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Preface


To write a concise encyclopedia of Hinduism is a daunting task considering the enormous diversity of what is called ‘Hinduism’ and its history of over five thousand years. There is not a single statement that would be accepted by all Hindus as expressive of their religion, not a single symbol that all would agree upon as typifying what they worship.

The many different religions and philosophies embraced by the over 800 million Hindus in India and the 45 million Hindus all over the world today supply the background to what is offered in this Concise Encyclopedia of Hinduism. The followers of particular paths within Hinduism will probably find the information offered on their specific traditions insufficient - there simply is no way to do justice to any of them within the context of this enterprise. Nor is it possible to do justice to all the great persons, women and men, who over the millennia have contributed through their lives and thoughts to one or more aspects of the Hindu traditions.

The purpose of this encyclopedia is to provide basic information on many expressions of Hinduism and to explain important terms that one might encounter reading more technical literature in the field. Many of the entries interlock and the reader is requested to consult terms and expressions that are capitalized in the text itself. Unless otherwise noted, the technical terms used are Sanskrit. English translations have been supplied in one place only. Given the uncertainties of Indian chronology in many cases dates attached to authors or works are tentative; other sources may have different dates.

Care was taken to establish a balance between people and places, scriptures and philosophical systems, art and architecture, mythology and history. However, given the vastness of the country, the huge population, the long history, the rich mythology, choices had to be made. One of the choices made was not to include entries on living scholars of Hinduism. The names of some of them will be found as authors in the bibliography.

A great many entries are concerned with mythology. While mythology has its own truth, it goes without saying that no historical truth claims are associated with the stories told, often in a variety of versions, that cannot be harmonized. Even the stories connected with historical personalities before the modern period are often inextricably interwoven with mythical elements, and are hagiographic rather than critically biographical. Hindus have always placed greater emphasis on meaning than on factual correctness. It would be pointless to qualify every entry by adding disclaimers like ‘Hindus believe’ or ‘Hindu tradition reports’ etc.

Likewise, given the enormous diversity of traditions within Hinduism, it goes without saying that no Hindu believes or accepts everything that is here presented as ‘Hinduism’. It would again be rather tedious to underscore that fact by specifying in each and every instance where Hindus are mentioned, that ‘some Hindus’ or ‘many Hindus’ believe or think this and that. Using inclusive terms like ‘Hindu’ and ‘Hinduism’ implies always and by necessity a certain blurring of real and important distinctions and generalizations that have to be taken with a grain of salt.

Given the constraints of space and the very nature of such a work the Concise Encyclopedia of Hinduism is no substitute for comprehensive monographs on either Hinduism as a whole or any of the topics mentioned. The bibliography is meant to direct the user of this work to more detailed descriptions of issues that by necessity could only find brief mention herein.

Since is was decided that Sanskrit words would be transliterated with diacritics, as they are used in scholarly works, a few hints as regards pronunciation will be in place. Most Sanskrit vowels (a, e, i, u) are pronounced like Italian vowels - a macron (ā, ī, ū) indicates doubling the length of the vowel. Diphthongs (ai, au) are pronounced like double vowels. There are three semi-vowels: ṛ (pronounced ri), y (pronounced like y in yes), v (pronounced like w in Swami). The pronunciation of most of the consonants is similar to that of their English equivalents. A major difference are the aspirates: kh, gh, th, dh; the h sound is clearly perceived like the h in hot-house. Sanskrit has many different t and d and n sounds, expressed in transliteration through dots under the letter (ṭ, ḍ, ṭh, ḍh). While the difference (and the marking) is important to recognize the meaning of the word, English does not have equivalent sounds. Ś and ṣ are pronounced like sh.

Sanskrit is fond of compounding words, which makes it difficult for most non-Sanskritists to pronounce them. To facilitate reading, the Concise Encyclopedia of Hinduism separates the various elements of compounds through short dividing dashes. Sanskrit words do not have accents. The basic rule is to stress the first syllable, unless there are long vowels in later syllables. All long vowels in a word receive a stress, even if there are more than one.

Proper names of individuals and organizations have usually been reproduced as used by these, without attempting to transliterate them according to the system mentioned above. Indian words that have become part of the English vocabulary have also been left without diacritics. Plural formations have been made by adding an -s to the singular, disregarding the Sanskrit inflections. Likewise no distinction has been made between masculine and neutral noun formations; the final -m indicating (in many cases) that the neutral form has been dropped.

Information has been drawn from many sources. Instead of attaching references to individual entries, a bibliography has been added at the end, which should allow the reader to pursue the issues raised here in greater depth. Cross-references within the entries are intended to provide fuller information by directing the reader to similar or related matters. They are indicated by text in small capitals, e.g. AVATĀRA. For readers wishing to explore Hinduism from a thematic viewpoint, the Thematic Index on pp. 236–43 will refer them to the appropriate entries. The Chronology on pp. 216–21 gives a full picture of the major events through the life of the faith.

Many people associated with Oneworld Publications have been involved in the production of this encyclopedia. I would like to single out Mary Starkey, the copy editor, for thanks and praise. Through patient and intelligent questioning and by skilfully rephrasing awkward expressions she has made this a much better book than it would otherwise have been. I am truly grateful to her.

Klaus K. Klostermaier

Winnipeg, 31 July 1998



Introduction1


Hinduism has no known founder, no known historic beginnings, no central authority, no common creed. It has many founders of diverse schools and sects, many spiritual leaders, many scriptures, many expressions. Hinduism is an overwhelming reality in today’s India: it is visible in thousands of temple cities, audible in exuberant festivals, alive in hundreds of millions of people.

The word ‘Hindū’ was not created by the Hindus themselves. It probably was a designation coined by the ancient Persians for the people who lived beyond the Indus river, the eastern border of the outermost province of Persia. The term ‘Hinduism’ is an invention of eighteenth-century European scholars who were fond of ‘-isms’ and had no exposure to the reality of Indian religions. By now, however, the designation ‘Hindū’ has been taken over by the Hindus themselves, and while it may be impossible to define Hinduism as one ‘religion’, it makes sense to use the term to describe a family of religions that developed over the past several thousand years in South Asia which have much in common and share many historic roots.

Hindus are fond of saying that Hinduism is more than a religion: it is a way of life. As such it suffuses all aspects of public and private life, it is part of India’s social fabric as well as of its entire culture. On the one hand, that makes Hinduism so fascinating and so ‘real’, while on the other it makes it difficult to describe to outsiders. Instead of merely interpreting a scripture or unfolding a set of doctrines we have to look at the geography and the history of India that brought forth such a unique phenomenon as Hinduism.

The Geography of Hinduism

India, the homeland of the Hindus, is a vast subcontinent with a great variety of geographic regions inhabited by a multitude of different populations. Side by side with the Hindus there always lived adherents of other traditions, autochthonous tribes and immigrants from other parts of the world. Hinduism, however, developed a quite unique bond with the land of India, whose very physical features are filled with religious meaning for Hindus.

The earliest self-designation of Hinduism was vaidika dharma, the way of life laid out in the Veda. The codes that determined that way of life clearly specified the Āryāvarta, ‘the ‘country of the noblemen’, as the geographic area within which the followers of the vaidik dharma were to live.

The original Āryāvarta was identical with the Saptasindhava, the area around the seven great rivers of north-western India, that later became the Panjāb, the Five-River-Country, after the Saraswatī had dried out and the Yamunā had changed its course. With the expansion of the Vedic way of life, the rest of much of South Asia became Holy Land to Hindus. If in the beginning it was predominantly the (now dried-out) mighty Saraswatī river that inspired the seers and represented divine power and blessing to them, in the course of time all the great rivers first of Northern, and then of Southern India - the Gaṅgā, the Yamunā, the Indus, the Brahmaputra, the Nārbadā, the Kṛṣṇā, the Kauverī and many others - were worshipped as divinities and the thousands of tīrthas on their banks became the destination for millions of pilgrims.

Similarly the mountain ranges of India became associated with Hindu gods: the entire Himālaya, and specific peaks within its ranges, the Vindhyās and the Western ghāṭs, the Nilgiris and the Eastern ghats. Sanctuaries were built high up in the mountains, hermits sought out caves and built their huts on the hills, thus transforming them from mere natural phenomena into religiously meaningful realities.

Millions of temples dot India’s landscapes: from small cubicles which contain a rudimentary figure to large temple cities with huge edifices that emulate the mountains, housing artistically exquisite huge mūrtis. By virtue of its ceremony of installation these images become for Hindus the Presence of God and the temples the places where humans can come and see God, have darśana and receive prasāda. Existing Hindu law recognizes the temple as house of God: all property attached to it is registered in God’s name.

For the Hindu India is defined by its holy places and all of India is holy land. When Indians fought for liberation from colonial rule they did it in the spirit of liberating the Goddess Mother India from the fetters by which she was tied down by foreigners. The attachment of Hindus to holy mounts, holy rivers and sacred places is much more than aesthetic or sentimental: it is deeply religious. That is evident in the millions of people who visit these places, not as tourists but as pilgrims. Many Hindu expatriates attempt to get back to India to die and to have the holy rites performed there. If that is not possible they have their ashes brought back and dispersed into the sea or a river in India. An age-old conviction animates Hindus to consider India as unique among all countries as the only one where religious rites bring fruit and where liberation from saṁsāra can be gained.
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The History of Hinduism2


India is the birthplace of many religions besides Hinduism, and has become in the course of its long history the home of many others from abroad. Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism, to mention only the best known, arose in India. Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians, Muslims and many others have found homes in India during the last two thousand years as well.

Assuming, with recent Indian researchers, that Vedic civilization was not imported into India through nomadic invaders from outside from places such as Ukraina or Central Asia, but developed within north-western India in the country identified in the Ṛgveda as Saptasindhava around 4000 BCE, the so-called Indus civilization, whose best-known sites are Mohenjo Daro and Harappa (extending over an area of more than a million square kilometres) must be seen as part of late Vedic civilization flourishing between 2700 and 1750 BCE. If these assumptions are correct, Vedic civilization was one of the earliest High Civilizations of the world, with large urban centres, advanced technical skills and extensive trade connections with the rest of the ancient world.

When in the course of a drought lasting more than two hundred years a large belt of land stretching from Asia Minor to northern India became largely uninhabitable, the big cities in the Indus valley were abandoned and the majority of the population moved eastwards, into the dense forests of the Yamunā-Gaṅgā doab. The river Sarasvatī, worshipped in the Ṛgveda as the mightiest stream, had dried out by 1900 BCE and the focus of both civilization and worship moved to the Gaṅgā, with Vārāṇasī becoming the most important centre.

For a long time the Veda, believed to have been composed around 1500 BCE, was the only evidence used in the reconstruction of Vedic civilization and religion. Now, increasingly, archaeological and other scientific evidence is being utilized to complement the picture derived from literary sources alone. Not only has the date of the composition of the Vedic hymns been pushed back to about 3000 or 4000 BCE, the understanding of these hymns and their position in the Indian tradition has undergone a dramatic change as well. Whereas in India the mantras of the Ṛgveda were preserved as an integral part of the ritual routine, nineteen-century Western scholarship read them as lyrics, somewhat clumsy expressions of nature worship. It did not seem to matter that many passages either could not be translated or did not make sense; scholars such as Max Müller confidently passed judgement on them and developed systematics of Vedic religion from them.

Indian traditional scholars always considered Itihāsa-Purāṇa the source for ancient Indian ‘history’, literature that had not seemed worthy of study by serious scholars in the West, because of its often sectarian and occasionally wildly imaginative character. Based on the latter, Indian scholars reconstructed a chronology that differed widely from the one established in Western textbooks.

For traditional Indian historians the great watershed in ancient Indian history is the Mahābhārata War which most date at 3002 BCE, based on astronomical cues. They also identify with this date the beginning of the Kali Yuga, the ‘Age of Strife’.

For most of its known history India was divided into a large number of kingdoms that feuded with each other. Some of these succeeded in establishing themselves as major powers and becoming centres for religion and culture.

Thus the Mauryas, who established an empire in north-western and central India from 323 BCE to 183 BCE became supporters of Buddhism. The most famous Maurya descendant, Emperor Aśoka (269-32 BCE), sent Buddhist missionaries to many countries in the East and the West and proclaimed the Buddha’s message in dozens of inscriptions throughout his empire.

The Kuśāṇas, invaders from the north-west, who founded a large empire in the early first century CE, continued this tradition and supported Buddhist establishments in their realm.

Under the imperial Guptas (320-540 CE) Hinduism experienced a major renaissance. With their protection, brahmins launched a major campaign to re-hinduize the country. The Guptas built temples, encouraged the growth of the Purāṇas and the cultivation of Sanskrit literature that elaborated themes from the epics. The time of the rule of the imperial Guptas is often called the ‘Golden Age’ of Hindu culture.

In South India the Cālukyas, based in the Godāvarī area, and the Pallavas, ruling over the country along the Kāverī, established themselves as major powers and patrons of Hindu religion and art. Under the Pallavas, Indian religion reached out to Java (Indonesia), Champā (Thailand) and Cambodia. They were eventually overthrown by the Colas, who became famous not only through the major irrigation works in the Kāverī delta region but also through the exquisite sculptures of Hindu gods and goddesses that were created under their patronage.

Smaller but locally important kingdoms, patronizing various branches of Hinduism, were emerging in the middle ages in the Deccan (Rāṣṭrakūṭas, Hoyśaḷas, Yādavas, Kākatīyas and others); eventually all of them were conquered by the invading Muslims and amalgamated into the Muslim empire that grew from the eighth century CE onwards until it was abolished by the British in 1808. Even during Muslim rule a powerful new Hindu empire succeeded in establishing itself on the Deccan: the Vijayanagara empire, lasting from 1336 to 1565 CE, when it was reduced to a part of the Mogul empire. Its rulers were strong supporters of Hindu religion and culture. In the eighteenth century the Mahrattas carved out a kingdom in central and north-western India, which was pronouncedly Hindu.

The Muslim rulers, who dominated India for half a millennium, did not all follow the policy of the first conquerors, who wanted to stamp out ‘idolatry’. Under the enlightened rule of Akbar ‘the Great’ (1556-1605) Hindus enjoyed great freedom and respect, while Aurangzeb (1658-1680) repressed Hindus and razed many temples that his predecessors had allowed to be built. Important new developments like the Caitanya movement and the great Bhakti revival in North India invigorated Hindu life and culture during Muslim rule, not least under the challenge of Islamic monotheism.

With the takeover of India by the British - first the East India Company, then the Crown - and their declared policy of non-interference with indigenous religion, a slow but steady recovery of Hinduism took place. The government paid the salaries of priests in major temples, the edition and translation of important Hindu texts by Indian as well as Western scholars was encouraged and Hindus themselves began diverse reform movements, such as the Brahmo Samāj, to adapt their religion to the new times and circumstances. Other new religious movements, such as the Ārya Samāj, attempted to purge traditional Hinduism of its medieval accretions and revive Vedic religion and culture.

Since the establishment of the Republic of India (Bhārat) in 1947 Hinduism experienced a major renaissance. While the first prime minister of India, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru (1947-64), Western educated and a believer in socialism, insisted on India becoming a ‘secular democracy’, under his successor, Lal Bahadur Shastri (1964-6), organized Hinduism gained considerably in strength. Thus in 1964 the Vishva Hindū Pariṣad was founded as a worldwide alliance of Hindus with the aim of consolidating Hindu influence in all spheres of life.
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Increasing disillusionment with Congress governments added strength to those political parties that appealed to Hindu nationalist sentiments. When Indira Gandhi was ordered to end the ‘National Emergency’, with its largescale repression of civil liberties, a coalition of parties with a strong core of Hindu nationalists took over the central government in 1977. It did not last long but gave prominence to some Hindu leaders.

By the early eighties the Sikhs began seriously agitating for an independent state. When operation ‘Blue Star’ ended with shoot-outs at the Golden Temple in Amritsar, Sikhs turned their hostility not only towards the Indian government but also towards Hindus in general. The assassination of Indira Gandhi by her Sikh bodyguards was followed by largescale Hindu-Sikh massacres, especially in Delhi.

The early nineties were characterized by increasingly more vociferous demonstrations of Hindu political aspirations. In several large Indian states Hindu parties won elections and formed governments. The country-wide Hindu agitation to ‘liberate’ Rāma’s birthplace in Ayodhyā from Muslim domination culminated in the destruction of the Babri Masjid (the mosque built in the 16th century at the place where a Rāma temple had stood) by bands of Hindu activists. The event was televized throughout the world. There followed all over India the worst Hindu-Muslim rioting the country had seen since partition, resulting in the death of thousands and the destruction of whole neighbourhoods.

In early 1998 the Bhāratīya Jānata Party, the main advocate for Hindūtva, won an electoral victory against the splintered Congress Party and together with some other parties was entrusted with forming the central government. The Hindu thrust is quite clearly visible; the atomic bomb that was detonated in Spring 1998 by India was labelled both by Hindus and their antagonists the ‘Hindu bomb’.

While for most of its history Hinduism was confined to the geographical area of India - the Hindus who crossed the ‘black seas’ lost caste and had to undergo purification rites if they returned to India - there is by now a sizeable Hindu diaspora outside India. Hindus are found not only in neighbouring countries such as Nepal (the only country in which Hinduism has been declared the state religion), Bangladesh 9 (the former East Bengal) and Śrī Lankā, but also in Europe, in North America, in Africa, Australia and Oceania. Hindu temples have been built in all these places and Hindu ceremonies are performed there by Hindu priests. The Hindū Viśva Pariṣad is very active among the Hindus in the diaspora, promoting both a sense of Indian national pride and a non-sectarian kind of Hinduism.

In India itself a great number of Hindu temples has been built in recent times, large masses of people participate in Hindu religious festivals, and Hindu religious authorities exercise much influence, as anyone can observe who visits India. A visitor will also be struck by the juxtaposition of archaic and ultra-modern, the continuity of ancient ways of life and worship, and the emergence of new expressions of Hinduism.

The Sacred Books of Hinduism

Hinduism comprises the entire life of Hindus: their religion, culture, society, laws and literature. While it would be incorrect to say that all of Indian culture is ‘Hindu’ or that all of Indian art is ‘religious’, it is indeed often difficult to separate the ‘religious’ from the ‘secular’ in India. Thus the ‘sacred books of the Hindus’ contain much that is ‘nonreligious’ from a Western perspective, that takes its definition of ‘religion’ from the model of biblical religions.

Ancient, ‘classical’ sacred Hindu literature has come down through the ages mainly in two major streams: Vedas and Itihāsa Purāṇa. The first is the literature of the religious professionals. These books contain the information required for the performance of Vedic rituals, deemed indispensable by all. It was the prerogative of the brahmins alone to perform these. The second genre is the literature of the common people: it contains creation narratives, the histories of kings and patriarchs, the myths of gods and goddesses, edifying stories, wisdom of life, eschatological lore.

Both kinds of literature contain, besides religious, essentially ‘secular’ elements, which, however, are integral to their ‘religious’ purpose. The Vedas, for example, also deal with astronomy and grammar, Itihāsa Purāṇa contains instructions in statecraft cosmography, genealogies and many other matters.

In addition to these more or less universally accepted sacred books there is a huge mass of literature that could be termed ‘sectarian’, as long as one understands that ‘sect’ in Hinduism does not mean a breakaway from a ‘mainstream’ tradition, but a denomination or a school of thought that developed within Hindu mainstream tradition and is an expression of it.

Since Hinduism as such has no central authority, no common creed, no magisterium, but consists essentially of a large number of parallel developments, the term ‘sect’, which is the usual translation of the Sanskrit word saṁpradāya, does not have the pejorative meaning that it has in the context of biblical religions with their insistence on conformity. Thus the large communities of worshippers of Viṣṇu (Vaiṣṇavas), Śiva (Śaivas) and Devī (Śāktas) have their own extensive ‘special’ revelations laid down in a great many books, sacred only to the members of specific saṁpradāyas: the numerous Saṁhitās, Āgamas and Tantras.

The interpretation of the Veda, undertaken since the early Indian middle ages from various standpoints, led to the further development of schools of thought that established traditions of their own. Thus Śaṅkara became the founder of the school of Advaita Vedānta, which since the eighth century has had its own institutions and its literary traditions, adhered to by a galaxy of brilliant exponents of a monistic understanding of the Upaniṣads.

In the course of time ten different such schools of Vedanta developed, each with its own large and growing literature in defence of a particular reading of the same texts. The creation of new branches of Hinduism, and with it the creation of sacred books, continues right now. Followers of major contemporary religious leaders often note down their words and get them published as inspired literature - continuing the revelations of old and creating new sacred books of Hinduism.

The Languages of Hinduism

The language of the most ancient literary documents of Hinduism, the Vedas, ‘Vedic’, is an archaic form of Sanskrit, the ‘refined language’ which became standardized around 600 BCE by the famous grammarian Pāṇinī. Sanskrit was considered to be the ‘language of the gods’, a sacred language, to be used only by persons of higher rank. It became the language of Hindu scholarship as well as Hindu religious literature: the epics, the Purāṇas, the Āgamas, the Tantras are all composed in Sanskrit, albeit not always in conformity with Pāṇinī’s grammar. Not by coincidence did the ‘heretical’ Buddhists and Jains use Prākrits, ‘natural’ languages, whose vocabularies have strong affinities to Sanskrit, but which were not considered ‘sacred’ by the brahmins. (In classical Indian drama, only the most eminent persons, brahmins and kings speak Sanskrit, while all other characters have to use Prākrits.) When the popular bhakti movements became the predominant form of Hinduism, the vernaculars became the preferred linguistic medium. Most of the bhakti poets came from backgrounds that precluded the knowledge of Sanskrit, and the addressees of their songs and hymns were the ordinary folk of their own neighbourhoods. Thus languages like Tamil, Mahratti, Telugu, Avadhi, Brajbhāṣa, Bengali and others acquired a large religious literature that was also used in certain forms of worship. Śrīvaiṣṇavas in particular felt so strongly about the Tamil compositions of the Āḷvārs that they considered them equal to the Sanskrit texts and used them side by side with Sanskrit in temple worship. While Sanskrit continued to be the preferred medium of Hindu scholarship (even now there are conferences where Hindu pandits read to each other papers in Sanskrit and where debates are conducted in Sanskrit), Tamil (in South India) as well as Hindī (in North India) and Bengali (in Eastern India) were used to write scholarly and theological treatises as well. With the development of virtually all the major vernaculars into literary languages Hinduism adopted all of them as vehicles for religious instruction: Sanskrit religious texts have been translated into all the major Indian languages and original compositions in these are becoming the main source for ordinary people to appropriate Hinduism.

The Beliefs of the Hindus

Considering the breadth of the spectrum of sacred books of the Hindus it will not astonish anyone to learn that it is not possible to find a creed to which all Hindus subscribe or even a single doctrine which all Hindus understand and accept the same way. Recent compilations, often by Western converts to a particular Hindu saṁpradāya, claiming to offer a ‘Hindu catechism’, i.e. a concise and systematic presentation of the articles of faith of Hinduism, are artificial and idiosyncratic attempts to give universal validity to the teachings of a particular sect. The closest to a common foundation of Hindu beliefs is the nominal acceptance of the Veda as revealed ‘scripture’, and a general agreement on the factual reality of karma and rebirth. Looking at the many different ways in which the Veda is understood by various Hindu schools and the controversies among Hindus about strategies to cope with karma and rebirth, even those minimal foundations seem somewhat shaky.

Rather than attempting to list beliefs shared by all Hindus and establish a kind of common creed of Hinduism, it is more meaningful to study the literatures of specific saṁpradāyas and learn what their followers believe and think. Thus the authoritative books of particular schools within Vaiṣṇavism, Śaivism or Śāktism would narrate in great detail the specific teachings on God and creation, human life and salvation, heavens and hells, commandments and prohibitions.

Each saṁpradāya exercises fairly strict control over doctrines taught and practices permitted and reprimands of ‘heretics’ or even excommunications of non-conformers are not unheard of. Since popular Hinduism is concerned with the worship of images in temples, much of the teaching of most Hindu schools is focused on the proper (sectarian) way of ritual.

Philosophies of Hinduism

India has never known the division between philosophy and theology that has characterized much of modern Western intellectual history. This has had two consequences that distinguish Hinduism from current biblical religions. First, it makes it appear natural for Hindus of an enquiring bent to analyse and investigate philosophically the teachings of their traditions. Second, it allows professional philosophers to deal with ultimate issues in a meaningful way.

Among the philosophies of Hinduism several take the Veda as a basis, considering their task not the creation of new truths but the interpretation of revealed texts. Thus (Pūrva) Mīmāṁsā investigates the injunctions of the Veda relating to ritual; it does not question them but attempts to get at their precise structure and meaning.

Vedānta (also called Uttara Mīmāṁsā) is essentially a reflection on the Upaniṣads, presupposing that what the Upaniṣads say is true and that they contain a truth that could not be obtained through unaided human reason. The task the Vedāntins set themselves is not to question or dissect the truth of Upaniṣadic utterances but to make sure that they are properly understood.

When Hindu scholars debate matters of religion the point is not to argue for or against the content of a scriptural statement but to ascertain whether an assertion is scriptural. Once that is done, there is no further discussion possible.

Hindu philosophical systems, although called darśanas (‘theories’), are not mere abstract verbal constructs concerning God, world and humankind but intellectual and ethical endeavours to realize the meaning of life. Among the qualifications required for beginning philosophical study is the earnest desire to find liberation from the sufferings of saṁsāra, caused by ignorance (avidyā) concerning the true nature of reality.

Hindu philosophies are immensely sophisticated, often anticipating questions that only now are being raised in Western philosophy. The hundreds of works that have been written by Hindu philosophers over the past thousand and more years deserve the attention of the best minds.

Political Hinduism and Hindu jagaran


The ancient and medieval realms of Hindu kings were Hindu kingdoms, i.e. Hinduism was also their political system. When India became a Muslim country and then a British colony, Hinduism largely turned inwards and retreated into piety and spirituality. However, there always remained some individuals like Śivajī and some groups of militant Nāgas who attempted and partially succeeded in reaffirming political power for Hinduism.

The first modern Hindu political party was founded in 1909 by Pandit Mohan Malaviya, a prominent member of the Ārya Samāj: the Hindū Mahāsabhā, as it was called, in reminiscence of classical Hindu assemblies, demanded for Hindus the right to govern themselves by Hindu laws.

The call for a Hindu rāṣṭra, a Hindu state, was also reiterated by the later Hindu parties, the Jana Sangh (established in 1950), the Janata Party (established in 1977) and the Bhāratīya Janatā Party (established in 1980), which eventually became the ruling party at the centre in New Delhi and in several Indian states.

Hindu jagaran, a great awakening of Hindu consciousness, was proclaimed by non-political, ‘cultural’ organizations such as the Rāṣtṛīya Svayamsevak Sangh (RSS; founded in 1926) and the Viśva Hindū Pariṣad (VHP; founded in 1964). There are many indications that the Hindu awakening has been successful and it remains to be seen how far the notion of India as a Hindu nation will be carried.

The exercise of political power by Hindus in a contemporary democratic setting may not only transform India but also Hinduism. For the first time in several hundred years Hindus might be able to convene a dharmapariṣad, a council empowered to bring about changes in religious law and practice. It will be a chance to modernize Hinduism and to find out how valid the claims voiced by Hindus over the past hundred years are that Hindu solutions to India’s problems are better than Western ones.


Conclusion

It is hard to describe a phenomenon like Hinduism, with its thousands of years of history and its myriad forms of expressions. Hinduism is not only a historic phenomenon but also a living reality. There is no way to understand contemporary Hinduism without knowing its past. And there is equally no way of deriving modern interpretations of Hinduism from a study of the ancient documents alone.

While it is absolutely necessary for a student of Hinduism to read the ancient Sanskrit sources, the Vedas, the epics, the Purāṇas, the Āgamas, it is equally important to listen to contemporary expositions of Hinduism in the modern vernaculars of India. Hinduism is the living religion of the many millions of Hindus, not the result of the analysis of literary sources by detached scholars of religion. The apparently bizarre and idiosyncratic is as much part of ‘real’ Hinduism as the reasonable and conventional, which relies on ancient tradition and common sense. In the end it is Hindus alone who determine what Hinduism is and what it is not. The Hindu community is large and diverse and has room for many different individuals and schools of thought.

Notes

1. This short introduction to the Concise Encyclopedia of Hinduism is not intended to replace somewhat more extensive works like the author’s A Short Introduction to Hinduism, Oneworld Publications 1998, or full-length studies like the author’s A Survey of Hinduism, State University of New York Press, 1994 (2nd edn), which, in addition to a fuller treatment of the points dealt with here, offers ample documentation from sources and scholarly literature. See also the titles in the opening section of the bibliography.

2. Early Indian history has emerged as one of the most contentious and emotionally charged issues in contemporary Indian scholarship. While the majority of Western Indologists followed Max Müller who assumed that nomadic groups of ‘Vedic’ Āryans invaded north-western India around the middle of the second millennium BCE and proceeded to conquer the rest of India, traditional Indian scholars always assumed an indigenous development of the Veda and Vedic civilization. Max Müller’s chronology was not only countered by traditional Indian claims for a much higher age of the Ṛgveda but also by some prominent Western scholars such as Moriz Winternitz and Frederick Eden Pargiter. Recent archeological and palaeo-geographical findings, supported by satellite photography of the former Sarasvatī riverbed, suggest a revision of early Indian history along the lines mentioned here. I do not wish to link my presentation to political and ideological stances that some proponents of the ‘new chronology’ may maintain.
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abhāva (‘non-being’)

Absence of reality, a category in NYĀYA.

Abhinav Bhārat Society

‘Young India Society’, founded by Vinayak Damodar SAVARKAR and his brother Ganesh Savarkar in the 1930s ‘to take up the sword and destroy the Government because it is foreign and oppressive’.

Abhinavagupta (12th century CE) Representative of KASHMIR ŚAIVISM and one of the most prolific thinkers and writers of Hinduism. Author of the multi-volume Tantrālokā.

abhiniveśa

(‘attachment’ [to bodily life])

A form of AVIDYĀ (ignorance) and a cause for suffering and rebirth according to PATAÑJALA YOGA.

Ābhiras

Ancient and populous clan of semi- nomadic cattlebreeders in northern India often mentioned in ancient Indian literature in connection with KṚṢṆA.

abhiṣekha (‘aspersion’)

Anointment, consecration of either a king or an image.

ācamanīya

The offering of water to a deity during worship for rinsing the mouth.

ācāra (‘behaviour’)

Rules of life for specific castes, orders or religions, laid down in texts such as Ācāra-dīpa.

ācārya (‘master’)

Honorific title of recognized teachers.

ācāryā

A female teacher.

acyuta (‘the unfallen’)

Name of VIṢṆU (and KṚṢṆA), either indicating that he did not fall down from heaven (as other minor deities did) or that he is imperishable.

adbhuta (‘wonderment’)

One of the eight RASAS (sentiments, emotional experiences) of Indian aesthetics.

adharma (‘unrighteousness’)

The opposite of DHARMA and the cause of the breakdown of law and order. Kṛṣṇa says in the Bhagavadgītā that whenever adharma threatens to eclipse dharma he will appear as an AVAṬĀRA to save the righteous and destroy the wicked.

adhidaivata

(‘relating to the gods [devas]’)

A mode of interpretation of Vedic HYMNS (alternatives: adhiyajña, ADHYĀTMA).

adhikāra (‘qualification’)

Requirements for commencing study or for becoming a member of a particular school or sect.

adhvaryu

Class of Vedic priests whose task it was to construct the ALTARS and recite the HYMNS at SACRIFICES.

adhyāsa (‘superimposition’)

A central concept in ŚAṄKARA’S ADVAITA VEDĀNTA explaining the congenital and universal illusion that makes one confuse REALITY with UNREALITY.

adhyātma

(‘relating to the self [ātman]’, ‘spiritual’) A recognized mode of interpreting sacred texts.

Adhyātma Rāmāyana

(‘Spiritual Rāmāyana’)

A 12th-century re-rendering of the RĀMA story in which Rāma from the very beginning appears as divinity incarnate.

Ādi Samāj (‘First Association’)

Branch of the BRAHMO SAMĀJ led by Debendranath TAGORE after its breakup due to innovations introduced by Keshub Chandra SEN in the 1880s.

Ādiśaṅkarā(cārya) (788-820 CE)

‘First, or Original, Śaṅkara’, title of the founder of ADVAITA VEDĀNTA to distinguish him from his successors, who also carry the title Śaṅkarācārya.

Aditi

Vedic goddess, mother of the ĀDITYAS.

Ādityas

A group of Vedic deities, sons of Aditi. Initially there were eight of them, but Aditi abandoned Mārttāṇḍa, the sun. Thus the Vedas speak of the ‘seven Ādityas’, among whom VARUṆA was the foremost, and he is often called ‘the Āditya’. In post-Vedic times there were 12 Ādityas, personifying the 12 months. They are the eternal sustainers of light and life.

ādivāsis

(‘First or Original Inhabitants’)

Epithet given to members of indigenous (Indian) tribes.

adṛṣṭa (‘unseen’)

An important category in MĪMĀṀSĀ and VAIŚEṢIKA: the invisible (but real) fruit of a religious act that adheres to a person and which becomes actualized after death.

Advaita Vedānta

A school of VEDĀNTA, founded by ŚAṄKARA, which teaches ‘non-duality’, i.e. ultimate identity of BRAHMAN and ĀTMAN.

ādya-prakṛti (‘primeval matter’)

A title of ŚAKTI, expressing her fundamental importance for everything.

Adyar

Suburb of Cennai (Madras), world headquarters of the Theosophical Society, with an excellent research library containing a large collection of manuscripts, and a publishing house.

afterlife

Belief in life after death is universal among Hindus. However, the forms in which it is envisaged have changed over times and differ from one SAṀPRADĀYA to the next. The Veda explicitly affirms belief in afterlife: the ancestors are enjoying a blissful existence on the moon; the mṛtyu saṁskara (ceremonies in connection with death and cremation) is meant to transform the gross dead body into a subtle existence that can continue. With the rise of belief in rebirth (emerging as a universally accepted fact in the Upaniṣads) life after death comes to mean either being reborn in a body (plant, animal, human or god) or finding liberation (mukti, mokṣa) from the cycle of birth and death. The latter is understood either as a complete merging of the individual soul (ĀTMAN) with the world soul (BRAHMAN) or the transformation of the individual into an immortal being living in the company of an eternal personal god in a specific heaven (Viṣṇu’s VAIKUṆṬHA; Śiva’s KAILĀSA; DEVĪ’s MAṆIDVĪPA).

The souls of persons who have committed sins and die without having atoned for them are punished for appropriate periods in hells (NĀRAKAS) after death. People for whom the appropriate rituals have not been performed are condemned to roam the earth as ghosts (PRETAS) after death and are released from this existence only through the performance of special rituals.

Individual saṁpradayās have very concrete notions of afterlife and some of the sectarian works offer vivid descriptions of the passage of souls from earth to heaven, detailing the shape of things to come to the faithful, and prescribing rites (SĀDHANA) to avoid bad afterlife experiences.

Āgama (‘scripture’)

Used both as a generic name for revealed books and a specific designation of voluminous works of a sectarian nature such as the (canonical) 28 ŚAIVITE ĀGAMAS.

Agastya

(c. 10,000 BCE)

Legendary sage who is credited with having introduced Vedic religion to South India and the authorship of the Āgastyam, the first grammar of the Tamil language.

ages of the world

see TIME, DIVISIONS OF.

Aghori

Member of a ŚAIVA sect that worships the goddess of death and darkness. Aghoris eat and drink whatever is given to them and are said to indulge in cannibalism. They besmear themselves with excrement which they also eat.

Agni (‘fire’)

Prominent deity in VEDIC RELIGION, where he is called ‘the first priest’, because of his ability to transform material goods in the sacrifice into a substance through which the gods (DEVAS) are nourished. The first HYMN in the Ṛgveda is dedicated to Agni.

Part of the marriage ceremonies consists of lighting the hearth of the new family; this fire was never to be allowed to die out, and was constantly attended throughout a couple’s married life.

Agnicayana (‘fire offering’)

One of the most solemn of the Vedic sacrifices recreating the cycle of birth-life-death of the universe, the regeneration of the seasons and the rejuvenation of the sacrificer. Its preparation was lengthy: a suitable ground had to be found and prepared, a large number of bricks had to be burnt, a great many specialists had to be involved. The number of bricks (10,800) symbolized the number of hours in the year, the five layers in which they were piled symbolized the five seasons, the totality of the ALTAR (in the shape of a falcon) represented PRAJĀPATI, the creator: his hair, skin, flesh, bone and marrow.

Agnihotra

Fire sacrifice, the most common form of Vedic sacrifice.

Agnihotri, Satyānanda

(1850-1929)

Also known as ‘Dev Ātma’. A social and religious Hindu reformer, he spoke out against child marriage and denounced caste, ritualism, transmigration and belief in AVATĀRAS. In protest against Keshub Chandra SEN’s marrying off his underage daughter he left the BRAHMO SAMĀJ and founded the ‘Dev Samāj’ (1887). He considered himself unique among humans and demanded from his followers strict compliance with rigorous ethical rules. He taught that the only reality was nature and introduced the practice of thanksgiving to humans, animals, plants and inanimate nature. His teachings are contained in Dev Anusthān Vidhi (1892) and Dev Shāstra (1910).

Agni Purāna

One of the MAHĀ-PURĀṆAS said to have been revealed by AGNI, in which ŚIVA figures prominently.

Ahalyā

Wife of the Vedic ṚṢI GAUTAMA (2). There are many conflicting stories about her. According to one she was the first woman created by Brahmā, and was given in marriage to Gautama. She was seduced by Indra, rejected by Gautama, and turned into a stone. The touch of Rāma restored her to her own form. She is also one of the five pure women whom every Hindu woman is supposed to invoke every morning.

Ahalyā Bāī (1735-95)

After her husband was killed in battle, she became ruler of Indore (1765). She was so highly respected for her piety, her charity and her righteousness that people held her to be an AVATĀRA.

ahaṁ-kāra (‘egoity’)

Principle of individuation according to the SĀṀKHYA system and generally considered the main hindrance to liberation.

ahi, also ahirbudhnya

(‘serpent’, ‘serpent from the depth’)

One of the names of VṚTRA, INDRA’s chief enemy in the Ṛgveda.

ahiṁsā (‘non-killing’)

The first of the virtues (YAMAS) to be practised by a Hindu, forbidding the taking of life (except in the context of a Vedic SACRIFICE, where it is prescribed and sanctioned); interpreted by GANDHI as ‘non-violence’ in a universal sense and elevated to the foremost human quality.

Ahirbudhnya Saṁhitā

One of the most important treatises of the PĀÑCARĀTRA school containing philosophical and liturgical materials.

Aihole

Site in Karṇātaka with important rockcut architecture and ancient temples (sixth to eighth centuries CE).

Aikṣvāka dynasty

The solar dynasty, founded by ĪKṢVĀKU (1), son of Ila and grandson of MANU (2), residing at AYODHYĀ; its most important member-to-be was RĀMA.
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Airāvata, Indra’s vahana (vehicle), a four-tusked white elephant.



Airāvata

A four-tusked white elephant produced from the CHURNING OF THE OCEAN and appropriated by INDRA as his VAHANA. Guardian of the east. (See also DIG-GAJA; LOKA-PĀLA.)

aiśvarya (‘lordship’)

One of the six transcendental attributes of VIṢṆU according to RĀMĀNUJA.

Aitareya Brāhmaṇa

One of the most important compendia of Vedic lore and ritual ascribed to the Vedic seer Mahidasa Aitareya (See also BRĀHMANA (1).)

Aitareya Upaniṣad

One of the principal UPANIṢADS; part of the Aitareya Āraṇyaka. Ascribed to the Vedic sage MAHĪDĀSA.

Ajantā

One of the most celebrated sites of India, situated in Mahārāṣṭra, famous for its numerous painted rock-carved temples (mostly Buddhist).

ajñā (‘order, authority’)

During the investitute ceremony (ABHIṢEKHA) a priest from the local shrine of the Goddess would confer ajñā (identified with ŚAKTI) on the new ruler.

ākāsa (‘sky, ether’)

one of the five elements of which everything is made and into which everything dissolves; according to the VAIŚEṢIKA school it is the only eternal element.

Akbar (‘The Great’, 1556-1605)

The most important Mogul ruler. He was sympathetic to Hinduism and tried to establish a new universal religion with large borrowings from Hinduism.

akhāḍā (‘division’)

Unit of armed Hindu SĀDHUS, whose function was to protect SAMNYĀSIS from attack. Since samnyāsis had to renounce violence and were not allowed to carry weapons, they could not defend themselves against either rival sects or ordinary robbers. They therefore organized bands of auxiliaries, who underwent military training and carried weapons (usually the traditional triśula [trident]) and lived together in designated centres.

Akhaṇḍ Bhārat (‘Undivided India’)

India before the 1947 partition; the aim of reunification of India sought by Hindu nationalists.

Akhil Bhāratīya Sādhu Samāj

(‘All India Association of Monastics’)

An organization created by then interior minister Gulzarilal Nanda in 1962 to educate and organize the millions of independent and often ignorant renouncers. (See also SAMNĀYSI.)

Akhil Bhāratīya Sant Samitī

(‘All India Saints’ Association’)

An organization created by Swami VĀMA-DEVA (4) in 1986 to work for the restoration of Hindu political power in India.

Akhil Bhāratīya Vidyārthi Pariṣad

(‘All India Students’ Council’)

An organization for students created by the Rāṣṭrīya Svayamsevak Sangh to mobilize students on behalf of Hindu political parties.

Akka Mahādevī (12 th century)

An unusually modern medieval women saint. Born to pious Śaivite parents in Uḍutadi (western Karnāṭaka) she began as a young child to worship Śiva as ‘lovely Lord, white as Jasmine’ and was initiated by an unknown guru. The Jain king Kauśika fell in love with her and wanted to marry her. In order to protect her parents from possible reprisals she agreed under condition that she could continue worshipping Śiva, whom she considered her true husband, without any hindrance. When Kauśika broke his promise, Akka divested herself of all the robes that he had given her and left the palace naked. She arrived at Kalyāṇa, a Liṅgāyat centre. After being tested by the religious authorities she began to teach as Jaganmathe (Mother of the World). She became a leading spiritual personality at Kalyāṇa. After about five years she left for Śrīśaila, in the Himālayas, in order to become one with Śiva. She died probably at the age of 25. Contemporary Liṅgāyats celebrate her as a symbol for the EQUALITY OF WOMEN in religion and consider her an early exponent of women’s emancipation.

akṛti (‘uncreated’)

In Mīmāṁsā, the uncreated idea that stands behind every audible word and gives it (permanent) meaning.

akṣara (1) (‘imperishable’)

A designation of the mantra AUM.

akṣara (2)

In grammar, the individual letter of the alphabet, deemed to be the indestructible, ultimate unit (‘atom’) of language.

Alberuni

See BĪRŪNĪ, AL-.

Allahābad

Site of the ancient city Prāyāga, a famous place of pilgrimage at the confluence of the YAMUNĀ and GAṄGA (and the invisible SARASVATĪ), renamed by Muslims the ‘City of Allah’. One of the four sites for the KUMBHAMELA held every twelve years (the others being HARDWAR, UJJAINī and Nasik).

altar

Public Vedic sacrifices were offered on an altar, called VEDI. The fully developed ŚRAUTA (2) sacrifice, performed by professional priests, required three altars: a circular gārhapatya altar in the west (symbolizing the earth and fire), a quadratic ahavanīya altar in the east (symbolizing the sky and its four directions) and a semicircular dakṣina altar in the south (symbolizing the atmosphere between earth and heaven). AGNI thus was present in his terrestrial, celestial and atmospheric form.

In more elaborate rituals, such as the AGNICAYANA, a special altar was built with a specified number of bricks, laid out according to a prescribed plan, and demolished after the performance.

In Purāṇic PŪJĀ no altar properly speaking is used; the object of worship is the IMAGE (mūrti) of the deity, usually on a pedestal, and close by the implements of worship and the food to be offered are arranged on an altar-like table.

almsgiving

See DĀNA.

Āḷvārs (‘those who dive into God’)

A group of twelve poet-saints of South India (sixth to ninth centuries CE), devotees of Māl (the Tamil form of KṚṢṆA and of VIṢṆU Nārāyana) whose hymns are collected in the Nalayira Divyā Prabandhaṁ, the book of 4,000 verses. It is divided into 23 separate works, arranged in four sections, among which the Tiruvaymoli by NAMMĀḶVĀR is the most extensive. The Prabandhaṁ is widely used in temple worship in South India even today and the ideas expressed by the Ālvārs were the foundation on which later ŚRĪVAIṢṆAVISM developed. The greatest of the Āḷvārs are NAMMĀḶVĀR, also called Śathakopan (seventh century), and ANṬĀL, also called Goḍā (eighth century), the only female Āḷvār. Her one desire was to be married to Viṣṇu and, according to tradition, she vanished into the Viṣṇu image at ŚRĪRAṄGAM. The Āḷvārs have lately been the object of extensive scholarly study.

Ambā, also Ambikā (‘Mother’)

Epithet of DURGĀ, formed out of the combined energies of all gods to destroy the buffalo demon.

Ambedkar, Bhimrao Ramji

(1891-1956)

A member of the Māhār (untouchable) CASTE, who succeeded in obtaining a scholarship to study law and who was one of the main architects of independent India’s constitution. He had a serious disagreement with GANDHI about the future status of the untouchables. While Ambedkar favoured the abolition of caste, Gandhi wanted the ‘HARIJANS’ to be admitted to the caste system, by joining the śūdras, the lowest social unit (varṇa) within the system. Unhappy also with the continuing casteism within the ruling Congress Party, he left Nehru’s cabinet and publicly renounced Hinduism. Several million of his fellow Māhārs became Buddhists with him in 1953. (See also ASPRŚYA; CASTE; OUTCASTE; SOCIAL ORDER.)

amṛta (‘nectar’)

A liquid that the gods churned out from the milk ocean at the beginning of the world and which gives immortality. (See also CHURNING OF THE OCEAN.)

anāhaṭa (‘not beaten’)

A mystical sound that poet-saints describe as arising spontaneously from within the body, signalling enlightenment.

anahaṭa-cakra

The fourth CAKRA (3) of the body in tantrik theory. (See also TANTRA (2).)

Ānanadamayī Mā

(1896-1983)

A famous female guru from Bengal with a large following and numerous ashrams in many places in India, credited with many miracles.

ānanda (‘bliss’)

A key concept in the UPANIṢADS, the cessation of suffering. VEDĀNTA (2) assumes that human beings are essentially blissful but prevented from recognizing their inherent ānanda nature by mental blindness and involvement in mundane matters.

Ānand(a) Mārg(a)

(‘Path of Bliss’)

A modern Hindu sect, founded in 1955 by Ānand Mūrti (Prabhat Rajan Sarkar), who claimed to be an incarnation of God, with the aim to ‘establish God’s dicatorship’ over India; linked to acts of violence and terrorism in India and abroad. The Ānand Mārg achieved a certain notoriety when eight members took their lives by self-immolation and Ānand Mūrti was accused by his wife of murdering some members of the sect.

Ānanda Tīrtha

See MADHVA.

ananta (‘infinite’)

An attribute of the supreme.

Ananta

Name of the world-snake (ŚEṢA) upon which VIṢṆU rests, symbolizing infinite time.

aṇava (‘atomicity’, ‘smallness’)

Used as a technical term in ŚAIVA SIDDHĀNTA to designate the beginning-less bondage of the unredeemed soul, preventing it from being its true self.

ancestors

Important in Hinduism from ancient times. The Hindu funerary ritual is designed to transform a deceased person from a PRETA (ghost) into a PITR (father, ancestor). It lasts for a year and its correct execution is a matter of great importance for the family. Many holy places promise rewards not only for the person performing an act of piety but also for the ancestors.

Andhaka (‘blind man’)

A demon, son of KAŚYAPA and DITI, endowed with a thousand arms and heads, two thousand eyes and feet, who walked like a blind man, although he could see very well. He was killed by INDRA when he attempted to steal the PĀRIJĀTA tree from heaven.

Aṅgiras

One of the seven great vedic ṚṢIS to whom many hymns of the ṚGVEDA are attributed. He is also one of the ten PRAJĀPATIS, the progenitors of humankind, known as lawgiver and as a writer on astronomy. He is identified with BṚHASPATI, the presiding deity of the planet Jupiter. He is called ‘lord of the sacrifice’. His wives were Smṛti (‘memory’), Śradhhā (‘faith’), Svadhā (‘oblation’) and Satī (‘truth’). His daughters were the Vedic hymns, his sons the Havismats (possessors of sacrificial oblations).

Āṅgirasa

Descendants of AṄGIRAS or of AGNI, who is called the first of the Āṅgirasas. They became personifications of light and of luminous bodies, as well as of fire on special occasions, and as the phases of the moon.

aṇimā (‘smallness’)

In Yoga, the capability of reducing oneself to minute dimensions.

animals

Hinduism assumes a difference only in degree, not in nature, between human and animal (and plant) life: humans can be reborn as animals, animals as humans or gods. Certain animals, such as the COW, enjoy an exceedingly high status. Among the divine AVATĀRAS there are several animals such as the tortoise, the fish, the boar, and the halfman half-lion NĀRASIMHA, who are represented in IMAGES and are worshipped. The most famous animal deity is HANUMAN, the leader of the troops of monkeys who helped Rāma regain the abducted Sītā. In some parts of the country rats, snakes, PEACOCKS, ELEPHANTS and other animals enjoy special religious attention. Each of the major gods of Hinduism has an animal as a VAHANA (vehicle): thus the bird GARUḌA is associated with Viṣṇu, the bull NANDI with Śiva, the peacock with Sarasvatī (1) and with Kārttikeya, and the lion with Durgā.
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