sultan in the 16th century. 

Chishti 

The Chishti Order (Persian: ہ$%&' ) was founded by (Khawaja) Abu Ishaq Shami ("the 
Syrian"; died 941) who brought Sufism to the town of Chisht, some 95 miles east of 
Herat in present-day Afghanistan. Before returning to the Levant, Shami initiated, 
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trained and deputized the son of the local Emir (Khwaja) Abu Ahmad Abdal (died 966). 
Under the leadership of Abu Ahmad's descendants, the Chishtiyya as they are also 
known, flourished as a regional mystical order. 

Kubrawiya 

The Kubrawiya order is a Sufi order ("tariqa") named after its 13th-century founder 
Najmuddin Kubra. The Kubrawiya Sufi order was founded in the 13th century by 
Najmuddin Kubra in Bukhara in modern Uzbekistan. The Mongols had captured 
Bukhara in 1221, they committed genocide and killed nearly the whole population. 
Sheikh Nadjm ed-Din Kubra was among those killed by the Mongols. 

Mawlawiyya 

The Mevlevi Order is better known in the West as the "whirling dervishes". 

Muridiyya 

Mouride is a large Islamic Sufi order most prominent in Senegal and The Gambia, with 
headquarters in the holy city of Touba, Senegal. 

Naqshbandi 

The Naqshbandi order is one of the major Sufi orders of Islam. Formed in 1380, the 
order is considered by some to be a "sober" order known for its silent dhikr 
(remembrance of God) rather than the vocalized forms of dhikr common in other orders. 
The word "Naqshbandi" (()*+&,-) is Persian, taken from the name of the founder of the 
order, Baha-ud-Din Naqshband Bukhari. Some have said that the translation means 
"related to the image-maker", some also consider it to mean "Pattern Maker" rather 
than "image maker", and interpret "Naqshbandi" to mean "Reformer of Patterns", and 
others consider it to mean "Way of the Chain" or "Golden Chain". 

As mentioned below, the conception of Naqshbandi may require more elaboration and 
clarity as the explanation to this effect creating ambiguity and complicity with in it. 
The meanings of "Naqshbandi" is to follow the pattern of head of the former. In other 
words, "Naqshbandi" may be taken as "followup or like a flow chart" of practices 
exercised by the head of this school of thought. 

Nimatullahi 

The Ni'matullāhī order is the most widespread Sufi order of Persia today. It was 
founded by Shah Ni'matullah Wali (died 1367), established and transformed from his 
inheritance of the Ma'rufiyyah circle. There are several suborders in existence today, 
the most known and influential in the West following the lineage of Dr. Javad 
Nurbakhsh who brought the order to the West following the 1979 Revolution in Iran. 

"Naqshbandi" does not meant for images or patterns followed by the followers of this 
school of thoughts. "Naqshbandi" manes the "flow chart" OR to follow the sayings and 
doings of former. 
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Nurbakshi 

The "Noorbakshia" (Arabic: ش ) also called Nubakshia is an Islamic sect and the Sufi 
order and way that claims to trace its direct spiritual lineage and chain (silsilah) to the 
Islamic prophet Muhammad, through Ali, by way of Imam Ali Al-Ridha. This order 
became famous as Nurbakshi after Shah Syed Muhammad Nurbakhsh Qahistani who 
was attached with Kubrawiya order Sufi order ("tariqa"). 

Owaisi (Uwaiysi) 

The Owaisi (Uwaiysi) order claim to be founded 1,400 years ago by Uwais al-Qarni 
from Yemen. Uways received the teachings of Islam inwardly through his heart and 
lived by the principles taught by him, although he had never physically met 
Muhammad. At times Muhammad would say of him, "I feel the breath of the Merciful, 
coming to me from Yemen." Shortly before Muhammad died, he directed Umar (second 
Caliph) and Ali (the first Imam of the Shia) to take his cloak to Uwais. "According to Ali 
Hujwiri, Farid ad-Din Attar of Nishapur and Sheikh Muhammad Ghader Bagheri, the 
first recipient of Muhammad's cloak was Uwais al-Qarni. The 'Original Cloak' as it is 
known is thought to have passed down the generations from the prophet Abraham to 
Muhammad, to Uwais al-Qarni, and so on." 

The Oveyssi order exists today in various forms and in different countries. According to 
Dr. Alan Godlas of the University of Georgia's Department of Religion, a Sufi Order or 
tariqa known as the Uwaysi is "very active", having been introduced in the West by the 
20th century Sufi, Shah Maghsoud Angha. The Uwaysi Order is a Shi'i branch of the 
Kubrawiya. 

Godlas writes that there are two recent and distinct contemporary branches of the 
Uwaysi Order in the West:  

Uwaiysi Tarighat, led by Shah Maghsoud Sadegh Angha's daughter, Seyyedeh Dr. 
Nahid Angha, and her husband Shah Nazar Seyed Ali Kianfar. Dr. Angha and Dr. 
Kianfar went on to found another the International Association of Sufism (IAS) which 
operates in California and organizes international Sufi symposia. There is also an 
international non-profit organization, the MTO Shahmaghsoudi led by Hazrat 
Salaheddin Ali Nader Angha has over five-hundred thousand students with centers 
spanning five continents. With the use of modern technology and reach of the internet, 
weekly webcasts of the order's lecture and zekr sessions are broadcast live through the 
order's official website. 

Qadiri 

The Qadiri Order is one of the oldest Sufi Orders. It derives its name from Abdul-Qadir 
Gilani (1077–1166), a native of the Iranian province of Gīlān. The order is one of the 
most widespread of the Sufi orders in the Islamic world, and can be found in Central 
Asia, Turkey, Balkans and much of East and West Africa. The Qadiriyyah have not 
developed any distinctive doctrines or teachings outside of mainstream Islam. They 
believe in the fundamental principles of Islam, but interpreted through mystical 
experience. 
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Sarwari Qadri 

The Sarwari Qadri order was founded by Sultan Bahu which branched out of the 
Qadiriyyah order. Hence, it follows the same approach of the order but unlike most Sufi 
orders, it does not follow a specific dress code, seclusion, or other lengthy exercises. Its 
mainstream philosophy is related directly to the heart and contemplating on the name 
of Allah i.e. the word /ا (Allah, God) as written on own heart. 

Maizbhandari 

The Maizbhandari Tariqa or Maizbhandari Sufi Order is a liberated Sufism order 
established in the Bangladesh in the 19th century by the Gausul Azam Hazrat Shah 
Sufi Syed Ahmadullah Maizbhandari (1826 AD − 1906 AD), 27th descendent of Hazrat 
Ahmad Mustaba Muhammad Mustafa. 

Senussi 

Senussi is a religious-political Sufi order established by Muhammad ibn Ali as-Senussi. 
Muhammad ibn Ali as-Senussi founded this movement due to his criticism of the 
Egyptian ulema. Originally from Mecca, as-Senussi left due to pressure from Wahhabis 
to leave and settled in Cyrenaica where he was well received. Idris bin Muhammad al-
Mahdi as-Senussi was later recognized as Emir of Cyrenaica and eventually became 
King of Libya. The monarchy was abolished by Muammar Gaddafi but, a third of 
Libyan still claim to be Senussi. 

Shadiliyya 

The Shadhili is a Sufi order founded by Abu-l-Hassan ash-Shadhili. Followers (murids 
Arabic: seekers) of the Shadhiliyya are often known as Shadhilis. 

Suhrawardiyya 

The Suhrawardiyya order (Arabic: 1267ورد" ) is a Sufi order founded by Abu al-Najib al-
Suhrawardi (1097–1168). The order was formalized by his nephew, Shahab al-Din Abu 
Hafs Umar Suhrawardi. 

Tijaniyya 

The Tijaniyyah order attach a large importance to culture and education, and 
emphasize the individual adhesion of the disciple (murīd).  

Reception 

Perception outside Islam 

Sufi mysticism has long exercised a fascination upon the Western world, and especially 
its orientalist scholars. Figures like Rumi have become well known in the United 
States, where Sufism is perceived as a peaceful and apolitical form of Islam. 
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A choreographed Sufi performance on Friday at Sudan. 

The Islamic Institute in Mannheim, Germany, which works towards the integration of 
Europe and Muslims, sees Sufism as particularly suited for interreligious dialogue and 
intercultural harmonisation in democratic and pluralist societies; it has described 
Sufism as a symbol of tolerance and humanism—nondogmatic, flexible and non-violent. 
According to Philip Jenkins, a Professor at Baylor University, "the Sufis are much more 
than tactical allies for the West: they are, potentially, the greatest hope for pluralism 
and democracy within Muslim nations." Likewise, several governments and 
organisations have advocated the promotion of Sufism as a means of combating 
intolerant and violent strains of Islam. For example, the Chinese and Russian 
governments openly favor Sufism as the best means of protecting against Islamist 
subversion. The British government, especially following the 7 July 2005 London 
bombings, has favoured Sufi groups in its battle against Muslim extremist currents. 
The influential RAND Corporation, an American think-tank, issued a major report 
titled "Building Moderate Muslim Networks," which urged the US government to form 
links with and bolster Muslim groups that opposed Islamist extremism. The report 
stressed the Sufi role as moderate traditionalists open to change, and thus as allies 
against violence. News organisations such as the BBC, Economist and Boston Globe 
have also seen Sufism as a means to deal with violent Muslim extremists. 

Influence on Judaism 

Both Judaism and Islam are monotheistic. However, there is evidence that Sufism did 
influence the development of some schools of Jewish philosophy and ethics. A great 
influence was exercised by Sufism upon the ethical writings of Jews in the Middle Ages. 
In the first writing of this kind, we see "Kitab al-Hidayah ila Fara'i� al-Ḳulub", Duties 
of the Heart, of Bahya ibn Paquda. This book was translated by Judah ibn Tibbon into 
Hebrew under the title "Ḥōḇōṯ Ha-lleḇāḇōṯ". 

The precepts prescribed by the Torah number 613 only; those dictated by the intellect 
are innumerable. 

This was precisely the argument used by the Sufis against their adversaries, the 
Ulamas. The arrangement of the book seems to have been inspired by Sufism. Its ten 
sections correspond to the ten stages through which the Sufi had to pass in order to 
attain that true and passionate love of God which is the aim and goal of all ethical self-
discipline. A considerable amount of Sufi ideas entered the Jewish mainstream through 
Bahya ibn Paquda's work, which remains one of the most popular ethical treatises in 
Judaism. 
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It is noteworthy that in the ethical writings of the Sufis Al-Kusajri and Al-Harawi 
there are sections which treat of the same subjects as those treated in the "Ḥovot ha-
Lebabot" and which bear the same titles: e.g., "Bab al-Tawakkul"; "Bab al-Taubah"; 
"Bab al-Muḥasabah"; "Bab al-Tawa�u'"; "Bab al-Zuhd". In the ninth gate, Baḥya 
directly quotes sayings of the Sufis, whom he calls Perushim. However, the author of 
the Ḥōḇōṯ Ha-lleḇāḇōṯ did not go so far as to approve of the asceticism of the Sufis, 
although he showed a marked predilection for their ethical principles. 

The Jewish writer Abraham bar Ḥiyya teaches the asceticism of the Sufis. His 
distinction with regard to the observance of Jewish law by various classes of men is 
essentially a Sufic theory. According to it there are four principal degrees of human 
perfection or sanctity; namely: 

1. of "Shari'ah", i.e., of strict obedience to all ritual laws of Islam, such as prayer, 
fasting, pilgrimage, almsgiving, ablution, etc., which is the lowest degree of 
worship, and is attainable by all 
2. of Ṭariqah, which is accessible only to a higher class of men who, while strictly 
adhering to the outward or ceremonial injunctions of religion, rise to an inward 
perception of mental power and virtue necessary for the nearer approach to the 
Divinity 
3. of "Ḥaḳikah", the degree attained by those who, through continuous 
contemplation and inward devotion, have risen to the true perception of the 
nature of the visible and invisible; who, in fact, have recognized the Godhead, 
and through this knowledge have succeeded in establishing an ecstatic relation 
to it; and 
4. of the "Ma'arifah", in which state man communicates directly with the Deity. 

Abraham ben Moses ben Maimon, the son of the Jewish philosopher Maimonides, 
believed that Sufi practices and doctrines continue the tradition of the Biblical 
prophets. See Sefer Hammaspiq, "Happerishuth", Chapter 11 ("Ha-mmaʻaḇāq") s.v. 
hithbonen efo be-masoreth mufla'a zo, citing the Talmudic explanation of Jeremiah 
13:27 in Chagigah 5b; in Rabbi Yaakov Wincelberg's translation, "The Way of Serving 
God" (Feldheim), p. 429 and above, p. 427. Also see ibid., Chapter 10 ("Iqquḇim"), s.v. 
wa-halo yo�eʻaʻ atta; in "The Way of Serving God", p. 371. There are other such 
references in Rabbi Abraham's writings, as well. He introduced into the Jewish prayer 
such practices as reciting God's names (dhikr). 

Abraham Maimuni's principal work is originally composed in Judeo-Arabic and entitled 
 Kitāb Kifāyah al-'Ābidīn ("A Comprehensive Guide for the Servants "כתאב כפאיה אלעאבדין"
of God"). From the extant surviving portion it is conjectured that Maimuni's treatise 
was three times as long as his father's Guide for the Perplexed. In the book, Maimuni 
evidences a great appreciation for, and affinity to, Sufism. Followers of his path 
continued to foster a Jewish-Sufi form of pietism for at least a century, and he is rightly 
considered the founder of this pietistic school, which was centered in Egypt. 

The followers of this path, which they called, interchangeably, Hasidism (not to be 
confused with the [later] Jewish Hasidic movement) or Sufism (Tasawwuf), practiced 
spiritual retreats, solitude, fasting and sleep deprivation. The Jewish Sufis maintained 
their own brotherhood, guided by a religious leader—like a Sufi sheikh. 
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Abraham Maimuni's two sons, Obadyah and David, continued to lead this Jewish-Sufi 
brotherhood. Obadyah Maimonides wrote Al-Mawala Al Hawdiyya ("The Treatise of 
the Pool")—an ethico-mystical manual based on the typically Sufi comparison of the 
heart to a pool that must be cleansed before it can experience the Divine. 

The Maimonidean legacy extended right through to the 15th century with the 5th 
generation of Maimonidean Sufis, David ben Joshua Maimonides, who wrote Al-
Murshid ila al-Tafarrud (The Guide to Detachment), which includes numerous extracts 
of Suhrawardi's Kalimat at-Tasawwuf. 

In popular culture 

Films 

• The Jewel of the Nile (1985), the eponymous Jewel is a Sufi holy man. 
• In Hideous Kinky (1998), Julia (Kate Winslet) travels to Morocco to explore 

Sufism and a journey to self-discovery. 
• In Monsieur Ibrahim (2003), Omar Sharif's character professes to be a Muslim in 

the Sufi tradition. 
• Bab'Aziz (2005), a film by Tunisian director Nacer Khemir, draws heavily on the 

Sufi tradition, containing quotes from Sufi poets such as Rumi and depicting an 
ecstatic Sufi dance. 

Music 

Abida Parveen, a Pakistani Sufi singer is one of the foremost exponents of Sufi music, 
together with Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan are considered the finest Sufi vocalists of the 
modern era. Sanam Marvi another Pakistani singer has recently gained recognition for 
her Sufi vocal performances. 

A. R. Rahman, the Oscar-winning Indian musician, has several compositions which 
draw inspiration from the Sufi genre; examples are the filmi qawwalis Khwaja Mere 
Khwaja in the film Jodhaa Akbar, Arziyan in the film Delhi 6 and Kun Faya Kun in the 
film Rockstar. 

Bengali singer Lalan Fakir and Bangladesh's national poet Kazi Nazrul Islam scored 
several Sufi songs. 

Junoon, a band from Pakistan, created the genre of Sufi rock by combining elements of 
modern hard rock and traditional folk music with Sufi poetry. 

In 2005, Rabbi Shergill released a Sufi rock song called "Bulla Ki Jaana", which became 
a chart-topper in India and Pakistan. 

Madonna, on her 1994 record Bedtime Stories, sings a song called "Bedtime Story" that 
discusses achieving a high unconsciousness level. The video for the song shows an 
ecstatic Sufi ritual with many dervishes dancing, Arabic calligraphy and some other 
Sufi elements. In her 1998 song "Bittersweet", she recites Rumi's poem by the same 
name. In her 2001 Drowned World Tour, Madonna sang the song "Secret" showing 
rituals from many religions, including a Sufi dance. 
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Singer/songwriter Loreena McKennitt's record The Mask and Mirror (1994) has a song 
called "The Mystic's Dream" that is influenced by Sufi music and poetry. The band 
mewithoutYou has made references to Sufi parables, including the name of their album 
It's All Crazy! It's All False! It's All a Dream! It's Alright (2009). Tori Amos makes a 
reference to Sufis in her song "Cruel". 

Mercan Dede is a Turkish composer who incorporates Sufism into his music and 
performances. 

British folk singer Richard Thompson is a long-time Sufi. 

Literature 

 
A 17th century miniature of Nasreddin was a Seljuq satirical Sufi, 

 currently in the Topkapi Palace Museum Library. 

The Persian poet Rumi has become one of the most widely read poets in the United 
States, thanks largely to the interpretative translations published by Coleman Barks. 
Elif Safak's novel The Forty Rules of Love tells the story of Rumi becoming a disciple of 
the Persian Sufi dervish Shams Tabrizi. 

Modern and contemporary Sufi scholars 

Arabian Peninsula 

• Abdallah Bin Bayyah (born 1935) – Saudi Arabia 
• Habib Ali al-Jifri (born 1971) – Yemen 
• Habib Umar bin Hafiz (born 1962) – Yemen 
• Muhammad Alawi al-Maliki (1944–2004) – Saudi Arabia 

Levant 

• Abd al-Rahman al-Shaghouri (1912–2004) – Syria 
• Mohamed Said Ramadan Al-Bouti (1929–2013) – Syria 
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• Muhammad al-Yaqoubi (born 1963) – Syria 
• Nuh Ha Mim Keller (born 1954) – Jordan 
• Wahba Zuhayli (born 1932) – Syria 
• Yusuf an-Nabhani (1849–1932) – Palestine 

North Africa 

• Abd al-Aziz al-Ghumari (1920–1997) – Morocco 
• Abd al-Hamid Kishk (1933–1996) – Egypt 
• Ahmad al-Alawi (1869–1934) – Algeria 
• Ahmed el-Tayeb (born 1946) – Egypt 
• Ali Gomaa (born 1951) – Egypt 
• Hamza al Qâdiri al Boutchichi (born 1922) 
• Hamza Yusuf (born 1960) – United States 
• Muhammad ibn al-Habib (1876–1972) – Morocco 
• Muhammad Sayyid Tantawy (1928–2010) – Egypt 
• Shawki Ibrahim Abdel-Karim Allam – Egypt 

West, Central and Southern Africa 

• Abdalqadir as-Sufi (born 1930) – South Africa 
• Ahmad Tijani Ali Cisse (born 1955) – Senegal 
• Amadou Bamba (1853–1927) – Senegal 
• Hassan Cissé (1945–2008) – Senegal 
• Sa'adu Abubakar (1954) - Nigeria 
• Sanusi Lamido Sanusi (1961) - Nigeria 
• Ghulam Mohammad Soofie (1895 - 1911) 

Western Europe 

• Abdal Hakim Murad (born 1960) – United Kingdom 
• Ahmed Babikir – United Kingdom 
• Frithjof Schuon (1907–1998) – Switzerland 
• Idries Shah (1924–1996) – United Kingdom 
• Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee (born 1953) – United Kingdom 
• Martin Lings (1909–2005) – United Kingdom 
• Muhammad Imdad Hussain Pirzada (born 1946) – United Kingdom 

Eastern Europe 

• Hüseyin Hilmi Işık (1911–2001) – Turkey 
• Nazim Al-Haqqani (born 1922) – Turkey 
• Said Afandi al-Chirkawi (1937–2012) – Dagestan 
• Said Nursî (1878–1960) – Turkey 

North America 

• Ali Kianfar (born 1944) – United States 
• Ahmed Tijani Ben Omar (born 1950) – United States 
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• Feisal Abdul Rauf (born 1948) - United States 
• Hisham Kabbani (born 1945) – United States 
• Hossein Nasr (born 1933) – United States 
• Kabir Helminski (born 1942) – United States 
• M. A. Muqtedar Khan (born 1966) – United States 
• Muhammad bin Yahya al-Ninowy (born 1966) – United States 
• Nahid Angha (born 1945) – United States 
• Nooruddeen Durkee (born 1938) – United States 
• Sayyid Ahmed Amiruddin (born 1978) - Canada 
• Syed Soharwardy (born 1955) - Canada 
• Zaid Shakir (born 1956) – United States 

South Asia 

• Waris Ali Shah (1819–1905) – India 
• Haji Imdadullah Muhajir Makki (1817–1899)- India 
• Ahmed Ullah Maizbhanderi (1826–1906) – Bangladesh 
• Ahmed Raza Khan (1856–1921) – India 
• Azangachhi Shaheb (born 1828 or 1829, died 1932) - India 
• Meher Ali Shah (1859–1937) – Pakistan 
• Mohammad Abdul Ghafoor Hazarvi (1911–1970) - Pakistan 
• Muhammad Abdul Qadeer Siddiqi Qadri (1871–1962) – India 
• Muhammad Akram Awan (born 1934) - Pakistan 
• Muhammad Ilyas Qadri (born 1950) – Pakistan 
• Muhammad Tahir-ul-Qadri (born 1951) - Pakistan 
• Omer Tarin (born 1966)- Pakistan 
• Qalandar Baba Auliya (1898–1979) – Pakistan 
• Qamaruzzaman Azmi (born 1946) – India 
• Saheb Qiblah Fultali (1913–2008) – Bangladesh 
• Shah Shahidullah Faridi (1915–1978) – Pakistan 
• Syed Muhammad Zauqi Shah (1878–1951) – Pakistan 
• Syed Waheed Ashraf (born 1933) – India 
• Tajuddin Muhammad Badruddin (1861–1925) – India 
• Thaika Shuaib (born 1930) – India 
• Wahid Baksh Sial Rabbani (died 1995) – Pakistan 
• Sultan Bahoo (1630–1691) Jhang Pakistan 
• Sultan Mohammad Najib Ur Rehman (born 1959) Pakistan 

Eastern and Central Asia 

• Habib Munzir Al-Musawa (1973–2013) – Indonesia 
• Muhammad Abdul Aleem Siddiqi (1892–1954) – Singapore 
• Muhammad Ma Jian (1906–1978) – China 
• Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas (born 1931) – Malaysia 
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Chapter 12 

JIHAD 

 

Jihad is an Islamic term referring to the religious duty of Muslims to maintain the 
religion. In Arabic, the word jihād is a noun meaning "to strive, to apply oneself, to 
struggle, to persevere." A person engaged in jihad is called a mujahid, the plural of 
which is mujahideen. The word jihad appears frequently in the Quran, often in the 
idiomatic expression "striving in the way of God (al-jihad fi sabil Allah)", to refer to the 
act of striving to serve the purposes of God on this earth. 

Muslims and scholars do not all agree on its definition. Many observers—both Muslim 
and non-Muslim—as well as the Dictionary of Islam, talk of jihad having two 
meanings: an inner spiritual struggle (the "greater jihad"), and an outer physical 
struggle against the enemies of Islam (the "lesser jihad") which may take a violent or 
non-violent form. Jihad is often translated as "Holy War", although this term is 
controversial. According to Orientalist Bernard Lewis, "the overwhelming majority of 
classical theologians, jurists", and specialists in the hadith "understood the obligation 
of jihad in a military sense." Javed Ahmad Ghamidi states that there is consensus 
among Islamic scholars that the concept of jihad will always include armed struggle 
against wrong doers. 

It was generally supposed that the order for a general war could only be given by the 
Caliph (an office that was claimed by the Ottoman sultans), but Muslims who did not 
acknowledge the spiritual authority of the Caliphate (which has been vacant since 
1923)—such as non-Sunnis and non-Ottoman Muslim states—always looked to their 
own rulers for the proclamation of a jihad. There has been in fact no universal warfare 
by Muslims on non-believers since the early caliphate. Some proclaimed jihad by 
claiming themselves as mahdi, e.g. the Sudanese Mahommed Ahmad in 1882. In 
classical Islam, the military form of jihad was also regulated to protect civilians. 

Jihad is an important religious duty for Muslims. A minority among the Sunni scholars 
sometimes refer to this duty as the sixth pillar of Islam, though it occupies no such 
official status. In Twelver Shi'a Islam, however, jihad is one of the ten Practices of the 
Religion. 

Origins 

In Modern Standard Arabic, the term jihad is used for a struggle for causes, both 
religious and secular. The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic defines the 
term as "fight, battle; jihad, holy war (against the infidels, as a religious duty)". 
Nonetheless, it is usually used in the religious sense and its beginnings are traced back 
to the Qur'an and words and actions of Muhammad. In the Qur'an and in later Muslim 
usage, jihad is commonly followed by the expression fi sabil illah, "in the path of God." 
It is sometimes used without religious connotation, with a meaning similar to the 
English word "crusade" (as in "a crusade against drugs"). 

Quranic use and Arabic forms 
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The word jihad appears in one form or another 164 times in the Quran according to one 
count. For the plural form or for participants in jihad, the "combining form" "JAHD" 
�ه()D) of Arabic is used, and prefixes and suffixes added: for example, 
mu (one who) + jahid (jihad) + een (plural) = mujahideen (E2)ه�FG). 

According to Jonathon Berkey, jihad in the Quran was originally intended for the 
nearby neighbors of the Muslims, but as time passed and more enemies arose, the 
Quranic statements supporting jihad were updated for the new adversaries. This 
encourages the use of jihad against non-Muslims. 

Hadith 

The context of the Quran is elucidated by Hadith (the teachings, deeds and sayings of 
the Islamic prophet Muhammad). Of the 199 references to jihad in perhaps the most 
standard collection of hadith—Bukhari—all assume that jihad means warfare. 

Among reported saying of the Islamic prophet Muhammad involving jihad are 

"The best Jihad is the word of Justice in front of the oppressive Sultan [ruler]" (cited by 
Ibn Nuhaas and narrated by Ibn Habbaan). 

and 

The Messenger of Allah was asked about the best jihad. He said: "The best jihad is the 
one in which your horse is slain and your blood is spilled" (also cited by Ibn Nuhaas and 
narrated by Ibn Habbaan). 

Ibn Nuhaas also cited a hadith from Musnad Ahmad ibn Hanbal, where Muhammad 
states that the highest kind of jihad, is "The person who is killed whilst spilling the last 
of his blood" (Ahmed 4/144). It has also been reported that Muhammad considered 
performing hajj to be the best jihad for Muslim women. 

History of usage and practice 

The practice of periodic raids by Bedouin against enemy tribes and settlements to 
collect booty predates the revelations of the Quran, and according to some scholars, 
while Islamic leaders "instilled into the hearts of the warriors the belief" in jihad "holy 
war" and ghaza (raids), the "fundamental structure" of this bedouin warfare "remained, 
... raiding to collect booty". 

Classical 

"From an early date Muslim law laid down" jihad in the military sense as "one of the 
principal obligations" of both "the head of the Muslim state", who declared the jihad, 
and the Muslim community. Within classical Islamic jurisprudence – the development 
of which is to be dated into the first few centuries after the prophet's death – jihad is 
the only form of warfare permissible under Islamic law, and may consist in wars 
against unbelievers, apostates, rebels, highway robbers and dissenters renouncing the 
authority of Islam. The primary aim of jihad as warfare is not the conversion of non-
Muslims to Islam by force, but rather the expansion and defense of the Islamic state. In 
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theory, jihad was to continue until "all mankind either embraced Islam or submitted to 
the authority of the Muslim state." There could be truces before this was achieved, but 
no permanent peace. One who died 'on the path of God' was a martyr, (Shahid), whose 
sins were remitted and who was secured "immediate entry to paradise." However, 
according to Khaled Abou El Fadl martyrdom is within God's exclusive province; only 
God can assess the intentions of individuals and the justness of their cause, and 
ultimately, whether they deserve the status of being a martyr. The Quranic text does 
not recognize the idea of unlimited warfare, and it does not consider the simple fact 
that one of the belligerents is Muslim to be sufficient to establish the justness of a war. 
Moreover, according to the Quran, war might be necessary, and might even become 
binding and obligatory, but it is never a moral and ethical good. The Quran does not 
use the word jihad to refer to warfare or fighting; such acts are referred to as qital. 
While the Quran's call to jihad is unconditional and unrestricted, such is not the case 
for qital. Jihad is a good in and of itself, while qital is not. 

Classical manuals of Islamic jurisprudence often contain a section called Book of Jihad, 
with rules governing the conduct of war covered at great length. Such rules include 
treatment of nonbelligerents, women, children (also cultivated or residential areas) 
Such rules offered some protection for civilians. Although some Islamic scholars have 
differed on the implementation of Jihad, there is consensus amongst them that the 
concept of jihad will always include armed struggle against persecution and oppression. 
The first documentation of the law of jihad was written by 'Abd al-Rahman al-Awza'i 
and Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-Shaybani. (It grew out of debates that surfaced 
following Muhammad's death.) 

Early Muslim conquests 

In the early era that inspired classical Islam (Rashidun Caliphate) and lasted less than 
a century, jihad spread the realm of Islam to include millions of subjects, and an area 
extending "from the borders of India and China to the Pyrenees and the Atlantic". The 
two empires impeding the advance of Islam were the Persian Sassanian empire and the 
Byzantine empire. By 657 the Persian empire was conquered and by 661 the Byzantine 
empire was reduced to a fraction of its former size. 

The role of religion in these early conquests is debated. Medieval Arabic authors 
believed the conquests were commanded by God, and presented them as orderly and 
disciplined, under the command of the caliph. Many modern historians question 
whether hunger and desertification, rather than jihad, was a motivating force in the 
conquests. Some recent explanations cite both material and religious causes in the 
conquests. 

Post-Classical usage 

According to a number of authors, the more spiritual definitions of jihad developed 
sometime after the 150 years of Muslim jihad wars and territorial expansion, and 
particularly after the Mongol invaders sacked Baghdad and overthrew the Abassid 
Caliphate. According to diplomat/scholar Dore Gold, at beginning of the ninth century, 
"Muslim theologians broadened the meaning of jihad, de-emphasizing armed struggle 
and, under the influence of Sufism, adopting more spiritual definitions. ... the Islamic 
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mainstream had shifted away from this focus on the religious requirement of a 
universal campaign of jihad. Consequently, the meaning of shahid changed as well. 
Whereas the term had originally applied to one who gave his life in battle, a scholar or 
someone who led Muslim prayers could now be compared to a shahid when his day of 
judgement arrived."  

Historian Hamilton Gibb noted that "in the historic [Muslim] Community the concept 
of jihad had gradually weakened and at length been largely reinterpreted in terms of 
Sufi ethics." 

Islamic scholar Rudolph Peters also wrote that with the stagnation of Islamic 
expansionism, the concept of jihad became internalized as a moral or spiritual struggle. 
Earlier classical works on fiqh emphasized jihad as war for God's religion, Peters found. 
Later Muslims (in this case modernists such as Muhammad Abduh and Rashid Rida) 
emphasized the defensive aspect of jihad—which was similar to the Western concept of 
a "just war". Today, some Muslim authors only recognize wars with the aim of 
territorial defense as well as the defense of religious freedom as legitimate. 

Bernard Lewis states that while most Islamic theologians in the classical period (750–
1258 C.E.) understood jihad to be a military endeavor, after Islamic conquest stagnated 
and the caliphate broke up into smaller states the "irresistible and permanent jihad 
came to an end". As jihad became unfeasible it was "postponed from historic to 
messianic time." Even when the Ottoman Empire carried on a new holy war of 
expansion in the seventeenth century, "the war was not universally pursued". They 
made no attempt to recover Spain or Sicily. The major imperial Muslim dynasties of 
Ottoman Turkey (1299–1923) (Sunni) and Persian Safavid (1501–1736) (Shia) dynasty 
often used the term ghaza (a sister obligation to jihad to refer to military campaigns 
against Byzantium or each other, the enemy being giaurs or heretics. When the 
Ottomans called for a jihad against Allied powers during World War I, "their appeal" 
did not "united the Muslim world". 

Contemporary Fundamentalist usage 

With the Islamic revival, a new "Fundamentalist" movement arose, with some different 
interpretations of Islam, often with an increased emphasis on jihad. The Wahhabi 
movement which spread across the Arabian peninsula starting in the 18th century, 
emphasized jihad as armed struggle. Wars against Western colonial forces were often 
declared jihad: the Sanusi religious order proclaimed it against Italians in Libya in 
1912, and the "Mahdi" in the Sudan declared jihad against the British and the 
Egyptians in 1881. 

Other early anti-colonial conflicts involving jihad include: 

• Padri War (1821–1838) 
• Java War (1825–1830) 
• Barelvi Mujahidin war (1826-1831) 
• Caucasus War (1828–1859) 
• Algerian resistance movement (1832 - 1847) 
• Somali Dervishes (1896–1920) 
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• Moro Rebellion (1899–1913) 
• Aceh War (1873–1913) 
• Basmachi Movement (1916–1934) 

The so-called Fulbe jihad states and a few other jihad states in western Africa were 
established by a series of offensive wars in the 19th century. None of these jihad 
movements were victorious. The most powerful, the Sokoto Caliphate, lasted about a 
century until the British defeated it in 1903. 

Early Islamism 

In the twentieth century, one of the first Islamist groups, the Muslim Brotherhood 
emphasized physical struggle and martyrdom in its credo: "God is our objective; the 
Quran is our constitution; the Prophet is our leader; struggle (jihad) is our way; and 
death for the sake of God is the highest of our aspirations." The group called for jihad 
against the new Jewish state of Israel in the 1940s, and its Palestinian branch, Hamas, 
called for jihad against Israel when the First Intifada started.  In 2012, its General 
Guide (leader) in Egypt, Mohammed Badie also declared jihad "to save Jerusalem from 
the usurpers and to [liberate] Palestine from the claws of occupation ... a personal duty 
for all Muslims." Muslims "must participate in jihad by [donating] money or 
[sacrificing] their life ..." Many other figures prominent in Global jihad started in the 
Muslim Brotherhood -- Abdullah Azzam, bin-Laden's mentor, started in the Muslim 
Brotherhood of Jordan; Ayman al-Zawahiri, bin-Laden's deputy, joined the Egyptian 
Muslim Brotherhood at the age of 14; and Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who planned the 
9/11 attack, claims to have joined the Kuwaiti Muslim Brotherhood at age 16. The 
Brotherhood supports statements such as those of Yusuf al-Qaradawi—a prominent 
cleric with a long association with the Brotherhood—that "it is dangerous and wrong to 
misunderstand jihad, to shed inviolate blood in its name, to violate property and lives 
and to taint Muslims and Islam with violence and terrorism, ..." But when asked by an 
interviewer, "On the subject of resistance and jihad—do you consider Bin Laden to be a 
terrorist or a jihad fighter?", it's Supreme Guide replied, "Without a shadow of a 
doubt—a jihad fighter." 

According to Rudolph Peters and Natana J. DeLong-Bas, the new "fundamentalist" 
movement brought a reinterpretation of Islam and their own writings on jihad. These 
writings tended to be less interested and involved with legal arguments, what the 
different of schools of Islamic law had to say, or in solutions for all potential situations. 
"They emphasize more the moral justifications and the underlying ethical values of the 
rules, than the detailed elaboration of those rules." They also tended to ignore the 
distinction between Greater and Lesser jihad because it distracted Muslims "from the 
development of the combative spirit they believe is required to rid the Islamic world of 
Western influences". Dore Gold writes that while previously "jihad could be declared 
only by an authoritative leader for all Muslms, such as a new caliph for Sunni Islam. ... 
putting jihad off into the distant future ...," fundamentalist Wahhabi cleric Bin Baz 
taught that military jihad was needed to open the door for da'wa (the spreading of 
Islam by conversion). Muslim Brother Abdullah Azzam also taught that an Amir of 
jihad was not necessary for jihad. 
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Contemporary fundamentalists were often influenced by jurist Ibn Taymiyya's, and 
journalist Sayyid Qutb's, ideas on jihad. Ibn Taymiyya hallmark themes included 

• the permissibility of overthrowing a ruler who is classified as an unbeliever due 
to a failure to adhere to Islamic law, 

• the absolute division of the world into dar al-kufr and dar al-Islam, 
• the labeling of anyone not adhering to one's particular interpretation of Islam as 

an unbeliever, and 
• the call for blanket warfare against non-Muslims, particularly Jews and 

Christians. 

Ibn Taymiyya recognized "the possibility of a jihad against `heretical` and `deviant` 
Muslims within dar al-Islam. He identified as heretical and deviant Muslims anyone 
who propagated innovations (bida') contrary to the Quran and Sunna ... legitimated 
jihad against anyone who refused to abide by Islamic law or revolted against the true 
Muslim authorities." He used a very "broad definition" of what constituted aggression 
or rebellion against Muslims, which would make jihad "not only permissible but 
necessary." Ibn Taymiyya also paid careful and lengthy attention to the questions of 
martyrdom and the benefits of jihad: 'It is in jihad that one can live and die in ultimate 
happiness, both in this world and in the Hereafter. Abandoning it means losing entirely 
or partially both kinds of happiness. 

 
Sayyid Qutb, Islamist author 

The highly influential Muslim Brotherhood leader, Sayyid Qutb, preached in his book 
Milestones that jihad, `is not a temporary phase but a permanent war ... Jihad for 
freedom cannot cease until the Satanic forces are put to an end and the religion is 
purified for God in toto.` Like Ibn Taymiyya, Qutb focused on martyrdom and jihad, but 
he added the theme of the treachery and enmity towards Islam of Christians and 
especially Jews. If non-Muslims were waging a "war against Islam", jihad against them 
was not offensive but defensive. He also insisted that Christians and Jews were 
mushrikeen (not monotheists) because (he alleged) gave their priests or rabbis 
"authority to make laws, obeying laws which were made by them [and] not permitted 
by God" and "obedience to laws and judgments is a sort of worship" 

Also influential was Egyptian Muhammad abd-al-Salam Faraj, who wrote the 
pamphlet Al-Farida al-gha'iba (Jihad, the Neglected Duty). While Qutb felt that jihad 
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was a proclamation of "liberation for humanity", Farag stressed that jihad would 
enable Muslims to rule the world and to reestablish the caliphate. He emphasized the 
importance of fighting the "near enemy"—Muslim rulers he believed to be apostates, 
such as the president of Egypt, Anwar Sadat, whom his group assassinated—rather 
than the traditional enemy, Israel. Faraj believed that if Muslims followed their duty 
and waged jihad, ultimately supernatural divine intervention would provide the 
victory: 

This means that a Muslim has first of all the duty to execute the command to fight with 
his own hands. [Once he has done so] God will then intervene [and change] the laws of 
nature. In this way victory will be achieved through the hands of the believers by 
means of God's [intervention]. 

Faraj included deceiving the enemy, lying to him, attacking by night (even if it leads to 
accidentally killing innocents), and felling and burning trees of the infidel, as 
Islamically legitimate methods of fighting. Although Faraj was executed in 1982 for his 
part in the assassination of Egyptian president Anwar Sadat, his pamphlet and ideas 
were highly influential, at least among Egyptian Islamist extremist groups. (In 1993, 
for example, 1106 persons were killed or wounded in terror attacks in Egypt. More 
police (120) than terrorists (111) were killed that year and "several senior police 
officials and their bodyguards were shot dead in daylight ambushes.") Ayman al-
Zawahiri, later the #2 person in Al-Qaeda, was Faraj's friend and followed his strategy 
of targeting the "near enemy" for many years. 

Abdullah Azzam 

In the 1980s the Muslim Brotherhood cleric Abdullah Azzam, sometimes called "the 
father of the modern global jihad", opened the possibility of successfully waging jihad 
against unbelievers in the here and now. Azzam issued a fatwa calling for jihad against 
the Soviet occupiers of Afghanistan, declaring it an individual obligation for all able 
bodied Muslims because it was a defensive jihad to repel invaders. His fatwa was 
endorsed by a number of clerics including leading Saudi clerics such as Sheikh Abd al-
Aziz ibn Baz. 

Azzam claimed that "anyone who looks into the state of Muslims today will find that 
their great misfortune is their abandonment of Jihad", and warned that "without 
Jihad, shirk (joining partners with Allah) will spread and become dominant". Jihad 
was so important that to "repel" the unbelievers was "the most important obligation 
after Iman [faith]" 

Azzam also argued for a broader interpretation of who it was permissible to kill in 
jihad, an interpretation that some think may have influenced some of his students, 
including Osama bin Laden. 

Many Muslims know about the hadith in which the Prophet ordered his companions 
not to kill any women or children, etc., but very few know that there are exceptions to 
this case ... In summary, Muslims do not have to stop an attack on mushrikeen, if non-
fighting women and children are present. 



149 

 

An charismatic speaker, Azzam traveled to dozens of cities in Europe and North 
American to encourage support for jihad in Afghanistan. He inspired young Muslims 
with stories of miraculous deeds during jihad—mujahideen who defeated vast columns 
of Soviet troops virtually single-handed, who had been run over by tanks but survived, 
who were shot but unscathed by bullets. Angels were witnessed riding into battle on 
horseback, and falling bombs were intercepted by birds, which raced ahead of the jets 
to form a protective canopy over the warriors. In Afghanistan he set up a "services 
office" for foreign fighters and with support from his former student Osama bin Laden 
and Saudi charities, foreign mujahideed or would-be mujahideen were provided for. 
Between 1982 and 1992 an estimated 35,000 individual Muslim volunteers went to 
Afghanistan to fight the Soviets and their Afghan regime. Thousands more attended 
frontier schools teeming with former and future fighters. Saudi Arabia and the other 
conservative Gulf monarchies also provided considerable financial support to the 
jihad—$600 million a year by 1982. 

Azzam saw Afghanistan as the beginning of jihad to repel unbelievers from many 
countries—the southern Soviet Republics of Central Asia, Bosnia, the Philippines, 
Kashmir, Somalia, Eritrea, Spain, and especially his home country of Palestine. The 
defeat of the Soviets in Afghanistan is said to have "amplified the jihadist tendency 
from a fringe phenomenon to a major force in the Muslim world. 

Having tasted victory in Afghanistan, many of the thousands of fighters returned to 
their home country such as Egypt, Algeria, Kashmir or to places like Bosnia to continue 
jihad. Not all the former fighters agreed with Azzam's chioice of targets (Azzam was 
assassinated in November 1989) but former Afghan fighters led or participated in 
serious insurgencies in Egypt, Algeria, Kashmir, Somalia in the 1990s and later 
creating a "transnational jihadist stream." 

In February 1998, Osama bin Laden put a "Declaration of the World Islamic Front for 
Jihad against the Jews and the Crusaders" in the Al-Quds al-Arabi newspaper. On 
September 11, 2001, Four passenger planes were hijacked in the United States and 
crashed, destroying the World Trade Center and damaging the Pentagon. 

Shia 

In Shia Islam, Jihad is one of the ten Practices of the Religion, (though not one of the 
five pillars). Traditionally, Twelver Shi'as and Sunni have differed on the concept of 
jihad, with jihad being "seen as a lesser priority" in Shia theology and "armed activism" 
by Shia being "limited to a person's immediate geography". 

According to a number of sources, Shia teach that jihad can only be carried out under 
the leadership of the Imam, (who will return from occultation to bring absolute justice 
to the world), whereas Sunnis will heed a proclamation to wage jihad even from an 
unjust ruler. Some dispute this however. 

At least one important Shia figure, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who was the 
Supreme Leader of Iran, wrote a treatise on the "Greater Jihad" (i.e., internal/personal 
struggle against sin). 
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Jihad has been used by Shia Islamists in the 20th Century: Ruhollah Khomeini, a Shia 
cleric, declared jihad on Iraq in the Iran–Iraq War, and the Shia bombers of Western 
embassies and peacekeeping troops in Lebanon called themselves, "Islamic Jihad". 
Nonetheless it has not had the high profile or global significance it had among Sunni 
Islamists. (The Afghan jihad for example was led and populated by Sunni Muslims.) 

According to The National, this changed with the Syrian Civil War, where, "for the first 
time in the history of Shia Islam, adherents are seeping into another country to fight in 
a holy war to defend their doctrine." Thus, Shia and Sunni fighters are waging jihad 
against each other in Syria. 

Current usage 

The term 'jihad' has accrued both violent and non-violent meanings. According to John 
Esposito, it can simply mean striving to live a moral and virtuous life, spreading and 
defending Islam as well as fighting injustice and oppression, among other things. The 
relative importance of these two forms of jihad is a matter of controversy. 

Muslim public opinion 

A poll by Gallup showed that a "significant majority" of Muslim Indonesians define the 
term to mean "sacrificing one's life for the sake of Islam/God/a just cause" or "fighting 
against the opponents of Islam". In Lebanon, Kuwait, Jordan, and Morocco, the 
majority used the term to mean "duty toward God", a "divine duty", or a "worship of 
God", with no militaristic connotations. The terminology is also applied to the fight for 
women's liberation. Other responses referenced, in descending order of prevalence: 

• "A commitment to hard work" and "achieving one's goals in life" 
• "Struggling to achieve a noble cause" 
• "Promoting peace, harmony or cooperation, and assisting others" 
• "Living the principles of Islam" 

Distinction of "greater" and "lesser" jihad 

In his work, The History of Baghdad, Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, an 11th-century Islamic 
scholar, referenced a statement by the companion of Muhammad Jabir ibn Abd-Allah. 
The reference stated that Jabir said, "We have returned from the lesser jihad (al-jihad 
al-asghar) to the greater jihad (al-jihad al-akbar)." When asked, "What is the greater 
jihad?," he replied, "It is the struggle against oneself." This reference gave rise to the 
distinguishing of two forms of jihad: "greater" and "lesser". 

The hadith does not appear in any of the authoritative collections, and according to the 
Muslim Jurist Ibn Hajar al-Asqalani, the source of the quote is unreliable: 

This saying is widespread and it is a saying by Ibrahim ibn Ablah according to Nisa'i in 
al-Kuna. Ghazali mentions it in the Ihya' and al-`Iraqi said that Bayhaqi related it on 
the authority of Jabir and said: There is weakness in its chain of transmission. 

—Hajar al Asqalani, Tasdid al-qaws; see also Kashf al-Khafaa’ (no. 1362) 
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Nonetheless, the concept has had "enormous influence" in Islamic mysticism (Sufism). 
Other observers have endorsed it  

In contrast, the Hanbali scholar Ibn Qayyim Al-Jawziyya did believe that "internal 
Jihad" is important but he suggests those hadith as weak which consider "Jihad of the 
heart/soul" to be more important than "Jihad by the sword". Contemporary Islamic 
scholar Abdullah Yusuf Azzam has argued the hadith is not just weak but "is in fact a 
false, fabricated hadith which has no basis. It is only a saying of Ibrahim Ibn Abi 
`Abalah, one of the Successors, and it contradicts textual evidence and reality." 

Other spiritual, social, economic struggles 

Muslim scholar Mahmoud Ayoub states that "The goal of true jihad is to attain a 
harmony between islam (submission), iman (faith), and ihsan (righteous living)." 

In modern times, Pakistani scholar and professor Fazlur Rahman Malik has used the 
term to describe the struggle to establish "just moral-social order", while President 
Habib Bourguiba of Tunisia has used it to describe the struggle for economic 
development in that country. 

According to the BBC, a third meaning of jihad is the struggle to build a good society. 
In a commentary of the hadith Sahih Muslim, entitled al-Minhaj, the medieval Islamic 
scholar Yahya ibn Sharaf al-Nawawi stated that "one of the collective duties of the 
community as a whole (fard kifaya) is to lodge a valid protest, to solve problems of 
religion, to have knowledge of Divine Law, to command what is right and forbid wrong 
conduct". 

Majid Khadduri lists four kinds of jihad fi sabilillah (struggle in the cause of God): 

• Jihad of the heart (jihad bil qalb/nafs) is concerned with combatting the devil 
and in the attempt to escape his persuasion to evil. This type of Jihad was 
regarded as the greater jihad (al-jihad al-akbar). 

• Jihad by the tongue (jihad bil lisan) (also Jihad by the word, jihad al-qalam) is 
concerned with speaking the truth and spreading the word of Islam with one's 
tongue. 

• Jihad by the hand (jihad bil yad) refers to choosing to do what is right and to 
combat injustice and what is wrong with action. 

• Jihad by the sword (jihad bis saif) refers to qital fi sabilillah (armed fighting in 
the way of God, or holy war), the most common usage by Salafi Muslims and 
offshoots of the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Scholar Natana J. Delong-Bas lists a number of types of "jihad" that have been 
proposed by Muslims 

• educational jihad (jihad al-tarbiyyah); 
• missionary jihad or calling the people to Islam (jihad al-da'wah) 

Other "types" mentioned include 

• "Intellectual" Jihad (very similar to missionary jihad). 
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• "Economic" Jihad (good doing involving money such as spending within one’s 
means, helping the "poor and the downtrodden") (President Habib Bourguiba of 
Tunisia, used jihad to describe the struggle for economic development in 
Tunisia.) 

• Jihad Al-Nikah, or sexual jihad, "refers to women joining the jihad by offering 
sex to fighters to boost their morale". (According to Malaysian intelligence 
officials quoted by the Strait Times, as of August 2014, three Malaysian women 
and an unknown number of British women are believed to have traveled to Syria 
and "to have offered themselves in sexual comfort roles to ISIS fighters who are 
attempting to establish Islamic rule in the Middle East. 

Usage by some Non-Muslims 

• The United States Department of Justice has used its own ad hoc definitions of 
jihad in indictments of individuals involved in terrorist activities:  

o "As used in this First Superseding Indictment, 'Jihad' is the Arabic word 
meaning 'holy war'. In this context, jihad refers to the use of violence, 
including paramilitary action against persons, governments deemed to be 
enemies of the fundamentalist version of Islam." 

o "As used in this Superseding Indictment, 'violent jihad' or 'jihad' include 
planning, preparing for, and engaging in, acts of physical violence, 
including murder, maiming, kidnapping, and hostage-taking." in the 
indictment against several individuals including José Padilla. 

• "Fighting and warfare might sometimes be necessary, but it was only a minor 
part of the whole jihad or struggle," according to Karen Armstrong. 

• "Jihad is a propagandistic device which, as need be, resorts to armed struggle – 
two ingredients common to many ideological movements," according to Maxime 
Rodinson. 

• Academic Benjamin R. Barber used the term Jihad to point out the resistant 
movement by fundamentalist ethnic groups who want to protect their traditions, 
heritage and identity from globalization (which he refers to as 'McWorld') 

Warfare (Jihad bil Saif) 

Further information: Mujahideen, Jihadism and Jihad fi sabil Allah 

In the late 20th and early 21st century, many militant groups include the term "jihad" 
in their names 

• The International Islamic Front for the Jihad Against Jews and Crusaders: 
(Osama bin Laden's organization in his 1998 fatwa), 

• Laskar Jihad of Indonesia, 
• Palestinian Islamic Jihad Movement, 
• Egyptian Islamic Jihad, 
• Yemeni Islamic Jihad. 

Some conflict fought as jihad since the 1980s include: 

• Iran–Iraq War (1980-1988, considered a jihad by the Islamic Republic of Iran) 
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• Kashmir conflict (Lashkar-e-Taiba, 1990–present) 
• Somali Civil War (1991–present) 
• Bosnian war (Bosnian mujahideen, 1992–1995) 
• Afghan civil war (Taliban 1994–present) 
• East Turkestan irredentism (East Turkestan Islamic Movement, 1997–present) 
• Chechen war and Insurgency in the North Caucasus (Arab Mujahideen in 

Chechnya, 1994–present) 
• Nigerian Sharia conflict (Boko Haram 2001–present) 
• Iraqi insurgency (Islamic State of Iraq, 2003–present) 
• Al-Qaeda insurgency in Yemen (Abyan Governorate, 2010–present) 
• Syrian civil war (Al-Nusra Front to Protect the Levant 2011–present) 

Whether the Quran sanctions defensive warfare only or commands an all out war 
against non-Muslims depends on the interpretation of the relevant passages. This is 
because it does not explicitly state the aims of the war Muslims are obliged to wage; the 
passages concerning jihad rather aim at promoting fighters for the Islamic cause and 
do not discuss military ethics. 

Debate 

Controversy has arisen over whether the usage of the term jihad without further 
explanation refers to military combat, and whether some have used confusion over the 
definition of the term to their advantage. 

Middle East historian Bernard Lewis argues that "the overwhelming majority of 
classical theologians, jurists, and traditionalists (specialists in the hadith) understood 
the obligation of jihad in a military sense." Furthermore, Lewis maintains that for most 
of the recorded history of Islam, from the lifetime of the Prophet Muhammad onward, 
the word jihad was used in a primarily military sense. 

According to David Cook, author of Understanding Jihad 

"In reading Muslim literature – both contemporary and classical  – one can see that the 
evidence for the primacy of spiritual jihad is negligible. Today it is certain that no 
Muslim, writing in a non-Western language (such as Arabic, Persian, Urdu), would 
ever make claims that jihad is primarily nonviolent or has been superseded by the 
spiritual jihad. Such claims are made solely by Western scholars, primarily those who 
study Sufism and/or work in interfaith dialogue, and by Muslim apologists who are 
trying to present Islam in the most innocuous manner possible." 

Cook argued that "Presentations along these lines are ideological in tone and should be 
discounted for their bias and deliberate ignorance of the subject" and that it "is no 
longer acceptable for Western scholars or Muslim apologists writing in non-Muslim 
languages to make flat, unsupported statements concerning the prevalence – either 
from a historical point of view or within contemporary Islam – of the spiritual jihad." 

According to Lewis, "jihad" in the Quran "has usually been understood as meaning 'to 
wage war'". Historian Douglas Streusand writes that "in hadith collections, jihad 
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means armed action". In what is probably the most standard collection of hadith, Sahih 
al-Bukhari, "the 199 references to jihad all assume that jihad means warfare." 

Views of other groups 

Ahmadiyya 

In Ahmadiyya Islam, jihad is primarily one's personal inner struggle and should not be 
used violently for political motives. Violence is the last option only to be used to protect 
religion and one's own life in extreme situations of persecution. 

Quranist 

Quranists do not believe that the word jihad means holy war. They believe it means to 
struggle, or to strive. They believe it can incorporate both military and non-military 
aspects. When it refers to the military aspect, it is understood primarily as defensive 
warfare. 

Sufic 

The Sufic view classifies "Jihad" into two parts: the "Greater Jihad" and the "Lesser 
Jihad". Muhammad put the emphasis on the "Greater Jihad" by saying, "Holy is the 
warrior who is at war with himself". In this sense external wars and strife are seen as 
but a satanic counterfeit of the true "jihad", which can only be fought and won within. 
There is no salvation for man without his own efforts being added to the work of self-
refinement. In this sense it is the western view of the Holy Grail which comes closest to 
the Sufic ideal, for to the Sufis, perfection is the Grail, and the Holy Grail is for those 
who, after they become perfect by giving all they have to the poor then go on to become 
"Abdal" or "changed ones" like Enoch, who was "taken" by God because he "walked with 
God" (Genesis:5:24). Here the "Holy Ones" gain the surname "Hadrat" or "The 
Presence". 

Bahá’í 

The Bahá’ís believe that the law of Jihad has been blotted out from the scriptures. 
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Chapter 13 

BUDDHISM 

Buddhism is a nontheistic religion or philosophy that encompasses a variety of 
traditions, beliefs and spiritual practices largely based on teachings attributed to 
Gautama Buddha, commonly known as the Buddha ("the awakened one"). According to 
Buddhist tradition, the Buddha lived and taught in the northeastern part of the Indian 
subcontinent sometime between the 6th and 4th centuries BCE.  He is recognized by 
Buddhists as an awakened or enlightened teacher who shared his insights to help 
sentient beings end their suffering through the elimination of ignorance and craving. 
Buddhists believe that this is accomplished through the direct understanding and 
perception of dependent origination and the Four Noble Truths. 

 
Standing Buddha statue at the Tokyo National Museum.  

One of the earliest known representations of the Buddha, 1st–2nd century CE. 

Two major extant branches of Buddhism are generally recognized by scholars: 
Theravada ("The School of the Elders") and Mahayana ("The Great Vehicle"). 
Theravada has a widespread following in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia (Thailand, 
Burma, Laos, Cambodia, etc.). Mahayana is found throughout East Asia (China, Korea, 
Japan, Vietnam, Singapore, Taiwan, etc.) and includes the traditions of Pure Land, 
Zen, Nichiren Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism, Shingon, and Tiantai (Tendai). 
Vajrayana, a body of teachings attributed to Indian siddhas, may be viewed as a third 
branch or merely a part of Mahayana. Tibetan Buddhism, as practiced in Tibet, 
Bhutan, Nepal, the Himalayan region of India, Kalmykia, Mongolia and surrounding 
areas, preserves the Vajrayana teachings of eighth century India. 

In Theravada Buddhism, the ultimate goal is the attainment of the sublime state of 
Nirvana, achieved by practicing the Noble Eightfold Path (also known as the Middle 
Way), thus escaping what is seen as a cycle of suffering and rebirth. Mahayana 
Buddhism instead aspires to Buddhahood via the bodhisattva path, a state wherein one 
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remains in this cycle to help other beings reach awakening. Tibetan Buddhism aspires 
to Buddhahood or rainbow body. 

Buddhist schools vary on the exact nature of the path to liberation, the importance and 
canonicity of various teachings and scriptures, and especially their respective practices. 
One consistent belief held by all Buddhist schools is the lack of a creator deity. The 
foundations of Buddhist tradition and practice are the Three Jewels: the Buddha, the 
Dharma (the teachings), and the Sangha (the community). Taking "refuge in the triple 
gem" has traditionally been a declaration and commitment to being on the Buddhist 
path, and in general distinguishes a Buddhist from a non-Buddhist. Other practices 
may include following ethical precepts; support of the monastic community; renouncing 
conventional living and becoming a monastic; the development of mindfulness and 
practice of meditation; cultivation of higher wisdom and discernment; study of 
scriptures; devotional practices; ceremonies; and in the Mahayana tradition, invocation 
of buddhas and bodhisattvas. 

Life of the Buddha 

 
Relic depicting Gautama leaving home. The Great Departure, c.1–2nd century. (Musée Guimet) 

This narrative draws on the Nidānakathā of the Jataka tales of the Theravada, which 
is ascribed to Buddhaghoṣa in the 5th century CE. Earlier biographies such as the 
Buddhacarita, the Lokottaravādin Mahāvastu, and the Sarvāstivādin Lalitavistara 
Sūtra, give different accounts. Scholars are hesitant to make unqualified claims about 
the historical facts of the Buddha's life. Most accept that he lived, taught and founded a 
monastic order, but do not consistently accept all of the details contained in his 
biographies. 

 
Ascetic Gautama with his five companions,  

who later comprised the first Sangha. (Painting in Laotian temple) 

According to author Michael Carrithers, while there are good reasons to doubt the 
traditional account, "the outline of the life must be true: birth, maturity, renunciation, 
search, awakening and liberation, teaching, death." In writing her biography of the 
Buddha, Karen Armstrong noted, "It is obviously difficult, therefore, to write a 
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biography of the Buddha that meets modern criteria, because we have very little 
information that can be considered historically sound... [but] we can be reasonably 
confident Siddhatta Gotama did indeed exist and that his disciples preserved the 
memory of his life and teachings as well as they could." 

The evidence of the early texts suggests that Siddhārtha Gautama was born in a 
community that was on the periphery, both geographically and culturally, of the 
northeastern Indian subcontinent in the fifth century BCE. It was either a small 
republic, in which case his father was an elected chieftain, or an oligarchy, in which 
case his father was an oligarch. 

 
The Vajrashila, where Gautama sat under a tree and became enlightened, Bodh Gaya, India, 2011 

According to this narrative, shortly after the birth of young prince Gautama, an 
astrologer named Asita visited the young prince's father, Suddhodana, and prophesied 
that Siddhartha would either become a great king or renounce the material world to 
become a holy man, depending on whether he saw what life was like outside the palace 
walls. 

Śuddhodana was determined to see his son become a king, so he prevented him from 
leaving the palace grounds. But at age 29, despite his father's efforts, Gautama 
ventured beyond the palace several times. In a series of encounters—known in 
Buddhist literature as the four sights—he learned of the suffering of ordinary people, 
encountering an old man, a sick man, a corpse and, finally, an ascetic holy man, 
apparently content and at peace with the world. These experiences prompted Gautama 
to abandon royal life and take up a spiritual quest. 

Gautama first went to study with famous religious teachers of the day, and mastered 
the meditative attainments they taught. But he found that they did not provide a 
permanent end to suffering, so he continued his quest. He next attempted an extreme 
asceticism, which was a religious pursuit common among the śramaṇas, a religious 
culture distinct from the Vedic one. Gautama underwent prolonged fasting, breath-
holding, and exposure to pain. He almost starved himself to death in the process. He 
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realized that he had taken this kind of practice to its limit, and had not put an end to 
suffering. So in a pivotal moment he accepted milk and rice from a village girl and 
changed his approach. He devoted himself to anapanasati meditation, through which 
he discovered what Buddhists call the Middle Way (Skt. madhyamā-pratipad): a path 
of moderation between the extremes of self-indulgence and self-mortification.  

 
Dhamek Stupa in Sarnath, India, where the Buddha gave his first sermon. It was built by Ashoka 

 

 
Buddha statue depicting Parinirvana. (Mahaparinirvana Temple, Kushinagar, Uttar Pradesh, India) 

Gautama was now determined to complete his spiritual quest. At the age of 35, he 
famously sat in meditation under a Ficus religiosa tree now called the Bodhi Tree in 
the town of Bodh Gaya and vowed not to rise before achieving enlightenment. After 
many days, he finally destroyed the fetters of his mind, thereby liberating himself from 
the cycle of suffering and rebirth, and arose as a fully enlightened being (Skt. 
samyaksaṃbuddha). Soon thereafter, he attracted a band of followers and instituted a 
monastic order. Now, as the Buddha, he spent the rest of his life teaching the path of 
awakening he had discovered, traveling throughout the northeastern part of the Indian 
subcontinent, and died at the age of 80 (483 BCE) in Kushinagar, India. The south 
branch of the original fig tree available only in Anuradhapura Sri Lanka is known as 
Jaya Sri Maha Bodhi. 

Buddhist concepts 

Life and the world 

Saṃsāra 

Within Buddhism, samsara is defined as the continual repetitive cycle of birth and 
death that arises from ordinary beings' grasping and fixating on a self and experiences. 
Specifically, samsara refers to the process of cycling through one rebirth after another 
within the six realms of existence,  where each realm can be understood as physical 
realm or a psychological state characterized by a particular type of suffering. Samsara 
arises out of avidya (ignorance) and is characterized by dukkha (suffering, anxiety, 
dissatisfaction). In the Buddhist view, liberation from samsara is possible by following 
the Buddhist path. 



159 

 

 
Traditional Tibetan Buddhist Thangka depicting the Wheel of Life with its six realms 

Karma 

In Buddhism, Karma (from Sanskrit: "action, work") is the force that drives saṃsāra—
the cycle of suffering and rebirth for each being. Good, skillful deeds (Pali: "kusala") 
and bad, unskillful (Pāli: "akusala") actions produce "seeds" in the mind that come to 
fruition either in this life or in a subsequent rebirth. The avoidance of unwholesome 
actions and the cultivation of positive actions is called sīla. Karma specifically refers to 
those actions of body, speech or mind that spring from mental intent (cetanā), and 
bring about a consequence or phala "fruit" or vipāka "result". 

In Theravada Buddhism there can be no divine salvation or forgiveness for one's 
karma, since it is a purely impersonal process that is a part of the makeup of the 
universe. In Mahayana Buddhism, the texts of certain Mahayana sutras (such as the 
Lotus Sutra, the Aṅgulimālīya Sūtra and the Mahāyāna Mahāparinirvāṇa Sūtra) 
claim that the recitation or merely the hearing of their texts can expunge great swathes 
of negative karma. Some forms of Buddhism (for example, Vajrayana) regard the 
recitation of mantras as a means for cutting off of previous negative karma. The 
Japanese Pure Land teacher Genshin taught that Amitābha has the power to destroy 
the karma that would otherwise bind one in saṃsāra. 

Rebirth 

 
Gautama's cremation site, Ramabhar Stupa in Kushinagar, Uttar Pradesh, India 



160 

 

Rebirth refers to a process whereby beings go through a succession of lifetimes as one of 
many possible forms of sentient life, each running from conception to death. The 
doctrine of anattā (Sanskrit anātman) rejects the concepts of a permanent self or an 
unchanging, eternal soul, as it is called in Hinduism and Christianity. According to 
Buddhism there ultimately is no such thing as a self independent from the rest of the 
universe. Buddhists also refer to themselves as the believers of the anatta doctrine—
Nairatmyavadin or Anattavadin. Rebirth in subsequent existences must be understood 
as the continuation of a dynamic, ever-changing process of pratītyasamutpāda 
("dependent arising") determined by the laws of cause and effect (karma) rather than 
that of one being, reincarnating from one existence to the next. 

Each rebirth takes place within one of five realms according to Theravadins, or six 
according to other schools. 

1. Naraka beings: those who live in one of many Narakas (Hells); 
2. Preta: sometimes sharing some space with humans, but invisible to most people; 

an important variety is the hungry ghost; 
3. Animals: sharing space with humans, but considered another type of life; 
4. Human beings: one of the realms of rebirth in which attaining Nirvana is 

possible; 
5. Asuras: variously translated as lowly deities, demons, titans, or anti-gods; not 

recognized by Theravada tradition as a separate realm; 
6. Devas including Brahmās: variously translated as gods, deities, spirits, angels, 

or left untranslated. 

The above are further subdivided into 31 planes of existence. Rebirths in some of the 
higher heavens, known as the Śuddhāvāsa Worlds or Pure Abodes, can be attained only 
by skilled Buddhist practitioners known as anāgāmis (non-returners). Rebirths in the 
Ārūpyadhātu (formless realms) can be attained by only those who can meditate on the 
arūpajhānas, the highest object of meditation. 

According to East Asian and Tibetan Buddhism, there is an intermediate state (Tibetan 
"bardo") between one life and the next. The orthodox Theravada position rejects this; 
however there are passages in the Samyutta Nikaya of the Pali Canon that seem to 
lend support to the idea that the Buddha taught of an intermediate stage between one 
life and the next.  

Suffering's causes and solution 

The Four Noble Truths 

 
The Buddha teaching the Four Noble Truths. Sanskrit manuscript. Nalanda, Bihar, India. 
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The teachings on the Four Noble Truths are regarded as central to the teachings of 
Buddhism, and are said to provide a conceptual framework for Buddhist thought. These 
four truths explain the nature of dukkha (suffering, anxiety, unsatisfactoriness), its 
causes, and how it can be overcome. The four truths are:  

1. The truth of dukkha (suffering, anxiety, unsatisfactoriness 
2. The truth of the origin of dukkha 
3. The truth of the cessation of dukkha 
4. The truth of the path leading to the cessation of dukkha 

The first truth explains the nature of dukkha. Dukkha is commonly translated as 
"suffering", "anxiety", "unsatisfactoriness", "unease", etc., and it is said to have the 
following three aspects: 

• The obvious suffering of physical and mental illness, growing old, and dying. 
• The anxiety or stress of trying to hold onto things that are constantly changing. 
• A subtle dissatisfaction pervading all forms of life due to the fact that all forms of 

life are changing, impermanent and without any inner core or substance. On this 
level, the term indicates a lack of satisfaction, a sense that things never measure 
up to our expectations or standards.  

The second truth is that the origin of dukkha can be known. Within the context of the 
four noble truths, the origin of dukkha is commonly explained as craving (Pali: tanha) 
conditioned by ignorance (Pali: avijja). On a deeper level, the root cause of dukkha is 
identified as ignorance (Pali: avijja) of the true nature of things. The third noble truth 
is that the complete cessation of dukkha is possible, and the fourth noble truth 
identifies a path to this cessation.  

Noble Eightfold Path 

 
The Dharmachakra represents the Noble Eightfold Path 

The Noble Eightfold Path—the fourth of the Buddha's Noble Truths—consists of a set 
of eight interconnected factors or conditions, that when developed together, lead to the 
cessation of dukkha. These eight factors are: Right View (or Right Understanding), 
Right Intention (or Right Thought), Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right 
Effort, Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration. 



162 

 

Ajahn Sucitto describes the path as "a mandala of interconnected factors that support 
and moderate each other." The eight factors of the path are not to be understood as 
stages, in which each stage is completed before moving on to the next. Rather, they are 
understood as eight significant dimensions of one's behaviour—mental, spoken, and 
bodily—that operate in dependence on one another; taken together, they define a 
complete path, or way of living. 

The eight factors of the path are commonly presented within three divisions (or higher 
trainings) as shown below: 

Division 
Eightfold 
factor 

Sanskrit, 
Pali 

Description 

Wisdom 
(Sanskrit: prajñā, 
Pāli: paññā) 

1. Right view samyag dṛṣṭi, 
sammā ditthi 

Viewing reality as it is, not just as it 
appears to be 

2. Right 
intention 

samyag 
saṃkalpa, 
sammā 
sankappa 

Intention of renunciation, freedom and 
harmlessness 

Ethical conduct 
(Sanskrit: śīla, 
Pāli: sīla) 

3. Right speech 
samyag vāc, 
sammā vāca 

Speaking in a truthful and non-hurtful 
way 

4. Right action 

samyag 
karman, 
sammā 
kammanta 

Acting in a non-harmful way 

5. Right 
livelihood 

samyag 
ājīvana, 
sammā ājīva 

A non-harmful livelihood 

Concentration 
(Sanskrit and Pāli: 
samādhi) 

6. Right effort 

samyag 
vyāyāma, 
sammā 
vāyāma 

Making an effort to improve 

7. Right 
mindfulness 

samyag smṛti, 
sammā sati 

Awareness to see things for what they 
are with clear consciousness; 
being aware of the present reality within 
oneself, without any craving or aversion 

8. Right 
concentration 

samyag 
samādhi, 
sammā 
samādhi 

Correct meditation or concentration, 
explained as the first four jhānas 

The Four Immeasurables 

While he searched for enlightenment, Gautama combined the yoga practice of his 
teacher Kalama with what later became known as "the immeasurables".Gautama thus 
invented a new kind of human, one without egotism. What Thich Nhat Hanh calls the 
"Four Immeasurable Minds" of love, compassion, joy, and equanimity are also known as 
brahmaviharas, divine abodes, or simply as four immeasurables. Pema Chödrön calls 
them the "four limitless ones". Of the four, mettā or loving-kindness meditation is 



163 

 

perhaps the best known.  The Four Immeasurables are taught as a form of meditation 
that cultivates "wholesome attitudes towards all sentient beings."  

 
Statue of Buddha in Wat Phra Si Rattana Mahathat, Phitsanulok, Thailand 

The practitioner prays: 

1. May all sentient beings have happiness and its causes, 
2. May all sentient beings be free of suffering and its causes, 
3. May all sentient beings never be separated from bliss without suffering, 
4. May all sentient beings be in equanimity, free of bias, attachment and anger.  

Middle Way 

An important guiding principle of Buddhist practice is the Middle Way (or Middle 
Path), which is said to have been discovered by Gautama Buddha prior to his 
enlightenment. The Middle Way has several definitions: 

1. The practice of non-extremism: a path of moderation away from the extremes of 
self-indulgence and self-mortification; 

2. The middle ground between certain metaphysical views (for example, that things 
ultimately either do or do not exist); 

3. An explanation of Nirvana (perfect enlightenment), a state wherein it becomes 
clear that all dualities apparent in the world are delusory; 

4. Another term for emptiness, the ultimate nature of all phenomena (in the 
Mahayana branch), a lack of inherent existence, which avoids the extremes of 
permanence and nihilism or inherent existence and nothingness. 

Nature of existence 

Buddhist scholars have produced a number of intellectual theories, philosophies and 
world view concepts (see, for example, Abhidharma, Buddhist philosophy and Reality in 
Buddhism). Some schools of Buddhism discourage doctrinal study, and some regard it 
as essential practice. 

The concept of liberation (nirvāṇa)—the goal of the Buddhist path—is closely related to 
overcoming ignorance (avidyā), a fundamental misunderstanding or mis-perception of 
the nature of reality. In awakening to the true nature of the self and all phenomena one 
develops dispassion for the objects of clinging, and is liberated from suffering (dukkha) 
and the cycle of incessant rebirths (saṃsāra). To this end, the Buddha recommended 
viewing things as characterized by the three marks of existence. 
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Monks debating at Sera Monastery, Tibet 

Three Marks of Existence 

The Three Marks of Existence are impermanence, suffering, and not-self. 

Impermanence (Pāli: anicca) expresses the Buddhist notion that all compounded or 
conditioned phenomena (all things and experiences) are inconstant, unsteady, and 
impermanent. Everything we can experience through our senses is made up of parts, 
and its existence is dependent on external conditions. Everything is in constant flux, 
and so conditions and the thing itself are constantly changing. Things are constantly 
coming into being, and ceasing to be. Since nothing lasts, there is no inherent or fixed 
nature to any object or experience. According to the doctrine of impermanence, life 
embodies this flux in the aging process, the cycle of rebirth (saṃsāra), and in any 
experience of loss. The doctrine asserts that because things are impermanent, 
attachment to them is futile and leads to suffering (dukkha). 

Suffering (Pāli: द�ुख dukkha; Sanskrit दःुख duḥkha) is also a central concept in 
Buddhism. The word roughly corresponds to a number of terms in English including 
suffering, pain, unsatisfactoriness, sorrow, affliction, anxiety, dissatisfaction, 
discomfort, anguish, stress, misery, and frustration. Although the term is often 
translated as "suffering", its philosophical meaning is more analogous to "disquietude" 
as in the condition of being disturbed. As such, "suffering" is too narrow a translation 
with "negative emotional connotations" that can give the impression that the Buddhist 
view is pessimistic, but Buddhism seeks to be neither pessimistic nor optimistic, but 
realistic. In English-language Buddhist literature translated from Pāli, "dukkha" is 
often left untranslated, so as to encompass its full range of meaning.  

Not-self (Pāli: anatta; Sanskrit: anātman) is the third mark of existence. Upon careful 
examination, one finds that no phenomenon is really "I" or "mine"; these concepts are in 
fact constructed by the mind. In the Nikayas anatta is not meant as a metaphysical 
assertion, but as an approach for gaining release from suffering. In fact, the Buddha 
rejected both of the metaphysical assertions "I have a Self" and "I have no Self" as 
ontological views that bind one to suffering. When asked if the self was identical with 
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the body, the Buddha refused to answer. By analyzing the constantly changing physical 
and mental constituents (skandhas) of a person or object, the practitioner comes to the 
conclusion that neither the respective parts nor the person as a whole comprise a self. 

 
Angkor Thom in Cambodia 

Dependent arising 

The doctrine of pratītyasamutpāda, is an important part of Buddhist metaphysics. It 
states that phenomena arise together in a mutually interdependent web of cause and 
effect. It is variously rendered into English as "dependent origination", "conditioned 
genesis", "dependent co-arising", "interdependent arising", or "contingency". 

The best-known application of the concept of pratītyasamutpāda is the scheme of 
Twelve Nidānas (from Pāli "nidāna" meaning "cause, foundation, source or origin"), 
which explain the continuation of the cycle of suffering and rebirth (saṃsāra) in detail. 

The Twelve Nidānas describe a causal connection between the subsequent 
characteristics or conditions of cyclic existence, each one giving rise to the next: 

1. Avidyā: ignorance, specifically spiritual ignorance of the nature of reality; 
2. Saṃskāras: literally formations, explained as referring to karma; 
3. Vijñāna: consciousness, specifically discriminative; 
4. Nāmarūpa: literally name and form, referring to mind and body; 
5. Ṣa�āyatana: the six sense bases: eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind-organ; 
6. Sparśa: variously translated contact, impression, stimulation (by a sense object); 
7. Vedanā: usually translated feeling: this is the "hedonic tone", i.e. whether 

something is pleasant, unpleasant or neutral; 
8. Tṛṣṇā: literally thirst, but in Buddhism nearly always used to mean craving; 
9. Upādāna: clinging or grasping; the word also means fuel, which feeds the 

continuing cycle of rebirth; 
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10. Bhava: literally being (existence) or becoming. (The Theravada explains this as 
having two meanings: karma, which produces a new existence, and the existence 
itself.); 

11. Jāti: literally birth, but life is understood as starting at conception; 
12. Jarāmaraṇa: (old age and death) and also soka, parideva, dukkha, domanassa 

and upāyāsā (sorrow, lamentation, pain, affliction and despair).  

Sentient beings always suffer throughout saṃsāra until they free themselves from this 
suffering (dukkha) by attaining Nirvana. Then the absence of the first Nidāna—
ignorance—leads to the absence of the others. 

Emptiness 

Mahayana Buddhism received significant theoretical grounding from Nagarjuna 
(perhaps c. 150–250 CE), arguably the most influential scholar within the Mahayana 
tradition. Nagarjuna's primary contribution to Buddhist philosophy was the systematic 
exposition of the concept of śūnyatā, or "emptiness", widely attested in the 
Prajñāpāramitā sutras that emerged in his era. The concept of emptiness brings 
together other key Buddhist doctrines, particularly anatta and dependent origination, 
to refute the metaphysics of Sarvastivada and Sautrantika (extinct non-Mahayana 
schools). For Nagarjuna, it is not merely sentient beings that are empty of ātman; all 
phenomena (dharmas) are without any svabhava (literally "own-nature" or "self-
nature"), and thus without any underlying essence; they are "empty" of being 
independent; thus the heterodox theories of svabhava circulating at the time were 
refuted on the basis of the doctrines of early Buddhism. Nagarjuna's school of thought 
is known as the Mādhyamaka. Some of the writings attributed to Nagarjuna made 
explicit references to Mahayana texts, but his philosophy was argued within the 
parameters set out by the agamas. He may have arrived at his positions from a desire 
to achieve a consistent exegesis of the Buddha's doctrine as recorded in the Canon. In 
the eyes of Nagarjuna the Buddha was not merely a forerunner, but the very founder of 
the Mādhyamaka system. 

Sarvastivada teachings—which were criticized by Nāgārjuna—were reformulated by 
scholars such as Vasubandhu and Asanga and were adapted into the Yogacara school. 
While the Mādhyamaka school held that asserting the existence or non-existence of any 
ultimately real thing was inappropriate, some exponents of Yogacara asserted that the 
mind and only the mind is ultimately real (a doctrine known as cittamatra). Not all 
Yogacarins asserted that mind was truly existent; Vasubandhu and Asanga in 
particular did not. These two schools of thought, in opposition or synthesis, form the 
basis of subsequent Mahayana metaphysics in the Indo-Tibetan tradition. 

Besides emptiness, Mahayana schools often place emphasis on the notions of perfected 
spiritual insight (prajñāpāramitā) and Buddha-nature (tathāgatagarbha). There are 
conflicting interpretations of the tathāgatagarbha in Mahāyāna thought. The idea may 
be traced to Abhidharma, and ultimately to statements of the Buddha in the Nikāyas. 
In Tibetan Buddhism, according to the Sakya school, tathāgatagarbha is the 
inseparability of the clarity and emptiness of one's mind. In Nyingma, tathāgatagarbha 
also generally refers to inseparability of the clarity and emptiness of one's mind. 
According to the Gelug school, it is the potential for sentient beings to awaken since 
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they are empty (i.e. dependently originated). According to the Jonang school, it refers to 
the innate qualities of the mind that expresses themselves as omniscience etc. when 
adventitious obscurations are removed. The "Tathāgatagarbha Sutras" are a collection 
of Mahayana sutras that present a unique model of Buddha-nature. Even though this 
collection was generally ignored in India, East Asian Buddhism provides some 
significance to these texts. 

Liberation 

Nirvana 

 
Mahabodhi temple in Bodhgaya, India, where Gautama Buddha attained  

Nirvana under the Bodhi Tree (left) 

Nirvana means "cessation", "extinction" (of craving and ignorance and therefore 
suffering and the cycle of involuntary rebirths (saṃsāra)), "extinguished", "quieted", 
"calmed"; it is also known as "Awakening" or "Enlightenment" in the West. The term 
for anybody who has achieved nirvana, including the Buddha, is arahant. 

Bodhi is a term applied to the experience of Awakening of arahants. Bodhi literally 
means "awakening", but it is more commonly translated into English as 
"enlightenment". In Early Buddhism, bodhi carried a meaning synonymous to nirvana, 
using only some different metaphors to describe the experience, which implies the 
extinction of raga (greed, craving), dosa (hate, aversion) and moha (delusion). In the 
later school of Mahayana Buddhism, the status of nirvana was downgraded in some 
scriptures, coming to refer only to the extinction of greed and hate, implying that 
delusion was still present in one who attained nirvana, and that one needed to attain 
bodhi to eradicate delusion: 

An important development in the Mahayana [was] that it came to separate nirvana 
from bodhi ('awakening' to the truth, Enlightenment), and to put a lower value on the 
former (Gombrich, 1992d). Originally nirvana and bodhi refer to the same thing; they 
merely use different metaphors for the experience. But the Mahayana tradition 
separated them and considered that nirvana referred only to the extinction of craving 
(passion and hatred), with the resultant escape from the cycle of rebirth. This 
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interpretation ignores the third fire, delusion: the extinction of delusion is of course in 
the early texts identical with what can be positively expressed as gnosis, 
Enlightenment. 

—Richard F. Gombrich, How Buddhism Began 

Therefore, according to Mahayana Buddhism, the arahant has attained only nirvana, 
thus still being subject to delusion, while the bodhisattva not only achieves nirvana but 
full liberation from delusion as well. He thus attains bodhi and becomes a buddha. In 
Theravada Buddhism, bodhi and nirvana carry the same meaning as in the early texts, 
that of being freed from greed, hate and delusion. 

The term parinirvana is also encountered in Buddhism, and this generally refers to the 
complete nirvana attained by the arahant at the moment of death, when the physical 
body expires. 

Buddhas 

According to Buddhist traditions a Buddha is a fully awakened being who has 
completely purified his mind of the three poisons of desire, aversion and ignorance. A 
Buddha is no longer bound by Samsara and has ended the suffering which unawakened 
people experience in life. 

Buddhists do not consider Siddhartha Gautama to have been the only Buddha. The 
Pali Canon refers to many previous ones (see List of the 28 Buddhas), while the 
Mahayana tradition additionally has many Buddhas of celestial, rather than historical, 
origin (see Amitabha or Vairocana as examples, for lists of many thousands Buddha 
names see Taishō Shinshū Daizōkyō numbers 439–448). A common Theravada and 
Mahayana Buddhist belief is that the next Buddha will be one named Maitreya (Pali: 
Metteyya). 

Theravada Buddhism 

 
Shwezigon Paya near Bagan, Myanmar 

In Theravada doctrine, a person may awaken from the "sleep of ignorance" by directly 
realizing the true nature of reality; such people are called arahants and occasionally 
buddhas. After numerous lifetimes of spiritual striving, they have reached the end of 
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the cycle of rebirth, no longer reincarnating as human, animal, ghost, or other being. 
The commentaries to the Pali Canon classify these awakened beings into three types: 

• Sammasambuddha, usually just called the Buddha, who discovers the truth by 
himself and teaches the path to awakening to others 

• Paccekabuddha, who discovers the truth by himself but lacks the skill to teach 
others 

• Savakabuddha, who receive the truth directly or indirectly from a 
Sammasambuddha 

Bodhi and nirvana carry the same meaning, that of being freed from craving, hate, and 
delusion. In attaining bodhi, the arahant has overcome these obstacles. As a further 
distinction, the extinction of only hatred and greed (in the sensory context) with some 
residue of delusion, is called anagami. 

Mahayana Buddhism 

 
The Great Statue of Amitābha in Kamakura, Japan 

In the Mahayana, the Buddha tends not to be viewed as merely human, but as the 
earthly projection of a beginningless and endless, omnipresent being (see Dharmakaya) 
beyond the range and reach of thought. Moreover, in certain Mahayana sutras, the 
Buddha, Dharma and Sangha are viewed essentially as One: all three are seen as the 
eternal Buddha himself. 

The Buddha's death is seen as an illusion, he is living on in other planes of existence, 
and monks are therefore permitted to offer "new truths" based on his input. Mahayana 
also differs from Theravada in its concept of śūnyatā (that ultimately nothing has 
existence), and in its belief in bodhisattvas (enlightened people who vow to continue 
being reborn until all beings can be enlightened). 

The method of self-exertion or "self-power"—without reliance on an external force or 
being—stands in contrast to another major form of Buddhism, Pure Land, which is 
characterized by utmost trust in the salvific "other-power" of Amitabha Buddha. Pure 
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Land Buddhism is a very widespread and perhaps the most faith-orientated 
manifestation of Buddhism and centres upon the conviction that faith in Amitabha 
Buddha and the chanting of homage to his name liberates one at death into the Blissful 
(安樂), Pure Land (淨土) of Amitabha Buddha. This Buddhic realm is variously 
construed as a foretaste of Nirvana, or as essentially Nirvana itself. The great vow of 
Amitabha Buddha to rescue all beings from samsaric suffering is viewed within Pure 
Land Buddhism as universally efficacious, if only one has faith in the power of that vow 
or chants his name. 

Buddha eras 

Buddhists believe Gautama Buddha was the first to achieve enlightenment in this 
Buddha era and is therefore credited with the establishment of Buddhism. A Buddha 
era is the stretch of history during which people remember and practice the teachings 
of the earliest known Buddha. This Buddha era will end when all the knowledge, 
evidence and teachings of Gautama Buddha have vanished. This belief therefore 
maintains that many Buddha eras have started and ended throughout the course of 
human existence. The Gautama Buddha, then, is the Buddha of this era, who taught 
directly or indirectly to all other Buddhas in it (see types of Buddhas). 

In addition, Mahayana Buddhists believe there are innumerable other Buddhas in 
other universes. A Theravada commentary says that Buddhas arise one at a time in 
this world element, and not at all in others. The understandings of this matter reflect 
widely differing interpretations of basic terms, such as "world realm", between the 
various schools of Buddhism. 

The idea of the decline and gradual disappearance of the teaching has been influential 
in East Asian Buddhism. Pure Land Buddhism holds that it has declined to the point 
where few are capable of following the path, so it may be best to rely on the power of 
Amitābha. 

Bodhisattvas 

 
A statue of Prajñāpāramitā personified, Java 
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Bodhisattva means "enlightenment being", and generally refers to one who is on the 
path to buddhahood. Traditionally, a bodhisattva is anyone who, motivated by great 
compassion, has generated bodhicitta, which is a spontaneous wish to attain 
Buddhahood for the benefit of all sentient beings. Theravada Buddhism primarily uses 
the term in relation to Gautama Buddha's previous existences, but has traditionally 
acknowledged and respected the bodhisattva path as well.  

According to Jan Nattier, the term Mahāyāna "Great Vehicle" was originally even an 
honorary synonym for Bodhisattvayāna "Bodhisattva Vehicle." The Aṣṭasāhasrikā 
Prajñāpāramitā Sūtra, an early and important Mahayana text, contains a simple and 
brief definition for the term bodhisattva: "Because he has enlightenment as his aim, a 
bodhisattva-mahāsattva is so called." 

Mahayana Buddhism encourages everyone to become bodhisattvas and to take the 
bodhisattva vow, where the practitioner promises to work for the complete 
enlightenment of all beings by practicing the six pāramitās. According to Mahayana 
teachings, these perfections are: dāna, śīla, kṣanti, vīrya, dhyāna, and prajñā. 

A famous saying by the 8th-century Indian Buddhist scholar-saint Shantideva, which 
the 14th Dalai Lama often cites as his favourite verse, summarizes the Bodhisattva's 
intention (Bodhicitta) as follows: "For as long as space endures, and for as long as living 
beings remain, until then may I too abide to dispel the misery of the world." 

Practice 

Devotion 

Devotion is an important part of the practice of most Buddhists. Devotional practices 
include bowing, offerings, pilgrimage, and chanting. In Pure Land Buddhism, devotion 
to the Buddha Amitabha is the main practice. In Nichiren Buddhism, devotion to the 
Lotus Sutra is the main practice. 

Yoga 

 
Statue of the Buddha in meditation position, Haw Phra Kaew, Vientiane, Laos 
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Buddhism traditionally incorporates states of meditative absorption (Pali: jhāna; Skt: 
dhyāna). The most ancient sustained expression of yogic ideas is found in the early 
sermons of the Buddha. One key innovative teaching of the Buddha was that 
meditative absorption must be combined with liberating cognition. The difference 
between the Buddha's teaching and the yoga presented in early Brahminic texts is 
striking. Meditative states alone are not an end, for according to the Buddha, even the 
highest meditative state is not liberating. Instead of attaining a complete cessation of 
thought, some sort of mental activity must take place: a liberating cognition, based on 
the practice of mindful awareness. 

Meditation was an aspect of the practice of the yogis in the centuries preceding the 
Buddha. The Buddha built upon the yogis' concern with introspection and developed 
their meditative techniques, but rejected their theories of liberation. In Buddhism, 
mindfulness and clear awareness are to be developed at all times; in pre-Buddhist yogic 
practices there is no such injunction. A yogi in the Brahmanical tradition is not to 
practice while defecating, for example, while a Buddhist monastic should do so. 

Religious knowledge or "vision" was indicated as a result of practice both within and 
outside of the Buddhist fold. According to the Samaññaphala Sutta, this sort of vision 
arose for the Buddhist adept as a result of the perfection of "meditation" coupled with 
the perfection of "discipline". Some of the Buddha's meditative techniques were shared 
with other traditions of his day, but the idea that ethics are causally related to the 
attainment of "transcendent wisdom" (Pali paññā; Skt. prajñā) was original.  

The Buddhist texts are probably the earliest describing meditation techniques. They 
describe meditative practices and states that existed before the Buddha as well as those 
first developed within Buddhism. Two Upanishads written after the rise of Buddhism 
do contain full-fledged descriptions of yoga as a means to liberation. 

While there is no convincing evidence for meditation in pre-Buddhist early Brahminic 
texts, Wynne argues that formless meditation originated in the Brahminic or 
Shramanic tradition, based on strong parallels between Upanishadic cosmological 
statements and the meditative goals of the two teachers of the Buddha as recorded in 
the early Buddhist texts. He mentions less likely possibilities as well. Having argued 
that the cosmological statements in the Upanishads also reflect a contemplative 
tradition, he argues that the Nasadiya Sukta contains evidence for a contemplative 
tradition, even as early as the late Rig Vedic period. 

Refuge in the Three Jewels 

Traditionally, the first step in most Buddhist schools requires taking refuge in the 
Three Jewels (Sanskrit: tri-ratna, Pāli: ti-ratana) as the foundation of one's religious 
practice. The practice of taking refuge on behalf of young or even unborn children is 
mentioned in the Majjhima Nikaya, recognized by most scholars as an early text (cf. 
Infant baptism). Tibetan Buddhism sometimes adds a fourth refuge, in the lama. In 
Mahayana, the person who chooses the bodhisattva path makes a vow or pledge, 
considered the ultimate expression of compassion. In Mahayana, too, the Three Jewels 
are perceived as possessed of an eternal and unchanging essence and as having an 
irreversible effect: "The Three Jewels have the quality of excellence. Just as real jewels 
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never change their faculty and goodness, whether praised or reviled, so are the Three 
Jewels (Refuges), because they have an eternal and immutable essence. These Three 
Jewels bring a fruition that is changeless, for once one has reached Buddhahood, there 
is no possibility of falling back to suffering. 

 
Relic depicting footprint of the Buddha with Dharmachakra and triratna, 1st century CE, Gandhāra. 

The Three Jewels are: 

• The Buddha. This is a title for those who have attained Nirvana. See also the 
Tathāgata and Gautama Buddha. The Buddha could also be represented as a 
concept instead of a specific person: the perfect wisdom that understands 
Dharma and sees reality in its true form. In Mahayana Buddhism, the Buddha 
can be viewed as the supreme Refuge: "Buddha is the Unique Absolute Refuge. 
Buddha is the Imperishable, Eternal, Indestructible and Absolute Refuge." 

• The Dharma. The teachings or law of nature as expounded by the Gautama 
Buddha. It can also, especially in Mahayana, connote the ultimate and 
sustaining Reality that is inseparable from the Buddha. Further, from some 
Mahayana perspectives, the Dharma embodied in the form of a great sutra 
(Buddhic scripture) can replace the need for a personal teacher and can be a 
direct and spontaneous gateway into Truth (Dharma). This is especially said to 
be the case with the Lotus Sutra. Hiroshi Kanno writes of this view of the Lotus 
Sutra: "it is a Dharma-gate of sudden enlightenment proper to the Great Vehicle; 
it is a Dharma-gate whereby one awakens spontaneously, without resorting to a 
teacher". 

• The Sangha. Those who have attained any of the Four stages of enlightenment, 
or simply the congregation of monastic practitioners. The monks' order, which 
began during the lifetime of the Buddha, is among the oldest organizations on 
Earth. 



174 

 

According to the scriptures, Gautama Buddha presented himself as a model. The 
Dharma offers a refuge by providing guidelines for the alleviation of suffering and the 
attainment of Nirvana. The Sangha is considered to provide a refuge by preserving the 
authentic teachings of the Buddha and providing further examples that the truth of the 
Buddha's teachings is attainable. 

Buddhist ethics 

 
Statue of Gautama Buddha, 1st century CE, Gandhara, present-day Pakistan. (Musée Guimet) 

Śīla (Sanskrit) or sīla (Pāli) is usually translated into English as "virtuous behavior", 
"morality", "ethics" or "precept". It is an action committed through the body, speech, or 
mind, and involves an intentional effort. It is one of the three practices (sila, samadhi, 
and panya) and the second pāramitā. It refers to moral purity of thought, word, and 
deed. The four conditions of śīla are chastity, calmness, quiet, and extinguishment. 

Śīla is the foundation of Samadhi/Bhāvana (Meditative cultivation) or mind 
cultivation. Keeping the precepts promotes not only the peace of mind of the cultivator, 
which is internal, but also peace in the community, which is external. According to the 
Law of Karma, keeping the precepts are meritorious and it acts as causes that would 
bring about peaceful and happy effects. Keeping these precepts keeps the cultivator 
from rebirth in the four woeful realms of existence. 

Śīla refers to overall principles of ethical behavior. There are several levels of sila, 
which correspond to "basic morality" (five precepts), "basic morality with asceticism" 
(eight precepts), "novice monkhood" (ten precepts) and "monkhood" (Vinaya or 
Patimokkha). Lay people generally undertake to live by the five precepts, which are 
common to all Buddhist schools. If they wish, they can choose to undertake the eight 
precepts, which add basic asceticism. 



175 

 

The five precepts are training rules in order to live a better life in which one is happy, 
without worries, and can meditate well: 

1. To refrain from taking life (non-violence towards sentient life forms), or ahimsā; 
2. To refrain from taking that which is not given (not committing theft); 
3. To refrain from sensual (including sexual) misconduct; 
4. To refrain from lying (speaking truth always); 
5. To refrain from intoxicants which lead to loss of mindfulness (specifically, drugs 

and alcohol). 

The precepts are not formulated as imperatives, but as training rules that laypeople 
undertake voluntarily to facilitate practice. In Buddhist thought, the cultivation of 
dana and ethical conduct themselves refine consciousness to such a level that rebirth in 
one of the lower heavens is likely, even if there is no further Buddhist practice. There is 
nothing improper or un-Buddhist about limiting one's aims to this level of attainment. 

In the eight precepts, the third precept on sexual misconduct is made more strict, and 
becomes a precept of celibacy. The three additional precepts are: 

6. To refrain from eating at the wrong time (eat only from sunrise to noon); 
7. To refrain from dancing and playing music, wearing jewelry and cosmetics, 
attending shows and other performances; 
8. To refrain from using high or luxurious seats and bedding. 

The complete list of ten precepts may be observed by laypeople for short periods. For 
the complete list, the seventh precept is partitioned into two, and a tenth added: 

6. To refrain from taking food at an unseasonable time, that is after the mid-day 
meal; 
7. To refrain from dancing, music, singing and unseemly shows; 
8. To refrain from the use of garlands, perfumes, ointments, and from things that 
tend to beautify and adorn (the person); 
9. To refrain from (using) high and luxurious seats (and beds); 
10. To refrain from accepting gold and silver; 

Monastic life 

 
Buddhist monks performing a ceremony in Hangzhou, China 

Vinaya is the specific moral code for monks and nuns. It includes the Patimokkha, a set 
of 227 rules for monks in the Theravadin recension. The precise content of the 
vinayapitaka (scriptures on Vinaya) differs slightly according to different schools, and 
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different schools or subschools set different standards for the degree of adherence to 
Vinaya. Novice-monks use the ten precepts, which are the basic precepts for monastics. 

Regarding the monastic rules, the Buddha constantly reminds his hearers that it is the 
spirit that counts. On the other hand, the rules themselves are designed to assure a 
satisfying life, and provide a perfect springboard for the higher attainments. Monastics 
are instructed by the Buddha to live as "islands unto themselves". In this sense, living 
life as the vinaya prescribes it is, as one scholar puts it: "more than merely a means to 
an end: it is very nearly the end in itself." 

In Eastern Buddhism, there is also a distinctive Vinaya and ethics contained within the 
Mahayana Brahmajala Sutra (not to be confused with the Pali text of that name) for 
Bodhisattvas, where, for example, the eating of meat is frowned upon and 
vegetarianism is actively encouraged. In Japan, this has almost completely displaced 
the monastic vinaya, and allows clergy to marry. 

Meditation 

 
Buddhist monks in Thailand 

Buddhist meditation is fundamentally concerned with two themes: transforming the 
mind and using it to explore itself and other phenomena. According to Theravada 
Buddhism the Buddha taught two types of meditation, samatha meditation (Sanskrit: 
śamatha) and vipassanā meditation (Sanskrit: vipaśyanā). In Chinese Buddhism, these 
exist (translated chih kuan), but Chán (Zen) meditation is more popular. According to 
Peter Harvey, whenever Buddhism has been healthy, not only monks, nuns, and 
married lamas, but also more committed lay people have practiced meditation. 
According to Routledge's Encyclopedia of Buddhism, in contrast, throughout most of 
Buddhist history before modern times, serious meditation by lay people has been 
unusual. The evidence of the early texts suggests that at the time of the Buddha, many 
male and female lay practitioners did practice meditation, some even to the point of 
proficiency in all eight jhānas (see the next section regarding these).  

Samādhi (meditative cultivation): samatha meditation 

In the language of the Noble Eightfold Path, samyaksamādhi is "right concentration". 
The primary means of cultivating samādhi is meditation. Upon development of 
samādhi, one's mind becomes purified of defilement, calm, tranquil, and luminous. 
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Once the meditator achieves a strong and powerful concentration, his mind is ready to 
penetrate and gain insight (vipassanā) into the ultimate nature of reality, eventually 
obtaining release from all suffering. The cultivation of mindfulness is essential to 
mental concentration, which is needed to achieve insight. 

 
Samadhi Buddha statue in Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka 

Samatha meditation starts from being mindful of an object or idea, which is expanded 
to one's body, mind and entire surroundings, leading to a state of total concentration 
and tranquility (jhāna) There are many variations in the style of meditation, from 
sitting cross-legged or kneeling to chanting or walking. The most common method of 
meditation is to concentrate on one's breath (anapanasati), because this practice can 
lead to both samatha and vipassana'. 

In Buddhist practice, it is said that while samatha meditation can calm the mind, only 
vipassanā meditation can reveal how the mind was disturbed to start with, which is 
what leads to insight knowledge (jñāna; Pāli ñāṇa) and understanding (prajñā Pāli 
paññā), and thus can lead to nirvāṇa (Pāli nibbāna). When one is in jhana, all 
defilements are suppressed temporarily. Only understanding (prajñā or vipassana) 
eradicates the defilements completely. Jhanas are also states that Arahants abide in 
order to rest. 

In Theravāda 

In Theravāda Buddhism, the cause of human existence and suffering is identified as 
craving, which carries with it the various defilements. These various defilements are 
traditionally summed up as greed, hatred and delusion. These are believed deeply 
rooted afflictions of the mind that create suffering and stress. To be free from suffering 
and stress, these defilements must be permanently uprooted through internal 
investigation, analyzing, experiencing, and understanding of the true nature of those 
defilements by using jhāna, a technique of the Noble Eightfold Path. It then leads the 
meditator to realize the Four Noble Truths, Enlightenment and Nibbana. Nibbana is 
the ultimate goal of Theravadins. 

Prajñā (Wisdom): vipassana meditation 

Prajñā (Sanskrit) or paññā (Pāli) means wisdom that is based on a realization of 
dependent origination, The Four Noble Truths and the three marks of existence. Prajñā 
is the wisdom that is able to extinguish afflictions and bring about bodhi. It is spoken of 
as the principal means of attaining nirvāṇa, through its revelation of the true nature of 
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all things as dukkha (unsatisfactoriness), anicca (impermanence) and anatta (not-self). 
Prajñā is also listed as the sixth of the six pāramitās of the Mahayana. 

Initially, prajñā is attained at a conceptual level by means of listening to sermons 
(dharma talks), reading, studying, and sometimes reciting Buddhist texts and engaging 
in discourse. Once the conceptual understanding is attained, it is applied to daily life so 
that each Buddhist can verify the truth of the Buddha's teaching at a practical level. 
Notably, one could in theory attain Nirvana at any point of practice, whether deep in 
meditation, listening to a sermon, conducting the business of one's daily life, or any 
other activity. 

Zen 

 
Ginkaku-ji, a Zen temple in Kyoto, Japan 

Zen Buddhism (禅), pronounced Chán in Chinese, seon in Korean or zen in Japanese 
(derived from the Sanskrit term dhyāna, meaning "meditation") is a form of Buddhism 
that became popular in China, Korea and Japan and that lays special emphasis on 
meditation. Zen places less emphasis on scriptures than some other forms of Buddhism 
and prefers to focus on direct spiritual breakthroughs to truth. 

Zen Buddhism is divided into two main schools: Rinzai (臨済宗) and Sōtō (曹洞宗), the 
former greatly favouring the use in meditation on the koan (公案, a meditative riddle or 
puzzle) as a device for spiritual break-through, and the latter (while certainly 
employing koans) focusing more on shikantaza or "just sitting". 

Zen Buddhist teaching is often full of paradox, in order to loosen the grip of the ego and 
to facilitate the penetration into the realm of the True Self or Formless Self, which is 
equated with the Buddha himself.  According to Zen master Kosho Uchiyama, when 
thoughts and fixation on the little "I" are transcended, an Awakening to a universal, 
non-dual Self occurs: "When we let go of thoughts and wake up to the reality of life that 
is working beyond them, we discover the Self that is living universal non-dual life 
(before the separation into two) that pervades all living creatures and all existence." 
Thinking and thought must therefore not be allowed to confine and bind one. 

Vajrayana and Tantra 

Though based upon Mahayana, Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhism is one of the schools that 
practice Vajrayana or "Diamond Vehicle" (also referred to as Mantrayāna, Tantrayāna, 
Tantric Buddhism, or esoteric Buddhism). It accepts all the basic concepts of 
Mahāyāna, but also includes a vast array of spiritual and physical techniques designed 
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to enhance Buddhist practice. Tantric Buddhism is largely concerned with ritual and 
meditative practices. One component of the Vajrayāna is harnessing psycho-physical 
energy through ritual, visualization, physical exercises, and meditation as a means of 
developing the mind. Using these techniques, it is claimed that a practitioner can 
achieve Buddhahood in one lifetime, or even as little as three years. In the Tibetan 
tradition, these practices can include sexual yoga, though only for some very advanced 
practitioners. 

History 

Philosophical roots 

 
The Buddhist "Carpenter's Cave" at Ellora in Maharashtra, India 

Historically, the roots of Buddhism lie in the religious thought of ancient India during 
the second half of the first millennium BCE. That was a period of social and religious 
turmoil, as there was significant discontent with the sacrifices and rituals of Vedic 
Brahmanism.  It was challenged by numerous new ascetic religious and philosophical 
groups and teachings that broke with the Brahmanic tradition and rejected the 
authority of the Vedas and the Brahmans.  These groups, whose members were known 
as shramanas, were a continuation of a non-Vedic strand of Indian thought distinct 
from Indo-Aryan Brahmanism. Scholars have reasons to believe that ideas such as 
samsara, karma (in the sense of the influence of morality on rebirth), and moksha 
originated in the shramanas, and were later adopted by Brahmin orthodoxy.  A ruined 
Buddhist temple on Gurubhakthula Konda (konda meaning "hill" in Telugu) in 
Ramatheertham village in Vizianagaram, a district of Andhra Pradesh, India 

This view is supported by a study of the region where these notions originated. 
Buddhism arose in Greater Magadha, which stretched from Sravasti, the capital of 
Kosala in the north-west, to Rajagrha in the south east. This land, to the east of 
aryavarta, the land of the Aryas, was recognized as non-Vedic. Other Vedic texts reveal 
a dislike of the people of Magadha, in all probability because the Magadhas at this time 
were not Brahmanised. It was not until the 2nd or 3rd centuries BCE that the 
eastward spread of Brahmanism into Greater Magadha became significant. Ideas that 
developed in Greater Magadha prior to this were not subject to Vedic influence. These 
include rebirth and karmic retribution that appear in a number of movements in 
Greater Magadha, including Buddhism. These movements inherited notions of rebirth 
and karmic retribution from an earlier culture.  

Rock-cut Lord Buddha statue at Bojjanakonda near Anakapalle in the Visakhapatnam 
district of Andhra Pradesh, India 
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At the same time, these movements were influenced by, and in some respects 
continued, philosophical thought within the Vedic tradition as reflected e.g. in the 
Upanishads. These movements included, besides Buddhism, various skeptics (such as 
Sanjaya Belatthiputta), atomists (such as Pakudha Kaccayana), materialists (such as 
Ajita Kesakambali), antinomians (such as Purana Kassapa); the most important ones 
in the 5th century BCE were the Ajivikas, who emphasized the rule of fate, the 
Lokayata (materialists), the Ajnanas (agnostics) and the Jains, who stressed that the 
soul must be freed from matter. Many of these new movements shared the same 
conceptual vocabulary—atman ("Self"), buddha ("awakened one"), dhamma ("rule" or 
"law"), karma ("action"), nirvana ("extinguishing"), samsara ("eternal recurrence") and 
yoga ("spiritual practice"). The shramanas rejected the Veda, and the authority of the 
brahmans, who claimed they possessed revealed truths not knowable by any ordinary 
human means. Moreover, they declared that the entire Brahmanical system was 
fraudulent: a conspiracy of the brahmans to enrich themselves by charging exorbitant 
fees to perform bogus rites and give useless advice. 

A particular criticism of the Buddha was Vedic animal sacrifice. The Buddha declared 
that priests reciting the Vedas were like the blind leading the blind. According to him, 
those priests who had memorized the Vedas really knew nothing. He also mocked the 
Vedic "hymn of the cosmic man". However, the Buddha was not anti-Vedic, and 
declared that the Veda in its true form was declared by "Kashyapa" to certain rishis, 
who by severe penances had acquired the power to see by divine eyes. He names the 
Vedic rishis, and declared that the original Veda of the rishis was altered by a few 
Brahmins who introduced animal sacrifices. The Buddha says that it was on this 
alteration of the true Veda that he refused to pay respect to the Vedas of his time. He 
declared that the primary goal of Upanishadic thought, the Atman, was in fact non-
existent, and, having explained that Brahminical attempts to achieve liberation at 
death were futile, proposed his new idea of liberation in life. However, he did not 
denounce the union with Brahman, or the idea of the self uniting with the Self. At the 
same time, the traditional Brahminical religion itself gradually underwent profound 
changes, transforming it into what is recognized as early Hinduism. In particular, the 
brahmans thus developed "philosophical systems of their own, meeting the new ideas 
with adaptations of their doctrines". 

Earliest teachings 

Tracing the oldest teachings 

Information of the oldest teachings may be obtained by analysis of the oldest texts. One 
method to obtain information on the oldest core of Buddhism is to compare the oldest 
extant versions of the Theravadin Pali Canon and other texts. The reliability of these 
sources, and the possibility to draw out a core of oldest teachings, is a matter of 
dispute. According to Vetter, inconsistencies remain, and other methods must be 
applied to resolve those inconsistencies.  

According to Schmithausen, three positions held by scholars of Buddhism can be 
distinguished: 
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1. "Stress on the fundamental homogeneity and substantial authenticity of at least 
a considerable part of the Nikayic materials;"  

2. "Scepticism with regard to the possibility of retrieving the doctrine of earliest 
Buddhism;"  

3. "Cautious optimism in this respect."  

Dhyana and insight 

A core problem in the study of early Buddhism is the relation between dhyana and 
insight. Schmithausen, in his often-cited article On some Aspects of Descriptions or 
Theories of 'Liberating Insight' and 'Enlightenment' in Early Buddhism notes that the 
mention of the four noble truths as constituting "liberating insight", which is attained 
after mastering the Rupa Jhanas, is a later addition to texts such as Majjhima Nikaya 
36. 

Core teachings 

Bruce Matthews notes that there is no cohesive presentation of karma in the Sutta 
Pitaka, which may mean that the doctrine was incidental to the main perspective of 
early Buddhist soteriology. Schmithausen is a notable scholar who has questioned 
whether karma already played a role in the theory of rebirth of earliest Buddhism. 
According to Vetter, "the Buddha at first sought "the deathless" (amata/amrta), which 
is concerned with the here and now. According to Vetter, only after this realization did 
he become acquanted with the doctirne of rebirth." Bronkhorst disagrees, and concludes 
that the Buddha "introduced a concept of karma that differed considerably from the 
commonly held views of his time." According to Bronkhorst, not physical and mental 
activities as such were seen as responsible for rebirth, but intentions and desire. 

According to Tilmann Vetter, the core of earliest Buddhism is the practice of dhyāna. 
Bronkhorst agrees that dhyana was a Buddhist invention, whereas Norman notes that 
"the Buddha's way to release [...] was by means of meditative practices." Discriminating 
insight into transiency as a separate path to liberation was a later development. 

According to the Mahāsaccakasutta, from the fourth jhana the Buddha gained bodhi. 
Yet, it is not clear what he was awakened to. "Liberating insight" is a later addition to 
this text, and reflects a later development and understanding in early Buddhism. The 
mentioning of the four truths as constituting "liberating insight" introduces a logical 
problem, since the four truths depict a linear path of practice, the knowledge of which 
is in itself not depicted as being liberating.  

Although "Nibbāna" (Sanskrit: Nirvāna) is the common term for the desired goal of this 
practice, many other terms can be found throughout the Nikayas, which are not 
specified.  

According to Vetter, the description of the Buddhist path may initially have been as 
simple as the term "the middle way". In time, this short description was elaborated, 
resulting in the description of the eightfold path. 

According to both Bronkhorst and Anderson, the four truths became a substitution for 
prajna, or "liberating insight", in the suttas in those texts where "liberating insight" 
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was preceded by the four jhanas. According to Bronkhorst, the four truths may not 
have been formulated in earliest Buddhism, and did not serve in earliest Buddhism as 
a description of "liberating insight". Gotama's teachings may have been personal, 
"adjusted to the need of each person." 

The three marks of existence may reflect Upanishadic or other influences. K.R. Norman 
supposes that the these terms were already in use at the Buddha's time, and were 
familiair to his hearers. 

The Brahma-vihara was in origin probably a brahmanical term; but is usage may have 
been common to the shramanic traditions. 

Indian Buddhism 

The history of Indian Buddhism may be divided into five periods: Early Buddhism 
(occasionally called Pre-sectarian Buddhism), Nikaya Buddhism or Sectarian 
Buddhism: The period of the Early Buddhist schools, Early Mahayana Buddhism, Later 
Mahayana Buddhism, and Esoteric Buddhism (also called Vajrayana Buddhism). 

Pre-sectarian Buddhism 

Pre-sectarian Buddhism is the earliest phase of Buddhism, recognized by nearly all 
scholars. Its main scriptures are the Vinaya Pitaka and the four principal Nikayas or 
Agamas. Certain basic teachings appear in many places throughout the early texts, so 
most scholars conclude that Gautama Buddha must have taught something similar to 
the Three marks of existence, the Five Aggregates, dependent origination, karma and 
rebirth, the Four Noble Truths, the Noble Eightfold Path, and nirvana. Some scholars 
disagree, and have proposed many other theories. 

Early Buddhist schools 

According to the scriptures, soon after the parinirvāṇa (from Sanskrit: "highest 
extinguishment") of Gautama Buddha, the first Buddhist council was held. As with any 
ancient Indian tradition, transmission of teaching was done orally. The primary 
purpose of the assembly was to collectively recite the teachings to ensure that no errors 
occurred in oral transmission. In the first council, Ānanda, a cousin of the Buddha and 
his personal attendant, was called upon to recite the discourses (sūtras, Pāli suttas) of 
the Buddha, and, according to some sources, the abhidhamma. Upāli, another disciple, 
recited the monastic rules (vinaya). Most scholars regard the traditional accounts of the 
council as greatly exaggerated if not entirely fictitious. Richard Gombrich noted 
Sariputta led communal recitations of the Buddha's teaching for preservation in the 
Buddha's lifetime in Sangiti Sutta (Digha Nikaya #33), and something similar to the 
First Council must have taken place to compose Buddhist scriptures. 

According to most scholars, at some period after the Second Council the Sangha began 
to break into separate factions. The various accounts differ as to when the actual 
schisms occurred. According to the Dipavamsa of the Pāli tradition, they started 
immediately after the Second Council, the Puggalavada tradition places it in 137 AN, 
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the Sarvastivada tradition of Vasumitra says it was in the time of Ashoka and the 
Mahasanghika tradition places it much later, nearly 100 BCE. 

The root schism was between the Sthaviras and the Mahāsāṅghikas. The fortunate 
survival of accounts from both sides of the dispute reveals disparate traditions. The 
Sthavira group offers two quite distinct reasons for the schism. The Dipavamsa of the 
Theravāda says that the losing party in the Second Council dispute broke away in 
protest and formed the Mahasanghika. This contradicts the Mahasanghikas' own 
vinaya, which shows them as on the same, winning side. The Mahāsāṅghikas argued 
that the Sthaviras were trying to expand the vinaya and may also have challenged 
what they perceived were excessive claims or inhumanly high criteria for arhatship. 
Both parties, therefore, appealed to tradition. 

The Sthaviras gave rise to several schools, one of which was the Theravāda school. 
Originally, these schisms were caused by disputes over vinaya, and monks following 
different schools of thought seem to have lived happily together in the same 
monasteries, but eventually, by about 100 CE if not earlier, schisms were being caused 
by doctrinal disagreements too. 

Following (or leading up to) the schisms, each Saṅgha started to accumulate an 
Abhidharma, a detailed scholastic reworking of doctrinal material appearing in the 
Suttas, according to schematic classifications. These Abhidharma texts do not contain 
systematic philosophical treatises, but summaries or numerical lists. Scholars 
generally date these texts to around the 3rd century BCE, 100 to 200 years after the 
death of the Buddha. Therefore the seven Abhidharma works are generally claimed not 
to represent the words of the Buddha himself, but those of disciples and great scholars.  
Every school had its own version of the Abhidharma, with different theories and 
different texts. The different Abhidharmas of the various schools did not agree with 
each other. Scholars disagree on whether the Mahasanghika school had an 
Abhidhamma Pitaka or not.  

Early Mahayana Buddhism 

 
A Buddhist triad depicting, left to right, a Kushan, the future buddha Maitreya, Gautama Buddha,  

the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara, and a Buddhist monk. 2nd—3rd century. Musée Guimet 

Several scholars have suggested that the Prajñāpāramitā sūtras, which are among the 
earliest Mahāyāna sūtras, developed among the Mahāsāṃghika along the Kṛṣṇa River 
in the Āndhra region of South India. 
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The earliest Mahāyāna sūtras to include the very first versions of the Prajñāpāramitā 
genre, along with texts concerning Akṣobhya Buddha, which were probably written 
down in the 1st century BCE in the south of India. Guang Xing states, "Several 
scholars have suggested that the Prajñāpāramitā probably developed among the 
Mahāsāṃghikas in southern India, in the Āndhra country, on the Kṛṣṇa River." A.K. 
Warder believes that "the Mahāyāna originated in the south of India and almost 
certainly in the Āndhra country." 

Anthony Barber and Sree Padma note that "historians of Buddhist thought have been 
aware for quite some time that such pivotally important Mahayana Buddhist thinkers 
as Nāgārjuna, Dignaga, Candrakīrti, Āryadeva, and Bhavaviveka, among many others, 
formulated their theories while living in Buddhist communities in Āndhra." They note 
that the ancient Buddhist sites in the lower Kṛṣṇa Valley, including Amaravati, 
Nāgārjunakoṇ�ā and Jaggayyapeṭa "can be traced to at least the third century BCE, if 
not earlier." Akira Hirakawa notes the "evidence suggests that many Early Mahayana 
scriptures originated in South India." 

There is no evidence that Mahāyāna ever referred to a separate formal school or sect of 
Buddhism, but rather that it existed as a certain set of ideals, and later doctrines, for 
bodhisattvas. Initially it was known as Bodhisattvayāna (the "Vehicle of the 
Bodhisattvas"). Paul Williams has also noted that the Mahāyāna never had nor ever 
attempted to have a separate Vinaya or ordination lineage from the early schools of 
Buddhism, and therefore each bhikṣu or bhikṣuṇī adhering to the Mahāyāna formally 
belonged to an early school. This continues today with the Dharmaguptaka ordination 
lineage in East Asia, and the Mūlasarvāstivāda ordination lineage in Tibetan 
Buddhism. Therefore Mahāyāna was never a separate rival sect of the early schools. 
From Chinese monks visiting India, we now know that both Mahāyāna and non-
Mahāyāna monks in India often lived in the same monasteries side by side. 

 
Buddhas of Bamiyan: Vairocana before and after destruction by the Taliban in 2001 

The Chinese monk Yijing who visited India in the 7th century CE, distinguishes 
Mahāyāna from Hīnayāna as follows: 

Both adopt one and the same Vinaya, and they have in common the prohibitions of the 
five offences, and also the practice of the Four Noble Truths. Those who venerate the 
bodhisattvas and read the Mahāyāna sūtras are called the Mahāyānists, while those 
who do not perform these are called the Hīnayānists. 
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Much of the early extant evidence for the origins of Mahāyāna comes from early 
Chinese translations of Mahāyāna texts. These Mahāyāna teachings were first 
propagated into China by Lokakṣema, the first translator of Mahāyāna sūtras into 
Chinese during the 2nd century CE. Some scholars have traditionally considered the 
earliest Mahāyāna sūtras to include the very first versions of the Prajñāpāramitā 
series, along with texts concerning Akṣobhya Buddha, which were probably composed 
in the 1st century BCE in the south of India.  

Late Mahayana Buddhism 

During the period of Late Mahayana Buddhism, four major types of thought developed: 
Madhyamaka, Yogacara, Tathagatagarbha, and Buddhist Logic as the last and most 
recent. In India, the two main philosophical schools of the Mahayana were the 
Madhyamaka and the later Yogacara. According to Dan Lusthaus, Madhyamaka and 
Yogacara have a great deal in common, and the commonality stems from early 
Buddhism. There were no great Indian teachers associated with tathagatagarbha 
thought. 

Vajrayana (Esoteric Buddhism) 

Scholarly research concerning Esoteric Buddhism is still in its early stages and has a 
number of problems that make research difficult: 

1. Vajrayana Buddhism was influenced by Hinduism, and therefore research must 
include exploring Hinduism as well. 

2. The scriptures of Vajrayana have not yet been put in any kind of order. 
3. Ritual must be examined as well, not just doctrine. 

Development of Buddhism 

 
Buddhist proselytism at the time of emperor Ashoka (260–218 BCE). 
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Coin depicting Indo-Greek king Menander, who, according to Buddhist tradition records in the Milinda 

Panha, converted to the Buddhist faith and became an arhat in the 2nd century BCE . (British Museum) 

Buddhism may have spread only slowly in India until the time of the Mauryan emperor 
Ashoka, who was a public supporter of the religion. The support of Aśoka and his 
descendants led to the construction of more stūpas (Buddhist religious memorials) and 
to efforts to spread Buddhism throughout the enlarged Maurya empire and even into 
neighboring lands—particularly to the Iranian-speaking regions of Afghanistan and 
Central Asia, beyond the Mauryas' northwest border, and to the island of Sri Lanka 
south of India. These two missions, in opposite directions, would ultimately lead, in the 
first case to the spread of Buddhism into China, and in the second case, to the 
emergence of Theravāda Buddhism and its spread from Sri Lanka to the coastal lands 
of Southeast Asia. 

This period marks the first known spread of Buddhism beyond India. According to the 
edicts of Aśoka, emissaries were sent to various countries west of India to spread 
Buddhism (Dharma), particularly in eastern provinces of the neighboring Seleucid 
Empire, and even farther to Hellenistic kingdoms of the Mediterranean. It is a matter 
of disagreement among scholars whether or not these emissaries were accompanied by 
Buddhist missionaries. 

The gradual spread of Buddhism into adjacent areas meant that it came into contact 
with new ethnical groups. During this period Buddhism was exposed to a variety of 
influences, from Persian and Greek civilization, to changing trends in non-Buddhist 
Indian religions—themselves influenced by Buddhism. Striking examples of this 
syncretistic development can be seen in the emergence of Greek-speaking Buddhist 
monarchs in the Indo-Greek Kingdom, and in the development of the Greco-Buddhist 
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art of Gandhāra. A Greek king, Menander, has even been immortalized in the Buddhist 
canon. 

The Theravada school spread south from India in the 3rd century BCE, to Sri Lanka 
and Thailand and Burma and later also Indonesia. The Dharmagupta school spread 
(also in 3rd century BCE) north to Kashmir, Gandhara and Bactria (Afghanistan). 

The Silk Road transmission of Buddhism to China is most commonly thought to have 
started in the late 2nd or the 1st century CE, though the literary sources are all open to 
question.  The first documented translation efforts by foreign Buddhist monks in China 
were in the 2nd century CE, probably as a consequence of the expansion of the Kushan 
Empire into the Chinese territory of the Tarim Basin. 

In the 2nd century CE, Mahayana Sutras spread to China, and then to Korea and 
Japan, and were translated into Chinese. During the Indian period of Esoteric 
Buddhism (from the 8th century onwards), Buddhism spread from India to Tibet and 
Mongolia. 

Buddhism today  

 
Buryat Buddhist monk in Siberia 

By the late Middle Ages, Buddhism had become virtually extinct in India, although it 
continued to exist in surrounding countries. It is now again gaining strength 
worldwide. China and India are now starting to fund Buddhist shrines in various Asian 
countries as they compete for influence in the region.  

Most Buddhist groups in the West are nominally affiliated with at least one of these 
three traditions: 

• Theravada Buddhism, using Pāli as its scriptural language, is the dominant form 
of Buddhism in Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Sri Lanka, and Burma. The Dalit 
Buddhist movement in India (inspired by B. R. Ambedkar) also practices 
Theravada. 

• East Asian forms of Mahayana Buddhism that use Chinese scriptures are 
dominant in most of China, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and Vietnam as 
well as such communities within Indochina, Southeast Asia and the West. 
Vietnam and Singapore are major concentrations of Mahayana Buddhism in 
Southeast Asia. 
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• Tibetan Buddhism is found in Tibet, Bhutan, Nepal, Mongolia, areas of India (it's 
the majority religion in Ladakh; significant population in Himachal Pradesh, 
Arunachal Pradesh and Sikkim), China (particularly in Inner Mongolia), and 
Russia (mainly Kalmykia, Buryatia, and Tuva). 

Formal membership varies between communities, but basic lay adherence is often 
defined in terms of a traditional formula in which the practitioner takes refuge in The 
Three Jewels: the Buddha, the Dharma (the teachings of the Buddha), and the Sangha 
(the Buddhist community). At the present time, the teachings of all three branches of 
Buddhism have spread throughout the world, and Buddhist texts are increasingly 
translated into local languages. While in the West Buddhism is often seen as exotic and 
progressive, in the East it is regarded as familiar and traditional. Buddhists in Asia are 
frequently well organized and well funded. In countries such as Cambodia and Bhutan, 
it is recognized as the state religion and receives government support. Modern 
influences increasingly lead to new forms of Buddhism that significantly depart from 
traditional beliefs and practices. 

Overall there is an overwhelming diversity of recent forms of Buddhism.  

Late 20th century Buddhist movements 

A number of modern movements or tendencies in Buddhism emerged during the second 
half of the 20th Century, including the Dalit Buddhist movement (also sometimes 
called 'neo-Buddhism'), Engaged Buddhism, and the further development of various 
Western Buddhist traditions. 

In the second half of the 20th Century a modern movement in Nichiren Buddhism: 
Soka Gakkai (Value Creation Society) emerged in Japan and spread further to other 
countries. Soka Gakkai International (SGI) is a lay Buddhist movement linking more 
than 12 million people around the world, and is currently described as "the most 
diverse" and "the largest lay Buddhist movement in the world". 

Demographics 

Buddhism is practiced by an estimated 488 million, 495 million, or 535 million people 
as of the 2010s, representing 7% to 8% of the world's total population. 

China is the country with the largest population of Buddhists, approximately 244 
million or 18.2% of its total population. They are mostly followers of Chinese schools of 
Mahayana, making this the largest body of Buddhist traditions. Mahayana, also 
practiced in broader East Asia, is followed by over half of world Buddhists.  

According to a demographic analysis reported by Peter Harvey (2013): Mahayana has 
360 million adherents; Theravada has 150 million adherents; and Vajrayana has 18,2 
million adherents. Seven million additional Buddhists are found outside of Asia. 

According to Johnson and Grim (2013), Buddhism has grown from a total of 138 million 
adherents in 1910, of which 137 million were in Asia, to 495 million in 2010, of which 
487 million are in Asia. According to them, there was a fast annual growth of 
Buddhism in Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon and several Western European 



189 

countries (1910-2010). More recently (2000-2010), the countries with highest growth 
rates are Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Iran and some African countries. 

There are 10 countries with the highest Buddhist majority: 

Buddhism by percentage as of 2010 

Country Estimated Buddhist population Buddhists as % of total population 

Cambodia 

13,701,660 96.90% 

Thailand 

64,419,840 93.20% 

Burma 

38,415,960 80.10% 

Bhutan 

563,000 74.70% 

Sri Lanka 14,455,980 69.30% 

Laos 

4,092,000 66.00% 

Mongolia 1,520,760 55.10% 

Japan 

45,807,480 or 84,653,000 36.20% or 67% 

Singapore 
1,725,510 33.90% 

Taiwan 

4,945,600 or 8,000,000 21.10% or 35% 

Schools and traditions 

Buddhists generally classify themselves as either Theravada or Mahayana. This 
classification is also used by some scholars and is the one ordinarily used in the English 
language. An alternative scheme used by some scholars divides Buddhism into the 
following three traditions or geographical or cultural areas: Theravada, East Asian 
Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism. 

 
Young monks in Cambodia 

Some scholars use other schemes. Buddhists themselves have a variety of other 
schemes. Hinayana (literally "lesser vehicle") is used by Mahayana followers to name 
the family of early philosophical schools and traditions from which contemporary 
Theravada emerged, but as this term is rooted in the Mahayana viewpoint and can be 
considered derogatory, a variety of other terms are increasingly used instead, including 
Śrāvakayāna, Nikaya Buddhism, early Buddhist schools, sectarian Buddhism, 
conservative Buddhism, mainstream Buddhism and non-Mahayana Buddhism. 

Not all traditions of Buddhism share the same philosophical outlook, or treat the same 
concepts as central. Each tradition, however, does have its own core concepts, and some 
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comparisons can be drawn between them. For example, according to one Buddhist 
ecumenical organization, several concepts common to both major Buddhist branches: 

• Both accept the Buddha as their teacher. 
• Both accept the Middle way, dependent origination, the Four Noble Truths, the 

Noble Eightfold Path and the Three marks of existence. 
• Both accept that members of the laity and of the sangha can pursue the path 

toward enlightenment (bodhi). 
• Both consider buddhahood the highest attainment. 

Timeline 

This is a rough timeline of the development of the different schools/traditions: 

Timeline: Development and propagation of Buddhist traditions (ca. 450 BCE – ca. 1300 CE) 

  450 BCE 250 BCE 100 CE 500 CE 
700 
CE 

800 CE 1200 CE  

India 

Early 
Sangha 

  Early Buddhist schools 
Mahāyāna Vajrayāna 

  
Sri Lanka & 
Southeast Asia  

  Theravāda 

 
    

Tibetan 
Buddhism  

Nyingma 

  
Kadam 

Kagyu 

   
Dagpo   

Sakya 

  Jonang 

East Asia 

 

Early 
Buddhist 
schools 

and Mahāyāna 
(via the silk road 

to China, and 
ocean 

contact from 
India to 

Vietnam) 

 Tangmi   
 

Nara Shingon 

  
Chan 

Thiền, Seon 
  

 
Zen 

  

Tiantai / Jìngtǔ 

  
  

Tendai 

    
  Nichiren   

  Jōdo-shū 

  

Central Asia & 
Tarim Basin  

Greco-Buddhism 

 
 

 
Silk Road Buddhism  

  450 BCE 250 BCE 100 CE 500 CE 
700 
CE 

800 CE 1200 CE   

 Legend:  = Theravada  = Mahayana  = Vajrayana  
= Various / 
syncretic 

 

  

Theravada school 

Theravada ("Doctrine of the Elders", or "Ancient Doctrine") is the oldest surviving 
Buddhist school. It is relatively conservative, and generally closest to early Buddhism. 
This school is derived from the Vibhajjavāda grouping that emerged amongst the older 
Sthavira group at the time of the Third Buddhist Council (c. 250 BCE). This school 
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gradually declined on the Indian subcontinent, but its branch in Sri Lanka and South 
East Asia continues to survive. 

The Theravada school bases its practice and doctrine exclusively on the Pāli Canon and 
its commentaries. After being orally transmitted for a few centuries, its scriptures, the 
Pali Canon, were finally committed to writing in the 1st century BCE, in Sri Lanka, at 
what the Theravada usually reckon as the fourth council. It is also one of the first 
Buddhist schools to commit the complete set of its canon into writing. The Sutta 
collections and Vinaya texts of the Pāli Canon (and the corresponding texts in other 
versions of the Tripitaka), are generally considered by modern scholars to be the 
earliest Buddhist literature, and they are accepted as authentic in every branch of 
Buddhism. 

Theravāda is primarily practiced today in Sri Lanka, Burma, Laos, Thailand, 
Cambodia as well as small portions of China, Vietnam, Malaysia and Bangladesh. It 
has a growing presence in the west. 

Theravadin Buddhists think that personal effort is required to realize rebirth. Monks 
follow the vinaya: meditating, teaching and serving their lay communities. Laypersons 
can perform good actions, producing merit. 

Mahayana traditions 

 
Chinese and Central Asian monks. Bezeklik, Eastern Tarim Basin, China, 9th–10th century. 

(National Institute of Informatics and the Tōyō Bunko) 

Mahayana Buddhism flourished in India from the 5th century CE onwards, during the 
dynasty of the Guptas. Mahāyāna centres of learning were established, the most 
important one being the Nālandā University in north-eastern India. 

Mahayana schools recognize all or part of the Mahayana Sutras. Some of these sutras 
became for Mahayanists a manifestation of the Buddha himself, and faith in and 
veneration of those texts are stated in some sutras (e.g. the Lotus Sutra and the 
Mahaparinirvana Sutra) to lay the foundations for the later attainment of Buddhahood 
itself. 
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Japanese Mahayana Buddhist monk with alms bowl 

Native Mahayana Buddhism is practiced today in China, Japan, Korea, Singapore, 
parts of Russia and most of Vietnam (also commonly referred to as "Eastern 
Buddhism"). The Buddhism practiced in Tibet, the Himalayan regions, and Mongolia is 
also Mahayana in origin, but is discussed below under the heading of Vajrayana (also 
commonly referred to as "Northern Buddhism"). There are a variety of strands in 
Eastern Buddhism, of which "the Pure Land school of Mahayana is the most widely 
practised today.". In most of this area however, they are fused into a single unified form 
of Buddhism. In Japan in particular, they form separate denominations with the five 
major ones being: Nichiren, peculiar to Japan; Pure Land; Shingon, a form of 
Vajrayana; Tendai, and Zen. In Korea, nearly all Buddhists belong to the Chogye 
school, which is officially Son (Zen), but with substantial elements from other 
traditions. 

Vajrayana traditions 

 
Boudhanath, Kathmandu, Nepal 
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The Vajrayana tradition of Buddhism spread to China, Mongolia, and Tibet. In Tibet, 
Vajrayana has always been a main component of Tibetan Buddhism, while in China it 
formed a separate sect. However, Vajrayana Buddhism became extinct in China but 
survived in elements of Japan's Shingon and Tendai sects. 

There are differing views as to just when Vajrayāna and its tantric practice started. In 
the Tibetan tradition, it is claimed that the historical Śākyamuni Buddha taught 
tantra, but as these are esoteric teachings, they were passed on orally first and only 
written down long after the Buddha's other teachings. Nālandā University became a 
center for the development of Vajrayāna theory and continued as the source of leading-
edge Vajrayāna practices up through the 11th century. These practices, scriptures and 
theories were transmitted to China, Tibet, Indochina and Southeast Asia. China 
generally received Indian transmission up to the 11th century including tantric 
practice, while a vast amount of what is considered Tibetan Buddhism (Vajrayāna) 
stems from the late (9th–12th century) Nālandā tradition. 

In one of the first major contemporary academic treatises on the subject, Fairfield 
University professor Ronald M. Davidson argues that the rise of Vajrayana was in part 
a reaction to the changing political climate in India at the time. With the fall of the 
Gupta dynasty, in an increasingly fractious political environment, institutional 
Buddhism had difficulty attracting patronage, and the folk movement led by siddhas 
became more prominent. After perhaps two hundred years, it had begun to get 
integrated into the monastic establishment.[page needed] 

Vajrayana combined and developed a variety of elements, a number of which had 
already existed for centuries. In addition to the Mahāyāna scriptures, Vajrayāna 
Buddhists recognize a large body of Buddhist Tantras, some of which are also included 
in Chinese and Japanese collections of Buddhist literature, and versions of a few even 
in the Pali Canon. 

Buddhist texts 

 
Buddhist monk Geshe Konchog Wangdu reads Mahayana sutras  

from an old woodblock copy of the Tibetan Kanjur. 

Buddhist scriptures and other texts exist in great variety. Different schools of 
Buddhism place varying levels of value on learning the various texts. Some schools 



194 

 

venerate certain texts as religious objects in themselves, while others take a more 
scholastic approach. Buddhist scriptures are mainly written in Pāli, Tibetan, 
Mongolian, and Chinese. Some texts still exist in Sanskrit and Buddhist Hybrid 
Sanskrit. 

Unlike many religions, Buddhism has no single central text that is universally referred 
to by all traditions. However, some scholars have referred to the Vinaya Pitaka and the 
first four Nikayas of the Sutta Pitaka as the common core of all Buddhist 
traditions.[page needed] This could be considered misleading, as Mahāyāna considers these 
merely a preliminary, and not a core, teaching. The Tibetan Buddhists have not even 
translated most of the āgamas (though theoretically they recognize them) and they play 
no part in the religious life of either clergy or laity in China and Japan. Other scholars 
say there is no universally accepted common core. The size and complexity of the 
Buddhist canons have been seen by some (including Buddhist social reformer 
Babasaheb Ambedkar) as presenting barriers to the wider understanding of Buddhist 
philosophy. 

The followers of Theravāda Buddhism take the scriptures known as the Pāli Canon as 
definitive and authoritative, while the followers of Mahāyāna Buddhism base their 
faith and philosophy primarily on the Mahāyāna sūtras and their own vinaya. The Pāli 
sutras, along with other, closely related scriptures, are known to the other schools as 
the āgamas. 

Over the years, various attempts have been made to synthesize a single Buddhist text 
that can encompass all of the major principles of Buddhism. In the Theravada 
tradition, condensed 'study texts' were created that combined popular or influential 
scriptures into single volumes that could be studied by novice monks. Later in Sri 
Lanka, the Dhammapada was championed as a unifying scripture. 

Dwight Goddard collected a sample of Buddhist scriptures, with the emphasis on Zen, 
along with other classics of Eastern philosophy, such as the Tao Te Ching, into his 
'Buddhist Bible' in the 1920s. More recently, Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar attempted to 
create a single, combined document of Buddhist principles in "The Buddha and His 
Dhamma". Other such efforts have persisted to present day, but currently there is no 
single text that represents all Buddhist traditions. 

Pāli Tipitaka 

The Pāli Tipitaka, which means "three baskets", refers to the Vinaya Pitaka, the Sutta 
Pitaka, and the Abhidhamma Pitaka. The Vinaya Pitaka contains disciplinary rules for 
the Buddhist monks and nuns, as well as explanations of why and how these rules were 
instituted, supporting material, and doctrinal clarification. The Sutta Pitaka contains 
discourses ascribed to Gautama Buddha. The Abhidhamma Pitaka contains material 
often described as systematic expositions of the Gautama Buddha's teachings. 

The Pāli Tipitaka is the only early Tipitaka (Sanskrit: Tripiṭaka) to survive intact in its 
original language, but a number of early schools had their own recensions of the 
Tipitaka featuring much of the same material. We have portions of the Tipitakas of the 
Sārvāstivāda, Dharmaguptaka, Sammitya, Mahāsaṅghika, Kāśyapīya, and 
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Mahīśāsaka schools, most of which survive in Chinese translation only. According to 
some sources, some early schools of Buddhism had five or seven pitakas. 

According to the scriptures, soon after the death of the Buddha, the first Buddhist 
council was held; a monk named Mahākāśyapa (Pāli: Mahākassapa) presided. The goal 
of the council was to record the Buddha's teachings. Upāli recited the vinaya. Ānanda, 
the Buddha's personal attendant, was called upon to recite the dhamma. These became 
the basis of the Tripitaka. However, this record was initially transmitted orally in form 
of chanting, and was committed to text in the last century BCE. Both the sūtras and 
the vinaya of every Buddhist school contain a wide variety of elements including 
discourses on the Dharma, commentaries on other teachings, cosmological and 
cosmogonical texts, stories of the Gautama Buddha's previous lives, and various other 
subjects. 

Much of the material in the Canon is not specifically "Theravadin", but is instead the 
collection of teachings that this school preserved from the early, non-sectarian body of 
teachings. According to Peter Harvey, it contains material at odds with later 
Theravadin orthodoxy. He states: "The Theravadins, then, may have added texts to the 
Canon for some time, but they do not appear to have tampered with what they already 
had from an earlier period." 

Mahayana sutras 

 
The Tripiṭaka Koreana in South Korea, an edition of the  

Chinese Buddhist canon carved and preserved in over 81,000 wood printing blocks. 

The Mahayana sutras are a very broad genre of Buddhist scriptures that the 
Mahayana Buddhist tradition holds are original teachings of the Buddha. Some 
adherents of Mahayana accept both the early teachings (including in this the 
Sarvastivada Abhidharma, which was criticized by Nagarjuna and is in fact opposed to 
early Buddhist thought) and the Mahayana sutras as authentic teachings of Gautama 
Buddha, and claim they were designed for different types of persons and different 
levels of spiritual understanding. 

The Mahayana sutras often claim to articulate the Buddha's deeper, more advanced 
doctrines, reserved for those who follow the bodhisattva path. That path is explained as 
being built upon the motivation to liberate all living beings from unhappiness. Hence 
the name Mahāyāna (lit., the Great Vehicle). According to Mahayana tradition, the 
Mahayana sutras were transmitted in secret, came from other Buddhas or 
Bodhisattvas, or were preserved in non-human worlds because human beings at the 
time could not understand them: 
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Some of our sources maintain the authenticity of certain other texts not found in the 
canons of these schools (the early schools). These texts are those held genuine by the 
later school, not one of the eighteen, which arrogated to itself the title of Mahayana, 
'Great Vehicle'. According to the Mahayana historians these texts were admittedly 
unknown to the early schools of Buddhists. However, they had all been promulgated by 
the Buddha. [The Buddha's] followers on earth, the sravakas ('pupils'), had not been 
sufficiently advanced to understand them, and hence were not given them to 
remember, but they were taught to various supernatural beings and then preserved in 
such places as the Dragon World. 

Approximately six hundred Mahayana sutras have survived in Sanskrit or in Chinese 
or Tibetan translations. In addition, East Asian Buddhism recognizes some sutras 
regarded by scholars as of Chinese rather than Indian origin. 

Generally, scholars conclude that the Mahayana scriptures were composed from the 1st 
century CE onwards: "Large numbers of Mahayana sutras were being composed in the 
period between the beginning of the common era and the fifth century", five centuries 
after the historical Gautama Buddha. Some of these had their roots in other scriptures 
composed in the 1st century BCE. It was not until after the 5th century CE that the 
Mahayana sutras started to influence the behavior of mainstream Buddhists in India: 
"But outside of texts, at least in India, at exactly the same period, very different—in 
fact seemingly older—ideas and aspirations appear to be motivating actual behavior, 
and old and established Hinnayana groups appear to be the only ones that are 
patronized and supported." These texts were apparently not universally accepted 
among Indian Buddhists when they appeared; the pejorative label Hinayana was 
applied by Mahayana supporters to those who rejected the Mahayana sutras. 

Only the Theravada school does not include the Mahayana scriptures in its canon. As 
the modern Theravada school is descended from a branch of Buddhism that diverged 
and established itself in Sri Lanka prior to the emergence of the Mahayana texts, 
debate exists as to whether the Theravada were historically included in the hinayana 
designation; in the modern era, this label is seen as derogatory, and is generally 
avoided. 

Scholar Isabelle Onians asserts that although "the Mahāyāna ... very occasionally 
referred contemptuously to earlier Buddhism as the Hinayāna, the Inferior Way," "the 
preponderance of this name in the secondary literature is far out of proportion to 
occurrences in the Indian texts." She notes that the term Śrāvakayāna was "the more 
politically correct and much more usual" term used by Mahāyānists. Jonathan Silk has 
argued that the term "Hinayana" was used to refer to whomever one wanted to criticize 
on any given occasion, and did not refer to any definite grouping of Buddhists. 

Comparative studies 

Buddhism provides many opportunities for comparative study with a diverse range of 
subjects. For example, Buddhism's emphasis on the Middle way not only provides a 
unique guideline for ethics but has also allowed Buddhism to peacefully coexist with 
various differing beliefs, customs and institutions in countries where it has resided 
throughout its history. Also, its moral and spiritual parallels with other systems of 
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thought—for example, with various tenets of Christianity—have been subjects of close 
study. In addition, the Buddhist concept of dependent origination has been compared to 
modern scientific thought, as well as Western metaphysics. 

Is Buddhism a religion? 

 
The Great Buddha of Kamakura, Kōtoku-in in Japan 

There are differences of opinion on the question of whether or not Buddhism should be 
considered a religion. Many sources commonly refer to Buddhism as a religion. For 
example: 

• Peter Harvey states: "The English term 'Buddhism' correctly indicates that the 
religion is characterized by devotion to 'the Buddha', 'Buddhas', or 'buddhahood'." 

• Joseph Goldstein states: "Although there are many difference among the various 
religions of the world, and among the various schools of Buddhism itself, there is 
also a great deal in common..." 

Other sources note that the answer to this question depends upon how religion is 
defined. For example: 

• Surya Das states: "For Buddhism is less a theology or religion than a promise 
that certain meditative practices and mind trainings can effectively show us how 
to awaken our Buddha-nature and liberate us from suffering and confusion." 

• B. Alan Wallace states: "When we in the West first engage with Buddhism, it is 
almost inevitable that we bring out one of our familiar stereotypes and apply it 
to Buddhism, calling it simply a 'religion.'... But Buddhism has never been 
simply a religion as we define it in the West. From the very beginning it has also 
had philosophical elements, as well as empirical and rational elements that may 
invite the term 'science.'" 

• Rupert Gethin states: "I am not concerned here to pronounce on a question that 
is sometimes asked of Buddhism: is it a religion? Obviously it depends on how 
one defines 'a religion'. What is certain, however, is that Buddhism does not 
involve belief in a creator God who has control over human destiny, nor does it 
seek to define itself by reference to a creed; as Edward Conze has pointed out, it 
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took over 2,000 years and a couple of Western converts to Buddhism to provide it 
with a creed. On the other hand, Buddhism views activities that would be 
generally understood as religious—such as devotional practices and rituals—as a 
legitimate, useful, and even essential part of the practice and training that leads 
to the cessation of suffering." 

• Damien Keown states: "Problems [...] confront us as soon as we try to define 
what Buddhism is. Is it a religion? A philosophy? A way of life? A code of ethics? 
It is not easy to classify Buddhism as any of these things, and it challenges us to 
rethink some of these categories. What, for example, do we mean by 'religion'? 
Most people would say that religion has something to do with belief in God. [...] If 
belief in God in this sense is the essence of religion, then Buddhism cannot be a 
religion. [...] Some have suggested that a new category – that of the 'non-theistic' 
religion – is needed to encompass Buddhism. Another possibility is that our 
original definition is simply too narrow.  

 

• Czech Buddhists 
• The Dalai Lama states: "From one viewpoint, Buddhism is a religion, from 

another viewpoint Buddhism is a science of mind and not a religion. Buddhism 
can be a bridge between these two sides. Therefore, with this conviction I try to 
have closer ties with scientists, mainly in the fields of cosmology, psychology, 
neurobiology and physics. In these fields there are insights to share, and to a 
certain extent we can work together." 

• Ilkka Pyysiäinen states: "There are thus great difficulties involved in 
conceptualizing religion as belief in god(s), superhuman agents, etc., although we 
intuitively think that some such beings, nevertheless, are essential in religion. 
As is well-known, Buddhism is the favorite example of scholars who have argued 
that we should find some other way of defining religion than the one based on 
the idea of belief in gods or superhuman beings." and "Buddhism does not have 
to be the problematic touchstone for a global concept of religion." 
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• Martin Southwold states: "It is argued that Buddhism, though non-theistic, 
resembles other religions in depending on mystical notions; it is shown how this 
contributes to understanding the social functions of religions." 

• Walpola Rahula states: "The question has often been asked: Is Buddhism a 
religion or a philosophy? It does not matter what you call it. Buddhism remains 
what it is whatever label you may put on it. The label is immaterial. Even the 
label 'Buddhism' which we give to the teaching of the Buddha is of little 
importance. The name one gives it is inessential. What's in a name? That which 
we call a rose, By any other name would smell as sweet. In the same way Truth 
needs no label: it is neither Buddhist, Christian, Hindu nor Moslem. It is not the 
monopoly of anybody. Sectarian labels are a hindrance to the independent 
understanding of Truth, and they produce harmful prejudices in men's minds." 

• Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche states: "If you are interested in 'meeting the Buddha' 
and following his example, then you should realize that the path the Buddha 
taught is primarily a study of your own mind and a system for training your 
mind. This path is spiritual, not religious. Its goal is self-knowledge, not 
salvation; freedom, not heaven. And it is deeply personal." 

Criticism 

Friedrich Nietzsche criticized Buddhism for promoting what he saw as nihilism. Some 
Marxist groups have criticized Buddhism for causing Tibet to have an undeveloped, 
agrarian economy.  
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Chapter 14 

HINDUISM 
 

Hinduism is the dominant religion, or way of life, in South Asia, most notably in India 
and Nepal. Although Hinduism is "a family of religious cultures", which includes a 
broad range of philosophies and traditions, it is bound by shared concepts, recognizable 
rituals, cosmology, shared textual resources, pilgrimage to sacred sites and the 
questioning of authority. It includes Shaivism, Vaishnavism and Shaktism among 
other denominations, each with an interwoven diversity of beliefs and practices. With 
approximately one billion followers, Hinduism is the world's third largest religion, after 
Christianity and Islam. 

Hinduism has been called the "oldest religion" in the world, and some practitioners 
refer to it as Sanātana Dharma, "the eternal law" or the "eternal way" beyond human 
origins. Western scholars regard Hinduism as a fusion or synthesis of various Indian 
cultures and traditions,  with diverse roots and no single founder. It prescribes the 
eternal duties, such as honesty, refraining from injuring living beings (ahimsa), 
patience, forbearance, self-restraint, compassion, among others.  

Prominent themes in Hindu beliefs include (but are not restricted to), the four 
Puruṣārthas, the proper goals or aims of human life, namely Dharma (ethics/duties), 
Artha (prosperity/work), Kama (emotions/sexuality) and Moksha (liberation/freedom); 
karma (action, intent and consequences), samsara (cycle of rebirth), and the various 
Yogas (paths or practices to attain moksha). Hindu practices include rituals such as 
puja (worship) and recitations, meditation, family-oriented rites of passage, annual 
festivals, and occasional pilgrimages. Some Hindus leave their social world and 
material possessions, then engage in lifelong Sannyasa (ascetic practices) to achieve 
moksha. 

Hindu texts are classified into Shruti ("heard") and Smriti ("remembered"). These texts 
discuss theology, philosophy, mythology, Vedic yajna and agamic rituals and temple 
building, among other topics. Major scriptures include the Vedas, Upanishads (both 
Śruti), Mahabharata, Ramayana, Bhagavad Gita, Puranas, Manusmṛti, and Agamas 
(all smriti). 

Etymology 

The word Hindu is derived (through Persian) from the Indo-Aryan/Sanskrit word 
Sindhu, the Indo-Aryan name for the Indus River in the northwestern part of the 
Indian subcontinent (modern day Pakistan and Northern India). According to Gavin 
Flood, "The actual term 'hindu' first occurs as a Persian geographical term for the 
people who lived beyond the river Indus (Sanskrit: Sindhu)". The term 'Hindu' then 
was a geographical term and did not refer to a religion.  

The word Hindu was taken by European languages from the Arabic term al-Hind, 
which referred to the people who live across the River Indus. This Arabic term was 
itself taken from the Persian term Hindū, which refers to all Indians. By the 13th 
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century, Hindustan emerged as a popular alternative name of India, meaning the "land 
of Hindus". 

The term Hindu was later used occasionally in some Sanskrit texts such as the later 
Rajataranginis of Kashmir (Hinduka, c. 1450) and some 16th- to 18th-century Bengali 
Gaudiya Vaishnava texts including Chaitanya Charitamrita and Chaitanya 
Bhagavata. It was usually used to contrast Hindus with Yavanas or Mlecchas. It was 
only towards the end of the 18th century that European merchants and colonists began 
to refer to the followers of Indian religions collectively as Hindus. The term Hinduism 
was introduced into the English language in the 19th century to denote the religious, 
philosophical, and cultural traditions native to India. 

Definitions 

The study of India and its cultures and religions, and the definition of "Hinduism", has 
been shaped by the interests of colonialism and by Western notions of religion. Since 
the 1990s, those influences and its outcomes have been the topic of debate among 
scholars of Hinduism,  and have also been taken over by critics of the Western view on 
India.  

Because of the wide range of traditions and ideas covered by the term, arriving at a 
comprehensive definition is difficult. The religion "defies our desire to define and 
categorize it". Hinduism has been variously defined as a religion, a religious tradition, a 
set of religious beliefs, and "a way of life." From a Western lexical standpoint, 
Hinduism like other faiths is appropriately referred to as a religion. In India the term 
dharma is preferred, which is broader than the western term "religion". Hindu 
traditionalists prefer to call it Sanatana Dharma (the eternal or ancient dharma). 

Colonial influences 

The notion of common denominators for several religions and traditions of India was 
already noted from the 12th century CE on. The notion of "Hinduism" as a "single world 
religious tradition" was popularised by 19th-century European Indologists who 
depended on the "brahmana castes" for their information of Indian religions. This led to 
a "tendency to emphasise Vedic and Brahmanical texts and beliefs as the "essence" of 
Hindu religiosity in general, and in the modern association of 'Hindu doctrine' with the 
various Brahmanical schools of the Vedanta (in particular Advaita Vedanta)." 

Indigenous understanding 

Sanātana Dharma 

To its adherents, Hinduism is a traditional way of life. Many practitioners refer to 
Hinduism as Sanātana Dharma, "the eternal law" or the "eternal way". It refers to the 
"eternal" duties all Hindus have to follow, regardless of class, caste, or sect, such as 
honesty, refraining from injuring living beings, purity, goodwill, mercy, patience, 
forbearance, self-restraint, generosity, and asceticism. This is contrasted with 
svadharma, one's "own duty", the duties to be followed by members of a specific caste 
and stage of life. According to Knott, this also 
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... refers to the idea that its origins lie beyond human history, and its truths have been 
divinely revealed (shruti) and passed down through the ages to the present day in the 
most ancient of the world's scriptures, the Veda. (Knott 1998, p. 5) 

According to the Encyclopædia Britannica;- 

The term has also more recently been used by Hindu leaders, reformers, and 
nationalists to refer to Hinduism as a unified world religion. Sanatana dharma has 
thus become a synonym for the "eternal" truth and teachings of Hinduism, the latter 
conceived of as not only transcendent of history and unchanging but also as indivisible 
and ultimately nonsectarian.  

The Sanskrit word dharma has a much deeper meaning than religion and is not its 
equivalent. All aspects of a Hindu life, namely acquiring wealth (Artha), fulfillment of 
desires (kama), and attaining liberation (moksha) are part of dharma which 
encapsulates the "right way of living" and eternal harmonious principles in their 
fulfillment. 

Growing Hindu identity 

This sense of unity and ancientness has been developed over a longer period. According 
to Nicholson, already between the 12th and the 16th centuries "certain thinkers began 
to treat as a single whole the diverse philosophical teachings of the Upanishads, epics, 
Puranas, and the schools known retrospectively as the "six systems" (saddarsana) of 
mainstream Hindu philosophy." The tendency of "a blurring of philosophical 
distinctions" has also been noted by Burley. Hacker called this "inclusivism" and 
Michaels speaks of "the identificatory habit". Lorenzen locates the origins of a distinct 
Hindu identity in the interaction between Muslims and Hindus, and a process of 
"mutual self-definition with a contrasting Muslim other",  which started well before 
1800. Michaels notes: 

As a counteraction to Islamic supremacy and as part of the continuing process of 
regionalization, two religious innovations developed in the Hindu religions: the 
formation of sects and a historicization which preceded later nationalism [...] [S]aints 
and sometimes militant sect leaders, such as the Marathi poet Tukaram (1609-1649) 
and Ramdas (1608-1681), articulated ideas in which they glorified Hinduism and the 
past. The Brahmins also produced increasingly historical texts, especially eulogies and 
chronicles of sacred sites (Mahatmyas), or developed a reflexive passion for collecting 
and compiling extensive collections of quotations on various subjects. 

This inclusivism was further developed in the 19th and 20th centuries by Hindu reform 
movements and Neo-Vedanta, and has become characteristic of modern Hinduism. 

Hindu modernism 

Beginning in the 19th century, Indian modernists re-asserted Hinduism as a major 
asset of Indian civilisation, meanwhile "purifying" Hinduism from its Tantric elements 
and elevating the Vedic elements. Western stereotypes were reversed, emphasizing the 
universal aspects, and introducing modern approaches of social problems. This 
approach had a great appeal, not only in India, but also in the west. Major 
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representatives of "Hindu modernism" are Raja Rammohan Roy, Vivekananda, 
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan and Mahatma Gandhi. 

 
Swami Vivekananda was a key figure in introducing Vedanta and Yoga in Europe and USA,  

raising interfaith awareness and making Hinduism a world religion. 

Raja Rammohan Roy is known as the father of the Hindu Renaissance. He was a major 
influence on Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902), who, according to Flood, was "a figure of 
great importance in the development of a modern Hindu self-understanding and in 
formulating the West's view of Hinduism." Central to his philosophy is the idea that the 
divine exists in all beings, that all human beings can achieve union with this "innate 
divinity", and that seeing this divine as the essence of others will further love and 
social harmony. According to Vivekananda, there is an essential unity to Hinduism, 
which underlies the diversity of its many forms. According to Flood, Vivekananda's 
vision of Hinduism "is one generally accepted by most English-speaking middle-class 
Hindus today." 

Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan was "one of India's most erudite scholars to engage with 
western and Indian philosophy". He sought to reconcile western rationalism with 
Hinduism, "presenting Hinduism as an essentially rationalistic and humanistic 
religious experience." This "Global Hinduism" has a worldwide appeal, transcending 
national boundaries and, according to Flood, "becoming a world religion alongside 
Christianity, Islam and Buddhism", both for the Hindu diaspora communities and for 
westerners who are attracted to non-western cultures and religions. It emphasizes 
universal spiritual values such as social justice, peace and "the spiritual transformation 
of humanity." It has developed partly due to "re-enculturation", or the Pizza effect, in 
which elements of Hindu culture have been exported to the West, gaining popularity 
there, and as a consequence also gained greater popularity in India. This globalization 
of Hindu culture was initiated by Swami Vivekananda and his founding of the 
Ramakrishna Mission, an effort continued by other teachers, "bringing to the West 
teachings which have become an important cultural force in western societies, and 
which in turn have become an important cultural force in India, their place of origin." 
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Western understanding 

Western scholars regard Hinduism as a fusion  or synthesis of various Indian cultures 
and traditions.  

Hinduism's tolerance to variations in belief and its broad range of traditions make it 
difficult to define as a religion according to traditional Western conceptions. 

Some academics suggest that Hinduism can be seen as a category with "fuzzy edges" 
rather than as a well-defined and rigid entity. Some forms of religious expression are 
central to Hinduism and others, while not as central, still remain within the category. 
Based on this idea Ferro-Luzzi has developed a 'Prototype Theory approach' to the 
definition of Hinduism. 

Diversity and inclusivism 

Diversity 

Hinduism has been described as a tradition having a "complex, organic, multileveled 
and sometimes internally inconsistent nature." Hinduism does not have a "unified 
system of belief encoded in a declaration of faith or a creed", but is rather an umbrella 
term comprising the plurality of religious phenomena of India. According to the 
Supreme Court of India, 

Unlike other religions in the World, the Hindu religion does not claim any one Prophet, 
it does not worship any one God, it does not believe in any one philosophic concept, it 
does not follow any one act of religious rites or performances; in fact, it does not satisfy 
the traditional features of a religion or creed. It is a way of life and nothing more". 

Part of the problem with a single definition of the term "Hinduism" is the fact that 
Hinduism does not have a single historical founder. It is a synthesis of various 
traditions, the "Brahmanical orthopraxy, the renouncer traditions and popular or local 
traditions." 

Some Hindu philosophies postulate a theistic ontology of creation, of sustenance, and of 
the destruction of the universe, yet some Hindus are atheists, they view Hinduism 
more as philosophy than religion. 

Inclusivism 

Despite the differences, there is also a sense of unity. Most Hindu traditions revere a 
body of religious or sacred literature, the Vedas, although there are exceptions. 
Halbfass cites Renou, according to whom this reverence is a mere 

"tipping of the hat", a traditional gesture of saluting an "idol" without any further 
commitment." 

Halbfass does not agree with this characterization and states that, although Shaivism 
and Vaishaism may be regarded as "self-contained religious constellations", there is a 
degree of interaction and reference between the "theoreticians and literary 
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representatives" of each tradition which indicates the presence of "a wider sense of 
identity, a sense of coherence in a shared context and of inclusion in a common 
framework and horizon". 

Typology 

Hinduism as it is commonly known can be subdivided into a number of major currents. 
Of the historical division into six darsanas, two schools, Vedanta and Yoga, are 
currently the most prominent. The main divisions of Hinduism today are Vaishnavism, 
Shaivism, Shaktism and Smartism. Hinduism also recognises numerous divine beings 
subordinate to the Supreme Being or regards them as lower manifestations of it. Other 
notable characteristics include a belief in existence of ātman (soul, self), reincarnation 
of one's ātman, and karma as well as a belief in personal duty, or dharma. 

McDaniel (2007) distinguishes six generic "types" of Hinduism, in an attempt to 
accommodate a variety of views on a rather complex subject: 

• Folk Hinduism, based on local traditions and cults of local deities and extending 
back to prehistoric times, or at least prior to written Vedas. 

• Shrauta or "Vedic" Hinduism as practised by traditionalist brahmins 
(Shrautins). 

• Vedantic Hinduism, including Advaita Vedanta (Smartism), based on the 
philosophical approach of the Upanishads. 

• Yogic Hinduism, especially the sect based on the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. 
• "Dharmic" Hinduism or "daily morality", based on Karma and upon societal 

norms such as Vivāha (Hindu marriage customs). 
• Bhakti or devotionalist practices 

Michaels distinguishes three Hindu religions and four forms of Hindu religiosity. The 
three Hindu religions are "Brahmanic-Sanskritic Hinduism,", "folk religions and tribal 
religions," and "founded religions," such as Vaishnavism, Shaivism and Sikhism, but 
also new religious movements such as Maharishi Mahesh Yogi and Transcendental 
Meditation. The four forms of Hindu religiosity are the classical "karma-marga", jnana-
marga, bhakti-marga, and "heroism," which is "rooted in militaristic traditions," such 
as Ramaism and parts of political Hinduism. This is also called virya-marga. 

Beliefs 

 
Temple wall panel relief sculpture at the Hoysaleswara temple in Halebidu,  

representing the Trimurti: Brahma, Shiva and Vishnu. 
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Prominent themes in Hindu beliefs include (but are not restricted to), Dharma 
(ethics/duties), Samsāra (the continuing cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth), Karma 
(action, intent and consequences), Moksha (liberation from samsara or liberation in this 
life), and the various Yogas (paths or practices). 

Purusharthas (objectives of human life) 

Classical Hindu thought accepts four proper goals or aims of human life: Dharma, 
Artha, Kama and Moksha. These are known as the Puruṣārthas: 

Dharma (righteousness, ethics) 

Dharma is considered the foremost goal of a human being in Hinduism. The concept 
Dharma includes behaviors that are considered to be in accord with rta, the order that 
makes life and universe possible, and includes duties, rights, laws, conduct, virtues and 
"right way of living". Hindu dharma includes the religious duties, moral rights and 
duties of each individual, as well as behaviors that enable social order, right conduct, 
and those that are virtuous. Dharma, according to Van Buitenen, is that which all 
existing beings must accept and respect to sustain harmony and order in the world. It 
is, states Van Buitenen, the pursuit and execution of one's nature and true calling, thus 
playing one's role in cosmic concert. The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad states it as: 

Nothing is higher than Dharma. The weak overcomes the stronger by Dharma, as over 
a king. Truly that Dharma is the Truth (Satya); Therefore, when a man speaks the 
Truth, they say, "He speaks the Dharma"; and if he speaks Dharma, they say, "He 
speaks the Truth!" For both are one. 

—Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, 1.4.xiv  

In the Mahabharata, Krishna defines dharma as upholding both this-worldly and 
other-worldly affairs. (Mbh 12.110.11). The word Sanātana means 'eternal', 'perennial', 
or 'forever'; thus, 'Sanātana Dharma' signifies that it is the dharma that has neither 
beginning nor end. 

Artha (livelihood, wealth) 

Artha is objective and virtuous pursuit of wealth for livelihood, obligations and 
economic prosperity. It is inclusive of political life, diplomacy and material well-being. 
The Artha concept includes all "means of life", activities and resources that enables one 
to be in a state one wants to be in, wealth, career and financial security. The proper 
pursuit of artha is considered an important aim of human life in Hinduism. 

Kāma (sensual pleasure) 

Kāma means desire, wish, passion, longing, pleasure of the senses, the aesthetic 
enjoyment of life, affection, or love, with or without sexual connotations. In Hinduism, 
Kama is considered an essential and healthy goal of human life when pursued without 
sacrificing Dharma, Artha and Moksha. 
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Mokṣa (liberation, freedom from samsara) 

Moksha or mukti is the ultimate, most important goal in Hinduism. In one sense, 
Moksha is a concept associated with liberation from sorrow, suffering and saṃsāra 
(birth-rebirth cycle). A release from this eschatological cycle, in after life, particularly 
in theistic schools of Hinduism is called moksha. In other schools of Hinduism, such as 
monistic, moksha is a goal achievable in current life, as a state of bliss through self-
realization, of comprehending the nature of one's soul, of freedom and of "realizing the 
whole universe as the Self". 

Karma and samsara 

Karma translates literally as action, work, or deed, and also refers to a Vedic theory of 
"moral law of cause and effect". The theory is a combination of (1) causality that may be 
ethical or non-ethical; (2) ethicization, that is good or bad actions have consequences; 
and (3) rebirth. Karma theory is interpreted as explaining the present circumstances of 
an individual with reference to his or her actions in past. These actions may be those in 
a person's current life, or, in some schools of Hinduism, possibly actions in their past 
lives; furthermore, the consequences may result in current life, or a person's future 
lives. This cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth is called samsara. Libration from 
samsara through moksha is believed to ensure lasting happiness and peace. Hindu 
scriptures teach that the future is both a function of current human effort derived from 
free will and past human actions that set the circumstances. 

Moksha 

The ultimate goal of life, referred to as moksha, nirvana or samadhi, is understood in 
several different ways: as the realization of one's union with God; as the realization of 
one's eternal relationship with God; realization of the unity of all existence; perfect 
unselfishness and knowledge of the Self; as the attainment of perfect mental peace; and 
as detachment from worldly desires. Such realization liberates one from samsara, 
thereby ending the cycle of rebirth, sorrow and suffering. Due to belief in the 
indestructibility of the soul, death is deemed insignificant with respect to the cosmic 
self. 

The meaning of moksha differs among the various Hindu schools of thought. For 
example, Advaita Vedanta holds that after attaining moksha a person knows their 
"soul, self" and identifies it as one with Brahman and everyone in all respects. The 
followers of Dvaita (dualistic) schools, in moksha state, identify individual "soul, self" 
as distinct from Brahman but infinitesimally close, and after attaining moksha expect 
to spend eternity in a loka (heaven). To theistic schools of Hinduism, moksha is 
liberation from samsara, while for other schools such as the monistic school, moksha is 
possible in current life and is a psychological concept. According to Deutsche, moksha is 
transcendental consciousness to the latter, the perfect state of being, of self-realization, 
of freedom and of "realizing the whole universe as the Self". Moksha in these schools of 
Hinduism, suggests Klaus Klostermaier, implies a setting free of hitherto fettered 
faculties, a removing of obstacles to an unrestricted life, permitting a person to be more 
truly a person in the full sense; the concept presumes an unused human potential of 
creativity, compassion and understanding which had been blocked and shut out. 
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Moksha is more than liberation from life-rebirth cycle of suffering (samsara); Vedantic 
school separates this into two: jivanmukti (liberation in this life) and videhamukti 
(liberation after death). 

Concept of God 

Hinduism is a diverse system of thought with beliefs spanning monotheism, 
polytheism, panentheism, pantheism, pandeism, monism, and atheism among others; 
and its concept of God is complex and depends upon each individual and the tradition 
and philosophy followed. It is sometimes referred to as henotheistic (i.e., involving 
devotion to a single god while accepting the existence of others), but any such term is 
an overgeneralization. 

The Nasadiya Sukta (Creation Hymn) of the Rig Veda is one of the earliest texts which 
"demonstrates a sense of metaphysical speculation" about what created the universe, 
the concept of god(s) and The One, and whether even The One knows how the universe 
came into being. The Raigveda praises various deities, none superior nor inferior, in a 
henotheistic manner. The hymns repeatedly refer to One Truth and Reality. The "One 
Truth" of Vedic literature, in modern era scholarship, has been interpreted as 
monotheism, monism, as well as a deified Hidden Principles behind the great 
happenings and processes of nature. 

Hindus believe that all living creatures have a soul. This soul – the spirit or true "self" 
of every person, is called the ātman. The soul is believed to be eternal. According to the 
monistic/pantheistic (non-dualist) theologies of Hinduism (such as Advaita Vedanta 
school), this Atman is indistinct from Brahman, the supreme spirit. The goal of life, 
according to the Advaita school, is to realise that one's soul is identical to supreme soul, 
that the supreme soul is present in everything and everyone, all life is interconnected 
and there is oneness in all life. Dualistic schools (see Dvaita and Bhakti) understand 
Brahman as a Supreme Being separate from individual souls. They worship the 
Supreme Being variously as Vishnu, Brahma, Shiva, or Shakti, depending upon the 
sect. God is called Ishvara, Bhagavan, Parameshwara, Deva or Devi, and these terms 
have different meanings in different schools of Hinduism. 

 
Krishna is worshipped as the avatar of the god Vishnu or Bhagavan,  

Supreme Being, in various traditions. 
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The Hindu scriptures refer to celestial entities called Devas (or devī in feminine form; 
devatā used synonymously for Deva in Hindi), which may be translated into English as 
"gods" or "heavenly beings". The devas are an integral part of Hindu culture and are 
depicted in art, architecture and through icons, and mythological stories about them 
are related in the scriptures, particularly in Indian epic poetry and the Puranas. They 
are, however, often distinguished from Ishvara, a personal god, with many Hindus 
worshipping Ishvara in one of its particular manifestations as their iṣṭa devatā, or 
chosen ideal. The choice is a matter of individual preference, and of regional and family 
traditions. The multitude of devas are considered as manifestations of Brahman.  

While ancient Vedic literature including Upanishads make no mention of reincarnation 
of God, the Puranas and the Epics relate several episodes of the descent of God to Earth 
in corporeal form to restore dharma to society. Such an incarnation is called an avatar. 
The most prominent avatars are of Vishnu and include Rama (the protagonist of the 
Ramayana) and Krishna (a central figure in the epic Mahabharata). 

Both theistic and atheistic ideas, for epistemological and metaphysical reasons, are 
profuse in different schools of Hinduism. The early Nyaya school of Hinduism, for 
example, was non-theist/atheist, but later Nyaya school scholars argued that God exists 
and offered proofs using its theory of logic. Other schools disagreed with Nyaya 
scholars. Samkhya, Mimamsa and Carvaka schools of Hinduism, were non-
theist/atheist, arguing that "God was an unnecessary metaphysical assumption". Its 
Vaisheshika school started as another non-theistic tradition relying on naturalism and 
that all matter is eternal, but it later introduced the concept of a non-creator God. The 
Yoga school of Hinduism accepted the concept of a "personal god" and left it to the 
Hindu to define his or her god. Advaita Vedanta taught a monistic, abstract Self and 
Oneness in everything, with no room for gods or deity, a perspective that Mohanty 
calls, "spiritual, not religious". Bhakti sub-schools of Vedanta taught a creator God that 
is distinct from each human being. 

Ahimsa, vegetarianism and other food customs 

Hindus advocate the practice of ahiṃsā (non-violence) and respect for all life because 
divinity is believed to permeate all beings, including plants and non-human animals. 
The term ahiṃsā appears in the Upanishads, the epic Mahabharata and ahiṃsā is the 
first of the five Yamas (vows of self-restraint) in Patanjali's Yoga Sutras. and the first 
principle for all member of Varnashrama Dharma (brahmin, kshatriya, vaishya and 
shudra) in Law of Manu (book 10, sutra 63 : Ahimsa, satya, asteya, shaucam and 
indrayanigraha, almost similar to main principles of jainism).  

 
A goshala or cow shelter at Guntur 
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In accordance with ahiṃsā, many Hindus embrace vegetarianism to respect higher 
forms of life. Estimates of the number of lacto vegetarians in India (includes adherents 
of all religions) vary between 20% and 42%. The food habits vary with the community 
and region: for example, some castes having fewer vegetarians and coastal populations 
relying on seafood. Some avoid meat only on specific holy days. Observant Hindus who 
do eat meat almost always abstain from beef. The cow in Hindu society is traditionally 
identified as a caretaker and a maternal figure, and Hindu society honours the cow as a 
symbol of unselfish giving. 

There are many Hindu groups that have continued to abide by a strict vegetarian diet 
in modern times. Some adhere to a diet that is devoid of meat, eggs, and seafood. Food 
affects body, mind and spirit in Hindu beliefs. Hindu texts such as Śāṇ�ilya Upanishad 
and Svātmārāma recommend Mitahara (eating in moderation) as one of the Yamas 
(virtuous self restraints). The Bhagavad Gita links body and mind to food one consumes 
in verses 17.8 through 17.10. 

Some Hindus from certain sects - generally Shakta, and Hindus in regions such as Bali 
and Nepal practise animal sacrifice. In contrast, most Hindus, including the majority of 
Vaishnava and Shaivite Hindus abhor it.  

Scriptures 

 
The Rigveda is the first and most important Veda and is one of the  
oldest religious texts. This Rigveda manuscript is in Devanagari. 

The ancient scriptures of Hinduism are in Sanskrit. These texts are classified into two: 
Shruti and Smriti. Hindu scriptures were composed, memorized and transmitted 
verbally, across generations, for many centuries before they were written down. Over 
many centuries, sages refined the teachings and expanded the Shruti and Smriti, as 
well as developed Shastras with epistemological and metaphysical theories of six 
classical schools of Hinduism. 

Shruti (lit. that which is heard) primarily refers to the Vedas, which form the earliest 
record of the Hindu scriptures. While many Hindus revere the Vedas as eternal truths 
revealed to the ancient sages (rishis), others do not associate the creation of the Vedas 
with a god or person. They are thought of as the laws of the spiritual world, which 
would still exist even if they were not revealed to the sages. Hindus believe that 
because the spiritual truths of the Vedas are eternal, they continue to be expressed in 
new ways. There are four Vedas - Rigveda, Samaveda, Yajurveda and Atharvaveda. 



211 

 

Each Veda has been subclassified into four major text types – the Samhitas (mantras 
and benedictions), the Aranyakas (text on rituals, ceremonies, sacrifices and symbolic-
sacrifices), the Brahmanas (commentaries on rituals, ceremonies and sacrifices), and 
the Upanishads (text discussing meditation, philosophy and spiritual knowledge). The 
first two parts of the Vedas were subsequently called the Karmakāṇ�a (ritualistic 
portion), while the last two form the Jñānakāṇ�a (knowledge portion, discussing 
spiritual insight and philosophical teachings).  

The Upanishads are the foundation of Hindu philosophical thought and have 
profoundly influenced its diverse traditions. Of the shrutis (Vedic corpus), they alone 
are widely known, and the central ideas of the Upanishads are at the spiritual core of 
Hindus. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan states that the Upanishads have played a 
dominating role ever since their appearance. There are 108 Muktikā Upanishads in 
Hinduism, of which between 10 to 13 are variously counted by scholars as Principal 
Upanishads. 

The most notable of the smritis ("memory") are the epics, which consist of the 
Mahabharata and the Ramayana. The Bhagavad Gita is an integral part of the 
Mahabharata and one of the most popular sacred texts of Hinduism. It is sometimes 
called Gitopanishad, then placed in the Shruti category, being Upanishadic in content. 
Puranas, which illustrate Hindu ideas through vivid narratives come under smritis. 
Other texts include Devi Mahatmya, the Tantras, the Yoga Sutras, Tirumantiram, 
Shiva Sutras and the Hindu Agamas. 

Practices 

Rituals 

 
Offerings to Agni during Vivah-homa in a Hindu wedding 

Most Hindus observe religious rituals at home. The rituals vary greatly among regions, 
villages, and individuals. They are not mandatory in Hinduism. The nature and place 
of rituals is an individual's choice. Devout Hindus perform daily rituals such as 
worshiping at dawn after bathing (usually at a family shrine, and typically includes 
lighting a lamp and offering foodstuffs before the images of deities), recitation from 
religious scripts, singing devotional hymns, yoga, meditation, chanting mantras and 
others. 
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Vedic rituals of fire-oblation (yajna) and chanting of Vedic hymns are observed on 
special occasions, such as a Hindu wedding. Other major life-stage events, such as 
rituals after death, include the yajña and chanting of Vedic mantras.  

Life-cycle rites of passage 

Major life stage milestones are celebrated as sanskara (saṃskāra, rites of passage) in 
Hinduism. The rites of passage are not mandatory, and vary in details by gender, 
community and regionally. Gautama Dharmasutras composed in about the middle of 
1st millennium BCE lists 48 sanskaras, while Gryhasutra and other texts composed 
centuries later list between 12 to 16 sanskaras. The list of sanskaras in Hinduism 
include both external rituals such as those marking a baby's birth and a baby's name 
giving ceremony, as well as inner rites of resolutions and ethics such as compassion 
towards all living beings and positive attitude. 

The major traditional rites of passage in Hinduism include Garbhadhana (pregnancy), 
Pumsavana (rite before the fetus begins moving and kicking in womb), 
Simantonnayana (parting of pregnant woman's hair, baby shower), Jatakarman (rite 
celebrating the new born baby), Namakarana (naming the child), Nishkramana (baby's 
first outing from home into the world), Annaprashana (baby's first feeding of solid 
food), Chudakarana (baby's first haircut, tonsure), Karnavedha (ear piercing), 
Vidyarambha (baby's start with knowledge), Upanayana (entry into a school rite), 
Keshanta and Ritusuddhi (first shave for boys, menarche for girls), Samavartana 
(graduation ceremony), Vivaha (wedding), Vratas (fasting, spiritual studies) and 
Antyeshti (cremation for an adult, burial for a child). In contemporary times, there is 
regional variation among Hindus as to which of these sanskaras are observed; in some 
cases, additional regional rites of passage such as Śrāddha (ritual of feeding people 
after cremation) are practiced.  

Bhakti (worship) 

Bhakti refers to devotion, participation in and the love of a personal god or a 
representational god by a devotee. Bhakti marga is considered in Hinduism as one of 
many possible paths of spirituality and alternate means to moksha. The other paths, 
left to the choice of a Hindu, are Jnana marga (path of knowledge), Karma marga (path 
of works), Rāja marga (path of contemplation and meditation). 

Bhakti is practiced in a number of ways, ranging from reciting mantras, japas 
(incantations), to individual private prayers within one's home or in a temple or near a 
river bank, sometimes in the presence of an idol or image of a deity. Bhakti is 
sometimes practiced as a community, such as a Puja, Aarti, musical Kirtan or singing 
Bhajan, where devotional verses and hymns are read or poems are sung by a group of 
devotees. While the choice of the deity is at the discretion of the Hindu, the most 
observed traditions of Hindu devotionalism include Vaishnavism (Vishnu), Shaivism 
(Shiva) and Shaktism (Shakti). A Hindu may worship multiple deities, all as 
henotheistic manifestations of the same ultimate reality, cosmic spirit and absolute 
spiritual concept called Brahman in Hinduism.  
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Bhakti marga, states Pechelis, is more than ritual devotionalism, it includes practices 
and spiritual activities aimed at refining one's state of mind, knowing god, 
participating in god, and internalizing god. While Bhakti practices are popular and 
easily observable aspect of Hinduism, not all Hindus practice Bhakti, or believe in god-
with-attributes (saguna Brahman). Concurrent Hindu practices include a belief in god-
without-attributes, and god within oneself. 

Festivals 

 
The festival of lights- Diwali, is celebrated by Hindus all over the world. 

Hindu festivals (Sanskrit: Utsava; literally: "to lift higher") are ceremonies that weave 
individual and social life to dharma. Hinduism has many festivals throughout the year, 
where the dates are set by the lunisolar Hindu calendar, many coinciding with either 
the full moon (Holi) or the new moon (Diwali), often with seasonal changes. Some 
festivals are found only regionally and they celebrate local traditions, while a few such 
as Holi and Diwali are pan-Hindu. 

The festivals typically celebrate events from Hindu mythology, connoting spiritual 
themes and celebrating aspects of human relationships such as the Sister-Brother bond 
over the Raksha Bandhan (or Bhai Dooj) festival. The same festival sometimes marks 
different mythologies depending on the Hindu denomination, and the celebrations 
incorporate regional themes, traditional agriculture, local arts, family get togethers, 
Puja rituals and feasts. 

Some major regional or pan-Hindu festivals include: 

• Makar Sankranti 
• Maha Shivaratri 
• Pongal 
• Holi 
• Navaratri 
• Vasant Panchami 
• Thaipusam 
• Ram Navami 
• Krishna Janmastami 
• Ganesh Chaturthi 
• Shigmo 



214 

 

• Dussera 
• Durga Puja 
• Diwali 
• Gudi Padwa 
• Ugadi 
• Bihu 
• Bonalu 
• Rath Yatra 
• Guru Purnima 
• Raksha Bandhan 
• Onam 
• Gowri Habba 
• Chhath 
• Vishu 

Pilgrimage 

Pilgrimage is not mandatory in Hinduism, though many adherents undertake them. 
While there are different yet similar pilgrimage routes in different parts of India, all 
are respected equally well, according to the universality of Hinduism. The following 
pilgrimage sites are most famous amongst Hindu devotees: 

• Old Holy cities as per Puranic Texts: Varanasi formerly known as Kashi, 
Allahabad formerly known as Prayag, Haridwar-Rishikesh, Mathura-Vrindavan, 
and Ayodhya. 

• Char Dham (Famous Four Pilgrimage sites): The four holy sites Puri, 
Rameswaram, Dwarka, and Badrinath (or alternatively the Himalayan towns of 
Badrinath, Kedarnath, Gangotri, and Yamunotri) compose the Char Dham (four 
abodes) pilgrimage circuit. 

• Kumbh Mela: The Kumbh Mela (the "pitcher festival") is one of the holiest of 
Hindu pilgrimages that is held every 12 years; the location is rotated among 
Allahabad, Haridwar, Nashik, and Ujjain. 

• Major Temple cities: Puri, which hosts a major Vaishnava Jagannath temple and 
Rath Yatra celebration; Katra, home to the Vaishno Devi temple; Three 
comparatively recent temples of fame and huge pilgrimage are Shirdi, home to 
Sai Baba of Shirdi, Tirumala - Tirupati, home to the Tirumala Venkateswara 
Temple; and Sabarimala, where Swami Ayyappan is worshipped. 

• Shakti Peethas: Another important set of pilgrimages are the Shakti Peethas, 
where the Mother Goddess is worshipped, the two principal ones being Kalighat 
and Kamakhya. 

Person and society 

Varnas 

Hindu society has been categorised into four classes, called varnas. They are the 
Brahmins: Vedic teachers and priests; the Kshatriyas: warriors and kings; the 
Vaishyas: farmers and merchants; and the Shudras: servants and labourers. 



215 

 

The Bhagavad Gītā links the varna to an individual's duty (svadharma), inborn nature 
(svabhāva), and natural tendencies (guṇa). The Manusmṛiti categorises the different 
castes.  

Some mobility and flexibility within the varnas challenge allegations of social 
discrimination in the caste system, as has been pointed out by several sociologists, 
although some other scholars disagree. Scholars debate whether the so-called caste 
system is part of Hinduism sanctioned by the scriptures or social custom. And various 
contemporary scholars have argued that the caste system was constructed by the 
British colonial regime. 

A renunciant man of knowledge is usually called Varnatita or "beyond all varnas" in 
Vedantic works. The bhiksu is advised to not bother about the caste of the family from 
which he begs his food. Scholars like Adi Sankara affirm that not only is Brahman 
beyond all varnas, the man who is identified with Him also transcends the distinctions 
and limitations of caste. 

Yoga 

 
A statue of Shiva in yogic meditation. 

In whatever way a Hindu defines the goal of life, there are several methods (yogas) that 
sages have taught for reaching that goal. Yoga is a Hindu discipline which trains the 
body, mind and consciousness for health, tranquility and spiritual insight. This is done 
through a system of postures and exercises to practise control of the body and mind. 
Texts dedicated to Yoga include the Yoga Sutras, the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, the 
Bhagavad Gita and, as their philosophical and historical basis, the Upanishads. Yoga is 
means, and the four major marga (paths) discussed in Hinduism are: Bhakti Yoga (the 
path of love and devotion), Karma Yoga (the path of right action), Rāja Yoga (the path 
of meditation), Jñāna Yoga (the path of wisdom) An individual may prefer one or some 
yogas over others, according to his or her inclination and understanding. Practice of one 
yoga does not exclude others. 

Symbolism 

Hinduism has a developed system of symbolism and iconography to represent the 
sacred in art, architecture, literature and worship. These symbols gain their meaning 
from the scriptures, mythology, or cultural traditions. The syllable Om (which 
represents the Brahman and Atman) has grown to represent Hinduism itself, while 
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other markings such as the Swastika sign represent auspiciousness, and Tilaka 
(literally, seed) on forehead – considered to be the location of spiritual third eye, marks 
ceremonious welcome, blessing or one's participation in a ritual or rite of passage. 
Elaborate Tilaka with lines may also identify a devotee of a particular denomination. 
Flowers, birds, animals, instruments, symmetric mandala drawings, objects, idols are 
all part of symbolic iconography in Hinduism. 

Denominations 

 
A Ganesha-centric Panchayatana ("five deities", from the Smarta tradition):  

Ganesha (centre) with Shiva (top left), Devi (top right), Vishnu (bottom left) and Surya  
(bottom right). All these deities also have separate sects dedicated to them. 

Hinduism has no central doctrinal authority and many practising Hindus do not claim 
to belong to any particular denomination. Four major denominations are, however, 
more common: Vaishnavism, Shaivism, Shaktism and Smartism. These denominations 
differ primarily in the central deity worshipped, the traditions and the soteriological 
outlook. 

Vaishnavism is the devotional religious tradition that worships Vishnu and his avatars, 
particularly Krishna and Rama. The adherents of this sect are generally non-ascetic, 
monastic, oriented towards community events and devotionalism practices inspired by 
"intimate loving, joyous, playful" Krishna and other Vishnu avatars. These practices 
sometimes include community dancing, singing of Kirtans and Bhajans, with sound 
and music believed by some to have meditative and spiritual powers. Temple worship 
and festivals are typically elaborate in Vaishnavism. The Bhagavad Gita and the 
Ramayana, along with Vishnu-oriented Puranas provide its theistic foundations. 
Philosophically, their beliefs are rooted in the dualism sub-schools of Vedanta 
Hinduism. 

Shaivism is the denomination that focuses on Shiva. Shaivas are more attracted to 
ascetic individualism, and it has several sub-schools. Their practices include Bhakti-
style devotionalism, yet their beliefs lean towards nondual, monistic schools of 
Hinduism such as Advaita and Yoga. Some Shaivas worship in temples, while others 
emphasize yoga, striving to be one with Shiva within. Avatars are uncommon, and 
some Shaivas visualize god as half male, half female, as a fusion of the male and female 
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principles (Ardhanarishvara). Shaivism is related to Shaktism, wherein Shakti is seen 
as spouse of Shiva. Community celebrations include festivals, and participation, with 
Vaishnavas, in pilgrimages such as the Kumbh Mela. Shaivism has been more 
commonly practiced in the Himalayan north from Kashmir to Nepal, and in south 
India. 

Shaktism focuses on goddess worship of Shakti or Devi as cosmic mother, and it is 
particularly common in northeastern and eastern states of India such as Assam and 
Bengal. Devi is depicted as in gentler forms like Parvati, the consort of Shiva; or, as 
fierce warrior goddesses like Kali and Durga. Followers of Shaktism recognize Shakti 
as the power that underlies the male principle. Shaktism is also associated with Tantra 
practices. Community celebrations include festivals, some of which include processions 
and idol immersion into sea or other water bodies. 

Smartism centers its worship simultaneously on all the major Hindu deities: Shiva, 
Vishnu, Shakti, Ganesha, Surya and Skanda. This tradition traces its origin to the 
efforts of Adi Shankara, the Advaita Vedanta scholar, who considered worship of God-
with-attributes (saguna Brahman) as a journey towards ultimately realizing God-
without-attributes (nirguna Brahman, Atman, Self-knowledge). The term Smartism is 
derived from Smriti texts of Hinduism, meaning those who remember the traditions in 
the texts. This Hindu sect practices a philosophical Jnana yoga, scriptural studies, 
reflection, meditative path seeking an understanding of Self's oneness with God. 

Institutions 

Temple 

 
The Swaminarayan Akshardham Temple in Delhi, according the Guinness  

World Records is the World's Largest Comprehensive Hindu Temple 

A Hindu temple is a house of god(s). It is a space and structure designed to bring 
human beings and gods together, infused with symbolism to express the ideas and 
beliefs of Hinduism. A temple incorporates all elements of Hindu cosmology, the 
highest spire or dome representing Mount Meru – reminder of the abode of Brahma 
and the center of spiritual universe, the carvings and iconography symbolically 
presenting dharma, kama, artha, moksa and karma. The layout, the motifs, the plan 
and the building process recite ancient rituals, geometric symbolisms, and reflect 
beliefs and values innate within various schools of Hinduism. A Hindu temple is a 
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spiritual destination for many Hindus (not all), as well as landmarks for arts, annual 
festivals, rite of passage rituals, and community celebrations. 

Hindu temples come in many styles, diverse locations, deploy different construction 
methods and are adapted to different deities and regional beliefs. Two major styles of 
Hindu temples include the Gopuram-style found in south India, and Nagara-style 
found in north India. Other styles include cave, forest and mountain temples. Yet, 
despite their differences, almost all Hindu temples share certain common architectural 
principles, core ideas, symbolism and themes. 

Many temples feature one or more idols (murtis). The idol and Grabhgriya in the 
Brahma-pada (the center of the temple), under the main spire, serves as a focal point 
(darsana, a sight) in a Hindu temple. In larger temples, the central space typically is 
surrounded by an ambulatory for the devotee to walk around and ritually 
circumambulate the Purusa (Brahman), the universal essence. 

Ashrama 

Traditionally the life of a Hindu is divided into four Āshramas (phases or life stages; 
unrelated meanings include monastery). The four asramas are: Brahmacharya 
(student), Grihastha (householder), Vanaprastha (retired) and Sannyasa 
(renunciation). 

Brahmacharya represents the bachelor student stage of life. Grihastha refers to the 
individual's married life, with the duties of maintaining a household, raising a family, 
educating one's children, and leading a family-centred and a dharmic social life. 
Grihastha stage starts with Hindu wedding, and has been considered as the most 
important of all stages in sociological context, as Hindus in this stage not only pursued 
a virtuous life, they produced food and wealth that sustained people in other stages of 
life, as well as the offsprings that continued mankind. Vanaprastha is the retirement 
stage, where a person hands over household responsibilities to the next generation, 
took an advisory role, and gradually withdrew from the world. The Sannyasa stage 
marks renunciation and a state of disinterest and detachment from material life, 
generally without any meaningful property or home (Ascetic), and focussed on Moksha, 
peace and simple spiritual life. 

The Ashramas system has been one facet of the Dharma concept in Hinduism. 
Combined with four proper goals of human life (Purusartha), the Ashramas system 
traditionally aimed at providing a Hindu with fulfilling life and spiritual liberation. 
While these stages are typically sequential, any person can enter Sannyasa (ascetic) 
stage and become an Ascetic at any time after the Brahmacharya stage. Sannyasa is 
not religiously mandatory in Hinduism, and elderly people are free to live with their 
families. 

Monasticism 

Some Hindus choose to live a monastic life (Sannyāsa) in pursuit of liberation or 
another form of spiritual perfection. Monastics commit themselves to a life of 
simplicity, celibacy, detachment from worldly pursuits, and the contemplation of God. A 
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Hindu monk is called a Sanyāsī, Sādhu, or Swāmi. A female renunciate is called a 
Sanyāsini. Renunciates receive high respect in Hindu society because their simple 
living, renunciation of worldly desires, and dedication to spiritual liberation (moksha) – 
believed to be the ultimate goal of life. Some monastics live in monasteries, while 
others wander from place to place, depending on donated food and charity for their 
needs. 

 
A sadhu in Madurai, India. 

History 

Periodisation 

James Mill (1773–1836), in his The History of British India (1817), distinguished three 
phases in the history of India, namely Hindu, Muslim and British civilisations.  

This periodisation has been criticised for the misconceptions it has given rise to. 
Another periodisation is the division into "ancient, classical, mediaeval and modern 
periods". An elaborate periodisation may be as follows: 

• Prevedic religions (pre-history and Indus Valley Civilisation; until c. 1750 BCE); 
• Vedic period (c. 1750-500 BCE); 
• "Second Urbanisation" (c. 500-200 BCE); 
• Classical Hinduism (c. 200 BCE-1100 CE); 

• Pre-classical Hinduism (c. 200 BCE-300 CE); 
• "Golden Age" (Gupta Empire) (c. 320-650 CE); 
• Late-Classical Hinduism - Puranic Hinduism (c. 650-1100 CE); 

• Islam and Sects of Hinduism (c. 1200-1700 CE); 
• Modern Hinduism (from c.1800). 

Origins 

Among the roots of Hinduism are the historical Vedic religion of Iron Age India, itself 
already the product of "a composite of the indo-Aryan and Harappan cultures and 
civilizations", but also the Sramana or renouncer traditions of northeast India, and 
mesolithic and neolithic cultures of India, such as the religions of the Indus Valley 
Civilisation, Dravidian traditions, and the local traditions and tribal religions.  
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Prevedic religions (until c. 1750 BCE) 

 
The so-called Shiva Pashupati seal, Indus Valley civilization. 

The earliest prehistoric religion in India that may have left its traces in Hinduism 
comes from mesolithic as observed in the sites such as the rock paintings of Bhimbetka 
rock shelters dating to a period of 30,000 BCE or older, as well as neolithic times.  

Some of the religious practices can be considered to have originated in 4,000 BCE. 
Several tribal religions still exist, though their practices may not resemble those of 
prehistoric religions.  

According to anthropologist Possehl, the Indus Valley Civilization "provides a logical, if 
somewhat arbitrary, starting point for some aspects of the later Hindu tradition". The 
religion of this period included worship of a Great male god, which is compared to a 
proto-Shiva, and probably a Mother Goddess, that may prefigure Shakti. However 
these links of deities and practices of the Indus religion to later-day Hinduism are 
subject to both political contention and scholarly dispute. 

Vedic period (c. 1750-500 BCE) 

The Vedic period, named after the Vedic religion of the Indo-Aryans, lasted from c. 
1750 to 500 BCE. The Indo-Aryans were pastoralists who migrated into north-western 
India after the collapse of the Indus Valley Civilization,  

During the early Vedic period (c. 1500 - 1100 BCE) Vedic tribes were pastoralists, 
wandering around in north-west India. After 1100 BCE the Vedic tribes moved into the 
western Ganges Plain, adapting an agrarical lifestyle.  

Rudimentary state-forms appeared, of which the Kuru-tribe and realm was the most 
influential. It was a tribal union, which developed into the first recorded state-level 
society in South Asia around 1000 BCE. It decisively changed the Vedic heritage of the 
early Vedic period, collecting the Vedic hymns into collections, and developing new 
rituals which gained their position in Indian civilization as the orthodox srauta rituals, 
which contributed to the so-called "classical synthesis" or "Hindu synthesis". 
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Vedic religion 

The Indo-Aryans brought with them their language and religion. The Vedic beliefs and 
practices of the pre-classical era were closely related to the hypothesised Proto-Indo-
European religion, and the Indo-Iranian religion.  

The Vedic religion of the later Vedic period co-existed with local religions, such as the 
Yaksha cults, and was itself the product of "a composite of the indo-Aryan and 
Harappan cultures and civilizations". David Gordon White cites three other 
mainstream scholars who "have emphatically demonstrated" that Vedic religion is 
partially derived from the Indus Valley Civilizations. Their religion was further 
developed when they migrated into the Ganges Plain after c. 1100 BCE and became 
settled farmers, further syncretising with the native cultures of northern India. 

This is the period when the Vedas and early Upanishads were composed. The oldest of 
these Vedic texts is the Rigveda, composed between c.1500-1200 BCE, though a wider 
approximation of c.1700-1100 BCE has also been given. The 9th and 8th centuries BCE 
witnessed the composition of the earliest Upanishads.:183 Upanishads form the 
theoretical basis of classical Hinduism and constitute the Vedanta (conclusion of the 
Veda) literature. 

"Second Urbanisation" (c. 500-200 BCE) 

Increasing urbanisation of India in the 7th and 6th centuries BCE led to the rise of 
ascetic circles and of new ideas which challenged the orthodoxy of rituals. These ideas 
led to Sramana movements, of which Mahavira (c. 549–477 BCE), proponent of 
Jainism, and Buddha (c. 563-483), founder of Buddhism, were the most prominent 
icons. 

The ascetic tradition of Vedic period in part created the concept of samsara and 
suffering, and the concept of liberation, which became characteristic for Hinduism, 
along with Buddhism and Jainism.  

These ascetic concepts were adopted by schools of Hinduism as well as other major 
Indian religions, but key differences between their premises defined their further 
development. Hinduism, for example, developed its ideas with the premise that every 
human being has a soul (atman, self), while Buddhism developed with the premise that 
there is no soul or self. The chronology of these religious concepts is unclear, and 
scholars contest which religion affected the other as well as the chronological sequence 
of the ancient texts. Pratt notes that Oldenberg (1854-1920), Neumann (1865-1915) and 
Radhakrishnan (1888-1975) believed that the Buddhist canon had been influenced by 
Upanishads, while la Vallee Poussin thinks the influence was nihil, and "Eliot and 
several others insist that on some points the Buddha was directly antithetical to the 
Upanishads". 

Classical Hinduism (c. 200 BCE-1100 CE) 

After the Vedic period, between 500-200 BCE and c. 300 CE, the Vedic-Brahmanic 
culture spread to southern India and parts of Southeast Asia. 
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Pre-classical Hinduism (c. 200 BCE-300 CE) 

The "Hindu synthesis" or "Brahmanical synthesis" incorporated Sramanic and 
Buddhist influences and the emerging bhakti tradition into the "Brahmanical fold" via 
the smriti literature. This synthesis emerged under the pressure of the success of 
Buddhism and Jainism. 

According to Embree, several other religious traditions had existed side by side with 
the Vedic religion. These indigenous religions "eventually found a place under the 
broad mantle of the Vedic religion". The smriti texts of the period between 200 BCE-
100 CE proclaimed the authority of the Vedas, and acceptance of the Vedas became a 
central criterium for defining Hinduism over and against the heterodoxies, which 
rejected the Vedas and relied on their own Sutras (texts). 

The major Sanskrit epics, Ramayana and Mahabharata, which belong to the smriti, 
were compiled over a protracted period during the late centuries BCE and the early 
centuries CE. They contain mythological stories about the rulers and wars of ancient 
India, and are interspersed with religious and philosophical treatises. The later 
Puranas recount tales about devas and devis, their interactions with humans and their 
battles against rakshasa. The Bhagavad Gita was composed in this period and 
consolidated diverse ideas. 

In early centuries CE several schools of Hindu philosophy were formally written down, 
including Samkhya, Yoga, Nyaya, Vaisheshika, Purva-Mimamsa and Vedanta. 

"Golden Age" (Gupta Empire) (c. 320-650 CE) 

During the Gupta period, the first Hindu temples dedicated to the gods of the Hindu 
deities, emerged. During the Gupta reign the first Puranas were written. According to 
P.S. Sharma, "the Gupta and Harsha periods form really, from the strictly intellectual 
standpoint, the most brilliant epocha in the development of Indian philosophy", as 
Hindu and Buddhist philosophies flourished side by side. 

Late-Classical Hinduism - Puranic Hinduism (c. 650-1100 CE) 

After the end of the Gupta Empire, power became decentralised in India. The 
disintegration of central power also lead to regionalisation of religiosity, and religious 
rivalry. Rural and devotional movements arose within Hinduism, along with Shaivism, 
Vaisnavism, Bhakti and Tantra, that competed with each other, as well as with 
numerous sects of Buddhism and Jainism. During this period, the non-dualistic 
Advaita Vedanta was reformulated by Adi Shankara who systematised the works of 
preceding philosophers. 

Islamic rule and Bhakti movement of Hinduism (c. 1200-1750 CE) 

The Islamic rule period witnessed Hindu-Muslim confrontation and violence, but 
"violence did not normally characterize the relations of Muslim and Hindu." 
Enslavement of non-Muslims, especially Hindus in India, was part of the Muslim raids 
and conquests, but after the 14th-century slavery become less common, and in 1562 
"Akbar abolished the practice of enslaving the families of war captives." Akbar 
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recognized Hinduism, protected Hindu temples, and abolished discriminatory Jizya 
(head taxes) against Hindus, but occasionally, Muslim rulers of the Delhi Sultanate 
and the Mughal Empire, before and after Akbar, from 12th century to 18th century, 
destroyed Hindu temples and persecuted non-Muslims. 

Though Islam came to Indian subcontinent in the early 7th century with the advent of 
Arab traders, it started impacting Indian religions after the 10th century, and 
particularly after the 12th century with the establishment and then expansion of 
Islamic rule. During this period Buddhism declined rapidly, and a distinct Indo-Islamic 
culture emerged. Under Akbar an "intriguing blend of Perso-Islamic and Rajput-Hindu 
traditions became manifest." Nevertheless, many orthodox ulamas ("learned Islamic 
jurists") opposed the rapprochement of Hinduism and Islam, and the two merely co-
existed, although there was more accommodation at the peasantry level of Indian 
society. 

According to Hardy, the Muslim rulers were not concerned with the number of 
converts, since the stability and continuity of their regime did not depend on the 
number of Muslims. In general religious conversion was a gradual process, with some 
converts attracted to pious Muslims while others converted to Islam to gain tax relief, 
land grant, marriage partners, social and economic advancement, or freedom from 
slavery. In border regions such as the Punjab and eastern Bengal, the share of Muslims 
grew as large as 70% to 90% of the population, whereas in the heartland of Muslim 
rule, the upper Gangetic Plain, the Muslims constituted only 10 to 15% of the 
population.  

Between 14th and 18th-century, Hinduism revived in certain provinces of India under 
two powerful states, viz. Vijayanagar and Maratha.  

The 14th and 15th century Southern India saw the rise of the Hindu Vijayanagar 
Empire, which served as a barrier against invasion by the Muslim sultanates of the 
north, and it fostered the reconstruction of Hindu life and administration. Vidyaranya, 
also known as Madhava, who was the 12th Jagadguru of the Śringeri Śarada Pītham 
from 1380-6, and a minister in the Vijayanagara Empire, helped establish Shankara as 
a rallying symbol of values, and helped spread historical and cultural influence of 
Shankara's Vedanta philosophies. The Hindu Maratha Confederacy rose to power in 
18th century and ended up overthrowing Muslim power in India 

Hinduism underwent profound changes, aided in part by teachers such as Ramanuja, 
Madhva, and Chaitanya. Tantra disappeared in northern India, partly due to Muslim 
rule, while the Bhakti movement grew, with followers engaging in emotional, 
passionate and community-oriented devotional worship, participating in saguna or 
nirguna Brahman ideologies. According to Nicholson, already between the 12th and the 
16th century, "certain thinkers began to treat as a single whole the diverse 
philosophical teachings of the Upanishads, epics, Puranas, and the schools known 
retrospectively as the "six systems" (saddarsana) of mainstream Hindu philosophy." 
Michaels notes that a historicization emerged which preceded later nationalism, 
articulating ideas which glorified Hinduism and the past. 
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Modern Hinduism (from c.1800) 

 
Russian Krishnaites celebrating Ratha Yatra. In the late 20th century  

forms of Hinduism have grown indigenous roots in parts of Russia, significantly in  
Altay where Hinduism is now the religion of 2% of the population. 

Hindu revivalism 

With the onset of the British Raj, the colonization of India by the British, there also 
started a Hindu renaissance in the 19th century, which profoundly changed the 
understanding of Hinduism in both India and the west. Indology as an academic 
discipline of studying Indian culture from a European perspective was established in 
the 19th century, led by scholars such as Max Müller and John Woodroffe. They 
brought Vedic, Puranic and Tantric literature and philosophy to Europe and the United 
States. Western orientalist searched for the "essence" of the Indian religions, discerning 
this in the Vedas, and meanwhile creating the notion of "Hinduism" as a unified body of 
religious praxis and the popular picture of 'mystical India'. This idea of a Vedic essence 
was taken over by Hindu reform movements as the Brahmo Samaj, which was 
supported for a while by the Unitarian Church, together with the ideas of Universalism 
and Perennialism, the idea that all religions share a common mystic ground. This 
"Hindu modernism", with proponents like Vivekananda, Aurobindo and 
Radhakrishnan, became central in the popular understanding of Hinduism. 

Popularity in the west 

Influential 20th-century Hindus were Ramana Maharshi, B.K.S. Iyengar, 
Paramahansa Yogananda, Prabhupada (founder of ISKCON), Sri Chinmoy, Swami 
Rama and others who translated, reformulated and presented Hinduism's foundational 
texts for contemporary audiences in new iterations, raising the profiles of Yoga and 
Vedanta in the West and attracting followers and attention in India and abroad. 

Hindu practices such as Yoga, Ayurvedic health, divination (astrology, palmistry, 
numerology), Tantric sexuality through Neotantra and the Kama Sutra have spread 
beyond Hindu communities and have been accepted by several non-Hindus: 

Hinduism is attracting Western adherents through the affiliated practice of yoga. Yoga 
centers in the West—which generally advocate vegetarianism—attract young, well-
educated Westerners who are drawn by yoga's benefits for the physical and emotional 
health; there they are introduced to the Hindu philosophical system taught by most 
yoga teachers, known as Vedanta. 
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It is estimated that around 30 million Americans and 5 million Europeans regularly 
practice some form of Hatha Yoga. In Australia, the number of practitioners is about 
300,000. In New Zealand the number is also around 300,000.  

Hindutva 

In the 20th century, Hinduism also gained prominence as a political force and a source 
for national identity in India. With origins traced back to the establishment of the 
Hindu Mahasabha in the 1910s, the movement grew with the formulation and 
development of the Hindutva ideology in the following decades; the establishment of 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) in 1925; and the entry, and later success, of RSS 
offshoots Jana Sangha and Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in electoral politics in post-
independence India. Hindu religiosity plays an important role in the nationalist 
movement.  

Demographics 

Hinduism is a major religion in India. Hinduism was followed by around 80.5% of the 
country's population of 1.21 billion (2012 estimate) (960 million adherents). Other 
significant populations are found in Nepal (23 million), Bangladesh (15 million) and the 
Indonesian island of Bali (3.9 million). The majority of the Vietnamese Cham people 
also follow Hinduism. 

Countries with the greatest proportion of Hindus from Hinduism by country (as of 
2008): 

1.    Nepal 81.3% 
2.  India 80.5% 
3.  Mauritius 48.5% 
4.  Guyana 28% 
5.  Fiji 27.9% 
6.  Bhutan 25% 
7.  Trinidad and Tobago 22.5% 
8.  Suriname 20% 
9.  Sri Lanka 12.6% 
10.  Bangladesh 9.6% 
11.  Qatar 7.2% 
12.  Réunion 6.7% 
13.  Malaysia 6.3% 
14.  Bahrain 6.25% 
15.  Kuwait 6% 
16.  Singapore 5.1% 
17.  United Arab Emirates 5% 
18.  Oman 3% 
19.  Belize 2.3% 
20.  Seychelles 2.1% 

Demographically, Hinduism is the world's third largest religion, after Christianity and 
Islam. 
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Conversion debate 

In the modern era, religious conversion from and to Hinduism has been a controversial 
subject. Some state the concept of missionary conversion, either way, is anathema to 
the precepts of Hinduism. 

Religious conversion to Hinduism has a long history outside India. Merchants and 
traders of India, particularly from the Indian peninsula, carried their religious ideas, 
which led to religious conversions to Hinduism in southeast Asia. Within India, 
archeological and textual evidence such as the 2nd century BCE Heliodorus pillar 
suggest that Greeks and other foreigners converted to Hinduism. The debate on 
proselytization and religious conversion between Christianity, Islam and Hinduism is 
more recent, and started in the 19th century.  

Religious leaders of some Hindu reform movements such as the Arya Samaj launched 
Shuddhi movement to proselytize and reconvert Muslims and Christians back to 
Hinduism, while those such as the Brahmo Samaj suggested Hinduism to be a non-
missionary religion. All these sects of Hinduism have welcomed new members to their 
group, while other leaders of Hinduism's diverse schools have stated that given the 
intensive proselytization activities from missionary Islam and Christianity, this "there 
is no such thing as proselytism in Hinduism" view must be re-examined. 

In recent decades, mainstream Hinduism schools have attempted to systematize ways 
to accept religious converts, with an increase in inter-religious mixed marriages. The 
appropriateness of conversion from major religions to Hinduism, and vice versa, has 
been and remains an actively debated topic in India, and in Indonesia. 
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Chapter 15 

HINDUSTAN 

 

Hindustan is a common geographic term for the northern/northwestern Indian 
subcontinent. 

Etymology 

Hindustan is derived from the Modern Persian word Hindū. In Old Persian, the region 
beyond the Indus River was referred to as Hinduš (the Iranic equivalent of Sanskrit 
Sindhu), hence Modern Persian Hind, Hindū. This combined with the Persian suffix -
stān (meaning literally "place", and having the same origin as the Sanskrit word sthān 
and the English word "stand") results in Hindustan, "land of Hind". By about the first 
century BC, the term "Hein-tu" was used by the Chinese to refer to North Indian 
people. The term came into common use under the rule of the Mughals, who referred to 
their dominion, centered on Delhi and Punjab, as 'Hindustan'. 

Current usage 

Geographic area 

The term "Hindustan" has been historically applied to the Gangetic Plain of North 
India, between the Himalayas and the Vindhyas and the Indus river basin in Pakistan. 
Further, it may pertain to numerous aspects belonging to three geographical areas: the 
Indus River basin (eastern Pakistan) during medieval times, or a region in northern 
India, east and south of the Yamuna river, between the Vindhya mountains and the 
Himalayas, amongst the places where Hindustani language is spoken. 

The abbreviated version appears in the common nationalist salutation of India, Jai 
Hind, coined by Major Abid Hasan Safrani of the Indian National Army as a shortened 
version of Jai Hindustan Ki (translation: Victory to India). It was popularized by 
Subhas Chandra Bose, who used it on Azad Hind Radio during the Indian 
independence movement. It appears in the revered song, Aye Mere Watan Ke Logon. 
Today, it is widely used as a salutation and a battle cry in the Indian Armed Forces. It 
is also commonly used to sign off at the end of major speeches. 

Most formally, in the proper disciplines of Geography and History, Hindustan refers to 
the region of the upper and middle Ganges valley as well as the eastern areas of the 
Indus river basin; Hindustan by this definition is the region located between the 
distinct lands of Punjab in the northwest and Bengal in the north-east. So used, the 
term is not a synonym for terms "South Asia", "India", "Country of the Hindus" [sic], or 
of the modern-day Republic of India, variously interpreted. 

People 

In one of its current usages is among Hindustani speakers in India, the term 
'Hindustani' refers to an Indian, irrespective of religious affiliation. Among non-
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Hindustani speakers e.g. Bengali-speakers, "Hindustani" is sometimes used to describe 
persons who are from the upper Ganges, also regardless of religious affiliation, but 
rather as a geographic term. 

Hindustani is sometimes used as an ethnic term applied to South Asia (e.g., a 
Mauritian or Surinamese man with roots in South Asia might describe his ethnicity by 
saying he is Hindustani). For example, Hindoestanen is a Dutch word used to describe 
people of South Asian origin, in the Netherlands and Suriname. 

However, these people are now commonly referred to as Muhajirs. As well, within 
Pakistan, the term "Hindustan" is sometimes used as a synonym for the modern-day 
Republic of India. Even many Indians still call India as 'Hindustan', though Bharat is 
more commonly used. 

Language 

Hindustani is also used to refer to the Hindustani language, which derives from the 
Khariboli dialect of present-day Western Uttar Pradesh, Southern Uttarakhand and 
Delhi areas. 
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Chapter 16 

ORIENTALISM 

 

Orientalism is a term that is used by art historians, literary and cultural studies 
scholars for the imitation or depiction of aspects in Middle Eastern, South Asian, and 
East Asian cultures (Eastern cultures). These depictions are usually done by writers, 
designers and artists from the West. In particular, Orientalist painting, depicting more 
specifically "the Middle East", was one of the many specialisms of 19th-century 
Academic art, and the literature of Western countries took a similar interest in 
Oriental themes. 

Since the publication of Edward Said's Orientalism in 1978, much academic discourse 
has begun to use the term "Orientalism" to refer to a general patronizing Western 
attitude towards Middle Eastern, Asian and North African societies. In Said's analysis, 
the West essentializes these societies as static and undeveloped—thereby fabricating a 
view of Oriental culture that can be studied, depicted, and reproduced. Implicit in this 
fabrication, writes Said, is the idea that Western society is developed, rational, flexible, 
and superior. 

 
Eugène Delacroix, The Women of Algiers, 1834, the Louvre, Paris 

 

 
The Royal Pavilion in Brighton, England. 

Background 



230 

 

 
Baroque Red Mosque at Schwetzingen Palace in Germany, finished in 1796. 

 

 
The Vorontsov Palace (1828–46), designed by Edward Blore  

in English style but incorporating eastern style elements. 
 

 
Chinesischer Turm (Chinese Tower) in the Englischer Garten, Munich, Germany.  

The initial structure was built 1789–1790. 

"Orientalism" refers to the Orient or East, in contrast to the Occident or West, and 
often, as seen by the West, often as “a form of radical realism”. Orient came into 
English from Middle French orient (the root word is oriēns, L). Oriēns has related 
meanings: the eastern part of the world, the part of the sky in which the sun rises, the 
east, the rising sun, daybreak, and dawn. Together with the geographical concepts of 
different ages, its reference of the "eastern part" has changed. For example, when 
Chaucer wrote "That they conquered many regnes grete / In the orient, with many a 
fair citee" in Monk's Tale (1375), the "orient" refers to countries lying immediately to 
the east of the Mediterranean or Southern Europe; while in Aneurin Bevan's In Place of 
Fear (1952) this geographical term had already expanded to East Asia — "the 
awakening of the Orient under the impact of Western ideas". Edward Said, author of 
“Orientialism” notes that Orientialism “enables the political, economic, cultural and 
social domination of the West not just during colonial times, but also in the present”. 
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"Orientalism" is widely used in art to refer to the works of the many Western 19th-
century artists, who specialized in "Oriental" subjects, often drawing on their travels to 
Western Asia. Artists as well as scholars were already described as "Orientalists" in the 
19th century, especially in France, where the term, with a rather dismissive sense, was 
largely popularized by the critic Jules-Antoine Castagnary. Such disdain did not 
prevent the Société des Peintres Orientalistes ("Society of Orientalist Painters") being 
founded in 1893, with Jean-Léon Gérôme as honorary president; the word was less 
often used as a term for artists in 19th century England. Orientialism is argued to be 
used to make the East seem “less fearsome to the West”. 

 
Sultan Mehmed II, attr. Gentile Bellini, 1480 

 

 
Painting of the Hypaethral Temple of Philae by David Roberts, 1838 

Since the 18th century, Orientalist has been the traditional term for a scholar of 
Oriental studies; however the use in English of Orientalism to describe the academic 
subject of "Oriental studies" is rare; the Oxford English Dictionary cites only one such 
usage, by Lord Byron in 1812. The academic discipline of Oriental studies is now more 
often called Asian studies. 

In 1978, the Palestinian-American scholar Edward Said published his influential and 
controversial book, Orientalism, which "would forever redefine" the word; he used the 
term to describe what he argued was a pervasive Western tradition, both academic and 
artistic, of prejudiced outsider interpretations of the East, shaped by the attitudes of 
European imperialism in the 18th and 19th centuries. Said was critical of this scholarly 
tradition and of some modern scholars, particularly Bernard Lewis. Said's Orientalism 
elaborates Antonio Gramsci's concept of hegemony and Michel Foucault's theorisation 
of discourse and relationship between knowledge and power. Said was mainly 
concerned with literature in the widest sense, especially French literature, and did not 



232 

 

cover visual art and Orientalist painting. Others, notably Linda Nochlin, have tried to 
extend his analysis to art, "with uneven results". Said's work became one of the 
foundational texts of Postcolonialism or Postcolonial studies. Furthermore, Edward 
Said notes that Orientialism as an “idea of representation is a theoretical one: The 
Orient is a stage on which the whole East is confined”. According to Edward Said’s 
conference on April 16, 2003 it is evident that he believes that the developing world 
which includes primarily the west is the cause of colonialism. Stephen Howe, the 
author of Empire: A Very Short Introduction, evidently agrees that Western nations 
and Empires were created by underdeveloped countries and in doing so causing the 
extraction of wealth and labour from one nation to another. 

In European architecture and design 

The Moresque style of Renaissance ornament is a European adaptation of the Islamic 
arabesque that began in the late 15th century and was to be used in some types of 
work, such as bookbinding, until almost the present day. Early architectural use of 
motifs lifted from the Indian subcontinent has sometimes been called "Hindoo style". 
One of the earliest examples is the façade of Guildhall, London (1788–1789). The style 
gained momentum in the west with the publication of views of India by William 
Hodges, and William and Thomas Daniell from about 1795. Examples of "Hindoo" 
architecture are Sezincote House (c. 1805) in Gloucestershire, built for a nabob 
returned from Bengal, and the Royal Pavilion in Brighton. 

Turquerie, which began as early as the late 15th century, continued until at least the 
18th century, and included both the use of "Turkish" styles in the decorative arts, the 
adoption of Turkish costume at times, and interest in art depicting the Ottoman 
Empire itself. Venice, the traditional trading partner of the Ottomans, was the earliest 
centre, with France becoming more prominent in the 18th century. 

Chinoiserie is the catch-all term for the fashion for Chinese themes in decoration in 
Western Europe, beginning in the late 17th century and peaking in waves, especially 
Rococo Chinoiserie, ca. 1740–1770. From the Renaissance to the 18th century, Western 
designers attempted to imitate the technical sophistication of Chinese ceramics with 
only partial success. Early hints of Chinoiserie appeared in the 17th century in nations 
with active East India companies: England (the British East India Company), Denmark 
(the Danish East India Company), the Netherlands (the Dutch East India Company) 
and France (the French East India Company). Tin-glazed pottery made at Delft and 
other Dutch towns adopted genuine blue-and-white Ming decoration from the early 
17th century. Early ceramic wares made at Meissen and other centers of true porcelain 
imitated Chinese shapes for dishes, vases and teawares (see Chinese export porcelain). 

Pleasure pavilions in "Chinese taste" appeared in the formal parterres of late Baroque 
and Rococo German palaces, and in tile panels at Aranjuez near Madrid. Thomas 
Chippendale's mahogany tea tables and china cabinets, especially, were embellished 
with fretwork glazing and railings, ca 1753–70. Sober homages to early Xing scholars' 
furnishings were also naturalized, as the tang evolved into a mid-Georgian side table 
and squared slat-back armchairs that suited English gentlemen as well as Chinese 
scholars. Not every adaptation of Chinese design principles falls within mainstream 
"chinoiserie." Chinoiserie media included imitations of lacquer and painted tin (tôle) 
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ware that imitated japanning, early painted wallpapers in sheets, and ceramic 
figurines and table ornaments. Small pagodas appeared on chimneypieces and full-
sized ones in gardens. Kew has a magnificent garden pagoda designed by Sir William 
Chambers. The Wilhelma (1846) in Stuttgart is an example of Moorish Revival 
architecture. Leighton House, built for the artist Lord Leighton, has a conventional 
facade but elaborate Arab-style interiors, including original Islamic tiles and other 
elements as well as Victorian Orientalizing work. 

After 1860, Japonisme, sparked by the importing of Japanese woodblock prints, became 
an important influence in the western arts. In particular, many modern French artists 
such as Monet and Degas were influenced by the Japanese style. Mary Cassatt, an 
American artist who worked in France, used elements of combined patterns, flat planes 
and shifting perspective of Japanese prints in her own images. The paintings of James 
McNeill Whistler and his "Peacock Room" demonstrated how he used aspects of 
Japanese tradition and are some of the finest works of the genre. California architects 
Greene and Greene were inspired by Japanese elements in their design of the Gamble 
House and other buildings. 

In architecture, Egyptian revival architecture was popular mostly in the early and mid-
19th century, and Indo-Saracenic Revival architecture or Moorish Revival architecture, 
covering a variety of general Islamic or Indian features, in the later part of the century; 
"Saracenic" referred to styles from Arabic-speaking areas. Both were sometimes used in 
the Orient itself by colonial governments. 

Orientalist art 

Pre-19th century 

Depictions of Islamic "Moors" and "Turks" (imprecisely named Muslim groups of 
southern Europe, North Africa and West Asia) can be found in Medieval, Renaissance, 
and Baroque art. In Biblical scenes in Early Netherlandish painting, secondary figures, 
especially Romans, were given exotic costumes that distantly reflected the clothes of 
the Near East. The Three Magi in Nativity scenes were an especial focus for this. In 
general art with Biblical settings would not be considered as Orientalist except where 
contemporary or historicist Middle Eastern detail or settings is a feature of works, as 
with some paintings by Gentile Bellini and others, and a number of 19th century 
works. Renaissance Venice had a phase of particular interest in depictions of the 
Ottoman Empire in painting and prints. Gentile Bellini, who travelled to 
Constantinople and painted the Sultan, and Vittore Carpaccio were the leading 
painters. By then the depictions were more accurate, with men typically dressed all in 
white. The depiction of Oriental carpets in Renaissance painting sometimes draws from 
Orientalist interest, but more often just reflects the prestige these expensive objects 
had in the period. 

Jean-Étienne Liotard (1702–1789) visited Istanbul and painted numerous pastels of 
Turkish domestic scenes; he also continued to wear Turkish attire for much of the time 
when he was back in Europe. The ambitious Scottish 18th-century artist Gavin 
Hamilton found a solution to the problem of using modern dress, considered unheroic 
and inelegant, in history painting by using Middle Eastern settings with Europeans 
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wearing local costume, as travellers were advised to do. His huge James Dawkins and 
Robert Wood Discovering the Ruins of Palmyra (1758, now Edinburgh) elevates tourism 
to the heroic, with the two travellers wearing what look very like togas. Many 
travellers had themselves painted in exotic Eastern dress on their return, including 
Lord Byron, as did many who had never left Europe, including Madame de Pompadour. 
Byron's poetry was highly influential in introducing Europe to the heady cocktail of 
Romanticism in exotic Oriental settings which was to dominate 19th century Oriental 
art. 

French Orientalism 

 
The 1798 Egyptian Expedition Under the Command of Bonaparte, 

 Léon Cogniet, 1835. Musée du Louvre 
Death of Sardanapalus, Eugène Delacroix, 1827 

French Orientalist painting was transformed by Napoleon's ultimately unsuccessful 
invasion of Egypt and Syria in 1798-1801, which stimulated great public interest in 
Egyptology, and was also recorded in subsequent years by Napoleon's court painters, 
especially Baron Gros, although the Middle Eastern campaign was not one on which he 
accompanied the army. Two of his most successful paintings, Bonaparte Visiting the 
Plague Victims of Jaffa (1804) and Battle of Abukir (1806) focus on the Emperor, as he 
was by then, but include many Egyptian figures, as does the less effective Napoleon at 
the Battle of the Pyramids (1810). Girodet's La Révolte du Caire (1810) was another 
large and prominent example. A well-illustrated Description de l’Égypte was published 
by the French Government in twenty volumes between 1809 and 1828, concentrating 
on antiquities. 

Eugène Delacroix's first great success, The Massacre at Chios (1824) was painted before 
he visited the Greece or the East, and followed his friend Théodore Géricault's The Raft 
of the Medusa in showing a recent incident in distant parts that had aroused public 
opinion. Greece was still fighting for independence from the Ottomans, and was 
effectively as exotic as the more Near Eastern parts of the empire. Delacroix followed 
up with Greece on the Ruins of Missolonghi (1827), commemorating a siege of the 
previous year, and the Death of Sardanapalus, inspired by Lord Byron, which although 
set in antiquity has been credited with beginning the mixture of sex, violence, lassitude 
and exoticism which runs through much French Orientalist painting. In 1832 Delacroix 
finally visited what is now Algeria, recently conquered by the French, and Morocco, as 
part of a diplomatic mission to the Sultan of Morocco. He was greatly struck by what he 
saw, comparing the North African way of life to that of the Ancient Romans, and 
continued to paint subjects from his trip on his return to France. Like many later 
Orientalist painters, he was frustrated by the difficulty of sketching women, and many 
of his scenes featured Jews or warriors on horses. However he was apparently able to 
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get into the women's' quarters or harem of a house to sketch what became The Women 
of Algiers; few later harem scenes had this claim to authenticity. 

When Ingres, the director of the French Académie de peinture, painted a highly colored 
vision of a Turkish bath, he made his eroticized Orient publicly acceptable by his 
diffuse generalizing of the female forms (who might all have been the same model). 
More open sensuality was seen as acceptable in the exotic Orient. This imagery 
persisted in art into the early 20th century, as evidenced in Matisse's orientalist semi-
nudes from his Nice period, and his use of Oriental costumes and patterns. Ingres' 
pupil Théodore Chassériau (1819–1856) had already achieved success with his nude 
The Toilette of Esther (1841, Louvre) and equestrian portrait of Ali-Ben-Hamet, Caliph 
of Constantine and Chief of the Haractas, Followed by his Escort (1846) before he first 
visited the East, but in later decades the steamship made travel much easier and 
increasing numbers of artists traveled to the Middle East and beyond, painting a wide 
range of Oriental scenes. 

In many of these works, they portrayed the Orient as exotic, colorful and sensual, not to 
say stereotyped. Such works typically concentrated on Oriental Islamic, Hebraic, and 
other Semitic cultures, as those were the ones visited by artists as France became more 
engaged in North Africa. French artists such as Eugène Delacroix, Jean-Léon Gérôme 
and Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres painted many works depicting Islamic culture, 
often including lounging odalisques. They stressed both lassitude and visual spectacle. 
Other scenes, especially in genre painting, have been seen as either closely comparable 
to their equivalents set in modern-day or historical Europe, or as also reflecting an 
Orientalist mind-set in the Saidian sense of the term. Gérôme was the precursor, and 
often the master, of a number of French painters in the later part of the century whose 
works were often frankly salacious, frequently featuring scenes in harems, public baths 
and slave auctions (the last two also available with classical decor), and responsible, 
with others, for "the equation of Orientalism with the nude in pornographic mode"; 
(Gallery, below) 

British Orientalism 

 
William Holman Hunt, A Street Scene in Cairo; The Lantern-Maker's Courtship, 1854-61 
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Though British political interest in the territories of the unravelling Ottoman Empire 
was as intense as in France, it was mostly more discreetly exercised. The origins of 
British Orientalist 19th-century painting owe more to religion than military conquest 
or the search for plausible locations for naked women. The leading British genre 
painter, Sir David Wilkie was 55 when he travelled to Istanbul and Jerusalem in 1840, 
dying off Gibraltar during the return voyage. Though not noted as a religious painter, 
Wilkie made the trip with a Protestant agenda to reform religious painting, as he 
believed that: "a Martin Luther in painting is as much called for as in theology, to 
sweep away the abuses by which our divine pursuit is encumbered", by which he meant 
traditional Christian iconography. He hoped to find more authentic settings and decor 
for Biblical subjects at their original location, though his death prevented more than 
studies being made. Other artists including the Pre-Raphaelite William Holman Hunt 
and David Roberts had similar motivations, giving an emphasis on realism in British 
Orientalist art from the start. The French artist James Tissot also used contemporary 
Middle Eastern landscape and decor for Biblical subjects, with little regard for 
historical costumes or other fittings. 

William Holman Hunt produced a number of major paintings of Biblical subjects 
drawing on his Middle Eastern travels, improvising variants of contemporary Arab 
costume and furnishings to avoid specifically Islamic styles, and also some landscapes 
and genre subjects. The biblical subjects included The Scapegoat (1856), The Finding of 
the Saviour in the Temple (1860), and The Shadow of Death (1871). The Miracle of the 
Holy Fire (1899) was intended as a picturesque satire on the local Eastern Christians, 
of whom, like most English visitors, Hunt took a very dim view. His A Street Scene in 
Cairo; The Lantern-Maker's Courtship (1854–61) is a rare contemporary narrative 
scene, as the young man feels his fiancé's face, which he is not allowed to see, through 
her veil, as a Westerner in the background beats his way up the street with his stick. 
This a rare intrusion of a clearly contemporary figure into an Orientalist scene; mostly 
they claim the picturesqueness of the historical painting so popular at the time, 
without the trouble of researching authentic costumes and settings. 

When Gérôme exhibited For Sale; Slaves at Cairo at the Royal Academy in London in 
1871, it was "widely found offensive", perhaps partly because the British liked to think 
they had successfully suppressed the slave trade in Egypt, also for cruelty and 
"representing fleshiness for its own sake". But Rana Kabbani believes that "French 
Orientalist painting, as exemplified by the works of Gérôme, may appear more sensual, 
gaudy, gory and sexually explicit than its British counterpart, but this is a difference of 
style not substance ... Similar strains of fascination and repulsion convulsed their 
artists" Nonetheless, nudity and violence are more evident in British paintings set in 
the ancient world, and "the iconography of the odalisque ... the Oriental sex slave 
whose image is offered up to the viewer as freely as she herself supposedly was to her 
master - is almost entirely French in origin", though taken up with enthusiasm by 
Italian and other painters. 

John Frederick Lewis, who lived for several years in a traditional mansion in Cairo, 
painted highly detailed works showing both realistic genre scenes of Middle Eastern 
life and more idealized scenes in upper class Egyptian interiors with no traces of 
Western cultural influence yet apparent. His very careful and loving representation of 
Islamic architecture, furnishings, screens, and costumes set new standards of realism, 
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which influenced other artists, including Gérôme in his later works. He "never painted 
a nude", and his wife modelled for several of his harem scenes, which, with the rare 
examples by the classicist painter Lord Leighton, imagine "the harem as a place of 
almost English domesticity, ... [where]... women's fully clothed respectability suggests a 
moral healthiness to go with their natural good looks". 

English and French harem depictions 

Other artists concentrated on landscape painting, often of desert scenes, including 
Richard Dadd and Edward Lear. David Roberts (1796–1864) produced architectural 
and landscape views, many of antiquities, and published very successful books of 
lithographs from them. 

Elsewhere 

 
Anders Zorn, Man and boy in Algiers, 1887 

 

 
John Frederick Lewis, The midday meal, Cairo 

Russian Orientalist art was largely concerned with the areas of Central Asia that 
Russia was conquering during the century, and also in historical painting with the 
Mongols who had dominated Russia for much of the Middle Ages, who were rarely 
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shown in a good light. Nationalist historical painting in Central Europe and the 
Balkans dwelt on Turkish oppression, with battle scenes and maidens about to be 
raped. 

 
Giulio Rosati, The Discussion 

The Saidian analysis has not prevented a strong revival of interest in, and collecting of, 
19th century Orientalist works since the 1970s, the latter in large part led by Middle 
Eastern buyers. 

Literature and music 

Authors and composers are not commonly referred to as "Orientalist" in the way that 
artists are, and relatively few specialized in Oriental topics or styles, or are even best 
known for their works including them. But many major figures, from Mozart to 
Flaubert, have produced significant works with Oriental subjects or treatments. Lord 
Byron with his four long "Turkish tales" in poetry, is one of the most important writers 
to make exotic fantasy Oriental settings a significant theme in the literature of 
Romanticism. Verdi's opera Aida (1871) is set in Egypt as portrayed through the 
content and the visual spectacle. "Aida" depicts a militaristic Egypt's tyranny over 
Ethiopia. 

Irish Orientalism had a particular character, drawing on various beliefs about early 
historical links between Ireland and the East, few of which are now regarded as 
historically correct. The mythical Milesians are one example of this. The Irish were also 
conscious of the views of other nations seeing them as comparably backward to the 
East, and Europe's "backyard Orient". 

In music 

In music, Orientalism may be applied to styles occurring in different periods, such as 
the alla Turca, used by multiple composers including Mozart and Beethoven. The 
American musicologist Richard Taruskin has identified in 19th-century Russian music 
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a strain of Orientalism: "the East as a sign or metaphor, as imaginary geography, as 
historical fiction, as the reduced and totalized other against which we construct our 
(not less reduced and totalized) sense of ourselves". Taruskin concedes that Russian 
composers, unlike those in France and Germany, felt an "ambivalence" to the theme 
since "Russia was a contiguous empire in which Europeans, living side by side with 
'orientals', identified (and intermarried) with them far more than in the case of other 
colonial powers". Nonetheless, Taruskin characterizes Orientalism in Romantic 
Russian music has having melodies "full of close little ornaments and melismas", 
chromatic accompanying lines, drone bass - characteristics which were used by Glinka, 
Balakirev, Borodin, Rimsky-Korsakov, Lyapunov, and Rachmaninov. These musical 
characteristics evoke "not just the East, but the seductive East that emasculates, 
enslaves, renders passive. In a word, it signifies the promise of the experience of nega, a 
prime attribute of the orient as imagined by the Russians. [...] In opera and song, nega 
often simply denotes S-E-X a la russe, desired or achieved." 

Orientalism is also traceable in music that is considered to have effects of exoticism, 
including the japonisme in Claude Debussy's piano music all the way to the sitar being 
used in recordings by The Beatles. 

In literature 

The Romantic movement in literature began in 1785 and ended around 1830. The term 
“ Romantic” references the ideas and culture that writers of the time reflected in their 
work. During this time, the culture and objects of the East began to have a profound 
effect on Europe. Extensive traveling by artists and members of the European elite 
brought travelogues and sensational tales back to the West creating a great interest in 
all things “foreign”.  

Romantic Orientalism incorporates African and Asian geographic locations, well-known 
colonial and “native” personalities, folklore, and philosophies to create a literary 
environment of colonial exploration from a distinctly European worldview. The current 
trend in analysis of this movement references a belief in this literature as a mode to 
justify European colonial endeavors with the expansion of territory. 

In his novel Salammbô, Gustave Flaubert used ancient Carthage in North Africa as a 
foil to ancient Rome. He portrayed its culture as morally corrupting and suffused with 
dangerously alluring eroticism. This novel proved hugely influential on later portrayals 
of ancient Semitic cultures. 

In film 

The use of the Orient as an exotic backdrop continued in the movies, for instance, those 
featuring Rudolph Valentino. The rich Arab in robes returned to become a more 
popular theme, especially during the oil crisis of the 1970s. In the 1990s, Arabs 
portrayed as terrorists became common villain figures in Western movies; portrayals of 
Jews as a mysterious, deceptive, conniving menace with supernatural powers were 
prevalent in Western and European cultures up until the middle of the 20th century. 
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In dance 

During the Romantic Period of the 1800s ballet developed a preoccupation with the 
exotic. This exoticism ranged from ballets set in Scotland to those based on ethereal 
creatures. By the later part of the century, ballets were capturing the presumed 
essence of the mysterious East. These ballets often included sexual themes and tended 
to be based on assumptions of people rather than on concrete facts. Orientalism is 
apparent in numerous ballets. 

The Orient motivated several major ballets, which have survived since the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Le Corsaire premiered in 1856 at the Paris 
Opera, with choreography by Joseph Mazilier. Marius Petipa re-choreographed the 
ballet for the Maryinsky Ballet in St. Petersburg, Russia in 1899. Its complex storyline, 
loosely based on Lord Byron’s poem, takes place in Turkey and focuses on a love story 
between a pirate and a beautiful slave girl. Scenes include a bazaar where women are 
sold to men as slaves, and the Pasha’s Palace, which features his harem of wives. In 
1877, Marius Petipa choreographed La Bayadere, the love story of an Indian temple 
dancer and Indian warrior. This ballet was based on Kalidasa’s play Sakuntala. La 
Bayadere used vaguely Indian costuming, and incorporated Indian inspired hand 
gestures into classical ballet. In addition, it included a ‘Hindu Dance,’ motivated by 
Kathak, an Indian dance form. Another ballet, Sheherazade, choreographed by Michel 
Fokine in 1910 to music by Nicholas Rimsky-Korsakov, is a story involving a shah’s 
wife and her illicit relations with a Golden Slave, originally played by Vaslav Nijinsky. 
The ballet’s controversial fixation on sex includes an orgy in an oriental harem. When 
the shah discovers the actions of his numerous wives and their lovers, he orders the 
deaths of those involved. Sheherazade was loosely based on folktales of questionable 
authenticity. 

Several lesser-known ballets of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century also 
reveal Orientalism. For instance, in Petipa’s Pharaoh’s Daughter (1862), an 
Englishman imagines himself, in an opium-induced dream, as an Egyptian boy who 
wins the love of the Pharaoh’s daughter, Aspicia. Aspicia’s costume consisted of 
‘Egyptian’ décor on a tutu. Another ballet, Hippolyte Monplaisir’s Brahma, which 
premiered in 1868 in La Scala, Italy, is a story that involves romantic relations 
between a slave girl and Brahma, the Hindu god, when he visits earth. In addition, in 
1909, Serge Diagilev included Cleopatra in Ballet’s Russe’s repertory. With its theme of 
sex, this revision of Fokine’s Une Nuit d’ Egypte combined the “exoticism and grandeur” 
that audiences of this time craved. 

As one of the pioneers of modern dance in America, Ruth St Denis also explored 
Orientalism in her dancing. Her dances were not authentic; she drew inspiration from 
photographs, books, and later from museums in Europe. Yet, the exoticism of her 
dances catered to the interests of society women in America. She included Radha and 
The Cobras in her ‘Indian’ program in 1906. In addition, she found success in Europe 
with another Indian-themed ballet, The Nautch in 1908. In 1909, upon her return to 
America, St Denis created her first ‘Egyptian’ work, Egypta. Her preference for 
Orientalism continued, culminating with Ishtar of the Seven Gates in 1923, about a 
Babylonian goddess. 
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While Orientalism in dance climaxed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, it is still present in modern times. For instance, major ballet companies 
regularly perform Le Corsaire, La Bayadere, and Sheherazade. Furthermore, 
Orientalism is also found within newer versions of ballets. In versions of The 
Nutcracker, such as the 2010 American Ballet Theatre production, the Chinese dance 
uses an arm position with the arms bent at a ninety-degree angle and the index fingers 
pointed upwards, while the Arabian dance uses two dimensional bent arm movements. 
Inspired by ballets of the past, stereotypical ‘Oriental’ movements and arm positions 
have developed and remain. 

Orientalism and religion 

An exchange of Western and Eastern ideas about spirituality developed as the West 
traded with and established colonies in Asia. The first Western translation of a 
Sanskrit text appeared in 1785, marking the growing interest in Indian culture and 
languages. Translations of the Upanishads, which Arthur Schopenhauer called "the 
consolation of my life", first appeared in 1801 and 1802. Early translations also 
appeared in other European languages. 

19th-century transcendentalism was influenced by Asian spirituality, prompting Ralph 
Waldo Emerson (1803–1882) to pioneer the idea of spirituality as a distinct field. 

A major force in the mutual influence of Eastern and Western spirituality and 
religiosity was the Theosophical Society, a group searching for ancient wisdom from the 
East and spreading Eastern religious ideas in the West. One of its salient features was 
the belief in "Masters of Wisdom", "beings, human or once human, who have 
transcended the normal frontiers of knowledge, and who make their wisdom available 
to others". The Theosophical Society also spread Western ideas in the East, 
contributing to its modernisation and a growing nationalism in the Asian colonies. 

The Theosophical Society had a major influence on Buddhist modernism and Hindu 
reform movements. Between 1878 and 1882, the Society and the Arya Samaj were 
united as the Theosophical Society of the Arya Samaj. Helena Blavatsky, along with H. 
S. Olcott and Anagarika Dharmapala, was instrumental in the Western transmission 
and revival of Theravada Buddhism. Another major influence was Vivekananda, who 
popularised his modernised interpretation of Advaita Vedanta during the later 19th 
and early 20th century in both India and the West, emphasising anubhava ("personal 
experience") over scriptural authority. 

Eastern views of the West 

Much of Said's criticism of Western Orientalism is based on particularizing trends also 
present in Asian works by Indian, Chinese, and Japanese writers and artists, in their 
views of Western culture and tradition. The term Occidentalism has sometimes been 
used to refer to negative or stereotypical views of the Western world found in Eastern 
societies. 

A particularly significant development is the manner in which Orientalism has taken 
shape in non-Western cinema, as for instance in Hindi cinema. 
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Chapter 17 

SANĀTANĪ 

 

Sanātanī is a term often used by Indians to either describe denominations that adhere 
to Sanatana Dharma (Hinduism), or what is sometimes misunderstood to be Orthodox 
Hinduism. The term was popularized by Mahatma Gandhi in 1921. 

The term Sanatani is used in contrast to Hindu reform movements, which often reject 
previously long-established socioreligious systems based on fundamentalist 
interpretations of specific scriptures or were led by reformist sants (saints). 

Sanātana Dharma 

Sanātana Dharma has been proposed as an alternative, "native" name for Hinduism 
"Hindu religion". The term was mentioned and explained in depth in Vedic literature 
(Rig Veda) (4-138) and was used during the Hindu revivalism movement in order to 
avoid having to use the term "Hindu" which is of non-native (Persian) origin. 

In current-day usage, the term Sanatana Dharma is used to emphasize an "orthodox" 
or sanatani ("eternalist") outlook in contrast to the socio-political Hinduism embraced 
by movements such as the Arya Samaj. 

The phrase dharma sanātana does occur in classical Sanskrit literature, e.g. in the 
Manusmrti (4-138) and in the Bhagavata Purana, in a sense akin to "cosmic order". 

Sanatanis as a denomination 

Since many reformist groups had the word Samaj (meaning society) or were led by a 
sant (meaning saint), Sanatanis are often held to be in contrast with Samajists and 
Santpanthis (meaning those who walk on the panth/path shown by their sant/saint). 
Unlike South India, where religious traditions such as Shaivism, Shaktism and 
Vaishnavism form the principal Hindu denominations, "they were effectively subsumed 
under the Sanatani identity" in many regions of North India, and the Samajs and 
Santpanths became the other distinct Hindu denominations. 

Reformist denominations such as the Arya Samaj are often fundamentalist in their 
approach. The Arya Samaj regards the Vedas as infallible, revealed scripture, and 
rejects what it regards as non-Vedic innovations in Sanatani Hinduism. These non-
Vedic additions included inherited caste, the position of Brahmins as a revered group, 
idol-worship, and the addition of thousands of deities to the Sanatani Hindu pantheon. 

These differences are often apparent in social practices. Arya Samaji weddings, for 
instance, are based on Vedic practice and tend to be simpler and shorter with a 
qualified individual of any caste-heritage conducting the wedding, whereas Sanatani 
weddings are longer, with more complex rituals and always involve an officiating 
Brahmin priest. 
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Competition with other denominations 

Sanatanis and reformists (such as the Arya Samaj, the Radha Soamis and the 
Ramakrishna Mission) have competed for adherents for close to two centuries, 
sometimes creating deep schisms in Hindu society, as in the case of South African 
Hindus who were split between the Arya Samaj and Sanatanis. While the reformist 
groups were better organized initially, by the 1860s, a process of internal counter-
reform was underway in Sanatani groups as well, and societies to propagate orthodox 
beliefs along modern lines emerged, such as Sanatan Dharm Rakshini Sabha in 1873. 
The early part of the twentieth century saw heated debates and clashes between 
Sanatanis and reformist denominations, presenting "as alarming a scene as a clash 
between Hindu and Muslim" groups. Some religious commentators have compared the 
Sanatani-Samaji dichotomy within Hinduism as similar to the Catholic-Protestant 
division in Christianity. 
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Chapter 18 

HINDU REFORMS MOVEMENTS 

 

Several contemporary groups, collectively termed Hindu reforms movements or Hindu 
revivalism, strive to introduce regeneration and reform to Hinduism, both in a religious 
or spiritual and in a societal sense. 

The religious aspect mostly emphasizes Vedanta tradition and mystical interpretations 
of Hinduism ("Neo-Vedanta"), and the societal aspect was an important element in the 
Indian independence movement, aiming at a "Hindu" character of the society of the 
eventual Republic of India. 

History 

From the 18th century onward India was being colonialised by the British. In contrast 
to the Muslim domination, this colonialisation had a huge impact on Indian society, 
where social and religious leaders tried to assimilate western culture and modernise 
Hindu culture. During the 19th century, Hinduism developed a large number of new 
religious movements, partly inspired by the European Romanticism, nationalism, and 
esotericism (Theosophy) popular at the time. Conversely and contemporaneously, India 
had a similar effect on European culture with Orientalism, "Hindu style" architecture, 
reception of Buddhism in the West and similar. 

Social reform movements 

In social work, Mahatma Gandhi, Vinoba Bhave, Baba Amte and Prabhat Ranjan 
Sarkar have been most important. Sunderlal Bahuguna created the chipko movement 
for the preservation of forestlands according to the Hindu ecological ideas. 

One of the foremost movements in breaking the caste system and educating the 
downtrodden was the Lingayat movement spearheaded by Basavanna in the 12th 
century in Anubhava Mantapa in Kalyani of Karnataka. The less accessible Vedas were 
rejected and parallel Vachanas were compiled. 

Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) 

The Vishwa Hindu Parishad, or VHP, was founded in 1964 by the second 
sarsanghachalak (chief) of the Rashtriya Svayamsevak Sangh, Shri Madhav 
Golwalkar, with the core objective of consolidating and strengthening Hindu society 
and also to eradicate the caste system among Hindus, which they claim had "crept in 
during medieval times" and to unite Hindus. The VHP has openly advocated appointing 
Dalits (lowest strata in Hindu society) as priests in temples and also runs several 
medical camps, hospitals, schools and hostels in remote regions of India, primarily 
inhabited by Dalits and tribals. In recent years the VHP has emerged as one of the 
most active Hindu missionary organisations and has organised several mass conversion 
programs of Christians and Muslims to Hinduism. 
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Religious movements 

Brahmo Samaj 

The Brahmo Samaj is a social and religious movement founded in Kolkata in 1828 by 
Raja Ram Mohan Roy. The Brahmo Samaj movement thereafter resulted in the 
Brahmo religion in 1850 founded by Debendranath Tagore — better known as the 
father of Rabindranath Tagore. 

Arya Samaj 

Arya Samaj is a Hindu reform movement in India that was founded by Swami 
Dayananda in 1875 at Bombay. He was a sannyasin (renouncer) who believed in the 
infallible authority of the Vedas. Dayananda advocated the doctrine of karma and 
reincarnation, and emphasised the ideals of brahmacharya (chastity) and sanyasa 
(renunciation). Dayananda claimed to be rejecting all non-Vedic beliefs altogether. 

It aimed to be a universal structure based on the authority of the Vedas. Dayananda 
stated that he wanted 'to make the whole world Aryan', i.e. he wanted to develop 
missionary Hinduism based on the universality of the Vedas. To this end, the Arya 
Samaj started Shuddhi movement in early 20th century to bring back to Hinduism 
people converted to Islam and Christianity, set up schools and missionary 
organisations, and extended its activities outside India. It now has branches around the 
world and has a disproportional number of adherents among people of Indian ancestry 
in Suriname and the Netherlands, in comparison with India. 

Neo-Vedanta 

Swami Vivekananda was a central personality in the development of neo-Hinduism 
(also called Neo-Vedanta) in late 19th century and the early 20th century. His ideals 
and sayings have inspired numerous Indians as well as non-Indians, Hindus as well as 
non-Hindus. Among the prominent figures whose ideals were very much influenced by 
them were Rabindranath Tagore, Gandhi, Subhas Bose, Satyendranath Bose, Megh 
Nad Saha, and Sister Nivedita. 

Outside India 

In Indonesia several movements favour a return to Hinduism in Java, Sumatra, 
Kalimantan, and Sulawesi. Balinese Hinduism, known as Agama Hindu Dharma, has 
witnessed great resurgence in recent years. Shrii Prabhat Rainjan Sarkar (founder of 
Ananda Marga) initiated a new renaissance in the Indian world of samgeet. 

Influence on the West 

The Hindu traditions also influenced western religiosity. Early in the 19th century the 
first translations of Hindu texts appeared in the west, and inspired western 
philosophers such as Arthur Schopenhauer. Helena Blavatsky moved to India in 1879, 
and her Theosophical Society, founded in New York in 1875, evolved into a peculiar 
mixture of Western occultism and Hindu mysticism over the last years of her life. 
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Chapter 19 

HINDU DENOMINATIONS 

 

Hinduism is the dominant religion of the Indian subcontinent. It comprises three major 
traditions, Shaivism, Vaishnavism and Shaktism, whose followers considered Shiva, 
Vishnu and Shakti (also called as Devi) to be the supreme deity respectively. Most of 
the other deities were either related to them or different forms (incarnations) of these 
deities. Hinduism has been called the "oldest religion" in the world, and many 
practitioners refer to Hinduism as "the eternal law". (Sanātana Dharma). 

Hindus are persons that believe they may obtain moksha (union with Brahman) by 
practicing either good karma, bhakti, or jnana. The main denominations of Hinduism 
are Vaishnavism, Shaivism, Shaktism, and Smartism. These four denominations may 
share rituals, beliefs, and traditions, but each denomination has a different philosophy 
on how to achieve life's ultimate goal, Atma Jnana (self-realization). There are also 
smaller denominations, and newer movements. Cross-denominational influences are 
the Bhakti-movement, and the six orthodox schools of thought. 

Typology 

McDaniel - six generic "types" 

McDaniel (2007) distinguishes six generic "types" of Hinduism, in an attempt to 
accommodate a variety of views on a rather complex subject: 

• Folk Hinduism, based on local traditions and cults of local deities and extending 
back to prehistoric times, or at least prior to written Vedas. 

• Shrauta or "Vedic" Hinduism as practised by traditionalist brahmins 
(Shrautins). 

• Vedantic Hinduism, including Advaita Vedanta (Smartism), based on the 
philosophical approach of the Upanishads. 

• Yogic Hinduism, especially the sect based on the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. 
• "Dharmic" Hinduism or "daily morality", based on Karma and upon societal 

norms such as Vivāha (Hindu marriage customs). 
• Bhakti or devotionalist practices 

Sampradaya 

Main article: Sampradaya 

In Hinduism, a sampradaya (IAST sampradāya) can be translated as ‘tradition’ or a 
‘religious system’. It is a body of practice, views and attitudes, which are transmitted, 
redefined and reviewed by each successive generation of followers. A particular guru 
lineage is called parampara. By receiving diksha (initiation) into the parampara of a 
living guru, one belongs to its proper sampradaya. Membership in a sampradaya not 
only lends a level of authority to one’s claims on truth in the Hindu traditional context, 
but also allows one to make those claims in the first place. 
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Main denominations 

Vaishnavism / Vishnuism 

 
The Birla Mandir is one of the most famous Vaishnavite temples in India. 

is the tradition worshiping Vishnu (or his forms of Krishna and Rama) as the supreme 
or Svayam Bhagavan. Vaishnavism is the sect within Hinduism that worships Vishnu, 
the preserver god of the Hindu Trimurti ('three images', the Trinity), and his ten 
incarnations. It is a devotional sect, and followers worship many deities, including Ram 
and Krishna, both thought to be incarnations of Vishnu. The adherents of this sect are 
generally non-ascetic, monastic and devoted to meditative practice and ecstatic 
chanting. Vaishnavites are mainly dualistic. They are deeply devotional. Their religion 
is rich in saints, temples and scriptures. 

According to the Padma Purāṇa, one of the eighteen main Purāṇas, there are four 
Vaishnava sampradayas, which preserve the fruitfull mantras:  

All mantras which have been given (to disciples) not in an authorised Sampradāya are 
fruitless. Therefore, in Kali Yuga, there will be four bona-fide Sampradāyas. 

Each of them are understood to have been inaugurated by a deity, who appointed heads 
to these four lineages: 

• Srivaishnavism (Sri-Vaishnava Sampradaya)/Srivaishnava/Sri Sampradaya/ 
Iyengar is associated with Lakshmi. The principal acharyas are 
Ramanujacharya and Vedanta Desikan.  

o Ramanandi Sampradaya, also known as the Ramayat Sampradaya or the 
Ramavat Sampradaya adheres to the teachings of Ramananda. 

o Vishistadvaita includes Udhava Sampradaya to which also the 
Swaminarayan Sampradaya belongs. They adhere to the teachings of 
Ramanuja.  

� Swaminarayan Hinduism or Swaminarayanism, based on the 
teachings of Swaminarayan. 

• Brahma Sampradaya is associated with Vishnu, who is the Para-Brahma 
(Universal Creator), not to be confused with the other Brahma, who is the four-
faced god in Hindu religion. The principal acharya is Madhvacharya.  
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o Gaudiya Vaishnavism is associated with Brahma Sampradaya, and is 
associated with Chaitanya Mahaprabhu(Gaurangacharya).  

� Krishnaism or Bhagavatism. The International Society for Krishna 
Consciousness belongs to this sampradaya. 

• Rudra Sampradaya. The principal acharya is Vallabhacharya. 
• Kumara Sampradaya is the tradition associated with Four Kumaras. The 

principal acharya is Nimbarka, hence Nimbarka Sampradaya. 

Other Vaishnava schools and the principal teachers connected with them are: 

• Manavala Mamunigal's sect is the oldest Vaishnava sect in India. This 
sampraday was followed by Vyasa, Parasara, Bodhayana. The lineage of Acharya 
is Lord Narayana, next Lakshmi and then Vishweksenar, Nammalwar, 
Nathamuni, Uyyakondar, Manakal Nambi, Alavandar, Periya Nambi, 
Ramanujacharya and finally Vedanta Desikan as per the Vadagalai sampradaya. 

• Thenacharya Sampradaya 
• Vaikhanasa Sampradaya. The principal acharya is Vaikhanasa. 
• Ekasaranism or Asomiya Vaishnavism, adheres to the teachings of Srimanta 

Sankaradeva. 
• Krishna Pranami Sampradaya, adheres to the teachings of Devachandra 

Maharaj. 
• Varkari Sampradaya, teaching of bhakti saints of Maharashtra 

Shaivism / Shiviti 

Shaivas or Shaivites are those who primarily worship Shiva as the supreme god, both 
immanent and transcendent. Shaivism embraces at the same time monism (specifically 
nondualism) and dualism. To Shaivites, Shiva is both with and without form; he is the 
Supreme Dancer, Nataraja; and is linga, without beginning or end. Shiva is sometimes 
depicted as the fierce god Bhairava. Saivists are more attracted to asceticism than 
adherents of other Hindu sects, and may be found wandering India with ashen faces 
performing self-purification rituals. They worship in the temple and practice yoga, 
striving to be one with Siva within. 

The major schools of Śaivism include: 

• Saiva Siddhanta, adheres to the teachings of Tirumular/Sundaranatha 
(Nandinatha Sampradaya, the monistic school) or of Meykandadeva (Meykandar 
Sampradaya, the dualistic school). 

• Adinath Sampradaya or Siddha Siddhanta, adheres to the teachings of 
Gorakhnath and Matsyendranath. 

• Shiva Advaita, adheres to the teachings of Nilakantha (Srikantha) and Appayya 
Dikshitar. 

• Kashmir Shaivism, adheres to the teachings of Vasugupta and his disciplinic 
lineage, including Abhinavagupta. 

• Pashupata Shaivism, adheres to the teachings of Lakulisa. 
• Dashanami Sampradaya, established by Shankara. 
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Other branches: 

• Lingayatism, or Veerashaivism, Virashaivism, is a distinct Shaivite tradition in 
India, established in the 12th century by the philosopher and social reformer 
Basavanna. It makes several departures from mainstream Hinduism and 
propounds monotheism through worship centered on Lord Shiva in the form of 
linga or Ishtalinga. It also rejects the authority of the Vedas and the caste 
system. 

• Aaiyyanism is a religion claiming to be a form of pure Dravidian Hinduism and 
identifying as a Shaivite branch. It is incorporated in the Aaiyyan World Forum. 

Shaktism 

 
Devi Shakthi at Parashakthi Temple, Pontiac, USA adorned as  
Goddesses Lakshmi, Durga and Saraswathi during Navaratri 

Shaktas worship the divine Mother Shakti, in her many forms. These forms include 
Kali, Durga, Laxmi, and Saraswati. Shaktism is one of the oldest forms of the Hindu 
religion (records date back to the Indus valley civilization). The passage of thousands of 
years has yielded variations in doctrine, and a plurality of Hindu philosophies has 
emerged. The Shaivism and Shakta forms are in fact inseparable, as is the description 
of Shiva from that of Shakti/Sati/Parvati. Vaishanvism also has a connection with 
Shakta philosophy because Goddess Durga is called Narayani. 

Cults of goddess worship are ancient in India. The branch of Hinduism that worships 
the goddess, known as Devi, is called Shaktism. Followers of Shaktism recognize 
Shakti as the power that underlies the male principle, and Devi is often depicted as 
Parvati the consort of Shiva or as Lakshmi the consort of Vishnu. She is also depicted 
in other guises, such as the fierce Kali or Durga. Shaktism is closely related with 
Tantric Hinduism, which teaches rituals and practices for purification of the mind and 
body. The Mother Goddess has many forms. Some are gentle, some are fierce. Shaktas 
use chants, real magic, holy diagrams, yoga and rituals to call forth cosmic forces. 

Smartism 

Smartas have free rein to choose whichever deity they wish to worship. They usually 
worship five deities (Pancopasana) or Panchadevata as personal formful manifestations 
of the impersonal Absolute, Brahman. Smartas accept and worship the six 
manifestations of God (Ganesha, Shiva, Shakti, Vishnu, Surya, and Skanda) and the 
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choice of the nature of God is up to the individual worshiper since different 
manifestations of God are held to be equivalent. It is nonsectarian. It is the Smarta 
view that dominates the view of Hinduism in the West as Smarta belief includes 
Advaita belief (Advaita was revived by Adi Sankara in India) and the first Hindu saint, 
who significantly brought Hinduism to the west was Swami Vivekananda, an adherent 
of Advaita. Not till much later, gurus, such as A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, 
and others, brought a Vaishnavite perspective to the West. 

 
Aum 

Smartism invites the worship of more than one god including Shiva, Vishnu, Shakti, 
Ganesha (the elephant god) and Surya (the sun god) among other gods and goddesses. 
It is not as overtly sectarian as either Vashnavism or Saivism and is based on the 
recognition that Brahman (God) is the highest principle in the universe and pervades 
all of existence. Generally Smartas worship the Supreme in one of six forms: Ganesha, 
Siva, Sakti, Vishnu, Surya and Skanda. Because they accept all the major Hindu Gods, 
they are known as liberal or nonsectarian. They follow a philosophical, meditative path, 
emphasizing man's oneness with God through understanding. 

The majority of members of Smarta community follow the Advaita Vedanta philosophy 
of Adi Shankara Acharya. Smarta and Advaita have become almost synonymous, 
though not all Advaitins are Smartas. Traditionally, Shankara (8th century CE) is 
regarded as the greatest teacher and reformer of the Smartha. According to Hiltebeitel, 
Shankara established the nondualist interpretation of the Upanishads as the 
touchstone of a revived smarta tradition. The Sringeri Sharada monastery founded by 
Adi Shankara Acharya in Karnataka is still the centre of the Smarta sect. In contrast 
with the Smarta/Advaita belief, the Vaishnavite and Shaivite beliefs teach a singular 
concept of God best explained as panentheistic monotheism or panentheistic monism. 

Prominent Smarta communities: 

• Saryupareen Brahmins 
• Kanyakubja Brahmins 
• Saraswat Brahmins 
• Utkala Brahmins 
• Maithili Brahmins 
• Gauda 
• Karhade 
• Deshastha 
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• Konkanastha or Chitpavan 
• Devrukhe 
• Goud Saraswat Brahmins (GSB's) 
• Chitrapur Saraswat Brahmins (Bhanaps) 
• Rajapur Saraswat Brahminss (Balavalikar) 
• Havyaka 
• Iyer 
• Vaidiki Mulukanadu 
• Vaidiki Velanadu 
• Vaidiki Veginadu 
• Vaidiki Telanganya 
• Badaganadu 
• Hoysala Kannada 
• Kota brahmin 
• Babboor Kamme 
• Arvel Niyogi Brahmins 
• Vaishya Vanis 
• Goswami 

Other denominations 

Shrautism 

Shrauta communities are very rare in India, the most well known being the ultra-
orthodox Nambudiri Brahmins of Kerala. They follow the "Purva-Mimamsa" (earlier 
portion of Vedas) in contrast to Vedanta followed by other Brahmins. They place 
importance on the performance of Vedic Sacrifice (Yajna). The Nambudiri Brahmins 
are famous for their preservation of the ancient Somayaagam, Agnicayana rituals 
which have vanished in other parts of India. 

Suryaism / Saurism 

The Suryaites or Sauras are followers of a Hindu denomination that started in Vedic 
tradition, and worship Surya as the main visible form of the Saguna Brahman. The 
Saura religion was influential in times of old but declined between the 12th and 13th 
century CE and today remains as a very small movement. 

Ganapatism 

Ganapatism is a Hindu denomination in which Lord Ganesha is worshipped as the 
main form of the Saguna Brahman. This sect was widespread and influential in the 
past and has remained important in Maharashtra. 

Kaumaram 

Kaumaram is a sect of Hindus, especially found in South India and Sri Lanka where 
Lord Muruga Karttikeya is the Supreme Godhead. Lord Muruga is considered superior 
to the Trimurti. The worshippers of Lord Muruga are called Kaumaras. 
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Indonesian Hinduism 

Hinduism flourished on the island of Java and Sumatra until the late 16th century, 
when a vast majority of the population converted by will or force to Islam. Only the 
Balinese people who formed a majority on the island of Bali, retained this form of 
Hinduism over the centuries. Theologically, Balinese or Indonesian Hinduism is closer 
to Shaivism than to other major sects of Hinduism. The adherents consider Acintya the 
supreme god, and all other gods as his manifestations. 

The term "Agama Hindu Dharma", the endonymous Indonesian name for "Indonesian 
Hinduism" can also refer to the traditional practices in Kalimantan, Sumatra, Sulawesi 
and other places in Indonesia, where people have started to identify and accept their 
agamas as Hinduism or Hindu worship has been revived. The revival of Hinduism in 
Indonesia has given rise to a national organisation, the Parisada Hindu Dharma. 

Newer movements 

19th to 20th century Hindu revivalist organizations include: 

• Ananda Marga 
• Arya Samaj 
• Ayyavazhi 
• Brahmoism 
• Prarthana Samaj 
• Ramakrishna Mission 
• Sree Narayana Dharma Paripalana 
• Swadhyay Parivar movement 
• Sathya Sai Organisation 

There are also Hindu influences in some new Western religious movements, such as the 
New Age movement and Wicca. 

Hinduism was politicized in the context of the Indian independence movement that has 
resulted in the rise of Hindu nationalism to a significant political force in the Republic 
of India. 

Purely monotheistic Hindu sects 

• Arya Samaj 
• Brahmoism 
• Ekasarana Dharma 
• Kabir panth 
• Lingayatism 
• Mahima Dharma 
• Radha Soami 
• Sadh 
• Vaikhanasas 
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Slavic Vedism or Neo-Vedism 

Slavic Vedism, Slavic Hinduism, or Neo-Vedism or simply Vedism are terms used to 
describe the contemporary indigenous development of Vedic forms of religion in Russia, 
Siberia, other Slavic countries, the Commonwealth of Independent States' members 
and generally all the post-Soviet states. 

Slavic Vedism involves the use of Vedic rituals and worship of ancient Vedic deities, 
distinguishing from other groups which have maintained a stronger bond with modern 
Indian Hinduism, although Krishnaite groups often identify themselves as "Vedic" too. 
Also some syncretic groups within Rodnovery (Slavic Neopaganism) use the term 
"Vedism" and worship Vedic gods, but mainstream Rodnovery is characterised by its 
use of indigenous Slavic rituals and Slavic names for the gods. 

Cross-denominational influences 

Atman Jnana 

Jñāna is a Sanskrit word that means knowledge. In Vedas it means true knowledge, 
that (atman) is identical with Brahman. It is also referred to as Atma Jnana which is 
frequently translated as self-realization. 

Bhakti movement 

The Bhakti movement was a theistic devotional trend that originated in the seventh-
century Tamil south India (now parts of Tamil Nadu and Kerala), and spread 
northwards. It swept over east and north India from the fifteenth-century onwards, 
reaching its zenith between the 15th and 17th century CE. The Bhakti movement 
regionally developed as Hindu denominations around different gods and goddesses, 
such as Vaishnavism (Vishnu), Shaivism (Shiva), Shaktism (Shakti goddesses), and 
Smartism. The movement was inspired by many poet-saints, who championed a wide 
range of philosophical positions ranging from theistic dualism of Dvaita to absolute 
monism of Advaita Vedanta. Scriptures of the Bhakti movement include the Bhagavad 
Gita, Bhagavata Purana and Padma Purana. 

As part of the legacy of the Alvars, five Vaishnava philosophical traditions 
(sampradayas) has developed at the later stages. 

Schools of Indian philosophy 

Hindu philosophy is traditionally divided into six āstika schools of thought, or 
darśanam, which accept the Vedas as the supreme revealed scriptures. The schools are: 

1. Samkhya, an atheistic and strongly dualist theoretical exposition of 
consciousness and matter. 

2. Yoga, a school emphasizing meditation, contemplation and liberation. 
3. Nyaya or logic, explores sources of knowledge. Nyāya Sūtras. 
4. Vaisheshika, an empiricist school of atomism 
5. Mimāṃsā, an anti-ascetic and anti-mysticist school of orthopraxy 
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6. Vedanta, the last segment of knowledge in the Vedas, or the 'Jnan' (knowledge) 
'Kanda' (section). 

The nāstika schools are (in chronological order): 

1. Cārvāka 
2. Jainism 
3. Ājīvika 
4. Buddhism 

However, medieval philosophers like Vidyāraṇya classified Indian philosophy into 
sixteen schools, where schools belonging to Saiva, Pāṇini and Raseśvara thought are 
included with others, and the three Vedantic schools Advaita, Vishishtadvaita and 
Dvaita (which had emerged as distinct schools by then) are classified separately. 

In Hindu history, the distinction of the six orthodox schools was current in the Gupta 
period "golden age" of Hinduism. With the disappearance of Vaisheshika and 
Mimamsa, it was obsolete by the later Middle Ages, when the various sub-schools of 
Vedanta (Dvaita "dualism", Advaita Vedanta "non-dualism" and others) began to rise to 
prominence as the main divisions of religious philosophy. Nyaya survived into the 17th 
century as Navya Nyaya "Neo-Nyaya", while Samkhya gradually lost its status as an 
independent school, its tenets absorbed into Yoga and Vedanta. 
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Chapter 20 

PURUSĀRTHA 

 

Puruṣārtha literally means an "object of human pursuit". It is a key concept in 
Hinduism, and refers to the four proper goals or aims of a human life. The four 
puruṣārthas are Dharma (righteousness, moral values), Artha (prosperity, economic 
values), Kāma (pleasure, love, psychological values) and Mokṣa (liberation, spiritual 
values). 

All four Purusarthas are important, but in cases of conflict, Dharma is considered more 
important than Artha or Kama in Hindu philosophy. Moksha is considered the ultimate 
ideal of human life. 

Historical Indian scholars recognized and debated the inherent tension between active 
pursuit of wealth (Artha purusartha) and pleasure (Kama), and renunciation of all 
wealth and pleasure for the sake of spiritual liberation (Moksha). They proposed 
"action with renunciation" or "craving-free, dharma-driven action", also called Nishkam 
Karma as a possible solution to the tension. 

Etymology 

Puruṣartha is a composite Sanskrit word from Purusha and Artha. Purusha mean 
"human being", "soul" as well as "universal principle and soul of the universe". Artha in 
one context means "purpose", "object of desire" and "meaning". Together, Purusartha 
literally means "purpose of human being" or "object of human pursuit". 

Alf Hiltebeitel translates Purusartha as "Goals of Man". Prasad clarifies that "Man" 
includes both man and woman in ancient and medieval Indian texts. Olivelle translates 
it as the "aims of human life". 

Purusartha is also referred to as Caturvarga. 

Discussion 

Purusartha is a key concept in Hinduism, which holds that every human being has four 
proper goals that are necessary and sufficient for a fulfilling and happy life, 

• Dharma – signifies behaviors that are considered to be in accord with rta, the 
order that makes life and universe possible, and includes duties, rights, laws, 
conduct, virtues and ‘‘right way of living’’. Hindu dharma includes the religious 
duties, moral rights and duties of each individual, as well as behaviors that 
enable social order, right conduct, and those that are virtuous. Dharma, 
according to Van Buitenen, is that which all existing beings must accept and 
respect to sustain harmony and order in the world. It is, states Van Buitenen, 
the pursuit and execution of one’s nature and true calling, thus playing one’s role 
in cosmic concert. 
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• Artha – signifies the “means of life”, activities and resources that enables one to 
be in a state one wants to be in. Artha incorporates wealth, career, activity to 
make a living, financial security and economic prosperity. The proper pursuit of 
artha is considered an important aim of human life in Hinduism. 

• Kama – signifies desire, wish, passion, emotions, pleasure of the senses, the 
aesthetic enjoyment of life, affection, or love, with or without sexual 
connotations. Gavin Flood explains kāma as “love” without violating dharma 
(moral responsibility), artha (material prosperity) and one’s journey towards 
moksha (spiritual liberation). 

• Moksha – signifies emancipation, liberation or release. In some schools of 
Hinduism, moksha connotes freedom from saṃsāra, the cycle of death and 
rebirth, in other schools moksha connotes freedom, self-knowledge, self-
realization and liberation in this life. 

Relative importance between four goals of life 

Ancient Indian literature emphasizes that dharma is foremost. If dharma is ignored, 
artha and kama - profit and pleasure respectively - lead to social chaos. The Gautama 
Dharmashastra, Apastamba Dharmasutra and Yājñavalkya Smṛti, as examples, all 
suggest that dharma comes first and is more important than artha and kama. 

Kamasutra states the relative value of three goals as follows: artha is more important 
and should precede kama, while dharma is more important and should precede both 
kama and artha. Kautiliya’s Arthashastra, however, argues that artha is the 
foundation for the other two. Without prosperity and security in society or at individual 
level, both moral life and sensuality become difficult. Poverty breeds vice and hate, 
while prosperity breeds virtues and love, suggested Kautiliya. Kautilya adds that all 
three are mutually connected, and one should not cease enjoying life, nor virtuous 
behavior, nor pursuit of wealth creation. Excessive pursuit of any one aspect of life with 
complete rejection of other two, harms all three including the one excessively pursued. 
The sastras, states Kane, observe that the relative precedence of artha, kama and 
dharma are naturally different with age. 

Moksha is considered in Hinduism as the parama-puruṣārtha or ultimate goal of 
human life. 

Tension between four goals of life 

Indian scholars recognized and have debated the inherent tension between 
renunciation and Moksha on one hand, and the active pursuit of Kama and Artha on 
the other. This has led to the concepts of Pravrtti (�व�ृ�, Pravritti) and Nivrtti (िनव�ृ�, 
Nivritti), with former meaning "giving or devoting one's self to" external action, while 
the latter means "withdrawing and restraining one's self from" external action in order 
to focus on one's own liberation. Artha and Kama are Pravrtti, while Moksha is Nivrtti. 
Both are considered important in Hinduism. Manusmriti, for example, describes it as, 

Activity, according to orthodox tradition, is of two kinds: pravrtti and nivrtti, 
The first kind of activity leads to progress (abhyudaya), and the second, to perfection 
(nihsreyasa). 
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—Manusmriti, 12.88  

Indian scholars offered a creative resolution to the tension between "action"-filled life 
and "renunciation"-driven life, by suggesting the best of both worlds can be achieved by 
dedicating oneself to "action with renunciation", that is when "action is without 
attachment or craving for results". Action must be engaged in because it is Dharma, 
that is, it is good, virtuous, right, a duty and a moral activity, and not because of one's 
craving for the results or material rewards without any consideration for Dharma. This 
idea of "craving-free, dharma-driven action" has been called Nishkam Karma in 
Bhagavad Gita. Other Indian texts state the same answer to tension between "pursue 
wealth and love" versus "renounce everything" Purusarthas, but using different words. 
Isa Upanishad, for example, states "act and enjoy with renunciation, do not covet". 

Origins of purusartha theory 

The Dharmaśāstras and the epics Ramayana and Mahabharata are the first known 
sources that comprehensively present the notion that integrated living entails the 
pursuit of four goals or ends. Early texts treating the goals of human life commonly 
refer to kāma, artha and dharma as the "trivarga" or "three categories" of possible 
human pursuits. This, however, does not mean that the fourth goal moksha was added 
later, states Hiltebeitel. The Dharmaśāstra and the Epics are primarily texts that focus 
on the concerns of householders (Grihastha stage of life), where trivarga are inherently 
of primary relevance. Prasad (2008) states that the division between the trivarga and 
mokṣa is intended to highlight the context between the social (trivarga) and personal 
(mokṣa) spheres. 

The four puruṣārthas are often discussed in the context of four stages of life 
(Brahmacharya - student, Grihastha - householder, Vanaprastha - retirement and 
Sannyasa - renunciation). Of these Sannyasa is entirely focussed on the pursuit of 
Moksha without violating Dharma. Baudhayana Dharmasūtra, completed by about 7th 
century BC, states the following behavioral vows for a person in Sannyasa, 

These are the vows a Sannyasi must keep – 

Abstention from injuring living beings, truthfulness, abstention from appropriating the 
property of others, abstention from sex, liberality (kindness, gentleness) are the major 
vows. There are five minor vows: abstention from anger, obedience towards the guru, 
avoidance of rashness, cleanliness, and purity in eating. He should beg (for food) 
without annoying others, any food he gets he must compassionately share a portion 
with other living beings, sprinkling the remainder with water he should eat it as if it 
were a medicine. 

—Baudhāyana, Dharmasūtra, II.10.18.1-10  

Baudhāyana also makes repeated references to the Sannyasa (ascetic) stage and its 
behavioral focus, such as in verses II.13.7 and 11.18.13. This reference, Olivelle states, 
is found in many early to mid 1st millennium BC texts, and is clearly from gnomic 
poetry about an established ascetic tradition by the time Baudhayana Dharmasutra 
and other texts were written. Katha Upanishad, in hymns 2.1-2.2 contrasts the human 
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feeling of pleasant (preyas, �ेयस)् with that of bliss (sreyas, �येस)्, praising the latter. 

The hymns of Rig Veda in Book 10 Chapter 136, mention Muni (मुिन, monks, 
mendicants, holy man), with characteristics that mirror those found in later concepts of 
renunication-practising, Moksha-motivated ascetics (Sannyasins and Sannyasinis). 
These Muni are said to be Kesins (केिशन,् long haired) wearing Mala clothes (मल, dirty, 
soil-colored, yellow, orange, saffron) and engaged in the affairs of Mananat (mind, 
meditation). 

के�य��नं केशी �वष ं केशी �बभित" रोदसी । केशी �व&ं 'व("शे केशीदं )योित*+यते ॥१॥ '''मुनयो''' 

वातरशनाः �पश0गा वसते मला । वात'यानु 2ा�जं य�4त य5ेवासो अ�व7त ॥२॥ 

He with the long loose locks (of hair) supports Agni, and moisture, heaven, and earth; 
He is all sky to look upon: he with long hair is called this light. The Munis, girdled with 
the wind, wear garments of soil hue; They, following the wind's swift course go where 
the Gods have gone before.  
 

—Rig Veda, Hymn 10.CXXXVI.1-2  

Scharfe states, “there are abundant references both to the trivarga and caturvarga in 
Hindu literature throughout the ages”. 

Purusartha focused literature 

Each of these four canonical puruṣārthas was subjected to a process of study and 
extensive literary development in Indian history. This produced numerous treatises, 
with a diversity of views, in each category. Some purusartha-focused literature include, 

• On Dharma 

These texts discuss dharma from various religious, social, duties, morals and 
personal ethics perspective. Each of six major schools of Hinduism has its own 
literature on dharma. Examples include Dharma-sutras (particularly by 
Gautama, Apastamba, Baudhayana and Vāsiṣṭha) and Dharma-sastras 
(particularly Manusmṛti, Yājñavalkya Smṛti, Nāradasmṛti and Viṣṇusmṛti). At 
personal dharma level, this includes many chapters of Yogasutras. 

• On Artha 

Artha-related texts discuss artha from individual, social and as a compendium of 
economic policies, politics and laws. For example, the Arthashastra of Kauṭilya, 
the Kamandakiya Nitisara, Brihaspati Sutra, and Sukra Niti. Olivelle states 
that most Artha-related treatises from ancient India have been lost. 
 
 

• On Kama 
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These discuss arts, emotions, love, erotics, relationships and other sciences in the 
pursuit of pleasure. The Kamasutra of Vātsyāyana is most well known. Others 
texts include Ratirahasya, Jayamangala, Smaradipika, Ratimanjari, 
Ratiratnapradipika, Ananga Ranga among others. 

• On Moksha 

These develop and debate the nature and process of liberation, freedom and 
spiritual release. Major treatises on the pursuit of moksa include the 
Upanishads, Vivekachudamani, Bhagavad Gita, and the sastras on Yoga. 

The Sanskrit Epics devote major sections on purusarthas, in particular debating 
dharma. 

Ashrama and Purusartha 

The concept of Purushartha in Indian philosophy is integrated with its concept of 
Ashramas system – the four stages of a human being: student, householder, retired and 
renouncer stages. Each of the four Ashramas of life are a form of personal and social 
environment, each stage with ethical guidelines, duties and responsibilities, for the 
individual and for the society. Each Ashrama stage places different levels of emphasis 
on the four proper goals of life, with different stages viewed as steps to the attainment 
of the ideal in Hindu philosophy, namely Moksha. 

Neither ancient nor medieval texts of India state that any of the first three Ashramas 
must devote itself predominantly to one specific goal of life (Purushartha). The fourth 
stage of Sannyasa is different, and the overwhelming consensus in ancient and 
medieval Indian texts is that anyone accepting Sannyasa must entirely devote to 
Moksha aided by Dharma, with a complete renunciation of Artha and Kama. 

With the known exception of Kamasutra, most texts make no recommendation on the 
relative preference on Artha or Kama, that an individual must emphasize in what 
stage of life. The Kamasutra states, 

The life span of a man is one hundred years. Dividing that time, he should attend to 
three aims of life in such a way that they support, rather than hinder each other. In his 
youth he should attend to profitable aims (artha) such as learning, in his prime to 
pleasure (kama), and in his old age to dharma and moksha. 

—Kamasutra 1.2.1–1.2.4, Translated by Patrick Olivelle  
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Chapter 21 

DIKSHA 

 

Diksha also spelled deeksha or deeksa in common usage, translated as a "preparation 
or consecration for a religious ceremony", is giving of a mantra or an initiation by the 
guru in Indian religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. Diksa is given in a 
one-to-one ceremony, and typically includes the taking on of a serious spiritual 
discipline. The word is derived from the Sanskrit root dā ("to give") plus kṣi ("to 
destroy") or alternately from the verb root dīkṣ ("to consecrate"). When the mind of the 
guru and the disciple become one, then we say that the disciple has been initiated by 
the guru. 

Diksa can be of various types, through the teacher's sight, touch, or word, with the 
purpose of purifying the disciple or student. Initiation by touch is called sparśa dīkṣā. 
The bestowing of divine grace through diksa is sometimes called śaktipāt. 

 
Satsvarupa Das Goswami During ISKCON diksa ceremony in 1979 

Vishnu Yamala (tantra) says: "The process that bestows divyam jnanam 
(transcendental, spiritual knowledge) and destroys sin (pāpa), the seed of sin and 
ignorance, is called diksha by the spiritual persons who have seen the Truth (desikais 
tattva-kovidaih)." 

Different traditions and sects treat diksa in various ways. Tantra mentions five types of 
initiation or diksa: initiation by a ritual or samaya-diksa; sparsa-diksa is an initiation 
by touch and is done without a ritual; vag-diksa is done by word or mantra; sambhavi-
diksa is arising from perception of external appearance of the guru; mano-diksa is 
when initiation is performed in the mind. For ISKCON members first diksa, or 
harinama-diksa initiation, is performed as part of a fire sacrifice where grains, fruit, 
and ghee are placed on an open fire of the sacrifice. In the tradition of Lahiri 
Mahasaya, initiation into Kriya Yoga is given as diksa. The Bengali saint Anandamayi 
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Ma often gave sparśa dīkṣā (divine touch) or drik diksa (through her look), in which she 
would bestow śaktipāt (divine grace). 

Another type of diksa, into a monastic order, involves a vow of celibacy, renunciation of 
all personal possessions and of all worldly duties, including family ties. Diksha has the 
same meaning in Jainism. Diksha is also called Charitra or Mahanibhiskraman in 
Jainism. Initiation in Hinduism involves performing one of several rituals depending 
on the person being initiated and the Hindu group involved. 

Various tantric works enumerate different types of disksha rituals: 

• Kriyavati 
• Kalavati 
• Varnamayi 
• Vedamayi 

Living Examples 

ISKCON, for example, commonly advise those that want to be initiated into the 
movement to begin by repeatedly chanting the name of Krishna. This chanting is a sort 
of unofficial induction. The official initiation as a disciple occurs during an organized 
ceremony. Additionally, followers are required to wear a string of beads, or kanthi, 
around their neck. 

Transcendental Meditation (TM) began initiation under the guidance of Maharishi 
Mahesh Yogi in the late 1950s. New members were initiated through a “devotional 
ritual (puja) whose focus was Brahmananda Saraswati and the Shankarcharya lineage. 
Initiates were given a specially suited mantra, and taught how to practice meditation.” 

BAPS Swaminarayan Sanstha initiates new members via a ritual known as vartman. 
This ritual involves taking water in the right palm and repeating a mantra that is 
spoken by the ritual initiator, often a renunciate. After the mantra is repeated, the 
water is poured away, signifying the acceptance of a lifestyle as established by the 
movement. A kanthi is adorned and vows are taken. Vows for new initiates include 
abstaining from meat, alcohol, adultery, stealing, and harmful addictive substances. 
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Chapter 22 

DHARMA 

 

Dharma is a key concept with multiple meanings in the Indian religions Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Sikhism and Jainism. There is no single word translation for dharma in 
western languages. 

In Hinduism, dharma signifies behaviors that are considered to be in accord with rta, 
the order that makes life and universe possible, and includes duties, rights, laws, 
conduct, virtues and ‘‘right way of living’’. In Buddhism dharma means "cosmic law and 
order", but is also applied to the teachings of the Buddha. In Buddhist philosophy, 
dhamma/dharma is also the term for "phenomena". In Jainism dharma refers to the 
teachings of the Jinas and the body of doctrine pertaining to the purification and moral 
transformation of human beings. For Sikhs, the word dharm means the "path of 
righteousness". 

The Classical Sanskrit noun dharma is a derivation from the root dhṛ, which has a 
meaning of "to hold, maintain, keep". The word "dharma" was already in use in the 
historical Vedic religion, and its meaning and conceptual scope has evolved over several 
millennia. The antonym of dharma is adharma. 

Etymology 

The Classical Sanskrit noun dharma is a derivation from the root dhṛ, which means "to 
hold, maintain, keep", and takes a meaning of "what is established or firm", and hence 
"law". It is derived from an older Vedic Sanskrit n-stem dharman-, with a literal 
meaning of "bearer, supporter", in a religious sense conceived as an aspect of Rta. 

In the Rigveda, the word appears as an n-stem, dhárman-, with a range of meanings 
encompassing "something established or firm" (in the literal sense of prods or poles). 
Figuratively, it means "sustainer" and "supporter" (of deities). It is semantically similar 
to the Greek ethos ("fixed decree, statute, law"). In Classical Sanskrit, the noun 
becomes thematic: dharma-. 

The word dharma derives from Proto-Indo-European root *dȹer- ("to hold"), which in 
Sanskrit is reflected as class-1 root √dhṛ. Etymologically it is related to Avestan √dar- 
("to hold"), Latin frēnum ("rein, horse tack"), Lithuanian derė�ti ("to be suited, fit"), 
Lithuanian dermė ("agreement") and darna ("harmony") and Old Church Slavonic 
drъžati ("to hold, possess"). Classical Sanskrit word dharmas would formally match 

with Latin o-stem firmus from Proto-Indo-European *dȹer-mo-s "holding", were it not 
for its historical development from earlier Rigvedic n-stem. 

In Classical Sanskrit, and in the Vedic Sanskrit of the Atharvaveda, the stem is 
thematic: dhárma- (Devanāgarī: धम"). In Pāli, it is rendered dhamma. In some 
contemporary Indian languages and dialects it alternatively occurs as dharm. 
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Definition 

Dharma is a concept of central importance in Indian philosophy and religion. It has 
multiple meanings in Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. It is difficult to provide a 
single concise definition for dharma, as the word has a long and varied history and 
straddles a complex set of meanings and interpretations. There is no equivalent single 
word translation for dharma in western languages. 

There have been numerous, conflicting attempts to translate ancient Sanskrit 
literature with the word dharma into German, English and French. The concept, claims 
Paul Horsch, has caused exceptional difficulties for modern commentators and 
translators. For example, while Grassmann translation of Rig-veda identifies seven 
different meanings of dharma, Karl Friedrich Geldner in his translation of the Rig-veda 
employs 20 different translations for dharma, including meanings such as ‘law’, ‘order’, 
‘duty’, ‘custom’, ‘quality’, ‘model’, among others. 

Dharma root is "dhri", which means ‘to support, hold, or bear’. It is the thing that 
regulates the course of change by not participating in change, but that principle which 
remains constant. Monier-Williams, the widely cited resource for definitions and 
explanation of Sanskrit words and concepts of Hinduism, offers numerous definitions of 
the word dharma: such as that which is established or firm, steadfast decree, statute, 
law, practice, custom, duty, right, justice, virtue, morality, ethics, religion, religious 
merit, good works, nature, character, quality, property. Yet, each of these definitions is 
incomplete, while combination of these translations do not convey the total sense of the 
word. In common parlance, dharma means ‘right way of living’ and ‘path of 
righteousness’. 

The meaning of word “dharma” depends on the context, and its meaning evolved as 
ideas of Hinduism developed over its long history. In earliest texts and ancient myths 
of Hinduism, dharma meant cosmic law, the rules that created the universe from 
chaos, as well as rituals; In later Vedas, Upanishads, Puranas and the Epics, the 
meaning became refined, richer, complex and the word dharma was applied to diverse 
contexts. In certain contexts, dharma designates human behaviours considered 
necessary for order of things in the universe, principles that prevent chaos, behaviours 
and action necessary to all life in nature, society, family as well as at the individual 
level. Dharma encompasses ideas such as duty, rights, character, vocation, religion, 
customs and all behaviour considered appropriate, correct or morally upright. 

The antonym of dharma is adharma meaning that which is “not dharma”. As with 
dharma, the word adharma includes and implies many ideas; in common parlance, 
adharma means that which is against nature, immoral, unethical, wrong or unlawful. 

In Buddhism and Jainism, dharma incorporates the teachings and doctrines of the 
founders of Buddhism and Jainism, the Buddha and Mahavira. 

History 

According to the authoritative book History of Dharmasastra, in the hymns of the 
Rigveda the word Dharma appears at least fifty-six times, as an adjective or noun. 
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According to Paul Horsch, the word Dharma has its origin in the myths of Vedic 
Hinduism. The Brahman (whom all the gods make up), claim the hymns of the Rig 
Veda, created the universe from chaos, they hold (dhar-) the earth and sun and stars 
apart, they support (dhar-) the sky away and distinct from earth, and they stabilize 
(dhar-) the quaking mountains and plains. The gods, mainly Indra, then deliver and 
hold order from disorder, harmony from chaos, stability from instability - actions 
recited in the Veda with the root of word dharma. In hymns composed after the 
mythological verses, the word dharma takes expanded meaning as a cosmic principle 
and appears in verses independent of gods. It evolves into a concept, claims Paul 
Horsch, that has a dynamic functional sense in Atharvaveda for example, where it 
becomes the cosmic law that links cause and effect through a subject. Dharma, in these 
ancient texts, also takes a ritual meaning. The ritual is connected to the cosmic, and 
‘‘dharmani’’ is equated to ceremonial devotion to the principles that gods used to create 
order from disorder, the world from chaos. Past the ritual and cosmic sense of dharma 
that link the current world to mythical universe, the concept extends to ethical-social 
sense that links human beings to each other and to other life forms. It is here that 
dharma as a concept of law emerges in Hinduism. 

Dharma and related words are found in the oldest Vedic literature of Hinduism, in 
later Vedas, Upanishads, Puranas, and the Epics; the word dharma also plays a central 
role in the literature of other Indian religions founded later, such as Buddhism and 
Jainism. According to Brereton, Dharman occurs 63 times in Rig-veda; in addition, 
words related to Dharman also appear in Rig-veda, for example once as dharmakrt, 6 
times as satyadharman, and once as dharmavant, 4 times as dharman and twice as 
dhariman. There is no Iranian equivalent in old Persian for Dharma, suggesting the 
word dharman had origins in Indo-Aryan culture outside of Persia, or it is a concept 
that is indigenous to India. However, ideas in parts overlapping to Dharma are found 
in other ancient cultures: such as Chinese Tao, Egyptian Maat, Sumerian Me. 

Eusebeia and dharma 

 
Above rock inscription is from Indian Emperor Asoka, from 258 BC, and found in Afghanistan. The 

inscription renders the word Dharma in Sanskrit as Eusebeia in Greek, suggesting Dharma in ancient 
India meant spiritual maturity, devotion, piety, duty towards and reverence for human community. 

In mid 20th century, an inscription of the Indian Emperor Asoka from the year 258 BC 
was discovered in Afghanistan. This rock inscription contained Sanskrit, Aramaic and 
Greek text. According to Paul Hacker, on the rock appears a Greek rendering for the 
Sanskrit word dharma: the word eusebeia. Scholars of Hellenistic Greece explain 
eusebeia as a complex concept. Eusebia means not only to venerate gods, but also 
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spiritual maturity, a reverential attitude toward life, and includes the right conduct 
toward one’s parents, siblings and children, the right conduct between husband and 
wife, and the conduct between biologically unrelated people. This rock inscription, 
concludes Paul Hacker, suggests dharma in India, about 2300 years ago, was a central 
concept and meant not only religious ideas, but ideas of right, of good, of one’s duty 
toward the human community. 

Rta, Maya and Dharma 

The evolving literature of Hinduism linked Dharma to two other important concepts: 
Ṛta and Māyā. Ṛta in Vedas is the truth and cosmic principle which regulates and 
coordinates the operation of the universe and everything within it. Māyā in Rig-veda 
and later literature means illusion, fraud, deception, magic that misleads and creates 
disorder, thus is contrary to reality, laws and rules that establish order, predictability 
and harmony. Paul Horsch suggests Ṛta and Dharma are parallel concepts, the former 
being a cosmic principle, the latter being of moral social sphere; while Māyā and 
Dharma are also analogous concepts, the former being that which corrupts law and 
moral life, the later being that which strengthens law and moral life. 

Day proposes Dharma is a manifestation of Ṛta, but suggests Ṛta may have been 
subsumed into a more complex concept of Dharma, as the idea developed in ancient 
India over time in a nonlinear manner. The following verse from the Rigveda is an 
example where rta and dharma are linked: 

O Indra, lead us on the path of Rta, on the right path over all evils 

—RV 10.133.6 

Hinduism 

Dharma in Hinduism, is an organizing principle that applies to human beings in 
solitude, in their interaction with human beings and nature, as well as between 
inanimate objects, to all of cosmos and its parts. It refers to the order and customs 
which make life and universe possible, and includes behaviors, rituals, rules that 
govern society, and ethics. Hindu dharma includes the religious duties, moral rights 
and duties of each individual, as well as behaviors that enable social order, right 
conduct, and those that are virtuous. Dharma, according to Van Buitenen, is that which 
all existing beings must accept and respect to sustain harmony and order in the world. 
It is neither the act nor the result, but the natural laws that guide the act and create 
the result to prevent chaos in the world. It is innate characteristic, that makes the 
being what it is. It is, claims Van Buitenen, the pursuit and execution of one’s nature 
and true calling, thus playing one’s role in cosmic concert. In Hinduism, it is the 
dharma of the bee to make honey, of cow to give milk, of sun to radiate sunshine, of 
river to flow. In terms of humanity, dharma is the need for, the effect of and essence of 
service and interconnectedness of all life. 

Dharma in Vedas and Upanishads 

The history section of this article discusses the development of dharma concept in 
Vedas. This development continued in the Upanishads and later ancient scripts of 



266 

 

Hinduism. In Upanishads, the concept of dharma continues as universal principle of 
law, order, harmony, and truth. It acts as the regulatory moral principle of the 
Universe. It is explained as law of righteousness and equated to satya (Sanskrit: स:यं, 
truth), in hymn 1.4.14 of Brhadaranyaka Upanishad, as follows: 

धम"ः त'मा;मा"त ् परं ना':य ् अथो अबलीयान ् बलीयाँसमाशँसते धम>ण यथा रा@ैवम ् । 

यो वै स धम"ः स:यं वै तत ्त'मा:स:यं वद4तमाहुर ्धमC वदतीित धमC वा वद4तँ स:यं वदती:य ्

एतEFयेवैतदभुयं भवित ।। 

Nothing is higher than Dharma. The weak overcomes the stronger by Dharma, as over 
a king. Truly that Dharma is the Truth (Satya); Therefore, when a man speaks the 
Truth, they say, "He speaks the Dharma"; and if he speaks Dharma, they say, "He 
speaks the Truth!" For both are one.  
 

—Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, 1.4.xiv  

Dharma in the Epics 

The Hindu religion and philosophy, claims Daniel Ingall, places major emphasis on 
individual practical morality. In the Sanskrit epics, this concern is omnipresent. 

In the Second Book of Ramayana, for example, a peasant asks the King to do what 
dharma morally requires of him, the King agrees and does so even though his 
compliance with the law of dharma costs him dearly. Similarly, dharma is at the center 
of all major events in the life of Rama, Sita, and Lakshman in Ramayana, claims 
Daniel Ingall. Each episode of Ramayana presents life situations and ethical questions 
in symbolic terms. The issue is debated by the characters, finally the right prevails over 
wrong, the good over evil. For this reason, in Hindu Epics, the good, morally upright, 
law abiding king is referred to ‘‘dharmaraja’’. 

In Mahabharata, the other major Indian epic, similarly, dharma is central, and it is 
presented with symbolism and metaphors. Near the end of the epic, the god Yama, 
referred to as Dharma in the text, is portrayed as taking the form of a dog to test the 
compassion of Yudishthira, who is told he may not enter paradise with such an animal, 
but refuses to abandon his companion, for which decision he is then praised by 
Dharma. The value and appeal of the Mahabharata is not as much in its complex and 
rushed presentation of metaphysics in the 12th book, claims Ingall, because Indian 
metaphysics is more eloquently presented in other Sanskrit scriptures; the appeal of 
Mahabharata, like Ramayana, is in its presentation of a series of moral problems and 
life situations, to which there are usually three answers given, according to Ingall: one 
answer is of Bhima, which is the answer of brute force, an individual angle 
representing materialism, egoism, and self; the second answer is of Yudhisthira, which 
is always an appeal to piety and gods, of social virtue and of tradition; the third answer 
is of introspective Arjuna, which falls between the two extremes, and who, claims 
Ingall, symbolically reveals the finest moral qualities of man. The Epics of Hinduism 
are a symbolic treatise about life, virtues, customs, morals, ethics, law, and other 
aspects of Dharma. There is extensive discussion of Dharma at the individual level in 
the Epics of Hinduism, observes Ingall; for example, on free will versus destiny, when 
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and why human beings believe in either, ultimately concluding that the strong and 
prosperous naturally uphold free will, while those facing grief or frustration naturally 
lean towards destiny. The Epics of Hinduism illustrate various aspects of Dharma, they 
are a means of communicating Dharma with metaphors. 

Dharma according to 4th century Vatsyayana 

According to Klaus Klostermaier, 4th century Hindu scholar Vātsyāyana explained 
dharma by contrasting it with adharma. Vātsyāyana suggested that Dharma is not 
merely in one’s actions, but also in words one speaks or writes, and in thought. 
According to Vātsyāyana: 

1. Adharma of body: himsa (violence), steya (steal, theft), pratisiddha maithuna 
(sexual indulgence with someone other than one’s partner) 

2. Dharma of body: dana (charity), paritrana (succor of the distressed) and 
paricarana (rendering service to others) 

3. Adharma from words one speaks or writes: mithya (falsehood), parusa (caustic 
talk), sucana (calumny) and asambaddha (absurd talk) 

4. Dharma from words one speaks or writes: satya (truth and facts), hitavacana 
(talking with good intention), priyavacana (gentle, kind talk), svadhyaya (self 
study) 

5. Adharma of mind: paradroha (ill will to anyone), paradravyabhipsa 
(covetousness), nastikya (denial of the existence of morals and religiosity) 

6. Dharma of mind: daya (compassion), asprha (disinterestedness), and sraddha 
(faith in others) 

Dharma according to Patanjali Yoga 

Dharma is part of yoga, suggests Patanjali; the elements of Hindu Dharma are the 
attributes, qualities and aspects of yoga. Patanjali explained dharma in two categories: 
yama (restraints) and niyama (observances). 

The five yama, according to Patanjali, are: abstain from injury to all living creatures 
(ahimsa), abstain from falsehood (satya), abstain from unauthorized appropriation of 
things-of-value from another (acastrapurvaka), abstain from coveting or sexually 
cheating on your partner, and abstain from expecting or accepting gifts from others. 
The five yama apply in action, speech and mind.  

In explaining yama, Patanjali clarifies that certain professions and situations may 
require qualification in conduct. For example, a fisherman must injure a fish, but he 
must attempt to do this with least trauma to fish and the fisherman must try to injure 
no other creature as he fishes. 

The five niyama (observances) are cleanliness by eating pure food and removing impure 
thoughts such as arrogance or jealousy or pride, contentment in one’s means, 
meditation and silent reflection regardless of circumstances one faces, study and 
pursuit of historic knowledge, and devotion of all actions to the Supreme Teacher to 
achieve perfection of concentration. 
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Sources of Dharma 

Dharma is an empirical and experiential inquiry for every man and woman, according 
to some texts of Hinduism. For example, Apastamba Dharmasutra states: 

Dharma and Adharma do not go around saying, ‘‘That is us.’’ Neither do gods, nor 
gandharvas, nor ancestors declare what is Dharma and what is Adharma. 

— Apastamba Dharmasutra 

In other texts, three sources and means to discover Dharma in Hinduism are described. 
These, according to Paul Hacker, are: First, learning historical knowledge such as 
Vedas, Upanishads, the Epics and other Sanskrit literature with the help of one’s 
teacher. Second, observing the behavior and example of good people. The third source 
applies when neither one’s education nor example exemplary conduct is known. In this 
case, ‘‘atmatusti’’ is the source of dharma in Hinduism, that is the good person reflects 
and follows what satisfies his heart, his own inner feeling, what he feels driven to. 

Dharma, life stages and social stratification 

Some texts of Hinduism outline Dharma for society and at the individual level. Of 
these, the most cited one is Manusmriti, which describes the four Varnas, their rights 
and duties. Most texts of Hinduism, however, discuss Dharma with no mention of 
Varna (caste). Other Dharma texts and Smritis differ from Manusmriti on the nature 
and structure of Varnas. Yet, other texts question the very existence of varna. Bhrigu, 
in the Epics, for example, presents the theory that dharma does not require any varnas. 
In practice, medieval India is widely believed to be a socially stratified society, with 
each social strata inheriting a profession and being endogamous. Varna was not 
absolute in Hindu Dharma; individuals had the right to renounce and leave their 
Varna, as well as their asramas of life, in search of moksa. While neither Manusmriti 
nor succeeding Smritis of Hinduism ever use the word varnadharma (that is, the 
dharma of varnas), or varnasramadharma (that is, the dharma of varnas and asramas), 
the scholarly commentary on Manusmriti use these words, and thus associate dharma 
with varna system of India. In 6th century India, even Buddhist kings called 
themselves ‘protectors of varnasramadharma’ - that is, dharma of varna and asramas 
of life. 

At the individual level, some texts of Hinduism outline four āśramas, or stages of life as 
individual’s dharma. These are: (1) brahmacārya, the life of preparation as a student, 
(2) gṛhastha, the life of the householder with family and other social roles, (3) 
vānprastha or aranyaka, the life of the forest-dweller, transitioning from worldly 
occupations to reflection and renunciation, and (4) sannyāsa, the life of giving away all 
property, becoming a recluse and devotion to moksa, spiritual matters. 

The four stages of life complete the four human strivings in life, according to Hinduism. 
Dharma enables the individual to satisfy the striving for stability and order, a life that 
is lawful and harmonious, the striving to do the right thing, be good, be virtuous, earn 
religious merit, be helpful to others, interact successfully with society. The other three 
strivings are Artha - the striving for means of life such as food, shelter, power, security, 
material wealth, etc.; Kama - the striving for sex, desire, pleasure, love, emotional 
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fulfillment, etc.; and Moksa - the striving for spiritual meaning, liberation from life-
rebirth cycle, self-realization in this life, etc. The four stages are neither independent 
nor exclusionary in Hindu Dharma. 

Dharma and poverty 

Dharma while being necessary for individual and society, is dependent on poverty and 
prosperity in a society, according to Hindu Dharma scriptures. For example, according 
to Adam Bowles, Shatapatha Brahmana 11.1.6.24 links social prosperity and Dharma 
through water. Waters come from rains, it claims; when rains are abundant there is 
prosperity on the earth, and this prosperity enables people to follow Dharma - moral 
and lawful life. In times of distress, of drought, of poverty, everything suffers including 
relations between human beings and the human ability to live according to Dharma. 

In Rajadharmaparvan 91.34-8, the relationship between poverty and dharma reaches a 
full circle. A land with less moral and lawful life suffers distress, and as distress rises it 
causes more immoral and unlawful life, which further increases distress. Those in 
power must follow the raja dharma (that is, dharma of rulers), because this enables the 
society and the individual to follow dharma and achieve prosperity. 

Dharma and law 

The notion of Dharma as duty or propriety is found in India's ancient legal and 
religious texts. In Hindu philosophy, justice, social harmony, and happiness requires 
that people live per dharma. The Dharmashastra is a record of these guidelines and 
rules. The available evidence suggest India once had a large collection of dharma 
related literature (sutras, shastras); four of the sutras survive and these are now 
referred to as Dharmasutras. Along with laws of Manu in Dharmasutras, exist parallel 
and different compendium of laws, such as the laws of Narada and other ancient 
scholars. These different and conflicting law books are neither exclusive, nor do they 
supersede other sources of Dharma in Hinduism. These Dharmasutras include 
instructions on education of the young, their rites of passage, customs, religious rites 
and rituals, marital rights and obligations, death and ancestral rites, laws and 
administration of justice, crimes, punishments, rules and types of evidence, duties of a 
king, as well as morality. 

Buddhism 

In Buddhism dharma means cosmic law and order, but is also applied to the teachings 
of the Buddha. In Buddhist philosophy, dhamma/dharma is also the term for 
"phenomena": In East Asia, the translation for dharma is 法, pronounced fǎ in 
Mandarin, choe      in Tibetan, beop in Korean, hō in Japanese, and pháp in Vietnamese. 
However, the term dharma can also be transliterated from its original form. 

Buddha's teachings 

For practicing Buddhists, references to "dharma" (dhamma in Pali) particularly as "the 
Dharma", generally means the teachings of the Buddha, commonly known throughout 
the East as Buddha-Dharma. It includes especially the discourses on the fundamental 
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principles (such as the Four Noble Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path), as opposed to 
the parables and to the poems. 

The status of Dharma is regarded variably by different Buddhist traditions. Some 
regard it as an ultimate truth, or as the fount of all things which lies beyond the "three 
realms" (Sanskrit: tridhatu) and the "wheel of becoming" (Sanskrit: bhavacakra), 
somewhat like the pagan Greek and Christian logos: this is known as Dharmakaya 
(Sanskrit). Others, who regard the Buddha as simply an enlightened human being, see 
the Dharma as the essence of the "84,000 different aspects of the teaching" (Tibetan: 
chos-sgo brgyad-khri bzhi strong) that the Buddha gave to various types of people, 
based upon their individual propensities and capabilities. 

Dharma refers not only to the sayings of the Buddha, but also to the later traditions of 
interpretation and addition that the various schools of Buddhism have developed to 
help explain and to expand upon the Buddha's teachings. For others still, they see the 
Dharma as referring to the "truth," or the ultimate reality of "the way that things 
really are" (Tib. Cho). 

The Dharma is one of the Three Jewels of Buddhism in which practitioners of 
Buddhism seek refuge, or that upon which one relies for his or her lasting happiness. 
The Three Jewels of Buddhism are the Buddha, meaning the mind's perfection of 
enlightenment, the Dharma, meaning the teachings and the methods of the Buddha, 
and the Sangha, meaning the monastic community who provide guidance and support 
to followers of the Buddha. 

Buddhist phenomenology 

Other uses include dharma, normally spelled with a small "d" (to differentiate), which 
refers to a phenomenon or constituent factor of human experience. This was gradually 
expanded into a classification of constituents of the entire material and mental world. 
Rejecting the substantial existence of permanent entities which are qualified by 
possibly changing qualities, Buddhist Abhidharma philosophers enumerated lists of 
dharmas which varied by school. They came to propound that these "constituent 
factors" are the only type of entity that truly exists (and only some thinkers gave 
dharmas this kind of existence). This notion is of particular importance for the analysis 
of human experience: Rather than assuming that mental states inhere in a cognizing 
subject, or a soul-substance, Buddhist philosophers largely propose that mental states 
alone exist as "momentary elements of consciousness" and that a subjective perceiver is 
assumed. 

One of the central tenets of Buddhism, is the denial of a separate permanent "I", and is 
outlined in the three marks of existence. 

1. Dukkha – Suffering or unsatisfactoriness (Pali: Dukkha) 
2. Anitya – Change/Impermanence (Pali: Anicca) 
3. Anatman – Not-Self (Pali: Anatta) 

At the heart of Buddhism is the understanding of all phenomena as dependently 
originated. Later, Buddhist philosophers like Nāgārjuna would question whether the 
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dharmas (momentary elements of consciousness) truly have a separate existence of 
their own. 

According to S. N. Goenka, the original meaning of dhamma is "dharayati iti 
dharmaH", or "one that contains, supports or upholds" and dharma in the Buddhist 
scriptures has a variety of meanings, including "phenomenon" and "nature" or 
"characteristic". Dharma also means "mental contents," and is paired with citta, which 
means heart-mind. The pairing is paralleled with the combining of shareera (body) and 
vedana (feelings or sensations which arise within the body but are experienced through 
the mind) in major sutras such as the Mahasatipatthana sutra. 

East Asian Buddhism 

Dharma is employed in Ch'an in a specific context in relation to transmission of 
authentic doctrine, understanding and bodhi; recognized in Dharma transmission. 

Jainism 

 
Jainism 

In Jainism dharma refers to the teachings of the Jinas. In Jainism, dharma is natural. 
Acharya Samantabhadra writes, Vatthu sahavo dhammo: "the dharma is the nature of 
an object". It is the nature of the soul to be free, thus for the soul, the dharma is 
paralaukika, beyond worldly. However the nature of the body is to seek self-
preservation and be engaged in pleasures. Thus there are two dharmas. 

Acharya Haribhadra (c. 6th–7th centuries) discusses dharma in Dharma-Bindu. He 
writes (translation by Y. Malaiya): 

soayam-anuṣṭhātṛ-bhedāt dvi-vidho 
 gṛhastha-dharmo yati-dharmaś ca | 

Because of the difference in practice, dharma is of two kinds, for the householders and 
for the monks. 
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tatra gṛhastha-dharmo api dvi-vidhaḥ 
 sāmanyato viśeṣataś ca | 

Of the householder's dharma, there are two kinds, "ordinary" and "special" 

tatra sāmanayato gṛhastha-dharmaḥ kula-krama-agatam-anindyaṃ 
 vibhavady-apekshayā nyāto anuṣṭhānaṃ | 

The ordinary dharma of the householder should be carried out according to tradition, 
such that it is not objectionable, according to ones abilities such as wealth, in 
accordance with nyaya (everyone treated fairly and according to laws). 

Somadeva suri (10th century) terms the "ordinary" and "special" dharmas laukika 
("worldly") and pralaukika ("extra-worldly") respectively: 

dvau hi dharmau gṛhasthāṇam, laukikaḥ, pāralaukikaḥ | 
 lokāśrayo bhavedādyah, parah syād-āgama-āśrayaḥ || 

A householder follows both laukika and the paralaukika dharmas at the same time. 

Sikhism 

 
Sikhism 

For Sikhs, the word Dharm means the "path of righteousness" and proper religious 
practice. Sikh Dharma is a distinct religion revealed through the teachings of ten 
Gurus who are accepted by the followers as if they were spiritually the same. In 
Sikhism, God is described as both Nirgun (transcendent) and Sargun (immanent). 
Guru Granth Sahib in hymn 1353 connotes dharma as duty. The 3HO movement in 
Western culture, which has incorporated certain Sikh beliefs, defines Sikh Dharma 
broadly as all that that constitutes religion, moral duty and way of life. 

Scriptures and dharma 

The Guru Granth Sahib lays down the foundation of this "righteous path" and various 
salient points are found: 

• Sikh is bound by Dharma: The followers of this faith are bound by Dharma as 
advocated in their holy scriptures. The committed Sikh is encouraged to follow 
this path at all times. The first recitation of the Guru Granth Sahib called the 
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Japji Sahib says the following: "The path of the faithful shall never be blocked. 
The faithful shall depart with honor and fame. The faithful do not follow empty 
religious rituals. The faithful people are fully bound to do whatever the Dharma 
wants them to do. Such is the Name of the Immaculate Lord. Only one who has 
faith comes to know such a state of mind." (14) (Guru Granth Sahib Japji page 
3.) 

• Deeds are recorded: The persons thoughts and deeds are said to be recorded and 
the faithful is warned that these will be read out in the presence of the "Lord of 
Dharma". Two scribes called Chitr and Gupt, the angels of the conscious and the 
subconscious mind are busy writing ones thought and deeds. On death, the soul 
of the person he brought before "Lord of Dharma" are these account are read out 
as recorded in this quote:  

Day and night are the two distracting but fascinating nurses, in whose lap all 
the world forgetting reality is at play. Good deeds and bad deeds – the record is 
read out in the Presence of the Lord of Dharma. According to their own actions, 
some are drawn closer, and some are driven farther away. Those who have 
pondered on the Name have earned Merit through hard endeavor. Nanak, their 
faces radiant with Divine Light, many shall be emancipated in company with 
them. 

• Dharma administered by God: The scriptures further outline how the "Judge of 
Dharma" administers justice depending on the way that one has conducted life 
on Earth. The soul is either "cleared" or "subject to God's command" depending 
on the review of the person history. The holy text says: "The Righteous Judge of 
Dharma, by the Hukam of God's Command, sits and administers True Justice". 
and those followers who "chant the name of the Lord" are cleared as outlined 
thus: "Her account is cleared by the Righteous Judge of Dharma, when she 
chants the Name of the Lord, Har, Har." 

Dharma in symbols 

 
The wheel in the center of India’s flag symbolizes Dharma. 

The importance of dharma to Indian sentiments is illustrated by India’s decision in 
1947 to include the Ashoka Chakra, a depiction of the dharmachakra ( the "wheel of 
dharma"), as the central motif on its flag. 
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Chapter 23 

ARTHA 
 

Artha is one of the four aims of human life in Indian philosophy. The word artha 
literally translates as “meaning, sense, goal, purpose or essence” depending on the 
context. Artha is also a broader concept in the scriptures of Hinduism. As a concept, it 
has multiple meanings, all of which imply “means of life”, activities and resources that 
enables one to be in a state one wants to be in. 

Artha applies to both an individual and a government. In an individual’s context, artha 
includes wealth, career, activity to make a living, financial security and economic 
prosperity. The proper pursuit of artha is considered an important aim of human life in 
Hinduism. At government level, artha includes social, legal, economic and worldly 
affairs. Proper Arthashastra is considered an important and necessary objective of 
government. 

In Hindu traditions, Artha is connected to the three other aspects and goals of human 
life - Dharma (virtuous, proper, moral life), Kama (pleasure, sensuality, emotional 
fulfillment) and Moksha (liberation, release, self-actualization). Together, these 
mutually non-exclusive four aims of life are called Puruṣārtha. 

Definition and meaning 

Artha as a concept includes multiple meanings. It is difficult to capture the meaning of 
artha, or related terms of dharma, kama and moksha, each in a single English word. 

John Lochtefeld describes artha as the means of life, and includes material prosperity. 
Karl Potter explains it as an attitude and capability that enables one to make a living, 
to remain alive, to thrive as a free person. It includes economic prosperity, security and 
health of oneself and those one feels responsible for. Artha includes everything in one’s 
environment that allows one to live. It is neither an end state nor an endless goal of 
aimlessly amassing money, claims Karl Potter, rather it is an attitude and necessary 
requirement of human life. John Koller takes a different viewpoint than Karl Potter’s 
interpretation. John Koller suggests artha is not an attitude, rather it is one of the 
necessities of human life. A central premise of Hindu philosophy, claims Koller, is that 
every person should live a joyous and pleasurable life, that such fulfilling life requires 
every person’s needs and desires be acknowledged and fulfilled, that needs can only be 
satisfied through activity and when sufficient means for those activities are available. 
Artha, then, is best described as pursuit of activities and means necessary for a joyous 
and pleasurable life. 

Daya Krishna argues that artha, as well as the concept of Puruṣārthas, is a myth. The 
various schools and ancient Sanskrit texts provide no consensus opinion, notes 
Krishna, rather they present a debate, a diversity of views on what artha and 
Puruṣārtha means. Inconsistencies and conflicting verses are even present within the 
same script, such as the Manusmriti. Some ancient Indian texts suggest artha are 
instruments that enable satisfaction of desires; some include wealth, some include 
power, and some such as the bhakti schools include instruments to love God. Some of 
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this, suggests Krishna, reflects differences in human needs. Perhaps, conjectures 
Krishna, artha is just a subset of kama and karma. 

Vatsyayana in Kama Sutra defines artha as the acquisition of arts, land, cattle, wealth, 
equipages and friends. He explains, artha is also protection of what is already acquired, 
and the increase of what is protected. 

Gavin Flood explains artha as “worldly success” without violating dharma (moral 
responsibility), kama (love) and one’s journey towards moksha (spiritual liberation). 
Flood clarifies that artha in ancient Hindu literature, as well as purushartha, is better 
understood as a goal of Man (not a man). In other words, it is one of the four purposes 
of human life. The survival and the thriving of humans requires artha - that is, 
economic activity, wealth and its creation, worldly success, profit, political success and 
all that that is necessary for human existence. 

History 

The word Artha appears in the oldest known scriptures of India. However, the term 
connotes ‘purpose’, goal or ‘aim’ of something, often as purpose of ritual sacrifices. Over 
time, artha evolves into a broader concept in the Upanishadic era. It is first included as 
part of Trivarga concept (three categories of human life - dharma, artha and kama), 
which over time expanded into the concept Caturvarga (four categories, including 
moksha). Caturvarga is also referred to as Puruṣārtha. 

The Mimamsa school of Hinduism explained artha, dharma and kama by contrasting 
Puruṣārtha and Kratvartha. Puruṣārtha is human purpose of a yajna, while 
Kratvartha is sacrificial purpose of a yajna. They recognized and explained all human 
actions have two effects: first, every act affects itself regardless of actors involved; 
second, every act has human meanings, hopes and desires and affects each actor in a 
personal way. Jaimini explained in 3rd century BC, that this human meaning cannot 
be separated from the human goal. The phala (fruit, result) of a sacrifice is implicit in 
the artha (meaning, purpose) of the sacrifice. Mimamsa school then argued that man is 
for the purpose of actions demanded by Vedic injunctions (apauruseya), and such 
subordination of man to rituals allows man to reach heaven. Other schools of 
Hinduism, such as Yoga and Vedanta schools, disagreed with Mimamsa school. They 
argued that rituals and sacrifice are means, not ends. Their emphasis shifted from 
rituals to effort and knowledge, from heaven to moksha, from freedom after life to 
freedom in this life, from human being as a cog in cosmic wheel to human being as an 
end in himself. For example, Aitareya Aranyaka recites: 

He knows tomorrow, he knows the world and what is not the world. 
By the mortal he desires the immortal, being this endowed. 
Man is the sea, he is above all the world. 
Whatever he reaches he desires to go beyond it. 

—Aitareya Aranyaka, II.1.3 

Thereafter came a flowering of the Shastraic literature on Artha and other aims of 
human beings: of dharma in Dharmashastras, of artha in Arthashastras, of kama in 
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Kamashastras (Kamasutra being one part of the compendium). Different schools of 
Hinduism offer different perspectives on artha, just like dharma, karma and moksha. 
Most historical literature of ancient India from about 5th century BC and after, 
interlaces all four aims of humans. Many Upanishads as well as the two Indian Epics - 
the Ramayana and the Mahabharata - discuss and use the words dharma, artha, kama 
and moksha as part of their respective themes. Even subhasitas, gnomic and didatic 
Indian literature from 1st and 2nd millennium CE, incorporate artha and other three 
aims of human life. 

Relative precedence between Artha, Kama and Dharma 

Ancient Indian literature emphasizes that dharma is foremost. If dharma is ignored, 
artha and kama - profit and pleasure respectively - lead to social chaos. The Gautama 
Dharmashastra, Apastamba Dharmasutra and Yājñavalkya Smṛti, as examples, all 
suggest that dharma comes first and is more important than artha and kama. 

Vatsyayana, the author of Kamasutra, recognizes relative value of three goals as 
follows: artha is more important and should precede kama, while dharma is more 
important and should precede both kama and artha. Kautiliya’s Arthashastra, 
however, argues that artha is the foundation for the other two. Without prosperity and 
security in society or at individual level, both moral life and sensuality become difficult. 
Poverty breeds vice and hate, while prosperity breeds virtues and love, suggested 
Kautiliya. Kautilya adds that all three are mutually connected, and one should not 
cease enjoying life, nor virtuous behavior, nor pursuit of wealth creation. Excessive 
pursuit of any one aspect of life with complete rejection of other two, harms all three 
including the one excessively pursued. 

Some ancient Indian literature observe that the relative precedence of artha, kama and 
dharma are naturally different for different people and different age groups. In a baby 
or child, education and kama takes precedence; in youth kama and artha take 
precedence; while in old age dharma takes precedence. 

The Epics such as the Mahabharata debate the relative precedence of dharma, artha, 
kama and moksha, through the different characters in Book 12, the Book of Peace. 
Rishi Vidura says dharma must take the highest precedence. Arjuna claims without 
profit and prosperity (artha), people’s ability for dharma and kama fall apart. Bhima 
claims pleasure and sex (kama) come first, because without these there is no dharma, 
artha or moksha. Yudhisthira asserts dharma should always lead one, including in 
matters of artha and kama, but then admits balancing dharma, artha and kama is 
often confusing and difficult.  

In another book, the Mahabharata, suggests that morality, profit and pleasure - 
dharma, artha and kama - all three must go together for happiness: Morality is well 
practiced by the good. Morality, however, is always afflicted by two things, the desire of 
Profit entertained by those that covet it, and the desire for Pleasure cherished by those 
that are wedded to it. Whoever without afflicting Morality and Profit, or Morality and 
Pleasure, or Pleasure and Profit, followeth all three - Morality, Profit and Pleasure - 
always succeeds in obtaining great happiness. 

—The Mahabharata, Book 9.60 
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Contemporary relevance 

Gavin Flood suggests the concepts embedded in purushartha, which includes artha, 
reflect a deep understanding and insights into human nature, and of conflicts which are 
inevitably faced by all human beings. It is an attempt to acknowledge and encourage 
one to understand diversity yet seek coherence between people, rather than deny one or 
more aspects of human life or force a particular precept and code on people. 

Donald Davis suggests that artha, kama and dharma are broadly applicable human 
aims, that extend beyond Hindu studies. They are Indian perspective on the nature of 
human life, a perspective shared in Jain and Buddhist literature. 
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Chapter 24 

KAMA 

 

Kāma means desire, wish, longing in Indian literature. Kāma often connotes sexual 
desire and longing in contemporary literature, but the concept more broadly refers to 
any desire, wish, passion, longing, pleasure of the senses, the aesthetic enjoyment of 
life, affection, or love, with or without sexual connotations. 

Kāma is one of the four goals of human life in Hindu traditions. It is considered an 
essential and healthy goal of human life when pursued without sacrificing the other 
three goals: Dharma (virtuous, proper, moral life), Artha (material prosperity, income 
security, means of life) and Moksha (liberation, release, self-actualization). Together, 
these four aims of life are called Puruṣārtha. 

Definition and meaning 

Kāma means “desire, wish or longing”. In contemporary literature, kāma refers usually 
to sexual desire. However, the term also refers to any sensory enjoyment, emotional 
attraction and aesthetic pleasure such as from arts, dance, music, painting, sculptor 
and nature. 

The concept kāma is found in some of the earliest known verses in Vedas. For example, 
Book 10 of Rig Veda describes the creation of the universe from nothing by the great 
heat. There in hymn 129, it states: 

काम'तदG ेसमवत"तािध मनसो रेतः परथम ंयदासीत | 

सतो ब4धुमसित िनर�व4दन हHद" परतीIयाकवयो मनीषा || 

 
Thereafter rose Desire in the beginning, Desire the primal seed and germ of Spirit, 
Sages who searched with their heart's thought discovered the existent's kinship in the 
non-existent. 

—Rig Veda, ~ 15th Century BC 

Brhadaranyaka Upanishad, one of the oldest Upanishads of Hinduism, uses the term 
kāma, also in a broader sense, as any desire: 

Man consists of desire (kāma), 
As his desire is, so is his determination, 
As his determination is, so is his deed, 
Whatever his deed is, that he attains. 

—Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad, 7th Century BC 

Ancient Indian literature such as the Epics, that followed the Upanishads, develop and 
explain the concept of kāma together with Artha and Dharma. The Mahabharata, for 
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example, provides one of the expansive definitions of kāma. The Epic claims kāma to be 
any agreeable and desirable experience (pleasure) generated by the interaction of one of 
five senses with anything congenial to that sense and while the mind is concurrently in 
harmony with the other goals of human life (dharma, artha and moksha). 

Kāma often implies the short form of the word kāmanā (desire, appetition). Kāma, 
however, is more than kāmanā. Kāma is an experience that includes the discovery of 
object, learning about the object, emotional connection, process of enjoyment and the 
resulting feeling of well being before, during and after the experience. 

Vatsyayana, the author of Kamasutra, describes kāma as happiness that is a manasa 
vyapara (phenomenon of the mind). Just like the Mahabharata, Vatsyayana's 
Kamasutra defines kāma as pleasure an individual experiences from the world, with 
one or more senses - hearing, seeing, tasting, smelling and feeling - in harmony with 
one’s mind and soul. Experiencing harmonious music is kama, as is being inspired by 
natural beauty, the aesthetic appreciation of a work of art and admiring with joy 
something created by another human being. Kama sutra, in its discourse on kāma, 
describes many arts, dance and music forms, along with sex as means to pleasure and 
enjoyment. 

John Lochtefeld explains kāma as desires, noting that it often refers to sexual desire in 
contemporary literature, but in ancient Indian literature kāma includes any kind of 
attraction and pleasure such as those from the arts. 

Karl Potter describes kama as an attitude and capacity. A little girl who hugs her teddy 
bear with a smile is experiencing kama, as are two lovers in embrace. During these 
experiences, the person connects and identifies the loved as part of oneself, feels more 
complete, fulfilled and whole by experiencing that connection and nearness. This, in the 
Indian perspective, is kāma. 

Hindery notes the inconsistent and diverse exposition of kāma in various ancient texts 
of India. Some texts, such as the Epic Ramayana, paint kāma through the desire of 
Rama for Sita, one that transcends the physical and marital into a love that is 
spiritual, and something that gives Rama his meaning of life, his reason to live. Both 
Sita and Rama, frequently express their unwillingness and inability to live without the 
other. This romantic and spiritual view of kāma in the Ramayana by Valmiki is quite 
different, claim Hindery and others, than the normative and dry description of kāma in 
the law codes of smriti by Manu for example. 

Gavin Flood explains kāma as “love” without violating dharma (moral responsibility), 
artha (material prosperity) and one’s journey towards moksha (spiritual liberation). 

Kāma in Hinduism 

In Hinduism, kāma is regarded as one of the four proper and necessary goals of human 
life (purusharthas), the others being Dharma (virtuous, proper, moral life), Artha 
(material prosperity, income security, means of life) and Moksha (liberation, release, 
self-actualization). 
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Kāma is celebrated in many Hindu temples, such as Khajuraho and the Konark Temple (above). 

Relative precedence between Kama, Artha, and Dharma 

Ancient Indian literature emphasizes that dharma precedes and is essential. If dharma 
is ignored, artha and kama lead to social chaos. 

Vatsyayana in Kama Sutra recognizes relative value of three goals as follows: artha 
precedes kama, while dharma precedes both kama and artha. Vatsyayana, in Chapter 2 
of Kama sutra, presents a series of philosophical objections argued against kama and 
then offers his answers to refute those objections. For example, one objection to kāma 
(pleasure, enjoyment), acknowledges Vatsyayana, is this concern that kāma is an 
obstacle to moral and ethical life, to religious pursuits, to hard work, and to productive 
pursuit of prosperity and wealth. The pursuit of pleasure, claim objectors, encourages 
individuals to commit unrighteous deeds, bring distress, carelessness, levity and 
suffering later in life. These objections were then answered by Vatsyayana, with the 
declaration that kāma is as necessary to human beings as food, and kāma is holistic 
with dharma and artha. 

Kama is necessary for existence 

Just like good food is necessary for the well being of the body, good pleasure is 
necessary for healthy existence of a human being, suggests Vatsyayana. A life without 
pleasure and enjoyment - sexual, artistic, of nature - is hollow and empty. Just like no 
one should stop farming crops even though everyone knows herds of deer exist and will 
try to eat the crop as it grows up, in the same way claims Vatsyayana, one should not 
stop one's pursuit of kāma because dangers exist. Kama should be followed with 
thought, care, caution and enthusiasm, just like farming or any other life pursuit. 

Vatsyayana's book the Kama Sutra, in parts of the world, is presumed or depicted as a 
synonym for creative sexual positions; in reality, only 20% of Kama Sutra is about 
sexual positions. The majority of the book, notes Jacob Levy, is about the philosophy 
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and theory of love, what triggers desire, what sustains it, how and when it is good or 
bad. Kama Sutra presents kama as an essential and joyful aspect of human existence. 

Kama is holistic 

Vatsyayana claims kama is never in conflict with dharma or artha, rather all three 
coexist and kama results from the other two. 

A man practicing Dharma, Artha and Kama enjoys happiness now and in future. Any 
action which conduces to the practice of Dharma, Artha and Kama together, or of any 
two, or even one of them should be performed. But an action which conduces to the 
practice of one of them at the expense of the remaining two should not be performed. 

— Vatsyayana, The Kama sutra, Chapter 2 

Pleasure in general, sexual pleasure in particular, is neither shameful nor dirty, in 
Hindu philosophy. It is necessary for human life, essential for well being of every 
individual, and wholesome when pursued with due consideration of dharma and artha. 
Unlike the precepts of some religions, kāma is celebrated in Hinduism, as a value in its 
own right. Together with artha and dharma, it is an aspect of a holistic life. All three 
purusharthas - Dharma, Artha and Kama - are equally and simultaneously important. 

Kama and stage of life 

Some ancient Indian literature observe that the relative precedence of artha, kama and 
dharma are naturally different for different people and different age groups. In a baby 
or child, education and kāma (artistic desires) take precedence; in youth kāma and 
artha take precedence; while in old age dharma takes precedence. 

Kama as deity 

Kāma is personified as deity Kamadeva and his consort Rati. Deity Kama is 
comparable to the Greek deity Eros - they both trigger human sexual attraction and 
sensual desire. Kama rides a parrot, and the deity is armed with bow and arrows to 
pierce hearts. The bow is made of sugarcane stalk, the bowstring is a line of bees, and 
the arrows are tipped with five flowers representing five emotions-driven love states. 
The five flowers on Kama arrows are lotus flower (infatuation), ashoka flower 
(intoxication with thoughts about the other person), mango flower (exhaustion and 
emptiness in absence of the other), jasmine flower (pining for the other) and blue lotus 
flower (paralysis with confusion and feelings). Kama is also known as Ananga (literally 
"one without body") because desire strikes formlessly, through feelings in unseen ways. 
The other names for deity Kama include Madan (he who intoxicates with love), 
Manmatha (he who agitates the mind), Pradyumna (he who conquers all) and 
Kushumesu (he whose arrows are flowers). 

Kama in Buddhism 

In Buddhism's Pali Canon, the Gautama Buddha renounced (Pali: nekkhamma) 
sensuality (kāma) in route to his Awakening. Some Buddhist lay practitioners recite 
daily the Five Precepts, a commitment to abstain from "sexual misconduct" (kāmesu 
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micchācāra). Typical of Pali Canon discourses, the Dhammika Sutta (Sn 2.14) includes 
a more explicit correlate to this precept when the Buddha enjoins a follower to "observe 
celibacy or at least do not have sex with another's wife." 

Theosophy: kama, kamarupa and kamaloka 

In the Theosophy of Blavatsky, Kama is the fourth principle of the septenary, 
associated with emotions and desires, attachment to existence, volition, and lust. 

Kamaloka is a semi-material plane, subjective and invisible to humans, where 
disembodied "personalities", the astral forms, called Kama-rupa remain until they fade 
out from it by the complete exhaustion of the effects of the mental impulses that 
created these eidolons of human and animal passions and desires. It is associated with 
Hades of ancient Greeks and the Amenti of the Egyptians, the land of Silent Shadows; 
a division of the first group of the Trailõkya. 
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Chapter 25 

MOKSHA 
 

In Indian religions and Indian philosophy, moksha also called vimoksha, vimukti and 
mukti, means emancipation, liberation or release. In the soteriological and 
eschatological sense, it connotes freedom from saṃsāra, the cycle of death and rebirth. 
In the epistemological and psychological sense, moksha connotes freedom, self-
realization and self-knowledge. 

In Hindu traditions, moksha is a central concept and included as one of the four aspects 
and goals of human life; the other three goals are dharma (virtuous, proper, moral life), 
artha (material prosperity, income security, means of life), and kama (pleasure, 
sensuality, emotional fulfillment). Together, these four aims of life are called 
Puruṣārtha in Hinduism. 

 
Two Hindu sadhus near Pashupatinath Temple in Kathmandu, Nepal. Usually sadhus live by 

themselves, on the fringes of society, and spend their days in their pursuit of moksha. 

The concept of moksha is found in Jainism, Buddhism and Hinduism. In some schools 
of Indian religions, moksha is considered equivalent to and used interchangeably with 
other terms such as vimoksha, vimukti, kaivalya, apavarga, mukti, nihsreyasa and 
nirvana. However, terms such as moksha and nirvana differ and mean different states 
between various schools of Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism. The term nirvana is 
more common in Buddhism, while moksha is more prevalent in Hinduism. 

Etymology 

Moksha is derived from the root mu(n)c  which means free, let go, release, liberate. In 
Vedas and early Upanishads, the word mucyate appears, which means to be set free or 
release - such as of a horse from its harness. 

Definition and meanings 

The definition and meaning of moksha varies between various schools of Indian 
religions. Moksha means freedom, liberation; from what and how is where the schools 
differ. Moksha is also a concept that means liberation from rebirth or saṃsāra. This 
liberation can be attained while one is on earth (jivanmukti), or eschatologically 
(karmamukti, videhamukti). Some Indian traditions have emphasized liberation on 
concrete, ethical action within the world. This liberation is an epistemological 



284 

 

transformation that permits one to see the truth and reality behind the fog of 
ignorance.  

Moksha has been defined not merely as absence of suffering and release from bondage 
to saṃsāra, various schools of Hinduism also explain the concept as presence of the 
state of paripurna-brahmanubhava (oneness with Brahma, the One Supreme Self), a 
state of knowledge, peace and bliss. For example, Vivekachudamani - an ancient book 
on moksha, explains one of many meditative steps on the path to moksha, as: 

जाित नीित कुल गोJ दरूगं 

नाम Lप गुण दोष व�ज"तम ्| 

देश काल �वषया ितवित" यM 

NO तPवमिस भाव या:मिन ||२५४|| 

Beyond caste, creed, family or lineage, 
That which is without name and form, beyond merit and demerit, 
That which is beyond space, time and sense-objects, 
You are that, God himself; Meditate this within yourself. ||Verse 254|| 

—Vivekachudamani, 8th Century AD 

Moksha in eschatological sense 

Moksha is a concept associated with saṃsāra (birth-rebirth cycle). Samsara originated 
with new religious movements in the first millennium BCE. These new movements 
such as Buddhism, Jainism and new schools within Hinduism, saw human life as 
bondage to a repeated process of rebirth. This bondage to repeated rebirth and life, 
each life subject to injury, disease and aging, was seen as a cycle of suffering. By 
release from this cycle, the suffering involved in this cycle also ended. This release was 
called moksha, nirvana, kaivalya, mukti and other terms in various Indian religious 
traditions. 

Eschatological ideas evolved in Hinduism. In earliest Vedic literature, heaven and hell 
sufficed soteriological curiosities. Over time, the ancient scholars observed that people 
vary in the quality of virtuous or sinful life they lead, and began questioning how 
differences in each person’s puṇya (merit, good deeds) or pāp (demerit, sin) as human 
beings affected their afterlife.  

This question led to the conception of an afterlife where the person stayed in heaven or 
hell, in proportion to their merit or demerit, then returned to earth and were reborn, 
the cycle continuing indefinitely.  

The rebirth idea ultimately flowered into the ideas of saṃsāra, or transmigration - 
where one’s balance sheet of karma determined one’s rebirth. Along with this idea of 
saṃsāra, the ancient scholars developed the concept of moksha, as a state that released 
a person from the saṃsāra cycle. Moksha release in eschatological sense in these 
ancient literature of Hinduism, suggests van Buitenen, comes from self-knowledge and 
consciousness of oneness of supreme soul. 
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Moksha in epistemological and psychological sense 

The meaning of moksha in epistemological and psychological sense has been variously 
explained by scholars. For example, according to Deutsche, moksha is transcendental 
consciousness, the perfect state of being, of self-realization, of freedom and of "realizing 
the whole universe as the Self". 

Moksha in Hinduism, suggests Klaus Klostermaier, implies a setting free of hitherto 
fettered faculties, a removing of obstacles to an unrestricted life, permitting a person to 
be more truly a person in the full sense; the concept presumes an unused human 
potential of creativity, compassion and understanding which had been blocked and shut 
out. Moksha is more than liberation from life-rebirth cycle of suffering (samsara); 
Vedantic school separates this into two: jivanmukti (liberation in this life) and 
videhamukti (liberation after death). Moksha in this life includes psychological 
liberation from adhyasa (fears besetting one’s life) and avidya (ignorance or anything 
that is not true knowledge). 

Moksha as a state of perfection 

 
Gajendra Moksha (pictured) is a symbolic tale in Vaishnavism.  

The elephant Gajendra enters a lake where a crocodile Huhu clutches his leg and becomes his suffering. 
Despite his pain, he constantly remembers God Vishnu. God liberates him.  

Gajendra symbolically represents man, Huhu represents sins and the lake is saṃsāra. 

Moksha is, in many schools of Hinduism according to Daniel Ingalls, a state of 
perfection. The concept was seen as a natural goal beyond dharma. Moksha, in the 
Epics and ancient literature of Hinduism, is seen as achievable by the same techniques 
necessary to practice dharma. Self-discipline is the path to dharma, moksha is self-
discipline that is so perfect that it becomes unconscious, second nature. Dharma is thus 
a means to moksha. 

Samkhya school of Hinduism, for example, suggests one of the paths to moksha is to 
magnify one's sattvam. To magnify one's sattvam, one must develop oneself where one's 
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sattvam becomes one's instinctive nature. Dharma and moksha were thus understood 
by many schools of Hinduism as two points of a single journey of life, a journey for 
which the viaticum was discipline and self training. Over time, these ideas about 
moksha were challenged. 

Nagarjuna’s challenge 

Dharma and moksha, suggested Nagarjuna in the 2nd century, cannot be goals on the 
same journey. He pointed to the differences between the world we live in, and the 
freedom implied in the concept of moksha. They are so different that dharma and 
moksha could not be intellectually related. Dharma requires worldly thought, moksha 
is unworldly understanding, a state of bliss. How can the worldly thought process lead 
to unworldly understanding, asked Nagarjuna? Karl Potter explains the answer to this 
challenge as one of context and framework, the emergence of broader general principles 
of understanding from thought processes that are limited in one framework. 

Adi Shankara’s challenge 

Adi Shankara in 8th century AD, like Nagarjuna earlier, examined the difference 
between the world one lives in and moksha, a state of freedom and release one hopes 
for. Unlike Nagarjuna, Shankara considers the characteristics between the two. The 
world one lives in requires action as well as thought; our world, he suggests, is 
impossible without vyavahara (action and plurality). The world is interconnected, one 
object works on another, input is transformed into output, change is continuous and 
everywhere. Moksha, suggests Shankara, is that final perfect, blissful state where 
there can be no change, where there can be no plurality of states. It has to be a state of 
thought and consciousness that excludes action. How can action-oriented techniques by 
which we attain the first three goals of man (kama, artha and dharma) be useful to 
attain the last goal, namely moksha? 

Scholars suggest Shankara’s challenge to the concept of moksha parallels those of 
Plotinus against the Gnostics, with one important difference: Plotinus challenged 
Gnostics that they have exchanged anthropocentric set of virtues with a theocentric set 
in pursuit of salvation; Shankara challenged that the concept of moksha implied an 
exchange of anthropocentric set of virtues (dharma) with a blissful state that has no 
need for values. Shankara goes on to suggest that anthropocentric virtues suffice. 

Vaisnavas challenge 

Vaishnavism is one of the bhakti schools of Hinduism and devoted to the worship of 
God, that sings his name, anoints his image or idol, and has many sub-schools. 
Vaishnavas suggest that dharma and moksha cannot be two different or sequential 
goals or states of life. Instead, they suggest God should be kept in mind constantly to 
simultaneously achieve dharma and moksha, so constantly that one comes to feel one 
cannot live without God’s loving presence. This school emphasized love and adoration of 
God as the path to salvation and release (moksha), rather than works and knowledge. 
Their focus became divine virtues, rather than anthropocentric virtues. Daniel Ingalls 
calls Vaishnava’s position on moksha as similar to Christian position on salvation, and 
the school whose views on dharma, karma and moksha dominated the initial 
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impressions and colonial era literature on Hinduism, through the works of Thibaut, 
Max Müller and others. 

History 

The concept of moksha appears much later in ancient Indian literature than the 
concept of dharma. The proto-concept that first appears in the ancient Sanskrit verses 
and early Upanishads is mucyate, which means freed, released. It is the middle and 
later Upanishads, such as the Svetasvatara and Maitri, where the word moksha 
appears and begins becoming an important concept. 

Kathaka Upanishad, a middle Upanishadic era script dated to be about 2500 years old, 
is among the earliest expositions about saṃsāra and moksha. In Book I, Section III, the 
legend of boy Naciketa queries Yama, the lord of death to explain what causes saṃsāra 
and what leads to liberation. Naciketa inquires: what causes sorrow? Yama explains 
that suffering and saṃsāra results from a life that is lived absent-mindedly, with 
impurity, with neither the use of intelligence nor self-examination, where neither mind 
nor senses are guided by one’s atma (spirit). Liberation comes from a life lived with 
inner purity, alert mind, led by buddhi (reason, intelligence), realization of the 
Supreme Self (purusha) who dwells in all beings. Kathaka Upanishad asserts 
knowledge liberates, knowledge is freedom. Kathaka Upanishad also explains the role 
of yoga in personal liberation, moksha. 

Svetasvatara Upanishad, another middle era Upanishad written after Kathaka 
Upanishad, begins with questions such as why is man born, what is the primal cause 
behind the universe, what causes joy and sorrow in life? It then examines the various 
theories, that were then existing, about saṃsāra and release from bondage. 
Svetasvatara claims bondage results from ignorance, illusion or delusion; deliverance 
comes from knowledge. The Supreme Being dwells in every being, he is the primal 
cause, he is the eternal law, he is the essence of everything, he is nature, he is not a 
separate entity. Liberation comes to those who know Supreme Being is present as the 
Universal Spirit and Principle, just as they know butter is present in milk. Such 
realization, claims Svetasvatara, come from self-knowledge and self-discipline; and this 
knowledge and realization is liberation from transmigration, the final goal of the 
Upanishad. 

 

 
In myths and temples of India and Bali Indonesia, Sarasvati appears with swan. Sarasvati is the Hindu 

goddess of knowledge, learning and creative arts, while swan is a symbol of spiritual perfection, liberation 
and moksa. The symbolism of Sarasvati and the swan is that knowledge and moksa go together. 
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Starting with the middle Upanishad era, moksha - or equivalent terms such as mukti 
and kaivalya - is a major theme in many Upanishads. For example, Sarasvati Rahasya 
Upanishad, one of several Upanishads of the bhakti school of Hinduism, starts out with 
prayers to Goddess Sarasvati. She is the Hindu goddess of knowledge, learning and 
creative arts; her name is a compound word of ‘‘sara’’ and ‘‘sva’’, meaning “essence of 
self”. After the prayer verses, the Upanishad inquires about the secret to freedom and 
liberation (mukti). Sarasvati’s reply in the Upanishad is: 

It was through me the Creator himself gained liberating knowledge, 
I am being, consciousness, bliss, eternal freedom: unsullied, unlimited, unending. 
My perfect consciousness shines your world, like a beautiful face in a soiled mirror, 
Seeing that reflection I wish myself you, an individual soul, as if I could be finite! 
 
A finite soul, an infinite Goddess - these are false concepts, 
in the minds of those unacquainted with truth, 
No space, my loving devotee, exists between your self and my self, 
Know this and you are free. This is the secret wisdom. 

—Sarasvati Rahasya Upanishad, Translated by Linda Johnsen 

Evolution in the concept of mokṣa 

Moksha concept, according to Daniel Ingalls, represented one of many expansions in 
Hindu Vedic ideas of life and afterlife. In the Vedas, there were three stages of life: 
studentship, householdship and retirement. During Upanishadic era, Hinduism 
expanded this to include a fourth stage of life: complete abandonment. In Vedic 
literature, there are three modes of experience: waking, dream and deep sleep. The 
Upanishadic era expanded it to include turiyam - the stage beyond deep sleep. The 
Vedas suggest three goals of man: kama, artha and dharma. To these, Upanishadic era 
added moksha. 

The acceptance of concept of moksha in Hinduism was slow. Several schools of 
Hinduism refused to recognize moksha for centuries, considered it irrelevant. The 
Mimamsa school, for example, denied the goal and relevance of moksha well into the 
8th century AD, till the arrival of Mimamsa scholar named Kumarila. Instead of 
moksha, Mimamsa school of Hinduism considered the concept of heaven as sufficient to 
answer the question: what lay beyond this world after death. Other schools of 
Hinduism, over time, accepted the Moksha concept and refined it over time. 

It is unclear when core ideas of samsara and moksha were developed in ancient India. 
Patrick Olivelle suggests these ideas likely originated with new religious movements in 
the first millennium BCE. Mukti and moksha ideas, suggests J. A. B. van Buitenen, 
seem traceable to yogis in Hinduism, with long hair, who chose to live on the fringes of 
society, given to self-induced states of intoxication and ecstasy, possibly accepted as 
medicine-men and “sadhus” by the ancient Indian society. Moksha to these early 
concept developers, was the abandonment of the established order, not in favor of 
anarchy, but in favor of self-realization, to achieve release from this world. 
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Mokṣa is a key concept in Yoga, where it is a state of “awakening”, liberation and freedom in this life. 

In its historical development, the concept of moksha appears in three forms: Vedic, 
yogic and bhakti forms. In Vedic period, moksha was ritualistic. Mokṣa was claimed to 
result from properly completed rituals such as those before Agni - the fire deity. The 
significance of these rituals was to reproduce and recite the cosmic creation event 
described in the Vedas; the description of knowledge on different levels - adhilokam, 
adhibhutam, adhiyajnam, adhyatmam - helped the individual transcend to moksa. 
Knowledge was the means, the ritual its application. By middle to late Upanishadic 
period, the emphasis shifted to knowledge, and ritual activities were considered 
irrelevant to attainment of moksha. Yogic moksha replaced Vedic rituals with personal 
development and meditation, with hierarchical creation of the ultimate knowledge in 
self as the path to moksha. Yogic moksha principles were accepted in many other 
schools of Hinduism, albeit with differences. For example, Adi Shankara in his book on 
moksha suggests: 

अथ"'य िनSयो (Tो �वचारेण Hहतो�Vतः | 

न 'नानेन न दानेन �ाणायमशतेन वा || १३ || 
 
By reflection, reasoning and instructions of teachers, the truth is known, 
Not by ablutions, not by making donations, nor by performing hundreds of breath 
control exercises. || Verse 13 || 

—Vivekachudamani, 8th Century AD 

Bhakti moksha created the third historical path, where neither rituals nor meditative 
self-development were the way, rather it was inspired by constant love and 
contemplation of God, where over time results a perfect union with God. Some Bhakti 
schools evolved their ideas where God became the means and the end, transcending 
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moksha; the fruit of bhakti is bhakti itself. In the history of Indian religious traditions, 
additional ideas and paths to moksha beyond these three, appeared over time. 

Moksha, nirvana and kaivalya 

The words moksha, nirvana and kaivalya are sometimes used synonymously, because 
they all refer to the state that liberates a person from all causes of sorrow and 
suffering. However, in modern era literature, these concepts have different premises in 
different religions. Nirvana, a concept common in Buddhism, is the realization that 
there is no self nor consciousness; while moksha, a concept common in many schools of 
Hinduism, is acceptance of Self, realization of liberating knowledge, the consciousness 
of Oneness with all existence and understanding the whole universe as the Self. 
Nirvana starts with the premise that there is no Self, moksha on the other hand, starts 
with the premise that everything is the Self; there is no consciousness in the state of 
nirvana, but everything is One unified consciousness in the state of moksha. 

Kaivalya, a concept akin to moksha, rather than nirvana, is found in some schools of 
Hinduism such as the Yoga school. Kaivalya is the realization of aloofness with 
liberating knowledge of one’s self and union with the spiritual universe. For example, 
Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra suggests: 

त'य हेतुर�वXा, 

तदभावा:संयोगाभावो हानं तM (शेः कैवYयम ्| 
 
After the dissolution of avidya (ignorance), 
comes removal of communion with material world, 
this is the path to Kaivalyam. 

—Yoga Sutra (Sadhana Pada), 2:24-25 

Hinduism 

Ancient literature of different schools of Hinduism sometimes use different phrases for 
moksha. For example, Keval jnana or kaivalya ("state of Absolute"), Apavarga, 
Nihsreyasa, Paramapada, Brahmabhava, Brahmajnana and Brahmi sthiti. Modern 
literature additionally uses the Buddhist term nirvana interchangeably with moksha of 
Hinduism. There is difference between these ideas, as explained elsewhere in this 
article, but they are all soteriological concepts of various Indian religious traditions. 

The six major orthodox schools of Hinduism have had a historic debate, and disagree 
over whether moksha can be achieved in this life, or only after this life. Many of the 108 
Upanishads discuss amongst other things moksha. These discussions show the 
differences between the schools of Hinduism, a lack of consensus, with a few 
attempting to conflate the contrasting perspectives between various schools. For 
example, freedom and deliverance from birth-rebirth, argues Maitrayana Upanishad, 
comes neither from the Vedanta school’s doctrine (the knowledge of one’s own Self as 
the Supreme Soul) nor from the Samkhya school’s doctrine (distinction of the Purusha 
from what one is not), but from Vedic studies, observance of the Svadharma (personal 
duties), sticking to Asramas (stages of life). 
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The six major orthodox schools of Hindu philosophy offer the following views on 
moksha, each for their own reasons: the Nyaya, Vaisesika and Mimamsa schools of 
Hinduism consider moksha as possible only after death. Samkhya and Yoga schools 
consider moksha as possible in this life. In Vedanta school, the Advaita sub-school 
concludes moksha is possible in this life, while Dvaita and Visistadvaita sub-schools of 
Vedanta tradition believes that moksha is a continuous event, one assisted by loving 
devotion to God, that extends from this life to post-mortem. Beyond these six orthodox 
schools, some heterodox schools of Hindu tradition, such as Carvaka, deny there is a 
soul or after life moksha. 

Sāmkhya, Yoga and mokṣa 

Both Sāmkhya and Yoga systems of religious thought are mokshaśāstras, suggests 
Knut Jacobsen, they are systems of salvific liberation and release. Sāmkhya is a system 
of interpretation, primarily a theory about the world. Yoga is both a theory and a 
practice. Yoga gained wide acceptance in ancient India, its ideas and practices became 
part of many religious schools in Hinduism, including those that were very different 
from Sāmkhya. The eight limbs of yoga can be interpreted as a way to liberation 
(moksha). 

In Sāmkhya literature, liberation is commonly referred to as kaivalya. In this school, 
kaivalya means the realization of purusa, the principle of consciousness, as 
independent from mind and body, as different from prakrti. Like many schools of 
Hinduism, in Sāmkhya and Yoga schools, the emphasis is on the attainment of 
knowledge, vidyā or jñāna, as necessary for salvific liberation, moksha. Yoga’s purpose 
is then seen as a means to remove the avidyā - that is, ignorance or 
misleading/incorrect knowledge about one self and the universe. It seeks to end 
ordinary reflexive awareness (cittavrtti nirodhah) with deeper, purer and holistic 
awareness (asamprājñāta samādhi). Yoga, during the pursuit of moksha, encourages 
practice (abhyāsa) with detachment (vairāgya), which over time leads to deep 
concentration (samādhi). Detachment means withdrawal from outer world and calming 
of mind, while practice means the application of effort over time. Such steps are 
claimed by Yoga school as leading to samādhi, a state of deep awareness, release and 
bliss called kaivalya. 

Yoga, or mārga, in Hinduism is widely classified into four spiritual practices. The first 
mārga is Jñāna Yoga, the way of knowledge. The second mārga is Bhakti Yoga, the way 
of loving devotion to God. The third mārga is Karma Yoga, the way of works. The 
fourth mārga is Rāja Yoga, the way of contemplation and meditation. These mārgas are 
part of different schools in Hinduism, and their definition and methods to moksha. For 
example, the Advaita Vedanta school relies on Jñāna Yoga in its teachings of moksha. 

Vedanta and mokṣa 

The three main sub-schools in Vedanta school of Hinduism - Advaita Vedanta, 
Vishistadvaita and Dvaita - each have their own views about moksha. 

The Vedantic school of Hinduism suggests the first step towards mokṣa begins with 
mumuksutva, that is desire of liberation. This takes the form of questions about self, 
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what is true, why do things or events make us happy or cause suffering, and so on. This 
longing for liberating knowledge is assisted by, claims Adi Shankara of Advaita 
Vedanta, guru (teacher), study of historical knowledge and viveka (critical thinking). 
Shankara cautions that the guru and historic knowledge may be distorted, so traditions 
and historical assumptions must be questioned by the individual seeking moksha. 
Those who are on their path to moksha (samnyasin), suggests Klaus Klostermaier, are 
quintessentially free individuals, without craving for anything in the worldly life, thus 
are neither dominated by, nor dominating anyone else. 

Vivekachudamani, which literally means “Crown Jewel of Discriminatory Reasoning”, 
is a book devoted to moksa in Vedanta philosophy. It explains what behaviors and 
pursuits lead to moksha, as well what actions and assumptions hinder moksha. The 
four essential conditions, according to Vivekachudamani, before one can commence on 
the path of moksha include (1) vivekah (discrimination, critical reasoning) between 
everlasting principles and fleeting world; (2) viragah (indifference, lack of craving) for 
material rewards; (3) samah (calmness of mind), and (4) damah (self restraint, 
temperance). The Brahmasutrabhasya adds to the above four requirements, the 
following: uparati (lack of bias, dispassion), titiksa (endurance, patience), sraddha 
(faith) and samadhana (intentness, commitment). 

The Advaita tradition considers moksha achievable by removing avidya (ignorance). 
Moksha is seen as a final release from illusion, and through knowledge (anubhava) of 
one's own fundamental nature, which is Satcitananda. Advaita holds there is no 
being/non-being distinction between Atman, Brahman, and Paramatman. The 
knowledge of Brahman leads to moksha, where Brahman is described as that which is 
the origin and end of all things, the universal principle behind and at source of 
everything that exists, consciousness that pervades everything and everyone. Advaita 
Vedanta emphasizes Jnana Yoga as the means of achieving moksha. Bliss, claims this 
school, is the fruit of knowledge (vidya) and work (karma). 

The Dvaita (dualism) traditions define moksha as the loving, eternal union with God 
(Vishnu) and considered the highest perfection of existence. Dvaita schools suggest 
every soul encounters liberation differently. Dualist schools (e.g. Vaishnava) see God as 
the object of love, for example, a personified monotheistic conception of Shiva or 
Vishnu. By immersing oneself in the love of God, one's karmas slough off, one's 
illusions decay, and truth is lived. Both the worshiped and worshiper gradually lose 
their illusory sense of separation and only One beyond all names remains. This is 
salvation to dualist schools of Hinduism. Dvaita Vedanta emphasizes Bhakti Yoga as 
the means of achieving moksha. 

The Vishistadvaita tradition, led by Ramanuja, defines avidya and moksha differently 
from the Advaita tradition. To Ramanuja, avidya is a focus on Self, vidya is focus on a 
loving God. Vishistadvaita school argues that other schools of Hinduism are creating a 
false sense of agency in individuals, which makes the individual think oneself as 
potential or self-realized God. Such ideas, claims Ramanuja, decay to materialism, 
hedonism and self worship. Individuals forget Ishvara (God). Mukti, to Vishistadvaita 
school, is release from such avidya, towards the intuition and eternal union with God 
(Vishnu). 
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Mokṣa in this life 

Among the Samkhya, Yoga and Vedanta schools of Hinduism, liberation and freedom 
reached within one’s life is referred to as jivanmukti, and the individual who has 
experienced this state is called jivanmukta (self-realized person). Dozens of 
Upanishads, including those from middle Upanishadic period, mention or describe the 
state of liberation, jivanmukti. Some contrast jivanmukti with videhamukti (moksha 
from samsara after death). Jivanmukti is a state that transforms the nature, attributes 
and behaviors of an individual, claim these ancient texts of Hindu philosophy. For 
example, according to Naradaparivrajaka Upanishad, the liberated individual shows 
attributes such as: 

• he is not bothered by disrespect and endures cruel words, treats others with 
respect regardless of how others treat him; 

• when confronted by an angry person he does not return anger, instead replies 
with soft and kind words; 

• even if tortured, he speaks and trusts the truth; 
• he does not crave for blessings or expect praise from others; 
• he never injures or harms any life or being (ahimsa), he is intent in the welfare 

of all beings; 
• he is as comfortable being alone as in the presence of others; 
• he is as comfortable with a bowl, at the foot of a tree in tattered robe without 

help, as when he is in a mithuna (union of mendicants), grama (village) and 
nagara (city); 

• he doesn’t care about or wear sikha (tuft of hair on the back of head for religious 
reasons), nor the holy thread across his body. To him, knowledge is sikha, 
knowledge is the holy thread, knowledge alone is supreme. Outer appearances 
and rituals do not matter to him, only knowledge matters; 

• for him there is no invocation nor dismissal of deities, no mantra nor non-
mantra, no prostrations nor worship of gods, goddess or ancestors, nothing other 
than knowledge of Self; 

• he is humble, high-spirited, of clear and steady mind, straightforward, 
compassionate, patient, indifferent, courageous, speaks firmly and with sweet 
words. 

Mokṣa in Balinese Hinduism 

Balinese Hinduism incorporates moksha as one of five tattwas. The other four are: 
brahman (the one supreme god head, not to be confused with Brahmin), atma (soul or 
spirit), karma (actions and reciprocity, causality), samsara (principle of rebirth, 
reincarnation). Moksha, in Balinese Hindu belief, is the possibility of unity with the 
divine; it is sometimes referred to as nirwana. 

Buddhism 

In Buddhism the concept of liberation is Nirvana. It is referred to as "the highest 
happiness" and is the goal of the Theravada-Buddhist path, while in the Mahayana it is 
seen as a secondary effect of becoming a fully enlightened Buddha 
(Samyaksambuddha). 
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Jainism 

In Jainism, moksa and nirvana are one and the same. When a soul (atman) achieves 
moksa, it is released from the cycle of births and deaths, and achieves its pure self. It 
then becomes a siddha (literally means one who has accomplished his ultimate 
objective). Attaining Moksa requires annihilation of all karmas, good and bad, because 
if karma is left, it must bear fruit. 

Sikhism 

The Sikh concept of mukti (moksha) is essentially that of jivan mukti, the one 
attainable in one’s lifetime itself. Sikhism rejects the idea of considering renunciation 
as the vesture of a jivan mukta. Contrast with it, for example, the Jain view according 
to which “The liberated persons… have to lead a mendicant’s life, for, otherwise, they 
cannot keep themselves free from karma” (G. N. Joshi: Atman and Mokhsa. Gujarat 
University, Ahmedabad, 1965, p. 260). 

Jivan mukti itself brings one to the brink of videha mukti (incorporeal emancipation) 
which is freedom not from the present body, but from any corporeal state hereafter. It 
spells for the mukta a final cessation of the weals and woes of the cycle of birth-death-
birth (janam-maran). This ultimate mukti is a continuation of jivan mukti, going on 
after the shedding away of the corporeal frame to the final absorption into the One 
Absolute—the blending of light with Light (joti jot samana). 

The Sikh mukti is positive concept in two important ways. First it stands for the 
realization of the ultimate Reality, a real enlightenment (jnana). The mukta is not just 
free from this or that, he is the master of sense and self, fearless (nirbhai) and devoid of 
rancor (nirvair), upright yet humble, treating all creatures as if they were he himself, 
wanting nothing, clinging to nothing. 

In Sikhism, one rises from the life of dos and don'ts to that of perfection — a state of 
"at-one-ment" with the All-self. Secondly, the mukta is not just a friend for all, he even 
strives for their freedom as well. He no longer lives for himself, he lives for others. 
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Chapter 26 

ISHVARA 
 

Ishvara is a concept in Hinduism, with a wide range of meanings that depend on the 
era and the school of Hinduism. In ancient texts of Indian philosophy, Ishvara means 
supreme soul, Brahman (Highest Reality), ruler, king or husband depending on the 
context. In medieval era texts, Ishvara means God, Supreme Being, personal god, or 
special Self depending on the school of Hinduism. 

In Shaivism, Ishvara is synonymous with "Shiva", as the "Supreme lord over other 
Gods" in the pluralistic sense, or as an Ishta-deva in pluralistic thought. In 
Vaishnavism, it is synonymous with Vishnu. In traditional Bhakti movements, Ishvara 
is one or more deities of an individual's preference from Hinduism's polytheistic canon 
of deities. In modern sectarian movements such as Arya Samaj and Brahmoism, 
Ishvara takes the form of a monotheistic God. In Yoga school of Hinduism, it is any 
"personal deity" or "spiritual inspiration". In Advaita Vedanta school, Ishvara is a 
monistic Universal Absolute that connects and is the Oneness in everyone and 
everything. 

Etymology 

The root of the word Ishvara comes from īś- (ईश, Ish) which means "capable of" and 
"owner, ruler, chief of", ultimately cognate with English own (Germanic *aigana-, PIE 
*aik-). The second part of the word Ishvara is vara which means depending on context, 
"best, excellent, beautiful", "choice, wish, blessing, boon, gift", and "suitor, lover, one 
who solicits a girl in marriage". The composite word, Ishvara literally means "owner of 
best, beautiful", "ruler of choices, blessings, boons", or "chief of suitor, lover". 

As a concept, Ishvara in ancient and medieval Sanskrit texts, variously means God, 
Supreme Being, Supreme Soul, lord, king or ruler, rich or wealthy man, god of love, 
deity Shiva, one of the Rudras, prince, husband and the number eleven. 

The word Īśvara never appears in Rigveda. However, the verb īś- does appear in Rig 
veda, where the context suggests that the meaning of it is "capable of, able to". It is 
absent in Samaveda, is rare is Atharvaveda, appears in Samhitas of Yajurveda. The 
contextual meaning, however as the ancient Indian grammarian Pāṇini explains, is 
neither god nor supreme being. 

The word Īśvara appears in numerous ancient Dharmasutras. However, Patrick 
Olivelle states that there Ishvara does not mean God, but means Vedas. Deshpande 
states that Ishvara in Dharmasutras could alternatively mean king, with the context 
literally asserting that "the Dharmasutras are as important as Ishvara (the king) on 
matters of public importance". 

In Saivite traditions of Hinduism, the term is used as part of the compound 
"Maheshvara" ("great lord") as a name for Shiva. In Mahayana Buddhism it is used as 
part of the compound "Avalokiteśvara" ("lord who hears the cries of the world"), the 
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name of a bodhisattva revered for her compassion. When referring to divine as female, 
particularly in Shaktism, the feminine Īśvarī is sometimes used. 

Schools of thought 

Among the six systems of Hindu philosophy, Samkhya and Mimamsa do not consider 
the concept of Ishvara, i.e., a supreme being, relevant. Yoga, Vaisheshika, Vedanta and 
Nyaya schools of Hinduism discuss Ishvara, but assign different meanings. 

Desmarais states that Isvara is a metaphysical concept in Yogasutras. It does not 
mention deity anywhere, nor does it mention any devotional practices (Bhakti), nor 
does it give Ishvara characteristics typically associated with a deity. In Yoga school of 
Hinduism, states Whicher, Isvara is neither a creator God nor the universal Absolute of 
Advaita Vedanta school of Hinduism. Whicher also notes that some theistic sub-schools 
of Vedanta philosophy of Hinduism, inspired by the Yoga school, explain the term 
Ishvara as the "Supreme Being that rules over the cosmos and the individuated 
beings". Malinar states that in Samkhya-Yoga schools of Hinduism, Isvara is neither a 
creator-God, nor a savior-God. 

Zimmer in his 1951 Indian philosophies book noted that the Bhakti sub-schools refer to 
Isvara as a Divine Lord, or the deity of specific Bhakti sub-school. Modern sectarian 
movements have emphasized Ishvara as Supreme Lord; for example, Hare Krishna 
movement considers Krishna as the Lord, Arya Samaj and Brahmoism movements – 
influenced by Christian and Islamic movements in India – conceptualize Ishvara as a 
monotheistic all powerful Lord. In traditional theistic sub-schools of Hinduism, such as 
the Vishishtadvaita Vedanta of Ramanuja and Dvaita Vedanta of Madhva, Ishvara is 
identified as Lord Vishnu/Narayana, that is distinct from the Prakriti (material world) 
and Purusa (soul, spirit). 

Radhakrishnan and Moore state that these variations in Isvara concept is consistent 
with Hinduism's notion of "personal God" where the "ideals or manifestation of 
individual's highest Self values that are esteemed". Riepe, and others, state that 
schools of Hinduism leave the individual with freedom and choice of conceptualizing 
Isvara in any meaningful manner he or she wishes, either in the form of "deity of one's 
choice" or "formless Brahman (Absolute Reality, Universal Principle, true special Self)". 

In Samkhya school of Hinduism 

Samkhya is called one of the several major atheistic schools of Hinduism by some 
scholars. Others, such as Jacobsen, Samkhya is more accurately described as non-
theistic. Isvara is considered an irrelevant concept, neither defined nor denied, in 
Samkhya school of Hindu philosophy. 

In Yoga school of Hinduism 

The Yogasutras of Patanjali, the foundational text of Yoga school of Hinduism, uses the 
term Ishvara in 11 verses: I.23 through I.29, II.1, II.2, II.32 and II.45. Ever since the 
Sutra's release, Hindu scholars have debated and commented on who or what is Isvara? 
These commentaries range from defining Isvara from a "personal god" to "special self" 
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to "anything that has spiritual significance to the individual". Whicher explains that 
while Patanjali's terse verses can be interpreted both as theistic or non-theistic, 
Patanjali's concept of Isvara in Yoga philosophy functions as a "transformative catalyst 
or guide for aiding the yogin on the path to spiritual emancipation". 

Patanjali defines Isvara (Sanskrit: ई&र) in verse 24 of Book 1, as "a special Self 

(पु*ष�वशेष, puruṣa-viśeṣa)", 

Sanskrit: �लेश कम" �वपाकाशयैःपरामTृः पु*ष�वशेष ई&रः ॥२४॥ 

– Yoga Sutras I.24 

This sutra of Yoga philosophy of Hinduism adds the characteristics of Isvara as that 
special Self which is unaffected by one's obstacles/hardships, one's circumstances 
created by past or one's current actions, one's life fruits, and one's psychological 
dispositions/intentions. 

Patanjali's concept of Isvara is neither a creator God nor the universal Absolute of 
Advaita Vedanta school of Hinduism. 

In Vaisesika school of Hinduism 

Vaiśeṣika school of Hinduism, as founded by Kanada in 1st millennium BC, neither 
required nor relied on Ishvara for its atomistic naturalism philosophy. To it, substances 
and paramāṇu (atoms) were eternal, they moved and interacted based on impersonal, 
eternal adrsta (अ(T, invisible) laws of nature. The concept of Ishvara, among others, 
entered into Vaisheshika school many centuries later in 1st millennium AD. This 
evolution in ideas aimed to explain how and why its so-called "atoms" have a particular 
order and proportions. These later-age ancient Vaiśeṣika scholars retained their belief 
that substances are eternal, added Ishvara as another eternal who is also omniscient 
and omnipresent (not omnipotent). Ishvara did not create the world, according to this 
school of Hindu scholars, but He only created invisible laws that operate the world and 
then He becomes passive and lets those hidden universal laws do its thing. Thus, 
Vaisheshika's Ishvara mirrors Deus otiosus of Deism. Vaisheshika school's Ishvara, 
states Klaus Klostermaier, can be understood as an eternal God who co-exists in the 
universe with eternal substances and atoms, but He "winds up the clock, and lets it run 
its course". 

In Nyaya school of Hinduism 

Early Nyaya school scholars considered the hypothesis of Ishvara as a creator God with 
the power to grant blessings, boons and fruits. However, the early Nyaya scholars 
rejected this hypothesis, and were non-theistic or atheists. Later scholars of Nyaya 
school reconsidered this question and offered counter arguments for what is Ishvara 
and various arguments to prove the existence of Ishvara. 

In Nyayasutra's Book 4, Chapter 1 examines what causes production and destruction of 
entities (life, matter) in universe. It considers many hypotheses, including Ishvara. 
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Verses 19-21, postulates Ishvara exists and is the cause, states a consequence of 
postulate, then presents contrary evidence, and from contradiction concludes that the 
postulate must be invalid. 

िस;ा4तसूJ : ई&रः कारणम,् पु*षकमा"फYयदश"नात ्

पूव"प7सूJ : न, पु*षकमा"भावे \लािनIप�ेः 

िस;ा4तसूJ : त:का]रत:वादहेतुः 

Proposition sutra: Ishvara is the cause, since we see sometimes human action lacks 
fruits (results). 
Prima facie objection sutra: This is not so since, as a matter of fact, no fruit is 
accomplished without human action. 
Conclusion sutra: Not so, since it is influenced by him. 

—Nyaya Sutra, IV.1.19 - IV.1.21  

Centuries later, the 5th century CE Nyaya school scholar Prastapada revisited the 
premise of Ishvara. He was followed by Udayana, who in his text Nyayakusumanjali, 
interpreted "it" in verse 4.1.21 of Nyaya Sutra above, as "human action" and "him" as 
"Ishvara", then he developed counter arguments to prove the existence of Ishvara. In 
developing his arguments, he inherently defined Ishvara as efficient cause, omnipotent, 
omniscient, infallible, giver of gifts, ability and meaning to humanity, divine creator of 
the world as well as the moral principles, and the unseen power that makes the karma 
doctrine work. 

In Mimamsa school of Hinduism 

Mīmāṃsā scholars of Hinduism questioned what is Ishvara (God)? They used their 
pramana tools to cross examine answers offered by other schools of Hinduism. For 
example, when Nyaya scholars stated God is omnipotent, omniscient and infallible, 
that the world is the result of God's creation which is proved by the presence of 
creatures, just like human work proves human existence, Mimamsa scholars asked, 
why does this God create the world, for what reason? Further, they added, it cannot be 
because of Ishvara's love to human beings because this world – if Ishvara created it – is 
imperfect and human souls are suffering in it. Mimamsa scholars of Hinduism raised 
numerous objections to any definition of Ishvara along with its premises, deconstructed 
justifications offered, and considered Ishvara concept unnecessary for a consistent 
philosophy and moksha (soteriology). 

In Vedanta school of Hinduism 

Advaita Vedanta 

Advaita Vedanta school of Hinduism posits Ishvara in a number of ways 
(metaphysically, epistemologically), then cross examines it, reasoning that there is no 
room for gods and deity. Ishvara is defined as a creator God, but shown to be 
inconsistent and unnecessary. Mohanty asserts that Ishvara is a theoretical 
instrument, not a sacred reality in Advaita Vedanta. Adi Sankara of Advaita sub-school 
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of Hinduism states that Self-knowledge is the paramount and soteriological goal of 
Man, where the monistic principle of Oneness of Self, every living being and everything 
in the universe is part of self-realization and moksha. Sankara states the Self and 
every individual is Ishvara, in his text Upadesasahasri, everyone and everything is 
connected, integral oneness of Brahman (Ultimate Reality, Universal Absolute, 
Supreme Principle). Ishvara is that which is "free from avidya (ignorance), free from 
ahamkrti (ego-sense), free from bandhana (bondage)", a Self that is "pure, enlightened, 
liberated". To Advaitins, Ishvara is the efficient and material cause of the creation, yet 
another name for the creative and expressive aspect of the Brahman that is in every 
living being and everywhere. There is no otherness nor distinction between Jiva (living 
being) and Ishvara, and any attempts to distinguish the two is a false idea, one based 
on wrong knowledge, according to Advaita Vedanta. 

Advaitin's Ishvara is similar in some ways to Adi Buddha of Madhyamika Buddhists; 
Advaita Vedanta shares monism foundations and methodology with, but is not a 
nastika philosophy, as the Madhyamika school of Buddhism. Like other schools of 
Hinduism, Advaitins believe that there is a "Self" and "Soul", unlike Buddhism which 
believes in "no self, no soul". Advaitins use the construct of Ishvara, to build their 
concept of "transcendent self". 

Nelson states that Ishvara, to Adi Shankara, is a paradigm for living liberation. 

ई&रः अहम ्
Ishvara, I am. 

—Adi Shankara, Upadesasahasri 2.3.1, 2.10.8  

Other Advaitin Hindu texts resonate with the monist views of Adi Shankara. For 
example, Isa Upanishad, in hymn 1.5-7, states Ishvara is "above everything, outside 
everything, beyond everything, yet also within everything"; he who knows himself as 
all beings and all beings as himself – he never becomes alarmed before anyone. He 
becomes free from fears, from delusions, from root cause of evil. He becomes pure, 
invulnerable, unified, free from evil, true to truth, liberated like Ishvara. 

 

Vishishta Advaita Vedanta 

Ishvara, in Vishishtadvaita Vedanta sub-school of Hinduism, is a composite concept of 
dualism and non-dualism, or "non-dualism with differentiation". Ishvara, 
Vishishtadvaitin scholars such as the 11th century Ramanuja state, is the omnipresent, 
omnipotent and omniscient supreme creator, ruler of all existence. He is both the 
material and efficient cause, transcendent and immanent. Ishvara manifests in five 
forms, believe Vishishtadvaitins: para (transcendent), vyuha (emanations), vibhava 
(incarnations), antaryamin (dwells inside), and arca (icons). According to this sub-
school, states John Grimes, Ishvara possesses six divine qualities: jnana (knowledge), 
bala (strength), aisvarya (lordship), sakti (power), virya (virility) and tejas (splendor). 
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Ramanuja's Vishishtadvaita concepts provided the foundation for several Bhakti 
movements of Hinduism, such as those by Sri Aurobindo and Basava's Lingayat 
Sharana. 

Dvaita Vedanta 

The Dvaita (dualism) sub-school of Vedanta Hinduism, founded by 13th century 
Madhva, defines Ishvara as creator God that is distinct from Jiva (individual souls in 
living beings). Narayana (Vishnu) is considered to be Ishvara, and the Vaishnavism 
movement arose on the foundation developed by Dvaita Vedanta sub-school. 

Ishvara (God) is a complete, perfect and the highest reality to Dvaitins, and 
simultaneously the world is separate reality for them, unlike competing thoughts in 
other sub-schools of Vedanta. In Dvaita sub-school, Jiva (individual soul) is different, 
yet dependent on Ishvara (God). Both possess the attributes of consciousness, bliss and 
existence, but the individual soul is considered atomic, while God is all encompassing. 
The attributes of Jiva struggle to manifest, while of God it is fully manifested. 

Madhva states there are five permutations of differences between Jiva (individual 
souls) and Ishvara (God): between God and souls, between God and matter, between 
souls and matter, between one soul and another soul, and between one material thing 
and another material thing. The differences are both qualitative and quantitative. 
Unlike Advaita Vedantins who hold that knowledge can lead to Oneness with Everyone 
and fusion with Universal Absolute, to the state of moksha in this life, Dvaita 
Vedantins hold that moksha is possible only in after-life if God so wills (if not, then 
one's soul is reborn). Further, Madhva highlights that God creates individual souls, but 
the individual soul never was and never will become one with God; the best it can do is 
to experience bliss by getting infinitely close to God. 

The world, called Maya, is held as the divine will of Ishvara. Jiva suffers, experiences 
misery and bondage, state Dvaitins, because of "ignorance and incorrect knowledge" 
(ajnana). Liberation occurs with the correct knowledge and attainment unto Lord 
Narayana. It is His grace that gives salvation according to Dvaita sub-school, which is 
achievable by predominance of sattva guna (moral, constructive, simple, kindness-filled 
life), and therefore Dvaitins must live a dharmic life while constantly remembering, 
deeply loving Ishvara. 

Achintya-Bheda-Abheda 

Acintya bhedābheda is a sub-school of Vedanta representing the philosophy of 
inconceivable one-ness and difference, in relation to the power creation and creator, 
Ishvara, (Krishna). 

In Sanskrit achintya means 'inconceivable', bheda translates as 'difference', and abheda 
translates as 'one-ness'. Spirit souls are considered part of God and thus one with Him 
in quality, and yet at the same time different from Him in quantity. This is called 
acintya-bheda-abheda-tattva, inconceivable, simultaneous oneness and difference. 
Caitanya's philosophy of acintya-bhedābheda-tattva completed the progression to 
devotional theism. Rāmānuja had agreed with Śaṅkara that the Absolute is one only, 
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but he had disagreed by affirming individual variety within that oneness. Madhva had 
underscored the eternal duality of the Supreme and the Jīva: he had maintained that 
this duality endures even after liberation. Caitanya, in turn, specified that the 
Supreme and the jīvas are "inconceivably, simultaneously one and different" (acintya-
bheda-abheda). 

In Carvaka school of Hinduism 

Cārvāka, another atheist tradition in Hinduism, was materialist and a school of 
philosophical scepticism. They rejected all concepts of Ishvara as well as all forms of 
supernaturalism. 
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Chapter 27 

GOD IN HINDUISM 

 

In Hindu monotheism, the concept of God varies from one sect to another. Hinduism 
(by its nature as a regional rather than a doctrinal religious category) is not exclusively 
monotheistic, and has been described as spanning a wide range of henotheism, 
monotheism, polytheism, panentheism, pantheism, pandeism, monism, atheism and 
nontheism etc. 

The philosophical system of Advaita or non-dualism as it developed in the Vedanta 
school of Hindu philosophy, especially as set out in the Upanishads and popularised by 
Adi Shankara in the 9th century, would become the basis of mainstream Hinduism as 
it developed in the medieval period. This non-dualism postulates the identity of the Self 
or Atman with the Whole or Brahman, and can be described as monism or pantheism. 

Forms of explicit monotheism find mention in the canonical Bhagavad Gita. Explicit 
monotheism in the form of emotional or ecstatic devotion (bhakti) to a single external 
and personal deity (in the form of Shiva or Vishnu) became popular in South India in 
the early medieval period. Ecstatic devotion to Krishna, a form of Vishnu, gained 
popularity throughout India during the Middle Ages and gave rise to schools of 
Vaishnavism. Ecstatic devotion to Goddess Durga became popular in some parts of 
India in the later medieval and early modern ages.  

Vaishnavism, particularly Krishnaism, Shaktism and some forms of Shaivism remain 
the most explicit forms of monotheistic worship of a personal God within Hinduism. 
Other Hindus, such as many of those who practice Shaivism, tend to assume the 
existence of a singular God, but do not necessarily associate God with aspects of a 
personality. Rather they envisage God as an impersonal Absolute (Brahman), who can 
be worshipped only in part in a human form. 

The term Ishvara may refer to any of the monotheistic or monistic conceptions within 
Hinduism, depending on context. 

Brahman 

In Hinduism, Brahman (NOन ्brahman) is the one supreme, universal Spirit that is the 
origin and support of the phenomenal universe. Brahman is sometimes referred to as 
the Absolute or Godhead. Brahman is conceived as personal ("with qualities"), 
impersonal ("without qualities") and/or supreme depending on the philosophical school. 

The sages of the Upanishads teach that Brahman is the ultimate essence of material 
phenomena (including the original identity of the human self) that cannot be seen or 
heard but whose nature can be known through the development of self-knowledge 
(atma jnana). According to Advaita, a liberated human being (jivanmukta) has realised 
Brahman as his or her own true self (see atman). 
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The Isha Upanishad says: 

Auṃ – That supreme Brahman is infinite, and this conditioned Brahman is infinite. 
The infinite proceeds from infinite. If you subtract the infinite from the infinite, the 
infinite remains alone. 

The Rig Veda says that by desire (RV 10.12.94), the initial manifestation of the 
material universe came into being from Hiranyagarbha (literally "golden womb"), out of 
which the world, organisms and divine beings (devas) arose: 

"Great indeed are the devas who have sprung out of Brahman." — Atharva Veda 

The later Vedic religion produced a series of profound philosophical reflections in which 
Brahman is now considered to be the one Absolute Reality behind changing 
appearances; the universal substrate from which material things originate and to 
which they return after their dissolution. The sages of the Upanishads made their 
pronouncements on the basis of personal experience (revelation or sruti) as an essential 
component of their philosophical reflection. 

Several mahā-vākyas (great sayings) from the Upanisads indicate what the principle of 
Brahman is: 

Sanskrit Advaita translation Vaishnava translation 

brahma satyam 
jagan mithya 

"Brahman is real, the world is 
unreal"  

ekam edvadvitiyam 
brahma 

"Brahman is one, without a second" 
 

prajnānam brahma "Brahman is knowledge" Brahman knows everything 

ayam ātmā brahma "The Self (or the Soul) is Brahman" JivaAtma (soul) is of same eternal spiritual 
transcendental nature as Brahman 

aham brahmāsmi "I am Brahman" I am as eternal as Brahman 

tat tvam asi "Thou art that" ("You are the 
Supreme") 

"You are the servant of the Supreme" 

sarvam khalv idam 
brahma 

"All this that we see in the world is 
Brahman" ("everything in this 
material world is Maya, illusion") 

Brahman is everything, and all we see are His 
different energies — material or spiritual 

sachchidānanda 
brahma 

"Brahman or Brahma is existence, 
consciousness, and bliss". 

Brahman, has sat-cit-ananda-vigraha — 
eternal spiritual body which is full of bliss, and 
He is Supreme Person (conscious Absolute 
Person/Truth) 

In the Upanisads the sages teach that brahman is infinite Being, infinite 
Consciousness, and infinite Bliss (saccidananda). 

Advaita Vedanta school of Hinduism posits that Brahman cannot be known by 
empirical means — that is to say, as an object of our consciousness — because 
Brahman is our very consciousness and being. Therefore it may be said that moksha, 
yoga, samādhi, nirvana, etc. do not merely mean to know Brahman, but rather to 
realise one's "brahman-hood", to actually realise that one is and always was Brahman. 
Indeed, closely related to the Self-concept of Brahman is the idea that it is synonymous 
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with jiva-atma, or individual souls, our atman (or soul) being readily identifiable with 
the greater soul (paramatma) of Brahman. 

Nirguna Brahman 

Nirguna Brahman, the supreme reality without form, quality, attribute) signifies in 
Hindu philosophy the Brahman that pervades the Universe, considered without form 
(guna), as in the Advaita school or else as without material form, as in Dvaita schools of 
philosophy. 

According to Adi Shankara the nirguna brahman is non-different from the supreme 
personality, God, whatever qualities we attribute to the divine. By the power of Maya 
(illusion) the supreme lord (Ishwara) playfully creates multiple worlds and deludes all 
beings, who are in essence non-different from him. This world is only relatively real 
and the real self is not affected by it. The lord appears time and again in this world to 
show the path of liberation: He seems to take birth but that is an illusion because he is 
birthless. His body is transcendental, unlike our bodies which are created and 
destroyed. One can worship him as one's own self or as (fully or partially) distinct from 
oneself. If one worships any deity one will reach the world of that deity 
(Hiranyagarbha) but, perhaps after millions of years, deity and devotee will reach para 
vasudeva or "beyond the divinity". The desireless soul can reach this state here and 
now: this is called Jivanmukta or "free while alive". This school essentially advocates 
God as being immortal and formless. 

Saguna Brahman 

Saguna Brahman, close to the concept of immanence, the manifested divine presence. 
According to Advaita as taught by Sankara, saguna brahman refers to the lord 
identical with his own infinite jnanam. Sankara refers to him by names such as Shiva, 
Vishnu as specified in the Vedas and Upanishads. This saguna brahman is 
Paramartha, eternal, undecaying and non-differentiated from nirguna brahman. He is 
not affected even when he appears in this world as he controls the effects of his own 
maya shakti. Hiranyagarbha, the collection of deities in the Hindu pantheon of gods, is 
not saguna brahman as popularly misconstrued. Sankara clearly says that 
hiranyagarbha is called brahman only because of nearness to brahman. After many 
millions of years, the devotees who reach the worlds of gods (hiranyagarbha), will reach 
the state of Vishnu. 

Saguna Brahman of the various schools of Vaishnavism means Brahman with infinite 
attributes, including form. Saguna Brahman is immortal, imperishable, eternal, and 
thus the basis of the impersonal Nirguna Brahman, as stated in the Bhagavad Gita. 
The personal form indicated is generally Narayana, or Krishna, or Vishnu. Practically 
all schools of Vaishnavism adhere to this viewpoint. 

Ishvara 

The Yogasutras of Patanjali use the term Ishvara in 11 verses: I.23 through I.29, II.1, 
II.2, II.32 and II.45. Ever since the Sutra's release, Hindu scholars have debated and 
commented on who or what is Isvara? These commentaries range from defining Isvara 
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from a "personal god" to "special self" to "anything that has spiritual significance to the 
individual". Whicher explains that while Patanjali's terse verses can be interpreted 
both as theistic or non-theistic, Patanjali's concept of Isvara in Yoga philosophy 
functions as a "transformative catalyst or guide for aiding the yogin on the path to 
spiritual emancipation". 

Patanjali defines Isvara (Sanskrit: ई&र) in verse 24 of Book 1, as "a special Self 

(पु*ष�वशेष, puruṣa-viśeṣa)", 

Sanskrit: �लेश कम" �वपाकाशयैःपरामTृः पु*ष�वशेष ई&रः ॥२४॥ 
– Yoga Sutras I.24 

This sutra of Yoga philosophy of Hinduism adds the characteristics of Isvara as that 
special Self which is unaffected by one's obstacles/hardships, one's circumstances 
created by past or one's current actions, one's life fruits, and one's psychological 
dispositions/intentions. 

Among various Bhakti path practicing sects of Hinduism, which built upon the Yoga 
school of Hinduism, Isvara can also mean a specific deity such as Krishna, Rama, 
Shiva, Lakshmi, Parvati and others. 

Svayam Bhagavan 

 
Bhagavan Krishna with Radharani 

Svayam bhagavan is a Sanskrit theological term that refers to the concept of absolute 
representation of the monotheistic God as Bhagavan himself within Hinduism. 

It is most often used in Gaudiya Vaishnava Krishna-centered theology as referring to 
Krishna. The title Svayam Bhagavan is used exclusively to designate Krishna. Certain 
other traditions of Hinduism consider him to be the source of all avatars, and the 
source of Vishnu himself, or to be the same as Narayana. As such, he is therefore 
regarded as Svayam Bhagavan. 
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The term is seldom used to refer to other forms of Krishna and Vishnu within the 
context of certain religious texts such as the Bhagavata Purana, and also within other 
sects of Vaishnavism. 

When Krishna is recognized to be Svayam Bhagavan, it can be understood that this is 
the belief of Gaudiya Vaishnavism, the Vallabha Sampradaya, and the Nimbarka 
Sampradaya, where Krishna is accepted to be the source of all other avatars, and the 
source of Vishnu himself. This belief is drawn primarily "from the famous statement of 
the Bhagavatam"(1.3.28). 

A different viewpoint, opposing this theological concept is the concept of Krishna as an 
avatar of Narayana or Vishnu. It should be however noted that although it is usual to 
speak of Vishnu as the source of the avataras, this is only one of the names of god of 
Vaishnavism, who is also known as Narayana, Vasudeva and Krishna and behind each 
of those names there is a divine figure with attributed supremacy in Vaishnavism. 

The theological interpretation of svayam bhagavān differs with each tradition and the 
literal translation of the term has been understood in several distinct ways. Translated 
from the Sanskrit language, the term literary means "Bhagavan Himself" or "directly 
Bhagavan". Gaudiya Vaishnava tradition often translates it within its perspective as 
primeval Lord or original Personality of Godhead, but also considers the terms such as 
Supreme Personality of Godhead and Supreme God as an equivalent to the term 
Svayam bhagavan, and may also choose to apply these terms to Vishnu, Narayana and 
many of their associated Avatars. 

Earlier commentators such as Madhvacharya translated the term Svayam Bhagavan 
as "he who has bhagavatta"; meaning "he who has the quality of possessing all good 
qualities". Others have translated it simply as "the Lord Himself". Followers of Vishnu-
centered sampradayas of Vaishnavism rarely address this term, but believe that it 
refers to their belief that Krishna is among the highest and fullest of all Avatars and is 
considered to be the "paripurna Avatara", complete in all respects and the same as the 
original. According to them Krishna is described in the Bhagavata Purana as the 
Purnavatara (or complete manifestation) of the Bhagavan, while other incarnations are 
called partial. 
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Chapter 28 

AHIMSA 
 

Ahinsa is a term meaning 'not to injure' and 'compassion'. The word is derived from the 
Sanskrit root hiṃs – to strike; hiṃsā is injury or harm, a-hiṃsā is the opposite of this, 
i.e. cause no injury, do no harm. Ahinsa is also referred to as nonviolence, and it applies 
to all living beings - including all animals - according to many Indian religions. 

 
Mahavira, The Torch-bearer of Ahinsa 

Ahinsa is one of the cardinal virtues and an important tenet of 3 major religions 
(Jainism, Hinduism, and Buddhism). Ahinsa is a multidimensional concept, inspired by 
the premise that all living beings have the spark of the divine spiritual energy; 
therefore, to hurt another being is to hurt oneself. Ahinsa has also been related to the 
notion that any violence has karmic consequences. While ancient scholars of Hinduism 
pioneered and over time perfected the principles of Ahinsa, the concept reached an 
extraordinary status in the ethical philosophy of Jainism. Most popularly, Mahatma 
Gandhi strongly believed in the principle of ahinsa. 

Ahinsa's precept of 'cause no injury' includes one's deeds, words, and thoughts. 
Classical literature of Hinduism such as Mahabharata and Ramayana, as well as 
modern scholars debate principles of Ahinsa when one is faced with war and situations 
requiring self-defense. The historic literature from India and modern discussions have 
contributed to theories of Just War, and theories of appropriate self-defense. 

Etymology 

The word Ahinsa - sometimes spelled as Ahinsa - is derived from the Sanskrit root hiṃs 
– to strike; hiṃsā is injury or harm, a-hiṃsā is the opposite of this, i.e. non harming or 
nonviolence. 
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There is a debate on the origins of the word Ahinsa, and how its meaning evolved. 
Mayrhofer as well as Dumot suggest the root word may be han which means kill, which 
leads to the interpretation that ahinsa means do not kill. Schmidt as well as Bodewitz 
explain the proper root word is hiṃs and the Sanskrit verb hinasti, which leads to the 
interpretation ahinsa means do not injure, or do not hurt. Wackernagel-Debrunner 
concur with the latter explanation. 

Ancient texts use ahinsa to mean non-injury, a broader concept than non-violence. Non-
injury implies not killing others, as well as not hurting others mentally or verbally; it 
includes avoiding all violent means - including physical violence - anything that injures 
others. In classical Sanskrit literature of Hinduism, another word Adrohi is sometimes 
used instead of Ahinsa, as one of the cardinal virtues necessary for moral life. One 
example is in Baudhayana Dharmasutra 2.6.23: वा^-मनः-कम"-द`डैर ्भूतानाम ्अbोहc (One 
who does not injure others with words, thoughts or acts is named Adrohi). 

Hinduism 

Ancient Vedic Texts 

Ahinsa as an ethical concept evolved in Vedic texts. The oldest scripts, along with 
discussing ritual animal sacrifices, indirectly mention Ahinsa, but do not emphasize it. 
Over time, the Hindu scripts revise ritual practices and the concept of Ahinsa is 
increasingly refined and emphasized, ultimately Ahinsa becomes the concept that 
describes the highest virtue by the late Vedic era (about 500 BC). For example, hymn 
10.22.13 in the Rig Veda uses the words Satya (truthfulness) and Ahinsa in a prayer to 
deity Indra; later, the Yajur Veda dated to be between 1000 BC and 600 BC, states, 
"may all beings look at me with a friendly eye, may I do likewise, and may we look at 
each other with the eyes of a friend". 

The term Ahinsa appears in the text Taittiriya Shakha of the Yajurveda (TS 5.2.8.7), 
where it refers to non-injury to the sacrificer himself. It occurs several times in the 
Shatapatha Brahmana in the sense of "non-injury" without a moral connotation. The 
Ahinsa doctrine is a late development in Brahmanical culture. The earliest reference to 
the idea of non-violence to animals ("pashu-Ahinsa"), apparently in a moral sense, is in 
the Kapisthala Katha Samhita of the Yajurveda (KapS 31.11), which may have been 
written in about the 8th century BCE. 

Bowker claims the word scarcely appears in the principal Upanishads. Kaneda gives 
examples of the word Ahinsa in Upanishads. Other scholars suggest Ahinsa as an 
ethical concept that started evolving in the Vedas, became an increasingly central 
concept in Upanishads. 

The Chāndogya Upaniṣad, dated to the 8th or 7th century BCE, one of the oldest 
Upanishads, has the earliest evidence for the use of the word Ahinsa in the sense 
familiar in Hinduism (a code of conduct). It bars violence against "all creatures" 
(sarvabhuta) and the practitioner of Ahinsa is said to escape from the cycle of 
metempsychosis (CU 8.15.1). A few scholars are of the opinion that this noted concept 
started being recognized in mainstream Hinduism, after it was largely advocated by 
Jainism, Buddhism. 
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Chāndogya Upaniṣad also names Ahinsa, along with Satyavacanam (truthfulness), 
Arjavam (sincerity), Danam (charity), Tapo (penance/meditation), as one of five 
essential virtues (CU 3.17.4). 

The Sandilya Upanishad lists ten forbearances: Ahinsa, Satya, Asteya, Brahmacharya, 
Daya, Arjava, Kshama, Dhriti, Mitahara and Saucha. According to Kaneda, the term 
Ahinsa is an important spiritual doctrine shared by Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism. 
It literally means 'non-injury' and 'non-killing'. It implies the total avoidance of 
harming of any kind of living creatures not only by deeds, but also by words and in 
thoughts. 

The Epics 

The Mahabharata, one of the epics of Hinduism, has multiple mentions of the phrase 
Ahinsa Paramo Dharma (अHहंसा परमॊ धम"ः), which literally means: non-violence is the 
highest moral virtue. For example, Mahaprasthanika Parva has the verse: 

अHहंसा परमॊ धम"स तथाHहंसा परॊ दमः। 

अHहंसा परमं दानम अHहंसा परमस तपः। 

अHहंसा परमॊ य@स तथाHह'मा परं बलम। 

अHहंसा परमं िमJम अHहंसा परमं सुखम। 

अHहंसा परमं स:यम अHहंसा परमं श*तम॥ 

The above passage from Mahabharata emphasizes the cardinal importance of Ahinsa in 
Hinduism, and literally means: Ahinsa is the highest virtue, Ahinsa is the highest self-
control, Ahinsa is the greatest gift, Ahinsa is the best suffering, Ahinsa is the highest 
sacrifice, Ahinsa is the finest strength, Ahinsa is the greatest friend, Ahinsa is the 
greatest happiness, Ahinsa is the highest truth, and Ahinsa is the greatest teaching. 
Some other examples where the phrase Ahinsa Paramo Dharma are discussed include 
Adi Parva, Vana Parva and Anushasana Parva. The Bhagavad Gita, among other 
things, discusses the doubts and questions about appropriate response when one faces 
systematic violence or war. These verses develop the concepts of lawful violence in self-
defense and the theories of just war. However, there is no consensus on this 
interpretation. Gandhi, for example, considers this debate about non-violence and 
lawful violence as a mere metaphor for the internal war within each human being, 
when he or she faces moral questions. 

Self-defense, criminal law, and war 

The classical texts of Hinduism devote numerous chapters discussing what people who 
practice the virtue of Ahinsa, can and must do when they are faced with war, violent 
threat or need to sentence someone convicted of a crime.  

These discussions have led to theories of just war, theories of reasonable self-defense 
and theories of proportionate punishment. Arthashastra discusses, among other things, 
why and what constitutes proportionate response and punishment. 
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War 

The precepts of Ahinsa under Hinduism require that war must be avoided, with sincere 
and truthful dialogue. Force must be the last resort. If war becomes necessary, its 
cause must be just, its purpose virtuous, its objective to restrain the wicked, its aim 
peace, its method lawful. War can only be started and stopped by a legitimate 
authority. Weapons used must be proportionate to the opponent and the aim of war, not 
indiscriminate tools of destruction. All strategies and weapons used in the war must be 
to defeat the opponent, not designed to cause misery to the opponent; for example, use 
of arrows is allowed, but use of arrows smeared with painful poison is not allowed. 
Warriors must use judgment in the battlefield. Cruelty to the opponent during war is 
forbidden. Wounded, unarmed opponent warriors must not be attacked or killed, they 
must be brought to your realm and given medical treatment. Children, women and 
civilians must not be injured. While the war is in progress, sincere dialogue for peace 
must continue. 

Self-defense 

In matters of self-defense, different interpretations of ancient Hindu texts have been 
offered. For example, Tähtinen suggests self-defense is appropriate, criminals are not 
protected by the rule of Ahinsa, and Hindu scriptures support the use of violence 
against an armed attacker. Ahinsa is not meant to imply pacifism. 

Alternate theories of self-defense, inspired by Ahinsa, build principles similar to 
theories of just war. Aikido, pioneered in Japan, illustrates one such principles of self-
defense. Morihei Ueshiba, the founder of Aikido, described his inspiration as Ahinsa. 
According to this interpretation of Ahinsa in self-defense, one must not assume that the 
world is free of aggression. One must presume that some people will, out of ignorance, 
error or fear, attack other persons or intrude into their space, physically or verbally. 
The aim of self-defense, suggested Ueshiba, must be to neutralize the aggression of the 
attacker, and avoid the conflict. The best defense is one where the victim is protected, 
as well as the attacker is respected and not injured if possible. Under Ahinsa and 
Aikido, there are no enemies, and appropriate self-defense focuses on neutralizing the 
immaturity, assumptions and aggressive strivings of the attacker. 

Criminal law 

Tähtinen concludes that Hindus have no misgivings about death penalty; their position 
is that evil-doers who deserve death should be killed, and that a king in particular is 
obliged to punish criminals and should not hesitate to kill them, even if they happen to 
be his own brothers and sons. 

Other scholars conclude that the scriptures of Hinduism suggest sentences for any 
crime must be fair, proportional and not cruel. 

Pacifism 

There is no universal consensus on pacifism among Hindu scholars of modern times. 
The conflict between pacifistic interpretations of Ahinsa and the theories of just war 
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prescribed by the Gita has been resolved by some scholars such as Mohandas 
Karamchand Gandhi, as being an allegory, wherein the battlefield is the soul and 
Arjuna, the war is within each human being, where man's higher impulses struggle 
against his own evil impulses. 

Non-human life 

The Hindu precept of 'cause no injury' applies to animals and all life forms. This 
precept isn’t found in the oldest verses of Vedas, but increasingly becomes one of the 
central ideas between 500 BC and 400 AD. In the oldest texts, numerous ritual 
sacrifices of animals, including cows and horses, are highlighted and hardly any 
mention is made of Ahinsa to non-human life. 

Hindu scriptures, dated to between 5th century and 1st century BC, while discussing 
human diet, initially suggest ‘‘kosher’’ meat may be eaten, evolving it with the 
suggestion that only meat obtained through ritual sacrifice can be eaten, then that one 
should eat no meat because it hurts animals, with verses describing the noble life as 
one that lives on flowers, roots and fruits alone. 

Later texts of Hinduism declare Ahinsa one of the primary virtues, declare any killing 
or harming any life as against ‘‘dharma’’ (moral life). Finally, the discussion in 
Upanishads and Hindu Epics shifts to whether a human being can ever live his or her 
life without harming animal and plant life in some way; which and when plants or 
animal meat may be eaten, whether violence against animals causes human beings to 
become less compassionate, and if and how one may exert least harm to non-human life 
consistent with ahinsa precept, given the constraints of life and human needs. The 
Mahabharata permits hunting by warriors, but opposes it in the case of hermits who 
must be strictly non-violent. Sushruta Samhita, a Hindu text written in the 3rd or 4th 
century, in Chapter XLVI suggests proper diet as a means of treating certain illnesses, 
and recommends various fishes and meats for different ailments and for pregnant 
women, and the Charaka Samhita describes meat as superior to all other kinds of food 
for convalescents. 

Across the texts of Hinduism, there is a profusion of ideas about the virtue of Ahinsa 
when applied to non-human life, but without a universal consensus. Alsdorf claims the 
debate and disagreements between supporters of vegetarian lifestyle and meat eaters 
was significant. Even suggested exceptions – ritual slaughter and hunting – were 
challenged by advocates of Ahinsa. In the Mahabharata both sides present various 
arguments to substantiate their viewpoints. Moreover, a hunter defends his profession 
in a long discourse. 

Many of the arguments proposed in favor of non-violence to animals refer to the bliss 
one feels, the rewards it entails before or after death, the danger and harm it prevents, 
as well as to the karmic consequences of violence. 

The ancient Hindu texts discuss Ahinsa and non-animal life. They discourage wanton 
destruction of nature including of wild and cultivated plants. Hermits (sannyasins) 
were urged to live on a fruitarian diet so as to avoid the destruction of plants. Scholars 
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claim the principles of ecological non-violence is innate in the Hindu tradition, and its 
conceptual fountain has been Ahinsa as their cardinal virtue. 

The classical literature of Hinduism exists in many Indian languages. For example, 
Tirukkuṛaḷ written between 200 BC and 400 AD, and sometimes called the Tamil Veda, 
is one of the most cherished classics on Hinduism written in a South Indian language. 
Tirukkuṛaḷ dedicates Chapter 32 and 33 of Book 1 to the virtue of Ahinsa. Tirukkuṛaḷ 
suggests that Ahinsa applies to all life forms. 

Modern times 

 
Gandhi promoted the principle of Ahinsa very successfully  
by applying it to all spheres of life, particularly to politics. 

In the 19th and 20th centuries, prominent figures of Indian spirituality such as Swami 
Vivekananda, Ramana Maharshi, Swami Sivananda, A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami and 
in the present time Vijaypal Baghel emphasized the importance of Ahinsa. 

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi promoted the principle of Ahinsa, very successful by 
applying it to all spheres of life, particularly to politics (Swaraj). His non-violent 
resistance movement satyagraha had an immense impact on India, impressed public 
opinion in Western countries, and influenced the leaders of various civil and political 
rights movements such as the American civil rights movement's Martin Luther King, 
Jr. and James Bevel. In Gandhi’s thought, Ahinsa precludes not only the act of 
inflicting a physical injury, but also mental states like evil thoughts and hatred, unkind 
behavior such as harsh words, dishonesty and lying, all of which he saw as 
manifestations of violence incompatible with Ahinsa. Gandhi believed Ahinsa to be a 
creative energy force, encompassing all interactions leading one's self to find satya, 
"Divine Truth". Sri Aurobindo criticized the Gandhian concept of Ahinsa as unrealistic 
and not universally applicable; he adopted a pragmatic non-pacifist position, saying 
that the justification of violence depends on the specific circumstances of the given 
situation. Sri Aurobindo also indicated that Gandhi's Ahinsa led to partition of India as 
it blocked the forceful action that the Indian people were engaged in during the 1920s 
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and 30s, which caused delay in independence, allowing other forces to take root, 
including those who wanted India divided. 

Gandhi stated that he viewed "Ahinsa is in Hinduism, it is in Christianity as well as in 
Islam." He added, "Nonviolence is common to all religions, but it has found the highest 
expression and application in Hinduism (I do not regard Jainism or Buddhism as 
separate from Hinduism)." When questioned whether violence and non-violence is both 
taught in Quran, he stated, "I have heard it from many Muslim friends that the Koran 
teaches the use of non-violence. (...The) argument about non-violence in the Holy Koran 
is an interpolation, not necessary for my thesis." 

A historical and philosophical study of Ahinsa was instrumental in the shaping of 
Albert Schweitzer's principle of "reverence for life". Schweitzer praised Indian 
philosophical and religious traditions for ethics of Ahinsa as, "the laying down of the 
commandment not to kill and not to damage is one of the greatest events in the 
spiritual history of mankind", but suggested that "not-killing and not-harming" is not 
always practically possible as in self-defense, nor ethical as in chronic starving during a 
famine case. 

Yoga 

Ahinsa is imperative for practitioners of Patañjali’s eight limb Raja yoga system. It is 
included in the first limb and is the first of five Yamas (self restraints) which, together 
with the second limb, make up the code of ethical conduct in Yoga philosophy. Ahinsa is 
also one of the ten Yamas in Hatha Yoga according to verse 1.1.17 of its classic manual 
Hatha Yoga Pradipika. 

Jainism 

 
The hand with a wheel on the palm symbolizes the Jain Vow of Ahinsa.  

The word in the middle is "Ahinsa". The wheel represents the dharmacakra which stands  
for the resolve to halt the cycle of reincarnation through relentless pursuit of truth and non-violence. 



314 

 

In Jainism, the understanding and implementation of Ahinsā is more radical, 
scrupulous, and comprehensive than in any other religion. Killing any living being out 
of passions is considered hiṃsā (to injure) and abstaining from such an act is ahinsā 
(noninjury). The vow of ahinsā is considered the foremost among the 'five vows of 
Jainism'. Other vows like truth (satya) are meant for safeguarding the vow of ahinsā. 
In the practice of Ahinsa, the requirements are less strict for the lay persons (sravakas) 
who have undertaken anuvrata (Smaller Vows) than for the Jain monastics who are 
bound by the Mahavrata "Great Vows". The statement ahinsā paramo dharmaḥ is 
often found inscribed on the walls of the Jain temples.  Like in Hinduism, the aim is to 
prevent the accumulation of harmful karma. When Mahavira revived and reorganized 
the Jain faith in the 6th or 5th century BCE, Ahinsa was already an established, 
strictly observed rule. Parshva, the earliest Jain Tirthankara, whom modern Western 
historians consider to be a historical figure, lived in about the 8th century BCE. He 
founded the community to which Mahavira’s parents belonged. Ahinsa was already 
part of the "Fourfold Restraint" (Caujjama), the vows taken by Parshva’s followers. In 
the times of Mahavira and in the following centuries, Jains were at odds with both 
Buddhists and followers of the Vedic religion or Hindus, whom they accused of 
negligence and inconsistency in the implementation of Ahinsa. According to some 
interpretations of a ancient Jain text by Western scholars, Jain ascetics could accept 
meat as alms if the animal had not been specifically killed for them. However, this 
interpretation is controversial, and modern Jains deny this vehemently. According to 
the Jain tradition either lacto vegetarianism or veganism is mandatory. 

The Jain concept of Ahinsa is characterized by several aspects. It does not make any 
exception for ritual sacrificers and professional warrior-hunters. Killing of animals for 
food is absolutely ruled out. Jains also make considerable efforts not to injure plants in 
everyday life as far as possible. Though they admit that plants must be destroyed for 
the sake of food, they accept such violence only inasmuch as it is indispensable for 
human survival, and there are special instructions for preventing unnecessary violence 
against plants. Jains go out of their way so as not to hurt even small insects and other 
minuscule animals. For example, Jains often do not go out at night, when they are 
more likely to step upon an insect. In their view, injury caused by carelessness is like 
injury caused by deliberate action. Eating honey is strictly outlawed, as it would 
amount to violence against the bees. Some Jains abstain from farming because it 
inevitably entails unintentional killing or injuring of many small animals, such as 
worms and insects, but agriculture is not forbidden in general and there are Jain 
farmers. Additionally, because they consider harsh words to be a form of violence, they 
often keep a cloth to ritually cover their mouth, as a reminder not to allow violence in 
their speech. 

Theoretically, all life forms are said to deserve full protection from all kinds of injury, 
Jains recognize a hierarchy of life. Mobile beings are given higher protection than 
immobile ones. For the mobile beings, they distinguish between one-sensed, two-
sensed, three-sensed, four-sensed and five-sensed ones; a one-sensed animal has touch 
as its only sensory modality. The more senses a being has, the more they care about 
non-injuring it. Among the five-sensed beings, the precept of non-injury and non-
violence to the rational ones (humans) is strongest in Jain Ahinsa. 
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Jains agree with Hindus that violence in self-defense can be justified, and they agree 
that a soldier who kills enemies in combat is performing a legitimate duty. Jain 
communities accepted the use of military power for their defense, there were Jain 
monarchs, military commanders, and soldiers. 

Buddhism 

In Buddhist texts Ahinsa (or its Pāli cognate avihiṃsā) is part of the Five Precepts 
(Pañcasīla), the first of which has been to abstain from killing. However, this precept 
has been variously interpreted. In some Buddhist traditions, such as the Theravada 
tradition, vegetarianism is not mandatory. In these traditions, monks may eat meat 
and fish on condition that the animal was not killed specifically for them. For some 
monks, specifically monks of some Mahayana traditions, the eating of meat is strictly 
forbidden. Laypeople are also encouraged to eat vegetarian. 

War 

Violent ways of punishing criminals and prisoners of war was not explicitly condemned 
in Buddhism, but peaceful ways of conflict resolution and punishment with the least 
amount of injury were encouraged. The early texts condemn the mental states that lead 
to violent behavior. 

Nonviolence is an overriding theme within the Pali Canon. While the early texts 
condemn killing in the strongest terms, and portray the ideal king as a pacifist, such a 
king is nonetheless flanked by an army. It seems that the Buddha's teaching on 
nonviolence was not interpreted or put into practice in an uncompromisingly pacifist or 
anti-military-service way by early Buddhists. The early texts assume war to be a fact of 
life, and well-skilled warriors are viewed as necessary for defensive warfare. In Pali 
texts, injunctions to abstain from violence and involvement with military affairs are 
directed at members of the sangha; later Mahayana texts, which often generalize 
monastic norms to laity, require this of lay people as well. 

The early texts do not contain just-war ideology as such. Some argue that a sutta in the 
Gamani Samyuttam rules out all military service. In this passage, a soldier asks the 
Buddha if it is true that, as he has been told, soldiers slain in battle are reborn in a 
heavenly realm. The Buddha reluctantly replies that if he is killed in battle while his 
mind is seized with the intention to kill, he will undergo an unpleasant rebirth. In the 
early texts, a person's mental state at the time of death is generally viewed as having a 
great impact on the next birth. 

Some Buddhists point to other early texts as justifying defensive war. One example is 
the Kosala Samyutta, in which King Pasenadi, a righteous king favored by the Buddha, 
learns of an impending attack on his kingdom. He arms himself in defense, and leads 
his army into battle to protect his kingdom from attack. He lost this battle but won the 
war. King Pasenadi eventually defeated King Ajatasattu and captured him alive. He 
thought that, although this King of Magadha has transgressed against his kingdom, he 
had not transgressed against him personally, and Ajatasattu was still his nephew. He 
released Ajatasattu and did not harm him. Upon his return, the Buddha said (among 
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other things) that Pasenadi "is a friend of virtue, acquainted with virtue, intimate with 
virtue", while the opposite is said of the aggressor, King Ajatasattu. 

According to Theravada commentaries, there are five requisite factors that must all be 
fulfilled for an act to be both an act of killing and to be karmically negative. These are: 
(1) the presence of a living being, human or animal; (2) the knowledge that the being is 
a living being; (3) the intent to kill; (4) the act of killing by some means; and (5) the 
resulting death. Some Buddhists have argued on this basis that the act of killing is 
complicated, and its ethicization is predicated upon intent. Some have argued that in 
defensive postures, for example, the primary intention of a soldier is not to kill, but to 
defend against aggression, and the act of killing in that situation would have minimal 
negative karmic repercussions. 

According to Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar, there is circumstantial evidence encouraging 
Ahinsa, from the Buddha's doctrine, "Love all, so that you may not wish to kill any." 
Gautama Buddha distinguished between a principle and a rule. He did not make 
Ahinsa a matter of rule, but suggested it as a matter of principle. This gives Buddhists 
freedom to act. 

Laws 

The emperors of Sui dynasty, Tang dynasty and early Song dynasty banned killing in 
Lunar calendar 1st, 5th, and 9th month. Empress Wu Tse-Tien banned killing for more 
than half a year in 692. Some also banned fishing for some time each year. 

The King Bayinnaung of Burma, after conquering the Bago in 1559, the Buddhist King 
prohibited the practice of halal, specifically, killing food animals in the name of God. He 
also disallowed the Eid al-Adha religious sacrifice of cattle. Halal food was also 
forbidden by King Alaungpaya in the late 18th century. 

There were bans after death of emperors, Buddhist and Taoist prayers,  Health 
concerns and natural disasters such as after a drought in 1926 summer Shanghai and 
an 8 days ban from August 12, 1959 after the August 7 flood (八七水災), the last big 
flood before the 88 Taiwan Flood. There was a 3-day ban after the death of Chiang Kai-
shek. 

People avoid killing during some festivals, like the Taoist Ghost Festival, the Nine 
Emperor Gods Festival, the Vegetarian Festival and many others. 
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Chapter 29 

VEGETARIANISM AND RELIGION 
 

Vegetarianism is strongly linked with a number of religions that originated in ancient 
India (Jainism, Hinduism, and Buddhism). In Jainism, vegetarianism is mandatory for 
everyone; in Hinduism and Mahayana Buddhism, it is advocated by some influential 
scriptures and religious authorities. Comparatively, in the Abrahamic religions 
(Judaism, Christianity, and Islam), Sikhism, and the Bahá'í Faith, vegetarianism is not 
promoted by mainstream authorities, although in all these faiths there are small 
groups actively promoting vegetarianism on religious grounds. 

 
A vegetarian thali from Rajasthan, India. Since many Indian religions promote  

vegetarianism, Indian cuisine offers a wide variety of vegetarian delicacies. 

Indian religions 

Most Indian religions have philosophical schools that forbid consumption of meat and 
Jainism institutes an outright ban on the same. Consequently, India is home to more 
vegetarians than any other country. About 30% of India's 1.2 billion population 
practices lacto vegetarianism, with overall meat consumption increasing. The per 
capita meat consumption in India in 2002 was 5.2 kg, while it was 24 times more in the 
United States at 124.8 kg. Meat consumption in the United States and India grew at 
about 40% over the last 50 years. In 1961 Indian per capita meat consumption was 
3.7 kg, while the US consumption was 89.2 kg. (1 kg = 2.205 lb) 

Jainism 

Vegetarianism in Jainism is based on the principle of nonviolence (ahimsa, literally 
"non-injuring"). Vegetarianism is considered mandatory for everyone. Jains are either 
lacto-vegetarians or vegans. No use or consumption of products obtained from dead 
animals is allowed. Moreover Jains try to avoid unnecessary injury to plants and 
suksma jiva (Sanskrit for subtle life forms; minuscule organisms). The goal is to cause 
as little violence to living things as possible, hence they avoid eating roots, tubers such 
as Potatoes, garlic and anything that involves uprooting (and thus eventually killing) a 
plant to obtain food. 

Every act by which a person directly or indirectly supports killing or injury is seen as 
violence (hinsa), which creates harmful karma. The aim of ahimsa is to prevent the 
accumulation of such karma. Jains consider nonviolence to be the most essential 
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religious duty for everyone (ahinsā paramo dharmaḥ, a statement often inscribed on 
Jain temples). Their scrupulous and thorough way of applying nonviolence to everyday 
activities, and especially to food, shapes their entire lives and is the most significant 
hallmark of Jain identity. A side effect of this strict discipline is the exercise of 
asceticism, which is strongly encouraged in Jainism for lay people as well as for monks 
and nuns. 

Jains do not practice animal sacrifice as they consider all sentient beings to be equal. 

Hinduism 

Vegetarianism is an integral part of most schools of Hinduism although there are a 
wide variety of practices and beliefs that have changed over time. An estimated 20 to 
30% of all Hindus are vegetarians. Some sects of Hindus do not observe vegetarianism. 

Nonviolence 

 
A variety of South Indian dishes served on a banana leaf. 

The principle of nonviolence (Ahinsa) applied to animals is connected with the intention 
to avoid negative karmic influences which result from violence. The suffering of all 
beings is believed to arise from craving and desire, conditioned by the karmic effects of 
both animal and human action. The violence of slaughtering animals for food, and its 
source in craving, reveal flesh eating as one mode in which humans enslave themselves 
to suffering. Hinduism holds that such influences affect the person who permits the 
slaughter of an animal, the person who cuts it up, the person who kills it, the person 
who buys or sells meat, the person who cooks it, the person who serves it up, and the 
person who eats it. They must all be considered the slayers of the animal. The question 
of religious duties towards the animals and of negative Karma incurred from violence 
(himsa) against them is discussed in detail in Hindu scriptures and religious law books. 

Hindu scriptures belong or refer to the Vedic period which lasted till about 500 BCE 
according to the chronological division by modern historians. In the historical Vedic 
religion, the predecessor of Hinduism, meat eating was not banned in principle, but 
was restricted by specific rules. Several highly authoritative scriptures bar violence 
against domestic animals except in the case of ritual sacrifice. This view is clearly 
expressed in the Mahabharata (3.199.11-12; 13.115; 13.116.26; 13.148.17), the 
Bhagavata Purana (11.5.13-14), and the Chandogya Upanishad (8.15.1). For instance, 
many Hindus point to the Mahabharata's maxim that "Nonviolence is the highest duty 
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and the highest teaching," as advocating a vegetarian diet. It is also reflected in the 
Manu Smriti (5.27-44), a particularly renowned traditional Hindu law book 
(Dharmaśāstra). These texts strongly condemn the slaughter of animals and meat 
eating. 

The Mahabharata (12.260; 13.115-116; 14.28) and the Manu Smriti (5.27-55) contain 
lengthy discussions about the legitimacy of ritual slaughter and subsequent 
consumption of the meat. In the Mahabharata both meat eaters and vegetarians 
present various arguments to substantiate their viewpoints. Apart from the debates 
about domestic animals, there is also a long discourse by a hunter in defence of hunting 
and meat eating. These texts show that both ritual slaughter and hunting were 
challenged by advocates of universal non-violence and their acceptability was doubtful 
and a matter of dispute. 

Spiritual aspects 

In some traditions, especially within Vaishnavism, it is essential that devotees offer all 
their food to their chosen deity before eating it as prasad. This rule is strictly observed 
by the disciples of the schools of Bhakti Yoga, especially the Gaudiya Vaishnavas. They 
worship Vishnu or Krishna, and according to the scriptural injunctions they obey, only 
vegetarian food is acceptable as prasad. 

Vegetarianism is also mandatory for the practitioners of Hatha Yoga. They follow the 
advice of scriptures such as the Bhagavad Gita to eat only high-quality food, because 
they are convinced that food shapes the personality, mood and mind. Meat is said to 
promote sloth and ignorance and an undesirable mental state known as tamas, while a 
vegetarian diet is considered to promote the desirable sattvic qualities essential for 
spiritual progress. 

Essential scriptural evidence 

"What need there be said of those innocent and healthy creatures endued with love of 
life, when they are sought to be slain by sinful wretches subsisting by slaughter? For 
this reason, O monarch, know that the discarding of meat is the highest refuge of 
religion, of heaven, and of happiness. Abstention from injury is the highest religion. It 
is, again, the highest penance. It is also the highest truths from which all duty 
proceeds. Flesh cannot be had from grass or wood or stone. Unless a living creature is 
slain, it cannot be had. Hence is the fault in eating flesh... That man who abstains from 
meat, is never put in fear, O king, by any creature. All creatures seek his protection. He 
never causes any anxiety in others, and himself has never to become anxious. If there 
were nobody who ate flesh there would then be nobody to kill living creatures. The man 
who kills living creatures kill them for the sake of the person who eats flesh. If flesh 
were regarded as inedible, there would then be no slaughter of living creatures. It is for 
the sake of the eater that the slaughter of living creatures goes on in the world. Since, 
O thou of great splendour, the period of life is shortened of persons who slaughter living 
creatures or cause them to be slaughtered, it is clear that the person who wishes his 
own good should give up meat entirely... The purchaser of flesh performs himsa 
[violence] by his wealth; he who eats flesh does so by enjoying its taste; the killer does 
himsa by actually tying and killing the animal. Thus, there are three forms of killing. 
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He who brings flesh or sends for it, he who cuts off the limbs of an animal, and he who 
purchases, sells, or cooks flesh and eats it—all of these are to be considered meat-
eaters." (Mahabharata 13.115) 

"Those sinful persons who are ignorant of actual religious principles, yet consider 
themselves to be completely pious, without compunction commit violence against 
innocent animals who are fully trusting in them. In their next lives, such sinful persons 
will be eaten by the same creatures they have killed in this world." (Bhagavata Purana 
11.5.14) 

"A person fully aware of religious principles should never offer anything like meat, eggs 
or fish in the Sraddha ceremony, and even if one is a Kshatriya (warrior), he himself 
should not eat such things." (Bhagavata Purana 7.15.7) 

Current situation 

In modern India the food habits of Hindus vary according to their community or caste 
and according to regional traditions. Hindu vegetarians usually eschew eggs but 
consume milk and dairy products, so they are lacto-vegetarians. 

According to a survey of 2006, vegetarianism is weak in coastal states and strong in 
landlocked northern and western states and among Brahmins in general, 55 percent of 
whom are vegetarians. Many coastal inhabitants are fish eaters. In particular Bengali 
Hindus have romanticized fishermen and the consumption of fish through poetry, 
literature and music. 

Hindus who eat meat are encouraged to eat Jhatka meat. 

Animal sacrifice in Hinduism 

Animal sacrifice in Hinduism (sometimes known as Jhatka Bali) is the ritual killing of 
an animal in Hinduism. 

The ritual sacrifice normally forms part of a festival to honour a Hindu god. For 
example, in Nepal the Hindu goddess Gadhimai, is honoured every 5 years with the 
slaughter of 250,000 animals. Bali sacrifice today is common at the Sakta shrines of the 
Goddess Kali. 

Buddhism 

The First Precept prohibits Buddhists from killing people or animals. The matter of 
whether this forbids Buddhists from eating meat has long been a matter of debate. 

The first Buddhist monks and nuns were forbidden from growing, storing, or cooking 
their own food; they relied entirely on the generosity of alms to feed themselves, and 
were not allowed to accept money to buy their own food. They could not make special 
dietary requests, and had to accept whatever food almsgivers had available, including 
meat. Monks and nuns of the Theravada school of Buddhism, which predominates in 
Sri Lanka, Thailand, Cambodia, Burma, and Laos, still follow these strictures today. 
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These strictures were relaxed in China, Korea, Japan, and other countries that follow 
Mahayana Buddhism, where monasteries were situated in remote mountain areas and 
the distance to the nearest towns made daily almsrounds impractical. There, Buddhist 
monks and nuns could cultivate their own crops, store their own harvests, cook their 
own meals, and accept money to buy anything else they needed in terms of food in the 
market. 

According to the Vinaya Pitaka, when Devadatta urged him to make complete 
abstinence from meat compulsory, the Buddha refused, maintaining that "monks would 
have to accept whatever they found in their begging bowls, including meat, provided 
that they had not seen, had not heard, and had no reason to suspect that the animal 
had been killed so that the meat could be given to them". There were prohibitions on 
specific kinds of meat: meat from humans, meat from royal animals such as elephants 
or horses, meat from dogs, and meat from dangerous animals like snakes, lions, tigers, 
panthers, bears and hyenas. 

On the other hand, certain Mahayana sutras strongly denounce the eating of meat. 
According to the Mahayana Mahaparinirvana Sutra, the Buddha revoked this 
permission to eat meat and warned of a dark age when false monks would claim that 
they were allowed meat. In the Lankavatara Sutra, a disciple of the Buddha named 
Mahamati asks "[Y]ou teach a doctrine that is flavoured with compassion. It is the 
teaching of the perfect Buddhas. And yet we eat meat nonetheless; we have not put an 
end to it." An entire chapter is devoted to the Buddha's response, wherein he lists a 
litany of spiritual, physical, mental, and emotional reasons why meat-eating should be 
abjured. However, according to Suzuki (2004:211), this chapter on meat-eating is a 
"later addition to the text....It is quite likely that meat-eating was practiced more or 
less among the earlier Buddhists, which was made a subject of severe criticism by their 
opponents. The Buddhists at the time of the Laṅkāvatāra did not like it, hence this 
addition in which an apologetic tone is noticeable." Phelps (2004:64–65) points to a 
passage in the Surangama Sutra which implies advocacy of "not just a vegetarian, but 
a vegan lifestyle"; however, numerous scholars over the centuries have concluded that 
the Śūraṅgama Sūtra is a forgery. Moreover, in the Mahayana Mahaparinirvana Sutra, 
the same sutra which records his retraction of permission to eat meat, the Buddha 
explicitly identifies as "beautiful foods" honey, milk, and cream, all of which are 
eschewed by vegans. 

In the modern Buddhist world, attitudes toward vegetarianism vary by location. In 
China and Vietnam, monks typically eat no meat (and with other restrictions as well—
see Buddhist cuisine). In Japan or Korea some schools do not eat meat, while most do. 
Theravadins in Sri Lanka and South-east Asia do not practice vegetarianism. All 
Buddhists however, including monks, are allowed to practice vegetarianism if they 
wish to do so. Phelps (2004:147) states that "There are no accurate statistics, but I 
would guess—and it is only a guess—that worldwide about half of all Buddhists are 
vegetarian". 

Sikhism 

Followers of Sikhism do not have a preference for meat or vegetarian consumption. 
There are two views on initiated or "Amritdhari Sikhs" and meat consumption. 
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"Amritdhari" Sikhs (i.e. those that follow the Sikh Rehat Maryada - the Official Sikh 
Code of Conduct) can eat meat (provided it is not Kutha meat)."Amritdharis" that 
belong to some Sikh sects (e.g. Akhand Kirtani Jatha, Damdami Taksal, Namdhari, 
Rarionwalay, etc.) are vehemently against the consumption of meat and eggs. 

In the case of meat, the Sikh Gurus have indicated their preference for a simple diet, 
which could include meat or be vegetarian. Passages from the Guru Granth Sahib (the 
holy book of Sikhs, also known as the Adi Granth) say that fools argue over this issue. 
Guru Nanak said that overconsumption of food (Lobh, Greed) involves a drain on the 
Earth's resources and thus on life. The tenth guru, Guru Gobind Singh, prohibited the 
Sikhs from the consumption of halal or Kutha (any ritually slaughtered meat) meat 
because of the Sikh belief that sacrificing an animal in the name of God is mere 
ritualism (something to be avoided). 

On the views that eating vegetation would be eating flesh, first Sikh Guru Nanak 
states: 

���� �� �	
� � �	� ����� �	�� ��ੰ�	 ॥ ������ �ੰ�� ��	�� ��	�� ������ �����
� �ੰ�	 ॥ 

O Pandit, you do not know where did flesh originate! It is water where life originated 
and it is water that sustains all life. It is water that produces grains, sugarcane, cotton 
and all forms of life. 

—First Mehl, AGGS, M 1, p 1290. 

On Vegetation, the Guru described it as living and experiencing pain: 

Page 143 of the Sri Guru Granth Sahib Ji 

Look, and see how the sugar-cane is cut down. After cutting away its branches, its feet 
are bound together into bundles, 

and then, it is placed between the wooden rollers and crushed. 
What punishment is inflicted upon it! Its juice is extracted and placed in the cauldron; 
as it is heated, it groans and cries out. 
And then, the crushed cane is collected and burnt in the fire below. 
Nanak: come, people, and see how the sweet sugar-cane is treated! 

—First Mehl, Page 143 Sri Guru Granth Sahib Ji 

Sikhs who eat meat, eat Jhatka meat. 

Abrahamic religions 

Judaic, Christian, and Muslim traditions (Abrahamic religions) all have strong 
connections to the Biblical ideal of the Garden of Eden, which includes references to a 
herbivore diet. However, only minorities within those populations actually practice and 
advocate such diets. 
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Judaism 

Rabbinical Judaism discourages "ascetic" practices in general, and encourages one to 
'enjoy the bounty of this world in a proper fashion'. Several passages in the Hebrew 
scriptures permit eating animal flesh, such as supposedly Genesis 9:3, which states 
"Every moving thing that liveth shall be food for you." This verse extends such 
permission to all "children of Noah," i.e., all humanity. One of the sages of the Talmud 
asserted, "Man will have to account for everything he saw but did not eat." (This refers 
to permissible or kosher foods only, not to forbidden animal species such as pork.) On 
the other hand, the Talmud discourages indulgence and states that it is preferable that 
one's diet consist mostly of non-meat products. To Jewish vegetarians wishing to 
remain consistent with this teaching, vegetarianism is not a form of self-deprivation, 
because the vegetarian does not desire to eat meat and believes it is healthier not to eat 
meat and is aware of other negative effects of meat production and consumption. 

Genesis 1:29 states "And God said: Behold, I have given you every herb yielding seed 
which is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree that has seed-yielding fruit—to 
you it shall be for food." According to some classical Jewish Bible commentators this 
means that God's original plan was for mankind to be vegetarian (actually vegan), and 
that God only later gave permission for man to eat meat because of man's weak nature.· 
As the ideal images of the Torah are vegetarian, it is natural to similarly see the laws 
of kashrut as actually designed to wean Jews away from meat eating and to move them 
toward the vegetarian ideal. The rituals of kashrut remind us of the magnitude of what 
we do each time we kill a living being. Other commentators argue that people may eat 
animals because God gave Adam and Eve dominion over them. Actually, Jews have a 
choice in their kosher diets, and Richard Schwartz argues that this choice should 
consider that the production and consumption of meat and other animal products 
violate basic Jewish teachings on protecting human health, treating animals with 
compassion, protecting the environment, conserving natural resources, helping hungry 
people, and pursuing peace. 

Generally speaking, Judaism has not promoted vegetarianism. However, some 
prominent rabbis have promoted vegetarian lifestyle, among them David Cohen (known 
as "Ha-Nazir"), and Chief Rabbi of Israel Shlomo Goren. Rabbi Yitzhak HaLevi Herzog 
said: 

"A whole galaxy of central rabbinic and spiritual leaders... has been affirming 
vegetarianism as the ultimate meaning of Jewish moral teaching... Jews will 
move increasingly to vegetarianism out of their own deepening knowledge of 
what their tradition commands..." 
"Man ideally should not eat meat, for to eat meat a life must be taken, an animal 
must be put to death." 

Rabbi Milgrom regards the commandment against blood as a law that permits man to 
"indulge in his lust for meat and not be brutalized in the process." 

Some Orthodox authorities have argued that it is forbidden for an individual to become 
a vegetarian if they do so because they believe in animal rights; however, they have 
ruled that vegetarianism is allowed for pragmatic reasons (if kosher meat is expensive 
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or hard to come by in their area), health concerns, or for reasons of personal taste (if 
someone finds meat unpalatable). Some believe that halakha encourages the eating of 
meat at the Sabbath and Festival meals; thus some Orthodox Jews who are otherwise 
vegetarian will nevertheless consume meat at these meals. 

There are several arguments from Judaism used by Jewish vegetarians. For the Jewish 
vegetarian there are three main components which prove vegetarianism to be an 
ethical mitzvah: Tza'ar ba'alei hayyim, Pikuach nefesh and Bal tashkhit. Tza'ar ba'alei 
hayyim is the injunction not to cause ‘pain to living creatures’. Pikuach nefesh is not 
only the regard for human life which is in immediate danger. Bal Tashchit is the law 
which prohibits waste. Another argument is that, since Adam and Eve were not 
allowed to eat meat and that, according to some opinions, in the Messianic era, the 
whole world will be vegetarian, not eating meat is something that brings the world 
closer to that ideal. In his booklet summarizing many of Rav Kook’s teachings, Joseph 
Green, a 20th-century South African Jewish vegetarian writer, concludes that Jewish 
religious ethical vegetarians are pioneers of the messianic era; they are leading lives 
that make the coming of the Messiah more likely. The Jewish tradition asserts that one 
way to speed the coming of the Messiah is to start practicing the ways that will prevail 
in the messianic time. A second one is that the laws of shechita are meant to prevent 
the suffering of animals and today, with factory farming and high-speed, mechanized 
slaughterhouses, even kosher slaughterhouses are considered by some authorities not 
to fulfill enough of the requirements to render the meat kosher. Also, even if the 
slaughtering process is carried out perfectly, with a minimum of pain to the animal, the 
many months of cruel treatment of animals on factory farms should be considered. A 
third one is that the Sages only mandated eating an olive's bulk of meat during 
festivals, but even then, this was because in Talmudic times, meat was considered 
essential for one's diet. 

Sacrifices were used as an excuse to eat meat, and later denounced by the biblical 
prophets if carried out in a society that did not practice compassion and justice. 

• Hosea 8:13 

They offer sacrifices to me because they are those who eat the meat, but 
Hashem does not accept their sacrifices, for He is mindful of their sin and 
remembers their wickedness 

• Hosea 6:6 

For I desired mercy, and not sacrifice; and the knowledge of God more than 
burnt offerings. 

• Jeremiah 7:22-23 

22 For when I brought your forefathers out of Egypt and spoke to them, I did not 
give them commands about burnt offerings and sacrifices, 23 but I gave 
them this command: Obey me, and I will be your God and you will be my people. 
Walk in all the ways I command you, that it may go well with you. 
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• Isaiah 66:3 

But whoever sacrifices a bull is like one who kills a man, and whoever 
offers a lamb, like one who breaks a dog's neck and whoever makes a 
grain offering is like one who presents pig's blood, and whoever burns 
memorial incense, like one who worships an idol. They have chosen their own 
ways, and their souls delight in their abominations; 

In Israel there is one vegetarian moshav (village), called Amirim. Its vegetarianism is 
based on general principles of health and ethics and not on the Jewish religion. 

Jewish Vegetarians of North America (JVNA) is a grassroots organization promoting 
vegetarianism as "God's ideal diet" JVNA produced the 2007 film A Sacred Duty. 

The Shamayim V'Aretz Institute led by Rabbi Shmuly Yanklowitz promotes a vegan 
diet in the Jewish community through animal welfare activism, kosher veganism, and 
Jewish spirituality. 

Notable Jewish vegetarians include David Rosen, She'ar Yashuv Cohen, Roberta 
Kalechofsky, Yonassan Gershom, Shmuly Yanklowitz, Richard H. Schwartz, and Isaac 
Bashevis Singer. Jonathan Safran Foer narrated the short documentary film If This Is 
Kosher..., which records what he considers abuses within the kosher meat industry. 

Christianity 

 
Joseph Bates, vegetarian and one of the founders of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. 

Several Christian monastic groups, including the Desert Fathers, Trappists, 
Benedictines, Cistercians and Carthusians, all of the Orthodox monks and also 
Christian esoteric groups, such as the Rosicrucian Fellowship, have encouraged 
vegetarianism. 

The Bible Christian Church, a Christian vegetarian sect founded by Reverend William 
Cowherd in 1809, were one of the philosophical forerunners of the Vegetarian Society. 
Cowherd encouraged members to abstain from eating of meat as a form of temperance. 
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Some Christian groups, such as Seventh-day Adventists, the Christian Vegetarian 
Association and Christian anarchists, take a literal interpretation of the Biblical 
prophecies of universal veg(etari)anism and encourage veg(etari)anism as preferred 
lifestyles or as a tool to reject the commodity status of animals and the use of animal 
products for any purpose, although some of them say it is not required. Other groups 
point instead to allegedly explicit prophecies of temple sacrifices in the Messianic 
Kingdom, e.g. Ezekiel 46:12, where so-called peace offerings and so-called freewill 
offerings are said that will be offered, and Leviticus 7:15-20 where it states that such 
offerings are eaten, what may contradict the very purpose of Jesus' purportedly 
sufficient atonement. 

Some Christian vegetarians, such as Keith Akers, argue that Jesus himself was a 
vegetarian. Akers argues that Jesus was influenced by the Essenes, an ascetic Jewish 
sect. The present academic consensus is that Jesus was not an Essene. There is no 
historical record of Jesus’ precise attitudes to animals, but there is a strand in his 
ethical teaching about the primacy of mercy to the weak, the powerless and the 
oppressed, which Walters and Portmess argue can also refer to captive animals. 

Eastern Christianity generally recommends veganism. Vegetarianism is practiced as 
part of fasting during the Great Lent (although shellfish and other non-vertebrate 
products are generally considered acceptable during some periods of this time); vegan 
fasting is particularly common in Eastern Orthodoxy and Oriental Orthodox Churches, 
such as the Coptic Orthodox Church of Alexandria, which generally fasts 210 days out 
of the year. 

Islam 

Islam explicitly prohibits eating of some kinds of meat, especially pork. However, one of 
the most important Islamic celebrations, Eid ul-Adha, involves animal sacrifices. 
Muslims who can afford to do so sacrifice a domestic animals (usually sheep, but also 
camels, cows, and goats). According to the Quran, a large portion of the meat has to be 
given towards the poor and hungry, and every effort is to be made to see that no 
impoverished Muslim is left without sacrificial food during days of feast like Eid-ul-
Adha. Certain Islamic orders are mainly vegetarian; many Sufis maintain a vegetarian 
diet. 

Rastafari 

Rastafarians generally follow a diet called "I-tal", which eschews the eating of food that 
has been artificially preserved, flavoured, or chemically altered in any way. Some 
Rastafarians consider it to also forbid the eating of meat but the majority will not eat 
pork. 

Bahá'í Faith 

While there are no dietary restrictions in the Bahá'í Faith, `Abdu'l-Bahá, the son of the 
founder of the religion, noted that a vegetarian diet consisting of fruits and grains was 
desirable, except for people with a weak constitution or those that are sick. He stated 
that there are no requirements that Bahá'ís become vegetarian, but that a future 
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society would gradually become vegetarian. `Abdu'l-Bahá also stated that killing 
animals was somewhat contrary to compassion. While Shoghi Effendi, the head of the 
Bahá'í Faith in the first half of the 20th century, stated that a purely vegetarian diet 
would be preferable since it avoided killing animals, both he and the Universal House 
of Justice, the governing body of the Bahá'ís have stated that these teachings do not 
constitute a Bahá'í practice and that Bahá'ís can choose to eat whatever they wish, but 
to be respectful of others beliefs. 

Other religions 

Taoism 

In Chinese societies, "simple eating" (素食 Mandarin: sù shí) refers to a particular 
restricted diet associated with Taoist monks, and sometimes practiced by members of 
the general population during Taoist festivals and fasting days. It is similar to Chinese 
Buddhist vegetarianism. Varying levels of abstinence among Taoists and Taoist-
influenced people include veganism, veganism without root vegetables, lacto-ovo 
vegetarianism, and pescetarianism. Taoist vegetarians also tend to abstain from 
alcohol and pungent vegetables such as garlic and onions during lenten days. Non-
vegetarian Taoists sometimes abstain from beef and water buffalo meat for many 
cultural reasons. 

Vegetarianism in the Taoist tradition is similar to that of Lent in the Christian 
tradition. While highly religious people such as monks may be vegetarian, vegan or 
pescetarian on a permanent basis, lay practitioners often eat vegetarian on the 1st 
(new moon), 8th, 14th, 18th, 23rd, 24th, 28th, 29th and 30th days of the lunar calendar. 
In accordance with their Buddhist peers, and because many people are both Taoist and 
Buddhist, they often also eat lenten on the 15th day (full moon). Taoist vegetarianism 
is similar to Chinese Buddhist vegetarianism, however, its roots reach to pre-Buddhist 
times. Believers historically abstained from animal products and alcohol before 
practicing Confucian, Taoist and Chinese folk religion rites. 

It is referred to by the English word "vegetarian"; however, though it rejects meat, 
eggs, and milk, this diet may include oysters and oyster products or otherwise be 
pescetarian for some believers. Many lay Taoists who follow modern sects such as that 
of Yi Guan Dao or Master Ching Hai are vegan or strictly vegetarian. 

Zoroastrianism 

One of the main precepts in Zoroastrianism is respect and kindness towards all living 
things, condemnation of cruelty against animals, and the sacrifice of animals. 

The Shahnameh states that the evil king of Iran, Zohak was first taught eating meat by 
the evil one who came to him in the guise of a cook. This was the start of an age of great 
evil for Iran. Prior to this, in the Golden age of mankind in the days of the great Aryan 
Kings, man did not eat meat. 
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The Pahlavi scriptures state that in the final stages of the world, when the final 
Saviour Saoshyant arrives, man will become more spiritual and gradually give up meat 
eating. 

Vegetarianism is stated to be the future state of the world in Pahlavi scriptures - 
Atrupat-e Emetan in Iran in Denkard Book VI requested all Zoroastrians to be 
vegetarians: 

"ku.san enez a-on ku urwar xwarishn bawed shmah mardoman ku derziwishn bawed, 
ud az tan i gospand pahrezed, ce amar was, eg Ohrmaz i xwaday hay.yarih i gospand 
ray urwar was dad." 

Meaning: They hold this also: Be plant eaters (urwar xwarishn) (i.e. vegetarian), O you, 
men, so that you may live long. Keep away from the body of cattle (tan i gospand), and 
deeply reckon that Ohrmazd, the Lord has created plants in great number for helping 
cattle (and men)." 

Neopaganism 

There is no set teaching on vegetarianism within the diverse neopagan communities, 
however many do follow a vegetarian diet often connected to ecological concerns as well 
as the welfare and rights of animals. Vegetarian practitioners of Wicca will often see 
their standpoint as a natural extension of the Wiccan Rede. Organizations like SERV 
refer to the historic figures of Porphyry, Pythagoras and Iamblichus as sources for the 
Pagan view of vegetarianism. During the 1970s the publication Earth Religion News, 
focused on articles related to neopaganism and vegetarianism, it was edited by the 
author Herman Slater. 

Meher Baba's teachings 

The spiritual teacher Meher Baba recommended a vegetarian diet for his followers 
because he held that it helps one to avoid certain impurities: "Killing an animal for 
sport, pleasure or food means catching all its bad impressions, since the motive is 
selfish....Impressions are contagious. Eating meat is prohibited in many spiritual 
disciplines because therein the person catches the impressions of the animal, thus 
rendering himself more susceptible to lust and anger." 
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Chapter 30 

CATTLE IN RELIGION 

 

Due to the multiple benefits from cattle, there are varying beliefs about cattle in 
societies and religions. In some regions, especially Nepal and some states in India, the 
slaughter of cattle is prohibited and their meat may be taboo. Cattle are considered 
sacred in world religions such as Hinduism, Jainism, Zoroastrianism and others. 
Religions in Ancient Egypt, Ancient Greece, Ancient Israel and Ancient Rome held 
similar beliefs. 

 
In Hinduism, the cow is a symbol of wealth, strength, 

abundance, selfless giving and a full Earthly life 

In Hinduism 

Origins 

 
Bull bas relief in Mamallapuram 

The cow has been a symbol of wealth since ancient days. However, they were neither 
inviolable nor revered in the same way they are today. 
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The cow was possibly revered because Hindus relied heavily on it for dairy products 
and for tilling the fields, and on cow dung as a source of fuel and fertilizer. Thus, the 
cow’s status as a 'caretaker' led to identifying it as an almost maternal figure (hence 
the term gau mata). 

 
A cow walking in Delhi, 2004 

Hinduism is based on the concept of omnipresence of the Divine and the presence of a 
soul in all creatures, including bovines. Thus, by that definition, killing any animal 
would be a sin: One would be obstructing the natural cycle of birth and death of that 
creature, and the creature would have to be reborn in that same form because of its 
unnatural death. Krishna, one of the avatars of god himself, tended cows. The cow and 
bull represent the symbol of Dharma. Reverence for cows and bulls is in the major texts 
of the Vedic religion. 

In South India and some parts of Sri Lanka, a cattle festival called Mattu Pongal is 
celebrated. 

Sanskrit term 

The most common word for cow is go, cognate with the English cow and Latin bos, all 
from Proto-Indo-European language (PIE) cognates *gwous. The Sanskrit word for 
cattle is paśu, from PIE *peḱu-. Other terms are dhenu cow and uks ox. 

Milk cows are also called aghnya "that which may not be slaughtered". Depending on 
the interpretation of terminology used for a cow, the cow may have been protected. 

In the Hindu scriptures 

 
The calf is compared with the dawn, in Hinduism. Here, with a sadhu. 

Rig Veda 
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Cattle are one of the important animals, and several hymns refer to ten thousand and 
more cattle. Rig Veda 7.95.2. and other verses (e.g., 8.21.18) also mention that the 
Sarasvati region poured milk and clarified butter (ghee), indicating that cattle were 
herded in this region. RV 6.28 is called Cows. Text 3 speaks about safety of cows. 

In the Rig Veda, the cows figure frequently as symbols of wealth and in comparison 
with river goddesses, e.g., in 3.33.1 cd, 

"Like two bright mother cows who lick their young, Vipas and Sutudri speed down their 
waters." 

Atharva Veda 

The cow's body is represented by devas and other subjects. 

Brahma-saṁhitā 

In the Brahma-saṁhitā it is said that the Lord, Śrī Kṛṣṇa, in His transcendental abode 
Goloka Vṛndāvana, is accustomed to herding the surabhi cows. 

Harivamsha 

The Harivamsha depicts Krishna as a cowherd. He is often described as Bala Gopala, 
"the child who protects the cows." Another of Krishna's names, Govinda, means "one 
who brings satisfaction to the cows." Other scriptures identify the cow as the "mother" 
of all civilization, its milk nurturing the population. The gift of a cow is applauded as 
the highest kind of gift. 

The cow's milk is believed to promote Sattvic (purifying) qualities. The ghee (clarified 
butter) from the milk of a cow is used in ceremonies and in preparing religious food. 
Cow dung is used as fertilizer, as a fuel and as a disinfectant in homes. Its urine is used 
for religious rituals as well as medicinal purposes. The supreme purificatory material, 
panchagavya, was a mixture of five products of the cow: milk, curds, ghee, urine and 
dung. The interdiction of the meat of the bounteous cow as food was regarded as the 
first step to total vegetarianism. 

Puranas 

 
Prithu chasing Prithvi, who is in the form of a cow. Prithu milked the cow to generate crops for humans. 

The earth-goddess Prithvi was, in the form of a cow, successively milked of beneficent 
substances for the benefit of humans, by deities starting with the first sovereign: Prithu 
milked the cow to generate crops for humans to end a famine. 
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Kamadhenu, the miraculous "cow of plenty" and the "mother of cows" in Hindu 
mythology is believed to represent the generic sacred cow, regarded as the source of all 
prosperity. All the gods are believed to reside in her body; a form of Kamadhenu often 
depicted in poster-art. 

In the Bhagavata Purana, Surabhi is the name of the cows which exist in the spiritual 
planets and are especially reared by Kṛṣṇa. As men are made after the form and 
features of the Supreme Lord, so the cows are made after the form and features of the 
surabhi cows in the spiritual kingdom. 

Historical significance 

 
A pamphlet protesting against the Muslim practice of beef-eating. The demon Kali (far right) attempts to 
slaughter the sacred cow, represented by "the mother of cows" Kamadhenu in whose body all deities are 

believed to reside. The colour version ran by the Ravi Varma Press (c. 1912). 

The reverence for the cow played a role in the Indian Rebellion of 1857 against the 
British East India Company. Hindu and Muslim sepoys in the army of the East India 
Company came to believe that their paper cartridges, which held a measured amount of 
gunpowder, were greased with cow and pig fat.  

The consumption of swine is forbidden in Islam. Since loading the gun required biting 
off the end of the paper cartridge, they concluded that the British were forcing them to 
break edicts of their religion. 

In Gandhi's teachings 

The cow was venerated by Mahatma Gandhi. He said: "I worship it and I shall defend 
its worship against the whole world," and that, "The central fact of Hinduism is cow 
protection." He regarded the cow as better than the earthly mother and called her "the 
mother to millions of Indian mankind." 

Our mother, when she dies, means expenses of burial or cremation. Mother cow is as 
useful dead as when she is alive. We can make use of every part of her body — her 
flesh, her bones, her intestines, her horns and her skin. 

—Gandhi 

For Gandhi, the cow is a "poem of mercy", and protection of the cow is the gift of 
Hinduism to the world, because to protect Mother Cow means protecting all weak lives 
in this world. 
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Zoroastrianism 

The term geush urva means "the spirit of the cow" and is interpreted as the soul of the 
earth. In the Ahunavaiti Gatha, Zarathustra (or Zoroaster) accuses some of his co-
religionists of abusing the cow. Ahura Mazda tells Zarathustra to protect the cow. 

The lands of Zarathustra and the Vedic priests were those of cattle breeders. The 9th 
chapter of the Vendidad of the Avesta expounds the purificatory power of cow urine. It 
is declared to be a panacea for all bodily and moral evils. 

Judaism 

According to the Hebrew Bible, an unblemished red cow was an important part of 
ancient Jewish rituals. The cow was sacrificed and burned in a precise ritual, and the 
ashes were added to water used in the ritual purification of a person who had come in 
to contact with a human corpse. The ritual is described in the Book of Numbers in 
Chapter 19, verses 1-14. Observant Jews study this passage every year in early 
summer as part of the weekly Torah portion called Chukat. A contemporary Jewish 
organization called the Temple Institute is trying to revive this ancient religious 
observance. 

Traditional Judaism considers beef kosher and permissible as food, as long as the cow 
is slaughtered in a religious ritual called shechita, and the meat is not served in a meal 
that includes any dairy foods. 

Islam 

Islam allows the slaughter of cows and consumption of beef, as long as the cow is 
slaughtered in a religious ritual called dhabīḥah/zabiha similar to the Jewish shechita. 

In India, many rulers of the Mughal Empire had imposed a ban on the slaughter of 
cows because of the large Hindu and Jain populations of the country. 

Jainism 

Main article: Ahimsa in Jainism 

Jainism forbids the killing of any animals, whether for consumption or sacrifice. 

Ancient Egypt 

The ancient Egyptians sacrificed animals but not the cow, because it was sacred to 
goddess Hathor, and due to the contemporary Greek myth of Io, who had the form of a 
cow. 

In Egyptian mythology, Hesat was the manifestation of Hathor, the divine sky-cow, in 
earthly form. Like Hathor, she was seen as the wife of Ra. In hieroglyphs she is 
depicted as a cow with a headdress. 
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Ancient Europe 

• In Celtic mythology, the principal gods were sometimes considered to take the 
form of a bull and cow during a rite at the spring equinox. The cattle goddess 
was known as Damona in Celtic Gaul and Boann in Celtic Ireland. 

• In Greek mythology, the Cattle of Helios pastured on the island of Thrinacia, 
which is believed to be modern Sicily. Helios, the sun god, is said to have had 
seven herds of oxen and seven flocks of sheep, each numbering fifty head. A 
hecatomb was a sacrifice to the gods Apollo, Athena, and Hera, of 100 cattle 
(hekaton = one hundred). 

• In Norse mythology, the primeval cow Auðumbla suckled the ancestor of the 
Frost Giants, Ymir, and licked Odin's grandfather, Búri, out of the ice. 

• Among the Visigoths, the oxen pulling the wagon with the corpse of Saint 
Emilian lead to the correct burial site (San Millán de la Cogolla, La Rioja). 

Modern day 

 
A shelter (goshala) at Guntur 

 

 
A cow resting on a street in Vrindavan, India, free to wander. 

Today, in Hindu-majority countries like India and Nepal, bovine milk holds a key part 
of religious rituals. For some, it is customary to boil milk on a stove or lead a cow 
through the house as part of a housewarming ceremony. In honor of their exalted 
status, cows often roam free, even along (and in) busy streets in major cities such as 
Delhi. In some places, it is considered good luck to give one a snack or fruit before 
breakfast. 
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In India 

In India, the slaughter of cattle is allowed with restrictions (like a 'fit-for-slaughter' 
certificate which may be issued depending on factors like age and gender of cattle, 
continued economic viability, etc.), but only for bulls and buffaloes and not cows in 
fourteen states; it is completely banned in six states with pending litigation in the 
supreme court to overturn the ban; while there is no restriction in many states. This 
has created communal disharmony in India and frequently leads to unwanted 
incidents. 

Gopastami, a holiday celebrated by the Hindus once a year, is one of the few instances 
where cows receive prayers and sacrifices in modern day India. While the cow is still 
respected and honored by most of the Indian population, there has been controversy 
over the treatment of the cows during the holiday. Part of the holiday includes 
sacrificing the cow to symbolize the continuation of life. Since cow slaughtering is only 
legal in two Indian states, cows must be transported around the country in rather poor 
conditions, usually train or by foot. This lack of sacredness toward the cows alarms 
many animal activists and some dedicated Hindus. 

In Nepal 

In Nepal, the cow is the national animal. Cows give milk from which the people produce 
dahi (yogurt), ghee, butter, etc. In Nepal, a Hindu-majority country, slaughtering of 
cows and bulls is completely banned. Cows are considered like the Goddess Laxmi 
(goddess of wealth and prosperity). The Nepalese have a festival called Tihar (Diwali) 
during which, on one day called Gaipuja, they perform prayers for cows. 

Cows roam freely and are sacred. However, buffalo slaughtering is done in Nepal for 
religious purposes. 

In Burma 

The beef taboo is fairly widespread in Burma, particularly in the Buddhist community. 
In Burma, beef is typically obtained from cattle that are slaughtered at the end of their 
working lives (16 years of age) or from sick animals. Cattle is rarely raised for meat; 
58% of cattle in the country is used for draught power. Few people eat beef, and there is 
a general dislike of beef (especially among the Bamar and Burmese Chinese), although 
it is more commonly eaten in regional cuisines, particularly those of ethnic minorities 
like the Kachin. Buddhists, when giving up meat during the Buddhist (Vassa) or 
Uposatha days, will forego beef first. Almost all butchers are Muslim because of the 
Buddhist doctrine of ahimsa (no harm). 

During the country's last dynasty, the Konbaung dynasty, habitual consumption of beef 
was punishable by public flogging. 

In 1885, Ledi Sayadaw, a prominent Buddhist monk wrote the Nwa-myitta-sa, a poetic 
prose letter that argued that Burmese Buddhists should not kill cattle and eat beef, 
since Burmese farmers depended on them as beasts of burden to maintain their 
livelihoods, that the marketing of beef for human consumption threatened the 
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extinction of buffalo and cattle and that the practice and was ecologically unsound. He 
subsequently led successful beef boycotts during the colonial era, despite the presence 
of beef eating among locals and influenced a generation of Burmese nationalists in 
adopting this stance. 

On 29 August 1961, the Burmese Parliament passed the State Religion Promotion Act 
of 1961, which explicitly banned the slaughtering of cattle nationwide (beef became 
known as todo tha; lit. hush hush meat). Religious groups, such as Muslims, were 
required to apply for exemption licences to slaughter cattle on religious holidays. This 
ban was repealed a year later, after Ne Win led a coup d'état and declared martial law 
in the country. 

In Sri Lanka 

In Sri Lanka, in May 2013, 30-year-old Buddhist monk Bowatte Indrarathana Thera of 
the Sri Sugatha Purana Vihara self immolated to protest the government allowing 
religious minorities to slaughter cows.  

China 

The beef taboo, known as niú jiè (牛戒), has historically been an important dietary 
restriction in Ancient China, particularly among the Han Chinese, as oxen and buffalo 
(bovines) are useful in farming and are respected. During the Zhou Dynasty, they were 
not often eaten, even by emperors. Some emperors banned killing cows. Beef is not 
recommended in Chinese medicine, as it is considered a hot food and is thought to 
disrupt the body's internal balance. 

In written sources (including anectodes and Daoist liturgical texts), this taboo first 
appeared in the 9th to 12th centuries (Tang-Song transition, with the advent of pork 
meat.) By the 16th to 17th centuries, the beef taboo had become well accepted in the 
framework of Chinese morality and was found in morality books (善書), with several 
books dedicated exclusively to this taboo. The beef taboo comes from a Chinese 
perspective that relates the respect for animal life and vegetarianism (ideas shared by 
Buddhism, Confucianism and Daoism, and state protection for draught animals.) In 
Chinese society, only ethnic and religious groups not fully assimilated (such as the 
Muslim Huis and the Miao) and foreigners consumed this meat. This taboo, among Han 
Chinese, led Chinese Muslims to create a niche for themselves as butchers who 
specialized in slaughtering oxen and buffalo. 

Occasionally, some cows seen weeping before slaughter are often released to temples 
nearby. 

Japan 

Historically, there was a beef taboo in Ancient Japan, as a means of protecting the 
livestock population and Buddhist influence. Meat-eating had long been taboo in 
Japan, beginning with a decree in 675 that banned the consumption of cattle, horses, 
dogs, monkeys and chicken, influenced by the Buddhist prohibition of killing. In 1612, 
the shogun declared a decree that specifically banned the killing of cattle. This official 
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prohibition was in place until 1872, when it was officially proclaimed that Emperor 
Meiji consumed beef and mutton, which transformed the country's dietary 
considerations as a means of modernizing the country, particularly with regard to 
consumption of beef. With contact from Europeans, beef increasingly became popular, 
even though it had previously been considered barbaric. 

Leather 

In religiously diverse countries, leather vendors are typically careful to clarify the kinds 
of leather used in their products. For example, leather shoes will bear a label 
identifying the animal from which the leather was taken. In this way, a Muslim would 
not accidentally purchase pigskin leather, and a Hindu could avoid cow leather. Many 
Hindus who are vegetarians will not use any kind of leather. 

Judaism forbids the wearing of shoes made with leather on Yom Kippur, Tisha B'Av, 
and during mourning. 

Jainism prohibits the use of leather since it is obtained by killing animals. 
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Chapter 31 

SATTVIC DIET 

 

The Sattvic Diet is a diet based on foods with the sattva quality (guna). In Yoga and 
Ayurveda literature, the Sattvic diet is said to restore and maintain a sattvic or 
sentient state of living. In the Sattvic system of dietary classification, foods and drinks 
that have destructive influence on the mind or body are considered Tamasic or course, 
while those that neither lead to better health nor are destructive are considered Rajasic 
or mutative. 

The Sattvic diet is meant to be "pure, essential, natural, vital, energy-containing, clean, 
conscious, true, honest, wise". 

The Sattvic diet is a regimen that places emphasis on seasonal foods such as fruits, 
dairy products, nuts, seeds, oils, ripe vegetables, legumes, whole grains, and non-meat 
based proteins. Some Sattvic diet suggestions, such as its relative emphasis on dairy 
products, are controversial. 

The diet is sometimes referred to as Yogic diet in modern literature. In the ancient and 
medieval era Yoga literature, the diet concept discussed is Mitahara, which means 
"moderation in eating". 

Etymology 

Sattvic is derived from Sattva which is a Sanskrit word. Sattva is a complex concept in 
Indian philosophy, used in many contexts, and it means one that is "pure, essence, 
nature, vital, energy, clean, conscious, strong, courage, true, honest, wise, rudiment of 
life". 

Sattva is one of three gunas (quality, peculiarity, tendency, attribute, property). The 
other two qualities are considered to be Rajas (agitated, passionate, moving, emotional, 
trendy) and Tamas (dark, destructive, spoiled, ignorant, stale, inert, unripe, unnatural, 
weak, unclean). The concept that contrasts with and is opposed to Sattva is Tamas. 

A Sattvic diet is thus meant to include foods and eating habits that are "pure, essential, 
natural, vital, energy-giving, clean, conscious, true, honest, wise". 

Ancient literature 

Yoga includes recommendations on eating habits. Śāṇ�ilya Upanishad and 
Svātmārāma both state that Mitahara (eating in moderation) is an important part of 
yoga practice. It is one of the Yamas (virtuous self restraints). These texts while 
discussing yoga diet, however, make no mention of sattvic diet. 

The application of the Sattva and Tamas concepts to food is a later and relatively new 
extension to the Mitahara virtue in Yoga literature. Verses 1.57 through 1.63 of Hatha 
Yoga Pradipika suggests that taste cravings should not drive one’s eating habits, rather 
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the best diet is one that is tasty, nutritious and likable as well as sufficient to meet the 
needs of one’s body. It recommends that one must “eat only when one feels hungry” and 
“neither overeat nor eat to completely fill the capacity of one’s stomach; rather leave a 
quarter portion empty and fill three quarters with quality food and fresh water”. Verses 
1.59 to 1.61 of Hathayoga Pradipika suggest that the ‘‘mitahara’’ regimen of a yogi 
avoids foods with excessive amounts of sour, salt, bitterness, oil, spice burn, unripe 
vegetables, fermented foods or alcohol. The practice of Mitahara, in Hathayoga 
Pradipika, includes avoiding stale, impure and tamasic foods, and consuming moderate 
amounts of fresh, vital and sattvic foods. 

The Indian text Bhagavad Gita links sattva, rajas and tamas to food in verses 17.8 
through 17.10. It states that those who are in the Sattva state of mind prefer foods that 
are life giving, purifying to one's existence and that give strength, health, happiness 
and satisfaction. Sattva-oriented foods are juicy, oily, wholesome, and pleasing to taste. 
Non-Sattva oriented foods are too bitter, too sour, too salty, too spicy, too pungent, too 
astringent, stale, tasteless or decomposed. Non-Sattvic foods cause distress, disease and 
disorders. 

In the context of Yoga, attention to one's diet is essential for good health of body and 
mind, and the virtue of Mitahara is one where the yogi is aware of the quantity and 
quality of food and drinks he or she consumes, takes neither too much nor too little, and 
suits it to one's health condition and needs. Mitahara concept also recommends leaving 
a fourth of stomach empty, filling the rest with 2 parts food and 1 part fresh water. 

Sattvic foods 

The Sattvic diet places emphasis on lacto-vegetarian ingredients that are fresh, 
seasonal, and naturally sourced (non-processed). Grains, well ripened vegetables and 
fruits, nuts, seeds, legumes that are well prepared and freshly cooked are favoured. 
Oils and spices are considered sattvic, if naturally sourced and used in moderation. 
Milk and milk products are emphasized in many forms. 

Moderation is considered a key practice in sattvic lifestyle and yoga, which implies not 
over-eating. 

In Ayurveda and Yoga, Sattvic foods are considered as those that help restore and 
maintain harmony and balance in one's body and mind. Given Yoga's emphasis on 
virtuous living based on Yamas and Niyamas, the diet consists of food that empowers 
virtues such as ahimsa (non-injury to all living creatures) and others. Sattvic foods 
thus place emphasis on vegetarian foods, thereby minimizing injury and harm to 
animals and ocean life. Raw and cooked ripe, seasonal foods are preferred, including 
fruits, seeds, vegetables, herbs, whole grains, milk among others. Processed foods are 
considered tamasic. Stale food, overcooked or over-spiced foods are also considered 
inappropriate. All six flavors - sweet, salt, sour, pungent, bitter and astringent is 
preferably present in a Sattvic diet, at least on rotational basis, as each of these tastes 
are considered vital. Extreme emphasis or over-eating one or few flavors is considered 
Tamasic. 
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Gerson, in his review of Caraka Samhita, states that Yogic diet should include 
primarily freshly prepared and warm, be slightly unctuous (moist, oily) on palate, in 
small portions, eaten at a moderate pace (not gulped, nor very slow) and started when 
hungry (not as habit). Further, a Sattvic diet pays attention to one's particular physical 
and biological needs (there is no one diet is right for all, according to the Indian text 
Caraka Samhita). Food must be combined to get nutrients from a variety of sources. 
Gerson states, that Sattvic diet recommends the preferred sequence of food variety 
eaten, and what sorts of food should not be eaten at the same because they react and 
cause adverse effect on one's body and mind. Protein-rich salty and fibrous foods are 
considered ideal at the start of a meal, followed by ripe vegetables (salad), and then 
fruits is a preferred sequence in a Sattvic diet. 

Sattvic diet emphasizes vegetarian ingredients. However, ancient Indian texts also 
recommend carefully prepared wild meat for those recovering from injuries, growing 
children, those who do high levels of physical exercise, and expecting mothers. 
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Chapter 32 

MITAHARA 

 

Mitahara literally means the habit of moderate food. Mitahara is also a concept in 
Indian philosophy, particularly Yoga, that integrates awareness about food, drink, 
balanced diet and consumption habits and its effect on one’s body and mind. It is one of 
the ten yamas in ancient Indian texts. 

Definition 

Mitahara is a Sanskrit combination word, from Mita and Ahara which together mean 
moderate diet. In Yoga and other ancient texts, it represents a concept linking nutrition 
to the health of one’s body and mind. It is considered a yamas or self-restraint virtue in 
some schools of Indian traditions, where one refrains from either eating too much or 
eating too little quantity of food, and where one refrains from either eating too much or 
too little of certain qualities of food. Mitahara is synonymous with Mātrāśin. 

Literature 

Ancient and medieval era Indian literature on Mitahara are of two categories - one 
relates to philosophical discussion of moderate diet and proper nutrition, the other 
category relate to details about Aharatattva (dietetics). The former category include the 
Upanishads and Sutras that discuss why virtuous self-restraint is appropriate in 
matters of food, while the latter include Samhitas that discuss what and when certain 
foods are suitable. A few texts such as Hathayoga Pradipika combine both. 

The virtue of mitahara 

Mitahara is discussed in Śāṇ�ilya Upanishad, as well as by Svātmārāma. It is one of 
the yamas (virtuous self restraints) discussed in ancient Indian texts. The other nine 
yamas are Ahiṃsā (अHहंसा): Nonviolence, Satya (स:य): truthfulness, Asteya (अ'तेय): 

not stealing, Brahmacharya (NOचय"): celibacy and not cheating on one’s spouse, Kṣamā 

(7मा): forgiveness, Dhṛti (धिृत): fortitude, Dayā (दया): compassion, Ārjava (आज"व): 

sincerity, non-hypocrisy, and Śauca (शौच): purity, cleanliness. 

Some of the earliest ideas behind Mitahara trace to ancient era Taittiriya Upanishad, 
which in various hymns discusses the importance of food to healthy living, to the cycle 
of life, as well as to its role in one's body and its effect on Self (Brahman, Atma, Spirit). 
The Upanishad, states Stiles, notes “from food life springs forth, by food it is sustained, 
and in food it merges when life departs”. 

The Bhagavad Gita includes verses on ‘‘mitahara’’ in Chapter 6. It states in verse 6.16 
that a yogi must neither eat too much nor too little, neither sleep too much nor too 
little. Understanding and regulating one’s established habits about eating, sleeping and 
recreation is suggested as essential to the practice of yoga in verse 6.17. 
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Another ancient text, in a South Indian language, Tirukkuṛaḷ states moderate diet as a 
virtuous life style. This text, written between 200 BC and 400 AD, and sometimes 
called the Tamil Veda, discusses eating habits and its role in a healthy life (Mitahara), 
dedicating Chapter 95 of Book 7 to it. Tirukkuṛaḷ states in verses 943 through 945, “eat 
in moderation, when you feel hungry, foods that are agreeable to your body, refraining 
from foods that your body finds disagreeable”. Tiruvalluvar also emphasizes overeating 
has ill effects on health, in verse 946, as “the pleasures of health abide in the man who 
eats moderately. The pains of disease dwell with him who eats excessively.” 

Medieval era Sanskrit texts such as Dasakumara Charita and Hatha Yoga Pradipika 
discuss Mitahara. For example, Hatha Yoga Pradipika verse 1.57 states the importance 
of ‘‘mitihara’’, as 

NOचारc िमताहारc तयागी योग-परायणः | अiदादFूवC भवे�Eस;ो नाJ काया" �वछारणा || 

A brahmachari, practicing mitahara (moderate diet) and tyaga (renunciation, solitude), 
devoted to yoga achieves success in his enquiry and effort within half a year.  
 

—Hathayoga Pradipika, 1.57 

Verses 1.57 through 1.63 of the critical edition of Hathayoga Pradipika suggests that 
taste cravings should not drive one’s eating habits, rather the best diet is one that is 
tasty, nutritious and likable as well as sufficient to meet the needs of one’s body and for 
one’s inner self. It recommends that one must “eat only when one feels hungry” and 
“neither overeat nor eat to completely fill the capacity of one’s stomach; rather leave a 
quarter portion empty and fill three quarters with quality food and fresh water”. Verses 
1.59 to 1.61 of Hathayoga Pradipika suggests ‘‘mitahara’’ regimen of a yogi avoids foods 
with excessive amounts of sour, salt, bitterness, oil, spice burn, unripe vegetables, 
fermented foods or alcohol. The practice of Mitahara, in Hathayoga Pradipika, includes 
avoiding stale, impure and tamasic foods, and consuming moderate amounts of fresh, 
vital and sattvic foods. 

Dietectics and mitahara 

Charaka Samhita and Sushruta Samhita are among the two largest surviving 
compendium on nutrition and diet that have survived from ancient and medieval 
periods of India. Caraka Samhita emphasizes the need to plan and understand the role 
of diet in health, across. In verse 25.31, it states "wholesome diet promotes health and 
growth, unwholesome diet is the most important cause of diseases". In verses 25.38-39, 
Caraka Samhita classifies foods into groups based on its source and taste, then 
categorizes them into nutritive and harmful. In Chapters it suggests that the same food 
can be nutritive in small amounts while harmful in large amounts or if cooked 
improperly or if eaten together with foods its lists. Food, claims Caraka Samhita, must 
be tailored to needs of one's body, state of one's health, climate, season, habits and 
personal palatability and needs. In the spirit of Mitahara, in Chapter 5, it insists even 
light, easily digested and nutritious food should be consumed in moderation and should 
not be consumed in excess of bodily requirements. In Chapter, Caraka Samhita 
recommends that food should be tailored to the season, with rich and fatty foods being 
beneficial in winter, while light soups, fruits and acidulated drinks more suited for 
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summers. In verses 6.6-7, it suggests that the diet should be planned and nourishing 
foods consumed in rotation, tailored to one's health condition and personal needs. 

As with Caraka Samhita, the other large compendium on health – Sushruta Samhita – 
includes many chapters on the role of diet and personal needs of an individual. 
Sushruta Samhita, for example, the diet and nutrition for pregnant women, nursing 
mothers and young children are described. It recommends milk, butter, fluid foods, 
fruits, vegetables and fibrous diets for expecting mothers along with soups made from 
jangala (wild) meat. In most cases, vegetarian diets are preferred and recommended in 
the Samhitas; however, for those recovering from injuries, growing children, those who 
do high levels of physical exercise, and expecting mothers, Sutrasthanam's Chapter 20 
and other texts recommend carefully prepared meat. Sushruta Samhita also 
recommends a rotation and balance in foods consumed, in moderation. For this 
purposes, it classifies foods by various characteristics, such as taste. In Chapter 42 of 
Sutrasthanam, for example, it lists six tastes – madhura (sweet), amla (acidic), lavana 
(saline), katuka (pungent), tikta (bitter) and kashaya (astringent). It then lists various 
sources of foods that deliver these tastes and recommends that all six tastes (flavors) be 
consumed in moderation and routinely, as a habit for good health. 

Related concepts 

The concept of Mitahara is discussed in over 30 different ancient and medieval era 
texts of Hinduism. However, some texts use a different word and concept for the idea of 
"moderate diet and paying attention to what one eats and drinks". For example, 
Shivayoga Dipika uses the term Niyatāshana (planned, regulated eating), while 
Dattatreya Samhita uses Laghrāhāra (eating lightly, small portions of diverse foods). 
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Chapter 33 

ŚRUTI 
 

Shruti (Sanskrit, IAST: śruti) means "that which is heard" and refers to the body of 
most authoritative, ancient religious texts comprising the central canon of Hinduism. It 
includes the four Vedas including its four types of embedded texts - the Samhitas, the 
Brahmanas, the Aranyakas and the early Upanishads. 

Shrutis have been considered revealed knowledge, variously described as of divine 
origin, or nonhuman primordial origins. In Hindu tradition, they have been referred to 
as apauruṣeya (authorless). All six orthodox schools of Hinduism accept the authority of 
śruti, but many scholars in these schools denied that the shrutis are divine. Nāstika 
(heterodox) philosophies such as the Cārvākas did not accept the authority of the 
shrutis and considered them to be flawed human works. 

Shruti differs from other sources of Hindu philosophy, particularly smṛti “which is 
remembered” or textual material. These works span much of the history of Hinduism, 
beginning with the earliest known texts and ending in the early historical period with 
the later Upanishads. Of the śrutis, the Upanishads alone are widely known, and the 
central ideas of the Upanishadic śrutis are at the spiritual core of Hindus. 

Etymology 

The Sanskrit word śruti (�िुत) has multiple meanings depending on context. It means 
"hearing, listening", a call to "listen to a speech", any form of communication that is 
aggregate of sounds (news, report, rumor, noise, hearsay). The word is also found in 
ancient geometry texts of India, where it means "the diagonal of a tetragon or 
hypotenuse of a triangle", and is a synonym of karna. The word śruti is also found in 
ancient Indian music literature, where it means "a particular division of the octave, a 
quarter tone or interval" out of twenty-two enumerated major tones, minor tones, and 
semitones. In music, it refers the smallest measure of sound a human being can detect, 
and the set of twenty-two śruti and forty four half Shruti, stretching from about 250 Hz 
to 500 Hz, is called the Shruti octave. 

In scholarly works on Hinduism, śruti refers to ancient Vedic texts from India. Monier-
Williams traces the contextual history of this meaning of śruti as, "which has been 
heard or communicated from the beginning, sacred knowledge that was only heard and 
verbally transmitted from generation to generation, the Veda, from earliest Rishis 
(sages) in Vedic tradition. 

Distinction between Shruti and Smriti 

Both śrutis and smṛtis represent categories of texts that are used to encapsulate Hindu 
Philosophy. Śruti have been considered solely of divine origin, in some way or the other 
the work of the Deity. Many orthodox Indian philosophers have denied that śruti are 
divine, authored by God. 
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The belief of divinity is particularly prominent within the Mīmāṃsā tradition. 

Nāstika philosophical schools such as the Cārvākas of the first millennium BCE did not 
accept the authority of the shrutis and considered them to be human works suffering 
from incoherent rhapsodies, inconsistencies and tautologies. 

Smritis are considered to be human thoughts in response to the shrutis. Traditionally, 
all smṛtis are regarded to ultimately be rooted in or inspired by shrutis. 

Texts 

The śruti literature include the four Vedas: 

• Rigveda 
• Yajurveda 
• Samaveda 
• Atharvaveda 

Each of these Vedas include the following texts, and these belong to the śruti canon: 

• Samhitas 
• Brahmanas 
• Aranyakas 
• Upanishads 

The literature of the shakhas, or schools, further amplified the material associated with 
each of the four core traditions. 

Of the above śrutis, the Upanishads are most widely known, and the central ideas of 
them are the spiritual foundation of Hinduism. Patrick Olivelle writes, 

Even though theoretically the whole of Vedic corpus is accepted as revealed truth 
[śruti], in reality it is the Upanishads that have continued to influence the life and 
thought of the various religious traditions that we have come to call Hindu. Upanishads 
are the scriptures par excellence of Hinduism. 

—Patrick Olivelle 

Role in Hindu Law 

Shrutis have been considered the authority in Hinduism. Smritis, including the 
Manusmṛti, the Nāradasmṛti and the Parāśarasmṛti, are considered less authoritative 
than śrutis. 

वेदोऽ�खलो धम"मूलं 'मिृतशीले च तHlदाम ्। 

आचारSैव साधूनामा:मन'तु�Tरेव च ॥ 
Translation 1: The whole Veda is the (first) source of the sacred law, next the tradition 
and the virtuous conduct of those who know the (Veda further), also the customs of holy 
men, and (finally) self-satisfaction (Atmanastushti). 
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Translation 2: The root of the religion is the entire Veda, and (then) the tradition and 
customs of those who know (the Veda), and the conduct of virtuous people, and what is 
satisfactory to oneself. 

वेदः 'मिृतः सदाचारः 'व'य च ��यमा:मनः । 

एत+चतु�व"धं �ाहुः सा7ाM धम"'य ल7णम ्॥ 
Translation 1: The Veda, the sacred tradition, the customs of virtuous men, and one's 
own pleasure, they declare to be the fourfold means of defining the sacred law. 
Translation 2: The Veda, tradition, the conduct of good people, and what is pleasing to 
oneself – they say that is four fold mark of religion. 

Only three of the four types of texts in the Vedas have behavioral precepts: 

For the Hindu all belief takes its source and its justification in the Vedas [Śruti]. 
Consequently every rule of dharma must find its foundation in the Veda. Strictly 
speaking, the Samhitas do not even include a single precept which could be used 
directly as a rule of conduct. One can find there only references to usage which falls 
within the scope of dharma. By contrast, the Brahmanas, the Aranyakas and the 
Upanishads contain numerous precepts which propound rules governing behavior. 

—Robert Lingat 

Bilimoria states the role of śruti in Hinduism has been inspired by "the belief in a 
higher natural cosmic order (Rta succeeded later by the concept Dharma) that 
regulates the universe and provides the basis for its growth, flourishing and sustenance 
– be that of the gods, human beings, animals and eco-formations". 

Levinson states that the role of śruti and smṛti in Hindu law is as a source of guidance, 
and its tradition cultivates the principle that "the facts and circumstances of any 
particular case determine what is good or bad". The later Hindu texts include fourfold 
sources of dharma, states Levinson, which include atmanastushti (satisfaction of one's 
conscience), sadacara (local norms of virtuous individuals), smṛti and shruti. 

Transmission 

The śrutis, the oldest of which trace back to the second millennium BCE, had not been 
committed to writing in ancient times. In the absence of writing technologies, these 
were developed and transmitted verbally, from one generation to the next, for nearly 
two millenniums. Almost all printed editions depend on the late manuscripts that are 
hardly older than 500 years. Michael Witzel explains this oral tradition as follows: 

The Vedic texts were orally composed and transmitted, without the use of script, in an 
unbroken line of transmission from teacher to student that was formalized early on. 
This ensured an impeccable textual transmission superior to the classical texts of other 
cultures; it is, in fact, something like a tape-recording.... Not just the actual words, but 
even the long-lost musical (tonal) accent (as in old Greek or in Japanese) has been 
preserved up to the present. 

—Michael Witzel 
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Ancient Indians developed techniques for listening, memorization and recitation of 
śrutis. This part of a Vedic student's education was called svādhyāya. The systematic 
method of learning, memorization and practice, enabled these texts to be transmitted 
from generation to generation with inordinate fidelity. For example, memorization of 
the sacred Vedas included up to eleven forms of recitation of the same text. For 
example, 

• jaṭāpāṭha (literally "mesh recitation") in which every two adjacent words in the 
text were first recited in their original order, then repeated in the reverse order, 
and finally repeated again in the original order. The recitation thus proceeded 
as: word1word2, word2word1, word1word2; word2word3, word3word2,... 

• dhvajapāṭha (literally "flag recitation") a sequence of N words were recited (and 
memorized) by pairing the first two and last two words and then proceeding as: 
word1word2, word(N-1)wordN; word2word3, word(N-3)word(N-2); ...; 
word(N-1)wordN, word1word2; 

• ghanapāṭha (literally "dense recitation"), took the form: word1word2, 
word2word1, word1word2word3, word3word2word1, 
word1word2word3; word2word3, word3word2, word2word3word4, 
word4word3word2, word2word3word4; ... 

Quotation 

Max Müller in an 1865 lecture stated: 

In no country, I believe, has the theory of revelation been so minutely elaborated as in 
India. The name for revelation in Sanskrit is shruti, which means hearing; and this 
title distinguished the Vedic hymns and, at a later time, the Brahmanas also, from all 
other works, which however sacred and authoritative to the Hindu mind, are admitted 
to have been composed by human authors. 

—Max Muller 
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Chapter 34 

SMRITI 

 

Smriti literally "that which is remembered," refers to a specific body of Hindu religious 
scripture attributed to an author, in contrast to Śrutis (the Vedic literature) considered 
authorless, divine in its traditions. Smriti is a derivative work and is considered less 
authoritative than Sruti in Hinduism. 

The Smrti literature is a corpus of diverse varied texts. This corpus includes, but is not 
limited to the six Vedāngas (the auxiliary sciences in the Vedas), the epics (the 
Mahābhārata and Rāmāyana), the Dharmasūtras and Dharmaśāstras (or 
Smritiśāstras), the Arthasaśāstras, the Purānas, the Kāvya or poetical literature, 
extensive Bhasyas (reviews and commentaries on Shrutis and non-Shruti texts), and 
numerous Nibandhas (digests) covering politics, ethics (Nitisastras), culture, arts and 
society. 

Etymology 

Smrti is a Sanskrit word, from the root Smara ('मर), which means "remembrance, 
reminiscence, thinking of or upon, calling to mind", or simply "memory". The word is 
found in ancient Vedic literature, such as in section 7.13 of the Chandogya Upanishad. 
In later and modern scholarly usage, the term refers to tradition, memory, as well as a 
vast post-Vedic canon of "tradition that is remembered". 

Smriti is also symbolic synonym for number 18, from the 18 scholars who are credited 
in Indian tradition for writing dharma-related smriti texts (most have been lost). In 
linguistic traditions, Smrti is the name of a type of verse meter. In Hindu mythology, 
Smriti is the name of the daughter of Dharma and Medha. 

David Brick states that the original meaning of smriti was simply tradition, and not 
texts. 

Texts 

Smrtis represent the remembered, written tradition in Hinduism. The Smrti literature 
is a vast corpus of derivative work. All Smriti texts are regarded to ultimately be rooted 
in or inspired by Shruti. 

The Smrti corpus includes, but is not limited to: 

1. The six Vedāngas (grammar, meter, phonetics, etymology, astronomy and 
rituals), 

2. The Itihasa (literally means "so indeed it was"), Epics (the Mahābhārata and 
Rāmāyana), 

3. The texts on the four proper goals or aims of human life:  
1. Dharma: These texts discuss dharma from various religious, social, duties, 

morals and personal ethics perspective. Each of six major schools of 
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Hinduism has its own literature on dharma. Examples include Dharma-
sutras (particularly by Gautama, Apastamba, Baudhayana and Vāsiṣṭha) 
and Dharma-sastras (particularly Manusmṛti, Yājñavalkya Smṛti, 
Nāradasmṛti and Viṣṇusmṛti). At personal dharma level, this includes 
many chapters of Yogasutras. 

2. Artha: Artha-related texts discuss artha from individual, social and as a 
compendium of economic policies, politics and laws. For example, the 
Arthashastra of Chanakya, the Kamandakiya Nitisara, Brihaspati Sutra, 
and Sukra Niti. Olivelle states that most Artha-related treatises from 
ancient India have been lost. 

3. Kama: These discuss arts, emotions, love, erotics, relationships and other 
sciences in the pursuit of pleasure. The Kamasutra of Vātsyāyana is most 
well known. Others texts include Ratirahasya, Jayamangala, 
Smaradipika, Ratimanjari, Ratiratnapradipika, Ananga Ranga among 
others. 

4. Moksha: These develop and debate the nature and process of liberation, 
freedom and spiritual release. Major treatises on the pursuit of moksa 
include the later Upanishads (early Upanishads are considered Sruti 
literature), Vivekachudamani, Bhagavad Gita, and the sastras on Yoga. 

4. The Purānas (literally, "of old"), 
5. The Kāvya or poetical literature, 
6. The extensive Bhasyas (reviews and commentaries on Shrutis and non-Shruti 

texts), 
7. The sutras and shastras of the various schools of Hindu philosophy 
8. The numerous Nibandhas (digests) covering politics, ethics (Nitisastras), culture, 

arts and society. 

The structure of Smriti texts 

The Smrti texts structurally branched, over time, from so-called the "limbs of the 
Vedas", or auxiliary sciences for perfecting grammar and pronunciation (part of 
Vedāngas). For example, the attempt to perfect the art of rituals led to the science of 
Kalpa, which branched into three Kalpa-sūtras: Srauta-sūtras, Grhya-sūtras, and 
Dharma-sūtras (estimated to have been composed between 600-200 BCE). The Srauta-
sutras became texts describing the perfect performance of public ceremonies (solemn 
community yajnas), the Grhya-sutras described perfect performance of home 
ceremonies and domestic rites of passage, and Dharma-sutras described jurisprudence, 
rights and duties of individuals in four Ashrama stages of life, and social ethics. The 
Dharma-sūtras themselves became the foundations for a large canon of texts, and 
branched off as numerous Dharma-sastra texts. 

Jan Gonda states that the initial stages of Smriti texts structurally developed in the 
form of a new prose genre named Sūtras, that is "aphorism, highly compact precise 
expression that captured the essence of a fact, principle, instruction or idea". This 
brevity in expression, states Gonda, was likely necessitated by the fact that writing 
technology had not developed yet or not in vogue, in order to store growing mass of 
knowledge, and all sorts of knowledge was transferred from one generation to the next 
through the process of memorization, verbal recitation and listening in the 1st 
millennium BCE. Compressed content allowed more essential, densely structured 
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knowledge to be memorized and verbally transferred to the next generation in ancient 
India. 

Role of Smrti in Hindu Law 

Smrtis contribute to exposition of the Hindu Dharma but are considered less 
authoritative than Śrutis (the Vedic corpus that includes early Upanishads). 

Earliest Smriti on Hindu Law: Dharma-sūtras 

The root texts of ancient Hindu jurisprudence and law are the Dharma-sūtras. These 
express that Shruti, Smriti and Acara are sources of jurisprudence and law. The 
precedence of these sources is declared in the opening verses of each of the known, 
surviving Dharma-sūtras. For example, 

The source of Dharma is the Veda, as well as the tradition [Smriti], and practice of 
those who know the Veda. – Gautama Dharma-sūtra 1.1-1.2 

The Dharma is taught in each Veda, in accordance with which we will explain it. What 
is given in the tradition [Smriti] is the second, and the conventions of cultured people 
are the third. – Baudhayana Dharma-sūtra 1.1.1-1.1.4 

The Dharma is set forth in the vedas and the Traditional Texts [Smriti]. When these do 
not address an issue, the practice of cultured people becomes authoritative. – Vāsiṣṭha 
Dharma-sūtra 1.4-1.5 

—Translated by Donald Davis, The Spirit of Hindu Law 

Later Smriti on Hindu Law: Dharma-smriti 

The Smritis, such as Manusmriti, Naradasmriti, Yajnavalkya Smrti and Parashara 
Smriti, expanded this definition, as follows, 

वेदोऽ�खलो धम"मूलं 'मिृतशीले च तHlदाम ्। आचारSैव साधूनामा:मन'तु�Tरेव च ॥ 

Translation 1: The whole Veda is the (first) source of the sacred law, next the tradition 
and the virtuous conduct of those who know the (Veda further), also the customs of holy 
men, and (finally) self-satisfaction (Atmanastushti). 
Translation 2: The root of the religion is the entire Veda, and (then) the tradition and 
customs of those who know (the Veda), and the conduct of virtuous people, and what is 
satisfactory to oneself. 

—Manusmriti 2.6 

वेदः 'मिृतः सदाचारः 'व'य च ��यमा:मनः । एत+चतु�व"धं �ाहुः सा7ाM धम"'य ल7णम ्॥ 

Translation 1: The Veda, the sacred tradition, the customs of virtuous men, and one's 
own pleasure, they declare to be the fourfold means of defining the sacred law. 
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Translation 2: The Veda, tradition, the conduct of good people, and what is pleasing to 
oneself – they say that is four fold mark of religion. 

—Manusmriti 2.12 

The Yajnavalkya Smriti includes four Vedas, six Vedangas, Purana, Nyaya, Mimamsa 
and other sastras, in addition to the ethical conduct of the wise, as sources of 
knowledge and through which sacred law can be known. It explains the scope of the 
Dharma as follows, 

Rites, proper conduct, Dama (self-restraint), Ahimsa (non-violence), charity, self-study, 
work, realisation of Atman (Self, Soul) through Yoga – all these are Dharma. 

—Yajnavalkya Smriti 1.8 

Levinson states that the role of Shruti and Smriti in Hindu law is as a source of 
guidance, and its tradition cultivates the principle that "the facts and circumstances of 
any particular case determine what is good or bad". The later Hindu texts include 
fourfold sources of Dharma, states Levinson, which include Atmanastushti (satisfaction 
of one's conscience), Sadacara (local norms of virtuous individuals), Smriti and Sruti. 

Bhasya on Dharma-smriti 

Medhatithi's philosophical analysis of and commentary on criminal, civil and family 
law in Dharmasastras, particularly of Manusmriti, using Nyaya and Mimamsa 
theories, is the oldest and the most widely studied tertiary Smriti. 
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Chapter 35 

HINDU SCRIPTURES 

 

Hinduism is explained through what Swami Vivekananda described as "the 
accumulated treasury of spiritual laws discovered by different persons in different 
times." The scriptures were transmitted orally, in verse form to aid memorization, for 
many centuries before they were written down. While many of these texts are in 
Sanskrit, several others have been composed in, or translated into other Indian 
languages. 

A 

• Agama – important smriti scriptures. Different denominations understand this 
term in different ways. 

• Aranyaka (आर`यक) : Part of the Hindu Śruti that discuss philosophy, sacrifice 
and the New Year holiday. 

• Atharva Veda: one of the four Vedas; the last one 
• Akilathirattu Ammanai: A 19th century Tamil Vaishnavite text and the 

primary scripture of Ayyavazhi sect. 

B 

• Bhagavad Gītā (भगवM गीता) : The national gospel contained in Mahābhārata, 
Part of the epic poem Mahabharata, located in the Bhishma-Parva chapters 23–
40. A core sacred text of Hinduism and philosophy. 

• Bhagavata Purana – one of the "Maha" Puranic texts of Hindu literature, and 
is Sanskrit for "The Book of God". 

• Brahmana – one of the parts into which the Vedas are divided. 
• Brahma Sutras – important texts in Advaita Vedanta. 

C 

• Chandas – (छंदः), the study of Vedic meter, is one of the six Vedanga disciplines, 
or "organs of the vedas. 

• Chandogya Upanishad – is associated with the Samaveda. It figures as 
number 9 in the Muktika canon of 108 Upanishads. It is part of the Chandogya 
Brahmana, which has ten chapters. 

• Charaka Samhita: An early Ayurvedic text on internal medicine. It is believed 
to be the oldest of the three ancient treatises of Ayurveda. 

• "'Code of Manu"' – is the most important and earliest metrical work of the 
Dharmaśāstra textual tradition of Hinduism. 

 

D 
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• Devi Mahatmya also known as Durgā Saptashatī – 700 verses from 
Mārkandeya Purana giving an account of the Glory of Devi, the Goddess, the 
most important text of Shaktism – sometimes referred to as the "Shakta Bible" 

• Devi Bhagavata – One of the Puranas which is one of the most important 
writings in Shaktism. 

• Divya Prabandha – Collection of 4000 verses in Tamil; sung by Alvars saints 
on Vishnu. Considered as Dravida Veda. 

G 

• Gheranda Samhita (धेरंड संHहता): One of the three classic texts of Hatha Yoga 
(see also: Hatha Yoga Pradipika and the Shiva Samhita) written in the late 17th 
century CE. 

• Gītā (गीता): See Bhagwad Gita 

H 

• Hatha Yoga Pradipika: is one of the fundamental text of Hatha Yoga including 
information about asanas, pranayama, chakras, kundalini, bandhas, kriyas, 
shakti, nadis and mudras. It was written by Swami Swatmarama in the 15th 
century CE. 

I 

• Itihasas – in Hindu religious context this term refers to the Mahabharata and 
the Ramayana but may also be used in reference to all kinds of Indian epic 
poetry 

K 

• Kamba Ramayanam (��� �����	
�): 12th century Tamil version of 
Ramayana. 

M 

• Mahabharata (महाभारत): One of the two major ancient Sanskrit epics of India, 
the other being the Ramayana. The Mahabharata is of religious and 
philosophical importance in India; in particular, the Bhagavad Gita, which is one 
of its chapters (Bhishmaparva) and a sacred text of Hinduism. 

• Manu Smriti (मनु'मिृत) : The Manusmriti translated "Laws of Manu" is 
regarded as an important work of Hindu law and ancient Indian society. Manu 
was the forefather of all humans and author of Manu Smriti. 

N 

The Nalayira Divya Prabandham is a collection of 4,000 Tamil verses (Naalayira in 
Tamil means 'four thousand') composed before 8th century AD, by the 12 Alvars, and 
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was compiled in its present form by Nathamuni during the 9th – 10th centuries. The 
work is the beginning of the canonization of the 12 Vaishnava poet saints, and these 
hymns are still sung extensively even today. The works were lost before they were 
collected and organized in the form of an anthology by Nathamuni. 

P 

• Purana (पुराण): Purana meaning "ancient" or "old" is the name of a genre (or a 
group of related genres) of Indian written literature (as distinct from oral 
literature). Its general themes are history, tradition and religion. It is usually 
written in the form of stories related by one person to another. 

R 

• Rāmāyaṇa (रामायण): Part of the Hindu smriti, written by Valmiki. This epic of 
24,000 verses in seven kandas (chapters or books) tells of a Raghuvamsa prince, 
Rama of Ayodhya, whose wife Sita is abducted by the rakshasa Ravana. 

• Rigveda (ऋ�वेद): The Rigveda is a collection of Vedic Sanskrit hymns counted as 
the holiest of the four religious texts of Hindus, known as the Vedas. 

S 

• Sahasranama – a book containing a list of names of deities 

• Sama Veda – one of the four Vedas 

• Shiva Samhita: is one of the three classical treatises on Hatha Yoga (see also: 
Gheranda Samhita and Hatha Yoga Pradipika) written by an unknown author. 
The text is addressed by the Hindu god Shiva to his consort Parvati. 

• Shiva Sutras of Vasugupta – a collection of seventy seven aphorisms that form 
the foundation of Kashmir Shaivism. 

• Smriti – Hindu scriptures other than the Vedas (e.g. the Itihasas, the Puranas) 

• Śruti (�िुत): A canon of Hindu scriptures. Shruti is believed to have no author; 
rather a divine recording of the "cosmic sounds of truth", heard by rishis. 

• Sūtra (सूJ): Sūtra refers to an aphorism or a collection of such aphorisms in the 
form of a book or text. 'Sutras' form a school of Vedic study, related to and 
somewhat later than the Upanishads. 

• Sushruta Samhita: An ancient Sanskrit text, attributed to one Sushruta, 
foundational to Ayurvedic medicine (Indian traditional medicine), with 
innovative chapters on surgery. 
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• Swara yoga: An ancient science of pranic body rhythms. It explores how prana 
can be controlled through the breath. 

T 

• Tantras (तंJ): The esoteric Hindu traditions of rituals and yoga. Tantra can be 
summarised as a family of voluntary rituals modeled on those of the Vedas, 
together with their attendant texts and lineages. 

• Tevaram – an important Tamil Saivite scripture 

• Tirukkural – an important smriti scripture in South India 

• Tirumantiram – an important Tamil Saivite work of religious poerty. 

U 

• Upanishad (उपिनषM): Part of the Hindu Śruti scriptures which primarily discuss 
meditation and philosophy, seen as religious instructions by most schools of 
Hinduism. 

V 

• Veda (वेद): Collectively refers to a corpus of ancient Indian religious literature 
that are considered by adherents of Hinduism to be Śruti or revealed knowledge. 

• Vijnana Bhairava Tantra – a teaching where Bhairavi (Parvati) asks 
Bhairava (Lord Shiva) to reveal the essence of the way one has to tread on the 
path to the realization of the highest reality – the state of Bhairava. 

• Vachanamrut - Essence of the teachings of Swaminarayan 

Y 

• Yajurveda (यजुव>दः): One of the four Vedas, focusing on liturgy, rituals and 
sacrifices. 

• Yoga Sutra (योग सूJ): One of the six darshanas of Hindu or Vedic schools and, 
alongside the Bhagavad Gita and Hatha Yoga Pradipika, are a milestone in the 
history of Yoga. 

• Yoga Vasistha, the discourse of sage Vasistha to prince Rama. It is an 
important text of Yoga as well as Advaita Vedanta. The book consists of around 
thirty thousand slokas as well as numerous short stories and anecdotes. 

• Yoga Yajnavalkya (योगया@वY�य): a classical treatise on yoga traditionally 
attributed to sage Yajnavalkya. 
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Chapter 36 

TIMELINE OF HINDU TEXTS 
 

Hindu scriptures are classified into two parts: Shruti ("śruti": what has been heard) 
and Smriti ("smṛti": what has been retained, remembered). The Vedas are classified 
under "śruti". A commonplace opinion in South Asian religious discourse suggests that, 
unlike other religions which claim the authority of their scriptures as being delivered 
by a personal God or special messengers of God, "Hindus" claim that the Vedas do not 
owe their authority to anybody; rather, the Vedas themselves are the authority, being 
identical with the eternal knowledge of God. This view, along with the classificatory 
schema, is a product of the Pūrva-Mīmāṁsā-darśana, one of the earliest hermeneutical 
schools in Indian antiquity. There is some evidence, however, that this school was not 
the only early opinion on the origins of the Veda.cf., the "Aitihāsikas" According to the 
Mīmāṃsā tradition, the mass of knowledge called the Veda became manifested to 
historical being via the divine mediation of persons called Rishis, the Seers. This mass 
of knowledge was eventually recorded in written form, though for the greater part of 
Indian history, these works were passed from generation to generation by a 
sophisticated practice of mnemonic heuristics, so that many thousands of hymns were 
committed to memory in a phonetically conservative form; The written forms of these 
hymns offer us little outward information about the original dates of discovery or 
composition. Thus, historians of Vedic texts are frequently left to making highly 
inferential arguments for the works by various subtle, indirect clues. 

The following list provides a somewhat common set of reconstructed dates for the 
terminus ante quem of Hindu texts, by title or genre. All dates here given ought to be 
regarded as roughly approximate, subject to further revision, and generally as relying 
for their validity on highly inferential methods and standards of evidence. 

• Rigveda, 1500 – 1100 BCE 
• Samaveda, 1500 - 500 BCE 
• Yajurveda, 1500 - 500 BCE 
• Atharvaveda, 1500 - 500 BCE 
• Upanishads, 1200 - 500 BCE 
• Bhagavad Gita, 500 BCE - 200 BCE 
• Ramayana, 400 BCE - 400 CE 
• Mahabharata, 400 BCE - 400 CE 
• Samkhya Sutra 
• Mimamsa Sutra, 300-200 BCE 
• Arthashastra, 400 BCE - 200 CE 
• Nyaya Sutra, 2nd century BCE 
• Vaiseshika Sutra, 2nd century BCE 
• Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, 100 BCE - 500 CE 
• Brahma Sutra 
• Puranas, 3rd - 16th century CE 
• Shiva Sutras, 8th century CE 
• Abhinavabharati, 950 - 1020 CE 
• Yoga Vasistha, 10th - 14th century CE 
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Chapter 37 

YAJNA 
 

In Hinduism, yajña is the ritual act of offering labour or materials. In more formal 
ceremonies, it is a practice from historical Vedic religion where specific offerings are 
made, accompanied by the chanting of Vedic mantras. Agni Yajna is the ritual offering 
of ghee, grain and havana sámagri ("herbal preparations") into a sacred fire. 

The meaning of the word yajna is derived from the Sanskrit verb yaj, which has a 
threefold meaning of worship of deities (devapujana), unity (sangatikarana) and 
charity (dána). An essential element is the ritual fire – the divine Agni – into which 
oblations are poured, as everything that is offered into the fire is believed to reach the 
deity or deities. 

 
A yajna being performed. 

The Sanskrit word is related to the Avestan term yasna of Zoroastrianism. Unlike the 
Vedic yajna, the Yasna is the name of a specific religious service, not a class of rituals, 
and they have "to do with water rather than fire". 

Temple rites in modern-day Hinduism are a combination of both Vedic and agamic 
rituals. The ritualistic portion of the Hindu scriptures is called karmakanda. Parts of 
Vedas which describe or discuss the yajñas fall into this portion. 

Ceremonies 

Vedic (Shrauta) yajnas are typically performed by four priests of the Vedic priesthood: 
the hotar, the adhvaryu, the udgatar and the brahman. Rituals associated with each of 
the priests are detailed in dialogue between Aśvala and Yajnavalkya in the 
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. The functions associated with the priests are: 

• The hotar recites invocations and litanies drawn from the Rigveda. The verses 
recited by the hotar are of three kinds – introductory verses, verses pertaining to 
yajna and eulogistic verses. The hotar is also supposed to contemplate on and 
identify with the deity of speech, Agni. 

• The adhvaryu is the priest's assistant and is in charge of the physical details of 
the ritual like measuring the ground, building the altar etc. mentioned in the 
Yajurveda. The adhvaryu offers three kinds of oblations, those that blaze up, 
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those that make great noise and those that sink. The adhvaryu is supposed to 
contemplate on and identify with the deity of the eye - Sun or Surya. 

• The udgatar is the chanter of hymns set to melodies(sāman) drawn from the 
Samaveda. The udgatar, like the hotar, chants the introductory, yajna and 
eulogistic verses. These three types of hymns are identified with the three kinds 
of vital breath Prana, Apana and Vyana in the body and the udgatar himself 
contemplates on the vital breath. 

• The brahman is the superintendent of the entire performance, and is responsible 
for correcting mistakes by means of supplementary verses invoking the 
visvedevas ('viśvedevāḥ, literally "all the devas). In the Brihadaranyaka 
Upanishad, the pantheon of viśvedevas are held to be a creation of an infinite 
mind assuming infinite forms. Therefore, the only god that protects the yajña 
and with which the brahman has to identify himself with is the deity of the 
mind, Chandra, who is identified with Soma, the god of the sacred beverage of 
the same name. 

There is usually one, or occasionally three, fires lit in the center of the offering ground. 
Oblations are offered into the fire. Among the ingredients offered as oblations in the 
yajna are large quantities of ghee, milk, grains, cakes and soma. The duration of a 
yajna depends on its type, some last only a few minutes whereas, others can take 
hours, days or even years. Some yajnas are performed privately, while others include a 
large number of people in the audience. 

Post-Vedic yajnas, where milk products, fruits, flowers, cloth and money are offered, 
are called homa or havanam. A typical Hindu marriage involves a yajna, where Agni is 
taken to be the witness of the marriage. 

The right to perform a yajña or homa is received by an initiation ceremony known as 
yajnopavita. In this ceremony, a "sacred cord" is vested to the initiate, symbolizing this 
right. 

Types 

Four hundred yajnas are described in the Vedas, of which 21 are deemed compulsory. 
These compulsory Yajnas are also called nityakarmas. The rest of the yajnas are 
optional and are performed for kamyakarma (particular wishes and benefits). The 
Aupasana Yajna, though not a part of these 21, is still compulsory . 

Out of the 21 nityakarmas, only the Agnihotra and the Aupasana are to be performed 
twice daily, at dawn and at dusk. The remaining Yajnas are performed over the course 
of the year. The more complicated the yajna, the less frequently it is performed. The 
most complex ones need to be performed only once in a lifetime. The first seven yajnas 
are called pākayajnas or cooked sacrifices. The next seven are called haviryajnas or 
oblations(burnt offerings) related yajnas and the remaining seven are called 
somayajnas. Some of the yajnas performed during a person's lifetime are: 

• The Pakayajnas — They are the aṣtaka, sthālipāka, parvana, srāvaṇi, 
āgrahayani, caitri and āsvīyuji. These yajnas involve consecrating cooked items. 
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• Soma Yajnas — Agnistoma, atyagnistoma, uktya, shodasi, vājapeya, atirātra and 
aptoryama are the Soma Yajnas. These involve the extraction, utility and 
consumption of Soma (an extract of a particular chosen tree) is called Soma 
Yajña. 

• Havir Yajnas — They are the agniyādhāna, agni hotra, Darśa-Pūrṇamāsa, 
āgrayana, cāturmāsya, niruudha paśu bandha, sautrāmaṇi. These involve 
offering havis or oblations. 

• The five panca mahā Yajñās, which are mentioned below. 
• Vedavratas, which are four in number and are done during Vedic education. 
• The remaining sixteen Yajnas, which are one-time samskāras or "rituals with 

mantras", are done at different stages in life. They are garbhādhānā, 
pumsavana, sīmanta, jātakarma, nāmakaraṇa, annaprāśana, chudākarma/caula, 
niskramana, karnavedha, vidyaarambha, upanayana, keshanta, snātaka and 
vivāha, nisheka, antyeshti. These are specified by the gṛhya sūtrās. Some gṛhya 
sūtrās like Vaikhanasa prescribe 2 more samskaras, the Vishnu bali and the 
Pravasagamana/Pindavardhana. 

Yajnas such as the Putrakameshti for begetting sons, the Ashvamedha to rule and the 
Rajasuya royal consecration are among those sacrifices of the 400 which are not 
compulsory. 

 
Yajna being performed at Vishnu Yajna Kunda on the occasion of Kumbhabhishekham 

 of renovated Gunjanarsimhaswamy Temple at Tirumakudal Narsipur 

 
Yajña at the Old Durga Mandir, Varanasi 

 
Yajña at the Old Durga Mandir, Varanasi 
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Agni 

 
A yajna during a Hindu wedding 

The Aupasana Agni, lit at the time of the Yajna conducted at the grooms wedding, is 
divided into two in a ritual called Agnyadhana. One part is called the Grhyagni and the 
other the Srautagni. These two fires have to be preserved throughout an individual's 
life. The son's fire is lit from the father's fire at the time of his wedding. 

The Grhyagni or Aupasanagni is used in the Paka (cooking) Yajnas. Many such rituals 
are described in the Grihasutras, like the Ekagni Kanda of the Apastambha Sutra. 
Normally these fires are located in the centre or north of the hall which accommodates 
them. The fire altars or the Yajna Kunda may be circular or square. 

The rituals pertaining to the three Śrautagnis are described in the Śrauta Sutras. 
Their performers are called Śrautins. Fourteen of the 21 compulsory yajnas are 
performed in the Śrautagnis. They are called Garhapatya, Ahavaniya and Dakshinagni 
and collectively called the tretagni. The Garhapatya is circular in shape and is situated 
in the west of the offering ground. Fire is taken from the Garhapatya and kindled in 
the remaining two fires. The Dakshinagni is semi-circular, situated in the south and 
used for certain rituals, mainly for offerings to the forefathers. The Ahavaniya is 
square, situated in the east, and is used as the main offering fire of most Srauta rituals. 
The last three haviryajnas and all the seven somayajnas are performed in a specially 
built yajnashala. 

At the time of the individuals demise, cremation is done with one of the fires preserved 
during a person's lifetime. The fires associated with deceased individuals are 
extinguished. 

Pancha Mahayajnas 

Duties and responsibilities of the Hindu life has been classified into five great Yajnas or 
the Pancha Mahayajnas (Taittiriya Shakha 2.10 of the Krishna Yajurveda). It is 
imperative on the part of every householder to perform the following five yajnas: 

• Brahmayajna — study of scriptures, learning and self-development; and teaching 
others. This is the most important yajna. 
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(clockwise from left top corner) Rishi, Pitri, Bhuta, Manushya and (centre) Deva yajnas. 

• Devayajna — Meditation during sandhyavandanam, praying and worship of the 
devas by pouring oblations into the sacred fire. Also done during the twilight 
prayers (sandhya), aupasana, and agnihotra yajnas. 

• Pitriyajna — offering tarpana libations in respect and gratitude to ancestors or 
pitrs. 

• Manushyayajna — Caring for, looking after and feeding fellow humans. 
• Bhutayajna — Caring for nature and all life. Cows, ants and birds are commonly 

fed. 

Other yajnas 

 
Ganapati Homa or Yajna 

Some of the famous nonobligatory Yajnas are: 

• Agnistoma — This is a form of Soma yajna has been continued by the Nambudiri 
Brahmins in Kerala but has become extinct in other parts of India. 

• Jyotistoma — This yajna is meant for the elevation of the yajamana or the host 
to heaven i.e. the lokas or world of the gods. This Yajna is also called agnistome 
Yajna. 

• Pitrloka yajna — This yajna is for obtaining the world of the ancestors and 
Yama. 

• Panchagni yajna — This yajna is addressed in the Chandogya Upanishad. It 
enables one to achieve Brahmaloka. 
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Vows 

Several vows such as Candrayana are taken by the yajnik for acquiring merit or puṇya. 
These often involve fasting or conducting life according to certain rigid disciplines. For 
example, a yajnik does not shave for four months during year, usually during the 
period of Chaturmas. During this period, a yajnik is also prohibited from eating certain 
kinds of food items, from eating more than once a day and from leaving home. 

In Mahabharata 

Draupadi, wife of the Pandavas, emerged from the Yajna fire sacrifice with her brother 
Dhristadyumna which the yajna was performed by her father Panchala King Drupada. 
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Chapter 38 

HINDU WEDDING 
 

A Hindu wedding is vivaha and the wedding ceremony is called vivaah sanskar. Hindus 
attach a great deal of importance to marriages. The ceremonies are very colourful, and 
celebrations may extend for several days. The bride's and groom's home - entrance, 
doors, wall, floor, roof - are sometimes decorated with colors, balloons and other 
decorations. 

 
A Hindu bride from Gujarat 

The rituals and process in a Hindu wedding vary widely. Nevertheless, there are a few 
key rituals common in Hindu weddings - Kanyadaan, Panigrahana, and Saptapadi, 
which are respectively, giving away of daughter by the father, voluntarily holding hand 
near the fire to signify union, and taking seven steps with each step includes a 
vow/promise to each other before fire. The Hindu wedding ceremony at its core is 
essentially a Vedic yajna ritual. The primary witness of a Hindu marriage is the fire-
deity (or the Sacred Fire) Agni, in the presence of family and friends. The ceremony is 
traditionally conducted entirely, or at least partially in Sanskrit, considered by Hindus 
as the language of holy ceremonies. The local language of the bride and groom is also 
used. 

The pre-wedding and post-wedding rituals and celebrations vary by region, preferences 
or the resources of the groom, bride and their families. They can range from one day to 
multi-day events. Pre-wedding ceremonies include engagement (involving vagdana or 
betrothal and lagna-patra written declaration), and arrival of the groom's party at the 
bride's residence, often in the form of a formal procession with dancing and music. The 
post-wedding ceremonies may include Abhishek, Anna Prashashan, Aashirvadah, and 
Grihapravesa - the welcoming of the bride to her new home. The wedding marks the 
start of Grihastha (householder) stage of life for the new couple. 

In India, by law and tradition, no Hindu marriage is binding and complete unless the 
ritual of seven steps and vows in presence of fire (Saptapadi) is completed by the bride 
and the groom together. This requirement is under debate. 
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Eight types of marriage 

 
The bride is ceremoniously decorated, in Hindu weddings, by her friends and  

family in regional dress, jewelry, and body art called Mehndi. The body art is produced  
from a mixture of henna and turmeric, and it symbolizes 'awakening of inner light'. 

 

 
A Hindu Marriage Ceremony 

Ancient Hindu literature, such as Asvalayana Grhyasutra and Atharvaveda, identify 
eight forms of marriages. These are: 

• Brahma marriage - considered the religiously most appropriate marriage, where 
the father finds an educated man, proposes the marriage of his daughter to him. 
The groom, bride and families willingly concur with the proposal. The two 
families and relatives meet, the girl is ceremoniously decorated, the father gifts 
away his daughter in betrothal, and a vedic marriage ceremony is conducted. 
This type of wedding is now most prevalent among Hindus in modern India. 

• Daiva marriage - in this type of marriage, the father gives away his daughter 
along with ornaments to a priest as a sacrificial fee. This form of marriage 
occurred in ancient times when yajna sacrifices were prevalent. 

• Arsha marriage - in this type of marriage, the groom gives a cow and a bull to the 
father of the bride and the father exchanges his daughter in marriage. The 
groom took a vow to fulfill his obligations to the bride and family life 
(Grihasthashram). 
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• Prajapatya marriage - in this type of marriage, a couple agree to get married by 
exchanging some Sanskrit mantras (vows to each other). This form of marriage 
was akin to a civil ceremony. 

The above four types of marriages were considered prashasta marriages (proper, 
religiously appropriate under Hinduism), since they contains vows from Vedic 
scriptures, where both bride and groom commit to each other and share responsibilities 
to their families. The other four were considered aprashasta (inappropriate), since they 
do not follow any Vedic rituals and vows. Among inappropriate weddings, two 
acceptable forms of marriages were: 

• Gandharva marriage - in this type of marriage, the couple simply live together 
out of love, by mutual consent, consensually consummating their relationship. 
This marriage is entered into without religious ceremonies, and was akin to the 
Western concept of Common-law marriage. Kama Sutra, as well as Rishi Kanva - 
the foster-father of Shakuntala - in the Mahabharata, claimed this kind of 
marriage to be an ideal one. 

• Asura marriage - in this type of marriage, the groom offered a dowry to the 
father of the bride and the bride, both accepted the dowry out of free will, and he 
received the bride in exchange. This was akin to marrying off a daughter for 
money. This marriage was considered inappropriate by Hindu Smriti-writers 
because greed, not what is best for the girl, can corrupt the selection process. 

The last two marriages were not only inappropriate, but religiously forbidden (the 
children, if any, from these forbidden types of consummation were considered 
legitimate, nevertheless). 

• Rakshasa marriage - where the groom forcibly abducted the girl against her and 
her family's will. The word Rakshasa means devil. 

• Paishacha marriage - where the man forces himself on a woman when she is 
insentient, that is drugged or drunken or unconscious. 

James Lochtefeld finds that the last two forms of marriage were forbidden yet 
recognized in ancient Hindu societies, not to encourage these acts, but to provide the 
woman and any children with legal protection in the society. 

Main rituals 

There is no single standard Hindu marriage ceremony. Regional variations and 
considerable flexibility in the rituals are prevalent. The variations may be based on 
family traditions, local traditions, resources of the marrying families, and other factors. 
Some of the key rituals are performed in slightly different ways in different regions. 

There are a few key rituals common in a Hindu wedding ceremony. These are 

• Kanyadaan - the giving away of daughter by the father 
• Panigrahana - a ritual in presence of fire, where the groom takes the bride's 

hand as a sign of their union 
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• Saptapadi - is the most important ritual. It is called the seven step ritual, where 
each step corresponds to a vow groom makes to bride, and a vow the bride makes 
to groom. The vows are pronounced in Sanskrit in long form, or short quicker 
form, sometimes also in the language of the groom and bride. In many weddings, 
Saptapadi is performed near a fire; and after each of the seven oaths to each 
other, the groom and bride perform the ritual of agnipradakshinam - walk 
around the fire, with the end of their garments tied together. The groom usually 
leads the bride in the walk. The fire is a form of yajna - a vedic ritual where fire 
is the divine witness (to the marriage). After Saptapadi, the couple are 
considered husband and wife. 

Kanyadaan 

 
Kanyadaan - a key ritual where the father gifts away the daughter to the groom. 

 In this picture, the father's hand is on the left, the bride and groom are on the right. 

The Kanyadaan ceremony is performed by the father. If the father has died, a guardian 
of bride's choosing performs this ritual. The father brings the daughter, then takes the 
bride's hand and places it to the groom's. This marks the beginning of the ceremony of 
giving away the bride. The groom accepts the bride's hand, while the kama-sukta 
(hymn to love) is pronounced, in the presence of the father, the bride and the groom. 
The Kamasukta verse is: 

Who offered this maiden?, to whom is she offered? 
Kama (the god of love) gave her to me, that I may love her 
Love is the giver, love is the acceptor 
Enter thou, the bride, the ocean of love 
 
With love then, I receive thee 
May she remain thine, thine own, O god of love 
Verily, thou art, prosperity itself 
May the heaven bestow thee, may the earth receive thee 

After this ritual recital, the father asks the groom to not fail the girl in his pursuit of 
dharma (moral and lawful life), artha (wealth) and kama (love). The groom promises to 
the bride's father that he shall never fail her in his pursuit of dharma, artha and kama. 
The groom repeats the promise three times. 
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The groom's promises to bride's father marks the end of the kanyadaan ritual in Hindu 
wedding. 

Panigrahana 

 
A yagya during a Hindu wedding. 

The ritual of Panigrahana comes after Kanyadana. Sometimes, this ritual is preceded 
by vivaha-homa rite, wherein a symbolic fire is lit by the groom to mark the start of a 
new household. 

Panigrahana is the 'holding the hand' ritual as a symbol of their impending marital 
union, and the groom announcing his acceptance of responsibility to four deities: Bhaga 
signifying wealth, Aryama signifying heavens/milky way, Savita signifying 
radiance/new beginning, and Purandhi signifying wisdom. The groom faces west, while 
the bride sits in front of him with her face to the east, he holds her hand while the 
following Rg vedic mantra is recited: 

I take thy hand in mine, yearning for happiness 
I ask thee, to live with me, as thy husband 
Till both of us, with age, grow old 
 
Know this, as I declare, that the Gods 
Bhaga, Aryama, Savita and Purandhi, have bestowed thy person, upon me 
that I may fulfill, my Dharmas of the householder, with thee 
 
This I am, That art thou 
The Sāman I, the Ŗc thou 
The Heavens I, the Earth thou 

In Gujarati Wedding this step is called "Hast-Milap" (literally, meeting of hands). The 
whole ceremony was timed around an auspicious time ("Mauhurat") for this step and 
few decades ago, the wedding invitation would even list the time when this event was 
going to take place. 

Saptapadi - Short Form 

The Saptapadi (Sanskrit for seven steps/feet), is the most important ritual of Vedic 
Hindu weddings, and represents the legal part of Hindu marriage. Sometimes called 
Saat Phere (seven rounds), couple conduct seven circuits of the Holy Fire (Agni), which 
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is considered a witness to the vows they make to each other. In some regions, a piece of 
clothing or sashes worn by the bride and groom are tied together for this ceremony. 
Elsewhere, the groom holds the bride's right hand in his own right hand. Each circuit of 
the consecrated fire is led by either the bride or the groom, varying by community and 
region. Usually, the bride leads the groom in the first circuit. In North India, the first 
six circuits are led by the bride, and the final one by the groom. In Central India, the 
bride leads the first three or four circuits. With each circuit, the couple makes a specific 
vow to establish some aspect of a happy relationship and household for each other. 

 
A Hindu couple in post-marriage ceremonies, after Saptapadi. The tied clothing,  

represents lifelong bond formed during the seven promises ritual with fire as witness. 

In South Indian weddings, after each saying a mantra at each of the seven steps, the 
couple say these words together: 

"Now let us make a vow together. We shall share love, share the same food, share 
our strengths, share the same tastes. We shall be of one mind, we shall observe the 
vows together. I shall be the Samaveda, you the Rigveda, I shall be the Upper 
World, you the Earth; I shall be the Sukhilam, you the Holder – together we shall 
live and beget children, and other riches; come thou, O beautiful girl!" 

In North Indian weddings, the bride and the groom say the following words after 
completing the seven steps: 

"We have taken the Seven Steps. You have become mine forever. Yes, we have 
become partners. I have become yours. Hereafter, I cannot live without you. Do not 
live without me. Let us share the joys. We are word and meaning, united. You are 
thought and I am sound. May the night be honey-sweet for us. May the morning 
be honey-sweet for us. May the earth be honey-sweet for us. May the heavens be 
honey-sweet for us. May the plants be honey-sweet for us. May the sun be all honey 
for us. May the cows yield us honey-sweet milk. As the heavens are stable, as the 
earth is stable, as the mountains are stable, as the whole universe is stable, so 
may our union be permanently settled." 

Saptapadi - Long Form 

 
Hindu wedding, ceremonial offerings 
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Hindu wedding - the bride and groom are traditionally dressed 

The long form of the key Hindu wedding ritual, Saptapadi, starts with preface 
announced by the priest, and thereafter followed by a series of vows the groom and 
bride make to each other. They are as follows: 

Priest's preface: The world of men and women, united in the bond of marriage by 
Saptapadi, to further promote the joy of life, together listen with triumph 

Step 1 Groom's vow: O!, you who feeds life-sustaining food, nourish my visitors, friends, 
parents and offsprings with food and drinks. O! beautiful lady, I, as a form of Vishnu, 
take this first step with you for food. 

Step 1 Bride's vow: Yes, whatever food you earn with hard work, I will safeguard it, 
prepare it to nourish you. I promise to respect your wishes, and nourish your friends and 
family as well 

Step 2 Groom's vow: O!, thoughtful and beautiful lady, with a well managed home, with 
purity of behavior and thought, you will enable us to be strong, energetic and happy. O! 
beautiful lady, I, as Vishnu, take this second step with you for the strength of body, 
character and being. 

Step 2 Bride's vow: Yes, I will manage the home according to my ability and reason. 
Together, I promise, to keep a home that is healthy, strength and energy giving. 

Step 3 Groom's vow: O!, skillful and beautiful lady, I promise to devote myself to 
earning a livelihood by fair means, to discuss, and let you manage and preserve our 
wealth. O! dear lady, I, as Vishnu form, cover this third step with you to thus prosper in 
our wealth. 
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Step 3 Bride's vow: Yes, I join you in managing our income and expenses. I promise to 
seek your consent, as I manage our wealth, fairly earned, so it grows and sustains our 
family. 

Step 4 Groom's vow: O!, dear lady, I promise to trust your decisions about the household 
and your choices; I promise to dedicate myself to help our community prosper, the 
matters outside the house. This shall bring us respect. O! my lady, I, as Vishnu, take this 
fourth step with you to participate in our world 

Step 4 Bride's vow: Yes, I promise to strive to make the best home for us, anticipate and 
provide necessary things for your worldly life, and for the happiness of our family. 

Step 5 Groom's vow: O!, lady of skill and pure thoughts, I promise to consult with you 
and engage you in the keep of our cows, our agriculture and our source of income; I 
promise to contribute to our country. It shall win us future. O! my skilled lady, I, as 
Vishnu form, take this fifth step with you to together grow our farms and cattle. 
Step 5 Bride's vow: Yes, I promise to participate and protect the cattle, our agriculture 
and business. They are a source of yoghurt, milk, ghee and income, all useful for our 
family, necessary for our happiness. 

Step 6 Groom's vow: O!, lovely lady, I seek you and only you, to love, to have children, to 
raise a family, to experience all the seasons of life. O! my lovely lady, I, as Vishnu, take 
this sixth step with you to experience every season of life. 

Step 6 Bride's vow: Feeling one with you, with your consent, I will be the means of your 
enjoyment of all the senses. Through life's seasons, I will cherish you in my heart. I will 
worship you and seek to complete you. 

Step 7 Groom's vow: O friends!, allow us to cover the seventh step together, this promise, 
our Saptapad-friendship. Please be my constant wife. 

Step 7 Bride's vow: Yes, today, I gained you, I secured the highest kind of friendship 
with you. I will remember the vows we just took and adore you forever sincerely with all 
my heart. 

After the seventh step, the two become man and wife. 

Additional rituals 
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Two Indian baraat (wedding processions), in 1890s,  

before the age of automobiles. Painted by American painter Edwin Weeks. 
 

 
Some Indian weddings abroad symbolically maintain some of the customs in India. Above is a symbolic 

arrival of the groom on a horse (baraat), in Nottingham, England. In front is the band. 

Many Hindu weddings start with the Milne (meeting) and Swagatam (welcome) 
ceremony. This ritual is where the Baraat (groom's procession party) arrives at the 
bride's home or the location where the bride is and marriage will be celebrated. The 
Baraat typically includes dancing and joyous members of groom's family, relatives and 
friends. On their arrival, there is a ritual where key persons from the groom's side and 
bride's side are introduced to each other. The introduction is typically followed by Jai 
mala (garland exchange between bride and groom) and a reception that serves food and 
drinks. 

Many other rituals and ceremonies are sometimes found in Hindu weddings, such as 
madhuparka, vivaha-homa, agni-parinayana, asmarohana, laja homa, abhishek, anna-
prashashan, and aashir-vadah. All these ceremonies are done at the wedding location, 
typically at or near the bride's home. These additional rituals include the participation 
of the brothers, or sisters, or maternal/paternal relatives, guardians or friends of the 
bride. 

In some parts of India, such as Gujarat and northern India, a laja homa ritual called 
mangal pherā is performed where the couple make four circles around holy fire. It 
follows hasta milap (meeting of hands of the couple), but precedes Saptpadi. The first 
three circles is led by the groom, and it represents three of four goals of life considered 
important in Hindu life - Dharma, Artha, Kama.  

The fourth circle is led by bride and it represents the fourth goal of life - Moksha. After 
Saptapadi, as hymns are being recited, the groom performs māņg sindoor ritual where 
a saffron or red color powder is marked into the parting of the wife's hair. Instead of 
circling the fire and other steps, the rituals and ceremonies may be performed 
symbolically, such as stepping on small heaps of rice or throwing grains into the fire. 
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Some rituals involve rice or other grains, seeds and pastes. In these ceremonies, rice is 
thrown at the bride, groom or they kick a container containing the grain. Rituals 
include darshan, where the newly married couple are met, blessed and greeted by 
family and friends of the bride and groom. 

After the wedding is complete, the bride leaves for groom's home, where Hindu family 
members of the groom welcome the newly wedded couple in a ritual known as 
Grihapravesa (home coming/entry). This ceremony typically requires participation of 
the mother, father, brothers, and sisters, or other guardians of the groom. 

Ancient literature suggests the Hindu couple spent time with each other, but delayed 
the consummation for at least three nights following the wedding. This rite, known as 
chaturthikarma - literally, "the rite performed on the fourth day of marriage" - has been 
claimed by some scholars as a possible basis for the validity of a marriage. Other 
scholars suggest Saptapadi and regionally customary wedding rituals, not 
consummation, defines legal validity of a Hindu marriage. The Hindu Marriage Act of 
1955, Article 7, is consistent with the latter. Chaturthikarma is not a common practice 
in Hindu communities. 

In modern Hindu families, the couple proceed to honeymoon after Grihapravesa. 

Rituals in Nepal 

In the Hindu culture of Nepal, marriage rituals are done by the Chhetri in a sixteen 
step process that centers on the household. The household is important during the 
marriage ritual because it is the center of the concept of mandala; the Chhetri's homes 
are considered to be domestic mandalas and so have roles as householders. The act of 
marriage brings men and women into the householder role. Marriage is the most 
important rite of passage for the Chhetris and is one of the most serious. Women move 
from their houses to the home of the groom after marriage. The ceremony is done in a 
precise and careful manner as to not bring bad luck to the families of the bride and 
groom; certain traditions, for example no one seeing the face of the bride until the end, 
are followed in order to ensure future prosperity. Prior to the marriage ceremony, there 
is no kinship between families of the bride and groom and the bride must be a virgin. 
The marriage ceremony consists of a series of rites that are performed over a two day 
period between the houses of the bride and the groom. Within each home the enclosed 
area in the courtyard (jagya) and the kitchen are used the most; the jagya and the 
kitchen are considered the most important parts of the domestic mandala structure 
because it is where rice (an important part of the Chhetri's culture) is prepared and 
consumed. At the end of the ceremony is the establishment of the role of the wife and 
husband in the husband's home. 

The first step in the marriage ceremony is called Purbanga. In the kitchen of their 
homes, the bride and the groom worship the seven Mother Goddesses as so to pay 
respect to their ancestors and ask for peace. In the second, third, and fourth step, the 
groom is then blessed by his mother and is taken outside to his jagya where his father 
and procession (janti) carry him and bring gifts for the bride to her house in a ceremony 
called dulähä anmäune. In the fifth step as the groom waits before the house of the 
bride, gifts of clothes and food are placed around the jagya; the father of the bride then 
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places red paste on the groom's forehead indicating that he is no longer an outsider to 
his family. The sixth step is the performance of the Barani or welcoming for the groom 
and his janti as they enter the jagya. The father purifies the body of the groom using 
panchämrit (nectar from five pure liquids). A small feast is then held for the groom as 
the next steps in the marriage continue. 

After the small feast, the marriage process for the bride begins. The seventh step takes 
place in the kitchen of the bride where the process of kanya dan starts; the bride's 
parents give their daughter in marriage to her groom thereby allowing the bride to be a 
part of the groom's lineage and making the father's lineage secondary. After they wash 
their feet they dress in red and, in the eighth step, sit beside in each other in the jagya. 
They perform post-marriage rites as they make sacrificial offerings to the fire in the 
center of the jagya. During these rites the bride and groom perform tasks such as 
placing red powder in the hair of the bride and the bride eats leftover food of the groom 
and at the end the now husband gives his wife a personal name for which she is to be 
called by. 

After the post-marriage ceremony, the married couple being to leave the bride's home. 
In the ninth step, the husband and wife return to the kitchen of the wife and worship 
their ancestors and the seven Mother Goddesses. In the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth 
step, the couple leave the wife's house as she is given a garland from her parents; the 
wife and husband enter the jagya and are then escorted out riding on palanquins as 
they return to their permanent home of the husband. The thirteenth step beings once 
they enter the jagya of the groom and his virgin sisters welcome the wife in a ceremony 
called arti syäl. They unveil the bride and adorn her with flower garlands and sprinkle 
puffed rice on her (a sign of prosperity). The fourteenth step is completed once the bride 
promises gifts to the sisters; she then moves on the fifteenth step where she steps on 
piles of rice in a path toward the kitchen. The final step is a series of rites, the first of 
which is the bride worshiping the ancestors and deities of the husband; she then 
demonstrates her skills in handling rice to the husband's mother and sisters and then 
they entwine her hair. Finally, the mother unveils the bride again in front of the 
husband and in a ceremony called khutta dhog, the bride places the foot of the mother 
on her forehead thereby ending the marriage ceremony. 

Wedding and Married Life in Hinduism 

While there are many rituals in Hinduism, such as those at birth and passing away of 
loved ones, the Hindu wedding is the most important and extensive personal ritual an 
adult Hindu undertakes in his or her life. Typical Hindu families spend significant 
effort and financial resources to prepare and celebrate weddings. 

Economics 

In 2008, Indian weddings market was estimated to be $31 billion a year. Various 
sources estimate India celebrates about 10 million weddings per year, and over 80% of 
these are Hindu weddings. The average expenditures exceed US$3,000 per wedding. 
Another $30 billion per year is spent on jewelry in India, with jewelry for weddings 
being the predominant market. In a nation with per capita annual income of $1,500, 
weddings are a major financial commitment for the typical Hindu family. 
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Law 

In India, where most Hindus live, the laws relating to marriage differ by religion. 
According to the Hindu Marriage Act of 1955, passed by the Parliament of India, for all 
legal purposes, all Hindus of any caste, creed or sect, Sikh, Buddhists and Jains are 
deemed Hindus and can intermarry. By the Special Marriage Act, 1954, a Hindu can 
marry a person who is not Hindu, employing any ceremony, provided specified legal 
conditions are fulfilled. By Section 7 of Hindu Marriage Act, and tradition, no Hindu 
marriage is binding and complete before the seventh step of the Saptapadi ritual in 
presence of fire, by the bride and the groom together. In some cases, such as South 
Indian Hindu marriages, this is not required. 

Married life 

A Vedic sage emphasized that the basis of happy and fulfilling married life is the sense 
of unity, intimacy and love between husband and wife both physically, mentally and 
spiritually. Hence wife is considered to be the Ardhangani of husband as per Hindu 
tradition. Marriage is not for self-indulgence, but is considered a lifelong social and 
spiritual responsibility. Married life is considered an opportunity for two people to grow 
as life partners into soul mates. 
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Chapter 39 

PUJA IN HINDUISM 
 

Pūjā or Poojan is a prayer ritual performed by Hindus to host, honour and worship one 
or more deities, or to spiritually celebrate an event. Sometimes spelt phonetically as 
pooja or poojah, it may honour or celebrate the presence of special guest(s), or their 
memories after they pass away. The word pūjā comes from Sanskrit, and means 
reverence, honour, homage, adoration, and worship. Puja rituals are also held by 
Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs. 

In Hinduism, puja is done on a variety of occasions, frequency and settings. It may 
include daily puja done in the home, to occasional temple ceremonies and annual 
festivals, to few lifetime events such as birth of a baby or a wedding, or to begin a new 
venture. The two main areas where puja is performed are in the home and at temples 
to mark certain stages of life, events or some festivals such as Durga Puja and Lakshmi 
Puja. Puja is not mandatory; it may be a routine daily affair for some Hindus, periodic 
ritual for some, and infrequent for other Hindus. In some temples, various pujas may 
be performed daily at various times of the day; in other temples, it may be occasional. 

Puja varies according to the school of Hinduism. Within a given school, puja may vary 
by region, occasion, deity honored, and steps followed. In formal Nigama ceremonies, a 
fire may be lit in honour of deity Agni, without an idol or image present. In contrast, in 
Agama ceremonies, an idol or image of deity is present. In both ceremonies, a diya or 
incense stick may be lit while a prayer is chanted or hymn is sung. Puja is typically 
performed by a Hindu worshipper alone, though sometimes in presence of a priest who 
is well versed in procedure and hymns. In temples and priest-assisted event puja, food, 
fruits and sweets may be included as offerings to the deity, which, after the prayers, 
becomes prasad – blessed food shared by all present at the puja. 

Both Nigama and Agama puja are practiced in Hinduism in India. In Hinduism of Bali 
Indonesia, Agama puja is most prevalent both inside homes and in temples. Puja is 
sometimes called Sembahyang in Indonesia. 

Etymology 

Puja is an ancient culture or way of life, with unclear origins. Joshi claims the word 
puja was first used in vedic times when Sūtra were composed, to describe prayers and 
worship before yajna or homa – fire deity, Agni. Charpentier suggests the origin of the 
word Puja may lie in the Dravidian languages. Two possible Tamil roots have been 

suggested: Poosai "to smear with something" and Poochei(���) "to do with flowers". 

Origins 

According to scholars, one of the earliest mentions of pūjā is in the Grihya Sutras, 
which provide rules for domestic rites. These Sutras, dated to be about 500 BC, use the 
term puja to describe the hospitality to honor priests who were invited to one’s home to 
lead rituals for departed ancestors. As Hindu philosophy expanded and diversified, 
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with developments such as the bhakti movement, the vedic puja ritual were modified 
and applied to the deities. As with vedic times, the general concept of puja remained 
the same, but expanded to welcoming the deity along with the deity's spiritual essence 
as one's honored guest. The Puranic corpus of literature, dating from about 6th century 
CE, contain extensive outline on how to perform deity puja (deva pūjā). Deity puja thus 
melds Vedic rites with devotion to deity in its ritual form. As with many others aspects 
of Hinduism, both Vedic puja and devotional deity puja continued, the choice left to the 
Hindu. 

As a historical practice, pūjā in Hinduism, has been modeled around the idea of hosting 
a deity, or important person, as an honored and dearest guest in the best way one can, 
given one's resources, and receiving their happiness and blessing in return. Paul 
Thieme suggests from passages in the Rāmāyaṇa that the word pūjā referred to the 
hospitable reception of guests and that the things offered to guests could be offered to 
the gods and their dwellings. The rituals in question were the "five great sacrifices" or 
pañcamahāyajña recorded in the Gṛhyasūtra texts (for this literature, see Kalpa). The 
development of pūjā thus emerged from Vedic domestic traditions and was carried into 
the temple environment by analogy: just as important guests had long been welcomed 
in well-to-do homes and offered things that pleased them, so too were the gods 
welcomed in temple-homes and offered things that pleased them. Copper-plate charters 
recording grants of lands to temples show that this religious practice was actively 
encouraged from the mid-4th century. 

Significance of Puja 

In the earliest texts describing Vedic puja, the significance of puja was to host the 
priest so that he could make direct requests to the gods. An example petition prayer 
made during a Vedic puja, according to Wade Wheelock, is: 

Indra-Agni, slayers of Vrtra with the beautiful thunderbolt, prosper us with new gifts; 
O Indra, bring treaures with your right hand; 
O Agni grant the enjoyments of a good household; 
Give (us) vigor, wealth in cattle, and possession of good horses. 
– ÄsvSü 

In contrast to Vedic pujas, the significance of deity pujas shifted from petitions and 
external goals to the experience of oneness with the deities and their spiritual essence. 
It became a form of yoga whose final result aimed to be the consciousness of god 
through homage to god. Nevertheless, even with this evolved theoretical spiritual 
significance, for many people, puja continued to be a vehicle to petition desires and 
appeals, such as for good health of one's child, speedy recovery from illness, success in 
venture envisioned or such. In the structure and practice of puja, the mantras and 
rituals focus on spirituality, and any petitions and appeals are tacked only to the end of 
the puja. 

Zimmer relates puja to yantras, with the rituals helping the devotee focus on the 
spiritual concepts. Puja in Hinduism, claims Zimmer, is a path and process of 
transformation of consciousness, where the devotee and the spiritual significance of the 
deity are brought together. This ritual puja process, in different parts of India, is 
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considered to be liberating, releasing, purifying and a form of yoga of spirit and 
emotions. 

Puja in Hinduism sometimes involves themes beyond idols or images. Even persons, 
places, rivers, concrete objects or anything is seen as manifestations of divine reality by 
some Hindus. The access to the divine is not limited to renunciatory meditation as in 
yoga school of Hinduism or idols in bhakti school. For some the divine is everywhere, 
without limit to its form, and a puja to these manifestations signifies the same spiritual 
meaning to those who choose to offer a prayer to persons, places, rivers, concrete objects 
or anything else. 

Temple pūjā 

Temple (Mandir) pūjā is more elaborate than the domestic versions and typically done 
several times a day. They are also performed by a temple priest, or pujari. In addition, 
the temple deity (patron god or goddess) is considered a resident rather than a guest, so 
the puja is modified to reflect that; for example the deity is "awakened" rather than 
"invoked" in the morning. Temple pujas vary widely from region to region and for 
different sects, with devotional hymns sung at Vaishnava temples for example. At a 
temple puja, there is often less active participation, with the priest acting on behalf of 
others. 

Structure, services and steps of pūjā 

 
Bhoga to be offered to God for Puja 

Elaborate pūjā 

A full home or temple puja can include several traditional upacaras or "attendances". 
The following is an example puja; these steps may vary according to region, tradition, 
setting, or time particularly in ways the deity is hosted. In this example, the deity is 
invited as a guest, the devotee hosts and takes care of the deity as an honored guest, 
hymns and food are offered to the deity, after an expression of love and respect the host 
takes leave and with affection expresses good bye to the deity. Indologist Jan Gonda 
has identified 16 steps (shodasha upachara) that are common in all varieties of puja: 

1. Avahana (“invocation”). The deity is invited to the ceremony from the heart. 
2. Asana. The deity is offered a seat. 
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3. Padya. The deity’s feet are symbolically washed. 
4. Water is offered for washing the head and body 
5. Arghya. Water is offered so the deity may wash its mouth. 
6. Snana or abhisekha. Water is offered for symbolic bathing. 
7. Vastra (“clothing”). Here a cloth may be wrapped around the image and 

ornaments affixed to it. 
8. Upaveeda or Mangalsutra. Putting on the sacred thread. 
9. Anulepana or gandha. Perfumes and ointments are applied to the image. 

Sandalwood paste or kumkum is applied. 
10. Pushpa. Flowers are offered before the image, or garlands draped around its 

neck. 
11. Dhupa. Incense is burned before the image. 
12. Dipa or Aarti. A burning lamp is waved in front of the image. 
13. Naivedya. Foods such as cooked rice, fruit, clarified butter, sugar, and betel leaf 

are offered. 
14. Namaskara or pranama. The worshipper and family bow or prostrate themselves 

before the image to offer homage. 
15. Parikrama or Pradakshina. Circumambulation around the deity. 
16. Taking leave. 

Sometimes additional steps are included: 

1. Dhyana (“Meditation”). The deity is invoked in the heart of the devotee. 
2. Acamanıya. Water is offered for sipping. 
3. Aabaran. The deity is decorated with ornaments. 
4. Chatram. Offering of umbrella. 
5. Chamaram Offering of fan or fly-whisk (Chamara). 
6. Visarjana or Udvasana. The deity is moved from the place. 

There are variations in this puja method such as: 

1. Pancha upachara pooja (puja with 5 steps). 
2. Chatushasti upachara puja (puja with 64 steps). 

The structure of elaborate puja also varies significantly between temples, regions and 
occasions. 

Quick pūjā 

A quick puja has the same structure as acts ordinary people would perform for a quick 
reception, hospitality and affectionate interaction with a beloved guest. First the deity 
is greeted, acknowledged by name and welcomed, sometimes with a diya or lighted 
incense stick. The devotee proceeds to connect with the spiritual manifestation by 
meditating (a form of darshan), or chanting hymns and mantras, then personal prayers 
follow. After prayer is finished, the spiritual visitor as guest is affectionately thanked 
and greeted goodbye. A quick meditative puja is sometimes offered by some Hindus 
without an idol or image. According to Fuller, Hindu texts allow flexibility and 
abbreviated puja according to occasion, needs and personal preferences. 
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Puja in Balinese Hinduism 

 
Puja offerings to Ganesha in Ubud, Bali Indonesia. 

In Hinduism of Bali Indonesia, puja is sometimes called Sembahyang. The word 
originates from two words in old Javanese: sembah and hyang. Sembah means to 
respect and bow down; Hyang means divine, God/Shang Hyang Widhi, holy man, and 
ancestors. So to pray means to respect, bow down, surrender to the divine and 
ancestors. 

Sembahyang (Puja) is an obligation for Balinese Hindus, the prayers and hymns are 
derived from the Vedas. A family typically offers prayers everyday, with Kewangen and 
other offerings. Kewangen means aromatic, and it is made from leaves and flowers in 
form of auspicious Vedic symbols. Balinese use kewangen to worship the divine, both in 
form of Purusha (soul) and Pradana (body). As with India, Balinese make offerings, 
including symbolic inclusion of fire, incense and mantras. 

Guru puja 

In the case of great spiritual masters, there is also a custom to perform puja for a living 
person. Gurus are sometimes chosen as objects of puja and honored as living gods or 
seen the embodiment of specific deities. Gurus are sometimes adorned with symbolic 
clothes, garlands and other ornaments, and celebrated with incense, washing and 
anointing their feet, giving them fruits, food and drinks and meditating at their feet, 
asking for their blessing. 

Pūjā as a social, human rights event 

As with Church services in Christianity, Pūjā in Hinduism has served as a means for 
Hindu communities outside India to gather, socialize, discover new friends and 
sometimes discuss ways to address social discrimination of Hindus. For example, 
Marion O'Callaghan reports that the Hindu diaspora brought as indentured laborers to 
Trinidad by the British colonial government, suffered discriminatory laws that did not 
recognize traditional Hindu marriages or inheritance rights of children from a 
traditional Hindu marriage, nor did the non-Hindu majority government allow pyre 
cremation or construction of crematorium. These Hindu rituals were considered pagan 
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and uncivilized. Pujas offered a way for Hindus to meet, socially organize and petition 
their human rights. Over time, pujas became as much as social and community 
recreational event, as a religious event. 

Critique of pūjā in the Pūrva Mīmāṃsaka school 

Although pūjā is accepted as a valid religious activity by Hindus at large, it has long 
been criticised by Mīmāṃsā thinkers. The foundational work of this school is the 
Karmamīmāṃsāsūtra or "Aphorisms for Enquiry into the Act," composed by Jaimini. 
The earliest surviving commentary is by Śabara who lived around the end of the fourth 
century. Śabara's commentary, known as Śabarabhāṣya holds pride of place in 
Mīmāṃsā in that Sabara's understanding is taken as definitive by all later writers. In 
his chapter entitled Devatādikaraṇa (9: 1: 5: 6–9), Śabara examines the popular 
understanding of the gods and attempts to refute the belief that they have material 
bodies, are able to eat the offerings made to them, and are capable of being pleased and 
so able to reward worshippers. Basing himself on the Vedas (he refused to accept the 
Mahābhārata, Purāṇa texts or even the Smṛti literatures as valid sources of authority), 
Śabara concludes that the gods are neither corporeal nor sentient and thus unable to 
enjoy offerings or own property. For this he appeals to empirical observation, noting 
that offerings do not decrease in size when given to the gods; any decrease is simply 
due to exposure to the air. Likewise he argues that substances are offered to gods not 
according to the wishes of the gods, but that "what is vouched for by direct perception is 
that the things are used according to the wishes of the temple servants (pratyakṣāt 
pramāṇāt devatāparicārakāṇām abhiprāyaḥ). In the course of his discussion, Śabara's 
asserts that "there is no relation between the case of guests and the sacrificial act." 
This incidental remark provides sound historical proof that pūjā was built on analogy 
with atithi, the ancient Vedic tradition of welcoming guests. What Śabara is 
maintaining is that this analogy is not valid. While the Mīmāṃsakas continued to 
maintain this interpretation for centuries, their defeat in debate at the hands of 
Śaṅkarācārya led to theirs being a minority view. It is a remarkable testament to the 
plurality and tolerance of Indian civilization that Mīmāṃsakas flourished even into the 
17th century, as evidenced by the commentaries of Nīlakaṇṭha. 

Regional names 

Puja, sometimes spelled pooja, is called ��� in Tamil, and bucha (บูชา) in Thai. 
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Chapter 40 

JAPA 
 

Japa  is a spiritual discipline involving the meditative repetition of a mantra or name of 
a divine power. The mantra or name may be spoken softly, enough for the practitioner 
to hear it, or it may be spoken purely within the reciter's mind. Japa may be performed 
while sitting in a meditation posture, while performing other activities, or as part of 
formal worship in group settings. The practice of repetitive prayer is present in varied 
forms within most religions in the world, although the religions of India generally give 
more emphasis to it as a specific discipline. 

The Sanskrit word japa is derived from the root jap-, meaning "to utter in a low voice, 
repeat internally, mutter". 

Varieties of Japa 

 
Japa Mala, or Japa beads, consisting of 108 beads plus the head bead. 

Mental repetition 

Many Hindus will recite mantras, either under their breath or in mental introspection, 
at any time of the day. This sort of casual chanting is said to be a way of inspiring 
reflection on either the self or divine power, thereby attaining a life which, though 
interrupted by daily chores and concerns, is a constant flow of prayer. Frequent mental 
repetition of a mantra (or "mantram") was also recommended by Eknath Easwaran, as 
the second point in the Passage Meditation program that he developed. 

Beads 

In some forms of japa, the repetitions are counted using a string of beads known as a 
japa mala. Many different types of materials are used for japa. The number of beads in 
the japa mala is generally 108. It is not uncommon for people to wear japa beads 
around their neck, although some practitioners prefer to carry them in a bead-bag in 
order to keep them clean. 

Analogues in other traditions 

Some Catholic prayer forms that involve repetition of prayers, such as use of the 
Rosary or one of various chaplets, are similar to, but not "japa", because the aim is 
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different. Mental methods of repeated short prayers, very similar to japa are also used 
in Christian traditions, most notably the practice of repeating the Jesus Prayer found 
in the Eastern Orthodox Church. The practice of dhikr by Sufis and some other 
Muslims is also similar to japa, as is the practice of nembutsu in Pure Land Buddhism. 
Tibetan Buddhists include japa meditation as a large part of their religious practices. 

Mantra Upasana 

The process of initiating the japa practitioner (called the "Sadhak") into the mantra 
practice is called the Mantra Upasana. A qualified guru (called Upasaka) examines the 
practitioners body and determines body and mind passageways(called the "Nadi") that 
are clogged. Then a program called Mantra Upasana is indoctrinated into the 
practitioner. As the japa progresses the Nadi's are cleared in a certain sequence leading 
to a healthy body and mind. 

Aims 

The stated aim, or goal of japa may vary greatly depending on the mantra involved and 
the religious philosophy of the practitioner. In both Buddhist and Hindu traditions 
mantras may be given to aspirants by their guru, after some form of initiation. The 
stated goal could be moksha, nirvana, bhakti, or simple personal communion with a 
divine power in a similar way to prayer. Many gurus and other spiritual teachers, and 
other religious leaders, especially Hindu and Buddhist, teach that these represent 
different names for the same transformed state of consciousness. However, this claim is 
not made about mantras that are not intended for spiritual growth and self-realization. 

After long use of a mantra that is intended to foster self-realization or intimacy with a 
divine power, an individual may reach a state of ajapajapam. In ajapajapam, the 
mantra "repeats itself" in the mind. Similar states have been reached by adherents to 
other major faith traditions, using prayers from their own traditions. 
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Chapter 41 

MANTRA 
 

"Mantra"  means a sacred utterance, numinous sound, or a syllable, word, phonemes, or 
group of words believed by some to have psychological and spiritual power in Sanskrit. 
A mantra may or may not have syntactic structure or literal meaning; the spiritual 
value of a mantra comes when it is audible, visible, or present in thought. 

 
The Om syllable is considered a mantra in its own right in the Vedanta school of Hinduism. 

 

 
In Tibet, many Buddhists carve mantras into rocks as a form of meditation. 

The earliest mantras were composed in Vedic times by Hindus in India, and those are 
at least 3000 years old. Mantras are now found in various schools of Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism. Similar hymns, chants, compositions and concepts 
are found in Zoroastrianism, Taoism, Christianity and elsewhere. 

The use, structure, function, importance and types of mantras vary according to the 
school and philosophy of Hinduism and of Buddhism. Mantras serve a central role in 
the tantric school of Hinduism. In this school, mantras are considered equivalent to 
deities, a sacred formula and deeply personal ritual, and considered to be effective only 
after initiation. However, in other schools of Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism or Sikhism, 
this is not so. 

Mantras come in many forms, including ṛc (verses from Rigveda for example) and 
sāman (musical chants from the Sāmaveda for example). They are typically melodic, 
mathematically structured meters, thought to be resonant with numinous qualities. At 
its simplest, the word ॐ (Aum, Om) serves as a mantra. In more sophisticated forms, 
they are melodic phrases with spiritual interpretations such as human longing for 
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truth, reality, light, immortality, peace, love, knowledge and action. Yet other mantras 
are literally meaningless, yet musically uplifting and spiritually meaningful. 

Etymology and origins 

 
Mantras written on a rock near Namche Bazaar Nepal 

The Sanskrit word mantra- (m.; also n. mantram) consists of the root man- "to think" 
(also in manas "mind") and the suffix -tra, designating tools or instruments, hence a 
literal translation would be "instrument of thought". 

Scholars consider mantras to be older than 1000 BC. By the middle Vedic period - 1000 
BC to 500 BC - claims Frits Staal, mantras in Hinduism had developed into a blend of 
art and science. 

The Chinese translation is zhenyan 眞言, 真言, literally "true words", the Japanese 
on'yomi reading of the Chinese being shingon (which is also used as the proper name 
for the prominent esoteric Shingon sect). 

According to Schlerath, the concept of sātyas mantras is found in Indo-Iranian Yasna 
31.6 and Rigveda, where it means more than 'true Word', it is considered formulated 
thought which is in conformity with the reality or poetic (religious) formula with 
inherent fulfillment. 

Mantras are neither unique to Hinduism, nor to other Indian religions such as 
Buddhism; similar creative constructs developed in Asian and Western traditions as 
well. Mantras, suggests Staal, may be older than language. 

Definition 

There is no generally accepted definition of mantra. 

Renou has defined mantra as thought. Mantras are structured formulae of thoughts, 
claims Silburn. Farquhar concludes that mantras are a religious thought, prayer, 
sacred utterance, but also believed to be a spell or weapon of supernatural power. 
Zimmer defines mantra as a verbal instrument to produce something in one’s mind. 
Bharati defines mantra, in the context of tantric school of Hinduism, to be a 
combination of mixed genuine and quasi morphemes arranged in conventional 
patterns, based on codified esoteric traditions, passed on from a guru to a disciple 
through prescribed initiation. 
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Jan Gonda, a widely cited scholar on Indian mantras, defines mantra as general name 
for the verses, formulas or sequence of words in prose which contain praise, are 
believed to have religious, magical or spiritual efficiency, which are meditated upon, 
recited, muttered or sung in a ritual, and which are collected in the methodically 
arranged ancient texts of Hinduism. There is no universally applicable uniform 
definition of mantra because mantras are used in different religions, and within each 
religion in different schools of philosophy. In some schools of Hinduism for example, 
suggests Gonda, mantra is sakti (power) to the devotee in the form of formulated and 
expressed thought. Staal clarifies that mantras are not rituals, they are what is recited 
or chanted during a ritual. 

The meaning or meaninglessness of mantras 

There is a long history of scholarly disagreement on the meaning of mantras and 
whether they are really instruments of mind, as implied by the etymological origin of 
the word mantra. One school suggests mantras are mostly meaningless sound 
constructs, while the other holds them to be mostly meaningful linguistic instruments 
of mind. Both schools agree that mantras have melody and a well designed 
mathematical precision in their construction, and that their influence on the reciter 
and listener is similar to that observed on people around the world listening to their 
beloved music that is devoid of words. 

Staal presents a non-linguistic view of mantras. He suggests that verse mantras are 
metered and harmonized to mathematical precision (for example, in the viharanam 
technique), which resonate, but a lot of them are a hodgepodge of meaningless 
constructs such as are found in folk music around the world. Staal cautions that there 
are many mantras that can be translated and do have spiritual meaning and 
philosophical themes central to Hinduism, but that does not mean all mantras have 
literal meaning. He further notes that even when mantras do not have literal meaning, 
they do set a tone and ambience in the ritual they are recited, and thus have a 
straightforward and uncontroversial ritual meaning. The sounds may lack literal 
meaning, but they can have an effect. He compares mantras to bird songs, that have 
the power to communicate, yet do not have a literal meaning. On that saman category 
of Hindu mantras, which Staal described as resembling the arias of Bach's oratorios 
and other European classics, he notes that these mantras have musical structure, but 
they almost always are completely different from anything in the syntax of natural 
languages. Mantras are literally meaningless, yet musically meaningful to Staal. The 
saman chant mantras were transmitted, from one Hindu generation to next, verbally 
for over 1000 years, but never written, a feat suggests Staal that was made possible by 
the strict mathematical principles used in constructing the mantras. These saman 
chant mantras are also mostly meaningless, cannot be literally translated as Sanskrit 
or any Indian language, but nevertheless are beautiful in their resonant themes, 
variations, inversions and distribution. They draw the devotee in. Staal is not the first 
person to view Hindu mantras in this manner. The ancient Hindu Vedic ritualist 
Kautsa was one of the earliest scholars to note that mantras are meaningless; their 
function is phonetic and syntactic, not semantic. 

Harvey Alper and others present the linguistic view of mantras. They admit Staal's 
observation that many mantras do contain bits and pieces of meaningless jargon, but 
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they question what language or text doesn't. The presence of superfluous abracadabra 
bit, does not necessarily imply the entire work is meaningless. Alper lists numerous 
mantras that have philosophical themes, moral principles, a call to virtuous life, and 
even mundane petitions. He suggests that from a set of millions of mantras, the devotee 
chooses some mantras voluntarily, thus expressing that speaker's intention, and the 
audience for that mantra is that speaker's chosen spiritual entity. Mantras deploy the 
language of spiritual expression, they are religious instruments, and that is what 
matters to the devotee. A mantra creates a feeling in the practicing person, it has an 
emotive numinous effect, it mesmerizes, it defies expression, it creates sensations that 
are by definition private and at the heart of all religions and spiritual phenomena. 

Hinduism 

History of Hindu mantras 

During the early vedic period, claims Staal, Vedic poets became fascinated by the 
inspirational power of poems, metered verses and music. They referred to them with 
the root dhi-, which evolved into dhyana (meditation) of Hinduism, and the language 
used to start and assist this process manifested as mantra. By middle vedic period 
(1000 BC to 500 BC), mantras were derived from all vedic compositions. They included 
ṛc (verses from Rigveda for example), sāman (musical chants from the Sāmaveda for 
example), yajus (a muttered formula from the yajurveda for example), and nigada (a 
loudly spoken yajus). During the Hindu Epics period and after, mantras multiplied in 
many ways and diversifed to meet the needs and passions of various schools of 
Hinduism. Mantras took a center stage in the Tantric school, which posited that each 
mantra (bijas) is a deity; it is this distinct school of Hinduism and 'each mantra is a 
deity' reasoning that led to the perception that some Hindus have tens of millions of 
gods. 

Function and structure of Hindu mantras 

One function of mantras is to solemnize and ratify rituals. Each mantra, in Vedic 
rituals, is coupled with an act. According to Apastamba Srauta Sutra, each ritual act is 
accompanied by one mantra, unless the Sutra explicitly marks that one act corresponds 
to several mantras. According to Gonda, and others there is a connection and rationale 
between a Vedic mantra and each Vedic ritual act that accompanies it. In these cases, 
the function of mantras was to be an instrument of ritual efficacy for the priest, and an 
instrument of instruction for ritual act for others. 

Over time, as the Puranas and Epics were composed, the concepts of worship, virtues 
and spirituality evolved in Hinduism. Religions such as Jainism and Buddhism 
branched off and new schools were founded, each continuing to develop and refine its 
own mantras. In Hinduism, suggests Alper, the function of mantras shifted from 
quotidian to redemptive. In other words, in Vedic times, mantras were recited with a 
practical quotidian goal as intention, such as requesting a deity's help in discovery of 
lost cattle, cure from illness, succeeding in competitive sport or journey away from 
home. Literal translation of Vedic mantras suggests that the function of mantra, in 
these cases, was to cope with the uncertainties and dilemmas of daily life. In a later 
period of Hinduism, mantras were recited with a transcendental redemptive goal as 
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intention, such as escape from the cycle of life and rebirth, forgiveness for bad karma, 
and experiencing spiritual connection with the god. The function of mantras, in these 
cases, was to cope with the human condition as a whole. According to Alper, redemptive 
spiritual mantras opened the door for mantras where every part need not have literal 
meaning, but together their resonance and musical quality assisted the transcendental 
spiritual process. Overall, explains Alper, using Śivasūtra mantras as example, Hindu 
mantras have philosophical themes and are metaphorical with social dimension and 
meaning; in other words, they are a spiritual language and instrument of thought. 

According to Staal, Hindu mantras may be spoken aloud, anirukta (not enunciated), 
upamsu (inaudible), or manasa (not spoken, but recited in the mind). In ritual use, 
mantras are often silent instruments of meditation. 

Examples 

The most basic mantra is Om, which in Hinduism is known as the "pranava mantra," 
the source of all mantras. The Hindu philosophy behind this is the premise that before 
existence and beyond existence is only One reality, Brahma, and the first manifestation 
of Brahma expressed as Om. For this reason, Om is considered as a foundational idea 
and reminder, and thus is prefixed and suffixed to all Hindu prayers. While some 
mantras may invoke individual gods or principles, fundamental mantras, like the 
'Shanti Mantra,' the 'Gayatri Mantra' and others all ultimately focus on the One 
reality. 

Tantric school 

In the tantric school the universe is sound. The supreme (para) brings forth existence 
through the Word (Shabda). Creation consists of vibrations at various frequencies and 
amplitudes giving rise to the phenomena of the world. 

Buhnemann notes that deity mantras are an essential part of Tantric compendia. The 
tantric mantras vary in their structure and length. Mala mantras are those mantras 
which have a very large number of syllables. In contrast, bija mantras are one-
syllabled, typically ending in anusvara (a simple nasal sound). These are derived from 
the name of a deity; for example, Durga yields dum and Ganesha yields gam. Bija 
mantras are prefixed and appended to other mantras, thereby creating complex 
mantras. In the tantric school, these mantras are believed to have supernatural 
powers, and they are transmitted by a preceptor to a disciple in an initiation ritual. 
Tantric mantras found a significant audience and adaptations in medieval India, Hindu 
southeast Asia and numerous Asian countries with Buddhism. 

Majumdar and other scholars suggest mantras are central to the tantric school, with 
numerous functions: from initiating and emancipating a tantric devotee to worshiping 
manifested forms of the divine, from enabling heightened sexual energy in the male 
and the female to acquiring supranormal psychological and spiritual power, from 
preventing evil influences to exorcizing demons, and many others. These claimed 
functions and other aspects of tantric mantra are a subject of controversy among 
scholars. 
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The tantra school is not unique to Hinduism: it is also found in Buddhism both inside 
and outside India. 

Mantra japa 

Mantra japa is a practice of repetitively muttering the same mantra for an auspicious 
number of times, the most popular being 108, and sometimes just 5, 10, 28 or 1008. 
Japa is found in personal prayer or meditative efforts of some Hindus, as well during 
formal puja (group prayers). These japas are assisted by malas (bead necklaces) 
containing 108 beads and a head bead (sometimes referred to as the 'meru', or 'guru' 
bead). The devotee performing japa uses his/her fingers to count each bead as he/she 
repeats the chosen mantra. Having reached 108 repetitions, if he/she wishes to 
continue another cycle of mantras, the devotee turns the mala around without crossing 
the head bead and repeats the cycle. Japa-yajna is claimed to be most effective if the 
mantra is repeated silently in the mind (manasah). 

According to this school, any shloka from holy Hindu texts like the Vedas, Upanishads, 
Bhagavad Gita, Yoga Sutra, even the Mahabharata, Ramayana, Durga saptashati or 
Chandi is a mantra, thus can be part of the japa, repeated to achieve numinous effect. 
The Dharmasāstra claims Gāyatri mantra derived from Rig Veda verse 3.62.10, and 
the Purușasūkta mantra from Rig Veda verse 10.90 are most auspicious mantras for 
japa at sunrise and sunset; it is claimed to purify the mind and spirit. 

Notable Hindu mantras 

 
Mantra of the Hare Krishna bhakti school of Hinduism 

 
Gayatri 
The Gayatri mantra is considered one of the most universal of all Hindu 
mantras, invoking the universal Brahman as the principle of knowledge and the 
illumination of the primordial Sun. The mantra is extracted from the 10th verse 
of Hymn 62 in Book III of the Rig Veda. 
ॐ भूभु"व'व: | त:स�वतुव"रे`यम ्| भगp देव'य धीमHह | िधयो यो न: �चोदयात ्

Oṁ Bhūr Bhuva~Swah' Tat Savitur varenyam bhargo devasya dhīmahi dhiyo yo 
naḥ prachodayāt, 
"Let us meditate on that excellent glory of the divine Light (Vivifier, Sun). May 
he stimulate our understandings (knowledge, intellectual illumination). 
Pavamana mantra 
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असतोमा सqमय । तमसोमा )योितर ्गमय । म:ृयोमा"मतंृ गमय ॥ 

asato mā sad gamaya, tamaso mā jyotir gamaya, mṛtyor māmṛtaṃ gamaya 
(Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad 1.3.28) 
"from the unreal lead me to the real, from the dark lead me to the light, from 
death lead me to immortality. 
Shanti mantra 

Main article: Shanti Mantra 
Oṁ Sahanā vavatu 
sahanau bhunaktu 
Sahavīryam karavāvahai 
Tejasvi nāvadhītamastu 
Mā vidviṣāvahai 
Oṁ Shāntiḥ, Shāntiḥ, Shāntiḥ. 
"Om! Let the Studies that we together undertake be effulgent; 
"Let there be no Animosity amongst us; 
"Om! Peace, Peace, Peace. 

– Taittiriya Upanishad 2.2.2 

There are numerous other important mantras. 

Shiva sutra mantras 

Apart from Shiva Sutras, which originated from Shiva's tandava dance, the Shiva 
Sutras of Vasugupta are a collection of seventy-seven aphorisms that form the 
foundation of the tradition of spiritual mysticism known as Kashmir Shaivism. They 
are attributed to the sage Vasugupta of the 9th century C.E. Sambhavopaya (1-1 to 1-
22), Saktopaya (2-1 to 2-10) and Anavopaya (3-1 to 3-45) are the main sub-divisions, 
three means of achieving God consciousness, of which the main technique of Saktopaya 
is mantra. But "mantra" in this context does not mean incantation or muttering of some 
sacred formula. The word "mantra" is used here in its etymological signification. That 
which saves one by pondering over the light of Supreme I-consciousness is mantra. The 
divine Supreme I-consciousness is the dynamo of all the mantras. Deha or body has 
been compared to wood, "mantra" has been compared to arani - a piece of wood used for 
kindling fire by friction; prana has been compared to fire. Sikha or flame has been 
compared to atma (Self); ambara or sky has been compared to Shiva. When prana is 
kindled by means of mantra used as arani, fire in the form of udana arises in susumna, 
and then just as flame arises out of kindled fire and gets dissolved in the sky, so also 
atma (Self) like a flame having burnt down the fuel of the body, gets absorbed in Shiva. 

Transcendental Meditation 

The Transcendental Meditation technique, also known as 'TM', uses mantras that are 
assigned to the practitioner to be used as thought sound only, not chanted, without 
connection to any meaning or idea. 

The spiritual exercises of Surat Shabda Yoga include simran (repetition, particularly 
silent repetition of a mantra given at initiation), dhyan (concentration, viewing, or 
contemplation, particularly on the Inner Master), and bhajan (listening to the inner 
sounds of the Shabda or the Shabda Master). 
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Repetition of a "mantram" (i.e., mantra) or holy mane is Point 2 in the eight-point 
Passage Meditation program taught by Eknath Easwaran, who recommended using a 
mantram drawn from a faith tradition, east or west. The mantram is to be used 
frequently throughout the day, at opportune moments. This method of mantram 
repetition, and the larger program, was developed for use in any major faith tradition, 
or outside all traditions. Easwaran's method of mantram repetition has been the 
subject of scientific research at the San Diego Veterans Administration, which has 
suggested health benefits that include managing stress and reducing symptoms of 
PTSD. 

Jainism 

The concept of mantras in Jainism is not focused on material aspects, rather mainly 
deals with seeking forgiveness, praising Arihants, or deities like Nakoda, Padmavati, 
Manibhadra, Saraswati, Lakshmi, and others. Yet there are mantras that are claimed 
to enhance intellect, prosperity, wealth or fame. There are many mantras in Jainism; 
most of them are in Sanskrit or Prakrit, but in the last few centuries, some have been 
composed in Hindi or Gujrati languages. Mantras, couplets, are either chanted or sung, 
either aloud or by merely moving lips or in silence by thought. 

Navkar Mantra 

Some examples of Jain mantras are Bhaktamara Stotra, Uvasaggharam Stotra, etc. 
But the greatest is said to be the Namokar or Navkar Mantra. 

The Navkar Mantra (literally, "Nine Line Mantra") is a central mantra in Jainism. The 
initial 5 lines consist of salutations to various sanctified souls, and the latter 4 lines are 
explanatory in nature, highlighting the benefits and greatness of this mantra. 

Namo Arihantânam I bow to the Arihantâs (Conquerors). 

Namo Siddhânam I bow to the Siddhâs (Liberated Souls). 

Namo Âyariyânam I bow to the Âchâryas (Preceptors or Spiritual Leaders). 

Namo Uvajjhâyanam I bow to the Upadhyâya (Teachers). 

Namo Loe Savva Sahûnam I bow to all the Sadhûs in the world (Saints or Sages). 

Eso Panch Namokkaro, 
Savva Pâvappanâsano, 
Mangalanam Cha Savvesim, 
Padhamam Havai 
Mangalam. 

This fivefold salutation (mantra) destroys all sins 
and of all auspicious mantras, (it) is the foremost auspicious 
one. 

Universal Compassion 

Pratikraman also contains the following prayer: 

Khāmemi savva-jīve savvë jive khamantu me I ask pardon of all creatures, may all creatures pardon 
me. 

Mitti me savva-bhūesu, veraṃ mejjha na 
keṇavi 

May I have friendship with all beings and enmity with 
none. 
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Micchami Dukkadam 

In Jainism, forgiveness is one of the main virtues to be cultivated. Kṣamāpanā or 
supreme forgiveness forms part of one of the ten characteristics of dharma. 
In the pratikramana prayer Jains repeatedly seek forgiveness from various creatures—
even from ekindriyas or single sensed beings like plants and microorganisms that they 
may have harmed while eating and doing routine activities. Forgiveness is asked by 
uttering the phrase, Micchāmi dukka�aṃ. Micchāmi dukka�aṃ is a Prakrit phrase 
literally meaning "may all the evil that has been done be fruitless." 

Forgiveness 

In their daily prayers and samayika, Jains recite the following Iryavahi sutra in 
Prakrit, seeking forgiveness from literally all creatures while involved in routine 
activities: 

May you, O Revered One, voluntarily permit me. I would like to confess my sinful acts 
committed while walking. I honour your permission. I desire to absolve myself of the 
sinful acts by confessing them. I seek forgiveness from all those living beings which I 
may have tortured while walking, coming and going, treading on living organism, 
seeds, green grass, dew drops, ant hills, moss, live water, live earth, spider web and 
others. I seek forgiveness from all these living beings, be they one sensed, two sensed, 
three sensed, four sensed or five sensed, which I may have kicked, covered with dust, 
rubbed with earth, collided with other, turned upside down, tormented, frightened, 
shifted from one place to another or killed and deprived them of their lives. (By 
confessing) may I be absolved of all these sins. 

Jan Kinchi Stotra 

This mantra, forming part of the Jain Chaityavandan prayer, is recited to offer 
salutation to each and every idol of God in the universe, present in any dimension. It is 
a short two-line prayer to offer obeisance to temples and the idols of Gods. 

Jan Kinchi Näm Tittham, Sagge Päyäli Mänusse Loe 
Jäim Jinbimbäim, Täyim Savväim Vandämi 

Wherever there is place of pilgrimage, be it in the heaven, or in the lower realm (hell) 
or in the world of humans, 
I bow down to all of those Gods. 

Buddhism 

Theravada 

"The use of mantra or the repetition of certain phrases in Pali is an extremely common 
form of meditation in the Theravada tradition. Simple mantras use repetition of the 
Buddha’s name , “Buddho,” [actually “Buddho” is a title rather than a name] or use the 
“Dhamma,” or the “Sangha,” the community, as mantra words. Other mantras that are 
used are directed toward developing loving kindness. Some mantras direct attention to 
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the process of change by repeating the Pali phrase that means “everything changes,” 
while other mantras are used to develop equanimity with phrases that would be 
translated, “let go.” 

Very often mantra practice is combined with breathing meditation, so that one recites a 
mantra simultaneously with in-breath and out-breath to help develop tranquility and 
concentration. Mantra meditation is especially popular among the lay people. Like 
other basic concentration exercises, it can be used simply to still the mind or it can be 
the basis for an insight practice where the mantra becomes the focus of observation of 
how life unfolds, or an aid in surrendering and letting go." 

The "Buddho" mantra is widespread in the Thai Forest Tradition and was taught by 
Ajahn Chah and his students. 

In the Tantric Theravada tradition of Southeast Asia, mantras are central to their 
method of meditation. Popular mantras in this tradition include Namo Buddhaya 
("Homage to the Buddha") and Araham ("Worthy One"). 

Non-esoteric Buddhism 

In Buddhism in China and Vietnam, ten small mantras were finalized by the monk 
Yulin (玉琳國師), a teacher of the Shunzhi Emperor for monks, nuns, and laity to chant 
in the morning. 

Along with the ten mantras, the Great Compassion Mantra, the Shurangama Mantra 
of the Shurangama, Heart Sutra and various forms of nianfo are also chanted. The 
Shurangama Mantra may be the longest mantra. There are Thai Buddhist amulet 
katha: that is, mantras to be recited while holding an amulet. 

Shingon Buddhism 

Kūkai (774-835), a noted Buddhist monk, advanced a general theory of language based 
on his analysis of two forms of Buddhist ritual language: dharani (dhāra.nī) and 
mantra. Mantra is restricted to esoteric Buddhist practice whereas dharani is found in 
both esoteric and exoteric ritual. Dharanis for instance are found in the Heart Sutra. 
The term "shingon" (lit. true word) is the Japanese pronunciation of the Chinese term 
for mantra, chen yen. 

The word dharani derives from a Sanskrit root dh.r which means to hold or maintain. 
Ryuichi Abe suggests that it is generally understood as a mnemonic device which 
encapsulates the meaning of a section or chapter of a sutra. Dharanis are also 
considered to protect the one who chants them from malign influences and calamities. 

The term mantra is traditionally said to be derived from two roots: man, to think; and 
the action-oriented suffix -tra. Thus a mantra can be considered to be a linguistic device 
for deepening ones thought, or in the Buddhist context for developing the enlightened 
mind. They have also been used as magic spells for purposes such as attaining wealth 
and long life, and eliminating enemies. In daily living, many thought the pronunciation 
of the mantra was not important to take its effect and the expected effect may not 
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happen because of fixed karma (定業), or because there appears a better way to solve 
the situation. 

The distinction between dharani and mantra is difficult to make. We can say that all 
mantras are dharanis but that not all dharanis are mantras. Mantras do tend to be 
shorter. Both tend to contain a number of unintelligible phonic fragments such as Om, 
or Hu.m, which is perhaps why some people consider them to be essentially 
meaningless. Kūkai made mantra a special class of dharani which showed that every 
syllable of a dharani was a manifestation of the true nature of reality – in Buddhist 
terms that all sound is a manifestation of shunyata or emptiness of self-nature. Thus 
rather than being devoid of meaning, Kūkai suggests that dharanis are in fact 
saturated with meaning – every syllable is symbolic on multiple levels. 

One of Kūkai's distinctive contributions was to take this symbolic association even 
further by saying that there is no essential difference between the syllables of mantras 
and sacred texts, and those of ordinary language. If one understood the workings of 
mantra, then any sounds could be a representative of ultimate reality. This emphasis 
on sounds was one of the drivers for Kūkai's championing of the phonetic writing 
system, the kana, which was adopted in Japan around the time of Kūkai. He is 
generally credited with the invention of the kana, but there is apparently some doubt 
about this story amongst scholars. 

This mantra-based theory of language had a powerful effect on Japanese thought and 
society which up until Kūkai's time had been dominated by imported Chinese culture of 
thought, particularly in the form of the Classical Chinese language which was used in 
the court and amongst the literati, and Confucianism which was the dominant political 
ideology. In particular Kūkai was able to use this new theory of language to create 
links between indigenous Japanese culture and Buddhism. For instance, he made a 
link between the Buddha Mahavairocana and the Shinto sun Goddess Amaterasu. 
Since the emperors were thought to be descended form Amaterasu, Kūkai had found a 
powerful connection here that linked the emperors with the Buddha, and also in 
finding a way to integrate Shinto with Buddhism, something that had not happened 
with Confucianism. Buddhism then became essentially an indigenous religion in a way 
that Confucianism had not. And it was through language, and mantra that this 
connection was made. Kūkai helped to elucidate what mantra is in a way that had not 
been done before: he addresses the fundamental questions of what a text is, how signs 
function, and above all, what language is. In this he covers some of the same ground as 
modern day Structuralists and others scholars of language, although he comes to very 
different conclusions. 

In this system of thought all sounds are said to originate from "a" – which is the short a 
sound in father. For esoteric Buddhism "a" has a special function because it is 
associated with Shunyata or the idea that no thing exists in its own right, but is 
contingent upon causes and conditions. (See Dependent origination) In Sanskrit "a" is a 
prefix which changes the meaning of a word into its opposite, so "vidya" is 
understanding, and "avidya" is ignorance (the same arrangement is also found in many 
Greek words, like e.g. "atheism" vs. "theism" and "apathy" vs. "pathos"). The letter a is 
both visualised in the Siddham script, and pronounced in rituals and meditation 
practices. In the Mahavairocana Sutra which is central to Shingon Buddhism it says: 
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Thanks to the original vows of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, a miraculous force 
resides in the mantras, so that by pronouncing them one acquires merit without limits". 
[in Conze, p. 183] 

A mantra is Kuji-kiri in Shugendo and Shingon. 

The practice of writing mantras, and copying texts as a spiritual practice, became very 
refined in Japan, and the writing in the Siddham script in which the Sanskrit of many 
Buddhist Sutras were written is only really seen in Japan nowadays. 

Indo-Tibetan Buddhism 

Mantrayana (Sanskrit), that may be rendered as "way of mantra", was the original self-
identifying name of those that have come to be determined 'Nyingmapa'. The 
Nyingmapa which may be rendered as "those of the ancient way", a name constructed 
due to the genesis of the Sarma "fresh", "new" traditions. Mantrayana has developed 
into a synonym of Vajrayana. 

Noted translator of Buddhist texts Edward Conze (1904–1979) distinguishes three 
periods in the Buddhist use of mantra. 

Initially, according to Conze, like their fellow Indians, Buddhists used mantra as 
protective spells to ward off malign influences. Despite a Vinaya rule which forbids 
monks engaging in the Brahminical practice of chanting mantras for material gain, 
there are a number of protective for a group of ascetic monks. However, even at this 
early stage, there is perhaps something more than animistic magic at work. 
Particularly in the case of the Ratana Sutta the efficacy of the verses seems to be 
related to the concept of "truth". Each verse of the sutta ends with "by the virtue of this 
truth may there be happiness". 

Conze notes that later mantras were used more to guard the spiritual life of the 
chanter, and sections on mantras began to be included in some Mahayana sutras such 
as the White Lotus Sutra, and the Lankavatara Sutra. The scope of protection also 
changed in this time. In the Sutra of Golden Light the Four Great Kings promise to 
exercise sovereignty over the different classes of demigods, to protect the whole of 
Jambudvipa (the India sub continent), to protect monks who proclaim the sutra, and to 
protect kings who patronise the monks who proclaim the sutra. The apotheosis of this 
type of approach is the Nichiren school of Buddhism that was founded in 13th century 
Japan, and which distilled many previously complex Buddhist practices down to the 
veneration of the Lotus Sutra through recitation of the daimoku: "Nam myoho renge 
kyo" which translates as "Homage to the Lotus Sutra". 

The third period began, according to Conze, in about the 7th century, to take centre 
stage and become a vehicle for salvation in their own right. Tantra started to gain 
momentum in the 6th and 7th century, with specifically Buddhist forms appearing as 
early as 300CE. Mantrayana was an early name for the what is now more commonly 
known as Vajrayana, which gives us a hint as to the place of mantra in Indo-Tibetan 
Buddhism. The aim of Vajrayana practice is to give the practitioner a direct experience 
of reality, of things as they really are. Mantras function as symbols of that reality, and 
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different mantras are different aspects of that reality – for example wisdom or 
compassion. Mantras are often associated with a particular deity, one famous exception 
being the Prajnaparamita mantra associated with the Heart Sutra. One of the key 
Vajrayana strategies for bringing about a direct experience of reality is to engage the 
entire psycho-physical organism in the practices. In one Buddhist analysis the person 
consists of 'body, speech and mind' (refer: Three Vajra). So a typical sadhana or 
meditation practice might include mudras, or symbolic hand gestures; the recitations of 
mantras; as well as the visualisation of celestial beings and visualising the letters of 
the mantra which is being recited. Clearly here mantra is associated with speech. The 
meditator may visualise the letters in front of themselves, or within their body. They 
may be pronounced out loud, or internally in the mind only. 

Om mani padme hum 

 
Om mani padme hum on the Gangpori (photo 1938–1939 German expedition to Tibet. 

Probably the most famous mantra of Buddhism is Om mani padme hum, the six 
syllable mantra of the Bodhisattva of compassion Avalokiteśvara (Tibetan: Chenrezig, 
Chinese: Guanyin). This mantra is particularly associated with the four-armed 
Shadakshari form of Avalokiteśvara. The Dalai Lama is said to be an incarnation of 
Avalokiteshvara, and so the mantra is especially revered by his devotees. The book 
Foundations of Tibetan Mysticism by Lama Anagarika Govinda, gives a classic example 
of how such a mantra can contain many levels of symbolic meaning. 

Donald Lopez gives a good discussion of this mantra and its various interpretations in 
his book Prisoners of Shangri-LA: Tibetan Buddhism and the West. Lopez is an 
authoritative writer and challenges the stereotypical analysis of the mantra as 
meaning "The Jewel in the Lotus", an interpretation that is not supported by either a 
linguistic analysis, nor by Tibetan tradition, and is symptomatic of the Western 
Orientalist approach to the 'exotic' East. He suggests that Manipadma is actually the 
name of a bodhisattva, a form of Avalokiteshvara who has many other names in any 
case including Padmapani or lotus flower in hand.  The Brahminical insistence on 
absolutely correct pronunciation of Sanskrit broke down as Buddhism was exported to 
other countries where the inhabitants found it impossible to reproduce the sounds. So 
in Tibet, for instance, where this mantra is on the lips of many Tibetans all their 
waking hours, the mantra is pronounced Om mani padme hum. 

Some other mantras in Tibetan Buddhism 

The following list of mantras is from Kailash - Journal of Himalayan Studies, Volume 
1, Number 2, 1973. (pp. 168–169) (augmented by other contributors). It also includes 
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renderings of Om mani padme hum. The mantras used in Tibetan Buddhist practice 
are in Sanskrit, to preserve the original mantras. Visualizations and other practices are 
usually done in the Tibetan language. 

• Om vagishvara hum This is the mantra of the Mahabodhisattva Manjusri, 
Tibetan: Jampelyang (Wylie "'jam dpal dbyangs")... The Buddha in his wisdom 
aspect. 

• Om mani padme hum The mantra of Avalokitesvara, Mahabodhisattva, the 
Buddha in his compassion aspect. 

• Om vajrapani namo hum The mantra of the Buddha as Protector of the Secret 
Teachings. i.e.: as the Mahabodhisattva Channa Dorje (Vajrapani). 

• Om vajrasattva hum The short mantra for White Vajrasattva, there is also a full 
100-syllable mantra for Vajrasattva. 

• Om ah hum vajra guru padma siddhi hum The mantra of the Vajraguru Guru 
Padma Sambhava who established Mahayana Buddhism and Tantra in Tibet. 

• Om tare tuttare ture mama ayurjnana punye pushting svaha The mantra of 
Dölkar or White Tara, the emanation of Arya Tara [Chittamani Tara]. Variants: 
Om tare tuttare ture mama ayurjnana punye pushting kuru swaha (Drikung 
Kagyu), Om tare tuttare ture mama ayu punye jnana puktrim kuru soha (Karma 
Kagyu). 

• Om tare tuttare ture svaha, mantra of Green Arya Tara - Jetsun Dolma or Tara, 
the Mother of the Buddhas: om represents Tara's sacred body, speech, and mind. 
Tare means liberating from all discontent. Tutare means liberating from the 
eight fears, the external dangers, but mainly from the internal dangers, the 
delusions. Ture means liberating from duality; it shows the "true" cessation of 
confusion. Soha means "may the meaning of the mantra take root in my mind." 

According to Tibetan Buddhism, this mantra (Om tare tutare ture soha) can not only 
eliminate disease, troubles, disasters, and karma, but will also bring believers 
blessings, longer life, and even the wisdom to transcend one's circle of reincarnation. 
Tara representing long life and health. 

• oṃ amaraṇi jīvantaye svāhā (Tibetan version: oṃ ā ma ra ṇi dzi wan te ye svā 
hā) The mantra of the Buddha of limitless life: the Buddha Amitayus (Tibetan 
Tsépagmed) in celestial form. 

• Om dhrung svaha The purification mantra of the mother Namgyalma. 
• Om ami dhewa hri The mantra of the Buddha Amitabha (Hopagmed) of the 

Western Pureland, his skin the colour of the setting sun. 
• Om ami dewa hri The mantra of Amitabha (Ompagme in Tibetan). 
• Om ah ra pa ca na dhih The mantra of the "sweet-voiced one", Jampelyang 

(Wylie "'jam dpal dbyangs") or Manjusri, the Bodhisattva of wisdom. 
• Om muni muni maha muniye sakyamuni swaha The mantra of Buddha 

Sakyamuni, the historical Buddha 
• Om gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi svaha The mantra of the Heart of the 

Perfection of Wisdom Sutra (Heart Sutra) 
• Namo bhagavate Bhaishajya-guru vaidurya-praba-rajaya tathagataya arhate 

samyak-sambuddhaya tadyata *Tadyata OM bhaishajye bhaishajye maha 
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bhaishajya raja-samudgate svaha The mantra of the 'Medicine Buddha', from 
Chinese translations of the Master of Healing Sutra. 

There are mantras in Bön and some Chinese sects. 

Other sects and religions 

• Ye Dharma Hetu Ancient Buddhist mantra, often found in India and other 
countries 

• Om Ma Tri Mu Ye Sa Le Du A mantra of Bon 
• Nam Myōhō Renge Kyō The mantra of the Nichiren Buddhism. 
• Myō Myōhō Renge Kyō (名妙法連結経) The mantra of the Tenshō Kōtai Jingūkyō 
• Ná Mó Běn Shī Dà Zì Zai Wáng Fó (南無本師大自在王佛) The mantra of the 

Buddhayana sect (佛乘宗). 
• Námó Tiānyuán Tàibǎo Āmítuófó (南無天元太保阿彌陀佛) The mantra of the Way 

of Former Heaven and the T'ung-shan She. 
• Guān Shì Yīn Pú Sà (觀世音菩薩) The mantra of the Li-ism 

• Zhēnkōngjiāxiàng, wúshēngfùmǔ (真空家鄉，無生父母) The mantra of the Luojiao 
• Zhōngshùliánmíngdé, zhèngyìxìnrěngōng, bóxiàoréncíjiào, jiéjiǎnzhēnlǐhé (忠恕廉
明德、正義信忍公、博孝仁慈覺、節儉真禮和) The mantra of the Tiender and the 
Lord of Universe Church 

• Qīngjìng guāngmíng dàlì zhìhuì wúshàng zhìzhēn móní guāngfó (清淨光明大力智
慧無上至真摩尼光佛) The mantra of the Manichaeism in China 

Collection 

The mantra in Chinese Buddhist Canon are collected by Qianlong Emperor into a book. 
Kuang-Ming Lin (林光明) amended it. 

Bahá’í Faith 

Bahá’ís recite the mantra "Alláh-u-Abha" 95 times a day. Many use beads. 

Sikhism 

In the Sikh religion, a mantar or mantra is a Shabad (Word or hymn) from the Adi 
Granth to concentrate the mind on God and the message of the ten Sikh Gurus. 
Mantras in Sikhism are fundamentally different from the secret mantras used in other 
religions. Unlike in other religions, Sikh mantras are open for anyone to use. They are 
used openly and are not taught in secret sessions but are used in front of assemblies of 
Sikhs. The Mool Mantar, the first composition of Guru Nanak, is the most widely 
known Sikh mantra. 

Taoism 

There are mantras in Taoism, such as the words in Dafan yinyu wuliang yin (大梵隱語
無量音) and the Tibetan Buddhism mantra om (唵). There are mantras in Cheondoism, 
Daesun Jinrihoe, Jeung San Do and Onmyōdō. 
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Chapter 42 

BHAJAN 
 

A Bhajan is any type of Hindu devotional song. It has no fixed form: it may be as 
simple as a mantra or kirtan or as sophisticated as the dhrupad or kriti with music 
based on classical ragas and talas. It is normally lyrical, expressing love for the Divine. 
The name, a cognate of bhakti, meaning religious devotion, suggests its importance to 
the bhakti movement that spread from the south of India throughout the entire 
subcontinent in the Moghul era. 

 
Hanuman, the perfect devotee of Rama, visualised as a singer of bhajan 

 

 
A Lady Playing the Tanpura, ca. 1735 (Rajasthan) 
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Anecdotes and episodes from scriptures, the teachings of saints and descriptions of gods 
have all been the subject of bhajans. The Dhrupad style, Sufi qawwali and the kirtan or 
song in the Haridasi tradition are related to bhajan. Nanak, Kabir, Meera, Narottama 
Dasa, Surdas and Tulsidas are notable composers. Traditions of bhajan such as 
Nirguni, Gorakhanathi, Vallabhapanthi, Ashtachhap, Madhura-bhakti and the 
traditional South Indian form Sampradya Bhajan each have their own repertoire and 
methods of singing. 

Classic bhajans 

Bhajans by Kabir, Mirabai, Surdas, Tulsidas and a few others are considered to be 
classic. The language of their works is influenced by several of the dialects of Hindi. 
They are widely enjoyed even among those who do not speak Hindi. Here is a 
representative selection of the best known bhajans by these poets. 

Kabir: Chadaria Jhini Re Jhini 

This bhajan has been recorded by several well-known singers. Kabir refers to his body 
as a chadar, a sheet of cloth. Kabir is the best-known exponent of Nirguni bhajan, 
which celebrate a formless (nirguna) divinity, encouraging listeners to shed dogma and 
look at reality. Baba Bulleh Shah is another and the Bauls of Bengal have developed 
from these roots. The Sikh guru Nanak gathered many such bhajans into the Guru 
Granth Sahib. 

This is fine, this is fine cloth. 
Dyed in the Ram Nam, the name of the lord, 
A spinning wheel like an eight-petalled lotus spins it, 
Five elements and three qualities are its pattern. 
The Lord tailored it in ten moons, 
Pressed the threads to get the weft tight. 
It has been worn by gods, men and sages: 
They soiled it with use. 
Says Kabir; I have covered myself with this cloth most carefully, 
And eventually will leave it as it was before. 

Meera: Mane Chakar Rakho Ji 

A version of this famous hymn was used in the 1947 Hindi film Meerabai. Mirabai lived 
in Rajasthan and her dialect of Hindi is more properly called a variety of Rajasthani. 
Because of Rajasthan's proximity to Gujarat, Rajasthani and Gujarati share many 
similar linguistic features, and Mirabai seemed equally at home in either language. 

Lord Girdhari (Krishna), make me your servant. 
As your servant, I will plant a garden, and see you every day. 
In the groves and lanes of Vrindavan, I will sing about you. 
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Tulsidas: Shri Ramachandra Kripalu Bhaju Man 

O my mind! Revere the kind Sri Rama, who can remove the fear of rebirths, 
Who has lotus eyes, lotus face and lotus hands, lotus feet, red like the rising sun. 

Surdas: Main Nahi Makhan Khayo 

Main Naahin Maakhan Khaayo, a very popular pad in Raga Ramkali. The naughty 
child Krishna was caught with freshly churned butter by his mother Yashoda, with 
some still on his face. He claims: 

I did not eat the butter, mother. 
I think my friends have smeared some on my face! 

Sampradaya Bhajan 

Sampradaya Bhajan or Dakshina Bharatha Sampradaya Bhajan is the tradition of 
Bhajans (singing songs in praise of God and his divine love and simplicity) in India, 
particularly in South India. "Dakshina" means "south" in Sanskrit and "Bharat" means 
"India". "Sampradaya" means a tradition which is handed down by one's ancestors. 

It is the collection of Kirtanas (songs) and Namavalis (songs composed of names of 
Hindu gods like Lord Rama, Lord Krishna etc.) in a specific order. Marudhanallur 
Sadguru Sri Venkataramana Swamigal was instrumental in establishing the format 
and had chosen the songs himself. Later Sri Pudukottai Gopala Krishna Bhagavathar, 
and Sri Krishna Premi were instrumental in identifying the Kirtanas and Namavalis 
that are to be sung in any Bhajan and their evolution. 

Swami Haridhoss Giri is one of the principal exponents of the Dhakshina Baratha 
sampradaya and is regarded by the bhajan fraternity as the sole reason for this 
traditional form of art to spread worldwide and to reach the masses 

The trinity of gurus as far as Bhajans are considered as Bodhendra Swamigal, 
Sridhara Ayyaval and Marudhanallur Sadguru Swamigal. The sampradaya bhajana 
paddhati has mainly evolved due to the tradition and efforts of Marudhanallur 
Sadguru Swamigal. 

The bhajans are typically rendered in the following order: 

1. Dhyana Slokam 
2. Sangraha Thodaya Mangalam (Thotakam - Beginning with a praise, Mangalam - 

End)Thodaya Mangalam is different from Thotaka Ashtakam of ADI SANKARA 
3. Guru Dhyanam 
4. Guru Abhangs 
5. Sadhu Keertanas (hymns on Sadhus and sants. It can be abhangs also) 
6. Jayadeva Ashtapadi (Geeta Govindam) 
7. Narayana Teertha Krishna leela Tharangini 
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Panchapati (Five songs in Telugu (Bhadrachala Ramadas), Kannada (Sri Purandara 
dasa), Sanskrit (Sri Sadasiva Brahmendral), Tamil (Sri Gopalakrishna Bharathi) and 
compositions of Sri Tyagaraja 

1. Badrachala Bhakta Ramdas 
2. Purandara Dasa 
3. Sadasiva Brahmendra 
4. Thyagaraja 
5. Gopalakrishna Bharathi 

And if time permits, one can sing the North Indian Bhajan Compositions of 

1. Kabir Das 
2. Meera Bai 
3. Tulsidas or Surdas 
4. Marathi Abhangs on Lord Panduranga 

The comes the turn of Dyana keertanais (hymns on Gods, stuti, Abhangs or Guru 
Keertanai). In the Dyana Keertana, it starts from Lord Ganesha Saraswati Muruga 
(Karthikeyan) Shiv Durgan Garuda Aiyappan Chandeeshwaran Nandikeshwaran 
Chaitanya deva (Gaura Narasimhan Ram Krishna Venkateshwar Vittal Ranganathan 
Dashavatara stuti Vittal (Marathi Abhangs on Lord Panduranga) Lakshmi Sita / 
Radha Hanumanga) Guru Keertana 

Then comes Pooja Sampradaya Kritis 

1. Ayahi Madhava (welcome) 
2. Yehi Dhatha (request) 
3. Baro murare (welcome) 
4. Sharanagata vatsala (request) 
5. Kastoori gana.. (pooja) 
6. Chita juni... (aarati) 
7. Shobane 
8. Jay Jay aarati... 
9. kanjadalakshiki.. 
10. Prartana Abhang 
11. Rajadi rajaya.. (pushpanjali) 
12. Kattiya vachanam (verses from variety of books) 
13. Chatur veda parayan 
14. Kshetra mahatmiyam (verses on importance of tirta kshetras) 
15. Upacharamu.. (upachara keerthanam) 
16. Vinnappa gadyam (praying to God - shlokas) 
17. Sri Krishna Govinda hare murare.. (naamaavali) 

Pooja ends here and Divya namam starts. (deepa pradakshinam - With lighted lamp in 
the middle considering the lamp as God, bhagavatas will do sankeertan by doing 
pradakshinas). This equals going around the earth. 

Then comes dolotsavam (making God sleep). 
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1. Anjaneya Keertanai 
2. Mangalam 

The Thotaka Ashtakam was composed by Thotakachariyar. It is sung in praise of Sri 
Adi Sankara of Kaladi. Legend says that Thotakachariya (or Thotakar) was a devotee 
of Aadi Sankara. Do not confuse this Thodaya Mangalam of Bhagavathas with the 
Thotaka Ashtakam of Thotakachariyar. 

Modern forms 

V. D. Paluskar and V. N. Bhatkhande have combined Indian classical music with 
bhajan. Pandit Kumar Gandharva made famous the Nirguni Bhajans of Sant Kabir 
and Malwa Region. The dancer Mallika Sarabhai has produced performances based on 
bhajans. Mallika Sarabhai, one of the nation’s most intelligent dance professionals, was 
successful in producing this piece that is innovative, yet flows into the inherent poetic 
structures of Bhajan with ease. Abhinaya Chakravathi Sri JS Eswara Prasad Rao of 
Hyderabad, who is the disciple of AL Krishnamurthy Bhagavathar, Pudukkottai 
system, has produced performances based on Sampradaya bhajans under the title 
"Nitrya sankeerthnam". He has performed abhinaya for all the bhajans irrespective of 
the languages. 

Jagadguru Shree Kripaluji Maharaj (born 1922) is a prominent poet Saint of modern 
times, in the path of Bhakti Marg, the path of love or devotion to God. He has composed 
eleven thousand one hundred and eleven doha (couplets) on the leela of Radha Krishn 
and the devotional philosophy called Radha Govind Geet; 1008 pad (songs) called Prem 
Ras Madira; hundreds of kirtan in the form of Yugal Shatak and Yugal Ras and twelve 
pad which fully describe the beauty and the decorations of Krishn, and thirteen pad 
which describe the beauty and the decorations of Radha Rani called Shree Krishn 
Dwadashi and Shree Radha Trayodashi. Renditions of Shree Maharajji's bhajans and 
kirtans have been recorded by well-known singers in India such as Manna Dey 
Anuradha Paudwal and Anup Jalota. 

In Surat Shabd Yoga, the spiritual exercises (sadhanas) include repetition, particularly 
silent repetition, of a mantra given at initiation and bhajan ( here meaning listening to 
inner sounds). 

Also bhajan singing is common in some Surat Shabd Yoga groups. In this case the 
bhajan are written by the living Master or his predecessors. 

Sri Ganapathi Sachchidananda of Mysore has composed over two thousand Bhajans in 
several Indian languages, set them to tune and sings them. He has encouraged Bhajan 
singing among his millions of followers across the world. 

Sathya Sai bhajans include devotional reverence to all religions including Hinduism, 
Islam and Christianity etc. Accompanied by traditional Indian musical instruments 
such as the harmonium and tabla, bhajans set to Indian classical music ragas are led 
by trained singers and followed by the congregation. Sathya Sai on bhajans- "Bhajans 
charge the atmosphere with divine adoration; that is why I insist on group 
singing."***Sathya Sai Speaks VI, Chap 50, 239 (old ed.) 
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Chapter 43 

HINDU FESTIVALS 
 

Utsava and observance 

Uthsava or Utsava or Utsav is derived from the Sanskrit word, Utsava. The Sanskrit 
word Utsava comes from the word "ut" meaning "removal" and "sava" which means 
"worldly sorrows" or "grief". 

A festival may be observed with acts of worship, offerings to deities, fasting, feasting, 
vigil, rituals, fairs, charity, celebrations, Puja, Homa, aarti etc. 

Observance periods (tithi) 

In the Hindu calendar dates are usually prescribed according to the lunar calendar. In 
vedic timekeeping, a tithi is a lunar day.. 

Mythology 

The festivals typically celebrate events from Hindu mythology, often coinciding with 
seasonal changes. There are many festivals which are primarily celebrated by specific 
sects or in certain regions of the Indian subcontinent. 

List and descriptions of major Hindu festivals 

Major Hindu Festivals Photo Hindu tithi of observance Descriptions 

Makar Sankranti or Pongal 
    

Thai 
Pongal in 
Colombo 

Makar Sankranti or Pongal marks 
the transition of the Sun into 
Makar rasi. It marks the gradual 
increase of the duration of the 
day. 
 
Pongal is the first day of 
Uttarayana and coincides with the 
beginning of the Tamil month of 
Thai. 

Pongal is one of the most popular harvest 
festivals of southern India, mainly Andhra 
Pradesh,Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. Pongal 
occurs in the middle of January every year and 
marks the auspicious beginning of Uttarayan 
(sun's journey northwards). The Pongal festival 
lasts for four days. Celebrations include a 
drawing of Kolam, swinging & the cooking of 
delicious Pongal. 
 
This day coincides with Makara Sankranti. 
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Vasant 
Panchami 
 

 

 

Goddess 
Saraswati in 
Kolkata 

Fifth day of the waxing 
moon of Magh (Hindu 
Calendar) 

Vasant Panchami (also called Saraswati 
Puja by Bengalis and Odias) is celebrated 
for the blessing of Saraswati, goddess of 
wisdom and the arts. 

Thaipusam or 
Kavadi 
 

 

 

Murugan 
during 
Thaipusam 

The full moon day of 
the Tamil month of 
Thai 

Thaipusam is a Hindu festival celebrated mostly 
by the Tamil community. The word Thaipusam is 
derived from the Tamil month name Thai and 
Pusam, which refers to a star near the location of 
the moon during the festival. The festival 
commemorates the occasion when Parvati gave 
Murugan a spear so he could vanquish the evil 
demon Soorapadman.  

Kavadi Attam (Tamil:���� ����) is a 
dance performed by the devotees during the 
ceremonial worship of Murugan, the Tamil God 
of War. It is often performed during the festival 
of Thaipusam and emphasises debt bondage. The 
Kavadi itself is a physical burden through which 
the devotees implore for help from the God 
Murugan. 
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Maha 
Shivaratri 
 

 

 

A statue of 
Shiva 
meditating 

Thirteenth night of the 
waning moon of Magh 
(Hindu Calendar) 

Maha Shivaratri is the great night of Shiva, 
during which followers of Shiva observe 
religious fasting and the offering of Bael (Bilva) 
leaves to Shiva. Mahashivaratri Festival or the 
‘The Night of Shiva’ is celebrated with devotion 
and religious fervor in honor of Lord Shiva, one 
of the deities of Hindu Trinity. Shivaratri falls 
on the moonless 14th night of the new moon in 
the Hindu month of Phalgun, which 
corresponds to the month of February - March 
in English Calendar. Celebrating the festival of 
Shivaratri devotees observe day and night fast 
and perform ritual worship of Shiva Lingam to 
appease Lord Shiva. To mark the Shivratri 
festival, devotees wake up early and take a 
ritual bath, preferably in river Ganga. After 
wearing fresh new clothes devotees visit the 
nearest Shiva temple to give ritual bath to the 
Shiva Lingum with milk, honey, water etc. On 
Shivaratri, worship of Lord Shiva continues all 
through the day and night. Every three hours 
priests perform ritual pooja of Shivalingam by 
bathing it with milk, yoghurt, honey, ghee, 
sugar and water amidst the chanting of “Om 
Namah Shivaya’ and ringing of temple bells. 
Nightlong vigil or jaagran is also observed in 
Shiva temples where large number of devotees 
spend the night singing hymns and devotional 
songs in praise of Lord Shiva. It is only on the 
following morning that devotee break their fast 
by partaking prasad offered to the deity. 

Holi 
 

 

 

Holi in 
Pushkar, 
Rajasthan 

Full moon of the 
Phalgun month 
(Hindu Calendar) 

Holi or Phagwah is a popular 
spring festival. Holi 
commemorates the slaying of the 
demoness Holika by Lord 
Vishnu's devotee Prahlad. Thus, 
the festival's name is derived 
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from the Sanskrit words "Holika 
Dahanam", which literally mean 
"Holika's slaying" 

Rang 
Panchami 
 

  

At many places 
in India festival 
of colors is 
celebrated on 
Rang Panchami 
five days after 
Holi. 

Shigmo 
 

 

  

Young boy at 
the Śigmo  

Shigmo is celebrated in Goa as one of the 
prominent festivals of the Konkani Hindu 
community. 

Gangaur 
 

 

 

Mother 
Gaur  

"Gangaur" is the colourful and the one of the 
most important festivals of people of Rajasthan 
and is observed throughout the state with great 
fervour and devotion by womenfolk who worship 
Gauri, the consort of Lord Shiva during March–
April. 

Vasant 
Navratri 
 

 

 

Bhajan in 
Coimbatore  

Navratri is the Hindu festival of worship and 
dance. In Sanskrit the term literally means "nine 
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nights". During this festival the forms of Shakti are 
worshipped, and effigies are burned. 

Rama 
Navami 
 

 

 

Home shrine 
on Rama 
Navami 

 

Rama Navami is the celebration of the birth of 
Rama. Rama Navami is the day on which Lord 
Rama, the seventh incarnation of Lord Vishnu, 
incarnated in human form in the land of Ayodhya. 
He is the ardha ansh of Vishnu or has half the 
divinitive qualities of Lord Vishnu. The word 
“Rama” literally means one who is divinely blissful 
and who gives joy to others, and one in whom the 
sages rejoice. Ram Navami falls on the ninth day of 
the bright fortnight in the month of Chaitra 
(April/May) and coincides with Vasant Navratri or 
Chait Durga Puja. Therefore in some regions, the 
festival is spread over nine days. This day, marking 
the birthday of Lord Rama, is also observed as the 
marriage day of Rama and Sita and thus also 
referred to as Kalyanotsavam. In Ayodhya, the 
birthplace of Lord Rama, a huge fair is held with 
thousands of devotees gathering to celebrate this 
festival. The fair continues for two days, and 
rathyatras, carrying the Deities of Ram, his brother 
Laxman, His wife Sita, and His greatest devotee 
Mahavir Hanuman, are taken out from almost all 
Ram Temples. Hanuman is known for is his 
devotion to Rama, and his tales form an important 
part of the celebration. In Andhra Pradesh, Ram 
Navami is celebrated for 10 days from the Chaitra 
saptami to the Bahula Padyami that fall in the 
month of March and April. Temples re-enact the 
marriage of Lord Rama and Sita to commemorate 
this event, since this day is also the day they got 
married. 
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Gudi Padwa, 
Chetichand 
 

 

 

Gudi 
First Day of waxing moon 
of Chaitra (Hindu 
Calendar) 

Gudi Padwa / ChetiChand is celebrated on the first 
day of the Chaitra month, and is celebrated as New 
Year's Day by Marathis, Konkanis and Sindhis . 
According to the Brahma Purana, this is the day on 
which Brahma created the world.The date keeps 
changing every year in the month of march. 

Ugadi 
 

 

 

Holigey or 
Bhakshalu 
prepared on 
Ugadi 

 

Ugadi (meaning "the start of an era" in 
Kannada) is New Year's Day for the 
Kannadigas and Telugus. It takes place 
on the same day as Gudi Padwa. 
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Mesha 
Sankranti 
 

 

 

Ganges at 
Haridwar, 
Uttarakhand 

First day of solar 
month of Vaisakha. 

Mesha Sankranti (also called Vaisakha 
Sankranti represents the transition of the sun 
into the Mesha (Aries) Zodiac. Marks the start 
of the solar new year in lunisolar calendars. 
Involves bathing in holy waters. Regional new 
year festivals are also observed on this day 
such as Vishu, Pohela Boishakh and Vaisakhi. 
Represents the vernal (Spring) equinox. 

Vishu 
 

 

 

A traditional 
vishu kani  

Vishu is a Hindu festival 
celebrated in Kerala. It 
falls around 14 April of 
the Gregorian year. 

Tamil New 
Year 
 

  

The Tamil New Year 
follows the Nirayan vernal 
equinox. it falls around 14 
April of the Gregorian 
year. 

Hanuman 
Jayanti 
 

 

  

Shri 
Hanuman 
Mandir 

 

Hanuman Jayanti is the celebration of the birth of 
Hanuman, Rama's loyal devotee. To mark the birth of 
Lord Hanuman, Hanuman Jayanti is celebrated all 
over India in the month of Chaitra in Hindu calendar. 
The great Hanuman is known for its great strength, 
power and his immortal devotion towards Lord Rama. 
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He is considered to be a greatest follower of Lord 
Rama and played a crucial role in his life. He is also 
known as Sankat Mochan who people remember in 
both good and bad times. He is considered to be as 
one of the most powerful Hindu gods in India. 
According to Hindu mythology, as the son of 'Pawan', 
the God of Winds and 'Anjanee' often referred to as 
'Pawanputra,' is blessed with immense physical and 
mental strength that is greatly inspiring. 
Celebrations on Hanuman Jayanti began early in the 
day with special puja being performed by devotees. 
Devotees perform holy Puja in temples dedicated to 
Sree Hanuman or at Home. People in India organize 
special prayers for Lord Hanuman to get rid of evil 
spirits. The God is known for its magical powers. 
Prayers and Hymns are sung all day long in various 
Hanuman temples dedicated to the lord. Hanuman is 
considered as a symbol of Power and great strength in 
Hindu mythology. He is believed to have carried a 
whole mountain in his shoulder. On auspicious day of 
Hanuman Jayanti, People apply red Sindur from 
Lord's feet on their foreheads. This is considering 
being a ritual for good health and good luck. 

Bihu 
 

 

 

Bihu 
dancer 
with 'pepa' 

Vaisakha/Bohag(Assamese 
calender) – The first month of 
Hindu Calendar 

Rongali Bihu (mid-
April, also called 
Bohag Bihu), the 
most popular Bihu 
celebrates the 
onset of the 
Assamese New 
Year (around 15 
April) and the 
coming of Spring. 

Sitalsasthi 
  

Sixth day of the 
bright fortnight of 
the month of 
Jyestha (Hindu 
Calendar) 

The marriage of Shiva 
and Parvati is 
celebrated as 
Sitalsasthi. It is 
celebrated as a carnival, 
in which people and 
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artists from different 
walks of life participate, 
making it more 
beautiful and bringing 
out the true colour of 
life. 

Vat 
Pournima 
 

 

  

Tying threads 
around a 
banyan tree 
(wata). 

Full moon of Jyeshta 
(Hindu Calendar) 

Vat Pournima is observed in Maharashtra. 
Pournima means "full moon." Women pray for 
the prosperity of their husbands by tying 
threads around a banyan tree. 

Bonalu 
 

 

 

Women with Bonam 
performing 
parikrama 

 

Bonalu is a Telugu Hindu festival 
celebrated for a Mother Goddess ( such as 
the goddesses Pochamma, Yellamma, etc.) 
in the Telangana. 

Bathukamma 
 

 

 

Women dancing 
around 
Bathukammas 

 

Bathukamma is a Telugu Hindu festival 
celebrated during the months of September 
and October in 10 districts of Telangana. 
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Rath Yatra 
 

 

 

Rath Jatra in 
Puri  

Rath Yatra is the festival associated with 
Jagannath. 

Raja Parba 
(Odia: ରଜ ପର୍ବ) 
 

 

 

Raja Doli 
khela, Oriya 
festival 

The second day(Raja Shankranti) 
signifies beginning of the solar 
month of Mithuna 

Raja Parba is a four day long 
festival. It inaugurates and 
welcomes the agricultural year all 
over Odisha. 

Guru 
Purnima 
 

 

 

A sanyasi 
performing Vyasa 
puja 

Full moon of Ashadh 
(Hindu Calendar) 

Guru Purnima is the day devotees offer 
puja (worship) to their Guru. This was also 
the day when Vyasa, author of the 
Mahabharata was born. 

Mahalakshmi 
Vrata 
 

 

 

A mahalakshmi 
performing  

Mahalakshmi Vrata is a puja performed by 
married Hindu women to seek the blessings 
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Mahalakshmi of Mahalakshmi, goddess of wealth and 
prosperity. 

Onam 
 

 

 

Thiruvathira 
Kali during 
Onam in Kerala 

 

Onam is also known as Vamana Jayanthi, is a 
Hindu festival and the state festival of Kerala 
celebrated by the people of Kerala, India. The 
festival commemorates the Vamana avatar of 
Vishnu and the subsequent homecoming of the 
legendary Emperor Mahabali. It falls during the 
month of Chingam (August–September) and lasts 
for ten days. The festival is marked by various 
festivities, including intricate flower carpets, 
elaborate banquet lunches, snake boat races, 
Onappottan, Kaazhchakkula in Guruvayoor, Puli 
Kali, Kaikottikkali etc. These festivities make 
Onam a unique festival on the earth which is 
embellished by most number of cultural elements 
and it can be undoubtedly said that these 
elements constitute the colorfulness, diversity 
and richness that no other festival can claim.On 
Onam day people conduct special prayers in 
Hindu temples.Although Prayers in Hindu 
temples are important part of the festival, non-
Hindus are not allowed to enter temples.. 

Raksha 
Bandhan 
 

 

 

Rakhis 
Full moon of 
Shravana (Hindu 
Calendar) 

Raksha Bandhan is a 
festival celebrated 
mainly in northern 
Indian states. Rakhi is 
a special occasion to 
celebrate the chaste 
bond of love between a 
brother and a sister. 

Teejdi 
  

Third day after Raksha 
Bandhan 

"Teejdi" is a festival of 
Sindhis. On this day 
Sindhi ladies observe a 
day long fasting for 
longer life of their 
husbands. They take 
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dinner after "Chandra 
Darshan" i.e. seeing 
Moon. 

Krishna 
Janmaashtami 
 

 

  

Govinda 
Pathaks 
forming 
human tower 

Eighth day of waning 
moon of Bhadrapad 
(Hindu Calendar) 

Krishna Janmaashtami is 
the Hindu festival 
celebrating the birth of 
Krishna. It is actually 
called as Krishna 
Jayanthi. The date falls 
not only on the eight day of 
the waning moon of 
Bhadrapad, but always on 
Rohini Nakshatra. 
Janmashtami, the 
birthday of Lord Krishna is 
celebrated with great 
devotion and enthusiasm 
in India in the month of 
July or August. According 
to the Hindu calendar this 
religious festival is 
celebrated on the Ashtami 
of Krishna Paksh or the 
8th day of the dark 
fortnight in the month of 
Bhadon. Sri Krishna is 
considered as the one of 
the most powerful human 
incarnations of the Lord 
Vishnu. He was born 
around 5,200 years ago in 
Mathura. The sole 
objective of Sri Krishna's 
birth was to free the Earth 
from the evilness of 
demons. He played an 
important role in 
Mahabharata and 
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propagated the theory of 
bhakti and good karma 
which are narrated deeply 
in the Bhagwat Geeta. Sri 
Krishna was born in a 
prison in the custody of 
Kansa. Vasudev, His 
father immediately 
thought of his friend Nand 
and decided to hand over 
his child to him to save 
Krishna from the clutch of 
Kansa. Krishna grew up in 
Gokul and finally killed his 
uncle, King Kansa. The 
actual celebration of 
Janmashtami takes place 
during the midnight as Sri 
Krishna is believed to be 
born on a dark, stormy and 
windy night to end the rule 
and violence of his uncle, 
Kansa. All over India this 
day is celebrated with 
devotional songs and 
dances, pujas, arti, blowing 
of the Conch and rocking 
the cradle of baby Sri 
Krishna. The 
Janmashtami celebration 
of Mathura and 
Vrindavan, the places 
where Sri Krishna had 
spent his life, are very 
special. On this day 
temples and homes are 
wonderfully decorated and 
illuminated. Night long 
prayers are offered and 
religious mantras are sung 
in the temples. 

Radhastami 
  

Eighth day of waxing moon 
of Bhadrapad (Hindu 
Calendar) 

Radhastami is 
celebrated all across 
India especially in 
Northern India on 
Bhadrapad Shukla 
Paksha Ashtami as 
birth anniversary of 
Goddess Radha, 
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consort of lord 
Krishna. 

Gowri Habba 
   

Gowri Habba is 
celebrated in 
Karnataka, Andhra 
Pradesh, and Tamil 
Nadu. Gowri is 
worshipped for her 
ability to bestow 
courage to her 
devotees. Newly wed 
couples are invited to 
the house of the 
groom's parents and 
served with varieties 
of food. 

Ganesh 
Chaturthi 
 

 

  

Ganesh 
Visarjan in 
Mumbai. 

Fourth day of the waxing 
moon of Bhadrapada 
(Hindu Calendar) 

Ganesh Chaturthi 
is the celebrated as 
the arrival of 
Ganesh on the 
earth. 

Nuakhai 
  

Fifth day of the 
waxing moon of 
Bhadrapada 
(Hindu Calendar) 

Nuakhai is celebrated to 
welcome the new rice of the 
season. This is an 
agricultural festival mainly 
observed by people of 
western Odisha (Kosal). 

Navarathri 
 

 

  

Garba dance in 
Ahmedabad 

First nine nights of the 
waxing moon of Ashvin 

Navarathri is the Hindu festival of worship 
and dance. In Sanskrit the term literally 
means "nine nights". During this festival the 
forms of Shakti are worshiped. Literally “nine 
nights”, this nine – day period from the new 
moon day to the ninth day of Ashvin is 
considered the most auspicious time of the 
Hindu calendar and is hence the most 
celebrated time of the year. Although it has 
different names in different parts of India, 
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Hindus from all regions celebrate it. From 
Kashmir in the North to Tamil Nadu in the 
South, and from Gujarat in the West to 
Sikkim in the East, it is celebrated with great 
enthusiasm as the conquest of good over evil. 
Every region has its own myths and reasons to 
explain this. The nine different aspects of Devi 
are worshipped over the nine days. These are 
the most popular forms under which she is 
worshipped: Durga, goddess beyond reach; 
Bhadrakali, the auspicious power of time; 
Amba or Jagdamba, mother of the world; 
Annapurna,giver of food and plenty; 
Sarvamangala, auspicious goddess; Bhairavi, 
terrible, fearful, power of death; Chandika or 
Chandi, violent, wrathful, furious; Lalita, 
playful; Bhavani, giver of existence. 

Vijayadashami 
 

 

 

Durga Puja 
celebration in 
Dhaka 

Tenth day of waxing moon of 
Ashvin (Hindu Calendar) 

Vijayadashami is the Hindu 
celebration of good over evil. 

Deepavali 
 

 

 

Rangoli 
decorations 

New moon of Ashvin 
(Hindu Calendar) 

Deepavali which means 
"row of lights/lamps" in 
kannada and telugu and 
Sanskrit is called "Diwali" 
in North India, Deepa 
means lamp and in Hindi a 
lamp is mostly called a Diya 
or Di. The festival is 
celebrated on the occasion of 
Lord Krishna and his wife 
Satyabhama killing a 
demon Narakasura. 
Another story says the 
festival is celebrated for the 
return of Rama and Sita to 
the kingdom Ayodhya after 
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fourteen years of exile.  

Rama is exiled to the forest 
for 14 years, his devoted 
wife Sita and humble 
brother Laxman decide to 
join him, after 14 years the 
whole village know he is 
returning so light lamps or 
'divas' to guide him, his wife 
and brother home. So every 
year lamps are lit to 
represent Rama finding his 
way back home after the 
harsh punishment of being 
sent to exile in the forest. 

Bhai dooj 
  

Second day of the waxing 
moon of Kartik (Hindu 
Calendar) 

Bhai dooj, also referred 
to as Bhaubeej, is the 
ceremony performed by 
Hindus, generally, on 
the second day of 
Deepavali. It is 
celebrated among 
brothers and sisters 
and is similar to 
Raksha Bandhan, 
except there is no tying 
of rakhi involved. 

Kartik 
Poornima 
 

 

15th of the Full moon day of 
Kartik (November–
December) 

A unique festival is 
celebrated in Varanasi 
this day which is called 
Dev Devali. The 
Kartik Purnima 
festival also coincides 
with the Jain light 
festival and Guru 
Nanak Jayanti 

Chhath 
 

 

  

Morning 
worship at 
Jamshedpur 

 

Chhath is mainly 
observed in Bihar 
and Terai, but is 
also celebrated 
elsewhere. It is a 
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festival dedicated 
to the Sun God for 
bestowing the 
bounties of life and 
fulfilling wishes. 

Skanda Sashti 
   

Skanda Sashti is decided on 
lunar month during sixth day 
of Karthika Masam 
(October–November). It is 
one of the most important 
festival dedicated to Lord 
Murugan the second son of 
Shiva. On this festival is 
celebrated the victory of 
Murugan against the Asuras. 

Prathamastami 
  

After 8 days of 
Kartik Purnima 

Prathamastami is a festival 
that originated in Odia. It is 
held on the eighth day of the 
month of Agrahayana, when 
older female relatives pray 
for the prosperity of their 
eldest child. The festival is 
followed by rituals and 
recitations of the Glory of 
Mahalakshmi and Shashti 
devi. 

Yatra 
 

 

  

Dnyaneshwar's 
palkhi holding the 
footwear of the saint 

 

Yatra (also Zatra and jatra) refers to the 
pilgrimage festivals celebrated at Hindu 
temples. Idols and murtis are taken out on 
special procession in a palkhi (a palanquin) 
or a chariot called the rath. Every temple 
observes this festival once a year on the 
traditional day. 

Karthikai Deepam 
 

 

 

Pithalai 
vilakku 
during 

 

Karthikai Deepam is an ancient 
festival of lights celebrated by 
Tamil Hindus on the full moon day 
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Karthigai 
Deepam in 
Mumbai. 

of Karthikai month 
(November/December). This occurs 
on the day when the moon is in 
conjunction with the constellation 
Karthigai (Pleiades) and purnima. 
It is the same as Kartik Poornima; 
however, since Tamils follow the 
Hindu Solar calendar with 
correction for precession of the 
equinoxes, the Tamil date matches 
the actual constellation. 

Pancha 
Ganapati 
 

 
A Winter Solstice celebration that 
lasts five days. 

Pancha 
Ganapati is a 
modern Hindu 
festival 
celebrating Lord 
Ganesha, the 
Five-Faced 
Maha 
Ganapati—Lord 
of Categories. 

Kumbh 
Mela 
 

 

  

A procession of 
Akharas 
marching over 
the Ganges. 

A pilgrimage made every four 
years to the Ganges river 

The Purna (complete) Kumbh takes 
place every twelve years, and is an 
ordinary large Kumbh Mela. The 
Ardh (half) Kumbh Mella, a smaller 
Kumbh Mela, is celebrated every six 
years. The normal Kumbh Mela is 
celebrated every 4 years. The Maha 
(great) Kumbh Mela, a special large 
Kumbh Mela, occurs every 12 'Purna 
Kumbh Melas', or 144 years. 

Godavari 
Pushkaram or 
Purna Kumbha 
Mela 
 

 

 

Arch Bridge 
Rajahmundry over 
Godavari 

 

Godavari Pushkaram or Godavari Pushkaralu is most commonly 
stated as it is the festival of the river Godavari. The main 
significance of this Godavari Pushkaralu is that It occurs once in 
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every 12 years in other words called as Pushakara. The river 
Godavari took it birth at triambakeswar of Nasik which is located 
in Maharashtra state. It flow along the various regions of 
Telangana and Andhra Pradesh and finally flows into the Bay of 
Bengal.Maha Pushkaralu which comes once in 144 years.  

Main centre's that celebrate Pushkaram are Rajahmundry, 
Bhadrachalam, Trimbakeshwar & Nasik.Most of the Godavari 
River is connected with Rajahmundry,where it has wide spread 
across the city. 

Upakarma means Janivarada Habba 
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Chapter 44 

HINDU PILGRIMAGE SITES IN INDIA 
 

In Hindu religion and spirituality, pilgrimage has great significance. Members of the 
faith participate in the following types of pilgrimage where pilgrimage to every sacred 
site has its own religious significance. 

Holy Place : Himalayan Char Dham - Badrinath, Kedarnath, Gangotri, and 
Yamunotri. Varanasi/Kashi, Allahabad/Prayag, Haridwar-Rishikesh, Mathura-
Vrindavan, and Ayodhya. 

Holy Temple : The four Peethas of Puri, Rameswaram, Dwarka, and Badrinath. 
Katra, home to the Vaishno Devi temple; Puri home to Vaishnava Jagannath temple 
and Rath Yatra celebration; ; Tirumala - Tirupati, home to the Tirumala Venkateswara 
Temple; Sabarimala home to Swami Ayyappan . Shakti Peethas, of Goddess - Kalighat 
and Kamakhya. Jyotirlingas. Pancha Bhoota Stalam. 

Holy Mela: The Kumbh Mela (the "pitcher festival") is one of the holiest of Hindu 
pilgrimages that is held every twelve years; the location is rotated among Allahabad, 
Haridwar, Nashik, and Ujjain. Shravani Mela of Deoghar. Pitrapaksha Mela of Gaya. 

Holy Deity : Kuladaivat Hindu families have their own family patron deity . This 
deity is common to a lineage, a clan or a locality. 

Tombs and Samadhis of Saints: Alandi, Samadhi of Dnyaneshwar: Shirdi, home to 
Sai Baba of Shirdi, 

List 

 
Varanasi is one of the main pilgrimage site 

 
Dwaraka temple 
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Tirupati temple 

 

 
Jagannath temple 

 

 
Badrinath temple 

 

 
Amarnath temple 

 
Kesava Deo temple 
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This is an incomplete list that may never be able to satisfy particular standards 
for completeness. You can help by expanding it with reliably sourced entries. 

• Ahobilam, Andhra Pradesh 
• Allahabad, Uttar Pradesh 
• Alandi, Maharashtra 
• Amararama, Andhra Pradesh 
• Amaravati, Andhra Pradesh 
• Amarkantak, Madhya Pradesh 
• Amarnath, Jammu and Kashmir 
• Ambejogai Yogeshwari 
• Anandasram kanhangad 
• Annamalai Hill 
• Arasavalli 
• Attukal Pongala 
• Avittathur 
• Ayodhya 
• Baba Dhansar 
• Badrinath 
• Bhadrachalam 
• Basistha Ashram 
• Batu Caves 
• Belur Math 
• Bhadrachalam 
• Bhavani 
• Bhimashankar Temple 
• Chitrakuta 
• Chidambaram, Tamil Nadu 
• Dakor 
• Dharmasthala 
• Draksharama 
• Dwaraka Pītha 
• Dwarka 
• Gajanan Maharaj 
• Gangotri 
• Gaya, India 
• Ghatikachala 
• Godachi Veerbhadhreshwar Temple 
• Gor Khuttree 
• Gosaikunda 
• Govardhana matha 
• Govindavadi 
• Guruvayur, Kerala 
• Hajo, Assam 
• Haridwar 
• Hemkund 
• Idagunji 
• Jonnawada 
• Jyotirlinga 
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• Jejur Khandoba 
• Jyotirmath 
• Kalaram Temple 
• Kaleshwaram 
• Kancheepuram, Tamil Nadu 
• Kanipakam 
• Kataragama 
• Kateel 
• Katra 
• Kedarnath 
• Kolhapur Mahalaxmi 
• Kollur 
• Konark 
• Ksheerarama 
• Kukke Subramanya Temple 
• Maha Devi Tirth temple in Kullu 
• Kumararama 
• Kumbakonam 
• Kumbh Mela 
• Kurukshetra 
• Lingaraj Temple 
• Madurai Meenakshi Temple 
• Mahur 
• Maihar Devi 
• Majuli 
• Mandher Devi temple in Mandhradevi 
• Manikaran 
• Manthralaya 
• Mathura 
• Mayapur 
• Mount Abu 
• Mount Kailash 
• Mukhalingam 
• Nainativu 
• Narasimha Konda 
• Gnana Saraswati Temple, Basar 
• Narayanalayam 
• Nashik 
• Nellitheertha 
• Omkareshwar 
• Palani 
• Pancharama Kshetras 
• Panchavati 
• Pandharpur 
• Parashuram Kund,Assam 
• Pithapuram 
• Puri 
• Pushkar 
• Puttaparthy Sri Sathya Sai 



426 

 

• Ramatheertham 
• Rameswaram 
• Rishikesh 
• Ryali 
• Sabarimala Mandala-kaala Pilgrimage 
• Sabarimalai, kerala 
• Sammakka Saralamma Jatara 
• Sangam, Srikakulam district 
• Saptashrangi 
• Shanti Ashram, Kanaighat, Assam 
• Shirdi 
• Shivkhori 
• Simhachalam 
• Sivagiri, Kerala 
• Somarama 
• Sri Kurmam 
• Srikalahasti 
• Sringeri Sharada Peetham 
• Srirangam 
• Srisailam 
• Talapady 
• Thanjavur 
• Thiruchendur 
• Thirumanthamkunnu Temple 
• Thrissur 
• Tirtha and Kshetra 
• Tirupati 
• Trimbakeshwar Shiva Temple 
• Tuljapur Bhavani temple 
• Thiruvananthapuram 
• Udupi 
• Ujjain 
• Vaishno Devi 
• Vani (Nashik) 
• Varanasi 
• Vemulavada 
• Vijayawada 
• Vindhayachal 
• Vrindavan 
• Vyshakha Mahotsavam of Kottiyoor 
• Yadagirigutta Temple 
• Yamunotri 

There are Four Dhams and Twelve Jyotirlings along with 51 Shakti Peeths in India. 
The Twelve Jyotirling is Kedarnath distance 18 km from Gorikund Reach by Trek or 
Helicopter Service by Uttara Tourism. 
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Chapter 45 

YATRA 

 

Yātrā in Hinduism and other Indian religions, generally means pilgrimage to holy 
places such as confluences of sacred rivers, places associated with Hindu epics such as 
the Mahabharata and Ramayana, and other sacred pilgrimage sites. Tīrtha-yātrā 
refers to a pilgrimage to a holy site, and is generally undertaken in groups. One who 
goes on a yatra is known as a yatri. As per Vedic Hindu Dharma shastras a Yatri is 
supposed to do Yatra barefoot. He/she should travel without umbrellas,vehicles etc., to 
get the benefit of the Yatra. At present these rules are not followed by many pilgrims. 

Description 

A yatra is a kamya ritual; for a Hindu, the yatra is spiritually desirable but it is not 
obligatory. One can go on a yatra for a variety of reasons, including festivals, to perform 
rituals for one's ancestors, or to obtain good karma. To traditional Hindus, the journey 
itself is as important as the destination, and the hardships of travel serve as an act of 
devotion in themselves. Visiting a sacred place is believed by the pilgrim to purify the 
self and bring one closer to the divine. 

In present times, yatras are highly organised affairs, with specialised tourism 
companies catering to the need of yatris. State governments are sometimes involved in 
the organisation of annual yatras, stipulating numbers, registering yatris, and 
regulating yatri traffic. The Hindu sacred month of Shravan is also the time of the 
annual Kanwar Yatra, the annual pilgrimage of devotees of Shiva, known as Kanwaria 
make to Hindu pilgrimage places of Haridwar, Gaumukh and Gangotri in Uttarakhand 
to fetch holy waters of Ganges River, way back in 2003, 55 lakh pilgrims reach 
Haridwar. Other important Tirtha pilgrimages are Char Dham Yatra, which involve 
Badrinath, Kedarnath, Gangotri and Yamunotri; Amarnath yatra in Jammu and 
Kashmir. 

Other meanings 

'Yatra' can also describe a procession, or any festival which figures a procession, such 
as Rath Yatra, where chariots are pulled in parade down the streets of Puri in Orissa. 
In modern times the word can be used to denote marches or demonstrations, for 
political, environmental or societal causes. 

The terms 'jatra' and 'zatra' are derived from yatra. 

Famous yatras 

Kasi yatra: It is the greatest of all the yatras. It is customary for every Hindu to 
undergo Kasi yatra on barefoot. Firstly, Saikatha pooja is done at Rameshwaram and 
the sand collected is immersed in Holy Ganges at Triveni Sangamam at Allahabad 
where the Ganges, Yamuna & Saraswati meet. After Kashi Vishvanath Darshan, 
Ganges water is collected to do Ganges Abisheka to Lord Ramanathaswamy at 
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Rameshwaram which is a Jyotirlinga. Pilgrims also visit Gaya to do Gaya Shraddha to 
their ancestors. Kasi yatra is completed only after performing abisheka to 
Ramanathaswamy at Rameshwaram. Details regarding how to perform various 
rituals,greatness of kashi kshetra,Importance of Kasi yatra are said in Kasi-Khand of 
Skaanda Puranam. 

Mansarovar Yatra: Mansarovar is a fresh-water lake situated in Tibet. Mount 
Kailash, a place of pilgrimage attracting religious people from India and neighboring 
countries. The Mount Kailash is considered a sacred place in four religions Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Jainism and Bon. According to Hindu mythology mount Kailash is the 
abode of Lord Shiva and circumambulating Mount Kailash on foot is a holy ritual. 
Another lake called Lake Rakshastal lying close to the west of Lake Manasarovar and 
The Great Mount Kailash. These lakes are the source of the Brahmaputra River and 
the Karnali River, a tributary of the Holy river Ganges. 

Amarnath Yatra: The Amarnath Temple in Jammu and Kashmir is dedicated to one 
of the holy trinity God “Lord Shiva“. The temple is on Amarnath mountain and 
Amarnath caves are most famous shrines in Hinduism. Every year inside the main 
Amarnath cave an Ice Shiva Lingam forms, along with two other ice formations 
representing Shri Ganesh and Maa Parvati. Amarnath yatra is held every year to pay 
homage to Lord Shiva and Maa parvati. The temple is a very popular yatra destination 
for Hindus, about 4 lakh people visit during the season. 

The Pandharpur yatra of Maharashtra is one of the most popular festivals in India. The 
annual yatra to the famous Vithoba temple at Pandharpur held every year during the 
month of June and July. Thousands of pilgrims come to Pandharpur with carry litters 
with the images of Jñāneśvar from Alandi, Tukaram from Dehu, Eknath from Paithan, 
and Nivruttinath from Trimbakeshwar. These pilgrims are referred to as Varkaris. 

Ratha Yatra: The Festival of Chariots of Jagannatha, held every year at Puri in the 
state of Orissa. The 10 day’s ratha yatra is commemorates Lord Jagannath’s, annual 
visit to Gundicha mata’s temple a short distance away. Thousands of pilgrims come to 
puri during the festival with a desire to help pull Lords chariot with ropes. This is the 
only day when devotees who are not allowed in the temple premises such as non-
Hindus and foreigners, can get their glimpse of the deities. 

Deoghar Yatra: Om Namah Shivai ! Deoghar means abode of the Gods and 
Goddesses, It is also known as Baidyanath Dham or Baba Dham situated on the 
eastern side of Jharkhand. It is an important Hindu pilgrimage center having 
Baidyanath Temple one of the twelve Lord Shiva Jyothirlingams in India. The pilgrims 
carry the holy water of holy river Ganges from Sultanganj’s and offered to the 
Jyotirlingam of Lord Shiva at Deoghar. These pilgrims called Kanwariya, reciting Bol 
Bam on the way of walk 109 KM, The march of Kanwariya start during the holy month 
of Shravan the wet season each year in India. Shravani Mela is the most celebrated 30-
day festival in Deoghar Baidyanath Temple of Jharkhand. 

Char Dham Yatra: The Chardham belongs to four pilgrimage places in India, They 
are Badrinath, Dwarka, Jagannath Puri, and Rameshwaram. The Char Dham are 
often considered the most revered sites for Hindus that have to be visited in one’s 
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lifetime. There is a Chota Char Dham as well includes Yamunotri, Gangotri, Badrinath 
and Kedarnath situated in Garhwal Himalayas. 

84 kosi parikrama The 84-Kosi Yatra is a tradition in hindu religion that has been 
there for thousands of years with the belief that it gives deliverance to the performer 
from the cycle of 84-Lakh Yonis (the cycle of birth and death). According to Hindu 
belief, the king of Ayodhya performed the "yagna" in the "treta period" at a place in 
Makhurha in Basti district of Uttar Pradesh which included circumnavigating the six 
districts in the region. Some religious leaders believe that the right place to start the 
parikrama should be Basti instead of Ayodhya. According to some, the dates for 84-Kosi 
Yatra are fixed and takes place in the month of Chaitra. 
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Chapter 46 

TIRTHA AND KSHETRA 

 

In Hinduism, tirtha and kshetra are two terms denoting sites of pilgrimage. 

Tirtha 

A tīrtha, which literally means "a ford, a shallow part of a body of water that may be 
easily crossed", has come to connote places of pilgrimage associated with sacred water. 

Kshetra 

A kṣētra (Sanskrit: 7ेJ "field, area, tract of land") denotes a holy precinct or temenos. 
The Kurukshetra specifically is the "field" or "precinct" where the Pandavas and 
Kauravas fought a religious war as told in the Bhagavad Gita section of the 
Mahabharata. In common parlance, kshetra may denote a place where there is a temple 
or where there is held to have been a person or event of sacred, religious or dharmic 
importance. As sacred precincts, both yantras and mandalas are kshetras. 

Buddhism has two analogues to the kshetra, the Pure Land or buddhakṣetra and the 
refuge tree. 

Kshetra is also an etymon of the Avestan term Xšaθra "[Desirable] Dominion", which 
holds the semantic field "power" and is also a personal name for a divinity or immortal 
who comprises one of the Amesha Spentas of Zoroastrianism. Xšaθra or Shahrevar 
conquered that which was evil and annexed territory thus won, proffering it to the 
honest, peaceable and humble. 

The Garuda Purana enumerates seven sites as givers of Moksha: Ayodhya, Mathura, 
Māyā, Kāsi, Kāñchī, Avantikā, Purī and Dvārāvatī. 

India 

The Indian subcontinent is full of tirthas and kshetras. 

Allahabad, Varanasi, Mathura, Ayodhya, Pushkar, Naimisha Forest, Kurukshetra, 
Kedarnath, Badrinath, Dwarka, Puri, Lake Manasarovar and Nashik are some of the 
most important kshetras. 

The various bathing ghats on the Ganges, Kaveri, Yamuna, Narmada River, Krishna 
River and Godavari River are important tirthas. One of the holiest tirthas is the island 
of Rameswaram at almost the southern tip of India. Almost every temple-city there is 
considered a kshetra. 

There are kshetras of very long standing like Varanasi, Kanchipuram and Haridwar, 
which are believed by pious Hindus to have the longest continuing life in the history of 
the human race. He who gives a gift in a tirtha or a kshetra, say the scriptures, shakes 
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off his poverty; and he who accepts a gift in such places, purchases poverty for himself. 
Long pilgrimages are made to such holy tirthas and kshetras, the pilgrims practising 
austerities and often walking on foot great distances into almost inaccessible regions. 
The Kumbh Mela held once in twelve years at different auspicious dates in different 
kshetras like Allahabad, Varanasi, Kurukshetra, Haridwar, Ujjain, Nashik (and also in 
Kumbakonam where it is called Mahamaham), draw lakhs of devotees congregating at 
the same place to have the holy dip in the respective Tirthas. In Kumbakonam it is all 
centred round the central Mahamaham tank, which has twenty different tirthas on its 
banks. 

Scriptural disclaimer 

But however holy a tirtha or a kshetra may be, if the mind and intention are not pure 
and if the attitude is not spiritually oriented towards God, no dips in tirthas or visits to 
kshetras can be of spiritual avail. This is also the refrain repeated by all scriptures 
pertaining to tirthas and kshetras. Thousands of watery creatures like fish, etc. are 
born in water and also die in water, even in the tirthas. Flocks of birds reside in 
temples and temple towers. But as the required mental approach is lacking in them, 
none would suggest that these creatures acquire any religious merit or a place in 
heaven. The proper faith or devotional approach is a necessary prerequisite. Scriptures 
declare that this is as much true in the matter of a tirtha or a kshetra as it is in the 
case of a doctor, a preceptor, an astrologer, a deity and a Mantra. 

... India and its sacred places are sacred by and large for one reason alone. Sacred 
places are such because sacred persons, who have crossed over the river of samsara, 
reside in them. There is no more sacred place than the heart of the sadhu, wherein God 
himself resides. 

Another definition of Tirtha 

Adi Shankaracharya set up 10 monastic orders in India, and Tirtha is one of them: 1) 
Tirtha, 2) Ashrama, 3) Vana, 4) Aranya, 5) Giri, 6) Parvata, 7) Sagara, 8) Saraswati, 9) 
Bharati, 10) Puri. 

Modern day Tirtha lineage monastic orders include Tirtha-Siddhayoga, and Tirtha 
lineage monks include Swami Shankar Purushottam Tirtha, Swami Narayan Tirtha 
and Jagadguru Swami Sri Bharati Krishna Tirthaji Maharaja. 
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Chapter 47 

VARNA IN HINDUISM 
 

 

Varna is a Sanskrit word which means colour or class. Ancient Hindu literature 
classified all humankind, and all created beings, in principle into four varnas: 

• the Brahmins: priests, teachers and preachers. 
• the Kshatriyas: kings, governors, warriors and soldiers. 
• the Vaishyas: cattle herders, agriculturists, artisans and merchants. 
• the Shudras: labourers and service providers. 

This quadruple division is an ancient stratification of society is not to be confused with 
the much more nuanced jati or "caste". 

The varna system is discussed in Hindu texts, and understood as idealised human 
callings. The concept of Varna is generally traced to the Purusha Sukta verse of the Rig 
Veda, however modern scholarship believes that this verse was inserted at a later date, 
possibly to create a charter myth. 

The commentary on the Varna system in the Manusmriti is oft-cited. Counter to these 
textual classifications, many Hindu texts and doctrines question and disagree with the 
Varna system of social classification. 

Etymology and origins 

Varna is a Sanskrit term varṇa (वण"). It is derived from the root vṛ, meaning "to cover, 

to envelop, count, classify consider, describe or choose" (compare vṛtra). 

The meaning of the word as used in the Rigveda has the literal meaning "outward 
appearance, exterior, form, figure, shape, colour" besides the figurative "colour, race, 
kind, sort, character, quality, property". In the Rigveda, the term can mean "class of 
men, tribe, order, caste", especially expressing the contrast between the āryas and 
dāsas. 

According to Indian sources the word Varna originates from the root word "vrinja" 
which means "choice". 

The Vedas 

The earliest application to the formal division into four social classes (without using the 
term varna) appears in the late Rigvedic Purusha Sukta (RV 10.90.11–12), which has 
the Brahman, Rajanya (instead of Kshatriya), Vaishya and Shudra classes emerging 
from the mouth, arms, thighs and feet of the primordial giant, Purusha, respectively: 

11. When they divided Purusa how many portions did they make? 
What do they call his mouth, his arms? What do they call his thighs and feet? 
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12. The Brahman was his mouth, of both his arms was the Rajanya made. 
His thighs became the Vaisya, from his feet the Sudra was produced. (trans. 
Ralph T.H. Griffith) 

This Purusha Sukta varna verse is now generally considered to have been inserted at a 
later date into the Vedic text, possibly as a charter myth. Stephanie Jamison and Joel 
Brereton, a professor of Sanskrit and Religious studies, state, "there is no evidence in 
the Rigveda for an elaborate, much-subdivided and overarching caste system", and "the 
varna system seems to be embryonic in the Rigveda and, both then and later, a social 
ideal rather than a social reality". 

Ram Sharan Sharma states that "the Rig Vedic society was neither organized on the 
basis of social division of labour nor on that of differences in wealth ... [it] was primarily 
organised on the basis of kin, tribe and lineage." 

In the post-Vedic period, the varna division is described in the Dharmashastra 
literature, the Mahabharata and in the Puranas. 

The Dharmasastras 

Varna system is extensively discussed in Dharma-sastras. Varna system in Dharma-
sastras divide the society into four varnas (Brahmins, Kshtriyas, Vaishya and 
Shudras), those who fall out of this system because of their grievous sins are ostracized 
as outcastes (untouchables) and considered outside the Varna system. Barbarians and 
those who are unrighteous, unethical are also considered patita (outside the varna 
system, outcastes) in Dharma texts. 

Recent scholarship suggests that the discussion of varna, as well as untouchable 
outcastes (people outside the varna system), in these texts does not resemble the 
modern era caste system in India. Patrick Olivelle, a professor of Sanskrit and Indian 
Religions and credited with modern translations of Vedic literature, Dharma-sutras 
and Dharma-sastras, states that ancient and medieval Indian texts do not support the 
ritual pollution, purity-impurity as the basis for varna system. According to Olivelle, 
purity-impurity is discussed in the Dharma-sastra texts, but only in the context of the 
individual's moral, ritual and biological pollution (eating certain kinds of food such as 
meat, going to bathroom). In his review of Dharma-sastras, Olivelle writes, "we see no 
instance when a term of pure/impure is used with reference to a group of individuals or 
a varna or caste". The only mention of impurity in the Shastra texts from the 1st 
millennium is about people who commit grievous sins and thereby fall out of their 
varna. These, writes Olivelle, are called "fallen people" and impure, declaring that they 
be ostracized. Olivelle adds that the overwhelming focus in matters relating to 
purity/impurity in the Dharma-sastra texts concerns "individuals irrespective of their 
varna affiliation" and all four varnas could attain purity or impurity by the content of 
their character, ethical intent, actions, innocence or ignorance, stipulations, and 
ritualistic behaviors. 

Olivelle states, "Dumont is correct in his assessment that the ideology of varna is not 
based on purity. If it were we should expect to find at least some comment on the 
relative purity and impurity of the different vamas. What is even more important is 
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that the ideology of purity and impurity that emerges from the Dharma literature is 
concerned with the individual and not with groups, with purification and not with 
purity, and lends little support to a theory which makes relative purity the foundation 
of social stratification". 

The first three varnas are described in the Dharmasastras as "twice born" and they are 
allowed to study the Vedas. Such a restriction of who can study Vedas is not found in 
the Vedic era literature. 

Manusmriti assigns cattle rearing as Vaishya occupation but historical evidence shows 
that Brahmins, Kshatriyas and Shudras also owned and reared cattle and that cattle-
wealth was mainstay of their households. Ramnarayan Rawat, a professor of History 
and specializing in social exclusion in Indian subcontinent, states that the 19th century 
British records show Chamars listed as untouchables also owned land and cattle, were 
active agriculturalists. The emperors of Kosala and the prince of Kasi are other 
examples. 

Tim Ingold, an anthropologist, writes the Manusmriti is a highly schematic 
commentary on the varna system, but it too provides "models rather than descriptions". 
Susan Bayly states that Manusmriti and other scriptures helped elevate Brahmin in 
the social hierarchy and these were a factor in the making of the varna system, but the 
ancient texts did not in some way "create the phenomenon of caste" in India. 

The Epics 

The Mahabharata, estimated to have been completed by about 4th century CE, 
discusses the Varna system in section 12.181. 

The Epic offers two models on Varna. The first model describes Varna as color-based 
system, through a character named Bhrigu, "Brahmins Varna was white, Kshtriyas 
was red, Vaishyas was yellow, and the Shudras' black". This description is questioned 
by Bharadvaja who says that colors are seen among all the Varnas, that desire, anger, 
fear, greed, gried, anxiety, hunger and toil prevails over all human beings, that bile and 
blood flow from all human bodies, so what distinguishes the Varnas, he asks? The 
Mahabharata then declares, according to Alf Hiltebeitel, a professor of religion, "There 
is no distinction of Varnas. This whole universe is Brahman. It was created formerly by 
Brahma, came to be classified by acts." 

The Mahabharata thereafter recites a behavioral model for Varna, that those who were 
inclined to anger, pleasures and boldness attained the Kshtriya Varna; those who were 
inclined to cattle rearing and living off the plough attained the Vaishyas; those who 
were fond of violence, covetousness and impurity attained the Shudras.  

The Brahmin class is modeled in the epic, as the archetype default state of man 
dedicated to truth, austerity and pure conduct. In the Mahabharata and pre-medieval 
era Hindu texts, according to Hiltebeitel, "it is important to recognize, in theory, Varna 
is nongenealogical. The four Varnas are not lineages, but categories." 
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Varna in Buddhist texts 

Ancient Buddhist texts mention Varna system in South Asia, but the details suggest 
that it was a non-rigid, flexible and with characteristics devoid of features of a social 
stratification system. Maurice Walshe, a German scholar and translator of Digha 
Nikaya, provides a discussion between Gotama Buddha and a Hindu Brahmin named 
Sonadanda who was very learned in the Vedas. Gotama Buddha asks in Digha Nikaya, 
according to the Theravada Pali text translation by Walshe, "By how many qualities do 
Brahmins recognize another Brahmin? How would one declare truthfully and without 
falling into falsehood, "I am a Brahmin?" Sonadanda initially lists five qualities as, "he 
is of pure descent on both the mother's and the father's side, he is well versed in 
mantras, he is of fair color handsome and pleasing, he is virtuous learned and wise, and 
he is the first or second to hold the sacrificial ladle". Buddha then asks the Brahmin, "If 
we omit one of these qualities you just listed, could not one be still a true Brahmin?" 
Sonadanda, one by one, eliminates fair color and looks, then eliminates Varna in which 
one was born, and then eliminates the ability to recite mantra and do sacrifices as a 
requirement of being a Brahmin. Sonadanda asserts that just two qualities are 
necessary to truthfully and without falling into falsehoold identify a Brahmin; these 
two qualities are "being virtuous and being learned and wise". Sonadanda adds, states 
Walshe, that it is impossible to reduce the requirement for being a Brahmin any 
further, because "for wisdom is purified by morality, and morality is purified by 
wisdom; where one is, the other is, the moral man has wisdom and the wise man has 
morality, and the combination of morality and wisdom is called the highest thing in the 
world". Brian Black and Dean Patton state Sonadanda admits after this, "we 
[Brahmins] only know this much Gotama; it would be well if Reverend Gotama would 
explain meaning of the two [morality, wisdom]". 

Peter Masefield, a Buddhism scholar and ancient Pali texts translator, states that 
during the Nikāya texts period of Buddhism (3rd century BC to 5th century AD), Varna 
as a class system is attested, but the described Varna was not a caste system. The Pali 
texts enumerate the four Varnas, writes Masefield, always in the following order: 
Khattiya (Kshatriya), Brahmin, Vessa (Vaishya) and Sudda (Shudra). Masefield notes 
that people in any Varna could in principle perform any profession. The early Buddhist 
texts, for instance, identify some Brahmins to be farmers and in other professions. The 
text state that anyone, of any birth, could perform the priestly function, and that the 
Brahmin took food from anyone, suggesting that strictures of commensality were as yet 
unknown. The Nikaya texts also imply that endogamy was not mandated in ancient 
India. Masefield concludes, "if any form of caste system was known during the Nikaya 
period - and it is doubtful that it was - this was in all probability restricted to certain 
non-Aryan groups". 

Varna in Jaina texts 

Ādi purāṇa, an 8th century text of Jainism by Jinasena, is the earliest mention of 
Varna and Jati in Jainism literature. Jinasena does not trace the origin of Varna 
system to Rigveda or to Purusha Sukta, instead traces varna to the Bharata legend. 
According to this legend, Bharata performed an "ahimsa-test" (test of non-violence), 
and those members of his community who refused to harm or hurt any living being 
were called as the priestly varna in ancient India, and Bharata called them dvija, twice 
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born. Jinasena states that those who are committed to ahimsa are deva-Brāhmaṇas, 
divine Brahmins. 

The text Adi purana also discusses the relationship between varna and jati. According 
to Padmanabh Jaini, a professor of Indic studies, Jainism and Buddhism, the Adi 
purana text states "there is only one jati called manusyajati or the human caste, but 
divisions arise account of their different professions". The varna of Kshatriya arose 
when Rishabha procured weapons to serve the society and assumed the powers of a 
king, while Vaishya and Shudra varna arose from different means of livelihood they 
specialized in. 

Varna in Sikh texts 

Sikhism is a 15th-century religion that originated in northwest South Asia during its 
Islamic rule period. Sikh text mention Varna as Varan, and Jati as Zat or Zat-biradari. 
Eleanor Nesbitt, a professor of Religion and specializing in Christian, Hindu and Sikh 
studies, states that the Varan is described as a class system in 18th- to 20th-century 
Sikh literature, while Zat developed into caste system particularly during the British 
colonial era. In theory, Nesbitt quotes the Sikh dictum to be, 

A Sikh should be a Brahmin in piety, a Kshatriya in defense of truth and the 
oppressed, a Vaishya in business acumen and hard work, and a Shudra in serving 
humanity. A Sikh should all castes in one person, who should be above caste. 

– Owen Cole and Piara Sambhi 

Tantra 

The Tantric movement that developed as a tradition distinct from orthodox Hinduism 
between the 8th and 11th centuries CE also relaxed many societal strictures regarding 
class and community distinction. However it would be an over generalisation to say 
that the Tantrics did away with all social restrictions, as N. N. Bhattacharyya explains: 

For example, Tantra according to its very nature has nothing to do with the [class] 
system but in the later Tantras [class] elements are pronounced. This is because 
although many of our known Tantric teachers were non-Brāhmaṇas, rather belonging 
to the lower ranks of society, almost all of the known authors of the Tantric treatises 
were Brāhmaṇas. 

Varna and jāti 

The terms varna (theoretical classification based on occupation) and jāti (caste) are two 
distinct concepts. Jāti (community) refers to the thousands of endogamous groups 
prevalent across the subcontinent. A jati may be divided into exogamous groups based 
on same gotras. The classical authors scarcely speak of anything other than the varnas; 
even Indologists sometimes confuse the two. 
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Chapter 48 

YOGA 
 

Yoga is a physical, mental, and spiritual practice or discipline which originated in 
India. There is a broad variety of schools, practices and goals in Hinduism, Buddhism 
(particularly Vajrayana Buddhism) and Jainism. The best-known are Hatha yoga and 
Rāja yoga. 

The origins of yoga have been speculated to date back to pre-Vedic Indian traditions, 
but most likely developed around the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, in ancient India's 
ascetic and śramaṇa movements. The chronology of earliest texts describing yoga-
practices is unclear, varyingly credited to Hindu Upanishads and Buddhist Pāli Canon, 
probably of third century BCE or later. The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali date from the first 
half of the 1st millennium CE, but only gained prominence in the 20th century. Hatha 
yoga texts emerged around 11th century CE, with origins in Tantrism. 

 
Yogi sitting in a garden 

Yoga gurus from India later introduced yoga to the west, following the success of 
Swami Vivekananda in the late 19th and early 20th century. In the 1980s, yoga became 
popular as a system of physical exercise across the Western world. Yoga in Indian 
traditions, however, is more than physical exercise, it has a meditative and spiritual 
core. One of the six major orthodox schools of Hinduism is also called Yoga, which has 
its own epistemology and metaphysics, and is closely related to Hindu Samkhya 
philosophy. 

Many studies have tried to determine the effectiveness of yoga as a complementary 
intervention for cancer, schizophrenia, asthma, and heart disease. The results of these 
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studies have been mixed and inconclusive, with cancer studies suggesting none to 
unclear effectiveness, and others suggesting yoga may reduce risk factors and aid in a 
patient's psychological healing process. 

 
Statue of Shiva in Bangalore, Karnataka, India, performing yogic meditation in the Padmasana posture. 

In Vedic Sanskrit, yoga (from the root yuj) means "to add", "to join", "to unite", or "to 
attach" in its most common literal sense. By figurative extension from the yoking or 
harnessing of oxen or horses, the word took on broader meanings such as "employment, 
use, application, performance" (compare the figurative uses of "to harness" as in "to put 
something to some use"). All further developments of the sense of this word are post-
Vedic. More prosaic moods such as "exertion", "endeavour", "zeal", and "diligence" are 
also found in Indian epic poetry. 

There are very many compound words containing yoga in Sanskrit. Yoga can take on 
meanings such as "connection", "contact", "union", "method", "application", "addition" 
and "performance". In simpler words, Yoga also means "combined". For example, 
guṇáyoga means "contact with a cord"; chakráyoga has a medical sense of "applying a 
splint or similar instrument by means of pulleys (in case of dislocation of the thigh)"; 
chandráyoga has the astronomical sense of "conjunction of the moon with a 
constellation"; puṃyoga is a grammatical term expressing "connection or relation with 
a man", etc. Thus, bhaktiyoga means "devoted attachment" in the monotheistic Bhakti 
movement. The term kriyāyoga has a grammatical sense, meaning "connection with a 
verb". But the same compound is also given a technical meaning in the Yoga Sutras 
(2.1), designating the "practical" aspects of the philosophy, i.e. the "union with the 
Supreme" due to performance of duties in everyday life 

According to Pāṇini, a 6th-century BCE Sanskrit grammarian, the term yoga can be 
derived from either of two roots, yujir yoga (to yoke) or yuj samādhau (to concentrate). 
In the context of the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, the root yuj samādhau (to concentrate) is 
considered by traditional commentators as the correct etymology. In accordance with 
Pāṇini, Vyasa who wrote the first commentary on the Yoga Sutras, states that yoga 
means samādhi (concentration). 

According to Dasgupta, the term yoga can be derived from either of two roots, yujir 
yoga (to yoke) or yuj samādhau (to concentrate). Someone who practices yoga or follows 
the yoga philosophy with a high level of commitment is called a yogi (may be applied to 
a man or a woman) or yogini (traditionally denoting a woman). 
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Goal of Yoga 

The ultimate goal of Yoga is moksha (liberation), though the exact definition of what 
form this takes depends on the philosophical or theological system with which it is 
conjugated. 

According to Jacobsen, "Yoga has five principal meanings: 

1. Yoga as a disciplined method for attaining a goal; 
2. Yoga as techniques of controlling the body and the mind; 
3. Yoga as a name of one of the schools or systems of philosophy (darśana); 
4. Yoga in connection with other words, such as "hatha-, mantra-, and laya-," 

referring to traditions specialising in particular techniques of yoga; 
5. Yoga as the goal of Yoga practice." 

According to David Gordon White, from the 5th century CE onward, the core principles 
of "yoga" were more or less in place, and variations of these principles developed in 
various forms over time: 

1. Yoga as an analysis of perception and cognition; illustration of this principle is 
found in Hindu texts such as the Bhagavad Gita and Yogasutras, as well as a 
number of Buddhist Mahāyāna works; 

2. Yoga as the rising and expansion of consciousness; these are discussed in sources 
such as Hinduism Epic Mahābhārata, Jainism Praśamaratiprakarana; 

3. Yoga as a path to omniscience; examples are found in Hinduism Nyaya and 
Vaisesika school texts as well as Buddhism Mādhyamaka texts, but in different 
ways; 

4. Yoga as a technique for entering into other bodies, generating multiple bodies, 
and the attainment of other supernatural accomplishments; these are described 
in Tantric literature of Hinduism and Buddhism, as well as the Buddhist 
Sāmaññaphalasutta; 

White clarifies that the last principle relates to legendary goals of "yogi practice", 
different from practical goals of "yoga practice," as they are viewed in South Asian 
thought and practice since the beginning of the Common Era, in the various Hindu, 
Buddhist, and Jain philosophical schools. 

Schools of Yoga 

The term "yoga" has been applied to a variety of practices and methods, including Jain 
and Buddhist practices. In Hinduism these include Jnana Yoga, Bhakti Yoga, Karma 
Yoga, Laya Yoga and Hatha Yoga.  

The so-called Raja Yoga refers to Ashtanga Yoga, the eight limbs to be practiced to 
attain samadhi, as described in the Yoga Sutras of Pantajali. The term raja yoga 
originally referred to the ultimate goal of yoga, which is usually samadhi, but was 
popularised by Vivekananda as the common name for Ashtanga Yoga. 
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Buddhism 

Buddhist meditation encompasses a variety of meditation techniques that aim to 
develop mindfulness, concentration, supramundane powers, tranquility, and insight. 

Core techniques have been preserved in ancient Buddhist texts and have proliferated 
and diversified through teacher-student transmissions. Buddhists pursue meditation as 
part of the path toward Enlightenment and Nirvana. The closest words for meditation 
in the classical languages of Buddhism are bhāvanā and jhāna/dhyāna.  

Hinduism 

Classical Yoga 

Yoga is considered as a philosophical school in Hinduism. Yoga, in this context, is one 
of the six āstika schools of Hinduism (those which accept the Vedas as source of 
knowledge). 

Due to the influence of Vivekananda, the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali are nowadays 
considered as the foundational scripture of classical yoga, a status which it only 
acquired in the 20th century. Before the twentieth century, other works were 
considered as the most central works, such as the Bhagavad Gita and the Yoga 
Vasistha, while Tantric Yoga and Hatha Yoga prevailed over Ashtanga Yoga. 

Ashtanga Yoga 

Yoga as described in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali refers to Ashtanga Yoga. The Yoga 
Sutras of Patanjali is considered as a central text of the Yoga school of Hindu 
philosophy, It is often called "Rāja yoga", "kingly yoga," a term which originally 
referred to the ultimate goal of yoga, which is usually samadhi, but was popularised by 
Vivekananda as the common name for Ashtanga Yoga. 

Ashtanga Yoga incorporates epistemology, metaphysics, ethical practices, systematic 
exercises and self-development techniques for body, mind and spirit. Its epistemology 
(pramanas) is same as the Samkhya school.  

Both accept three reliable means to knowledge – perception (pratyākṣa, direct sensory 
observations), inference (anumāna) and testimony of trustworthy experts (sabda, 
agama). Both these orthodox schools are also strongly dualistic.  

Unlike Sāṃkhya school of Hinduism which pursues non-theistic/atheistic rationalist 
approach, Yoga school of Hinduism accepts the concept of a "personal, yet essentially 
inactive, deity" or "personal god". Along with its epistemology and metaphysical 
foundations, Yoga school of Hindu philosophy incorporates ethical precepts (yamas and 
niyamas) and an introspective way of life focused on perfecting one's self physically, 
mentally and spiritually, with the ultimate goal being kaivalya (liberated, unified, 
content state of existence). 
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Hatha yoga 

Hatha yoga, also called hatha vidyā (हठ�वXा), is a kind of yoga focusing on physical and 
mental strength building exercises and postures described primarily in three texts of 
Hinduism: 

1. Hatha Yoga Pradipika, Svātmārāma (15th century) 
2. Shiva Samhita, author unknown (1500 C.E  or late 17th century) 
3. Gheranda Samhita by Gheranda (late 17th century) 

Many scholars also include the preceding Goraksha Samhita authored by 
Gorakshanath of the 11th century in the above list. Gorakshanath is widely considered 
to have been responsible for popularizing hatha yoga as we know it today. 

Vajrayana Buddhism, founded by the Indian Mahasiddhas, has a series of asanas and 
pranayamas, such as tummo (Sanskrit caṇ�ālī) and trul khor which parallel hatha 
yoga. 

Shaivism 

In Shaivism, yoga is used to unite kundalini with Shiva. See also 'tantra' below. 

Jainism 

 
Mahavira, 24th Tirthankara 

Jain meditation has been the central practice of spirituality in Jainism along with the 
Three Jewels. Meditation in Jainism aims at realizing the self, attain salvation, take 
the soul to complete freedom. It aims to reach and to remain in the pure state of soul 
which is believed to be pure conscious, beyond any attachment or aversion. The 
practitioner strives to be just a knower-seer (Gyata-Drashta). Jain meditation can be 
broadly categorized to the auspicious Dharmya Dhyana and Shukla Dhyana and 
inauspicious Artta and Raudra Dhyana. 
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Tantra 

Samuel states that Tantrism is a contested concept. Tantra yoga may be described, 
according to Samuel, as practices in 9th to 10th century Buddhist and Hindu (Saiva, 
Shakti) texts, which included yogic practices with elaborate deity visualizations using 
geometrical arrays and drawings (mandala), fierce male and particularly female 
deities, transgressive life stage related rituals, extensive use of chakras and mantras, 
and sexual techniques, all aimed to help one's health, long life and liberation. 

Modern wellness 

Apart from the spiritual goals, the physical postures of yoga are used to alleviate health 
problems, reduce stress and make the spine supple in contemporary times. Yoga is also 
used as a complete exercise program and physical therapy routine. 

While the practice of yoga continues to rise in contemporary American culture, 
sufficient and adequate knowledge of the practice’s origins does not. According to 
Andrea R. Jain, Yoga is undoubtedly a Hindu movement for spiritual meditation, yet is 
now being marketed as a supplement to a cardio routine. This scope "dilutes its Hindu 
identity." Contemporaries of the Hindu faith argue that the more popular yoga gets, the 
less concerned people become about its origins in history. These same contemporaries 
do state that while anyone can practice yoga, only those who give Hinduism due credit 
for the practice will achieve the full benefit of the custom. 

History 

The origins of yoga are a matter of debate. There is no consensus on its chronology or 
specific origin other than that yoga developed in ancient India. Suggested origins are 
the Indus Valley Civilisation (3300-1900 BCE) and pre-Vedic north-eastern India 
(Bihar region), the Vedic civilisation (1500-500 BCE), and the sramana-movement 
(starting ca. 500 BCE). According to Gavin Flood, continuities may exist between those 
various traditions: 

[T]his dichotomization is too simplistic, for continuities can undoubtedly be found 
between renunciation and vedic Brahmanism, while elements from non-Brahmanical, 
Sramana traditions also played an important part in the formation of the renunciate 
ideal.  

Pre-philosophical speculations of yoga begin to emerge in the texts of c. 500–200 BCE. 
Between 200 BCE–500 CE philosophical schools of Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism 
were taking form and a coherent philosophical system of yoga began to emerge. The 
Middle Ages saw the development of many satellite traditions of yoga. Yoga came to the 
attention of an educated western public in the mid 19th century along with other topics 
of Indian philosophy. 

Origins (before 500 BCE) 

Pre-Vedic India 

Yoga may have pre-Vedic elements. 



443 

 

 
Male figure in a crossed legs posture on a mold of a seal from the Indus valley civilization. 

Indus Valley Civilisation (before 1900 BCE) 

Some state yoga originated in the Indus Valley Civilization. Marshall, Eliade and other 
scholars suggest that several seals discovered at Indus Valley Civilization sites depict 
figures in positions resembling a common yoga or meditation pose. This interpretation 
is considered speculative and uncertain by more recent analysis of Srinivasan, and may 
be a case of projecting "later practices into archeological findings". 

Vedic civilisation (1700-500 BCE) 

According to Crangle, Indian researchers have generally favoured a linear theory, 
which attempts "to interpret the origin and early development of Indian contemplative 
practices as a sequential growth from an Aryan genesis",  just like traditional 
Hinduism regards the Vedas to be the source of all spiritual knowledge.  

Ascetic practices, concentration and bodily postures described in Vedas may have been 
precursors to yoga. According to Geoffrey Samuel Our best evidence to date suggests 
that [yogic] practices developed in the same ascetic circles as the early sramana 
movements (Buddhists, Jainas and Ajivikas), probably in around the sixth and fifth 
centuries BCE. 

North-eastern India (before 500 BCE) 

According to Zimmer, Yoga philosophy is reckoned to be part of the non-Vedic system, 
which also includes Hindu Samkhya school, Jainism and Buddhism: 

[Jainism] does not derive from Brahman-Aryan sources, but reflects the cosmology and 
anthropology of a much older pre-Aryan upper class of northeastern India [Bihar] - 
being rooted in the same subsoil of archaic metaphysical speculation as Yoga, Sankhya, 
and Buddhism, the other non-Vedic Indian systems."  

Vedic period (1700-500 BCE) 

Textual references 

The first use of the root of word "yoga" is in hymn 5.81.1 of the Rig Veda, a dedication 
to rising Sun-god in the morning (Savitri), where it has been interpreted as "yoke" or 
"yogically control". 
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Rigveda, however, does not describe yoga with the same meaning or context as in 
modern times. Early references to practices that later became part of yoga, are made in 
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, the earliest Hindu Upanishad. For example, the practice 
of pranayama (consciously regulating breath) is mentioned in hymn 1.5.23 of 
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad (c. ~ 900 BCE), and the practice of pratyahara 
(concentrating all of one's senses on self) is mentioned in hymn 8.15 of Chandogya 
Upanishad (c. ~ 800-700 BCE).  

Vedic ascetic practices 

Ascetic practices (tapas), concentration and bodily postures used by Vedic priests to 
conduct yajna (Vedic ritual of fire sacrifice), might have been precursors to yoga. 
Vratya, a group of ascetics mentioned in the Atharvaveda, emphasized on bodily 
postures which may have evolved into yogic asanas. Early Vedic Samhitas also contain 
references to other group ascetics such as, Munis, the Keśin, and Vratyas. Techniques 
for controlling breath and vital energies are mentioned in the Brahmanas (texts of the 
Vedic corpus, c. 1000–800 BCE) and the Atharvaveda. Nasadiya Sukta of the Rig Veda 
suggests the presence of an early contemplative tradition.  

Preclassical era (500-200 BCE) 

Yoga concepts begin to emerge in the texts of c. 500–200 BCE such as the Buddhist Pali 
Canons, the middle Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita and Shanti Parva (Book of Peace) 
of the Mahabharata. 

Upanishads 

Katha Upanishad 

The first known appearance of the word "yoga", with the same meaning as the modern 
term, is in the Katha Upanishad, composed about fourth to third century BCE, where it 
is defined as the steady control of the senses, which along with cessation of mental 
activity, leading to a supreme state.  Katha Upanishad integrates the monism of early 
Upanishads with concepts of samkhya and yoga. It defines various levels of existence 
according to their proximity to the innermost being Ātman. Yoga is therefore seen as a 
process of interiorization or ascent of consciousness. It is the earliest literary work that 
highlights the fundamentals of yoga. White states: 

The earliest extant systematic account of yoga and a bridge from the earlier Vedic uses 
of the term is found in the Hindu Katha Upanisad (Ku), a scripture dating from about 
the third century BCE[...] [I]t describes the hierarchy of mind-body constituents—the 
senses, mind, intellect, etc.—that comprise the foundational categories of Sāmkhya 
philosophy, whose metaphysical system grounds the yoga of the Yogasutras, Bhagavad 
Gita, and other texts and schools (Ku3.10–11; 6.7–8). 

Shvetashvatara Upanishad 

The hymns in Book 2 of Shvetashvatara Upanishad, another late 1st millennium BCE 
text, states a procedure in which the body is held in upright posture, the breath is 
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restrained and mind is meditatively focussed, preferably inside a cave or a place that is 
simple, plain, of silence or gently flowing water, with no noises nor harsh winds. 

Maitri Upanishad 

Maitrayaniya Upanishad, likely composed in a later century than Katha and 
Shvetashvatara Upanishads but before Patanjali's Yogasutra, mentions sixfold yoga 
method – breath control (pranayama), introspective withdrawal of senses (pratyahara), 
meditation (dhyana), mind concentration (dharana), philosophical inquiry/creative 
reasoning (tarka), and absorption/intense spiritual union (samadhi). 

Greek historical texts 

Alexander the Great reached India in the 4th century BC. Along with his army, he took 
Greek academics with him who later wrote memoirs about geography, people and 
customs they saw. One of Alexander's companion was Onesicritus, quoted in Book 15, 
Sections 63-65 by Strabo, who describes yogins of India. Onesicritus claims those 
Indian yogins (Mandanis ) practiced aloofness and "different postures – standing or 
sitting or lying naked – and motionless". 

Onesicritus also mentions his colleague Calanus trying to meet them, who is initially 
denied audience, but later invited because he was sent by a "king curious of wisdom 
and philosophy". Onesicritus and Calanus learn that the yogins consider the best 
doctrine of life as "rid the spirit of not only pain, but also pleasure", that "man trains 
the body for toil in order that his opinions may be strengthened", that "there is no 
shame in life on frugal fare", and that "the best place to inhabit is one with scantiest 
equipment or outfit". These principles are significant to the history of spiritual side of 
yoga. These may reflect the ancient roots of "undisturbed calmness" and "mindfulness 
through balance" in later works of Hindu Patanjali and Buddhist Buddhaghosa 
respectively, states Charles Rockwell Lanman; as well as the principle of Aparigraha 
(non-possessiveness, non-craving, simple living) and asceticism discussed in later 
Hinduism and Jainism. 

Early Buddhist texts 

Werner states, "The Buddha was the founder of his [Yoga] system, even though, 
admittedly, he made use of some of the experiences he had previously gained under 
various Yoga teachers of his time." He notes: 

"But it is only with Buddhism itself as expounded in the Pali Canon that we can speak 
about a systematic and comprehensive or even integral school of Yoga practice, which is 
thus the first and oldest to have been preserved for us in its entirety." 

The chronology of completion of these yoga-related Pali Canons, however, is unclear, 
just like ancient Hindu texts. Early known Buddhist sources like the Majjhima Nikāya 
mention meditation, while the Anguttara Nikāya describes Jhāyins (meditators) that 
resemble early Hindu descriptions of Muni, Kesins and meditating ascetics, but these 
meditation-practices are not called yoga in these texts. The earliest known specific 
discussion of yoga in the Buddhist literature, as understood in modern context, is from 
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the third- to fourth-century CE scriptures of the Buddhist Yogācāra school and fourth- 
to fifth-century Visuddhimagga of Buddhaghosa. 

A yoga system that predated the Buddhist school is Jain yoga. But since Jain sources 
postdate Buddhist ones, it is difficult to distinguish between the nature of the early 
Jain school and elements derived from other schools. Most of the other contemporary 
yoga systems alluded in the Upanishads and some Pali canons are lost to time.  

The early Buddhist texts describe meditative practices and states, some of which the 
Buddha borrowed from the śramana tradition. The Pali canon contains three passages 
in which the Buddha describes pressing the tongue against the palate for the purposes 
of controlling hunger or the mind, depending on the passage. However, there is no 
mention of the tongue being inserted into the nasopharynx as in true khecarī mudrā. 
The Buddha used a posture where pressure is put on the perineum with the heel, 
similar to even modern postures used to stimulate Kundalini. 

Uncertainty with chronology 

Alexander Wynne, author of The Origin of Buddhist Meditation, observes that formless 
meditation and elemental meditation might have originated in the Upanishadic 
tradition. The earliest reference to meditation is in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, 
one of the oldest Upanishads. Chandogya Upanishad describes the five kinds of vital 
energies (prana). Concepts used later in many yoga traditions such as internal sound 
and veins (nadis) are also described in the Upanishad. Taittiriya Upanishad defines 
yoga as the mastery of body and senses. 

Bhagavad Gita 

 
Krishna narrating the Gita to Arjuna. 

The Bhagavad Gita ('Song of the Lord'), uses the term "yoga" extensively in a variety of 
ways. In addition to an entire chapter (ch. 6) dedicated to traditional yoga practice, 
including meditation, it introduces three prominent types of yoga:  

• Karma yoga: The yoga of action. 
• Bhakti yoga: The yoga of devotion.  
• Jnana yoga: The yoga of knowledge.  

The Gita consists of 18 chapters and 700 shlokas (verses), with each chapter named as 
a different yoga, thus delineating eighteen different yogas. Some scholars divide the 
Gita into three sections, with the first six chapters with 280 shlokas dealing with 



447 

 

Karma yoga, the middle six containing 209 shlokas with Bhakti yoga, and the last six 
chapters with 211 shlokas as Jnana yoga; however, this is rough because elements of 
karma, bhakti and jnana are found in all chapters. 

Mahabharata 

Description of an early form of yoga called nirodha–yoga (yoga of cessation) is contained 
in the Mokshadharma section of the 12th chapter (Shanti Parva) of the Mahabharata 
epic. The verses of the section are dated to c. 300–200 BCE. Nirodha–yoga emphasizes 
progressive withdrawal from the contents of empirical consciousness such as thoughts, 
sensations etc. until purusha (Self) is realized. Terms like vichara (subtle reflection), 
viveka (discrimination) and others which are similar to Patanjali's terminology are 
mentioned, but not described. There is no uniform goal of yoga mentioned in the 
Mahabharata. Separation of self from matter, perceiving Brahman everywhere, 
entering into Brahman etc. are all described as goals of yoga. Samkhya and yoga are 
conflated together and some verses describe them as being identical. Mokshadharma 
also describes an early practice of elemental meditation. 

Mahabharata defines the purpose of yoga as the experience of uniting the individual 
ātman with the universal Brahman that pervades all things. 

Classical era (200 BCE – 500 CE) 

This period witnessed many texts of Buddhism, Hinduism and Jainism discussing and 
systematically compiling yoga methods and practices. Of these, Patanjali's Yoga Sutras 
are considered as a key work. 

Classical yoga 

During the period between the Mauryan and the Gupta era (c. 200 BCE–500 CE) 
philosophical schools of Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism were taking form and a 
coherent philosophical system of yoga began to emerge. 

Yoga as a philosophy is mentioned in Sanskrit texts dated to be completed between 200 
BCE-100 CE. Kauṭilya's Arthasastra in verse 1.2.10, for example, states that there are 
three categories of anviksikis (philosophies) – Samkhya (nontheistic), Yoga (theistic) 
and Lokayata (atheistic materialism).  

Samkhya 

Many traditions in India began to adopt systematic methodology by about first century 
CE. Of these, Samkhya was probably one of the oldest philosophies to begin taking a 
systematic form. Patanjali systematized Yoga, building them on the foundational 
metaphysics of Samkhya. In the early works, the Yoga principles appear together with 
the Samkhya ideas. Vyasa's commentary on the Yoga Sutras, also called the 
Samkhyapravacanabhasya (Commentary on the Exposition of the Sankhya Philosophy), 
describes the relation between the two systems. The two schools have some differences 
as well. Yoga accepted the conception of "personal god", while Samkhya developed as a 
rationalist, non-theistic/atheistic system of Hindu philosophy. Sometimes Patanjali's 
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system is referred to as Seshvara Samkhya in contradistinction to Kapila's Nirivara 
Samkhya. 

The parallels between Yoga and Samkhya were so close that Max Müller says that "the 
two philosophies were in popular parlance distinguished from each other as Samkhya 
with and Samkhya without a Lord...." 

Yoga Sutras of Patanjali 

 
Traditional Hindu depiction of Patanjali as an avatar of the divine serpent Shesha. 

 

Yoga Sutras of Patanjali 

Pada (Chapter) English meaning Sutras 

Samadhi Pada On being absorbed in spirit 51 

Sadhana Pada On being immersed in spirit 55 

Vibhuti Pada On supernatural abilities and gifts 56 

Kaivalya Pada On absolute freedom 34 

In Hindu philosophy, yoga is the name of one of the six orthodox (which accept the 
testimony of Vedas) philosophical schools. Karel Werner, author of Yoga And Indian 
Philosophy, believes that the process of systematization of yoga which began in the 
middle and Yoga Upanishads culminated with the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali.  

There are numerous parallels in the concepts in ancient Samkhya, Yoga and 
Abhidharma Buddhist schools of thought, particularly from 2nd century BCE to 1st 
century AD, notes Larson. Patanjali's Yoga Sutras is a synthesis of these three 
traditions. From Samkhya, Yoga Sutras adopt the "reflective discernment" 
(adhyavasaya) of prakrti and purusa (dualism), its metaphysical rationalism, as well its 
three epistemic methods to gaining reliable knowledge. From Abhidharma Buddhism's 
idea of nirodhasamadhi, suggests Larson, Yoga Sutras adopt the pursuit of altered 
state of awareness, but unlike Buddhist's concept of no self nor soul, Yoga is physicalist 
and realist like Samkhya in believing that each individual has a self and soul. The 
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third concept Yoga Sutras synthesize into its philosophy is the ancient ascetic 
traditions of meditation and introspection, as well as the yoga ideas from middle 
Upanishads such as Katha, Shvetashvatara and Maitri. 

Patanjali's Yoga Sutras are widely regarded as the first compilation of the formal yoga 
philosophy. The verses of Yoga Sutras are terse. Many later Indian scholars studied 
them and published their commentaries, such as the Vyasa Bhashya (c. 350–450 CE). 
Patanjali's yoga is also referred to as Raja yoga. Patanjali defines the word "yoga" in his 
second sutra: 

योग: िच�-व�ृ� िनरोध: 
(yogaḥ citta-vṛtti-nirodhaḥ) 
- Yoga Sutras 1.2 

This terse definition hinges on the meaning of three Sanskrit terms. I. K. Taimni 
translates it as "Yoga is the inhibition (nirodhaḥ) of the modifications (vṛtti) of the mind 
(citta)". Swami Vivekananda translates the sutra as "Yoga is restraining the mind-stuff 
(Citta) from taking various forms (Vrittis)." Edwin Bryant explains that, to Patanjali, 
"Yoga essentially consists of meditative practices culminating in attaining a state of 
consciousness free from all modes of active or discursive thought, and of eventually 
attaining a state where consciousness is unaware of any object external to itself, that 
is, is only aware of its own nature as consciousness unmixed with any other object." 

Patanjali's writing also became the basis for a system referred to as "Ashtanga Yoga" 
("Eight-Limbed Yoga"). This eight-limbed concept is derived from the 29th Sutra of the 
Book 2 of Yoga Sutras. They are: 

1. Yama (The five "abstentions"): Ahimsa (Non-violence, non-harming other living 
beings), Satya (truthfulness, non-falsehood), Asteya (non-stealing), 
Brahmacharya (celibacy, fidelity to one's partner), and Aparigraha (non-avarice, 
non-possessiveness). 

2. Niyama (The five "observances"): Śauca (purity, clearness of mind, speech and 
body), Santosha (contentment, acceptance of others and of one's circumstances), 
Tapas (persistent meditation, perseverance, austerity), Svādhyāya (study of self, 
self-reflection, study of Vedas), and Ishvara-Pranidhana (contemplation of 
God/Supreme Being/True Self). 

3. Asana: Literally means "seat", and in Patanjali's Sutras refers to the seated 
position used for meditation. 

4. Pranayama ("Suspending Breath"): Prāna, breath, "āyāma", to restrain or stop. 
Also interpreted as control of the life force. 

5. Pratyahara ("Abstraction"): Withdrawal of the sense organs from external 
objects. 

6. Dharana ("Concentration"): Fixing the attention on a single object. 
7. Dhyana ("Meditation"): Intense contemplation of the nature of the object of 

meditation. 
8. Samadhi ("Liberation"): merging consciousness with the object of meditation. 
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Yoga and Vedanta 

Yoga and Vedanta are the two largest surviving schools of Hindu traditions. They share 
many thematic principles, concepts and belief in self/soul, but diverge in degree, style 
and some of their methods. Epistemologically, Yoga school accepts three means to 
reliable knowledge, while Advaita Vedanta accepts six ways. Yoga disputes the monism 
of Advaita Vedanta. Yoga school believes that in the state of moksha, each individual 
discovers the blissful, liberating sense of himself or herself as an independent identity; 
Advaita Vedanta, in contrast, believes that in the state of moksha, each individual 
discovers the blissful, liberating sense of himself or herself as part of Oneness with 
everything, everyone and the Universal Self. They both hold that the free conscience is 
aloof yet transcendent, liberated and self-aware. Further, Advaita Vedanta school 
enjoins the use of Patanjali's yoga practices and the reading of Upanishads for those 
seeking the supreme good, ultimate freedom and jivanmukti. 

Yoga Yajnavalkya 

संयोगो योग इ:युVो जीवा:मपरमा:मनोः॥ 

saṁyogo yoga ityukto jīvātma-paramātmanoḥ॥ 
Union of the self (jivātma) with the Divine (paramātma) is said to be yoga. 

—Yoga Yajnavalkya 

The Yoga Yajnavalkya is a classical treatise on yoga attributed to the Vedic sage 
Yajnavalkya. It takes the form of a dialogue between Yajnavalkya and his wife Gargi, a 
renowned female philosopher. The text contains 12 chapters and its origin has been 
traced to the period between the second century BCE and fourth century CE. Many 
yoga texts like the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, the Yoga Kundalini and the Yoga Tattva 
Upanishads have borrowed verses from or make frequent references to the Yoga 
Yajnavalkya. In the Yoga Yajnavalkya, yoga is defined as 
jivatmaparamatmasamyogah, or the union between the individual self (jivatma) and 
the Divine (paramatma). 

Jainism 

 
Tirthankara Parsva in Yogic meditation in the Kayotsarga posture. 
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According to Tattvarthasutra, 2nd century CE Jain text, yoga is the sum of all the 
activities of mind, speech and body. Umasvati calls yoga the cause of "asrava" or karmic 
influx as well as one of the essentials—samyak caritra—in the path to liberation. In his 
Niyamasara, Acarya Kundakunda, describes yoga bhakti—devotion to the path to 
liberation—as the highest form of devotion. Acarya Haribhadra and Acarya 
Hemacandra mention the five major vows of ascetics and 12 minor vows of laity under 
yoga. This has led certain Indologists like Prof. Robert J. Zydenbos to call Jainism, 
essentially, a system of yogic thinking that grew into a full-fledged religion. The five 
yamas or the constraints of the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali bear a resemblance to the five 
major vows of Jainism, indicating a history of strong cross-fertilization between these 
traditions.  

Mainstream Hinduism's influence on Jain yoga is noticed as Haribhadra founded his 
eightfold yoga and aligned it with Patanjali's eightfold yoga. 

Yogacara school 

In the late phase of Indian antiquity, on the eve of the development of Classical 
Hinduism, the Yogacara movement arises during the Gupta period (4th to 5th 
centuries). Yogacara received the name as it provided a "yoga," a framework for 
engaging in the practices that lead to the path of the bodhisattva. The yogacara sect 
teaches "yoga" as a way to reach enlightenment. 

Middle Ages (500–1500 CE) 

Middle Ages saw the development of many satellite traditions of yoga. Hatha yoga 
emerged in this period. 

Bhakti movement 

The Bhakti movement was a development in medieval Hinduism which advocated the 
concept of a personal God (or "Supreme Personality of Godhead"). The movement was 
initiated by the Alvars of South India in the 6th to 9th centuries, and it started gaining 
influence throughout India by the 12th to 15th centuries. Shaiva and Vaishnava bhakti 
traditions integrated aspects of Yoga Sutras, such as the practical meditative exercises, 
with devotion. Bhagavata Purana elucidates the practice of a form of yoga called viraha 
(separation) bhakti. Viraha bhakti emphasizes one pointed concentration on Krishna. 

Tantra 

Tantra is a genre of yoga that arose in India no later than the 5th century CE. George 
Samuel states, "Tantra" is a contested term, but may be considered as a school whose 
practices appeared in mostly complete form in Buddhist and Hindu texts by about 10th 
century CE. Over its history, some ideas of Tantra school influenced the Hindu, Bon, 
Buddhist, and Jain traditions. Elements of Tantric yoga rituals were adopted by and 
influenced state functions in medieval Buddhist and Hindu kingdoms in East and 
Southeast Asia. 

By the turn of the first millennium, hatha yoga emerged from tantra. 
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Vajrayana Buddhism 

Vajrayana is also known as Tantric Buddhism and Tantrayāna. Its texts were compiled 
starting with 7th century and Tibetan translations were completed in 8th century CE. 
These tantra yoga texts were the main source of Buddhist knowledge that was 
imported into Tibet. They were later translated into Chinese and other Asian 
languages, helping spread ideas of Tantric Buddhism. The Buddhist text Hevajra 
Tantra and Caryāgiti introduced hierarchies of chakras. 

Hatha Yoga 

The earliest references to hatha yoga are in Buddhist works dating from the eighth 
century. The earliest definition of hatha yoga is found in the 11th century Buddhist 
text Vimalaprabha, which defines it in relation to the center channel, bindu etc. The 
basic tenets of Hatha yoga were formulated by Shaiva ascetics Matsyendranath and 
Gorakshanath c. 900 CE. Hatha yoga synthesizes elements of Patanjali's Yoga Sutras 
with posture and breathing exercises.  

Hatha yoga, sometimes referred to as the "psychophysical yoga", was further elaborated 
by Yogi Swatmarama, compiler of the Hatha Yoga Pradipika in 15th century CE. This 
yoga differs substantially from the Raja yoga of Patanjali in that it focuses on 
shatkarma, the purification of the physical body as leading to the purification of the 
mind (ha), and prana, or vital energy (tha).  

Compared to the seated asana, or sitting meditation posture, of Patanjali's Raja yoga, it 
marks the development of asanas (plural) into the full body 'postures' now in popular 
usage and, along with its many modern variations, is the style that many people 
associate with the word yoga today. 

It is similar to a diving board – preparing the body for purification, so that it may be 
ready to receive higher techniques of meditation. The word "Hatha" comes from "Ha" 
which means Sun, and "Tha" which means Moon. 

Sikhism 

Various yogic groups had become prominent in Punjab in the 15th and 16th century, 
when Sikhism was in its nascent stage. Compositions of Guru Nanak, the founder of 
Sikhism, describe many dialogues he had with Jogis, a Hindu community which 
practiced yoga. Guru Nanak rejected the austerities, rites and rituals connected with 
Hatha Yoga. He propounded the path of Sahaja yoga or Nama yoga (meditation on the 
name) instead. The Guru Granth Sahib states: Listen "O Yogi, Nanak tells nothing but 
the truth. You must discipline your mind. The devotee must meditate on the Word 
Divine. It is His grace which brings about the union. He understands, he also sees. 
Good deeds help one merge into Divination." 

Modern history 

Reception in the West 
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Yoga came to the attention of an educated western public in the mid-19th century along 
with other topics of Indian philosophy. In the context of this budding interest, N. C. 
Paul published his Treatise on Yoga Philosophy in 1851. 

The first Hindu teacher to actively advocate and disseminate aspects of yoga to a 
western audience, Swami Vivekananda, toured Europe and the United States in the 
1890s. The reception which Swami Vivekananda received built on the active interest of 
intellectuals, in particular the New England Transcendentalists, among them R. W. 
Emerson (1803-1882), who drew on German Romanticism and the interest of 
philosophers and scholars like G. F. W. Hegel (1770-1831), the brothers August 
Wilhelm Schlegel (1767-1845) and Karl Wilhelm Friedrich Schlegel (1772-1829), Max 
Mueller (1823-1900), Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) and others who had (to varying 
degrees) interests in things Indian. 

Theosophists also had a large influence on the American public's view of Yoga. Esoteric 
views current at the end of the 19th century provided a further basis for the reception 
of Vedanta and of Yoga with its theory and practice of correspondence between the 
spiritual and the physical. The reception of Yoga and of Vedanta thus entwined with 
each other and with the (mostly Neoplatonism-based) currents of religious and 
philosophical reform and transformation throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries. 
M. Eliade, himself rooted in the Romanian currents of these traditions, brought a new 
element into the reception of Yoga with the strong emphasis on Tantric Yoga in his 
seminal book: Yoga: Immortality and Freedom.  With the introduction of the Tantra 
traditions and philosophy of Yoga, the conception of the "transcendent" to be attained 
by Yogic practice shifted from experiencing the "transcendent" ("Atman-Brahman" in 
Advaitic theory) in the mind to the body itself. 

The modern scientific study of yoga began with the works of N. C. Paul and Major D. 
Basu in the late 19th century, and then continued in the 20th century with Sri 
Yogendra (1897-1989) and Swami Kuvalayananda. Western medical researchers came 
to Swami Kuvalayananda’s Kaivalyadhama Health and Yoga Research Center, starting 
in 1928, to study Yoga as a science. 

The West, in the early 21st century typically associates the term "yoga" with Hatha 
yoga and its asanas (postures) or as a form of exercise. During the 1910s and 1920s in 
the USA, yoga suffered a period of bad publicity due largely to the backlash against 
immigration, a rise in puritanical values, and a number of scandals. In the 1930s and 
1940s yoga began to gain more public acceptance as a result of celebrity endorsement. 
In the 1950s the United States saw another period of paranoia against yoga, but by the 
1960s, western interest in Hindu spirituality reached its peak, giving rise to a great 
number of Neo-Hindu schools specifically advocated to a western public. During this 
period, most of the influential Indian teachers of yoga came from two lineages, those of 
Sivananda Saraswati (1887–1963) and of Tirumalai Krishnamacharya (1888–1989). 
Teachers of Hatha yoga who were active in the west in this period included B.K.S. 
Iyengar (1918-2014), K. Pattabhi Jois (1915-2009), Swami Vishnu-devananda (1927-
1993), and Swami Satchidananda (1914-2002). Yogi Bhajan brought Kundalini Yoga to 
the United States in 1969. Comprehensive, classical teachings of Ashtanga Yoga, 
Samkhya, the subtle body theory, Fitness Asanas, and tantric elements were included 
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in the yoga teachers training by Baba Hari Dass (1923-), in the United States and 
Canada. 

A second "yoga boom" followed in the 1980s, as Dean Ornish, a follower of Swami 
Satchidananda, connected yoga to heart health, legitimizing yoga as a purely physical 
system of health exercises outside of counter-culture or esotericism circles, and 
unconnected to any religious denomination. Numerous asanas seemed modern in 
origin, and strongly overlapped with 19th and early-20th century Western exercise 
traditions. 

 
A group of people practicing yoga in 2012. 

Since 2001, the popularity of yoga in the USA has risen constantly. The number of 
people who practiced some form of yoga has grown from 4 million (in 2001) to 20 million 
(in 2011). 

“ Yoga has become a universal language of spiritual exercise in the United States, 
crossing many lines of religion and cultures,... Every day, millions of people 
practice yoga to improve their health and overall well-being. That's why we're 
encouraging everyone to take part in PALA (Presidential Active Lifestyle Award), 
so show your support for yoga and answer the challenge. - Barack Obama ” 

As of 2013 some schools in the United States oppose the practice of yoga inside 
educational facilities, saying it promotes Hinduism in violation of the Establishment 
Clause. 

The American College of Sports Medicine supports the integration of yoga into the 
exercise regimens of healthy individuals as long as properly-trained professionals 
deliver instruction. The College cites yoga's promotion of "profound mental, physical 
and spiritual awareness" and its benefits as a form of stretching, and as an enhancer of 
breath control and of core strength. 

Medicine 

Potential benefits for adults 

While much of the medical community regards the results of yoga research as 
significant, others point to many flaws which undermine results. Much of the research 
on yoga has taken the form of preliminary studies or clinical trials of low 
methodological quality, including small sample sizes, inadequate blinding, lack of 
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randomization, and high risk of bias. Long-term yoga users in the United States have 
reported musculoskeletal and mental health improvements, as well as reduced 
symptoms of asthma in asthmatics. There is evidence to suggest that regular yoga 
practice increases brain GABA levels, and yoga has been shown to improve mood and 
anxiety more than some other metabolically-matched exercises, such as walking. The 
three main focuses of Hatha yoga (exercise, breathing, and meditation) make it 
beneficial to those suffering from heart disease. Overall, studies of the effects of yoga on 
heart disease suggest that yoga may reduce high blood-pressure, improve symptoms of 
heart failure, enhance cardiac rehabilitation, and lower cardiovascular risk factors. For 
chronic low back pain, specialist Yoga for Healthy Lower Backs has been found 30% 
more beneficial than usual care alone in a UK clinical trial. Other smaller studies 
support this finding. The Yoga for Healthy Lower Backs programme is the dominant 
treatment for society (both cheaper and more effective than usual care alone) due to 8.5 
fewer days off work each year. A research group from Boston University School of 
Medicine also tested yoga's effects on lower-back pain. Over twelve weeks, one group of 
volunteers practiced yoga while the control group continued with standard treatment 
for back pain. The reported pain for yoga participants decreased by one third, while the 
standard treatment group had only a five percent drop. Yoga participants also had a 
drop of 80% in the use of pain medication. 

There has been an emergence of studies investigating yoga as a complementary 
intervention for cancer patients. Yoga is used for treatment of cancer patients to 
decrease depression, insomnia, pain, and fatigue and to increase anxiety control. 
Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) programs include yoga as a mind-body 
technique to reduce stress. A study found that after seven weeks the group treated with 
yoga reported significantly less mood disturbance and reduced stress compared to the 
control group. Another study found that MBSR had showed positive effects on sleep 
anxiety, quality of life, and spiritual growth in cancer patients. 

Yoga has also been studied as a treatment for schizophrenia. Some encouraging, but 
inconclusive, evidence suggests that yoga as a complementary treatment may help 
alleviate symptoms of schizophrenia and improve health-related quality of life. 

Implementation of the Kundalini Yoga Lifestyle has shown to help substance abuse 
addicts increase their quality of life according to psychological questionnaires like the 
Behavior and Symptom Identification Scale and the Quality of Recovery Index. 

Yoga has been shown in a study to have some cognitive functioning (executive 
functioning, including inhibitory control) acute benefit. 

The effectiveness of yoga to prevent secondary coronary heart disease is uncertain. 
There is no substantial evidence for the effectiveness of yoga in regulating heart rate 
variability. 

Physical injuries 

A small percentage of yoga practitioners each year suffer physical injuries analogous to 
sports injuries; therefore, caution and common sense are recommended. Yoga has been 
criticized for being potentially dangerous and being a cause for a range of serious 
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medical conditions including thoracic outlet syndrome, degenerative arthritis of the 
cervical spine, spinal stenosis, retinal tears, damage to the common fibular nerve, 
"Yoga foot drop," etc. An exposé of these problems by William Broad published in 
January, 2012 in The New York Times Magazine resulted in controversy within the 
international yoga community. Broad, a science writer, yoga practitioner, and author of 
The Science of Yoga: The Risks and the Rewards, had suffered a back injury while 
performing a yoga posture. Torn muscles, knee injuries, and headaches are common 
ailments which may result from yoga practice. 

An extensive survey of yoga practitioners in Australia showed that about 20% had 
suffered some physical injury while practicing yoga. In the previous 12 months 4.6% of 
the respondents had suffered an injury producing prolonged pain or requiring medical 
treatment. Headstands, shoulder stands, lotus and half lotus (seated cross-legged 
position), forward bends, backward bends, and handstands produced the greatest 
number of injuries. 

Some yoga practitioners do not recommend certain yoga exercises for women during 
menstruation, for pregnant women, or for nursing mothers. However, meditation, 
breathing exercises, and certain postures which are safe and beneficial for women in 
these categories are encouraged. 

Among the main reasons that experts cite for causing negative effects from yoga are 
beginners' competitiveness and instructors' lack of qualification. As the demand for 
yoga classes grows, many people get certified to become yoga instructors, often with 
relatively little training. Not every newly certified instructor can evaluate the condition 
of every new trainee in their class and recommend refraining from doing certain poses 
or using appropriate props to avoid injuries. In turn, a beginning yoga student can 
overestimate the abilities of their body and strive to do advanced poses before their 
body is flexible or strong enough to perform them. 

Vertebral artery dissection, a tear in the arteries in the neck which provide blood to the 
brain can result from rotation of the neck while the neck is extended. This can occur in 
a variety of contexts, but is an event which could occur in some yoga practices. This is a 
very serious condition which can result in a stroke. 

Acetabular labral tears, damage to the structure joining the femur and the hip, have 
been reported to have resulted from yoga practice. 

Pediatrics 

It is claimed that yoga can be an excellent training for children and adolescents, both 
as a form of physical exercise and for breathing, focus, mindfulness, and stress relief: 
Many school districts have considered incorporating yoga into their P.E. programs. The 
Encinitas, California school district gained a San Diego Superior Court Judge's 
approval to use yoga in P.E., holding against the parents who claimed the practice was 
intrinsically religious and hence should not be part of a state funded program. 
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Yoga physiology 

 
Seven chakras of a yogin 

Over time, an extended yoga physiology developed, especially within the tantric 
tradition and hatha yoga. It pictures humans as composed of three bodies or five 
sheaths which cover the atman. The three bodies are described within the Mandukya 
Upanishad, which adds a fourth state, turiya, while the five sheaths (pancha-kosas) are 
described in the Taittiriya Upanishad. They are often integrated: 

1. Sthula sarira, the Gross body, comprising the Annamaya Kosha 
2. Suksma sarira, the Subtle body, composed of;  

1. the Pranamaya Kosha (Vital breath or Energy), 
2. Manomaya Kosha (Mind) 
3. the Vijnanamaya Kosha (Intellect) 

3. Karana sarira, the Causal body, comprising the Anandamaya Kosha (Bliss) 

Within the subtle body energy flows through the nadis or channels, and is concentrated 
within the chakras. 

Yoga compared with other systems of meditation 

Zen Buddhism 

Zen, the name of which derives from the Sanskrit "dhyaana" via the Chinese "ch'an" is 
a form of Mahayana Buddhism. The Mahayana school of Buddhism is noted for its 
proximity with yoga. In the west, Zen is often set alongside yoga; the two schools of 
meditation display obvious family resemblances. This phenomenon merits special 
attention since yogic practices have some of their roots manifested in the Zen Buddhist 
school. Certain essential elements of yoga are important both for Buddhism in general 
and for Zen in particular. 

Tibetan Buddhism 

In the Nyingma tradition, the path of meditation practice is divided into nine yanas, or 
vehicles, which are said to be increasingly profound. The last six are described as "yoga 
yanas": "Kriya yoga", "Upa yoga," "Yoga yana," "Mahā yoga," "Anu yoga" and the 
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ultimate practice, "Ati yoga." The Sarma traditions also include Kriya, Upa (called 
"Charya"), and Yoga, with the Anuttara yoga class substituting for Mahayoga and 
Atiyoga. 

Other tantra yoga practices include a system of 108 bodily postures practiced with 
breath and heart rhythm. The Nyingma tradition also practices Yantra yoga (Tib. "Trul 
khor"), a discipline that includes breath work (or pranayama), meditative 
contemplation and precise dynamic movements to centre the practitioner. The body 
postures of Tibetan ancient yogis are depicted on the walls of the Dalai Lama's summer 
temple of Lukhang. A semi-popular account of Tibetan yoga by Chang (1993) refers to 
caṇ�alī (Tib. "tummo"), the generation of heat in one's own body, as being "the very 
foundation of the whole of Tibetan yoga." Chang also claims that Tibetan yoga involves 
reconciliation of apparent polarities, such as prana and mind, relating this to 
theoretical implications of tantrism. 

Christian meditation 

Some Christians integrate yoga and other aspects of Eastern spirituality with prayer 
and meditation. This has been attributed to a desire to experience God in a more 
complete way. In 2013, Monsignor Raffaello Martinelli, servicing Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith, having worked for over 23 years with Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger 
(Pope Benedict XVI), said that for his Meditation, a Christian can learn from other 
religious traditions (zen, yoga, controlled respiration, Mantra), quoting Aspects of 
Christian meditation: "Just as "the Catholic Church rejects nothing of what is true and 
holy in these religions," neither should these ways be rejected out of hand simply 
because they are not Christian. On the contrary, one can take from them what is useful 
so long as the Christian conception of prayer, its logic and requirements are never 
obscured. It is within the context of all of this that these bits and pieces should be 
taken up and expressed anew." Previously, the Roman Catholic Church, and some 
other Christian organizations have expressed concerns and disapproval with respect to 
some eastern and New Age practices that include yoga and meditation. 

In 1989 and 2003, the Vatican issued two documents: Aspects of Christian meditation 
and "A Christian reflection on the New Age," that were mostly critical of eastern and 
New Age practices. The 2003 document was published as a 90-page handbook detailing 
the Vatican's position. The Vatican warned that concentration on the physical aspects 
of meditation "can degenerate into a cult of the body" and that equating bodily states 
with mysticism "could also lead to psychic disturbance and, at times, to moral 
deviations." Such has been compared to the early days of Christianity, when the church 
opposed the gnostics' belief that salvation came not through faith but through a 
mystical inner knowledge. The letter also says, "one can see if and how [prayer] might 
be enriched by meditation methods developed in other religions and cultures" but 
maintains the idea that "there must be some fit between the nature of [other 
approaches to] prayer and Christian beliefs about ultimate reality." Some 
fundamentalist Christian organizations consider yoga to be incompatible with their 
religious background, considering it a part of the New Age movement inconsistent with 
Christianity. 
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Another view holds that Christian meditation can lead to religious pluralism. This is 
held by an interdenominational association of Christians that practice it. "The ritual 
simultaneously operates as an anchor that maintains, enhances, and promotes 
denominational activity and a sail that allows institutional boundaries to be crossed."  

Islam 

In early 11th century, the Persian scholar Al Biruni visited India, lived with Hindus for 
16 years, and with their help translated several significant Sanskrit works into Arabic 
and Persian languages. One of these was Patanjali's Yogasutras. Al Biruni's translation 
preserved many of the core themes of Patañjali 's Yoga philosophy, but certain sutras 
and analytical commentaries were restated making it more consistent with Islamic 
monotheistic theology. Al Biruni's version of Yoga Sutras reached Persia and Arabian 
peninsula by about 1050 AD. Later, in the 16th century, the hath yoga text 
Amritakunda was translated into Arabic and then Persian. Yoga was, however, not 
accepted by mainstream Sunni and Shia Islam. Minority Islamic sects such as the 
mystic Sufi movement, particularly in South Asia, adopted Indian yoga practises, 
including postures and breath control. Muhammad Ghawth, a Shattari Sufi and one of 
the translators of yoga text in 16th century, drew controversy for his interest in yoga 
and was persecuted for his Sufi beliefs. 

Malaysia's top Islamic body in 2008 passed a fatwa, prohibiting Muslims from 
practicing yoga, saying it had elements of Hinduism and that its practice was 
blasphemy, therefore haraam. Some Muslims in Malaysia who had been practicing 
yoga for years, criticized the decision as "insulting." Sisters in Islam, a women's rights 
group in Malaysia, also expressed disappointment and said yoga was just a form of 
exercise. This fatwa is legally enforceable. However, Malaysia's prime minister clarified 
that yoga as physical exercise is permissible, but the chanting of religious mantras is 
prohibited. 

In 2009, the Council of Ulemas, an Islamic body in Indonesia, passed a fatwa banning 
yoga on the grounds that it contains Hindu elements. These fatwas have, in turn, been 
criticized by Darul Uloom Deoband, a Deobandi Islamic seminary in India. Similar 
fatwas banning yoga, for its link to Hinduism, were issued by the Grand Mufti Ali 
Gomaa in Egypt in 2004, and by Islamic clerics in Singapore earlier. 

In Iran, as of May 2014, according to its Yoga Association, there were approximately 
200 yoga centres in the country, a quarter of them in the capital Tehran, where groups 
can often be seen practising in parks. This has been met by opposition among 
conservatives. In May 2009, Turkey's head of the Directorate of Religious Affairs, Ali 
Bardakoğlu, discounted personal development techniques such as reiki and yoga as 
commercial ventures that could lead to extremism. His comments were made in the 
context of reiki and yoga possibly being a form of proselytization at the expense of 
Islam. 

International Yoga Day 

On December 11, 2014, The 193-member United Nations General Assembly approved 
by consensus, a resolution establishing June 21 as 'International Day of Yoga'. The 
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declaration of this day came after the call for the adoption of 21 June as International 
Day of Yoga by Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi during his address to UN 
General Assembly on September 27, 2014. In suggesting June 21, which is the Summer 
Solstice, as the International Day of Yoga, Narendra Modi had said that the date is the 
longest day of the year in the Northern Hemisphere and has special significance in 
many parts of the world. 

The first international day of Yoga was observed world over on June 21, 2015. About 
35000 people, including Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and a large number of 
dignitaries, performed 21 Yoga asanas (yoga postures) for 35 minutes at Rajpath in 
New Delhi. The day devoted to Yoga was observed by millions across the world. The 
event at Rajpath established two Guinness records - largest Yoga Class with 35985 
people and the record for the most nationalities participating in it- eighty four. 
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Chapter 49 

HINDU TEMPLE 

 

A Hindu temple is a house of god(s). It is a space and structure designed to bring 
human beings and gods together, infused with symbolism to express the ideas and 
beliefs of Hinduism. A Hindu temple, states George Michell, functions as a place of 
transcendence, where man may cross over (do tirtha) from the world of illusion to one of 
knowledge and truth. 

The symbolism and structure of a Hindu temple, states Stella Kramrisch, are rooted in 
Vedic traditions. A temple incorporates all elements of Hindu cosmos - presenting the 
good, the evil and the human, as well as the elements of Hindu sense of cyclic time and 
the essence of life - symbolically presenting dharma, kama, artha, moksa and karma. 

  

 

 

The spiritual principles symbolically represented in Hindu temples are given in the 
ancient Sanskrit texts of India (for example, Vedas, Upanishads), while their structural 
rules are described in various ancient Sanskrit treatises on architecture (Brhat 
Samhita, Vastu Sastras). The layout, the motifs, the plan and the building process 
recite ancient rituals, geometric symbolisms, and reflect beliefs and values innate 
within various schools of Hinduism. A Hindu temple is a spiritual destination for many 
Hindus (not all), as well as landmarks around which ancient arts, community 
celebrations and economy flourished. 

Hindu temples come in many styles, diverse locations, deploy different construction 
methods and are adapted to different deities and regional beliefs. Yet, almost all Hindu 
temples share certain core ideas, symbolism and themes. They are found in South Asia 
particularly India and Nepal, in southeast Asian countries such as Cambodia, Vietnam 
and islands of Indonesia and Malaysia and countries such as Fiji, Mauritius, Guyana, 
Suriname, South Africa, Europe and North America with a significant Hindu 
community.  

The current state and outer appearance of Hindu temples reflect arts, materials and 
designs as they evolved over several millennia; they also reflect the effect of conflicts 
between Hinduism and Islam since the 12th century. 
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The significance and meaning of a Hindu Temple 

Hindu temple reflects a synthesis of arts, the ideals of dharma, beliefs, values and the 
way of life cherished under Hinduism. It is a link between man, deities, and the 
Universal Purusa in a sacred space. 

The 9x9 (81) grid ‘’Parama Sayika’’ layout plan (above) found in large ceremonial Hindu 
Temples. It is one of many grids used to build Hindu temples. In this structure of 
symmetry, each concentric layer has significance. The outermost layer, Paisachika 
padas, signify aspects of Asuras and evil; while inner Devika padas signify aspects of 
Devas and good. In between the good and evil is the concentric layer of Manusha padas 
signifying human life; All these layers surround Brahma padas, which signifies creative 
energy and the site for temple’s primary idol for darsana. Finally at the very center of 
Brahma padas is Grabhgriya (Purusa Space), signifying Universal Principle present in 
everything and everyone. 

In ancient Indian texts, a temple is a place for Tirtha - pilgrimage. It is a sacred site 
whose ambience and design attempts to symbolically condense the ideal tenets of 
Hindu way of life. All the cosmic elements that create and sustain life are present in a 
Hindu temple - from fire to water, from images of nature to deities, from the feminine 
to the masculine, from the fleeting sounds and incense smells to the eternal 
nothingness yet universality at the core of the temple. 

Susan Lewandowski states that the underlying principle in a Hindu temple is built 
around the belief that all things are one, everything is connected. The pilgrim is 
welcomed through 64-grid or 81-grid mathematically structured spaces, a network of 
art, pillars with carvings and statues that display and celebrate the four important and 
necessary principles of human life - the pursuit of artha (prosperity, wealth), the 
pursuit of kama (pleasure, sex), the pursuit of dharma (virtues, ethical life) and the 
pursuit of moksha (release, self-knowledge). At the center of the temple, typically below 
and sometimes above or next to the deity, is mere hollow space with no decoration, 
symbolically representing Purusa, the Supreme Principle, the sacred Universal, one 
without form, which is present everywhere, connects everything, and is the essence of 
everyone. A Hindu temple is meant to encourage reflection, facilitate purification of 
one’s mind, and trigger the process of inner realization within the devotee. The specific 
process is left to the devotee’s school of belief. The primary deity of different Hindu 
temples varies to reflect this spiritual spectrum. 

In Hindu tradition, there is no dividing line between the secular and the sacred. In the 
same spirit, Hindu temples are not just sacred spaces, they are also secular spaces. 
Their meaning and purpose have extended beyond spiritual life to social rituals and 
daily life, offering thus a social meaning.  

Some temples have served as a venue to mark festivals, to celebrate arts through dance 
and music, to get married or commemorate marriages, commemorate the birth of a 
child, other significant life events, or mark the death of a loved one. In political and 
economic life, Hindu temples have served as a venue for the succession within 
dynasties and landmarks around which economic activity thrived. 
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The forms and designs of Hindu Temples 

Almost all Hindu temples take two forms: a house or a palace. A house-themed temple 
is a simple shelter which serves as a deity’s home. The temple is a place where the 
devotee visits, just like he or she would visit a friend or relative. In Bhakti school of 
Hinduism, temples are venues for puja, which is a hospitality ritual, where the deity is 
the honored, and where devotee calls upon, attends to and connects with the deity. In 
other schools of Hinduism, the person may simply perform jap, or meditation, or yoga, 
or introspection in his or her temple. 

A palace-themed temples are more elaborate, often monumental architecture. 

The site 

The appropriate site for a temple, suggest ancient Sanskrit texts, is near water and 
gardens, where lotus and flowers bloom, where swans, ducks and other birds are heard, 
where animals rest without fear of injury or harm. These harmonious places were 
recommended in these texts with the explanation that such are the places where gods 
play, and thus the best site for Hindu temples. 

 
Hindu temple sites cover a wide range. The most common sites are those near  
water bodies, embedded in nature, such as the above at Badami, Karnataka. 

 

The gods always play where lakes are, 
where the sun’s rays are warded off by umbrellas of lotus leaf clusters, 
and where clear waterpaths are made by swans 
whose breasts toss the white lotus hither and thither, 
where swans, ducks, curleys and paddy birds are heard, 
and animals rest nearby in the shade of Nicula trees on the river banks. 
 
The gods always play where rivers have for their braclets 
the sound of curleys and the voice of swans for their speech, 
water as their garment, carps for their zone, 
the flowering trees on their banks as earrings, 
the confluence of rivers as their hips, 
raised sand banks as breasts and plumage of swans their mantle. 
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The gods always play where groves are near, rivers, mountains and springs, and in 
towns with pleasure gardens. 

—Brhat Samhita 1.60.4-8, 6th Century CE 

While major Hindu temples are recommended at sangams (confluence of rivers), river 
banks, lakes and seashore, Brhat Samhita and Puranas suggest temples may also be 
built where a natural source of water is not present. Here too, they recommend that a 
pond be built preferably in front or to the left of the temple with water gardens. If 
water is neither present naturally nor by design, water is symbolically present at the 
consecration of temple or the deity. Temples may also be built, suggests 
Visnudharmottara in Part III of Chapter 93, inside caves and carved stones, on hill tops 
affording peaceful views, mountain slopes overlooking beautiful valleys, inside forests 
and hermitages, next to gardens, or at the head of a town street. 

The manuals 

Ancient builders of Hindu temples created manuals of architecture, called Vastu-Sastra 
(literally, science of dwelling, Vas-tu is a composite Sanskrit word Vas means reside, tu 
means you); these contain Vastu-Vidya (literally, knowledge of dwelling). There exist 
many Vastu-Sastras on the art of building temples, such as one by Thakkura Pheru, 
describing where and how temples should be built. By the 6th century AD, Sanskrit 
manuals for constructing palatial temples were in circulation in India. Vastu-Sastra 
manuals included chapters on home construction, town planning, and how efficient 
villages, towns and kingdoms integrated temples, water bodies and gardens within 
them to achieve harmony with nature. While it is unclear, states Barnett, as to whether 
these temple and town planning texts were theoretical studies and if or when they were 
properly implemented in practice, the manuals suggest that town planning and Hindu 
temples were conceived as ideals of art and integral part of Hindu social and spiritual 
life. 

The Silpa Prakasa of Odisha, authored by Ramacandra Bhattaraka Kaulacara 
sometime in ninth or tenth century CE, is another Sanskrit treatise on Temple 
Architecture. Silpa Prakasa describes the geometric principles in every aspect of the 
temple and symbolism such as 16 emotions of human beings carved as 16 types of 
female figures. These styles were perfected in Hindu temples prevalent in eastern 
states of India. Other ancient texts found expand these architectural principles, 
suggesting that different parts of India developed, invented and added their own 
interpretations. For example, in Saurastra tradition of temple building found in 
western states of India, the feminine form, expressions and emotions are depicted in 32 
types of Nataka-stri compared to 16 types described in Silpa Prakasa. Silpa Prakasa 
provides brief introduction to 12 types of Hindu temples. Other texts, such as 
Pancaratra Prasada Prasadhana compiled by Daniel Smith and Silpa Ratnakara 
compiled by Narmada Sankara provide a more extensive list of Hindu temple types. 
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Ancient India produced many Sanskrit manuals for Hindu temple design and construction, 

 covering arrangement of spaces (above) to every aspect of its completion.  
Yet, the Silpins were given wide latitude to experiment and express their creativity. 

Ancient Sanskrit manuals for temple construction discovered in Rajasthan, in 
northwestern region of India, include Sutradhara Mandana’s Prasadamandana 
(literally, manual for planning and building a temple). Manasara, a text of South 
Indian origin, estimated to be in circulation by the 7th century AD, is a guidebook on 
South Indian temple design and construction. Isanasivagurudeva paddhati is another 
Sanskrit text from the 9th century describing the art of temple building in India in 
south and central India. In north India, Brihat-samhita by Varāhamihira is the widely 
cited ancient Sanskrit manual from 6th century describing the design and construction 
of Nagara style of Hindu temples. 

 
Elements of a Hindu temple in Kalinga style. There are many Hindu temple styles, but they almost 
universally share common geometric principles, symbolism of ideas, and expression of core beliefs. 
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The plan 

A Hindu temple design follows a geometrical design called vastu-purusha-mandala. 
The name is a composite Sanskrit word with three of the most important components of 
the plan. Mandala means circle, Purusha is universal essence at the core of Hindu 
tradition, while Vastu means the dwelling structure. Vastupurushamandala is a 
yantra. The design lays out a Hindu temple in a symmetrical, self-repeating structure 
derived from central beliefs, myths, cardinality and mathematical principles. 

The four cardinal directions help create the axis of a Hindu temple, around which is 
formed a perfect square in the space available. The circle of mandala circumscribes the 
square. The square is considered divine for its perfection and as a symbolic product of 
knowledge and human thought, while circle is considered earthly, human and observed 
in everyday life (moon, sun, horizon, water drop, rainbow). Each supports the other. 
The square is divided into perfect 64 (or in some cases 81) sub-squares called padas. 
Each pada is conceptually assigned to a symbolic element, sometimes in the form of a 
deity. The central square(s) of the 64 or 81 grid is dedicated to the Brahman (not to be 
confused with Brahmin), and are called Brahma padas. 

The 49 grid design is called Sthandila and of great importance in creative expressions 
of Hindu temples in South India, particularly in ‘‘Prakaras’’. The symmetric Vastu-
purusa-mandala grids are sometimes combined to form a temple superstructure with 
two or more attached squares. The temples face sunrise, and the entrance for the 
devotee is typically this east side. The mandala pada facing sunrise is dedicated to 
Surya deity (Sun). The Surya pada is flanked by the padas of Satya (Truth) deity on 
one side and Indra (king of gods) deity on other. The east and north faces of most 
temples feature a mix of gods and demi-gods; while west and south feature demons and 
demi-gods related to the underworld. This vastu purusha mandala plan and symbolism 
is systematically seen in ancient Hindu temples on Indian subcontinent as well as 
those in southeast Asia, with regional creativity and variations. 

 
The 8x8 (64) grid Manduka Hindu Temple Floor Plan, according to Vastupurusamandala.  

The 64 grid is the most sacred and common Hindu temple template. The bright saffron center,  
where diagonals intersect above, represents the Purusha of Hindu philosophy. 
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Beneath the mandala’s central square(s) is the space for the formless shapeless all 
pervasive all connecting Universal Spirit, the highest reality, the purusha. This space 
is sometimes referred to as garbha-griya (literally womb house) - a small, perfect 
square, windowless, enclosed space without ornamentation that represents universal 
essence. In or near this space is typically a murti (idol). This is the main deity idol, and 
this varies with each temple. Often it is this idol that gives the temple a local name, 
such as Visnu temple, Krishna temple, Rama temple, Narayana temple, Siva temple, 
Lakshmi temple, Ganesha temple, Durga temple, Hanuman temple, Surya temple, and 
others. It is this garbha-griya which devotees seek for ‘‘darsana’’ (literally, a sight of 
knowledge, or vision). 

Above the vastu-purusha-mandala is a superstructure with a dome called Shikhara in 
north India, and Vimana in south India, that stretches towards the sky. Sometimes, in 
makeshift temples, the dome may be replaced with symbolic bamboo with few leaves at 
the top. The vertical dimension's cupola or dome is designed as a pyramid, conical or 
other mountain-like shape, once again using principle of concentric circles and squares 
(see below). Scholars suggest that this shape is inspired by cosmic mountain of Meru or 
Himalayan Kailasa, the abode of gods according to Vedic mythology. 

 
A Hindu temple has a Shikhara (Vimana or Spire) that rises symmetrically above the  

central core of the temple. These spires come in many designs and shapes, but they all have mathematical 
precision and geometric symbolism. One of the common principles found in Hindu temple spires is  

circles and turning-squares theme (left), and a concentric layering design (right) that flows  
from one to the other as it rises towards the sky. 

In larger temples, the central space typically is surrounded by an ambulatory for the 
devotee to walk around and ritually circumambulate the Purusa, the universal essence. 
Often this space is visually decorated with carvings, paintings or images meant to 
inspire the devotee. In some temples, these images may be stories from Hindu Epics, in 
others they may be Vedic tales about right and wrong or virtues and vice, in some they 
may be idols of minor or regional deities. The pillars, walls and ceilings typically also 
have highly ornate carvings or images of the four just and necessary pursuits of life - 
kama, artha, dharma and moksa. This walk around is called pradakshina. 
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Large temples also have pillared halls called mandapa. One on the east side, serves as 
the waiting room for pilgrims and devotees. The mandapa may be a separate structure 
in older temples, but in newer temples this space is integrated into the temple 
superstructure. Mega temple sites have a main temple surrounded by smaller temples 
and shrines, but these are still arranged by principles of symmetry, grids and 
mathematical precision. An important principle found in the layout of Hindu temples is 
mirroring and repeating fractal-like design structure, each unique yet also repeating 
the central common principle, one which Susan Lewandowski refers to as “an organism 
of repeating cells”. 

 
 

 
An illustration of Hindu temple Spires (Shikhara, Vimana) built using concentric circle and rotating-
squares principle. The left is from Vijayanagar in Karnataka, the right is from Pushkar in Rajasthan. 

The ancient texts on Hindu temple design, the Vastupurusamandala and Vastu 
Sastras, do not limit themselves to the design of a Hindu temple. They describe the 
temple as a holistic part of its community, and lay out various principles and a 
diversity of alternate designs for home, village and city layout along with the temple, 
gardens, water bodies and nature. 

Exceptions to the square grid principle 

Predominant number of Hindu temples exhibit the perfect square grid principle. 
However, there are some exceptions. For example, the Teli-ka-mandir in Gwalior, built 
in the 8th century CE is not a square but is a rectangle in 2:3 proportion. Further, the 
temple explores a number of structures and shrines in 1:1, 1:2, 1:3, 2:5, 3:5 and 4:5 
ratios. These ratios are exact, suggesting the architect intended to use these harmonic 
ratios, and the rectangle pattern was not a mistake, nor an arbitrary approximation. 
Other examples of non-square harmonic ratios are found at Naresar temple site of 
Madhya Pradesh and Nakti-Mata temple near Jaipur, Rajasthan. Michael Meister 
suggests that these exceptions mean the ancient Sanskrit manuals for temple building 
were guidelines, and Hinduism permitted its artisans flexibility in expression and 
aesthetic independence. 
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The symbolism 

A Hindu temple is a symbolic reconstruction of the universe and universal principles 
that make everything in it function. The temples reflect Hindu philosophy and its 
diverse views on cosmos and Truths. 

Hinduism has no traditional ecclesiastical order, no centralized religious authorities, no 
governing body, no prophet(s) nor any binding holy book; Hindus can choose to be 
polytheistic, pantheistic, monistic, or atheistic. Within this diffuse and open structure, 
spirituality in Hindu philosophy is an individual experience, and referred to as 
kṣaitrajña. It defines spiritual practice as one’s journey towards moksha, awareness of 
self, the discovery of higher truths, true nature of reality, and a consciousness that is 
liberated and content. A Hindu temple reflects these core beliefs. The central core of 
almost all Hindu temples is not a large communal space; the temple is designed for the 
individual, a couple or a family - a small, private space where he or she experiences 
darsana. 

Darsana is itself a symbolic word. In ancient Hindu scripts, darsana is the name of six 
methods or alternate viewpoints of understanding Truth. These are Nyaya, Vaisesika, 
Sankhya, Yoga, Mimamsa and Vedanta - each of which flowered into their own schools 
of Hinduism, each of which are considered valid, alternate paths to understanding 
Truth and realizing Self in the Hindu way of life. 

 
Kāma is celebrated in some Hindu temples, such as Khajuraho and the Konark Temple (above). 

From names to forms, from images to stories carved into the walls of a temple, 
symbolism is everywhere in a Hindu temple. Life principles such as the pursuit of joy, 
sex, connection and emotional pleasure (kama) are fused into mystical, erotic and 
architectural forms in Hindu temples. These motifs and principles of human life are 
part of the sacred texts of Hindu, such as its Upanishads; the temples express these 
same principles in a different form, through art and spaces. For example, 
Brihadaranyaka Upanisad at 4.3.21, recites: 
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In the embrace of his beloved a man forgets the whole world, 
everything both within and without; 
in the same way, he who embraces the Self, 
knows neither within nor without. 

—Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, 7th Century BC 

The architecture of Hindu temples is also symbolic. The whole structure fuses the daily 
life and it surroundings with the divine concepts, through a structure that is open yet 
raised on a terrace, transitioning from the secular towards the sacred, inviting the 
visitor inwards towards the Brahma pada and temple’s central core, as well as lifting 
him upwards into a symbolic space marked by its spire (shikhara, vimana). The ancient 
temples had grand intricately carved entrances but no doors, and lacked a boundary 
wall. In most cultures, suggests Edmund Leach, a boundary and gateway separates the 
secular and the sacred, and this gateway door is grand. In Hindu tradition, this is 
discarded in favor of an open and diffusive architecture, where the secular world was 
not separated from the sacred, but transitioned and flowed into the sacred. The Hindu 
temple has structural walls, which were patterned usually within the 64 grid, or other 
geometric layouts. Yet the layout was open on all sides, except for the core space which 
had just one opening for darsana. The temple space is laid out in a series of courts 
(mandappas). The outermost regions may incorporate the negative and suffering side of 
life with symbolism of evil, asuras and rakshashas (demons); but in small temples this 
layer is dispensed with. When present, this outer region diffuse into the next inner 
layer that bridges as human space, followed by another inner Devika padas space and 
symbolic arts incorporating the positive and joyful side of life about the good and the 
gods. This divine space then concentrically diffuses inwards and lifts the guest to the 
core of the temple, where resides the main idol as well as the space for the Purusa and 
ideas held to be most sacred principles in Hindu tradition. The symbolism in the arts 
and temples of Hinduism, suggests Edmund Leach, is similar to those in Christianity 
and other major religions of the world. 

The teams that built Hindu temples 

Inside Hindu temples 

 

Shrine inside temple complex 

 

Ramayana scene along padas 
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Outer hall, Rameswaram 

 

Center, Hoysaleswara 
 

Ancient Indian texts call the craftsmen and builders of temples as ‘‘Silpin’’ (Sanskrit: 
िश�Yपन)्, derived from ‘‘Silpa’’. One of earliest mentions of Sanskrit word Silpa is in 
Atharvaveda, from about 1000 BC, which scholars have translated as any work of art. 
Other scholars suggest that the word Silpa has no direct one word translation in 
English, nor does the word ‘‘Silpin’’. Silpa, explains Stella Kramrisch, is a multicolored 
word and incorporates art, skill, craft, ingenuity, imagination, form, expression and 
inventiveness of any art or craft. Similarly a Shilpin, notes Kramrisch, is a complex 
Sanskrit word, describing any person who embodies art, science, culture, skill, rhythm 
and employs creative principles to produce any divine form of expression. Silpins who 
built Hindu temples, as well as the art works and sculpture within them, were 
considered by the ancient Sanskrit texts to deploy arts whose number are unlimited, 
Kala (techniques) that were 64 in number, and Vidya (science) that were of 32 types. 

The Hindu manuals of temple construction describe the education, characteristics of 
good artists and architects. The general education of a Hindu Shilpin in ancient India 
included Lekha or Lipi (alphabet, reading and writing), Rupa (drawing and geometry), 
Ganana (arithmetic). These were imparted from age 5 to 12. The advanced students 
would continue in higher stages of Shilpa Sastra studies till the age of 25. Apart from 
specialist technical competence, the manuals suggest that best Silpins for building a 
Hindu temple are those who know the essence of Vedas and Agamas, consider 
themselves as students, keep well verse with principles of traditional sciences and 
mathematics, painting and geography. Further they are kind, free from jealousy, 
righteous, have their sense under control, of happy disposition, and ardent in 
everything they do. 

According to Silparatna, a Hindu temple project would start with a Yajamana (patron), 
and include a Sthapaka (guru, spiritual guide and architect-priest), a Sthapati 
(architect) who would design the building, a Sutragrahin (surveyor), and many 
Vardhakins (workers, masons, painters, plasterers, overseers) and Taksakas 
(sculptors). While the temple is under construction, all those working on the temple 
were revered and considered sacerdotal by the patron as well as others witnessing the 
construction. Further, it was a tradition that all tools and materials used in temple 
building and all creative work had the sanction of a sacrament. For example, if a 
carpenter or sculptor needed to fell a tree or cut a rock from a hill, he would propitiate 
the tree or rock with prayers, seeking forgiveness for cutting it from its surroundings, 
and explaining his intent and purpose. The axe used to cut the tree would be anointed 
with butter to minimize the hurt to the tree. Even in modern times, in some parts of 
India such as Odisha, Visvakarma Puja is a ritual festival every year where the 
craftsmen and artists worship their arts, tools and materials. 
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The social functions of Hindu Temple 

Hindu temples served as nucleus of important social, economic, artistic and intellectual 
functions in ancient and medieval India. Burton Stein states that South Indian temples 
managed regional development function, such as irrigation projects, land reclamation, 
post-disaster relief and recovery. These activities were paid for by the donations 
(melvarum) they collected from devotees.  

Temples also managed lands endowed to it by its devotees upon their death. They 
would provide employment to the poorest. Some temples had large treasury, with gold 
and silver coins, and these temples served as banks. 

In contemporary times, the process of building a Hindu temple by emigrants and 
diasporas from South Asia has also served as a process of building a community, a 
social venue to network, reduce prejudice and seek civil rights together. 

Library of manuscripts 

Styles of Hindu temples 

Cave temple Forest temple 

Mountain temple 
Seashore temple 

 

John Guy and Jorrit Britschgi state Hindu temples served as centers where ancient 
manuscripts were routinely used for learning and where the texts were copied when 
they wore out. In South India, temples and associated mutts served custodial functions, 
and a large number of manuscripts on Hindu philosophy, poetry, grammar and other 
subjects were written, multiplied and preserved inside the temples.  

Archaeological and epigraphical evidence indicates existence of libraries called 
Sarasvati-bhandara, dated possibly to early 12th-century and employing librarians, 
attached to Hindu temples. 

Palm-leaf manuscripts called lontar in dedicated stone libraries have been discovered 
by archaeologists at Hindu temples in Bali Indonesia and in 10th century Cambodian 
temples such as Angkor Wat and Banteay Srei. 
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Temple schools 

Inscriptions from 4th century CE suggest the existence of schools around Hindu 
temples, called Ghatikas or Mathas, where the Vedas were studied. In south India, 9th 
century Vedic schools attached to Hindu temples were called Calai or Salai, and these 
provided free boarding and lodging to students and scholars. The temples linked to 
Bhakti movement in the early 2nd millennium, were dominated by non-Brahmins. 
These assumed many educational functions, including the exposition, recitation and 
public discourses of Sanskrit and Vedic texts. Some temple schools offered wide range 
of studies, ranging from Hindu scriptures to Buddhist texts, grammar, philosophy, 
martial arts, music and painting. By the 8th century, Hindu temples also served as the 
social venue for tests, debates, team competition and Vedic recitals called Anyonyam. 

Styles 

Hindu temples are found in diverse locations each incorporating different methods of 
construction and styles: 

• Mountain temples such as Masrur 
• Cave temples such as Chandrabhaga, Chalukya and Ellora 
• Step well temple compounds such as the Mata Bhavani, Ankol Mata and 

Huccimallugudi. 
• Forest temples such as Kasaun and Kusama 
• River bank and sea shore temples such as Somnath. 

 

 
Hindu deities, stepwell style. 

Step well temples 

In arid western parts of India, such as Rajasthan and Gujarat, Hindu communities 
built large walk in wells that served as the only source of water in dry months but also 
served as social meeting places and carried religious significance. These monuments 
went down into earth towards subterranean water, up to seven storey, and were part of 
a temple complex. These vav (literally, stepwells) had intricate art reliefs on the walls, 
with numerous idols and images of Hindu deities, water spirits and erotic symbolism. 
The step wells were named after Hindu deities; for example, Mata Bhavani Vav, Ankol 
Mata Vav, Sikotari Vav and others. The temple ranged from being small single pada 
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(cell) structure to large nearby complexes. These stepwells and their temple compounds 
have been variously dated from late 1st millennium BC through 11th century AD. Of 
these, Rani-ki-vav, with hundreds of art reliefs including many of Vishnu deity avatars, 
has been declared a UNESCO World Heritage site. 

Cave Temples 

The Indian rock-cut architecture evolved in Maharashtran temple style in the 1st 
millennium AD. The temples are carved from a single piece of rock as a complete 
temple or carved in a cave to look like the interior of a temple. Ellora Temple is an 
example of the former, while The Elephanta Caves are representative of the latter 
style. The Elephanta Caves consist of two groups of caves—the first is a large group of 
five Hindu caves and the second is a smaller group of two Buddhist caves. The Hindu 
caves contain rock-cut stone sculptures, representing the Shaiva Hindu sect, dedicated 
to the god Shiva. 

Arts inside Hindu temples 

Illustration of Chitrardha style of art work in a Hindu temple. 

A typical, ancient Hindu temple has a profusion of arts - from paintings to sculpture, 
from symbolic icons to engravings, from thoughtful layout of space to fusion of 
mathematical principles with Hindu sense of time and cardinality. 

Ancient Sanskrit texts classify idols and images in number of ways. For example, one 
method of classification is the dimensionality of completion: 

• chitra - images that are 3-dimensional and completely formed, 
• chitrardha - images that are engraved in half relief, 
• chitrabhasa - images that are 2-dimensional such as paintings on walls and 

cloths. 

 

 
Images and idols inside Hindu temples vary widely in their expression.  

Raudra or ugra images express destruction, fear and violence, such as Kali image on left.  
Shanta or saumya images express joy, knowledge and harmony, such as Saraswati image on right. 

Saumya images are most common in Hindu temples. 
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Another way of classification is by the expressive state of the image: 

• raudra or ugra - are images that were meant to terrify, induce fear. These 
typically have wide, circular eyes, carry weapons, have skulls and bones as 
adornment. These idols were worshipped by soldiers before going to war, or by 
people in times of distress or errors. Raudra deity temples were not set up inside 
villages or towns, but invariably outside and in remote areas of a kingdom. 

• shanta and saumya - are images that were pacific, peaceful and expressive of 
love, compassion, kindness and other virtues in Hindu pantheon. These images 
would carry symbolic icons of peace, knowledge, music, wealth, flowers, 
sensuality among other things. In ancient India, these temples were 
predominant inside villages and towns. 

A Hindu temple may or may not include an idol or images, but larger temples usually 
do. Personal Hindu temples at home or a hermitage may have a pada for yoga or 
meditation, but be devoid of anthropomorphic representations of god. Nature or others 
arts may surround him or her. To a Hindu yogin, states Gopinath Rao, one who has 
realised Self and the Universal Principle within himself, there is no need for any 
temple or divine image for worship. However, for those who have yet to reach this 
height of realization, various symbolic manifestations through images, idols and icons 
as well as mental modes of worship are offered as one of the spiritual paths in the 
Hindu way of life. This belief is repeated in ancient Hindu scriptures. For example, the 
Jabaladarshana Upanishad states: 

िशवमा:मिन प�य�4त �ितमासु न योिगनः | 

अ@ानं भावनाथा"य �ितमाः प]रक�Yपताः || ५९ || 

- जाबालदश"नोपिनषत ्

A yogin perceives god (Siva) within himself, 
images are for those who have not reached this knowledge. (Verse 59) 

—Jabaladarsana Upanishad,  

Historical development and destruction 

A number of ancient Indian texts suggest the prevalence of idols, temples and shrines 
in Indian subcontinent for thousands of years. For example, the 4th century BC text, 
Astadhyayi mentions male deity arcas (images/idols) of Agni, Indra, Varuna, Rudra, 
Mrda, Pusa, Surya, Soma being worshipped, as well as the worship of arcas of female 
goddesses such as Indrani, Varunani, Usa, Bhavani, Prthivi and Vrsakapayi. The 2nd 
Century BC ‘‘Mahabhasya’’ of Patanjali extensively describes temples of Dhanapati 
(deity of wealth and finance, Kubera), as well as temples of Rama and Kesava, wherein 
the worship included dance, music and extensive rituals. The Mahabhasya also 
describes the rituals for Krsna, Visnu and Siva. An image recovered from Mathura in 
north India has been dated to the 2nd century BC. Kautilya’s Arthasastra from 3rd 
Century BC describes a city of temples, each enshrining various Vedic and Puranic 
deities. All three of these sources have common names, describe common rituals, 
symbolism and significance possibly suggesting that the idea of idols, temples and 



476 

 

shrines passed from one generation to next, in ancient India, at least from the 4th 
century BC. The oldest temples, suggest scholars, were built of brick and wood. Stone 
became the preferred material of construction later. 

Early Jainism and Buddhism literature, along with Kautilya’s Arthasastra, describe 
structures, embellishments and designs of these temples - all with motifs and deities 
currently prevalent in Hinduism. Bas-reliefs and idols have been found from 2nd to 3rd 
Century, but none of the temple structures have survived. Scholars theorize that those 
ancient temples of India, later referred to as Hindu temples, were modeled after 
domestic structure - a house or a palace. Beyond shrines, nature was revered, in forms 
such as trees, rivers, stupas before the time of Buddha and Vardhamana Mahavira. As 
Jainism and Buddhism branched off from the religious tradition later to be called 
Hinduism, the ideas, designs and plans of ancient Vedic and Upanishad era shrines 
were adopted and evolved, likely from the competitive development of temples and arts 
in Jainism and Buddhism. Ancient reliefs found so far, states Michael Meister, suggest 
five basic shrine designs and combinations thereof in 1st millennium BC: 

1. A raised platform with or without a symbol 
2. A raised platform under an umbrella 
3. A raised platform under a tree 
4. A raised platform enclosed with a railing 
5. A raised platform inside a pillared pavilion 

Many of these ancient shrines were roofless, some had toranas and roof. 

 
Ladkhan Shiva Temple in Karnataka from the 5th century. 

From the 1st century BC through 3rd Century AD, the evidence and details about 
ancient temples increases. The ancient literature refers to these temples as Pasada (or 
Prasada), stana, mahasthana, devalaya, devagrha, devakula, devakulika, ayatana and 
harmya. The entrance of the temple is referred to as dvarakosthaka in these ancient 
texts notes Meister, the temple hall is described as sabha or ayagasabha, pillars were 
called kumbhaka, while vedika referred to the structures at the boundary of a temple. 

With the start of Gupta dynasty in the 4th century, Hindu temples flourished in 
innovation, design, scope, form, use of stone and new materials as well as symbolic 
synthesis of culture and dharmic principles with artistic expression. It is this period 
that is credited with the ideas of garbhagrha for Purusa, mandapa for sheltering the 
devotees and rituals in progress, as well as symbolic motifs relating to dharma, karma, 
kama, artha and moksha. Temple superstructures were built from stone, brick and 
wide range of materials. Entrance ways, walls and pillars were intricately carved, while 
parts of temple were decorated with gold, silver and jewels. Visnu, Siva and other 
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deities were placed in Hindu temples, while Buddhists and Jains built their own 
temples, often side by side with Hindus. 

 
A 7th century Chalukyan style temple ceiling in Karnataka 

The 4th through 6th century marked the flowering of Vidharbha style, whose 
accomplishments survive in central India as Ajanta caves, Pavnar, Mandhal and 
Mahesvar. In South India, this period is credited with some of the earliest stone 
temples of the region, with Chalukya temples dated to be from the 5th century by some 
scholars, and the 6th by some others. Over 6th and 7th century, temple designs were 
further refined during Maurya dynasty, evidence of which survives today at Ellora and 
Elephanta. 

It is the 5th through 7th century AD when outer design and appearances of Hindu 
temples in north India and south India began to widely diverge. Nevertheless, the 
forms, theme, symbolism and central ideas in the grid design remained same, before 
and after, pan-India as innovations were adopted to give distinctly different visual 
expressions. 

During the 5th to 11th century, Hindu temples flourished outside Indian subcontinent, 
such as in Cambodia, Viet Nam, Malaysia and Indonesia. 

Destruction and conversion 

With the arrival of Islam in South Asia, Hindu temples along with the temples of 
Buddhists and Jains, became targets of Islamic armies. Idols were broken up and 
damaged. Spires and pillars were torn down by the invading armies from Persia, 
Central Asia and resident Sultans. Temples were looted of their treasury and parts 
reused to build or to convert the temples into mosques. During some periods, Muslim 
emperors such as Akbar encouraged arts, helped repair and protect Hindu temples. In 
other periods, the Sultans and emperors led a campaign of temple destruction as well 
as forbade repairs to damaged temples.  

Richard Eaton has listed 80 campaigns of Hindu temple site destruction stretching over 
centuries, particularly from the 12th through the 18th century. The religious conflict 
and desecrations continued during the British colonial era. 

The destruction of Hindu temple sites was comparatively less in the southern parts of 
India, such as in Tamil Nadu. Cave style Hindu temples that were carved inside a rock, 
hidden and rediscovered centuries later, such as the Kailasha Temple, have also 
survived. These are now UNESCO world heritage sites. 
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Customs and etiquette 

The customs and etiquette varies across India. Devotees in major temples may bring in 
symbolic offerings for the puja. This includes fruits, flowers, sweets and other symbols 
of the bounty of the natural world. Temples in India are usually surrounded with small 
shops selling these offerings. 

 
Jagannath Puri Temple Puri, one of Char Dham four Main spiritual center of Hindu 

When inside the temple, devotees keep both hands folded (namaste mudra). The inner 
sanctuary, where the murtis reside, is known as the garbhagriha. It symbolizes the 
birthplace of the universe, the meeting place of the gods and mankind, and the 
threshold between the transcendental and the phenomenal worlds. It is in this inner 
shrine that devotees seek a darsana of, where they offer prayers. Devotees may or may 
not be able to personally present their offerings at the feet of the deity. In most large 
Indian temples, only the pujaris (priest) are allowed to enter into the main sanctum. 

Temple management staff typically announce the hours of operation, including timings 
for special pujas. These timings and nature of special puja vary from temple to temple. 
Additionally, there may be specially allotted times for devotees to perform 
circumambulations (or pradakshina) around the temple. 

Visitors and worshipers to large Hindu temples may be required to deposit their shoes 
and other footwear before entering. Where this is expected, the temples provide an area 
and help staff to store footwear. Dress codes vary. It is customary in temples in Kerala, 
for men to remove shirts and to cover pants and shorts with a traditional cloth known 
as a Vasthiram. In Java and Bali (Indonesia), before one enters the most sacred parts 
of a Hindu temple, shirts are required as well as Sarong around one's waist. At many 
other locations, this formality is unnecessary. 

Regional variations in Hindu temples 

South Indian temples 

South Indian temples have a large gopuram, a monumental tower, usually ornate, at 
the entrance of the temple. This forms a prominent feature of Koils, Hindu temples of 
the Dravidian style. They are topped by the kalasam, a bulbous stone finial. They 
function as gateways through the walls that surround the temple complex. The 
gopuram's origins can be traced back to early structures of the Tamil kings Pallavas; 
and by the twelfth century, under the Pandya rulers, these gateways became a 
dominant feature of a temple's outer appearance, eventually overshadowing the inner 
sanctuary which became obscured from view by the gopuram's colossal size. It also 
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dominated the inner sanctum in amount of ornamentation. Often a shrine has more 
than one gopuram. They also appear in architecture outside India, especially Khmer 
architecture, as at Angkor Wat. A koil may have multiple gopurams, typically 
constructed into multiple walls in tiers around the main shrine. 

 
The gopuram (tower) of Natarajar Temple, a typical South Indian 

 temple complex in Chidambaram, Tamil Nadu. 
 

 
Koneswaram Temple, a 6th Century BCE Tamil Saivate temple in Tirukonamalai, Sri Lanka. 

The temple's walls are typically square with the outer most wall having gopuras. The 
sanctum sanctorium and its towering roof (the central deity's shrine) are also called the 
vimanam. The inner sanctum has restricted access with only priests allowed beyond a 
certain point. 

North Indian temples 

 
Kedarnath Temple, Uttarakhand 

 

 
Shiv Temple, Assam 

North Indian temples are referred to as Nagara style of temple architecture. They have 
sanctum sanctorum where the deity is present, open on one side from where the 
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devotee obtains darśana. There may or may not be many more surrounding corridors, 
halls, etc. However, there will be space for devotees to go around the temple in 
clockwise fashion circumambulation. In North Indian temples, the tallest towers are 
built over the sanctum sanctorum in which the deity is installed. 

The north India Nagara style of temple designs often deploy fractal-theme, where 
smaller parts of the temple are themselves images or geometric re-arrangement of the 
large temple, a concept found in French and Russian architecture such as the 
matryoshka principle. One difference is the scope and cardinality, where Hindu temple 
structures deploy this principle in every dimension with garbhgriya as the primary 
locus, and each pada as well as zones serving as additional centers of loci. This makes a 
Nagara Hindu temple architecture symbolically a perennial expression of movement 
and time, of centrifugal growth fused with the idea of unity in everything. 

Temples in Tamil Nadu 

 
The Meenakshi Amman Temple in Madurai  

Temple construction reached its peak during rule of Pallavas. They build various 
temples around Kancheepuram and Narasimhavarman II built the Shore Temple in 
Mamallapuram which is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The Pandyas rule created 
temples such as the Meenakshi Amman Temple at Madurai and Nellaiappar Temple at 
Tirunelveli. The Cholas were prolific temple builders right from the times of the first 
medieval king Vijayalaya Chola. The Chola temples include Nataraja temple at 
Chidambaram, the Sri Ranganathaswami Temple at Srirangam, the Brihadeshvara 
Temple of Thanjavur, Brihadeshvara Temple of Gangaikonda Cholapuram and the 
Airavatesvara Temple of Darasuram which are among the UNESCO World Heritage 
Sites. The Nayaks of Madurai reconstructed some of the well-known temples in Tamil 
Nadu such as the Meenakshi Temple. 

Temples in Odisha 

 
Rajarani Temple, Bhubaneswar 
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Odisha temple architecture is known as Kalinga architecture, classifies the spire into 
three parts, the Bā�a (lower limb), the Gan�i (body) and the Cuḷa/Mastaka (head). 
Each part is decorated in a different manner. Kalinga architecture is a style which 
flourished in Kalinga, the name for kingdom that included ancient Odisha. It includes 
three styles: Rekha Deula, Pidha Deula and Khakhara Deula. The former two are 
associated with Vishnu, Surya and Shiva temples while the third is mainly associated 
with Chamunda and Durga temples. The Rekha Deula and Khakhara Deula houses the 
sanctum sanctorum while the Pidha Deula style includes space for outer dancing and 
offering halls. 

Temples of Goa and other Konkani temples 

 
Saptakoteshwar Temple in Goa 

The temple architecture of Goa is quite unique. As Portuguese colonial hegemony 
increased, Goan Hindu temples became the rallying point to local resistance. Many 
these temples are not more than 500 years old, and are a unique blend of original Goan 
temple architecture, Dravidian, Nagar and Hemadpanthi temple styles with some 
British and Portuguese architectural influences. Goan temples were built using 
sedimentary rocks, wood, limestone and clay tiles, and copper sheets were used for the 
roofs. These temples were decorated with mural art called as Kavi kala or ocher art. 
The interiors have murals and wood carvings depicting scenes from the Hindu 
mythology. 

Temples in West Bengal 

 
Dakshineswar Kali Temple, Kolkata 

In West Bengal, the Bengali terra cotta temple architecture is found. Due to lack of 
suitable stone in the alluvial soil locally available, the temple makers had to resort to 
other materials instead of stone. This gave rise to using terracotta as a medium for 
temple construction. Terracotta exteriors with rich carvings are a unique feature of 
Bengali temples. The town of Vishnupur in West Bengal is renowned for this type of 
architecture. There is also a popular style of building known as Navaratna (nine-
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towered) or Pancharatna (five-towered). An example of Navaratna style is the 
Dakshineswar Kali Temple. 

Temples in Cambodia 

 
Art relief at the Hindu temple Banteay Srei in Cambodia 

Angkor Wat was built as a Hindu temple by King Suryavarman II in the early 12th 
century in Yasodharapura (Khmer, present-day Angkor), the capital of the Khmer 
Empire, as his state temple and eventual mausoleum. Breaking from the Shaiva 
tradition of previous kings, Angkor Wat was instead dedicated to Vishnu. The Spire in 
Khmer Hindu temple is called Giri (mountain) and symbolizes the residence of gods 
just like Meru does in Bali Hindu mythology and Ku (Guha) does in Burmese Hindu 
mythology. 

Angkor Wat is just one of numerous Hindu temples in Cambodia, most of them in 
ruins. Hundreds of Hindu temples are scattered from Siem Reap to Sambor Prei Kuk in 
central Cambodian region. 

Temples in Vietnam 

There are a number of Hindu temple clusters along the coast of Vietnam, with some on 
UNESCO world heritage site list. Examples include Mỹ Sơn - a cluster of 70 temples 
with earliest dated to be from the 4th century AD and dedicated to Siva, while others 
are dedicated to Hindu deities Krishna, Vishnu and others. These temples, internally 
and with respect to each other, are also built on the Hindu perfect square grid concept. 
Other sites in Vietnam with Hindu temples include Phan Rang with the Cham temple 
Po Klong Garai. 

Temples in Indonesia 

 
Prambanan in Java 
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Pura Ulun Danu Bratan, Bali 

Hindu temples of ancient Java, Indonesia, bear resemblances with temples of South 
Indian style. The largest of these is the 9th century Javanese Hindu temple, 
Prambanan in Yogyakarta, now a UNESCO world heritage site. It was designed as 
three concentric squares and has 224 temples. The inner square contains 16 temples 
dedicated to major Hindu deities, of which Siva temple is the largest. The temple has 
extensive wall reliefs and carvings illustrating the stories from the Hindu Epic 
Ramayana. 

In Bali, Pura (Balinese temple) is designed as an open-air worship place in a walled 
compound. The compound walls have a series of intricately decorated gates without 
doors for the devotee to enter. The design, plan and layout of the holy pura follows a 
square layout. 

Temples outside Asia 

 

 
A Hindu temple in Hamm Germany, and Atlanta United States. 

Many members of the South Asian diaspora have established Hindu mandirs outside 
India as a means of preserving and celebrating cultural and spiritual heritage abroad. 
Describing the hundreds of mandirs that can be found throughout the United States, 
scholar Gail M. Harley observes, “The temples serve as central locations where Hindus 
can come together to worship during holy festivals and socialize with other Hindus. 
Temples in America reflect the colorful kaleidoscopic aspects contained in Hinduism 
while unifying people who are disbursed throughout the American landscape.” 
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Numerous mandirs in North America and Europe have gained particular prominence 
and acclaim. 

Temple Management 

The Archaeological Survey of India has control of most ancient temples of 
archaeological importance in India. In India, day-to-day activities of a temple is 
managed by a temple board committee that administers its finances, management and 
events. Since independence, the autonomy of individual Hindu religious denominations 
to manage their own affairs with respect to temples of their own denomination have 
been severely eroded and the state governments have taken control of major Hindu 
temples. 

Etymology and nomenclature 

In Sanskrit, the liturgical language of Hinduism, the word mandir means "house". 
Ancient Sanskrit texts use many words for temple, such as matha, vayuna, kirti, 
kesapaksha, devavasatha, vihara, suravasa, surakula, devatayatana, amaragara, 
devakula, devagrha, devabhavana, devakulika and niketana. 

The following are the other names by which a Hindu temple is referred to in India: 

• Devasthana (��������) in Kannada 

• Deul/Doul/Dewaaloy in Assamese and in Bengali 
• Deval/Raul/Mandir(मंHदर) in Marathi 
• Devro/Mindar in Rajasthani 
• Deula (ଦେଉଳ)/Mandira(ମଦିର) in Odia and Gudi in Kosali Odia 
• Gudi (����), Devalayam (���	
��), Devasthanam (���	� ���), Kovela (����
), 

Kshetralayam (����� 
��), Punyakshetram (���������), or Punyakshetralayam 

(��������� 
��) in Telugu 

• Kovil or kō-vill (������) and occasionally Aalayam (��	�) in Tamil; the 
Tamil word Kovil means "residence of the king" and is used for a distinct style of 
Hindu temple with Dravidian architecture 

• Kshetram (ക്ഷേത്രം), Ambalam (അമ്പലം), or Kovil (കോവി�) in Malayalam 

• Mandir (मंHदर) in Nepali, Punjabi, Marathi, Gujarati and Hindi 

• Mandiram (��� !�)in Telugu  

• Mondir (����) in Bengali 

In Southeast Asia temples known as: 

• Candi in Indonesia, especially in Javanese, Malay and Indonesian, used both for 
Hindu or Buddhist temples. 

• Pura in Hindu majority island of Bali, Indonesia. 
• Wat in Cambodia and Thailand, also applied to both Hindu and Buddhist 

temples. 
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Temple sites 

Some lands, including Varanasi, Puri, Kanchipuram, Dwarka, Amarnath, Kedarnath, 
Somnath, Mathura and Rameswara, are considered holy in Hinduism. They are called 
kṣétra (Sanskrit: 7ेJ). A kṣétra has many temples, including one or more major ones. 
These temples and its location attracts pilgrimage called tirtha (or tirthayatra). 

 
Konark Sun Temple panoramic view 
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Chapter 50 

MURTI 

 

In Hinduism, a Murti or murthi, or vigraha or pratima typically refers to an image that 
expresses a Divine Spirit (murta). Meaning literally "embodiment", a murti is a 
representation of a divinity, made usually of stone, clay or pottery, wood, or metal, 
which serves as a means through which a divinity may be worshiped. Hindus consider 
a murti worthy of serving as a focus of divine worship only after the divine is invoked in 
it for the purpose of offering worship. The depiction of the divinity must reflect the 
gestures and proportions outlined in religious tradition. 

A murti is a means of communication with the god or Brahman in Hinduism. Murti is a 
Sanskrit term which is meant to point to the transcendent "otherness" of the divine; 
therefore the word "murti" cannot be substituted with or translated as statue or idol 
without losing the underlying concept's inherent meaning and taking on unrelated 
connotations. 

Puja of murtis is recommended, especially for Dvapara Yuga, and described in 
Pancharatra texts. Only after achieving remarkable expertise in the portrayal of the 
Buddha figure and of animal and human, did Indian stonemasons turn to producing 
images of the orthodox 'Hindu' deities. 

Role in worship 

 
Modern murtis representing Balarama (left) and Krishna at the  

Krishna-Balarama mandira in Vrindavan, India. 

 
A murti of goddess Durga at Burdwan, West Bengal, India. 
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Murtis are typically representations of gods in anthropomorphic or zoomorphic forms 
like Shiva, Ganesha, Rama, Kali, for example. From a religious point of view, these 
aspects of God are transcendental and have nothing to do with humanness, 
zoomorphism or even anthropomorphism. Although Hinduism is commonly represented 
by such anthropomorphic religious murtis, aniconism is equally represented with such 
abstract symbols of God such as the Shiva linga and the saligrama. Furthermore, 
Hindus have found it easier to focus on anthropomorphic icons, as Lord Krishna said in 
the Bhagavad Gita, Chapter 12, Verse 5, 

“ It is much more difficult to focus on God as the unmanifested than God with 
form, due to human beings having the need to perceive via the senses. ” 

Murtis are made according to the prescriptions of the Shilpa Shastras. They are shaped 
and formed by special artists known as shilpins. These artists "enter into moods of deep 
yogic meditation, thus fashioning images not in accordance with fancy but in 
accordance with scriptural canon." The five-metal alloy Panchaloha is sometimes used. 
They are installed by priests through the Prana pratishta ('establishing the life') 
ceremony. Devotional (bhakti) practices centered on cultivating a deep and personal 
bond of love with God often include veneration of murtis. Acts of devotion can include 
awakening the murti in the morning and making sure that it "is washed, dressed, and 
garlanded." Furthermore, the building of a temple for the murti is considered the 
highest act of devotion. Some Hindu denominations like Arya Samaj and Satya 
Mahima Dharma, however, reject it, equating it with an idol worship. 

According to Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, “This is similar to our ability to 
communicate with others through the telephone. One does not talk to the telephone; 
rather the telephone is a way to interact with another person. Without the telephone, 
one could not have a conversation across long distances; and without the sanctified 
image in the temple, one cannot easily talk with the Deity.” Moreover, anthropologist 
Christopher John Fuller notes that an image in Hinduism cannot be equated with a 
deity and the object of worship is the divine whose power is inside the image, and the 
image is not the object of worship itself, Hindus believe everything is worthy of worship 
as it contains divine energy emanating from the one god. According to the Agamas, the 
(bimbamurti, corporeal idol) is different from the (mantramurti, the idol with power), 
which is worshipped in classical temples. 

The mantramurti in the bimbamurti is worshipped only by the use of the appropriate 
rituals, gestures, hymns and offerings. 

The human body as a temple 

A common Hindu belief is that the body acts as a temple for the soul. Within that soul 
resides the Supreme Being. Thus in an attempt to faithfully serve the God that lies 
within, Hindus must maintain bodily purity. This would include purity via food 
consumption, personal hygiene, and mental processes. Furthermore, an external, 
manifest temple helps to keep the internal, intangible temple pure by offering ample 
opportunity for physical service. 



488 

 

Significance 

The requirements for the materials, measurements, proportion, decoration and 
symbolism of the murti are provided in technical manuals known as the Shilpa 
Shastras. Explanation of the metaphysical significance of each stage of manufacture 
and the prescription of specific mantras to sanctify the process and evoke and invoke 
the power of the deity in the image are found in the liturgical handbooks the Agamas 
and Tantras. In Southern India, the material used predominantly for murtis is black 
granite, while material in North India is white marble,but it is not the materials used 
that matter but the faith and belief of the followers in the one God, Brahman 
communicating with him, this is the significance of the puja of the murti. 

Murti-worship as distinct from idol-worship 

The notion that the term murti is equivalent to the English word "idol" is a 
misconception. The scholar Steven Rosen notes that early European missionaries were 
largely responsible for conflating the two terms by informing local Hindus that "idol" 
was the correct translation for "murti". Furthermore, scholar Diana Eck explains that 
the term murti is defined in Sanskrit as “anything which has definite shape and limits; 
a form, body, figure; an embodiment, incarnation, or manifestation.” Thus, the murti is 
more than a likeness; it is the deity itself taken “form". The uses of the word murti in 
the Upanishads and the Bhagavad-Gita suggest that the form is its essence." Thus, a 
murti is considered to be more than a mere likeness of a deity, but rather a 
manifestation of the deity itself. The Murti is like a way to communicate with the 
abstract one God (Brahman) which creates, sustains, and dissolves creation. It is very 
interesting to note, that in Russian the word "morda" means some entity's face or 
facial-expression which can hint at that original etymology. 
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Chapter 51 

HINDU ICONOGRAPHY 

 

Over the millennia of its development Hinduism has adopted several iconic symbols, 
forming part of Hindu iconography, that are imbued with spiritual meaning based on 
either the scriptures or cultural traditions. The exact significance accorded to any of the 
icons varies with region, period and denomination of the followers. Over time some of 
the symbols, for instance the Swastika has come to have wider association while others 
like Aum are recognized as unique representations of Hinduism. Other aspects of 
Hindu iconography are covered by the terms murti, for icons and mudra for gestures 
and positions of the hands and body. 

Hindu sacraments 

Hindu sacraments are physical objects or markings that are considered sacred and 
used as a sign of devotion by the followers of Sanathana dharma (Hinduism). These are 
often objects associated with a puja (prayer) or religious ceremony. 

Tilaka 

The tilaka (or tilak) is a mark worn on the forehead or other parts of the body as a sign 
of spiritual devotion. Hindus may wear a tilaka regularly or especially on religious 
occasions. The shape of the tilaka is often an indicator of devotion to a certain deity. 
For example, a 'U' shape tilaka usually denotes devotion to Vishnu, while Shiva 
devotees often wear it in the form of three horizontal lines. It may be made of saffron, 
vermilion, turmeric, clay or simply ash. 

To denote marriage and auspiciousness, married Hindu women commonly wear a 
decorative vermilion dot or bindu, or bindī on the forehead. This is analogous to a 
wedding ring worn in western countries. In southern India, the mark is called pottu (or 
bottu). The exact shape, size and location of the bindi or pottu shows regional variation; 
for instance, in northern India the bindi is often worn just below the hairline, while in 
southern India it is more common to wear it between the eyebrows. In east India, 
especially in West Bengal, traditionally larger bindis are worn as mark of devotion 
towards Goddess Durga. 

Vibhuti 

Vibhuti is the holy ash obtained from sacred puja rites involving fire. Also a variant 
called Basma used as Vibhuti is prepared from the purified ashes of cow dung. Ash as 
the product of fire is considered intrinsically pure. It is used on the forehead, normally 
as three horizontal lines representing Shiva. Some Hindus meld both the three 
horizontal vibhuti lines of Shiva and the 'U' shape thilaka of Vishnu in an amalgam 
marker signifying Hari-Hara (Vishnu-Shiva). In addition, sacred ash signifies that the 
body's origin is from dust and ash and to dust and ash it shall return. The ash is a 
marker of impermanence. Everything in the interim is but an illusion (maya). 



490 

 

Vibhuti, when applied to the forehead, also symbolizes the willingness to destroy 
negative thoughts and qualities (jealousy, envy, anger, greed, etc.), as these negative 
qualities, if not destroyed, will bring all kinds of pains in life. 

Rudraksha 

Rudraksha are seeds of the rudraksha tree that, in Hinduism, represent the tears of 
Lord Shiva (also known as, Rudra). They are often threaded into a necklace and used as 
a rosary to accompany prayer and meditation. 

Universal symbols 

Among the most revered symbols in Hinduism, three are a quintessential part of its 
culture, and are most representative of its general ethos: 

Om (pronounced Aum) 

Om (or Aum, ॐ) is the sacred sound symbol that represents Universe; the ultimate 
reality (Brahman). It is prefixed and sometimes suffixed to all Vedic mantras and 
prayers. Aum is often said to represent God in the three aspects of Brahma (A), Vishnu 
(U) and Shiva (M). As the Divine primordial vibration, it represents the one ultimate 
reality, underlying and encompassing all of nature and all of existence. The written 
syllable ॐ called omkara serves as a deeply significant and distinctly recognizable 
symbol for Hindu dharma. The pronunciation of Aum moves through all possible 
human linguistic vowel sounds and is different from the pronunciation of Om. Both are 
often symbolically equated, although they are sonically distinct. 

 
Many Hindus use Religious symbols on their vehicles, this image shows the Om on a Bajaj Pulsar Bike. 

Swastika 

Swastika is a symbol connoting general auspiciousness. It may represent purity of soul, 
truth, and stability or, alternatively, Surya, the sun. Its rotation in four directions has 
been used to represent many ideas, but primarily describes the four directions, the four 
Vedas and their harmonious whole. Its use in Hinduism dates back to ancient times. 

Sri Chakra Yantra 

Sri Chakra Yantra of Tripura Sundari (commonly referred to as Sri Yantra) is a 
mandala formed by nine interlocking triangles. Four of these triangles are oriented 
upright, representing Shiva or the Masculine. Five of these triangles are inverted 
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triangles representing Shakti, or the Feminine. Together, the nine triangles form a web 
symbolic of the entire cosmos, a womb symbolic of creation, and together express 
Advaita Vedanta or non-duality. All other yantras are derivatives of this supreme 
yantra. 

•  

Om (Aum/Ohm in Devanagari script) 

•  

Swastik (Swastika) 

•  

Sri Chakra Yantra 

Symbols associated with individual deities 

 
Goddess Lakshmi holding and standing on a lotus. 
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Several symbols (animals, flora, instruments, weapons, or even color) in Hindu 
iconography are associated with particular devas, and vice versa. In certain cases the 
deities themselves are personifications of natural forces, for instance Agni (fire), Vayu 
(wind), Surya (Sun) and Prithvi (Earth). In other instances, the associations arise from 
specific incidents or characteristics related in Hindu theology. The iconography serve to 
identify the particular deity in their pictorial or sculptural representations. The 
symbolism also often links the deities with a particular natural or human attribute, or 
profession. 

It is important to understand the symbolism, in order to appreciate the allegorical 
references in not only Hindu scriptures (for instance, Puranic tales), but also in both 
ancient and modern secular works of authors from the Indian subcontinent. 

Shiva Lingam 

 
Shiva Lingam 

The Shiva Lingam represents the divine being Shiva, and is used as a symbol of the 
power of fertility and strength. 

The Lotus 

The Lotus is associated with the creation theology as well as the gods Vishnu, Brahma, 
and Lakshmi. 

The Veena 

The musical instrument Veena is associated with the Hindu goddess Saraswati and the 
sage Narada. It represents arts and learning. 

Conch 

The conch shell is a major Hindu article of prayer, used as a trumpeting announcement 
of all sorts. The God of Preservation, Vishnu, is said to hold a special conch, 
Panchajanya, that represents life as it has come out of life-giving waters. In the story of 
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Dhruva the divine conch plays a special part. The warriors of ancient India would blow 
conch shells to announce battle, such as is famously represented in the beginning of the 
war of Kurukshetra in the Mahabharata, a famous Hindu epic. The conch shell is also a 
deep part of Hindu symbolic and religious tradition. Today most Hindus use the conch 
as a part of their religious practices, blowing it during worship at specific points, 
accompanied by ceremonial bells. Shankha also symbolizes the sound that created the 
universe and stands for knowledge. 

 
A Hindu pundit (priest) blowing the conch during puja. 

Chakra 

The Chakra or disc-like weapon of Vishnu is often found mounted on the top of 
Vaishnava temples or incorporated into architectural designs. Images depicting 
Vishnu's four-armed Narayana form almost always include the Chakra in one of his 
hands. It is a general symbol for protection. Chakra is also known to symbolize the 
need to follow dharma and to condemn adharma. 

Multiple heads and arms 

 
In Indian dance, the idea of multiple arms is often shown by  

several dancers standing behind each other with their arms in different positions. 
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An array of Hindu, Buddhist, and some Jain deities are often depicted with multiple 
heads, arms, and other body parts, creating what one author refers to as a "multiplicity 
convention" in religious iconography. Such multiple body parts represent the divine 
omnipresence and immanence (ability to be in many places at once and simultaneously 
exist in all places at once), and thereby the ability to influence many things at once. 
The specific meanings attributed to the multiple body parts of an image are symbolic, 
not literal in context. In such depictions, the visual effect of an array of multiple arms 
is to create a kinetic energy showing that ability. 

Vāhana 

Vāhana or vehicle, sometimes called a mount, is an animal or mythical entity closely 
associated with a particular deity in Hindu theology. Sometimes the deity is 
iconographically depicted riding and/or mounted on the vahana; other times, the 
vahana is depicted at the deity's side or symbolically represented as a divine attribute. 

Table of symbols 

Hindu Gods, Deities, Mythological Figures and Their Associated Symbols 

God or deity Associated symbols Note 

Adi parashakti Chariot of seven lions, Sri Chakra 
Supreme Deity of Hindu 
mythology 

Brahma 

Lotus, swan (hamsa), Vedas, garland of beads 
(akshamala) 

Creator god 

Vishnu 

Shesha, shankha, chakra, gada, lotus, Garuda, 
color blue Preserver of creation 

Shiva 

Shiva Linga, Nandi, third eye, trishula (trident), 
crescent-moon, rudraksha, cobra, drum, tiger 
skin, vibhuti 

Destroyer, symbol of 
asceticism and 
renunciation 

Saraswati  
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Goddess Saraswati 
depicted playing the 
veena 

White lotus, swan, peacock, 
veena, color white 

Goddess of learning, music and art 

Lakshmi 

Red lotus, elephant, shower of 
gold, kumbha, owl, peacock 
feather 

Goddess of wealth and prosperity 
Consort of Vishnu 

Parvati  

Lion, Nandi, trident, chakra, 
gada, padam, couch, cross 
bow, khadag 

Goddess of courage, fertility, 
power, complete incarnation of 
Supreme deity, Adi parashakti 
Consort of Shiva 

Indra  

Thunderbolt (vajra), rainbow, 
clouds 

God of War, rains, fertility and the 
night-time sky 
King of the heavens 

Varuna Noose (pasha) 
God of duty and contracts 
King of the waters 

Yama 

Noose (pasha), danda (rod), 
buffalo 

God of justice and death 
King of the dead 

Surya 

Chariot, sun-rays, the colour 
of gold 

The Sun-God 
Father of Yama 



496 

 

Kali  

Garland of severed human 
heads, scimitar, khanda, 
khapar, khadag, trident 

Symbol of Sanskrit alphabet, 
destroyer of evil 
Guardian of desert wastes, 
Goddess beyond time 

Rama 

Bow and arrow, the colour 
blue, royal panoply 

Symbol of righteousness and good 
governance 
Avatar of Vishnu 

Krishna 

The colour blue, cow, flute, 
Sudarshana Chakra, milk, 
peacock feather 

Protector of cattle 
Avatar of Vishnu 
Propounder of the Bhagavad Gita 

Ganesha Aṅkuśa, rat, modak, Aum 
God of foresight, wisdom and good 
fortune 
Son of Parvati and Shiva 

Murugan Peacock, vel, rooster flag 

God of war and commander-in-
chief of the gods 
Guardian of hills 
Son of Siva and Parvati 

Hanuman gada 

Symbol of devotion (bhakti) and 
strength 
Devotee of Rama 
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Chapter 52 

ASHRAMA 

 

An Ashrama (āśrama) in Hinduism is one of four age-based life stages discussed in 
ancient and medieval era Indian texts. The four asramas are: Brahmacharya (student), 
Grihastha (householder), Vanaprastha (retired) and Sannyasa (renunciation). 

The Ashramas system is one facet of the Dharma concept in Hinduism. It is also a 
component of the ethical theories in Indian philosophy, where it is combined with four 
proper goals of human life (Purusartha), for fulfillment, happiness and spiritual 
liberation. 

The Ashram system 

Under the Ashram system, the human life was divided into four periods. The goal of 
each period was the fulfillment and development of the individual. While some Indian 
texts present these as sequential stages of human life and recommend age when one 
enters each stage, many texts state the Ashramas as four alternative ways of life and 
options available, but not as sequential stage that any individual must follow, nor do 
they place any age limits. 

The Ashram system 

Ashram or 
stage 

Age 
(years) 

Description 
Rituals of 
transition 

Brahmacharya 
(student life) Till 24 

Brahmacharya represented the bachelor student 
stage of life. This stage focused on education and 
included the practice of celibacy. The student went 
to a Gurukul (house of the guru) and typically 
would live with a Guru (teacher), acquiring 
knowledge of science, philosophy, scriptures and 
logic, practicing self-discipline, working to earn 
dakshina to be paid for the guru, learning to live a 
life of Dharma (righteousness, morals, duties). 

Upanayana at 
entry. 
Samavartana at 
exit. 

Grihastha 
(household life) 

24-48 

This stage referred to the individual's married life, 
with the duties of maintaining a household, raising 
a family, educating one's children, and leading a 
family-centred and a dharmic social life. Grihastha 
stage was considered as the most important of all 
stages in sociological context, as human beings in 
this stage not only pursued a virtuous life, they 
produced food and wealth that sustained people in 
other stages of life, as well as the offsprings that 
continued mankind. The stage also represented 
one where the most intense physical, sexual, 
emotional, occupational, social and material 
attachments exist in a human being's life. 

Hindu wedding 
at entry. 

Vanaprastha 
(retired life) 

48-72 
The retirement stage, where a person handed over 
household responsibilities to the next generation,  
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took an advisory role, and gradually withdrew from 
the world. Vanaprastha stage was a transition 
phase from a householder's life with its greater 
emphasis on Artha and Kama (wealth, security, 
pleasure and sexual pursuits) to one with greater 
emphasis on Moksha (spiritual liberation). 

Sannyasa 
(renounced 
life) 

72+ 
(or 
anytime) 

The stage was marked by renunciation of material 
desires and prejudices, represented by a state of 
disinterest and detachment from material life, 
generally without any meaningful property or 
home (Ascetic), and focussed on Moksha, peace and 
simple spiritual life. Anyone could enter this stage 
after completing the Brahmacharya stage of life. 

 

Asrama and Purushartha 

The Ashramas system is one facet of the complex Dharma concept in Hinduism. It is 
integrated with the concept of Purushartha, or four proper aims of life in Hindu 
philosophy, namely, Dharma (piety, morality, duties), Artha (wealth, health, means of 
life), Kama (love, relationships, emotions) and Moksha (liberation, freedom, self-
realization). Each of the four Ashramas of life are a form of personal and social 
environment, each stage with ethical guidelines, duties and responsibilities, for the 
individual and for the society. Each Ashrama stage places different levels of emphasis 
on the four proper goals of life, with different stages viewed as steps to the attainment 
of the ideal in Hindu philosophy, namely Moksha. 

Neither ancient nor medieval texts of India state that any of the first three Ashramas 
must devote itself solely to a specific goal of life (Purushartha). The fourth stage of 
Sannyasa is different, and the overwhelming consensus in ancient and medieval texts 
is that Sannyasa stage of life must entirely be devoted to Moksha aided by Dharma. 

Dharma is held primary for all stages. Moksha is the ultimate noble goal, 
recommended for everyone, to be sought at any stage of life. On the other two, the texts 
are unclear. With the exception of Kamasutra, most texts make no recommendation on 
the relative preference on Artha or Kama, that an individual must emphasize in what 
stage of life. The Kamasutra states, 

The life span of a man is one hundred years. Dividing that time, he should attend to 
three aims of life in such a way that they support, rather than hinder each other. In his 
youth he should attend to profitable aims (artha) such as learning, in his prime to 
pleasure (kama), and in his old age to dharma and moksha. 

—Kamasutra 1.2.1 - 1.2.4, Translated by Patrick Olivelle  

Alternate classification system of life stages 

Developmental 
stages of life 

Period 

Ashrama 
(stages of 
dutiful life) 

Purushartha 
(aims of life) 

Description  
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Saisava 
0–2 
years   

No moral codes 
during this 
period 

Balya 
3–12 
years 

Brahmacharya Dharma 

Vidyarambha, 
Learning of 
alphabet, 
arithmetic, basic 
education 

Kaumara 
(13 - 19) 

Kaishora 
13–15 
years 

Brahmacharya 
Dharma and 
Moksha  

Tarunya 
16–19 
years 

Brahmacharya 
Dharma and 
Moksha  

Yauvana 
(20 - 59) 

Yauvana-I 
(Tarunayauvana) 

20–29 
years 

Brahmacharya 
or Grihastha 

Dharma, 
Artha and 
Moksha 

 

Yauvana-II 
(Praudhayauvana) 

30–59 
years 

Grihastha 

Dharma, 
Artha and 
Kama and 
Moksha 

 

Vardhakya 
(60+ ) 

Vardhakya 
(Period-I) 

60–79 
years 

Vanaprastha 

Dharma and 
Moksha  

Vardhakya 
(Period-II) 

80+ 
years 

Sanyasa 

Dharma and 
Moksha  
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Chapter 53 

SANNYASA 
 

Sannyasa (saṁnyāsa) is the life stage of renunciation within the Hindu philosophy of 
four age-based life stages known as ashramas, with the first three being Brahmacharya 
(bachelor student), Grihastha (householder) and Vanaprastha (forest dweller, retired). 
Sannyasa is traditionally conceptualized for men or women in late years of their life, 
but young brahmacharis have had the choice to skip householder and retirement stage, 
renounce worldly and materialistic pursuits and dedicate their lives to spiritual 
pursuits (moksha). 

Sannyasa is a form of asceticism, is marked by renunciation of material desires and 
prejudices, represented by a state of disinterest and detachment from material life, and 
has the purpose of spending one's life in peaceful, love-inspired, simple spiritual life. An 
individual in Sanyasa is known as a Sannyasi (male) or Sannyasini (female) in 
Hinduism, which in many ways parallel the Sadhu and Sadhvi traditions of Jain 
monasticism, the bhikkhus and bhikkhunis of Buddhism and the and monk and nun 
traditions of Christianity, respectively. The fourth stage of a Brahmin's life is usually 
called Chatruthasharma, indicating Sannyasa. 

 
Adi Shankara (788-820), founder of Advaita Vedanta, with disciples, by Raja Ravi Varma (1904) 

Sannyasa has historically been a stage of renunciation, ahimsa (non-violence), simple 
life and spiritual pursuit in Indian traditions. However, this has not always been the 
case. After the invasions and establishment of Muslim rule in India, from the 12th 
century through the British Raj, parts of the Shaiva and Vaishnava ascetics 
metamorphosed into a military order, to rebel against persecution, where they 
developed martial arts, created military strategies, and engaged in guerrilla warfare. 
These warrior sanyasis (ascetics) played an important role in helping European colonial 
powers establish themselves in India. 
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Etymology and synonyms 

Saṃnyāsa in Sanskrit means "renunciation of the world" and "abandonment". It is a 
composite word of saṃ- which means "together, all", ni- which means "down" and āsa 
from the root as, meaning "to throw" or "to put". A literal translation of Sannyāsa is 
thus "to put down everything, all of it". Sannyasa is sometimes spelled as Sanyasa. 

In Dravidian languages, "sannyasi" is pronounced as "sanyasi" and also "sannasi" in 
colloquial form. Sanyasis are also known as Bhiksu, Pravrajita/Pravrajitā, Yatin, 
Parivraja/Parivrajaka, Sadhu, Siddha, Sramana, Tyagis and Vairagis. 

History 

Jamison and Witzel state early Vedic texts make no mention of Sannyasa, or Ashrama 
system, unlike the concepts of Brahmacharin and Grihastha which they do mention. 
Instead, Rig Veda uses the term Antigriha in hymn 10.95.4, still part of extended 
family, where older people lived in ancient India, with an outwardly role. It is in later 
Vedic era and over time, Sannyasa and other new concepts emerged, while older ideas 
evolved and expanded. A three-stage Ashrama concept along with Vanaprastha 
emerged about or after 7th Century BC, when sages such as Yājñavalkya left their 
homes and roamed around as spiritual recluses and pursued their Pravrajika 
(homeless) lifestyle. The explicit use of the four stage Ashrama concept, appeared a few 
centuries later. 

However, early Vedic literature from 2nd millennium BC, mentions Muni (मुिन, monks, 
mendicants, holy man), with characteristics that mirror those found in later 
Sannyasins and Sannyasinis. Rig Veda, for example, in Book 10 Chapter 136, mentions 
mendicants as those with Kesin (केिशन,् long haired) and Mala clothes (मल, dirty, soil-
colored, yellow, orange, saffron) engaged in the affairs of Mananat (mind, meditation). 

Rigveda, however, refers to these people as Muni and Vati (वित, monks who beg). 

के�य��नं केशी �वषं केशी �बभित" रोदसी । केशी �व&ं 'व("शे केशीदं )योित*+यते ॥१॥ मुनयो 

वातरशनाः �पश0गा वसते मला । वात'यानु 2ा�जं य�4त य5ेवासो अ�व7त ॥२॥ 

He with the long loose locks (of hair) supports Agni, and moisture, heaven, and earth; 
He is all sky to look upon: he with long hair is called this light. The Munis, girdled 
with the wind, wear garments of soil hue; They, following the wind's swift course, go 
where the Gods have gone before.  
 

—Rig Veda, Hymn 10.CXXXVI.1-2 

These Munis, their lifestyle and spiritual pursuit, likely influenced the Sannyasa 
concept, as well as the ideas behind the ancient concept of Brahmacharya (bachelor 
student). One class of Munis were associated with Rudra. Another were Vratyas. 
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Lifestyle and goals 

 
A Hindu Sannyasi. In ancient and medieval literature, they are usually associated with forests and 

remote hermitages in their spiritual, literary and philosophical pursuits. 
 

 
A Hindu monk is walking during sunrise in a mango garden Dinajpur, Bangladesh. 

Hinduism has no formal demands nor requireme|nts on the lifestyle or spiritual 
discipline, method or deity a Sanyasin or Sanyasini must pursue – it is left to the choice 
and preferences of the individual. This freedom has led to diversity and significant 
differences in the lifestyle and goals of those who adopt Sannyasa. There are, however, 
some common themes. A person in Sannyasa lives a simple life, typically detached, 
itinerant, drifting from place to place, with no material possessions or emotional 
attachments. They may have a walking stick, a book, a container or vessel for food and 
drink, often wearing yellow, saffron, orange, ochre or soil colored clothes. They may 
have long hairs and appear disheveled, and are usually vegetarians. Some minor 
Upanishads as well as monastic orders consider women, child, students, fallen men 
(criminal record) and others as not qualified for Sannyasa; while other texts place no 
restrictions. The dress, the equipage and lifestyle varies between groups. For example, 
Sannyasa Upanishad in verses 2.23 to 2.29, identifies six lifestyles for six types of 
renunciates. One of them is described as living with the following possessions, 

Pot, drinking cup and flask – the three supports, a pair of shoes, a patched robe giving 
protection – in heat and cold, a loin cloth, bathing drawers and straining cloth, triple 
staff and coverlet. 

—Sannyasa Upanishad, 1.4 
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Those who enter Sannyasa may choose whether they join a group (mendicant order). 
Some are anchorites, homeless mendicants preferring solitude and seclusion in remote 
parts, without affiliation. Others are cenobites, living and traveling with kindred 
fellow-Sannyasi in the pursuit of their spiritual journey, sometimes in Ashramas or 
Matha/Sangha (hermitages, monastic order). 

Most Hindu ascetics adopt celibacy when they begin Sannyasa. However, there are 
exceptions, such as the Saiva Tantra school of asceticism where ritual sex is considered 
part of liberation process. Sex is viewed by them as a transcendence from something 
personal, intimate to something impersonal, ascetical act. 

The goal 

The goal of the Hindu Sannyasin is moksha (liberation). The idea of what that means 
varies from tradition to tradition. 

Who am I, and in what really do I consist? What is this cage of suffering? 

—Jayakhya Samhita, Verse 5.7 

For the Bhakti (devotion) traditions, liberation consists of union with the Divine and 
release from Saṃsāra (rebirth in future life); for Yoga traditions, liberation is the 
experience of the highest Samādhi (deep awareness in this life); and for the Advaita 
tradition, liberation is jivanmukti – the awareness of the Supreme Reality (Brahman) 
and Self-realization in this life. Sannyasa is a means and an end in itself. It is a means 
to decreasing and then ultimately ending all ties of any kind. It is a means to the soul 
and meaning, but not ego nor personalities. Sannyasa does not abandon the society, it 
abandons the ritual mores of the social world and one's attachment to all its other 
manifestations. The end is a liberated, content, free and blissful existence. 

The behaviors and characteristics 

The behavioral state of a person in Sannyasa is described by many ancient and 
medieval era Indian texts. Bhagavad Gita discusses it in many verses, for example: 

@ेयः स िन:यसं4यासी यो न lे�T न का^ 7ित । िनl"4lो Hह महाबाहो सुखं ब4धा:�मु+यते ॥५-३॥ 

He is known as a permanent Sannyasin who does not hate, does not desire, is without 
dualities (opposites). Truly, Mahabao (Arjuna), he is liberated from bondage.  

 
—Bhagavad Gita, Hymn 5.3 

Other behavioral characteristics, in addition to renunciation, during Sannyasa include: 
ahimsa (non-violence), akrodha (not become angry even if you are abused by others), 
disarmament (no weapons), chastity, bachelorhood (no marriage), avyati (non-desirous), 
amati (poverty), self-restraint, truthfulness, sarvabhutahita (kindness to all creatures), 
asteya (non-stealing), aparigraha (non-acceptance of gifts, non-possessiveness) and 
shaucha (purity of body speech and mind). Some Hindu monastic orders require the 
above behavior in form of a vow, before a renunciate can enter the order. Tiwari notes 
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that these virtues are not unique to Sannyasa, and other than renunciation, all of these 
virtues are revered in ancient texts for all four Ashramas (stages) of human life. 

Baudhayana Dharmasūtra, completed by about 7th century BC, states the following 
behavioral vows for a person in Sannyasa 

These are the vows a Sannyasi must keep – 

Abstention from injuring living beings, truthfulness, abstention from appropriating the 
property of others, abstention from sex, liberality (kindness, gentleness) are the major 
vows. There are five minor vows: abstention from anger, obedience towards the guru, 
avoidance of rashness, cleanliness, and purity in eating. He should beg (for food) 
without annoying others, any food he gets he must compassionately share a portion 
with other living beings, sprinkling the remainder with water he should eat it as if it 
were a medicine. 

—Baudhayana, Dharmasūtra, II.10.18.1-10 

Types 

Ashrama Upanishad identified various types of Sannyasi renouncers based on their 
different goals: Kutichaka – seeking atmospheric world; Bahudaka – seeking heavenly 
world; Hamsa – seeking penance world; Paramahamsa – seeking truth world; and 
Turiyatitas and Avadhutas seeking liberation in this life. 

In some texts, such as Sannyasa Upanishad, these were classified by the symbolic 
items the Sannyasins carried and their lifestyle. For example, Kutichaka sannyasis 
carried triple staffs, Hamsa sannyasis carried single staffs, while Paramahamsas went 
without them. This method of classification based on emblematic items became 
controversial, as anti-thematic to the idea of renunciation. Later texts, such as 
Naradaparivrajaka Upanishad stated that all renunciation is one, but people enter the 
state of Sannyasa for different reasons – for detachment and getting away from their 
routine meaningless world, to seek knowledge and meaning in life, to honor rites of 
Sannyasa they have undertaken, and because he already has liberating knowledge. 

Other classifications 

There were many groups of Hindu, Jain and Buddhist Sannyasis co-existing in pre-
Maurya Empire era, each classified by their attributes, such as: Achelakas (without 
clothes), Ajivika, Aviruddhaka, Devadhammika, Eka-satakas, Gotamaka, Jatilaka, 
Magandika, Mundasavaka, Nigrantha (Jains), Paribbajaka, Tedandikas, Titthiya and 
others. 

Literature 

The Dharmasūtras and Dharmaśāstras, composed about mid 1st millennium BC and 
later, place increasing emphasis on all four stages of Ashrama system including 
Sannyasa. The Baudhayana Dharmasūtra, in verses 2.11.9 to 2.11.12, describes the 
four Ashramas as "a fourfold division of Dharma". The older Dharmasūtras, however, 
are significantly different in their treatment of Ashramas system from the more 
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modern Dharmaśāstras, because they do not limit some of their Ashrama rituals to 
dvija men, that is, the three varnas – Brahmins, Kshatriyas and Vaishyas. The newer 
Dharmaśāstra vary widely in their discussion of Ashrama system in the context of 
classes (castes), with some mentioning it for three, while others such as Vaikhānasa 
Dharmasūtra including all four. 

The Dharmasūtras and Dharmaśāstras give a number of detailed but widely divergent 
guidelines on renunciation. In all cases, Sannyasa was never mandatory and was one of 
the choices before an individual. Only a small percentage chose this path. Olivelle 
posits that the older Dharmasūtras present the Ashramas including Sannyasa as four 
alternative ways of life and options available, but not as sequential stage that any 
individual must follow. Olivelle also states that Sannyasa along with the Ashrama 
system gained mainstream scholarly acceptance about 2nd century BC. 

Ancient and medieval era texts of Hinduism consider Grihastha (householder) stage as 
the most important of all stages in sociological context, as human beings in this stage 
not only pursue a virtuous life, they produce food and wealth that sustains people in 
other stages of life, as well as the offsprings that continues mankind. However, an 
individual had the choice to renounce any time he or she wanted, including straight 
after student life. 

When can a person renounce? 

Baudhayana Dharmasūtra, in verse II.10.17.2 states that anyone who has finished 
Brahmacharya (student) life stage may become ascetic immediately, in II.10.17.3 that 
any childless couple may enter Sannyasa anytime they wish, while verse II.10.17.4 
states that a widower may choose Sannyasa if desired, but in general, states verse 
II.10.17.5, Sannyasa is suited after the completion of age 70 and after one's children 
have been firmly settled. Other texts suggest the age of 75. 

The Vasiṣṭha and Āpastamba Dharmasūtras, and the later Manusmṛti describe the 
āśramas as sequential stages which would allow one to pass from Vedic studentship to 
householder to forest-dwelling hermit to renouncer. However, these texts differ with 
each other. Yājñavalkya Smṛti, for example, differs from Manusmṛti and states in verse 
3.56 that one may skip Vanaprastha (forest dwelling, retired) stage and go straight 
from the Grihastha (householder) stage to Sannyasa. 

Who may renounce? 

The question as to which vaṛṇa may, or may not, renounce is never explicitly stated in 
ancient or medieval dharma literature, the more modern Dharmaśāstras texts discuss 
much of renunciation stage in context of dvija men. Nevertheless, Dharmaśāstra texts 
document people of all castes as well as women, entered Sannyasa in practice. 

What happened to renouncers' property and human rights? 

After renouncing the world, the ascetic's financial obligations and property rights were 
dealt by the state, just like a dead person. Viṣṇu Smriti in verse 6.27, for example, 
states that if a debtor takes Sannyasa, his sons or grandsons should settle his debts. As 
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to the little property a Sannyasin may collect or possess after renunciation, Book III 
Chapter XVI of Kautiliya's Arthasastra states that the property of hermits 
(vánaprastha), ascetics (yati, sannyasa), and student bachelors (Brahmachári) shall on 
their death be taken by their guru, disciples, their dharmabhratri (brother in the 
monastic order), or classmates in succession. 

While the renouncer's obligations and property rights were reassigned, the Sannyasi or 
Sannyasini continued to enjoy basic human rights such as the protection from injury by 
others and freedom of movement, by the state. For example, stealing from, harming or 
killing a human being in Sannyasa was a crime in Kautiliya's Arthasastra. 

Renunciation in daily life 

Later Indian literature debates whether moksha (liberation), the benefit of 
renunciation can be achieved, without asceticism, at earlier stages of one's life. 
Bhagavad Gita, Vidyaranya's Jivanmukti Viveka and others, for example, dedicate a 
significant section on various alternate forms of yoga, the importance of yogic 
discipline, considered as paths to spirituality and liberation. Over time, four paths to 
liberating spirituality have emerged in Hinduism: Jñāna yoga, Bhakti yoga, Karma 
yoga and Rāja yoga. Acting without greed or craving for results, in Karma yoga for 
example, is considered a form of detachment in daily life similar to Sannyasa. Sharma 
states that, "the basic principle of Karma yoga is that it is not what one does, but how 
one does it that counts and if one has the know-how in this sense, one can become 
liberated by doing whatever it is one does", and "(one must do) whatever one does 
without attachment to the results, with efficiency and to the best of one's ability". 

Warrior ascetics 

Ascetic life was historically a life of renunciation, non-violence and spiritual pursuit. 
However, in India, this has not always been the case. For example, after the Mongol 
and Persian Islamic invasions in the 12th century, and the establishment of Delhi 
Sultanate, the ensuing Hindu-Muslim conflicts provoked the creation of a military 
order of Hindu ascetics in India. These warrior Ascetics, formed paramilitary groups 
called ‘‘Akharas’’ and they invented a range of martial arts. 

Nath Siddhas of the 12th century AD, may have been the earliest Hindu monks to 
resort to a military response after the Muslim conquest. Ascetics, by tradition, led a 
nomadic and unattached lifestyle. As these ascetics dedicated themselves to rebellion, 
their groups sought stallions, developed techniques for spying and targeting, and they 
adopted strategies of war against Muslim nobles and the Sultanate state. Many of 
these groups were devotees of Hindu deity Mahadeva, and were called Mahants. Other 
popular names for them was Sannyasis, Yogis, Nagas (followers of Shiva), Bairagis 
(followers of Vishnu) and Gosains from 1500 to 1800 AD; in some cases, these Hindu 
monks cooperated with Muslim fakirs who were Sufi and also persecuted. 

Warrior monks continued their rebellion through the Mughal Empire, and became a 
political force during the early years of British Raj. In some cases, these regiments of 
soldier monks shifted from guerrilla campaigns to war alliances, and these Hindu 
warrior monks played a key role in helping British establish themselves in India. The 
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significance of warrior ascetics rapidly declined with the consolidation of British Raj in 
late 19th century, and with the rise in non-violence movement by Mahatma Gandhi. 

Novetzke states that some of these Hindu Warrior Ascetics were treated as folk heroes, 
aided by villagers and townspeople, because they targeted figures of political and 
economic power in a discriminatory state, and some of these warriors paralleled Robin 
Hood's lifestyle. 

Sannyasa Upanishads 

Of the 108 Upanishads of the Muktika, the largest corpus is dedicated to Sannyasa, or 
23 are considered Sannyasa Upanishads. These are as follows: 

Veda Sannyāsa 

Ṛigveda Nirvāṇa 

Samaveda Āruṇeya, Maitrāyaṇi, Maitreyi, Sannyāsa, Kuṇ�ika 

Krishna 
Yajurveda 

Brahma, Śvetāśvatara, Garbha, Tejobindu, Avadhūta, Kaṭharudra, Varāha 

Shukla Yajurveda 
Jābāla, Paramahaṃsa, Advayatāraka, Bhikṣu, Turīyātīta, Yājñavalkya, 
Śāṭyāyani 

Atharvaveda Parivrāt (Nāradaparivrājaka), Paramahaṃsaparivrājaka, Parabrahma 

Of the 23 Sannyasa Upanishads, Robert Hume included Maitrāyaṇi Upanishad among 
his list of "Thirteen Principal Upanishads" of Hinduism. It starts with the question, 
"given the nature of life, how is joy possible?" and "how can one achieve moksha 
(liberation)?"; in later sections it offers a debate on possible answers and its views on 
Sannyasa. 

In this body infected with passions, anger, greed, delusion, fright, despondency, grudge, 
separation from what is dear and desirable, attachment to what is not desirable, 
hunger, thirst, old age, death, illness, sorrow and the rest - how can one experience only 
joy? – Hymn I.3 

The drying up of great oceans, the crumbling down of the mountains, the instability of 
the pole-star, the tearing of the wind-chords, the sinking down, the submergence of the 
earth, the tumbling down of the gods from their place - in a world in which such things 
occur, how can one experience only joy ?! – Hymn I.4 

—Maitrayaniya Upanishad, Translated by Paul Deussen 

Dragged away and polluted by the river of the Gunas (personality), one becomes 
rootless, tottering, broken down, greedy, uncomposed and falling in the delusion of I-
consciousness, he imagines: "I am this, this is mine" and binds himself, like a bird in 
the net. – Hymn VI.30 

Just as the fire without fuel comes to rest in its place, so also the passive mind comes to 
rest in its source; When it (mind) is infatuated by the objects of sense, he falls away 
from truth and acts; Mind alone is the Samsara, one should purify it with diligence; 
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You are what your mind is, a mystery, a perpetual one; 
The mind which is serene, cancels all actions good and bad; 
He, who, himself, serene, remains steadfast in himself - he attains imperishable 
happiness. – Hymn VI.34 

—Maitrayaniya Upanishad, Translated by Paul Deussen 

Noted Sannyasins 

 
Swami Vivekananda (1894). 

• Adi Shankara (8th century CE) 
• Sri Sureshwaracharya (8th century CE) 
• Vishnuswami (?) 
• Ramanujacharya (1017-1137) 
• Brahmatantra Swatantra Jeeyar (1268-1368) 
• Manavala Mamunigal (1370–1443) 
• Madhvacharya (c. 1238-1317) 
• Vidyaranya (1268-1386) 
• Jayatirtha (c. 1365-1388) 
• Narasimha Saraswati (1378-1459) 
• Vyasatirtha (1460-1539) 
• Chaitanya Mahaprabhu (1486-1533) 
• Vadirajatirtha (1480-1600) 
• Raghavendra Swami (1595-1671) 
• Potuluri Virabrahmendra Swami (1608-1693) 
• Totapuri (1780-?) 
• Vasudevananda Saraswati (1854-1914) 
• Yukteswar Giri (1855-1936) 
• Sree Narayana Guru (1855-1928) 
• Sri Sacchidananda Shivabhinava Nrusimha Bharati (1858-1912) 
• Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) 
• Rama Tirtha (1873-1906) 
• Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati (1874-1937) 
• Ramana Maharshi (1879-1950) 
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• Swami Sivananda (1887-1963) 
• Sahajanand Saraswati (1889-1950) 
• Chandrashekhara Bharati (1892-1954) 
• Paramahansa Yogananda (1893-1952) 
• Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada (1896-1977) disciple of Bhaktisiddhanta 
• Chandrashekarendra Saraswati (Maha Periyava) (1894-1994) 
• Swami Ranganathananda (1908-2005) 
• Swami Akhandanand Saraswati (1911-1987) 
• Swami Chinmayananda (1916-1993) 
• Sri Abhinava Vidyatirtha (1917-1989) 
• Swami Satyananda Saraswati (1923-2009) 
• Sathyananda Saraswathi (1935-2006) 
• Neem Karoli Baba (?-1973) 
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Chapter 54 

HISTORY OF HINDUISM 
 

Hinduism denotes a wide variety of related Hindu denominations native to South Asia, 
notably in Nepal and the Indian subcontinent. Its history overlaps or coincides with the 
development of Indian religions since Iron Age India. It has thus been called the "oldest 
religion" in the world. Scholars regard Hinduism as a synthesis of various Indian 
cultures and traditions, with diverse roots and no single founder.  

The history of Hinduism is often divided into periods of development, with the first 
period being that of the historical Vedic religion dated from about 1750 BCE. The 
subsequent period, between 800 BCE and 200 BCE, is "a turning point between the 
Vedic religion and Hindu religions", and a formative period for Hinduism, Jainism and 
Buddhism. The Epic and Early Puranic period, from c. 200 BCE to 500 CE, saw the 
classical "Golden Age" of Hinduism, which coincides with the Gupta Empire. In this 
period the six branches of Hindu philosophy evolved, namely Samkhya, Yoga, Nyaya, 
Vaisheshika, Mīmāṃsā, and Vedanta. Monotheistic sects like Shaivism and 
Vaishnavism developed during this same period through the Bhakti movement. The 
period from roughly 650 to 1100 CE forms the late Classical period or early Middle 
Ages, in which classical Pauranic Hinduism is established, and Adi Shankara's Advaita 
Vedanta, which incorporated Buddhist thought into Vedanta, marking a shift from 
realistic to idealistic thought. 

Hinduism under the Islamic rulers from 1100 to c. 1750, saw the increasing prominence 
of the bhakti movement, which remains influential today. The colonial period saw the 
emergence of various Hindu reform movements partly inspired by western movements, 
such as Unitarianism and Theosophy. The Partition of India in 1947 was along 
religious lines, with the Republic of India emerging with a Hindu majority. During the 
20th century, due to the Indian diaspora, Hindu minorities have formed in all 
continents, with the largest communities in absolute numbers in the United States and 
the United Kingdom. In the Republic of India, Hindu nationalism has emerged as a 
strong political force since the 1980s, the Hindutva Bharatiya Janata Party forming the 
Government of India from 1999 to 2004, and its first state government in South India 
in 2006. 

Roots of Hinduism 

Western scholars regard Hinduism as a fusion or synthesis of various Indian cultures 
and traditions. Among its roots are the historical Vedic religion of Iron Age India, itself 
already the product of "a composite of the Indo-Aryan and Harappan cultures and 
civilizations", but also the śramaṇa or renouncer traditions of Northeast India, and 
mesolithic and neolithic cultures of India, such as the religions of the Indus Valley 
Civilization, Dravidian traditions, and the local traditions and tribal religions. 

After the Vedic period, between 500-200 BCE and c. 300 CE, at the beginning of the 
"Epic and Puranic" c.q. "Preclassical" period, the "Hindu synthesis" emerged, which 
incorporated śramaṇic and Buddhist influences and the emerging bhakti tradition into 
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the Brahmanical fold via the smriti literature. This synthesis emerged under the 
pressure of the success of Buddhism and Jainism. During the Gupta reign the first 
Puranas were written, which were used to disseminate "mainstream religious ideology 
amongst pre-literate and tribal groups undergoing acculturation." The resulting 
Puranic Hinduism differed markedly from the earlier Brahmanism of the 
Dharmaśāstras and the smritis. Hinduism co-existed for several centuries with 
Buddhism, to finally gain the upper hand at all levels in the 8th century.  

From northern India this "Hindu synthesis", and its societal divisions, spread to 
southern India and parts of Southeast Asia. It was aided by the settlement of Brahmins 
on land granted by local rulers, the incorporation and assimilation of popular non-Vedic 
gods, and the process of Sanskritization, in which "people from many strata of society 
throughout the subcontinent tended to adapt their religious and social life to 
Brahmanic norms".  This process of assimilation explains the wide diversity of local 
cultures in India "half shrouded in a taddered cloak of conceptual unity." 

Periodisation 

James Mill (1773–1836), in his The History of British India (1817), distinguished three 
phases in the history of India, namely Hindu, Muslim and British civilisations. This 
periodisation has been criticised, for the misconceptions it has given rise to. Another 
periodisation is the division into "ancient, classical, medieval and modern periods", 
although this periodization has also received criticism. 

Romila Thapar notes that the division of Hindu-Muslim-British periods of Indian 
history gives too much weight to "ruling dynasties and foreign invasions," neglecting 
the social-economic history which often showed a strong continuity. The division in 
Ancient-Medieval-Modern overlooks the fact that the Muslim-conquests took place 
between the eight and the fourteenth century, while the south was never completely 
conquered. According to Thapar, a periodisation could also be based on "significant 
social and economic changes," which are not strictly related to a change of ruling 
powers.  

Smart and Michaels seem to follow Mill's periodisation, while Flood and Muesse follow 
the "ancient, classical, mediaeval and modern periods" periodisation. An elaborate 
periodisation may be as follows: 

• Pre-history and Indus Valley Civilisation (until c. 1750 BCE); 
• Vedic period (c. 1750-500 BCE); 
• "Second Urbanisation" (c. 500-200 BCE); 
• Classical period (c. 200 BCE-1100 CE);  

• Pre-classical period (c. 200 BCE-300 CE); 
• "Golden Age" (Gupta Empire) (c. 320-650 CE); 
• Late-Classical period (c. 650-1100 CE); 

• Islamic period (c. 1100-1850 CE) and beginning of western colonialism (c.1500-
1850); 

• Modern period (British Raj and independence) (from c. 1850). 
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History of Hinduism 

Prevedic religions 

Prehistory 

Anatomically modern humans are thought to have arrived in South India about 75,000 
– 60,000 years back, during Paleolithic times. These people were Australoids who may 
have been closely related to Aboriginal Australians. They are probably almost extinct 
or largely covered by successive waves. 

After the Australoids, Caucasoids, including both Elamo-Dravidians (c. 4,000 to 6,000 
BCE) and Indo-Aryans (c.2,000-1,500 BCE), and Mongoloids (Sino-Tibetans) 
immigrated into India. The Elamo-Dravidians possibly from Elam, present-day Iran, 
and the Tibeto-Burmans possibly from the Himalayan and north-eastern borders of the 
subcontinent.  

The earliest prehistoric religion in India that may have left its traces in Hinduism 
comes from mesolithic as observed in the sites such as the rock paintings of Bhimbetka 
rock shelters dating to a period of 30,000 BCE or older, as well as neolithic times. Some 
of the religious practices can be considered to have originated in 4,000 BCE. Several 
tribal religions still exist, though "[w]e must not assume that there are many 
similarities between prehistoric and contemporary tribal communities". 

Indus Valley Civilisation (3300–1300 BCE) 

 
The so-called Shiva Pashupati seal from Indus Valley Civilization 

Some Indus valley seals show swastikas, which are found in other religions worldwide. 
Phallic symbols interpreted as the much later Hindu linga have been found in the 
Harappan remains. 

 
Swastika Seals from the Indus Valley Civilization preserved at the British Museum 
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Many Indus valley seals show animals. One seal shows a horned figure seated in a 
posture reminiscent of the Lotus position and surrounded by animals was named by 
early excavators "Pashupati", an epithet of the later Hindu gods Shiva and Rudra. 
Writing in 1997, Doris Meth Srinivasan said, "Not too many recent studies continue to 
call the seal's figure a "Proto-Siva," rejecting thereby Marshall's package of proto-Shiva 
features, including that of three heads. She interprets what John Marshall interpreted 
as facial as not human but more bovine, possibly a divine buffalo-man. According to 
Iravatham Mahadevan, symbols 47 and 48 of his Indus script glossary The Indus 
Script: Texts, Concordance and Tables (1977), representing seated human-like figures, 
could describe the South Indian deity Murugan. 

In view of the large number of figurines found in the Indus valley, some scholars 
believe that the Harappan people worshipped a mother goddess symbolizing fertility, a 
common practice among rural Hindus even today. However, this view has been 
disputed by S. Clark who sees it as an inadequate explanation of the function and 
construction of many of the figurines. 

There are no religious buildings or evidence of elaborate burials. If there were temples, 
they have not been identified. However, House - 1 in HR-A area in Mohenjadaro's 
Lower Town has been identified as a possible temple. 

Vedic period (1750–500 BCE) 

The commonly proposed period of earlier Vedic age is dated back to 2nd millennium 
BCE. Vedism was the sacrificial religion of the early Indo-Aryans, speakers of early Old 
Indic dialects, ultimately deriving from the Proto-Indo-Iranian peoples of the Bronze 
Age.  

Origins 

The Vedic period, named after the Vedic religion of the Indo-Aryans, lasted from c. 
1750 to 500 BCE. The Indo-Aryans were a branch of the Indo-European language 
family, which many scholars believe originated in Kurgan culture of the Central Asian 
steppes. Indeed, the Vedic religion, including the names of certain deities, was in 
essence a branch of the same religious tradition as the ancient Greeks, Romans, 
Persians, and Germanic peoples. For example, the Vedic god Dyaus Pita is a variant of 
the Proto-Indo-European god *Dyēus ph2ter (or simply *Dyēus), from which also derive 
the Greek Zeus and the Roman Jupiter. Similarly the Vedic Manu and Yama derive 
from the PIE *Manu and *Yemo, from which also derive the Germanic Mannus and 
Ymir. 

The Indo-Aryans were pastoralists who migrated into north-western India after the 
collapse of the Indus Valley Civilization, The Indo-Aryans were a branch of the Indo-
Iranians, which originated in the Andronovo culture in the Bactria-Margiana era, in 
present northern Afghanistan. The roots of this culture go back further to the Sintashta 
culture, with funeral sacrifices which show close parallels to the sacrificial funeral rites 
of the Rig Veda. 
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The Indo-Aryans split-off around 1800-1600 BCE from the Iranians, where-after they 
were defeated and split into two groups by the Iranians, who dominated the Central 
Eurasian steppe zone and "chased them to the extermities of Central Eurasia." One 
group were the Indo-Aryans who founded the Mitanni kingdom in northern Syria 
(ca.1500-1300 BCE). The other group were the Vedic people, who were pursued by the 
Iranians "across the Near East to the Levant (the lands of the eastern Mediterranean 
littoral), across Iran into India." 

During the Early Vedic period (c. 1500 - 1100 BCE) Vedic tribes were pastoralists, 
wandering around in north-west India. After 1100 BCE, with the introduction of iron, 
the Vedic tribes moved into the western Ganges Plain, adapting an agrarian lifestyle. 
Rudimentary state-forms appeared, of which the Kuru-tribe and realm was the most 
influential. It was a tribal union, which developed into the first recorded state-level 
society in South Asia around 1000 BCE. It decisively changed the Vedic heritage of the 
early Vedic period, collecting the Vedic hymns into collections, and developing new 
rituals which gained their position in Indian civilization as the orthodox srauta rituals, 
which contributed to the so-called "classical synthesis" or "Hindu synthesis". 

Rigvedic religion 

The Indo-Aryans brought with them their language and religion. The Vedic beliefs and 
practices of the pre-classical era were closely related to the hypothesised Proto-Indo-
European religion, and the Indo-Iranian religion. According to Anthony, the Old Indic 
religion probably emerged among Indo-European immigrants in the contact zone 
between the Zeravshan River (present-day Uzbekistan) and (present-day) Iran. It was 
"a syncretic mixture of old Central Asian and new Indo-European elements", which 
borrowed "distinctive religious beliefs and practices" from the Bactria–Margiana 
Culture. At least 383 non-Indo-European words were borrowed from this culture, 
including the god Indra and the ritual drink Soma. According to Anthony, 

Many of the qualities of Indo-Iranian god of might/victory, Verethraghna, were 
transferred to the adopted god Indra, who became the central deity of the developing 
Old Indic culture. Indra was the subject of 250 hymns, a quarter of the Rig Veda. He 
was associated more than any other deity with Soma, a stimulant drug (perhaps 
derived from Ephedra) probably borrowed from the BMAC religion. His rise to 
prominence was a peculiar trait of the Old Indic speakers. 

The oldest inscriptions in Old Indic, the language of the Rig Veda, are found not in 
northwestern India and Pakistan, but in northern Syria, the location of the Mitanni 
kingdom. The Mitanni kings took Old Indic throne names, and used Old Indic technical 
terms were used for horse-riding and chariot-driving. The Old Indic term r'ta, meaning 
"cosmic order and truth", the central concept of the Rig Veda, was also employed in the 
mitanni kingdom. And Old Indic gods, including Indra, were also known in the Mitanni 
kingdom. 

Their religion was further developed when they migrated into the Ganges Plain after c. 
1100 BCE and became settled farmers, further syncretising with the native cultures of 
northern India. The Vedic religion of the later Vedic period co-existed with local 
religions, such as the Yaksha cults, and was itself the product of "a composite of the 
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indo-Aryan and Harappan cultures and civilizations". David Gordon White cites three 
other mainstream scholars who "have emphatically demonstrated" that Vedic religion 
is partially derived from the Indus Valley Civilizations. Their religion was further 
developed when they migrated into the Ganges Plain after c. 1100 BCE and became 
settled farmers, further syncretising with the native cultures of northern India. 

Vedas 

Its liturgy is preserved in the three Vedic Samhitas: the Rig-Veda, Sama-Veda and the 
Yajur-Veda. The Vedic texts were the texts of the elite, and do not necessarily represent 
popular ideas or practices. Of these, the Rig-Veda is the oldest, a collection of hymns 
composed between ca. 1500-1200 BCE. The other two add ceremonial detail for the 
performance of the actual sacrifice. The Atharva-Veda may also contain compositions 
dating to before 1000 BCE. It contains material pertinent to domestic ritual and folk 
magic of the period. 

These texts, as well as the voluminous commentary on orthopraxy collected in the 
Brahmanas compiled during the early 1st millennium BCE, were transmitted by oral 
tradition alone until the advent, in the 4th century AD, of the Pallava and Gupta period 
and by a combination of written and oral tradition since then. 

The Hindu samskaras 

...go back to a hoary antiquity. The Vedas, the Brahmanas, the Grhyasutras, the 
Dharmasutras, the Smritis and other treatises describe the rites, ceremonies and 
customs. 

The earliest text of the Vedas is the Rigveda, a collection of poetic hymns used in the 
sacrificial rites of Vedic priesthood. Many Rigvedic hymns concern the fire ritual 
(Agnihotra) and especially the offering of Soma to the gods (Somayajna). Soma is both 
an intoxicant and a god itself, as is the sacrificial fire, Agni. The royal horse sacrifice 
(Ashvamedha) is a central rite in the Yajurveda. 

The gods in the Rig-Veda are mostly personified concepts, who fall into two categories: 
the devas – who were gods of nature – such as the weather deity Indra (who is also the 
King of the gods), Agni ("fire"), Usha ("dawn"), Surya ("sun") and Apas ("waters") on the 
one hand, and on the other hand the asuras – gods of moral concepts – such as Mitra 
("contract"), Aryaman (guardian of guest, friendship and marriage), Bhaga ("share") or 
Varuna, the supreme Asura (or Aditya). While Rigvedic deva is variously applied to 
most gods, including many of the Asuras, the Devas are characterised as Younger Gods 
while Asuras are the Older Gods (pūrve devāḥ). In later Vedic texts, the Asuras become 
demons. 

The Rigveda has 10 Mandalas ('books'). There is significant variation in the language 
and style between the family books (RV books 2–7), book 8, the "Soma Mandala" (RV 9), 
and the more recent books 1 and 10. The older books share many aspects of common 
Indo-Iranian religion, and is an important source for the reconstruction of earlier 
common Indo-European traditions. Especially RV 8 has striking similarity to the 
Avesta, containing allusions to Afghan Flora and Fauna, e.g. to camels (úṣṭra- = 
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Avestan uštra). Many of the central religious terms in Vedic Sanskrit have cognates in 
the religious vocabulary of other Indo-European languages (deva: Latin deus; hotar: 
Germanic god; asura: Germanic ansuz; yajna: Greek hagios; brahman: Norse Bragi or 
perhaps Latin flamen etc.). Especially notable is the fact, that in the Avesta Asura 
(Ahura) is known as good and Deva (Daeva) as evil entity, quite the opposite of the 
RigVeda. 

Cosmic order 

Ethics in the Vedas are based on the concepts of Satya and Rta. Satya is the principle 
of integration rooted in the Absolute. Ṛta is the expression of Satya, which regulates 
and coordinates the operation of the universe and everything within it. Conformity 
with Ṛta would enable progress whereas its violation would lead to punishment. 
Panikkar remarks: 

Ṛta is the ultimate foundation of everything; it is "the supreme", although this is not to 
be understood in a static sense. [...] It is the expression of the primordial dynamism 
that is inherent in everything...." 

The term "dharma" was already used in Brahmanical thought, where it was conceived 
as an aspect of Rta. The term rta is also known from the Proto-Indo-Iranian religion, 
the religion of the Indo-Iranian peoples prior to the earliest Vedic (Indo-Aryan) and 
Zoroastrian (Iranian) scriptures. Asha (aša) is the Avestan language term 
corresponding to Vedic language ṛta. 

Upanishads 

The 9th and 8th centuries BCE witnessed the composition of the earliest 
Upanishads.:183 Upanishads form the theoretical basis of classical Hinduism and are 
known as Vedanta (conclusion of the Veda). The older Upanishads launched attacks of 
increasing intensity on the rituals, however, a philosophical and allegorical meaning is 
also given to these rituals. In some later Upanishads there is a spirit of accommodation 
towards rituals. The tendency which appears in the philosophical hymns of the Vedas 
to reduce the number of gods to one principle becomes prominent in the Upanishads. 
The diverse monistic speculations of the Upanishads were synthesised into a theistic 
framework by the sacred Hindu scripture Bhagavad Gita. 

Brahmanism 

In Iron Age India, during a period roughly spanning the 10th to 6th centuries BCE, the 
Mahajanapadas arise from the earlier petty kingdoms of the various Rigvedic tribes, 
and the failing remnants of the Late Harappan culture. In this period the mantra 
portions of the Vedas are largely completed, and a flowering industry of Vedic 
priesthood organised in numerous schools (shakha) develops exegetical literature, viz. 
the Brahmanas. These schools also edited the Vedic mantra portions into fixed 
recensions, that were to be preserved purely by oral tradition over the following two 
millennia. 

Second Urbanisation (500–200 BCE) 
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Upanishads and shramana movements 

Increasing urbanisation of India in the 7th and 6th centuries BCE led to the rise of new 
ascetic or sramana movements which challenged the orthodoxy of rituals. Mahavira (c. 
549–477 BCE), proponent of Jainism, and Buddha (c. 563-483), founder of Buddhism, 
were the most prominent icons of this movement.:184 According to Heinrich Zimmer, 
Jainism and Buddhism are part of the pre-Vedic heritage, which also includes 
Samkhya and Yoga: 

[Jainism] does not derive from Brahman-Aryan sources, but reflects the cosmology and 
anthropology of a much older pre-Aryan upper class of northeastern India - being 
rooted in the same subsoil of archaic metaphysical speculation as Yoga, Sankhya, and 
Buddhism, the other non-Vedic Indian systems.  The Sramana tradition in part created 
the concept of the cycle of birth and death, the concept of samsara, and the concept of 
liberation, which became characteristic for Hinduism.  

Pratt notes that Oldenberg (1854-1920), Neumann (1865-1915) and Radhakrishnan 
(1888-1975) believed that the Buddhist canon had been influenced by Upanishads, 
while la Vallee Poussin thinks the influence was nihil, and "Eliot and several others 
insist that on some points the Buddha was directly antithetical to the Upanishads". 

Survival of Vedic ritual 

Vedism as the religious tradition of Hinduism of a priestly elite was marginalised by 
other traditions such as Jainism and Buddhism in the later Iron Age, but in the Middle 
Ages would rise to renewed prestige with the Mimamsa school, which as well as all 
other astika traditions of Hinduism, considered them authorless (apaurusheyatva) and 
eternal. A last surviving elements of the Historical Vedic religion or Vedism is Śrauta 
tradition, following many major elements of Vedic religion and is prominent in 
Southern India, with communities in Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka, Andhra 
Pradesh, but also in some pockets of Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra and other states; the 
best known of these groups are the Nambudiri of Kerala, whose traditions were notably 
documented by Frits Staal. 

Mauryan empire 

The Mauryan period saw an early flowering of classical Sanskrit Sutra and Shastra 
literature and the scholarly exposition of the "circum-Vedic" fields of the Vedanga. 
However, during this time Buddhism was patronised by Ashoka, who ruled large parts 
of India, and Buddhism was also the mainstream religion until the Gupta empire 
period. 

Sanskritization 

Since Vedic times, "people from many strata of society throughout the subcontinent 
tended to adapt their religious and social life to Brahmanic norms", a process 
sometimes called Sanskritization. It is reflected in the tendency to identify local deities 
with the gods of the Sanskrit texts. 
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Classical Hinduism (c. 200 BCE-1100 CE) 

Pre-classical Hinduism (c. 200 BCE-300 CE) 

Hindu synthesis 

Between 500-200 BCE and c. 300 CE developed the "Hindu synthesis", which 
incorporated Sramanic and Buddhist influences and the emerging bhakti tradition into 
the Brahmanical fold via the smriti literature. This synthesis emerged under the 
pressure of the success of Buddhism and Jainism. 

According to Embree, several other religious traditions had existed side by side with 
the Vedic religion. These indigenous religions "eventually found a place under the 
broad mantle of the Vedic religion". When Brahmanism was declining and had to 
compete with Buddhism and Jainism, the popular religions had the opportunity to 
assert themselves. According to Embree, 

[T]he Brahmanists themselves seem to have encouraged this development to some 
extent as a means of meeting the challenge of the heterodox movements. At the same 
time, among the indigenous religions, a common allegiance to the authority of the Veda 
provided a thin, but nonetheless significant, thread of unity amid their variety of gods 
and religious practices. 

Smriti 

According to Larson, the Brahmins responded with assimilation and consolidation. This 
is reflected in the smriti literature which took shape in this period. The smriti texts of 
the period between 200 BCE-100 CE proclaim the authority of the Vedas, and 
acceptance of the Vedas became a central criterium for defining Hinduism over and 
against the heterodoxies, which rejected the Vedas. Most of the basic ideas and 
practices of classical Hinduism derive from the new smriti literature.  

The Hinduist smriti texts of the period between 200 BCE-100 CE proclaim the 
authority of the Vedas, and acceptance of the Vedas becomes a central criterium for 
defining Hinduism over and against the heterodoxies, which rejected the Vedas. Of the 
six Hindu darsanas, the Mimamsa and the Vedanta "are rooted primarily in the Vedic 
sruti tradition and are sometimes called smarta schools in the sense that they develop 
smarta orthodox current of thoughts that are based, like smriti, directly on sruti. 
According to Hiltebeitel, "the consolidation of Hinduism takes place under the sign of 
bhakti". It is the Bhagavadgita that seals this achievement. The result is an "universal 
achievement" that may be called smarta. It views Shiva and Vishnu as "complementary 
in their functions but ontologically identical". 

The major Sanskrit epics, Ramayana and Mahabharata, which belong to the smriti, 
were compiled over a protracted period during the late centuries BCE and the early 
centuries CE. They contain mythological stories about the rulers and wars of ancient 
India, and are interspersed with religious and philosophical treatises. The later 
Puranas recount tales about devas and devis, their interactions with humans and their 
battles against rakshasa. The Bhagavad Gita "seals the achievement" of the 
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"consolidation of Hinduism", integrating Brahmanic and sramanic ideas with theistic 
devotion.  

Schools of Hindu pholosophy 

In early centuries CE several schools of Hindu philosophy were formally codified, 
including Samkhya, Yoga, Nyaya, Vaisheshika, Purva-Mimamsa and Vedanta. 

Sangam literature 

The Sangam literature (300 BCE – 300 CE) is a mostly secular body of classical 
literature in the Tamil language. Nonetheless there are some works, significantly 
Pattupathu and Paripaatal, wherein the personal devotion to god was written in form 
of devotional poems. Vishnu, Shiva and Murugan were mentioned gods. These works 
are therefore the earliest evidences of monotheistic Bhakti traditions, preceding the 
large bhakti movement, which was given great attention in later times. 

"Golden Age" (Gupta and Pallava period) (c. 320-650 CE) 

During this period, power was centralised, along with a growth of far distance trade, 
standardization of legal procedures, and general spread of literacy. Mahayana 
Buddhism flourished, but orthodox Brahmana culture began to be rejuvenated by the 
patronage of the Gupta Dynasty, who were Vaishnavas. The position of the Brahmans 
was reinforced, the first Hindu temples dedicated to the gods of the Hindu deities, 
emerged during the late Gupta age. During the Gupta reign the first Puranas were 
written, which were used to disseminate "mainstream religious ideology amongst pre-
literate and tribal groups undergoing acculturation." The Guptas patronised the newly 
emerging Puranic religion, seeking legitimacy for their dynasty. The resulting Puranic 
Hinduism, differed markedly from the earlier Brahmanism of the Dharmasastras and 
the smritis. 

According to P.S. Sharma "the Gupta and Harsha periods form really, from the strictly 
intellectual standpoint, the most brilliant epocha in the development of Indian 
philosophy", as Hindu and Buddhist philosophies flourished side by side. Charvaka, the 
atheistic materialist school, came to the fore in North India before the 8th century CE. 

Gupta and Pallava Empires 

The Gupta period (4th to 6th centuries) saw a flowering of scholarship, the emergence 
of the classical schools of Hindu philosophy, and of classical Sanskrit literature in 
general on topics ranging from medicine, veterinary science, mathematics, to astrology 
and astronomy and astrophysics. The famous Aryabhata and Varahamihira belong to 
this age. The Gupta established a strong central government which also allowed a 
degree of local control. Gupta society was ordered in accordance with Hindu beliefs. 
This included a strict caste system, or class system. The peace and prosperity created 
under Gupta leadership enabled the pursuit of scientific and artistic endeavors. 

The Pallavas (4th to 9th centuries) were, alongside the Guptas of the North, 
patronisers of Sanskrit in the South of the Subcontinent. The pallava reign saw the 
first Sankrit inscriptions in a script called Grantha. Early Pallavas had different 
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connexions to South-East Asian countries. The Pallavas used Dravidian architecture to 
build some very important Hindu temples and academies in Mamallapuram, 
Kanchipuram and other places; their rule saw the rise of great poets, who are as 
famous as Kalidasa. 

The practice of dedicating temples to different deities came into vogue followed by fine 
artistic temple architecture and sculpture (see Vastu Shastra). 

Bhakti 

This period saw the emergence of the Bhakti movement. The Bhakti movement was a 
rapid growth of bhakti beginning in Tamil Nadu in Southern India with the Saiva 
Nayanars (4th to 10th centuries CE) and the Vaisnava Alvars (3rd to 9th centuries CE) 
who spread bhakti poetry and devotion throughout India by the 12th to 18th centuries 
CE. 

Expansion in South-East Asia 

Hindu influences reached the Indonesian Archipelago as early as first century. At this 
time, India started to strongly influence Southeast Asian countries. Trade routes linked 
India with southern Burma, central and southern Siam, lower Cambodia and southern 
Vietnam and numerous urbanised coastal settlements were established there. 

For more than a thousand years, Indian Hindu/Buddhist influence was therefore the 
major factor that brought a certain level of cultural unity to the various countries of the 
region. The Pali and Sanskrit languages and the Indian script, together with 
Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism, Brahmanism and Hinduism, were transmitted 
from direct contact as well as through sacred texts and Indian literature, such as the 
Ramayana and the Mahabharata epics. 

From the 5th to the 13th century, South-East Asia had very powerful Indian colonial 
empires and became extremely active in Hindu and Buddhist architectural and artistic 
creation. The Sri Vijaya Empire to the south and the Khmer Empire to the north 
competed for influence. 

Langkasuka (-langkha Sanskrit for "resplendent land" -sukkha of "bliss") was an 
ancient Hindu kingdom located in the Malay Peninsula. The kingdom, along with Old 
Kedah settlement, are probably the earliest territorial footholds founded on the Malay 
Peninsula. According to tradition, the founding of the kingdom happened in the 2nd 
century; Malay legends claim that Langkasuka was founded at Kedah, and later moved 
to Pattani. 

From the 5th-15th centuries Sri Vijayan empire, a maritime empire centred on the 
island of Sumatra in Indonesia, had adopted Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism 
under a line of rulers named the Sailendras. The Empire of Sri Vijaya declined due to 
conflicts with the Chola rulers of India. The Majapahit Empire succeeded the 
Singhasari empire. It was one of the last and greatest Hindu empires in Maritime 
Southeast Asia. 
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Funan was a pre-Angkor Cambodian kingdom, located around the Mekong delta, 
probably established by Mon-Khmer settlers speaking an Austroasiatic language. 
According to reports by two Chinese envoys, K'ang T'ai and Chu Ying, the state was 
established by an Indian Brahmin named Kaundinya, who in the 1st century CE was 
given instruction in a dream to take a magic bow from a temple and defeat a Khmer 
queen, Soma. Soma, the daughter of the king of the Nagas, married Kaundinya and 
their lineage became the royal dynasty of Funan. The myth had the advantage of 
providing the legitimacy of both an Indian Brahmin and the divinity of the cobras, who 
at that time were held in religious regard by the inhabitants of the region. 

The kingdom of Champa (or Lin-yi in Chinese records) controlled what is now south 
and central Vietnam from approximately 192 through 1697. The dominant religion of 
the Cham people was Hinduism and the culture was heavily influenced by India. 

Later, from the 9th to the 13th century, the Mahayana Buddhist and Hindu Khmer 
Empire dominated much of the South-East Asian peninsula. Under the Khmer, more 
than 900 temples were built in Cambodia and in neighboring Thailand. Angkor was at 
the centre of this development, with a temple complex and urban organisation able to 
support around one million urban dwellers.  

The largest temple complex of the world, Angkor Wat, stands here; built by the king 
Vishnuvardhan. 

Late-Classical Hinduism - Puranic Hinduism (c. 650-1100 CE) 

After the end of the Gupta Empire and the collapse of the Harsha Empire, power 
became decentralised in India. Several larger kingdoms emerged, with "countless vasal 
states". The kingdoms were ruled via a feudal system. Smaller kingdoms were 
dependent on the protection of the larger kingdoms. "The great king was remote, was 
exalted and deified", as reflected in the Tantric Mandala, which could also depict the 
king as the centre of the mandala. 

The disintegration of central power also lead to regionalisation of religiosity, and 
religious rivalry. Local cults and languages were enhanced, and the influence of 
"Brahmanic ritualistic Hinduism" was diminished. Rural and devotional movements 
arose, along with Shaivism, Vaisnavism, Bhakti and Tantra, though "sectarian 
groupings were only at the beginning of their development". Religious movements had 
to compete for recognition by the local lords. Buddhism lost its position after the 8th 
century, and began to disappear in India.  

This was reflected in the change of puja-ceremonies at the courts in the 8th century, 
where Hindu gods replaced the Buddha as the "supreme, imperial deity". 

Puranic Hinduism 

The Brahmanism of the Dharmashastras and the smritis underwent a radical 
transformation at the hands of the Purana composers, resulting in the rise of Puranic 
Hinduism, "which like a colossus striding across the religious firmanent soon came to 
overshadow all existing religions". Puranic Hinduism was a "multiplex belief-system 
which grew and expanded as it absorbed and synthesised polaristic ideas and cultic 



522 

 

traditions" It was distinguished from its Vedic Smarta roots by its popular base, its 
theological and sectarioan pluralism, its Tantric veneer, and the central place of bhakti.  

The early mediaeval Puranas were composed to disseminate religious mainstream 
ideology among the pre-literate tribal societies undergoing acculturation. With the 
breakdown of the Gupta empire, gifts of virgin waste-land were heaped on brahmanas, 
to ensure provitable agrarical exploitation of land owned by the kings, but also to 
provide status to the new ruling classes. Brahmanas spread further over India, 
interacting with local clans with different religions and ideologies. The Brahmanas 
used the Puranas to incorporate those clans into the agrarical society and its 
accompanying religion and ideology. According to Flood, "[t]he Brahmans who followed 
the puranic religion became known as smarta, those whose worship was based on the 
smriti, or pauranika, those based on the Puranas." Local chiefs and peasants were 
absorbed into the varna, which was used to keep "control over the new kshatriyas and 
shudras." The Brahmanic group was enlarged by incorporating local subgroups, such as 
local priets. This also lead to a stratification within the Brahmins, with some Brahmins 
having a lower status than other Brahmins.  

The use of caste worked better with the new Puranic Hinduism than with the sramanic 
sects. The Puranic texts provided extensive genealogies which gave status to the new 
kshatriyas. Buddhist myths pictured government as a contract between an elected ruler 
and the people. And the Buddhist chakkavatti "was a distinct concept from the models 
of conquest held up to the kshatriyas and the Rajputs." 

Many local religions and traditions were assimilated into puranic Hinduism. Vishnu 
and Shiva emerged as the main deities, together with Sakti/Deva. Vishnu subsumed 
the cults of Narayana, Jagannaths, Venkateswara "and many others". Nath: 

[S]ome incarnations of Vishnu such as Matsya, Kurma, Varaha and perhaps even 
Nrsimha helped to incorporate certain popular totem symbols and creation myths, 
specially those related to wild boar, which commonly permeate preliterate mythology, 
others such as Krsna and Balarama became instrumental in assimilating local cults 
and myths centering around two popular pastoral and agricultural gods. 

The transformation of Brahmanism into Pauranic Hinduism in post-Gupta India was 
due to a process of acculturation. The Puranas helped establish a religious mainstream 
among the pre-literate tribal societies undergoing acculturation.  

The tenets of Brahmanism and of the Dharmashastras underwent a radical 
transformation at the hands of the Purana composers, resulting in the rise of a 
mainstream "Hinduism" that overshadowed all earlier traditions. 

Bhakti movement 

Rama and Krsna became the focus of a strong bhakti tradition, which found expression 
particularly in the Bhagavata Purana. The Krsna tradition subsumed numerous Naga, 
yaksa and hill and tree based cults. Siva absorbed local cults by the suffixing of Isa or 
Isvara to the name of the local deity, for example Bhutesvara, Hatakesvara, 
Chandesvara. In 8th-century royal circles, the Buddha started to be replaced by Hindu 
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gods in pujas. This also was the same period of time the Buddha was made into an 
avatar of Vishnu. 

The first documented bhakti movement was founded by Karaikkal-ammaiyar. She 
wrote poems in Tamil about her love for Shiva and probably lived around the 6th 
century CE. The twelve Alvars who were Vaishnavite devotees and the sixty-three 
Nayanars who were Shaivite devotees nurtured the incipient bhakti movement in 
Tamil Nadu. 

During the 12th century CE in Karnataka, the Bhakti movement took the form of the 
Virashaiva movement. It was inspired by Basavanna, a Hindu reformer who created 
the sect of Lingayats or Shiva bhaktas. During this time, a unique and native form of 
Kannada literature-poetry called Vachanas was born. 

Advaita Vedanta 

Shankara (8th century CE) is regarded as the greatest exponent of Advaita Vedanta. 
Shankara himself, and his grand-teacher Gaudapada, were influenced by Buddhism. 
Gaudapda took over the Buddhist doctrines that ultimate reality is pure consciousness 
(vijñapti-mātra) and "that the nature of the world is the four-cornered negation". 
Gaudapada "wove [both doctrines] into a philosophy of the Mandukya Upanishad, 
which was further developed by Shankara". Gaudapada also took over the Buddhist 
concept of "ajāta" from Nagarjuna's Madhyamaka philosophy. Shankara succeeded in 
reading Gaudapada's mayavada into Badarayana's Brahma Sutras, "and give it a locus 
classicus", against the realistic strain of the Brahma Sutras. 

Shankara is the founder of the Dashanami Sampradaya of Hindu monasticism and 
Shanmata tradition of worship. Shankara is also regarded as the greatest teacher and 
reformer of the Smartha Tradition. According to Hinduism-guide.com: 

Not all Brahmins specialized in this Smriti tradition. Some were influenced by 
Buddhism, Jainism or Charvaka tradition and philosophy. This did not mean that all 
these people rejected the authority of Vedas, but only that their tradition of worship 
and philosophy was based not on smriti texts. In time, Shankaracharya brought all the 
Vedic communities together. He tried to remove the non-smriti aspects that had crept 
into the Hindu communities. He also endeavoured to unite them by arguing that any of 
the different Hindu gods could be worshipped, according to the prescriptions given in 
the smriti texts. He established that worship of various deities are compatible with 
Vedas and is not contradictory, since all are different manifestations of one nirguna 
Brahman. Shankaracharya was instrumental in reviving interest in the smritis.  

In modern times, due to the influence of western Orientalism and Perennialism on 
Indian Neo-Vedanta and Hindu nationalism, Advaita Vedanta has acquired a broad 
acceptance in Indian culture and beyond as the paradigmatic example of Hindu 
spirituality. 

Contact with Persia and Mesopotamia 

Hindu and also Buddhist religious and secular learning had first reached Persia in an 
organised manner in the 6th century, when the Sassanid Emperor Khosrau I (531–579) 
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deputed Borzuya the physician as his envoy, to invite Indian and Chinese scholars to 
the Academy of Gundishapur. Burzoe had translated the Sanskrit Panchatantra. His 
Pahlavi version was translated into Arabic by Ibn al-Moqaffa under the title of Kalila 
and Dimna or The Fables of Bidpai. 

Under the Abbasid caliphate, Baghdad had replaced Gundishapur as the most 
important centre of learning in the then vast Islamic Empire, wherein the traditions as 
well as scholars of the latter flourished. Hindu scholars were invited to the conferences 
on sciences and mathematics held in Baghdad. 

Islamic rule and sects of Hinduism (c. 1100-1850 CE) 

Muslim rule 

Though Islam came to Indian subcontinent in the early 7th century with the advent of 
Arab traders, it started impacting Indian religions after the 10th century, and 
particularly after the 12th century with the establishment and then expansion of 
Islamic rule. Will Durant calls the Muslim conquest of India "probably the bloodiest 
story in history". During this period, Buddhism declined rapidly while Hinduism faced 
military-led and Sultanates-sponsored religious violence. There was a widespread 
practice of raids, seizure and enslavement of families of Hindus, who were then sold in 
Sultanate cities or exported to Central Asia. Some texts suggest a number of Hindus 
were forcibly converted to Islam. Starting with 13th century, for a period of some 500 
years, very few texts, from the numerous written by Muslim court historians, mention 
any "voluntary conversions of Hindus to Islam", suggesting its insignificance and 
perhaps rarity of such conversions. Typically enslaved Hindus converted to Islam to 
gain their freedom. There were occasional exceptions to religious violence against 
Hinduism. Akbar, for example, recognized Hinduism, banned enslavement of the 
families of Hindu war captives, protected Hindu temples, and abolished discriminatory 
Jizya (head taxes) against Hindus. However, many Muslim rulers of Delhi Sultanate 
and Mughal Empire, before and after Akbar, from 12th century to 18th century, 
destroyed Hindu temples and persecuted non-Muslims. 

Unifying Hinduism 

Hinduism underwent profound changes, aided in part by teachers such as Ramanuja, 
Madhva, and Chaitanya. Followers of the Bhakti movement moved away from the 
abstract concept of Brahman, which the philosopher Adi Shankara consolidated a few 
centuries before, with emotional, passionate devotion towards the more accessible 
Avatars, especially Krishna and Rama. According to Nicholson, already between the 
12th and the 16th century, "certain thinkers began to treat as a single whole the 
diverse philosophical teachings of the Upanishads, epics, Puranas, and the schools 
known retrospectively as the "six systems" (saddarsana) of mainstream Hindu 
philosophy." Michaels notes that a historicization emerged which preceded later 
nationalism, articulating ideas which glorified Hinduism and the past. 

Early Modern period 
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The fall of Vijayanagar Empire to Muslim rulers had marked the end of Hindu imperial 
assertions in the Deccan. But, taking advantage of an over-stretched Mughal Empire 
(1526–1857), Hinduism once again rose to political prestige, under the Maratha 
Empire, from 1674 to 1818. 

Mughal Empire (1526–1857) 

After the conquest of Persia by the Mongol Empire, a regional Turko-Persio-Mongol 
dynasty formed. Just as eastern Mongol dynasties inter-married with locals and 
adopted the local religion of Buddhism and the Chinese culture, this group adopted the 
local religion of Islam and the Persian culture; their descendants ruled in India as 
Mughals. 

The official State religion of the Mughal Empire was Islam, with the preference to the 
jurisprudence of the Hanafi Madhab (Mazhab). Hinduism remained under strain 
during Babur and Humanyun's reigns. Sher Shah Suri, the Afghan ruler of North India 
was comparatively non-repressive. Hinduism came to fore during the three-year rule of 
Hindu king 'Hemu' during 1553-56 when he had defeated Akbar at Agra and Delhi and 
had taken up the reign from Delhi as a Hindu 'Vikramaditya' king after his 
'Rajyabhishake' or coronation at 'Purana Quila' in Delhi. However, during Mughal 
history, at times, subjects had freedom to practise any religion of their choice, though 
Non-Muslim able-bodied adult males with income were obliged to pay the Jizya (poll-
tax to be spent by the State only on protection of non-Muslims), which signified their 
status as Dhimmis (responsibility of the State, in regard to safety of life and property). 

 
Photograph of the Surya Temple, The most impressive and grandest ruins in Kashmir, 

 at Marttand-Hardy Cole's Archaeological Survey of India Report 
 'Illustrations of Ancient Buildings in Kashmir.' (1869) 

Akbar, the Mughal emperor Humayun's son and heir from his Sindhi queen Hameeda 
Banu Begum, had a broad vision of Indian and Islamic traditions. One of Emperor 
Akbar's most unusual ideas regarding religion was Din-i-Ilahi (Faith of God), which 
was an eclectic mix of Islam, Zoroastrianism, Hinduism, Jainism and Christianity. It 
was proclaimed the state religion until his death. These actions however met with stiff 
opposition from the Muslim clergy, especially the Sufi Shaykh Alf Sani Ahmad 
Sirhindi. Akbar's abolition of poll-tax on non-Muslims, acceptance of ideas from other 
religious philosophies, toleration of public worship by all religions and his interest in 
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other faiths showed an attitude of considerable religious tolerance, which, in the minds 
of his orthodox Muslim opponents, were tantamount to apostasy. 

Akbar's son, Jahangir, half Rajput, was also a religious moderate, his mother being 
Hindu. The influence of his two Hindu queens (the Maharani Maanbai and Maharani 
Jagat) kept religious moderation as a centre-piece of state policy which was extended 
under his son, Emperor Shah Jahan, who was by blood 75% Rajput and less than 25% 
Moghul. 

Religious orthodoxy would only play an important role during the reign of Shah Jahan's 
son and successor, Aurangzeb, a devout Sunni Muslim. Aurangzeb was comparatively 
less tolerant of other faiths than his predecessors had been, and his reign saw an 
increase in the number and importance of Islamic institutions and scholars. He led 
many military campaigns against the remaining non-Muslim powers of the Indian 
subcontinent – the Sikh states of the Punjab, the last independent Hindu Rajputs and 
the Maratha rebels – as also against the Shia Muslim kingdoms of the Deccan. He also 
virtually stamped out, from his empire, open proselytisation of Hindus and Muslims by 
foreign Christian Missionaries, who remained successfully active, however, in the 
adjoining regions: the present day Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Goa. 

Maratha Empire (1674 - 1818) 

The Hindu Marathas long had lived in the Desh region around Satara, in the western 
portion of the Deccan plateau, where the plateau meets the eastern slopes of the 
Western Ghats mountains. They had resisted incursions into the region by the Muslim 
Mughal rulers of northern India. Under their ambitious leader Shivaji, the Maratha 
freed themselves from the Muslim sultans of Bijapur to the southeast and, becoming 
much more aggressive, began to frequently raid Mughal territory, eventually sacking 
the wealthy Mughal port of Surat in 1664. After substantial territorial gains, Shivaji 
was proclaimed 'Chhatrapati' (Emperor) in 1674; the Marathas had spread and 
conquered much of central India by Chatrapati Shivaji's Maharaj death in 1680. 
Subsequently, under the able leadership of Brahmin prime ministers (Peshwas), who 
often led as generals also, Maratha Empire reached its zenith. Pune, the seat of 
Peshwas, flowered as a centre of Hindu learning and traditions. In 1761, the empire 
broke into smaller Maratha kingdoms that survived till they were eventually subdued 
by the British East India Company. 

Early colonialism 

Portuguese missionaries had reached the Malabar Coast in the late 15th century, made 
contact with the St Thomas Christians in Kerala and sought to introduce the Latin Rite 
among them. Since the priests for St Thomas Christians were served by the Eastern 
Christian Churches, they were following Eastern Christian practices at that time. 
Throughout this period, foreign missionaries also made many new converts to 
Christianity. This led to the formation of the Latin Catholics in Kerala. 

The Goa Inquisition was the office of the Christian Inquisition acting in the Indian city 
of Goa and the rest of the Portuguese empire in Asia. St. Francis Xavier, in a 1545 
letter to John III, requested for an Inquisition to be installed in Goa. It was installed 
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eight years after the death of Francis Xavier in 1552. Established in 1560 and 
operating until 1774, this highly controversial institution was aimed primarily at 
Hindus and wayward new converts. 

In the century from 1760 to 1860, India was once more divided into numerous petty and 
unstable kingdoms - most of them being subjects of the British Empire: the "lesser 
Mughals" following Bahadur Shah I; the Kingdom of Mysore; Hyderabad 
State;Maratha states;Rajput states,Polygar states,North-Eatern states,Himalayan 
states....and so on as well as the territories held by the British East India Company. 
From 1799 to 1849 the only major stable and independent empire in India was the non 
Hindu Sikh Empire although it had a secular character with a large number of Hindu 
and Muslim subjects living in peace. The Sikh Empire, unlike the other lesser Indian 
kingdoms and states was not under the paramountcy of the British Raj. The entire 
subcontinent fell under British rule (partly indirectly, via Princely states) following the 
Indian Rebellion of 1857. 

Modern Hinduism (after c. 1850 CE) 

With the onset of the British Raj, the colonization of India by the British, there also 
started a Hindu renaissance in the 19th century, which profoundly changed the 
understanding of Hinduism in both India and the west. Indology as an academic 
discipline of studying Indian culture from a European perspective was established in 
the 19th century, led by scholars such as Max Müller and John Woodroffe. They 
brought Vedic, Puranic and Tantric literature and philosophy to Europe and the United 
States. Western orientalist searched for the "essence" of the Indian religions, discerning 
this in the Vedas, and meanwhile creating the notion of "Hinduism" as a unified body of 
religious praxis and the popular picture of 'mystical India'. This idea of a Vedic essence 
was taken over by Hindu reform movements as the Brahmo Samaj, which was 
supported for a while by the Unitarian Church, together with the ideas of Universalism 
and Perennialism, the idea that all religions share a common mystic ground. This 
"Hindu modernism", with proponents like Vivekananda, Aurobindo and 
Radhakrishnan, became central in the popular understanding of Hinduism. 

Hindu revivalism 

During the 19th century, Hinduism developed a large number of new religious 
movements, partly inspired by the European Romanticism, nationalism, scientific 
racism and esotericism (Theosophy) popular at the time (while conversely and 
contemporaneously, India had a similar effect on European culture with Orientalism, 
"Hindoo style" architecture, reception of Buddhism in the West and similar). 

These reform movements are summarised under Hindu revivalism and continue into 
the present. 

• Sahajanand Swami establishes the Swaminarayan Sampraday sect around 1800. 
• Brahmo Samaj is a social and religious movement founded in Kolkata in 1828 by 

Raja Ram Mohan Roy. He was one of the first Indians to visit Europe and was 
influenced by western thought. He died in Bristol, England. The Brahmo Samaj 
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movement thereafter resulted in the Brahmo religion in 1850 founded by 
Debendranath Tagore — better known as the father of Rabindranath Tagore. 

• Sri Ramakrishna and his pupil Swami Vivekananda led a reform in Hinduism in 
the late 19th century. Their ideals and sayings have inspired numerous Indians 
as well as non-Indians, Hindus as well as non-Hindus. Among the prominent 
figures whose ideals were very much influenced by them were Rabindranath 
Tagore, Gandhi, Subhas Bose, Satyendranath Bose, Megh Nad Saha, and Sister 
Nivedita. 

• Arya Samaj ("Society of Nobles") is a Hindu reform movement in India that was 
founded by Swami Dayananda in 1875. He was a sannyasin (renouncer) who 
believed in the infallible authority of the Vedas. Dayananda advocated the 
doctrine of karma and reincarnation, and emphasised the ideals of 
brahmacharya (chastity) and sanyasa (renunciation). Dayananda claimed to be 
rejecting all non-Vedic beliefs altogether. Hence the Arya Samaj unequivocally 
condemned idolatry, animal sacrifices, ancestor worship, pilgrimages, priestcraft, 
offerings made in temples, the caste system, untouchability and child marriages, 
on the grounds that all these lacked Vedic sanction. It aimed to be a universal 
church based on the authority of the Vedas. Dayananda stated that he wanted 'to 
make the whole world Aryan', i.e. he wanted to develop missionary Hinduism 
based on the universality of the Vedas. To this end, the Arya Samaj started 
Shuddhi movement in the early 20th century to bring back to Hinduism people 
converted to Islam and Christianity, set up schools and missionary 
organisations, and extended its activities outside India. It now has branches 
around the world and has a disproportional number of adherents among people 
of Indian ancestry in Suriname and the Netherlands, in comparison with India. 

Reception in the West 

An important development during the British colonial period was the influence Hindu 
traditions began to form on Western thought and new religious movements. An early 
champion of Indian-inspired thought in the West was Arthur Schopenhauer who in the 
1850s advocated ethics based on an "Aryan-Vedic theme of spiritual self-conquest", as 
opposed to the ignorant drive toward earthly utopianism of the superficially this-
worldly "Jewish" spirit. Helena Blavatsky moved to India in 1879, and her 
Theosophical Society, founded in New York in 1875, evolved into a peculiar mixture of 
Western occultism and Hindu mysticism over the last years of her life. 

The sojourn of Vivekananda to the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago in 1893 
had a lasting effect. Vivekananda founded the Ramakrishna Mission, a Hindu 
missionary organisation still active today. 

In the early 20th century, Western occultists influenced by Hinduism include 
Maximiani Portaz – an advocate of "Aryan Paganism" – who styled herself Savitri Devi 
and Jakob Wilhelm Hauer, founder of the German Faith Movement. It was in this 
period, and until the 1920s, that the swastika became a ubiquitous symbol of good luck 
in the West before its association with the Nazi Party became dominant in the 1930s. 

Hinduism-inspired elements in Theosophy were also inherited by the spin-off 
movements of Ariosophy and Anthroposophy and ultimately contributed to the renewed 
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New Age boom of the 1960s to 1980s, the term New Age itself deriving from Blavatsky's 
1888 The Secret Doctrine. 

Influential 20th-century Hindus were Ramana Maharshi, B.K.S. Iyengar, 
Paramahansa Yogananda, Prabhupada (founder of ISKCON), Sri Chinmoy, Swami 
Rama and others who translated, reformulated and presented Hinduism's foundational 
texts for contemporary audiences in new iterations, raising the profiles of Yoga and 
Vedanta in the West and attracting followers and attention in India and abroad. 

Contemporary Hinduism 

As of 2007, of an estimated 944 million Hindus, 98.5% live in South Asia. Of the 
remaining 1.5% or 14 million, 6 million live in Southeast Asia (mostly Indonesia), 2 
million in Europe, 1.8 million in North America, 1.2 million in Southern Africa. 

South Asia 

Modern Hinduism is the reflection of continuity and progressive changes that occurred 
in various traditions and institutions of Hinduism during the 19th and 20th centuries. 
Its main divisions are into Vaishnavism (largely influenced by Bhakti), Shaivism, 
Shaktism and Smartism (Advaita Vedanta). 

Besides these traditional denominations, movements of Hindu revivalism look to 
founders such as Swami Vivekananda, Swami Dayananda (Arya Samaj), Rabindranath 
Tagore, Ramana Maharshi, Aurobindo, Shriram Sharma Acharya, Swami Sivananda, 
Swami Rama Tirtha, Narayana Guru, Paramhansa Yogananda, Swami 
Chinmayananda, Shrii Shrii Anandamurti, Pandurang Shastri Athavale (Swadhyay 
Movement) and others. 

The Hindutva movement advocating Hindu nationalism originated in the 1920s and 
has remained a strong political force in India. The major party of the religious right, 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), since its foundation in 1980 has won several elections, 
and after a defeat in 2004 remained the leading force of opposition against the coalition 
government of the Congress Party. The last national general election, held in early 
2014, saw a dramatic victory of BJP; it gained an absolute majority and formed the 
government, under the Prime Ministership of Narendra Modi, a prominent BJP leader 
and till then the Chief Minister of Gujarat state. 

Southeast Asia 

The resurgence of Hinduism in Indonesia is occurring in all parts of the country. In the 
early seventies, the Toraja people of Sulawesi were the first to be identified under the 
umbrella of 'Hinduism', followed by the Karo Batak of Sumatra in 1977 and the Ngaju 
Dayak of Kalimantan in 1980. 

The growth of Hinduism has been driven also by the famous Javanese prophesies of 
Sabdapalon and Jayabaya. Many recent converts to Hinduism had been members of the 
families of Sukarno's PNI, and now support Megawati Sukarnoputri. This return to the 
'religion of Majapahit' (Hinduism) is a matter of nationalist pride. 
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The new Hindu communities in Java tend to be concentrated around recently built 
temples (pura) or around archaeological temple sites (candi) which are being reclaimed 
as places of Hindu worship. An important new Hindu temple in eastern Java is Pura 
Mandaragiri Sumeru Agung, located on the slope of Mt. Semeru, Java's highest 
mountain. Mass conversions have also occurred in the region around Pura Agung 
Blambangan, another new temple, built on a site with minor archaeological remnants 
attributed to the kingdom of Blambangan, the last Hindu polity on Java, and Pura 
Loka Moksa Jayabaya (in the village of Menang near Kediri). 

Neo-Hindu movements in the west 

In modern times Smarta-views have been highly influential in both the Indian and 
western understanding of Hinduism via Neo-Vedanta. Vivekananda was an advocate of 
Smarta-views, and Radhakrishnan was himself a Smarta-Brahman. According to 
iskcon.org, 

Many Hindus may not strictly identify themselves as Smartas but, by adhering to 
Advaita Vedanta as a foundation for non-sectarianism, are indirect followers.  

Influential in spreading Hinduism to a western audience were Swami Vivekananda, 
A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada (Hare Krishna movement), Sri Aurobindo, 
Meher Baba, Osho, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (Transcendental Meditation), Jiddu 
Krishnamurti, Sathya Sai Baba, Mother Meera, among others. 

Hindutva 

In the 20th century, Hinduism also gained prominence as a political force and a source 
for national identity in India. With origins traced back to the establishment of the 
Hindu Mahasabha in the 1910s, the movement grew with the formulation and 
development of the Hindutva ideology in the following decades; the establishment of 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) in 1925; and the entry, and later success, of RSS 
offshoots Jana Sangha and Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in electoral politics in post-
independence India. Hindu religiosity plays an important role in the nationalist 
movement. 
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Chapter 55 

VEDIC PERIOD 

 

The Vedic period (or Vedic age) (ca. 1500–500 BCE) was the period in Indian history 
during which the Vedas, the oldest scriptures of Hinduism, were composed.  

During the early part of the Vedic period, the Indo-Aryans settled into northern India, 
bringing with them their specific religious traditions. The associated culture 
(sometimes referred to as Vedic civilization was initially a tribal, pastoral society 
centred in the northwestern parts of the Indian subcontinent; it spread after 1200 BCE 
to the Ganges Plain, as it was shaped by increasing settled agriculture, a hierarchy of 
four social classes, and the emergence of monarchical, state-level polities. 

The end of the Vedic period witnessed the rise of large, urbanized states as well as of 
shramana movements (including Jainism and Buddhism) which challenged the Vedic 
orthodoxy. Around the beginning of the Common Era, the Vedic tradition formed one of 
the main constituents of the so-called "Hindu synthesis". 

History 

Origins 

The commonly proposed period of earlier Vedic age is dated back to 2nd millennium 
BCE. After the collapse of the Indus Valley Civilisation, which ended ca. 1900 BCE, 
groups of Indo-Aryan peoples migrated into north-western India and started to inhabit 
the northern Indus Valley.  

Spread of IE-languages 
 

Indo-Aryan migration 
 

The knowledge about the Aryans comes mostly from the Rigveda-samhita, which was 
composed between ca. 1500–1200 BCE. They brought with them their distinctive 
religious traditions and practices. The Vedic beliefs and practices of the pre-classical 
era were closely related to the hypothesised Proto-Indo-European religion, and the 
Indo-Iranian religion. According to Anthony, the Old Indic religion probably emerged 
among Indo-European immigrants in the contact zone between the Zeravshan River 
(present-day Uzbekistan) and (present-day) Iran. It was "a syncretic mixture of old 
Central Asian and new Indo-European elements", which borrowed "distinctive religious 
beliefs and practices" from the Bactria–Margiana Culture. At least 383 non-Indo-
European words were borrowed from this culture, including the god Indra and the 
ritual drink Soma. According to Anthony, 

Many of the qualities of Indo-Iranian god of might/victory, Verethraghna, were 
transferred to the adopted god Indra, who became the central deity of the developing 
Old Indic culture. Indra was the subject of 250 hymns, a quarter of the Rig Veda. He 
was associated more than any other deity with Soma, a stimulant drug (perhaps 
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derived from Ephedra) probably borrowed from the BMAC religion. His rise to 
prominence was a peculiar trait of the Old Indic speakers. 

Early Vedic Period (ca. 1500–1000 BCE) 

 
Aryans settling in India 

These migrations may have been accompanied with violent clashes with the people who 
already inhabited this region. The Rig Veda contains accounts of conflicts between the 
Aryas and the Dasas and Dasyus. The Rig Veda describes Dasas and Dasyus as people 
who do not perform sacrifices (akratu) or obey the commandments of gods (avrata). 
Their speech is described as mridhra which could variously mean soft, uncouth, hostile, 
scornful or abusive. Other adjectives which describe their physical appearance are 
subject to many interpretations. However, many modern scholars connect the Dasas 
and Dasyus to Iranian tribes Dahae and Dahyu and believe that Dasas and Dasyus 
were early Indo–Aryan immigrants who arrived into the subcontinent before the Vedic 
Aryans. 

Internecine military conflicts between the various tribes of Vedic Aryans are also 
described in the Rig Veda. Most notable of such conflicts was the Battle of Ten Kings 
which took place on the banks of the river Parushni (modern day Ravi). The battle was 
fought between the tribe Bharatas, led by their chief Sudas, against a confederation of 
ten tribes— Puru, Yadu, Turvasha, Anu, Druhyu, Alina, Bhalanas, Paktha, Siva, 
Vishanin. Bharatas lived around the upper regions of the river Saraswati, while Purus, 
their western neighbours, lived along the lower regions of Saraswati. The other tribes 
dwelt north-west of the Bharatas in the region of Punjab. Division of the waters of Ravi 
could have been a reason for the war. The confederation of tribes tried to inundate the 
Bharatas by opening the embankments of Ravi, yet Sudas emerged victorious in the 
Battle of Ten Kings. Purukutsa, the chief of Purus, was killed in the battle and the 
Bharatas and the Purus merged into a new tribe Kuru after the war. 

Later Vedic period (1000–500 BCE) 

Modern replica of utensils and falcon shaped altar used for Agnicayana, an elaborate 
srauta ritual originating from the Kuru Kingdom, around 1000 BCE. 

After the 12th century BCE, as the Rig Veda had taken its final form, the Vedic society 
transitioned from semi-nomadic life to settled agriculture. Vedic culture extended into 
the western Ganges Plain. The Gangetic plains had remained out of bounds to the 
Vedic tribes because of thick forest cover. After 1000 BCE, the use of iron axes and 
ploughs became widespread and the jungles could be cleared with ease. This enabled 
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the Vedic Aryans to settle at the western Gangetic plains. Many of the old tribes 
coalesced to form larger political units. 

The Vedic religion was further developed when the Indo-Aryans migrated into the 
Ganges Plain after c. 1100 BCE and became settled farmers, further syncretising with 
the native cultures of northern India. However, the development of the varna system, 
which created a hierarchy of priests, warriors, and free peasants, ultimately led to the 
excluding of indigenous peoples by labelling their occupations impure. 

The Kuru Kingdom, the earliest Vedic "state", was formed by a "super-tribe" which 
joined several tribes in a new unit. To govern this state, Vedic hymns were collected 
and transcribed, and new rituals were developed, which formed the now orthodox 
Srauta rituals. Two key figures in this process of the development of the Kuru state 
were the king Parikshit and his successor Janamejaya, transforming this realm into 
the dominant political and cultural power of northern Iron Age India. 

The most famous of new religious sacrifices that arose in this period were the 
Ashvamedha (horse sacrifice) and Gomedha (cow sacrifice). This sacrifice involved 
setting a consecrated horse free to roam the kingdoms for a year. The horse was 
followed by a chosen band of warriors. The kingdoms and chiefdoms in which the horse 
wandered had to pay homage or prepare to battle the king to whom the horse belonged. 
This sacrifice put considerable pressure on inter-state relations in this era. This period 
saw also the beginning of the social stratification by the use of Varna, the division of 
Vedic society in Kshatriya, Brahmins, Vaishya and Shudra. 

The Kuru kingdom declined after its defeat by the non-Vedic Salva tribe, and the 
political centre of Vedic culture shifted east, into the Panchala kingdom on the Ganges. 
Later, the kingdom of Videha emerged as a political centre farther to the East, in what 
is today southern Nepal and northern Bihar state in India, reaching its prominence 
under the king Janaka, whose court provided patronage for Brahmin sages and 
philosophers such as Yajnavalkya and Uddalaka Aruni. 

Second urbanisation 

By the sixth century BCE, the political units consolidated into large kingdoms called 
Mahajanapadas. The process of urbanization had begun in these kingdoms and 
commerce and travel, even over regions separated by large distances became easy. 
Anga, door step of modern day West Bengal, a small kingdom to the east of Magadha, 
formed the eastern boundary of the Vedic culture. Yadavas expanded towards the south 
and settled in Mathura. To the south of their kingdom was Vatsa which was governed 
from its capital Kausambi. The Narmada River and parts of North Western Deccan 
formed the southern limits. The newly formed states struggled for supremacy and 
started displaying imperial ambitions. 

The end of Vedic India is marked by linguistic, cultural and political changes. The 
grammar of Pāṇini marks a final apex in the codification of Sutra texts, and at the 
same time the beginning of Classical Sanskrit. The invasion of Darius I of the Indus 
valley in the early 6th century BCE marks the beginning of outside influence, 
continued in the kingdoms of the Indo-Greeks. Meanwhile, within India, the shramana 
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movements (including Jainism and Buddhism) challenged the authority and orthodoxy 
of Vedic scriptures and ritual. 

Culture 

Society 

Rig Vedic society was relatively egalitarian in the sense that a distinct hierarchy of 
socio-economic classes or castes was absent. However, political hierarchy was 
determined by rank, where rajan stood at the top and dasi at the bottom. The words 
Brahamana and Kshatriya occur in various family books of the Rig Veda, but they are 
not associated with the term varna. The words Vaishya and Shudra are absent. Verses 
of the Rig Veda, such as 3.44-45, indicate the absence of strict social hierarchy and the 
existence of social mobility: 

O, Indra, fond of soma, would you make me the protector of people, or would you make 
me a king, would you make me a sage who has drunk soma, would you impart to me 
endless wealth. 

The Vedic household was patriarchal and patrilineal. The institution of marriage was 
important and different types of marriages— monogamy, polygyny and polyandry are 
mentioned in the Rig Veda. Both women sages and female gods were known to Vedic 
Aryans. However, hymns attributable to female sages are few and female gods were not 
as important as male ones. Women could choose their husbands and could remarry if 
their husbands died or disappeared. While the wife enjoyed a respectable position, she 
was subordinate to her husband. People consumed milk, milk products, grains, fruits, 
vegetables and meat. Clothes of cotton, wool and animal skin were worn. Soma and 
sura were popular drinks in the Rig Vedic society, of which soma was sanctified by 
religion. Flute (vana), lute (vina), harp, cymbals, and drums were the musical 
instruments played and a heptatonic scale was used. Dancing, dramas, chariot racing, 
and gambling were other popular pastimes. 

The emergence of monarchical states in the later Vedic age, led to a distancing of the 
rajan from the people and the emergence of a varna hierarchy. The society was divided 
into four social groups— Brahmanas, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas and Shudras. The later 
Vedic texts fixed social boundaries, roles, status and ritual purity for each of the 
groups. The Shatapatha Brahmana associates the Brahmana with purity of parentage, 
good conduct, glory, teaching or protecting people; Kshatriya with strength, fame, 
ruling, and warfare; Vaishya with material prosperity and production-related activities 
such as cattle rearing and agriculture; Shudras with the service of the higher varnas. 
The effects of Rajasuya sacrifice depended on the varna of the sacrificer. Rajasuya 
endowed Brahmana with lustre, Kshatriya with valour, Vaishya with procreative 
power and Shudra with stability. The hierarchy of the top three varnas is ambiguous in 
the later Vedic texts. Panchavamsha Brahmana and verse 13.8.3.11 of the Shatapatha 
Brahmana place Kshatriya over Brahmana and Vaishya, whereas, verse 1.1.4.12 places 
Brahmana and Vaishya over the Kshatriya and Shudra. The Purusha sukta visualized 
the four varnas as hierarchical, but inter-related parts of an organic whole. Despite the 
increasing social stratification in the later Vedic times, hymns like Rig Veda IX.112, 
suggest some amount of social mobility: "I am a reciter of hymns, my father a 
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physician, and my mother grinds (corn) with stones. We desire to obtain wealth in 
various actions." 

Household became an important unit in the later Vedic age. The variety of households 
of the Rig Vedic era gave way to an idealized household which was headed by a 
grihapati. The relations between husband and wife, father and son were hierarchically 
organised and the women were relegated to subordinate and docile roles. Polygyny was 
more common than polyandry and texts like Tattiriya Samhita indicate taboos around 
menstruating women. Various professions women took to are mentioned in the later 
Vedic texts. Women tended to cattle, milked cows, carded wool; were weavers, dyers, 
and corn grinders. Women warriors such as Vishphala, who lost a leg in battle, are 
mentioned. Two female philosophers are mentioned in the Upanishads. Patrick 
Olivelle, in his translation of the Upanishads, writes that "the fact that these women 
are introduced without any attempt to justify or to explain how women could be 
engaged in theological matters suggests the relatively high social and religious position 
of at least women of some social strata during this period." 

Political organisation 

Early Vedic Aryans were organised into tribes rather than kingdoms. The chief of a 
tribe was called a rajan. The autonomy of the rajan was restricted by the tribal councils 
called sabha and samiti. The two bodies were, in part, responsible for the governance of 
the tribe. The rajan could not accede to the throne without their approval. The 
distinction between the two bodies is not clear. Arthur Llewellyn Basham, a noted 
historian and indologist, theorises that sabha was a meeting of great men in the tribe, 
whereas, samiti was a meeting of all free tribesmen. Some tribes had no hereditary 
chiefs and were directly governed by the tribal councils. Rajan had a rudimentary court 
which was attended by courtiers (sabhasad) and chiefs of septs (gramani). The main 
responsibility of the rajan was to protect the tribe. He was aided by several 
functionaries, including the purohita (chaplain), the senani (army chief), dutas (envoys) 
and spash (spies). Purohita performed ceremonies and spells for success in war and 
prosperity in peace. 

In the later Vedic period, the tribes had consolidated into small kingdoms, which had a 
capital and a rudimentary administrative system. To aid in governing these new states, 
the kings and their Brahmin priests arranged Vedic hymns into collections and 
developed a new set of rituals (the now orthodox srauta rituals) to strengthen the 
emerging social hierarchy. The rajan was seen as the custodian of social order and the 
protector of rashtra (polity). Hereditary kingship started emerging and competitions 
like chariot races, cattle raids, and game of dice, which previously decided who was 
worthy of becoming a king, became nominal. Rituals in this era exalted the status of 
the king over his people. He was occasionally referred to as samrat (supreme ruler). 
Rajan's increasing political power enabled him to gain greater control over the 
productive resources. The voluntary gift offering (bali) became compulsory tribute, 
however, there was no organised system of taxation. Sabha and samiti are still 
mentioned in later Vedic texts, though, with increasing power of king, their influence 
declined. By the end of the later Vedic age, different kinds of political systems such as 
monarchical states (rajya), oligarchical states (gana or sangha), and tribal 
principalities had emerged in India. 
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Economy 

 
Ceramic goblet from Navdatoli, Malwa, 1300 BCE. 

Economy in the Rig Vedic period was sustained by a combination of pastoralism and 
agriculture. There are references, in the Rig Veda, to leveling of field, seed processing, 
and storage of grains in large jars. War booty was also a major source of wealth. 
Economic exchanges were conducted by gift giving, particularly to kings (bali) and 
priests (dana), and barter using cattle as a unit of currency. While gold is mentioned in 
some hymns, there is no indication of the use of coins. Metallurgy is not mentioned in 
the Rig Veda, but the word ayas and instruments made from it such as razors, bangles, 
axes are mentioned. One verse mentions purification of ayas. Some scholars believe 
that ayas refers to iron and the words dham and karmara refer to iron-welders. 
However, philological evidence indicates that ayas in the Rigveda refers only to copper 
and bronze, while iron or śyāma ayas, literally "black metal", first is mentioned in the 
post-Rigvedic Atharvaveda, and therefore the Early Vedic Period was a Bronze Age 
culture whereas the Late Vedic Period was an Iron Age culture. 

The transition of Vedic society from semi-nomadic life to settled agriculture in the later 
Vedic age lead to an increase in trade and competition for resources. Agriculture 
dominated the economic activity along the Ganges valley during this period. 
Agricultural operations grew in complexity and usage of iron implements (krishna–ayas 
or shyama–ayas, literally black metal or dark metal) increased. Crops of wheat, rice, 
and barley were cultivated. Surplus production helped to support the centralised 
kingdoms that were emerging at this time. New crafts and occupations such as 
carpentry, leather work, tanning, pottery, astrology, jewellery, dying, and winemaking 
arose. Apart from copper, bronze, and gold, later Vedic texts also mention tin, lead, and 
silver. 

Panis in some hymns refers to merchants, in others to stingy people who hid their 
wealth and did not perform Vedic sacrifices. Some scholars suggest that Panis were 
semitic traders, but the evidence for this is slim. Professions of warriors, priests, cattle-
rearers, farmers, hunters, barbers, vintners and crafts of chariot-making, cart-making, 
carpentry, metal working, tanning, making of bows, sewing, weaving, making mats of 
grass and reed are mentioned in the hymns of Rig Veda. Some of these might have 
needed full-time specialists. There are references to boats and oceans. The book X of the 
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Rig Veda refers to both eastern and western oceans. Individual property ownership did 
not exist and clans as a whole enjoyed rights over lands and herds. Enslavement (dasa, 
dasi) in the course of war or as a result of non-payment of debt is mentioned. However, 
slaves worked in households rather than production-related activities. 

Religion 

 
A steel engraving from the 1850s, which depicts the creative activities of Prajapati,  

a Vedic deity who presides over procreation and protection of life. 

The Vedic forms of belief are one of the precursors to modern Hinduism. Texts 
considered to date to the Vedic period are mainly the four Vedas, but the Brahmanas, 
Aranyakas and the older Upanishads as well as the oldest Shrautasutras are also 
considered to be Vedic. The Vedas record the liturgy connected with the rituals and 
sacrifices performed by the 16 or 17 Shrauta priests and the purohitas. 

The rishis, the composers of the hymns of the Rigveda, were considered inspired poets 
and seers (in post-Vedic times understood as "hearers" of an eternally existing Veda, 
Śrauta means "what is heard"). 

The mode of worship was the performance of sacrifices (Yajna) which included the 
chanting of Rigvedic verses (see Vedic chant), singing of Samans and 'mumbling' of 
sacrificial mantras (Yajus). Yajna involved sacrifice and sublimation of the havana 
sámagri (herbal preparations) in the fire accompanied by the chanting of the Vedic 
mantras. The sublime meaning of the word yajna is derived from the Sanskrit verb yaj, 
which has a three-fold meaning of worship of deities (devapujana), unity 
(saògatikaraña) and charity (dána). An essential element was the sacrificial fire - the 
divine Agni - into which oblations were poured, as everything offered into the fire was 
believed to reach God. People prayed for abundance of rain, cattle, sons, long life and 
gaining 'heaven'. 

Vedic people believed in the transmigration of the soul and the peepul tree and cow 
were sanctified by the time of the Atharva Veda. Many of the concepts of Indian 
philosophy espoused later like Dharma, Karma etc. trace their root to the Vedas. 

The main deities of the Vedic pantheon were Indra, Agni (the sacrificial fire), and Soma 
and some deities of social order such as Mitra–Varuna, Aryaman, Bhaga and Amsa, 
further nature deities such as Surya (the Sun), Vayu (the wind), Prithivi (the earth). 
Goddesses included Ushas (the dawn), Prithvi and Aditi (the mother of the Aditya gods 
or sometimes the cow). Rivers, especially Saraswati, were also considered goddesses. 
Deities were not viewed as all-powerful. The relationship between humans and the 
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deity was one of transaction, with Agni (the sacrificial fire) taking the role of messenger 
between the two. Strong traces of a common Indo-Iranian religion remain visible, 
especially in the Soma cult and the fire worship, both of which are preserved in 
Zoroastrianism. 

Ethics in the Vedas are based on the concepts of Satya and Rta. Satya is the principle 
of integration rooted in the Absolute. Whereas, Ṛta is the expression of Satya, which 
regulates and coordinates the operation of the universe and everything within it. 
Conformity with Ṛta would enable progress whereas its violation would lead to 
punishment. 

Vedic religion evolved into the Hindu paths of Yoga and Vedanta, a religious path 
considering itself the 'essence' of the Vedas, interpreting the Vedic pantheon as a 
unitary view of the universe with 'God' (Brahman) seen as immanent and transcendent 
in the forms of Ishvara and Brahman. These post-Vedic systems of thought, along with 
later texts like Upanishads, epics (namely Gita of Mahabharat), have been fully 
preserved and form the basis of modern Hinduism. The ritualistic traditions of Vedic 
religion are preserved in the conservative Śrauta tradition. 

Literature 

 
An early 19th-century manuscript of Rigveda (padapatha) in Devanagari.  
The Vedic accent is marked by underscores and vertical overscores in red. 

The reconstruction of the history of Vedic India is based on text-internal details, but 
can be correlated to relevant archaeological details. Linguistically, the Vedic texts could 
be classified in five chronological strata: 

1. Rigvedic text: The Rigveda is by far the most archaic of the Vedic texts preserved, 
and it retains many common Indo-Iranian elements, both in language and in content, 
that are not present in any other Vedic texts. Its time span likely corresponds to the 
Late Harappan culture, Gandhara Grave culture and Ochre Coloured Pottery culture. 

2. Mantra language texts: This period includes both the mantra and prose language 
of the Atharvaveda (Paippalada and Shaunakiya), the Rigveda Khilani, the Samaveda 
Samhita (containing some 75 mantras not in the Rigveda), and the mantras of the 
Yajurveda. Many of these texts are largely derived from the Rigveda, but have 
undergone certain changes, both by linguistic change and by reinterpretation. 
Conspicuous changes include change of vishva "all" by sarva, and the spread of the 
kuru- verbal stem (for Rigvedic krno-). This is the time of the early Iron Age in north-
western India, corresponding to the Black and Red Ware (BRW) and Painted Grey Ware 
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(PGW) cultures, and the early Kuru Kingdom, dating from ca. the 12th to 11th century 
BCE. 

3. Samhita prose texts: This period marks the beginning of the collection and 
codification of a Vedic canon. An important linguistic change is the complete loss of the 
injunctive. The Brahmana part ('commentary' on mantras and ritual) of the Black 
Yajurveda (MS, KS, TS) belongs to this period. Archaeologically, the Painted Grey Ware 
(PGW) culture from ca. 1000 or 900 BCE corresponds to the Kuru Kingdom and the 
subsequent eastward shift of the political centre from the Kurus to the Pancalas on the 
Ganges. 

4. Brahmana prose texts: The Brahmanas proper of the four Vedas belong to this 
period, as well as the Aranyakas, the oldest of the Upanishads (BAU, ChU, JUB) and 
the oldest Shrautasutras (BSS, VadhSS). In the east, Videha (N. Bihar and Nepal) is 
established as the third main political centre of the Vedic period. 

5. Sutra language texts: This is the last stratum of Vedic Sanskrit leading up to c. 
500 BCE, comprising the bulk of the Śrauta and Grhya Sutras, and some Upanishads 
(e.g. KathU, MaitrU). 
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Chapter 56 

INDO-ARYAN PEOPLES 

 

Indo-Aryan or Indic peoples are an ethno-linguistic group referring to the wide 
collection of peoples united as native speakers of the Indo-Aryan branch of the Indo-
Iranian language family, and is in turn a member of the larger Indo-European 
language family. Today, there are over one billion native speakers of Indo-Aryan 
languages, most of them native to South Asia, where they form the majority. 

Origins 

Earliest migrations 

The genetic analysis of two Y chromosome variants, Hgr9 and Hgr3 provides insightful 
data. Microsatellite variation of Hgr9 among Iranians, Indians and Pakistanis indicate 
an expansion of populations to around 9000 YBP in Iran and then to 6,000 YBP in 
India. This migration originated in what was historically termed Elam in south-west 
Iran to the Indus valley, and may have been associated with the spread of Dravidian 
speakers from south-west Iran Subsequently, the Indo-European migration into 
subcontinent from Sintashta culture about 4,000 ybp. and the Tibeto-Burmans and 
Austroasiatics via the Himalayan and north-eastern borders of the subcontinent. 

The most frequent mtDNA haplogroups in the Indian subcontinent are M, R and U. 

All major Y chromosome DNA haplogroups in the subcontinent are Haplogroup F's 
descendant haplogroups R (mostly R2a, R2 and R1a1), L, H and J (mostly J2). other 
minor but notable haplogroups include O3 among Tibeto-Burman speakers, O2a among 
Austroasiatic speakers, G and T. 

Haplogroup R1a1 in particular is associated with Indo-Aryans in South Asia. In South 
Asia R1a1 has been observed often with high frequency in a number of demographic 
groups, especially among Indo-Aryans. Its parent clade Haplogroup R1a is believed to 
have its origins in the South Asia or the Eurasian Steppe, whereas its successor clade 
R1a1 has the highest frequency and time depth in South Asia, making it a possible 
locus of origin. However, the uneven distribution of this haplogroup among South Asian 
castes and tribal populations makes a Central Eurasian origin of this lineage a strong 
possibility as well. 

In a 2009 study of 132 individuals, 560,000 single-nucleotide polymorphisms in 25 
different south asian groups were analysed, providing strong evidence in support of the 
notion that modern south asians (both Indo-Aryan and Dravidian groups) are a hybrid 
population descending from two genetically divergent populations referred to as the 
'Ancestral North Indians' related to western eurasians and the 'Ancestral South 
Indians' who are not closely related to groups outside the subcontinent.  According to 
the study, Asians split into Ancestral South Indians, Proto-East Asian and 
Andamanese around 48,500 ybp  which today only exists in admixture form through 
maternal subgroup of M (mtDNA) in South Asia and in Eastern Asia through paternal 
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Haplogroup D and maternal subgroup of M (mtDNA).  Andamanese were unique in 
that they were the only population in the study that lacked any Ancestral North Indian 
and all Y-DNA and MtDNA unique to South Asia. The authors thus suggest that the 
peopling of Andaman islands must have occurred before the appearance of Haplogroup 
F and it's descendants.  

Indo-Aryan language 

The separation of Indo-Aryans proper from Indo-Iranians is commonly dated, on 
linguistic grounds, to roughly 1800 BCE. The Nuristani languages probably split in 
such early times, and are classified as either remote Indo-Aryan dialects or as an 
independent branch of Indo-Iranian. By the mid 2nd millennium BCE early Indo-
Aryans had reached Assyria in the west (the Indo-Aryan superstrate in Mitanni) and 
the northern Punjab in the east (the Rigvedic tribes). 

The spread of Indo-Aryan languages has been connected with the spread of the chariot 
in the first half of the 2nd millennium BCE. Some scholars[who?] trace the Indo-Aryans 
(both Indo-Aryans and European Aryans) back to the Andronovo culture (2nd 
millennium BCE). Other scholars have argued that the Andronovo culture proper 
formed too late to be associated with the Indo-Aryans of India, and that no actual 
traces of the Andronovo culture (e.g. warrior burials or timber-frame materials) have 
been found in India and Southern countries like Sri Lanka and the Maldives. 

Bactria–Margiana Archaeological Complex (BMAC) 

Archaeologist J.P. Mallory (1998) finds it "extraordinarily difficult to make a case for 
expansions from this northern region to northern India" and remarks that the proposed 
migration routes "only [get] the Indo-Iranian to Central Asia, but not as far as the seats 
of the Medes, Persians or Indo-Aryans" (Mallory 1998; Bryant 2001: 216). Therefore, he 
prefers to derive the Indo-Aryans from the intermediate stage of the Bactria–Margiana 
Archaeological Complex (BMAC) culture, in terms of a "Kulturkugel" model of 
expansion. Likewise, Asko Parpola (1988) connects the Indo-Aryans to the BMAC. But 
although horses were known to the Indo-Aryans, evidence for their presence in the form 
of horse bones is missing in the BMAC. Parpola (1988) has argued that the Dasas were 
the "carriers of the Bronze Age culture of Greater Iran" living in the BMAC and that 
the forts with circular walls destroyed by the Indo-Aryans were actually located in the 
BMAC. Parpola (1999) elaborates the model and has "Proto-Rigvedic" Indo-Aryans 
intrude the BMAC around 1700 BCE. He assumes early Indo-Aryan presence in the 
Late Harappan horizon from about 1900 BCE, and "Proto-Rigvedic" (Proto-Dardic) 
intrusion to the Punjab as corresponding to the Swat culture from about 1700 BCE. 

Recently Leo Klejn proposed a hypothesis of linking the earliest stage of Indo-Aryan 
peoples with the Catacomb culture. 

Indo-Aryan superstrate in Mitanni 

Some theonyms, proper names and other terminology of the Mitanni exhibit an Indo-
Aryan superstrate, suggesting that an Indo-Aryan elite imposed itself over the Hurrian 
population in the course of the Indo-Aryan expansion. 
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In a treaty between the Hittites and the Mitanni (between Suppiluliuma and 
Matiwaza, ca. 1380 BCE), the deities Mitra, Varuna, Indra, and Nasatya (Ashvins) are 
invoked. Kikkuli's horse training text (circa 1400 BCE) includes technical terms such 
as aika (eka, one), tera (tri, three), panza (pancha, five), satta (sapta, seven), na (nava, 
nine), vartana (vartana, round). The numeral aika "one" is of particular importance 
because it places the superstrate in the vicinity of Indo-Aryan proper as opposed to 
Indo-Iranian or early Iranian (which has "aiva") in general. 

Another text has babru(-nnu) (babhru, brown), parita(-nnu) (palita, grey), and 
pinkara(-nnu) (pingala, red). Their chief festival was the celebration of the solstice 
(vishuva) which was common in most cultures in the ancient world. The Mitanni 
warriors were called marya (Hurrian: maria-nnu), the term for (young) warrior in 
Sanskrit as well; note mišta-nnu (= miẓ�ha,~ Sanskrit mī�ha) "payment (for catching a 
fugitive)" (Mayrhofer II 358). 

Sanskritic interpretations of Mitanni names render Artashumara (artaššumara) as 
Arta-smara "who thinks of Arta/Ṛta" (Mayrhofer II 780), Biridashva (biridašṷa, 
biriiašṷa) as Prītāśva "whose horse is dear" (Mayrhofer II 182), Priyamazda 
(priiamazda) as Priyamedha "whose wisdom is dear" (Mayrhofer II 189, II378), 
Citrarata as citraratha "whose chariot is shining" (Mayrhofer I 553), 
Indaruda/Endaruta as Indrota "helped by Indra" (Mayrhofer I 134), Shativaza 
(šattiṷaza) as Sātivāja "winning the race price" (Mayrhofer II 540, 696), Šubandhu as 
Subandhu 'having good relatives" (a name in Palestine, Mayrhofer II 209, 735), 
Tushratta (tṷišeratta, tušratta, etc.) as *tṷaiašaratha, Vedic Tveṣaratha "whose chariot 
is vehement" (Mayrhofer I 686, I 736). 

Possible Indo-Aryan migration to Inner Asia 

Christopher I. Beckwith suggests that the Wusun, an Indo-European Europoid people 
of Inner Asia in antiquity, were of Indo-Aryan origin. From the Chinese term Wusun, 
Beckwith reconstructs the Old Chinese *âswin, which he compares to the Old Indic 
aśvin "the horsemen," the name of the Rigvedic twin equestrian gods. Beckwith 
suggests that the Wusun were an eastern remnant of the Indo-Aryans, who had been 
suddenly pushed to the extremeties of the Eurasian Steppe by the Iranian peoples in 
the 2nd millennium bc. 

The Wusun are first mentioned by Chinese sources as vassals in the Tarim Basin of the 
Yuezhi, an Indo-European Europoid people of possible Tocharian stock. Around 170 bc, 
the Yuezhi were utterly defeated by the Xiongnu, also former vassals of the Yuezhi. The 
Yuezhi subsequently attacked the Wusun and killed their king Nandoumi, capturing 
the Ili Valley from the Saka (Scythians) shortly afterwards. In return the Wusun 
settled in the former territories of the Yuezhi as vassals of the Xiongnu. The son of 
Nandoumi was adopted by the Xiongnu king and made leader of the Wusun. Around 
130 bc he attacked and utterly defeated the Yuezhi, settling the Wusun in the Ili 
Valley. Soon afterwards they became independent of the Xiongnu, becoming trusted 
vassals of the Han Dynasty and powerful force in the region for centuries. With the 
emerging steppe federations of the Rouran, the Wusun migrated into the Pamir 
Mountains in the 5th century ad. They are last mentioned in 938 ad when a Wusun 
chieftain paid tribute to the Liao dynasty. 
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Vedic period 

An influx of early Indo-Aryan speakers over the Hindukush (comparable to the Kushan 
expansion of the 1st centuries CE) together with Late Harappan cultures gave rise to 
the Vedic civilization of the Early Iron Age. This civilization is marked by a continual 
shift to the east, first to the Gangetic plain with the Kurus and Panchalas, and further 
east with the Kosala and Videha. This Iron Age expansion corresponds to the black and 
red ware and painted grey ware cultures. 

For Hellenistic times, Oleg N. Trubachev (1999; elaborating on a hypothesis by 
Kretschmer 1944) suggests that there were Indo-Aryan speakers in the Pontic steppe. 
The Maeotes and the Sindes, the latter also known as "Indoi" and described by 
Hesychius as "an Indian people". 

Middle Ages 

The various Prakrit vernaculars developed into independent languages in the course of 
the Middle Ages (see Apabhramsha), forming the Abahatta group in the east and the 
Hindustani group in the west. The Romani people (also known as Gypsies) are believed 
to have left India around 1000 CE. 

Contemporary Indo-Aryan peoples 

Contemporary Indo-Aryans are spread over most of the northern, western, central and 
eastern regions of the Indian subcontinent, Hyderabad in southern India, and in most 
parts of Sri Lanka and the Maldives. Non-native speakers of Indo-Aryan languages also 
reach the south of the peninsula. The largest groups are the Hindi, Bengali and 
Punjabi. (Hindustani) or Hindi/Urdu speakers of India, Bangladesh and Pakistan 
number more than half a billion native speakers, constituting the largest community of 
speakers of any of the Indo-European languages. Of the 22 scheduled languages of 
India, 16 are Indo-Aryan languages (see also languages of India). 

Genetic anthropology 

An increasing number of studies have found South Asia to have the highest level of 
diversity of Y-STR haplotype variation within R1a1a, such as those of Kivisild et al. 
(2003), Mirabel et al. (2009) and Sharma et al. (2007, 2009). However, studies based on 
Y-STR haplotype variation have been recently criticized as being inaccurate and highly 
unreliable because the results are often affected by which markers are consciously 
chosen for analysis. In a 2011 study examining the effects of microsatellite choice and 
Y-chromosomal variation, the authors conclude: 

"Subsequently, we suggest that most STR-based Y chromosome dates are likely to be 
underestimates due to the molecular characteristics of the markers commonly used, 
such as their mutation rate and the range of potential alleles that STR can take, which 
potentially leads to a loss of time-linearity. As a consequence, we update the STR-based 
age of important nodes in the Y chromosome tree, showing that credible estimates for 
the age of lineages can be made once these STR characteristics are taken into 
consideration. Finally we show that the STRs that are most commonly used to explore 
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deep ancestry are not able to uncover ancient relationships, and we propose a set of 
STRs that should be used in these cases." 

Viswanathan et al. (2004) in a study on genetic structure and affinities among tribal 
populations of southern India concludes, "Genetic differentiation was high and genetic 
distances were not significantly correlated with geographic distances. Genetic drift 
therefore probably played a significant role in shaping the patterns of genetic variation 
observed in southern Indian tribal populations. Otherwise, analyses of population 
relationships showed that Indian populations are closely related to one another, 
regardless of phenotypic characteristics, and do not show particular affinities to 
Africans. We conclude that the phenotypic similarities of some Indian groups to 
Africans do not reflect a close relationship between these groups, but are better 
explained by convergence." 

Sengupta et al. in their 2006 paper in the American Journal of Human Genetics say 
that "Our overall inference is that an early Holocene expansion in northwestern India 
(including the Indus Valley) contributed R1a1-M17 chromosomes both to the Central 
Asian and South Asian tribes". The haplotype dating methodology employed by the 
Sengupta paper is based on the "evolutionarily effective" mutation rate for Y-
chromosomal STR loci, a method which has been severely criticized by Balanovsky et 
al. (2011). According to these researchers, who compare both the accuracy and 
reliability of the Zhivotovsky evolutionary mutation rate (6.9 x 10-4 per locus per 
generation) with a genealogical rate (2.1 x 10-3 per locus per generation). 

The latest research conducted by Watkins et al. (2008) also reject the Sengupta study, 
but only because of the stochasticity of uniparental markers which may have been 
affected by natural selection; they also argue for the need to analyze autosomal 
polymorphisms in addition to both Y-chromosomal and mitochondrial DNA in order to 
generate a comprehensive picture of population genetic structure. The authors of the 
study write: 

"The historical record documents an influx of Vedic Indo-European-speaking 
immigrants into northwest India starting at least 3500 years ago. These immigrants 
spread southward and eastward into an existing agrarian society dominated by 
Dravidian speakers. With time, a more highly-structured patriarchal caste system 
developed ... our data are consistent with a model in which nomadic populations from 
northwest and central Eurasia intercalated over millennia into an already complex, 
genetically diverse set of subcontinental populations. As these populations grew, mixed, 
and expanded, a system of social stratification likely developed in situ, spreading to the 
Indo-Gangetic plain, and then southward over the Deccan plateau." 

A 2011 study published in the American Journal of Human Genetics indicates that 
Indian ancestral components are the result of a more complex demographic history 
than was previously thought. According to the researchers, South Asia harbours two 
major ancestral components, one of which is spread at comparable frequency and 
genetic diversity in populations of South and West Asia, the Middle East, the Near 
East and the Caucasus; the other component is more restricted to South Asia. However, 
rather than ruling out the possibility of Indo-Aryan migration, these findings suggest 
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that the genetic affinities of both Indian ancestral components are the result of 
multiple gene flows over the course of thousands of years. 

Modeling of the observed haplotype diversities suggests that both Indian ancestry 
components are older than the purported Indo-Aryan invasion 3,500 YBP. Consistent 
with the results of pairwise genetic distances among world regions, Indians share more 
ancestry signals with West than with East Eurasians. 

List of Indo-Aryan peoples 

Historical 

• Ahir 
• Angas 
• Charans 
• Gandharis 
• Gangaridai 
• Gupta 
• Gurjars 
• Jats 
• Kalingas 
• Kambojas 
• Kolis/Koris 
• Kurus 
• Licchavis 
• Magadhis 

• Maurya 
• Nanda 
• Pala 
• Paundra 
• Rigvedic tribes 
• Satavahanas 
• Sena 
• Shakya 
• Vanga 
• Varanasi 
• Videha 

Contemporary 

• Assamese people 
• Bengali people 
• Bihari people 
• Bhils 
• Chhettris 
• Chittagonians 
• Dogras 
• Dom people 
• Garhwali people 
• Gujarati people 
• Gurkhas 
• Hindkis 

• Hindkowans 
• Kambojs 
• Khas people 
• Khatris 
• Koli people 
• Konkani people 
• Kumaoni people 
• Lhotshampas 
• Lohanas 
• Dhivehi people 
• Marathi people 
• Marwaris 

• Mers 
• Muhajirs 
• Nagars 
• Nais 
• Oriya people 
• Punjabi people 
• Rajputs 
• Ramgarhia 
• Romani people 
• Saraiki people 
• Sinhalese people 
• Sindhi people 
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Chapter 57 

INDO-ARYAN MIGRATION THEORY 

 

The Indo-Aryan migration theory explains the introduction of the Indo-Aryan 
languages in the Indian subcontinent by proposing a migration from the Bactria-
Margiana Culture (present-day northern Afghanistan) into the northern Indian 
Subcontinent (modern day India, Nepal and Pakistan). These migrations started 
approximately 1,800 BCE, after the invention of the war chariot, and also brought 
Indo-Aryan languages into the Levant and possibly Inner Asia. It was part of the 
diffusion of Indo-European languages from the proto-Indo-European homeland at the 
Pontic steppe, a large area of grasslands in far Eastern Europe, which started in the 
5th to 4th millennia BCE, and the Indo-European migrations out of the Eurasian 
steppes, which started approximately 2,000 BCE. 

The theory posits that these Indo-Aryan speaking people may have been a genetically 
diverse group of people who were united by shared cultural norms and language, 
referred to as aryā, "noble." Diffusion of this culture and language took place by patron-
client systems, which allowed for the absorption and acculturalisation of other groups 
into this culture, and explains the strong influence on other cultures with which it 
interacted. 

The idea of an Indo-Aryan immigration was developed shortly after the discovery of the 
Indo-European language family in the late 18th century, when similarities between 
western and Indian languages had been noted. Given these similarities, a single source 
or origin was proposed, which was diffused by migrations from some original homeland. 
This linguistic argument is complemented with genetic, archaeological, literary, and 
cultural evidence, and research and discussions on it continue. 

The Proto-Indo-Iranians, from which the Indo-Aryans developed, are identified with the 
Sintashta culture (2100–1800 BCE), and the Andronovo culture, which flourished ca. 
1800–1400 BCE in the steppes around the Aral sea, present-day Kazakhstan, 
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. The proto-Indo-Iranians were influenced by the 
Bactria-Margiana Culture, south of the Andronovo culture, from which they borrowed 
their distinctive religious beliefs and practices. The Indo-Aryans split off around 1800-
1600 BCE from the Iranians, whereafter the Indo-Aryans migrated into the Levant and 
north-western India. 

The debate about the origin of Indo-Aryan peoples is controversial, resulting in political 
agitation and inflamed sentiments. Some have rejected the theory of Indo-Aryan 
origins outside of India, maintaining that the Indo-Aryan people and languages 
originated in India. 

Description of the Indo-Aryan Migration theory 

The Indo-Aryan Migration theory is part of a larger theoretical framework. This 
framework explains the similarities between a wide range of contemporary and ancient 
languages. It combines linguistic, archaeological and anthropological research. This 
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provides an overview of the development of indo-European languages, and the spread of 
these Indo-European languages by migration and acculturation. 

Linguistics: relationships between languages 

The linguistic part traces the connections between the various Indo-European 
languages, and reconstructs proto-Indo-European. This is possible because the 
processes that change languages are not random, but follow strict patterns. Especially 
sound shifts, the changing of vowels and consonants, are important, although grammar 
(especially morphology) and the lexicon (vocabulary) may also be significant. Historical-
comparative linguistics thus makes it possible to see great similarities between 
languages which at first sight might seem very different.  

Archaeology: migrations 

The archaeological part posits an "Urheimat" at the Pontic steppes, which developed 
after the introduction of cattle at the steppes around 5,200 BCE. This introduction 
marked the change from foragist to pastoralist cultures, and the development of a 
hierarchical social system with chieftains, patron-client systems, and the exchange of 
goods and gifts. The oldest nucleus may have been the Samara culture (late 6th and 
early 5th millennium BC), at a bend in the Wolga. 

A wider "horizon" developed, called the Kurgan culture by Marija Gimbutas in the 
1950s. She included several cultures in this "Kurgan Culture", including the Samara 
culture and the Yamna culture, although the Yamna culture (36th–23rd centuries 
BCE), also called "Pit Grave Culture", may more aptly be called the "nucleus" of the 
proto-Indo-European language. From this area, which already included various 
subcultures, Indo-European languages spread west, south and east starting around 
4,000 BCE. These languages may have been carried by small groups of males, with 
patron-client systems which allowed for the inclusion of other groups into their cultural 
system. 

Eastward emerged the Sintashta culture (2100–1800 BCE), from which developed the 
Andronovo culture (1800–1400 BCE). This culture interacted with the Bactria-
Margiana Culture (2300–1700 BCE); out of this interaction developed the Indo-
Iranians, which split around 1800 BCE into the Indo-Aryans and the Iranians. The 
Indo-Aryans migrated to the Levant, northern India, and possibly south Asia. The 
migration into northern India was not a large-scale immigration, but may have 
consisted of small groups which were genetically diverse. Their culture and language 
spread by the same mechanisms of acculturalisation, and the absorption of other 
groups into their patron-client system. 

Anthropology: elite recruitment and language change 

Small groups can change a larger cultural area, and elite male dominance by small 
groups may have led to a language shift in northern India. 

David Anthony, in his "revised Steppe hypothesis" notes that the spread of the Indo-
European languages probably did not happen through "chain-type folk migrations," but 



548 

by the introduction of these languages by ritual and political elites, which were 
emulated by large groups of people, a process which he calls "elite recruitment". 

Genetics: no large-scale invasion 

Several studies rule out the possibility of a large-scale invasion by Indo-Aryans, but do 
show traces of later influxes of genetic material, while others have argued for the 
possibility of genetic influx by Aryan migrations. Genetic studies also show that 
language shift is possible without a change in genetics. 

Development of the Aryan Migration theory 

Similarities between Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, Persian, Celtic and German 

When the British started to colonize India in the 18th century, they had to impose a 
legal system on both the British merchants and the Indians. The Indians already had a 
legal system, which was unknown to the British colonizers. To integrate these systems, 
the British had to learn Sanskrit, a task which was given to Sir William Jones. He 
learned Sanskrit, and studied Sanskrit texts, at the ancient Hindu university at 
Nadiya. He noted the similarities of Sanskrit with Persian, English, Latin, Greek and 
Gothic. After three years of studies, in an announcement to the Asiatic Society of 
Bengal, he made the famous statement: 

The Sanskrit language, whatever be its antiquity, is of a wonderful structure; more 
perfect than the Greek, more copious than the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than 
either, yet bearing to both of them a stronger affinity, both in the roots of verbs and in 
the forms of grammar, than could possibly have been produced by accident; so strong 
indeed, that no philologer could examine them all three, without believing them to have 
sprung from some common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists: there is a similar 
reason, though not quite so forcible, for supposing that both the Gothic and the Celtic, 
though blended with a very different idiom, had the same origin with the Sanskrit; and 
the old Persian might be added to the same family, if this were the place for discussing 
any question concerning the antiquities of Persia.  

Jones concluded that all these languages originated from the same source. 

 
Herbert Hope Risley 
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Race science 

As an exponent of race science, colonial administrator Herbert Hope Risley (1851 – 
1911) used the ratio of the width of a nose to its height to divide Indian people into 
Aryan and Dravidian races, as well as seven castes. 

Homeland 

Most scholars assumed a homeland either in Europe or in Western Asia, and Sanskrit 
must in this case have reached India by a language transfer from west to east. 

Some scholars favoured an Indian "homeland". In 19th century Indo-European studies, 
the language of the Rigveda was the most archaic Indo-European language known to 
scholars, indeed the only records of Indo-European that could reasonably claim to date 
to the Bronze Age. This primacy of Sanskrit inspired some scholars, such as Friedrich 
Schlegel, to assume that the locus of the Proto-Indo-European Urheimat (primary 
homeland) had been in India, with the other dialects spread to the west by historical 
migration. This was however never a mainstream position even in the 19th century. 

Aryan invasion 

 
A 1910 depiction of Aryan's entering India from Huthinson's History of the Nations 

With the 20th-century discovery of Bronze-Age attestations of Indo-European 
(Anatolian, Mycenaean Greek), Vedic Sanskrit lost its special status as the most 
archaic Indo-European language known. The excavation of the Harappa, Mohenjo-daro 
and Lothal sites of the Indus Valley Civilization (IVC) in the 1920, showed that 
northern India already had an advanced culture when the Indo-Aryans migrated into 
the area. The theory changed from a migration of advanced Aryans towards a primitive 
aboriginal population to a migration of nomadic people into an advanced urban 
civilization, comparable to the Germanic migrations after the Fall of Rome, or the 
Kassite invasion of Babylonia. 

This possibility was for a short time seen as a hostile invasion into northern India. The 
decline of the Indus Valley Civilisation at precisely the period in history in which the 
Indo-Aryan migrations probably took place, seemed to provide independent support of 
such an invasion. This argument was proposed by the mid-20th century archaeologist 
Mortimer Wheeler, who interpreted the presence of many unburied corpses found in 
the top levels of Mohenjo-daro as the victims of conquest wars, and who famously 
stated that the god "Indra stands accused" of the destruction of the Civilisation. This 
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position was soon left by the scholarly community, noticing that no evidence was found, 
and that the skeletons were found to be hasty interments, not massacred victims. 
Wheeler himself also nunaced this interpretation in later publications, stating "This is 
a possibility, but it can't be proven, and it may not be correct." Wheeler further notes 
that the unburried corpses may indicate an event in the final phase of human 
occupation of Mohenjo-Daron, and that there-after the place was uninhabitated, but 
that the decay of Mohenjo-Daron has to be ascribed to structural causes such as 
salinisation. 

Nevertheless, although "no informed Western scholar speaks of 'invasions' anymore," 
critics of the Indo-Aryan Migration theory continue to present the theory as an "Aryan 
Invasion Theory", presenting it as a racist and colonialist discourse: 

The theory of an immigration of IA speaking Arya ("Aryan invasion") is simply seen as 
a means of British policy to justify their own intrusion into India and their subsequent 
colonial rule: in both cases, a "white race" was seen as subduing the local darker colored 
population. 

Aryan migration 

 
An early 20th century depiction of Aryans settling in agricultural villages in India 

In the later 20th century, ideas were refined along with data accrual, and migration 
and acculturation were seen as the methods whereby Indo-Aryans and their language 
and culture spread into northwest India around 1500 BC. The term "invasion" is only 
being used nowadays by opponents of the Indo-Aryan Migration theory. Michael Witzel: 

...it has been supplanted by much more sophisticated models over the past few decades 
[...] philologists first, and archaeologists somewhat later, noticed certain inconsistencies 
in the older theory and tried to find new explanations, a new version of the immigration 
theories.  

These changes were thought to be in line with changes in thinking about language 
transfer in general, such as the migration of the Greeks into Greece (between 2100 and 
1600 BC) and their adoption of a syllabic script, Linear B, from the pre-existing Linear 
A, with the purpose of writing Mycenaean Greek, or the Indo-Europeanization of 
Western Europe (in stages between 2200 and 1300 BC). 
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Future directions 

Mallory notes that with the development and the growing sophistication of the 
knowledge on the Indo-European migrations and their purported homeland, new 
questions arise, and that "it is evident that we still have a very long way to go." One of 
those questions is the origin of the shared agricultural vocabulary, and the earliest 
dates for agriculturalism in areas settled by the Indo-Europeans. Those dates seem to 
be too late too account for the shared vocubalary, and raise the question what their 
origin is. 

Stages of migrations 

About 6,000 years ago the Indo-Europeans started to spread-out from their proto-Indo-
European homeland in Central Eurasia, between the southern Ural Mountains, the 
North Caucasus, and the Black Sea. About 4,000 years ago Indo-European speaking 
peoples started to migrate out of the Eurasian steppes.  

Diffusion from the "Urheimat" 

Most scholars regard the middle Volga, which was the location of the Samara culture 
(late 6th and early 5th millennium BCE), and the Yamna culture, to be the "Urheimat" 
of the Indo-Europeans, as described by the Kurgan hypothesis. From this "Urheimat", 
Indo-European languages spread throughout the Eurasian steppes between ca. 4,500 
and 2,500 BCE, forming the Yamna culture. 

Three stages of Indo-European migrations out of the Eurasian steppes 

The migration out of Central Eurasia proper took place in three distinct stages. 

The first stage occurred at the end of the third millennium. Indo-European speakers 
spread to the Caucasus and the Black Sea regions, which were already inhabited by 
non-Indo-European speaking peoples. Other groups moved out of Central Eurasia, and 
are the ancestors of the Tokharians and the Anatolians. 

New dialects arose in Central Eurasia, among them proto-Indo-Iranian. The Proto-
Indo-Iranians are commonly identified with the Andronovo culture, that flourished ca. 
1800–1400 BCE in an area of the Eurasian steppe. Proto-Indo-Iranian was influenced 
linguistically by a non-Indo-European people, from whom the Indo-Iranians also 
borrowed their distinctive religious beliefs and practices. This interaction took place in 
the area of the Bactria-Margiana Culture, south of the Andronovo-culture, in what is 
nowadays northwestern Afghanistan and southern Turkmenistan. When the Proto-
Indo-Iranian dialect had formed, the speakers of the Greek, Italic, Germanic and 
Armenian dialects, which would subsequently migrate west, and some speakers of the 
Indo-Iranian dialect, were in turn influenced by another non-Indo-European language. 
In time, the Indo-Aryans and the Iranians were split not only by language, but also 
became enemies. 

The second stage occurred around the 17th century BCE, with migrations both to 
western Europe, and to the Middle East and India. Indo-European speaking people 
established themselves in part of Europe, the Near East, India, and China. The Indo-
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Aryans split-off around 1800-1600 BCE from the Iranians, where-after they were 
defeated and split into two groups by the Iranians, who dominated the Central 
Eurasian steppe zone and "chased [the Indo-Aryans] to the extremities of Central 
Eurasia," to the Levant and India. 

The third stage occurred late in the second millennium, or beginning of the first 
millennium BCE. It consisted of the Celtic, Slavic, Albanian, and Iranian peoples. 

Formation of Indo-Iranians 

Indo-Iranian peoples are a grouping of ethnic groups consisting of the Indo-Aryan, 
Iranian, Dardic and Nuristani peoples; that is, speakers of Indo-Iranian languages, a 
major branch of the Indo-European language family. 

The Proto-Indo-Iranians are commonly identified with the Andronovo culture, that 
flourished ca. 1800–1400 BCE in an area of the Eurasian steppe that borders the Ural 
River on the west, the Tian Shan on the east. The older Sintashta culture (2100–1800), 
formerly included within the Andronovo culture, is now considered separately, but 
regarded as its predecessor, and accepted as part of the wider Andronovo horizon. 

The Indo-Aryan migration was part of the Indo-Iranian migrations from the Andronovo 
culture into Anatolia, Iran and South-Asia. 

Sintashta-Petrovka culture 

The Sintashta culture, also known as the Sintashta-Petrovka culture or Sintashta-
Arkaim culture, is a Bronze Age archaeological culture of the northern Eurasian steppe 
on the borders of Eastern Europe and Central Asia, dated to the period 2100–1800 
BCE. Its immediate predecessor in the Ural-Tobol steppe was the Poltavka culture, an 
offshoot of the cattle-herding Yamnaya horizon that moved east into the region between 
2800 and 2600 BCE. The Sintashta culture is probably the archaeological 
manifestation of the Indo-Iranian language group. 

The earliest known chariots have been found in Sintashta burials, and the culture is 
considered a strong candidate for the origin of the technology, which spread throughout 
the Old World and played an important role in ancient warfare. Sintashta settlements 
are also remarkable for the intensity of copper mining and bronze metallurgy carried 
out there, which is unusual for a steppe culture. 

Because of the difficulty of identifying the remains of Sintashta sites beneath those of 
later settlements, the culture was only recently distinguished from the Andronovo 
culture. It is now recognised as a separate entity forming part of the 'Andronovo 
horizon'. 

Andronovo culture 

The Andronovo culture is a collection of similar local Bronze Age Indo-Iranian cultures 
that flourished ca. 1800–1400 BCE in western Siberia and the west Asiatic steppe. It is 
probably better termed an archaeological complex or archaeological horizon. The name 
derives from the village of Andronovo (55°53′N 55°42′E), where in 1914, several graves 
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were discovered, with skeletons in crouched positions, buried with richly decorated 
pottery. The older Sintashta culture (2100–1800), formerly included within the 
Andronovo culture, is now considered separately, but regarded as its predecessor, and 
accepted as part of the wider Andronovo horizon. 

 
Archaeological cultures associated with Indo-Iranian (Iranian and Indo-Aryan)(after EIEC).  

The Andronovo, Bactria-Margiana and Yaz cultures have often been associated with Indo-Iranian 
migrations. The GGC, Cemetery H, Copper Hoard and PGW cultures are candidates for cultures 

associated with Indo-Aryan movements. 

Sub-cultures have been distinguished: 

• Alakul (1800–1400 BCE) 
• Fedorovo (1700–1300 BCE) 
• Alekseyevka (1200–1000 BCE) 

The geographical extent of the culture is vast and difficult to delineate exactly. On its 
western fringes, it overlaps with the approximately contemporaneous, but distinct, 
Srubna culture in the Volga-Ural interfluvial. To the east, it reaches into the 
Minusinsk depression, with some sites as far west as the southern Ural Mountains, 
overlapping with the area of the earlier Afanasevo culture. Additional sites are 
scattered as far south as the Koppet Dag (Turkmenistan), the Pamir (Tajikistan) and 
the Tian Shan (Kyrgyzstan). The northern boundary vaguely corresponds to the 
beginning of the Taiga. In the Volga basin, interaction with the Srubna culture was the 
most intense and prolonged, and Federovo style pottery is found as far west as 
Volgograd. 
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Towards the middle of the 2nd millennium, the Andronovo cultures begin to move 
intensively eastwards. They mined deposits of copper ore in the Altai Mountains and 
lived in villages of as many as ten sunken log cabin houses measuring up to 30m by 
60m in size. Burials were made in stone cists or stone enclosures with buried timber 
chambers. 

In other respects, the economy was pastoral, based on cattle, horses, sheep, and goats. 
While agricultural use has been posited, no clear evidence has been presented. 

Most researchers associate the Andronovo horizon with early Indo-Iranian languages, 
though it may have overlapped the early Uralic-speaking area at its northern fringe, 
including the Turkic-speaking area at its northeastern fringe. 

Bactria-Margiana Culture 

 
The extent of the Bactria-Margiana Culture (after EIEC). 

The Bactria-Margiana Culture, also called "Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex", 
was a non-Indo-European culture which influenced the Indo-European groups of the 
second stage of the Indo-European migrations. It was centered in what is nowadays 
northwestern Afghanistan and southern Turkmenistan. Proto-Indo-Iranian arose due 
to this influence. 

The Indo-Iranians also borrowed their distinctive religious beliefs and practices from 
this culture. According to Anthony, the Old Indic religion probably emerged among 
Indo-European immigrants in the contact zone between the Zeravshan River (present-
day Uzbekistan) and (present-day) Iran.  

It was "a syncretic mixture of old Central Asian and new Indo-European elements", 
which borrowed "distinctive religious beliefs and practices" from the Bactria–Margiana 
Culture. At least 383 non-Indo-European words were borrowed from this culture, 
including the god Indra and the ritual drink Soma. 
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Two waves of Indo-Aryan migration 

The Indo-Iranian migrations took place in two waves, belonging to the second and the 
third stage of the Indo-European migrations. The first wave consisted of the Indo-
Aryan migration into the Levant, founding the Mittani kingdom in northern Syria 
(ca.1500-1300 BCE), and the migration south-eastward of the Vedic people, over the 
Hindu Kush into northern India. Christopher I. Beckwith suggests that the Wusun, an 
Indo-European Europoid people of Inner Asia in antiquity, were also of Indo-Aryan 
origin. The second wave is interpreted as the Iranian wave. 

 

First wave - Indo-Aryan migrations 

Mittani 

 
Map of the Near East ca. 1400 BC showing the Kingdom of Mitanni at its greatest extent 

Mitanni (Hittite cuneiformKURURUMi-ta-an-ni), also Mittani (Mi-it-ta-ni) or 
Hanigalbat (Assyrian Hanigalbat, Khanigalbat cuneiform Ḫa-ni-gal-bat) or Naharin in 
ancient Egyptian texts was an Hurrian-speaking state in northern Syria and south-
east Anatolia from ca. 1500 BC–1300 BC. 

Founded by an Indo-Aryan ruling class governing a predominately Hurrian population, 
Mitanni came to be a regional power after the Hittite destruction of Amorite Babylon 
and a series of ineffectual Assyrian kings created a power vacuum in Mesopotamia. At 
the beginning of its history, Mitanni's major rival was Egypt under the Thutmosids. 
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However, with the ascent of the Hittite empire, Mitanni and Egypt made an alliance to 
protect their mutual interests from the threat of Hittite domination. 

At the height of its power, during the 14th century BC, Mitanni had outposts centered 
around its capital, Washukanni, whose location has been determined by archaeologists 
to be on the headwaters of the Khabur River. Their sphere of influence is shown in 
Hurrian place names, personal names and the spread through Syria and the Levant of 
a distinct pottery type. Eventually, Mitanni succumbed to Hittite and later Assyrian 
attacks, and was reduced to the status of a province of the Middle Assyrian Empire. 

The earliest written evidence for an Indo-Aryan language is found not in Northwestern 
India and Pakistan, but in northern Syria, the location of the Mitanni kingdom. The 
Mitanni kings took Old Indic throne names, and used Old Indic technical terms were 
used for horse-riding and chariot-driving. The Old Indic term r'ta, meaning "cosmic 
order and truth", the central concept of the Rig Veda, was also employed in the Mitanni 
kingdom. And Old Indic gods, including Indra, were also known in the Mitanni 
kingdom. 

North-India - Vedic culture 

Spread of Vedic culture 

Migration into northern India 

 
Geography of the Rigveda, with river names; the extent of the  

Swat and Cemetery H cultures are indicated. 

The standard model for the entry of the Indo-European languages into India is that 
Indo-Aryan migrants went over the Hindu Kush, forming the Gandhara grave culture 
or Swat culture, in present-day Swat valley, either into the headwaters of the Indus or 
the Ganges (probably both). The Gandhara grave culture, which emerged c. 1600 BC, 
and flourished from c. 1500 BCE to 500 BCE in Gandhara, modern-day Pakistan and 
Afghanistan, is thus the most likely locus of the earliest bearers of Rigvedic culture. 
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Based on this Parpola postulates a first wave of immigration from as early as 1900 BC, 
corresponding to the Cemetery H culture, and an immigration to the Punjab ca. 1700-
1400 BCE.  

According to Kochhar there were three waves of Indo-Aryan immigration that occurred 
after the mature Harappan phase: 

1. the "Murghamu" (Bactria-Margiana Culture) related people who entered 
Baluchistan at Pirak, Mehrgarh south cemetery, and other places, and later 
merged with the post-urban Harappans during the late Harappans Jhukar phase 
(2000-1800 BCE); 

2. the Swat IV that co-founded the Harappan Cemetery H phase in Punjab (2000-
1800 BCE); 

3. and the Rigvedic Indo-Aryans of Swat V that later absorbed the Cemetery H 
people and gave rise to the Painted Grey Ware culture (PGW) (to 1400 BCE). 

Other scholars have argued for a continuity between the Indus Valley Civilisation and 
later regional cultures. The Cemetery H culture "shows clear biological affinities" with 
the earlier population of Harappa. The archaeologist Kenoyer noted that this culture 
"may only reflect a change in the focus of settlement organization from that which was 
the pattern of the earlier Harappan phase and not cultural discontinuity, urban decay, 
invading aliens, or site abandonment, all of which have been suggested in the past.". 
Recent excavations in 2008 at Alamgirpur, Meerut District, appeared to show an 
overlap between the Harappan and PGW pottery indicating cultural continuity. 

Among proponents of Indo-Aryan origin outside of the Indian Subcontinent, there is 
varying opinion on whether the migrants originated Indic literature such as the Rig 
Veda, cultural and social constructs such as caste, and technology such as chariots and 
weaponry. 

Spread of Vedic-Brahmanic culture 

During the Early Vedic Period (ca.1500-800 BCE the Vedic culture was centered in the 
northern Punjab, or Sapta Sindhu. During the Later Vedic Period (ca.800-500 BCE the 
Vedic culture started to extend into the western Ganges Plain, centering around Kuru 
and Panchala, and had some influence at the central Ganges Plain after 500 BCE. 
Sixteen Mahajanapada developed at the Ganges Plain, of which the Kuru and Panchala 
became the most notable developed centers of Vedic culture, at the western Ganges 
Plain 

The Central Ganges Plain, were Magadha gained prominence, forming the base of the 
Mauryan Empire, was a distinct cultural area, with new states arising after 500 BCE 
during the socalled "Second urbanisation". It was influenced by the Vedic culture, but 
differed markedly from the Kuru-Panchala region. It "was the area of the earliest 
known cultivation of rice in South Asia and by 1800 BCE was the location of an 
advanced neolithic population associated with the sites of Chirand and Chechar". In 
this region the Shramanic movements flourished, and Jainism and Buddhism 
originated.  
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Inner Asia - Wusun 

Christopher I. Beckwith suggests that the Wusun, an Indo-European Europoid people 
of Inner Asia in antiquity, were of Indo-Aryan origin. From the Chinese term Wusun, 
Beckwith reconstructs the Old Chinese *âswin, which he compares to the Old Indic 
aśvin "the horsemen," the name of the Rigvedic twin equestrian gods. Beckwith 
suggests that the Wusun were an eastern remnant of the Indo-Aryans, who had been 
suddenly pushed to the extremeties of the Eurasian Steppe by the Iranian peoples in 
the 2nd millennium bc. 

The Wusun are first mentioned by Chinese sources as vassals in the Tarim Basin of the 
Yuezhi, an Indo-European Europoid people of possible Tocharian stock. Around 175 bc, 
the Yuezhi were utterly defeated by the Xiongnu, also former vassals of the Yuezhi. The 
Yuezhi subsequently attacked the Wusun and killed their king Nandoumi, capturing 
the Ili Valley from the Saka (Scythians) shortly afterwards. In return the Wusun 
settled in the former territories of the Yuezhi as vassals of the Xiongnu. The son of 
Nandoumi was adopted by the Xiongnu king and made leader of the Wusun. Around 
130 bc he attacked and utterly defeated the Yuezhi, settling the Wusun in the Ili 
Valley. Soon afterwards they became independent of the Xiongnu, becoming trusted 
vassals of the Han Dynasty and powerful force in the region for centuries. With the 
emerging steppe federations of the Rouran, the Wusun migrated into the Pamir 
Mountains in the 5th century ad. They are last mentioned in 938 ad when a Wusun 
chieftain paid tribute to the Liao dynasty. 

Second wave - Iranians 

The first Iranians to reach the Black Sea may have been the Cimmerians in the 8th 
century BC, although their linguistic affiliation is uncertain. They were followed by the 
Scythians, who are considered a western branch of the Central Asian Sakas. Sarmatian 
tribes, of whom the best known are the Roxolani (Rhoxolani), Iazyges (Jazyges) and the 
Alani (Alans), followed the Scythians westwards into Europe in the late centuries BCE 
and the 1st and 2nd centuries of the Common Era (The Age of Migrations). The 
populous Sarmatian tribe of the Massagetae, dwelling near the Caspian Sea, were 
known to the early rulers of Persia in the Achaemenid Period. In the east, the Saka 
occupied several areas in Xinjiang, from Khotan to Tumshuq. The Medes, Parthians 
and Persians begin to appear on the Iranian plateau from c. 800 BC, and the 
Achaemenids replaced Elamite rule from 559 BC. Around the first millennium of the 
Common Era (AD), the Kambojas, the Pashtuns and the Baloch began to settle on the 
eastern edge of the Iranian plateau, on the mountainous frontier of northwestern and 
western Pakistan, displacing the earlier Indo-Aryans from the area. In Central Asia, 
the Turkic languages have marginalized Iranian languages as a result of the Turkic 
expansion of the early centuries AD. Extant major Iranian languages are Persian, 
Pashto, Balochi and Kurdish, besides numerous smaller ones. 

Linguistics 

Accumulated linguistic evidence points to the Indo-Aryan languages as intrusive into 
South Asia, some time in the 2nd millennium BC. The language of the Rigveda, the 
earliest stratum of Vedic Sanskrit, is assigned to about 1500–1200 BC. 
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Language 

Diversity 

According to the linguistic center of gravity principle, the most likely point of origin of a 
language family is in the area of its greatest diversity. By this criterion, Northern 
India, home to only a single branch of the Indo-European language family (i. e., Indo-
Aryan), is an exceedingly unlikely candidate for the Indo-European homeland, 
compared to Central-Eastern Europe, for example, which is home to the Italic, Venetic, 
Illyrian, Albanian, Germanic, Baltic, Slavic, Thracian and Greek branches of Indo-
European. 

Both mainstream Urheimat solutions locate the Proto-Indo-European homeland in the 
vicinity of the Black Sea. 

Dialectical variation 

 
Indo-European isoglosses, including the centum and satem languages (blue and red, respectively), 

augment, PIE *-tt- > -ss-, *-tt- > -st-, and m-endings. 

It has been recognized since the mid-19th century, beginning with Schmidt and 
Schuchardt, that a binary tree model cannot capture all linguistic alignments; certain 
areal features cut across language groups and are better explained through a model 
treating linguistic change like waves rippling out through a pond. This is true of the 
Indo-European languages as well. Various features originated and spread while Proto-
Indo-European was still a dialect continuum. These features sometimes cut across sub-
families: for instance, the instrumental, dative and ablative plurals in Germanic and 
Balto-Slavic feature endings beginning with -m-, rather than the usual -*bh-, e.g. Old 
Church Slavonic instrumental plural synъ-mi 'with sons', despite the fact that the 
Germanic languages are centum, while Balto-Slavic languages are satem. 

The strong correspondence between the dialectical relationships of the Indo-European 
languages and their actual geographical arrangement in their earliest attested forms 
makes an Indian origin, as suggested by the Out of India Theory, unlikely. 
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Substrate influence 

Dravidian and other South Asian languages share with Indo-Aryan a number of 
syntactical and morphological features that are alien to other Indo-European 
languages, including even its closest relative, Old Iranian. Phonologically, there is the 
introduction of retroflexes, which alternate with dentals in Indo-Aryan; morphologically 
there are the gerunds; and syntactically there is the use of a quotative marker (iti). 
These are taken as evidence of substratum influence. 

It has been argued that Dravidian influenced Indic through "shift", whereby native 
Dravidian speakers learned and adopted Indic languages. The presence of Dravidian 
structural features in Old Indo-Aryan is thus plausibly explained, that the majority of 
early Old Indo-Aryan speakers had a Dravidian mother tongue which they gradually 
abandoned. Even though the innovative traits in Indic could be explained by multiple 
internal explanations, early Dravidian influence is the only explanation that can 
account for all of the innovations at once – it becomes a question of explanatory 
parsimony; moreover, early Dravidian influence accounts for several of the innovative 
traits in Indic better than any internal explanation that has been proposed. 

A pre-Indo-European linguistic substratum in South Asia would be a good reason to 
exclude India as a potential Indo-European homeland. However, several linguists, all of 
whom accept the external origin of the Aryan languages on other grounds, are still open 
to considering the evidence as internal developments rather than the result of 
substrate influences, or as adstratum effects. 

Textual references 

Mitanni 

The oldest inscriptions in Old Indic, the language of the Rig Veda, is found not in India, 
but in northern Syria in Hittite records regarding one of their neighbors, the Hurrian-
speaking Mitanni. In a treaty with the Hittites, the king of Mitanni, after swearing by 
a series of Hurrian gods, swears by the gods Mitrašil, Uruvanaššil, Indara, and 
Našatianna, who correspond to the Vedic gods Mitra, Varuṇa, Indra, and Nāsatya 
(Aśvin). Contemporary equestrian terminology, as recorded in a horse-training manual 
whose author is identified as "Kikkuli the Mitannian," contains Indo-Aryan loanwords. 
The personal names and gods of the Mitanni aristocracy also bear significant traces of 
Indo-Aryan. Because of the association of Indo-Aryan with horsemanship and the 
Mitanni aristocracy, it is presumed that, after superimposing themselves as rulers on a 
native Hurrian-speaking population about the 15th-16th centuries BC, Indo-Aryan 
charioteers were absorbed into the local population and adopted the Hurrian language. 

Brentjes argues that there is not a single cultural element of central Asian, eastern 
European, or Caucasian origin in the Mitannian area; he also associates with an Indo-
Aryan presence the peacock motif found in the Middle East from before 1600 BC and 
quite likely from before 2100 BC. 

Most scholars reject the possibility that the Indo-Aryans of Mitanni came from the 
Indian subcontinent as well as the possibility that the Indo-Aryans of the Indian 
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subcontinent came from the territory of Mitanni, leaving migration from the north the 
only likely scenario.  The presence of some Bactria-Margiana loan words in Mitanni, 
Old Iranian and Vedic further strengthens this scenario. 

Rigveda 

 
Geography of the Rigveda, with river names; the extent of the Swat and  

Cemetery H cultures are indicated. 

The Rigveda is by far the most archaic testimony of Vedic Sanskrit. Bryant suggests 
that the Rigveda represents a pastoral or nomadic, mobile culture, centered on the 
Indo-Iranian Soma cult and fire worship. The purpose of hymns of the Rigveda is 
ritualistic, not historiographical or ethnographical, and any information about the way 
of life or the habitat of their authors is incidental and philologically extrapolated from 
the context. Nevertheless, Rigvedic data must be used, cautiously, as they are the 
earliest available textual evidence from India. 

Views on Rigvedic society (pastoral or urban?) 

Fortifications (púr), mostly made of mud and wood (palisades) are mentioned in the 
Rigveda. púrs sometimes refer to the abode of hostile peoples, but can also suggest 
settlements of Aryans themselves. Aryan tribes have more often been mentioned to live 
in víś, a term translated as "settlement, homestead, house, dwelling", but also 
"community, tribe, troops". Indra in particular is described as destroyer of fortifications, 
e.g. RV 4.30.20ab: 

satám asmanmáyinām / purām índro ví asiyat 
"Indra overthrew a hundred fortresses of stone." 

This has led some scholars to believe that the civilization of Aryans was not an urban 
one. 



562 

 

However, the Rigveda is seen by some as containing phrases referring to elements of an 
urban civilization, other than the mere viewpoint of an invader aiming at sacking the 
fortresses. For example, in Griffith's translation of the Rigveda, Indra is compared to 
the lord of a fortification (pūrpati) in RV 1.173.10, while quotations such as a ship with 
a hundred oars in 1.116.5 and metal forts (puras ayasis) in 10.101.8 all occur in 
mythological contexts only.  

There are other views such as, according to Gupta (as quoted in Bryant 2001:190), 
"ancient civilizations had both the components, the village and the city, and 
numerically villages were many times more than the cities. (...) if the Vedic literature 
reflects primarily the village life and not the urban life, it does not at all surprise us.". 
Gregory Possehl (as cited in Bryant 2001:195) argued that the "extraordinary empty 
spaces between the Harappan settlement clusters" indicates that pastoralists may have 
"formed the bulk of the population during Harappan times". 

Views on Rigvedic reference to migration 

Just as the Avesta does not mention an external homeland of the Zoroastrians, the 
Rigveda does not explicitly refer to an external homeland or to a migration. Later 
Hindu texts, such as the Brahmanas, Mahabharata, Ramayana, and Puranas, are 
centered in the Ganges region (rather than Haryana and the Punjab) and mention 
regions still further to the south and east, suggesting a later movement or expansion of 
the Vedic religion and culture to the east. There are also references in later literature 
to tribes moving to the north and west. Talageri speculates that some of the tribes that 
fought against king Sudas and his army on the banks of the Parusni River during the 
Dasarajna battle have migrated to western countries in later times, as they are 
connected with what he assumes are Iranian peoples (e.g. the Pakthas, Bhalanas). 
However, there is no clear indication of general movement in either direction in the 
Rigveda itself; searching for indirect references in the text, or by correlating geographic 
references with the proposed order of composition of its hymns, has not led to any 
consensus on the issue. 

Rigvedic Rivers and Reference of Samudra 

 
Cluster of Indus Valley Civilization site along the course of the Indus River in Pakistan.  
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The geography of the Rigveda seems to be centered around the land of the seven rivers. 
While the geography of the Rigvedic rivers is unclear in some of the early books of the 
Rigveda, the Nadistuti hymn is an important source for the geography of late Rigvedic 
society. 

The Sarasvati River is one of the chief Rigvedic rivers. The Nadistuti hymn in the 
Rigveda mentions the Sarasvati between the Yamuna in the east and the Sutlej in the 
west, and later texts like the Brahmanas and Mahabharata mention that the Sarasvati 
dried up in a desert. 

Most scholars agree that at least some of the references to the Sarasvati in the Rigveda 
refer to the Ghaggar-Hakra River, while the Afghan river Haraxvaiti/Harauvati 
Helmand is sometimes quoted as the locus of the early Rigvedic river. Whether such a 
transfer of the name has taken place from the Helmand to the Ghaggar-Hakra is a 
matter of dispute. Identification of the early Rigvedic Sarasvati with the Ghaggar-
Hakra before its assumed drying up early in the second millennium would place the 
Rigveda BC, well outside the range commonly assumed by Indo-Aryan migration 
theory. 

A non-Indo-Aryan substratum in the river-names and place-names of the Rigvedic 
homeland would support an external origin of the Indo-Aryans. However, most place-
names in the Rigveda and the vast majority of the river-names in the north-west of 
South Asia are Indo-Aryan. Non-Indo-Aryan names are, however, frequent in the 
Ghaggar and Kabul River areas, the first being a post-Harappan stronghold of Indus 
populations. 

Srauta Sutra of Baudhayana 

According to Romila Thapar, the Srauta Sutra of Baudhayana... 

... refers to the Parasus and the arattas who stayed behind and others who moved 
eastwards to the middle Ganges valley and the places equivalent such as the Kasi, the 
Videhas and the Kuru Pancalas, and so on. In fact, when one looks for them, there are 
evidence for migration.  

Kalpasutra notes that Pururavas had two sons by Urvasi, named Ayus and Amavasu, 
Ayus went to east and Amavasu went to west.  

Iranian Avesta 

The religious practices depicted in the Rgveda and those depicted in the Avesta, the 
central religious text of Zoroastrianism—the ancient Iranian faith founded by the 
prophet Zarathustra—have in common the deity Mitra, priests called hotṛ in the 
Rgveda and zaotar in the Avesta, and the use of a ritual substance that the Rgveda 
calls soma and the Avesta haoma. However, the Indo-Aryan deva 'god' is cognate with 
the Iranian daēva 'demon'. Similarly, the Indo-Aryan asura 'name of a particular group 
of gods' (later on, 'demon') is cognate with the Iranian ahura 'lord, god,' which 19th and 
early 20th century authors such as Burrow explained as a reflection of religious rivalry 
between Indo-Aryans and Iranians. 
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Most linguists such as Burrow argue that the strong similarity between the Avestan 
language of the Gāthās—the oldest part of the Avesta—and the Vedic Sanskrit of the 
Rgveda pushes the dating of Zarathustra or at least the Gathas closer to the 
conventional Rgveda dating of 1500–1200 BC, i.e. 1100 BC, possibly earlier. Boyce 
concurs with a lower date of 1100 BC and tentatively proposes an upper date of 1500 
BC. Gnoli dates the Gathas to around 1000 BC, as does Mallory (1989), with the caveat 
of a 400-year leeway on either side, i.e. between 1400 and 600 BC. Therefore, the date 
of the Avesta could also indicate the date of the Rigveda. 

There is mention in the Avesta of Airyan Vaejah, one of the '16 the lands of the Aryans'. 
Gnoli's interpretation of geographic references in the Avesta situates the Airyanem 
Vaejah in the Hindu Kush. For similar reasons, Boyce excludes places north of the Syr 
Darya and western Iranian places. With some reservations, Skjaervo concurs that the 
evidence of the Avestan texts makes it impossible to avoid the conclusion that they 
were composed somewhere in northeastern Iran. Witzel points to the central Afghan 
highlands. Humbach derives Vaējah from cognates of the Vedic root "vij," suggesting 
the region of fast-flowing rivers. Gnoli considers Choresmia (Xvairizem), the lower 
Oxus region, south of the Aral Sea to be an outlying area in the Avestan world. 
However, according to Mallory & Mair (2000), the probable homeland of Avestan is, in 
fact, the area south of the Aral Sea. 

Later Vedic and Hindu texts 

Texts like the Puranas and Mahabharata belong to a much later period than the 
Rigveda, making their evidence less than sufficient to be used for or against the Indo-
Aryan migration theory. 

Vedic 

Later Vedic texts show a shift of location from the Panjab to the East: according to the 
Yajur Veda, Yajnavalkya (a Vedic ritualist and philosopher) lived in the eastern region 
of Mithila. Aitareya Brahmana 33.6.1. records that Vishvamitra's sons migrated to the 
north, and in Shatapatha Brahmana 1:2:4:10 the Asuras were driven to the north. In 
much later texts, Manu was said to be a king from Dravida. In the legend of the flood 
he stranded with his ship in Northwestern India or the Himalayas. The Vedic lands 
(e.g. Aryavarta, Brahmavarta) are located in Northern India or at the Sarasvati and 
Drsadvati River. However, in a post-Vedic text the Mahabharata Udyoga Parva (108), 
the East is described as the homeland of the Vedic culture, where "the divine Creator of 
the universe first sang the Vedas." The legends of Ikshvaku, Sumati and other Hindu 
legends may have their origin in South-East Asia. 

Puranas 

The Puranas record that Yayati left Prayag (confluence of the Ganges & Yamuna) and 
conquered the region of Sapta Sindhu. His five sons Yadu, Druhyu, Puru, Anu and 
Turvashu correspond to the main tribes of the Rigveda. 

The Puranas also record that the Druhyus were driven out of the land of the seven 
rivers by Mandhatr and that their next king Gandhara settled in a north-western 
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region which became known as Gandhara. The sons of the later Druhyu king Pracetas 
are supposed by some to have 'migrated' to the region north of Afghanistan though the 
Puranic texts only speak of an "adjacent" settlement. 

Archaeology 

 
The extent of the Bactria-Margiana Culture (after EIEC). 

Attempts have been made to supplement the linguistic evidence with archaeological 
data. Erdosy notes that 

... combining the discoveries of archaeology and linguistics has been complicated by 
mutual ignorance of the aims, complexity and limitations of the respective disciplines. 

The two disciplines focus on two different problems: linguistics tries to explain the 
linguistic map of south Asia, while archaeology tries to understand the transition 
between the Indus Valley Civilisation and the Gangetic Civilisations. Archaeological 
artifacts may not prove or disprove migrations an sich, and it may not be possible to 
identify language within material culture, but archaeological remains can reflect 
cultural and societal change, which may correspond to changes in the population: 

Evidence in material culture for systems collapse, abandonement of old beliefs and 
large-scale, if localised, population shifts in response to ecological catastrophe in the 
2nd millennium B.C. must all now be related to the spread of Indo-Aryan languages. 

According to Erdosy, the postulated movements within Central Asia can be placed 
within a processional framework, replacing simplistic concepts of "diffusion", 
"migrations" and "invasions". 

Population movements 

Erdosy, testing hypotheses derived from linguistic evidence against hypotheses derived 
from arcaeological data, states that there is no evidence of "invasions by a barbaric race 
enjoying technological and military superiority", but 
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...some support was found in the archaeological record for small-scale migrations from 
Central to South Asia in the late 3rd/early 2nd millennia BC." 

Jim Shaffer and Lichtenstein contend that in the second millennium BCE considerable 
"location processes" took place. In the eastern Punjab 79,9% and in Gujarat 96% of sites 
changed settlement status. According to Shaffer & Lichtenstein, 

It is evident that a major geographic population shift accompanied this 2nd millennium 
BCE localisation process. This shift by Harappan and, perhaps, other Indus Valley 
cultural mosaic groups, is the only archaeologically documented west-to-east movement 
of human populations in South Asia before the first half of the first millennium B.C. 

Associated cultures 

The Andronovo, Bactria-Margiana and Yaz cultures have been associated with Indo-
Iranian migrations, with separation of Indo-Aryans proper from Proto-Indo-Iranians 
dated to roughly 2000–1800 BC. The Gandhara Grave, Cemetery H, Copper Hoard and 
Painted Grey Ware cultures are candidates for subsequent cultures associated with 
Indo-Aryan movements, their arrival in the Indian subcontinent being dated to the 
Late Harappan period. 

It is believed that Indo-Aryans reached Assyria in the west and the Punjab in the east 
before 1500 BC: the Hurrite speaking Mitanni rulers, influenced by Indo-Aryan, appear 
from 1500 in northern Mesopotamia, and the Gandhara grave culture emerges from 
1600. This suggests that Indo-Aryan tribes would have had to be present in the area of 
the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex (southern Turkmenistan/northern 
Afghanistan) from 1700 BC at the latest (incidentally corresponding with the decline of 
that culture). 

Andronovo 

 
early 2nd millennium introduction of the chariot to India is consistent with the overall  

picture of the spread of this innovation (Mesopotamia 1700, China 1600, N Europe 1300). 

The conventional identification of the Andronovo culture as Indo-Iranian is disputed by 
those who point to the absence south of the Oxus River of the characteristic timber 
graves of the steppe. 
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Based on its use by Indo-Aryans in Mitanni and Vedic India, its prior absence in the 
Near East and Harappan India, and its 19-20th century BC attestation at the 
Andronovo site of Sintashta, Kuzmina (1994) argues that the chariot corroborates the 
identification of Andronovo as Indo-Iranian. Klejn (1974) and Brentjes (1981) find the 
Andronovo culture much too late for an Indo-Iranian identification since chariot-
wielding Aryans appear in Mitanni by the 15th to 16th century BC. However, Anthony 
& Vinogradov (1995) dated a chariot burial at Krivoye Lake to about 2000 BC and a 
Bactria-Margiana burial that also contains a foal has recently been found, indicating 
further links with the steppes. 

Mallory (as cited in Bryant 2001:216) admits the extraordinary difficulty of making a 
case for expansions from Andronovo to northern India, and that attempts to link the 
Indo-Aryans to such sites as the Beshkent and Vakhsh cultures "only gets the Indo-
Iranian to Central Asia, but not as far as the seats of the Medes, Persians or Indo-
Aryans". However he has also developed the "kulturkugel" model that has the Indo-
Iranians taking over Bactria-Margiana cultural traits but preserving their language 
and religion while moving into Iran and India. 

Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex 

Some scholars have suggested that the characteristically Bactria-Margiana artifacts 
found at burials in Mehrgarh and Baluchistan are explained by a movement of peoples 
from Central Asia to the south. 

Jarrige and Hassan argue instead that the Bactria-Margiana artifacts are explained 
"within the framework of fruitful intercourse" by "a wide distribution of common beliefs 
and ritual practices" and "the economic dynamism of the area extending from South-
Central Asia to the Indus Valley." 

According to Bryant, the exclusively Central Asian Bactria-Margiana material 
inventory of the Mehrgarh and Baluchistan burials is "evidence of an archaeological 
intrusion into the subcontinent from Central Asia during the commonly accepted time 
frame for the arrival of the Indo-Aryans". 

Gandhara grave culture 

 
Geography of the Rig Vedic culture, with river names; the extent of the  

Swat and Cemetery H cultures are also indicated. 
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About 1800 BC, there is a major cultural change in the Swat Valley with the emergence 
of the Gandhara grave culture. With its introduction of new ceramics, new burial rites, 
and the horse, the Gandhara grave culture is a major candidate for early Indo-Aryan 
presence. The two new burial rites—flexed inhumation in a pit and cremation burial in 
an urn—were, according to early Vedic literature, both practiced in early Indo-Aryan 
society. Horse-trappings indicate the importance of the horse to the economy of the 
Gandharan grave culture. Two horse burials indicate the importance of the horse in 
other respects. Horse burial is a custom that Gandharan grave culture has in common 
with Andronovo, though not within the distinctive timber-frame graves of the steppe. 

Indus Valley Civilization 

Indo-Aryan migration into the northern Punjab is approximately contemporaneous to 
the final phase of the decline of the Indus-Valley civilization (IVC). 

Continuity 

According to Erdosy, the ancient Harappans were not markedly different from modern 
populations in Northwestern India and present-day Pakistan. Craniometric data 
showed similarity with prehistoric peoples of the Iranian plateau and Western Asia, 
although Mohenjodaro was distinct from the other areas of the Indus Valley.  

Many scholars have argued that the historical Vedic culture is the result of an 
amalgamation of the immigrating Indo-Aryans with the remnants of the indigenous 
civilization, such as the Ochre Coloured Pottery culture. Such remnants of IVC culture 
are not prominent in the Rigveda, with its focus on chariot warfare and nomadic 
pastoralism in stark contrast with an urban civilization. 

Decline of Indus Valley Civilisation 

The decline of the IVC from about 1900 BC is not universally accepted to be connected 
with Indo-Aryan immigration. A regional cultural discontinuity occurred during the 
second millennium BC and many Indus Valley cities were abandoned during this 
period, while many new settlements began to appear in Gujarat and East Punjab and 
other settlements such as in the western Bahawalpur region increased in size. 

Kenoyer notes that the decline of the Indus Valley Civilisation is not explained by 
Aryan migrations, which took place after the decline of the Indus Valley Civilisation. 

According to Kennedy, there is no evidence of "demographic disruptions" after the 
decline of the Harappa culture. Kenoyer notes that no biological evidence can be found 
for major new populations in post-Harappan communities. Hemphill notes that 
"patterns of phonetic affinity" between Bactria and the Indus Valley Civilisation are 
best explained by "a pattern of long-standing, but low-level bidirectional mutual 
exchange."  

Anthropology: elite recruitment and language change 

Small groups can change a larger cultural area. Several authors note that elite male 
dominance by small groups may have led to a language shift in northern India. 
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Basu et al. refer to Renfrew, who described four models for "linguistic replacement": 

1. The demographic-subsistence model, exemplified by the process of agricultural 
dispersal, in which the incoming group has exploitive technologies which makes 
them dominant. It may lead to significant gene flow, and significant genetical 
changes in the population. But it may also lead to acculturalisation, in which 
case the technologies are taken over, but there is less change in the genetic 
composition of the population; 

2. The existence of extended trading systems which lead to the development of a 
lingua franca, in which case some gene flow is to be expected; 

3. The elite dominance model, in which "a relatively small but well-organized group 
[...] take[s] over the system." Given the small size of the elite, its genetic 
influence may also be small, though "preferential access to marriage partners" 
may result in a relatively strong influence on the gene pool. Sexual asymmetry 
may also be of influence: incoming elites often consist mostly of males, who have 
no influence on the mitochondrial DNA of the gene pool, but may influence the Y 
chromosomes of the gene pool; 

4. System collapse, in which territorial boundaries are changed, and elite 
dominance may appear for a while. 

Michael Witzel refers to Ehret’s model "which stresses the osmosis, or a "billiard ball," 
or Mallory’s Kulturkugel, effect of cultural transmission." According to Ehret, ethnicity 
and language can shift with relatively easy in small societies, due to the cultural, 
economic and military choices made by the local population in question.  

The group bringing new traits may initially be small, contributing features that can be 
fewer in number than those of the already local culture. The emerging combined group 
may then initiate a recurrent, expansionist process of ethnic and language shift. 

David Anthony, in his "revised Steppe hypothesis" notes that the spread of the Indo-
European languages probably did not happen through "chain-type folk migrations," but 
by the introduction of these languages by ritual and political elites, which are emulated 
by large groups of people. Anthony gives the example of the Luo-speaking Acholi in 
northern Uganda in the 17th and 18th century, who's language spread rapidly in the 
19th century. Anthony notes that "Indo-European languages probably spread in a 
similar way among the tribal societies of prehistoric Europe," carried forward by "Indo-
European chiefs" and their "ideology of political clientage." Anthony notes that "elite 
recruitment" may be a suitable term for this system.  

Witzel notes that "arya/ārya does not mean a particular "people" or even a particular 
'racial' group but all those who had joined the tribes speaking Vedic Sanskrit and 
adhering to their cultural norms (such as ritual, poetry, etc.)."  

According to Witzel, "there must have been a long period of acculturation between the 
local population and the "original" immigrants speaking Indo-Aryan." Witzel also notes 
that the speakers of Indo-Aryan and the local population must have been bilingual, 
speaking each other's languages and interacting with each other, before the Rg Veda 
was composed in the Punjab. 
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Genetics 

India has one of the genetical most diverse populations in the world. The history of this 
genetic diversity is the topic of continued research and debate. A recent series of 
research papers, by Reich et al. (2009), Metspalu et al. (2011), and Moorjani et al. 
(2013), make clear that India was peopled by two distinct groups ca. 50,000 years ago, 
which form the basis for the present population of India.  These two groups mixed 
between 4,200 to 1,900 years ago (2200 BCE-100 CE), whereafter a shift to endogamy 
took place. Several studies show significant differences between northern and southern 
India, and higher and lower castes, with northern India and the higher castes showing 
stronger relatedness to West Eurasian DNA. Several studies rule out the possibility of 
a large-scale "invasion" by Indo-Aryans, but do show traces of later influxes of genetic 
material,  while others have argued for the possibility of genetic influx by Aryan 
migrations. Genetic studies also show that language shift is possible without a change 
in genetics. 

"Ancestral North Indians" and "Ancestral South Indians" 

Genetical studies reveal that broadly two genetic groups can be discerned in India, 
namely "Ancestral North Indians" and "Ancestral South Indians." These two distinct 
groups peopled India ca. 50,000 years ago, and formed the basis for the present 
population of India.  

Reich et al. (2009) discerned 

... two ancient populations, genetically divergent, that are ancestral to most Indians 
today. One, the “Ancestral North Indians” (ANI), is genetically close to Middle 
Easterners, Central Asians, and Europeans, while the other, the “Ancestral South 
Indians” (ASI), is as distinct from ANI and East Asians as they are from each other.  

Based on this research, Lalji Singh, a co-author of Reich, concludes that these findings 
show that "[t]here is no genetic evidence that Indo-Aryans invaded or migrated to 
India".  

Metspalu et al. (2011) concluded that the Indian populations are characterized by two 
major ancestry components, one of which is spread at comparable frequency and 
haplotype diversity in populations of South and West Asia and the Caucasus. The 
second component is more restricted to South Asia and accounts for more than 50% of 
the ancestry in Indian populations. Haplotype diversity associated with these South 
Asian ancestry components is significantly higher than that of the components 
dominating the West Eurasian ancestry palette.  

According to Moorjani et al. (2013), the two groups mixed between 1,900 to 4,200 years 
ago (2200 BCE-100 CE), where-after "mixture even between closely related groups 
became rare because of a shift to endogamy."  

Differences and commonalities 

A 2011 genetic study by Metspalu et al. 
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...confirmed the existence of a general principal component cline stretching from 
Europe to south India.  

One group is more common in the south, and amongst lower castes, and the other more 
common amongst upper caste Indians, Indians speaking Indo-European languages, and 
also Indians living in the northwest.  

This northwest component is shared with populations from the Middle East, Europe 
and Central Asia, and is thought to represent at least one ancient influx of people from 
the northwest.  

According to Saraswathy et al. (2010), there is "a major genetic contribution from 
Eurasia to North Indian upper castes" and a "greater genetic inflow among North 
Indian caste populations than is observed among South Indian caste and tribal 
populations."  

According to Basu et al. (2003) and Saraswathy et al. (2010) certain sample populations 
of upper caste North Indians show a stronger affinity to Central Asian caucasians, 
whereas southern Indian Brahmins show a less stronger affinity.  

Research by Reich et al. indicates that there has been a low influx of female genetic 
material since 50,000 years ago, but a "male gene flow from groups with more ANI 
relatedness into ones with less."  

Pre-Indo-Aryan origins 

According to Kivisild and Metspalu, these groups predate the Indo-Aryan migration. 
Kivisild and Metspalu, but also Sharma and Sahoo, based on a series of researches, 
have concluded that these commonalities of the ANI with European genes cannot be 
explained by the influx of Indo-Aryans at ca. 3,500 YBP: 

Indian tribal and caste populations share a common late Pleistocene maternal ancestry 
in India."  

Based on these researches, Lalji Singh, a co-author of Reich, concludes that these 
findings show that "[t]here is no genetic evidence that Indo-Aryans invaded or migrated 
to India".  

Later migrations 

Later migrations had less impact on the gene-pool of South Asia, but traces are 
discerneable, though not in all cases of documented historical events. 

Kivisild et al. (1999) note that "a small fraction of the 'Caucasoid-specific' mtDNA 
lineages found in Indian populations can be ascribed to a relatively recent admixture." 
Kivisild et al. (2000) note that "the sum of any recent (the last 15,000 years) western 
mtDNA gene flow to India comprises, in average, less than 10 per cent of the 
contemporary Indian mtDNA lineages."  
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Zerjal et al. (2002) argue that "multiple recent events" may have reshaped "this genetic 
landscape."  

Bamshad et al. (2001), Wells et al. (2002) and Basu et al. (2003), writing before the 
Metspalu et al. (2011) and Moorjani (2013) publications, argue for an influx of Indo-
European migrants into the Indian subcontinent, but not necessarily an "invasion of 
any kind". Bamshad et al. (2001) notice that the correlation between caste-status and 
West Eurasian DNA may be explained by subsequent male immigration into the Indian 
subcontinent. Basu et al. argue that the Indian subcontinent was subjected to a series 
of Indo-European migrations about 1500 BC. 

Klyosov and Rozhanskii argue that the R1a1 haplotype, which is typical for Indo-
Europeans, arose in Central Asia around 20,000 years before present, and spread 
westwards to Europe and South Asia. They argue that the haplotype entered India two 
times, being present already at 12,000 years before present. According to Klyosov and 
Rozhanskii, it entered the Russian Plain around 4800–4600 years before present, and 
from there "migrated (or moved as military expeditions) to the south (Anatolia, Mitanni 
and the Arabian Peninsula), east (South Ural and then North India), and south-east 
(the Iranian Plateau) as the historic legendary Aryans." 

Despite centuries of Greek rule in Northwest India, no trace of either the I-M170 or the 
E-M35 Y DNA paternal haplogroups associated with Greek and Macedonian males 
lines have been found. Evidence of E-M35 and J-M12, a supposed Greek or Balkan 
marker, has been found in three Pakistani populations – the Burusho, Kalash and 
Pathan – who claim descent from Greek soldiers. 

Language shift 

Elite male dominance by small groups may have led to a language shift in northern 
India. According to Chaubey et al. (2008), language shift is possible without a change in 
genetics. 

Controversy 

The debate about the origin of Indo-Aryan peoples is controversial in the Indian 
subcontinent, relating to the indigenous origin of peoples and culture, thus inflaming 
political and religious sentiments. 

"Indigenous Aryans" 

Opponents of the Indo-Aryan migration theory have questioned it, defending the notion 
of Indigenous Aryans, which posits that speakers of Indo-Aryan languages are 
"indigenous" to the Indian subcontinent. Within India, alternative visions on the 
origins of the Aryan language and culture have been developed, which emphasize 
indigenous origins. They are rejected by mainstream scholars, since they neglect 
linguistic research, and are contradicted by a broad range of research on Indo-
European migration. 

The proposing "Indigenous Aryan" scenario are based on specific interpretations of 
archaeological, genetic, and linguistic data, and on literary interpretations of the 
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Rigveda. Standard arguments, both in support of the "Indigenous Aryans" theory, and 
in opposition the mainstream indo-Aryan Migration theory, are: 

• Questioning the Indo-Aryan Migration theory: 

• Presenting the Indo-Aryan Migration theory as an "Indo-Aryan Invasion 
theory"; 

• Questioning the methodology of linguistics; 
• Reinterpretation of the linguistic data, arguing for the ancient, indigenous 

origins of Sanskrit; 
• Pointing to the supposed lack of genetic and archaeological evidence to 

support such an "invasion" into North West India;  
• Contesting the possibility that small groups can change culture and 

languages in a major way; 

• Redating India's chronology, re-establishing the Vedic-Puranic chronology: 

• Dating the Rg Veda and the Vedic people to the 3rd millennium BCE or 
earlier; 

• Identifying the Sarasvati River with the Ghaggar-Hakra River, which 
dried-up at ca. 2000 BCE; 

• Identifying the Vedic people with the Harappan Civilisation; 
• Equating the Harappan Civilisation, Vedic Culture and the Vedic-Puranic 

chronology. 

These ideas have been answered and rejected in mainstream scholarship. 

Hindu nationalism 

Nationalistic movements in India oppose the idea that Hinduism has partly 
endogenous origins. For the founders of the contemporary Hindutva movement, the 
Aryan migration theory presented a problem. The Hindutva-notion that the Hindu-
culture originated in India was threatened by the notion that the Aryans originated 
outside India. Later Indian writers regarded the Aryan migration theory to be a 
product of colonialism, aimed to denigrate Hindus. According to them, Hindus had 
existed in India from times immemorial, as expressed by M. S. Golwalkar: 

Undoubtedly ... we Hindus have been in undisputed and undisturbed possession of this 
land for over 8 or even 10 thousand years before the land was invaded by any foreign 
race. (Golwakar [1939] 1944)  

Racism 

The debate inflames issues around racism and the idea of race, as the origin of the 
theory was intertwined with the desire of many in the Western world to find the origin 
of a pure Aryan race, the division of castes by racial basis, and the idea of an Indo-
Aryan and Dravidian relating to language families rather than race. 

Dravidian response 
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The Dravidian Movement bases much of its identity on the idea of the indigenous origin 
of Dravidians as opposed to transgressing Indo-Aryans. This in turn led to further 
responses from Indian nationalists: 

From a nationalist point of view, it is clear that the concept of an Aryan-Dravidian 
divide is pernicious to the unity of the Hindu state, and an important aim for Hindutva 
and neo-Hindu scholarship is therefor to introduce a counter-narrative to the one 
presented by Western academic scholarship. 
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Chapter 58 

HISTORICAL VEDIC RELIGION 

 

The religion of the Vedic period (also known as Vedism, ancient Hinduism, 
Brahmanism and Vedic Brahmanism) was the religion of the Indo-Aryans of northern 
India. It is a historical predecessor of modern Hinduism, though significantly different 
from it.  

The Vedic liturgy is conserved in the mantra portion of the four Vedas, which are 
compiled in Sanskrit. The religious practices centered on a clergy administering rites. 
This mode of worship is largely unchanged today within Hinduism; however, only a 
small fraction of conservative śrautins continue the tradition of oral recitation of hymns 
learned solely through the oral tradition. 

 
Map of North India in the late Vedic period.  

The location of shakhas is labeled in green; the Thar Desert is dark yellow. 

Origins 

Main articles: Indo-Aryan peoples, Indo-Aryan migration theory and Vedic period 
See also: Indo-European migrations, Proto-Indo-European religion and Proto-Indo-
Iranian religion 

The commonly proposed period of earlier Vedic age is dated back to 2nd millennium 
BCE. The Vedic religion was the religion of the Indo-Aryan peoples, and existed in 
northern India from c. 1750 to 500 BCE. The Indo-Aryans were a branch of the Indo-
European languages originating in the Kurgan culture of the steppes of Central Asia. 
bringing with them their language and religion. They were closely related to the Indo-
Aryans who founded Mitanni kingdom in northern Syria (ca.1500-1300 BCE). Both 
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groups were rooted in the Andronovo culture in the Bactria-Margiana area of modern 
northern Afghanistan, and related to the Indo-Iranians, from which they split off 
around 1800-1600 BCE. Their roots go back further to the Sintashta culture, with 
funeral sacrifices which show close parallels to the sacrificial funeral rites of the Rig 
Veda. 
The immigrations consisted probably of small groups of people. Jonathan Mark 
Kenoyer notes that "there is no archaeological or biological evidence for invasions or 
mass migrations into the Indus Valley between the end of the Harappan phase, about 
1900 B.C. and the beginning of the Early Historic period around 600 B.C." 

For an overview of the current relevant research, see: 

• Michael Witzel (2001), "Autochthonous Aryans? The Evidence from Old Indian 
and Iranian Texts", in Electronic Journal of Vedic Studies (EJVS) 7-3, pp 1–93 

• Shereen Ratnagar (2008), “The Aryan homeland debate in India”, in Kohl, PL, M 
Kozelsky and N Ben-Yehuda (Eds) Selective remembrances: archaeology in the 
construction, commemoration, and consecration of national pasts, pp 349–378 

• Suraj Bhan (2002), “Aryanization of the Indus Civilization” in Panikkar, KN, 
Byres, TJ and Patnaik, U (Eds), The Making of History, pp 41–55. 

• Anthony, David W. (2007), The Horse The Wheel And Language. How Bronze-Age 
Riders From the Eurasian Steppes Shaped The Modern World, Princeton 
University Press 

The Vedic beliefs and practices of the pre-classical era were closely related to the 
hypothesised Proto-Indo-European religion, and the Indo-Iranian religion. According to 
Anthony, the Old Indic religion probably emerged among Indo-European immigrants in 
the contact zone between the Zeravshan River (present-day Uzbekistan) and (present-
day) Iran. It was "a syncretic mixture of old Central Asian and new Indo-European 
elements", which borrowed "distinctive religious beliefs and practices" from the 
Bactria–Margiana Archaeological Complex. At least 383 non-Indo-European words 
were borrowed from this culture, including the god Indra and the ritual drink soma. 
According to Anthony, 

Many of the qualities of Indo-Iranian god of might/victory, Verethraghna, were 
transferred to the adopted god Indra, who became the central deity of the developing 
Old Indic culture. Indra was the subject of 250 hymns, a quarter of the Rig Veda. He 
was associated more than any other deity with Soma, a stimulant drug (perhaps 
derived from Ephedra) probably borrowed from the BMAC religion. His rise to 
prominence was a peculiar trait of the Old Indic speakers. 

The oldest inscriptions in Old Indic, the language of the Rig Veda, are found not in 
northwestern India and Pakistan, but in northern Syria, the location of the Mitanni 
kingdom. The Mitanni kings took Old Indic throne names, and Old Indic technical 
terms were used for horse-riding and chariot-driving. The Old Indic term r'ta, meaning 
"cosmic order and truth", the central concept of the Rig Veda, was also employed in the 
Mitanni kingdom. And Old Indic gods, including Indra, were also known in the Mitanni 
kingdom. 
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The Vedic religion of the later Vedic period co-existed with local religions, such as the 
Yaksha cults, and was itself the product of "a composite of the Indo-Aryan and 
Harappan cultures and civilizations". David Gordon White cites three other 
mainstream scholars who "have emphatically demonstrated" that Vedic religion is 
partially derived from the Indus Valley Civilizations. The religion of the Indo-Aryans 
was further developed when they migrated into the Ganges Plain after c. 1100 BCE 
and became settled farmers, further syncretising with the native cultures of northern 
India. 

Textual history 

Texts dating to the Vedic period, composed in Vedic Sanskrit, are mainly the four Vedic 
Samhitas, but the Brahmanas, Aranyakas and some of the older Upanishads 
(Bṛhadāraṇyaka, Chāndogya, Jaiminiya Upanishad Brahmana) are also placed in this 
period. The Vedas record the liturgy connected with the rituals and sacrifices 
performed by the 16 or 17 Śrauta priests and the purohitas. According to traditional 
views, the hymns of the Rigveda and other Vedic hymns were divinely revealed to the 
rishis, who were considered to be seers or "hearers" (Śruti means "what is heard") of 
the Veda, rather than "authors". In addition the Vedas are said to be "apauraṣaya", a 
Sanskrit word meaning "uncreated by man" and which further reveals their eternal 
non-changing status. 

Characteristics 

Rituals 

 
A Śrauta yajna being performed in South India. 

The mode of worship was worship of the elements like fire and rivers, worship of heroic 
gods like Indra, chanting of hymns and performance of sacrifices. The priests 
performed the solemn rituals for the noblemen (Kshatriyas) and wealthy commoners 
Vaishyas. People prayed for abundance of children, rain, cattle (wealth), long life and 
an afterlife in the heavenly world of the ancestors. This mode of worship has been 
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preserved even today in Hinduism, which involves recitations from the Vedas by a 
purohita (priest), for prosperity, wealth and general well-being. However, the primacy 
of Vedic deities has been seconded to the deities of Puranic literature. 

Specific rituals and sacrifices of the Vedic religion include, among others: 

• The Soma rituals, which involved the extraction, utility and consumption of 
Soma:  

o The Agnistoma or Soma sacrifice 
• Fire rituals involving oblations (havir):  

o The Agnihotra or oblation to Agni, a sun charm, 
o The Agnicayana, the sophisticated ritual of piling the fire altar. 
o The New and Full Moon as well as the Seasonal (Cāturmāsya) sacrifices 

• The royal consecration (Rajasuya) sacrifice 
• The Ashvamedha or A Yajna dedicated to the glory, wellbeing and prosperity of 

the Rashtra the nation or empire 
• The Purushamedha. 
• The rituals and charms referred to in the Atharvaveda are concerned with 

medicine and healing practices. 

The Hindu rites of cremation are seen since the Rigvedic period; while they are attested 
from early times in the Cemetery H culture, there is a late Rigvedic reference invoking 
forefathers "both cremated (agnidagdhá-) and uncremated (ánagnidagdha-)".(RV 
10.15.14) 

Pantheon 

Main article: Rigvedic deities 

Though a large number of devatas are named in the Rig Veda, only 33 devas are 
counted, eleven each of earth, space and heaven. The Vedic pantheon knows two 
classes, Devas and Asuras. The Devas (Mitra, Varuna, Aryaman, Bhaga, Amsa, etc.) 
are deities of cosmic and social order, from the universe and kingdoms down to the 
individual. The Rigveda is a collection of hymns to various deities, most notably heroic 
Indra, Agni the sacrificial fire and messenger of the gods, and Soma, the deified sacred 
drink of the Indo-Iranians. Also prominent is Varuna (often paired with Mitra) and the 
group of "All-gods", the Vishvadevas. 

Philosophy 

Vedic philosophy primarily begins with the later part of the Rigveda, which was 
compiled before 1100 BCE. Most of the philosophy of the Rigveda is contained in the 
sections Purusha sukta and Nasadiya sukta. 

Major philosophers of this era were Rishis Narayana, Kanva, Rishaba, Vamadeva, and 
Angiras. 

 

Ethics — satya and rta 
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Ethics in the Vedas are based on the concepts of satya and ṛta. Satya is the principle of 
integration rooted in the Absolute, whereas ṛta is the expression of satya, which 
regulates and coordinates the operation of the universe and everything within it. 
Panikkar remarks: 

Ṛta is the ultimate foundation of everything; it is "the supreme", although this is not to 
be understood in a static sense [...] It is the expression of the primordial dynamism that 
is inherent in everything...." 

The term is inherited from the Proto-Indo-Iranian religion, the religion of the Indo-
Iranian peoples prior to the earliest Vedic (Indo-Aryan) and Zoroastrian (Iranian) 
scriptures. Asha (aša) is the Avestan language term (corresponding to Vedic Sanskrit 
ṛta) for a concept of cardinal importance to Zoroastrian theology and doctrine. 

Conformity with ṛta would enable progress whereas its violation would lead to 
punishment. The term Dharma was already used in Brahmanical thought, where it 
was conceived as an aspect of ṛta. 

The concept of yajñā "sacrifice" is also enunciated in the Purusha Sukta, where 
reaching the Absolute itself is considered a transcendent sacrifice when viewed from 
the point of view of the individual. 

Post-Vedic religions 

The Vedic period is held to have ended around 500 BC. The period after the Vedic 
religion, between 800 BCE and 200 BCE, is the formative period for Hinduism, Jainism 
and Buddhism. According to Michaels, the period between 500 BCE and 200 BCE is a 
time of "ascetic reformism". Muesse discerns a longer period of change, namely between 
800 BCE and 200 BCE, which he calls the "Classical Period": 

...this was a time when traditional religious practices and beliefs were reassessed. The 
brahmins and the rituals they performed no longer enjoyed the same prestige they had 
in the Vedic period". 

According to Muesse, some of the fundamental concepts of Hinduism, namely karma, 
reincarnation and "personal enlightenment and transformation", did not exist in the 
Vedic religion, developed between 800 BCE and 200 BCE:  

Indian philosophers came to regard the human as an immortal soul encased in a 
perishable body and bound by action, or karma, to a cycle of endless existences. 

The Vedic religion gradually metamorphosed into the various schools of Hinduism, 
which further evolved into Puranic Hinduism. However aspects of the historical Vedic 
religion survived in corners of the Indian subcontinent, such as Kerala where the 
Nambudiri Brahmins continue the ancient Śrauta rituals, which are considered extinct 
in all other parts. 

Post-Vedic Hinduism 
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The Hindu samskaras 

...go back to a hoary antiquity. The Vedas, the Brahmanas, the Grhyasutras, the 
Dharmasutras, the Smritis and other treatises describe the rites, ceremonies and 
customs. 

The worshipping rituals developed in such a way that 

A formal distinction was maintained between Śrauta rites (rites using the Vedic 
hymns), which were necessarily performed by priests, and Griha ("domestic") rites, 
performed by the Aryan householder himself; but both the latter and the former were 
subject to priestly influence. Some domestic rites became almost indistinguishable from 
the priestly Śrauta sacrifices; and, even where older ceremonies were retained, they 
were usually interwoven with elements of the priestly ritual. 

Vedanta 

Vedic religion was followed by Upanishads which gradually evolved into Vedanta, 
which is regarded by some as the primary institution of Hinduism. Vedanta considers 
itself "the purpose or goal [end] of the Vedas." The philosophy of Vedanta (lit. “The end 
of the Vedas"), transformed the Vedic worldview to monistic one. This led to the 
development of tantric metaphysics and gave rise to new forms of yoga, such as jnana 
yoga and bhakti yoga. There are some conservative schools which continue portions of 
the historical Vedic religion largely unchanged. (see Śrauta, Nambudiri). 

Of the continuation of the Vedic tradition in a newer sense, Jeaneane D. Fowler writes 
the following: 

“ Despite the radically different nature of the Upanishads in relation to the Vedas 
it has to be remembered that the material of both form the Veda or "knowledge" 
which is sruti literature. So the Upanishads develop the ideas of the Vedas 
beyond their ritual formalism and should not be seen as isolated from them. The 
fact that the Vedas that are more particularly emphasized in the Vedanta: the 
efficacy of the Vedic ritual is not rejected, it is just that there is a search for the 
Reality that informs it. ” 

Bhakti 

The Vedic gods declined but did not disappear, and local cults were assimilated into the 
Vedic-brahmanic pantheon, which changed into the Hindu pantheon. Deities arose that 
were not mentioned or barely mentioned in the Veda, especially Shiva and Vishnu, and 
gave rise to Shaivism and Vaishnavism. 

Interpretations of Vedic Mantras in Hinduism 

The various Hindu schools and traditions give various interpretations of the Vedic 
hymns. 
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Mīmāṃsā philosophers argue that there was no need to postulate a maker for the 
world, just as there was no need for an author to compose the Vedas or a god to validate 
the rituals. Mīmāṃsā argues that the gods named in the Vedas have no existence apart 
from the mantras that speak their names. To that regard, the power of the mantras is 
what is seen as the power of gods. 

Adi Shankara interpreted Vedas as being nondualistic or monistic. However, Arya 
Samaj holds the view that the Vedic mantras tend to monotheism. Even the earlier 
Mandalas of Rig Veda (books 1 and 9) contains hymns which are thought to have a 
tendency toward monotheism. Often quoted isolated pada 1.164.46 of the Rig Veda 
states (trans. Griffith): 

Indraṃ mitraṃ varuṇamaghnimāhuratho divyaḥ sa suparṇo gharutmān, 
ekaṃ sad viprā bahudhā vadantyaghniṃ yamaṃ mātariśvānamāhuḥ 
"They call him Indra, Mitra, Varuṇa, Agni, and he is heavenly nobly-winged 
Garutmān. 
To what is One, sages give many a title they call it Agni, Yama, Mātariśvan". 

Moreover, the verses of 10.129 and 10.130, deal with the one being (Ékam sát). The 
verse 10.129.7 further confirms this (trans. Griffith): 

iyám vísṛṣṭiḥ yátaḥ ābabhūva / yádi vā dadhé yádi vā ná / yáḥ asya ádhyakṣaḥ 
paramé vyóman / sáḥ aṅgá veda yádi vā ná véda 
"He, the first origin of this creation, whether he formed it all or did not, He who 
surveys it all from his highest heaven, he verily knows it, or perhaps even he 
does not" 

Sramana tradition 

The non-Vedic śramaṇa traditions existed alongside Brahmanism. These were not 
direct outgrowths of Vedism, but movements with mutual influences with Brahmanical 
traditions, reflecting "the cosmology and anthropology of a much older, pre-Aryan 
upper class of northeastern India". Jainism and Buddhism evolved out of the Shramana 
tradition. 

There are Jaina references to 22 prehistoric tirthankaras. In this view, Jainism peaked 
at the time of Mahavira (traditionally put in the 6th Century BCE). Buddhism, 
traditionally put from c. 500 BC, declined in India over the 5th to 12th centuries in 
favor of Puranic Hinduism and Islam. 
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Chapter 59 

ŚRAMANA 

 

Śramaṇa means "seeker." It was an Indian religious movement parallel to but separate 
from the historical Vedic religion. The śramaṇa traditions such as Jainism, Buddhism, 
and Ājīvika arose in the same circles that led to the development of Yogic practices, as 
well as the popular concepts in all major Indian religions such as saṃsāra (the cycle of 
birth and death) and moksha (liberation from that cycle). 

Etymology and origin 

The śramaṇa refers to renunciate ascetic traditions from the middle of the 1st 
millennium BCE. They were individual, experiential and free-form traditions, 
independent of society; and in religious competition with Brahmin priests, who as 
opposed to Śramaṇas, stressed mastery of texts and performing rituals. 

The word śramaṇa is postulated to be derived from the verbal root śram, meaning "to 
exert effort, labor or to perform austerity". "Śramaṇa" thus means "one who strives" or 
"laborer" in Sanskrit and Pali. The term was applied to those who wholeheartedly 
practiced toward enlightenment, and was used for monks. The śramaṇa traditions are 
best captured in the term parivrajaka, meaning a homeless wanderer. The history of 
wandering monks in ancient India is partly untraceable. The term 'parivrajaka' was 
perhaps applicable to all the peripatetic monks of India. 

Indian grammarians use the terms "śramaṇa" and "Brahmin" to illustrate opponents 
whose differences came from varying religious models. Part of the śramaṇa tradition 
remained outside the Hindu fold by rejecting the authority of the Vedas, with Jains, 
Buddhists, Ajivikas, and other religious groups developing as a result of this rejection. 
Part of the śramaṇa tradition was absorbed into Hindu dharma literature with a place 
for a renunciate sannyasins in it, in the four stages (ashramas) of life. 

One of the earliest uses of the word is in the Taittiriya Aranyaka (2-7-1) with the 
meaning of "performer of austerities". Buddhist commentaries associate the word's 
etymology with the quieting (samita) of evil (pāpa) as in the following phrase from the 
Dhammapada, verse 265: samitattā pāpānaŋ ʻsamaṇoʻ ti pavuccati ("someone who has 
pacified evil is called samaṇa").  

Movement 

Several śramaṇa movements are known to have existed in India, even before the 6th 
century BCE, and these influenced both the āstika and nāstika traditions of Indian 
philosophy. 

The śramaṇa movement grew into prominence during the times of Mahāvīra, the 24th 
Tirthankara of Jainism, and Gautama Buddha, when Vedic ritualism had become the 
dominant tradition in certain parts of India. Śramaṇas adopted a path alternate to the 
Vedic rituals to achieve liberation, while renouncing household life. They typically 
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engage in three types of activities: austerities, meditation, and associated theories (or 
views). As spiritual authorities, śramaṇa were at variance with traditional Brahmin 
authority. Some scholars opine the term "śramaṇa" appears in texts of the Brahmanas 
as a religious order other than the Vedic (i.e., Āstika) traditions. 

Mahavira and the Buddha were leaders of their śramaṇa orders. According to the Jain 
Agamas and the Buddhist Pāli Canon, there were other śramaṇa leaders at that time. 
Thus, in the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta (DN 16), a śramaṇa named Subhadda mentions: 

...those ascetics, samaṇa and Brahmins who have orders and followings, who are 
teachers, well-known and famous as founders of schools, and popularly regarded as 
saints, like Pūraṇa Kassapa, Makkhali Gosāla, Ajita Kesakambalī, Pakudha 
Kaccāyana, Sañjaya Belaṭṭhaputta and the Nigaṇṭha Nātaputta... 

Nigaṇṭha Nātaputta refers to Mahāvīra]. In regard to the above other teachers 
identified in the Pali Canon, Jain literature mentions Pūraṇa Kassapa, Makkhali 
Gosāla and Sañjaya Belaṭṭhaputta.  

Some Brahmins joined the śramaṇa movement such as Cānakya and Sāriputta. 
Similarly, a group of eleven Brahmins accepted Jainism and become his chief disciples 
or ganadharas.  

The śramaṇa idea of wandering began to change early in Buddhism. The renunciates 
started living in vihāras, at first during vassa, the rainy season, but eventually 
permanently. In medieval Jainism the tradition of wandering also waned, but it was 
revived in the 19th century. Similar changes have regularly occurred in Buddhism. 

Jainism 

The śramaṇa philosophy of Jainism is considered to pre-date the Vedic tradition. 
Jainism is conjectured to be the oldest of the indigenous, non-Aryan dharmic traditions 
of India, with an independent pre-Buddhist prevalence (Bhaskar, 1972). Thus, it is 
suggested to have existed before the advent and evolution of latter Brahmin traditions. 

Some scholars opine the śramaṇas of Jain tradition were widespread in the Indus 
Valley, with the relics of Indus Valley Civilization representing Jain culture, like the 
standing nude male figures in Kayotsarga, idols in lotus position, images with serpent-
heads, and the bull symbol of Rishabha. However, other scholars opine the śramaṇa 
cultures arose and flourished in the Gangetic areas, rather than the Indus Valley. 

In later periods, the Jains migrated towards the West and South of India and 
established themselves as prosperous communities in the Chalukya and Rashtrakuta 
courts. The Digambaras in South India could not preach against social ranks at the cost 
of their survival. It was suicidal for them to follow the brahmanical law-books. 
Therefore in the 8th century CE, Jinasena produced Jain law books in the guise of 
Puranas glorifying the Tirthankaras and declaring Varnas were not of Brahmanical 
origin but was promulgated by the first of the twenty-four Tirthankaras, Vrsabha, at 
the beginning of the present kalpa. Rishabha prescribed Jain rites for birth, marriage, 
death and instituted a class of Jain brahmins. 
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Buddhism 

It was as a śramaṇa that the Buddha left his father's palace and practised austerities. 
Gautama Buddha, after fasting nearly to death by starvation, regarded extreme 
austerities and self-mortification as useless or unnecessary in attaining enlightenment, 
recommending instead a "middle way" between the extremes of hedonism and self-
mortification. Devadatta, a cousin of Gautama, caused a split in the Buddhist saṅgha 
by demanding more rigorous practices. Followers of Mahāvīra continued to practice 
fasting and other austerities. 

The Brahmajāla Sutta mentions many śramaṇas with whom Buddha disagreed. 

Randall Collins opined that Buddhism was more a reform movement within the 
educated religious classes, composed mostly of Brahmins, than a rival movement from 
outside these classes, with the largest number of monks in the early movement derived 
from Brahmin origin, and virtually all the monks were recruited from the two upper 
classes of society 

From rock edicts, it is found that both Brahmans as well as śramaṇas enjoyed equal 
sanctity. 

Ajaivika 

Ājīvika was a system of ancient Indian philosophy and an ascetic movement of the 
mahajanapada period in the Indian subcontinent. Ājīvika was a nāstika (heterodox) 
system. The Ājīvikas may simply have been a more loosely-organized group of 
wandering ascetics. One of their prominent leaders was Makkhali Gosala. 

Ājīvika is thought to be contemporaneous to other early Indian nāstika philosophical 
schools of thought, such as Cārvāka, Jainism and Buddhism. While the early nāstika 
systems such as Cārvāka and Ājīvika gradually became extinct or evolved into others, 
the Jain and Buddhist traditions spun off into what may be described today as separate 
religions, distinct from Hinduism, which is now restrictively meant to encompass only 
the six orthodox Āstika philosophical systems. 

Ājīvika reached the height of its popularity during the rule of the Mauryan emperor 
Bindusara around the 4th century BC. Several rock-cut caves belonging to this sect, 
built during the times of the Mauryan emperor Ashoka (r. 273 BC to 232 BC) have been 
found at Barabar Caves, Jehanabad district, Bihar. 

Philosophy 

Though Śramaṇa traditions are associated with asceticism, some Śramaṇa traditions 
were, in fact, peculiar as materialists, in the sense they preached a worldly existence 
and carried denunciation of brahmanical orthodoxy to the extreme. The Shramana 
traditions included a range of beliefs, such as the Cārvākas, who on one end of the 
spectrum lived a luxurious life, to the Jainas, who on the other hand, developed a 
theory of extreme self-mortification. Some Śramaṇas were openly critical of the 
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sacrificial traditions of the Brahmins and the concepts of Karma, claiming them to be 
simply a swindle -- 

'Don't believe in them - when you're dead, you're dead. All their talk of Karman is 
nonsense. One of the materialists said, 'If a man went north of the Ganges and 
murdered, and tortured, and stole, and plundered and set buildings on fire, he would 
make no bad Karman. If another man went south of the Ganges and gave in charity, 
and helped the weak and healed the sick, he would make no good Karman. You live as 
a combination of the four elements, but when you die, everything is finished. So borrow 
money and live as happily as you can, for when you're dead, they can't pursue you.' 

The Cārvāka Lokayatas asserted a purely naturalist position, claiming the world 
consists of merely working out the elements. 

Yet another conflict can be found in the works of Dharmakirti, the eminent 7th-century 
CE Buddhist logician from Nalanda: 

vedapramanyam kasyacit kartrvadah/ snane dharmeccha jativadavalepah// 
santaparambhah papahanaya ceti/ dhvastaprajnanam pancalirigani jadye 

The unquestioned authority of the vedas; the belief in a world-creator; the quest for 
purification through ritual bathings; the arrogant division into castes; the practice of 
mortification to atone for sin; - these five are the marks of the crass stupidity of witless 
men. 

While authority of vedas, belief in a creator, path of ritualism and social system of 
heredity ranks, made up the cornerstones of brahminal schools, the path of asceticism 
was the main characteristic of all the heterodox schools collectively called the 
Shramanas. 

It was in Śramaṇa traditions that concepts of Karma and Samsara became central 
themes of debate., and it has been suggested that this may have been introduced into 
the mainstream by Kshatriyas. In Jainism, Karma is based on materialist element 
philosophy, where Karma is the fruit of one's action conceived as material particles 
which stick to a soul and keep it away from natural omniscience. The Buddha conceived 
Karma as a chain of causality leading to attachment of the material world and hence to 
rebirth. The Ajivikas of Makkhali Ghosa were a third successful movement during this 
time. They were fatalists and elevated Karma as inescapable fate, where a person's life 
goes through a chain of consequences and rebirths until it reaches its end. Some 
famous philosophers of that time, such as Pakkudha Kaccayana and Purana Kashyapa, 
denied the existence of Karma. It was indeed the creative śramaṇa generations of the 
500 to 400 BCE, in whom Karma doctrine became the centre of attention, who set far-
reaching consequences for lifestyle and thought among Indians. 

Śramaṇas held a view of samsara as full of suffering (or dukkha). They practiced 
Ahimsa and rigorous ascetism. They believed in Karma and Moksa and viewed rebirth 
as undesirable. 
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The Sramanas rejected the Vedas, the Vedics labelled their philosophy as "nastika 
darsana" (heterodox philosophy). 

Beliefs and concepts of Śramaṇa philosophies: 

• Denial of creator and omnipotent Gods 
• Rejection of the Vedas as revealed texts 
• Affirmation of Karma and rebirth, Samsara and transmigration of Soul. 
• Affirmation of the attainment of moksa through Ahimsa, renunciation and 

austerities 
• Denial of the efficacy of sacrifices and rituals for purification. 
• Rejection of the caste system 

Ultimately, the śramaṇa philosophical concepts like ahimsa, karma, reincarnation, 
renunciation, samsara and moksa were accepted and incorporated by the Brahmins in 
their beliefs and practices, e.g. by abandoning the sacrifice of animals. According to 
Gavin Flood, concepts like karmas and reincarnation entered mainstream brahaminical 
thought from the sramana or the renounciant traditions. According to D. R. 
Bhandarkar, the Ahimsa dharma of the sramanas made an impression on the followers 
of Brahamanism and their law books and practices. 

Jain philosophy 

Jainism derives its philosophy from the teachings and lives of the twenty-four 
Tirthankaras, of whom Mahavira was the last. Acharyas Umasvati (Umasvami), 
Kundakunda, Haribhadra, Yaśovijaya Gaṇi and others further developed and 
reorganized Jain philosophy in its present form. The distinguishing features of Jain 
philosophy are its belief in the independent existence of soul and matter, predominance 
of karma, the denial of a creative and omnipotent God, belief in an eternal and 
uncreated universe, a strong emphasis on nonviolence, an accent on anekantavada and 
morality and ethics based on liberation of the soul. The Jain philosophy of 
Anekantavada and Syādvāda, which posits that the truth or reality is perceived 
differently from different points of view, and that no single point of view is the complete 
truth, have made very important contributions to ancient Indian philosophy, especially 
in the areas of skepticism and relativity. 

Usage in Jain texts 

Jain monastics are known as śramaṇas while lay practitioners are called śrāvakas. The 
religion or code of conduct of the monks is known as the śramaṇa dharma. Jain canons 
like Ācāranga Sūtra and other later texts contain many references to Sramanas. 

Ācāranga Sūtra 

One verse of the Ācāranga sūtra defines a good śramaṇa: 

Disregarding (all calamities) he lives together with clever monks, insensitive to pain 
and pleasure, not hurting the movable and immovable (beings), not killing, bearing all: 
so is described the great sage, a good Sramana. 
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The chapter on renunciation contains a śramaṇa vow of non-possession: 

I shall become a Śramaṇa who owns no house, no property, no sons, no cattle, who eats 
what others give him; I shall commit no sinful action; Master, I renounce to accept 
anything that has not been given.' Having taken such vows, (a mendicant) should not, 
on entering a village or free town, take himself, or induce others to take, or allow others 
to take, what has not been given. 

Ācāranga Sūtra gives three names of Mahavira, the twenty fourth Tirthankara, one of 
which was Śramaṇa: 

The Venerable ascetic Mahavira belonged to the Kasyapa gotra. His three names have 
thus been recorded by tradition: by his parents he was called Vardhamana, because he 
is devoid of love and hate; (he is called) Sramana (i.e. ascetic), because he sustains 
dreadful dangers and fears, the noble nakedness, and the miseries of the world; the 
name Venerable Ascetic Mahavira has been given to him by the gods. 

Sūtrakrtanga 

Another Jain canon, Sūtrakrtanga describes the śramaṇa as an ascetic who has taken 
Mahavrata, the five great vows: 

He is a Śramaṇa for this reason that he is not hampered by any obstacles, that he is 
free from desires, (abstaining from) property, killing, telling lies, and sexual 
intercourse; (and from) wrath, pride, deceit, greed, love, and hate: thus giving up every 
passion that involves him in sin, (such as) killing of beings. (Such a man) deserves the 
name of a Śramaṇa, who subdues (moreover) his senses, is well qualified (for his task), 
and abandons his body. 

The Sūtrakrtanga records that a prince Ardraka (who became disciple to Mahavira), 
arguing with other heretical teachers, told Makkhali Gosala the qualities of śramaṇas: 

He who (teaches) the great vows (of monks) and the five small vows (of the laity 3), the 
five Âsravas and the stoppage of the Âsravas, and control, who avoids Karman in this 
blessed life of Śramaṇas, him I call a Śramaṇa. 

Buddhist philosophy 

Buddhist philosophy is a system of doctrines based on the teachings of Siddhartha 
Gautama, (480-400 BCE), the son of a chieftain of the Sakya tribe, later known as the 
Buddha. The Buddha found a Middle Way that ameliorated the extreme asceticism 
found in the śramaṇa religions. Buddhism is a non-theistic philosophy, which is 
especially concerned with dependent origination and sunyata. 

Influences on Indian culture 

The śramaṇa tradition influenced several Indian religions. According to some scholars, 
the concept of the cycle of birth and death, the concept of samsara and the concept of 
liberation may quite possibly be from śramaṇa or other ascetic traditions. Obeyesekere 
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suggests that tribal sages in the Ganges valley may instead have inspired the ideas of 
samsara and liberation, just like re-birth ideas that emerged in Africa and Greece. 
O'Flaherty states that there isn't enough objective evidence to support any of these 
theories. Indian philosophy is a confluence of Śramaṇic (self-reliant) traditions, Bhakti 
traditions with worship of deities and Vedic ritualistic nature worship. These co-existed 
and influenced each other. 

Brahmanism 

There are only two references to the word śramaṇa in vedic literature. One is in 
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, where it is placed next to the term tapasa, indicating that 
the śramaṇa — like the tapasa — was a class of mendicants. It has been argued that 
renunciation was not uncommon to the Vedic society, with yatis, rishis, and śramaṇas 
mentioned as being among the earliest renouncers. In the pastoral cultures of Vedic 
people, the renouncer Rishis and Yatis were looked down upon. The renouncers 
meditated upon death, with the link between birth and death conditioned by 
attachment to desire. These themes surface in vedic literature for the first time in the 
Upanishads. After passing through henotheism and pantheism, the anthropomorphism 
of Vedas entered the period of monism in the Upanishadic period. 

It is in the Upanishadic period that theories identifiable with śramaṇas come in direct 
contact with brahmanical ideals. According to Ananda Guruge, a renowned Buddhist 
leader, the śramaṇa movement impacted Vedic education through the Upanishads, 
with debate and discussion replacing parrot-like repetition of the Vedas. Many 
Upanishads compile contradictory positions where the favorite style of debate is to pose 
questions until the other cannot answer. The infinite regress notwithstanding, 
upanishadic arguments do not involve finding logical contradictions in opposing 
doctrines. The heterogeneous nature of the Upanishads shows infusions of both social 
and philosophical elements, pointing to evolution of new doctrines from non-
brahmanical sources. While the Upanishadic doctrines of Brahman and Atman can be 
traced back to the Vedas and Brahmanas, the doctrines of punarjanma (reincarnation), 
karma (action), and moksha (emancipation) do not follow with consistency from vedic 
traditions, and are fundamental to the śramaṇa movement. 

Hinduism 

Modern Hinduism can be regarded as a combination of Vedic and śramaṇa traditions as 
it is substantially influenced by both traditions. Among the Astika schools of Hinduism, 
Vedanta, Samkhya, and Yoga are early and very important philosophies that have 
influenced and been influenced by the śramaṇa philosophy, with their origins imputed 
by some to be in the Indus Valley period of about 3000-2000 BCE. As Geoffrey Samuel 
notes, 

Our best evidence to date suggests that [yogic practice] developed in the same ascetic 
circles as the early śramaṇa movements (Buddhists, Jainas and Ajivikas), probably in 
around the sixth and fifth centuries BCE. 

Yoga follows the Samkhya philosophy of liberating oneself from the grip of Prakriti 
(nature) through individual effort. Elaborate processes are outlined in Yoga to achieve 
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individual liberation through breathing techniques (Pranayama), physical postures 
(Asanas) and meditations (Dhyana). Patanjali's Yoga sutra is one product (school) of 
this philosophy. Other Yogic schools and the Tantra traditions are also important 
derivatives and branches of the śramaṇa practices. 

The Hindu ashrama system of life was an attempt to institutionalize śramaṇa ideals 
within the Brahmanical social structure. 

In Western literature 

Various references to "śramaṇas", with the name more or less distorted, have been 
handed down in Western literature about India. 

Nicolaus of Damascus (c. 10 CE) 

Nicolaus of Damascus wrote an account of an embassy sent by an Indian king "named 
Pandion (Pandyan kingdom?) or, according to others, Porus" to Caesar Augustus 
around 13 CE. He met with the embassy at Antioch. The embassy was bearing a 
diplomatic letter in Greek, and one of its members was a "Sarmano" (Σαρµανο) who 
burnt himself alive in Athens to demonstrate his faith. The event made a sensation and 
was quoted by Strabo and Dio Cassius. A tomb was made to the "Sarmano", still visible 
in the time of Plutarch, which bore the mention "ΖΑΡΜΑΝΟΧΗΓΑΣ ΙΝ∆ΟΣ ΑΠΟ 
ΒΑΡΓΟΣΗΣ" (Zarmanochēgas indos apo Bargosēs – Zarmanochegas, Indian from 
Bargosa). 

Clement of Alexandria (150-211) 

Clement of Alexandria makes several mentions of the śramaṇas, both in the context of 
the Bactrians and the Indians: 

Thus philosophy, a thing of the highest utility, flourished in antiquity among the 
barbarians, shedding its light over the nations. And afterwards it came to Greece. First 
in its ranks were the prophets of the Egyptians; and the Chaldeans among the 
Assyrians; and the Druids among the Gauls; and the Samanaeans among the 
Bactrians ("Σαµαναίοι Βάκτρων"); and the philosophers of the Celts; and the Magi of the 
Persians, who foretold the Saviour's birth, and came into the land of Judaea guided by 
a star. The Indian gymnosophists are also in the number, and the other barbarian 
philosophers. And of these there are two classes, some of them called Sarmanae 
("Σαρµάναι"), and Brahmanae ("Βραχµαναι"). 

To Clement of Alexandria, "Bactrians" apparently means "Oriental Greek", as in a 
passage of the Stromata: 

It was after many successive periods of years that men worshipped images of human 
shape, this practice being introduced by Artaxerxes, the son of Darius, and father of 
Ochus, who first set up the image of Aphrodité Anaitis at Babylon and Susa; and 
Ecbatana set the example of worshipping it to the Persians; the Bactrians, to Damascus 
and Sardis. 
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Porphyry (233-305) 

Porphyry extensively describes the habits of the śramaṇas, whom he calls 
"Samanaeans", in his "On Abstinence from Animal Food" Book IV . He says his 
information was obtained from "the Babylonian Bardesanes, who lived in the times of 
our fathers, and was familiar with those Indians who, together with Damadamis, were 
sent to Caesar" 

For the polity of the Indians being distributed into many parts, there is one tribe 
among them of men divinely wise, whom the Greeks are accustomed to call 
Gymnosophists. But of these there are two sects, over one of which the Brahmins 
preside, but over the other the Samanaeans. The race of the Brahmins, however, 
receive divine wisdom of this kind by succession, in the same manner as the priesthood. 
But the Samanaeans are elected, and consist of those who wish to possess divine 
knowledge. 

All the Brahmins originate from one stock; for all of them are derived from one father 
and one mother. But the Samanaeans are not the offspring of one family, being, as we 
have said, collected from every nation of Indians... 

On entering the order: 

The Samanaeans are, as we have said, elected. When, however, any one is desirous of 
being enrolled in their order, he proceeds to the rulers of the city; but abandons the city 
or village that he inhabited, and the wealth and all the other property that he 
possessed. Having likewise the superfluities of his body cut off, he receives a garment, 
and departs to the Samanaeans, but does not return either to his wife or children, if he 
happens to have any, nor does he pay any attention to them, or think that they at all 
pertain to him. And, with respect to his children indeed, the king provides what is 
necessary for them, and the relatives provide for the wife. And such is the life of the 
Samanaeans. But they live out of the city, and spend the whole day in conversation 
pertaining to divinity. They have also houses and temples, built by the king". 

On life and death: 

They are so disposed with respect to death, that they unwillingly endure the whole time 
of the present life, as a certain servitude to nature, and therefore they hasten to 
liberate their souls from the bodies [with which they are connected]. Hence, frequently, 
when they are seen to be well, and are neither oppressed, nor driven to desperation by 
any evil, they depart from life. 

In contemporary Western culture 

German novelist Hermann Hesse, long interested in Eastern, especially Indian, 
spirituality, wrote Siddhartha, in which the main character becomes a Samana upon 
leaving his home (where he was a Brahmin). 
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Chapter 60 

ISLAM IN INDIA 

 

Islam is the second-largest religion in India, making up 14.2% of the country's 
population with about 172 million adherents (2011 census). Islam first came to the 
western coast of India with Arab traders as early as the 7th century AD to coastal 
Malabar and the Konkan-Gujarat. Cheraman Juma Masjid in Kerala is thought to be 
the first mosque in India, built in 629 AD by Malik lbn Dinar. Following an expedition 
from the governor of Bahrain to Bharuch in the 7th century AD, immigrant Arab and 
Persian trading communities from South Arabia and the Persian Gulf began settling in 
coastal Gujarat. Islam arrived in north India in the 12th century with Turkic invasions 
and has since become a part of India's religious and cultural heritage. Over the 
centuries, there has been significant integration of Hindu and Muslim cultures across 
India and the Muslims have played a prominent role in India's economic rise and 
cultural influence. 

Early history of Islam in India 

 
Cheraman Perumal Juma Masjid on the Malabar Coast, probably the first Mosque in India 

 

 
Jama Masjid, Delhi, one of the largest mosques in the "Asia-Pacific" region. 

Trade relations have existed between Arabia and the Indian subcontinent since ancient 
times. Even in the pre-Islamic era, Arab traders used to visit the Konkan-Gujarat coast 
and Malabar region, which linked them with the ports of South East Asia. Newly 
Islamised Arabs were Islam's first contact with India. The historians Elliot and Dowson 
say in their book The History of India as told by its own Historians, the first ship 
bearing Muslim travellers was seen on the Indian coast as early as 630 AD. H.G. 
Rawlinson, in his book: Ancient and Medieval History of India claims the first Arab 
Muslims settled on the Indian coast in the last part of the 7th century AD. Shaykh 
Zainuddin Makhdum's "Tuhfat al-Mujahidin" is also a reliable work. This fact is 
corroborated, by J. Sturrock in his South Kanara and Madras Districts Manuals, and 
also by Haridas Bhattacharya in Cultural Heritage of India Vol. IV. It was with the 
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advent of Islam that the Arabs became a prominent cultural force in the world. The 
Arab merchants and traders became the carriers of the new religion and they 
propagated it wherever they went. 

 
Muslim neighbourhood in Delhi circa 1852. 

 

 
Pencil and wash drawing of a mosque at Sambhal in Uttar Pradesh  

by Thomas(1749-1840) and William (1769-1837) Daniell, 24 March 1789 

The first Indian mosque, Cheraman Juma Masjid, is thought to have been built in 629 
AD by Malik Bin Deenar. 

In Malabar, the Mappilas may have been the first community to convert to Islam. 
Intensive missionary activities were carried out along the coast and many natives also 
embraced Islam. These new converts were now added to the Mappila community. Thus 
among the Mappilas, we find, both the descendants of the Arabs through local women 
and the converts from among the local people. 

In the 8th century, the province of Sindh (in present-day Pakistan) was conquered by 
an Arab army led by Muhammad bin Qasim. Sindh became the easternmost province of 
the Umayyad Caliphate. 

In the first half of the 10th century, Mahmud of Ghazni added the Punjab to the 
Ghaznavid Empire and conducted 17 raids on modern-day India. In the 11th century, 
Ghazi Saiyyad Salar Masud played a significant role in the conversion of locals 
(Hindus) to Islam. A more successful invasion came at the end of the 12th century by 
Muhammad of Ghor. This eventually led to the formation of the Delhi Sultanate. 

Arab–Indian interactions 

There is much historical evidence to show that Arabs and Muslims interacted with 
India and Indians from the very early days of Islam, if not before the arrival of Islam in 
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Arabia. Arab traders transmitted the numeral system developed by Indians to the 
Middle East and Europe. 

Many Sanskrit books were translated into Arabic as early as the eighth century. 
George Saliba writes in his book Islamic Science and the Making of the European 
Renaissance that "some major Sanskrit texts began to be translated during the reign of 
the second Abbasid caliph al-Mansur (754–775), if not before; some texts on logic even 
before that, and it has been generally accepted that the Persian and Sanskrit texts, few 
as they were, were indeed the first to be translated." 

Political history of Islam in India 

Delhi sultanate 

Role in Indian independence movement 

The contribution of Muslim revolutionaries, poets and writers is documented in the 
struggle for independence. Titu Mir raised a revolt against British. Abul Kalam Azad, 
Hakim Ajmal Khan and Rafi Ahmed Kidwai are Muslims who engaged in this purpose. 
Muhammad Ashfaq Ullah Khan of Shahjehanpur conspired to loot the British treasury 
at Kakori (Lucknow). Khan Abdul Gaffar Khan (popularly known as Frontier Gandhi), 
was a noted nationalist who spent 45 of his 95 years of life in jail; Barakatullah of 
Bhopal was one of the founders of the Ghadar party which created a network of anti-
British organisations; Syed Rahmat Shah of the Ghadar party worked as an 
underground revolutionary in France and was hanged for his part in the unsuccessful 
Ghadar (mutiny) uprising in 1915; Ali Ahmad Siddiqui of Faizabad (UP) planned the 
Indian Mutiny in Malaya and Burma along with Syed Mujtaba Hussain of Jaunpur and 
was hanged in 1917; Vakkom Abdul Khadir of Kerala participated in the "Quit India" 
struggle in 1942 and was hanged; Umar Subhani, an industrialist and millionaire of 
Bombay provided Gandhi with congress expenses and ultimately died for the cause of 
independence. Among Muslim women, Hazrat Mahal, Asghari Begum, Bi Amma 
contributed in the struggle for independence from the British. 

 
Maulana Azad was a prominent leader of the Indian independence movement and a strong advocate of 

Hindu-Muslim unity. Shown here is Azad (left) with Sardar Patel and Mahatma Gandhi in 1940. 

The first ever Indian rebellion against the British saw itself in the Vellore Mutiny of 10 
July 1806 which left around 200 British Officers and troops dead or injured. But it was 
subdued by the British and the mutineers and the family of Tippu Sultan who were 
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incarcerated in the Vellore Fort at that time had to pay a heavy price. It predates the 
Indian Rebellion of 1857. And as a result of the Sepoy Mutiny, mostly the upper class 
Muslim rebels were targeted by the Britishers, as under their leadership the war was 
mostly fought in and around Delhi. Thousands of kith and kins were shot or hanged 
near the gate of Red Fort, Delhi, which is now known as 'Khooni Darwaza'(the bloody 
gate). The renowned Urdu poet Mirza Ghalib(1797–1869) has given a vivid description 
of such executions in his letters now published by the Oxford University Press 'Ghalib 
his life and letters'compiled and translated by Ralph Russel and Khurshidul 
Islam(1994). 

As the Muslim power waned with the gradual demise of the Mughal Empire, the 
Muslims of India faced a new challenge – that of protecting their culture and interests, 
yet interacting with the alien, technologically advantaged power. In this period, the 
Ulama of Firangi Mahal, based first at Sehali in District Barabanki, and, since the 
1690s, based in Lucknow, educated and guided the Muslims. The Firangi Mahal led 
and steered the Muslims of India. 

Other famous Muslims who fought for independence against the British rule: Abul 
Kalam Azad, Mehmud Hasan of Darul Uloom Deoband who was implicated in the 
famous Silk Letter Conspiracy to overthrow the British through an armed struggle, 
Husain Ahmed Madani, former Shaikhul Hadith of Darul Uloom Deoband, Ubaidullah 
Sindhi, Hakeem Ajmal Khan, Hasrat Mohani, Syed Mahmud, Professor Maulavi 
Barkatullah, Zakir Husain, Saifuddin Kichlu, Vakkom Abdul Khadir, Manzoor Abdul 
Wahab, Bahadur Shah Zafar, Hakeem Nusrat Husain, Khan Abdul Gaffar Khan, Abdul 
Samad Khan Achakzai, Colonel Shahnawaz, M.A.Ansari, Rafi Ahmad Kidwai, 
Fakhruddin Ali Ahmad, Ansar Harwani, Tak Sherwani, Nawab Viqarul Mulk, Nawab 
Mohsinul Mulk, Mustsafa Husain, VM Ubaidullah, SR Rahim, Badaruddin Taiyabji, 
and Moulvi Abdul Hamid. 

Until 1920, Muhammad Ali Jinnah was a member of the Indian National Congress and 
was part of the independence struggle. Allama Muhammad Iqbal, poet and philosopher, 
was a strong proponent of Hindu–Muslim unity and an undivdided India perhaps until 
1930.Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy was also active in the Indian National Congress in 
Bengal during his early political career. Muhammad Ali Jauhar and Shaukat Ali 
struggled for the emancipation of the Muslims in the overall Indian context, and 
struggled for independence alongside Mahatma Gandhi and Abdul Bari of Firangi 
Mahal. Until the 1930s, the Muslims of India broadly conducted their politics alongside 
their countrymen, in the overall context of an undivided India. 

Partition of India 

The partition of India was the partition of British India on the basis of religious 
demographics. This led to the creation of the sovereign states of the Dominion of 
Pakistan (that later split into the Islamic Republic of Pakistan and the People's 
Republic of Bangladesh) and the Union of India (later Republic of India). The Indian 
Independence Act 1947 had decided 15 August 1947, as the appointed date for the 
partition. However, Pakistan celebrates its day of creation on 14 August. 
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The partition of India was set forth in the Indian Independence Act 1947 and resulted 
in the dissolution of the British Indian Empire and the end of the British Raj. It 
resulted in a struggle between the newly constituted states of India and Pakistan and 
displaced up to 12.5 million people with estimates of loss of life varying from several 
hundred thousand to a million (most estimates of the numbers of people who crossed 
the boundaries between India and Pakistan in 1947 range between 10 and 12 million). 
The violent nature of the partition created an atmosphere of mutual hostility and 
suspicion between India and Pakistan that plagues their relationship to this day. 

The partition included the geographical division of the Bengal province into East 
Bengal, which became part of the Dominion of Pakistan (from 1956, East Pakistan). 
West Bengal became part of India, and a similar partition of the Punjab province 
became West Punjab (later the Pakistani Punjab and Islamabad Capital Territory) and 
East Punjab (later the Indian Punjab, as well as Haryana and Himachal Pradesh). The 
partition agreement also included the division of Indian government assets, including 
the Indian Civil Service, the Indian Army, the Royal Indian Navy, the Indian railways 
and the central treasury, and other administrative services. 

The two self-governing countries of India and Pakistan legally came into existence at 
the stroke of midnight on 14–15 August 1947. The ceremonies for the transfer of power 
were held a day earlier in Karachi, at the time the capital of the new state of Pakistan, 
so that the last British Viceroy, Lord Mountbatten of Burma, could attend both the 
ceremony in Karachi and the ceremony in Delhi. Thus, Pakistan's Independence Day is 
celebrated on 14 August and India's on 15 August. 

After Partition of India in 1947, two-thirds of the Muslims resided in Pakistan (both 
east and West Pakistan) but a third resided in India. Some critics allege that British 
haste in the partition process increased the violence that followed. Because 
independence was declared prior to the actual Partition, it was up to the new 
governments of India and Pakistan to keep public order. No large population 
movements were contemplated; the plan called for safeguards for minorities on both 
sides of the new border. It was a task at which both states failed. There was a complete 
breakdown of law and order; many died in riots, massacre, or just from the hardships of 
their flight to safety. What ensued was one of the largest population movements in 
recorded history. According to Richard Symonds: At the lowest estimate, half a million 
people perished and twelve million became homeless. 

However, many argue that the British were forced to expedite the Partition by events 
on the ground. Once in office, Mountbatten quickly became aware if Britain were to 
avoid involvement in a civil war, which seemed increasingly likely, there was no 
alternative to partition and a hasty exit from India. Law and order had broken down 
many times before Partition, with much bloodshed on both sides. A massive civil war 
was looming by the time Mountbatten became Viceroy. After the Second World War, 
Britain had limited resources, perhaps insufficient to the task of keeping order. 
Another viewpoint is that while Mountbatten may have been too hasty he had no real 
options left and achieved the best he could under difficult circumstances. The historian 
Lawrence James concurs that in 1947 Mountbatten was left with no option but to cut 
and run. The alternative seemed to be involvement in a potentially bloody civil war 
from which it would be difficult to get out. 
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Conservative elements in England consider the partition of India to be the moment that 
the British Empire ceased to be a world power, following Curzon's dictum: "the loss of 
India would mean that Britain drop straight away to a third rate power." 

Population 

India's Muslim population is the world's third largest and the world's largest Muslim-
minority population. Officially, India has the third largest Muslim population next to 
Indonesia and Pakistan. India is home to 10% of the world's Muslim population. India 
has around 172 million Muslims (2011 census). Estimates show India may have more 
Muslims than Pakistan, though 2016 census in Pakistan will give the exact figure, as 
overall population of Pakistan is estimated at around 191.71 million . 

Muslim Populations ( Top 5 Countries) by PEW 

Country Population Percentage 

Indonesia 204,847,000 12.65% 

Pakistan 175,097,000 11.00% 

India 172,245,158 10.97% 

Bangladesh 148,607,000 9.18% 

Egypt 80,024,000 4.94% 

World 1,619,300,000 100% 

• Data compiled as of 2011 

Muslims represent a majority of the local population in Lakshadweep and Jammu and 
Kashmir. The largest concentration –about 47% of all Muslims in India, live in the 
three states of Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal, and Bihar. High concentrations of Muslims 
are found in states of Assam, Kerala, Maharashtra, Jharkhand and Karnataka. 

Muslim population by states 

Muslims as percentage of total population in different states of India (Census 2011). 

As of 2015,Muslims comprise the majority of the population in the only Indian state of 
Jammu and Kashmir and in a Union territory Lakshadweep. In 110 minority-
concentrated districts, at least a fifth of the population are Muslim. 

Muslim populations by Indian state: 2011 census 

State Population Muslims  % Muslims 

India 1,210,854,977 172,245,158 14.2% 

Andaman and Nicobar Islands 379,944 31,915 8.4% 

Andhra Pradesh, Telangana 49,386,799 8,128,661 9.6% 

Arunachal Pradesh 1,382,611 27,652 2.0% 

Assam  31,169,272 10,659,891 34.2% 
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State Population Muslims  % Muslims 

Bihar 103,804,637 17,542,984 16.9% 

Chandigarh 1,054,686 50,625 4.8% 

Chhattisgarh 25,540,196 510,804 2.0% 

Dadra and Nagar Haveli  342,853 13,028 3.8% 

Daman and Diu 242,911 18,947 7.8% 

Delhi 16,753,235 2,161,167 12.9% 

Goa 1,457,723 122,449 8.4% 

Gujarat 60,383,628 5,857,212 9.7% 

Haryana  25,353,081 1,774,716 7.0% 

Himachal Pradesh 6,856,509 150,843 2.2% 

Jammu and Kashmir 12,548,926 8,570,916 68.3% 

Jharkhand 32,966,238 4,780,104 14.5% 

Karnataka 61,130,704 7,885,861 12.9% 

Kerala 33,387,677 8,881,122 26.6% 

Lakshadweep 64,429 61,981 96.2% 

Madhya Pradesh 72,597,565 4,791,439 6.6% 

Maharashtra 112,372,972 12,922,892 11.5% 

Manipur* 2,721,756 228,627 8.4% 

Meghalaya 2,964,007 130,416 4.4% 

Mizoram 1,091,014 15,274 1.4% 

Nagaland 1,980,602 49,515 2.5% 

Odisha 41,947,358 922,842 2.2% 

Pondicherry 1,244,464 75,912 6.1% 

Punjab 27,704,236 526,380 1.9% 

Rajasthan  68,621,012 6,244,512 9.1% 

Sikkim  607,688 9,723 1.6% 

Tamil Nadu 72,138,958 4,256,199 5.9% 

Tripura 3,671,032 315,709 8.6% 

Uttar Pradesh 199,581,477 38,519,225 19.3% 

Uttaranchal 10,116,752 1,406,229 13.9% 

West Bengal 91,347,736 24,663,889 27.0% 

• The Census 2011 results of Mao-Maram, Paomata and Purul Sub-divisions of 
Senapati district of Manipur were withheld due to administrative reasons. The 
figurs have now been finalized . 
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Population growth rate 

Muslim Population Growth per Census 

Year Total Population Muslim Population Percentage 

1951 361,088,090 35,856,047 9.93% 

1961 439,234,771 46,998,120 10.70% 

1971 548,159,652 61,448,696 11.21% 

1981* 683,329,097 77,557,852 11.35% 

1991** 846,427,039 102,586,957 12.12% 

2001 1,028,737,436 138,159,437 13.43% 

2011*** 1,210,726,932 180,008,000* 14.88% 

1981 Census: * Parts of Assam were not included in the 1981 Census Data due to 
violence in some districts. 

1991 Census: ** Jammu and Kashmir was not included in the 1991 Census Data due to 
militant activity in the state. 

2011 Census: *** Estimated populations of Muslims in India as religious demographics 
has still not been released by government of India. 

Table : Census information for 2001: Hindu and Muslim compared[α][β] 

Composition Hindus  Muslims 

 % total of population 2001 80.5 13.4 

10-Yr Growth % (est '91–'01)[β] 20.3 36.0 

Sex ratio* (avg. 933) 931 936 

Literacy rate (avg. 64.8) 65.1 59.1 

Work Participation Rate 40.4 31.3 

Rural sex ratio 944 953 

Urban sex ratio 894 907 

Child sex ratio (0–6 yrs) 925 950 

Muslims in India have a much higher total fertility rate (TFR) compared to that of 
other religious communities in the country. Because of higher birthrates the percentage 
of Muslims in India has risen from about 10% in 1951 to 14.4% by 2013. The Muslim 
population growth rate is higher by more than 10% of the total growth compared to 
that of Hindus. However, since 1991, the largest decline in fertility rates among all 
religious groups in India has occurred among Muslims. The Population Growth rate is 
also attributable to the fact that majority of Muslim populations are concentrated in 
the states that are lagging behind in social reforms and services which have shown 
higher birth rates than other states. However, the Sachar Committee Report shows 
that the Muslim Population Growth has slowed down and will be on par with national 
averages. 
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Social and economic reasons behind population growth 

Demographers have put forward several factors behind high birthrates among Muslims 
in India. According to sociologists Roger and Patricia Jeffery, socio-economic conditions 
rather than religious determinism is the main reason for higher Muslim birthrates. 
Indian Muslims are poorer and less educated compared to their Hindu counterparts. 
Noted Indian sociologist, B.K. Prasad, argues that since India's Muslim population is 
more urban compared to their Hindu counterparts, infant mortality rates among 
Muslims is about 12% lower than those among Hindus. 

However, other sociologists point out that religious factors can explain high Muslim 
birthrates. Surveys indicate that Muslims in India have been relatively less willing to 
adopt family planning measures and that Muslim women have a larger fertility period 
since they get married at a much younger age compared to Hindu women. A study 
conducted by K.C. Zacharia in Kerala in 1983 revealed that on average, the number of 
children born to a Muslim woman was 4.1 while a Hindu woman gave birth to only 2.9 
children. Religious customs and marriage practices were cited as some of the reasons 
behind the high Muslim birth rate. According to Paul Kurtz, Muslims in India are 
much more resistant to modern contraception than are Hindus and, as a consequence, 
the decline in fertility rate among Hindu women is much higher compared to that of 
Muslim women. The National Family and Health survey conducted in 1998–99 
highlighted that Indian Muslim couples consider a substantially higher number of 
children to be ideal for a family as compared to Hindu couples in India. The same 
survey also pointed out that percentage of couples actively using family planning 
measures was more than 49% among Hindus against 37% among Muslims. 

Denominations 

There are many denominations amongst Indian Muslims, the majority belong to the 
Sunni branch of Islam, while a substantial minority belong to the Shia branch. There 
are also small minorities of Ahmadiyya and Quranists. Many Indian Muslim 
communities, both Sunni and Shia, are also considered to be Sufis. 

Sunni 

Indian Sunnis largely follow the Hanafi school of Islamic law. 

The majority of Indian Sunnis however follow the moderate Barelvi movement which 
was founded in 1904 by Ahmed Razi Khan of Bareilly in defense of traditional Islam as 
understood and practised in South Asia and in reaction to the reformist attempts of the 
Deobandi movement. In the 19th century the Deobandi, a revivalist movement in Sunni 
Islam was established in India. It is named after Deoband a small town northeast of 
Delhi, where the original madrasa or seminary of the movement was founded. From its 
early days this movement has been influenced by Wahhabism. 

Shia 

Shia Muslims are a large minority among India's Muslims. However, there has been no 
particular census conducted in India with regards to sects, but Indian sources like 
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Times of India and Daily News and Analysis reported Indian Shia population in mid 
2005–2006 between 25% and 31% of entire Muslim population of India which accounts 
them in numbers between 40,000,000 to 50,000,000 of 157,000,000 Indian Muslim 
population. However, as per an estimation of one reputed Shia NGO Alimaan Trust, 
India's Shia population in early 2000 was around 30 million with Sayyids comprising 
just a tenth of the Shia population. According to some national and international 
sources Indian Shia population is the world's second-largest after Iran. 

Dawoodi Bohra 

 
Mausoleum of 1 st Wali–ul–Hind:Moulai Abadullah, Khambat, Gujrat, era 1050-1100AD 

 

 
Dawoodi Bohra 52 nd Dai Sayyedna Mohd. Burhanuddin, with Dawat office at Mumbai 

Dawoodi Bohra' Ismailli Shia whose belief system originates in Yemen, evolved from 
the Fatimid were persecuted due to their adherence to Fatimid Shia Islam – leading 
the shift of Dawoodi Bohra to India. After occultation of their 21st Imam Tayyib, they 
follow Dai as representative of Imam which are continued till date. 

This community was established in Gujarat in the second half of the 11th century. 
According to legend, two travellers (Moulai Abadullah (formerly known as Baalam 
Nath) and Maulai Nuruddin (Rupnath)) from India went to the court of Imam 
Mustansir. They were so impressed that they converted and went back to preach in 
India. Abadullah was first Wali-ul-Hind (saint of India). He came across a married 
couple named Kaka Akela and Kaki Akela who became his first converts. 

One Dai succeeded another until the 23rd Dai in Yemen. In India also Wali-ul-Hind 
were appointed by them one after another until Wali-ul-Hind Moulai Qasim Khan bin 
Hasan (11th and last Wali-ul-Hind, d.950AH, Ahmedabad). 

Due to persecution by the local Zaydi Shi'a ruler in Yemen, the 24th Dai, Yusuf 
Najmuddin ibn Sulaiman (d.1567 AD), moved the whole administration of the Dawat 
(mission) to India. The 25th Dai Jalal Shamshuddin (d.1567 AD) was first dai to die in 
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India. His mausoleum is in Ahmedabad, India. The Dawat subsequently moved from 
Ahmedabad to Jamnagar Mandvi, Burhanpur, Surat and finally to Mumbai and 
continues there to the present day, currently headed by 52nd Dai Mohammad 
Burhanuddin. 

Khojas 

The Khojas are a group of diverse people who converted to Islam in South Asia. In 
India, most Khojas live in the states of Gujarat, Maharashtra, Rajasthan and the city of 
Hyderabad. Many Khojas have also migrated and settled over the centuries in East 
Africa, Europe and North America. The Khoja were by then adherents of Nizari 
Ismailism branch of Shi'ism. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, particularly in 
the aftermath of the Aga Khan Case a significant minority separated and adopted 
Twelver Shi'ism or Sunni Islam, while the majority remained Nizārī Ismā'īlī. 

Sufis 

 
Tomb of Sufi saint Shaikh Salim Chisti in Fatehpur Sikri, Uttar Pradesh 

Sufis (Islamic mystics) played an important role in the spread of Islam in India. They 
were very successful in spreading Islam, as many aspects of Sufi belief systems and 
practices had their parallels in Indian philosophical literature, in particular 
nonviolence and monism. The Sufis' orthodox approach towards Islam made it easier 
for Hindus to practice. Hazrat Khawaja Muin-ud-din Chishti, Qutbuddin Bakhtiar 
Kaki, Nizam-ud-din Auliya, Shah Jalal, Amir Khusro, Sarkar Sabir Pak, Shekh Alla-ul-
Haq Pandwi, Ashraf Jahangir Semnani, Sarkar Waris Pak, Ata Hussain Fani Chishti 
trained Sufis for the propagation of Islam in different parts of India. Once the Islamic 
empire was established in India, Sufis invariably provided a touch of colour and beauty 
to what might have otherwise been rather cold and stark reigns. The Sufi movement 
also attracted followers from the artisan and untouchable communities; they played a 
crucial role in bridging the distance between Islam and the indigenous traditions. 
Ahmad Sirhindi, a prominent member of the Naqshbandi Sufi advocated the peaceful 
conversion of Hindus to Islam. Maulana Ahmed Rida Khan contributed much in 
defending traditional and orthodox Islam in India through his work Fatawa Razvia. 

Ahmadiyya 

The Ahmadiyya movement was founded in 1889 by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad of Qadian. 
He claimed to be the promised messiah and mahdi awaited by the Muslims and 
obtained a considerable number of followers initially within the United Provinces, the 
Punjab and Sindh. Ahmadis claim the Ahmadiyya movement to be the latter day 
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revival and peaceful propagation of Islam and the movement has also been seen to have 
emerged as an Islamic religious response to the Christian and Arya Samaj missionary 
activity that was widespread in 19th century India. After the death of Ghulam Ahmad, 
his successors directed the Ahmadiyya Community from Qadian which remained the 
headquarters of the community until 1947 with the creation of Pakistan. The 
movement has grown in organisational strength and in its own missionary programme 
and has expanded to over 200 countries as of 2014 but has received a largely negative 
response from mainstream Muslims who see it as heretical, due mainly to Ghulam 
Ahmad's claim to be a prophet within Islam. 

 
Mirza Ghuam Ahmad, founder of the Ahmadiyya movement 

India has a significant Ahmadiyya population. Most of them live in Rajasthan, Odisha, 
Haryana, Bihar, Delhi, Uttar Pradesh, and a few in Punjab in the area of Qadian. In 
India, Ahmadis are considered to be Muslims by the Government of India (unlike in 
neighbouring Pakistan). This recognition is supported by a court verdict (Shihabuddin 
Koya vs. Ahammed Koya, A.I.R. 1971 Ker 206). There is no legislation that declares 
Ahmadis non-Muslims or limits their activities, but they are not allowed to sit on the 
All India Muslim Personal Law Board, a body of religious leaders India's government 
recognizes as representative of Indian Muslims. Ahmadiyya are estimated to be from 
60,000 to 1 million in India. 

Quranists 

Non-sectarian Muslims who reject the authority of hadith, known as Quranists, 
Quraniyoon, or Ahle Quran, are also present in India. In South Asia during the 19th 
century, the Ahle Quran movement formed partially in reaction to the Ahle Hadith 
movement whom they considered to be placing too much emphasis on hadith. Many 
Ahle Quran adherents were formerly adherents of Ahle Hadith but found themselves 
incapable of accepting certain hadiths. Notable Indian Quranists include Chiragh Ali, 
Aslam Jairajpuri, Khwaja Ahmad-ud-Din Amritsari, and Abdullah Chakralawi. 

Origins 

The vast majority of the Muslims in India belong to Indian ethnic groups. However, 
some Indian Muslims were found with detectable, traceable, minor to some levels of 
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gene flow from outside, primarily from the Middle East and Central Asia. However, 
they are found in very low levels. Sources indicate that the castes among Muslims 
developed as the result of the concept of Kafa'a. Those who are referred to as Ashrafs 
(see also Sharif) are presumed to have a superior status derived from their foreign Arab 
ancestry, while the Ajlafs are assumed to be converts from Hinduism, and have a lower 
status. Actual Muslim social practice, including in India, points to the existence of 
sharp social hierarchies that numerous Muslim scholars have sought to provide 
appropriate Islamic sanction through elaborate rules of fiqh associated with the notion 
of kafa'a. 

Most prominent Muslim scholars such as Maulana Ahmad Raza Khan Barelvi and 
Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanvi have championed the notion of caste superiority based on 
birth. It is argued that Muslims of Arab origin (Sayyeds and Shaikhs) are superior to 
non-Arab or Ajami Muslims, and so while a man who claims Arab origin can marry an 
Ajami woman, the reverse is not possible. Likewise, they argue, a Pathan Muslim man 
can marry a Julaha (Ansari) Mansuri (Dhunia,) Rayin (Kunjra) or Quraishi (Qasai or 
butchers) woman, but an Ansari, Rayin, Mansuri and Quraishi man cannot marry a 
Pathan woman since they consider these castes to be inferior to Pathans. 

Many of these ulema also believed that it is best to marry within one own caste. The 
practice of endogamous marriage in one's caste is strictly observed in India. In two of 
the three genetic studies referenced here, in which is described that samples were 
taken from several regions of India's Muslim communities, it was again found that the 
Muslim population was overwhelmingly similar to the local non-Muslims associated, 
with some having minor but still detectable levels of gene flow from outside, primarily 
from Iran and Central Asia, rather than directly from the Arabian peninsula. 

A research regarding the comparison of Y chromosomes of Indian Muslims with other 
Indian groups was published in 2005. In this study 124 Sunnis and 154 Shias of Uttar 
Pradesh were randomly selected for their genetic evaluation. Other than Muslims, 
Hindu higher and middle caste group members were also selected for the genetic 
analysis. Out of 1021 samples in this study, only 17 samples showed E haplogroup and 
all of them were Shias. The very minor increased frequency however, does place these 
Shias, solely with regards to their haplogroups, closer to Iraqis, Turks and 
Palestinians. 

Caste system among South Asian Muslims 

Caste system among South Asian Muslims refers to units of social stratification that 
have developed among Muslims in South Asia. 

Stratification 

In some parts of South Asia, the Muslims are divided as Ashrafs and Ajlafs. Ashrafs 
claim a superior status derived from their foreign ancestry. The non-Ashrafs are 
assumed to be converts from Hinduism, and are therefore drawn from the indigenous 
population. They, in turn, are divided into a number of occupational castes. 
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Sections of the ulema (scholars of Islamic jurisprudence) provide religious legitimacy to 
caste with the help of the concept of kafa'a. A classical example of scholarly declaration 
of the Muslim caste system is the Fatawa-i Jahandari, written by the fourteenth 
century Turkish scholar, Ziauddin Barani, a member of the court of Muhammad bin 
Tughlaq, of the Tughlaq dynasty of the Delhi Sultanate. Barani was known for his 
intensely casteist views, and regarded the Ashraf Muslims as racially superior to the 
Ajlaf Muslims. He divided the Muslims into grades and sub-grades. In his scheme, all 
high positions and privileges were to be a monopoly of the high-born Turks, not the 
Indian Muslims. Even in his interpretation of the Quranic verse "Indeed, the pious 
among you are most honored by Allah", he considered piety to be associated with noble 
birth. Barrani was specific in his recommendation that the "sons of Mohamed" [i.e. 
Ashrafs] "be given a higher social status than the low-born [i.e. Ajlaf]. His most 
significant contribution in the fatwa was his analysis of the castes with respect to 
Islam. His assertion was that castes would be mandated through state laws or "Zawabi" 
and would carry precedence over Sharia law whenever they were in conflict. In the 
Fatwa-i-Jahandari (advice XXI), he wrote about the "qualities of the high-born" as 
being "virtuous" and the "low-born" being the "custodian of vices". Every act which is 
"contaminated with meanness and based on ignominity, comes elegantly [from the 
Ajlaf]". Barani had a clear disdain for the Ajlaf and strongly recommended that they be 
denied education, lest they usurp the Ashraf masters. He sought appropriate religious 
sanction to that effect. Barrani also developed an elaborate system of promotion and 
demotion of imperial officers ("Wazirs") that was primarily on the basis of their caste. 

In addition to the ashraf/ajlaf divide, there is also the arzal caste among Muslims, who 
were regarded by anti-caste activists like Babasaheb Ambedkar as the equivalent of 
untouchables. The term "Arzal" stands for "degraded" and the Arzal castes are further 
subdivided into Bhanar, Halalkhor, Hijra, Kasbi, Lalbegi, Maugta, Mehtar etc. The 
Arzal group was recorded in the 1901 census of India and are also called Dalit Muslims 
"with whom no other Muhammadan would associate, and who are forbidden to enter 
the mosque or to use the public burial ground".They are relegated to "menial" 
professions such as scavenging and carrying night soil. 

Some South Asian Muslims have been known to stratify their society according to 
qaums. These Muslims practise a ritual-based system of social stratification. The 
qaums that deal with human emissions are ranked the lowest. Studies of Bengali 
Muslims in India indicate that the concepts of purity and impurity exist among them 
and are applicable in inter-group relationships, as the notions of hygiene and 
cleanliness in a person are related to the person's social position and not to his/her 
economic status. Muslim Rajput is another caste distinction among Indian Muslims. 

Some of the backward or lower-caste Muslim communities include Ansari, Kunjra, 
Churihara, Dhobi and Halalkhor. The upper and middle caste Muslim communities 
include Syed, Shaikh, Shaikhzada, Khanzada, Pathan, Mughal, and Malik. Genetic 
data has also supported this stratification. It should be noted that most of the claims 
for Arabic ancestry in India is flawed and points to Arabic preferences in local Sharia. 
Interestingly, in three genetic studies representing the whole of South Asian Muslims, 
it was found that the Muslim population was overwhelmingly similar to the local non-
Muslims associated with minor but still detectable levels of gene flow from outside, 
primarily from Iran and Central Asia, rather than directly from the Arabian Peninsula. 



605 

 

The Sachar Committee's report commissioned by the government of India and released 
in 2006, documents the continued stratification in Muslim society. 

Interaction and mobility 

Interactions between the oonchi zat (upper caste) and neechi zat (lower caste) are 
regulated by established patron-client relationships of the jajmani system, the upper 
castes being referred to as the 'Jajmans', and the lower caste as 'Kamin'. Upon contact 
with a low-caste Muslim, a Muslim of a higher zat can "purify" by taking a short bath, 
since there are no elaborate rituals for purification. In Bihar state of India, cases have 
been reported in which the higher caste Muslims have opposed the burials of lower 
caste Muslims in the same graveyard. 

Some data indicates that the castes among Muslims have never been as rigid as that 
among Hindus. An old saying also goes in Bangladesh "Last year I was a Julaha 
(weaver); this year a Shaikh; and next year if the harvest be good, I shall be a Sayyid.". 
However, other scholars, such as Ambedkar, disagreed with this thesis.(see criticism 
below). The well-known Sufi, Sayyed Jalaluddin Bukhari, also known as Makhdum 
Jahaniyan-e-Jahangasht, is said to have declared that providing knowledge beyond 
that of the Quran and the rules of prayers and fasting to the so-called razil (ajlafs) 
castes is like scattering pearls before swine and dogs! He reportedly insisted that other 
Muslims should not eat with barbers, washers of corpses, dyers, tanners, cobblers, bow-
makers and washermen, besides consumers of alcohol and usurers. Mohammad Ashraf 
writes in his "Hindustani Maashra Ahd-e-Usta Main" that many medieval Islamic 
rulers did not allow to low-class people to enter their courts, or if some did they forbade 
them from opening their mouths because they considered them to be 'impure'. The 
scholar Shabbir Ahmad Hakeem quotes from another book by Thanvi called "Masawat-
e Bahar-e Shariat", in which Thanvi argues that Muslims should not allow 'Julahas' 
(weavers) and 'Nais' (barbers) to enter Muslims' homes. In his "Bahishti Zewar" Thanvi 
claimed that the son of a Sayyed father and a non-Sayyed mother is socially inferior to 
the child of a Sayyed couple. 

In his "Imdad ul-Fatawa", Thanvi announced that Sayyeds, Shaikhs, Mughals and 
Pathans are all 'respectable' (sharif) communities, and that the oil-presser (Teli) and 
weaver (Julaha) communities are 'low' castes (razil aqwam). He claimed that 'nau-
Muslims', non-Arab converts to Islam, cannot be considered the kafaa, for purposes of 
marriage, of 'established Muslims' (khandani musalman). Accordingly, he argued, 
Pathans, being non-Arabs and, therefore, 'nau-Muslims', are not the kafaa of Sayyeds 
and Shaikhs, who claim Arab descent, and, so, cannot inter-marry with them.  

The first president of All India Muslim Personal Law Board and Vice Chancellor of the 
Deoband madrasa, Maulvi Qari Mohammad Tayyeb Siddiqui, was also supporter of 
casteism and wrote two books in support in Mufti Usmani's book on caste: “Ansab wa 
Qabail Ka Tafazul” and “Nasb Aur Islam”. True to this tradition of legitimising caste, 
even today the admission form of the Deoband madrasa has a column that asks for 
applicants to mention their caste. For many years after it was established, non-ashraf 
students were not generally admitted to the Deoband madrasa and the practice still 
continues. 
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Criticism 

Some Muslim scholars have termed the caste-like features in Indian Muslim society as 
a "flagrant violation of the Quranic worldview." However, most Muslim scholars tried to 
reconcile and resolve the "disjunction between Quranic egalitarianism and Indian 
Muslim social practice" through theorizing it in different ways and interpreting the 
Quran and Sharia to justify casteism. 

While some scholars theorize that the Muslim castes are not as acute in their 
discrimination as that among Hindus, Dr B.R.Ambedkar argued otherwise, writing 
that the social evils in Muslim society were "worse than those seen in Hindu society". 

Babasaheb Ambedkar was an illustrious figure in Indian politics and the chief architect 
of the Indian Constitution. He was extremely critical of the Muslim caste system and 
their practices, quoting "Within these groups there are castes with social precedence of 
exactly the same nature as one finds among the Hindus but worse in numerous ways". 
He was critical of how the Ashrafs regarded the Ajlaf and Arzal as "worthless" and the 
fact that Muslims tried to sugarcoat the sectarian divisions by using euphemisms like 
"brotherhood" to describe them. He was also critical of the precept of literalism of 
scripture among Indian Muslims that led them to keep the Muslim caste system rigid 
and discriminatory. He decried against the approval of Sharia to Muslim casteism. It 
was based on superiority of foreign elements in society which would ultimately lead to 
downfall of local Dalits. This tragedy would be much more harsher than Hindus who 
are ethnically related to and supportive of Dalits. This Arabian supremacy in Indian 
Muslims accounted for its equal disapproval by high and low caste Hindus during 1300 
years of Islamic presence in India. He condemned the Indian Muslim community of 
being unable to reform like Muslims in other countries such as Turkey did during the 
early decades of the twentieth century. 

Prominent Muslims in India 

India is home to many eminent Muslims who have made their mark in numerous fields 
and have played a constructive role in India's economic rise and cultural influence 
across the world. 

Out of the 12 Presidents of the Republic of India, three were Muslims – Zakir Hussain, 
Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed and A.P.J. Abdul Kalam. Additionally, Mohammad 
Hidayatullah, A. M. Ahmadi, Mirza Hameedullah Beg and Altamas Kabir held the 
office of the Chief Justice of India on various occasions since independence. Mohammad 
Hidayatullah also served as the acting President of India on two separate occasions; 
and holds the distinct honour of being the only person to have served in all three offices 
of the President of India, the Vice President of India and the Chief Justice of India. 

The current Vice President of India, Mohammad Hamid Ansari, Foreign Minister 
Salman Khurshid and Director (Head) of the Intelligence Bureau, Syed Asif Ibrahim 
are Muslims. Mr. Ibrahim is the fist Muslim to hold this office. From 30 July 2010 to 10 
June 2012, Dr. S. Y. Quraishi served as the Chief Election Commissioner of India. He 
was the first Muslim to serve in this position. Prominent Indian bureaucrats and 
diplomats include Abid Hussain, Ali Yavar Jung and Asaf Ali. Zafar Saifullah was 
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Cabinet Secretary of the Government of India from 1993 to 1994. Salman Haidar was 
Indian Foreign Secretary from 1995 to 1997 and Deputy Permanent Representative of 
India to the United Nations. Influential Muslim politicians in India include Sheikh 
Abdullah, Farooq Abdullah and his son Omar Abdullah (the current Chief Minister of 
Jammu and Kashmir), Mufti Mohammad Sayeed, Sikander Bakht, A R Antulay, 
Ahmed Patel, C. H. Mohammed Koya, A.B.A. Ghani Khan Choudhury, Mukhtar Abbas 
Naqvi, Salman Khurshid, Saifuddin Soz, E. Ahamed, Ghulam Nabi Azad, Syed 
Shahnawaz Hussain and Asaduddin Owaisi. 

Some of the most popular and influential actors and actresses of the Mumbai-based 
Bollywood film industry are Muslims. These include Yusuf Khan (stage name Dilip 
Kumar), Shahrukh Khan, Aamir Khan, Salman Khan, Saif Ali Khan, Madhubala, and 
Emraan Hashmi. India is also home to several critically acclaimed Muslim actors such 
as Naseeruddin Shah, Johnny Walker, Shabana Azmi, Waheeda Rehman, Amjad Khan, 
Parveen Babi, Feroz Khan, Meena Kumari, Prem Nazir, Mammootty, Nargis Dutt, 
Irrfan Khan, Farida Jalal, Arshad Warsi, Mehmood, Zeenat Aman, Farooq Sheikh and 
Tabu. 

Some of the best known film directors of Indian cinema include Mehboob Khan, K. A. 
Abbas, Kamal Amrohi, K. Asif and the Abbas-Mustan duo. Indian Muslims also play 
pivotal roles in other forms of performing arts in India, particularly in music, modern 
art and theatre. M. F. Husain is one of India's best known contemporary artists. 
Academy Awards winners Resul Pookutty and A. R. Rahman, Naushad Ali, Salim-
Sulaiman and Nadeem Akhtar of the Nadeem-Shravan duo are some of India's 
celebrated musicians. Abrar Alvi penned many of the greatest classics of Indian 
cinema. Prominent poets and lyricists include Shakeel Badayuni, Sahir Ludhianvi and 
Majrooh Sultanpuri. Popular Indian singers of Muslim faith include Mohammed Rafi, 
Anu Malik, Lucky Ali, Talat Mahmood and Shamshad Begum. Another famous 
personality is the tabla maestro Zakir Hussian. 

Sania Mirza, from Hyderabad, is the highest-ranked Indian woman tennis player. In 
cricket (the most popular sport of India), there are many Muslim players who have 
made strong and significant impacts. Iftikhar Ali Khan Pataudi, Mansoor Ali Khan 
Pataudi and Mohammad Azharuddin captained the Indian cricket team on various 
occasions. Other prominent Muslim cricketers in India are Mushtaq Ali, Syed Kirmani, 
Arshad Ayub, Mohammad Kaif, Munaf Patel, Zaheer Khan, Irfan Pathan, Yusuf 
Pathan and Wasim Jaffer. 

 
Azim Premji, CEO of India's 3rd largest IT company Wipro Technologies  

and the 5th richest man in India with an estimated fortune of US$17.1 billion. 
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India is home to several influential Muslim businessmen. Some of India's most 
prominent firms, such as Wipro, Wockhardt, Himalaya Health Care, Hamdard 
Laboratories, Cipla and Mirza Tanners were founded by Muslims. The only two South 
Asian Muslim billionaires named by Forbes magazine, Yusuf Hamied and Azim Premji, 
are from India. 

Though Muslims are under-represented in the Indian Armed Forces, as compared to 
Hindus and Sikhs, several Indian military Muslim personnel have earned gallantry 
awards and high ranks for exceptional service to the nation. Air Chief Marshal Idris 
Hasan Latif was Deputy Chief of the Air staff during the Indo-Pakistani War of 1971 
and later served as Chief of the Air staff of the Indian Air Force from 1973 to 1976. 
Indian Army's Abdul Hamid was posthumously awarded India's highest military 
decoration, the Param Vir Chakra, for knocking-out seven Pakistani tanks with a 
recoilless gun during the Battle of Asal Uttar in 1965. Two other Muslims – Brigadier 
Mohammed Usman and Mohammed Ismail – were awarded Mahavir Chakra for their 
actions during the Indo-Pakistani War of 1947. High ranking Muslims in the Indian 
Armed Forces include Lieutenant General Jameel Mahmood (former GOC-in-C Eastern 
Command of the Indian Army), Lieutenant General Sami Khan (former GoC-in-C, 
Central Army Command), Lieutenant General Syed Ata Hasnain, Major General Afsir 
Karim, Major General SM Hasnain, and Major General Mohammed Amin Naik. 

Abdul Kalam, one of India's most respected scientists and the father of the Integrated 
Guided Missile Development Program (IGMDP) of India, was honoured through his 
appointment as the 11th President of India. His extensive contribution to India's 
defence industry lead him to being nicknamed as the Missile Man of India and during 
his tenure as the President of India, he was affectionately known as People's President. 
Zahoor Qasim, former Director of the National Institute of Oceanography, led India's 
first scientific expedition to Antarctica and played a crucial role in the establishment of 
Dakshin Gangotri. He was also the former Vice Chancellor of Jamia Millia Islamia, 
Secretary of the Department of Ocean Development and the founder of Polar Research 
in India. Other prominent Muslim scientists and engineers include C. M. Habibullah, a 
stem cell scientist and director of Deccan College of Medical Sciences and Allied 
Hospitals and Center for Liver Research and Diagnostics, Hyderabad. In the field of 
Unani medicine, one can name Hakim Ajmal Khan, Hakim Abdul Hameed and Hakim 
Syed Zillur Rahman. Salim Ali, was an Indian ornithologist and naturalist, also known 
as the "birdman of India". 

Ahle Sunnat Sufi leader Hazrat Syed Muhammad Ameen Mian Qaudri and Aboobacker 
Ahmad Musliyar have been included in the list of most influential Muslims list by 
Georgetown University. Mahmood Madani, leader of Jamiat Ulema-e-Hind and MP 
was ranked at 36 for initiating a movement against terrorism in South Asia. Syed 
Ameen Mian has been ranked 44th in the list. 

Islamic culture in India 

Indo-Islamic art and architecture 

Indian architecture took new shape with the advent of Islamic rule in India towards 
the end of the 12th century AD. New elements were introduced into the Indian 
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architecture that include: use of shapes (instead of natural forms); inscriptional art 
using decorative lettering or calligraphy; inlay decoration and use of coloured marble, 
painted plaster and brightly coloured glazed tiles. Quwwat-ul-Islam Mosque built in 
1193 CE was the first mosque to be built in the Indian subcontinent; its adjoining 
"Tower of Victory", the Qutb Minar also started around 1192 CE, which marked the 
victory of Muhammad Ghori and his general Qutbuddin Aibak, from Ghazni, 
Afghanistan, over local Rajput kings, is now a UNESCO World Heritage Site in Delhi. 

In contrast to the indigenous Indian architecture which was of the trabeate order, i.e. 
all spaces were spanned by means of horizontal beams, the Islamic architecture was 
arcuate, i.e. an arch or dome was adopted as a method of bridging a space. The concept 
of arch or dome was not invented by the Muslims but was, in fact, borrowed and further 
perfected by them from the architectural styles of the post-Roman period. Muslims 
used a cementing agent in the form of mortar for the first time in the construction of 
buildings in India. They further put to use certain scientific and mechanical formulae, 
which were derived by experience of other civilisations, in their constructions in India. 
Such use of scientific principles helped not only in obtaining greater strength and 
stability of the construction materials but also provided greater flexibility to the 
architects and builders. One fact that must be stressed here is that, the Islamic 
elements of architecture had already passed through different experimental phases in 
other countries like Egypt, Iran and Iraq before these were introduced in India. Unlike 
most Islamic monuments in these countries, which were largely constructed in brick, 
plaster and rubble, the Indo-Islamic monuments were typical mortar-masonry works 
formed of dressed stones. It must be emphasized that the development of the Indo-
Islamic architecture was greatly facilitated by the knowledge and skill possessed by the 
Indian craftsmen, who had mastered the art of stonework for centuries and used their 
experience while constructing Islamic monuments in India. 

Islamic architecture in India can be divided into two parts: religious and secular. 
Mosques and Tombs represent the religious architecture, while palaces and forts are 
examples of secular Islamic architecture. Forts were essentially functional, complete 
with a little township within and various fortifications to engage and repel the enemy. 

Mosques 

 
Jama Masjid, Delhi 

There are more than 300,000 active mosques in India, which is higher than any other 
country, including Muslim world. The mosque or masjid is a representation of Muslim 
art in its simplest form. The mosque is basically an open courtyard surrounded by a 
pillared verandah, crowned off with a dome. A mihrab indicates the direction of the 
qibla for prayer. Towards the right of the mihrab stands the minbar or pulpit from 
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where the Imam presides over the proceedings. An elevated platform, usually a 
minaret from where the Faithful are summoned to attend prayers is an invariable part 
of a mosque. Large mosques where the faithful assemble for the Friday prayers are 
called the Jama Masjids. 

Tombs and Mausoleum 

The tomb or maqbara could range from being a simple affair (Aurangazeb's grave) to an 
awesome structure enveloped in grandeur (Taj Mahal). The tomb usually consists of a 
solitary compartment or tomb chamber known as the huzrah in whose centre is the 
cenotaph or zarih. This entire structure is covered with an elaborate dome. In the 
underground chamber lies the mortuary or the maqbara, in which the corpse is buried 
in a grave or qabr. Smaller tombs may have a mihrab, although larger mausoleums 
have a separate mosque located at a distance from the main tomb. Normally the whole 
tomb complex or rauza is surrounded by an enclosure. The tomb of a Muslim saint is 
called a dargah. Almost all Islamic monuments were subjected to free use of verses 
from the Quran and a great amount of time was spent in carving out minute details on 
walls, ceilings, pillars and domes. 

Styles of Islamic architecture in India 

Islamic architecture in India can be classified into three sections: Delhi or the imperial 
style (1191 to 1557AD); the provincial style, encompassing the surrounding areas like 
Ahmedabad, Jaunpur and the Deccan; and the Mughal architecture style (1526 to 
1707AD). 

Music 

There is none but Amir Khusrow of the Mughal era who is the greatest hero of Indian 
music since the music has come to light. It was his specialty that he was the hierophant 
of the music circles of the Indo-Persian cultural era. He is regarded as the father of 
Qawwali genre, and he is the one who invented the two major musical instruments‒ 
Sitar and Tabla. He is also credited with introducing Persian, Arabic and Turkish 
elements into Indian classical music and was the originator of the Khayal and Tarana 
genres of music. 

Fine arts 

The best example of Islamic Fine arts is the school of Miniature Painting known as 
Mughal painting. The Mughal emperor Humayun brought painters practicing 
miniatures from Persia when he returned from his exile in the mid 1500s. The style 
subsequently developed over the following decades and centuries and also spawned 
many regional varieties of miniatures. 

Law and politics 

Certain civil matters of jurisdiction for Muslims such as marriage, inheritance and 
wakf properties are governed by the Muslim Personal Law, which was developed 
during British Rule and subsequently became part of independent India with some 
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amendments. Lack of knowledge especially by some western writers tend to believe 
Indian Muslim Personnel law as Sharia Law. Indian Muslims have rejected for any 
calls of sharia Law in India. Indian Muslim personnel law is not developed as a Sharia 
Law but as interpretation of existing Muslim laws as part of Common Law. The 
Supreme Court of India has ruled that Sharia or Muslim law holds precedence for 
Muslims over Indian civil law in such matters. 

Muslims in India are governed by "The Muslim Personal Law (Shariat) Application Act, 
1937." It directs the application of Muslim Personal Law to Muslims in marriage, mahr 
(dower), divorce, maintenance, gifts, waqf, wills and inheritance. The courts generally 
apply the Hanafi Sunni law for Sunnis, Shia Muslims are independent of Sunni law for 
those areas where Shia law differs substantially from Sunni practice. 

The Indian constitution provides equal rights to all citizens irrespective of their 
religion. Article 44 of the constitution recommends a Uniform civil code. However, the 
attempts by successive political leadership in the country to integrate Indian society 
under common civil code is strongly resisted and is viewed by Indian Muslims as an 
attempt to dilute the cultural identity of the minority groups of the country. The All 
India Muslim Personal Law Board was established for the protection and continued 
applicability of "Muslim Personal Law", i.e. Shariat Application Act in India. The 
Sachar Committee was asked to report about the condition of Muslims in India in 2005. 
Almost all the recommendations of the Sachar Committee have been implemented. 

Most Muslims in India wrongly believe that they get their rights from Quaran. But the 
truth is that they get their rights from the Following laws/Acts present in the Indian 
constitution which are applicable to Muslims in India (except in the state of 
Goa)regarding matters of marriage,succession,Inheritance,child adoption etc. 

1. Muslim Personal Law Sharia Application Act,1937 
2. The Dissolution of Muslim Marriages Act, 1939 
3. Muslim Women's Protection of Rights on Divorce Act,1986 

Note: Above laws are not applicable in the state of Goa.The Goa Civil Code, also called 
the Goa Family Law, is the set of civil laws that governs the residents of the Indian 
state of Goa. In India, as a whole, there are religion-specific civil codes that separately 
govern adherents of different religions. Goa is an exception to that rule, in that a single 
secular code/law governs all Goans, irrespective of religion, ethnicity or linguistic 
affiliation. Above laws are also not applicable to Muslims throughout India who had 
civil marriage under special marriage act 1954. 

Bhartiya Mahila Muslim Andolan is an Indian Muslim women's organization in India. 
It released a draft on June 23, 2014, 'Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act' recommending 
that polygamy be made illegal in Muslim Personal Law of India. 

Considerable controversy exists both in scholarly and public opinion about the 
conversions to Islam typically represented by the following schools of thought: 

1. The bulk of Muslims are descendants of migrants from the Iranian plateau or 
Arabs.  
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2. Conversions occurred for non-religious reasons of pragmatism and patronage 
such as social mobility among the Muslim ruling elite or for relief from taxes 

3. Conversion was a result of the actions of Sunni Sufi saints and involved a 
genuine change of heart. 

4. Conversion came from Buddhists and the en masse conversions of lower castes 
for social liberation and as a rejection of the oppressive Hindu caste strictures. 

5. A combination, initially made under duress followed by a genuine change of 
heart. 

6. As a socio-cultural process of diffusion and integration over an extended period of 
time into the sphere of the dominant Muslim civilisation and global polity at 
large. 

Embedded within this lies the concept of Islam as a foreign imposition and Hinduism 
being a natural condition of the natives who resisted, resulting in the failure of the 
project to Islamicize the Indian subcontinent and is highly embroiled within the politics 
of the partition and communalism in India. An estimate of the number of people killed, 
based on the Muslim chronicles and demographic calculations, was done by K.S. Lal in 
his book Growth of Muslim Population in Medieval India, who claimed that between 
1000 CE and 1500 CE, the population of Hindus decreased by 80 million. His work has 
come under criticism by historians such as Simon Digby (School of Oriental and African 
Studies) and Irfan Habib for its agenda and lack of accurate data in pre-census times. 
Lal has responded to these criticisms in later works. Historians such as Will Durant 
contend that Islam was spread through violence. Sir Jadunath Sarkar contends that 
several Muslim invaders were waging a systematic jihad against Hindus in India to the 
effect that "Every device short of massacre in cold blood was resorted to in order to 
convert heathen subjects". Hindus who converted to Islam were not immune to 
persecution due to the Muslim Caste System in India established by Ziauddin al-
Barani in the Fatawa-i Jahandari, where they were regarded as an "Ajlaf" caste and 
subjected to discrimination by the "Ashraf" castes. 

Disputers of the "conversion by the sword theory" point to the presence of the large 
Muslim communities found in Southern India, Sri Lanka, Western Burma, Bangladesh, 
Southern Thailand, Indonesia and Malaysia coupled with the distinctive lack of 
equivalent Muslim communities around the heartland of historical Muslim empires in 
the Indian subcontinent as refutation to the "conversion by the sword theory". The 
legacy of the Muslim conquest of South Asia is a hotly debated issue and argued even 
today. Different population estimates by economics historian Angus Maddison and by 
Jean-Noël Biraben also indicate that India's population did not decrease between 1000 
and 1500, but increased by about 35 million during that time. 

Not all Muslim invaders were simply raiders. Later rulers fought on to win kingdoms 
and stayed to create new ruling dynasties. The practices of these new rulers and their 
subsequent heirs (some of whom were born of Hindu wives) varied considerably. While 
some were uniformly hated, others developed a popular following. According to the 
memoirs of Ibn Batuta who travelled through Delhi in the 14th century, one of the 
previous sultans had been especially brutal and was deeply hated by Delhi's 
population, Batuta's memoirs also indicate that Muslims from the Arab world, Persia 
and Anatolia were often favoured with important posts at the royal courts suggesting 
that locals may have played a somewhat subordinate role in the Delhi administration. 
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The term "Turk" was commonly used to refer to their higher social status. S.A.A. Rizvi 
(The Wonder That Was India – II), however points to Muhammad bin Tughlaq as not 
only encouraging locals but promoting artisan groups such as cooks, barbers and 
gardeners to high administrative posts. In his reign, it is likely that conversions to 
Islam took place as a means of seeking greater social mobility and improved social 
standing. 

Intra-Muslim relations 

Shia-Sunni relations 

The Sunnis and Shia are the biggest Muslim groups by denomination. Although the 
two groups remain cordial, there have been instances of conflict between the two 
groups especially in the city of Lucknow 

Relationship of Muslims with non-Muslim communities 

Muslim–Hindu conflict 

The conflict between Hindus and Muslims in the Indian subcontinent has a complex 
history which can be said to have begun with the Jihad of the Umayyad Caliphate in 
Sindh in 711. The persecution of Hindus during the Islamic expansion in India during 
the medieval period was characterised by destruction of temples, often illustrated by 
historians by the repeated destruction of the Hindu Temple at Somnath and the anti-
Hindu practices of the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb. Although there were instances of 
conflict between the two groups, a number of Hindus worshipped and continue to 
worship at the tombs of Muslim Sufi Saints. 

From 1947 to 1991 

The aftermath of the Partition of India in 1947 saw large scale sectarian strife and 
bloodshed throughout the nation. Since then, India has witnessed sporadic large-scale 
violence sparked by underlying tensions between sections of the Hindu and Muslim 
communities. These include 1969 Gujarat riots, 1970 Bhiwandi Riots, 1983 Nellie 
massacre, and the 1989 Bhagalpur violence. These conflicts stem in part from the 
ideologies of Hindu Nationalism and Islamic Extremism. Since independence, India has 
always maintained a constitutional commitment to secularism. 

Since 1992 

The sense of communal harmony between Hindus and Muslims in the post-partition 
period was compromised greatly by the razing of the Babri Mosque in Ayodhya. The 
demolition took place in 1992 and was perpetrated by the Hindu Nationalist Bharatiya 
Janata Party and organisations like Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, Bajrang Dal, 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad and Shiv Sena.  

This was followed by tit for tat violence by Muslim and Hindu fundamentalists 
throughout the country, giving rise to the Bombay Riots and the 1993 Bombay 
Bombings. 
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Kashmir (1990s) 

During the eruption of militancy in the 1990s, following persecution and threats by 
radical Islamists and militants, the native Kashmiri Hindus were forced into an exodus 
from Kashmir, a Muslim-majority region in Northern India. Mosques issued warnings, 
telling them to leave Kashmir, convert to Islam or be killed. Approximately 300,000 
350,000 pandits left the valley during the mid-80s and the 90s, many of them have 
been living in abject conditions in refugee camps of Jammu. 

Gujarat (2002) 

One of the most violent events in recent times took place during the Gujarat riots in 
2002, where it is estimated one thousand people were killed, most allegedly Muslim. 
Some sources claim there were approximately 2,000 Muslim deaths. There were also 
allegations made of state involvement. The riots were in retaliation to the Godhra 
Train Burning in which 50 Hindus pilgrims returning from the disputed site of the 
Babri Mosque, were burnt alive in a train fire at the Godhra railway station. Gujarat 
police claimed that the incident was a planned act carried out by extremist Muslims in 
the region against the Hindu pilgrims. The Bannerjee commission appointed to 
investigate this finding declared that the fire was an accident. In 2006 the High Court 
decided the constitution of such a committee was illegal as another inquiry headed by 
Justice Nanavati Shah was still investigating the matter. 

 
The skyline of Moradabad filled with smoke as buildings and shops are set on fire. 

In 2004, several Indian school textbooks were scrapped by the National Council of 
Educational Research and Training after they were found to be loaded with anti-
Muslim prejudice. The NCERT argued that the books were "written by scholars hand-
picked by the previous Hindu nationalist administration". According to The Guardian, 
the textbooks depicted India's past Muslim rulers "as barbarous invaders and the 
medieval period as a dark age of Islamic colonial rule which snuffed out the glories of 
the Hindu empire that preceded it". In one textbook, it was purported that the Taj 
Mahal, the Qutb Minar and the Red Fort – all examples of Islamic architecture – "were 
designed and commissioned by Hindus". 

West Bengal (2010) 

In the 2010 Deganga riots, rioting began on 6 September 2010, when an Islamist mob 
resorted to arson and violence on the Hindu neighborhoods of Deganga, Kartikpur and 
Beliaghata under the Deganga police station area. The violence began late in the 
evening and continued throughout the night into the next morning. The district police, 
Rapid Action Force, Central Reserve Police Force and Border Security Force all failed 
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to stop the mob violence and the army was finally deployed. The army staged a flag 
march on the Taki Road, while Islamist violence continued unabated in the interior 
villages off the Taki Road, till Wednesday in spite of army presence and promulgation 
of prohibitory orders under section 144 of the CrPC. 

Assam (2012) 

At least 77 people died and 400,000 people was displaced in the 2012 Assam violence 
between indigenous Bodos and East Bengal rooted Muslims. 

Muslim-Sikh conflict 

Sikhism emerged in the Punjab during the Mughal period. Conflict between early Sikhs 
and the Muslim power center at Delhi reached an early high point in 1606 when Guru 
Arjan Dev, the fifth guru of the Sikhs, was tortured and killed by Jahangir, the Mughal 
emperor. After the death of the fifth beloved Guru his son had taken his spot Guru Har 
Gobind who basically made the Sikhs a warrior religion. Guru ji was the first to defeat 
the Mughal empire in a battle which had taken place in present Sri Hargobindpur in 
Gurdaspur After this point the Sikhs were forced to organise themselves militarily for 
their protection. Later in the 16th century, Tegh Bahadur became guru in 1665 and led 
the Sikhs until 1675. Teg Bahadur was executed by the Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb 
for helping to protect Hindus, after a delegation of Kashmiri Pandits came to him for 
help when the Emperor condemned them to death for failing to convert to Islam. At this 
point Aurangzeb had instituted forceful conversions for which they would charge 
citizens with various accusations granting them to have charges and execution waved 
off if they converted this led to a high increase of violence between the Sikhs and 
Hindus as well as rebellions of Aurangzeb's empire. This is an early example which 
illustrates how the Hindu-Muslim conflict and the Muslim-Sikh conflicts are connected. 
After which Guru Gobind Singh and the Sikhs helped the next successor of the throne 
of India to rise who was Bahadur Shah Zafar for certain period of time good relations 
were maintained some what like they were in Akbar's time until disputes arose again. 
The Mughal period saw various invaders coming into India through Punjab with which 
they would loot and severely plunder. Better relations have been seen by Dulla Bhatti, 
Mian Mir, Pir Budhu Shah, Pir Bhikham Shah, Bulleh Shah. 

In 1699, the Khalsa was founded by Guru Gobind Singh, the last guru. A former ascetic 
was charged by Gobind Singh with the duty of punishing those who had persecuted the 
Sikhs. After the guru's death, Baba Banda Singh Bahadur became the leader of the 
Sikh army and was responsible for several attacks on the Mughal empire. He was 
executed by the emperor Jahandar Shah after refusing the offer of a pardon if he 
converted to Islam. The decline of Mughal power during the 17th and 18th centuries, 
along with the growing strength of the Sikh Confederacy and later, the Sikh Empire, 
resulted in a balance of power which protected the Sikhs from more violence. The Sikh 
empire was absorbed into the British Indian empire after the Second Anglo-Sikh War of 
1849. 

Massive population exchanges took place during the Partition of India in 1947, and the 
British Indian province of Punjab was divided into two parts, and the western parts 
were given to the Dominion of Pakistan, while the eastern parts were given to the 
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Union of India. 5.3 million Muslims moved from India to West Punjab in Pakistan, 
3.4 million Hindus and Sikhs moved from Pakistan to East Punjab in India. The newly 
formed governments were completely unequipped to deal with migrations of such 
staggering magnitude, and massive violence and slaughter occurred on both sides of the 
border. Estimates of the number of deaths range around roughly 500,000, with low 
estimates at 200,000 and high estimates at 1,000,000. 

Tens of thousands of Muslims are living with a disguised identity as Sikhs since the 
ethnic cleansing during the Partition of India. 

Muslim–Christian conflict 

 
The Jamalabad fort route. Mangalorean Catholics had  

travelled through this route on their way to Seringapatam 

In spite of the fact that there have been relatively fewer conflicts between Muslims and 
Christians in India in comparison to those between Muslims and Hindus, or Muslims 
and Sikhs, the relationship between Muslims and Christians have also been 
occasionally turbulent. With the advent of European colonialism in India throughout 
the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries, Christians were systematically persecuted in some 
Muslim ruled princely states in India. 

Anti-Christian persecution by Tippu Sultan in the 17th century 

Perhaps the most infamous acts of anti-Christian persecution by Muslims was 
committed by Tippu Sultan, the ruler of the Kingdom of Mysore against the 
Mangalorean Catholic community from Mangalore and the erstwhile South Canara 
district on the southwestern coast of India. Tippu was widely reputed to be anti-
Christian. The captivity of Mangalorean Catholics at Seringapatam, which began on 24 
February 1784 and ended on 4 May 1799, remains the most disconsolate memory in 
their history. 

Muslim–Buddhist conflict 

In 1989 there was a social boycott by the Buddhists of the Muslims of Leh district. The 
boycott remained in force till 1992. Relations between the Buddhists and Muslims in 
Leh improved after the lifting of the boycott, although suspicions remained. 
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Muslim institutes 

 
Aligarh Muslim University 

There are several well established Muslim institutions in India. Here is a list of 
reputed institutions established by Muslims in India. 

Modern universities and institutes 

1. Aligarh Muslim University 
2. Anjuman-I-Islam, Mumbai. 
3. Era's Lucknow Medical College, Lucknow 
4. Jamal Mohamed College, Trichirapally 
5. Dar-us Salam Education Trust, Hyderabad 
6. Jamia Millia Islamia 
7. Hamdard University, Delhi 
8. Al-Barkaat Educational Institutions, Aligarh 
9. The Maulana Azad Education Society, Aurangabad 
10. Dr. Rafiq Zakariya Campus, Aurangabad 
11. Al Ameen Educational Society 
12. Crescent Engineering College 
13. Al-Kabir educational society 
14. Darul Uloom Deoband Saharanpur 
15. Darul-uloom Nadwatul Ulama 
16. Integral University 
17. Ibn Sina Academy of Medieval Medicine and Sciences 
18. National College of Engineering, Tirunelveli 
19. Al Falah School of Engineering and Technology, Faridabad 
20. Darul Huda Islamic University 
21. Osmania University, Hyderabad 
22. Shadan Medical College, Hyderabad 
23. Deccan Medical College, Hyderabad 
24. Muslim Educational Association of Southern India 
25. Aliah University 
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26. M.S.S.Wakf Board College, Madurai (The only college in India run by a State 
Wakf Board) 

Traditional Islamic universities 

1. Al Jamiatul Ashrafia largest institution of Ahle Sunnat Wal Jamat Barelvi 
2. Al-Jame-atul-Islamia Uttar Pradesh 
3. Manzar-e-Islam, Bareilly 
4. Jamia Nizamia, Hyderabad 
5. Markazu Saqafathi Sunniya, Kerala 
6. Darul Huda Islamic University, Kerala 
7. Raza Academy 
8. Al Jamea tus Saifiyah, Bohra 

Islamic traditions in South Asia 

 
An outside view of the Maqbara 

Sufism is a mystical dimension of Islam, often complimentary with the legalistic path of 
the sharia had a profound impact on the growth of Islam in India. A Sufi attains a 
direct vision of oneness with God, often on the edges of orthodox behaviour, and can 
thus become a Pir (living saint) who may take on disciples (murids) and set up a 
spiritual lineage that can last for generations. Orders of Sufis became important in 
India during the thirteenth century following the ministry of Moinuddin Chishti (1142–
1236), who settled in Ajmer, Rajasthan, and attracted large numbers of converts to 
Islam because of his holiness. His Chishtiyya order went on to become the most 
influential Sufi lineage in India, although other orders from Central Asia and 
Southwest Asia also reached India and played a major role in the spread of Islam. In 
this way, they created a large literature in regional languages that embedded Islamic 
culture deeply into older South Asian traditions. 

Leadership and organizations 

 
AIUMB Protest against caricature of Prophet of Islam in the city of Sambhal Uttar Pradesh, India 
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• An estimated 2/3 of the 176,000,000 Indian Muslims are believed to be adherents 
of the Sunni Barelwi school of thought and follow Sufi traditions like Mawlid, 
Dargah visit, Dhikr and mysticism. Manzar-e-Islam Bareilly Shareef, Markazu 
Saqafathi Sunniya, Kerala Jamia Nizamia, Hyderabad and Al Jamiatul Ashrafia 
Azamgarh are most famous seminary of Ahle Sunnat Muslims. The Ahle Sunnat 
movement or Barelvi movement "believe themselves to be the true 
representatives and heirs in South Asia of the earliest Muslim community, the 
companions and followers of the prophet Muhammad". 

• The Ajmer Sharif and Dargah-e-Ala Hazrat at Bareilly Shareef are prime center 
of Sufi oriented Sunni Muslims of India. 

• The All India Ulema & Mashaikh Board (AIUMB) is an apex body of Indian Ahle 
Sunnah Muslims. The body consisting of sajjada nashins (custodians) of all the 
prominent Sufi dargahs and khanqahs, Sunni scholars, imams of masajids, the 
mufti and the teachers of the madarasas being the office bearer and the members 
of this board.The AIUMB has declared that “We are telling India’s non-Muslims 
that the people the media and the government treat as spokespersons of our 
community, are not our leaders. Those who issue fatwas from seminaries like 
Deoband are inspired by extremists. 

• All India Ulema & Mashaikh Board and Raza Academy have taken a stand 
against Wahabism in India and have urged Indian Muslims to reject hardline 
Wahabi ideology as propagated by Darul Uloom Deoband and its allies. Recently 
Ahle Sunnat rejected Deobands fatwa against Milad celebration of birth of 
Muhammad. 

• Indian Shiite Muslims form a substantial minority within the Muslim 
community of India comprising between 25%–31% of total Muslim population in 
an estimation done during mid-2005–2006 of the then Indian Muslim population 
of 157 million. Sources like Times of India and DNA reported Indian Shiite 
population during that period between 40,000,000 to 50,000,000 of 157,000,000 
Indian Muslim population 

• The Deobandis, another section of the Muslim population following the Hanafi 
school of thought of India originate from the Darul Uloom Deoband (house/abode 
of knowledge), an influential religious seminary in the district of Saharanpur of 
Uttar Pradesh. The seminary is known for its nationalist orientation and played 
an important role in the Indian freedom struggle. The Jamiat-ul-Ulema-e-Hind, 
founded by Deobandi scholars in 1919, supported the Indian National Congress 
in the national freedom movement and became a political mouthpiece for the 
Daru'l Uloom. The Tablighi Jamaat (Outreach Society) became active after the 
1940s as a movement, primarily among the ulema (religious leaders), stressing 
personal renewal, prayer, a missionary spirit and attention to orthodoxy. It has 
been highly critical of the kind of activities that occur in and around Sufi shrines 
and remains a minor if respected force in the training of the ulema. Conversely, 
other ulema have upheld the legitimacy of mass religion, including exaltation of 
Sufi pirs and the memory of the Prophet. A powerful rationalizing drive led by 
Sir Syed Ahmad Khan resulted in the founding of Aligarh Muslim University 
(1875 as the Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental College) – with a broader, more 
modern curriculum. 
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• The Jamaat-e-Islami Hind (Islamic Party), founded in 1941, advocates the 
establishment of an Islamic government and has been active in promoting 
education, social service and ecumenical outreach to the community. 

Notable Islamic Scholars/Activist 

• Prof. Syed Muhammad Ameen Mian Qaudri, Sufi spiritual leader of Qadri order 
• Allama Qamaruzzaman Azmi of World Islamic Mission 
• Muhammad Saeed Noori of Raza Academy 
• Allama Yaseen Akhtar Misbahi Qadri, author and leader of Darul Qalam 

Institute Delhi 
• Maulana Subhan Raza Khan Qadri former head of Ahle Sunnat Dargah-e-Ala 

Hazrat Bareilly Shareef 
• Mufti Mukarram Ahmad, Imam of Fatehpuri Mosque Delhi 
• Obaidullah Khan Azmi former Member of Parliament and Sunni scholar 
• Syed Babar Ashraf young Sufi Sunni leader 

Haj subsidy 

Main article: Haj subsidy 

The government of India subsidises the cost of the airfare for Hajj pilgrims. Previously, 
all pilgrims travelled on Air India, but from 2011 pilgrims fly on planes operated by 
Hellinic International Airways. In compliance to Supreme Court of India and 
Allahabad High Court directions, the Government of India has proposed that starting 
from 2011, the amount of government subsidy per person will be decreased and by 2017 
will be ended completely. Maulana Mahmood A. Madani, a member of the Rajya Sabha 
and general secretary of the Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Hind, declared that the Hajj subsidy is a 
technical violation of Islamic Sharia, since the Koran declares that Hajj should be 
performed by Muslims using their own resources. Influential Muslim lobbies in India 
have regularly insisted that the Hajj subsidy should be phased out as it is UnIslamic. 

Muslims in government 

India has seen three Muslim presidents and many chief ministers of State 
Governments have been Muslims. Apart from that, there are and have been many 
Muslim ministers, both at the centre and at the state level. 

Out of the 12 Presidents of the Republic of India, three were Muslims – Zakir Hussain, 
Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed and A.P.J. Abdul Kalam. Additionally, Mohammad 
Hidayatullah, A. M. Ahmadi, Mirza Hameedullah Beg and Altamas Kabir held the 
office of the Chief Justice of India on various occasions since independence. Mohammad 
Hidayatullah also served as the acting President of India on two separate occasions; 
and holds the distinct honour of being the only person to have served in all three offices 
of the President of India, the Vice President of India and the Chief Justice of India. 

The current Vice President of India, Mohammad Hamid Ansari, former Foreign 
Minister Salman Khurshid and former Director (Head) of the Intelligence Bureau, Syed 
Asif Ibrahim are Muslims. Mr. Ibrahim is the fist Muslim to hold this office. From 30 



621 

 

July 2010 to 10 June 2012, Dr. S. Y. Quraishi served as the Chief Election 
Commissioner of India. He was the first Muslim to serve in this position. Prominent 
Indian bureaucrats and diplomats include Abid Hussain, Ali Yavar Jung and Asaf Ali. 
Zafar Saifullah was Cabinet Secretary of the Government of India from 1993 to 1994. 
Salman Haidar was Indian Foreign Secretary from 1995 to 1997 and Deputy 
Permanent Representative of India to the United Nations. Influential Muslim 
politicians in India include Sheikh Abdullah, Farooq Abdullah and his son Omar 
Abdullah (the current Chief Minister of Jammu and Kashmir), Mufti Mohammad 
Sayeed, Sikander Bakht, A R Antulay, Ahmed Patel, C. H. Mohammed Koya, A.B.A. 
Ghani Khan Choudhury, Mukhtar Abbas Naqvi, Salman Khurshid, Saifuddin Soz, E. 
Ahamed, Ghulam Nabi Azad, Syed Shahnawaz Hussain and Asaduddin Owaisi. 

Ghettoisation of Indian Muslims 

Ghettoisation among Indian Muslims began in the mid-1970s when first communal 
riots occurred. It got heightened after the Bhagalpur riots 1989, and became a trend 
after the Babri Masjid demolition in 1992. Soon several major cities developed ghettos, 
or segregated areas, where the Muslim population moved in. This trend however, did 
not help for the anticipated security the anonymity of ghetto was thought to have 
provided. During the 2002 Gujarat riots, several such ghettos became easy targets, as 
they enabled the profiling of residential colonies. 

In places like Gujarat, riots and alienation of Muslims have led to large scale 
ghettoisation of the community. For example, the Juhapura area of Ahmadabad has 
swelled from 250,000 to 650,000 residents since 2002 riots. Muslims in Gujarat have no 
option but to head to a ghetto, irrespective of their economic and professional status. 

Increase in ghetto living has also shown a strengthening of social stereotyping due to 
lack of cross-cultural interaction, and reduction in economic and educational 
opportunities at large. On the other hand, the larger community which for centuries 
had benefited from its interactions with Islamic traditions, to create a rich cultural and 
social fabric, formed through amalgamation of the two diverse traditions faces a danger 
of fast becoming insular. Secularism in India is being seen by some as a favour to the 
Muslims, and not an imperative for democracy. 
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Chapter 61 

BHAKTI MOVEMENT 
 

The Bhakti Movement refers to the theistic devotional trend that emerged in medieval 
Hinduism. It originated in the seventh-century Tamil south India (now parts of Tamil 
Nadu and Kerala), and spread northwards. It swept over east and north India from the 
fifteenth-century onwards, reaching its zenith between the 15th and 17th century CE. 

The Bhakti movement regionally developed around different gods and goddesses, such 
as Vaishnavism (Vishnu), Shaivism (Shiva), Shaktism (Shakti goddesses), and 
Smartism. The movement was inspired by many poet-saints, who championed a wide 
range of philosophical positions ranging from theistic dualism of Dvaita to absolute 
monism of Advaita Vedanta. 

The movement has traditionally been considered as an influential social reformation in 
Hinduism, and provided an individual-focussed alternative path to spirituality 
regardless of one's caste of birth or gender. Postmodern scholars question this 
traditional view and whether Bhakti movement ever was a reform or rebellion of any 
kind. They suggest Bhakti movement was a revival, reworking and recontextualization 
of ancient Vedic traditions. 

 
The Child Saint Sambandar, Chola dynasty, Tamil Nadu. from Freer Gallery of Art,  

Washington DC, He is one of the most prominent of the sixty-three  
Nayanars of the Saiva bhakti movement. 

Scriptures of the Bhakti movement include the Bhagavad Gita, Bhagavata Purana and 
Padma Purana. 

Terminology 

The Sanskrit word bhakti is derived from the root bhaj, which means "divide, share, 
partake, participate, to belong to". The word also means "attachment, devotion to, 
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fondness for, homage, faith or love, worship, piety to something as a spiritual, religious 
principle or means of salvation". 

The meaning of the term Bhakti is analogous but different than Kama. Kama connotes 
emotional connection, sometimes with sensual devotion and erotic love. Bhakti, in 
contrast, is spiritual, a love and devotion to religious concepts or principles, that 
engages both emotion and intellection. Karen Pechelis states that the word Bhakti 
should not be understood as uncritical emotion, but as committed engagement. Bhakti 
movement in Hinduism refers to ideas and engagement that emerged in the medieval 
era on love and devotion to religious concepts built around one or more gods and 
goddesses. One who practices bhakti is called a bhakta. 

Textual roots 

Ancient Indian texts, dated to be from the 1st millennium BCE, such as the 
Shvetashvatara Upanishad, the Katha Upanishad and the Bhagavad Gita mention 
Bhakti. 

Shvetashvatara Upanishad 

The last of three epilogue verses of the Shvetashvatara Upanishad, 6.23, uses the word 
Bhakti as follows, 

य'य देव ेपरा भ�Vः यथा देवे तथा गुरौ । 

त'यैते किथता uथा"ः �काश4ते महा:मनः ॥ २३ ॥ 
 
He who has highest Bhakti (love, devotion) of Deva (God), 
just like his Deva, so for his Guru (teacher), 
To him who is high-minded, 
these teachings will be illuminating. 

—Shvetashvatara Upanishad 6.23 

This verse is notable for the use of the word Bhakti, and has been widely cited as 
among the earliest mentions of "the love of God". Scholars have debated whether this 
phrase is authentic or later insertion into the Upanishad, and whether the terms 
"Bhakti" and "God" meant the same in this ancient text as they do in the medieval and 
modern era Bhakti traditions found in India. Max Muller states that the word Bhakti 
appears only in one last verse of the epilogue, could have been a later insertion and 
may not be theistic as the word was later used in much later Sandilya Sutras. Grierson 
as well as Carus note that the first epilogue verse 6.21 is also notable for its use of the 
word Deva Prasada (देव�साद, grace or gift of God), but add that Deva in the epilogue of 
the Shvetashvatara Upanishad refers to "pantheistic Brahman" and the closing credit 
to sage Shvetashvatara in verse 6.21 can mean "gift or grace of his Soul". 

Doris Srinivasan states that the Upanishad is a treatise on theism, but it creatively 
embeds a variety of divine images, an inclusive language that allows "three Vedic 
definitions for personal deity". The Upanishad includes verses wherein God can be 
identified with the Supreme (Brahman-Atman, Self, Soul) in Vedanta monistic 



624 

 

theosophy, verses that support dualistic view of Samkhya doctrines, as well as the 
synthetic novelty of triple Brahman where a triune exists as the divine soul (Deva, 
theistic God), individual soul (self) and nature (Prakrti, matter). Tsuchida writes that 
the Upanishad syncretically combines monistic ideas in Upanishad and self 
development ideas in Yoga with personification of Shiva-Rudra deity. Hiriyanna 
interprets the text to be introducing "personal theism" in the form of Shiva Bhakti, 
with a shift to monotheism but in henotheistic context where the individual is 
encouraged to discover his own definition and sense of God. 

Bhagavad Gita 

The Bhagavad Gita, a post-Vedic scripture composed in 5th to 2nd century BCE, 
introduces bhakti marga (the path of faith/devotion) as one of three ways to spiritual 
freedom and release, the other two being karma marga (the path of works) and jnana 
marga (the path of knowledge). In verses 6.31 through 6.47 of the Bhagavad Gita, 
Krishna as an avatar of deity Vishnu, describes bhakti yoga and loving devotion, as one 
of the several paths to the highest spiritual attainments. 

Sutras 

Shandilya and Narada are credited with two Bhakti texts, the Shandilya Bhakti Sutra 
and Narada Bhakti Sutra. 

History 

 
Meerabai is considered as one of the most significant sants in the Vaishnava bhakti movement.  

She was from a 16th century aristocratic family in Rajasthan. 

The Bhakti movement originated in South India during the seventh-century CE, spread 
northwards from Tamil Nadu through Karnataka and Maharashtra, and gained wide 
acceptance in fifteenth century Bengal and northern India. 
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The movement started with the Saiva Nayanars and the Vaisnava Alvars. Their efforts 
ultimately help spread bhakti poetry and ideas throughout India by the 12th-18th 
century CE. 

The Alvars, which literally means "those immersed in God", were Vaishnava poet-
saints who sang praises of Vishnu as they travelled from one place to another. They 
established temple sites such as Srirangam, and spread ideas about Vaishnavism. 
Their poems, compiled as Alwar Arulicheyalgal or Divya Prabhandham, developed into 
an influential scripture for the Vaishnavas. The Bhagavata Purana's references to the 
South Indian Alvar saints, along with its emphasis on bhakti, have led many scholars 
to give it South Indian origins, though some scholars question whether this evidence 
excludes the possibility that bhakti movement had parallel developments in other parts 
of India. 

Like the Alvars, the Saiva Nayanar poets were influential. The Tirumurai, a 
compilation of hymns on Shiva by sixty-three Nayanar poet-saints, developed into an 
influential scripture in Shaivism. The poets' itinerant lifestyle helped create temple 
and pilgrimage sites and spread spiritual ideas built around Shiva. Early Tamil-Siva 
bhakti poets influenced Hindu texts that came to be revered all over India. 

Some scholars state that the Bhakti movement's rapid spread in India in the 2nd 
millennium, was in part a response to the arrival of Islam and subsequent Islamic rule 
in India and Hindu-Muslim conflicts. This view is contested by some scholars, with 
Rekha Pande stating that singing ecstatic bhakti hymns in local language was a 
tradition in south India before Muhammad was born. According to Pande, the 
psychological impact of Muslim conquest may have initially contributed to community-
style bhakti by Hindus. Yet other scholars state that Muslim invasions, their 
conquering of Hindu Bhakti temples in south India and seizure/melting of musical 
instruments such as cymbals from local people, was in part responsible for the later 
relocation or demise of singing Bhakti traditions in the 18th century. 

According to Wendy Doniger, the nature of Bhakti movement may have been affected 
by the "surrender to god" daily practices of Islam when it arrived in India. In turn it 
influenced devotional practices in Islam such as Sufism, and other religions in India 
from 15th century onwards, such as Sikhism, Christianity, and Jainism. 

Klaus Witz, in contrast, traces the history and nature of Bhakti movement to the 
Upanishadic and the Vedanta foundations of Hinduism. He writes, that in virtually 
every Bhakti movement poet, "the Upanishadic teachings form an all-pervasive 
substratum, if not a basis. We have here a state of affairs that has no parallel in the 
West. Supreme Wisdom, which can be taken as basically non-theistic and as an 
independent wisdom tradition (not dependent on the Vedas), appears fused with 
highest level of bhakti and with highest level of God realization." 

Poets, writers and musicians 

Bhakti movement witnessed a surge in Hindu literature in regional languages, 
particularly in the form of devotional poems and music. This literature includes the 
writings of the Alvars and Nayanars, poems of Andal, Basava, Bhagat Pipa, Allama 
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Prabhu, Akka Mahadevi, Kabir, Nanak (founder of Sikhism), Tulsidas, Gusainji, 
Ghananand, Ramananda (founder of Ramanandi Sampradaya), Raskhan, Ravidas, 
Jayadeva, Namdev, Tukaram, Mirabai, Ramprasad Sen, Sankardev, Vallabha Acharya, 
and the teachings of saints like Caitanya. 

The earliest writers from the 7th to 10th century CE, known to have influenced the 
poet-saints driven movements include Campantar, Tirunavukkaracu, Cuntarar, 
Nummalvar, Adi Shankara, Manikkavacakar and Nathamuni. Several 11th and 12th 
century writers developed different philosophies within the Vedanta school of 
Hinduism, which were influential to the Bhakti tradition in medieval India.  

These include Ramanuja, Madhava, Vallabha and Nimbarka. These writers 
championed a spectrum of philosophical positions ranging from theistic dualism of 
Dvaita to absolute monism of Advaita Vedanta. 

Theosophy of bhakti movement: Nirguna and Saguna Brahman 

The Bhakti movement of Hinduism saw two ways of imaging the nature of the divine 
(Brahman) – Nirguna and Saguna. Nirguna Brahman was the concept of the Ultimate 
Reality as formless, without attributes or quality. Saguna Brahman, in contrast, was 
envisioned and developed as with form, attributes and quality. The two had parallels in 
the ancient panthestic unmanifest and theistic manifest traditions, respectively, and 
traceable to Arjuna-Krishna dialogue in the Bhagavad Gita. It is the same Brahman, 
but viewed from two perspectives, one from Nirguni knowledge-focus and other from 
Saguni love-focus, united as Krishna in the Gita. Nirguna bhakta's poetry were Jnana-
shrayi, or had roots in knowledge. Saguna bhakta's poetry were Prema-shrayi, or with 
roots in love. In Bhakti, the emphasis is reciprocal love and devotion, where the devotee 
loves God, and God loves the devotee. 

Jeaneane Fowler states that the concepts of Nirguna and Saguna Brahman, at the root 
of Bhakti movement theosophy, underwent more profound development with the ideas 
of Vedanta school of Hinduism, particularly those of Adi Shankara's Advaita Vedanta, 
Ramanuja's Vishishtadvaita Vedanta, and Madhvacharya's Dvaita Vedanta. Two 12th-
century influential treatises on bhakti were Sandilya Bhakti Sutra – a treatise 
resonating with Nirguna-bhakti, and Narada Bhakti Sutra – a treatise that leans 
towards Saguna-bhakti. 

Nirguna and Saguna Brahman concepts of the Bhakti movement has been a baffling 
one to scholars, particularly the Nirguni tradition because it offers, states David 
Lorenzen, "heart-felt devotion to a God without attributes, without even any definable 
personality". Yet given the "mountains of Nirguni bhakti literature", adds Lorenzen, 
bhakti for Nirguna Brahman has been a part of the reality of the Hindu tradition along 
with the bhakti for Saguna Brahman. These were two alternate ways of imagining God 
during the bhakti movement. 

Social impact 

The Bhakti movement was a devotional transformation of medieval Hindu society, 
wherein Vedic rituals or alternatively ascetic monk-like lifestyle for moksha gave way 



627 

 

to individualistic loving relationship with a personally defined god. Salvation which 
was previously considered attainable only by men of Brahmin, Kshatriya and Vaishya 
castes, became available to everyone. Most scholars state that Bhakti movement 
provided women and members of the Shudra and untouchable communities an 
inclusive path to spiritual salvation. Some scholars disagree that the Bhakti movement 
was premised on such social inequalities. 

Poet-saints grew in popularity, and literature on devotional songs in regional languages 
became profuse. These poet-saints championed a wide range of philosophical positions 
within their society, ranging from theistic dualism of Dvaita to absolute monism of 
Advaita Vedanta. Kabir, a poet-saint for example, wrote in Upanishadic style, the state 
of knowing truth: 

There's no creation or creator there, 
no gross or fine, no wind or fire, 
no sun, moon, earth or water, 
no radiant form, no time there, 
no word, no flesh, no faith, 
no cause and effect, nor any thought of the Veda, 
no Hari or Brahma, no Shiva or Shakti, 
no pilgrimage and no rituals, 
no mother, father or guru there... 

—Kabir, Shabda 43, Translated by K Schomer and WH McLeod 

The early 15th century Bhakti poet-sant Pipa stated, 

Within the body is the god, within the body the temple, 
within the body all the Jangamas 
within the body the incense, the lamps and the food-offerings, 
within the body the puja-leaves. 
 
After searching so many lands, 
I found the nine treasures within my body, 
Now there will be no further going and coming, 
I swear by Rama. 

—Pīpā, Gu dhanasari, Translated by Vaudeville 

The impact of Bhakti movement in India was similar to that of the Protestant 
Reformation of Christianity in Europe. It evoked shared religiosity, direct emotional 
and intellection of the divine, and the pursuit of spiritual ideas without the overhead of 
institutional superstructures.  

Practices emerged bringing new forms of spiritual leadership and social cohesion 
among the medieval Hindus, such as community singing, chanting together of deity 
names, festivals, pilgrimages, rituals relating to Saivism, Vaishnavism and Shaktism. 
Many of these regional practices have survived into the modern era. 
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Seva, daana and community kitchens 

The Bhakti movement introduced new forms of voluntary social giving such as Seva 
(service, for example to a temple or guru school or community construction), Dāna 
(charity), and community kitchens with free shared food. Of community kitchen 
concepts, the vegetarian Guru ka Langar introduced by Nanak became a well 
established institution over time, starting with northwest India, and expanding to 
everywhere Sikh communities are found. Other sants such as Dadu Dayal championed 
similar social movement, a community that believed in Ahimsa (non-violence) towards 
all living beings, social equality, and vegetarian kitchen, as well as mutual social 
service concepts. Bhakti temples and matha (Hindu monasteries) of India adopted 
social functions such as relief to victims after natural disaster, helping the poor and 
marginal farmers, providing community labor, feeding houses for the poor, free hostels 
for poor children and promoting folk culture. 

Sikhism and Bhakti movement 

 
A Bhagti (Bhakti) in progress using an Aarti plate in a Sikh Gurdwara. Bhagti is an important tradition 

within Sikhism, and some scholars call it a Bhakti sect of Indian traditions. 

David Lorenzen states that Bhakti is important idea within 15th century religion 
Sikhism, just like Hinduism. In Sikhism, Bhakti of nirguni (devotion to divine without 
attributes) is emphasized. Guru Nanak, the first Sikh Guru and the founder of 
Sikhism, was a Nirguni Bhakti saint. 

In contrast to nirguni focus of Sikhism, Hinduism developed both saguni and nirguni 
bhakti (devotion to divine with or without attributes) as well as alternate paths to 
spirituality, with the options left to the choice of a Hindu. 

Buddhism, Jainism and Bhakti movement 

Bhakti has been a prevalent practice in various Jaina sects, wherein learned 
Tirthankara (Jina) and human gurus are considered superior beings and venerated 
with offerings, songs and Āratī prayers. John Cort suggests that the bhakti movement 
in later Hinduism and Jainism may share roots in vandan and pujan concepts of the 
Jaina tradition. 



629 

 

Medieval era bhakti traditions among non-theistic Indian traditions such as Buddhism 
and Jainism have been reported by scholars, wherein the devotion and prayer 
ceremonies were dedicated to an enlightened guru, primarily Buddha and Jina 
Mahavira respectively, as well as others. Karel Werner notes that Bhatti (Bhakti in 
Pali) has been a significant practice in Theravada Buddhism, and states, "there can be 
no doubt that deep devotion or bhakti / bhatti does exist in Buddhism and that it had 
its beginnings in the earliest days". 

Controversy and doubts in postmodern scholarship 

Postmodern scholars question whether the 19th and early 20th century theories about 
Bhakti movement in India, its origin, nature and history is accurate. Pechilis in her 
book on Bhakti movement, for example, states 

Scholars writing on bhakti in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were 
agreed that bhakti in India was preeminently a monotheistic reform movement. For 
these scholars, the inextricable connection between monotheism and reform has both 
theological and social significance in terms of the development of Indian culture. The 
orientalist images of bhakti were formulated in a context of discovery: a time of 
organized cultural contact, in which many agencies, including administrative, scholarly 
and missionary – sometimes embodied in a single person – sought knowledge of India. 
Through the Indo-European language connection, early orientalists believed that they 
were, in a sense, seeing their own ancestry in the antique texts and "antiquated" 
customs of Indian peoples. In this respect, certain scholars could identify with the 
monotheism of bhakti. Seen as a reform movement, bhakti presented a parallel to the 
orientalist agenda of intervention in the service of the empire. 

—Karen Pechilis, The Embodiment of Bhakti 

Madeleine Biardeau states, as does Jeanine Miller, that Bhakti movement was neither 
a reform nor an sudden innovation, but the continuation and expression of ideas to be 
found in Vedas, Bhakti marga teachings of the Bhagavad Gita, the Katha Upanishad 
and the Shvetashvatara Upanishad. 

John Stratton Hawley describes recent scholarship which questions the old theory of 
Bhakti movement origin and "story of south-moves-north", then states that the 
movement had multiple origins, mentioning Brindavan in north India as another 
center. Hawley describes the controversy and disagreements between Indian scholars, 
quotes Hegde's concern that "Bhakti movement was a reform" theory has been 
supported by "cherry-picking particular songs from a large corpus of Bhakti literature" 
and that if the entirety of the literature by any single author such as Basava is 
considered along with its historical context, there is neither reform nor a need for 
reform. 

Sheldon Pollock writes that the Bhakti movement was neither a rebellion against 
Brahmins and the upper castes nor a rebellion against the Sanskrit language, because 
many of the prominent thinkers and earliest champions of the Bhakti movement were 
Brahmins and from upper castes, and because much of the early and later Bhakti 
poetry and literature was in Sanskrit. Further, states Pollock, evidence of Bhakti 
trends in ancient southeast Asian Hinduism in the 1st millennium CE, such as those in 
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Cambodia and Indonesia where Vedic era is unknown, and where upper caste Tamil 
Hindu nobility and merchants introduced Bhakti ideas of Hinduism, suggest the roots 
and the nature of Bhakti movement to be primarily spiritual and political quest instead 
of rebellion of some form. 

John Guy states that the evidence of Hindu temples and Chinese inscriptions from 8th 
century CE about Tamil merchants, presents Bhakti motifs in Chinese trading towns, 
particularly the Kaiyuan Temple (Quanzhou). These show Saivite, Vaishnavite and 
Hindu Brahmin monasteries revered Bhakti themes in China. 

Scholars increasingly are dropping, states Karen Pechilis, the old premises and the 
language of "radical otherness, monotheism and reform of orthodoxy" for Bhakti 
movement. Many scholars are now characterizing the emergence of Bhakti in medieval 
India as a revival, reworking and recontextualization of the central themes of the Vedic 
traditions. 
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Chapter 62 

HINDUISM BY COUNTRY 
 

 

Hinduism has over 1 billion adherents worldwide (15% of world's population). Along 
with Christianity (31.5%), Islam (23.2%) and Buddhism (7.1%), Hinduism is one of the 
four major religions of the world by percentage of population. 

Most Hindus are found in Asian countries. The countries with more than 500,000 
Hindu residents and citizens include (in decreasing order) - India, Nepal, Bangladesh, 
Mauritius, Indonesia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, United States, Trinidad & Tobago, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, United Kingdom and South Africa. The number of Hindus in 
Canada is also estimated to also be over 500 000, though the 2011 census showed there 
were just under 498,000 Hindus. 

Background 

Hinduism is a heterogeneous religion and consists of many schools of thought. 
Hinduism has no traditional ecclesiastical order, no centralised religious authorities, no 
governing body, no prophet(s) nor any binding holy book; Hindus can choose to be 
polytheistic, monotheistic, pantheistic, monistic, agnostic, humanist or atheistic. 
Estimates of Hinduism by country reflects this diversity of thought and way of life. 

Demographic estimates 

Demographic estimates of Hindu population by country has been published by the Pew 
Research Center in 2012, as well as US State Department's International Religious 
Freedom Report 2006. 

By total number, India has the most Hindus. By percentage, Nepal has the largest 
majority of Hindu population in the world followed by India and Mauritius. There are 
an estimated 60 to 70 million Hindus who lived outside India in 2010. Only three 
countries in the world, in 2010, had a majority of its population as Hindus - Nepal, 
India and Mauritius. 

By country 

Sources used for the table below include the US State Department, the CIA World 
Factbook adherents.com, Pew Research Center. and as identified. 

Hinduism by country 

Region Country 
Total 
Population 

Hindu % of 
population 

Hindu total 

South Asia Afghanistan 31,889,923 0.4% 127,560 

Europe Andorra 85,000 0.4% 342 

Caribbean Anguilla 13,452 0.43% 58 

Caribbean Antigua and 81,799 0.4% 379 
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Hinduism by country 

Region Country 
Total 
Population 

Hindu % of 
population 

Hindu total 

Barbuda 

South 
America  

Argentina  40,301,927 0.01% 4,030 

Oceania Australia 20,434,176 1.28% 276,000 

Central 
Europe 

Austria 8,199,783 0.1% (approx) 8,200 

Middle East Bahrain 708,573 6.25% 44,286 

South Asia Bangladesh  158,000,000 8.54% 13,500,000 

Western 
Europe 

Belgium 10,392,226 0.06% 6,235 

Central 
America  

Belize 294,385 2.3% 6,771 

South Asia Bhutan 742,737 25% 185,700 

Southern 
Africa  

Botswana 1,815,508 0.17% 3,086 

South 
America  

Brazil 192,755,799 0.0029% 5,675 

Southeast 
Asia 

Brunei  374,577 0.035% 131 

West Africa  Burkina Faso 14,326,203 0.001% 150 

Central 
Africa  

Burundi 8,390,505 0.1% 8,391 

Southeast 
Asia 

Cambodia 13,995,904 0.3% 41,988 

North 
America  

Canada 33,390,141 1.6% 497,200 

South 
America  

Colombia 44,379,598 0.02% 8,876 

East Africa Comoros  711,417 0.1%(approx) 711 

Central 
Africa  

Congo (Kinshasa) 65,751,512 0.18% 118,353 

Balkans Croatia 4,493,312 0.01% (approx) 449 

North 
America  

Cuba 11,394,043 0.21% 23,927 

West Africa  Côte d'Ivoire 18,013,409 0.1% 18,013 

Western 
Europe 

Denmark  5,468,120 0.1% 5,468 

East Africa Djibouti 496,374 0.02% 99 

Caribbean Dominica 72,386 0.2% 145 

East Africa Eritrea 4,906,585 0.1% (approx) 4,907 

Eastern 
Europe 

Estonia 1,294,445 0.01%  142 
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Hinduism by country 

Region Country 
Total 
Population 

Hindu % of 
population 

Hindu total 

Oceania Fiji 918,675 30% – 33% 275,603 – 303,163 

Western 
Europe 

Finland  5,238,460 0.01% 524 

Western 
Europe 

France  63,718,187 0.1% 63,718 

Eastern 
Europe 

Georgia 4,646,003 0.01% (approx) 465 

Western 
Europe 

Germany  81,000,000 0.119% 98,057 

West Africa  Ghana 22,931,299 0.05% (approx) 11,466 

Caribbean Grenada 89,971 0.7% 630 

South 
America  

Guyana 769,095 28.3% – 33% 217,654 – 253,801 

Central 
Europe 

Hungary 9,956,108 0.02% 1,767 

South Asia India 1,210,854,877 
79.8% (2011 
Census) 

966,300,000 

Southeast 
Asia 

Indonesia 252,000,000 1.69% 4,259,000 

Middle East Iran 65,397,521 0.02% (approx) 13,079 

Western 
Europe 

Ireland 4,588,252 0.23% 10,688 

Middle East Israel 6,426,679 0.1% (approx) 6,427 

Western 
Europe 

Italy 60,418,000 0.2% (approx) 108,950 

Caribbean Jamaica 2,780,132 0.07% 1,836 

East Asia Japan 127,433,494 0.004% (approx) 5,097 

East Africa Kenya  36,913,721 1% 369,137 

East Asia Korea, South 49,044,790 0.015% (approx) 12,452 

Middle East Kuwait 2,505,559 12% 300,667 

Eastern 
Europe 

Latvia 2,259,810 0.006% 136 

Middle East Lebanon 4,925,502 0.1% (approx) 4,926 

Southern 
Africa  

Lesotho 2,125,262 0.1% (approx) 2,125 

West Africa  Liberia 3,195,931 0.1% (approx) 3,196 

North Africa Libya 6,036,914 0.1% 6,037 

Western 
Europe 

Luxembourg  480,222 0.07% (approx) 336 

Southern 
Africa  

Madagascar 19,448,815 0.1% 19,449 

Southern Malawi 13,603,181 0.02% – 0.2% 2,721 – 2,726 
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Hinduism by country 

Region Country 
Total 
Population 

Hindu % of 
population 

Hindu total 

Africa  

Southeast 
Asia 

Malaysia 28,401,017 6.7% 1,630,000 

South Asia Maldives 369,031 0.01% 37 

Southern 
Africa  

Mauritius 1,250,882 48.5% 600,423 – 625,441 

Eastern 
Europe 

Moldova 4,328,816 0.01% (approx) 433 

Southern 
Africa  

Mozambique 20,905,585 0.05% – 0.2% 10,453 – 41,811 

Southeast 
Asia 

Myanmar 47,963,012 1.5% 893,000 

South Asia Nepal 28,901,790 81.3% 
23,294,843 – 
23,410,450 

Western 
Europe 

Netherlands 16,570,613 0.58% – 1.20% 96,110 – 200,000 

Oceania New Zealand 4,115,771 2.0% 90,158 

Western 
Europe 

Norway 4,627,926 0.5% 23,140 

Middle East Oman 3,204,897 3% – 5.7% 96,147 – 182,679 

South Asia Pakistan 196,000,000 1.85% 3,626,000 

Central 
America  

Panama 3,242,173 0.3% 9,726 

Southeast 
Asia 

Philippines 98,215,000 2% (approx) 2,000,000 

Western 
Europe 

Portugal 10,642,836 0.07% 7,396 

Caribbean Puerto Rico 3,944,259 0.09% 3,550 

Middle East Qatar 907,229 7.2% 65,320 

East Africa Réunion 827,000 6.7% 55,409 

Eastern 
Europe 

Russia 141,377,752 0.043% 60,792 

Oceania Samoa 187,429 0.02% (approx) 38 

Middle East Saudi Arabia 27,601,038 0.6% – 1.1% 165,606 – 303,611 

East Africa Seychelles 90,945 2.4% 2,174 

West Africa  Sierra Leone 6,144,562 0.04% – 0.1% 2,458 – 6,145 

Southeast 
Asia 

Singapore 4,553,009 5.1% 262,120 

Central 
Europe 

Slovakia 5,447,502 0.1% (approx) 5,448 

Central 
Europe 

Slovenia 2,009,245 0.025% (approx) 500 
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Hinduism by country 

Region Country 
Total 
Population 

Hindu % of 
population 

Hindu total 

Southern 
Africa  

South Africa 49,991,300 1.9% 959,000 

South Asia Sri Lanka 20,926,315 12.6% 2,554,000 

South 
America  

Suriname 470,784 20% – 27.4% 94,157 – 128,995 

Southern 
Africa  

Swaziland 1,133,066 0.15% – 0.2% 1,700 – 2,266 

Western 
Europe 

Sweden 9,031,088 0.078% – 0.12% 7,044 – 10,837 

Western 
Europe 

Switzerland 7,554,661 0.38% 28,708 

East Africa Tanzania 39,384,223 0.9% 354,458 

Southeast 
Asia 

Thailand 65,068,149 0.1% 2,928 

Caribbean 

Trinidad and 
Tobago  

1,056,608 22.5% 237,737 

East Africa Uganda 30,262,610 0.2% – 0.8% 60,525 – 242,101 

Middle East 

United Arab 
Emirates 

4,444,011 11%-21.25% 490,000-944,352 

Western 
Europe 

United Kingdom 60,776,238 1.7% 832,000 

North 
America  

United States 307,006,550 0.5% 1,204,560 

Central Asia Uzbekistan 27,780,059 0.01% (approx) 2,778 

Southeast 
Asia 

Vietnam 85,262,356 0.059% 50,305 

Middle East Yemen  22,230,531 0.7% 155,614 

Southern 
Africa  

Zambia 11,477,447 0.14% 16,068 

Southern 
Africa  

Zimbabwe 12,311,143 1.0% 123,111 

Total 7,200,000,000 15 
1,057,000,000 - 
1,060,000,000 

By region 

These percentages were calculated by using the above numbers. The first percentage, 
4th column, is the percentage of population that is Hindu in a region (Hindus in the 
region * 100/total population of the region). The last column shows the Hindu 
percentage compared to the total Hindu population of the world (Hindus in the region * 
100/total Hindu population of the world). 
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(Note: Egypt, Sudan, and other Arab Maghreb countries are counted as part of North 
Africa, not Middle East). 

Hinduism in Africa 

Region Total Population Hindus  % of Hindus  % of Hindu total 

Central Africa 93,121,055 0 0% 0% 

East Africa 193,741,900 667,694 0.345% 0.071% 

North Africa 202,151,323 5,765 0.003% 0.001% 

Southern Africa 137,092,019 1,269,844 0.926% 0.135% 

West Africa  268,997,245 70,402 0.026% 0.007% 

Total 885,103,542 2,013,705 0.225% 0.213% 

Hinduism in Asia 

Region Total Population Hindus  % of Hindus  % of Hindu total 

Central Asia 92,019,166 149,644 0.163% 0.016% 

East Asia 1,527,960,261 130,631 0.009% 0.014% 

West Asia 274,775,527 792,872 0.289% 0.084% 

South Asia 1,437,326,682 1,006,888,651 70.05% 98.475% 

Southeast Asia 571,337,070 6,386,614 1.118% 0.677% 

Total 3,903,418,706 1,014,348,412 26.01% 99.266% 

Hinduism in Europe 

Region Total Population Hindus  % of Hindus  % of Hindu total 

Balkans 65,407,609 0 0% 0% 

Central Europe 74,510,241 163 0% 0% 

Eastern Europe 212,821,296 717,101 0.337% 0.076% 

Western Europe 375,832,557 1,313,640 0.348% 0.138% 

Total 728,571,703 2,030,904 0.278% 0.214% 

Hinduism in The Americas 

Region Total Population Hindus  % of Hindus  % of Hindu total 

Caribbean 24,898,266 279,515 1.123% 0.030% 

Central America 41,135,205 5,833 0.014% 0.006% 

North America  446,088,748 5,806,720 1.3015% 0.191% 

South America  371,075,531 389,869 0.105% 0.041% 

Total 883,197,750 6,481,937 0.281% 0.263% 

Hinduism in Oceania 

Region Total Population Hindus  % of Hindus  % of Hindu total 

Oceania 36,659,000 616,000 1.778% 0.06% 

Total 36,659,000 616,000 1.778% 0.06% 
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Chapter 63 

SIKHISM 

 

Sikhism is a revealed religion that originated in South Asia during the 15th century, 
based on the spiritual revelations and preachings of Nanak (the first Guru or Prophet 
of the Sikh religion), and the ten successive Sikh gurus. The revelations of Guru Nanak 
and the subsequent Sikh Gurus (along with those of other contemporary Hindu and 
Muslim Saints), form the verses of the eternal Sikh Guru, the holy scripture Guru 
Granth Sahib. The adherents of Sikhism (called Sikhs) consider the Guru Granth Sahib 
to be the direct words of God: indeed, in many of the verses, Guru Nanak has stated 
likewise (As comes the Divine Word from Lord to me, O Lalo, So do I narrate it, Guru 
Nanak, p-722 of Guru Granth Sahib). Unlike the holy scriptures of the other major 
world religions, that have generally been compiled by the adherents and followers of 
the religion rather than by the Prophets, the verses in the Guru Granth Sahib, 
rendered poetically to various classical ragas, were composed and complied by the Sikh 
Gurus themselves, an aspect that has been highlighted by historian-scholars while 
discussing the authenticity of the preachings of the different Prophets of the world, as 
known to mankind today. 

 
Guru Nanak was the founder of the religion of Sikhism and the first of  

the eleven Sikh Gurus, the eleventh being the living Guru, Guru Granth Sahib 

Amongst the central pillars of Sikhism established by the Sikh Gurus are the practice 
of Naam Jaap (contemplation & Meditation on the words of the Guru Granth Sahib, as 
an essential means to harness Godly qualities and merge back with the creator); Faith 
and worship of 'One' Omnipotent God (who is Supreme, Universal, All-powerful and 
truthful, Formless (Nirankar), Fearless (Nirvair), Without hate (Nirbhau), the Sole, the 
Self-Existent, the Incomprehensible, the Ever-lasting Creator of all things (Karta 
Purakh), and, Satnam, the Eternal and Absolute Truth); The Equality of all human 
beings irrespective of their caste, creed, color, sex; Engaging in Selfless service of 
mankind (Sewa) and praying daily for the prosperity of all beings (Sarbat da bhala); 
and Earning a true and honest living while being a householder (rather than a 
renunciate). 

According to the writings disseminated by the SGPC (the main governing body of Sikh 
places of worship), the following represent the principle attributes of the Sikh religion  
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• A practical and simple religion, in that it does not promote a certain set of 
beliefs, and does not believe in mere words. Further, Sikhs believe that religion 
does not equate with simply visiting shrines or tombs, or in living an austere life 
of the yogis and ascetics. Rather, it implies living your everyday life, while 
focusing on building your character, as union with divinity is not possible with 
an impure mind. 

• A Universal religion, that believes in the equality of all beings, irrespective of 
their caste, creed, sex, nationality, and religion. In the Sikh holy scripture, the 
Guru Granth Sahib, the Sikh Gurus included the divine verses of other Hindu 
and Muslim saints as well, setting a prime example. Guru Nanak also started 
the tradition of Langar, a community kitchen present at all Sikh places of 
worship, or Gurudwaras, wherein all people, whether high or low, rich or poor, 
sit together without any discrimination. Guru Nanak also laid special emphasis 
to assert the equality of women (Why call her bad ? From her, kings are born ; 
Without woman, there would be no one at all, Guru Nanak on p-473 in Guru 
Granth Sahib). 

• Rejection of all ritualism and formalism: According to Sikhism, rituals such as 
pilgrimages, fastings, etc., have no spiritual merit. Guru Nanak says, My places 
of pilgrimage are the Word, contemplation and divine knowledge within me. 
Penance, fasting, austerity, alms-giving are all inferior to truth; right action is 
superior to them all. 

• A religion based on hope and optimism: Sikhism believes in Karma, and also 
believes that the grace (nadar) of the Guru or God can erase past bad Karma and 
facilitate reunion with the creator. A Sikh always strives to be in the state of 
Charhdi Kala (a mental state of optimism and joy, without any fear, jealousy or 
enmity), which can be achieved only with an absolute faith in the name of the 
Lord. As part of their daily prayer, Sikhs ask for the prosperity of the entire 
mankind. 

• A democratic religion: The tenth Nanak, Guru Gobind Singh vested the authority 
of the Sikh religion in the hands of the Panth (the Sikh people). Any decisions 
taken by the Sangat (the holy congregation) are regarded supreme in Sikhism. 

Adherents of Sikhism are known as Sikhs (literally:disciples or learners). According to 
Devinder Singh Chahal, "The word 'Sikhi' (also known as Gurmat) gave rise to the 
modern anglicized word 'Sikhism' for the modern world.". Sikhism is the fifth-largest 
organized religion in the world, with approximately 30 million adherents. 

Sikhi v.s. Sikhism 

Sikhi is a monistic religion founded by Hazrat Baba Guru Nanak during the 15th 
century holding that there is only one basic substance or principle as the ground of 
reality and that reality consists of a single element. 

Adherents of Sikhi are known as Sikhs (students or disciples), the Khalsa. The word 
'Sikhi' (also known as Gurmat) is being anglicized in modern times into a informal word 
'Sikh-ism' by non-Sikhs. 

The first recorded usage of the suffix -ism as a separate word in its own right was in 
1680. According to Merriam–Webster's Dictionary of English Usage it is a belief, 
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attitude, style, etc., that is referred to by a word that ends in the suffix -ism : the act, 
practice, or process of doing something 

• behavior like that of a specified kind of person or thing unfair treatment of a group of 
people who have a particular quality 

• an oppressive and especially discriminatory attitude or belief 

'we all have got to come to grips with our -isms' — Joycelyn Elders 

Philosophy and teachings 

"Sikh" means a person who professes the Sikh religion, believes and follows the 
teachings of Sri Guru Granth Sahib and the ten Gurus only, and keeps unshorn hair. ... 
"I solemnly affirm and declare that I am a Keshadhari Sikh, that I believe in and follow 
the teachings of Sri Guru Granth Sahib and the ten Gurus only, and that I have no 
other belief. 

 Definition of a Sikh and Sikh affirmation in the Delhi Gurdwara Act of 1971. 

The origins of Sikhism lies in the teachings of Guru Nanak and his successors. The 
essence of Sikh teaching is summed up by Guru Nanak in these words: "Realization of 
Truth is higher than all else. Higher still is truthful living". Sikh teaching emphasizes 
the principle of equality of all humans and rejects discrimination on the basis of caste, 
creed, and gender. Sikh principles encourage living life as a householder. 

Sikhism is a Panentheistic (in some respects) and a revealed religion. In Sikhism, the 
concept of "God" is Vāhigurū—is shapeless, timeless, and sightless (i.e., unable to be 
seen with the physical eye): niraṅkār, akaal, and alakh. The beginning of the first 
composition of Sikh scripture is the figure "1"—signifying the universality of "God". It 
states that "God" is omnipresent and infinite with power over everything, and is 
signified by the term Ik Onkar. Sikhs believe that before creation, all that existed was 
"God" and "God's" hukam (will or order). When God willed, the entire cosmos was 
created. From these beginnings, God nurtured "enticement and attachment" to māyā, 
or the human perception of reality. 

 
The Harimandir Sahib, known popularly as the Golden Temple, is a sacred shrine for Sikhs. 

The all pervading spirit – the concept of "God" in Sikhism 

The concept of "god" is different in Sikhism than that of other religions. It is known as 
"Ik Onkar" or "one constant" or the all pervading spirit (which is taken to mean god). It 
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is found in the Gurmukhi script This "spirit" has no gender in Sikhism (though 
translations may present it as masculine); it is also "Akaal Purkh" (beyond time and 
space) and "Nirankar" (without form). In addition, Nanak wrote that there are many 
worlds on which it has created life. Nanak further states that the understanding of 
"Akaal" is beyond human beings, but at the same time not wholly unknowable. "Akaal" 
is omnipresent (sarav viāpak) in all creation and visible everywhere to the spiritually 
awakened. Nanak stressed that god must be seen from "the inward eye", or the "heart", 
of a human being: devotees must meditate to progress towards enlightenment of 
heavenly life. Guru Nanak emphasized the revelation through meditation, as its 
rigorous application permits the existence of communication between god and human 
beings. The Mool Mantar, the opening line of the Guru Granth Sahib and each 
subsequential Raga: 

Gurmukhi:   ��� �	�� �!�	 ��!"� ��!�� ��!��!� ��	# ��!�� ���� ���ੰ ��! ���	��॥ 

Transliteration: ikk ōankār sat(i)-nām(u) karatā purakh(u) nirabha'u niravair(u) 
akāl(a) mūrat(i) ajūnī saibhan gur(a) prasād(i). 
English: "There is but one all pervading spirit, and truth is its name! It exists in 
all creation; it does not fear; it does not hate; it is timeless and universal and 
self-existent, You will come to know it through seeking knowledge and learning!" 

Liberation 

Guru Nanak's teachings are founded not on a final destination of heaven or hell but on 
a spiritual union with the Akal which results in salvation or Jivanmukta, Guru Gobind 
Singh makes it clear that human birth is obtained with great fortune, therefore one 
needs to be able to make the most of this life. There has been some confusion among 
scholars, interpreting the pertinent religious texts as evidence that Sikhs believe in 
reincarnation and karma as the same as Hinduism and Buddhism when such is not the 
case. In Sikhism karma "is modified by the concept of God's grace" (nadar, mehar, 
kirpa, karam etc.). Guru Nanak states "The body takes birth because of karma, but 
salvation is attained through grace". To get closer to God: Sikhs avoid the evils of 
Maya, keep the everlasting truth in mind, practice Shabad Kirtan, meditate on Naam, 
and serve humanity. Sikhs believe that being in the company of the Satsang or Sadh 
Sangat is one of the key ways to achieve liberation from the cycles of reincarnation. 

Worldly illusion 

Māyā—defined as a temporary illusion or "unreality"—is one of the core deviations 
from the pursuit of God and salvation: where worldly attractions which give only 
illusory temporary satisfaction and pain which distract the process of the devotion of 
God. However, Nanak emphasised māyā as not a reference to the unreality of the 
world, but of its values. In Sikhism, the influences of ego, anger, greed, attachment, 
and lust—known as the Five Thieves—are believed to be particularly distracting and 
hurtful. Sikhs believe the world is currently in a state of Kali Yuga (Age of Darkness) 
because the world is led astray by the love of and attachment to Maya.  

The fate of people vulnerable to the Five Thieves ('Pānj Chor'), is separation from God, 
and the situation may be remedied only after intensive and relentless devotion. 
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The timeless truth 

 
A Sikh man at Harmandir Sahib, also called the Golden Temple 

According to Nanak the supreme purpose of human life is to reconnect with Akal (The 
Timeless One), however, egotism is the biggest barrier in doing this. Using the Guru's 
teaching remembrance of nām (the divine Word or the Name of the Lord) leads to the 
end of egotism. Guru Nanak designated the word 'guru' (meaning teacher) to mean the 
voice of "the spirit": the source of knowledge and the guide to salvation. As Ik Onkar is 
universally immanent, guru is indistinguishable from "Akal" and are one and the same. 
One connects with guru only with accumulation of selfless search of truth. Ultimately 
the seeker realizes that it is the consciousness within the body which is seeker/follower 
and the Word is the true guru. The human body is just a means to achieve the reunion 
with Truth. Once truth starts to shine in a person's heart, the essence of current and 
past holy books of all religions is understood by the person. 

Singing and music 

Sikhs refer to the hymns of the Gurus as Gurbani (The Guru's word). Shabad Kirtan is 
the singing of Gurbani. The entire Guru Granth Sahib is written in a form of poetry 
and rhyme. Guru Nanak started the Shabad Kirtan tradition and taught that listening 
to kirtan is a powerful way to achieve tranquility while meditating; Singing of the 
glories of the Supreme Timeless One (God) with devotion is the most effective way to 
come in communion with the Supreme Timeless One. The three morning prayers for 
Sikhs consist of Japji Sahib, Jaap Sahib and Tav-Prasad Savaiye. Baptized Sikhs rise 
early and meditate and then recite all the Five Banis of Nitnem before breakfast. 

Remembrance 

A key practice by Sikhs is remembrance of the Divine Name (Naam – the Name of the 
Lord). This contemplation is done through Nām Japna (repetition of the divine name) 
or Naam Simran (remembrance of the divine Name through recitation).  

The verbal repetition of the name of God or a sacred syllable is an established practice 
in religious traditions in India but Guru Nanak's interpretation emphasized inward, 
personal observance. Guru Nanak's ideal is the total exposure of one's being to the 
divine Name and a total conforming to Dharma or the "Divine Order".  

Nanak described the result of the disciplined application of nām simraṇ as a "growing 
towards and into God" through a gradual process of five stages. The last of these is sach 
khaṇ� (The Realm of Truth)—the final union of the spirit with God. 
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Service and action 

Meditation is unfruitful without service and action. Sikhs are taught that selfless 
service, or sēvā, and charitable work enables the devotee to kill the ego. Service in 
Sikhism takes three forms: "Tan" - physical service; "Man" - mental service (such as 
studying to help others); and "Dhan" - material service. Guru Nanak stressed now kirat 
karō: that a Sikh should balance work, worship, and charity, and should defend the 
rights of all human beings. They are encouraged to have a chaṛdī kalā, or optimistic - 
resilience, view of life. Sikh teachings also stress the concept of sharing—vaṇ� chakkō—
through the distribution of free food at Sikh gurdwaras (laṅgar), giving charitable 
donations, and working for the good of the community and others (sēvā). 

Justice and equality 

Sikhism regards "Justice" and "Restorative Justice" and "divine justice" as trumping 
any subjective codes of moral order. The word in Punjabi used to depict this is "Niau" 
which means justice. The word "dharam" (righteousness) is also used to convey justice 
"in the sense of the moral order". "An attack on dharam is an attack on justice, on 
righteousness, and on the moral order generally". According to the Tenth Sikh Guru, 
Guru Gobind Singh "when all efforts to restore peace prove useless and no words avail, 
lawful is the flash of steel, it is right to draw the sword". 

Men and women are equal in Sikhism and share the same rights. In contrast, while 
other faiths have been arguing in recent times on female priest ordination, women have 
been leading prayers at Sikh temples since the founding of Sikhism. 

Ten gurus and authority 

 
A rare Tanjore-style painting from the late 19th century depicting 

 the ten Sikh Gurus with Bhai Bala and Bhai Mardana. 

The term guru comes from the Sanskrit gurū, meaning teacher, guide, or mentor. The 
traditions and philosophy of Sikhism were established by ten specific gurus from 1469 
to 1708. Each guru added to and reinforced the message taught by the previous, 
resulting in the creation of the Sikh religion. Guru Nanak was the first guru and 
appointed a disciple as successor. Guru Gobind Singh was the final guru in human 
form. Before his death, Guru Gobind Singh decreed that the Gurū Granth Sāhib would 
be the final and perpetual guru of the Sikhs. Guru Angad succeeded Guru Nanak. 
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Later, an important phase in the development of Sikhism came with the third 
successor, Guru Amar Das. Guru Nanak's teachings emphasised the pursuit of 
salvation; Guru Amar Das began building a cohesive community of followers with 
initiatives such as sanctioning distinctive ceremonies for birth, marriage, and death. 
Amar Das also established the manji (comparable to a diocese) system of clerical 
supervision. 

Guru Amar Das's successor and son-in-law Guru Ram Das founded the city of 
Amritsar, which is home of the Harimandir Sahib and regarded widely as the holiest 
city for all Sikhs. Guru Arjan was captured by Mughal authorities who were suspicious 
and hostile to the religious order he was developing. His persecution and death inspired 
his successors to promote a military and political organization of Sikh communities to 
defend themselves against the attacks of Mughal forces. 

 
The interior of the Akal Takht 

The Sikh gurus established a mechanism which allowed the Sikh religion to react as a 
community to changing circumstances. The sixth guru, Guru Hargobind, was 
responsible for the creation of the concept of Akal Takht (throne of the timeless one), 
which serves as the supreme decision-making centre of Sikhism and sits opposite the 
Harmandir Sahib. The Sarbat Ḵẖālsā (a representative portion of the Khalsa Panth) 
historically gathers at the Akal Takht on special festivals such as Vaisakhi or Hola 
Mohalla and when there is a need to discuss matters that affect the entire Sikh nation. 
A gurmatā (literally, guru's intention) is an order passed by the Sarbat Ḵẖālsā in the 
presence of the Gurū Granth Sāhib. A gurmatā may only be passed on a subject that 
affects the fundamental principles of Sikh religion; it is binding upon all Sikhs. The 
term hukamnāmā (literally, edict or royal order) is often used interchangeably with the 
term gurmatā. However, a hukamnāmā formally refers to a hymn from the Gurū 
Granth Sāhib which is a given order to Sikhs. 

 
Approximate Life Spans and Guruship Spans of the 10 Sikh gurus 
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History 

 
The five major journeys of Guru Nanak 

Guru Nanak (1469–1539), the founder of Sikhism, was born in the village of Rāi Bhōi 
dī Talwandī, now called Nankana Sahib (in present-day Pakistan). His parents were 
Khatri Hindus. As a boy, Nanak was fascinated by God and religion. He would not 
partake in religious rituals or customs and oddly meditated alone. His desire to explore 
the mysteries of life eventually led him to leave home and take missionary journeys. 

In his early teens, Nanak caught the attention of the local landlord Rai Bular Bhatti, 
who was moved by his amazing intellect and divine qualities. Rai Bular Bhatti was 
witness to many incidents in which Nanak enchanted him and as a result Rai Bular 
Bhatti and Nanak's sister Bibi Nanki, became the first persons to recognise the divine 
qualities in Nanak. Both of them then encouraged and supported Nanak to study and 
travel. At the age of thirty, Nanak went missing and was presumed to have drowned 
after going for one of his morning baths to a local stream called the Kali Bein. He 
reappeared three days later and declared: "There is no Hindu, there is no Muslim" (in 
Punjabi, "nā kōi hindū nā kōi musalmān"). It was from this moment that Nanak would 
begin to spread the teachings of what was then the beginning of Sikhism. Although the 
exact account of his itinerary is disputed, he is widely acknowledged to have made five 
major journeys, spanning thousands of miles, the first tour being east towards Bengal 
and Assam, the second south towards Andhra and Tamil Nadu, the third north towards 
Kashmir, Ladakh, and Tibet, and the fourth tour west towards Baghdad and Mecca. In 
his last and final tour, he returned to the banks of the Ravi River to end his days. 

Growth of Sikhism 

In 1539, Guru Nanak chose his disciple Lahiṇā as a successor to the guruship rather 
than either of his sons. Lahiṇā was named Guru Angad and became the second guru of 
the Sikhs. Nanak conferred his choice at the town of Kartarpur on the banks of the 
river Ravi, where Nanak had finally settled down after his travels. Though Sri Chand 
was not an ambitious man, the Udasis believed that the Guruship should have gone to 
him, since he was a man of pious habits in addition to being Nanak's son. On Nanak's 
advice, Guru Angad moved from Kartarpur to Khadur, where his wife Khivi and 
children were living, until he was able to bridge the divide between his followers and 
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the Udasis. Guru Angad continued the work started by Guru Nanak and is widely 
credited for standardising the Gurmukhī script as used in the sacred scripture of the 
Sikhs. 

Guru Amar Das became the third Sikh guru in 1552 at the age of 73. Goindval became 
an important centre for Sikhism during the guruship of Guru Amar Das. He preached 
the principle of equality for women by prohibiting purdah and sati. Guru Amar Das 
also encouraged the practice of langar and made all those who visited him attend 
laṅgar before they could speak to him. In 1567, Emperor Akbar sat with the ordinary 
and poor people of the Punjab to have laṅgar. Guru Amar Das also trained 146 apostles 
of which 52 were women, to manage the rapid expansion of the religion. Before he died 
in 1574 aged 95, he appointed his son-in-law Jēṭhā, a Khatri of the Sodhi clan, as the 
fourth Sikh guru. 

Jēṭhā became Guru Ram Das and vigorously undertook his duties as the new guru. He 
is responsible for the establishment of the city of Ramdaspur later to be named 
Amritsar. Before Ramdaspur, Amritsar was known as Guru Da Chakk. In 1581, Guru 
Arjan—youngest son of the fourth guru—became the fifth guru of the Sikhs. In addition 
to being responsible for building the Harimandir Sahib, he prepared the Sikh sacred 
text known as the Ādi Granth (literally the first book) and included the writings of the 
first five gurus and other enlightened Hindu and Muslim saints. In 1606, he was 
tortured and killed by the Mughal Emperor, Jahangir, for refusing to make changes to 
the Granth and for supporting an unsuccessful contender to the throne. 

Political advancement 

Guru Hargobind became the sixth guru of the Sikhs. He carried two swords—one for 
spiritual and the other for temporal reasons (known as mīrī and pīrī in Sikhism). Sikhs 
grew as an organized community and under the 10th Guru the Sikhs developed a 
trained fighting force to defend their independence. In 1644, Guru Har Rai became 
guru followed by Guru Har Krishan, the boy guru, in 1661. Guru Har Krishan helped 
to heal many sick people. Coming into contact with so many people every day, he too 
was infected and taken seriously ill and later died. No hymns composed by these three 
gurus are included in the Guru Granth Sahib. 

Guru Tegh Bahadur became guru in 1665 and led the Sikhs until 1675. Guru Tegh 
Bahadur was executed by Aurangzeb for helping to protect one's right to freedom of 
religion, after a delegation of Kashmiri Pandits came to him for help when the Emperor 
began to persecute those who refused to convert to Islam. He was succeeded by his son, 
Gobind Rai who was just nine years old at the time of his father's death. Gobind Rai 
further militarised his followers, and was baptised by the Pañj Piārē when he 
inaugurated the Khalsa on 30 March 1699. From here on in he was known as Guru 
Gobind Singh. 

From the time of Nanak the Sikhs had significantly transformed. Even though the core 
Sikh spiritual philosophy was never affected, the followers now began to develop a 
political identity. Conflict with Mughal authorities escalated during the lifetime of 
Guru Teg Bahadur and Guru Gobind Singh. 
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Sikh confederacy and the rise of the Khalsa 

The tenth guru of Sikhism, Guru Gobind Singh, inaugurated the Khalsa (the collective 
body of all initiated Sikhs) as the Sikh temporal authority in the year 1699. The Khalsa 
is a disciplined community that combines its spiritual purpose and goals with political 
and military duties. Shortly before his death, Guru Gobind Singh proclaimed the Gurū 
Granth Sāhib (the Sikh Holy Scripture) to be the ultimate spiritual authority for the 
Sikhs. 

The Sikh Khalsa's rise to power began in the 17th century during a time of growing 
militancy against Mughal rule. The creation of a Sikh Empire began when Guru 
Gobind Singh sent a Sikh general, Banda Singh Bahadur, to fight the Mughal rulers of 
India and those who had committed atrocities against Pir Buddhu Shah. Banda Singh 
advanced his army towards the main Muslim Mughal city of Sirhind and, following the 
instructions of the guru, punished all the culprits. Soon after the invasion of Sirhind, 
while resting in his chamber after the Rehras prayer Guru Gobind Singh was stabbed 
by a Pathan assassin hired by Mughals. Gobind Singh killed the attacker with his 
sword. Though a European surgeon stitched the Guru's wound, the wound re-opened as 
the Guru tugged at a hard strong bow after a few days, causing profuse bleeding that 
led to Gobind Singh's death. 

After the Guru's death, Baba Banda Singh Bahadur became the commander-in-chief of 
the Khalsa. He organized the civilian rebellion and abolished or halted the Zamindari 
system in time he was active and gave the farmers proprietorship of their own land. 
Banda Singh was executed by the emperor Farrukh Siyar after refusing the offer of a 
pardon if he converted to Islam. The confederacy of Sikh warrior bands known as misls 
alongside the development of the Dal Khalsa achieved a series of sweeping military and 
diplomatic victories, eventually creating a Sikh Empire in the Punjab under the 
emperor, Maharaja Ranjit Singh in 1799. 

 
Some bodyguard of Maharaja Ranjit Singh at the Sikh capital, Lahore, Punjab. 

The vast Sikh empire with its capital in Lahore and limits reaching the Khyber Pass 
and the borders of China comprised almost 200,000 square miles (520,000 square 
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kilometres) of what is now Afghanistan, Pakistan and Northern India. The Sikh 
nation's embrace of military and political organisation made it a considerable regional 
force in 19th century India and allowed it to retain control of the Sikh Empire in the 
face of numerous local uprisings. The order, traditions and discipline developed over 
centuries culminated at the time of Ranjit Singh to give rise to a common religious and 
social identity. 

After the death of Ranjit Singh in 1839, the Sikh Empire fell into disorder and, after 
the assassination of several successors, eventually fell on the shoulders of his youngest 
son, Maharaja Duleep Singh. Soon after, the British began to attack the Sikh Kingdom. 
Both British and Sikh sides sustained heavy losses of both troops and materials in the 
hard-fought First and Second Anglo-Sikh Wars. The Empire was eventually annexed by 
the United Kingdom, bringing the Punjab under the British Raj. 

Partition 

A quarter of a century later, Sikhs formed the Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak 
Committee and the Shiromani Akali Dal to preserve Sikhs' religious and political 
organization. Of the violence that accompanied the Partition of India, historians Ian 
Talbot and Gurharpal Singh write: 

There are numerous eyewitness accounts of the maiming and mutilation of victims. The 
catalogue of horrors includes the disembowelling of pregnant women, the slamming of 
babies' heads against brick walls, the cutting off of victims limbs and genitalia and the 
display of heads and corpses. While previous communal riots had been deadly, the scale 
and level of brutality was unprecedented. Although some scholars question the use of 
the term 'genocide' with respect to the Partition massacres, much of the violence 
manifested as having genocidal tendencies. It was designed to cleanse an existing 
generation as well as prevent its future reproduction. 

The newly formed governments were completely unequipped to deal with migrations of 
such staggering magnitude, and massive violence and slaughter occurred on both sides 
of the border. Estimates of the number of deaths vary, with low estimates at 200,000 
and high estimates at 1,000,000. 

The emergency meeting of the joint defense council on 16 August agreed to strengthen 
the Punjab boundary force as quickly as possible. Nehru and liquat visited Lahore, 
Ambala, Jilandur and Amritsar together to see for themselves what was going on and 
to appeal for peace. They tried to remind everyone that both India and Pakistan had 
pledged to protect the minorities after the partition and that there was no need for 
anyone to move home but they were shouting against the hurricane. Each new outrage, 
each new massacre brought the thirst for revenge and desperate need to flee from the 
terror as the scale of disaster mounted, Tara Singh and other Sikh leaders toured the 
province in military vehicles, appealing to stop the violence, but their followers had 
tasted blood, and it was too late for Tara Singh to stop what he had begun. 

Sikhs faced initial opposition from the Government in forming a linguistic state that 
other states in India were afforded. The Akali Dal started a non-violence movement for 
Sikh and Punjabi rights. Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale emerged as a leader of the 
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Damdami Taksal in 1977 and promoted a more militant solution to the problem. In 
June 1984, Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi ordered the Indian army to launch 
Operation Blue Star to remove Bhindranwale and his followers from the Darbar Sahib. 
Bhindranwale and his accompanying followers, as well as many innocent Sikhs visiting 
the temple, were killed during the army's operations. In October, Indira Gandhi was 
assassinated by two of her Sikh bodyguards. The assassination was followed by the 
1984 anti-Sikh riots. and Hindu-Sikh conflicts in Punjab, as a reaction to Operation 
Blue Star and the assassination. 

Scripture 

There is one primary source of scripture for the Sikhs: the Gurū Granth Sāhib. The 
Gurū Granth Sāhib may be referred to as the Ādi Granth—literally, The First 
Volume—and the two terms are often used synonymously. Here, however, the Ādi 
Granth refers to the version of the scripture created by Guru Arjan in 1604. The Gurū 
Granth Sāhib is the final version of the scripture created by Guru Gobind Singh. 

There are other sources of scriptures such as the Dasam Granth and so called 
Janamsakhis. These however, have been the subject of controversial debate amongst 
the Sikh community. 

Adi Granth 

The Ādi Granth was compiled primarily by Bhai Gurdas under the supervision of Guru 
Arjan between the years 1603 and 1604. It is written in the Gurmukhī script, which is 
a descendant of the Laṇ�ā script used in the Punjab at that time. The Gurmukhī script 
was standardised by Guru Angad, the second guru of the Sikhs, for use in the Sikh 
scriptures and is thought to have been influenced by the Śāradā and Devanāgarī 
scripts. An authoritative scripture was created to protect the integrity of hymns and 
teachings of the Sikh gurus and fifteen bhagats. These fifteen bhagats are Namdev, 
Ravidas, Jaidev, Trilocan, Beni, Ramanand, Sainu, Dhanna, Sadhna, Pipa, Sur, 
Bhikhan, Paramanand, Farid, and Kabir. At the time, Arjan Sahib tried to prevent 
undue influence from the followers of Prithi Chand, the guru's older brother and rival. 

Guru Granth Sahib 

 
Gurū Granth Sāhib folio with Mūl Mantra 
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The final version of the Gurū Granth Sāhib was compiled by Guru Gobind Singh in 
1678. It consists of the original Ādi Granth with the addition of Guru Tegh Bahadur's 
hymns. The Guru Granth Sahib is considered the Eleventh and final spiritual authority 
of the Sikhs. 

Punjabi: �$% ��$"
 �� ���� �� ��!� �	�&� ��ੰ � । 
Transliteration: Sabb sikkhaṇ kō hukam hai gurū mānyō granth. 
English: All Sikhs are commanded to take the Granth as Guru. 

It contains compositions by the first five Gurus, Guru Teg Bahadur and just one śalōk 
(couplet) from Guru Gobind Singh. It also contains the traditions and teachings of sants 
(saints) such as Kabir, Namdev, Ravidas, and Sheikh Farid along with several others. 

The bulk of the scripture is classified into rāgs, with each rāg subdivided according to 
length and author. There are 31 rāgs within the Gurū Granth Sāhib. In addition to the 
rāgs, there are clear references to the folk music of Punjab. The main language used in 
the scripture is known as Sant Bhāṣā, a language related to both Punjabi and Hindi 
and used extensively across medieval northern India by proponents of popular 
devotional religion. As per the name "Gurmukhi", it is not merely a script but it is the 
language which came out of Guru's mouth – by using this definition, all words in Guru 
Granth Sahib constitute "Gurbani" words, thus making Gurmukhi language which 
then constitute two components – spoken Gurmukhi words (in form of Gurbani) which 
originated from different languages (like world's different languages have similar roots) 
and Gurmukhi script. The text further comprises over 5000 śabads (hymns), which are 
poetically constructed and set to classical form of music rendition, can be set to 
predetermined musical tāl (rhythmic beats). 

 
A group of Sikh musicians at the Golden Temple complex 

The Granth begins with the Mūl Mantra, an iconic verse created by Nanak: 

Punjabi:   ��� �	�� �!�	 ��!"� ��!�� ��!��!� ��	# ��!�� ���� ���ੰ ��! ���	�� ॥ 

ISO 15919 transliteration: Ika ōaṅkāra sati nāmu karatā purakhu nirabha'u 
niravairu akāla mūrati ajūnī saibhaṅ gura prasādi. 
Simplified transliteration: Ik ōaṅgkār sat nām kartā purkh nirbha'u nirvair akāl 
mūrat ajūnī saibhaṅ gur prasād. 
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English: The One of which everything is and continuous, the ever existing, 
creator being personified, without fear, without hatred, image Of the timeless 
being, beyond birth, self-existent, by Guru's Grace. 

All text within the Granth is known as gurbānī. And Gurbani is the Guru "Baani Guru 
Guru hai Baani" (The word is the Guru and Guru is the word) and "Shabd Guru Surat 
Dhun Chaylaa" (The Shabad is the Guru, upon whom I lovingly focus my 
consciousness; I am the disciple.). Therefore, as evident from the message of the Guru 
Nanak (first Guru) Shabad (or word) was always the Guru (the enlightener); however, 
as Sikhism stand on the dual strands of Miri-Piri, the Guru in Sikhism is a 
combination of teacher-leader. Therefore, the lineage from Guru Nanak to Guru Gobind 
Singh was of the teacher-leaders eventually wherein the temporal authority was passed 
on to the Khalsa and spiritual authority, which always was with, passed to Adi 
Granth(thence the Guru Granth Sahib). 

Therefore, Guru Granth Sahib and its 11th body -the Khalsa is the Guru, teacher-
leader, of the Sikhs till eternity. 

Dasam Granth 

 
A frontispiece to the Dasam Granth 

The Dasam Granth is a scripture of Sikhs which contains texts attributed to the Tenth 
Guru. The Dasam Granth holds a significance of great amount for Sikhs, however it 
does not have the same authority as Adi Granth. Some compositions of the Dasam 
Granth like Jaap Sahib, (Amrit Savaiye), and Benti Chaupai are part of the daily 
prayers/lessons (Nitnem) of/for Sikhs. 

The authenticity of the Dasam Granth is amongst the most debated topics within 
Sikhism. 

Janamsakhis 

The Janamsākhīs (literally birth stories), are writings which profess to be biographies 
of Nanak. Although not scripture in the strictest sense, they provide an interesting look 



651 

 

at Nanak's life and the early start of Sikhism. There are several—often contradictory 
and sometimes unreliable—Janamsākhīs and they are not held in the same regard as 
other sources of scriptural knowledge. 

Observances 

 
The Darbar Sahib of a Gurdwara. 

Observant Sikhs adhere to long-standing practices and traditions to strengthen and 
express their faith. The daily recitation from memory of specific passages from the 
Gurū Granth Sāhib, especially the Japu (or Japjī, literally chant) hymns is 
recommended immediately after rising and bathing. Family customs include both 
reading passages from the scripture and attending the gurdwara (also gurduārā, 
meaning the doorway to God; sometimes transliterated as gurudwara). There are many 
gurdwaras prominently constructed and maintained across India, as well as in almost 
every nation where Sikhs reside. Gurdwaras are open to all, regardless of religion, 
background, caste, or race. 

Worship in a gurdwara consists chiefly of singing of passages from the scripture. Sikhs 
will commonly enter the gurdwara, touch the ground before the holy scripture with 
their foreheads. The recitation of the eighteenth century ardās is also customary for 
attending Sikhs. The ardās recalls past sufferings and glories of the community, 
invoking divine grace for all humanity. 

The Sikh faith also participates in the custom of "Langar" or the community meal. All 
gurdwaras are open to anyone of any faith for a free meal. People can enter and eat 
together and are served by faithful members of the community. This is the main cost 
associated with gurdwaras and where monetary donations are primarily spent. 

Sikh festivals/events 

Technically, there are no festivals in Sikhism. However, the events mostly centred 
around the lives of the Gurus and Sikh martyrs are commemorated. The SGPC, the 
Sikh organisation in charge of upkeep of the historical gurdwaras of Punjab, organises 
celebrations based on the new Nanakshahi calendar. This calendar is highly 
controversial among Sikhs and is not universally accepted. Sikh festivals include the 
following: 

• Gurpurbs are celebrations or commemorations based on the lives of the Sikh 
gurus. They tend to be either birthdays or celebrations of Sikh martyrdom. All 
ten Gurus have Gurpurbs on the Nanakshahi calendar, but it is Guru Nanak 
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Dev and Guru Gobind Singh who have a gurpurb that is widely celebrated in 
Gurdwaras and Sikh homes. The martyrdoms are also known as a shaheedi 
Gurpurbs, which mark the martyrdom anniversary of Guru Arjan Dev and Guru 
Tegh Bahadur. Since 2011 the Gurpurb of Guru Har Rai Sahib (March 14) has 
been celebrated as Sikh Vatavaran Diswas (Sikh Environment Day). Guru Har 
Rai was the seventh guru, known as a gentle guru man who cared for animals 
and the environment. The day is marked by worldwide events, including tree 
plantings, rubbish clearances and celebrations of the natural world. 

• Nagar Kirtan involves the processional singing of holy hymns throughout a 
community. While practiced at any time, it is customary in the month of Visakhi 
(or Vaisakhi). Traditionally, the procession is led by the saffron-robed Panj Piare 
(the five beloved of the Guru), who are followed by the Guru Granth Sahib, the 
holy Sikh scripture, which is placed on a float. 

 
Nagar Kirtan crowd listening to Kirtan at Yuba City. 

• Visakhi which includes Parades and Nagar Kirtan occurs on 13 April. Sikhs 
celebrate it because on this day which fell on 30 March 1699, the tenth Guru, 
Gobind Singh, inaugurated the Khalsa, the 11th body of Guru Granth Sahib and 
leader of Sikhs till eternity. 

• Bandi Chhor celebrates Guru Hargobind's release from the Gwalior Fort, with 
several innocent Hindu kings who were also imprisoned by Jahangir, on 26 
October 1619. This day usually commemorated on the same day of Hindu festival 
of Diwali. 

• Hola Mohalla occurs the day after Holi and is when the Khalsa gather at 
Anandpur and display their individual and team warrior skills, including 
fighting and riding. 

Ceremonies and customs 

 
Sikh wedding 

Guru Nanak taught that rituals, religious ceremonies, or idol worship are of little use 
and Sikhs are discouraged from fasting or going on pilgrimages. Sikhs do not believe in 
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converting people but converts to Sikhism by choice are welcomed. The morning and 
evening prayers take around two hours a day, starting in the very early morning hours. 
The first morning prayer is Guru Nanak's Jap Ji. Jap, meaning "recitation", refers to 
the use of sound, as the best way of approaching the divine. Like combing hair, hearing 
and reciting the sacred word is used as a way to comb all negative thoughts out of the 
mind. The second morning prayer is Guru Gobind Singh's universal Jaap Sahib. The 
Guru addresses God as having no form, no country, and no religion but as the seed of 
seeds, sun of suns, and the song of songs. The Jaap Sahib asserts that God is the cause 
of conflict as well as peace, and of destruction as well as creation. Devotees learn that 
there is nothing outside of God's presence, nothing outside of God's control. Devout 
Sikhs are encouraged to begin the day with private meditations on the name of God. 

Upon a child's birth, the Guru Granth Sahib is opened at a random point and the child 
is named using the first letter on the top left hand corner of the left page. All boys are 
given the last name Singh, and all girls are given the last name Kaur (this was once a 
title which was conferred on an individual upon joining the Khalsa). Sikhs are joined in 
wedlock through the anand kāraj ceremony. Sikhs are required to marry when they are 
of a sufficient age (child marriage is taboo), and without regard for the future spouse's 
caste or descent. The marriage ceremony is performed in the company of the Guru 
Granth Sahib; around which the couple circles four times. After the ceremony is 
complete, the husband and wife are considered "a single soul in two bodies." 

According to Sikh religious rites, neither husband nor wife is permitted to divorce 
unless special circumstances arise. A Sikh couple that wishes to divorce may be able to 
do so in a civil court. 

Upon death, the body of a Sikh is usually cremated. If this is not possible, any 
respectful means of disposing the body may be employed. The kīrtan sōhilā and ardās 
prayers are performed during the funeral ceremony (known as antim sanskār). 

Baptism and the Khalsa 

 
Guru Gobind Singh and the Panj Pyare 

Khalsa (meaning "Sovereign") is the collective name given by Gobind Singh to all Sikhs, 
male or female, who have been baptised or initiated by taking ammrit in a ceremony 
called ammrit sañcār. The first time that this ceremony took place was on Vaisakhi, 
which fell on 30 March 1699 at Anandpur Sahib in Punjab. It was on that occasion that 
Gobind Singh baptised the Pañj Piārē—the five beloved ones, who in turn baptised 
Gobind Singh himself. The last name, Singh, meaning lion, is given to baptized Sikh 
males, and the last name Kaur, meaning princess/lioness, is given to baptized Sikh 
females. Baptised Sikhs are bound to wear the Five Ks (in Punjabi known as pañj 
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kakkē or pañj kakār) at all times. The 5 items are: kēs (uncut hair), kaṅghā (small 
wooden comb), kaṛā (circular steel or iron bracelet), kirpān (sword/dagger), and 
kacchera (special undergarment). The Five Ks have both practical and symbolic 
purposes. 

Sikh people 

Sikhs firmly believe in sewa (service to community and God) and simran (remembrance 
of God), the two tenets of Sikh life. The list of prominent Sikhs in humanitarian 
activities include Bhai Kanhaiya (1648–1718), Bhagat Puran Singh (1904–1992), Bhai 
Trilochan Singh Panesar (1937–2010). 

According to Sewa Singh Kalsi, the Sikh people have gained a reputation through 
history for being 

sturdy, hardworking and adventurous; they are a people who have earned the 
reputation for being extremely brave and loyal soldiers. They have also become known 
for being a militant people. 

Beginning in 1968, Yogi Bhajan (later of the 3HO movement) began to teach classes 
kundalini yoga, resulting in a number of non-Punjabi converts to Sikhism (known as 
white Sikhs) in the United States. Since then, thousands of non-Punjabis have taken 
up the Sikh belief and lifestyle primarily in the United States, Canada, Latin America, 
the Far East and Australia. 

Since 2010, the Sikh Directory has organized The Sikh Awards, the first Sikh award 
ceremony in the world. 

Sikh castes 

Although the Sikh Gurus and Sikh religious teachings criticize the hierarchy of the 
caste system, the caste system is still present in some Sikh communities. The caste 
system is most commonly still employed in rural Punjabi villages. According to 
Sunrinder S, Jodhka, the Sikh religion does not advocate discrimination against any 
caste or creed, however, in practice, Sikhs belonging to the landowning dominant castes 
have not shed all their prejudices against the lower castes or dalits. While dalits would 
be allowed entry into the village gurudwaras they would not be permitted to cook or 
serve langar (communal meal). Therefore, wherever they could mobilise resources, the 
dalits of Punjab have tried to construct their own gurudwara and other local level 
institutions in order to attain a certain degree of cultural autonomy. In 1953, the 
government of India acceded to the demands of the Sikh leader, Master Tara Singh, to 
include Sikh castes of the converted untouchables in the list of scheduled castes. In the 
Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee, 20 of the 140 seats are reserved for low-
caste Sikhs. 

Over 60% of Sikhs belong to the Jat caste, which is a rural caste. Despite being very 
small in numbers, the often wealthy mercantile Khatri and Arora castes wield 
considerable influence within the Sikh community. Other Sikhs castes include the 
Ramgarhias (artisans), the Ahluwalias (formerly Kalals [brewers] and the two Dalit 
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castes, known in Sikh terminology as the Mazhabis (the Chuhras) and the Ramdasias 
(the Chamars). 

Sikh diaspora 

 
Sikhs celebrating Vaisakhi in Toronto, Canada. 

Worldwide, there are 25.8 million Sikhs, which makes up 0.39% of the world's 
population. Approximately 75% of Sikhs live in the Punjab, where they constitute about 
60% of the state's population. Large communities of Sikhs live in the neighboring states 
such as Indian State of Haryana which is home to the second largest Sikh population in 
India with 1.1 million Sikhs as per 2001 census, and large communities of Sikhs can be 
found across India. However, Sikhs only comprise about 2% of the Indian population. 

Sikh migration to Canada began in the 19th century and led to the creation of 
significant Sikh communities, predominantly in South Vancouver, British Columbia, 
Surrey, British Columbia, and Brampton, Ontario. Today temples, newspapers, radio 
stations, and markets cater to these large, multi-generational Indo-Canadian groups. 
Sikh festivals such as Diwali and Vaisakhi are celebrated in those Canadian cities by 
the largest groups of followers in the world outside of the Punjab. 

Sikhs also migrated to East Africa, West Africa, the Middle East, Southeast Asia, the 
United Kingdom as well as United States and Australia. These communities developed 
as Sikhs migrated out of Punjab to fill in gaps in imperial labour markets. In the early 
twentieth century a significant community began to take shape on the west coast of the 
United States. Smaller populations of Sikhs are found within many countries in 
Western Europe, Mauritius, Malaysia, Fiji, Nepal, China, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Singapore, Mexico, the United States and many other countries. 

Prohibitions in Sikhism  

There are a number of religious prohibitions in Sikhism. 

Prohibitions include: 

1. Cutting hair: Cutting hair is strictly forbidden in Sikhism for those who have 
taken the Amrit initiation ceremony. These Amritdhari or Khalsa Sikhs are 
required to keep unshorn hair. 

2. Intoxication: Consumption of alcohol, drugs, tobacco, and other intoxicants is not 
allowed. Intoxicants are strictly forbidden for a Sikh. However some Nihangs of 
Punjab orally consume cannabis to assist meditation. 
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3. Blind spirituality: Superstitions and rituals should not be observed or followed, 
including pilgrimages, fasting and ritual purification; circumcision; idols & grave 
worship; compulsory wearing of the veil for women; etc. 

4. Material obsession: Obsession with material wealth is discouraged in Sikhism. 
5. Sacrifice of creatures: The practice of sati (widows throwing themselves on the 

funeral pyre of their husbands), ritual animal sacrifice to celebrate holy 
occasions, etc. are forbidden. 

6. Non-family-oriented living: A Sikh is encouraged not to live as a recluse, beggar, 
yogi, monastic (monk/nun) or celibate. Sikhs are to live as saint-soldiers. 

7. Worthless talk: Bragging, lying, slander, "back-stabbing", etc. are not permitted. 
The Guru Granth Sahib tells the Sikh, "Your mouth has not stopped slandering 
and gossiping about others. Your service is useless and fruitless." 

8. Priestly class: Sikhism does not have priests; they were abolished by Guru 
Gobind Singh (the 10th Guru of Sikhism). The only position he left was a Granthi 
to look after the Guru Granth Sahib, any Sikh is free to become Granthi or read 
from the Guru Granth Sahib. 

9. Eating meat killed in a ritualistic manner (Kutha meat): Sikhs are strictly 
prohibited from eating halal meat from animals slaughtered in a religiously 
prescribed manner (such as dhabihah or shechita, known as Kutha meat, when 
the animal is killed by exsanguination via throat-cutting), or any meat where 
langar is served. In some small Sikh Sects, i.e. Akhand Kirtani Jatha eating any 
meat is believed to be forbidden, but this is not a universally held belief. The 
meat eaten by Sikhs is known as Jhatka meat. 
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Chapter 64 

TRADITIONAL AFRICAN RELIGION 

 

The traditional beliefs and practices of African peoples include various traditional 
religions. Generally, these traditions are oral rather than scriptural, include belief in a 
supreme creator, belief in spirits, veneration of ancestors, use of magic, and traditional 
medicine. The role of humanity is generally seen as one of harmonizing nature with the 
supernatural. 

While adherence to traditional religion in Africa is hard to estimate, due to syncretism 
with Christianity, Islam, and Judaism, practitioners are estimated to number over 100 
million, or at least 10 percent of the population of the continent. African diasporic 
religions are also practiced in the diaspora in the Americas, such as Candomble, 
Santeria, and Vodou. 

Terminology 

African traditional religions and Indigenous African religions are both common terms 
used to discuss the subject of indigenous faiths if poetry are not found within Africa. 
Each term is debated among scholars. Some challenge the word "traditional" and prefer 
"indigenous" since traditional can also include traditional African Islam and 
Christianity, and are established traditions in African societies. Some, such as Mbiti, 
contend that while using the singular "religion" a plural understanding is needed. 
Some suggest that these thousands of "religions" are only differing expressions of the 
same basic "religion." However, many suggest this is problematic as there is no 
"genetic" relationship between these plural beliefs to create ideological homology, and 
the observed similarities can subjectively also be found outside of Africa. 

Statistics 

 
An early 20th century Igbo medicine man in Nigeria, West Africa 

Practitioners of traditional religions in Sub-Saharan Africa are distributed among 43 
countries, and were estimated to number over 100 million, although the largest 
religions in Africa are Christianity and Islam. 
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Ceremonies 

West and Central African religious practices generally manifest themselves in 
communal ceremonies and/or divinatory rites in which members of the community, 
overcome by force (or ashe, nyama, etc.), are excited to the point of going into 
meditative trance in response to rhythmic or mantric drumming and/or singing. One 
religious ceremony practiced in Gabon and Cameroon is the Okuyi, practiced by several 
Bantu ethnic groups. In this state, depending upon the types of drumming or 
instrumental rhythms played by respected musicians (each of which is unique to a 
given deity or ancestor), participants embody a deity or ancestor, energy and/or state of 
mind by performing distinct ritual movements or dances which further enhance their 
elevated consciousness, or, in Eastern terms, excite the kundalini to a specific level of 
awareness and/or circulate chi in a specific way within the body. When this trance-like 
state is witnessed and understood, practitioners are privy to a way of contemplating the 
pure or symbolic embodiment of a particular mindset or frame of reference. This builds 
skills at separating the feelings elicited by this mindset from their situational 
manifestations in daily life. Such separation and subsequent contemplation of the 
nature and sources of pure energy or feelings serves to help participants manage and 
accept them when they arise in mundane contexts. This facilitates better control and 
transformation of these energies into positive, culturally appropriate behavior, thought, 
and speech. Further, this practice can also give rise to those in these trances uttering 
words which, when interpreted by a culturally educated initiate or diviner, can provide 
insight into appropriate directions which the community (or individual) might take in 
accomplishing its goal. 

Spirits 

Followers of traditional African religions pray to various spirits as well as to their 
ancestors. These secondary spirits serve as intermediaries between humans and the 
primary God. Most African societies believe in a single Supreme Creator God (Chukwu, 
Nyame, Olodumare, Ngai, Roog, etc.). Some recognize a dual God and Goddess such as 
Mawu-Lisa. 

Practices and rituals 

 
BaKongo masks from the Kongo Central region 

There are more similarities than differences in all traditional African religions. Often, 
the supreme God is worshiped through consultation or communion with lesser deities 
and ancestral spirits. The deities and spirits are honored through libation, sacrifice (of 
animals, vegetables, cooked food, flowers, semi-precious stones, precious metals, etc.). 
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The will of God is sought by the believer also through consultation of oracular deities, 
or divination. In many traditional African religions, there is a belief in a cyclical nature 
of reality. The living stand between their ancestors and the unborn. Traditional African 
religions embrace natural phenomena – ebb and tide, waxing and waning moon, rain 
and drought – and the rhythmic pattern of agriculture. According to Gottlieb and Mbiti: 

The environment and nature are infused in every aspect of traditional African religions 
and culture. This is largely because cosmology and beliefs are intricately intertwined 
with the natural phenomena and environment. All aspects of weather, thunder, 
lightning, rain, day, moon, sun, stars, and so on may become amenable to control 
through the cosmology of African people. Natural phenomena are responsible for 
providing people with their daily needs. 

For example, in the Serer religion, one of the most sacred stars in the cosmos is called 
Yoonir the (Star of Sirius). With a long farming tradition, the Serer high priests and 
priestesses (Saltigue) deliver yearly sermons at the Xoy Ceremony (divination 
ceremony) in Fatick before Yoonir's phase in order to predict winter months and enable 
farmers to start planting. 

Divination 

 
Early 20th century Yoruba divination board 

Since Africa is a large continent with many ethnic groups and cultures, there is not one 
single technique of casting divination. The practice of casting may be done with small 
objects, such as bones, cowrie shells, stones, strips of leather, or flat pieces of wood. 
Some castings are done using sacred divination plates made of wood or performed on 
the ground (often within a circle). They are classified in two ways: 

• Casting marked bones, flat pieces of wood, nuts, shells, or leather strips and 
numerically counting up how they fall – either according to their markings or 
whether they do or do not touch one another – with mathematically based 
readings delivered as memorized results based on the chosen criteria. 

• Casting a special set of symbolic bones or an array of selected symbolic articles, 
e.g., a bird's wing bone to symbolize travel, a round stone to symbolize a 
pregnant womb, and a bird's foot to symbolize feeling. 
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In traditional African societies, many people seek out diviners on a regular basis. There 
are generally no prohibitions against the practice. Those who divine for a living are also 
sought for their wisdom as counselors in life and for their knowledge of herbal 
medicine. 

Duality of person and divinities 

Most traditional African religions have a dualistic concept of the person. In the Igbo 
language, for instance, a person is said to be composed of a body and a soul. The Yoruba 
language includes a tripartite concept: in addition to body and soul, there is said to 
exist a spirit or an ori, an independent entity which mediates or otherwise interacts 
between the body and the soul. Some traditional religious systems have a similar 
duality, with a specific "devil-like" figure (e.g., Ekwensu), who is believed to be the 
opposite of God. 

Virtue and vice 

Virtue in traditional African religion is often connected with carrying out obligations of 
the communal aspect of life. Examples include social behaviors such as the respect for 
parents and elders, raising children appropriately, providing hospitality, and being 
honest, trustworthy, and courageous. 

In some traditional African religions, morality is associated with obedience or 
disobedience to God regarding the way a person or a community lives. For the Kikuyu, 
according to their primary supreme creator, Mbiti, acting through the lesser deities, is 
believed to speak to and be capable of guiding the virtuous person as one's conscience. 
In traditional African religions, such as the Azande religion, a person is said to have a 
good or bad conscience, depending on whether he does the bidding of God or malevolent 
spirits. 

In many cases, Africans who have converted to other religions have still kept up their 
traditional customs and practices, combining them in a syncretic way. 

Sacred places 

Some sacred or holy locations for traditional religions include Nri-Igbo, the Point of 
Sangomar, Ile-Ife, Oyo, Dahomey, Benin City, Ouidah, Nsukka, Kanem-Bornu, Igbo-
Ukwu among others. 

Mythology 

Many traditional African religions have elaborate stories that explain how the world 
was created, how humans were created, how culture and civilization came about, or 
what happens when a person dies (e.g., Kalunga Line). Other mythologies are meant to 
explain or enforce social conventions on issues relating to age, gender, class, or 
religious rituals.  

Myths are popular methods of education; they communicate religious knowledge and 
morality while amusing or frightening those who hear or read them. 
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Religious persecution 
Traditions by region 

This list is limited to a few well-known traditions. 

North Africa 

• Berber mythology (Morocco (including Western Sahara), Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, 
Egypt, Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Chad, Burkina Faso) 

• Egyptian mythology (Egypt, Sudan) 

Horn of Africa 

• Cushitic mythology (Ethiopia, Somalia, Eritrea, Djibouti) 

Central Africa 

• Bantu mythology (Central, Southeast, Southern Africa)  
o Bushongo mythology (Congo) 
o Lugbara mythology (Congo) 
o Baluba mythology (Congo) 
o Mbuti mythology (Congo) 

• Dinka mythology (South Sudan) 
• Lotuko mythology (South Sudan) 

Southeast Africa 

• Bantu mythology (Central, Southeast, Southern Africa)  
o Akamba mythology (Kenya) 

• Maasai mythology (Kenya, Tanzania, Ouebian) 

Southern Africa 

• Bantu mythology (Central, Southeast, Southern Africa)  
o Lozi mythology (Zambia) 
o Tumbuka mythology (Malawi) 
o Zulu mythology (South Africa) 

• Khoisan mythology (South Africa) 
• Traditional healers of South Africa 

West Africa 

• Akan mythology (Ghana, Ivory Coast) 
• Fon and Ewe mythology (Benin, Togo) 
• Efik mythology (Nigeria, Cameroon) 
• Igbo mythology (Nigeria) 
• Serer mythology (Senegal, Gambia) 
• Yoruba mythology (Nigeria, Benin, Togo) 
• West African Vodun (Ghana, Benin, Togo, Nigeria) 
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Chapter 65 

RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 

 

A Religious Experience (sometimes known as a spiritual experience, sacred experience, 
or mystical experience) is a subjective experience which is interpreted within a 
religious framework. The concept originated in the 19th century, as a defense against 
the growing rationalism of western society. William James popularised the concept. 

Many religious and mystical traditions see religious experiences (particularly that 
knowledge that comes with them) as revelations caused by divine agency rather than 
ordinary natural processes. They are considered real encounters with God or gods, or 
real contact with higher-order realities of which humans are not ordinarily aware. 

Skeptics or scientists may hold that religious experience is an evolved feature of the 
human brain amenable to normal scientific study. The commonalities and differences 
between religious experiences across different cultures have enabled scholars to 
categorize them for academic study. 

History 

Origins 

The notion of "religious experience" can be traced back to William James, who used the 
term "religious experience" in his book, The Varieties of Religious Experience. The 
origins of the use of this term can be dated further back. 

In the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries, several historical figures put forth very 
influential views that religion and its beliefs can be grounded in experience itself. 
While Kant held that moral experience justified religious beliefs, John Wesley in 
addition to stressing individual moral exertion thought that the religious experiences in 
the Methodist movement (paralleling the Romantic Movement) were foundational to 
religious commitment as a way of life. 

Wayne Proudfoot traces the roots of the notion of "religious experience" to the German 
theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834), who argued that religion is based on 
a feeling of the infinite. The notion of "religious experience" was used by 
Schleiermacher and Albert Ritschl to defend religion against the growing scientific and 
secular citique, and defend the view that human (moral and religious) experience 
justifies religious beliefs. 

Such religious empiricism would be later seen as highly problematic and was — during 
the period in-between world wars — famously rejected by Karl Barth. In the 20th 
century, religious as well as moral experience as justification for religious beliefs still 
holds sway. Some influential modern scholars holding this liberal theological view are 
Charles Raven and the Oxford physicist/theologian Charles Coulson. 
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The notion of "religious experience" was adopted by many scholars of religion, of which 
William James was the most influential.  

Criticism 

The notion of "experience" has been criticised. Robert Sharf points out that "experience" 
is a typical Western term, which has found its way into Asian religiosity via western 
influences. The notion of "experience" introduces a false notion of duality between 
"experiencer" and "experienced", whereas the essence of kensho is the realisation of the 
"non-duality" of observer and observed. "Pure experience" does not exist; all experience 
is mediated by intellectual and cognitive activity. The specific teachings and practices 
of a specific tradition may even determine what "experience" someone has, which 
means that this "experience" is not the proof of the teaching, but a result of the 
teaching. A pure consciousness without concepts, reached by "cleansing the doors of 
perception",  would be an overwhelming chaos of sensory input without coherence. 

Definitions 

William James' definition 

Psychologist and Philosopher William James described four characteristics of mystical 
experience in The Varieties of Religious Experience. According to James, such an 
experience is: 

• Transient — the experience is temporary; the individual soon returns to a 
"normal" frame of mind. It is outside our normal perception of space and time. 

• Ineffable — the experience cannot be adequately put into words. 
• Noetic — the individual feels that he or she has learned something valuable 

from the experience. Gives us knowledge that is normally hidden from human 
understanding. 

• Passive — the experience happens to the individual, largely without conscious 
control. Although there are activities, such as meditation (see below), that can 
make religious experience more likely, it is not something that can be turned on 
and off at will. 

Norman Habel's definition 

Habel defines religious experiences as the structured way in which a believer enters 
into a relationship with, or gains an awareness of, the sacred within the context of a 
particular religious tradition (Habel, O'Donoghue and Maddox: 1993).Religious 
experiences are by their very nature preternatural; that is, out of the ordinary or 
beyond the natural order of things. They may be difficult to distinguish observationally 
from psychopathological states such as psychoses or other forms of altered awareness 
(Charlesworth: 1988). Not all preternatural experiences are considered to be religious 
experiences.  

Following Habel's definition, psychopathological states or drug-induced states of 
awareness are not considered to be religious experiences because they are mostly not 
performed within the context of a particular religious tradition. 
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Moore and Habel identify two classes of religious experiences: the immediate and the 
mediated religious experience (Moore and Habel: 1982). 

• Mediated — In the mediated experience, the believer experiences the sacred 
through mediators such as rituals, special persons, religious groups, totemic 
objects or the natural world (Habel et al.: 1993). 

• Immediate — The immediate experience comes to the believer without any 
intervening agency or mediator. The deity or divine is experienced directly 

Richard Swinburne's definition 

In his book Faith and Reason, the philosopher Richard Swinburne formulated five 
categories into which all religious experiences fall: 

• Public — a believer 'sees God's hand at work', whereas other explanations are 
possible e.g. looking at a beautiful sunset 

• Public — an unusual event that breaches natural law e.g. walking on water 
• Private — describable using normal language e.g. Jacob's vision of a ladder 
• Private — indescribable using normal language, usually a mystical experience 

e.g. "white did not cease to be white, nor black cease to be black, but black 
became white and white became black." 

• Private — a non-specific, general feeling of God working in one's life. 

Swinburne also suggested two principles for the assessment of religious experiences: 

• Principle of Credulity — with the absence of any reason to disbelieve it, one 
should accept what appears to be true e.g. if one sees someone walking on water, 
one should believe that it is occurring. 

• Principle of Testimony — with the absence of any reason to disbelieve them, 
one should accept that eyewitnesses or believers are telling the truth when they 
testify about religious experiences. 

Related terms 

Numinous — The German thinker Rudolf Otto (1869–1937) argues that there is one 
common factor to all religious experience, independent of the cultural background. In 
his book The Idea of the Holy (1923) he identifies this factor as the numinous. The 
“numinous” experience has two aspects: mysterium tremendum, which is the tendency 
to invoke fear and trembling; and mysterium fascinans, the tendency to attract, 
fascinate and compel. The numinous experience also has a personal quality to it, in that 
the person feels to be in communion with a holy other. Otto sees the numinous as the 
only possible religious experience. He states: "There is no religion in which it [the 
numinous] does not live as the real innermost core and without it no religion would be 
worthy of the name" (Otto: 1972). Otto does not take any other kind of religious 
experience such as ecstasy and enthusiasm seriously and is of the opinion that they 
belong to the 'vestibule of religion'. 

Ecstasy — In ecstasy the believer is understood to have a soul or spirit which can 
leave the body. In ecstasy the focus is on the soul leaving the body and to experience 
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transcendental realities. This type of religious experience is characteristic for the 
shaman. 

Enthusiasm — In enthusiasm — or possession — God is understood to be outside, 
other than or beyond the believer. A sacred power, being or will enters the body or mind 
of an individual and possesses it. A person capable of being possessed is sometimes 
called a medium. The deity, spirit or power uses such a person to communicate to the 
immanent world. Lewis argues that ecstasy and possession are basically one and the 
same experience, ecstasy being merely one form which possession may take. The 
outward manifestation of the phenomenon is the same in that shamans appear to be 
possessed by spirits, act as their mediums, and even though they claim to have mastery 
over them, can lose that mastery (Lewis: 1986). 

Mystical — Mystical experiences are in many ways the opposite of numinous 
experiences. In the mystical experience, all 'otherness' disappear and the believer 
becomes one with the transcendent. The believer discovers that he or she is not distinct 
from the cosmos, the deity or the other reality, but one with it. Zaehner has identified 
two distinctively different mystical experiences: natural and religious mystical 
experiences (Charlesworth: 1988). Natural mystical experiences are, for example, 
experiences of the 'deeper self' or experiences of oneness with nature. Zaehner argues 
that the experiences typical of 'natural mysticism' are quite different from the 
experiences typical of religious mysticism (Charlesworth: 1988). Natural mystical 
experiences are not considered to be religious experiences because they are not linked 
to a particular tradition, but natural mystical experiences are spiritual experiences 
that can have a profound effect on the individual. 

Spiritual awakening — A spiritual awakening usually involves a realization or 
opening to a sacred dimension of reality and may or may not be a religious experience. 
Often a spiritual awakening has lasting effects upon one's life. The term "spiritual 
awakening" may be used to refer to any of a wide range of experiences including being 
born again, near-death experiences, and mystical experiences such as liberation and 
enlightenment. 

Religious and mystical points of view 

Buddhism 

Buddhism is a 2500-year-old religion. Religious experiences and their results are 
described in Buddhist literature including the earliest strata. Buddhist religious 
experience is a result of the threefold training of discipline (śīla), meditative 
concentration (samādhi), and transcendent wisdom (prajñā). Supernormal abilities are 
developed from meditation, and are termed "higher knowledge" (abhijñā), or "spiritual 
power" (ṛddhi). One early description found in the Samyutta Nikaya is the following: 

When the four bases of spiritual power have been developed and cultivated in this way, 
a bhikkhu wields the various kinds of spiritual power: having been one, he becomes 
many; having been many, he becomes one; he appears and vanishes; he goes 
unhindered through a wall, through a rampart, through a mountain as though through 
space; he dives in and out of the earth as though it were water; he walks on water 
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without sinking as though it were earth; seated cross-legged, he travels in space like a 
bird; with his hands he touches and strokes the moon and sun so powerful and mighty; 
he exercises mastery with the body as far as the brahmā world. 

 
The Buddha demonstrating control over fire and water. Gandhara, 3rd century CE 

Different varieties of religious experience are described in detail in the Śūraṅgama 
Sūtra. In its section on the fifty skandha-maras, each of the five skandhas has ten 
skandha-maras associated with it, and each skandha-mara is described in detail as a 
deviation from correct samādhi. These skandha-maras are also known as the "fifty 
skandha demons" in some English-language publications. Ron Epstein indicates that 
this framework may be used for interpreting religious experience for both Buddhists 
and non-Buddhists: 

For each state a description is given of the mental phenomena experienced by the 
practitioner, the causes of the phenomena and the difficulties which arise from 
attachment to the phenomena and misinterpretation of them. In essence what is 
presented is both a unique method of cataloguing and classifying spiritual experience 
and indication of causal factors involved in the experience of the phenomena. Although 
the fifty states presented are by no means exhaustive, the approach taken has the 
potential of offering a framework for the classification of all spiritual experience, both 
Buddhist and non-Buddhist. 

Christianity 

Christian mysticism 

Christian doctrine generally maintains that God dwells in all Christians and that they 
can experience God directly through belief in Jesus, Christian mysticism aspires to 
apprehend spiritual truths inaccessible through intellectual means, typically by 
emulation of Christ. William Inge divides this scala perfectionis into three stages: the 
"purgative" or ascetic stage, the "illuminative" or contemplative stage, and the third, 
"unitive" stage, in which God may be beheld "face to face." 
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Three early Methodist leaders, Charles Wesley, John Wesley, and Francis Asbury,  

portrayed in stained glass at the Memorial Chapel, Lake Junaluska, North Carolina 

The third stage, usually called contemplation in the Western tradition, refers to the 
experience of oneself as united with God in some way. The experience of union varies, 
but it is first and foremost always associated with a reuniting with Divine love. The 
underlying theme here is that God, the perfect goodness, is known or experienced at 
least as much by the heart as by the intellect since, in the words of 1 John 4:16: "God is 
love, and he who abides in love abides in God and God in him." Some approaches to 
classical mysticism would consider the first two phases as preparatory to the third, 
explicitly mystical experience; but others state that these three phases overlap and 
intertwine. 

Hesychasm 

Based on Christ's injunction in the Gospel of Matthew to "go into your closet to pray", 
hesychasm in tradition has been the process of retiring inward by ceasing to register 
the senses, in order to achieve an experiential knowledge of God (see theoria). 

The highest goal of the hesychast is the experiential knowledge of God. In the 14th 
Century, the possibility of this experiential knowledge of God was challenged by a 
Calabrian monk, Barlaam, who, although he was formally a member of the Orthodox 
Church, had been trained in Western Scholastic theology. Barlaam asserted that our 
knowledge of God can only be propositional. The practice of the hesychasts was 
defended by St. Gregory Palamas. 

In solitude and retirement the hesychast repeats the Jesus Prayer, "Lord Jesus Christ, 
son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner." He considers bare repetition of the Jesus 
Prayer as a mere string of syllables, perhaps with a 'mystical' inner meaning beyond 
the overt verbal meaning, to be worthless or even dangerous. 

Hinduism 

According to Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, "Hinduism is not just a faith. It is the union of 
reason and intuition that cannot be defined, but is only to be experienced." This 
emphasis on experience as validation of a religious worldview is a modern development, 
which started in the 19th century, and was introduced to Indian thought by western 
Unitarian missionaries. It has been popularized in Neo-Vedanta, which has dominated 
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the popular understanding of Hinduism since the 19th century.  It emphasizes 
mysticism, Aryan origins and the unity of Hinduism have been emphasised. 

Meher Baba 

According to the syncretistic Indian spiritual teacher Meher Baba, "Spiritual 
experience involves more than can be grasped by mere intellect. This is often 
emphasised by calling it a mystical experience. Mysticism is often regarded as 
something anti-intellectual, obscure and confused, or impractical and unconnected with 
experience. In fact, true mysticism is none of these. There is nothing irrational in true 
mysticism when it is, as it should be, a vision of Reality. It is a form of perception which 
is absolutely unclouded, and so practical that it can be lived every moment of life and 
expressed in every-day duties. Its connection with experience is so deep that, in one 
sense, it is the final understanding of all experience." 

Neoplatonism 

Neoplatonism is the modern term for a school of religious and mystical philosophy that 
took shape in the 3rd century AD, founded by Plotinus and based on the teachings of 
Plato and earlier Platonists. 

Neoplatonism teaches that along the same road by which it descended the soul must 
retrace its steps back to the supreme Good. It must first of all return to itself. This is 
accomplished by the practice of virtue, which aims at likeness to God, and leads up to 
God. By means of ascetic observances the human becomes once more a spiritual and 
enduring being, free from all sin. But there is still a higher attainment; it is not enough 
to be sinless, one must become "God", (henosis). This is reached through contemplation 
of the primeval Being, the One — in other words, through an ecstatic approach to it. 

It is only in a state of perfect passivity and repose that the soul can recognize and touch 
the primeval Being. Hence the soul must first pass through a spiritual curriculum. 
Beginning with the contemplation of corporeal things in their multiplicity and 
harmony, it then retires upon itself and withdraws into the depths of its own being, 
rising thence to the nous, the world of ideas. But even there it does not find the 
Highest, the One; it still hears a voice saying, "not we have made ourselves." The last 
stage is reached when, in the highest tension and concentration, beholding in silence 
and utter forgetfulness of all things, it is able as it were to lose itself. Then it may see 
God, the foundation of life, the source of being, the origin of all good, the root of the 
soul. In that moment it enjoys the highest indescribable bliss; it is as it were swallowed 
up of divinity, bathed in the light of eternity. Porphyry tells us that on four occasions 
during the six years of their intercourse Plotinus attained to this ecstatic union with 
God. 

Islam 

While all Muslims believe that they are on the pathway to God and will become close to 
God in Paradise — after death and after the "Final Judgment" — Sufis believe that it is 
possible to become close to God and to experience this closeness while one is alive. Sufis 
believe in a tripartite way to God as explained by a tradition attributed to the 
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Prophet,"The Shariah are my words (aqwal), the tariqa are my actions (amal), and the 
haqiqa is my interior states (ahwal)". Shariah, tariqa and haqiqa are mutually 
interdependent. 

The tariqa, the ‘path’ on which the mystics walk, has been defined as ‘the path which 
comes out of the Shariah, for the main road is called shar, the path, tariq.’ No mystical 
experience can be realized if the binding injunctions of the Shariah are not followed 
faithfully first. The path, tariqa, however, is narrower and more difficult to walk. It 
leads the adept, called salik (wayfarer), in his suluk (wandering), through different 
stations (maqam) until he reaches his goal, the perfect tauhid, the existential 
confession that God is One. 

Scientific studies on religious experience 

There are many areas of science that explore the religious experience like 
Neurotheology, Transpersonal psychology, Psychology of religion, and Parapsychology 

Psychology 

Transpersonal psychology 

Transpersonal psychology is a school of psychology that studies the transpersonal, self-
transcendent or spiritual aspects of the human experience. The Journal of 
Transpersonal Psychology describes transpersonal psychology as "the study of 
humanity’s highest potential, and with the recognition, understanding, and realization 
of unitive, spiritual, and transcendent states of consciousness" (Lajoie and Shapiro, 
1992:91). Issues considered in transpersonal psychology include spiritual self-
development, peak experiences, mystical experiences, systemic trance and other 
metaphysical experiences of living. 

U.S. psychologist and philosopher William James (1842–1910) is regarded by most 
psychologists of religion as the founder of the field. His Varieties of Religious Experience 
is considered to be the classic work in the field, and references to James' ideas are 
common at professional conferences. 

James distinguished between institutional religion and personal religion. Institutional 
religion refers to the religious group or organization, and plays an important part in a 
society's culture. Personal religion, in which the individual has mystical experience, can 
be experienced regardless of the culture. 

Psychology of religion 

Psychology of religion is the psychological study of religious experiences, beliefs, and 
activities. 

Carl Jung 

Carl Jung's work on himself and his patients convinced him that life has a spiritual 
purpose beyond material goals. Our main task, he believed, is to discover and fulfil our 
deep innate potential, much as the acorn contains the potential to become the oak, or 
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the caterpillar to become the butterfly. Based on his study of Christianity, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Gnosticism, Taoism, and other traditions, Jung perceived that this journey 
of transformation is at the mystical heart of all religions. It is a journey to meet the self 
and at the same time to meet the Divine. Unlike Sigmund Freud, Jung thought 
spiritual experience was essential to our well-being. 

The notion of the numinous was an important concept in the writings of Carl Jung. 
Jung regarded numinous experiences as fundamental to an understanding of the 
individuation process because of their association with experiences of synchronicity in 
which the presence of archetypes is felt. 

Psychiatry 

A 2012 paper suggested that psychiatric conditions associated with psychotic spectrum 
symptoms may be possible explanations for revelatory driven experiences and activities 
such as those of Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Saint Paul. 

Neuroscience 

Neurology 

Visionary religious experiences, and momentary lapses of consciousness, may point 
toward a diagnosis of Geschwind syndrome. More generally, the symptoms are 
consistent with features of Temporal Lobe Epilepsy, not an uncommon feature in 
religious icons and mystics. 

Neurotheology 

Neurotheology, also known as biotheology or spiritual neuroscience, is the study of 
correlations of neural phenomena with subjective experiences of spirituality and 
hypotheses to explain these phenomena. Proponents of neurotheology claim that there 
is a neurological and evolutionary basis for subjective experiences traditionally 
categorized as spiritual or religious. 

According to the neurotheologist Andrew B. Newberg, neurological processes which are 
driven by the repetitive, rhythmic stimulation which is typical of human ritual, and 
which contribute to the delivery of transcendental feelings of connection to a universal 
unity.[clarification needed] They posit, however, that physical stimulation alone is not 
sufficient to generate transcendental unitive experiences. For this to occur they say 
there must be a blending of the rhythmic stimulation with ideas. Once this occurs 
"...ritual turns a meaningful idea into a visceral experience." Moreover they say that 
humans are compelled to act out myths by the biological operations of the brain due to 
what they call the "inbuilt tendency of the brain to turn thoughts into actions". 

Studies of the brain and religious experience 

Early studies in the 1950s and 1960s attempted to use EEGs to study brain wave 
patterns correlated with spiritual states. During the 1980s Dr. Michael Persinger 
stimulated the temporal lobes of human subjects with a weak magnetic field. His 
subjects claimed to have a sensation of "an ethereal presence in the room." Some 
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current studies use neuroimaging to localize brain regions active, or differentially 
active, during religious experiences. These neuroimaging studies have implicated a 
number of brain regions, including the limbic system, dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, 
superior parietal lobe, and caudate nucleus. Based on the complex nature of religious 
experience, it is likely that they are mediated by an interaction of neural mechanisms 
that all add a small piece to the overall experience. 

Studies of the effect of psychedelic drug on spirituality 

Dr. RR Griffiths and colleagues at Johns Hopkin University had done a double blind 
study evaluating the psychological effects of psilocybin comparing with 
methylphenidate(Ritalin). 36 hallucinogen-naive adults were recruited. 22 of the 36 
reported mystical experience. The effect persisted even at 2 and 14 months follow-up. 
The group continued to do studies in evaluating the effect with different dosing and the 
resulting mystical effect on personality. 

Initiation of religious experiences 

 
Meditation 

 

 
Sufi whirling 

Various religious texts prescribe meditative practices in order to achieve the state of 
consciousness which is typical of religious experience. Texts of Yoga and Tantra 
mention specific physical, nutritive, ethical, and meditative methods in order to achieve 
specific kinds of experiences. The traditions of Mantra Marga (literally, "the way of 
formulae") in particular stress the importance of saying, either aloud or to oneself 
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internally, particular Mantras (phrases to be repeated) given by their teacher. 
Combined with this is the set of practices related to Yantras (symbols to be meditated 
on). Various other ways not specific of any religion include: 

• Meditation 
• Praying 
• Music 
• Dance, such as:  

o Sufi whirling 
• Extended exercise, often running in a large communal circle, which is used in 

various tribal and neo-pagan religions. 
• Extreme pain, such as:  

o Mortification of the flesh 
• Profound sexual activity 
• Use of entheogens, such as:  

o Ayahuasca (DMT) 
o Salvia divinorum (salvinorin A) 
o Peyote (mescaline) 
o Psilocybin mushrooms (psilocybin) 
o Amanita muscaria (muscimol) 

• Psychological or neurophysiological anomalies, such as:  
o Profound depression or schizophrenia 
o Temporal lobe epilepsy 
o Stroke 

• Near-death experience 
• Learning 
• The "Koren helmet" 
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Chapter 66 

SPIRITUAL PRACTICE 
 

A Spiritual Practice or Spiritual Discipline (often including spiritual exercises) is the 
regular or full-time performance of actions and activities undertaken for the purpose of 
cultivating spiritual development. A common metaphor used in the spiritual traditions 
of the world's great religions is that of walking a path. Therefore a spiritual practice 
moves a person along a path towards a goal.  

The goal is variously referred to as salvation, liberation or union (with God). A person 
who walks such a path is sometimes referred to as a wayfarer or a pilgrim. 

Abrahamic religions 

Baha'i Faith 

Prayer in the Bahá'í Faith refers to two distinct concepts: obligatory prayer and 
devotional prayer (general prayer). Both types of prayer are composed of reverent words 
which are addressed to God, and the act of prayer is one of the most important Bahá'í 
laws for individual discipline. 

Christianity 

In the Catholic tradition, spiritual disciplines may include: prayer, fasting, acts of 
mercy, Sacraments (e.g., Baptism & Eucharist), monasticism, chanting, celibacy, the 
use of prayer beads, mortification of the flesh, Christian meditation, and Lectio Divina. 

For Protestants, spiritual disciplines are generally regarded to include any combination 
of the following, in moderation: celebration, chastity, confession, fasting, fellowship, 
frugality, giving, guidance, hospitality, humility, intimacy, meditation, prayer, 
reflection, self-control, servanthood, service, silence, simplicity, singing, slowing, 
solitude, study, submission, surrender, teaching, and worship. 

The Religious Society of Friends (also known as the Quakers) practices silent worship, 
which is punctuated by vocal ministry. Quakers have little to no creed or doctrine, and 
so their practices constitute a large portion of their group identity. 

A well-known writer on Christian spiritual disciplines, Richard Foster, has emphasized 
that Christian meditation focuses not of the emptying of the mind or self, but rather on 
the filling up of the mind or self with God. 

Islam 

Spiritual practice in Islam is practiced within salat (ritual prayer) during which 
Muslims subdue all thoughts and concentrate solely on Allah. Spiritual practices that 
are practised by Sufis include fasting, Dhikr, Muraqaba, and Sama (Sufi whirling). 
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Judaism 

Kavanah is the directing of the heart to achieve higher contemplative thoughts and 
attain inner strength. Perhaps the most elevated spiritual exercise for a Jew is known 
as Torah Lishmah, the diligent study of the Torah. Reciting daily prayers (such as the 
Shema and Amidah), following dietary laws of kashrut, observing Shabbat, fasting, and 
performing deeds of loving-kindness all assist in maintaining awareness of God. 
Various Jewish movements throughout history have encouraged a range of other 
spiritual practices. The Musar movement, for example, encourages a variety of 
meditations, guided contemplations, and chanting exercises. 

Indian religions 

Buddhism 

In Theravada Buddhism, the generic term for spiritual cultivation is bhavana. The Pali 
word "yoga," central to many early Buddhist texts, has been often translated as 
"Spiritual Practice." In Zen Buddhism, meditation (called zazen), the writing of poetry 
(especially haiku), painting, calligraphy, flower arranging, the Japanese tea ceremony 
and the maintenance of Zen gardens are considered to be spiritual practices. The 
Korean tea ceremony is also considered spiritual. 

Hinduism 

In Hinduism, the practice of cultivating spirituality is known as sadhana. Japa, the 
silent or audible repetition of a mantra, is a common Hindu spiritual practice. 

Tantric practices are shared in common between Hinduism and certain Buddhist 
(especially Tibetan Buddhist) schools, and involve the deliberate use of the mundane 
(worldly, physical or material) to access the supramundane (spiritual, energetic or 
mystical) realms. 

Other 

Anthroposophy 

Rudolf Steiner gave an extensive set of exercises for spiritual development. Some of 
these were intended for general use, while others were for certain professions, 
including teachers, doctors, and priests, or were given to private individuals. 

Martial arts 

Some martial arts, like T'ai chi ch'uan, Aikido, and Jujutsu, are considered spiritual 
practices by some of their practitioners. 

New Age 

Passage meditation was a practice recommended by Eknath Easwaran which involves 
the memorization and silent repetition of passages of scripture from the world's 
religions. 



675 

 

Adidam (the name of both the religion and practice) taught by Adi Da Samraj uses an 
extensive group of spiritual practices including ceremonial invocation (puja) and body 
disciplines such as exercise, a modified yoga, dietary restrictions and bodily service. 
These are all rooted in a fundamental devotional practice of Guru bhakti based in self-
understanding rather than conventional religious seeking. 

The term Neotantra refers to a modern collection of practices and schools in the West 
that integrates the sacred with the sexual, and de-emphasizes the reliance on Gurus. 

Recent and evolving spiritual practices in the West have also explored the integration 
of aboriginal instruments such as the Didgeridoo, extended chanting as in Kirtan, or 
other breathwork taken outside of the context of Eastern lineages or spiritual beliefs, 
such as Quantum Light Breath. 

Stoicism 

Stoicism takes the view that philosophy is not just a set of beliefs or ethical claims, it is 
a way of life and discourse involving constant practice and training (e.g., asceticism). 
Stoic spiritual practices and exercises include contemplation of death and other events 
that are typically thought negative, training attention to remain in the present moment 
(similar to some forms of Eastern meditation), daily reflection on everyday problems 
and possible solutions, keeping a personal journal, and so on. Philosophy for a Stoic is 
an active process of constant practice and self-reminder. 
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Chapter 67 

HOLISM 

 

Holism is the idea that systems (physical, biological, chemical, social, economic, mental, 
linguistic, etc.) and their properties should be viewed as wholes, not as collections of 
parts. This often includes the view that systems function as wholes and that their 
functioning cannot be fully understood solely in terms of their component parts. 

Holism is a form of antireductionism, which is the complement of reductionism. 
Reductionism analyzes a complex system by subdividing or reduction to more 
fundamental parts. For example, the processes of biology are reducible to chemistry, 
and the laws of chemistry are explained by physics. 

Social scientist and physician Nicholas A. Christakis explains that "for the last few 
centuries, the Cartesian project in science has been to break matter down into ever 
smaller bits, in the pursuit of understanding. And this works, to some extent... but 
putting things back together in order to understand them is harder, and typically 
comes later in the development of a scientist or in the development of science." 

History 

The term "holism" was coined in 1926 by Jan Smuts, a South African statesman, in his 
book Holism and Evolution. Smuts defined holism as the "tendency in nature to form 
wholes that are greater than the sum of the parts through creative evolution". 

Examples of holism can be found throughout human history and in the most diverse 
sociocultural contexts. The French Protestant missionary Maurice Leenhardt coined 
the term "cosmomorphism" to indicate the state of perfect symbiosis with the 
surrounding environment which characterized the culture of the Melanesians of New 
Caledonia. For these people, an isolated individual is totally indeterminate, indistinct, 
and featureless until he can find his position within the natural and social world in 
which he is inserted. The confines between the self and the world are annulled to the 
point that the material body itself is no guarantee of the sort of recognition of identity 
which is typical of our own culture. 

The concept of holism played a pivotal role in Baruch Spinoza's philosophy and more 
recently in that of Hegel and Edmund Husserl. 

Science 

In the latter half of the 20th century, holism led to systems thinking and its 
derivatives, like the sciences of chaos and complexity. Systems in biology, psychology, 
or sociology are frequently so complex that their behavior is, or appears, "new" or 
"emergent": it cannot be deduced from the properties of the elements alone. 

Holism has thus been used as a catchword. This contributed to the resistance 
encountered by the scientific interpretation of holism, which insists that there are 
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ontological reasons that prevent reductive models in principle from providing efficient 
algorithms for prediction of system behavior in certain classes of systems. 

Scientific holism holds that the behavior of a system cannot be perfectly predicted, no 
matter how much data is available. Natural systems can produce surprisingly 
unexpected behavior, and it is suspected that behavior of such systems might be 
computationally irreducible, which means it would not be possible to even approximate 
the system state without a full simulation of all the events occurring in the system. Key 
properties of the higher level behavior of certain classes of systems may be mediated by 
rare "surprises" in the behavior of their elements due to the principle of 
interconnectivity, thus evading predictions except by brute force simulation. 

Complexity theory (also called "science of complexity") is a contemporary heir of 
systems thinking. It comprises both computational and holistic, relational approaches 
towards understanding complex adaptive systems and, especially in the latter, its 
methods can be seen as the polar opposite to reductive methods. General theories of 
complexity have been proposed, and numerous complexity institutes and departments 
have sprung up around the world. The Santa Fe Institute is arguably the most famous 
of them. 

Anthropology 

There is an ongoing dispute as to whether anthropology is intrinsically holistic. 
Supporters of this concept consider anthropology holistic in two senses. First, it is 
concerned with all human beings across times and places, and with all dimensions of 
humanity (evolutionary, biophysical, sociopolitical, economic, cultural, psychological, 
etc.) Further, many academic programs following this approach take a "four-field" 
approach to anthropology that encompasses physical anthropology, archeology, 
linguistics, and cultural anthropology or social anthropology. 

Some leading anthropologists disagree, and consider anthropological holism to be an 
artifact from 19th century social evolutionary thought that inappropriately imposes 
scientific positivism upon cultural anthropology. 

The term "holism" is additionally used within social and cultural anthropology to refer 
to an analysis of a society as a whole which refuses to break society into component 
parts. One definition says: "as a methodological ideal, holism implies ... that one does 
not permit oneself to believe that our own established institutional boundaries (e.g. 
between politics, sexuality, religion, economics) necessarily may be found also in foreign 
societies." 

Ecology 

Ecology is one of the most important applications of holism, as it tries to include 
biological, chemical, physical and economic views in a given area. The complexity grows 
with the area, so that it is necessary to reduce the characteristic of the view in other 
ways, for example to a specific time of duration. 

John Muir, Scots born early conservationist, wrote "When we try to pick out anything 
by itself we find it hitched to everything else in the Universe". 
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The Earth seen from Apollo 17. 

More information is to be found in the field of systems ecology, a cross-disciplinary field 
influenced by general systems theory. 

Economics 

With roots in Schumpeter, the evolutionary approach might be considered the holist 
theory in economics. They share certain language from the biological evolutionary 
approach. They take into account how the innovation system evolves over time. 
Knowledge and know-how, know-who, know-what and know-why are part of the whole 
business economics. Knowledge can also be tacit, as described by Michael Polanyi. 
These models are open, and consider that it is hard to predict exactly the impact of a 
policy measure. They are also less mathematical. 

Philosophy 

In philosophy, any doctrine that emphasizes the priority of a whole over its parts is 
holism. Some suggest that such a definition owes its origins to a non-holistic view of 
language and places it in the reductivist camp. Alternately, a 'holistic' definition of 
holism denies the necessity of a division between the function of separate parts and the 
workings of the 'whole'. It suggests that the key recognizable characteristic of a concept 
of holism is a sense of the fundamental truth of any particular experience. This exists 
in contradistinction to what is perceived as the reductivist reliance on inductive method 
as the key to verification of its concept of how the parts function within the whole. 

In the philosophy of language this becomes the claim, called semantic holism, that the 
meaning of an individual word or sentence can only be understood in terms of its 
relations to a larger body of language, even a whole theory or a whole language. In the 
philosophy of mind, a mental state may be identified only in terms of its relations with 
others. This is often referred to as "content holism" or "holism of the mental". This 
notion involves the philosophies of such figures as Frege, Wittgenstein, and Quine. 
Epistemological and confirmation holism are mainstream ideas in contemporary 
philosophy. Ontological holism was espoused by David Bohm in his theory on The 
Implicate Order. 

Hegel's holism 

Hegel rejected "the fundamentally atomistic conception of the object," (Stern, 38) 
arguing that "individual objects exist as manifestations of indivisible substance-
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universals, which cannot be reduced to a set of properties or attributes; he therefore 
holds that the object should be treated as an ontologically primary whole." (Stern, 40) 
In direct opposition to Kant, therefore, "Hegel insists that the unity we find in our 
experience of the world is not constructed by us out of a plurality of intuitions." (Stern, 
40) In "his ontological scheme a concrete individual is not reducible to a plurality of 
sensible properties, but rather exemplifies a substance universal." (Stern, 41) His point 
is that it is "a mistake to treat an organic substance like blood as nothing more than a 
compound of unchanging chemical elements, that can be separated and united without 
being fundamentally altered." (Stern, 103) In Hegel's view, a substance like blood is 
thus "more of an organic unity and cannot be understood as just an external 
composition of the sort of distinct substances that were discussed at the level of 
chemistry." (Stern, 103) Thus in Hegel's view, blood is blood and cannot be successfully 
reduced to what we consider are its component parts; we must view it as a whole 
substance entire unto itself. This is most certainly a fundamentally holistic view. 

Sociology 

Émile Durkheim developed a concept of holism which he set as opposite to the notion 
that a society was nothing more than a simple collection of individuals. In more recent 
times, Louis Dumont  has contrasted "holism" to "individualism" as two different forms 
of societies. According to him, modern humans live in an individualist society, whereas 
ancient Greek society, for example, could be qualified as "holistic", because the 
individual found identity in the whole society. Thus, the individual was ready to 
sacrifice himself or herself for his or her community, as his or her life without the polis 
had no sense whatsoever. 

Psychology of perception 

A major holist movement in the early twentieth century was gestalt psychology. The 
claim was that perception is not an aggregation of atomic sense data but a field, in 
which there is a figure and a ground. Background has holistic effects on the perceived 
figure. Gestalt psychologists included Wolfgang Koehler, Max Wertheimer, Kurt 
Koffka. Koehler claimed the perceptual fields corresponded to electrical fields in the 
brain. Karl Lashley did experiments with gold foil pieces inserted in monkey brains 
purporting to show that such fields did not exist. However, many of the perceptual 
illusions and visual phenomena exhibited by the gestaltists were taken over (often 
without credit) by later perceptual psychologists. Gestalt psychology had influence on 
Fritz Perls' gestalt therapy, although some old-line gestaltists opposed the association 
with counter-cultural and New Age trends later associated with gestalt therapy. 
Gestalt theory was also influential on phenomenology. Aron Gurwitsch wrote on the 
role of the field of consciousness in gestalt theory in relation to phenomenology. 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty made much use of holistic psychologists such as work of Kurt 
Goldstein in his "Phenomenology of Perception." 

Teleological psychology 

Alfred Adler believed that the individual (an integrated whole expressed through a self-
consistent unity of thinking, feeling, and action, moving toward an unconscious, 
fictional final goal), must be understood within the larger wholes of society, from the 
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groups to which he belongs (starting with his face-to-face relationships), to the larger 
whole of mankind. The recognition of our social embeddedness and the need for 
developing an interest in the welfare of others, as well as a respect for nature, is at the 
heart of Adler's philosophy of living and principles of psychotherapy. 

Edgar Morin, the French philosopher and sociologist, can be considered a holist based 
on the transdisciplinary nature of his work. 

Mel Levine, M.D., author of A Mind at a Time, and co-founder (with Charles R. 
Schwab) of the not-for-profit organization All Kinds of Minds, can be considered a holist 
based on his view of the 'whole child' as a product of many systems and his work 
supporting the educational needs of children through the management of a child's 
educational profile as a whole rather than isolated weaknesses in that profile. 

Theological anthropology 

In theological anthropology, which belongs to theology and not to anthropology, holism 
is the belief that the nature of humans consists of an ultimately divisible union of 
components such as body, soul and spirit. 

Theology 

Holistic concepts are strongly represented within the thoughts expressed within Logos 
(per Heraclitus), Panentheism and Pantheism. 

Neurology 

A lively debate has run since the end of the 19th century regarding the functional 
organization of the brain. The holistic tradition (e.g., Pierre Marie) maintained that the 
brain was a homogeneous organ with no specific subparts whereas the localizationists 
(e.g., Paul Broca) argued that the brain was organized in functionally distinct cortical 
areas which were each specialized to process a given type of information or implement 
specific mental operations. The controversy was epitomized with the existence of a 
language area in the brain, nowadays known as the Broca's area. 

Applications 

Agriculture 

There are several newer methods in agricultural science such as permaculture and 
holistic planned grazing that integrate ecology and social sciences with food production. 
Organic farming is sometimes considered a holistic approach. 

Architecture 

Architecture is often argued by design academics and those practicing in design to be a 
holistic enterprise. Used in this context, holism tends to imply an all-inclusive design 
perspective. This trait is considered exclusive to architecture, distinct from other 
professions involved in design projects. 
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Branding 

A holistic brand (also holistic branding) is considering the entire brand or image of the 
company. For example a universal brand image across all countries, including 
everything from advertising styles to the stationery the company has made, to the 
company colours. 

Education reform 

The Taxonomy of Educational Objectives identifies many levels of cognitive 
functioning, which can be used to create a more holistic education. In authentic 
assessment, rather than using computers to score multiple choice tests, a standards 
based assessment uses trained scorers to score open-response items using holistic 
scoring methods. In projects such as the North Carolina Writing Project, scorers are 
instructed not to count errors, or count numbers of points or supporting statements. 
The scorer is instead instructed to judge holistically whether "as a whole" is it more a 
"2" or a "3". Critics question whether such a process can be as objective as computer 
scoring, and the degree to which such scoring methods can result in different scores 
from different scorers. 

Medicine 

In primary care the term "holistic," has been used to describe approaches that take into 
account social considerations and other intuitive judgements. The term holism, and so 
called approaches, appear in psychosomatic medicine in the 1970s, when they were 
considered one possible way to conceptualize psychosomatic phenomena. Instead of 
charting one-way causal links from psyche to soma, or vice versa, it aimed at a systemic 
model, where multiple biological, psychological and social factors were seen as 
interlinked. 

Other, alternative approaches in the 1970s were psychosomatic and somatopsychic 
approaches, which concentrated on causal links only from psyche to soma, or from soma 
to psyche, respectively. At present it is commonplace in psychosomatic medicine to 
state that psyche and soma cannot really be separated for practical or theoretical 
purposes. A disturbance on any level - somatic, psychic, or social - will radiate to all the 
other levels, too. In this sense, psychosomatic thinking is similar to the biopsychosocial 
model of medicine. 

Many alternative medicine practitioners claim a holistic approach to healing. 
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Chapter 68 

SĀDHANĀ 
 

Sādhanā literally "a means of accomplishing something", is an ego-transcending 
spiritual practice. It includes a variety of disciplines in Hindu, Buddhist, Jain and Sikh 
traditions that are followed in order to achieve various spiritual or ritual objectives. 

In particular, sādhanā can refer to a tantric liturgy or liturgical manual, that is, the 
instructions to carry out a ritual. 

 
Japanese Sadhana (Buddhism) 

 

 
Japanese Sadhana (Shugendō) 

The historian N. Bhattacharyya provides a working definition of the benefits of 
sādhanā as follows: 

[R]eligious sādhanā, which both prevents an excess of worldliness and molds the mind 
and disposition (bhāva) into a form which develops the knowledge of dispassion and 
non-attachment. Sādhanā is a means whereby bondage becomes liberation. 

Iyengar (1993: p. 22) in his English translation of and commentary to the Yoga Sutras 
of Patanjali defines sādhanā in relation to abhyāsa and kriyā: 

Sādhanā is a discipline undertaken in the pursuit of a goal. Abhyāsa is repeated 
practice performed with observation and reflection. Kriyā, or action, also implies perfect 
execution with study and investigation. Therefore, sādhanā, abhyāsa, and kriyā all 
mean one and the same thing. A sādhaka, or practitioner, is one who skillfully 
applies...mind and intelligence in practice towards a spiritual goal. 



683 

 

Paths 

The term sādhanā means spiritual exertion towards an intended goal. A person 
undertaking such a practice is known in Sanskrit as a sādhu (female sādhvi), sādhaka 
(female sādhakā) or yogi (Tibetan pawo; feminine yogini or dakini, Tibetan 
khandroma). The goal of sādhanā is to attain some level of spiritual realization, which 
can be either enlightenment, pure love of God (prema), liberation (moksha) from the 
cycle of birth and death (saṃsāra), or a particular goal such as the blessings of a deity 
as in the Bhakti traditions. 

Sādhanā can involve meditation, chanting of mantra sometimes with the help of prayer 
beads, puja to a deity, yajna, and in very rare cases mortification of the flesh or tantric 
practices such as performing one's particular sādhanā within a cremation ground. 

Traditionally in some Hindu and Buddhist traditions in order to embark on a specific 
path of sādhanā, a guru may be required to give the necessary instructions. This 
approach is typified by some Tantric traditions, in which initiation by a guru is 
sometimes identified as a specific stage of sādhanā. On the other hand, individual 
renunciates may develop their own spiritual practice without participating in organized 
groups. 

Tantric sādhanā 

The tantric rituals are called "sādhanā". Some of the well known sādhanās are: 

1. śāva sādhanā (sādhanā done sitting on a corpse). 
2. śmaśāna sādhanā (sādhanā done in the cremation ground). 
3. pañca-muṇ�a sādhanā (sādhanā done sitting on a seat of five skulls). 

Buddhism 

In Vajrayāna Buddhism and the Nalanda tradition, there are fifteen major tantric 
sādhanas: 1. Śūraṅgama Sitātapatrā, 2. Nīlakaṇṭha, 3. Tārā, 4. Mahākāla, 5. 
Hayagrīva, 6. Amitābha, 7. Bhaiṣajyaguru Akṣobhya, 8. Guhyasamāja, 9. Vajrayoginī 
Vajravārāhī, 10. Heruka Cakrasaṃvara, 11. Yamāntaka, 12. Kālacakra, 13. Hevajra 
14. Chöd, 15. Vajrapāṇi. All of these are available in Tibetan form, many are available 
in Chinese and some are still extant in ancient Sanskrit manuscripts. 

Kværne (1975: p. 164) in his extended discussion of sahajā, treats the relationship of 
sādhana to mandala thus: 

[E]xternal ritual and internal sadhana form an indistinguishable whole, and this unity 
finds its most pregnant expression in the form of the mandala, the sacred enclosure 
consisting of concentric squares and circles drawn on the ground and representing that 
adamantine plane of being on which the aspirant to Buddhahood wishes to establish 
himself. The unfolding of the tantric ritual depends on the mandala; and where a 
material mandala is not employed, the adept proceeds to construct one mentally in the 
course of his meditation. 
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Chapter 69 

VEDIC CHANT 

 

The oral tradition of the Vedas (Śrauta) consists of several pathas, "recitations" or ways 
of chanting the Vedic mantras. Such traditions of Vedic chant are often considered the 
oldest unbroken oral tradition in existence, the fixation of the Vedic texts (samhitas) as 
preserved dating to roughly the time of Homer (early Iron Age). 

UNESCO proclaimed the tradition of Vedic chant a Masterpiece of the Oral and 
Intangible Heritage of Humanity on November 7, 2003. Wayne Howard noted in the 
preface of his book, Veda Recitation in Varanasi, "The four Vedas (Rig, Yajur, Sama 
and Atharva) are not 'books' in the usual sense, though within the past hundred years 
each veda has appeared in several printed editions. They are comprised rather of 
tonally accented verses and hypnotic, abstruse melodies whose proper realizations 
demand oral instead of visual transmission. They are robbed of their essence when 
transferred to paper, for without the human element the innumerable nuances and fine 
intonations – inseparable and necessary components of all four compilations – are lost 
completely. The ultimate authority in Vedic matters is never the printed page but 
rather the few members … who are today keeping the centuries-old traditions alive." 

Pathas 

The various pathas or recitation styles are designed to allow the complete and perfect 
memorization of the text and its pronunciation, including the Vedic pitch accent. 
Eleven such ways of reciting the Vedas were designed - Samhita, Pada, Krama, Jata, 
Maalaa, Sikha, Rekha, Dhwaja, Danda, Rathaa, Ghana, of which Ghana is usually 
considered the most difficult. 

The students are first taught to memorize the Vedas using simpler methods like 
continuous recitation (samhita patha), word by word recitation (pada patha) in which 
compounds (sandhi) are dissolved and krama patha (words are arranged in the pattern 
of ab bc cd...); before teaching them the eight complex recitation styles. 

A pathin is a scholar who has mastered the pathas. Thus, a ghanapaathin has learnt 
the chanting of the scripture up to the advanced stage of ghana. The Ghanapatha or 
the "Bell" mode of chanting is so called because the words are repeated back and forth 
in a bell shape.  

The sonority natural to Vedic chanting is enhanced in Ghana. In Jatapatha, the words 
are braided together, so to speak, and recited back and forth. 

The samhita, pada and krama pathas can be described as the natural recitation styles 
or prakrutipathas. The remaining 8 modes of chanting are classified as complex 
recitation styles or Vikrutipathas as they involve reversing of the word order. The 
backward chanting of words does not alter the meanings in the Vedic (Sanskrit) 
language. 
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Mnemonic Devices 

Prodigious energy was expended by ancient Indian culture in ensuring that these texts 
were transmitted from generation to generation with inordinate fidelity. Towards this 
end, eight complex forms of recitation or pathas were designed to aid memorization and 
verification of the sacred Vedas. The texts were subsequently "proof-read" by comparing 
the different recited versions. 

Some of the forms of recitation are — 

• The jaṭā-pāṭha (literally "mesh recitation") in which every two adjacent words in 
the text were first recited in their original order, then repeated in the reverse 
order, and finally repeated again in the original order. The recitation thus 
proceeded as: 

• In another form of recitation, dhvaja-pāṭha (literally "flag recitation") a sequence 
of N words were recited (and memorized) by pairing the first two and last two 
words and then proceeding as: 

• The most complex form of recitation, ghana-pāṭha (literally "dense recitation"), 
according to (Filliozat 2004, p. 139), took the form: 

These extraordinary retention techniques guaranteed the most perfect canon not just in 
terms of unaltered word order but also in terms of sound. That these methods have 
been effective, is testified to by the preservation of the most ancient Indian religious 
text, the Ṛgveda (ca. 1500 BCE). Similar methods were used for memorizing 
mathematical texts, whose transmission remained exclusively oral until the end of the 
Vedic period (ca. 500 BCE). 

Divine sound 

The insistence on preserving pronunciation and accent as accurately as possible is 
related to the belief that the potency of the mantras lies in their sound when 
pronounced. The shakhas thus have the purpose of preserving knowledge of uttering 
divine sound originally cognized by the rishis. 

Portions of the Vedantic literature elucidate the use of sound as a spiritual tool. They 
assert that the entire cosmic creation began with sound: "By His utterance came the 
universe." (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 1.2.4). The Vedanta-sutras add that ultimate 
liberation comes from sound as well (anavrittih shabdat). 

Katyayana likens speech to the supreme Brahman. He uses the Rigvedic verse — "Four 
are its horns, three its feet, two its heads, and seven its hands, roars loudly the 
threefold-bound bull, the great god enters mortals" (Rig-Veda, iv. 58, 3), to assert this 
claim. Katyayana explains that in the verse, the "four horns" are the four kinds of 
words i.e. nouns, verbs, prepositions, and particles; its "three feet" mean the three 
tenses, past, present and future; the "two heads" imply the eternal and temporary 
words, distinguished as the "manifested" and the "manifester"; its "seven hands" are 
the seven case affixes; "threefold bound" is enclosed in the three organs the chest, the 
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throat, and the head; the metaphor "bull" (vrishabha) is used to imply that it gives fruit 
when used with knowledge; "loudly roars" signifies uttering sound, speech or language; 
and in "the great god enters mortals" entails that the "great god" speech, enters the 
mortals. Thus, primal sound is often referred to as Shabda Brahman or "word as The 
Absolute". Maitri Upanishad states: 

He who is well versed in the Word-Brahman, attains to the Supreme Brahman. (VI.22) 

Mantras, or sacred sounds, are used to pierce through sensual, mental and intellectual 
levels of existence (all lower strata of consciousness) for the purpose of purification and 
spiritual enlightenment. "By sound vibration one becomes liberated" (Vedanta-sutra 
4.22). 

 


