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Chronology

£.2000-1500 BCE: The Vedic sacrificial tradifion, based on ritual
actions, Was brought into north-west India by the Aryans.
This tradition was _uwmmm:.mn_ and administered by brahmin

priests.
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Indian Philosophy

“The:s crificial rituals of the Aryans were performed by special-
a,umon_m ?Era_: priests), on behalf of those who had both
. aright mzu a _.,_:Q fo m:__u_ow them. The sacrifice took place ina
spec| =< u_‘mnmz& space, m:m:mma around a central fire.or fires, -
s ,#.u. .z_m mnnon:nm:::m:n of spoken, chanted, and ' muttered
Eo_.nm.msa mo::%. special _av_m_,:m:».m were used to make an

B .ommn_._m into a firé of m_.__um”msnmm such as cooked graing and ail,

| aspects of the sacrifice, from the mheasurements of the space:
. 8 what mcvmﬂmznm shouid be offered and whicly’ s.oam used,
...,s.mam E.mmn:_umn_ in the titual manuals,’

rationale of the exercise was that if man performed the sacrificial rituals
correctly, the devas would reciprocate by performing their cosmic
function in the most beneficent way. Thus cosmic order - which later
came to be known as Dharma - was maintained. The necessity to do this
was enjoined upon the brahmins by the ritual manuals. These form the
earliest parts of the corpus of material known as the Veda, so they can
be referred to as the Vedic ritual manuals, and the sacrificial religion is
sometimes referred to as the Vedic sacrificial religion.

The word veda means “knowledge’, It refers to the belief that ancient
ancestors of the sth-century sce brahmin priests knew or ‘saw’ the
truth the Vedas contain (which is why they were called seers). This is
understood not at all in terms of revealed, teacher-specific truth, but as
impersonal and eternal casmic truth, not of human origin, that the seers
were merely instrumental in recording for posterity, As such, the status
of the Vedic sacrificial texts is primary. And anything enjoined on man
by this corpus of materfal is considered self-validating - it must be done
because it must be done; this is part of eternal Eruth. The concern with
accuracy to ensure efficacy was thus reinforced by the belief that the
correct performance of each ritual act was part of cosmic duty.

20

1. Ritual implements used in Vedic sacrifice.




2. Vedic sacrificial rituals are still performed today, little changed from
ancient times.

As well as physical ritual actions, the ritual manuals prescribed a variety
of words and sounds, which can be referred to collectively as formulas,
that had to be spoken, muttered, or chanted at the sacrifice. Both
physical act and sound contributed to the results of the sacrifice; both
were consequential ‘actions’, or karma. The language in which formulas
were constructed was Sanskrit, and as a result the language was
regarded more as a highly potent sacred toof than as a means of
communication. It was seen, In effect, as the representation in sound
form of the manifestation of the universe,

qrm m:.@:mmm.ﬂo Sa _m__ﬁ.,:” :

“The word sarskrt shares a verba _.om.n,. __a. EE .ﬂ.:m.in.ﬂk _A..m._,._.:m..,,.
The prefix sams gives the word the meaning “weli-formed’ or -
rtic is suggests the correlation between the

Because of the status and power of the Vedic material and the Sanskrit
language, knowledge of both was closely guarded by the brahmin
priests, They may have sought to legitimate this exclusivity on the
grounds that such material needed protection, but at the same time it
put the priests themselves In a position of supreme authority in the
society of the time, and society itself was ordered in such a way as to
maintain this authority. The origins of what is now called the caste
system of India are recorded in the Vedic ritual manuals, where people
are classified according to a hierarchy of ritual purity, with the
brahmins, the purest, at the top. Their purity both entitled and enabled
them to associate safely and effectively with the sacred actions and

fanguage of the sacrifice.

So the main characteristics of the Vedic sacrificial religion were that it
was based on ritual actions, both physical and verbal, the precise
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accuracy of which was essential to ansure efficacy, and it was wholly

preserved and administered by brahmin priests. The purpose of the
performance of rityal practices was the maintenance of cosmic

continuity, and the various actions of the sacrifi
verbal - were believed to be correlated with their effects accordingly,

Cosmic Speculation

This-worldy though the system largely was
record that some of the ancient rityal specialists were also sophisticated

ce — physical and

many of the Vedic texts

specufators about the nature of the cosmos they sought to sustain.

They realized that the parts played by the devas to whom the sacrifices
were addressed were limited to the particular place and role each had

in the cosmos, and they speculated as to whether there might be

something greater. They also wanted to know more about the orligins

of the cosmos itself. How did it all begin? Who or what {if anyone or
anything) created it? Did it begin as a golden embryo? Was it
constructed by a heavenly architect? Did it emerge out of a cosmic

sacrifice? What role did speech play

that is, the seund of the sacred

language)? Was breath the animator of all things? Or was it time that

began it all? What was there before? and perhaps most important: Who

knows about it?

This ancient speculation is extraordinary in its extent and profundity,

and sugqgests a considerable degree of analytical thinking on the part of
the ritualists about the natyre of what it was they were doing
no evidence that the speculation affected the rituals themselves:

i

indeed, it would be unlikely that it did because the rituals were so
precisely codified. But it is possible that ongoing questioning
contributed to a second strand of ideas and religious practice being

embraced by the Brahmanical tradition

Alongside the continuing

practice by the majority of outward and visible sacrificial rituals, the

Vedic texts record that some began to go on retreat to contem
nature of the sacrifice in more depth, Eventually,

some of these people
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Indian Philosephy
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came to thinl that the sacrifice could be ‘internalized’, practised by

means of concentration and visualization techniques.

The gradual developme
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corpus of material known as Brahmanas and Aranyalas (see the box

below), but it is in the Upanisads th
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Indian Philosophy

The Upanisads contain a great deal, specufative and instructive, on the
nature, purpose, and necessity of the performance of sacrificial rituals.
But what distinguishes them from earlier Brahmanicaf texts is that they
also contain teachings and ideas that subordinate the rationale of the
ritual to an imperative to seek to understand the nature of the human
being. Further, the knowledge that was sought was subjective and
esoteric - inner, *spiritual’ knowledge - in contrast with the exoteric,
ritual knowledge of the sacrifice. This marks a shift in the tradition from
its previous cosmos-centred concerns to more parson-centred issues -
or rather it brings the individual person inte more specific focus within
the broader cosmic picture of the earlier purely ritual period. The early
Upanisads contain the first known record of the idea that human beings
are reborn again and again into circumstances conditioned by their
actions in previous lives. They state that the dutiful and correct
performance of sacrifices will not only bring about the consequences to
which the sacrifices are addressed, but will also beneficially affect the
conditions of one's next life. This is the law of karma (action) applied
not just to ritval but also to the mechanics of human experience.

The most important thing te aspire to, however, is galning insight into
the nature of one's essential self or soul, called atman In Sanskrit. The
Upanisads teach that self and cosmos are one, repeatedly stating that
one’s 3trnan is inseparable from alf that there is. This is famously
expressed as tat tvam osi: ‘you are fall] that’ (Chdndogya Upanisad 6.8 F).
Gaining experiential insight of this identity is to be aspired to because
such knowledge effects one’s refease (in Sanskrit, moksa} from
continued rebirth. This teaching Introduces the idea of salvation into
the Brahmanical tradition for the first time, and while sacrificial rituals
have continued to be practised to this day, the experience of moksa was
quickly established as the supreme goal of human existence, It was seen
in the wholly positive sense of knowledge which enabled one to escape
from the treadmill of rebirth and experience immortality: ‘One who
sees this does not experience death, sickness, or distress fany more].”
(Chandogya Uponisad 7.26.2)

28

Oneness

Looked at from the point of view of the universal rather than the
particular, the teaching that self and cosmos are identical also responds
to earller speculation as to the nature of the cosmos. In the early
Upanisads, the universe is referred to by the neuter term Brahman {not
to be confused with its masculine form, Brahmd, which is the name of
an important deva in the tradition). Brahman is the equivalent of an
impersonal absolute that might also be called Oneness or Being. An
important passage, in which a father is instructing his son, states:

In the beginning, this world was just 8eing - one only, without a second.
It is true that some people say ‘In the beginning this world was just non-

existence - ane only, without a second; and from that non-existence

.”...,ddm »mmns_:m »:mﬂ ﬁ_._m ::_cm_.mm is. One is wmﬁm:.mn_ to v< the o_._no-...
.uom,nm_ m_.S Bo:_m_ﬂ his Emm:m nrmn there-is o=_< one existent .
: ,.%Em_. and:there is oﬂ _:m n:mn is :o» Emw ”E:m. So s_rmﬁmqm_.
" .A:mqm is a :_zimnmi nrm same. ﬁ:_:n, even if: n_.._m does :on...
: m_uvmm_. to; :m to.be %m nmmm s.m do not: :m<m ta; wm mzm to see _n.
fo t wn. true, _sc:.mB isa. :c_.:m:nm_ :OH a n_:m itative, ﬁmq:._. .
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Indian Philosophy

Being emerged.’ But how could that possibly be the case? How could
Being come from non-existence? On the contrary, in the beginning, this
world was just Being - one only, without a second.’

({Chdndogyo Upanisad 6.2.1~2)

The early Upanisads are full of statements drawing out the implications
of such oneness: ‘It is by seeing, hearing, reflecting, and concentsating
on one's essential self (atman) that the whole world is known.’
(Brhaddranyaka Upanisad 2.4.5). "The dtman is below, above, to the
waest, east, south, and north; the dtman is, indeed, the whole world.’
(Chdndogye Upanisad 7.25.2). Mostly straightforwardly, the expression
‘Stman is Brahman' unequivocally identifies essential self with cosmos,

ultimately not two things but one.

The focus on the identity of inner self and cosmos suggests that the
teachings contained in the Upanisads might be seen as the culmination
of the internalization of the sacrifice, as suggested above. The outward
and visible practices directed towards the external world are simply
transposed to an Inner understanding of the world. The Upanisads also
uphold the tradition of the sacrificial ritual in that at no point do they
suggest that rituals should be abandoned. On the contrary, they
reinforce both the need to perform rituals and the hierarchical social
structure, based on ritual purity, within which they operate. Thus it was
that both ritual and Upanisadic teachings could coexist alongside each
other within the Brahmanical tradition. The primary status accorded to
the Vedic ritual manuals is similarly accorded to the Upanisads in that
both are considered to contain teachings about the truth.

One can also immediately see, however, the way in which these two
strands of the tradition embrace issues and views that are potentially
divisive or internally contentious. Not only do the fecus and emphasis
shift in the Upanisads from the this-worldly concerns of the ritual to the
nature and destiny of the person, as described above; it is also the case
that the attaining of esoteric knowledge is considered of superior

significance and purpose than the performing of ritual actions.
Furthermore, and perhaps most importantly, the Vedic practice of
rituals and the Upanisadic seeking of knowledge are each underpinned
by a different understanding of the nature of reality. The Upanisads
make it clear that rituals, while important, are merely what should take

place within a worldview which assumes the transcendental reality of
the plural world: indeed, the purpose of the rituals is to maintain that
plural world. But such plurality, the Upanisads suggest, is only

empirically (or conventionally) real, and it is knowledge of the greater
reality of the underlying oneness of the world that leads to the higher

goal of immortality:

“There is really no diversity here. He goes from death to death who
perceives diversity here. One must see it as just one . . . by knowing that
very one, a wise brahmin can obtain insight for himself.’

(Brhaddranyaka Uponisad 4.419)
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indian Philosophy

In the early decades of the 5th century BcE, these two approaches do not
appear to have been mutually contentious or to have given rise to
incompatible worldviews vying for supremacy. But as we shall see in
foliowing chapters, this soon changed. Not only did this century see the
Buddha and others chalienge Brahmanical teachings based on the
Upanisads, but it soon became necessary for ritual specialists to defend
their realistic worldview against those who sought to refute or ridicule
the point of the sacrifice. And in doing so they themselves had to refute
any notion of the merely conventional status of the empirical world such
as suggested in the Upanisads, as well as by others. This meant that not
only did the Brahmanical tradition have to grapple with criticism from
autside, but it also became increasingly exposed to internal divergence
based on its two branches of primary material.

Later, some who were concerned not to question the legitimacy of the
presence of both approaches within the same tradition sought to
overcome their incompatibility by suggesting that ritual duties should
be carried out during the period of one’s life when one was married and
producing children. This would mean both that the maintenance of the
ritual-dependent world would be ensured, and also that succeeding
generations of sons, on whom the continuity of the brahmin-led social
hierarchy depended, would be produced. Once this stage of life had
passed, attention could then be focused on the quest for liberating
knowledge. To this day, those whose primary concerr Is religious
practice rather than philosophical debate see this as the path of
Brahmanical orthodoxy that acknowledges the primary status of the
whole of the Veda.

As the more philosophical and polemical debate developed, thinkers
from a variety of traditions became involved, butin the direct lineage of
this early material, two of the classical daréanas - Mimamsa and
Vedanta - based their different teachings and worldviews on exegesis of
the Vedic ritual material and the Upanisads respectively. These two
bodies of material, on which were based the ritual and gnostic branches
32

of the Brahmanical tradition that coexisted during the early part of the
sth century Beg, came to be known by challengers, recencilers, and
exegetes alike as the ‘action section’ {karma-kdnda} and the
‘knowledge section' {jiidna-kdnda) of the Veda.
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