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      Preface

      
      
      This is one of two volumes. Together they make up a comparative ethnography of the
         world’s great religions, focusing on the relationships between their main ideas, their
         organizations, and their roles in history and world affairs. It is not an argument
         in favor of or against any one religion, or religion in general. As an anthropologist,
         my interest in this particular type of human activity is no different from what it
         would be for any other. The basic questions are always, “What are they doing, how
         are they doing it, and why?”
      

      
      The description has six features that are different from what we usually see in basic
         surveys of the world religions. The first is that it is thoroughly empirical. I do
         not claim to describe or know about things beyond human experience. It is therefore
         also “humanistic.”
      

      
      Second, I do not start with a definition of religion. One reason is that we do not
         need one. The major traditions have identified each other. The other reason is that
         such a definition would be distorting. We can see that each of the recognized religions
         has its own idea of what religion is in general, and these ideas are not the same.
         Yet they all function in the same way. They act like built-in “mission statements.”
         They are the way the tradition defines what it should be doing in general, and against
         this the tradition then further describes itself as a way, or the way, to do it. It follows that imposing a general idea of religion on a tradition
         that is alien to its own general idea of religion is the same as imposing an alien
         purpose or standard of performance on it. It automatically devalues their own purposes
         and distorts their ways of accomplishing them.
      

      
      The third feature is that we recognize that these worldwide religious traditions have
         important similarities to a number of other worldwide traditions that we similarly
         associate with “higher” society or civilization, including government, law, military
         organizations, business, scholarly and scientific professions, and formal education.
      

      
      The fourth feature is that I emphasize the interpretation of foundational texts and
         textual materials, rather than “beliefs.” There are several reasons, but the main
         one is that this is also the focus of the religious professionals.
      

      
      The fifth is its focus on organizations, which are built from the ideas drawn from
         the texts and stabilized by the texts.
      

      
      The sixth feature is its focus on purposes and strategies. This includes the purposes
         of the concerned officers and organizations and the main purposes that bring adherents
         or supporters to these officers and organizations.
      

      
      Taken together, these features let us see religion in its cultural entirety from production
         to application and back to production. This in turn lets us understand it on an even
         footing with other traditions and organizations of similar prominence.
      

      
       

      
      Murray J. Leaf

      
      University of Texas, Dallas
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      Chapter 1

      Introduction

      
         
         
      

      
      Human society is pluralistic. We have institutions of several different kinds. These
         are not mutually compatible: religions, governments, formal education, economies,
         militaries, sciences, the learned professions, families and kinship organizations.
         Moreover, in every place inhabited by a few thousand people or more, some of these
         institutions are unique to that place or nearly so and some may be worldwide. My concern
         here is with what are often called the “great” religions. They are also described
         as “organized” religions. All of them are now either worldwide or nearly so. This
         means they occur in many different communities around the world, and in those communities
         they are juxtaposed to many other institutions of other kinds. The two major questions
         I address are “What are they?” and “What effects do they have?”
      

      
      Since each of these traditions confronts some or all of the others in some places,
         misrepresentations and misunderstandings abound—as do actual conflicts. To understand
         them on an even footing, objectively, we need to get beyond first appearances and
         stereotypes. We also need to put their ideas, actions, and effects in context. These
         two needs are closely interrelated. To get beyond stereotypes we have to see things
         in context, and in order to see things in context we have to see them as they are
         seen by those involved, not through our own preconceptions. This does not preclude
         making our own independent evaluation afterward, but we first need to know what we
         are evaluating. This is not easy. We have centuries of mutual misrepresentation to
         overcome—much more than with most other worldwide systems.
      

      
      At a basic descriptive level, this means that I need to answer questions like “How
         can they believe that?” At a more conceptual level it means I need to explain how people actually interpret
         the ideas and ceremonies of their traditions. What is a god in Hindu mythology? How
         do people deal with so many of them? How many are there? Does it matter? What are
         the Vedas about? What is a guru? Why don’t some Buddhist stupas even have interiors?
         What is the meaning of that big thing that looks like a gate in Japan? What is God
         in Christian or Jewish theory? (Is there just one notion for each, or are there several,
         and why?) What is jihad? What is an Ayatollah? Why do Muslim extremists attack Sufis? What is the authority
         of a rabbi, a Catholic priest, or a Buddhist monk? What is Islamic law about? Does
         Hindu law represent divine commands? What is the relation between Hinduism and caste?
         How can Buddhism be a religion if it is atheistic? Is Confucianism really a religion?
         What is the Tao? Why do some religions require exclusive loyalty while others do not?
         And so on.
      

      
      At a still higher and more comparative level it means I need to explain how to translate
         the ideas from one system into their counterparts in others or explain how and why
         they do not have counterparts. Where are the real agreements and disagreements, and
         what difference do they make? What leads members of different religious communities
         sometime to live together in harmony and sometime to divide against one another in
         murderous conflict? 
      

      
      Still more broadly, it means that I need to explain how all of this relates to the
         major institutions of other kinds. How does religious law relate to state law? What
         shapes the outcome when there is a conflict between religion and state law? Does religion
         in India have the same significance and importance as in the United States? Are Muslims
         more susceptible to political manipulation by appeals to their religion than Christians?
         Do religions that espouse peace actually lead to less violent behavior? Is there a
         natural antipathy between some religions and democracy? Is there a special antipathy
         between some religions and others? 
      

      
      My basic methodological assumption is what anthropologists have described as the hypothesis
         of the psychic unity of man. The way to understand a tradition that makes the most
         sense is to assume that its spokesmen and supporters are people like thee and me.
         
      

      
      Every current survey of world religions I have looked at treats them as sets of “beliefs
         and practices”—what Hindus believe and what their major ceremonies are, what Christians
         believe, and so on. As a way to explain human institutions, this is actually rather
         odd. What would your reaction be to a comparison of world governmental systems written
         this way—or world economic systems, military systems, or revolutionary movements?
         The world religions are no different. In fact, in various places and times most of
         them have served as governments, economic systems, military systems or revolutionary
         movements. 
      

      
      The world religions are complex social phenomena. They use ideas of several different
         kinds. They include substantial systems of physical infrastructure. They have provisions
         for economic support. They embody their own systems of scholarship. They produce propaganda
         and they are politically important in many different ways. From time to time their
         leaders in various places have commanded armies and conducted wars. This cannot be
         explained simply by reviewing them as so many sets of beliefs. In many ways, “beliefs”
         in the sense of opinions or convictions of individuals are the least important part.
         Publicly attested ideas—yes. Widely held myths—yes. Widely circulated texts—yes. Organizations—yes.
         Public arguments, statements, declarations that get wide support or opposition—yes.
         Enforced laws, absolutely. Buildings and physical locations of recognized functional
         or symbolic importance—yes. And of course also mass movements organized by means of
         public arguments, statements, charters, and the like. But individual beliefs such
         as the common run of textbooks claim to describe may or may not be what hold these
         phenomena together and motivate the people that they are attributed to. My own experience
         has been that they generally are not. 
      

      
      Informal ways of speaking sometimes embody important insights that scholars do not
         develop because they turn out to be difficult to explain. One such way of speaking
         is to describe these traditions as “organized religion” in contrast to religion in
         some less definite sense. The difficulty is that all human activities are organized.
         Yet there is a difference between the views of the Catholic Church and the individual
         views of Catholicism of a random group of individuals, even if they are self-identified
         Catholics. Another is the distinction between institutions or organizations that appear
         to be part of “higher” society or civilization and those that are more “local”—the
         difference between a Buddhist temple in a Thai village and a family in that village,
         or between a local Episcopal church and a local rock where people sometimes leave
         offerings. The differences are real, but the realities are not captured by simple
         dichotomies. We need serious social theory. 
      

      
      Although I draw heavily on philosophy and religious scholarship for the texts, ideas,
         and histories of the various traditions, my underlying theory is anthropological.
         It is the same that I have applied previously in the description of marriage strategies
         in an Indian village (Leaf, 1972), the green revolution in Punjab agriculture (Leaf,
         1984), Indian constitutional conflicts (Leaf 1985), the organizational basis of socio-economic
         development in India and the third world generally (Leaf 1998), and social organization
         in general (Leaf 2009; Leaf and Read 2012).
      

      
      This perspective provides precision and concreteness. We can be much clearer about
         what our subject matter is and how the statements we make can be shown to be factually
         true or false. 
      

      
      Related Approaches

      
      Before I decided to write this, I tried many times to teach a course on the world
         religions with textbooks that were already available. These fell into three broad
         groups, distinguished by their assumptions and content. Since the groups are still
         “out there,” it may help to say what they were and why they were unsatisfactory—to
         my students as well as to me. They are: sociology of religion, anthropology of religion,
         and comparative religion. Although very different from one another, in my view they
         all share two related failings. First, they are too narrowly focused on saying something
         about religion without asking if it is also true of non-religion. Second, because
         they do not try to say clearly what their subject matter is not, their conception
         of what it is remains unnecessarily vague. 
      

      
      Sociology of Religion

      
      The aim of the sociology of religion is to show that religion provides the overriding
         or dominant system of social norms in society. The method is to write as if it were
         so. That is, the hypothesis to be proved becomes the assumption that guides the selection
         and arrangement of evidence: what fits the thesis is religion, what does not is something
         else or unimportant.
      

      
      The roots of sociology of religion are the roots of sociology itself. The term “sociology”
         was invented by August Comte (1851) as part of “positivism.” Positivism was offered
         as a comprehensive philosophy, cosmology, science, and religion—a new “religion of
         humanity” that would replace the old religion that Comte much admired, but argued
         was no longer suited to our new, industrial, age—namely full blown, totalitarian,
         pre-Renaissance Catholicism. Only such a comprehensive scheme could rectify the disunity
         created by industrialization and avoid what he called the “delusions of republicanism.”
         Comte’s fundamental claim was that religion controlled all thought, and that thought
         had evolved thus far through three stages, represented by three basic religious ideas:
         Fetishism, metaphysics, and positivism. Fetishism was the belief that each thing did
         what it did or was what it was because it had its own unique spirit that made it so.
         Metaphysics is the belief that things are moved or caused by general principles, such
         as the idea that opium makes one sleepy because it contains a “soporific principle.”
         Positivism is the belief—which for Comte was a truth—that there are no general causes
         at all but only correlations, and we impose order on such correlations by imposing
         our own “subjectivity” on them, quite literally mind over matter in opposition to
         the Marxists’ matter over mind. Given this, it followed that we could have one, single,
         ordered, ideology that would integrate all of science, religion, government, and social
         organization, ending the disorder that had been set in motion by the industrial revolution.
         Sociology was the recognition of this fact, and also the project of imposing the particular
         set of norms represented by Comte’s Religion of Humanity. The sociology of religion
         was the project of justifying this with descriptive studies to support Comte’s claims.
      

      
      E. B. Tylor repeated Comte’s portrait of Fetishism as the first religion with a slightly
         different justification as what he called Animism in his Primitive Culture (1871). This was in turn reformulated to support the same general view of religion
         as the basis of all societal values by Emile Durkheim in his Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1917) and by Max Weber in his trilogy comparing The Protestant Ethic   and the Spirit of Capitalism with parallel analyses of The Religion of China and The Religion of India. Weber’s arguments were publicized in many works in the United States by Talcott Parsons
         and his followers and adapted to Japan by Parsons’ student Robert Bellah in Tokugawa Religion (1969). Clifford Geertz’s The Religion of Java (1960) and The Interpretation of Cultures (1973) follow Bellah’s model. Brian Morris’s (1987) Anthropological Studies of Religion: an Introductory Text places itself in the same line of authors and arguments, despite the title. 
      

      
      To accept this line of argument, one must also accept a very strange view of what
         facts are. As Harold Garfinkel has said, “The objective reality of social facts is
         sociology’s fundamental principle” (2002; 65). A social fact is a fact that is true
         as a matter of theoretical necessity, even though it may not be supported by clear
         observations. For Durkheim, the existence of an idea of a totemic clan—an actual idea
         held by actual Australians—may be an ordinary fact, but the existence of the clan, as an all-encompassing unity expressed through ceremonies and manifested in
         behavior, was a social fact. The logic of Weber’s “ideal types” is parallel, as is
         Parsons’ “value orientations,” and so on. 
      

      
      If we look for facts in the sense of direct observations that hold up to critical
         and comparative analysis, then what we see is that religions clearly do not control
         peoples’ behavior as these authors say. Equally to the point, there is no community
         that really has only one, and finally none of their characterizations of any religion
         actually holds up. Medieval or early Renaissance Catholicism was not what Comte said
         it was; Australian Totemism is not what Durkheim said it was; Protestantism is not
         what Weber said it was, and there is no religion of Java to match Geertz’s description.
         
      

      
      Consider Geertz. His claim is that the apparent ideological and religious pluralism
         of Java is a kind of illusion. There is one religion for all of Java. It is all encompassing,
         and includes Hinduism, several different sects of Islam, indigenous shamanism of various
         kinds, and several political ideologies. His explanation is that each has a distinctly
         Indonesian twist that brings them all together in such a way as to create a unified
         whole, which in turn actually creates a unified society. It is easy to imagine that
         some Indonesians could regard this as something they might wish for, but it is without
         doubt not what they actually experience. To the people of Java, these various sets
         of ideas and practices are clearly not the same, nor are the people they are associated
         with. Often in history, including the recent past, they have been violently opposed
         to one another. 
      

      
      So how does Geertz justify a construction so clearly at variance with indigenous perceptions?
         The answer lies in his definition. It is that “a religion is: (1) system of symbols
         which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations
         in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing
         these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations
         seem uniquely realistic” (1973:90). 
      

      
      In this, Geertz explicitly rejects what elsewhere he calls the “provincial” distinction
         between a symbol as an observable object and the meaning that it is taken, or made,
         to signify (1973: 14). There are serious problems with this rejection. J. Tim O’Meara
         has described them (1989: 363). As O’Meara argues, if you do not consistently recognize
         a distinction between what you are interpreting (the symbol) and the interpretation
         you place on it (the meaning), there is no way you can articulate a consistent and
         verifiable theory of interpretation. Geertz’s rejection of empirical methods in favor
         of his explicitly subjective “interpretivism” logically follows—not from the facts
         but from the way Geertz’s definition muddles them. 
      

      
      Actually, the conventional distinction between a symbol and a meaning is quite useful
         and we will use it. A symbol is an object; a meaning is an idea it is conventionally
         understood to stand for or convey. And the way that the idea is attached to the symbol
         is not by Geertz (or me) as an outsider but by the cultural actors we want to understand.
      

      
      Anthropology of Religion

      
      As my citations of Geertz and Morris imply, some of those who use the assumptions
         and methods of the sociology of religion are actually anthropologists, not sociologists.
         But there is another group of anthropologists who make quite different assumptions.
         This is what I want to describe under the heading the anthropology of religion. By
         and large they are much less interested in making general statements about religion
         than they are in providing solidly empirical analyses of specific kinds of phenomena
         that can be associated with religions, among other things. Several of the leading
         writers in this block of work draw explicitly on pragmatic philosophy and epistemology
         in contrast to the positivism of the sociology of religion.
      

      
      For example, E. R. Leach, in “Two Essays Concerning the Symbolic Representation of
         Time” (1961), elegantly argued that myths and rituals express culturally specific
         concepts of time, and that reversing or inverting such cultural conceptions is precisely
         what marks events as occurring in a ritual time and space as opposed to ordinary time
         and space in that cultural context. In “The Abominations of Leviticus” (1966), Mary
         Douglas argued that reading Leviticus only as a set of dietary rules does not account
         for most of what is actually said. The far more comprehensive and deeper theme was
         an idea of what made the difference between things that were “clean” and things that
         were “unclean,” in which clean was equated with cognitively clear and unclean with
         cognitively dissonant. 
      

      
      A large body of studies has been specifically concerned with rites of passage. These
         now add up to a solid description of very general features that seem to recur widely
         in such rituals whether or not their context is religious. Victor Turner, especially,
         has detailed the symbolic steps that such transitions seem always, logically, to require.
         This is essentially a representation of the current status, its removal to create
         a condition of social nakedness that he calls “liminality,” and finally a representation
         of the acquisition of the new status (Turner, 1967, 1969). Turner’s works also include
         an extensive but subtle exploration of the possible universality of the Christian
         conflict between creed and religion based on belief—between the demands for adherence
         to external signs of faith as against the importance of inner conviction. 
      

      
      In a different vein, Turner’s analysis of the Isoma ceremony of the Ndembu in The Ritual Process (1969) makes it very clear that the function of this ritual is not analogous to religion
         in a Western sense nearly so much as to a Western marital reconciliation process in
         family court. 
      

      
      Stanley Tambiah, describing “The Meaning and Form of Magical Acts” (1973), argues
         that this meaning is “performative.” It does not lie in what the magical act is intended
         to cause, but in what it says and allows others to agree on. This is not the first
         such formulation—the idea is essentially the pragmatic conception of meaning in general—but
         it is a very nice formulation. And numerous scholars have pointed out the rational
         or ethical good sense of many seemingly bizarre ideas and practices from scapulamancy
         to soul-loss. 
      

      
      Most studies in the anthropology of religion do not focus on the main organized religions
         but on “folk religion” or on ideas, organizations, and activities that resemble those
         of the main organized religions in some way. The topics are nicely captured in the
         chapter headings of the Reader in Comparative Religion edited by William Lessa and Evon Vogt and published in four editions with somewhat
         different selections from 1958 to 1997. Topics include “origins” of religion, “primitive”
         religion, the analysis of myth (other than those of the main texts of the main organized
         religions), shamans and shamanism, witchcraft, divination, ancestor worship, ritual
         and the analysis of ritual, and the “function” of religion usually in a psychological
         sense. David K. Jordan, unusually, has provided a comprehensive description of all
         of such religious-like ideas and practices in an agricultural village in Taiwan (1972).
         These included both the ideas and usages that were identified with the professionally
         formalized Chinese religious traditions (Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism) and the
         many ideas and practices that were not related to them. I did something similar in
         my studies of a Sikh village in Punjab (1972, 1984) although since my main purpose
         was to describe the social organization rather than the totality of religion and folk-religion,
         I did not try to track down all of what Jordan would describe as the folk-religion.
         
      

      
      The portion of the anthropology of religion that does focus on the major traditions
         usually looks only at their local application, or sometimes imitation. There is, for
         example, a substantial literature on cargo systems villages in Mexico and Guatemala. These are men’s organizations associated
         with the local Catholic Church and often performing services related to the church,
         such as organizing processions, but they have no specific charter in Catholic doctrine
         (like the monastic orders have, for example). They also perform many other kinds of
         community functions. So it seems clear they actually carry over from pre-Catholic
         times. There is a similar literature on “Compadrasco”—God-parentage. Another topic
         is “millenarian” religious movements among Native North Americans, which have an obvious
         Christian flavor that often includes “prophets” and apocalyptic promises of a return
         to aboriginal conditions. I have no quarrel with any of these studies; they fill out
         the picture. But what they describe cannot be assumed to be “primitive” versions of
         the main traditions. 
      

      
      Comparative Religion

      
      The phrase “comparative religion” is most commonly understood to designate a part
         of religious studies. These scholars are usually trained in the scholarship of a specific
         denomination. But they are not simply apologists seeking to justify their tradition.
         Many are intensely concerned with being absolutely empirical, and I will rely on several
         of this sort. Others are empirical in a more limited way. They do not explicitly argue
         for any one religion, but they argue for religion in general. Specifically, quite
         few writers assume that there is something beyond ordinary knowledge that the various
         traditions are trying to get at. They differ in their views of exactly what that is.
         Prominent examples run from Max Müller’s Anthropological Religion (1892) to Eliade and Couliano’s The Eliade Guide to World Religions (1991). Contemporary textbooks in this tradition include John B. Noss’s Man’s Religions (many editions), Ninian Smart’s The Religious Experience (also many editions) and other works, Huston Smith’s Our Great Wisdom Traditions (1991), and the many works of Joseph Campbell. Comparative religion has not provided
         analyses of the common features of ritual process, cultural symbolism, and behavior
         in the way anthropologists have, but it does a much better job than the sociology
         of religion in describing religious ideas from the point of view of their proponents.
         
      

      
      The most conspicuous problem in contemporary comparative religion is that they underrate
         diversity. Lacking a framework grounded in socio-cultural analysis, the most common
         inclination has been to organize such overviews around the aim of trying to find “the
         distinctively religious.” One result is to overstate what the major religions have
         in common with each other while understating or ignoring what they have in common
         with traditions considered non-religious. Another result is to find that the “distinctively
         religious” is beyond ordinary perception. For example, in The Religious Experience Ninian Smart illustrates his central concept this way:
      

      
      
         For example, St. Paul perhaps rode down the Damascus Road in a chariot: his perception
            of the chariot and the horse was an experience. But such a perception could not properly
            be called a “religious experience,” unless for some special reason the sight of the
            chariot suddenly revealed something fundamental about God’s nature. A religious experience
            involves some kind of “perception” of the invisible world, or involves a perception
            that some visible person or thing is a manifestation of the invisible world. (1996:
            10)
         

         
      

      Despite the quotation marks around perception, Smart clearly means that there is an
         invisible world to have an experience of and this is what religion is about. He relates
         this to the idea of a “numinous” experience: “the feeling of awe, dread, mystery,
         and fascination experienced when confronted with what is holy, uncanny, or supernatural”
         and to Rudolph Otto’s association of religion with the “idea of the Holy” (1996: 19).
         Eliade, in the same tradition as Otto, describes it as representing “the sacred.”
         Emile Durkheim similarly speaks of “the sacred” as though it was a real thing or quality
         and, in addition, equates it with society as if society were an equally real entity—“over
         and above” the individuals who make it up. Max Weber’s argument for “charisma” parallels
         Durkheim’s argument for “sacred.” 
      

      
      Assertions about the existence of things beyond experience have functions in some religious traditions, but they have no use in empirical descriptions of such traditions.
      

      
      A second objection to this kind of explanation of religious claims is that in many
         cases the religious thinkers who originally made those claims recognized that their
         real value was not descriptive but social or moral. It ought to be clear to almost
         every mature thinker that when Jesus claimed that he was the Son of God, what was
         really at issue was not his paternity but his authority as an interpreter of Jewish
         law. In such a case, if we turn around and offer to explain the claims and their impact simply by asserting the actual existence of God (or “the
         sacred” etc.), we are very seriously missing both the implications of his assertion
         and the courage involved in making it. 
      

      
      If religions did not serve truly useful purposes they would not be preserved and passed
         on from generation to generation by so many people with so many different interests,
         abilities, and levels of sophistication. We should not expect such purposes to be
         simplistic, narrowly selfish, or purely materialistic any more than we would in trying
         to understand philosophy, science, or art. But it is obviously the sensible and sound
         ideas in these traditions, the ideas that respond to the more practical and decent
         inclinations of people, that best account for their spread, persistence, and power.
         
      

      
      To be purposive requires coherence. Tales of signs and wonders, supernatural interventions,
         magic, and miracles can be added to any story. They can be multiplied indefinitely
         and every religious tradition has versions of its main stories that are full of them,
         regardless of whether they are consistent with the core teachings or not. Doubtless
         they add scope for saying things that seem interesting and inventive. But precisely
         because they defy laws of experience and logic, they give no coherence. So coherence
         must come from somewhere else.
      

      
      Religious leaders and teachers usually handle their ideas in a professional way. Passionately
         committed, usually, to the ideas that define their professions they are nevertheless
         generally sober, purposive, and even calculating in the uses they make of them. They
         see that the argument that claims too much is as damaging to their cause as the argument
         that claims too little, and by and large they know the difference between someone
         who leads others and someone who can only think of ways to bully or bamboozle them.
         Of course there are extremists and lunatics, fools and charlatans. Of course they
         attract attention. But precisely because they are extremists they do not usually represent
         the deep current of thought that carries forward into history. They spring up. They
         create a reaction and they are blown away by it. There is a difference between a caricature
         and the real thing and one aim of a comparative study of this sort is to provide insight
         into what this difference is. 
      

      
      “Higher” Traditions in General

      
      The general class of cultural phenomena to which world religions belong can be described
         as large-scale, translocal, multi-organizational, professionalized cultural complexes. For brevity, I will call them professionalized cultural complexes. 
      

      
      A cultural complex is a system of cultural ideas together with the organizations that
         those ideas are used to construct and maintain. The main organized religions never
         have just one organization. Rather, the ideas are used to form multiple sects, which
         in turn usually have organizations of several different kinds. Sects share ideas with
         one another but not organizations. Each tradition as a whole, then, actually involves
         a set of organizations held together by a common identification but otherwise generally
         in competition with one another. 
      

      
      Such complexes generally have one set of core ideas by which they are primarily identified
         by those who adhere to them, and other idea systems considered related or peripheral.
         An example is the ideas of the teachings of the Buddha and the associated but logically
         distinct ideas that define monasteries. 
      

      
      “Professionalized” always involves at least two distinct types of role definitions. One of these is the professional, the other as
         some form of client. A professional is a person who takes a role defined as a spokesman
         or representative of the tradition, who draws all or most of their subsistence from
         acting in title of this position, and who in turn is devoted to maintaining one or
         more of the organizations of the tradition. A religious professional is not necessarily
         a priest, monk, or other similar ceremonial officiant. There are many others: deacons,
         managers, temple musicians, teachers, scribes and even temple prostitutes. The roles
         of professionals are defined in relation to roles for other professionals and their
         clients. Examples of religious clients are the laity, students, followers, congregants,
         novices or audiences. Examples from other such professionalized cultural complexes
         are recruits or civilians for the military, students for schools, citizens and voters
         for government, and witnesses, jurors, and litigants for law. 
      

      
      Trans-local means that whatever “local” communities are thought to be, these are recognized
         as extending beyond them or across them. They define communities in the sense of “the
         military community” or “the legal community,” whose extent cannot be specified geographically.
         It is rather specified in terms of qualities or requirements of membership in the
         concerned organizations or as bearers of its cultural information. “Large-scale” means
         that with just one exception (Shinto) they are substantially worldwide in distribution.
         The idea of a household or village is associated with the idea of a specific geographical
         location. The idea of Christianity or Buddhism is not.
      

      
      The Theory

      
      Empiricism is not something arcane or mysterious. The key is to recognize how many
         different kinds of phenomena can be made reliably observable. We can observe physical
         things like buildings, physical actions and sights and sounds, but we can just as
         easily observe languages, linguistic grammaticality, symbols, meanings, ideas, feelings,
         emotions, purposes, beauty and ugliness, fear and happiness, order and disorder, clarity
         and confusion. We do it all the time. The problem is only to find ways to make such
         observations objective. This is done by finding ways to make our individual experiences
         communicable to others in such a way that others can be sure of what we are saying
         and respond in kind. In order to do this, one of the most important mental disciplines
         is to avoid mixing up what we observe about claims people make with what we can observe
         about their supposed objects. Gods may or may not be observable depending on how they
         are defined (as we will see), but definitions of gods are always observable as definitions. Stories may be false as statements of fact, but they are always observable as stories and as such we can make quite verifiable observations about their subject matter,
         construction, rhetorical techniques, and purpose.
      

      
      When we apply a strictly empirical method in the problem of describing human societies,
         we get an empirical theory of human society. This may sound like a truism, but it
         is not. There are many things we can apply such a method to without this result, because
         when we apply it we discover that it was not empirically real or observable. The history
         of science is littered with such outcomes, from the effort to describe Ptolemy’s crystalline
         spheres to the effort to find the relation between culture and personality. (The latter
         effort assumed that culture and personality were both singularities and somehow matched
         one another; they aren’t and they don’t.)
      

      
      The theory that the descriptions here are based on is laid out most systematically
         in Human Organizations and Social Theory (Leaf 2009) and Human Thought and Social Organization: Anthropology on a New Plane (Leaf and Read 2012). I cannot re-argue it here but I need to call attention to the
         major phenomena it distinguishes, since this will let us avoid some common confusions.
      

      
      My starting point is a definite and rigorous conception of an organization. In human
         society: “An organization is . . . a mutual adjustment of behavior that the participants
         are conscious of engaging in, that has a name or designation, that involves mutual
         recognition by the members of each other, that involves conscious commitments of the
         members to each other, and that the members expect to persist over a specifiable time
         period. More briefly, an organization  is a mutual adjustment of behavior in a named arrangement based on conscious agreement
            and mutual recognition. An organization is, thus, inherently anticipatory. It looks ahead.” (Leaf 2009: 16)
      

      
      On this basis, a group of people waiting to cross a street when the light changes
         is not an organization, and neither is the Catholic Church or the government of the
         United States. The group at the stoplight is not an organization because it lacks
         a formal structure. The people in it do not have computable relations to each other
         such that if person A has a defined relation to B and B has one to C, we can also
         compute A’s relation to B and their reciprocal. It is simply a group, a set of individuals we can name and describe. Every organization implies the existence
         of a group, although every group does not necessarily imply an organization. 
      

      
      The Catholic Church is not an organization for a different reason. It is many organizations.
         It involves numerous organizations with formal structures of numerous different kinds
         that do not combine in such a way as to meet the definition of a single organization.
         There is the central administration, the College of Cardinals, the office of Papacy.
         There are banks. There are separate foundations including Collegium Urbanum per Propaganda
         Fides (the Urban Association for the Propagation of the Faith, the central organization
         of the Reformation) and the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (formerly
         the Inquisition). There are the several orders of priests and nuns. There is the system
         of national churches, regional divisions, and parishes. Each parish has separate churches,
         each church has its own administration and several to many other organizations: schools,
         various charities, and service organizations. There are Catholic hospitals and universities.
         There are Catholic youth organizations like the DeMolay and the Newman Society. 
      

      
      The many Catholic organizations do not combine to a single organization in the sense
         that if I am a professor of anthropology in a Catholic university and you are a deacon
         in the Catholic Church, we have no defined relation to one another. 
      

      
      The same kinds of discontinuities apply to the United States government. If you are
         an army lieutenant and I am an army corporal, you outrank me, but it could also be
         that we are both appointed to a non-military government commission in which I outrank
         you.
      

      
      With the term “organization” reserved for a coherent system of defined positions with
         a common purpose, we need a different term for things like the Catholic Church or
         the United States government “as a whole.” This term is “institution.” This accords
         with common usage where common usage makes a contrast between institution and organization.
         For example, it is what we mean when we say a law office is an organization but not
         an institution, while law is an institution but not an organization. An institution
         is a kind of social projection, not a thing but an idea. An institution is a culturally constructed  consensus that there is something surrounding or encompassing organizations, but which
            is not an organization in itself and whose contents or composition observers cannot
            describe in any consistent way. This may sound confusing at first, but clears up when we understand how organizations
         are created.
      

      
      Organizations are created by collective imputation. Groups of people, generally those
         who will define themselves as members, use ideas to define the organization and the
         positions they occupy within it. This is done in two different kinds of behavior:
         ceremonial behavior and ordinary behavior. Ceremonial behavior is recognizably symbolic.
         It is usually marked off from ordinary behavior spatially and temporally, and by special
         dress, decorations, language, and symbolic objects. The ceremony calls for individuals
         to occupy and enact the roles and relations of the organization. 
      

      
      In a Western wedding ceremony, for example, the individuals who will be married and
         their other key relations are called upon to take and enact the roles of bride and
         groom. In the course of the ceremony the officiant explains to them and all what this
         role is, they agree to take it, and all the others enact their related roles and demonstrate
         their acceptance. The ceremony enacts the organization called the “family” in the
         sense of a husband, wife, and their respective kin, past, present, and future. When
         the ceremony ends, “ordinary” behavior begins, and this ordinary behavior is supposed
         to enact the same relations with the same ideas, but with ordinary clothing, language,
         and so on.
      

      
      But no ceremony creates only the specific organization it is aimed at for just those
         specific individuals. There is always a kind of penumbra. Every ceremony announces
         itself as a ceremony of a recognized kind; otherwise you would not know it was a ceremony.
         So every ceremony necessarily also projects the idea that the organization it is creating
         is of a certain kind. Each ceremony refers to others of the same kind, and all of
         these ceremonies together create a sense that the “kind” is something larger that
         encompasses the individual instances. This sense of something larger and encompassing
         is the institution. 
      

      
      Nor is this all. A wedding ceremony proper—in which the bride and groom in the West
         say “I do”—is only one of a set of related ceremonies that a marriage usually involves.
         There is also the process of obtaining a marriage license, in which each of the marriage
         partners swears to their identities, proves their residence, and perhaps meets medical
         requirements. It, too, is a ceremony, although it is also “real,” and to have a wedding
         ceremony it is necessary to show proof of having gone through it. Before the wedding
         ceremony proper there is often a bridal “shower” and a groom’s “bachelor party,” and
         after the wedding ceremony proper there is commonly a “reception,” in another physical
         location followed by a ceremonial departure of the bride and groom on their “honeymoon.”
         And finally, at some point (stereotypically) the groom carries the bride over the
         threshold of their new home. Each of these occurs in a different setting with different
         props and different behaviors. 
      

      
      The reason they each occur in a different place with different props and costumes
         is that they cannot occur together. The reason they cannot occur together is that
         they represent different organizations of marriage, often with opposing values. 
      

      
       For example, the bridal shower, typically, represents the bride as an individual
         in a network of friends and relations concerned only with expensive tableware and
         items of personal adornment. The wedding ceremony proper, however, traditionally asks
         her to accept her husband for better or worse, richer or poorer, in sickness and in
         health, to death to them part. Yet after this, the reception often has a display of
         costly gifts for the couple’s use in their household, defining the marriage as concerned
         with material wealth and comfort for the two of them and possible children. Why do
         the ceremonies represent the marriage in so many different ways? They do it because
         all of these different ways apply. Each defines roles and obligations that must be
         honored. Each represents a different organization that the same group, or largely
         same group, creates among themselves for the kind of purpose each is designed for.
         “The” marriage as a whole cannot be reduced to one or another. So again, we have to
         recognize it as an institution rather than an organization. The institution forms
         the conceptual background against which one marriage is seen by its participants and
         others; the individual marriages are taken as illustrating or representing the institution
         of marriage. So it is with government, with law, with “the economy” with a university
         and with higher education in general, and, of course, with religion and with individual
         religions, sects, and communities.
      

      
      The final question is what holds any one set of organizations together into an apparent
         system representing an institution? How do we know that ceremony A and B and C are
         instances of family ceremonies but not ceremony D or E, which represent government?
         The answer is that we know this by the ideas they use. 
      

      
       In every human community, there are a limited number of very well defined systems
         of ideas that are established in nearly universal consensus. A much larger additional
         number are established in more narrow consensus. I have described these elsewhere
         as cultural information systems (Leaf, 1972, 1984, 1998, 2000, 2008, 2009; Leaf and
         Read 2012). Cultural information systems, in turn, are of two main types. Social information
         systems (or social idea systems) are cultural information systems that define systems
         of social positions or relations. Technical or technological systems define sets of
         things and their interrelations. 
      

      
      Social idea systems define systems of social positions that people can occupy. These have definite formal properties. First, they can usually be imagined or envisioned
         in two- or three-dimensional space. Common examples are the ideas of a lineage, of
         an administrative hierarchy, a military command structure, a system of kinship positions,
         an economic transaction such as renting or buying (that is, of a relationship between
         renter and landlord or buyer-seller) or a system of checks and balances. These are
         structures of the imagination. If we draw them, or otherwise set them down in visible
         media, we see that they have definite boundaries. 
      

      
      The relationships between the positions defined in any one such idea system have definite
         formal properties: they are transitive, reciprocal, and reflexive as defined in each
         system in a culturally specific way. Transitive means that if A has a relation to
         B and B to C, then A has a relation to C. Reciprocal means that if A has a relation
         to B then B also has a relation to A. And reflexive means that the definitions apply
         to the user as well as to the things the user is applying them to. If I am applying
         the kinship idea-system to you (as a user), I am also at the same time applying it
         to me. If I use ideas of military positions for others (in a military manner), I am
         also saying they apply to me.
      

      
      Such systems are also powerfully generative. A few key concepts act as logical premises
         from which a very large, usually indefinitely large, number of implications can be
         drawn by recursive combinations and permutations. In military idea-systems, “command”
         and “rank” are such key concepts. In managerial idea systems, the ideas of an association,
         of an agent, of membership, and of “is responsible for” are such concepts. In systems
         of kinship, each person is linked to others as either a parent, child, spouse, or
         (in a few very interesting systems) sister or sibling (Leaf and Read 2012). Social
         idea systems allow relationships they define to be computed between actual individuals.
         In the kinship systems, for example, the general structure is that if A is a relative
         of B and B is a relative of C, then A can compute a relation to C even if A has never
         met C and has no other knowledge of C, and C can also compute a reciprocal relation
         to A. The generative power of social idea systems makes them vehicles of collective
         thought and calculation rather than simply individual opinion. If I am your nephew,
         and you are B’s father, then I am B’s cousin. This is not just something I think or
         believe; it is an objective social fact, just as it is an objective social fact that
         B is my cousin. It is something everyone who knows the system (the idea system) will
         agree on.
      

      
      Technical idea systems, by contrast, are not founded on an idea of reciprocity. They
         are about “it” and “them,” not “I and thou.” Examples are scientific theories, mathematical
         systems, and other bodies of knowledge such as how to cook in a given tradition, the
         knowledge of a farming system, knowledge of auto-mechanics, knowledge of pottery-making,
         knowledge of weaving, and so on. 
      

      
      Together, social and technological idea systems are used to create organizational
         charters, which in turn are important in creating actual organizations. 
      

      
      So the cycle is: idea systems are used to create organizational charters, charters
         are used to create organizations, organizations compete to produce things of benefit
         to the members, in the process some organizations do well and others do not, so some
         organizational ideas spread and some do not, the organizations that succeed propagate
         the ideas they are built on, the idea systems that the ideas are drawn from are thereby
         either maintained, modified, or lost.
      

      
      Using the Theory

      
      The purpose of the theory is to make it easier to describe what we observe; it is
         not to impute anything that we do not observe. This is one of the reasons that I begin
         with a list of the world religions rather than a definition of religion: if there
         is something common to all religions, it should emerge from our observations, not
         be imputed at the outset. Another reason is that all of the definitions that have
         been offered are far too simple, mainly because they implicitly reduce religion to
         just one kind of phenomenon, like beliefs, when in actuality it involves many kinds
         of phenomena. 
      

      
      A third reason is that a definition of religion in general is part of each specific
         religious tradition and has a very important function there. That is, every religion
         and every sect says, in effect, “Religion in general is X and we do X in this particular
         way.” The general goals are stated in their idea of religion in general; the specific
         view of the way to accomplish these goals is in their descriptions of themselves.
         In order to understand what they say their particular features are, you therefore
         need to know what they say religion in general is. But the fact is that all the definitions
         of religion in general are not the same. The idea of religion in general in the Christian
         tradition is very different from the idea of religion in general in the Hindu traditions
         and different again in Shinto and Confucianism. Thus imposing any one uniform definition
         necessarily means that we are either trying to see all the traditions from the point
         of view of the goals and assumptions of just one of them or—perhaps even worse—from
         the point of view of a set of assumptions alien to all of them. It is like starting
         out on a photographic expedition with film that is already exposed. 
      

      
      The fourth reason is that there is no one feature that all of these religious traditions
         have in common but that all non-religions lack. Each religion has some features in
         which they resemble some non-religions more closely than they resemble other religions.
         
      

      
      Our list of world religions breaks into two major groups, commonly called “Western”
         and “Eastern.” The Western group is also often described as the “Abrahamic” or the
         covenantal religions. These turn on the idea of a covenant between God and a community. The
         main versions, in historical order, are Judaism, Christianity, and Islam but the group
         also includes Baha’i, the Mandean religion, and some traditions that are characterized
         as Gnostic. The term Abrahamic refers to the specific version of the covenant represented
         by the story of Abraham, but while it applies to the main three branches it does not
         apply to some other historically related sects. The religions are also often described
         as “Prophetic” because they also involve the idea of a prophet who mediates between
         God and the community, or God and humanity.
      

      
      The Eastern group takes shape around South Asian Vedanta, but they do not all descend
         from Vedanta. Those directly descending from Vedanta are Buddhism, the Jain tradition,
         many varieties of Hinduism, and some others. Additional Eastern religions include
         Taoism, Confucianism, Chinese legalism, and Shinto. Finally, there is one more recognized
         world religion that is between Western and Eastern and provides both a boundary that
         divides them and bridge that links them, geographically and conceptually: Zoroastrianism
         (see Leaf 2014). Professionals in each of these have identified most or all of the
         others as their logical and functional counterparts. 
      

      
      Each sect in each of these traditions involves eight distinct types of phenomena that
         need to be described, and that can serve as comparative framework. These are not peculiar
         to religion; with different emphases we could use the same categories for all other
         worldwide cultural systems. They are: 
      

      
      
         	
            
            Idea systems

            
         

         
         	
            Texts

            
         

         
         	
            Authoritative interpretations

            
         

         
         	
            Diagnostic declarations

            
         

         
         	
            Organizations, with offices and professional personnel

            
         

         
         	
            Ceremonies

            
         

         
         	
            Distinctive buildings and material apparatus

            
         

         
         	
            Constituencies: Applications to daily life for supporters or members other than the
               professionals
            

            
         

         
      

      
      First, each tradition is based on at least one distinctive social idea system that
         defines the social positions of the community and their mutual relations to each other.
         Each also is usually associated with numerous technical idea systems. One of these
         is always the system of writing, maintaining, reading, and interpreting its texts,
         but there are many others. There are bodies of knowledge of how to build its distinctive
         forms of architecture, and usually systems of historical and scientific analysis that
         it supports. There are systems of accounting. There are methods of teaching. 
      

      
      Whatever the explicit social idea system is that adherents to a religious tradition
         offer in explanation of what they do, it always entails a definition of religion in
         general as a kind of meta-idea system, or meta-definition. This is usually constant
         even while sectarian differences vary. In this sense, they are more basic than the
         sectarian differences and the sectarian differences revolve around them over time
         like variations on a theme in music. While the variations are what people often fight
         over, the underlying constancies are what define their common choices. More loosely
         stated each tradition centers on a system of ideas that defines the problem of religion
         in general and its own solution to that problem in particular. 
      

      
      Second, there are texts. Alphabetical writing goes back to about 1500 BCE, in the
         Proto-Sinaitic writing system that developed out of Egyptian hieroglyphic writing
         in the area between Egypt and modern Lebanon. The Chinese ideographic system was developed
         at about the same time. No existing religious tradition is based on texts that go
         back this far, although almost all draw on earlier traditions that apparently did.
         
      

      
      Each tradition and each sect within the tradition has a distinct set of texts that
         defines them and their mutual interrelations. These include the Old and New Testament, the Vedas and Upanishads, the Tao Te Ching, the Zend Avesta and Gathas, the writings of the Buddha and Buddhist commentators, of Confucius and Mencius,
         of Han Fei Tzu, and the Shinto myths of the origins of Japan and the world. The texts
         that each group holds and discusses in common visibly establish their unity and continuity.
         The divergences of the texts mark the divergences of the sects. But again, religious
         traditions are not the only traditions with this general characteristic. A very large
         portion of the absolute oldest texts we have is made up of commercial and government
         records. Courts have their law books, armies and navies their manuals and codes of
         conduct, economies their money and bills and receipts, and so on. 
      

      
      Third, because the traditions depend on texts, they must have provisions for textual
         interpretation. This is not a simple process. A text does not simply exist “on the
         page,” as a recent collection of studies brought together by Michael Silverstein and
         Greg Urban demonstrate in detail. It is created and sustained in a culturally organized
         interpretive process they call “entextualization” (Silverstein and Urban, 1996). 
      

      
      In addition, when interpretations are used to provide the basis of organizations there
         must be a provision for an interpretation to be authoritative. This usually involves
         the creation of authoritative organizations whose personnel are held to speak for
         the tradition as a whole. The relation between the authoritative interpretations and
         the organizations is symbiotic. Each depends on the other. The organization provides
         the interpretation; the interpretation is the basis for the organization. Of course
         such interpretations are always disputed, at least to some extent. I will attempt
         to pick the tradition which seems to be the most powerful over time, but my main focus
         will not be finding the leading interpretation as such but rather the set of issues
         and ideas that all the main interpretations seem to revolve around. 
      

      
      For religious professionals, the interrelationship between organization and textual
         interpretation is a major concern. It leads to questions they usually regard as central
         to their own lives and careers. Whose interpretation prevails, and why? Who has the
         right or power to offer the authoritative interpretation? Where does this right or
         power come from? How do you settle disputes? Such questions are commonly ignored in
         general surveys. Two reasons spring to mind. The first is that the arguments that
         connect the interpretation to organization are often much more implicit than explicit.
         The second is that they are often very nasty. Terrible things have been done to preserve
         religious authority and silence alternative views. If the purpose of a text is to
         make religion attractive, including this side of it is awkward. Avoiding the topic,
         however, makes it impossible to see what many of the most important arguments are
         really about. The Protestant reformation was not about whether the communion wafer
         actually was the flesh of Christ or not, it was about who had the power to say.
      

      
      Fourth, interpretations give rise to diagnostic declarations. By “diagnostic declaration”
         I mean an established mnemonic for the tradition as a whole. It is a simple image
         or slogan that to the knowledgeable is considered to sum up or represent all the more
         extended discussions of what the texts mean. Sometimes these are very specifically
         designated, sometimes only customarily accepted, but there is always something. For
         Judaism, it is “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.” For Islam it is
         “There is One God and Muhammad is his Prophet.” For Christianity, the idea of a creed
         is more formal and complex and there are many: the Nicene Creed, the Apostles’ Creed,
         and so on. There are also statements for the non-creedal sects, such as the answer
         “Yes.” to the question, “Do you accept Jesus as your personal savior?” For Vedanta
         it is the statement “tat tvam asi”—that are thou. For Taoism it is the idea of the
         Tao (a path) itself and probably the statement of Lao Tzu that the person who claims
         to know the Tao does not know it. Again, however, such condensed formulae representing
         larger bodies of interpretation are in no way unique to religions. They are common
         in all the major translocal cultural complexes. For American democracy one example
         is the opening phrase of the Declaration of Independence: “We, the people. . .” For
         Western law, an example is the statement that “justice is blind” and the image that
         this calls to mind, and so on. 
      

      
      Fifth, interpretations are embodied in organizational charters. Sixth, organizational
         charters are described in texts and enacted in ceremonies. A ceremony in general is
         a stereotyped pattern of behavior engaged in for symbolic purposes. Sally Falk Moore
         and Barbara Meyerhoff identified six attributes of ceremonies or ceremonial behavior
         in general: repetition, acting, “special” quality or stylization, order (the sense
         that the event is organized), evocative presentational style or staging, and an explicitly
         collective dimension (the idea that the event by its own definition has a social meaning)
         (Moore and Meyerhoff, 1977: 8). Such events include court trials, meetings, installations,
         graduations, and “other formal assemblies of many kinds” (p.4). Ceremonies in this
         general sense occur wherever there are established types of organizations of any kind.
         I would add that ceremonies also have scripts and if these scripts are elaborate there are usually ceremonial specialists on what
         they are and how they are to be enacted.
      

      
      Seventh, all of these traditions have constituencies. They have some sort of laity
         or public who support the specialists and who the specialists in turn serve—usually
         in many ways within each tradition. Again, however, the presence of such constituencies
         is not unique to the religious traditions. Rather, all the higher traditions do this
         and the services provided by the religious traditions often overlap with those of
         others. And eighth, all have a material infrastructure—buildings, uses of space, and
         iconographies. 
      

      
      Each of these eight features calls for distinct observational methods. For texts,
         the basic method is first to identify the texts that are truly the most salient for
         the people who define the mainstream of the life of the community, then to read them
         thematically to look for the main recurrent ideas and the ways those ideas are connected
         to one another. For “authoritative” interpretations we first have to look at the organizations
         of each tradition and see what their basic idea of “authority” is, then how it is
         implemented, and then, finally, look for the types of statements these authorities
         produce and try to understand them by looking, again, for the main recurrent ideas
         and the ways they are mutually connected. The problem of finding texts, authoritative
         interpretations, and diagnostic declarations has now been made far easier by the fact
         that virtually every significant sect now has at least one agreed upon website. For
         ceremonies, analyze the script thematically and the relationships it portrays contractually:
         what powers are being assigned to whom and for what purpose? 
      

      
      For organizations and personnel we apply the specific theory of social organization
         alluded to previously (Leaf 1972, 2004, 2009). We describe how the organization is
         built up by those who operate them out of the systems of ideas that define social
         relationships in general and the material apparatus that these organizations construct,
         maintain, and use. 
      

      
      Finally, for the constituency, we look to see who comes to these organizations and
         uses these organizations, what they use them for, and how this fits in with or reflects
         the other concerns of their lives. 
      

      
      Common Themes

      
      Since these several traditions have identified each other as addressing the same or
         similar concerns, we can ask at the outset what these concerns seem to be, provided
         that we take the answer as subject to empirical adjustment. It seems to me that there
         are three. The most conspicuous is a concern with the significance of our mortality.
         The recognition of death and an attempt to say what it means for what we should do
         in life is an almost ubiquitous problem to which the texts propose a variety of answers.
         Again, however, this concern is not exclusive to religion. It also appears in philosophy,
         medicine, the military, and law, for example. 
      

      
      Going along with this, religions also have a major concern with the course of our
         lives, the sequence of stages we should go through and the responsibilities we assume
         and discard as we go through them. 
      

      
      And third, there is always some relation between the ideas and organizations of these
         traditions and the idea of the state. Exactly what that relation is, however, varies
         enormously. 
      

      
      The Order of Description

      
      The descriptions here are by culture-region and in order of historical development.
         The reason is that within broad regions the historical order is also a logical order.
         What comes first in time comes first logically; what follows in time is shaped by
         the way the logical implications unfold in use. We take the Vedantic tradition first
         because it seems to have formed first. In addition, however, in my experience it also
         seems to provide the quickest path to the kind of detached perspective that empirical
         comparison depends upon. My own early exposure to religion was entirely Western, Jewish,
         and Christian. My initial academic training as an undergraduate philosophy major reinforced
         the assumptions I had acquired in these religious associations. 
      

      
      Notwithstanding a more-than-usual exposure to Buddhism, which I recognized was different;
         as I began my anthropological career I still assumed that religions involved a “leap
         of faith.” They did not make empirical sense and were not supposed to. On this basis,
         I had no particular interest in religion as a general topic and did not see why any
         sensible person would think otherwise. Then I got to India and this changed.
      

      
      My dissertation topic was the interpretation of marriage ceremonies in a Sikh village
         in Punjab. Marriage ceremonies were a main concern in the anthropological literature
         of the time, which was focused strongly on kinship as a key to social organization
         in general. I went to Punjab because it was an important region and no American had
         done fieldwork there. As is customary, I had sent a description on ahead in arranging
         for support from a senior Indian academic, Professor Inder Pal Singh at the University
         of Delhi. According to the literature, marriage ceremonies had nothing in particular
         to do with Sikhism as a religion. All the writers had made the point that Sikhism
         had no counterpart of the sacraments or other obligatory ceremonies. In Inder Pal’s
         view, however, and everyone else I met in my first few days, my topic was Sikhism
         in a Punjab village and marriage ceremonies were only a part of it. In Inder Pal’s
         view, therefore, I ought to begin by talking to an expert on Sikhism. Accordingly,
         Inder arranged a meeting for me with Sardar[1] Balwant Singh, a retired secondary school headmaster and respected authority.. I met Balwant Singh on my second night in India, May 28, 1964. May is the hottest
         month, with each day slightly worse than the one before until the monsoons arrive
         in June. It was the day after Jawaharlal Nehru had died. The nation was in shock and
         mourning and I felt like an intruder at a very awkward time. Moreover, in reaction
         to this loss, all stores and restaurants were closed. Closing restaurants was no great
         matter for Indians, who rarely ate in them, but I had no other option. When I met
         Inder Pal Singh in the evening I had eaten nothing since the breakfast provided by
         my hotel, around sunrise. 
      

      
      The day had been still and intensely hot. The air was heavy with dust and industrial
         pollution. Inder Pal Singh and I left his house just after dark in a bicycle rickshaw.
         A bicycle rickshaw is not easy to peddle when it is empty. Inder Pal is a large person;
         he and I together weighed at least 350 pounds. The struggling rickshaw peddler looked
         like he weighed about a hundred. He also looked old enough to be my grandfather, adding
         moral discomfort to physical. In the colorless light of Delhi’s fluorescent street
         lamps, he cranked us slowly through largely deserted streets. A dry thunderstorm started.
         There was lightening, thunder, and wind that stirred up scraps of paper and swirls
         of grit, but no rain. The evening did not seem promising. 
      

      
      We pulled into a wide cul-de-sac and stopped in front of a row of trucks in various
         states of disassembly. The area might once have been a small park but was now an open-air
         garage with a dry and peeling fountain in the middle. Behind the trucks on one side
         of the street was a long, white, stucco wall about two meters high. In the middle
         of the wall was a shiny blue-painted wooden gate—blue being the only color that the
         fluorescent light did not wash out. Inder Pal Singh paid the rickshaw peddler and
         he left us. We walked between the trucks and through the gate. We entered a courtyard
         that immediately struck me as a traditional hacienda strangely displaced from my home in southern Arizona. In fact it was their prototype,
         a design originally brought to the Southwest from formerly Moorish Spain. This had
         been the house of a Muslim landlord long before the city of Delhi moved out to surround
         it. What in Arizona would have been the main ranch house was straight ahead about
         twenty meters across the bare courtyard. What had been the stables were facing us
         along the side wall about fifteen meters to the right. We went to the right, following
         a path in the dirt among wispy clumps of dry grass. Balwant Singh was living in a
         converted horse-stall. The room still had the original divided horse-door. Inder Pal
         Singh knocked; the door opened. 
      

      
      A single electric light bulb hung on a cord from the ceiling. The floor was concrete—red,
         shiny and dustless. The walls were painted a bright yellow-orange. The furniture was
         a neatly made-up charpoy (a wood-framed cot), two unfinished straight-backed wooden
         chairs, and a folding metal TV table. Just after we came in, two more chairs were
         brought by three boys who stayed to listen. After the introductions, I was offered
         a sliced mango and a drink called sharbat, which was orange squash diluted with water. The mango was the first I had ever seen.
         The sharbat was probably made with Delhi’s notoriously dangerous tap water. I considered
         the likely consequences of drinking it. Balwant Singh asked if I wanted to learn about
         Sikhism. The truth was that I was more focused on the mango and sharbat. After a moment
         thinking of how to balance the most honest answer against the most appropriate one,
         I said that I did. He then said, “It is simple; all religions are the same.” This
         struck me as an empty pleasantry, implausible and unpromising. My internal reply was
         that if it were so, then the logical thing for me to do would be to go back to Chicago
         where I could study them equally well and get a hamburger. But I knew it would be
         a mistake not to respect the opportunity that Inder Pal Singh had provided. Balwant
         Singh wanted to explain something and I had to find a response that would allow him
         to do so. So I asked what turned out to be the right question: “How are they the same?”
         The answer was “They are all Vedanta.” So my next question was “What is Vedanta?”
         This again appeared to be the right question. It also had the merit of being entirely
         honest. Although I had often encountered the term in my readings, I had not been able
         to form a clear idea of what it pointed to. I was interested in finding out. Balwant
         Singh’s answer began with the statement that “God is in everyone” and that all religions
         are about the relation between this God and the devotee. It went on for just about
         exactly one hour. It still stands as the most coherent lecture I have ever heard on
         any religious topic in any religious tradition. 
      

      
      Despite Balwant Singh’s conviction that all religions are the same, however, Vedanta
         as he described it had important attributes that Western religious scholars and philosophers
         have consistently said no religion could have. It was internally logical and it was
         consistent with experience. There was no claim on faith or argument for the necessity
         of faith. The “God” that was in everyone was not a supernatural being of any sort
         but, in fact, the power and a “yearning” to think, to form a mind and self-identity,
         which we can observe in ourselves empirically. When Balwant Singh had finished explaining,
         I said all of this to check my understanding. He agreed. My next question, then, had
         to be: “But what should I do if I discovered a logical contradiction or found a way
         that it was inconsistent with experience?” In the Judeo-Christian tradition, this
         is a set question and the set answer is that I should believe it anyway. Balwant Singh’s
         response was “Then you should not accept it.” By this point in the conversation it
         was not surprising, since it followed from what he had explained, but it was certainly
         stunning. 
      

      
      My next question concerned the relationship between Vedanta and Sikh ideas of militancy.
         How can placing an ultimate value on understanding justify organized violence? This
         took about another hour. Nothing I heard later showed Balwant Singh’s understandings
         to be in any way idiosyncratic. His views, when I would state them in the context
         of discussions of various Sikh topics with other Sikhs of all kinds and all social
         conditions, were always the ones that others agreed were most basic. I will convey
         them in Chapters 3 and 5. For now, the point is only that given the way this experience
         worked for me, I cannot avoid being confident that it will also work for others. My
         view of religion in general was a doctrinaire Judeo-Christian religious view despite
         the fact that I did not consider myself either doctrinaire or religious. Being made
         to realize this by seeing the way a radically different idea of religion in general
         could work at least equally well to frame a different set of religious traditions
         was the first step toward making both sets of ideas truly understandable.
      

      
      We will begin with the Vedantic traditions and the other traditions that took shape
         around them in South Asia: the Jain tradition and Buddhism. Then we trace the flow
         of these ideas to China, where they were set against, and adjusted to, three mutually
         complementary related indigenous idea systems: Taoism, Confucianism, and legalism.
         Then we follow Buddhism and Confucianism in turn to Japan, where, where they became
         part of another three-way contrast with Shinto. 
      

      
      This description as I have just stated it, however, should not be understood in a
         way that understates the complexity of the process of transmission and adaptation
         that will be described. The process is not like carrying a box of rocks to point A,
         where some are taken out and others added, then carrying this box to point B, where
         some are taken out and others added, and so on. The traditions interact. The basic
         ideas of each remain and retain their implications, but those implications are also
         regenerated in new ways to answer to the other ideas they are juxtaposed to and to
         the problems their users want to use them to solve. Buddhism, for example, has roots
         in Vedanta, and when it was taken to China these roots were conveyed with it. But
         the literature of Vedanta was in Sanskrit and Pali, which most of those interested
         in the new ideas were not in a position to learn. So the transmission necessarily
         involved regrafting and re-situating. New roots, new foundations, had to be invented
         to replace old and, in the process, the professionals (who learned the old roots)
         and the laity (who did not) came to be differentiated and related to each other in
         new ways. The same thing has happened in every other case. It is a constant process
         of rethinking and rediscovery, in which the logical possibilities of these basic idea
         systems have interacted with the assumptions and concerns of those who have accepted
         them, made them their own, and in turn passed them on. Ultimately, the most basic
         story is about the ongoing struggle of intelligent human beings with products of their
         own minds. Ideas have force; these are some of the most forceful.
      

      
      

      Further Reading

      
      The following are good collections of primary readings that could accompany these
         chapters. 
      

      
       

      
      Bonevac, Daniel, William Boon, and Stephen Philips. 1992. Beyond the Western Tradition.  Mountain View, London and Toronto: Mayfield Publishing Co. 
      

      
      Van Voorst, Robert E. 2000. Anthology of World Scriptures. Third edition. Belmont:  Wadsworth.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Sardar is an honorific corresponding to the English “Sir.”

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 2

      Vedas and Vedanta

      
         
         
      

      
      Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1888–1975) has been one of the few people in the last two
         centuries sufficiently at home in both the Indian and Western traditions of philosophy
         and with enough sensitivity to the scholarly nuances of the formulations on each side
         to provide explanations from both cultural perspectives. His consistent argument is
         that what he is describing is Indian philosophy rather than religion, although he
         still mixes in enough religious terminology to allow a Western reader who does not
         realize how important this distinction is to be misdirected. 
      

      
      In addition to the confusions introduced by translating key South Asian texts with
         Christian religious terminology and assumptions, important confusions have been introduced
         on the South Asian side itself. Generations of interpreters right up to the present
         have been drawn into efforts to relate them to a speculative and remote time of a
         supposedly pure Aryan culture in an unknown place and under unknown circumstances.
         The reason for this lies partly in the texts and partly in a notion of scholarship
         as more concerned with making things seem unique and exotic than with making them
         clear. 
      

      
      The aspect of the texts that most encourages this confusion is the way they declare
         themselves to be the product of alien intruders. The theme is not prominent, but it
         is undeniably present. The authors recognize their language as distinctive.[1] They call themselves Aryans (and other things, apparently tribal or clan names),
         and they distinguish themselves from several other groups. The most prominent of the
         latter are the Dasyus. They describe these Dasyus as dark-skinned and short-nosed
         and describe their relation to them in terms of warfare and conquest. The Dasyus are
         described as one of the races Indra has destroyed; they have been defeated; they have
         been subjugated.
      

      
      On the basis of these descriptions the descendants of the Aryans have been identified
         as the Indo-European speakers of what is now Northern India and Pakistan, while the
         Dasyus have been identified with the Dravidian speakers of Southern India, who are
         darker and indeed shorter-nosed. The problem comes with where the argument goes next.
         This has been to leap from the idea that the Dasyus were conquered to the conclusion
         that the Aryans did not learn anything from them. This has led to a preoccupation
         with the Vedic gods and their possible relationships to the Greek and Latin gods,
         and hence to a focus on supposed Vedic polytheism as a parallel to Greek and Latin
         polytheism. This is not what the Vedas describe. 
      

      
      History is full of invading nomads who establish a dominant position in a local population
         militarily while being assimilated by them culturally. The assumption that the culture
         of the Vedas does not draw heavily on the pre-existent culture of North India is implausible
         on the basis of internal evidence in the poems as well as external evidence from archaeology.
         The way of life that the poems portray is not that of pastoral nomads, such as we
         presume the Aryans originally were, but of a settled and highly civilized agricultural
         society. 
      

      
      The western half of the area now occupied by speakers of Indo-Aryan languages is the
         Indus Valley. This is the home of the Indus Valley civilization, also known as the
         Harappan civilization and most recently the Indus-Saraswati civilization. The type-sites
         are the remains of the cities of Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa on the Indus River in modern
         Pakistan. Related sites extend from Indian Punjab to the Arabian Sea and south along
         the coast through modern Gujarat. A second major river at the time was the now extinct
         Saraswati, south of the Indus and parallel to it. This ancient Saraswati corresponds
         to the modern Ghaggar-Hakra river system, which flows only in the monsoon season.
         Recent archaeology has shown that there are actually more sites representing the Harrapan
         civilization on the Saraswati than the Indus. It also probably held more of the population.
         
      

      
      According to a recent synthesis by Gregory Possehl (2002), the precursor cultures
         whose styles and technologies fed into Harappan civilization go back as far as 7000
         BCE. These include sites in the Brahui enclave in Baluchistan, a Dravidian-speaking
         area now surrounded by Indo-European speaking populations and cut off from the much
         larger Dravidian area in South India. Cultures recognizable as “Early Harappan” in
         the Harappan area go to 3200 BCE, certainly pre-dating the Aryans and most likely
         associated with Proto-Dravidian speakers. 
      

      
      The transition between early Harappan and what is called mature Harappan occurs in
         a very short period from 2600 to 2500 BCE, probably even less than the hundred years
         this suggests. It is marked by widespread destruction by fire of early Harappan communities
         and equally widespread construction of mature Harappan communities, often on virgin
         ground and following systematic plans. The general technology and culture in the new
         communities is the same as in the previous communities, but the specific details are
         much more uniform over a much wider region and include facilities for long-distance
         maritime trade. This trade reached Mesopotamia. Mohenjo-Daro is the type-site for
         the mature phase. It was built entirely on previously unoccupied land and construction
         started with a large plinth on which the individual houses, wells, and public facilities
         were constructed. The plinth rises above the usual flood level, and thereby allows
         the community to have all-year access to the river without danger. Without the plinth,
         the town would either be flooded where it is, or would have to be much farther from
         the river to avoid such flooding. 
      

      
      The layout implies coordinated action by all of the original occupiers. They would
         have had to identify the site and plan the construction, then wait for the ground
         to become dry enough to work on. Then the plinth or a large part of it would have
         to be built in about nine months before the onset of the next monsoon rains. Then
         construction of houses and the like could have continued on the plinth while the fields
         flooded around it. The building techniques and facilities paralleled those of Harappa
         itself. Harappa is in Punjab on the upper part of the river, but was a much older
         community so the new development of the mature phase was constrained by what was already
         there. 
      

      
      The fires in the early Harappan communities in the transitional phase have the marks
         of being much more than a coincidental occurrence of accidental fires that got out
         of hand (Possehl 2002: 49). Although Possehl does not say so, to me it looks like
         civil war. Before the war we have many separate communities with related cultures;
         after the war we have a consolidated system with a uniform culture. So evidently what
         happened, and what the war was about, was confederation. One remarkable feature is
         that the bricks used in the mature phase are all of a uniform ratio of length to width
         to height (4:2:1) and almost a uniform size (28 x 14 x 3.5 cm) across its entire temporal
         and geographical breadth. 
      

      
      Mature Harappan persisted until about 1900 BCE. It was about then that Mohenjo-Daro
         was abandoned, although the abandonment had been preceded by a long period of decline.
         The following final phase, called posturban Harappan, fades out between 1600 and 1300
         BCE in different places around the original central area (Possehl 2002: 29). 
      

      
      There seem to have been three main causes of the abandonment of the major sites around
         1900 BCE. First, the Mesopotamian trade declined. Second, there may have been especially
         destructive floods on the Indus, possibly associated with earthquakes and landslides
         in the Himalayas causing temporary natural dams which eventually gave way catastrophically.
         This is a regular occurrence. Third, tectonic uplift near the upper end of the course
         of the Saraswati, in the area of modern Haryana state, caused the Himalayan streams
         that had fed the Saraswati to shift southward toward the modern Jamuna, which flows
         southeast into the Ganges. By about 1700 BCE the Saraswati dried up. Archaeological
         remains show that the population moved out to the east and to the southwest nearer
         the coast, where the water supplies remained secure. But it was not until about 1000
         BCE that the bronze-age technology of the Harappans was replaced throughout the region
         by the iron-age technology associated with Vedic culture. 
      

      
      Unfortunately, in the 1960s, the indigenous idea that Dasyu civilization was destroyed
         by an Aryan invasion was endorsed by Sir Mortimer Wheeler to account for the end of
         Mohenjo-Daro. This was widely accepted at the time, although no archeologist supports
         it now. Unlike the evidence for widespread fire at the beginning of the mature Harappan
         phase, there was no evidence for large-scale destruction at the end of it, while the
         evidence for cultural continuity with what followed is solid and substantial. The
         Indus Valley civilization utilized the same crops as are presently grown in the same
         region, as well as the same agricultural technology. Pots and tools dug up in Indus
         Valley sites in contemporary Punjab are the same as pots and tools still in use; to
         a modern villager they are as uninteresting as trash. The only animal mentioned in
         the Vedas that was not part of the Indus Valley agricultural complex is the horse,
         and even now horses have no place in the farming system. 
      

      
      While some of the subjects of the Vedic texts can arguably be attributed to an earlier
         Indo-European culture, most are aspects of the environment particularly associated
         with the distinctive monsoonal cycle of this region and the agricultural system. But
         the most important feature pointing to the local origin of the Vedic ideas is the
         way the Rg Veda describes the Saraswati River. They make Saraswati a goddess, representing
         and/or associated with the river. The name itself means “the watery.” The river is
         described as large and life giving, the mother of all rivers, and as flowing from
         the mountains to the sea. It is more important than all other rivers. Since the river
         was gone by the time the Aryans arrived, they could not have seen it as they describe
         it. Yet the description makes perfect sense in terms of the archaeological remains
         from the Indus Valley period. So their description must have been based on the ruins
         they would have seen and the mythologies of the people they came to live among after
         the river dried up. 
      

      
      In short, the Saraswati agricultural ecology collapsed and the population relocated
         to other places in the region with better water supplies, retaining their idea systems.
         The Indo-Europeans flowed in and politically dominated the local population completely
         enough to lead to a change in the language and population demographics, but they accepted
         and preserved the indigenous agroecological adaptation.
      

      
      Indus Valley Ideas

      
      We infer ideas from archaeological remains by using analogies. The problem is to pick
         the right ones. Wheeler, trained in excavations in Mesopotamia and the Mediterranean,
         sought to interpret the Indus Valley remains on the analogy of Crete and Minoa. In
         actuality the remains are much more consistent with the material culture of historic
         Indian peasant-based societies like the Maratha and Sikh confederacies of the late
         eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Possehl seems to agree and rejects the
         idea of a “state” in the sense that underlies these earlier interpretations. Instead,
         he argues for a “corporation” (2002: 57). 
      

      
      The town plans of the Indus Valley civilization show none of the trappings of large-scale
         state religion, hereditary kingship, or a military aristocracy that we see at the
         same time in Dynastic Egypt and the city-states of Mesopotamia. If there were temples,
         they are not recognizable. There are no palaces. There are no citadels. Nor is there
         anything that appears to be a slum or quarter for the very poor. The towns have a
         clear air of social equality combined with orderly collective planning. The main large-scale
         constructions are infrastructure of common use, beginning with the great plinth of
         Mohenjo-Daro. Streets are wide and well provided with drains and there is ample provision
         for potable water by means of wells in what appear to be public areas as well as in
         houses. The most notable large building is a great tank (square pool for bathing)
         at Mohenjo-Daro. There are also, more commonly, docks, warehouses and perhaps some
         facilities for guests or visitors. The rest of the buildings are private houses-cum-workplaces,
         just as we still see in old Indian towns and villages.
      

      
      Some of the most direct evidence that Vedic ideas go back to the previous Harappan
         civilization is on the Indus valley seals. These are carved on small bits of steatite
         and were evidently used to stamp a personal mark on bundles or jars for storage or
         shipping. They typically have either an animal figure or some kind of mythological
         scene, with a string of script-like characters across the top. No one has found a
         way to read the script, although Asko Parpola makes a strong case that the language
         was proto-Dravidian and some of the most common signs representing words whose meanings
         include gods, planets, and constellations—so that they can also represent astrological
         conjunctions that mark specific seasons (Parpola 1994). Even without the script, however,
         we can easily recognize almost all of the animals and scenes, and these alone suggest
         certain extremely important religious/philosophical ideas that still persist. The
         most basic of these is that the fundamental aim of life is understanding, coupled
         with the further identification of the generative power of thought with the generative
         power of life. One of the clearest examples of this is in the seal illustrated in
         Figure 2.1: 
      

      
      
         Seated Shiva-like figure, Indus Valley Seal.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      This is a seal found in Mohenjo-Daro. I have reversed it horizontally to show the
         arrangement of the imprint it would have left. There are several like it. The figure
         is readily identified with the historical god Shiva for several reasons. First, any
         South Asian would immediately identify him as a yogi and this is one of Shiva’s aspects or forms: as Mahayogi, the Great Yogi. The term yogi is from yoga, meaning devotion. The literal meaning is therefore devotee, but the idea is further
         associated with a specific type of meditation involving certain fixed postures. Stereotypically,
         yogis go off into wild places in order, as Indians say, to “perform austerities” and
         meditate. This is what we see here in the scrawny body, closed eyes, and the positions
         of the hands and feet. The object by his left knee is most probably the leg of a low
         stool he is sitting on, but some see it as a type of hourglass shaped drum, called
         a damaru, still widely used to accompany singing. 
      

      
      A second aspect of Shiva is as Pushupati, or the Lord of Beasts. This is suggested
         by the surrounding animal figures. These are wild and semi-wild, rather than domesticated.
         There is an elephant and tiger on the right, a wolf or jackal and water buffalo on
         the left. There are two antelopes beneath (or in front of) the stool. The horns on
         the headdress are most like those of a water buffalo. Another aspect of Shiva is that
         the figure appears to have three faces: one facing forward and the other two to either
         side. This is a common representation of Shiva historically but not every commentator
         agrees that they see it here. 
      

      
      Finally, Shiva now is also the de-facto lord of fertility, in which form he is most
         commonly represented as a stylized erect penis, called a lingam. This is obviously suggested by the erect penis of the seated figure. The more stylized
         type of lingam has also been reported from both Mohenjo-daro and Harappa. 
      

      
      The name Shiva appears in the Vedas as an alternative for Rudra, who is described
         with much the same attributes as are represented in the seal. He is a wild and dangerous
         deity clothed in skins, wandering the mountains at the margins of society, who has
         to be appeased. In the subsequent Upanishads and Puranas he retains the identification
         as Rudra but becomes more his present self, as a force neither good nor bad but simply
         very important, and no longer at the margin of society but central to it. 
      

      
      A final point is that Shiva and his consort Parvati[2]    are now closely associated with village agriculture. Since it is clear that the
         Indian system of agriculture was inherited from the Indus valley civilization, it
         is more likely than not that the mythology and social relations by which it was organized
         would have been inherited in the same process. Why would it change? 
      

      
      Although Shiva is now conventionally described as the Destroyer, all things also entail
         their opposites and the opposites of death and destruction are life and fertility.
         In agriculture, one necessarily comes from the other. Figure 2.2 is a temple to Shiva
         in the village of Sidhupur Kalan in Punjab state, India. The phallic exterior shape
         is intentional, as is the womb-like quality of the interior, in which the theme of
         male-female creative opposition is repeated again with the representation of a lingam and yoni (Figure 2.3). A yoni is the female sexual organ; the whole representation is as it
         might be seen from within the womb during intercourse. The bull who appears to be
         looking on as this cosmic intercourse takes place is Nandi, Shiva’s vehicle. This
         village is within the upper reaches of the ancient Saraswati, although such temples
         are common over a much wider area and the lingam as a symbol of Shiva is everywhere
         in India, north to south and east to west. 
      

      
      
         Shiva Temple, Panjab village, 1978.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      
         Inside the Shiva Temple.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      When modern Shiva temples are large enough to have permanent priests in attendance,
         the priests usually have a bowl of ashes from which they place a mark on the forehead
         of each worshipper who comes to pay his or her respects to the god, to remind them
         of their mortality, exactly as the Christian usage on Ash Wednesday. 
      

      
      Similarly, virtually every village has a shrine to Mata Rani. The name means “Queen
         Mother” but is also the name for the disease smallpox, until recently the great killer
         of children. The way Mata Rani is spoken of recalls the attributes of Parvati, Shiva’s
         consort, in the form of the terrible Kali or Durga. Smallpox is commonly said to “come
         from the mother.” Hence it would logically be in the power of the mother to prevent
         it. 
      

      
      In the villages of Punjab, there are three major women’s festivals annually.[3] One, for girls of about twelve or thirteen, is held in the beginning of the monsoon
         season in their parental households and celebrated with their brothers. It is called
         “Tij” or Tian, meaning “third” because it is held in the third month of the Vikram
         calendar. The first month begins in mid-April. 
      

      
      The second ceremony is for unmarried women of marriageable age and women who are newly
         married. It is celebrated at the time that the winter crops are sown, in their parental
         homes or their husband’s homes. It involves making a household shrine by placing an
         image on a wall containing a stick-figure with arms, legs, and a round head representing
         a female deity and a smaller figure looking like a pine tree (to my eyes) representing
         her consort. In Punjabi the female deity is called Sanjhi. There are substantially identical paired figures on Indus Valley seals, which the
         modern villagers do not know about. A small pot of barley seeds is sprouted and kept
         before the image. The ceremony involves a large clay pot with a tall wide neck, called
         a karua, as a rather evident variant of a yoni. The women put some earth in the bottom of
         it (as I was told). They then put their arms in the jar and, while making figures
         in the earth at the bottom, sing songs “in praise of their husbands” and expressing
         their hope for children. Thereafter, they break all but a small part of the female
         figure off the wall. They take the broken pieces along with the pot of barley sprouts
         to throw into the village tank (pond) or a nearby river as an offering. Finally, they
         fill the jar with “cotton or something white” and, along with some sugar and ghee
         (clarified butter) take it as a gift to the village Brahman. As a man, I could not
         attend this ceremony. So I only know it from the way other men described it and from
         seeing the figures on the walls inside houses.
      

      
      Although the Sikhs who described this ceremony to me did not identify it with the
         holiday of Durga Puja, which is considered quintessentially Hindu, it occurs at the same time and involves
         substantially the same actions and the same focus on female fertility. Durga Puja
         is celebrated all over India. In some areas, most notably Bengal, it is described
         as a “national holiday” that especially expresses their sense of cultural identity.
         
      

      
      The third women’s holiday, called behairi, is held at the shrine for Mata Rani and is celebrated in the middle of the winter
         growing season, by mothers of small children in the village who visit the goddess
         and ask her to protect the children of the village (not just their own children) (Leaf
         1974: 191-195). 
      

      
      From their content as well as their geographical distribution, it is difficult to
         see where the roots of these ceremonies would lie if not in the ancient South Asian
         society that produced the Indus Valley civilization. In seeing them we are getting
         a glimpse of that thought-world of four thousand years ago.
      

      
      In addition to the Harappan system of village agriculture as we can reconstruct it,
         the figure of the yogi/sadhu, and the complementary concern with the female presence
         represented by Saraswati, there is one other image, doubtless also pre-Aryan, that
         is essential to have in mind in order to envision what the Vedic poems are describing.
         This is the puja, the most fundamental form of a ceremony and also the most basic idea of the setting
         within which traditions such as those of the Vedas are transmitted. 
      

      
      The participants in a puja are a pujari who conducts the ceremony and a devotee for whom it is conducted. The ceremony is
         also a teaching situation, and it is understood that the way in which the ceremony
         is efficacious is not actually by getting the god to do anything in a magical or otherworldly
         sense but rather by bringing about the correct understanding in the devotee. Hence
         the pujari is also a teacher, guru, and the devotee is also a student. The imagery
         is represented by Figure 2.4, a puja to open an office in New Delhi in 1988.
      

      
      
         Puja to open an office, 1988.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      

      South Asian Texts and Sects

      
      The term “Hindu” is an exonym. It did not originate among those it designates. It
         was originally an Arabic or Persian term based on the name of the river Indus. It
         had the sense of “those who live beyond the Indus,” like the related terms “India”
         and “Indian.” That is, it was not the name for a definite body of ideas and practices
         but rather for the people of a certain place—“those over there.” Beginning in the
         eighth century, Muslim teachers and ethnic groups made inroads into South Asia and
         some indigenous cultural and linguistic groups adopted the religion they brought.
         In consequence, the idea of a “Hindu” took on a more specifically religious coloration
         as the designation for the ideas that Islam excluded or opposed. Christianity and
         Judaism had the same effect as they became important in southern India beginning about
         the twelfth century. Thus Hinduism came to be defined by an increasing list of things
         it was not. Yet it never had the kind of internal unity that the suffix “-ism” suggests. There is no one text or set of texts that all Hindus accept as definitive
         or authoritative. There is a common core of texts, but each sect or tradition also
         has others equally important to it alone. There is no agreement on the general weightings
         or priorities. There is no one diagnostic declaration, organization, or self-recognized
         constituency. 
      

      
      The most widely accepted core texts are in the Sanskrit language and go back, it is
         said, as much as 5,000 years. There is an important conventional distinction between
         texts that are sruti and texts that are smRti.[4]       Radhakrishnan translates sruti as “revealed.” He is not the only Indian scholar
         to say this, but it is difficult to understand where the idea comes from. To the extent
         that this implies that the text is in some sense the direct word of God it is completely
         inconsistent with the content of the texts themselves, in two important ways. First,
         the texts clearly announce themselves as the thoughts of rishis and other sages, human beings speaking as such. Second, the idea of god in them,
         or the gods they describe, simply are not the sorts of things that can go about dictating
         texts in this way. The literal meaning of sruti is “that which is heard” while smRti
         is “that which is remembered and transmitted.” There is notably greater internal consistency
         in the ideas of the texts that are sruti. 
      

      
      The sruti texts are the Vedas and associated commentaries. There are four Vedas: the
         Rg Veda, the Yajur Veda, the Sama Veda, and the Atharva Veda. The Rg Veda appears
         to date to around 3,500 years ago (1500 BCE) and to have been composed over several
         centuries. It is the oldest collection and the most highly regarded in almost all
         sectarian divisions and philosophical schools. It consists of 1,017 hymns in ten books.
         It is much the most important source of ideas of widespread philosophical and religious
         importance. The Yajur Veda deals with sacrificial formulae and the Sama Veda refers
         to melodies. The Atharva Veda contains magical formulae, spells, and incantations
         and, according to Radhakrishnan, ideas later important in Indian traditional medicine.
         
      

      
      Each of the Vedas is accompanied by its own body of commentaries. Together with these
         commentaries each consists of four sections: Samhitas, Brahmanas, Aranyakas, and Upanishads.
         Samhitas are the verses proper: hymns, prayers, benedictions, sacrificial formulae,
         and litanies. The other three are different kinds of explanations. Brahmanas are described
         by Radhakrishnan as prose treatises discussing the significance of rites and ceremonies.
         Many of them are in the form of dialogues. The Aranyakas (“forest texts”) are described
         as overlapping the Brahmanas. The Upanishads are teachings. The name is derived from
         the Sanskrit for “sit down near”—groups of students sitting around a teacher (Radhakrishnan
         1953: 19). The division is not to distinguish their content so much as their intended
         audience. They offer essentially the same view of the Vedas from three different social
         perspectives: the Brahmanas represent the perspective of a supposed ritual specialist,
         the Aranyakas of the person who has abandoned the life of the householder for a life
         of intense contemplation and the Upanishads represent the perspective of the ordinary
         person who has not abandoned his obligations but is seeking to understand them. 
      

      
      The Upanishads associated with the Vedas and are considered to be the “classical”
         Upanishads. There are other, later, Upanishads that apply the same basic ideas to
         the mythology and practices associated with certain popular deities—Shiva, Vishnu,
         and Sakti (Radhakrishnan 1953:6). 
      

      
      The smRti works include idealized codes of law such as the Laws of Manu, the epic poems including the Ramayana and Mahabharata, additional stories and legends called the Puranas, and writings of the various philosophical schools. 
      

      
      In observable importance, pride of place clearly goes to the Rg Veda and about five
         of the main Upanishads. After them, the next most important texts in breadth of acceptance
         are the Mahabharata, Bhagavad-Gita, and Ramayana. After these, for most people who
         identify with the Hindu tradition, the next most important writings are those of specific
         ancient or modern teachers who develop the ideas of the Vedas and the Upanishads,
         and often also of the Epics, into views that define the specific systems of thought
         and ethics that the individual in question would personally identify with. Historically,
         there are six major schools that these modern teachers and their followers are considered
         to draw on. Each offers a different interpretation of the basic ideas of the Vedas
         and Upanishads and of what sort of practices best lead to the enlightenment one should
         seek to attain: Nyaya, Vaiseka, Samkya, Yoga, Parva Mimamsa, and Vedanta. In my own
         experience, except for Vedanta and Yoga, these divisions or schools are not salient
         for most people while for Vedanta much the most widely adhered to tradition is that
         associated with the idea of Bhakti. 
      

      
      Buddhism is a parallel tradition. It is not usually considered part of Hinduism, but
         the teachings of the Buddha are about contemporary with the Upanishads and predate
         the epics and related smRti literature. Jain philosophy parallels Buddhism, and their
         great teacher is Mahavira. Thus Jains and Buddhists are definitely in the broad Vedantic
         tradition. Radhakrishnan describes them as “heterodox.” But this is misleading to
         the extent that it is implies that Hinduism itself is “orthodox.” Orthodoxy is what
         most of the traditions argue against.
      

      
      Translation Issues

      
      South Asian religions first began to become accessible to European scholars in the
         late seventeenth century. The paths of transmission were both direct and indirect.
         The direct methods revolved around the study of the main Sanskrit texts. The indirect
         methods involved seeing the same ideas as an undercurrent in the texts associated
         with Islam, Sufism, Zoroastrianism, and other traditions studied and publicized by
         colorful and widely read nineteenth-century orientalists like Sir Richard Burton,
         Leonard Smith, and Thomas Wright. 
      

      
      The South Asian traditions that preserved the Sanskrit texts also preserved a system
         of linguistic analysis that had been developed to explain and preserve the Sanskrit
         language itself, associated with the name of the fourth-century BCE grammarian Panini.
         This analysis was far more generally applicable than the linguistic categories traditionally
         associated with Greek and Latin in Europe. Beginning with the smallest units of sound
         that make differences in meaning, which we now call phonemes, it built up the analysis
         level by level to syntax, with each level containing a complete system of rules and
         all the levels together containing rules for how the rules interact. This very quickly
         led to the recognition of Sanskrit’s relation to Latin and Greek and from there to
         the recognition of the entire Indo-European language family. This is usually credited
         to a 1793 paper by Sir William Jones, then serving as the vice-chancellor of the University
         of Calcutta (the vice-chancellor was the actual administrative head; the chancellor
         was the governor of the province). The development of modern descriptive and historical
         linguistics as we know them rapidly followed. 
      

      
      By the mid-nineteenth century, there were well-established programs in Sanskrit and
         Indological studies in English, French and German universities. But translation is
         not just a matter of moving between languages. It is also a matter of moving between
         cultural idea systems. Because the South Asian texts were from the outset identified
         as religious by Western scholars, they have been consistently translated into terms
         and ideas drawn from Western religious history as opposed to other Western systems
         of thought. This, for example, is the opening of Müller’s Anthropological Religion: 
      

      
      
         In lecturing before the Members of the University of Glasgow, on the origin and the
            growth of religion, my chief object has been to show that a belief in God, in the
            immortality of the soul, and in a future retribution can be gained, and not only can
            be, but has been gained by the right exercise of human reason alone, without the assistance
            of what has been called a special revelation. I have tried to prove this, not, as
            others have done, by reasoning a priori only, but by historical investigation; I have
            tried to gather in some of the harvest which is plenteous, but which requires far
            more labourers than are working in this field at present. In doing this, I thought
            I was simply following in the footsteps of the greatest theologians of our time, and
            that I was serving the cause of true religion by showing by ample historical evidence,
            gathered from the Sacred Books of the East, how what St. Paul, what the Fathers of
            the Church, what mediaeval theologians, and what some of the most learned of modern
            Divines had asserted again and again was most strikingly confirmed by the records
            of all non-Christian religions which have lately become accessible to us by the patient
            researches of Oriental scholars, more particularly of the ancient literature of India.
            (Müller 1892: v, vi)
         

         
      

      Müller’s translations convey the impression that Indian religion was conceived in
         the same terms as Western religion. The same applies in varying degrees to most of
         the fifty-volume collection of works by other authors titled The Wisdom of the East that he organized for which he served as served as the general editor. But despite
         the use of Western theological language, many of the authors are also interested in
         letting the traditions speak for themselves and are sensitive to alternative assumptions
         they encounter. I have used several of them here, since in most cases nothing is available
         in a more literal style even now. Radhakrishnan and Moore's Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy (1957) uses them as well, presumably for the same reason. 
      

      
      Western ideas of God and gods are imputed to Indian texts in two main ways. The first
         is in the way the texts are framed by the surrounding discussion, as in the above
         quotation. Along the same lines, it is common to describe the Vedas as polytheistic
         and the subsequent Upanishads as monotheistic. Authors who take this perspective often
         go on to portray a conceptual revolution between the Vedas and the Upanishads, parallel
         to those associated with Abraham in the Jewish tradition and Muhammad for Islam. 
      

      
      Describing the Vedas and Upanishads as about the transition from polytheism to monotheism
         is like describing Hedda Gabler as a play about a horse. The focus is not on the number of gods or anything like
         a pantheon in either corpus. It is on certain processes that the gods are described
         as representing. This is best described as neither polytheism nor monotheism, but
         rather henotheism. The idea in henotheism, to quote Radhakrishnan, is that “when worship
         is accorded to any of the Vedic deities, we tend to make that deity the supreme one,
         of whom all others are forms or manifestations” (1992: 33).
      

      
      The only real difference between the Vedas and Upanishads is that they represent this
         process in two different ways. We will return to this when we get to specific texts.
      

      
      The second main way Western ideas are inappropriately drawn into the translations
         of Indian texts is by the writing conventions. We will start with a very famous short
         poem to fire, whose Sanskrit name is “āgnī” (“ā” means the long “a” sound as in “father.”
         “ī” is the long “i” sound as in “knee”). This is invariably rendered in English as
         “Agni,” with a capital “A.” Thus it appears to a reader who is not acquainted with
         Sanskrit as the proper name of an individual deity that represents fire, in the way
         Apollo represents wisdom. The misrepresentation in this is that there is no capitalization
         in Sanskrit and therefore no conventions like those in the Western European languages
         regarding its use. The Sanskrit script, like all the South Asian Indo-European writing
         systems derived from it, has only one form of letter for each sound and one sound
         for each form. The word in the texts is actually the ordinary word “fire.” 
      

      
      The most basic contrast for understanding the Vedas and Upanishads is not that between
         polytheism and monotheism but rather between dualism and monism. Dualism is the view
         that begins in the West most clearly with Plato, the idea of a radical division between
         two worlds, the world of “appearances” or experience and a more real world of eternal
         truths or forms or essences beyond it. Monism is the rejection of this view. It is
         the view that the world of our experience is the only world there is and all that
         matters lies within it, not beyond it. Both the Vedas and the Upanishads are monistic.
         The Upanishads simply articulate the basic monism of the Vedas in a new and more general
         way. Henotheism is an application of monism.
      

      
      

      The Vedas

      
      These selections are also available in T. DeBary’s Sources of Indian Philosophy (DeBary 1953) and Radhakrishnan and Moore’s Source Book in Indian Philosophy (1957). The numbers to the right of the titles reflect the organization of the the
         original text. The text is divided into mandalas (“figure” or “community,” meaning chapters). Within mandalas the hymns are numbered
         serially. More literal translations, along with the Sanskrit, are now available for
         most of these poems in Shyam Ghosh’s Rgveda for the Layman (Ghosh, 2002), but these would require even more explanation. 
      

      
      Our first poem, to āgnī, is Rg Veda 1.1, the first hymn of the first mandala. This
         says a great deal about the overall arrangement. You need only to see that it not
         really a poem about fire as an abstract deity in the Western sense but rather a description
         of actually lighting and watching one, in the context of initiating a puja. It is
         therefore an opening invocation.
      

      
      
         To AGNI, Rg Veda 1.1

         
         
            	
               
               I magnify Agni, the Purohita, the divine ministrant of the sacrifice, the Hotri priest,
                  the greatest bestower of treasures. 
               

               
            

            
            	
               Agni, worthy to be magnified by the ancient rishis and by the present ones—may he
                  conduct the gods hither. 
               

               
            

            
            	
               May one obtain through Agni wealth and welfare day by day, which may bring glory and
                  high bliss of valiant offspring. 
               

               
            

            
            	
               Agni, whatever sacrifice and worship thou encompassest on every side, that indeed
                  goes to the gods. 
               

               
            

            
            	
               May Agni the thoughtful Hotri, he who is true and most splendidly renowned, may the
                  god come hither with the gods. 
               

               
            

            
            	
               Whatever good thou wilt do to thy worshipper, O Agni, that (work) verily is thine,
                  O Angiras. 
               

               
            

            
            	
               Thee, O Agni, we approach day by day, O (god) who shinest in the darkness; with our
                  prayer, bringing adoration to thee—
               

               
            

            
            	
               Who art the king of all worship, the guardian of Rita, the shining one, increasing
                  in thy own house. 
               

               
            

            
            	
               Thus, O Agni, be easy of access to us, as a father is to his son. Stay with us for
                  our happiness. (Oldenburg 1897:1) 
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      The speaker is lighting the wick of a lamp filled with ghee (clarified butter). As
         he does so, he speaks to the fire as though it were not only the visible object of
         the puja but also its cause and as though all the other aspects were its effects.
         This is the henotheism, and it is the stylistic turn of all the Vedas. 
      

      
      The first two stanzas address the fire, complement it, call it the priest (purohit) and priest of the sacrifice (hotr) and observe that fire has been thus praised by many others as well. The image thus
         plays on a kind of ambiguity peculiar to fire above almost all other things. This
         is the way each fire is absolutely the same as all other fires and yet also at the
         same time absolutely distinct in itself; and formless and yet also formed. By using
         the idea that this fire has been lit and praised by many others and at many different
         times the poem strongly evokes the ideas of tradition and repetition. We say we light
         a fire, let it go out, and relight it (in Sanskrit as in English). We thus speak as
         though the fire itself were capable of dying and being reborn. It is here in this
         time and place but also timeless and placeless. This not the way we speak of eating
         a meal, taking a nap, or writing a note. 
      

      
      The third stanza states the purpose of the puja. It is intended to bring wealth and
         welfare—but “day by day” through adhering to the discipline that the puja represents.
         He is not saying to the fire on just one occasion, “Do this for me and I will do this
         for you.” He is saying to us that by tending to your obligations day by day you get
         these things for yourself. 
      

      
      The fourth stanza reinforces this reading of the third by explicitly connecting the
         act of lighting the fire to the idea of sacrifice. “Sacrifice” here, is obviously
         not burning or destroying anything, except in the minimal sense of the ghee. Rather,
         it is the opposite of selfishness. It is not doing things for your own sake but for
         others. The Sanskrit here translated using the idea of “goes to the gods” involves
         a Western interpolation. In the original there is no word corresponding to god or
         gods. The sense is only that it is spread outward, dispersing darkness—which we all
         can see that light actually does.[5]

      
      The fifth stanza repeats the idea of the spreading outward and bringing good things,
         and the sixth repeats the idea of the importance of this process—and hence again invokes
         the double idea of knowledge and daily devotion and discipline. The seventh says the
         same thing more plainly: day by day we approach you. The eighth stanza simply repeats
         that it is the actual fire before the devotee that is being spoken of and not some
         distant deity representing it and the ninth closes by connecting together the ideas
         of intimacy, tradition, succession, and welfare. 
      

      
      In short, there is nothing described in the poem that you would not experience in
         watching the puja and thinking of fire itself. This is the monism. What is the message?
         It is that by not being selfish, by adhering to the established ways and accepting
         the discipline they involve, you will get ahead. But there is also a more general
         point that is not just about fire but rather about the process of focusing on it in
         this way. The poem is saying, and demonstrating, that when we focus on something,
         such as fire, we can make it the basis of everything else. Of course this sense of
         “such as” cannot be brought into focus in just this one poem if we take it in isolation,
         but it becomes very clear when we see the poem in the context of those that follow,
         in which the same kind of treatment is accorded to an almost unending list of other
         objects. This, too, is the henotheism. 
      

      
      
         Suraj (the sun): Kangra painting, eighteenth or ninteenth century.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      
      Because the pattern is so consistent we could pick poems randomly and make the same
         point. Some however are shorter and use more familiar terminology. Here is a poem
         to Surya. The name is rendered into English as Sun God, or Sun, but again, surya is
         simply the Sanskrit word “sun.” 
      

      
       

      
      
         SURYA, Rg Veda 1.50

         
         
            	
               
               1. Aloft his beams now bring the god

               
               Who knows all creatures that are born,

               
               That all may look upon the Sun.

               
            

            
            	
               2. Away like thieves the stars depart,

               
               By the dark nights accompanied,

               
               At the all-seeing Sun's approach. 

               
            

            
            	
               3. His beams, his rays, have shone afar

               
               Athwart the many homes of men,

               
               Flaming aloft like blazing fires. 

               
            

            
            	
               4. Swift-moving, visible to all,

               
               Maker of light thou art, O Sun,

               
               Illuming all the shining space. 

               
            

            
            	
               5. Thou rises toward the host of gods

               
               And toward the race of men: toward all,

               
               That they may see the heavenly light. 

               
            

            
            	
                [no verse 6.] 

               
            

            
            	
               7. The broad air traversing, the sky,

               
               Thou [metest], Sun, the days with nights,

               
               Seeing all creatures that are born. 

               
            

            
            	
               8. The seven bay mares that draw thy car,

               
               Bring thee to us, far-seeing god,

               
               O Surya of the gleaming hair. 

               
            

            
            	
               9. The Sun has yoked the seven bright mares,

               
               The shining daughters of his car:

               
               With that self-yoking team he speeds. 

               
            

            
            	
               10. Athwart the darkness gazing up,

               
               To him the higher light, we now

               
               Have soared to Surya, the god

               
               Among the gods, the highest light. 

               
               (MacDonnell 1922: 30) 

               
            

            
         

         
      

      Allowing for the poetic adornments and compliments added to show that this is praise,
         is there anything here that is not actually true of the sun of our daily experience?
         Does it not, in the morning, follow its beams into the sky? Does the night not flee
         his approach? Does it not shine across all the homes of men, measure (mete) out the
         days with nights, see all creatures that are born, and top the sky? Of course it does.
         And most importantly, can we not focus on it as the center and organizing principle
         of all these things? Of course we can. 
      

      
      The modern Hindustani equivalent of the word surya is suraj. Figure 2.5 is an eighteenth or nineteenth century painting from Kangra district,
         in the present state of Himachal Pradesh. The painting plays on the name suraj by representing the sun as a raja, or king, riding a horse, and makes exactly the same argument. It is the Vedic poem
         in graphic form.
      

      
      The flowers in his hands are lotuses, which open in the morning and shut in the evening.
         They are also a symbol of striving for enlightenment. Although rooted always in foul-smelling
         mud, they reach ever upward toward the surface and through it, rising to the light.
         Its color is always of the brightest and clearest hues, glowing against the dark water
         and lily pads. The actual sun is Suraj’s crown in the sky, and he travels royally
         on a white stallion with henna leggings. 
      

      
      The next poem is to heaven and earth. As you read it, notice the way it implicitly
         refers to the poem to āgnī and turns the same technique of argument against its claims.
         Fire depends on fuel, and fuel comes from heaven and earth; hence heaven and earth
         is the basis of āgnī, so all of the effects of āgnī actually come from heaven and
         earth. 
      

      
      
         HEAVEN AND EARTH, Rg Veda, 6.70

         
         
            	
               
               FILLED full of fatness, compassing all things that be, wide, spacious, [dripping mead],
                  beautiful in their form,
               

               
                The Heaven and the Earth by Varuna's decree, unwasting, rich in germs, stand parted
                  each from each.
               

               
            

            
            	
               The Everlasting Pair, with full streams, rich in milk, in their pure rule pour fatness
                  for the pious man.
               

               
                . . .

               
            

            
            	
               Whoso, for righteous life, pours offerings to you, O Heaven and Earth, ye Hemispheres,
                  that man succeeds.
               

               
                He in his seed is born again and spreads by Law: from you flow things diverse in
                  form, but ruled alike.
               

               
            

            
            	
               Enclosed in fatness, Heaven and Earth are bright therewith: they mingle with the fatness
                  which they still increase.
               

               
                Wide, broad, set foremost at election of the priest, to them the singers pray for
                  bliss to further them.
               

               
            

            
            	
               May Heaven and Earth pour down the balmy rain for us, balm-dropping, yielding balm,
                  with balm upon your path,
               

               
                Bestowing by your Godhead sacrifice and wealth, great fame and strength for us and
                  good heroic might.
               

               
            

            
            	
               May Heaven and Earth make food swell plenteously for us, all-knowing Father, [Mother],
                  wondrous in their works.
               

               
                Pouring out bounties, may, in union, both the Worlds, all beneficial, send us gain,
                  and power, and wealth.[6]   
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Remind yourself once again to ignore the capitalization and then ask if this is not
         simply a poetic description of heaven and earth as we actually experience them. Do
         heaven and earth not do all of this? Are they not exceedingly glorious among beings,
         wide, broad, honey-dispensing, and rich in seed? Are they not held apart by a cosmic
         law? Are they not many-streamed and full of milk? Are they not the source of ghee
         and indeed of all things we sacrifice when we sacrifice? And are they not, therefore
         the basis of all things and the source of all wealth and glory? Or more to the point—and
         this really is the most fundamental point—can we not look at them this way and when
         do, do we not see them this way? 
      

      
      There is a well-known poem by Ralph Waldo Emerson, titled Brahma. The fourth stanza is: 
      

      
      
         They reckon ill who leave me out;

         
         When me they fly, I am the wings;

         
         I am the doubter and the doubt,

         
         And I the hymn the Brahmin sings.

         
      

      This is the same perception as in the Vedas. The fundamental focus is not on any one
         "moving thing in the moving world" but what all thinking and all action presupposes.
         Moreover, the poem is not just describing that process, it is also demonstrating it.
         This is what we see in every poem in the Vedas. Once you see it, you cannot help but
         recognize that all other themes or ideas are subordinate. 
      

      
      Am I making the Vedas too smart, too philosophical? Can it really be that the authors
         all those centuries ago were not focused on wishes and wonders but rather on the kinds
         of topics we find in the most serious works of modern social psychology? Can it really
         be that we see here a different version of some of the most sophisticated thinking
         of our own time? There are many more Vedas we could go through to make the point absolutely
         inescapable, but I will go directly to the one that does this most straightforwardly,
         the pūrūsh or pūrūsa (alternate transliterations of the same word). 
      

      
      Purush is mankind. The Radhakrishnan and Moore reader says it is “person or man personified.”
         But as with āgnī and surya, pūrūsh is the ordinary Sanskrit (and modern Hindustani)
         word that translates as “man” and has the same package of ambiguities as its English
         counterpart. It means one of us and all of us, male and female, and this is exactly
         what the poem describes. I am leaving the article (“the”) before the term pūrūsa in
         this translation as the author had it, but do not be misled. It would give a more
         accurate reading to leave it out. As Sanskrit has no capitalization, it also has no
         article used to indicate singularity or plurality, so the Sanskrit term does not convey
         the sense of referring to a single individual that “the Purush” does in English.
      

      
      
         PURUSA, Rg Veda 10.90

         
         
            	
               
               A THOUSAND heads hath Purusa, a thousand eyes, a thousand feet.

               
               On every side pervading earth he fills a space ten fingers wide. 

               
            

            
            	
               This Purusa is all that yet hath been and all that is to be;

               
               The Lord of Immortality which waxes greater still by food. 

               
            

            
            	
               So mighty is his greatness; yea, greater than this is Purusa.

               
               All creatures are one-fourth of him, three-fourths eternal life in heaven. 

               
            

            
            	
               With three-fourths Purusa went up: one fourth of him again was here.

               
               Thence he strode out to every side over what eats not and what eats. 

               
            

            
            	
               From him Viraj was born; again Purusa from Viraj was born.

               
               As soon as he was born he spread eastward and westward o'er the earth. 

               
            

            
            	
               When Gods prepared the sacrifice with Purusa as their offering,

               
               Its oil was spring, the holy gift was autumn; summer was the wood. 

               
            

            
            	
               They [bound] as victim on the grass Purusa born in earliest time.

               
               With him the Deities and all Sadhyas and Rsis sacrificed. 

               
            

            
            	
               From that great general sacrifice the dripping fat was gathered up.

               
               He formed the creatures of the air, and animals both wild and tame. 

               
            

            
            	
               From that great general sacrifice Rcas and Sama-hymns were born:

               
               Therefrom were spells and charms produced; the Yajus had its birth from it. 

               
            

            
            	
               From it were horses born, from it all cattle with two rows of teeth:

               
               From it were generated kine, from it the goats and sheep were born. 

               
            

            
            	
               When they divided Purusa how many portions did they make?

               
               What do they call his mouth, his arms? What do they call his thighs and feet? 

               
            

            
            	
               The Brahman was his mouth, of both his arms was the Rajanya made.

               
               His thighs became the Vaisya, from his feet the Sudra was produced. 

               
            

            
            	
               The Moon was gendered from his mind, and from his eye the Sun had birth;

               
               Indra and Agni from his mouth were born, and Vayu from his breath. 

               
            

            
            	
               Forth from his navel came mid-air the sky was fashioned from his head

               
               Earth from his feet, and from his car the regions. Thus they formed the worlds. 

               
            

            
            	
               Seven fencing-sticks had he, thrice seven layers of fuel were prepared,

               
               When the Gods, offering sacrifice, bound, as their victim, Purusa. 

               
            

            
            	
               Gods, sacrificing, sacrificed the victim these were the earliest holy ordinances.

               
               The Mighty Ones attained the height of heaven, there where the Sidhyas, Gods of old,
                  are dwelling.[7]    
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      Once again there is no word actually meaning god or gods in the original Sanskrit.
         Rather, Purush is portrayed as sacrificed by the awakening of his own brain and his
         own sense-organs (Ghosh 2002: 660-672). Given this, ask yourself if this is not what
         we actually experience of mankind—not as a god but as ourselves. 
      

      
      The first stanza says he has many heads and many eyes. His reach covers the whole
         world and extends beyond his physical grasp. Taking “thousand” as meaning any very
         large number, is this not so? 
      

      
      The second stanza says that mankind is all that ever was and all that ever will be.
         The idea of the stanza as a whole is remarkably like what the Sophist Protagoras was
         arguing not very much later: man is the measure of all things. How is he the master
         of all that ever was and will be? Obviously, it is that past and future are human
         concepts and we see them in relation to our “now.” The statement that he is the master
         of immortality makes the same kind of point. Immortality is our human notion. It comes
         from our ability to imagine beyond our experience, not from within it, where we find
         only mortality. We transcend mortality and attain immortality through sacrifice. This
         is because sacrifice means paying respect to the traditions that are passed on from day to day and generation
         to generation. 
      

      
      The third stanza develops this idea into a central theme in virtually all of the subsequent
         Upanishads: that part of us is mortal and part transcends mortality. Having already
         connected the idea of immortality to sacrifice in the previous stanza, it follows
         here that this three-fourths is also connected to sacrifice. As the listener, you
         should ask yourself what this immortal three-fourths in us is. 
      

      
      The fourth stanza adds more information about it—it is what lets us reach beyond our
         physical limitations, both on earth and beyond. It is what gives us control over what
         eats and what eats not. According to Ghosh, that which eats is the body and that which
         eats not is the soul (2002: 664). “Soul” in this case is atman, which can equally well be rendered “mind.” The suggestion that this has something
         to do with mind should be getting stronger.
      

      
      The fifth stanza turns on the idea of Viraj. In the Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy, Radhakrishnan says Viraj is “the female principle, which with the primal Purusa
         [purush] produces the concrete universe” and “In the Atharva Veda she is an independent
         creative principle identified with the Spell (Brahma), with Speech, and Prajapati“
         (Radhakrishnan and Moore: 1957: 19). What links these concepts? Ghosh, in his word-for-word
         discussion, says that the root meaning of viraj is “great light” or dazzle, and the
         Sanskrit makes it parallel to a second term virat, meaning “great noise” or roaring (2002: 664). The idea is that the awaking of purush
         produced a great noise, pervading the universe, and noise was recognized by the rishis
         as the basis of voice and therefore the vehicle of thought, the energy on which thought
         was carried. 
      

      
      The sixth stanza in the original Sanskrit again says nothing about gods. What offers
         purush on the altar of the seasons is purush himself. Ghosh’s literal translation
         is “That which came in the form of offerings made by the Purusa, then spread out as
         sacrifice (efforts) made by the sense organs. The spring was its fuel, the summer
         the kindling stick and the autumn its final offering into the fire” (2002:665). The
         sense is that as we become conscious of our mortality we become conscious of the need
         for sacrifice and discipline, and as we become conscious of the need for sacrifice
         and discipline we become conscious of our mortality. The seventh stanza says the same
         thing. 
      

      
      The eighth through thirteenth stanzas describe the consequences of our invention of
         the contrast between immortality and mortality. Knowing we will die, we invent things
         to pass on. The stanzas list what those are. The ninth stanza describes the poems
         and verses, which are memorized and transmitted by recitation. The tenth names domesticated
         animals. The eleventh and twelfth stanzas are often focused on outside the context
         of the rest of the poem as describing the divine origin of the caste system. In context,
         they mean that we create specialized trades and professions. The fourteenth and fifteenth
         stanzas return to the idea that man is the measure of all things in describing each
         human sense as the basis of the kinds of things it responds to. Fifteen returns to
         the idea of sacrifice and the sixteenth and final stanza returns to the idea of human
         self-creation through all the various human conceptualizations. We recognize death
         and we prepare for it. Preparing for it changes what we are, and this involves the
         three-fourths—our minds. Assuming we recognize that “three-fourths” is not to be taken
         as an exact quantitative specification but just means the largest part, is this or
         is this not what mankind actually is?
      

      
       In short, the fundamental ideas of the Vedas are not in any way otherworldly, mystical,
         or mysterious. They are very different from the kinds of ideas one associates with
         Western religions, but they are quite like certain traditions of Western philosophy
         and social psychology. Most particularly, they are very much akin to the Sophistic
         tradition that is associated with Protagoras, as noted, and that continues on into
         historical and modern skepticism and empiricism. 
      

      
      The Upanishads

      
      I have already noted that the Upanishads explain and consolidate the Vedas. We can
         now say how. Basically, the Vedas study or describe the basis of mind by exemplifying
         it. Each poem is an exercise in concentration and a demonstration of its unifying
         and creative power. In the Upanishads, the problem is to get through the examples
         to what they exemplify. This question is the same as “What is the basis of all knowledge?”
         The different Upanishads get at this in different ways. Sometime it is by telling
         stories or giving similes. Sometime it is in dialogues. Sometime it is in analytic
         verse. Some of the Upanishads are actually quite large collections of statements of
         very different kinds; others are single poems or small groups of poems. But they say
         their message or focus is all the same, and in general it is. So what we choose to
         use as an example is more a matter of what starting point is most convenient than
         which end point we will arrive at. 
      

      
      I will give two examples. The first is a small section of the large but popular Chandogya
         Upanishad, associated with the Rg Veda. It gets right to the point. In this case,
         god is going by the name of Brahman. An important aspect of the name is that the root
         of the name, bra, is connected to the idea of voice and also the idea of production, almost literally
         it is “the power of speech.” The question is what is it? How can we observe it? When
         we observe it, what properties does it have? 
      

      
      
         Chandogya Upanishad, III. 14. 3.

         
         
            	
               
               Verily this whole world is Brahman, from which he comes forth, without which he will
                  be dissolved and in which he breathes tranquil, one should meditate on it. 
               

               
                 Now verily, a person consists of purpose. According to the purpose a person has
                  in this world, so does he become on departing hence. So let him frame for himself
                  a purpose. 
               

               
            

            
            	
               He who consists of mind, whose body is life, whose form is light whose conception
                  is  truth, whose soul is space, containing all works, containing all desires, containing
                  all odours, containing all tastes, encompassing this whole world, being without speech
                  and without concern. 
               

               
            

            
            	
               This is my self within the heart, smaller than a grain of rice, than a barley corn,
                  than a  mustard seed, than a grain of millet or than the kernel of a grain of millet.
                  This is I  within the heart, greater than the earth, greater than the atmosphere,
                  greater than  the sky, greater than these worlds. 
               

               
            

            
            	
               Containing all works, containing all desires, containing all odours containing all
                  tastes,  encompassing this whole world, without speech, without concern, this is the
                  self  of mine within the heart; this is Brahman. Into him, I shall enter, on departing
                  hence. Verily, he who believes this will have no more doubts. Thus used to say Sandilya;
                  yea Sandilya. (Radhakrishnan 1992: 391-92). 
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      As long as we do not impute any ideas not expressed, this should be reasonably easy
         to grasp. Since the etymology of the term Brahman comes from a term for speech and
         thought, Brahman is what develops in our speaking and thinking. But mind in this sense
         is not the sum total of conscious thought, the totality of all the things we consciously
         think. It is rather the impulse to such thought, the push to do it, to form it. This
         is itself not a thought in the sense of something we can visualize but we can, if
         we attend, nevertheless become aware of it. Here it is represented as “purpose” and
         as a seed. In other Upanishads it is spoken of as an urge or as “heat.” I think it
         is helpful to direct your attention to the sort of experience you are referring to
         when you describe something like trying to wake up from a sound sleep, or when you
         know you quite understand something but cannot “bring to mind,” as we say, what is
         missing. 
      

      
       The second example is the Isha Upanishad, the shortest of all of the Upanishads but also one of the most systematic and comprehensive
         in its reasoning. It is a single poem, but like the Vedas, as you read it you should
         think more in terms of a dialog than a monologue. The teacher is reciting. You as
         a critical student should be thinking of objections or counter-suggestions, and the
         teacher then responds. There are eighteen stanzas. I will discuss fifteen, in order.
      

      
      
         Isha Upanishad

         
         
            	
               
               1. By the Lord (Isha) enveloped must this all be—

               
               Whatever moving thing there is in the moving world.

               
               With this renounced, thou mayest enjoy.

               
               Covet not the wealth of anyone at all.

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This sets the problem: The Lord, meaning the basis of all differentiated objects in
         the recognizable world, cannot itself be one of those objects. (If you said it was
         such an object, what would be its own basis? You would find yourself in an infinite
         regression.) The second couplet says the same thing a different way: you can only
         find the solution by giving up attachments to all objects. 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               2. Even while doing deeds here,

               
                One may desire to live a hundred years.

               
                Thus on thee—not otherwise than this is it—

               
                The deed (karman) adheres not on the man.
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This gives an observation that suggests the solution. We do deeds here in the physical
         world but we do not think of these deeds as attached to it, as though, for example,
         they would die when our physical body dies. We know we die, but we act and think as
         though our deeds will persist. It follows, for the author, that we recognize the deeds
         as being located or grounded in something other than our physical bodies and, more
         broadly, our mortal existence. The rest of the poem discusses alternative views of
         what that “other than” is. 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               3. Devilish are those worlds called,

               
                With blind darkness covered o'er!

               
                Unto them, on descending, go

               
                Whatever folk are slayers of the Self.

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This immediately eliminates one option: the idea that since the deed adheres not in
         the (physical) person, it does not adhere in the self in any sense at all. An example
         from Western philosophy of a position like this would be Berkeley’s absolute idealism,
         in which all things are ideas in the mind of god and not my mind or your mind. 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               4. Unmoving, the One is swifter than the mind.

               
                The sense-powers reached not It, speeding on before.

               
               Past others running, This goes standing.

               
                In It Matarisvan places action.

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This identifies Isha with “the one” (in the sense that it is formless, not in the
         sense that it is an object) and gives some of its observable properties. It is swifter
         than the mind. Why? Because wherever thought goes, the power to have or create thought
         must have gotten there first. It is unmoving. Why? Because having no shape or limits,
         it obviously makes no sense to say that it moves. The sense powers reach it not, speeding
         on before. Why? Because it is the basis of the senses—it is the you trying to wake
         yourself up, the you making yourself notice something. Past others running, this goes
         standing. Why? Because whatever you notice or perceive, the ability to do so had to
         get there first, yet since it cannot move it must be standing. In it Matarisvan (the
         mother of the poets) places action. Why? Without a mind, we could think of no action
         (back to the idea of where the deed adheres).
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               5. It moves. It moves not.

               
                It is far, and It is near.

               
                It is within all this,

               
                And It is outside of all this.

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This elaborates these same points as the fourth stanza. Whatever thought or perception
         we have, of something however big or small, however near or far, the power to have
         that thought or perception had to get there first. 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               6. Now, he who on all beings

               
                Looks as just in the Self (Atman),
               

               
                And on the Self as in all beings—

               
               He does not shrink away from Him.

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This states the conclusion, which has to be elaborated and defended. All beings are
         in the self (Atman) and the self is in all beings. If you see that, you are looking
         in the right direction. The rest of the poem discusses alternative views.
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               7. In whom all beings

               
                Have become just the Self of the discerner—

               
                Then what delusion, what sorrow is there,

               
                Of him who perceives the unity!

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This eliminates a distortion that is the opposite of the objective absolutism of the
         third stanza: solipsism or subjective absolutism, the view that the only thing that
         exists is your own personal self. The author does not say that anything bad will happen
         to you for believing this (there is no idea like blasphemy), but others who know better
         will be sad for you. 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               8. He has environed. The bright, the bodiless, the scatheless,

               
                The sinewless, the pure, unpierced by evil!

               
                Wise, intelligent, encompassing, self-existent,

               
                Appropriately he distributed objects through the eternal years.

               
            

            
         

         
      

      The eighth stanza puts it right: all beings are manifestations of this self, this
         power. Our power to perceive and to think is manifested to us through the world it
         presents us with.
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               9. Into blind darkness enter they

               
                That worship ignorance;

               
                Into darkness greater than that, as it were, they

               
                That delight in knowledge.

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This eliminates more errors, this time as a dichotomous pair: the view that the self
         is completely non-conceivable or non-conceptual and the view that it is entirely conceivable
         or entirely conceptual: it is knowledge or it is non-knowledge, ideas or non-ideas.
         
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               10. Other, indeed, they say, than knowledge!

               
                Other, they say, than non-knowledge!

               
                —Thus we have heard from the wise

               
                Who to us have explained It.

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This is the alternative. It is neither one nor the other in isolation, but the way
         they interact, the ability to see them in contrast to one another and, more deeply,
         the power to generate or recognize such a contrast, as the eleventh stanza affirms:
         he who this pair conjointly knows with non-knowledge passing over death, with knowledge
         wins the immortal—meaning he attains the understanding that brings freedom from the
         concerns of life. 
      

      
      The twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth stanzas use the same argument for the opposition
         between knowledge versus non-knowledge and becoming versus non-becoming. Then the
         fifteenth returns to describing what is true:
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               15. With a golden vessel

               
                The Real's face is covered o'er.

               
                That do thou, O Pushan, uncover

               
                For one whose law is the Real to see.

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This returns to the idea that this basic power, Isha, now called “the real” presents
         itself “environed” in sensory experience but we can see it if we look into that experience.
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               16. O Nourisher, the sole Seer, O Controller, O Sun offspring of

               
                Prajapati spread forth thy rays! Gather thy brilliance! What

               
                is thy fairest form-that of thee I see. He who is yonder,

               
                yonder Person—I myself am he.

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This arrives at the central theme of all the Upanishads: Yonder person, I myself am
         he. Elsewhere this is put as the central formula: tat tvam asi: That art Thou. Atman, the self, is Brahman, and Brahman is Atman. That is, as I
         was often told: “God is in everyone.” 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               17. [My] breath to the immortal wind! This body then ends in

               
                ashes! Om! 

               
                O Purpose, remember! The deed remember!

               
                O Purpose, remember! The deed remember!

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This returns to the initial observation on where we locate our deeds; they are now
         placed in the immortal self in us rather than the mortal self. 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               18. O Agni, by a goodly path to prosperity lead us,

               
                Thou god who knowest all the ways!

               
                Keep far from us crooked-going sin!

               
               Most ample expression of adoration to thee would we render praise. (Hume 1954: 362-365;
                  Radhakrishnan and Moore 1957: 39-41.)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      And this invokes the poem to āgnī at the very beginning of the Rg Veda to affirm that what is said here applies there—or perhaps better, that the lesson
         that began there is completed here. 
      

      
      The understanding of the Vedas developed in the Upanishads is called Vedanta, pronounced
         without the final “a.” In the modern forms of the tradition, it is much more common
         to speak of the relation between god and the disciple than Brahman or Isha (or any
         other such name) and Atman, but the sense is the same, and many similes have been
         developed to illustrate it with examples from our ordinary experiences. One that I
         found particularly helpful was that the relation of the disciple to god is like the
         relation of a fish to the pond it lives in. The fish is alive; the pond is not. The
         fish has form, the pond does not. The fish is a moving object, the pond is not. The
         fish is sentient, the pond is not. The fish may even think; the pond definitely does
         not. Yet the fish depends utterly on the pond for its sustenance. It was born in the
         pond and everything it is has come from the pond. When it dies everything it is will
         go back to the pond. The fish cannot live as a fish without the pond, but what allows
         the fish to live as a fish is not that the fish is in any way like the pond but rather
         that they are wholly unlike.
      

      
      Another simile is that the relation of the disciple to god is like that of a person
         on a hot day in the cool shade of a mango tree. Again, the person is alive, formed,
         purposive, and so on, and the shade is shapeless, formless, bodiless, purposeless,
         and so on. Yet, again, it is the very differences that allow the shade to protect,
         refresh, and renew the person to let him go on about his concerns. 
      

      
      

      Organizations, Personnel, and Constituency of Vedanta

      
      Since Vedanta is a philosophy underlying many specific religious sects and schools,
         it does not depend upon designated organizations, personnel, and arrangements to gather
         and serve a constituency in the more usual sense. There is no institutional organization
         for Vedanta comparable to that for Buddhism or most Hindu sects. There are no Vedanta
         temples and because of the highly individualized focus of Vedanta it is difficult
         to imagine what such a temple might be. Although Vedanta is studied in Indian universities,
         as in Western universities, and there are Vedanta societies for the production and
         study of the texts, these are not the main vehicles through which the ideas are passed
         on. Rather it is through the many more definite and organized sects that have been
         built using its basic philosophical framework. 
      

      
      

      Conclusion

      
      The Vedas identified a question. The Upanishads answered it. If we think that the
         most important thing to understand is the basis of all that we think and experience,
         that all experience manifests, and that cannot in any way be shaped or injured by
         experience, then the Upanishads come as close as possible to describing what that
         basis is. There is a well-established practice, East and West, of speaking of this
         basis of existence as god. But in this sense god is not an object of “belief.” It
         makes no more sense to say you don’t “believe in” god in this sense than to say you
         don’t believe in mind or thought. You may understand it more or less well, but it
         is a matter of experience, not belief. 
      

      
      Since the Upanishads were set down, there has been no serious effort to alter their
         message or lessons. There has been some exploration of their philosophical implications
         in several of the orthodox schools, but most developments have gone into asking an
         entirely different second layer of questions: given that god is Atman as in the Upanishads
         and that the most important kind of understanding is understanding this, how should
         I live my life? What ethical prescriptions follow from the Upanishads’ philosophical
         descriptions? This is the main subsequent story. The first answer, apparently, was
         the Jain tradition. The second, in reaction to it, was the Buddhist tradition and
         the third was what we now, in retrospect, see as the broad Hindu tradition. This is
         what we turn to next.
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      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Some writers distinguish Sanskrit, as the language of the Vedas, from Prakrit as the
                  corresponding vernacular language. Sanskrit literally has the meaning of “cultivated”
                  and is meant to indicate that the language is systematized and refined. From a linguistic
                  point of view, however, Sanskrit as a written language and Prakrit as the corresponding
                  spoken language are the same just as written and spoken English are the same. Sanskrit
                  here therefore means both the written language and the spoken language it was derived
                  from.
               

            

         

         
            2. In historic Indian mythology, Saraswati is the consort of Brahma. There seem to be
                  no evidence that Brahma existed in the Harappan mythological scheme, but there are
                  reasons to think that Saraswati was paired with Shiva in a male-female duality (Possehl
                  2002:153).
               

            

         

         
            3. This was true when I first went to India in 1964. Newspapers report that as of 2013,
                  the ceremonies have almost entirely disappeared.
               

            

         

         
            4. As a convention using Roman characters to represent Sanskrit letters, I follow the
                  practice of using capital R, D, and T to represent the Sanskrit retroflex R, D, and
                  T, pronounced with the tongue curling back in the mouth to contact the palate. I use
                  the consonant followed by “h” to represent the aspirated stops, as in dharma.
               

            

         

         
            5. See Ghosh, 2002: 4,5.

            

         

         
            6. Ralph T. H. Griffith, trans. 1889. Wikisource.org. http://ancientvoice.wikidot.com/src-rvs:rv06-h70. Text is public domain. Brackets are my clarifications. “Fatness” can also be translated
                  “ghee,” the clarified butter burned in ceremonial lamps.
               

            

         

         
            7. Ralph T. H. Griffith, trans. Wikisource.org. Text is public domain.

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 3

      Jain and Buddhist Traditions

      
         
         
      

      
      Western readers should have noticed certain topics that have thus far not been mentioned
         in connection with Vedic religion or Vedanta. There was very little discussion of
         good and evil, sin or virtue. There is no discussion of divine punishment or commands.
         The poems use words that can reasonably be translated as sin and use ideas of good
         and bad, but they are not a central concern as much as an occasional way of speaking.
         
      

      
      Of course those who wrote the poems had ideas of sin and virtue and commands to do
         and not do certain things—every human community does. But that was another topic;
         those ideas were defined in other contexts. We have a reasonable idea of what those
         contexts were. There were kinship ideas. There was a household organization with roles
         and obligations for the householders. There were clan and perhaps tribal organizations.
         There were villages and towns with laws and courts, and there were occupations. All
         of these entail some ideas of acceptable and unacceptable behavior. Given, this, the
         obvious question is how Vedanta was related to them. What does Vedanta say about what
         we should or should not do in the various spheres of our daily life? This seems to
         be the central question that the Jain tradition, Buddhism, and then what became “classical”
         Hinduism each tried to answer in a different way. Broadly, the differences are that
         Jain ethics idealize separation from all social ties; Buddhist ethics envision a consistent
         relationship with all others; the Hindu mainstream does not present a single view
         but has many streams that envision more differentiated kinds of relationships with
         different others. 
      

      
      

      The Jain Tradition

      
      Jain philosophy agrees with Vedanta in the understanding of what god is. It is the
         basis of one’s thought, identity, and perception. It is formless, immortal, unmovable
         and uncleavable, everywhere and nowhere. It agrees also in the idea that coming to
         a full understanding of god in this sense is the most important thing we can do in
         our lives. Attaining it, in the words of many of the Vedas, one “attains the immortal,”
         also described as moksha, release. The Jain tradition also agrees that to find this enlightenment one must
         avoid “attachment.” One should seek to be nirgrantha, freed from all ties. They disagree with the Vedas and Upanishads only slightly on
         how to describe attachment, but substantially on how to seek release. They also differ
         epistemologically. Where Vedanta is carefully monistic, as noted, Jain argument is
         dualistic, asserting the existence of many things beyond actual or even possible human
         experience. One important aspect of this is that the Jain literature makes pervasive
         use of the idea of reincarnation, that an individual is reborn repeatedly through
         all the forms of life, and it is this cycle of rebirth in particular that release
         is release from. This sets the stage for the distinct Jain tradition of ethics, as
         well as a distinctive Jain community organization.
      

      
      The Jain tradition is credited with many important “firsts.” Among the most prominent
         of these was focusing the texts on the life of a great teacher who not only stated
         his views but also lived them out as their exemplar. This is now such a familiar and
         natural idea that it may be difficult to realize it had an inventor at all, but it
         does and this appears to be it. It is an extraordinarily powerful communicative technique.
         While it is often difficult for people to grasp an abstract philosophy like Vedanta,
         it is usually fairly easy to emulate what another person is doing. So if what the
         person is teaching is wrapped up in that behavior, everything in the end is far more
         accessible to far more people in many more circumstances. In addition, this kind of
         account makes it possible to mobilize the medium of plastic art in addition to verbal
         art, sculpture in addition to poetry and prose. Jain images are powerful, distinctive,
         and evocative. 
      

      
      There are two especially iconic types of Jain sculpture. Both represent one of the
         twenty-four great Jain teachers, called tirthankaras (ford-makers) or jinas. The difference is in the pose. One is seated; the other is standing. Although the
         images are usually said to represent a specific person, the sculptural conventions
         are so firmly established that with the two exceptions the representations of the
         different jinas are undistinguishable from one another. The exceptions are the very
         first tirthankara, who is represented with long hair, and the twenty-third Parsava,
         who is represented with cobras. 
      

      
      In the standing position the jina is nude, upright, and still, with his arms straight
         down at his sides and hands open. The sense of stillness and steadfastness that the
         pose conveys is reinforced by representation of vines growing up his legs and arms.
         The most spectacular image of this type is at the temple of Gomateswara in the state
         of Karnataka (formerly Mysore, in southwest India), dating from 983 CE. A ceremony
         is held every twelve years in which the statue is anointed with milk, honey, and ghee.
         
      

      
      In the seated pose the jina is always in a lotus position. It conveys the same sense
         of withdrawal of the senses. From archeological evidence, it appears that this representational
         tradition goes back to about the third century BCE. There is an excellent Jain website
         maintained at Colorado State University with links to many other sites.[1]    
      

      
      One of the striking things about sculptures in South Asia in general is their liveliness.
         Gods, people, and animals dance, fight, lean, wiggle, have sexual intercourse, and
         gloat over fallen enemies. They do almost anything but stand or sit in absolute stillness.
         Yet this is exactly what the Jain jinas do. Moreover, it is a stillness of a very
         special kind. It is a stillness of complete withdrawal of attention from the outer
         world. The eyes are not closed, but clearly, it seems, also not looking. They are
         only open. They could see, but they are not seeing. The message is clear: to the jina,
         to the perfected person, the greatest attractions are as nothing. What matters is
         the seeking after the truth that is inside, but also nowhere and everywhere.
      

      
      A jina is a person who has attained perfect enlightenment. In the Jain view, this
         is done by “destroying” one’s karmas. This is the idea the sculptures represent. In
         Sanskrit and the broad Hindu tradition generally, the word karma means action and
         the effects of action. In Jain thought in particular, action cannot be dissociated
         from attachment and violence (himsa). The single most central Jain ethical ideal is ahimsa, non-violence and, therefore, non-attachment. 
      

      
      Karmas are classified into two groups. The first group is called ghati (destructive) because they directly affect or influence the qualities of the soul.
         They are what fasting and meditation are directly aimed at overcoming. In the order
         in which they are to be encountered and overcome, they are mohaniya (delusion), then jnana-varaniya (knowledge), darasna-varaniya (vision), and antaraya (natural qualities), all three together. The next group is aghati because they are related to the body and soul. The main ones are nama (body), ayu (life span), gotra (social standing–literally clan), and vedniya (pleasure and pain of the body), each of which has several subcategories. Having
         overcome the ghati karmas, the jina “automatically” or necessarily also will overcome
         the aghati karmas at the end of his life and attain liberation. 
      

      
      The story of the twenty-four jinas is told in the long text called the Kalpa Sutra.[2]    This begins with the life of Mahavira and goes back through Parsava and the other
         tirthankaras to the first. It is divided into “lectures.” The sutra is full of marvels
         and wonders—astrological signs, interventions of the gods, births and rebirths, going
         from one womb to another, prophecies and other impossibilities. Many of the events
         are exactly the same from one Tirthankar to the other, so the English translation
         by J. Stevenson (1848) just asks the reader to refer to an earlier section and change
         the names appropriately. The following from the website Jainworld.com encapsulates
         the story very briefly: 
      

      
      
         Lord Mahavira is the twenty-fourth Tirthankar. He was born in 599 B.C. at Kshatriyakund
            which was a part of the well known Vaishali republic. His father's name was King Siddhartha
            and his mother's name was Queen Trishala. They were very religious people and were
            followers of Lord Parshvanath. Queen Trishala had fourteen dreams (some believe sixteen
            dreams) when she conceived Lord Mahavira. While she was pregnant, the prosperity of
            King Siddhartha grew. The parents attributed their success to the baby. So when the
            baby was born, he was named Vardhaman, which means continuously increasing.
         

         
         . . . 

         
         Though Mahavira was born with worldly comforts and luxuries, they never attracted
            him. He lived a simple life. So when his parents died, he decided to be a monk. .
            . .Mahavira was thirty years old when he gave up his worldly life and all worldly
            activities. He spent most of his time in austerity and in meditation. He suffered
            a great deal of physical pain and torture from various sources. . . . He led such
            a highly austere life for twelve and a half years. At the age of forty-two he attained
            omniscience, Kevaljnan. He became Jina, the twenty-forth Tirthankar of the present
            era. As omniscient he knew everything of the past present and future.
         

         
          As the last Tirthankar, he revived the religious order (Tirth) consisting of monks,
            nuns, Shravaks and Shravikas. This order is known as the Jain Sangh. His first disciple,
            called Ganadhar, was Gautamswami. He was a well known Brahmin scholar of the time.
            Lord Mahavira had eleven Ganadhars. Those Ganadhars compiled twelve scriptures based
            on what Lord Mahavira taught. These scriptures are called agamas which were passed
            verbally from preceptor to pupil for a long time. They were put into writing about
            890 years after the death of Mahavira.
         

         
          During the time of Lord Parshvanath there were four great vows followed by monks
            and nuns. Realizing the status of mind of current and future sadhus and sadhvis, Lord
            Mahavira added one more vow to them. The five vows are:
         

         
         
            	
               
               Non-violence (Ahimsa)

               
            

            
            	
               Truth (Satya)

               
            

            
            	
               Non-stealing (Asteya)

               
            

            
            	
               Chastity (Brahmacharya, added by Mahavira)

               
            

            
            	
               Non-possession (Aparigraha)

               
            

            
         

         
         During his times violent sacrificial rituals were conducted by people in the name
            of religion. The teachings of Lord Mahavir opened their eyes, and they also adopted
            the principle of non-violence. His sermons encouraged people to build a happy and
            harmonious society.
         

         
         After offering guidance to the public for thirty years, Lord Mahavira attained Nirvan[a]
            in 527 B.C., at the age of seventy-two. Nirvana means that he attained liberation
            and became a Siddha who no longer has to undergo the cycle of birth and death.[3]    
         

         
      

      The five vows at the heart of right conduct are expanded in the Tattvarthadhigama
         Sutra, which also makes it clearer how they are derived from, or connected to, the
         underlying Vedic ideas of the quest for enlightenment. Radhakrishnan and Moore provide
         a translation. Remarks in brackets are theirs: 
      

      
      
         TATTVARTHADHIGAMA SUTRA: Chapter I

         
         
            	
               
               1. Right belief right knowledge, right conduct—these together constitute the path
                  to liberation.
               

               
            

            
            	
               2. Belief in things ascertained as they are is right belief. 

               
            

            
            	
               3. This is attained by intuition or understanding.

               
            

            
            	
               4. The categories (tattvas) are souls [or selves] (jiva), non-souls, inflow (dsrava)
                  of karmic matter into the self, bondage (bandha) of self by karmic matter, stoppage
                  (samvard) of inflow of karmic matter into the self, shedding (nirjara) of karmic matter
                  by the self, and liberation (moksa) of the self from matter.
               

               
            

            
            	
               5. By name, representation, privation, present condition (bhdva), their aspects are
                  known.
               

               
            

            
            	
               6. Understanding (adhigama) is derived from external sources, e.g., precept and scriptures.
                  It is attained by means of right knowledge (pramdna) and partial knowledge (naya).
               

               
            

            
            	
               7. Understanding is attained by [considering a thing with reference to] its description,
                  inherence, cause, place, duration, and classification. 
               

               
            

            
            	
               8. Also by existence, number, place, extent, time, interval of time, quality, and
                  quantity.
               

               
            

            
            	
               9. Knowledge [is of five kinds]: ordinary cognition (mati), scriptural knowledge (sruti),
                  extraordinary knowledge (avadhi), mental knowledge (manahparyaya), and perfect knowledge
                  (kevala).
               

               
            

            
            	
               10. They constitute the two means of right knowledge (pramdnas).

               
            

            
            	
               11. The first two kinds of knowledge are mediate.

               
            

            
            	
               12. The remaining three are immediate.

               
            

            
            	
               13. Ordinary cognition, remembrance, recognition, induction (cintā) and deduction
                  (abhinibodha) are not different in meaning.
               

               
            

            
            	
               14. It [ordinary cognition] is acquired by the help of the senses and the mind.

               
            

            
            	
                . . . 

               
            

            
            	
               20. Scriptural knowledge is always preceded by ordinary cognition. . . . 

               
            

            
            	
                . . . 

               
            

            
            	
               23. Mental knowledge [is of two kinds]: of simple mental things and of complex mental
                  things.
               

               
            

            
            	
                . . . 

               
            

            
            	
               25. Between extraordinary and mental knowledge [the differences relate to their] purity,
                  place, inherence, and subject-matter.
               

               
            

            
            	
               26. The subject-matter of ordinary cognition and scriptural knowledge is [the six]
                  substances but not all their modifications.
               

               
            

            
            	
               27. The subject-matter of extraordinary knowledge is matter.

               
            

            
            	
               28. The subtlest form of that [matter] is the subject-matter of mental knowledge.

               
            

            
            	
               29. The subject-matter of perfect knowledge is all the substances and all their modifications.

               
            

            
            	
                . . . 

               
            

            
            	
               31. Ordinary, scriptural, and extraordinary knowledge may be wrong knowledge.

               
            

            
            	
                . . . 

               
            

            
            	
               33. The points of view (naya) are: figurative, general, distributive, actual, descriptive,
                  specific, and active. (Radhakrishnan and Moore 1957: 252-253)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Knowledge is the highest good. Ordinary knowledge is acquired through the senses and
         corresponds to what the Isha Upanishad describes as “moving things in the moving world.” Extraordinary knowledge is not
         obtained through the senses, and of these the subtlest type is mental knowledge. This
         means knowledge of mind, but it also means knowledge obtained by mind. In the Jain
         view, since mind is not ordinary matter, knowledge of mind cannot be obtained through
         ordinary experience. This is the Jain dualism. It is not the radical dualism of Plato,
         dichotomously distinguishing form from matter and the world of our experience from
         the “real” world of the forms that lies behind it. It is, as stanzas 25 through 29
         make clear, a matter of degree of subtlety. But the Jain view is like the Platonic
         view in imagining that this knowledge can only be obtained by an individual in isolated
         contemplation, and because of this the Jain view like the Platonic view ends by postulating
         many entities entirely beyond any possibility of verification.
      

      
      In the Jain view, the way to this knowledge is through right conduct. Right conduct
         is the suppression of the senses and of attachment in order to free the mind to contemplate
         its own substance, without distraction. Note, first, in stanza 4 the categories of
         things to be known are not things in experience but things supposed to be beyond it:
         selves (not yourself), souls, the inflow of karmic matter, and bondage. Then also
         note that “all substances and their modifications” (stanza 29) are spoken of as something
         “out there.” The self as a self is gone from it. And connecting the two points, notice
         that the Vedic and Vedantic insistence that the self (atman) is both subjective and
         objective, the experiencer in us as well as the experienced, is gone. To be very clear:
         what were psychological and cognitive phenomena fundamental to human mentality in
         Vedic philosophy have been converted into items in an anti-empirical ideology in Jain
         philosophy. Jain thinkers thus explicitly reject the monism of the Vedas and Upanishads.
         It is one of only two major South Asian philosophical systems to do so. The other
         is the dualism of Madhva (1197–1276 CE), which we will not discuss because it is primarily
         a scholarly position (see Radhakrishnan and Moore 1957: 506–571 for a brief overview).
         
      

      
      Rebirth

      
      One of the matters beyond ordinary experience that is important in Jain philosophy
         is rebirth. Some idea of it is implicit in the unity of Atman as Brahman in Vedanta—formless
         and immortal. But this formless self beyond the physical person has no personal identity.
         Personal identity is built up in the life of the body, and ends when the body ends,
         as in the Isha Upanishad. By contrast, many Jain formulations are much like the Western
         folk-idea of a personal identity being reborn in a succession of lives. It includes
         the idea that it is better to be reborn as something pleasant or someone important
         rather than the opposite, but the more important part of the Jain idea is that what
         one really seeks is an escape from rebirth in any form. The reason lies in the Jain
         view of life itself. Life always ends in death, and death is always horrible. This
         is represented in many famous poems, such as “All Creation Groans Together in Torment,”
         from the Uttaradhayayana Sutra. After describing many ways a person dies going through the various forms of existence
         as different kinds of animals, it ends thus: 
      

      
      
         Ever afraid, trembling, in pain and suffering,

         
         I have felt the utmost sorrow and agony. . . .

         
         In every kind of existence I have suffered

         
         Pains which have scarcely known reprieve for a moment.

         
         (De Bary 1958: 56, 57)

         
      

      Ceremonies

      
      The anniversary of Mahavira’s final sermon and his attainment of nirvana—his death
         and freedom from rebirth—are celebrated by Jains as the festival of Diwali, in October
         and November. It marks the end of the Jain year and is the principal Jain holiday.
         The next day begins the new year. The idea that the manner of his death represents
         a vindication of his teachings and rebirth of the community is explicitly developed
         in Jain accounts. The Hindu Diwali is the same festival on the same day, but it does
         not have the same significance. Jains discuss finding ways to celebrate Diwali that
         do not promote enthusiasm for life, hence attachment.
      

      
      

      Organizations

      
      If the highest Jain values came to be universally accepted and acted upon, human society
         would cease to exist. Although the Kalpa Sutra describes Mahavira as leaving a large and well-ordered Jain religious organization,
         it consisted entirely of monks and nuns who were celibate and did not engage in productive
         activity. Even more obviously, the conduct of Mahavira himself could never become
         a general societal norm. 
      

      
      Jains recognize this logic and construe the model of the life of Mahavira to produce
         a community in which one overall body, the sangha, is divided into two groups who follow different codes of conduct. One is the monks
         (sadhus) and nuns (sadvis) who staff the religious establishments. They are mendicants, beggars. They take
         a vow of poverty and chastity. The other is the laity, male (shravak) and female (shravika). These are the ordinary householders who support the monks and nuns and who try
         to follow as much of the ethical of the first as they can. For the first parts of
         their lives, this mainly means observing the first three of the five great vows –nonviolence,
         truthfulness, and non-stealing. The vows of chastity and non-attachment become appropriate
         only in the last phase of life, that of the sanyasi. 

      
      Jains are often described as divided into two “sects,” the digambaras (sky clad) and svetambaras (white clad). The former wear no clothes at all; the latter only simple white robes.
         The two groups are described as having different views of the history of the religion
         of which texts are authentic, and of what they mean. The digambara sect is also described
         as allowing no women. But in daily affairs this does not translate into what one might
         think of in a Western context. There is not one community of men only who wear no
         clothing and have one organization, and another of men and women who do wear clothing
         and have another organization. 
      

      
      For classifying and arranging the literature, the division seems to be partly regional
         and partly theoretical. Organizationally, at the present time, it is a matter of manners.
         A common way one encounters obvious Jains in South Asia is as little groups of elderly
         people traveling as sanyasis from one shrine or ashram to another, with masks over their mouths and noses and
         a small, soft, broom to brush insects away from where they will step. Such groups
         are commonly divided between men and women, with the men usually traveling a little
         ahead. In these groups, the men may indeed be entirely unclothed, but the women will
         wear simple white saris. Evidently, they are not monks and nuns as such, but husbands and wives adopting
         the manner of monks and nuns. While a man may appear unclothed in public in South
         Asia without usually causing public alarm, for a woman to do so would be shocking.
         Similarly, when sculptures or paintings represent a Tirthankar or other figure as
         naked, they are presumed to be digambara. Otherwise they are not.
      

      
       

      
      Constituency

      
      Jains are a small but important minority in modern India, about 6 million people in
         all. Almost all are ordinary householders. Consistent with the requirement of not
         causing harm to any living thing, Jain food is entirely vegetarian, with the addition
         of milk. The occupations associated with Jains deal only with inanimate objects. Jain
         bookstores, sweet shops, and cloth shops are a feature of every town, and Jains are
         prominent among large-scale merchants dealing with cloth, machinery, grain, and money.
         Jains are stereotypically not farmers or in the military since both of these occupations
         are associated with violence, but there are rural areas in India where most of the
         population is Jain and in these places they farm and join military service like any
         other rural population. 
      

      
      

      The Buddhist Tradition

      
      The core text of the Buddhist tradition is also the story of the life of its founder.
         The ideas are exemplified by that life. Moreover, the basic events of the biographies
         of the Buddha and Mahavira are very similar. The only differences are those directly
         related to the different philosophical and ethical positions. There are many versions.
         Some are naturalistic, others full of supernatural wonders. The simpler versions are
         apparently the earlier and more basic, since the core events are well agreed upon
         and what they imply is well accepted. The elaborations are not widely agreed upon
         and what they imply (ideas of magic, reincarnation, prophecy and the like) are often
         inconsistent with the most authentic teachings. 
      

      
      The earliest descriptions of the life of the Buddha are described as being written
         in Pali rather than Sanskrit. I cannot find an account that is short enough to reproduce
         here and still covers all of what Buddhists consider to be essential, so I will present
         a composite.[4]   
      

      
      The Buddha’s life is conventionally divided into ten stages: Conception, Birth, the
         Four Sights or Four Encounters, the Great Departure, Austerities, Enlightenment, the
         Uruvela Conversion, the Return to Kapilvastu, the Subjugation of the Mad Elephant,
         and the Great Passing. 
      

      
      Conception and Birth

      
      The Buddha was born Siddhartha Gautama. His father was King Sudhodhana of the Sakyamuni
         clan in Kapilvastu, in the lower Himalayas between what is now Nepal and India. For
         this reason, the Buddha is sometimes referred to as Buddha Sakyamuni. His mother was
         Maya, wife of the king. 
      

      
      While most of the fabulous events surrounding the Buddha’s birth can be left out with
         no loss of significance in what follows, one is essential. His father had no other
         son and was concerned about a successor, so he sought predictions. It was foretold
         that if the boy would not see the four sights of sickness, old age, death, or a wandering
         mendicant, he would be a great king. If he would see them, he would wander off and
         not become a king at all. Accordingly, as he grew up his father took great care to
         keep him always sheltered within the palace and see only things that were pleasant
         and wholesome. 
      

      
      Gautama excelled in his studies. When he was of age he married a cousin and eventually
         they had a son. In all this time, he never saw the outside world. 
      

      
      

      The Four Sights

      
      Gautama was not satisfied, however, and one day he contrived to set out with his charioteer
         beyond the palace (accounts vary between whether what follows was four separate trips
         or one trip; I will stay with separate trips). As he travelled he saw an old man,
         bent over and hobbling on a cane. He had never seen this, so asked the charioteer
         what it was. It is old age, said the charioteer. “What is that?” Gautama asked, and
         the Charioteer explained. “Does it happen to everyone?” Gautama asked. The Charioteer
         said it did. 
      

      
      On the next trip, he saw a man severely ill, pockmarked, and wasted. “What is that?”
         he asked his charioteer, and again the charioteer explained. “Does that happen to
         everyone?” Again the answer was yes. On the third trip he encountered, in the same
         way, a corpse wrapped in cloth being carried toward its funeral pyre by mourning relatives.
         Again he asked the same questions and received the same answers. Thus he had seen
         old age, sickness, and death and knew that it was the lot of everyone. This was greatly
         disturbing. He could not sleep or think. Finally, on the fourth trip, he saw a sadhu,
         who seemed serene and composed. He enquired what that was, and was told, and resolved
         to follow that path to learn what it was that the sadhu knew that released him from
         fear of old age, sickness, and death.
      

      
      

      The Great Departure

      
      Siddhartha Gautama was now nearly thirty and the king was preparing to crown him as
         his replacement. Fearing Gautama might flee, he ordered all exits guarded and put
         the populace on alert. Nevertheless, leaving his wife and infant son, Gautama Siddhartha
         left, accompanied only by his charioteer. 
      

      
      

      Austerities

      
      Joining the sadhus in the forest, Siddhartha sought the knowledge that would bring
         release from old age, sickness, and death. He took a highly regarded teacher and exceeded
         the teacher in his attainments, but still felt that he did not have that knowledge.
         He took another and it was the same. Finally, accompanied by five Bhikkus  (monks—obviously Jain monks but not named as such) he adopted the harshest of ascetic
         regimes, barely eating for weeks at a time, sitting absolutely still in meditation,
         and performing austerities. The Pali accounts are very graphic, portraying him as
         a barely living skeleton, with sunken eyes, hair falling out in patches, wasted and
         ill-looking. 
      

      
      

      Enlightenment

      
      Finally, still not finding the understanding he sought, he lost consciousness and
         fell over. He was on the way to death when a milkmaid named Sujata came by, found
         him, and revived him with some bread and yogurt. He recalled an incident from his
         childhood, in which an important insight had come to him without effort. He then recognized
         that such harsh austerities were not in fact non-violence but violence, not an aid
         to study but a distraction. He thereupon gave them up and announced his recognition
         that the way to enlightenment was neither through seeking pleasure (his life as a
         wealthy noble) nor through austerities (the life of the Jain recluse) but “the middle
         way.” The five bhikkus abandoned him. Sitting beneath a bodhi tree (pipal tree—Ficus religiosa) the Buddha then thought through the basis of his position. Early accounts render
         it analytically in terms of his recognition of what leads to suffering and how to
         eliminate it. Later accounts include a fabulous struggle against the temptations and
         illusions presented by the demon Mara. Upon recognizing that he had attained the knowledge
         he sought, the Buddha set out to teach others. A tree that is said to be a direct
         descendant of the tree under which he sat is a central feature of a well-maintained
         park called Bodh Gaya in the state of Bihar. This is one of four main Buddhist pilgrimage
         sites worldwide.
      

      
      

      The Uruvela Conversion

      
      Soon after his enlightenment the Buddha visited three sadhus of Brahmin caste, famous
         for their austerities, who lived on the edge of the forest near Varanasi. He asked
         to spend the night in a hut they maintained in which a sacrificial fire was kept burning.
         He was warned that the hut was haunted by a venomous demon snake (a cobra in the paintings
         and sculpture—not incidentally the iconographic mark of the Jain jina Parsava), but
         was not deterred. After a great struggle in the night the snake was defeated and the
         Brahmin brothers and all their followers became followers of the Buddha. 
      

      
      

      Return to Kapilvastu

      
      Seven years after having left Kapilvastu, Gautama, now the Buddha, returned. His father
         upbraided him for appearing as a monk, and his wife, who had remained a widow, told
         their son to ask his father for his inheritance – thinking the boy would then receive
         the kingdom. The boy did as bidden, politely, and his father instructed his chief
         disciple to ordain the boy as a novice. Through conversion and teaching the Buddha
         constructed a community, sangha, comparable to but contrasting with the Jain community—about which more in a moment.
         
      

      
      

      Subjugation of the Mad Elephant

      
      Toward the end of the Buddha’s life, as he was growing weak, the monk Devadatta sought
         to take over leadership of the Sangha. The Buddha sharply refused. Devadatta then
         tried various plots to remove the Buddha by force. Finally he bribed a mahout who
         had a huge and wild bull elephant, which had already killed one man, to let the elephant
         loose on the Buddha one day as the Buddha went on his begging rounds. The mahout did
         so. The elephant charged wildly, straight at the Buddha. But the Buddha did not flinch.
         The elephant suddenly became calm and peaceful, knelt before the Buddha, and the Buddha
         patted him on the head. 
      

      
      

      The Great Passing

      
      The Buddha never stopped teaching. At age eighty he was traveling to a place called
         Pava where he and his disciples were offered a meal by a blacksmith (a low caste,
         usually ranked as unclean). After the meal the Buddha became very ill but still continued
         walking until he came to a small village named Kushinagara (the name literally means
         place of happiness). Here he was exhausted. The monk Ananda, his long-time companion,
         prepared a place between two blossoming sāl trees, and wept. The Buddha admonished
         him not to grieve because what had come together would inevitably have to be divided,
         and asked him to prepare for the funeral. While this was happening, a wandering ascetic
         came by and asked to see the Buddha. The Buddha’s companions tried to keep him away,
         but the Buddha overheard and bid him approach. After asking him a few questions on
         the law (dharma) and hearing his answers, the Buddha accepted him as his last new
         disciple. He then asked the five hundred monks around him if they had any last questions.
         None could speak. He asked three more times. No one had questions. He then took this
         as saying that none had any doubts or perplexities about what to do and that they
         were all therefore truly on the path to enlightenment. His last words, as described
         in the Digha Nikāya were: “And now, O priests, I take my leave of you; all the constituents of being
         are transitory; work out your salvation with diligence.”[5]     
      

      
      The incidents of the Great Passing explain the Buddha’s action with Devadatta and
         the elephant. The Buddha did not intend to have any personal successor. It was not
         his Sangha to pass on. Rather what he was doing was providing instruction in general
         truths and it would be those truths that would provide the needed guidance henceforth.
         
      

      
      Buddhist Ethics: The Middle Way

      
      Exactly what the middle way is and how it differs from the Jain ethical model is stated
         clearly in the text called the Dhammacakkapavattana Sutta, which means “Setting the Wheel of Dharma in Motion.” This is  also often called The Buddha’s First Sermon. It is closely associated with the story of the Buddha’s first enlightenment and is
         universally acknowledged as the most fundamental statement of his approach. The ellipses
         are Radhakrishnan’s and only drop out repeated phrases. The text begins:
      

      
      
         These two extremes, O monks, are not to be practiced by one who has gone forth from
            the world. What are the two? That conjoined with the passions, low, vulgar, common,
            ignoble, and useless, and that conjoined with self-torture, painful, ignoble, and
            useless.
         

         
         Avoiding these two extremes the Tathagata [literally the one who has gone, meaning
            who has attained nirvana] has gained the knowledge of the Middle Way, which gives
            sight and knowledge, and tends to calm, to insight, enlightenment, nirvana.
         

         
         What, O monks, is the Middle Way, which gives sight . . . ? It is the noble Eightfold
            Path, namely, right views, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood,
            right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration. This, O monks, is the Middle
            Way.[6]   
         

         
      

      There are three main points. The first is the idea of avoiding extremes, including
         the Jain austerities. The second is that the aims are roughly the same as the Jain
         aims, namely to attain nirvana and, thereby, to overcome craving and other disturbances.
         The third is the contents of the noble eightfold path.
      

      
      In contrast to the Jain path that consists only of “right belief, right knowledge,
         and right conduct,” the Buddhist eightfold path does not include belief while right
         action is far more fully specified. Right action is action that observes the five
         precepts: not to kill, not to take what is not given, not to misuse the senses, not
         to lie or speak harshly, and not to take intoxicating drinks or drugs. But the most
         important key to the full contrast with the Jain approach is right livelihood. This
         does not mean one should be a mendicant. One should do productive work, but the work
         should not cause harm. Five types of occupations should specifically be avoided: trading
         in weapons, trading that demeans people, trading in liquor and in poisons, and lending
         money at excessively high interest. 
      

      
      The question to ask yourself is how one determines the “right” in all of these examples,
         and the answer is that it cannot be done by deduction or by following any rules a
         person may think of in isolation because these are not things people do in isolation.
         They are things people do with others. A “right” livelihood (recognizing that non-violence
         is still a paramount value) is therefore a livelihood that does no violence to others.
         Right intention is intention that does not harm others. Right speech is speech that
         does not harm others, and so on. That is, where the Jain path to nirvana was complete
         separation from others, the Buddhist path is easy, non-violent, cooperative, engagement.
         
      

      
      The other main point of disagreement with Jain philosophy is that Buddhism rejects
         Jain dualism and turns sharply back to Vedic and Vedantic monism and naturalism. This
         is illustrated in a famous narrative on the question of reincarnation. The Buddha
         criticizes a monk for being in error and for misrepresenting the Buddha’s teaching.
         If we ask what the error is, it boils down to saying something for which there is
         no justification in experience. What we know, in the Buddha’s argument, is based on
         our senses, our experiences. It is organized with respect to our experiences and our
         experiences are based in our bodily needs and characteristics. Hence there is nothing
         in our understanding that is independent of that experience and that body, and hence
         nothing that will not disappear when that body disappears—nothing (in the sense of
         no thing) to pass on when the body dies. So how do you get release? Simply by knowing
         this, and not trying to cling to possibilities that are not real (Majjhima Nikaya
         1.256 ff). 
      

      
      The Buddha’s conclusion with respect to rebirth is that you, personally, cannot be
         reborn. You, personally, are a product of life and its grasping, born out of ignorance.
         What will be reborn is different from all that is personal, insofar as we might know
         it. Accept that, and seek nothing more, and you will not suffer perplexity. In Western
         terms, the Buddhist idea of rebirth is “Life goes on” but not “You will live again
         in another body.” There are, however, many people who see themselves as Buddhists
         but who hold to a more personalized idea of reincarnation and there are many observances
         that one can see at Buddhist temples and shrines that are consistent with this folk
         concept.
      

      
      

      Spread

      
      Where Jain philosophy and ethical ideals could be fully acted upon only by a few people
         living lives of hermetic isolation and supported by less virtuous people in a small
         number of occupations, Buddhism could be embraced and acted upon by entire communities.
         Archaeological remains show early Buddhist temples and other structures in villages,
         not isolated somewhere in the countryside. Major religious centers such as the Ajanta
         caves in the modern Indian state of Maharashtra and the stupa at Sanchi, in the state of Madhya Pradesh, had large resident populations of monks
         and students and served as the universities of their time. In one of the caves at
         Ajanta is a large painting of Buddha seated with the usual conventional gestures of
         teaching. At his side and facing him are two smaller representations clearly identifiable
         as a man in Egyptian garb and a man in Greek garb. The meaning can hardly be anything
         other than “This is where the learned come to learn.” 
      

      
      The stūpa, pronounced “stoop,” is the iconic Buddhist temple. Essentially a stupa is a tomb,
         or more accurately a large barrow. They are traditionally erected over a “relic” of
         the Buddha or some important Buddhist teacher—meaning some part of his physical remains,
         such as funerary ash or a tooth. The older stupas are solid structures and cannot
         be entered. The ceremonial behavior associated with them is that of a visit to a respected
         teacher. The devotee comes, pays respect, and walks around the stupa. As he or she
         does so they consider the Buddha’s teachings and reflect on the transitoriness of
         life, then go back to where they came from. The stupa at Sanchi, pictured in Figure
         3.1, has a walkway around the base inside a stone fence, with four entrances facing
         the four directions. Each of the entries has an elaborate gate with two uprights and
         three crosspieces, covered with sculptures representing the Buddha’s life and the
         content and importance of his teachings. The site and buildings were in use from about
         the time of the Emperor Ashoka, who first established it in the third century BCE,
         until the fourteenth century CE. The present stupa is the last of about five, built
         over one another on the same spot. 
      

      
      
         The stupa at Sanchi.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      The art on the stupa gates dates from several different centuries but has a consistent
         thematic tone and content. It depicts a world that is fruitful, many-sided, and lively.
         There are dwarfs holding up the earth, voluptuous yakshis (tree goddesses) hanging from mango trees at the ends of the cross-beams, merchants
         leaving the city gates on what must be trading ventures, and wild and domestic animals
         of all kinds. But at the center of all, at every level, is either a representation
         of the Buddha teaching or a representation of a stupa indicating the continuity of
         that teaching after his death. 
      

      
      The other major Buddhist building types are monasteries and temples other than stupas,
         in which people can gather. The temples can be almost any shape and vary with regional
         and national traditions, but always house an image of the Buddha and are always treated
         as houses of the Buddha. That is, among other things, the image is always treated
         as a living being. The idea is that while the Buddha is no longer alive personally,
         his teachings are. His image represents those teachings. Buddhist monasteries are
         not just places of permanent retreat or places where you go in the last phase of your
         life, as in the Jain tradition, but rather, for most Buddhists, function as village
         or town schools, meeting places and places of public assembly. In major temples a
         group of monks serves as the staff and others come as visitors, volunteers for long
         or short-term service, or as students. For village temples that may have only one
         or two monks, the local monk is not the town recluse but an important and concerned
         local leader. 
      

      
      
         Remains of the monastery at Sanchi.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      Buddhism spread rapidly after the Buddha’s lifetime. It spread through Southeast Asia,
         Tibet, China, and Korea to Japan in the east and to the area of modern Afghanistan,
         Iran, and Central Asia in the north and west. Afghanistan was Buddhist at the time
         it became a province of the Empire of Alexander the Great. Ancient Gandhara, home
         to a distinctive and rich tradition of Greco-Buddhist sculpture and art, is modern
         Kandahar. The Greco-Buddhist tradition provided a route by which Buddhist ideas entered
         the circum-Mediterranean system of thought. In addition, individual Buddhist teachers
         and ideas traveled well beyond the area of actual Buddhist settlement. There are believable
         stories of the Emperor Ashoka sending Buddhist missionaries to Greece and modern scholars
         have recently begun noticing the many parallels between the story of the life of the
         Buddha and the story of the life of Christ. Conversely, when Indians read the old
         stories of Greek characters like Diogenes, who went about with a lamp in daylight
         looking for an honest man, it is impossible to avoid thinking of them as wandering
         sadhus acting just as they would at home. Stories of Buddhist teachers traveling to
         China and of Chinese travelers coming to India to acquire authentic teachings and
         texts are accepted history. 
      

      
      Mahayana Buddhism

      
      As Buddhism spread, Buddhist scholars carried its Sanskrit and Pali roots with them.
         Training in these languages was part of their training in the profession. The new
         laity, however, could not follow them in this. They did not know these languages and
         they could not give up their practical concerns in order to learn them. Inevitably
         some foundational basis other than the Vedas and commentaries had to be found. When
         this happened the original Buddhism necessarily came to be seen as just one form of
         Buddhism. It became Theravada Buddhism—the original or old teachings of Buddhism.
         This is still the Buddhism of Sri Lanka and most of Southeast Asia and remains prominent
         in China. But the more widespread and better known forms today, especially Zen Buddhism,
         are of the newer tradition, called Mahayana—the Great Vehicle. In contrast to Mahayana, Theravada is alternatively called Hinayana, the little, or lesser, vehicle. 
      

      
      Although Buddhist scholars may disagree, for most ordinary Buddhists I have spoken
         to in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Japan, and the United States, the difference between
         Mahayana and Hinayana is not clear in daily life. For example, although most Buddhist
         temples in Japan would be classified as Mahayana, the attending monks still know their
         roots in the Pali and Sanskrit texts. In fact, the grounds of many Japanese Buddhist
         temples have the lingam and yoni representing Shiva and Parvati along with representations
         of the Buddha. 
      

      
      
         Great Buddha at Nara, Japan, dated to c. 760 CE.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      In principle Mahayana is a simplification of the methods of teaching of the Hinayana
         but not of the underlying philosophy and ethics. The central text that marks the difference
         is the Lotus  Sutra. This was originally compiled in Sanskrit in South Asia between about 100 BCE and
         150 CE. Its Sanskrit name is Saddharma Pundarika Sutra, meaning Lotus of the True Dharma Sutra. It was never considered central to South Asian Buddhism but has been very important
         in China, Korea, and Japan. It was translated into Chinese in the mid-third century
         and made one of the most important texts in the Chinese canon by the monk T'ien-t'ai
         late in the sixth century CE. From there it was taken to Japan by the Japanese monk
         Saicho. It became part of the Japanese Shotoku constitution in the eighth century
         CE and was the main textual basis for both Amida (“Pure Land” from a metaphor in the
         sutra) and Tendai (from T’ien-t’ai) Buddhism in the ninth century CE. In the thirteenth
         century, a Tendai monk named Nichiren founded Nichiren Buddhism, which he called Hokkekyo-shu (Dharma-Flower-Sutra-Community). Since the Sutra is long but repetitious,[7]    a part can readily stand for the whole. The following conveys the key idea. It
         is from the abridged translation of W. E. Soothill, The Lotus of the Wonderful Law, pp. 71ff:
      

      
      
         The dull, who delight in petty rules, 

         
         Who are greedily attached to mortality,

         
         Who have not, under countless Buddhas, 

         
         Walked the Profound and mystic way,

         
         Who are harassed by all the sufferings—

         
         To these I [at first] first preach Nirvana.

         
         Such is the expedient I employ

         
         To lead them to Buddha-wisdom.

         
         Not yet could I say to them,

         
         "You all shall attain to Buddhahood,"

         
         For the time had not yet arrived.

         
         But now the very time has come

         
         And I must preach the Great Vehicle.

         
         The Buddha appears in the world

         
         Only for this One Reality,

         
         The other two not being real;

         
         For never by a smaller Vehicle (Hināyana)

         
         Could a Buddha save any creature.

         
         The Buddha himself is in the Great Vehicle (Mahayana)

         
         And accordant with the Truth he has attained,

         
         Enriched by meditation and wisdom,

         
         By it he saves all creatures.

         
          (Soothill 1994: 71)

         
      

      The tone is strikingly different from that of the first writings, even apart from
         the dismissive way the author here speaks of the early concern with Nirvana as not
         the real message but rather a preparation for it. The Buddha here is no longer representing
         himself as a human teacher but rather speaking with the imagery of the Hindu gods
         who appear innumerable times in different forms to do different wondrous deeds. The
         message depends first of all on rejecting the Buddha’s own notion that upon his death
         he simply dissolved into the components that his identity had pulled together. It
         assumes, instead, that he continues to be present in some sense. Given that, the message
         is: I am god. I am the wisdom I teach. I, personally, am therefore the vehicle that
         will carry you to enlightenment (hence the “one-vehicle way”). Accept me as the Buddha
         and you will attain Buddhahood—you will become enlightened. At first blush it seems
         arrogant and shallow. It seems to amount to “Say “I believe!” and you are enlightened.”
         Understanding does not come this easily. Yet when properly understood it is also straight
         and clear Vedanta. If god is in me, and if enlightenment is realizing that, then I
         am indeed god. And if you recognize me as god—in these terms—then indeed you have
         recognized the same fundamental truth and the unity in all of us. After that (one
         can argue) it is just a matter of developing the implications. 
      

      
      Mahayana is thus an extreme compression of the idea system developed more fully and
         abstractly in Hinayana. It is also, therefore, the version of those teachings that
         can take the widest number of possible forms. It is a formula to allow almost any
         action, any local deity, and probably any teacher to be folded into the Buddhist community
         as a Bodhisattva or representation of the Buddha’s teachings. Conversely, it allows
         those teaching to take an enormous number of different cultural forms. 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      The Jain and Buddhist traditions emerge out of a common intellectual and cultural
         milieu as opposed answers to common questions. The milieu included the ideas of the
         main deities and the distinction between immortality and mortality. It included the
         main occupational divisions—Brahmin, Rajanya (Kshatriya), Vaisya, and Sudra and the
         more general idea of occupational groups based on hereditary property. It included
         the ideas of dharma and karma, and ideas of the state as protector of dharma and of
         its populace, with the king as the embodiment of the state. Finally, it had a sophisticated
         and subtle system of philosophical dispute and a large number of stereotyped roles
         related to teaching and learning: sadhus and yogis, rishis, purohits and pujaris,
         acharyas and others. The texts do not record doctrine; they record debate.
      

      
      The most important question posed by this milieu from the point of view of the Jain
         and Buddhist developments was what to do about Vedanta. The Vedas identified the basis
         of human control over the world and over oneself, the basis of science and social
         order, as the basis of mind itself—it was the Atman that was also Brahman. Understanding
         this was what would provide “wealth and heroic sons” as well as free us from the concerns
         with injury, old age, sickness, and death. The next question, however, was “How do
         we act on this understanding?” Once we see what this basis of knowledge is, what does it
         mean in terms of the ethical and social rules we ought to follow in life? The third
         question was “How can this be put in a form in which it can be more easily and widely
         understood?” 
      

      
      The Jain answer was built on the preexisting ideas of the sadhu; the Buddhist answer
         on the ideas of the teacher. The universal consensus is that the Jain answer was first.
         There is no reason to disagree, although there is very good reason to think that it
         was not first by very much. While the Jains claim the twenty-four tirthankaras and
         some accounts see the period they span in millions of years, not just centuries, there
         is no archaeological or documentary evidence for a Jain community before about the
         time of Mahavira, as noted. It seems clear even from the Kalpa Sutra that it was only
         Mahavira who actually built up the Jain establishment as we now see it, with monks
         and nuns, temples, ashrams and schools, and a community marked by rules and ceremonies
         to support them. And since Mahavira was born some thirty years before Siddhartha Gautama
         and died at seventy two, the implication has to be that most of his own efforts and
         all of the efforts of his successors occurred parallel to, and not prior to, the Buddhist
         developments. 
      

      
      The Buddhist answer is an alternative to the Jain answer. Part of this alternative
         is to return to the Vedic and Upanishadic monism that the Jain tradition rejects.
         Another part of it is to replicate the Jain organizations but radically change their
         relationship to the community. For the Jains, the two parts of the sangha are divided
         and separated. For the Jains, the Vedic ideals of non-attachment and non-violence
         become the radical physical and emotional separation required by the five vows. For
         the Buddhists, they become the spontaneous and cooperative engagement of the middle
         way, defined by the eightfold path. For the Jains, the ultimate goal is separation,
         for the Buddhists it is cooperation.
      

      
      The Jains persist as a small minority. It is commonly said that Buddhism has faded
         away entirely in the land of its birth—apart from a modern Buddhist revival movement
         initiated in the last century by B. R. Ambedkar as a way to free lower-caste Hindus
         from exploitation by the higher castes in the name of Hinduism. This is true in terms
         of its overt physical infrastructure and organizations. In South Asia proper, Buddhist
         monasteries, places of pilgrimage, and shrines persist only in the Himalayas along
         the border with Tibet, a few parks including Bodh Gaya in India, a single monastery
         in the city of Dhaka in Bangladesh, and in Sri-Lanka. 
      

      
      The primary cause of the disappearance of Buddhism in South Asia, was the spread of
         Islam, after the eighth century CE. Muslim invaders and rulers systematically destroyed
         monasteries and stupas, often erecting mosques and other Islamic constructions on
         their sites—a common way to represent conquest worldwide. But Buddhism seems to have
         been undergoing an internal decline of sorts even before then, going back to about
         the sixth century CE.
      

      
      Yet in another way, the ideas live on. J. A. B. Van Buitenen has produced a charming
         but also entirely scholarly collection of emblematic stories from the Buddhist period
         under the title of Tales of Ancient India. If you read them and ask what values they assume, the answer will be they are the
         values we have been hearing. They include acceptance of our mortality and cheerful
         tolerance of others who are also subject to it, lack of preoccupation with rituals
         and rules, skepticism toward philosophical or religious authority and a mindful concern
         for speaking, acting and working in ways that do no violence to others. However, if
         you ask thoughtful Hindus to describe the basic values of their Hinduism today, the
         list will be largely the same. Indeed many of the stories are still in circulation.
         They are only assigned to new characters and settings. The values evoked by Gandhi
         to create the moral framework of the Indian independence movement were, as he recognized,
         as much Buddhist (and Jain) as Hindu. These values included fundamental tolerance
         of and respect for all and the elimination of oppression and discrimination. The values
         and ideas of Buddhism are not identical to the values of Hinduism, but they persist
         among them. 
      

      
       Buddhism continues to be the dominant religion on the Southeast Asian mainland: Burma,
         Thailand, Cambodia, and the great sphere of predominantly Chinese cultural influence
         that extends from Tibet down through eastern China and Viet Nam. In South Asia, the
         effective border between Indian and Chinese Cultural spheres is the series of high
         mountain ranges called the Great Himalaya. In Southeast Asia, it is the Mekong River.
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                  God” at http://www.ishwar.com/jainism/holy_kalpa_sutra/texts02.html.
               

            

         

         
            3. http://www.jainworld.com/education/lesson20.asp.

            

         

         
            4. For versions on the web, see http://www.teachnet.ie/joconnell/docs/buddhism.doc, http://dharma.ncf.ca/introduction/life-of-the-Buddha.html, and http://buddhism.about.com/cs/buddhaslife/. The first is a simple account intended for teachers. The second is from a comprehensive
                  and responsible site called Buddhism in the National Capital of Canada and consists of excerpts from the main Pali scriptures. The third, on the What You Need to Know About website has two accounts. One is brief, but based on Tibetan stories which include
                  more fabulous elements. The other is much more extended, apparently based on the Pali
                  texts, and includes many traditional illustrations from many different countries.
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      Chapter 4

      Hindu Traditions

      
         
         
      

      
      “Hindu” and even more so “Hinduism” are exonyms, originally applied by others. In
         its current usage the term is a catchall that applies to a wide range of different
         ideas, customs, deities, stories, art forms, rituals, beliefs, and texts that are
         recognized as distinctively South Asian and not Muslim, not Buddhist, not Jain, not
         Christian, not secular in a Western sense, and so on.
      

      
      

      Hinduism, Hindu Society, and Caste

      
      Western writers on Indian religion, and many Indians as well, consistently mix together
         Hinduism, Hindu society, and caste. They picture Hinduism as the belief system of
         Hindu society and caste is an integral part of it. This is exactly like saying—as
         some do—that there is an American belief system and racial discrimination is an integral,
         inseparable, part of it. The way evidence is selected and interpreted is the same
         in both arguments and equally wrong in both arguments. To repeat: every society is
         pluralistic. Every society has multiple and often conflicting systems of social ideas.
         People choose among them. If you mix them up with one another you misrepresent life
         in that society.
      

      
      Arguments for the pervasiveness of caste or the “caste system” usually combine three
         different claims. One is the belief in the superiority of Brahmins. The second is
         that there is a rigid, inherited, occupational hierarchy and every family and every
         person has a single unambiguous place in it that they cannot change. The third is
         that caste groups are divided into two broad categories of high and low, or clean
         and unclean. Two widely circulated examples are William and Charlotte Wiser’s Behind Mud Walls and Louis Dumont’s Homo Hierarchicus. Both represent Hindus as preoccupied with social rank. As Dumont’s title is meant
         to imply: they are a different and distinct type of human. They are unable to think
         in terms of what a Westerner would regard as practical efficiencies or fairness.
      

      
      Writers who argue that caste is inherent in Hinduism often cite the Laws of Manu, which date from the ninth century. These were not real laws but proposed laws. Manu was evidently a Brahmin and argued
         for a totally caste-based society with one and only one occupation for each person,
         and with Brahmins as the highest. But the caste-based society he argued for was clearly
         not what he saw around him. What he saw, and described, was a society in which people
         did not follow their apparent caste occupations, but in which he and others believed
         they had done so in the distant past. He considered the failure to do so in the (his)
         present to be the cause of all social disorder, and therefore urged that society be
         restored to this imagined past condition. He was wrong about disorder and its causes
         and there is no evidence that he was right about his own distant past.
      

      
      On the same kind of evidence Manu used, one could say that at a time in the past in
         America, everyone whose name is Smith was a blacksmith, everyone whose name is Carpenter
         was a carpenter, everyone whose name is Leaf was a forester, everyone whose name is
         Gardener was a gardener, and so on, and this system has broken down. If we restored
         it, there would be a place for everyone, everyone would be in their place, and all
         strife would cease. 
      

      
      A close look at the evidence leads to no such view of history. The poem to Purush
         predates Manu by centuries and, as we have seen, it says no more than that we have
         occupational specialization as way of passing knowledge from one generation to the
         next, which is certainly true. Every other truly ancient description makes the same
         point: what the authors saw in their own times has always been what we see today:
         a society in which many people bear hereditary occupational names but do what they
         need to and what they can.
      

      
      It is also common to ascribe different bodies of religious writings to different castes,
         either Brahmans or Kshatriyas. The Brahmanas, the laws of Manu, and all the writings
         in which the theme is devotion to Brahmans, are considered Brahmanic. Works that have
         a clearly egalitarian and/or anti-ritualistic character are described as Kshatriya.
         The truth is that in most cases the authors are unknown. We do know, however, several
         important cases in which the authors were Sudra. Balmīk, the author of one of the
         major versions of the Ramayana was of a family whose occupation was sweeper, conventionally
         at the bottom of the caste hierarchy. Because of this, “of Balmīk” is a polite way
         to address or name such people in modern India. This in no way affects the value or
         standing of the text itself, either positively or negatively. That stands on the merit
         of the thought and its expression. 
      

      
      Finally, while the four main caste categories (varnas) seem distinct in the abstract, they are far from distinct in application. For example,
         in some views anyone who actually works the land is necessarily a Sudra. Those who
         own the land must necessarily be Kshatriya. Yet in most of India for most of history
         those who work the land and those who own the land are the same people—and quite often
         are also Brahman. 
      

      
      The word “caste” is actually from Portuguese and indicated skin color. There is a
         European convention (with many parallels elsewhere) that lighter color signifies more
         aristocratic descent and life-style. The Portuguese who came to India applied it to
         the social groups they found there. The most common Indian terms for the same groups
         are jati or biradari. They have no implication of color. Jati roughly means “kind” and biradari literally means “brotherhood.” All jatis are thought of as ranked and as associated with a distinct occupation, as commentators
         say. There are two main indigenous theories of what this occupational rank is based
         on. One is that it is based on degree of purity of sacredness. The other attributes
         the different ranks to sequences of invasion and conquest—the newer invaders taking
         the higher ranks and relegating the defeated former rulers to lower ranks. Both theories
         are unproveable by definition and should be regarded as part of the phenomenon to
         be explained, not the explanation. 
      

      
      The answerable question is not how occupational rank originated but how is it defined.
         The answer is that every occupation depends on a specific kind of inherited “ancestral
         property.” The rank of the occupation in general estimation reflects the value of
         this property in general estimation. For Brahmans, that property is books—stereotypically,
         not legally or factually. So saying the Brahmans are the highest occupation is a way
         of expressing the idea that knowledge is the most valuable human possession. Land
         is next. The property of a sweeper, at the bottom of the hierarchy, is a broom, which
         in India is a bunch of thin sticks tied at one end and worth practically nothing.
         
      

      
      But people do not usually consider these ideas of property to be part of their religion.
         Rather, they are part of the ideas that define kinship. “Ancestral property” is by
         definition inherited property, and inheritance in South Asia is a matter of birthright.
         This is based on a clear and distinct social idea system that defines kinship relations,
         the term for which in the north is risten in some form. The common term for a relative is rista, for example, and one’s family is one’s rista-dari. By contrast, the term most commonly used to designate something like Islam, Sikhism,
         or a set of teachings one affiliates with is dharma, pronounced “dharm.” They are different ideas. If you asked someone what their dharma
         was, they would not reply with their kinship ideas.
      

      
      The rule of inheritance in Hindu law is that only males inherit, they do so in equal
         shares with their father, they obtain these rights when they are conceived in the
         womb, and the rights extend to all of the “ancestral property” of their father. Women
         have rights to maintenance from the ancestral property of their fathers, brothers,
         husbands, and sons. A son’s obligation to take care of his mother is described as
         his “most sacred” obligation. The idea that the cow is sacred is part of this same
         idea-system. If you ask why the cow is sacred, the answer is that “the cow is like
         mother.” The symbolism entails a moral argument: “If we should treat cows this way
         because they are like mother, then imagine how we must treat mother herself!”
      

      
      When arranging marriages, families look for others with similar occupations. This
         is because a marriage is a relation between households. The bride usually comes to
         live in the household of the husband; bride and groom do not establish a separate
         household of their own. Households linked by marriage in this way are expected to
         help one another. The idea that there could be a caste system as it has been described
         follows as a logical possibility from this, but only if we first make the factually
         untrue assumptions that a family has one and only one occupation and that any intermarrying
         group of families can be the only ones with that occupation. 
      

      
      In actuality, as recognized by courts, ancestral property is not stereotypic jati
         property like classical Sanskrit books for a Brahman or a potters wheel for a potter
         but whatever a family uses together for its livelihood: the house, accumulated wealth,
         tools, land, and indeed everything that is not clearly personal. So if a family has
         a house, some land, carpenter’s tools, blacksmith tools, and masons’ tools, all of
         this will be their ancestral property and all will be subject to the rule of inheritance.
         So which jati are they in? The answer is that people call them according to whatever
         work they want done. If you want to hire a mason, it would seem foolish to address
         him as Blackmith (Leaf 1972: 74, 89, 105). 
      

      
      In short, Indian society now is complex and many-sided, with a plurality of organizations
         with their respective social rules on the one hand and the tradition of Vedantic philosophy
         on the other. There is no reason to think it was different at the time when Vedanta
         was first set down. 
      

      
      

      Clearly Hindu Ceremonies

      
      The empirical way to understand Hinduism as a self-recognized system of thought responding
         to the same questions as Buddhism and Jainism is to start with the clearest cases
         of what are taken as its major texts and the “customs and usages” (rasam rivāj) that are taken to show how the ideas of the texts apply in life. In South Asia,
         the holidays particularly recognized as Hindu include an annual round of ceremonies
         such as Diwali, Karue, and Durga Puja already described as well as Ram-Lila, Holi,
         and many others. In general terms their origins, like those of Christmas, New Year
         and Easter in Europe and the Americas, are now recognized as the common cultural heritage
         of the region. But any actual ceremony in celebration of such a holiday cannot be
         just a ceremony in general. It must be assembled in some specific organizational context.
         This almost invariably means from the point of view of some specific teacher or body
         of teachings—texts and their interpretations—and this is what leads us into the different
         dharmas that make up the broad Hindu stream. 
      

      
      Hindu sects (dharmas) take two main forms. Either they revolve around a specific deity
         or they revolve around a specific human preceptor, usually called a guru but sometimes
         rishi (a poet who is also a seer) or mahant (a priest/manager, often a sadhu), or sant (saint). There is no firm conceptual difference between the sects focused on a deity
         and those focused on actual people, however, since the deities are respected and treated
         as moral preceptors and the human preceptors need not be alive. 
      

      
      There are many arguments to the effect that there are just three major gods, the trimurti: Brahma, Shiva, and Vishnu. Each of these has many names and many forms, or avatars. Brahma is often described in Western accounts as the “high” god. In distinctively
         South Asian contexts he is most often spoken of as a kind of god in general in the
         sense of god as used in the Upanishads, as we have seen, but there are many terms
         for God in general that people do not necessarily identify with Brahma—including Bhagwan, Har, Hari, and Ram. 
      

      
      Hindu gods often come in pairs, a male and his female “consort.” When Brahma is personified,
         his consort is Saraswati. She is usually recognized as the same Saraswati as in the
         Rg Veda. In this context, she continues to be the goddess of water. She is also a
         goddess of knowledge, art, science, wealth, speech, education, and writing. So it
         is appropriate, for example, that there is a statue of her in a little park that the
         Tamil Nadu Irrigation Department constructed for visitors to the huge dam complex
         on the Kauvery River known as the Grand Anicut (Figure 4.1). 
      

      
      Shiva and Vishnu are spoken of in a personified form more consistently than Brahma
         is. Shiva, as noted, is the destroyer who is strongly associated with agriculture
         and procreation. His consort, Parvati, also appears as Durga and Kali and in many
         other forms. The son of Shiva and Parvati, Ganesha, looks like a very large and fat
         five-year-old boy with the head of an elephant, a voluptuous and vaguely phallic figure
         regarded as signifying wealth and success. Vishnu is commonly characterized as the
         preserver or protector; his consort is Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth. I have not
         encountered a temple to Vishnu in a village. While there must be some, he clearly
         has a far less prominent rural presence than Shiva, north and south. 
      

      
      
         The Goddess Saraswati at the Grand Anicut, Tamil Nadu.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      The various avatars of the gods are often described as forms in which they were reborn.
         A prominent fourth god is Krishna, who appears about the time of Christ. The stories
         and imagery make him something like a god of love, but more exactly a representation
         of yearning. Krishna has not one consort but rather is the object of devotion of a
         large group of milkmaids,[1]    of whom the most prominent is Radha, but Radha and Krishna never unite. Rahda’s
         love remains unrequited, and in many artistic representations almost unnoticed. Their
         relationship thus represents the unquenchable yearning of the soul for God and the
         mind for understanding. Radhakrishnan, as a personal name, evokes this imagery. 
      

      
      Although he is often characterized as an avatar of Vishnu (this is the position of
         the Bhagavad-Gita, for example), the art and ceremonies associated with the two are
         not notably similar. Krishna is often taken as the object of Indian classical dance
         performances, in which the dancers describe what they are doing as pujas to Krishna
         (however Shiva, in the form of Nataraja, is “lord of the dance”). 
      

      
      The henotheism of the Vedas carries on into both ancient and modern Hinduism. When
         we set abstract schemes aside and travel the countryside, we do not encounter just
         three gods or four gods organized in this or any other set scheme but a small mob
         of them. Whichever one you happen to come in contact with in any one place and time
         is represented as the one that matters most, the organizing principle of the world
         as seen from there at that moment. The constant idea is not the many-ness of gods
         but their underlying almost-sameness. 
      

      
      The actions of people visiting Hindu temples are substantially the same as for Buddhist
         stupas. The difference is that Hindu temples have a different shape and style. They
         are always built in such a way as to have a central room for the god and a front door
         through which you can approach him or her. In larger temples, there may be an extended
         arcade in front of the door. This design goes back only to the eighth century CE.
         One of the first temples of this type is the famous beach temple at Mamalapuram (more
         formally called Mahabalipuram), in Tamil Nadu (Figure 4.2). This temple is considered
         to be dedicated to both Vishnu and Shiva; the bulls along the outer walls are Nandi,
         the vehicle of Shiva.
      

      
      
         Beach Temple at Mahabalipuram, India.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      In visiting a temple, if it is large enough to have a doorway leading to an interior
         space, visitors remove their shoes and leave them outside. If facilities are provided
         they may also wash their feet, hands, and mouth. Then they enter. When they first
         glimpse the god they will bow and press their palms together in what is recognized
         in the West as the common gesture of prayer or supplication. In South Asia it shows
         respect. They approach the god and do the same thing again. At this point, they may
         encounter an attendant. The attendant might put an appropriate mark on the visitor’s
         forehead (a tilak) or perhaps hand him or her some ceremonial sweets (which visitors buy outside the
         temple courtyard and donate as they come in). For a Shiva temple, the tilak would
         be a spot of ash, exactly as in a Catholic Church on Ash Wednesday and with the same
         significance. It reminds you of your mortality. As visitors leave, there is often
         a small bell for them to ring. Many temples also have someone on the grounds somewhere
         reading one of the major epics or other texts, where a visitor may stop and listen.
         Large temples may also be associated with annual fairs, to which people come in large
         numbers, conduct business, and hold public debates on matters of common interest,
         including politics. Many small temples are maintained by just one person, who will
         tell any interested visitor its history and the stories associated with it. A visit
         to a god in this way is called darshan, literally meaning “a glimpse.” In Indian English, the activity is described as “going
         for darshan.” 
      

      
      People do not normally attend just one temple they consider “their” temple; everyone
         goes to many. Conversely, most Hindu temples are open to all. The only exceptions
         I am aware of are some large temples associated with Vishnu, in south India. This
         is not just a matter of caste. On one occasion I visited such a temple near the city
         of Trichy, in Tamil Nadu, with two Tamil-speaking Indian colleagues. We entered the
         courtyard in the usual way and approached the entry to the main building where the
         god was. On seeing me, however, the attendant there told us that I could not enter.
         My colleagues asked why. The reason he gave was “because they eat meat.” My colleagues
         were as surprised as I was, and also embarrassed. No amount of rational argument would
         change his mind. I could remain in the courtyard, but I could not enter. At an equally
         famous temple to Shiva in the same city there was no such problem. This Vishnu temple
         also had two lines for darshan, one for regular darshan and one for five-rupee darshan.
         The people in the five-rupee line got in quicker because the line was shorter. This,
         too, I have never seen elsewhere. Vishnu is evidently class-conscious. Vishnu temples
         have historically been associated with the idea that there were only for the “twice
         born” or those who wore the “sacred thread” of the “clean” (upper) castes. Under the
         British, such caste discrimination at temples was for a while supported by law and
         apparently was fairly common. Then it was made illegal, in response to public objections
         both in Britain and India. It has continued to be illegal since independence. 
      

      
      In short, for that part of Hinduism concerned with deities, there is no agreed-upon
         god or set of gods, no agreed-upon relations among the gods, and no agreed-upon view
         of the importance or significance of god or the gods. There is an enormous mass of
         local history but no general history. There are innumerable temples in no set order
         or relationships, and a welter of texts that have no fixed order or priority. 
      

      
      This fundamental openness poses an obvious question: “How is an individual who thinks
         of himself as Hindu to make sense of all this?” The almost equally obvious answer
         is “You have to figure it out for yourself.” That is what Mahavira did, that is what
         the Buddha did, and that is what the Upanishads say everyone has to do. Past thinkers
         can provide guidance and that may help, but they disagree and in any case they are
         them and you are you. They cannot decide for you. 
      

      
      The next question is either “How can you figure it out for yourself?” or “What if
         you cannot figure it out for yourself?” Both questions have the same answer: then
         you need help. This is where the importance of the individual preceptor, the gūrū, comes into play. A guru is an individual teacher who has made their own selections
         from what is generally recognized as the common corpus and who explains those selections
         to their followers in terms of a consistent scheme that those followers find compelling
         and important. The followers may be one family, a few dozen people, or many thousands
         but the basic relationship is always the same. The followers regard their guru as
         providing both philosophical instruction and genuinely practical guidance. The guru,
         in turn, should not only offer his advice but exemplify it. 
      

      
      The precepts of a guru are the primary meaning of the term “dharma.” In the quotations
         from the life of the Buddha previously discussed, where the English word “law” was
         used in the translation, “dharma” would generally have been the term in original.
         The Hindu idea is the same. The sense is that the teacher is not speaking of commands
         to be followed but rather showing by analysis what obligations should be recognized
         and honored. 
      

      
      

      Bhakti

      
      The most important general scheme of ideas that explains the relationship between
         a guru and a disciple is bhakti. Bhakti means personal devotion, finding one’s personal relation to god that frees
         one from the demands of or the need for any sort of ceremonial, ritual, or other conventional
         intervention. So it may seem that it should be anti-sectarian, and in a fundamental
         way it is. There are many Bhakti schools. In the major ones, whose founders are well
         educated, the founder describes what this relation is and says how you, the devotee,
         can find it for yourself. They do not claim to do it for you or provide ceremonial
         or ritual intervention or mediation. They show why no such mediation is needed or
         possible. The followers are not followers of the individual guru as such but rather
         are people trying to find their own path for themselves and seeking guidance on how
         to go about it. This is precisely why the idea of being a follower does not carry
         any notion that if you follow x you cannot also follow y or z—any more than the idea
         that you need chemistry to help solve a problem would be taken as excluding the idea
         that you might also need mathematics. 
      

      
      I do not know if all major dharmas in the Hindu tradition in a broad sense would recognize
         themselves as part of the Bhakti tradition, but certainly most do. This includes many identified with specific gods.
         One important example is Vaishnavites (devotees of Vishnu), who base their understanding
         on the arguments and writings of the medieval philosopher Ramanuja. Another is Lingayats
         who take their name from the lingam of Shiva as it is assigned moral and social significance
         in the writings of the poet-philosopher Basavaraja, also called Basavanna. Other sects
         are named after their gurus directly, like the Radhasoamis, while others are named
         after the idea of following such gurus, like the Sikhs. The name is derived directly
         from the Punjabi verb sikhnā, meaning to study. 
      

      
      Bhakti teachers generally trace Bhakti to Vedanta or say that it is Vedanta. The basic
         idea of the relation to god one is trying to discover, and that one discovers in oneself,
         is nothing other than the Vedantic idea of god as atman and atman as god. But Vedanta
         doesn’t really connect this idea to the further idea that different patterns or types
         of worship are different paths to finding this god. For this, the first really explicit
         expression that is neither Buddhist nor Jain comes a few centuries after the formation
         of the Jain and Buddhist traditions, in the epic poem the Bhagavad-Gita. This was
         composed in Sanskrit in northern India probably between 200 CE and 350 CE, drawing
         on oral traditions. The Bhagavad-Gita is one of the three main epics of the distinctively
         Hindu tradition as contrasted with the Jain and Buddhist traditions. The other two
         are the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, of about the same age and embodying substantially the same ideas and values. Like
         Buddhism and Jain philosophy these assume the view of god as the “That are Thou” of
         the Upanishads. Like the Buddhist and Jain texts they then go on to ask what this
         means ethically: what does it mean for what I should do in life? The answer, however,
         is different. 
      

      
      The Mahabharata and Bhagavad-Gita

      
      Buddhist and Jain philosophy propose different ways of avoiding violence. The Mahabharata
         and especially the Bhagavad-Gita is a story of violence that could not be avoided.
         In that situation, it asks what ethical guidance Vedanta provides. The answer is that
         Vedanta implies that we should look to our obligations to others and maintain our
         personal integrity in carrying them out.
      

      
      The Mahabharata is a collection of stories of kings, heroes, giants, demons, gods,
         and all sorts of other people and beings, often in conflict in various combinations.
         It is full of fantastic imagery and entertainingly implausible events. It does not
         have a single theme or conclusion, although it does have a consistent (and enormous)
         cast of characters and places. Prominent among them are two groups of royal brothers,
         the Pandas and the Kurus, who fought a great battle in the field of Kurukshetra. The
         Bhagavad-Gita is set within that battle. In that sense, it is framed as a story within
         the Mahabharata, although it is not literally a section of the Mahabharata. Nor does
         it have the same kind of organization. Where the Mahabharata is like a Dutch landscape
         painting with all sorts of little independent stories going on in various corners,
         the Bhagavad-Gita is a single linear exposition of a specific philosophical interpretation
         of Vedanta and its moral and religious implications. 
      

      
      The plot of the Bhagavad-Gita turns on two sets of organizational charters that are
         universal in South Asian village life. They are the family as based on a group of
         men sharing a patrimony in accordance with the Hindu rules of inheritance described
         above, and the idea of factions. In villages, a patrimony in the sense indicated would
         be the ancestral property of a family. In the story, it is the kingdom of Kurukshetra,
         the kingdom of the Kurus. It had been inherited by King Dhristarashtra, who was blind
         and therefore could not rule. Because he could not rule, his younger brother Pandu
         took his place. Although Pandu was prevented by a curse from fathering his own sons,
         his wife had five sons as a result of the intervention of five different gods. After
         Pandu died, his sons’ right to rule was contested by their cousins, the hundred sons
         of Dhristarashtra. These are the Kauravas, led by the eldest son, Duryodhana. Under
         contemporary Hindu inheritance law, both would have a legitimate claim as owners but
         both claims would also be clouded with no clear way to say which was the stronger.
         The legal situation must have been the same when the story was composed; the logic
         of the story depends on the ambiguity. 
      

      
      To resolve the problem the contenders agreed to divide the kingdom in two. The Kauravas
         calculated, however, that the Pandavas’ half of the kingdom would always grow stronger
         than theirs. The reason was that the Pandavas ruled fairly and did not take bribes
         in deciding cases. Since the Kauravas did take bribes and did not decide fairly, the
         people would always prefer the Pandavas. So the Pandavas would always be a threat.
         
      

      
      The Kauravas therefore plotted to obtain the Pandavas’ property. One of the Pandava
         brothers was a bit simple-minded. The Kauravas involved him in a dice game with loaded
         dice. He lost everything. Since all brothers who share in a patrimony have equal shares
         of the property as long as the property is undivided, this meant that he lost not
         only his own share (one fifth of the kingdom) but also all the property of his brothers.
         He also lost Draupadi, the wife who all the brothers shared together.[2]    Fortunately, however, at this point Draupadi saw what was happening, understood
         the cheating and called the Kauravas on it. A second round of gaming without the loaded
         dice resulted in a compromise. The Pandavas would spend twelve years in exile and
         the thirteenth incognito, and could then reclaim their kingdom.
      

      
      The poem describes their challenges and how they overcame them at great length, but
         at the end of the period Duryodhana refused to honor his promise. Now it was absolutely
         clear that the Pandavas had done all they possibly could to resolve the dispute without
         violence. The two groups chose up sides for the fight—using exactly the same ideas
         that are still used today in village factional conflicts (Barth 1956; Bailey 1970:
         51ff; Srinivas 1967: Chapters 7-9; Leaf 1972: 203-229; Leaf 1984:205-222; Leaf and
         Read 2013:122). Each called on his relations, close and distant, recounting past deeds
         and calling on favors due as well as obligations owed and shared interests. Each also
         called on their economic dependents and partners in other groups in the same way.
         Since the family and economic relations of the two groups were ultimately the same,
         the result was a war which divided everyone. It is a village factional conflict universalized.
      

      
      Since Dhristarashtra is blind, he cannot see the action and calls on his bard, Sanjaya,
         to describe what happens. The poem is that description. It begins with the two armies
         drawn up in opposition, describing who is in which and what their attributes are.
         Then it describes Arjuna, the leader of the Pandavas, riding out between them and
         looking at them. He recognizes friends and relatives on both sides, people he knows
         well and people he has only heard of. There are people he loves on both sides, and
         people he does not particularly like. He recognizes valued scholars and people of
         great accomplishments. He then observes aloud that what one should fight for is precisely
         what the battle is most likely to destroy: family and relationships. And if this is
         destroyed the honor of women will not be secure and if the honor of women is not secure
         society is lost. He sinks down in his chariot in despair, asking, “Why fight?” 
      

      
      The answer is given by Lord Krishna, who is his guru as well as his charioteer. It
         has four main parts. The first reviews Arjuna’s position from the point of view of
         Vedanta. The second reviews it from the point of view of dharma. The third develops
         this into the idea of karma yoga, and the fourth compares this with other forms of devotion (yoga). The fundamental idea is that all forms of devotion are legitimate. All are equally
         paths to god, but no one can choose all. Therefore choose whichever best fits your
         own circumstances. 
      

      
      The review of Arjuna’s position in terms of Vedanta is:

      
      
         The Lord said:

         
         
            	
               
               11. For those who deserve no grief thou hast grieved, and words of wisdom thou speakest.
                  For the living and for the dead the wise grieve not.
               

               
            

            
            	
               12. Never did I not exist, nor thou, nor these rulers of men; and no one of us will
                  ever hereafter cease to exist.
               

               
            

            
            	
               13. Just as in this body the embodied (Self) passes into childhood and youth and old
                  age, so does He pass into another body. There the wise man is not distressed.
               

               
            

            
            	
               14. The sense-contacts it is, O son of Kunti, which cause heat and cold, pleasure
                  and pain; they come and go, they are impermanent. Them endure bravely, O descendant
                  of Bharata.
               

               
            

            
            	
               15. That wise man whom, verily, these afflict not, O chief of men, to whom pleasure
                  and pain are same, he for immortality is fit.
               

               
            

            
            	
               16. Of the unreal no being there is ; there is no non-being of the real. Of both these
                  is the truth seen by the seers of the Essence.
               

               
            

            
            	
               17. But know that to be imperishable by which all this is pervaded. None can cause
                  the destruction of That, the Inexhaustible.
               

               
            

            
            	
               18. These bodies of the embodied (Self) who is eternal, indestructible and unknowable,
                  are said to have an end. Do fight, therefore, O descendant of Bharata.
               

               
            

            
            	
               19. Whoever looks upon Him as the slayer, and whoever looks upon Him as the slain,
                  these know not aright. He slays not, nor is He slain.
               

               
            

            
            	
               20. He is not born, nor does He ever die; after having been, He again ceases not to
                  be; nor the reverse. Unborn, eternal, unchangeable and primeval, He is not slain when
                  the body is slain.
               

               
            

            
            	
               21. Whoso knows Him as indestructible, eternal, unborn and inexhaustible, —How, O
                  son of Pritha, and whom, does such a man cause to slay, and whom does he slay?
               

               
            

            
            	
               22. Just as a man casts off worn-out clothes and puts on others which are new, so
                  the embodied (Self) casts off worn-out bodies and enters others which are new.
               

               
            

            
            	
               23. Him, weapons cut not; Him, fire burns not, and Him, water wets not; Him, wind
                  dries not.
               

               
            

            
            	
               24. He cannot be cut, nor burnt, nor wetted, nor dried up. He is everlasting, all-pervading,
                  stable, firm, and eternal.
               

               
            

            
            	
               25. He, it is said, is unmanifest, unthinkable and unchangeable. Wherefore, knowing
                  Him to be such, thou hadst better grieve not. (Shastri 1901: 22-43)[3]   
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      In short, you cannot harm that which is immortal in all of us and the part that you
         can harm is bound to come to the same end anyway. But while Krishna ends this section
         by saying “therefore fight,” you should notice that this conclusion does not follow
         logically. To say that killing someone does no ultimate harm is not a reason to go
         ahead and kill them. It may just as logically serve as a reason not to. Arjuna evidently
         recognizes this. He remains unconvinced. Stanzas 26 to 30 therefore repeat the argument
         in a slightly different form and conclude once again: 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               26. But even if thou thinkest of Him as ever being born and ever dying, even then,
                  O mighty-armed, thou oughtst not to grieve thus.
               

               
            

            
            	
               27. To that which is born, death is indeed certain; and to that which is dead, birth
                  is certain. Therefore, about the unavoidable thing, thou oughtst not to grieve.
               

               
            

            
            	
               28. Beings have their beginning unseen, their middle seen, and their end unseen again.
                  Why any lamentation regarding them?
               

               
            

            
            	
               29. One sees Him as a wonder ; and so also another speaks of Him as a wonder; and
                  as a wonder another hears of Him ; and though hearing, none understands Him at all.
               

               
            

            
            	
               30. He, the embodied (Self) in every one's body, can never be killed, O descendant
                  of Bharata. Wherefore thou oughtst not to grieve about any creature. (Shastri 1901:
                  44-46)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      Arjuna still does not act. Then, however, the argument shifts and Krishna brings up
         the idea of Arjuna’s own, personal, duty (dharma): 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               31. Having regard to thine own duty also, thou oughtst not to waver. For, to a Kshatriya,
                  there is nothing more wholesome than a lawful battle.
               

               
            

            
            	
               32. Happy Kshatriyas, O son of Pritha, find such a battle as this, come of itself,
                  an open door to heaven.
               

               
            

            
            	
               33. Now if thou wouldst not fight this lawful battle, then, having abandoned thine
                  own duty and fame, thou shalt incur sin. (Shastri 1901: 46-47)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      The sense here turns on the idea of reciprocity. Up to this point in his life, Arjuna,
         like his brothers, has lived the privileged life of a Kshatriya, a warrior and ruler.
         He has lived well, taken the benefit of the work of others. He has rendered judgment
         and been obeyed. But all of this entailed a promise. Having accepted the privileges
         of a warrior, he also accepted the duties of a warrior to fight a “lawful battle”
         that “comes of its own accord.” You cannot start wars, but you must fight to defend
         those who depend on you.
      

      
      The next stanzas expand this and point out what happens if Arjuna now neglects this
         duty: 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               34. People, too, will recount thy everlasting infamy; and, to one who has been esteemed,
                  infamy is more than death.
               

               
            

            
            	
               35. The great car-warriors will think thou hast withdrawn from the battle through
                  fear; and, having been (hitherto) highly esteemed by them, thou wilt incur their contempt.
               

               
            

            
            	
               36. Thy enemies, too, scorning thy power, will talk many abusive words. What is more
                  painful than that?
               

               
            

            
            	
               37. Killed, thou wilt reach heaven; victorious, thou wilt enjoy the earth. Wherefore,
                  O son of Kunti, arise, resolved to fight.
               

               
            

            
            	
               38. Then, treating alike pleasure and pain, gain and loss, success and defeat, prepare
                  for the battle, and thus wilt thou not incur sin. (Shastri 1901: 47-49)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      From here on, the poem does not focus on whether to act but rather how to act. This
         is what leads to karma yoga—literally, devotion through action. The next stanzas begin the review of alternative
         philosophical positions, beginning with a reference to Samkya-Yoga. In contrast to
         two more complicated early schools, Nyaya and Vaiseka, this reduced the analysis of
         experience to two fundamental categories of purusa and prakrti, subject and object. The original author of this view is said to be Kapila. He might
         have lived in the seventh century BCE although no works mentioning him or assigned
         to him are known from before the third century CE (Radhakrishnan and Moore 1958: 425).
         The general idea is that objects of consciousness are products of the subjective consciousness
         and include the self as it appears in consciousness. This is the empirical individual,
         which is part of the natural world and is perishable. The true self, beyond consciousness,
         is always free. 
      

      
      This leads the author of the poem to criticize those who interpret the Vedas as saying
         the way to immortality, enlightenment, and freedom is only through action in the form
         of certain specific rituals: 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               42-43. The undiscerning, who rejoice in the letter of the Veda,

               
                who contend that there is nothing else, whose nature is desire, and

               
                who are intent on heaven, proclaim these flowery words that result

               
                in rebirth as the fruit of actions and lay down various specialized

               
                rites for the attainment of enjoyment and power.

               
            

            
            	
               44. The intelligence which is to be trained, of those who are de-

               
                voted to enjoyment and power and whose minds are carried away

               
                by these words [of the Veda], is not well-established in the Self [or

               
                concentration].

               
            

            
            	
               45. The action of the threefold modes is the subject matter of

               
                the Veda; but do thou become free, O Arjuna, from this threefold

               
                nature; be free from the dualities [the pairs of opposites]; be firmly

               
                fixed in purity, not caring for acquisition and preservation; and be

               
                possessed of the Self.

               
            

            
            	
               46. As is the use of a pond in a place flooded with water every-

               
                where, so is that of all the Vedas for the brahmin who understands. (Radhakrishnan
                  and Moore 1957:109).
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      He then stakes out his own alternative position as agreeing that salvation is through
         action of a different sort. First of all, it must be action without “attachment” in
         the sense of being focused on a goal (even if that goal is salvation—or enlightenment
         or freedom). 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               47. Thy concern is with action alone, never with results. Let not the fruit of action
                  be thy motive, nor let thy attachment be for inaction.
               

               
            

            
            	
               48. Steadfast in devotion do thy works, O Dhanamjaya, casting off attachment, being
                  the same in success and failure. Evenness is called Yoga.
               

               
            

            
            	
               49. Verily action is far inferior to devotion in wisdom (buddhi-yoga), O Dhanamjaya.
                  In wisdom (buddhi) seek thou shelter. Wretched are they whose motive is the fruit.
               

               
            

            
            	
               50. He who is endued with wisdom casts off here both good deeds and bad deeds. Wherefore
                  apply thyself to devotion. In regard to actions devotion is a power.
               

               
            

            
            	
               51. For, men of wisdom cast off the fruit of action; possessed of knowledge (and)
                  released from the bond of birth, they go to the place where there is no evil.
               

               
            

            
            	
               52. When thy mind shall cross beyond the mire of delusion, then wilt thou attain to
                  a disgust what is yet to be heard and what has been heard.
               

               
            

            
            	
               53. When thy mind, perplexed by what thou hast heard, shall stand firm and steady
                  in the Self, then wilt thou attain Yoga.
               

               
            

            
            	
               Arjuna said:

               
               54. What, O Kesava!, is the description of one of steady knowledge, who is constant
                  in contemplation? How does one of steady knowledge speak, how sit, how move?
               

               
            

            
            	
               The Lord said: 

               
               55. When a man, satisfied in the Self alone by himself, completely casts off all the
                  desires of the mind, then is he said to be one of steady knowledge. (Shastri 1901:
                  51-59)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      Stanzas 56 through 72 follow with a detailed description of what it is like to act
         without attachment, with the poise, assurance and calm that that entails, and conclude:
         
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               71. That man attains peace, who, abandoning all desires, moves about without attachment,
                  without selfishness, without vanity.
               

               
            

            
            	
               72. This is the Brahmic state, O son of Pritha. Attaining to this, none is deluded.
                  Remaining in this state even at the last period of life, one attains to the felicity
                  of Brahman. (Shastri 1901: 70)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      And this, finally, leads to the Third Discourse, which describes karma yoga itself.
         It begins with a question from Arjuna. If you are to work without any attachment to
         the fruits of work, then why work at all?
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               Arjuna said:

               
               If it be thought by Thee that knowledge is superior to action, O Janardana, why then
                  dost Thou, O Kesava, direct me to this terrible action?
               

               
            

            
            	
               2. With an apparently perplexing speech, Thou confusest as it were my understanding.
                  Tell me with certainty that one (way) by which I may attain bliss. (Shastri 1901:
                  78-79)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      Krishna responds in part: 

      
      
         
            
            	
               8. Do thou perform (thy) bounden duty; action is superior to inaction. And even the
                  maintenance of the body would not be possible for thee by inaction.
               

               
            

            
            	
               9. Except in the case of action for Sacrifice's sake, this world is action-bound.
                  Action for the sake Thereof, do thou, O son of Kunti, perform, free from attachment.
               

               
            

            
            	
               10. Having first created mankind together with sacrifices, the Prajapati said, "By
                  this shall ye propagate; let this be to you the cow of plenty.
               

               
            

            
            	
               11. With this do ye nourish the Gods, and the Gods shall nourish you: thus nourishing
                  one another, ye shall attain the supreme good.
               

               
            

            
            	
               12. Nourished by the sacrifice, the Gods shall indeed bestow on you the enjoyments
                  ye desire." Whoso enjoys—without offering to Them—Their gifts, he is verily a thief.
                  (Shastri 1901: 78-87)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      Here is where the argument concerning enlightenment and release based in Vedanta joins
         the argument that Arjun should fight in view of his duty based on reciprocity. The
         connection is that his duty is the work he has agreed to do, as it is for all of us.
         This is the basic idea of Bhakti: our life with the obligations it brings toward others
         is our personal path to understanding. 
      

      
      There are important parallels between karma yoga and the Buddha’s First Sermon. These
         include the emphasis on the dignity and importance of ordinary work as part of the
         way to enlightenment, on personal integrity, and on non-attachment. The underlying
         idea of an even-tempered and thoughtful engagement is also the same. The idea of duty
         is similar—the main difference is that while the Buddhist view sees conflict as a
         problem to be eliminated or precluded by appropriate behavior, this view sees life
         as a battle in which even good people will find themselves in the position of having
         to use violence. Organizationally, the main difference is that there is no sangha,
         no community set off from the world. There is just the world. 
      

      
      Later works in the Bhakti tradition, most notably the Bhagavata Purana, which seems to date from the eleventh century CE, recognize the parallels with Buddhism
         by claiming that both Kapila and the Buddha are incarnations of Vishnu. 
      

      
      Other Bhakti Traditions

      
      Bhakti continues to the present. There are many examples available in English and
         Bhakti poetry as sung widely available now in stores that carry South Asian music.
         The following examples from the De Bary reader are by authors who are particularly
         well known. 
      

      
      Basavaraja, was, as already noted, the founder of the Lingayats. He was a high official
         in the twelfth century in what is now Karnataka state. This is a distinct linguistic
         and cultural area in southwestern India. The sympathy with karma yoga and its rejection
         of ritualism should be evident: 
      

      
      
         The lamb brought to the slaughterhouse eats the leaf garland with which it is decorated.
            . . . The frog caught in the mouth of the snake desires to swallow  the fly flying
            near its mouth. So is our life. The man condemned to die drinks  milk and ghee. .
            . .
         

         
          He who knows only the Gita is not wise; nor is he who knows only the sacred books.
            He only is wise who trusts in God.
         

         
         When they see a serpent carved in stone, they pour milk on it; if a real serpent comes,
            they say, "Kill, kill." To the servant of God, who could eat if served, they say,
            "Go away, go away"; but to the image of God which cannot eat, they offer dishes of
            food.
         

         
         To speak truth is to be in heaven, to speak untruth is to continue in the world of
            mortals. Cleanliness is heaven, uncleanliness is hell.
         

         
         Sweet words are equal to all prayers. Sweet words are equal to all penances. Good
            behavior is what pleases God. . . . Kindness is the root of all righteousness.
         

         
         Those who have riches build temples for Thee; what shall I build? I am poor. My legs
            are the pillars; this body of mine is the temple. (De Bary 1958: 352)
         

         
      

      Mirabai was a Rajput princess born about 1550 and widowed early in life. She could
         not remarry because of her social position. In her poetry, she represents herself
         as the lover of the god Krishna (here under the name of Giridhar Gopal). This love
         is both spontaneous and unrequited, and thereby represents the inherent yearning of
         the soul for god and the mind for understanding. She was particularly admired by M.
         K. Gandhi. 
      

      
      
         My only consort is Giridhar Gopal, none else-none else indeed in the whole world which
            I have seen through and through. I have forsaken my brothers, friends, and relations,
            one and all, and sitting among saintly souls, have lost regard for worldly fame or
            honor. My heart swells at the sight of godly persons and shrinks at the sight of the
            worldly. I have indeed reared the creeper of Godly Love with the water of my tears,
            churning the curds, I have extracted the essence, ghee, and have thrown away the whey.
            The king sent me a cup of poison, even that I have drunk with pleasure! The news is
            now public, everyone now knows that Mira is deeply attached by love to God; it does
            not matter now; what was fated has happened! (De Bary 1958: 354)
         

         
      

      Finally, Kabir (1440-1518) was of a Weaver caste family (one of the lowest ranked
         castes) of Varanasi. His poems are extraordinarily beautiful in the way their language
         conveys their imagery. Translation cannot convey the language very well but the imagery
         comes through, such as the migratory, silent, swan as a metaphor for the soul in the
         following poem. Notice that while his underlying vision is the same as the preceding
         poems, he takes a further perfectly logical step that is also a direct return to Vedanta:
         if all religions are paths to god, then no religion can claim to be the one true path.
         He also firmly rejects the idea of religious merit based on caste. For both these
         reasons many of his writings have been included in the Guru Granth Sahib of the Sikh religion, described below. The translation is by Rabindranath Tagore.
         
      

      
      
         Tell Me, O Swan, your ancient tale.

         
         From what land do you come, O Swan? to what shore will you fly?

         
         Where would you take your rest, O Swan, and what do you seek?

         
         Even this morning, O Swan, awake, arise, follow me!

         
         There is a land where no doubt nor sorrow have rule: where the terror

         
         of Death is no more.

         
         There the woods of spring are a-bloom, and the fragrant scent "He is I"

         
         is borne on the wind:

         
         There the bee of the heart is deeply immersed, and desires no other Joy.

         
         (Tagore Songs of Kabir, pp. 55-56; in De Bary 1958: 355, 355)

         
      

      

      Sikhism: Living Bhakti

      
      Of the many modern Bhakti dharmas, the Sikh religion or Sikh dharma seems to me to
         be the most vital, but that may be only because it is the one I am best acquainted
         with. Sikhism is the dominant religion in Punjab state, India, and increasingly important
         elsewhere. The Punjabi term for it is sikhira which is better translated as “being a Sikh.” This conveys more the sense of a way
         of life than the English term “Sikhism,” which suggests acceptance of a dogma. Sikhira
         was brought to its present formulation by a line of ten personal Gurus who created
         the Sikh panth (community) and then provided for its institutional continuation without further
         individual leadership. The first Guru was Guru Nanak (1469-1539). The last was Guru
         Gobind Singh, who on Baisakhi day in 1701 instituted the organizational ideas that
         still prevail. 
      

      
      Sikhs are prominent throughout Indian intellectual life, commerce, and government.
         Moreover, Punjab state is by general consensus one of the two or three best run in
         India, contributing far more than its share to Indian food production in particular.
         One of the reasons for this was that Punjab was the most successful Indian state in
         adopting the technologies of the Green Revolution, and one of the reasons for that
         success, Punjabis consistently assure me, is the Sikh religion. There are two main
         reasons for this. The first is that the Sikh religious community is exceptionally
         well organized, and the second is that the ideas that frame that organization make
         it particularly appropriate for discussing matters of practical public policy. 
      

      
      It has been recognized in the Sikh literature from the beginning that if pressed to
         its logical extreme, the ethics of Bhagavad-Gita can be self-defeating. In saying
         that one’s obligations come from one’s personal circumstances and not from more universal
         principles, it seems to imply that it is proper to sacrifice the general social order
         in order to preserve one's family. No family would be safe if every family accepted
         this. Accordingly, a major Sikh value has always been “martyrdom,” self-sacrifice,
         advocated as the opposite of “selfishness.” “Self” in this context includes family,
         so self-sacrifice does not mean individual self-destruction but rather sacrificing
         one's family interests in favor of the interests of the general community.
      

      
      The idea of martyrdom was used by the last Sikh Gurus to define their supporters and
         has been associated with the martial traditions of the Sikhs ever since. Its modern
         nuances of meaning go back to the beginning of this century, when it was used to articulate
         calls to join the general movement for Indian independence and to join groups more
         particularly aimed at creating a “homeland” for Sikhs. After Indian independence in
         1947, it continued to be used to call for support as some of the latter movements
         were transformed into the political drive to separate the original state of Punjab
         into two the new states of Punjab and Haryana. When the new state was finally formed,
         the policies and interests that were mobilized by these arguments naturally became
         the policies and interests of the state government itself. The progress since then
         has been at least partly because of this.
      

      
      At every point in recent history, the broadly advertised and accepted interpretations
         of basic religious ideas were echoed in local settings. Religious gatherings in villages
         and in major Sikh Gurdwaras (temples) throughout the state provide the settings for
         a very active circulation of people and ideas. Speakers come to villages; villagers
         travel to speak and to hear others; and what is heard and said is a constant topic
         of discussion everywhere.
      

      
      As the ideas of the religion succeeded in being given interpretations that people
         continued to agree upon and consider important, the organization that produced this
         consensus was inevitably supported as well. At every point in history, including the
         present, it has been impossible to separate the impact of the religious ideas from
         the impact of the organization that these ideas rationalize and that provides the
         forum for their use. 
      

      
      Partly in connection with the development of the Independence movement, the twentieth
         century saw a renaissance of Sikh literary and philosophical activity. In 1885, Max
         Arthur MacAuliffe, a native of Ireland trained in law was posted in Punjab as a magistrate.
         MacAuliffe undertook to collect and set down the history of what he then perceived
         to be a noble religion on the brink of extinction. He published The Sikh Religion in 1909. Sikh literary and organizational activity has been increasing ever since.
         
      

      
      

      The Central Ideas

      
      Western religious scholars often say that Indian religions are non-historical or a-historical.
         It is true that the main texts do not, on their face, aim to tell a story that starts
         with “in the beginning” and proceeds through a sequence of chronologically related
         events in the way the Old and New Testaments do. Yet there is a large body of historical
         material that accompanies the main texts to provide guidance in interpreting them.
         This is particularly well developed in Sikhism. There are well recognized traditional
         histories of the Gurus that are used to explain the main ideas in the religious poetry
         associated with them and to describe the organizations that they established. Organizations,
         ideas, and usages not grounded in these histories are considered customary or have
         no standing in the religion proper at all. I will follow this exegetical usage here,
         providing the general ideas and explaining them historically.
      

      
      A second claim often made in the West is that Sikhism is a syncretic blend of Hindu
         and Muslim ideas, perhaps predominantly the latter (cf. Hutchison 1981:186). The same
         theme was sounded in Kushwant Singh’s History of the Sikhs (1964), to the dismay of many Sikh scholars. It is not correct except in the sense
         (which these authors did not intend) that Sikhism can be described as articulating
         the agreement between Bhakti and Sufi. Although Sikh ideas accommodate a number of
         important Muslim themes, most notably militancy and the absolute equality of all those
         within the community, their premises are thoroughly Vedanta and Bhakti. 
      

      
      Sikh tradition begins with the life of Guru Nanak. He was born in Talwindi, now in
         Punjab, Pakistan. His father was of Bedi clan, of Kshatriya caste. They were not wealthy
         but had some land. His father was a village revenue clerk (patwari). As a boy, Nanak showed a keen interest in religious questions combined with an astonishing
         ability to identify and demolish superficiality and illogicality. But he was not good
         at concentrating on practical matters. He married and began a family. By his early
         twenties he had two sons. With family help, he took up employment in Sultanpur as
         keeper of a government storehouse under the authority of Daulat Khan Lodhi, the Muslim
         governor. He did his work well but he also continued his religious interests and with
         his companion Mardāna, a Muslim musician of a low caste, established a small group
         who met together for sharing meals, singing hymns. and reflecting on god. Then, when
         he was thirty, he went to the river to bathe and disappeared for three days. When
         he returned he announced an insight that was to be the foundation of his subsequent
         teachings “There is no Hindu, there is no Muslim.” The remark naturally required explaining.
         The explanation was: “Only god is the true guru.” The statement simultaneously recalls
         Kabir and reverberates with much of the sense and sentiment of the Muslim evocation
         “There is no god but the one god.” It is also, however, both pure Vedanta and sophisticated
         Bhakti. It is Bhakti in the language of monotheism.
      

      
      The main idea on the surface is that god as such is equally separate from all specific
         systems of teaching, but the idea not far beneath the surface is a denial that anyone
         could, therefore, be the one spokesman for god. Accordingly, no one system could claim
         to be the one true system. Each was but one attempt at understanding and all were
         on the same, human, footing. In that same sense, there was no Hindu who was something
         with respect to god radically different from a Muslim and no Muslim who was something
         radically different from a Hindu. There was no need to choose to be one rather than
         the other and indeed in a fundamental sense a person could not be one rather than
         the other. One was a disciple or one was not; one tried to understand god or one did
         not. And if one does find god, it will be in oneself and in one’s work and deeds.
         
      

      
      After attaining this understanding, Guru Nanak left his family in Sultanpur and began
         a period of traveling and teaching, accompanied by Mardāna. The travels lasted twenty
         years and took him over much of India and as far as Mecca and Baghdad. Finally, he
         settled down with followers on land donated by a wealthy follower in Kartarpur, then
         on the right bank of the Ravi River in what is now Sialkot district, Pakistan Punjab.
         There he led a community of followers, farmed, and developed the initial devotional
         activities and texts of the Sikh panth (community). Nanak’s collected verses are the Japji Sahib. This now makes up the first part of the Guru Granth Sahib, the principle Sikh liturgical text that was mainly compiled by the fifth Guru and
         brought to completion by the tenth. Before Nanak died he designated as his successor
         the person he considered his most devoted and understanding follower. This was Guru
         Angad. Angad was not a relative and not of Nanak’s clan. 
      

      
      

      Sikh Organizations

      
      Guru Nanak's assertion of absolute religious equality and tolerance is the foundation
         of the Sikh system of ethics. Nanak's poems and the stories associated with them do
         not lay out a series of substantive commands. They describe an attitude toward god
         and oneself. They contain frequent criticisms of claims of special religious privilege
         or knowledge, of exotic forms of worship thoughtlessly pursued out of habit or for
         the sake of claiming a privileged social position, for penance, or for some supernatural
         reward. 
      

      
      As one example, there is the often-told story that when Guru Nanak traveled to Mecca,
         he noticed that everyone prayed in a mosque bowing in the direction of the Ka’aba
         and never facing any other way. He asked why and was told “That is the direction where
         God is.” He thought about this, and then when prayers were being said in the mosque
         he entered and while everyone was on their knees bowing their heads to ground in the
         direction of the Ka’aba, Nanak sat down on his posterior with his head upright facing
         the same way. In this position, his feet were out front, with his soles toward the
         same direction as his face. In this part of the world, displaying the soles of one’s
         feet to someone is considered disrespectful. Those around him immediately jumped up
         and objected. He was told he could not sit that way. He looked up calmly and asked
         why. He was told, of course, “That is the direction of God.” “I am sorry,” he said
         apologetically. “In that case, please place my feet so they point where God is not.”
         
      

      
      There are tales of similar object lessons for other sects, favoring none and neglecting
         none. The point is always to imply a rhetorical question: “What can you learn from
         a ceremony that makes no sense?” Conversely, exactly like Kabir, Nanak argues that
         any act in ordinary life can be a form of devotion. It depends on how it is done.
         Thus the life of the true disciple is not to be spent cut off from the world or in
         performing unproductive ceremonials but rather within the world carrying out the responsibilities
         and obligations of daily life. It follows as one particular application of this general
         orientation that for a Sikh there would be no point whatever in attempting to force
         the conversion of anyone to his religion, or to attempt to threaten or otherwise induce
         any Sikh to avoid displaying an interest in any other religious system. The ideas
         were consistent, complete, and powerful. At a time of incessant religious conflict,
         it was easy to see their appeal.
      

      
      Logically it may seem that Nanak’s position should lead to a kind of pacifism. Some
         Sikhs say it does, but history after Nanak forced further developments.
      

      
      Nanak and other Bhakti teachers attracted considerable support from both Hindu and
         Muslim rulers. Nanak's descendants, the descendants of the four succeeding Gurus,
         and other Sikhs were often given small principalities to form mutually acceptable
         buffer states between predominantly Muslim principalities in the Indus Valley and
         largely Hindu principalities to the southwest in Rajasthan, to the east in the Himalayas,
         and to the southeast in the Ganges valley. This led eventually to Sikhs gaining significant
         strength in the most pivotal areas, along the present border between Punjab Pakistan
         and Punjab India. 
      

      
      With the fifth Guru, Arjun Dev, this growing Sikh presence came to be perceived as
         a threat by the Mogul central power. Support was replaced by attempts to assert dominance,
         demanding conversion to Islam. Guru Arjun Dev responded with several interrelated
         innovations. First, the religious training of disciples was made to include military
         exercises. Second, the Guru formalized Guru Nanak’s practice of providing meals to
         his followers as a required communal kitchen, or langar. Wherever he taught, food was also made available to those who came to learn. The
         food had the practical effect of keeping together a viable bodyguard, but it also
         had a symbolic significance, representing the sustaining power of the teachings. Third,
         the Guru began the compilation of his teachings and the teachings of preceding Gurus
         and other related thinkers as a book, the Adi Granth. Books can be reproduced and they cannot be killed. 
      

      
      Along with Adi Granth, Guru Arjun also initiated the office of granthi as one who attends it. The term, from the name of the book itself, signifies a narrator
         or translator and in the Sikh tradition this is specifically understood as one who
         takes care of the book, reads it in public, and can explain it. The first granthi,
         appointed by Guru Arjun, was Bhai Buddha (1506-1631), and it was his activity rather
         than any specific set of rules or commands that has set the pattern for all granthis
         since. Although granthis are sometimes described in English as priests, this is misleading.
         Sikhism is quite clear in its commitment to the idea that god is in everyone, so there
         can be no sense of anyone—granthi or otherwise—being “closer to god” in any sense.
         There is no Sikh counterpart to ordination, nor do granthis have any special ceremonial
         powers. Nor is there any sense that the office is hereditary or in any other way restricted
         to some people and not others. Anyone can become a granthi and there is nothing a
         granthi does that cannot be done by another Sikh. Essentially, the Gurus were synthesizers
         and preceptors; the granthis are scholars and custodians. In addition to keeping and
         reading out the Granth itself, granthis beginning with Bhai Buddha have also been
         some of the Sikh community’s most important historians. 
      

      
      Guru Arjun also began construction of the Hari Mandir (literally temple of god), best known in English as the Golden Temple, in the middle
         of a great, canal-fed tank (artificial pond), the first and still the most important
         of the major Sikh Gurdwaras (Figures 4.3 and 4.4). The name literally combines the
         terms for guru and door, and the sense is that it is the house of the guru and the
         teachings of the guru. When the temple was sufficiently complete Guru Arjun installed
         the Adi Granth in it with Bhai Buddha as its attendant. This set the pattern for all
         Gurdwaras since. 
      

      
      
         The Golden Temple, Amritsar, India.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      
         The langar of the Golden Temple.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      Finally, Guru Arjun also became a military leader. Sikh teachings do not glorify or
         commend militancy or martial prowess as such. Rather, what is commended is a very
         specific idea of defense of the community, and if necessary of “martyrdom” in that
         service.
      

      
      The Sikh idea of martyrdom is exemplified by the death of Guru Arjun Dev himself.
         Putting it starkly, on the order of Emperor Jehangir he was taken by force and given
         the choice of conversion or death. He refused to convert and was tortured to death
         in most terrible ways. He died without complaint, calmly explaining the principles
         he stood for. The underlying idea is that conversion would not really have saved his
         life at all. If a person has an understanding of god which he considers to also be
         an understanding of the basis of his own existence, an understanding that sustains
         him as food does and as the water in the pond sustains the fish, and if that person
         was then faced with the demand that he abandon that understanding, the demand would
         be the same as requiring him to give up life itself. In the Sikh view, to accept such
         a demand is the same as committing suicide. If possible, it is better to fight. The
         justification for fighting will end at the point where the defense of the truths is
         secure. 
      

      
      Guru Arjun's ideas were developed further by the subsequent Gurus up to the tenth
         and last, Guru Gobind Singh, who replaced the line of individual Gurus with a self-perpetuating
         organization by a double invention. First, he finished the collection of writings
         that Guru Arjun Dev had begun, adding writings of all of the subsequent Gurus and
         other related thinkers. This he declared to be the Guru Granth Sahib, the basic text of the community. Second, he instituted the ceremony of initiation,
         which provided a new and more explicit definition of the Sikh community.
      

      
      For two weeks before Baisakhi day in 1701, Guru Gobind Singh caused a great bonfire
         to be lit at night on the peak of Naina Devi, which stands out sharply just where
         the Himalayas rise from the flat Punjab plains a few miles north of the present Gurudwara
         of Anandpur Sahib. A Hindu temple on the peak was and still is associated with the
         goddess Durga, consort of Shiva. In response, Sikhs came from great distances. On
         Baisakhi day, on a ridge where the Gurudwara Anandpur Sahib now stands, he erected
         a tent. When all were assembled he stood in front of the tent with a great sword and
         called for a disciple willing to “give his head” for the Guru, as a sacrifice. 
      

      
      It must be understood, to appreciate the story, that the idea of human sacrifice thus
         suggested is utterly abhorrent. Since the whole purpose of religion is to inform,
         sustain, and enrich life, the initial reaction to anyone who makes this kind of request
         has to be that they do not understand the principles or must be mad. In addition,
         a person who allowed himself to be killed was necessarily abandoning his obligations
         to family and kin. 
      

      
      After some moments, he repeated the request, and finally one Sikh stood up and came
         forward. They went inside. All was silent. Then everyone heard a “thok” and blood
         came running out from under the tent. Silence again. The Guru came back out of the
         tent. Now the sword was bloody. He called again for a Sikh who would give his head.
         Again silence—even more profound, and again the request was repeated until someone
         came forward. Again the same thing happened. This was done a total of five times.
         Then, however, the Guru opened the tent and revealed the five Sikhs still alive, and
         that five goats had been slain. He then dissolved a traditional kind of Hindu ceremonial
         sweet, prashad, in water in a steel bowl, mixing it with a steel dagger. This was amrit. He asked the five to sit before it. Dipping his fingertips in the bowl, he sprinkled
         some of the amrit on their face and eyes and with his hands put some in each of their
         mouths to drink. Henceforth those who did this were to call each other bhai, brother, and observe the injunctions symbolized by the “five kakkas”[4]    or “five k”s—the Punjabi words for beard, comb, steel bangle, kirpan (sword or dagger), and a type of short pants associated with the military garb of
         the time. 
      

      
      Accepting amrit from the hands of others, whose caste is unknown, symbolizes the rejection
         of caste within the community, the sweetness of the truth, and the idea that it sustains
         life—as food itself. The patrimony of kinship is thus, by implication, replaced by
         the patrimony of the Guru's teaching. The idea of the five “k”s is militancy. As those
         who came forward were willing to give up their lives for the Guru when it was not
         actually required, they should have no hesitation in the future if it is required.
         It is said as well as enacted that as the initiate severs his relations to his family
         symbolically now so he cannot call upon his family obligations to refuse a call to
         defend the Guru and his community later. After initiating the “five beloveds,” the
         Guru’s final act was to ask them to initiate him in turn, as their first disciple.
         This completed their succession to his leadership. Henceforth, all would be equal;
         there would be no individual guru, only the community as a whole, the Khalsa, also called the panth. The Guru would henceforth be considered present whenever five initiated Sikhs were
         together in the presence of the Guru Granth Sahib.
      

      
      The aim of these reforms was not only to strengthen the community against efforts
         to attack it from without. It was also to end the vulnerability of the teachings to
         erosion from within through disputes over succession. Such disputes had previously
         threatened several times to take ideological form and obscure the main themes that
         all agreed on. 
      

      
      The initiation with amrit provides the main symbols used by modern leaders to convey
         the religious ideas. As there is no Sikh priesthood, there is also no Sikh ecclesiastical
         organization, although in recent years the Shromani Gurdwara Prabandak Committee has
         frequently attempted to act as such. To understand how it developed it is necessary
         to understand what a Gurdwara is. 
      

      
      Gurdwaras

      
      Strictly speaking, a Gurdwara is any place where the Guru Granth Sahib is read in the presence of five Sikhs. A Gurdwara may be any sort of space or building.
         Whatever the place may be, once the Guru Granth Sahib is opened it is treated as the place of the Guru and people behave accordingly, in
         a Sikh variant of the general manner of showing respect for a teacher that goes back
         to the Buddha and before. Before entering they remove their shoes and wash their feet,
         hands, and (sometimes) mouth. They make sure their head is covered. When they come
         in sight of the Guru Granth Sahib they bow and express respect, as you would a revered human teacher, and usually they
         come forward to the dais on which the book is being read and express respect again.
         Usually, there is a cloth on the floor before the dais where they may leave a small
         donation. Then they take a seat for as long as they wish to listen, and again show
         respect upon leaving.
      

      
      While a Gurdwara is, in principle, not so much a place as a situation, Sikhs have
         over the centuries built a substantial number of large and permanent structures where
         copies of the Guru Granth Sahib are kept and read almost constantly. These are usually on the sites of important
         events in Sikh history, which they memorialize. Many of these Gurdwaras hold annual
         fairs on the dates of these events. The fairs make up an important part of the life
         of the region. Gurdwaras are maintained by donations.
      

      
      At the time that MacAuliffe wrote, many of the historic Gurdwaras were managed by
         Hindu Sadhus of a particular order called Udasi. The Udasi in charge of a Gurdwara
         was titled the mahant. While mahants were supposed to be celibate, they usually had relatives living with
         them and these relatives had children. The effect often was that the Gurdwara was
         handed down by inheritance and managed more obviously for the benefits of the mahants
         and their relatives than for the shrine itself or the Sikh community. In the Sikh
         renaissance after MacAuliffe, dissatisfaction with the mahants became a popular cause.
         Agitations eventually led the Punjab provincial government to pass the Sikh Gurdwaras
         Act of 1925. The act includes a list of “historic” Gurdwaras. For these Gurdwaras,
         the act replaced the Udasis with a centralized elected management committee. This
         is the Shromani Gurudwara Prabandak Committee (SGPC). In addition to managing the
         specified Gurdwaras, the SGPC also sponsors definitive scholarly editions of the major
         religious texts and associated scholarly works in Punjabi and English. It also supports
         a number of Khalsa Colleges and Khalsa secondary schools. These are not religious
         schools like Muslim madrassas. They have the same curriculum as the public schools
         and colleges and usually good academic records. It also sponsors notable groups of
         religious singers and speakers who travel among the Gurdwaras as requested by local
         committees. 
      

      
      According to the Gurudwaras Act, elections to the SGPC should be held every five years.
         This has not always been done, however, in part because the law is worded in such
         a way as to allow the sitting committee to remain in office if it does not arrange
         for the election of its successors. Because of national and state boundary changes
         since the original Gurdwaras Act was passed, SGPC elections are now administered by
         the Indian central government and held in two Indian states beside Indian Punjab and
         the Union Territory of Chandigarh. Sikhs have from time to time sought to have the
         Indian Parliament pass a national Gurdwaras Act, but so far this has not been done.
         
      

      
      

      Sikh Ceremonies

      
      Such general ideas as the basic concepts of god, the Guru, and the Sikh community
         cannot automatically lead opinion in any particular direction. They must be applied
         actively and carefully and great effort must be made to gain consensus on such applications.
         The ceremonies provide the framework for these efforts. Consistently with the Gurus’
         rejection of ritual for its own sake, there is only one Sikh ceremony in a strict
         sense apart from the initiation developed by Guru Gobind Singh. It is the reading
         of the Guru Granth Sahib. Ceremonies that may seem distinct, like those for birth, marriage, and death, are
         different customary elaborations on the one pattern and have no historically established
         special status. There are no “sacraments” in the Christian sense. 
      

      
      The Guru Granth Sahib may be read in its entirety or in part. In the ordinary daily service, just parts
         are read. Specifically, after a selection of poems that includes the first writings
         of Guru Nanak and the Asa di War (literally, the Song of Hope), as well as other pieces which taken together include
         at least one poem from each of the Gurus who contributed to the Granth Sahib, one
         poem is selected by letting the book fall open to a page by chance. 
      

      
      In addition, there are two types of readings in which the Guru Granth Sahib is read
         in its entirety. In an akhanDpat, it is read continuously by a team of readers who take turns, day and night. This
         normally takes about two days and is commonly done as part of the celebration of weddings
         and other such momentous personal events. A sadharanpat is an interrupted reading by one person, which may take from two weeks to two months.
      

      
      Whether the occasion is an akhanDpat or normal daily reading, the selection from the
         Guru Granth Sahib is inserted in a standard framework. First, the reading is always
         done in the presence of at least five Sikhs. Second, after the initial readings noted,
         it is always accompanied readings from the Japji Sahib, which is the specific collection of verses of Guru Nanak. Third, food is always
         served in at least two forms: kra prashad which is served in the presence of the Granth Sahib in a ceremony after the reading
         and before the Granth is closed, and the langar which is operated concurrently with
         the reading but not in the presence of the Granth Sahib. And fourth, the reading is
         always followed by explanations or “instruction,” called sikhia. All of these features work together in making the ceremonies a major medium for
         intelligent and orderly public debate on issues of public concern. The poems state
         and illustrate the general philosophical and ethical principles. The food permits
         a larger group to gather and emphasizes that the principles apply as a basis of life
         in this world; and the sikhia provides a place for currently important people in the
         village and region to come forward and apply the general principles to current problems,
         to say what actions of the day they consider to illustrate the truths of the Gurus
         or events and actions in Sikh history, good or bad.
      

      
      These ceremonies provide Sikh communities with a powerful and responsive forum for
         public debate on issues of common concern. The bottom tier of the system of religious
         communication that knits the Punjab together consists of a large number of "preachers"
         who travel from village to village singing or speaking in these ceremonies. By knowing
         who they are, where they go, what they say, and what the reactions are, a person can
         form a precise view of the state of public opinion. Publicly sponsored readings generally
         have a covert political coloration imposed through the selection of singers and especially
         speakers for the sikhia by the controlling local committee. People who support this
         orientation come to listen; those who oppose it stay away. At larger Gurdwaras, on
         major holidays, different political groups may sponsor numerous different sikhias
         concurrently in different parts of the building or grounds, each with its own supporters.
         Public agreements formed in these religious contexts often carry over into political
         contexts. 
      

      
      

      Short Term Change and Resilience

      
      It has been forty-nine years since I first went to Punjab and came to understand the
         Sikh system of public consensus-building. Since then the region has undergone many
         changes and some very painful disappointments. Because Punjabis resisted India’s drift
         into authoritarianism under Indira Gandhi and then her son Rajiv, the state spent
         over twelve years under direct “President’s Rule.” This included almost the entire
         period between 1983 and 1992. Under President’s Rule, the elected state leadership
         is turned out of office and the state administration is run directly as an extension
         of the national administration. The machinations leading to this takeover included
         Indira Gandhi’s deliberate efforts to foment religious conflict between Sikhs and
         Hindus. This had two purposes. The first was to break up the political alliance between
         the Hindu-based Jan Sangh party and the Sikh-based Akali Dal that served as the Congress’s
         main political opposition. The second was to gain national and international support
         for assuming central control by representing the Akali Dal as advocating secession
         and rejecting secular democracy (Leaf, 1985). In fact, what they had said was that
         the Indian constitution should become “federal in a real sense,” with a more even
         distribution of powers between the center and the states and a more effective system
         of checks and balances. This was stated quite plainly in a 1973 position paper known
         as the Anandpur Sahib Resolution and subsequently in a position paper submitted to
         a national commission on center-state relations.
      

      
      Mrs. Gandhi’s tactics included supporting at least one outright, self-declared, Sikh
         terrorist: Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale. Bhindranwale demonstrated no real understanding
         of Sikhism. His speeches made no effort to explicate the basic ideas of the Gurus
         and show how they applied to his own actions. He simply recounted real or imagined
         abuses of Sikhs by Hindus, construed them as representing a Hindu conspiracy to destroy
         Sikhism, urged that violent retaliation was the only possible response, and threatened
         to carry it out. 
      

      
      Beginning about 1978, Bhindranwale’s group of Sikh extremists was involved in a series
         of clashes with a small sect called Nirankaris who claimed to be Sikh but who did
         many things that most Sikhs found offensive. The Nirankaris set up their headquarters
         in the city of Amritsar and held well publicized ceremonies that were thoroughly contrary
         to ordinary Sikh practice—most notably a great gathering in which the leader of the
         group had himself given his weight in gold and other gifts. Bhindranwale’s group held
         menacing protests to break up these ceremonies. The protestors did not carry firearms,
         but would reasonably have been thought to be carrying the traditional Sikh kirpan, which may be in the form of a short dagger or a very formidable sword. On one such
         occasion, the Nirankaris opened fire with rifles and killed thirteen of these protestors
         in large group who were marching toward them. The police seemed little interested
         in bringing the culprits to book, although it was obvious who they were. There was
         no central government expression of concern. Not long thereafter, the head of the
         Nirankaris was killed in turn, presumably by associates of Bhindranwale. This time,
         however, Mrs. Gandhi herself attended the funeral and called for punishment of the
         perpetrators. The subsequent vigorous police prosecution led to numerous charges by
         Sikhs of torture in detention but no final resolution. Bhindranwale’s anti-Hindu activities
         and rhetoric accelerated. Bhindranwale was arrested several times but soon thereafter
         usually released. The suggestions in the press were that the releases reflected central
         government intervention.
      

      
      The disturbances associated with the Nirankaris and other agitations in opposition
         to Gandhi’s policies allowed the Congress government in the national parliament to
         remove the state government from office on the ground that it was unable to rule.
         It continued to do so each time new elections brought a non-Congress government into
         office. Political instability and inter-religious violence increased steadily. In
         March 1984, as police were closing in on Bhindranwale in connection with numerous
         charges, he and a substantial group of supporters with firearms took up residence
         in the Golden Temple. They were welcomed by the elected head of the SGPC and the head
         of the Akali Dal. The Indian army (mainly Sikh units) was called in. They demanded
         that he come out. Bhindranwale refused and Sikh religious officials and others remained
         in the complex with him to act as a screen. 
      

      
      In June 1984, the army assaulted the complex with heavy weapons. The result was substantial
         physical destruction and the loss of anywhere between several dozen and several hundred
         lives. Reports vary widely. Shortly thereafter, Indira Gandhi was assassinated by
         two of her army bodyguards, who were Sikh. One of them was killed immediately while
         the other was arrested. In the next few days, riots broke out in many relatively poor
         Sikh neighborhoods in and around Delhi. According to press reports, the riots were
         organized and supervised by Congress party officials, often with police connivance.
         Since such neighborhoods tended to vote against the Congress, the obvious purpose
         was political revenge for having done so and a warning for the future. Hundreds of
         homes and businesses were destroyed and thousands of Sikhs were killed. No effort
         was made to apprehend those responsible, although some were well known.
      

      
      The violence continued to accelerate thereafter, retaliation and lawlessness provoking
         more retaliation and lawlessness. In the process, the mainstream leadership that had
         spoken for tolerance and emphasized the common interests with Hindus was more and
         more completely displaced by extremists. Gandhi’s originally false charges of Sikh
         religious fundamentalism and hostility to a secular state thus became true. The moderate
         calls for greater federalism were replaced in public rhetoric by extremist calls for
         “Khalistan,” to be ruled by Sikhs and for Sikhs. 
      

      
      At the height of the turmoil it was common for Khalistani extremists (some of whom
         were given logistic support and training by the Pakistani military intelligence service)
         to flatly deny the historic connection between Sikhism and the larger Hindu tradition,
         including Bhakti, and argue instead that Sikhism was closer to Islam. The arguments
         were not confined to Punjab. Zealots seeking financial support urged the Khalistani
         position in Gurdwaras in Britain, North America, and probably elsewhere, often bitterly
         dividing the congregations. 
      

      
      Thus the violence that began with attacks of one marginal group on another spread
         into the general population. In Sidhupur Kalan, the village I know best, Hindu families
         who had lived there safely for generations sold their property and moved out—not out
         of fear of their follow villagers but because they knew that those villagers had no
         way to protect them from gangs who came in the night with automatic weapons. In May
         1989, a poor Sikh shopkeeper of leatherworker (low) caste was murdered by persons
         unknown, presumably Sikh militants, because he sold homemade liquor—which the extremists
         were construing as a Hindu plot to weaken the Sikh moral character. 
      

      
      On the larger stage of Punjab as a whole, the Shromani Gurdwara Prabandak Committee
         stepped well beyond its legally mandated role and began to act like a religious government,
         much on the model of the abuses of religious power that occurred in Renaissance Europe.
         It organized book burnings. A Sikh ethical code that had been developed a few decades
         earlier but largely forgotten was dusted off and spoken of by the extremists as a
         series of absolute commands, with punishments by the Sikh religious authorities for
         disobedience. Sikh politicians who did not adhere to their dictates were “excommunicated”
         or threatened with excommunication—an action with no philosophical or historical basis
         in the Sikh tradition. Lesser charges called for public confessions and penances.
         It was argued that the only real Sikhs are those who have undergone the initiation
         with amrit and adhere to its injunctions, and that Nanakpanthis and others who did
         not adhere to the injunctions of Guru Gobind Singh as the extremists understood them
         should not be able to vote in SGPC elections. 
      

      
      It is only since about 1998 that religious violence in Punjab has faded to pre-1984
         levels, the advocates of intolerance have been removed from positions of authority
         in the SGPC and Akali Dal, and advocates of religious tolerance and cooperation are
         again ascendant in the Sikh religious organization and in Punjab state politics. But
         the Sikh community has yet to re-establish the kind of truly firm consensus that all
         religions are different paths to the same teaching, and that all people are equally
         seekers on that path, that I encountered when I first arrived in 1964. Ideas do indeed
         have force, but they are also very easily ignored or shouted down in periods of anger
         and confusion. 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Bhakti is often misrepresented by demagogues. While Khalistani extremists have been
         arguing for religious intolerance by rejecting Bhakti, their counterparts among Hindus
         have been arguing for intolerance by invoking it. The Hindu counterpart of Khalistan
         is Hindutva, meaning rule of Hindus for Hindus. This is the goal of several political
         parties, including the far-right Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) and the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
         Sangh (RSS) and the less extreme Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). Their argument is that
         the power of government would be explicitly used for the advantage of Hindus and the
         disadvantage of all others. Part of the argument is that this represents “Ram Bhakti,”
         meaning devotion to the Hindu god Ram. The implication is that in a Hindu state, all
         should be followers of the Hindu god. As with the Khalistanis, the view of government
         that this program implies is actually a kind of fascism—simple obedience to power.
         Khalistani extremists feed off of the fear created by Hindutva extremists and vice
         versa. In Bhakti terms, however, the argument is self-contradictory on its face. If
         the Gita, Kabir, and Nanak represent Bhakti then this kind of meanness and narrowness
         cannot. 
      

      
      Nor are arguments for intolerance and authoritarianism the only prominent type of
         distortion to which Bhakti is presently subject. There is also financial opportunism,
         exploiting people’s eagerness to believe that they are enlightened without taking
         the trouble to engage in the kind of serious reflection that enlightenment requires.
         In America, the most prominent recent example has been the “transcendental meditation”
         of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, mainly known in India for the extraordinary amounts of money
         and the number of expensive automobiles he has been able to collect while still claiming
         to be non-attached. In India itself, the recently deceased Sri Sathya Sai Baba talked
         broadly about embodying divine love in the Bhakti tradition while also claiming to
         perform “miracles” such as bringing a dead person back to life and coughing up small,
         carved, lingams and other bite-sized objects. He still has a wide following among
         the Indian urban professional class.
      

      
      Most modern professions of Bhakti are not of this sort, and certainly not the most
         important. Mohandas Ghandi created and led the Indian Independence movement on a solid
         Bhakti foundation, bringing together the ancient and deeply held Indian arguments
         for social equality and religious tolerance with the arguments for legal equality
         and religious freedom in British law. This synthesis has been one of the most powerful
         forces for constructive social change in the world in the last century. 
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      Notes

      
      
         
            1. In South Asian villages, the task of herding cattle is generally assigned to young
                  women as they approach the age of marriage. “Milkmaid” thus is better understood as
                  indicating a stage of life than an occupation.
               

            

         

         
            2. Indian commentators often say that this marital arrangement shows that the ancient
                  Aryans practiced the “levirate,” in which one woman married a set of brothers. This
                  is another example of gratuitous antiquarianism. The real explanation is much closer
                  at hand. In contemporary villages, the most common reason for families to divide their
                  holdings is rivalry between wives. That is, if there are multiple brothers with multiple
                  wives, and these wives in turn have sons, it is expected that as the sons grow up
                  their respective mothers will each try to favor their own sons over those of the other
                  wives. This will ultimately lead to conflict between the brothers—their husbands—who
                  will be forced thereby to divide the household. Hence the sense of the five Pandavas
                  having just one wife is they are so willing to sacrifice their own interests in order
                  to avoid conflict and division in their kingdom that they will go this far. It is
                  moral allegory, not a cultural survival.
               

            

         

         
            3. I am quoting the 1901 translation by M. A. Shastri. Sarvapali Radhakrishnan published
                  a slightly different translation with notes in 1948, which he quotes parts of in turn
                  in his 1957 Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy with Moore. Shastri's translation seems to me to be better at avoiding falling into
                  imagery and writing conventions derived from Christian scholarship. Shastri's text
                  also includes an excellent commentary in traditional style.
               

            

         

         
            4. In Gurumukhi, the script of the Sikh literature, the name of a letter is made by using
                  it as the initial letter of the name followed by the vowel “a” followed by the same
                  consonant doubled, followed by a final “a.” Hence the equivalent of the word “k” as
                  the name of the English letter “k” is kakka. 

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 5

      China’s Main Religions

      
         
         
      

      
      Western introductions to world religions recognize that if you discuss religion in
         China you have to discuss Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism. From the Chinese perspective,
         however, if you discuss Confucianism you also need to discuss legalism. They are historic
         and logical alternatives to one another. Christianity has also been important in several
         social/political movements, but to discuss them requires a much more detailed sense
         of competing Chinese political movements than I have. 
      

      
      It is important to bear in mind that in the Chinese writing system characters represent
         ideas. Each character usually began as a picture of some object and evolved, often
         by being combined with other pictures or elements from other pictures. A complete
         idea may be represented by one character or several. Chinese in learned professions
         know the history of the characters they use just as Western and South Asian professionals
         know the etymologies of their words, and these histories can embody long-running debates
         with subtle implications. 
      

      
      The four main Chinese systems are neither competing sects nor alternative philosophies.
         Rather, they have somewhat different aims and purposes and are to some extent aimed
         at different subsets of the population. Thus they complement each other in some respects
         but provide alternatives in others. The description here is in the historical-logical
         order of the way they build on one another. 
      

      
      These four systems do not include all ideas that might seem to an outsider to be “religious.”
         They do not, for example, include the ideas of an afterlife such as we see symbolized
         by the long history of Chinese funeral customs in which important people are buried
         with actual or symbolic goods necessary hereafter or the related ideas usually described
         in the West as ancestor worship. Both of these are connected with cultural idea systems
         of landholding and inheritance. Nor do they involve the enormous body of Chinese stories
         and observances about ghosts, magic, magicians, and the like. According to David Jordan,
         these too are connected to ideas of kinship and family, and also to village organization
         and to divination (Jordan, 1972). 
      

      
      Confucius is traditionally held to have lived from 551 BCE to 479 BCE. Lao Tzu, the
         first figure of Taoism, is dated to just before (if he existed). This was the time
         of the Zhou (pronounced “Joe”) dynasty, which ran from 1115 BCE, when it replaced
         the Shang dynasty, to 221 BCE, when it was in turn replaced by the short-lived but
         important Qin (pronounced “Chin”). In the Zhou period China was feudal rather than
         truly imperial. The Zhou, like the Shang before them, established suzerainty over
         a series of relatively strong subordinate states by a combination of military supremacy
         and the granting of feudal rights, which mainly meant the right to exact taxes and
         levies of labor from the peasantry. As more such rights were granted the local monarchs
         became more powerful relative to the overlords while the peasantry became more oppressed
         and alienated, so that from time to time peasant rebellions and conflicts among the
         subordinate states brought the entire region into disorder. The last of these was
         the period of Warring States from 403 BCE to 221 BCE, which ended with the emergence
         of the Qin. Confucius lived just at the time of the decline of the Zhou into the warring
         states and his ideas were formed in large part as a response to it. Although his teachings
         were suppressed under the Qin, who adopted legalism, they were brought back as part
         of the official state philosophy of the subsequent Han dynasty (206 BCE to 220 CE).
         They have remained the dominant systems for training state administrators for most
         of the time since. 
      

      
      Taoism

      
      Taoism is not one thing. It is at least three. The first to develop was a general
         outlook in many ways like Vedanta. This is what we see in the Tao Te Ching. The second is the beginning of a philosophical system with a definite set of organizations
         for its self-perpetuation. This begins with Chuang Tzu and develops into Ch’an Taoism
         and then Ch’an Buddhism, which in turn becomes Zen in Japan. This is the aspect most
         like what is expected in the West under the rubric of “religion.” The third is a broad
         and highly abstract philosophical system first developed in the Han dynasty that serves
         as a kind of super-metaphysics, under which an extraordinary number of initially separate
         types of intellectual and practical activities have been held to be ordered and explained,
         including traditional architectures, chemistry, political theories, astronomy, astrology,
         and medicine. 
      

      
       Each of these different systems is an elaboration of the basic idea of the Tao. Tao
         (pronounced “dauw”) literally means the way or the path, although it also has a further
         and more specific sense of the “Way of Heaven,” or t’ien ming, which we will come back to. As the path, the idea has about the same range of metaphoric
         associations as its English counterpart. It is a literal path or to walk on, a way
         of life, a way to do things, a way to behave, an established route between places,
         a way to a goal, and so on. It is also a path that is not easy to find. The literature
         is more about how to find it than exactly what its characteristics are. 
      

      
      Taoism of Lao Tzu

      
      The Tao Te Ching is attributed to Lao Tzu, which literally means “Old Master.” It is not clear whether
         there actually was a single person that the name corresponds to or not. It is generally
         agreed that the Tao Te Ching is not the work of a single hand but a compilation from many sources. Yet it has
         unity. There is a kind of serious-minded light-heartedness that runs through most
         Taoist writings and thought, and it begins here. Although it is not certain that Lao
         Tzu really existed, it is agreed that if there were such a person he lived would have
         lived about 600 BCE. The date comes from the texts. While the Confucian texts make
         much use of Taoist ideas, the Tao Te Ching makes no mention of Confucius or his ideas. Paralleling this, there are several traditional
         stories portraying Confucius as a younger contemporary of Lao Tzu. The sense of the
         tales is that while Confucius admired Lao Tzu, Lao Tzu did not very much approve of
         Confucius. 
      

      
      The many differences between the Chinese language and writing system and our own allow
         for a wide range of styles of translation, but through all of them there is a far-reaching
         resemblance between the descriptions of the Tao and the ideas of the formless One
         in Vedanta. It is as though they were both articulating a common intellectual substratum
         that seems to have run from north India across Southeast Asia into at least southern
         China. Like the formless One, the Tao pervades all things but is not a thing. Like
         the formless One, the Tao cannot be captured in merely objective description as a
         conscious object of thought, yet it underlies such objects and is manifest in or through
         them. Like the formless One, the Tao is manifest or made known by contrasts. Like
         the formless One, understanding the Tao and adjusting one’s life to what it requires
         is a primary aim of thought and contemplation. And finally, like the formless One,
         the way to do this requires recognition of what is in experience without attachment
         to it. The main difference is that the Tao Te Ching does not identify the Tao clearly as the basis of mind, particularly the human mind,
         but rather speaks of it more as an aspect of all of nature. 
      

      
      The Tao Te Ching was translated into English by James Legge in 1891. Legge was an extraordinarily
         energetic scholar who traveled widely in China. He served as a Congregationalist missionary
         in Hong Kong and was appointed the first Professor of Chinese at Oxford, and provided
         a formal Western education to several Chinese scholars who worked with him both in
         Britain and China. Although he worked closely with Müller on the Sacred Traditions of the East, he was evidently not concerned with justifying Christian theological preconceptions.
         His aim was to let each tradition speak for itself. Subsequent translations have not
         departed in substance from his original; only in the ways the authors have sought
         to convey that substance. 
      

      
      The text begins directly with the distinction between the Tao as the unnamed basis
         of things and the named things in which it is manifest. The parentheses are in the
         original. The translation includes a numbering plan for the lines that evidently reflects
         the spatial groupings of the characters in the original text, beginning with 1.1,
         then 1.2, and so on. Each group usually begins an observation about the Tao and follows
         it with implications or applications. I will indicate the main numbers and topics.
         Remember in reading that Tao means way, as a road or path: 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               1. The Tao that can be trodden is not the enduring and unchanging Tao. The name that
                  can be named is not the enduring and unchanging name. (Conceived of as) having  no
                  name, it is the Originator of heaven and earth; (conceived of as) having a  name,
                  it is the Mother of all things.
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      It then immediately connects the problem of finding the Tao to an attitude of detachment
         in what is evidently originally a rhyming verse:
      

      
      
         Always without desire we must be found,

         
         If its deep mystery we would sound;

         
         But if desire always within us be,

         
         Its outer fringe is all that we shall see.

         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            	
               
               Under these two aspects, it is really the same; but as development takes place, it
                  receives the different names. Together we call them the Mystery. Where the Mystery
                  is the deepest is the gate of all that is subtle and wonderful.
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Here the number indicates aspect of the Tao, manifestation through contrasts. 

      
      
         
            
            	
               2. All in the world know the beauty of the beautiful, and in doing this they have
                  (the idea of) what ugliness is; they all know the skill of the skillful, and in doing
                  this they have (the idea of) what the want of skill is.
               

               
            

            
            	
               So it is that existence and non-existence give birth the one to (the idea of) the
                  other; that difficulty and ease produce the one (the idea of) the other; that length
                  and shortness fashion out the one the figure of the other; that (the ideas of) height
                  and lowness arise from the contrast of the one with the other; that the musical notes
                  and tones become harmonious through the relation of one with another; and that being
                  before and behind give the idea of one following another.
               

               
            

            
            	
               Therefore the sage manages affairs without doing anything, and conveys his instructions
                  without the use of speech.
               

               
            

            
            	
               All things spring up, and there is not one which declines to show itself; they grow,
                  and there is no claim made for their ownership; they go through their processes, and
                  there is no expectation (of a reward for the results). The work is accomplished, and
                  there is no resting in it (as an achievement).
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      
         The work is done, but how no one can see;

         
         ‘Tis this that makes the power not cease to be.

         
      

      Here the numbering indicates a shift to a third topic, the quieting effect of not
         imposing distinctions socially or governmentally.
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               3. Not to value and employ men of superior ability is the way to keep the people from
                  rivalry among themselves; not to prize articles which are difficult to procure is
                  the way to keep them from becoming thieves; not to show them what is likely to excite
                  their desires is the way to keep their minds from disorder. Therefore the sage, in
                  the exercise of his government, empties their minds, fills their bellies, weakens
                  their wills, and strengthens their bones.
               

               
            

            
            	
               He constantly (tries to) keep them without knowledge and without desire, and where
                  there are those who have knowledge, to keep them from presuming to act (on it). When
                  there is this abstinence from action, good order is universal.
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      The fourth topic is the importance of non-substance as well as inaction: 

      
      
         
            
            	
               4. The Tao is (like) the emptiness of a vessel; and in our employment of it we must
                  be on our guard against all fullness. How deep and unfathomable it is, as if it were
                  the Honoured Ancestor of all things!
               

               
               We should blunt our sharp points, and unravel the complications of things; we should
                  temper our brightness, and bring ourselves into agreement with the obscurity of others.
                  How pure and still the Tao is, as if it would ever so continue!
               

               
               I do not know whose son it is. It might appear to have been before God.

               
            

            
         

         
      

      A fifth topic, the neutrality of the universe:

      
      
         
            	
               
               5. Heaven and earth do not act from (the impulse of) any wish to be benevolent; they
                  deal with all things as the dogs of grass are dealt with. The sages do not act from
                  (any wish to be) benevolent; they deal with the people as the dogs of grass are dealt
                  with.
               

               
                May not the space between heaven and earth be compared to a bellows?

               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      
         
         Tis emptied, yet it loses not its power;

         
         ‘Tis moved again, and sends forth air the more.

         
         Much speech to swift exhaustion lead we see;

         
         Your inner being guard, and keep it free.

         
         
      

      A sixth topic, the power of the feminine principle:

      
      
         
         6. The valley spirit dies not, aye the same;

         
         The female mystery thus do we name.

         
         Its gate, from which at first they issued forth,

         
         Is called the root from which grew heaven and earth.

         
         Long and unbroken does its power remain,

         
         Used gently, and without the touch of pain.

         
      

      Then back to the universe as whole:

      
      
         
            	
               
               7. Heaven is long-enduring and earth continues long. The reason why heaven and earth
                  are able to endure and continue thus long is because they do not live of, or for,
                  themselves. This is how they are able to continue and endure.
               

               
                Therefore the sage puts his own person last, and yet it is found in the foremost
                  place; he treats his person as if it were foreign to him, and yet that person is preserved.
                  Is it not because he has no personal and private ends, that therefore such ends are
                  realized? That they find themselves fulfilled?
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      The eighth section begins with another very popular simile: the Tao is like water:
         
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               8. The highest excellence is like (that of) water. The excellence of water appears
                  in its benefiting all things, and in its occupying, without striving (to the contrary),
                  the low place which all men dislike. Hence (its way) is near to (that of) the Tao.
               

               
                The excellence of a residence is in (the suitability of) the place; that of the mind
                  is in abysmal stillness; that of associations is in their being with the virtuous;
                  that of government is in its securing good order; that of (the conduct of) affairs
                  is in its ability; and that of (the initiation of) any movement is in its timeliness.
               

               
                And when (one with the highest excellence) does not wrangle (about his low position),
                  no one finds fault with him. (Legge 1891; the Project Gutenberg reproduction has no
                  page numbers.)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      After this the observations continue to cycle through these different perspectives,
         elaborating the idea of the Tao in small increments, and a few more stanzas later
         adds the idea, again parallel to Vedantic formulation, that by understanding this
         a person “wins the immortal.” 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               21. The grandest forms of active force

               
                From Tao come, their only source.

               
                Who can of Tao the nature tell?

               
                Our sight it flies, our touch as well.

               
                Eluding sight, eluding touch,

               
                The forms of things all in it crouch;

               
                Eluding touch, eluding sight,

               
                There are their semblances, all right.

               
                Profound it is, dark and obscure;

               
                Things’ essences all there endure.

               
                Those essences the truth enfold

               
                Of what, when seen, shall then be told.

               
                Now it is so; ‘twas so of old.

               
                Its name—what passes not away;

               
                So, in their beautiful array,

               
                Things form and never know decay.

               
               How know I that it is so with all the beauties of existing things? By this (nature
                  of the Tao). (Ibid.)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      It is not entirely clear from the wording of the Tao Te Ching whether the outlook is monistic or dualistic, if the Tao is an aspect of the world
         of our experience or supposed to be something beyond it. The sense can shift depending
         how one places the emphasis: if the Tao is thought of as something powerfully controlling,
         like an actual force, then the scheme moves toward dualism because such powerful control
         is not part of our experience. But if the Tao is thought of in a more cognitive or
         conceptual way, then the description moves toward monism. This ambiguity is resolved
         in the writing of Chuang Tzu, which is much clearer in letting us know what actual
         experience it is calling attention to even though it is known for being full of fantasy
         and exaggeration as a matter of literary style. 
      

      
      Taoism of Chuang Tzu

      
      In translating and explaining Chinese philosophical and religious ideas, Lin Yutang
         (1895-1976), has a position comparable to that of Sarvapali Radhakrishnan for South
         Asian ideas. He is thoroughly at home in both cultures, with a firm grip on the problem
         of translating fundamental assumptions between them without imposing one on the other.
         According to Lin, Chuang Tzu was a real person who died in about 275 BCE, and “must
         be considered the greatest prose writer of the Chou [Zhou] dynasty.”[1]    Lin also likens Chuang Tzu’s relation to Lao Tzu to that of Saint Paul to Jesus
         or Plato to Socrates. 
      

      
      Chuang Tzu‘s narratives are stories, which are really extended similes. Since they
         are much less terse than the poetic aphorisms of the Tao Te Ching, they can be much more concrete. Thus, for example, Chuang Tzu not only asserts that
         the Tao underlies all oppositions, as the Tao Te Ching tends to do, but produces a precise mechanism. The central idea is that these oppositions
         are not just simple and possibly conventional contrasts like beautiful and ugly, male
         and female, or hot and cold, but a more fundamental and powerful kind of opposition
         like thing and context, object and setting, in which it is much easier to see a kind
         of logical necessity to the claim that one can only be seen in relation to the other.
         I can imagine being able to see male without recognizing female or hot without actually
         knowing cold, but I cannot see a fire if I cannot separate it from what it illumines
         or understand what a sentence says if I cannot separate it from what it does not say.
         The basic idea is that in the Tao, all things are merged; things take shape coming
         out of the Tao, in contrast to one another.
      

      
      Describing the Tao in these terms makes it much clearer that it must be identified
         with the operation of mind. Focus necessarily shifts to the dual interaction between
         what is conscious and what is not conscious and between one aspect or element of the
         content of consciousness and another. 
      

      
      There are several sites on the Internet with extended texts from the translations
         of Lin Yutang (1941). Lin, in turn, credits the earlier work of Herbert Giles, which
         he closely follows. The main difference is that Giles’ vocabulary is more explicit
         in using epistemological language in its technical sense. Since this seems to be accurate
         and better allows us to trace the connections between the epistemology of Taoism and
         Vedanta, I will use Giles. Explanatory comments in brackets are mine. Those in parentheses
         are Giles’.
      

      
      From On Leveling All Things:
      

      
      
         . . . 

         
         Speech is not mere breath. It is differentiated by meaning. Take away that, and you
            cannot say whether it is speech or not. Can you even distinguish it from the chirping
            of young birds?
         

         
         But how can Tao be so obscured that we speak of it as true and false ? And how can
            speech be so obscured that it admits the idea of contraries? How can Tao go away and
            yet not remain? How can speech exist and yet be impossible? [These are questions the
            following text is intended to answer.]
         

         
         Tao is obscured by our want of grasp. Speech is obscured by the gloss of this world.
            Hence the affirmatives and negatives of the Confucian and Mihist [Mo Tzu’s] schools,
            each denying what the other affirmed and affirming what the other denied. But he who
            would reconcile affirmative with negative and negative with affirmative, must do so
            by the light of nature.
         

         
         There is nothing which is not objective: there is nothing which is not subjective.
            But it is impossible to start from the objective. Only from subjective knowledge is
            it possible to proceed to objective knowledge. Hence it has been said: The objective
            emanates from the subjective; the subjective is consequent upon the objective. This
            is the Alternation Theory. Nevertheless, when one is born, the other dies. When one is possible, the other
            is impossible. When one is affirmative the other is negative. Which being the case,
            the true sage rejects all distinctions of this and that. He takes his refuge in God,
            and places himself in subjective relation with all things.
         

         
         And inasmuch as the subjective is also objective, and the objective also subjective,
            and as the contraries under each are indistinguishably blended, does it not become
            impossible for us to say whether subjective and objective really exist at all?
         

         
         When subjective and objective are both without their correlates, that is the very
            axis of Tao. And when that axis passes through the centre at which all Infinities
            converge, positive and negative alike blend into an infinite One. Hence it has been
            said that there is nothing like the light of nature.
         

         
         . . .

         
         Therefore it is that, viewed from the stand- point of Tao, a beam and a pillar are
            identical. So are ugliness and beauty, greatness, wickedness, perverseness, and strangeness.
            Separation is the same as construction: construction is the same as destruction. Nothing
            is subject either to construction or to destruction, for these conditions are brought
            together into One.
         

         
         Only the truly intelligent understand this principle of the identity of all things.
            They do not view things as apprehended by themselves, subjectively; but transfer themselves
            into the position of the things viewed. (Giles 1889: 16-20)
         

         
      

      From Autumn Floods:
      

      
      
         It was the time of autumn floods. Every stream poured into the river, which swelled
            in its turbid course. The banks receded so far from one another that it was impossible
            to tell a cow from a horse. Then the Spirit of the River laughed for joy that all
            the beauty of the earth was gathered to himself. Down with the stream he journeyed
            east, until he reached the ocean. There, looking eastwards and seeing no limit to
            its waves, his countenance changed. And as he gazed over the expanse, he sighed and
            said to the Spirit of the Ocean, “ A vulgar proverb says that he who has heard but
            part of the truth thinks no one equal to himself. And such a one am I.” When formerly
            I heard people detracting from the learning of Confucius or underrating the heroism
            of Poh I [a famous scholar], I did not believe. But now that I have looked upon your
            inexhaustibility—alas for me had I not reached your abode, I should have been for
            ever a laughing-stock to those of comprehensive enlightenment “
         

         
         To which the Spirit of the Ocean replied, “You cannot speak of ocean to a well-frog,—the
            creature of a narrower sphere. You cannot speak of ice to a summer insect,— the creature
            of a season. You cannot speak of Tao to a pedagogue: his scope is too restricted.
            But now that you have emerged from your narrow sphere and have seen the great ocean,
            you know your own insignificance, and I can speak to you of great principles.”
         

         
         “There is no body of water beneath the canopy of heaven which is greater than ocean.
            All streams pour into it without cease, yet it does not overflow. It is constantly
            being drained off, yet it is never empty. Spring and autumn bring no change floods
            and droughts are equally unknown. And thus it is immeasurably superior to mere rivers
            and brooks,—though I would not venture to boast on this account, for I get my shape
            from the universe, my vital power from the Yin and Yang. In the universe I am but
            as a small stone or a small tree on a vast mountain. And conscious thus of my own
            insignificance, what is there of which I can boast?” 
         

         
         . . . 

         
         He who clearly apprehends the scheme of existence, does not rejoice over life, nor
            repine at death; for he knows that terms are not final.
         

         
         What man knows is not to be compared with what he does not know. The span of his existence
            is not to be compared with the span of his non- existence. With the small to strive
            to exhaust the great, necessarily lands him in confusion, and he does not attain his
            object. How then should one be able to say that the tip of a hair is the ne plus ultra of smallness, or that the universe is the ne plus ultra of greatness? (Giles 1889: 200-203.)
         

         
      

      Yang-Yin and the Han Synthesis

      
      The Qin dynasty collapsed in 206 BCE to be replaced by the long-lived Han. The Han
         sought to retain the administrative unity that Qin had imposed but rejected Qin‘s
         legalistic brutality. Legalism is described below. At this point it is sufficient
         to note that the legalists sought absolute totalitarian control, law imposed uniformly
         from the top rather than springing from popular morality. The legalists literally
         burned the books of all opposing schools, made it a crime to speak of Lao Tzu, Confucius,
         or Mo Tzu, and attempted to impose a rule based on just one principle: reward those
         who obeyed the commands of the emperor and torture or kill those who did not. There
         could be no compromise, no allowance for personal views or circumstances. With this
         system the Qin raised vast levies of people to work on public projects. They built
         canals, roads, and beginning in 221 BCE the main part of the Great Wall. It is the
         tomb of the founder of the Qin Empire that was discovered in 1974 in the province
         of Xi’an, with the remains of the emperor himself and a “terracotta army” of 7,000
         full sized figures of warriors in uniform and horses, with actual chariots and weapons,
         standing in columns and ranks. For centuries the tomb had been thought to be a natural
         hill. Evidently he was a military and administrative genius, but the system dissolved
         in the midst of a peasant rebellion that followed his death when his son, applying
         the same ruthlessness, succeeded only in provoking those nearest to him to turn on
         him. 
      

      
      
         The Yang-Yin symbol.

            Courtesy of the author/

         

      

      Where Qin had attempted to build unity by obliterating the earlier systems, the Han
         sought to build it by restoring them and bringing them together. The Yang-Yin theory,
         in connection with the idea of the generation and balance of opposites, provided a
         way to do this. 
      

      
      What this symbol is intended to represent is nothing less than absolutely everything,
         seen and unseen, known and unknown. All are seen as unified by Tao, growing out the
         Tao as interdependent pairs of opposites, and folding back into the Tao. The principal
         source of the shape is astronomical, based on the transition of the shadow cast by
         a pole of a certain length from its maximum to its minimum at the winter and summer
         solstices at the top and bottom, respectively, with the vernal and autumnal equinoxes
         at the midpoints in between. Thus the dark half (Yin) represents the period of increasing
         darkness from the winter to summer solstice, and the light half (Yang) the opposite.
         The dot of opposite color in each big half represents the turn, the “birth” within
         each of its opposite. At the same time, of course, Yang represents the sun itself
         and Yin the moon itself, as well as every other contrast-–all of which are thereby
         considered to be aligned. Yang is male, hard, dry, active, fire and so on. It is,
         broadly, the force of creation and generation. Yin is female, soft, moist, passive,
         cool, and so on—broadly the force of completion and degeneration. 
      

      
      Yang and Yin are further differentiated into the five material agents, or wu hsing. These are wood, fire, earth, metal, and water. They are grouped either in the order
         by which they produce one another (wood gives rise to fire, fire gives rise to earth,
         earth gives rise to metal, metal gives rise to water, water gives rise to wood) or
         the order by which they are conquered by one another. The relationships are not static.
         Building on the reasoning of Chuang Tzu, the oppositions are not merely contrastive
         with one another but interdependent and creative of one another, in an ongoing and
         endless cycle. Male cannot grow without female and female cannot give birth without
         male, wood produces fire, fire produces earth, and so on. The five material agents
         were each associated with all sorts of other things: colors, seasons, organs of the
         body, and even dynasties. The Han associated themselves, for example, with earth and
         with the color yellow. The result was a comprehensive theory of the material universe
         and the social universe, and hence also of history.
      

      
      Among the texts that the scholars of the Han were especially concerned to pull into
         this synthesis were the “five classics.” These are considered to go back to the first
         dynasty of China, the Hsia, and to represent the heart of the accumulated wisdom from
         the Hsia through the Zhou. They made up the essential learning of an educated person,
         defining the culture of the educated classes. The first of these, in traditional Chinese
         reckoning, is the I Ching, or Book of Changes, an extraordinarily cryptic work that consists of a manual for interpretation in a
         traditional system of divination plus additional “wings” that explain the system by
         laying out a general account of the metaphysical structure of the universe. The Yang-Yin
         theory was appended to the I Ching as a further explanation, with the implication
         that the other four classics and everything else could thereby be derived from it.
      

      
      The five classics are all associated with Confucius as being in some way involved
         in their compilation. Whether he was or not, the Confucian Analects make extensive references to them. The second classic is The Book of History, or Shu ching, which is a set of speeches, laws, and the like from the Hsia to the Zhou dynasties
         compiled in middle or late Zhou and considered to represent an important repository
         of political wisdom. This develops the very important idea of the Mandate of Heaven,
         which the Zhou evidently used to argue for the legitimacy of their overthrow of the
         preceding Shang. In this, “heaven” is seen as a general principle of order and harmony.
         If an emperor rules in such a way that is inconsistent with this principle, as manifested
         by social dissension, disorder, and natural disasters, it shows that he does not have
         the Mandate of Heaven to rule. It is therefore right and proper for the people to
         shift their loyalty to someone who has it, who can rule in such a way as to produce
         order, prosperity, and harmony. There is an altar of Heaven in Beijing in which the
         emperors performed a series of ceremonies at the summer solstice that essentially
         identified the emperor to heaven through his ancestral lineage and prayed for good
         harvests. In Western terms, the Mandate of Heaven entails a right to overthrow an
         ineffective ruler.
      

      
      The third classic is Shih Ching, Book of Odes, a collection of three hundred poems from the Chou dynasty. The fourth is Li Ching, or The Book of Rites, a catalog of rituals, and the fifth is Ch’un ch’iu, or The Spring and Autumn Annals, the chronicle of the State of Lu from 722 BCE to 481 BCE. 
      

      
      Another well-known component of the synthesis was feng shui. This is a theory that associates forces of nature with specific shapes and directions,
         and thereby among other things establishes strict parallels between the designs of
         houses, towns, and imperial palaces and capitals—all based on the idea of a walled
         compound with a north-south axis. In this system, for example, the north is the direction
         of evil and danger; the south is where benefits come from. Hence one should have the
         entry of one’s houses or one’s national capital on the south side, and a blank wall—if
         possible protected by hills—on the north side. Square shapes represent the earth;
         round shapes represent heaven. On the basis of archaeological evidence, the system
         appears to go back at least to the Shang dynasty (Tadgell 1998:2). Others were the
         theories of acupuncture and alchemy. Chinese interest in close and careful recording
         of history was greatly stimulated as a consequence of the synthesis, and later the
         theories were used to frame the Chinese martial arts of Tai Chi Chuan and Kung Fu, among many other things. 
      

      
      The Taoism of the Han synthesis is far too broad and spread out institutionally to
         be considered a single religion or religious tradition. While it has one definitive
         set of texts and, indeed, a reasonably well-established explanation of those texts,
         it has no single system of organizations in any sense, no distinctive material properties
         or buildings, no one set of ceremonies and no one constituency. It rather forms something
         like a cultural language out of which many distinctive traditions have been built,
         only some of which are recognized as religious. There is a meditative Taoism, with
         monasteries, staff, ceremonies, and a constituency, and Taoist ideas are also important
         in Confucianism and its many parallels (such as Mohism and the followers of Mencius).
         It is important to some extent in all the major strands of Chinese Buddhism. Perhaps
         the best thing to compare it to as a Western parallel is our general pan-national
         scholarly discussion of theories of law and of government, which all of the various
         nations implement in some way under some interpretation but which does not define
         any one government or legal system in itself. 
      

      
      Confucianism

      
      The name “Confucius” is a Latinization of Kong Qiu, in the contemporary Pinyin transliteration.
         This means “Master Kong.” Previously it was rendered as Kung Tzu and most English
         texts use this version. 
      

      
      There is good agreement on the broad outlines of his life, but in recent years there
         have been disputes about details. I will follow Robert Eno, who addresses the kind
         of questions an anthropologist would ask and makes use of the very substantial amount
         of recent archaeology. Eno has created an excellent website on Confucius and the Analects, with background information and notes, on the Indiana University website.[2]   
      

      
      Kong Qiu was born in 551 BCE in the state of Lu, in what is now Shantung province.
         Lu had originated as feudatory of Zhou, governed by the brother of the founder of
         the Zhou dynastic line. According to Eno: 
      

      
      
         after the decline of the Zhou royal house the state of Lu had become known as the
            purest repository of Zhou aristocratic culture. But during the sixth century, these
            traditions were undermined, as powerful warlord families gained increasing control
            of government and resources in Lu, gradually marginalizing the legitimate ducal house,
            and distorting the norms of government form and ceremonial ritual that had made Lu
            distinct. (Eno 2012 p. ii)
         

         
      

       Kong’s father was a low ranking member of the aristocracy who was an important aide
         to the leading family. His father had produced no son and heir by his primary wife
         and concubines. So he took as an additional concubine a woman of Zou—a neighboring
         region. She soon gave birth to Kong. Three years later his father died. Kong apparently
         grew up with his mother’s family in the border region between Lu and Zou. Reaching
         adulthood, he sought a position in the Lu capital. Again, according to Eno: 
      

      
      
         his mastery of Zhou cultural forms allowed Confucius to become a teacher of young
            aristocrats seeking polish, and through their connections, he was able to gain some
            stature in Lu. Ultimately, he and some of his followers attempted to implement a grand
            restorationist plan in Lu that would have shifted power back to the ducal house. Shortly
            after 500 BCE, when Confucius was about fifty, the plan failed, and Confucius was
            forced to leave his home state. For about fifteen years, he traveled with a retinue
            of disciples from state to state in eastern China, looking for a ruler who would employ
            him and adopt the policies he advocated. The Analects picture some key moments in these travels, which ultimately proved fruitless. (Eno
            2012 p. iii)
         

         
      

      He returned for the last time in 484 BCE and died in 479 BCE. His burial place is
         in the K’ung forest, which is said to have grown up from a few trees planted in his
         memory by his followers. 
      

      
      On the surface, Kong was a traditionalist. He sought to restore effective Zhou rule
         by restoring its traditions. Li, one aspect of which is ritual, is a central concept. But the most important focus
         of his teachings was not the rituals or ceremonies in themselves but rather the principles
         of thought, behavior, and social organization that had to be adhered to in performing
         them properly, and that they therefore represented. His real modern counterparts would
         not be religious or social conservatives but pragmatic symbolic interactionists. 
      

      
      As noted, Kong’s teachings were outlawed by the legalists of the Qin dynasty but restored
         by the Han. In 140 BCE they were declared the one authoritative political philosophy.
         It was the custom that the emperor could honor a person after their death by giving
         them a posthumous name. Kong Qiu was given his first posthumous name in 1 CE by the
         Han Emperor P’ing.[3]     His status continued to rise thereafter. His teaching and the five classics they
         refer to were for over two millennia the basis of Chinese education. They were most
         particularly required for entry into the Chinese civil service, established under
         the Han and continued until the beginning of the twentieth century. This was the world’s
         first professional civil service with recruitment based on education and ability as
         determined by examinations that were impartially set and evaluated under the control
         of the civil service itself.
      

      
      Confucius’s most direct expression is in the Analects. These are very brief statements or quotations from discussions. All together there
         are twenty books. Each quotation or short question-answer sequence is a chapter. The
         Chinese title, lunyu, means “collated conversations,” although they are not actual recorded conversations
         of Confucius. They probably began with an oral tradition about such conversations,
         but they also reflect the evolution of his teachings over the next two or three centuries.
         Some of the books group together in sequence as the apparent work of a single school,
         and some stand alone. Eno describes Books III through VII as the “core text.” (2012:
         iv). Books XII and XIII are not core texts but are mutually consistent and have a
         common focus on government. Books XVI, XVII, XVIII, and XX are regarded as later and
         for various reasons less authentic than the others. 
      

      
      The most widely used translation is by James Legge, 1871. This also includes the Chinese
         text. It is available on Project Gutenberg and elsewhere. The main recognized conceptions
         as transliterated in the Legge text, with their rough glosses in parentheses are:
         li (rites, propriety); jen (humanity, benevolence, virtue); shu (reciprocity); chun tzu (superior man) and two complex ideas rendered in English as government and rectification
         of names. I use the Project Gutenberg text. 
      

      
      The sense of each chapter is usually not immediately clear. They require a distinctive
         method of interpretation. You have to impute different underlying assumptions about
         human nature, government or other such general matters. Eventually you will find the
         assumptions on which the statements make sense—especially if you become familiar with
         the characters of Confucius’ different interlocutors. By many such applications of
         the method to many chapters, you can identify a very precise set of assumptions about
         these key concepts that you can make consistently and can eliminate a far larger set
         of other assumptions that Confucius has, in effect, shown not to work. These assumptions
         are the Confucian idea-system. In the following, the Roman numeral is the Book, the
         Arabic numeral the Chapter. I leave out statement numbers.
      

      
      For the concept of jen (humanity, benevolence, virtue), the Gutenberg text uses, “virtue” as a translation.
         I will use the alternative “humaneness,” because “virtue” seems too blandly generic
         to carry the precise idea the text is aiming at. 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               VI. 28 Tsze-kung said, “Suppose the case of a man extensively conferring benefits
                  on the people, and able to assist all, what would you say of him? Might he be called
                  perfectly humane?” The Master said, “Why speak only of humanity in connexion with
                  him? Must he not have the qualities of a sage? Even Yao and Shun were still solicitous
                  about this. “Now the man of perfect humaneness, wishing to be established himself,
                  seeks also to establish others; wishing to be enlarged himself, he seeks also to enlarge
                  others. To be able to judge of others by what is nigh in ourselves;—this may be called
                  the art of humaneness.”
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      What do we have to assume to make sense of this? First, that is not possible to be
         helpful or benevolent toward all others. To help everyone or be benevolent toward
         everyone in a literal sense would require a person to be either all knowing or have
         unlimited resources. So you need a rule that will work for the more specific set of
         others actually within your reach. That rule is that in order to be benevolent toward
         others, or humane toward others, you have to identify yourself with them. 
      

      
      Another aspect:

      
      
         
            
            	
               VII.29: The Master said, “Is humaneness a thing remote? I wish to be humane, and behold!
                  Humaneness is at hand.”
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      The assumption here can only be that humaneness is a matter of intent, because only
         matters of intent work this way. Humaneness is not a kind of technical skill, for
         example, or a formula of some kind to be learned.
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               XII.22: Fan-ch’ih asked about benevolence [jen]. The Master said, “It is to love all men.” He asked about knowledge. “It is to know
                  all men.” Fan ch’ih did not immediately understand these answers. The Master said,
                  “Employ the upright and put aside all the crooked; in this way, the crooked can be
                  made to be upright.”
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      The assumption here that connects the first answers with the following explanation
         has to be that if one follows the idea of identifying yourself with others, you will
         realize that the best way to lead is through honesty.
      

      
       

      
      Shu (reciprocity, also rendered as sympathy or empathy):
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               XV.23: Tzu-kung asked, saying, “Is there one word which may serve as a rule of practice
                  for all one’s life?” The Master said, “Is not reciprocity such a word? What you do
                  not want done to yourself, do not do to others.”
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This is a crucial idea in Confucius’s system, as he says. It can also be seen to follow
         from the previous. The statement is often described in the West as the “silver rule,”
         as though it were less precious than the “golden rule,” which is described as more
         “positive.” In fact, however, it is more respectful of individual autonomy and in
         that sense more fully grounded in an understanding of equality. There may be many
         things that I would like done unto me that you would not like done unto you. If I
         were to follow the golden rule literally I would impose them on you anyway; if I follow
         Confucius’s rule, I would avoid imposition. 
      

      
       

      
      Li (rites, propriety)
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               III.4: Lin Fang asked what was the first thing to be attended to in ceremonies. The
                  Master said, “A great question, indeed! In festive ceremonies, it is better to be
                  sparing than extravagant. In the ceremonies of mourning, it is better that there be
                  deep sorrow than a minute attention to the observances.”
               

               
            

            
            	
               VIII.2: The Master said, “Respectfulness, without the rules of propriety, becomes
                  laborious bustle; carefulness, without the rules of propriety, becomes timidity; boldness,
                  without the rules of propriety, becomes insubordination; straightforwardness, without
                  the rules of propriety, becomes rudeness.”
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      Confucius’s concern with “rites,” “piety,” “filial piety“ and “propriety” can convey
         the impression of a person committed to the preservation of tradition and ceremonial
         for its own sake. These two selections address this interpretation. For the first,
         the point is obviously that the aim of the ceremony is to provide an appropriate expression
         of the appropriate emotion—which also should be the actual emotion. The second expands
         on this and suggests more about what appropriateness itself amounts to. To understand
         it you have to ask yourself what makes the difference between respectfulness and laborious
         bustle, carefulness and timidity, and boldness as against rudeness in the relation
         between an inferior and a superior. The answer is that if an advisor merely goes through
         the motions of expressing respect without actually being respectful, especially without
         really trying to be helpful, it is laborious bustle. If an advisor advocates caution
         without really identifying with the problem of attaining what is sought, it is timidity.
         And if an advisor speaks plainly and forcefully without really trying to be helpful,
         it is rudeness. In short, “propriety” depends on identifying the problems of the person
         you are advising as your own—again, in a different form, reciprocity. 
      

      
      Books XII and XIII are focused on government. These two selections give the nub of
         his views on how to do it. They logically require us to assume that government depends
         on li (propriety) and harmony (what music exemplifies) but in addition he adds the
         idea of “the rectification of names.” 
      

      
      Government

      
      
         
            	
               
               XII.7: Tsze-kung asked about government. The Master said, “The requisites of government
                  are that there be sufficiency of food, sufficiency of military equipment, and the
                  confidence of the people in their ruler.”
               

               
                Tsze-kung said, “If it cannot be helped, and one of these must be dispensed with,
                  which of the three should be foregone first?” “The military equipment,” said the Master.
               

               
                Tsze-kung again asked, “If it cannot be helped, and one of the remaining two must
                  be dispensed with, which of them should be foregone?” The Master answered, “Part with
                  the food. From of old, death has been the lot of all men; but if the people have no
                  faith in their rulers, there is no standing for the state.”
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      This of course only makes sense in the context of his arguments for the necessity
         to rule by example rather than by command or force. 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               XII.17: Chi Kang-tzu asked Confucius about government. Confucius replied, “To govern
                  (cheng) means to rectify (cheng). If you lead on the people with correctness, who will dare not to be correct?”
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      Eno translates cheng as “setting things upright.” The sense of the passage is the same: one must lead
         by example, but the example must be correct.
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               XIII. 3: Tsze-lu said, “The ruler of Wei has been waiting for you, in order with you
                  to administer the government. What will you consider the first thing to be done?”
               

               
                The Master replied, “What is necessary is to rectify names.”

               
                “So, indeed!” said Tsze-lu. “You are wide of the mark! Why must there be such rectification?”

               
                The Master said, “How uncultivated you are, Yu! A superior man, in regard to what
                  he does not know, shows a cautious reserve.
               

               
                “If names be not correct, language is not in accordance with the truth of things.
                  If language be not in accordance with the truth of things, affairs cannot be carried
                  on to success.
               

               
                “When affairs cannot be carried on to success, proprieties and music will not flourish.
                  When proprieties and music do not flourish, punishments will not be properly awarded.
                  When punishments are not properly awarded, the people do not know how to move hand
                  or foot.
               

               
                “Therefore a superior man considers it necessary that the names he uses may be spoken
                  appropriately, and also that what he speaks may be carried out appropriately. What
                  the superior man requires, is just that in his words there may be nothing incorrect.”
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      Note, as Confucius says, that “rectify” and “administer” are the same idea: cheng. Note also that the implication of what Confucius says is that names include names
         for offices and functions of government. Eno says this includes social position in
         general. 
      

      
      Why does Confucius put it this way? For this to make a serious point about government,
         you have to make three assumptions. First, you must assume that administration is
         unavoidably based on language, which can and should reflect facts. Second, you must
         assume that administration is based on a clear assignment of duties. Third, you must
         assume that the two must be in accord. Is this not so? 
      

      
      Many Westerners, coming to be acquainted with Confucianism for the first, time, wonder
         if it is right to consider it a religion at all. If we simply found the texts, read
         them without any introduction, and then asked what in the West they most resembled,
         the answer most likely to spring to mind is a phrase like “administrative ethics.”
         
      

      
      After Confucius, others built similar schemes by varying some basic assumptions and
         tracing out their consequences through the issues Confucius had brought together.
         The most important of these were Mencius (Meng Tzu; 371 BCE–289 BCE) and Mocius (Mo
         Tzu, 470 BCE–391 BCE). Mencius is considered the second great Confucian. He placed
         less emphasis than Confucius had on the power of teaching and much more emphasis on
         the importance of individual moral character, but the differences are considered to
         be more in the nature of extensions and elaborations of Confucius’s analysis than
         important disagreements. They are differences within a school rather than between
         schools. Leadership and effectiveness depended on being good, on goodness. Teaching
         can develop the qualities of a person with this quality, but cannot create them. People
         are inherently good, but can be (and often are) corrupted by society. 
      

      
      Mo Tzu, on the other hand, set up a disagreement between schools. He agreed with Mencius
         on the importance of inherent qualities in contrast to the power of teaching but disagreed
         with both Mencius and Confucius on the importance of tradition and traditionalism,
         rejecting both. He also saw love as far more important than goodness, and more basic.
         To be good for all (and to be truly good), one had to love all. This led Mo Tzu to
         the general rejection of warfare as well as to a universalism in conflict with the
         Confucian emphasis on filial piety. Mo Tzu saw filial piety as partial love rather
         than universal love. While Mo Tzu‘s ideas seem to have been very prominent in the
         time of Mencius, they were not taken up as part of the subsequent Han synthesis and
         have not shared Confucius’s continuing prominence. 
      

      
      Legalism

      
      Legalism (fa jia) also arose in the period of the Warring States. Its founder, Han Fei Tzu, was initially
         a student of the Confucian Hsün Tsu. In opposition to Mencius, Hsün Tsu argued that
         human nature is evil and developed his opposed variations on Confucius‘s arguments
         on this basis. A schoolmate of Han Fei, Li Ssu, became chief minister of the first
         emperor of the Qin, and Han Fei was consequently welcomed in the Qin court—although
         he was also ultimately murdered through Li Ssu’s machinations. As the Qin emerged
         as the dominant power from the struggles among the warring states, they adopted legalism
         as their ideology of rule and prohibited studying or advocating all opposed systems.
         It is now commonly said that the harshness of their rule left legalism in a bad odor
         with the Chinese that the ideas themselves did not wholly warrant. I disagree. Legalist
         ideas, like all ideas, have a logic—a set of consequences that they necessarily give
         rise to if applied consistently. The Qin did no more than show what the logic was.
         
      

      
      Legalism is based on three principles, fa, shù, and shi. Fa is law. This must be entirely depersonalized. It must be put in a clear written code
         and made public. Only then could all people be made absolutely equal under it, from
         the ruler on down. Law could not depend on the interpretation of the ruler, and could
         not admit of exceptions, exemptions or privileges. According to Han Fei Tzu: 
      

      
      
         Any ruler able to expel private crookedness and uphold public law, finds the people
            safe and the state in order; and any ruler able to expunge private action and act
            on public law, finds his army strong and his enemy weak. So, find out men following
            the discipline of laws and regulations, and place them above the body of officials.
            Then the sovereign cannot be deceived by anybody with fraud and falsehood . . . .
            
         

         
         Therefore, the intelligent sovereign makes the law select men and makes no arbitrary
            promotion himself. He makes the law measure merits and makes no arbitrary regulation
            himself. In consequence, able men cannot be obscured, bad characters cannot be disguised;
            falsely praised fellows cannot be advanced, wrongly defamed people cannot be degraded.
            To govern the state by law is to praise the right and blame the wrong.[4]   
         

         
      

      Notice that there is no recognition of public crookedness or private law. For legalists
         these were oxymorons. Private was automatically crooked; law was automatically public.
         Confucians argued for morality and saw it in the person. Legalists argued for law
         as opposed to morality, and saw this only in that which was above the individual, which had therefore to
         be the state. 
      

      
      Shù  (術) means control, tactic, or art. This is different from shu that means reciprocity, which is 恕. In this case, shù must be an impartial and absolutely dependable system of rewards for those who obey
         the law and an equally impartial system of punishments for those who do not. This
         is Han Fei Tzu’s doctrine of the “two handles.” The two handles are “chastisement
         and commendation.” Chastisement is “To inflict death or torture upon culprits.” Commendation
         is “to bestow encouragements or rewards.” Finally, shi is legitimacy, which must reside with the position of the head of the government
         rather the person in that position. 
      

      
      We can imagine what might have made such a complete totalitarianism attractive in
         the short run. China was under attack by tribes of Mongols from the north and central
         authority had collapsed internally. The period of warring states was at a climax.
         Qin was one of four remaining states battling with one another for supremacy. 
      

      
      But such a system of government could not possibly be sustainable in the long run.
         How could legitimacy attach to law that completely suppresses individual interest
         in this intemperate and mindless way? Where Confucius’s analysis rests on placing
         all rules in the context of situated reciprocity and respect for popular morality,
         Han Fei Tzu’s system rests on the complete suppression of situationality in favor
         of entirely depersonalized and decontextualized rules backed by equally depersonalized
         force. 
      

      
      To treat society as equivalent to the state and the state as a single monolithic hierarchy
         under the command of one individual is to treat pluralism as an aberrant condition
         that can be corrected by a sufficiently forceful ruler. The assumption is factually
         incorrect and it cannot be made correct by the application of force. There are very
         good reasons for pluralism that run from the efficiency gained through specialization
         to the limits of human mental capacities. To the extent that a single system of laws
         with only the state as its object would deny these reasons, it is the equivalent of
         issuing an order to repeal the law of gravity. 
      

      
      Finally, it is also not true that the more people in a society think and behave alike
         the more harmony there is in society. Harmony does not depend on uniformity but on
         interdependence, as Confucius recognized. 
      

      
      While there have been few explicitly legalist regimes since the Qin, legalism has
         continued to act as the logical antithesis of Confucianism in traditional Chinese
         political philosophy in much the same way as the Roman Imperial system has acted as
         the antithesis of the Roman idea of a Republic in the West. 
      

      
      The last resurgence of legalism was Mao Zedong’s progressively more totalitarian Chinese
         communism culminating in the brief reign of the Gang of Four. 
      

      
      Buddhism in China

      
      Buddhism seems to have come into China mainly with merchants and travelers on the
         Silk Road. Dunhuang, a town along the route on Han China’s northwestern border, became
         a major Buddhist center; spectacular remains of Buddhist art and architecture are
         still visible there. Buddhist merchants also established communities in Loyang and
         elsewhere. Buddhism also reached central China through Nepal and Tibet, southwest
         China through Burma, and south China by sea directly from India. 
      

      
      About ten major schools or varieties of Chinese Buddhism have been important over
         Chinese history. Most of these are recognized as distinctively Chinese in origin and
         cultural content. Four in particular have thereby distinctively shaped the way Buddhism
         reached third countries, most notably Korea and Japan. 
      

      
      The collapse of the Han dynasty in 220 CE led to two centuries of disorder. In this
         period, Buddhism was looked to as a way out or as a source of new values that might
         succeed where the Taoism and Confucianism of the Han synthesis had failed. Rulers
         in northern China who were not ethnic Chinese gave Buddhism full support, while Chinese
         intellectuals to the south became interested in Buddhist metaphysics for what modern
         commentators describe as reassurance or consolation. The result was a blend of Buddhist
         and Taoist ideas that identified the passive quality of the Tao with the Mahayana
         idea of “emptiness” or receptivity. This was called “The Learning of Mystics“ (xuangxue), the first distinctive Chinese Buddhist tradition or school. Key texts were the
         Vimalakirti Sutra, the Diamond Sutra, and the Lotus Sutra. These were translated into Chinese by Kumārajīva, a Mahāyāna Buddhist from Central
         Asia who was brought to the capital, Changan, in 401 CE. 
      

      
       Buddhism had spread across all of China by the time the efficient but authoritarian
         and short-lived Sui Dynasty was established in 589 CE. The period of the Sui Dynasty
         and the following moderate and restorative Tang Dynasty (618–907 CE) is considered
         the golden age of Chinese Buddhism. Buddhism obtained state sponsorship and the state
         in turn took control of the sangha, mainly by establishing examinations to qualify
         for entry into the Buddhist clergy. In this period, the four most distinctive and
         important Chinese schools emerged: the Faxiang (Mind Only) school, the Tientai, Huayan,
         Chan, and Pure Land. 
      

      
      Tibetan Buddhism was especially promoted by the two Chinese imperial dynasties of
         Mongol origin, speaking languages of the Altaic rather than Sino-Tibetan language
         family and using a different writing system. These were the Yuan dynasty (1279-1368)
         founded by Kublai Khan and the Qing dynasty (1644–1911) also known as the Manchu dynasty.
         
      

      
      In China the most distinctive Buddhist buildings are pagodas, temples and monasteries.
         Temples are usually large trabeated structures[5]    housing representations of the Buddha. Pagodas are also trabeated, but columnar
         and multi-storied. They are used in the way stupas are in South Asia and may house
         relics of the Buddha, relics of Bodhisatvas, or statues. Monasteries are usually built
         as walled compounds like Chinese houses and administrative buildings. There are few
         stupas and those that do exist are generally of the Tibetan type, which has a bulbous
         shape widening above the base, instead of the hemispherical dome of South Asia. 
      

      
      Tientai and Huayan

      
      The Buddhism that was brought into China was not homogenous. Over a thousand years
         had elapsed between the time of Buddha’s life and the end of the Han dynasty. Different
         streams from different places reflected different local traditions. There were also
         differences in emphasis and interpretation, particularly as between Hinayana and Mahayana.
         Yet the Buddhist dharma was supposed to be the same. The central concern of the Tientai
         School was to show how this could be. It was named after the mountain where its founder,
         Zhiyi (538-597), resided. The key to this explanation was the Huayan (Garland) Sutra. This is an account of the Buddha’s teaching after his enlightenment in which the
         various types of teachings were represented as progressively developed in five groups.
         There were three stages leading to Hinayana and two following consisting of Mahayana
         and advanced Mahayana. Each was progressively simpler and reached a wider audience,
         but each also required progressively more dedication. The culmination is the Lotus Sutra. 
      

      
      The Huayan School was closely related and drew on a similar five-fold scheme of classification.
         The difference was that it took the Huayan Sutra itself as the culminating text and concentrated more directly on the character of
         enlightenment and less on the path to it. 
      

      
      Chan

      
      Chan Buddhism emerged as a simplifying reaction to the classificatory complexities
         of Tientai and Huayan. The term comes from the Pali term jhana, for being absorbed in meditation. In Chinese this became Channa and then Chan. 
      

      
      Chan tradition is said to begin with Huineng (638–713 CE). Huineng is described as
         the last of six “Patriarchs,” beginning with Bodhidharma (d. 532 CE). Bodhidharma
         was an Indian monk who received the teaching from a line of twenty-eight Indian predecessors.
         The first of these had received it from Sakyamuni Buddha himself by direct mental
         transmission—as opposed to the usual method of oral transmission and discussion. The
         implication is that this is the “real” teaching and the more widely recognized written
         tradition is in some sense superficial, for those not quite up to the real thing.
         Bodhidharma came to China and founded the school. 
      

      
      The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch, written about 780 CE, claims to be Huineng’s autobiography. An excerpt conveys the
         key ideas. The text is in the form a long quotation of what Huineng said in the lecture
         hall of Ta-fan temple to a large assembly of officials, monks, nuns, and lay followers.
         The first three numbered parts described how Huineng came to the monastery of the
         Fifth Patriarch, in the north and met the Fifth Patriarch, Hung-jen. The Fifth Patriarch
         told him that since he was from the south he was a barbarian and could not “become
         a Buddha.” Huineng disagreed in a way that showed he understood the universality of
         the teachings. The Master then assigned him to the rice-pounding room. The wording
         implies that the fifth patriarch recognized Huineng as his successor, but wanted to
         avoid acknowledging this to the others.
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               4. “Unexpectedly one day the Fifth Patriarch called his disciples to come, and when
                  they had assembled, he said: ‘Let me preach to you. For people in this world birth
                  and death are vital matters. You disciples make offerings all day long and seek only
                  the field of blessings, but you do not seek to escape from the bitter sea of birth
                  and death. Your own self-nature obscures the gateway to blessings; how can you be
                  saved? All of you return to your rooms and look into yourselves. Men of wisdom will
                  of themselves grasp the original nature of their prajna  intuition. Each of you write a verse and bring it to me. I will read your verses,
                  and if there is one who is awakened to the cardinal meaning, I will give him the robe
                  and the Dharma and make him the Sixth Patriarch. Hurry, hurry!’”
               

               
            

            
            	
               5. “The disciples received his instructions and returned, each to his own room. .
                  . .” (Yampolsky 1967:128)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      Huineng was not among the disciples and did not receive this instruction. The disciples
         decided among themselves to leave the task to Shen-hsiu, the head monk, as their teacher.
         Shen-hsiu, however, did not seek to become the next patriarch. Yet if he did not write
         what he thought the patriarch could not “estimate the degree of understanding” within
         his mind. Finally, 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               6. . . . Then the head monk Shen-hsiu, at midnight, holding a candle, wrote a verse
                  on the central section of the south corridor, without anyone else knowing about it.
                  The verse read:
               

               
            
 
         

         
      

      
      
         
         The body is the Bodhi tree,

         
         The mind is like a clear mirror.

         
         At all times we must strive to polish it,

         
         And must not let the dust collect.

         
      

      After he had finished writing this verse, the head monk Shen-hsiu returned to his
         room and lay down. No one had seen him. The next morning at dawn the Fifth Patriarch
         discovered the verse, burned incense in a token of respect to it, and commended it
         to the disciples to recite. He then also called the Shen-hsiu aside and asked him
         if he wrote it. Shen-hsiu admitted that he did. The Patriarch then observed: 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               7. “This verse you wrote shows that you still have not reached true understanding.
                  You have merely arrived at the front of the gate but have yet to be able to enter
                  it. . . . Go and think about it for a day or two and then make another verse and present
                  it to me.” (Yampolsky 1967: 130)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      Shen-hsiu was ot able to write another verse. Hueneng, who was still pounding rice,
         was not aware of any of this. Then: 
      

      
      
         
            
            	
               8. “One day an acolyte passed by the threshing room reciting this verse. As soon as
                  I heard it I knew that the person who had written it had yet to know his own nature
                  and to discern the cardinal meaning. I asked the boy: ‘What’s the name of the verse
                  you were reciting just now?’
               

               
                . . . 

               
               “The boy took me to the south corridor and I made obeisance before the verse. Because
                  I was uneducated I asked someone to read it to me. As soon as I had heard it I understood
                  the cardinal meaning. I made a verse and asked someone who was able to write to put
                  it on the wall of the west corridor, so that I might offer my own original mind. .
                  . . My verse said”:
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      
         
         Bodhi originally has no tree,

         
         The mirror also has no stand.

         
         Buddha nature is always clean and pure;

         
         Where is there room for dust?

         
         “Another verse said”:

         
         The mind is the Bodhi tree,

         
         The body is the mirror stand.

         
         The mirror is originally clean and pure;

         
         Where can it be stained by dust?

         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            	
               
               “The followers in the temple were all amazed when they heard my verse. Then I returned
                  to the threshing room. The Fifth Patriarch realized that I had a splendid understanding
                  of the cardinal meaning.’“‘ Being afraid lest the assembly know this, he said to them:
                  ‘This is still not complete understanding.’”
               

               
               9. “At midnight the Fifth Patriarch called me into the hall and ex-pounded the Diamond
                  Sutra to me. Hearing it but once, I was immediately awakened, and that night I received
                  the Dharma. None of the others knew anything about it. Then he transmitted to me the
                  Dharma of Sudden Enlightenment and the robe, saying: ‘I make you the Sixth Patriarch.
                  . . .’” (Yampolsky 1967: 131-133)
               

               
            

            
         

         
      

      The initial treatment of Huineng because he is from the south reflects a conflict
         for preeminence between the northern and southern schools. Apart from a body of esoteric
         distinctions reflecting this conflict, the main focus of Chan Buddhism is indicated
         by the two main themes of the story. The first is the contrast between the ordinary
         monks who plod along but do not attain enlightenment and Huineng’s sudden arrival
         at it. The second is the idea that once one is enlightened one can be told secrets
         that cannot be told to the unenlightened. 
      

      
      As the name, Chan, indicates, the focus is on meditation. Even more than that, however,
         it is on a kind of direct inspiration received through meditation rather than through
         accumulated explicit instruction and analysis. In other traditions of Buddhism, including
         the one most closely illustrated by the life of the Buddha and the First Sermon, enlightenment
         is identified with intellectual understanding. For this, meditation is considered
         possibly useful but certainly not always necessary. In the Chan tradition, by contrast,
         meditation and enlightenment are seen as essentially unified. A simile used to illustrate
         the relationship is a flame and its light. They are not the same, but they are not
         separable. By meditation you prepare the mind for enlightenment. Then, when prepared,
         enlightenment comes. 
      

      
      Chan meditation is not thinking or reflecting. It is attempting to find a way to get
         beyond or outside of thinking or meditation, to get “beyond words” and encounter the
         mind directly. This is taken as the same as seeing one’s self-nature, realizing Buddhahood,
         and attaining enlightenment. The psychological experiences it calls attention to often
         recall karma yoga. For Huineng, the method turned out to be pounding rice. Chan (and
         Zen) masters of some schools focused on specific forms of sitting, postures and the
         like. Others developed techniques of teaching with the use of certain difficult or
         unsolvable puzzles. “What is the sound of one hand clapping?” is among the best known.
         The sitting postures became the Japanese practice of zazen (from the Chinese chuochan). The mind-trapping questions became the Japanese Zen koans, from the Chinese gong’an, meaning “public cases.” While the Chan tradition initially divided into five apparently
         clearly distinguished “Houses” (wujia), these have not held up and Chan and Zen practice today draws on and blends ideas
         from several of them as well as Taoism. 
      

      
      Chan has had a great impact on subsequent developments in part because of its great
         impact on Chinese, Korean, and Japanese art, leading to the creation of a number of
         distinctive, highly compressed forms of painting and poetry. 
      

      
      Pure Land

      
      Amitabha or Pure Land Buddhism is by all accounts the least intellectually demanding
         of the major schools. It takes its name from a phrase in the Chinese version of the
         Vimalkirti Sutra that may be a mistranslation,[6]    but the name also alludes to the west from which the Buddha’s teachings arrived
         in China. In Amitabha Buddhism the idea of the Buddha as an actual historical person
         is displaced by the idea of the Amitabha Buddha as the Lord of the Pure Land of the
         Western Paradise, to which he admits those who have faith in him. Where the original
         Buddhist teaching described the aim of enlightenment as to allow one to escape the
         cycle of rebirth (or the idea of it), in the Pure Land School the aim is to be reborn
         in the Pure Land of the West. The way to do this is to constantly recite the nianfo, literally the remembrance of the Buddhas, a short Chinese phrase that translates
         as “Hail Amita Buddha.” The main texts are the Larger and Smaller Sukhāvati-vyuha
         Sutras and the Guan Wuliangshuofo jing. It appears to date from about 705 CE, after the collapse of the Maitreya cult as
         a consequence of a turn in Imperial politics. The Maitreya cult began in India and
         Tibet. Part of the Theraveda (Hinayana) tradition, it was focused on the teachings
         of the original Buddha and the idea of his future return as the Maitreya Bodhisattva,
         but not the many other Bodhisatvas of the Mahayana tradition. The Maitreya Buddha
         dwelt in paradise and his coming would be accompanied by the creation of Paradise
         here. Maitreya Buddhism apparently supplied many of the first followers of the Pure
         Land sect. 
      

      
      Buddhism and Government

      
      As Buddhism has had governmental support from the time of the Han, so it has from
         time to time come under government control and occasional suppression. The first of
         these was the Huichang Suppression from 842-845 CE, in which there was large-scale
         confiscation of monastery lands, destruction of monasteries, temples and shrines,
         and laicization of monks and nuns. Buddhism recovered under the subsequent Song Dynasty
         and was incorporated in the state religion. Under the Yuan dynasty, Tantric traditions
         from Tibet were introduced but then faded out. Tibetan Buddhism came back into Imperial
         favor with the Manchus (1644–1912). The Manchus’ efforts were similarly rejected by
         the Han mainstream. The tension this created seems to have formed part of the motivation
         for the recent efforts of the Chinese Communist regime to suppress Tibetan Buddhism
         in Tibet itself.
      

      
      In the twentieth century non-governmental Chinese Buddhist associations have been
         prominent. The first was founded in 1929 but lost momentum during the Second World
         War. The second was the Chinese Buddhist Association founded in Beijing in 1953, but
         after the Communist victory in 1949, Buddhism suffered periodic denunciations and
         suppressions. During the Cultural Revolution a serious effort was made to dismantle
         the institutional structure of Buddhism as a rival ideology to Mao’s totalitarian
         conception of communism. Temples and monasteries were attacked and closed, monuments
         were destroyed or defaced, and monks and nuns were sent to work in fields and factories.
         Since the subsequent change of government, however, government grants have been used
         to restore the buildings and repair the damage. In this process the Chinese Buddhist
         Association has emerged as the major coordinating and leadership body. In Taiwan,
         there has been no such repression and Buddhism continues to flourish. 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      It is impossible, in a few pages, to represent the shifting of ideas back and forth
         among these four philosophical and ethical traditions over two thousand years of Chinese
         history. Yet the major constancies seem clear. First, what appears to have been the
         mainstream at the beginning is still the mainstream and is remarkably consistent:
         the same view of the fundamental problem that needs to be resolved for people to live
         with themselves and each other. Second, there is equally remarkable consistency in
         the aberrations to which the answers to these fundamental puzzles have been subject.
         Some have attempted to dissolve the reasoning and replace it with mindless ritual
         and magic, some have suppressed the ideas that the traditions hold more or less in
         common in order to emphasize differences for the purpose of doctrinal disputes. Political
         authorities outside the traditions have periodically attempted to suppress the individual
         intellectual independence that the basic ideas encourage and (what I have probably
         not emphasized enough) some inside the traditions have repeatedly attempted to mobilize
         their followers in attacks on the political authorities. Yet none of this seems to
         matter very much. The great truths of Confucius, Taoism, and Buddhism remain, the
         differences between them also remain, and for a sensible person who recognizes that
         we live in a multitude of contexts none of this is a problem. They are not in conflict.
         Problems arise only when someone in any one of the traditions tries to make it do
         more than it can, explain more than it can or control more than it can. China has
         a plurality of systems of thought, although it is yet to evolve recognition of pluralism
         as such. 
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      Chapter 6

      Japan’s Religious Traditions

      
         
         
      

      
      In Japan, the three major traditions recognized as religious are Buddhism, Shinto,
         and Confucianism. Christianity has been important from time to time, but there is
         no distinctively Japanese version. Virtually all Japanese have recourse to the ideas
         and organizations of Buddhism and Shinto, and for the most part this is also true
         of Confucianism. As with China, the difference is contextual. Buddhism defines the
         aims of individual life and the nature of death. Japanese cemeteries are Buddhist.
         Shinto applies to the nature of the land and one’s relationship to it. This includes
         the system of descent in ranked clans. Japanese parks are Shinto and the system of
         Shinto shrines in Japan has much the same place in Japanese emotional life as the
         system of national parks does for Americans. Confucian ideas are important in administrative
         and professional contexts. For translating Japanese cultural conceptions to Western
         language, I rely heavily on Edwin O. Reischauer, an American who was born in Japan
         in 1910, grew up in Tokyo, taught at Harvard, advised the American government on Japanese
         affairs throughout World War II, and served as United States Ambassador to Japan from
         1961 to 1966. 
      

      
      Background

      
      The Japanese language is unrelated to Chinese and in many other important respects
         as well Japan is not part of the main area of Chinese cultural influence. Japanese
         themselves often recognize more of an affiliation with indigenous tribal societies
         along the Siberian coast, or even Native American societies. In China there are many
         cultural contexts in which one has a sense of a Han cultural overlay on a non-Han
         base, but where that base is still nevertheless Chinese. In Japan, by contrast, there
         is a sense of a Chinese overlay over a base that was essentially tribal, a system
         of territorial control by warrior/administrative kinship groups called uji (roughly clans or tribes). Different tribes controlled different areas, in which they
         made up a warrior-administrative aristocracy, the samurai. Internally, each regional organization consisted of a theoretically fixed but sometime
         practically fluid hierarchy of warrior-administrators with their retainers and slaves,
         over the commoner population. This is identified as the uji-kabane system, a clan-run feudal state, beginning with the foundation of the Yamato state
         in 250 CE. The associations of clans with different areas were politically important
         going into World War II. The associations of clans with different social ranks are
         still salient today. 
      

      
       The main Shinto texts are a system of origin myths. Shinto shrines and ceremonies
         pertain to the relations between the clans in the context of the rest of nature. 
      

      
      Strong Chinese influence is usually dated from 552 CE, when Buddhism was officially
         introduced to the Yamato court from a kingdom in southern Korea--which in turn was
         influenced by the contemporary Tang dynasty in China (Reischauer, 1981: 19). With
         royal patronage, Nara soon became a center of strong Buddhist influence. Buddhist
         monasteries became large landholders and maintained military forces. The monasteries
         of several sects were strongly fortified.
      

      
      On the Confucian side, in 603, the Yamato Prince Shotoku introduced a system of twelve
         ranks for courtiers as a basis for assigning powers and responsibilities. The different
         ranks of officials wore different colored hats and were named for Confucian values:
         virtue, humanity, decorum, faith, righteousness, and knowledge, each in greater and
         lesser grades. This was followed in 604 with a seventeen-article constitution. This
         was not a constitution in the modern sense of a document that laid out a system of
         offices, rights, and duties, but rather a set of general Buddhist and Chinese Confucian
         precepts (Reischauer, 1981: 21). Although Shotoku died in 622, the administrative
         style and system of ranks persisted. 
      

      
      Confucian and Buddhist influences continued to grow through the regimes of successive
         dominant clans but were always given a distinct form to fit Japanese circumstances.
         Confucianism never became the basis of an examination system and a national civil
         administration of the Chinese sort. The Japanese administrative class continued to
         be based the samurai clans. Confucian ideas simply became part of the common education
         of this class, although the major ethical system of the class—bushido, or the code of the warrior—is primarily associated with Zen Buddhism. Another major
         difference was that the emperor (tenno in Japanese) did not, normally, actually rule. 
      

      
      With a few early exceptions and some notable interventions in political matters that
         have continued to the present, the emperor's function has usually been what Reischauer
         described as that of a Shinto “priest chief.” As the direct the descendant of the
         Sun Goddess Amaterasu and therefore the mortal nearest to Amaterasu, it was natural
         that the tenno would rule all other people as the tenno uji ruled all other clans.
         Although in Japanese Confucian theory the tenno ruled with the Mandate of Heaven just
         as in the Chinese theory, the Japanese practice worked very differently. In the Japanese
         system, the emperor simply represented the general welfare and order of the nation
         while allowing some appropriate other person to rule in his name to secure that welfare
         and order. Since the emperor did not actually rule, he could not actually be overthrown.
         He could, however, withdraw this permission to rule if the rule was not going well,
         and occasionally did so. That is, once the system was established, instead of having the mandate, the Japanese emperor came to embody the mandate. 
      

      
      From 1185 in the time of Yoritomo Minamoto until the end of the Tokugawa period in
         1868, the title of the actual ruler was the shogun—roughly equivalent to the sometime European title “protector of the realm.” Sometimes
         even the shogun himself did not rule, but rather served as a figurehead for still
         others. 
      

      
      Other Japanese adjustments included an “Office of Deities” to represent the religious
         functions of the emperor. Also, instead of the standard six ministries of the Chinese
         system, they created eight to include one for the imperial household and another for
         a central secretariat. In addition, the shogun generally set up a second administrative
         system of his own that mediated between the imperial court and the local territories.
         In this sense, at least from the time of Yoritomo Minamoto, the Japanese system has
         always been less monolithic than the Chinese and has consistently relied on consensus
         in the ruling group rather than command by a single individual.
      

      
      The last great period of rule by shoguns was the Tokugawa shogunate, beginning about
         1603. The Tokugawas maintained a carefully enforced isolation from Western cultural
         and economic influences as means of fending off the kind of Western intrusions that
         the Japanese saw China undergoing[1]   . It ended with a change in government ushered in by the return of authority to
         a new emperor, Emperor Meiji. Hence this change is called the “Meiji restoration.”
         On the basis of his recognized authority, the emperor then decreed a new form of government.
         This was the Meiji Constitution, written along carefully chosen Western lines.
      

      
      The turning point was the visit of the American Admiral Matthew Perry with the “Black
         Fleet” in 1853 and 1854. In the Tokugawa period, foreign vessels had been prohibited
         from landing in Japan under penalty of death. America wanted to end this, mainly to
         establish coaling stations for American vessels crossing the Pacific. Several missions
         before Perry had failed. Perry promised to succeed if he was given an absolute free
         hand. He left the United States with two of the largest steam frigates in the world
         and two sailing ships of war in tow. He deliberately sailed directly into the forbidden
         waters of Tokyo Bay, anchored within cannon-shot of the imperial palace and invited
         the imperial representatives aboard. The ships had enormous guns, by Japanese standards.
         It is a rule of artillery that larger bore correlates to greater range, accuracy,
         and destructive power. The Japanese visitors understood this, and at that point recognized
         that isolation could no longer be an adequate defense. They had to adapt. The question
         was how. 
      

      
      The leadership studied their options. In the forty-five years between the agreement
         negotiated with Perry and 1889, when the Meiji constitution went into effect, leading
         officials from the important clans made extended study tours to Western political,
         educational, and scientific centers. Western experts were brought in to transform
         Japanese organizations. Intense and sometime bloody political rivalries were played
         out as first one and then another policy view was formed and asserted.
      

      
      The Meiji Constitution was modeled on that of Bismarck’s Germany, which had pulled
         the country together at the top by indirect representation that consolidated the various
         local aristocracies but did not create a truly national electorate or require a democratic
         base for the governments of the constituent states. It was a constitution to protect
         the state, not the rights of the people. The initial electoral franchise restricted
         voters to 1.26 percent of the population (Reischauer 1981: 144). 
      

      
      In the Meiji period Japan industrialized rapidly. It participated in World War I as
         an important ally of Great Britain. Emperor Meiji died in 1912 and was succeeded by
         his son Taisho. Under Taisho there was a brief period of experimentation with stronger
         democratic protections. But the voting franchise remained restricted and the government
         proved unable to deal with increasing social and economic demands stemming from industrialization,
         unsuccessful land reforms, and large-scale population displacement. The voting franchise
         was extended to all adult males in 1925. Taisho died in 1926 and was followed by Hirohito.
         Under Hirohito, the Taisho democracy gave way the rise to the militarists and World
         War II. 
      

      
      In 1945 Japan agreed to unconditional surrender pursuant to the terms the Allies had
         stated in the Potsdam Declaration. These included reconstruction of the government
         to eliminate militarism and assure democracy. Although the Japanese government at
         the time of the surrender did not anticipate the far-reaching changes that were subsequently
         made to the constitution and to a wide range of subsidiary laws, the Diet (Parliament)
         continued to meet. All the changes were made through established legal procedures
         and implemented through the Japanese administrative system. These changes have continued
         as part of the basic fabric of Japanese society and government. The post-war Japanese
         constitution has not been amended since it was first ratified.
      

      
      Shinto

      
      The term Shinto means the “way of the gods,” mainly in contrast with Bustudo as the “way of the Buddha.” The gods are the kami, roughly “divine creatures.” 
      

      
      The mythology of Shinto includes the idea that it predates Buddhism and Confucianism,
         but the historical fact seems to be that it was created as a distinct system of ideas
         only after Buddhism and Confucianism had been introduced. The two main Shinto texts
         are the Kojiki (The Records of Ancient Matters) and the Nihongi (Chronicles of Japan). They both date to around 700 CE, two centuries after Buddhism had been declared
         the state religion, and they both show strong Buddhist and Confucian influences. It
         is therefore most likely that Shinto was constructed out of what had been a miscellany
         of customs, ceremonies, and myths that compilers of the period construed as being
         pre-Buddhist and pre-Confucian because they seemed un-Buddhist and un-Confucian, in
         an effort to find an indigenous counter-balance for what they saw as the assimilationist
         effects of the newer systems. 
      

      
      The most basic theme of the myths is descent. They describe the order of birth of
         all that there is, beginning with the creators of the Japanese islands, then of the
         islands themselves and then of their inhabitants. The beings of Shinto myths are called
         kamis. Some are deities in something like a Western sense, while some are not. The kamis
         are of two major types, “heavenly” kamis beginning with the Sun God and Sun Goddess
         who were the tutelary deities of the Yamato state and “terrestrial” kamis who were
         associated with formerly powerful subjugated regions. The social origins, however,
         are much less prominent in the myths than the association of the various deities with
         forces of nature, and especially with the nature of the Japanese islands in particular,
         in which storms and tectonic movements, for example, loom much larger than in most
         other places. 
      

      
      There is a vocabulary of key Shinto terms on the informative website maintained by
         The Institute for Japanese Culture and Classics, Kokugauin University, in Tokyo. This
         is their description of “Izanagi no mikoto and Izanami no mikoto.” Izanagi and Izanami
         are the brother and sister kamis who gave birth to the islands of Japan and all lesser
         divinities. Mikoto is a term of great respect. “No” is the possessive pronoun. The
         definition is:
      

      
      
         The first wedded couple in the age of the gods (the seventh generation of deities).
            They gave birth to the terrestrial regions (Oyashimaguni), mountains, rivers, seas,
            plants, animals, and men, and became the gods of the earth and of all things on earth.
            Izanami died giving birth to the God of Fire and became a goddess in the land of Yomi. Izanagi went to visit her there but broke a taboo and was forced to part with her.
            Having come in contact with pollution, he feared that misfortune would result, and
            so went to the sea and purified himself. . . . The three most important deities born
            to Izanagi and Izanami are Amaterasu Ômikami, Susanoo no mikoto, and Tsukiyomi no mikoto.
         

         
      

      Amaterasu Ômikami is in turn described as:

      
      
         A goddess endowed with the virtue of the sun, also known by the name Ôhirume no muchi.
            The ancestral deity of the imperial house. The most beloved offspring of Izanagi no mikoto, Amaterasu embodies the unity of Takama no hara, the Plain of High Heaven. According to early myth, Amaterasu showed human beings
            the way to make food, clothing, and dwellings, and was the source of all peace. Amaterasu
            Ômikami dispatched her grandson Ninigi no mikoto to the land called Toyoashihara no
            nakatsukuni to unify that land and to have his descendants establish the imperial
            house. Ise no Jingû is dedicated to this goddess, and the yata mirror (see sanshu no shinki) which she
            bestowed is enshrined there. There are many shrines throughout the country dedicated
            to Amaterasu Ômikami.
         

         
      

      An excerpt from the Nihongi that describes the beginning of the process is given in
         Tsunoda et.al. Sources of Japanese Tradition, under the title “Birth of the Land”: 
      

      
      Izanagi and Izanami stood on the floating bridge of Heaven, and held counsel together,
         saying:
      

      
      
         “Is there not a country beneath?”

         
         Thereupon they thrust down the jewel-spear of Heaven, and groping about therewith
            found the ocean. The brine which dripped from the point of the spear coagulated and
            became an island which received the name of Ono-goro-jima.
         

         
         The two Deities thereupon descended and dwelt in this island. Accordingly they wished
            to become husband and wife together, and to produce countries. So they made Ono-goro-jima
            the pillar of the center of the land.[2]    
         

         
      

      The story goes on to describe the birth of the eight Japanese main islands and the
         smaller islands around them, and why the deities named them as they did. The text
         is literally a deification of the Japanese landscape. It also describes the origins
         of deities representing natural forces, like earthquakes, and the major clans. For
         the latter, the order of birth is also an order of precedence and purity (hare-ke), coming from the highest kamis to their descendants, then to the first clan, the
         Tenno uji, and then lower-ranking clans. As with the Greek pantheon, however, there
         is no sense in the myths that this order of precedence leads to a system of automatic
         submission. The kamis are portrayed as forever scheming to find ways to gain some
         advantage over one another or impose obligations on one another. 
      

      
      In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, viewing the increasing European power
         in the region, some Japanese thinkers such as Motoori Nobunaga (1730-1801) began to
         use the Shinto myths to argue for a new form of Japanese nationalism and ultra-nationalism.
         In 1873, the Meiji government created a Department of Shinto Affairs. A government
         edict declared Shinto and Buddhism to be separate and clergy were required to declare
         themselves as one or the other. Buddhist icons were removed from Shinto shrines. Eventually
         Shinto priests became government officials and the government took over their training
         and “licensing.” The shrines were all consolidated into a single system and management
         was taken over by the government. In the period of increasing military control over
         the government from the 1920s through World War II, this type of nationalistic Shinto
         was developed into a centralized and state-controlled cult with active emperor-worship
         as its central theme.
      

      
      After the defeat in World War II, government funding was removed. The central organization
         was disbanded and the militarism that it had been associated with was formally rejected
         by Japan’s “no war” constitution. The shrines are now independent and supported by
         kifu, private donations and subscriptions. About eighty percent of the 10,000 shrines
         that were on the official list in the Meiji period now belong to a national shrine
         association. 
      

      
      A Shinto shrine is a jinja. They take many forms. They are small shrines in houses and in some areas there are
         still small shrines on houses, built by the householders for the benefit of passersby.
         At the other end of the scale is the Ise shrine on the Kii peninsula noted in the
         descriptions of Amatererasu Ômikami noted above. This is the personal shrine of the
         emperor, which only he can enter. Although in principle the most ancient of all, in
         another sense it is also one of the newest. In physical terms it is never more than
         twenty years old. Every twenty years the old shrine is completely disassembled and
         an entirely new one, built with all new wood, is constructed just beside it to replace
         it. Wood of the sort that this requires is very expensive in Japan, and the project
         is a complex social as well as technical undertaking. Priests must locate individual
         trees growing in the countryside to replace specific beams in the existing structure,
         which must then all be cut and shaped to measurement and shipped to the site to be
         assembled. Part of the system for financing it is that the wood of the old shrine
         is broken up into small pieces and sold, in the manner of religious relics in the
         West but with the clear understanding that the money is for the shrine itself. 
      

      
      There is no ordination that separates Shinto priests from the general population.
         Anyone can serve as the priest in a ceremony if they know what the ceremony requires.
      

      
      Scholars now speak of four major Shinto “sects,” namely National Shinto, Shrine Shinto,
         Sect Shinto, and folk Shinto. National Shinto is what I have already described that
         began with the Meiji period. It is now viewed by most Japanese as a cultural embarrassment.
         Shrine Shinto is the Shinto of “officially recognized” shrines that joined the official
         association at the time that the Meiji government was trying to separate Shinto from
         Buddhist elements. Sect Shinto is the shrines that chose not to join this association,
         and folk Shinto is everything not included in the first three. For most Japanese,
         the divisions are not important in deciding what shrines to go to or what to do there.
         
      

      
      The larger jinjas are public parks, with a distinctive style. They have four main
         elements. First, there is a path to the main shrine that goes through a distinctive
         gateway, a torii, with two posts and two crosspieces on top. Second, as you near the main shrine,
         having gone through the torii, there is a spring or fountain of running water with
         bamboo ladles, with which you can dip out the water to wash your face, hands, feet,
         and mouth. Third, the main shrine itself is of one of about four distinctive rustic
         styles of construction, and generally consists of one large building where people
         can enter and where relics associated with the site are on display. This is, however,
         usually behind a fence that crosses in front of it or within a courtyard surrounded
         by a fence. Visitors do not usually enter the building, but rather approach the fence
         and call on the kami from there. The approach is marked by a donation box. And fourth,
         to one side of where you stand when addressing the kami there is a stack of saki (rice-wine) barrels, usually with the names of brewers on them. The visitor approaches
         the area where the kami is, generally puts a small donation in a slot in the collection
         box, claps twice sharply to get the kami’s attention, respectfully states their business,
         perhaps stands silently for a few moments, bows, and departs, often leaving a written
         reminder on a strip of paper in a place provided nearby. 
      

      
      Other elements are very common but not universal, such as large stone lamps. Many
         larger parks also have an antique stone lighthouse fifteen to twenty feet high, even
         though they may be far from sight of the sea. In or adjacent to the parks of larger
         shrines you might find a teahouse and some of the largest shrines have schools and
         administrative buildings on the grounds.
      

      
      The larger Shinto jinjas are often sites of great historical significance and natural
         beauty. The most famous of these is Itsukushima, now designated as a World Heritage
         Site. It is located on the small island of Miyajima in the Inland Sea a short ferry-ride
         across from the city of Hiroshima. The torii of the Itsukushima shrine is pictured
         in Figure 6.1. 
      

      
      
         The torii at Itsukushima, seen from the island at low tide.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      The torii is part of a large complex that begins on the dock from which this photo
         was taken and extends over much of the island. The grounds include restaurants, teahouses,
         and many small sub-parks and gardens. In summer it is one of Japan’s most popular
         tourist destinations. 
      

      
      Much smaller but also much more typical is the village shrine from a village in the
         Aichi prefecture pictured in Figure 6.2. 
      

      
      
         Village Shinto shrine.

            Courtesy of the author.

         

      

      In this case, the kami is in the small building in the center. The land around the
         shrine is village common land, which is shared by a Buddhist temple (just to the right
         of the area pictured) and a modern village administrative building a little farther
         to the right beyond that. 
      

      
      The help of the kamis of the shrines are particularly sought for beginnings. Many
         annual ceremonies associated with the seasons and the stages of life are associated
         with Shinto and commonly involve visits to the shrines, including the well-known “Boys’
         Day” and “Girls’ Day.” There is a national day for brides to visit Shinto shrines,
         which they do in their bridal dresses with their families. Students visit them to
         ask for help before examinations. People often visit them when traveling or just going
         out for lunch, to do what Americans mean when they say they sometimes need to “get
         close to nature.” There is almost never a time when the shrines are empty.
      

      
      Finally, Shinto is also associated with certain forms of music, particularly certain
         traditional types of male and female choral music and a type of very vigorous drumming
         on medium to very large and very loud drums. 
      

      
      

      Japanese Buddhist Sects

      
      Japanese Buddhism revolves around a quest for Satori just as Theraveda Buddhism revolves
         around a quest for Nirvana. There is no apparent difference between the two ideas.
         Japanese Buddhists also recognize the same history that has been described here and
         the same major divisions between Hinayana and Mahayana. 
      

      
      In the Nara period (710–784 CE), when Buddhism became a state religion, there were
         six named schools: Sanron, Hosso, Kegon, Jositsu, Kusha, and Ritsu. The relations between them are complex and much debated. It is, however, well accepted
         that they were generally closer to Theravada than later movements, more important
         for the educated aristocracy than the general population, and mainly focused on relatively
         sophisticated matters of cosmology, time, matter, causation, and the description of
         how one avoids extremes in pursuit of the middle way. 
      

      
      In the subsequent Heian period (795–1185), coinciding with the Tang Dynasty in China,
         the main schools were Tendai and Shingon. Tendai corresponds to Chinese Tientai, with
         the same notion that their most important knowledge was transmitted by direct mental
         communication through the line of teachers going back to the Buddha, rather than through
         texts and scholarly analysis. The founder was Saicho (Dengyo Daishi, 767–822) and
         the main center was the Enryaku temple on Mount Hiei, near Kyoto. Its central text
         is the Lotus Sutra. Shingon, founded by Kukai (Kobo Daishi, 774–835) is similar but
         affiliated with the Tantric tradition, less rationalistic and more emotive, intuitive,
         and speculative. The term shingon is the Sanskrit term mantra in Japanese transliteration. Spectacular rites and ceremonial practices were more
         prominent, with the repetitious reciting of mantras taking preference over analytic
         reflection. Like the Nara schools, Tendai and Shingon were of interest mainly to the
         educated aristocracy. 
      

      
      Toward the end of the Heian period, Tendai monks became militant and periodically
         antagonized the government. This began a long trend of increasing monastic political
         involvement and militancy, sometimes amounting to open warfare. This ended with the
         forceful and systematic suppression of Buddhist power by the Tokugawa Shogunate.
      

      
      In the subsequent Kamakura period (1185–1333), Tendai and Shingon were displaced by
         the “Pure Land,” or Amida, school and Nichiren. Amida directly corresponds to the
         Chinese Amitabha. The main idea was that the Buddha’s dharma had decayed on this earth
         and the only way to restore it and attain the Pure Land of the West (also described
         as the Pure Land of Ultimate Bliss) was by faith in the Buddha and calling on the
         Buddha’s name rather than by personal cultivation, discipline, and study. It was,
         therefore, also called nembutsu, “the way of the name” (The Japanese term transliterates the Sanskrit word for name,
         which is nām).  A variant of this was the Jodo Sect of Pure Land established by Honen (1133–1212)
         and the True Pure Land Sect (Jodo Shin Shu) established by Shinran (1173–1262). The first stressed the paramount importance
         of calling on the Buddha’s name, the latter the importance of calling on the name
         of the Amitabha Buddha. 
      

      
      Nichiren Buddhism magnified the idea of the deterioration of dharma into an approaching
         apocalypse. It is named for its founder, Nichiren (1222–1282). The period from 1206
         to 1282 saw a progressively more threatening series of attacks and invasion attempts
         by Ghengis Khan, who had already conquered China and Korea. The year of Nichiren’s
         death was the year these attacks were finally ended by the “divine wind” (kamikaze), a typhoon that destroyed the approaching Mongol fleet at sea. This also put an
         end to the stream of influences from the Korean peninsula generally. 
      

      
      The central text of Nichiren was, again, the Lotus Sutra and the method was nembutsu.
         But in opposition to the Pure Land school Nichiren made the Lotus sutra itself rather
         than the Buddha the focus of chant: namu myoho renge-kyo, “Reverence to the wonderful Law of the Lotus.” The sect was intolerant, ultra-nationalist,
         and militaristic. In 1261, Nichiren was arrested and exiled to a remote island. Thereafter
         he was consistently viewed as a source of dissension by the central authorities. His
         basic argument was that all these troubles are because you (the Kamakura Shogun, the
         Imperial family, and Amida Buddhists) are of the wrong faith. My faith is the right
         faith. It did not sit well.
      

      
      Nichiren continues to have followers. In Japan it is an officially recognized sect,
         the Nichiren Shoshu. The secretive Soka Gakkai sect is a lay offshoot of Nichiren.
         They formally split in 1991 when Nichiren priests “excommunicated” all Soka Gakkai
         members. Since then the two groups have been engaged in a bitter series of lawsuits
         and public arguments, partly for control of some temple properties in Japan but also
         more broadly for public sympathy and support. The Soka Gakkai claims 12 million members
         worldwide and is the only Japanese religious sect that sponsors a political party.
         This is the Komeito, “Clean Government party,” which it formed in 1964 with the declared
         aim of uniting religion and politics. Although the official ties have recently been
         severed by new Soka Gakkai leadership, the identification continues informally. Soka
         Gakkai describes itself as dedicated to serving the poor and promoting world peace.
         The central religious practice is chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo. Objectively, its public
         teachings offer little serious exposition of historic Buddhist themes and its clearest
         concern is with its own expansion.
      

      
      Zen

      
      Finally, Zen Buddhism has been much the most important form of Japanese Buddhism over
         the last four centuries and is closest to the Japanese mainstream. As already noted,
         Zen is the Japanese version of Chinese Chan Buddhism and came from China when Chan
         Buddhism itself was still new. 
      

      
      In the mid-twentieth century, the most important spokesman for Zen in the West was
         D. T. Suzuki. Like Lin Yutang and Sarvapali Radhakrishnan, Professor Suzuki was sure-footed
         in the modes of expression of both cultures and a master of the art of speaking plainly
         in terms Western readers can understand without assimilating the ideas he is explaining
         to Western preconceptions. Since he first began to write, Zen has become a pan-Pacific
         intellectual, philosophical, and artistic movement. There are now many capable spokesmen
         of Japanese, European, and American cultural backgrounds. The Zen Center of Los Angeles
         is internationally prominent in making Zen materials available in English; there are
         other Zen centers and study groups all up and down the West Coast of North America;
         and Zen landscape and architectural esthetics have become part of the general style
         of the region.
      

      
      There are three main schools: Rinzai, founded by Eisai (1141–1215), Soto, represented by Dōgen (1200–1253), and Obaku, represented by Ingen (1592–1673). Rinzai stresses sitting meditation and the use
         of koans. “What is the sound of one hand clapping?” is a Rinzai koan. Dōgen was a
         student of Eisai, and the difference between them was mainly that Dōgen argued that
         Eisai placed too much stress on the koan and sudden enlightenment. Dōgen held that
         there was no need to be that narrow. Thus they are not opposed but evolving developments
         of a single stream, with Dōgen moving back to the broader tradition from which Eisai’s
         Chan Buddhism was derived. 
      

      
      George Sioris has a very clear article on Japanese Buddhism in The Encyclopedia of Modern Asia. This summarizes the central themes: “the koan (Zen riddles), satori (instantaneous
         enlightenment), discipline, total obedience to the master, meditation, and work” (Sioris
         2002; 344). But the underlying point is that this is in pursuit of the same thing
         we see in the original texts of Theravada. It is mainstream Buddhism, not some tangential
         or superficial development off of it. The easiest way to see this is in a few famous
         quotes from the founders just noted. The first is from Eisai, describing the idea
         of the transmission of the basic truth of Chan from its origins through the monk Kashyapa
         directly mind to mind. Note how closely the description of the beginning of the chain
         of transmission paraphrases both the Vedic poem to Purusa and the Isha Upanishad:
         
      

      
      
         Great is Mind. Heaven's height is immeasurable, but Mind goes beyond heaven; the earth's
            depth is also unfathomable, but Mind reaches below the earth. The light of the sun
            and moon cannot be outdistanced, yet Mind passes beyond the light of sun and moon.
            The macrocosm is limitless, yet Mind travels outside the macrocosm. How great is Space!
            How great the Primal Energy! Still Mind encompasses Space and generates the Primal
            Energy. Because of it heaven covers and earth upbears. Because of it the sun and moon
            move on, the four seasons pass in succession, and all things are generated. Great
            indeed is Mind! Of necessity we give such a name to it, yet there are many others:
            the Highest Vehicle, the First Principle, the Truth of Inner Wisdom, the One Reality,
            the Peerless Bodhi, the Way to Enlightenment as taught in the Lankavātāra Sūtra, the
            Treasury of the Vision of Truth, and Insight of Nirvana. All texts in the Three Vehicles
            of Buddhism and in the eight treasuries of Scripture, as well as all the doctrines
            of the four schools and five denominations of Zen are contained in it. Shakya, the
            greatest of all teachers, transmitted this truth of the Mind to the golden-haired
            monk [Kashyapa], calling it a special transmission not contained in the scriptures.
            From the Vulture Peak it moved to Cockleg Cave, where it was greeted with a smile.
            (From Taishō daizōyō, Vol. 80, Zoku shoshūbu, p. 2; as quoted in Tsunoda et. al. 1958c:
            236)
         

         
      

      The next is from Dōgen and indicates his criticism: 

      
      
         There are Zen masters of a certain type who join in a chorus to deny that the sutras
            contain the true teaching of the Buddha. “Only in the personal transmission from one
            patriarch to another is the essential truth conveyed; only in the transmission of
            the patriarchs can the exquisite and profound secrets of Buddha be found.” Such statements
            represent the height of folly; they are the words of madmen. In the genuine tradition
            of the patriarchs there is nothing secret or special, not even a single word or phrase,
            at variance with the Buddhist sutras. Both the sutras and the transmission of the
            patriarchs alike represent the genuine tradition deriving from Shakyamuni Buddha.
            The only difference between them is that the patriarchs' transmission is a direct
            one from person to person. Who dares, then, to ignore the Buddha's sutras? Who can
            refuse to study them, who can refuse to recite them? Wisely has it been said of old,
            “It is you who get lost in the sutras, not the sutras that lead you astray.” Among
            our worthy predecessors there were many who studied the Scriptures. Therefore these
            loose-tongued individuals should be told, “To discard the sutras of the Buddha, as
            you say, is to reject the mind of the Buddha, to reject the body of the Buddha. To
            reject the mind and body of the Buddha is to reject the children [followers] of the
            Buddha. To reject the children of the Buddha is to reject the teaching of the Buddha.
            And if the teaching of the Buddha itself is to be rejected, why should not the teaching
            of the patriarchs be rejected? And when you have abandoned the teaching of the Buddha
            and the patriarchs, what will be left except a lot of bald-headed monks? Then you
            will certain deserve to be chastised by the rod. Not only would you deserve to be
            enslaved by the rulers of this world, but to be cast into Hell for punishment.”
         

         
      

      Finally, if the consistency of Dōgen’s position with the original Indian concerns
         is not clear enough in the previous quotation, he also says, “Look for Buddha outside
         your own mind, and Buddha becomes the devil.” Dōgen is also noted for the way he builds
         on the Chan tradition of nature symbols as philosophical similes, as in the widely
         quoted: 
      

      
      
         Enlightenment is like the moon reflected on the water. The moon does not get wet,
            nor is the water broken. Although its light is wide and great, The moon is reflected
            even in a puddle an inch wide. The whole moon and the entire sky Are reflected in
            one dewdrop on the grass. (in Shōbōgenzō, Genjo Kōan)
         

         
      

      Which in turn leads to the completely pictorial Japanese Zen haiku of Bashō (1644-1694).
         The following is his first poem after arriving at his mature style: 
      

      
      
         On a leafless bough

         
         In the gathering Autumn dusk:

         
         A solitary crow.

         
      

      And: 

      
      
         Listen! A frog

         
         Jumping into the stillness

         
         Of an Ancient pond!

         
      

      A haiku has a definite linguistic shape (in Japanese) of seventeen syllables in three
         lines, but much more than this links these two poems. It also involves a conceptual
         relationship between the opening and closing images and a very specific kind of sense
         that the poem wants to create. The imagery goes from the exceedingly concrete, mundane
         and clear to a step slightly beyond that and then, as though catapulted by the relation
         between these two, to an infinite quiet that is beyond them both but also, on reflection,
         within them both—and you. Bashō could tell when he got it right and with the right
         kind of attentiveness so can many readers.
      

      
      Bushido

      
      It would be incomplete from a Japanese point of view to describe Shinto, Confucianism,
         and Zen without indicating how they came together in Bushido, Japan’s “code of the
         warrior.” An iconic text is the story of the forty-seven ronin, reflecting what seems
         to have been an actual occurrence in 1702. 
      

      
      Ronin are samurai warriors without a lord to serve. Samuri were sworn to protect their
         lord and prohibited from leaving one lord to serve another—to assure that there would
         be no temptation to treachery. In the story, the daimyo of a group of samuri is unjustly
         accused and dishonored by another daimyo and thereby forced to commit suicide. This
         leaves his samuri as ronin. They swear revenge, and by an elaborate strategy that
         includes making themselves appear to be dissipated and dishonorable, they were finally
         able to get close to, and kill, the daimyo responsible. Then, since their actions
         had been unacceptable even though their motive had been only to seek justice, they
         all committed suicide in turn. 
      

      
      Since the samurai were at once the military class and the administrative class, they
         could not be anything like what one ordinarily thinks of as mercenaries. But neither
         could they be Chinese-style magistrates specializing in cultivation and refinement.
         They had to uphold a scheme of values that were appropriate for judges and civil administrators,
         but at the same time they had to be effective, tough, and obedient soldiers. The story
         displays the balance. An excellent film by director Kenji Mizoguchi, The 47 Ronin, displays the problems and solutions of the story with detail and sensitivity. 
      

      
      Bushido takes from Zen an attitude toward life and death that goes back to Krishna’s
         advice to Arjuna on the field at Kurukshetra, karma yoga: do your duty without concern
         for the consequences because it is your duty, and in it you will find your path to
         self-understanding and release. From Confucianism, in addition, it takes the values
         of piety and propriety in Confucian senses, a sense of responsibility to superiors
         that is balanced by responsibility to inferiors, a concern for ruling by example,
         and a view of administrative behavior as the equivalent of law. Finally, like Shinto,
         it embodies patriotism and love of the land. This is not all, but it is the nub. The
         problem was how to have a civilized society that was also a warrior society. Bushido
         was a solution. 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Many commentators on Japanese behavior and values call attention to the fact that
         it is an island nation. As such, it has quite different possibilities and needs for
         social cohesion than a continental civilization like China. So it should not be surprising
         that ideas taken from China to Japan do not have the same consequences. For over a
         thousand years, Japan’s fundamental problem has been fending off greater powers. From
         about 900 CE to 1500 the main threat was China. After that it was China and the Europeans.
         The solution has always involved some kind of accommodation: take what can make you
         stronger and fit it in to what you keep. It is very instructive to see how little
         the borrowed ideas changed in the process. Zen Buddhism is Buddhism. Confucianism
         is Confucianism. Even the militant and simplistic Pure Land is Pure Land. A basic
         question in studying these world religions is how ideas can spread across unlike cultures,
         even across cultures in conflict. The story of these traditions in Japan tells us
         much about the process.
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            1. In the early 1540s, both Japan and China had initially welcomed Christian missionaries
                  along with Portuguese trade and military technology and there were rapid increases
                  in the numbers of converts. Both soon found, however, that the idea that one could
                  not be both a Christian and a Buddhist or Confucian or other “heathen” led to disorder.
                  Both then followed with policies of containment. The Chinese efforts failed. The Japanese
                  efforts under the Tokugawa succeeded. Christianity was completely suppressed, Confucianism
                  was made the state ideology and Buddhism was brought under government sponsorship
                  and control.
               

            

         

         
            2. Tsunoda et al., 1958: 25-26, quoted as adapted from Aston, Nihongi, I, 10-14.

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 7

      Conclusion

      
         
         
      

      
      It should now be clear that there is great diversity in the purposes and character
         of the different recognized religions. It does not matter if the tradition originates
         in the East or the West. They are all global now. They are part of a worldwide flow
         of ideas, people, and values. There is no one subject or belief that they all share
         with each other but that they do not share with other cultural systems. They all share
         a concern with the meaning of life given the fact of death, but so do systems of law
         and philosophy. They all define a type of community, but the organizational character
         of these religious communities varies enormously and other systems of ideas define
         still other types of community. They all have offices and ceremonies, but so do all
         the other world cultural systems. Most of the religions have been tied to governmental
         organizations and ideologies, but so have non-religions. Nearly all have been associated
         with social revolutions or counter-revolutions, but so have other idea-systems. And
         they are all exceedingly flexible, subject to a wide range of interpretations and
         uses. While there are in each tradition voices of intolerance and hostility toward
         other traditions, there is no case in which such voices are unopposed within their
         own tradition and few cases in which they represent the mainstream for a long period
         of time. 
      

      
      In addition, as I noted at the outset, each religious tradition has its own definition
         of what religion is in general and insofar as there is a basic premise to any of these
         systems of ideas and their uses, these basic definitions provide it. The general definition
         of religion that each tradition provides is very much the handle by which the tradition
         can be grasped—by design and as a result of a long process of cultural evolution.
         But it is never a handle for grasping all religions.
      

      
      Since religious ideas and organizations are only one type of institution found in
         any society, to assess the impact of religion on people’s lives or on the society
         as a whole we cannot simply look at religious ideas themselves and accept what they
         seem to imply. We also have to see what those other systems are and how they are logically
         related to one another. If a religion is a state religion, ideas are likely to have
         very different implications than they would if it is not a state religion. If it is
         not a state religion in a state that maintains religious tolerance, different ideas
         might be focused on than if it is not the state religion in a state that is not tolerant.
         If the economy is industrial or if it is agricultural, different ideas are likely
         to have different implications. And as we have seen repeatedly, the moral import of
         religion is likely to depend heavily on whether religion provides the main system
         of law in the society, one competing system of law, or has nothing to do with law.
         Finally, religious ideas have different meanings for human life and society if the
         society in question is religiously pluralistic or relatively monolithic. We can see
         what the main ideas of each tradition are and we can see how and to what extent they
         persist, but we cannot say that they have any one set of individual or social implications
         in a detailed or very specific sense because in fact they do not. 
      

      
      All other conclusions apply only to some aspects of some traditions in some places.
         
      

      
      Religion and Social Development

      
      One question that is often asked about religious traditions is whether they have an
         effect on economic and social development. There are times and places where a religion
         seems to be associated with economic progress, and there are times and places where
         a religion seems to hold it back. The Sikh religion, in Punjab, is regularly credited
         by Sikhs and others with helping advance the Green Revolution there in the 1960s.
         National Shinto, in Japan, was closely associated with military rule and social regimentation
         that led to initial military success and ultimate military, social, and political
         disaster. How do we explain this? 
      

      
      The answer is that we do not do it on the model of Weber’s social-psychological determinism—the
         “ethic” of the “religion” promoting a “spirit” that the economic activity requires.
         Governmental policy and law are far more immediately salient. A local religious tradition
         may, however, provide ideas and organizations that can be used to promote such public
         policy. Sometimes the religious leadership facilitates or encourages such a use. There
         is an obvious logical association between the emphasis on freedom of association in
         radical Protestantism (not Calvinism) and the importance of voluntary associations
         in political democracy, and there is an equally obvious association between strong
         legal support for voluntary associations and the ability to form businesses. I do
         not doubt that the Protestant synthesis of the American Great Awakenings supported
         American social and economic progress, but it was not because of some mysterious influence
         of the religion on behavior that produced progress unthinkingly. It was because the
         values discussed and agreed upon in the churches and camp meetings were the values
         of thinking people. They were explicitly formulated as the values that both democracy
         and progress depended on—and they were right. The association between Sikhism and
         agricultural development in Punjab is through the electoral system. The Sikh leadership
         is elected, and the election processes are used to debate policies that represent
         the spirit of sacrifice for the community as opposed to selfishness. Since most rural
         Sikhs are farmers, the policies that are discussed include matters important to agriculture,
         such as land reform and rural credit cooperatives. Politicians running for state office
         sought the votes of these same farmers, so they supported the same positions. They
         thus became state law, and they worked. 
      

      
      In Italy, the Southern zone is Catholic and historically poor, but the Northern zone
         is equally Catholic and highly industrialized. It is also an area of strong Republics,
         city-states, going back to Roman times, while the South developed a stronger landed
         aristocracy and more feudal relationships. And as I have described, national Shinto
         did not cause militarism but was developed by those who favored militarism to organize
         support for it. The subsequent de-nationalization has been equally deliberate and
         equally consciously aimed at a larger public purpose. 
      

      
      In short, the causes of development or lack of development are elsewhere. Religious
         ideas and organizations can be useful for formulating policy or for organizing support
         for it, or to undermine it.
      

      
      Religion and Ethics

      
      Religion is most definitely not the source of all ethical systems. It is not the highest
         form of ethics. Nor is it the most encompassing ethical system of a society. What
         we have seen is that there are two basic views of ethics that recur in the various
         religious traditions but also in other kinds of organizational traditions. This wide
         distribution at the inception of all of these widely distributed religious idea systems
         tells us that the ethical idea systems predate all of these systems, probably by a
         very long time (Leaf and Read 2012: 46-96). In their original forms most of the religious
         idea systems cleave to or build on one or the other ethical idea-system, but as time
         goes on in most of the traditions people devise some way to have both. 
      

      
       In their most basic forms these two systems boil down to an opposition between two
         very familiar images: hierarchy versus community, submission versus consensus. 
      

      
      In the community perspective, rules arise from mutual agreement. Agreement must be
         arrived at freely or it is not agreement but domination. This requires two things:
         facts recognized in common and principles recognized as universal. Principles recognized
         as universal, in turn, depend on reciprocity: what applies to me must also apply to
         you, and we both must recognize this. Since what people agree on can change and depends
         on circumstances, ethical rules in this framework are situational. This is what we
         see in Confucius’ principle of not doing to others as you would not have them do to
         you, Vedantic non-violence combined with the conception of the universality of mind,
         Buddha's conception of “right” action, the idea of duty in the Bhagavad-Gita, the
         conception of the Sikh community represented by the Sikh initiation with amrit, Isaiah's
         “Come let us reason together,” Jesus's principle of doing to others as they would
         do to you, the imagery of the Synoptic Gospels generally, Sufi conceptions of Islam
         and of religion in general, the Athenian polytheism that Socrates was charged with
         undermining, the Sophism of Protagoras, the imagery of the Roman Republic's constitutional
         doctrine of Vox Populi Vox Dei, and Kant’s universal maxim—among many others. 
      

      
      In the hierarchical view, on the other hand, ethics is a matter of submitting to authority
         or following commands, laws, or principles. This authority or these laws are assumed
         to be absolute, not relative. The only problem, according to its proponents, is to
         determine what they are and this is why there must be a supreme interpretive authority.
         Systems differ in what this principle or authority is and in the way it is justified.
         They also differ in reasons for submitting to such authority. Sometimes it is for
         a purpose, such as self or community preservation. Sometime it is simply because they
         are rules or laws—or the rules or laws. This is what we see in Zoroastrian monotheism and the association
         of the king with Ahura Mazda, Judaic monotheism, the Neo-Platonic imagery of the Gospel
         of John, Shinto mythology that emphasizes the line of descent from the Gods through
         the emperor, the Christian idea of doctrine as something the laity must accept but
         need not understand, the Catholic doctrine of prophetic succession, the hierarchical
         system of knowledge and authority of Aquinas' Summa, the Roman imperial constitutional doctrine that the Emperor is the voice of the
         law, some Sikh interpretations of Khalistan, Indian neo-fascism justified by the idea
         of Hindutva, Soka Gakkai authoritarianism, Deobandi and Wahhabi conceptions of Islam
         (Leaf 2014), and recurrent Chinese legalism—also among many others.
      

      
      Of course there are wide ranges of interpretation and elaboration of each ethical
         idea system in its many applications. I have listed the hierarchical positions in
         the previous paragraph in rough order of the degree to which they justify subjecting
         the mass of the community to the arbitrary use of force by the leadership. There is
         an enormous difference between the benign paternalistic authoritarianism of Cyrus
         conceptualized in the imagery of Zoroastrianism and the self-consciously ruthless
         authoritarianism of Han Fei’s or Mao Zedong’s legalism. Cyrus, as the declared embodiment
         of all things good, was obligated to demonstrate responsiveness to the judgment of
         his subjects concerning how well he did it. Qin and Mao, as defenders of the state
         by enforcing conformance to law by inflicting torture and death, were under no such
         obligation. Responsiveness would itself have been non-compliance. 
      

      
      I cannot order the community idea systems along the same kind of continuum, but clearly
         Jain community organization is very different from Buddhist community organization.
         Buddhist community organization is very different from Confucian state organization,
         and the idea system behind Taoist individualism would be hard to fit to the Sikh idea
         of self-sacrifice. So in the end, the core ideas remain different and the kinds of
         organizations they have been used to build and justify remain distinct. Individual
         liberty does not have the same moral value or social implications in the communitarian
         ideologies and in the hierarchical ideologies, and neither does unquestioning obedience.
         
      

      
      I cannot see when this opposition began, but I can understand why they both persist.
         They exist because they represent a choice of two basic ways to run most organizations:
         either by command or consensus. Either one person or subset of people will tell the
         rest what to do, or everyone will decide together or on an ongoing basis. The both
         continue to be used because neither can be the only framework for forming all organizations
         in any one reasonably complex community. There are some circumstances in which command
         works best, and others where consensus works best. So people preserve both. 
      

      
      But it is possible in a community to decide which will have general priority. Will
         we have consensual organizations in the context of an overall totalitarian or authoritarian
         system, or will we have authoritarian organizations in the context of (and under the
         authority of) an overall consensual system? 
      

      
      For most of recorded history, with a few notable exceptions, the dominant pattern
         has been authoritarian overall frameworks with various degrees of consensual control
         in local communities: empires with some of the local communities in them being republics
         or consensual democracies of some kind. For the last two hundred years, we have seen
         the increasing spread of democratic national states and a democratic international
         order, setting the framework for allowable uses of authority in localized instances.
         I have not tried to conceal my personal view that this is far better and that most
         of humanity agrees when they are free to so. But it is a vast and many-sided argument
         and we have a long way to go to resolve it.
      

      
      Final Thought

      
      Some argue that religion is obsolete. Its time is past. Although I hope that this
         is true for religion as a basis of government, these traditions are still the way
         a large part of the world’s people encounter their most penetrating philosophy. They
         provide the ideas and organizations they use for public discussion of many matters
         of great practical importance and for their most carefully wrought and powerful works
         of art. For many people, the ideas provide an important sense of purpose and coherence
         for their lives in the face of their difficulties defined in other institutional terms,
         and also for the inescapable fact of their mortality. In countries with secular governments,
         religious organizations often provide a sense of community and community support on
         a more personal and manageable scale than do those governments. 
      

      
      Like medicine, science, government, and education, the world religions are part of
         our common heritage. I see no objection in principle to evaluating one against the
         others or otherwise debating their relative merits just as we would debate the relative
         merits of different forms of government or systems of education. But this is a sterile
         exercise for most of us, who have no real need to choose one as against another. It
         is far more important to understand what each one means for those who already identify
         with it. They are cultural languages, and as the world grows smaller and as historically
         separated communities more and more frequently intermix, it is increasingly important
         to understand how to translate one to the other. 
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