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Preface

TO APPEAL TO ONE’S common humanity is to appeal to something profoundly moving. However profoundly moving though, it is not unambiguous, for although our common humanity inspires us, it also obscures one fundamental fact about humanity—its even split into men and women. When asked to respond simply as a human being, what if someone asked—as what, as a man or a woman? Of course one can speak with a common voice but it is not the same voice. Isn’t one able to tell whether one is talking to a man or a woman by the voice alone?

To appeal to one’s faith is also to appeal to something profoundly moving—but although it is profoundly moving, it too is not unambiguous. For although one’s faith inspires, it also obscures another fundamental fact of humanity—that there are many faiths. Of course one could talk of what these faiths have in common but they are not the same, a fact that becomes even more obvious when the faithful begin to talk to each other.

Once it was possible to take men alone as the main sample of the human race and the Christian faith as the prime sample of all faiths. But what could be taken as axiomatic in the imperial and rationalistic glare of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has become problematic in the discriminating dawn of the twenty-first, which reveals these samples as merely examples. To be a man is only one example of what it means to be  a human being, and to be a Christian as only one example of what it means to be a person of faith.


Her Voice, Her Faith is an attempt to unite these two new perspectives, and its various chapters are the offspring of their union. In this book women rather than men give voice to different faiths—both Christian and non-Christian—and we hope you enjoy being a part of this valuable conversation.

ARVIND SHARMA
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SOMETHING PHENOMENAL—Indeed, historically unprecedented—happened in the second half of the twentieth century. Women recovered their religious history and challenged negative stereotypes that had become so deeply embedded in the authority of scriptures and their commentaries that they seemed to be about female nature itself. The cutting-edge scholarly contributions were built upon solid knowledge of ancient languages, both scriptural and vernacular, the detective’s eye for clues to the real world of women, scrutiny of male accounts for bias, and a relentless search for texts by women and about women that had been ignored, marginalized, or reinterpreted to disguise their creativity.

Because much of this development occurred in the United States (or was inspired by the women’s movement there), I am tempted to call this, in the spirit of the history of American religion, “a great awakening,” adding it to other great American awakenings such as the eighteenth century’s awakening of religious piety and the nineteenth century’s religious fervor that transcended sectarian and denominational lines. In our present context, the term “awakening” has been expanded to include women’s awakening to their religious histories and practices and their awakening to the fact that now many religions are included in a new American religious movement that is challenging the idea that secularism is here to stay. In addition, the word “awakening” is apropos for our topic because it is a  quintessentially spiritual term (used for the great moment of realization by Buddhas, Hindu yogis, Taoist immortals, Jewish kabbalists, Christian and Muslim Sufi mystics, and other spiritual adepts). The word brings our story directly to the context of insiders of the world religions—here as female spiritual seekers in their own right, as doers of family and community rituals, and as scholarly interpreters and leaders.

The United States has become a different religious place in the second half of the twentieth century, and into the twenty-first. Diasporic communities have transformed the religious landscape with mosques, Hindu temples, and Chinese Buddhist shrines—proud visual emblems of identity and sacrality.1 And women, in turn, have participated in the women’s movement, one of the great social transformations of our time. Women have also converted to religions such as Buddhism and Wicca. It is fitting, therefore, that Her Voice, Her Faith should celebrate this new vision of women and world religions in which personal epiphanies begin the journeys that help us to hear in a new way.

A lot of world history is covered in the following chapters. By way of introduction, permit me to set the scene with several broad historical strokes, which also helps us to understand where we are now.

Religions of large-scale societies covered in this book—Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism—have several distinguishing phases. First, they are influenced, either directly or indirectly, by early civilizations. This already tells us much about the frame of our story about women and world religions. Early civilizations are informed by a class-based society with social and economic inequalities in the form of social hierarchies: exploitation by the elite to extract surplus foods, goods, and labor; political power to maintain stability; symbols, usually drawn from religions, to conceptualize status and authority; and a professionalized memory either through written records or oral transmission. Men held most of the official and bureaucratic positions, including those in religions. Even though women still had some public visibility, they were subordinate to men both in public and, with respect to men’s decision-making authority, sometimes within the home as well. As Bruce G. Trigger writes, “The early civilizations were societies in which inequality was accepted as a normal condition and injustice viewed as a personal rather than a systemic evil.”2 Hierarchy was dependent on common recognition of rank and for that status symbols were necessary: special  clothing, jewels, multistoried dwellings, monumental architecture, and sophisticated art.3 Hierarchy affected women by making some women superior and others inferior. In addition, when male high status was defined by having multiple women (as concubines or wives) and/or by secluding them (as non-laborers under male control), elite women’s lives were profoundly affected. Hierarchy was rarely challenged because there were obvious benefits to the new state system and its tributary relationships including political protection from acquisitive and militarily aggressive neighbors and disruption in the means of production, mainly agriculture and trade, on which all lives depended. For women, this meant economic security and personal protection, something that had been sorely lacking in the chaotic transition from small-scale societies to the unbridled individualism of chiefdoms and fledgling kingdoms.

In early civilizations, there was no clear line between deities who personified natural forces and deceased ancestors; in other words, the supernatural mirrored much of the natural and social worlds.4 The cosmos was simple: a small, short-lived, or unstable earth, sometimes surrounded by an ocean and one or more celestial and subterranean realms, all of which might be encompassed by an ocean or abyss or chaos. Deities, which included both gods and goddesses (though the latter were already being marginalized), were rarely omnipotent or omniscient, they were vulnerable to age, suffering, and loss of power. They were also jealous and could harm people. More importantly, they were dependent on human beings, especially for offerings and rituals.

The consolidation of these early civilizations had a major effect yet again on the lives of women. Male power was consolidated in the public realm. Whereas the previous phase still had some queens, female traders, businesswomen, and priestesses, these were even more marginalized or disappeared altogether.5 Because early civilizations made specialized knowledge possible, it should not surprise us that the consolidation of male power in the public realm had as its corollary male control of education and literacy (where that had developed). What is striking is the male exclusivity of this domain. Whereas male dominance in war (because of male size and strength), agriculture (because of the upper-body strength needed to push the plough), and long-distance trade (because of freedom from pregnancy and lactation) is understandable, male exclusivity in education seems to be without good reason. Although women were told that  because of their “nature” they were lacking in reason, we know this to be otherwise. The argument that education was not possible for women because of their reproductive role is not convincing (even childhood education was denied to many women and literacy could easily be combined with domestic roles). Rather, it seems that literacy, and by extension, specialized knowledge was especially important for urban men whose bodies no longer had a functional role and identity had to be defined in a new way. When mind replaced body for elite urban men, it became an expression of high status and was made exclusive by allowing literacy and specialized education only for boys and reserving roles such as scribe, bureaucrat, and philosopher only for men. The exclusivity of this new domain was buttressed by a rhetoric of female intellectual inferiority, rhetoric made convincing by the fact that without literacy and education women were indeed intellectually inferior—a feat of culture, however, not a dictum of nature. The prejudice went that women, as laborers and reproducers, had bodies, and that men, in turn, had minds. Of course, most men also paid the price of this hierarchical system. Many were conscripted by kings to wage battle with massive loss of male life, and defeated warriors were killed outright or forced into slave or indentured labor. Many were forced into arranged marriages, and many, even most, were illiterate, too. If the minds of elite men had prestige, the bodies of ordinary men, even when of functional importance for society, were controlled by others, and were fast declining in status.6


This basic frame of androcentrism, created mainly by elite men, became embedded in the religions of the day to provide ultimate authority. The turn to male gods was complemented by an increase in their independence and transcendence, sometimes resulting in monotheism and usually in a male priesthood that defined the values for society—including the roles for women and men. The worldview was now framed, by and large, through his eyes and the role of elite women became even more limited to motherhood (though it was eulogized—in positive appreciation of this essential role but also, no doubt, in compensation for opportunities and dignities denied). Because upward mobility meant imitating the elite, this hierarchical model became replicated as groups sought to increase their status.

But curiously, this frame, which has been dubbed patriarchy, was soon challenged by branches of some of the very religions that were providing  authority for it (what started out as reforms occasionally resulting in new religions). Sometimes hierarchy was criticized—both Jesus and Buddha, for instance, befriended prostitutes and criticized the corruption of priests. Sometimes hierarchy was circumvented altogether by alternative lifestyles such as wandering asceticism or following a path believed to lead to another realm, such as heavens characterized by equality or a type of transgendered state altogether. The fact that specialization, built in part upon classification, had led to distinctions of nature, society, and the supernatural in Near Eastern, Graeco-Roman, Indian, and Chinese civilizations during the first millennium B.C.E. made the world more complex and created more possibilities. Some women, too, became ascetics. Some heeded the call to join monastic communities, which set themselves apart from the dominant hierarchical society and opened the doors to literacy and education. Some contacted deities directly through possession and prophesied. And some preserved goddess traditions. The pages of this book are filled with a new cast of actors in history. In short, the world religions discussed in this book have inherited both the patriarchal frame and its critique, which gave rise to countercultures or reforms. Even though some of these were short-lived, the emerging culture was sufficiently complex that it could always inspire new adaptations or reforms.7 We could even argue that those religions that could no longer inspire the allegiance of women and undergo reforms died on the world scene. One major trait of the religions represented in this book, after all, is that they are still today living religions. And after two or more millennia that is no small feat.

All this has informed the story of women and world religions, but it could not be seen clearly through women’s eyes until the modern period. 8 The Enlightenment’s ideas of liberalism and egalitarianism inspired women’s critique of hierarchy. Democracy, socialism, and Marxism subsequently inspired movements for national liberation in general and women’s liberation in particular. The industrial revolution contributed machines that equalized the bodies of men and women in the labor force as did the development of birth control. Small families were valued in postindustrial societies, and this released women from all-consuming reproductive roles. Finally, and most importantly, from the 1960s large numbers of women went to university and many received Ph.D.s. At the same time, many traditional religious schools opened their doors to  female students and religion departments educated others and then went on to hire them. The fact that they have been increasingly joined by women of diasporic communities is absolutely critical for the insights provided by this book.

Inclusion of the insider’s perspective in the study of religion is just now coming of age.9 This is the first book written exclusively by insider women (as scholars and practitioners) on the topic of women and world religions. This new perspective leads us to new understandings. In her chapter on Hinduism, for instance,Vasudha Narayanan talks about her favorite experiences growing up in an orthoprax Sri Vaishnava household in Chennai (Madras), India. Her lived experience inspires her to reorganize the vast, complex content of this religion to capture distinguishing features of contemporary Hinduism (especially as lived by women) rather than a romp through historical periods and philosophical systems that leaves one wondering just who a Hindu today might be. Rita M. Gross speaks frankly and eloquently about her “awakening” in 1973, which led her from teaching about Buddhism as a professor to actual practice of meditation. This awakening, however, was not without its existential problems because on the surface it appeared that women in Buddhism were in the background, a situation that conflicted with her own feminist concerns for the empowerment of women. This essay bears testimony to how scholarship can help to reconcile such apparent contradictions by finding more facts and meanings within a spiritual tradition that lead to deeper understandings and insights into what women need to recover from the past or what to revise for a faith of the future. Terry Woo takes us inside a poignant moment of her life that embodies a Confucian family tradition: her father’s parting words of wisdom to her as she leaves Hong Kong for study in America. The journey is more than one of crossing continents. The further she travels away, the greater her search backward intellectually and spiritually to rediscover the roots of identity. Taking Confucianism seriously once again after decades of its being maligned by Communists (especially on the topic of women) is a daunting task. But here again the tools of scholarship help Woo to recover, understand, and sift the tradition for her future (and perhaps that of others within her community), thereby meeting her father’s parting words that she must put back into the community what has been given to her. In her chapter on Taoism, Eva Wong speaks of her own spiritual practice (which at certain stages must be related  specifically to female bodies) and knowledge of oral traditions through the female line of spiritual adepts of Taoist meditation to complement the textual (land largely male-oriented) sources. Susannah Heschel helps us to empathize with the experience of some Jewish women of being excluded in Orthodox circles from the recitation of key prayers at the sensitive time of mourning (though her chapter shows how other forms of modern Judaism have been inclusive). And the chapter on Christianity by Mary Gerhart deftly weaves the rich history of Roman Catholicism—the author’s own tradition—which has been neglected in other accounts of women and Christianity with other branches of the religion. Riffat Hassan reminds us all how important mothers have been in encouraging their daughters to explore the educational opportunities of the modern world, which they themselves had been denied in the name of tradition. But easier said than done, Hassan reveals to us. Despite her upbringing with wealth and status, her journey through knowledge into freedom and personhood had its trials. It meant fierce debates and going back to the scriptures to find out for herself what they said and how they spoke about and to women. Sometimes it’s mothers, sometimes it’s a professor’s students who point to new paths, and sometimes it’s both. The latter was the case for Wendy Griffin, who accepted her student’s invitation for the class to join a ritual celebrating the spring equinox. This led to research on Wicca and then into her gradual recognition that this orientation spoke to her in a spiritual way, a way that also seemed like going home, back into her childhood experiences of a summer girls’ camp run by her mother. As in Wicca, there were meditations in nature, silent processions, and myths spoken around the campfire. Given that the authors have had to be ruthlessly selective for the space assigned, they have accomplished quite a feat: to give us entrance to religious worldviews, not to mention the insider women’s take, and make us want to learn still more.

These developments have produced some intriguing paradoxes. Despite men’s virtual control of the public sphere of religion over many centuries, we find that they have had to turn to women’s knowledge on occasion for an authoritative voice. This reminds us that orality, too, is powerful and can be transmitted through the generations—in this case, mother to daughter or female guide to female student—contributing thereby to women’s reputation as wise and knowledgeable. Another paradox is that women’s entrance to mass literacy and scholarship has made  possible the literate record of women’s oral traditions. This is especially true of those scholars who use their training in the anthropology of religion to record women’s memories of customs and wisdom and their actual rituals, spirit-possessions, and spiritual journeys.

In my estimation, it is important to present a nuanced picture of women and world religions in order to avoid the extremes of those who criticize the world religions as unredeemably patriarchal and blame all of women’s and society’s problems on the sheer malice of men—the seedbed of misandry. 10 This book shows how those women who are insiders to the world religions struggle with these issues. It also shows how they struggle with conflicts between continuity (encompassing both identity and spirituality) and discontinuity (the need for reforms, especially for inclusion not to mention leadership, in what were once exclusive male spheres). But this book also brings to attention the traditions of some marginalized religions where women once were or still are central to the vision of religion.

An enormous interest in primal religions of small-scale societies has emerged as women recover their macro-history. Goddesses abound in many of these religions, as do priestesses, female shamans, and other custodians of ritual and community identity. Many primal religions are marked by an integral worldview that deeply connects nature, society, and the supernatural. And some are also marked by a spirit of egalitarianism. All of this has become terribly relevant to women of contemporary Wiccan groups in their search to recover knowledge of women’s religious lives and to learn from it when reforming the present.


Her Voice, Her Faith documents neglected voices. It was first necessary to get the “female” voice up to strength so it could really speak again. Now, curiously, this voice is so strong in some feminist circles that it is producing female-centered (gynocentric) worldviews to replace the old male (androcentric) ones. Despite their prevailing androcentrism, the latter were a mix of premodern, general human, and specific male (elite) perspectives. Some of us now recognize that there is still much to be learned about maleness (through modern science) and masculinities (through the phenomenology of private male experience, male embodiment, and societal role impositions). Ironically, the particular male voice needs to be strengthened today in some ways (just as women have had to do this for themselves so men must take up the task) and women need to empathize with the new insights that this has to offer. The goal, as I see it, is stereophonic  sound. When both the male and female voice become of equal strength (in a balance that also considers the contributions of both insiders and outsiders), we may begin to see for the first time three-dimensional religious worlds—fully of the two genders (and multiple cultures) but also of the human dimension that transcends their particularities—and then we may begin to see the one world of us all. This goal, of stereophonic sound, I hope, will inform the religious voices of the future. And from them, of course, may come another great awakening!






[image: 004]

1

Hinduism

By Vasudha Narayanan

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



WHEN I WAS A CHILD in South India, my favorite festival was Navaratri, dedicated to three goddesses, Sarasvati, Lakshmi, and Durga. Navaratri, which means “nine nights,” begins on the new moon that falls between mid-September and mid-October and runs through ten days. A room in our house would be set apart and filled with exquisite dolls for plays about the goddesses. Elaborate tableaux were put in place to depict stories from thousands of years of Hindu texts. In the center of the room were large images and clay dolls of the goddesses. As we set up the many scenes, my aunts or my grandmother would narrate tales connected with the tableaux. Some Hindus celebrate Navaratri to mark the victory of the goddess Durga over the buffalo-demon Mahisha. Others, especially in northern India, think of it as the time when Rama, the divine incarnation of the Lord Vishnu, battled with the demon Ravana.

Every evening during this fall festival, women and children wearing soft, bright silks visited each other, admired the kolu, or display of dolls, played musical instruments, and sang songs in praise of one or another of many Hindu deities, from the repertoire of South Indian classical music. It was a joyous time of festivity, music, elegance, and beauty—a glorious celebration of womanhood. The last two days were dedicated to Sarasvati and Lakshmi. These were special holidays, and we did not have to go to school. Large pictures of the two, draped with garlands of fresh flowers, were kept in front of the display of dolls.

On the day dedicated to Sarasvati, we solemnly put in front of her all our musical instruments, writing devices, selected textbooks, and the kolu, to be blessed by her for the year to come. We did not read or write that day: we relaxed while Sarasvati did the work, blessing every pen and pencil, the lonely typewriter, the string instruments called vinas, and every one of our science, geography, and algebra books. The next day, the victorious tenth day (Vijaya Dashami), is dedicated to Lakshmi.

But first we had to finish Sarasvati’s business. After a ritual bath early in the morning, we lit lamps and incense, bowed down before her, picked up our pens and wrote “Sri” to begin the new scholarly year (this was not the calendrical new year) with an auspicious word. New prayers and pieces of music were learned; new knowledge was to be acquired that day. Even as children, we knew that Sarasvati was the goddess of learning and Lakshmi was the goddess of all good fortune; and on the last days of the Navaratri festival, the fortune of learning, the wealth of wisdom, and the joy of music were given to us, every year, by the grace of the goddesses. Victory was ours, for the rest of the year. After the victorious tenth day, the dolls returned to their boxes in the attic, and the pictures of Lakshmi and Sarasvati went back up on the walls in the family room.

Most Hindus learn about their religion through stories, music, and dance, going to temples, and participating in rituals, festivals, and pilgrimages. These are the first entry points and, for many, all the religion that they will get in life. In general, most Hindus living in India do not worry about religious doctrines, fixed times of prayers, or a historical unfolding of events.

Many introductory texts on Hinduism take the reader through an important and standard list of topics. These include the origins, that is, the Indus Valley Civilization, the Indo-Aryans; the earliest religious compositions starting with the Vedas and the emphasis on sacrifice; philosophical enquiry in the Upanishads; the two epics; the Bhagavad Gita, which is part of one of the epics, law books, the caste system, stages of life, six systems of philosophy; the important philosophers of Vedanta (Shankara, Ramanuja, Madhva, et al.); the devotional (bhakti) movement; and then fast forward to reforms in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This conceptual system is not one that we can necessarily label as just “male”; the credit for this descriptive list is shared between the high-caste brahmin male scholars, well versed in Sanskrit, who collaborated with the British in the production  of the Hindu traditions, and Western scholars influenced by Enlightenment paradigms of history and religion. These lists are neither wrong nor unimportant, but they do exclude the experiences of women and the millions whose knowledge of religious phenomena has not come through the Sanskrit language or Brahmanical modes of perception.

I write both as an academic and as a woman who was raised in a particular Hindu tradition, or sampradaya, called the Sri Vaishnava, theologically, and Ayyangar, socially. Having lived in a relatively orthoprax household in India, I found it difficult to reconcile my understanding of the Hindu tradition with the depictions of it in Western textbooks. Many studies of religious traditions in the West begin with questions of history, prophets, leaders, and beliefs. As a Sri Vaishnava Hindu woman, I grew up associating my tradition with culinary customs, distinctive names for foods, performing arts, rituals, and localized pilgrimage centers. In this chapter, we will look at rituals and situations that most Hindus will be familiar with in some manner and put them in perspective to enhance our understanding. The four sites I have chosen are homes, weddings, temples, and funerals.

Most Hindus are fond of the saying “Hinduism is more than a religion, it is a way of life,” whereas most introductory texts and Western understandings of the tradition have focused on the “otherworldly” issues such as karma, reincarnation, and the idea of a Supreme Being. Hindus will tell you that the closest word in Sanskrit for religion is dharma. Dharma is more ambiguous and far reaching in scope than religion itself. Coming from the root dhr, meaning to support or to sustain, it is most popularly translated as righteousness or duty. And yet, in other contexts, it may mean the way to salvation or liberation (moksha), ethics, and much more. The M. Monier-Williams Sanskrit-English Dictionary gives seventeen meanings: religion, the customary observances of a caste or sect, law usage and practice, religious or moral merit, virtue, righteousness, duty, justice, piety, morality, sacrifice, and so forth. From a Western understanding, however, the many books on dharma containing these topics are often not considered part of religion. These topics include human behavior (acara), justice (vyavahara), and repentance/atonement rites (prayascitta). Other classifications are more elaborate. Pandurang Kane, the twentieth century’s pre-eminent writer of the history of dharma, starts his second volume on the subject with the “Topics of Dharma Shastra” (Dharma  Shastra: texts on dharma) and includes the duties of the classes and castes of society and stages of life; sacraments from conception to death; the duties of the different stages of life; the days when one should not study the Vedas; marriage; the duties of women; the relationship between husband and wife; ritual purity and impurity; rites of death and rituals for ancestors; gifts and donations; crime and punishment; contacts; inheritance; activities done only at times of crises; mixed castes; and so on. Although this list is extensive, it does not exhaust the other areas that the term dharma covers (Kane, volume II, chapter 1, pp. 1–2).

Texts on dharma have always been only selectively followed, and local customs have tempered the rule of the books. In some parts of India, dharma texts such as the Manu Smriti were not well known, and certainly large parts of them were ignored (Kishwar). Although Hindu traditions are portrayed, and quite correctly in some instances, as being patriarchal, the system has built-in mechanisms to allow for dynamic reinterpretation. This wiggle room can serve to legitimatize progressive action. The Vedas, the tradition of the epics and puranas, actions of the righteous, and finally doing what is dear to one’s soul—that is, to act after much thought and according to the dictates of one’s conscience—all these are the sources of dharma (Kane volume I, part I, p. 7, 1968). The last of these allows women, or anyone who may feel marginalized, to appropriate or redefine rituals. Particular theologies of traditions or schools (sampradaya), which depend on historical theologians for the interpretation of sacred texts, may emphasize carefully argued worldviews. The succession of teachers in each school will espouse and teach the philosophy of that tradition. Thus, the teachers in the Sri Vaishnava community say that the universe is the “body” of God, teachers of Advaita assert that there is only one reality, and followers of Madhva declare that God and the soul are distinct. The theology may be nonnegotiable, but there will be more latitude in modes of prayer and worship, which can be redefined by women.




THE HOME FOR THE HINDU TRADITION

Many Hindu sacraments, rituals, and festivals are conducted at home, and from some perspectives a Hindu can be very religious without ever leaving  the house. Spatially, there may be a special room, or at least an altar, set apart for worship (puja). Several days in a year may be spent in the celebration of major ritual festivals. Religious rituals associated with birth, puberty, pregnancy, and death take place at home. It is here that a child will first hear stories from the Hindu epics or encounter them through television broadcasts. It is here that the most enduring associations between religion and food will be made, the first prayers learned. It is in the home that Hindu tradition has been transmitted primarily for women.

A Hindu child’s earliest exposure to her or his religious tradition comes from seeing daily rituals at the puja altar, with its many pictures and images of local gods and goddesses, as well as those brought as souvenirs on distant pilgrimages. Every day, or even twice a day, the mother may light an oil lamp in front of this altar. The women may draw symmetrical geometric designs with rice flour in front of the altar or in front of the house. These patterns are also drawn outside shrines in South Indian temples. Family members may recite prayers regularly; there may be copies of holy texts or prayer books that people may read or recite. Red powder, known as the kumkum, may be taken from the altar and placed on one’s forehead. Flowers and fruits may be offered to the deities on the altar and then used by the devotee.

There are other simple acts that straddle the grey area between religion and culture. One of the first acts a child is taught when he or she is barely a year old is to join the palms together in an act of adoration. This act, which is common in the West only during acts of prayer, is called a namaskara or namaste (literally, “I bow before you”) in India and used when greeting people or when praying. There are many other such practices that form part of this vast religious culture. Putting a mark on your forehead as part of your daily routine indicates auspiciousness or which Hindu community you belong to. You must eat, give, and receive with your right hand; it is disrespectful to give with your left hand—the right hand is used for all socially acceptable actions but the left for cleaning the body. You should bow down in front of elders and seek their blessings on important occasions. Elders should bless younger people with standard phrases or wish them all happiness. The list of rituals is long, and many of them are internalized by the time a child enters school, but it is through these simple acts that one participates in the larger Hindu culture.




DEITIES AND FESTIVALS

Hindus narrate stories about Vishnu, Shiva, or the goddesses, sing about them, and dance their stories in many cultural performances. The performing arts are one of the main vehicles for expressing Hindu religious culture. In the diaspora, learning classical dance like Bharata Natyam becomes one of the main ways in which the child learns about Hindu culture.

Birthdays for the gods Krishna and Rama and stories associated with their lives are most popular all over India. Hindus consider Rama and Krishna to be incarnations of the Lord Vishnu, one of the most important deities in India. Vishnu (the one who pervades) is mentioned in the earliest literature, the Vedas (ca. 1750 B.C.E.), but became popular at a later time. Many of the gods spoken about in the early Vedic hymns have now been forgotten. By the beginning of the Common Era, Vishnu was considered to have incarnated to earth several times. In the popular versions of these narratives, he is said to have come down nine times and is predicted to come again one more time at the end of this cycle of time. Vishnu’s first incarnation in this series is said to be as a fish. In a story reminiscent of many flood narratives, Vishnu wanted to save Manu, a pious man, his family, and seven rishis (holy men) from a catastrophic flood. Manu gets all of them and the seeds of all animals into a boat, harnesses it to the divine fish, the form that Vishnu has taken, and rides out the flood (O’Flaherty, pp. 181–84).

Some of the most popular stories a child will hear, the songs she will learn, or the dances she will see will be connected with Rama and Krishna. The story of Rama is told in the Ramayana (The Way of Rama), a Sanskrit epic from the fifth century B.C.E. and an integral part of Hindu culture. Rama is married to Sita, a beautiful princess, popularly considered the incarnation of the Goddess Lakshmi. Because Lakshmi and Vishnu are inseparable, she incarnates every time Vishnu comes down to earth. Rama is exiled because of a family intrigue; Sita and Lakshmana, Rama’s brother, accompany him to the forest. Here, Ravana, a king of Lanka, lusting after Sita, kidnaps her. After an epic battle, in which Rama is helped by Hanuman (a wise, divine monkey who is also a popular Hindu deity), Ravana is killed and Sita returns to Rama. Rama and Sita then return home to Ayodhya and are coronated. Rama’s rule of the kingdom is held to be paradigmatic,  as are his filial piety, the loyalty of Sita, and the devotion and service of Hanuman.

Krishna is considered the eighth or ninth incarnation of Vishnu, depending on which text you read, and is beloved in India and in many parts of the world, where members of the International Society of Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON, more popularly known as the Hare Krishnas) and other Hindus live. Children are told about Krishna’s divine birth, his magical childhood, his mother’s and foster mother’s love for him, his mischievous pranks, his dancing the autumnal moonlit nights away with the young cowherd girls he grew up with, and his philosophical counsel to his cousin and peer, Arjuna, on the battlefield. The enchanting evenings of dance are emulated in autumn in some communities in India. The battle to destroy the forces of evil is celebrated annually. One such festival is Deepavali (Diwali), the festival of lights, celebrated with great enthusiasm by Hindus all over the world.

Deepavali and Navaratri are two of the best-known home celebrations. Deepavali (literally necklace of lamps) is celebrated on the eve of the new moon that falls between mid-October and mid-November. Although most Hindus observe it, the reasons for celebration differ among the various regions. Hindus from some parts of northern India believe that Lord Rama returned to Ayodhya after his victorious battle with the evil Ravana that day and that the kingdom lit lamps all over to mark the celebrations. In other parts of India, it is believed that Lord Krishna fought a long battle with Narakasura (demon of hell) and won the battle on the dawn of this new-moon day. To commemorate this victory of good over evil, Hindus in every home let off fireworks, mimicking the noise of Krishna’s war against evil, and light lamps to celebrate the victory of light over the forces of darkness. Special sweets and candies are made at home; new clothes are bought and worn. In some parts of South India, Hindus believe that the sacred river Ganga is spiritually present in all water. Early on the morning of Deepavali, even before dawn, people take a special ritual bath using oil and fragrant herbs, and some communities greet each other with the rhetorical question: “Have you bathed in the waters of the Ganga?” Bathing in this river is said to purify a human being, and one begins this day with this physical and mental purity. Hindus from Gujarat celebrate their new year at this time (most others celebrate it in March or April).  Hindus from Punjab spend the nights in ritual gambling and invite Lakshmi, the goddess of good fortune, to their houses. In most parts of India, gifts of dried fruits and sweets are given to friends and cash bonuses are given to employees. In some states like Bengal and Kerala, the festival is the most important of the year.

In general, in most parts of India, goddesses are worshipped during Navaratri. The celebrations in Calcutta are communal and in honor of the Goddess Durga. Many Hindus who are devotees of her think that she is the manifestation of the Supreme Being. Like other rituals that are celebrated to mark particular stories, here too there is one that speaks about the victory of good over evil. The buffalo-demon Mahisha was terrorizing human beings, and none of the gods could subdue him. The energies of Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva—the three male gods important in many of the Sanskrit texts—combined, and out of this power emerged Durga (unapproachable), the mighty Goddess. Beautiful and strong, she came striding on a lion. The demon tried to woo and marry her; she rejected him with contempt and after a battle lasting nine nights and ten days, she emerged victorious. This victory is celebrated on the last day of the festival, the Vijaya Dashami (the victorious tenth day). In Calcutta, it has become a practice for each part of the city to make a giant effigy of the goddess, usually set against a modern contextual background. For the days of the Durga Puja (worship of Durga), this effigy is thought to possess divine energy, and at the end of it, all the effigies are taken to the river Ganga and ritually immersed. There, her energies return to the universe.

In parts of South India, Sarasvati, Lakshmi, and Durga are all worshipped during the nine days. In the South Indian states of Tamilnadu, Karnataka, and Andhra Pradesh, the festival is very much a home celebration, and very much a women’s celebration. Here, in some castes and some communities, women put up temporary altars in the largest room in the house. Several steps, usually seven or nine, of altars are set up in each house, covered with cloth to resemble gallery seats and adorned with beautiful dolls. Traditional clay dolls of deities intermingle with secular dolls. Once set up, the whole area becomes sacred. This display of dolls, the kolu (royal court), is said to be the divine court of the deities. Toy trains, mini-waterfalls, parks, tiny gardens are all created as works of art, all  in the main room of the house. For the next nine days, this functions essentially as the family altar. Food offerings are made to the deities, and prayers said. Once the display is set up, the line between secular and sacred dolls is obliterated, and the whole area is sacred. Viewed from the locus of devotion, any space, any object can be seen as diffused with or as a container for the divine. And yet others consider these displays to have pedagogical or entertainment value; displays teach, instruct, offer pleasure and joy. Women go from house to house in the evenings to visit and admire the doll displays. Singers trained in classical music sing songs, in honor of the goddess. Through sight and sound, the goddess is glorified and praised.

The creative energies of the goddess are venerated in Gujarat, where she is celebrated in her non-iconic form, that of a flame that shines bright through a clay pot that has ornamental orifices. This is the garbha, or womb, and women sing joyous songs and dance around it all evening and night. Women do this dance every night of the Navaratri and during any auspicious ritual at home and in the community. The garbha is followed by the ras lila, a circular dance with sticks, performed by men and women. Whereas the garbha glorifies the goddess, the ras, which has been popular in the last few centuries, re-creates the magical atmosphere of the fall nights when Krishna danced with the cowherd girls. Both these dances are traditionally domestic in nature but over the years have become megaevents in local communities.

Durga and many other goddesses are worshipped all over India. Though the names and nature of the goddesses may have changed, some of these practices have likely survived for more than four millennia. The goddess and a buffalo figure (the antecedent of Mahisha) first appear in the Indus Valley Civilization, also known as the Harappa Culture, around 3000 B.C.E. The earliest archaeological evidence of Indian culture is found along the banks of the river Indus (which in Sanskrit is sindhu, the word from which both Hindu and India derive). The Indus Valley Civilization was contemporary with Mesopotamia and probably traded with it. Although the script of this civilization has not been deciphered to everyone’s satisfaction, seals found in this area indicate that there was goddess worship and veneration of a deity who is later identified as Shiva. The Indus Valley Civilization died out around 1750 B.C.E., and it was at about this time that the Vedas, the earliest scriptures of the Hindu tradition, were  composed. The worship of the goddess, therefore, likely had its origins in the earliest cultures of India.




PERFORMING ARTS

Over the millennia, educated Hindus have recognized four Vedas as authoritative. The Vedas were composed between 1750 to the sixth century B.C.E. and then transmitted orally over the generations. In the philosophical and ceremonial traditions in India, there has been a continuous tradition of using some sections of the Vedas as sources of authority and reciting some hymns daily for over three millennia. Music and dance are supposed to be derived from the ancient text Natya Shastra (Treatise on Dance) composed by Bharata Muni, at the beginning of the Common Era, and many consider it the Fifth Veda, a scripture that, when followed, will lead one to the supreme goal of salvation or liberation.

Most Hindus, however, have not generally been familiar with large tracts of the Vedas and many of the archaic deities mentioned in them. And so, over the centuries, a few other seminal texts have been considered to be the Fifth Veda. The epic Mahabharata (ca. 500 B.C.E. to 400 C.E.), which along with the Ramayana, recounts one of the most beloved narratives of the Hindus, and the Natya Shastra have been counted as the Fifth Veda by Hindus at various times.

Worship in the Hindu tradition includes music from the time of the Vedas. The mystical syllable om is considered the beginning of sound in the universe and a manifestation of the Supreme Being. Knowledge of the proper nature of sound and its expressions are therefore considered to be religious knowledge. The Vedas specify the different kinds of pitch and tone by which the verses are to be recited.

Classical music in South India has been for the most part religious in nature. Treatises on music speak of a divine line of teachers, beginning with Shiva and Parvati, and also mention worship of Sarasvati as the patron goddess of the fine arts. Some Hindu texts say that Vishnu and Sri are manifested as Nada Brahman or the Supreme Being in the form of sound. Sound, if properly controlled and articulated, can lead one to a mystical  experience, and the sound of the music is considered as important as the lyrics. Nadopasana, meditation through sound, has become popular as one form of religious practice. The Supreme Being is supposed to manifest divinity on earth in the form of sound, just as an icon is a visual representation of the divine.

Singing and dancing can function in various ways to take one closer to a higher state of consciousness or even to communion with the deity. Some may understand the lyrics or the emotions conveyed in religious dances as giving rise to devotion in the audience; others may think of the “flavors” of emotions as heightening their consciousness; still others may think of just the pure movement and the music, even when devoid of any lyrics or emotions, as being divine. Dancers frequently depict stories from the Ramayana and the Mahabharata as well as the beloved narratives from later scriptures called the Puranas. The many Puranas (Purana means “ancient lore”) were composed primarily in the first millennium of the Common Era. These books extol deities who had become very popular by then, including Vishnu, Shiva, and Devi, especially in her form as Durga.




THE LUNAR CALENDAR, FOOD, FEASTING, AND FASTING

Many of the festivals celebrated at home occur on dates calculated according to the phases of the moon. Hindu calendars are lunar but adjusted to the solar year, so, like Easter or Yom Kippur, they come at the same time of the year, though not on the same dates. Navaratri, in fact, coincides with the nine holy days starting with Rosh Hashanah of the Jewish calendar in most years, though occasionally they may occur one lunar cycle later. Apart from festivals, every lunar cycle is marked with days of fasting and feasting at home. On the eleventh day after the new moon (ekadashi), many people, especially the followers of the god Vishnu, stay away from grains. Fasts, like many rituals, come in various forms: some involve abstinence from all food and water or from grain only or certain vegetables like eggplant, which are considered to be filled with seeds, and therefore, potential life forms; or all sour foods. Other kinds of ritual fasts permit the  eating of only fruits. Women in many parts of India observe special days of fasting and feasting in connection with votive rituals called vratas.

These rituals, which involve a day or more of strict fasting, are done in honor of specific goddesses and for various purposes (Pintchman). Women from Uttar Pradesh and Punjab, dressed in their wedding finery, observe the Karva Chauth fast, which usually comes soon after Navaratri. They fast from dawn to dusk and break their fast after seeing the rising moon. This fast is undertaken on the fourth day of the waning lunar cycle between October and November and is done to pray for and preserve conjugal happiness. Other fasts are done for the welfare of the family. There are regular fasts like Ekadashi, which men and women observe, and special ritual fasts that only women observe. Although some of these ritual fasts occur in a patriarchal context (prayers for the husband or son), some scholars see even these as empowering to women (Pintchman, McGee, Pearson).

Food is central to the practice of the Hindu tradition; next to weddings, food commands the most space and energy of the writers of the texts on dharma. In practice, specific lentils and vegetables have to be prepared for specific occasions. In Tamilnadu, for instance, these are prepared for happy (auspicious) occasions and others for inauspicious events and rituals such as those connected with death. Contrary to popular perception, most Hindus are not vegetarian, but certain castes and communities may avoid fish, fowl, or meat. Onions, garlic, and mushrooms are not considered to be part of a pure diet by many followers of Vishnu; early texts on dharma have a blanket decree against these foods. Right eating is not just what you can eat or avoid; in the texts on dharma as well as in orthoprax houses, it involves issues such as the caste and gender of the cook (preferably male and high caste, or the lady of the house, except at times when she is menstruating); the times you may eat (twice a day, not during twilight times, not during eclipses, and a wide variety of other instances); not eating food cooked the day before; and so on. In earlier times other directives were also in vogue; in detail, some of these equaled or even surpassed those given in many Confucian texts. The order of food courses in a meal, the direction in which the diner must sit (preferably facing east or north), how much you may eat (the number of morsels depending on the stage of life), the materials with which the eating vessels should be  made, what is to be done with left-over food—were all topics for discussion. Many such directives, and some that were common to the local region, were followed for centuries.

There were several strict rules concerning with whom you may dine (and the ideal is to dine alone!). Silence was recommended for the time of dining except to inquire after a guest’s needs. Most texts say—and this was followed till probably the mid-twentieth century—that one may dine only with people of the same caste and with people one knows. It was believed in many circles that one shares the sins of the people one dines with, especially if one sits in a single row with them. Even up to the time of India’s independence, college food services in South India were divided along simplified caste lines—with dining halls for brahmins only, and separate ones for non-brahmin (vegetarian) and non-brahmin (non-vegetarian).

The greatest amount of discourse involved forbidden foods, which varied through the different time periods and among authors. It is generally agreed that most people ate meat, even beef, possibly up to the beginning of the Common Era. It is a matter of some controversy whether Indians ate beef during the time of the Vedas and whether the cow was a protected animal then, but it seems to be fairly well accepted that most Indians ate other kinds of meat and fowl. Several writers have noted that it is remarkable that a whole culture seems to have slowly given up meat eating or at least that meat eating ceased to be the norm after the first centuries of the Common Era. In popular understanding and by fitting a template from philosophical discourses on what we eat, food, like people and even deities, is said to tend toward three characteristics: purity (sattva), energy and passion (rajas), sloth and stupor (tamas). Although this is not clearly discussed in the early texts on dharma, most Hindus have tried to fit in food regulations with these categories.

The home is also the location of many domestic sacraments. The birth of a child is celebrated as an auspicious event, but the mother and the family are said to be in a state of “ritual pollution.” Death is inauspicious and also ritually polluting to the family. Other rituals, such as those associated with pregnancy, are celebrated with joy at home. Among domestic sacraments, the wedding is treated at great length by the writers of dharma and is celebrated with considerable sanctity and social pomp.




THE HINDU WEDDING

Weekend newspapers in India have supplements devoted to matrimonial advertisements, which resemble, to some extent, the personal ads in the United States. The worldwide web has also gotten into the act, with sites for ads. Most ads are placed by the bride or bridegroom’s parents and mention the potential bride or groom’s physical attributes, education, occupation, horoscope, community, sub-caste, clan, and language. Let us examine two such ads, from the June 20, 2000, on-line edition of a newspaper.
# 1 ALLIANCE INVITED for B. Tech. (Mech), MS (Engg. Mechanics), Project Engineer, Detroit, USA, H1-Visa Holder, Tamil Iyer, Parasara, Brahacharanam, Sadhayam, Suddha Jadhagam, 28/177, from Iyer girls, professionally qualified, articulate and good looking. Boy visiting India August 2000. Respond with horoscope, bio-data, family details. Box No. xxxx, Hyderabad- 500016.

 



# 2 VADAGALAI ATHREYAM Poosam, 32/ 170/ 15,000, B.Com, owns business/house in Chennai with Mars (Eighth place) seeks suitable unemployed graduate girl from same sect only. Reply with horoscope, details to Box No. Chennai–600002.





The diligent South Indian reader will immediately recognize that the advertisers are looking for brides of the brahmin caste. The key words here are Iyer in the first ad and Vadagalai in the second. Iyer is a term used for brahmins from the Tamil-speaking area—specifically followers of the theologian Shankara (eighth to ninth centuries C.E). Vadagalai indicates that the family is Tamil-speaking brahmin and belongs to a community (sampradaya) that follows the theologian Ramanuja (eleventh century).

The caste system has been one of the main features of religion in South Asia. Caste is used as shorthand for thousands of stratified social communities that have developed over the centuries. The beginnings of the caste system can be seen in the Hymn to the Supreme Being that is part of the Rig Veda, one of the four Vedas (Purusa Sukta v. 12—Rig Veda 10.90). The Hymn enumerates the priestly, ruling, mercantile, and servant classes—the four varnas (literally, colors):


From his mouth came the priestly class, 
from his arms, the rulers. 
The producers came from his legs; 
from his feet came the servant class.



Although the origins of the caste system can be seen in these verses from the Rig Veda, it is probable that, long before their composition, a stratification of society had already taken place. From the simple fourfold structure eventually arose a plethora of endogamous social and occupational divisions, so that today in India, there are more than 1,000 jatis (birth groups). The English word “caste” comes from the Portuguese, who used “casta” to refer to the various sections of Hindu society. The modern word signifies both the four broad varnas and the minutely divided jatis, although Western scholars sometimes translate varna as class and jati as caste.

By the first centuries of the Common Era, many treatises on the nature of righteousness, moral duty, and law had been written. These were the Dharma Shastras, and they form the basis for later Hindu laws. The most famous of these, the Manava Dharma Shastra, or the Laws of Manu, probably codified around the first century C.E., reflect the social norms of the time. We see the caste system firmly in place. Women had slipped to an inferior position from the relatively high status they had had in the Vedas.

When reading Manu, we must understand that the prescriptive behavior he records for the various castes was seldom followed strictly (Kishwar). In a similar vein, we have to take his pronouncements on women with a grain of salt.

According to texts on dharma, only the brahmins—the priestly class of society—had the authority to teach and learn the Vedas. The term “priestly,” by the way, is used loosely here; not all members of this community were priests. Frequently, they were in the business of teaching and counseling; some specialized in domestic rituals; a few conducted temple services. Even when not engaged in religious pursuits, they held the power and prestige generally associated with spiritual learning. The monopoly that the brahmins exercised in teaching the Vedas orally was jealously guarded, and for centuries these hymns were not written down. The second caste in the traditional list is the rajanya or royal class. Kings and  rulers emerged from this group. Eventually the term rajanya was replaced with the better-known word kshatriya. The men from this community were allowed to learn but not teach the Vedas. Their dharma was to protect the people and the country. The kshatriyas generally traced their ancestry either to the lineage of the sun (surya vamsha or solar dynasty) or the moon (chandra vamsha or lunar dynasty), both going back to the primeval progenitors of humanity—a classic instance of a ruling class seeking legitimacy by invoking divine antecedents. Even usurpers of thrones began to trace their ancestries in this way. In the Hindu tradition, both then and now, lines of claimed biological descent are all-important. The kshatriya families held the power of rulership and governance, and rituals of later Hinduism explicitly emphasized their connection with divine beings.

The mercantile class (vaishyas) was to be in charge of most commercial transactions. According to the codes of law, they, like the ruling class, had the authority to study but not teach the Vedas. They were to rear cattle, trade, and deal with agricultural work. The power of wealth and economic decisions lay with this community.

The last class mentioned formally by Manu and in the other texts on dharma is the shudras, generally translated as “servants.” The Dharma Shastras say that the duty of a shudra is to serve the other classes, especially the brahmins. Shudras who desire to obtain good karma are advised to know their duty, to commit no sin, and to imitate the practice of virtuous men without reciting sacred texts. The shudra was not allowed to accumulate wealth. There was no area of power that the shudra could tap into; a shudra could be respected because of his or her old age and for no other reason. It is also important to note that the caste system is far more complex and flexible than the descriptions in the dharma texts—for example, a caste of wealthy landowners, the Vellalas, though technically a shudra caste, has wielded considerable economic and political power in the south.

There are hundreds of castes now in India and similarly, hundreds of communities. For instance, although the people in the first two ads are both from the brahmin caste, and both Tamil-speaking, they come from different social communities that follow different theological traditions and will not generally intermarry. The two communities follow two different theologians, Shankara and Ramanuja. The followers of Ramanuja worship Vishnu and Lakshmi (also known as Sri) and are called the Sri  Vaishnavas. Sri Vaishnava is the name of the community or theological tradition; members of it may be of different castes, and in the case of the advertisement above, happen to be brahmin. These brahmin Sri Vaishnavas are further subdivided along sectarian lines. The beginnings of this split came about through differing emphases in theological interpretations in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and again crystallized as different social groups (Vadagalai or northern sect and Tenkalai or southern sect). For some centuries, there was no intermarrying between these subgroups of the Sri Vaishnava community; only recently have intermarriages occurred. The person who has placed the advertisement is, however, conservative; having identified himself as aVadagalai, he has invited correspondence only from the same sect.

Sometimes caste and community may conflate or community may be emphasized more than caste. Thus, communities like Vellala, Reddy, Kallar, or Nadar emphasize those names, and one may not be sure if these are castes or communities. Some of these caste/communities cross religious lines; in many parts of Gujarat and Rajasthan, one finds common castes between the mercantile communities of the Hindu and Jain traditions. Similarly, in South India, the Nadar and Vellala castes/communities are found among Hindus and Christians. The following advertisement in the same list as the earlier two is an example:
#3 C.S.I. NADAR, B.E. (Civil), 22/160 cms, very fair, beautiful, daughter of Senior Engineer seeks Doctors/ Engineers. Box xxxx





Here, CSI stands for Church of South India, an umbrella group that contains many Protestant denominations, and Nadar refers to the specific caste to which the potential bride (who is identified as having an undergraduate civil engineering degree, B.E.) belongs. Caste, therefore, is a strong institution among many religions of South Asia, including Hindus, Jains, and Christians.

There are groups that are technically “out” of this caste structure—people who, over the centuries, have been called outcastes or untouchables. The Sanskrit name for these many groups was panchama or “fifth [group],” the group outside the fourfold caste system. At various times, reformers have tried to integrate people from these groups into society. Ramanuja (c. 1017–1137), for instance, is said to have called them  Tirukulattar (sacred clan) and Mahatma Gandhi named them Harijan (Children of God). Since independence, the name “scheduled caste” (SC) has been the administrative and social category. Harijan is seen as patronizing and has been shaken off in favor of the term Dalit (protestor). These groups were, in the past centuries, discriminated against by other castes and frequently lived outside the villages. People from many such groups converted to Christianity, but the caste followed them; today there are SC Hindus and SC Christians. Government quotas in education and job opportunities have helped alleviate past inequities. In the following advertisement, again from the same crop of matr imonials, the potential bridegroom says he is SC:
#4 HINDU SC, AD, DGO, Doctor, 27/ 163, Employed- Private Hospital, Chennai, expects alliance as Doctor/Engineer/Govt. Executives. Send horoscope: Box xxx Chennai–600002.





The code AD stands for Adi Dravida, an umbrella term for people believed to have descended from the indigenous inhabitants of India. These “outcastes” are seen both as people who did not belong to the caste system, and also as those who did not belong to the four large (theoretical) divisions of the society. In the past, they had to perform the least desirable tasks in a village, tasks that were considered ritually polluting. In ancient Tamil society, for instance, those who beat the large village drums (parai) were considered to be polluted because the drums were made by stretching animal hides over large frames. The drummers (paraia) were considered to be outcastes; from them comes the English word pariah.

There is one final social classification that we need to take into account before we move to other issues that make up a Hindu’s identity. This is a relatively minor one, but which, like much else in the Hindu tradition, goes back to the Vedic period and pertains to weddings, especially in the so-called higher castes. This is the notion of gotra. Gotra literally means cow-shed or cow-pen and is said to refer to a physical and spiritual joint family of followers of holy men (rishis or seers) who intuitively perceived the Vedas and transmitted them. There were seven such traditional rishis, and eventually an eighth one was added. Many high-caste people consider themselves to be part of these lineages and use the gotra name in all their sacraments and rituals to identify themselves. Gotra names have  been transmitted through male descendants. Women have the gotras of their fathers and then their husbands. Marriages within the same gotra are forbidden by Hindu law. Originally a brahmin institution, gotras became part of the higher castes’ identity for many centuries, but today in many parts of India, the concept is confined once again to brahmin communities. In some matrilineal communities such as the Bhants of Mangalore, gotras are not followed. In the first matrimonial advertisements above, the bridegroom is of the Parashara gotra, and in the second, the advertiser belongs to the Atreya gotra. Thus, only women belonging to non-Parashara gotra can apply to the first and non-Atreya gotra to the second.


Horoscope and Astrology 

Jyotisha the (knowledge of the stars) was a form of astronomy-astrology to do with determining auspicious and inauspicious times, casting of horoscopes, and so forth. In ancient India, it was considered a distinct branch of knowledge ancillary to the study of the Vedas (vedanga). It is very much connected with the practice of the Hindu tradition. In many families, even now, a detailed horoscope is cast soon after a child’s birth; in some castes and communities, this may be used in later years to be “matched” with a potential matrimonial mate. In some communities, the time and date of a child’s birth is cross-referenced with the almanac, and the child’s name may be chosen to have a numerical value or start with a syllable harmonious with this moment of birth. The movement of the planets and stars are studied in detail, and when a person experiences, say, a series of setbacks in her career, or is not able to find a right partner in life, an astrologer may be consulted. The astrologer will tell you that either Saturn (Sani) or Mars (Sanskrit: Mangala; Tamil: Chevvai) is positioned where it shouldn’t be and then recommend a series of remedies to alleviate the problem. Many South Indian temples, following a custom that began to be popular toward the end of the first millennium C.E., have an altar with the personification of the Nine Planets (Nava Graha). Devotees propitiate these nine planets regularly in an effort to ward off evil influences and maximize good vibrations. The nine are not completely congruent with Western lists of planets; the Indian list excludes the Earth, and includes the  sun, the moon, Venus, Mercury, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, and two “planets” called Rahu and Ketu, identified as the ascending and descending nodes of the moon.

In orthoprax households, horoscopes of the potential bride and bridegroom are matched before they even meet. This is said to ensure compatibility of personalities and to balance out good times and bad in the course of the married life. The first such compatibility match is with the star that a person is born under. This is determined by where the moon is at the time of one’s birth. Twenty-seven constellations are recognized as birth stars. If we look at the first two advertisements, the names Sadhayam and Poosam (referring to stars in the Aquarius and Cancer signs) denote the birth constellations. After negotiating the obstacle course of caste, community, subsect, and gotra, one then comes to the issue of compatibility of stars. By a quick reckoning, one can figure out if the stars of the potential mates are compatible. If everything fits, then one takes it a step further to see if the horoscopes match in detail. Mars is the big offender in many of these wedding matters, and so in the first two advertisements, we see a shorthand reference to the principal feature of the person’s horoscope. “Shuddha jadagam” (clean horoscope) in the first advertisement and “Mars in the eighth house” in the second immediately alert the bride’s family as to what kind of horoscope is needed to balance the bridegroom’s birth chart.

With all that we have learned in the last few pages, let us deconstruct one of the two ads again. The words in brackets describe the information in the categories we have discussed.
# 2 VADAGALAI [This word is shorthand for three categories; the term indicates it is a subsect of the Sri Vaishnava community and that the person is a brahmin caste.] ATHREYAM [gotra] Poosam [birth star] 32/ 170/ 15,000 [personal details: bridegroom is 32 years old, is 170 centimeters tall, and earns 15,000 rupees a month], B.Com, owns business/house in Chennai [continuation of personal details: college degree, occupation, wealthy enough to own house] with Mars (Eighth place) [horoscope detail saying that Mars is hanging around a tricky house in the horoscope] seeks suitable unemployed graduate girl from same sect only. [The bride should be the same  subsect; i.e., Vadagalai, Sri Vaishnava community, brahmin caste] Reply with horoscope, details to Box No. Chennai–600002.





Once all the criteria are met, the young man and woman may meet under carefully chaperoned circumstances. If they like each other (either party can opt out easily at this stage) and decide to get married, the families proceed with the preparations for the ceremony. The number of rituals and the time frame involved in conducting weddings depend on the class, caste, community traditions, and economic factors. In the early twentieth century, rituals in brahmin weddings in South India lasted five days. In the early twenty-first, most of them last from a few hours to half a day, and in many urban families, a Western-style reception is added to the festivities.


The Wedding 

In the Hindu tradition, the wedding ritual is a sacrament. The texts on dharma describe sacraments, starting with pregnancy rituals to death rituals. Many of them begin discussions on sacraments with the wedding. The Sanskrit word for sacrament is samskara, which means “to make perfect.”A wedding is a kalyana, which means “happiness, good fortune, auspiciousness ”; it is also known as vivaha (to lead home); in Tamil, it is known as manam, which means (union between two lovers). Although love is not generally a criterion in the choosing of a mate (as we saw in the matrimonial ads), many ancient texts speak about its beauty. Love was considered to be very important in ancient Tamil literature; in one poem, a young girl says:
Bigger than earth, certainly 
higher than the sky, 
more unfathomable than the waters 
is my love for this man ... 
Kuruntokai 3 (circa first–second century C.E.), in Ramanujan





The auspicious marriage is a way to fulfill obligations to society. The texts on dharma, which hold an upper-caste male as the norm, say that a  man has an obligation in life to marry, raise children, and fulfill his debts to his community. According to these texts, a man is born with debts to the sages, the gods, and the ancestors. A wife helps repay these debts. With the performance of correct domestic and social rituals with—and only with—his wife, a man pays his debt to the gods; by having children, the debt to the ancestors is discharged. A wife is a man’s partner in fulfilling dharma, and without her a man cannot fully perform his religious obligations. A woman and her husband are partners in fulfilling religious obligations, partners in the acquisition of wealth and fortune, partners in the enjoyment of sensual pleasures. Thus, through a marriage a man and a woman become companions in the pursuit of spiritual and material goals. Within the Hindu tradition, a man can only perform religious rituals if his wife is by his side.

Although the sacred texts mention dozens of wedding rituals (starting with the engagement/betrothal rites) and many more local and family customs have been added to these, only a few are absolutely crucial. Although some of the rituals performed today are common to most Hindus, a few are unique to individual communities. Let us look at the specific example of the Sri Vaishnava community of South India.


Pre-Wedding Rituals 

Although the attendant rituals differ in many parts of India, most Hindus begin the wedding ceremony with a prayer, usually to Ganesha, for a smooth conduct of the ritual. In Sri Vaishnava weddings, however, Vishvaksena, the commander in chief of Lord Vishnu, is worshipped; offerings of incense, sandalwood, and flowers are made to ensure the success of the ceremony.

Before the start of rituals at home or in temples, participants recite important mantras for the evocation of purity. This ritual of purification (punyaha vachanam) is done to protect the primary participants in the rituals and for peace. The wedding rituals begin with a Vedic ritual called Aupasana Homa, the kindling of the household fire and the preparation for the daily domestic worship. This fire sacrifice is done during the householder stage of life. Fire (Agni) is important to the Hindu home.  Agni is therefore recipient of sacrificial offerings and the witness to all domestic rites and ceremonies. The priest invokes the presence of God, who is manifested in the Divine Light of Fire. He consecrates the fire with hymns, surrounds it with darbha grass (sacred grass), and chants. The bride’s father makes offerings to Agni.
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