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Preface

Philosophers tell us that no sharp boundary can be drawn
between innate knowledge and knowledge based upon experi-
ence. This is not surprising for knowledge that is innate in
individuals may have been acquired by the species over a period
ol ime. This description applies not only to animal instinct, but
also to knowledge of the rules of mtual and mantras that are
studicd in this book. Often innate and unconscious, they lead a
life of their own, independent of religion, society and language.
But how can ritual and mantras be governed by rules that lie
bevond the human sciences and the study of religion?

It took a long time before I recognized the nature of this
question and its many puzzling overtones. For more than a
decade, | had been engaged in the study of the 1975 performance
of the Vedic Agnicavana ritual by Nambudiri brahmins in South
India. The result was published in 1983 in two illustrated
volumes entitled AGNI—The Vedic Ritual of the Fire Altar. In
the course of this work, it dawned upon me that these data were
extraordinary, and that no one knew how to account for them.
Relevant specialists—Indelogists, anthropologists, psycholo-
gists, or scholars of religion—offered no conceptual tools that |
could use. If I wanted to go bevond mere description and offer
explanations, I had to strike out on my own. My efforts are not
completed but there is enough for others to continue, with or
without me.

Although the core of this book is the discussion of ritual and
mantras in parts I and IIL, [ stumbled upon related issues that
could not remain unmentioned. It now looks to me as if we have
heen skirting the tips of an iceberg which is almost entirely under



Xiv Preface

water. But can we be certain it is an iceberg we have been
skirting? Are we above or below the surface, and surface of
what? When I don't know my way about, am I climbing, diving,
or riding waves that elude identification? Or am 1 on a summit,
with distant views hidden behind thick and near-permanent
clouds? Part IV shows that the landscape or seascape remains
mysterious. The compasses and maps displayed in Part I may
not be reliable. What seems certain is that we have to put
together what is not generally put together.

Ritual and mantras have been strangely neglected in the
theoretical sciences. Socrates questioned cverything, from
Greek grammatical usage to the existence of Gods. He paid
attention to dreams and oracles, but not to ritnal. When Plato
tells us that Socrates sacrifices a cock or a hen. at home or on an
altar of the state. he performs this rite automatically, without
recognizing the need for an explanation, much as we would
switch on our favorite channel.

“Mantras” have also been ignored; outside the counter-
culture, the term is not even English. Although there are seventy
miilion of them according to a Sanskrit text, their forms and uses
are totally unexplained. The cighteenth century Danish mission-
ary Bartholomacus Ziegenbalg discovered a few in Malabar on
the south west coast of India. Most Indian mantras originated in
the Vedas and have since become virtually indestructible. They
are not yet fashionable like the silk road, used by imperial China
to export. in addition to silk, porcelain, lacquers, furs, cinna-
mon, vermilion and tea. But what was the emperor of China
content to receive in return for these riches? Apart from
marihuana and Ganges water (still smuggled to Mongolia),
primarily one commodity: mantras. Unchanging in ever chang-
ing contexts of language, religion and society, generally kept
secret and guarded jealously, mantras travelled from India not
only throughout Southeast Asia and Indonesia, but crossed the
Himalayas from Kashmir into Central Asia and China (first
century a.n.), went on to Korea (fourth century) and Japan
(sixth century), and ascended the Tibetan plateau (eighth cen-
tury). They have now reached California where they fetch high
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prices. All transactions take place behind a smoke-screen of
tabels such as ““Hindu,” “Buddhist,”” ‘“Tantric,”” *“Faoist,”
and, belatedly, “*shaman,”” labels originating from the outside,
Ritual and mantras are still basic features of the civilizations of
Asta. The only American response is glossolalia.

The Frontispiece of this book (photograph by Adelaide de
Menil) illustrates one of its main theses: that ritual is transmitted
not only without meaning, but often without language. Cheru-
mukku Vaidikan Vasudevan Akkitiripad (a title he acquired by
pgrforming the Agnicayana more than thirty years ago) shows
his son Vallabhan how to perform the Nifnava rite. This
mysterious rite is performed twice datly, in the morning and
afternoon, during several consccutive days. The ritual patron
and several of his pricsts place their hands on a bundle of grass,
v\fhich lies to the west of the attar. The position of the hands is
diffcrent in the two surviving traditions. According to the
Kausitakins, it should be as follows:

Morning: left hand palm down; right hand
on left hand with palm up;
Afternoon: {eft band palm up; right hand
on left hand with palm down.

The Taittiriya tradition calls for different positions:

Morning: left hand palm up; right hand
on lett hand with paim down;

Afternoon: right hand palm up; left hand
on right hand with palm down,

The Plate illustrates the first of these positions: the father is
about to place his right hand on the left. The rite is mentioned
below (pages 74, 85, and 93), described in my book AGNI (1
358-59, 366-67) and discussed by Pamela MacFarland in *“Ritnal
Language Dismantled™” (to be published in Le rituel. Actes du
colloque die centénaire de L' Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes,
Section des Sciences Religicuses).
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Rules without Meaning is not only based on AGNI but is also
related to three of my earlicr books and four that are more recent
or about to appear. Ritual and mantras are indepcndent of
religion in ways similay to mysticism, the subject of Exploring
Mysticism: A Methodological Essay {University of Califorma,
1975). Ritual and mantras were studied in ancient India as
described in The Science of Ritual (Bhandarkar Orniental Re-
search Institute, [982). These studies were connected with
Indian linguistics which is the subject of my Reader on the
Sanskrit Grammarians (MIT, 1972). Parts | and 1V include
material touched upon in Over zin en onzin in filosafie, religie en
wetenschap (Meulenhoft, Amsterdam, 1986). Chapters 4
through 6 are supplemented by Universals: Essays in Indian
Logic and Linguistics (University of Chicago Press, 1988a)
which Chapter 5 overlaps slightly. Some portions of the book
correspond to Jouer avec le feu: Pratigue et théorie du rituel
védique (Publications de Uinstitut de civilisation indienne, Paris,
1989). Chapter 28C should be supplemented with Kailas. Center
of Asia (University of Chicago Press, 1988b).

‘Ihe materials of Parts 11 and 111 have been approached from
various angles in a serics of special studies (for details, see the
Bibliography). While Chapters 7 through 11 derive from AGNI,
an early version of Chapter 12 appeared under the title “Ritual
Syntax’’ in the Ingalls Festschrift of 1980 (Sanskrit and Indian
Studies, edited by M. Nagatomi, B. K. Matilal, J. M. Masson
and E. C. Dimock, Jr., and published by D). Reidel Publishing
Company, Dordrecht). Parts of Chapter 13 appeared in ““The
Meaninglessness of Ritual” (Numen. International Review for
the History of Religions 1979, edited by M. Hcerma van Voss,
E. J. Sharpe and R. J. Z. Werblowsky, and published by E. J.
Brill, Leiden) and parts of Chapter 14 in “*Rites That Make No
Sense”” (The Communication of Ideas: 10th International Con-
gress of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences, edited by
J. S. Yadava and V. Gautam in 1980, and published by Concepts

Publishing Company, New Delhi). Chapters 15 and 16 include
material from “The Scarch for Meaning: Mathematics, Music
and Ritual”™ (American Jowrnal of Semiotics 1984, edited by
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Thom:as Sebeok). A related version was published by Elemire
Zo[la m Conoscenza Religiosa (1983) under the title: “*Ritmo nel
rito.”” Portions of Chapters 18, 20, 21A and 22 overlap **Vedic
Mantras™, edited by H. P. Alper for Understanding Mantras
and to be published in 1988 by the State University of New York
Press, Albany. Chapter 19 appcared under the title ““Moon
Chants, Space Fillers and Flow of Milk” tn the Sreekrishna
Sarma Felicitation Volume, Surabhi. printed in 1983 at Ke;lak-
shetra Publications Press, Tiruvanmiyur, Madras. ‘(fhzipter 23
corres.ponds_ 1o an article of that title in the Journal of t;’;(
A:memran Oriental Society (1985), cdited by Ernest Bender
Lhapters_24 and 25 share parts with ““The Sound of Rcligion’:
E‘l]SO pubhshcd in Numen (1986) and forthcoming in a different
form in the volume of essays in honour of Milton Singer, edited
by Michael M. Ames and Murray 1eaf and to be published by
the Centre for South Asian Studies at the University of Toronto
. Chapter 26 is extracted from my monograph of 1982 of lhai
title, alrcady mentioned. Chapter 27 includes fragménm from
“The Fidelity of Oral Tradition and the Origins of Scicnce"
(Mededelingen der Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademic van We-
I(’n.ﬁ't.'happé.’f?, Afd. Letterkunde, Nieuwe Reeks, Deel 49, No, 8
ptlbllsthl by the North-Holland Publishing Company ;\m-s‘t'er:
damz’O)_(forda’New York 1986). Chapter 28 incorporaleb: mat‘cria]
fr‘0r1n ““Substitutions de paradigmes et religions d’Asie™ (Cahiers
d"Extréme Asie 1985, edited by Hubert Durt for the Ecole
Francaise d'Extréme-Orient, Section de Kyoto). Chapter 30A
corresponds to parts of a contribution entitled **Ritual ManvtraS
zmcl. t_he Qrigin of Language’ to the Professor R. N, bandckar
Fcllgltzllltan Volume Amrtadhara. cdited by S. D. Joshi and
published by Ajanta Publications, Delhi (1984). o
. [ am grateful to the editors and publishers of these publica-
ll‘UnS for permission to use them in the preparation of this book
Ifrz.lgmcnts.have also been presented in various stages (;f com;
plcnpn or incompletton to audiences at Amsterdam, Berkele
Bcrhp, Haverford, Kyoto, Leiden, Madras, Nant‘crrc Ne{a;
Dethi, Oxlord, Paris, Santa Barbara, Sydney., Utrecht angi other
places. At the University of California, Berkeley, my (‘:ourscs on
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the philosophy of rehgion and on the philosophies of India have
reflected phases of the development of my thinking.

1 am grateful to friends and colleagues who have commented
on earlicr drafts and without whom errors. mistakes and mis-
judgments would be more numerous and glaring. Paul Attinello,
Hubert Durt, Robert Goldman, Mark Jucrgensmeyer and Pa-
mela Mactarland have commented on the published or forth-
coming articles mentioned which acknowledge their assistance.
[ am especially grateful to Morris Halle who read an earlier
version of Chapters 4 through 6 and explained to what extent |
was out of touch with recent developments in linguistics—an
ignorance. 1 am afraid. that is not yet cured. My principal debt
is to Harold Arnold who read the pre-final version in its entirety,
corrected mistakes and gave me the benefit of his judicious
comments on matters of detail and substance.

Contemporary technology has replaced the support of secre-
taries and the pleasure of thanking them. But new developments
bring ncw pitfalls. When 1 was preparing the bibliography, with
temperatures soaring in the upper cighties, my printer broke
down. The work was completed owing to prompt assistance
rendered by Rand Morimoto and Scott Tachiki of Computer
Options, to both of whom | express my thanks.

My final gratitude goes to Donald Wiebe who invited me to
write this book for the Toronto Studies in Religion of which he
is the General Editor. A similar book addressing another audi-
ence could have been written in a different vein. The data are
sufficiently rich for the accent to have been placed on philoso-
phy, language. music, ethology, sociobiology, semiotics, cogni-
tive psychology. the sociology of knowledge, the future. or
something else more directly related to the present needs of
humanity. This might have resulted in a different book, more
readable, relevant and welcome. No doubt, a book like this
should be written before long. My book has followed its own
course but the direction it has taken suggests that 1 am the
person least suited to have been its author. 1 am not a student of
religion, anthropologist, or specialist in any of the ficlds of study
I have been foolhardy enough to comment on. 1 take comfort

# S P 1
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from Arthur Waley’s translation—a Bloomsbury version—of the
twenticth chapter of Lao Tzu's Tao Te Ching:

I droop and drift, as though 1 belonged nowhere.
The world is full of peaple that shine;
! alone am dark.

All men and women huddle together in religious communication,
I alone am outdated, without context, abstracting formulas rom

thick description, pressing ancient wisdom only to be left with
bare bones.

All men have enough and to spare.
[ alone scem to have lost everything.

All men can be put to some use.
[ alone am untractable and boorish.

September 15, 1987 FRITS STAAL



A note on the pronunciation of Sanskrit

THE Sanskrit vowels, pronounced as in [talian or Japanese, are
short (u, /, u, r, ) or long, viz. twice as long as the short ones (4,
I, d,r, e o,al au). The consonant ¢ is pronounced as in [talian,
while the vowels r and / contain a vocalic element similar to the
short i in the third syllable of English ability. Among the
consonants, there arc a series of dentals {1, th, d, dh, n, s} and a
corresponding series of retroflexes or cerebrals (¢, th, d, dh, n,
5). The former are produced when the tip of the tongue touches
the teeth (as in French), the latter when it is bent backward and
touches the palate (the English pronunciation of 1, 4, n, 5 is more
or iess in between). In the case of Sanskrit s and s, the tongue
points in the same directions, but breath passes over it. The
palatals arc prontounced when the tongue touches the front of the
palate: ¢ as in Knglish chair, j as in jar, 7 as in Spanish, and § as
in sheet. The aspirates (kA, gh, ch, jh, th, dh, th, dh, ph, bh) are
pronounced with a ¢learly audible release of breath following the
consonant: th like in ant-hill, dh like in bald-head. etc. The m
expresses nasalization of the preceding vowel, and the & sounds
like an & followed by a short echo of the preceding vowel {agnik
as agnih’). The other consonants are pronounced as in English.

*

Unlike in English, there is in Sanskrit a difference between the
stem of a noun (e.g. dhvana-, dhiti-, karman-) and the Nomina-
tive case, which is used when the noun functions syntacticaliy as
the subject of the sentence (c.g. dhvanam. dhitih, karma). |
generalty refer to nouns by using their stem form, but some of
the sonrces [ quote use the Nominative case form.



Part 1

Methods, Meanings and Rules

Introductory Note

This book proposes a series of related hypotheses that help to
understand and explain ritual and mantras. Part [ introduces the
approach I have adopted and its philosophical and linguistic
presuppositions. This approach is scientific in that it is based
upon the assumption that ritual and mantras can be studied like
other objects and are not beyond the pale of an investigation that
is empirical and rational and therefore akin to science. Adopting
a scientific approach does not imply that ritual and mantras can
be fruitfully or interestingly studied with the help of, for exam-
ple, quantitative, statistical or behavioristic methods. [ assume,
sumply, that the data can be isolated and set forth clearly after
which rational hypotheses can be formulated to account for
them. The hypotheses I present are concerncd with a variety of
other topics, including religion, mythology, language, music,
and ritualization among animals. Part 1V places the results in a
wider perspective and discusses the status of a human science
under which they fap.

Ritual and mantras have been studied by textual scholars, .
anthropologists and scholars of religion. All contribute essential :
data but none have explained why people engage in ritual :
activities and chant, recite, or meditate on mantras. Scho]ars_of,ﬁ"
religion have reacted to unsuccessful positivistic and other
reductionist suggestions by advocating self-proclaimed non-
scientific methods, like those inspired by philosophical move-
ments such as phenomenology or hermeneutics. These methods
describe and interpret, but they do not seek 1o explain, Among
the reasons given for the need of such speciul methods is the
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circumstance that man is different from everything else and that
man studying himself as a subject is different from man studying
anything else as an object. We shall take a closer look at the
reasoning that lies behind these assumptions in Part IV,
Promising results, mostly in the area of human fanguage, have
been reached in the human sciences without resorting to the use
of such unscientific methods. No definite conclusions have been
reached in the areas of ritual and mantras, but the reason is that
these have not been studied within such a perspective. 1 belicve
that a promising point of departure for the study of our topics lies
in the human scicnces. This belief is not an unshakeable or
metaphysical conviction; it 1s a matter of method, that is, of trial
and error. Nor does it imply that we must follow some existing
approach within the human sciences. If we place ritual and
mantras within the wider domain of human activities and com-
petences, and relate them to other features and characteristics of
the human animal, we have gained some insight and perspective
and are perhaps on our way to a more adequate understanding.

1

Meanings and Rules in the Human
Sciences

. In the analysis of ritual and mantras, two concepts play an
important part: meaning and rules. To understand these con-
cept{i 1s not easy since they have been ceaselessly discussed and
clonlmue to be controversial in modern philosophy and iinguis—
tics. The six chapters of Part I attempt to sketch this two-fold
ba_ckground mn an abbreviated and simplified manner. Although
Fhls will necessitate some detailed discussion, my only purpose
is to E:xpllain well-established results that are relevant to tﬁe
mvestigation into ritual and mantras. Four topics are of partic-
ular relevance and their rough outline will provide some idea of
the f:!ircction in which the argument will move us.

First, we shall learn that a characterization of the scientific
method, first given by philosophers—specifically, empiricists
apd carly positivists—and so widely accepted outside Ihei}
circles that it is now a common assumption, is a caricature .that
rrt‘:prescnts only a few of the methods that scientists actually use
Ih:s. observation is not confined to meanings and rules, but ts
pertinent to their study, , L
N Se(,:ond, we shall see why the home of meaning is language.
Utat 15, ““meaning’ is a concept that applies primarily to certain
fcatures of language. and only derivatively, or mctaphorically
ln‘ other things. Whether we should say that, within thc dom'iir;
f’_' Iangu;'ngc, meaning pertains to ‘‘utterances.” "slalemcnt:”

proposthions.” “sentences.” or something else, is a topic 1Ihat’
has been much discussed and is worth discussing: but it is not
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our problem. We shall see that logicians have related meaning to

truth and that philosophers have tried to go beyond this.
Third, we shall learn that “‘meaning,” although primarily

linked with expressions of language. need not automatically be a

property of all members of that class: for some expressions of

language are meaningless.

The first three topics, taken together, may be described as a
thumbnail sketch of what is living and what is dead in the much
maligned philosophy of positivism.

Fourth, we shall see that the notion of ‘‘rule.”” which is
primarily used in logic and linguistics, is basic for the under-
standing of many human activities, not only in those restricted
areas where ‘‘the rules are the game;”’ thal rules are primarily
descriptive and only derivatively prescriptive; and finally, that
recent philosophic scepticism with regard to their use and
understanding need not be taken too seriously.

Since “‘mecaning’’ is primarily discussed in philosophy and
“rules’’ in linguistics, 1 shall start with philosophy and deal with
linguistics afterwards. | apologize to the practitioners of both
disciplines for they will probably find much that is not to their
liking. And much in this account must remain sketchy. My aim,
however, is not to provide introductions to philosophy or
linguistics, but to give the background needed to prevent mis-
understandings of the explorations that follow. The hypotheses
[ shall formulate are, like all scientific hypotheses, amenable to
improvement and modification. They will need to be checked
with other data than that I have considered, and be subjected to
further conceptual analysis and rational argumentation. My
reference to linguistic concepts has led some scholars to char-
acterize my methods as “‘linguistic.” This is misleading for I
shall show that neither ritual nor mantras are languages: hence,
linguistic methods in the strict sensc aré unlikely 1o be helpful.
My approach shares with linguistics the recognition that the
object of study is concerned with rules and, though profoundly
human, is amenable 10 scientific study.

Finally. a remark about terminology. The English uses of
“geience” and Uscientific” are different from the corresponding

Meanings and Rules in the Human Sciences 5

uses in German, Dutch, or French. In English, these terms are
chiefly applied to the “‘exact” scienccs, that is, the mathematical
and natural sciences. In German, Wissenschaft expresses an
“exact”” and yet more flexible concept and the same holds for
the Duich wetenschap and the French science. None of these
Europcan terms exclude the humanities. It is ironic that many
Amf:ncan scholars of religion have adopted continental philos-
ophies suszh as phenomenology and hermeneutics that are critj-
cal (_)f science whereas many European scholars of religion
Fﬁonllnuc lo_refer to their discipline as a science. To use the term

human science™ in English may suggest a controversial nov-
elty: an application of scientific methods to the study of the

hulman ’?mr_nal. In other langnages, the expression ‘‘human
scrence’” raises no eyebrows.




2

The Empiricist Caricature of Science

Empiricism may be defined in the words of Thomas Aquinas,
who accepted this view and attributed it to Aristotle, as the
doctrine that nothing is in the intellect which was not previously
in the senses. It is contrasted with rationalism, which may be
defined in various ways but always stresses that some knowl-
edge is innate. For Plato, rationalism was connected with
certainty: it meant that sense knowledge (because of the change-
ability of the world of the senses) lacks the certainty that rational
knowledge (for example, mathematical knowledge) posscsses.
For Kant, who fried to combine empiricism and rationalism, all
knowledge starts wirh knowledge of the senscs but jt does not
start from that knowledge.

I the empiricist doctrine is correct and all knowledge starts
Jrom the senses, the question ariscs as to how more general
knowledge is acquired. The obvious answer seems to be:
through generalization. David Hume scems to have subscribed
to this view: according to him, every gencral hypothesis is a
generalization from observed instances. Such a generalization is
often referred to as induction. According to John Stuart Mill,
even mathematical knowledge, which most philosophers regard
as deductive, is based upon induction for i1 consists of very
highly confirmed gencralizations rom cxperience. Early positiv-
ists, such as Auguste Comte, espoused similar views.

The question whether induction is justified has plagued many
philosaphers. 1 am inclined simply to follow Plato’s iead and be
sutistied that empirical knowiedge is never or rarely certain. The
cxceptions penerally contain conceplual terms., regard particu-
Tars. o both: for example, “Paris is the capital of Irance.™
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Nelson Goodman (1955, Chs. 3 and 4) has argued that induction
can never lead to certain knowledge by introducing a predicate
erue which means **blue before time 7 and green after time ¢.7
Now if all topazes found before time ¢ were found to be blue,
were they blue or grue? And what about the question: is the next
emerald to be examined after time t, grue or green? We cannot
give absolutely certain answers to these questions. Bul we can
say this: grue is an artificial and far-fetched predicate (Goodman
calls it: “‘less well-entrenched’’), and blue and green are nol.
Therefore, it is more likely that the topazes were blue and that
the emerald will be green. These answers are probably correct
and 1 find them satisfactory provided we remember that quite a
few improbable statements have turned out to be true.

The view that general knowledge arises through generalization
from observed instances is untenable. Why did such a view arise
at all? To answer this guestion we have to go back to the
beginnings of Western philosophy. The philosophical theories of
Plato and Aristotle were based upon a double reflection on the
place of man in the universe and the data of contemporary
science. The latter comprised in particular mathematics and
physics as they were being developed by Greek scientists and by
the philosophers themselves. Thus Plato’s theory of ideas or
forms was related to mathematical notions on the one hand and
conceptual analysis on the other. During the Western middle
ages, further logical and conceptual precision was gained, but
respect for the data of science declined as is shown by the fact
that scientific knowledge beyond what was known o the ancient
Greeks was rarely taken into account.!

' This is nol an overstatement. 1t may be illustrated by the relatively simple
example of peography. Greek scientific cartography reached its greatest height
with Plolemy (second century ¢.L.). After Plolemy. map making was replaced
by religious cosmography that had no basis in fact. Onoly after 1300 did
geography begin to develop again. Jloseph Needham compared this Western
development with the history of geography in China: at first, the Chinese had
nothing of the quality o’ Ptolemy (or even lerodotus or Strabo) at times
contemporary with (them; but during the gap between the thitd and thirteenth
centuries, when Emropean learning stoed stll, the Chinese were [Hogressing
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Modern philosophy tried -to make a new beginning and re-
establish its links with science. But the sciences, especially the
pa[.ural sciences, went their own way and became rapidly
independent of philosophy. Descartes and Leibniz were among
the last Western philosophers who were creative scientists.
{l\ftcr them, adequate knowledge of the mathematical and phys-
ical sciences became virtually impossible for any non-specialist
to attain. Philosophers remained conversant with the humanities
and the history of philosophy for another century or two.

Empiricists and positivists were right in emphasizing that
philoesophy could not make any progress unless it took into
account what knowledge the sciences provided. But they went
wrong in two respects: they emphasized only the natural sci-
ences, whose successes had been the most spectacular, and
attributed to these the “*scientific method of generalization™ that
was a product of their imagination. This attribution was due to
the very gap between philosophy and sciences, the existence of
w!lich they decried. Their caricature of the scientific method was
widely adopted. Many critics of science—phenomenologists, for
example—based their criticism upon it.

The philosopher and scientist Alfred N. Whitehead pointed
oul that many scientific discoveries result from imaginative
speculation that does not begin, but ends with observation. He
illustrated this with the discovery of the planet Pluto “‘in order to
avord the suspicion of biased selection,” since Pluto was the
most widely publicised recent discovery at the time of his writing
(1930: Whitehead 1933, reprint 1942:150). 1 shalt instead discuss
the discovery of Neptune which is even more apposite.

Hegel had stated a priori that there were seven planets shortly
before the eighth, Neptune, was discovered. Legend has it that
he reacted to the discovery when it was reported to him by
saying: Umsa schlimmer fiir die Tatsachen (**so much the worse
for the facts''). The discovery of Neptune was connected with
the discovery of irregularities in the orbit of the planet Uranus

steadily and toward the end of that period were far ahcad of the Europeans
(Needham 1959, 111:512-532; cf. also Staal 1988b).
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that led Bessel and other astronomers to post.ulate the emstcn]r.::)c
of a hypothetical center of gravity by .WhICh they cou‘l.d‘ e-
explained. Two astronomers calculated its probal?lc !)o:;ltllo‘r?.
J. C. Adams in Cambridge and U. J. I, I‘Ac Verrier in Pars,
Challis examined the relevant pholographic plz.ltcs and Qd\:z
speck of light in the area of the heavens in which Adar?s ;:
predicted the planet would be found,.but did not recognize the
planet. J. G. Galle in Berlin detected it much ]a.tcr {11? 1846) at a
short distance from where Le Verrier had predicted it would be
found. Thus Neptunc was discovered. . o
It is clear that the discovery of Neptune was nelther.m line
with Hegel’s pronouncements, nor in ?lccordan.cc w1tt1 tkhc
empiricist and early positivist acc{ount,f)l how SCICI‘ICB' \‘mr s.
For if “‘generalization from experience’ werc gl] that a?tlzonl:)-
mers aspired to, they should have been satishied wit ]t' e
description of the orbit of Uranus and v»:ould. not P})st‘u dt:e
centers of gravity elsewbere. True, Uranus‘ Ol'l.)lt looked irreg-
ular from the point of view of a specific sc‘lentlﬁc expcc‘ta‘tloq,
and was a deviation in those terms. But .the formula descrlbm%;
was adequate and clementary. As Whltchead rt?nla.rkcd (195 d
153), “‘therc is a motive of unrest whlch.ur‘gcs scientists bf:ym}'l1
mere satisfaction with the simple dcscrlptlonv, beyond even t e,
general description. It is the desire to Ohtatq the e.xpic_.l'.nato:}f
description which may justify the SpeCUIE‘iI.IVE cxltfnmc:? 0
Laws, beyond actual, particular instances of observation. "
Recently, philosophers of science S.lJCh‘E‘lS T_hemas .Kuhn cmt
Paul Feyerabend have argued that SC‘lel‘ltth discoveries dohno‘
take place in any regular fashion. Whitehead alrc_ady knew .td alt,
he stated clearly what Kuhn reiterated and is now widely

accepled:

The advance of any reasonably developed science is twol‘ni_d. Thcrehlsi
the advance of detailed knowledge within the mej(}‘md Ipresgnbcd by t ¢
reigning working hypotheses: and there is the rectification of the working
hyEmlhcsis dictated by the inadequacics of the current orthodoxy
(Whitchead 1942:258).
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This view of science is supported by the history of science not
only mn the West but also in India (sec Staal, 1988a). The
empiricist-positivist account of scientific method is one-sided,
ltmited, and generally incorrect.

Another widespread error is that science contradicts the
“‘metaphysical’” distinction between appearance and reality that
Bertrand Russell referred to as ‘‘one of the distinctions that
cause most trouble in philosophy.” He was thinking, probably,
of Hegelians such as I, H. Bradley whose “*Appearance and
Reality'” of 1893 was influential in philosophical circles in Britain
when he was young. The distinction between appearance and
reality, however, is basic to scientific analysis. The most inter-
esting results in science are hypotheses about the existence of
entities such as clementary particles or fields that are not
directly observed but arc assumed to be *‘real' in order to
account for “appearances’ that are observed such as tables,
movements and other events that take place in the macroscopic
universe,

Squcamishness about unobservables, then. comes not from
scieutists but from philosophers. Since natural scicntists went
about their work without paying attention to philosophy, mis-
taken ideas about scientific method had little effect on them, But
these same ideas had a devastating effect on the humanitics and
the social sciences that were groping for a methodology and
therefore paid attention to philosophy. As a result, empiricist
and positivist phobias and strictures have prevented progress in
these disciplines. We shall examine in this regard Emile Durk-
heim’s account of religious phenomena which does not include
mysticism because it was regarded as based upon unobsery-
ables. The situation in linguistics at the beginning of the century,
and in some parts of psychology even af present. is similarly
restrictive. Bloomfield, for cxample, confined himself to utter-
ances that are observed and defined language as “‘the totality of
niterances that can be made in a speech community,”” a mis-
Liken view abandonced by the Indian grammarians more thun two

thosand years ago (Chapter $). Behaviorism is still favored by
many soctd scientists who are under the impression that it is
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geientific.”” Chomsky observed that a profitable debate on the
subject has become difficult: “The behaviorist position 15 not an
arguable matter. It is simply an expression of lack of interest in
thcory and explanation’ {1965: 193 note 1).

The following accounts of ritual and mantras are not restricted
by these empiricist and positivist prohibitions; their aim is the
opposite, namely, to pave the way for adequate and intercsting
theories and explanations. That such explanatory machinery
may be unobservable is a fact about theory formation. Ritual and
mantras can only be accounted for when unobservables are
taken into account. Even a description in terms of structures
goes beyond the linear concatenation that is observed (Chapter
12). Sometimes the data themselves are unobservable: some
mantras are not recited or chanted. but gone through mentally.
Priests put down bricks in a specific order which is “'in their
head.” Some rites and recitations can only be adequately
described by taking into account what has been omitted (Chap-
ters 11C, 27). This is not bchaviorism even in the extended scnse
used by Quine and others which includes ‘‘dispositions 10
behavior.”

It is instructive to see what physicists do as distinct from what
philosophers say they do. I shall discuss examples taken not
from contemporary physics, which may be uncharacteristically
imaginative, but from the entrenched areas of classical physics.
Georg Joos™ “‘Theoretical Physics™™ of 1934 introduces electro-
magnetism in the following terms:

Two different methods are employed in the theoretical trcatment. of
electrical and magnelic phenomena. The ficst method starts with macro-
scopically measurable quantities and describes mathematically the rela-
tionships between such quantitics found by cxperiment. An enormous
range of phenomenya may be brought within the scope of this method in
the form of a system of diffcrential equations. The integration of these
equations for particular cascs then permits us 10 answer, by rigorous
calculation, a large aumber of questions, including many of technical
importance. This method employs only experimental laws and their
mathematical consequences: it is Ltherclore entirely Tree [rom hypothesis
and cannot come intw conflict with experience. Since it makes no
assumptions whatsocver concerning the structure of electrical charpes or
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of matter. we call (his the continuum theory, or the field theor
Ne_wlzrlhc]css, it was soon recognized, that u‘ targe number of :ef
stlekmg phc‘nomena, ¢.g. those of electrolysis, are entirely lefl out wh *r)':
this poant ol vic_:w is faken. In order to explain these phcno}ncna we nu::;t
make assumplions concerning the structure of matter and of ‘e|ECITiC:l|
charges. Wc'cannm verify Lthese assumptions by direct observation hl(ll
only by I.es_[mg their consequences. This second method will be c:-ll]ed
the atemistic method. While the continzum theory will be treated first
we shall nevertheless not attempt to exclude all relerence Ic)‘:ttomisii:
c.oncepls; on the comtrary, we shall occasionally avail ouréelves‘ 01:
S|‘d£_:—glancc at the atomistic picture of the pi;enomcm ﬁ)r ,- L
vividness {Juos 1947 reprint:249). ( s

Aﬁer 2(?0 pages ﬁ]lcd with electro-magnetic equations and their
discussion, Joos introduces the theory of heat:

T'he I“hecnry_ of Heat, like the Theory of Electricity, may be developed
from two different points of view. The phenomenological method En:
ploys only concepts like temperature, quantity of heat, &c.. which a *
taken ﬁ‘om.lhc macroscopic world ol observations an,d wil‘ich can t:e
measured directly. The laws thus obtained have the advantage of be'n(:
free [rom h_ypothclica] assumptions. On the other hand. in the 'l'hcoryI oéil
Heat, c:g. in connexion with the Law of Entropy, we feel the need of a
deepcr. explanation.” Such an explanation, deeper because more vivid

s furplsh{:d by the atomistic, statstical view. Here agllin ds in lh:
(:-Icctncal case, we find thal although we develop the Iheury‘scn aratelb
from the two sides, it will often prove advantageous, while we f;L‘IﬁUW onz

Ime of approach. . o
457y, P nol lo shut our eyes completely 1o the other (Joos 1947:

Joos was a physicist and not a philosopher. He is clear when
he deals with equations but careless with regard to words and
u.n?cepl.ual‘issues. For cxample, he calls “‘theory of heat’k’ ;wo
lhﬂcrcn.t thmgs, of which only the second rcfers to the théor of
I_wat. Similarly unhelpful is his belief that the best ju*;tiﬁca{ion
Im‘_lhcory‘ and hypothesis is “*vividness.” He placc; “expla-
|.|:|_|1m!" \:v‘llhin quotation marks that appear to be apolnéelic Il::_";ut
s significant that Joos refers to the non-theoretical ap r;;J'ich
that he describes first, as “*phenomenological ™ This ‘ihO\!I:% f;ow
the areas of physies that conform to the requircmcnljﬁ of éln ir-
wiasm and positivisim which are also those of phcnnmcnolopgy
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constitute only a first step and are followed by theoretical and
explanatory accounts that do not conform to these strictures.
The empiricist. positivist, behaviorist, and phenomenological
critiques, by confining themselves to the antechambre. have
missed the most interesting arcas of the interior.

This assemblage of thinkers has belatedly been joined by
“ordinary Janguage™” philosophers. ‘They. too. reject the “'meta-
physical ™ distinction between appearance and reality. and try to
avoid speculation that goes beyond the phenomena. All these
philosophers advocate that one should fimit oneself to ordinari-
ness. surfaces and appearances. Phenomenologists confine
themselves 1o the world of everyday experience (Hussert's
Lebeaswelt. in French: le monde vécu), ordinary language
philosophers 1o ordinary language: both criticize science be-
cause it makes usc of abstraction, formalization and theory
construction. Wittgenstein, for example. after rejecting his own
logico-positivistic views in favor of a new ordinary language
philosophy, wrote: “*And we may not advance any kind of
theory, There must not be anything hypethetical in our consid-
crations. We must do away with all explanation. and description
alone must take its place”™ (Wittgenstein 1958:47). Historians of
philosophy have not failed to note that Wittgenstein agrees with
the phenomenologists in their “espousal of description divorced
from explanation’ (Munson 1962). | have clsewhere discussed
this remarkable convergence in contemporary philosophy that is
Jargely due 1o its alienation from science (Staal 1975: Chapter 4).

In 1961, a mceting at Royaumont brought together represen-
tatives from continental phenomenology and Anglo-Amencan
analytical philosophy. The proceedings were published in La
philosophic analytigie (Beck, ed., 1962). Al that time 3t was not
yet fashionable 1o try to reconcile and barmonize trends trom
different philosophical camps (¢, Chapter 30B). Gilbert Ryle
remarked that ““Husserl always wrote as if he had pever met a
scientist and never heard a witty remark.” Van Breda, the editor
of the Husserliuna. reacied strongly: he did not doubt thit

Husser! lacked a sense of humor—1 am paid to be aware of

i —but he insisted that Georg Cantor and David Hilbert were
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among Husserl's most intimate fricnds and that Max Planck was
rmgm%T his doorbell practically cvery other day. Father vz;ﬁ
Bvreda S veracity is beyond dispute, but it puts Husserl’s imper-
viousness to the scientific ideas that surrounded him in an even
harsher light.

Among later positivisis. the so-called logical positivists re-
mained cmpiricists but abandoned the extreme insisleticé orn
ObSCl'Vzlt:ﬂeS. A. 1. Ayer, in his Language, Truth and Logic of
I")S(’.’ often regarded as a typicully empiricist and positivist
map:festo, agreed “‘with the rationalists that the process b
which scientific theorics come into being is often dch;étin
I‘El[.hel.‘ than inductive™ (page 137). Logical positivism, which
patd increasing attention to scientifie theory and cxplzlnzﬂion
was l')roughl‘ to Chicage by Rudoll Carnap and inﬂuénccd
American philosophers such as Quinc. Its point of departure had
l‘)ccp‘thag “scientific”” statements must be liable to verification or
fu.ls:hcal.loln. Logical positivists first proposed that the meaning
t_)l an em.pu'ical stalement was “"the method of its verification or
lalstfication.”” In the case of the Tanalytical” statements of logic
truth‘ depends on meaning alone, which impties that they tell u;
|_mth1ng about the world. However, direct “verifiability ™ W'-lg
found to be non-existent or impossible in many interesting casctsh
Karl Popper insisted on “falstiability ™, but it soon became c‘iczlul'
!Il:l[ @ counter-example calls for an explanation, but need not
mvalidate a thcory. Quinc holds that it is impossible to clearly
i.]LTﬂ"I&l.f'Cizl[C between analytical and cempirical statements. that
mdividual statements are not decidable and that our thcoi').,/ i:.l‘j“i
whole, or all our theories together, “impinge on experience ()ﬁl(
along the edges™ (Quine 1953:42; often elucidatcd-, c.g. Quin)e/
1981:39-40). On such a view there is no clear distinction b’elwccn
truths that depend on meaning and matters of fact, or hel.wccn
nnlu_rul science, logic and speculative metaphysics. This is a far
cry frone the original empiricist and early positivist caricature of
the so-called scientific method, and probably closer to the truth
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The Positivist Critique of Meaning

If centrality admitted of degrees, the problem of meaning
might be regarded as the most central problem of contemporary
philosophy. It came into prominence when positivism reacted
against the more pompous claims and expressions of metaphys-
ical speculation that preceded it. The ancient Greek philoso-
phers provided not only the main themes of Western thought but
also a logical terminology by means of which these could be
expressed and discussed. For the Greeks, clarity of thought and
of language had always been important. Socrates’ interest in
definitions illustrated these concerns which were further devel-
oped by Plato’s conceptual analysis and strengthened by
Aristotle’s logic. These kinds of analysis and especially formal
logic were further developed during the Western middle ages, as
we have already noted.

The modern philosophers who tried to make a new beginning
and to reestablish the links with science, continued to follow the
Socratic tradition and pay attention (o precision and logic. But
formal logic began to decline. With Leibniz as a lone exception,
it went downhill and reached a nadir around 1800. By that time
philosophers had already lost contact with science; with logic
also gone, they began to cultivate ideas of the Romantic period,
noted for its interest in art and religion and its dislike of science
and logic. Romantic ideas were beneficial to some of the human
sciences, especially the slowly burgeoning science of language
{Chapter 6). But they also initiated a reign of obscurantism from
which we have not yet recovered and in the wake of which
contemporary - rehigious romanticism  thrives. The  greatest
among the obscure philosophers, Hegel, could claim that the
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development of reality was the unfolding of an Absolute Idea
without adding precision, clarification or argument; for although
its claims were expressed in voluminous publications, these
were virtually unintelligible. In Greek philosophy, obscurity had
existed, but it remained exceptional. Heraclitus, whom Hegel
regarded as an important predccessor, had been singled out for
being arorewds or “‘obscure.”” It ook twenty-three centuries,
however, for obscurity to become a fashion. Lack of concern for
clarity or logic did not prevent Hegel from being influential. On
the contrary, it was the main cause of that influence.

The posivitist critique of meaning can be illustrated with the
help of almost any sentence written by Hegel. The following
passage in his philosophy of religion is more remarkable than
many because it incorporates an attempt at “clarification™:

The Jewish God does not attain o the consummation of spirit. “To attain
the consummation of spirit’ means precisely that subjectivity should
ofler itselt up as infinite: this absolute antithesis is the outermost
extremity of spivitual appearance and negative, infinite returns (that is. it
is) subjectivity, and precisely this subjectivity: titis) an individual tor the
intuiting consciousness (Hegel 1827 111:48: Lnglish translation by R.F.
Brown. P.C. Hodgson. and J.M. Stewart with the assistance of H.S.
Harris, 1985 11:113).

Positivists asked: what meaning do such expressions convey?
Sentences cannot be understood in isofation, but that does not
imply that no criteria need to be observed for meaning 1o be
conveyed. In the above passage, for cxample, what is meant by
“means precisely”™? What is “*offer itself up as infimte™™? There
is declared to be an “absolute antithesis,”” but of what? How can
it “*offer itself up as infinite”” and also be “infinite return’? That
this subjectivity is this subjectivity does not add mformation to
its already having been called subjectivity. Even the team of
transiators (to whom the additions within parentheses are due)

~have not cleared up these difficulties.
~According to the positivists, the kind of criteria needed in
arder for scitences to convey meaning are similar to the explicit
or implicit principles of language that prevent cxpressions such
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as "‘mistakes felt bemuse although™ or ““(a +) p =.> Such
expressions convey no meaning because they are not weli-
Jormed. Hegel's sentences were also lacking in well-formedness,
but of a different, semantic kind. |

Syntactic well-formedness is a clear concept in the case of the
artificial language of mathematics, but it also applies to ordinary
language. The expression ““(a +) p =" is not well-formed
because expressions that contain ** +7 or **="" are only defined
when those symbols occur between two expressions, as in “‘a +
b or "a = b.” The expression “*a +" is a fragment that is not
wgll-tﬁormcd and therefore does not convey meaning. Similar
principles or rules account for the fact that “‘mistakes felt
bemuse although™ is ungrammatical. Any imaginative person
can think of an interpretation for such an expression and poets
do not fail to produce them; but unlike an English sentence. this
sequence of four words docs not possess an interpretation that
follows from the structure of English and that any speaker of
Eng.lish will unhesitatingly accept. This lack of meaning is due to
obvious circumstances, for cxample, that most LEnglish sen-
tences contain a main verb. Either “*felt” or “bemuse’* would be
suitable candidates, but their juxtaposition. without intervening
connective, makes no sense. Similarly, “although™ is only used
to relatc one clause to another, but in the example under
discusston there is only one clause.

'['Ihe expression “'spinach wept wet history® is different fl‘t;l'[]
“mistakes felt bemuse although™ in that it does not seem to be
.\'_w.m':('n'c-m'.-'y wrong: it has onc main verb, a subject, and an
nlycct preceded by a qualifier. Al is in accordance with the rules
of syntax and yet, it docs not make any sense. Here the lack of
well-formedness is not svatacric but semantic. It is easy to
slpc.cify what went wrong in this particular example. The causes
I‘u: in the structure of the English vocubulary which abounds in
lucl‘s such us the foltowing: **spinach™ is not an agent but the
stibject of “wept™ must be an agent: “history’ is nol a physical
object but “wet™ must qualify such an object.

Critiques of meaningless language are nol only found in
Western philosophy. Tl Buddha simitacly objected 10 the
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question “‘where does thc saint go after death?” whicl} hf
regarded as ‘‘not fitting”’ and thercf‘ore t‘to _hc sel amd\t:
(thapaniyva) in the same way as *‘in which dnrcctlm has _Lhe fire
gone after it has gone out?”’ (Majjhima-nikaya 1.483:488)‘ The
notion of ‘‘non-fitting>’ or ‘*semantically anomalous plays an
important role in carly Buddhist philosophy {§ce e.g. Jayatlllck_e
1963). These problems were also formulated in more s?zstcmat!c
and positive terms. In Indian lh;orics of Ianguz_igc,_ '.SCII'I.EII‘IIIC
compaltibility” (vogyatad) plays a similar ml_e and s dls_lmgmshcd
from ‘“‘syntactic compatibility” (of dlﬁ“f:renl \ kinds: c.g.
akanksd). Examples given by Indian theorists of (?xpre.sm‘(?ns
that lack semantic compatibility include angina .\‘nﬁcan3 __he
wets it with fire’’; those that lack syntactical compat‘l’bihly
include gaur asvah puruso hasti **cow horse man elephant’’ {see
e.g. Kunjunni Raja 1963:157,164-166; S}aal 1969 = 1976):
Rudolf Carnap objected to Martin Heidegger's Nichis {nch!er,
“nothing nothings™ on kindred grounds. But _even if such
expressions should be *‘set aside.” it _docs‘ not _lollow that the
problem they may hint at ceases to exist. For with regard' even
to such expressions, we are in a position to ask meaningful
questions: not mercly whether they are v.vel]-forrned,. and how
they convey meaning if they do, but also, if they don_l.. whether
they suggest a mcaning that can be cxpressed in a morc
intelligible manner by other expressions. (;onvcrscly, clarity is
not enough. There must be something of interest to convey as
well. Clarity of expression is a necessary, not a sufficient
condition for philosophy and science. Plato, Anstptle, De-
scartes, Leibniz, Spinoza or Hume did not onty offer ideas and
theories for discussion but offercd them in such clear terms that
we are in a position 1o discuss them. The Greek concern for
definitions corresponds to the Indian notion of ,mn_ra. developed
in order (o express meaning clearly, unambiguously and
Stwithout embellishment™ (Chapters 5 and 26).
‘ The contrast between philosophy on the one hand, and

» religion or poetry on the other, lies partly in this concern with
" meaning. The early stages of religion are charactcnz'e.d by the
fact that ““meaning™ is assigned to a variety of cntities, e.g.,
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TIVers, mountains, trees or the sky. Poetry expresses similar
sentiments metaphorically. Ordinary usage preserves such be-
liefs, semi-seriously, for it is common and normal to talk about
“the meaning™ of a sunset, life, the universe or man. **Map
Makes Sensc,’” the title of 4 reader tn anthropology (Hammel
and Simmons 1970), is understandably popular. Following the
POsitivist critique of obscurity, however, most contemporary
philosophers accept that meaning is not the kind of commodity
that can be assigned to everything: it is primarily. a property of
ltnguistic expressions. This explains the *“‘linguistic’’ phase in
contemporary philosophy and the recent importance of linguis-
tics. This development (which also occurred m India) cxplains
the gap between philosophy and science on the one hand, and
religion on the other; for meaning, minimized by the former two,
is maximized by the latter. S
If “*meaning’ belongs to expressions of language, it is natural
Lo assume that these expressions refer o reality dircetly and., ay
it were, “*depict” it. Frege had improved the medieval insight
that some terms mean without referring. His famous cxamples
are ““morning star’ and evening star,” cxpressions with a
difference sense that refer to the same planet. The most precise

and powerful theory of reference and truth was developed by
Alfred Tarski.

3A.  Ludwig Wittgenstein

In his first book, the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1922).
Wittgensiein stated that the expressions of language are elemen-
tary or composite. Elementary expressions describe atomic

facts, are true when those facts exist, false if they don’t, and

consist of series of names that directly refer to things. Composite
CXPressions are truth functions of elementary expressions, con-
structed from the latter with the help of logical connectives such
as not, and, and or. The truth or falsity of composite expressions
is completely determined by the truth functions of the clemen-
lary expressions which they comprise. A composite cxXpression
which s rue independeni of the clementary expressions of
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also distingnished clearly between logical and grammatical form
(see Kiparsky and Staal 1969; now republished in Staal 1988a:
184-281).

These developments explain why philosophy became entan-
gled in questions that resort under a more specialized scientific
discipline, namely, linguistics. Western linguistics did not have
ready answers to many questions about usage or about the
distinction between logical and grammatical structure since it
was itself relatively undeveloped and had suffered, as we shall
see in Chapter 6, from unnecessary strictures and prohibitions.
The question how meaning is expressed in a particular language
is not a philosophical question( although it possesses philosophic
features and implications), but an empirical question about the
“semantics’” of that language or about a “‘universal semantics™
that apphes to all languages.

The difference between logical and grammatical categories
does not coincide with that between semantic and syntactic
structures. Syntactic structures often express differences that
traditional grammarians would have called “‘logical.”” This is
illustrated by the following pair of sentences, made famous by
Noam Chomsky:

Tohn is eager to please N
and
John is casy o please {2)

These two expressions differ with respect to one word; to be
precise: the sccond syllable of a word. This much is apparent
when we restrict oursclves to “‘surface’ features. However,
once we analyze their structure, we discover a great dcal more.
In both sentences, ““John™ is the grammatical subject. But (1)
and {2) express meaning in a different manner and have different
syntactic structures. In (1), **John'" is the logical subjcct of the
sentence, which recurs in related expression such as ““John’s
eagerness to please.” In (2), ““John™ is the logical object. which
recurs in “to please John is easy™ . it is casy to ptease John,”
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elc. If we reverse these structures, we obtain ungrammatical

results which | shall mark, in linguistic tfashion, with the asterisk
# .

* *~John’s easiness 1o please™”
* 1o please John is eager™
* it 18 eager to please John.™

Though these expressions have been obtained by analogous
processes, it is not clear what meaning, if any, may be assigned
to them. Somecthing similar holds for expressions such as
“fearful cream™ and “*spinach wept wet history,” which are
syntactically well-formed but semantically unacceptable.

The positivist critique of meaning led to the insight that the
meaninglessness of certain metaphysical statements constitutes
a special case of the meaninglessness that linguists try to explain
in natural languages. The assistance of linguistics is valuable
because obscurity is not necessarily a mark of lack of thought or
msight. Descartes’ first exposition of analytical geometry was
extremely obscure and is still very difficult to read even at
present when every schoolboy is familiar with the subject. The
critique of meaning, therefore, reduces to three parts: obscurity
remains undesirable because it obfuscates the distinction be-
tween what makes scnse and was does not: since sometimes
sense turns out to be conccaled, cverything that is obscure
should not immediately be “‘sct aside™; linguistic and semantic
analysis is necessary to find out which is which.

3B. Martin Heidegger and Hans-Georg Gadamer

I shall illustrate these observations with a brief discussion of
two obscure philosophers; in the first instance, but not in the
second, sense can be detected. The first is Martin Heidegger.

When he wrote down the phrase das Nichts nichtet, *‘nothing
nothings.” 1o which Carnap, Ayer and others objected, Heideg-
rer was ol inawiare of the strangeness of the expression. He
had already introduced other similar ones into his philosophy. At
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the end of the Introduction to Sein und Zeit of 1927, he wrote
that for performing the task he sct himself, not merely words
were facking but above all, “‘grammar:” we need only compare
certain passages in Plato’s Parmenides or in Anistotle’s Meta-
physics with a narrative from Thucydides, to realize to what
extraordinary formulations the Greeks were subjected by their
philosophers. “*And since the lorces are essentially weaker, and
the arca of being that should be unlocked is ontologically much
more difficult than what the Greeks had before them, the
circumstantiality of concepts and the harshness of expression
witll accordingly increase™ (Heidegger 1953:39).

We should be charitable in accordance with a principle of
Quine (uncharitably discussed in Staal 1988a: {utroduction) and
assume that Heidegger tried o convey meaning. Later in Sein
und Zeit, Heidegger actually makes a proposal that reflects a
critical analysis of tinguistic usage and is not different in char-
acter from the critical observations linguistic philosophers had
offcred. He argued that it is misleading (o ask, with regard to our
own being, “*What™" (is it)? Since cur bemng is always our own
and as such uniquc. we must ask “Who?" This implies that the
Aristotelian categories, which arose rom an analysis of ques-
tions of the form “*what?”", cannot be used. Heidegger therefore
introduces a new kind of characterizations of being, which he
calls Existenzialien., “existentials.”” In his introductory chapters
he tried to clarify the distinction between “‘existentials,” which
deal with our own bcing, and ““categories,”, which deal with
other being. 1 shall not follow this exercise further, but it is not
surprising to find that new expressions, including verbal neolo-
gisms such as the nickren of “*das Nichts nichtet,”” emerged from
it.

Whether 1t is truc that our own being is fundamentally
different [rom other being because it 1s “‘always our own,’” is a
topic to which we shall return: for it is related to the doctrine that
the humanitics {or Ceisteswissenschaften) are fundamentally
different from the natural sciences (Naturwissenschaften) and
require a different method of study (Chapter 29). As for the new
Sgrammar’ that Heidegger needs, it is not far-fetched or pro-
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hibited to abandon ordinary language and introduce new lan-
guages that use a different grammar, The best examples of such
artificial languages are the languages of mathematics. There are
various misapprchenstons here, however. It is not true. for
cxample, that there is only one such language. and that it deals
with ““quantity” and not with ‘“‘quality.” On the contrary,
mathematical languages come in great variety and if we have
specific needs 11 1s often possible to construct an artificial
language that meets these needs. Einstein, for example, used the
language of “‘tensor analysis™ to express relationships he
needed in his general theory of relativity, and which he hap-
pened to have studied.

The use of artificial lunguages is mostly confined to the natural
sciences and is largely responsible for their success. The rise of
modern science in the sixteenth and seventeenth centurics is due
precisely to this application of mathematics to the study of
nature (for an interesting discussion ot why this did net happen
in China, where both mathematics and the natural sciences were
highly developed, see Needham 1959:150-168). The application
of artificial languages, is not confined to the natural sciences. It
has been useful in economics and especially in logic and linguis-
ties. 1t could be used in logic because it was in some respects
based upon Aristotle’s categorics: the cxpression Plx), “‘x is
.7 for cxample, reflects Aristotle’s distinction between subject
and predicate, as does the notion of a function expressed by
“fix).” In mathematics and physics, this onc-place lanction is
generalized to many-place functions such as ““f(x; . . . ., x,).”

It is likely that an artificial mathematical language could be
constructed to express whatever is clear in Heidegger's
“existentials.” To abstract a notation from verbal notions, use
could be made of the A-operator introduced by the logician
Alonzo Church. This operator enables us to abstract a feature
from a compound e¢xpression, and introduce and employ it
clsewhere. Such operators may be used to construct a language
that cxpresses meaning intelligibly in a systemalic manncr,
unlike an solated expression such as “das Nichts nichtet.”

Carnap's enticism of that expression was theretore justified:
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for such an expression is helptul and productive only if it is
well-formed and functions within the context of a well-defined
language. To create such a language is nol only common in
mathematics or physics. Among philosophers. Aristotle, Leib-
niz, and even Spinoza, not to mention Peano, Frege. Russell and
Whitchead, tried to construct such artificial languages. In Hei-
degger, the expression Carnap criticized may not be meaningless
but remains an isolated curiosity, liable to spread confusion
rather than illumination. Heidegger's entire development bears
this out: for he never attempted to provide “general accounts™
that could be studied within the framework of a general lan-
guage. On the contrary, he refused to accept any truth that is
independent of *‘human being”’ (Dasein): “the laws of Newton,
the principle of noncontradiction, any truth whatsocver is only
true as long as Dasein 1s ... before Newton’s laws were
discovered, they were not true;” to which he added, curiously
(for Heidegger has never cvinced sympathy for intuitionism,
which exludes the principle of the excluded middle), ‘‘that does
not however imply that they were false™ {Heidegger 1953: 226).

My second example illustrates an obscure philosopher who,
however charitably we analyze his expressions, does not scem
to yield sense. This takes us closer to contemporary problems
for it is concerned with ‘“hermeneutics,” a topic that will be
discussed tater (Chapters 29 and 30 A-B). The exposition of
hermeneutics in Gadamer’s Wahrheit und Methode (**Truth and
Method™’) of 1960 exemplifies meaninglessncss better than He-
gel, Heidegger, or any other contemporary philosophy with
which 1 am familiar.

Gadamer’s ‘‘philosophical hermencutics”” combines Heideg-
ger with Husser!’s phenomenology and Dilthey’s distinction
between Natur- and Geisteswissenschaften 10 provide a new
philosophical foundation for the Geisteswissenschaften by
means of a theory of interpretation. Gadamer makes a surprising
move to begin with: he accepts only one kind of method—that of
the natural sciences. He characterizes this method 1 the same
terms as empiricists and positivists have done before him: it is
the caricature of scientific method inits pristine form. Gadamer
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repects it, good for him; and since it was the only method he
recognized: he rejects all method.

‘This move sounds radical but Gadamer is not the radical type
of philosopher we see in Heidegger. Heidegger was radical in
style and substance. The differcnce in style between Gadamer
anq Heidegger is illustrated by their manner of referring. In
Helqegger references are scarce, and limited to Plato, Aristotle,
Aquinas (“*“Thomas von A.""), Nietzsche, Husserl, and a f'eW
others including increasingly in his later work, the classical
German poct Holderlin (1770-1843) who wrote, for example:

Nal ist
uad schwer ci fassen der CGott,

(*Close, and dilficult o grasp, s the god.™')

These lines (the first of Parmos) introduce a being similar to
Dusein: in Sein und Zeit. almost beyond rcach, but in Heideg-
ger’s later work always alrcady “‘there’ (da). This notion
resembles the Vedantic concept of brahiman, an entity bevond
everything that is also identified with my self. In Heidegger. we
mcet not only with references. but also with momentous put-
downs, for cxample, of Descartes, Dilthey or Kierkegaard:
“‘thcy have not advanced beyond X 1s a typical Heideggerian
form fofcritiquc in which elementary insights that fit the casc are
substituted for ““X’". Whatever the force of these criticisms, to
be quoted by Heidegger is tantamount to immortality. Awesome
;mq difficult to grasp are the differences of opinion between
phI‘lOSOphel'S thus depicted, When Heidegger differs with
Aristotle, his prose takes on the purple glow of a combat
between giants, a collision between mountain massifs as in
Japancse Sumo.

To be quoted by Gadamer is nothing special. He refers to the
hlun.fc burgeoisic ot European, especially German, culture.
Great names rank with contributors to Festschrifte, and since
texts are the primary objects of ““hermeneutics,” this is not
at.lrprixinp_ Hermenceuatics had been introduced into textual and
historical interpretition by Dilthey (Chapter 29, 1t plays an
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Linguistic Background

The history of linguistics does not begin in Greece but in India.
The proper way to introduce the subject would therefore be to
start there and mention the West only when Indian ideas were
introduced into European speculations about language. This
would conflict with prejudices of long standing, e.g., that science
is an exclusively Western development, and be mislcading
hecause it would not explain why Indian ideas were so long and
consistently misunderstood in the West. I shall therefore begin
and proceed in the conventional manner with Western antiquity,
turn to India on reaching the stage of Western development
when Indian ideas were beginning to be introduced, and return
1o the West alter surveying Indian linguistics. This sketch
contributes to the present investigation because we shall later
study the Indian science of ritual, which is closely related to
Indian lingwistics but has no counterpart among Western sci-
cnces {(Chapter 26).

In Western Antiquity, the Alexandrian school of Dionysius
Thrax (around 100 B.C.E.), extended by Apollontus Dyscolus,
adopted a conception of grammar in which words werc regarded
as the smallest functional units of language and were considered
indivisible like atoms. The only smaller units which the Greek
grammarians recognized were fetters. They referred to these by
means of the Greek term orowyscor which is the same as the
word for “element™ Euclid used in the title of his work on
reomelry, “The Elements.” His commentator, the Neoplatonist
Moclus, o metaphysician and mathematician, commented on
this silarity:
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ce in language consists of first principles that are the
and each word Aéfs and cach speech Adyos
is built up from those. similarly there are certain theorems that precede
all of geomelry, constitute principles for the theorems that follow. extend
over all, and provide proofs (or many special cases; they are called
clements (ed. Friedlein, 1873:72).

Just as an utteran
most simple and indivisible,

That the ancient Greek science of grammar did not devclop 15
partly due to the fact that letters are not In any significant sense
the elements from which words are constructed. What they dois
provide information about spelling. The confusion between
grammar and spelling has pervaded Europcan ideas aboul lan-
guage for many centuries and is sull occasionally to be found.
The same holds for the related misconception that grammar is a
prescriptive discipline which determines correct usage.

The confusion between grammar and spelling existed on a
different level in China, where writing characters has always
been a more complex and significant matter than in languages
that use an alphabetic system. n the Far East in gencral,
calligraphy occupies 4 central place in art and civilization. Itis a
“Gesamtkunstwerk’’ that would have appealed to Richard Wag-
ner if he had been able to appreciate how it integrates painting,
sound, meaning and harmony. The Chinese conception of lan-
guage 1s permeated by the art of writing as 18 illustrated by the
offorts of Chinese Buddhist monks to understand Sanskrit. They

thought that this knowledge consisted in lcarning how to write
and how to pronounce the written language. In Chinese, both
tasks are immense, and when one has completed them, one has
in the process mastered a janguage with which one was already
familiar to begin with. In Sanskrit, on the other hand, both tasks
are simple. Having mastered the Sanskrit alphabet and s
pronunciation, the Chinese believed that they knew the lan-
guage; and when they repcatedly noticed that they did not, they
were at a loss to explain why. A curious circumstance supported
their assumption: many Sanskrit texts they looked at abounded
in mantras that happened to conform 1o their idea of language.

For knowing how to derive the recitation of a mantra from the

wity I is writlen s almost all there is 10 know abonit it
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“el;ldhuxré)pc‘, lhe' c01ncc‘:pI ofgramﬂ‘}ar of the Alexandrian school
® b.urf, with llltlrl..‘ rcal change for more than ten centurics™
L.:i,;n;r.-:%f 1‘8'}. —I hc Greek g_rar'mnarians were replaced by
¢ ammarians such as Priscian and Donatus, but their
outlook and methodology remained the same. A ncw' science of
gram‘marvprospered between the twelfth and fiftecenth Icenlurl'd Cf
and 1nsp|rcd. theories and philosophies of grammar for a ;'25,
more centuries, Important mnovations were due to lhc( MW
d:.s‘tae’,‘ who constructed grammars in the late thirteeﬁlh ¢ O(i
f).arly fourtecnth centuries in line with logic and semantic ‘dn
thltla I]nOdC of signifying”” (modus significandi: s;ce,‘v.e.g‘L Rlliirbqii)ll—n
A?iqm?;-].)' T‘lllcsc e.ﬁqus dcpeqdcd on philosophy. cspecially
\ristots lan categories and logic which had been introduced
Cdl‘[]?l‘ into medicval philosophy. The notion of *‘rule’ (regul
was mtru.duced from logic along with these other notions bﬁrtf (:}
use rcmaln.cd largely confined to logical rules nt‘deductién 51 ]‘}?
zfs (?ccur m Aristotelian syllogistics. With -I.he help ofhtlhbiq
;:in(,‘ept‘u%il ?I)pzzlralFus‘, lhc.i“grammarians” triumphed over thé
‘l“ma.n‘lstlc schools of the “authors™ who had been more textu-
;ntiuzrdiggc?ﬁtgu\tvz;;lorc ;cwn}iﬁc and empiricist approach was
roruc ern linguistics only after the discovery of
Cisll\llqewwddta about languagf‘:: and a concomit;mt turn to empiri-
_ . Were needed to transform Western ideas about languag
mt() af:__;tl.:lence. The new data arrived. but the resulting cr%‘npi?iﬁf
;;Zitr;l ]:; Itmweq }-iu.me_ and adopted the caricature of scientific
ne l we have reviewed above. If Western scholars of lan-
t\,l:;jg; hzid‘adopl.ed_ thq rationalism of the Indian grammaria;x
m\:(e, beecrl‘srng[t;Sdtie(il |]r} .‘t'helr notion of' ru?c, linguistics coulci
v b Wc\;;cm oh c;é,n ‘,md mal.heman?s in a fruitfut manncr.
e '[“] W |: o scho f“ 5 al.)andon‘cd logic and concemtrated on
XI5, s limitation, combined with positivism. was fruitful i
historicat and comparative philology and phonology, b ii ‘l‘n
vented progress in pure linguistics for another two {:c,nlulrie[zm_
| ;:?:]”;F-fm! ‘u_l\lhc alslgh‘iccnlh_ century, Sir William Jones {17:41'6—
discovered that Sanskrit, the classical language of Indiy
was reinted o the inguages of Forope. This discovery ;mdLI]}::
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promulgation of the facts of that relationship, marked the
beginning of scientific philology. Facts about Sanskrit and
fragments of Sanskrit grammars in Latin had existed earlier, as
did scattered information about Indian linguistics. Filippo Sas-
sefti (1540-1588), for example, was impressed by the Indian
discovery that different sounds arc produced by the various
movements of the mouth and the tongue, a fact unknown in the
West. Sassetti attributed the large number of sounds in Indian
languages to the widespread custom of chewing betel leaves and
areca nuts (Staal 1972:30). But such hypotheses were of no
significance compared to the birth of “*‘comparative grammar’’
which was the work of Franz Bopp.

The first European who knew Sanskrit well was Sir Charles
Wilkins (17497-1836), whose “*Grammar of the Sanskrita Lan-
guage’’ was published in 1808, In that grammar, he used the
Indian method of analyzing words into smaller units. Bopp
learned this technique from Wilkins' grammar and used it in his
“*Systems of conjugation in Sanskrit compared with thosc in the
Greek, Latin, Persian and Germanic languages’ of 1808. With
the help of his Indian techniques, Bopp was able to compare
related languages tor the first time in a systematic and scientific
manner (Thiemc 1982/1983:3).

In order to evaluate the Indian contribution to linguistics and
the lively controversies that followed its adoption by Western
linguists and philosophers, we shall now turn 10 linguistics in
India and return in Chapter 6 to the sequel of linguistic studics in
Europe that led to contemporary linguistics.

5

The Origins of Linguistics in India

The origin of linguistics in India is connected with the oral
transmission of the Vedas. It is customary in Western anthro-
pology and related disciplines to distingmish between “‘literate’”
and “‘nonliterate’” socielies, and to regard the former as more
advanced and civihized. But in India, there was no system of
writing during the Vedic period, and scientific linguistics would
not have developed if writing had been known {see below, pages
371-372). In order to safeguard the accurate transmission of the
Vedas, the continuous (samhitad) form of recilation, called
Samhitapatha, which corresponds to the flow of speech in
spoken language, was dissolved into its constituent elements and
the concomitant modifications were studied. The sandhi junc-
tions or euphonic combinations between these elements were
analysed. At first. attention went primarily to words (called
pada) although some stems and endings were discovered and
similarly “‘separated’’, The “*word-for-word™ recitation, set up
alongside the Samhitapatha, was called Padapatha.

The Samhitapatha and Padapatha were related to each other
by mecans of rules. That such rules need to be numerous and
vomplex can be imagined from the following example:

SAMHITAPATHA: 6rv apra dmartya nivito devy udvatah / /
PADAPATHA: / a/uri / aprah / dmartya [ ni-vatah /
devl / ut-vitah 7 / )
“the immortal goddess has pervaded the wide space,
the depths and the heights.””

I shall, by way of illustration, formulate three rules that are
needed 1o express the relationship between these two modes of
recstation. | shall not formualate these rules in the same manner
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in which this was done in India, for this would mvolve more
Sanskritic detail than is neceded or wanted in the present context.
[ shall use instead the expression of a rule by means of an arrow
adopted in modern linguistics, ‘This can be shown to be equiva-
lent in all relevant respects to the cxpressions used by the
ancient Indian authors (Staal 1965a). A rule which is formulated
with the help of such an arrow. for example:

A— B,

may be rcad as: “‘replace A by B, or “substitute B for A7
shall use another symbol, the **4 7" sign expressing immediate
succession or concalenation, without defining i1, but its use will
be obvious. It should be borne in mind, lastly, that my rendering
of these rules makes usc of the customary transliteration of
Sanskrit into the Roman alphabet which is in some respects
different from the exclusively oral methods of expression used
by the ancient Indians (see Chapter 27).
The first rule may now be formulated as:
¢+ > o (1

This rule expresses that the o of o™ in the Samhitapatha
is substituted for the combination of **@" and the first “a’" of
“wry" in the Padapatha.

The second rule explains the “v™" of “orv™, but it cannot be
simply formulated as:

H— Vv,

for this would entail that aff occurrences of ““«™" are replaced by
"' This rule applies only when its coniext 1s restricted, as in:

i —> v when a tollows. (2)
The third rule similarly explains ““devy™:
i — v when u tollows (3)
Rules (2) and (3) look similar; they express, in fact, a corre-
spondence that holds in similar circumstances. It may be cx-
pressed with the help of a generalization from (2), {3}, and other
rules in something like the following form:
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vowel — corresponding semi-vowel when a different
vowel follows. 4)

Allachcd to each of the Vedic schools was a Pratisakhva
which aimed at a complete description with the help of rules of
the derivation of the Samhitapitha from the Padapatha of that
schpo]. These works studied a few, well-defined gr.ammalical
lUpIC'H‘ such as sandhi and accent, always with reference to a
spectfic corpus, and discussed the notion of rule that developed
over the centuries. Rules such as (1), {2) and (3) are common in
thts litcrature. But rules of a morc general form such as (4) were
only beginning to be formulated.

‘ The earliest Padapatha, that of the Samaveda or Veda of
S'ongs, was composed around 1,000 B.C.E. At roughly the same
lnvnc, the sentences and verses of the Vedas. espectally the
_[{lg}feda, were sct to music and transformed into mantras for usc
i ritual. For this purpose, the sounds ol the original were not
only taken apart and analysed, but also transformed into other
sounds. These modifications were also formulated by rules.
Some of these conformed to sound correspondences needed or
postulated by the grammarians, Other sound transformations
had nothing to do with language structure but were necessitated
Iy Iht? requirements of mclody. We therefore find linguistically
mf:amngfu] rules such as those that transform ¢ into e or agni.
"hrf:”. I.ﬂ[.f\) its Vocative case or mode ol address: agne, as well
as Im'gu:sllczilly mecaningless rules such as those that !.rﬁ:msform
aeni into melodic forms like o-gra-i.

Linguistics was adumbrated in the Pratisakhyas but originated
i the tradition of grammatical analysis of which the oldest
extant work is the Sanskrit grammar of Panini (6th or 5th century
Iil.(',l-‘.‘}, generally referred 1o as the Asiadhvayi or “Eight
Chapters.” In this work, which consists of almost 4000 bricf
|||\]cs called sritra, the interest has shifted from the fixed corpus
of Vedic reertations (o the living domain of spoken Sanskrit. The
rrammar was not prescriptive but descriptive and based upon
cmpinical datas it did not legislate what does or does not belong
fer Sanskrit, but took the forms of language lrom usage. Panini’s
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commentator Patafjali (ca. 150 B.C.£.) explained this: when you
neced pots, you go to a potter; but when you need words, you
don’t go 10 a grammarian: you go to the people who speak the
Janguage.

When the grammarian is a native speaker (the only casc
considered in ancient India), the language is always alrcady
availablc to him. If he wants to form the plural of a noun, he does
not have to look for it in a recitation or a text; he knows i
because he knows his native language. His task is to postulate
and formulate rules that account for all the forms he knows and
encounters, and for their various uses. A difference between the
pratisakhyas and the grammars of Panini and the other Indian
linguists, therefore, is that the former confined themselves to
finite collections of atterances (wccarana) such as were trans-
mitted in the Vedas, whereas the latter studied the infinitely
many sentences (vakya) that make up any living language,

The insight that language is infinite was formulated by Pa-
tanjali in a colorful passage that deserves to be quoted n full:

Now if grammatical expressions are taught, must this be dome by the
recitution of cach particular word for the understanding of grammatical
expressions—lor example, should we recile the grammatical forms sgandt,
ceow,' asvak, Chorse.” puarnsah, tman.” hasti, “clephant.” Sakintl.
“kite.” mrgah, Cdeer.” brafmanadt, brahmin?? No. says the author
[that is, Patafjalil, this recitation of each particular word is not a means
for the understanding of grammatical expressions. For we have a
tradition which describes how Brhaspati addressed Indra during 2
thousand divine years,going over (he grammatical expression by enun-
ciating each particular word. and still did nof attain the end. With
Brhaspati as the professor. Indra as the student, and a thousand divine
years as the period of study, the end could not be attained; so what of us
at the present day, who when we live in full live 51 most a hundred vears?
.. _The recitation of each particular word, therefore, is not a means for
the understanding of grammatical cxpressions. How, then. must gram-
matical expressions be understood? Some work containing general and
particular rules has to be composed (Mahdabhasva, ed. Kielhorn, 5.23-
6.3%

This passage refers implicitly to the practice of ““enumer-
ation™ {samkfivd) which was adopted in the Pratsakhya litera-
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fure and which 1s characteristic of the teast scientific and most
popular of the later philosophic systems, accordingly referred to
as Samkhya.”” But since the forms of language arc infinite, they
cunnot be described by enumeration, but must be characterized
in a more systematic and scientific manner, that is, by “‘general
and particular rules’ (samanyavisesaval laksanam). In this Jast
cxpression, Pataijali used the term faksana which is a common
syronym for sitra or “‘rule.”

The infinity of language is a feature of language that, in the
West, had been known to logicians, but to which the classical or
medieval grammarians did not pay attention. A simpie example
v concatenation by means ol a connective such as “‘and™. I
AT and BT are grammatical expressions, and certain other
conditions are also met, A and B is also a grammatical
expression. Thus we can form "fathers and mothers,” “‘fathers
and mothers and sisters and brothers, ™ ete. In English there is a
rule, applicable to the written form of the language, that replaces
Al but the first occurrences of “and™ by a comma, and other
linguages have similar devices that may eflect changes in
expressions of the form A and B and C and. ... ™ But
expressions of this latter form have to be postulated in the first
place if we wish 10 explain any others that cxpress concatenation
or conjunction.

In Sanskrit, indefinitely farge expressions are formed in vari-
ous ways but the most striking is nominal composition. The
coltection of animals referred to by Patanjali, that in English
could be referred to by the conjunction: “‘cows. horses, men,
clephants, kites, deer and brahmins™ is in Sanskrit referred to by
a single nominal compound: gaurasvapurusahastisakunimrga-
becfunandah, in which the single elements are concatenated in
accordance with rules. Panini’s grammar describes such rules
and many others that account for the ifinity of language.

[t 15 sometimes objected that such an explanation is inappro-
priate because language is not “‘really’” infinite: seniences or
other linguistic expressions are not literally infinitely long since
the humane hfe span is fintle. The point of such an analysis 1s,
owcever, that il generates a structure Tor which it ts impossible
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1o fix an upper limit or boundary. tor any sentence S. *He said
that $* is also a sentence, and this process may be re-iterated
indefinitely. ‘The Netherlands constitution is formulated without
making use of periods, as an enumeration of hundreds of legal
principles separated by semicolons, following the opening
phrase: “"WE, Beatrix, Queen of the Netherlands, etc.. have
ordained ... = followed by scveral hundred pages of text,
formulated in the form of a single sentence. No one has objected
to the Netherlands constitution because of this special feature; it
is accepted as a meaningful, albett lengthy. sentence. That in
spoken language an upper bound seems 10 be necessary and may
he actually determined is a different matter. It is not a matter of
linguistic competence but due 10 Hmitations of memory and
other restrictions that are of a psychological nature and belong to
what is today called performance. We shall return to this feature
{Chapter 21C).

In logic and mathematics, the gencration of infinitely many
forms by a single, finite rule, has long been known. The kind of
rule that effects such an apparent miracle is called recursive.
Such a rule produces infinitcly many forms because it can be
applied to its own outpul. A simple example is:

A — AB.

If this rule is applicd to the “*A’" that occurs on the right, we
obtain:

(AB)B,

and il we re-iterate the process, we obtain, omitting the paren-
theses:

ABBB. ABBBB. ABBBBB. ABBBBEB, etc.

»anini did not explicitly name or discuss such recursive rules
in his grammar but he made use of them in a varicty of contexts.
His grammar is a device that generates an infinite class of correct
expressions of Sanskrit; it is. therefore, what is prescently called,
following Noam Chomsky. a gencrative grammadr.

Panini’s grammar analyzed words systematically into smaller
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units such as roots, stems, suffixes, prefixes and infixes. Some of
the Jatter were set up for grammatical purposes and attached to
forms to indicate that certain grammatical operations had to be
applied. Such markers are nowadays called “meta-linguistic™”
and Panini recognized their special and separate status. The
connexions between nouns, verbs and other forms were dealt
with in his grammar by systems of relations, the most important
of which were “‘grammatical relations™ called kdraka that oper-
ate on different tevels. In this context, the distinction between
what we referred to as logical and grammatical relations (page
24), was discovered and analysed,

Adopting a modern terminology, the origin of linguistics in
India may be characterized in approximate terms by saying that
the phonetic and phonological investigations of the Pratisakyas,
which were piccemcal and ad hoe, were extended and the results
supplemented with similar investigations pertaining to morphol-
ogy, syntax and semantics, all combined in a singic gencrative
grammar of spoken Sanskrit. The main innovation was a meth-
nd_ology that developed the familiar concept of rule into some-
thing more abstract and led to the study of categones of rules,
rile systems and rule order. This was possible because Panini’s
rudes were formalized 1n a manner that corresponds 1o mathe-
matical formalization in the West. Metarules governed the use of
"lpctalinguistic" markers and explained and lacilitated the ap-
plication and operation of the rules and the order in which they
had to be applied. Some of these formulated what appear to be
obvious matters, like some of luchd's axioms and theorems.
For example, a metarule stated that the meta-linguistic markers
have 1o be removed from the finally derived forms. An example
lrom English may illustrate this. If we describe the formation of
the pust tense by introducing a ““suffix -ed.”” the past tense of
weork 18 not:

fworksuffixed
iwhere the asterisk 27 denotes ungrammatically), but:

worhed.
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A general metarule could generate correct results that would
otherwise have to be obtained by particular rules of the form:

*worksuffixed — worked.

Such a metarule would include the linguistically more inter-
csting, but methodologically similar rule:

*dosuffixed — did.

Since the rules were ordered. an important metarule safc-
guarded the consistency of the grammar by specifying that *‘in
casc of contradiction between two rules. the latter (in the order
of rules adopted by the grammar) prevails.”” Other logical terms
and distinctions necessitated by the grammar were also intro-
duced, e.g., the distinction between use and mention and
between object-tanguage and meta-langnage.

In order to give an idea of the use and function of some of
these rules and rule-systems [ shall discuss a simplified and
abbreviated derivation of the Sanskrit sentence:

devadattah pacaly odanam, (5)
“*Devadatta is cooking rice™

(see Kiparsky 1982:2 and following; Staal 1982:8-9). The deri-
vation may appear to be arbitrary and ad hoc, but that is because
it cannot demonstrate the most powerful feature of the system:
namely, that methods of analysis that apply to this specific
sentence also apply fo infinitely many others. Active scntences
such as (5) are not more basic than their passive counterparts
““rice is being cooked by Devadatta.”” or related nominalizations
such as: “*Devadatta, a cooker of rice,”” ‘‘rice, cooked by
Devadatta.”” “‘the cooking of rice by Devadatta,” *‘Devadatta’s
cooking of rice,”” etc. All of these were regarded as allernative
realizations of the same underlying structure. In each case, a
specific path of rules leads to a specific result. 1 shall follow one
such path.

In order to derive any sentence we have (o take account of the
leading principle of the Adraka system expressed by the metarule
2.3.1: anabhihite, " if not (already) expressed.” This means that
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every karaka relation must be cxpressed by the morphology., but
no karaka may be expressed more than once.

‘The derivation begins by selecting items from the lexicon and
deciding on a semantic relation between them. To the nominal
items, gender and number are assigned. and to the verbal roots,
atime reference. We sclect devadatta- as “independent agent,”
odana-as “agent’s principal goal.” and for the verbal rool paec-,
reference to “ongoing time.”” If we had chosen differently, we
could derive one of the related cxpressions mentioned before,
c.g., the passive.

The rules witl now specily which abstract. “meta-linguistic™
or “grammatical”” markers have 1o be attached to the lexical
tems. These enable us to attach subsequently the “‘real”
nommal and verbal endings, but also entail the application of
other rules that are necessary for the correct forms to be
obtatned. For the active form, an “infix’" S«f” and the ending tiP
are attached to the verbal root. (In expressing these markers 1
use capitals, which could not have been done in the grammar of
Panini which was orally transmitted and composed: see end of
Chapter 27). After the grammatical clements *$™ and **f* have
done their job. they are deleted (in accordunce with a mctarule
already referred to) and the form pacatiis obtlained. The “goal”
lunction is expressed by assigning the accusative ending -am to
the nominal item that bears that function, The “agent” function
15 expressed by assigning the instrumental ending -ena 1o the
nominat bearing that function.

Now the leading principle that nothing is expressed more than
once comes into play. In the present derivation. the verb cndings
hirve been chosen to express the agent. The goal 1s therefore not
yet expressed, and so it receives the accusative cnding -¢m. The
agent, however, is already expressed and cannot now be is-
signed an instrumental ending. The ungrammatical form;

Ydevadattena pacaty odanam.
" by Devadatta is cooking rice™
s thereby correctly biocked tnstead, o rule sieps in which
assigns the nommative cise when only the notion of nominal
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stem, gender and number remain to be expressed. Applying it to
devadatta-, the correct form devadatiah results.

Indian linguistics did not maintain the high level that Panini
had introduced. We still find 1t In Patafijali. three centuries later.
for he did not hesitate to criticize Panini when the occasion
arose. But he also began to twist the use of Panini’s rules to
account for new torms that Panini had not known because they
had come into being only later in the course of the natural
development of Sanskrit. Originally, Panini’s grammar was
hased on the spoken language of his compatriots. In due coursc,
it became prescriptive and came to be laoked upon as an arbiter
of correct Sanskrit, thus arresting its natural development. By
that time the Indian sciences had cntered a period of scholasti-
cism which corresponds to some extent to that of the Western
Middle Ages.

The notion of rule was permanently introduced inte the
traditional sciences including philosophy. 1ts uses and varieties
increased and their discussion continued over the centuries. In
the thirteenth century C.L., a sitra wWas defined as ‘‘consisting of
few syllables, not leading (o doubt, containing the essence of a
topic. fully expicit, without embellishment and faultless™ (cf.
Renou 1956:53-59 and 1963). Such a “definition” may provide
beginners with a first inkling of the subject, but when it was
formulated. sciences dealing with rule-governed activities had

existed for aimost two thousand years.

6

Contemporary Linguistics and Rules

I)(iimmb?(.y argue‘d. m his Cartesian Linguistics of 1966, that
escartes introduced mto European speculation on language th
view ‘that human language does not merely serve a COmHlEIIiC’e
ive function, but is an instrument for the {ree cxpression di-"
lhought and for expressing appropriate responses to nc\»;’ sit “J
Uons. Chomsky's thesis has been the subject ‘of a scri;:]‘u{l;“
:nportam revicws {(Harman 1968, Zimmer ‘196.8, Lakloﬂ‘ 1368
i}‘l:”'u?n-- l9§?), some of them ct*ritical (especially Aarstefl’ I9?(}):
| u (_flh substantial correctness is not now in question. According
hn ;_.h'.omsk‘y, 1thc Cz?rl‘esian e‘mphasis on the creative aspect of
inguage use tound its most forceful expression in Wilhelm v
IImnbo]Qt."s attempt to develop a comprchensive theo 0'}
,tu,tncml ]mgui;sl.ics. Von Humboldt emphasized that the i(nrﬁyni?
s.al language 1s expressed by finite means, and in so doi }:
I.urmulal.ed the theoretical foundation for recursive rule"q with ni
fnrmulatlhng such rules himself. He played, however m irﬁ o
|u_|ll_ role in the reception of [ndian ideas tha.t led 1o tl ’ iI ' D(“r_
ol linguistics in the West. e sov birth
|.ml hti; or:g‘ni of thp Western science of linguistics developed
m Bopp’s adoption of the methods of the Indian grammarians
mentioned at the end of Chapter 4. Bopp’s work immcdiatecl ]:‘,13
to o controversy which was, in essence, a discussion a)g
methodotogy and empiricism. After publishing his (iﬁm ar: t't')uE
praniniar, Bopp wrote @ Sanskrit grammar, whicI; he depc; d Mi
Tf1 Wnll'u:lm von Humboldt, and a “Combarative G]osvllwwtf
;wl;mxknl_" /\_ugux[ Wilhelm von Schlegel wrote in a ]cttc1: ;(:yw?n
y u}n:ln;hfl ('rl ISZ‘):_ “Mr. Iiop_p certainly has grammatical sense;
only he biad stidied the Tndian grammarians moere diligently, if
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he did not always try to be original when it is inappropriatc, he
would have been able to do something really good.™

The real target of the criticism was Bopp's view that the
Indian grammarians had created many forms, *that a{‘c not real
roots, but are the stems of verbs derived from nouns.” By “n(‘fl
real,”” Bopp meant that these forms are not forms of th(_i Szmsrk1r1t
language but had been postulated by the grammarians. I'he
majority of scholars dissented. Nicls Westergaard, for example,
explained in 1841:

There are many roots we do nel know from nouns derived from them,
and of which we cannot establish the use from classical passages and
books. For this reason there are people who claim that such roots have
never cxisted in the language at all, but have mercly been 1nvr:nl_ed—_l
wouldnt know why—Dby Lhe grammarians. But such an gsaemon is
astomshing. given the fact that so little is kaown of Indian literature (in
Staal 1973:54),

The methodological discussion between Bopp and Schlegel
about the issues of empiricism and postulated clements was
overshadowed by the dispute about the value of the st‘udy of the
Indian grammarians. We have scen that Schlegel defended the
nced {or such study which Bopp had questioned, at lcast to some
cxtent. The issue about empiricism was better understood by
von Humboldt who wrote to Schlegel, also in 1829:

In ane respect, basic to Bopp's view. | differ [rom him. He rlcgards the
roots as grammafical abstracts. But ] consider them te bc ancient word_s
which disappeared when language became increasingly mllcc'ledA I admit
that the Indian grammarians. who use them with few exceptions merely
as scientific tools, freed them from other sounds or subjected them to
other sound changes in order o transform them into pure sources I"n.)m
which the forms of language origimate. 1 am therefore atways xtj:archn_lg
for the appearance of these Toots in Asian languages other than Sanskrit,
and have discovered something. but not a grear deal {in Staal 1973:62).

This passage shows that von Humboldt acceplen:l unattested
forms postulated by the Sanskrit grammarians not if they wcrf
Sabstracted,” scientfic tools,” but only if they were real
sources. that is, forms of Sanskrit, or another Lmguape. that
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venerate other expressions of the language. I is likely, there-
fore, that his ideas about the creative use of language were
nspired not only by **Cartesian linguistics”” and by the general
cmphasis on creativity that characterizes the Romantic period,
but were also influcnced by the Sanskrit grammarians’ creation
of artificial, metalinguistic elements which von Hamboldt inter-
preted as “'ideal forms.'”

During the second half of the nineteenth century the study of
Suanskrit began to flourish, first in India and later in Europe.
Ramkrishna Gopal Bhandarkar studied the historical develop-
ment of Sanskrit and determined which stage of its development
corresponded to the state of the language described by Panini
and other grammarians. Kielhorn, Liebich and others contrib-
uted further to this kind of research. But there were also
seeptics, although not among specialists of the Indian grammait-
ical tradition. Theodor Benfey, for cxample, claimed in the
Introduction to his Vedic grammar of 1874 (hat the Indians had
left us on the one hand (in the Vedas), “‘the most beautiful
language without a grammar based upon it,”” and on the other
hand (in Panini), “‘the most beautiful grammar without the
lianguage upon which it is based.” The main proponent of the
view that there existed a **grammarians’ Sanskrit” which was a
thing of grammatical rule mercly, having never had any real
cxistence as a language’ was the first important American
Sanskritist, William Dwight Whitney (1827-1894).

Whitncy emphatically rejected the “reality’” of the roots given
by the Sanskrit grammarians. In his own Sanskrit Granmar (first
published in 1879, and still regularly reprinted), he never ac-
cepted a root unless he had found it in a text. Needless to say,
Whitney's grammar did not follow Papini's grammar, which his
P’refuce attacked for its **highly artful and difficult form of about
tour thousand algebraic-formula-like rules in the statement and
arrangement of which brevity alone is had in view. at the cost of
distimetness and unambiguousness™ {(page xi).

‘The most important contributions by Panini and the Indian
prammatical tradition were not the analysis of words into smaller
mails, the postudation of abstract clements, or the view (hat

S T R R ] PO
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language is more than the fintte portion or corpus of data that we
come across, important as these insights are. Their greatest
contribution was the invention of the notion of ride that made all
these discoveries possible and accounted for other new insights
as well. The production and interpretation of infinitely many
forms, for example, can only be based upon a finite system of
rules. Larly in the nineteenth century, von Humboldt had
understood the importance of **finite means’ by which infinite
forms are generated; but he referred to rules only occasionally
and did not producc anything like a generative grammar. [t took
another century-and-a-half before attempts were made to con-
struct such grammars, or fragments of grammars, with the help
of rules.

How could Whitney, an excellent Sanskrit scholar who was
also the leading American linguist of the second half of the
nineteenth century, have missed the central contribution of the
Indian grammarians? The reason is that in all his grammatical
work. including the Sanskrit Grammar of 1879, Whitney was not
inspircd by Panini but by the empiricism of the Pranisakhya
literature that had been discarded by Panini and his successors.
[t is therefore misicading to claim that Whitney “'did not
discredit and slight the old Hindu grammarians because of any
lack of acquaintance with them . . . He published not only the
Atharva-Veda-Pratisikhya but also a similar edition of the
Tanuriya-Pratisakhya . . . > (Seymour in Scbeok 1966.1:416).
Whitney’s studies of the Pratisikhya literature supports and
accounts for his narrow empiricism and explains his adhcrence
to their restrictive scientific method which happened to coincide
with the caricature of science we studied in Chapter 2.

That the approach of the Pratisakhya literature led to Whit-
ney’s outlook in linguistics is supported by his own declarations.
Whitney checked the completeness of the statements of the
Pratisakhyas with the Vedic corpus they purported to describe
and found, to his satisfaction, complete agreement. FFor exam-
ple. commenting on the passage of the Taittiriya Pratisakhya
which described the conversion from dental n in the Padapatha
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to retroflect noin the Samhitapatha, he notes: I have not
drscovered in the Samhita any case of a lingual nasal arising in
(he conversion of the pada text into samhita which is not duly
provided for in this chapter” (Whitney 1871:180: cf. also 281).
Such observations do not show that Whitney understood the
Sanskrit grammarians: on the contrary, they confirm that he did
Hot .

Whitney was very influential, especially in the United States.
and the empiricist outlook of twentieth century American lin-
ruistics 1s not intelligible without that influence. In Europe,
knowledge of the Indian grammarians remained relatively strong
-nd the Romantic perspective that was bencficial to linguistics
coidinued for some time. Kiclhorn's pupil Bruno Licbich, for
cxample, devoted a chapter of his monograph on Panini to
Whitney’s views and gave a spirited defense of Panini‘s method.
He pointed out that a grammarian, who studies his mother
tongue. need not confine himscelf to forms encountered in texts,
lor he is 1n a position to reproduce all possible linguistic forms
whenever he needs them by reflection—just as a scientist may at
any time obtain through experimentation what it would take him
a long time to find in nature.

Modern linguistics originated, finally, when de Saussure re-
acled against the diachronic considerations that characterized
historical and comparative philology and phonology, and advo-
vialed a synchronistic approach that looked at language as a
system. ‘This led to the rediscovery of structures that Pantm had
discovered two and a half thousand years earlier. De Saussure
wis not impressed by the Sanskrit grammarians about whom he
knew little, because he associated them with the language which
wirs the bulwark from which diachronic philology had devel-
oped. But Panini’s method had been equally synchronistic as de
Sanssure’s atbeit for a different reason: he looked upon Sanskrit
as eternal and aimchanging. This illustrates in passing how
crroncous beficfs may lead to solid scientific achievements.
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6A. Noam Chomsky

Building on the vast amount of information that had been
collected by historical and comparative phonologists throughout
the nineteenth century, Trubetzkoy and Jakobson developed
synchronistic phonology which led to Jakobson’s discovery of
distinctive features. first published in 1938 bui *‘not generally
discussed in the professional literaturc until the 1950s in spite of
the fact that Jakobson continued to write about them all through
the intervening period’” (Halle 1983:85-86). A little later, in the
late 19505, Noam Chomsky began to study grammatical rules
systematically and in a principled manner. Chomsky was influ-
enced by Zellig Harris, who attempted formalization although he
did not use rules, and was tamiliar with the uses of rules in logic
and mathematics. He discovered later that the notion of a rule as
a postulated. hypothcetical entity, 15 closely related to the ratio-
nalist conceplion of human language which had also been the
Indian view and the opposite of Whitney's empiricist and
Pratnsakhya-inspired thesis that “‘language m the concrete sense
is the sum of words and phrases by which any man cxpresses his
thought™ (Whitney 1874:372 in Chomsky 1964:22).

Chomsky noted in the first book for which he became widely
known (“'Syntactic Structures™ of 1957), that the more careful
proposals tor the development of linguistic theory. due to Bloch,
Harris, Hockett, Wells and others, attempted to “‘construct a
grammar of the language directly from the raw data.”” These
attempts were perfect embodiments of Hume's empiricist view
in epistemology that every general hypothesis is a generalization
from observed instances (above, page 7). Chomsky added: *‘I
think thatit1s very questionable that this goal is attaimnable in any
mteresting way, and I suspect that any attempt to meet it will
lead into a maze of more and more elaborate and complex
analytical procedurcs that will fail to provide answers for many
important questions about the nature of linguistic structure™
(Chomsky 1957:52-33), Chomsky continued to develop genera-
tive and transformational grammar and in so doing demonsirated
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the inadequactes inherent in the empiricist account of scientific
incthod.

In the late fiftics, Chomsky, presumably, did not know the
work of Panini or the Indian grammanans, and the importance
they attached to rufes. In 1961, he published an article **On the
notion ‘rule of grammar’ *' in a volume of symposia 1n applied
mathematics entitled Structure of Language and Its Mathemat-
wal Aspects. Here he defined and discussed several concepts he
had already used in his linguistic work, such as context-free
tales, context-sensitive (or ¢context-restrictive) rules, non-recur-
sive,  left-recursive,  right-recursive, nested  dependency,
branches, self-embedding nodes, and degrees of self-embedding.
O this battery of concepts, context-sensitive or context-restric-
live rules were used by Panini and defined and formulated in
essentially the same manner as was done by Chomsky (Staal
1965a; republished, 1988a: 171-180). The rules (2), (3) and (4)
(pages 38-9) are context-sensitive rules of this type. Through
systematic uscs of this array of methods and techniques
Chomsky transformed the traditional BEuropean speculations
about language and the insights of philology, a respectable
branch of scholarship. into linguistics and brought this new
science to the forefront of contemporary s¢ientific attention.

Chomsky postulated abstract structures and used rules to
derive from these first symlactic structures, and subscquently
two different levels of representation, one semantic and one
phonetic. Among the rules he used the so-called transforma-
tional rules became especially known. These rules are somewhat
simtar to context-sensitive rules, but the context they depend on
is larger and more complex. fn context-sensitive or context-
restrictive rules, the only context that is taken into account is
what immediately precedes or follows. This apphes, for exam-
pic, to the “mitial vowel” immediately following the clement
that undergoces substitution in rules €2), {3) and (4).

In the sixties and after, transtormational rules were used to
nccount for a lurge variety of facts in syntax and phonology.

They have now been replaced by other mechanisms such as case

marking, thematic role assigonment, binding o varables, cle,
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Whatever their precise form, such mechanisms which involve
rules of varying complexity, must account for facts that depend
on distant contexts such as pronominalization. In the four
English sentences:

The lact that I hate John docs not worry him
The fict that 1 hate him docs not worry John
John is not worried that T hate him
He 1s not worried that [ hate John,

‘The pronoun “*him'" in the first three refers to “*John.”” but the
pronoun “‘he’" in the fourth does not. Such simple facts known
to cvery user of the language cxhibit complex relationships that
are now explained by the rules of “*binding theory™ (Chomsky
[986:164—184). [ shall continuc to refer to transformations since
they can be represented by simple tree-shaped diagrams or
“trees,” which can also be used 1o represent ritual structures
(Chapters [0~12). To what extent the newer mechanisms apply
to ritual structures can be decided when more is known about
both.

Some critics argued that transformational rules are simple and
ordinary and express relationships of a familiar type that is only
to be expected. The philosopher Hitary Putnam claimed that
they are “‘abbreviations.” and the linguist Charles Hockelt that
they are “‘analogies™ (page 438). Thesc criticisms are well taken
provided we postulate that these “‘abbreviations™ or "anal-
ogics™ have all the extraordinary properties that Chomsky had
used to define transformations. For there is nothing obvious or
natural about transformational rules or any of the newer rules
that have taken their place.

Chomsky has emphasized, quite to the contrary, that there is
no a priori necessity for human languages to be organized in this
complex way. The specific rules and structural properties that
characterizc phonology and syntax are nontrivial, tar from
obvious, and restricted by abstract principals of a highly restric-
tive, complex and intricate Kind. Insight in this complexity
constitutes one of the most remarkable gencral results of con-
lemporary lingutstics. [t demonstrates that the buman mind is
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not the tabula rasa that might be cxpected iff the brain were an
cmply bowl,

With its myriad rules, the Astadhyayi supports the result that
human language is not a simple or trivial device. Panini’s
grammar is a gencrative grammar, as we have seen. It is not a
(ransformational grammar but it introduced levels of analysis
and distinguished between “*deep™ or underlying structures and
“surface™ structures derived from them with the help of rules
(Kiparsky and Staal 1969). However, Panini’s grammar and the
gencrative grammars or fragments of grammars that have becn
written in the wake of Chomsky’s discoveries—foremost among
them, Chomsky and Halle’s Sownd Structure of English of
1968—are so similar in spirit, method, organization and results,
that a conclusion follows which gocs beyond the achievements
of linguistics or any other particular science: namely, that
imguistics and therefore science is not a Western invention but
a universal discovery of humanity.

6B. Chomsky versus Wittgenstein

Rules have also been discussed in contemporary Western
philosophy and I shall end this outline with a brief reference 1o
the resulting controversies. Witlgenstein was sceptical about the
possibility and the precise mcaning of ““following a rule.” His
account of these problems is meandering and contusing. but it
starts out clearly. He begins (¢f. Philosophical Tnvestivations
[953:185) with simple cases, e.g.. a pupil is taught to write down
iosequence of numbers:

2.4 6,8 10012 . .

Wittgenstein asks: how far does the student have to g0 In
order for us to say that he has “*understood the rule’? The above
numbers may scem to suflice, but only at first sight. Let us
suppose we have doubts, We will give him exercises. say, up to
1000, Now we ask Bim 1o continue and he writes:

[0, 1008, 1012, 10t6, .
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“We say to him: ‘Look what you've done?’—He doesn’t
understand. We say: “You were meant to add two: look how you
began the series?”” But he apparently assumed that the rule
meant: *Add 2 up to 1000, 4 up to 2000, 6 up to 3000, and so on.”

I shall not follow the lengthy discussions which Wittgenstein
devoted to such cases and which have led to an extensive
discussion in contemporary philosophy. It would be tempting to
say that their importance is restricted by the circumstance that
Wittgenstein remained, until the end of his life. "a boy doing
sums’’ (the cxpression is adapted from Anscombe 1959171},
Recently, Wittgenstein's puzzles have been analyzed by Saul
Kripke (1982), and this analysis has in turn been discussed by
Chomsky (1986). I have no wish to even 1ry lo improve upon
these admirable interpreters, and just as Chomsky assumed that
Kripke’s Wittgenstein was the genuine article and referred to
him as <*Wittgenstein,” 1 shall extend the assumption and refer
to Chomsky’s Kripke's Wittgenstein as “Wittgenstein,” In
Chomsky's words, Wittgenstein's ““skepuical paradox about
rules’” is brielly the following:

Given a rule R. there is no fact about my past experience (including my
conscious mental states) that justifies my beliel that the next application
of R does or does not conform (o my intentions. There is, Wittgenstein
argues, no fact about me that tells me whether 1 am tellowing R or R'.
which coincides with R in past cases but not [uture ones. Each
application of a rule is “a leap in the dark.” My application of a rulc is “an
unjustified stab in the dark. Lapply the rule blindfy™ (Chomsky 1986:225).

What is formulated as if it were Chomsky’s chiefl critique
sounds uncharacteristically subdued: ““There may be'” (with
reference to following a rule) *a question as to hAow we do it. but
there seems little doubt that we do it. Furthermore, none of this
seems to have much if any utility in our fives™” (Chomsky 1986:
229). That we follow rules is clear, and Witlgenstein seems only
1o have argued that we cannot give a clear conceptual account of
this. *‘Utility.” however, is not an important consideration in
the evaluation of scientific theories. Chomsky’s substantial
critigue ts contained in his comment on a simple example:
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Al a certain stage of language growth, children characteristically over-
gencralize: They say sleeped instead of slept, brang (om the analogy of
sang) instead of browaghr, and so forth. We have no difficulty in
attributing to them rules for furmation of past tensce, rules that we
recognize to be different from our own (Chomsky 1986:227).

This passage shows several things. First of all, the children
who use these forms may not know what rules they arc follow-
ing. They may not be aware of them in the same way in which we
arc aware of them. It is not certain, moreover, that they form
brang on the analogy of sang. But it is the best hypothesis we
can come up with and in that respect not different from any
scientific hypothesis, only simpler than most. Like alf others, it
may have 1o be rejected as soon as we find a better theory.

Now as to our own awarcness of what rules we follow
ourselves. We are not ordinarily aware of the fact that when we
use slept we are deviating from a general rule which describes
that the past tense in English 1s formed by affixing the ending -ed.
PPerhaps we were aware of this at first, when we had just realized
I_hal slept is dirrcgular in this manncr. Later we may have
forgotten about it although if anyone wcere to ask us about the
rule we are following this is probably what we would say.
However, we may be wrong in the same sense with respect to
the rule we are following as with respect to the rule the children
were following. Our guess has the character of a scientific
hypothesis, and if a better one is forthcoming, we would accept
1. For example, a much more general rule may account for the
f-l)['n'l.lzlliOH of the past tense of verbs such as sleep in English,

.Wnlgcnstein demonstrated that we cannot be absolutely cer-
tuin about a rule that we are following in our more or less
unconsctous usage of language. However, we can never be
certain about unobservables, about the future or the past. The
sun is likely 1o rise to-morrow but then, it might not. Perhaps it
Jdid not rise around 1000 8.C.12. on the day that Joshua fought the
battle ot Jericho when the sun and moon stood still, The
uncertanty about rules s not different from the problem of
mdnction and from Nedson Goodman's puzzles already referred
to tabove, page 8). Mcasures of probability and certainties of
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less than 1009 are marks of observables and unobservables and,
since we cannot be ¢certain, we are entitled to be sceptical. We
do the best we can; that is, we look for the most likely
hypothesis. As soon as d likelier onc than the one we now
possess has been found, the one we possess is no longer the most
likely and must be rejected. This insight is as old as Plato’s
Timaens.

Many interesting things may be said about rules and done with
them as Panini and Chomsky, among others., have demon-
strated. Wittgenstein's scepticism 1§ concerncd with our aware-
ness or knowledge of rules: it tells us nothing special about rules.
It is anyway not clear what Wittgenstein means by a clear
account. In the arcas we shall study in Parts II and II1, | am
involved with rules. but the clearest account I can come up with
is often not very clear, which does not imply that we should
simply abandon those areas.

Rules are important and interesting because they express
regularities. When we come across regularitics we postulate
rules to account for them. There are similaritics and differences
in this respect between differcnt areas of expericnce: in physics,
biology and the human sciences. Rules arc in some respect like
the principles and laws we postulate in the physical sciences to
account for observed regularitics, One difference is that we may
be conscious of applying or following rules. But often we are
not, and in those cases we are in position Lo guess or postulate.

Since there has been some confusion about “the meaning of
rules” [ shall end this chapter with some comments on rules of
semantics. These assign meanings to linguistic cxpressions and
although not too much is known about them. they seem in some
respects similar in type to the rules of phonology and syntax. We
may ask what is the meaning of such rules. But that question is
not different from such questions as what the rules say. what
their functions and domains of application are, what they
effectively do, ctc.

How do semantic rules assign meaning? There is no general
answer to that guestion. Different expressions of a language such
as English get meanings assigned to them in different ways. A
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few words refer to things, e.g.. the expression “this chair”™
generally refers to a particular thing (but not in the very sente.nce
I am now I.yping on the key-board). **A chair,”” “‘any chair,”

some chair’” are different; they secem to be some kind ,ol"
gstand-ms or variables. “"The chair’” may even refer to a Platonic
idea. “‘Chatrs’ can do many of these things.

By contrast, “‘and™ never refers to a thing. It is defined in
t::.on‘tﬁext, or recursively: that is, A and B"" is defined in terms of
"A’ and "*B.”” Hence we have to postulate a metalinguistic amf
But even if this analysis seems to apply to the *and’ in "Johr;
and Mary went for a walk’” it does not apply. at least not in the
same manner, to the “and™ in *“‘John and Mary married.”” The
case of “*John and Bill married'” is different agatn, in most states

“Slept™ derives ils meaning from “‘sleep’™ but it refers to‘z;
pu.sl event. ’In'" often expresses situation or locality, and some
things Pe'i.nini said about the locative in Sanskrit apply to *‘in.”
But n_ot m such expressions as “‘in spite of”’ where the thrf;‘c
constituent words contribute to the meaning in a manner that is
different from most other words. h

A system of rules that assigns meanings to the expressions of
alanguage is therefore a rich and complex system. and need not
hf’ less complicated than a branch of astrophysics. The main
difference seems to be that, for the time being, the branches.of
;}sll'ophysics have received more attention and nothing cxist; 50
|i‘l[' that even comes close 10 a complete semantics for Englhish-h
l'or Sanskrit, we have at least Panini who is surprisingly thougt;
not cnt.ire]y, complete (¢cf. Thieme 1982/83:6-9). For qEng]ish
semantics, we have a discussion of many interesting cascs in
xu_ch works as Quinc 1960. For English phonology, we have a
mnine 91‘ information in Chomsky and Halle 1968 but even this
|’.!1le‘ is primartly mterested in facts that shed light on gcnel‘z;{]
:I.llj_',llISlIC thcory and does not discuss irregularitics and excep-

[LR18 k'

I'here are many kinds of rules, and innumerable rules that are
postulated to account for the ways meanings are conveyed. But
Wi |lil\j*L‘ learned that not everything in the universe must of
necessity have oo meaning, We don’t ask zoologists about the
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meaning of clephants. To refer to the meaning of rules 15 not
prohibited but can easily be misleading and confusing, and it is
clearer and more helpful to our understanding to say that such
rules as we have discussed arc without meaning. Another way of
saying this is that the logic of “‘meaning’’ and the grammar of
“meaning’’ arc notl the same; and the same holds for “‘rules.”
Their being meaning rules implies that they are about meaning
but it does not imply that they have meaning. These being cups
for drinking implies that we drink from them but 1t does not
imply that we drink them.

Part 11

Ritual

Introductory Note

The account of ritual that will be outlined here 1s based upon
the study of a specific type of ritual: Vedic ritual. This raises a
number of gquestions. For example, to what extent does the
nature of this particular ritual influence or limit the nature of the
theory? I shall revert to these questions later when their an-
swers, given the proper context, will be more easily recognized
i(see Chapter 30C). However, a related problem should be briefly
referred (o at the outset. What is ritual? Don’t we have 1o start
with a definition of ritual before we can understand it or pave the
way for a theory of ritual?

The demand for such a definition seems straightforward and
uncontroversial; and vet, it is based upon confusion. “*Ritual™ is
4 fashionable term, and many things have been called ritual, The
power of Shakespearean drama is called “‘ritual,” curses and
dances are regarded as ritual, and in any museum of ancient art,
items of which the use or function is not known are dubbed
“ritual objects.”” Jack Goody (1977) has shown that anthropol-
opists have called almost anything ritual. He refers to an author
who includes among rituals, ““coronations, funerals, Christmas,
dances, football, theatre, gymnastics, brass-bands, pop festi-
vals, student demonstrations.” Adds Goody: “'Include clec-
hons, schools, work groups and the rituals of family living, and
you have covered much of social lfe in Britain to-day’™ (1977:
26). Goody concluded that the term “'ritual™ is best avoided.

The confusion I referred to does not be in the uncertainty that
surrortnds and almost scems to characterize the extension of the
concepl of “Ruual.”™ The conlusion hes in demanding first, a
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definition and assuming that a theory of the defined object can be
given only afterwards. 1t is possible that there exist areas of
“cxperience where such a relationship between definitions and
theories prevails. Examples come to mind from mathematics:
having defined a circle, we may ask what its properties arc or
derive theorems about its relation to other similarly defined
figures. In general. however, especially in an cmpirical science,
the situation with regard to an unknown area of experience is
diffcrent. We have intuitions about what rituals are but we do not
preciscly know what they are. In order to know it we need a
theory first, and not the other way round. Different people have
different intuitions even though there may be a common core or
a family resemblance upon which linguistic usage is based.
When we read: “"the president’s speech was ritual,”” we vaguely
know what is intended here: the president went through the
movements of giving a speech because the circumstances re-
quired it but did not say anything important or significant. It is
not clear that it will be profitable to add all such cascs of
linguistic usage onto a heap. and scck to extract a definition for
what they have in common. My gucss is, that they have nothing
nontrivial in common, that even a family resemblance is hard to
cstablish and that the definition, if it can be derived, will turn out
to be uninteresting. Dictionaries. which use such methods,
illustrate this lack of insight. The Concisc Oxford Dictionary, for
example, defines “‘ritual’ in terms of “rite,”” and says about
“rite’”: “areligious or solemn observance.”” What then are we to
do?

First of atl, we should be led by our intuitions for those are all
we have; but they should be based upon tamiliarity with the area
in which we ¢xpcct to find something. We should not concen-
trate on borderline or doubtful cases: these can be dealt with
later. We will, accordingly. reject most of the cases discussed by
Goody: a few pcople have called these rituals, many have
rcjected them and we don’t know our way about. We should
then select some clear and uncontroverstal cases about which
everybody ugrees that they are ritual. For these we should try
develop o theory, and this can be done by any means within onr
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power. For theories cannot be ““dertved” from data as in the
caricature of Chapter 2; they are inspired by idcas, musings. and
other exercises of the imagination. Once formulated, they
should be clear enough to be subjected to tests and experimen-
fation.

If we arc unable to develop a theory, this may simply be due
to personal limitations; but there may bc more interesting
reasons. For example, there may not be a single concept to
which our intuition refers. I‘or even though we should start with
ituttions in an area where nothing else is available, intuitions
are not infallible., The concept of “‘religion,” for example, for
which most Western languages have a word and for which we
possess, accordingly, an “intuition,”” may not be a universal
concept: hence 1t may not be possible to set up an interesting
theory of religion {Chapter 28).

Once we have arrived at a theory which accounts for an area
ol experience that 1s generally accepted as falling within the
domaim of a word—say. *‘ritual”—we are in a position to check
our intwitions and consider the borderline cases. If we find that
sume are accounted lor by our theory, we include them and
accept them as rituals; if not, we reject them. For example. if we
lind that, according to our theory, commencement exerciscs are
mtuals, but football matches arc not, we are in a position to
discuss some advantages and disadvantages ol our theory. If the
mal result 1s satisfactory and exhibits general features or
structures that arc interesting and lcad to further investigations,
msights or predictions, we have reason to be optimistic. Perhaps
we can, at that stage, set up a definition of “ritual’ that is in
accordance with the theory and that enables us, if it is ‘‘opera-
fwonal,” to recognize whether any object presented to us is or is
nol aritual,

Bertrand Ruossell has summarized this approach to theory
tornation ain simple terms: ““Instinct, intuttion, or insight is what
fist leads to the beliefs which subsequent reason confirms or
conlutes™ (1953:19). This implics that definitions do not come in
the beginning., bt m the end. Definitions, morcover. may be left
rnphicit in o theory: for 1o cxplicate them  which is always

 ———————— e = -
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possible in accordance with a logical thcorem due to Evert Beth
and generalized by Wilham Craig (see Beth 1959:288-293)—may
yield nothing but unmanageable phrases.

So we shall proceed as follows. We will start with Vedic ritual
which comprises data of which no one has denicd that they come
under ritual, There are, moreover, Indian terms which demar-
cate this domain and distinguish it from other things (e.g.,
Sanskrit yajAa). We shall discuss characteristics and properties
of Vedic ritual and then sketch a proposal for a theory. Subse-
quently we shall try to find out whether the proposed hypothesis
is applicable to other undoubted rituals, and to things of which
some people have claimed that they are rituals, although others
have been doubtiul. This latter undertaking will be an extensive
enterprise, and we shall be concerned only with a first beginning.
New data will be needed to test our hypothesis and, if necessary,
change or abandon it.

7

Vedic Ritual

More than three thousand years ago, small groups of semi-
nomadic peoples crossed the mountain regions that separate
Central Asia from Iran and the subcontinent of India. They
spoke an Indo-European language, which developed into Vedic,
and imported the rudiments of a social and ritual qyf.tem Like
other speakers of Indo-European languages, they celebrated
e, called Agni, and like their Iranian relatives, they adopted
the cult of Soma—a plant, probably hallucinogenic, which grew
i the high mountains. The interaction between these Central-
Asian adventurers and earlier inhabitants of the Indian subcon-
hacent gave birth to Vedic civilization, named aflter the four
Vodas, oral compositions that have been transmitted by word of
mouth to the present day. The Vedas depict Vedic religion, in
the words of Louis Renou (1953:29), as “‘first and foremost a
burgy, and only secondarily a mythological or bpt‘,(.uldtl\’e
system.” :

The four Vedas are directly connected with the ritual they
depict because portions of three of them are recited and chanted
s part of these ritual performances. The first of these three is the
Rigveda, a collection of poems, hymns and invocations re-
Hecting myths, rites, battles and insights of many kinds; its
verses are recited. The second is the Samaveda which consists
mostly of parts of the Rigveda set to music; its songs are
chanted. The Yajurveda consists of verse and prose: both forms
are recuted in the ritual, the latter being largely devoted to the
deseription and interpretation of its acts. The three Vedas were
teansmitted orally (Chapters 5 and 27). The fourth or Atharva-
veda, i some respects simifanr 1o the Rigveda, probably reflects
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a different stratum of society. 1t is only distantly related to Vedic
ritual.

~There are two basic types of Vedic ritual: Srauta and Grhya.
The former is generally older and more complex; it is sometimes
called “‘traditional,”” “*public” or “‘solemn.”” The laticr com-
prises domestic or life-cycle rites such as the ceremonies per-
formed at birth, initiation. marriage or death. The Srauta rituals
were primarily dedicated to Agni and Soma. Offerings of clari-
fied butter and other vegetable and animal substances, including
hbations of juice extracted from the stalks of the Soma plant,
were poured or thrown into sacrificial fires installed on altars.
The recitations and chants that accompany the ceremonies are
generally derived from sentences or bits and pieces from the
guish the versified sections of the Vedas from the prose passages
called brithmana. They will be studied in Part 111

The simplest Srauta ritual is the Agnihotra, still performed by
several hundred brahmins in India. 1t consists of an oblation of
milk offered every morning and evening by a houscholder with
the optional assistance of a priest. Many Srauta performances
required the execution of muitifarious activities by up to scven-
teen priests. each attached by birth 1o one of the branches or
schools into which the Vedas were subdivided. The rites were
performed by the priests on behalf of and for the bencfit of a
Yajamadna or “ritual patron,” a distinguished personage (some-
times a king). The contribution of each priest or group of priests
to each of the Vedic rituals was formulated in precise detail in a
manual that belonged to his school. These manuals, the Srauta
Sitras, composed between approximately the eighth and the
fourth centuries B.C.E., are the primary source for our knowl-
edge of Vedic ritual, They will be studied in Chapter 26.

One of the most elaborate Vedic rituals was called Agnica-
vana, the “‘piling of Agni.”” The verbal root ¢i- from which
cavana is derived means “pile up, arrange, order, construct.”
During the performance of this ritual, which originated around
1,000 B.C.k_, alarge altar in the shape of a bird was ptled up from
morce than a thousand bricks in five layers, called effi tfrom the
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same verb). of approximately two hundred each. The bricks fell
mto specific groups, had different names and shapes and were
cach deposited in a specific order and **with a specific mantra,”
that 1s, while a specific mantra was recited. 1t we had to
charactenize this ritual in terms of its historical origin, we should
say that it constituted a purely Indian development, distinguish-
able in this respect from the cult of Agni which was Indo-
buropean and from the cult of Soma which was Indo-Iranian.

Though Vedic ritual contained popular as wel as more exotic
or extravagant elements, 1t was confined to an elite of profes-
sionals who spent much of their life learning and preserving its
oral tradition. These experts became the brahmins of India.
Performances must have been relatively common for at least five
centurtes, from about 1,000 to 500 B.C.E. Then Vedic ritual
began to decline and new cultures and traditions rose to prom-
inence, Though Hinduwism and Buddhism are replete with Vedic
clements, they belong to another age. **Hinduism’™ (put between
quotes because it is not a single or unitary unit: see below, pages
197-398) continued to look upon the Vedas as its source,
(ormally transmitted by the brahmin members of its highest
vaste, regarded as an eternal revelation, **of nonhuman origin,”
and no longer understood. Among later philosophies, the
Vedanta or ““End of the Vedas,” reacted against the ritual and
subordinated it to philosophy, but it retained ritual elements and
continued to bask in the ancient glory of the Vedas. Buddhism
rejected the Vedic heritage, the authority of brahmins and the
supremacy of Vedic ritual. In due course it cvolved its own
licrarchies and ceremonies, incorporating again Vedic rites.
Vedie fire ceremonies became part of the Buddhist tradition and
were exported all over Asia. The “'piling™ (cavana) of the Vedic
hre altar was transformed into the Buddhist caitva (from the
samne ool ¢f-} or stipa (Tibetan: chéten). Originally a funeral
pile, it hecame the primary cult-symbol of Buddhism throughout
AsLL

Fragments and features of Vedic rites survive to the present
day m Indiay in the Grhya or domestic ceremonics of high caste
Hhindus, for example, wmomarmgee ceremonies. Performances of
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the larger Vedic Srauta rituals were revived several imes, e.g.,
during the Gupta period in North India and during the Chola and
Vijayanagara dynasties of the South. Howcver, these extensive
ritnals arc heard of less and less. A text of the eleventh century
declared that they were no longer performed.

india. however. is a land of miracles. In Kerala, a distant

corner in the southwest of the subcontinent, far away from the
original home of Vedic civilization in the northwest, a few
families among the isolated and orthodox community of Nam-
budiri brahmins have maintained their traditional Vedic heritage
and continue to perform two Soma rituals; the Agmistoma, or
““Praise of Agni,”’ which lasts five days, and the Agnicayana or
““Agni.”” which lasts twelve days and continues through some of
the nights whence its other name: Atiratra or “over-night.”” The
Nambudiri performances are not artificial or scholarly recon-
structions (as have taken place in some parts of northern India),
nor are they the results of recent revivals. As in other parts of
southern India, the tradition is authentic and alive. The ritnals
are performed as they have been learned from teachers, who
have learned it from their teachers, and so on. We are able to
reconstruct the lineage until we reach the ancient Srauta Siitras,
from which contemporary performances deviate only in detail,
thereby counfirming what is also obvious from other sources:
namely, that the contemporary tradition is based upon the same
tradition as is reflected in these texts.

One such Atiratra-Agnicayana was performed in a small
village in Kerala in 1975. For the first time it was attended by
outsiders, filmed, photographed, recorded and extensively doc-
umented. Robert Gardner and [ produced from 20 hours of rough
footage a 45-minute film, ‘‘Altar of Fire.”> A more extensive
version is presently being prepared in collaboration with Philo
Bregstein. With the help of the two chief Nambudin ritualists,
C. V. Somayajipad and Itti Ravi Nambudin, [ prepared a
definitive account of the ceremonies as they took place in 1975,
ilustrated with photographs by Adelaide de Menil. This account
was published in two volumes in 1983 under the title: “*Agni—
The Vedic Ritual of the Fire Altar.”” This book, which will be
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referred to as AGNI, contains the empirical data upon which
most of the discussions, proposals, hypotheses and theories of
the following pages are based. |

_ Vedic ritual is not only the oldest surviving ritual of mankind:
r1l1 ;%IS(-) provides the best source material for a theory of ritua!j
Ihls_ 15 lnot because it is close to any alleged *‘original’’ ritual.
Vedic ritual is not primitive and not an Ur-ritual. It is sophisti-
cated and already the product of a long development. But it is
the largest, most elaborate and (on account of the Sanskri‘t
manuals) best documented among the rituals of man. Hubert and
Mau'st, who noted these facts in 1899, used the Vedic animal
sacrlh_ce as source material for the construction of a ritual
paradigm (*‘un schéme abstrait du sacrifice’’) in their ““Essai sur
la nature et la fonction du sacrifice.”” However, they did not
!(now that these rituals are still performed, and many data were
maccgssible to them. They also erred in concentrating on
..s-m.-lnﬁc’e, a lerm that 1 shall confine 10 a ritual in which an animal
is ritually killed. But all ritual is not sacrifice. The Vedic Srauta
ntual‘s consist of a hierarchy: four basic rituals that involve
oblations of milk, rice or barley (the most important of these are
lhg Full- and New-Moon Ceremonies); ane ritual that involves
alnlrr}a] sacrifice; seven varieties of Soma rituals; and finally the
Agnicayana which incorporates one or more occurrences of
most of these others (AGNI 1:40-54).

There are other ritual traditions in which animatl sacrifice plays
a relatively subordinate role. Foremost among these is the Taoist
ritnal tradition, which vies with the Vedic in its degree of
claboration and complexity and is also equally well documented
Alth_ough not as old as the Vedic, it preserves and incorporatcs;
c;n‘llc.r ritual traditions of China. It also survives to the present
day, in particular in Southern Taiwan where it was discovered
and studied by Kristofer Schipper. This tradition is compared
with the Vedic in other publications (Schipper and Staal 1988
and forthcoming).
Because of the Indian and Chinese facts, [ have adopted the

;-,cncr:_nl‘ term ritual™ rather than the more limited notion of
Csierifice.” This is maceordanee with the prevailing usage in
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anthropology, at least in most of its linglish manifestations.
Contemporary theorists on ritual from other backgrounds some-
times use the term “'sacrifice.”” Walter Burkert has explained
this preference but is aware of its possible limitations:

Turning 1o the special problem of sacrifice, and thus limiting the scope of
inquiry. let us concentrale on the area of study with which most of us are
familiar-—namely animal sacrifice in Jewish, Greck and Roman religion,
including its sublimation in Christian theology. This does not forbid us Lo
look for similaritics and divergences in other cultures. though such
evidence will not decisively corroborate or falsily the findings. Whether
the sacrifice we choose is o typical or a very special case is apother
| do not wish to contradict Frits Staal’s claim that the most

question.
is (he Indian and Chinese (radition

promising ficld for ritual studies
{(Hamerton-Kelly 1987:162).

8

The Agnicayana Ritual

Since }l?e Agnicayana-Atiratra will provide us with the bulk of
our emplrlcal data, a brief description of this ritual is in order (cf
the “Bl'rd’s-eye view of the Agnicayana’ in AGNI 1;55-58) .

The ritual takes place inside an enclosure within which vlari;)u%
altars arc constructed: L

-

YB

Figure 1
The Ritual Enclosure

I'he .smallcr enclosure to the west contains at its western
calremity the circular domestic altar on which the domestic fire
will be mstalled and on which the oblations are C()()ked‘. At its
castern end is the square oftering altar on which the offering ﬁré
will e mstalled: this 1s the fire in which the oblations are oﬂne.red‘
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To the south is the semi-circular southern altar on which the
southern fire will be installed.

The larger enclosure t0 the east, trapezoid in shape, is
constructed later; it will be referred to as the Great Altar space.
At its eastern end, a new offering allar will be constructed in the
shape of a bird with its head facing east. The old offering altar in
the western enclosure will now become the new domestic altar,
and fire will be carried from the old to the new offering altar and
installed there. The two rectangular areas inside the Great Altar
space have specific functions: the larger one, to the west, 1s the
hall of recitation: and the smaller one, to the cast, is connected
with the preparation of Soma and called the Soma hall.

The Agnicayana performance of 1975 took twelve days and
the main rites were distributed as follows.

First Day

The Yajamana and his priests enter the ritual enclosure in an
introductory procession, carrying in clay pots the three sacred
fires the Yajamana has kept burning in his home. The ukha pot,
main ritual vessel of the Agnmicayana, is prepared from clay,
along with the heads of a horse, a man, a bull, a ram and a
he-goat, as well as a few of the bricks that will be used for the
piling of the alter. An 4nimal sacrifice is performed for Vayu, the
wind. The five chief priests arc selected:

the Adhvaryu who performs the majority of rites;

the Brahman who, generally, sits by the side of the
Yajaméana, supervising the rites but without partici-
pating;

the Hota who recites from the Rigveda;

the Udgata who chants from the Samaveda;

the Sadasya who is in charge of the hall of recitation.

The priests formally enter the smaller enclosure: this is called
adhyavasdna. Fire 13 produced by friction from two pieces of
wood. An istirite is performed: this rite reflects the basic pattern
of the {ull- and new-moon ceremonies, and 1s used on various

accasions (Chapter 9A). Here it marks the consecration (diksd)
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of the Yaj‘amﬁna, which follows immediately after it. During his
consecration, the Yajamana crawls onto the skin.of a Ifiaci(
antelope, a 'turban 1s tied around his head, he is given a staff, and
he closes his fists. From the consecration on the first day ,until
the final bat‘h on the twelfth day, the Yajamana should sit on the
antelopo_: skin and carry the staff. Neither he nof his wife should
£0 outsllde the nitnal enclosure. The Yajamana shoﬁld geﬁerall

keep hls fists giosed and refrain from speaking (except for thg
gjresc_rlbeq recitations). from bathing, sexual intercourse, and
c,er_tam_ kmd‘s of food. At the end of the consccration, the
Yajamana picks up the ukha pot, which is filled with ﬁre, and
takes three steps with it. He wears a golden breast plate -

Second Day

The m_aha\flra pot is prepared from clay. This vessel will be
used during the repeated performances of the Pravaréya rite, a
pastoral ceremony during which hot milk is prepared and offe , d
10 the Asvin twins, divine young men who ride the wind "

Third Day

_A. tree Is cut and a sacrificial pole is made from it. Animal
victims will be tied to it and other rites performed arou‘nd it. T
the east of the old enclosure, in which the three altars Havo
already bccrf made, the measurements of the Great Altal: s ac:
and of the bird-shaped offcring altar are laid out (see FigquE [y

Fourth Day

In the place of the old offering altar, the new domestic altar is
:ul.v‘d up 1fr0m five layers, each consisting of 3 x 7 rectangular
s ks.. I'he Adhvaryu consecrates each brick on behalf of th
\;u;nmu_n;i with mantras. The offering fire is installed on the
dennestic altar and fire from the ukhd pot is added to it Ae
|||[I'l1dlll:.‘[()l'}/ 150 {pravaaivestd ts performed. butside tﬁe Ieﬁcl .
ste, Soma stalks are bought trom a merchant. They alc')f;
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measured, placed on a bullock skin, and transported on a Soma
cart. King Soma is installed on a throne to the south of the new
domestic = old offering altar, and a guest isti {dtithyesti) is
performed in his honor. The Yajamana and his priests touch a
plate with clarificd butter, ceremonially pledging not to harm
each other (tanundptra). The Yajamana and his priests, except
the chanters of the Samaveda, sprinkle the Soma with mantras;
that is, they recite mantras over it which mention the act of
sprinkling. The Subrahmanya priest of the Samaveda recites for
the first time his invitation to Indra, king of the gods, other gods
and brahmins, urging them to attend the forthcoming Soma
pressing on the tenth day. The first Pravargya is performed,
followed by a sequence of rites called Upasad, followed in turn
by lesser rites including Nihnava or “Hiding Rite”" (Frontis-
picce, pages xv, 85 and 93). The ground is prepared for construct-
ing the new offering altar. It is plowed and seeds are sown.
Several items are buried in the ground, including a replica of a
tortoise, the ukhd pot, a golden image of a man and the five
animals heads. Two hundred bricks, of various shapes and sizes,
are placed on the ground in specific order, making up the first
layer of the bird altar. A “naturally perforated™ or “‘porous™
stone is placed in the center. All bricks are consecrated with
mantras by the Adhvaryu on behalf of the Yajamana. The
Pravargya and Upasad ceremonies follow.

Fifth Day

After the morning Pravargya, Upasad, Nihnava, etc., the
second layer of 200 bricks is Jaid and consecrated, followed by
the evening Pravargya, Upasad, Nihnava. etc. The shapes and
configurations of the bricks have one pattern on the first, third
and fifth Jayer; and another on the second and fourth.

Sixth Day

After (he morning Pravargya, Upasad, Nihnava, etc., the thard
layer is laid and consecrated, with a naturally perforated stone in
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the center, followed by the evening Pravargya, Upasad, Nih-
nava, etc. ’

Seventh Day

After the morping Pravargya Upasad, Nihnava, etc., the
fourth layer is laid and consecrated, followed by the evening
Pravargya, Upasad, Nihnava, etc.

Eighth Day

After the morning Pravargya etc., the fifth layer is laid with a
“nz_lturally perforated™ stone in the center. The Yajamana
rcc_:ltes a sequence of mantras which express the wish that the
bricks turn into cows. A long, continuous oblation of milk
sesame seed, and other substances is made for Rudra and thé
R_udras on the westernmost brick of the northern wing of the
bird. The Udgata sings chants around the bird, and a strong man
pours a continuous stream of water from a pitcher three times

zrlrl(;und the altar. The evening Pravargya, Upasad, and Nihnava
ollow.

Ninth Day

After n‘mrning and evening Pravargya, Upasad, and Nihnava
now pertormed for the last time, the mahavira pot and otheI:
1 ple_ments used in the Pravargya are placed on the new offering
altar in the shape of a man. Agni fire is carried forth in a pot from
the new domestic to the new offering altar and is installed in its
center. A long, continuous oblation of clarified butier is made
o :'hls new offering fire through a large bamboo ladle. This
oblation, called **Flow of Wealth™ (vasor dhdrd), is follo“«:ed bgz
nimerous other offerings and oblations. The hall of recitation is
prepared atong with its six hearths, each associated with a pricqth
Now Ag_ni ;.1an1 Soma are carried forth together and thc
Agnisomiya arimal sacrifice is performed. The Subrahmanya
|n'|-..'.-sl‘lxt;mding between the Yajamana and his wife, chants his
mvitation 1o the Soma pressing for the last time.
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Tenth to Twelfth Day

The tenth day is the Soma pressing day, and from now on
ceremonies will continue throughout the next two days and
nights. After the Hota’s morning recital (prataranuvaka), which
starts long before sunrise, the morning pressing of Soma begins
and the first Soma oblations are offered. Two chanters, four
other priests and the Yajamana crawl in snakelike procession
onto the altar, where they make an oblation into the offering fire.
They then move to a place to the north of the altar where three
chanters sing their first chant, “‘the ouside chant for the punfied
Soma.’" Numerous rites are performed, many simultaneously,
overlapping and/or temporarily interrupted by others. Fires are
installed on the hearths in the hall of recitation. Eleven goats are
sacrificed.

The priests enter the hall of recitations where the Soma juice
15 drunk. The Hota recites his first Sastra recitation from the
Rigveda. Four ‘*Soma sequences’ follow, cach consisting of a
Samaveda stofra chant, a Rigveda fastra recitation, Soma
offering and Soma drinking (Chapter 9B). From now on, all
recitations and chants, each marked by formal features of
considerable complexity, take place in the hall of recitation.
Soma offerings are made into the offering firc and the remnants
are drunk in the hall of recitation.

At the midday pressing, the Gravastut priest recites, blind-
folded, Rigveda verses in praise of the Soma pressing stones
(page 374). Five Soma sequences follow. Then the priests are
offered daksind, a ritual fee, and the Yajamana is anointed as in
the royal consecration. After the third pressing, another pair of
Soma sequences is gone through, then three more, then a single
especially mysterious one (‘‘the sixteenth’”), thrce nocturnal
rounds of four, and a finale in the early morning of the twelfth
day, bringing the total number up to twenty-nine. On this last
day, two copious Soma offerings are made for Indra. Ancestral
rites are performed as well as expiation rites for errors or
omissions that were made or might have been made. The alliance
between the Yajamina and his priests is dissolved (sakhivavisar-
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rna). The Yajamana, his wife, and the priests have the final bath
tavabhrtha), a concluding isti (udayaniyesti) is performed and a
hnal goat 1s sacrificed. This is followed by a departure rite
twdavasdna). The Yajamina returns home in ceremonial proces-
ston with his wifc and the three fires which he installs on his
home altars so as to perform the evening and morning Agnihotra
ntes for the rest of his life as a householder.
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Basic Rites

Among the numerous ritual sequences that occur repeatedly
in the Agnicayana and in other Vedic Srauta rituals are the Isti
and the Soma sequence. In the preceding section, we have
hriefly indicated where, in what surroundings and under what
circumstances some of these occur. The 1sti is important not
only as a structural element but also because its basic manifes-
tation occurs in the Full- and New-Moon Ceremonies. The
number and nature of Soma sequences defines the Soma rituals.
Because both of these are important structural elements we shall
describe the Isti and Soma sequence in greater detail. They may
be called the elements {(orocyeia) of Vedic ritual (page 33).

9A. The Isti

The isti culminates in an offering of rice or barley cakes. The
Y:jamana and his wifc arc assisted by four priests: the Adhvaryu
ol the Yajurveda who performs the nitual acts; the Hota who
reeites from the Rigveda; the Brahman who supervises the rites
wilthout participating; and the Agmidhra or “*kindler.” An istiis
preceded, accompanied and followed by numerous accessory
nies, but its basic structure consists in a brief series of acts that
lollow each other in rapid succession. The subdivision of these
acts into elements s fixed, but their numbering and grouping
topether is to some extent arbitrary. In the following description
ol the st paradigm, six clements are grouped in three episodes
ol two clements cach, which 1s a natural manner of subdivision:

LIPSO T
Flement i. The Adbvarya commands the Hota to address (he deity,
e A by savig: U Addess Agm!
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Flement 2. The Hold addresses or invites Agni by reciting verses from
the Rigveda.

EPISODE 1.

Eiement 3. The Adhvaryu exclaims to the Agnidh: **Make (him} hear!”

Element 4. The Agnidh shouts: “Be it so! May he hear™

EPISODE HI.
Elcment 5. The Adhvaryu commands the Hotd to recitc his main

recitation, the yéjva (' offering verse™) by saying: ' Say the
vajva for Agni!”’

Element 6. The Hota begins the ydjva by murmuring: *Earth! Airt We
who say the vajvd . . ."" and then recites verses from the
Rigveda. ending with the exclamation: " May {Agni) lead
{the offerings to the gods)!™ At the last syllable. which the
Hota shouts at the top of his voice, the Adhvaryu makes
the offering by throwing or pouring it into the fire, and the
Yajamana pronounces his “‘remunciation’’: *“This is for
Agni, not for me!™”’

Some of the elements or parts of elements in this structure are
fixed (e.g., 3, 4, and the exclamation in 6). Others contain
variable units, or are themselves variable. In 1 and in the
renunciation in 6, the name Agni may be replaced by another,
but in the exclamation in 6 it is always Agni who is understood.
The verses from the Rigveda in 2 and 6 vary. As a result of these
and other variations, there are many different istis. All have the
same structure, but they have different names and address
different gods with different verses. The large rituals contain
many istis, which occur either in sequence, or inside other units
themselves inserted within the larger rituals.

The structural relations between the six elements in the three
episodes can be described in various terms and from various
points of view. From the point of view of the Hota, who recites
twice, the structure of the configuration of six elements 1s:

AR-BC - DR
From the point of view of the Adhvaryu, who issucs a command
three times, it Is:

RA R B -R"'A%
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The istis constitute the paradigm for one type of ritual
performance. Other forms are obtained by extending or modify-
ing the basic form. In the animal sacrifice, for example, there is
an additional officiating priest, the Maitravaruna, and Episode [
of the basic structure is extended with one element, as follows:

Element 1. The Adhvaryu commands the Maitravaruna to command
the Hota to address the deity.
Element 1. The Maitravaruna commands the Hota (o address the deity.

The rest is the same.

9B. The Soma Sequence

All the larger Soma rituals are characterized by sequences of
rifes that [ have called “*Soma sequences’ (AGNI 1:49, 54, 599,
608, etc.). Each Soma ritual is defined by a specific number of
these sequences. The Agnistoma consists of twelve Soma se-
quences: five at the morning pressing, five at the midday
pressing, and two at the third (or evening) pressing. The Atiratra
consists of 29 such sequences. The number is not symbolic, but
arrived at by computation: the Atiratra is constructed from the
Agnistoma by first modifying some of its twelve Soma se-
quences; and then adding to them: three, one (the “‘sixtecath’);
three nocturnal rounds of four; and one final sequence. Thus
12+ 3+ 1+ 12+ 1 =29 (above, page 76).

Lach Soma sequence consists of a chant (stotra) from the
Simaveda; a recitation (Sustra) from the Rigveda; Soma offer-
mgs to the deities; and Soma drinking by the Yajamana and some
of his priests. Each of these four episodes consist of several
smaller rites and other elements, some of them fixed, and others
variable. Here follows a simplified description of the four
cpisodes and their constituent elements:

EPISODE 1. CHANT (by three chanters)

Flement 1. The Adhvaryu (or his assistant, the Pratiprasthiala, depend-
g on certain circumstinees: sec AGNI [:625) hands two
blindes of darblie prass 1o the Vidgata, nuan chanter of the
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Element 2.

Element 3.

Element 4.

EPISODE

Element L.

Elemem 2.

Element 3.
Element 4.

Element 3.

EPISODE

Rirual

Samaveda, while reciting: “*You are the bed for the coupling
of Rk and Saman — for the sake of procreation!”
The Adhvaryu or Pratiprasthata continues with a recitation
in which the sound HIM, certain gods and chanters occur,
and which ends with: ““OM! Chant!"”
The three chanters, facing west, north, and south, intone the
chant which begins with HIM and consists of three se-
quences in each of which are triple repetitions of certain
lines, depending on which chant it is. This complex pattern
is marked with the hclp of sticks placed on a piece of cloth.
Each chant consists of an addition of five pieces, in some of
which the original syllables of the verse are “hidden™ by
lengthened o™ *s. Numerous other rules arc followed (see
AGNI [:602, etc.).
Yajamana and Adhvaryu recite together a piece called
“*Chant Milking”’ (stutadoha).

1. RECITATION (by Hota, Maitravarupa, Brahmanac-
chamsin, or Acchavika)

The Hota (or one of the other priests) recites a piece catled
“priar light”’ (pureruc). Without making any pause, in fact,
without taking breath, this jeads into:
The main recitation. This is marked by triple repetition of the
first and last verse, taking breath only at certain junctions,
cte. There are other insertions by the reciter (e.g., ““Let us
both recite!') and by the Adhvaryu. The latter, called
salutation”” {(pratigara} arc inserted when the reciter pro-
duces his lengthened **¢'" 's.—Caland and Henry (1906, I:
232, note 8), generally daunticss, referred to these as “'bi-
zarres contorsions liturgiques.™
The Hota adds a piece called “‘Recital Streppth™
(ukthavirya).
Yajamina and Adhvaryu recite together a piece called
“Recitaticn Milking™™ ($astradoha).
The Yajumana adds another piece, which has no name but
which I shall translate for the sake of illustration:

The ritual has been, has been produced,

it is born, it has grown,

it has become king of the gods.

May il turm us into kings,

may we be masters of wealth!

[II. SOMA OFFERING.
This is in seme respects like an isti. 11 involves an oflering,
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an offering verse (y@jvd), and cnds in the exclamation:
“May (Agni) lead (the offerings Lo the gods)!™

EPISODE 1V. SOMA DRINKING

Element I. Fach pricst who is about to drink addresses the Adhvaryu
with: “*Adhvaryu, invite me*”

Element 2. The Adhvaryu replies: **You are invited!™

Element 3. The priest drinks and recites from the Rigveda, touching his
face and heart at certain points.

Flement 4. The Adhvaryu recites a long piece from the Yajurveda,
called “‘T.ong Drink™" (dirghabhaksa).

'I'his. concludes the simplified description of a Soma sequence.

Again, some elements are fixed, others are variable, and there is

i certain amount of overall variation which it is not necessary to

describe in the present context. Some Soma sequences are more

complicated than the type outlined here, others are simpler.

.'Iw';n?gfeviate considerably, ¢.g., the sixteenth (Chapters 17 and
: ).
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The Structure of Ritual

The description of the Agnicayana in Chapter 8 is consider-
ably abbreviated and simplified; it omits many rites and ceremo-
nics which are fess important although we shall mention some of
them later. Of the more important ceremonies, only the Isti and
the Soma Sequence have been described in greater detail (in
Chapter 9). In AGNI. a fuller description of the entire Agnica-
yana or Atiritra takes up about 500 pages, and even there,
various rites and rituals have been omitted because they had
already been described in other works. The summaries in
Chapters 8 and 9 should suffice, however, to gain a first
understanding of the structure of the ritual.

A cursory inspection of the description shows that some rites
oceur at the beginning and again at the end of others. For
example, the construction of each layer of the altar is ““sur-
rounded’” by performances of Pravargya and Upasad in the
morning and in the evening, as foliows:

Pravargya - Upasad - Layer - Pravargya - Upasad. (1)

In the process of this “'surrounding,”’ Pravargya and Upasad
are regarded as a unit (the Nihnava and other lesser rites are
mncluded but { shall disregard them). For if they were considered
as two independent rites, the process could be executed in two
steps, first surrounding the layering by one rite, and then
surreminding the result by another, as in:

(Pravargya - (Upasad - Layer - Upasad) - Pravargya) (2)

Hoth structures, exemplificd by (1) and (2), are frequent, but the
secomd Isomore common. These same structures are found
among recitilions. For example, at the beginning and end of
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each consecration of a layer of the Agmcayana altar, the
Adhvaryu recites Taittiriya Samhita 5.7.9.1a followed by
Taittirya Samhita 5.7.8. la. The structure is of the same form as
(1) and the two recitations, obviously, belong together in that
order. We know this without taking the content of the recitations
or rites inlo account; a mere inspection of the structure of (1)
suffices. Such an argument s, as we shall see, a svatactic
argument.

If we refer to the two recitations trom the Taitliniya Sambita
together as B, and to alf the intervening recitations {adding rites.
if we wish) as A, we would notice that the recitations called B
are the same on each layer, but the sequences of A are different,
at least in part. The general structure, however, is always the
same and may be expressed as:

B A B. (3)

This accounts for (1) it “*B™ is interpreted as ““Pravargya -
Upasad.”” 1t accounts lor (2) if applied twice, interpreting “"B™
first as *‘Upasad”” and then as **Pravargya.” (3) 1s recursive and
cxhibits the feature of self-embedding (page 33). Such structures
have long been recognized by students of Vedic ritual although
they have not been expressed in this form. Hcesterman, tor
example, describes the odana ritual of preparing a rice stew
which i1s subsequently eaten by the priests, and occurs repeat-
edly: “*we find the odana prescribed both at the beginning and at
the end of the horse sacrifice’” (1983:88). The structure
“odana—interval—odana’™ 1s again ol the form (3).

In all such cases we have an identical element at the beginning
and at the end of a rite. There are numerous cases where the
activities at the beginning and end of a rite are rclated to each
other bul are not identical. Hubert and Mauss (1909) drew
attention to some facts that arc well known to ritoalists. viz.,
that the final bath (avabhrtha) at the end corresponds to the
consecration (diksa) at the beginning, and the concluding of-
fering (udaniyesti) similarly corresponds to the introductory
offering (prayaniyesti), the departure (udavasana) to the en-
trance (adhyavasinag), the dissolution (sakhyavisarjanal 1o the

The Structure of Ritual 87

aiinnce (tanunaptra), and so forth. in all these cases, a large
imember of rituals intervene between thesc initial and final rites,

In lesser rites, we often find the same structure. For example,
within the Full- and New-Moon Ceremonies, the main oblation
ipradhanahoma) 1s preceded by oblations called ajyabhaga and
lollowed by an oblation called svistakrt. The ajyabhigas arce in
turn preceded by *fore-offerings’” (prayaja) and the svistakrt is
iollowed by “after-offertngs’” (anuvija). In the Soma sequences,
coach Sastra recitation is preceded by puroruc and followed by
ukthavirya (see Chapter 9B, Episode 1I: Element 2 occurs
between Elements 1 and 3). The puroruc is often preceded by a
recitation called abdva (" Let us both recite!™”; omitted in Chap-
ter Y8 because it does not occur in all cases), and the ukthavirya
v followed by Sastradoha (Element 4). Similarly, there are
tecitations preceding and following cach stotra chant (Elements
"and 4 surround 3 in Episode D. These cxamples can be
calended almost indefinitely. |

A moment’s reflection will show that numerous simple human
activities are of the same form. If a nite takes place within an
cnvlosure, the priest performing the rite has first to enter the
enclosure, and after completing it, lecave. Similarly, when going
oo conceert, one first goes to the concert hall, which is followed
by entering the building. listening. leaving, and rcturning, in that
order. In ritual, such structures are repeated and extended
mdefinitely.

Asn this nonritual example, both the main oblation of an isti
amd the Sastra recitation function as a center tor two pairs of
il and final acts. The sequence in which the two initial rites
of teciintions oceur is reversed or mirrored in the two final rites
o recitations—as 1n (2), above page 85. This general structure is
loamd on many levels and can be applied to units of various
wres et ns represent five initial rites by A, ..., Az, They
eccur in the Tollowing order at the beginning of the Agnicayana:

1, mtroductory procession
Vooadhyavasana
b,k
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A, prayanyesti
A tanunaptra

Now let us denote each corresponding final rite by the same
symbol, adding an asterisk, as follows:

A¥ return home

A% udavasana

A% avabhrtha

A¥ udayaniyesti
A¥ sakhyavisarjana

The order in which these rites are gone through is the following:
A ALAALA . . L ATATASASAT

This suggests a tendency, not guite successful. to establish the
regular “‘mirror-image’” pattern, viz.:

AAAAAS . . ATATASASAT

All these nesting or self-embedding structures can be repre-
sented by recursive rules of the following form:

B — ABA (4)

This generates structures AABAA, AAABAAA, AAAABAAAA,
. . . by applying the rule again and again to its own output.
The occurrence of such recursive rules, viz.. rules that gen-
erate infinitely many structures by applying and reapplying finite
mechanisms (in our case. one single operation) is significant, for
it shows that the ritual can be extended indefinitely. The Indian
theorists were aware of this. The ritualists constructed rituals of
indefinitely increasing complexity, the sattra rituals. These ritu-
als are often purely theoretical, but this does not diminish thetr
significance as both actual and possible rituals exhibit ritual
structure. Hillebrandt did not take these theorctical rituals
seriously: ‘‘*Diejenigen Sattra’s, welche langer als zwolf Jahre
dauern, heissen mahasattra’s . . . und hier versteigt sich Mythus
und Phantasic der Yajnika's zu den sechsunddreisigjdhrigen
Opfern der Saktya's, den hundertjihrigen der Sadhya’s, den
tansendjihrigen der Visvasr)™ (Hillebrandt [RO7:158). The In
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dta.n grarpmarian Yatanjali, on the other hand, took these rituals
guite sertously, becanse he detected in them the same recursive-
pc:%s‘thal governs the structure of language. When discussing the
infimty of language, which grammar must describe by finite
means (cf. page 40), Patafijali refers 1o these sattra rituals:
“There are indeed linguistic expressions which arc never
used. . . . Even though they are not used, they have of necessily
to be laid down by rules, just like protracted sattras’ (santi vai
subdd aprayukiah . . . yady apy aprayukta avasyam dirghasai-
travallaksanendnuvidheyah, Mahabhasya, Kielhorn, ed., [:
®.23; 9,15). ,
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Embedding and Transformation

The indefinite complexity of Vedic ritual is not due solely to
the recursive rule (4) we have just reviewed, but primarily to two
others. The first of these may be called inserting or embedding.
Structure (4) illustrates the special case of self-embedding, as we
have seen. The general casc of cmbedding is most easily
ltustrated when different rituals arc compared with each other.
We have seen, for example, that the number of Soma sequences
in the Atiratra-Agnicayana is twenty-nine, a2 number that is
recached by adding sequences to the original two of the third
pressing (Chapter 8, tenth to twelfth day).

[ shall discuss three further examples of such embeddings: the
hrst are the kindling verses {samidheni), verses from the Rigveda
recited by the Hotd when the firewood sticks are placed upon the
altar; the second, rituals that are embedded in the Agnistoma
and help transform it into the Agnicayana; and the third, the
construction of the twenty-ninth or final sastra from the Hota's
morning recital on the tenth day.

11A. The Kindling Verses

During the Full- and New-Moon Ceremonies, sticks of fire-
wool (seamidhy are placed upon the altar by the Adhvaryu. This
Aot s accompanied by the recitation of kindling verses
Uaniidheni) by the Hota. There are eleven such verses, all from
the Rigveda, During the animal sacrifice, two verses are added.
Dunng the animal sacrifice for Vayu on the first day of the
Apnicayami (above, Chapter 8), the Srauta Sittra of Baudhayana
prescrbed 24 verses which are obtained by adding another
cleven some from the Rigveda and somie from the Taittiriya
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Samhita of the Yajurveda. During the 1975 performance of the
Agnicayana, however, only the 13 verses of the ordinary animal
sacrifice were recited. This is in accordance with Sankhiyana
Srauta Shtra (9.23) but constituted one of the first differences
between the 1975 performance and Baudhayana Srauta Sutra.

These differences in number illustrate the structure of inser-
tion or embedding (from AGNI 1:311}

THE SAMIDHENI VERSES

Full- and new-moon Animal sacrifice and Vayavyam Pasu
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pravanivesti. The third ritual is performed on the fourth day after
the Pravargya, Upasad. Nihnava and Subrahmanya recitation.

In 1975, the menses of the wife of the Yajamana began on
April 13, scheduled on the second day of the ritual. The rites of
the third and fourth ritual day, planned for April 14-15, could not
be executed because of the ensuing pollution: expiatory rites
were performed instead. Some of the ceremonies of the third and
fourth ritual days were combined and performed on April 16. As
a result, ceremonies that, in the Agnistoma, are performed
consecutively, but that are not conseculive in the Agnicayana,
were also performed consecutively on April 16, 1975, but this
time as a consequence of the menscs of the wife of the
Yajamdna. The resulting structures arc illustrated in Table 2
(lrom AGNI [:386):

SEQUENCE OF RITES ON THE THIRD AND FOURTH DAYS

ceremonies 1975 Vayavyam PaSu according to
Baudhdyana
RV 3.27.1 RY 3.27.1 RV 3.27.1
RV 6.16.10-12 RV 6.16.10-12 RV 6.16.10-12
RV 3.27.13-15 RV 3.27.13-15 RV 3.27.13-15
RV 1.21.1 RV 1.21.1 RV 1.21.1
RV 3.274 RV 32746 RV 3274
TS 4.1.7.1a-4i
RV 3.27.5-6
TS 2.6.11.1a
RV 5.28.5-6 RV 5.28.5-6 RV 5.28.5-6
TS 4.1.74k
TOTAL it 13 24
TABLE 1§

11B. From Agnistoma to Agnicayana

Among the rituals that are cmbedded in the Agnistoma and
help transform it into the Agnicayana., the most important ones
are: measurcment of the Agniksetra, the ““field of Agni™ on

which the bird-shaped altar will be constructed; construction of

the new domestic altar: and setting up of the Agniksctra.
In general, the first two of these rituals take place on the third

and fourth day, respectively, prior 1o the mt roductory edtering or

| AGNISTOMA

Introductory Offering
(2)
I'urchase of Soma (2)
Cinest Offertng (2)
Pravarpya, Upasad, and
subrahmanya(2)

IT AGNICAYANA
Measurement of Ma-
havedi(3)
Measurement of Agmi-
ksetra(3)

Construction of New
Domestic Altar (4)
Introductory Offering

@)

Purchase of Soma (4)
Guest Offering (4)
Pravargya, Upasad, and
Subrahmanya(4)

Measurement of Mahavedi

(3)

Prieparation of
lttaraved: (3

Setting up Agniksetra
4

TABLE 2

II1 April 16, 1975

Construction of New

Domestic Altar

Introductory Offering

Purchase of Soma
Guest Offering
Pravargya, Upasad,
and Subrahmanya
Measurement of Ma-
havedi

Measurement of Agni-
ksetra

Setting up Agnikyetra
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In Table 2, rites specific 1o the Agnicayana have been itali-
cized and the ritual days are put in parentheses.

These structurcs exemplify embedding and illustrate in pass-
ing that each actual performance of a rituat may be diflerent—an
obvious fact that does not affect but cxhibits the underlying
ritual structure. This confounded Richard Schechner, a Profes-
sor of Performance Studies, who argued that the 1975 perfor-
mance of the Agnicayana was significantly different from all the
others that had preceded it {see Schechner 1986, 1987: ¢f. Staal
1987) instead of recognizing that each performance is a different
cvent and yet exhibits the same ritual competence (Chapter 21).

11C. 'The Final Sastra for the Asvin Twins

The twenty-ninth or final $astra recitation of the Agnicayana,
dedicated to the Agvin twins, is recited by the Hota before
sunrisc on the final day and consists of a thousand mantras. It is
a tour de force not only because of the length of the recital but
also because of its complexity. Its demands on the powers of
memory are extraordinary and we shall return to this topic
(Chapter 27; AGNI 1:683-686; Staal 1986b). 1t is referred to here
in order to illustrate that there are cases where embedding and
inserting are supplemented by omirting. In general, omitting is
merely the reverse of inscrting: just as the Agnicayana can be
thought of as arising from the Agnistoma by inserting, the
Agnistoma can be thought of as arising from the Agnicayana by
omitting. However, In the casc of the twenty-ninth §astra only
the combincd operation of inscrting and omitting can explain the
procecedings.

11D. Conclusions

All the insertions we have discussed operate at different
levels, and apply to large as well as small units. Insertions are
madc into other insertions, and here their recursive character
becomes apparent. If we take a closer look at these insertions
within insertions, we shall find another type ol recirsive rule
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that contributes 1o the mdefinite complexity of the Vedic ritual:
transformational rules.

Let us start with the Animal Sacrifice for Vavu. Call it B. 1t 1s
mscrted in the Agnicayana after the Ritual Preparation of the
Ukha Pots (A) and before the Election of the Priests (€7). The
riiual rule that effects this insertion may therctore be written as:

AC — ABC (3)

Now let us consider the internal structure of the Animal Sacrifice
7). Confining our attention to the Samidhent verses, which |
shall call £, it consists of various riles preceding these verses,
which may be lumped together and referred to as D, and various
rites following them, together referred to as £, Thus the Amimal
Sacrifice B may be represented by DEF,

B ~» DEF {6)

[n an Animal Sacrifice, there are thirteen Samidheni verses, as
we have seen; the £ 1n (6), therefore, consists of thirteen such
verses. We also know, however, that the Animal Sacrifice tor
Viayu, which occurs in the Agnicayana, should contain (ac-
cording to Baudhayana) twenty-four Samidiheni verses. This
rrroup, which may be calted 7, arises from / by inserting another
cleven mantras, 1.e., by an mmsertion similar to the msertion
tepresented by (5). It would not be appropriate, however, to
vapress this insertion by a rule of the form:

E— G (7)
Ihis would andicate that in ¢ Amimal Sacnfices there are
wenty-lfour Samidihent verses. We have to express that £ is
replaced by (Conly in the Amimal Sacrifice that is embedded in
the Apmicayana. In other words, we miust restrict the context, or
the conlignration ain which £ occurs and which conditions its
replacement by €7, The simplest way 1o do this is by a rule of the

Forme
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ABC ABC
= (8)
DEF DGF

This rule is formulated with the help of a double arrow to
distinguish it from the rules with single arrows such as (5}7).
Rules of the form (8) are identicat with the rransformations of
linguistics (Chapter 6A).

Transformational structures are typical of Vedic ritual, and it
is easy to provide other examples. Let 4 denote ceremonies
preceding the consccration, B the consecration, and C ceremo-
nies following the consccration. The prototype of B in the
Agnistoma consists of a sequence of rites, beginning with the
consecration isti (diksaniyesti), that will be referred to as . This
is followed by the ceremonies with the antelope skin, the
mekhala rope, the turban, and so forth (#). In the Agnicayana,
between 2 and F new rites are inserted refating to the ukha pot,
in which fire originates (¢;). In other words, a rule of the form (9)
applies:

= 9)

DF DGF

Actualty, D itsell is also transformed. It is replaced by a new rite
called agnidiksaniyesti, or D*, A transformation must apply that
15 of the form:
AB C A B C
> (10)

N .. Dt

Embedding and Transformation 97

Another example is the Carrying Forth of Agni (agniprana-
vana; B). It follows oblations to Vi§vakarman on (he domestic
altar {A) and is followed by Adhvara oblations on the offering
altar (C). The prototype of the Carrying Forth in the Agnistoma
consists of the transportation of the fire by the Adhvaryu,
recitations by him and by the Hota, and chants by the Prastota
(). Afterwards the fire is installed on the altar (F). In the
Agnicayana, another recital is inserted, viz., the recitation by
the Second Hota or Maitravaruga of the Song to the Irresistible
Warrior. If this is referred to as G, the expression (8) expresses
the structure again adequatcly, but it should be understood that
DGE does not represent a simple sequence of three rites, but a
combination in which some of the rites overlap or are simnlta-
neous.

[n the Final Bath (avabhrtha) there is also the insertion of a
new rite, characterized by the recitation of Taittiriya Samhita
4.6.2.6 r. This can be described by a structure of the form {9).

In these transformations the context is specified on the left and
on the right; m other words, both the following and the preceding
ceremonies are specified. Sometimes it is more natural to leave
one side unspecified, or 1o regard it as empty. We might refer to
this as the prefixing, suffixing, or mere “‘adding’’ of rites. For
cxample, in the Full and New Moon Ceremonies the Formulas of
Complction (samistayajus; A) consist of two mantras, Taittiriya
Sumhita 1.1.13.3 u-v. In the Animal Sacrifice, 4 follows the final
vhlations (€) and precedes the burying of the heart-spit (D). But
i this sacrifice the two formulas A are replaced by three (4*),

at
CAD—-CA*D (1)

In the Agnistoma the context is specified differently, as C* . . .
1 and another nine formulas (8) are added:

* A* DY > C* A* DF (12)

At B

i T gt
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In the Agnicayana in a context C** . . . D**, another nineteen
mantras (J<) are added:

/\ > A
A* B A* B E

Such sequences of mantras can be extended indefinitely.

What is the significance of these structures? They show that
an apparently empiricist and purely behaviorist description of
the sequence of acts of the Agnicayana, 4, B, C, D, ..., asif
they had a linear structure (14), 1s inadequate:

ABCDEFG... (14}

Underlying the sequence A, B, C, ... there is in fact a
hierarchical structure arrived at through the reiterated operation
of embeddings and transformations, viz., something of the form:

A P ) J T U
BC R [9\ KL/x\/O... (15)
DEF GH M N

In the description of the performance in AGNL I we have
implicitly accepted that it has a structure of the form (15). This
idea underlies the subdivision into episodes and smaller units,
described in varying detail, and the references to prototypes ol
the isti, the Agnistoma, and other components. For example, we

i
3
|
i
1l
i
j
X
]
|
&
B
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Im\{e not described rites such as B as merely “‘following™ A,
which corresponds to the structure expressed by (i4). Rather,
we have described B as the first rite of a ritual P, which
corresponds to the structure expressed by (15). Thus, the
agnidiksaniyesti is not described as merely following the rites in
the previous chapter of AGNI (**Episode 3"": pages 313-317),
but as constituting the first rite of the next, the consecration
{""Episode 47 pages 317-333).
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Indian ritualists have always stressed the hierarchical struc-
ture of the ritual, as have Willem Caland and other Western
scholars. The Srauta Sitras describe the main rituals in a
particular order. I have mentioned several of t(hesc, but shall
now single out four and refer to them by capital letters:

I3 Darsapiurnamaisa
- Pasubandha
A: Agnistoma
(" Agnicayana,

This sequence is hierarchical, There is increasing complexity. A
person is in general only eligible to perform a later ritual in the
sequence, il he has already performed the earlier ones. Each
later ritual presupposes the former and incorporates one or more
occurrences of one or more of the former rituals. Sometimes
these embedded rituals are abbreviated. In general, they un-
derpo modification. I shall single out three embeddings:

In £, performances of £ are embedded when a cake of eight potsherds
i~ offered to Agni and when a cake of cleven potsherds is offered Lo
Agm-Visnu:

in A, two performances of P {agnisomivapasi and savanivapasuy amd
severd performunces ol D (e.g., diksanivesti, pravanivesti. avabhrthesti,
adivanvests. ndavasdnivesti, not 1o mention performances of £ embed-
ded e £ e embedided

In o peformanee of A, fearteen perlormances of 2 and numerous
pettenmanees ol £ osome of which abecidy embedded in A and £, are
cmbedded
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Chapter Il has provided an ideca of the syntax of these
structurcs. | shall now describe that structure in more general
and abstract terms, abstracting from the spectfic structures we
have met before and constructing a maodel of ritual—a formal
representation corresponding to what Hubert and Mauss called
a “‘schéme abstrait du sacrifice.”” In order to make this precise,
a series of artificial assumptions will be made, redelining D, P
and A. The reason tor these artificial assumptions and definitions
1s that they constitute a model which exhibits abstract ritual
structures. The model is 1dentical with respect 1o these struc-
tures to the actually existing rituals, but is fess elaborate than
the latter. 1t may look more complex because it is formal; but it
can only be represented in this formalized form because it is, in
fact, simpler. Actually existing rituals can be analysed in the
same manner as the model with regard to the structurcs in which
I am here interested, but such an anatysis would, again, be much
more complex.

Such a procedure is common in scicnce but as vet, if we
except linguistics, rare in the human scicnees. It 1s also easily
misunderstood. Hans Penncr (1985), for example, criticized my
formalizations of syntactic analysis when they were first pub-
lished (1979a) by emphasizing that, by my own admission, they
“do not correspond to any existing ritual” or “‘to any actual
ritual.”™ I responded (1986a:41); “‘Rather, they correspond, if
they are adequate, to features that are abstracted from actually
existing rites, just as the laws of physics do not correspond to
specific events that take place in my garden, but to features
abstracted from such events.”” At the time of writing I had not
rcad Quine’s much more succinct answer to stmilar criticism:
“To complain of bare bones is like criticizing the physicist for
failing to capture the richness of the ramn forest™ (Quine 1981:
186).

But encugh of mere words. Let us assume that there is an
Agnistoma A in which threc occurrences of I and two occur-
rences of P are embedded. In cach P, furthermore, two oceur-
rences of £ are embedded. Let us fix the order by assuming tiat
in the performance of A, there s first a performance of 3, then
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of P\, then of 1, then of P, and finally of D, In F,, let there be
vceurrences of 1, and D, and in P,. of D and D, , in that order.
Next we assume that each ritual consists of a sequence of rites.
We shall adopt the convention. that cach ritual marked by a
capital Tetter (such as 4, D, P) will consist of rites denoted by
5mall letters, indexed with single numerals if the governing ritual
Is not indexed with a numeral (e.g., ay, a5, .. .5d,ds5, .. ), and
_mdexed with double numerals if the governing rital is already
mdexed with a numeral (e.g., ritual Dy will consist of rites ds,,
s, -5 Pyof Py Py, o). Now we can give a precise
description of A if we know the exact number and order of these
vonstituent rites. Let us assume that ritual ) always consists of
|I?rcc rites. Let us assume that £ always consists of nine rites.
Since these include the rites of D, a simple assumption would
hive the rites of 2 which arc not rites of 1 at the beginning, in
the middle and at the end; and the rites of the two OCCUrrences
ol 13 in between the beginning and the middle, and the middle
+nd the end. For A, we assume a sequence of thirty-three rites
micluding the rites of P. A simple assumption would again be
that, withim A. the rituals P and D are always scparated by a
wngle rite o,

' A linear description of Agnistoma model A will now look like
TR

iy iy dyy d)3 ay Py dsy dys dy; P2 dyy ds; dsyy Py s dyy dyy
dicdy pay dsy dsy dsy pas dyy dy, doz P2y a5 dyy dyy dyy a,. (16)

It should be apparent that not only the artificial model 4 can be
n-pr-_:scnlcd by such a scquence of rites, but that the real
Viiustoma can also be represented by such a sequence of rites —
only a longer sequence. In addition we would need more letters,
more mdices. and fonger indices. What are the advantages of
oo representation? The answer is: none. A linear represen-
Lition of this type is not only extremely cumberseme, but it
obsenresall the elements of structure we have heen so eager to
detect.

At this stape it should be noted that most of the modern
descnphons of Vedie situal are basicaliy finear representations
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of precisely this type. This verdict is exaggerated, because
Caland & Henry refer back to Schwab and Hillebrandt, Schwab
refers back to Hillebrandt, etc. The verdict is even less applica-
ble to the Srautakosa, which adopts a type of description which
is closer (o that of the Srauta Sttras. But to the cxtent that all
these works deviate from the Srauta Siitras, their deviation is in
the direction of linear description. Precisely for this reason these
works obscure the structures it has been our aim to make
explicit.

How then do we arrive at a representation which reveals these
structures? This can only be done by adopting a non-lincar
method of description. We can arrive at such a description by
gradually transforming the representation (16). | shall first re-
place (16) by a series of expressions in which each ritual 1s
rewritten (which will be symbolized by a singlc arrow) as a
sequence of rites and rituals, as follows:

A—a D a, P ayDya, Psas D;aq
Pi—=pu Dypiz Dipis

Py —> pay Ds poy Dy pas

D, — d, d,dn

Dy — dyy dyy das

Dy — dyy dyy dyy

Dy— dy dyp dys

D_q — dsl dqz f!s_'“ e[{,.

In these expressions there is still a great deal of repetition and
redundance. In order to climinate this, we simply delete all
indices of rituals, and omit the first numecral of indices with
double numerals. The result is:

A—a Da,PayDay Pas D a, (17
P—p,Dp,Dp; (18)
(1

D —d, d, d,

At this point we have arrived at a representation of model A
which clearly exhibits the underlying structure and is as perspic
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vous as the material allows. The reader can verify that the
assumptions we made when constructing A arc expressed by
7-(19).

| An eqluivalent representation of this same information can be
smiven with the help of trees:

(17°)
a Da, Pay Da Pas Da
1)
(18")
PrDP, DP
D
(19
d d,

I'he cinbedding of £ and D in A, and of D in P, is represented in
£'0): see next page.

The structure of (20) can also be expressed by making use of
parentheses:

] Ty {(!l f!z (!g)ﬂ: (‘D| (a'| dZ d})[): (d| d2 d-_)' )p3)(i'3 {d] d2 d3)
ity (py (dy dy dOps (dy dy dpoas (d, dy dyag. 20')

AL Ui stage it may be noted that representations of the form
CEA O are basically cquivalent to the organization of the
neterl adopted by the anthors of the Srauta Stitras. A Srauta
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Sitra would convey the information as follows. First it would
have a sectien in which D 1s described as d, d, dy——correspond-
ing to (19). The nexi section, corresponding to (18), would
provide the description of P, referring to D whenever it occurs,
but without repeating the information given in the first section.
The next section. corresponding to (17), would provide the
description of A, referring to # and D whenever they occur, but
without repeating the information given in the earlier sections.
Only the modifications which the rituals undergo when they are
embedded, are always specified.

How can we handle these modifications? Let us try to
represent the one example which 1 gave before. We introduce
this into our model by assuming that in ritual D, the first rite, ,,
represents the recitation of fifteen samidheni verses. Let us
further assume that in the second occurrence of D in P, rite d,
has to be replaced by a rite d|°, in which seventeen samidheni
verses are recited, We cannol simply represent this transforma-
tion by adding an cxpression:

d, - dF (corresponding to (7) in Chapter 11D, puge 95),
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lor the effect of this would be that aff occurrences of d, are
replaced by occurrences of JF. What we must do is, replace by
{, only the d, in the second occurrence of D in £. This can be
done by introducing a transformational rule using a different
~vmbol instead of the single arrow —, for example a double
arrow =, We have to represent the entire configuration in which
Joceurs singe it 1s nol otherwise possible to single out the d, we
wish to single out. This can be done as follows:

(1)

D Pz b P P D PZ D P,

a', dy ds d’{‘ dy d

Anuther example of this kind of transformation is the following.
When 1 wrote that A and fourtecen occurrences of P are embed-
ded e C, T was simplifying. Actually, A and two occurrences of
" e embedded in €. Two occurrences of P are embedded in A.
Hut in the occurrence of A which is embedded in C, the second
occarrence of P is modified: it involves the sacrifice of eleven
rroats instead of one.

Po represent this, we start with the following two expressions
an which irrelevant rituals and rites are represented by dots):

¢ v P VAP
N T S

Here #7108 the amimal sacrifice of one goat. Now let us write £*
I the ritual which involves eleven goats, Then, abstracting

oo all the other modilications which A undergoes when it is
cithedded i € the required transiormation can be represented
e ollows:
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...P.../A\...P...:>...P.../A\..P._. (22)
Y LAY ~ L. P P

These examples may suffice to represent two features of the
structure of the descriptions of the Srauta Satras, and indeed of
the Srauta rituals themselves: embedding and modification.
What is astonishing about this structure is that it is exceedingly
similar 10 the syntax of a natural language as described in
Chomsky 1965. As linguists will long have recognized, expres-
sions of the form (17)~(19) are phrrase structure rules. (The rites
represented by small letters, which | have introduced tenta-
tively, correspond to some extent (o lexical items). Expressions
of the form (22) are transformations. The phrase structure rules
arc recursive, becausc the same symbols occur to the right and
to the left of the single arrows: P, which occurs on the right in
(17), occurs on the left in (18); and D, which occurs on the right
in (17) and (18}, occurs on the left in (19).

The ritnal modifications have another property, which is
common in Vedic ritual as Professor Heesterman reminded me
(in a letter of January 9, 1976): an embedded ritual may be
interrupted, once or several times, by the ritual in which it is
embedded, to be continued or completed afterwards. For exam-
ple, the embedding of P in A assumes the following form: some
rites of P are performed, followed by rites belonging to A, after
which subsequent rites of P continue, ctc. (in a linear description
the sequence has to be interrupted: sec. e.g., Caland and Henry
1906:125-8. 186. 188).

For some time it seemed to me that this alternation was o
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charactenstic of ritual without a linguistic parallel. Several
linguists 1 contacted could not provide a similar structure in a
natural Janguage. But when | phoned Professor J. R. Ross, he
immediately produced a simple example from English. Let us
vmbed the sentence:

{1 Harry is sad
into another sentence, as follows:

(52 It secms to me that [Harry is sad].
Sl S1

Applying several transformations we can derive the following
sentence, in which constituents of the original sentences alter-
ale:

Harry seems sad to me.
Sl 82 S1LS2

I'he recursive features of the ritual allow the construction of
ntuals of indefinitely increasing complexity. Such recursivencss
v exploited m some of the, partly theoretical, sattra rituals. We
have scen that the grammanan Patanjali compared the recursive-
ness of language to these ritual creations which also have to be
described by rules (page 40).

Before discussing possible cxplanations for the similarities
heltween structures in ritual and language. it should be empha-
wsed that the occurrence of such structures does not imply that
the ritualists were any more aware of their precise form than
Lingiage users are conscious of the syntactic rules which they
ciploy. In linguistics, this has been often misundcerstood and
Cliomsky has repeatedly emphasized that “‘the structure of
particular languages may very well be largely determined by
Lictors over which the individual has no conscious control™
i homsky 1965:59). The same applics in ritual. It is not invali-
dated by the fact, that we have based our analysis largely upon
descnptions ol ritual provided by the ritualists themselves. The
actares I have disenssed should therefore be distinguished
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from such structurcs as Lévi-Strauss found in a native Yoruba
theery, about which he says: “*But. as theories go, the Yoruba
seem to have been able to throw more light than ethnologists on
the spirit of institutions and rutes which in their socicty, as in
many others, are of an intellectual and deliberate character™
(Lévi-Strauss 1966:133). In Vedic ritual, the descriptions by the
authors of the Srauta Satras, too, have thrown more light on the
sttbject than any modern author could do without their aid.
However. this does not imply that the deeper structures which
underlie many ritual constructions have at any time been con-
ceived deliberately.

Despite the specific difference in recursiveness we have
found, the occurrence n the syntax of both ritual and language
of specific and unobvious rules. viz.. plirase structiure rules,
transformational rides and self embedding rules, is sufficiently
striking to demand an explanation. It may be premature to offer
such an explanation at this early stage. Onc reason 1s that the
data upon which these similarities are based are asymmetrical.
On the language side, the relevant structures have been shown to
be in all likelihood universal. On the ritual side, our data have
been confined to Vedic ritual. Though this is most probably the
best point of departure, we are only beginning to explore a
domain of ritual syntax which appears to be as complex as the
syntax of language. Even in the domain of Vedic ritual we have
taken into account only a few structures. For example, we have
not $o far used the fact, that the ritual is executed by combining
the contributions of different groups of pricsts with distinct ritual
systems. This is comparable 1o a language which cxhibits the
rules of several distinct grammars as do some Creole languages.
Also, we have not studied the metarules which are required
when different rules, apparently inconsistent with each other,

have to be combined (Chapter 26). Similarly, the structure of

sampad ‘numerical congruence’ {Heesterman 1957:35,53) awaits
syntactic treatment. Since there is so much left undone, | can
only offer speculation.

The similarities we found may require elaborate explanations.
Rut they might alternatively be explained by one ol three simple
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cxplanations: either language 1s (he cause, or ritval 1s the cause,
or there is a common cause for both. 1 shall discount the third
which could be almost anything about which we know little—
ranging from the ‘essence of man® Lo the structure of his brain.
It would seem plausible to opt for the first explanation. In its
support it could be argued that it would not be surprising for
man, who has a specific structure of language anchored in his
iwain, to exhibit this same structure in his rituals. I think this ts
possibly correct, but 1 wish to point out that it is not the only
plausible view. First of all, it smacks of prejudice. It is we who
are obsessed by language and who have (despite survivals) lost
touch with ritual. Hence it 1s only natural that the view that
Linguage is primary. would appcal to us. But for Early Man,
mtual was at least as important as language is for us. Ritual, after
a1, 1s much older than language. Unlike language, it can origi-
nate on all fours. It is common among animals.

It we adopt an evolutionary perspective, it becomes relevant
to consider animal systems of communication or “amimal lan-
puage.” Evidence for an animal syntax which is at all hke the
human appears to be meagre or nonexistent. As for monkeys and
apes, their communication systems “have little relationship with
human language, but much with the ways human beings express
cmoton through gesture, facial expressions. and tone ol voice™
(l.ancaster 1968:446). In a study which pays some attention to
vntactic preblems. Reynolds, partly following Altmann. has
~hown that in the communicaltion among Macaques, "a se-
quence of displays will determine the probability of the next
display™ (1 quole from Hill 1972:314). But Hill bas rightly
pomted out that this would precisely be a communication system
with the properties of a Markov process model, “*which
Chomsky (1957) so convincingly demonstrated was not the sort
ol system represented in human language.” Hill has in fact
cappested that o basic distinetion between animal communica-
ton and o language is that the former lacks recursiveness
ChDOE (972303 35, el Revem 1974:25),

Lo evaluate the problem we also require detailed studies of the
ity of anmad ritoal, Tattle seems 1o be available in the
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otherwise impressive work of scholars like Crane, Huxley,
Lorenz and Tinbergen (see, e.g., Huxley 1966}. There is more,
but still not enough, in Thorpe 1951 and Barlow 1977. Such
information, however, may clench the argument. If there is no
recursiveness in the syntax of animal ritual, the issue remains
inconclusive. But if there is, and if Hill is right, this suggests that
the recursiveness which is the main characteristic of the syntax
of human language has a ritual onigin,

Another hypothesis is consistent with the view that syntax has
a ritual origin: the hypothesis that syntax is older than seman-
tics. This is precisely what 1 suspect to be the case. The contrary
view, that structured systems of meaning developed first, seems
to be accepted implicitly by many scholars. It is certainly more
logical (hence the original appeal of generative scmantics, which
denied an independent level of syntax). In addition to the
emphasis on synchronistic structure, this view wounld help to
explain the readily accepted taboo which the Société de linguisti-
que of Paris imposed upon investigations into the origin of
language: for meaning was held to be mysterious and inaccessi-
ble to scientific treatment. The question that seems to lurk
behind such a view is: why should people wish to establish
language if not for the sake of communication? But such an idea
rests on flimsy grounds. Language was not deliberately and
consciously established, its emergence and growth need not be
due to pragmatic or functional needs, and it clearly exhibits a
great deal of structure which plays no role in communication.
Nature, in brief, is not always logical.

There are many facts that support the view that syntax is older
than semantics. Vedic ritual itself provides such evidence. Vedic
ritnal is replete with recitation and chant. These recitations and
chants are comprised of a highly structured mixture of natural
language and meaningless sound. But whether or not portions of
this mixture are meaningful in other contexts, in their mtual use
the only things which matter arc the sounds and their config-
rations. According to the ancient ritualist Kautsa, all mentras
are mecaningless, and this view iy indeed applicable to the
occurrence ol mautray throughot Indian culture (pape 234). In
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Vedic ritual, as in manfra meditation, the function of language 1s
phonetic and syntactic, not semantic. We shall return to this
cirious fact in Part [11.

Other facts support our hypothesis in a negative way. During
performances of Vedic rituals, the participants are not supposed
(o communicate with cach other through ordinary language. In
liter times, communication is restricted (and effectively elimi-
nated) by prohibiting the use of any language other than San-
<krit. Lingnistic communication of an ordinary sort is also
cxcluded when ritual recitations are prescribed as anirukta, ‘not
cnunciated’, upamsu, ‘inaudible’, or when the rites are executed
reynim, ‘i silence’ (Renou and Silburn 1954), In the ritual of the
chanters, aniruktagana ‘unenunciated chant’ is a protracied
vhant of o with the same structure and pitch variation as the
original mantra, which is represented mentally. In medutation,
lmguistic meaning is also excluded. The meditation mantras,
which are recited clsewhere, increasingly come to consist of
meaningless syllables, which tend to become mental or vanish
altogether. Thus phonetic structure disappears and syntactic
structure is reduced to mere repctition, expressible by the single
syntactic ruilc A — AA.

[ am inclined to believe that what we wilness here is not a
curious collection of exotic facts, but a remnant or resurgence of
a pre-linguistic stage of development, during which man or his
ancestors used sound in a purely syntactic or ritual manner. This
would be supported by the generally archaic features of ritual as
well as of mysticism, and the ¢laim that there was a golden age
when ritual practices and mystical insights were common (cf.
Staal 19752a:58). The locuy classicus is Rigveda 1.164.50 =
10,90, 16:

yajnéna yajidm ayajanta devas
tani dharmani prathaminy asan
“With the sacnfice the gods performed the sacrifice.

These were the tirst ordinances™
ttans]. Brown 196532 1968:218).
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In his presidential address to the 1974 meeting of the Linguis-
tic Society of America, Morris Halle expressed a similar view—
the conception of language not as a means for communication
but as playful activity, a kind of game. He quotes in this
conmexion from Novalis’ Sprachwissenschaftlicher Monolog of
1798:

Das rechte Gesprich ist ein blosses Wortspiel . .. Wenn man den
Leuwten nur begreiflich machen kénnte, dass ¢s mit der Sprache wie mit
den mathematischen Formeln sei.—Sie machen eine Well for sich aus—
sie spielen nur mit sich sclbst, driicken nichts als ihre wunderbare Natur
aus, und eben darum sind si¢ so ausdrucksvoll—eben darum spiegelt sich
in ihnen das seltsame Verhiiltnisspiel der Dinge . . . so ist es auch mit der
Sprache ... .7 (Halle 1975:527-528).

The view that syntax has a ritual origin and is older than
semantics would explain why there is a syntax in ritual, why
there is an independent level of syntax in linguistics, why
language is so unlogical and—pace Novalis—why langnage
pictures the world in such a roundabout fashion,

13

Interpretations of Ritual

The structural properties of ritual that we have so far consid-
cred require not only consummate skill and expertise but also a
lot of the priests’ attention—not less than is required, say, from
(he members of an orchestra, a ballet company or a tcam of
engineers set upon the execution of a common task. What then
about the meaning of the ritual, a dimension we read so much
about especially in contemporary works on ritual by anthropol-
ogists and scholars of religion? Are the pricsts also concerned
with meaning or is this merely a scholarly pastime?

A widespread assumption about ritual is that it consists in
symbolic activities which refer to somcthing else. It is charac-
teristic of a ritual performance. however, that it is self-contained
and sclf-absorbed. The performers arc totally immersed in the
proper execution of their complex tasks. [solated in their sacred
enclosure, they concentrate on correctness of act, recitation and
chant. Their primary concern, if not obsession, 1s with rules.
There are no symbolic meanings going through their minds when
they are engaged in performing ritual,

Such absorption by itself, does not show that ritual cannot
have a symbolic meaning. However, also when we ask a
biahmin explicitly why the rituals are performed, we never
receive an answer which refers to symbolic activity. There are
mumerous different answers, such as: we do it because our
ancestors did it because we are cligible to do it; because it is
pood Tor society; because it is good: because it is our duty;
beeatise 1 s said 1o Jead to immortality; because it leads to
mmortality. A visitor will furthermore observe that a person
who has performed a Vedic ritual acquires social and religious
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status, which involves other benefits, some of them economic,
Beyond such generalities one gets involved in individual case
histories. Some boys have never been given much of a choice,
and have been taught recitations and rites as a matter of fact; by
the time they have mastered these, there is little else they are
competent or motivated to do. Others are inspired by a spirit of
competition. The majority would not be able to come up with an
adequate answer to the question why they engage in ritual.

Why ask such personal questions? It might be more proper
and fruitful to ask specific questions about the meaning of
particular rites. Some such guestions do reccive specific an-
swers, on which participants and scholars agree. The Yajamana
must keep his hands closed “‘like a child in the womb of its
mother, ready 1o be reborn.” The fire altar has the shape of a
bird because fire, as well as Soma, were fetched from heaven by
a bird. The priests do not go south if they can help it for the
southern direction is inauspicious. Certain bricks of the altar are
consecrated so that it may rain (see, however, page 154).

Such simple answers form a small minority. They arc given
rarely, and only in reply to similarly simple questions. Most
questions concerning ritual detail involve numerous complex
rules, and ne participant could provide an answer or clucidation
with which he would himself be satisfied. Qutsiders and bystand-
ers may volunteer their ideas about religion and phitosophy
generally—without reference to any specific question. In most
cases such people do not know anything about Vedic ritual.
There is only one answer which the best and most reliable among
the ritualists themselves give consistently and with more than
average frequency: we act according to the rules because this is

our tradition (parampara). The effective par{ of the answer
seems to be: look and listen, these arc our activities! To
performing ritualists, rituals are like dance. of which Isadora
Duncan said: “If 1 could tell you what it meant there would be
ne point in dancing it."”’

Ritual, then, is primarily activity. It is an activity governed by
explicit rules. The important thing is what you do, not what you
think, believe or say. In India this has become o basic featore of
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all religion, so that we should refer, vot to the faithful or
orthodox, but to the orthoprax (from Greek orthos, “right™ and
praxis, “‘taction”). It is precisely this feature which is least
understood by English-writing Indian authors such as V. §.
Naipaul and N. C. Chaudhuri, who have recently taken on the
role of explaining India to Western intclligentsia.

13A. Indian Interpretations

If we wish to know the meaning or theory of ritual, we should
not confine ourselves to practicing ritualists: we have learned,
after all, that it does not pay to ask elephants about zoology, or
artists about the theory of art. Before asking anyone else,
however, let us lake a look at what the Indian tradition itself has
to offer. Since in India ritual has always been a favorite topic for
speculation, there is an abundance of material. Even prior to
speculation we find suggestive ideas. In the ecarliest Vedic
literature, rituals, along with metres and chants, are used by
pods and demons to fight and conguer each other, und some-
limes to create worlds. Even when the aims are not explicit,
pods and demons are frequently depicled as engaged in ritual.
Commentaries provide rituals with a greatl variety of interpreta-
hons, sometimes inconsistent with each other.

In Vedic [Herature, a specific class of texts decals with the
mterpretation of ritual, These are the Brahmanas—the samc
term that denotes the members of the highdst ¢astc who appar-
ently took a special delight in the thinking up of such interpre-
tations. One of the most important of these. the Satapatha
Rrihmana, figures promimently in almost all Western works
about Vedic ritual becausce its translation is widely available and
provides such an enormous wealth of interpretations that almost
cveryone can find something to suit his taste or support her
threory,

Julins Eggeling, the translator of the Satapatha Brahmana,
was nol enthusiastic about the work 1o wheeh he devoted a good
pact ol his dile. [n the Introdoction o the first of his five volume
transhiiion, e wrote about the Brahmanas i general: “"For
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wearisome prolixity of exposition, characterized by dogmatic
assertion and a limsy symbolism rather than by serious reason-
ing, these works are perhaps not equalled anywhere™™ (1, 1882:
ix}. Others have expressed similar views {quoted in AGNI [:62-
64). Eggeling wrote during the nineteenth century, when reason
was perhaps overrated and irrationalist trends had not yet
invaded the humantties. But his view is not a thing of the pasl.
Louis Renou, onc of the most distinguished Indologists and
Sanskrit scholars of the (wentieth century, who wrote exten-
stvely on Vedic ritual as well as on literature, philosophy, and all
other aspects of Indian culture. cxpressed in 1953 a more
balanced and less extreme view that is not less damaging:

We must be content with very general theories il we are to avoid
arbitrary cxplanations such as those put forward in the old Brafunanas,
where we find fabricated accounts of the origin of various details in the
liturgical ceremonial. In these stories there is much thal deserves
allention, but the widdna or bandhie, the hidden connection that they try
10 establish, cannot be accepted: it is too visibly the product of the
priestly mind. It is recognized in the texts that comprehension musi
cease at a cerlain point: they declare “pare’ksokdamda hi deval.” “the
gods love what is oul of sight™ (i953:16; with a modification in the
translation).

[tis exceedingly, indeed embarassingly easy to provide exam-
ples from the Brahmanas to illustrate their arbitrariness and
inconsistencies. It would be difficult to find the opposite: an
interpretation of a rite thal convincingly or persuasively cxplains
why it is performed. | shall, for the timc being, give a single,
simplc example of the prevailing ud hoc type of interpretation. It
concerns the puroruc or “prior light”” (Chapter 98, Episode 11,
Element 1):

Now. the puroriie is he yonder who gives oot light {viz_, 1he sun}; for he
shines in (from the) lront. Now. the pyrorac is the vital breath, the hymn
the body (dtmd. the person himsell). (Or) the purorue is 1he body, the
hymn oftspring and cattle {Gonda 1981:63, note 9 = Sreekrishna Sarma
in: AGNI 11:679}.

Anyone who has spent any time with the Brahmana literature
will agree that this passage is quite representative. The thet that
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such interpretations arc arbitrary need not prevent them from
constituting a system within themselves. Mylius (1976) has
shown that many identifications given in the same Kausitaki
Brahmana can in fact be systematically interpreted in social,
psychological, or ideological terms. But even it such interpreta-
nons refer to reality; they still fail 1o elucidate rites, or throw
lipht on Vedic ritual.

The three interpretations of the puroruc that are provided in
this interpretation are neither related nor consistent with cach
other. The author hands them out without much concern for
their apparent validity. Interpreting in the Brihmanas may be an
arl, a kind of game or entertainment: but it is not an attempt
seriously to elucidate or explain. It resembles, in fact, Gada-
mer’s hermeneutics {(Chapter 3B) in being empty, arbitrary and
ad hoc. This is ironic because Gadamer’s oracular judgment of
ol Oriental thought regards it as utterly alien (**Adapting these
fhimgs by Western philosophy is oul of the question. Only a
negative insight can be taken as confirmed: our own philosophic
coneepts, constituted by the Greeks, change the alicn in
substance™: Editor’s Note to Dilthey 1949:18).

Some interpretations of the Brahmanas are predictable. They
do ot give an acceptable explanation cither. but they conform
o a general pattern. Some are concerned with the structural
moperties we have discussed, e.g., the structure B A B."
Although we have noted that this structure is a simple extension
ol a common leature of human activity, the Brahmanas interpret
i terms of an ascent to heaven. Hecsterman (1957:12-13)
relers to some of the relevant texts:

e word predvaniva- not only deneles the introduction to a sacrificial
sesston or g Testival, bat it is also associated with the idea of going to
lieaven: “through the “proceeding-day” (préavariva-) the gods proceed
fpravand 1o the world of heiiven: because they proceeded, therciore i is
valled the procecding day™ (Pancavimsa Briahmana 4,22, cte.). The
counderpint of the priyantva o generatly the ndayaniva, the concluding
il Througeh the udayamya the sacrilicer is supposed to reach ihe
canth cpnn Choanstaky Beadamama 7.8, ¢l ).
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In India. too. the interprctations of the Brahmanas were
regarded as unsatisfactory. They inspired philosophic or pre-
philosophic speculation in the Upanisads, but were replaced by
systematic and rationul analysis in the ritual philosophy of the
Miméimsé, which postulated an unseen fruit as the effect of ritual
actrvity. We shall return to this in a moment, but must first note
two preceding stages of development, following cach other not
unlike the scquence of functionalism and structuralism in twen-
tieth century anthropology.

At first. specific rites were thought of as fulfilling specific
desires: for health, power, offspring, victory and the like. The
list of wishes and desires is not different from that ol the majority
of our contemporaries. It is neither entirely material, nor exclu-
sively spiritual as some modern visionaries have claimed. But
this trend rcceded again into the background, and a structural
point of view came to the fore, which conformed more naturally
to the structure of the ritual and joined the efforts of the ritualists
to create a scicnce of ritual. This led to the codification of two
kinds of rites we have already mentioned: the Grhya or “*do-
mestic rites,”” which are rites de passage, life-cycle rites or
“sacraments,”” accompanying such events as birth, initiation,
marriage and death; and the Srauta or *‘traditional rites,” which
provide the foundation for most of my analysis.

There are several general and formal differences between
these two kinds of ritual. For cxample, the traditional rites
require three fire altars and the services of several priests,
whereas the domestic rites require only one fire (the domesltic
fire} and one priest (the domestic pricst). While the function of
the domestic rites appears to be fairly straightforward, the
significance of the traditional rites is not obvious. The traditional
ritual, with its myriad ramifications, exhibits the unhampered
development of ritual construction and creativity. The domestic
rntes might seem 1o be amenable to explanations along the lines
of, e.g., Van Gennep's Rites de passage {1909} or Victor Furner
(Chapter 14B). But since such explanations are clearly inappli-
cable to the older traditional rites, and domestic and traditional
rites are sinular in structure. it tollows that all such theories are

Interpretations of Ritual 121

imappropriate. There are, morcover, traditional rituals which last
i thousand years, which shows that some rites were purely
theoretical, Such theoretical constructs, we have seen, (page
88), are as important for the theory of ritual as are concrete
ceremonies. Many rites have in fact an intermediate status. The
Agmcayana, which was performed in 1975, ts a traditional ritual
which scems to have been always ““real’, though some of its
cxtensions, which the texts describe, smack of theory.

The Srauta Siatras of the late Vedic period offer several
definitions of ritual. One which is often quoted characterizes it as
comprising three things: dravya. *'the substance (which is vsed
i oblations)”’: devard, “‘the deity (1o which oblations are
olfered)™; and fvaga, “renunciation (of the fruits of the ritual
acls)'”, The tydga 1s a formula pronounced by the Yajaméana at
the cutmination of each act of oblation. When the officiating
(riest makes the oblation into the fire for one of the gods, for
caample Agni, the Yajamana says:

s s for Agm, not for me™ (agnave idam na mame).

A this point a contradiction begins 1o appear, which becomes
woreasingly  explicit in the rntualistic  philosophy  of the
Munamsi. The reason for performing a specific ritual is stated to
L the desire for a particular fruit or cffect. The stock example of
the Mimamsa is:

e who desires beaven shall sacrifice with the Agnistoma oitual™
Locnistorent svargakdme vajeti).

Muat this Tt s renounced whenever the Yajamana utters his
tvove Tormula of renunciation. The effect, therefore, 1s not
abibmed.

Ihe reslting picture is further complicated by another appar-
oot contradiction. The rites are subdivided into two classes:

aobihiratory ™ (nifvea) and “toptional™ (kamya). Unlike the Agni-
oy, which s bdameve . the Agnistoma 1s 4 aitva rite: every
foabhimisn has the duty 1o perform it So here 1s a nitual which
appears 1o be optional, since 11 1s confined 10 those who desire
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heaven (nobody’s duty); but which is also not optional, because
it is a prescribed duty; and which moreover in the final resort
doecs not bear any fruit because its fruits are abandoned. The
texts reflect such contradictions. The Mimamsa Satra, basic
manual of the Mimamsa. lays down that the ntes lead to
happiness, but the subcommentary *Straight Spotless’”
(Rjuvimald) observes that this does not apply to obligatory acts.,

The Mimamsa philosophers faced another difficulty. When a
ritual performance is completed, no fruit is seen. The Yajamana,
on whose behalf the rites have been performed, does not raise up
and go to heaven. Rather the opposite: he returns home and is,
as the texts put it. the same as he was before. In particular, he
must continue to perform the morning and evening fire rites
(Agnihotra) for the rest of his life. The Mimamsd concluded,
quite logically, that the fruit of ritual activity is—temporarily—
unseen. It will become apparent only later, e.g., after death. An
ciaborate thecory was devised 1o show that this is in accordance
with the mechanism of Aarman, according to which every cause
has an effect. A special logical theorem. called arthapatti, was
invented in support of this thcory. The followers of the
Mimamsa were criticized by others {c.g., the philosophers of the
Advaita Vedanta) for postulating such unseen cffects. For what-
cver our contemporary fads may suggest—in India, the unscen is
resorted to only under duress (see page 190). What the Mimamsa
in fact ended up teaching is that the rituals have to be performed
for their own sake.

The notion of tvaga. “‘renunciation,” has attained an impor-
tant position in Hinduism through the teachings of the Bhagavad
Gita. Here Sri Krsna advocates as the highest goal of life a mode
of activity, in which acts are performed as usual, but the fruit
(phala) of action (karman) s always renounced (karma-phala-
tvdge).

13B.  Western Interpretations

The Indian tradition offers suggestive speculations but it does
not come up with a single consistent theory of ritual. The nrosl
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interesting Indian contribution is perhaps the term karman itself:
originally and primarily used for ritual and similarly pure or ideal
activity, it comes by extension to denote any kind of human
activity. So let us see what modern scholars have to offer. For a
long time it has been fashionable to belicve that rites re-enact
myths. This idea was partly inspired by the Babylonian festival
ot the New Year, which involves a recital of the myth of
creation, But this hypothesis is difficuit to support and creates an
unsolved problem: why should anybody wish to re-enact a
myth? The same difficulty applies to several more recent theo-
nes, according to which ritual reflects social structure. Itis true,
again, that there arc some paraliels which require explanation.
But the guestion remains: why should social structures be
represented or enacted ritually, and in a very roundabout
manner at that? Such unanswered questions, gencrated by the
theory, suggest that theories of this type are best abandoned.

A related theory, current among anthropologists, is that
rituals are used, in preliterate societies, to transmit ““cultural and
~ocial values™ to the younger generation. This would explain the
mlormants’ emphasis on tradition. But the assumption is. of
vourse, unnecessary. Not only are rituals not confined to preli-
ferale socleties (it is anthropologists who tend to confine them-
wwlves to preliterate socicties); but such values (e.g., gods,
nivths, kinship systems) are most readily transmitted by grand-
mothers and through language, and there is no need for them to
he transmitted again by other means. The only cultural values
vhials transmit are rituals.

We have seen that “transition” or “‘liminal’” theories of the
van Gennep-Turner type do not explain the Srauta ritual. A
wubelass of these theories (found, for example, in Mircea Eliade)
hiyvpothesizes that ritual effects a transition from the realm of the
prelane 1o that of the sacred. (Instead of “‘transition’” we also
mect with “‘communication™: a weaker version of the theory).
Fhns s very intriguing and unclear. Terms such as “*transition’”
o vomminication” do not pose too much of a problem: but
Cawcred T and protane™” certainly do. One possibility is that the
theany cxpresses a intology: the distinction between profane




124 Ritual

and sacred is the distinction between the status of a person or
object before and after a relevant ritual 15 embarked upon;
accordingly, if sacred and profane have been defined in terms of
ritual, ritwal cannot be defined in terms of sacred and profanc.
This is circular and uninformative.

On another interpretation, this theory would assume that the
distinction between sacred and profane is already established
and known from elsewhere. For example, in the rcalm of
divinity, “‘sacred’”” might have been shown to be the domain of
the gods, and ““profane™ that of men. But a satisfactory distinc-
tion of this kind 1s not easily found, especially outsidc the recalm
of ritual. Moreover, the terms do not introduce anything new.
The theory would merely claim that ritual cffects a transition
from the realm of men to that of the gods {or a communication
between the two). As a matter of fact, the Vedic ritual offers an
immediate contradiction. During the Soma rituals, a transition is
eflfected from the “Old Hall™ or small enclosure to the Great
Altar space {see above, page 71 and Figure 1). The former is said
to be the abode of man, and the latter that of the gods. Thus a
transition from the domain of men 1o that of the gods is effected
within the ritual, instead of characterizing all of it. The distinc-
tion therefore cannot serve as a concept in terms of which the
ritual itself may be defined. The distinction betwecn “‘sacred™
and “‘profane” exhibits a form of dualism that is typically
Western. Dualisms are also found in Asia but they are surpassed
by monistic and pluralistic perspectives.

Why have Western scholars generally regarded ritual as a
symbolic activity? One rcason is that the first Westerners who
speculated about ritwal were Christians who regarded ritual
ceremonies as part of their veligion and assumed accordingly that
it symbolized religious truths and values. In India. this course
could not be adopted because interpretations or speculations
like those offered by the Brahmanas were never taken literally

and rarely sertously outside the particular tradition of their

perpetrators. The ritual itself continued to be performed but it
was alwavs regarded as more basic than any such speculation,
truth. value or rehigion (¢f. Chapter 28).
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The sources of the Christian preoccupation with the symbolic
mierpretation of ritual lic in the Carolingian Renaissance, when
the 1dea was first formulated that the ceremonies of the church
cxpress and symbolize the coming of Christ and the history of
salvation. With the Protestant emphasis on scripture and faith,
ntual receded to the background. In more recent developments
within Christianity, Protestant as well as Roman Catholic, the
place of ritual or liturgy continues to be a topic of discussion. In
India, too, ritual or karman has been debated ceaselessly by
philfosophers and theologians. This goes back as far as the early
{panisads and the beginnings of Buddhism in the sixth century
BoCLE.

The first Western philosophers and scholars outside the Chris-
tan tradition who recognized the importance of ritual continued
lo place 1t unquestioningly within the domain of religion. For
Itegel, nitual stands at the center of the religious process, where
the subject “participates in the absolute and is united with it.””
PO, James (1917:215) expressed his views in less pompous but
cqually vacuous terms: “*Generally speaking ritual evolved long
before belief, since primitive man is wont 10 ‘dance out his
religion™ 7 (both quoted in Cassirer 1925, [1:271). The first
werous scholar who demonstrated the primacy of ritual over
beliel was W. Robertson Smith, author of a nineteenth century
lassic, the Lectures on the Religion of the Semites of 1889. This
view was incorporated in his philosophy by Ernst Cassirer. who
reparded man primarily as a *‘symbolizing animal™* but accepted
Al the same time that ritual was prior to “"dogma,’” both in a
historical and in a psychological sense (Cassirer 1925, 1:270~
'Sy Tor Cassirer, therefore, ritual is 1o be interpreted in
vmbolic terms, but since the symbols cannot refer to features of
reliel, the question arises what do they refer to?

Daonbts were cast on the idea that ritual is part of religion and
on the symbohe character of ritval by the founders of the
soctology of religion,” Emile Durkheim and Max Weber.
ke was clearer and more methodical than Weber, his
cliphaly younger contemparary . but he did not go as far. Though
he saw clearly that rehgion s reladed, through ritual among other
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things. to social facts and institutions, he did not question the
view that ritual ts part of religion. On the contrary, he formulated
that view with classic succinctiess at the outset of his book Les
Jormes élémentaires de la vie religicuse of 1912:

Religions phenomena are naturally arranged in iwo tundamental catego-
rics: beliefs and rites. The first are states of opimon. and consist in
representations, the sccond are determined modes of actien. Between
these two classes of facts there s all the difference which separates
thought from action (Durkheim 1912: English transtation of 1915:36).

Following this statement of principle, which he adopted in the
organization of his book. Durkheim briefly and tentatively
discussed the two categories, but did not question their relation-
ship: It is possible to define the rite only after we have defined
the belief.”

We have seen in Chapter 2 that Durkheim, given his empiri-
cist/positivist bias, omilted mystical experience from his classi-
fication of religious phenomena. Here we are concerned with
another prejudice that underlics his approach.

Durkheim's view of the primacy of belief over ritual. which
was a step back from the position that had already been reached
by Robertson Smith and others, has remained the preponderant
view that underlies Western studies of ritual. One reason for this
preponderance is that this view combines more castdy with the
belief that ritual is symbolic than that it is not: for it can then be

simply maintained that ritual is a symbolic representation of

what people believe. In his discussions of ritual, Durkheim did
not make much use of the category of “*symbol,”” but he referred
throughout his book to rites in terms of the human mind, e.g.:
“*Rites are a manner ol acting which takc rise in the midst of the
assembled groups and which are destined to excite, maintain or
recreate certain mental states in these groups™ (page 10), or: ** At
bottom, all these different practices are only variations of one

and the same themc: everywhere their basis is the same state of

mind, interpreted differently according (o the sitvations, the
moments of history and the dispositions of the worshippers™
(page 3RK).
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[here 1s a curious conscquence of this approach to human
vinal. Basing himscelf upon carlier ethnographic and cthnological
mvestigation, Durkheim paid much attention to the totemic cult.
Ol his nine chapters on “‘elementary beliefs,”” seven deal with

totemic beliefs.”” Totemic cults involve a close union between
men and an animal species. Il anthropologists had ried to
micrpret this phenomenon in the light of the natural relatedness
that exists between the human animal and other animals, they
would have welcomed the facts about animal ritualization when
these became known, Bul since they emphasized symbots and
e human mind, anthropologists have been resistant 1o the idea
that animal ritualization has anything to do with human rituals:
ten this would then involve the assumption that animals also
h.ve human minds and beliefs. To a logician, a different conclu-
~on Tollows through contraposition: since anmimals have ritual,
Ll do not have human minds or beliefs, ritual cannot be
wonholic.

Durkheim’s own analysis of rites throws doubts on his theo-
tues about ritual. Discussing data from the Australian tribe of the
vrunta made available by Spencer and Gillen, he focussed on a
aprmircant feature that the authors themselves did not seem to
e noticed. In their first book, these cthnographers had
atndvzed a ceremony called intichimma, which was “*destined
<wclusively tor the assurance of the reproduction of the totemic

~pecies, and it seemed as though it ought to lose all meaning, if

Hoe unique function were set aside™” (Durkheim 1915:383). But in
. later work by the same authors, the same ceremony was
drecnssed as part of the initiation ritual, in which function it was
called by o different name: mbatjalkarivma (page 384). Durk-
henn concluded that “according to the circumstances, one and
the same ceremony serves (wo distinet functions™ (page 385).
He reterred 1o Hubert and Mauss, who had already peinted out
+ hinctionad ambiguity of the same sort in the “"Hindu sacrifice,™
aml then expanded his conclusion as tollows:

e ambigity shows thit the real Tunction of o rite does not consist in
the ot ulins and dehaute citects whiclit seems to it ad by which
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it is ordinarily characterized, but rather in a general action which, though
always and everywhere the same, is nevertheless capable of taking on
different forms according to the circumstances. (page 386}

The idea that a single rite serves different ends would seem to
suggest that ritual is to some extent independent of the ends it 1s
supposcd to serve: but Durkheim did not draw this conclusion or
even consider such a possibility, Neither did van Gennep, who
had made the same discovery two years carlier, when he
observed that: “‘the same rite, remaining absolutely the same,
can change its meaning depending on the position it is given in a
ceremony, or on whether it is part of one ceremony or another.
The aspersion rite . . . is a fecundity rite in marriage ceremonics,
but an expulsion rite in separation ceremonies”™ (Van Gennep
1910, in: Waardenburg 1, 1973:299).

Van Gennep's obscrvation rematned virtually unknown, since
it occurred in a lecture delivered at the University of Brusscls,
which was published in French and Dutch in 1911, and in English
translation only in 1973. An English translation of Durkheim’s
work, on the other hand. was published in 1915, three years after
the original had appeared. Durkheim’s work was very influential
in France, and became widely known in the United States after
the Sccond World War. But Durkheim’s observations on the
functional ambiguity of rites have not attracted any attention,
and nobody has detected their important theoretical implica-
tions.

Weber studied religion within the context of socicty and in a
similar spirit as Durkheim had done. Howevcer, opposing current
theories, he did not take it for granted that symbolization was
onc of its important features. At the outset of his book on the
sociology of religion, he interpreted magic, which is closely
related to rites, as a direct manipulation of forces, which ar first
reflects some kind of naturalism, and is swhsequently trans-
formed into a symbolic activity:

Various conseguences ol signilicance to magical art emerged from the
development of o realm of souls, demons, wind gods, These Boeings cinnot
be grisped or perccived inoany concrete sense but niilest g type ot
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transcendental being which normally is accessible only through the
mediation ol symbols and significances, and which consequently is
vepresented as shadowy and even unreal. Since it s assumed that behind
teal things and events there is something else, distinctive and spiritual, of
which real events are omly the symptoms or indeed the symbols, an effort
must be made to influence, not the concrete things, bul the spiritual
powers that express themselves through concrete things. This is done
throngh actions that address themselves to a spirit or soul, hence done by
mstrnmentalities that “mean’ something, i.e., symbaols. Thercafter, nat-
nalism may be swept away by a flood of symbolic actions. (Weber 1922
Inglish translation, 1963:6.-7)

W.irdenburg (1973, 1:49) has correctly emphasized that We-
het's was “"a new view of religion which worked against a
terman tradition stressing the mythological and symbolic as-
pedts ol religion.” An important implication of this view is that
rthial has to be primarily understood without reference to the
wwmbolization which was attached to it afterwards. Weber
hsell, however, wavered, and did not draw any such conclu-
~on. Both he and Talcott Parsons in his influential Inrroduction
oo the 1963 American edition of the Sociofogy of Religion were
mvre anterested m the later symbolic derivations than in the
ovpanal pre-animistic naturalism™ somewhat murkily postu-
Lited by the theory. Weber had become famous on account of his
wleas about the relatedness between Protestantism and Capital-
.. welcomed especially in the United States where they were
mterpreted as an endorsement of both. He came to issue
pentifical statements no longer consistent with his original
weaphis, e.ge: Ulivents are not just there and happen, but they
have a meaning and happen because of that meaning.” Such
statements have become part of the eredo of anthropology in the
Fited States, where they are highlighted in popular readers on
valtimal anthropology with sentimental titles such as Man Makes
Sevese (Hhunmel and Simmons 1970),

Ihe Tashionableness of such views should not obscure the fact
that they are wholly atavistic and metaphysical. No scholar or
worentist hias adequate grounds for assuming that the data he
wevhs toomiterpret and explain are meaningfid to begin with.
Natime sd cultmre are poverned by chance as much as by




130 Ritweal

necessity. Openmindedness with regard to such questions is
required as a matter of course in the natural sciences. In the
human sciences, such openmindedness cannot be circumvented
by defining man a priori and dogmatically as “‘the animal that
makes sense.”’ The unproductiveness of such an approach is
particularly clear in biology, where many of the most interesting
problems, which also involve the human animal, revolve around
the question whether some of the phenomena can be shown Lo
“make scnse,”’ or are merely due to chance (see, e.g., Monod
1970). We shall return to this topic (Chapters 24 and 30C).

Durkheim and Weber created the sociology of religion, and it
is largely due to them that religion and ritual are nowadays
studied not only by scholars of religion and religious scholars,
but also by anthropologists and sociologists who should have
less of an axe to grind. This development constitutes a significant
and valuable widening of perspective. However, Durkheim’s
return to a view that had already been abandoned by others for
good reasons, and Weber's inconsistencies have also created a
great deal of contusion. In the study of ritual, in particular, 1t 1s
not possible to derive much help from their insights. The real
issues continue to be obscured by the continuation of symbolic
interpretations, due not only to the facts that Durkheim and
Weber had wavered, and that the break with the past had not
been radical, but also because of the general search for meaning
as a substitute for religion that characterizes Western man in the
twentieth century.

The only scholars who freed themselves from these overbear-
ing preoccupations of their own culture were fieldworkers who
immersed themselves for extended periods of time in a foreign
culture without losing their rational outlook and common sensce.
Malinowski, for examplc, originally a physicist and accordingly
equipped with a good measure of scientific traiming, spent

several years with the T'robriand [slanders and in other parts of

the Pacific. He recognized some of the functions of ceremonies
in terms that are reminiscent of Durkheim but that are much
clearer than anything either Durkheim or Weber had written
about ritual:
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Wce may, theretore, lay down the main function of initiation cecremonies:
they are aritual and dramatic expression of the supreme power and value
of tradition in primitive societies; they also serve to impress (his power
and value upen the minds of cach generation, and they are at the same
lime an extremely efficient means of transmitting tribal lore, of insuring
centinuity in tradition and of maintaining tribal cohesion, {Malinowski
1948, in Waardenburg 1973, 1:553)

Thts statement rings trie, but though it makes use of the notion
of ““expression,” it has nothing to do with symbols or meaning.
[tas partly applicable to other animals than men, and is moreover
nol only trie of other rites, bul applics to many human institu-
fions (universitics, for example).

All these different unsuccessful attempts at characterizing
ntual teach a lesson already known (o philosophers: symboliza-
ton requires minds and beliefs. Therefore, (o grant that ritual is
prior to belief, but to persist in trying to interpret it in terms of
symbols 1s a hopeless task. If ritual is prior to belief, as it
happens to be in the scheme of evolution, it must be interpreted
m different terms,

13C. 'The Meaninglessness of Ritual

_ Why has it proved so difficult to define the meaning, goals and
ams ol ritual? Why are there so many different answers and
theories, not only often contradictory between themselves, but
ol such disparate character that it is difficult to even compare
them with each other? There is one simple hypothesis which
would account for all these puzzling facts: the hypothesis that
ttual has no meaning, goal or aim.

I.'his Is precisely what appears to be the case. Ritual is pure
.u'I.rVily, without meaning or goal. Let me bricfly digress for a
romt of terminology. Things are either for their own sake, or for
the sake of something else. If | were defending the view that
nhal s for something else. it would be necessary to distinguish
between such other things as meaning, function, aim or goal. But
e iy view is that ritual is for its own sake, 1 shall not bother
abwoat these diferences. To say that ritual is for its own sake is
(v say that at s meanmgless, withoat function, aim or goal, or
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also that it constitutes its own aim or goal. It docs not follow that
is has no value: but whatever value it has is intrinsic valuc.
Ritual exhibits its character of pure activity most readily when
it is contrasted with the applied activitics of our ordinary,
everyday life. In ritual activity, the rules count, but not the
result. In ordinary activity it is the other way around. In Vedic
ritual, for example, an important ceremony Is agripranayand,
“transporting the fire (from the Old to the New Altar) {(page
75y, This is sometimes described as a transition from the abode
of men to that of the gods. But the priests do not first think of
men and then mediate on the gods. They think of neither, at any
time. What is essential in the ceremony is the precise and
faultless execution, in accordance with rules, of numerous rites
and recitations. The result is important, but it has only ritual use
and can only be reached in the ritually prescribed manner. |
could not come in and assist in the proceedings by picking up the

fire from the Old Altar and depositing it on the New. In fact, il

I did such a horrible thing, the cntire ceremony would be
desecrated, interrupted. and expiation rites would have to be
performed. Similar disasters would result if anyone used the
sacred fire for any but a ritual purpose, e.g., to heat water for
tea.

Now contrast this with an ordinary activity. I am about o
transport my suitcase from my house to the bus stop. which is
about a mile away. There are no rules [ have to follow, provided
1 obtain the desired effect. I may put my suitcasc on a skale
board. Or my brother may appear on a bicycle, and the two of uy
use this vehicte to transport my suitcase to its intended destina-
tion.

The two kinds of activity, ritual and ordinary. can be juxtiv
posed without conflict or contradiction. After making fire tor the

altar in the ritually prescribed manner by rubbing two picces of

wood together. a priest leaves the sacred enclosure and lights

cigarette with a match. Not so different, actually. from Arthur

Rubinstein back home after a concert, putting o a graimophone
record. But the two domains should not be mixed. It o prest
would light a cigarette Trom the sacrificial fire, it wonld be b,
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II'he would light a cigarette from the fire which he had produced
hy rubbing two pieces of wood together in the ritual manner, he
would be considered mad or very cccentric. The ritual and
ardinary ways of making fire are neatly demarcated.

A distinctive feature of ordinary activity is that it runs risks
wlich ritual activity avoids. In ordinary activity, the entire
peitformance may fail to have the desired effect. The bicycle
topether with its load may fall into a canal, or the suitcase may
b seized by armed robbers. In ritual activity, the activity itsell
. all that counts. Not only have we established the rules
omselves, so that we are completely in control; we are also
wsured of success. If one rite goes wrong, another takes it place.
[us goes a long way to explain the curious fact that rituals, so
sprairently meaningless and uscless, are at the same time readily
cnpaged in. Eo ipso it explains that ritual activity has a pleasant,
~outhing effect. If you give up desire, you will be happy. This
rlew and the notion that ritval is performed for its own sake are
<osely connected and clearly foreshadowed by the Indian
doctime of tydga, the teachings of the Bhagavad Gita, and by
aundie notions in other traditions, e.g., wu-wei, “‘absence of
witective) action™ in Taoism, or the categorical impcrative in
koant. It also accounts for the similarity between rites and
pames. which are equally unproductive, as Huizinga (followed
I ¢ailloes) pointed out (see below page 427). But rituat is one up
atmost games because you cannot even lose,

Several anthropologists have detected features of meaningless
we nluni, without recognizing that these features express its
veanee. évi-Strauss says that ritual **consists of utlerances,
po tures and manipulations of objects which are independent of
the mterpretations which are proper to these modes of activity
al wlnch result not from the ritval itself but from implicit
iy tholopy™ (1971:600), If we remove the word “‘implicit’” from
o sentence (which means forsaking the author’s ideas about
the complementanity of myth and ritual) we approximate what |
Bl ve o be the correct theory. Van Gennep came close to the
oo that ool s meaningless. After completing his Rites de
porvsaee, e noded that marriage ceremonies, in many societies,
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include an aspersion ritc which he interpreted as & fecundity rite.
But identical aspersion rites are employed, in the same and in
different socictics, when a slave i1s acquired, when a new
ambassador arrives in town, to make rain or 1o expel someone.
Like Indian commentators, Van Gennep gave different interpre-
tations (o each of these rites, He concluded: **the aspersion rite
does not have any personal or basic mcaning in the state of
isolation. but it is meamingful i seen as a component part of a
particular ceremony. The meaning of the rite can. consequently,
only be found by determining the relation it has with the other
elements of the whole ceremony™”(1911:520; above page 128).

Aspersion rites are not confined to humans. In his Sather
lecctures at Berkeley, Walter Burkert {1979:43) dealt with the
ritual pouring of liquids for marking a territory and observed that
this is quite common in mammals: “we all know the dog’s
behavior at the stone,” —In the deveiopment of our concepts
and theories of ritual it is only a small step from “‘changing
meaning”’ to: “'no intrinsic meaning” and ‘“structural meaning,”’
and from there to: “*no meaning.™

If ritual 15 uscless this does not imply that it may nol have
uscful side-effects. It is obvious, for example, that ritual creates
a bond between the participants. reinforces solidarily, boosts
morale and constitutes a link with the ancestors. So do many
other institutions and customs. Such side-effects cannot be used
to explain the ongin of ritual, though they may help to explain its
preservation. They explain why rituals are preserved though
their meaninglessness is recognized, like the Jewish ritual of the
Red Heifer which baffied even Solomon and which was consid-
ered the classic example of a divine command for which no
rational explanation can be adduced.

These side-cffects fail to explain the most curious fact about
ritual prescervation: rituals are alwavs guarded jealously and with
extreme conservatism. This is directly explained by the theory
that ritual has no meaning. A useful institution is open: i1 may
undergo change, because efforts are made (0 render i1 more {or
less) useful. A uscless institution 1s closed: it 15 nol understood
and therctore can only be abandoned or preserved. There are
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parallels to this situation from outside the realm of ritval. In
India, during the last 3000 years, the Vedic language gave way 1o
classical Sanskrit which was in due course replaced by Middle
and Modern Indo-Aryan languages. During all these changes the
Vedic mantras were orally transmitted without any change.
Why? Because they were meaningless. Languages change be-
canse they express meaning, are functional and constantly vsed.
Meaningless sounds do not change; they can only be remem-
bered or forgotten.

Freud has drawn attention to similaritics between ritual and
nenrosis. The obsessiveness which pervades ritual has led
several anthropologists to ecmphasize the emotions and anxiety
which sometimes accompany ritual, and which they claim un-
derlie it. In Lhomme nu. Lévi-Strauss has located such anxiety
i the ritualists’ fear that reality, which they have cut up nitually,
cannot be put together again. But it is apparent that the
ubsessiveness of ritual is also an immediate consequence of its
meaninglessness. Nothing is more conducive to uneasiness than
to be entrapped in absurdity. Il | detect a mistake in cooking or
caleulating, 1 perceive the result and understand the reason. But
i1 have made a ritual mistake, 1 don’t notice any difference and
Jdon’t sce any reason. 1 am not even sure whether | made a
mslake or not, and there is no way to determine it. It is like
hemyg in a forcign culture where strange things happen and it is
not clear whether one has made a fawx pas. The Agnicayana
petiormance of 1975 was lollowed by a long series of expiation
ntes, for mistakes that might have been committed. Our anxiety
eorealest when we don’t know why we are anxious.

The meaninglessness of ritual explains the variety of meanings
atached toit. It could not be otherwise. Ideal activity cannot fail
fooresemble actual activity. Therefore rituals resemble other
things, ncluding features of myth and social structure. How-
cver, thongh o ritual activity may resemble a meaningful non-
atal activity, this does not imply that it must itself be mean-
i lul. This can be seen in the realm of animal ritualization, as
wellas i the human domaim. Among ammals, ritualization often
nnphes that the poal of an activity has changed. Many ritual
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displays incorporate modes of action which originally had a
different function, e.g., fighting. Such ritual displays may ac-
quire a new function: they lcad to copulation because they are
sexually stimulating, for example. Some of the same ritual
displays, however, are post-nuptial or post-reproductive, and
therefore not clearly functional. Biologists find them puzzling
(e.g.. Huxley 1966:254 and below, page 287).

Human ritualization often follows animal ritualization rather
closely. Fighting, simulated or real, is still sexually stimulating
among humans. But typical human forms of ritualization seem in
general to dissolve meaning, not replace it. One of the carliest
rituals originated in connection with the use of fire, During most
of its existence, mankind did not know how 0 use it, Subse-
quently, more than 250,000 ycars ago, man learned the use of
fire; but he could not make it. So fire was collected from natural
conflagrations and was carcfully kept and carried around. Elab-
agrate techniques were devised for the preservation of fire.
Finally, more than 50,000 years ago, man learned how to make
firc. At this point ritualization and the cult of fire came into
being. For instead of relying on his art of making fire, and
producing it whenever he needed it (which 1s easy at least during
a dry season or in a dry climate), man continued to carry fire
around. A distinction was made between such “‘eternal” fire and
the “‘new’’ fire which could now be made—a distinction we have
since abandoned as trrational. To ancient man, and in several
existing socielies, fires have retained individuality. They should
not be mixed. Fires have to be extinguished, or newly made, al
sct times by ritual experts. Alongside, the continued preserva-
tion of “‘cternal’” fire reflects fossilized habits which had lasted
some 200,000 ycars.

A more recent example comes from the Agnicayana (cf,
Heesterman 1962:34-36). During the ceremony of agniprana:
vana, when fire is transported from the Old to the New Altar,
one of the priests engages in a long recitation. The recitalion iy
of an ancient battle hymn, the Apratiratha or “"Song (o the
Irresistible Warrior™ {Taittiriya Samhita 4.6.4, <. Rigvedi
L0103 and 6.75) Indra s invoked as o victonious warrior ol
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hero, “‘fond of slaughter, disturber of peoples™, who with the
help of his arrows, chariots and troups, destroys the enemies.
When the priest recites: “*Comrades, follow in Indra’s
lootsteps!™”, he sounds less like an officiating pricst than like a
pang leader or a commander-in-chief. And what is the origin of
all of this? At an earlier period, the Vedic Aryans fought their
way into the Indian subcontinent, moving from west to east and
coarrying fire, In the agaiprapayana nte, fire 1s still carried from
west to cast. But the priests are not celebrating the ancient raids
ol their ancestors, of which they need not even be aware. The
lunction of the hymn has not changed. It has become ritual, i.e.,
shsuppeared.

('an the meaningless of rittal be formulated in terms of
Jdevelopment or evolution? Necessarily so, but we must specu-
Lite about origins. Originally, ritual was a mere activity per-
lormed by animals in accordance with rules. Among. humans,
when contrasted with ordinary, everyday and purposeful activ-
ihies, its meaninglessness became patent, and rationalizations
amd cxplanations were constructed to account for its persis-
lenve. The chief provider of meaning being religion, ritual
lecame involved with religion and through this association,
meaningful. Next. rites were attached to important events which
thereby acquired religious meaning, too. In the course of time,
ntals, instead of remaining uscless and pure, became useful and
e Htorious.

hrough the history of man’s speculation on ritual we find
wikhgs of this background. Just as the Indians mused about
‘ot mites, the Chinese theorized about fi, *‘rites, ceremonies,
hquetie; rules of good manners and proper conduct.” The
Contucnin philosopher Hsiin Tzu (third century B.C.E.) ex-
planed the origin of the fi as follows:

Manoat birth has desires. When these desires are not satisfied, he cannot
v without secking therr satisfaction. When this sceking for satis-
Liction 1y withont measure or limit, there can only be contention. When
there s vontention, there will be disorder; when there is disorder,
crerythane will b destroyed. The carly kimgs hated this disorder, and so
ey entshlishied the fi s standards of jusiice so as 10 sel limits to this
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conlusion. (o satisly men’s desires, and give opportunity (o this satis-
[action, in order that desires should nol be siretched to the breaking
point by things, nor things be used vp by desires: that both these 1wo
should mutually support onre another and so continue 1o exist. This is
how the fi originated (Fung Yu-lan 1952, 1:297).

We have seen that there are structural similarities as well as
dissimilarities between ritual and language. The similarities can
be explained by assuming that the origin of syntax is at least
partly ritual. We have also seen that syntax is the part of
language which stands most in need of explanation. Language
relates sounds to meanings. and so it must necessarily comprise
a domain of sounds (studied in phonetics and phonology} and a
domain of mcanings (studied in semantics). If language were
rational and adapted to its purpose, sounds and meanings would
be refated by mecans of a one-one-correspondance. If this were
true of natural languages, assuming semantics to be universal,
different natural languages would also stand to each other in a
one-one-correspondence, and translation could be effccted with
the help of dictionarics only. There would be no nced for
artificial fanguages. and logicians would be out of business.

What we do find in language is something different. Meanings
and sounds are related (o each other through a vast and
complicated domain of structured rules: syntax. The transition
between sound and meaning is unnecessartly complex, round-
about and mathematically absurd. ““Nobody in his right mind
would attempt to build an artificial language based on phrase
structure plus transformations™ (J. A. Fodor in: Smith and
Mikler 1966:270; ¢f. Chapter 6A).

How arc we to explain such apparent redundancies? It is not
cnough to say, as communication theortsts might, that redun-
dancies are necessary for communication because they decrease
mistakes in reception. That assumes that language is only for the
sake of communication, which it is not. More importantly, such
redundancies, to perform their alleged function. merely nced be
random: which cannot explain syntax. a structured domain of
specific rules which in fact mukes language unlogical and incelli-
cient. These specific rules, which are without rhyme or reason,
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must come from elsewhere. They look like a rudiment of
~omething quite different. This supports the idea that the origin
ob syntax is ritnal.

The ritual origin of syntax has implications not only in
luiguage but also in religion. I shall mention three. Ritual is
replete with language, but it 1s very often meaningless language.
When a small golden image of a man is buried under the fire altar
ol the Agnicayana, the Priest of the Samaveda chants songs
which contain such sounds as:

Ka hva hva hva hva hva

phal phal phal phal phal

hau hau hauv hau hau

bham bham . . . {cighteen (imes).

Such structured sounds partake of the syntax of ritual, but do
not relate 1o meaning. This applies to most mantras. The topic of
mantras 1s large and fascinating and we shall return to it in Part
11

A sccond feature i1s that mysticism 1s characterized by the
abnence of tanguage. It points to a pre-linguistic state which can
be induced by ritual, by recitation, by silent meditation on
nnntras, or by other means, as 1 have shown in Exploring
Mysticism (1975). All these methods help to eliminate meaning,
~onnd and (ritual) structure.

Wiltgenstein had an inkling of the place which language
occnpies in religion when he remarked:

I ~peech essential for religion? I can very well imagine a religion in
which there are no doctrines, and hence nothing is said. Obviously the
cownee ol religion can have nothing (o do with the fact that speech
s or rather: if speech does occur, this itself is a component of
v lmons behavior fthe German original has: Handiung, *activity'’] and
vot o theory, Theretore nothing turns on whether the words arc truc,
Laloe on nonsensical (Waismann 1965:16).

he nitaal origin ol syntax 1s connected with another curous
ot which Thinentioned in passing (page 117): the Vedic gods
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fought and created not only with ritual, but also with meters and
chants. What an cxtraordinary thing to do! But no, it is not.
Meters and chants are like ritual in (hat they fail to express
mcaning, but reflect syntactic structure in its pure form, hence
pure activity,

We conclude that the unchanging syntactic structures of ritual
are consistent with a great variety of meanings, artificially
attached to them. In his studies of the development of Taoist
ritual through a succession of historical contexts, Kristofer
Schipper has used the expression accretion of meaning to refer
to this constant search for new significance. This abundance of
meanings Is tantamount (o the nonexistence of a single intrinsic,
basic and necessary meaning. Rituals, then, are different from
the expressions of a language: for the latter refer (0 meanings in
a manner that has become nonarbitrary, and language can only
function because of that fixation. De Saussure rightly empha-
sized that the sounds of signs are arbitrary. Meanings are
attached in haphazard ways. But this refers to origin and
etymology, and in the resulting system everything has its fixed
place. Language can only be effectively used because it refers to
meaning in a systematic manner.

14

Anthropology Without Asia

llow, then, is it possible to understand ritual without inter-
preting it in terms of symbols, meaning, or sense? In order to
whieve such an understanding we have to do three things, more
ot less at the same time: first we must have an open mind with
reeard to the conceptual question where ritual “*belongs.”” We
~hotld detach it in particular from those domains where our
«ullure and history have been predisposed to place it: in the
realms of religion and society. Second, we must study ritual in
mch greater depth than is done by the professional students of
iehigion and society. And third, we should conceive of ritual in
more general and abstract perspectives than has ever been
tiempted. The third requirement remains to a large extent a task
tor the Tuture. The first two are briefly discussed in the present
lapter.

Detaching ritual from religion, anthropology and sociology is
not merely a mental exercise, but a methodological prerequisite.
iee it amounts to a basic change of perspective, it requires
wpecial effort. Fortunately there are two kinds of circumstaniial
vudence that come to our assistance in attempting to achieve
~uch o turn of mind. The first consists in the realization that the
mterpretation of particular rites by scholars of religion and
anthrapologists are often inconsistent with each other, and are
-oinetimes different within each of these fields. This holds also
for the Indian Brahmana literature, as we have scen. The

Junctionad ambiguities”” detected by Van Gennep and Durk-
hein provide more explicit illustrations of these difficulties.
O e such mconsistencies of interpretation are met with, we
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should be prepared to accept that we may be barking up the
Wrong uree.

The second kind of circumstantial evidence that may help us
(o detach ritual from religion and anthropology comes {rom the
concept of ritualization that has been adopted in the description
of animal behavior. This has led to a new science. cthology,
whose roots lie in a nineteenth century classic: Darwin’s Expres-
ston of the Emaotions in Men and Animals of 1872, Contemporary
zoologists have interpreted ritualization as a change in the
function of a pattern of behavior, often serving the purpose of
communication. We should be carelul. however, that we study
the parallels between human ritual and animal ritealization
without necessarily adopting the interpretations of the scholars
and scientists who provide us with the data. Just as the rites of
men may have nothing to do with religion or social structure, the
rites of amimals may have nothing to do with emotions or
communication. What is uncontroversial 1 only that the detailed
formal parallels between human and animal rites and rituals cast
doubt on all religious. anthropological and sociological interpre-
tations, since for any of these to be true it would be necessary to
assume that animals that perform similar ritcs as men have
similar religious or social characteristics. Such assumptions are,
of course, far-fetched outside the realms of mythology and the
fairy tale. Animals do have aspersion rites, for example, bul
these express nenher fecundity i marriage ceremonies, nor
expulsion in separation ceremonics.

We have argued that Indian and Chinese rituals provide the
best data for the general study of ritual (pages 69-70). But when
we 1ry 10 place these data in their proper context, we have o
study the large and complex civilizations and societies of India
and China that have been made accessible successfully and
fruitfully by specialists who have only seen the trees. The
neglect of these socictics by sociologists and anthropologists,
who arc trained to see the forest, s largely due to the peculiar
way they originally divided up their object of study: sociologists
dealt with Western and Westernized (e, literary and advanced)
socicties, and anthropologists with non-Western tioe, nonliter
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vy and nonadvanced) societies. But the dichotomies do not fit
o coincide: India has been throughout most of its recorded
listory an advanced nonliterary socicty . and China, though both
herary and advanced, is not Western. The main civilizations of
A thus fell between the stools or were left 1o philologists who
deal only with texts. Weber constitutes a rare exception to this
peneral state of allairs. But it will not do to ncglect India and
¢ lnna—the largest societics on the planet, the most important
ton its future, and the richest in historical depth.

Anthropologists and sociologists have failed to study rituals in
Jdepth, hoth with respect to their historical development and
therr contemporary richness. Jonathan Smith, who refers in this
Connection to “snapshot anthropology.”” makes an exception tor
I evi-Strauss, who insisted that a ritual ccremony be “‘recorded
anel transcribed inits entirety,”” which may “*fill a whole volume,
amelimes a very large one’” and take ““days’ to perform (Smith
19570 193), 1.évi-Strauss cannot be criticized for neglecting the
complexity of ritual, at least in its contemporary forms, but 1t is
tithing that in his voluminous works, which scan the planet
tronn the Amazon to Paris, the civilizations of India or China are
Loy mentioned.

I shall illustrate snapshot anthropology outside Asia from the
work of two leading anthropologists, one British and one Amer-
wan. whose data are among the best data on ritual in contem-
porany social science. It s not my aim to criticize these scholars
melovidually, but to illustrate the inherent limitations of the
mthropological approach to the study of ritual.

14A. Raymond Firth

Kovimond Firth, pupil and successor of Malinowski at the
Foandon School of Economics, wrote several books and articles
ou Likopia, o small Polynesian island with a population of little
mece (han 1,200 and comparatively isolated from Western
wilhienee,

Amony (he ceremonies the people of Tikopia perform for
Cloldven there is a2 ire formuala ™ recited 1o 4 new born baby by
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an elder while an assistant lights a torch so that the light falls on
the face of the child. The reciter than addresses the man who

hoids the child and his principal deity as well:

Pa Fetanta'! Assist me at the fire of Pa Tafua which is being set up.
Unfold welfare here.

This is followed by a long recitation in which there is some
variation, and which Firth has therefore descrbed as a “‘free

formula™’:

Thy fire Pa Talua has been announced to thee

Unfold welfare

That the child may sleep well.

Thy fire Pa Saukirima O

Recile hither for welfare for her

To sleep well.

My own fire Pa Korokoro

Light be your eycs

Unfold welfare for her

Perfume a thing for her to eat

That the child may sleep well.

From its recitation that has been performed

Clear be its cyes for the work.

Wake up you for the taro

To be industrious in the clearing of the taro

To be healthy for your work.

Wake you up to go and clear for taro

The taro which stands overgrown

To be cleared on the moment and finished

Wake you up and the seedlings that I filled tie up compietely to be
carried on your back

Hasten you and when your parents are hungry go to the woods to
gather food for your parents to come and cook it in the oven 1o be
done quickly for your parents who hunger to be filled.

To go and get food

To go to the water

To carry a water-bottle

For your parents to drink.

Be fit in your water-carrying

Stride off, stride back

We who are thirsty

Now have become Btled.
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Climb up there to the mountain standing there

That you may be fil simply to get food.

Cut the leaves of giant taro which stands, to lever it out and proceed
hither.

[ight the gven

Cook 1t till it 1s done

Go and fetch the (ood-kits of your parents to put it in

Then we are filled.

(io and fetch the water-bottle

Then we have drunk

Then we are filled.

Indeed you are industrious.

Stand at the aven-border to uncover the oven at once 1o fill the tood
baskets

Go and give them 10 your parents

Fill the baskets of the relatives

Clear be your eycs for the fishing

‘The fish goes 1o a distance but bar it to dash hither to rest in your net

We have caten of your netting

The fish that goes to a distance be turned by you to enter the net

When your parcats are hungry, go and catch fish

Take your torch, go and take your net Lo go and fish.

(o and parcel up; parcel up a package for your parents and give them
to eat

Parcel up a package for us relatives to carry

Purcel up a package for your brothers

Parcel up a package for your sisters

‘There they have eaten completely

There have eaten completely the relatives. and [ have eaten of the
packapge

Gio and roast, there it 1s cooked

tiive 1o eal, there | am filted

And distribute then to the relatives

there they have eaten completely

o andl give 10 your grand-parents; go and give to your fathers; go
vive a package 10 your mother; go and give a package to your
brothers.

Ihen al there is one left, go and give a package to your brother

Ilicre we have caten of your food-procuring.

(Firth 1967:53-55)

L'uth observed these ceremonices in 1928-29. By 1952-53, when
he visited Tikopia again, he found that they had been much
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abbreviated. The question which naturally arises is whether the
1928-29 performances themselves were abbreviations of earlier
forms. Firth has not raised this question, but he says in general
about the historical depth of his data: “*For about two centuries
back from the present time the data are fairly clear. but beyond
this they become very imperfect and soon can be regarded only
as myth’’ (page 28).

Using data such as these, Firth has formulated his views on
ritual in tentative terms in his Introduction:

The nouons of ritual and 1ts close analogue ceremonial have been
much debated in social anthropology. My own view is that the most
convenicnt way 10 look at ritual is (0 consider it as a tormal set of
procedures of a symbolic kind, involving 1 code for social communica-
tion, and believed to possess a special efficacy in affecting technical and
social conditions of the performers or other participants. The formality
of these procedures lies in the fact that they are directed not simply to the
sotution of an immediate technical problem by the most economical
means, but are regarded as having in themselves a certain validity
irrespective of their technical concomitants. Because of their general
validity, apart from the individual situation, they tend to be given a
repetitive routinized character which in itsclf is regarded as strengthen-
ing their significance. This significance is basically symbolic in that the
physical behaviour of the participants “stands for® relations of another
kind, as between man and an aspect of Nature or man and putative
spirits. Many rituals are performed to maintain an existing situation from
degencration; others to change the situation, if only to restore it to an
original state of well-being. Ceremonial {ceremony) I regard as a species
of ritual in which, however, the emphasis is more upon symbolic
acknowledgement and demonstration of a social situation than upon the
efficacy of the procedures in modifying that situation. Whereas other
ritual procedurcs are belicved to have a validily of their own, ceremonial
procedures, while formal in character, are not believed in themselves 1o
sustain the situation or effect a change in it.

{pages 12-13)

[n the ancient Indian Vedic ritual several rites and recitations
occur that are to some extent similar to the Tikopia ceremonics.
When the Agni fire is to be generated by rubbing two picces of
wood together, the Adhvaryu, chici priest of the Yuajurveda,
says 10 the Hota, chief priest of the Rigvedi
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Address Agni who 1s 1o be churned!

e Hotd now recites three verses from the Rigveda, the first
one three times:

We implore you tor our share, god Savitr,
vwner of all that is worthwhile, always assisling!
{Rigveda 1.24.3)
Great heaven and carth must mix this ritual for us;
assist us with their supporl!
RV 1.22.13)

Atharvan churched you. Agni, from the lotus;
preests from the head of the universe.
(RV 6.16.13)

When fire flares up. the Adhvaryu speaks to the Hota again:
Address Agni who is born!
The Hota recites:

And people will say: Agni, killer of the demon, has arisen,
who in each fight wins booty.
(RV 1.74.3)

wWhen fire is about to be installed on the altar, the Adhvaryu says
to the Hota;

Address Agni who is thrust forwared!
and the Hota recites:
Agni whom they carry like a ring on their hand,
like 1 new born baby; who performs successfully

rites for the clans!
{RV 6.16.4h

Mear the Adhvaryu says to the Hota:

Address Api who s Kindled!
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and the Hota recites a number of verses while the Adhvaryu puts
sticks of firewood on the firc (sce Chapter 11A, AGNI [:307—
311). The number of verses and sticks of firewood depends on
the ritual in which this rite is cmbedded,

On a later occaston, when fire is about to be transported from
the first altar to another, placed further east, the Adhvaryu
addresses the Hotd as well as a second Hota, and all, including
the Adhvaryu himself, accompany the fire on its journey east
with long recitations from Rigveda and Yajurveda (AGN]J 1:551-
558).

In describing these Vedic rites and recitations 1 have not
specified contexts in the manner in which this was done by Firth
with regard to the Tikopia rites. I have not specified, for
cxample, whether these rites are connected with new born
babies, initiations, marriages, funerals, or other events. The
reason for this omission is that rites such as these may be
inscrted or embedded in numerous ritual contexts. This corrob-
orates van Gennep’s and Durkheim’s observations referred (o
before, and is a significant circumstance to which [ shall return.
This circumstance is also rclated to the question whether these
Vedic formulas may be regarded as “‘free formulas’ in Firth's
sense. Thesc are not, though others are. However, this is a
malter too complex to be discussed in the present context (cf.
Renou, 1954, s.v. itha; Gonda 1977:565-567; AGNI, 1:310-311,
532-533, 683-085, ct¢.).

I have described these Vedic rites in some detail {omitting
many further details, for example those that pertain to the
technigue of recitation) not because they are so similar to the
Tikopia ceremonies recorded by Firth, but in order to illustrate
the difference in kind between the data we are dealing with. The
anthropologist records what he finds on his island or in his
village or tribe; with luck, he is in a position to revisit the area of
s earlier fieldwork, and find out whether there have been
changes. "' Anthropology is basically the process of trying to get
a story out of a snapshot, and it usually doesn™t work™ (Sniith
1987:207). The student of Vedic ritual, on the other hand, deals
with a very extensive ancient literature on ritual, which includes
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1 complete inventory of all the recitations and chants accompa-
nving rites that have been performed more or less continuously
i different parts of the Indian subcontinent for about three
millenia. The formulas 1| quoted with which the Adhvaryu
addresses the Hotd are in fact about 2,700 years old. and the
iccitations by the Hota are even older.

How can we be certain about such unbelievably remote dates?
Hecause of the structure and continuity of the Indian tradition.
[hese recitations and the rites that they accompany have been
(the subject of a continuous tradition of commentaries and
~ubcommentaries from shortly atter the time of their first com-
position 1o the present day. While the works of this tradition
live been largely committed to writing, there are also extensive
aral traditions that supplement them. The rites themselves
continue to be performed as a function of these oral traditions,
which have recently become the object of what has been called
“Vedic ficldwork™ (a term introduced by C. G. Kashikar 1968).
A comparison of the oral traditions with each other and with the
lexts shows that many of the original compositions survive in
(leir pristine form. Cross-references, quotations, and inscrp-
uons, together with their historical, hnguistic, philological and
Werary analysis, enable scholars to check and countercheck the
authenticity of texts and traditions, establish their approximate
date and origin, and discover what changes they have under-
PO, :

[n India, the Vedic rituals have not only been described in
pamstaking detail, and subjected to careful discussions and
commentarics by Indian scholars from about the eighth century
i, bot all these ritual texts and their accessories have been
dndied and made accessible by several generations of modern
sanskritists from about the middle of the nincteenth century.
Albrecht (not Max) Weber, Hillebrandt, and Schwab were the
tomuders, and Calund was the grand master of this branch of
Sansknt scholarship. A bibliography of works and publications
on Vedic mtunl tincluding surveys, manuoals, dictionaries, etg.)
by thiese savants and by contemporary scholars from Europe,
Amenca, Japang, and  India itselt wonld constitute a sizable
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volume. The only social scientists who recogmized the impor-
tance of some of this work were Hubert and Mauss, who
published in 1899 in the Année sociologique their article “*Essal
sul ta nature et la fonction du sacrifice.”” This essay, 10 which |
referred several times, over-emphasized animal sacrifice, for
which it relied on Schwab’s monograph of 1886. [t still provides
the best starting point from which sophisticated and possibly
adequate theories of ritual can be denived. Unfortunately. it has
not induced other anthropologists or sociologists to consult the
ongotng literature on Vedic ritual. Durkheim referred to Hubert
and Mauss” article, as we have scen. in the context of observa-
tions that he himself failed to interpret and that were generally
ignored elsewhere. The only scholar who has been inspired by
the “*Essai’™ is the Indologist J. C. Heesterman, who introduced
a sociological perspective into the classical Indological studies
on ritual in his book The Ancient Indian Royal Consecration of
1957 and in numerous articles, some included in Heesterman
1985.

What is true of India is also truc of China, though the ritual
tradition is not cqually ancient and contemporary scholars are
only beginning to tap its resources (sce, ¢.g., Schipper 1975).
There 15 4 voluminous literature in Japanese on ritual, Buddhist
and Shinto, by ancient ritualists as well as contemporary social
scientists., In contrast to the veritable oceans of data and
evidence that the classical civilizations of Asia provide and that
modern scholars continue 10 make accessible, the data brought
back by contemporary anthropologists, interesting and varted as
they are, must strike any unbiased observer as meager. No
wonder that the conclusions derived from these data are tenta-
tive and unsteady. Firth in his observations on ritual, guoted
above (p. 146), refers on the one hand to the symbolic interpre-
tations that reflect the traditional Western perspective rein-
forced by German philosophers, and recognizes on the other
hand that rites and rituals have a certain validity ol their own,
without howcever explaining in what this validity consists or
where it resides. The cause for such wavering indecision. wlich
1s not very didflerent from the inconclusive views espoused by
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PDarkheim, Weber, and even Malinowski, fies to a large extent in
the limited and inadequate nature of the source data. The first
conclusion that may be inferred from this state of affatrs is that
no theory of ritual can be taken seriously unless it comes to
lerms with the data provided by the classical civilizations of
vsi. in particudar India and China.

A similar sitnation as we still find in the social sciences existed
nol long ago in Western hinguistics. At first it was thought that
the structure of human fangnage could be studied adequately by
collecting data from so-called primitive and exotic languages.
wilhelm von Humboldt in Uber die Verschiedenheit des
menschtichen Sprachbaues of 1836 vsed Javanese, Burmese,
Chinese, Sanskrit, and “*Delaware™ in this spirit, though he also
made some use of concepts that originated with the Sanskrit
ruimmarians. This is reminiscent of those early ethnelogists who
adopied terms such as torem or mana irom the cultures they had
<tidied, the only difference being that the terms of the Sanskrit
rrammarians are techmeal terms with very precise meanings,
whereas totenm and mana are hazy notions. The next step of
development of Western linguistics 1s represented by Whitney,
whe provided in his grammar of Sanskrit a virtually complete
mventory of the language, but who stitl regarded Panini, the
vrentest Indian grammarnian, as an object of Indological investi-
ration, at best an informant, and did not recognize that he was in
Lo deceased colleague of genius. This was not merely an
oversights it went hand in hand with profound misapprehenstons
ihat Whitney entertained with regard to the nature of human
Lapruage (above page 530). The final stage was initiated by
I conard Bloomfield and has culminated in the work of Paul
Foapansky, in which contemporary linguistics comes to terms
with the msights and results of the Sanskrit grammarians.

In the West. linguistics s now considerably ahead of the study
ol ntoad, which has not even reached a state of development
whete it can be reparded as a scientific discipline. I any progress
. Lo e minde, these studies will lirst have to mcorporate the
ptal evidence from Indi, China, and Japan. Next they must
Lake aceonnt of the Indian science ot ritnal (Chapter 26). Given
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further incentives and new creative insights, what has long been
a grab-bag of metaphysical and other speculations may then
finally turn into a science.

14B. Victor Turner

Some of the comments that were made on the work of
Raymond Firth apply to Victor Turner. He reflects on his study
of the Chihamba ritual in the following terms:

Al one time | employed a method of analysis derived essentially from
Durkheim via A. R. Radcliffe-Brown. | considered the sucial function of
Chiihamba wilh reference to the structural form of Ndembu society. But
this method did noi enable me to handle the complexity. asymmetry, and
antinomy that characterize real social processes, of which ritual perfor-
mances may be said to constilute phases or stages. 1 found that ritual
action tended thereby to be reduced to a mere species of social action,
and the qualitative distinctions between religious and secular custom and
behaviour came to be obliterated. The ntual symbol. [ found, had its own
formal principle. It could be no more reduced to, or explained by, any
particular category of sccular behaviour or be regarded as the resultant
of many kinds of secular behaviour, than an amino-acid moelecular chain
could be explained by the properties of the atoms interlinked by it. The
symbol, particularly the nuclear symbol, and also (he plot of a ritual, had
somchow 1o be grasped tn their specific essences. [n other words, the
central approach to the problem ol ritual has to be intuitive, although the
inittal intuition may then be developed in a logical scrics of concepts.
(Turner 1975: 186187},

Turner, until his recent death the leading and most mnfluential
American anthropologist to write on ritual, did not accept the
traditional doctrine that rites always have to re-enact myths. He
distinguishes. for example, in Ndembu ritual, rites that have a
mythological character from others that do not (1975:177). 1n the
passage quoted, he distinguishes two features of ritual; symbol
and plot. Both of these, he says, belong to a religious domain and
cannot be reduced to, or explained by, secular behaviour. When
he says that these features have to be grasped intuitively, before
they can be studied logically, he formulates the general charac-
teristic of all scholirly work, whether in the homaimities, i the
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sCienees, or in the social sciences to which I referred in Chapter
> and in the Introductory Note to Part 11. The dichotomy
religious/secular (or sacred/profane) is another matter: o West-
cri dualistic fetish to which we need not pay serious aftention.

From the viewpoint of Vedic ritval, Turner's approach is a
step forward from any approach which advocates the derivation
ol ritual from mythology or social structure. Morcover, Vedic
ntual can be described as a ““plot™, or perhaps more appropri-
ately, as an activity. It is not so easy 1o see why it should be a
svimbol. I suspect that this is another category which is imposed
upon it from the outside. The main reason for this suspicion is
that it is not easy to find anything that Vedic ritual could be a
svimbol of. So let us look a little more closely.

Farlier, Turner had distinguished three orders of reference for
wsymbol’s use: (1) its manifest sense(s), of which the subject is
tilly conscious and which is (are) related to the explicit aims of
the ritual (to remove sterility, bring on rain, remove a dead
hunter’s incisor tooth from the body of his living kinsman. and
wooon); (2) 1ts latent sense(s), of which the subject is only
nirgmally aware but could have become fully aware and which
tv (are) related to other ritual and pragmatic contexts of social
action: and (3) s hidden sensc(s), of which the subject 1s
vompletely unconscious and which is {are) related to infantile
tind possibly pre-natal) experiences shared with most other
members of his socicty, and perhaps with most other human
beings™ (Turner 1975:176).

As for the third kind of reference, Turner considers that it is
ottside the scope of anthropology: “It is best left to the various
il by no means anonymous schools of depth psychologists’.
As lor the first, it is eastly disposed of in the case of the
Nambudin Agnicayana; this Vedic performance is typically
well contamned and self-absorbed. There are no symbolic mean-
nps poing through their minds when they are engaged in
petlorming the rites (above, page 115).

Ihere are within the Agnicayana single rites which have a
wwnbolie tunction of which the performers are aware. For
crample the Yoo or ritnal patron keeps lis fists closed

= =
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because he is like a child in the womb of its mother, ready to be
reborn. Others only appear (o have such a function. For exam-
ple, among the thousand bricks, ten are called “‘rain-bringing’
bricks {above, page 116). Their name is sometimes recogmzed,
but the ceremonics affecting them are not performed when rain
is needed; they arc performed as part of the Agnicayana when
the Agnicayana is performed. Many bricks have names, and
some of these evoke associations; but the majority of them, and
the accompanying rites and recitations, lack any clear function
or meaning. We shall return to this in a different context in
chapter 24.

So we are left with the sccond possibility mentioned by
Turner: the latent sense of a symbol. | have nothing against
unobservables (Chapter 2) but the burden of proof rests on the
shoulders of the person who makes such a claim. A good
example to which I shall return (page 453) was provided by
Heesterman (1962:18) who drew attention to the peculiar man-
ner in which the victim in the Vedic sacrifice is bound to the
stake: the cord is fastencd to the right foot, goes round to the left
side of the neck and is then wound round the right horn and
finally fastened to the stake. Heesterman pointed out that thus
room is left for the slaughterer’s knife. Since the animal is never
killed in this manner. this suggests that it formerly was. One can
easily imagine that the performers could be said to be marginally
awarc of this, or that they would immediately recognize it as true
if 1t were pointed out to them.

Such cases. however, are exceptional. The large majority of
rites of the Agnicayana point in a different direction: they are
performed for their own sake. and arc not symbolic or reminis-
cent of anything else. Theories which reduce rites to something
else are therefore not applicable to this ritual. Even 1f they are
correct in historical terms, namely point to the historical origin
of a rite, this origin has nothing to do with the ritual significance
ol the act. For example, the movement from west to east which
characterizes certain ritual activitics is connected with the
castward expansion of the Vedic Indians through the plains
north of the Ganges. But the citual is not o celebraton ot ths:
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!h:l_t background has long disappeared. It is as with the ctymo-
logical explanation of a word: in most cascs, this has nothing to
do with its function or meaning. 1t falls cntirely within the
scholar’s domain.

In India this is well-known: usage prevails over etymology
tvogad riadhir baliyah) (page 23). The Mimamsa philosophers
apply a similar argument to riteal: the ritual is to be performed
for its own sake. Ritual is not for the sake of gods, but gods are
lor the sake of ritual. Ritual is not for wish fulfilment. since rites
have to be performed by those who arc eligible. | suspect that
Ihchstrcss on symbol and meaning is largely due to the preoccu-
|1.'.|IH_)[]S of scholars. It is they who connect rites with myths and
with sense. It is they who want to understand, namely, explain
m words and language what is basically activity. The irreduc-
dulity of ritual shows that action constitutes a category in its own
tpht. To the Vedic ritualist, it is the action which counts, not
verbal elucidation or interpretation. Of course, in India there
hve also been scholars, such as the authors of the Brahmanas.
Bul practising ritualists pay no attention to their theories.

I 15 possible that there is a further reason for this state of
birs that s historical. Western religions stress “‘right opin-
i’ or orthodoxy. Indian religions stress “‘right action™, or
rthopraxy. To Western scholars, Indian religions only make
wse if they express ideas. To Indian practitioners, ideas are
nphonal. A practising Hindu ritualist can be a democrat, a
communist, an atheist, a magician, or a rationalist. What counts
sl makes him a Hindu is primarily what he does. This lopic,
oo, has ramifications to which we return in Chapter 28.
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Syntax, Semantics and Performatives

The argument to show that Pravargya and Upasad form a
wingle unit within which the two parts occur in the given order
(Chapter 10) paid no attention (o0 mcaning and was a purely
ntactic argument. Many of the obscrvations made in the
(mevious Chapters amount to saying that in the study of ritual, a
wvntactic approach is more fruitful and promising than the
wemantie approach that is customary. We shall expand this
observation later, but it is high time to form a more precise
conception of the distinction between syntax and scmantics
helore we go any further and contemplate ramifications. The
Jdehmitions are simple: syntax is concerned with relations be-
Iween (logical. mathematical, linguistic, or other) expressions:
and semantics is concerned with the relations between such
cvpressions and their meanings.

I'hie clearest examples of syntax and semantics are found in
vicmentary mathematics. One difficulty that schoolchildren of-
touexperience when they are introduced to atgebra is that its
btter symbols are devoid of specific meaning. They are

abstract.”” This applies not only to the x, which stands for the
imknown answer of a problem, and to other so-called “‘vari-
ables 77 but also to rconstants,”™ such as a and b, in terms of
which the problems themselves arc formulated. For example.,
the expression:

-

tat b’ a"+2.a.-b+b? (23)

ieprhes toomany values and interpretations given to « and b, and
“and Y77 The constants
ey beterpreted s infegers, g

A LR ;.}

focoperators other than
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]

or also:
(29 + 377 =297 4 2.29.37 + 37°;

bul the expression (23) also applies to real numbers, imaginary
numbers. or even geometrical configurations, as in:

In this figure, the total area of the square is (a + by, which
consists, as mere visual inspection shows, of four areas: a”. b,
and twice a - b. Such wide and fexible applications of the
symbols of algebra arc characteristic of all of mathematics, and
explain why it is at the same time abstract and powertul.

The importance of the syntactic approach is that it studies
cxpressions such as (23) without paying attention to any of the
tnterpretations or meanings that might be assigned to them. The
identity or equality that (23) cxpresses applies to all readings
assigned to ¢’ or A without distinction. So we are m a
position 1o do many things at the same time, and more things
than we can possibly imaginc. by restricting ourselves to the
syntactic manipulation of such expressions. Moreover, we will
not be swayed or influenced by particular interpretations and
arrive at slanted or biused views that have nothing to do with
intrinsic structure.

1 shall now illustrate the semantic and syntaclic approaches
with respect to an ¢cven simpler symbolic expression:

ARBCBA. 24
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In the semantic approach, the symbols A, B, and C arc inter-
preted as meaning something or referring to something. In the
syntactic approach we pay no attention to such possible mean-
mgs or interpretations, but study the configurations of the letter
symbols only.

Adopling first the semantic approach, (24) may be undersiood
i many different ways, for example:

. referring 1o numbers, ¢c.g.: 387 8 3.
. referring lo segments, ¢.g.:

| |1 || ]
[ T [ I

[II. referning to algebraic symbaols, c.g.: (a + a),
[V. referring 1o words, c.g.: found sleepy on sleepy found.
V. referring 1o tones, ¢.g.:

Fal

4 L]

VI referring to movements, e.g.: three steps up a staircase
and then down again; or: making a pirouette, jumping
up, knceling, jumping up, making a pirouette again.

Vil. referring to activities. ¢.g.: unlocking a box, opening it,
putting something inside, closing it. locking i1,

VIIL. relerring to rites, e.g.: making fire, pouring Soma,
chanting a hymn, pouning Soma, making fire,

Fhere is literally no end to the possible interpretations of (24).
Adopting o symtactic approach, there arc also indefinitely
nany possibilities. For example, (24} is part of:

I MNARBCRBAN M, but also of:
. MNABCBAMN,
L s oo mirror image of iisell,
IV consists of five uanits, qust as: PO R ST,
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V. il has specific instances, such as:
ABBCCCBBA, but also:
V. ABCBA-BCB-C-BCB -ABCBA.
VIL. it is interspersed through: PAQBRCRBQAP,
but also through:
VIII. PABQRSCTBUV WA,

And so on. The expression (24) may be looked upon as a specific
instance of a more gencral expression, viz.:

Af. o An ALAL 1A (25)

where *'n"” is a natural number. In the case of (24), n = 3, for (24)
can be rewritlten as:

Al Az A Ay A

It is relevant in the present context that the elementary units
of mathematical theories, and anything that can be stated in
terms of such units, may be of any size or kind: these structures
operate on many levels. Mathematics applies accordingly to the
inside of the atom as well as to the universe.

The semantic approach often seems richer than the syntactic,
but that is based upon the idea that syntax studies nothing but
sequences of symbols that follow cach other in hnear order.
Chapter 12 made it ¢lear that syntacticians are not behaviorists
who are only concerned with sequences of events. In the simple
sentence:

I gave Peter his book back,
the underlying syntactic structure explains that “*his book’ is a
unit and “*book back™ is not. This may be expressed by ““trees™
or by simple parenthcses, €.¢.:

[ gave Peter (his book) back.
We have studied the syntactic structures of ritual from Chapter
8 onward and have not yet paid any systemalic attention Lo

semantics. We shall do so in Chapter 25, but will lirst approach
semantics through one ol its sub-disciplines: the stidy ot per
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formatives. The first scholar who explored the idea that perfor-
matives may be relevant 1o the study of ritual was the anthro-
pologist S. J. Tambiah in his Radcliffe-Brown Lecture of 1979
colitled “*A Performative Approach to Ritual.”

Tambiah’s lecture is rich in facts and ideas, and 1 cannot do it
[ull justice in the present context. Moreover, it develops results
Irom an earlier study. Tambiah 1968b, and the reader is urged to
consult both. Tambiah’s 1979 lecture also discusses ideas from
olher disciplines that may fruitfully contribute 1o the anthropo-
logical study of ritual. Unfortunately, this richness is sometimes
misleading and some concepts arc probably incompatible with
ciach other. For example, Tambiah's emphasis on rule-governed
aclivity in which the rules are constitutive contradicts his
vonlinuing emphasis on symbolic communication’ —the pre-
villing anthropological doctrine that is probably wrong on both
vounts (for ritual 1s neither symbolic nor communtcation). Let
me try to disentangle some of these ideas.

When Tambiah refers to Austin’s performatives he invokes
Searle’s distinction between regulative and constitintive. Regu-
lative rules regulate a pre-existing activity, an activily whose
existence s logically independent of the rules, as for instance
whien dinner-table manners regulate the cating of food. Consti-
tnive rules constitute (and also regulate) an activity the exist-
cove of which is logically dependent on the rules, as in the rules
of Tootball or chess (Searle 1969:34-35). One of Tambiah's chief
theses 15 that many rites are constitutive acts:

oo Ausun’s classical examples ol constitutive acts such as greeting.
Baptizing. naming a ship and marrage vows—all ot which are created
and understood within the bounds of the conventions themselves—io
these we can add several anthropoelogical examples: the installation of i
Fallenst chiet. Ndembu circumcision rites, Lodagaz mortuary rites, a
Lipanese tea ceremony, o Catholic mass, and @ multitnde ol cosmic rites
and Testivils which are scli-constiluting events and ol which we have
several vlivssie descriptions Clambiah 1979:128),

Fambuah derives imteresting conclusions from this important
neapht bt these e somewhail obscured becanse he also inserts




162 Ritual

a long section entitled **Application of Information Theory to
Ritual” which would be relevant if we were dealing with the
transmission of messages between a sender and a receiver.
Tambiah uses the latter idiom when criticizing Egan’s contrary
contention that the Sinhalesc e¢dura healer “*can be compared to
an individual stranded on a descrt island with only a radio
transmitter. but no receiver’” (l'ambiah: 150). The idea is,
apparently, that hcaling and ritual are communicative acts in
which there are transmitters and receivers between whom there
is communication of information. 1 am in no position to comment
on Egan’s comments on healing, but such criticism. whatever its
force, does not throw tight on ritual, especially if we have agreed
that ritual consists of rules that constitute it, that is, on whose
forms it logically depends. Tambiah alludes to this insight later,
for example, when he observes that the Thai tonsure rites,
whenever and for whomever performed, ‘‘followed certain
obligatory sequences’ (Tambiah: 157). But in contexts where
communication or information theories are invoked {(as mn
Geeriz: see Chapter 25C). one fecls that Tambiah has not fully
exploited the implications of his insights which may incidentally
explain why he has not made use of them in some of his later
work (Chapter 25A). The inapplicability of communication and
information theories to the study of ritual follows « fortiori from
the fact that such theories have been singularly unhelpful even in
cxplaining language, where meaning, communication and infor-
mation play a larger and more obvious role than they do i ritual,

The anthropological examples Tambiah added to Austlin's are
constitutive but they are not performatives for the simple reason
that they are not utterances of language. Austin deall only with
those: he was concerned with linguistic utterances that not only
say but also do something, or, more precisely: that in saying. do
something (above, page 22). Austin drew attention to the fact
that some utterances of lunguage are acts. Searle’s distinction
between regulative and constitutive has a wider application: il
applies to rules and rule-governed activitics, language as well as
ritual. But 1o say that rites are performative, e, that they do
something, s nothing spectal or remarkables they are acls 1o
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begin with, To call an utterance performative is interesting
lecause it calls attention to a special class of utterances; 1o call
anact performative 18 trivial because most acts are performative.

To suy that a rite is constitutive means that its existence and
meaning depend on rules. U the rite only depends on rules (the
condition implicit in Searle’s use of the term) it cannot also be
cxplained because of its alleged symbolic or semantic reference
or value; it may possess such features, but they cannot, in that
vase, be constitutive; they must be added. This is remarkably
olten the case, as we have seen: all the symbolic explanations of
Vedie ritual in the Brahmana literature are ad hoc, arbitrary or
rahionalizations, 1.¢., after-thoughts. If this holds true of the rites
Fimbiah refers to, their existing explanations in secmantic terms
Hor example. Turner’s explanations of Ndembu rites) must be
wirong, Tambiah has not drawn this conclusion for otherwise he
would have been led to the analysis in syntactic terms that 1 am
advocating. In that case he would have discovered that svntactic
“tructures can be explained by postulating rules, some of which
are constitutive of the rites themselves.

I have mentioned that 1 cannot do justice to Tambiah’s
mportant study; the above remarks should be taken with a grain
ot salt. They mainly intend to demonstrate that Tambiah, by
advocating a rule-oriented approach, somewhat misleadingly
called performative, went significantly beyond the semantic
approach that 1s characteristic of almost all anthropological
work on oritual. Lévi-Strauss in his “‘structuralism™ took a
andar step but it was still inextricabiy connected with seman-
(RIS

Ity walking with a more vigorous stride than he himself
teatized, Fambiah showed that explanations in terms of meaning
e madequate. He thereby paved the way for a syntactic
approach that may oltimately lead to the scientific study of
vitual ’
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Music and Ritual

When looked at from a syntactic perspective there are numer-
o similarities between music and ritual. 1 shall discuss seven
evnmples from Music in 16A, and seven examples [rom ritual i
1613,

16A. Seven Musical Structures

The examples of musical structures arc taken from Western
classical music but include some references to classical Indian
music, The units range over a wide arca. from single tonces,
molives and phrases (“"approximating to what one could sing in
o wmgle breath’™: Schoenberg 1970:3) to Sonatas and Sympho-

(AR

I RIEFRAIN. In poetry as well as music, 1t s common 1o end
cachob a sequence of structures with the same form. as in:

AR-BR-CR-DR - ... (26)

Musre differs from poetry in that the refrain frequently occurs at
i beginning as well as at the end. In Gregorian chant, the
vaanble clements A, B, C, L, L are often sung as a solo, and the
vheam R by o chorus. In church music, the refrain may be Amen
ot Vetua, the Tatter closing with the jubilus, a long vocalization
o the final g, Medieval and Renaissance music is known for
W fones fives such as rondean, ballatra. and virelai. In the
vivede s the refraam oceurs at the beginning and serves each time
cothie operting ol the next unit, as in:

RARDBRUOR. (27)
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In all these forms. the refrains are each time exactly the same.
After the Renaissance, reflrains tend to be varied in many ways,
making them musically more interesting. [ shall express a
vartation of a form "R’ as: “*R”", In the following cxampie, the

second Nocturne for Piano by Erik Satie, the refrain conststs of

NOCTURNE

(DRUXTEME}
POUR P IANG N Erik SATIE
JREE
.- a8
e P S —
S8 S B LBl = = RACEIN S 1 B W S P =
wimplement

T pt——

bl effir el e .r t
fap-EE K & EREE __F A FEF

Tt (i el (relercertes
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[— _ Phus lewt J. i

_'{“ ‘Il i: = d—‘ J.:-_‘_
EEw "Tr P T

b T e e B L
- !li"lh% % g?%—a—g 515;5

B trés chanfe “'“_h‘"t!!'__ . J - AB T

e o T r bR T .
e o I

9.-.--f‘.'._'-_'- S B L S e - ____ J_ =

Ralvatiy de plas en plus

oo measurees, It oceurs at the beginning, and recurs twice in a
vateed Torm twhere the score says: “Reprendre’™);
[he shraciure as:

RAR DB R (28)
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I, CYCLE. I shall use this term, which is very general, 10
refer to a structural property that is equally gencral, viz., one
that begins and ends with the same element, as:

ABCD...A. (29)
In musical phrases, it is extremely common 10 begin and cnd
with the same note. e€.g., in Mozart’s Nozze di Figaro. No. 3
(**Se vuol ballare™):

Allepretto
igaro
e i _——— o ;
1 e l I .1 p - 1 1 Il 1 ra b |
) — 1 1 1 | T 1 b T 1 1

T T
B¢ vuol bal « Ia . re, si-gnor Con - ti- no,

|.arger compositions often begin and end in the same key. For
compositions to begin and end with exactly the same phrase is
actuadly rather rare: the Harvard Dictionary of Music refers o
two seventeenth century examples, from Giovanni Maria Tra-
baci and Steffano Landi (Apel 1970:218a referring to Davison
and Apel, 1974, Nos. 191 and 208).

It is nearly universal, on the other hand, for musical compo-
sitions to return 1o their point of departure at the end by means

of a variation of the opening theme, viz., adopting a structurc of

the form;
ABCD... A" (3th

A very well known example is the first movement of Beetho-
ven’s Symphony No. 5, which begins as follows:

Altegro con brio.

| Eg}
|

and ends:

eIt ol i i
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A particularly important simple form of (30) is:
ABA'. (31)

TR 1\ the basic form of many types of composition, including
the .Sonata ar\md the Symphoeny to which [ shall return, The
mustcal term for “*A"" in such cases is recapitulation or restate-
et

l‘[l. PALYNDROME. I shall usc this term for a special
lvpe ol cyele, also referred Lo as retrograde or mirvor. It is a

nnacal itlustration of the structure discussed in the previous
o lon:

ABCBA,
oty peneralization: (24)

A A, ALAL .. AL (25)

n n n

The simplest example 1s ascending and descending a scale (or the
vihier way round). In a musical composition there is generally
e kand of varation. In ¢lassical Indian music, when the scale
¢ mhodiuced by an ascent (arohana) followed by a descent
Ceenanodian), The latter often uses different notes and 1s therefore
et cnurror of the former. An dentical retrograde movement

o Debussy’s Prefude Noo 10 (The Engulfed Cathe-
ol ) .
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Retrograde structures are used in most canonical, fugal, and
i2-tone compositions. In the cancrizans (crab canon). the mel-
ody is accompanied by itself played backwards. as in the
following example from Bach's Musical Offering:

M
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The palindrome occurs with variations in larger structures. ‘The
structure of Fugue No. 16 in Book | of Bach’s Wehliemperiertes
Clavier can be expressed by the following scheme of expositions
(referred to by A's) and cpisodes (referred to by B's and s}
(cl. Green 1965:265-267)

ABAC - A B A" —C" A" B" A" (1)
Bach’s motet Jesu, meine Freude consists of eleven parts: the
music of No. LI {a d-part Chorale) is identical with that ol No. I,
and No. 10 (a S-part Chorusy is a shortened version ol No, 2
(Steinitz 1978, 34), so that the structare ise
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AB... . .. B"A. (33)

A simdlar pattern. ranging over longer stretches and closer to a
Inll-ﬂcdgcd palindrome, occurs in Bach's Johannes Passion
(Steinitz, ihid.). If we omit the Evangelist recitatives from the
wection consisting of parts Nos. 27 through 52, and regard Nos.
tand 32 as parallel interpolations with No. 48, the structure
uay be described as follows (the numbers of the parts are
wuitten below the corresponding structural elements):

A B CDLDEDCH A’
27 29, 31-2, 34 36 38 40 42 44 46, 48, 50 52. (34}

IV OVERLAPPING. This feature of structure applies only to
amultaneous oceurrences, i.¢.. two (or more} 1ones, motives,
plineses or melodies played or sung at the same time. It cannot
therelore be represented by lincar sequences ol symbols, such as
Flive used so lar. Here is a simple example of overlapping
wohives from Mozart's Sondata for Violin and Piano, K.402:

Allegro moderato

D e -

o] g —— | ===
é r = T g r
———— i 1 - | :-‘ + ‘éﬁ
lﬁr “ I q ## h‘\.....;. - 4 ~—

| 1 e wurs frec i i
hoolappig oceurs frequently in counterpoint and polyphonic
ancac especially in fugues, canons, ete.

\ FHRIEESOMES. Triple repetitions are common on many
levoblrom simple triplets to the threesomes that were universal
Wil msie because of their symbolism (viz., the trinity).
Lo compositions to begin or end with a triple repetition of a
et e theme 1s very common in Indian music and occurs.,
v MosartUs Sonda for Viedin and Piano, K377 1
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et e P e =
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or in Schubert’s String Quartet, Op. 29-111:

55 ] —f
= o =
g S ma——
s A L B
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Throughout classical western music, the chicf tunction of the
number ‘‘three’” is that it is the most common number of
subdivisions of many larger units. 1t is characteristic of the two
following structures, Sonata and Symphony.

V1. SONATA. This form is characteristic of classical Western
music since Haydn and Mozart. It has the following structure:

ADBA, (30
which originated from the simpler form:
ABA, (35)

which is found in the Ronde and Minuet. Often the elements
themselves are again of the same form. In the paradigm. A is
called the exposition. B the development (German: Durch-
fithrung which is better translated as **claboration™: Schoenberg
1970:200. note), and A’ the recapitulation. A and A’ arc usually
in the same key, while B uses various keys and therefore
modulation.

The prehistory and history of the Sonata form exhibit extraor
dinary variety. Sometimes the structure is influenced by the use
of various instruments, or varying numbers of players. Al lirst

the parts were numerous amd brief, and followed cach other
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without a break. Later they became fewer, longer. and more
~oparate from each other, The solo parts were played by violins,
ifuies, oboes, etc.; the accompaniment was often on the harpsi-
chord. Before the eighteenth century, the principle was simple:
il someone was around who was abie 10 play the part on his
mstrument, he was welcome 1o do it.

VII. SYMPHONY. The symphony started tripartite. in the
NSonata form, with more instruments and performers: a Sonata
tor orchestra. Soon a fourth part was added, chiefly for enter-
tanment: the Scherzo. The two middle movements, Andante
and Scherzo, are frequently of the form (35). whereas the first
aid the last movement are more often of the form (31). The form
wis perfected by Haydn and Mozart, and enlarged and extended
by Beethoven. Becthoven lengthened the coda, a final piece
lollowing A’, and the development, introduced numerous vari-
sty and added introductions 1o the various picces. The
mcreasing complexity of symphonies after Beethoven has from
hme to time been counterbalanced by simplification of the
thematic structure. In Berlioz” first two symphonies, for exam-
prle, a single theme (the “*idée fixe™’) appears in each movement.
Ihe opening theme of the first movement returns in the final
iwovenent in Brahms™ Third Symphony (the same return is found
m his Chlarinet Quintef). The finale of Bruckner’s Eighth Sym-
oy includes a simultaneous statement of the principal themes
ot the three preceding movements (Green 1965:176). (Some
recurrenees are incidental, or have the character of reminis-
cenves or quotations, as in Beethoven's Fifth and Ninth Sym-
pdndes. and i his Piano Sonata, Op. 101)) )

lo express these strectures adequately more complex math-
calical expressions than the linear are required {for other
lonmalizations see Ruwet 1966, reprinted in Ruwet 1972:100-
I 4h Although the expression ABA (35) is linear, the expression
ANAT (A1) s only apparently so: it has an inner or underlying
stroctige that as ned hinear. The variation A depends on the
aganal statement A, and theretore on the context. However, il
doe- ot depend on the immiediiely precedinge context. in which
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case it would have been possible 1o express it with the help of a
context-sensitive rule of the form:

BA—BA" (36)

The variation depends on a context that is further away. which
can be expressed by using transformational rules—the Kind of
rules that are characteristic of human language (Chapter 6). With
the help of such rules, the variation A’ can be introduced by rule
structures like the following:

g S
SN = TN 37)
A B A A B A

This expresses al the same time that the variation is a variation
of the first movement, and that it occurs in the finale.

[ have purposely provided a medley of musical forms in order
to illustrate the variety of musical structures. Whenever such a
structure is given. it is possible to define a notion of **structural
meaning” that depends cntirely on structure. The “structural
meaning’’ of the entire structure is that structure isell, and the
“structural meaning”® of an clement within the structure is
defined in terms of the position the element occupies in that
structure. For example. part of the structural meaning of a
phrase may be that it is a refrain because it occurs as a refrain.
The notion of structural meaning adds nothing to the existing
structures themsclves.

Another type of structural meaning that is typical of classical

Western music may be defined in terms of the notions of

consonant and dissonant intervals, Consonant intervals are
intervals such as the fourth and fifth that “sound stable and
complete” (Piston 1962:6). Dissonant intervals deviate from
these and require a resolution into consonant intervals. Such
resodutions operate on the harmonic as well as on the melodie
level. The musicologist Schenker and the composer lindenth
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hivve used the terms “tension™ and “release™ to characterize
this fundamental opposition between the formation of disse-
manee and 1ts resolution into consonance.

'he resolution is only rarcly introduced by a single move. Ltis
more often recached through intermediate steps that introduce
new dissonances and resolutions. An example occurs at the end
ol the first Prefude of Das Wohltemperierte Clavier:

E="VamiE
(P Feree e T S
: 7 P F z

Consonance and dissonance arce to some extent relative con-
copls: their perception changes with history because ears get
ned 1o dissonances. This was pointed out by the devil to the
vomposer Adrian Leverkiithn in Thomas Mann’s Dr. Faustis
th.nghsh translation, 1949:239):

I he diminished seventh is right and full of cxpression at the beginning ol
O L I corresponds to Becthoven™s whole technical niveau, doesn’t
i the tension between consonance and the harshest dissonance
Enawn to him. The principle of tonality and 11s dynamics iend te the
hord ity specific weight, T has lost 1—by a histoncal process which
mbody reverses. ... BEvery sound carries the whole, carrics also the
vnbine history in itself.

Noles possess structural meaning when their occurrence can
b explamed because it contributes to the formation of disso-
mances or their resolution into consonances. Since some disso-
want intervals have difTerent resolutions, notes may bave multi-
ple mcaning, In other words, there is functional ambiguity. The
dunshed seventh cord, for example, may be interpreted in
bour ditferent ways, cach expecting o different resolution. The
tomn aaterpretations can be distinguished by sounding difterent
aeles G the Telt bandy agaanst the chord Gn the right handy in the
Fodliswng cxinnple constracted by Piston (1962:193):
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Philosophers and musicologists have not been satisfied with
structural meaning alope. even with functional ambiguity added.
They have mused and written extensively on the meaning of
music in general. In simplified terms. there can be said to be two
schools. According to the first, music is allegorical and ex-
ents, e.g., features of the universe or of
man, such as emotions, passions, or moods. According to the
second, music is to be understood on its own terms. This
somewhat academic distinction corresponds to a distinction
made by some composers, musicians and music critics between
“program music” and “absolute music.”’ Program music is
inspired by a nonmusical progrant, for example, a poem orF
picture, usually indicated in its title (like Debussy’s ““Engulfed
Cathedral” actually placed at the end of the music between
parcntheses.). Absolute music is not characterized in nonmu-
sical terms. The Harvard Dictionury (s.v. ‘program music’’)
elaborates mstructively:

presses nonmusical elem

Although examples of program music are Tound in pearly all periods from
at least the 14th century, it was nol until the 19th century that it became
4 serious rival of absolute music. to the point of ousting the latler—al
feast tempotarily—from is dominaling position. About 1900, muany
persons, particularly writers on music. believed that in order to he
understandable music must “express something” or “tell a story.” ...
Today such views are a thing of the past . . . (Apel 1970:6964).

Sometimes music actually imitates the sounds of nature or
culture. Schoenberg (1970:95-97) quotes examples from Beetho-
ven and Smetana (the sound of @ brook or river), Wagner
(flickering flames), Schubert (the weathervane) and Bach (he
tearing of the temple veil),

Ihe Harvard Dictionary relers 1o
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!iccthm@:n's renderings of the cries of the nightingale, cuckoo
:|qu quail, Wagncr's imitations of the toad and %crp‘ent and
Rlcha.rd Strauss’ of a flock of sheep. **The climax ‘of lhis.'tr:and
l;md,‘m a sense, the reductio ad absurdum of program music) is
I{csp!gh:?s The Pines of Rome, where the problem of imixlatinh
II_m nl.ghtmgalc is solved by simply using a recording of an 1ctuzﬁ
|||ghl‘mgalc’s song’’ (Apel 197(0:697a). ‘
. [t ts obvious that all such imitations are anecdotal and have
tle or‘qtml.hing to do with “‘the meaning of music.” Musical
vompositions may be inspired or occasioned by ﬁ()ﬂnlll;icii]
things such as a cathedral, but no music conveys the meahniI:
u.-fh(’dr.?rr.' m the systematic manner in which the word clg-
(thedral™ of a natural kanguage such as Linglish refers to c’-x
vuthedral. What such titles indicate is that music n;aY b::
vomposed or played on almost any occasion. These titles are
mere names, and therefore arbitrary, Architectural monun‘lentq
iy also be referred to by names {c.g., **The Parthenon,™ “Thé
\Vlule‘.ngsc"), but such names convey ng zzlrchitccturzll mean-
. $|n1£l,afly, Sonatps may be referred to by nameces such(a‘;
||,h.[“.m~g’ Waldslelp," "Mognlight,” or “‘Appasionata,’’ hu\l.
eS¢ convey no musical meaning. They give radio announcers
-..mwth:pg to talk about for the benefit of listeners in need olf
rmm_m‘:,swal entertainment. If the expression “1hehmeaning of
“|HNF. n..'u.sr be uscd, it can only refer (o the structure of music
:LH; 15, to synlafctlc structures like the ones I have cxcmp]iﬁcci
{:.I;)Q:I;};f’ headings I-VIil, and cxpressed by formulas such as
Whut ts characteristic of music, viz., formal structures, is not
cqually characteristic of other arts. Schopenhauer cx ﬁr wsed
thes msight in the following terms: e

fhe Musik fse .. darin von alfen andern Kuasten verschieden, doss
ve e hit Abbild der Erschelnnng, oder richtiser, der addguite (‘)f “;\‘
revituk des Willens, sondern unmintetbar Abbild des W.".’.’cn:!\'ﬁﬁjr::‘ s Ut ;’
oo o aften plrvsisehien der Welt das Metaphvysische 7.-; ;ff!{-‘!: F:'é‘f'j'”jf
nrenne dfas Dinge ant sich darsieffe O Music Lli“‘L'I'.‘i-f\I'()I'l'l ;|I'I \(.ht: ()lhu:lj ‘I:lﬁl ‘?('i_
thoet ot s ||nl.|t‘p|'csvnl;|liun ol appearance, or rather, of the ‘|(|::( l:i:n
alvevtevaty ol the Will, but acdoect tepoesentaiion ol Il‘w Will il‘xclfl ;:n;
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theretore manifests the metaphysical in all that is physical in the world.
and the thing-in-itself in all appearance’™).

The i1dea 1s buried in metaphysical notions such as Kant's
“thing-in-itself”” and Schopenhauver’s “WIill”. However, des
Pudels Kern is straightforward: “*music differs from all other arts
in that it represents ne appearance of anything else, but only
itself.” This passage occurs in Schopenhauer’s Welt als Wille
und Vorstellung of 1818 and is quoted by Nietzsche in Die
Geburt der Tragadie aus dem Geiste dev Musik ol 1872, Scho-
penhaucer clarified his view later by adapting traditional scholas-
tic terms; concepts are the wniversalia post rem, music provides
the wniversalia ante rem, and realtty the universalia in re.

16B. Seven Ritual Structures

[ shall again begin with seven examples described in syntactic
terms, this time of ritual structures. The figst five correspond to
the first five musical examples discussed in 16A. The latter two
structurces arc the Isti and 1the Soma Sequence (discussed in
Chapters 9A and 9B). Here the correspondence 1s more round-
about, but not less significant. The structural elements range
again over units of different size. from smalt elements ol single
rites that take less than a minute to perform, to larger riteals that
take several days or more 10 execute.

Most of these ritual structures involve recitations or chants. In
the discussion of Tikopia ceremonics {Chapter 14 A) we have had
occasion to observe that recitations are often an important
featurc of ritual. To the extent that the ritual recitations and
chants exhibit musical features. the similarity between ritual and
music 1s unsurprising. It will be tound, however, that even if we
disregard musical features of rituals, the similarttics remain.
Those interested in the purely musical structures that are also
features of Vedic ritual should turn to the chants of the
Samaveda. Their internal structure i1s taken into account ¢lse-
where {(see Staal 196E:chapter VI Hloward 1977 below, Chap
ters 19 and 23).
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[. REFRAIN. There are several rcasons for the frequency of
ritual refrains. The ritual acis often culminate in an offering or
oblation made by the Adhvaryu priest into the fire. These
ollerings and oblations are of scveral kinds, but they naturally
come at the end of acts which exhibit great vanety themselves.
I'he refrains consist of two parts: an exclamation by the Adh-
varyu (either svaha! or vausar!) and the “‘renunciation™ {fydga)
recited by the Yajamana or patron of the ritual, for example:
“This is for Agni, not for me!” (above, pages 80, 121). The
reneral structure is therefore of the form:

APQ -BPQ CPQ-DPQ- ... (26')

In long rccitations from ithe Rigveda., such as the Sastra
recitations to which I shall return, the verses are recited unin-
ierruptedly, without taking breath at the end of cach verse.
ltreath s taken at the caesura between the second and third
guarter of each verse. At each cacsura, the final vowel or nasal
in lengthened. Each verse ends in a lengthened OM—the famous
mantra of later Hindu mysticism.

The bird shaped altar that is characteristic of the Agnicayana
i~ constructed from a thousand bricks, cach consecrated with
three mantras. Of these, the first is generally specific and
deseribed for each brick or group of bricks, but the second and
third are always the same, so that the structure is again the same
s 1267) (see AGNIE 1:399).

‘T'he mantras recited before the final exclamations that accom-
pany offerings, have often a similar internal structure. Here are
o examples. After the altar has been completed, there arce six
ohlitions of curds mixed with honey. The accompanying man-
tas ddler in their first lines, but all end with:

Him whom we hate and who hates us
I place in your jaws!

which is followed by: svaha! (AGNI 1:104, 381, 544-545).

Not Tong alter this rite, which takes plack on the ninth day of
the Apnicayvana performance, there is a long recitation called
correrhant alter ca e, and Tor me! recited by the Adhvaryu
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after each word (AGNI 1:563-574). This is immediately followed
by seven butter oblations, made through a copper pipe attached
{0 a small toy cart. Each mantra ends with the same refrain:

May he protect brahman. ksatram.
may they protect brahman, ksatram?

followed by: svaha! (AGNI 1 §74-575). Both rites have the same
structure, expressed by (26').

11. CYCLE. I shall use this term again for a structure of the
form (29) (above, page 168). This is rclatively rare in Vedic
ritual, but an interesting variant occurs in the Agnicayana just
before the camakam recitation. Seven oblations of cooked rice
arc made on potsherds for the Maruts, storm gods and compan-
ions of lndra. Seven recitations are involved that will be referred
to a A,, .... A;. These mantras are rccited in low voice,
cyclically, and in overlapping pairs, the first mantra always
ending in the long vocalic insertion —o, and the oblation made
with the last, as follows:

A, - A, — svaha!

A, - Ay — svaha!

Ay - Ay — svaha!

A, - Ag — svaha!

As - A, — svaha!

A, - A, — svaha!

A, - A, — svaha!
(AGNI 1:562-563). This kind of pairwise overlapping, but with-
out the cycle, is also found in the kramapatrha mode of Veda
recitation, used in the traditional transmission of Rig- and
Yajurveda (see Staal 1961:24, 44; below, page 372).

1. PALINDROME. This is a very basic structure in Vedic
ritual. It ranges, generally with variations, over small as well as
large units. The Agnistoma, a ritual performance that Tasts five
days. has such a structurc. which 15 also tound 1 the
Darsapornamasa, or " Full and New Moon Ceremonies.” Many
Sastra recitals and storra chants are embedded mosumilar port
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inantcau patterns. I shall not describe these structures in greater
detail, since I discassed them in Chapter 10.

1V. OVERLAPPING. A variety of this structure was de-
scribed in the cycle discussed in 1. The basic structure is very
common and reflects a general principle that is metaphysical as
well as structural: horror vacui. There should be no gaps;
accordingty, everything has to be performed continuously
tvamtatam), The next rite is therefore begun before the previous
onc is over, and the same holds for recitations, chants, and their
similar units (e.g., bhakti, 10 be chanted with onc breath, from
which the chants are constructed). The practice extends to forms
of transmission of the ritual material. For example, some reci-
talions are *‘prompted’” by a helper, line for line, “before™ they
are recited by the ritually chosen and qualified officiating priest:
but this priest starts each time before the prompting is over. It
mipht be felt that this kind of ““overlapping’ is a practical matter
andd not the outconme of a structural principle. However, it 1s
widespread and based upon principles. I have included it pre-
cisely in order to show that we are not in a posttion 1o pass such
hids of judgment when we arc only beginning to subject the
datii o a structural analysis.

v THREESOMES. Triplets arc cverywhere. All longer reci-
tations from the Rigveda are subject to the rule: **Recite the first
ihrice, recite the last thrice,”” resulting in the structure:

AI Al AI AE A3 An—2 An---l An An An' (38)

Fhe Yajamana and some of the priests frequently begin their
recittions with the so-called vyaheti: BHUR-BHUVAH-SVAR
 barth-Sky-Heaven! ™). Many larger units are subdivided into
e, though four is also met with. We have already found such
taplets in the Isti and the Soma Scquence. Lach of the bricks of
the bird-shaped altar is also conseerated with three mantras. All
(these e structural threesomes and are different from unstruc-
tred proups such as the three fives or altars, the three assistants
ob cacl chiel priest, the three stotra chanters, the three Vedas,

ol
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V1. The Isti has already been described (Chaptler 94A).

VIL.  The Soma Sequence has already been described (Chapter
9RB).

Some of the vanations of Soma sequences exhibit dependen-
cics that may be described as thematic. In many Soma se-
quences, the chant of the first episode is composed by putting to
music three verses from the Rgveda. The recitation of the
sccond cpisode begins with the same three verses, the first
repcated three times. In the nocturnal rounds of the Atiratra,
there is an additional refinement: in the first nocturnal round, the
Jirst quarter verse of each of these three verses (that occur both
in the chant and in the recitation) 1s repeated; in the second
nocturnal round. the second quarter verse of each of these three
verses i1s repeated; and in the third nocturnal round, the third
quarter verse 1s sinularly repeated (see AGNI 1:663-680).

16C. Conclusions

Now let us return Lo our old question: what do music or ritual
mean? 1 hope it has become clear by this time that this guestion,
with respect to the structures we have discussed, does not make
sense, These structures do not mean anything apart from and
beyond the structural complexity they display. They do not
“refer™ to specific uims, and although thetr names (insofar as
they have names) may seem to hint at their longlorgotien origins,
these names do not evoke anylhing. The complexities inherent i
these structures have to be learned and practised, and can be
expressed with the help of precise rules—but they are nut
symbolizations of anything else and do not point to a realm
beyond themselves.

In all these respects, there is considerable similarily belween
the musical and ritual categories we have considered. The
similarities are not only structural, but also circumstantial. Just
like Sonatas and Symphonics, istis are performed on different
occasions (providing ample evidence in support of van Gennep's
and Durkheim’™s observations, quoted in Chapter 135 and have
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different names (like the intichivma and mbatjatkativma rites
referred to by Durkheim). Even the fact that a Soma sequence
cnds with drinking Soma is reminiscent of what may happen to
music. Smoking and drinking of coffee and beer was quite
common during musical performances throughout the nine-
teenth century. In Amsterdam it took strong conductors like
Willem Kes and Willem Mengelberg to get rid of the cups,
rlasses and ashtrays, and introduce the musical puritanism that
assimilated concert performances further to church services.
To dissociate rituals from religious services and group them
together with music performances is only a small part of a
peneral reclassification of the ritual phenomena. This becomes
clear only at a level of abstraction sufficiently high to enable us
to abstract from, or disregard, certain dissimilarities in order to
delect certain similaritics. Of course, there are dissimilarities as
well as similarities between Sonatas. Symphonies, istis, and
Sema sequences. But all four structures are also different from
many other things, e.g., poems, epics. laws, theories, stories,
vults, commercial transactions, educational projects. etc.—and
«milar to many others, c.g., dances, games, and certain sports.
Ritual 1s more rigid than music atthough this ts partly due to
(the nature of our evidence, as we shall see in a moment. Western
music s more rigid than Indian music although some cadenzas in
congertos are improvised. A paralle] occurs in the Soma rituals
where a lecture in the local language (Malayalam). originally
Lugely improvised, s addressed to the Yajamana after his
vonseeration by a senior member of the community (AGNI I:
03330 698-702). 1t is noteworthy that this address is con-
cerned with the meaning (arthay of a command (praisa), which
eaplains the use of the vernacular and underscores that the uses
ol Vedie Sanskrit eisewhere in the ritual are devoid of meaning.
I'he structural similarities between music and ritual discussed
under the heading | through V oare more than mere similarities:
(hev are sdentities. However, the structures discussed under V1
and VI are not sufficiently similar for one to say more than: Is(i
Al Soma Sequence are 1o some extent teo Vedic ritual what
Sonabiand Syimphony are to classical Western muasic. Why then
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compare them with each other? The truc significance of the
compatrison is this. Sonata and Symphony exhibit structural
categories that characterize classical Western music, and do not
refer to anything nonmusical. Similarly, Isti and Soma Sequence
exhibit structural categories that characterize Vedic ritual, and
do not refer to anything nonritital. Not even the defenders of
program music have ever claimed that the Sonata form or the
Symphony as such (as distinct from particufar Sonatas and
Symphonies) exhibit nonmusical features of the world—uniess
these are themselves syntactic or mathematical strictures. So-
nata and Symphony are obvious features of “‘absolute music,”
In the realm of ritual, Istt and Soma Sequences are equally
obvious features of ‘““absolute ritual.”” It has been assumed
without question that every ritual structure must have meaning,
in other words, that all ritual must be “‘program ritual.”” How-
ever, it should be obvious from the structures I have discussed
that these can only be described as features of what may be
called “‘*absolute ritual,”” This is especially c¢lear in the cases of
the Isti and the Soma sequence.

There are important differences between data on music from
roughly the sccond millenium c.E. in Europe and data on ritual
from roughly the sccond millenium B.C.E. in India. The Euro-
pean data, for example, are much more complete in historical
terms. We can trace the development of classical Western music
step by step. The Indian data are relatively exhaustive only for
the period during which the classical ritual was codified, i.c.,
approximately from the 8th to the 6th century B.C.E., when the
Srauta Sitras were composed. There is much less information
on the pre-classical ritual, though there are hints in the Rigvedi
and scholars fike Heesterman have been able to reconstruct
some of its general featurcs. About the post-classical develop-
ment of Vedic ritwal we are informed to some extent, but
uncvenly. These later developments show mainly that the struc-
tures of the rites have not changed; but some ritual substances
have been abandoned (e.g., the original Som:i: some of the
sacrificial animals; an occasional human head), and there have
been new flurries of interpretation, from time to time. Al this
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~upperts the thesis, that the most important feature of ritual is
“hncture, and not substance or interpretation. Finally, the facts
that we know Vedic ritual in a relatively codified form, and
Western music throughout a period of dynamic and often
novolutionary development explain in part that our ritual data
appear 10 be more rigid than eur musical data.

e structural similarities between Indian ritual of the second
aullenium B.C.E. and Western music of the second millenium
+ 1 are surprising, and certainly more interesting and significant
than would be such similarities found between Indian ritual and
weae at different periods, or between European music and ritual
4t dilterent periods of time. The similarities we have discussed
s obvigusly not due to influences and are independent of
hedonienl relationships. The relations are purely structural,
o~lulat intrinsic similarities, and entitle us therefore to use (he
bint of synchronte trecatment that the syntactic approach pre-
Apposes and demands. At the same time, it remains desirable to
cvnpare these findings with other similar specific data on music
sidtnal from other civilizations and periods of history.

s possible that the high level of abstraction and formaliza-
nenc that characterizes both Vedice ritual and classical Western
muse s noi widespread in terms of space or time, One thing
womey vertain: there was no highly developed music unconnec-
bodowith rival in India, and no highly developed ritual uncon-
mooled with music in Europe during the periods we bave
coveadered. What we know of classical music in India during the
Vostic period is confined to the chants of the Samaveda. which
e losely related to ritual. In Europe, the example of J. S.
o b mstructive, During 1717-1723, when he was employed at
Foothen ot o Calvinist court where music and ritual were not
v onaged, he composed mainly secular music, adopting the
wunic styles he had carlier used and was to use subsequently,
when he spent much of his time composing music for the church.

AL The evidence we have considered points in one direction:
vl and miesie have no meamng or content. and can be
provided wecordingly with any number of different meanings or
istcrpucitabions, The preponderant and enduring characteristics
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of music and ritual are that they consist of formal structures of
sounds and acts that can be studied most cffectively and
fruitfully by adopting a syntactic approach. These sounds and
acts are like the letter symbols of mathematics in that they arce
abstract and can therefore be interpreted in any way we like.
There is additional evidence from Vedic ritual that leads to the
same conclusion. The rites are traditionally transmitted from
each generation to the next with the help of methods and
techniques that pay exclusive attention only to their form.
Meaning is not mentioned, and interpretations are not given. Of
course, interpretations, or rather: speculations, exist. but they
are no part of the ritual tradition. Such interpretations arc found
ctsewhere, for example, in religious and philosophical texts. The
irecitations and chants that accompany ritual are also handed
|down without paying attention 1o their meaning (in as far as they
Ipnssebs meaning: for many chants and some recitations consist
i of meaningless syllables). Whereas all recitations and many of
" " the chants are handed down in schools or houses, independent of
their ritual applications and uses (see Staal 1961), ritual knowt-
edge is primarily transmitted during ritual performances and
their rehcarsals. This applics (0 a limited extent to ritual recita-
tions. as illustrated by my earlier reference to “prompting’
{above page 181).

The transmission of ritual is illustrated on the Frontispiece,
where an experienced ritualist, Cherumukku Vaidikan Vasude-
van Akkitiripad. instructs his son Vallabhan, during the 1975
performance of the Agnicayana, how to perform the nihnava ritc
{see page xi: AGNI 1:359; MacFarland-Staal 1988; and cf.
Brough 1950). The son, C. V. Vallabhan Nambudir. was the
voungest among the seventeen officiating priests (he assumed
the office of Nesta). He was already an excellent reciter, and had
witnessed numerous rites and ritnal performances, but at the
time of the Agnicayana he had never performed nihnava himself.
His father appearcd at the right time, and showed him precisely
how to do it. No words were used. Neither father nor son would
pause to think of the outsider's guestion, what the nilinava rite
is supposed 1o mean. This is how ritual is transmitied - snecess-
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fully, onc mught add. since it has gone on in India for about three
thousand years. What is rcmarkable about this casc of ritual
transmission is that it disregards not only meaning, but does not
cven use kanguage.

'l"l_u: most important contecmporary anthropologist to pay ai-
tention to music 1s Lévi-Strauss. According to Lévi-Strauss
(1964). there exist close links between myth and music. which
are both “*machines or instruments for the obliteration of time.™
Mustc 1s also, according to him, *‘the supreme mystery of the
sciences of man™ (fa supréme mvstére des sciences  de
"homme). 1L 1s remarkable. however, how a synchronistic
approach. valuable not only in its own right, but necessary lor
Ihe understanding of structure, may obscure simple diachronic
lacts. In the scheme of evolution, music is obviously much older
(han myth. If there is a link between the two, il can only be that
mylh has adopted structures inherent in music. Since ritual
displays similar structures, this cxplains the parallelisms be-
tween myth and ritual that have often been mentioned but that
do not signify anything.

F.évi-Strauss sees music embodied in “‘that God, Richard
Wagner,”” who has always exercised a morbid spell in French
micllectual circles. But this is mere fashion. like 1.évi-Strauss’
own presentation of Le cru et le cuit as a musical composition,
stibdivided  into Overture, Theme and Variations. Sonata,
'ugue. Three-part invention. Rustic symphony in three move-
ments, “The concelt is not new.” says George Stciner, “‘one
fmds it in Baudelaire’s theory of correspondence (1o which
I evi-Strauss implicitly refers), in Mallarmé, and in Broch’s
Death of Virgif, a novel ordered in analogy with the changes of
mood and rhythm in a string quartet. Lévi-Strauss does little,
morcover, 1o enforce the musical mimesis. It remains a labored
ren ol esprir " 'The passage that contains the phrase referring to
minsic s the supreme mystery of the sciences of man.”” says:

Bt ~imee misic is 2 language with some meaning at least for the immense
maenty ol mankind . although only ctiny minority of people arc capable
of Tormulatmg o meaning iy i, and sinee it is the enly langnage with the
contrshctory attibutes ol bemg al onee intelligibe and untranslalable,
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the musical creator is a being comparable to the gods, and music itself
the supreme myslery of the sciences of man, a mystery hat all the
various disciplines come up against and which holds the key to their
progress (Lévi-Strauss 1964:26; English translation 1969;18).

L.évi-Strauss often uscs concepts taken from linguistics or
communication theory. A distinctive feature of human language
is that it possesses, in addition 1o phonological and syntactic
components, a third component which 1s semantic and which
enables language to convey meaning or “‘transmit messages’’
{Chapter 6). This semantic component is hinked in a precise and
intricate manner to the other two components, so that meaning
1s systematically cxpressed by the speaker and understood by
the hearer when structured sounds are transmitted through the
air. Misunderstandings between users of a language occur, of
course, but on account of this system, combined with redun-
dancy and other communicative devices, these are kept to a
minimum. Otherwise language could not function,

Music and ritual are not languages precisely because they lack
the corresponding third component, Music can convey $0 many
different things because it has no ntrinsic meaning: there is no
systematic relationship between its structured sounds and these
many things. Svstems of music differ not only between cultures
(which 1s true of language); it 1s also patent within a culture that
music means different things to different people who are equally
faomliar with it (which 1s not truc of language). The only features
of music that can be universally pereeived arc either the purely
structural and physical (corresponding to syntax and phonology
in language). or nonmusical accessorics such as names or titles,
provided of course they are explicitly attached. For this reason,
Debussy’s piece called after a cathedral does not convey the
meaning cathedral in the systematic manner in which the word
“cathedral’ of a natural language such as English refers 1o a
cathedral (see above, page 177).

Music, then, conveys no message. IUis intelligible only in two
respects: objectively with reference to its structure and physical
properties. including labels arbitrarily attached 1ot and subjec
tively with reference 1o everything clse il may or may not convey
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(o various individuals. depending not only on their imagination.
but also on their individual past experience {**La musique est un
[hit de mémoire™ as the French proverb says). Music is untrans-
latable because there is nothing to translate (for transfation of a
sentence A in onc language into a sentence B in another language
15, roughly, detaching the meaning expressed by the form of A
(rom A, and providing it with a new form, B). That the alleged
niessages are sent out by a few and understood by many is not
only false (because there arc no messages 1o understand) but
also irrelevant: with reference to language the same can be said
and would be tautologically true of prophets. but this throws no
light on the nature of language.

That in music, form is more important than content has been
cxpressed by musicians and musicologists in different ways. |
~hall confine mysell to two examples from Igor Stravinski:

Fregard music essentially as incapable of expressing anything whatso-
ever: a sentiment, an attitude, a state of mind, a natural scene. ete.
Fapression has never been an immanent property of music . . .

The phenomenon of music has been given to us only for the sake of
ordering things. [t requires for its realization, necessarily and uniguely,
aconstruction. When the construction is complete, when order has been
cslublished, everything is said and done. 1t would be uscless to seek or
expect anvthing else (quoted in Boulez 1966: 9-10).

should we, then, abandon meaning altogether? Itis difficult to
~av. al this stage. On methodological grounds we should pursue
the synlactic approach that has been totally neglected in the
~indy ol ritual in spite of the [act that it obviously works. In
adder to do this, we cannot operate on a level of gencralities. Our
it must be specific, exact, and as exhaustlive as possible. We
have seen that such data are available in India and other parts of
A, and can be studied through literature as well as through
heldwork. Other ritual traditions of mankind insolar as they are
~0llaceessible should be studied exhaustively and with the same
concern for detail that the Indian and Chinese ritualists them-
elhves already displayed, but that is rarely emploved by contem-
poraly Westerne anthropologists, sociologists, or scholars of
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religion. The resulting structural descriptions should be com-
pared with the structural descriptions of animal rituals, and will
then yield unbiased results with regard fo the relationships
between humans and other animals. When we have done all that
and still feel that something 1s lacking, we are entitled, by all
means, to search for meaning. Even then it recommends itself,
again on methodological grounds, to adopt the Talmudic saying
that is the motto of the Harvard Dictionary of Music although it
1s more appropnate to rituat (which is not only audible but also
visible):

If you want to understand the invisible,
look carefully at the visible,

The Mimamsa philosophy of ritual supplements this:

drste sambhavaty adrstakalpana "vogdr

“for when a visible result is possible, it is improper (0 postulate an
invisible one”” (Mimamsa Paribhasid. ed. Madhavinanda, 1948:73~
74).

Part 111

Mantras

Introductory Note

Wec have seen that Vedic ritual consists of rites and manitras,
.+ term used for recitations and chants that accompany rites and
that are derived from sentences or bits and pieces of the Vedas.
I'he term santra is derived from a verbal root man- which
means ““think’ and the suffix -rr¢ which often expresses instru-
mentality, The etymology, therefore, suggests the meaning:
“mstrument to think.”” However, this meaning fits only occa-
.omally, which is not surprising since meaning is determined by
usage, not etymology (above, page 155). Cognate words in other
Ido-European languages, which include English “*mind”’ and
“micaning,’' are suggestive but this fact is also without much
apnificance. 1f one wants a brief, approximate and practical
inslation of the term mantra into English, “‘sacred formula’™ or
Uspell™ s often appropriate. But such transiations do not
vaplain: they are soothing, at best. The question remains: what
are sacred formulas™ and ‘‘spells”? Modern associations are
unlikely to be helpful and it is more appropnate, therefore, to
wquire what the Indian tradition has to offer. This we shall do in
the next four chapters. That an interpretation like “*spell,”” apart
(rom being vague, is not enough follows, for example, from the
facl thal mantras are not only believed to conjure up deities
which is what a spell may be expected to do; in Tantrism, they
are deities. In other words, there must be more afoot.

The pocts of the Vedas were fascinated by the power of
i prration on which their poetic activity depended and to which
ey relerred with a variety of terms, including those denived
hom the rool dhe- such as diude and dhitih (see Gonda 1963a).
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From this root, or its close relative dhya-, derives the later
dhyvana, the “meditation” which Buddhism introduced into
China {as ch’an) and Japan (as zen). Vedic poets knew that
inspiration is not enough unless it is manifcst in language. These
manifestations were also referred to by several terms, one of
which is mantra. At an carly period. the term accordingly
denoted the versified portions of the Vedas (including the
Rigveda in ils entirety) as distinguished from their prose pas-
sages, called hrahmana, not considered similarly mnspired and
consisting of comments and explanations of the poems given
either by the bards themselves or, more likely and increasingly,
by thinkers of a more speculative bend of mind: interpreters,
scholars and philosophers.

During the middle Vedic period—approximately, from 1,000
B.C.E. 10 500 B.C.E.—ritual became the most prominent expres-
sion of Vedic culture and civilization. The ritual meaning of
mantra already referred to—a recitation or chant accompanying
a rite—was now established and became widespread. Mantras
were derived from all Vedic compositions, and may thercfore
include re. “verse (from the Rigveda),” saman, “‘chant (from
the Samaveda),” yajus, “formula (from the Yajurveda; gener-
ally muttered),”” and nigada, “formula (also from the Yajur-
veda, but generally spoken loud).”” Mantras arc always the
elements that are recited or chanted: they are neither the ritual
acts themselves, nor their glosses or meanings, nor Vedic
cxpressions that prompt such acts. In the later systematization
of ritual, for example in the ritual philosophy of the Mimamsa,
mantras are distinguished not only from brahmanas but also
from the vidhis or “‘injunctions’ that ecnjoin ritual acts.

1 shall primarily study mantras in this second, ritualistic, sense
and in their Vedic contexts, but refer to the later Tantric
(Buddhist and “*Hindu™") uses as well. With reference Lo these
latter traditions. I shall use the term “‘mantra’ in the more
general but as yet unspecified sense in which it is generally
employed in the study of Indian religion. We shall see that
mantras or similar entities occur in other Asian traditions as
well. In India. the emphasis is always on oral ¢lements and
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transmission; clsewhere in Asia, mantras’™ nced not be recita-
tions or chants but may be “*written,”” like the pseudo-Sanskritic
“cosmic writtng” or Ucelestial script™ of Taoism {Bokenkamp
1983:463; Schipper and Hsiu-huei 1986:193).

Many ritual structurcs consist largely of mantra recitation.
The Lsti (Chapter 9A) consists, prior to the final act of oblation,
of mantras {Wheelock 1985:180, for this reason. calls tt a
“mantra cluster’”). Other rites—for example, the Soma se-
guence {Chapter 9B)>—consists of mantras (chants and recita-
nons) as well as acts, According to some Srauta Satras there is
N unc—onc-cor[espamdcncef between mantras and acts, expressed
Ay follows in Apastamba Srauta Satra 24.1.38:

ekamantrani karmani,” cach act is accompanied by one mantra.’”

I'here are exceptions (as the exampics cited demonstrate) but
avcording to the siitra, they should always be marked:

vacanad ekam karma bafomantram, U when it s explicitly stated, one
acl cnrrc'spunds o several
mantras.”  (Apastamba  Sranta
Siitra 24.1.44).

ln actual practice, exceptions are numerous, including many not
caplicitly referred to in the sitras. Among the former, some
cxhibit regu]ar features and are formulated by rules. It is
COIMOT in Srauta ritual 10 repeat rites tour times, three times
with a4 mantra, and the last time without, That 1s, if we refer to
ntnal ucts as AT and to mantras as "M, the resulting
~hructure may be represented by:

AM/AM/AM/A. (1

Fis s often mentioned when such 4 sequence occurs, e.g., in
Bodhiyana Srauta Satra 10.23:21.14:

feo vafiyd taseim canrthgm, Cthrice with o vajus, the tourth time
silently ™ el AGNI 11:524-525).

[he correspondimg practice in the domestic, Grhya rituad 1s a
baple epetttion of the ritnal et of which only the first 1s
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accompunied by a mantra. The rule. which 1 have not found in a
text, is: sk mantrena dvis tuspim (C. R, Swaminathan, per-
sonal communication), Gonda (1980b:362), whe provides similar
references, adds that we also find rites repeated thrice, “‘twice
with different mantras and once silently.”” Thus we find two
structures:

AM/A/A (2)
and:
AM/AN/A (3

(cl. Staal 1988d).

As these examples indicate, deviation from the norm of
onc-onc-correspondence arises more easily through acts being
performed without mantras, than through mantras being recited
without acts. kxceptions are mentioned (Mimamsa Satra 12.4. 1
refers  to mantras  that  do  not  accompany  acts s
akarmasamyuktal) but they are rare. In general, mantras are
more important than acts. Baudhayana illustrates this and dem
onstrates in addition that acts may owe their existence 1o
mantras. In a casc where the number of mantras is greater than
that ot acts. new acts are introduced 1o make up the diflerency
and save the principle of onc-onc-correspondence. Fully de
scribed in AGNI (1:493-503). it is of sufficient interest 1o be
briefly explained here.

Almost all the mantras with which the bricks of the Agnica
vana altar are consecrated are taken from specific sections ot the
Taittitiya Samhita of the Black Yajurveda. However. these
sections contain 118 more mantras than the fixed number o
1,000 bricks, made up of five layers of 200 each (actually, there
are five more since ten bricks are hall as thick as the others: see
AGNI [:202-203, 482-485). Such a discrepancy could be e
sodved in onc of three ways: cither the principle of one one
correspondence 1s violated or abandoned: or the extra manttas
arc not recited; or new acts are introduced 1o make up the
required number.  The  last  alternative s adopled by
Baudhayana: VIR pebbies (called  serbira im0 Sanskiot amd
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bofipparan, “chicken-fish,™ 1n Malayalam) are inserted between
the bricks, like mortar or cement. Each pebble is treated like a
bk, that is, consecrated with three mantras, the first two
Aways the same (as in the case of the other bricks), the third
manira specific to cach pebble and taken from the 118 extra
wantras. Thus the number of mantras and the principle of
roe one-correspondence are both preserved. (The term Surkara,
merdentally, 1s pre-Indo-Luropean: it is cognate with Latin
culcndus and, via Arabic, with Enghsh sugar.) Another impor-
tantrule about the relationship between mantras and acts states:

atutirantiih kavimadin samniparayer
one shoutd let the beginning of the acts ceincide with the end of the
nntras’

(\pastamba Srauta Siitra 24.2.1: this topic 1s further discussed in
Mimamsa Sotra 12.3.25 and tfollowing). An example occurs in
e Isti rite where the offering is made when the Hota shouts
wit' o the last syllable of vawsat, “*may (Agni) tead the offerings
e the gods,™
101, hikely that the idea that mantras are succceded by acts is
velated 1o the practice we find elsewhere of “‘magical rites™
Loy succeeded by ““technical operations.” Tambiah has drawn
artehion to Malinowski’s analysis of the relation between Tro-
liemd magic and practical activity, which shows that “‘the
»hale cyvele of gardening or of cance building must be seen as
v long series of activities which form a regular pattern of M —
Al - T M —T,M->T: where M stands for the magical rite
amd U dor the technical operation that succeeds 117 (Tambiah
el 198 followed by detalled examples).
Fo what extent do mantras refer to the acts they accompany?
It eoimportant 1o hear what this question asks. It is clear that
Foalimanas refer 1o mantras: they were composed to interpret
theme Phil mantras are suitable companions to rites and that
Unoy twa belong together is also not open to doubt. The question
roodoimantrias capresy riles, or express what rites cxpress, or
color toontes an the manner m o which linguistic expressions refer
oothen mesunmes”? Inthe past, many scholars have thrown doubt
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on the nature of this relationship. Gonda has dealt with this
problem in a scries of publications (1981, 1982, 1985), inciuding
a thorough examination of the mantras of the Agnyupasthana
and the Sautramani (Gonda 1980a). Gonda has emphasized that
the scholarly literature on Vedic ritual gencrally refers to man-
tras without ever quoting them in full (S. Einoo, in an unpub-
lished review of Gonda 1980a, shows that Gonda himself con-
tinues to do the same in the majority of cases). It is clear from
Gonda's work that many connections between mantras and acts
cxist. However, most of these are historical connections: they
throw light on the original associalions that may have cxisted
between mantras and rites. But this is not the same as the ritual
function of mantras or their fupction in the ritual system.

If we adopt the synchronistic perspective of the Srauta Sitras,
and look at the system of mantras and acts as a “*systéme ou tout
sc tient”” (as did de Saussure with respect to lunguage) we find,
in general, that mantras do not refer to the acts they accompany.
Absence of reference is what linguists call the “‘unmarked”
case: there is no general term to refer to it. But a technical term
exists for those rks of the Rigveda that refer to, or “‘address’™
(abhivad-) the accompanying act. They are called
rapasamrddha, ‘perfect in form.”” The existence of such a
technical ferm shows that these mantras were rcgarded as
special and exceptional. The majority of mantras, by implica-
tion, do not *‘refer’” or “‘address.”

“Perfection of form’™ means no more than that the mantra
contains a particular word. Aitareya Brahmapa 1.16 (3.5) applies
the term to the mantra Rigveda 1.74.3, which contains thc word
ajani, *is born,” and is recited when Soma “1s born.” It refers
to such cases in the following terms:

etad vai yajfasva sameddham  vad riapasameddham yvat Karmiit
krivamdanam rg abhivadari, “1he perfection of ritual is when it 1s perfect
in form, viz., when the rk addresses the act that is being pertormed™ (el
Kane V.11,1962:1097).

We shall study the relationships between ritual acts il
mantras in greater detail, but it is important that the reader
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develop—pace Gadamer—a feel for mantras first. Mantra is not
cuictly what is sometimes defined as such or what it is felt to be
m subceultures of the counterculture. I shall therefore first list six
representative examples of Vedic mantras. They will be given in
Sanskrit, together with a translation into English. I have omitted
ihe accents for the sake of simplicity even though they are
vonstdered important (we shall return to them in Chapter 24).
Alterwards the six mantras will be placed in their ritual context
et we shall return to their general discussion,
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Six Vedic Mantras

(1) agnidi . . .

apnid jyotismatak kurata | diksita vacam yaecha | patat vacam vaccha |
“Kindlc the fires! Consecrated one, control your speech!
wifle, control your speech!™

(Baudhayara Srauta Sittra 6.6)

(2) mitro na ehi . . .

miitro na ehi swnitradhd Dindrasyornm @ visa  daksinam ! wsann
wsenttam Syonedl Svonam !
“{ame to us as a friend, making good friends. Enter the right thigh of
Indra; you willing, it willing, you gracious. il gracious’

(Faittiriva Samhird 1.2.7.1 1}

(3) yo'sman dvesti . .

volsmtan dvesti vam ca vavam dvisma {idam asva griva api kyntami |
[{e whe hates us and whom we hale, here T cut off his neck!™
(Taittiriva Samhitd 1.3.1.1 ¢}

(4) devasya tva savitah . . .

dovisva Ivi savituh prasave'Svinor bahudbhydm psno hastabhyvam
aviave jrstam mirvapdmi |
U3 the impulse of the God Savitr, with the arms of the twoe Advins, with
the Bamds of Posan, [ otfer you dear to Agni.™
{Taittiriya Samhita 1.1.4.2 m)

(5) indra jusasva . . .

endin pesasva prooveha volti o horibivam Dpiba swtasya tmater ita
snndlion cabanas cortr pneduva B pndvag Jafarant Hdvve A praisyd
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madhor  divo  na fasva  surasya  svarnopd  tvi madidh swvdeo
aguh ! lindras turasan mitro vreeam yvo jaghina yvarr ne ! bibheda
valam bhrgur na sasahe Satritn made somasva [/

“Indra enjoy—drive on,

come, hero—with your two steeds,

drink ol Soma—-like a sage,

loving the sweet, pleased with incbriation!

Indra, your belly—like one to be praised.

fill it with sweet—likc heavens,

with pressed Soma—like paradise,

well-spoken inebriants have gene to you!

Indra fast conquering—like a friend,

killing the demon—Iike ascetics,

he split the cave—like Bhreu,

he conquers his eneries inebriated with Soma!™
(Atharvaveda 2.5.1-3)

(6) ha bu hd bu ha bu . . .

ha bu hd bu hi bu bha bham bham bham bham bham bha bham bham
bham bhum bham bha bham bham bham bham bham | ha bu ha bu ha
bu brahma jajranam prathamam purastat / vi simatas suruco vend a
vart / sa budhniya upama asya va yi sthah | satas ca vonim asatas ca vi
vivah [ hd bu hd bu ha bu bha bham bivant bham bham bham bhéa bham
bham bham bham bham bhi bham bham bham bham bham | ha bu hd
bu hd vu va [ bralima devanam bhati parame vyoman brahma devandin
biati parame vyoman brahma devandam bhati parame vyoman

Here translation becomes morce difficult even than in the previ-
ous case; but it may be attempted, in free fashion. as follows:

"Hey hey hey! BANG bang bang bang bang bang BANG bang bung
bang bang bung BANG bang bang bang bung ! Hey hey hey! Born as
brahman first in the ea-east, Vena has shone oul of the glimmering
horizen. He has revealed its highest and lowest positionemes. the womb
of being and of non-be-beying. Hey hey hey! BANG bang bang bang
bang bang BANG bang bang bang bang bang BANG bang bang bang
bang bang! Hey hey, hey man! Brahman shines in the highest heaven of
the pods brahman shines in the highest heaven of the gods Brahnmn
shines m the highest heaven of the gopodeses!™

theimiriva Aranveagevagana 12.9)

18

Ritual Context

T'he six expressions which we have listed are either mantras or
<onsist of mantras. [ have listed them in a sequence in which the
formal elements gradually increasc and the semantic clements
Jdevrease: that is, they increasingly exhibit **mantra’™ characte_r-
hes. Let us now review these mantras again, and place them m
{he ritual context which conveys their “‘ritual meaning.”” We
!l find that in the simple cases listed first. the rclationship
Letween mantras and acts is simple. In the first case, the mantra
may be said to “‘refer’” to the act. In the later cases, t_hgt
relationship becomes increasingly complex and indirect until it
winlually disappears.

(1) agninn . . .

I'his mantra is a command and belongs to the category of
meada. It is addressed by the Adhvaryu priest, shouting in a
ol voice, to the other priests, the Yajamana, and the
yamana’s wife, after the Yajamina's consecration has taken
plwe. Following the mantra, fuel is added to the fircs, and the
Y .gamana and his wife “control their speech’™ (i.e., they pro-
nounve only what is prescribed. but do not chatter: see AQN[,
1 ++4) It stands to reason to assume that this mantra 1s an
iy command, that has been understood as such by those to
wlom it was addressed. This implies, among other things, tl*_lat
(e Adbvaryu priest is the kind of person who has the authonty
fooeeae siuch commaneds.
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(2) mitro na ehi . . .

This mantra is a yajus. muttered by the Yajamina after the
Soma plant has been purchased by the Adhvaryu from a
merchant. The Yajamina mutters the first part of the mantra
(through . . . sumitradha) when the Adhvaryu approaches him
with the Soma bundle. He then uncovers his right thigh, places
the bundle on it, and recites the remainder of the mantra
(Caland-Henry 1906, 1:46: Sraurakosa, Sanskrit Secction, LI,
[:50). Here no command 15 given or followed. The mantras
accompany an act or acts, and may be interpreted as comments
on that act or on those acts.

(3) yo'sman dvesti . . .

This mantra has a purely ritual use: it is recited when the soil
within a ritual enclosure is prepared with the help of the sphya,
a wooden knife. Onc of the brahmanas associated with this
mantra provides it with an interpretation which is, as is usual. a
rationalization: the cnemy has 1o be excluded from the altar, for
making the altar is a cruel act, “*Let him think of anyone he
hates; he does truly inflict trouble upon him!" (Taittiriya
Samhitd 2.6.4.4). Another brahmana comments: **'There are two
persons: one whom he hates, and one who hates him. Surely. he
should cut off the nccks of both, successively™ (Tuittiriva
Samhita 6.1.8.4; ¢f. AGNI 1:104).

When 1 call such interpretations rationalizations, I do not
intend to deny that there were real enecmies in Vedic times,
whose necks could be and actually were cut off. There is ample
evidence for battles, sometimes intruding on ritual (sce. c.g..
Heesterman 1962). Such a background is reflected in the mantra,
and points to onc of its possible origins. However. the
“meaning’” of the mantra is its ritual use. that is. the act it
accompanies; in ritual terms, the mantra means that the soil s
scratched with the spliva.
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(4) devasya tva savituhlt . . .

This mantra, recited frequently. accompanies and indicates
the measuring out of the material lor an offering (nirvipa). The
first three phrases (through hastabfivam) occur at the beginning
of many other mantras (sce Bloomheld 1906:492-94). Character-
stically, the brafimanas arc unhelpful, c.g.:

He says “"On the impulse of the God Savitr,” inorder to give impulse (o
his actiond. “With the arms of the two ASvins.” (for) the 1wo Asvins
were the Adhvarvus of the Gods, “"With the hands of Pasan,” tor the
suidance {of his actiond, 1 ofler you dear to Agni,”” he offers 11 indecd
dear to Agna Claittirivae Brahmana 3.2.4; Dumont 1957:227-28),

[ liat the ritual meaning is only ““measuring out for an offering™
i~ ubvious from a discussion in the Mimamsé Sotra (2.1.46). The
purpose of this discussion 1s to establish that mantras alwavs
vonsist of a single sentence because they express a sigle
meaning (arthaikatvad ekam vakvam). The commentator Sabara
cluctdated this as follows: “The sotra is explaned becausc
mantras fulfill a single purposc. Devasya tva . . ., for example,
mdicates ‘measuring out for an offering’. The words that com-
prise the mantra express precisely this, and theretore consist of
Lsingle sentence” (chapravojanaivad upapannam | vatha tavad
devasya  fveti nirvdapaprakaSanam ftasyea visistasva vdcaka
chavean padasanihas tadvakyam).

(5) indra jusasva . . .

Fhese verses are mantras in the original sense: they are
mispared compositions and may, in fact, have been composed
nnder the mfluence of Soma. This 1s rare, 1if not exeeptional. In
the Ripvedas there ts only one hymn (100 119) which describes the
Clitects ol dinking Soma in detail. Even with respect to this
v, Brough (197 1:341) judges: “"Such a hymn cannot have
Poen composed by o poet under the influence of soma: the
ahthiee ol ats structure excludes ths.

Palont't konow whether ths verdict s true, but there are pood
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reasons to doubt it. [ knew at lcast one mathematician who could
only do mathematics when he was drunk. not on account of the
auspicious inebriation (sumada) of Soma. but on account of the
evil intoxication (durmada) of alcohol. 1t is therefore not unrea-
sonable to suppose that the mantras indra jusasva . . . might
have been composed under the influence of Soma, even though
they consist of svardf meters—relatively uncommon meters
consisting of 34 syllables each.

These verses arc the point of departure tor modifications that
turn them into mantras, Gt for ritual use. They constitute the
cource trom which ritualists have constructed the beginning of
the sixteenth Soma sequence called the “gixteenth™ {sodasi).
There is a good arithmetical reason for the number sixteen
(Chapter 9B), but it is also & [avorite, auspicious number (se¢,
¢.g.. Gonda 1965:115-130). The Sodasi Sastra consists of
anustubh verses, their mcter defined by a sequence of four
octosyllabic verses, each consisting of 8 syllables. An anustubli,
therefore, consists of 32 syllables. that 1s twice sixteen.

Since the mantras indra jusasva . . . cousist of threc verses in
the svaraj meler, and the first verse of a $ustra recitation is
always recited thrice, we have 5 X 34 = 170 syllubles at owr
disposal. If we disregard the syntax and meaning of thesc versces,
and concentrate on the counting of syllables only, we can make
use of 160 = 5 x 32 syllables to obtain 5 anustubi verses, leaving
an excess of 10 syllables. Such a procedure is in accordance with
the stress on formal features such as meter that characterizes
Vedic mantras. In terms of syntax or meaning, the resulling
anustubh verses do not make scnse, for they are arrived at by
cutting off the last rwoe syllables of the first verse and adding
them to the beginning of the sccond (which 1s a repetition of the
first): cutting off the last four of the second and adding them to
the beginning of the third (another repetition of the first); cutting

off the last six of the third and adding them to the beginuing of

the fourth: cutting off the last eight of the fourth and adding them
to the beginning of the fifth: and cutting ofl the Last ten of the filth
and puiting them 1n storage. so Lo speak.
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The entire procedure may be pictured as follows:

/32/@ - 32
30 + (@) — 32
ENIoRE

24 + {9 — 32

@@

Lo provide a translation is hazardous, but an idea may be gained
from the following:

1. Indra enjoy—drive on,
come hero—with your two steeds,
drink of Soma—-like u sage,
loving the swect, pleased with!

Inchriation, Indra enjoy,

drive on. come, hero. with

vour two steeds, drink of Soma,
ke i sage. loving the sweel!

b Pleased with inebriation—Indra,
enjoy. drive on. come., hero,
wilth your two steeds, drink of
Soma like a sage, loving!

{ I'he sweet, pleased with inebriation, Indra,
vour belly, like one to be prased. fill,
it with sweet—Ilike heavens with.
pressed Soma, ke paradise well-spoken!
tnebriants have gone to you, Indra,
tust conguering like a friend killing,
thie demon like ascetics he split,
the cave like Bhrgu he conguers!™

he remaimnder— " His enemies incbriated with Somal” —is used
foo the beginning of the next part of the sodasi Sustra, which ]
Dl ot write out in full, because it results in the same kind of

i ters. and the sinne Kind of absurdities in terms of syntax and
RTINS TS
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Later in the Sastra (which is very long) use is made of a
tcchnlquc called vihranam, ‘‘intertwining,”” or 'transpo-
sition.”” lts first occurrence is in the construction of two
anustubl verses (consisting of 2 X 32 syllables) from intertwin-
ing a gdvalri verse (consisting of 3 X 8 syllables) with a pankti
verse {(consisting of 3 % 8 syllables):

IxgE=M
x & =40

L

4

2 x 32 = 64,
The gavatri verse is Rigveda 1.16.1:

& rvéd vahanti harayve vesaftam somapitaye | indrg (va stracakyasah
“The tawny horses take you bull e the Soma drinking.
You, Indra, with your sunny cyes!™

The pankti verse is Rigveda 1.84.10:

svedar riha visuvate madhval pibanti guwvuh { v inedred sayavarir
vesna predanti sobhase vasvir anie svarajvem !

“I'he gauri cows drink from the sweet ligquid, lmsu, to the ritnal. enjoytng
themselves with their companion, Indra the bull, to took beantiful;

henchicient (o his supremacy.”
The intertwining ol these two is as follows:

G fva verhaptn haravas svador ithd visavatah [ vesanam somapitaye
madhvah pibanti gauryo ¢/ fndra tea sitracaksaso ¥a indrena sayivarih /
vrsnd madanti sobhase vasvir anu svarajyo {

In this construction, the portions from the underlying gayatri
verse are in italics. and the portions from the underlying pankti
verse are in Roman. (The -o ending is another featurc of sastra
recitation, to which [ shall return.)

The meaning can only be guessed al. but the following may
convey some of its flavor:

“The tawny horses ke from the sweet. bisic (o the it You hall 1o
the Sema drinking. the garrn cows drink from the liguid. Yo, Indri, with
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vour sunny eyes—enjoying themselves with their companion. Indra the
bull. 1o Iook beautilul; beneficient to his supremacy.”

An intoxicated Sanskrit scholar might interpret this as a poetic
nndering of a Soma orgy: however, it merely results from the
metrical arithmetic of the vikaranam technique. In terms of
Lyntax or semantics, nonc of these mantras make sense; their
nial meaning, on the other hand, is straightforward and uncon-
noversial; they constitute the first portion of the sixteenth
vasfFd.

[n the sequel there arc further cascs of vikaranani, and also
mstances where mantras. though recited in regular scquence,
s re-analyzed into anustuebh meters by counting the syllables
ol their original meters differently. The reader interested in these
cvercises can find them in AGNIL, 1:661-663, and can listen to
e on the accompanying cassette. The examples given should
e sufficient to iflustrate the ritual use and meaning of such
mnlras,

(6) ha bu ha bu ha bu . . .

These mantras are chanted by the Udgata priest of the
Sanaveda after the Adhvaryue has placed a small image of a
polden man (hiran-mavapurusa) above the lotus leal that was
cathier deposited and buried at the center of the Agni ficld: later
(he large bird-shaped altar of the Agnicayana will be constructed
ihere. These chants (see AGNI, 1:414-417 and the accompany-
e casselte), which continue through some of the following
Htes. consist of four parts, and the mantras we are considering
Constitute the last chant of the third part. In this third part, many
hants are similar in structure. They start with: ha bu ha bu ha
b . Tollowed by a triple repetition of six syliables, five of
them identical, and the first a vanation, e.g.:

phied phiat pdunt phat phat phat

B Ben B Braee e Tine has
Lo doear frvee fevar fovat v

Lhe, 1w Tollowed, in cach case. by o verse, generally from the
Fipvedin, set (o musie e oaccordinee with o melody {saman),

- __}__




208 Muntras

after which there i1s another round of meaningless syllables and
finally a “‘coda’ (nidhana), also meaningless.

Such meaningless syllables from the Simaveda are called
stobha. It Vedic mantras are called bits and pieces, it is the
stobhas thal arc the bits. Stobhas are very similar to the
biju-mantras of tater Tantrism, to which we shall return (Chapter
20).

The six mantras we have reviewed suggest that the ritual use
of mantras has little or nothing 1o do with their meaning. This is
independent of the fact whether or not these mantras had
meaning to begin with. What is important for their ritual use is
the formal characteristics they possess. The stobhas of the
Samaveda are particularly rich in repetitions, inversions, inter-
polations, and other specific structures. This is the topic of the
next Chapter.

19

The Syntax of Stobhas

The stobha chants of the Samaveda may be analysed from
different points of view. I shall not be concerned with cither
textuad or musical analysis, but with the structure and distribu-
non of some of these chants. The material, based upon the 1975
performance described in AGNI, is in several respects different
(tom the Srauta texts, as a comparison of the following notes
with Parpola 1983 shows.

When referring to the unpublished chants of the Jaiminiya
Samaveda, 1 adopt the system of reference used in the manu-
woripts put at the disposal of Asko Parpola by Itti Ravi Nambu-
dirt, the foremost sdmagu of Kerala. In these manuscripts—
written down in the Malayalam script, without sound notation,
.nd Jargely from memory (that of [tti Ravi, his clders, and his
pupils)—the  Jaimintya Arcika is divided into 112, the
Ciaamageyagana into 59, and the Aranyegeyagana into 25 olfuy
o songs”. | oshall chiefly refer to the chants of the
Manvegeyagana, which the Nambudiris call candrasdamani,

Jneon chants™”. A reference such as AG 25.7 would thus denote
the  seventh saman of the 25th arar of the Jaiminiya
Aranyegeyagana . For the terminology. sce below, page 297.

I'he first Agnicayana chants (AGNIT 1:410-411) are sung im-
mediately after the Adhvaryu has placed a lotus leaf at the centre
ol the Freld of Agni (agniksetra) over which the bird-shaped altar
will subscquently be constructed. The Udgata enters, and takes
upy his position to the west of what will be the tail of the bird,
aunst the northern post of the castern door of what will Jater
bevome the Havirdhana shed. From this position, he sings most
of the Lamineya chants that characterize the Nambudin Agnica-
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yana. The first chant is based upon a cryptic mantra of the
Taittirtyasamhita (4.2.8.2d), which also occurs in the Atharva-
samhita (4. 1.1}, but not in the Rksamhita. The Adhvaryu recites
it ut the same time, while he places the golden breastplate
(rekma) which the Yujamana wore at his consecration to the
north of the lotus leaf:

hrahinia faficnam pratfamam prastad
Vi simatadt spraco vera avah

sa budhniva npeond asva visthal

NN ©a VRN asatas oo viveeh

“Born as brahman lirst in the east,

Vena has shone out of the glimmering horizon.
Fle his revealed its highest and lowest positions,
the womb ol being and non-being. ™

This verse (above, page 200) 15 turned into a chant consisting
of the five customary parts (1: prastavea: 22 ndgitha; 3: pratihara;
d: upadrava;, and 5 nidhana: sce page 299 by prefixing and
alfixing stobhu elements that will be reterred to with the help of
capital letters, in the following manncr:

A: Tuive ha vi

B: hesava

C: an ho va

D: ¢ rtam amrtam.

I shall refer to the four lines of the verse of TS 4.2.8.2d with the
help of lower case letters: 4, b, ¢. and d, respectively. Then the
chunt can be represented as follows:

prastaiva: A A Ba/

udgitha: b/

pratihdara: ¢/ 1)
upadrava: dAABC/

nidhana: D DD/

We need to adopt one more conveniion fo ioterprel ths
correctly: whenever there s atriple occnrrence ol aosrobilue, vz,
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an expression of the form X X X, the final syllable of the third
occurrence is lengthened. For example, in D 1D I3, the third
occurrence ends in eonrtam, and nol in amriam.

Written out in full, the above expressions represent the
lollowing chant, which is Jaiminiya Gramageyagana 33.9.2:

prastava:  Jueve hd vi huve ha yi hesavalbrahmad jajidanam
prathamam purastat/

idgitha: vi stmatds suruco vena @ vatl

pritihara:  sa budhnva upama asya vavisthal

upadrava:  safas cu yonim asatas ca vivah huve ha yihuve ha
vi hesdavd au ho val

mdhana: e rtam amrtam ¢ rtam amrlam ¢ rtam ameiam/

e only feature that is not represented in the formula (4} 1s the
lengthening of certain vowels within the Yines a, b, ¢, and d of the
acnlra. OF course, further abbreviations of this representation
are possible. For example, the sequence A A B may be
replaced by W™, In that case, the chant becomes:

Wal

b/

¢/ (%)
dw(C/

DDD/

142 [d —

RV N

[ he advantage ol these representations is that they picture the
Stnctnre of the chant clearly, and enable us to compare the
Suctures of different chants with each other. Such representa-
hans also cnabje us to cxpress in a simple form differences
Letween different traditions and schools. For example. the
corresponding Kauthuma-Rapayaniya chant differs from the
above Liiminiya varicty only in that two of the srobha clements
have different forms: A has 1o be replaced by:

At five T i

aind Bohas 1o be replaced by
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B*: ki yd va.

If these substitutions are made in (3), the result is Kauthuma-
Randyaniya Gramageyagana 321.2 (in the edition of R. Naraya-
nasvan Diksita).

From now on, | shall not write out the texts in full, but only
represcnt them by symbolic representations such as (4) or (3).

The second chant of the Udgita that accompanies the Adh-
varyu's rite with the golden breastplate is a musical composition
on a single word: sufya, “truth’”. The stobhas may be referred to
by:

E: hoyi
F: ha d vy vi
G e suvar jyotil

The chant may then be writlen as:

AG 25.24: satvom ! satyva E sarya & satva F /G, (6)

How much more abbreviation or simplification should be re-
sorted to, in a case like this, depends entirely on the occurrence
or nonoccurrence of other chants of a similar form: it there are

no others, there is no point in abbreviating any further, but if

there are, it depends on the degree of similarity between them to
what extent Turther abstraction may be helptul in expressing the
structure.

Afler these relatively modest beginnings. the Udgata bursts
into a much longer sequence of songs. These accompany the
deposition by the Adhvaryu of the golden man (hirammayapii-
rusa) upon the lotus leaf, and continue through several subsce-
quent rites. This sequence consists of four parts (AGNI [:414-
417). The first is called the Great Chant Grahdséaman: AG 25.7),
and the second consists of seven songs {AG 9. 1-7), based upon
verses of the Purusa hymn of the Rigveda (10.90), with changes
in the text and in the order of these verses. 1 shall not analyre
these two parts here. because it is not cisy to extract or abstract
a general strocture from them.

The Syntax of Stobhas 213

The third part begins to exhibit marked regularities, partly
obwcured by irregularities. 1t is quite possible that the latter have
«rept in over the centuries. for these chants have been sung for
almost three millenia. This third part consists of nine Moon
Chants, AG 12, 1-9. Four of these, AG 12, 3-6, consist entircly
ol stobhay and are relatively short. Of the remaintng five. three
(A 12, 7-9) exhibit the same structure. and two {(AG 12, 1-2) a
very similar patlern. 1 shall confine myscelf here to the structure
that is the most obvious, and that can be represented in a simple
niinner with the help of our notation if we adopt onc further
Convention, viz., express repetition of clements by superscripts.
| or example, instead of writing “R R R R R™ for a five-fold
repetition of the element **R™, 1 shall write: B S

The structure of each of AG 12, 3-6 may now be represented
by

p? (QR5)3P3
X

p’ {()Rﬁ);a prp#
Y

(7

Ihe use of parentheses Is self-explanatory: everything within
parentheses shoudd be repeated as many times as is indicated by
(e superscript - following  the  closing  parcnthesis.  Thus,
(OR")™ stands for: “QRY QR® QR™'. or: “QRRRRR
ORRRRRORRRRR. X’ represents an undertying mantra,
Jdiferent for cach of the three songs, and 'Y’ represents the
nndfteana which consists of the final portion of this mantra and/or
A woblte. The stobhas which exhibit the invariant structure are

0, and R OF these, P is the same in the three

AN
P:  ha bu.

' s o maodification of P which is used in the final round
when P s repeated only once and its third occurrence (like
e conrteniennrtam we considered belore) is replaced by:

P e v v
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While the structure of the three chants 1s the same, the
remaining sfobhas, **Q and R, are difterent, in the foliowing

manncr:

AG 12.7 has : phat

R: phat
AG 12,8 has ;. ha bu

R: hau
AG 12.9 has () bha

R: bham.

Written out as far as its stobhes are concerned, the last chant,
for example, becomes:

hda bu (3 X)) bha blram bham bham bham bham (3 X)) hda bu (3 %)
X
ha bu (3 X) bha bham bham bham Bham bhamw (3 X)) ha bu
(2 X) ha vu va
Y

In this chant, X happens to be the same mantra TS 4.2.8.2d we
have met with before. The structure of AG 12.1-2 deviates to
some extent from this pattern (7), but it also possesses the
characteristic feature “(QR™)*", in the following manner:

AG 12.1 has Q. «

R: hu
AG 122 has Q: ka
R: hva

The fourth and last part of this sequence consists of a single
chani, simifar to the chant for the golden breastplate (61, but with
purisa as the main stobha:

AG 25250 purusom ! purtisa B purasa Vo puriasa VDG (R)

After the agnikserra has been prepared, the ritual continues
with the piling up of the five layers of the sl The bricks e
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consecrated by the Adhvaryu on behalf of the Yajamana, and the
L:dgata contributes songs to some of these rites. [ shall here
consider the sequence of chants that is sung when the “*Space
tiller Bricks™™ are consccrated. Most of the bricks are consc-
crated in a specific order, and are therefore numbered, at least
conceptually {cf, Staal 1982, Lecture ). The only exceptions
are certain bricks, occurring especially in the intermediate layers
i, the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th), that are conscerated without an
mdividual mantra and in any order. These bricks are not
consecrated without mantras, but the mantras are the same for
cach brick. There are three: the first two are called rayadevata
and sidadohasa. These are used for the consecration of every
(wick of the altar. The third is the specific “*Space Filler™”
tekampraa) mantra (Tailtinya Sambita 4.2.4.4n):

lokam praa chidrast prad 'tho sida sivad bram
indrdent tvd briaspativ asmin yordv asisadun

“Fill the space! Fill the hole!

Then sit down in a fricndly manner.
Indra, Agni, and Brhaspati

have placed vou in this womb.™

While the Adhvaryu recites these mantras over the Space
I iller Bricks, the Udgata intones eight Space Filler Chants: AG
15 6 and AG 25.32-37. 'The latter six are of the same form as
i and (8), but other stobhas are substituted in the place of safya
UL FN AT

33, AG 25.32: agna for Agni

$4. AG 25.33: vaya for Vayu, “wind”

5. AG 25340 siarva, tsun’’

560 AG 25.35: candra, “*moon’’

570 AG 25360 naka, vault”’

%8, AG 25,37 Yukra “glow’ or UVenus.

e widhana portions are not always the same. At this point it
has become obvious that it would be helpful to express the
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structure of these chants by representing them by means of a
general functional expression, ¢.g.. W (X), defined as follows:

W(X) = "X-om/! XhoviX hoviX haavival”

In this expression, ““X-om’ " is obtained from "X by replacing
the final **-a”” of X by ““-om>". An cxample is:

W(satya) - “satyom | satya ho yi satva ho vi satya ha a vu
va !l

The different nidhana portions may now be substituted, and
all the chants of this form that we have so fur considered may be
represented as follows:

AG 25.24 YWisatva) G

AG 2525 Yipurusa) G

AG 25.32 Wlagna) ¢ jvotih
AG 25.33 Wlvdva) e raja
AG 25.34 W{sarva) ¢ bhraja

AG 25.35 Wcandra) e a bhedjd
AG 25.36 Winaka) e prstham
AG 2537 W{sukra) ¢ bhrdla bhrdja.

Other chants of this form arc sung by the Udgata on the three
occasions {(on the first. third, and fifth layers of the altar) when
the ““perforated pebbles™ {svavamatrand) arc deposited at the
centre by the Adhvaryu in collaboration with the “‘lgnorant
Brahmin' (AGNI 1:419, 461, 505; cf. Staal 1978a and 1982a:42-
33). Using our notation, these threc chants may be represented
as follows:

on the first laver: AG 252} Wibhiar)G  (for bhi, “earth™)
on the second laver:  AG 25.22 Wibhuva)G  (for “sky™)
on the third layer:  AG 25.23 W(suva)G  (for “*heaven™)

In each of these three cases, G represents again: ¢ suvar
Jvotih.
The last sequence of songs 1 shall consideras chanted alter the
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Livd altar has been completed and fully consecrated. 1L is now

ubrating with power, ferocious (Aritra) and dreadful (ghora),
Ll has to be pacified and brought under control. To this cnd the
Adhvaryu, assisted by the Pratiprasthata, pours & continuous
hbation of goat milk over the furthest western brick of the
notthern wing. This brick is chosen because it 1s eccentric, 1.e.,
(.1 from the centre of power, and also becausc 1t can be easily
approached trom different sides (AGNI [:309 sq.). Whi]e per-
lorming this oblation, the Adhvaryu recites the famous Satari-
Jrva o Rudram (Taittiriya Samhita 4.5), which derives Its
popularity partly from the fact that it was later interpreted within
ihe perspective of Saiva theism (Gonda 1979). During this
oblation and recitation, the Udgata chants a scquence of 57
~amans, together called Flow of Milk (hksiradhard). Thesc chants
fist very long and continue after the Rudra ccremonics have
Leen completed. Their complete structural analysis would take
ap more space than is available here, but 1 wish to draw attention
1o (wo of their most siriking {eatures.

| <hall first take up the onc that appears last. The final

eventeen of these 57 Flow of Milk chants have the structure of

i and (R) we have just considered, and incorporate again the
Lants we have already mentioned. The others can be repre-
~ented in a straight-forward manner with the help of our notation
i terms of Woand G:

11, AG 25.21 (see above page 216)

w02 AG 25.22 (see above page 216)

513, AG 25.23 (see above page 216)

w4, AG 25.24 (sec above pages 212, 216}
wIn. AG 25.25 (sce above pages 214, 216)
6. AG 25260 W (gaar) G

s AG 2527 W oka) G

SR AG 25.28: W (agner hrdaya) G

490 AG 2529 W ldvanr) G

s AG 25300 W tantariksa) G

sl AG IS AN ety G

SN AG DS R (see above pages 215, 210)
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§53. AG 25.33 (sce above pages 213, 216)
§54. AG 25.34 (see above pages 213, 216)
§55. AG 25.35 (sec above pages 213, 216)
§56. AG 25.36 (scc above pages 215, 216)
§57. AG 25.37 (scc above pages 215, 216)

In this list, 1 have only incorporated the representation of the
“new'’ samans, viz., samans we have not yct met with, The
other representations have already been provided. Thus far, the
survey of these structures conveys an idea of the distribution of
a specific chant structure or melody throughout many sections of
the Agnicayana ritual. This structure is fike a musical theme that
appcars and reappears, with variations, at many important
junctures of the ceremony.

The second structural feature | wish to discuss occurs carlier
in the Flow of Mitk chants: in the ten chants §18-827(AG 11.1-
10). 1 shall write out the first of these in full, to ¢learly exhibit its
structure:

§18. ha bu (3 )y aham annam (3 %) aham annddo (3 X) adham
vidhiaravo (2 X) aham vidharaval f ha bu (3 X) vad
varco hiranvasva | yvad va varco gavam uta | sdivasyi
brahmano varcah | tenamasam  sejamasa vilha bhua
(3 XY aham unnam (3 X) ... vidharavah (as at the
beginning) / ha bu hea bu ha vu va ! ¢ aham annam aham
annddo aham vidharavah (3 X) e aham swvar jvotil |

This chant incorporates o mantra, vad varco . .., from the
Jaiminiya Arcika (107.34) which also occurs in the Kauthuma-
Ranayaniya tradition, but is neither found in the Rigveda nor in
the Yajurveda. The structure of the chant cxhibits a spectl
feature that may be represented in a simple fashion il we make
use of indexed lower case letters 10 express clements, as follows:

=

wy: ahanr annam
a.0 aham annddal

[«

-

ayr ahant vidliaraveds.
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The special feature of these chants 1s that the mantra yad varco
.. which 1 shall refer to a8 Y7 1s preceded by the structure:

3 ]
iy dy

and followed by the structure:
(a, a, ay)’.
I'his feature occurs in all the ten samans. but the number of

clements need not always be three. Using the following abbre-
vialions:

P: ha bu
P fd v v
T: e alreun snvar jyotih,

the gencral structure of the ten samans is cxpressed by:

Pra L a P Y Pral i PP P et L)t T
We are now in a position to specify the number of clements
i 177, and the elements themselves. for each ol the ten samans,
as Tollows:

YUK, 1= 3 ur gham annam
a,: ham annddah
ay: aham vidharayvah

31900 = 3 ag agham sahal
Ayt aham sasahih
Ay alean sasahanah

2000 1wy aham varcah
SN0 = Ly aham Lejali
AR 4 a1 manojait

WL hrdavameajait
iy fndrofait
ay ahan ajatsam

AR T dooay disandulie
il dlivesdiede

a3

—
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ay. disoduhe
Ay sarvaduhe

824, i =1 a,: vayo vaye vayah
This could alternatively be expressed as:

i=3 a; vavah
ay. Vavah
Ayl vavah

§25. Same as §24, but with ripam instead of verveh

§26. 1 - 4 ar ndapapiam
as: irddhonabhdam svakrsi

Ay vvadvauksam
A, ladandm

=

An irregularity here is that Pis; i bi ya au.

§27.1 =12 a,: prathe
a,: pratvastidm

This chapter has dealt with only a few of the structures of the
slobhas of the Samaveda. There are many more types and nonc
of them have been studied. [ have three concluding remarks. The
first is the most obvious: these chants exhibit structures that are
sometimes similar to musical structures, but almost always
totally different from anything found in the syntax of natural
languages.

My second remark relates to the psychology of the chanters,
All these chants are transmitted orally and learned by heart,
together with their order, distribution, interrelationships, and
ritnal applications and uses. Such an astonishing feat of memo
rization can only be accounted for by assumung thal such
abstract structures as we have postulated and expressed by
symbolic formulas are actually represented, mmosome form or
other. in the minds or brains ot the chanters, This reflects the
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vhvious fact that it is possible to remember such vast amounts of
malerial only because of implicit, underlying regularities.

My third concluding remark relates to the significance of these
clnits. We have witnessed, even in this relatively small sample.
many strange forms, strange from a linguistic point of view, and
.uI\.n}rrangc for anyone who is looking for meaning, cspe&ially

rvlu.gious meaning.”” It should be obvious that language or
n‘]l}t_]l.‘)n are nol proper catcgories within which to evaluate the
apnilicance of these rituat chants. Rather, their significance lies
m the structure and composition of the resulting edifice, and the
abedract structural gualities that we have represented by formu-
Le. If there arc anywhere structures similar 1o these ritval
fratures, its in the realm of music. This is not so merely because
the Samaveda may be described as “mantras set to music.”
What 18 more significant is that the structure of these chants,
hedh internally and in relation to each other. corresponds to
msical structure, Close parallels to these structures are found,
Lo cxample, in the complex expressions of polyphonic music in
[ wmope during the eighteenth century. The ritual chants of the
\rmcayana resemble 1o this respect the arias of Bach's orato-
nonand are similar in character: their language is uninteresting,
then poetry mediocre, and their meaning trite: but the sounds.
sorl their themes and variations, inversions., interpolations, and
counterpaint, and the particular distributions of theie clemeﬁls 18
wlur makes them remarkable. To those who have grown up in
v hoctradition, and who have learned to perceive and appre-
ciate it s traditional perspective, it is the structure of these
chants that reveals to a large extent what s felt to be their
(TR

)
[
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Vedic and Tantric Mantras

Having gained some idea of Vedic mantras, we are now in a
position to discuss other types of mantras. The first that require
atlention are the mantras of Tantrism: for although mantras are
inportant throughout the history of the Indian tradition, with
lantric ritual they move once again 1o the center stage. [ shall
pronarily discuss Tantric mantras from Hindwism, and occasion-
ally refer to their Buddhist counterparts. As for Jaina mantras,
(he most important is a sct of seven that developed from ritual
~dutations and refuge seeking formulas (see Jaini 1979:296-297).

several schelars have attempted to charactenize the difference
between Vedic and Tantric mantras. One difficulty is that the
Litter have not been studied as well as the former and are only
now beginning Lo receive scholarly attention. However, some of
these comparisons have failed because even Vedic mantras have
v con inappropriately described. Wheelock (1988:118), for exam-
ple. las written that “the Vedic mantra truthfully describes and
thereby actualizes a bandho between ritual object and cosmic
entity,”" and that the Vedic mantra **stands as a means to the
cieds of (be sacrifice. The Tantric mantra, on the other hand,
1. the essence of the ritual procedure, 15 an object of value in
H\:'“ L

It 15 clear that these expressions are not applicable to any of
(he mantras we have considered. Wheclock™s terms are obvi-
ously anspired by the Brahmana literature and not products of
e osen Tancy. However, that does not make them any more
volevant Brahmana mterpretations are more Fanciful than any-
thing contemporary scholars have yet come up with. Most
manteas, Tor example, do not deseribe, nor do they refer to

e il Err o T o . 2
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cosmic entities. The further we proceed along the six entries of
our list. the more obvious it becomes that mantras are ends in
themselves. The Udgata continues to chant long after the golden
man has been laid down. There are no specific ritual acts with
which any of these mantras are individually associated, and
which could explain their occurrence—just as therc are no
events in the life of Christ that explain any bars or themes in the
C Major Aria “Geduld!” for Tenor and Cello from Bach’s St.
Matthew Passion. Yedic and Tantric mantras, therefore, are nol
differcnt in terms of the characteristics attributed to them by
Wheelock.

According to Padoux (1963: 296), Saivite mantras are different
from Vedic mantras becauvse a Vedic mantra is essentially &
verse or a group of verses: “‘un verset ou un groupe de versets.”
However, as we have seen, this is applicable only to the textual
sources of some Vedic mantras. 1t does not apply to prose
mantras, to stobhas, or to any ol the numerous sounds and
noises that pervade the other ritual uses of the Vedas. Moreover,
cven if a Vedic mantra seems to be a verse, in its ritual use it is
not treated like a verse at all. It is treated in the same manner ax
other sound scquences thal never were verses (o begin with. The
counting of syllables that features in the ritual use of fadra
Jusasva . . . (Chapters 17 and 18} is not simifar to the counting ol
syllables that we find in truc versification; it is similar to the
counting of syllables that is applied to stobhas. and is typical of
their ritual use. Even if stobhas are interpreted. as in Chandogyi
Upanisad 1.13.1-4, the interpretations should not be taken
symbolically (as was done by the philosopher Sankara in his
commentary on this passage), but should themselves be cx
plained in terms of syllable counting (see Faddegon 1927, and
Gren-Eklund 1978-1979). In other words, in all these mantras,
language, whether versified or not, 15 not treated 10 the manner
ordinary language ever is. Vedic and Tantric mantras can
therefore not be different on account of the tact that Vedic
mantras are ‘'in verse.’

A functional difference between Vedic and Tantric mantris
may scem to be that the latter are used not only in ritual, but also
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e meditation. But meditation is not so different from ritual as is
~ometimes assumed. 1t 1s also alluded to in the Vedas (sce. e.g.,
Stal  1975:79). Moreover, 4 characteristic of meditation,
mamely, that 1t s silent, is also applicable to the ritual use of
mantras. Both Padoux and Wheelock have emphasized the silent
ise of mantras in Tantric ritual. But silence piays a very
mipartant role in Vedic mantras also. Many Vedic mantras are
aniriekia, “not enunciated,”” wpdmsu, Uinaudible,”” or are re-
oted manasa, “mentally.” The brahsnan priest is in principle
always silent. Though all the deities “love what 18 out of sight™
iparoksaprivd devdh), Prajapal is the one who has a special
melerence for silent mantras and silence (perhaps because he
was not an Aryan deity, and most mantras are Aryan imports).
Fue, Rigveda 10.95.1 says (see lindly 1988:26);

“If these mantras of ours remain unspoken
they will bring no jov, even on the most distant day.™

ot o their nitual use, Vedic mantras are often silent, that is,
clyects of meditation, just as they are in Tantrism.

In terms of the characterizations so far mentioned, it is not
oy 1o make a clear distinction between Vedic and Tantric
mantras. Actually, some of the latter are Vedic, and it is likely
tit o with further study, more Vedic sources for Tantric mantras
wall be Tfound. Varenne (1962) discovered that in the Tantric rite
vl ddunydsa, “touching the body (of the deity or the officiant
who has become the deity),” Vedic mantras from a relatively
bt Veddic text, the Taittiriva Aranyaka, are used. The Vedic
Hanlras e

cantade warvavidvandm svaral sarvabhiténdam brafimdadhipariv
toadimne" divipatie brafimd Sivo me astn sada$ivah

Fuler ol all knowledges, lord ol all beings, brahman masier. master of
bahoen, Brithma, be Tavorable to me, the Alwavs-Favorable!™

Iy the “Tantrie rite, various elements have been inserted and
santocization” has increased as follows:

confer et sarvavidvaemam sasimal aaenaldr Foavdincamerdbon
st By G vviray sanalictacan ansadhivar vemeede S paarveieeding
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ot o D brahmddhipativ brabmana diipativ brafimd {istavai namah |
daksinaminrdhini |

ort hom § Sive me astie maricyal namaft Futtaramirdhni
ot hom | saddsivom | jvalinyal namal [ pascimardbng

The resulting sequence is again difficult 1o translate, that is, to
make sense of in terms of its lexical meaning. In terms of
structurc, however, it is clear. Obviously, the original mantra
has been cut in five pieces. cach of them introduced by the same
bija mantra or stobha: om hom. Then, five items are inscrted and
saluted (. . . mramah), and each piece ends with a direction which
specifies how the head is to be touched:

To Sudini-—on top of the heud;

te Angada {(?)—on the east (front) of the head:
to [s1a (7y—on the south (right) of the head:
10 Marici—on the north fleft) of the head;

o Jvilini—on the west thacky of the head.

it is not uncommon for ‘‘stage directions’ to become parts of
mantras. An example is the mantra susravah, “renown.”” which
accompanies the giving of a stafl to a brahmin boy during his
Upanayana or initiation. The satra text specifies this:

susravah . .. it dandam dadhyvat
“with (the recitation of) ‘susravah . . . he should give 1he staff.™

When 1 filmed this ritual in Madras in the early sixtics, the pricst
recited the entire text suSraval . . . iti dandam dadhyar as it it
were a mantra. On another occasion, when the text specified
other mantras that had to accompany a rite. the priest recited the
mantras immediately foliowed by the “stage direction™ formu-
lated by the text: iti mantrabhvam, “*with these mantras.”

The subdivision of the mantra into five picces that accompuny
the touching of five parts of the body is remuniscent of the five
layers of the Agnicayana altar which 1kari (1975) has shown 10 be
equivalent to the five Aosas or ““sheaths™ of the Tattiryi
Upanisad and which recur in other quintuples. Touching parts of
the body is not uncommon in Vedie citnalz parts ot the body of
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the boy who receives the Upanayana initiation pust mentioned
e also touched by the priest.

One type of Tantric mantras is best known in the West or at
least its counterculture: the bija or “seed’ mantras which often
consist of single syllables, frequently vowels or diphthongs
lollowed by a nasal. We have already met with o and fom . 1wo
wlibles that answer this description. There are striking simi-
Linties between these seed mantras and the Vedic stobhas
cwemplified in the sixth example of Chapter 17 and in Chapter
1. Whether these similanties exist throughout the Tantric
dooan s difficult to determine because so few Tantric mantras
lve been studied. On the Vedie side the documentation is good.
vpart from Maurice Bloomfield’s monumental Vedic Concor-
donce of 1906 (reprinted in India in 1964), we have in the domain
ot stobhas a collection called Stobhanusamhara. published by
Satvavrala Samasramin in the Bibliotheca fndica (Volume (1,
I[85 pages 519-542) and made accessible by van der Hoogl
€199y, This collection contains such stobhas as:

a {ejre  hda-n iy phat
(s hii hm it PRYU
cthova  hahas  ho-i kahvan
bhe heti hime kit up
deuda ha-i hup  mrs Ve
{elbr fam Avair  nant vo-i
{elrd has ihi O

I stobha dada inspired Faddegon to coin the felicitous expres-
~oen T Ritwalistic Dadaism™ (Faddegon 19271 ¢f. Gren-Eklund
[Him [979).

In Tantric seed mantras we find simular or identical forms.
Fhey often occur tn groups of five, a number we meel every-
wheres the Danish missionary Zicgenbalg recorded them in South
Ll i the carly cighteenth century (Caland 1926: 108-109) and the

Cove Svlable Mantea™ (pancakseara) - Neamas Sivdva is found
Hoougertiont Asce tlor Bade Tor example, see Gorrs F920:62-63),

e i 4 o . B




228 Muantras

These seed mantras often reflect phonological discoveries of the
Indian grammarians. The following quintuple ilustrates the five
semi-vowels of Sanskrit phonology disguised as mantras and
incorporated in a mystic diagram, the Sri Cakra (sec Michael 1986:

134}

han
yam
vam
ram
lam

Elsewhere, we find the vowels and diphthongs of Sanskrit
developed into a system of mantras, ¢.g. (Brunner 1986::102):

fram ham
him him
hum him
hem haim
hom hawm

Such “‘phonological’” systems of mantras are neither rare nor
confined to India. Similar mantras occur in the 1986 volume on
Mandalas and Mantras, edited by Padoux. in which the Michael
article just quoted is published. The entire Sanskrit alphabct
becomes a system of mantras and is found on representations of
deities such as Hanuman, whose limbs they cover. Quiside
India, similar systems occur throughout Asia whercver Tantric
influences have gone: Central Asia, China, Korea and Japan,
and the countries of Southeast Asia. Numerous cxamples are
found. for example, in Hooykaas' monographs on Balinese ritaal
and in Payne’s dissertation on the Japanese goma ceremony
(1986).

In Tantrism, mantras arc placed in diagrams and circles,

mandalas or yantras, like those studied 1n the 1986 collection
edited by Padoux, in Understanding Mantras (Alper 198%), and
in earlicr publications such as Zimmer 1926 and Pott 19661 live
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relerred to them elsewhere ina cosmological context (see Staal
1''8d). For the distinction between mandala and yantra in the
Saiva tradition, see Brunner 1986a. For illustrations of yantras in
Hali in the form of simple drawings of the human figure with the
mintras added, see Hooyvkaas 1983:341-348.

A characteristically Tantric doctrine is that mantras and
deities are identical. This is referred to in passing by Goudriaan
11981:130), but emphasized by Héléne Brunner (1986b:129) who
h.s advanced the hypothesis that the point of departure for this
s lies In the @havana or invocation rite. The argument runs, in
rongh approximation, thus. The Tantric ritualists generally as-
e that the deity is present as soon as the mantra that invokes
it has been recited: the two thus being co-extensive, the notion
arose that the deity was already present in the mantra. These
wleas are not confined to Tantrism, except the strict identity of
mantras and deities. The notion that deitics are called down by
nuintras, songs or invocations, and that they heed those calls, is
A common interpretation of Vedic rites and is frequently ex-
pressed in the Vedas themselves. For example, Rigveda 1.6.9:

wtetlt pariimann d gahi dive va rocandad aditi

van axIaRn rajate givalt

“Cume down, vou who are always going around, trom there or from Ihe
divine realm of light! The songs propitiate you around!™”

o Rigveda 8.1.18:

widlra o adba va dive brharo rovandd adhi
vve vardlasva panva gird mama Cjata sukrafo pria
{ome here from earth or from the large divine realm of light!
tiow your body by these songs of mine, complele your descendents,
vou skilllul one!™

Somaveda 111

LR}

cit vl vitave grpano havvaddrave
Come here, Agni. to the feast, after being extolled, come to the gilt of
ol g !

e connection between these mvocations and the making of
nhiltions o olferings texpressed by two dentical verbal roots
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hui-), led Thicme to the hypothesis that Vedic ritual originated in
a Gastmahl, ateast offered to a guest. | shall return to this theory
which has been defended with ingenuity but does not account for
the ritualization that characterizes ritual (page 438).

The Vedas come tantalizingly close to the further step, that
the invocatory maniras are detties. The Mimamsa philosophers
assertl that the deities are entities postulated in order to give ¢
semblance of existence 1o what 1s reterred to In o mantra by u
name. According 1o Mimamsa SOtra 9.1.9, ritual is the principal
factor (pradhiana) and the deity a subordinate factor (guna). The
commentary by Sabara on this passage shows, however, that the
idea of deity in Vedic ritual 1s in some respects different from
whut it became in Tantrism. Ganganatha Jha, who transtaled this
commentary (Jha 1936,111:1432-1437), has summarized it in the
following terms (JTha 1942:336-337):

The deity and the effertng material are both accomplished entities, while
the act ol ritual 1s what 15 o be accomphshed. The deity, thercfore,
cannot be the prompter . . . The view of the opponent makes it necessary
10 admat of deities having material bodies and actually cating and
drinking the sobstances oilered and this idea is utterly repugnant (o the
Veda, which does not lend support 1o any such idea regarding detties,
The text yuoted by the opponent regarding the right hand of Indra (" we
have taken hold of what is Indrea’s right hand™"} [CF. the thighs of [odra,
the arms of the Asvins, the hands of Pasan in examples (2) and 14} of
Chapter 17] does not mean that Indra possesses a right hand. Morcover,
even il he did. 1t would be impossible for any human being 1o “tuke
hold™ of it. .. . 'The texts that speak of the urms"" of Indra heing Ry
or his “feves™ as tawiv-—all these are purely ceulogistic. Nor is there
actoal feeding or eating ut rituals: i Tact, the deity never cats. - .

Hélene Brunner made a special study of the limbs of Siva (ha
arc touched in the Tantric kdfanvasa rite. Touching the deity is
cquivalent to touching one’s body in accordance with a principle
frequently invoked in Tantric texts:

vt deve rarta delee cintaver ti vivah sanod
“the intelligent person mnst vealize in his own body Ghelied whet e
realizes mothe divine tunape) Gdeve)™
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ihunner 1986a:100), There also coxists a close correspondence
lvween the limbs of the divine body and the midlamantra or

rool mantra™ which imvokes the deity. This mantra is divided
milo parts that are called limbs (esgal. Brunner has referred to a
fassage ol o late Vedie text, attached to the Advaliyana Grhya
“witra. which refers to nvasa and invokes the tamous Gayatri
mantra, taught at Upanayvana and recited daily by almost every
Lahiman:

Ll SO vET Ve vitm

hhuarge deveasya diiimahi

dhiiver vo nudt pracodavat
“May we reeeive this desirable
light ot the god Savilr,

who shalb impell our thoughts™

Aapveda 3.62,10). The Asvalayana text subdivides the mantra
o pieces called wiga, each ol four syllables and connected
wath parts of the body. For other subdivisions and insertions sce
Vaenne 1962:186, who refers to Brhad Aranyaka Upanisad
te 4y,

Bionner has quoted several Tantric texts that support the
conclision that the limbs of the deity are set up following the
ivision of the mantra and not the other way round. This
apprests that the Tantric deities themselves originated at least in
Pt irom mantras, Such a hypothesis would explain the notion,
alten met with in popular books, that there are millions of gods
e Thinduism. For enormous quantitics of mantras are imagined
tonesist i superior worlds (70,000,000, for example: Brunner
9560091 and note 9). That gods come from language is a variant
ol tThe Witlgensteinian doctrine adumbrated by Max Miiller. that
nmn tholopy and philosophy are diseases of language. We have
valtered down Western versions in personificd allegories. for
Cuample, Victory, Melancholy or the Muoses. sometimes solidi-
e o i the Statue of Liberty, an idol as welcome in Tantrism
ot would be unwelcome in Islam.,

e Fantric rite of avaseg, imposing o mantra®™ (on the body:
Fadouy T Indesd expresses prmatily o svstent of mantras so

b
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that it is misleading to characterize it as a *‘ritual projection of
divinitics into various parts of the body ™ (Eliade 1958:210-211).
The idea is connccted with the more spectacular aspects of
Tantrism dealt with in popular literature, cspecially its emphasis
on sex. which is not absent from the Vedas either (see, e.g.,
Brhad Arapyaka Upanisad 6.4).

In Vedic, meaningless syllables such as the Tantric “*seed™
mantras are not confined to the Samaveda but occur also
elsewhere. In the $astra recitations of the Rigveda. for example,
there are lengthened “*o” s (see Chapter 9B: Episode L. Ele-
ment 3). They often end in a nasal which results in the famous
mantra OM.There are also insertions of somsavo which means
““Let us both recite!” but is treated as a similarly meaningless
element with various forms (c.g., sosomsave.) The Adhvaryu
responds wilth othamo daiva, athamo daiva, othano daiva
made, modamo daivotho, and other “*bizarres contortions litur-
giques.”” as Caland and Henry (1906, 1:232, note 8) called them.
In the Asvalavana tradition of the Rigveda. the Hota priest
murmurs before the beginning of his first Sastra:

suomat pad vag de

(Caland-Henry, 1:231). Each Sastra recitation moreover, has its
own synlactic structures which have nothing to do with seman-
tics. During the noctural rounds in the more advanced Soma
rituals, for exampie, the first quarter versc is repeated in the first
round, the second in the second, and the third in the third {sec
AGNI, [:663-680, 11:750-752, and above page 182).

The Samaveda is different only in the sense that the choreog-
raphy of mantras becomes richer and more varied. Most of the
ritual chants consist of claborate structures. generally preceded
by: & him, and certain sequences by: him. The patterns become
so complex that the priests keep track of them by constructing
figures, catled vistuti, with the help of sticks on a piece of cloth
(for illustrations see AGNI, L:Figures 48-51}. In many mclodies
(called gavatra) the udgitha or second portion of the chant, sung
by the Udgala, is:

O ved o v o oves hime blue o va

T
Ll
T

Vedic and Tantric Mantras

In musical chants. the occurrence of such sounds is of course
not surprising. Their tunction is simply to fill out the melody
when there is no text. The same holds for insertions such as o or
sonnsavo. This is found all over the world. The Kosi of Camer-
oun insert whistling in their chants {Dammann 1963: 117}, but this
i exceptional. In general, melodic inscrtions are induced by the
phonological structure of the language in which they arc in-
werted. For example, feisa hopsasa would not fit in a Vedic or
Sanskrit context, but fits in German when sung by Papageno in
Movzart's Zauberflore:

Der Vogelfiinger bin ich ja,
stets hustig, heisa hopsasa!l

{ieisa hopsasa is reminiscent of the kind of sounds one would
use, In German, when addressing a horse or a pack animal. 1t
would be helpful to know what sounds the Vedic Indians used in
cveryday life in similar circumstances. Such information would
nol assist in explaining the ritual meaning or use of mantras, but
it waould throw light on their origins and on the associations they
may have evoked in ancient India.

Before closing this scction 1 should make brief references to
aon-Tantric forms of Hinduism and to Buddhism. It i1s often
awsumed that Tantric mantras are different from the other
nuantras of medieval Hinduism. However, there are similarities.
I'he so-called Puranic mantras, or mantras prescribed in the
IMiranas, are a casce in poinl. Whereas they are literally mean-
wylul, unlike the Tantric biju-mantras, they are treated as if they
were devoid of meaning. This is shown by the fact that the
meanbrins

nesle Sivava, Chomage to Siva”

o wameedt Siviva. OM! Homage 1o Siva™

o o adrdvandava, T OM! Homage 1o Narayana®™

o o bhagavate vasadevdayva, ©OM! Homage to Lord Vasudeva®

s igavardmeaoyajavarama, T tHong) live $ri Rama, live Rama, Rama
live!”

are nof distinguished from cach other (as scholars are likely to
aetnned by the dilferent deities to which they refer, or by their
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meanings. but by the fact that these mantras are, respectively,
five-syllabic (padcaksara), six-syllabic (sadaksara). cight-syl-
labic, twelve-syllabic, thirteen-syllabic, etc. (Kunc V. [958,
1962, notes 219 and 1775). Just like Vedic and Tantric mantras,
these Puranic mantras are treated not like utterance of language
but as if their main characteristic were the number of their
syllables. This is both characteristically Indian and characteris-
tically ““mantra.””

In Buddhism, the term most irequently used for mantra is
dhirarani. The theoretical distinctions made by the Yogicara
philosophers arce especially reminiscent of Vedic notions. They
distinguish  artha-dharani,  “‘mcaning(ful)-memorizations,”
which consist of words and phoncmes, not yet formulated or
even expressed mentally, from mantra-dhdarani, which are sim-
ilar but more effective: Bodhisattvas use the latter to alleviate
the afflictions of beings. This distinction is related to tha
between dhdarani and samadhi or “*concentration’’: whereas the
latter is always associated with thinking (cirtasamprayikia). the
former. according 1o these theorists, may be associated with
thinking or dissociated from it {cittavipravukia). In other words,
some dharant are meaningfu!, others meaningless: but all are
treated similarly and belong to the same category (Lamotte 1V,
1976- 1857-1859). This speculation is compatible with the Vedic
and Tantric uses of mantras which is also characterized by the
fact that they are independent of the distinction between mearnt-
ingful and meaningless.

The idea that mantras are meaningless goes back to the Vedie
ritualist Kauatsa. Both the Nirnkta (1.15), an early work on
etymology from the Vedic period, and the Mimdamsa Sitra
(1.2.31-39), refer (o his doctrine that ““mantras arc meaningless™
(anarthakda mantréah see below page 373 and Staal 1967: 24-26,
45-47). This view has always remained the view of i minority,
for most Indian commentators and phiosophers have tried (o
provide maniras with meaming even 1 it meant invokimg the
improbable or the impossible. In the Brahmanas we have fonnd
ad hoc interpretations, contradictions and rationshzanons. i
the later literatures of Hinduisorand Buddhisn sucl sationiliza
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nons develop, and tend 10 become more systentatic, In Buddhist
philosophy, a distinction is made between “explicit meaning™
tnitartha, Tibetan: nes don) and “implicit meaning™ (#eydrthe,
lbetan: dran don: see, e.g., Murti 1934:254; Ruegg 1969:36,
1773:58). In Buddhist Tantrism this developed into [ull-fledged
wystems of ““hermeneuatics.™

Such systems and concepts derive from metaphysics and are
ol directly concerned with the practice of mantras. Steinkellner
(1978 studied one such system. duc perhaps to Candrakirti,
which distinguishes one literal and three “*Tantric™ meanings.
I his system formed the basis for the Guhyasamija school and
wis adopted by Indian and Tibetan exegetes tfrom the eighth
century onward. It should be noted that, as in the case of the
Brahmanas, nothing is authoritative about such interpretations.
they are the predictable professional views of philosophers,
heologians, and excgetes all over the world. They need not be
taihen scriously as possibie explanations because they them-
welves stand in need of an explanation. They do not throw light
vn the nature of mantras.

I'here are more important kinds of evidence that have to be
Liken into accour! belore we can conceptualize., explain or even
moiure the history of the Indiun mantra from Veda to Tantra.
Iimdu as well as Buddhist. Foremost among these are tech-
muques of ¢chanting and recitation in the context of which many
aintras developed. The relevance of such evidence is clear in
the case of the Simavedic stobhas, which can only be under-
Joad within the context of the chants and melodies (saman) of
the Samaveda (see, ¢.g., Staal 1961, Chapter VIID. For Buddhist
Chants, Paul Demiéville has collected the relevant facts i 1wo
arheles, published with an interval of half a century between
them (tDemiéville 1930 and 1980). The evidence from chant and
vootion (or hymnology ™™, in the words of Demiéville) is far
oo nch and varied to be taken into account in the present
contest: bot it demonstrates, among other things, the impor-
Lo coof musical categories for explaining some of the charac-
teontwes that distimginsh mantras from language. The close
volaittonship between mantras and  music ceflects the general
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relationship between ritual and music (sce Chapter 16}, All we
can do in the present conlext is emphasize that mantras cannot
be understood unless their musical character is taken into
account. This constitutes one recason why mantras cannot be
explained in terms of language.

It remains a curious fact that monosyllabic mantras of the
stobha type reemerged in Tantrism after apparently lying dor-
mant for more than a millentum. Their popularity stands in need
of an explanation, not their occurrence somewhcre on the
subcontinent. For traditions of Samaveda chanting have been
handed down without interruption from Vedic times, and con-
tinue to the present day. Knowledgeable Simavedins have
always been rare, secluded, orthodox, and reluctant to divulge
their art: but we need only assume that one became a Tantnc or
Buddhist and chanted stobhas for the edification or entertain-
ment of his fellow sadkakas or monks. Though controversial,
this would not be unhecard of. The Buddha himself had on several
occasions asked a young novice with a beautiful voice to come
to his cell at night and chant (Demiéville 1930:93). An opportu-
nity for transmission in centers of Vedic and Buddhist culture,
such as Banaras or Kanchipuram, was always available. That
such mantras found their way into meditation is not surprising,
especially in Buddhist monasteries. Their subsequent diffusion
is known as the spread ol Tantrism in India and over large parts
of Asia.

21

Performatives, Pragmatics and
Performance

In Sanskrit, the performative force of an entity is called its
vieddhi. 'This is one of those formations that cxemplify the
productivity of Sanskrit morphology. The root sidh-, the weak
torm of yad/i-, means “‘establish, accomplish.”” Therefore,
wwddha means “established™ and siddhignta the finally estab-
lished view in philosophy and in the traditional sciences in
rencral. Sddhana is the means by which a result 1s established:
(o1 cxample, ritual practice interpreted as a means. Sadhaka is
the practitioner or follower, sometimes wrongly translated into
I nglish (hecause of the similarity in sound?) as “*Seeker™™:
vironceous, because the Indian s@dhaka does not seck but follow .
Vnother related term s sa@dhva, the l.hing—to—be—cstablishéd, that
.. m logic, the conclusion. Finally, siddhi becomes the supreme
performance: the Siddhas are the happy few who have obtained
iand become Members of the Spiritual Establishment.

21A. Performatives Again

What I propose (o do in this chapter has nothing to do with
Saddhas but deads with the Western categories of “‘performa-
nves” and Uperformance,”” and the discipline of **pragmatics’”
which has a similar imtermediate status. We have seen (Chapter
bothat Austmintroduced performative utterances in an attempt
torpo bevond the customary logical categorization of utterances
vosbatements that are eher true or false. This is not quite
conrect, as Quine painted out, bat these mterances of Tanguage
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are in any case utterances that in saying something also establish
something.

Tambiah made the most important contribution to the theory
of ritual in the seventies by giving grounds for abandoning the
semantic approach and advocating an analysis in terms of rules
{Chapter 13}, Tambiah tooked upon rites as things that do not
mean but do something. This 1s different from Austin in two
respects: Tambiah did not claim that rites do something by
meaning something: and he did not state that for rites to do
something is not surprising wafess 1015 by saying or meaning
something. Rites, after all, arc acts. In India, they have always
been called Aurmdni, which means “acts.”” The ancient Greeks
also called them Spopeva (dromenda), “activities,”” which corre-
sponds to Latin «eta. Negattvely, the view that Tambiah de-
fended was salitary as @ corrective to the over-emphasis on

symbols and meaning that had begun to invade the study of

ritual, in anthropology as well as the study of religion. Posi-
tively, it constituted a return to earlier views and common scense
on the one hand, and made an important innovation on the other,
The scholars who defended the do wf des docirine., for example,

had always interpreted ritual as consisting of acts and not of

nfferances. But Tambiah was the first to establish that the
exclusive ecmphasis on meaning had become an obstacle to an
adequate understanding of rtual, and that ritual acts had to be
understood in terms of rides,

In dealing with mantras. Wheelock (1982, 1987) defended
views that are in some respects similar to Tambiah’s because he
also took his inspiration from the performatives explored by
Austin and further analyscd by Scarle. The view he espousced,
that mantras are speech acts, was more radical than the view
that rites are performative acts. For although it was generally
agreed—albeit tacitly—-that mantras belong to the realm ol
speech. it had not been claimed before that they could be looked
upon as acts. 1t s to be noted, however, that this view 1s nol
supported by the Indinn tradition which had made o basic and
clear distinction hetween acts and mantras, as we have seen in
the Introductory Note to Part T o Sanshert, aomanieiis sever
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called an act (Le., karman or kriva). The two arc distinguished in
order that a one-one-correspondence between them can be
established.

Wheelock began his discussion with Austin’s distinction be-
tween locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary acts, and
concentraled on Scarle’s taxonomy of illocutionary acts as
“perhaps the most significant advance over Austin’s primitive
classification™ {Wheelock 1982:54). In order to clarity this we
“hall slightly modify Austin’s original formulation into saying
that speech acts have three Kinds ol torce, the locutionary, the
dlocutionary, and the perlocutionary. The illocutionary force of
aspeech act is concerned with the effect the speaker intends to
moduce in the hearer. This was developed by Paul Grice—
wubsequently by S. Y. Kurodae—and led to Searle’s classifica-
fions of speech acts based on the assumption that all speech acts
ae concerned with such effects, viz., with fntention.

Adopting Scarle’s classification, Wheelock pointed out that
there ure several basic differences between “ritual speech acts™
ad “ordinary speech acts.” For example, “"the very basic
requirement that an ordinary speech event involves a speaker
Al o hearer is one that is often lacking in ritval specch acts™
iWheelock 1982:58). Also, “‘the most essential distinguishing
teature ol ritual utterances is that they arc speech acts that
Convey little or no information™ (ibid.). Wheelock referred, with
apparent approval, 1o Tambiah’s view that ““in ritual, language
appears 1o be used in ways that violate the communication
Inction’™ {page 57).

Wheelock and Tambiah 1968 are undoubtedly right that man-
s do not always require a speaker and a hearer, are not always
Communicative and do not necessarily convey information. In
faon, they rarely or never do any of these things. However, that
mantias cannol be speech acts follows directly from Scarle’s
view, hecause on his view, all speech acts involve intention and
1o abvious from the six representative mantras illustrated in
Clapter 17, that most mantras do not involve intention. The
theory according 1o which they are performatives depends,
morcover, on the assamphion it mantras are linguistic utter-

X




2440 Muantras

ances. We have already seen that rites are not performatives
because they are not linguistic utterances. We shall see that
mantras are not linguistic utterances either and hence are neither
speech acts nor performatives.

The confusion to which Tambiah and Wheelock fell prey may
be summed up in the following terms: both adopted a philosoph-
ical distinction which was applicable to the area which logicians
and philosophers had long been discussing. that is, the area of
language and linguistic utterances. But since it had not been
established that rites and mantras are utterances of Janguage, the
distinction failed to apply to these catcgorics. Applying it to rites
did not make sense since it was already agreed that rites were
acts; and applying It to mantras was unpersuasive because the
Indian tradition consistently distinguished between mantras and
acts throughout the long period of its development.

We should be grateful that Indologists, anthropologists and
scholars of religion look beyond the boundarics of their disci-
plines and attempt to make use of concepts developed by
philosophers. It has not been my intention to criticize Tambiah
or Wheelock for misunderstanding or misapplying such con-
cepts, but merely to disentangle some of the confusions thal
casily result. It is not uncommon for philosophers themselves to
misunderstand these concepts. Scarle criticized Foucault for
claiming that statements were not speech acts, and Foucault
replied in a lctter to Searle of May 15, 1979: *As to the analysis
of speech acts, [ am in complete agreement with your remarks.
[ was wrong in saying that statements were not spcech acts, but
in doing so [ wanted to underline the fact that I saw them under
a different angle than yours™ (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983:46,
note 1).

Though mantras are not spcech acts, Austin’s ideas nmay
throw light on mantras in another respect. Austin was originally
interesied in performatives, which he contrasted with constative
utterances. Later he arrived at the conclusion that afl speech
acts exhibit both featurcs or forces. Performatives are specch
acts that perform acts in saving somcething (¢.g.. promising o1
baptizing). They cannot be Filse, but they e goowrong, or be
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‘unhappy.”” Austin formulated six conditions for the felicity of
performatives. The first four are:

iA.1)  There must exist an accepted conventional procedure
having a certain conventional effect, that procedure
to mclude the wttering of certain words by certain
persons In certain ¢ircumstances, and further,

tA.2)  the particular persons and circumstances in a given
case must be appropriate for the invocation of the
particular procedure invoked.

(13.1)  The procedure must be executed by all participants
both correctly and

{13.2)  completely {Austin 1962:14-15),

[t 1s ¢lear from what has been suid before that mantras are not
porformatives: they do not perform acts, and need not say
anylhing., However, their usc is governed by condilions that are
mnlar to Austin’s four conditions, The chiel differences are that
nantras need not have an effect, or a visible effect (the Mimamsa
thinkers devoted much discussion to their adrsta, “invisible™”,
cllects): what is uttered need not be words; and there need not
v more than one person uttering a mantra. 11 1s certainly o
necessary conditton for the use of mantras, on the other hand,
that only the appropriate person can properly use them (¢.g., the
vdhiviiryu priest: see above page 72). In general, only brahmins
can o utter or hear Vedic mantras. Within a given ritual perfor-
manve, only the appropriate priest can usc the prescribed
mantias ol the proper place and time. In order to be abie to
dicharge this priestly function, a person has to be eligible, and
clected beforchand. The election of priests constitutes a special
cetemony (rivigvarana) that takes place at the beginning of a
tiioal performance (AGNI, 1:313-316).

While Austin emphasized, in his illustrations, the appropriate-
ness ob the speaker e.g., a bridegroom saying “*Yes, [ will,”” or
A person nanung o ship), Indian theorists have been equally
vore crned abowut persons hearing or receiving mantras as about
e who tecite or give them. Fhe restnictions in Veda and
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Tantra arc similar. No mantras may be learned from books.
They can onty be learned, at the appropriate time, by cligible
students from eligible teachers. Members of low castes, or
people beyond the pale ol caste (such as outcasles or forcigners)
may be punished (e.g.. by having molten tead poured into their
cars}) for hearing Vedic mantras even inadvertently. Among
Vedic brahmins, other restrictions obtain. Fhe few Samavedins
of Kerala, for example, will not teach their mantras 1o Rigve-

dins, thereby further endangering the continued existence of

their own Veda, In Tantrism {as in Maharishi’s “T'ranscendental
Meditation™"}. a person is given his own mantra, and i1s not
supposcd to divulge it at any time.

All such conditions are similar to those formulated by Aus-
tin—only they go further. Mantras should be pronounced cor-
rectly and completely; but they should in addition be recited
with the correcl degree ol loudness. at the correct pitch, and at
the correct pace (Apastumba Srautasitra 24.1.8-15: below,
page 353). Moreover they, or their specifically prescribed por-
tions (e.g.. bhakti in the Samaveda), should be recited tn a single
breath (see AGNI, 1:311. 602, 622). All such requirements that
govern the use of mantras resemble the conditions formulated by
Austin, but they are more extensive and more stringent than
anything that applics to the normal use of a natural language
such as English or Sanskrit.

21B. Pragmatics

Performatives are a calegory of linguistc utlerances that are

acts that perform something. Their analysis 1s therctore part of

semantics. the discipline that studies the relations between the
expressions ol a language and their mecanigs—which may
include sense, reference, and whatever other category of mean-
ing philosophers, logicians, linguists or others have convineingly
postulated. Performatives do more than connect with “reality™
through referring; they make an impact upon il In so doing,
performatives may be said to go bevond senumbics. There s
another arca of studies that s also closely related to semantics
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without il being quite clecar whether it shoutd, or should not be
regarded as part ol it: pragmatics. Although this ficld of studies
has never turned into a broadly recognized discipline, 1t ad-
diesses real problems. In such sentences as: “"You were here
vesterday,” the truth of the sentence depends on who is “'you,™,
where is there.” and when was “yesterday.”” When these
variables vary. the truth value of the sentence may change. 'or
cxample. if | say “You were here yesterday™ 1o Peler it may be
fiue while if 1 say the same 1o Kazoo it may be false. Saying it
0 different places at different times inercases this varability.
Variubles such as “you,”” ““here’” or “yesterday™ have been
called “indexical terms,”” “‘egocentric particulars,”” or “‘loken-
rellexives™ (in the words of Peirce. Bertrand Russell, and Hans
Keichenbach, respectively). Carnap imtially considered prag-
malics an empirical ficld of investigation (Carnap 1936—1937) but
wubsequently dealt with its theoretical foundations (Carnap
1217), Tollowing which the field was developed as a lormal
~ystem by logicians such as H. Kamp. D. Lewis, R. M. Martin.
1 Scott, R, Stalnaker and especially Richard Montague (1968,
1970 reprinted in Thomason 1974). I related pragmatics to
vistin's performatives and attempted a linguistic analysis of onc
ol it characteristic features {Staal 1970a).

'ragmatic nolions were current in ¢classical antiguity as well as
m ancient India; they are undoubtedly here to stay. At the same
tine . the status of pragmatics as a science has so far remained
midetermined; in lact, it may be argued that, outside the domain
ol Tormal logic, pragmatics died in Jerusalem (Staal 1971).

Pragmatics is generally defined, following Morris and Monta-
e, as the discipline that is not only concerned with the
relanions between expressions (as s syntax), or belween expres-
aons and their meanings (as is semantics), but with the relations
helween expressions, their meanings, and their users or contexts
nluse. Pragmatics may be relevant 1o the study of ritual and
maniras provided we extend the notion of ““expressions™ be-
voud Lmguage sooas o melude rites as well as mantras. This s

whoat Tambiah and Wheelock did unsuceessfully, for mantras or
Prtes e oot Hhe s e @ X pressions in possessig, meining or
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rcference. [ is appropriate in the present context, however,
because they are similar 1o linguistic cxpressions in that they are
being wsed. They involve, therefore, the specific features thal
arc the subject matter of pragmatics, namely, users and contexts
of use.

In the Vedic arca pragmalic relationships arc straightforward
since the users. exccutors or perlformers of rites and mantras are
invariabiy the same in almost all ritual contexts. Like the ritual
acts themselves, most ritual recitations are cxccuted by the
Adhvaryu on bechalf of the Yaamana. although on specific
occasions other priests recile partcular picees. In Soma cere-
monies, the Sastra recitations are always executed by the Hota,
Maitravarupa. Brahmanacchamsin or Acchavaka priests in ac-
cordance with specific rules. The ritual songs are always chanted
by the Udgata. with a few cxceptions, well-known from the
tradition (e.g.. the Subrahmanyahvana: AGNI [:369, 386. 596),
while the stuti or storra chants of the Soma ritval are always
cxccuted in the same fashion by the trio of Prastota, Udgata and
Pratiharta. Were we to add a list of exceptions and special cases,
the information containcd in the present paragraph, suitably
formulated. would therefore take care of pragmatic problems as
far as the users are concerned.

As for “contexts of use,”” the ritual context determines
throughout whalt is 1o be recited or chanted, as well as when and
on what occasion. The knowledge of these contexts of use is an
important part of what constitutes a knowledge of the ritual—the
knowledge that distinguishes a ritual specialist from a nonritual-
ist. But such “pragmatic’ information depends on the structure
of the ritual itself, and cannot replace the latter.

A pragmatic analysis of the function of the uscrs of the
mantras, i.e., of the priestly functions, may throw light on their
postlion in socicty outside the ritval enclosure. Such an analysis
pertains to historical reconstruction and is therefore a dinchronte
enterprise, unlike the synchronic analysis that sceks to under-
stand the ritual as a system. One contemporary scholar who has
studied these historical problems fruitfully is the German San
skritist Kinus Mylus, Mylios has, for example, analvsed the
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ollices of two Rigvedic priests who take part in the Soma
ccremonies, the Poti and the Acchavaka (Mylius 1977 1982;
1986). His analysis led him to conclude that both these priests
had a lower slatus than the majority of the other officiants, but
that the Acchavaka occupied the lower status of the twoi he isin
lact refated to the vaisva class. The Pota is referred to in the
Rigveda. where he is assigned menial jobs: the Acchavaka is of
later origin and he is not ““clected” but “called.” Yet hus office
cannot have been created long atter the Rigveda, as was, for
cxample, the office of the Gravastut.

[t is clear from these examples that a pragmatic analysis may
e relevant 1o historical reconstruction. However, pragmatics
does not have the same function here as it has in linguisucs or
philosophy., because it does not apply to individuals who deter-
nune the truth valuc of a statement, but to priestly functions
which are stereotypical roles.

21C. Performance and Competence

Turning now to “performance™ we are faced with another
+oneept taken from the confines of contemporary linguistics and
philasophy. **Performative Stoudies™ have been applied 1o the
Lty of rituad and are atso applicable to mantras. So far, this has
nut shed much light, as we have scen {(Chapters 15 and 21A),
Applying pragmatics makes more sense and yet. the results do
aol contribute to the study of ritual systems (21B). Applying
performance studies (which has nothing to do with “performa-
lves”") has not shed much light either but this is not to say that
the concept of “performance™ is not applicabie to ritual. Rituals.
Alter adl. are performed, and it is their manner of performance in
which students of performance are intercsted. The lack of
arceess of these studies is due to the fact that they bave adopled
+ behavioristic or phenomenological perspective and confined
then attention Lo a feature of “appearance™ that cannot be
ansderstood withomt paying attention to its underlying reasons,
Covses, of Creality. T Taon petformanee’ 1s based upon Tfcom-
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petence,’” and may be described, but cannot be understood or
explained, without taking competence into account.

Without using these neologisms and in only slightly mislecading
but simpler terms, we say that what people do 1s based upon
what they krow. This knowledge need not be conscious. let
alone consciously formulated knowledge, but there must be an
internal structure that explains overt hchavior, wnless 1 1s a
product of chance. It has accordingly become clear, especially in
linguistics. that the investigation of performance will proceed
only so far as the understanding of underlying competence
permits (see, e.g., Chomsky 1965:10-15). According to
Chomsky, any investigation of an activity such as language or
ritual

necessarly deals with performunce. with what someone does under
specific circumstances . .. To the extent that we have an explicit theory
of competence, we can altempt w devise performance maodels to show
how this knowledee is pul 1o use. I we knew only that language consists
ol words. our performance models would necessanly be very primitive
and of restricted interest; we could study (he sequence of linguistic signs
and their formal and semantic properlies but nothing clse. With u richer
theory of competence that incorporates structures of greater depth and
intricacy, we can procecd o more interesting performance models.
Study of performance relics essentially on advances in understanding of
competence. But since a competence theory must be incorporated in
performance model. evidence about the actual erganization of behavior
may prove crugial 1o advancing the theory of underlying competence
(Chomsky [98(E225.226).

The study of generative grammar as universal grammar has
proved so fruitful precisely becavse of this:

We suw that the study of generative grammar shifted the focus of
altention from actual or potential behavior and the products of beluvior
o the system of knowledge that underlics the nse and understinding of
langiagre, and more deeply. to the innate endowment that makes i
possible for humans to attain such knowledge. The shilt was frem the
stidy of language regarded as an externalized object 1w the stdy ol the
system of knowledge ol language attained and internally reprosented 1o
the minddbrain, A generative grammar is nal o set of stadvments alwn
externalized ohjects constructad mosome nanner . Rather b purpants o
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depict exactly what one Knows when one knows o language: that 15, what
has been learped. as supplemented by innate principles. Universal
erammar is o characterization of these innate, biologically determined
principles. which coenstitute one component of the human mind—the
Linguage faculty (Chomsky 1986:24).

I'crformance Theory, at the time of writing an American favor-
e, exhibits all the faults of the empiricist caricature of scientific
method we have studied in Chapter 2. At present it is another,
nat interestingly different, form of behaviorism. It is applicable
lo the study of vitual but only insofar as the understanding of
niual competence permits.,

In linguistics, or psycholinguistics, performance studics have
venched results that are nontrivial and cven surprising. This is
due 1o two Tacts: (1) they have been undertaken in the context of
tudies of competence: and (2) performance, which 1s by nature
Liile. exhibits. in linguistics as in the study of ritual, a capacity
that is infinite. This explains why the inherent limitations of a
performative approach are cspecially clear in linguistics. A
wonple example may serve as an illustration.

lmagine we wish to study the verbal forms of Enghish from a
performance that exhibits English usage. Assume we bhave
Collected a smali corpus of data which includes the following six
lorms:

he goes he went
he sees
he goes to see her he went to see her

he used to sce her.

[he pattern in which these forms have been printed exhibits a
Jeneture which suggests that there should be two more forms to
camplete it

he saw

0 e uses Lo see her.
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Considerations of symmetry, however, arc not decisive, for no
one has demonstrated that language must be mn some sensc.
“symmetrical.”” The guestion arises: is the form that is marked
(*2) grammatical?—We may find the answer only by going
beyond this finite corpus of data, study other finite corpora of
data. and then go beyond aff of them and postulate rules that
account for the formation of the past tense, 1t is Tikely that there
will be limiting conditions under which these rules operate. for
the rules of language are of a restrictive sort. This can not be
done. however. by restricting onesclf 1o a theory of perfor-
mance. For such a theory adopts a behavioristic methodology
which refuses to go beyond the immediate data or admit that
performances may be different from each other and yet reflect
the same competence that is in people’s minds.

We learn from data beyond our small corpus that *“he saw™’ 15
English; but we never come across “he uses to sce her.”” The
rule system must exhibit patterns of structure that explain this
and relate it to other structures. They may come under syntax,
semantics, phonology. or some other domain. [t is conceivable
that we cannot find any explanations among these theories of
competence. and that the theory of performance olfers an
explanation. Chomsky and Miller have found restraints of a
performative nature that prevent sentences that are perfectly
grammatical according to the model of linguistic competence
from being actuaily produced. Miller (1964:36) has discussed
three examples:

(R) Remarkable is the rapidity of the motion of the wing of

the humminghird.

(L} The hummingbird's wing's motion’s rapidity 1s remark:
able.

(E) The rapidity that the motion that the wing that the
hummingbird has has has is remarkable.

Miller comments:

When vou parse these seplences yob find that the phrse strncture of (1)
dangles ofl (o the right: cach prepositienal phrase hangs (o the non
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the prepositional phrase preceding it In (R). therefore, we see a type of
recurring, construction that has been called right-branching, Scntence
(L.}, on the other hand, 15 lefi-branching; cach possessive modifics the
possessive immediately Tollowing. Finally. (FE) is an onjon; it grows by
cmbedding sentences within sentences. Inside “"The rapidity is remark-
able™ we first insert ““the motion is rapid™ by o syntactic transformation
that permits us 1o construel relative clavses. and so we oblain “The
ripidity  that the motion has is remarkable.”™ Then we repeat the
transformation, this time inserting *“the wing has motion™” (0 obtwin “The
rupidity that the motion that the wing has has is remarkable.” Repeating
the translormation once more gives (E). )

It i intuitively obvicus that, of these three tvpe of recursive opera-
tons, self-embedding (E) is psychologically the most ditficult. Although
they seem grammatical by any reasonable standard of grammar, such
sentences never oceur in ordinary usage hecause lhéy exceed our
cagnitive capacities (Miller 1964:36).

Crenerative grammar explains that and why (R), (L) and (E) are
Al prammatical because 11 provides a theory of competence.
I"-vchology has shown that the measure of complexity of (12)
oweeeds our cognitive capactties. As a theory of performance
based upon a theory of competence, the psychology of language
+an therefore explain what hinguistics cannot. namely. that (L} 1s
nmntelligible and never uttered.

Miller reports on an experiment he and Stephen Isard carnied
out with Harvard undergraduates. They were asked to memorize
ontengees Lhat differed in their degree of self-embedding. They
lound that everybody can manage one cmbedding, some people
Twae, bt everybody has trouble with theee or more (Miller 1964
U

When we study mantras or ritual, we are primarily interested
meampetence—in what the ritualists Azow and not only in what
ey o, That is why we include information that the Srauta
“aas and other sources provide—for example. that certain
neanteas are not uttered or “uttered mentally.”” Neither a tape-
recorder nor a behaviorist can accept this: but then neither is in
aporabon tosrrive dt o general and explanatory model or theory.
e same holds for o performance theorist, He can describe and
votnerste, but not account Tor anything, O course, perfor-
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mangce cannol be ignored. In the present book, we are primarily
concerned with a theory of competence but such a theory cannot
be evaluated without the kind of evidence that was presented in
AGNI, and that consists largely of pertformance. The account of
the 1975 Apgnicayana that was the subject of AGNI provided
hoth the “‘thick description™ of performance and the “grand
theory™ of competence. Some features of its methodology were
explained im the book itself in the following terms:

The 1975 Agnicayana was a traditional Nambudiri performance. though
we were partty responsible tor its occurrence and indireetly contributed
ter the nonsacrifice of gouts, which wias in some sense a devition from
the traditon, In the social sciences there 1s much interest in moderniza-
tion and other changes that influcnce people’s behavior and sociclics as
a whole. The traditional philologist conlines himself W texts and to what
they can teach us about the past. In the humanitics we are not only
interested in people’s behavior and in their past, bul also in what is in
their minds—for cxampie, in what they know. Unfortunately, minds and
knowledge are invisible, and therefore have (o be made manilest,
samething thal can be done in many ways. including culside prompting.
This would cause no surprise to the scientist workmg in his laboralory,
where he studies reactions he has himself induced. Naturally, we need
not be surprised that, in any situation, the obscerver may influence what
he observes, The philosopher muses on the boundarics of objectivity, the
romantic may wish (o limit such influence, and the moralist to direct it.
The scholar or scientist s content to descinbe, anatyze, and explain its
occurrence and extent (AGNIT 1475,

Patafjali was perhaps the first 1o state that the enumeration of
forms of performance lead nowhere unless they are accounied
for by a system of rules that exhibits competence (page 40).
AGNI posed the question: what insight can be gamed from
single performance of a known tradition about ritual perfor-
mance as well as competence? Schechner (see Schechner 1986,
1987; Staal 1987 and above page 93) noted that the 1975
performance of the Agnicayvana must have been different from
other, earlier performances. That fact was taken into account in
AGNI: it is a dead issue. Schechner presented his case with air.
As the Sanskreit says, “reven i crow assumes the demeanour of

i o e o s A 1 i . i
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an eagle when it comes upon a dead lizard™ (mrtam dundubham
asddva kako'pi garuddvate).

A sociologist or political scientist may explain why in the
seventies and cighties, many American social scientists have
been fascinated by the study of performance. It may not be
accidental that these scholars belong to the society that re-
clected a President noted for performance, not competence.
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Mantras and Language

One assumption underlies all accounts of mantras that 1 am
(amiliar with: the assumption that mantras arc a kind of lan-
prunpe. Sice many mantras are expressions of Vedic or Sanskrit,
they obviously often consist of language. However. it does not
lullow that they are language. Nor does this follow from the fact
that linguistic methods appear to be fruitful in their study.

Sinee language has been studied well, and mantras have been
~ldied only rarely, one way to determine their relationship is by
nyvmg to find out to what extent linguistic methods are applicable
to the stedy of mantras. We have seen that the syntactic
approach s promising as distinet from both the semantic, which
hos run into problems, and the pragmatic, which has limited
apntheance. What about a phonotogical approach?

Mantras that consist of sentences of a language are always
constructed in accordance with the phonology of that language.
W should therefore look at those cases where mantras do not
ransist of tanguage. e.g.. at stobhas and bija mantras. But here
we reach the same conclusion: even if they are not words of
“ainskrit, these mantras arce constructed in accordance with the
phanological rules of Sanskrit, 1 have found two apparent
caceplions to this rule, one in the Stobhdnusamhdra (referred to
o ige 227), and one discussed by Padoux, The first is pava. |
Jdoonot believe that pra- occurs in Sanskrit in inttial position, and
nedher does payva-. In middle position both are available, e.g.,
v, Usleep. dream.”” and svapava, C'a vision in a dream”
the latter ocenrs in the Atharvaveda, and is rare), Perhaps pava
wan constricted by o Simavedin who heard svapava and
medakenly made the assuomption that this form consisted of the
o reflexive prononn sva and o hypothetical -prva.

B —% . €N B
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The unphonological mantra studied by Padoux 1s certainly not
pronouncable: rkkksem. However, its analysis (Padoux 1963:
356-358) is both pronouncable and clear in Tantric terms:
ra-kha-ksem. 1 therefore believe that we are entitled to retain the
general conclusion that Indian mantras are constructed in accor-
dance with the phonological rules of Sanskrit.

This conclusion is further supported by the [act that., when
mantras arc exported from India (o other countries, their pho-
nofogical structure generally adapts itself to their new environ-
ment. In Tamil, for cxample, the lerm mantra itself becomes
tantira both as a word of the language and inside mantras in
which it occurs (Diehl 1956:290). I'or Chinese, numerous ius-
trations of a similar nature may be found in van Gulik 1980. For
Japancsc. Payne (1986:400-412) has listed nincty-three mantras
used in the Japancse Buddhist fire rilual called gosma (from
Sanskrit frorna) in their Sanskrit forms and Japanese equivalents
that are not translations but transliterations. [ shall quote a few,
adding a translation 1 it makes sense:

I. Sanskri: om sarva-tathagata-pada-vandaram karomi.
“OM. | salute all the Tathagataus™
Japanese: on saraba tatagyata hana mand Ady kyvaromi
Sanskrit: om tathdgarodbhavava seaha, “"OM. For the
production of Tathagata—Svaha!™
Japanese: on tatagvate dohanbava sowaka
3. Sanskrit: om padmodbhavava svaha, “"OM. tor the pro-
duction of the Lotus—3Svaha!™”
Japanesc: on handobo do hanbava sowaka
4. Sanskrit: o vajra karma ke, "OM. Thunderbolt rite—
Kam!”
Japanese: on bazara Avaramea ken
Sanskrit: om bhih Kham, ©COM. Barth—Space!™”
Japanese: on boki ken
6. Sansknt: om agnave gaccha gaccelia bhily, OM. Go, po
o Agnt!™’
Japanese: on agvarar cf gessva gexyva boki.
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Anthropologists have paid much attention to ritual, and to a
lesser extent, mantras. Scholars of religion have studied both
topics. All have assomed that mantras arc some kind of linguistic
ulterances. This assumption on the part of anthropologists is in
lme with the high regard some have had for linguistics as an
example or paradigm of scientific methodology. Such an expla-
nation hardly applics to scholars of religion who. tn general,
have stayed away from scientific methodology (an exception is
Hans Penner to whom we will return). Anthropology has been
repeatedly inspired by developments in linguistics, and Lhese
waves of inspiration have flowed along channcls cut by the
~ubdisciplines of phonology, syntax, and semantics. Thus Lévi-
Strauss has been inspired by the phonology of Jakobson, Singer
fe.e.. Singer 1984) by Peirce’s semiotics which is a kind of
~emantics, and Tambiah by Austin’s performatives, as we have
weein. Oddly cnough, what appears to be missing is syatax—the
mest basic of these disciplines, at least according to many
hupoists. logicians and mathematicians.

Svntax is not really missing in anthropology. We find it in the
Limous 1899 article by Hubert and Mauss already referred to:

I'ssai sur la nature et la fonction du sacrifice.”™ Hubert and
Manss offered a t*schéme abstrait du sacrifice”” which is primar-
Iy syntactic in nature: for example, they made, for the first time,
the clementary but fundamental syntactic obscrvation that rites
have o beginning, a middle and an end. Their analysis 1s to a
Lipe extent derived from the syntactic analysis of Vedic ritual
Loaind in the Srarta Siatras. Mauss had been introduced to these
leats by Sylvain Lévi who taught during 1896-1897 at the
tollee de France, specifically for Mauss (Mauss 1969, 111:338)
4 cotrse on Vedie ritual which was subsequently revised and
published in 1898 as “‘La doctrine du sacrifice dans les
tahimanas.” Hubert and Mauss also referred in their article to
pubilishicd sources based upon the Vedic Srawuta Sitras. such as
Seohaealy's 1886 monograph on the Vedic animal sacrifice entitled

D altindische Thieropler.”” Durkheim (1915:386) concluded
frone Tlubert and Mauass, as well as from other anthropological
Wt that arte can serve ditferent ends: but he did not draw the
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further conclusion that ritual is therefore independent of the
ends it is supposed to serve. Accordingly. be did not pay much
attention to syntax. which is a pity {or anthropology {cf. above,
pages 125-130).

Why are we justified in characterizing the analysis of Vedic
ritual given in the Srauta Sittras as syntactic? To provide an
adequate answer (o this question would necessitate a lengthy
excursus into Vedic literaturc, but in the present context it
should suffice to state that the svaractic analysis of ritual in the
Srauta Siatras supplements and is to some extent supplemented
by its semantic interpretation in the Brahmanas. Just as the
Brahmanas stand at the source of much of Indian mythology. the
syntactic analysis of the Srauta Satras is closely related to the
origins of grammar. We shall see in Chapter 26 that (1) the
ancicnt Indians possessed a science of ritual which used primar-
ily syntactic methods, and that (2) linguistics originated in India
in close association with this syntactic analysis of ritual.

FEuropcan phonology has been profoundly inspired by the
Indian grammarians, and Jakobson’s concept of *‘distinctive
features” still bears the stamp of their influence. The study of
syntax entered Western linguistics much later, with Zellig Harris
and more definitively with Noam Chomsky (Chapter 6A). Thus,
if we had to picture the influence exerted by linguistics (and by
logic and philosophy via linguistics) on anthropelogy in tabular
form, and in terms of the three subdisciplines to which we have
referred, adding “performatives’ as a fourth, we should prop-
erly include these ancient Indian forerunners, as tollows;

Linguistics Anthropology

phonology Pratisakhya, anin, Lévi-Strauss
Jakobson
syntax Paruni, Chomsky Srauta-satras,
Hubert & Mauss
semantics Frege, Peirce, Saussure  Singer

performatives  Austin, Grice, Searle Tambiah

e o A St it L L ) i s a s sl e+
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In most of these relationships, the influence has been i the
direction from linguistics (including logic and philosophy} to
anthropology; the only exception is the ritual science of the
Srauta Satras. which 1 have listed in the table under “*anthro-
pology™” for lack of a better heading and which influenced Panini
and the other Indian grammarians.

What, then, is the relation between these various disciplines
and the science of religion? Before we address this question we
must make several observations. First of all, it is not really
anthropology as a whole that has undergone the influence of
syitax and pragmalics; it is rather the anthropological study of
mtual. In the case of phonology, the case is different, and the
consequences have been baffling: for Lévi-Strauss itroduced
mto anthropology a form of analysis that stressed binary oppo-
wihions and that was based upon distinctive features, though all
fmpuists know that distinctive features had been postulated
suceessfully only in phonology, and play no role in syntax or
wnantics. Lévi-Strauss, in other words, introduced into anthro-
pology a linguistic method he regarded as a universal panacea,
while it is applicable only to a subdiscipline of linguistics. One
mipht even go further and reason that s « priori unlikely that
a method that can be used in phonology but not in syntax or
wemantics could be useful in anthropology. Morcover, why
“hould fwe suffice for man when so many other natural numbers
eaast and are found elsewhere 1n nature? In his 1957 article “In
I'welense of the Number Two,”” Halle has shown that the system
ol distinetive features due 1o Jakobson can make do with much
les conceptual machinery than is usually employed by assuming
ot the structure of features 1s binary. In other words, specific
cmpiical restrictions and conceptual sophistication combine to
~how that, in phonology, fwe is the number we nced. But
I v Strauss has not given a simidar demonstration for anthro-
podopy . I Lévi-Strauss had studied linguistics later, or Chomsky
developed syntax carlier, Lévi-Strauss, instead of paving atlen-
han (o binary opposition, might have mtroduced the syntactic
methods that had been adumbrated by Tabert and Mauss in therr
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study of ritual, but that were not fully developed in linguistics
until Chomsky.

Since ritual 1s one of the main areas of rescarch common to
anthropology and the science of religion, one might cxpect that
the latter science would have been inspired by linguistics or logic
as well. In fact, the scene for such an influence had long been
sct. As early as 1867, Max Miiller predicted: **1t was supposed
at onc time that a comparative analysis of the languages of
mankind must transcend the powers of man: and yet, by the
combined and well directed efforts of many scholars, great
results have been obtained, and the principles that must guide
the student of the Science of Language arc now firmly estab-
lished. It will be the same with the Science of Religion™ (in:
Waardenburg 1973, [:86). What happenced, in fact, was that the
comparative study of retigions developed as Miuller had pre-
dicted; but when the “*Science of Language™ made a method-
ological transition from comparative and diachronic philology 10
a synchronic science of linguistics, the “*Science of Religion™
lagged behind. Instead of developing a syntactic method of
analysis appropriate to its object, it fell prey to phenomenology.
existentialism, and hermeneutics. It was left to anthropologisis
such as Mauss 1o study religious phenomena like ritual in the
manner in which de Saussure had studied language. as a
“systeéme o tout se tient.”” Thus the science of religion lailed to
make the transition which would have turned it. like linguistics,
from a respectable branch of scholarship into a contemporary
scientific discipline as well.

Belatedly, scholars of religion have cxpressed an awarcness of
the need for such a transition. [n a reaction to my article *“'The
Meaninglessness of Ritual’ (Staal 1979b), Hans H. Penner has
stated that “*the study of linguistics 1s the necessary foundation
for explanations in religion’” and that “‘language as we all know
is composed of signs, and all linguistic signs have phonological,
syntactic and semantic components™ (Penncer 1985} Yet, in the
same article, Penner has asserted that my syntactic analysis ol
citual is Ctirrelevant.” He has supported this by emphasizaing
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that, by my own admission, these pieces of analysis “*do not
correspond 1o any existing ritual”” or 1o any acuual ritual.”

Disentangling some of the misconceptions that are at the root
ol these assertions should help us to understand more precisely
the relationships between the methodology of science and the
seienee of ritual—or any empirical science. for that matter. It
wouid be correct to say that anthropology has been influenced
[y hinguistics; but this docs not mean that specific picces of
limgwistic analysis have been of great use to anthropology. For
cxample, some of Lévi-Strauss’ work serves to warn us that an
ineritical acceptance of distinctive features is artificial and
nnproductive within anthropology. In my study of Vedic ritual 1
lonnd something different, viz,, that some ritual structures can
he penerated by rules that are similar to the rules that linguists
call transformations, while others arc unlike any structurcs
lound in natural languages or with which linguists arc familiar
i hapters 11, 19 and 23). I'rom a methodological standpoint, the
most basic issuc is not whether ritual or anthropological struc-
nues are similar to linguistic structures. Of importance 1s that all
~nch stroctures are postulated and never correspond exactly to
actual facts such as rites. They correspond. if they are adequate,
o features that are absiracted from actually existing rites (cf.
Jhape 102).

I evi-Strauss may have been wrong with regard 10 the specific
Ly opposttions, or other specific phonological or syntactic
“trovtures, that he postulated: but he is right with respect to
method, What 18 basic (0 his method, and to all scientific
method, s that structures are postulated entities that are not
cmparically given—that are, in fuct, invisible- but that cnable
i, provided they are adequate, to account for what is empiri-
cally piven and visible. Lévi-Strauss has in fact 10ld us where he
e upon this idea, which was novel and startling to him, a
[iench phifosopher by traming, and which remained the main
weapht that separated him from existentialists such as Sartre (see
Sartre 60 caudl Levi-Strauss 1962, Chapler 9): he took from
reolopy s Trom Marx and rom Preod the idea that is basic to all
avence, vz that reabity s dhlterent from what it appears to be
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{1.6vi-Strauss 1968:61-62). This is obvious to sclentists, as
indecd it is 1o most ordinary people; the only persons who have
failed to understand it are certain types of philosophers bien
étonnés de se trouver ensemble, such as behaviorists, phenome-
nologists, practitioners of hermeneutics and ordinary language
philosophers such as Wittgenstein (Chapter 2). What anthropol-
ogy has taken from linguistics is therefore, in the final analysis,
nothing peculiarly linguistic but rather an insight into the char-
actenistic features of science.

These general considerations at the same time help to explain
the importance of logic and mathematics. Thesc latter disci-
plines study structures in general, including the most general
structures that can be imagined. The abstract, underlying struc-
tures that are postutated in order to account for empirical facts
and events can generally be expressed in @ mathematical or
logical form. This is the common insight and methodology
shared by anthropologists such as Singer, Tambiah and Lévi-
Strauss {(whatever their differences}, but that cmpiricists such as
Edmund Leach (e.g.. in his 1985 review of Singer 1984), and
many scholars of religion, fail to appreciate and understand.

We arc now in a position 1o sec that the influence of linguistics
on anthropology and on the scicnce of religion does not neces-
sarity imply that the objects of the latter two sciences are
languages or even “systems of meanings and symbols.” What |
have attempted to demonstrate is that ritual Is not a language.,
but is, like language, a rule-governed activity, Since it 1s an
activity that is governed by rules, it becomes important to
discover what actual rules, and what kind of rules, governit. In
pursuing such questions, [ found that ritual structures can be
analysed in syntactic terms not by methods specific 10 linguis-
tics, but by mathematical and logical methods that have also
influenced linguistics. | cannot say whether other traditional
object arcas of anthropological or religious study are also
rule-governed systems: but mythology. for example, does not
appear to be such a system, at least insofar ay Vedic mythology
is concerned. Vedic ritual and Vedic mythology are m lact
remarkably separate developments, that rarely correspond with
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cach other and that are accordingly distinguished from each
ather by the relevant experts (e.g., Tsuji 1932:187: Renou 1953:
[6-—above page 65—29; Dandckar 1982:77). This contlinues to
apply to later Indian ritnals: Hindu or Tantric rites do not
atempt to reproduce any story, legend or myth (Renou 1953:59).

We are now in a position to exlend the hypothesis on ritual
and grammar to the origin of language from syntax (above, page
112}, 1t seems likely that human language is not as old as was
once believed: perhaps around one hundred thousand years
tBurkert 1987: 152 suggests about forty thousand). Ritual is much
older: Neanderthaler man had elaborate rituals (Burkert, ibid.).
I'his is supported by the facts of animal ritvalization which are
similar to human rituals especially with regard to their structure
twee, e.g., Barlow 1977). 1t is likely that the same holds for
mantras, for mantras occupy a domain that is situated between
mtual and language. To mantras or mantra-like sound structures
among amimals we shall turn in Chapter 23.

An important fact that supports the idea that mantras are older
(han language, is the following. Mantras are generally transmit-
e within linguistic contexts, but when the language of the
context is translated, the mantra is not: it remains invariant.
(hus we find the same or similar mantras in India, southeast
Asnr, China, Korea and Japan. The only difference between such
mantras is, as we have just seen, that their form is adapted to
their new phonological environment, just as Sanskrit homa or
Hivana becomes Japanese goma or zen. Such transformations
are sikin not to translation but to transhiteration. This applics
canally to apparently “*meaningless’™ mantras such as onr or fum
phat and (o apparently ‘‘mcaningful”” mantras such as namo
neddiava or sivava namah. The evidence for the untranslata-
lality of maniras is plentiful all over Asia (see c.g., Hooykaas,
Skhorupski and Strickmann in AGNI 11, Among the *Bauddha
buahnuins™ of Bali, for example, namo buddhdva or Sivdya
sl are not translated as ““Hail to Buddba!™™ or “"Hail to

StvalT bat remaun e therr onginal form (see Hoovkaas 1973,
passtn). We meet not only with such ¢lear-cut cases but also
with nusvitres ol tramshined and untranslated (becanse untrans-

P o W A B —— -

|
|




262 Mantray

latabie) forms. This 1s not conlined to ““Greater India,”™ but
occurs on the subcontinent itself as in the following example
“translated™ from the Tamil: **Kan Kan Kal Kal Cunatin Pin Pin
Kalai Kalai Separate Separate Tuva Tuva Tima Mantirakah
Lord of the Smoke Svaha!" (Dichl 1956:290).

There are additional reasons which support the idea that
mantras are older than language. Mantras may or may not
consist of language; but they arce treated. in either case, in a
manner which is totally different trom the way we use language.
The situation is similar to a common occurrence in hiology when
a part of the body that is used for a specific purposc is also used
for something quite different; for example, when legs. which are
uscd for walking or running, and perhaps kicking., are also used
for swimming. Legs are used, in that case, as if they were fins.
If we assume that language was preceded by mantras in the
course of biolegical evolution, but that the “‘original’” mantras
are no longer there, it lollows that all we have access 1o al
present is mantras-couched-in-language. These vestigal mantras
are not used [or the expression of meaning, like the other forms
of language. but they are uscd differently, like the oniginal
mantras. In other words, we have an analogy: language is to
mantras what legs are 1o fins.

We may formulate this conclusion in slightly different terms
by distinguishing between apparently meaningless mantras such
as o and apparently meaningful mantras such as §ivava namak.
[.et us assumc that om was an “original”™ mantra; that is, we
assume it existed before language was born. Suppose that
Pithccanthropus, for example, was humning o but could not
talk. Let us further assume that this om re-appearcd i Sanskrit
where 1t 1s now wused in the manner mantras arc used. e.g.,
preceding, following, or interspersed between chants and reci-
tations. accompanying rites, meditation, cte. ‘This omris not used
in the manner in which other words arc used: it 15 not dechined
like a noun, for example. but it may be quoted like other words
(e.p., with itd). Now contrast this with sivdvea s, apparently
a Sanskrit cxpression: this can be constrned as o senlence
consisting of two nouns with an imphcit verb, there s a Aaraha
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relation between the two nouns which is expressed through case
cndings. ete. This expression, then, is a mantra, like om, but it
i~ vouched in language: it belongs to language in the sense that it
i~ governed by the rules of language: but it is also used in the
context of ritual recitation, meditation, et¢. Though an expres-
sion of language, it may be used in the manner of om, just as
leps, though ordinary human limbs and not piscine accretions,
mity be used in the manner of fins.

The hypothesis that mantras are i some respects unlike
linguage. and arc remnants of something that preceded lan-
runge, may explain certain curious and hitherto baffling facts
abhout mantras: tor example that they are repeated endlessly, but
also that they have a proclivity to reduce to nothing (via jupa

‘motterings'” and wpdpisy murmors’ o manasa tin thought™;

Kenou 1949; Renou and Silburn 1954} that they consist of
‘poussicre védigue,™ as Renou called it; or that they result from
e découpage des vieux hymnes en formules on méme cn
lapments devenus des corps inertes dans la irame liturgique™
tRenow 1960:76; quoted in Malamoud 1983:33),

While form. in a natural language, is at most as important as
nwaning, the form of mantras is more important than their
meaning. In this respect, mantras are a typical product of Indian
cvitisation—a civilisation where form is all-important, where, as
i Malamoud’s summary of Renou's formulations, “"¢’est 1'ar-
ringement des formes et la spéculation sur les formes qui
revelent le plus clarement le contenu, gui sont, en fin de
compte, le contenu™ (Renou 1978:3), Mantras are not confined
to India, but this insistence on form may explain why India has
produced more mantras than any other civilization.

Fhat mantras are different from tanguage is supported by their
bempe cut and broken into pieces. and subjected to strange
neseritons and musical or other sound transformations. But this
Iy pothesis does not seem to derive support from the fact that
~one mantras consist of fanguage: for such mantras cannot be
older than langnage af least in their present form. In order to
address ths problem in appropriate terms we should take
acvount o anmportint difference: thit between historical
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origin and current function. We have already met with a special
casc of that differcnce: the difference between ctymology and
usage. The general distinction is deeper and wider, cspecially in
a biological perspective.

Hlustrations of this distinction are discussed In a recent review
on the relations between culture and biology and the origin of the
human mind by S. J. Gould (1983), In the course of evolution,
our ancestors first began to walk upright, and subsequently
developed a large brain, The humanoid creatures that lived in
Africa some three or four million years ago did already walk
upright, but their brain remained at an ape’s characteristic size.
It took a long time before the brain began to develop to its
present dimensions. Whatever the complex reasons for these
developments, the outcome enabled men to perform all manner
of operations bearing no direct relation 1o their original impetus
or motivation. Walking upright, for example, enabled them to
develop gestures (e. g., mudrd) and to make fire, but may also be
related to the origin of specch, since hands were now free to do
certain things that previously had to be done by mouth (e. g.,
carrying food). Simlarly, the brain came to be used to perform
many tasks that arc unlikely to be related to the original reasons
forits biological growth. Such a state of affairs is not confined to
biology: "I may put a computer in my factory only to issuc
paychecks and keep accounts,”” wriles Gould, “*but the device
can (as a consequence of its structure) also calculate pi to 10,000
places.”

Now let us return to mantras. These have, by and large, been
studied by Sanskrit scholars and therefore primanly within o

diachronic perspective. But once we adopt a synchronic point ol

view, it is apparent that the Sanskrit that occurs in mantras is
often uscd in an umintelligible fashion and not in the manner in
which any natural language is normally used. Even those man-
tras that say something or have meaning are not used like
linguistic utterances when they are riteally used. From the point
of view of their ritual use, there s no difference i treatment
between mantras we would regard as meaningful and mantras we
would regard as meaningless. In the context of 4 natneal Lan
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przage such a state of affairs is inexplicable—nay. unthinkabte:
the distinction between meaningful and meaningless is funda-
mental to human language in all its normal uses. Though specific
mattras may derive from sentences of a specific language, their
uw¢ indicates a different background which has nothing to do
with language. The synchronic study of this usage has therefore
diachronic implications: it points to a more distant origin,
meceding the succession of stages or periods in the development
ot any particular language.

We have already met with many illustrations of uses of
mantras that are different from any use of language. Here is
another example. The original meters of many mantras, that
were accorded great importance during the period of Rigveda,
ate lost in the ritual application {(prayoga). In the transmission of
avintras {adhydva), the nameys of the metres arc sometimes
preserved, but in actual recitation the characteristics ol the
metres have disappeared and arc replaced by special renderings,
olten musical, of the Vedic accents (udatia. anuddarta and
vierifa). This treatment is characteristic of Veda recitation and
. piven not only to poetry. but also to prose (provided the
onpinals were accented}, and not only to meaningful but also to
meaningless mantras. The entire development has nothing to do
with the normal preservation, continuation, development or
hanpe of language, but is rather a musicalization ol language.

¢l me summarize. Many maniras are constructed from
Lingruage, but in their rituat use, which is their proper use, they
da not conform to any of the normal uses of language. Though
many specific mantras are derived from language, the species of
it need not therefore be derived from the specics of
Linpiage. On the contrary, in order to explain these various
snonitlics. we must assume the opposite, viz., that language
denved from mantras in the course of evolution. In that case, the
onpin ol language marks an entircly new use of mantras,
mnehited to their original function—just as the many functions
ol walkmg npright or of a large brain mark ncw uses that are
norelated to their original nses.

Can o we sel up a more detailed hypothesis about the develop-




266 Mantras

ment from mantras to language? We may guess, provided we do
it in such a way that our speculation can be discussed rationally.
My prescnt guess is that meaning was introduced last into an
evolution that consists of three stages:

MANTRAS of TYPLE |

These arc sounds subject to phonolog-
ical constraints, e.g., bija mantras such
as him, or stobhas such as bham.

1. Intermediate Stage MANTRAS of TYPL 2

These are sequences, two-dimensional
arrangements, or claboratc construc-
tions of mantras of type |, sometimes
subject to syntactic constraints, e.g.:
ha bu ha bu ha bu bha bham bham
bham . . .

or:

huva vi vacam { vacam hava yil ...
(Jaiminiva  Arauyvagevagand 1.2:
AGNI, 1:525).

LANGUAGE

These arc mantras of type 2 subject to
semantic. further syntactic and differ-
ent syntactic constraints, €.8.7 vacam
vaccha, “*Control your speech!™

[. Farliest Stage

IlI. Finul Stage

I must leave it to specialists to provide chronological estimates

for the duration of the first two stages in this scheme of

evolution. The earliest stage represents [eatures that are found
among vertehrates, and are certainly pre-human. (The term
“phonological™™ in this context refers to any rules that put
constraints on the combinations of sounds.) The intermediate
stage may be anthropoid or characteristic of early man, buf is
probably much older. This is at any rate supgested by the bird
songs discussed in the next Chapter. The final stage corresponds

to the last fifty to hundred thousand years ol the development of

homio sapiens.
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I regard the evidence in support of the hypothesis that mantras
are older than language as strong enough to be subject 1o rational
discussion. The evidence for the priority of monosyllabic man-
tras over polysyllabic mantras, that is. for the priority of Stage |
o Stage 11, is less compelling and stands in greater need of
cpirical data on bird song and on growling. miauling, singing,
harking and chirping by many other animal specics, from whales
to prasshoppers. To think that monosyllabics arc carlier than
palysyllabics may be an instance of what may be called the
Lillacy of “ratomistic reductionism.”” On the other hand, there
may be serious grounds for such a priority. Apart from the
«vidence from babbling babies, there is one kind of aphasia, in
which the patient is in a position to produce and recognize
phonemes, but not words: in another kind, he can produce and
recognized words, but not sentences (sce Jakobson in: Jakobsen
ad Halle 1960, 1964). Such facts suggest the priority of Stage |
to Stage 110 That language itself developed rom monosyliabic
terms s an old speculation. Von Humboldt discussed it in the
List chapter of his famous monograph (Humboldt 1836:373-414).

et us take another look at the form of our hypothesis. Since
maniras are used in a manner that is different from the manner
Linguage 1s used, we postulate that their use reflects the function
ol ~omething else that preceded them and that is more properly

niintra’”, In other words, we postulate “‘original”” mantras,
now Jost, and “flater” mantras which survive and sometimes
nwemble language, but language used in a pre-language lashion.
it other words, 1 assume that there has been a development of
It thuman language) from A (mantras), followed by the occa-
onal emergence of functions in B that are more easily explained
m ferms of its predecessor A than in terms of its successor, B.

Such aosituation, we have seen. is not rare in biology. The
carliest vertebrates were fish, and the wings of birds, as well as
the limbs ol repties and mammals, developed from fins. The
prescat functions of these body parts arc clear: fins are for
Swrnning. wings Tor {lying, and legs for running. Of course,
e limbs did not ongimate for the sake ol performing these
T fions, They arose by chance and were selected in accord-
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ance with the demands of the environment. The variation we find
is, in fact, extraordinary. Crocodiles no longer have fins, but use
their legs for swimming. The carliest crocodiles, such as Pela-
gosaurus, lived in the open scas. Since their legs and tail did not
enable them to swim well, they began to live in and around
rivers. So here we have a case of the development of B
(crocodiles’ legs) from A (fishes’ fins), followed by the emer-
gence of functions in B (swimming) that are more casily ex-
plained in terms of A (fins) than in terms of their successors B
(kcgs).

Another interesting case is penguins. These are birds, but they
cannot fly. Their wings have developed into Mlippers which
enable them to swim extremely well (20 miles per hour). Walking
is difficult for penguins, but they can glide on their bellies on ice
over long distances with the help of their flippers. So here we
have a development from fins (A) into wings (B), but the wings
are mostly used in thc manner in which fins are used, and 0
some extent in the manner of ski poles. This becomes more like
humans using language in the manner of mantras. Men use their
arms and legs as they usc their language: the [(ormer are
generally used for walking, running, grasping. catching. gestic-
ulating, etc., and sometimes. archaically, for swimming; the
latter is generally used for speaking or thinking and sometimes,
archaically. in the manncr of mantras. Numerous parallel devel-
opments in other animals, and countless more distantly related
cases, therefore support the hypothesis that human language
developed from mantras, and still preserves rudiments of this
mantric background.

There arc cases outside religion where man uses language
entircly or almost entirely in the manner in which mantras arc
used. This rescmbles the penguins’ use of wings as f they were
fins. but in the case of man, it either is considered regressive and
pathological, or is confined to babics. Leopold von Schrocder
obscrved in 1887 that there are striking similaritics between
mantras and the utterances of mental patients. Such similarities
have been noted and commented on by Eggeling, Keith, and
others. but mostly in rhetorical Tashion. Von Schrocder (1887
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[12-114) was more straightforward and serious. He began his
discusston with an illustration of mantras, quoting those that are
recited by the Adhvaryu priest when the ukha pot, chief vessel
ol the Agnicayana, is manufactured. Von Schroeder translated
from Muaitrayani Samhita 2.7.6, but 1 shall provide here the
parallel passages from Taittiriya Samhita 4.1.5 1-q and 6 a-d (see
AGNIL 1:297-299 and of. Ikari in: AGNI, 11:168-177);

I. You are the head of Makha
nt. You are the two feet of the ntual,
. May the Vasus prepare you
with the gayatm meter
in the fashion of the Angirases!
You are the carth.
May the Rudras prepare vou
with the tristubh meter
in the fashion of the Angirases!
You are the sky.

May the Adityas prepare you
with the jagatl mcter

in the fashion of the Angirases!
You are heaven,

May the Visvedevas, common to all men
prepare you with the anustubh meter

in the fashion of the Angirases!

You are the directions.

You are the unchanging direction.
Make unchanging in me children,
abundance of wealth,

abundance of catlle, heroism,

and similar things for the Yajamina.
o You are the waist band of Aditi.
i+ May Aditi grasp your hole

wille the panktn meter

i the fashion of the Angirases!

o m———
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Von Schroeder compared these mantras with the following
piece writlen by a patient and guoted from Th. (intz (1861 1

Muantras

Having fashioned the great ukha
made of clay as a womb for Agni,
Aditi gave it to her sons saying, “"Fire 1t!”

May the Vayus smoke you with the gayatrt meter

in the fashion of the Angirases!

May the Rudras make you smoke with the jagati
meter

in the fashion of the Angirases!

May the Visvedevas, common 10 all men,

make you smoke with the anustubh meter

in the fashion of the Angirases!

May Indra smokc you in the fashion of the Angirases!

May Visnu smoke you in the fashion of the Angirascs!

May Varuna smoke you in the fashion of the Angirases!

May Aditi, the goddess,

in union with the All-gods,

dig you, trench, in the realm of the earth
in the fashion of the Angirases!

May the wives of the gods, the goddesses,
united with the Vigvedevas,

put you, ukha, in the rcalm of carth

in the fashion of the Angirases!

May the Dhisanas, the goddesses,
united with the Visvedevas,

fire vou, ukha, in the realm of earth

in the fashion of the Angirascs!

May the wives, the goddesses,

united with the Visvedevas,

fire you, ukha, in the realm of the earth
in the fashion of the Angirases!

translate from the German):
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Firsy Prayer:

Schiller save his soul and consciousness

lesus save his soul and consciousness

My mother save her soul and consciousness
van der Velde save his soul and consciousness
Trommlitz save his soul and consciousncss
Owerstiacker save his soul and conscliousncss
Voss save his soul and consciousness

Seume save his soul and consciousness
karner save his soul and consciousness

Arndt save his soul and conscionsness

At save the soul and consciousness of all pocts ol the book of songs.

Sevond Praver:

tor ad] the namues that are in Schiller’s work.

Hiurd Praver:

ton the soul of my tanuly.

taorrth Praver:

tadestroy my consciousness and my ego.

Wil humility and affection walk the streets, the indicated, with Toll

L ledge go the streets, which favor going the road with humility, and
with deep devotion go The streets, which favor 1o build the church and
Lovp the peace. which indicated the way which is necessary and
A aable Tor that, build the road with God's desire, buy the peace, and
tlien with good spirit build the church, which is favored. and with good
milention gain the stage ol learning, which could be desirable for that,
with devoted endeavor give toses to the institulion. build God™s church

il Show s subimission with much humility, with much submission and

Ity try 1o reach that goal, with much submission try to gain that,

il with lumility walk the way which is required, make use of God's

Lo with pood intentions lead o good life, with right decision take the
roeel whiich s required, with good intention go the road which is
vopatred use God's Towve, with progress go the way., of God's love, build
tiechnel Gends Tove, banld the church., God's love, build the church

sl with pood intention, God's love, build 1he chureh and with geod

il Caod s Tove, buddd the chireh thie Last {wo phrases are repeated

bkt B0 tmessund b pewesc o ke that bor several poges),

71

v on Schroeder also quoted a prose passage from a patient at the
hevapital Rothenberg near Riga (1 translate from the German):
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When the psychiatrist asked why he wrote the same thing all the
time, the patient answered that he did not know anything else.
Though these writings are pervaded by religious notions, no
one would regard them as religiously inspired writing. It is likely
that we have here a case of regression to an earlier stage of
development: language is used here in the manner of mantras—
type 11 mantras, to be precise, for it is mainly semantics that is
affected. Stobha-like mantras are used by other kinds of pa-
tients, and in cases of aphasia, to which I shall rcturn.
Mantra-like uses of langnage are also found among babies, and
here the recapitulation of phylogeny by ontogeny provides even
more striking support for the thesis that language has developed
from mantras. Nancy Budwig drew my attention to Ruth Weir’s
study on the babblings and pre-sieep monologues of a two-and-
a-half year old child, alone in his crib. talking to himsclf. Here is
an example of what he uttered a few minutes before the onset of

sleep:

like like

one like

two like

three four like
monkey's like

up up

light light

turn the light

light

all gone all gone

it's all gone it's all gone
it’s not all gone

it’s not all

stop it stop it

there {squealing)
yayaya wau wau gigouboubou gigouboubou
now it's alt gone

all gone {falselto)

EO g0 80 2O

alt gone all gone all gone all gone
good luck

thal’s vne

1w

Mantras and Language 273

20 2o go go (l[alscuo)
close the door
REE fee gee geE goe gee

{Weir 1970:128). The following sequence immediately preceeded
sleep, and contains more stobha-like elements (1 have replaced
the phonetic transcriptions by approximate spellings):

yin (squealing)

[1I

did

gi gi i gi

the baby the baby the baby
{Baby is crying in the adjeining room)
baby the buby baby (6 limes)
(11}

baby baby baby

bay

baby

bay

happy baby

that's the baby

bay

baby

that's the baby

baby

Yl

aa (squealing)

SLEEP

iWeir 1970:197).

Mental patients and children often display features that are
rennniscent of earlier stages of evolution, and that may be
relerred to as archaic. Religion is gencrally conservative and
chinactenized by archaic features. It is probable that there are
other features of religion that may be interpreted as regressive.
Gilossolalia or speaking-in-tongues is a related form of regression
e Moy £956), Mantras are always archaie, They are often
Aletbuated to ancestors or poimeval sages (such as the Vedic
), or are regarded as cternal or as having ongimated inoa
rolden ape (Artavuea or sarvavaeay, In Sei Lanka, where de-
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mons arc apparcntly primeval, mantras are referred o as the
“language of the demons™ (vaksd basava: Tambiah 1968:177).

The archaic nature of mantras is related to the fact that many
mystical phenomena arc archaic (cf. Staal 1973). The mystical
state is a state of awareness that can be reached or produced
with the ald of mantras, a state of consciousness that is “beyond
fanguage™ or “‘ineffable.”” Mantras give access to this mmeffable
state. To say with Renou, Padoux, and Wheelock (in Under-
standing Mantras: Alper 1988) that mantras are beyond the
boundary of language, at the highest level of speech “'situated
beyond language and eventually right 10 the zone of silence,” or
to say that mantras "*'point backwards to the source of language,
which is the source of all creation itselt™ (pages 98, 120) is not
merely a matter of phenomenological, religious or spiritual
mectaphor, also found in the Indian texts: such expressions may

be taken literally as asserting that mantras are the predecessor of

language in the process of human evolution.

All natural languages share certain phonological properties
that are regarded as universal (see, ¢.g.., Chomsky and Halle
1968, Part 1V). Are there also universal mantras? It may secem
premature to ask such a question since mantras, outside the
Vedic realm, have been studied so haphazardly. Moreover, we
should excludc historical influences., borrowing and exports: for
example, mantras exported from Sanskrit into Chinese, Korean,
Japanese, or Tibetan, and adapted to the phonological structure
of the recipient languages. All of these illustrate, incidentally,
T. R. V. Murti’s statement that “*Buddhism is Hindwism for
export.”” However, Vedic and Sanskrit have no monopoly in the
export of mantras. There are purcly Chinese mantras in Taoism
and, according to Parpola. the famous mantra om may have been
imported into Vedic and Sanskrit from the Dravidian (Parpola
1981).

Actually, as far as om is concerned, we are on firmer ground.
According to Jakobson (1962:341), **‘the most natural order of
sound production is an opening of the mouth followed by s
closure.” This s a very apt description of the mantra o As lor
ontogeny, Jakobson informs us that the child first passes through
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a babbling stage in which precisely such sounds are produced,
and then arrives at the “*first acquisition of conventlional speech™
i which it clings to the model ““consonant plus vowel.”” Then
repetitiveness COmes into operation—the most basic element of
ntual syntax—resulting in what in linguistics is called reduplica-
tion. Consonants formed by a complete oral closurc predomi-
nale, and this leads first to muema, which does not, however,
icfer to the mother but is o general expression of affection.
| anguage comes into being only when purely referential mech-
anisms begin to operate, when there is, in Jakobson’s words,
“the transition from affective expression to  designative
Linguage.” Thus papa arrives on the scene—""the first distant,
merely deictic, rudimentary cognitive attilude in the child’s
verbal behavior™ (page 543).

The importance of o and 1ts priority 10 Janguage is inherent
in this scenario. which depicts how om comes before mamq, and
mennag before papa who introduces language. Vanations of o,
with repetition, survive in Western Asia: ant-en. Another uni-
versal mantra answers the generad description of “‘opening the
mouth followed by its closure™ cqually well: the mantra A
with its variant frem, both common in Vedic and Tanlric
conlexts. Intoned at the beginming of many chants, it is not
conlined to India or even Asia. In Mozart's Zauberflite Papa-
eno Sings:

Hm hm him hm - —— —
1

[um is no longer confined to the old world since the American
composer Ruth Crawford-Secger composed in 1930, as Paul
Attimelo informs me, Chant 1930 which begins:

Hum Hum Hum.

The occurrence of “h'Tn these mantras may be duc to their
ononilopocic representation of breathing, This is much clearer
than o the vase of onge and ange, about which the Danish
mrsstonsny Batholomaus Zicpenbale wrote around 1711: *“The
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heathens say that breath, when it is inhaled, produces the sound
ong, and when exhaled, the sound ang’” (Caland 1926:109). Om
iself is also related to breathing: it figures prominently in
prandyvdama recitations (see AGNI [:283, 380, Plate 62). Or
perhaps, the author of the Taittiriva Samhita explained it
correctly when referring to the wind:

vayir himkurtd
*I'he maker of the sound HIM is Vayu"'
(Faittiriva Samhita 3.3.2.1 a).

Other candidates for universal mantrahood are hi and ha.
Compare for example the German jingle:

Unter cinen Aplelbaum

ht ha Apteibaum

hatt” ich emmen schénen Traum
hi ha schinen Traum.

Hi and hay are common in Pcyote songs, which consist in
general of meaningless syllables, especially among the Arapaho
(secc Nettl 1953). He¢ is also found on Tierra de Fuego: when
Waldon and Drayton landed there in 1838 from H. M. S. Beagle,
“a group of natives took their arms and jumped with them in
time to the following song:

“Ha ma la ha ma ta ha ma la ha ma la
Olafalala talalala™ (Bowra 1966:388).

Throughout our investigation, | have mainly used data from
Asia. Similar phenomena occur all over the world under ditfferent
names, and should be studied within a similar perspective.,
Anthropologists are familiar with Peyote songs and rclated
phcnomena (e.g., McAllester 1949 and Nettl 1953, just quoted).
Classical scholars are familiar with the Greek magical papyi,
mostly from Egypt, that abound in meaningless sounds and
syllables. Edited first by Preisendanz. they have now been
revised and republished by Henrichs (Leipzig 1973--1974). Bib-
lical scholars are tanmibiar with the description in the New
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I'estament (Acts 2) of the Holy Ghost descending on Jesus’
disciples, taking the form of tongues of fire and making them
“speak with other tongues.” Glossolalia, already referred to, 1s
especially common in contemporary America as a recent survey
depicts:

Tongue speaking, or glosselaliv. almost vanished after the apostolic age
except for a brief revival by Montanus in the second century. Saint
Augustine set the pattern for the Catholic Church and the Reformers by
asserting that God withdrew the gift after it served its purpose. This was
also the view of Thomas Aquinas, There is no evidence that Luther or
ulvin spoke in tongues, but early Methodists revived the gift, and il was
~uon flourishing amoeng the Quakers, Shakers, Irvingites, Mormens, and
ather fringe sects. After 1900 a variety of churches sprang up in the
[nited States, on fire with tongues and faith healing, to become the
denominations now called Pentecostal. Today there are about thirty-five
ol them. They are the fastest growing scgment of Christisnity. not only
hiere but throughout the world,

Charismalics. sometimes called neo-pentecostals, are cvangelicals,
not necessarily fundamentalist, who accept the gifts of faith healing and
jongues. The term applies of course Lo the old or “classical™ Pentecos-
tals, but also to Catholics, Episcopalians, and members of mainline
rotestant churches where there has been since 1960 an astonishing
wrnsh of Pentecostal fervor.

Non-Christian glossolalia is a preblem for charismatics. Ancient
soothsavers, and devotees of Greek wnd Roman mystery cults, often
eorgied meaningless sentences. In the Aeneid (Book 6) Virgil describes
tongue speaking by a Roman sybil. Some Moslem sccts and primitive
cultures practise glossolalia. In The Great Dictater, Charlie Chaplin’s
[hider gives a rousing speech in German double talk. None of this.
clirismalics maintain, is the real thing. Nen-Pentecostal fundamentalists
thimk the babbling of their Pentecostal brothers isn’t the real thing either,
and may even be inspired by Satan (Gardner 1987:18).
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Mantras and Bird Songs

Il mantras are older than language in the course of biological
cvolution it would seem likely that similar sounds exist and are
u-ed in a similar manner by other animal species. This expecta-
non can only be properly explored by biologists, but even a
cmsory look at bird songs shows that it is fulfilled at least to
~ome extent. Let me begin with a specific example.

When the “extra’ pebbles of the Agnicayana we have already
discussed (above page 194) arc being consecrated by the Adh-
. vu on behalf of his patron the Yajamana, the Udgata sings his
pebble songs. The first of these is Jaiminiya Gramageyagana

vo ro ha bu | idum idam prrd ha ba | pra va pra
vasva va ha vi ! ning nindva tam a vo ha bu | stisa vi
sakhdva va hd vi ! dramitavayi o yila /i

We can represent the structure of this chant by introducing
capital letters to stand for its units, which are cither bits of
mantras or stobhas, as follows:

“AT for yo no

“B* for ha bu

O for idam idam purd

D for pra via pra vasya
“E for va ha vi

CE for mindg mindva tam w vo
(7 tor stiasa vi sakhava
“H* for dramiitavayi

17 far o vifa.

The stincture of JGG 921 may now be represented by:
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AB/CB/DE/FB/GE/H/J// 9)

How do we arrive at an analysis of this type? How arbitrary
are the units we have selected to be represented by capitals? The
answer to these questions is that we can only arrive at a
nonarbitrary analysis provided we analyse a number of similar
forms. First of all we make use of the subdivision of the simans
into smaller umts, called bhakti, that are preserved by the
tradition (because a new breath has to be taken at the beginning
of cach bhaktD) and that arc represented in printed texts, and in
the version given here, by slanted bars (**/7"). In addition we
have to take into account that Ad bu, va ha vi, and ¢ vi la are
stobhas that function as unils in many other songs. The correct-
ness of (9) therefore depends on the correctness of other forms.
When the same sort of analysis is applied to other recitations it
yiclds the following structures:

AAB/.../JAABC/DDD// (10)

(the first chant of the Udgata, sung during the foundation
ceremonics of the altar: AGNI [:410);

AAABBBCCC/ .. /AAABBBCCC /DD D" //
()

(the first space-filler chant during the consecration of the first
layer: AGNI [:443; note that we usc the convention that C and
C’ are similar, or have identical beginnings, and the same holds
for D and D');

AAA/. .. ./JAAAT] (12)

(agner vrata sung at the northern hip of the altar after the five
layers have been consecrated: AGNI 1:539);

AAAB/.. /AAACB // (R}

(agner arka sung at the head of the altar on the same occasion),
and so forth.

Now let us look at a bird song: four stanzas sung by the Black
Flycatcher Ficedula hvpolewca published by 1. €. Roche
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("L oiseau musicien’’ no. 6) and analysed by I'rangois-Bernard
Miche (1983:93) in the following form:

ABCBCBDE/
BBCBCBCBFE/

ABCBCD/
BCBCBCBLEFE// (14)

Here the capital letters stand for small phrases, motfs or
lipures that each consist of a few tones, and are thercfore
vomparable to the units of mantras that cach consist of a few
wwllables. | have used the slanted bar /7" where Miche begins
anew line or “strophe.”” Here too the selection of units on which
the analysis is based derives from a study of other songs that
consist of similar units, for example:

ARBC/AAAAB/ABCB/AAABCEB/A
ABC/AAAACB/AAACB/AAB/AARB
CB/AAAB/AAB/AABB/AA// (15)
twong of Acrocephalus schoenobaenus: Mache 77);
AAAB/AAC/AACB/AACB/AAAC
B/AAAC/AB/AACB/AAC// (16)
rsong of Acrocephalus dumetorum: Mache 78);
ABABCA' BB A"B'B (17)

cwong of Svivia comununis, Mache 97; note that A" and A" are
apain similar, hence A and AY are similar, but less similar than
cither A and A' or A" and A"). And so forth.

It we compare these structures of mantras and bird songs with
vach other we find a certain similarity (e.g., the doublets,
miplets, and refrains discussed in Chapter 16 occur in all) but no
et adentity. However, all we are interested in is structural

amnlarity. I the structures happened to be strictly identical, 1t

nupeht prove that JGG 45201 was caased. influenced or inspired
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by the songs of Ficedula hypoleuca, perhaps because that bird
occurred in a part of India where the composers of the saman
might have heard it. Miche (page 82) has argued that a certain
structural pattern in Stravinsky which also is found in a bird song
was copied “plus ou moins consciemment’” because the bird is
common on the banks of the river Bug in Ustilug where
Stravinsky uscd to work. Such a causal explanation would be
interesting if we could establish it in the realm of the Samaveda,
and mighi demonstrate that there is a similarity in structure
which makes such causal inks possible. Actually, Acrocephalus
dumetorum Blvth or **Blyth's Reed Warbler™ of example (16),
which breeds in Baluchistan, is a winter visitor 10 the enlire
subcontinent. and Syfvia communis Latham, the “*“Whitethroat™
of example (17} is an autumn migrant (o Pakistan and northwest
India (Ripley 1982:424). However, similarities in the realm of
biological cvolution only rarely express specific causal links:
what they do express is similar responses 1o the pressure of
selection—a feature of biological theory to which 1 shall return.

So far we have chiefly looked at structural patterns. The
structural similarity between mantras and bird songs is certainly
striking, but it would only be significant if it were not also to
occur in language, the domain to which mantras have been
generally—albeit unwittingly-—assigned by the authors of the
Brahmanas as well as by contemporary scholars. What we find
in this respect is uncxpected, and therefore intriguing. Repeti-
tions such as AA, AAA. AAAA, ABBB, etc., and refrain-like
structures that secem to be commeon to both mantras and bird
songs, arc cntirely absent from the syntax of ordinary language.
In fact, any linguist who is familiar with syntactic structures
cannot fail to be struck by the absence in almost all such
structures of the typical repetitive features of both mantras and
bird songs. There is an area of overlap; the domain ot poetry.
However, poetry seems 1n several respects 1o constilute an
intermediary area between mantras and ordinary lnguage.
Excluding poetry (which would deserve separate treatment) and
confining ourselves 1o mantras and bird songs, their similarity in
structure and dissimilarity from the structures of Linguage are
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curious and suggestive, But are we not barking up the wrong tree
because we are confining ourselves to structures at the neglect of
imeaning and function, categories in terms of which mantras and
bird songs secm to be vastly different?

I have argucd in Chapter 13 that many mantras and rites do not
possess i clear meaning or function. Many mantras. as well as
stobhas or bija mantras. consist of meaningless sound; but even
those that are sentences of Vedic or Sanskrit arc often unrelated
to the rites they accompany. As for rites, the rites of the $rauta
ntual are especially devoid of meaning or function. Rites of the
srhya or “‘domestic”™ ritual, on the other hand, seem often quite
meaningful and functional. But how can there be such a differ-
cnce in meaning or tunction if the actual forms of $rauta and
rrhva rites, together with the accompanying mantras, arc so
olten similar or even identical?

We shall approach this problem by first taking a closer look at
(he meaning and function of the grhya rites. or, more generally,
ol the general category of non-srauta rites. This would be too
vast a task to undertake within the compass of the present
vhapter had not Gonda fortunately come to our aid by publishing
o manual in the Handbuch der Orientalistik, which assembles
precesely the data we need under the title: ““Vedic Ritual; the
nan-solemn rites’” (Gonda 1980). Here we witness rites per-
lormed not only in connexion with the traditional samskara
coremonies which correspond in part to the “rites de passage™
fanuliar to anthropologists following Van Gennep, but also on a
rreat number of other occasions, e.g.: making rain, warding off
doangerous or annoying amimals, averting dangers such as fires
and robbers, curing illness and preserving health, going on and
returing from a journey, entering a house, conquering enemies,
wheriting property, a variety of occupations connected with
vattle anniversaries, allaining great age, austerities, prayers,
vows, magic, witcheraft, exorcism, divination, purity and impu-
ty ansprciousness and inauspiciousness, learning and concen-
fhation, not 1o mention seasonal ceremonics of many kinds.

Fhos occisions were few,” concludes Gonda. ““when Vedic
man dud not seck the ind of ntes and minteas (o promote in some
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way or other his welfare or to avert the ills, real or imaginary,
which might invest him™” {page 410).

In Tantrism. which develops the domestic rites in scveral
respects, mantras arc similarly ubiquitous. A tenth or eleventh
century Tantric text, the Prapancasara declares (8.15)%

Therclore this famous siving ol letters, which attaches itself to the world,
with devotion assign 10 your body, mutter with soft voice, sacrifice and

worship,
in order to obtain incomparable poetic power, longevity. fame. loveli-
ness and fortune: for the sake of the destruction of all calamities and

sorrows, and Tor release from exisience
(translation by Goudriaan 1981:134).

In all these cases, rites and mantras seem (o have meaning or
function. Our startling earlicr conclusion that rites have no
meaning seems to turn into the opposite which is not less
startling: therc is no meaning or function rites can #0! POSSCSS.
But this has always been a problem with regard to rites and
rituals. Jack Goody drew attention to this problem as we saw at
the onset of our discussion of ritual (Introductory Note of Part
Il). Kristofer Schipper introduced the expression accretion to
capture another dimension of the same phenomenon.

We shall revert to this problem but only after having paid
attention to the corresponding probiem in the realm of birds and
bird songs. which seem to have a much clearer function. Or do
they? To begin with, ornithologists were satisfied with a gencral
characterization. stressing first that bird song *‘probably always
serves in one way or another to distinguish the sexes™ (because
bird songs are mostly found in males), and second that “‘there
must be a necd to communicate. The need may be to show the
signaler’s location (contact notcs}, his awareness of danger
(alarm calls), or his readiness to mate (courtship songs) or
defend a breeding or foraging territory (territorial song)™ (sum-
marized in Hartshorne 1973:15).

Another account of the functions of bird song runs as follows:
“The singer. more usually a male than a female, has 1wo primary
reasons for which to sing., the one to defend its Termtory aigamst
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other males, and the other, to attract females. The same song or
call (which is shorter and simpler than a song) may have different
meanings, depending on its context—the call that in the mating
season both defends territory and attracts females functions
;Ll‘lc_r the mating season is over, to defend territory alone. A;
against such general signals, there may be specific ones, and
these spectfic ones may be graded in structure, length, and other
characteristics, by which I mean that different intensities may
call forth different intensities of responsc. The occasions that
hiave been said to elicit distinctive songs or song-variants are
many. They include the scarch for a nest-site: the building of the
nest: the incubation of the eggs; the spelling of the female in her
unwubation duties; the leaving of the nest by the young; migra-
tion: and autumn and winter, Calls. too, have many varieties and
lun.clions. One classification includes those for pleasure, terri-
(orial defense, flight, feeding, nesting, flocking. aggression,
yeneral alarm and specialized alarm (to distinguish fAying rom
non-flying predators)’” {Scharfstein, forthcoming).

l'hat the same song or call may have different meanings
depending on the context accords with our earlier obscrvation
Mat rites have all kinds of functions, A similar observation was
nide by van Gennep in 1911 (**the same rite . . . can change its
meaning depending on the position it is given in a ceremony’’)
and by Durkheim in 1915 (“*according to the circumstances, onc
and the same ceremony serves two distinct functions’™): scc
above, page 127, Later in his cssay Scharfstein specifies this
conlext dependence in the casc of a blackbird song as follows:

F'oward the end of the season, when the song has lost its overt
weaual function, i reaches its most highly organized, in the
i sense: most musical, form.™

In more specialized studies, ornithologists have felt the need
to use the ethologists’ concept of ritualization. This concept is
myvoked when the ortginal function of a behavioral pattern is no
longer visible or known. Let us start with an example not
nn-nlving song. In a gencral study of the behavior and songs of
a4 spectes ol finch (Fstrddida), Gittinger (1970) has tried to
caphan s pattern of mflexion ¢ Verbeougane™) during which the
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male bird bends its hcad either to the right or to the left,
independent of the position of the female even il she 1s close by,
Giittinger says (1970:1054): **Aus dem Bewegungselement der
bisher besprochenen Arten kann infolge des hohen Grades der
Ritualisierung die urspriingliche Bedeutung der Verhallenswelise
nicht mehr ermittelt werden.™

German ornithologists use “‘ritualization™ in contrast to
“* Ableitungsmaglichkeit,”” or **possibility to deduce™: the latter
term is used when it is possible to explain a pattern ol behavior,
including a song, in functional terms. Applying the distinction to
the realm of Vedic ritual we could say that there exists an
** Ableitnngsmdéglichkeit”” for the grhya rites, but not for the
¢rauta rites. As in the Vedic realm., such a distinction requires a
great deal of analysis in specific cases. Some young finches of
the species Spermestes, for example, when in the nest and about
to be fed by the parents, raise their wings in a special manner.
Lmmelmann (1962) explained this as a kind of contest between
siblings; moreover, the wings can be raised in such a way that
the neighbor is partly hidden, so that the young bird who
performs the act is more likely to be fed first. But the theory does
not hold, as Gittinger (1970:1063) has pointed out, because the
parents takc great care to feed all their young equally, including
not only those that do not raise their wings, but also those that
are sick. In such cases, there seemed at first to be an “*Ablei-
tungsmoglichkeit,” which on further analysis turned out to be
SpUrious.

Detailed examples of the ritualization of songs have been
studied by Thielcke (1964) in the European tree creeper (Certhia
brachydactyla Brehm and Certhia familiaris 1..). The sounds
from which these songs are constructed are primarily three,
which Thielcke, using German phonology, represents as tir, it
and srik. Though the functions of some of the songs arc clear,
the functions of others arc not, and ritualization is accordingly
postulated. Tree-creepers exhibit all the characteristics of ritua-
lization that Lorenz (1951) and Morris (1957} have cnumerated:
the primary sounds arc rhythmically repeated: the sequences are
changed in such a way that “‘cine urspiinglich weitgehend
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veranderliche und aus verschiedenen Gliedern bestehende Folge
von Verhaltensweisen zn einem einzigen. in sich starren Bewe-
,-,l_mgsablauf zusammengeschweisst wird” (Thielcke 1964:405
alter Lorenz 1951); and there are “‘typical intensities.’’ Tht;
litler concept. introduced by Desmond Morris, indicates, for
example, that a bird in the course of a courtship dance may
repeatedly twist its body four times (Morris 1957:4-5). Since the
vider of elements, the sequence of pitches, the intervals between
the elements, and the number of elements are much more
vonstant in songs than in sounds, Thiclcke has argued that the
phyvlogenctic development of the song of the European tree-
vreeper has taken place in the dircction from sounds to song.
! “m not an ornithologist and I am not in a position to provide
A .dctaule‘d and exhaustive discussion of the vast amount of
mlswmation on bird song that is nowadays available. However
4 peneral trend in these studies scems to be the followingj
\\-'Iugﬁ:'c{as originally, most ornithologists stressed functional ex-
pl;ma_lfons, and were convinced that there were good pragmatic
ol uhht_arian reasons for the execution of songs by birds, it has
mereasingly been found that there are no such reasons, and that
P oftcn‘ seem to sing simply becausc they like to. This is
v \pruss‘-cd in the more specific context of the *‘ontogeny™" of bird
Lol ‘tor examplc by Nottebohm (1970:951) when he writes:
e s forced Lo conclude that the achievement of a relatively
table and predictable song docs not imply the existence of a
preconceived or acquired goal.” Or it is expressed in more
reueral and theoretical terms, for example by Lorenz (1967:75);
Iin.‘n: are mechanisms in existence which reinforce economical
perfection in motor skills independently of the attainment of the
alhimate biological goal in whose pursuit the learned movement
v developed.” Lorenz mentions as examples the swimming of a
~h.nk, the gallop of an antelope, and the gymnastics of a gibbon,
Ierve the singing of birds may be plausibly added: in fact, we
have adready seen that “pleasure™ is listed as one of its pos;ible
|umms_(Schurl‘slcin quoted sbove). Lorenz adds: “The .most
covineng argument i favor of my speculative assumption lies
mothe tiet that acquired motor skills of this type, more than any
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other types of movements, are forever being performed for their
own sake in the obvious absence of any other motivating or
reinforcing factors. Indeed. the very concept of play is based on
this fact to a large extent.”” All of this does of course apply to the
human animal: ‘‘we know that when we skate, ski, or dance, we
perform these activities for their own sake, for the enjoyment
they give us’ (ibid.). To add music, mantras and ritual is but a
natural extension of this list.

Two of the books and one of the articles from which [ have
quoted are concerned with a similar problem: the relation
between bird songs and music. The first book, Charles Hart-
shorne’s Born to Sing (1973), is by an ornithologist who is also
a philosopher; the second, Frangois-Bernard Méache’s Musique,
Mythe, Nature (1983) is by an ornithologist who 1s also a
musicologist and composer; the essay by Scharfstein, a chapter
from a forthcoming book on the nature of art. is by a philosopher
and esthetician interested in birds. All are concerned to show
that it is impossible to define “‘human’” music in such a way that
it will not also encompass bird song. All stress that birds must
accordingly be assumed to possess something like an acsthetic
sense. (Scharfstein has in fact cast doubt on the functionalist
bias of some of the professional ornithologists: *“They tend 1o
assume that every nuance of song or display has survival value
or disvalue, and they try, often with conspicuous cleverness, Lo
turn each apparent exception into further evidence for the truth
of their theses.”’) In the present context 1 nced only the least
controversial feature of the conclusion of these three authors: |
don't need the hypothesis that birds have an aesthetic sense
(though it may be correct) but accept that these authors have
demonstrated beyond reasonable doubt that hird songs cannot
be explained in functionalist, utilitarian, or pragmatic terms,

We may now return to maniras. only 1o find that we are ina
position to make an important observation. The idea that birds
can talk, and that bird songs are a kind of language, belongs to
the realm of myth and has ncver been taken scriousky by
ornithologists. But the idea that mantras express meaning, aul
are a kind of lngoage, has generally been taken tor granted by
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Nanskritists. Of course, there are good rcasons for this silent
assumption. It is due not merely to the circumstance that
Sanskritists tend to confine themsclves to Sanskrit, but to the
much more important fact that man, the animal that speaks ({&ov
Aoyov €yov), is obsessed by language so that we tend to assume
that any articulate sound is “‘language’ in its usual sense. This
i~ vxactly what happened in human history and prehistory. It has
renerally been fancied that birds could really talk even though
ihe evidence has never been telling. No wonder that mantras,
which are often indistinguishable from if, continue to be re-
parded as langnage. '

C'onceptual issues involving cross-overs between nature and
vuliure tend to be complex. Functionalist explanaitons in the
realm of mantras are always closely connected with problems of
~emantics, whereas functionalist explanations in the realm of
bid song are not connected with semantics. However, in both
aeas, emphasizing syntax combines in a natural manner with
de emphasizing semantics. Thus there is a closc association
hetween Chapters 10, 11, 12 and 13. Similarly, when ornitholo-
risIx found that it was difficult or impossible to provide function-
alist explanations, their interest in syntax increased. Thus we
it since roughly 1963, syntax mentioned in the studics of bird
~onges by Thielcke, Giittinger, Baptista, Nicolai, Payne, Beer,
Notiehohm, Johnson, and Bertram. The work of these scholars
idiscussed inoan unpublished paper by Luis Baptista, “'On
i"uallels between Bird Song and Speech Development.”” How-
vver, the first systematic nse of syntactic methods and represen-
fations on a large scale is found in Mache’s book of 1983, The
author is aware of the novelty of his approach, “abandonnant le
pnunt de voue phonétique qui est celui des zoologistes pour un
Pt de vue syntaxique™ (Miache 1983:64).

I'he contrast between functionalist and non-functionalist ¢x-
planations in biology is closely related to the continuing debates
v the theoretical foundations of Darwinian natural selection—a
problem that can not be adequately discussed in the present
vonlest, but to which o brief retference should be made. The
ttne o Csurvival of the Gittest.” in particular, can be casily
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misinterpreted in such a manner that it becomes tautologous and
empty. Eldredge exposes such views in the following terms:
“Only (God, patural selection) could have fashioned such a
marvellous organic machine! There is a difference, of course:
God, as a supernatural being, does not belong in science,
whereas natural selection patently does. But used in this inap-
propriate fashion, natural selection becomes a mere substitute
for the Creator. It tells us nothing, really. about tnbolite eyes or
anything specific or meaningful about how they came into exisl
cnce”” (Eldredge 1982: 508-509; quoted by Koster 1983: 4).

Such interpretations were actually given by Tom Bethell
(1976). according to whom **survival of the fittest” involves no
more than “‘differential reproductive success,”” viz., the produe-
tion of more surviving offspring than other competing members
of the population. This formulation. however, defines fitness in
terms of survival only and is therefore empty because survival of
what survives is a tautology. Such interpretations are similar to
the functionalist bias of some ornithologists who seem to be
“straining to accomodate awkward facts’ (Scharfstein).

Gould (1977:40-45), from whom the quote from Bethell has
been taken, has convincingly shown that Darwin did not make
such a basic logical mistake. Biologists define the fittest betore-
hand, not onty by their subsequent survival. Natural selection is
a theory of local adaptation to immediate but changing environ-
ments; it docs not preach general progress in the cosmic sense iy
inherent in the workings of evolution, which explains the Vie-
torian unpopularity of the idca. In fact, the theory of natural
selection did not triumph until the 1940s, Voltaire’s Dr. Pangloss
asserted that the nose was fashioned to bear spectacies. but we
can now see clearly that our world is not, as Candide thought,
“the best of all possible worlds.” We know, as Frangois Jacob
formulated it in Le jeu des possibles (1981:33), that “*le monde
vivant aujourd ’hui, tel que nous te voyons autour de nous, n'est
qu’un parmis de nombreux possibles.™

How then are mantras and bird songs related withim the
perspective of biological evolution” Their similarity 1s not what
biologists call “"homologous.” but what they call “analopous ™
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[he difference is explained by Gould (1977:254): **Similar features
dne o common genetic ancestry are “homologous™; similantics due
L common function, but with different evolutionary historics, are
anctlogous’ the wings of birds and insects, for example—the
common ancestor of both groups lacked wings.”” To apply this
dehmition, we have 1o broaden it tn a curious fashion: for the
amilarity between mantras and bird songs is due not to common
fnnction, but to common non-functionality . Mantras and bird songs
e not only certain structural properties, but also lack of an
mherent or absolute purpose. It is precisely these (eatures that
¢« vpress the common charactenistic of both as essentially satisfying,
pleasurable and playful—features that, in the casc of mantras, have
roniuned even though language has intervencd.

I shall briefly deal with a final objection Lo the thesis that mantras
nd bird songs are analogous: are not mantras and language
Ivarned, whereas bird songs are instinctive and inborn? The first
weply Lo any such objection should be that the ditference between
these two modes of acquisition may be large from the point of view
ol the individual, but is less important n terms of biological
cvolution, and need not prevent certain phenomena from being
anaivgous Lo each other, However, this first reply is not relevant in
e present case, for the distinction between learned and innate
does not obtain in any straightforward fashion. Language, first of
Al unlike languages, is partly inborn. One’s first or mother
Lpeiiipe s learnt in a realtively short period and through a process
hat s dilferent from the lcarning of any subsequent language
Lo ause “universals of language™ are characteristic structures of
b hiiman mind. This much, if anything, has been established
conchisively by Noam Chomsky. It is entirely likely that the same
helds (rue of rites and mantras: though specific cases have 1o be
eant, their general underlving structures are innate.

Bud songs, on the other hand, arc partly learnt. Kroodsma
19 8R) provides a comprehensive recent survey on “Aspects of
[ vanmng in the Ontogeny of Bird Song: Where, From Whom,
When, How Many, Which, and How Accurately?”” Kroodsma
D had already shown that juvenile males of the species
Iewick™s wien CErvesnnanes howickiny are probably capable ol
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learning from their father . .. but a premium is placed on
matching the song types of neighboring males with whom
interactions will occur throughout life; thus, song lypes of the
father may be modified or new ones learned in order to match
more closcly the songs of neighboring males.”” Many birds learn
songs only within 4 eritical period,” for example, within the
first 10 months of a potential lifespan of 5 or morc years. “*After
the end of this sensitive period further acoustic stimuli do not
alter the bird's repertoire” (Nottcbohm 1970:952). However, in
the indigo bird (Vidua chalybeata), *“flexibility to change song
types in the repertoire of the individual is apparently maintained
throughout life’” (Kroodsma 1978:216). Since sO many songs arc
learnt. “"variation in song repertoire sizes among different pop-
ulations of a given species may be striking. Long-billed marsh
wrens near Seattle, Washington, may have 150 song types, while
an Hlinois male may have as few as 307 (Kroodsma 1978:221).
That mantras are similar to bird songs may seem far-fetched to
Western Sanskritists, but it would not cause surprise to the
saman chanters, other Composers of mantras, or Indians gencr-
ally. Following Genesis, the Western tradition has generally
stressed the difference between man and the other animals {se¢
Qtaal 1979¢:2-3). But in India, the names of many samans are in
fact inspired by birds. The krausfica melody evokes a kind of
curlew. We also have samans called triivakraufca and even
vannidhanakrauiica, a kraufca melody *‘ending ip speech.”
Other samans are called plava after an aquatic bird, bhasd after
a bird of prey, and vasa after a croaking bird. The well known
chant §yend 1s called after a vulture {(sce AGNI [:88-90), and
sauparpa derives from suparnd which is not only a lotus leaf, but
also a large bird of prey. Vedic schools have been called after
birds. ¢.g.. the Kausika after the owl and the Taittirlya alter
tittiri, the partridge (a totemic bird according 10 Kosambi (1950}
who concluded that the Taittiriya was a totemic clan—a hypoth:
esis criticized by Brough (1953)). No wonder that vae was used,
already in the Rigveda, not only of men, but also of uther
animals and especially of hirds.

Geese informed Japasruti Pantrayani dhout the great master
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Ra1kva~\:vi}.h-lhe-chari0t (Chandogya Upanisad 4.1-3). A goose
and a diving bird taught Satyakama Jibila each a quarter L)f
brahman (Chandogya Upanisad 4.7-8). Indian sages Haﬁe al-
ways been eager to gain knowledge and insight from birds. So
why shouldn’t we? o
The similarity between mantras and bird sengs. which is
preater than that between mantras and ordinary language ma_;,f
have to ‘be studied in the wider perspective of “a,nima]
I:mguagcj," a topic that goes far beyond the confines of the
[)I‘C.SCIII investigation. Lct me only note that many claims made
calier on behalf of language-like communication among chim-
panzees, gorillas and even dolphins, have been fargely rctracted
s now wi_dely recognized that there is a difference bctwcer;
a-ummun{callon and human language. 1t is obvious that animals
v.ummumcate with each other; but these communications, even
it they are systematic, do not resembie the system of l;uman
language. This is not to say that human language is something
mmmp.arably grand: we have scen something different, namely
thist .1t is illogical and roundabout. These pu'zzling features arc;
mecisely the features that call for an explanation and that h-have
ledl 10 confusion (see Chapters 28-30).
lo suggcsF explanations for human data within a biological

perspective implies acceptance of a form of Darwinism. Al-
Ihnl‘lgh many features of biological evolution in terms of Dar-
WIS original theory have been abandoned or at least questioncd
durng recent decades (c.g., the gradual nature of evolution), one
et remains central: the importance played by chance. V‘al‘ia—
uons arise by chance and some are sclected subsequently in
" l-m-.d;mce with the demands of the environment. A theory that
cavpliins human data in terms of “'meaning™ (ries to make sense
o v\-vrylljing and minimizes chance or rejects it altogether. It
hecomes _|mporlanl, therefore, o inquire whether chance plays
sy role in the domain of mantras. We have seen that mantras
and achs are generally associated with each other but that the
aewscinlion is unlike that between linguistic utterances and lhéir
SOILUES How then is a specilic mantea selected to accompany
apecdic Tt or vece versa” Tlas s the topic of our next chapter.




24

Mantras by Chance

The verse that is our point of departure is the first of the nminth
book, the only book of the Rigveda that deals in its entirety with
Soma and its mioal purification and preparation. It is the first
verse of a hymn (RV 9.1) that belongs to a group of hymns all
wrilten in the same meter, called gayvairi. The text of this
LOVATF-VETrse 1s:

svadisthaya rnzidi::;{hay:'i
pavasva soma dharaya (18)
indraya patave sutiah (RV 9.1.1)

ifie translation s straightforward and uncontroversial:

“With most delictous and inebriating flow.
Soma, purify yourself,
Pressed for Indra to drink.™

[he gavatri meter consists of three octosyllabic meters which
Ivive the scheme:

XX X X U — U — (19

where v may be occupied by a syllable of any kind, U by a
verse-medial short syllable and — by a long syllable or by a
verse final short sylfuble. In the case of RV 9.1.1, the distribu-
Hon is oy follows:
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— - U — U—u —
U —u — U —uU — (200
— — U — J—Uu —

]

The accent
the text in (18) is called udafta, *‘raised,’’ and it is possible that
i was originally spoken with raiscd pitch (but sce Gray 1959a
and b for a dissenting view). Whatever its original pronunciation,
it was later marked by reciting the previous syllable at a lower
pitch, and the following at & higher pitch. A few more rules have
to be taken into account before we can properly pronounce this
verse, but we shall not trouble ourselves with them. The lower
accent is called anuddrra, “*not raised,”” and is written in the
manuscripts (that are all of later date) with a horizontal bar
below the syllable; the higher, svarita, " (re)sounding.” i1s writ-

ten with a vertical bar above it. The result is as follows:
|
svadisthaya madisthaya

| .
pavasva soma dharaya 20

|
indraya patave sutah

This mode of recitation, which is called svadhvava, only scrves
the purpose of transmission, from teacher to pupil or from father
to son. Mantras are never recited in this manner in the ritual
itself: to be fit for ritual use, the traditional recitations have (o
undergo certain modifications. In many cases, verse have 1o be
turned into songs which are then incorporated in the Samaveda,
In the above case, the first step of that process of incorporation
is extremely simple. The wddarta, svarita and anuddtta are
chanted at three different pitches, each at an interval of about a
second from each other, the first (wdatta) the highest. the s
(anuddtta) the lowest, and the svarita ot an intermediate pitch,
The manuscripts reler to these tones with the help ol nnmerals;

" which has been printed over certain syllables of
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1T for udarta
Y27 for svarita (22)
3" for anudata.

[ hese numerals are written above the syllables, as lollows:

L2 3 1 2 k]
svadisthaya madisthaya
12 3 12 .
pavasva soma dharava (23}

I R -
indraya patave sutzh

(1) is closer to (18) than it is to {21), which shows that the
Samaveda is earlier and closer to the original Rigveda than the
Kipveda system of horizontal and vertical strokes used in the
manuscripts. This Is in accordance with the chronology pro-
posed by Kiparsky (1982, Lecture 1) for the development of the
Vedic accent system, provided we insert the Samaveda after the
Ripveda as it was known to Panini, but before the Rigveda
tecension with which we are familiar.

Hefore we can sing (23), we have to know at which pitch the
-vllables not marked with a numeral have to be sung. The rule is
apain simple: these are sung at the pitch of the preceding
-vlluble. The basic chants of the Samaveda, thus provided with
.+ pattern of song that derives from the accentuation of the
onginal, are listed in the first part of the Samaveda, which is
weterred to as Samhita—as in the case ol the other Vedas—and
also. more appropriately, as.arcika, “‘list of verses,” from rk

verse”” from which the appellation rgveda, “*Veda of Verse,™ is
also derived.

The next portion of the Simaveda lists the melodies to which
these verses are sung. It consists of the more common
cramagevagana, songs to be sung in the village,” and the more
cvoleric aranvageyagdana (or arapvegeyagdana), ‘‘songs to be
wung in the forest.” Both these gana-books correspond to the
wadhvava of the other Vedas: they mainly serve the purpose of
tansmitting the tradition to the following generations; they are
sametimes ritaally used in their gana form, but more often this
torm undergoes further modification for the sake of ““nitual
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application’ (prayvoga). This application is the actual purpose of

these songs and of the Simaveda itself.

There are numerous melodies in these gdna collections be-
cause one versc s generally sung to different melodies. But we
also meet with the opposite: different verses are sung to the same
melody. In that case, the melody needs to be listed only once:
and this has [ed to some confusion among students of the
Samaveda,

The Vedic tradition is celebrated for the care with which it hay
been handed down: despite the vicissitudes of Indian history
during the last three thousand years, there are in the Rigveda no
variant forms or *‘readings’ (a term based upon the Western
assumption that these compositions are “‘texts™ which arc
“read’"). This applies (o the place of the accents as well: it never
varies. In the case of the transmission of melodies, greater

variation is expccted; and this may well account for the belief

that there were onginally a thousand schools in the Simaveda
(Renou 1947:88) as against two in the case of the Rigveda and
Yajurveda each. When one hears contemporary traditions of the
Samaveda, the musical renderings vary greatly. Yet, two tradi-
tions can be clearly distinguished: the Kauthuma-Ranayaniya,
which 1s stll found in many parts of India (chiefly Tamilnad.
Andhra, Karnataka and Maharashtra); and the Jaiminiya which
is confined to Kerala and a few villages in Tamilnad.

The Jaiminiya is almost extinct; its manuscripts are rare and
have, with few exccptions, remained unpublished. The Kau-
thuma-Randyaniya tradition of two closcly connected schools,
which 1 shall refer to as K-R, is still relatively strong, and its
texts have been published in their entirety. In these latter texis,
a simple notation for the pitch of tones of the songs has been
adopted in the manuscripts, most of which are of recent date
{(i.e., no morc than a few centuries old). The printed texts have
adopted this notation in which the notes are referred to with the
help of the numerals 1, . . . .7 which designate pitches in their
descending order, again with intervals of roughly a sccond.
There are seven notes in the Samaveda according to these
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manuscript notations, which is consistent with some musicolog-
wal accounts (e.g., that of the Naradasiksal.

In the gramagevagdana of the K-R school, our verse is listed as
nem 468, and it is provided with nine melodies 1o which 1t is
~ung. The first of these, referred to as GG 468.17°, is the
lollowing:

Ir 2 1 a l 2T | 2 2 .
sviddisthiyad madiisthayd £/ pavasvaso /! madha™l ra™23 ya //

! 2 i 2 I _
indrayapa / / tavaist 23 133430 F 0"2345q1/ /7 da /o {24)

In order te know how this actually sounds, a few more
conventions must be cxplained: “'r”" denotes lengthening: the
numerals in the ne sound the same as those wrillen above the
wllables, each lasting one beat or time unit (mdatra); they also
mduce lengthening of the preceding syllable. The song consists
ot five portions that are separated by double bars (**/ /™), further
aihdivided into smaller portions separated by single bars (/7).
I he number of these latter, smaller subdivisions varics, but the
lormer subdivision into five is constant in an important class of
niuals: these five portions, called bhakti, are of fundamental
vnportance in the Soma rituals, where they arc chanted by
dillerent pricsts facing different directions, sitting in a particular
Lishion and following a pattern that is always the same (see
AGNI E608—609). The five portions, which should each be sung
with a single breath, are called: (1) prastdva (“prelude™), (2)
wdvitha (chant™), (3) pratihdara (“response™), (4) upadrava
raceessory™) and (S) nidhana (Cfinale™). Three of the lour
Samaveda priests participate in such a chant. viz., Praslota,
i deata, and Pratiharta. The assignment of bhakti portions to
Hieo s as follows:

1) prastava by Prastota;

Mo ndgitha by Udgata:

W opratihurra by Pratiharta;
A1 wpatedrava Iy Uldpadas aod
Sy opaddhrana by adl thiree
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When we compare (24) with the original verse {18). we
observe that certain syllables have been expanded, or otherwise
modified. For example, many ot the short «¢’s are lengthened into
long a's. and i and ¢ have become @&, The luatter modification is
well known to linguists: it is the Tamous veddhi (Clengthening™)
discovered by the Sanskrit grammarians that is referred to in the
first sitra of Panini’s grammar. At the same time, the notion of
yrddhiis one ol the cornerstones of Indo-Luropean comparative
phonology. as well as the basis of our notion of ““sound law.™
This lustrates in passing that the derivation of the ritual chants
of the Samaveda from the Rigveda {and not only the formation ol
the Padapatha from the Rigveda. as V. N. Jha has shown) has
contributed to the origin of the Sanskrit grammatical tradition.

These phonetic or sound modifications are often determined,
or partly determined. by the formal natare of the syllables of the
original. in particular their length: the structure of the song is
therefore related 1o the original meter which is also bused upon
the distinction between short and long syllables. These relation-
ships are dealt with in texts such as the (K-R) Puspasiitra. which
makes use of grammatical technical terms such as veddhi and &
greal many others, Song (24) is also called a gavatrt song—a
circumstance 10 which we shadl return.

We finally observe that in {24) new syllables have been added,
in particular the termination of the npadrava and all of the
nidhana:

1
23450 da i

This 1s a stobha of the familiar type. but properly expressed
together with its musical structure.

In order to study the ritual significance of our song we need o
be familiar with the structure of the entire system of its derivi
tives in the corpus of the Samaveda. Instead of pursuing this by
numerical references to the published texts of the K-R Samiave
da, which would be intelhigibic only to specialists, it wilf e more
interesting and worthwhite to publish songs [rom the corpis o
the Jaiminiya. Since these songs have never been publhished, |
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hitve made use of recordings and of a copy of a manuscript in the
Malayalam seript prepared by my collaborator [tti Ravi Nambu-
diri. The original (see page 209) is in the possession of Asko
arpola (University of Helsinkiy, Two other manuscripts of the
Famimiya songs are known: they are B 497 and B 61-62 of the
Indins Office Library, both discovered by A. C. Burnell in the
[870"s m the Tamil region and both written in the Grantha script.
I have mentioned the most important variant “readings™ (re-
lerred to as “"C77) that occur in a handwritten copy completed by
Willem Caland in 1906, which was based upon B 497 and coliated
with B 61 and B 62. (For the Arunyageyagana, Caland did not
nele the stobhas or the muscial syllable notation given in B 62).
\ photograph of Caland’s manuscript was in the possession of
o AL AL Bake at the School of Ortental and African Studics,
and owas given to me by Mrs. Buke. The original is in the
thuversity Library of Utrecht. As the reader will see, some of
the varants help to establish the boundartes between the blrakti
portions. There are still instances where these remain unclear in
(he manusceript tradition. and therefore must be determined from
oral tradition. This is easy to do because of the rule that onc
hhakii has 1o be chanted with one breath (page 280). If the
number of bhakti portions is different from tive, the method of
<hanting has to be further specified.

Here follow the nine songs based upon the gavatri verse from
the Grramageyagana:

Jaiminiva Gramageyagana 492 -9
iy sviddavisthiyd madayisthayd § pavasva somadharayd (indrayapa /
rasv oyt sutah Soyila F
0 vadisthavas ivd ivad madisthaya /pavasva so iva bvd madharayd /
e i v iy Aavayi sntik Joyila Jd
th cssadisthayan hoo w3 ivd madisthoya 7 pavasva sau ho vib iy
madaeov Sdrava pan hoovdoiva / taviyi satah foovila dd
t pwl

O svade S sthoac madestbiva vivovacd pavasyi soma dhiiyd o indira
sl atk o vacd Lave saatah G
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(5) uhuvayi svadi / sthayd madisthayd au ho va { pavasva soma dhardyh
ahuva indriyapa £ 1ava au ho v/ sotah 7/

{6) svadayisthaya madisthayd pavasvi somadhaaraya a vindraya pa ha bu/
VA vi sutd bu / va s

C: madisthayi / somadhiraya /

(7) svadisthaya madisthayd pavasvi somadhiraya indrayapi / tava o tava o
lava v VA au ho va / satah

C: somadharayi /

{8) aut ho hm bha ¢ hiya ha hayi svadayisthayd madio yi madi/ au ho hm bha
¢ hiva ba hivi sthay@l pavasvi so o sviso { au ho hm bha e hiyi ha hayi ma
dharaya indrd o indra fau he hm bha ¢ hiva ha hayi ya pa tavayi suta ovi
siitzeh / au ho hm bhi e hiva ha hi au ho va ik

(9) sviadisthayad madayisthaya / pavasvi soma dhardva / a yindraya patavd
hi vu va ¢ sutah //

A few observations may be made. First of all, the Jaiminiya does
not use a numerical notation to refer to the pitch of the tonal
pattern which characterizes the melodics. There cxists a
Jaiminiya musical notation by means of syllables from the
Grantha script, of which we noted that Caland copied it from
B 497 but not from B 61-62. It is not marked in the Malayalam
manuscript.

Secondly we observe that the differences betwecn  the
Jaiminiya and the K-R version {above (24)) arc phonetic: K-R
often has *“ai"" where the Malayalam manuscript of the Jaimimya
version has “ayi', although Caland’s manuscript also has i’
This is not duc to differences between the Malayalam and
Grantha scripts. because both of these can express “ai™ as well
as “‘ayi.”” These minor phonetic difficrences are determined not
by differences of affiliation but by geography (Tamilnad versus
Kerala). Important differences, however, are due to the Vedie
school. For example. the K-R has often o™ where the Jaiminiya
has “*a"": and the well known K-R stobha “oida™ appears in the
Jaiminiya tradition always as “o ila.”” using the Dravidian sound
“1"", pronounced like r in American Fnglish, but further back
(see Renou 1947:99; Staal 1961:69). The occurrence of this sovnl
may indicate that the Jaiminiya fradition originated in Sonth
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India or in an arca of the North at a time when a Dravidian
Lwiguage was still spoken there.

The third obscervation was made in AGNI, from which I quote
{1 278):

When dealing with these songs and chants it should be remembered
that the Samaveda 1s replete with what, from a textual point of view, arc
unexpected variations and varictics. These features are characteristic of
the Samaveda, Kauthuma-Randayaniya as well as Jaiminiva. Whenever
repular patterns scem (0 emerge, there are new deviations that break the
patiern. To treat the text as iC il were corrupt would be to miss its very
rason d'étre. But even if we accept its playtul deviations, we find that
the rules of this game often escape us. Many forms (hal may seem to be
printing mistakes or mistakes of (he manuscripts are therefore in fact
whiit they should be.

I'he seventh of this scquence of nine songs is used in its
Camageyagana form in the Agnicayana ritual. We have studied
ather chants from the same ritual context (page 217). Afler the
furd altar has been consecrated, 1t has to be brought under
control and pacified. The Adhvaryu, assisted by the Pratipras-
Heila, pours a continuous libation of goat milk over the western
bk of the northern wing. This brick is chosen because it is
s Linvely soft and tender, far away trom the center of the altar
wlie i 1y center of power. and also because it can be casily
approached from different sides (AGNI 1:509 sq.). During this
olbation, the Adhvaryu recites the famous Saramdrf_va or Ru-
e Clalttiriya Samhitd 4.5), which derives its popularity partly
It the fact t’hat it was subsequently interpreted within the
g capective of Saiva theism (Gonda 19795 Arnold, forthcoming).
Doy this oblation and recitation, the Udgata sings a sequence
ol o samans, together called Flow of Milk (Asiradhard). The
lownth of these is our GG 49.2.7.

Wiy was this song chosen o perform this function? I fits with
the others only to some extent: it shares with most a triple
vepeon (ol S tava v, and with many the stobha “*au ho va.”
Ioth these leatures, however, are quite common in  the
“canan eda, The more complex features that distinguish a series
ol Liter songs in the Flow of Milk sequence (Chapter 19) are not
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found in it. One is tempted to believe that there is no answer 1o
the question of why this particular song was selected for use at
this particular point of the ritual. 1t came from the collection like
4 secd that falls from a blossom and is carried through the wind
until it settles down somewhere,

What about the stobha *‘tava 0’ itself” Again, we obscrve a
phonological, and therefore linguistic correspondence—or 15 it
pseudo-linguistic? ~"Tava i'" comes from **-tave,”” which should
yield, in linguistic terms. “tavailt or Ttavayi,' as indeed it does
in many other songs of the sequence GG 49.2. What we find,
therefore, is a variation of a linguistic relationship. This is quite
common in these songs. and 1t supports the idea that the
derivation of songs from verses 18 closely connected with the
origination of linguistics n India.

In Sanskrit. “ava’ also has a mecaning: it means “yours.’
The stobha can be taken to mean *“yours U .7 which s almost as
good as “yours truly.” But 1his meaning correspondence 1s
adventitious and without significance, which does not imply,
however. that it could not evoke semantic associations among
some users. Tava,” moreover. occurs in other stobhas (see
Puspasitra. ed. Simon, 1909: 770 s.v. fava tvad), and U
quite famous in later Tantrism (see. for example. Padoux 1963:;
203-206). Historical connexions between Vedic stobhas and
Tantric bijamantras are hkcly to exist (Chapter 20): a good
example is the famous Tantric phat which occurred alrcady m
the Simaveda (see van der Hoogt 1929:99; cf. phat phat phat
phat phat phat: AGNI 1:416).

Next we shalt consider some of the more esoteric ' songs to be
sung in the forest.”” Jaiminiya Aranyagevagana 15.7 (corre-
sponding to K-R AG 16.1) includes the following song based
upon our vesse:

]

AVAMAYAM ayamayim ayamiyam svadisthayd madayisthaya £ pavisva

somadhiarayd  indrayapa taviyi st F Ay AMAYIM GYanyam avintayi

au hova 714 d
Co ayvanvimayantyi 1208 :I\'.'|I|1.‘I\-".l[IIiI\r'illl!il\'il!l'l.‘l\.-'i!Illil\';lllliilllln\'il
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Again, there is triple repetition, and “ayam’™™ also happens to
mean something. viz.. “this one,” without carrying any deeper
significance. It is a well known Vedic stobha (see vin dér Hoogt
1929:11: avenn yvalt. 91 avant avavam, 99 avam vava, e
.”:\‘{””.) and is perhaps the source of the qu-m”y wetl-known
I:1'nlrh|c stobha “wim™ (sce, for exampie. Bharati 1970:119).

This song is ritwally used in the construction of the Agnica-
vuna altar. When the bricks of the first layer are laid down the
lla_lgz]l{l chants whenever it is the turn of a ritually significant
brick to be deposited and consccrated. At the consecration of
the seventh brick, called Darvi after the grass of that numé. the
,J\;lf}:varyu recites Taittiriya Samhita 4.2.92 ¢d (sce AGNI
1:423);

Rising up .tmm every stem, from every Joint, darvin extend (o us a
thousandlold, a hundredtold.

You who extend with o hundred, arise with a thousand!

I'or vou, goddess brick, may we offer with oblation.™

\l the beginning of this recitation the Adhvaryu looks at the
Vidgata, to alert him. and the Udgata intones his song, AG 15.7
Why this song ts chanted bere at this time is not known. Then;
v N spcciﬁc phonetic, phonological, syntactic, semantic or
;uug‘nmnc similarity between recitation and chant, apart from
ihe Iuc_l that the recitation is again in the gayatri meter and the
chant s a gayatrm chant—both varicties that are exceedingly
IO, '

No specific semantic connexion appears to ¢xist between the
mtual applications of these two derivatives from our Rigvedic
verse that oceur in the two basic gana books of the Samaveda
ciher ritual wses of chants that are derived from these songs:
pertain 1o the Soma ritual and are listed in the Uha and U h}*;l (or
R.III.’I‘\NI’;I] Gana collections of the Samaveda. In these two
cutlections, the songs are ordered in the same sequence in which
fhiey, are used in the Soma rituals, and they are given in the acrual
fenms i which they are sung.

[ he ritoad context ol the Soma ceremonies has been treated n
I hapter & In the Apnistomia, there are three pressings of Somi;
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at the third pressing. there arc two sequences of chants and
recitations: the first of these. which is the eleventh sequence of
the entire pressing day. consists of a series of seventeen songs,
of which the first and the fourth are based upon our verse. These
songs are listed in Uhagina 3.2-6 (see AGNI 1:646-648), but
there are several difficulties, notably onc remarked upon by
Culand {Caland-Henry 1907:18(0); the first three songs are not
listed there (though their textual form, without melody, occurs in
the corresponding passages of the Samhitd). So how should they
be sung?

The answer is that these are to be sung in the Gayatra melody,
which is explaincd somewhere else, once and for all, but not in
the corpus of the Saimaveda. The same holds for other verses in
the gayarri meter, in particular the famous Gayatri verse of the
Rigveda (3.62.10: sce above, page 231) that is not listed in the
Samaveda either. It is often quoted in Vedic literature, some-
times in the context of a wish for inspiration {scc, for exampic,
Gonda 1980a:45, 104); and is recited during many rites and on
many occasions (see Gonda 1980b, s.v. “*Savitei’"). According to
the Satapatha Braihmana (2.3.4.39), all wishes of the ritualist will
be fulfilled by this mantra because they arc impelled by Savitr,
who is the “impeller'” (prasavitr) of the gods. This is a typical
comment of that Brahmana-- vacuous and ad hoc.

Why was this mantra picked to play such an important and
auspicious role? There arc hundreds of mantras in the Rigveda
that say something similar. The answer to such questions s
always the same: there is no answer. It fell from the heap like the
windblown seed we have already encountered. For some arbi-
trary reason, supreme significance is attached to it. It occurs
everywherc, with one exception: it does not occur in the
Samaveda. Or rather, it is placed at the beginning i some
collections (in some¢ manuscripts and in most of the printed
editions), rcmaining outside the systematically numbered se-
quences and all classifications, while in other collectons it is
simply not found.

The reason for this special treatment, once the mantra liad
acquired its special function, is not didlicelt to find: This mantia
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had too much meaning. A prayer for inspiration that is daily
recited. that defines a brahmin and distinguishes him trom
others, is not the kind of mantra that provides the auspicious but
meaningless sounds that make up the melodies that accompany
ritual activity. The Savitri, in fact, is so important to a brahmin
(hat it has spilled over to other twice-born castes, albeit m a
Jilferent form: Ksatriyas have a Savitri in the rigrubh meter, and
Vaisyas have one in the jagari meter (sce Malamoud 1977:89).
The Gayatri thus has meaning as well as social significance—
onlike most mantras and other ritual chants—although this
wignificance is partly theoretical, like much that concerns the
ancient varaa system (the theory of Tour castes, set up in the law
books, as distinct from the reality of thousands of jari units of
vaste which characterizes Indian society). The Gayatrt, there-
lore, remains significant and eo ipso 1solated.

The Gayatri melody occupies a similar position in the cere-
monies of the Soma ritual. Many of the stuti or stotra chants,
whose sequences define a Soma ritual, arc set to this melody.
ey all receive the same treatment, a treatment which in fact
obliterates almost alt the meaningful characteristics of the orig-
mals. replacing them by stobhas and other meaningless sounds.,
particudarly long o°s. Since only the prastava retains the origimal
1ext, it is only that portion that is explicitly noted in the tradition.
I he other bhakii portions are always sung in the same manner.
| he wdeitha is always (see above, page 232):

O va 0 vad 8 va him bha ¢ va,

with very long ¢°s {note that South Indian scripts, unlike Nagari,
distinguish between short o and long 4). The remaining bhakti
pottions are collectively treated as follows. The Pratiharta
Always sings “him'™ together with the Udgata, breathes in, and
Chants Cvak' (which comes from nowhere) while he holds his
brcath —therefore almost inaudibly. The Yajamana und some
other priests, in accordance with complex rules, should also
Chant o7 Gsee AGNIE 1:603).

We are now in i position 1o return to the ritual uses of our
verse, Rigveda 901 T the Soma ceremomes. We can now
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understand why. for the first song of the third pressing sequence
of chants. only the prastava needs to be known. It is listed in the
Samhita as Tollows:

svadisthaya madisthayom  (Jaiminiya Arcika f4.1),

The fourth chant is listed in Uba Gana 3.2, 1t preserves more ol
the original text aithough the ndgitiia has wlso disappeared:

svadisthiya ma da visthaya { svaso 074 vindrd £ o pa tava hitvu vi /i
th 7 tsee AGNT L646).

In all the cases of ritual application of mantras we have so far
studied. nothing remains of the rich literature of the Vedas bul a
collection of sounds and syllables. Entire passages that orig-
inally were pregnant with meaning arc reduced to long ¢'s. This
is precisely whal distinguishes mantras from the original verse:
1o be made into a mantra. and thus fit for ritual consumption, &
verse has 1o be subjected to formal transformations, operations
that apply to form but not to meaning. This is why Renou
referred to mantras as “poussiére védique.”” and why he men-
tioned *le découpage des vieux hymnes en formules ou méme
fragments devenus des corps inertes dans la trame liturgique’™
(1960:76-77 quoted by Malamoud 1983:33).

Ritual traditions have obvious social significance in that they
identify groups and distinguish them [rom each other. They give
pcople. in that hackneyed contemporary phrase, "‘a scnse of
identity.”” That identity, however. is often due 1o distinctions
that rest upon meaningless phonetic variations. Thus the
Jaiminiya and Kauthuma-Ranayaniyu schools differ from each
other by such characteristics as vowel length, or hecause the
former uses "*a"" where the latier uses ©0.77 Up to the present
time. the Vedic schools themselves are distinguished from cach
other by such variations of sound that can he more casily
explained in grammatical than religious terms, The Gaayatr
mantra itself is pronounced difTerently by Nambudist Brahiuans
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belopging to the Ygjurveda or Samaveda and Nambudiris be-
longing to the Rigveda: the former pronounce the visarga “*h'" at
the end of “*nah™ (p. 231) as an £, a sound that is gcnc.rally
believed not (o occur in Sanskrit.

Actually, the bilabial spirant 7" s an optional variant pre-
scribed by a grammatical rule which also introduces another
sound. the velar “"kbh™", which is believed to be absent from
Sanskrit. Special symbols are needed (o add these sounds to the
alphabet, as in the manuscripts or printed editions of Panini’s
rule 8.3.37: kupvoh X k€9pau ca, ** X and @9 may be :-‘.uhsti'tutcd
in the place of the visarga when a voiceless velar or a voiceless
labial, respectively, follow.™

In this symbolism, © Sk refers to the velar “"kh™", and ~€9p™’
to the bilabial spirant “f7. The mterpretation of this rule
depends on conventions that have been established elsewhere in
the grammar. Thus we have to supply padasva, “in the place of
a word.”” from 8.[.16; samhitaydm, “in continuous pronuncia-
tion,”” from 8.2.108; and va, “optionaily,” from 8.3.36. That the
rifes are to be understood in this order follows [rom 8.2.1., and
[hf.ll the optional va means “preferable’™ has been shown by
Kiparsky (1979). That the Yajurveda and Samaveda have
adopted the preferred form is in accordance with the central
piace they occupy in the ritual tradition.

I~n l.he Gayatrn, the voiceless labial which follows the visarga
I s the mitial tptt of tpracodayit.”” Thus the variation
hetween Vedie schools and between the Vedas themselves is
teduced 10 the optionality of grammatical rufes. This 1s not a
modern phenomenon: it goes back 1o the origin of the tradition,
The bilabial spirant 7" occurs nol only in the grammar of
Panud, but in two phonetic treatises (Pratisakhya) of the Yajur-
vedi, namiely, the Taittirtya of the Black and the Vﬁjasancv‘i ol
the White Yajurveda. (It is lacking again in the Mﬁdhvzmdina,
another school of the White Yajurveda: Renou 1942, ]‘557’:396].

I'iroughout this section we have observed that considerations
al form and Tormal derivations amd transformations e foremaost
i the minds of the ntoalists, In some cases these forms appear
to be purely bty ance they do not correspomd 1o any type
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of formal rclationship that is known or scems to make sensc. In
other cascs the rules of grammar, especially those that introduce
options, are used and lead to further ritual developments and
proliferation. In both cases, we can give a syntactic but not a
semantic account of the relationships between mantras and acts.
We shall formulate such an account for Rigveda 9.1.1 by means
of a syntactic structure that represents the knowledge of the
ritualist. We have to make some distinctions to begin with.

The ritualist, first of all, Anows this verse. That 15, he knows
how to recite it, lor this is what be learned when he learned the
Rigveda by heart as a boy—a knowiedge he shares with many
other brahmins who also belong (by birth) to the Rigveda but are
not ritualists. But there s no traditional transmission of the
nreaning of the verse, and so he does not necessarily know its
mecaning. 1f he does, he must be a Sanskrit scholar to whom
meaning has become a matter of personal interest. A practising
ritualist who is asked for the meaning of a recitation or song
invariably replics: go to a scholar of language or philosophy.

A brahmin who belongs to the Simaveda knows more: he
knows how the verses of the Rigveda have been transformed
into songs. He will probably know various chants derived from
that verse, depending on his expertise, and if he is really good,
he will know where these occur in the collections of the
Samavedic corpus—which is large and complicated, as we have
seen. He shares such knowledge, however, with other
Samaveding and 1t still does not quahify him as a ritualist.

Only the ritval expert or vaidika knows, unlike an ordinary
Rigvedin or Samavedin (or Yapurvedin, for that matter), the
association between mantras and acts, and when and where in
the ritual these have to be mserted and exccuted. He knows
something like the following structure (I say ““something like,™
for he uses, as we shall see in Chapter 27, a system of reference
rooted in oral tradition and in some respects dillerent from 1he
system usced by Western scholars, which presupposes the avail
ability of printed 1ex(s)
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such a structure makes sense only within the larger pattern of
hundreds of similar structures, which together constitute the
~dilice of the ritual. Vedic ritual makes sense, but it is structural
Lense. An exhaustive synchronic analysis of the ritual can be
viven in terms of the structural relationships between such
lonms, without reference to meaning or external function. Such
an analysis will refer to the rules that relate structures to each
other, and is therefore syntactic in nature. If and when the
wslem changes (which may be due to a variety of causes,
~emantic as well as nonsemantic). the rules or the relations
Letween them change, and this can again be studied in syntactic
r-1ins. The syntactic approach can therefore completely account
tor the ritual facts. It also shows that many cases of association
heiween a mantra and an act are accidental and due to chance.
| ~hull refer to this structural feature as inner chance.

Ihere are other developments in the domain of ritual that
dinstrate the workings of chance. Many of these are connected
with the origins of ritnal systems, The study of such systems has
Leen undertaken by anthropologists. who have paid insufficient
Jltention to mantras and history and whose orientation has been
predominantly semantic. We have to study such semantic ac-
counds, however, because they often provide the only informa-
hon that is available, and also in order to find out whether the
e ol Vedie ritual is perhaps unique (sce below, Chapter 30C).
I - hail discuss three anthropological studies in the next Chapter
and return to the question of chance afterwards.
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Anthropology Without Mantras

The three anthropological studies we will study in this chapter
are concerned with Southeast Asia and all have links with India.
I'he three geographical arcas are Thatland (studied by Stanley
laumbiah), Sri Lanka (studied by Gananath Obeyesckere) and
Bali {studied by Clifford Geertz), These three authors differ in
the degree of their semantic involvement: Tambiah possesses
the least {not surprising in view of his carlicr studies) and Geertr
the most. Tambiah and Obevesekere pay atiention to mantras
which Geertz bardly mentions. [ was tempted to characterize the
(hree approaches as “*Weuk Semantics.”” “*Medium Semantics.””
and Strong Semantics:” but this could be taken as a criticism.,
cspecially of the weak, which is not what | had in mind. I have
therelore accepted the lead of these authors themselves and
called their approaches. respectively: “Object Semantics,”
" Psyveho-semantics,™ and “*Thick Semantics.™

In cich of these case studies | shall attempt to approximate, at
least in principle. that (practically as well as phitosophically)
mipossible ideal demanded by Franz Boas: complete the data
helore embarking upon theory. Of course, [ cannot be exhaus-
ez T am only interested i illustrations. However., in the case
ol ambiah and Oheyesckere, this procedure can 1o some extent
e realized because their data are presented independently of
theory, and are. morcover, similar in Kind. 1 shall therefore star
with the data of these two anthors. The theories of Tambiah and
Dhevesekere, on the other hand, are very different, and so [ shall
save them for last. In the case of Geertz it is almost impossible
foodiaw the Tine between aets and mierpretations. This will

———————
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require special attention and since Geertz has also written the
mosl. his scction will be the longest.

25A. OBJECT SEMANTICS: Stanley Tambiah

Popular prejudice would expect Tambiah's book The Buddhist
Saints of the Forest and the Cult of Amulets { 1984) 10 contain no
mantras and little on ritual. For did the Buddha not condemn
both?

Popular prejudice, of course, is not a good guide, even though,
by definition, many people follow it. Both Buddhism and Jainism
rejected Vedic ritual, but neither rejected ritual (sce Heesterman
[964:29; reprinted 1985:42). We Kknow. moreover, that
Mahayana Buddhism, which is not simply “later”” Buddhism (as
a previous gencration, rearcd on Rhys Davids, imagined) but
which is in many respects as close to the lost “original’”
Buddhism as the Theravada, is replete with ritual (for refer-
ences, sce pages 399-400. 411-412). The samc holds for the
Theravada itsclf, even in its contemporary forms. Spiro {1972
1982:191) obscrves: “‘Indecd, for those who conceive of the
tatter form of Buddhism as a precursor of modern humanism (or
even of analytical philosophy!), its rich ritual systcm comes
ruther as a shock, or is viewed as a late degeneration of ritualless
purity.”’

Spiro’s obscrvations derive in part from his ficldwork in
Burma. Roughly a fifth of his book 1s m fact concerned with
Burmesc Buddhism as a ritual system. Tambiah’s book is partly
based upon his fieldwork in Thailand, and although his treatment
is more specific and sophisticated than Spiro's, it confirms the
latter’s impressions as formulated in the above quote. Neither
work is confined to what is labelied ““Buddhist,” and they

include local Burmese and Thai traditions, sometimes referred
to as “animist.”” Spiro has tried to keep these two trends apart.
but Tambiah has convincingly shown that this cannot be done.
As for the term “‘saints of the furest,”” which oceurs m Tam-
biah’s title, it is not a preduct of the author’s imagination. nor 15
it Thai or “animist;™ it dertves from the Pali drannavase or
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vanavasi, “Torest dweller,” which contrasts with gamavisi,
“village dweller” or nragaravasi. “‘town dweller”™ (Tambiah
1984:53). We recognize here the same distinction encountered in
the previons chapter (page 297} between gramagevagdand,
“songs to be sung in the village,”” and aranyvageyagadna, “ songs
to be sung in the forest,” a distinction that is quite common in
Vedic tradition (see, for exampte, the Aranyakas or “‘forest
books, a class of works to which the classical Upanisads arc
gencrally attached as a kind of appendix; cf. also Malamoud
1967). Buddhist tradition has preserved the terminology, al-
though ragara. “town,”” has been added, reflecting the progress
of history and increasing urbanization. The latter development
was more important for the growing Buddhist order than for the
successors to the Vedic tradition. Even so, though the label is
“Buddhist,” we are dealing with an Indian tradition.

The distinction between “‘forest™ and ““village™ is. of course,
related to the distinction introduced by Louis Dumont (1959,
1966) between the renouncer and the man-in-the-world or man-
ol-caste (cf. also Heesterman 1964, reprinted 1985:26-44). One
might expect that the renouncer of viliage, family and caste has
also renounced ritual: but this is refuted by many facts, including
(wo that we have encountered: the “‘songs to be sung in the
(orest’” are also ritual songs; and Buddhist monks, who are
renouncers, also perform rituals. In Buddhism, the exemplary
outcome of a renouncer’s experience, we find Dumont’s distine-
(ion not only obtaining between monks and laymen. but also,
within the community of monks themselves. between the
“torest”” and “village/town’ monks. It might be supposed that
the former operate on a level that is beyond ritual. But the forest
maonks are in fact given to “practice’ (patipatti) which includes
ntal as well as meditation, and meditation itself is closely
related to both recitation and ritual, as we shall see in a moment.
Simee the Uvillage/town™ monks also perform ritnals—albeit
dilterent ones—we have come {ull ¢ircle.

Ihai Buddhism is replete with mantras, and they have left
then traces i Tambinh's book. For example, Achar Man. the
Lot whose life m the Torest s graphically deseribed by Tambiah
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in a iong and fascinating chapter, used a system of mantra
meditation that was adopted by Acharn Fun and other leading
disciples (Tambiah 1984:139). The amulets, which play a very
tmportant rele in Tambiah's book. dertve their power from the
fact that they have been consccrated, which is also done 1n the
time-honored manner by ritual and mantras. The consecration
ceremony, attended by the supreme patriacch of the Buddhist
sangha and by representatives of the government (the deputy
prime minister and the minister of defense. no less), begins with
offerings made 10 the shrine deities with the chiel court brahmin
presiding. (I cannot expatiate on these Thai brahming who are
marginal 10 Tambiah’s subject: but they add another Indian
element to the amalgam of Buddhist and Thai traditions; cf.
Fillwozat 1963 and Sarma 1972.) " Thereafter, the most important
sequence was staged. While 4 monks at the time, sitting on the
side, chanted paritta chants continuously, 72 senior monks,
divided into three batches of 24, sat for four hours at a time
meditating silently and transferring virtue to the pile of amulets
by mcans of a cord that passed through their hands and was
attached to the pile . . . The monks sit cross-legged, close their
cyes, practice concentration, and say words mentally and si-
lently ™™ (pages 244-245).

Transter of power by means of a cord predates the invention
of electrical wiring. It is & common ritual theme that we find, for
example. in the Agnicayvana consecralion where a string made of
hemp links the Yajamana to the ukha pot (AGNI 1:323-324; Plate
46). What is of interest in the present context, however, arc
paritig chants and silent meditation. The former term, which
means ‘‘protection,’” refers to the chanting of Buddhist scrip-
tures as charms and for the sake of exorcism. This was intro-
duced to Sri Lanka mn the fourth century ¢.i. (Lamotie
1976:1860) and is still extremely popular. As for meditation, it
might be supposed that it is something rather diiterent from
recitation or chanting—something more ““spiritual’ than i
ual.”” The answer is provided by Tambiah in the above passape:
meditation 15 not some sort of wWling m cmptiness, but " sayeng
words mentally and silently.”” Read “mantras™ for waonds,™
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and the situation becomes indistinguishable from that of Vedic
ntual where silent recitation plays a very important role (see,
¢.£.. Renou 1949; Renou and Silburn 1954; above. page 263).

The details of these meditations are not described by Tam-
biah. and 1t ts unlikely that considerations of form play as
inportant a part in them as they do in Vedic ritual. Yet they
deserve much closer study for they are at the core of the
consecration that gives life to the amulets.

The consecration of amulcts is a special case of the consecra-
ton of a Buddha statue. or Buddhabhiseka. which Tambiah
describes on pages 248-257: ““The climactic sequence is the
chianting by the four monks of the gathd buddhdabhiseka (verses
ol consecration) . . . The four monks recite a particular cycle of
verses, and each recitation takes about thirty-five minutes . . .
t imbiah 1984:249).

I submit that thesc “‘particular™ ritual recitations, which
constitute the core of the consecration, which itself is the
vssential step in providing the amulets and Buddha statues with
(he powers that are the subject of Tambiah’s book, have a
«omplex structure that can be exhaustively described in syntac-
ne terms. Morcover, | would suggest that such recitations are
the heart of the matter, not only in the eyes of the participants.
but also for any scientific analysis that succeeds tn making sense
ol such cults.

Before we turn to theory pur sang 1 must refer (0 a contro-
versy that raged in the pages of The Times Literary Supplement
and to which my attention was drawn by Michel Strickmann.
the controversy Is not only entertaining, but relevant in the
present context because it is concerned with the relationship
between philotogy and anthropology, and the study of ritual
tequires the assistance of both these disciplines. We often find
v Lassieal scholars and historians complaining when anthropolo-
risds and other soctal scientists ignore or neglect the historical
Law kpronnd of the society in which they are working. Tambiah
cannot be Banlted for doing this: on 1he contrary. he has taken
pains Lo inform lemsclf sibhour the historical and doctrinal back-
prowd of Buddhisi, o sulyect thal he evightly regarded  as
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indispensable for the understanding of his Buddhist monks. but
with which he was not professionally tamiliar. Now, Buddhism
is an cnormously complex subject: cven if one confines oneself
to the Theravada (a confinement that is definitely unnatural). it
requires sustained and concentrated study for a goodly number
of years. We should respect Tambiah for his efforts to go beyond
his professional field of expertise, where his ficldwork appcared
to demand it; and one should not be surprised or upsct when,
occasionally, he errs.

Not so Richard Gombrich, an Oxford Sanskritist who bas
himself done fieldwork in Sri Lanka and written a book about
Sinhalese Buddhism (Gombrich 1971). In a savage review (Gom-
brich 1985) he pins on Tambiah a long hist of errors, mostly
pertaining to spelling, languages and history. Tambiah has
replied to this charge. and turns out to be right in many cases
(though least often in matters of history where he or his
proofreader has incurred Gombrich’s wrath by twice replacing

“A.p.”" by “B.Cc.”"). Most of the items on this laundry list of
errors and alleged errors arc marginal to the chief concerns of

Tambiah’s book. Some arc of general interest, however, and are
also related to our present context. Among these is a discussion
on the traditional class of extraordinary powers {siddhi. iddhi,
abhijna) found in the Yoga, Hindu as well as Buddhist (cf.
above. page 237). Onc of the most colorful of these is levitation,
and Tambiah has a story to tell about a pilot of the Royal Thau
Air [Force. who, on a practice flight over the Mae Pang moun-
tamn:
saw a monk sitting in meditation upon a cloud, and (hey had to practice
much skill in swerving away 10 avoid hitting the apparition. Having
grounded the plane. the pilot with his flight map in hand went scouting on
the mountain, and there he recognized Luang Pu Waen as the monk he
had seen in the clouds. The news of Luang Pu Waen™s power of levitation
and flying spread quickly—it was broadeast on the radio and spliashed in
the newspapers. And the public’s demand for his medallions soared
{Tambiah 1984:272).

Gombrich accused Tambiah ol attributing 1o the Buddha the
view that such powers are commendable. 1o which “Timbiah
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replied that he had only followed the descriptions of Buddha-
rhosa’s Visuddhimagga which Gombrich himself had acclaimed
in his book as ““the unitary standard of doctrinal orthodoxy for
Al Theravada Buddhists.” The Visuddhimagga belongs, as a
matter of fact, to the fifth century .., and since the earliest
accounts of the Buddha describe him “only as a man. not as a
super-human being™” (Nakamura 1980:83), we don’t know any-
thing about what his opinion might have been with regard to such
special powers. What we do know 1s that in the Yoga system
these powers were not frowned upon. Gombrich’s opinton is
therefore based upon Western prejudice—the same prejudice we
imd in Mircea Eliade (1964:223 401 and 1969:338) whose perti-
nent statements were refuted by Wasson (1968:331) followed by
nyself {1975:97). This is ironic, for Gombrich himself has
Jdemonstrated that Eliade’s statements on Buddhism are riddled
with errors of fact and interpretation {(Gombrich 1974), What is
mstructive in the present context is that prejudice is more
pernicious than ignorance—a circumstance which is strikingly
televant 1o the understanding of ritual and to which we shall
relurn.

The last part of Tambiah's book deals with ~*Conceptual and
Ihicorctical Clarifications™ {pages 291-347). Tambhiah does not
imitke much use of the ideas on performative analvsis developed
i s 1979 lecture. True, he uses the term “'indexical,” but it
docs not make much of a theorctical contribution. The idea that
ronost imteresting in the present context 1s the “objectification
ol charismea In objects and fetishes™ which the cult of amulets
ustrates, Though Weber's theory allowed for the *‘routini-
~atton of charisma’™ in social mstitutions and social positions,
I.mbizh notes that “he was blind to the symbolism of objecti-
heation of charisma in objects and fetishes™ (page 339).

Given such a process, semantic analysis 1s clearly applicable
amd appropriate. It s these features that suggested my caption
abpect semantics.”” Por if the imtroduction of semantics s
pehied by anything, 11 is the use of objects that reler 1o
Sommething: elses and ol amulets are not that, nothing s, ‘Thus we
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have ample justification for semantics. albeit outside the domain
of ritual.

Tambiah also uses the expression ““semiotic code,” bat it is
not clear what it can do that plain English cannot. More striking
is the description 1n his last chapter {entitled: **'The objectifica-
tion of charisma and the fetishism of objects™) of the relative
scarcily and ensuing commercial value of the Thai amulets. They
become “private possessions of laymen who cxpect to usc the
amulet’s potency 10 manipulate, overpower, seduce, and control
their fellow men and women in an ongoing drama of social
transactions.”” Tambiah applics to his amulets Mauss® expres-
sion of a “‘magico-rcligious guarantee of rank and prosperity”
(page 342). Actually, if onc replaces in many of these passages
“amulets’” by “dollars’ one obtains an intercsting theory of the
ongination of capitalism. In this respect, Tambiah’s work sup-
plements what we now know of the development of Buddhist
monasteries on the trade routes between India, Central Asia and
China into fortified constructions that served not only as motels
but also as banks {see Staal 1988b).

Tambiah’s conclusions suggest a clarification of my own
position on questions of semantics. I do not reject semantics or
the use of symbols in anthropology or the study of culture. [ only
reject the idea that these notions are helpful tools in the analysis
of ritual. The home of semantics is language, and semantic
analysis applies in the first place in contexts of language: then,
via language, it may also apply te mathematics, philosophy, art,
mythology and many other domains of experience. To say that
semantics does not apply to ritual is tantamount to saying that

.

ritual 1s not a language. To claim that ¢/f of culture consists of

symbols and meanings, and s in that respect language-like,
would simply entail that ritwal cannot be part of culture.

25B. PSYCHO-SEMANTICS: Gananath Obeyesekere

Gananath Obceyesckere's Cult of the Goddess Parting {1984)
provides a detailed deseniption of o cult that stull theives e S
Lanka and South India and that his close connesions with
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Buddhism, Jainism, Hinduism and Sinhala tradition. The textual
traditions of this cult are embodied in a compendium of thirty-
five ritual texts or songbooks. Obeyesekere has translated most
ot these texts, although the numbcr 35 is an idealization that is
artificially maintained by emendations, splitting, addition and
climination (page 32). He has in fact provided translations of 58
dilferent ritual texts that together occupy more than 150 pages of
his book. Many of these texts are sung and cnacted in the course
of rituals. [t is obvious that we are dealing with a very rich
tradition of rituals and songs, and that Obeyesckere has done
poncering work in making it accessible. His interests in this
radition is clearty semantic, and this is not surprising when one
places it in the vartous contexts in which he himself has placed
n with consummate skill.

Obeyesekere’s book consists of 629 pages packed with infor-
mation and it would be impossible to do it any justice within a
short compass. In lact, the author says in lus Preface (page xvii):
"My Pattini research spans the whole of my anthropological
carcer,” ] recall how ! accompanied Obeyesekere once to one of
those beautiful isolated villages where he had already donc a
preal deal of fieldwork. That was in 19635, when 1 was recording
mantras, ranging from Buddhist upasampada ordinations to
Suthulese charms against snakes and cattle’s foot disease. A half
day walk across a hill and through scattered jungle patches led to
a lush green valley of rice-fields, cocoa-nut palms and rubber
tiees, with a river flowing at the bottom—a paradise not for the
prople who live there, unfortunately, and not for the inquiring
mmd, but certainly for the senscs of any intrepid visitor who has
ol vet lost them. And yet, despite abundant meaning and social
vonlext, the semantic analysis of the Pattini cult may not be all
there is 1ol There are definite indications that another approach
could contribute something that is still missing.

Some of the texts are never sung or enacted, and Obceyesckere
has omitted nmost of these., But there are also cases where a text
oo omitted becanse it does not scem 1o fit semantically. For
cvmple, when the Aaperala’s wlinte robe is consecrated. Obe-
vesckere says abont the accompanyving song (ext [H: it is not

%
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an important one in content, and [ shall only quote excerpts from
it”" (page 111). Instead, he concentraics on the semantically
relevant contrast between the whitencss of the kapurdla’s robe,
which has to be pure because he interacts with gods who are
pure, and the patched yellow robe of the Buddhist monk, which
in theory should be made of rags and which relates to ““his
involvement in processes of death and decay (polluting activi-
ties).”

There arc other similar cases where a song is omitted because
its content does not fit its ritual context, and where Obeyesekere
makes comments such as “this text is of little significance™
(page 240). The reader wonders why, in many such cases, the
songs are nevertheless sung. There are also examples that
display some degree of formal complexity. A text that was first
recited by the chief kapurdala continues to be recited by him and
another senior priest, while an assistant dances to the beat of
drums (page 189). The rhyme structure can be quite complex, so
that Obeyesekere comments: “This kind of complexity 1s a
function of greater specialization, literacy and book lcarning and
closeness to Buddhist civilizing influences’™ (page 190). Else-
where the audience intersperses the song with shouts {page 191
cf. AGNI [:642, and the pratigara interjections of the Adhvaryu:
above page 232 and AGNI 1:623, 640, 650, elc.). We also come
across “‘high-sounding combinations of Pali or Sansknit, or both,
and Sinhala’ (page 202). In all these cases, formal consider-
ations play a role, and a symactic analysis might be able to
account for structures that the semantic approach fails 1o
explain.

There are numerous instances where the content of a song 18
not clear or intelligible 1o the participants (c.g.. page 239} The
identity of particular gods is often unclear or controversial (¢.2..
page 87). There is a mystery of twelve “‘missing deities,” which
the anthor interprets as a survival of a gradually disappcaring
cult (pages 285-293). Elsewhere, songs thal are meant for &
particular occasion are sung on other occasions as well fe.p.,
page 221). Some songs arc “‘not mtrinsic to the mual™ (page
231): others (e.g.. the “head-to-loot verse ™) are standird ™ and
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appear in various scctions ol the ceremony {(page 96). Many
chants incorporate intricate numerical and metrical structurcs
{e.g., “twenty-one short stanzas and sixteen long stanzas:’ page
0. All thesc are cases of ritualization which can probably be
cxplained along syntactic lines. Phonological analysis would be
in order when studying the various modes of chanting, about
which Obeyesekere does not provide much detail although he
sometimes refers 10 style or mentions purticular songs that are
sung at a faster or slower pace. In one context, an «a 1s deleted,
hecause it would introduce an extra syllable and upset the
rhyme scheme and rhythm™ {page 89: “hence sura 15 used
instead of asura’ —a fact that should delight Sanskritists, as the
author hints).

It 1s likely that the songs of the Pattini cult are often more
closely related to the acts they accompany than is the case in
Vedic ritual. Some acts are very similar to Vedic rites. The
cutting of the milla tree, for example (pages 141-143), which
provides firewood for the fire-trampling rituals, is very similar to
such Agnicayana rites as the fetching of mud for the ukha pots
tAGNI 1:288-296) or the cutting of the bilba tree from which the
wacrificial pole will be made (AGN]1 [:590-591 and Plate 96). The
extent of such similarities would further depend on the structural
telationships that obtain in the Pattini cult between the sengs and
the acts, a lopic that Obeyesekere has not enlarged upon. It is
clear that there are, in this instance, semantic similarities, and
Ihely that there are syntactic similarities as well.

The importance of form and formal structures is obvious to
anvone who reads between the lines, and it sometimes comes o
the surface. The most telling example is a rite that asks permis-
-aon Trom the gods and forgiveness for accidental faults, which s
necessary because, as the hapurala says, “‘the hand may go
wiong and the mouth may go wrong™™ (page 112). Rarely do we
hdd o nore straightforward indication of the continuing empha-
1 ol on meaning, but on act and recitation as the lwo man
vehicles of ritual activity,

What, then, has Obeyvesckere to say on meaning., and what are
the theoretical observations he makes” 1Cwould be foolhardy to
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deal with a topic so large in the context of a book so rich in
information that is entirely new. However, 1 shall try to give at
least an idea of the author’s two chief contributions in this area.
We should first of all note that Obeyesckere includes much
information and speculation on the historical background of
rites. and in so doing goes beyond the synchronic analysis of the
ritual system. About this he has some remarkable things to say—
remarkable not least because they apply to ritual as well as to
myth:

Any mythological tradition comes from historically diverse sources. A
tradition of myth is a composite of precxisting belicfs, beliefs that are
newly invented, and those incorporated trom other beliet systems. An
analysis of the sources of a given mythic tradition may help us unravel
the processes by which a religious tradition came to be constitufed.
Anthropologists have been averse Lo a historical study of myth ever since
Radcliffe-Brown castigaled the diachronic study of oral (radition as
‘pseudohistory.” However, in a literatc culture like Sri Lanka, with
historical records going back about two thousand ycars. it may be
possible to relate the tradition of myth and ritual to histerical periods or
events and thereby to “verify” hypotheses or propositions regarding the
former. It may therclore be possible to consiruct a “speculative history™
of a mythie tradition, grounded on historical data (page 283).

As a matter of fact, these historical reconstructions are not so
different from what professional historians are often engaged in
doing. What is interesting is what Radcliffe-Brown did not say:
namely, that insofar as anthropology deals with the study of
ritual, such historical reconstructions are ‘‘pscudo-anthro-
pology.”” For although these reconstructions may be of interest
by themsclves, they may not be relevant to an understanding of
the ritual per se—just as the etymology of a word may not be
relevant to its meaming or use. Obeyesekere is, of course,
conscious of this. His rcaders should be similarly aware tha
these explanations do not explain the ritual system. They only
add o the impression that, in historical terms. it is a hodge-
podge—just like the systems Tambiah studied and like the Vedic
“Great Tradition®” itself (Staal 1963, 19727)—a topic to which we
shall return in Chapter 28A. In the meantime- and betore
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another Gombrich comes along—onc should be grateful to the
author for hus historical reconstructions which do not merely
connect Sri Lanka with South India, but point al more distam
origing for certain features (in particular, the ritual drama of the
resurrection of Pattini’s consort) in Western Asia and in the
Mediterranean. Although such connexions remain unproven
they do not conflict with what is presently known about carly
Indian history. Moreover, although Obeyesekere i1s not fright-
cned of speculation, he knows when 1o stop—unlike S§. B.
Steever, the author of a perfunclory review in the Journal of
American Oriental Studies who wishes that Obeyesekere had
rone further and included theology and existentialist metaphys-
s (Steever 1985:187).

‘There 1s perhaps a rcason for Stecver’s unreasonable expec-
ltions: for Obeyesckere uses similarly alien kinds of semantic
mterpretation by adopting the Freudian psycho-analytical reduc-
hons that he had carlier used, for cxample, in Medusa’s Heair
(1981). This 1s the second area of “semantic interpretution™
olfered to elucidate the cult. | am not competent to judge these
psycho-analytical altempts al explanation, but it strikes me that
they may only be helpful when we are dealing with neurotic
idividuals about whose personal life and childhood a great deal
v known. In Medusa's Hair we were provided with seven case
studies of people who Obevesekere had not actually put on the
vonch, but with whom he had lengthy personal conversations. In
the Pattimi book, however, we are dealing with cults that are
nch less personal. Even though the author asserts in his
ihelace that he “got to know intimately™ the kapurdlas from a
mimber of villages and towns, a psycho-analytical treatment is
soecordingly tess convincing. 1 shall not belabor this point but
rive one llustration of a psycho-analytical interpretation that is
amply out-of-date.

Although Obeyesekere’s book is primarily devoted {o the
Pattine cult, many other closely or less closely related ritual
developments are also provided with a detailed description and
aialysas, More than o hondred pages are devoted to the Aakeliva
vhads it have notbung to do with ankles bt a great deal with
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anal intercourse. This is regarded by the participants with both
fascination and abhorrence. According to Obeycsekere, how-
ever, the homosexual theme is not as important as the ““key
emotions™ of “‘castration and impotence anxietics™ (page 487).
(It is only on these pages (486-487) that [ tound two Freudian
slips: “‘heterosexual” for “*homosexual,” and *“superordinate
male”” for “‘subordinate male.””) But when he tells us that an
importan{ part of the ceremonies, in which only adult males
participate, consists in two teams pulling ropes that are attached
to two interlocked horns (either horns of the sambar deer, or
wooden hooks or tree roots representing such horns) until one of
them snaps, and that these horns stand for penises, while 1n a
closely related rite a male demon shaves the body hair of another
man. onc wonders. One also wonders whether these reductions
of homoscxual activities to castration fears. so outmoded and
yetl so tediously familiar, could not be straightened out by some
measure of Gay Liberation. As it is, they are no more than stains
on a book that in every other respect is vibrant with new facts,
ncew ideas, and new insights,

The historical reconstructions add much to the value of this
book and the psycho-analytical suggestions, although of limited
relevance, do not interfere with the presentation of the materials
and hence do not detract from its value. 1 shall revert to the
former which exhibit outer chance (pages 344-346). However,
neither type of analysis throws light on the ritual systems as
such. Given the nature and abundance of the data, a syntactic
analysis should theretore be rewarding,.

25C. THICK SEMANTICS: Clifford Geertz

Clifford Geertz” monograph Negara: The Theatre State in
Nineteenth-Century Bali (1980) takes us further away from India
but not from Hinduism and Buddhism. Geertz doesn’t only write

about cults: he has become a cult figure himself. One thinks of

expressions such as “deep play™ (Geertz 1972) or “"thick de-
scription”” (Geertz 1973}, thal have not only become slogans
(lrom Sanskril sloka, a verse in a popular meter) but that can
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hold their own cven with mantras such as om in suggesting
profound and hidden significance.

Early in his carcer, Geertz put Dutch scholars of Indonesia to
shame by writing a brilliant book entitled The Religion of Java
(1960). Using purely anthropological and synchronic methods of
licldwork, he showed that Javanese religion on the village or
“small town™" level consists of three strata. corresponding to the
three levels that historians had distinguished as having origi-
nated in Islam, (Buddhism-) Hinduism and what had been
vaguely referred to as “animistic beliefs.”” One of the results of
(his work was that it became clear that traditional characteriza-
tions of Hinduism and Islam along the lines of the Christian
concept of religion, implying exclusiveness and incompatibility
with other religions. are inappropriate, at lcast in Java, Geertz is
aware of some of the conceptual problems inherent in the
Western concept of religion. but being interested less in what
“the religion of Java’ is #or than in what it is. he concentrates
on features of a different sort, for example (Geertz 1960:238):

The three major foci of prijaji “religious™ life are etiquette, arl. and
mystical practice. I admit to using “religion™ in a somewhat broader
sense than may be typical, but there is nothing else to do when these
lactors are so fused as lo make their scparate consideration nearly
muiningless.

[his usage of the concept of religion is not only brouder, but also
narrower than the typical sense; it excludes, for example,
considerations of doctrine or belief—a significant fact to which
we shall return,

It we compare Geertz' work with the monographs on Indone-
an Islam by carlier Dutch authors (e.g.. Drewes 1925, Kraemer
11, van Nicuwenhuijze 1945, Rinkes 1909, Schrieke 1916—
none ol them referred to by Geertz) we find, not surprisingly,
that the picture based upon contemporary anthropological ob-
Lervahion shows a much greater degree of integration of histor-
w Iy distinet features than the picture based upon the philolog-
wal stidy of texts. Most of the books mentioned deal with Sulfi
teads from Java and Sumatra that closely resembile the Islamic
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mysticism of Gujarat on the west coast of India from which they
derive. lIslam took root in Gujarat soon after the Muslim
conquest of Sind, viz., within a century after Muhammad’s
death (the campaign started in year 92 of the Hiyra, re., 711
c.£.): and it began also, almost immediately, to undergo India-
nization. Thus we find. for example, the followers of Shah
Madar, a Sufi born in Aleppo in 1051 ¢.F. who spent much of his
life in India, smoke bhang with Indian ascetics (there are stories
in their writings about Muhammad using it in paradise: Husain
1929:29). Under such circumstances, it is not surprising that
Hindu and Muslim currents merged: according to Husain, the
Madari cult was ‘“trés répandu parmi les paysans sans distinc-
tion de religion.” Combining philology, history. and anthropol-
ogy we thus find that the situation n Java as observed by Geertz,
in respect of emerging syncretism, may not have been so very
different from what it had been in India several centuries earlier.
After settling in Juva, Indian Sufism. already a mixture. was
further enriched and modified by local elements, some of them
also of Indian provenance, others purely Indonesian.

Another of Geertz' books, Islam Observed (1968), provided
an account which implied that the types of Islam met with in
Indonesia and in Morocco, i.e., at the geographical cxtremities
of the Muslim world. have been so thoroughly moulded by local
culture and history, and have accordingly so little in common,
that the appropriateness of applying a single religious label such
as “Islam™ again becomes questionable. This book also illus-
trates that certain features of civilization are stronger and more
permancnt than religion. This was already evident from India, as
we have just seen; applies especially to caste {a feature that is
often preserved, for example, when an Indian converts to Islam
or Christianity); and was later confirmed with specific reference
to ritual (*‘the invariance of ritual under religious transforma-
tion,”” or *‘the invariance of ritual across religious houndaries:™
see pages 261, 390-394; Schipper and Staal 1988).

The Bali book dates from 1980, and followed a series of more
specialized studies on Bali (1964, 1972, 1973, etc.). The term
negara, which in Bali and Indonesia gencrally means Cstade, s
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nonc other than the Sanskrit nagara, or ““town.” which Bud-
dhist monks added (o **village™ so as 10 form a pair in opposition
to the tradition of “‘forest.” In Bali (as in India}. negara
contrasts with desa as “state”™ or “town™ does with “‘coun-
tryside.””

Geertz book deals primarily with politics, but since in Bali
political theory is hard to come by, he has sought it in the ritual
performances that are the subject of his final chapter, entitled:
“Political Stalement: Spectacte and Cercmony.” In this chap-
ter, ritual ceremonies are interpreted as symbolic expressions of
power. Geertz concentrates on the more spectacular and popu-
lar “‘outstanding featurcs’™ of these ccremonies—e.g., in the
case of cremation. “‘a social one, the procession; an aesthetic
one, the tower; and a natural one, the fire” (page L[18). A
categorization in terms of “‘social,”” “*acsthetic,”” and “‘natural™
15 Western, which docs not mean that it must be inapplicable—
unless, of course, it is. The available evidence suggests precisely
(that. For much is indeed known about the ritual structure of
these ceremonics from other sources, some of which are quoted
by Geertz himself, especially a scries of monographs by C.
Iooykaas on Balinese Hindu and Buddhist rituals which are
almost as detailed and precise as our monographs on Vedic ritual
because they are based not mercly upon Hooykaas® observation
of performance but also upon competence, that is, the knowl-
cdge and traditions of the officiating priests. (Hooykaas was not
tamiliar with Vedic ritual until a few years before his death in
[979: he was much impressed by Diehl’s 1956 book on South
Indian agamic rituals: sec Hooykaas 1964:17).

Hooykaas' oeuvre (which is a culmination of earlier investi-
pations by Dutch scholars such as Goris. Grader, Swellengrebei
and others) has established that Balinese culture is in one respect
viery similar to Indian. and especially Vedic, culture: what we
tend to label as “religion” consists there almost cntirely of
complexes of mantras and rites. While processions. towers and
lnes are among their more spectacular manifestations, these
complexes themselves are elaborate constructions that are in
many spectlic respects sinular to the Vedic ceremonies. They
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may also be of cqually ample proportions. For example, an
extended ceremony called Ekddasarudra (““The Eleven
Rudras’). reputedly celebrated only once in a cenlury, was
performed in April 1963 in Besakih on the slope of Gunung
Agung (cf. Hooykaas 1973:167-249). Allegedly Buddhist. it
refers to the same Rudra who is addressed on the eighth day of
the Agnicayana by the Adhvaryu when the Udgata sings his
Flow of Milk (above, page 303). (Such cultural diffusion or
Indianization is familiar to Indologists. Another ceremony from
the Agnicayana, “‘Flow of Wealth™ [vasor dhara: above. page
751, turns up in Nepal, centuries later. as a popular Buddhist
goddess.) These ritual complexes are celebrated on all kinds of
occasions and may be used 1o express all kinds of things: myths.
history. ideologies, power relationships, status, political and
personal ambitions, etc.: but in no case 1s there an intrinsic and
nccessary relation between the rites or mantras and what they
are called upon to express. That Geertz had an inkling of this
may be inferred from two paragraphs of the Bali monograph that
are of particular methodological interest and deserve to be
quoted in full (Geertz 1980:103).

The Balinese. not only in court rituals but generally. cast their most
comprehensive ideas of the way things ultimately arc, and the way that
men therefore should act. into immediately apprehended sensuous
symbols—into a lexicon of carvings. flowers. dances. melodies, ges-
turcs, chants, ornaments, temples. postures. and masks—rather than
inlo a discursively apprehended. ordercd set of explicit ‘beliefs.” This
means of expression makes any attempt to summarize those ideas a
dubious business. As with poetry, which in the broad. poiesis (‘making’)
sense is what is involved, the message here is so deeply sunk in the
medium that to transform it into a network of propositions is to risk at
ance hoth of the characteristic crimes of exegesis: sceing more in things
than is really there, and reducing a richness of particular mcamng o o
drab parade of generalities.

Bul whatever the difficulties and dangers, the exegetical task must be
undertaken if ong wants to be left with more than the mere fascinated
wonderment—Ilike a cow loeking al a gamclan orchestra, as the Balinese
put it-—that Helms. for all his responsivencss and powers of description,
displays. Balincse ritual, and most especially Balinese state rihal, does
embody doctring in the literal sense of “teachings " however voncretely
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lhlcy‘ are symbolized, however unrellectively they are apprehended.
Digging them out for presentation in explicit torm is not a task for which
ic Balinese. aside from a few modernists nowadays, have cver had any
mterest. Ner would they feel, any more than a translated poct cver feels,
that any such presentation really gets to the heart of the matier, gets il
really right. Glosses on experience. and most especially on -other
people’s expericnce, are not replacements for it. At the very best they
are paths, twisted coough. toward understanding it.

But has Geertz proved his point? Are there teachings, is there a
n'w‘laphysics (“"'most comprehensive ideas of the way things
ultimately are’) or a system of ethics (**the way that men should
therelore act™) underlying this “‘lexicon™ of carvings., flowers.
tl;lpces, and so on? Do the ritual ceremonies to which Geertz
refers (and rather synoptically characterizes) express teachings
;uhfml, power? And is to deny this facile assumption equivalent to
heing a cow, or being like that ninetcenth century British
rlobe-trotter and sightseer L. V. Helms who authored a travel-
ogue entitled Pioneering in the Far East and Jowrnevs 1o
Culifornia in 1849 and to the White Sea in 18487 Onc rather
doubts it.

l.et us take a closcr look at that proverbial cow. What do the
Itilinese mean when they refer to a cow looking at a gamelan
o chc_stra? That she misses its metaphysics, ethics, teachings or
mcaning? Well, so do most people, because a gamelan orchestra
possesses none of these. What the cow misses and what the
vonnoisseurs appreciate 1s the structure of the music (its

-‘\-:'n(ux”J and the tonal qualitics of its mclodies (its **pho-
neties™)o That music expresses meaning like language is a
nmeteenth century Western belief, inspired by program music,
that certainly does not apply to gamelan—a belief about which
the Harvard Dictionary of Music (1970:696a, quoted above page
o) stated: ' About 1900, many persons, particularly writers on
meae, believed that in order to be understandable music must
vapress something” or “tell a story™ . . . Today such views are
iy l.l': the past .. .77 Why., then, should we return to such
aperstiions when mterpreting gamelan, or ritual, for thal

attey !
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I do not deny that what Geertz says about power and politics
may be relevant to Balinesc culture; but that it constitutes the
implicit teaching or the implicit meaning of the ceremonics he
refers to is at least far-fetched. In any case, it would need to be
demonstrated. The Balinese are intelligent enough 1o express
their political notions explicitly and in direct terms. They are not
cows; they have language and can exXpress their ideas without
having to sing or dance them. True. there are all kinds of
connexions and relationships, but these hold between all the
phenomena thai Geertz has cnumerated—the rites, the fowers,
the chants, the ornaments, the temples, and the political ideas as
well. The relationships between all these entities constitute a
rich and intricate structure that will undoubtedly be difficult to
unravel. That would be a task worthy of an anthropologist, and
Geertz himself hinted at the desirability of such an investigative
analysis when he claimed that the Balinese cockfight 18 a
“cultural document,”” “‘at least as important a revelation of what
being a Balinese ‘is really like’ ™ as Balincse art and social
organization (I quote after Jonathan Lieberson’s 1984 review of
Geertz’ Local Knowledge 10 which 1 shall return). However, in
the Negara book, Geertz docs the opposite: he isolates and
concentrates upon one term as the key that must unlock all the
others. Such a move can serve no purpose other than to reveal
one’s own particular interests and prejudices. Any authoris tree,
of course. to write about whatever he lhikes. Geertz’ book is
about politics: but that does not imply that Balinese ritual is
about politics. Moreover, to collect ideas and meaning on one
side and relegate all concrete entities to the other, and then to
postulate one-to-one-cotrespondences between these Lwo ¢col-
lections, smacks of the kind of naive dualism that Western
philosophers arc trying so hard to overcome. (Note that this is
different from Tambiah, who started with concrele entities
[amulets] and postulated an interpretation; Geertz starts with
[religious or political] meanings and offers them as interpreta-
tions for a variety of concrete entitics.)

After having first (in Cockfights) claimed that ceverything
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hangs together, without demonsirating it, Geertz now (in Ne-
gara) claims the opposiic. viz., that one thing holds 1he.key o
rcvcrything, or at least much else, again without demonstrating it.
_]"he ques_tion is not only whether this theory s true; the quesﬁon
15, docls _1t even make sense? How could people be so obsessed
by POII[ICS and yet so collectively inarticulate as to express it
entirely through ceremonies without being able to refer to it in
words? Where is the “‘hermeneutic circle™ {(referred to on the
same page, 103)? Why can we not simply recogmize that these
ceremonies are rule-governed activities, which we may begin to
understand only when we know the rules? Geertz himself
suggests this implicity (on the next page) when he compares
them, rather more aptly. to a bascball game. Must a baseball
pame necessarily also tcach a lesson, have a meaning, a meta-
physics, and an ethic? We all know better: if we wish to know
and understand baseball, we must know what the rules are.
Hubs.equenlly we can discuss its relationships to art, literature,
religion and politics. And of course, we may learn about its
psychology or anthropology by including spectators’ responses
and much else. Alan Dundes has done it brilliantly for Americaﬁ
tootball (Dundes 1978).

Long before Negara, Geertz had a much better idea about
“the religion of Bali.”' In a 1964 article, reprinted in 1973, he
wrode:

In Tava, where the pressure of external influcnces has been relentless,
.:md where traditional social structure has lost much of iis resilience, not
st one but several relatively well-rationalized systems of beliel and
waorship have developed. giving a conscious sense of religious diversity
un_lﬂici. and perplexity still quite toreign to Bali. Thus, if.onc comes. as;
I did, to Bali after having worked in Java, it ts the near (otal zibscncé of
vither giuuht or dogmatism, the metaphysical nonchalance. that almost
mmediately strikes one. That, and the astounding proliteration of
\t‘lt‘l.lHlI'II'AIl aclivity. The Balinese, perpetually weaving intricate palm-
ollermgs, preparing claborate ritual meals, decorating all sorls of tem-
plos, marchimg in massive processions, and Tailing into sudden trances.
secim tminch toe busy practising their rehigion (o think (or worry) very
mche about it (Geerts 1975175 1700
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Geertz then remarks that 1o say that Balinese religion 1s not
methodically ordered is not to say that it is not ordered at all,”
and goes on briefly to describe three “relatively well-defined
ritual complexes which exhibit, in turn, a definite approach to
properly religious issues no less respectable for being implicit”™
(my italics). It is a pity that Geertz has not pursued the study of
these ritual complexes on their own terms, and instcad has
constructed from his own imagination (that is, religious back-
ground) the allegedly implicit but “*properly religious'” issues,
But now we see something surprising happen. In the Negara
book, these issues are no longer religious bul turn out to be
political. It is difficult to reconstruct the meanderings of other
minds. but can it be that we witness the result of a merger
between two erroneous assumptions, viz., (1) ritual must ex-
press something and (2) ritual must cxpress religion, in the
manner, say. of a ““hermeneutic circle?”” That would explain the
“hopping back and forth between the whole concelved through
the parts that actualize it and the parts conceived through the
whole that motivates them™ {Lieberson 1984:40, apparently
after Geertz). It might also explain the contradiction between
ritnal expressing political teachings—the main thesis of the
book—and such expressions as “‘a royal cremation was not an
echo of a politics™ (page 120) or *‘to construc the expressions of
the theatre state, to apprehend them as theory™ is “prejudice”
(page 136).

So let us return to things “properly religious.” Any reader
would cxpect such things 10 possess at least a proper religious
affiliation. But in Bali, as in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, the
other countries of Southeast Asia, and indeed in Nepal and on
the Indian subcontinent itself, it is often impossible to make 4
sharp distinction between Hindu, Buddhist. and “tanimist.”
Geertz had noted this with respect to Javanese Istam, which is
permeated by Hindu and animist notions, and even though he
sometimes refers to **Hindu Bali,”” he is carcful when mention-
ing Hinduism (*‘is that what the Balinesce great tradition should
be called?”” page 46). What we actually find in Buliis o ritaad 0
which features that can be differently labelled when one looks at
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their historical origins have merged—just as in Sri Lanka (see
Obceyesekere, passim), and just as in Thailand where we meet
with an amalgam of Buddhism and ‘‘animism™ as Tambiah
pointed out m his refutation of Spiro’s attempt to keep the two
distinet.

Omne reason that labels such as Hinduism and Buddhisn1 are
ol to be taken (oo seriously is that doctrines and belicfs are not
as important as in Western religion; what counts instead is ritual
alliliation, lineages, initiation. cults and practice (see AGNI 11:
uv-xv). This is precisely what was missing in Geertz’ observa-
ton quoted above page 327, and cxplains why things that appear
mcompatible from a doctrinal point of view are easily combined:
they are not doctrinal, but ritual. If Geertz had pursued his study
ol Balinese ritual complexes and not persisted in his search for
iehglous meaming, he would not have missed a discovery that
would have been a fitting climax to his two ecarlier findings, viz.,
that the “‘religion™ of Java is not like a religion in the Western
monotheistic scnse, and the “‘religions™ of Indonesia and Mo-
toceo, though both labelled *islum,”™ are not a single religion in
that sense either. For in Bali, Geertz was on the verge of making
an cven more momentous discovery, viz,, that there, as in many
ol the traditional socicties of South, Southeast and East Asia,
rivals are not necessarily associated with doctrinal superstruc-
hres or beliet systems: that is, they are ritwals without religion.

The use of such words as ““proper’” and “*properly”™ is very
revealing about the prejudices of an author. Part of what Geertz
apparently had in mind before he ever set footl on Balinese soil,
lthough he need at no time to have been fully aware of it, is that
the Balinese st have a proper religion. It 1s 1ronic that
Hooykiaas made a similarly revealing slip in his own domain; and
ticertz did not fail to notice it. Amin Sweeney drew my attention
v the memorabie exchange (memorable, that 15, 1 one tends Lo
remember abusive oratory) that took place between Geertz and
Ieoykaas in the French journal Archipel (1976) on the occasion
ol Hooykaas™ review of the Geertzes™ book Kinship in Bali
1S Hoovkaas demonstrated in subtle, not so subtle, and
downnpght awkward ways that the Geertzes hid many facts
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wrong and were not very familiar with the scientific literature on
Bali. Anyone who checks the list of alleged mistakes will
concede that Hooykaas was right in almost every case; but
Geertz, declaiming eloquently on anthropology and philology in
his felicitous style, got the better of his adversary and the
uncritical reader’s sympathy will rest with him. In two cases
(pages 25 and 134), Hooykaas' criticism is simply lost on Geertz
because when the latter wrote his rebuttal he still did not know
he did not know the sources that Hooykaas criticized him for not
knowing.

In the course of his review, Hooykaas quoted the third
sentence of the Geertzes’ book in the following context:

Scveral years ago a team of TV reporters interviewed the Paris public,
trying to find out what it still knew about Stalingrad after a quarter of a
century. The results were devastating. 1 have only (o reming the author
of the third elause of his own book: *“Two fully cooperative and intelligent
Balinese from the same village may pgive completely variant accounts on
matters that the ethnologist believes to be crucial for his formulations.”
Quite so, but then why not consult proper books? (page 241,

Geertz replied that his sentence ““states the conditions of an
ethnographer's work. the very shape of the ‘fact’ he is investi-
gating, and the challenge and possibility his subject offers him,
not something to be got round by consulting ‘proper books™ ™
{page 225).

That Hooykaas' bias is “*books’" is not surprising; but that
Geertz’ bias is “‘religion” is. For, as an anthropologist, Geertz
should be especially cautious when it comes to projecting
concepts from his own culture. We have seen that Geertz was
cautious in his Java book, despite its easily misleading title; in
the Bali book he is less prudent although the Western concept of
religion is even less applicable there.

At a closer look, the exchange between Geertz and Hooykaas
demonstrates that the two fighting cocks agree at least to some
extent on the importance of written sources; and this agreement
reveals a shured bias which might not mar our understanding of,
say, Istam or China, but which is another obstacle 1o the
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understanding of Balinesc—and indeed, most South and South-
cast Asian—culture. The issue is an interesting one. Hooykaas
quotes Geertz at some length, and | shall do the same especially
becanse the quote comes from an earlier {1964) paper that in the
mcantime has become well-known and has been reprinted in
Geertz 1973 (where the quote now occurs on page 185). Hooy-
kaas writes (page 237) with reference to this 1964 paper:

Here Geerlz tells us about post-war Bali, to be exact the year 1957, that
new era (after centuries of manuscript copying) of mimeographed and
sometimes even printed pamphicts. Some of them are done in Balincse
and others in Roman scripl, some of them in Balinese language and
others in Indonesian. Nearly weekly they were produced by publishers,
in the island-capital Denpasar mainly, but alse in the provincial capitals
Gianyar, Klungkung and Tabanan (names not to be forgotien). “When L
bought some books of this sort,” Geertz writes on p. 297, “and left them
around our house in the village, our [ront porch became a literary center
where groups of villagers would come and sit [or hours en end and read
them ta one anotber, commenting now and then on their meaning, and
almost invariably remarking thal it was enly since the Revolution that
they had been permitted to see such writings, that in the colonial period
the upper castes prevented their dissernination altogether. This whale
process represents, thus, a spreading of religious literacy beyond the
traditional priestly casles—tor whom the writings were in any case more
Ijleigica] csoterica than canonical scriptures—to the masses, a vulgariza-
lmn, in the root scnse. of religious knowledge and theory. For the first
time, at least a [ew orcinary Balinese are coming to feel that they can get
some understanding of what their religion is all about; and more
important, that they have a need for and a right to such uaderstanding.”

Il | had to review this passage | would probably comment on
those righteous, anti-colonial and democratic Americans with
their open houses and canonical scriptures. Perhaps I would add
that 1t 1s at least conceivable that the visiting anthropologist’s
house was more comfortable and spacious than many others in
the village: or remark on the, at least apparent, inconsistency
inherent in the notion of a priestly class that does not understand
(he meaning of the very writings they themselves composed. But
Hooykaas, who was more knowledgeable about Bali than 1 shall
vver be, and also more kindly disposed even under duress,
reacted as follows:
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The painful reality is that the author here straight-away belicved a few
voung village lads, probably not yet born when in 1928 the Kirtya
Foundation for palmleal manuscripts was created in the then capital
Singaraja. Soon it had its own modest building: a spacious room for
clerks and European books of reference on Bali and Lombok, a very
sufficient store for the well-preserved manuscripts, a well-visited room
for anybody interested, opened by the then acting Governor-General.

Hooykaas continues in this vein, informing us how that Kirtya
library, which now lodges some 3700 manuscripts and which
during the colonial period wrote and financed a dozen publica-
tions, was a standard reference library on Bali and T.ombok.
About the frequent visits he made there in the late thirties and
early forties, Hooykaas says, “*1 cannot remember that the
readers’ room was ever unoccupied.”

Geertz replied that the ““young village lads™ who spent time
on his porch were in fact ““men of all ages, including ones born
not only before 1928 but ¢cven before Hoovkaas™ . . . and so on
it goes. One hopes that, should his essay be reprinted again,
Geertz will not withhold from his readers this information on the
Kirtya library (about which he wrote in his reply that it “‘*has
done invaluable work™). [t is tempting to say morc about this
exchange, especially about colonialism—for example, that the
Duich, British and French, whatever their atrocities, left a
splendid scholarly record of the cultures, languages. and histo-
ries of the countries where they committed them, whereas the
Americans, who were almost successful in destroying the coun-
try, never even left room in their system of higher education for
studying Vietnam (see Staal 1970b).

In the present context, the important issue is the following.
Geertz’ assumption that the Balinese could never get any
understanding of “what their religion 15 all about’ until they
could rcad their canonical scriptures clearly shows that he does
not understand at all what Balinese “‘religion’ is. Hooykuaas
docs not commit such a basic mistake, although both he, the
philelogist, and Geertz, the anthropologist, sharc the same
Western prejudice in favor of written hooks. But Hoovkaas
objects at least 1o the expression ““holy writings™ (page 239
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which Geertz uses treely. In fact. Hooykaas objects on several
counts to Geertz’ uses of ““holy™ and ‘‘sacred’”—expressions
that Hooykaas quite rightly says arc ““highly laden technical
terms from the field of divinity/theology and should not be used
casily.” All these errors are amusing and entertaining, but
Gieertz” error has in addition lar-reaching implications. For if a
people can get no understanding of what their religion is all about
without rcading their canonical scriptures, the Indians muost
have been ignorant about their religion for the better part of
2500 years.™®

We have seen that Tambiah was notaverse to introducing a bit
ol technical jargon even if it is not always clear what good it
does. Geertz goes much further and likes to flirt with contem-
porary ideas whatever their naturc or provenance. The “‘herme-
neutic circle’ is as dear to him as “‘deep structure,”” though
“deep play” has nothing to do with the latter; for “‘deep
structure’ is a technical term with a very precise meaning
whereas ‘deep play™ 1s a nice way of expressing the claim
Gieertz first made and then abandoned, as we have just seen. In
Imguistics, a ““deep structure’ is an abstract underlying syntac-
lie structure, which has to meet certain conditions of well-
tormedness, and which 1s postulated in order to provide a
starting point for derivations of “‘surface structurcs' with the
help of rates that also meet specific conditions of well-formed-
ness, In Geertz, ““deep play’ is an activity that seems innuoc-
nous and irrelevant, but that in fuct expresses important issues
i~nch as, in the case of the Balinese cockfight, honor and status).
[owever, this terminotogy has no interesting implications as in
the case of linguistics: for while Chomsky and his followers
wudied deep structures in order to find universal structures,
winch underlie all human languages, on Geertz' view ‘‘there may
I no inleresting general laws of culture, or of anthropology, to
diccover™ (Lieberson 1984:45; cf. Geertz 1985). "Thick descrip-

" lvenm Bslam, Ureading canomenl seriptures™ is not a prerequisite for
Doy o pood Muoshme: Quran means Urecitation™ and the main stress s always
o tectalion aand anthe tote Teatnimge necessary Lo it (olserved by Geerty
Tnsell i Moroceo: IO8E TTO 1LY
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tion,”” similarly, is a spin-off trom Gilbert Ryle, as Geertz
acknowledges, but without the subitlcties that Ryle attached to
what is after all a picce of semantic observation that stands in
need of a theoretical analysis—an analysis that neither Ryle nor
Geertz made any attempt at providing.

The emphasis on religion and accordingly on meaniny that wc
meet with in Geertz™ later work raises a host of philosophical
problems. We have seen in Chapter 3 how logicians and linguists
have tried to come to terms with problems of meaning. This can
be done provided we are working within a theoretical framework
that is well developed—as are logical syntax and semantics. But
idcas or phrases taken out of their (theoreucal) context will
never be helpful, as even a minimum of analysis can demon-
strate.

Let us consider the idea from the confines or suburbs of
communication theory that has especially appealed to Geertz, as
we have already seen, of “‘a message sunk in the medium.’’
Now. a message is always sent in order to convey meaning: &
meaningless message is no message. A message also needs o
medium, by means of which it is conveyed—c.g., a telephone.
Let us take the simple example of a message left on my
telephone answering machine, saying: ““Mr. W, will not come
this afternoon.’” What would it mean, in such a context, to refer
to that message as ‘‘sunk in the medium?™” It seems to convey
something like: there is no message apart from and beyond the
medinm. In other words, the message that Mr. W. will not come
has disappeared in the medium, viz., the telephone. Ordinarily.
a telephone message is a message sent through a telephone. The
expression “‘sunk in the medium’™ suggests that the telephone
message is not independent of the telephone: in fact, in the
limiting casc, when the message is completely ““sunk.” the
telephone is all of the message. There are nol (wo entities,
message and medium; there is only one left. But this does nol
make any sense, unless it merely meuns that there /s no niessage,
but that we have a substance that is imterpreted as i medium but
that is not a medium through which anything pisses: the
telephone interpreted as o message by atselt Like somcone
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arriving home, seeing his telephone and exclaiming: it must be
that Mr, W, has telephoned and left the message that he will not
come this afternoon! But since there is no message, this excla-
mation is mere fantasy—an expression of disappointment. per-
haps, or a wish—that has nothing 1o do with either medium or
message.

[t is likely that Geertz did not have tclephones in mind when
he invoked the idiom: but the communication engineers who
introduced the terminology were very much concerned with
snch media. It 1s accordingly unclear to what extent any part of
(heir theory applies to anthropology. Why, then, should Geertz
wish to make use of such unhelptul constructions, that become
ohscure as soon as they are detached from their original context?
I'here are several possible answers, but the best one can do s
study illustrations he provides himsel{. Geertz refers to poiesis,
“making™” or “*doing.”” as such an activity where the message is
“sunk in the medium.”” What he means, apparcntly, is that it is
mpossible to do justice to a pocm by formulating its meaning as
something separate from the particular form in which it has been
cypressed in the poem. But why emphasize meaning at alt? Why
not aceept what poets say themselves, namely, that poems are
nade not with ideas (mecanings) but with words? If one starts
with the primacy of meaning. and then picks on a particular way
ol cxpressing it, onc is finally forced to insist that, in some cases,
the meaning is not to be separated from its particular expression.
I s obviously preferable from a methodological point of view to
proceed differently, and to accept a poem as a datum that may be
mtcrpreted on one or more levels, as the need arises, and
without ignoring the concrete formal structure which is in any
case part of it. That method has becn put to good use by
hiristic interpreters of poetry, e.g., Roman Jakobson. Such
mterpretations show that the formal structure of a poem makes
4 specilic contribution to the explanation of s expressive
power. Bach piece of analysis that Jakobson has given contains
ch aspecilic discovery.

Gieerts believes that art cannot be understood by a formal
Strnctural analysts of soundss tmages, volumes, themes, or
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gestures™ (1983:96). Such statements, however, are uninterest-
ing as well as unconvincing. They are uninteresting because they
can ncver be demonstrated. and unconvincing because n spe-
cific cases they have alrcady been refuted. Moreover, such
positive cases of analysis as were given, for cxample, by
Jakobson, may lead to a general theory, unlike any belief that **ii
cannot be done.™

I have spent some time on this discussion about poetry
because it throws light on the problems in anthropology we have
been discussing. The study of ritual deals with activities, and
polesiy 1s the general word in Greek for “activity.” Poiesiy
corresponds to Sanskrit karman, from the root kr-, “do,”
“make,” which signifies Cactivity” and in particular “‘ritua
activity.”” The corresponding Latin is actum, “done,” the past
passive participle of agere, ““to do.”* The plural acta, *“(things)
done,”” corresponds to Greek dromena. Hactivities,”” which also
reters Lo ritual activities.

In ritual we are primarily dealing with sounds and acts. and
these correspond to cach other. Our main confusions in this area
are due to the facts that ““sound’ reminds us of language, and
that ““act” seems (0 be something stmple. About sound and
language I have said enough, but with regard to acts it should be
emphasized that they are not simple. 1 can illustrate this no
better than by quoting Austin (1961:126-127): **The beginning of
sense. not 1o say wisdom, is to realize that *doing an action,’ as
used in philosophy, is a highly abstract expression—it is a
stand-in used in the place of any (or almost any?) verb with a
personal subject, in the same sort of way that ‘thing” is a stand-in
for any (or when we remember., almost any) noun substantive,
and ‘quality’ a stand-in for the adjective . . . So we come easily
to think of our behaviour over any time, and of a life as a whoic,
as consisting of doing now action A, next action B, then action
C, and so on, just as clsewhere we come to think of the world as
consisting of this, that and the other substance or material thing,
each with its properties. . . . If we are to continue to use this
expression in sober philosophy, we necd to ask such questions
as: Is to snceze to do an action? Or is to breathe. or to seC. or o
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vheckmate, or cach one of countless others? . . . Further we
need to realize that even the ‘simplest’ named actions arc not so
siniple—certainly are not the mere making of physical move-
ments, and to ask what more then, comes in (intentions?
vonventions?) and what does not (motives?), and what is the
detail of the complicated interna machinery we use in
acting”—the receipt of intelligence. the appreciation of the
siluation, the invocation of principles, the planning, the control
ol cxection and the rest.” And in another essay. published in
the same volume (page 224), Austin writes: “'Philosophers at
least are too apt to assume that an action is always in the last
tesort the making of a physical movement, whereas it’s usuaily,
Al least in part, a matter of convention. ™

It might secm at first sight that anthropologists would be the
List 1o make the latter mistake: after all, they are not (or rarely)
nspired by the physical sciences and are professionally inter-
ested in “*conventions.”” However, they do tend to assume,
mistakenly, like many other practitioners of the humanities and
the social sciences. that actions must be done intentionally,
purposefully, and meamngfully, and must therefore pOssess a
1ICaning or even incorporate a message that someone wishes to
wind us. This is precisely what contradicts the chance-like
association between mantras and acts discussed in Chapter 24,
to which I referred as ““inner chance development.””

I'he anthropological studies discussed in the present chapter
evlubit another chance-like development which supplements the
lormer and to which | shall refer as “outer chance develop-
ment.”" It corresponds to the accretion referred to by Schipper
twee Schipper and Staal. forthcoming), and is found in each of
the three anthropological studies as when Obeyesckere writes
with respeet to mythology (above page 324): **Any mythological
fradition comes from historically diverse sources.”” As we noted,
this is characteristic of ritual traditions as well. It is obvious that
the result of chance encounters cannot be meaningful in the
panner ritual is penerally described and always conceived. To
avsie that we are deating with a meaningful unit would be just
unreasonable as o suppose that the Christmas tree refers to

T .
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or is the samc as the tree of knowledge of good and evil
mentioned in the paradisc story of Genesis.

Outer chance developments arise when different cultures or
features of different cultures come together by chance and
combine into new structurcs. We have seen such elements—
“Hindu,” **Buddhist,”” **Muslim,” “animist’—come together
and form ‘‘mixtures,” “‘amalgams,” “tofalities,”” ‘‘syncre-
tisms’—whatever scholars have called them—in Thailand, Sri
Lanka, Java and Bali, and we could adduce similar instances
from other areas of South, Southeast and East Asia. Although
these combinations can sometimes be cxplained from or at least
against a historical background, they are obviously not develop-
ments that may be described as intentional or meaningful
activities. They are chance encountcrs. That they can be com-
bined at all is due to the fact that the resulting structures are
ritual. There are hardly any restrictions as to the combination of
ritual acts with each other. We can combine the making of an
oblation with the singing of a song. the killing of an animal, the
lighting of a candle or the crossing of a bridge. Doctrines or
beliefs, on the other hand, do mnot equally easily combine
because they have to be consistent with each other in order to do
s0. We shall study this in greater detail m Chapter 28A, but we
can already conclude that the development of ritual structures
from external elements is often due to chance.

Inner chance developments arise within a ritual tradition as in
the cases discassed in Chapter 24 where the verse of Rigveda
9.1.1 with its various ritual applications yielded different exam-
ples of chance events, which cannot be cxplained in terms of
intentions, purpose or meaning. In each case the verse was
associated with a rite for no apparent reason—Ilike the wind-
blown seed that settles on a particular spot. One could not go so
far as to claim that, on each of these three occasions, any other
verse would do: but there are certainly many verses that could
be used. We conciude that the development of ritual structures
from both external and internal elements is often due o chance.

Discussions on culture and nature are more often inspired by
metaphysical issucs than by empirical data. In some cases,
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however, definite conclusions have been established. and they
do.not always point in the same direction. The recent debates on
animal language have clearly led to the conclusion that animals
although certainly capable of communication with each ol.he;"
and thus of conveying messages and information, do not possess
I;mguagc in the human scnsc. The human animal, thus charac-
terized by language, is often actually obsessed by 1t; but that
docs not imply that every activity he engages in 1s language-like.
and accordingly meaningful. Unless we can show that in all
cases they are not, we must therefore allow the possibility that
some human activities are meaningless and governed by chance.
I'o construct a world of meaning where there is none is mythol-
ogy and not a substitute for finding the truth. Ritnal ceremonics
|1r(?vidc the unbiased observer with so many unexplained mys-
Igrlcs, that 1s it likely that we should conclude that some are
simiply duc to chance. We have found two kinds of evidence that
clearly supports such a conchision.

Our evidence has been drawn from Asia, but if relevant, it
must also occur elsewhere. Geertz' Bali book provides an
«-I\:lmp]e‘ together with a final illustration of his own bias. For
(-c_crlz does not like chance, and when the evidence clearly
points at it, he looks the other way. In a notc in the Bali book
{page 216), he quotes the following passage from Giesey (1960),
a student of royal funerals in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century
I-'r';uu_:e: “Time and time again . .. I have emerged with the
conviction that some ¢rucial. innovation in the ceremoniul first
uccurrcq qL_lite haphazardly . .. and later generations when
e cnacting it embellished it with clear-cut symbolism. This is to
way, on the level of events themselves, chance frequently
repned: but symbolic forms atfected the thought. . . " Geertz
aprees with this “*picture of irregular evolution . . . regularized
[y post hoc interpretation and adjustment,” but he adds, signit-
wantly: ** *chance,” I think, 15 not quite the right word.”

What 15 remarkable about Giesey’s formulations (which in-
cande Chaphazardly™.” as well as *‘chance’™) 1s not that they
stnply picture Stiregular evolution,” but that they closely
resemble biological  exphusinons —-presumably - without  any
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knowledge of such types of analysis on the part of Giesey (since
otherwise he would doubtless have mentioned it). For “crucial
innovations in the ceremomal first occurring quite haphazardly
_later embellished with clear-cut symbolism™ is strikingly
similar to ‘‘variations arising by chance . . . later selected in
accordance with the demands of the cnvironment.”” The latter
expression has been used to characterize those fundamental
tenets of Darwinism that have not been modified or abandoned
in the expanded versions of Darwinism that took shape in the
1930"s and 1940"s (Stebbins and Ayala 1985:72). When a hiolog-
ical explanation of a ritual fact is so plausible in terms of
qvailable methodologies, it makes good scientific sense 10 pur-
suc it and not to take refuge in scmantic thcories that are
upsubstantiated.

Our conclusion that chance plays an important role in ritual is
now well established but it is not altogether new. Jonathan Smith
(1982:53) quoted two stories from Kafka and Plutarch, respec-
tively, each illustrating the same:

Leopards break into the temple and drink the sacrificial chalices dry: this
occurs repcaledly, again and again; finally it can be rcckoned on
betorchand and becomes a part ol the ceremony.

At Athens, Lysimache, the priestess of Athene Polias, when asked for a
drink by the mule drivers who had transported the sacred vesscls,
replicd, **No, for I fear it will get into the ritual.”™”

Part 1V

The Human Sciences
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The Science of Ritual

To most Western scholars and Westerners generally . science
Is a characteristically Western achievemen(. Whether science is
considered a panacea or a curse. it is the West that receives the
praise or blame. Confirming the myth of **le miracle gree'’, the
origins of science have been sought and found in Greece. It has
long been customary 1o claim that Greek science. especially
geometry, in its abstract and pure forms, presents a basic
contrast to the practical concerns of the ancient Egyptians, who
had to partition lands along the Nile, but never oblained more
gencral insights or searched knowledge for its own sake. True,
both Egyptians and Greeks knew how to construct a right angle
with the help of a triangle with sides of 3, 4. and S units” length;
but whie the Greeks derived this as a thecorem, to the Egyptians
it allegedly remained o mere carpenter’s rule. In this miserable
role, the Egyptians have been appointed as representatives of all
non-Greek civilizations of this world.

Modern research on the history of science has shown that
such a picture s neither adequate nor justified. Babylonian
mathematics and astronomy, for example. have becn proved Lo
be subjects of considerable interest. It is truc that modern
wiencee, as it developed in the West since the sixteenth centlury,
Lar surpasses almost anything that came before. However, it
neither fotllows from this that science originated only in the
West, nor that its later achicvements took place only there. That
the carly developments of science are not confined to Europe
has been established beyond any doubt in numerous publica-
bons. Though Neugebauer’s work on the Ancient Near fast
may be pronounced a close sceond, this is nowhere put forward
more impressively than e Toseph Needham's volumes on *Sci
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ence and Civilisation of China’, a series that is still in progress.
Many volumes of this monumental work deal with the physical
or ‘positive” sciences, though a fair amount of space 1s taken up
by what we would regard as technology. For India, we do not
possess any such standard work. There are numerous mono-
graphs in the ficld, from early allempts such as Brajendranath
Scal’s “The Positive Science of the Ancient Hindus™ of 1915, to
contemporary publications of the Department of Mathematics
and Astronomy of the University of Lucknow. comprising a
series of texts edited by Ram Ballabh, Kripa Shankar Shukla and
others, also in progress; an ongoing scrics of publications by the
National Institute of Science at New Delhi, and another ongoing
project of manuscript inventories entitled Census of the Exact
Sciences in Sanskrit by David Pingree. For comparisons be-
tween Greek, Indian and Babylonian mathematics, see Sciden-
herg 1962, 1972, 1978 and 1983.

Most of thesc publications deal with the so-called “*positive™
sciences. hut we have seen in Chapter 5 that the ancient Indians
developed also a science of a different kind: the science of
linguistics. The present scction deals with another Indian sci-
ence: the science of ritnal. 1 could have called it *“The Indian
Science of Ritual’”” were it not for the fact that no other culture
or civilization has devcloped any such science, as far as I know:
the only science of ritual mankind has evolved is the Indian
science of ritual. Both sciences—of language and of ritual—are,
at least apparently, “*human sciences.”” If we assume that there
is a hicrarchy among the human sciences, we should expect that
the scicnce of language is situated at the base of this hierarchy,
for it studies the most basic feature in which humans differ from
the other animals. At the top of the hierarchy one would hope for
sciences to deal with the morce lofty features and expressions of
the human spirit such as religion. art, mysticism, and ritual. The
two sciences of ritual and language at the opposite ends of such
an as yet cntirely hypothetical hierarchy hold promise for the
development of a full range of intermediate sciences that deul
with the human animal in all its richness and complexity.

It has been claimed that many of the charactenstce fewtures of
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man cannot be dealt with by scientific methods; an argument that
we shall subject to closer scrutiny in Chapter 29. So far we have
found (in Chapter 2) that scicnce is not as narrow as many
empiricists, positivists, phenomenologists and hermeneuticians
have .a.ssumcd. It is not confined to behavior, appearances,
quantities, tangibles, or measurable entitics. As for “*scientific
method,” almost anything goes, provided we arrive at hypoth-
eses that account for the data. To support the claim that the
ancient Indians did not only develop a science of language, but
also a science of ritual, it is nccessary to say more about the
concept of scicnee that underlies such a claim. The following
sketch is not a philosophy of science, but lists a few rules of
thumb intending to show that, if it is justified to call chemistry,
cconontics, archeology, or demography sciences, it is justified
also to regard the occupation with ritual that we find in the
Srauta Satras as such.

.I regard the following four featurcs as characteristics of
science, and present, though in varying degrees. in the sciences
I'am familiar with:

() A science consists in part of a body of statements, rules.
theorems, or theortes which aim at the true description
and analysis of some part of the world. There must be a
measure of cmpirical adequacy to these, which can be
established, not necessarily for all of them, by tests,
verifications, or falsifications, directly, indirectly, or at
least in principle.

(2) Complementing and extending this empirical adequacy,
there are abstract statements that go beyond the data, and
may be hypothetical, postulated, or speculative. Such
statements may include predictions, and be based upon
anything (e.g.. a scientist’s intuitions or dreams).

(3) This entire edifice of descriptions and generalizations
should be consistent to some extent; in particular, contra-
dictory statements can never be regarded as final. How-
Cver, i most cases il is not easy to ascert:un whether two
statements, evewif fullv exphceit, are contradictory.
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(4) There is a methodology of argument which addresses itself
to different viewpoints and propositions, and proceeds to
a shifting of options so as to reach a generally accepted
conclusion. The abstract statements mentioned under (2)
are sometimes arrived at through such a process. Logical
derivations within a theory may be regarded as formalized
specimens of such argumentation.

These characteristics are fairly vague, not operational, and
not free from redundancy. There may be sciences that are not in
accordance with some of them (e.g., mathematics). However,
these characteristics are sufficient for my present purpose. As a
fifth one might add a feature that emphasizes the pure and
theoretical nature of science. This feature was much admired by
the Greck philosophers. Aristotle commented favourably upon
the notion of Jewpia as ‘desinterested contemplation’. Since
some of my colleagues who claim to be scientists also claim that
they deal with what they deal with because it is ultimately useful
or relevant, I shall notinclude this feature. When necessary, we
may simply distinguish between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ scicnce.

The Indian disciplines of ritual and grammar, which I have
come to regard as sciences, were in ancient India called $dstra.
This term has been translated as “traditional discipline’ or
‘traditional science’. However, I would not regard everything
that used to be called sastra as ‘scicnce’. At an earlier period,
ritual and grammar were considered vedanga, or “(disciplines)
auxiliary to the Vedas'. There existed a certain complementarity
between these two. In order to explain this, we need some
conceptual and terminological clarification.

Grammar. Sanskrit: vvakarana, is a discipline which has
language for its object. In the work of Panini, the object-
language is 1o some extent chandas, ‘the metrical portions of the
Vedas’, viz., mantras; and to some extent bhasda, the spoken
language of Panini's time, which has been shown 1o be co-
cxtensive with the domain of Vedic prosce (primarily, the
Brahmanas. Aranyakas, carly Upanisads, and Srauta Sitras).

Ritual is an ambiguous teror On the one hand it refers to
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discipling, the ‘science of ritual’, which 1s embodied, in the
Vedic realm, in the Grhya and Srauta Stitras: and on the other
hand it refers to the object of this discipline. The two chief tvpes
of ritual text correspond to the two chiel types of object-ritual
{page 66): the griva or domestic ritual which comprises so-called
lite-cycele rites or sacraments and the srawuta ritual, which is more
abstract and complex. Like in the rest of this book, [ am mainly
concerned with the {atter, because it exhibits the general fea-
lures of ritual more clearty and explicitly, and has also been
stndied In the Srauta Sitras in a more thorough and scientific
Inanner.

The main technical device that the Indian sciences of language
and ritual introduced and continue to use is the concept of sétra
(hit corresponds to the contemporary concept of rufe developed
i contemporary linguistics especially since Chomsky (Chapter
t. The convergence of these two concepts is remarkable lor
although both operate with linguistic evidence, the Weslern
notion was partly inspired by the mathematical sciences and
logic, whereas the Indian notion originated in the context of
titual. The related abstract concepts thal contributed to the
development of Indian linguistics: categories such as meta-rules.
olher meta-linguistic markers, features and elements, ordered
sequences and systems of rules of Chapter § also originated in o
ntual context. These devices and mechanisms enabled the
indian ritualists to describe and analyze the complex structures
Jdiscussed in Chapters 10 through 12.

The art of composing in sttra slyle originated in the Srauta
sutra of Baudhdyana (notl kater than the sixth centary B.C.E.:
Caland 1903:11) and culminated in Panini, who went farthest in
the direction of formalization (Renou 1963: 180.198). The ""meta-
tales™ (paribhdsa) of Indian scicnce also occur for the first time
m Bandhayana, They were grouped together at the end of his
Seauta Shtra in a special section called Aarmdanta, “end of the
Larman section™ (ef. the Vedanta or “*end of the Vedas.” which
came o being much later). Gonda has recently translated and
Sominarized the beginmng ol this section (Gonda 1977 509-510).
Accordimg to Genudi, s section illlustrates the original meaning,




354 the Human Sciences

of paribhasa as a “‘discourse round the text.” The following
excerpts are based upon Gonda’'s renderings:

One should understand the ritual procedure from a group of five, viz.
from the metrical lexts of the Veda (chandas, i.e. the mantra portions of
the Tailliriva Samhita), the brafmana, conviction or cerlainty as a
ground or means of action, by meuans of the method (nvaye), and by
means of the struclure (samstha). When we say “From the metrical texts
of the Veda’ that means that one should, in accordance with the order of
the mantras observed in the tradition, conclude: ‘this act must be
performed first, this later’. Morcover, the very mantra announces the
ritual act, and explains the act . . . What one canowt execute by means
of the metrical texts one should try (o execute by means of the
brafimeana, for the Arafimana prescribes with authority the purport of the
undefined mantras, viz. “he performs this act with this mantra, that with
that’. For example, if the text mentions the mantra “For refreshment
(food) thee, for strength thee™ (1S 1.L.1a) he cuts off a certain branch . . .
Moreover. a brahmeana prescribes alse the purport of acts Lthat are not
accompanied by mantras, when for instance it reads: ‘At a distance of
eight steps a brahmin should establish the sacred fire .. . ' ([ Taittiriya
Brahmana) 1.1.4.1) . . . As (o the expression ‘by means of structure’,
when the Soma has been stelen one should extract juice from @ddra or
phatguna plants.

The last phrase seems (o refer to substitutions, which are
always justificd provided the structure of the ritual is retained.

Gonda continues with paraphrases of the text:

Section 2 deals with seme fundamcntal concepts relating 10 mantras,
sacrificial rites cte. which are different in practice and applicability
(adhikarapa) . . . In Section 3 an cxplanation is ofterced of the distinction
between the ‘warp® (fantra) and the “woof” (dvapa) of a sacrificial rite,
that is of the framework. standing model, or those components which it
has in common with other rites, and those that vary from ritual te ritual
and are therefore the special characterstic features. In Section 4 the
author deals with certain basic forms . . . defines and explains (erminol

ogy, cte. .. . The seven Soma rituals are cnumerated . .. Section 3
answers the question of the diiference between the two terms used i the
Baudhayana corpus pirva tatih and sttara tatih “the antecedent ad the
subsequent serics ol ceremonies’. The standad citval is parva faiide sl
what one arranges (modifics) is afeerd tatile e, the establishiment ol the
ritual fires s parvda fatift, the re establishment socara tarife ot ahe
vegetarian sacrifices xe, the Tall and new moon sacrbices are the poeed
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taatih, all the optional rites witard ratife . . . In Section 6, the author turns
W the use of mantras, Tor instance: “One should not, for the suke of &
riteal act, interrupt a wranira” . In case of the immolation of a victim the
sanira that is handed down is short, the act long. in other cases however

L

the act is short but the mantra long . . .

Baudhayana ts still relatively verbose, but his meta-rules, like
Al other rules, are formulated more succinetly in the later ritual
Sulras. As a simple illustration of the Indian science of ritual, [
provide here a translation of a portion of the twenty-fourth
seetion of the Apastamba Srauta Sdtra of the Afth or fourth
century B.C.E., fiest translated into German by Caland (1928),
which primarily lists mcta-rules:

Apustamba Srauta Sitra 24.1.1-26

(U yajrienn vydkhyasyamah *We shall explain that ritual®,

) sd travandm varnandm brahmanardjanyayor vai§yasya ca
‘it pertains to the three classes, brihmana. ksatriya, as
well as vai§ya’.

(3 sa tribhir vedair vidhivate “1t is enjoined with the (hree
Vedas®,

b revedayajurvedasamavedaih “with the help of Rgveda,
Yijurveda, and Samaveda’,

i revedayajurvedabhyam darsaparnamasau ‘the full and
new moon rituals with Yajurveda and Rgveda’,

0} vajurvedenagnifotram C‘the Agnihotra with the Yajur-
veda,

A sarvair agnistomah “the Agnistoma with all (three)’,

8 necay pevedasamavedabhvam krivate “(the rites) are per-
lormed with Rpveda and Samaveda (recited and chanted,
respectively) with a loud voice’,

T apansie vajirvedena Twith Yogurveda softly”,

VI anvetra@srutapraryasridapravarasamvadasempraisais  ca

exeept with the riaal call (o sravava), answering call
Veestie Svaresaf), pravara hineage), saovada (ritual dia-
lopnes) snd commamls’,
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(1)  antara samidhenisy andcyam ‘in the case of the firewooed
verses the utterance is intermediate’,

(12} mandrena prag ajvabhagabhydm pratahsavane ca “at a
Jow pitch before the ajyabhdaga oblations (in an isti) and at
the morning pressing’,

(13)  madhvamena praik svistakrto madhyandine ca *at a middle
pitch before the svistakrt oblation and at the midday
(pressing)’,

(14) krustena Sese trtivasavane ca “at a high pitch elsewhere
and at the third pressing’,

(15} vaksamdravas ca tadvat ‘and the pace of the voice is
simtlar’,

(16) revedena hotd karoti ‘the Hota performs with the
Rgveda’,

(17)  samavedenodgdara ‘the Udgata with the Samaveda’,

(18)  yujurvedenadhvaryuh ‘the Adhvaryu with the Yajurveda’,

(19}  sarvair brahma ‘the Brahman with all (three)’,

20 vacanad vipratisedhad vanvah kurvar ‘when it is stated
explicitly or in case of contradiction another should per-
form’,

(21)  brahmanandam drtvijvam ‘the priestly functions belong to
brahmins’,

(22) sarvakratiindm agnayah saked dhitah ‘in all rites the fires
are sct up once’,

(23) juhotiti codyamdne sarpirdjvam prativat *when “he makes
an oblaton (juhoti)’ is enjoined, ‘of ghee’ should be
understood’,

(24) adhvaryu kartaram ‘as agent the Adhvaryu (should be
understood)’,

(25) juham patram ‘as implement (ladle) the juha’,

(26)  vyapriayam Sruvena ‘when (the juhit is already) usced, with
the $ruva’.

Most of these rules and metarules are clear but some are of i
more technical nature. The first serves as a heading or caption
for the section that follows, a customary practice v [ndian
“texts” because they are not texts bul oral compostions,
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Metarules 2 through 9 arc straightforward, and 10 deals with
specific exceptions, several pertaining to the Isti (Chapter 9A).
[2-14 capture a generalization that applics at the same time to
three subdivisions of the Isti and to the three pressings of Soma.
IS in its brevity announces the later stitra-styte which is more
lormulaic: it states, when expanded (as is done in v, ““cx-
pansion”’ glosscs) that the pace of the voice on the three
occastons in both rites (the Isti and the Soma pressing) is,
respectively, slow, medium and last.

Metarules 16-19 pertain to the “‘users™: they are **pragmatic’”
riles, if we decide to extent the usage of the term in this manner.
With 20 we reach a special case of the principle of contradiction
I_hul recurs in similar form and with numerous applications in
hnguistics, logic, philosophy, and other disciplines (see Staal
1988a: 109-128), Metarules 21 and 22 are self-evident. In 23-26,
lastly, we have a striking parallel to the structure of Panini’s
prammar: when nothing clse is stated, the entities mentioned
(zhee or clarified butier, the Adhvaryu priest, the juha ladle) are
nnderstood. When something else is stated, it prevails. tor
cxample,

““he makes the X oblation'”
atwiays means:
“the Adhvaryu makes the X oblation of ghee with the jrhia.
But 1f the Sutra text states, for example,
“the Pratiprasthitta makes the X oblation™
NS
Cihe Prstiprasthiti makes the X oblation of ghee with the juhia. ™
Phis s parallel 1o Panini’s metarvule 2.3.1 (anabhihite: page 44),

which states that . e the Aaraka theory, nothing is expressed
more i onee. The nitaal parallel s more or tess obvious.
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While in grammar, the rules block an ungrammatical sequence
by preventing its derivation, in ritual it prevents impossibilities
like two different priests or ladles doing the samc thing at the
same time and place.

Harold Arnold has drawn attention 1o another metarule which
occurs somewhat later in Apastamba’s paribhdsa section:
24.2.13: antarani vajnangani bahyah kartarah *‘the ritual hmbs
should be inside, the officiating (priests) outside’. **l.imbs"
refers primarily to the implements, and “inside’” and “outside™
mean closer and less close 1o the fire. The Srauta Satra of
Satyasadha uscs similar expressions. Katyayana’s Srauta Sotra
(1.8.31-32) expresses similar restrictions, but in a different way:

(31) havispdatrasvamyetvijam pirvam parvam antaram ‘with
respect to closeness to the fire, cach comes before the
ncxt in the sequence oblation-implement-patron-pricst’,

(32) rtviiam ca yathdaparvam ‘and the order of the pricsts is
the order of their clection’ (viz, in which thcy were
clected at the beginning of the performance).

These distinetions, introduced by the ritualist Katyayana, arc
related to an important distinction introduced by the gruammarian
Katyayana {perhaps the same as the ntualist: Thieme 1937-1938)
between the concepts of antaranga and bahiranga. These apply
in linguistic morphology 1o internal and external constituents.
For example, a rule applicable within a word is antaranga with
respect to a rule which applies across word boundaries. The
gencral principle which governs the usc of these concepts is

defined in terms of the technical concept of asiddha, itscl

defined as follows:

“Rule A s asiddhea with respect to rule B if and ondy if " Rule A s o
be regarded as not having taken effcct when rule Hois 1o 1ake effect.”

This concept and the specific order of rules to which it applies
play a crucial role in grammar (scc, ¢.g.. Joshi and Kiparsky
1979). Having defined wsiddha, we define the use ol the par
antarangdatbalivanga by means ol a metarnle:

Ld
A
o
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Beahiranga rules arc asiddha with respect to antaranga rules,

Renou has studied the terminological and stylistic similaritics
between ritual and grammar in an important article (Renou 1941-
1942, republished in Staal 1972:434-469). He deals not only with
rules and metarules, but also with the use of particles expressing
reneralizations, options, exceptions or implications, the role of
sitbstitutions, primary and derived elements, prototypes and
cxlensions or variations, the distinction between essentials and
mcidentals, the construction of Jlarger cntitics from smaller
clements, systems of relations, elc. Anyonc who wishes to
abtain an idea of the connexions between the Indian sciences of
ntual and grammar wiil benefit from this study.

Renou’s conclusions with regard to the terminological and
stylistic similarities between the two sciences can be extended to
the structural, logical and methodological connexions we arc
concerned with in the present context:

These stylistic and terminological parallels between ritnal and grammat-
iciul theory show that we arc dealing with disciplines which originated in
the same circles, but which answered complementary nceds. Both
pertain to the practice of the $ista. the specialists . . . When deading with
aparticular term. it is nol easy 1o establish whether it originated with the
vrammarians or the ritualists: in the absence of a Gixed chronology of
texts. und with the general parallelism ol technigues n ancient India.
~teh a search becomes arbitrary. However, in the majority of cases if is
vlear that the point of departure lies in the religious texis. Grammar
appears iy a specialized investigation within the larger domain of explicit
nnal science. The extent and importance ol the religious literature, the
tdeniable priority of the mantras and of the ritual forms which they
presuppoese, invite us 10 jook for onging in that domain.

Kenon's views (which make better sense if we substitute
Vedic™ for the two occurrences of the all-too Western term
teligious’™: see Chapter 28} suggest that the Indian science of

ntual was carlier than the Indian science of language.

Wit remains 1o be shown is that the Indian traditional sastra
divcplines of ritaal and grammar are indeed sciences in accor-
danee with the Tour characteristics of science laid down at the
cutsel ol this section, vizoo cmpincal adequacy, abstesction,
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consistency, and methodology. | shall take up these features one
by one.

(1) Empirical adequacy. In the Introduction fto his
Mahabhdsya, Patanjali has formulited the ‘potter’s principle’
{page 40): 'if you want pols, you go to a potter, but if you want
words, you don’t go {0 a grammarian’. Where do you go? To
loka. the world, for example, the market place where people
speak the language. Grammar is a curious cnterprise, that may
appear circular to those who do not understand it: the grammar-
jans try to derive correct forms, but the correctness of the forms
is alrcady known from those who know the language. In fact, in
case of conflict, it is the speakers of the language who decide. 1f
grammar provides a derivation of a form that is not used, it is
grammar that is wrong. Thus grammar aims at empirical ade-
quacy, and all its efforts arc aimed at reaching this goal. Note
that this is not different from the situation in physics, that
paragon of modern science: physics tries to account for facts
with which we arc alrcady familiar—e.g.. that apples fall.

Ritual science is in precisely the same position. The Srauta
Siitras account for rituals and rites that are performed in
accordance with specific traditions. Accordingly, neither gram-
mars. nor ritual manuals are teaching manuals. They can only be
understood by people who are already familiar with the subject.
They are composed for the sake of the subject only. Other
reasons given are mostly rationalizations.

This characterization implies further that both the Astadhyayi
and the Srauta Sotras are primarily descriptive and not prescrip-
tive. But at this point we have to keep in mind, that what was
originally descriptive, has become increasingly prescriptive.
Paninl’s grammar originally reflected the usage of the Sistas,
those who spoke Sanskrit properly: but to later generations, ils
expressions became law, and thus contributed to the fixation of
Sanskrit. The ritual satras have similarly become prescriptive.
Some contemporary ritual performances have been revivalistic

in preciscly this sense: attempts have been made to follow
particular Srauta Sutras. However, there are also Living seauli
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traditions in India. The Nambudiris, for example, follow their
own tradition. When told that Baudhdyana describes certain
rites differently, they say ‘Interesting’, but would not for a
moment consider a change in their own proceedings.

T]‘lt'? transition from description to prescription indicates in-
creasing dogmatism. We found this already indicated by the
jidpaka notion, and the resulting jaapakasiddhaparibhasas. The
general reverence of the later grammarians {or the Ir'im:‘:m" ‘the
lhhrcc sages’. Panini, Katydyana, and Patanjuli, illustrates this
[urther. Even Patanjali himself accepts Panini as an authority, in
whose grammar no single element may be without mcaning or
purport (anarthaka). Howcever, Ojpthara (1978:227) has rightly
pointed out that this does not imply that Panini’s rules are
beyond criticism, but that they have to be subjected (o a
thnrpug_h examination in order to find out what is their ultimate
motivation (prayvojana). Wherever preciscly we draw the line,
(he claim that ritual and grammar were sciences in ancient India
pertains to the earliest works, the Astadhyayi and the Srauta
Stitras. l!. does not hold true of the later developments, which did
hecome increasingly dogmatic and scholastic.

One feature of description that has contributed to the devel-
opment of ritual and grammar in India is the formal nature of
|I|c.*_»c disciplines. Emphasis on form is a gencrat characteristic of
Indian civilization. The Vedas refer more to the forms of
binpuage and rites, than to their meanings or function. The
ltrahmanas introduce large scale interpretations of ritual, but
these can often be shown to be failures. Language 1s of course
concerned with meaning, and semantics is basic to Panini’s
prammar; however, once the derivations start. they are.fully
caplicit and formal. The Srauta Sutras do not provide the rites
\\-nlh. any mecaning. This inherent formality has contributed
'I‘I}',:II]ICilnlly to the scientific character of the study of ritual mn
iy,

() I prammar, physics and ritual accounted only for what we
Eacw already, the accounting might be interesting but the results
would not Tadl 1o disappoint us. 1t is here that abstraction
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becomes significant, Much of the discussions around the texts
initiated by the paribhasas are concerned with this dimension. In
another famous passage in the Introduction to his commentary,
Patafjali has explained that the forms of language are infinite,
and so cannot be enumerated: only general rules and exceptions
can account for them (page 40). He elucidates this with a
reference to ritnal, which is equally significant: For the same
holds for the sattras. or rituals of indefinite duration (pagc 89},
Hillebrandt had ridiculed these thousand-year performances,
which obviously no human being can engage in. But they give
expression o the recursive procedures which constitute the
essence of the rital of the $rauta Sitras. and without which
they would constitute not a science, but a mere inventory.

The principle of brevity. expressed by a famous metarule
about the saving of half a mora, may contribute Lo the expression
of generalizations, but it is at best a mnemonic device Or a game,
not a scientific principle. Buiskool, Cardona, and others have
shown that Panini's grammar is not actually governed by this
principle, but formulates rules through functional generaliza-
tions. The minimization of syllables has been an ead in itself only

among Minor grammarians.

{3) Consistency i1s a matter of description or a feature of a
theory; facts are always consistent. In grammar, | have already
referred to the rule vipratisedhe param karvam, which would
have safeguarded the consistency of the grammar if it had been
aniversally applicable. Whether the Astadhyayi is indeed con-
sistent is a matter of continuing discussion. Attempts to save it
can be made from various points of view: recourse may be had
to emendations of the text, to postulating interpolations, to
decomposing and dissecting the text into various layers and
portions, or to the JjAdpaka gymnastics of the later commenta-
tors. 1t is important to note that any of these strategics can only
be fruitful when we are dealing with a text such as the
Astadhyayi, which is basically set up as a logical and rationil
account of u specific area of experience.

In ritual, the situation is dilferent. There is less scope fon
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mconswlencieslto appear because of the variety of options and
§chopls. Thc Srauta Sutras do not recommend or .argue tor
specific options; they merely describe and analyze the tradition
they ha\fe §e.]cctcd and opted 1o follow. Do they not theﬁ (ﬁcce t
the Vcduf injunctions (vidhi} enjoining certain rituals lor cerla?n
purpqses? No. not explicitly, for the matter has béen entirel
rlt‘uallzed. The Vedic vidhiis described only in as far as it is a:;
of. the_ formal declaration of intent (samkalpa) \J;fhici; pthe
yajamana makes at the outset of a ritual berformance Ritual
opt_lqns, moreover, arc compatible, unlike some articles c-)f faith
l'cllglpus convictions, or philosophical doctrines h o
This compatibility is consistent with the ch;ﬂacteristic‘; of
onter (,',*"‘Ia.*l'('(' developments (page 344) and with the ex \lic't
Licc]qratlons of Indian philosophers, e.g.. Sankara in the I[rj\t l
ductlo.n t(') _his Vedanta Siatra Bhasyva where he stated tl:i;
opposing injunctions prompting ritcs are compatible as options

but opposing truths are i ible si 1
o of g hs are incompatible since they contradict each

(I)ht:_re l.:i no op?mn as 1o whet_her a thing is thus or thus, is or is not.
ption depends on human notions. Knowledge of the nature of a the

Id.ocs not _depend on human notions. It depends only on the Ihing( il‘;:llfg
!ItT say with regard 1o a pillar “*it is a pillar or it is a man ar it is mmeti'lin .
clse dgcs not result from correct knowledge. To say that itisa ;
something else results from false knowledge. To say that il.i; ; lal]'1]I‘?r‘
l'tl,'h'l.l]l.‘i. from correct knowledge. because it depends on l(hc lhihn . 1?1 I(;I
| hcreforg the means of knowing objects, that are exisient things %i i M‘" |
on the things themselves (quoted in Staal 1988a: 119) e depend

(4) Methodology. lastly, is implicit in Sadkara’s obscrvation
st gquoted: the principle of non-contradiction which i‘q a]li,lded
fo .hc.rc and explicitly formulated elsewhere in Indian iogic and
Emllnlhun;(;phy :vas first stated as a metarule in Apastamba Srauta
1::: il 1‘J‘L‘].f_().)l()l‘ri}t':’r .],?glcal fllsljncl.ions ;;nd principles were

mu (!ll,:d in Patanjali’s Mahibhasva or **Great Commentary™
o [’;n.mm‘s grammar. It must be assumed that several of tch y Y
lu'|l|lICiI|_ insights and devices were known lﬁ ritualists 'TISLi
MR betore Patamjali: for the latter, includirfl'-l""n(' 1'(
conhined themselves (o tormulating roles and did oot :iin;ﬂ‘lmt
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more discursive commentorial style which Patanjali introduced.
In [ndia, logic developed from ritual and grammar; its history,
though as checkered as the history of Western logic, developed
along different lines (Staal 1988a, pages 37-48). Ritual rules and
metarules were subsequently transmitted, via the Mimamsa
philosophy of ritual, to other sciences and to the legal systems of
the Dharmasastra whence they entered Indian jurisprudence.

It is clear that we are entitled (o conclude that the Indian
works and disciplines dealing with ritual and language may be
regarded as specimens of science. The degree of scientificality in
all these works need not be the same, and their efficiency and
successfulness may vary, but this applies to sciences and
scientists everywherc.

There are threc final observations to be made. [t may come as
a surprise to many that ritual has anything to do with science. Is
ritual not pervaded by magic and superstition? 1s the great
achievement of scicnce not that it has emancipated from ritual?
in India itself there is ample historical reason for such feelings of
ambiguity with respect to ritual. The Upanisads, Buddhism, the
Vedanta, as well as modern secularism—all declare unani-
mously that ritual is useless and in fact unworthy. By contrast,
the authors of the $rauta Shtras obviously believed in the
efficacy of ritual. At this point wec have to pay attention,
however, 10 a remarkable fact: whatever were the beliefs of the
authors of the Srauta Suatras, these beliefs did not interfere with

their science af all. [ would go further than this. and claim, that
there is no modern oF contemporary scholar of ritual—whether
a student of religion, a social scientist, or & psychologist—who is
as little infAuenced in his studies by his beliefs as the authors of
the Srauta Siitras were by theirs. However, what is true of the
Sraula Satras, is neither true of the Brahmanas. nor of the later
Mimamsa. The Brihmanas indulge in unhampered speculation,
and are as arbitrary as contemporary trends in the study of

religion. The Mimamsa, on the other hand, is a system of

philosophy that adheres 1o the axiom that the Vedic dharma as
expressed by the vidin injunctions Is conducive 10 the highest
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gc‘wod. I'he Mimamsa has paid much attention to specific ritual
p:oblvc‘n?s: but the Indian tradition ts on the whole right in
cla‘ssﬂymg It as darsana, ‘phitosophy’. It became incre'iin 1]
[:hll()sophlca] when it {ook to arguing with the Buddhislcsl Tbhy
El;zli;]lta Sf(ljtrzlis arc different from the Brahmanas and l\riir\n‘ﬁmszei
oth. an regard i orts .
oo anc nalugre. only their efforts and achievements as
l‘h_e‘mn.(ture of scicntific and un- or less scientific works and
ac}mhes 15 characteristic of almost any period of the hi%t(;rv of
science or civilization. [t explains Hermann ()Idcnh.erg’s‘cxp‘res-
ston ,l,’orl-'.'f‘?‘.\‘(’ﬂ.’;‘(‘h({f”f(‘h(’ Wissenscheft, “prc-gcieh{iﬁc %(:Ii-
ence, which was intended as a characterization of \thc
Brihmana litcrature (Oldenberg 1919). Brian Smith (1986:93
note 3) has written that my *‘science of ritual’” “*would Recrﬁ t(;
be an updal.ing'of Oldenberg’s term.”” In fact, I have htricd t
show that the Sranta Satras are scientific, ami the Brahma 0
un-(rather than: pre-) scientific. Of course, the .distinétiont Il]*.ids
{ween l.ht? two classes of works is not as hard and fast as tt?(;
chal‘a‘clcnzation suggests, but this is not at issue .Wht‘athcr
vorwissenschafiliche Wissenschafl is a contradictio fn. adjecto is
;mot‘her question. In any case, the term *‘science™ should b;:
:i(;rll::migi_lg v&hat 15 scientific and not pre-scientific. If Sﬁaith were
, Panini’s grammz also have g
“pre_SCicmiﬁc.‘f_z ammar would also have to be regarded as
At the outset of this chapter 1 referred to attempts that were
nurde to F:stub]ish that science is exclusively Western. In the
course f’f the chapter | have not shown that sciencé in the
conventional English sense—that is, “*positive™ science—did
actually originate in India. The rcason is simple: it ‘didn’t lndli"
his produced great mathematicians and astronomers aﬁd h'ic:
vvolved chemistry, botany, medicine, and other n‘a’tural séi;
enees. I.n all these respects, India is on a par with other great
L'.mhmlmns‘ However. with respect to the human g‘.-:iencis f
ntual and grammar, the Indian contributions have noi onl h .
outstandimg, butl unigue. Yo
In our contemporary world. the human sciences have been
munch neglected. U has become o cliché 1o state that man
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understands the stars but not himself. The strength of contem-
porary science lies in the mathematical, physical. and biological
sciences. The contributions made by the contemporary human-
ities and social sciences are comparatively dismal. The best that
some of them have evolved 15 a narrow empiricism. Rational
speculation has generally been absent, and theories have been
rare and haphazard. There is excitement about fashions but no
sense of progress. 1t has in fact becn argued that the sciences of
man cannot be scicnces. and that they require unique categories
such as **Verstehen'" that conflict with all rational approaches—
as if man could in principle not be studied objectively, that s,
studied at all (Chapter 29).

Lingnistics is the only field of study that has finally escaped
from the traditional humanities and the behavioristic biases of
the social sciences, and has emerged as a scientific discipline. [t
is therefore not in the least surprising that in recenl years
significant similarities have been discovered between conlempo-
rary linguistics and the Indian science of grammar.

[n the field of ritual the situation is diffcrent. There is nothing
in contemporary research that rescmbles or even approaches the
scientific achievements of the Srauta Sitras unless it is derived
from these sitras, such as Hubert and Mauss {(1897—1898). This
is not due 1o the fact that humans do not engage any longer in
ritual. We do, and so do our animal relatives, whose rituals have
actually becen neglected less. What we lack is not rituals, but
ritualists, and a science of ritual. For thesc rcasons it is not
merely intcresting that the ancient Indians had a science of
ritual. Nor is it simply a fact that may help us to better
understand India and Indians. The science of the Srauta STtras
is the only science of ritual that we are in a position to study and
contemplate. [t will inspire us once we realize ourselves that we
need to create and develop such a science.

The third and last observation 1 wish to make is this. 1t is clear
that no science of ritual would easily it into the customary
subdivisions of academic disciplines. Though Sanskritists have
greatly contributed to the study of ritual, its science does nol

helong to the humanitics as 1l iv independent of Tanpuage and [
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moreover concerned with other animals than only people. Nor is
1t a natural or a social science. Social sciences lack the tools (o
ana'lyze it (Chapicrs 14 and 25). Some ol these comments apply
to linguistics. In the United States, linguistics has been incorpo-
r_ated among the social sciences partly because these were al dne
time b@]j@\fﬁd to attract financial support more casily than the
humanities. Practical considerations aside, the casc of ritual
demopslrates that existing classifications of the sciences—and
f:{;pecml]y the alleged distinction between sciences and human-
iies—Ilack a serious foundation.
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Oral Traditions

The human sciences could have originated anywhere and
under any c¢ircumstances, but (rom the available evidence it
seems that it happened in India some time betwceen 1.000 and 600
B.C.E.. We can now pinpoint some of the reasons. Indians were
careful observers of what was going on inside them: thus they
discovered that different sounds were produced by different
movements of the mouth and the tongue (page 36). They also
paid attention to breathing, an attention that somctimes (urned
mto an obsession, and that pertains to the pronunciation of
sounds of language, the recitation and chanting of mantras,
Yoga, and pulmonary development in gencral. 1.ong breath and
(the breathing of mantras such as OM and HIM (page 275) are
(herefore not only probable precursors of the sounds of language
but also conducive to health—in any case. not worse than
jogping.

Other civilizations have also paid attention to breath. In
Sulism, mystics speculated on dhikr although they rarely went
heyond the ascertainment that the term was used in cighteen
senses in the Koran. In Taoism, speculations on respiration
(cehnigues went farther (see, e.g., Maspero 1950:107-114;
Schipper 1982:182,202,206) and empirical observations resulted
m sexuval gymnastics and healing techniques connected. for
cxample, with accupuncture. In India, similar speculations on
frana led to similar techniques, connected with diet, massage,
Yopa, and sexual gymnastics. Historical connections between
Chima and India, across the (eastern?) Himalayas. have to be
assumed. Accordmg to Fithoza 1946, {ollowed by Eliade 1969:
A the mifluence went from south (o north, or west 10 east.

e —
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according to Ncedham 1956:427-428, the other way round. But
such isolated techniques, cures, and speculations do not make a
science as does a system of structured explanations of the kind
characterized in Chapter 26. Thesc observations, therefore, do
not refute the idea that the earlicst known examples of human
sciences are the Indian sciences of ritual and language.

How and why did these sciences originate? “Introversion’” is
not enough. To explain their origins n detail would be a large
undertaking (for more details sec Staal 1986b), but the historical
development in India shows that their origins are closcly related
to the fact that ritual and mantras, like language, were orally
transmitted and that safeguards for the dependability and fidelity
of their transmission with exclusive emphasis on formal correct-
ness were required. Both sciences originated from the twoftold
analysis of the continuous recitation of the Vedas into their
“word-for-word’" recitation called Padapatha (Jha 1973,1975,
1976) and the setting to music of that Padapatha immediately
after its constitution, that is, around 1,000 B.c.t:. (Chapter 5).
These investigations led to the analysis of mantras in their ritual
setting and to formulating a system of sandhi and other phono-
logical rules. Both types of analysis made use of rules and led to
general, theoretical discussions on the notion of rule.

We can only understand this development and what happened
subsequently when we take note of a remarkable fact: the art of
writing was not known in ancient India. It is possible that a
writing system had existed in India before the Indo-European
semi-nomads arrived and composed the Vedas. For in the course
of excavation of the remnants of the carlier Harappa civilization,
a few hundred seals werc found which contain symbols or
symbolic shapes that could be interpreted as a form of script. At
the present state of our knowledge thesc symbols, which have
not been deciphered, may be regarded as a script, ownership
marks, astrological formulas, or something else. Whatever their
nature, it is clear that there are no links between these “inserip-
tions’ and the later Indian scripts that are based upon forms
introduced into India from the Near East, probably not long
before the third century s 1 is adso clear that (here were

Cral Traditions 3

originally no connections between the semi-nomadic Indo-Eu-
ropean groups that entered India from the northwest and com-
ppscd the Rigveda. and these large and scdentary indigenous
city civilizations of carlicr centuries and millenia of which only
material remnants are left.

The earlicr literature contains several references to script, but
we do not know what kind of writing the authors had in niind.
W!lal is clear is that the first Indian uses were confined to royal
cdwl.;s and commercial transactions. Writing was alright for
keeping accounts but it continuced to be emphatically and metic-
ulously excluded from the ancestral traditions which were
considered 100 pure to be written down. The low evaluation of
what was regarded as an alien and barbaric invention is illus-
trated in a variety of quotations, somc assembled by Ghurye
1_950, others by Staal 1961 (I.1). For example. Aitareva
Aranyaka 5.5.3: a pupil should not recite the Veda ‘it he has
caten flesh, or seen blood, or a dead body, or done what is
unlawtul . . . or had intercourse, or written . . . .

The most remarkable feature of the Indian scripts is not their
whapeg but their scientific arrangemenl which is basically the
same in all the many forms with which we are familiar. Instead
nI‘ the haphazard ABC’s of the West, the Indian scripts begin
with the series of vowels—basically «a. [, u, e, o, ai. au—
lollowed by the consistently ordered consonants beginning with
ha. kha, ga. gha, nga, ete. It has been noted long ago that this
awrrangement shows that the scientific analysis of the sounds of
fanguage was completed in India before any script was intro-
t.lllt..'Cd..‘ and was so widely known that the newly introduced
mvention was adapled 1o this analysis as a matler of course.
Ru{nou and Filliozat (1953:668) went onc step further: *On doit
meme remarquer a ce propos qu'unc écriture alphabétique du
(v semitique aurait pu entraver les études phonétiques si elle
cut alors existé dans I'lnde, car elle aurait donné le modele d’une
.m;zly‘mlg commode mais non sctentifique des sons du langage’
(! ?ny is forced 10 observe in this context that a Semitic type of
sl would have indered phonetic studies if it had existed
the tane m Tdiy, becanse 1t wonld have pro sided o model of
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analysis of the sounds of language that was practical but not
scientific”).

Ritual is not only often transmitted without the help of writing;
it is often transmitied without the help of language. Like many
other features of culture and civilization—cutting, digging, aim-
ing or planting; features of musical scales and melodics, visual
patterns, motifs and shapes, dances, stellar constellations, cook-
ing, the construction of ploughs. weapons and altars, the ele-
ments of arithmetic and geometry—ritual is often transmitted by
demonstration: sec Frontispicce and above page xv. Language is
remembered together with meaning but mantras are remem-
bered from their sound and a demonstration or oral exposition of
their ritual setting.

The oral transmission of the Vedas inspired many special
techniques. In addition to the Padapatha and Sambitapatha, the
Pratisakhya literature introduces ‘modifications’ (vikrti} that are
based upon the Padapdtha, and that ‘strengthen’ the oral tradi-
tion, that is, minimize the chance of a single word being lost. The
first of these is the Kramapatha, in which each word is repeated
once but in such a way, that it is first linked through sandhi with
the word that preceeds, and then with the word that follows. In
other words. if the separate words of the Padapatha are referred

1o by numerals as follows:

1/2/3/4/5/7 ...

the Kramapatha becomes:
12/23/34/45/

It is clear that sandhi combinations of the Samhitapatha are
reintroduced here, for they obtain within cach of these pairs, but
not between the pairs. At the same time, It becomes more
difficult to forget a single word: for il a pair were forgotien, the
continuity between the succession of pairs would show a break.
Note that this does not apply to the recitation of the Samhita or
Padapatha themselves: if a word is forgotten in thew recitation,
it does not leave a trace. “The study of the Kramapatha,” says
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the Prausakhya of the Atharveveda (4.108), ‘has for its object
the fixatton (dardhve) of Samhita and Pada.’ )

Subsequent modifications render the oral transmission even
more firm and stable by intreducing methods that resemble the
scanning of a tapc by a computer. e.g.:

Jatapatha:
1220112/233223/344334/455445/. ..
Ghanapiitha:

1221123321123/2332234432234/
3443345543345/ ..

Suc.h techniques of oral transmission introduce new sandhi
combinations {e¢.g., ‘2-1". *3-2") that did not occur in the
S_amhitz-lp'&lha and thus further minimize the probability of a
sl{]g[e word being lost. 1L is not surprising that as a result of these
widely practised mnemonic techniques of oral transmission,
there s less variation among the oral traditions of the Vedas than
among the manuscripts of much later date that Western scholars
hav‘c gsed and that arc themselves based upon these oral
recitations.

The Kramapatha is tully explained in the Rkpratisakhya and is
mentioned by Panint: it must therefore be at least as old as the
6th (,:entury B.C.E. The other modifications are of later date. Al
survive at the present day and can still be heard in many parts of
India (cf. Staal 1961. Chapters 2, S and 6; Levy-Staal 1968).

_'I‘he fixation of the oral tradition by thesc mnemonic tech-
mques pertains only to the form of the mantras: there is no
vorresponding tradition that fixes and preserves their meaning.
I'he interpretations of the tradition of ritual and mantras, and the
meanings assigned to them have therefore always changed. This
xncu_‘cxsinn of interpretations is part of the history of the philos-
ophies of India. The exclusive emphasis on form also explains
the doctrine of the ritualist Kautsa, according to whom the
mantras were meaningless {anarthaka mantedh: above page
FED. This view shontd not be imterpreted in terms of seepticism,
positivism. or behivionsme TEas o purely rituandstic stance that

- —
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timits the function of mantras to the ritual use which is their
proper home, just as language is the proper home of meaning.

Kautsa's position is casier to understand when we remember
a feature of the Vedic compositions that is closely connccted
with the emphasis on their form and the ensuing technigues of
their formal transmission: their obscurity. Unlike epic descrip-
tions. which are expiicit and full of attention to detail, the Vedas,
and especially the Rigveda. were allusive even in their original
context. Thieme has shown that in apparently simple songs such
as Rigveda 1.32, which extolls the heroic deeds of Indra, the
poet does not describe cvents in detail and in their natural
succession, but refers and alludes to them in order to show how
heroic they were, how deadly to the enemy, how memorable for
the future, and so forth (Thieme 1957:88-89). Such descriptions,
addressed to insiders and presupposing specific knowledge soon
begin to be misunderstood.

Forms that are not understood tend to be transmitted with
emphasis on their formal propertics, a feature that is also
connected with their ritual use. That a formal analysis developed
from this formal transmission is related to another difference
between the transmission of the epics and that of the Vedas: the
former were transmitted by bards, addressing villagers in open
settings: the latter were handed down from father to son or from
teacher to pupil in strict and often secret isolation. Such facts
and others (Staal 1986h) prevent the facile application of con-
cepts that elsewhere have been successtfully apphied to morc
popular oral epics. They also show that the thesis that science
and literacy arc necessarily connected (Goody 1968} is not
gencrally valid, and throw doubt on the distinction between
literate and non-literatc forms as a significant distinction be-
tween advanced and less advanced forms of civilization.

To understand Kautsa let us visualize-——or rather: imagine the
audition—of an actual ritual performance. When the blindfolded
Grivastut priest recites his Rigveda verses at the midday press-
ing of the Soma (page 76), he scems in fact—as his name
indicates—to be addressing the pressing stones (gravasfui),

Contemporary scholars of religion are prone (o aceept strange or
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exotic facts without question as possibly endowed with spirttual
value—a variant, at first sight, of Quine’s “‘principle of charity’:
we should always interpret statements in such a manner that
they make as much sense as possible (Quine 1981:41; above,
page 26). Such “tolerance’ may signal a kindly disposition but
is not necessarily flattering to the ritualist. It is more reasonable
to assume that ritualists are rational beings who do things that
make sense. That ts the real import of Quinc’s principle, and it
1s exactly what Kautsa did.

Kautsa did not question the Gravastut's act, but its customary
interpretation: for how can a person in his right mind address
inanimate objects? He pointed out that mantras do not mercly
seem 10 address stones or herbs; they also seem to refer to things
that do not exist {e.g.. a being with four horns, three feet, two
heads and seven hands) and be redundant and self-contradictory
{e.g., one mantra asserts: “There is only one Rudra, there never
was a second,” and another refers to ““the innumerable thou-
sands of Rudras™). FFinally, he emphasized what we have just
observed: that there is a tradition for mantras to be learned by
heart, but no corresponding tradition to teach their meaning.

All these contradictions are based upon the assumption that
mantras refer or convey meaning like the declarative statements
of ordinary language. Kautsa concluded that the assumption is
wrong and that mantras are meaningless although they have to
be recited on the proper occasion. Though Kautsa's views arc in
accordance with the Srauta Sutras, they were criticised in an
carly work on ctymology. the Nirukta, and also in the later
Mimamsa Siatra. Yet Kautsa's views exhibit the orthopraxy or
invistence on right practice that characterizes most Indian tra-
ditions. The philosopher Sankara, for example, approvingly
quotes a text which declares: “*he who teaches a mantra or
ofliciales at a ritual with mantras without knowing their compos-
erseer, meler, deity and brahmana. will run his head against a
pole or fall mio a pit™” (Vedanta Satra Bhiasya 1.3.30). In this list
of requirements, Sankara does not include knowledge of mean-
gz dl he denginds sive Termal data transmitted1ogether with the
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recitations. The composer-scer, meter and deity are all recited
names. The brahmana is merely another recited 1ext.

An oral transmission that excluded meaning and emphasized
form created ideal conditions for the origination of science. Max
Weber called attention to this *formal rationality ™’ and regarded
it as ‘“the esscntial differentiating factor of Western civilization™
(Goody 1968:65). Bul India and China refute his contention. In
the Indian science of ritual the formalities are even more
formidable than in grammar. Within the long ritual recitations of
the Soma scquences (Chapter 9B). the order of mantras is
always diffcrent from {he order in which they originaily occurred
in the Veda from which they were laken. This is either due to
chance (Chapter 24} or follows from the application of formal
criteria pertaining to sound. length. meter, €tc. We thus find that
the original meaning has disappcared and that the resulting
assemblage conveys no meaning cither.

A prerequisite for the traditional study of ritual is that the
student knows his own Veda by heart. He must know it
thoroughly, from beginning 0 end. When given any couple of
words, he must be able to continue the recitation from there. If
he is good or takes pleasure in games. he can recite it backward;
recite every other word: do with the words anything that a
computer can be programmed 10 do: single out oy count their
occurrences, group them together according to certain criteria;
in brief, perform precisely the kinds of exercise of which the
vikrti - modifications” are simple examples. On this foundation e
can learn to change the sraditional order that he has committed
to memory; and here we witness the beginning of those exraor-
dinary exercises that are the bread and butier—or rice and
ghec—of Vedic ritual. Most of these make no sense in terms of

meaning. and often little sense even in lerms of form; because
many of them were, at the outset and at feast in part, either duce
to intuitions that arc no longer recoverable, or simply due to
chance. Once put together, these excrcises can be learnt. There
may be clements that facilitate their study. for example. the
occurrence of certam words: such as the word for dawn—-#yds—
(hat the pupil will be famitiar with even it he need not know what
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it means. Or * Cfor

fami(l:izrl::?. Or "Agni,” for that matter: much more commen and
o i; tqh}/t:l._ to the young scholar who is beginning to find his
,-C{Ci;gn'? ilrltaal maze, primarily nothing but a sound qu{r«l;,-
1zable because of a name or ter ‘ o

o 9 € rm they contain arc t
pr;':ﬁ.’]? form™ mantras that address {(page 196). he
di%;‘:g L:?]té‘ahtfel\;he l?orma! complexily of ritual recitation. I shall
H;thu toe ) onjung Litany™ (prararanuvaka) recited by the
rcd;mp 1(:? .‘ ht-.f_(ne dawn on the Soma pressing day. This
!‘ece;sizn Iil‘g‘sN‘cllf;oul an hour and consists (in the Kausitaki

ston: AG :600-601) of 360 mantras. [ s ot the
all but the following ass 360 mantras. I shall not list them

£ assemblage lists the first 158

s ) . e sU 108 mantras (¢

references are to the Rigveda by “‘circle,” “*hymn,”” and ver:sy

10.30.12 (thrce times)

7.16.1-12
1.74.1.-9 3.16.1-6
].I..I—? 3.10.1-9
6.16.15-27 8.23.1-30
6 $.23.1-3
Z.;'-IJ_S 1.150.1-3
4.7._—Fl)l 1.140.1-7
7.7.1—-0 S.01.1-6
A2.1-3 5.6.1-10

mb(‘;:];nmmn;g Ih(;1 360 mantras of the “"Morning Litany™ to
cmory in the right order is not th ‘
_ ’ $ e end. but the starti i
what comprises ritual ¢ et s to
s ritual competence. For now th
\ 1ses 1l compels F e student has to
Wr;](;\:f Ehcd ritual ‘application:” that s, he has to know when
Whatct;::: 032/ who‘m the Litany is to be recited. He has to knov\;
er priests are doing at the s: I :
what the ott same lime, what other
acts, recitations or chants ‘ o o
| ants may have to be engaged 1 i
s, _ or chants 1 : gaged 1n earlier, at
Mm.ezl\}z “ITIE ol !atu‘, and who 1s responsible for all of these
Marea lr a thlsI knowledge often constitutes an c]eméni
ated as a complex unit by means i
reated as a ans of which larger ntue
.\l:u‘(,l.urc.s are constructed at another time. The ‘Moir:ning 1 ittlI
aut s il case |l i ' - na
I_my' Ils L case in pon}t. For toward the end of the Agnicayana
N 1||i : \’L:]?Lh wirs pcrfformcd by Nambudiri brahmins in 1975 and
I~ ".h obyject o /\(.:NI. another recitation takes p]'lcé \.;!hcich
incorporates somodibeation of the Marming Litany, This s
dlany. s 18 the
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‘Recitation for the Aévins' (asvinasasira) performed also by the
Hota priest and long before dawn. but on the final day of the
ritual. 1t contains 1,000 verses instead of 360, and there 1s a close
relationship between the two recitations. This may be described
in approximate terms as follows: a specific number of mantras
are omitted from each group of metres of the Morning Litany,
and others are inserted in order 1o arrive at the number that is
required for the A$vin Recitation.

The description of this latter recitation in AGNI procceds in
the customary artificial fashion of modern scholarship; it refers
to the verses by the numbers that Western scholars have
assigned to the various elements. But AGNI also specified the
verses that were omitted from the Morning litany, because
these alone make the enterprise intelligible. Since the issue that
is relevant in the present context has been treated at some length
in AGNI 1. I will quote from that book:

11 might be asked why omitfed mantras should be part of the descrip-
ton of the 1975 performance . . . Only the omission and insertion of
particular mantras can explain the extraordinary feal of memory that is
here on display. The hota knows thoroughly the Rgveda Sambhita, trom
beginning to ¢nd. Throughout the recitation, he never hesitales when he
is within « hymn, or at the end of a hymn when he is aboul 1o recite the
pext hymn. But when he is aboul Lo recite another hymn. or otfler verses
than the ones that traditionally follow, he pauses at his last breathing
pausc, i.e., in the middle of the last verse. At that time, obviously, he
concentrates on what is to be done next. Once he remembers il, he
continucs with the next part of the verse, and continuous immediately,
without (aking breath. with the other hymn or verses that are prescribed.
_The Recitation for the Agvins is similar 1o the Morning Litany. Since
he has learnt how te recite the Moraing Litany by deviating from the
order of the Rgveda Samhili as it is handed down, he has learned o
further deviate from the ttany when he recites lhe Recitation for the
Asvins (AGNI 1685-686).

The entire procedure that is described here exemplifies the
general structure of Vedic learning that has been outlined at the
outset of the same work. It relates several concepts we have
already met with to cach other and places them in their propey
perspective:
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The oral transmission ol the Vedas [rom father o son or from teacher
to pupil 1s known as gdfivdava, “learning’ or ‘recitation.” This is con-
trasted with pravega, "ritual application,” which refers to the general use
of Vedic texts in ritual, or viriyora, which refers to the rcci.laliun of a
particular mantra at a particular point in the ritwal. Vedic ritual is
primarily characlerized by the recitation, by one or more priests, of
Vedic passages. The structure and organization of this recited material
follows the requirements of the ritual. As a result, sentences and verses
are often taken out of their original context (which is preserved in the
adhydya only) and adapted to new surroundings. A reciter who is
familtar with the pravoga bas learned diflerent arrangements of frag-
ments of the oral tradition that he has alrcady memorized, and knows
where (o insert them into ritual structurces. This new dimension of
learning may be handed down orally too, and without any connection
with ritnal activity. And so we meet with three kinds of knowledge,
handed down orally, cach presupposing the tormer. Most reciters
prescrve the Vedic texts in their original, or presumedly onginal, order.
Some among them have, in addition, learned how recitations have 1o be
modilicd and rearranged for use in the ritual. A few have preserved the
ritual practice itself, and know what, how, where, and when to act as
well as to recite (acN 1:31-32).

The sciences of nitual and grammar were born in the context of
these oral traditions and it is likely that they were also created
without the help of writing. That the Rigveda itself was orally
composed—no one has ever doubted it. That the science of
ritual, which relies so heavily on memory, might have been
orully composed, can be imagined, though barely—depending
vn who doces the imagining. But that Pamimn’s grammar, ‘one of
the greatest monuments of human intelligence’ (Bloomfield
[933:11), could have been orally composed is an idea that has
never appealed or even made sense w0 Western scholars. The
only important cxception was Max Miiller—an exception not
casily brushed aside for he was one of the greatest pioneers of
precisely these studies that are at the heart of the indian oral
tradition. It is well known that Max Miller was one of the great
nineteenth century polymaths, not only a Sankritist but also the
(roneer of the ew “Scicnce ol Religion (page 258). Bt he was
also the first editor and translator ol the Rigveda, which he
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published in s1x volumes that appeared between 1849 and 1873,
and in which he included the Rkpritisakhya.

Bochttingk discussed the part that writing may have played in
the composition of Panini's grammar in the Introduction to his
edition and translation. But Bochtlingk did not say: ‘may have
played:” he said: “musi have playved.” Boehtlingk was also a great
scholar; he did not only know a great deal. but possessed an
original and disciplined mind: moreover. he relied on argument
and not on hearsay or fashion. When such a person feels strongly
{hat something must be the casc, but has no real argument 10
support it, he relies on a device that serious scholars rarely use:
the exclamation mark. The exclamation mark occurs once in
Bochtlingk's Introduction; it is used on the one occasion when
no argument is given and when he refers to Max Miiller’s opinion
{hat the Brahmana’s and Sotras ‘ohne Kenntnis der Schrift
verfasst worden seien!” (Cwerc allegedly made without the
knowledge of writing!’)

Sixteen years after Bochtlingk’s edition, Catand demonstrated
that the Sutra ol Bandhayana was an oral composition (Caland
1903, reprint 1966:3). This has been universally accepted (e.g.,
Kashikar 1968a:43, Gonda 1977:514). Panini's grammar is also a
Siitra work: in fact, it has been called (by Renou), ‘Vapogée du
genre.” Max Muller does not explicitly refer to Panimi when he
refers to ‘the Sitras:’ but he did. of coursc. include him. The
difficulty of his implicit assumption that the grammar was an oral
compaosition is that the sOtras arc interdependent in an extraor-
dinary complex manncr—more so than the ritual sutras. One
change in a sitra in any ol its chapters will necessitate numerous
changes in several other sutras in several other chapters. Evena
change in the order of 1wo siitras—a simple inversion, for
example—would have far reaching implications and conse-
quences. A circumstance., incidentally, that exemphfies an 1m-

portant linguistic fact: the inversion of two rules in the deep
structure of a grammar may have the most dramatic effects on its
surface manifestations—just as an inversion of the amino-ucids
within a gene may lead to diamcetrically opposed charactensies
in the phenotype.
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l.et us consider a si
in\,ﬁcrl&_.;i(l;:] u]:m.sl]de] a simple cxample of the cffects of such an
; of rules and describe it | g . I. ‘
) 5 n general and abstrac 5
In . svstem | a dl ¢ stract terms.
n which the rules ar i
s are ordered in such a we :
o M  the s a way that
ch rule has to be applied before the next. the scquence of

rules:
a— b
b— ¢ h

has the same effect as the single rule:

- _ a4 -— C. (2)
3ut if the rules arc interchanged, as in:

b—¢ ]

4 (3)

not (2 ) . . e

kintd(g Ltbiull,:ﬁ.omethmg quite differcnt results: there are now two

an ‘._md q} ‘tT]nL that was already present but is now replaced by

we‘&:t'f"-[ :;:?h ﬁcr‘ lE]rz;lt I8 ‘new’ for it comes into being whenever
sti a'. The second 'b" might as well be gi

,_ t with - s e given another

name, say ‘ : 3 "

€. say, ‘d’, so that the sequence of rules (3) becomes:

b—c¢
a—>d.} @

N T : . . N
;n'lk(i\r“ if we reverse th(-_) order again to see what difference it
akes, we obtain something that is quite different from (1), viz.:

a—d
} ()

b— c.

ki,{dh-dvi‘]lt“e dOL]l?t that a mind ]il.(e Panini’s could solve these
. 50 problems that lesser minds would find difficul

impossible to handle without pencil and paper, and th; li_“t Olj
Icl_wt"—hound culture cannot even be imagined: h,r;t‘wmllddl | it in
principle, by combining the uncommaon ana].ylica] gift«_‘.L ;:cltl-“‘]“

doubtedly 7 t
vdly possessed with the extraordinary feats of memory

Ih‘ll wWere nag Ly ) - I
te partof lis culture, having strenghtening this powertul

combianl ' ' CONCICISINg
wnkalion further by exercistg it through constant and regn-

i




382 The HHuman Sciences

lar practice. After all. Panini was a trained grammarian who
must from his carly days have been steeped in the knowledge of
orks of his preceptors and predecessors—

the grammatical w
and thanks to him only the names

works of which at present
survive.

Of course onc cannot prove a theory that makes the most of
the clusive notion of genius: 1 can only (ry 10 argue that it is a
reasonable and promising hypothesis, and thercfore quite feasi-
ble to pursue it. But if it would ultimately run into scrious
problems or not find favor. I can still think of another explana-
ario: Panini worked in close colluboration with some
more likely, pupils. Let us assume, for example,
re or less completed the rules of vowel sandhti,
and provisionally formulated thesc in a consistent manner and to
his satisfaction. Now therc uppears a problem elsewhere in the
grammar; and the only way in which 1t can be given a simple
solution is by inverting two of the sandhi rules he had just
formulated. Immediately a host of problems arise, and the rule
system begins to generate ungrammatical forms. How to save it,
safely modify and keep track of it without losing the thread?

The solution is simple: Panini asked his favorite pupil to
memorize the rules [or vowel sandhi he had provisionally
formulated. He turned his atiention elsewhere, and returned to
effect the required inversion. The student who was given the
special assignment heard it. and knew precisely how to rcact to
it by reformulation. Other pupils who had memorized other
portions of the grammar were cagerly listening in order to find
out how any proposed modification would affect their domain:

and if trouble arose. they immediately took steps 1o overcome
the problem by changing the rules. their order. their formulation,
or whatever else had to be changed. This led 1o other revisions
clsewhere in the grammar, supervised and synthesized by Panimi
himsell. There are many ad hoc devices for patching up rules
that must have been resorted to on such accasions axd that can
in fact explain certain oddities that we mecet withoin the corpers
of Panint’s grammar.

Is the idea of such team-work alien t

tory scen
colleagues or,
that he had mo

o Indian civilization which
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;Ottjef[lc;ﬁd!fg:[?;-a“,‘as a f:u]ture.of solitary navel-gazers?
Rkprgtquk,h or ! ‘ath[)lcll‘Jrc is not.h.mg but a caricature. The
N Veda. rcci;tio‘:: ttotaﬁ;;t)ﬁgm?o.:lt;on to describe the teaching
when the Jaiminiva branch oft;:c ;E:lmzsleil( B feW . o of
;&fl?;:!.lon——for it.had been transmitted in il.:; ?::ls l?:]e::i(:hvilrnlgl; ?ri
3(52‘: cindronl\y‘m Iwc1\11_v_ﬁNambuF1iri familics (see Staal 1961;
) R-,n:j ()Nlhtblutli"fﬂ_nosl samaveding belonging to that school
¢ ambudirt, rose to the occasi ) ; to
:c*r;t*;?;be;‘ z:;nd ?nza]ly write down the cnlli?::O.[l]aicr;?i(rili;Eftlrz?(;litti(:ﬁ
ith the help o his pupits. Does this phrase indice al his
pupils helped him with the transcriplion'?p]:]()l,bﬁoltn':leI:(lllt'ch([:h:flo:]lg
:t;_)}c:_hnlrust. thit fo anyone. What he did is chant the songs
‘g er with the others, going over them again and agai
.\omcll!ncs one would stop, because he could not remcmi; 8(-. “
t.)thl‘ times another. Sometimes it was 1t Ravi hichlfe;;hiﬂt;
:.:L‘mh(,:i to ha‘ve forgptten an uncommon chant even though it
\ 45 ¢ who had originally taught it 1o the others—but that had
m some cases, been several decades earlicr. It should bc( not d
llh_at wg arc dculir}g here with the ritual domain of the so—cz?llgd
_t;.rnu .s?{lgs thuvl 1S much more specialized than the Samaveda
: ar_nhﬂa. .there 1s no such thing as a Padapiatha, not to mentic :
r‘ll()dlﬁCi]IlOl‘]S such as Krama or any of the f)thél"*; {cf AGNIIU‘II?
[h?f_]iig)l InhicSt:Ifl‘Eriﬁe(i chants. a pupil might rémcrﬁhcr whai
haster himse ad forgotien; only if it was recognized b
SOV H N 1 . = '
;J.:ﬁg:,if_lhm inctuding himself would 1tti Ravi accept it az
\\.-|il,hi:-]:\;i,t(:m'l 1t would be profitable for Western psychologists
0 are s yIng memory to learn Sanskrit. This would cnable
1hLm_lo go to India and study the mnemonic techniques and
practices of those increasingly rare traditional pandits that 1 fm‘
popular parlance referred to as ‘walking encyiclt; cc;i'ui]’t”[n
wonld be interesting to enquire into a phenomcnonﬁh'it‘?- % L
only c.xpl_ain by introducing a notion of *collective mcr(norv%f“[l
anvreferring (o g practice that is common among Vedic rcc?t*. ;
and chanters, Vedie baduins always prefer to recite in pai "l‘ ;’r"
e do not only koow more than one: two it |'ccilcl|‘n;:;h:1r'
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know more than the same (wo reciting separately. At first 1 did
not understand or like this practice; it does not make for clear
recordings—especially since the Vedic chanters do not seem to
favor the musical notion of singing in unison. However, [ finally
understood that reciting together does not only increase the
confidence of the chanters; it also leads to the recovery of a
larger portion of the oral tradition than could ever be recovered
by single performers.

And so we return from ritual to grammar and attribute to
Panini the masterminding of an art that is exclusively mental and
oral. 1t explains. among other things, the extraordinary Indian
insistence on the importance of the guri. (The importance of the
guru is deeply ingrained in the counterculture. However, since
the invention of writing and especially of printing, gurus are
much less relevant and rarely expound a doctrine that 15 not
already known from texts. Their importance i NOw confined to
the teaching of practices that cannot be casily learned from
books. such as meditation.)

‘The Indian art of scientific composition is ultimately explained
by the requirements of the ritual. For ritual requires precision,
accuracy and an extremc degrec of formality. The form of the
mantras is all that counts and 118 their form that had therefore
1o be preserved. The emphasis on formality that characterizes
the science of ritual was equally important to the science of
language. The latter science was also inextricably linked to oral
{ransmission: for grammar exists raksartham, ‘for the sake of
preservation’, as Panini's commentator Pataiijali formulated it
unambiguously in the Introduction to his Mahabhasya or ‘Great
Commentary.” The insistence on formal accuracy, the exclusion
of meaning. and the extraordinary precautions that were taken Lo

preserve the Vedas: the concomitant sciences of ritual and
grammar—all of these were therefore rooted in ritual. In the final
resort, we have to extend this conclusion beyond the confines of
India: for Western philojogy and linguistics would not cxist
without the Rigveda and Panini, and these were only preserved
hecause of the ritual tradition. Thus came into hemg the 1wo

seicnces of mtual and Fanguage, one SUIL exclusively  Tnding
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pa'radlgms of what Max Weber called ‘formal rationality.” These
scicnees, however, were not only Indian: they also W'e::c frohn:
beginning to end and throughout their development r)m!‘

‘The .sl.rength of oral tradition is extraordinary and! iﬁ l'h-c case
of India the invention or jntroduction of writing woutd h'c “:
detl."acted from thc substance of Indian culture in“ils ['orm'al‘:“:
period. If writing had been known. two human scie“nce% wjm\;:i
not have come into being at such an early pcriod Much of tlh >
strcngth of oral tradition survives, especialty in .lrib;-ll culturL
whcrc it has least been studied and where the histori‘ml co 1t'c
nuity often remains hidden. [t is unlikely that we sh‘.al] t:\»'cer knT ]-'
hov&r long orul traditions have been maintained in Africa AS?
.Lraha, or the Americas. But in India and China, where 1;11e 1st
1s lgmwn as well as the present—and sometimes better kncwwl'jr;;—
solid results can be attained provided the data are studied
thoroughly and with an open mind as far as mcthodohlor i 5
concemcq. Jyotirindra Jain (19843 has shown that the R'-llhv%a}is l?
West Indian tribe, maintain in their ritual paintings ; cu‘il\ o‘;
Indra that preserves Vedic features extinct in Hinclui;sn1 since at
I}easl a thousand years. The Rathvas probably adopt;:d IHhis‘ CL:[I
r]l:()l‘ﬂ the people from whom they lcarnt farming and agricuitur*
I_he stqdy of such living artistic traditions reqﬁirm a.combinf’.
ton Uf‘Tht'T methods of anthropology and of aﬁ history d'-
syn!.hc&'s like that between anthropology and the hum'am):"'d
cnces without which neither rituat and mantras. nor Asi P Mi;l:
understood {Chapters 4 and 25). h e
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Religions

28A. Seeking Religion in Asia

The study of religion ought to play an impertant part in the
human sciences, for while language provides the foundation for
most intellectual activity of the human animal, rcligion hovers
around the lofticr realms of human cxpression and belongs to a
domain that lies beyond language. Religion consists in part of
oral traditions that tend to develop not merely into literary, but
into scriptural traditions. The oral traditions of religion are
generally of the loosely organized epic type that are particularly
suitable for the expression of changing interpretations. When
scriptural, these traditions become fixed, but not in the sensec of
the tightly organized Vedic type of tradition that led, at least in
India, to formal analysis and the human sciences. Religious
traditions do not lead to science because interpretations. instcad
of being questioned or changed, tend to harden into doctrine.

For the understanding of religion. our point of departure
remains the extended tform ol Durkheim’s account of religion
(above page 126). Durkheim distinguished two catcgories of
religious phenomena, beliefs and rites, and assumed that the
latter depend on the former. The assumption is unpersuasive
because rites do not depend on beliefs: they lead a life of their
own. which is determined by rules, as we have seen. In many
cases, beliefs depend on rites because they are interpretations of
rites. Durkheim’™s account is also incomplete because it omits
mystical experience. Nevertheless, his account is a good point of
departure because of s classic succinetness. Durkheim has
lopically pursued his precanceptions, and what Quine wrote
abont Austin also apphies (o hime
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Histarians of science tell ns that science forges ahead not h}_; an
indiscriminate Bacenian inductivism but by pursuing prcumceptmm.
even mistaken ones. | see in Austin’s work this kind ol progress (Quine
1981:91).

We extend and modify Durkheim’s account by dis‘tinguisjhing
three categories: rites, mystical experiences and belle[’s."l here
are several dependencies between specific members of these
three classes. especially of beliefs on the two others, .hl:]t
basically the three are independent. Ext;ndin‘g ])urkh‘c:m 8
analogy we say accordingly that the “religious™ categories of
rite, mystical cxperience and belief arc interrelated like the
“ordinary’ categories of action, perception _z-md thought.

Among these three categorics, rites are primary bt:(‘:ause lhe'y
are almost always independent and can be accounted ?or on thcw
own terms. They also possess a longer background of cvolution-
ary development: ritualization is common among n‘onhuman
animal species. Both human and non-human amrnal' rituals can
he described in the ethological terms of “FAP™ (**Fixed ACII(in
Pattern’”: Thorpe 1951) and “"“MAP"" {**Modal Action Pallcl_"n :
Barlow 1977). Rites become *religious™ when they are prowded
with a religious interpretation. We have accordingly referreq to
Asian rituals as rituals “without religion.”” This cxpression.
however, stands in need of an explanation because it is contra-
dictory if we follow Durkheim and regard ritual as a necessary
feature of religion.

Mystical experience is another category that gocs beyond the
confines of what is generally regarded as religious. | have
discussed this at greater length in another book (Staal. 1975) and
shall mention here only one feature of the argument given then‘g.
Mystical experiences are generated not only by so—vca]_led reli-
gious practices such as ritual, recitation, and _mcdllfmor?, but
also by practices that are nonreligious, at least in I.hcn" primary
sense, for example, fasting, breathing or drugs. Indian texts like
the Yogasutra or the Buddhist Abhidharmakosa cnumcrulp such
causes without distinction, and sometimes add nlhc?'x.z for ex-
ample, the grace of a denty that is mnduci_vc_ 1o visions i
incorporates mysticad experienves into an existing, tradition: o1
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“birth™ 1o account for those we might call natural mystics,
people who fall into mystical experiences without trainming or
cxpectation.

Mystical phenomena possess phystological us well as psycho-
logical features and appear to be biologically determined. How
this can be explained will have to be determined by future
research. Some early beginnings were discussed in my 1975
book, but the field is still wide open, and several promising
avenues of research have not been touched or even imagined,
Whether nonhuman animal species experience mystical phe-
nomena, for example, is unknown. This is probable since drugs
alfect many species of animals. sometimes in unexpected ways.
Such questions are not beyond the pale of scientific investiga-
tion: much information is available on the pcreeption of color
among animals, 10 mention one example.

It is safe {0 conclude that the two categories of ritual and
mysticism are independent from the doctrinal component of
refigion. This is in accordance with Geerlz® statement that
“religious life”” in Java includes “etiquette, art, and mystical
practice,”” combined with the observation that i excludes the
dimension of doctrine or betief (page 327). 1t also fits the well
known fact that Indian religious traditions emphasize correct
practice more than correct doctrine. so that we need the concept
of “orthopraxy’ in many contexts where. in the West, “or-
thodoxy™ would be required. A Hindu may be a theist, panthe-
ist, atheist, communist and believe whatever he hikes. but what
makes htm into a Hindu are the ritual practices he performs and
the rules to which he adheres, in short. what he does.

To understand “‘religion™ in its fullest sense we should now
turn to the third category of religious phenomena. Doctrines and
beliefs ure regarded as religious when they involve belief in a god
or gods, in paradise and hell, faith, salvation, and similar
religious concepts that are characteristic of the three monothe-
istic religions of the West. But now we meet with a difficulty. It
ts gradually becoming more widety known that most of the other
Creligtons™ of mankind are deficient in one or another respect
when studied witlhon thes perspective: in Baddhism and Lanism
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there 1s no beliet in a god or gods: in Taoism immortality is not
located in a hercafier; in Yoga. MimamsSa and several other
Indian traditions, gods are accessories or otherwise subordinatce;
in Confucianism nonc of these concepls or ideas exist In even
remotely similar forms. The main reason, however, that Asian
traditions do not fit the Western pattern of religion is that their
enmphasis 1s not on doctrines or beliefs, but on ritual, mysticism,
or both. In so far as doctrines or beliels are mentioned at all,
they are not primary but added: they are of the nature of
secondary Inlerpretations. often rationalizations and generally
aflter-thoughts. Not infrequently the doctrinal dimension, alleg-
edly incorporated into a sacred book. has been created in
response to Western demands and expectations. This s in
accordance with the lact that terms for religion that refer to its
doctrinal content are relatively rare in the languages of Asia and
are Invariably of rccent date. Hajime Nakamura cxpanded on
this during a 1984 conference (Staal 1985b:54, note 24): in India,
the term dharmea has been used in the sense of “religion’ in
cxpressions like findit dharima, banddha dharma, jaina dharma
only during the last few centurics. The same holds for the
Chinese tsang-chiao and the Japanese shikvo ( 5 # ). The
concept of “*Hinduism,”” incidentally, came up in the thirties of
the mineteenth century in English literature on India (Heester-
man 1985:207, note 19).

Matters ol doctrine or belief range over a wide spectrum.
Mythology. for example, resembics ritual in that it often devel-
ops and grows by incorporting arbitrary clements following an
“outer chance development™ (pages 324, 344). Doctrine, on the
other hand, possesses a philosophic dimension thal prevents

unlimited growth: consistency has to be preserved. To the belicl

in a single god or in transmigation one cannot add the beliel in
another two gods or in a day of judgment. Kautsa cxcluded
mantras from the category of meaningtul statements for pre-
cisely this reason: for  they were, some of them would allirm
the existence of onc Rudra, others of many. and this is contra
dictory (page 375).

Amalgams of religions phenomena are also fonnd i Westemn
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relrgit‘m, but play a minor role becanse e s tsleiies
doctrm(.z‘ Major incorporation of “foreign™ nuieaal nunl.;.l el
to con.ﬂu:t. vaious examples of ritual clement- 1w un-”mu-lkl.l
to bc Inconsistent with existing tenets of belicl ure tHiv g mp_u
ration of “*Christmas™ trees or “Easter™ cpps in the o hdating
calendar and in Christian practice. In Asia, such analgaipdiomg 1a
found on a much larger scale, Before looking at A\.i.-ml [nliliag
from a4 more systematic point of view, 1 shall divcuns hive
examples, some already met with in other contexts.

(1) The rudiments of Vedic ritual were brought to India by (e
Ipdo-European intruders who had already added to their Inda
l;umpcan fire cult the Indo-lranian ritual of Soma. To the
r(.zsull.mg mixture they added the art of building large altars from
kﬁl.| n.—f.‘u‘cd bricks which was inherited from the Harappan or Indus
f;:ll;z_alion (Converse 1974: Staul 1978a; 1982:39-53; AGNI I\'

2-166). .

(2}‘Thc Vedic fire cult with many of 1y mantras spread all over
_K‘ﬂma {ogq[her with Tantrism although its relationship with other
Izin{rlc ‘l‘l[CS is tenuous. We find accordingly. even at present
Vedic rites and mantras, in Tibet, Japan and Bal; {Sl\'orl.:[:mklj
I‘JS'?%; Strickmann 1983: Hooykaas 1983 a and b: Payne 1986) hln
Bali, the majority of these are classified as Hindu but some -are
regarded as Buddhist: elsewhere they are looked ‘upon as
Buddhist if the need for a label is felt at all. ‘

{1 Thf: Balinese muniukyr ceremony takes place after the
vremation of u deceased’s body and intends to separate lhe soul
trom the physical remnants of the body. This rite is related t(; the
,lu_v;mcsc shadow play of wayanyg kudit, originally a summoning
ol ;mccst_ors for magical purposes. It also corresponds to similar
veremonies fonnd in other parts of Indonesia and used to be
chacted alter the entombment of the ancient Javanese kings

Miny l;!rgc meniments e Tavicwere originally built ay (Iwcllilig.;
places for the kmy's sonl Subsequentiy they were mterpreted
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and constructed as ““Hindu-Javancse’” temples although they
are neither Hindu, nor temples (Stutterheim 1931).

d Shinto and Buddhist

(4) In Japan, the government separate
f 1868. Grapard (1982)

Jivinities during the Meij Restloration o
has shown that prior 10 this separation, Shinto and Buddhist
clements had entirely fused. At many cultic centers, what had
begun as a Ruddhist cult, becamc and remained syncretic
throughout the middle ages and became “Shinto™ only in 1868.
At Tonomine, for example, where the ritual cycle had been
mostly Tendai Buddhist, food offerings began 1o be made to the
Shinto deity Kamatar starting from an auspicious day 1n 1465,
chosen by divination and transmitted to the Buddhist authorities
by an imperial messenger. Pances and sumo wrestling were also
offered, and Kamatarlh was regarded as an cyyatara’” of the
«pure-Name™' Buddhist lay masier Vimalakirti. Here as else-
where. ritual, political and cultural features and elements were

inextricably merged.

(5) Taoism has incorporated Ruddhist Tantric rites and concepts
that came from India although they may originally have been of
Chinese origin. Whatever the historical relationship (page 369),
it is possible to find detailed parallets of much precision
between Taoism and Tantrism,”” although “"the field has been s0
uncultivated that much research will be required”’ {(Needham
1956:427-428). That there is not merely parallel growth but a
historical connexion is clear cspecially in those cases where the
similarities are based not upon factual relationships but upon
fantasy. The most 1elling example 1§ & practice on both sides of
the Himalayas still advocated by contemporary gurus and swa-
mis. The latler associate this practice with the belief in the
possibility that “‘the entire seminal fluid qccumulated in the
testicles starts flowing upwards toward the heart. Then it gets
purificd by the gastric fire and moves on into the brain. strength-
cning all the sensory DETves and greatly enhancing a yogi's
powers of  memory and intelligence” (Muktananda  1974:98;
Sranl 19780). The Taost praciice consists of exertmg pressure
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inOntltl.he‘urut:‘lhra bctwgcn the scrotum and the anvs, thus divert-
. g the seinlr}zil secretion into the bladder, whence it would later
e voided with the excreted urine’” (Needham [1956:149)

I:)lsblr::}pgl‘:ﬁfd;;::yn:j{ OWHT;IES lnotipns of rchigion to the tradi-
identification and classification (ljopcii(r’ligﬁ‘::a(la?gr:;s? N
‘ : : ) . ‘ sion and to
Z(;Itl:so?;ir:f;;fllihneg.( .,i[a],?oilwf respolrllsiible for something more
traordinary: cre of so-calle religions. This act was
ﬁ:;?jriljfb::g;lfﬁﬂ m.- hy outsiders and toreigners, but isL.\'sc»\]‘wn(tl;j
reason\g ].‘ q h vy accepted by memt_)e‘rs of a tradition. The
o }]015(;2 (t)fc naltur.c of Wzstern rebigion, which is pervaded
_ cxclusive truth and claims ¢
It is professed by “‘People of the BL(L;IISI’Si;lIﬂtllf:::m:i]F;(t)lyh(:"]:l tmttl'll]-
Koran uses to refer to Jews, Christians and Mu%limE l{rllse ‘c
Ez:’ls\;t ff\ma, such religions do not exist, but SCI;O]El;‘f; layr:ll"l(:;]‘tl
Cannot find them. they seive upon abels used for mdigenous
. find 1 . y on labels used for indigenous
categories, rent them from their origmns arng ‘g X
[fords_Lli‘bscquEnt identification of whalgis ri:\»o:c[:]:l::l(id:]dr:;egl:)l:im
ra ition. Thus there arises a host of religions: Vc:lic Brahn;a
g:,i‘:lll,ol-lellnélu[,n iuq(:iihlst,hBon-pq. Tantric, Taoist, Confucian,
on m;jnfo}m-mvhec ,bSl:C groupings are not only unmnteresting
anc uminfor atiy u tinged with the unreal. What counts
insteac are ancestors and teachers—hence lineages, traditions
affiliations, cults, eligibility, and nitiation—conce la w'.th i b
rather than truth-functional overtones. pis wath riwl
(‘.{iev\;er‘(‘il bdﬂfhng ci:)nscqucfnce‘s follow. from this stage of affairs.
. rsion, for example, is different in Asia from its Wesl
::f)lint:?{‘pzlrl. and‘a person may adhcre to two or more reeTIn
3:::::}“-(il?gvzrrszonsl,lmorcovgr. arc not confined to the religious
Lo n: th y we' —know'n in the comparative study of ritual.
Vi 1L<:s_0|l under that subdivision of rites that has been referred
1o s rites de passage™ or “‘liminal,”” because t.he se ¥
constitute, effect or accompany a transition from onye L‘t-em o
;um‘l‘hcr, In I.|IL' realm of Vedic ritual, such rites are C‘lllc:’J d'te;t .
or domestic”” ntes One ol them is .'quma;-';;mmrf the ‘(;:‘Iu‘:ﬁ
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through which a member of onc of the three highest castes
becomes “‘twice-born.™" Its successor in the history of Indian
ritual is the Buddhist upasampadd, which transfers a layman
(updsaka) to the monastic hfe so that he becomes a monk
(hhiksu). Thesc two rites are similar in many respects, and there
are further similarities with the drkya or “‘consccration’ cere-
monies that exist in Vedic as well as Tantric forms (cf. Staal
1982b: 47, and AGNI, 1: 317-333), and with initiation rites of the
Indo-European sodalities and secret brotherhoods that left many
traces in the monastic communitics of Jainism and Buddhism (c¢f.
Bollée 1981). The prototype or paradigm of all these ceremonies
is Shamamistic mitiatton, which is labelled variously but remains
essenlially the same in accordance with the maxim: riles are
invariant under religious transformation.

Though mass mitiations are occasionally met with (a new
vartant in Madras City 1s group upanayanam for poor brahman
boys), a characteristic feature of most of these rites 1s that they
pertain to a single individoal. In Asia, the ritual character of
these “‘conversions” predominates, and this was often the case
in the West, as is shown, for example, by the similarities
between the Jewish circumcision ceremony and Chrstian bap-
tispl in the early centuries C.e. to which attention has been
drawn by Jonathan 7. Smith. These sinulanties also illustrate the
immvariance of rites under rcehigious transformation. In more
recent centuries, we siill hear from time to time that practice s
morce important than precaching. Said De. Johnson: ““Sunday
should be different trom other days: people may walk but not
throw stones at birds.”” However, the individual and subjective
cxperiences that accompany conversion rites have on the whole
been increasingly emphasized in the West. We find here a wide
range of possibilities. At one end of the spectrum there is lan
Barbour’s solemn declaration which 1s inteliigible only within an
existentialist-Christian perspective: “*Religious commitment . .
1s a self-involving personal response, a sernious decision impl-
cating one’s own life, a willingness to act and sufler for whiat one
belicves in™ (Barbowr 1980: 2393 At the other end ol the
spectrum there is the fhirtation witly Rome that was Iashionable in
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Oxford during the days of Oscar Wilde, who wrote about it in a
letter:

T coutd hope that the Church would wake in ne some carnestness and
purity I would go over «s a fuxury, it for no belter reason, But T can
h‘ardly hope it would. and (0 go over to Rome would be to sacrifice and
give up my two great gods “*Moncy and Ambition™ (quoted by Auden
1974: 305). '

‘In the modern West, conversions such as these are considered
witty when they occur in literature, but Americans raise an
eyebrow when they are real. Not so in Asia, where conversion
has never been merely psychological or “‘spiritual.” A cood
example is that of the Thakali, a group of traders living in the
valley of the Kali Gandaki. one of the deepest gorges in the
world which runs roughly north-south between the mountain
ma_ssifs of Annapurna and Dhaulagiri in Nepal (cf. Jest, 1964/65).
Thlfs‘ community was engaged in the {rade between Tibet and
India via Kathmandu. One of their traditional transactions was
to purchase thousands of goats in Tibet, and sell them in the
central valley of Kathmandu where they were then sacrificed
during the festival of Dasain. Originally a varicty of Tibetan
Buddhists with a strong admixture of Bon-po and local rites and
deities. the Thakali lcarned Nepali and adopted Hinduism when
they found that this carned them the respect of their trading
partners in Kathmandu. However., with the increase of the
power and prestige of the Buddhist kingdom of Mustang, which
is. situated at the northern end of the gorge and protrudes into
'I“|.bct, they reverted to Tibetan and Buddhism. When the trade
with _Tibet stopped as the border was closed, Mustang lost its
prominence, they became Hindus again, and had saptdha,
“weekly rites”, performed for them by brahmans. Presently,
with the new popularity of Tibetan and everything Buddhist
especially among tourists, mountaincers and other foreign visi-
tors, the Thakali are once more in the forefront of Tibetan
Baddhist culture.

Such repeated transitions are not easy. Said Churchill. speak-
g from experience: “Anyone canral once: but i takes o cerlam
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ingenuity to rat twice.” Nor should thesc transitions be brushed
aside as mere opportunism. They are no more opportunistic than
is the desire to live close to one’s work. Gods, Buddhas, ritual
transitions and political parties are there to assist man in his
cndeavors and occupation. Todd Lewis (personal communica-
tion) visited Thakali homes in Pokhara and saw their domestic
shrines which display Tibetan lamas as well as Hindu and other
local deities. This is not a rare form of syncretism; such
phenomena arc common in atl parts of Asia.

Adherence to more than one *‘religtous’ tradition is especially
common in China. I confine myself to a quotation from Michel

Strickman:

What then are China's religions? So far we have tlaken notice of
Ruddhism. an import. and Tacism, a native creation, The oft-mentioned
“Confucianism™ is, in my opinion, best seen as something else. not
strictly comparable—more a Paideia. a system of culture and its gradu-
ated inculcation, rather than a faith professed by a guild of ritual
technicians claiming otherworldly authority. The paradigm later styled
“Confucian’ was simply a broad base of Sinic letters, a fundamental
view ol cosmos and socicty which we might belter term “‘common
Chinese,”" for it was also fully shared by Taoist priests and Chinese
Buddhist monks. Indeed. in mediacval times, Taoist abbeys and Bud-
dhist monasteries often sheltercd academics providing training in this
common Chinese literary culture. full assimilation of which. whatever
one's regional or even ethnic origins, certificd a man as civilised:
respectably Chinese. The embarrassment of modern scholars who retain
the vld Chinese rubric of (he **Three Teachings™ is apparent when they
have to deal with the cull of the dead (ancestor worship™). and sacred
sciences such as divination and geomaney. 11 is customary to vacillate.
assigning these wayward phenomena now Lo one of the great Three, now
to unother. But in fact they belong to none of them exclusively, and are
freely used, when nceded. by all. This might also serve to describe the
attitude of most Chinese (0 Buddhist and Tacoist institutions, and for the
mediaeval period. as well as the modern. o functional rather than
sectarian approach to the question of religious identity might best serve
for the great majority of the population. (Strickmann 1982:55)

Though India has always been regarded as a land of religion,
the situation is very similar to what we find in China. Most of the
alleged differences between India and China are due to Western
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pro_icclions. India became fashionabie during the Romantic
Pe{‘lqd, and has therefore always been expectéd to respond to
religious yearnings. China, on the other hand, was a favorite of
th.c Enlightenment, and has therefore been expected to be
without religion. [n the Indian cultural area, however, Hinduism
and Buddhism often overlap (Staal 1982b, with special reference
to the Himalayas). This was true in Southeast Asia. character-
1zes much of Tantrism (where there is often a one-one-corre-
sp_ondence between Hindu and Buddhist notions), and is stjll
widespread in Nepal or Bali (where we meet, for example, with
“Buddhist Brahmans™: Hooykaas 1973). If ““Vedism™ is re-
garded as a separate *‘religion,”” we have to record that in many
parts of India, especially in the South. **Hindus’" continue to
perform **Vedic™ rites (AGNI, I1:199-251).

‘ In India, the chief conceptual tangle is proffered by Hinduism
itsclf. For Hinduism does not merely fail to be a religion: it is not
even a rpcaningful unit of discourse. There is no way to abstract
a meaningful unitary notion of Hinduism from the Indian phe-
nomena, unless it is done by exclusion, following the well-worn
Ftarmu]a: a Hindu is an Indian who is nof a Jaina, Buddhist, Parsi,
Christian, Muslim, Sikh, Animist, . . . (the list is indefinite). i
used to know a Hindu who considered himself a Seventh-Day
Adventist. When faced with such data, should we abandon the
concept of religion altogether? Basically, there are two possible
proc_e(_iures. We can cither start with a rather narrow concept of
“religion,”” based upon the three Western monotheisms, and see
lo what extent such a concept can be used in Asia. Or clse we
can try (o formulate a wider and more flexible concept, and see

Just where that leads us. In either attempt the result may be

positive, 1n which case the term “‘religion™ may be fruitfully
cmiployed; or negative, in which case it is best discarded.

[ shall begin with the first procedure. To start with a definition
wouln{ be rash: definitions come in the end. when a domain of
cxpertence has been subjected to systematic analysis and con-
ceptuial issues have been fraitully discussed (page 63). Not even
the arca of Western retigion s such o domain. H-owcver. cven if
we do not seck 10 provide a precise definition. it is not entirely
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uncicar what would be involved in a concept of religion based
upon Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. It would involve such
notions as a beliet in God, a holy book, and (at least in two cases
out of these three) a historic founder. Taking our cue from this
last exception (the fact that Judaism has no historic founder). we
can meaningiully ask whether it is feasible to apply 1o Asia a
concept of religion that requires the presence ol af least two of
these three characteristics. What we find, even with these
relatively flexible characteristics, is that none of the so-called
religions of Asia ts a rcligion in this sensc. Buddhism. for
cxample. has a founder. but neither a belief in God, nor a holy
book. Even Rucgg., who is inclined to consider Buddhism a
religion (though dharma, according to him, expresses a concept
that applies to more levels than “rcligion™), writes:

Tt is @ well known fact that for Buddhism, both ‘early” and Mahayanist.
gods, like wll other beings, are subject 10 Karma and its ripening and they
accordingly also belong o one of the five (or six) forms of transient
existence in Buddhist cosmology. In Buddhism there is no supernatural
and supreme God who creates the world and beings and who presides
over or modifies Karma in favour of beings (Ruegg 198 1:424),

As for holy books, the attempt (o assign such a role to the
Dhammapada—Iike the similar attempt with regard to the
Bhagavad Gita in “"Hinduism™—is nothing but a response to
Westlern missionaries or an attempt to mect Western expecta-
tions. Taoism does not have a helief in God, but is alleged to
have a founder and a holy book: however, the latter is but a
small fragment of the Taoist Canon. Tantrism does not appear as
an independent movement. It is allied with Buddhism or
Saivism, and shares characteristics with the Yoga which enters
into similar alliances. Shintoism lacks all three characteristics.
Confucianism possesses only one: it has a founder. And so our
conclusion ¢an only be that any notion of religion that is based
upon characteristics of the three Western monotheistic religions
ts inapplicable in Asia.

Turning now to the second procedure we can try to introduce
a more general and fAexable concept: the extended Durkhenm

A
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account with which we started this chapter. Any definition Dased
upon its three categories should be sufficiently flexible 10 he
applicable to at least some of the Asian phenomena. To begn
with, almost ail Asian phenomena that have been regarded as
religious are replete with ritual, It may be objected that Bud-
dhism does not pay much attention to ritval, for the Buddha
declared that the Vedic ritual of his brahman countemporaries
did not assist in the attainment of mirvdna. But whatever the
opinton of the Buddha on this point (a topic to which 1 shall
revert), it is clear that ritual has always played an important part
in Buddhism. Buddhist monks have always spent a large amount
of their time performing rituals. whether for their own benefit, or
for the benefit of others. This can still be observed throughout
the Buddhist world, ¢.g.. in Sri Lanka, Bu rma, the Tibetan areas
of India and Nepal, Bhutan and Japan. The category that is least
important in Buddhism is the category of belicf. Buddhism is
Can intenscly practical religion. inclined to treat doctrinal defi-
nitions . . . with some degree of unconcern’ (Conze 1969:11).
Snellgrove (1959.1:40) declares similarly: “*For it is not the
philosopher who gives life (0 a rcligion. but the man who
succeeds in practising it, and in lndia the practiser par excel-
lence has always been the yogin.”” And specifically about Tantric
Buddhism: “To any who conccive of Buddhism as just philos-
ophy, this preoccupation with ritual and techniques of yoga may
well appear a riot of degeneration, but to a Buddhist who
concerved of his religion primarily as an art of yoga and who had
never neglected the use of ritual., i might very reasonably have
uappeared as the most effective teaching ever sponsored under
the name of Buddha.

Though Western scholars and believers have paid much
altention to Buddhist doctrines, {and Buddhjst philosophy does
not lag behind any other system of thought in the profiferation of
its concepts, ideas and theories), the Buddha himself either kept
silent or was not forthcoming when he was asked 2 purely
theoretieal or docirinal question. The parable of the man who
wits hit by o porsonons arrow, and then asked who had shot i,
whal was Ins ciste and ocenpation, and whiat wood 1The arrow
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was made ol and from which plant the poison had been ex-
tracted, is there to itlustrate the point: that man would die before
his questions could be answered. Such questions that deal with
irrelevant theoretical problems belong to the category of “‘unan-
swerable questions’ or “‘inexpressibles™ (avyakriavastini).
Buddhist aspirants are dissuaded from taking them too seri-
ously,

Like the other so-called religions of Asia, Buddhism is char-
actenzed by the fact that ritual (in which all the monks engage)
is more important than mystical experience (which only a few
attain). which is in turn more important than belief or doctrine (a
matter confined to philosophers, scholarly monks or reserved
for Western converts, anthropologists, and tourists). 1 shall not
try to determine in the present context whether meditation
constitutes a fourth “‘fundamental category,” or whether it is a
variant of the ritual category, or even a category that falls
somewhere in between the ritual and the mystical. Meditation, at
any rate, is not gazing upon nothing (except in the limiting case),
but is closely related to ritual and mantras.

How is it possible for ritual to occupy such an important place
in Buddhism when the Buddha himself was sceptical about its
efficacy? We can only arrive at a satisfactory answer to this
question if we abandon the view that ritual is symbolic, and
depends on doctrine or belief, and accept that ritual is some-
thing-to-be-done. We have studied several Asian illustrations of
the fact that rituals are transmitted without interpretation or with
constantly changing interpretations, and are engaged in for their
own sakes. In India, this is particularly clear from the Brahmana
literature (Chapter 13A). But even in the Upamisads, Jainism and
Buddhism, the situation remains similar. In Heesterman’s words
(1964:27 = 1985:42):

The guestion thal occupies religious thought appears not o be: sacrifice
or rejection of sacrifice, but rather what is the true sacrifice. Lyually the
guestion dees not turn on hrahmin superiority or s repection, bat on the
point whu is the true brabmin. On these points both orthodox suud
heteradax thinkers seem 1o agree.
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The contribution of the Upanisads is less often the replacement
of karman, ‘‘ritual activity,”” by jrana. “‘insight,” than the
insistence that karman should be performed with jadna. The
implications of these facts confirm what we have observed
before. Rituals are not merely remarkably persistent within
so-called religious traditions, where they arc provided with
constantly changing interpretations; rituals remain the same
even across so-called religious boundaries: they are invariant
under religious transformation. This 1s demonstrated by the fact
that the same rites occur in Vedic, Hindu and Buddhist forms,
not only in India but also in China, Japan, Tibet, and Indoncsia.
This explains why Buddhist monks engage in rituals, for many of
their rituals, e.g., rites of oblation into a fire, are independent of
Buddhism. The same holds for the numerous initiatory, seasonal
and exorcistic rites that Buddhist monks engage in and that are
as independent of Buddhism as the Christmas tree is indepen-
dent of Christianity.

We arrive at the following conclusions. If we adopt the
“‘extended-Durkheim’ concept of religion, which incorporates
the categonies of doctrine (belief), ritual, mystical expertence
and meditation (the latter either as a fourth category or as a
subcategory of one or two of the others). we have a concept on
our hands that has all the characteristics of pathological, if not
monstrous growth, tumorous with category blunders. It 1s worse
than a spider with a submarine, a burning bush, an expectation,
and a human head. We have found that the trio of ritual,
meditation and mystical experience consists of categories that
are more fundamental than the category of religion itsel{. Only
doctrine or beltef may be in a position to constitute a religious
category per se, We have thus arrived at a point where we
should clarify the situation by making a terminological decision.
The simplest decision would seem to involve a return to our first
procedure, make ‘‘doc¢trine™ a defining characteristic of ‘‘re-
ligion,”” and confine the term “‘religion’ 1o Western monothe-
ism. This is what [ shall do for the time being. As we shall see,
this is not an inconscquential decision, and the notion of religion
will stll turn out 1o have applications i Asia.
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When we return to the empirical domain 1o see whether these
conceptual clanfications may be relevant, we find that many
other considerations have to be taken into account as well.
Buddhism is often regarded as something special even within the
Asian context, and in this respect closer to religion in the
Western sense, comparable—if not in rivalry with—Christianity.
It is clear that Buddhism and Christianity are in some respects
sintlar. Both have a single historical founder and are spread over
large parts of the world. However, we have to be careful not to
interpret Buddhism as a religion within a Christian perspective.
This has not only becn done by Western missionaries, scholars
and converts, but also by Buddhists themselves. The challenges
of the Christian missions, combined with colonialism and the
alleged superiority of the West, have led to representations of
Buddhism by Asian Buddhists that have little to do with Bud-
dhism in any of its genuinc manifestations. The only way in
which we can arrive at an adequate understanding of Buddhism
1s by approaching it first in the Asian context from which it arose
and in which it obviously still fits, Once we do this we discover
that somc of the similarities between Buddhism and Christianity
acquire a different meaning, or vanish.

[ have already mentioned that the assignment of a single holy
book to Buddhism is nothing but a reaction to Christian and
Western expectations. The next point of similarity that is often
mentioned is the missionary activity that has led to the world-
wide spread of both traditions. These activities are similar to
some extent, but the diflerences are equally significant. The
spread of Buddhism from India to Central Asia. China and
beyond, is in many respects different from the Christian conver-
sion of Europe. The diffusion was not just of Buddhism, but
included the exportation of Indian philosophy, logic. science.
medicine, astronomy, grammar, and Sanskrit legends, tore and
literature. These events have been collectively referred (o, not

without justification, as Indianization. The immense effort of

translatton (from Sanskrit into Chinese, Korean. Japanese.
Tibetan, ctc.) that these processes involved is comparabie only
foalimited extent to the relatively simple clort ol transiating the
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Bible into several European languages (an activity that was
undertaken in the wake of Protestantism). These activities are
morc on a par with the vast translation efforts from Greek into
Latin and other European langhages that took place during and
especially after the Middle Ages. These European translations
were chiefly concerned with the non-religious domain, for reli-
gion had been excised from the Greek heritage. The arts and
scrences that came to China together with Buddhism had also
nothing to do with religion: they werc simply Indian.

We are now in a position 1o note another signiticant difference
between not only the Buddhist and the Christian expansions, but
also between the translations from the Greek and from the
Sanskrit: the European and Asian recipicnts were not equally
backward or barbarian. When Greek science reached northern
and Western Europe through the intermediary of the Arabs, it
filled what was almost a vacuum. The northwest Europcan
barbarians had nothing that cven resembied the civilization to
which they were beginning to be exposed. But when Indian
medicine, for example, reached China. it came face to face with
a traditional system of medicine that had been thriving for
centuries. That such meetings did not always lead to violent
clashes is duc 1o partial similarities between the Indjan and
Chinese systems that still stand in nced of explanation. Summa-
rizing the difference, we should say that, in Europe. a religion
that had no links with civilization swept over an uncivilized arca
long before civilization arrived from clsewhere. In Asia. on the
other hand, Buddhism came as part of a package that contained
mostly civilization and that met with a civilization in all respects
its equal. The contrast is between religious mass conversion on
the onc hand and a meeting of civilizations on the other.

‘There is yet another significant fact that we cannot fail to note
when we try to interpret the Buddhist expansion in Asia in the
Asian perspective that is its natural home. When Buddhist
practices and ideas went from India to Sontheast Asia. they
were not only connected with many non-religious ideas and
techniques, but they were also linked with the expansion of
Hindhsme Tnoinost ol Sontheast Asin, Hhindu CXPINSION pre-
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ceded the advent of Mabayina Buddhism. The two merged to
some extent, as we have seen, and then, in countrics such as
Burma and Thailand. were replaced by Sinhalese Theravada
Buddhism after the twelfth century. This process can also be
referred to as Indianization, but it took on forms that are to some
extent different from the ones that characterize the Indianization
of Central and East Asia. As Coedés and others have shown, the
I[ndian idea that was most influential in Southeast Asia was the
concept of divine kinship. In Cambodia and Thailand, the King
came to be regarded as a God on earth—whether it was a Hindu
God or a living Buddha. The concept of Indianization cannot do
justice to the historical processes and transformations that
actually took place. In Cambodia, Burma and Fu-nan {on the
lower Mekong valley) there had long been ceremonies during
which a *Lord of the Mountain-Top” was set up to represent the
unification of territories conguered by the King. The cult of the
divine king, therefore, was originally animistic (using that term
in deference to Coedés 1966: 143, and for lack of a better one),
then received Hindu and finally Buddhist labels—if one 1nsists
on using labels in spite of the fact that they are less informative
and significant than the entities to which they are attached (cf.
also Stutterheim 1931).

The gradual importation of Buddhism from India into China is
especially instructive for being in many respects totally unlike a
religious conversion. I can do no more than refer to some of the
facts that Strickmann has recently collected and analyzed in his
study “‘India in the Chincse l.ooking-Glass™” (Strickmann 1982)
from which I have already quoted. We should first of all take into
account what the Chinese were looking for. They were not
waiting for a “‘religion.”” They had long regarded the Western
regions as a paradise where the Mother Queen of the West
dwells **in a splendid palace amid the peach orchards, ringed
with tigers and other heraldic beasts.” They werc always
fascinated by the exotic, the marvellous and the fantastic., and
anything that emerged from the Western regions was first of all
measured against those standards, 1Fit was frightening, fike most
of the demonic apparitions that plagued travellers on the silk

.

Religions 405

!‘outc, it could perhaps be propitiated or avoided; in some cases
tt could simply be caten. ““Ingestion {rather than cxpulsion) ;19‘2;
means of dealing with otherwise troublous phantoms has ulwﬁy‘;
rccpmmcnded itself to the economical and food-obscssed
Chinese.”’ h

Another nced was therapeutic ritual. **There is copious testi-
mony to Buddhist prefessional activity in the treatment of
discase.”” The treatments were herbal as well as ritual. and
extended (o rites for (he salvation of the dead, which dcvcioped
as a compromisc between the monastic requirement that the
1110nks should leave their familics. and the all-embracing grip of
the ‘Chincsc family systent: these rites *‘satisfied not oniy the
famlly"s past, but also guaranteed its beatific future. . . Chinese
Buddhist monks and Taoist priests quickly perceived and 1‘\e—
spondc_d to this demand.” Another Chinese interest was caves
and this could easily attach itself to the tradition of .cawerrhli
sanctua_try‘ already well attested in carly Buddhist India. The
()bSF‘.‘SSlOD with mountains-with-caves or pebbles-with-holes is
Indian as well as Chinese, and probably of Central Asian origin
(sec AGNI, I:139-166). The Chinese interest developed Taoist
as well as Buddhist forms: “*Both Chinesc Buddhist and "l"aoi.;f
sources state that the moutains and their cavern-paradises wi-II.
serve as sacrosanct places of refuge during the world's final
;1p9cz?]yptlc convulsions.™

Strickmann’s essay is rich in information that is relevant in the
present context. 1 shall conclude with a final quotation that may
icrvc as a summary: “*In Chinese, religious conversion is styled

fransformation’ (). What was the role of religion in this
grecat Babel of peoples? If the overlooming monoliths of raceL
I:mguag.e3 and state were heaved aside, should we in fact ﬁnci
that religion offers a master key to understanding, a straightaway
|I_1|'uugh the maze of ethnic profusion? Such has not been the
view of historians of China writing in English. 1t is regularly
mplied that religion, for the Chinese, was at best ai distinctly
m;n'gin‘;fl phetomenon. at worst 4 form of low-class selt-indul-
PUHICE.

All these considetations on the non religions nature of most
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Asian traditions that are generally called religions, explain some
baffling facts of Asian history, for example, why Buddhism is
often undistinguishable from Hinduism, why Buddhism disap-
peared from India and was exported all over Asia where it fused
with different civilizations, and in general. why we find so many
outer chance “*syncretisms’ in Asia. Even Buddhism, which is
in some respects more similar to Christianity than any other
Asian tradition. is basically a ritual-mystical cult that pays little
attention to doctrine or belief. That it has made such a differcnt
and misleading impression in the West is largely due to the fact
that Western seekers and students have confined themselves
mainly 1o the study of Buddhist philosophy, and have not heeded
the Buddha’s advice that philosophic speculation does not lead
anywhere.

28B. Seeking Out the Buddha

ICit is truc that Buddhism pays little attention to doctrine, this
raises an important guestion: did Buddhism introduce a separate
doctrine? The answer is generally assumed 1o be in the affir-
mative as a matter of course; but the facts are far from obvious.
Unlike the early Christian missionaries in northern and western
Furope, who addressed peoples that can only be described as
savages, the Buddha did not preach in a vacuum. His teachings
were not only preceded by those of Jainism, but they formed
part of the gencral intcllectual ferment that characterizes the
seventh and sixth century B.C.E. context in India. In that context
it should be simple to determine what doctrinal innovations the
Buddha offered. In fact, they are surprisingly difficuit to find and
formulate.

If the Buddha preached that there is an endless cycle of

transmigration from which it is possible to escape-—it had
alrcady been donc in the Upanisads and in Juinism. I he
preached that the true brahman is not he who 15 born in the
highest caste, but he who is fearless, controlled., {ree [renn sins,
cte. - the Upanisads had already stated that abrabman is only he
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who speaks the truth, or knows brahman (see Bhattacharva

1973; 88-89), and the Juina Uttarddhvavana-sitre had declared:

He v\‘sho 15 ¢xempt from love, hatred and fear. and who shines forth like
burnished gold. purificd in firc. him we call a brahman . . . (Jaini 1979:
75).

If the Buddha preached that the true sacrifice 1s not that in which
oblations are made into the fire—the Upanisads had already
declared that only fools engage in such sacrifice, while a much
earlier Vedic Brahmana regarded as the highest sacrifice, the
sacrifice to brahman which consists in study (Bhattacharya
1973:115~116). According to the Jana Usntarddhvayvana-siaira,
true sacrifice is “guarding onc’s purity by means of the restraints
of & Jaina monk™ (Jaini 1979:76).

It the Buddha said anything against the Veda—the Upanisads
icmselves had not merely done it, but it is nowhere formulated
in more radical terms than in the Brhad Arunvaka Upanisad
(4.3.21-22), which 1s one of the two earliest and most venerable
Upanisads: “*His 1s a condition beyond all desire, free from evil,
without any fear, Like a man in the embrace of his beloved
knows of nothing outside, nothing inside, that person in the
cmbrace of the sclf which is wisdom (prajiena aumandg) knows
of nothing outside. nothing inside. His 1s the condition of bliss
when all desires arc fuifilled, where there ts only the desire for
atman, or no desire at all. There, the father 1s no father, the
mother ts no mother, the worlds are no worlds, the gods are no
gods, the Vedas are no Vedas.”

It the Buddha denounced the sacrifice of animals—it had
already been done in the Upanisads, and, more emphatically, in

Jainism. The killing of sacrificial victims by ritualists was

rdiculed m the earliest Vedic texts. It oceurs in a verse of the
Rigveda {10.82.7}), which returns in the Taittiriva Samhita of the

You wilt not Hod him who has created

sorne obshwcle Is in vonr way,

Erovveloped o nnsts sid <tammering,

b ibe the vecters woanader tel, AGINL 1:547)
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Heesterman has shown, in a series of articles (1962, 1964, 1983),
that the trend away from animal sacrifice, which culminated in
the Upanisads, Jainism and Buddhism, is found throughout
Vedic ritual itself: it is not a radical movement, but an unmista-
keable, gradual tcndency to move away from bloodshed and
violence. The “‘interiorization” of ritual is part of this general
development.

It might be said that all these pomts are not doctrinal but
ideological: that is, replete with social, political and religious
implications. So let us revert to pure metaphysics. Did not the
Buddha propose a major ncw theory at least in this rarified
domain of speculation: the doctrine of non-self (anatmavada)?
And did not this doctrine stand in absolute contrast to the
Upanisadic doctrine of self (atmavada) which was further de-
veloped in the Veddnta? Here our authoritics secm 10 agrec
unanimously. The picture has been drawn, with broad but
magisterial strokes, by T.R.V. Murti in The Central Philosophy
of Buddhism of 1955.

Yet even here caution is nccessary, and the situation Is more
complex than it appears at first sight. 1t is not open to doubt that
many of the later Indian Buddhist philosophers advocated the
andtmavdda; they are quite explicit on this count. The
Nagarjuna who was the author of the Mahaprajfdpdra-
mitasastra. made accessible through its monumental translation
from the Chinese version by Etienne Lamotte, wrote for exam-

ple:

[.ook for the atman on heaven or earth, inside or outside. in threefold
time or in the ten regions. but you will not find it anvwhere. Only the
meetings of the (welve supports (viz.. the six sense organs and their
objects) produces the six cognitions. The meeting of the three (orpan.
ehject and cognition) is called contact. Contacl produces sensation, idea,
attenlion. and the other mental dharmas. In our system, ignorance leads
to the belief in the personality. Because of that betiet. people believe that
the dimen exists. But that belief is destroyed by the vision of the truth
regarding suffering and the relative knowledee with respeel to snitering.
When belief in the personality is destroved . the arman is no longer seen.

toimmotte TR L7 16 MYy
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_ V_Vhal. did the Buddha himself have to say on this topic? He
indicated that the five skandhas. and more generally. all
dharmas, arc andtma (see Lamotte 1V, 1976:2005; Bhaltacharya
1973, 12, passim). But in the Upanisads, the corresponding five
kosas are equally ephemeral: they do not survive after death and
tl?ey do not transongrate. In the Upanisads, the drman is
different from the kosas, and is real. In Buddhism, the shandhas
are andimd, which implies, in Sanskrit, that they are different
from the atman. But that érman itself, is it real or unreal?

The few early passages in which the Buddha is quoted as
expressing himsell on these issucs have been discussed by
scholars for over a century, and both interpretations have been
Flefendcd. Those who have adduced reasons for a specific
interpretation comprise some of the greatest Orientalists of the
past, the very same schofars 10 whom we owe in fact almost al)
the basic information we now possess on the Upanisads and on
early Buddhism. How then are we to decide? ‘

The obvious answer to such a question is that we should go
back to the texts, and try to read and understand them in the
light of all the information that is presently available. However,
we should critically assess the sources of our information and
the channels through which it has been obtained. These requirce-
ments are obvious, but taking them into account in the area we
are discussing leads 1o several preliminary observations. First of
all, we will discover an astonishing schism for which there exists
no mtrinsic or scientific justification: the schism between “‘In-
dologists’” and **Buddhologists™. [t might seem that this division
corresponds to the schism between Hindus and Buddhists, but
this begs the question we arc asking. and *““Indology™ would
need 1o encompass a great deal more than ““Hinduism™ in any
case. 1t might be argned that the schism between Indologists and
Bud(_lhoiogists cxists for good reason because of necessary
spc‘cmlization, and ensuing differences in background and edu-
catton between different specialists: a scholar who deals with
Vedie and Hindn texts needs primarily Sanskrit (though a
xm;llycring ol other Indo Tranian or Indo-Aryan languages is
helptul), whereas aoschobn who deals with Baddhist texts needs
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in addition to Sanskrit not only Pali, but Chinese (for primary
sources, primarily), and Japanese (for primz;ry as well as sec-
ondary sources). and if possible Korean, Tibetan, Mongolian
and a handful of other languages. Scholars of the latter type are
extremely rare, obviously. Even if we include Japancse scholm.'s
who possess advantages of language and culturc, they can still
be counted on the fingers of onc hand.

The schism between Indologists and Buddhologists, howe\_fcf‘,
is not only based upoen the presumed need for specialization: it is
also based upon at least one unproven assumption. That assump-
tion is that Buddhism is a rcligion, and that there is thcreforf.s a
certain unity to the subject. We have scen in the preceding
section that the concept of religion is not casily applicable to
Buddhism or 1o any other Asian tradition. That unity is thercfore
imposed from the outside and « priori, The unitics presumed to
cover carly and late Buddhism, or Indian, Chinese, and other
forms of Buddhism, are functions of the same unproven assump-
tion. Of course, one is bound to see unity when one is convinced
that it must exist. But such an approach will not lead {o adequate
cvaluations. It is not open to doubt that Chinese Buddhism has
been inflluenced by Indian Buddhism. But in parl.icular.cascs,
that influence might be small and insignificant in comparson to
other influences. 'or scholarship to be adequate, it should not be
based upon such assumptions. Only if we abandon them arc we
in a position to discover whether, and to what extent, such a
unity may in fact exist. _ ‘

Another circumstance complicates the issues we are dealing
with. When Buddhism became first known in the Western world,
it was the Pali sources that were almost exclusively relied upon.
The picture that emerged was that of a simple religion, rtip]_ete
with cthical notions and similar to Protestantism. The lehztyz-ma
insofar as it was referred to at all was regarded as a deleriora-
tion: at best a fresh development in the Par Bast, al warst a
decadent manifestation influecnced by Tantrism and other de-
based Hindu notions of later date. As it happens, the sinie
specialization that T mentioned has led to o |'L'VLI~|'.~;;|I ol s
former picture, which has been benelicial becanse ot represents
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a step forward in our knowledge and understanding: it has been
found that the Mahiyana is much older and that the Chinese
translations from the Sanskrit provide rcliable information on
much carlier stages of Indian Buddhism than had been assumed
at first, not only in the domain of the Mahayana, but also in that
of the Theravada. Because of these sources we now have a more
reliable picture of the history of Indian Buddhism than could
ever have been reached if we had confined ourselves to Indian
sourees.

Another qualification has yet to be taken into account when
we evaluate these sources and their significance: they do not
take us back to the time ot the Buddha. During the carly period
of what has been called “original Buddhism.” the order was
hardly organized und there were few monasteries. “*The life of
Buddhist ascetics in its incipient stage was fairly different from
the monastic life of monks in later days. It was quite close to the
life of hermits as is mentioned in greal epics, such as the
Mahabhdrata and the Ramdavapa” (Nakamura 1980:58). The
schism that gave rise to the Mahasamghika sect took place
during the peried of Asoka in the third century B.¢C.E. The points
of difference that were discussed at that time were largely minor
matters of monastic discipline. In addition, five theses defended
by these first ““herctics™ were directed against the traditional
Arhats: they were declared to be subject to certain impurities.
mental as well as physical (e.g., nocturnal emissions). These
heretical views were supported by laymen (updsaka) who,
according to the traditional doctrine had no access (o nirvina
(Lamottc 1958:312-319). More important doctrinal differences
that characterize some of the Mahayana theorics, such as
emptiness (sinyara) arc ol much later date, and were referred 10
as pratiripakadharma (Cimitation-doctrine™”: Lamotte 1973:39—
40: ¢f. Nakamura 1964b).

liven with these new developments on the doctrinal level.
there was no split in the monastic community: monks with
different views continsed to live topether in (he sume monasta-
res and were subject o the same discipline— if we except
nevitticte . When Floeen g visited India aroud 630 ¢ he
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found several monasteries, especially in north-west India. where
the monks devoted themselves 1o different schools at the same
time. Lamotte comments memorably on this and on the later
splits within the Mahayana: “*In India, tolerance and accommo-
dation are more important than diferences of doctrine; for beliet
has only relative value. In the West, this would be inconceiv-
able; among us. cach difference of opinion lcads to a serious
dissension. I-or a Buddhist. salvation does not come from faith,
but from renouncing the world and bringing peace to the spirit”™
(Lamotte 1973:12-13). Lamote speaks here with double author-
ity: until his recent death, he was the most distinguished member
of that tiny band of scholars wheo can be counted on the fingers
of onc hand; and he was at the same time a Catholic priest.
With all these considerations and gualifications we are now
sulficiently armed to discuss a simple example. At the second
sermon in Banaras, as referred to in the Anattafakkhana-Sutia
and other sources (see Bhattacharya 1978:12 sq.). the Buddha is
reported to have declared with reference to the aggregate of the
five skandhas: “This is not nune, I am not this, this is not
mysclf™ (i cren miame, v eso "ham asmi, na nt’eso atta). liven
a person without Pali can see how the thought in the final clause
is expressed: this aggregale (eso) is not (na) my (m") self (aztd).
The first thing that strikes us is that the term anaffd 1s not used.
The second fact we should bear in mind is that atrd/atman 1s
used in Sanskrit and Pali as the reflexive pronoun which func-
tions in the same manner it does in other languages such as

English. **Self,”” in other words, is nothing but a retfication of

“self.”” A person who knows nothing about these doctrinal
controversies would therefore translate: ““this is not mysell.’” A
person less innocent is tempted to translate: “this s not my
self,”” and a translator who wishes to press a point: “*this is not
my Self.”

There are several similar passages i the carhiest sources. A
scholar famitiar with later Buddhism will not see any problent:
he will take such statements (o mean that the shandives are nol
real, with the implicit undersinnding that the atrran is alsa nol
real. A scholar fimilar with the Tpanisads will nod see any
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problem either: he will take such statements 10 mean that the
skandhay are not real, and naturally different from the arman
which s real. I do not pretend to offer a sotution to this difficulty
in the context of the present chapter. My purpose is diterent: |
want to show that there is a difficulty. Many contemporary
scholars have simply disregarded it: “*Buddhologists™ assumc
that the andrma doctrine s indissolubly connccted with the
Buddhist religton: ' Indologists™ arc afraid to touch Buddhism,
and so have said nothing.

In the last generation, two great Onentalists conducted a
controversy on this 1ssuc: Hermann Oldenberg defended the
view Lhat the Buddha accepted the doman, and louis de la
Vallée-Poussin defended the opposite view. Oldenberg was one
of the fast Indologists who wrote authoritatively on Sanskrit,
Vedic, Hindu, as well as on Buddhist matters. whereas de la
Vallée Poussin was one of the first Buddhologists, albeit avant la
lettre . who eschewed non-Buddhist topics.

In the present generation there are at least five scholars who
arc familiar with carly Buddhist as well as Upanisadic literature,
and have expressed themselves on the issue: Bhattacharya,
Frauwallner, Lamotte, Murti and Nakamura (in alphabetical
order). [ have alrcady referred to Murti: his book dealt chiefly
with the Madhvamaka, but he also argued that the original
Buddhist doctrine was andtmavdda. Nukamura defends the
opposite view, though with qualification: **In early Baddhism,
they taught avoidance of a wrong comprehension ol non-giman
as 4 step to the real drman . . . Therefore carly Buddhists never
maintained the non-existence of atman. They merely opposed
the substantial permanence of anvonce’s arman. As for the
metaphysical question whether an absolute aiman exists or not,
carly Buddhists kept silence™ (Nakamura 1904a:90-91). Nuka-
murit devoted a separate study to the problem of self in Buddhist
philosophy (Nakamura 1977), which he summarived as Tollows:
“RBuddhism did not deny the self as such, contrary to the general
assumption by many scholars who tend to regard the theory of
Non-Selt as o sort of mihilism™ (Nakamura 1980063-64). Frau-
willner agrees with Nokhamuoa, bt s more exphicit: “'The




414 The Himan Sciences

Buddha never ceases 10 emphasize that none of the five heaps
{skandha), which make up the mundane personality, should be
taken for the L. 1 was tar from him, howcever. 1o deny the
cxistence of the soul™ (Frauwallner 1956:63).

Bhattacharya is the most explicit among contemporary schol-
ars: his book L’ Atman-brafunan dans le bouddhisme ancien of
1973 is largely devoted to the issues we are discussing, and |
have taken many quotations from this work. Bhattacharva
defends the view that the Buddha accepted the anman.

What, finally, did Lamotle have to say on the issuc? He is
careful, as one would cxpect, v not over-cautious. After bricfly
referring to Frauwaliner. Oldenberg, de la Vallée Poussin and
Bhattacharya, he emphasizes that we have no explicit statement
attributed to the Buddha in which he aftirms the existence of the
dimian. We should thercfore. says Lamotte, confine ourselves to
the golden rule laid down by the Buddha himself: ““What [ have
not declared, take that to be non-declared, and what [ have
declared, take that to be declared.” (Lamotle 1976, 1V:2004—
20085).

Earlier (Staal 1985b:44). 1 concluded from this passage that
Lamotte did not explicitly affirm that the Buddha taught the
non-sclf. In a footnote, 1 criticized de Jong's review of Lamotte,
1976, for rejoicing that “*M. Lamotte categorically rejects all
attempts at discovering in Buddhism the belief in a Vedantic
atman’ (de Jong [978:168). In his reply. de Jong (1987:151) drew
altention to other statements by Lamotte showing that according
to the Buddha there is no atman. Lamotte must accordingly be
classified with Murti. But the main question remains unresolved:
why was the Buddha so ambiguous and unclear with respect to
what we are inclined to regard as a central issue that the leading
specialists arrtve at opposile interpretations of his statements”? A
substuntial part of the answer must He i the Buddha's lack of
interest in doctrinal matters, a lack of interest he cxplicitly
affirmed in the parable of the arrow and clsewhere. Thes s
important in the present context hecause it shows that even in
Buddhism, the Asian tradinon that s e many respects mosd
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religion-like, doctrine plays a subordinate role and mystical
cxperience and rites are basic.

We must conclude that the concept of religion is not a
coherent concept and therefore misleading. 1t docs not hang
together like a concept should and should either be abandoned or
confined to Western traditions. This conclusion is to be drawn
with caution and is not without qualifications. For example,
ritual is more important in Judaism than in Christianity. and in
Catholicism than in Protestantism; and the reverse holds. ac-
cordingly, for doctrine. Much of the emphasis on doctrine in the
study of non-Western traditions is, in fact, connccted with the
rise of Protestantism (cf. Nyberg 1953).

A phenomenon more like religion in the Western sense
appears In the later phases of development of several Asian
traditions. Saivism and Vaispavism, for example, though often
referred to as “"Hindu sects,” may therefore be called *reli-
zions”” (as is done in Gonda 1954 and elsewhcere). They should
perhaps be regarded as the first two indigenous religions of
India. They are closely reiated and not entirely distinct, but that
holds for the three Western monotheistic religions, 100.

Whereas Saivism remained orthodox in its insistence on jridana
and orthoprax like all preceding Indian (raditions. including
Buddhism, Vaispavism introduced a new concepl epitomized by
the term bhakti or “*devotion.” The sources can be traced to a
nore distant past: the late Svetasvatara Upanisad (Oldenberg
[915:238; Lauenstein 1943:86-89), With bhakii, a more purely
religious’ element m the Western sense is introduced for the
first 1ime, and dogmas and religious squabbles come to the fore,
A Hindu is no longer an Indian concerned about what he must do
whtle thinking anything he likes. A Hindu becomes a belicver in
God equipped with faith and a holy book. The development of
the Bodhisativaideal in Buddhism is connected with this notion
ol bfigkes. Thus Mahdyina also came to incorporate religion—or
perhigps we shonld sayv two religions, one in India and one in the
o Bast, That Shinran™s Pure Tand Buddhism™ was influ-
cnced by the T Sl cnlts and not, Tor example, by
Chostionty . boes long: been knoswn (0o 1937 9y The tradi-
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tions of “*Buddhist’” temples in Japan also became indistinguish-
able from the cults of various divinities in the so-called “*Shinto™
shrines (page 392). Buddhists have finally turned into believers,
not in God but in the Buddha. But such developments are no
longer inspired by the original outlook of the founder, which was
the hallmark of classical Buddhism:

Adhesion 1o the Buddhist faith does not require that the adept rejects bis
ancestral beliefs or denounces the religious practices that are current in
his mitici. Through one of those compromises ol which India has given
50 many examples, cveryene is free to worship apart from the ""Three
Treasures,” the deities of his region, caste or choice and perform the
appropriale rites. Throughout history one meets with fumous Buddbists
who conlinue their worship of spirits. Naga and Suparna. Yaksa,
Vajrapiani. Women and Fairies. Houschelders, bencfactors of the
Sangha, remain loyal to the gods of their class: Kuvera, spirit of riches:
Hariti. the fairy wilh the children: the witelary Couple, ete. The higher
castes continue to demand tor the great Vedic and Brahmanic deities:
Endra. Brahma. Mara, ete. The advent of Buddhism has never produced
a “twilight of the gods.” Sukyamuni does not opposce the pagan gods of
Hinduism. He recognizes that “"the deities, honored and worshipped by
man. will in turn honor and worship him."” He dees not condemn pagan
rites: he disapproves of sacrifice in which living betngs arc Killed: he
recommends peacetul otferings devoid of cruelty: certain practices based
upon pure superstition. ritual baths, ete. are practically without value,
What is important is to put everything in its place: gitts 10 pious monks
are better than the culis of the gods; taking refuge in the Three Treasures
is better than giving gitts: the highest achicvement of sacrifice is Lo enter
the order (Famotte 1958:74-75}.

28C. Mythology

Students of religion have increasingly had an inkling of the fact
that “religion” in the Western sense, with its emphasis on
doctrine. is not a single, coherent concept. This insight has led to
a gradually increasing attention to non-doctrinal phenomena
such as mysticism and ritual, to “popular’™ religion and “little
traditions.”” But anthropologists have failed to render the much
nceded assistance in unravelling the resulting conceptual tangles
and confusions. Instead of being critical of the Western concept
of religion with s conconmitant emphasis on doctrine or belict,

I
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they have continued to scarch for features that fit into Durk-
heim’s category of “*thought.”” This has led to the preoccupation
with myths and symbols that still characterizes cultural anthro-
pology and the study of religion. The process has been facilitated
by the incorporation of ideas from (various schools of) psycho-
analysis (cf. page 153).

One reason for the interest in mythology is that “‘one can
prove almost anything of the nature of myths if one sclects only
a part of the data and refuses to look at the context™ (Ingalls
1960:196). Scientific method is then replaced by a panacea: take
myths, psychelogy, add a little of anything you like, and you can
get whatever you want. I have paid little attention to mythology
partly because of this elasticity, and partly because myths are
alrcady overdone.

In India, mythology developed from the Brihmanas just as
scicnce developed{ from the Srauta Sutras. The relation between
Brihmanas and Srauta Sdatras—Ilong disputed—was correctly
estimated by Caland, tested by Tsupi (1952) and has been
expressed by Gonda (1977:497) in (erms that arc no longer
controversial:

The authors of the Brihmanas cndeavoured 10 cxplain the origin,
meaning and raison d'étre of the ritual acts ete.. and to prove their
validity: the compliers of the Sitras, on the contrury. aimed at a
syslematic description of every ritual inits natural sequence.

I have tried to show. in addition, that the Srauta Siitras embody
a science, and that the Brahmanas offer interpretations that are
generally arbitrary and ad hoc. Their authors undoutedly Anew
the ritual; but they did not know “*what it meant.™

From some scholarly writings (Lévi-Strauss™, for example) it
would scem that the concept in religion has already been quietly
buried. Its critical assessment in the light of all available data,
and possible excision from scientific usage remains a task for the
future. Departments ol religion, programmes of study involving
religton e a hestonical. comparative or phenomenological per-
spective, and iany celated msiitutions and efforts remain rele-
vt tor the study and endecstandimg of Western traditions, T (s
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unlikely that they are very helpful in the study of non-Western
peoples and civilizations. The work that has been done under
such headings has to be re-evaluated or redone after the con-
cepts have been scrutinized and purified, renewed or replaced.
Mythology within or without religion is still a promising subject,
but it goes beyond our present imvestigation and s treated
elsewhere (Staal 1988h).

28D). Philosophy of Religion

[t would stand to rcason to cxpect that conceptual analysis is
the primary task of a discipline traditionally called “*philosophy
of religion,” taught in most English speaking countries in
departments of religion or philosophy. In this field of studies,
however, the current approach 1s generally outmoded. The
philosophy of religion is not only exclusively taught in terms of
doctrines and beliefs, but almost entirely confined to what
Western philosophers and theologians have written about Chris-
tian doctrines, 'Thus attention is paid to the existence of god and
alleged proofs of that existence, 10 good and evil, reason and
taith or belief, and so forth. Anselm’s ontoiogical proof and its
discussion by Western philosophers, culminating in Kant’s
discovery thatl exisience is not a predicate, predominate in these
courses. That Kant’s discovery does not even make sensc in
Chinese was established by A. C. Graham (1959, 1965, 1967).

The real objection to the manner this discipline is taught is that
1t has little or nothing to do with the so-called religious traditions
of mankind. A philosophy of religion worthy of its name should
begin with a discussion of the concept of religion and an
investigation into the status of a possible science of religion
based upon what is presently known about the religions or
so-called religions of mankind. Ritual, maniras and mysticism
should occupy at least as important a ptace in such an investi-
gation as matters of doctrine or belief. Should o turn out that
concepts of Western philosophy are not appropriate tor fruntfnlly
dealing with such topics, the subject is all the more intereshing
and worthy of discussion. The philosaophy of retigion s mipay
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tant for that rcason and also because the imposition of the
Western concept of religion on the rest of the world illustrates
how Western imperialism continues te thrive in the realms of
thought.

A philosophy of religion based upon Indian philosophy would
be cqually parochial but more adequate because [ndian philos-
ophers were lTamiliar with the science of ritual. This holds
especially for the Mimamsa which is at the same time the most
Indian and least studied of the six classical systems. Out of 159
metarules of the twenty-fourth scction of Apaslamba Srauta
Sotra quoted in Chapter 26, nearly & hundred correspond closely
to sutras of the Mimamsa Satra (Garge 1932:54). The varttikas of
grammar, which are often metarules too, arc also closely related
to these sotras (Paranjpe 1922:72). which is not surprising in
view of the fact that the Mimamsa is often regarded as an
analysis of sentences (vakyva). Since they are cither based upon
it or react against it, many Indian philosophics. including Bud-
dhist systems, the philosophics of language and especially the
Advaita Vedanta of Sankara cannot be adequately understood or
cvulnated without knowledge of the Mimamsa. Within such a
philosophic perspective, a philosophy of retigion could attain
substantial results.,
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The Myth of the Two Cultures

In 1867, William James wrote from Germany 1o his sister
about a person he had met at a dinner party at the house of
Hermann Grimm:

A soft, fat man with black hair {semewhat like the Renan of the
photograph) of uncertain age between twenty-five and torty. with very
small green eyes, he wore the obligatory frockcoat with on cxceedingfy
grimy shirt and colfar and a rusty old rae of o craval. The professor
overflowed with information about everything knowable and unknow-
able. He is the first man [ ever met of ¢ class of men to whom learning
has become as natural as breathing. Hle talked and laughed incessantly
at the table and gave Mrs. Grimm the whole story of Buddhism, and |
don’t know what other bits of the history of religion. After dinner Grimm
and the protessor got involved in a heated controversy aboul the
primitive form of natural religion. | noticed that (he professor’s answers
became somewhat tired and then his massive head suddenly icll forward,
Grimm calied out that he'd better have a proper slecep in his chair. He
cagerly consented. Grimm guve him a clean handkerchict which he threw
over his face and appesred 10 go o sleep instantly. After ten minutes
Grimm woke him with a cup of coffee. He rose, like o grant refreshed.
and coatinued 10 argue with Grimm ahout the identity of Homer {quoted
from Rickman 1979:26-27 after W. Nohl; the italicised part of the letier
wis written in English. the rest in German).

The person James described was Wilhelm Dilthey. If a single
person had to be held accountable for historicism. the re-
mventon of hermeneutics. and the introduction of the distine-
ton between sciences and humanities into contemporary West-
criccitlture. at should be him. The terminology of the ““two
ciltures™ was later introduced by the British author and physi-
cish OO PooSnow. Iidthey's distinction between Nafumvissen-
se aften Chsawences ol nate™ e T atural seienees™y and
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Geisteswissenschaften (lterally. “sciences of the spirit’’) was
accepted without question by most continental philosophers,
from Heidegger to Foucault, including all existentialists and
almost ail phenomenologists with the exception of their founder,
Edmund Husserl. Though Anglo-American philosophers have
been less sanguine about embracing it explicitly, the distinction
is now a fact of academic life on both sides not only of the
Channel bul of the Atlantic, and is generally [elt to be not merely
duc to an unavoidable division of labor (as in the *National
Science Foundation™ and the “National lindowment for the
Humanitics™), but 1o deep and intrinsic diflerences of organiza-
tion, method and nature. The myth of the two cultures is now so
deeply ingrained that it might be called the Prejudice of Twen-
tieth Century Research.

That it is a prejudice and not based upon facts or a serious
demonstration becomes clear as soon as we look at the matter
more closely. Dilthey was unfamiliar with the sciences and
attributed to them the caricature of “scientific method™ 1 have
discussed in Chapter 2. He introduced a special faculty, Verste-
hen, “understanding’” or “empathy,”” characterized vaguely but
abundantly illustrated and exemplified, always in such & manner
as if it were exclusively appropriate to the stady of man.

1 have already touched upon this subject in Chapter 3 and
cannot, in the present context, give a {ull account of this notion
which has been very influential not only in the humanitics but
also in the social seiences (it was adopted, for example. by Max
Weber). | shall quote a few phrases [rom the sympathetic

account given by H. P. Rickman in The Encyclopedia of

Philosophy (1967,11:405-406):

Das Verstehen is atechnical term with wdefinite meaning that must be
clearly distinguished from its general use as o synonym for any kind of
comprehension. 1t is the comprehension of some mental content—an
idea, an intention, or a leeling—manitested in empivically given expres
sions such das words or gestures.

T his Later writings twhen  How s imeantgiul cxperivnee possible?”
hecame his centel guestion: page S04 Iilihey placed merensing cm

plisis on two additional condihions.
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the first of these two conditions for understanding expressions is
knowledge of the particular concrete context in which they occur. A
waord is better nnderstood. sometimes omly understood, in its verbal
selting: an action, in the situation that gave rise to 1. 'rom this condition
Dilthey derived the methodolegical principle thut o understand an
expression we must systematically explore the context in which il
stands. For example, to understand a religious mavement or philosophic
doctrine better. we must relate it (o the ¢climate of opinion and (he social
conditions of the time. For example, the philosophy of Spinora can be
hetter understood against the buckground of the rise of science and the
conflict between dilferent religious sects in the sixieenth and seventeenth
CCNLUTICS.

The sccond of these conditions is knowledge of the social and cultural
systems that determine the nature of most expressions. To understand &
seotence we must know the fanguage: to understand a chess move, the
rules of the game.

[ shall not attempt to subject these expressions to a detailed
analysts; they are second hand descriptions from a general work
of reference. 1 have used them because Dilthey is never clear on
central 1ssucs (Dilthey himself never gave a systematic treat-
ment of these “idcas.” but only what may be termed preludes for
such a treatment, with the topics of lite, life context, expression,
interpretation, and understanding as the lecading themes™™: Spie-
gelberg 1965.1:122). 1t is not clear, for example. what the
difference 15 between the two *additional conditions,” and
many of the explanations arc so obvious as to be trivial. The
“method™ of Verstehen, morcover, is not different from the
point of departure of any scientific account. whether in the
Tnatural’t seiences or in the humanities. Qut of context, Tacts,
diata and phenomena cannot be understood (Vedic ritual, for
cxample, was placed in such a context in Chapter 7). But this is
only a point of departure, a ficst step, which corresponds to the
“phenomenology™ of physics (pages 12-13): science becomes
mteresting when phenomenological description is followed by
abstraction from the concrete context and when a general
hypothesis is Formalated, That this is rarely done in the human-
thes is aoatter of fact, bot thal it eananaor be done has never been
demonstiaied.
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In the social sciences. more atlention has been paid to
“‘theory’" than in the humanities. It is common, howcver, for
social scientists to insist that ritual is “*embedded™ 1n society. Jt
is, but interesting results are obtained when we abstract from
this context and observe that the same ritual forms and struc-
tures are associated with different social events and are embed-
ded in different societics. The same holds for the embedding of
ritual in religion. By insisting upon context and prohibiting
abstraction, the nature of ritual and mantras has remained
inaccessible.

Dilthey’s distinction between the sciences and the humanities,
theretore, reduces to a chimera based upon the cancature of
scientific method discussed in Chapter 2: what he describes as
characteristic of the sciences of man is aiso found in the sciences
of nature; only. the latter go beyond it in all interesting cases.
The same holds for most discoveries in the human sciences: this
applies to Jakobson, Chomsky or Lévi-Strauss—to mention a
few names of authors whose work we have discussed.

In some of Dilthey's work, and in other publications (specit-
ically in Heidegger who repeatedly refers 1o him in the context of
hermeneutics and historicity), the uniqueness of the humanities
is related to the unicity of man, which is, in turn, related to a
tradition of discussions on *“subjectivity™ in modern philosophy.
The argument runs, bricfly, as follows. “"Man™ is so different
from stars. rocks, molecules and even other animals that he
cannot be studied by the same methods by which these other
things arc studicd. He is, alter all, not a thing: he is the unique
studying subject himself. This conviction explains, among other
things, Heidegger's effort to introduce “existentials’ into the
study of “‘Dasein’ {page 26}

The argument is not simple and 1 shall not attempt fully to
unravel it in the present context. But we must recognize, (0
begin with, that cvery star is also unique. The sun, “owr'’ star,
is particularly important to us, and so close, retatively speaking,
that we can learn more from it than from any other star. Bot we
Jearn more from it not only about it; we learn more [romat about
other stars. too. This leads 10 hypotheses that are general or
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universal and that can be related to other data. The unicity of
man. or any other entity. 1s similar. The only apparent examples
of entities that do not have a unique individuality arc certain
subatomic particles which seem to be interchangeable and
undistinguishable in principle.

!t is true that we oursclves are not only objects. animals. and
bcmgs, but also subjects. Being subjects means that we are in a
p.0§1t10n to evolve a general theory or hypothesis about subjec-
tivity—a theory that aims at “*objectivity ™ like anything elsc that
aims at being true. Dilthey did not accept this, and was bound to
accept relativism. Heidegger, following in his wake, rejected it
explicitly when he asserted that every truth depends on Dasein
(page 28). But whatever they say. most statements made by
philosophers, scholars and scientists aim at truth. Dilthey or
Heidegger do not wish to be interpreted as ¢laiming that what
they say is false. They may deal with unique entities but they try
14} say something about them that is not unique but general,
universal and true.

Di]t_hey is noted for his work in history. Historians seem
es_pecml]y concerned with what is unique. There was only one
Hitler. What historians provide, in fact, are illustrations of the
prcwb!ems to which Dilthey drew attention. | shall briefly discuss
two illustrations from Huizinga's Herfisttii der Middeleenwen
(*'The Autumn Tide of the Middie Ages™™) of 1919. The first
cxample concerns context. As his title indicates, Huizinga
fld()plt.:d a particular perspective by placing the period of his
investigatton (the fourtcenth and fifteenth century in France and
the Netherlands) in the context of an age of completion rather
than a new beginning. But this is not different from the astron-
oner who chooses to describe a star as having evolved from a
giascous cloud rather than as developing into a red giant, or a
hotogist who describes the development of an animal species as
the end of an evolutionary movement rather than the beginning
of a new species.

Nnrhcrl Llias has criticized the imited time perspective of
w-.;l.nlngy by compang sociology and cosmology in a similar
S
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For sociologists. processes and structures ol the ninetegnth or eighteenth
century often appear as events of little significance Tor what happens
today.” What happened one thousand or 1wo thousand yeurs ago may
appear 10 many contemporary seciologists nol worth speaking of,
something ol ne interest whatsoever lor socivlogists. Cosmologists. on
the other hand, may well be equatly interested in what happens today
and what happened millions of years ago. They see clearly the connee-
tion between past and present. They are able (0 perceive such events
together as aspects of a unitury process. Their time perspective. in other
words, is dictated not by their personal involvemeni but by the facts
themselves, whose connection with each other they try to unravel and to
represent by means ol testable theoretical models, mostly ol process
models. If the time perspective of sociologists Loo were fact oriented.
they tow would have the task of bringing o light the processes connecting
past events with each other and with present tmes (Elins 1987:xvi—xvii).

That history cannot be objective is just as unpersuasive a
proposition as that it deals with unique things. Chapter XI of
Huizinga’s book describes the churchyard of the Innocents at
aris, with its skulls and bones in open charnel-houses along the
cloisters that surround the burial ground on three sides. Hui-
zinga uses this and other descriptions to evoke the medicval
image of death. The description is as objectively true as any
other scientific hypothesis: it represents the facts as best the
author knew them, and may have 1o be reviewed., modificd or
rcjccted in the light of later findings. The same holds for the
hypothesis about the image ol death that the author presents.

In the present context it is relevant to recall that Huizinga was
also the author of Homo ludens (1938}, a theoretical and
speculative work that attempts to determine the “‘play element
of culture™ (het spelelement der cultueur). In American univer-
sities, this is prescribed as a textbook not in philosophy or
history but in departments of physical education because it deals
with games and sports and emphasizes the body, an entity oflen
neglected by thcorcticians (Sartre included 01 in Being and
Nothing, an ingenious Carlesian adaptation of Heidegger's Be-
ing and Time, which had omitled i), The hody is as important in
ritual as 1t is in most of the games that Huzinga deals wath and
that illustrate a greater varicty of “hingiage pames™” than were
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discussed by Wittgenstein, who introduced this motion i W
genstem, “‘language games’ remain so vague thal ey i
identificd with the most diverse entities. In ritual, (he TTTTIIRTSeTT
Kashmir Saivism were interpreted by Harvey Alper i Biva
Language-game™ (Alper 1988:249-294). The importance of 1hn
zinga's Homo ludens is that he characterized play precisely wnld
enumerated a number of its features, inchiding the circunmmtnn
that it is generally engaged in for its own sake. He included tiial
in this characterization.

[f even a cursory inspection of a historical text suggests il
Dilthey's approach ts not applicable to his own discipline, n
should not surprise us that the allegedly fundamental distinction
between the sciences and humanitics is not supported by any ol
the illustrations or theoretical considerations offered in its sup-
port. Dilthey was a fascinating scholar, but cven Husserl, the
founder of phenomenology, “*considered him chiefly as a man of
genius for intuition, but not of rigorous science and theory™
(Spicgelberg 1965,1:123 referring to Husserl 1952:173). Dilthey
was the son of a clergyman and his biography includes a case of
puritanical idealism that his sympathetic exponent Rickman
(1979:28-30) regards not only as "a little repugnant today’ but,
even for a contemporary of Queen Victoria, as “a mystery.”
Dilthey’s ideas are religious in the sense of the Western notion
(Chapter 28) as was established in 1929 by Fritz Heincmann,

Heinemann (1929:178-208) describes the “religious coloring™
of the approach to history found throughout the Romantic
period, in Schleiermacher. Hegel, Carlyle and Dilthey. He
shows how the freedom which Ditthey attributes to Verstchen.
by which one raises above the limitations of place and time
through a creative identification with other eras and personali-
ties, i1s described in terms of a religious experience. Dilthey
commented on a variety of religious values:

CGermany is aonation which, since 1he end of the middle ages, has
responded to cach strong mielectinl impulse with a change in s
velighons ontlook ™ (Denescfbimd i vine Netion die seit Ausvang des
Alitrelidters anf peden staken mtellebinetlen Fenpoaels it ciner Vordin-
ehersene des vefyuose a Waltan o i omtwortte w Heineuuann, prige 187).
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My vocation is to grasp the innermost religious life in history and to
express it in dynamic terms al the present time when we are moved
cxclusively by the state and by science’ (Mein Beruf isr das fanerste
dex religicisen Lebeas in der Historie i erfassen und Zur bewependen
Darsteflung -u bringen i unseven von Staat nnd Wissenschaft ans-
schfiesxstich bewegren Zeiten: in Heinemann, page 1915

Heinemann, who praises Dilthey’s contribution to philosophy as
the first understanding of life and history that is free from
“abstract thinking,”” characterizes it at the same time as *“his-
torical pantheism.™ Such “*pantheism™ is ditferent from Chnis-
tian theism but conforms to the Western notion of religion which
stresses doctrinal content. Whatever the value of this vision, 1
does not provide a solid foundation for a distinction upon which
not only much contemporary research is based, but also the
modern understanding of man and his place in the universc-—at
least in the Western world.

The study of ritual and mantras undertaken in the present
book and the conclusions and corollaries derived from this study
do not support nor are they supperted by the idea that the
humanities and the sciences are fundamentally different from
each other. We have scen that other areas of the humanities have
also been studied without depending on the assumption of the
(wo cultures, notably in the science of language: this applies to
the work of Jakobson—the scholar who has “‘done most to
revitalize the human sciences’ {(Frank 1984:29)—of Chomsky
and his followers, and includes much of L.évi-Strauss’ anthro-
pology. The distinction between sciences and humanities is not
clearly appropriate to the study of history, and clearly inappro-
priate in arcas of natural science such as biology. This is obvious
from the work of Konrad Lorenz and the development of
ethology which ensued. along with attempts at ““socio-biology™
and the work of scholars like Jacques Ruffi¢ in France or
Stephen Jay Gould in the United States. It would be surprising
if methods of study that wark in science and i the areas of
language. ritual. philosophy, music. literature, anthropology and
history could not be profitably wsed m all arcas of the humam
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ties. Our conclusion must be that the human sciences are simply
a group of sciences.

Dilthey was right that history is a necessary component of the
:slllq;" of man. The importance of history explains. but does not
Justify the enduring popularity of historicism or more recent
rel.a.livisms such as ““post-structuralism’ or **post-modernism. ™
Itis clear that theories that emphasize an exclusively synchronic
approach arc incomplete unless they are suppicn{cnlcd by
c!lachronic theorics which include hypotheses on origins. In
Imgunstics, this has been accepted again after long hesitation: the
strictures of the Linguistic Socicty of Paris. which prohibited at
the beginning of the century the study of the origin of language,
are no longer in force (see, for example. Parts I and LI of the
Proceedings of the confercnce on “Origins and Evolution of
Language and Speech™: Stcklis, ed.. 1976).

Although neglected by anthropologists, history, which in-
cludes the study of origins. is relevant to the stidy of ritual
{Chaptcr 14). Burkert. originally a classicist. is perspicuous in
this respect. Despite the fact that he is hesitant when stating
what he does:

1 once wrote that one should forbid the use of the lerm “origin,” and [
Iry, sometimes withoul success, to avoid the word in my Own usuge.
What [ am (rying to find is what [ wonld call formative antecedents,
\\\-‘hich of course implics the notion that the carlier is a formative power
lor what is latter . . . (Burkert 1987:212).

he is very interesting when speculating about origins. provided
we look at what he actually does (see, e.g., Burkert 1987:152).

To adopt, like Burkert, a biological approach. is to adopt an
cvolutionary, that is, Darwinian perspective. whether developed
along orthodox lines or in a more revolutionary vein. For a
theory about the origin of language. for example, Eldredge and
(inuln.l‘.5 1972 proposals for “punctuated equilibria™ are more
proansimg than the traditional * phyletic gradualism.” For Don-
Al Davadson, speaking i the conference Just referred to
CE276018 19) s ripht o saving thal o language is only o language
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when il is similar to the most highly developed languages (the
only ones we happen to know).

Jonathan Smith's distaste Tor origins 1s much more marked
than Burkert's although he, too, has advanced speculations
about origins, adding that they have to be regarded as a jen
d esprit (Smith 1987:206). His stated, theoretical position i3
uncompromising:

These considerations underscore the position that a theory of sacrilice
cannot be found in a quest for origins, but can enly be found through the
detailed examination of claborations (1987:195),

Later. after discussing interesting hypotheses about things that
might have happencd “hefore which,”” he writes:

but there comes a point where the naturc ol the sources simply will not
fei you go any further. In other words. my nervousness ont the subject of
“originating,” Torigins.” “original’” has to do in part with a stance. In
another sense. it has very much to do with The nature of the reporls that
1. at least. am dependent on—reports designed precisely not to ask the
guestion that™s been asked. namely, the guestion abont history. about
origin { 1987:208}.

In 1978 1 published an article in which | speculated about
features of the Agnicayana that must be regarded as pre-Vedic
(Staal 1978). Kushikar argued thal it 1s impossible and unneces-
sary 1o engage in such speculations (Kashikar 1979). He objected
to hypotheses that go beyond the data and that arc not absolutely
cortain. My reply (Staal 1982a:44-47) referred o scicnufic
speculation about the origins of life, the earth, the planetary
system and the universe. Such speculations are among the most
interesting contributions of contemporary scicnce and are, of
coarse, not “absolutely certain.”” They go beyond the observed
duta and resort under the domain of the unobservable. In
palecontology. a class of microscopic beings, called archibacie-
riae. have been postulated to have existed for the last three and
a hall billion years, although no one has seen them. Astrophys:
icists theorize about what happencd during the first few seconds
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of the “‘history™ ol the universc. Why should humanists be
prqhibil.cd from doing the same within their own disciplines?

Some speculations are, probably, no more than wild dreams.
They have value only if they are treated as hypothescs amenable
to rational discussion. Smce they are liable to being improved,
lht?y are not final. Final truth is sought in religion but does not
exist in science. This does not imply that one should avoid
unobservables. Kashikar or Jonathan Smith simply deprive
themselves and their readers of hypotheses that are of interest
because they contain possible explanations. We shall not make
progress unless we supplement synchronic studies with diachro-
nic studics that do not eschew origins. In all these respects the
homan scicnces are like the exact sciences and there is no
foundation for the myth of the two cultures.

Dilthey's historicism is a forerunncr of Kuhn's Structure of

Scientific Revolutions (1970} and both lead easily to relativism
although Kuhn himself has not accepted relativist interpreta-
tions of his work. To followers of anti-scientific ideologies,
scicnce is as arbitrary as faith and a scientific hypothesis is no
better than a myth. The distinction is, that hypotheses, unlike
myths, are refuted or rejected by considerations of logic or fact.
The difference is ilkustrated by Stephen Toulmin's The Return to
Cosmologv (1982), which argues, following Kant, that hypothe-
ses concerning “the universe as a whole™ cannot be scientific
and must therefore be myths. Toulmin supports this argument
with a critigue of two French biologists, Jacques Monod and
I'rangois Jacob, who had used their discoveries in molecular
biochemistry to bolster the already well entrenched central tenet
ol Darwinism, that variations aris¢ by chance and selection is
based upon the demands of the environment.

Toulmin diminishes the importance ol chance with which,
says he (page 145), Monod has made “‘excessive play.” He
criticizes Monod’s and Jacob's “*Biotogical Structuralism’ for
depending on “*mechanistic Cartesianism.”” Rhetorical foree is
added by attributing o “peculiar Frenchness™ ('not meant
[rivolously ™ page 19 not only 1o Monod and Jacob. but also 1o
the miystic diciims of Telied de Chardin. Not Leing a biclogist,
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1 may be wrong in failing to detect any _diﬂ'erencc betwelf]:n ;hlat
“Biological Structuralism™ and Darwinism apart from the tac

that the former is further developed. But onc need not be_ a
hiologist to be able to perceive that hypo_lhef:‘ies abfout‘ anythling
“in its entirety’’ {Kanl's phrase) are smcntnﬁc p1 ov.gied‘.t‘ ey
depend on data and argument, are liable to rational .dthllbelOI.'l,
and can be refuted by considerations of fact and lqglc. TOLll min
has not shown that there is a point where the theories of science

; : make room for mythology.

ml{;}eet?:llvzn:iccn that the myth of the two cfulturcs crossed the
Channel and the Atlantic. Let us pray that it does not settle on

the Pacific Rim.

30

Conclusions

30A. The Origin of Language

The previous chapter has thrown doubt on the doctrine that
there Is a fundamental differcnce betwcen science and the
humanities. Developments in linguistics. biology and other sci-
ences, and the investigations on ritual and mantras in Parts Il
and Il combine to show that the general scientific method of
gathering data and formulating hypotheses to account for these
data can be fruitfully adopted in all these kinds of research. The
final blow to the myth of the two cultures is delivered by the
cxistence of Indian sciences of language and ritual (Chapter 26),
which originated from an oral tradition (Chapter 27) without
depending on any form of natural science. These Indian sciences
show that the distinction of the two cultures is not only un-
founded but lacks universality: for science is not confined to the
natural sciences as they developed in the West. This conclusion
is supported negatively by the religious nature of Verstehen and
of the privileged status claimed for it: for the underlying notion
of religion is not universal but Western (Chapter 28). All these
conclustons support the idea that the human scicnces are scien-
tific in nature and universal in scope.

We arc now in a position to provide the provisional definition
of ritual that could not be given at the outset (page 61). Ritual
may be defined, in approximate terms, as a system of acts and
sounds, related to cach other in accordance with rules without
reference to meaning. The qualification implies that neither
ritual nor mantras constitute a “language.” Ritual rules are
sometimes the same, and sometimes ditferent from the rules of
Inpuage discovered e lmpuistics. Two featiires chiracterize
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them: (1) they are recursive and can generate infinitely many
structures; and (2) they correlate sounds and acts in such a
manner as to approximale a one-one-correspondence, cven
though we find in actual fact numerous deviations from this
principle. This second feature implies that Parts 11 and 111 have
dealt with different sides of the same coin: both “‘ritual’ and
“mantras’” fall under “‘ritual” in a wider sense. Since ritual 15
not a system of symbolic representations that refer to something
else, it cannot be explained in terms of religion or society.
Though embedded in various contexts and applied to a varicty of
events. it adheres 1o its own rules, follows its own coursc and
leads its own life.

The independence of ritual from religion and society has been
perceived before. The late Naoshiro Tsuji, for example, who
was not only Japan’s leading Sanskrit scholar but also a special-
ist of Vedic ritual in the tradition of Hillebrandt and Caland,
regarded the traditional intcpretations of ritual as irrelevent Lo its
understanding. Familiar with the full breadth of Indology and
Sanskrit literature. he once remarked that nothing reminded him
more of Vedic ritual than the Japanese tea ceremony (Minoru
Hara, personal communication).

To what extent is our working definition of ritual applicable to
other data? To answer this question would require a large under-
taking with ramifications leading us in differcnt dircctions. In
some contexts, rites and mantras must be kept distinct: in others,
the concept of rituat will include both. The definition needs to be
tested in non-Asian civilizations and among non-human animats.
| have generally assumed that animal ritualization is akin to the
human, following the results of cthology (Lorenz 1963 = 1966,
1965. 1967, Eibl-Eibesfeldt 1971, 1975, Hinde 1982 with thc
literature cited; cf. also Chapter 23) and the research of such
scholars as Burkert (1979, especially Chapter 11, Fehling (1974),
and so forth. The notions of “FAP™ (“*Fixed Action Patlern’™:
Thorpe 1951) and (**Modal Action Pattern™: Batlow 1977) are
helpful in understanding ritual structure among many ARTIRHY
species. | shall illustrate the relevance ot ethojoey for the stidy
of human ritial with one example trom Vedie ntual,

a
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According to Heesterman (1962, 1983), Vedic ritual must be
explained against a background of battle, the agonistic elements
of which are “identified away™ by abstract Hturgical clements.
Other explanations of ritual from violence have been given
elsewhere., specifically by Burkert (1972) and Girard (1972).
They are the subject of a recent publication entitled Violent
Originy: Ritual Killing and Cultural Formation (Hamerton-
Kelly, ed., 1987).

Ritual as a replacement for aggression 1§ not uncommon
among nonhuman animals. It 1s found in tonrnaments, & lerm
used by Konrad Lorenz and other ethologists to refer to ritual-
ized battles. Here is an example:

During the breeding scason the male marine iguanas become erritorial,
They defend o small arca ol lava rock against other males, whilst lemales
arc allowed to stay. I a male rival approaches the territory. its owner
displays. 1le opens his mouth, nods with the head and walks stiflleggedty
up and down in front of the rival, showing his lateral aspect. The dorsal
crest is erected and the gular regions cxtended. If the rival answers by
the samc display. fighting i imtizited. The opponents rush at each other.
Bit in spile of the biting intentions shown during the display they never
bite cach other, but instead lower their head and butt. The hornlike
scales on the roof of the head interlock and the umimals try to push the
other away. This can continue Tor o while, with pauses i betwecn,
during which the opponents display frortally. The struggle ends when
onc of the rnvals s pushed from the rock or when he gives up by
assuming a submissive posture (lying il on his belly). The winner then
stops fighting and waits in threat display Tor the rival to Jeave, The fight
15 a highly ritualized tournament in the course of which the stronger
wins. without hurting the loser.

EO.

Ritwalized fighting s Fairly widespread in animals that are capable ol
tnflicting serious damage to the conspecilic. Poisonous snakes never bite
cagclh other, but the rivals wreste according 1o lixed rutes. Cichlid lishes
have developed virous torms of mouthfighting and thus avoid muatial
i, Toaomomher of species, ¢ goom o wolves, fighting starls as a
damaging hehe, e emds by oo submissive posture ol the Toser. which
il Tacther appereecann tabl Fibesteldt 19662475476 referring (o
I orens [
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Al this point a problem ariscs: f ritual as defined, or defined
along similar lines, occurs among nonhuman animals, the sci-
ence of ritual 15 not a component of the human sciences, but a
link between those sciences and other hiological sciences. The
solution to this problem depends on the extent to which human
and othcr anmimal rites are different. My present guess is that
human ritual differs {rom animal ritual in the greater degree ol its
involvement with mantras. For this there is empirical support
and 1t would explain that humans evolved language and other
animals did not. It 1s too early to proposc a selution to this
problem which would depend on many details about which Iittle
is known; but it is worth pointing out that any solution would
have implications for the concept of culture. For if culture is a
system of meanings and symbols {the **Chicago doctrine’ in the
words of Edmund Leach 1985:156), ritual is not part of culture
{as it ts not part of religion), and a wide gap subsists between
humans and other animals (this is in accordance with Western
religious speculation following Genesis: see Staal 1979¢). The
alternative is to incorporate ritual in culture along with language,
but regard only language as cxclusively human. Available data
support this latter option. The definitions of ritual and culture
affect the problem of the origin of language, whether it coincides
with the origin of the human animal or whether it constitutes
merely un important event in its cvolution, as seems more likely.

Ritual data from human and other animal species suggest that
both prehuman animals and humans who had not yet evolved
language, performed rituals basically of the nature we have
studied. [ assume that complex ritual systems evolved in which
there were several types of sound and act and numerous
deviations from the principle of onc-onc-correspondence. This
labyrinth of correspondences became more prominent when
sounds that correspond to acts were uttered even at times when
the acts themselves were aof performed. We need assunwe no
more than that our ancestors sang. hummed and voiced sounds
whitle imegining or thinking of rites. These latter faculties are
available to many animals: they imagine (danger, for exanipley or
think (of food or sex). This stage sorvives or is re cnacted m the
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otherwise uncxplicable phenomenon of mantra recitation and
meditation outside ritual context. Language originated when
sound-meaning correlations were selected out of the abundance
of sound-act correspondences that exist in animal ritual.

The phonological pattern extracted from Jakobson {page 275):
om. mama, papa lustrates this development from mantras to
language. Sounds did more than accompany rites: they devel-
oped into a language that refers to rites. This survives in the idea
of onc-one-correspondence between miantras and rites that is
otherwise difficult to explain. Acts, already distinct, were now
classified by sounds. This system of reference generated mean-
ings that were stand-ins for acts and other entities, Since the
correlation between rites and mantras constituted a complex
systenl, meantngs developed by further extension, accretion and
systematization until language was born with the full complexity
of its features—a complexity that cannot be explained by
assuming that it gradually developed as a rational system for the
sake of reference, expression, or communication. Born by
chance, language was sclected and retained, despite its cumber-
some complexity, because of its uncanny power o relate a great
variety of sounds to a great varicty of meanings. Like clsewhere
in biology. traces of its origin remain. For although language
correlates sounds and meanings, lurge chunks of arbitrary ritual
structures survive in it which play no part in this correlation.
They explain the syntax of human languages and other features
of language that are similarly intricate, nontrivial, nonfunctional
and determined by highly restrictive principles.

If this sketch correctly characterizes the development from
ritual via mantras to language, it provides an immediate expla-
nation for the hypothesis that ritual and mantras arc not lan-
ruages: they are not languages because they originated prior to
Linguage in the scheme of evolution. This hypothesis has other
implications of which | shall mention three.

(1 It as incorreet 1o assinee thit meantras are meamingless
becise their incaning was lorgotien. It would be extraordinary
lor any nrtelipent creatine 1o continne 10y engage in neaningless
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activities and remember the extremely complex structures con-
structed out of mantras, whilst forgetting the simple meanings
presumably assigned 1o them in their original context. The
untenabitity of this assumption s supported by an analysis of
onc of the more sophisticated hypotheses about such forgetting.
Paul Thieme (1957} distinguished betwecen Lhe explicit descrip-
tions of the epic and the allusive nature of the Rigveda. Accord-
ing o him, meaning was forgotlen because the verses ol the
Rigveda were, by their very nature, allusive and obscure (page
374). Thieme also proposed that Vedic ritual originated from a
feast: itis a “stylized feast™ (stiliertes Guasunahi)., 1Uis not clear
whether there is any copnection between these two theorics.

].ike other reductionist theories (Smith 1987:196 mentions
three types: sacrifice, New Year and initiation}, the “‘feast’
hypothesis does not explain the data. Thieme aitributes the
belicf in the magical powcer of mantras to the pature of brahman,
a problem he had dealt with elsewhere. He explains the survival
of mantras and acts without their original meaning, which has
been forgotten,” by the fact that “*the element of the irrational,
unintelligible, even contradictory plays. after all, in magic a
necessary role™ (Das Element des Irrationafen, Unverstind-
lichen, ja Widersinnigen spielt ja in der Magie eine notwendige
Rolle: Thieme 1957: 91). But this “necessary’” role cannot scrve
as an explanalory hypothesis. It merely states in diffcrent terms
(**magic”’) what we are trying 10 explain.

Puzzling about ritual is not the belicf in “magical power” held
only by a minority of those who conlinue to engage in its
performance. 1ts mystery lics buried in the apparently ipnocent
notion of “stylization.” This is not different from the “‘rituali-
sation’” of activity that is (he object of the science ol ritual.
Burying problems in an apparently simple notion 1s reminiscent
of the exchange in linguistics to which 1 reterred on page 54:
Charles Hocketl (1968) had argued that Chomsky's “transtor-
malions’” were unnecessary because the “subtle Facts abou
various languages’™ tHockett 1968:3) they had bronght 1o light
could be cxplained by aralogy. Lakoll's review arhcle ol 146
showed that the notion of “anadogy ™ could acconnt for the it
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Chomsky bad dealt with. provided the ““theory of analogy™
woulq incorporate all the devices Chomsky had used 1o define
transformations, including rule order, recursivencss, vartables
cxccptions, cyclical application, and so forth. A theory o;'
“stylization™ thal explains all the rules of ritual so far discussed
would for the same rcason be an adequate theory of I‘illlill..

(2) A second implication of the hypothesis of the ritual origin
ol language is that it explains the cmergence of logic. The
rcdundancy of language was gradually discovered—a process
that 'sli]l confinues. This led to attempts to expunge these rituﬁl
survivals and construct more effective and rational systems of
cpfprcssion and communication. This explains the construction
of the artificial languages of logic and mathematics. If language
reﬂ.cctcd meaning in a straightforward manner, it would be
logical to begin with and there would be no need for logic.

[}) The assignments of meanings to ritual sounds had been an
arbitrary but successful process. Not surprisingly, it picked up
momenlum and could not be stopped. Meuanings were now
gsmgned to all kinds of entities. Not only were sounds, arbitrar-
ily but systematically, interpreted as meanings, thus producing
]tmguzlge; but trecs. mountains. rtvers, the universe, antmals,
man himsell were also cndowed with meanings that were be-
licved to be intrinsic. Everything became meaningful. These
c,\flrapolations from language cxplain the origin of many features
of magic. mythology, religion, and philosophy itsclf. They place
sz; Miller’s and Wiltgenstein's views on these features as
“diseases of language™ in their evolutionary context.

_ We are now In a posttion Lo discuss the origins of hermeneu-
.lllt.‘i—-*'d toptc that is more interesting than hermeneutics itself.
Phe development from ritual via mantras to language demon-
sirates the mmsufticiency of any approach that treats ritual and
muntf':lx as langoages. But it they are not languages. they
cerlamly are not (exts, We have seen that the Madistae and
ather medhieval prammanans prevailed over the authors™ who
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emphasized texts (page 35). and that contemporary‘]inguistics
similarly prevailed over the emphasis on texts and finite corpora
in Whitney, Bloomficld and others (page 52). A more ancvlent an.d
venerable European speculation holds that the entire universe is
a book that needs to be deciphered. In his famous work on
Europcan literature and the Latin middle ages. Ernst Robcl:E
Curtins devoted a chapter to this topos of “*the book as symbol.
We recognize here the impact of canonical books in the Weslern
monotheistic religions which the Koran aptly chargctcnzed us
“religions of the book.” Today such speculation is no lon.ger
found in scientific theory though it survives in metaphorical
expressions such as “‘the book of nature.™ _

In the human scicnces the metaphor has survived much long_,er
and ts more than a mctaphor whenever we really deal with
texts—as in philology. To look upon other manifestations of:
culture as texts, howcver, reftects the particular nature qt
Western religion. To this belief hermeneutics.adhcrcs‘ and 1t
explains all its foibles. It 15 found ¢lsewhere mn an allenyaled
form. especially among scholars concerned with chlu‘a] nter-
pretation. Jonathan Smith. for example, although untainted by
the irrationalities of hermeneutics, looks for a text whene\{cr_ he
seeks support tor an argument. This Self—impmcq restnctlo_n
prevents him from looking for a global theory of universals. It is
less fatal, yet misleading when it occurs in a metaphor. for
example: “‘ritual s primarily a matter not of nouns and verbs,
but of qualificrs—of adjectives and adverbs™ (Smith ]98‘7:_194].‘

To sum up—ritueal originated when the compound activity (?I
doing things and making sounds grew into a syslt?m. This
happened early, after the emergence of the phylum Chordata.
Larnguage was born when that system was used 1‘0 CXPress
meaning, probably late in the evolution of hm:np sapiens. fexts
originated as expressions of language when wr‘nmg was 1F1v0111cul
during the historical period. Like most other Ia.-:ul.urcs of nature,
ritual, therefore, is not a language: ¢ fortiori. it is not a lext.

Hermencutics 1s confined to texts and text-like objects. As a
corollary | conclide that attempts to bridge _lhc gap th\,vgun
“Anglo-Saxon™ and “Contmental™ philosophies by sitcampting
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a synthesis between analytical philosophy and hermeneutics are
fruitless and misguided. This could be shown with reference to
Richard Rorty or Charles Taylor. but 1 shall illustrate it with
refercnce Lo the philosopher who has done most to interpret the
history of the human sciences within a phitosophic perspective.

30B. Michel Foucault

Foucault’s Les mots ef les choses (1966), an “‘archcology of
the human sciences.” shows. like Quine’s Word and Object
{1960}--not to mention Words and Things (Gellner 1959), Words
and Objections (Davidson and Hintikka 1969). or Words (Ley
mots: Sartre 1963)—that the chief concern of contemporary
philosophy is with the rclationships  between fanguage and
reality. Onc way 10 study these relationships is by concentrating
on how existing languages refer. Since it is unlikely that language
came into being to cnable human beings to philosophize about
reality, it is more promising to devise new languages that can do
better than the existing ones. The artificjal languages of logic and
mathematics are such languages. Their development is due to
the insight that the objects of reference necd not possess the
structure of ordinary language—the mistake exemplified by the
simple illusion that, whenever there is a word, there must be g
thing to which it refers. Another cxample is the belief that reality
must consist of substances that possess atiributes because
language possesses nouns qualificd by adjectives. The entities to
which language refers nced not be languages or cven language-
like even if human beings are predisposed 1o look upon them as
such,

Even at the relatively carly point of his short career when he
wrote Les mots et les choses. Foucault would not say that
philosophy deals primarily with the relationships between lan-
puage and reality. But he says something stmilar, in inimitable
oucaultian, and after referring to Nietzsche and Mallarmé:
Cthe whole curiosity in our thought now resides in the question;
What s Tanguape, how can we find 3 way round it in order (o
mathe 1t appear notsell i all s plenitude " (1 guote from the



442 The Himan Sciences
English translation: Foucault 19?{153.(16). Foucault’s P{‘m?a‘r?f (I;n(]
was not 1o overcome Lhe opposition belween ana 'yl\lC;i‘ l(‘“‘
continental philosophics. Rather, he allcmple.d to go, d: the ‘1 ..tl.j
of a monograph about him (Dreyfus anq Rz‘.-l‘bn?ow.l?&} [‘t);]t‘;hll‘;
“heyond structuralism and hcrmcncul:cs.. (.Ull‘t,lt:[[‘l‘h\\i’l IIHCC‘_
problem is similar but more firmly I’(.)Oled.ln the ?‘lt.n(, llrite “
tual climate; it was the chief IO]‘JIC.Oi }hc dlspute‘ )L.‘we},l_
Lévi-Strauss and Sartre {page 259) wluch‘locuscd on :slrruqn,tuic:h
ism and phenomenology. Foucault also formu]z-ﬂed 11} Il.‘:jl‘ v:(ld
reference 1o phenomenology, long hcf(?i'e hcrmc'nt.‘utu.s c
become fashionable in the English speaking countries. .
There are important differences belwcv:en phcnomcnoh:)gy <:mt
hermencutics bul they are insignificant in the present (.onycdx‘.
That Foucault was concerned with devciopmc‘nls on bott;];l ‘LS
of the Channel, affecting the main concerns of mo(.lc.rn‘p 1 (l)‘»(:n
phy, is clear [rom his atlempt Lo show that bol‘h ?t[uc.,ltltl a l;:th
and phenomenology have a common g:"uunti i dr l;nn; e‘imc
century development in the course ol which .Itdng‘u‘clag,e ic::“ed
an ohject.”” This view is largely ba‘scd upon a dlh(;llhf?llt)r} .( e) ed
to Franz Bopp (pages 280-294 of the Engl!sh lla?s]d.[.;?):l...t e
preceding sections of the same chapler g(.haptcl 8 0 };-u y
dealt with the British economist David Ricardo z:md‘ th? lrer:c.,‘_
anatomist Georges Cuvier. In the next ch‘uptcr, .lﬂo‘uu‘au t (11)6
cusses ‘the vast play of language comz‘uncd vi:lthm c}i]smgd
space™ as ‘‘a lcap toward a wholly new form 01_ Lhm;% ll h(:lne
notes: “Only those who cannot read will be SL‘ll‘pl.'lS}:d that fwd
jearned such a thing more clearly from Cuvier, Bopp. an
Ricardo than from Kant or Hegel™ (!Jflge ‘3{}?).\ o ed 1o
According to Foucault, the objccllhcaltqn ot l:.mguagt,_ e .
three refated developments: the study ot‘ the l'nlduvl?m[opt.::]r:
fanguages by Bopp: logical algcl?ra or the T‘OI']T]i.lllbl:[] 0. ‘1‘]‘:%h
by Boole and Russell: and the dmcgvcry_ ot lh_c 1.|.m‘,ovns(,1lf) ?] ?;
Freud. Many phrases and passages in wh|‘ch this IS ll)[["llll.sflt.-t-l |
Les mots et les closey are. al least at f [In'sl reading. “.l'“u”;' !
shall therefore quote the French ()I‘I;_‘,lll;l.l‘i along with then
canonymous and oceasionally free) tramslation:
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At the archeological ievel, the conditions of possibility of 4 nen-verbal
logic and of « historical grammar are the same. The ground of their
pusilivity is identical (puge 297 of the English translation: as nivean
archéologigue, tes conditions de Possibititeé d une logiqre non verbale ot
celle d' e grammeaire historigue sont fess memes. Fear sof de POSTHVIEE
est identigne: 1966:310).

The critical clevation of language . . . implied (hat #t had been brought
ncarer both to an act of knowing, purc ol ali werds., and to the
uneonscious clement in our discourses. It had to be either made
trunsparent to the forms of knowledge, or thrust down into the contents
of the unconscious. This certainly ¢xplains the nineicenth century
double advance, on the one hand towards formalism in thought and on
the other towards the discovery of the unconscious—towards Russell
and Freud. 1 also explains the tendency of onc move towards the other,
and of these (wo directions to cross: the altempt, for example, 1o
discover the pure forms thal are imposed upon our unconscious before
all content: or again. the endeavour 10 raisc the ground of experience, the
sense of being, the lived horizon of all our knowledge 1o the level of our
discourse. Tt is here that structuralism and phenomenology find, logether
with the arrangements proper to them. the generai space that defines
their comimient grownd (page 299 Ly surélévation critique di lungage . .
impliquait gqu’if soit rapproche a ly Jois dun acte de connditre pur de
towte parole. et de cela qui ne se connait pas en chacin de nos disconrs.
R fallait on e rendre transparant anx formies de fa connaissance. on
fenfoncer dans les contens de Cinconseivat. Ce gui expligue bien lu
donble miarche du NiXe siccle vers le formealisme de la pensée ef vers fa
déconverte de Uinconscioni—vers Russell ot Frond. Kt e gyui expligue
aiessi lex tentations poenr infléchir Faune vers Pautre ot CHECCYOEer ces
deien directions: teatative PONE Metire ad four par exemple les fornes
PHECS, iti avant tont contenn s imposent & notre CORSCIONT o1 eneore
effort ponr faive venir jrsgn’a notre discours e sol d'expérience, e yens
d'étve, Pharizon vécu de toutes nos conidissances. Lo structuralisme ot
lu phénomdnologie tromvent ici, avee lour disposition propre, {espuce
géndral qui définit lowr lieu commun: 1966:312).

These phrases are not merely occasionally puzzling; they are,
when clear, so demonstrably mistuken that the argument col-
lapses. One problem is that the formalization of logic in Boole
and Russell was not only (oreshadowed by Lcibniz, but is
connected with the medieval logicians and eocs clearly back to
Artstotle. Iis advance i the nineteenth century s due (o
nidheniattes, the seaence ol tornadization porexcellence and the
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first scicnce that Foucault intentionally omitted from his account
(since it is already given “pride of place™ in the history of
science and thoughtt page ix_of the “Foreword 10 the English
cdition™ ).
The weakest link m l'oucault’s
historical grammar or comparative grammay of Indo-BEuropean
in this trinity of " posiive UNCONSCIOUs knowledge™” which marks
the beginning of the modern age and constitutles the chict subject
of Foucault’s work (pages xi-xii). Bopp could only develop these
disciplines because he had been influenced and mspired by the
Indian gramarians (Chapters 5 and 6). The entire convergence
of disciplines took place in the ninetecnth century as i matter of
fact. but is duc to chance: its roots are diverse and have nothing
in common in terms of their ““historicity.” 101t werc truc that
these diverse disciplines express a anified *positive LTICONSCIOUS
knowledge.”” we must assume 1hat the sca-faring nations of
Jourope that initiated the colonization of Asia were
o discover a theory of lan-

account 1s the inclusion of

Westlermn
driven by an unconscious desire
fuage.

The “*objectification’” of language that Foucault deduces from
(hese considerations as the commeon ground of structuralism and
phenomenology  was the foundation upon which the Indian
grammatical tradition rested. 1t was explicitly formulated by the
Sanskrit grammarians in terms that happen to exemplify the
structure of the Sanskrit Janguage. We have seen that the most
commonly used Sunskrit term for Panini’s notion of rule. which
goes back to ithe science of ritual, is sitra. But there 15 a
synonym that is widely used, for example by Patafijali in his
account of the infinity of Janguage {page 40k faksana. This
formation consist of a stem “laks” and a suffix “fepna” which
together denote an activity directed at an object. The object IS
formed. in accordance with the general structure of Sanskrit. by
the suffix “va™" being atiached to the stem. This results in faksya
which means: “the object ot faks.”” The Sanskrit grammarians
accordingly refer 10 the rules of grammay s fakseana. The
objectification ol language, therefore, is not o discovery ol carly

nineteenth century Larope. bt of ancient Indi I owas the
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ground u ‘hi v acdifi .
rested, urr::lmw:r!zh- l]}'lf:- cdifice of the Sanskrit grammarians
Charles Wilkin;‘["r-rpv I(élt]y fﬁfmul;ned. as such. Because of
traditional philology and led and others it was incorporated into
the West. gy and led to the origination of linguistics in
' Foucault is 1o be applauded tor including in hi _
investications studics . uding in his philos ic
l‘lflcfr:[lr%clglgz:e:’;u[:jlmror [he history of science, csnefiali(vfftht:z
him from many ()ll;]njfl]1 hﬁclc.nccs_ This inclusion distinguishes
philosophy. I mig}: Fet::]?siiﬁilr::]:‘\ Iwhtt;)] confine lhemseives 1o
havine i . " _untair to blame Foucault fe
is :llilzér;clt;(t"i:hf‘Study ol lnd_ian seience ina pcrspuj::tif\lf); 1?1‘:::
out that the hifshto-rvd([:;‘ rf(?-t b[flmmg Foucault but merely pointing
The scparatioﬁ beEw SUCE?LQ cannot be confined to the West.
Almoet Unbridgc«lhj cc}:ln Ldst and West, which turned into an
artificial and cocumes éd.p ‘meir the Europcun Renaissance, is
science. The pre'ui'tir.p]}?ductwc especially m the domain of
Western is ot J] dice t lt science and rational thought are only
only pernicious but an obstacle to the understand-

- tng of any scientific > 3l
o y scienlific development. Science is not the product of

a pcculiar ; Y iti
Otp SCic][;léeEz,r-OE?dj[:iS:fdo‘pr‘nem: it ts universal. For a hislorian
o o ig‘|hii\-ct]<w2g- to‘acco‘unl for Bopp without
without mcntidning | Ari%tocilc]st:'m'l]rrll 01‘ I?gicl R okl
Ist: ol L AT . an archeologist digging 4
]iﬂzl:ijtllll\z::ltll:;)lﬂi klrzz}:l:lg that it la h‘ui{l on [‘}y:f_a&:nl.ium.gsm11 .
only Wontme Clccr.lr r;; 5 lh}tle p]‘t‘?_]lt.dlce lhgt rational thought is
o Boreon m oné‘t 1€ Preface to his book which quotes
Cegories ‘.‘[halclicl:lry“ .Ihl‘ncsc cncyclopedia a taxonomy of
cuteeonies . Uvmahh ?Ic and p.Iace, but arc rooted in a
el gtl--.;_n )eul'urq‘cn.ed with complex figures, with
mmmlmimti(;r{q:( %., ,E df:es,'.?ecret passages. and uncxpected
comm [.;(,“cmjh i:ng ] xix). That such a confused assecmblage
ey e A.._‘on y to be expected—but why would he
s c|5§“:;](;]-c slll_rlml wm‘lld not be t_“.qually amused? [ have
e ! nmhi:g :::LL}:(,t:::)}?LG;w’ constitute a literary
pemre 1 _ - “hinese or Indian logic or
“kkli lll;]l(l‘ltwllill::llli}r'.:lll.III\;\-'I‘IIL_‘II have bot h. cvolved rational I;zX([)I;:ilt:Ii::)l
- he comumon prepdhiee that Oriental thought 1\.
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irrational, exotic and weird lacks a serious foundation (Staal
1975: Chapters 1-3: 1988a:20-22, passim).

It might stil! be claimed that this criticism is unfair because
Foucault's search tor historicily 1s, after all. a relativist under-
taking. Elsewhere Foucault has written that: “effective history
differs from traditional history in being without constanis . . .
history becomes effective to the degree that it introduces dhis-
continuily into our very being’” (Foucault 1977:153~154).

Philp (1985:78), who quotes this passage, adds: Al the heart
of Foucault’s work lies the conviction that there is no constant
human subject to history—that there 1% no valid philosophical
anthropology—and thus no basis for claiming that we can
identiy a coherent and conslant human ‘condition” or
‘nature.’ = This passage comes from a later work, and Foucault
has. as he has repeatedly noted. often changed his mind. This is
2 mark of sincerity. but the latter view is unfortunately false. 1t
is obvious that humans have changed throughout history and are
different in different parts of the world: but whatever the changes
and differences. it is equally obvious that humans have features

in common which they do not share with monkeys, fish. wrees or

stars.
Foucault's speculation about the common ground of phenom-

enology and structuralism shows 110 trace of relativism or of this
later theory of ““absence of constants.” It is a hypothesis about
cvents that took place in the nineteenth century and is argued for
with detailed information and sustained (though not always
perspicious) argument. Since he obviously wishes to be taken
seriously., Foucault 1s open to serious criticism.

A final question arises In this context. Is the sstructuralism’™
Foucault refers to in fact related Lo what | have generally called
“seience” and tried roughly to characterize in Chapters 2 and
267 Dreyfus and Rabinow have tried to pinpoint the kind of
structuralism Foucault has in mind and how he himsell differed
from it. They distinguish two kinds of structuralism
(1982:53-55): the atomistic in which the elements are completely
Cand the Aolistic, "

specified apart from their role in o system
ined apart from

which what counts as o possible clemient s ded
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the system, but what counts as an gefual element is a functi f
Fhe whole system of differences in which the giv‘cn clemeort‘(')'
mvolved.” Dreyfus and Rabinow state that Foucault addren‘ 5 .
the‘second, but rejects it in favor of yet another isw# that is n‘:ses
ledlcgl and referred to as pragmatic hofism. Here ch-:n (l:re
ff!mm_v of a statement depends on the use that is riladc of ‘]It?
Nol‘ only can the identity of rhe statement not he\locqtcd I‘.‘
and ‘ior all in relation to that of the sentence, but f"f is _‘;'}‘ﬁ
relative and oscillates according to the use thaE 15 .n.ladc‘ olftie
sf(uemem.and the way in which it is handled”” (quoted from the
])72 Enghsh. translation of Foucault 1966, page 104). Though
thls passage is imprecise (for example, to what can.th;: ex rb
sions | have italicized refer f not to an identical “Rtatemcn?’f’?-
the state of: alfairs that Foucault attempts to c;(pl'css is n-o;
l_ll'lCO[Tlm(}I]‘ in science. In some sciences the basic conhc.e {s ar
dt,ﬁncd beforchand: in others, they are not. Chomsky's apm‘boci
. S, for example, which stands for **Sentence, ™ is nohl ;l}m;ﬁn d
in ad.va‘ncc' but is contextually defined by the ;:nli}'c system Zf
lmgm.slws in which it occurs. The notion of ritual pro‘vi;aion'-lll
used in the prcsenl study and not defined, approxhnatcﬂ uLnti};
now, has a similar status as do, indeed. Sanskrit terms for’riluz.il
such as i\:ri}-‘d and Aarman. Foucault's pragmatic hoh"mz which
sounds like something wonderfully new. refers i ‘f‘- : IL'
common feature of science. , et

30C. Concluding Generalities

‘Whal remains (o be carried out s a systematic. formal analysis
1.)[ the r.ulcs of ritual, This will be an extensive project of rcsc*?lelz
l('n'lwhlch [ have only tried to pave the way. In the absc‘ncccrof
solid re._sults to which such an analysis might icad ﬁo‘ reneral
conclusion can be drawn and there 1s only roo |: & {
B y room for scattered

Fhe regard for unicity on the part of many phenomenologists
and hermencrticians has o religious origin. (d)scal' (‘ullm'mnglia“
shown Ihfnl the ward sind the concept tor “onee™ ncc(ur witl?
clinractersstie brequency me the Rible, Ths book starts with the
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and thought are not based

cOveioiaal Christian faith
statement: " Original Christian fal nbasee

atial distinction between this world and

upon the sp ween i @ word
bzyond but upon the temporal distinction Once—Now—T

istiani 15 God.
(Cullmann 1946:1). In Christianity there I?dnol only otnlem od-
L i : ; ¢, sent his ¢
on: God has created the world once,
who has one son; God T ol Once. e are.
: s is one day of judgement. The not
once. and there is one day ent oo O
allme ) st. partly derives from these '
{hat hailmark of the Wes s fro o e o
i LYS ; he other hand, stress repe , .
Oriental sysiems, on 1 . . -
sration OF reincarnalion, numerous worlds a.nd -WO[IL(lj p[e)rltlsal
E:Fhi« distinction betwecn East and 'Wcsl 15“ lela‘tc] \.-a(ncc “
het{vecn rectilinear and circular time. The pres§nt re ebr nee o
Asian ideas is connected with the r}ce_d for a luglurc ase
and stabitity rather than unlimited g‘rowl - tucts of
s often related to chance, tor lhc pro uc,_s‘(
‘ If a native of Beijing marrcs a
ir child s li o
Sioux from Minnewaukan. North Dakota, their c,liu]d lb(ilke:ty o
. 1 : 1 nc
IC . characteristics, on the other hand, nee ot b
be unique. 1ts characleristics, e g i
1 at >vervihing is unique to some extent,
unique at all. Everythingis . c extent nothing s
unizuc in all respects. Many things are blmlld.l‘ 1Q ont,“rc?lr;r -
fewer in two, still fewer in morc., and no two things are s;m i
all respects. .'l”hings that are relatively unique may b(? (]1 ipion_
(i.nit:l‘t;.it only on account of features that are themselves

balance
Unigueness 1 '
chance are generally umgque.

uniquce.

A possible th
that the structural complexities o O P ted use
dismissed for being unique. anomalous and he N ted oo

the | 1 i : L850 5 ques
to the general theory of ritual. I briefly addressed this g
the General Introduction to AGNI (L:16):
sophisticated. highty dcvclopgl. and 1nlcllnf§:
cauld not el without & major cnmpumu_vt
[ suspect that such criticism s on @ par with
r that a certain theory of l;mgua_gc does not
because Sanskrit or English are oo
wnd intellectual. 1T anyone wcrc_m make
immediate: his theory

e qes sketebed in this book is
-tion to the theories sketched |
abjectio F Vedic ritual should perhaps be

Perhups Vedie ntual is oo
ual. This may be so—1
survey of rituals, Howewer.
saying that it docs not nlulle_
apply o Sanskrit or English.
sophisticated, highly dcw.:llnpcd. H : al. |
aim. the conclusion would he simple anc

e o ¥ wphistic;llud, developed, and mitelicy

of Taopuage is itsell wsalficientl
tl. The some verdich st app

reviewed I they cannat sevcon |

Iy 1o the theorics of ritual we leive
o Vedto rual, thes st .

#
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The theortes I had reviewed in the General Introduction 1o
AGNI were rather general; they could probably not account for
any ritval. Morcover, I had not, at the time of writing, under-
taken any comparative study of ritual, although the second
volume of AGNU itself contained data that were intriguing in this
respect (espectally in the articles by Hooykaas, Skorupski and
Strickmann}.

These questions about uniqueness are empirical and can only
be definitively answered when we make detailed comparisons of
Vedic ritual with other rituals that appear similar] y complex and
sophisticated. Students of comparative ritual face certuin prob-
lems, however, for they cannot do fieldwork all over the world
and must accordingly consult the scientific literature, which is
almost entirely preoccupied with problems of semantics. The
only way to overcome this obstacle is by reading between the
Iimes. This can be done. provided the fieldwork reports of an
author are very explicit and rich. and replete with what is
nowadays called ““thick description.™ In that case we may try 10
achieve what Malinowski required that an anthropological book
should enable its readers to do: construct a theory that accounts
for the author’s data but is different from his own theory,

Attempts of this sort have been made in Chapter 25, Subse-
quently, simtarities were found between the historically unre-
fated Vedic and Taoist ritual traditions. These will be studied in
a forthcoming publication by Kristofer Schipper and myself.

Several anthropologists have remarked that the Agnicayana
rtual is unique and that what counts in unthropology is the
“eommon’ rites of “ordinary” people. Burkert has voiced a

similar objection to Jonathan Smith and myself;

Your puradigms seem to be of a dilterent character. 1 think for JTonathan
i s mainly rabbinic: for Frits it is the brahmanic tradition. Bu buth nre
special cases, because you have there groups of people who really spend
their lives meditating on rvitual or doing ritual, and they keep their own
identity just by (his, in my view, Acarty obsessive concemration on
cioeil Fann Jooking a0 more hamzne kiods of il that e Conmunica-
tive and e mdderstandable o cernn depiee,

thongh perhaps not
lotally snderstandalsbe (ke 1987 74y
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The question is: how different is a special case”? The obses-
siveness with ritual that Burkert pinpoints sheds as much hght
on ritual as Mozart’s or Luler’s obsessions shed on music or
mathematics. [t is clear that musicologists should study sympho-
nics as well as hullabics, and mathematicians cylindrical algebra
as well as fractions. It is unbkely that it would be fruitful 1o
confine our science 1o what 1s ordinary . human, and more or less
intelligible. The most curious and chatlenging things are neither
average, nor immediately intelligible. 1t 1s unlikely that a theory
of ritual, if adequate, will be simple. There will be complaints
about its myriad rules as there have been about Chomsky and
Halle's Sound Pattern of FEnglish, Luchd's Elements, or the
Srauta Sitras.

Science includes analysis of the apparently unique, but ac-
counts for it in terms of its opposite: the gencral and unmiversal.
To make somcthimg intelhigible 15 to relate it to general and
universal featurcs. Universality characterizes the best work also
in the human sciences. Jakobson discovered the simplest and at
the same time most well-established universals—distinctive fea-
tures. For Chomsky. the search for universals of language is the
essence of linguistics, For Lévi-Strauss, anthropology seeks
universals of the human mind.

Universals need not be universal in the sense that they must
be found everywhere. The issue, at first sight puzzling, is
discussed in ““Universals™ (Staai 19884) with special reference
to logic and linguistics, but is straightforward within phonology
itself. The click sounds of Xhosa and Hottentot are described in
terms of universal distinctive features but these sounds occur
only in a few language familics. Ritual and mantras are particu-
larly well developed in Asia. Mantras seem (0 be common in
Africa, too, bul one has to read between the lines (Dammann

1963: 116131, 228-233). The modern West preserves little more
than abracadabra, amen, alelujo and hosanna . although Penle-
costals add uncounted numbers of meaningtess sounds almost
every day. That these ritual sounds involve musicad patterns thal

We NOW TeCOENiZC a8 recursive was pointed out by the tonnder of

the phenomenology of religton, Goovan der Lecuw. Taoo chapler

i
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on ‘.‘Music and Religion™ he drew attention to the schenis AA
In: “*Kyrie eleison—Christe cleison—Kyrie eleison™ (vin e
Leecuw 1948:378).

Although the term mantra is of Sanskrit origin, [ have tricd fo
shqw that the study of mantras deals with features that are
umversa}l. We can now speculate and even predict—other I'eq
tures F)f. science not absent from the human scrences. When |
ﬁrﬁt YlSlled Balt, I predicted that [ would hear Vedic martiras
Wlthm a tew days after my arrival, [ heard a priest at u ICI‘Hij;
ritual recite a fragment of the Gayatri (page 306). In subsequent
con\iersation, it turned out that he knew the entire manira. [ thus
oﬂh_l.amc‘d' u ycriﬁcu[.jon of my prediction. Later I learned that thé
Gayatri in its entirety is not used in traditional Balinese ritual
b_ut had been recently introduced {rom India by a Hindu mi%:
stonary. My hypothesis was falsificd—and the episode iIIustratés
that we should not rush to conclusions. o

Hypotheses may be suggested by negative facts. for cxample
t[‘w‘ fact that !.hc Old Testament does not contaiﬁ ritual [cxls.‘
:I his docs not imply that there was no ritual: the biblical texts are
‘what whocver wrote them wanted you 1o know, as opposed to
}Mhat thc.y might know™ (Smith 1987:210). Although there is no
mfor‘mutlon on biblical rites, Smith adds {ihid.J:g"'I“hc rabbis
gleefully will supply that lacuna for vou, but they don’t knma;f
any more than 1 do on the subject.” i is truc that W dresien-
Tttin e'sr'lwm‘o does not prove much, but a hypothesis ;nav be
established with a good measure of probability if it is suppdrtcd
by A general theory of ritual and a sound knowledge of a
particutar context—in this case. the Bible and wh;llcger data
hive been made accessible by the biblical sciences.

' In :;nnhropo]ogy, “language’” occupies the pride of place. This
s as it should be for language is the most characteristic I”eaturt;:
ol lhc human animal, more important, for cxampic, than a
prohibition on incest. variable as (o content. The impm"tamcc of
Linguage. however, does not Justify the emphasis on meanings
and symbols adopted in anthropology and religious sludics\
M;u.m'.'n are not sonnds ol an unknown kanguage that has to ht.;
deciphered, and weither mantias nor il acts are symbuols thal




452 The Human Sciences

express meanings. Both are governed by rules, but they are rules
without meaning. Our confusions in interpreting ritual systems
are largely caused by the disconcerting concatenation of two
independent and unrelated facts: ritual systems are like language
in that they are governed by rules, bul unlike language in that
they do not express meanings. For their study, understanding
and analysis, such systems accordingly require syntactic theo-
ries that deal with rules, not semantic theories that deal with
meanings. The Indian Srauta Sttras have paved the way,

Indian and Western civilization have been characterized by

their emphasis on linguistics and mathematics, respectively
(e.g., Ingalls 1954, Ruegg 1978, Staal 19634, 1965b). {t would be
more accurate to say that the originality of Indian science lies in
the discovery of rule-governed activity. The importance of rules
is that they express regularities, similar to the regularities of
nature and the non-human universe In gencral—whether the
latter are regarded as “‘laws of nature”’ or as mathematical
formulas. An important distinction between rules thal govern
activities and rules that describe other regularities is thal agents
who perform activitics may be aware of the rules they follow or
observe. This is not confined to humans; dogs know where they
may nol go. A distinciion must be made between following arule
and knowing that (or knowing what) rule one follows. The
plancts go around the sun in accordance with regularitics de-
scribed by rules. but do not know or consciously follow any of
these rules.

When they are awarc of the rules they follow, men and other
animals add a feature to patterns of regularity that already exist
in the universe. If we adopt the distinction of Indian philosophy
between pradhana or “principal entity’” and grna or “subor-
dinate entity’” (page 230), following a rule is prudhdana, being
aware of it. guna. This particular grna exhibits the nature of
consciousness, that much overrated philosophers’ pet (E. W,
Beth called it **het troetetkind der traditionele wijsbegeerte’ ). a
kind of tracing in the mind or brain as yet uncxplained. For us
individuals such awarcness does not only make a difference: 1t
may be a matter of life and death. In the developmem of the
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specles it plays a less important role or no role at all. The limited
relevance of Wittgenslein's remarks about following rules
(Chapter 6B) ts connectled with this difference between individ-
uals and the spccies, Innate knowledge of rules is the result of a
process _lhat may have gone on tor millions of years. it may be
unconscious because it may refleci knowledge acquired by the
species thatl never became conscious 1n any individual.
A.wal‘cpess? of rules is not only 4 subordinate feature; it also
varies with individuals and cireumstances. In the use of Jan-
guage, some speakers or hcarers are more c¢learly aware of the
gramrrfallcal rules they follow than others. No speaker who is
not a linguist is aware of complex features such as rule order or
the rules that account tor the difference between “‘John’s
eagerness to please™ and ***John’s casiness to please’ (page 25).
In rival, Heesterman(1962:18;above, page 154) has discussed a
cuse‘lhat exhibits similar features. When the victim is tied t‘o the
sacrificial pole. “the cord is fastened to the right foot, goes
round the teft side of the neck and 1s then wound round lh;: r.igh‘l
horn and finally fastencd to the stake.” This explains the origin
qfthc rite: originally, the victim’s head was cut oft while i1 was
tied to tlje stake. In the present context, we make a diﬂ‘crcn‘l
observation: most ritualists who conform to the rute arc unlikely
lo‘be aware of the historical origins of what they are doing. Some
might ‘recognize their plausibility if they were pointed out to
Ihcm; in some individuals, an awarcness or semi-awareness of
lh‘en' original motivation may be lingering. Whatever the degrec
oi'a{wzu‘eness, what counts in ritual is what the ritualist does.
I'he mt;anmglcssncss of ritual and the myth of the two cultures
arc two tps of the iceberg of human nature. What remains under
witer 1s not only the roots of religion, but an even more ancient
and archaic obsession with language and its symbol-gencrating
;nu_] mythopocic functons. This reflects the nature of man as the
.|:Imquc_crcul'urc that is endowed with language and loves to talk.
Fhe ongimation or discovery of language was the most momen-
tons step the human animal 1ook i the course of its evolution. It
also threw him o anto inmediate and  profound cnnl'usion. :I'o
altach meanings to sonnds moorder 1o express uncxcl‘l' or
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establish communication opens up a world of new possibilities.
To altach meaning indiscriminately is by the same token pro-
foundly disorienting. This cxplains Wittgenstein's remark that
philosophical problems have an aura of profundity becausc they
are as deep as our language (Philosophical Investigations 101,

Although every zoologist knows that an elephant does not
have meaning, students of the humanitics and social sciences
attach meaning to many expressions and manifestations of
humanity as if they were linguistic expressions. An artificial gap
between us and the rest of the universe is created by myths that
have solidified into doctrines, e.g., that man is unique. created in
the image of a deity, or beyond rational understanding. Under-
lying such ideas is the assumption that man must make sensc. To
an unbiased obscrver, much of that sensc seems arbitrarily
assigned, cvanescent, or due to chance, The available evidence
suggests that man can make as much sensc as he likes. but does
not make intrinsic sense. Like our language, and ali other
creatures. we humans originated by chance. The thought may
have occurred to King Solomon when he was contemplating ants

(Proverbs 6:6). 1t must have been in the mind of the poel of

Rigveda 10.129.7:

Whence this creation has arisen—perhaps it formed itself, or perhaps it
did not—the one who looks down on i, in the highest heaven, only he
knows- ~or perhaps he does not know (transhiion O’ Ulaherty 1981:25-
.

Excursus

“Writing in the Sky”’

Hermeneutics and Astrology:
A Neoplatonic Parallel

The Enneads of Plotinus are called after the number (¢nnea,
“nine’’) of chapters in each of its books just as the Aytadhvayi of
Panini is called after the number (asza, ““eight™} of its chélpicrs.
In a passage of the fourth Fancad, the great Ncoplatonic
philosopher, who was born in 205 A.p. in Upper Egypt and
studied in Alexandria, stresses the ritualistic nature of prayer
and argues that its effect is neither duc to a deity or heavenly
body nor based on the intention of the person who prays but
derives from the correctness with which it is perlformed:

In the stars (that is_ the gods) there is no will to answer our prayers . . .
their powers are tsed without will. whether they are provoked iby us) or
|?art. through a scientffically effective procedure tréyegd . .. The per-
i_urmer nuay be o bad person {kakds)—il need not surprise us: bad people
ht‘lch v?-'nu?r from the rivers. The being thar gives does not know that it
gives) It simply wives (IV 442,34, 6-8. 14-17 Bréhier).

I'he explanation of the etficacy of prayers lies in the fact that the
cntire universe is like a single organism:

Prayer is clfeetive because one part of the universe sympathizes with
another, as in the stretched string of a lyre when the vibration moves
I'm.m low to high. Olen, when enc string vibrutes . another pereeives it,
as 1l were, because they are tined in concord and harmony. Vibrations
moeve even trom one lyre to another, showing how lar the “symputhy™
pocs, o the iniverse. (oo, there is one nniversal harmony cven if it
consists of contaries (0 442 11 14y,

Fhis picture is more attractive than Cartesian dualism. but it
doces not explaim how panticutar heavenly bodies imfluence our
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destiny. This is the topic of the third chapter of the second
Ennead:

IT heavenly bodies signily (ompuairovee} future events, like we say of
many other things that they sre signs (omearpren) of the future, whence
comes this quality? How does order come about? For nothing could
anooeunce evenls that are not arranged in order. The stars must be hike
letters that are constantly being written in the sky. or that have been
written onge and for all, and that move: while performing another
activity, they also. throngh that same activity, convey meaning
(ormpeeri) (11 3.7.1-7).

The fifth century Roman Neoplatonist Macrobius referred to this
view and cxplicated it further in his Commentury on Cicero’s
Scipio's Dream:

In his treanse Do the stars act?. Plotinus declares that nothing happens
1o man because of the force or power of heaventy bodies; but the events
that destiny has in store tor us are announced by the seven wandering
stars by means of their locations and retrogradations. Similarly. birds
signify future events of which they are unaware by the way they fly or
alight, and by theilr wings or songs. Hence we are right in saying that
Jupiter is auspicious or Mars inauspicious. since happy events arc
sigmfied (sigaificanttr) by the former and unhappy events by the latler
(translated from the French translation in Duhem 1914, 1031,

Duhem places this discussion in its philosophic context by
quoting an obscrvation due to Bréhier (1907:1). The Greek
philosophers discussed the nature of causation by specifying
what kind of entity can be a cause. The Pre-Socratics recognized
only causes that are material and visible; Plato and Anstotle
sought the principles of things in clements that arc perspicuous
1o ¢lear thought, that is, intelligible things; the Stoics and
Epicurians returned {0 the Pre-Socratic view that causes must be
matcrial; the Neoplatonists reacted against this and returned to
Plato by again accepting only intelligible causes. Pre-Socratics,
Stoics and Epicurians were all in a position (0 accept the ¢laims
of astrology according to which stars are causes of terrestrial
evenls. Their disbelief in unseen and mmaterial canses resem-
bles that of the modern empinicists and positivists discussed in

#}
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Chapter 2, but is, tn the case of astrology. not based upon
empirical facts. Plotinus did not accept material causation, but
tnterpreted the stars as endowed with meaning or significance:
they inform us about events that are caused by other agencies.

The naive astrological view, that the stars cause cvents. runs
parallel to the naive view that rites cause events. Some
Brihmanas declare that the rising and setting of the sun is caused
by the performances of the morning and evening Agnihotra. But
if one does not believe that stars or rites cause or influence
events,—and ncither Plotinus, nor contemporary hermeneuti-
cians do—then what is there left to believe? Skirting the obvious
answer (“"Nothing’") what we need is an explanation for the fact
that pecople entertain such beliefs. Both Neoplatonists and
hermeneuticians telt that there must be something left to belicve
in. They accordingly postulated “*meanings’™ or ‘‘significa-
tions,” a scientific procedure provided it is supported by empir-
ical data. Neoplatonists and hermeneuticians justify their belicf
by treating a variety of entitics as if they were texts. Hermeneu-
ticians stop short of stars. which Plotinus included without
compunction.

That Plotinus did not believe in rituals is related by his pupil
Porphyry in his Life of Plotinus (10.33-38):

Amclius was a lover of rituals {(¢edodtores). He would never miss the
New Moon Ceremonies or any other recurring festivals. Once he wanted
to take Plotinus with him, but the latter said: **the gods should come to
me. not | go to them " We did not understand the mentality underlving
these proud words, and we did not dare to ask.

The Neoplatonie parallel indicates that the urge to attach mean-
ings to what is essentially meaningless is a common feature of
the human animal. 1t occured in the Braihmanas and re-appared
in hermeneutics and related philosophies like “*symbolic anthro-
pology.” This extrapolation from the systematic reference to
meanings that characlerizes language must have come into
beig probably not very long—after the origin of language.
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