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Chapter One

The Problem and the Context 

0 grandfather Bharata, tell me how this word rajii., which is so 
prevalent, originated. (The riljii) has hands, head, neck, back, 
arms, stomach, intellect, and senses, and is as prone to grief and 
joy as any one of us (and yet) how does he alone protect the entire 
earth, full of noble and brave men, and why do people desire to 
earn his favour? 

Yudhi�µiira to Bhi�ma in the Santi Parvan.

I 

T
he origin and acceptance of monarchy, the problem which 
intrigued Yudhi��hira, continues to attract the attention of 
present-day historians. This is partly owing to the recogni

tion of the 'centrality of power and authority in shaping the course 
of a society' (Saberwal 1984: 2) and the consequent need to identify 
and analyze institutions through which relations of power and 
authority are structured in specific societies. 1 In the early Indian 
context monarchy has by and large been regarded as the ideal 
political institution2 in the dominant tradition.3 I will_ focus in

1 The recognition of the exercise of power as legitimate is the distinguishing 
feature of authority, which is exercised 'most characteristically in a network of 
clearly defined hierarchical- roles' (Peabody 1968: 474). 

2 Other possibilities recognized in early literature include the ga7_1{1-Sa7!1ghas,
often equated with oligarchies or republics. However, even within the Buddhist 
tradition, which reflects considerable sympathy for the ga7_1(1-Sa7!1ghas, the ideal 
polity is conceived of not as an oligarchy but as a monarchy under rhe sway of 
the cakkavattin or universal ruler, as for instance in the Cakkavatti Sihanada 
Suttanta (Rhys Davids and Rhys Davids 1977: 59-76). 

3 The dominant tradition is manifested through a range of media. For
instance, with reference to the spread of the Ramayar,za, Thapar (1980: 664--665) 
observes: 'It is significant that the rendering of the text into regional languages 
tends to coincide with the establishment of strong monarchical kingdoms on 
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particular on the emergence of monarchy in north India from 
c eighth to fourth centuries BC. 

The significance of the area and period under consideration is 
widely recognized (e.g. Thapar 1984) and it is well-established that 
important changes occurred within the time-space framework out
lined above. These include the growing importance of settled 
agriculture associated with the use of iron tools.4 It has been ob
served that 'fixed settlement traps people into living with each other, 
co-operating and devising complex forms of social organization. 
The metaphor of a cage is appropriate' (Mann 1986: 42, italics 
original). However, the nature of the social organization which 
emerges is likely to vary substantially according to the specificities 
of each situation. For instance, the cultivation of small plots by 
households may lead to the emergence of peasant proprietors 
whereas more extensive cultivation requiring social cooperation may 

an extensive scale in the same areas. The translations therefore, apart from the 
religious message of propagating the cult of Vishnu, were also a subtle means 
of eulogizing the monarchical state'. This is not surprising, given the 'centrality 
of the ruler to orderly society' (Brockington 1984: 124) reflected in the epic. 

4 The importance of iron technology in stimulating historical change has 
been variously assessed. According to Chakrabarti (1985: 84): 'the beginning of 
iron was a slow process and unlikely to have led to what has been called the 
"second urbanization" in the Gangetic valley'. A. Ghosh (1973: 10), while 
agreeing that 'the metal did not produce any spurt in the material prosperity of 
the society', points out chat chis was, nonetheless, 'the period when political 
janapadaswere being formed (ibid.)', indicating the contemporaneity of the two 
developments, alchough denying any processual links between the two. Such 
connections have been emphasized by Kosambi (1956: 147) who linked the rise 
ofMagadha to its 'near monopoly over the main source of contemporary power, 
the metals'. More recently, R.S. Sharma (1983a: 105) focuses on the wide-rang
ing implications and possibilities inherent in the use of iron technology. Broadly, 
he associates the use of iron with the development and intensification of agricul
ture in the Ganga valley. This was made possible through the use of iron axes 
for clearing the dense forests of the region, thus permitting the extension of the 
area under culcivation, and through the development of the iron ploughshare, 
especially useful for ploughing the heavy alluvial soil of the area effectively. The 
possibility of agricuftural expansion thus opened up is thought to have provided 
the basis for a wide range of socio-political changes, including social stratification, 
the emergence of the state and the growrh of urban centres. 
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prevent the development of exclusive ownership (ibid.: 51). While 
iron technology in itself did not 'cause' socio-political transforma
tion, it opened up possibilities which were exploited within a 
specific historical context. The archaeological evidence also indi
cates a remarkable increase in the number of settlements, reflecting 
significant demographical changes.5 This was possibly accompanied
by a growing interaction among the inhabitants of the area, ap
parent in the spread of the PGW through the Ganga-Yamuna doab 
and beyond. The PGW has been recovered from as many as 650 
sites (Makkhan Lal 1984: 55). While in many cases the PGW level 
marks the beginning of the settlement, it is also found stratified 
above the levels of the late Harappan (e.g. Alamgirpur), Ochre 
Coloured Pottery (e.g. Hastinapur), and Black and Red Ware (e.g. 
Atranjikhera) (ibid.: 57). Each of these cultures was associated with 
distinctive subsistence strategies6 and specific socio-cultural ideals,
the latter being most clearly reflected in the pottery itsel£ Hence, 
the spread of the PGW may indicate growing contact amongst the 
peoples associated with these cultures and the consequent evolution 
of a composite socio-political structure.7 

Textual sources, moreover, provide us with a means of under-

5 This is evident from the data on the Painted Grey Ware (henceforth PGW) 
culture and the Northern Black Polished Ware (henceforth NBP) culture. In 
an analysis of the PGW and NBP sites of the Kanpur district, Makkhan Lal 
(1989: 49) suggests that population may have more than doubled from the first 
phase to the second (i.e. between c 800 and 500 BC) rising from an average of 
2.35 per sq km to 6.15 per sq km. At the same time the average distance between 
settlements decreased from 13 kms to 9 kms. 

6 For instance the evidence from Atranjikhera indicates that rice, barley, gram 
and khesari were associated with OCP levels, the BRW levels yielded evidence 
of rice and moong, whereas the PGW levels were associated with rice, wheat 
and barley (Gaur 1983). Structural remains associated with each level also show 
important variations (ibid.). 

7 The emergence of a stratified socio-political structure is also evident in the
distribution of the PGW vis-a-vis ocher pottery rypes. It has been estimated that 
the PGW constitutes between three and ten per cent of the entire pottery 
assemblage at any given site (Makkhan Lal 1984: 57). Given the fact that this 
was a deluxe ware and that the PGW shapes were replicated in other coarser 
fabrics, it is evident that there were socio-economic and political differences 
among those who made· and/or used different rypes of pottery. 
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standing this and related processes. 8 Amongst the crucial changes
discernible are the 'transition to class society and state formation' 
(RS. Sharma 19836: 34) related to which was a changing definition 
of power which 'became less an instrumental value (viewed from 
the perspective of the collectivity as a whole) and, increasingly an 
end in itself, the basis of a hierarchy of privilege' (Drekmeier 1962: 
93). These changes were reflected initially in the development of 
an elaborate sacrificial ritual (Ghoshal 19666: 21) which gradually 
gave way to a multi-layered system of legitimation. 

Scholars analyzing the emergence of monarchy in this context 
have long been aware of its complex nature. fu Law (1960: 94) 
pointed out: 

The 'rise of kingship' being a single expression does not in a strict 
logical sense stand for a single effect from a single cause. It is a general 
expression for several phenomena which from the logical standpoint 
are different and attributable to different totalities of conditions. 

However, if the problem is complex, it is also true that it has been 
studied in detail by a number of historians over the past century 
or so. 

Modern (late nineteenth and twentieth century) studies of the 
early Indian polity have, to a great extent, been related to the 
contemporary socio-political context, as has been recognized by 
R.S. Sharma (1991: 1) and Thapar (1978: 1-25). Sharma in fact 
specifically suggests that the post-1857 period witnessed the begin
ning of serious investigations into India's past as the British felt the 
need to know more about their subjects on the assumption that 
ignorance in this respect had contributed to the upsurge of 1857. 
More generally, the context from which such studies emerged was 
one of colonialism. 

Western scholarship on India may be broadly divided into two 
strands (Thapar 1978) typified by the Orientalists and Utilitarians 
respectively. The former is possibly best represented by Max Muller, 

8 These are in fact 'topics on which archaeology is most reticent, such as 
religious beliefs and political ideas' (Allchin and Allchin 1983: 316). This is not 
to deny the potential of archaeology to answer such questions, evident in recent 
studies (e.g. Brumfiel 1989: 132, Kus 1989: 152, Miller 1989: 76). 
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who romanticized certain aspects of the past, especially those as
sociated with the 'pristine Aryan civilization'. While this was to a 
certain extent detrimental, as an idealized picture of the past gained 
widespread currency, Max Muller also contributed substantially by 
editing and translating numerous Sanskrit texts, leading to a dis
semination of information about sources available for hi$torical 
studies. 

If the Orientalists treated some aspects of India's past with a 
certain amount of respect, the Utilitarian approach as exemplified 
in the work of Mill (1858) y,as one of criticism and contempt. The 
reconstruction of the past which emerged from the perspective, very 
often as inaccurate as the Orientalist version, was extremely power
ful, as it served an obvious political purpose in justifying the im
position of British rule-iflndia's past was dismal, the British could 
justifiably be proud of shouldering the 'white man's burden' and 
'civilizing' those entrusted to their custody.9

Neither of these approaches was strictly speaking historical, as 
both used data from Indian history (often rather uncritically) in 
order to prove a point, rather than to arrive at an understanding 
of the past. Further, both tended to ignore or minimize, for different 
reasons, the existence of political institutions in early India. Thus, 
Max Mi.iller (1968: 31), in an attempt to idealize the past, wrote: 

The Hindus were a nation of philosophers. Their struggles were the 
struggles of thought: their past, the problem of creation; their future, 
the problem of existence . . . It might therefore be justly said that 
India has no place in the political history of the world. 

From a different perspective, Mill (1858: 117) argued that Hindu 
culture and civilization were worthless and static. 

It is within this intellectual background that the earliest modern 

9 This is not to deny that the Orientalist perspective was also related to che
contemporary socio-political situation. Orientalists such as Jones undertook the 
study of Indian languages to cope with the practical problems of governing an 
alien people, while less hard-headed scholars such as Max Muller often tended 
to glorify early Indian institutions as a reaction to the contemporary situation 
in Europe, somewhat inadvertently contributing to the myth of che Aryan race 
in the process. 
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Indian writing on the theme has co be viewed. 10 The very approach 
of focusing on early Indian political ideas and institutions marked 
a crucial breakthrough, opening up a new area of investigation 
which had hitherto been ignored. This was obviously, and very 
often explicitly, linked to the emergence of the national movement 
(R.S. Sharma 1991: 3)-for instance, Alcekar (1962: iv), in the 
preface co the first edition of State and Government in Ancient India, 
which appeared in 1949, hoped chat his work would provide 'les
sons for the present', chat is, for che Indian government of the 
post-Independence era. 

Another significant development was chat most of the scholars 
working within chis tradition posited the existence of a golden age 
in the remote past, and implicitly or explicitly grappled with the 
notion of historical change. Very often, changes were simply docu
mented rather than explained (e.g. Alcekar 1962: 309). Neverthe
less, this was a useful corrective co the western view of India's past 
as static and unchanging. 

The new approach also resulted in the revaluation and sys

tematization of an enormous amount of textual data, laying the 
basis for later works on the theme. This led co a search for old 
manuscripts, and co the discovery of the ArthaJastra of Kau!ilya in 
1905, which has been described as 'an epoch-making event in the 
history of the study of ancient Indian polity' (R.S. Sharma 1991: 4). 
In a sense, nationalist scholars were following in the footsteps of 
the Orientalists, but ac the same time, by re-examining Sanskrit 
texts, and by discovering new sources, they were offering a successful 
challenge to the Orientalist notion of an unchanging, idyllic past. 

The close relationship between the national movement and 
historians, which was in a sense inevitable given the role of the 
urban intelligentsia in the former (R.S. Sharma 1991: 4) was thus, 
to a certain extent, fruitful. Nevertheless, it created problems as 
well. These were parcly related co the face that many of these works 

1
° For the present purpose, I have grouped both pre-Independence and 

post-Independence nationalist writers in a single category, owing to the common 
perspective which underlies their works. Besides, I have attempted to provide 
an illustrative rather than an exhaustive survey. 
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(e.g. Ghoshal 1966b: 9-13, Bhandarkar 1963) were in the nature 
of a reaction to western conceptions about Indian political institu
tions or the lack of them. While the critique offered was often valid, 
it was limited by the fact that Indian scholars attempted to challenge 
individual elements of western historical (or ahistorical) construc
tions, rather than question the entire framework. For instance, Gho
shal (ibid.) challenges Bloomfield's (1972: 4-5) notion that the 
institution of iiiramas made men indifferent to political and social 
developments, but does not attempt to contextualize the evolution 
of the institution and develop an alternative analysis of it. 

More pernicious was the tendency to eulogize the past. In part 
this was an understandable reaction to Utilitarian attempts to de
value it, but the misuse of historical data for ideological purposes 
once again contributed to preventing the development of a more 
objective historical understanding. 

Attempts to glorify the past very often postulated the existence 
of an independent Indian intellectual tradition (Ghoshal 1966b: 
3), an idea which was occasionally expressed in communal or racist 
terms (e.g. Jayaswal 1943: 3). As a consequence, the explanations 
offered for the emergence of political ideas and institutions often 
border on the mystical, being attributed in some instances to the 
'essential genius' of Indians (Ghoshal 1966b: 3). 

Very often, moreover, explanations tended to degenerate into 
apologies or justifications. This was especially true where institu
tions which did not appear desirable from the present perspective 
were discovered. Such apologies often took the form of pointing 
out similar developments in the west. For instance, in discussing 
the emergence of monarchy in early India, Altekar (1962: 377) 
finds comfort in the fact that 'this phenomenon was not peculiar 
to ancient India; it repeated itself in ancient Europe also, where we 
find the republics in Greece and Italy being gradually supplanted 
by monarchies and empires'. 

The search for and the creation of a glorious past also occasional
ly resulted in ahistorical attempts to establish equations between 
early Indian institutions and nineteenth or twentieth century ones, 
claiming priority for the former. This led to such absurdities as the 
discovery of the concept of the welfare state in the Smrtis (Ghoshal 
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1966b: 4) and the description of early Hindu kingship as national 
Qayaswal 1943: 220). Such unjustified claims unfortunately vitiated 
serious scholarship. 

Inevitably, the attempts to establish the priority of Indian in
stitutions resulted in a certain amount of analytical confusion, as 
early, and probably specifically Indian concepts were reduced to 
what were regarded as their western equivalents. This is reflected 
in the virtually uniform translation of the term riiji/ 1 as king and 
riijya as kingdom (e.g. Ghoshal 1966b: 20) irrespective of context, 
ignoring changes in the significance of such terms which emerge 
when reductionist tendencies are avoided. 

Despite its limitations, the nationalist historiographical tradi
tion proved extremely influential, as is dear from an examination 
of post-independence, source-based studies of the Brahm�as and 
Srauta Si"mas (e.g. Basu 1969, R.N. Sharma 1977, Ram Gopal 
1983). Such works exemplify both the strengths and the weaknesses 
of this tradition. On the one hand, they are extremely informative 
and descriptive, collating extant textual evidence, but on the other 
hand, they tend to idealize and decontextualize the past. Thus, in 
his search for modern equivalents, Basu (1969: xxix) equates the 
purohita with the Prime Minister. 

At a more general level, the tendency to idealize the past is also 
evident in the notion that there was 'complete social harmony 
among the four constituents of the then existing society'. (R.N. 
Sharma 1977: 57). If this was indeed the case, there would have 
been no need to devise rites by means of which the brahma and 
the k�atra could dominate the vis and occasionally the fudra. 12 

Similarly, the evidence of tension which is often explicit in the 
brahmanical tradition is glossed over. For example, political institu
tions and relations are specifically idealized, some authors arguing 
for the existence of cordiality between the ruler and ruled (e.g. Basu 
1969: xxix). 

11 Apart from the term raja, brahma, dhannaand karmawhich are commonly
used in English in the nominative form, I will use the unconjugated stems for 
other Sanskrit terms, except where entire phrases are cited. 

12 Examples of such rituals are discussed in subsequent chapters. 
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While such approaches have been of limited value, recent 
decades have witnessed a fruitful exploration of alternative pos
sibilities, both in India and the west. Western scholarship has been 
enriched through the sociological and anthropological insights of 
scholars such as Drekmeier (1962) and Dumo:it (1970) on the one 
hand, and the linguistic studies of Heesterman (1957) and Gonda 
(1969) on the other. To a certain extent, such works continue the 
earlier orientalist tradition of attempting to learn from the east. 13

For Drekmeier (1962: 2) for example: 

A knowledge of primitive cultures and ancient civilizations is of 
particular value in focusing our attention on the significance of myth 
in giving meaning and purpose to life, in explaining the fact of death 
and catastrophe, and in holding groups of men together. 

Nevertheless, Drekmeier (ibid.) does recognize the need to locate 
religious and political ideas and institutions within a socio
economic context, although he points out the problem inherent in 
establishing a simplistic connection between the two. 

The second theme which runs through many of these works is 
an attempt to 'see the world through the eyes of the Vedic Indian 
himself (Heesterman 1957: 5). While the problems of this are 
recognized (e.g. Drekmeier 1962: 4), the perspective is valuable in 
at least consciously eschewing tendencies to use the past to argue 
about the present. Nevertheless, the idea of turning to the east in 
search of answers to fundamental questions of human existence 
often condition such reconstructions both in terms of the data 
selected for analysis and in terms of the interpretations offered. 

Heesterman's (1957) analysis of the riijasuya (one of the major 
rituals legitimizing rulership) illustrates some of these tendencies. 
According to him, the rajasuya represents the re-enactment of a 
cosmic drama, of 'birth and death, integration and disintegration, 
ascension and descent' (ibid.: 6). While such an analysis may have 
a certain validity, given the fact that a complex ritual such as the 

13 In fact, such scholarship has been characterized as neo-orientalist (R.S.
Sharma 1991: xxvi}. 
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rajasuya operated at a number of levels, the constant search for 
symbols of cosmic regeneration makes Heesterman's study some
what tedious and lopsided, and the social context, which is often 
explicitly manipulated in the course of the sacrifice, is ignored. 
Besides, some of these works (e.g. Gonda 1969, Dumont 1970) 
tend to be ahistorical, sometimes explicitly so. 

Despite these limitations, such works have been valuable in 
recognizing the significance of the dominant religious/ ritual tradi
tion in early Indian history. This revaluation is particularly useful 
because it opens up new possibilities of exploring the tradition as 
a whole, instead of using data from it to argue for or against various 
positions. 

Attempts to evolve alternative, specifically historical approaches 
by Indian scholars have also proved to be extremely fruitful. Two 
outstanding contributions to the analysis of the theme have been 
by R.S. Sharma (1989, 1991) and Thapar (1984). Both historians 
locate the emergence and development of political institutions 
within what is viewed as a changing socio-economic context, of, 
broadly speaking, greater differentiation. This perspective marks a 
fundamental, conscious break with the earlier historiographical 
tradition in attempting to understand the past as a dynamic rather 
than as a static system. Further, methodologically, the earlier de
pendence on textual analysis has been substantially modified by the 
use of anthropological, sociological, and above all, archaeological 
tools and data. As a result, our understanding of early Indian 
political processes has been considerably enriched. Nevertheless, 
certain aspects of the social context remain relatively unexplored. 
These pertain in particular to issues such as kinship and gender. 
Recent ethno-historical studies (e.g. Gailey 1987) point to the 
existence of certain crucial links between changes in the kinship 
structure and the emergence of kingship, related to the growing 
demands on the produce of kin communities to meet the require
ments of the state machinery. The examination of such possibilities 
is useful in provjding insight into the context of political processes. 
It also enables us to focus on the links between the emergence of 
the state and changes in the economy aqd gender and kinship 
relationships, formulated by Engels (1884/1972) over a century 
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ago. 14 These possibilities have been explored, refined, and oc
casionally challenged in the context of early civilizations such as 
Mesopotamia (Rohrlich 1980, Lerner 1986) and in Gailey's (1987) 
study ofTonga. 15 

Related in part to this shift in focus of political analyses, at 
another level, the last decade in particular has witnessed a number 
of attempts to analyze the nature of power and define domination, 
sharpening our understanding of political processes. This is evident, 
for instance, in the notion of power as implying a dynamic relation
ship between the dominant and the dominated (Miller 1989: 64). 
Specifically, people who have either willingly or unwillingly sur
rendered power to leaders retain, in most situations, some option 
of either withdrawing these powers or of moving away from the 
spheres of power which emerge (Mann 1986: 67). The complex 
nature of power is also suggested by the identification off our sources 
of social power: ideological, economic, military, and political 
(Mann 1986: 6) . 16 The fact that control of these four sources need 
not coincide contributes to the process of historical change. 17 In 
any given situation, moreover, power includes 'distributive and 

14 The links Engels envisaged were compl�, attempting 'to relate men and
women, town and country, kinship and state, forms of property, systems ofland 
tenure, convertibiliry of wealth, forms of exchange, the technology of food 
production, and forms of trade, to name a few, into a systematic historical 
account' (Rubin 1975: 210). 

15 More general critiques of Engels' s work are available in Sacks (I 975), Lane 
(1976) and Bloch (1985). 

16 Runciman's (1982: 361) definition of power is somewhat similar: 'The 
powers of any and all rulers derive from some combination of (1) possession of 
or control over the sources and distribution of wealth and therewith the ability 
to offer or withhold the means of subsistence, (2) attribution by subjects and/or 
fellow-citizens of superior honour or prestige whether deriving from sacred or 
secular personal or institutional charisma, and therewith the ability to attract 
and retain a following, and (3) command of the technical and organizational 
means of physical coercion and therewith the ability to impose obedience by 
force.' 

17 For instance, Mann (1986: 67) points out that 'elites have rarely been 
unitary. Elders, lineage heads, bigmen, and chiefs have possessed overlapping, 
competitive authorities, viewed one another suspiciously ... '. 
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collective, exploitative and functional' elements (Mann 1986: 6). 18

Besides, power may appear as either authoritative power operating 
through definite commands, requiring conscious obedience, or as 
diffused power which 'typically comprises, not command and 
obedience, but an understanding that these practices are natural or 
moral or result from self-evident common interest' (ibid.: 8) or as 
a combination of both elements. There has also been a growing 
awareness of the fact that power 'is an aspect of nearly all social 
relationships' and that politics refers to 'the distribution, main
tenance, and the exercise of and struggle for power within a social 
unit' (Cohen 1979: 85). 

At the same time, there has been a growing interest in the means 
of communication, so essential for the effective exercise of power. 19 

Such analyses of power relations have led to a re-examination of 
the nature of institutions such as the family, widely recognized as 
constituting an important locus for social reproduction.2° Clearly, 
the nature and process of social reproduction, the personnel in
volved and their relationships require analysis. This can provide us 
with an understanding of how power relations are enforced or 
contested in the day-to-day lives of men and women in the context 
of institutions such as kinship. 

However, most scholars who have focused on the emergence of 
political institutions in early India have avoided discussing such 
connections. Very few historians consider it even worth their while 

18 Distributive power refers to the uneven distribution of power within social
networks, where power benefits some as opposed to others, whereas collective 
power, as its very name suggests, refers to the power exercised by all participants 
in such relations. 

19 As Mann (1986: 136) observes, 'without effective passing of messages,
personnel, and resources, there can be no power'. 

20 Social reproduction 'includes not only the reproduction of the labour force 
through birth or acquisition, but also maintenance activities, socialization, and 
the replication of the ideological and political means of ensuring the continuation 
of class domination' (Gailey and Patterson 1988: 78). Even in non-stratified 
societies, 'the CO!lcept of reproduction . . . must weld eight elements-the 
production, consumption, distribution and exchange of things on the one hand; 
the production, consumption, distribution and exchange of people on the 
other-into a structural whole' (Gregory 1982: 30). 
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to discuss the gendered nature of political roles, the exclusion of 
women from positions of power, including kingship, and its sig
nificance. One of the few historians to refer in passing to the fact 
that women were debarred from exercising political authority, An
jaria (1935: 225), states that: 'Besides the lower classes in 
society ... women were also debarred from the privilege {or shall 
we call it the duty?) of interesting themselves and sharing fn the 
tasks of government'. Even when there is evidence for the involve
ment of women in explicitly politico-ritual processes, very little 
effort is made to understand the significance of their role or any 
changes this underwent. This is inevitable, given the reluctance to 
recognize, let alone analyze, the participation of women in such 
processes. For instance, in the context of the ratninamhavi'!l1i, 
which forms a part of the rajasuya, Ghoshal (1957: 306) observes 
that 'we have . . . no other choice than to accept the position that the 
chief queen and other queens occupied a high official position in 
the Vedic state' (italics mine). RS. Sharma (1991: 158) is dearly 
somewhat exceptional in attempting to analyze their position, sug
gesting that their participation represents the survival of tribal, 
matriarchal elements, which were absorbed within a patriarchal 
framework. Nevertheless, the development of gender stratification 
and the changes in the kinship structure in the context of the 
institutionalization of power relations have not been systematically 
explored. 

II 

The need for a fresh examination of some aspects of the emergence 
of political authority, specifically monarchy in north India, is, to a 
certain extent, interwoven with the specific nature of the textual 
sources I propose co utilrze for the purpose. These include the
principal Brahmai:ias, Upani�ads and Srauta Simas, supplemented 
with the earlier l;?g Veda and the later Grhya Simas and Dharma 
Siitras. 

The Brahmai:ias are amongst the earliest prose works available 
in Sanskrit. Winternitz (1981: 174-175) observes that the 'word 
"Brahmai:ia" (neutral) means primarily an "explanation or expres-
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sion of a learned priest ... on some point of the ritual". Used col
lectively this word denotes then a collection of such pronounce
ments and discussions of the priests of the science of sacrifice'. 21 

While the basic aim was to 'connect the sacrificial formulae and · 
songs with rituals' (Sastry 1968: 240), they incorporate a wide range 
of related material as well. These include speculation on the mantras

or chants and theological and philosophical material, including the 
beginnings of Upanisadic literature, and discussions on grammar, 
etymology and the use of various metres (Basu 1969: ii, Macdonell 
1972: 204). However, 'the practically all-powerful sacrificial 
(irauta) rites are the one and only theme from which all discussions 
start and on which everything including the secondary themes 
hinges', (Gonda 1975: 339). I would suggest that this position of 
centrality which is assigned to the sacrifice is of chronological signi
ficance as well, as the sacrifice, in particular the major irauta 
sacrifices (those based on what was regarded as divinely revealed 
tradition), acquire significance during a particular phase in the 
brahmanical tradition and later decline in importance. 

The composition of the sutras marks the beginning of a new 
phase in the brahmanical tradition. The word sutra literally means 
thread. This term is used to denote both the complete work as well 
as the sentences and paragraphs which go into its composition, on 
the analogy of weaving (Gonda 1977: 465). The typical charac
teristic of the mature sutra works is the compression of as much 
information and as many instructions in as few words as possible. 
This characteristic is less evident in earlier works, which contain 
Brahmaq.a-like passages, whereas in later works, the tendency to 
save even half a syllable is more marked. The sutra style was 
employed in a number of compositions, both religious and secular. 

The Srauta Siitras deal, as their name suggests, with the 
srauta ritual. However, the texts themselves were not considered as 
revealed, but were ascribed to sutrakaras, literally the makers of 
sutras, human authors, often 'shadowy figures' (Gonda 1977: 475). 

As both the Srauta Sutras and the Brahmai:ias were explicitly 

21 Gonda (1975: 341) however suggests that they were so-called because they 
• "comment upon brahman" i.e. the Veda'.
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concerned with Vedic ritual, they are, in a sense, complementary. 
In fact, 'the Brahmal).as and the Srauta Siitras discuss the same 
liturgy but from entirely different angles' (Gonda 1977: 497); the 
purpose of the Srauta Siitras being to present a 'systematic descrip
tion of every ritual in its natural sequence' (ibid.) while the 
Brahmal).as are devoted to explanations of controversial injunctions. 

At the same time, the priority of the Brahmal).as vis-a-vis the 
Srauta Siitras is evident from the fact that 'no Siitra is ever quoted 
in any of the Brahmar:ias, but there is no collection of Siitras in 
which the various Sillas of the Brahmal).as are not referred to by 
name' (Max Miiller 1968: 172). However, it is likely that the earliest 
sutra works are more or less contemporary with the latest Brah
mal).as. 

According to a number of scholars (Max Miiller 1968: 230-32, 
Drekmeier 1962: 35, Macdonell 1972: 246, B.K. Ghosh 1942: 
219) sutras were produced as part of the brahmanical reaction to
the �mergence of Buddhism. However, while the rise of Buddhism
may have stimulated discussion on certain issues such as asceticism,
it does not explain the composition of sutra literature as such very
adequately.

An alternative explanation (Winternitz 1981: 250, Gonda 
1977: 465, Ram Gopal 1983: 1) suggests that the sutras arose out 
of a need to systematize a 'growing mass of details preserved in 
circles of specialists in some branch of traditional knowledge' 
(Gonda 1977: 465) for practical purposes in order to facilitate mem-

. orization. This view seems to be plausible in the context of an oral 
tradition. 

Each category of texts is associated with specific, typical charac
teristics. Nevertheless, considered collectively, they possess a certain 
uniry as well. As they are all part of the brahmanical tradition, they 
share certain common assumptions, although the form in which 
these assumptions are articulated may vary. To cite an elementary 
example of this, the texts uniformly assume that members of the 
brahma1J-a var1J-a are superior to those of other var1J-as. However, 
while considerable emphasis is laid on the ritual status of the 
brahma1J-as in the Brahmal).as, the Dharma Siitras incorporate more 
comprehensive claims to economic and legal pr,ivileges. This un-
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derlying stratum of common beliefs running through the texts 
facilitates comparison. 

Second, these texts were conceived of, to a great extent, as 
instruments with which to influence, control, direct and understand 
some of the processes we will be examining, providing for the 
institutionalization of ideas relating to power.22 At one level, brah
manical literature served 'to continue older"values, to validate new 
values' {R.S. Sharma 1983b: 67). At another level, it represents an 
attempt to constitute a system based on a 'metaphysico-ethical 
rationalization; the aim of which was to 'understand the world as 
a "meaningful cosmos" . .. {and) to take a consistent and unified 
stance towards it' {Schlueter 1979: 15, italics original). In particular, 
much of what is prescribed in the texts was expected to legitimize 
many of the significant changes which were occurring. The impor
tance of legitimation for the emergence of political authority cannot 
be overemphasized. Legitimation gives both those who are governed 
and those who govern the feeling that government has a right to 
govern {Sternberger 1968: 244). In fact, 'ideological representations 
are integral to relations of power and control' (Bender 1989: 93). 
Hence the forms of legitimation used and their changes acquire 
significance. 

Brahmanical literature is particularly and obviously concerned 
with religious legitimation. This takes a variety of forms, including 
belief in the divinity of the ruler, in the divine nature of kingship 
and other political institutions, or in the divine vocation of the 
ruler. However, to adopt any one of the forms to the exclusion of 
the others is necessarily restrictive. Further, any emphasis on the 
divine character of the ruler alone would widen the disjunction 
between the ruler and the ruled, whereas for legitimation to be 
successful, it is necessary to focus on both the conjunction and the 
disjunction between the ruler and ruled. The brahmanical tradition 
recognizes this problem and tries to overcome it by widening the 
basis of monarchy, relating it to other emerging social hierarchies 
on the one hand, and relating these hierarchies to one another on 

22 As Saberwal (1983: 30) observes, ideas are much more effective when they 
are institutionalized rather than when they exist as abstract ideas. 
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the other.23 Thus an attempt was made to arrive at an interrelated 
whole, with the ruler as a focus of unity. 

In a sense then, the texts illustrate the creation or evolution of 
what Berger (1969: 53) characterizes as a theodicy, that is a means 
of explaining or justifying phenomena in terms of religious beliefs 
(ibid.: 59): 'Theodicies may serve as legitimations both for the 
powerful and the powerless, for the privileged and the deprived 
... In both cases, the result is one of world-maintenance and, very 
concretely, of the maintenance of a particular institutional order' 
(italics original). 

Features which characterize a theodicy very often include a 
tendency to 'discover' parallels between the divine and the human 
worlds. This is explicitly recognized in the notion of 'men being 
after the manner of gods' (Eggeling 1963d: 160-61, SB 9.1.1.19). 
Such parallels endow.human institutions with an element of im
mortality (Berger 1969: 38). Further, religious legitimation at
tempts to locate the _present moment within past traditions. Such 
history may be fictitious, but nonetheless, it is real for those who 
participate in its creation or recreation through ritual (ibid.: 41). 
As such, the relationship between religious legitimation and the 
socio-political structures or institutions which are legitimated is 
crucial.24 Sanctity, in fact, very often serves 'to transform the ar
bitrary into the necessary, and to portray to the individual the needs 
and interests of society and his/her own needs' (Knapp 1988: 162). 25

Legitimation, moreover, is necessary only in a situation where 
the facticity of the social order is challenged (Berger 1969: 31), and 
is essential both as an offensive mechanism against those who 
challenge the system and as a means of defence to strengthen the 
beliefs of those who attempt to uphold it. Hence, legitimation is a 
dynamic process, reflected, to a certain extent, in the brahmanical 
tradition. 

23 In fact, 'the hierarchical ordering of society lies at the very basis of the
Hindu state' (Anjaria 1935: 210). 

24 Berger (1969: 48) also argues that in some cases the religious tradition may
assume a certain autonomy in relation to social processes. 

25 Very often, ideologies codify social relations 'as grounded in the essence
of the universe-irt the nature of nature, the nature of human nature, and the 
nature of society' (Wolf 1982: 389). 



18 The Emergence of Monarchy in North India 

It is likely that in most early societies ritual constituted one of 
the most important mechanisms oflegitimation (Bloch 1989: 122). 
To be effective, moreover, rituals are primarily communicative in 
nature. 'Ritual action ... serves to express the status of the aetor 
vis-a-vis his environment, both physical and social; it may also serve 
to alter the status of the actor. When ritual functions in the latter 
sense, it is a manifestation of power' (Leach 1968: 525-526). 

It has been suggested (Turner 1969: 10) that in certain situa
tions there may be a correlation between 'a multiplicity of conflict 
situations' and a 'high frequency of ritual performance', and in fact, 
many of the rituals discussed grapple with problems of social and 
political hierarchy, attempting to evolve a degree of uniformity 
which would have been relevant only in a situation where such 
hierarchies in general or the specific ordering within a particular 
hierarchy was challenged. 

Much of the ritual literature focuses on the use and meanings 
of symbols. Each such symbol can be interpreted at a variety of 
levels ranging from the social and moral to the physiological 
'proclaiming their ultimate religious unity, over and above the 
conflicts between and within these orders' (Turner 1969: 52). To 
deal adequately with the entire range of meanings embedded in 
such symbols is obviously beyond the scope of the present work. 
Nevertheless, I will focus on certain important symbolic equations 
and connections which unify the values communicated through a 
wide range of rituals. 

The brahmanical texts explicitly operate at a number of levels, 
each of which is, to a certain extent, idealized. The first level is that 
of the gods, and while it is recognized that divine and human 
institutions should ideally be identical, it is evident that there were 
discrepancies which were often resolved or concealed. This level, 
and the problems posed by it are best exemplified by myths, which, 
once developed and embedded within the tradition, seem to have 
been difficult to eradicate. Hence, when such myths were no longer 
considered appropriate in a changed situation, they were often 
modified or rdnterpreted with considerable dexterity. 

Second, we have an intermediate ritual level, where gods and 
men are brought into contact with one another. This level was also 
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subject to change. The very significance of specific rituals varies 
9ver time, the deities associated with a particular sacrifice change, 
and the ritual itself becomes more or less complex. Given the use 
of rituals as a means of social communication, such changes are 
obviously significant, indicating as they do, shifts in both the 
message and the medium. 

The third level, which is discernible from incidental references, 
is a mundane human level. While attempts are made to bring these 
strands into harmony with one another, there are divergences. 
Further, as noted above, changes are discernible within each level. 
In other words, the brahmanical tradition is one which evolves 
dynamically, and as such, is relevant for any analysis of historical 
change.26 

It is likely that the changes discernible in the tradition reflect a 
tendency inherent in the relationship between ideology and power, 
economic, social, or politi�al which 

is expressed not only in the manner in which elites or other special 
interest groups utilize religious ideology to establish, challenge, or 
change a specific social order, but also in the sense in which power 
establishes 'religious' personalities, authorizes specific religious prac
tices and their insignia, defines what is to be believed, and in fact 
constructs religious ideology (Knapp 1988: 172). 

At another level, the changes within the tradition probably relate 
to the fundamental problem of defining meanings (Wolf 1982: 
388) and enforcing such definitions-a problem which confronts
any ideological construction. The definition of meanings implies
both laying down categories through which reality is to be perceived
and denying the existence of alternatives (ibid.). Once defined,
moreover, meanings need to be defended and preserved through
constant reiteration or the 'development of redundancy' (ibid.).

26 In many cases, the authors themselves are aware of such changes. For 
instance, the ADS (2.6.13. 7,8) states that dharmavyatikrama or deviation ·from 
dharma may be observed amongst one's ancestors, but such deviance did not 
amount to sin in their case as they possessed tefas (splendour, brilliance). This 
woultl imply changing norms, or a sharper definition of norms and an awareness 
of changed circumstances. 
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Within the brahmanical tradition, redundancy often manifests itself 
in the reiteration of certain basic ideals in a variety of forms through 
a wide range of ritual and non-ritual practices and prescriptions. 

The possibilities of developing alternative categories of percep
tion nonetheless remained as a constant challenge and gave rise to 
another tendency within the tradition, viz., a widening and to a 
certain extent shifting of the definition of the sacred, accompanied 
by a consistent attempt to assert brahmanical control over such 
definitions. This led, for example, to the brahmanization of a variety 
of rituals and to the incorporation of mystic insight within the 
definition of the sacred. 

This extension, however, did not involve the simple incorpora
tion of new rituals or institutions such as asceticism, but was a more 
complex process in which such beliefs were adapted, modified and 
assigned a specific place within the entire scheme of affairs. Thus, 
to a certain extent, the dynamism evident within the brahmanical 
tradition was the result of attempts to counter alternative tradi
tions--either the practices of groups which were outside the sphere 
of influence of the briihmaTJ,as or of groups which were within this 
sphere but attempted, nonetheless, to break away from it.27

While the texts are clearly related to important historical proces
ses, they suffer from certain limitations as well. These stem primarily 
from their prescriptive nature, which has led to speculation (e.g. 
Drekmeier 1962: 6) on the extent to which the prescriptions were 
actually effective. The problem has two related dimensions-one 
pertaining to the actual performance of the rituals prescribed in the 
texts, and the second, more complex, of determining the extent to 
which the rituals, if performed, were effective in communicating 
the values which were central to the tradition. 

To start with the question of performance-Buddhist literature 
provides us with a range of evidence suggesting familiarity with a 

27 While political leaders may find the formalization inherent in the ritualiza
tion of power advantageous, as it confers a certain invulnerability on their 
position, ritualization, by formalizing relations may, at the same time, restrict 
their freedom of manipulation (Bloch 1989: 29). Hence, the use of rituals for 
political ends is marked by an element of tension. 



The Problem and the Context 21 

variety of brahmanical rituals. These include major sacrifices such 
as the assamedha (aJvamedha), purisamedha (purufamedha), samfiii
piisa(?) and viichapeya (viijapeya) (Barua 1956: 87-108). 

Buddhist sources also refer to the four major categories of priests 
associated with the ritual, viz., the hotr, udgiitr, adhvaryu and 
briihma1Ja. Further, the paficabali (five offerings) of the Buddhists, 
consisting of offerings to the nit.ti (jfiiiti or kinsman), atithi (guest), 
pubbapeta (spirit of the ancestor), riijii and devata (divine being), 
are somewhat similar to the paficamahayajfias (five great sacrifices) 
prescribed in the brahmanical tradition, consisting of offerings to 
the devas (gods), bhutas (beings), pitrs (patrilineal ancestors), 
brahma (the priestly category) and manuvas (men). Besides, 
sa1'!Zskaras, rites of passage, continued to be performed even by lay 
Buddhists (U. Chakravarti 1987: 63). The Pali canon also provides 
evidence for the prevalence of minor brahmanical rites (Wagle 
1968: 363-372).28 

If the performanc_e of rituals is thus well-attested to, its impact 
remains to be assessed. Given the communicative nature of rituals, 
the impact would in all likelihood vary in accordance with the social 
categories involved. Such involvement must be understood in terms 
of the inclusion or the explicit exclusion of specific categories, and 
in terms of the differential roles assigned to participants within the 
ritual. Obviously, the message communicated to each category 
would have been different.29 

More important is the argument that rituals and the message 
communicated through them are by no means synonymous with 
the entire cognitive system of a particular society (Bloch 1989: viii). 
In fact, ritual cognition may provide an alternative to everyday 
cognition (ibid.). In the early Indian context, it is evident that there 
were other mechanisms of communication and perception and that 
the values incorporated within the brahmanical tradition were not 

28 Early medieval inscriptions also refer to the performance of various sacrifices 
(Pathak 1960: 218-230). 

21 For instance, 'dominant class ideologies and ritual practices may neither
be shared by the state's subjects nor even be "understood" by them in any sense 
besides that of signifying power difference and making power differentiation 
meaningful' (Gledhill 1988: 9). 
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the only ones prevalent.30 However, the very changes within the 
brahmanical tradition suggest that attempts were constantly made 
to meet such possibilities and to construct, validate and propagate 
changing perceptions of social reality and social ideals. 

This is evident, for instance, in the discussion on van;za, com
monly regarded as one of the basic features of the brahmanical 
scheme. It has been suggested that Pali texts do not support the 
view that the position of the brahma11a was one of privilege in the 
eyes of the law, some Jataka stories referring specifically to the 
execution of brahma11as (Ganguly 1927: 92). 

Buddhist evidence has also been used to argue that the var11a 
hierarchy as a whole represented a theoretical construct with only 
limited validity in practice (e.g. U. Chakravarti 1987: 104-108). 
While specific elements of the brahmanical construct of va711a may 
not have been universally valid (as is in fact recognized by the 
provision for apad-dharma or modification of prescriptions to meet 
crises, in the Dharma Sutras and later literature), it is likely that 
the broad framework had a wider relevance. Hence, the ideological 
construct of different groups is presented more often than not in 
terms of a theme familiar to all, viz., var11a. Besides, in some specific 
instances, such as that of the ca11r/,alas, the descriptions available in 
Pali literature corroborate the low status assigned to them in 
prescriptive brahmanical literature Qha 1975: 21, 1986: 29). 

If one views the brahmanical tradition as dynamic rather than 
static, and as evolving within a context of socio-political transfor
mation, it is possible to utilize it to arrive at an understanding of 
the changes which were taking place. This is partly related to the 
unique position of the brahmanical authors vis-a-vis those who 
exercised explicit political authority. In most situations, there are 
two aspects of power, viz., power viewed from within, that is from 
the perspective of the person wielding it, in which sense it may be 
viewed in positive terms as a desirable attribute, such as ability or 

30 The most outstanding examples of such alternatives are evident from the 
more or less contemporary Buddhist and Jain traditions. At another level, the 
distinctive depiction of rituals such as the rajasuya and the alvamedha in the 
epics, which probably incorporate the tradition of the kfatriyas (Pargiter 1962) 
reflects a different perspective on the common ritual tradition. 
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skill, and power as experienced by others, from without, who may 
experience it negatively as domination Oaneway 1975: 103). The 
brahma,;zas were unique in the sense that they formed part of both 
spheres-they were closely associated with political power, but at 
the same time did not directly wield it. This dual perspective 
provides insights which are particularly valuable. 

This is not to deny that this perspective enables us to understand 
the processes of political change primarily from the point of view 
of men of the dominant van:zas. The ways in which such changes 
affected men of the lower van:zas such as the vaiiyas and iudras, and 
women, and the possible reactions of such groups to these changes 
are only indirectly refracted in these texts. Information on iudras 
is, in particular, rather sparse. Thus, there are certain lacunae 
inherent in the tradition itself. However, an analysis of the tradition 
with an awareness of these limitations and their possible significance 
can provide an enriched historical understanding. 

III 

The word raja occurs as early as the f?g Veda. However, it is generally 
recognized that the Vedic term rajiz is by no means the equivalent 
of the modern 'king'. In fact, even when the term is translated as 
'king' (e.g. VI: s.v.), it is admitted that 'royal power was dearly 
insecure' and that the word often means no more than 'a "noble 
of the ruling house" or perhaps even merely a "noble" ' (ibid.).31

Given such tenuous origins, the need to understand how the term 
raja changes in significance and becomes synonymous with monar
chy or kingship is obvious. At the same time, the process whereby 
the institution of rizjya gained acceptance requires analysis. 

The most distinctive feature of monarchy as a system of govern-

31 In Buddhist literature, the term raja is sometimes used in the sense of an 
elected monarch or nobleman, or a local chieftain or a prince. In the case of the 
Sakyans and the Koliyans, it was used in the sense of a head of kulas, families 
or clans {PED: s.v.). Such a situation is by no means unique to India. In the 
early Greek context, for instance, the term basi/eus, used from the Mycenean 
period onwards, can be translated as king only in the Macedonian period 
(Runciman 1982: 358). 
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ment is the concentration of all political power, theoretically at 
least, in the hands of a single person, almost invariably a man. 
Further, this man supposedly owes his position to his birth in a 
particular kingroup and is ideally the eldest son of the previous 
ruler. To be regarded as legitimate, monarchy then implies a belief 
that the ruler and his ancestors are unique in relation to other 
members of society, and a belief that the monarch's existence is 
vital for the proper functioning of society. While this dual purpose 
remains common throughout the brahmanical tradition, the forms 
in which it is manifested vary. To an extent, changes in the forms 
oflegitimation may be related to an inherent contradiction in these 
underlying premises, seeking to emphasize uniqueness and connec
tedness respectively. This problem becomes more acute in a situa
tion of growing socio-economic complexity, and partially in 
response to these, the ideals of rulership and the institutions as
sociated with it change during the period under consideration. 

In order to arrive at a better understanding of the emergence 
of monarchy, we need to view it, first, in the context of the 
existence/emergence of other positions of status, instead of as a 
unilinear development. It is likely that the raja consolidated power
within the context of a social order where more than one source of 
power or bases of leadership were available. Second, one can locate 
the emergence of rajya within the context of more or less inde
pendent communities which were gradually coming into contact 
with one another.32 In the process, attempts were made to coalesce
distinct and occasionally divergent institutions of rulership. This is 
reflected both in the existence of a number of terms indicative of 
leadership and rulership and in the tendency to associate virtually 
all these terms with a single vanJa category, viz., rajanya or
kfatriya. 

A number of terms are used to indicate positions of importance. 
Of these, two, the Jreftha and the rajii, are particularly significant. 
Other terms, less commonly used, include the adhipati, viraj and 
svaraj. While there is an overlap in the significance of these terms, 
certain differences emerge from a detailed consideration. Both the

32 This is also evidenced by the archaeological data referred to earlier.
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similarities and the differences are crucial in enabling us to arrive 
at an understanding of the processes leading to the emergence of 
monarchy. Further, each term incorporates different, sometimes 
conflicting, ideals. These may represent the divergent interests of 
different social categories which were sought to be reconciled. 
Alternatively, they may reflect the specific ideals/norms associated 
with different, independent cultures which were gradually encom
passed within a unified tradition. These possibilities will be explored 
for the sreftha (Chapter 2), the adhipati, viriij and svariij (Chap
ter 3), and the riijii (Chapters 4-6).33 

For each of these terms, the data analyzed pertain to the three 
levels discernible within the tradition, referred to earlier. However, 
the proportion of information available from different levels often 
varies substantially. Such variations are significant in drawing at
tention to the relative importance and/or vulnerability of specific 
positions. 

The spheres of operation and influence ascribed to each of these 
personages are defined in terms of social categories, and, less com
monly, in terms of a delimited territory. Besides, there is evidence 
to suggest a changing definition of such spheres. 

Within the context thus provided, certain features were crucial 
in defining these positions. These include the links between the 
occupants of such positions and the economy, often defined in 
terms of responsibility for general prosperity. It will be evident that 
the ability to claim this responsibility was closely linked to demand
ing a share of the resources of those who were supposed to benefit 
from it. In other words, the notion of the beneficent chief or ruler 
was very often used to legitimize economic exactions. 

At another level, the incumbents of such positions were often 
characterized as wealthy. However, the constituents of wealth, the 
means conceived for acquiring it, and the legitimate or other uses 
envisaged for such resources were varied. Occasionally, the very 

33 The chapterization does not imply the chronological priority of the emer
gence of any particular institution. In fact, we will be examining broadly 
synchronous developments which have been distinguished for purposes of 
analysis. 
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processes whereby chiefs or rulers attempted to acquire resources 
and the uses envisaged for them accelerated socio-economic dif
ferentiation. 

Definitions of prosperity within the brahmanical tradition very 
often encompass procreation and fertility. Hence it is not surprising 
that attempts were made to associate leaders or rulers with procrea
tive processes. More often than not, this was accompanied by a 
systematic effort to convert women in general and wives in par
ticular into instruments of procreation. At the same time, procrea
tion itself was envisaged as an increasingly complex activity. The 
social implications of the process require analysis. 

Another area of exploration relates to the role of° holders of 
positions of status vis-a-vis socio-political conflicts. Here I will focus 
on three issues which were evidently regarded as of centr_al impor
tance. These include definitions of van:za, the definition of inter
and intra-generational ties amongst kinsmen, and the definition of 
gender stratification. Not all chiefs or rulers were conceived of as 
playing a role vis-a-vis such issues. In fact, these were probably 
irrelevant for the viraj and the early Vedic raja, but were central to 
the definition of ira¾thya, and acquired increasing importance for 
the later Vedic and post-Vedic raja, adhipati and svaraj. The invol
vement with such issues meant, more often than not, supporting 
certain social categories against others. 

The ability to take on such roles was useful in generating social 
support. At the same time, effective role-playing required the crea
tion of 'administrative' or executive mechanisms. Basic to their 
development was the ability to acquire, on a more or less systematic 
basis, the resources necessary to maintain them. This in turn re
quired the forging of links both with the personnel who could assist 
in the task of appropriation, and with the socio-economic categories 
from whom resources could be acquired. While this was attempted 
in the context of both iraiffhya and riijya, the latter was more 
successful, probably owing to the intrinsic sacrality associated with 
the institution. Access to resources permitted the development of 
other supportive mechanisms of coercion and communication in 
connection with rajya, whereas these were relatively undeveloped 
for the other terms under consideration. 
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I will also focus on the means employed for legitimately acquir
ing such positions, including sacrifices ranging from the relatively 
simple soma sacrifice associated with the irettha, to complicated, 
composite rituals such as the rajasuya, a.Jvamedha, and viijapeya 
associated with the riija.34 The divine and human participants 
involved in each ritual and the specific roles assigned to them 
underscore the socio-political messages communicated through 
such sacrifices. More generally, the importance of ritual legitimiza
tion makes it necessary to focus on the control of definitions of the 
sacred, and the extent to which this coincides or conflicts with 
access to positions of status. 

The process of ritual legitimation operated on at least two 
levels---one associated with major, explicitly status-conferring 
sacrifices such as the riijasuya, and another associated with domestic 
rituals, in the course of which the male head of the household was 
frequently equated with the rajii or, occasionally, the ire!(ha. In fact, 
as major sacrifices declined in importance, domestic rituals played 
an increasingly important role in the process of legitimating the 
socio-political order. 

Occasionally, origin myths legitimate positions of status. Apart 
from their specific content, the presence or absence of such myths 
is in itself an index of the extent to which the emergence of a 
particular institution was thought to require explanation or jus
tification or alternatively was regarded as natural. 

I will next explore the broader social context, examining in 
particular the van;ahierarchy (Chapter 7) and the kinship structure 
and household organization (Chapter 8). As will be evident, the 
context provided by the development of these institutions influ
enced, and was in turn influenced by the consolidation of riijya. 

Data pertaining to the varr;a hierarchy are available from all 
three levels of the tradition. The information relates both to the 
evolution of the hierarchy as a whole and the changes discernible 
within it. 

34 The link between the raja and such rituals was particularly close, so much 
so that Smith (1958: 4) goes to the extent of stating that in the later Vedic 
situation 'kingship is also a ritual'. 
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An attempt was made to equate van;a categories with specific 
distributive networks, typified by ritual exchanges, tribute and 
trade. It is likely that the ability to divert more or less resources 
through one or the other channel provides an indication of the 
relative strength of different van:zas. At the same time, efforts to 
control the distribution of resources created tensions and provided 
an increasingly complex socio-political backdrop to the emergence 
of riijya. 

Related to the above were attempts to define access to positions 
of status in terms of var,:za, the challenges to this, and their resolu
tion. While the briihma,:zas posed a challenge on the basis of 
sacrality, this was located within the framework of shared political 
interests. The challenge posed by the vii was, in a sense, more 
fundamental, as it was initially related to an alternative definition 
of power. However, it was marginalized, both through deliberate 
efforts and through the growing differentiation within the vii.

The processes whereby var,:za identities were consolidated or 
challenged are probably reflected in the relationship between the 
brahma,:zas and the realm of the sacred. This points to tensions 
within the var,:za framework, which were only partly resolved 
through attempts to legitimate the order. It is in this context that 
the envisaged enforcement of at least some var,:za-related norms by 
chiefs or rulers acquires significance. 

Finally, I will focus on changes within the kinship structure and 
household organization. Here there is evidence of a plurality of 
household forms giving way to what was envisaged as the ideal unit, 
the grha, associated with hierarchically ordered kinship ties between 
husband and wife and father and son. I will argue that this form 
of household organization permitted the consolidation of both 
procreative and productive resources. While such a consolidation 
of power and resources was probably beneficial both from the point 
of view of the head of the household, the grhapati, and chiefs or 
rulers, who could negotiate with him, its maintenance required an 
elaborate process of socialization, including rites of passage and a 
range of sacrifices. Besides, attempts to legitimize the new 
household order resulted in closer ties being forged between the 
grhapati on the one hand and the priest and the raja in particular 
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on the other. The establishment of such bonds was a two-way 
process, with both participants influencing one another. Thus, I 
will attempt to arrive at an understanding of the changing content 
and context of political power and authority, and explore the 
intermeshing of the two during the area and period under con
sideration. 



Chapter Two 

The Significance ofSra#thya 

They, the organs, said to Prajapati, the father, 'Who, 0 Lord, is 
the ireftha amongst us?' 

Chandogra Upanifad. 

I 

T
he period during which the institution of rajya developed 
was characterized by the exploration of a variety of political 
possibilities. These dealt with questions which were assum

ing importance, such as over whom or what was power to be 
exercised? What were the essential attributes of powerful men? What 
were the roles envisaged for them in society? How were they ex
pected to fulfil such roles? The resolutions envisaged were often 
varied. Some of these were incorporated within the definition of 
rajya as it evolved, whereas others were marginalized. Amongst the 
former, the attributes associated with srai.ffhya were particularly 
significant. 

The term iref{ha was used in the brahmanical tradition to 
characterize either a god or a man who occupied the highest or the 
best position in divine or human society. 1 There is also evidence to
suggest that the institution of Jraifthya was evolving-this is ap
parent from the attempts to connect Jrai!{hya with deities such as 
Indra (e.g. PVB 7.8.2, AB 4.19.3, SB 1.6.3.22)2 and Prajapati (e.g.

1 Definitions of the term include notions of seniority and social status, such
as that of a brahma,µz or king (PSED: s.v.} or those of excellence, primacy and 
chieftaincy (SEO: s.v.}. 

2 Other titles used for Indra include raja (e.g. RV 2. 14.11, SB 2.6.4.4),
viipati(e.g. RV 3.40.3), svaraj(RV 3.45.5, SSS 8.17.2), samraj(e.g. RV 4.21.2), 
n,-pati (e.g. RV 4.20.1), viraj (e.g. SSS 8.17.2), and adhipati(e.g. ApSS 14.3.5). 
However, neither in the early nor in the later Vedic tradition was Indra the 
typical divine raja, that position being commonly ascribed to either Varui:ia or 
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PVB 6.3.9, AB 4.19.3, SB 11.5.4.3), each fairly distinctive,3 as well 
as from variations in myths and rituals which legitimized the posi
tion of the ireftha. 

The contrast between Indra and Prajapati is apparent at a 
number of levels. While Indra was at the zenith of his importance 
in the early Vedic tradition, being praised in about 250 hymns in 
the J.?g Veda (Griswold 1971: 87), Prajapati was just 'appearing 
above the horizon' (ibid.: 87). In fact, most of the references to 
Prajapati as a distinctive deity occur in the tenth ma��la of the 
text, which is commonly regarded as late (Deshmukh 1933: 304, 
Joshi 1973: 101). Hence, Prajapati was in all likelihood a non-Vedic 
deity, and was not Indo-lranian (Staal 1978: 340). Besides, unlike 
most deities, his name contained a functional description (ibid.: 
341), implying lordship over all beings. 

Apart from the possibility of distinct origins, the attributes of 
Indra and Prajapati are markedly different, the former being as
sociated with valour, while the latter was considered as responsible 
for the process of creation and regeneration (Renou 1953: 22). The 
contrast between the two was expressed rather succinctly in the 
means of acquiring the status of Visvakarman (literally all-maker 
or creator) attributed to them-Indra was thought to have attained 
the position by killing Vrrra, while Prajapati was conceived of as 
achieving it by creatingpraja or offspring (AB 4.18.8). 

The association of iraifthya with such unique deities opened up 
a number of often divergent possibilities for those who aspired to 
a similar position on the human plane. Besides, if Prajapati and 
Indra were initially worshipped by distinct groups of people, the 
suggested identification between the deities through the common 
attribute of sraifthya would have made possible an amalgamation 
of such groups and may in fact reflect this process. 

Probably related to this was a certain shift in the emphasis on 

Soma. The use of a wide range of titles for a single deity was probably a 
mechanism for coalescing divergent ideals. 

3 Other deities, less commonly associated with iraifthya, include Agni (e.g.
SB 8.3.1.3), conceived of as sharing fraifthya with Indra, and Vi�i;iu or Aditya 
(ibid.: 14.1.1.5). 
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Indra's characteristic attributes. For instance, the notion of the god 
as an enemy of the dasas or dasyus, common in the early Vedic 
tradition, is virtually absent in the later Vedic phase. Other attri
butes, such as his hostility towards Vrtra, acquire new dimensions, 
whereas certain features, such as his association with material 
prosperity, persist. Given Indra's importance in both early Vedic 
and later Vedic mythology, it is likely that the disjunctures and 
continuity in Indra's characterization were connected with crucial 
socio-political issues, and reflect attempts to resolve or contain the 
tensions inherent in them. 

At another level, the rituals associated with the legitimate ac
quisition of iraif{hya, which included the basic soma sacrifice and 
its variants, and the sautritma1fi, provide a certain perspective on 
the qualities required of the ideal human ireftha. While some of 
these coincide with the attributes associated with the deities referred 
to above, there are certain differences as well. Besides, there is 
evidence which indicates that the very control of the soma sacrifice 
was disputed. This would, once again, suggest a rather fluid situa
tion. 

There are incidental references to human irefthas and their 
characteristic attributes and behaviour, and the goal of sraifthya was 
recognized as a legitimate one for the yajamitna or the male 
sacrificer. However, references to specific sre{thas are virtually ab
sent.4 Thus, while the importance of iraifthyawas not denied within 
the brahmanical tradition, deliberate attempts were not made to 
preserve the names of those who occupied such positions,5 pointing 
to a certain ambiguity and tension vis-a-vis this institution. The 
bases of such tensions, which will be explored, provide an under
standing of some of the socio-political processes associated with the 
emergence of ritjya. 

4 Amongst th<:_ few legendary men referred to as a irerfha is Sunal)-sepa, who
was appointed as ajye!fha and ire!fha by Visvamitra (e.g. SSS 15.25.1).

5 As opposed to this, the brahmanical tradition incorporated stereotyped lists
of rajas.



The Significance of Sraif{hya 33 

II 

The notion of the Jref{ha as the best or chief was frequently defined, 
on both the divine and the human plane, in terms of categories 
related to or identical with the iref{ha. For instance, Indra, a deva 
or god, was often regarded as a iref{ha amongst other devas (e.g. SB 
1.6.3.22), occasionally striving to attain or assert his position over 
them (e.g. BSS 18.31). Clearly, the position of the iref{ha, thus 
defined, would have been one of first amongst equals, with all the 
tensions inherent in achieving and maintaining such a position. 

Prajapati's iraif{hya was, potentially at least, far more com
prehensive. He was identified with the sa,rzvatsara or the year (e.g. 
PVB 16.4.13, AB I.I.I., BAU 1.5.14, etc.), which was in turn 
identified with sarva or all (e.g. SB 12.8.2.36)6 probably owing to 
the fact that the year was associated with the life cycles of both the 
plant and animal worlds and hence with the bases of human 
existence (Gonda 1984: 7-9).7 Besides: 

Prajapati is something more, or rather, something less: the name is 
extended to include the anirukta, the symbol of the non-defined, the 
non-determined ... He represents all that is undefined, whatever in 
the divine sphere is left unexpressed by the series of recognized 
divinities (Renou 1953: 24). 

The definition of Jraif[hya on the human plane was often ex
plicitly equated with that of Indra. For instance the udbhit, a 
variation of the soma sacrifice, described as the means whereby Indra 
acquired Jraif{hya over the devas, was recommended for a man 
desirous of a similar status amongst his equals (BSS 18.31). More 

6 In the course of the sautrama,:zi (SB 12.8.3.22) Indra was also conceived of
as established in totality or sarva.

7 This was based on the homology of the universe conceived from the temporal 
point of view to the universe as such, the totality of all existence (Gonda 1984: 
62). The identification of Prajapati with the totality of human experience had 
other implications as well. According to Banerje� (1981: 18): 'He is in fact an 
attempt to conceive the abstract notion of the first cause of the universe ... The 
infinite nature of Prajapati obtained its final development as the ultimate reality 
in later philosophy.' 
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often than not, the Jreftha was defined in terms of his samiznas or 
equals (e.g. PVB 6.3.10, BSS 18.31) and sva, literally one's own 
people (e.g. SB 12.8.2.28, BAU 1.3.18, ASS 10.3.22, SSS 
10.16.8).8 

The definition of Jra#thya associated with Indra and commonly 
adopted on the human plane was thus a fairly limited one, em
phasizing the bonds between the ireffha and those over whom he 
asserted control. While this was probably useful in ensuring sup
port, it could, at the same time, be used to challenge the position 
of the irettha.9 Moreover, it rendered his position vulnerable in a 
situation of social differentiation, where the support group of 
kinsfolk itself was becoming fragmented.10 

In such a situation, the less tangible definition associated with 
Prajapati may have been valuable. While there does not seem to 
have been any explicit attempt to extend this to the institution on 
the human plane, it is possible that this element was useful in 
widening the definition and scope of Jra#thya, at least implicitly.11 

III 

The position of the iref{ha, whether viewed in terms of more or less 
related people or a vaguely defined totality, was associated with a 

8 Such definitions persist even in the later brahmanica1 tradition (e.g. SGS 
1.19.6). In one instance (SB 1.4.5.5) the Jmtha was defined as the Jiras (head) 
of the ardha or community (Eggeling 1963a: 129). Elsewhere (AV 1.9.3) a 
prayer was offered to ensure Jraiffhya amongst sajatas (literally those sharing a 
common birth or origin). Occasionally, the scope of Jraiffhya was widened to 
include manuvas or men in general (SSS 4.5. I). Besides, the possibility of 
attaining JraisJhya over the janata, a term which could both mean a specific 
community as well as (hu)mankind (SED: s.v.), was discussed (ApSS 5.24.4). 

9 This is a possibility which is discussed in the course of rituals such as the
soma sacrifice. 

10 While changes in the kinship structure will be discussed in detail in Chapter 
8, developments which were most closely connected with the ireffha are 
delineated in Sections VII and VIII below. 

11 This is suggested, for instance, by the analogical discussion (CU 5.1.7) 
where prar,a or the breath is equated with the ireffha as the entire body is affected 
by its departure, indicating that existence itself depends on the presence of the 
ireffha. 
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number of distinctive attributes. These included links with the 
material bases of society. Both the divine and human iref{has were 
connected with the creation of material resources. In fact, specific 
links were developed between Jraiffhya and the processes which were 
thought to ensure general well-being. These had important socio
economic implications. 

Much of the discussion on the basis and means of ensuring 
prosperity was embedded in cosmogonic speculation. Both the 
typical divine fre{!has, Indra and Prajapati, were associated with 
cosmogonies. However, in keeping with their divergent charac
teristics, Indra's connection with creation myths was closer in the 
early Vedic tradition, whereas in the later Vedic tradition, Prajapati 
emerged as virtually the sole creator god. Moreover, while references 
to Indra's role as creator are incidental, Prajapati is associated with 
a more systematically developed mythology (Keith 1925: 442). 

In the early Vedic tradition, Indra was supposed to have estab
lished the heaven and earth and the intermediate space (RV 3.30.9) 
and set the sun on its proper course (ibid.: 3.30.12). Besides, he 
was conceived of as producing fire (ibid.: 2.12.3), creating the dawn 
(ibid.: 2.12.7) and releasing the rivers (ibid.: 4.19.5). The means 
adopted by Indra for attaining these objectives are rarely discussed, 
although implicitly, some of these acts, such as releasing the rivers, 
were attributed to his valour. However, these achievements are 
almost never reiterated in later literature (Rau 1973: 200). 

Prajapati, on the other hand, emerged as a creator god in the 
latest section of the .f?g Veda (10.121.10), where he was implicitly 
identified with Hirai:iyagarbha, literally the golden embryo from 
which creation was thought to commence. In the later Vedic tradi
tion, virtually all aspects of the known world were envisaged as 
emerging from him. These included the three worlds, the five 
seasons, the devas and asuras, the day and night, and the year (SB 
11.1.6.22), which, as we have seen, was regarded as synonymous 
with the totality of human existence.12 In short, the origin of 

12 Elsewhere (SB 11.5.8.3) the creation of the three Vedas, basic to the ritual, 
was ascribed to him. In other cases (e.g. SB 6.1.1.8-15), the list of Prajapati's 
creations was elaborated to include brahma, the waters, Agni, horse, ass, goat, 
earth, clay, mud, saline soil, sand, gravel, rocks, ore, gold, plants, trees, Vayu, 
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virtually every conceivable entity was ascribed to the deity. Thus 
his association with creation was much more comprehensive than 
Indra's. 

Unlike Indra's case, moreover, the means adopted by Prajapati 
for creation were discussed at length. One of the commonest 
methods associated with the process was tapas or austerity, the 
standard formula being that Prajapati, being alone, desired to 
reproduce (e.g. SB 6.1.1.8), and practised austerities to achieve his 
ends (e.g. AB 2.10.1, SB 11.5.8.1, CU 2.23.3, BSS 14.1., etc.).13 

Another device frequently associated with Prajapati's creative 
activities was sacrifice, often 'perceived' as a result of austerities. In 
this case, creation was visualized as a process of continuous regenera
tion, with Prajapati losing his creative force, which was restored 
through the performance of specific rituals, ascribed initially to the 
deity, and later transferred to the human plane, suggesting an 
equation between the yajamima and Prajapati.

The association of creation with sacrifice had certain important 
implications. On the one hand it envisaged a role for human 
protagonists in creating or restoring the cosmic order. At the same 
time, the fact that this function was ritualized, suggests that certain 
specific humans, viz., those who were qualified to perform the 
sacrifice or get it performed, probably exploited this notion to assert 
their claims to a unique status. 

This possibility is reinforced when one considers specific cos
mogonic sacrifices. These include those used to legitimize 
fraifrhya such as the agniftoma (PVB 6.1.1), atiratra (ibid.: 4.1.4),
dvadasaha (AB 4.19.1), and gargatriratra (PVB 20. 16.1), in short,
the soma sacrifice and its variants. 

the intermediate region, the sun, sky, moon, stars, directions, the eight Vasus, 
eleven Rudras, twelve Adityas, the Visvedevas, and plants and creatures, both 
mortal and immortal. 

13 The notion of tapas as a generative mechanism also occurs in the last 
ma,:ufala of the f?g Veda {10.190.1, 2). Other means of creation associated with 
Prajapati include the use of the mystic syllables bhuh, bhuvar and svar (e.g. SB 
11.1.6.3), and the virriukrama or the three strides of Vi�l)U (ibid.: 6.7.2.12). 
Occasionally Prajapati is thought to have taken the form of a horse for this 
purpose (e.g. PVB 11.3.5). 
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Certain mythological possibilities were, at the same time, ex
plicitly or implicitly abandoned or modified. These included the 
possibility of creation starting from a heterosexual pair, implicit in 
some myths associated with Prajapati such as that of his incest with 
his daughter (RV 5.42.13, 1.71.5, 10.61.5-7). The procreative 
potential of this relationship was not developed in later mythology, 
although it was recognized as an indirect means of creation: sup
posedly resulting in the production of paiu, animals or cattle (PVB 
8.2.10) and miinus,a or men (AB 3.13.9).

Other possibilities which were ignored included analogies with 
productive processes. Analogies with the activities of craftsmen 
occasionally provided the underpinnings for mythological specula
tion in the ]Jg Veda (4.56.3, 10.72.2). With the increasing impor
tance of settled agriculture, moreover, the process of growing crops 
could have enriched such speculation. That such possibilities 
remained unrealized points to an attempt to deny the importance 
of physical processes of reproduction and production, while assert
ing control over their very preconditions or bases by fostering a 
specific understanding of creation.14 In effect then, the emphasis 
on defining sacrifices as creative acts provided the basis for creating 
distinctions among people, with those who could perform such acts 
implicitly and occasionally explicitly claiming superiority over those 
who could not do so. At the same time, efforts were made to convert 
this superiority into actual control over material resources. Thus, 
the link envisaged between the divine and human ires,thas and the 
cosmic order, concretized through rituals, was extended to a range 
of economic and social relationships, and both sharpened and 
justified growing socio-economic differentiation. 

IV 

Speculation related to the creation of tangibles and intangibles thus 
hinged on the establishment of a close identity between Prajapati 
and the human ires,tha, both of whom were associated with the very 

14 It is also likely that the creative activities attributed to Indra were mar
ginalized owing to their association with physical prowess. 
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conditions of human existence. However, when we turn to the issue 
of actual control over the resources allegedly created, the situation 
becomes slightly more complex. 

Of the two divine frefthas, Indra was frequently characterized 
as wealthy (e.g. vasupatior lord of wealth, RV 3.30.19). Occasional
ly, the specific elements of his wealth were enumerated •. These 
included cattle, whence his characterization as gopati (e.g. RV 
3.30.21), which is one of the most common epithets used for the 
deity in the .(?g Veda (Dange 1971: 172). Elsewhere (RV 2.21.1) 
he is described as winning all, wealth, light, fertile land, horses, 
cattle and waters. 

If Indra was characterized as controlling wealth, Prajapati was, 
on the other hand, totally identified with items of wealth, including 
all animals (SB 10.2.1.1), specifically enumerated as man, horse, 
cow, sheep and goat. 

On the human plane, control over material resources was 
regarded as one of the crucial criteria for acquiring iraifthya, the 
ireftha being defined as he who obtains the most of the earth (SB 
11.1.6.23). This was closer to the ideals associated with Indra than 
to those of Prajapati. 

On the ritual plane, the sacrifices meant to legitimize the ac
quisition of fraifthyasuch as the soma sacrifice, the dvadasaha, udbhit 
and sautriima,:zz were conceived of as a means of acquiring control 
over productive resources or produce. These were, more often than 
not, identified as paJu, animals or cattle (BSS 16.4, 18.31), 
annadya, literally the ability to eat (e.g. AB 1.1.5, ApSS 19.4.12) 
and praja or offspring (ApSS 19 .4 .12, SSS 8. 8 .11). 

In each of these cases, it was the individual sacrificer who was 
expected to benefit. The use of the sacrifice for 'acquiring' material 
benefits has often been viewed as a form of primitive magic to 
ensure production in situations where control over the environment 
is limited. It is also likely that those who performed such sacrifices 
sought, at the same time, to justify their claims to productive 
resources and produce by suggesting that these were their rewards 
for the performance of the ritual. 

Such assertions were, nonetheless, limited to the acquisition of 
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animal wealth, food and progeny. References to the major produc
tive resource, land, are conspicuous by their absence. However, 
attempts were made to widen the scope of the soma sacrifice. In 
one instance (SB 3.9.1.13), Prajapati was supposed to have ap
propriated everything by means of an offering to the Visvedevas. 
Elsewhere (ibid.: 3.9.1.17) an offering by Prajapati to the Maruts, 
explicitly regarded as representatives of the vii, is described as a 
means of acquiring bhumiin or plenitude. This probably indicates 
an attempt to claim all the productive resources available. Ascribing 
this claim to Prajapati is explicable in view of his vague, universalis
tic features. At the same time, his association with the appropriation 
of wealth is dearly uncharacteristic, contrasting sharply with his 
usual identification with the totality of human existence. 

The invocation of the Maruts and the Visvedevas, regarded as 
the counterpart of the vif of the deities (PVB 18.1.14, AB 1.2.3) 
is also significant in this context, implicitly recognizing the control 
over productive resources exercised by the vif which was sought to 
be appropriated by or for the Jreffha. The fact that the divine vis 
had to be propitiated with an offering possibly indicates the strength 
of their human counterparts. Seizing the wealth of the viJwas clearly 
not a viable proposition. 

There was thus a contrast between the kind of control over 
resources envisaged for the human Jre{thas and that associated with 
Indra and Prajapati. This dichotomy was probably related to the 
limits within which men functioned-even those who aspired to 
be the best or chief could claim only a few resources. At the same 
time, the broad range of resources associated with the deities sug
gested the potential which was open to their human counterparts, 
even if its realization was well-nigh impossible. 

Procreation was often recognized as an important aspect of 
material well-being within the brahmanical tradition. Here again, 
while both Prajapati and Indra were associated with obtaining 
offspring or prajii, their links with procreation were fairly distinct. 
All created beings were regarded, by definition, as Prajapati's off
spring. While there are virtually no references to Indra's progeny 
in myths, prayers to him were consistently recommended as a means 
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of obtaining offspring almost throughout the brahmanical tradition 
(e.g. RV 6.18.6, 10.85.45, PVB 11.6.3-5, BSS 13.2, ApSS 3.15.8, 
PGS l.9.5 etc.). 

Indra's procreative role was probably linked to his overt mas
culinity and his characterization as the most masculine of men 
(nr,:ziim nrtamab, RV 6.33.3). It is also likely that the bull-like 
attributes oflndra (Choudhuri 1981: 4) were linked to notions of 
virility (Gonda 1965: 77, Dandekar 1951: 43). Indra's very birth 
was conceived of as unusual (RV 4.18.1-2), as he was thought to 
emerge on his own initiative, from the side of his mother, symbolic 
of an assertion of masculine control over the process. This act was 
explicitly linked to defiance towards and the destruction of his 
mother. 

Given these associations, the invocation of Indra in prayers for 
progeny meant, in effect, an assertion of the importance of mas
culinity vis-a-vis female procreative powers. Nevertheless, the im
portance of the physical process itself was recognized, as control 
was envisaged in terms of a dominant masculinity rather than as a 
negation of physicality per se. 

Prajapati's intervention, on the other hand, was conceived in 
terms of removing procreation from the realm of the physical, as 
he was thought to have obtained prajii by performing sacrifices or 
through austerities. The association of the reification of the process 
with a male god meant the complete negation of the role of the 
female in procreation. This was underscored through prayers or 
offerings to Prajapati, which were frequently recommended as a 
means of acquiring prajii (e.g. ASS 10.3.6, SSS 2.10.1, AGS 
1.13.7).15 

On the human plane, rituals legitimizing fraifthya were very 
often conceived of as a means of acquiringprajii. This was especially 
true of the soma sacrifice (e.g. PVB 8.7.8-14, AB 3.13.13, SB 
3.8.2.5, ASS 6.12.4, SSS 4.13.1,ApSS 10.4.3), where prayers could 
occasionally be offered to obtain male offspring in particular (e.g. 

-

15 Alternatively, rites by means of which Prajapati was supposed to have
obtained praja (SSS 14.60.1, 10.14.8) were recommended for the sacrificer who 
desired offspring. 
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AB 3.13.13, SSS 5.9.19, ApSS 12.22.8, LSS 3.3.2). The dva
daiaha was viewed as a similar occasion (PVB 11.3.5, AB 4.19.1, 
SB 4.5.6.4, ASS 10.5.12) as was the sautramani (SB 12.8.2.6, BSS 
17.43). 

If the use of the sacrifice to obtain praja rested on an explicit 
or implicit analogy between Prajapati and the sacrificer, the specific 
sacrificial devices employed mimed heterosexual intercourse. At one 
level, the wives of the devas (devapatnis) were invited to the soma 
sacrifice, at which the presence of the sacrificer's wife was also 
required. These women, divine and human, were thought to ensure 
procreation by their very presence (PVB 8.7.8-14, AB 3.13.13, SB 
3.8.2.5). At another level, heterosexual pairs or mithunas were 
created and employed in the course of the ritual. These could 
include pairs consisting of inanimate objects, of metres or verses 
and chants, which were employed in the soma sacrifice (AB 1.1.1), 
dviidaiaha (PVB 11.5.16, 17, AB 5.24.4), and sautrama'}i (SB 
12.8.2.6). Besides, the sacrificer's wife was utilized in suggestive 
actions meant to ensure procreation (ApSS 13.15.9, LSS 2.10.16).16 

The position of the human srefrha vis-a-vis praja was thus in 
many ways distinct from that of both Indra and Prajapati. Unlike 
Indra and like Prajapati, he was prajakama or desirous of offspring. 
At the same time, he differed from Prajapati in not being able to 
claim all praja as his own. Besides, the use of biological symbolism, 
though ritualized, suggested a recognition of the importance of the 
physical process, which was very often denied on the mythical plane. 
However, the very fact that procreation was sought to be ritualized 

, and the context of such ritualization, controlled as it was by the 
male priests and the yajamana, indicates that an attempt was made 
to structure the relationship between procreative partners on une
qual terms. Clearly, the male was thought to control and benefit 
from the process, with the female being reduced to an essential 
instrument. The assertion of control over the process and fruits of 
procreation was greater than that envisaged for other productive 
resources. Thus irai{thya rested on the recognition of the claims of 

16 Water was to be poured on her thigh during the tritiya savana or the third 
pressing of soma. 
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individual men to productive resources and produce, typified by 
pasu and anna,, and on the assertion of control over the procreative 
powers of women by men. 

V 

The control which the ire{tha exercised over productive resources 
did not imply an ability to dispose off them arbitrarily. The divine 
ireHha,, Indra, for instance, was thought to be under an obligation 
to be generous, typified by the frequent use of the epithet maghavan 
(e.g. RV 6.23. 1), indicative of generosity and benevolence (Gonda 
1959: 42), for the deity in the {?g Veda (Griswold 1971: 207, 
Chaudhuri 1981: 4). The term magha itself implied connections 
between the donor and the donee 'obviously expressing the sense 
of property, wealth, possessions, viewed from the angle of a donor 
or recipient' (Gonda 1959: 50). 

Occasionally, a specific connection was established between the 
wealth Indra obtained and that which he was expected to distribute. 
Thus, seers were thought to pray to Indra (RV 3.55.22) as his 
sakhas or friends, hoping to obtain a share of the plants and waters 
produced for him by the earth. 

As suggested bv this prayer, an element of conditionality was 
implicit in Indra's generosity. For instance, those who offered him 
soma could expect to obtain whatever they desired (RV 2.14.8). 
This notion persists throughout the development of the sacrificial 
tradition, in the context of the routine rituals such as the annual 
siikamedha (SSS 8.19.5), the fortnightly new and full moon sacrifice 
(ApSS 3.15.8), and the more complex rituals such as the gaviim 
ayana (PVB 4.7.8). 

Prajapati, while not explicitly generous, was conceived of as 
providing the specific forms of subsistence to the four categories of 
beings, the devas, pitrs, manuf}as and pasus (gods, patrilineal ances
tors, men and animals respectively, SB 2 .4.2.1-5). Unlike Indra, 
Prajapati's assistance was not regarded as being conditional on his 
worship. In a sense, his position was envisaged as one 'above' such 
connections. Besides, his association with providing sustenance to 
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diverse categories of beings suggests a much wider role than Indra's 
limited one vis-a-vis his invokers. 

On the human plane, the rituals used for legitimizing 
Jrais,thya were often conceived of as a means of promoting general 
well-being. For instance, different forms of the word Indra could 
be used on different days of the dvadasiiha to ensure that plants 
ripened during different seasons (PVB 10.8.1). Besides, the basic 
soma sacrifice was conceived of as a means of releasing the fruc
tifying forces of nature (Hubert and Mauss 1964: 92). The associa
tion of the iref{ha with such rituals implied an ability to ensure the 
prosperity of those who accepted his position. 

Such rituals were also occasions on which the ire{{ha was ex
pected to demonstrate his liberality. The soma sacrifice incorporated 
communal feasts using the slaughtered animal and the pressed soma 
(Drury 1981: 36). However, detailed prescriptions pertaining to 
distribution in this context are generally lacking. This suggests that 
while customary procedures were probably followed, these were not 
granted recognition within the brahmanical tradition. There is also 
some evidence of attempts to restrict participation in such sharing 
by explicitly clffining eligible p.!I"ticipants. For instance, part of the 
oblation offered during the animal sacrifice could be given to the 
amatyas, defined as the patni, putra and bhratr, that is the wife, son 
and brother of the sacrificer respectively (ApSS 11.16.13-14). 

In contrast to this, the other element of exchange associated 
with the sacrifice, the dakfi,;a, is discussed in considerable detail. 
This is not surprising, as the brahma,;as were the exclusive recipi
ents in this case. 17 -while the soma sacrifice is described as fata 
dak{i,;a (with possibly a hundred, cattle as dakfi1Jtl., e.g. SB 4.3.4.3), 
the dakfi1Ja could occasionally be raised to a thousand (e.g. SB 
4.5.1.11). 18 Variations of the soma sacrifice such as the dvadasaha 

17 There are some indications that recipients were ideally confined to specific
gotras. While the Atreyas were preferred, the Kanakas and Kasyapas were categori
cally excluded (ApSS 13.6.12, 13.7.5). This probably reflects an attempt to assert 
control over the ritual on the part of specific groups of brahma,:ias. 

18 Similar, but not identical variations, are indicated in the Srauta Si:itras (e.g.
BSS 16.9, 25.4, SSS 7.17.18, 13.14.7, ApSS 10.26.1-7). In one instance (ASS 
5.3.17) the giving away of the kanya or daughter of the yajamana is recom-
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were also commonly associated with gifts of cattle, in this case 
numbering twelve hundred (e.g. ApSS 21.5.9). 

Dakfir.za, as is widely recognized, served a range of purposes. It 
was significant in material terms, implying a transfer of resources 
from the yajamana to the officiating priests. This is explicitly recog
nized in the Srauta Siitras. For instance, the officiating priests were 
expected to find out about the dakfi1:za to be offered before under
taking to perform sacrifices (SSS 5.1.10, ApSS 10.1.3), giving the 
yajamana an incentive by stating that a generous dakfir_za was a 
means of converting an ordinary ritual into an auspicious one (ibid.: 
10.20.4). 

Although the overt and immediate material transaction was 
one-way, the underlying assumption was that both parties would 
benefit in the long run. Thus the giving of gold was thought to 
bring joy to the recipient and longevity to the donor, while a gift 
of cows was thought to confer joy on the recipient and more cows 
on the donor (SSS 7.18.1, 2). These notions reflect the underlying 
assumption that 'the dakfir.za gift establishes or is expressive of a 
generative alliance between the giving and receiving parties' 
(Heesterman 1959: 245). The gift may also have been a means of 
extending the dominance of the donor over the donee (Gregory 
1982: 19, 151), although this is not explicitly acknowledged in the 
brahmanical tradition. 

The exchange of dakfir.za was, at the same time, a means of 
distinguishing between the yajamana and the officiating priests, 
and those excluded from the proceedings. The latter included the 
rest of the par::icipants present at the sacrifice as well as those who 
were absent. While participation in such exchanges did not imply 
a monopoly over the basic productive resources or produce, the 
ability to convert such resources into social prestige was thus dearly 
restricted.19 In other words, the ability to give and receive legitimate-

mended. Such variations indicate that the sacrifice could have been performed 
on at least two levels--one relatively simple and the other more complex. 

19 
As Gledhill (1988: 15) observes: 'Perhaps, in reality, it is non-subsistence 

resources which are "basic" from the point of view of understanding increasing 
political centralization and the opening up of an unbridgeable social gulf between 
rulers and ruled.' 
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ly was made explicit, reinforcing related notions of socio-economic 
status. In this sense dakfir_za was clearly a gift exchange establishing 
a relationship between the subjects who participated in the exchange 
(Gregory 1982: 19), linking those who claimed access to and control 
over the ritual to those who aspired to participate in the realm of 
the sacred (Gonda 1965: 209). This connection, moreover, was 
part of the process of legitimizing the change in the status of the 
sacrificer. 

At another level, dakfir_zawas used to reiterate ritual symbolism. 
For instance, the dakfir_za prescribed for the gargatriratra consisted 
of a thousand cattle (SSS 16.22.15-18, ApSS 22.15.6), of which 
the thousandth was considered symbolic of the totality and hence 
of the regeneration of the cosmos (Heesterman 1959: 247). 

Thus, the human Jref{ha evidently utilized some of the resources 
he acquired to perform sacrifices. 20 These were expected to generate 
prosperity, being analogo�s to the rituals performed by or for 
Prajapati. At the same time, these were occasions for sharing resour
ces amongst the participants. However, this was characterized by a 
basic asymmetry. Of the two resources to which the Jreftha laid 
claim, pasu and anna, the former was shared with the priests as 
dakfir_zii., whereas the latter was probably distributed amongst all the 
participants in the feasts accompanying the ritual. Thus some par
ticipants had access to relatively imperishable and reproducible 
forms of wealth, whereas the others were granted immediate but 
transient benefits. In other words, the ireftha' s generosity, unlike 
Indra's, was socially differentiated.21 This must have contributed to 
the process of socio-economic differentiation and the resultant 
conflicts and tensions. 

20 There is incidental evidence to suggest that the human freftha may have 
been associated with the distribution of resources in non-ritual contexts as well. 
The beneficiaries were, as in the case of Indra, those who were loyal. This is 
apparent from the statement (SB 10.3.5.9, BAU 1.3.18) that if a man tried to 
rival (pratibubhUfatt) a freffha, he was unable to support his dependents, whereas 
he was able to do so if he was faithful. 

21 It is this which probably explains the gradual marginalization of the notion 
of Indra as maghavan, reflected, for instance, in the Rilmayar,za (Brockington 
1984: 196), where the epithet is rather uncommon. 
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VI 

The links chat were emerging or being established between the 
iref{ha and what we have identified as constituting the material basis 
of society thus contained possibilities of conflict centring on the 
control and distribution of productive and reproductive re&0urces. 
Some of these were directly related co the process of acquiring 
Jraif{hya. whereas in other cases, the iref{ha was expected to inter
vene in and resolve tensions and disputes. Such interventions were 
almost inevitably partisan and were important in ensuring the 
support of sotlle social categories as opposed co others. Broadly, 
three major social issues may be identified, connected with defining 
the va17}a hierarchy, the relationship amongst kinsmen and gender 
stratification respectively. The roles envisaged for the divine and 
human iref{havis-a-vis these issues and the means adopted co handle 
chem reveal significant variations, suggestive of a changing situation. 

As is well known, the only reference to the four va17}as in the 
]Jg Veda occurs in the relatively lace Pur�asukca (RV 10.90.12). 
The paucity of references co va17}a categories in the text suggests 
that these had not acquired the social significance which was as
signed to chem later. In contrast to this, defining the va17}a hierarchy 
emerges as an important problem in the lacer Vedic tradition. This 
is evident from speculation regarding its origin, which often justified 
specific features of the hierarchy, and from attempts co regulate 
relationships amongst members of various va17}as, Both the divine 
and the human iref{has were associated with these problems, al
though in different ways. 

Of the divine iref{has, Indra was rarely associated with the 
creation of the va17}a hierarchy-one of the few occasions on which 
he was thought of as endowing each van:za with its characteristic 
attributes (PVB 13.4.17) results in a rather unique order, with the 
riijanya placed first, followed by the briihma,;za and vaisya. This is 
not surprising, given the face that Indra was often conceived of as 
the embodiment of kfatra (e.g. RV 6.25.8, SB 2.4.3.6) which refers 
both to the abstract quality of power and to the second van:,.a in 
the conventional hierarchy. Besides, in the ritual context, Indra was 
associated with the riijanyawho was required co use verses addressed 
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to the deity or offer oblations to him in sacrifices such as the ag
nyiidheya (SSS 2.3.6) or setting up of the sacrificial fire, and the 
soma sacrifice which formed part of the rajasuya (ApSS 18 .21.11). 
At the same time, although Indra's help was invoked in a variety 
of conflicts in the early Vedic tradition, thes� were rarely conceived 
f • 

22o m vart}a terms. 
In the later Vedic tradition, Indra's identity with the k!atra was 

reiterated in myths. In one instance (BSS 18.35) Agni (representing 
the first var7Ja) and Indra were supposed to have prospered jointly, 
attaining strength and supreme power. However, this prosperity 
was regarded as the result of Agni's leadership (AB 2.10.5), it being 
explicitly stated that Indra and Agni do not prosper, whereas Agni 
and Indra do. Elsewhere (SSS 14.29.1, 2) they were envisaged as 
engaged in a contest to attain supremacy over the devas. The devas, 
alarmed at the possible consequences of this contest, performed a 
sacrifice23 which evidently conciliated both deities. 

The myths suggest a certain amount of tension in defining the 
relationship between the brahma and the k{atra and point to two 
possible resolutions--one acknowledging the supremacy of the 
former and the second emphasizing their unity of interests and 
mutual support. A third possibility of open conflict resulting in the 
explicit defeat of one by the other is occasionally explored in the 
references to Indra's offence of brahmahatya or bhru7Jahatya (the 
killing of brahma7Ja, e.g. TS 2.5.1, VOS 5.8) for which he was 
supposedly punished by being deprived of soma (AB 7.35.2, SB 
12.7.1.10), a way out suggested being the transferring of the guilt 
incurred. In other words, an attempt was made by the brahma1Jas 
to convert a physical defeat into a moral victory and maintain an 
uneasy balance. 

Indra symbolized k{atra in myths and rituals exploring the 
k{atra-vii relationship as well. Thus, an offering to Indra and the 

22 Even when van:za categories were used, the context was a two-fold rather
than a four-fold one. For instance, Indra was invoked to protect the a,ya 
va17Ja against the dasyus (RV 3.34.9). 

23 This was recommended for the brahma,;za and the ks_atriya on the occasion
when the latter appointed the former as a purohita, a situation in which the 
relative status of the appointer and the appointee would have been ambiguous. 
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Maruts was recommended (BSS 13.19) to ensure that the kfatra 
and vii were in accord with one another. In another instance (PVB 
6.10.10-11) the joint invocation of Indra and the Maruts was 
regarded as a means of ensuring that the vii did not desert the 
riijanya. 24 

However, the connection between the kfatra or rizjanya and the 
vii was not always regarded as desirable. For instance, the offering 
of soma to Indra along with the Maruts (SB 4.3.3.15-16) was 
compared to a man desirous of victory eating food from the same 
vessel as the vii as a means of winning their support; the practice 
was dismissed as evil and a separate cup for Mahendra {literally the 
great Indra) was recommended instead. This was probably an asser
tion of the relative importance of the leader and the led in ensuring 
success in military ventures. The emphasis on the role of the former 
would point to the growing socio-political differentiation between 
the two. This would also explain the possibility of discord between 
the kfatra and the vii which was sought to be resolved through 
myths and rituals. 

Prajapati, unlike Indra, was frequently associated with the crea
tion of the van.za hierarchy amongst other things (e.g. AB 7.34.1, 
SB 2.1.4.12). However, he was usually not assigned a position 
within the hierarchy, being placed, in a sense, above it.25

The creation of the van.za hierarchy ascribed to Prajapati very 
often involved variations of the PurW?asiikta (e.g. PVB 6.1.6-11).26 

However, unlike the purufa or the primeval being who was not 
envisaged as controlling the process, Prajapati was assigned a deter
minant role, and the very process of creation was used to justify 
the hierarchical relationship amongst the van.zas. Thus the 'eating' 
of the vaiiya by the brahma7Ja and the rajanya was justified on the 

24 The vii was made anapakramuka in chis context. 
25 This aloofness resembles chat discernible in his links with economic resour

ces, and contrasts with the position of ocher deities such as Indra and the Maruts. 
26 In chis case, Agni, the brahma7J4, spring, the trivrt stoma and gayatr"i metre 

were thought .co be produced from his mouth; Indra, the rajanya, summer, the 
pancadaia stoma and the triftubh metre from his breast; the vaiiya, saptadaia 
stoma, jagafi metre and the Visvedevas from his middle and reproductive organ, 
and the Judra, ekavi,rzia stoma and anUffubh metre from his feet. 
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ground that the former was created from the lower organs (includ
ing the generative ones) of Prajapati (PVB 6.1.10), while the 
iudra was denied access to rituals as he had been created without a 
deity (ibid.: 6.1.11), the entire hierarchy being viewed as a means 
of distinguishing between good and evil (ibid.: 6.1.12). In another 
instance (AB 7 .34.1), Prajapati was associated with the creation of 
the yajfza or sacrifice, brahma and kfatra, and two types of prajii
hutada (oblation-eaters) and ahutada (those debarred from eating 
oblations}-with the brahma1Jas in the first category and the 
rajanya, vaiiya and iudra in the second. Such myths evidently sought 
to justify the exploitation of one van}a by another and to define 
access to the realm of the sacred. 

Nevertheless, not all creation myths reflected the hierarchical 
pattern so explicitly. In one instance (SB 2.1.4.11-12) Prajapati 
was conceived of as using the three syllables bhuh, bhuvar and svar 
to create the earth, intermediate space and heaven, the brahma, 
kfatra, and vii, and_ the atman, praja and pa1u. Here the _lowest 
var1:za was equated with the highest spatial category. The existence 
of such variations would point to the relatively fluid nature of the 
hierarchy which permitted a range of speculations. 

The possibility of such alternatives is reflected in the role as
signed to the Maruts, the divine vis in myths. The Indra-Maruts 
relationship was suggestive of strains and tensions within the 
kfatra-vii relationship. The Prajapati-Maruts connection points to 
opposition to the entire order whose creation was ascribed to 
Prajapati. In one instance (SB 2.5.1.12, 13) the Maruts were con
ceived of as threatening to destroy the praja created by Prajapati 
and were ultimately placated with a share of the soma sacrifice. That 
the resolution envisaged was in terms of conciliation rather than 
destruction or suppression would indicate the relative strength of 
the vii vis-a-vis the other categories of the emerging hierarchy, a 
suggestion which is borne out by the rituals associated with the 
acquisition of srai{thya. 

The soma sacrifice provided an occasion for communicating 
statements regarding the attributes of the van}as and their mutual 
relationships. While prayers were offered for the protection of the 
brahma, kfatra, and vii in this context (BSS 7.7), the goals envisaged 
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varied according to the va'!la of the yajamana, including brahma
varcas or priestly lustre for the briihma1}a, indriya or prowess for 
the rajanya and paiu and annadya for the vaiiya (AB 1.1.5).27 

Attempts were made to ensure these varied goals by invoking 
specific deities, Brhaspati, Indra and the Visvedevas, for the 
brahma1}a, rajanya and vaiiya respectively (ApSS 18.21.11), and 
through the use of distinct metres for the chants employed in the 
ritual (BSS 10.17).28 The use of such variations meant that while 
the sacrifice was open to men of the first three va'!las, its very 
performance would have led to differentiation amongst them by 
focusing on the distinct attributes associated with the yajamanas 
belonging to different categories. 

Relations with the fourth va'!la �ere also regulated through the 
ritual, as the man initiated for the soma sacrifice could not talk 
directly to a iudra (SB 3.1.1.10); he could do so indirectly only if 
absolutely necessary. This would have conveyed the notion of the 
iudra as potentially polluting in the ritual context. Besides, in ritual 
actions such as washing the seat on which the sacrificial soma was 
placed, the brahma1}a was expected to pour water while the iudra 
washed the seat (BSS 6.17). Such regulated communication and 
gestures conveyed important messages concerning relative status to 
all those who participated in or witnessed the ceremony. 

The soma sacrifice was also a means of distinguishing amongst 
brahmm:zas, as the officiating priests had to be those whose claims 
to ar�eya origins or descent from Vedic seers were accepted (SSS 
5.1.1, ApSS IO.I.I) and who were physically unblemished, young 
and learned (SSS 5.1.1).29 Clearly, the very ability to perform i;uch 

27 Similar variations are suggested in the ApSS (4.6.2) and in the context of 
the sautramani (LSS 5.4.19). 

28 In this ·case the gayatri metre was prescribed for the brahma,:,.a and the 
triftubh f'lr the rajanya. Very often, the formulae varied according to the 
van:za of the yajamana (ApSS 10.12.8). Visible symbols such as the colour of 
the cow used for the exchange of soma could also vary according to var,:,.a (ibid.: 
10.22.5). 

29 The gotrd and pravara, which traced descent from recognized seers, and 
the immediate patrilineal ancestry of the priest were referred to in the course of 
the sacrifice (BSS 6.5). 
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a ritual would have contributed to the prestige and renown of the 
• 30pnests. 

Nevertheless, not all van:za related statements were unam
biguous. For instance, the yajamana who was initiated for the 
sacrifice was regarded as a brahma1:za even though he may have been 
a rajanya or a vaiiya (ApSS 10.11.6). While this could mean an 
assertion of the exclusive right of brahma,;zas to participate in the 
sacrifice, it also provided for the temporary brahmanization of the 
yajamiina, rendering the position of the briihma,;za more accessible 
and challenging the claims of the brahma,;zas to a unique status. 

More important is the evidence of conflicting goals of the 
sacrifice vis-a-vis the var,;za hierarchy. While the sacrifice was oc
casionally viewed as a means of ensuring the well-being of the 
undifferentiated vii (e.g. SB 4.2.4.23), it also provided an occasion 
for exploring alternative forms of the kfatra-vii relationship. On the 
one hand the ritual was used to ensure that the vii was submissive 
(apratyudyamini, literally not refractory, AB 6.29.5), while on the 
other hand, the alternative was also known, being explicitly forbid
den in some cases (ibid.).31

If the soma sacrifice could be used to render the kfatra more 
powerful than the vii and vice versa (ApSS 14.6.8, 9), other 
sacrifices legitimizing iraifthya contained categorical statements fa

vouring what emerged as the 'proper' order and relationship. The 
dvadaiaha, for instance, was used to ensure that the kfatra and vii 
followed the briihma,:,a (PVB 11.11.8, 15.6.3), whereas in the 
sautrama,;zi (SB 12.7.3.15), the cups of liquor (surii) representing 
the vii and those of milk symbolic of the kfatra, were drawn so as 
to ensure that the kfatra and the vii remained connected with one 
another. 

The rituals associated with iraifthya point to the importance of 
defining the kfatra-vii relationship. At the same time, they point to 
the difficulties in ensuring the support and subordination of the 
vii. While such problems could be resolved on the mythical plane

30 
As opposed to this brahma,:,aswho did not pi=rform the soma sacrifice were

condemned (ADS 2.6.11.35). 
31 Similarly, the vii could be used to destroy the riq{ra through variations in 

the placement of the pot containing soma and the pressing stones (LSS 1.10.13). 
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by envisaging the creation of social categories in terms of a well
ordered, inviolable, 'natural' hierarchy, the evidence of a range of 
speculation suggests that enforcing a uniform ideal or norm was 
not possible. In this context, it is not surprising that although there 
are occasional references to suggest that the sreftha should be a 
riijanya (AB 1.5.2), the Jreftha was not expected to uphold the 
va'?la hierarchy. Clearly, the position of the human sre!{ha was 
closer to that of Indra, caught between a vii which could and 
probably did exercise the option of moving out of his sphere of 
control, thus weakening his claims to power, and the briihma�as 
who attempted to assert a monopoly over the rituals which 
legitimized his position, and offered support, but at a price. Situated 
thus, the ire!{ha was not in a position to establish or maintain the 
norms governing inter-va'?'a relationships, which were acquiring 
increasing importance. 

VII 

The relationship amongst kinsmen was in a sense more central to 
the definition and acquisition of Jraif{hya. This is not surprising, 
given the fact that the position of the sre!{ha was defined in terms 
of svas or samiinas. While the first term suggests being related 
{literally one's own), the second stressed equality such as would 
have existed amongst kinsmen of the same generation. The very 
assertion of irai.f;hya in such a situation was potentially a tension
ridden process, requiring as it did the support of kinsfolk, from 
whom the ire{{ha at the same time sought to distinguish himself. 
The emergence of iraifthya was accompanied by the transformation 
of relationships amongst kinsmen-involving, on the one hand, 
growing hostility amongst kinsmen of the same generation, and on 
the other, a strengthening of ties linking kinsmen of different 
generations. 

The lndra-V rtra struggle evidently provided one of the most 
powerful analogies for conflicts amongst kinsmen. This was one 
sphere where an early mythical tradition was substantially modified 
to reflect new concerns. Victory over Vrtra (e.g. RV 2.11.18, AV 
6.98.3, PVB 8.5.2, SB 4.3.3.5) was basic to Indra's characterization 
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in the early Vedic tradition, as is evident from the fact that V rtrahan 
or Vrrra-killer is his most common epithet (Griswold 1971: 207), 
being used over a hundred times in the JJg Veda (Chaudhuri 1981: 
4).32 

In the early Vedic context, the Indra-V ftra conflict has been

interpreted at a number of levels (V arenne I 978: 379-382, Lahiri 
1982: 1)-as a struggle between the forces of nature, specifically of 
rain and drought, or light and darkness, as a social conflict between

Aryans and non-Aryans, and as a cosmogonic myth. What is per
haps more significant for the present discussion is that certain new 
elements were introduced into the conflict in the lacer Vedic tradi
tion. These include the identification ofVrcra with Soma (e.g. SB 
3.4.3.13) which, as Lahiri (1982: 173) points out, 'is not hinted at 
in the JJg Veda'. This was significant because Soma was important 
both as a deity and as a typical divine rii.ja. Related to this was an 
element of ambiguity vis-a-vis the outcome of the conflict-Indra's 
victory was no longer regarded as an unalloyed triumph. Although 
he was conceived of as becoming mahat or great through this act 
(e.g. SB 1.6.4.21, M 1.1.1.2), he was thought to be unsure of 
himself and took refuge in a cow (PVB 12.5.21) and the 
anu!tubh metre (AB 3.12.4). Further, he was regarded as being 
devoid of strength after the struggle, and had to be restored through 
rituals (PVB 18.5.2). Not only was he weakened, he was viewed as 
impure, and the sin of vrtrahatyii. or the killing of Vrtra had to be 
expiated by performing a paun:zamii.sa i!# (full moon sacrifice, SB 
6.2.2.19).33 

32 The importance of this conflict is also reflected in attempts to extend the 
use of the epithet to other deities such as Agni (RV 1.74.3), Soma (ibid.: 1.91.5) 
and Sarasvat1 (Vrcraghni, ibid.: 6.61.7). Indra's victory over Vrcra and his role 
as the leader of the devas against the asuras are frequently alluded to in what 
Brockington (1984: 195) identifies as the first stage of the Rizmayaria. 

33 The notion oflndra's impurity is reiterated in other situations as well. This
was used to justify denying a share in the soma sacrifice to Indra, and, by 
extension, to the kfatra (AB 7.35.2). Elsewhere (TS 2.5.1, VDS 5.8), the notion 
of menstruation as impure was justified on the grounds that it was the result of 
the guilt of brahmahatya, the killing of brahmarias, transferred to women by 
Indra. 
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This notion of an ambiguous contest is reiterated on the ritual 
plane as well, where a part of the dakfir.za given for the jyotif(oma, 
a variation of the soma sacrifice, was regarded as a vaira (PVB 
16.1.12) or wergeld, meant to propitiate the devas who were 
thought to be hostile after the killing of Soma, which was equated 
with the slaying of a brave man, vzraha (BSS 25.4). 

Another simultaneous development was related to the charac
terization of the asuras. In the early Vedic tradition, virtually all the 
major devas were regarded as asuras in a positive sense. These 
included Varul).a (RV 1.24.14), Saviq· (ibid.: 4.53. 1), Indra (ibid.: 
3.38.4), Agni (ibid.: 3.3.4), Soma and Rudra (ibid.: 6.74.1), and 
Dyaus (ibid.: 1.131.1). Besides, asuratva was regarded as a basic 
attribute of the devas (ibid.: 3.55.1).34 Even in the later Vedic 
tradition, where the term asuraracquired negative connotations and 
the devar and asurar were conceptualized as irreconcilable enemies, 
their common origin as sons of Prajapati is frequently reiterated 
(BAU 1.3.1, SSS 10.14.8).35

.AJ:, in the struggle against Vrcra, Indra was conceived of as 
playing an active role in the deva-asura conflict (e.g. SB 9.2.3.3)36 

and once again, his participation in this was occasionally viewed as 
an ambiguous, or even evil ace (akarya, literally that which should 
not be done, PVB 22.14.2), which had to be expiated by the per
formance of a sacrifice. At the same time, many of the achievements 
ascribed co Indra in the early Vedic tradition, such as the destruction 

34 According to Rajwadc (1919: 18), of a total of 105 occurrences of the term
asura in the f?g Veda, only 15 arc negative, while Chattopadhyaya (1935: 34) 
states that 14 of the 108 occurrences arc negative. Most of the negative references 
occur in the tenth matztfala (Paranjpc 1975: 195). Hale (1986: 181) argues that 
the conceptualization of the asuras in the later V cdic tradition reflects a tendency 
to mythologize human enemies into enemies of the gods. 

35 In the former case the asuras are described as the cider brothers of the
devas. The hostility and virtual equality of the dwas and the asuras is reiterated 
in the Ramaya,:ia (Brockington 1984: 203). In view of such connections, attempts 
to identify the asuraswith the Assyrians (Bhandarkar 1933: 97), that is with a 
completely alien group, do not seem to be justified. 

36 While Prajapati was not envisaged as having a role in the lndra-Vrtra
conflict, he was occasionally conceived of as tilting the scales in favour of the 
devasin the deva-asuraconflict (e.g. PVB 12.13.27). 
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of puras (e.g. RV 1.63.2), of the dasyus(ibid.: 2.11.18), dasas (ibid.: 
3.12.6), the sei;pent Ahi (ibid.; 2.11.2) and of the Pai:iis (ibid.: 
6.20.4), are rarely referred to in the later Vedic tradition.37 Such
transformations in mythology were, moreover, related to the ritual 
plane, where the deva-asura and/ or the lndra-V rtra conflict was 
frequently equated with that between the yajamima and his 
bhratrrya or sapatna (e.g. PVB 12.3.14). 

Both the terms bhratrvya and sapatna have aroused a consider
able amount of speculation. The former literally meant a brother
like man38 and may have meant the father's brother's son, although
the term became virtually synonymous with enmity (VI: s.v.). The 
process whereby a kinship term acquired negative connotations has 
been variously explained in terms of the fights between brothers 
and cousins for property (Apte 1954: 47) which assumed impor
tance with the beginnings of settled life {Rai 197 4: 28, Vaidya 1928: 
290), and in terms of the possible conflicts amongst brothers-in-law 
in an exogamous system (Banerjea 1963: 60).39 

The term sapatna 'is a curious masculine formed by analogy 
from sapatnz, co-wife and so female rival' (VI: s.v.). However, the 
term sapatnz, from which sapatna is allegedly derived, often had a 
positive connotation in the early Vedic tradition. For instance, the 
term occasionally refers to a harmonious feminine duality, probably 
the Heaven and Earth, or Night and Day (RV 3.1.10), and to the 
wives of Agni (ibid.: 3.6.4)40 while in the later Vedic tradition the

37 In the post-Vedic context, although the epithet purandara is used for Indra
in the early sections of the Rilmaya!Ja, it is rather rare (Brockington 1984: 196). 

38 Its construction may have been similar to pitrvya (father's brother, i.e. a
father-like man, Banerjea 1963: 56). 

39 Other possibilities suggested include a quarrel between Iranians and Aryans
(Vaidya 1926: 290, Apte 1954: 47). It should be noted that hostility per sc is 
by no means unknown in the .flg Veda where a range of terms was used to denote 
enemies, including amitra (literally not-friend, RV 3.18.2), abhimati (ibid.: 
3.24.1), arati (ibid.) and iatru (ibid.: 3.54.22). Besides, prayers were offered to 
ensure success against the dasas and dasyus (e.g. ibid.: 6.25.2). However, unlike 
the terms bhratrvya and sapatna, none of these had kinship connotations. In 
other words, the enemy was earlier conceived of as existing without rather than 
within the kin group. 

40 Examples of the negative usage of the term are confined to the relatively



56 The Emergence of Monarchy in North India 

masculine form of the word is much more common than the 
feminine form. 

Alternatively, the term may be interpreted as men sharing a 
common wife.41 Given the fact that actual examples of polyandry 

are rather rare, it is possible that what is meant by the term is rivalry 

between men related through a woman who may have been the 
wife of one of them. In any case the sapatna, like the bhratrrya, 
belonged to the same generation as the yajamana. 

Both the mythological and the human conflicts were conceived 
of as centring around the control of material resources. These 
consisted of pasu (PVB 8.4.6-7), including, occasionally, the mythi
cal kamadhuk or wish-fulfilling cow (ibid.: 11.5.9), and anna. 42 As
noted earlier, these were the very resources which were regarded as 
essential for the acquisition of Jraiffhya. What is also significant is 
that both the yajamana and the bhratrvya were conceived of as 
possessing identical resources and efforts were made by one to assert 
complete control over such resources to the total exclusion of the 
other.43 

A second area of conflict pertained to attitudes towards and 
access to or control over the sacrificial cult. Here, there is some 
divergence between the deva-asura conflict and that between the 
yajamana and his bhratrvya. In the later Vedic tradition, the attitude 
of the devas and asurasvis-a-vis rituals is often conceived of in terms 

late tenth ma1Jl!ala of the .{?g Vetli. Two suktas, meant to ensure the destruction 
of the sapatni and the sapatna respectively (RV 10.145, 166), deal with such 
rivalry. In the former, lndcii:iI claims to drive away her sapatnis and have her 
husband solely to herself. However, in the later Vedic tradition, men rather than 
women prayed to destroy their rivals. 

41 samima patni vartate yasya sa& sapama&. 
42 Special sacrifices to deprive the bhraervya of his anniulya and to destroy his 

goftha or cow pen were prescribed (BSS 3.21). Attempts were also made to 
deprive the sapatnas of Ofadhis or planes through the ritual (SB 3.6.1.9, 10). 

43 The conflict inherent in this is reflected in the characterization of the asuras. 
On the one hand they were regarded as barren soil (SB 9.5.1.7), while on the 
other hand thiy were thought to be familiar with all major agricultural opera
tions, and could even obtain crops without ploughing {ibid.: 1.6.1.2-4). This 
would suggest that their prosperity, like that of the bhraervya, was wonhless to 
the sacrificer unless and until it could be totally appropriated. 
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of outright opposition. In one instance (SB 5.1.1. 1), the asuras are 
said to have put offerings into their own mouths out of excessive 
pride (atimima) which led to their decline. The devas, by contrast, 
were conceived of as making offerings to one another, consequently 
prospering and attaining Prajapati or the yajfia (ibid.: 5.1.1.2). 
More generally, the asuras were conceived of as being hostile to all 
sacred activities (CU 8.8.5). Thus, they did not offer gifts or 
perform sacrifices and lacked faith.44 

Elsewhere, the deva-asura conflict is envisaged within the ritual 
framework, where both attempt to establish control over the cult. 
It is this aspect which is reiterated in the course of the yajamitna
bhriitrrya struggle.45 Thus, knowledge of how the devas succeeded
in wresting control of the cult from the asuraswas thought to enable 
the sacrificer to take away the yajfia from his bhriitrrya (PVB 8.3.4), 
the sacrif

i

ces appropriated in this context being identified as the 
daily agnihotra, the fortnightly darsapu17Jamizsa, the ciiturmizsyas 
associated with the agrarian cycle and the soma sacrifice (ibid.: 
8.6.5-7).46

Despite such attempts to assert unilateral control over the cult, 
there is evidence to suggest that rivals very often sought to outdo 
one another in the performance of rituals. This is indicated by the 
provision for alternative sacrifices-if the bhratrrya performed the 
anukriyii, the yajamitna could outsmart him by performing the 

44 Occasionally (SB 9.5.1.12-17) the struggle between the devas and asuras
is formulated in ethical terms. Initially both spoke both truth and falsehood. 
Then the devas took to speaking only the truth, as a result of which they became 
weak and poor, but prospered ultimately, whereas the asuras prospered initially 
but came to naught with the passage of time. 

45 The first aspect of outright hostility towards the cult is characteristic of
enemies in the early Vedic tradition. For instance, opponents such as the 
dilsas or dasyus are described as anyavrata (RV 10.22.8), that is, those following 
different practices, ayajvan (ibid.: 8. 70.11) or devoid of sacrifices and adeva 
(ibid.: 9. 105.6), literally without gods. As opposed to this, the devas were 
associated with spreading the aryavrata (ibid.: 10.65.11). 

46 Elsewhere (SB 11.5.9.4, 5), there is a more general reference to the sacrificer
acquiring all sacrifices (sarva yajfia) from his bhratrrya. On the mythical plane, 
Indra was likewise thought to acquire the re. yajus, and saman formulae, basic 
to the ritual, from Vrtra (ibid.: 5.5.5.3-5). 
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parikriya, and if the bhratrvya performed the latter sacrifice, che 
yajamiina could outdo him by performing the atikriya (SSS 
14.42.6). 

In other instances, accempts were made co ensure the subor
dination of the bhriitrvya co the yajamiina by symbolically depriving 
him of his power of speech (PVB 9.1.13) and rendering him 
powerless co retort (aprativiidin, ibid.: 10.7.3). Attempts were also 
made co deprive the sapatna of their faculty of speech (SB 3.2.1.24) 
and strength (ibid.: 4.5.3.4). 

Occasionally, the struggle was conceived of as a cosmic one on 
both the mythical and the ritual plane. Thus, the devas and the 
asuras were envisaged as struggling for the sa'f!Zvatsara or Prajapaci 
(e.g. SB 1.5.3.2) or for the spacial directions (ibid.: 13.8. 1.5). On 
the human plane, the basic units of time, day and night, could be 
obtained by the sacrificer who performed the dviidaJiiha correccly, 
these being lose co his bhratrvya in case of mistakes (AB 5.24.S). 
Elsewhere (PVB 5.5.15) the conflict was viewed as one for the 
control of the sun, or for chat of the three worlds (SSS 4.12.10).47 

The sacrifices which legitimized the position of the fret[ha were 
frequencly regarded as a means of destroying the bhriitrvya and his 
powers as well. The use of verses referring co the slaying of Vrcra 
by Indra was recommended in the context of the soma sacrifice (AB 
1.1.4) as a means of equating the yajamiina with Indra. Besides, 
prayers were offered to ensure the destruction of both sapatnas and 
bhratrvyas (AB 1.4.7, SB 3.5. 1.33, BSS 6.28). Destruction of such 
rivals also figured amongst the goals of the dviidaJaha (AB 5.24.5).48 

47 Similarly, victory over the sapatnas was envisaged in terms of excluding
them from the three worlds (e.g. SB 1.9.3.11) and from the sa'!'vatsara (ibid.: 
4.2.4.12). 

48 Indra's role in destroying Vrrra and hence the bhratrrya or sapatna was
frequently referred to in such rituals. For instance, in the context of the soma 

sacrifice, he was described as one who troubles the bhratrrya (BSS 7.12), a 
specific offering to Indra Vrtratu (the destroyer ofVrtra) being recommended 
for the bhratrryavat (ApSS 3. 16.3). Besides, Indra was invoked to destroy the 
sapatnas of the sacrificer in the context of the new and full moon sacrifice (BSS 
1.19), special iftisto him being recommended for the bhratrryavat(ibid.: 17.47), 
whose enemies were symbolically destroyed with the help of Indra's vajra or 
thunderbolt (ibid.: 3.27). 
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The Indra-V rtra or deva-asural yajamitna-bhrittrryal sapatna 
struggle was thus part of the process of acquiring irai!(hya. The 
conflict, moreover, 'centres on the relative legitimacy of similar 
claims, not the relative merits of substantially different programmes' 
(Brumfiel 1989: 127), features characteristic of a factional struggle 
for power or prestige between more or less similarly endowed 
groups. Unlike conflicts between van:zfl categories, moreover, this 
was a situation in which co-existence was not considered possible. 

And yet, the destruction of kinsmen or the bonds which linked 
them presented problems. These were in part moral or ethical, 
evident in the ambiguous attitude towards the victors in the conflict. 
Incidental references indicate that the acquisition or attainment of 
iraisJhya was regarded as evil, reflected in the notion that he who 
attains iraifthya becomes sinful (AB 1.3.2), 49 or even pock marked
(ApSS 5.24.4). 

A development which ran parallel to the hostility towards the 
bhriitrrya and the sapatna was the link, often bordering on identity, 
envisaged between the jye{tha, literally the eldest and the ireftha.50 

This was established, at one level by equating/associating the former 
with Indra (e.g. RV 2.16.1, SB 8.7.1.6, BSS 10.56) and Prajapati 
(e.g. AB4. 19.3).51 A somewhat similar identification was envisaged 
in the legend of Sun3.Q.sepa who was appointed as a jyef{ha and 
ireffha by Visvamitra (e.g. AB 7.33.5, SSS 15.25.1). 

The emphasis on jyaifthya implied a differentiation amongst 
brothers in particular and kinsfolk in general, asserting the distinct 
status of a single man as opposed to the rest. The possibility of the 
jye{tha possessing or being endowed with prosperity was evidently 
recognized as valid and justified. Variations in the soma sacrifice 
were prescribed for the jaiffhineya (the eldest son of the eldest wife) 

49 Yah imthatam ainute sah ki/bisam bhavati. 
50 The fo·;mer term mea�t mos� excellent, pre-eminent, first, chief, best, 

greatest (SEO: s.v.), connotations virtually identical with those associated with 
the ITt!f{ha. 'Jyef{ha, ordinarily meaning "greatest", has the further specific sense 
of"eldest brother" in the )_lg Veda. It also meant the eldest amongst sons, which 
is another side of the same sense' (VI: s.v.). 

51 Other deities occasionally associated with jyaif{hya include Mitra and 
Varui:ia (RV 6.67.1, 4.1.2). 
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who was gatasri, that is who had attained prosperity (ApSS 2.19.3). 
While the nature of the resources controlled by the jyeftha are not 
specified, it is dear that, as opposed to the bhrii.trvJa' s or the 
sapatna s claims, those of the jyeftha were accorded legitimacy. 

The very position of the jyef{ha was, moreover, legitimized 
through the use of the anUftubh metre during the soma sacrifice 
(PVB 8.7.3) as well as through variations on the ritual (e.g. AB 
4.19.3). In many cases, an explicit parallel was drawn between 
Indra's assertion of jyaifthya over the devas and that of the 
yajamii.na over his kinsfolk. 52 

Implicit in the use of such mechanisms was an understanding 
that jyaifthya was not naturally accorded to the first-born son. On 
the divine plane, while Prajapati in his capacity as creator could 
logically be conceived of as the first-born, Indra's association with 
the position was regarded as something which had to be achieved. 
In Sunai:isepa's case, likewise, the position was evidently conferred 
(AB 7.33.5, SSS 15.25) in a sacrificial context. Sunai:isepa's story 
also points to resistance to the imposition of a jyeftha. which 
Visvamitra countered by banishing his recalcitrant sons. The 
prescription of a ritual known as the jyaifthastoma (SSS 14.31.1) 
for a man who belonged to a kaniftha kula (literally a young, small 
or subordinate family) but aspired to jyaifthya. also points to a 
relatively fluid position. In such a situation, what was emphasized 
was not so much primogeniture, but a claim to superior status on 
the part of any one son or kinsman to the exclusion of others. Asser
tions of such claims, as well as the destruction or distortion of earlier 
or existing networks of support necessitated a search for alternatives. 
Hence, attempts were made to strengthen the bonds between the 
sre!tha or jyeftha and other kinsmen, especially through rituals. 

Amongst the ties which were thus focused on, those with the 
male patrilineal ancestors, the pitrs, were evidently the most sig
nificant, offerings to them being prescribed as part of the soma 
sacrifice (e.g. BSS 8.17, SSS 8.2. 13, LSS 2.10.4). 53 This was dearly 

52 For ins�nce, the dviu/afaha, allegedly used by Indra for this purpose, was
recommended for the man who aspired to jyaiffhya (AB 4.19.3). 

53 Offerings to the pitrs were also recommended as a part of the sautrama�i
(BSS 17.37). 
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a new development, unparalled in myths. Of the divine irefthas, 
Indra's relations with his parents was thought to be tension-ridden 
(e.g. RV 4.17.12) and while efforts were made to link him to 
Prajapati in the later Vedic tradition (discussed below), he was 
devoid of an elaborate patrilineage. Prajapati, likewise, lacked an
cestors, which was logically inevitable, given his conceptualization 
as creator.54 Nevertheless, for the human 1reftha, the reiteration of 
his patrilineal connections was considered important enough to be 
incorporated within the ritual. 

The emphasis on patrilineal ties to the exclusion of other kinship 
connections invested the former with an element of sanctity. Be
sides, it pointed to the importance of 'proper' patrilineal connec
tions for the man who aspired to Jraifthya. This implied an exclusion 
of those who did not have access to such bonds or who may have 
followed alternative patterns ofidentification. Further, although we 
do not have any specific references to srefthas inheriting their father's 
position on the human plane, 55 such possibilities would have been 
opened up by the recommended recollection of patrilineal ances
tors. 

Occasionally, the use of ritualistic genealogies was also recom
mended in the same context. These included the itrfeya (SSS 5. 16.5, 

54 Prajapati did, however, have a number of sons, including Agni, Indra,
Soma and ParamCl!µtin Prajapatya (SB 11.1.6.14), and as mentioned earlier, the 
asuras. Apart from this, virtually all created beings were regarded as his descen
dants. It is probably this which justified the use of his name for sacrificers whose 
arfeyawas unknown (ASS 3.2.8) as well as the offering to him to ensure proper 
ties between father and son in the course of the rajasuya (SB 5.4.2.9). Indra was 
occasionally invoked as the most fatherly of fathers (pita pitrtamah, RV 4.17.17), 
although he has also occasionally been conceived of as a sajata (ibid.: 8.83.7) 
and api (ibid.: 4.17.17) of the sacrificer. Such terms were suggestive of kinship 
in general and did not imply a stratification in terms of generations. 

55 For explorations of this possibility in myths, see below. Although patriliny 
was emphasized, primogeniture was less important. Moreover, the father-son 
relationship was probably not very sharply structured in terms of power and 
authority. This is suggested by the myth of Prajapati and his sons (SB 8.4.1 .4) 
where Prajapati was conceived of as agreeing to do the bidding of his sons, 
whereas they, when asked to do his bidding, were thought to retort, 'What will 
we gain from it?' (kim asmakam tata& bhavisyah). 
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ApSS 11.3.8) or genealogies tracing descent from Vedic seers. The 
use of such genealogies probably demarcated the unique ritual status 
of the ireuha vis-a-vis others. 

Viewed in the context of the conflicts with bhratrryas and 
sapatnas, the emphasis on patrilineal and ritual genealogies may 
have been useful in ensuring the support of kinsmen belonging to 
different generations as an alternative. The reiteration of such con
nections also reflects an attempt to ensure continuity and stability 
for the position of the iref[ha in a changing socio-political context. 
At the same time, the emphasis on inter-generational ties as opposed 
to intra-generational ones was valuable in consolidating claims to 
material resources-if those who could legitimately claim such 
resources belonged to different generations, the possibilities of con
flicting claims may have been minimized. Besides, the handing 
down of resources from one generation to the next as opposed to 
the dispersal in reciprocal exchanges within the same generation, 
would have provided opportunities for accumulating resources 
which could then be converted into claims to power and authority. 
While these possibilities were only partly realized in the context of 
frai�[hya, they provided, to some extent, as we shall see, the basis 
for the emergence of rajya. 

VIII 

The iref[ha' s role vis-a-vis kinship conflicts was broadened to en
compass tensions pertaining to gender stratification as well. While 
this included ties amongst kinsfolk, in particular husbands and 
wives, they were also defined in wider terms and related ideally to 
all men and women. Here, once again, the roles envisaged for the 
divine iref[has reveal variations, with Indra engaged in battles against 
women and goddesses, whereas Prajapati was associated with the 
more subtle process of arbitrating in favour of men. There is 
evidence, moreover, of the use of a variety of ritual mechanisms to 
ensure the establishment and perpetuation of gender stratification 
as well as for a certain amount of resistance to the process. 

In the early Vedic tradition, Indra was assigned a leading role 
in myths relating to the battle of the sexes. His female opponents 
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included sorceresses, whose heads were crushed (RV 1.133.2), 
Vrtra's mother Darm (ibid.: 1.32.9), and U�as (ibid.: 4.30.9-11), 
the goddess who is elsewhere (ibid.: 7.79.3) described as wealthy 
and most Indra-like (indratamiz). The devis, probably the Heaven 
and Earth, conceived of as twin goddesses, were also reputedly 
terrorized by his might (ibid.: 5.32.9). Incidentally, the dasas who 
opposed Indra were thought to use women as weapons (ibid.: 
5.30.9) but this evidently proved ineffective. Indra's victories were 
conceived of as due to his masculinity, paumsya (RV 10.59.3), a 
quality which he was thought to deprive his opponents of (e.g. RV 
10.48.2, where the defeated dasyuswere supposed to have lost their 
manliness).56

While Indra's role was more or less consistent, the fortunes of 
his wife underwent changes. In a hymn ascribed to her (RV 
10.159.6), Saci Paulomt claimed to control both Indra, her hus
band, and the Jana or people at large. What is noteworthy is that 
she was conceived of as praising herself, unlike Indra and most of 
the other male gods; who, more often than not, were praised by 
devotees.57 If this suggests that her conceptualization was not very 
popular, this is confirmed by later characterizations of IndriQt 
(whose very name is derived from Indra's) in the ritual tradition, 
as avidhava (not a widow) and suputra (having good sons, e.g. BSS 
1.12, ApSS 2.5.9). Here only a few verses of the sukta ascribed to 
Sact Paulomt, which focused on her domesticity, were selected for 
reiteration, to the exclusion of others. Thus, claims to dominance 

56 The general hostility towards women embedded in Indra's characterization
is also evident from the remark (RV 8.33.17) attributed to him: 'Jndrah cit gha 
tat abravit striya& alasyam mana& uto& ai kratum raghum.' 'Indra himself hath 
said, the mind of woman brooks not discipline. Her intellect hath little weight' 
(Griffith 1963: 423). Occasionally, analogies used in connection with Indra also 
indicate his association with gender stratification. For instance, the ten fingers 
pressing soma for Indra were regarded as patnis or wives serving a pati or husband 
(RV 1.62.10). He was also compared to a pati of many women in his exploit 
of conquering puras (ibid.: 7.26.3). However, gender roles arc sometimes 
reversed, Indra being compared to a yofiz {woman) who is desired by the invoker, 
equated with the marya or man (ibid.: 4.20.5). 

57 While they were occasionally conceived of as indulging in self-praise, this
is relatively unusual. 
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were replaced by relatively innocuous and hence desirable attributes 
of having a husband and sons. 

Unlike Indra, Prajapati was not directly associated with struggles 
against goddesses or women. However, his role in conflicts justified 
the subordination of women, although not their extinction. This 
is evident, for instance, in the myth of Sri and the devas (SB 
11.4.3.1-18). Sri, literally fortune, being produced by Prajapati, 
was luminous, bright and trembling. The devas, attracted by her 
qualities, decided to kill her. Prajapati, however, restrained them 
saying that a woman ought not to be killed, although her qualities 
could be appropriated. The devas followed his suggestion, leaving 
Sri bereft of her qualities and disconsolate. Her appeal to Prajapati 
was met with the advice to perform a sacrifice, consisting of offerings 
to the very gods who had robbed her of her qualities. While Sri 
performed the requisite sacrifice and regained these attributes, the 
man who aspired to acquire them was advised to make offerings to 
the gods rather than to Sri (SB 11.4.3.18, 19). 

The conflict between Sri and the gods centres around control 
of anniidya, rizjya, sizmrizjya kfatra, bala, brahmavarcas, rizf{ra, 
bhaga, puf[i and rupa (SB 11.4.3.3).58 Access to such qualities was
evidendy acquiring importance in a situation of socio- political 
transformation. What the myth probably reflects is an attempt to 
determine the basis on which such access could be claimed. This 
is structured along gender lines-while women could have had an 
inherent or 'natural' access co such attributes, chis was effectively 
challenged, and women who desired such attributes were reduced 
to the position of supplicants. Moreover, men who aspired to such 
qualities could legitimize their claims by invoking male gods, who 
alone could legitimately confer them. 

Prajapaci was also conceived of as arbitrating in the dispute 
between Mind and Speech (Manas and Vac). While the former was 
not conceived of as masculine, the latter was explicitly feminine 
(SB 1.4.5.8-11). Each was thought co claim superiority over the 

58 The terms rajya, samrajya and r�p-a will be discussed in Chapter IV. The
other terms mean the ability to eat, power, strength, priestly lustre, prosperity, 
nourishment and form, respectively. 
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other, Mind on the ground that Speech merely imitates and follows 
it,59 and Speech on the ground that she makes known and com
municates that which Mind knows.60 They were supposed to have 
taken their dispute to Prajapati, who decided in favour of Mind. 
In protest, Speech refused to carry oblations to Prajapati. Thus, 
most offerings to Prajapati were made silently, without the use of 
mantras (ibid.: 1.4.5.12). In this case, the subordination of the 
female was thought to rest on Prajapati's judgment.61 

The norms of heterosexual relationships were also implicitly 
and occasionally explicitly justified by being associated with 
Prajapati, who was described as giving away his daughter Surya or 
Savini to Soma raja in marriage (AB 4.17.1). This was evidently 
regarded as a model which was reiterated in legends and rituals. 
Elsewhere (BAU 6.4.2), Prajapati was envisaged as creating women 
as receptacles for retas (sperm), laying down the rules for hetero
sexual intercourse in the same context. These were based on the 
assumption that the process could benefit only one of the par
ticipants, and sought to ensure the control or dominance of the 
male partner. 

The association of Prajapati with specific elements of gender 
stratification implied a widening of the definition of fraiffhya. While 
Indra was conceived of as fighting and defeating individual women, 
the regulations ascribed to Prajapati were thought of as being 
universal, relevant to all women and men. 

These notions were frequently reiterated through rituals such 
as the soma sacrifice. This was achieved by denying certain ritual 
possibilities while enforcing others. For instance, the offering of the 
patnivat cups (i.e., the offering of soma to the devas along with their 
wives) could not be made with a particular formula known as the 
puroruc (SB 4.4.2.11), as this formula was symbolic of virya or 
valour, which would then be conferred on both the divine and the 

59 She is literally anukara and anuvartma.
60 Yat vai tvam vettha aham tat vijfiapayami, aham samjfiapayami, iti.
61 Vac was in fact the only goddess who was thought to have acquired 

irais_thya (SSS 15.11.1) on account of her control over the speech of all beings. 
However, she was more often than not rypified as a frivolous woman and was 
not held up as an ideal for either men or women. 
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human women, obviously a disastrous possibility from the point of 
view of the ritual authorities. In the same context, both categories 
of wives were symbolically emasculated through the use of the vajra,, 
Indra's characteristic weapon, and reduced to eunuchs (nir(lf[a), 
and were consequently denied both selfhood and inheritance 
(atman and daya respectively, ibid.: 4.4.2.13). At the same time, 
virya,, valour or virility was conferred on the pumsa or male (ibid.: 
4.4.2.14).62 The submissiveness of women was also achieved by 
reciting the verses meant for the wives in a low voice to ensure that 
the human wife was aprativadini, that is did not retort or protest 
(AB 3.12.13). An ideal polygynous situation was created by invok
ing a single male deity before a group of females to ensure that one 

. man had many wives but not vice versa (ibid.: 3.15.3). Besides, as 
noted earlier, the procreative powers of women were often symboli
cally appropriated. 

Occasionally, the yajamana could give away his daughter as part 
of the dakfitza (ASS 5.3.17); an assertion of his total control over 
her. This would have also suggested a parallel to Prajapati's gift of 
his daughter and implied an extension of the instrumentality as
sociated with women, evident in the procreative symbolism of the 
ritual. In this case, the daughter could be used to cement ties 
between the sacrificer and his priest. 

At another level, the atkfa or initiation which prepared the 
sacrificer for the occasion marked an attempt to recreate the process 
of childbirth in the ritual context. This was done through the 
development of an elaborate analogy between the objects used in 
the sacrifice and the organs involved in the physical process-for 
instance, the hut in which the sacrificer was placed was regarded as 
a yoni or womb (AB 1.1.3). The consequent 'rebirth' of the sacrificer 
was viewed as a means of equipping him for participation, duly 
sanctified, in the realm of the sacred. As in the case of creation 
myths, this implied a denial of the importance of physical processes. 
Such tendencies sharpened gender stratification partly by denying 

62 In the course of the sautrama�i, which also legitimized fraif(hya, the use 
of woollen thread, spun by women, was considered to be a means of appropriat
ing the indriya or power and virya which was extinct in them (SB 12.7.2.11). 
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women access to the more socially or ritually desirable forms of 
birth or rebirth, and partly by belittling the importance of the 
physical process in which their role was one of undeniable sig
nificance. 

There are, at the same time, indications that attempts to use 
the sacrifice a.s an occasion for defining gender-based relationships 
met with some resistance. This is suggested by the myth of Aditi 
and the soma sacrifice. The gods were conceived of as excluding her 
from a share in the sacrifice (SB 3.2.3. 1). She 'confused' them to 
get even, as a result of which they were unable to perform the ritual, 
until they compromised and agreed to grant her a share.63

In other instances, those who opposed the soma sacrifice were 
characterized as rizkfasis or asuris of whom Dirghajihvi (literally the 
long-tongued one) was an outstanding example. She was credited 
as being the destroyer of the sacrifice (yajiiahiz), defiling the sacrifi
cial soma by licking it (PVB 13.6.9, AB 2.8.4). Her fate, unlike 
Aditi's, was grim�she was killed by Indra with the help of a 
handsome young man, Sumitra. 

Unlike the yajamana-bhriztrrya struggle, the imposition of 
gender stratification in the process of acquiring or legitimizing 
Jraifthya was not regarded as ambiguous. Moreover, ritual alterna
tives, such as were envisaged for the vii, were not available to women 
who may have opposed the process. This is to an extent under
standable, given the fact that the brahmanical tradition was by and 
large male dominated. It is also likely that just as inter-generational 
ties amongst kinsmen were emerging as a source of support for the 
Jreftha, so also, the support of men as opposed to women, ensured 
by emphasizing the difference between the two and placing the 
latter under the control of the former, was valuable for the Jreftha 
in a situation of growing social stratification. 

63 In another version (AB 1.2.1) the sacrifice was thought to have disappeared 
and was regained through Aditi's assistance. In the case of another goddess, 
Manoci, her share of the soma sacrifice was assigned to Agni (ibid.: 2.6.10), 
although in an alternative tradition (ApSS 7.24.1), the original offering con
tinued to be recommended. Such variations point to the difficulties in imposing 
a single consistent norm. 
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IX 

The roles envisaged for the ireftha in socio-political conflicts 
presupposed the existence or development of mechanisms which 
enabled him to perform these effectively. These mechanisms in
cluded devices to acquire the resources necessary to maintain net
works of coercion and communication, as well as specific 
institutions for the latter purposes. 

The ireftha probably participated directly in a number of ex
changes, some of which were embedded in the ritual context. While 
this may have ensured access to resources, it also meant that the 
spatial dimension of the network would have been limited. Never
theless, the emergence of such directional exchanges laid the basis 
for future developments. 

The resources which the sreffha acquired through such exchan
ges are referred to as bali and uddhara. The former term had a range 
of meanings including an offering to the gods, tribute paid by hostile 
people, or tribute offered by the people in general (Basu 1925: 62). 
The offering of bali to the gods was implicitly meant to placate 
them and to ensure their benevolence (Gonda 1969: 11) and by 
extension, bali offered to the ireftha was probably viewed as a means 
of winning his favour. The use of an identical term in both contexts 
underscored the dependent status of the giver of bali vis-a-vis its 
recipient,64 but may at the same time have implied some obligations 
on the part of the donor. 

There are indications that bali may have included food. This is 
suggested by the use of the verb upaharati in the context of offering 
bali, which normally signifies the apportioning or serving of food 
(Gonda 1969: 12). Besides, the offering of anna to the ireffha as a 
form of bali is referred to in the course of an analogy (PVB 
15.7.3-4) suggesting that this was a common practice. 

The receiving of food as a form of bali ties in with the emphasis 
on annadya or the ability to eat referred to earlier. It is likely that 
the giving and receiving of food, implying an access to hospitality, 

64 This corresponds with what Gregory (1982: 52) characterizes as an intra
clan exchange, where donors are viewed as subordinate to recipients. 
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widened and strengthened the social ties between the Jrertha and 
those who offered bali. Hence, while the material resources acquired 
as bali were not substantial, an ability to demand and claim it 
effectively came to be regarded as the hallmark of any successful 
ruler.65

The donors of bali are by and large unspecified in the context 
of Jrairthya. This lack of specificity was probably useful in widening 
claims and incorporating as many social categories as possible within 
the appropriative network. 

The uddhizra or special share was evidently claimed by the 
Jreftha in return for services rendered. In one episode (AB 3.12.1 O) 
Indra was conceived of as demanding and receiving an uddhara 
from the deva.safter killing Vrtra and becoming Mahendra (literally 
the great Indra). He was also thought to receive an uddhizra due to 
the Jrertha (Jrerthasya uddhara) in the soma sacrifice in recognition 
of his role as a destroyer of the sapatna (sapatnaghna, SB 3.9.4.9). 
On the human plane, there is an incidental reference to the vii 
giving an uddhara to the kratra in order to please the latter (ibid.: 
9.1.1.15). 

The components of uddhizra are not specified. However, the 
demand may have occasionally been oppressive. Indra, for instance, 
was conceived of as demanding everything from the devas as his 
uddhara (AB 3.12.10), although he later relented when his wife 
interceded on behalf of the devas. This indicates the fluid nature of 
such exactions, the objects and quantities realized in any given 
instance probably depending on the relative strength of those in
volved in the exchange. Besides, there are no indications regarding 
the regularity of the demands of either bali or uddhizra, the absence 
of such specifications probably reflecting a situation in which 
regular, systematic appropriation was difficult. 

That there were problems in establishing claims to productive 
resources or produce is also suggested by the nature of the kratra
vis relationship, referred to earlier. It is in this context that the 
relatively undeveloped nature of mechanisms of coercion, and, to 

65 Bali is virtually the only term signifying tax in the Ramaya'Jll (Brockington
1984: 63). Given the role of the epic in communicating with a non-specialist 
audience, the choice of terminology acquires significance. 
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a lesser extent, communication, associated with the ireffha have to 
be viewed. 

The use of coercion to assert and maintain iraifthya is evident 
from myths as well as from incidental references to the human 
situation. In one instance (PVB 14.5.15), all bhutas or creatures 
except a certain sage were conceived of as praising Indra. This was 
obviously unacceptable, so Indra decided to make the sage fall in 
line by depriving him of water. Faced with the situation, the sage 
had no option but to conciliate the angry god by praising him. In 
an almost identical fashion, Prajapati was conceived of as seizing 
the breath of his praja (ibid.: 7.5.2), when they attempted to go 
away from him, compelling them to accept his iraifthya. This is 
one of the rare instances in which the divine iref(has were envisaged 
as adopting more or less similar approaches to problems-depriving 
their opponents of basic necessities. 

A similar ability to exercise control is apparent on the human 
plane, where, if a man attained iraiffhya, people were thought to 
do as he said (AB 2.7.5). However, there are no indications regard
ing the exact means of coercion employed in this context. As the 
human sreffha did not have absolute or sole control over basic 
necessities, the means ascribed to Indra or Prajapati would not have 
been available to him. Hence, while the myths may indicate the 
aspirations of the human iref(ha, the possibilities open to him in 
practice were distinctly different. 

Indra was conceived of as armed with the equipment of a 
warrior, typified by the vajra or thunderbolt (Choudhuri 1981: 4) 
and stones or rocks (ibid.) both of which are used effectively in his 
fight against Vrtra. More generally he is described as fakraor mighty 
(e.g. RV 8.97.4), as endowed with k{atra (PVB 9.2.7, SB 2.5.4.8), 
and virya (PVB 9.7.5, SB 12.7.2.16), and is often described as 
fatakratu (e.g. RV 2.22.4), that is possessed of a hundred powers.66

To an extent, the exercise of these qualities w.l!: legitimized on the 

66 According-to Gonda (1959: 37): 'It (i.e. the term fatakratu) may rather
vaguely be described as a kind of effective mental power or intelligence, mental 
energy and determination, which enables its possessor to have a solution for a 
practical difficulry.' 
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human plane, where these were recognized amongst the attributes 
which were 'acquired' through the soma sacrifice.67 

However, unlike Indra, the yajamana was not expected to 
destroy his ene1!1y by demonstrations of valour, but had to employ 
ritual symbolism instead. This was probably owing to the fact the 
bhrittrrya or sapatna was within the social unit in which the 
sreffha operated, hence, his total extermination was not regarded as 
desirable or possible. As a result, the option of overt violence was 
eschewed in favour of an assertion of dominance in the ritual 
context.68 A similar shift is discernible with reference to gender 
stratification, where, once again, Indra's explicit acts of aggression 
were replaced by ritual manipulations. 

There was, besides, another dimension of the lndra-V !'(ra 
struggle which was not extended to the human plane. In many 
versions of the myth, in both the early and the later Vedic context, 
Indra was conceived of as destroying Vrtra with the assistance of 
the Maruts, so much so that Marutvat is one of the common 
epithets of the deity. Their support was occasionally rewarded with 
a bhaga or share of the soma sacrifice (AB 3.12.9)69 and they were 
recognized as sacivas, that is friends or companions of the god. 

Nevertheless, as noted earlier, the relationship between Indra 
and the Maruts was often viewed as less than harmonious, especially 
in the later Vedic tradition. In fact, on one occasion (RV 1.165.6, 
8) they were derided for their eagerness to accompany Indra to the
sacrifice, while they did not join him in the battlefield.

The transformat1on of the Indra-Maruts relationship in the 
context of the Indra-Vrtra struggle probably reflects one of the 

67 These included virya (PVB 4.5.21, AB I. 1.5), ojas (strength) and indriya 
(prowess, AB 1.1.5). 

68 It is also important to bear in mind chat an exclusive dependence on military 
control had its limits in ancient (Mann 1986: 26) as in most modern societies. 
While overt force can ensure a measure of temporary control, its maintenance 
on a long-term basis often runs into problems. As opposed to this, the exercise 
of power through ideology is often more effective and enduring, even ifics initial 
manifestation is less dramatic. 

69 In chis context the term retains its earlier meaning of a share to be 
distributed, as opposed to the lacer meaning of a tax. 
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fundamental tensions of contemporary society. As long as V rtra 
epitomized the outsider-whether a hostile natural force or a 
human enemy-a more or less unified body was prepared to oppose 
and vanquish him. When, however, the enemy was viewed as 
existing within society, a unified response was no longer possible, 
as the enemy from one social perspective could turn out to be a 
friend from another. In such a situation, the lack of references to 
the supporters of the sreffha on the human plane is understandable. 

In this context, the intervention of the human freftha in socio
political conflicts would have been an important means of ensuring 
support from those whose cause or aspirations were upheld by the 
freftha. The sacrifice, which provided an occasion for reiterating 
and legitimizing claims to iraifthya, was, at the same time, a crucial 
mechanism whereby the human fref{ha fulfilled his roles and com
municated information regarding them. It is significant that there 
are virtually no references to other means of communication apart 
from the sacrificial context. It is in this situation that attempts to 
legitimize frais_thya acquire significance. 

X 

The problem of the 'acquisition' or the legitimate transfer of 
Jraifthya was discussed in myths. Some of these attempted to con
nect the two divine irefthas, Indra and Prajapati. The latter was 
regarded as the initial Jrefthawho indicated his position by donning 
a wreath (sraja, PVB 16.4.1-3). He then conferred the wreath on 
Indra, who was consequently accepted as the freftha by the rest of 
the prajii. The myth reflects the tendency to coalesce the distinctive 
attributes of Prajapati and Indra. This may have been a means of 
uniting the followers of distinct beliefs, integrating diverse possib
ilities of social action. Besides, the envisaged transfer of frais_thya 
from father to son would have legitimized the association of iraif
thya with patriliny referred to earlier. Nevertheless, the mythical 
transfer was _not viewed as automatic, requiring, as it did, the 
acknowledgement of the prajii. Besides, it did not imply primogeni
ture. 

In another myth (SB 8.3.1.3), the devas were thought to have 
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conferred Jrair;hya on Indra and Agni in return for services 
rendered.70 This suggests an implicit contract, which, however, had 
no parallel on the human plane. Thus, the legitimacy of popular 
control over the process of conferring Jraiffhya was marginalized. 

The ability to perform a sacrifice was recognized as a means of 
attaining ira¼[hya in a myth where the gods were conceived of as 
engaged in a sattra (SB 14.1.1.4), agreeing that he who finished 
first would be acknowledged as a frerrha. Vi�i:iu, identified with 
Aditya, was thought to have acquired ira¼[hya in this context (ibid.: 
14.1.1.5-6). This theme was the one most commonly reiterated in 
explicitly human sicuations.71

While both Indra and Prajapati were closely associated with the 
sacrifice, there was a fundamental difference in the nature of the 
connection. Indra was occasionally characterized as the protector 
(PVB 13.6.9, AB 2.7.6, SB 1.4.5.3) and enjoyer of the sacrifice 
including the soma sacrifice in particular (PVB 9.4.15, AB 2.8.5). 
Besides, he was regarded as the deity of the sacrifice in general 
(yajfiasya devatit, AB 5.25.9, SB 1.4. 1.33), emerging as its patron.72
Prajapati, on the other hand, was totally identified with the sacrifice 
(PVB 7.2.1, AB 2.7.7, SB 6.4.1.6, BAU 3.9.6 etc.). In the ritual 
context, both these possibilities were envisaged for the yajamana 
who was identified with Indra {e.g. SB 2.6.4.8) or Prajapati (e.g. 
AB 2.7.8). Apart from explicitly ascribing divinity to the yaja
mana, such identifications suggested control over sacred activities. 

The basic soma sacrifice or agnir[oma (literally hymns in praise 
of Agni), which legitimized Jrair[hya (PVB 6.3.9, AB 1.1.5 etc.) 

70 Here, the devasare depicted as being unable to lay down the bricks required
for the sacrificial altar. Indra and Agni were requested to help. They wanted to 
know what they would gain in return and were informed chat they would be 
recognized as iref{has. 

71 Other recommended means of acquiring sraifrhya included knowledge of 
myths (e.g. PVB 7.5.3) or mystical insight (e.g. BAU 6.1.1) or of the yajus and 
samans (ibid.: 5.13.2, 3). While such 'means' did not have immediate social or 
political relevance, they indicate the importance of iraif{hya as an ideal, as it was 
extended to express the highest conceivable attainment in a range of contexts. 

72 In one instance (SB 1.2.4.1, 2) the major sacrificial tools, the wooden
sword and the sacrificial post, were regarded as parts of the vajra with which 
Indra killed Vrtra. 
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was fairly simple, lasting for three days and requiring the slaughter 
of a single animal (Drury 1981: 25). Despite its relatively unosten
tatious character, the sacrifice was recognized as prestigious (AB 
3.14.1), probably owing to its antiquity (Eggeling 1963a: xv). 

While the use of soma for sacrificial purposes was an integral 
part of the early Vedic tradition, there are indications that the soma 
sacrifice as prescribed in the later Vedic tradition was the outcome 
of several modifications and elaborations. For instance, the perfor
mance of the agnif{Oma was recommended as this was described as 
the means whereby Prajapati acquired iraifthya (PVB 6.3.9). This 
was clearly a new development, connecting a deity who was virtually 
unknown in the /Jg Veda to a popular ritual. 

Indra's links with the ritual as it evolved was also the subject of 
some discussion, evident from the speculation on the number of 
potsherds to be used in the ritual, which was resolved in favour of 
the number eleven, symbolic oflndra (AB 2.8.5).73 The paucity of
verses addressed to Indra amongst those employed in the ritual was 
also remarked upon (ibid.: 6.28.2), and a way out was found by 
stating that any verse containing the words 'drink' or 'protect' was 
in reality symbolic of and addressed to Indra. Thus, a deliberate 
attempt was made to connect the deity with the ritual.74

The soma sacrifice, as we have seen, provided an important 
occasion for ceremonial exchanges and for communicating values 
of socio-political significance, relating to the van;a hierarchy, bonds 
amongst kinsmen and gender stratification. The weaving together 
of these concerns, and specific perspectives regarding them, were 
sanctified through their reiteration in the context of what was, 

73 Of the alternative numbers, eight and twelve, the first was symbolic of rhe
gayatri metre, brahma and Agni, and the second of the jagata metre, vii and 
Visvedevas. The chosen number, eleven, represented the trif{Ubh metre, kfatra, 
and Indra. 

74 Such modifications were not very easily achieved. Thus the obvious ex
pedient of incorporating verses referring direccly to Indra was not adopted. 
Besides, the offering to the Visvedevas preceded the one to Indra in the animal 
sacrifice of the ritual. As Eggeling (1963a: xix) remarks: 'We have probably to 
assume that chis order was too firmly established by long usage to have been 
easily altered.' 
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initially at least, a popular ritual. Nevertheless, the very element of 
popular participation, though valuable from the perspective of 
communication, became problematic when attempts were made to 
utilize the occasion to disseminate messages of socio-political dif
ferentiation and to enforce or legitimize such differences. 

It was in this context that variations in the soma sacrifice were 
recommended as a means of attaining iraif{hya. Generally, the 
variations lengthened the duration of the sacrifice, during which 
more complex combinations of chants and rituals were used. Be
sides, they required larger quantities of dakfi'}a. Such variations
included the gargatriratra (PVB 21.2.4), dvadaiaha (AB 4.19.3), 
udbhit (BSS 18.31), navaratra (ASS 10.3.22), vifvajitragnif{oma 
(ApSS 22.1.6) and the vacastoma (SSS 15.11.8). 

The tendency to use a more complicated ritual had a number 
of implications. It would have narrowed down the number of 
claimants to iraifthya, as only those who had access to additional 
resources would have been able to perform it. It would have also 
implied a greater dependence on priestly expertise.75 Besides,
popular participation may have been effectively restricted, as com
moners may have found it difficult to be present continuously 
during lengthy rituals. As such, they would have lost control over 
the communication process associated with such rituals, and would 
have been increasingly thrust into the receiving end, having roles 
assigned to them rather than participating on their own terms. What 
would have been communicated through such complex rituals was 
thus a clearer message of dominance and subordination.76 

The position of the ireftha thus developed in relation to a 
situation of social differentiation, reflected in attempts to widen the 
scope of his power and authority from the limited definition in 
terms of more or less equal groups to a vaguer definition which was 

75 In fact, the very codification of the sacrificial cult, reflected in the brah
manical texts, emphasizing a single 'proper' method of performing the rituals, 
would have strengthened priestly control over the sacrifice. 

76 The use of the sacrifice thus envisaged constitutes an example of the 
immanent role of ideology, 'grappling intellectually, morally and aesthetically 
with given power relations, and, in its success, strengthi:ning them' (Mann 1986: 
157). 
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potentially all-encompassing. The access the iref{ha had to material 
resources also incorporated a similar range of possibilities. In a sense, 
the ascription of the same position to both Indra and Prajapati, 
each endowed with distinctive features, was symbolic of the process 
of expanding the definition of iraifthya. As suggested earlier, Indra 
and Prajapati were in all likelihood associated with different tradi
tions, which were deliberately fused to create a unified belief system. 

While efforts to identify specific elements of the unified tradi
tion with one or the other strand can be problematic, certain shifts 
in beliefs provide an indication of processes related to its emergence. 
The shifts which were significant include a growing emphasis on 
defining the van;a hierarchy, defining relationships amongst kins
men, and systematic efforts to enforce gender stratification. As we 
have seen, discussion on these themes reveals departures from or 
modifications of the perspectives reflected in the early Vedic tradi� 
tion, and in the case of van;a, a virtually new development. 

Perhaps the most striking example of the process is the recon
ceptualization of the lndra-Vrtra myth, whereby an enemy who 
was earlier recognized as an embodiment of unqualified evil was 
transformed into a potentially positive force, whose qualities had 
to be appropriated. If one views the lndra-Vrcra struggle as reflected 
in the early Vedic tradition as one between those regarded as insiders 
and outsiders, then the shift in later Vedic mythology may reflect 
a blurring of such distinctions and a tendency to amalgamate 
different social groups. 

Such a process of amalgamation would have necessarily been 
complex, and would have involved changes in the social organiza
tion of previously opposed groups, evident in the rehabilitation of 
Vrtra. It would have also sharpened social stratification, whether 
structured along van:za, kinship or gender lines, as issues of relative 
social status tend to acquire greater significance in such situations, 
where the norms and practices of one social group may present an 
implicit or explicit challenge to the others. It is in this context that 
the fref{ha emerged, claiming an ability to define social norms, 
attempting to enforce such definitions by asserting control over 
possibly the most prestigious networks of exchange, and through 
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ricuals such as the soma sacrifice, which provided an occasion for 
communicating such definitions. 

However, the difficulties inherent in arriving at or enforcing 
any single set of norms, evident in ritual variations and in myths, 
indicates that the emergence of ira4thya did not resolve or contain 
the social tensions or conflicts which prevailed. As we shall see, 
other attempts were made to grapple with the situation. These were 
characterized by a variety of different approaches towards the issues 
which were assuming centrality. 



Chapter Three 

Assimilation, Marginalization, 
Adaptation: 

Towards a Composite Ideal 

The kfatriya anointed with the aindramahiibhifeka wins all vic
tories, finds all worlds, attains iraif!hya, atifthii, paramatii over all 
riljiis and having won siimritjya, bhaujya, sviiritjya, vairitjya, pilra
meffhya, riijya, miihiiritjya and iulhipatya . . . becomes immortal. 

Aitareya Brahmru:ia. 

I 

T
he exploration of alternative concepts of political power was 
a unique feature of the later Vedic tradition, contrasting 
both with the preceding phase in which problems of defini

tion were probably unimportant, and the post-Vedic brahmanical 
tradition, dominated by a single definition oflegitimate power and 
authority in terms of riijya. Such alternatives probably reflect the 
fluidity and tension characteristic of a situation of transition. 

The discussion on these possibilities ranges from cursory refer
ences to more detailed analyses, indicating that not all of them were 
regarded as equally important. Besides, the extent to which they 
were incorporated within the definition of riijya also reveals sig
nificant variations. Both the elements which were included as well 
as those which were excluded are useful in focusing attention on 
political processes related to the emergence of riijya. With this in 
view, we will examine three of the most important alternatives, viz., 
iidhipatya, vairiijya and sviiriijya. 

While the sources of information available are broadly similar 
to those regarding fraif!hya, there are certain variations. On the 
mythical plane, iidhipatya, vairajya, and sviiriijya were associated 
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with a variety of deities, including goddesses. For instance, 
vairajya was ascribed to Indra (SSS 8.17.2), Agni (ApSS 5.15.2), 
Sarasvat (ibid.: 5.11.6), Mitra (SSS 14.30.1), Soma (SB 3.3.2.17), 
Aditi (ibid.: 2.2.1.20), Vac (ibid.: 3.5.1.34) and Sri (ibid.: 
11.4.3.18). While this indicates its importance, it also renders the 
task of delineating the characteristics typical of the viraj more 
difficult than in the case of the ireftha or the raja. 

The problem is, if possible, further complicated by the frequent 
association of adhipatya with Agni (e.g. PVB 6.7.2-3, AB 3.14.4, 
SB 9.3.3.11), one of the few gods who retained a position of 
importance in the early Vedic and post-Vedic tradition (Pandey 
1969: 36, Aguilar 1976: 113). However, he was associated with 
other positions of status as well, 1 and was regarded as the archetypal 
divine priest or hotr (e.g. RV 5.1.7, PVB 24.13.5, AB 1.5.2, SB 
1.3.3.13). Hence his characteristics may reflect those expected of 
the human priest as much as, if not more than, those of the adhipati. 
It is in this context that incidental references to the conduct or 
activities of human adhipatis assume significance. 

The evidence from rituals is also uneven-while a number of 
sacrifices were associated with the acquisition of adhipatya amongst 
other things, virtually none were prescribed for the attainment of 
vairajya. I will argue that the extent of ritualization was related to 
specific features typical of each position. 

Where sacrifices were prescribed, these included variations of 
the soma sacrifice (e.g. the rfabha ekaha and the pmha ftUfaha for 
adhipatya, PVB 19.12.3, 13.9.23) and sattras {e.g. PVB 23.14.3). 
While the implications of variations in the soma sacrifice have been 
referred to earlier ( Chapter II), the use of sattras opened up certain 
new possibilities. 

In the case of the viraj an identical term was employed for a 
metre used in the ritual context, where specificity and accuracy were 
highly valued and recognized as essential for ensuring success, 

1 For instance, he was described as a raja (e.g. RV 6.4.4, SB 2.3.4.29), 
samraj (RV 3.55.7, PVB 1.4.2, SB 2.4.1.8, ApSS 6.2.1), svaraj (SB 7.5.1.31), 
viipati (RV 2.1.8), nr;ati (RV 2.1.1), viraj (ApSS 5.15.2) and irtftha (RV 
1.161.1, BSS 26.33, ApSS 5.24.4). 
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suggesting that the connotations of the position of status and the 
metre were more or less similar.2

As in the case of the iref(ha, there are virtually no references to 
specific human adhipatis, virajs or svarajs. As suggested earlier, this 
points to a reluctance to preserve the memory of such men (and 
possibly women). Nevertheless, sacrifices such as the rajasuya and 
aindramahabhifekawhich legitimized rajya, were viewed as a means 
of'acquiring' the attributes associated with these positions (e.g. SSS 
15.12.1), indicating an effort to widen the definition of rajya so as 
to encompass a range of possibilities. It is in this context that an 
understanding of these terms acquires relevance. 

II 

The term adhipati is frequently interpreted as ruler, lord, king, 
sovereign (e.g. SEO: s.v., PSED: s.v.). Unlike the definitions of 
Jrais.[hya, those of adhipatya incorporated a range of categories or 
spheres over which the adhipati (and occasionally, on the divine 
plane, the adhipatnt) was expected to exercise control or influence. 
These included categories with which the adhipati was intrinsically 
connected, as well as others. However, adhipatya was rarely articu
lated in terms of the comprehensiveness associated with Prajapati 
in the context of 1ra4,thya. 

The notion of control over related categories was worked out 
through myths as well as through incidental references to the human 
situation. On the divine plane, Surya or the sun was regarded as 
the adhipati of the viivajyotis ('all-light') bricks used in the ag
nicayana (SB 8.7.1.22), and Indra of the devas (ApSS 14.3.5), a 
common substratum linking the deity with the categories over 
whom he was conceived of as exercising adhipatya. This was 
reiterated on the human plane, where the adhipati, like the 
ires.[ha, was occasionally defined in terms of samimas or equals (PVB 

2 'Since the name and the thing named are in so-called primitive and archaic
thought much more intimately associated than modem men are accustomed to 
accept, identity of names was widely considered to point to identity of essence' 
(Gonda 1984: 60). 
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6.2.9, BSS 18.43) and manuryasor men in general (PVB 19.12.3, 
ApSS 14.3.5).3

The ocher possibility was characterized by a degree of differen
tiation between the adhipatiand his dependents. This is exemplified 
on the mythical plane in the notion of Prajapaci as the adhipati of 
praja (SB 8.4.3.3), Brahmar:iaspaci as the adhipati of brahma 
(vanµ) (ibid.: 8.4.3.4) and Bhiicanampaci as che adhipati of 
bhutas or creatures (ibid.: 8.4.3.5). 

This was reinforced through incidental references to the human 
situation as well, with purufa or man being conceived of as the 
adhipati of paJus (PVB 6.2. 7), being distinguished by their different 
methods of eating-men eat with their heads erect, while animals 
eat with their heads bent down (ibid.: 6.2.8-9). Elsewhere (AB 
7.34.2), adhipatya was defined as the control exercised by the 
kfatriya over prajit. 

Occasionally, especially in the human situation, attempts were 
made co fuse or equate these inherently contradictory definitions 
in terms of similar and subordinate groups, the adhipati and his 
samanas being equated with the rajanya and the vii (PVB 19 .12.3-
5). This probably reflects the problems inherent in conceptualizing 
a changing socio-political situation in terms of existing definitional 
categories. More specifically, it would indicate that a more or less 
egalitarian situation was giving way to a stratified social order, 
corresponding with a change in the attributes associated with leaders 
or rulers. 

A further definitional possibility, related co the process of social 
differentiation, is evident in the conceptualization of iidhipatya in 
terms of social, including var11,a, categories, Indra being charac
terized as the adhipati of kfatra (SB 8.4.3.10), while the female 
divinities of the Day and Night (Ahoratra) were regarded as adhi
patnis of the fudra and arya respectively (ibid.: 8.4.3.12).4 This 
possibility was, however, not elaborated or developed in either the 

3 A prayer could also be offered to attain adhipatya over praja (PGS 1.3.15).
4 In the same context Aditi is referred to as the adhipatni of the pitrs (SB

8.4.3.7). All the divine adhipatniswere conceived of as exercising power in their 
own right. 
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mythical or the ritual context. What is likely is that while some 
members of each social category may have attempted to assert 
leadership over at least their own group, such attempts were not 
systematically validated, even though they were occasionally recog
nized. This is not surprizing, as the legitimation of such possibilities 
would have weakened the position of those who aspired to control 
the entire social order. At the same time, the limited recognition 
accorded to these claims reflects the socio-political importance of 
the claimants. Hence, while such definitions could be marginalized, 
they could not be totally eliminated. 

At another level, there was a tendency to define iidhipatya on 
both the divine and the human plane in terms of control over 
economic resources. Brhaspati, for example, was regarded as the 
adhipati of domesticated animals (gramya paiu, SB 8.4.3.11), 
Varur:ia of one-hoofed animals (ibid.: 8.4.3.13), Pu�an of small 
animals (ibid.: 8.4.3.14), Vayu of wild animals (ibid.: 8.4.3. 15) and 
Soma of plants (ibid.: 8.4.3.17). 

In the human context, likewise, adhipatya over both kinds of 
animals, domesticated and wild (gramya and arar;ya respectively), 
was asserted through ritual variations (PVB 13.5.20, 23.13.2). 
Besides, the possibility of annasya adhipatya (i.e. adhipatya over 
food, PVB 22.9.3), and, more comprehensively, sarvasya anna
dasya adhipatya (i.e. adhipatya over the ability to eat all kinds of 
food, ibid.: 23. 14.3) was envisaged. 

The definition of iidhipatya, like fraiHhya, in terms of grain and 
animals, implied a claim to monopolize the use and/or ownership 
of such produce or productive resources. While the literal im
plementation of such assertions may not have been feasible, they 
suggest that an attempt was made to define the basis of power in 
terms of access to and control over material resources. 

Divine adhipatyawas often defined in terms of spatial categories, 
with Surya, Vayu and Agni being referred to as the adhipatis of the 
three worlds (lokas, PVB 6.7.2-3). Elsewhere (SB 14. 1.3.21-23), 
Saviq, Dhaq and Brhaspati were described as the adhipatis of the 
earth, while in another instance (SSS 6.3.1-7), divine adhipatiswere 
assigned control of various directions. Although such notions were 
not developed into a concept of territoriality on either the divine 



Assimilation, Marginalization, Adaptation 83 

or the human plane, they represent a tendency to define 
adhipatya in relatively more concrete terms than Jrai!{hya. 

The association of adhipatya with specific categories, whether 
social, economic or spatial, marked an attempt to lend substance 
to definitions of control. To some extent, this is reflected in the 
very use of the suffix pati. As Gonda (1965: 135) observes: 'The 
Inda-European poti-s, though translated by 'lord, master', obviously 
denoted the one who holds rule over definite people, over definite 
objects, who wields power over a department or special sphere of 
influence.' 

It was probably this association with tangible definitions of 
power that gave adhipatya its unique importance, and explains its 
incorporation amongst the goals envisaged in sacrifices such as the 
rajasuya and the vajapeya. 

III 

If the spheres of influence delimited for the adhipati were different 
from those of the ireffha, the role envisaged for the former in the 
economy reveals certain broadly similar concerns. For instance, 
cosmogonic speculation was incorporated into Agni's mythology, 
although this was not developed as systematically or elaborately as 
in the case of Prajapati.5

In the early Vedic tradition, Agni was virtually never associated 
with cosmogonic speculation. In fact, the creation of Agni from 
two pieces of wood, often referred to as his mothers (e.g. RV 1.31.2, 
3. 1. 7) is frequently alluded to. In the later Vedic tradition, on the
other hand, he was himself involved in creation, conceived of as
stimulating or supporting the process. In one instance (SB 2.2.4.1-
7), Prajapati was thought to undertake creative activity in order to
appease the hunger of Agni, the first-born, whereas in another myth
(AB 3.13.10) Agni was conceived of as blowing on (and presumably

5 While Agni is not explicitly referred to as an adhipati in this context, some
of the sacrifices which legitimized adhipatya such as the dvadafaha were amongst 
those with cosmogonic connotations. As such, claims to further cosmic activity 
constituted a facet of adhipatya. The speculation on Agni's cosmogonic role may 
have implicitly reinforced this. 
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purifying) the sperm of Prajapati, released on account of his desire 
for his daughter, this in turn resulting in the creation of animals. 
In both instances, Agni was connected with Prajapati, the creator 
god par excellence, and thus linked with cosmogonies with which 
he was not otherwise associated. Agni was also independently linked 
to the generative aspects of creation, being considered responsible 
for the growth of plants (AB 1.2.1, SB 1.6.1.8). 

As the sacrifice was amongst the devices most commonly asso
ciated with creation, it was inevitable that the sacrificial fire and its 
invocation would be invested with cosmogonic significance. Thus 
the agnihotra or the daily offering into the fire was thought to pro
duce everything (SB 2.3.4.8), being a means of attaining the sam
vatsara or year, symbolic of totality (ibid.: 2.3.3.18), the sacrificial 
fire being conceived of as extending to the three worlds (ibid.: 
2.1.4.11).6 

Such associations were more systematically reiterated in the 
rituals which legitimized iidhipatya, including variations of the soma 
sacrifice such as the six-day pmha fatfaha (PVB 13.9.23), the twelve
day dviidaiiiha (BSS 18.19), the 'bull-like' soma sacrifice (rfabha 
ekiiha, PVB 19.12.3) and the viicastoma named after the hymn to 
Vac (SSS 15.11.1). The deliberate building up of the cosmogonic 
role of the adhipatiwould have meant that he, like the sreftha, would 
have been regarded as instrumental in ensuring the very basis of 
material prosperity. 

At another level, a number of divine adhipatis were invoked for 
the protection of what may be broadly defined as the environment. 
For instance, Varul')a (SB 8.4.2.6) was invoked for the protection 
of the rain and wind, the Rudras (ibid.: 8.4.2.7) for four-footed 
creatures, the Maruts (ibid.: 8.4.2.8) for the garbha or embryo, 
Brhaspati (ibid.: 8.4.2.1 O) for the directions, Ayavas (ibid.: 
8.4.2.11) for prajii, while the Visvedevas were to protect all 
bhutas or beings (ibid.: 8.4.2.12). Although not explicitly reiterated 
in the ritual context, the depiction of the adhipati as protector 
possibly reinforced the belief that iidhipatya was indeed beneficial 
to those who acceded to it. 

6 The entire temporal framework was also encompassed within the ritual (SB 
2.3.1.24). 
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Besides, both the divine and the human adhipati were conceived 
of as either wealthy or aspiring to acquire wealth. The typical divine 
adhipat� Agni, was frequently described as rayipati or lord of wealth 
(RV 2.9.4, ApSS 6.13.2) and puf#pati or the lord of nourishment 
(ApSS 6.13.2). 

In the ritual context, the soma sacrifice and its variants were, as 
noted earlier, viewed as especially suitable for the paJukama and the 
annadyakama. Other recognized means for acquiring adhipatya over 
material resources included the use of the piirtha siiman (PVB 
13.5.20) by means of which Prthu Vaii:iya, a legendary ruler, was 
supposed to have obtained adhipatya over both domesticated and 
wild animals. 

What is more interesting is the recommendation of sattras for 
the acquisition or legitimization of such control. These included 
the virrziaratra or twenty-day soma sacrifice, by which iidhipatya 
over anna was ensured (PVB 23.14.3). The gavam ayana, a year 
long sattra meant to <;:onfer adhipatya, was also regarded as a means 
of acquiring samrddhi or prosperity and paJu (ibid.: 4.7.3, 8). 

The use of sattras assumes significance in view of their distinctive 
characteristics. The term itself is unknown in the% Vet:14 (VI: s.v.). 
While it has often been viewed as a vestige of communal sacrifices, 
the elements emphasized in the later Vedic tradition strengthened 
the bonds between those who actually participated in the ritual to 
the exclusion of others. This is suggested by its very duration, a 
sattra being, by definition, any soma sacrifice which lasted for more 
than twelve days. As we have seen, longer sacrifices reduced the 
opportunities for the active participation of common people, and, 
as such, sattras would have in all likelihood been exclusive affairs. 

Besides, theoretically, all participants were supposed to be of 
equal status, and each one was expected to benefit in an identical 
fashion. As an extension of this, there was no provision for the 
giving or receiving of dakfil}a (BSS 19.5). Hence, sattras reinforced 
the shared common interest of those who performed them. In terms 
of access to material resources, this was probably a means of sup
porting and legitimizing one another's claims and evolving a new 
basis of defining control over productive resources or produce, as 
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ownership was now symbolically vested in a finite, well-defined 
group of people. 

The performance of sattras gradually fell into disfavour, with 
alternatives being recommended. In one instance (SB 12.1.3.23), 
the potential sattrin was advised to strive to attain the fruits of the 
sacrifice through truthfulness, effort, austerity, faith, sacrifice and 
offerings, whereas in other cases, routine household rituals such as 
the agnihotra (ibid.: 12.4.1.1) and the paficamahiiyajfias (ibid.: 
11.5.6.1) were equated with sattras. Such equations suggest that 
while the symbolic importance of sattras continued to be recog
nized, their actual performance was avoided. This ambiguity reflects 
a changing situation, in which established ritual practices could not 
be overtly challenged, although their continued performance was 
viewed as undesirable. The attempt of the brahmanical authors to 
distance themselves from this form of sacrifice was probably due to 
the fact chat some of the participants may have belonged to non
priestly categories, and as such, the ritual, by suggesting an inherent 
equality of status, would have run counter to the tendency to 
legitimize social differences. Hence, this aspect of iidhipatyawas not 
developed further. Besides, as we will see subsequently (Chapter 7), 
it is also likely th'at most communities had specialized priests and 
the problem of claiming recognition as briihma,;zas or being ac
corded such recognition was a persistent one. In such a situation, 
the attitude towards rituals which may have been developed by 
and/or were performed by non-brahmanical priests would have 
been somewhat ambivalent. The fate of sattras may have been 
connected with this possibility as well. 

The relationship envisaged between iidhipatya and procreation 
was broadly similar to that of the ire�tha. Like Indra, Agni was 
regarded as the embodiment of masculinity, being literally 
nrtama, the most masculine of men (RV 4.5.2)7 and was invoked 
throughout the brahmanical tradition for granting progeny in 
general (e.g. RV 6.13.6, PGS 1.5.11) and sons in particular (e.g. 

-

7 The daily agnihotra was also equated with retas or semen (ApSS 6.6.1) and
was regarded as a means of obtaining sons (SSS 2.9.8, ApSS 6.6.4) or offspring 
(SB 2.2.4.7, BSS 3.7, SSS 2.14.2, ApSS 6.8.4). 
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RV 6.13.6, SSS 4.13.1, ApSS 6.6.4). Moreover, the very estab
lishment of the sacrificial fire was associated with procreation (ASS 
2.3.27, SSS 2.13.4, ApSS 5.8.8). As suggested earlier, the invocation 
of a male god and the emphasis on masculinity tended to ritualize 
procreation, and was a means of asserting male control over the 
process. 

The conceptualization of the human adhipati also reinforced 
masculine imagery, evident in the equation of the adhipatiwith the 
rfabha or bull (PVB 19.12.3), the embodiment of virility. Besides, 
rituals which legitimized adhipatya such as the dvadaiaha (PVB 
11.3.5, AB 4.19.1, BSS 16.4, ASS 10.5.12), gavam ayana (PVB 
4.3.7-8, SSS 13.28.4) and the duraia (BSS 18.42), were all viewed 
as a means of obtaining praja. The ritual devices used included the 
mithuna employed in the soma sacrifice and its variants (e.g. AB 
5.24.4) and in the gavam ayana (PVB 4.2.18). 

If the concern for acquiring praja, paiu and anna was common 
to the adhipati and the iref(ha, there was a certain difference in the 
use envisaged for such resources. On the divine plane, invocations 
to Agni for economic support are characteristic of both the early 
and the later Vedic tradition (RV 2.1.7., BSS 2.16, SSS 2.13.4). 
However, Agni was not regarded as an adhipati in any of these 
cases. In other words, there was no explicit obligation to be generous 
associated with definitions of adhipatya in myths. This is cor
roborated by the evidence on the human plane, where there are no 
indications that the adhipati was expected to be generous. 

The adhipati was, nevertheless, involved in certain exchanges 
in the sacrificial context. These included the giving of dakfi7J,ii, 
which required significantly larger numbers of animals than in the 
case of the ireftha, as, apart from the sattras, the other rites prescribed 
for legitimizing adhipatya were longer, more complicated versions 
of the soma sacrifice (e.g. LSS 9.4.20). Given the significance of 
such exchanges in furthering the process of social differentiation, 
it is likely that adhipatya, even more than iraiHhya, contributed to 
the accentuation of socio-economic difference. At another level, the 
very performance of such complex rituals would have entailed a 
greater outlay of wealth in ceremonial displays and ritual exchanges. 
At the same time, the exclusive claim of the adhipati to some 
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economic resources may have made his position less socially accept
able than the iref[ha' s, who at least theoretically attempted to ensure 
the welfare of his dependents. 

IV 

& in the sphere of the economy, the roles envisaged for the adhipati 
in society run, in part, parallel to those of the ireftha. However, 
these are relatively less developed, and, in some cases, suggest an 
imitation of the functions of the ireftha rather than an independent 
development. While the 'shallow' social role of the adhipati is in 
itself significant, the elements which were incorporated from the 
definition of Jraifthya point to the importance of certain issues or 
conflicts in contemporary society. 

To start with the issue of van;za, the divine adhipatis were 
virtually never associated with the creation of the hierarchy, al
though they were occasionally invoked to protect specific categories. 
For instance, Vac, as adhipatnr., was invoked to protect brahma (SB 
8.4.2.3), Vi�1_1u to protect kfatra (ibid.: 8.4.2.4) and Dhaq- to 
protect the vii (ibid.: 8.4.2.5). In each case, what was desired was 
the freeing of the particular category from evil and death-what is 
noteworthy is that the benefits sought were not hierarchically or
dered according to vartza. Hence, while different social categories 
were recognized as existing, enforcing or maintaining social dif
ferences was not regarded as intrinsic to iidhipatya. 

On the divine plane, moreover, the van;za affiliation of the 
typical adhipat� Agni, was by no means finally settled. For instance, 
he was often regarded as the representative of the priestly category 
and was conceived of as symbolic of its supremacy (e.g. BSS 18.35, 
SSS 14.29.2). Elsewhere (SB 2.4.3.6, 6.6.1.7), he symbolized the 
kfatra, and in this capacity was conceived of as ensuring its 
dominance over the vis represented by the Adityas and Maruts. 
Other divine adhipatis such as Indra (SB 8.4.3.10) were also 
regarded as representative of the k[atra, a possibility which was 
evidently well-known on the human plane, where the adhipati was 
equated with the rajanya in analogies (PVB 19.12.3). 

The use of modifications of the soma sacrifice for legitimizing 
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iidhipatya would have meant a broad reiteration of the concerns 
regarding va'?la embedded in the ritual. Besides, the rfabha ekaha 
was viewed as a means of attaching the vii to the kfatra (PVB 
19.12.6), it being rendered anapakramuka (i.e. not-wandering) in 
that context, while the gavam ayana included a mock battle between 
the iudra and the iirya (PVB 5.5.14) in which the latter was to 
emerge victorious. This would have made the status of the iudra in 
the va� order explicit.8 By and large, however, upholding or 
defining the van:za hierarchy was not central to iidhipatya. 

The intervention of the adhipati in kin-based conflicts also 
generally reiterated the concerns associated with Indra and the 
human ireftha. Thus, attempts to assign a role to Agni in the conflict 
against V rtra rarely extended beyond the occasional use of the 
epithet vrt,ahan (e.g. RV 1.74.3). He was occasionally referred to 
as an adhipati (e.g. AB 3.14.4) in myths relating to his fight against 
the asuras. As Vrtra and the asuras were frequently equated with 
hostile kinsmen, it is not surprizing that Agni was invoked in the 
daily agnihotra to destroy the sapatna and the bhriitrvya (BSS 3.8, 
ApSS 6.20.2). At another level, destroying such enemies was a 
recurrent theme in the soma sacrifice and its variants. 

The incorporation of the deva-asura/V rtra and yajamiina
bhratrvya or sapatna struggle into the notion of adhipatya at a variety 
of levels points to its importance in the contemporary context. 
However, other dimensions of kinship relations were not systemati
cally absorbed. For instance, while paternalism was a characteristic 
of Agni throughout the brahmanical tradition (e.g. RV 2.1.9, ApSS 
5. 16.1), this was not directly related to iidhipatya, and although
rituals legitimizing the institution would have reiterated the
patrilineal connections of the adhipati, chis was not explicitly em
phasized.9

The position of the adhipati vis-a-vis gender stratification was, 
likewise, not clearly defined. A number of adhipatnis are referred 

8 The fight was also given a cosmic dimension, being equated with the conflict 
between the devasand the asuras. At another level, it was equated with the fight 
between the yajamana and his bhratrvya. 

9 Similarly, the conceptualization of Agni as grhapati (e.g. RV7. l 5.2), literally 
the lord or master of the grha was not direcrly related to adhipatya. 
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to on the divine plane. These include Aditi, Vac, the Day and 
Night, who were conceived of as exercising power in their own 
rights, and not on account of their association with a male adhipati. 
Moreover, the typical divine adhipat� Agni, was not conceived of 
as participating in gender-related conflicts. However, the utilization 
of variations of the soma sacrifice to legitimize adhipatya meant a 
reiteration of gender-defined norms in the human situation. 

In each instance, what emerges then is a certain dichotomy 
between the mythical and the ritual or human situation. In the 
former, virtually all the references to divine adhipatis indicate that 
adhipatya was not conceived of in relation to social conflicts. How
ever, in the human situation, the position envisaged for the adhipatis 
was virtually identical with that of the sreffha, although less 
developed. At the same time, other possibilities hinted at in myths 
were not translated into the ritual or human situation. As we have 
seen, divine adhipatis were invoked for the protection of varr;a 
categories; references to divine adhipatn"is point to the absence of 
gender stratification in determining access to the position. That 
these possibilities were not extended to the human context indicates 
a fundamental transformation in the social role envisaged for the 
adhipati. As we shall see (Chapter 5), similar changes are discernible 
in the context of rajya as well. 

The changing social role of the adhipati meant that mechanisms 
to fulfil his earlier functions were no longer adequate. At the same 
time, evolving and maintaining new mechanisms may have proved 
difficult to justify in terms of the earlier established definitions of 
adhipatya. It is this which probably explains the paucity of references 
to such mechanisms on both the divine and the human planes. 
What is more, even the limited possibilities envisaged in myths were 
not developed in the ritual or human context. For instance, the 
means of acquiring access to resources such as the bhaga or share, 
referred to in myths, are not reiterated in the human situation. In 
one instance (PVB 6.7.3), there is mention of approaching the 
divine adhipatis, Surya, Vayu and Agni, with a bhaga during the 
soma sacrifice. El�ewhere (SB 8.4.2.3-12), bhiigaand adhipatyawere 
ascribed to pairs of deities, who were jointly expected to protect 
the social and material order. In both these contexts, bhiiga was 
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used in the sense of a sacrificial offering, the exact constituents of 
which are not specified. 10

It is likely that claims to bhaga, justified on the basis of universal 
protection, were difficult to uphold for the human adhipati whose 
role was increasingly envisaged in terms of social differentiation. 
The lack of resources almost inevitably resulted in relatively un
developed coercive mechanisms. 

There are some indications that the adhipati was able to coerce 
opponents into submission. In one instance, Agni, described as the 
adhipatiof the heavenly world (AB 3.14.4), refused to let the Vasus, 
Rudras, Adityas and Visvedevas enter his realm until they praised 
him. Ultimately they gave in, praised the adhipati and gained access 
to his realm. The absence of similar references in the human 
situation suggests that while coercion was envisaged as a possibility, 
it was more difficult to implement in practice. 

It is significant that the adhipati had little or no direct access 
to or control over ritual situations. While Agni was naturally con
nected to the ritual, as the very personification of the sacrificial fire, 
this was not in his capacity as adhipati but was ascribed to his role 
as messenger between gods and men {RV 4.1.8, SB 1.4.1.34), which 
extended to attempts to identify him with the more important 
categories of priests (RV 2.1.2, 5.11.2). Hence, the lack of refer
ences to human adhipatisas controllers, protectors, or even initiators 
of sacred activities does not seem to be accidental, but would suggest 
that claims to defining or upholding the realm of the sacred were 
not intrinsic to adhipatya. 

To an extent, this is corroborated by the sacrifices which 
legitimized adhipatya, which were not independent rituals, but were 
basically adaptations of the more complex versions of the soma 
sacrifice. These included the pmha fatfaha (PVB 13.9.23), dvils
daJaha (ibid.: 11.10.21, BSS 18.19) and rsabha ekaha (PVB 
19.12.3). Besides, adhipatya could be attained, as one amongst 

10 The association of bhaga with individual deities would at the same time
indicate a certain shift in its significance, from a share available to all members 
of the community to a more exclusive definition where a share was offered to 
certain selected members to the exclusion of others." 
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many possible goals, through the performance of sacrifices such as 
the vacastoma (SSS 15.11.1), saroamedha (SB 13.7.1.1, SSS 
16.15.1), rajasuya (BSS 10.56, SSS 15.12.1), vajapeya (ASS 9.9.1), 
brhaspatisava (ASS 9.5.3) and the duraia (BSS 18.40).11 While the
performance of such relatively complex rituals provided an occasion 
for communicating information regarding the power and status of 
the yajamana, the adhipati himself would have been increasingly 
dependent on the priesthood for access to the sacred. 

Of equal significance is the absence of myths explaining the 
emergence or existence of adhipatya. While this may have been due 
to the relative unimportance of adhipatya from the point of view 
of the authors of the brahmanical tradition, it may also indicate a 
certain discord between the earlier and later definitions of 
adhipatya referred to above. In such a situation, the divine adhi
patil adhipatn'iswere probably no longer regarded as useful reference 
points for their human counterparts. 

In spite of the conflicts and tensions evident in the definition 
of adhipatya, this was encompassed within rajya through rituals 
such as the rajasuya and vajapeya. This was probably because 
adhipatya meant different things to different people. As such, 
various social categories could identify themselves with a man who 
claimed to be an adhipati amongst other things. At the same time, 
adhipatya closely approximated iraifrhya. As a result, certain defini
tional possibilities were eschewed, whereas others were modified. 
The understanding of adhipatya which was ultimately considered 
acceptable and reinforced through ritual reiteration was that which 
related the institution to a stratified socio-political order. 

V 

The insistence on institutionalizing social stratification was not, 
however, the only tendency at work. In fact, occasionally, almost 
conflicting possibilities were assimilated within the definition of 

11 Other 'means' of acquiring adhipatya included the knowledge that the
thirty-three versed stoma was the adhipati amongst stomas, as was man amongst 
animals (PVB 6.2.7). 
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rajya. One such possibility, which had little or no connection with 
the hierarchical social order, was vairajya. Interpretations of the 
term focus on its associations with universality and creativity, in
cluding generative activities. 12 As noted earlier, the term was also 
the name of a metre which was frequently employed in the ritual 
context, the attributes ascribed to the personage and the metre often 
revealing broad similarities. At the same time, the equation estab
lished between vairajya and a particular metre was a device for 
ritually, and hence legitimately, appropriating the characteristics of 
the position in question. 

A distinguishing feature of vairajyawas that it was never defined 
in terms of categories or groups over which or in relation to which 
it was exercised. While this lent it a certain universality, as in the 
case of the Prajapati form of irairthya, it also meant that the viraj 
was not conceived of as distinct from those or that over which he 
or she exercised control. In fact, the notion of control is particularly 
inadequate for an analysis of vairajya, which was conceived of as 
an all-pervasive, beneficial power which did not imply relationships 
of domination and subordination. 

The role envisaged for the viraj (feminine) in creation explores 
the possibility of alternative relationships. In the Puru�asukta (RV 
10.90.5), while Viraj was not viewed as the sole creator, she was 
conceived of as being produced by purura or the primeval being 
(masculine) and in turn p�ducing him. Besides associating 
heterosexual intercourse with creation, what is unique to this mythic 
episode is that it conceives of creator and created as mutually, in 

12 For instance, Gonda (I 969: 118) suggests that the term indicates 'a power 
of very high rank representing universal expansiveness, which involves: being 
powerful and creative, producing food and refreshment'. Elsewhere (1986: 88) 
he suggests that 'vir:ij, she "whose eminent universal sovereignty has a wide scope 
in every direction" is also the hypostatization of the universe as a whole'. Other 
definitions include 'ruling far and wide, sovereign, excellent, splendid, a ruler, 
chief, king or queen' (SED: s.v.). On the other hand, Basu (1925: 58) argues 
that viraj 'seems to signify a title of royalty, but its metaphorical use throughout 
the f?g Veda does not allow us to derive from it much useful knowledge about 
the king'. In later literature such as the Kautiliyan ArthaFastra, the term oc
casionally means the absence of kingly office (RS. Sharma 1991: 51). 



94 The Emergence of Monarchy in North India 
t 

fact identically, supportive of one another, so much so that their 
very roles were regarded as interchangeable. 13 This possibility, mar
ginalized within the brahmanical tradition, presents an obvious 
contrast with the Prajapati-centred cosmogonies discussed earlier. 

As this cosmogonic association would suggest, the human 
viriij was not conceived of as controlling material resources 9r even 
aspiring to such control. In fact, the viraj metre was frequently 
identified with economic resources. For instance, it was equated 
with anna (SB 12.2.4.5, AA 1.4. 1.7) and with what were probably 
the ten most important products (PVB 16.1.10 )-the cow, horse, 
mule, ass, goat, sheep, rice, barley, sesamum and beans. This is 
broadly similar to the case of Prajapati and contrasts with the notion 
of possessing or controlling resources evident in the definition of 
iraiHhya typified by Indra, and in that of adhipatya. What is more 
specific to viraj is the association with food or anna, an important 
element of the networks of exchange which were often used to bind 
together those who aspired to dominance with their subordinates. 

The identity of the viriij with material resources was manipu
lated in the ritual context for the sacrificer who wished to acquire 
the ability to eat food (e.g. PVB 4.8.4, SSS 14.25.1,ApSS 22.10.21) 
with the metre conceptualized (e.g. AB 1.1.6) as enabling a man 
to become annada (an eater of food), annapati (a master of food), 
to eat along with his prajii and to attain anniidya. Besides, the use 
of the vairaja saman was regarded as a means of obtaining praja 
and paJu (CU 2.16.2) and all desires (SB 1.5.2.20). 

However, in contrast to the ireftha and the adhipat4 the viraj, 
while symbolizing prosperity, was not differentiated from it. Hence, 
invoking the viriij was viewed as a mechanism for appropriating 
the very prosperity and resources inherent in it. The implications 
of this were probably two-fold-on the one hand, the human 
viraj may have been associated with a more equitable distribution 
of produce, if not productive resources, in contrast to the ire�tha or 

13 A similar possibility is envisaged in the characterization of Aditi (RV 
1.89.1 O), occasiGnally identified with the viraj, as heaven, the intermediate 
region, mother, father, son, the Visvedevas, paiicajanas, and all that is born and 
is to be born. In this conceptualization, the creator is regarded as indistinguish
able from her creations. She 'i,;' these. 
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the adhipat� this providing the analogical basis for the use of the 
viraj metre in the ritual context. On the other hand, the very use 
of the metre in the sacrifice, which was increasingly becoming 
converted into an occasion for legitimizing socio-economic dif
ferentiation, meant that the attributes of vairajya were subject to 
manipulation in favour of the newly emerging order. In other 
words, while the viraj himself/herself was associated with distribu
tion rather than control over produce, the symbolic appropriation 
of this relationship in the ritual context would have distorted it, 
with those who aspired to the socio-political benefits of annadya, 
referred to earlier, skewing the distribution (both in material and 
in social terms) in their favour. 14 This process is often explicitly
recognized within the brahmanical tradition. In one instance (SB 
12.6.1.40), the virajwas equated with the earth, it being stated that 
whoever has the most of it becomes a ireftha. Thus, the relationship 
between vairiijya and 1raifthya was conceived of in exploitative and 
appropriative terms. 

The absence of a definite role for the viriij vis-a-vis the social 
issues identified earlier is also significant. Unlike the other metres 
such as the giiyatr"i, tnftubh or jagat"i, which were frequently equated 
with the brahma, kfatra and vii respectively and manipulated in the 
ritual context to ensure the 'proper' van,za configurations, the 
viraj metre was not used to express such social concerns. This was 
probably owing to the universality characteristic of vairajya, which 
could not be easily constricted into a particular framework.15

This is corroborated when one turns to the other major area of 
socio-political conflict, that amongst kinsmen. There are only a few 
references to the viriijbeing sapatnahii (a destroyer of rival kinsmen, 
BSS 6.28, ApSS 11.12.2). This is, once again, significant, given the 
widespread use of the metre in the ritual. 

Given the importance assigned to defining gender stratification 
in the context of Jraifthya, and to a lesser extent adhipatya, the 

14 The viraj did not directly depend on the performance of sacrifices to
legitimize his/her status. As such, ritual exchanges such as dak!i'Ja, which, we 
have argued, intensified socio-economic differences, would have been irrelevant 
in the context of vairajya. 

15 There are, further, no references to the van:za of the human viraj.
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frequent conceptualization of the viraj in feminine terms on both 
the divine and the human plane presents a striking contrast. 
Amongst goddesses, Aditi, typifying the earth (SB 2.2.1.20), Vac 
(ibid.: 3.5. 1.34) and Sri (ibid.: 11.4.3.18) were symbolized by the 
viraj metre. As we have seen, these goddesses were conceived of as 
attempting to counter the process of gender stratification in par
ticular and socio-political differentiation in general, with very 
limited success. To an extent, this reflects the fate of vairiijya as a 
possibility of ordering socio-political ties, a possibility which was 
appropriated hut at the same time marginalized within the brah
manical tradition. This shift is symbolized in the characterization 
of the viriij as the wife of Indra (BAU 4.2.3), a relationship which 
would have emphasized the dependence and instrumentality of the 
former vis-a-vis the latter. 

References to vairiijya as a possibility accessible to women are 
relatively few. Nevertheless, these are significant, given the complete 
absence of such speculation as far as other positions of status are 
concerned. Occasionally (e.g. BSS 1.12) a prayer was recommended 
during the fortnightly new and full moon sacrifice to ensure that 
the son of the yajamana would become a destroyer of enemies, 
while his daughter would become a viriij. 16 In this situation, the 
woman herself may have had little or no say in the matter. Besides, 
the context of vairiijya was dearly envisaged as domestic-the 
universal aspect of vairiijya associated with Aditi, for instance, 
would be dismissed with lip service in such a situation. The 
restricted context also probably resulted, at another level, in rein
forcing the instrumental aspects of vairajya, an instrumentality 
which was increasingly being brought under patriarchal control. 

The mechanisms we have traced in connection with the exercise 
of fraifthya, and, to a lesser extent, adhipatya, were probably 
irrelevant in the context of vairiijya, where enforcing relations of 
dominance and subordination was not conceived of as centrally or 
even marginally important. The alternative mechanisms by which 
beneficial force� were thought to be disseminated rather than 

16 This reminds one of5aci Paulomi's claim (RV 10.159.3) that her daughter
was a viraj. 
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individualistically accumulated can only be tentatively recon
structed. 

One such mechanism was probably the sacrifice, in which the 
use of the viraj metre was considered indispensable (PVB 6.8.1). 
The metre was equated with the sacrifice (SB 2.3.1.18) and was 
regarded as a means of conveying the ritual to the gods and bringing 
it back to men (ibid.: 3.3.2. 16). This would suggest that vairajya 
was conceived of in terms of a beneficent and communicative form 
of sacrality. More specifically, the metre was associated with the 
soma sacrifice, which was thought of as established on the viriij (AB 
3. 15.6, ApSS 6.13.9). Thus the metre was virtually identified with
the ritual and its success. This association was in many ways reminis
cent of that of Prajapati.

What is also significant is that virtually no sacrifice was recom
mended for the exclusive attainment of vairiijya. 17 In other words, 
while the viraj was expected to ensure general well-being through 
close association or even identification with the sacrifice, she/he did 
not directly depend on the ritual as a means of legitimizing his/her 
position. This may have been due to the fact that vairajya, with 
relatively non-hierarchical connotations, did not require ritual legit
imization, possibly enjoying a certain amount of popular accep
tance. It is also likely that, because of these connotations, vairajya 
was not regarded as particularly convenient from the point of view 
of the brahmanical tradition, which, more often than not, reiterated 
and reinforced various socio-political hierarchies. Hence, it is not 
surprising that the possibilities inherent in vairajya were not 
elaborated or legitimized through rituals or myths. 

Nevertheless, vairajya, like iidhipatya, was incorporated within 
the composite definition of rajya (e.g. AB 8.39.5). This ensured a 
wider acceptance for riijya, which was associated, hypothetically at 
least, with notions of general well-being. It was this element of 
universal benevolence which was the greatest strength of vairiijya 

17 The closest approximation is the vira;-svarajya by means of which Miera 
was supposed to have attained vairajya, while Varui:ia attained svarajya (SSS 
14.30.1). 



98 The Emergence of Monarchy in North India 

and its incorporation within rajya, even as an (possibly unrealizable) 
ideal, would have conferred greater legitimacy on the latter. 

Yet, there was a fundamental conflict between the notion of 
rajya, especially as it developed over time, and that of vairajya. This 
was inevitable, given the growing association of the riijii with a 
hierarchical social order. fu opposed to this, vairajya typified the 
aspirations of a less stratified society. Ultimately the breach between 
the two positions widened irrevocably. This is reflected in the 
sharply divergent etymological derivations of viraj-as one who is 
an excellent ruler (viferera riijate iti vira;) and as one from whom 
the rajya has departed (vigatam riijyam yasmat sa& vira;). Thus, vai
rajya, instead of representing the very best elements of rajya, came 
to be associated with what was perceived as a dangerous cond�tion 
of 'kinglessness'. 

VI 

If the possibilities inherent in vairajya were marginalized in the 
process of its amalgamation into the definition of riijya, these were, 
at another level, countered through the development of the notion 
of sviiriijya. As the very use of the prefix sva indicates, the concept 
of sviiriijya emphasized the distinct position of the ruler vis-a-vis 
those over whom he exercised control. This is reflected in the 
meanings assigned to the term, which include connotations of 
independent rule, uncontrolled dominance and sovereignty (SEO: 
s.v.), 'supremacy' (Caland 1931:517) and 'self-ruler or king' (VI:
s.v.).

While sviiriijya was an attribute of a number of deities, it was
not typical or specific to any one of them. Moreover, on the human 
plane, even incidental references to the characteristics of svariijs are 
sparse. In this situation, rituals prescribed for the attainment of 
sviiriijya constitute our major source of information. 

On the divine plane, svariijs were conceived of as exercising 
control over categories from which they were, to some extent at 
least, differentiated. For instance, the Maruts (RV 5.58.1) were 
referred to as amrJasya svarii}a& (i.e. the lords of immortality). 
Elsewhere (SSS 15.11.1), Vac was conceived of as acquiring 
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svara;ya, amongst other things, over all creatures (sarvefam 
bhutanam ... sviiriijyam), while V arm:i,a, himself a typical riijii, was 
thought to assert sviirajya over all rajiis. In the lasetwo instances, 
control was explicitly envisaged over the totality of the category in 
question. This was reiterated in the conceptualization of the 
sviirajya of Indra (RV 8.93.11), which could not be challenged by 
either the gods or men, implying that it was exercised over them. 

On the human plane, there is some indication that sviiritjya was 
conceived of as control or dominance of the category to which the 
svariijbelonged; implicit in this statement (PVB 10.3.8) that aware
ness of the brhati metre being a svaraj amongst metres enabled the 
sacrificer to attain svarajya. However, the svariij was not explicitly 
associated with samiinas, sva or manusyas. Sviiriijya in the human 
context was also associated with the control of specific directions, 
such as the west (AB 8.38.3) and the north (SSS 17.16.2) but was 
not extended to imply territorial control. 

While the divine _svarajs were not explicitly associated with 
cosmogonic speculation, they were considered responsible for en
suring material well-being, a prayer being offered to them in the 
soma sacrifice (LSS 3.5.15) in order to obtain rain, food, wealth 
and prosperity. A similar connection was reiterated in the gosava, 
which legitimized sviirajya (PVB 19.13.1) and was regarded as a 
means of ensuring general fertility. 

Sviiriijyawas associated with the control of at least some produc
tive resources. This is evident from the statement (PVB 24.6.3) that 
the man who possesses numerous cattle acquires svarajya. Besides, 
the gosavawas also recommended for the man desirous of acquiring 
cattle and progeny (ASS 9.8.12, SSS 14.15.1). 

A distinctive feature of svariij;•a was the enormous dakfi1Jii 
prescribed for the rituals which legitimized it. The recommended 
dakfi,:zii for the gosava, for instance, ranged from ten thousand (ASS 
9.8.14) to sixty-three thousand (SSS 14.15.6) or a myriad (ayuta 
dakfi,:zit., BSS 18.7) (presumably) cattle. Another sacrifice legitimiz
ing sviiriijya, the pau,:ztfarika ekiidasaha (a variation on the eleven-day 
soma sacrifice, PVB 22.18.2), is once again described as an ayuta 
dakfi,:zii sacrifice (BSS 16.32), with the gift of a thousand horses 
being explicitly specified (ibid.). 
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While both sviiriijya and vairiijya were linked to general well
being, they were thus diametrically opposed to one another in terms 
of the control of material resources. The contrast is particularly 
stark if one focuses on the use envisaged for such resources-the 
distribution of resources by the svariij was clearly directional and 
socially differentiated, and was meant to strengthen his claims to 
status. The viriij, on the other hand, was associated with an undif
ferentiated distribution network, which was, however, subject to 
manipulation. 

The social role envisaged for the svaraj, likewise, reveals some 
similarities as well as certain fundamental differences with that of 
the viriij. Like vairiijya, sviiriijya was not directly related, on either 
the divine or the human plane, to the concerns of the van:za hier
archy. Nevertheless, the use of variations of the soma sacrifice to 
legitimize sviiriijya meant that at least some statements about it 
would have been woven into the definition of sviiriijya. 

A similar tendency is apparent in connection with the relation
ship amongst kinsmen. This is evident from the myth of Indra's 
acquisition of sviirajya (RV 1.80.1, 2) after driving away the serpent 
Ahi and striking down Vrtra. This connection was reiterated 
through the use of variations in the soma sacrifice to legitimize 
sviiriijya. Such rituals would have also emphasized the importance 
of patrilineal connections. 

The contrast between vairajya and sviirajya is also evident with 
reference to gender stratification. While the former was charac
terized by feminine elements, the latter was linked to establishing 
a gender hierarchy inherent in legitimization through variations in 
the soma sacrifice. Besides, the gosava involved the assertion of 
control over three women-the yajamana' s mother, his sister and 
a woman belonging to the same gotra, the yajamiina being expected 
to mate with them in order to ensure fertility (ApSS 22.13.2). Thus, 
if �he soma sacrifice entailed the particular subjugation of the wife, 
the gosava extended such possibilities to women who could not, by 
definition, be encompassed within the category of wifehood. 

As in th-e case of iidhipatya and vairajya, the mechanisms 
whereby svarajya was exercised are not mentioned. It is possible, 
however, that the very sacrifices which provided for the legitimiza-
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tion of the position, functioned at the same time as a mechanism 
for exercising svarajya. 18

The gosava, prescribed for the legitimization of svarajya, was 
characterized by an abhi[eka or anointing of the yajamana with fresh 
milk, considered symbolic of svarajya (PVB 19.13.7). The abhi
!eka was closely associated with the conferring of rajya as well. The 
use of an identical, if simpler procedure in the context of svarajya 
would have drawn attention to the similarities envisaged between 
the two. 

As in the case of adhipatya, svarajya was recognized amongst 
the many goals which could be attained through the vacastoma (SSS 
15.11. 1), rajasuya (ibid.: 15.12.1), virat-svarajya (ibid.: 14.30.1) and 
the sarvamedha (SB 13.7.1.1, SSS 16.15.1). These would represent 
attempts to amalgamate the ideal of svariijya with those of rajya, 
adhipatya and fraifthya. 

In one instance (PVB 25.7.3), a sattra known as the sat
trh!ziat samvatsara, literally a sacrifice lasting thirty-six years, was 
recommended for the attainment of sviiriijya. It is unlikely that it 
had any practical significance, and it was in all probability a theoreti
cal, priestly construct. Nevertheless, that svariijya was considered 
important enough to figure in such abstract speculation is sig
nificant and points to the importance of the concept within the 
dominant brahmanical tradition. 19 

Sviiriijya was thus characterized by the development of pos
sibilities which were alternatives to, and to an extent, opposed to 
those inherent in vairiijya. At the same time, the svaraj shared, or 
gradually acquired, certain features in common with the fre[tha and 
the adhipati, symbolized in the use of variations in the soma sacrifice 
for legitimization. If one visualizes a situation where frai[thya, 
adhipatya, vairii.jya and sviiriijya typified the attributes expected of 
the leaders or chiefs of distinct communities or groups in contact 
with one another, it is easy to understand how the attributes of 

18 Like the divine adhipatis, divine svarajs were not conceived of as identical
with or as protectors of the cult. This contrasts with the position of the viraj 
and the imtha. 

19 How��er, there are no detailed myths to explain or justify the origin or
existence of the institution. 
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such high-ranking men could be coalesced over a period of time. 
This was especially likely if the groups in question were stratified, 
even if specific elements of stratification varied. Although the posi
tion of the rajii, may have initially been closer to that of the viraj, 
the definition of rajya as it evolved over time approximated more 
closely to that of the svaraj. As a result, the possibility of organizing 
socio-economic relations on an equitable basis gave way to more 
partisan tendencies, delineated in the context of frai{(hya, and 
reiterated, with modifications, in the context of adhipatya and 
svarajya. This did not, however, involve a simple reiteration of 
similar concerns through the device of the soma sacrifice or its 
variations. The resolutions evolved were considerably more com
plex. Moreover, these were not static, but evidently changed in 
response to a changing situation. It is on the dynamics of rajya that 
we will next focus our attention. 



Chapter Four

The Raja (I): Realm and Resources 

Wealth are rii{{ras, 
Aitareya Brahmai:ia, 

I 

T
he emergence of the raja as virtually the sole legitimate 
claimant of political power and authority was a gradual and 
complex process. Both these elements are, to an extent, 

reflected in the sources available for an analysis of the institution. 
According to modern scholars (e.g. IED: s.v.), the noun rajan 

was derived from the Inda-European root reg, related to the Latin 
verbal form regere, meaning to direct, guide or rule, reflected in the 
parallel Sanskrit root rj, with its implication of proceeding in a 
straight line. While these possibilities were not explicitly abandoned 
in later definitions, the standard derivation in later Sanskrit litera
ture was based on the verbal root raj, meaning to shine or rafij, 
meaning to redden or charm. These etymologies, emphasizing the 
ability to direct or guide, or alternatively to charm or attract, are 
basically functional. 1 While this may have implied a certain supe
riority of the raj a vis-a-vis those who were directed, led or attracted, 
notions of supremacy were not intrinsic to the definition of rajya. 
In this sense, riijya presents a contrast to both iraif{hya and 
adhipatya. Attempts to coalesce rajyawith the latter two possibilities 
resulted in a fundamental transformation of the former institution. 

This transformation and the concomitant socio-political ten
sions are dealt with fairly explicitly in the mythical sphere, both 
through the attribution of rajya to different deities and through the 

1 I am not concerned here with the problem of the grammatical accuracy of 
such etymologies. What is important is that these derivations were regarded as 
acceptable by contemporaries, and, as such, reflect a certain understanding of 
the institution. 
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exploration of the relationship between the typical divine riijits and 
other gods. Initially, in the early Vedic tradition and, to a lesser 
extent, the later_-Y edic tradition, the two deities most commonly 
referred to as rafarwere Var�a (RV 4.1.2, PVB 24.18.2, AB 1.4.7, 
SB 2.6.4.3, BSS 2.16, ASS 3.6.24, SSS 5.8.4, ApSS 10.11.1, LSS 
3.1.21, PGS 1.5.11, SGS 1.28.15)2 and Soma (RV 9.97.24, PVB 
11.3.9, AB 1.4.9, BSS 7.1, ASS 4.2.18, SSS 7.15.1, LSS 1.10.24, 
BAU 6.2.9, AGS 1.17.10, PGS 2.6.17, SGS 1.27.7, ADS 
1.6.18.23, VDS 1.45).3 Soma was, in fact, so closely associated with 
riijya that the term riijii was often used as a synonym for the deity, 
especially in the sacrificial context (e.g. SSS 7.15.1).4 

The association of two distinct deities with a single institution 
suggests a certain parallel with sraif{hya. To an extent, this is sup
ported by the relative importance of the two gods. Varm:ia evidently 
crossed the zenith of his importance in the early Vedic tradition 
(Griswold 1971: 87, Choudhuri 1981: 33). Besides, his concep
tualization underwent changes: 'After having been one of the most 
completely personalized gods of the RV he is gradually depersonal
ized and de-ethicized' (Griswold 1971: 86). 

If the number of hymns addressed to him is any indication, 
Soma was evidently more popular than Varu.1_1a in the early Vedic 
tradition, being preceded only by Indra and Agni. 5 However, Soma 
was rarely conceived of in anthropomorphic terms, being almost 
completely identified with the juice-producing plant. As a result, 
'the divine personality of Soma . . .  is, even for Vedic imagery, of 
an extremely vague and shadowy character' (Eggeling 1963b: xii). 

2 Varu1_1a was occasionally referred to as an adhipati (SB 8.4.3.13, SSS 6.3.3, 
PGS 1.5.10), samraj (RV 2.28.6) and svaraj (ibid.: 2.28.1). However, none of 
these terms was central to his characterization. 

3 Like Varui:ia, Soma was occasionally referred to as an adhipati (SB 8.4.3.17, 
PGS 1.5.10) and svaraj (BSS 15.23, ApSS 20.15.5). 

4 Other deities referred to as rafa include Yama (SB 2.3.2.1, BSS 28.1, SSS 
4.21.9, ApSS 16.6.4), Aditya (RV 1.20.5), Brhaspati (RV 2.30.9), Mitra (ibid.: 
1.137.1), Agni (ibid.: 3.1.18, SB 2.6.4.2), the Adityas (RV 2.27.1) and the 
Maruts (ibid.: 1.85.8). For references to Indra as raja, see below. 

5 Almost all the hymns addressed to Soma (114 out of 122) were compiled
together in che ninth ma1:1t/ala of the .f?g Vtda (Kapadia 1959: 2), the first eight 
books containing only three hymns exclusively addressed to him. 
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Despite these divergences, both Varui:ia and Soma were impor
tant deities in the early Vedic tradition (Griswold 1971: 87) and 
were possibly oflndo-lranian, if not Inda-European, origin (Desh
mukh 1933: 178, 214). More important, they shared certain com
mon characteristics, being associated with rta. symbolic of the 
natural, moral and cosmic order, and satya or truth (Deshmukh 
1933: 215, Kapadia 1959: 27). Even in the later tradition, the 
deities were assimilated with one another in the course of the soma 
sacrifice (SB 3.3.4.25, 29). Hence, although Varui:ia and Soma were 
not identical, they were not as dissimilar as Indra and Prajapati. 
Thus, the ascription of riijya to the former pair on the divine plane 
permitted the consolidation of certain values, but did not contain 
the scope for widening the definition of riijya which was possible 
in connection with Jraif{hya. 

Nevertheless, the scope of rajya was widened. On the mythical 
plane, this is reflected in what may be described as the 'lndraization' 
of the institution .. While Indra is referred to as a raja almost 
throughout the brahmanical tradition (e.g. RV 4.19.10, SB 2.6.4.4, 
SSS 4.21.11), he was not, initially at least, regarded as the typical 
divine raja (Kuiper 1979: 25). However, in the post-Vedic popular 
version of the brahmanical tradition, typified by the epics and the 
PuraQ.as, Indra emerges as the sole divine raja (Subrahmania Iyer 
1930: 39). 

That the transition was not entirely smooth is evident from the 
tension characteristic of the Varul).a-lndra relationship, most ex
plicit in the dialogue attributed to them (RV 4.42) in which each 
deity supposedly extolled his own vim.ie.6 Somewhat less explicit is 
the hostility between the two as depicted in the legend of Sun�sepa 
(e.g. SSS 15.19.1), where Indra was conceived of as preventing, or 
at least postponing, the sacrifice of Rohita, Varul).a' s chosen victim 
(Rau 1973: 201). 

6 While Varur:ia was repeatedly referred to (or was conceived of as referring
to himself) as a raja in this context, Indra was associated with exploits such as 
the killing ofVrtra, but not with claims to rajya. Nevertheless, Indra's importance 
was systematically asserted. Kuiper (1979: 23) suggests: 'What is at stake is the 
justness not ofVarur:ia's reference to his old rights but oflndra's claims, which 
he proclaims to Varur:ia and which the poet confirms.' 
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In the ultimate analysis, it was Indra who was conceived of as 
victorious, evident from references to Vanu;ia and Surya following 
Indra's vrata or law (RV 1.101.3) and to the recommended use of 
mantras referring to Indra as samraj and Varui:ia as raj.ii (BSS 17. 5, 
SSS 9.6.21, ApSS 14.3.5, LSS 3.1.2).7 However, the notions of 
rajya implicit in the conceptualization of Varui:ia and Soma were 
not completely negated. Hence, an analysis of rajya necessitates 
focusing on the attributes of all three deities and examining how 
these were ordered, fused or modified to arrive at a new definition 
of rulership. 

The tension inherent in reconciling different, and often con
flicting, possibilities was reflected in rituals such as the rajasuya as 
well. The discovery of the sacrifice, often referred to as the 
Varu�asava (PVB 19.13. 1, SB 5.3.4.12) and its initial performance 
(e.g. SSS 15.12.1) was attributed to Varui:ia, who was reputed to 
have imparted its knowledge to Hariscandra (AB 7.33.3). However, 
in the actual performance of the ritual, attempts were constantly 
made to equate the yajamanaor the rajawith Indra, as, for instance, 
in the ratnznamhavi'!'Si (e.g. BSS 12.5).8 

While the Indraization of riijya was worked out more or less 
systematically in rituals which legitimized rajya such as the 
riijasuya, asvamedha and viijapeya they were simultaneously manipu
lated to incorporate the attributes associated with Prajapati.9 This
was developed to connect the riijii with a specific form of cos
mogonic speculation, which, as noted earlier, justified access to and 
control over productive resources and produce. 

Certain features which characterized these rituals are sig
nificant-none of them is referred to in the early Vedic tradition. 10

7 The term samraj probably indicated the apogee of rajya rather than emperor. 
Samyak rajate iti samraf. 

8 At another level, the bow given to the raja was compared to Indra's vajra 
or thunderbolt (BSS 12.9). 

9 For instance, the seventeen kinds of waters used for the abhi!eka during the
rajasuya symbolized Prajapati, who was also associated with that number. The 
reiteration of the number during the vajapeya had a similar significance (Gonda 
1969: 84), while in the aivamedha, the very horse was equated with Prajapati 
(SB 13.1.1.1). 

10 The reference to the aivamedha in the first ma1_ufala of the J.?g Veda is both 
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Thus, these were, in a sense, new rituals developed to cope with a 
new situation. Each of these rituals was complex and composite, 
pointing to an attempt to weave together a range of customary 
practices. For instance, the rajasuya included rites underscoring and 
accomplishing the change of status of the raja such as the abhi
feka (SB 5.3.4.3) and the mounting of the throne (ibid.: 5.4.4.1) 

as well as rites to ensure the support of important personnel, both 
human and divine, through the ratninamhavi'f!l,fi (ibid.: 5.3.1.1) 

and the devasuhavimfi (ibid.: 5.3.3.2-12) respectively. It also incor
porated rituals suggestive of the physical and mental transformation 
of the sacrificer such as the dikfa or initiation (ibid.: 5.3.5.19) and 
the final ceremonial cutting of his hair (ibid.: 5.5.3.2). Besides, the 
mock cattle raid (ibid.: 5.4.3.1) and the game of dice (ibid.: 5.4.4.6), 

symbolic of an assertion of economic control, were also assimilated, 
as were more general rites meant to ensure well-being and prosperity 
such as the caturmiisyas (ibid.: 5.2.3.1 O) or four-monthly sacrifices 
associated with the agricultural cycle, and a specific variant of the 
soma sacrifice known as the daiapeya (ibid.: 5.4.5.4). It was in fact 
'an encyclopaedic conglomerate of royal rites' (Heesterman 1957: 

225), 'one of these frauta sacrifices in which royal rites and cults, 
probably of diverse origin, were preserved' (ibid.: 4). Both the 
provision for such varied, composite rituals, and their ultimate 
supersession by alternative means of legitimizing and enforcing 
claims to rajya provide us with a wealth of information on the 
institution. 

As important is the existence of references to specific human 
rajiis. These include lists of rajiis who performed sacrifices such as 
the rajasuya(AB 7.35.8), asvamedha(SB 13.5.4.1-22, SSS 16.8.27) 

and aindramahabhifeka (AB 8.39.7-9).11 Such lists were evidently 
deliberately produced and preserved within the brahmanical tradi
tion. Thus rajiis were accorded a recognition denied to others, 

late and ambiguous. The concept of an abhifeka, central to the acquisition of 
rajya, is also unknown in the text. 

11 Besides, Kuru-Paficala rajas were regarded as typical performers of the 
rajasuya (SB 5.5.2.5). The former were ideal performers of the vajaprya as well 
(SSS 15.3.17). 
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especially if they were able to establish and legitimize their claims 
to status through the performance of complex rituals. 

Apart from stereotyped lists, specific rizjits are referred to in 
legends incorporated within the tradition to underscore important 
issues and their resolutions. Such legends indicate that some of the 
actions of rizjits were fairly well-known and were used as points of 
reference. Besides, there are incidental allusions in similies and 
analogies to the conduct of rizjits in general. In all likelihood, these 
reflect common perceptions of the rizjiz and his functions. Thus, 
while we are not in a position to reconstruct the history of any 
individual rizjiz, the development of the institution of rizjya is more 
amenable to analysis. 

II 

The changes implicit in the range of sources available for an analysis 
of rizjya are evident when one examines specific facets of the in
stitution, such as the units or categories in terms of which it was 
defined. Here, there is a shift from definitions in terms of a relatively 
undifferentiated category, implying the unity and near identity 
between the rizjiz and those who depended on him, to definitions 
which envisaged the existence of a complex, differentiated, socio
political order. 

The typical divine rizjits were envisaged as exercising control 
over groups to which they intrinsically belonged, with V arul)a being 
conceived of as the rizjiz of the devas (RV 4.42.1, SB 12.8.3.10) and 
of the Adityas (SSS 4.21.10). His association with the latter was 
particularly close, as they were regarded as his brothers, born from 
their common mother Aditi. 12 Soma, likewise, was an Ofadhi or 
plant, who was the rizjiz of other plants (PVB 11.3.9). 

The evidence relating to some of the other, less typical, divine 
rajits also conforms to this pattern. Y ama, for instance, was regarded 
as the rizjiz of the pitrs (SSS 4.21.9). This was in a sense logical, as 

12 Vari.11)-a was occasionally identified with the samvatsara (e.g. SB 4.1.4.10)
but this was not a typical attribute of the deity and may have been added on to 
facilitate an identification between him and Prajapati. 
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he was believed to be the first man to die and transcend death, and 
as such, would have been the first of the deceased patrilineal ances
tors. 

Similar definitions were reiterated in the human context. For 
instance, the man who obtained a rii!tra was regarded as a 
vasiftha13 amongst samiznas or equals (BSS 14 .17). Elsewhere., (ibid.: 
18.40) an analogy was drawn between the riija and the rfabha or 
bull amongst animals, once again implying a basic commonality 
between the raja and those over whom he exercised control. 14

At another level, specific rajas were identified as belonging to 
named people virtually throughout the brahmanical tradition. 
These included .&tamcaya, who was described as the rii.ja of the 
Ru�amas (RV 5.30. 14), ParaAtnara, a Kausalya raja (SB 13.5.4.4), 
Balhika Prafipiya, a Kauravya riija (ibid.: 12.9.3.3) and Haris
candra, the Ai�aka raja (SSS 15.17.1). As an extension of this, 
the rii!tra15 or the realm of the raj a was also defined in terms of the 
people comprising it, with the Kurus and the Srfijayas being referred 
to as two rii!tras (SB 2.4.4.5). Such definitions were legitimized 
through the rii.jasuya (e.g. BSS 12.9) and aivamedha (ApSS 20.4.3), 
where the sacrificer was proclaimed as the riijii of the vis. 

However, the distance between the riija and the vis was steadily 
increasing on the one hand, and the vis itself was tending to become 
more and more differentiated. 16 As a result, other definitions of 
rii.jya evolved, envisaging distinctions between the raja and his 
people, reflected in the conceptualization of deities exercising 
rajya over human beings-Agni, for instance, was regarded as the 
rii.ja of the vis (RV 2.2.8), while Soma figured as the riijii of both 
gods and mortals (ibid.: 9.97.24).17 

13 Most excellent, best, richest (SED: s.v.).
14 A similar understanding is apparent in the description of the nine-versed

stoma or hymn as the raja amongst stomas (PVB 21.5.9). 
15 �fra was in all likelihood 'used more in the sense of realm, sphere of

authority' (Thapar 1984: 34) as opposed to territory. 
16 The first process will be examined in the next chapter. I will focus on the

second in Chapter 7. 
17 At a different level, a similar widening of the definition of rajya is evident 

in philosophical speculation, where the atman or the supreme soul was compared 
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On the human plane, the tendency to assert control over more 
than one category of people is evident in the riijasuya in particular, 
where alternative formulae were probably devised i£> cope with a 
changing situation, with provisions for proclaiming the yajamiina 
as the riijii of the Kurus, or the Paiicalas, or the Kuru-Paficalas, or 
of the janatii (i.e. the people at large, ApSS 18.12.7).18

As opposed to definitions in terms of people, the links of 
riijyawith delimited territory were rather weak. Occasionally, divine 
riijiis were associated with the control of spatial categories, V arui:ia 
being characterized as the ritjii of earth and heaven (RV 1.25.20) 
and Soma as the riijii of the entire earth (Deshmukh 1933: 281). 
However, such attributes were not typical of either deity. 

In the human context, an assertion of control over spatial 
categories is implicit in the riijasuya, where the riijii was referred to 
as one who had conquered all directions (ApSS 18.19.5). By its 
very vagueness, such a definition would have permitted an extension 
of the sphere of influence of the riijii. 19

The definition of ritjya on the human plane was thus charac
terized by a tendency to incorporate more and more people within 
its scope, as well as to extend the spheres of influence of the riija. 
Initially, definitions of riijya emphasized the connection between 
the ritjit and his people rather than between the riijii and material 
resources. However, as the relationship between the ritjii and his 
people changed-both in terms of the number of people with whom 
connections were envisaged and in terms of the social categories 
involved in such networks-a different approach towards material 
resources emerged. This shift was at once a response to what may 

co the bhutanam raja or the lord of creatures (BAU 2.1.15). 
18 The provision for anointing the sacrificer for rajya over numerous people

(mahate jananam rajyaya, SB 5.3.3.12) would also have had similar implications. 
19 The notion of the janapada evidently crystallized over a period of time.

This is suggested by the equation between the janapada and the body (BAU 
2.1.18) in an analo_gy which states that just as a maharaja might keep his 
janapadasor subjects within his own janapada, so does the purttfa or soul within 
the body keep the senses within it during sleep. Such an equation would have 
been valid only if the janapada had fairly well-defined boundaries. 
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be characterized as changes in the people or the vis and at the same 
time reinforced the very changes which were taking place in the 
economy and in society. 

III 

· The shift in the relationship of the riijii to economic resources is
reflected at a number of levels. To start with cosmogonic specula
tion, the index to claims to determining and ensuring the pre-con
ditions of material well-being, we can observe a striking contrast
between the typical divine riijiis and their human counterparts.

Varur:ia's creative activities, which are referred to incidentally 
in the early Vedic tradition, were, in some ways, reminiscent of 
Indra's. He was credited with establishing the heaven and earth 
with Mitra's assistance (RV 5.62.3), besides placing the sun in the 
sky (ibid.: 5.63.7) and regulating the course of the moon and stars 
(ibid.: 1.24.10). At another level, he was conceived of as providing 
human beings with the crucial elements of fire and water (ibid.: 
5.85.2, 2.28.4, 5.62.3) and ensuring that the basic productive 
resources, plants and cows, flourished (ibid.). Besides, he was sup
posed to have placed soma on the rock or mountain (ibid.: 5.85.2), 
thus implicitly making it accessible to mortals, and was associated, 
along with Mitra, with the creation of the basic temporal units of 
the year, month and day, as well as with the creation of the sacrifice 
and the ritual chants (ibid.: 7.66.11). Thus, Varw:ia's role in crea
tion was thought to ensure the manifestation of the physical, natural 
and sacral phenomena which were conceived of as providing the 
tangible basis for human existence, and was comparable with the 
all-encompassing scope of Prajapati' s cosmogonic activities. 

However, the means whereby V arur:ia was conceived as fulfilling 
his role were distinctive-as 'the possessor or wielder of that in
comprehensible creative power or faculty to achieve the marvellous 
which was known as maya' (Gonda 1959: 114). The attributes of 
miiya which were focused on in the later brahmanical tradition 
included the ability to be used for good and evil (Gonda 1965: 
167), while still later, it was conceived of as the cause of what was 
viewed as the illusion of worldly existence. 
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While the connotations of mizyii are clearly complex, the shifts 
in meaning which the term undergoes over time can broadly be 
summarized as being from an exalted, positive sense, to a more 
ambiguous meaning, to a negative sense, within at least some of 
the most important post-Vedic philosophical traditions. Part of the 
explanation for this semantic shift may lie in the association of 
Varui;ia with miiyii, and in the tendency to relegate the values 
conceptualized in connection with the deity to a subordinate posi
tion.20 As such, references to Varui;ia's cosmogonic activities are
virtually absent from the later brahmanical tradition, and, not 
surprisingly, the human riijii was not envisaged as ensuring material 
well-being through mayii, although he was expected to do so 
through other means. 

Soma was, like Varur:ia, associated with the material aspects of 
creation. In the early Vedic context, Soma was envisaged as mas
culine, laying the garbha or embryo in Aditi, from which offspring 
were produced for human beings (RV 9.74.5).21 This implied a
recognition of the physical process of heterosexual intercourse as 
procreative, which, as noted earlier, was marginalized in the later 
brahmanical tradition. 

At the same time, the bringing or procuring of Soma was 
frequently referred to in both the early and the later Vedic tradition 
(e.g. RV 4.27.1-5, 3.43.7). The notion of the dependence and 
passivity of the deity, implicit in this conceptualization, would have 
made him particularly unfit for the role of supreme creator. 

Cosmogonies in the later Vedic tradition located Soma within 
the sacrificial framework. In one instance (BAU 6.2.9), Soma was 
thought to be produced from the oblations offered by the gods
Soma, when offered, produced rain, rain produced food, food 
produced semen and semen men. 22 In other words, Soma was

2
° Further examples of this are noted below and in Chapters 5 and 6.

21 Soma was occasionally conceived of as causing the sun to shine (RV
6.44.23), generating the two worlds (ibid.: 6.44.24) and supporting the heavens 
(ibid.: 9.66.17). These achievements may have been attributed to him owing to 
his close association with Indra and were probably not intrinsic to the deity 
(Deshmukh 1933: 286). 

22 According to Gonda (1965: 47), Soma's kingship rested on this identifica
tion with generative forces. 



The Raja (I): Realm and Resources 113 

conceived of as instrumental in the creative process, but was not 
envisaged as the first cause or as the creator. Besides, while the 
earlier association with the physical aspects of creation were 
reiterated, the basic means of creation envisaged were explicitly 
sacrificial, pushing the notion of procreative intercourse into the 
background. 

It was this notion of the sacrifice as creative which was 
elaborated in connection with the human riija. This was achieved 
through the development of equations between Prajapati and the 
yajamiina in the rajasuya, vajapeya and aivamedha. The rajasuya was 
regarded as one of the sacrifices used by Prajapati for his creative 
activities (SB 5.3.3.15), implying that the yajamana, following in 
Prajapati's footsteps, was responsible for creation. The vajapeya, 
apan from being connected with Prajapati through the constant 
use of his characteristic number, seventeen, was envisaged as a 
means of attaining this world as well as others (ibid.: 5.1.5.1, 
5.2.1.5). The aJvamedha was a means of obtaining the saf!1,vatsara 
or year (ibid.: 13.1.2.1), the cosmogonic implications of which have 
been referred to earlier. Besides, the horse was regarded as symbolic 
of the eye of Prajapati (PVB 21.4.2) which was restored to the god 
through sacrifice (ibid., SB 13.4.4.11), this implying the restoration 
of the pristine cosmic order associated with the deity. 

The notion of the restoration or regeneration of the cosmic 
order and its consequent material and social benefits was worked 
out through specific components of these rituals. For instance, in 
the rajasuya, the iigriiyanefti or the offering of first fruits was viewed 
as a means of ensuring that plants were 'healthy and faultless' 
(Eggeling 1963c: 46, SB 5.2.3.9).23 As this suggests, particular 
elements of material well-being were identified as goals of sacrifices, 
with cattle being supposedly endowed with milk, oxen with strength 

23 According to Heesterman (1957: 29) the caturmasyas in the rajasuya were 
'a ritual evocation of the universal process of maturing and birth in the vegetable, 
animal and human spheres through the year'. Besides, the kefavapan:ya or the 
cutting of the hair of the sacrificer probably had a similar significance: 'The 
year-long growth of his hair stands for plane growth and ripening of the crops, 
the cutting of his hair at the end of the year-long ripening process makes the 
universe fie again for a new productive cycle' (ibid.: 217). 
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and horses with speed through the performance of the afvamedha 
(SB 13.1.9.3-5). Moreover, animals were viewed as being placed 
in their proper environment, whether domesticated or wild, riverine 
or mountainous (BSS 15. 16) as a result of the sacrifice.24 The per
formance of the vajapeya was thought to ensure success in agricul
ture, prosperity, wealth and nourishment (SB 5.2.1.25). More 
generally, the rajya, thus sanctified, was defined in terms of anna 
and pafu (ibid.: 8.6.2.11). The notion of the raja ensuring general 
well-being was implicit in the non-ritual context as well, evident in 
the statement (GOS 8.2) that four types of beings, viz., trees, crea
tures that move with the help of their feet, winged creatures and 
those that creep, depend on the raja. 

The role assigned to the human raja in cosmogonic speculation 
marks a break with the traditions of the divine rajas in a number 
of respects. The relatively limited or undeveloped traditions as
sociated with Varu.i:ia and Soma were replaced by the systematic, 
all-encompassing possibilities ascribed to Prajapati. This meant that 
the raja claimed to be able to ensure general well-being and 
prosperity, and aspired to a virtually all- pervasive influence. 

At another level, reiterating such claims in the sacrificial context 
ritualized the understanding of creation and marginalized other 
possibilities. These included the notion of creation as a mystery, 
evident in its association with maya. While conceiving of creation 
as the outcome of a sacrifice made it, at a certain level, comprehen
sible, it meant that a domain which was previously inaccessible to 
all was now conceived of as accessible to a privileged few, this in 
turn providing a basis for social differentiation. 

The consequences of the treatment accorded to the possibilities 
associated with Soma were somewhat similar. This may seem 
paradoxical, given the fact that Soma's creative activity, conceived 
in terms of procreative intercourse, could be 'understood', unlike 
Varu.i:ia's use of maya. However, owing to its simple, striking, 
human analogy, it could be understood by all. What both concepts 

24 Besides, the incorporation of the soma sacrifice in the vajapeya (SB 5. 1.3.1)
and in the form of the daJapeya in the rajasuya (ibid.: 5.4.5.4-19) meant a 
reiteration of the cosmogonic elements which characterized this basic ritual. 
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possessed was a certain universality-if Varur:ia' s mayii was univer
sally incomprehensible, Soma's act was universally understood. 
Hence knowledge or the lack of knowledge of either possibility 
could not provide the basis for socio- political or ritual differentia
tion. It is this which probably explains the fact that neither of these 
possibilities were incorporated within the later definition of rajya. 

The role assigned to or assumed by the human riijil. vis-a-vis . 
cosmogonic knowledge and activity thus distanced him from his 
divine counterparts. At the same time, the process distanced him 
from most people as well-he was thought to ensure general well
being through ritual activities which were regarded both as an 
exclusive privilege and as a duty. Hence the riijii could, and probably 
did, claim exemption from participation in the actual process of 
production, as he was thought to ensure its success by sustaining 
the cosmic order. At the same time, the widespread benefits which 
were thought co ensue from the performance of such rituals would 
have ensured popular support for their performance. The shifting 
perception of the cosmogonic roles of the riija thus both reflected 
and contributed to far-reaching changes. 

IV 

The changing relationship between the riijii and his people, implicit 
in the assumption of a distinct cosmogonic role by the former, is 
also evident when one turns to the issues of control over produce 
and productive resources. 

Both Varur:ia and Soma were conceived of as prosperous (PVB 
24.18.8, 9), with the former being occasionally referred to as vii
vavedasa, literally the possessor of everything (RV 5.67.3). He was 
connected with grain, especially barley (e.g. SB 2.5.2.1, SSS 14.7.1), 
with cultivated plants in general (SB 5.3.3.8) and, to a lesser extent, 
with cattle (e.g. RV 5.69.2). In this sense, Varui:ia's position was 
closer to that of the viraj and contrasted with the sreftha, adhipati 
and svariij. However, unlike the viriij, Varui:ia's connection with 
wealth was not one of identification or instrumentality. Although 
as important, this was not one of his typical attributes. 

Wealth was, in a sense, more characteristic of Soma, who was 
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conceived of as rayipatior lord of wealth (RV 2.40.6). Besides plants 
were described as saumya, that is, of or belonging to Soma (SB 
7.2.4.26), who was associated with cattle and the waters as well 
(RV 1.93.2, 5, SB 12.7.2.2). If such attributes are reminiscent of 
Indra's, other associations were analogous to those of Prajapati and 
the viriij. These include the identification established between Soma 
and food in general (e.g. PVB 6.6.l, SB 7.2.2.1 l) and with de
viiniim anna or the food of the gods in particular (SB 11.1.3.3), as 
well as with prii'}a or the vital life force (ibid.: 7.3.1.2). This meant 
that Soma's relationship to wealth could not be reduced to an 
appropriative one. 

The association with wealth envisaged for the divine riijiis evi
dently proved inadequate for their human counterparts. Hence the 
rituals which legitimized riijya were conceived of as a means of 
acquiring access to produce and productive resources. The material 
benefits which were thought to accrue from the performance of 
such sacrifices included the ability to eat, supposedly acquired 
through the riijasuya (AB 7.35.6) and viijapeya (PVB 18.6.8, SSS 
15.1.2). The latter sacrifice was, in fact, equated with anna and 
peya (food and drink, SB 5.1.3.3, SSS 15.1.4-6), while the aiva
medha was regarded as a means of acquiring food from the four 
quarters (SB 13.1.1.4). All three rituals were, moreover, envisaged 
as means of acquiring paiu (PVB 18.7.3-4, SB 13.1.2.3, ApSS 
18.10.6). Occasionally, moreover, claims to resources were 
widened, as is evident from the view {BSS 15.5) that the aiva
medha was a means of obtaining the cow, horse, goat, sheep, rice, 
barley, beans, sesamum, gold and se�ing men in particular, and 
wealth, nourishment and prosperity in general. These claims were 
more comprehensive than those envisaged for the ireftha or the 
adhipat� who generally attempted to acquire food and animals or 
cattle. 

There is, besides, evidence of a debate on the control over the 
earth by riijiis which has no parallel in myths or in the context of 
other positions of status. This was obviously an issue which was 
acquiring significance in a changing socio- economic situation. The 
story of Visvakarman Bhauvana, the riijii in question, occurs fairly 
often in the brahmanical tradition (e.g. AB 8.39.7, SB 13.7.1.15, 
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SSS 16. 15.3), suggesting that the reiteration of the problem and its 
resolution were regarded as important. According to the story, 
Visvakarman Bhauvana gave away the entire earth as dakfi,:za after 
performing the aindramahabhis_eka and the asvamedha. Ac chis, the 
earth threatened to dive into the ocean in protest. Needless to say, 
the raja, faced with such dire consequences, expressed his generosity 
otherwise.25 

The manner in which the problem was posed is in itself revealing 
-the question was not explicitly framed in terms of claims to
ownership but was expressed in terms of the right or otherwise to
give. A similar definition underlay the more general discussion on
the granting ofland (presumably limited areas, SB 7.1.1.4), which
was resolved by stating chat the consent of the vii was required by
the kfatriya who wished to make such a gift.

The definition of ownership in terms of generosity rather than 
in terms of absolute claims to exploit or enjoy resources probably 
reflects an attempt to conceptualize a changing economic relation
ship in terms of existing categories of analysis, and the inherent 
contradictions of the process. In fact, definitions and criteria of 
generosity were in themselves subject to change, becoming more 
socially differentiated. Ultimately, the later Dharma Simas reflect 
a situation where the riija's absolute claims to ownership, untram
meled by notions of generosity, were well-nigh total, exemplified 
by the recognition of claims to treasure trove (GDS 10.35, VDS 
3.13) and to svam {literally one's own) or the property of a man 
who died without recognized heirs (e.g. ADS 2.6.14.5, GDS 28.43, 
BDS 1.10.18.16, VDS 17.83).26 Both these claims implied a specific 
assertion of control-in the first case over the entire land of the 
realm, and in the second over the people who inhabited it. 

25 The resolution envisaged in the Ramayar_ia (Ram 1.13.38, 40) is different. 
Here, Raja Dasaratha was conceived of as giving the earth, but the priests return 
this as they feel they lack the strength to protect it. Similarly, Vyasa, after 
Yudhi��ira's aivamedha, was conceived of as refusing to receive the earth as 
daftfirfa (Mbh 14.91.7, 8). It is likely that the epics reflect a later situation, in 
which the earth was viewed as an object rather than as a subject. 

26 The only exception was in the case of the property of brahma,:zas (BDS 
1.5.11.13, VDS 17.84, GDS 28.42, 43). 
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It is evident that the control of resources was acquiring impor
tance for the later Vedic raja. Hence, while still being identified 
with the possibly earlier notion of rajya typified by Varui:ia and 
Soma, and the presumably prestigious traditions associated with 
them, he was, at the same time, attempting to define rajya on a 
different, more material basis. This was achieved and legitimized 
through new, composite rituals. Simultaneously, efforts were made 
to extend the definition of resources by elaborating on the types of 
animals or grains to which the riija claimed access. The increased 
specificity in the human context was probably related to the ten
dency to extend the sphere of influence of the raj�if different 
areas were associated with different produce, or if different social 
categories produced or controlled different goods, the forging of 
ties of exchange with such groups or areas would have necessitated 
the framing of the demands of the rajii in terms of specific resources. 
It was probably only at a later stage that the demands of the raja 
were expressed in more universalistic terms, as a fixed share of the 
produce, irrespective of its specific nature. 

Turning to procreation, not surprisingly, both the divine 
rajiis were invoked for the purpose. What is remarkable, however, 
is the association of Varui:ia with the female, into whom Mitra 
(PVB 25.10.10) and Indra (SB 12.9.1.17) were conceived of as 
pouring retas or semen. What was envisaged through such concep
tualizations was probably a continuum between the poles of mas
culinity and femininity, with the less masculine being defined as 
feminine vis-a-vis the more masculine. The fact that Varui:ia was 
conceived of as less masculine would also suggest that the definition 
of riijya associated with him was closer to that of vairajya than 
sviiriijya. It is likely that this explains his marginalization within the 
brahmanical tradition and his supersession by Indra in a society 
where gender stratification was sharpening. 27 

It is also likely that Varui:ia' s role in procreation was viewed as 
ambiguous on account of these associations. Hence, although he 
was invoked for progeny in general (e.g. RV 5.69.3, SGS 1.17.9, 

27 Varui:ia's association with the waters, suggested by the very name of the
god (M. Ghosh 1959: 286) is also significant in this context, as the latter were 
regarded as typically feminine. 
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PGS 1.9.5) and sons in particular (e.g. AB 7.33.2, SGS 1.5.11), 
the outcome was occasionally viewed as flawed. This is particularly 
obvious in the legend of Sunal).sepa, where Hariscandra was thought 
co obtain a son, Rohica, from Varuna, on condition chat he would 
sacrifice him to the god. 

A similar tension vis-a-vis offspring is reflected in the myth of 
Varui:ia and Prajapati which 'explained' the performance of the 
varu,:zapraghasa (SB 2.5.2.22-23). Varui:ia was supposed to have 
seized the praja, leaving them with nothing except their breaths. 
Ultimately, Prajapati freed them from Varui:ia' s grasp by performing 
this sacrifice. While such a ritual was probably explicable in view 
of the uncertainties surrounding childbirth, its specific form meant 
chat the transfer of control of praja from Varui:ia to Prajapati was 
viewed as beneficial. Given the distinctive attributes of each deity, 
this legitimized a more masculine, even supra-physical under
standing of procreation and condemned the alternative, less dif
ferentiated understanding as potentially dangerous. 

Soma, unlike Varui:ia, was consistently envisaged as masculine, 
the fluid being identified with semen (SB 3.8.5.2). He was, 
moreover, conceived of as the first husband of all women (e.g. RV 
10.85.40). 

On the human plane the notion of procreation runs through 
the rituals which legitimized riijya as a recurrent theme. The very 
name rajasuya, for instance, was derived from the root su, which 
may be conjugated as sunoti, press (the soma plant), suvate, impel 
or consecrate and sute, procreate (Heesterman 19 5 7: 72). This could 
imply both a general regeneration as well as the birth of the raja 
(Coomaraswamy 1978: 9), which was specifically ensured through 
the initiation (SB 5.3.5.19) which formed part of the asvamedha 
(ibid.: 13.1.7.1) as well. Besides, the ritual was viewed as a means 
of ensuring the birth of offspring (e.g. SB 5.2.4.1)28 and sons (AB 
7.33.6, ApSS 18.17.11). The last was sought to be achieved through 
the recitation of the Sunal).sepa legend. Both the recitation, regarded 
as potentially generative, and the procedures for acquiring sons 
envisaged in the legend, were non-physical. In the legend, Haris-

28 A prayer for offspring formed part of the vajapeya as well (ApSS 18.5 .15).
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candra was supposed to have obtained a son by praying to Varm;ia, 
while Visvamitra acquired Suna}:isepa in a ritual context. If any
thing, this suggested that the rilja, himself 'born' supernaturally 
through the sacrifice, could acquire sons through similar means 
without participating in the physical process of procreation. 

This disjuncture between the rilja and physicality was even more 
explicit in the aJvamedha which included the enactment of sexual 
intercourse between the mahi{i or chief wife of the riljil a!}d the 
slaughtered horse (ASS 10.8.9, SSS 16.3.33) as a means of ensuring 
procreation (prajanana).29 At the same time, it was recognized that 
the riljil who refrained from sexual intercourse would benefit from 
the participation of his wives in the ritual, the former being restored 
in lustre, strength, animals and prosperity (SB 13.2.6.7). Thus the 
rajawas viewed as manipulating the instruments of procreation and 
ensuring generation without actually participating in the process. 

The process itself was conceptualized as rather violent, typified 
by the use of the ahanasya or 'obscene' verses, replete with sexual 
allusions, while intercourse was being mimed. The word is derived 
from the verb a+han, 'which in the ahanasya has the erotic meaning 
of "beating" the female with the penis' (Parpola 1986: 48). 

The focus on the wife in this particular context could, at the 
same time, have been interpreted in more ways than one. In a sense 
she would emerge as the central, visible, active figure, the embodi
ment of fertility and the powers associated with it, as opposed to 
the raja whose role in the ritual was more passive. The treatment 
of the wife as a symbol could have thus been characterized by a 
certain ambivalence. 

Thus, the ritualization of procreation in the context of rajya, 

29 The centrality of this episode to the sacrifice is evident from its depiction
on the commemorative coins of Samudragupta and Kumaragupta I (Altekar 
1957: 66, Chhabra 1986: xxv, xxxi). The description of Da.faratha's alva

medha also conforms to the prescriptions of the later Vedic tradition, with 
Dasaratha deciding to perform the sacrifice in order to obtain a son (Ram 1.8.2) 
and Kausalya c;habiting with the animal (ibid.: 1.13.27) which was approached 
by the other wives as well (ibid.: 1.13.28). The horse was probably symbolic of 
the generative power of the raja which was spread through the realm through 
which it passed (Gonda 1969: 114). 
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while including the use of symbolic mithunas as in the soma sacri
fice, occasionally extended beyond this. This is evident, on the one 
hand, in the aivamtdha, where the procreative pair of the ma
hi{i and the sacrificial horse carried the symbolism of the mithuna
to near-realistic levels, and in the rajasuya on the other, where the 
use of the Sunal).sepa legend eschewed the use of even symbolic 
mithunas. The use of a range of divergent possibilities may have 
been a means of extending the influence of the rii.ja who aspired to 
acquire the support of different groups of people by adopting (and 
adapting) a variety of ritual practices. 

While the rajii. was masculine, the procreative mechanisms en
visaged for him did not involve the physical act, as in the case of 
Varu1_1a or Soma-he was, somewhat like Prajapati, conceived of 
as above physicality. In this sense, the notion of procreation, like 
that of creation, sanctified through rituals, distanced the raja from 
the people in general, and women in particular. At the same time, 
as in the case of productive resources, the riija was regarded as 
ensuring the very basis of procreation (e.g. GOS 8.3). 

V 

The structuring of creation and procreation were not the only areas 
in which the actions of the human raja reinforced processes of 
socio-political differentiation. As important was the changing pat
tern of distribution of productive resources and produce associated 
with the raja.30 

Distribution was not a typical function of Varu1_1a. Prayers to 
him for wealth are rare, and it is evident that generosity was not 
amongst his distinguishing features. This may indicate that con
trolling or disbursing resources may not have been amongst the 
central functions expected of the riija, especially in the early Vedic 
situation. 

The attributes of Soma were also somewhat unique. While he 
could be invoked by the man desiring cattle or food {BAU 2.1.3), 

30 I will distinguish between the resources acquired in the sacrificial (:ontext
and those acquired through other means, focusing here on the former. 
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and the soma sacrifice was a means of attaining both, Soma was not 
only identified with what was distributed, but was thought to be 
destroyed or dispersed in the very process of distribution. This is 
evident from the characterization of Soma as the food of the gods 
(SB 11.1.3.3), who was killed (ibid.: 11.1.2.1), presumably to serve 
as food for his fellows. This conception was somewhat similar to 
that of the viraj, but contrasted sharply with that of the human 
raja, who was conceived of as eating his people, especially in the 
later Vedic tradition. 

Unlike his divine counterparts, the human raja was conceived 
of as both receiving and giving produce (including what may be 
regarded as luxury goods) and productive resources, and evidently 
aspired to control and manipulate a range of distributive mechan
isms. This is apparent from the rituals which legitimized rajya. The 
changes introduced in the distributive network as a result of the 
intervention of the raja, and the legitimization of such interven
tions, contained the potential for transforming the social and eco
nomic relationships which were regulated through such exchanges. 

One of the most striking features of rituals such as the 
rajasuya and aivamedha was the transfer of material resources to 
and from the riijii. This has occasionally been viewed as a process 
of circulating wealth (Heesterman 1959: 257), involving the rein
tegration of resources in the riijii and their subsequent dispersal. 
While the notion of circulation may have justified ritual exchanges, 
the impact of such transactions was not evenly felt-some social 
categories benefited at the expense of others, and the process did 
not result in even the temporary impoverishment of the raja. 

That receiving or obtaining wealth was an integral part of these 
rituals is evident from both prescriptive and narrative literature. 
The use of verses was recommended in the riijasuya to ensure that 
the k{atriya sacrificer received gifts (AB 7.34.3). In more tangible 
terms, the ratnins or jewels, the chief supporters of the raja were 
expected to provide the materials required for the i{{is or sacrifices 
which were performed in their houses during the ritual (Heesterman 
1957: 49). That gifts were actually received by the riijii is also 
suggested by the description of Yudhi�;hira's riijasuya in the Ma
habharata. Given the fact that the sacrifice and its outcome are 
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intrinsic to the development of the narrative of the epic, it is likely 
that, despite elements of exaggeration, the account ofYudh�!hira's 
gains would have corresponded with popular perceptions of what 
was expected to accrue to the successful yajamana. The list (Mbh 
2.47) includes animal skins decorated with gold, horses, camels, 
cattle, clarified butter in gold pots, slave women, jewels, sheep, 
goats, gold, asses, fruits, honey, blankets, swords with ivory handles, 
seats, vehicles, beds, chariots and elephants. 'While these were sup
posed to be brought by those who came to the sacrifice, wealth was 
also evidently collected by Yudhi�!hira's brothers who embarked 
on special expeditions for the purpose (e.g. Mbh 2.23.24). 

Receiving or obtaining wealth was also a characteristic of the 
aivamedha. Such wealth could be appropriated from brahma,;zas 
who were ignorant of the significance of the ritual (SB 13.4.2.17, 
ApSS 20.5.15, 16) or from kinsfolk (LSS 9.1.14). The need to 
appropriate wealth for the ritual is also reflected in Yudhi�!hira's 
preparations for the aivamedha where he has qualms about extract
ing tribute from the other rulers who were already grief-stricken 
(and presumably impoverished) on account of their participation 
in the fratricidal war (Mbh 14.3.14).31 It is likely that the 
vajapeya was also associated with acquiring resources, as is suggested 
by the notion that the chariot used in the ritual was a means of 
obtaining wealth (SB 5.1.4.3). 

The wealth thus acquired was put to a variety of uses. Part of 
it went to create the opulent setting for the sacrifice, evident in 
stereotyped descriptions of sacrificial posts being covered with gold 
(Mbh 14.87.5, Ram 1.13.19), and the sacrificial area being lavishly 
decorated. Besides, sacrifices such as the aivamedha involved the 
slaughter of hundreds of animals. 

Such displays of wealth had certain important consequences. 
They demonstrated the prosperity of the raja to all those who 

31 Ultimately Yudhi��hira does manage to appropriate the wealth deposited
to the north of the Himalayas, from the mythical no-man's land of the Uttara 
Kurus (Mbh 14.64.15, 16). Besides, rajas brought jewels, women, horses and 
weapons for him (ibid.: 14.86.13). The two aivamedhas described in the 
Rilmaya7Ja are also characteriz.ed by the raja receiving wealth (Ram 1.12.29, 
7.91, 92). 
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witnessed the ritual. Besides, some of the wealth received as gifts 
or tribute was removed from circulation instead of being recycled 
in the same form. In this sense, such displays, like potlatches, would 
have limited the potential for creating gift-credit (Gregory 1982: 
61). In other words, the wealth which the raja received was diverted 
from the network of gift-exchanges and converted into a form of 
socio-political prestige. The removal of wealth from circulation in 
this fashion also implied that potential rivals were denied access to 
these resources and were consequently impoverished (ibid.). 

Part of the resources obtained were also used for a more general
ized redistribution. This included supplying food to all those who 
attended the sacrifice (R.S. Sharma 1983a: 77), evident in the 
description of the rii.jasuya (Mbh 2.30.50) and the aivamedha (Ram 
1.13.11) in the epics. 

While food was offered to all participants, it is likely that the 
more prestigious visitors (who may have contributed or collected 
substantial gifts or tribute) were given valuable presents as well 
(Mbh 2.30.51, Ram 7.92). Such exchanges enabled the raja to 
acquire a reputation for generosity. The rajii.'s generosity was not 
however uniform. 

More important, only some participants, viz., the officiating 
priests, were eligible to receive the dakfirawhich accompanied these 
rituals, and which was often substantial. For instance, the riija
suya is explicitly described as a satasahasra dakfi1Ja sacrifice (with a 
dakfi1Ja of a hundred thousand (possibly) cattle, SSS 15.16.19, 
ApSS 18.8.2), and although this figure may have been exaggerated, 
and the actual transaction probably involved five thousand to ten 
thousand cattle (Heesterman 1957: 162), the number of animals 
was significantly higher than that prescribed for the soma sacrifice 
and its variants.32

The dakfi1Ja prescribed for the vajapeya, was, as noted earlier, 
characterized by the reiteration of the number seventeen, symbolic 
of Prajapati, with prescriptions for giving a minimum of seventeen 

32 As with other rituals, some of the dakfi,fa prescribed for specific parts of
the rajasuya was clearly symbolic. For example, for the ratninamhavirrzii, the 
animals prescribed as dakfi,:za varied in accordance with the deity to whom the 
offering was made (e.g. BSS 12.5). 
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of each kind of object,33 including cattle, horse-drawn chariots,
horses, oxen, slave women adorned with gold ornaments (ni[kas) 
and elephants with gold seats (ASS 9.9. 14).34

The dak[ir.za for the aJvamedha included the four directions of 
the realm, to be given to the four principal sacrificial priests (SSS 
16.9. 18-21, ApSS 20.10.1, LSS 9.11.1-2). The giving away of the 
land by the raja was regarded as controversial, as noted earlier. Its 
attempted ritualization may not have involved an actual transfer, 
but was probably a means of asserting and sanctifying the raja's 
claims to ownership. While this may not have been entirely suc
cessful, it permitted the discussion of a possibility which was evi
dently acquiring greater significance. 

The giving away of the wives of the raja (ApSS 20.10.2) probab
ly had somewhat similar implications. While it may have underlined 
'the marital character of the bond between the sacrificial patron 
and the brahman' (Heesterman 1959: 245), it was also an assertion 
of the control of the raja over his wives, who could be treated as 
objects to be granted to the priests. 

The dak[ir.za for the aJvamedha also included ritual objects of 
gold and silver (BSS 15.3) and four thousand ni[kas (ibid.: 15.4). 
The quantities to be transferred were often deliberately left un
defined-in one instance (LSS 9.11.1-2), the sacrificer was ex
pected to give till such time as the priests refused to accept any 
more.35

The ideal of transferring enormous quantities of wealth to 
brahmar.zasduring the afvamedhawas reiterated in legends and epics. 
Rajas like Udamaya Atreya and Bharata Dauh�anti, for instance, 
were reputed to have given ten thousand elephants and an equal 
number of slave women (AB 8.39.8). Dasaratha was supposed to 
have given ten thousand cattle, ten crores of gold and four times 

33 The number could optionally be raised to a hundred of each type (ASS
9.9.14). 

34 The lists in the other Srauta Sutras (SSS 15.3.12-15, ApSS 18.3.4, 5) show
slight variations. 

35 The aindramahabhireka, another composite ritual which legitimized
rajya, was characterized by a dakri,:,ii of cattle, four-footed animals and 
hira,:zya or gold (AB 8.39.6). 
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as much silver (Ram 1.13.41), and Yudhi�thira to have given the 
enormous sum of a thousand crores of nifkas (Mbh 14.91.7).36

The emphasis on the generosity of the raja to priests persists 
almost throughout the brahmanical tradition in both sacrificial and 
non-sacrificial contexts. This is evident from the dimastutis {literally 
the praise of gifts) in the .Fg Veda, which extol the generosity of 
donors of nifkas, horses, cattle, chariots and women (vadhus) (e.g. 
RV 1.126). The dit.nastutis probably provided the model for the 
compositions of the brahmar;za lute-player, who was expected to 
sing about- the generosity and the sacrifices performed by the raja 
(SB 13.1.5.6, BSS 15.8, ApSS 20.6.5). 

Although the raja was expected to be generally benevolent, 
payasvin or full of milk and hence a potential nourisher (PVB 
18.9.21), and specific rajassuch as Janasruti Pautrayana were char
acterized as pious givers, bestowers of much wealth and keepers of 
an open house {Max Muller 1965: 56), it was the generosity of 
rajas to brahmar;zas which was categorically recorded within the 
brahmanical tradition. These include references to the gifts of 
daughters by Saryata to placate the sage Cyavana (SB 4.1.5.7) and 
by Janasruti Pautrayana to win over the brahmar;za Raikva (CU 
4.2.4). Other generous riijiis included Janaka (SB 11.3.1 .4), who 
gave a thousand cows to Yajfiavalkya for the knowledge of the 
agnihotra. 

The recognition accorded to such gifts is not surprizing, as these 
evidently provided precedents for brahmar;zas who sought to claim 
some of the resources of the riijii. However, the need to bolster such 
claims points to a certain degree of tension vis-a-vis the actual 
division of resources. This is also suggested by the non-ritualistic 
prescriptions of the Dharma Simas, where the riijii was specifically 
instructed to support irotriyas (literally brahmar;zas who were versed 
in the irutis, or what was regarded as the revealed tradition, ADS 
2.10.25.9, GDS 18.35), brahmanas (ADS 2.10.26.1) and 

36 The giving of broadly similar categories of wealth by rajas is also referred 
to in the Buddhist tradition. King Okkaka was supposed to have performed the 
assamedha, purisamedha and vachapeya and gave cows, beds, garments, adorned 
women and well-made chariots drawn by well-bred horses to brahma7Jas (Sutta 
Nipata, Khuddaka Nikaya, vol. I, p. 313, cited in U. Chakravarti 1987: 43). 
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snatakas (i.e. those who had completed the period of Vedic educa
tion, VOS 12.2). What is likely is that while the raja probably did 
share some resources with brahma,:zas, this was not as substantial as 
could be wished for by the latter. Hence, the raja was constantly 
prodded on to be more and more bountiful, even if selectively so. 

The transfer of resources to brahma,:zas, whether it measured up 
to their expectations or not, had other implications as well. These 
goods, whether animals, women, gold or vehicles, like those used 
for ritual displays and the actual sacrifice, were removed from the 
networks of generalized gift-exchange. As a result, some productive 
resources could be selectively accumulated, as noted earlier, and 
this probably sharpened the process of socio-economic differentia
tion.37 

The exchange of resources which the raja attempted to regulate 
was thus asymmetrical. This asymmetry rested on the division and 
appropriation of labour in the form of resources and skills which 
were accumulated and employed differentially in the ritual context. 
The appropriation of labour was possible through what Gosden 
(1989: 369) describes as the 'trick of false generosity' which 'can 
be achieved precisely because there is no overall measure of labour. 
Instead the ranking of gifts operates to camouflage the flow of 
labour within the group, disguising the benefits the chief derives 
from controlling production, exchange and debt (ibid.). 

The performance of sacrifices involved the appropriation of the 
labour of primary producers in the form of grain and animal 
produce. It also required access to the labour of crafts persons such 
as smiths, carpenters, weavers and potters, and to the labour in
volved in acquiring rare goods such as gold, jewels, elephants, etc. 
Besides, the labour of ritual specialists was also harnessed. Given 

37 As Gosden (1989: 373) observes: 'Consumption of benefits deriving from 
controlling gift production on the one hand, and reinvestment, �n the other, 
are quite different strategies with contrary consequences. The former leads to 
the dissipation of resources, while reinvestment can provide an increased power 
base.' The creation of such a power base is reflected, to some extent, in the fact 

. that most of the brahmadeya lands (land given to brahma,µu) referred to in 
Buddhist literature were supposed co be given by the rajas Bimbisara and 
Pasenadi (Digha Nikaya, vol. I, pp. 109, 96, cited in U. Chakravarti 1987: 24). 
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the fact that there was no general standard of labour but rather a 
ranking of produce or skills, characteristic of a gift economy (Greg
ory 1982: 49), those who contributed relatively less prestigious 
goods or skills were rewarded with little more than food. 

Thus, while all those who were present at and participated in 
the sacrifice benefited from the bounty of the riijii, the advantages 
were not identical. We have noted the possible effects of such 
differential generosity in the context of the soma sacrifice. Given 
the fact that the riijasuya and aJvamedha were larger in both scale 
and scope, the impact of asymmetrical distribution in the context 
of such sacrifices was far-reaching. 

These sacrifices were also characterized by the widening of the 
range of exchange networks, both in terms of the number and cat
egories of participants, and in terms of the objects brought within 
the scope of such exchanges. Hence, control of these transactions 
ensured a commanding position for the riijii. It has been observed 
that those in a position to give what are regarded as prestigious gifts 
acquire control over their gift-debtors in societies where gift-ex
changes are important (Gregory 1982: 51). Such a position of con
trol was dearly open to the riijii who could receive a variety of 
prestigious goods from different sources, but who alone, by virtue 
of his control over all the channels of exchange, could grant any or 
all of these. 

At the same time, some earlier forms of exchange were tram;
formed in the ritual context. For instance, while the mock cattle
raid of the riijasuya (SB 5.4.3. 1) has been viewed as the survival of 
a popular contest to determine the prowess or skill of the riijii (R.S. 
Sharma 1980: 57), the form in which this was manipulated in the 
sacrificial context is significant. Here, the victims of the raid were 
the sva or kinsfolk of the riijii �nd the cow which was ritually 
appropriated by the sacrificer was transferred to the briihma!la. It 
is likely that originally cattle-raids were inter-community rather 
than intra-community affairs.38 In such a situation, the riijii who
led the raid was probably expected to share some of his booty with 
his kinsfolk. However, in the ritual, the riijii's customary role was 

38 Duryodhana's attempt to seize Vici!a raja's cattle, described in the Maha
bharata, probably provides an example of this. 
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virtually reversed-instead of providing a share to his sva, he was 
depicted as seizing their cattle, and the tension or conflict was now 
envisaged as existing within the community. The resolution which 
was postulated, viz., the expropriation of the wealth of the kinsfolk, 
legitimized through the ritual support provided by brahma,;as, 
tended to weaken the ties between the rajii and the kin-based 
community on the one hand, while strengthening those between 
the raja and the brahma,;a on the other. 

Another distributive process, chat associated with dicing, was 
similarly modified. It has been suggested that dicing was a means 
of allocating rights of usage over land (Thapar 1984: 3 I) or wealth 
(Bhattacharya 1975: 42). Such a process would have ensured a more 
or less equitable situation.39 However, in the rajasuya (SB 5.4.4.6-
25), this mechanism was modified co ensure the victory of the 
riija on the one hand and to establish a hierarchy amongst those 
associated with the passing of the sacrificial sword, the sphya, used 
for preparing the gaming ground, with the sajataor kinsman (literal
ly chose sharing a common birth with the rajii) being placed lase 
(ibid.: 5.4.4.19). The order in which the sword was passed was 
viewed as a means of weakening each subsequent recipient in 
comparison to his predecessors.40 Thus, exchanges which were in
itially not directional were transformed beyond recognition. 

39 Woodburn's (1982: 443 fl) description of the institution of gambling
amongst the Hadza is illuminating in this context: 'It (i.e: gambling) is one of 
the major means by which scarce and local objects are circulated throughout 
the country ... The circulation is accomplished not through some form of ex
change which would bind participants to one another in potentially unequal 
relationships of kinship or contract. The transactions are neutralised and deper
sonalised by being passed through the game ... Individual effort, craft, skill, 
and particularly, the skill of trading with outsiders are quite variable. The 
attraction of gambling mobilises effort and skill but dis-::ounts its proceeds at 
random in a way which subverts the accumulation of individual wealth ... Ir 
is paradoxical that a game based on the desire to win and, in a sense, to 
accumulate, should operate so directly against the possibility of systematic 
accumulation. Its levelling effect is very powerful.' 

40 The order in the Satapatha Brahma,:ia is as follows-the brahma,:ias
(adhvaryu} to the raja, to the rajabhratr (the brother of the raja}, to the suta or 
the sthapati, to the gramar/i, to the sajata. The Srauta Siitras tend to include 
some or all of the ratnimin the list (e.g. BSS 12.15, ApSS 18.18.14). 
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It is evident then that the emergence and consolidation of the 
institution of rajya was interwoven with a range of developments. 
These resulted in the virtual transformation of earlier notions of 
rajya as exemplified by Varu�a and Soma. The position of the 
human raja in the later Vedic context was envisaged as somewhat 
similar, but by no means identical with that of the freftha and the 
adhipati. The raja, like the ireftha. was linked to cosmogonic specu
lation through the sacrifice. Although this was achieved by equating 
the rajal yajamana with Prajapati, this was not incorporated mech
anically as a variation of the soma sacrifice but at a different level 
altogether-by associating Prajapati with the specific, complex 
rituals which legitimized rajya and which required the participation 
of a wide range of people. Thus the raja could be perceived as both 
like and unlike the freftha. Such an ambiguous position was probab
ly useful in extending the sphere of influence of the raja to incor
porate more and possibly different categories of people within the 
realm. 

A similar ambiguity was evident regarding the control of 
productive resources. While the human raja, unlike his divine 
counterparts, and unlike the viraj, aspired to control a range of 
resources, like the ireffha and the adhipat� this was conceptualized, 
not in terms of absolute control, but in terms of control in order 
to distribute. Although this had a similarity with the distributive 
network associated with the viraj, this was at best superficial, as 
both the range and the nature of the raja's distributive activities 
were, as we have seen, vastly different. 

What is apparent in all these spheres is a movement away from 
the attributes of leadership which were not hierarchically oriented 
to the leadership of a differentiated, wider, socio- political sphere. 
In the process, although the raja continued to be associated with 
notions of general benevolence, this tended to be marginalized. The 
specific activities of the raja, especially as these were related to 
distribution, ensured, not general well-being, but differential 
benefits, with tbe raja himself emerging as one of the principal 
beneficiaries. Thus, the ril{t,a did symbolize wealth, but this was 
not for everybody. As I hope to show, the social implications of the 
transformation of rajya were manifold. 



Chapter Five 

The Raja (II): From ]Jtasya Gopa 
to Dharmika Raja 

The rawa both unites and divides. 
Satapatha Brahma.r:i,a. 

I 

T
he definition of rajya was thus gradually enlarged to encom
pass more and more people and social categories, with the 
raja both extending and intensifying his influence or control 

over them. This process was interwoven with societal changes, 
which it influenced and by which it was in turn influenced. 

The interaction between the raja and the social order of which 
he was a part was a dynamic one, in which not only was the raja' s 
role in society envisaged as changing, but the very definition and 
understanding of the social context was being transformed. While 
these developments were interrelated, I will distinguish between 
them for analytical purposes, focusing primarily on the former 
development for the present. 

We had identified certain crucial social issues, including inter
va7?Za relationships, kinship ties amongst men and gender stratifica
tion. The role of the raja vis-a-vis these issues was somewhat similar 
but by no means identical to that of the fref{ha, who was construed 
as an ideal type for other categories ofleaders or rulers, as mentioned 
earlier. For instance, while both the rajii and the freftha were 
envisaged as playing a role vis-a-vis the var!la hierarchy, the raja 
ultimately claimed an overarching authority which was far more 
comprehensive than what the fre!{ha aspired to. 

Of equal importance are the significant differences between the 
roles envi�aged for the typical divine rajas, Varw:ia and Soma, 
vis-a-vis these issues, and those expected of their human counter-
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pans. In some cases, such as the van;a order, the divine ra.jits were 
assigned roles in the later Vedic tradition, which, to some extent, 
ran counter to their conceptualization during the early Vedic phase'. 

However, this modification was evidently not enough to cope with 
the situation. Hence, the role envisaged for the human rajii, while 
incorporating some elements of the new characterization of the 
gods, very often extended beyond this. 

The difference between the divine and the human plane was 
not uniform-it was sharpest in the context of the raja-vis relation
ship and in the attempt to define a role for the raja vis-a-vis the 
van;za hierarchy as a whole, but was relatively less marked in the 
context of the relationship between the raja and brahmar.zas. While 
this may be partly due to the brahmanical bias of our sources, with 
the priestly authors attempting to portray their own relationship to 
the raja as relatively stable and unchanging (and hence less open 
to challenge), it may also reflect a situation where the rajii's relation
ship with certain social categories was changing more dramatically 
than with others. 

When we examine the tensions within the kinship structure, 
the contrast between the divine and human rajiis is, if anytl1ing, 
even more striking. In the early Vedic tradition, Varu.i:ia was one 
of the gods most closely associated with asuratva (e.g. RV 1.24.14), 
while in the later Vedic tradition, Soma was identified with Vrtra 
(e.g. SB 3.4.3.13). Given the kinship connotations of the deva-asura 
and the lndra-Vrtra struggles, this meant that the typical divine 
rajiiswere conceived of as belonging to the wrong camp. The human 
rajii, on the other hand was accorded a different role in these 
conflicts and their ritual resolutions, often being explicitly con
ceived of as identical with Indra in such situations. 

Turning to gender stratification, we find a more or less similar 
development. Though Varu.i:ia and Soma were conceived of as 
gendered, masculine gods, their role in defining gender relations 
was rather different from that of Indra and Prajapati, the divine 
sre[thas. The role of the human raja was conceived of as somewhere 
in between these possibilities. 

I had suggested earlier that intervention in such issues was a 
means whereby leaders attempted to generate social support and 
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win acceptance. Ac the same time, these issues were becoming more 
complex. In chis situation, an active role often meant supporting 
one social category against the other(s). As such, the human riijii, 
in the very process of acquiring social support and recognition, 
reinforced social differences. 

The changes in the social role of �he riijii were substantial. This 
is reflected in che replacement of the ideal of rta, common in the 
early Vedic tradition, by chat of dharma, which later acquired 
central importance within the brahmanical tradition. The declining 
importance of rta is evident from the fact chat the word occurs only 
seven times in che principal Upani�ads (Bhattacharya 1975: 39). 
'This shows that lJta originally stood for a different sec of principles 
which were consistent with the early Vedic way of life, but even
tually chose principles were undermined and annihilated ... 
(ibid.). 

Broadly, rta implied a universal, holistic order. While dharma 
was also envisaged as universal, the specific definition of dharma 
varied according to social categories, with what was prescribed for 
one category being prohibited for the other. The implications of 
upholding rta and dharma were fundamentally different and the 
replacement of one role by the other meant, in effect, that the 
riijii was abandoning certain social functions and taking up others. 
In other words, the nature of riijya was transformed. 

II 

It is well-known that upholding the van.zasrama dharma was 
regarded as one of the basic functions of the riijii within the brah
manical tradition. However, this role of the rajii was not coeval 
with the existence of riijya. In other words, although the institution 
of riijya may be traced back to the early Vedic tradition, riijiis were 
not initially associated with establishing or maintaining the van;za
based order. The gradual ascription of van.za to divine and human 
rajiis may be viewed as one aspect of the process whereby the rajii 
was integrated within the varr.za hierarchy. 

In the early Vedic tradition, kfatra was one of the characteristic 
attributes of Varm:i,a. In fact, four of the five occurrences of the 
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word k�atriya in the ]Jg Veda are associated with him (e.g. RV 
5.68.3, Choudhuri 1981: 38, Oeshmukh 1933: 214, Griswold 
1971: 135). This association continued in the lacer Vedic tradition 
as well (e.g. SB 9.4.2. 16, BAU 1.4.11). Soma was also conceived 
of as endowed with k�atra{Kapadia 1959: 217, BAU 1.4.11), which 
was thus clearly an attribute connected with rajiis. 

This connection was explicicly reiterated through the rituals 
which legitimized rajya. For instance, the initiation ceremony of 
the sacrificer for che rajasuya (SB 5.3.5.20, BSS 12.9) was regarded 
as a means of acquiring k{atra, while the yajamana was thought to 
be reborn from the womb of k�atra, represented by his wife, in the 
viijapeya (BSS 11.11). 1 

While the emphasis on k�atra suggests a certain continuity 
between the early and the later Vedic tradition, there are indications 
that the definition and scope of k{atra were changing. In the early 
Vedic tradition k{atra had universalistic connotations of' dominion, 
supremacy, power, might' (SEO: s.v.), but in the later Vedic tradi
tion the power associated with k{atra was defined in more specific 
ways. This is evident from the equation between the r�p-a and 
k{atra (AB 7.34.4). The r�p-a, apart from indicating the sphere of 
influence of the raja, was tending to be identified with specific 
social and economic configurations. Hence, the equation of 
k{atra with r�p-a meant that the former was now viewed as power 
which was exercised within a particular context. This is evident 
from the association of the ability to eat with k{atra (SB 8. 7.1.2). 
This signified both an ability co intervene in and control existing 
or emerging exchange mechanisms and an increasingly exploitative 
relationship between social categories regarded as eaters and ochers 
regarded as food. Thus a relatively oppressive definition of power 
was gaining acceptance. le is likely chat the human raja in the later 
Vedic context attempted co appropriate the entire range of con
notations associated with k{atra. This probably enabled him to 
conceal the real, oppressive nature of his power within a broader 
definition. 

1 The notion of the raja being reborn endowed with k[atra was reinforced 
by the equation of the throne on which he sat during the rajasuya with the 
womb of �atra (SB 5.4.4.3). 
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At the same time, both the divine (e.g. BAU 1.4.11) and the 
human riijii (e.g. SB 1.3.2.19) were explicitly or implicitly being 
defined as kfatriyas or riijanyas. This was also equated with what 
was later standardized as the second category of the four-fold 
vaT?Za order.2 The emphasis on identifying the riijii as a kfatriya was
a means of incorporating him within the van;a framework. Thus, 
there were two contradictory tendencies at work--one favouring 
the assimilation of the riijii into the va'?la order, and the other 
favouring a distinctive identity. As will be evident, the riijii's role 
vis-a-vis specific va'?las and the order as a whole, was characterized 
by a certain amount of tension. 

III 

We had seen how the social category of the vis was thought to be 
of basic importance for the riijii in both the early and the later Vedic 
tradition. Many divin,e riijiis were identified in terms of the vis (e.g. 
Agni RV 2.2.8). The human riijiiwas, likewise, proclaimed in terms 
of the vis in the afvamedha (ApSS 20.4.3) and the riijasuya (SB 
5.3.3.12). 

That the existence of the vis was intrinsic to that of the riijii was 
also recognized in analogies, with the riiftra and the vis being 
equated with the saman and re (BSS 3. 17), that is the Vedic hymn 
and its component verses respectively. As the hymn was comprised 
of such verses, this would indicate that the vii including one or 
more communities, formed the basis out of which the riJfp-a was 
constituted. It also suggested chat the riJfp-a included a number of 
distinctly identified but more or less structurally similar social 
categories. 

This process of incorporation would have involved a number 
of developments. On the one hand, the rajii who attempted to 
extend his sphere of influence had to contend with the leaders of 
other vis. On the other hand, he had to establish a relationship of 
control and support with those who were brought within the 

2 Very often, as in the Dharma Siitras, the duties prescribed for the raja
coincide with those prescribed for the kiatriya. 
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riif[ra. Of these two activities, the first necessitated either the ab
sorption or the elimination of alternative leaders or patterns of 
leadership. The second, on which I will focus for the present, was 
associated with attempts to define and regulate the relationship 
between the riijii and the vii. Such attempts were fairly varied
stressing the common bonds between the raja and the vii, differen
tiating between the rajal kfatra and the vii, and, related to this, 
asserting the supremacy of the former vis- a-vis the latter. Oc
casionally, efforts were made to achieve these ends more or less 
simultaneously, as for instance, in the aJvamedha and rajasuya. 
Elsewhere, one aspect of the relationship was emphasized at the 
expense of others. As noted earlier, the exploration of a range of 
possibilities points to a relatively fluid situation of socio-political 
transition, where the attempt to establish stratified political relations 
was constantly challenged. 

The novelty of the raja-vii relationship as it developed during 
the later Vedic phase is, to an extent, reflected in the paucity of 
myths connecting the divine riijiis to this theme. Thus, while both 
Varur:ia and Soma were conceived of as endowed with k{atra, they 
were rarely identified as representatives of this category vis-a-vis the 
deities who were regarded as representatives of the vii, that is the 
Maruts and the Visvedevas. In this respect, as in many others, they 
present a contrast to Indra. This probably reflects the difficulties 
inherent in associating the more universalistic deities with roles 
which varied according co particular social circumstances. It is also 
likely that che specific role envisaged for the raja vis-a-vis the vii, 
that of an oppressor, did not 'fit' very well with the established 
characterization ofVarur:ia and Soma. Hence, attempts were made 
to resolve the raja-vif relationship through rituals and prescriptions 
rather than through myths involving the divine riijiis. 

One of the most outstanding examples of such resolutions was 
che use of the pariplava cycle in che aJvamedha (SB 13.4.3.3-15, 
ASS 10.7, SSS 16.2.1-30, etc.). This cycle consisted of units of ten 
days which were repeated throughout the period when the sacrificial 
horse was lei loose co wander. Each day of the cycle was associated 
with a distinctive deity, a special category of traditional lore and a 
vii, split into two levels, one consisting of those who were present 



The Raja (11): From Rtasya Gopa to Dharmika Raja 137 

at the sacrifice and the second of those whom they were supposed 
to represent. Thus, each vii was conceived of as endowed with a 
deity, a body of s.lcred lore, and was, moreover, equated with a 
distinct natural or supernatural category (see Table I for details). 
In a sense then, the stereotyped lists associated with the piirip/a,va 
cycle provide us with a map of social relations, codifying a wealth 
of information. 

The divine rajiis, for instance, can be split into two distinct 
categories-one including early Vedic deities or personages such as 
Manu, Yama, Varui:ia, Soma and Indra, and the second, possibly 
non-Vedic, including Arbuda Kadraveya, Kuvera Vaisravai:ia, Asita 
Dhanvan, Matsya Sammada and Tar�ya Vaipsyata. What seems 
likely is that in an attempt to widen the definition of rajya and 
incorporate more and more people within the vii, deities specific 
to certain regions or social groups were accorded recognition within 
the sacrificial cult. Initially, these deities were considered equal to

their Vedic counterparts, each being associated with a single day's 
worship. Nevertheless, the very process of assimilation probably 
reduced them to a secondary status, evident in the paucity of 
subsequent references to them, and in the order in which they were 
arranged-the Vedic gods by and large ranked higher than their 
non-Vedic counterparts, who were, at the same time, encompassed 
within the framework of the Vedic cult by the position accorded 
to Indra, who was placed last. 

The difference evident between the two categories of deities 
becomes sharper when one turns to the vii ascribed to them. The 
Vedic gods were associated with human and superhuman 
categories-including manu!Jas, pitrs, gandharvas, apsaras and devas 
(human beings, patrilineal ancestors, masculine and feminine celes
tial beings and deities respectively), while the non-Vedic gods were 
associated with categories which can at best be described as sub
human and at worst as anti-human-including serpents, rak{as, 
asuras, water creatures (probably fish) and birds. 

Each of these ten categories was supposed to be represented by 
people who were present at the ritual. The Vedic gods were as
sociated with householders (.grhamedhins), elders (sthaviras), hand
some young men, beautiful women and learned brahma,;zas, and 
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these people, like the deities ascribed to them, encompassed the 
other people within their fold. Besides, they were endowed with 
what were viewed as positive soci.tl attributes. For instance, the 
grhamedhins, as their very name suggests, represented a distinct 
social, economic and ritual order, centring around a particular form 
of household organization. Briefly, this was a patrilineal household, 
the locus for the production of anna and pasu, for legitimate 
exchange, and ritual activities. The sthaviras were elders who may 
have been respected on account of their wisdom, while the hand
some young men and women were probably valued on account of 
what were regarded as positive sexual attributes. The last social 
category, the brahma,µzs, owed their status to their access to and 
virtual monopoly over prestigious ritual activities. 

As opposed to this, the representatives of the second group were 
defined in terms of activities which did not conform to the norm. 
Those versed in serpent lore, or those with knowledge about fish 
(probably fisherfolk) or birds, were obviously differentiated from 
agricultural or pastoral groups. Similarly, those defined as robbers 
(selagas), or as living on usury (kusidins) operated within systems of 
exchange which were different from those which were considered 
acceptable. While the inclusion of the brahmaciirin (as an alternative 
or in addition to bird-catchers) within this group may at first sight 
seem surprising, it is probable that this was an attempt to incor
porate a category following ascetic practices within the brahmanical 
framework by identifying them with brahmaciirins. 3 

The assimilation of these groups within the ritual was accom
panied by the appropriation of their traditional lore, which was to 
be recited or performed on the day ascribed to them. What is 
noteworthy is that briihmaras alone were accorded the role of 
disseminating the lore. In the process, it is likely that these traditions 
would have been modified to bring them into consonance with the 
central concerns of the brahmanical authorities. Hence, although 
these groups were recognized as important, the context within 
which the recognition was accorded suggested their subordinate 

3 This is also suggested by the other non-Vedic attributes associated with this 
category-viz., birds, the obscure deity Tar� Vaipsyata and the Pucil)as. 
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status as well. The common designation of each group or com
munity as a vii thus concealed important differences amongst them, 
which could crystallize into sharper social classifications. This was 
almost inevitable when such groups were brought into contact with 
one another in a context which was controlled or manipulated by 
a few categories to the exclusion of others. 

The incorporation of diverse categories within the definition of 
the vis had other implications as well. While the riijii was clearly 
connected with his own vii, his links with others who were brought 
within the same classification were obviously less close, and had to 
be forged. It is likely that rituals such as the asvamedha provided 
an important occasion for systematically establishing such ties. 

At another level, it probably made the establishment of a dif
ferent, more exploitative relationship vis-a-vis these categories more 
acceptable. While establishing such a relationship with the rajii's 
own vis may have met with a certain amount of resistance, this was 
probably consider�d more appropriate towards those who were 
regarded as an integral but subordinate part of the wider definition 
of the vis which was emerging. Ultimately, what was viewed as the 
justified subordination of some social categories provided a prece
dent for extending a similar relationship towards others as well. 

That a change was taking place in the raja-vis relationship in 
general is amply documented from rituals and incidental references 
in the later Vedic tradition. The metaphor used to express this 
change is itself a telling one-that of eating, distinguishing between 
the kfatra or the raja who was regarded as the eater and the vii ? 
who was viewed as his food. This was legitimized through rituals 
such as the aindramahabhifeka (AB 8.39.3) where the rajii was 
thought to be reborn as the eater of the vis (visamatta). This is also 
reflected in similes (e.g. SB 13.2.9.8) comparing the vis to anna or 
yava (food or barley), while the raja was compared to the deer who 
ate such grain. The reiteration of the notion of eating, implying as 
it did the destruction and/ or absorption of what was eaten, probably 
refers not to the actual destruction of people, but to the destruction 
of a less inegalitarian relationship between the raja and the vis in 
favour of a more exploitative one. 

Conceiving of the vis as food also implied the dependence of 



140 The Emergence of Monarchy in North India 

the riijii on the former. After all, the eater could not survive without 
food. It is this which probably accounts for the recognition of the 
importance of the vii in rituals which legitimized riijya. This took
a variety of forms. 

One means adopted was to acquire or 'win' the vii through 
rituals. Thus, the vajapeya was regarded as a means of winning the 
divine and human vii(SB 5.1.3.5). Elsewhere (PVB 18.10.9) hymns 
symbolic of the vii were placed on either side of that representing 
the kfatra to ensure that the latter was surrounded by the former 
and that the vii did not abandon the kfatra. A similar attempt to 
ensure that the vii was stable and did not desert the raja was 
incorporated in the rajasuya (SB 5.3.4.14). In a sense, the concern 
here was broadly similar to that envisaged in the context of the 
soma sacrifice. 

The importance of the vii was also ritually recognized in the 
notion that it constituted the womb from which the kfatra or 
riijii emerged. For instance, in the riijasuya (SB 5.3.4.11, 5.5.2.9), 
the kfatrawas conceived of as the embryo of the vii. Elsewhere (e.g. 
ApSS 16.32.4), the analogy was extended to equate the vii with the 
cow, the rajanya with the embryo, cattle with the embryonic
membrane, the raja with the calf and bali with the milk produced 
by the cow during the first seven days after giving birth (the 

piyufa). 
The close ties of near equality which bound the vii to the 

rajii are also suggested by the access which the former had to the 
rituals which legitimized rajya. For instance, the vajapeya could be
performed by members of the first three va7?Zas (SSS 16.17.1-3). 
While the vii could not perform the rajasuya independently, a 
representative of this category participated in the abhifeka which 
was central to the change of status of the raja (SB 5.3.5.14, BSS 
12.9, ApSS 18.16.4). This was, moreover, viewed as a means of 
ensuring that the vii, amongst other van;a categories, protected the 
raja (SB 5.4. 1.5). However, the situation vis-a-vis the aivamedha 
was different, the vaiijiputra (literally the son of a vaisya woman), 
being explicitly denied the right to perform the ritual (SB 13.2.9.8).4 

4 As an extension of this, the yajamana who failed to perform the
alvamedha was regarded as equal to the rajanya or the vis (SB 13.4.2.17). 



The Raja (11): From Rtasya Gopa to Dharmika Raja 141 

Thus, while the vii had more or less equal access (at least theoreti
cally) to some rituals which legitimized riijya, and played a central 
role in conferring legitimate status in others, this possibility was 
not universally recognized. 

Of equal importance is the fact that, none of these rituals was 
conceived of as incorporating alternative goals. In this sense, they 
presented a contrast to the soma sacrifice. Thus, while the vii could 
perform the viijapeya, this did not involve challenging the existing 
or emerging social order-in other rituals such as the riijasuya and 
aJvamedha, the role of the vis was envisaged as supportive but 
subordinate. It is likely that the very scale of these sacrifices made 
it difficult for commoners to even attempt to perform them, unlike 
the soma sacrifice. Hence, each occasion on which they were actually 
performed reiterated the difference between the vii and the riijii, 
apart from providing an occasion for the transfer of resources from 
the former to the latter, as noted earlier. 

While the vis was thus denied the option of contending for 
equal status with the k{atra or even limiting its power through 
rituals, these were used to reinforce socio-political differences be
tween the two by denying the importance of the rajii-visconnection, 
evident in alternative definitions of the rajils ritual birth. While 
the possibility of the riijii being born from the vii was recognized, 
he was occasionally conceived of as being born from the womb of 
k{atra or brahma. In other words, efforts were made to substitute 
the raja-vis relationship by other ties. 

Simultaneously, these rituals were used to structure the raja
vis relationship in hierarchical terms more amenable to the notion 
of eater and food. For instance, in the vajapeya, the rajanya and 
vaifya were both given cups of madhu or honey, then the vaisya's 
cup was exchanged for one of sura or ordinary liquor (SB 5.1.5.28). 
As a result of this, the yajamana was thought to be endowed with 
truth, prosperity and light, while the vaisya was endowed with the 
negative attributes of falsehood, sin and darkness or ignorance. In 
the aJvamedha (SB 13.2.9.6), the k{atra and vis were equated with 
the male and female respectively. Given the emergence of gender 
stratification referred to earlier, the equation of one partner with 
positive attributes or a dominant social category and the other with 
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negative attributes or a dominated social category would have jus
tified the exploitation of the one by the other. 

Occasionally, as in the riijasuya (AB 8.36.4), chants were manip
ulated to ensure that the vii and the iudra were subservient. Sim
ilarly, the aivamedha was thought to render the vii obedient and 
subservient rather than refractory and equal (SB 13.2.2.15, Eggeling 
1963e: 303). This was sought to be achieved by ascribing the 
prestigious sacrificial horse to Prajapati, while the other sacrificial 
animals were assigned to lesser deities. As suggested earlier, the need 
to manipulate rituals to ensure such ends meant that the threat of 
the vii deserting or challenging the claims of the riijii may have been 
rather real. 

Rituals were also used to establish ties with those who were 
probably emerging as the leaders or the dominant members of the 
vii. These included the griima1fi, who was explicitly identified as a
prosperous (BSS 17.49, SSS 2.6.7) vaiiya (SB 5.3.1.6), and suta
(BSS 18.2). Both were included in the list of eight viras or valorous
men in whose company the riija' s abhifeka was performed (PVB
19 .1.4) as well as in the company of the ratnins or jewels whose
support was sought in the rajasuya (SB 5.3. 1.5-6).5 

The role of the riijii vis-a-vis the vis thus underwent a number 
of changes. During the early Vedic phase, while the rajii and the 
vii were bound together, the relationship was viewed as natural. 
However, with the attempt to extend the rajii' s sphere of influence 
to incorporate more and different people within the scope of 
riijya, certain changes were inevitable. In a sense, this attempt was 
a means of acquiring access to a range of produce and productive 
resources. At the same time, to be successful, such an attempt 
presupposed access to these resources which were often employed 
and obtained in ritual situations. The need to acquire resources as 
well as their acquisition tended to transform the very nature of the 
riijii-vii relationship, which shifted from one based on the sense of 
belonging to one another to one of superordination and subordina
tion. 

5 The functions attributed to the ratnins and the v"iras will be discussed in 
th� next chapter. 
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However, the fact that the new relationship had to be established 
and legitimized through rituals, indicates that although the raja 
attempted to assert control over some of the resources of the vii, 
this was not easily acquiesced to. Hence, the raja had to establish 
alliances to buttress his claims. One such alliance, especially valuable 
in a situation where ritual provided possibly the most important 
mechanism of social control, was forged with the brahma,:zas. 

Finally, the raj a' s role vis-a-vis the vii, while somewhat similar 
to that of the ireftha. was, in a sense, more fully developed and 
more clearly under the control of the former. This role, moreover, 
contrasted with that of the viraj who was not conceived of as 
functioning in a situation of social stratification. The development 
of this dimension of rajya meant that the raja was, on the one hand, 
distancing himself from the ideals associated with vairajya, while 
on the other hand, he was outdoing the ireHha in his success in 
establishing a hierarchical relationship vis-a-vis the vii. However, 
initially at least, this was possible only through the support of the 
priests. 

IV 

The brahma-k{atra relationship, like the k{atra-vii one, acquired 
significance during the later Vedic phase and developed in conjunc
tion with the latter. Although an alliance of sorts was arrived at, 
this was a relationship marked by continuous tension, with constant 
attempts to assert the superiority of the priestly category vis-a-vis 
ksatra. These insistent assertions probably reflect a response to the 
challenge posed by the raja or the k{atriya, who, though dependent 
on priestly support, tried to assert his control over the priesthood, 
just as he attempted to convert his economic dependence on the 
vii into a relationship of dominance and subordination. 

Both Varul).a and Soma were equated with k�atra vis-a-vis 
brahma in myths incorporated within the later Vedic tradition. This 
was, in itself, a new development, contextualizing the deities en
dowed with kfatra in relation to var,:za categories instead of as 
wielders of universal power. 

As in the case oflndra and Agni, the myths where Varul).a sym-
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bolized kratra point to a strained relationship between brahma and 
kfatra. In one instance (SB 4.1.4.1-6), Mitra and Varul).a were 
equated with kratu and dak{a (intelligence and skill), brahma and 
kratra, and while the former was regarded as an abhiyantr (control
ler), the latter was a kartr or doer. In each of these dualities, the 
attributes associated with Mitra, and by extension with brahma, 
were regarded as superior to those ofVarul).a. This is evident from 
the statement (ibid.) that when the two were separated, Mitra was 
able to s_tand without Varur;ia, but not vice versa. Ultiµiately, 
Varur;ia requested Mitra to unite with him and agreed to acknow
ledge his supremacy. 6 The moral of the story was underlined in the
human context by the conclusion that while a brahma1Ja could do 
without a rajanya, although he prospered if he found a raja, a 
kratriya could not do without a brahma1Ja, and could not succeed 
without the latter's assistance. 

The Mitra-Varur;ia duo, equated with brahma and k{atra, were 
also characterised as masculine and feminine respectively (PVB 
25.10.10. SB 2.4.4.19). Somewhat less explicitly, brahma and 
kfatra were equated with Mind and Speech (Manas and Vac, PVB 
11.1.2, 3), whose unequal relationship has been referred to earlier. 
Such equations reinforced the notion of an ideal order between the 
two social categories. By equating var?}a with gender categories, 
they also suggested a similarity between the two forms of stratifica
tion which may have been useful in 'explaining' or justifying both. 

If Varu.l).a's ultimate subordination suggests parallels with 
Indra's acquiescence to Agni's claims, there are certain differences 
as well. As noted earlier, Indra and Agni were regarded as engaged 
in a contest for establishing sole control over the gods. This element 
is relatively muted in the Varur;ia-Mitra myth. Besides, unlike Indra, 
Varu.l).a's opposition to the brahmanical order was not conceived 
of in terms of the destruction of brahma1Jas. Instead, the resolution 
envisaged was in terms of complementarity. This points to the 
acknowledged importance of the relationship for both parties. 

The myths about Soma's var1Ja affiliations were more or less 
-

6 The myth embodied, at the same time, a modification of the Mitra-
Varui;ia relationship, which was envisaged as non-hierarchical in the early Vedic 
context (Gonda 1972: 18-19). 
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similar. In one instance (AB 2.10.6), Brhaspati and Soma, repres
enting brahma and k{atra respectively, were thought to be res
ponsible for instigating whatever was done. Here, while the 
hierarchical order was recognised, it was emphasized that co-opera
tion between brahma and k{atra was generally beneficial. 

The resolution of the problem of the mutual relationship of the 
two categories through myths was however clearly not enough to 
ensure an identical situation of harmony and the subordination of 
the rii.jii. to the brii.hma,:za in the human context. Hence, legends 
within the brahmanical tradition reiterated a similar message in 
more explicit terms. One such legend was that of Vr�a Jana, the 
purohita of the rajii. Tryan.u�a Traivm1a Ai�vaka QB 3.94, 95). A 
dispute took place regarding which one of them was responsible 
for the death of the son of a brii.hma,:za. Responsibility was fixed on 
the purohita, who avenged himself by preventing the lk�vakus from 
cooking food by casting a spell on their fires. The story ends with 
the propitiation of the angry priest and the restoration of the 
'proper' order. 

The characterization of the hostility of the raja towards the 
purohita as self-destructive, implicit in the story, was carried to its 
logical conclusion in the legend of the riija Atyarati Janantap1 (AB 
8.39.9), who violated his promise to the brahma,:za Vasi�tha 
Satyahavya, and was consequently destroyed. That such stories were 
not simply priestly constructs but formed part of popular percep
tions as well is evident from the frequent use of the theme in the 
Jatakas (Ghoshal 1966a: 77). 

At the same time, legends and analogies touch on what was the 
Achilles' heel of the brahmanical position, a weakness which 
probably provided rii.jii.s with a certain amount of leverage and 
manoeuvrability. This was the dependence of the brii.hma,:zas on 
rii.jii.s as gift-debtors vis-a-vis gift-creditors, a spin-off of the exchan
ges of dakfi,:zii. and dana referred to earlier. While this dependence 
was rarely overtly acknowledged, it could not be totally suppressed. 
In one instance, the gods following Indra were compared to 
brii.hma,:zas following in the train of a rajii. (SB 1.2.3.2), while 
elsewhere (AB 7.35.3), a typical brii.hma,:za was characterized as an 
adayin (i.e. an acceptor of gifts). The subordir.ate status of the 
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gift-debtor is occasionally explicitly referred to in legends such as 
that of the daughters ofUsanas and VHaparvan (BOS 2.2.4.26-27), 
where the daughter of the rajii claims to be superior to the daughter 
of the brahmar;za on the ground that the former' s father gives but 
does not receive, whereas the latter is dependent on his generosity.7 

While the brahmar;za was thus dependent on the riijii, the latter 
also required the support of the former for legitimizing his position 
and ensuring the subordination of the vii. Hence, it is not surprising 
that the relationship between the priest and the rajii was articulated 
through the rituals which legitimized rajya. In this context, the 
notion of their ideal hierarchical order was reiterated with a certain 
emphasis on their complementarity. For instance, hymns (PVB 
18.10.8) and chants (AB 8.36. I) were arranged in a particular order 
in the riijasuya to ensure the brahma preceded the kfatra, the order 
being implicitly (PVB 18.10.8) and occasionally explicitly (AB 
8.37.5) recognized as beneficial to the riiwa. 

The benefits which the purohita or the briihma!]-a could confer 
on the riijii who accepted his subordinate role were occasionally 
enumerated. In one instance (AB 8.40.2), the purohita, equated 
with the protector of the rii!tra (rii!tragopa), was regarded as capable 
of conferring svargaloka, kfatra, bala, rii!tra and vii, that is heaven, 
attributes of power and strength, and a sphere of influence, includ
ing people, on the riijii. 

The role of the priesthood in ensuring support for the riijii was 
manifest at two interrelated levels. On the one hand the priest 
actively participated in specific rituals such as the abhifeka which 
legitimized the riija's status in the riijasuya (SB 5.3.5.11, BSS 12.9, 
ApSS 18.16.2) and the aindramahiibhifeka (AB 8.39.5).8 Besides, 
the rajii' s status was officially proclaimed by the priest (SB 5.3.3.12). 
Thus, the riijii depended on the priesthood for both legitimacy and 
publicity. le is this which probably explains the attempts on the 
part of the riijii to secure the support of the purohita, who was 

7 The story has �ts parallels in the dialogue between Sarmi�!ha and Devayani 
in the Mahabharata (Buhler 19656: 237-238). 

8 This was also recognized in the epics (Mbh 2.48. l O) and the Jatakas 
(Ghoshal 1966a: 16-17). 
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included amongst the valorous men whose presence was required 
for the rajils abhifeka (PVB 19.1.4). 

At another, broader level, the relationship with the priesthood 
provided a means whereby the raja could claim access to the sacred. 
As noted earlier, the sacrifice provided the raja with an occasion to 
assert his cosmogonic role, and to demand produce or productive 
resources generated by the vis. In such a situation, a certain depend
ence on the priesthood was inevitable, given their claims to ritual 
expertise in particular, and their role as mediators between gods 
and men in general. 

Despite their mutual dependence, the relationship between the 
brahma and kfatra was often recognized as conflict-ridden in the 
ritual context. This is evident from the prayer recommended in the 
ritjasuya to ensure that the brahma and the kfatra protected the 
sacrificer from one another (AB 7.34.4). Here this hostility was 
envisaged as stemming from attempts to assert exclusive control 
over the yajamanaf ritja (ibid.: 7.34.5-6). 

Occasionally, the tension was sought to be resolved by asserting 
the unique status of the brithma,:za vis-a-vis the ritja. For instance, 
in the rajasuya the ritja was proclaimed as belonging to a particular 
vis, whereas Soma was declared to be the raja of the brahma,:za (e.g. 
SB 5.3.3.12).9 In other words, the priesthood claimed an ability to 
establish the crucial raja-vis connection, and at the same time, 
asserted their independence of this tie. This was visualized in terms 
of an exemption from exploitation-the brahma,:za was literally 
regarded as aniidya or not to be eaten, unlike other social categories 
(e.g. SB 5.3.3.12, 9.4.3.16 etc.). 

And yet, escape from the scope of rii.jya was impossible for the 
priests in practice. In part this was owing to the fact that just as 
they could use rituals to legitimize rajya, they themselves acquired 
a certain status through their ability to conduct such rituals. In this 
situation, these sacrifices often provided occasions for differentiat
ing amongst the priesthood as well. The most outstanding example 
of this is provided by the dasapeya, which formed a part of the 
rajasuya. This was a variation of the soma sacrifice in which ten 

9 The same notion is reiterated in the epics (e.g. Mbh 8.42.42). 
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briihma,;ias participated. Each of them was supposed to be a soma 
drinker, and was ideally expected to possess ten similarly qualified 
ancestors (PVB 18.9.4, SB 5.4.5.4, ApSS 18.21.3). While it was 
recognized that these genealogical connections could be difficult to 
establish, 10 the insistence on such ancestry meant that only a select
few could aspire to officiate at the sacrifice. In this context, the 
exclusive status of the riijii who could secure the presence of such 
men as well as that of the priests who 'proved' their ancestry by 
participating in the ceremony would be made obvious to com
petitors, whether rajiis or brahma,;as, as well as to all who witnessed 
or heard about the sacrifice. 

At the same time, other means for resolving or containing the 
disruptive potential of the relationship were explored. These in
cluded establishing an embryonic relationship between the two and 
claiming superiority for the brahma on the ground that the former 
constituted the yoni or womb of the k{atra (BAU 1.4.11). In a sense, 
this provided the riijii with an alternative to the earlier embryonic 
connection-chat with the vi.f.11

The purohita evidently attempted to strengthen his hold over 
the riijii by reiterating the importance of his role between the gods 
and the raja. The appointment of a purohita was regarded as basic 
for the fulfilment of the sacred duties of the latter, evident from 
the notion that the gods did not eat the offerings made by a riija 
who was without a purohita (AB 8.40. 1), and in the insistence on 
appointing one (BOS 1.10.18.7, VOS 19.3).12 At another level,

10 Hence, an alternative of referring ,to ten deities in case the names of ten
ancestors were not known is suggested (SB 5.4.5.4). 

11 Viewing the form but not the content of the relationship somewhat 
differently, Heesterman (1957: 226-227) observes: 'The distinctive feature of 
Indian kingship is the intimate connection of royal and priestly power, the 
marriage-like bond between the king and a brahman, his purohita ... There is, 
however, yet another not less important marriage-like bond, the one established 
between the king and the people ... The relation king-people was ruled out of 
the game in favour of the relation king-brahman.' 

12 Occasionally, the specific functions of the purohita are enumerated as: 
assisting the raja in battle, equipping him with the required armour and chanting 
verses to ensure his success (AGS 3.12.1-12). That these claims had a certain 
validity in practice is evident from the Jatakas, where purohitas are described as 
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this is reflected in the recommended use of the purohita '.r pravara 
or ritual genealogy for the raja (ASS 12.15.4, ApSS 2.16.10). This 
implied that the latter's genealogical connections were considered 
inadequate for obtaining access to the sacred, and hence had to be 
abandoned in favour of a priestly genealogy. However, there may 
have been some resistance to this. Hence, an alternative genealogy, 
meant for the riijanya, was accorded recognition within the tradition 
(e.g. ASS 12.15.5, ApSS 2.16.12).13 

Occasionally, an effort was made to suggest a more or less 
identical status for both in rituals such as the rtapeya (BSS 18.35). 
This suggests that priestly claims to supremacy may not have been 
universally upheld and had to be modified to accommodate the 
growing power of the riijii. 

A more or less equal status for the brahma and the kfatra was 
also suggested in the aivamedha where the brahma!Ja and the 
rajanya lute-players who were expected to sing the praises of the 
sacrificer were, at th� same time, envisaged as protecting him from 
both sides (SB 13.1.5.3). This would imply the sharing of a com
mon function by the members of the two van:zas, even if the manner 
in which they fulfilled their designated roles was different. 

The notion of different but equal status was reiterated through 
general statements in the later Vedic and post-Vedic brahmanical 
tradition. For instance, both the riijii and the srotriya or learned 
briihmar;,a were regarded as dhrtavrata ( upholders of the social 
order, SB 5.4.4.5). Elsewhere (GDS 8.3), both were thought to 
ensure prasuti or reproduction, and were conceived of as supports 
for the three basic categories of beings-the devas, pitrs and manu
V'a.r--gods, patrilineal ancestors and men respectively (ibid.: 11.29). 

While this occasionally extended to an actual sharing of func
tions, as for instance in the possibility of punishment administered 
by the raja or penances prescribed by the preceptor, or the purohita 
for similar offences (e.g. ADS 2.5.10.14), there are indications that 
actual power was concentrated in the hands of the rajii (Anjaria 

conducting sacrifices, interpreting omens and participating in warfare (Ghoshal 
1966a: 24). 

13 This consisted of a reference to Manu, Ila and Pururavas. 
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1935: 199-200). In the Oharma Siitras, for instance, the briih
ma,;as no longer claim to be beyond the jurisdiction of the raja but 
attempt to regulate his intervention by delimiting 11,gitimate and 
illegitimate activities. While the latter included destroying or ap
propriating the lives or property of brahmaras (e.g. BOS 1.5.11.13, 
1.10.18.11, GOS 10.17), the former included ensuring that they 
performed their duty (e.g. BOS 2.4.7.15, VOS 3.4).14 Hence, 
although brahma,;as claimed an exclusive right to define dharma 
(BOS 1.1.1.14, GOS 28.51, VOS 1.4), 15 their dependence on the 
raja. for the implementation of norms was obvious. 

The role of the raja vis-a-vis brahmaras was thus changing 
during the period under consideration. The shifts which are evident 
can be broadly enumerated as follows-the initial stage, reflected 
in the early Vedic tradition, when defining the relationship between 
the raja and the brahma,;a was unimportant. This was followed by 
a phase where the relationship assumed importance for both, 
typified by myths, legends and rituals of the later Vedic tradition, 
which indicate that each sought the support of the other for dif
ferent reasons. At the same time, each attempted to free himself 
from the element of subordination inherent in a supportive relation
ship in a stratified social context. 16 While the attempts of the raja 
to break away from the relationship are not explicitly recorded 
within the brahmanical tradition (for obvious reasons), such at
tempts are hinted at in the undercurrent of tension which runs 
through the data analysed above. I had suggested that the raja may 
have manipulated gift-exchanges to assert his control over the priest
hood. At another level, it is likely that the option of opting out of 
the ritual framework, which was the basis of the brahma,;a's power, 
was occasionally exercised. This could be achieved by proposing 

14 As an extension of this, Vedic learning came to a standstill on the death 
of the raja (GOS 16.32). 

15 Virtually the sole exception to this occurs in ADS (2.11.29.15) where the 
right to define dhanna is extended to all social categories. 

16 An example of the kinds of conflicts chis created is provided by the legend 
of Janaka, where the brahma,:zas describe him by the contemptuous term 
rajanya bandhu when referring to him amongst themselves (SB 11.6.2.5), but 
refer to him as samraj when addressing him directly (ibid.: 11.6.2.2). 
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alternative definitions of the sacred, as was attempted, for instance, 
by Ajatasatru (BAU 2.1.15) and Asvapati Kaikeya (CU 5.18.1-5) 
and implicitly challenging the brahmanical claims to a monopoly 
in this sphere. By far the most outstanding of such challenges were 
posed by the Buddha and Mahav"ira, who, apart from being 
k!atriyas, provided an alternative to the brahmanical faith which 
was evidently attractive to contemporary rulers. 

The shifts in the brahmanical position vis-a-vis the riijii referred 
to above, were probably the result of such challenges. While these 
could be denounced, this alone was not adequate to contain them. 
Hence, compromises stressing complementarity and 'permitting' 
the riijii to intervene in a range of issues were devised. While the 
notion of permission may have been euphemistic, the riijii on his 
part rarely attempted to pull down what was a convenient facade 
for his growing power vis-a-vis the briihma,;as. 

What is evident then is that the briihma,;a-riijii relationship 
ultimately shifted in.favour of the riijii. This was, moreover, a new 
development-as we had noted, the ire!tha, and by extension the 
adhipati and the svariij, did not, at any stage, aspire to or achieve 
such a position. Nevertheless, it is likely that the conflicts with other 
aspirants to political status predisposed briihma,;as to accept a more 
limited role and to settle for an alliance which accorded them a 
certain recognition. For the rajii, likewise, it was preferable to have 
the briihma,;as as allies rather than as antagonists, as the priests had 
access to communication networks not only with the gods, but with 
men as well. Hence, while the nature of the bond was occasionally 
questioned by both parties, the need for the bond itself was never 
denied. 

V 

The two interrelated socio-political processes which contributed 
significantly to the emergence of riijya crystallized around control 
over economic resources on the one hand and over the in
stitutionalization of religious beliefs on the other. W!iile claims to 
access to the sacred provided a mechanism for appropriating 
material resources, the latter in turn may have provided the basis 
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for challenging old and/or creating new definitions of the sacred. 
At the same time, the range of both these spheres was expanding. 
In other words, new economic activities, including commercial 
activities, and craft specialization, were acquiring importance, and 
new definitions of the sacred, including ritual learning and mystic 
insight, were coming into focus. Although the three major socio
political categories-the rajiif k{atriya, the viii vaisya and the bralr 
ma!Za--attempted to establish a monopoly over at least one of the 
two spheres referred to above, none of them could actually do so. 
Hence, although the status quo was not overthrown, it was probably 
contested almost continuously. 

It is in this context that the attempt to either assign an overar
ching social authority to the raja or the assertion of such a claim 
by the raja needs to be viewed. 17 This was one of the means of
widening the basis of legitimizing rajya by defining it not simply 
as something which could be acquired through specific rituals 
relevant in a particular context, but as something which was benefi
cial to and necessary for the entire social order. While the definition 
of the social order had a number of dimensions, I will focus here 
on the role which the raja acquired vis-a-vis the van,za hierarchy as 
a whole, which distinguished rajya from other forms of leader
ship/ rulership referred to earlier. 

Given the paucity of references to V arui:ia and Soma in vaT1}a
defined contexts, it is not surprising that they were not associated 
with either creating or maintaining the van,za hierarchy. However, 
the later Vedic and post-Vedic context was qualitatively different 
from the early Vedic situation in which the core of the myths 
pertaining to Varui:ia and Soma was probably developed. So, for 
the human rizja, it was dearly important to assert a role vis-a-vis 
the new social order. Later Vedic rituals which legitimized rajya 
were therefore conceived of as a means of incorporating all four 
van:zas within the purview of the raja and of establishing what was 
defined as the 'proper' hierarchical order amongst them. 

17 These processes need not have been mutually exclusive. In other words, 
the assertion o'-such a claim by the rafa may have been accorded recognition 
within the brahmanical tradition and would then appear in the historical record 
as a prescription or a duty which would be assigned to the raja. 
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The most outstanding example of this was provided by the 
riijasuya, where the use of four distinct chants symbolic of the 
brahma, kfatra, vis and sudra (AB 8.36.4) conceived of as endowed 
with tejas, virya, prajiiti and pratifthii (lustre, valour, procreative 
power and stability) respectively, represented the incorporation of 
the four van:zas with what were defined as their proper attributes. 
At the same time, the ritual was viewed as a means of ensuring that 
the last two var,:zas were subordinate and dependent. This was 
sought to be achieved by a specific arrangement of the chants (ibid.). 
A similar attempt to ensure support and subordination at the same 
time is also evident in the recognition of the govikartr and the 
piiliigala who were probably sudras (R.S. Sharma 1980: 55) as 
ratnins whose support was sought through the ritual, but whose 
presence had to be expiated by a propitiatory offering to Soma and 
Rudra (SB 5.3.2.2), to overcome the sin incurred through contact 
with ayajfiiyas (literally those not worthy of participating in the 
sacrifice). In other instances (e.g. the asvamedha, SB 13.1.9.1, 2), 
only the first two var,:zas were expected to benefit from the perfor
mance of the ritual. Thus, the rituals which legitimized riijya were 
at the same time regarded as a means of incorporating and defining 
the social order of which the riijii formed a part. 

It is obvious that there were problems in the attempt to resolve 
the riijii's relationship with the var,:za order through rituals. While 
the participation of the representatives of the van:zas could be 
assured if this was viewed as a recognition of their importance, it 
may have been less forthcoming if this was explicitly treated as a 
means of ensuring subordination. I have mentioned the constant 
fear of the vis deserting the riijii. The fear of the sudra attempting 
to gain access to and hence challenging the ritual framework was 
almost as strong in the post-Vedic brahmanical tradition. Besides, 
from the perspective of the riijii, dependence on rituals to manipu
late or regulate the social order meant, in effect, a greater depend
ence on briihma,:zas, which would have curtailed his effective 
authority. In such a situation, the need for alternative means of 
organizing the relationship amongst the emerging social categories 
was probably experienced at a number of levels. 

It is likely that the recognition of the maintenance of the var-
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1Jaframa dharma as one of the unique duties of the rajit, (e.g. GOS 
11.9) was the result of these explorations. While theoretically the 
brahmanical authorities retained a certain control through their 
claims to define dharma this may have been less than what was 
directly exercised in the ritual context. Besides, they themselves were 
brought within the framework of var1Jaframa dharma, with the 
raja being granted or asserting the right to enforce norms for them 
as well. 

Given the scope of var1Ja, within which all social categories were 
or could be theoretically encompassed, and the aframa system, 
which spanned the major part of the life cycle of men belonging 
to the first three var1Jas, the raja' s social role was envisaged as 
potentially almost all-pervasive. And yet, there were obvious limits 
to the raja's ability to intervene and enforce norms throughout 
society. These were probably related to problems of communica
tions and resources. The implementation of such norms required 
a well-established system of communication, whereby violations 
could be brought to the notice of the raja and effectively redressed. 
This in turn implied the existence of an organizational network and 
the effective mobilization of resources to maintain it. Although the 
raja was associated with a supportive network, 18 effective interven
tion in or surveillance of the day-to-day lives of people would have 
presented practical problems. While these are not explicitly acknow
ledged, they are implicit in the discussion on the implementation 
or enforcement of var1Ja-related norms within the brahmanical 
tradition. 

As is well-known, the Dharma Siitras (and following them the 
Dharma Sastras) lay down certain duties or occupations specific to 
each var1Ja. While acquiring learning, getting sacrifices performed 
and giving gifts were common to men of the first three var1Jas (e.g. 
BOS 1.10.18.2-4), teaching, performing sacrifices, and receiving 
gifts were specific to brahma,:zas (ibid.: 1.10.18.2), the protection 
of people and acquiring wealth through warfare was prescribed for 
the rajanya or k{atriya (e.g. GOS 10. 7, 20), agriculture, cattle-rear
ing, and trade-for the vaisya (ibid.: 10.49) and serving the members 

18 For details, see Chapter 6. 
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of the three higher van:zas for the sudra (BOS 1.10.18.5). Although 
deally none of these prescriptions were expected to be violated, 
punishments were prescribed for some deviations.19

Both the issues which were selected for the intervention of the 
raja and those which were tacitly recognized as being outside his 
purview are significant. In the first category, efforts were made to 
regulate ritual norms, with the raja being expected to ensure that 
brahma-,:zas in particular fulfilled their prescribed duties, punishing 
those who deviated from the norm (e.g. VOS 3.4), as well as 
members of ocher van:zas, especially iudras, who attempted to chal
lenge the prescribed pattern in this sphere (e.g. GOS 12.4-6). 

The other area of concern related to safeguarding control over 
productive resources by individual men in general (e.g. ADS 
2.10.26.4-8) and the privileges of brahmm:zas in particular (e.g. 
GOS 12.35), with theft being punished with varying degrees of 
severity. Besides, the raja was conceived of as regulating, or rather 
preventing sexual unions, and by extension, procreation, amongst 
var-,:zas(e.g. BOS 2.2.4.7, GOS 23.14-16, VOS 21.1-5) with death 
penalty being prescribed for most violations. 

The process whereby these three areas were identified as of 
crucial significance to the definition of van:za and to the role of the 
raja vis-a-vis the vaJ?Za-based order is not explicitly discussed, but 
may be tentatively surmized. In the case of rituals, their value in 
terms of communicating and legitimizing notions of socio-political 
hierarchy rested, to an extent, on their being strictly controlled. 
After all, if rituals were performed by or were accessible to everyone, 
their exclusive nature and hence their usefulness in legitimizing ;/ 
stratified social order would have been lost. Hence, the attempt to 
regulate access to rituals/ritual learning in particular, and the 
domain of the sacred in general, is not surprizing. 

The second area identified, recognizing the access of individual 
men to productive resources, is significant in accepting a new 
definition of economic relations, where participants were no longer 

19 Besides, the provision for apad-dharma or modification in duty when in
distress, provided a convenient escape route whereby violations of the norms 
could be condoned within certain limits. 
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bound together by ties of gift-exchange. In a sense, as noted earlier, 
the very nature of such exchanges, especially as structured in the 
ritual context, permitted the consolidation and concentration of 
resources, which were withdrawn from general circulation. At the 
same time, there were other processes at work permitting the genera
tion and concentration of resources outside the framework en
visaged in the later Vedic tradition, where the basic resources were 
defined as anna and pasu. As is evident from the archaeological 
evidence, and from Buddhist and Jain traditions, the Ganga valley 
was witnessing the beginning of trade, craft specialization and 
urbanization during the period under consideration. While some 
of the resources generated by these processes may have been tapped 
within the ritual framework, others may not have been amenable 
to similar control. Thus, the relation of the raja to those who 
controlled such resources had to be established on a different basis. 
One such basis was the recognition and protection of those who 
had acquired such resources, this in turn enabling the raja to secure 
both social acceptance and material benefits. 

The third area, regulating sexual relations and procreation, was, 
in a sense, linked to the concerns of the second. We have seen that 
offspring were frequently viewed as desirable, being encompassed 
within the definition of material well-being. Control over sexuality, 
especially female sexuality and procreative powers, was in part, a 
mechanism for ensuring control over procreation. Hence, distin
guishing between legitimate and illegitimate unions, and according 
recognition to the former, acknowledged the claims of men over 
women, just as the claims of the former to productive resources was 
accorded recognition. 

At the same time, a number of elements of va17Jadharma were 
left undeveloped. For instance, there are no references to punishing 
kfatriyas or vaiiyas who did not make gifts or perform sacrifices. 
Nor are there references to punishments for iudras who did not 
serve members of the higher van;as or for vaiiyas who did not follow 
their prescribed occupations. In other words, the raja could not, or 
was not expected to interfere in a number of spheres. This amounted 
to a tacit recognition of the autonomy of social categories vis-a-vis 
these issues. While this may have been dictated by considerations 
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of expediency, it is also likely that the areas identified as crucial to 
the definition and implementation of va17Jadharma were selected 
because they permitted the consolidation of a new, socially differen
tiat'ed support base for the rii.ja. 

Thus, while the ritual or theological support of brii.hma1'_la.s 
continued co be important, others, especially men who were gaining 
access to new and/or concentrating more established forms of 
resources within their individual control, were also conciliated. We 
had seen how the process of socio-economic differentiation may 
have, in part, resulted from some of the relationships envisaged for 
the rii.jii. in the sacrificial context. This, as well as independent 
processes, led to the emergence of a more complex social order. In 
coming to terms with these changes, the rii.jii.'s simple bonds with 
the vii were diversified to incorporate distinct ties with different 
social categories. 

The maintenance of such a position required the constant re
iteration of the connection between the rii.jii. and his new supporters. 
This was attempted by locating the rii.jii. within the context of 
specific elements of the kinship structure and gender stratification. 

VI 

The importance of conflicts which were defined in kinship terms 
as well as the tendency to obtain support from specific kinsmen by 
strengthening the ties which bound them has been referred to 
earlier. Efforts were made to define such patterns of support for the 
raja as well. As a result, che rii.ja was identified with a more hierar
chically ordered kinship structure to cement the bonds between 
him and those who were emerging into importance within this 
structure. This provided a new basis of identity between the rajii. 
and at least some of those who were incorporated within his sphere 
ofinfluence, and was hence an innovative means of winning support 
and legitimacy. In other words, an elaborate, pervasive analogy was 
developed to both describe and explain or justify a changing 
relationship to power. 

As in the case of the va17Ja hierarchy, the divine rii.jiis and their 
established attributes contained very limited possibilities in this 
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sphere. In fact, very often, their attributes were conceived as negative 
in the changed circumstances. In other instances, the definition of 
the role of the human rizjiz vis-a-vis kinship structures extended far 
beyond what was envisaged for these deities. This is evident from 
both rituals and incidental references. Moreover, Indra, and to a 
lesser extent, Prajapati, were viewed as more useful for the human 
rizjiz. 

The divine rizjizs were conceived of in terms of categories with 
whom they shared a common identity, defined as the gods or 
Adityas in the case ofVarui:ia, and plants in the case of Soma. Such 
conceptualizations suggested an underlying similarity and a rela
tively egalitarian relationship. On the human plane the closest 
parallel to such a concept could have been provided by the sva or 
samizna with whom leaders such as the sreffha were associated. 

However, the human rizjiz was rarely identified in terms of such 
categories. More important, the rituals which legitimized rizjyawere 
used to establish a hierarchical relationship between the rizjiz and 
such kinsfolk. For instance, although the sva or the janya could 
participate in the abhifeka during the rizjasuya (SB 5.3.5.12), he 
often ranked last (e.g. BSS 12.9, ApSS 18.16.5) after representatives 
of the first three van;as. The sajizta was also assigned the lowest 
rank in the order established through the passing of the sacrificial 
sword for preparing the dicing ground (SB 5.4.4.19). Besides, his 
cattle were appropriated during the mock cattle-raid. Thus the 
human rizjiz attempted to deny the importance of earlier, more 
egalitarian relationships with kinsfolk and replace these with more 
structured, hierarchically ordered ties. 

As part of this process, the yajamizna-bhriztrvyal sapatna struggle 
was assigned considerable importance in later Vedic myths and 
rituals. Here, the disjunction between the divine and the human 
plane is most striking. The attribute of asuratva, viewed as positive 
and creative, was fairly central to the conceptualization of Varui:ia 
in the early Vedic tradition. In the later Vedic tradition, however, 
the state of being an asura acquired negative connotations. 

In this situation, the treatment accorded to Varui:ia is interest
ing. On the one hand, he was no longer referred to as an asura. At 
the same time, he was viewed as ambiguous (Kuiper 1983: 15) or 
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even dangerous (Renou 1953: 20) and was 'alarmingly liable to 
assµme the aspect ofVrtra' (ibid.). This identity was often explicitly 
acknowledged in rituals such as the riijasuya, where the lotus wreath 
used was regarded as symbolic of the k{iitra rupa of V rtra and the 
bharga or splendour of Varu.l).a (PVB 18.9.6), which was appro
priated by the sacrificer. At another level, Varu.l).a was occasionally 
assigned a different role, that of fighting, along with Indra and 
Agni, against Vrtra (SB 2.6.4.2-4) and of protecting the sacrifice, 
along with Mitra, from the asurasand rak{as(AB 6.27.1). However, 
these associations were rather untypical and could not be developed 
further. 

The attempt to both negate and at the same time appropriate 
the qualities associated with Varll.l).a reflect the contradictory pulls 
and pressures at work. Denying the importance of the relatively 
egalitarian and viriijlike values associated with Varu.l).a was inade
quate to cope with the complexities of the situation. Hence, the 
riijii-yajamiina, although attempting to acquire support on a dif
ferent basis, continued to reiterate the importance of earlier at
tributes. Thus, an effort was made to appropriate the qualities 
associated with the deity in a stratified social context. 

The position of Soma, although not identical, was somewhat 
similar. Like Varu.l).a, he was envisaged as endowed with the positive 
quality of asurya (e.g. RV 6.74.1) in the early Vedic tradition. 
Besides, while Soma was invoked against a variety of enemies such 
as the amitra (ibid.: 9.11.7), raksas (ibid.: 9.17.3), iatru (ibid.: 
9.19.6), dasyus (ibid.: 9.41.2) and abhimati (ibid.: 9.65.15), his 
invocation as a killer of Vrtra (e.g. RV 1.91.5) derived more from 
his association with Indra, and was not intrinsic to his charac
terization (Deshmukh 1933: 286). What is more, he was explicitly 
identified with Vrtra in the later Vedic tradition (e.g. SB 3.4.3. 13), 
with the pressing and offering of Soma being equated with the 
killing of Vrtra (ibid.: 1.1.4.8). 

The contrast between the mythical/ritual association of the 
divine riijas and the attributes associated with their human counter
parts could not be more striking. Virtually all the rituals which 
legitimized riijya were conceived of as representations of the deva
asura/Indra-Vrtra struggle on the one hand, and were regarded as 
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the means of enabling the rajit. to overcome his bhratrryal sapatna 
on the other. For instance, the destruction of the bhratrrya or 
sapatna was recognized as a more or less consistent goal of the 
rajasuya (e.g. ApSS 18.9.9), this being equated with the destruction 
ofVrtra (PVB 18.11.1, SB 5.2.3.7). A specific prayer was offered 
during the abhifeka to render the sacrificer free from sapatnas and 
bhratrryas (SB 5.4.2.3). Similar associations are evident in the 
aJvamedha where the svis_takrt offering was described as a means 
whereby the gods killed the asuras (ibid.: 13.3.4.2) and hence as a 
means of ensuring a similar fate for the bhriitrvya of the yajamiina. 

Of equal significance is the building up of an association be
tween the attainment of the riifp-a or the status of a riijii and the 
killing of Vrtra. For instance, in the rajasuya, it was declared that 
Indra became a riija after killing Vrtra (ApSS 18. 11.1). The sac
rificer was, moreover, endowed with Indra's characteristic weapon, 
the vajra (BSS 12.9), in the course of the ritual. This notion was 
extended to the formula which accompanied the offerings during 
the ratninamhavirrz1i (e.g. BSS 12.5), where the ratnins were ex
pected to declare, 'This is our riija, the killer of V rtra, may he, on 
becoming a riija, kill Vrtra'. 

We had noted elements which characterized the deva-asuraand 
Indra-Vrtra and yajamiina-bhriitrryalsapatna struggle. Clearly, at 
one level, the human raja was associated with these concerns 
through the ritual, appropriating the role of the fref{ha, often 
through an explicit identification of the sacrificer with Indra and 
his kinsman-enemy with Vrtra. 

At another level, the conceptualization of the typical divine 
rajii Soma, and to a lesser extent Varu9,a, as V rtra, was a new 
development in at least two respects. On the one hand, this marked 
a shift from the early Vedic identifications of these deities in that 
they were now associated with what were, from one perspective, 
evil or ambiguous attributes. On the other hand, this very associa
tion meant that their position vis-a-vis the developing ritual tradi
tion of the later Vedic phase was changing, with their attributes 
being either marginalized, as in the case ofVarul).a, or appropriated 
completely, as in the case of Soma. 20 The Soma-Vrtra identification 

20 The tension inherent in the transition is reflected in the occasional charac-
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has been explained as being symbolic of the appropriation of the 
powers of a vanquished enemy (Drury 1981: 35-37). While this 
is likely, the shift needs to be viewed within the context of the 
definition of riijya, where, on the one hand, the human riijii was 
conceived of as being opposed to V rtra, on the other hand, his 
divine counterparts were identified with Vrtra. As noted earlier, the 
lndra-Vrtra struggle was, at the same time, viewed as ambiguous. 

I had suggested that part of this ambiguity was explicable in 
terms of the destruction of relatively egalitarian ties of kinship. It 
is also likely that this was due to the implicit abandonment of the 
values or roles associated with the riijii in the early Vedic context, 
as typified by Varur:ia and Soma, and their replacement by different 
norms and ideals. Clearly, the riija who was being identified with 
the killer ofVrtra or Soma, and possibly Varur:ia, was beginning to 
be associated with different bases of support. To some extent, this 
meant the denial or weakening of the support provided by relatively 
egalitarian kinship ties, and their replacement by seeking and ob
taining the support of those who were acquiring positions of im
portance within a more hierarchically ordered kinship structure and 
who were related to one another patrilineally. Not surprizingly, 
such ties were regarded as crucial for the human rajii. 

Of the divine rajas, Varur:ia's associations with patriliny are 
rather infrequent. In fact, the mythology of Varur:ia in particular 
and the Adityas in general was based on the recognition of 
matrilineal connections with the common mother Aditi. Varur:ia 
was thus conceived of as the son of a mother rather than of a father. 
Besides, he was rarely conceived of in paternalistic terms. This 
would indicate that initially, patrilineal connections may not have 
been particularly important for the riijri .. 

The other divine riija, Soma, like Agni, was often conceived of 
as both the father (e.g. RV 9.86.10) and the son (e.g. RV 9.110.10) 
of the invoker or sacrificer. While his origins were not explored 

terization of Varui;ia and Soma as hostile deities. For instance, Varui;ia was 
thought to inflict all the distress experienced on earth (SB 4.5. 7.7), while a prayer 
was offered to Soma (AB 1.3.2) to ensure chat he did not injure the prajii and 
paiu of the sacrificer. It is likely that che deities were envisaged as hostile in a 
situation where the values associated with them were being negated. 
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systematically in myths, he was occasionally described as Prajapati's 
son (SB 11.1.6.14) and was associated with the pitrs, being referred 
to as pitrJ>ita (i.e. drunk by the pitrs, e.g. ApSS 1.8.3). In other 
words, although he was conceived of in patrilineal terms, this was 
not systematically developed. 

The human riijii, on the other hand, was consistently associated 
with patrilineal genealogies, which were reiterated during the rituals 
which legitimized riijya. For instance, the yajamiina was proclaimed 
as the putra and pautra, that is the son and grandson of his father 
and patrilineal grandfather in the riijasuya (BSS 12.8). The geneal
ogy was extended to the patrilineal great grandfather in the 
viijapeya (ibid.: 11.7). While the connection with the mother was 
also acknowledged in the former ritual (SB 5.3.3.12, ApSS 
18.16.15), this was recognized only for a single generation. In other 
words, while matrilineal ties were not denied, patrilineal ties were 
recognized as both more significant and enduring.21 

The rituals which legitimized riijya were also used as a means 
of strengthening the father-son bond. For instance, in the riija
suya (SB 5.4.2.8), the yajamiina gave the vessel containing the fluid 
used for the consecration to a priya putra (beloved son) to enable 
him to continue the valorous or virile acts of the father. In the same 
context, the father-son bond was reversed and restored (ibid.: 
5.4.2.9) to ensure that both prospered. At another level, the im

portance of sons was emphasized through the recitation of the 
Sunal_tsepa legend (e.g. AB 7.33.1-6) where the wife was declared 
to be a companion, the daughter a source of misery and the son a 
light in the world beyond. Besides, sons of the riijii (riijaputras) as 
well as sons of important functionaries such as the suta, griima�"i, 
krattr and samgrahitr were expected to protect the sacrificial horse
during the aivamedha (e.g. SB 13.1.6.2, 13.4.2.5, SSS 16.1.16, 

21 Patrilineal connections would have also been reiterated through the incor
poration of variations of the soma sacrifice in such rituals. However, this was 
not regarded as sufficient to ensure claims to rajya as is evident from the story 
of Du�;aritu Paumsayana (SB 12.9.3.1-2) who was driven away from a 
daiapuT'Ufa rajya, a rajya controlled for ten generations, ultimately regaining it 
through the performance of a sacrifice (ibid.: 12.9.3.13). 
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etc.). In other words, patrilineal identity was recognized as ritually 
significant, not only for the raja, but for others as well. 

The emphasis on patrilineal genealogies was most explicit in the 
case of the priests who participated in the dalapeya, where efforts 
were made to trace a genealogy through men related to either the 
father or to both parents for ten generations (e.g. ASS 9.3.20, 21, 
SSS 15.14.8, LSS 9.2.5 etc.). While this has been viewed as a means 
of rounding off the year and ensuring the continuity of the ancestral 
line (Heesterman 1957: 187), the selection of a single category of 
ancestors meant that they alone would be accorded importance to 
the exclusion of others. 

This was evidently contested. In a variation of the dalapeya (BSS 
12.18) the suta and grama1/i, who may have been vaiiyas, as well as 
the k[attr and samgrahitr, challenged the brahma,:zas to name their 
matrilineal ancestors for ten generations, denying entrance to the 
sacred area to those who were unable to do so. However, an escape 
route was provided for those who were ignorant of their genealogies 
-they could either declare that a vaiiya (a woman of the vis') was
their mother or acknowledge Savitr"i (probably the sacred chant) as
their mother. The questioning of patrilineal norms is especially re
markable as it was particularly difficult for commoners to participate
effectively in large-scale sacrifices. Such challenges, with the attempt
to counter them, indicate that the development of a patrilineal def
inition of rajya ran counter to the earlier associations of the institu
tion. It also points to the existence of alternative kinship systems,
in which genealogical reckoning was not necessarily patrilineal.

It is likely that the need to cope with such challenges led to 
alternative developments. These attempted to connect the rajawith 
male householders at one level, eliminating, in the process, the need 
to ensure the support of the entire community, by focusing on that 
of individual, powerful men instead. For instance, rituals prescribed 
for the grhapati or householder were used to establish equations 
between him and the divine and human rajas. Such associations 
were developed in the context of the agnyiidheya or the setting up 
of the sacrificial fire, which marked the beginning of the ritual career 
of the householder. This was described as the means whereby 
Varui:ia attained rajya (SB 2.2.3.1). The identity between the raja 
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and the ylljamiina was reiterated in the daily agnihotra (e.g. ApSS 
6.14. 7). Here, the abh�eka of the sacrificer was equated with that 
of Indra by the gods, this in turn being described as the means 
whereby the deity attained riijya. Elsewhere (SB 11.2.5.5), the 
agnihotra and the fortnightly new- and full-moon sacrifice were 
equated with the asvamedha. 

Such associations were developed during the sa7!'Skiiras or rites 
of passage as well, with the razor used to cut the boy's hair for the 
first time being equated with that used for Van.u;ia and Soma (AGS 
1.17.10, PGS 2.1.11). While it is unlikely that the performance of 
the domestic ritual was envisaged as leading to a dramatic transfor
mation in the status of the yajamiina, it underscored the common 
bond between him and the riijii. By creating a sense of identity 
between them these rituals were probably useful in legitimizing the 
concentration of power. This was now possible at two distinct levels 
--one, the overarching level associated with the riija, and the 
second, the domestic level, where the yajamana or grhapati could 
now aspire to assen his dominance over the household. The fusion 
of these two levels was reflected in the use of the term praja foe the 
dependents or offspring of both the riija and the householder. 

That this attempt to defuse the challenge to the newly emerging 
hierarchical order was fairly successful is indicated by the gradual 
decline in the importance of some of the issues we have focused 
on. For instance, the yajamana-bhriitrryal sapatna struggle is rarely 
referred to in the post-Vedic tradition. This would suggest that it 
was probably resolved with the emergence of a more hierarchically 
ordered kinship structure. Similarly, while the importance of the 
father-son bond in particular or patrilineal genealogies in general 
continued to be reiterated, there are few references to explicit 
attempts to overthrow or challenge these norms. Thus, the human 
rajii in the later Vedic period succeeded in consolidating his support 
base by identifying himself more closely with a differentiated kin
ship structure and by consequently subordinating the Varunic or 
Somic elements of riijya to values associated with Indra and 
Prajapati. At ihe same time, the emphasis on a common household
ing pattern enabled the riijii to establish bonds of identity with men 
even apart from the connection envisaged in the context of vart1a. 
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Thus, the role of the riijii was once again universalized, but on a 
basis very different from the ties which had originally bound him 
to the vii. 

VII 

Underlying and related to the attempt to win support by linking 
che riijii with a hierarchically ordered kinship structure• was an 
attempt to regulate relations between the sexes in a more stratified 
manner. This, once again, marked a departure from the attributes 
of the early Vedic riija, as reflected in the conceptualization of 
Varu1_1a and Soma. 

While both deities were identified as masculine and assigned a 
role in procreation, we had noted that V aru1_1a was conceived of as 
less masculine than most of the other gods. Besides, he was iden
tified in relation to Aditi and thus lacked patrilineal connections. 
Although Soma was conceived of as more masculine and was oc
casionally located within the patrilineal framework, neither of the 
deities was explicitly or implicitly connected with the battle of the 
sexes, presenting a contrast to Indra and Prajapati in this respect. 

If the gender attributes (or lack of them) of Varu1_1a and Soma 
are any indication, the early Vedic riijiiwas conceived of as function
ing within a less stratified context. By contrast, in the later Vedic 
tradition and subsequently, the riijii was not only conceived of as 
operating within a situation of gender stratification, but was 
regarded as responsible for its establishment and/or maintenance. 
As I have argued earlier, it is likely that chis was an attempt to widen 
and shift the support base of the riijii. In this specific context, it 
meant chat the riijii was no longer envisaged as functioning with 
the support of both men and women, but attempted to acquire the 
support of one against the other. In the process, the model provided 
by Varu1_1a and Soma was marginalized. 

As important was the treatment of goddesses in the early and 
later Vedic tradition. In the f;?g Veda, goddesses were occasionally 
conceived of as associated with the r�{ra. These included Vac (RV 
10.125.3) who was envisaged as describing herself as a r�{ri 22 of 

22 The contrast between those gods and goddesses who were praised and those
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the gods (ibid.: 8.100.1 0), with universalistic characteristics both 
in terms of the nature of power and in terms of the categories over 
whom this was exercised. She claimed to be able to wander with 
the principal deities such as the Rudras, Vasus, Adityas and 

Visvedevas, while supporting Soma, T va.m and Pt1�an. At the same 
time, she was conceived of as exerting an all-pervasive influence 
extending beyond earth and heaven on the one hand and enabling 
people to eat, see and breathe through her powers on the other. 
Elsewhere (SSS 15.11.1) Vac was conceived of as obtaining 
sviiriijya, Jrai�(hya and iidhipatya, over all bhutas or beings owing to 
her ability to control speech. 

Occasionally, other less important riijiiis (feminine form of 
riija) such as the serpent goddess23 were also characterized in terms 
of universal benevolence. She was associated with the creation of 
plants and birds (AB 5.24.4) and was identified with the earth (PVB 
4.9.6), with her worship being regarded as a means of obtaining 
support and all desires (ibid.). It is obvious that her attributes as 
well as some of those ofVac were somewhat similar to those of the 
viraj and as such would have been considered disruptive in a 
situation of growing social stratification. Hence, it is not surprizing 
that her worship was marginalized, it being declared (SB 2.1.4.29-
30) that this was unnecessary, as the very establishment of the
sacrificial fire on the earth was a means of appropriating all that
she could confer.

At another level, goddesses such as Adi ti, while not rajiiis them
selves, were bound through harmonious ties with rajas. For instance, 
Aditi was described as the mother of rajas(RV 2.27.7), with Varui:ia 
as her son, who upheld rta, while U�as was almost as closely 
associated with Varui:ia, being regarded as his Jami or sister (ibid.: 
1.123.5). 

The myths suggest that, in a situation where rajya was exercised 
over a relatively undifferentiated society, men as well as women 
were conceived of as wielders of the benevolent influence implicit 

who were conceived of as praising themselves has been noted earlier (Chapter II). 
23 The Sarpa rajfzi is not referred to in the early Vedic tradition and may 

have been incorporated from a different source. 
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in the notion. Nevertheless, there are no references (either general 
or specific) to human rajiiis in either the early or the later Vedic 
traditions, suggesting that women who aspired to such positions 
probably found it more difficult to attain recognition or legitimacy. 

At another level, efforts were made to domesticate this pos
sibility. This is evident from the marriage hymn (RV 10.85.46) 
where a prayer was offered to ensure that the bride would be a 
samrajiii amongst her father-in-law, mother-in-law, sister-in-law 
and brother-in-law. As noted in the context of vairajya, such domes
tication meant, in reality, the curtailment of the legitimate sphere 
of influence of the woman, which was now defined in terms of the 
household rather than in terms of the entiri universe as in the case 
of Vac referred to above. 

The tendency to both deny women access to the exercise of 
rajya and to use the mechanisms developed to legitimate it to 
enforce gender stratification were more systematically developed in 
the later Vedic context. Kinswomen whose presence was required 
for the rituals of legitimization were implicitly selected: in fact, the 
only kinswomen who qualified for participation were the wives of 
the raja. 

The most important of the wives was the mahi{i. The name 
itself is significant-she was literally the equivalent of a she-buffalo 
and was not a rajiii. In other words, she was not regarded as the 
female counterpart of the rajii. While the mahifi was occasionally 
identified with Vac (SB 6.5.3.4), this was probably reflective of the 
process whereby new situations/relationships were described in 
terms of existing categories of understanding. As is more than 
obvious, the mahi{i, unlike Vac, was conceived of as exercising her 
influence in relation to the raja and had virtually no independent 
l • 

• 24c aims to importance. 
The mahifi figured amongst the eight valorous 'men' whose 

presence was required for the raja' s abhifeka (PVB 19 .1.4). Besides, 

24 O'Flaherty (1980: 164) regards the mahisz as a representative of the more
benevolent aspects of female sexuality typified by the image of the cow, as 
opposed to what she describes as the mare- like, potentially untrammeled, and 
hence (from a patriarchal point of view) dangerous aspects of female sexuality. 
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she, along with the vaviitiz or favourite wife, the parivrkti or aban
doned wife and the pizla,gali or low status wife, were included 
amongst the ratnins (e.g. BSS 12.5). The same categories of women 
also participated in the aivamedha (e.g. SB 13.4.1.8, SSS 16.3.33, 
16.4.3, 4, ApSS 20.15.7).25 Moreover, just as sons of important 
personnel were incorporated within the ritual, so also were their 
wives (BSS 15.1, ApSS 20.15.8).26 

The significance of the participation of wives in the ritual was 
probably two-fold. It is likely that the recognition of the importance 
of their connection with the rajiz may have conferred a certain status 
on them, as opposed to other kinswomen (and kinsmen apart from 
those connected patrilineally). At the same time, the structuring of 
their participation in terms of instrumentality meant that the notion 
that the raja and his wives belonged to qualitatively different social 
spheres was made explicit. 

At another level, the rituals also provided occasions for reiterat
ing what was envisaged as the proper relationship between the sexes. 
For instance, in the aivamedha (SB 13.2.2.4), the ewe to be sacri
ficed to the goddess Sarasvat'i was placed beneath the horse to ensure 
that women followed men and were obedient to them. Similarly, 
the rti.fp-abhrt(offerings meant to support the rti.fp-a) (ibid.: 9.4.1.6-
12) were made to a single male god and numerous females to convey
that one man could have several wives and be endowed with prowess
or virility.

Occasionally, the importance of goddesses was denied in such 
rituals. For instance, while the last sacrificial victim for the viija
peya was meant for Vac (SB 5.1.3.11), this was transferred to Praja
pati and justified in terms of his omnipotence. Given Vac's attri
butes, referred to earlier, this shift was, in a sense, arbitrary, although 
it was logical from the standpoint of enforcing the gender hierarchy. 

While efforts were made to both conciliate and dominate 
categories such as the vis and the brizhma,:zas such possibilities were 
not envisaged for women.27 However, unlike the bhriztrrya or the

25 In the vajapeya (SB 5.2.1.8), the wife was regarded as representing the 
lower half (jaghanardha) of the sacrifice. 

26 Occasionally, wives could be replaced by daughters (e.g. SB 13.5.2.5). 
27 This was virtually identical with the position of women vis-a-vis irai!fhya
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sapatna, the resolution envisaged for gender-based conflicts was not 
in terms of extermination or destruction. This was probably due to 
the fact that while the hostility of some kinsmen could be countered 
by ensuring the support of others, women as a category were (and 
are) virtually irreplaceable. 

I had suggested that attempts to conciliate social categories by 
according them a place within the ritual and/or by using the ritual 
to establish bonds between them and the rizjiz implied a recognition 
of their strength and importance. While the relative paucity of such 
references vis-a-vis women may indicate that rizjyadeveloped within 
a context of pre-existing gender stratification the very need to

reiterate such an understanding through rituals points to a certain 
amount of tension. This is reflected in the notion of the hostility 
of the goddesses to those who performed the rizjasuya (SB 5.4.3.20) 
and vizjapeya (ibid.: 5 .2.1.18). In both instances, the goddess iden
tified with the earth or Aditi (e.g. SB 5.4.3.20, BSS 12.12), and 
the yajamiina or riijii were conceived of as mutually afraid of one 
another, with each su�pecting that the other would injure him/her. 
Ultimately, a mother-son relationship was established between the 
two to ensure that they did not hurt one another.28 What is also 
noteworthy is the equation established between Aditi and the ma
hiri on the one hand (SB 5.3.1.4) and the earth and the mahiri on 
the other (ibid.: 6.5.3.1). While this connection was not elaborated, 
it was probably related to the tension envisaged between Aditi or 
the earth and the yajamana which was ritually resolved. In other 
instances; the ri'J{[ra in general was conceived of as being based on 
the appropriation of female power. This was evident in the myth 
of �ri and the mitravinde{#, referred to earlier. 

While such myths were probably symbolic of a certain amount 
of resistance to enforcing gender stratification through rituals, this 
met with only limited success. In fact, women who aspired to 
rajya or who attempted to question the new basis of rajya were 

and the soma sacrifice. 
28 It is interesting that the principal opponent to YudhiHhira's rajasuya in

the Mahabharata was thought to be Jarasamdha, named after his foster-mother, 
Jara, who was conceived of as a rak�aii (Mbh 2.17.6). Jarasamdha's hostility 
towards rajas as a class was viewed as particularly threatening. 
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denied legitimacy within the new ritual framework. While a similar 
relationship has been observed in the context of the soma sacrifice, 
the extension of these norms to the new, large-scale rituals meant 
that the gulf between the sexes was envisaged as both wider and 
virtually unbridgeable. 

This relationship was reinforced in the non-sacrificial context 
as well, where rajas were often associated with possessing, giving 
and receiving women. For instance, Indra, as rajii, was conceived 
of as possessing numerous Janis or women (RV 7.18.2), while Soma 
was described as the first husband of all women (e.g. PGS 1.4. 16) 
and received Prajapati's daughter Savitri in marriage {AB 4.17.1), 
this constituting one of the ideal types of marriage. Similarly, the 
acts of human rajas which were considered worthy of note {and 
possibly emulation) included the giving of daughters-by Saryata 
to the sage Cyavana (SB 4.1.5.7) and by Janasruti Pautrayana to 
Raikva (CU 4.2.5). Ultimately, this was universalized in the ideal 
of all women being regarded as objects, being dehumanized in the 
process. 

Thus, the establishment of rajya as an institution was associated 
with the systematic enforcement of gender stratification. Early 
mythical possibilities, which envisaged divine rajas exercising 
rajya in a situation of relatively unstratified relations between the 
sexes, and the possibility of rajfzis, were modified or abandoned. At 
the same time, rituals which legitimized rajya were envisaged as a 
means of both using women, especially wives, and of establishing 
the control of men over women in general. While this process 
differentiated between the rap, and women as subject and object 
or doer and instrument, it also enabled the raja to establish an 
identity of interests with men who were asserting unilateral control 
over the household. This permitted the consolidation of the power 
and authority of the riija on a basis which was substantially different 
from what was envisaged for his divine counterparts. 

VIII 

The social role of the raja was thus changing during the period 
under consideration. The human raja was incre1singly associated 
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with maintaining a complex, stratified social order, aligning, despite 
tensions and stresses, with categories which were emerging as 
dominant. At the same time, the very support provided by the 
rii.ja would have permitted such social categories to acquire greater 
strength. 

The changing role of the riija vis-a-vis social issues was 
epitomized in the shift from the ideal of rta to that of dharma. The 
former was typically associated with Varui:ia (Choudhuri 1981: 33) 
and was occasionally extended to Soma as well. 29 The all-encom
passing, universalistic nature of rta (literally truth) has been fre
quently remarked upon (e.g. Griswold 1971: 133). }Jta included 
the physical, moral and social order, which were ideally conceived 
of as integral parts of a whole. For our present purpose, the notion 
of the social order associated with rta is especially significant, as 
upholding rta, Varui:ia's characteristic function (e.g. RV 5.63. 1), 
did not mean enforcing a differential social code. On the other 
hand, rta had an identical meaning for all, irrespective of social 
distinctions. 

The universality of rta becomes evident when one considers 
what were regarded as its violations. These included killing (RV 
1.41.8), cursing (ibid.), deception (ibid.: 2.29.5) and anger (ibid.: 
7.86.6). What is remarkable is that there is no notion of the 
significance of the offence varying according to the social category 
to which the offender belonged-rta was thought to be violated if 
such acts were committed against any one, including brothers, 
friends or neighbours (ibid.: 5.85.7). In this sense, rta presents a 
sharp contrast to the discussion on dharma in the Dharma Siitras, 
where the focus shifts from the offence to the social status of the 
offender and the victim. 

The nature of rta in practice is probably exemplified by the 
myth of the tanimaptra (AB 1.4.7), which explores the means of 
resolving disputes. According to the myth, the gods felt that the 

29 Other divine rajas such as Mitra (RV 5.63.1) and the A.dityas in general 
(ibid.: 2.27.4) were also associated with upholding rta. [?ta, unlike dhanna, was 
occasionally associated with goddesses such as U�as and Nakta (Dawn and Night 
respectively) who were described as rtasya mata, i.e., the mothers of rta (ibid.: 
1.142.7). 
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asuras were prospering on account of disagreements amongst the 
former. They held separate discussions in groups and ultimately 
agreed to deposit their bodies with Varu1_1a riijii with the under
standing that whoever created further dissension would not be 
reunited with his body. The myth thus explores the possibility of 
arriving at an agreement through discussions amongst equals. Viola
tions of the agreement, moreover, led to a uniform punishment, 
with the riijii being required to ensure the implementation of a 
contract that had been arrived at independently. 

Upholding rta, which was thus potentially egalitarian and 
universal, was not, however, incorporated within the social role 
envisaged for the human riijii. This is evident from the fact that the 
importance of maintaining rta is rarely reiterated on either the ritual 
or the prescriptive level, being replaced, more often than not, by 
the notion of dharma, which extended the riijii's authority over the 
'whole field of life' (Anjaria 1935: 234).30

The replacement of rta by dharma did not simply mean the 
substitution of one universalistic ideal by another because dharma, 
unlike rta, was increasingly defined in terms of var,:,.a and asrama, 
with the riijii being expected to ensure that the 'order' on which 
these classifications were based was protected (e.g. GDS 11.9, VDS 
19.7). This meant the protection of specific elements of the social 
order, including access to rituals and the realm of the sacred, 
productive resources and women. 

The replacement of rta by dharma had important social im
plications. It meant that the riijii was no longer required to follow 
an identical policy towards all those with whom he was connected. 
To an extent, this was inevitable, given the widening of the sphere 

30 Griswold (1971: 133) observes: 'With the passing ofVarui:ia in the post
Vedic period, the content of fita was taken up into that of dhannan "law" and 
kannan "retribution" ... This change was not for the better. f?ita as embodied 
in the will ofVarur:ia was connected with a god of grace, who could pardon sin 
and restore the sinner to his fellowship. Kannan on the contrary was a merely 
mechanical invoking of the principle of retribution.' It should be noted also that 
occasionally lip-serlice continued to be paid to the varunic ideal of kingship, as 
is evident from the reference to the raja as dhrtavrata, a typical epithet ofVarur:ia, 
in the relatively late GOS (8.1). 
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of influence of the riija-as more and different people were brought 
within the scope of rajya, it was difficult to adopt a universal policy 

towards all. As a result, the problem of securing social support and 
acceptance became more acute-this could be, and was resolved by 
exploring a number of alternative possibilities, which broadly led 
to a shift away from a more or less egalitarian support base to one 
where support was more differentiated, with a distinct relationship 
and/or identity with different social categories being gradually 
worked out. 31 

31 The nexus of power and authority which emerged is reflected in the 
stereotyped list of those who were eligible to receive the madhuparka, a mixture 
of curd, ghee and honey. These included the sacrificial priest, teacher, raja and 
kinsmen belonging to different generations (e.g. AGS 1.24.2-4, GOS 5.28, BOS 
2.3.6.36, VOS 11.2). The ingredients of madhuparka also figure amongst those 
recommended as the first food to be offered by the father to the new-born son 
(BAU 6.4.24). These ingredients were thought to have 'the property of building 
pure, unspoiled semen' (Carstairs, cited in O'Flahercy 1980: 52). 



Chflpter Six 

The Raja (III): Changing Structures 
of Support 

He whose rajya is accepted by rajas becomes a rajii. 

Satapatha Brahma1_1a. 

I 

T
he rdja as is evident from the preceding discussion, was 
gradually acquiring a number of social and economic roles. 
While some of these were related to the expansion of his 

realm or sphere of influence, others were implicit in the channelling 
of and control over networks of exchange. In other cases, the raja 
attempted to consolidate social support by ordering his relations 
with existing or emerging social categories on a new basis. All of 
these developments necessitated the creation of mechanisms for the 
fulfilment of functions which were both new and different from 
those associated with the rii.jii. during the early Vedic phase. 

The support mechanisms which were crucial included those 
which permitted access to economic resources, which provided the 
basis for developing other institutions for consolidating the power 
and authority of the rii.jii Access to resources could have been direct 
(i.e. in the sense of the ruler being conceived of as the sole owner), 
or indirect, resting on an ability to claim and obtain part of the 
produce from other socio-economic categories. It is the latter pos
sibility which is explored at length in terms of the occasions and 
justifications for appropriation. At the same time, the very ap
p.ropriation of resources presupposed the existence or creation of 
the means to appropriate them. 

A second oasis of support centred around access to and control 
over instruments of coercion, typified by the horse-drawn chariot 
in particular which became symbolic power, as we shall see. While 
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the development of coercive mechanisms was occasionally justified 
in terms of protection of the people (presumably against external 
enemies), these mechanisms were also useful for the appropriation 
of resources and for dealing with internal opposition as well. 

At another level, internal opposition was countered through the 
development of the notion of da,;efa, literally the staff or the stick, 
through the use of which those who did not or could not control 
themselves, that is, those who did not conform to norms, were to 
be chastised (GDS 11.30). Although da1Jt.fa implied an ability to 
coerce others into submission, its theoretical basis was not force, 
but the asserted moral authority of the rajit. While a full-fledged 
judicial system did not develop during the period under considera
tion, the administration of da,;t.jawas particularly useful in cement
ing the bond between the ritja and the social categories whose 
support was considered valuable, as it could be used to safeguard 
the interests of the latter. 

Equally significant was the development of means of com
munication which were important not only for the transmission of 
explicit orders or commands, but also for communicating less direct, 
but none the less important, basic messages regarding the invul
nerability or indispensability of the rajit. Related to this were the 
means of legitimization, including large-scale sacrifices such as the 
rajasuya, which served to differentiate the raja from the rest of the 
population, and, at the same time, connected him with them. 

As is obvious, these institutions did not emerge in a vacuum. 
In fact, the context within which they emerged contributed sub
stantially to their distinctive features-the relative weakness of 
similar developments centring around the iref{ha, adhipati or 
svaritj points to the problems inherent in evolving such institutions. 
As Kurtz (1981: 181) observes in a more general context: 

The early state is an amalgam of structural oppositions. On the one 
hand exists the state, its functionaries, bureaucratic apparatus, central 
authority, and embryonic economic, religious, military, legal, educa
tional and other support structures. On the other hand there is a 
subordinate population that is embedded in traditional structures and 
adheres to traditional values. 



176 The Emergence of Monarchy in North India 

The support structures which emerged were very often formally 
similar to earlier ones, although the content was often substantially 
different. This attempt to straddle both worlds, as it were, led to 
stresses and strains. It is also likely that the effort to meet the 
challenge posed by the situation contributed to the development 
of some of these institutions. 

The second contextual dimension, which I will explore in 
greater detail subsequently, was provided by the sharpening of social 
differences within the realm of the raja which was itself a potentially 
expanding unit. As noted earlier, the raja attempted to win the 
support of some social categories to the exclusion of others. This 
led to the development of what may be described as multi-func
tional institutions of support. While these were explicitly meant to 
safeguard the interests of the rajii, they were, at the same time, 
viewed as a means of ensuring contact with, and the support of, 
the dominant social categories. 1 In practice, such multi
functionality may not have been very easy to achieve, as the interests 
of the raja and the dominant social categories need not have coin
cided very neatly in every instance. This, once again, contributed 
to the exploration of a range of possibilities, especially as the raja 
was dependent on the active support and participation of at least 
some members of these social categories for the very functioning 
of such institutions. 

The evidence for analysing structures of support is in itself 
significant. Myths pertaining to Varui:ia and Soma contain little or 
no information regarding such mechanisms. This is not surprizing, 
given the sharp divergence between the roles envisaged for the 
deities on the one hand and for their human counterparts in the 
later Vedic phase and subsequently on the other. Besides, some of 
the support mechanisms associated with these deities were tacitly 
dismantled. 

If myths provide us with negative evidence, rituals, which con-

1 These institutions were also multi-functional at another level, in the sense 
that the same mech�nisms or structures or personnel were often employed in a 
range of functions, including appropriation, coercion and communication. Such 
a lack of specialization is fairly typical of chiefdoms, where 'officials' tend to 
exercise generalized rather than specialized power (Gluckman 1971: 146). 
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stituted an important means of communicating political messages 
and legitimizing the power and authority of the riijiz, provide us 
with a wealth of data on the emergence of alternative structures of 
support. Besides, the information regarding the participants in such 
rituals, and the roles assigned to them, are useful. This is particularly 
true of the ratnins (e.g. SB 5.3.1.1-13) whose participation and 
support was essential during the riijasuya. Finally, incidental refer
ences enable us to corroborate, substantiate and elaborate on the 
data available from rituals, myths and prescriptions. 

II 

The importance of access to and control over material resources as 
a prerequisite for the development and maintenance of institutions 
of administration, coercion and legitimization is widely recognized 
(R.S. Sharma 1991: 199). However, as suggested earlier, the notion 
of the riijii as an appropriator of resources, and the centrality 
assigned to this in the later Vedic tradition and subsequently, marks 
a fundamental shift in the characterization of the riijii. 

The later Vedic phase also witnessed the development of major 
rituals for legitimizing riijya. These incorporated two apparently 
contradictory goals. On the one hand, they were viewed as a means 
whereby the riijii could ensure general well- being. At the same time, 
these sacrifices provided the riijiz, as an unique individual, with an 
occasion for legitimately acquiring produce and productive resour
ces. 

The first goal was probably valuable because it reiterated the 
connection and the identity of the riijii with his divine counterpans 
who (especially Soma) were associated with notions of universal 
prosperity. It could also be extended to suggest that the rajii could 
claim specific resources to enable him to fulfil his role as promoter 
of general well-being, as suggested earlier.2 

The terms used to signify the resources or produce which were 

2 The justification of appropriation in terms of benevolence 'entails mutual
obligations between rulers and citizens, and this reciprocity is a subtle aspect of 
the socialization process by which the allegiance of the citizen is shifted to the 
state' (Kurtz 1981: 193). 
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appropriated or transferred are in themselves significant. These 
included bali, which was amongst the earliest of such terms, 
iitithya or hospitalitJ and bhaga or share. The first term, as noted 
earlier, had a religious connotation, suggesting a propitiatory offer
ing to a god or a powerful man, placing the recipient under an 
implicit obligation to protect or support the donor. 3 

While bali, thus defined, was evidently a more or less voluntary 
gift, there are indications that its significance was gradually chang
ing. This is evident from the statement (SB 1.3.2. 15) that the 
vaiiya offers bali as he is under the vasa or control of the k{atriya 
and has to give up whatever he has stored when asked to do so. 
The ability to demand and receive bali, moreover, was explicitly 
correlated with the virya or valour of the kfatriya. This suggests an 
involuntary offering made under threat of coercion.4 Thus, al
though the term was retained, its semantic content was substantially 
altered. At the same time, the use of a familiar term probably 
disguised the nature of the transformation and permitted the giving 
and receiving of bali in a transitional situation. 

While the components of bali are rarely discussed, it is likely 
that these included agricultural produce or cattle (Ghoshal 1972: 
14),5 as those who were expected to offer bali were the vis or the 
vaisya (SB 1.3.2.15, ApSS 16.32.4), that is, the primary producers, 
who, if coaxed or coerced, could yield a share of their produce. The 
proportion of ba!i to the total produce is nowhere specified, and it 
is possible that the amount exacted varied according to the relative 
strength or weakness of those involved in the transaction, as sug
gested earlier. 

3 As Gunawardana (1981: 138) observes: 'Later on these oblations (i.e. ba/1)

may have become regular and obligatory, but it is important that they represented 
a personal relationship between the ruler and the ruled.' 

4 This is also apparent from the analogy equating the raja and the praja with 
the eater and food respectively. 

5 It is likely that such produce was converted into more valuable prestige
goods such as gold objects, including nifkas. There is, however, no direct evidence 
regarding the processes involved in the transformation of some resources into 
others. Alternatively, nifkas may have been a part of prestige goods exchanged 
between rulers and priests, and may not have figured in the transaction with 
other members of the community. 
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The occasions on which bali was demanded, given and received 
are indicated in an elaborate analogy (ApSS 16.32.4) which suggests 
that the vif offered bali to the riijii during rituals which marked the 
latter's rebirth. These included the riijasuya, afvamedha and 
viijapeya, which provided the context for a variety of material 
exchanges, as noted earlier.6 

The intrinsic link between bali and the ritual context legitimized 
the exactions which characterized it. At the same time, it is indica
tive of certain problems inherent in the giving and receiving of bali. 
While ritual occasions could be used to justify exactions, the very 
context may have made it difficult for the riijii to press his claims 
beyond a point, as any excessive demand would have been perceived 
not only as oppressive, but also as violating established sacred norms 
or conventions. 

At another level, there were limits to utilizing the sacrificial 
context for the mobilization and appropriation of resources. The 
performance of the sacrifice in itself would probably have required 
a range of resources. After all, prestations would probably have 
flowed in only if the riijii could perform the ritual on a scale which 
was impressive enough to justify demands. Besides, with increasing 
social complexity, and with a widening sphere of operation, it may 
have become more difficult for the riija to ensure the presence and 
participation of the entire populace of the realm on such occasions. 
Hence, the appropriation of resources through rituals may have 
become more difficult. 

While claims to bali were never explicitly abandoned other 
means of appropriating resources were devised. Amongst these, 
iitithya or hospitality was evidently well-known, as is suggested by 
references to it in analogies. Such hospitality may have included 
the slaughter or gift of animals (AB 1.3.4, ADS 2.4.8.7) and the 
offering of food or drink (SB 3.3.4.31). In other words, while the 
resources acquired through bali may have been relatively imperish
able, those acquired through iitithya were of only immediate value. 

6 This is corroborated by the description of Yudhi��hira's rajasuya in the
Mahabharata where the gifts which are 'voluntarily' brought by those attending 
the sacrifice arc characterized as bali (ibid.: 2.47.5, etc.). 
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Nevertheless, the importance of atithya was undeniable. This is 
evident from the repeated prescriptions regarding the offering of 
hospitality in general, and the prestigious madhuparka and arghytl 
in particular to the raja (e.g. AGS 1.24.3, PGS 1.3:I, 2, ADS 
2.4.6.36, BDS 2.3.6.36, GDS 5.31). It is likely that this provided 
the raja with direct access to the produce of the household and was 
a means of support which could be tapped whenever required. 
Besides, it enabled the riijii to establish direct links with male 
householders in particular, this in turn providing an important 
means of legitimizing the position of the riijii. 

The third form of appropriation was the bhiiga or share, often 
viewed as payment in lieu of protection. One of its advantages was 
that it could be given and received in a non- ritual context. Thus, 
the basis and occasions of appropriation could be widened almost 
infinitely (GDS 10.24-35).8 More commonly, bhiigawas described 
as a sixth or !atfohaga of the produce (e.g. BDS 1.10.18.1, VDS 
1.42) payable to the riijii for the protection he was expected to offer 
his subjects. 

Each of the forms of appropriation required fairly distinct 
support mechanisms. In the case of bai� priestly support was par
ticularly important in order to create the ritual context which both 
provided an occasion for its exaction and justified it. Atithya, on 
the other hand, was linked to the personal presence of the riijii (or 
possibly his followers) in the household and could be successfully 
exacted only through extensive travelling. Finally, the collection of 
bhiiga implied the development of a fairly complex administrative 
machinery for assessing both the total produce and the share due 
to the riijii and appropriating a wide range of goods and services. 9 

7 Madhuparkawas an offering of honey and milk, while arghyawas the water 
offered at the respectful reception of a guest (SED: s.v.). 

8 According to Gunawardana (1981: 146): 'These new exactions ... repre
sent a depersonalization or formalization of the relationship between the ruler 
and the ruled.' 

9 While the beginnings of the latter process will be traced below, its full 
development falls outside our purview. That details of such machinery arc not 
discussed within the brahmanical tradition also points to a certain secularization 
in this sphere towards the very end of the period under consideration. 
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In social terms the development of such relationships, apart 
from involving a basic dependence of the riijii on producing groups, 
required the support of priests on the one hand, and personnel 
capable of ensuring hospitality or the collection of a bhaga on the 
other. 

The support of priests was particularly valuable for justifying 
the development of appropriative relations in general. This was 
attempted, and possibly achieved, through a variety of rituals. These 
ranged from those in which the riija participated directly, such as 
the riijasuya (SB 5.3.3.12) during which the priest was supposed to 
render everything (and everybody) except the brahma,;as into food 
for the riijiil yajamiina, to domestic rituals, where the participation 
of the riija was at best analogical. An example of the latter is provided 
by the fortnightly new and full moon sacrifice (ibid.: 1.3.2.15) 
where an offering was recommended to ensure that the prajii and 
the ruler or kfatriya remained united to one another as food, 
adya (literally that which deserves to be eaten) and attr or eater 
respectively. This meant that the message of the riijasuya was now 
no longer restricted to a major ritual occasion but could be poten
tially communicated more consistently to a larger audience. It is 
also likely that the particular understanding of the riija- praja 
relation which was sanctified and legitimized was used to justify 
not only bali but virtually any exaction the riijii may have thought 
fit to impose. 

As we have seen, although the services of the priests were 
rewarded through dakfi,;ii and dana, there may have been some 
problems regarding the exact sharing of resources. Hence, almost 
simultaneously, means to ensure appropriation through the support 
of other personnel were explored. These included the suta and 
griima,;i who, amongst others, were described as waiting for the 
return of the raja with anna and pana (food and drink, BAU 
4.3.37). 

The means whereby such personnel acquired the resources in 
question are not explicitly discussed. However, both the suta and 
the grama,;i were associated with the chariot (e.g. SB 8.6.1.16-20), 
while their sons were expected to guard the sacrificial horse for the 
asvamedha during its wanderings (ibid.: 13.4.2.5, SSS 16.1.16). 
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The ability to use force to secure prestations which were probably 
less forthcoming on a voluntary basis may have acquired greater 
importance during the period under consideration. Besides, the use 
of the chariot probably permitted the collection 6f tribute on a 
more systematic basis. Hence, the chariot was regarded as a means 
of obtaining wealth in the context of the vajapeya (SB 5.1.4.3). 

In addition, the grama,:zi owed his significance to direct control 
over produce and productive resources, being identified as a 
vaiiya (SB 5.3.1.6) and equated with plenitude (bhuma, ibid.). 
Sri or prosperity, identified with anna and paiu was regarded as an 
essential characteristic of grama,:zya (ibid.: 8.6.1.12). More com
monly, the grama,:zi was regarded as one of the typical examples of 
a gatairi, a man who had attained prosperity (BSS 17.49, SSS 
2.6.5). 10 In other words, while the support of the priests was im
portant for legitimizing claims to produce, the actual acquisition 
of resources in both the ritual and the non-ritual context probably 
depended on the material and military support provided by the 
suta and grama,:zi. Hence, it is not surprizing that they were de
scribed as arajanalp rajakartrs, non-rajaswho were raja-makers (SB 
3.4. 1.7). 

The intimate ties which bound the raja to such men are evident 
from the analogy between the suta and the grama,:zi and the raja 
on the one hand, and the metres and Soma on the other (SB 
3.4.1.8), indicating that just as the suta and the grama,:zi receive 
food after or along with the raja, and not separately, so also the 
offering to the metres should be made after or along with the 
offering to Soma. In other words, while the suta and the grama,fi 
may have ensured access to hospitality (amongst other things) for 
the raja, they were rewarded with a share in both the prestige and 
the resources which were explicitly conferred on such occasions. 

10 The gram,f?s association with prosperity is also referred to in Buddhist
literature (Ghoshal 1966a: 35). According co U. Chakravarti {1987: 85), 'the 
gama,fi represented the 'political' wing of the gahapati category'. The gama1/i 
was evidencly kn.owledgeable as far as agricultural practices were concerned, 
exercised certain judicial functions and acted as the official head of the village, 
providing a col"!nection between the average householder, the gahapati and 
extra-village sources of power and authority {ibid.). 
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At another level, the raja probably ensured the support of such 
categories and consolidated his control over resources by gradually 
marginalizing those who were associated with alternative, possibly 
earlier systems of distribution. These included the bhagadugha and 
akravapa. While they are referred to as ratnim (e.g. SB 5.3.1.9-10),
their position towards the end of the list11 indicates that they were
relatively unimportant. This is also corroborated by the virtual 
absence of references to them in later prescriptive literature. 

The bhagadugha was in all likelihood a distributor of shares 
(R.S. Sharma 1991: 361) which probably included the spoils of 
battle, cattle, cereals, etc. (Law 1960: 90, Ghoshal 1966a: 35, R.S. 
Sharma 1983a: 76, 1984: 1 I). The relatively low position assigned 
to him probably indicates the declining importance of generalized 
redistribution as a function associated with the raja. 12 

Like the bhagadugha, the akravapa in charge of dicing, was also 
associated with mechanisms of exchange which were being mar
ginalized. The ritualization of dicing involved, as we have seen, a 
distortion of its original nature. Thus, the very rituals which 
legitimized rajya provided for an implicit hierarchy amongst systems 
of exchange, reinforcing those which permitted the concentration 
of resources in the hands of the raja and possibly his supporters, 
while virtually abandoning processes which would have permitted 
a more equitable distribution.13

Thus, the raja attempted to broaden his control over productive 
resources. This is evident in the efforts to acquire such resources 

11 See Table II for details.
12 The fact that lip-service continued to be paid to the bhagadugha was

probably due to the difficulties inherent in rejecting traditional practices and 
systems outright. 

13 Towards the very end of the period under consideration, the raja was
expected ro intervene in and control other forms of exchange which were 
acquiring importance, to check weights and measures (VOS 19.15), rhus provid
ing safeguards for traders. Besides, dravyavrddhi (literally the growth of objects 
or wealth) or interest was thought to srop on his dearh, resuming growth only 
after the installation of a new raja (ibid.: 2.49, 50). Implicit is an assumption 
chat rhe existence of rhe raja was essential for money-lending. In other words, 
the raja gradually acquired responsibility for a very different kind of exchange 
system. 
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on a number of occasions, both ritual and non-ritual. This in turn 
necessitated the development of support structures and ties with a 
range of personnel, including priests and the suta and grama!li. 
Some of the resources acquired were shared with such personnel in 
the form of gifts or hospitality. Besides, their support may have 
been ensured through the pursuit of policies which permitted them 
to consolidate resources on an individual basis. In other words, the 
very process whereby the raja acquired access to resources was both 
conditioned by and in turn influenced the contemporary socio
economic situation. 

III 

Access to produce or productive resources was a necessary but not 
a sufficient condition for the emergence of rajya. In fact, control
over material resources depended on the ability to develop appro
priative mechanisms including instruments of coercion. Physical 
force was not typical of either of the divine rajas. While both were
associated with kfatra, this did not initially include notions of 
coercive ability or physical prowess. Varm;ia's typical weapon, in 
contrast to Indra's vajra, was the noose or pas a which would have
been particularly useless on the battle-field or in situations of armed 
conflict. 

Soma, likewise, was conceived of as a relatively passive deity; 
he was constantly described as being brought from heaven, both in 
early Vedic myths (Deshmukh I 933: 28 I) and in the later Vedic 
tradition (e.g. PVB 6.9.22), his own role in the process being one 
of marginal importance. Another myth (AB 1.5.4) refers to Soma's 
dependence on Agni for protection against the asuras and rakfas. 
The absence of an emphasis on prowess as an attribute of the divine 
rajas may indicate that while the early Vedic raj a could occasionally
demonstrate his skills i11 warfare, these were not considered intrinsic 
to the definition of rajya. 14 

14 Even in the later brahmanical tradition, when warfare was regarded as one
of the typical functions of the raja, he was expected to fight according to norms 
(e.g. BDS 1.10. I 8.11). 
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In the later Vedic context, however, the riijiiwas more systemati
cally associated with notions of coercion. This was legitimized 
through rituals which sanctified the riijii's claims to the productive 
resources of the vii, to destroy or eliminate his bhriitrrya or sapatna 
and to assert the dominance of all men over women. As opposed 
to this, the notion of the riijii as a defender against external enemies 
is relatively less developed. 

The notion of the valiant riijii was positively valorized in the 
aJvamedha where the riijanya lute-player was expected to extol the 
riijii' s success in battle everyday throughout the period when the 
sacrificial horse was let loose to wander (e.g. SB 13.1.5.6). This 
emphasis on perpetuating and possibly elaborating the memory of 
military victories meant that the riijii' s claim to riijya was being 
asserted, partly at least, on the basis of his military prowess. What 
is more, this was standardized in later definitions of riijya (e.g. GDS 
10.12, BDS 1.10.18.3, VDS 2.17) where the riijii was routinely 
expected to ensure victory and learn the use of the chariot and the 
bow and arrow (GDS 10.14). 

Although the riijii' s victories were often depicted as individual 
triumphs, these rested on the active support of at least some people. 
Here, once again, there is a fairly marked difference between the 
situation described in myths and that evident in rituals and prescrip
tions. 

On the mythical plane, the Maruts, equated with the vii, were 
conceived of as agents in Indra's victory over Vrtra (e.g. SB 2.5.3.3). 
Similarly, the Visvedevas, also identified with the vii, were thought 
to ward off the asuras and rak�asas who attacked the soma sacrifice 
(e.g. AB 6.27. I). While this suggests the active participation of the 
vii in such conflicts, this was not developed further in the later 
Vedic tradition and subsequently. Thus, it is likely that the vii was 
losing control or being deprived of its military function. This was 
probably related to the changing riijii-vii relationship which was 
becoming more exploitative. In this situation, the vii were probably 
less reliable as allies. Besides, the very need to control the vii in 
order to enforce the new riija-vii relationship meant that different 
systems of coercion were required. Hence it is not surprising that 
the raja was turning to other personnel for support, typified by the 
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growing importance of the seniini, literally the leader of the senii or 
army, who was included amongst the ratnins (SB 5.3.1.1) and 
associated with Agni Anikavat (literally Agni endowed with an 
army) in the same context. 

The senanzs links with the chariot were, moreover, consistently 
emphasized, reflected in the names assigned to typical seniinis (SB 
8.6.1. 16-20), including Rathagrtsa (skilled in chariot (fight), Eg
geling 1963d: 105), Rathasvana (chariot-noise, ibid.: 106), Ratha
prota (fixed on the chariot, ibid.: 106), Tar�ya (a mythical being, 
originally identified as a horse and later taken to be a bird, SEO: 
s.v.) and Senajit or the winner of armies (Eggeling 1963d: 108).
Of the five names, three were directly and one (Tar�ya) indirectly
associated with the chariot. It is possible that this emphasis on the
non-human means of warfare was related to the tensions inherent
in the attempt to transform the vii-dominated sena into a body
which would be effective not only against external enemies, but
against the vii as well. The emphasis on the chariot is also evident
in the case of other personnel associated with the later Vedic riijii
including the grama1fi and suta15 and samgrahitr, the last named
being associated with the chariot in the rajasuya (SB 5.3.1.8), all
of whom were included in the list of ratnins (e.g. SB 5.3. 1.5.ff).

The new military leaders were obviously important because of 
their association with the chariot, which evidently distinguished 
them from the common populace. The ability to own and maintain 
such a vehicle in itself implied access to productive resources over 
and above immediate requirements and an ability to convert such 
access into a mechanism of coercion. In its turn, the chariot con
stituted not only a symbol of power, but a means of swift transport 
and attack, and hence was a means ofobtaining wealth (SB 5.1.4.3). 
Thus, those members of the vii who could acquire chariots could 
then use these to acquire more wealth and on a different basis (i.e. 
not through direct production) and thus differentiate themselves 
from other members of the vii. 16 At the same time, they would have

15 The associat�on between the suttl and the chariot is reiterated in the epics 
as well, being typified by the role of Sumantra in the Ramayatza. 

16 The suta' s position was somewhat different from that of the other personnel,
as he owed his importance more to the fact that he drove the chariot of the 
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been able to provide the rap. with support on a basis which was 
considerably different from that of the vii as typified by homo
geneous categories such as the Maruts and the Visvedevas. Hence, 
it is not surprizing that the raja attempted to win them over, ac
knowledging their strength, and, at the same time, using them to 
bolster his position, ostensibly vis-a-vis external enemies, but effec
tively vis-a-vis his own people as well. 

The use envisaged for the coercive network which was thus 
developing is in itself significant. Virtually all the personnel referred 
to above, and/ or their kinsmen, were expected to guard the asva
medha horse during its wanderings ( e.g. SB 13.4.2.5, SSS 16.1.16, 
ApSS 20.4.4). While this may have been a means of spreading 
sacred power and fertility throughout the realm (Gonda 1969: 114) 
it was, at the same time, an occasion for appropriating wealth. At 
another level, the legitimacy of acquiring wealth through warfare 
was recognized almost throughout the brahmanical tradition (e.g. 
RV 10.101.7, GDS 10.19). In other words, coercion was viewed 
as a means of enforcing appropriative relationships in a rather direct 
fashion. 

The means whereby the suta and grama,:zi were rewarded have 
been referred to earlier. It is likely that the samgrahitrwas rewarded 
with a share of the spoils of the battle (AB 2.9.1). Thus, while 
regular salaries were unknown, and the system of rewards con
tinued, these now served to bind together a relatively smaller group 
of men who were united not only against other similar groups, but 
against the larger populace of their own realms as well. 

IV 

The use of force, threatened or actual, was only one of a range of 
means which was developed to establish or enforce the rule of the 
raja. As has been frequently observed, overt coercion which may 
be the ultimate weapon for upholding power, is, in practice, sup
plemented by other institutions, which are often adequate to main
tain relationships of dominance in most situations. Hence, the 

raja than to direct ownership of a chariot. 
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day-to-day use of coercion is rare. Amongst non-coercive institu
tions, those concerned with the administration of what is defined 
as justice are often crucial. Here I will argue that the development 
of the notion of da,:ztfa, apart from symbolizing a function or a role 
expected of the raja, was important in justifying or legitimizing the 
control exerted by him. In other words, the perpetuation of the 
ideal of the just rajaensured social support, and meant that recourse 
to force may have been less necessary in concrete situations. 

The appropriation of the task of administering da,:zrfa was one 
means whereby the raja continued to maintain his identity and 
connection with the early ideal of rajya, typified by Varul).a in 
particular. He was conceived of as endowed with omniscience, 
being able to see both good and evil, as well as things which were 
near or far, and the past and the future (RV 2.27.3, 1.25.11). 
Besides, his spas or spies (ibid.: 7.61.3) were expected to assist him 
in the task. 

Varul).a's weapon of punishment was, however, not the da,:zrfa 
but the piiJa or noose, which characterized him almost throughout 
the brahmanical tradition (Gajendragadkar 1965: 40). The unique 
feature of the piiJa was that the impact of its use, unlike that of the 
da,:zrfa was reversible-it could be used to bind, but could be 
removed in order to release the offender as well. Hence, prayers 
were offered to Varul).a to remove sins and protect the invoker (RV 
2.28.9). 

The means whereby VaruQa was expected to punish offenders 
included diseases in general and dropsy in particular (Deshmukh 
1933: 217). This was in a sense logical, because ifVarul).a presided 
over a holistic order, violations which meant creating disorder could 
be punished through the creation of disorders at another, related 
level. In other words, social conflicts and differences could be 
contained through the threat of imminent disease. 

However, in practice, disease may not have always struck those 
who were regarded as offenders. While such discrepancies may not 
have been particularly acute in a situation where social differences 
were not too snarp, and hostility or tension relatively muted, they 

may have become more glaring in the complex socio-political situa
tion I have outlined earlier, and which provided the context within 
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which the riijii consolidated his position. Here, offences were no 
longer viewed in intrinsic terms, but were increasingly assessed in 
terms of the social categories to which the offender and the victim 
belonged. Moreover, such social categories were not equivalent. In 
chis situation, the weight of offences was hierarchically ordered, and 
the riijii who depended on the support of the dominant social 
categories, necessarily tended to accept and develop a definition of 
justice which was considerably different from the earlier one. Be
sides, less was left co chance attacks of illness. Thus, the human 
riijii's identity with Varui:ia continued co be reiterated. For instance, 
in the riijasuya (SB 5.4.4.5), the riijii who mounted the throne was 
declared co be dhrtavrata and equal to Varui:ia riijii. The choice of 
the epithet emphasized stability and the maintenance of norms and 
customs (Gonda 1959: 113). At the same time, efforts were made 
co both define the sphere within which the riijii was expected to 
operate, and the means at his disposal more closely. In both respects, 
there was a shift from the universalistic V arunic possibilities. 

The attempt to define the sphere of the riijii is reflected in the 
composition or compilation of norms in the Dharma Simas. The 
issues focused on, as well as the resolutions envisaged, were, as noted 
before, related co specific elements of the van:ia and gender hierar
chy. While che extent co which specific riijas intervened in such 
issues probably varied according to circumstances, the potential 
ability to enforce norms made the riijii appear as both powerful and 
indispensable. Secondly, it probably provided a mechanism for 
penetrating within existing or emerging social relationships, and of 
widening the scope of riijya. 

Related to this was the question of defining dharma. Not sur
prizingly, a similar question was not posed vis-a-vis rta. which was 
conceived of as a natural pre-existing order. As we have seen, 
briihma1'_las claimed a virtual monopoly over the right to define 
dharma. Besides, virtually all the Dharma Simas (e.g. GOS 12.52) 
contain detailed descriptions of the briihma7Ja members of the 
raja's parifad who were assigned or claimed a central role in both 
defining and codifying norms and in enforcing them, especially 
through the prescription of a range of penances, which often sub
stituted for punishments. 
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At the same time, the riija, unlike Vamr,ia (who was intrinsically 
qualified), was expected to possess a number of qualifications for 
administering da,;zrja,. Typically, it was suggested that he ought to 
be good in words and deeds, with knowledge of 60th logic and 
other branches of learning, endowed with adequate resources, im
partial towards his praja, and he was expected to inflict lawful 
punishment (GOS 11.2). The emphasis on impartiality or nyiiya
da,;ztf,atva (e.g. GOS 10.8) was however superficial, as it meant in 
practice the enforcement of a norm which varied according to 
van:za, iiirama and gender. 

The need to administer da,;zt/,a was constantly reiterated. This 
was described as a means whereby the riijii could attain both this 
world and the next (ADS 2.5.11.4). Besides, the riijii who did not 
punish offenders was considered both guilty and polluting (ADS 
2.11.28.13, GOS 18.36, VOS 19.40, BOS 1.10.19.10). 17

At another level, the emphasis on the symbolism of da,;ztf,a. as 
opposed to the piisa, meant that the puriishment administered by 
the riijii acquired an irrevocable, final character. In other words, 
each instance of the administration of punishment reinforced the 
definition of power which was emerging, presenting it as unchal
lengeable or irreversible.18 

Despite the emphasis on da'IJ,t/,a. the enforcement mechanism 
available to the riijii was rather weak. Varm�a• s pas are rarely heard 
of subsequently; Thus, the functionaries associated with the enfor
cement of rta were marginalized, probably sharing a fate somewhat 
similar to that of the ak!iiviipa and bhiigadugha.

If the earlier mechanisms were considered less effective for 
enforcing the new order, the development of new ones was also not 

17 As an extension of this, those who were killed by rajakrodha or the anger
of the raja were thought to be purified immediately, along with their kinsfolk 
(GOS 14.10). The implication was that the raja by his act of violence actually 
restored the social and moral order which had been disrupted by the crime or 
sin. 

18 Da'!Jt/a may have also been symbolic of the axis uniting the divine and
earthly worlds (Gonda 1965: 265). Such an identification would have been 
useful in assigning its use a sacrosanct character. 
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very easy. This is suggested by the constant prescription that a thief 
ought to run to the riija, confess his sin/crime and beg for pardon 
(e.g. ADS 1.9.25.4, GOS 12.40--41, BOS 2.1.1.15, 16, VOS 
19.38). This dependence for enforcing rules on the very people 
who were guilty of violating them may have been rather ineffective 
in practice. 

In such a situation, it is not surprizing that punishments were 
frequently substituted by penances, which could be prescribed by 
the iicii rya or purohita, the teacher and the priest respectively (ADS 
2.5.10.14). Such penances were relatively simple, includingjapa or 
the recitation of sacred texts or names, tapas or austerity, homa or 
offerings, upaviisa or fasting and diina or the giving of gifts (GOS 
19.12). 

As is evident from the treatment of theft and the prescription 
of penances, da,;z(ia was, in fact, frequently supplemented by the 
right to pardon sinners, which was claimed, or accorded to, the 
riija, miitaka, iiciiryaand rtvij(ADS 2.10.27.21). This was probably 
an important means of extending the influence of both the riijii and 
briihma,;zas, who could be considered nearly V arm;ia-like in power 
and status. The riijii who could punish as well as pardon would be 
almost divine and hence inviolable. 

It is evident that while the assertion of an ability to administer 
da,;ztfa was important in legitimizing the position of the riijii and 
winning social support, its development was by no means easy. Part 
of the problem may have stemmed from the constraint on resources; 
other problems were posed by the earlier, powerful association with 
V arur;ia, which could not be explicitly or totally ignored or bypassed. 
In this situation, although the riijii, theoretically claimed a position 
analogous to V arur;ia' s, the policies he was expected to adopt were 
markedly different. Besides, he lacked the ability to carry the ad
ministration of da,;z(ia to its logical conclusion, reflected in the 
discrepancies between the potential and actual scope of darµfa. and 
the weak instruments of enforcement. It is also apparent in the 
dependence on priestly support for both defining and enforcing 
norms. 

Nevertheless, the importance of the rudimentary judicial system 
which was emerging needs to be underscored. It was a means of 



192 The Emergence of Monarchy in North India 

cementing ties with the dominant social categories. Besides, it 
permitted the consolidation and intensification of the power of the 
raja by potentially granting him access to virtually every sphere of 
human activity. At another level, the association developed between 
the raja and this sphere, typified by analogies with V aru.l).a, 
strengthened the raja's claims to sacrality and thus legitimized his 
position. 

V 

The supportive mechanisms outlined presupposed the development 
of means of communications. These were necessary for the con
solidation of the power of the raja on at least two levels--one 
between the raja and those who constituted his core support group, 
including the priesthood, the suta, gramarfi., kfattr and samgrahitr, 
and a second between the raja and the vis or praja. In the first 
instance, the very development of the structures of support referred 
to earlier would have engendered a certain closeness between the 
raja and such personnel. Moreover, the ties with them were recog
nized through the ratninamhav"i'!Ui and alvamedha. 

The second level of communication was, in a sense, of fun
damental importance. The urgency to communicate at this level 
was related primarily to the need to ensure a particular kinship 
structure in order to generate and control the resources necessary 
for the maintenance of the state (Gailey 1987: x). Related to this, 
it was also an important means of spreading the 'web of control' 
(Kurtz 1981: 189) through asserting the importance and invul
nerability of those who aspired to dominance. The necessity of 
communication was particularly important in this domain, as 
resorting to means of physical coercion was (and is) virtually im
possible as a sustained policy. 

Given the need to reach out to members of an increasingly 
differentiated social order, a range of means of communication was 
developed. In some cases, certain possibilities were gradually aban
doned or marginalized, and were replaced by others. In other 
instances, efforts were made to intervene in and divert existing 
means of communication to ensure that these flowed from and to 
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the raja and the personnel who supported him. The personnel 
involved in the process of communication were also fairly varied. 

To start with, there was a certain emphasis on developing 
physical means of communication, epitomized by the chariot, 
which was important both for sending messages and commands 
and for collecting resources. Not surprizingly, the suta and 
grama1_li were particularly important in this respect. 

The importance of the suta in particular was recognized almost 
throughout the brahmanical tradition. While this may have 
stemmed in part from his mobility, typified by his association with 
the chariot, it was also related to his knowledge of the oral tradition. 
In fact, the suta was probably the perpetuator of a 'worldy, aris
tocratic, ideological, and semi-historical tradition' (Ruben 1966: 
320) and was a court minstrel or chronicler (Eggeling 1963c: 60,
Ghoshal 1966a: 35). In a situation where writing or literacy may
have had only limited relevance, the suta's ability to communicate
orally was evidently valuable.

The exact content of the suta's lore is not explicitly recorded. 
However, as sutas are credited with the narration of the Maha
bharata and the Pura.i:ias in later tradition, it is likely that this 
consisted amongst other things, of stories, possibly eulogistic, about 
rajas, and was probably couched in fairly simple language. Thus, 
the message communicated by the sutas familiarized people with 
the exploits of rajas, providing for a selected and controlled flow 
of information, stressing what were regarded as desirable or ideal 
attributes for rulers. The message was rendered even more effective 
through the use of an aesthetic presentation. In other words, the 
pleasure of listening to the suta facilitated the communication of 
notions regarding rajya. 

Socially, the suta was regarded as a member of the vis (BSS 
18.2). As such, his ability to communicate probably rested on his 
close links with the people. However, in the later brahmanical 
tradition, the status assigned to him was low-he was regarded as 
the product of a hypergamous union between a brahma,:za woman 
and k[atriya man (GOS 4.17, 18, BDS 1.9.17.8). At the same time, 
the suta continued to be equated with seers on account of his 
knowledge of traditional lore (Gupta 1961: 35). It is likely that the 
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attempt to attribute a low status to the suta was part of the effort 
of brahma!las to monopolize the most important channels or forms 
of communication.· Ultimately, a compromise was worked out 
providing for the incorporation of the lore of the suta within the 
brahmanical tradition in the standardized versions of the epics and 
Purai:ias, while the transmission and preservation of the lore was 
increasingly taken over by the brahma!las, What is noteworthy is 
that although control over the medium itself may have been wrested 
from the suta, it continued to be used for the propagation of the 
norms and values associated with rajya. 19 

At the same time, other channels of communication were mar
ginalized. These included those associated with the palagala, 
probably a courier (Eggeling 1963c: 64, R.S. Sharma 1980: 55). 
Although he was recognized amongst the ratnins (e.g. SB 5.3.1.11), 
he was regarded as a sudra whose presence in the sacrifice had to 
be expiated (ibid.: 5.3.2.2). The kinds of messages communicated 
by the palagal.a are nowhere discussed, and there are virtually no 
references to him in later sources. It is likely that he communicated 
with one of the groups which was being absorbed within the scope 
of rii.jya. His importance was probably recognized in a transitional 
situation to facilitate the incorporation of such groups, but, at a 
later stage, following the consolidation of the raja's position, the 
pa.lit.gala, never very important, as is evident from his inclusion 
towards the very end of the list of ratnins, was ignored completely. 

The most important system of communication developed was 
probably through the priesthood, which could operate within vir
tually every household of men belonging to the first three van:zas 
(and probably elsewhere as well). We have seen how links between 
the purohita and the rii.ja had been forged, despite tensions and 
stresses.20 Once developed, this provided the basis for communicat
ing a range of important political messages at a variety of levels. 

19 At another level, the subject matter of the suta's lore was substantially 
enlarged. For instance, the epics and Purai;ias were used to convey the new 
doctrines associated with Vaisnavism, and to a lesser extent, Saivism. 

20 The institution of paurohitya itself may have developed during the period 
under consideration. This is evident from the paucity of references to the purohita 
in the early Vedic tradition (Basu 1925: 34). 
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The presence of the purohita in particular and other brah
maras in general was regarded as essential for the performance of 
rituals by the raja. These included large-scale sacrifices such as the 
rajasuya, aJvamedha and viijapeya, which were occasions for com
municating messages regarding the ideal ordering of social relations 
within the realm.21 

The aJvamedha, for instance, communicated important mes
sages at a number of levels. The very wandering or journey of the 
sacrificial horse, accompanied by an entourage consisting of sutas, 
griima1fis, sons of kfattrs and samgrahitrs and riijaputras (SB 
13.4.2.5. SSS 16.1.16, ApSS 20.4.3) communicated a powerful 
message regarding the might of the riijii who was able to mobilize 
support and aspire to perform the elaborate sacrifice. This would 
have operated on at least two levels-the sight of the horse and its 
guards probably inspired awe in the minds of commoners. At the 
same time, the horse symbolized an explicit challenge to more 
powerful men who may have attempted to become riijiis or were 
riijiis themselves. The sacrifice itself provided an occasion for spec
tacular displays, both aural and visual, and would have conveyed a 
notion of the power of both the yajamiina and the priest. 

At another level, the venue of the sacrifice witnessed the com
pilation and dissemination of a wide range of traditional lore. Its 
communication was now taken over by briihma!laJ, operating 
within the context of a ritual which was intimately connected with 
the riija. As a result, earlier, and possibly independent, traditions 
were now centralized and probably homogenized by the riijii and 
h

. 22 ts supporters. 
The same occasion was also used to extol the achievements of 

the riijii through the songs of the viniigathins or lute-players, a 
briihmar;a and rajanya or a kfatriya, who were expected to sing every 
day while the horse was away. While the theme of the songs of the 

21 Such rituals consolidated: 'the values of the community, reminding in
dividuals of shared purposes and representing, in simple dramatic form, the 
essentials of social and religious relationships' (Drekmeier 1962: 27). 

22 As Kurtz (1981: 186) observes: 'Rulers of inchoate states have to reduce
religious heterogeneity and procure their own validating ideologies for the values 
which they are trying to inculcate in the polity'. 
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brahma,:,,a centred around the generosity of and the sacrifices p�r
formed by the raja, those of the kfatriya narrated his victories in 
battle (e.g. SB 13.1.5.6, BSS 15.8, 9, ApSS 20.6.5, 14). Thus, all 
those who attended the sacrifice not only heard their traditional 
lore, probably retold with suitable modifications, but also learnt 
about the raja's exploits. The ritualized transmission of information 
meant that dialogues, discussions and questions could be avoided. 
In other words, such information could not be immediately or 
explicitly challenged, the very context lending it an aura of sanctity. 
At another level, the kinds of themes chosen and the way in which 
the narratives were developed in concrete situations probably per
mitted the brahma,:,,a and the rajanya to exercise a certain pressure 
on the raja to conform to the norms and ideals which were focused 
on. 

Besides, in rituals such as the rajasuya (SB 5.4.2.3), aindra
mahabhifeka (AB 8.39.3) and aivamedha (e.g. ApSS 20.4.3), the 
raja or yajamana was proclaimed as such by the priests. While it is 
frequently indicated that only a successful or powerful raja could 
perform such sacrifices, the success or power of the raja was ex
plicitly recognized through the ritual, and the priests, who increas
ingly took over the task of according recognition, dearly played a 
crucial role in announcing the status of the raja. 

And yet, as mentioned earlier, it may have become difficult to 
ensure the participation of the entire populace on such occasions, 
and in the absence of participation, any messages communicated 
through these rituals would have reached a relatively limited 
audience. 

As such, there appears to have been a search for alternative 
channels of communication, reflected in the attempt to ensure the 
presence of brahma,:,,as within the household.23 For instance, there 
was an insistence on inviting brahma,:,,as for the Jraddha or funeral 
ceremony (e.g. GOS 15.9, VDS 11.29), which in the case of the 

23 While the need to communicate political messages may not provide the 
sole explanation for the attempt to brahmanize the practices associated with the 
household, the process of brahmanization proved extremely valuable for the 
communication of such messages. 
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grhapati marked the formal termination of control exercised by the 
deceased and the takeover by his successor(s). 

At another level, there :was an attempt to ensure daily contact 
with briihmaras through the institution of the pafzcamahiiyajiias, 
the five great sacrifices (which, despite their name, did not involve 
elaborate rituals), in the course of which briihmaras were co be 
accorded hospitality (e.g. AGS 1.1.2, PGS 2.9.11, BOS 2.6.11.5, 
VOS 11.5). While such occasions were not explicitly specified as 
significant for the communication of messages, it is likely that they 
were used for the purpose. 

The evidence regarding the development of ritual alternatives 
is more explicit. These involved, on the one hand, the scaling down 
of sacrifices. Rituals such as the fortnightly new and full moon 
sacrifice for instance, could be performed either as an elaborate 
irauta ritual with a full retinue of priests and the entire range of 
sacrificial fires, or as a relatively simple grhya or domestic sacrifice, 
where the presence of a priest was optional. What is significant is 
that the values communicated and sanctified through both levels 
of the ritual were more or less similar. For instance, the domestic 
version included the riifp-abhrt offerings (e.g. ApGS 2.7), literally 
meant to uphold or bear the riifp-a. Thus, the householder who was 
expected to offer the oblation was accorded recognition as a sup
porter of the realm (and presumably of the riijii as well). In other 
words, the bond between the riija and the grhapati was reinforced 
through such rituals. The relatively inexpensive nature of the 
sacrifice may have also contributed co its regular performance. 

The other tendency was che brahmanization of rites of passage. 
These included the Jriiddha, referred to earlier, the upanayana or 
initiation for boys belonging to the first three va�as and marriage. 
This was very often accompanied by what may be described as the 
politicization of relations within the household. This was achieved, 
for instance, through the use of the jaya {literally victory) verses, 
supposed to have been conferred on Indra by Prajapaci, and 
regarded as the means whereby the former obtained victory over 
the vii (PGS 1.5.9). The use of these verses was prescribed during 
marriage {ApGS 11.6), and the simantonnayana (a ritual marking 
the first pregnancy of the wife, ibid.: 14.2), symbolizing in each 
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case, the assertion of control by the husband over his wife. Its use 
was also recommended during the upanayana (AGS 1.5.8) where 
it probably established the identity of the initiate witp Indra. Thus, 
the use of these verses was viewed as a means of empowering a select 
social category. 

The use of rituals for communication was accompanied by an 
attempt to standardize the qualities expected of priests. These in
cluded learning, proper parentage, good speech, good looks, the 
right age, virtuousness and following the prescribed occupations 
(e.g. GOS 11.13, 14). The insistence on such attributes was probab
ly necessary in a situation where disparate groups were coming into 
contact with one another. Obviously, not all the ritual or religious 
practices of such groups would have been useful from the point of 
view of the dominant political or religious categories which were 
emerging. As such, the need to restrict and define those who were 
eligible to participate in ritual occasions may have become more 
acute. 

In general, efforts to communicate the values associated with 
the new political order provided information of a certain kind, 
especially relating to what were regarded as the laudable achieve
ments of the raja. More important, they tried to ensure acceptance 
for the institution of rajya. This was attempted through the 
ritualization of communications relating to the rii.ja, and through 
the development of the notion of the sacrosanct character of the 
man and the institution. At another level, a concerted effort was 
made to mobilize support for the rajii. by connecting him with the 
household in general and with the male householder in particular. 
The latter resulted in a growing dependence on the priesthood for 
communicative purposes. The priests, as we have seen, were par
ticularly valuable in creating 'redundancy', that is, in reiterating 
connections or justifications on a variety of occasions. Hence, it is 
not surprizing that their role was crucial in ensuring the legitimiza
tion of rii.jya as well. 

VI 

The means of communication outlined were closely linked to the 
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legitimization of rajya. As noted earlier, the association, implicitly 
or explicitly, with notions of sacrality was particularly important 
for conferring legitimacy. Such associations were especially close in 
the case of both the divine and the human rajas and it was this 
basic connection which was developed in a number of directions. 
At the same time, this intrinsic association of the raja with the 
sacred was probably weakened by two developments---one, the 
emergence of a professional priesthood, whose very existence 
depended on its ability to establish and maintain a monopoly over 
definitions of the sacred, and the second, the development of the 
institution of rajya in the course of which the raja moved away 
from the ideals ofVaruJ?,a and Soma, and became more Indra-like. 
As such, the raja could probably no longer claim to be connected 
with the sacred on the earlier basis, and had to work out his position 
afresh. These developments are reflected in the tendency to evolve 
large-scale sacrifices such as the rajasuya, aivamedha and vajapeya. 
However, this also was not adequate for legitimizing rajya, and 
ultimately, alternative possibilities were explored. 

The bonds of both VaruJ?,a and Soma with the sacred were close 
in both the early and the later Vedic traditions. VarUQ.a was thought 
to bring Agni to the sacrifice (RV 3.4.2). Besides, he was expected 
to protect what was well-offered (AB 3.13.14) and seize what was 
badly offered (PVB 15.7.7) in the sacrificial context. Moreover, his 
permission was sought before performing a sacrifice (PVB 24.18.2, 
8). 

If V arui:ia was assigned the role of guardian of the sacrifice, 
Soma was virtually identified with it (Deshmukh 1933: 281, SB 
3.9.4.23). Hence, if the attributes of the divine rajas reflected those 
of the early Vedic raja, as argued earlier, then he was in all likelihood 
closely connected with the ritual. 

In the early Vedic context, it is probable that this association 
was focused on the vidatha, an assembly where both divine and 
human rajas were expected to be present, and where sacrifices were 
performed (e.g. RV 3.3.3), probably accompanied by the distribu
tion of wealth (ibid.: 3.26.6). 

The vidatha was evidently a popular assembly during the early 
Vedic phase (RS. Sharma 1991: 87). However, it is virtually never 
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mentioned in later literature. It is likely that this was partly owing 
to the particular form of the cult and the economic relations with 
which it was associated. While these may have been adequate in 
the context of a relatively undifferentiated socio-economic order, it 
is possible that gathering together in the vidatha to sacrifice or share 
wealth was probably no longer feasible in the more complex social 
situation which was emerging. It is also likely that it was not possible 
to raise or resolve the new issues which were acquiring importance 
through the relatively egalitarian framework provided by the 
vidatha. For instance, the problem of who was to be a raja and how 
or why does not seem to have been posed in the context of the 
vidatha. Such issues were sought to be resolved through the use of 
different sacral mechanisms. 

Although the nature of sacral activity changed, the ri,ja's links 
to the sacred continued to be reiterated. This is evident from the 
(>rescription (AB 7.34.2) requiring members of the first three 
;ar,:zas to request the kfatriya for a place in which to perform the 
sacrifice. Even when the sacrifice declined in importance and was 
replaced by an emphasis on acquiring sacred learning, Vedic learn
ing was to stop on the death of the rajiz (GOS 16.32), presumably 
because the existence of the rajiz was regarded as essential for the 
pursuit of sacral activities. This was probably owing to the notion 
of the intrinsic purity of the raja(GDS 14.43, VOS 19.48). Besides 
rizjizssuch as Pravah�aJaivali (CU 5.3.7), Asvapati Kaikeya (ibid.: 
5.11.5) and Aj.ata.satru (BAU 2.1.15) were associated with the 
redefinition of sacred knowledge within the Upanisadic tradition. 
This was connected with a shift away from the centrality accorded 
to the sacrifice within the earlier, priestly sacrificial tradition, even 
though much of the discourse was evidently located within the 
earlier framework, apparent in the frequent search for the 'real' 
meaning of ritual activity. 

The ritjiz's generalized claims to connection with the sacred were 
not, however, adequate to legitimize his position in the later Vedic 
phase and subsequently. This was probably related to the changing 
nature of rizjya, in which the problem oflegitimization became more 
complex as the rizja aspired to assert control over different social 
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categories and had to be able to win the support of different, often 
conflicting, social groups. 

The problem of legitimizing rajya in the later Vedic phase is 
reflected in two tendencies explored in myths. On the one hand, 
there are references to the making of a raja or the assumption of 
rajya by a particular god. For instance, the gods decide to make a 
raja (rajanam karavamahe) in order to ensure victory against the 
asuras (AB 1.3.3). Elsewhere (SB 2.6.4.2-3), Agni, Varu1_1a and 
Indra agree to act as rajas of the gods in their fight against Vrtra. 
In both instances, the problem posed by a conflict was resolved 
through the setting up of a riija. 

The second possibility involved a more or less similar resolution 
but emphasized an intermediate use of rituals. While these myths 
may have been developed to 'explain' ritual activity, there are 
significant differences between the description of rituals on the 
mythical and the human planes. More important, riijya on the 
human plane was rarely justified or legitimized in terms of leader
ship in battles or in terms of a contract between the people and the 
raja. In fact, it was the second possibility of using rituals to both 
attain and justify riijya which was developed extensively. This was 
a significant shift, as it suggested that the legitimacy of riijya did 
not rest on a popular decision, but rather on an ability to perform 
rituals which were concrete expressions of access to the sacred, and 
which, by virtually deifying the human rajii., served to establish 
claims to rajya on a basis which was very different from that of 
popular support. 

The major sacrifices which legitimized rajya, the riijasuya, 
aivamedha and vajapeya, often incorporated popular rituals includ
ing variations of the soma sacrifice (e.g. SB 5. 1.3.1), ritualized 
contests such as dicing (in the rajasuya) and chariot- racing (in the 
vajapeya) and rites associated with the agricultural cycle such .as the 
ciiturmasyas (in the rajasuya). Besides, they were depicted as events 
of cosmogonic significance, through associations with Prajapati (SB 
5.3.3.15, 13.1.1.1). At another level, they provided a means for 
organizing and ordering social relations between and amongst men 
belonging to various van:zas, and of regulating kinship ties amongst 
men as well as the relationship between the genders. Thus, the 
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riijii who, as the yajamii.na, was the focus of such sacrifices was 
connected with a range of issues, and this connection, implying an 
ability to intervene tn and ensure the 'proper' resolution of such 
issues, was sanctified through the ritual, which provided both an 
occasion for delineating the social and economic policies associated 
with the riijii. and through the very process of delineation and 
sanctification, probably ensured their implementation as well. 

The rituals were also explicitly regarded as occasions whereby 
the riijii's status was either potentially or actually transformed and 
recognized as such. For instance, the viijapeya was prescribed for 
the yajamiina who aspired to siimriijya (SB 5.1.1.13) while the suc
cessful performance of the afvamedha was thought to render a man 
fit for the abhifeka (ibid.: 13.4.2.17). The rii.jasuya, as its very name 
suggests, was viewed as a means of becoming a raja (ibid.: 5.1.1.12). 

The goals envisaged were expressed in concrete terms through 
visual displays and oral statements which acquired added sig
nificance in a context which was at once sacred and spectacular. 
One common device employed was· that of the mounting of the 
throne (e.g. SB 5.4.4.1, in the context of the riijasuya). This pro
vided a visible representation of the distinction between the riija 
who was allotted a unique seat, and the rest of those present at the 
sacrifice. The physical act of sitting was invested with symbolic 
meaning, it being regarded as a means of making .the riija dhrta
vrata and hence identical with VaruI?,a (ibid.: 5.4.4.5). Similarly, 
in the aindramahabhifeka (AB 8.38. 1), the mounting of the throne 
by Indra on the divine plane and the yajamiina on the human plane 
was thought to represent his accession to bhaujya, svariijya, 
vairiijya, riijya, piiramefthya, miihii.riijya, iidhipatya, sviivafya and 
atifthya. 24 

Central to the rituals legitimizing riijya was the abhi[eka or 
sprinkling or anointing of the raja with potent fluids.25 This was

24 Bhaujya probably indicated some kind of overlordship (Keith 1920: 330).
The last five terms are translated by Keith (ibid.: 330-331) as superior authority, 
great kingship, suzerainty, supremacy and pre-eminence. The other terms have 
been examined earlier. 

25 The term rajasuya probably originally referred to the unction water and 
was later extended to the entire ritual (Heesterman 1957: 86). The centrality of 
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viewed as a means of empowering the ritjit (and of recognizing his 
power).26 Myths pertaining to the abhifeka suggest that initially the 
ritual contained an element of conditionality and involved the active 
participation of the people who elevated one amongst themselves 
to the position of the ritjit. For instance, the gods were thought to 
have performed the abhifeka of Agni in order to please him and ask 
for the things they wanted (SB 9.3.2.6). This evidently worked, 
and was explicitly recognized as analogous to the situation on the 
human plane. Elsewhere (AB 8.38.1) the gods are depicted as 
deciding to perform Indra's abhifekaon account of or in recognition 
of his strength and his ability to accomplish (probably desired 
objects). Thus, the ritjit may have been selected by people on 
grounds of generosity or ability, including prowess and strength, 
this selection being demonstrated through the abhifeka. The fact 
that this was performed publicly provided for the dissemination of 
information regarding the raj a' s change of status. 

While the abhifeka was retained and even considerably 
elaborated in the ritual context (e.g. SB 5.3.4.3, 5), the basis on 
which it was performed was evidently quite different, although the 
mythical associations were never explicitly repudiated. In the first 
place, the ability to get the abhifeka performed was now implicitly 
linked to the ability to get sacrifices performed. This in turn would 
have been related to access to economic resources and priestly 
support. In other words, popular support as a criterion for gaining 
acceptance as a ritjit was replaced by individual claims to the position 
on a different basis. 27 

the abhi!eka for legitimizing rulership is also referred to in the Jittakas, where 
the term muddhabhisitta khattiya (a kfatriya whose head has been anointed) 
occurs as a stereotyped term for describing rulers (Ghoshal 1966a: 16-17). The 
importance of the abhifeka was also recognized in the Riimaya!l'l (Brockington 
1984: 127). 

26 For instance, the abhifeka during the rajasuya was viewed as a means of 
endowing the rajawith the dyumnaor brilliance of Soma, tejasor lustre of Agni, 
varcas or splendour of Surya, indriya or strength of Indra, virya or valour of 
Mitra and Varur;ia, and ojas or power of the Maruts (BSS 12.11). Such an 
understanding also served to identify the sacrificer with a range of deities. 

27 A somewhat similar shift is discernible in the context of the chariot race 
of the vajaprya. According to Gonda (1969: 85), the race: 'represents a test for 
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At the same time, popular participation in the abhifeka was 
ritualized rather than completely eliminated. In the riijasuya, for 
instance, the abhifeka was to be performed by the adhvaryu, sva, 
rajanya and vaisya (SB S.3.S.11-14).28 The order in which the 
participants were ranked was hierarchical, with the priest being 
placed first, while the vaiiya, the representative of the people, ranked 
last. 

Closely related to the abhifeka was the proclamation of the 
change of status of the rajii. 29 Here, once again, there is a divergence
between the mythical and the ritual plane. In the context of the 
aindramahabhifeka, for instance, we are told that Indra was unable 
to display his valour till his change of status was proclaimed by the 
Visvedevas, (literally all-gods, frequently referred to as the divine 
vii). For the human riijii, however, the ability to effect a change of 
status was restricted to proclamation by the rajakartrs (literally 
riija-makers, AB 8.39.3), specifically defined as the priests. 

This shift in the ritual context was, in fact, explicitly linked to 
the new definition of riijya which was emerging. For instance, in 
the riijasuya (e.g. SB S.3.3.12), the proclamation of the riijii by the 
priests was accompanied by the briihma,;zas declaring themselves to 
be outside his purview, claiming exemption from being eaten, which 
was symbolic of an appropriative relationship. In fact, if the riija 
was no longer benevolent, then active popular support for proclaim
ing his change of status may have been less forthcoming. In such 
a situation, the rajii's dependence on the priesthood as an alterna
tive, to sanctify his position, may have become even greater. 

recognizing the rulers's superior valour and physical prowess, and as a means of 
enabling him to prove himsdf the fittest man for kingship'. While the race may 
have initially involved an actual contest, its ritualization and the consequent 
certainty of the outcome meant that the position of the raja was no longer 
determined on the basis of prowess, but rather on the ability to get the requisite 
ritual performed. 

28 In the Black Yajur Vedic tradition, the sva, literally one's own kinsman, 
was replaced by_ the janya, i.e. one of the people of the Jana, who was placed 
fourth (e.g. BSS 12.9, ApSS 18.16.5). 

29 Such proclamations formed part of the rajasuya (BSS 12.9) and
aJvamedha (ApSS 20.4.3). 



The Raja (Ill): Changing Structures of Support 205 

Initially, however, the ritjit accempced co muster the support of 
other personnel as well. These included the suta and gramari, 
regarded as arajana& rajakartrs (SB 3.4.1.7), that is, non-ritjas who 
were, at the same time, raja-makers and who were amongst the 
ratnins or jewels whose support was sought for the raja during the 
ratninitmhavi7?Zii of the ritja.suya.30 The formula used in connection 
with the offerings made by the raja in the homes of the ratnins is 
significanc-'it is for him (i.e. the ratnin) that he (i.e. the ritjit) is 
thereby consecrated. He (the ritjit) thereby prevents him (the ratnin) 
from deserting him' (SB 5.3.1.1- 13).31 Thus, the ritual was used 
to establish bonds between the riija and chose on whose political 
support he depended. 32 

At another level, attempts were made to widen the political 
scope of these rituals. Thus, while they wer� primarily viewed as a 
means of legitimately acquiring rajya, other possibilities were often 
incorporated as well. For instance, the initiation for the aiva
medha was viewed as a means of acquiring adhipatya and svarajya, 
while the riija.suya was regarded as a means of acquiring bhaujya, 
vairajya, samritjya svarajya (AB 7.35.6), and iulhipatya (BSS 10.56, 
SSS 15.12.1) as was the vajapeya (ASS 9.9.1). Such tendencies 
reached their culmination in the aindramahabhi{eka which was per
formed for samrajya, bhaujya, svarajya, vairajya and rajya (AB 
8.38.3, 8.39.5). In the same context, each of these possibilities of 

30 The functions of most of the ratnins have been referred to earlier. The 
significance of the rite has been variously assessed. According to Alcekar (1962: 
77), it created a 'feeling of attachment and loyalty'. Others such as Dharma 
(1947: 223) and Law (1960: 11) argue that inspite of its original significance, 
it was gradually reduced to a mere formality. Gonda (1969: 43) and Heesterman 
(1957: 56), on the other hand, emphasize its non-political significance. Accord
ing to the former, the twelve ratnins represented the twelve parts of the year, 
whereas the latter considers chem to be symbolic of the womb or embryonic 
covers from which the yajamitnal raja emerges. 

31 The alternative mantra prescribed in the Black Yajur Vedic tradition has 
been referred to earlier (Chapter V). 

32 Just as the position of the rajawas legitimized through rituals, so also was 
Jhac of the suta, gra7n4n1 and sthapatilegitimized through the suta sava (BSS 18.4, 
SSS 14.22.1), gra7n4ni sava (SSS 14.22.3) and sthapati sava (PVB 17.11.6, BSS 
18.3, SSS 14.22.2) respectively. Most of these rituals included an abhifeka. 
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rulership/leadership was equated with rajya, by stating that rajas of 
the east were known as samrajs, those of the south as bhojas, those 
of the west as svarajs, those of the north as viraj� and those of 
madhyadesa (literally the central land, and by extension the epicentre 
of civilisation) as rajas. This was clearly a means of encompassing 
diverse possibilities within the definition of rajya and may have 
been a means whereby individual rajas could extend their sphere 
ofinfluence by claiming identity with local chiefs, possibly usurping 
their power and authority in the process. It is also likely that such 
identifications may have bolstered the position of the raja in other 
ways as well. We had noted earlier that supremacy was not intrinsic 
to the definition of rajya. However, if the raja was identified with 
the adhipati or the 1ref{ha, he would have acquired access to a 
different definition of power and authority. The continued iden
tification with the viraj would, at the same time, have ensured 
popular support. Thus, alternative possibilities of leadership or 
rulership were assimilated to the definition of rajya for different 
reasons. 

As in the case of the soma sacrifice, the discovery and/or initial 
performance of the sacrifices which legitimized rajya was attributed 
to the gods. For instance, the rajasuya was thought to have been 
discovered by Varui:ia (SB 5.3.4.12), the aindramahabhireka was 
supposed to have been performed by Prajapati for Indra (AB 
8.38.2), while the vajapeyawas thought to have been performed by 
Brhaspati or Indra (SB 5.1.1.11). This meant that the rajiiJ yaja
mana who followed in their footsteps was virtually recreating a 
divine act, implying his identity with the gods. 

A distinctive feature of the rajasuya was the attempt to link the 
raja with a number of deities, especially through the 
devasuhaviin1i (e.g. SB 5.3.3.1-13) where Savitr Satyaprasava, Agni 
Grhapati, Soma Vanaspati, Brhaspati Vacaspati, Indra Jye�tha, 
Rudra Pasupati, Mitra Satya and Varui:ia Dharmapati were expected 
to endow the sacrificer with their characteristic attributes. This may 
have been useful as a means of ensuring the support of different 
social categories or people who probably identified more closely 
with one or the other deity. 

The performance of such rituals reinforced the definition of 
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rajya at a number of levels-the message that the rap, was unique 
and was essential for the existence of the social and natural order 
was reiterated time and again by deifying the rajii, by linking him 
with a range of socio-economic issues and by explicitly recognizing 
his status. However, the need to reiterate the message repeatedly 
points to a situation where acceptance may not have been complete. 
As much is suggested by the existence of rituals for reinstating a 
rajii. These included the sautramar/i (SB 12.9.3.1-6) and the 
punarabhifeka (AB 8.37. 1). The provision for such sacrifices indi
cates chat rajiis could be and probably were challenged and hence 
had to take recourse to such devices (Roy 1984: 88). 

It is likely that it was in chis context that an effort was made to 
define an exclusive ritual tradition related to rajiis. This involved, 
on the one hand, a marginalization of alternative ritual traditions 
and cults, and the consolidation of a single, homogeneous tradition 
to which the raja could appeal. 

The first process is indicated by the treatment accorded to the 
sthapati. The later Vedic tradition indicates that he was associated 
with , ritual activities, performing sacrifices such as sattras for 
vratyas (PVB 24.18.2), the vratyastoma (BSS 18.26) and the 
sautramar/i (SB 12.8.1.17). Moreover, he was conceived of as being 
endowed with brahmavarcas and tejas (ibid.), lustre, especially of 
the priestly variety, attributes which were otherwise considered 
typical of the brahma,;a. However, both the sthapati and the rituals 
with which he was connected were gradually marginalized. In the 
post-Vedic tradition the former was secularized completely,33 while 
the vratyastoma and the sautrama,;z, although incorporated within 

, the brahmanical tradition, were not regarded as of central sig
nificance for the attainment of rajya. 

The second process was reflected in the development and preser
vation of lists of the performers of rituals such as the aindra
mahabhiseka (AB 8.39.7-9), asvamedha (SB 13.5.4.1-23, SSS 16. 
8.27) and rajasuya (AB 7.35.8). Such lists were probably important 
for both priests and rajiis. The former could cite precedents and 

33 He was regarded as an architect, master builder, carpenter or wheelwright
in the post-Vedic tradition (SED: s.v.). 
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encourage the performance of rituals, while the latter could acquire 
distinction and recognition by identifying with predecessors who 
were recognized as illustrious. 

Thus, the association with a well-defined ritual tradition of 
rajyawas recognized as important. It is this which probably explains 
the belief that a rajii. alone could make another man a raja (PVB 
19 .1.2). This was true in a number of ways. A rii.jii.' s success was 
probably measured in terms of other rii.jas---thus each rii.jii. provided 
the context within which other similar leaders could emerge. At 
another level, rajii.s may have supported one another against alter
native forms of leadership which were regarded as being threaten
ing. 34 Hence, although individual rajii.s may have competed with 
one another, there were certain shared interests in the development 
and maintenance of the institution which bound them together so 
that the very existence of one provided an example and a means of 
legitimizing the position of others.35

While the importance oflarge-scale sacrifices was never explicit
ly negated, and they continued to be performed occasionally till 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Kashikar and Parpola 
1986: 204 ff), alternative means of legitimization were also 
developed, two of which were particularly significant. 

The first involved the incorporation of the messages central to 
the legitimization of rajya within the domestic cult. In most cases, 
this meant identifying the rajii. with the grhapati. More generally, 
the social, economic and even cosmogonic goals envisaged for such 
rituals were brought into line with those associated with the major 
sacrifices. This shift permitted legitimization with a certain 
regularity and with an almost uniform intensity. While large-scale 
sacrifices may have impressed witnesses or participants with a sense 
of the power and importance of the rajii, it may have been more 
difficult to sustain this impression on a long-term basis. The transfer 
of similar values to the domestic cult provided for precisely this 

34 This is explicitly evident in the hostility towards the ga7JA-sa,righas in a
slightly different context. 

35 lt is likely that this connection operated both synchronically and diachroni
cally. 
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situation, ensuring as it did the sustenance of the notions related 
to rajya on a virtually day-to-day basis. 

The second means of legitimizing riijya was based on the in
creasing emphasis on the riija' s role as the upholder of dharma. 
Given the scope of dhanna, which could potentially encompass 
virtually every aspect of human activity, it meant that riijya was 
intrinsic to the social order.36 In other words, the means whereby
rajya was legitimized were universalized and were no longer re
stricted to specific sacrificial occasions, whether large-scale or 
domestic. 

Thus the process whereby riijya was legitimized developed in a 
fairly complex manner during the period under consideration. 
Briefly, a situation in which problems of legitimization were not 
central gradually gave way to one in which various possibilities were 
explored. These were related to notions of sacrality with which the 
riijii seems to have been intrinsically associated even during the early 
Vedic phase. The emphasis on the sacred basis of rajya in the later 
Vedic period and subsequently, however, implied a shift from the 
early Vedic notions of rajya. The riija no longer obtained unchal
lenged popular support, but had to ensure this through complex 
rituals, which increased his dependence on the priesthood. How
ever, the problem of ensuring the participation of people in such 
rituals remained. Hence, an attempt was made to integrate the ideals 
of rajya with those of the household. Thus, the rajii could be 
connected with each and every household or at least with its head. 
In other words, an attempt was made to take the riija to the people 
rather than bring the people to the raja. 

It is evident then, that the structures of support which developed 
in connection with riijya underwent a number of changes during 
the period under consideration. Thus, voluntary gifts to the riijii 
were gradually systematized through the use of rituals and overtly 
coercive mechanisms. Related to this, the latter were systematized 

36 A somewhat similar development is discernible in medieval south India,
where: 'the claim to royal authority changed from one based upon royal sacrifice 
and genealogy, traced through royal yajamiznasand fortified by milit�ry prowess, 
to a claim of authority based solely upon kingly maintenance of dhanna and 
upon royal prestation (dilna)' (Stein 1984: 29). 
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and transformed-the ability to fight was now concentrated in the 
hands of a few-those who were connected with the chariot. At 
another level, there was an attempt to develop the notion of the 
raja as a wielder of da.r,u/.a, with wide-ranging social implications. 
Besides, efforts were made to develop a range of communication 
networks. Simultaneously, a variety of means were used to legitimize 
the position of the rizja. These changes were related to the emergence 
of a number of social categories which provided the context within 
which these structures of support emerged. 



Chapter Seven 

The Context of Rajya (1): 

From Vis to Varna 

The briihmar_za was his face, from the riijanya was made his arms, 
what was his thigh formed the vaiiya, the iudra was born from 
his feet. 

�Veda. 

I 

T
he influence of a relatively fluid context on the development 
of the institution of riijya has been implicit in much of the 
preceding discussion. Some of the changes in the social 

context resulted from the attempts of the riijii to widen his sphere 
of influence. Others were probably related to different processes 
which were not (or could not be) directly controlled by him. Both 
kinds of changes were politically significant-while this may be 
obvious in the first case, it was equally true of the second, which 
delineated the limits within which the riijii functioned and pointed 
to the existence of alternative sources of power and authority which 
could not be effectively challenged or undermined. 

Var�a, which became virtually synonymous with a unique sys
tem of social classification, emerged in this context. The discussion 
on var�a within the brahmanical tradition represented both an 
attempt to understand the processes of change as well as to direct 
them by the priesthood who claimed the highest position within 
the hierarchy. Not surprizingly, the two aims often led to contradic
tions and incongruities evident in the description of social condi
tions which on the one hand were emerging or existed, and on the 
other, were conceived of as the ideal. While efforts were made to 
work around such problems, these were not entirely successful. As 
such, the evidence provided by the brahmanical tradition, despite 
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its inherent biases, provides a framework for examining the chang
ing social context. 

I had argued that the process whereby the institution of riijya 
was established or consolidated brought together different peoples 
whose status was initially recognized as more or less identical, but 
who, in coming into contact with one another, were gradually 
related, not on a basis of equality, but on a hierarchical basis, with 
those who controlled the process of interaction assuming positions 
of dominance. At the same time, it is likely that changes were 
occurring within each of these units as well. What emerged as the 
var!la hierarchy probably developed as a result of both these proces-

1 ses. 
The resultant changes are reflected in the terminology used to 

define society and social units. In the early, and to a certain extent 
in the later Vedic tradition as well, one of the commonest terms 
used to denote both the totality of human society as well as specific, 
more or less similar and independent units which constituted the 
whole was vii {R.S. Sharma 1983a: 48). Moreover, both divine and 
human leaders or rulers were conceived of in terms of the vii. Thus 
Indra (RV 3.40.3) and Agni (ibid.: 2.1.8) were regarded as vi§. 
patis, 2 and human riijiis were often specifically proclaimed as riijiis 
of the vii. 

What is as significant is that those who were outside a particular 
social unit were also conceived of as constituting a vii. This is 
evident from references to the diisa vii (RV 2.11.4). While the 
diisas were often regarded as enemies and prayers were offered in 

1 The process of growing interaction amongst the vii may be conceived of as
follows: an initial stage of marginal contact amongst the vii, each of which may 
have had a distinct socio-economic system; in the second stage, members of one 
vii establish closer links with those of the others. In the process, those assuming 
the initiative in establishing such contacts also assert their dominance over the 
relationships amongst different vii. Thus, differentiation amongst the vii is likely. 
At the same time, the fact that not every member of the dominating or dominated 
vii had equal or identical access to the means of communication would have 
meant that differentiation could and probably did take place within each vii as 
well. 

2 There is also a reference to a divine viipatnz, Sin1val1 (RV 2.32.7), the term
being translated as the woman head of a clan CT aiswal 1981: 56). 
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order to overcome them, they were, at the same time, thought to 
be more or less similar to those who opposed them, as is evident 
from their designation as a vis. A similar understanding of different 
peoples constituting more or less similar social units was evident in 
the context of the pariplava cycle. 

This relatively simple system of social classification gave way to 
a more complex one. This is reflected, to an extent, in the use of 
the word van:za instead of vis to designate opposed social groups, 
typified in the notion of the arya van:za as opposed to the dasyus 
(RV 3.34.9), this duality being replaced by that between the arya 
and the fudrain the later Vedic tradition {PVB 5.5.14, SB 12.9.2.3). 
While the usage of the term van:za in these contexts was apparently 
synonymous with the term vis, this similarity was superficial, for 
while a vis could be conceived of as a total, holistic unit, a van:za 
was defined and acquired significance only in terms of other 
van:zas. In other words, the shift from defining the social unit in 
terms of a single vis to defining it in terms of two or more van:zas 
points to the growing importance of social differentiation. It is likely 
that the shift from vis to var,:za, literally colour, was also a means 
of focusing on differences amongst groups which were envisaged as 
functioning within a common framework-while all of the groups 
were equated with varr.zas or colours, each van:za was different. 

Another dimension of the same process is reflected in the 
tendency co use the term vis or vaisya (literally of the vis) for one 
of the varr.zas rather than for the entire social unit. This shrinking 
of the semantic significance of the term is evident, for instance, in 
stereotyped lists of social categories, which frequently included the 
brahma, kfatraand vis(SB 4.2.2.14, SSS 4.9.2). Thus, what initially 
represented the whole was increasingly viewed as no more than a 
pare of a more complex unit. 

The growing emphasis on classifying the social order in terms 
of varr.zas did not however lead to the immediate standardization 
of the four-fold system, consisting of the brahma,:za, kfatriya, 
vaisya and sudra. This is evident from variations in the order in 
which the varnas are referred to. In one instance (SB 13.8.3.11), 
the kfatriya was placed on top of che hierarchy, whereas in another 
instance (ibid.: 1.1.4.12), the brahmar.za was followed by the 



214 The Emergence of Monarchy in North India 

vaiiya, riljanya bandhu and iudra. In other words, while the process 
of social differentiation was recognized, the relative position of 
specific social categories was more fluid and open to change. It was 
only in the Dharma Sutras that the four-fold order was standardized 
(e.g. ADS 1.1.1.4, BDS 1.8.16.1, VDS 2.1). While this may suggest 
an element of stability, the constant need to reiterate the four- fold 
division and its significance suggests that this may have been chal
lenged as well. 

Both the attempts to crystallize social differentiation in terms 
of varrJa and the challenges to this process centred around certain 
crucial social issues, including access to and control over the pre
requisities of material well-being, political power and authority, and 
the domain of the sacred. The treatment of these issues within the 
brahmanical tradition provides an understanding of the c�mplex 
context of riljya. 

Mythical evidence pertaining to var1_1,a may be divided into two 
broad categories. On the one hand, gods were occasionally iden
tified in terms of var1_1,a. For instance, Brhaspati or Brahma1_1aspati 
(RV 2.24.9), and to a lesser extent, Agni, were equated with the 
first, Indra, VaruQ.a, Soma and Yama with the second, the Visve
devas and Maruts with the third, and Pu�an occasionally identified 
with the last var1_1,a (BAU 1.4.13). The attributes ascribed to the 
gods, many of which have been referred to earlier, are useful in 
enabling us to determine the features considered typical of specific 
var1_1,as. Besides, in instances where a single deity such as Agni was 
considered representative of more than one var1_1,a, it is likely that 
the differences between the two var1_1,as (in this case the brahma and 
kfatra) were not as yet sharply delineated. At another level, creation 
myths pertaining to var1_1,a such as the Puru�asukta and its variants 
were reiterated almost throughout the brahmanical tradition and 
were evidently valuable for legitimizing the var1_1,a-based order.3

The legitimization of var1_1,a was more systematically attempted 
through a range of rituals and prescriptions. The former included 

3 Incidentally, in the Puru�asiikta itself (RV 10.90.13), Indra and Agni are
referred to as sharing a common birth from the face or mouth of che puru.r,a 
while Vayu is born from his breach. The creation of che other deities is not 
referred co. Besides, none of these deities is associated with val7JllS. 
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bcnh.J.arge-scale sacrifices such as the riijasuya and aivamedha, as 
well as domestic rites of passage and sacrifices. Besides, there are 
incidental references, both general and specific, to men belonging 
to various va7?1as. These are particularly useful in corroborating or 
modifying analyses based on other types of evidence. 

It is important to note that varra was one amongst a number 
of means of defining and organizing social (and by extension politi
cal) relations. This is evident from references to van:zadharma being 
modified according to desa, jiiti and kuladharma (VOS 19.7), that 
is, the precepts and practices specific to regions, social categories 
and kin groups. However, the distinctive elements of such dharmas 
are not discussed. Hence, although it is likely that some of these 
may have run counter to the definition of varradharma, we are not 
in a position to determine the exact nature of the relationship 
between and amongst these spheres. What needs to be borne in 
mind is that van:za represented one, possibly the most important, 
example of the institutionalization of social relationships. This was 
politically significant, as it rested on inegalitarian ties amongst men 
belonging to various varras1.-As such, its development was closely
related to the institutionalization of political power. Hence, al
though an analysis of farra is not synonymous with an analysis of 
the entire social orde(, it is useful in focusing attention on significant 
socio-political relationships. 

II 

The importance of access to productive resources or produce and 
mechanisms of exchange as a basis for claiming power or authority 
is widely recognized. While much of the available information 
within the brahmanical tradition pertains to ritual exchanges such 
as diina and dakfira, these point to the problems inherent in forcing 
economic relationships within the van:za framework/ and suggest 

4 
As R.S. Sharma (1983a: 74) points out with reference to the later Vedic

period: These (va�) cannot be regarded as four separate social classes in the 
sense that some of them owned land, cattle, pasture grounds and implements 
and others were completely deprived of them.' 
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the existence and emergence of alternative, occasionally conflicting 
bases of power. 

Not surprizingly, most of these systems of exchange were dis
cussed at length in the human context-through rituals and pre
scriptions. While there are some references to gods receiving bali, 
there are virtually no myths pertaining to the giving and receiving 
of dakfi,:zii, and diina, or of the newer forms of taxes, or of the gods 
engaging in trade or service. Clearly, the issues posed by these 
exchanges could not be reconciled with the values embedded in the 
earlier mythological tradition and were hence explored at a different 
level. 

Dakfi1Jii. and diina were supposed to accrue to brahma1Jas in 
sacrificial and other ritual contexts. The objects transferred in such 
exchanges included a range of animals (e.g. BSS 2.7, 11.6), grain 
or grain produce (ibid.: 2.7), vehicles, mainly chariots and carts 
(ibid.: 12.4), cloth (e.g. ApSS 19.13.14), pots (ibid.: 22.9.18), 
metals, especially gold {ibid.: 17.23.5), and to a lesser extent, silver 
(BSS 15.3),5 slaves or serving people (e.g. SSS 13.29.21), and very
rarely, land (e.g. SSS 16.9.18-21). 

Dakfi1Ja was expected from the yajamana or sacrificer, no 
sacrifice being complete without it. This meant, in effect, that it 
was obtained from members of the first three var1}as who had 
legitimate access to the ritual. Dana, likewise, was ideally prescribed 
for members of the first three var1Jas (e.g. ADS 2.5.10.4-7, GOS 
10.1, BOS 1.10.18.2-4, VOS 2.14, 16, 18) during rites of passage 
such as birth (SGS 1.24.13), the first cutting of the hair (ApGS 
16.4, PGS 2.1.5, KGS 2.3.33), initiation (ApGS 11.17), the com
pletion ofVediclearning (AGS 3.8.6, SGS 1.28.21), marriage (AGS 
1.8.14, ApGS 9.4, SGS 1.11.8) and the iraddha (PGS 3.10.48, 
ADS 2.8.19.16). Thus, those who could legitimately participate in 
such ritual exchanges were men of the first three var1Jas. More 
importantly, while men of the first var1Ja could function as both 
donor and donee, it was their role in the latter capacity which was 
regarded as particularly significant and sanctifying and which con
ferred a certain prestige on such exchanges. 

5 Gifts of utilitarian metals such as copper and iron were relatively rare.
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It is in this context that the means whereby brahmaras were 
expected to acquire wealth or earn their livelihood as standardized 
in the later Dharma Simas (e.g. GDS 10.2, BDS 1.10.18.2, VDS 
16.16) needs to be viewed. These included performing sacrifices, 
getting sacrifices performed, giving and receiving gifts, and learning 
and teaching. While none of these activities were directly linked to 
production, they were connected with ritual exchange networks, 
rather obviously in the case of the first two sets of activities. Al
though less apparent, learning and teaching the sacred lore was, at 
one level, a means whereby the personnel considered eligible to 
participate in such exchanges could be trained. Hence it is not 
surprizing that the learned brahma1Ja (iuiruvat) was regarded as one 
who had attained prosperity (gata1ri, BSS 17.49, SSS 2.6.5). Vety 
often, moreover, the ideal donee was explicitly expected tr, be 
learned (SGS 1.2.3, ADS 2.6.15.11, GDS 5.21, VDS 6.26). At 
another level, the successful completion of the period of Vedic 
learning was marked by the giving of the veda dakfira (ADS 
1.2.7.19), the teacher, presumably a learned brahmara, being 
directly rewarded. 

We had seen that giving dakfi,.za and diina meant that a part of 
the produce of agriculturists and craft specialists was diverted 
through channels of controlled exchange. Given that participation 
in such exchanges was consistently portrayed as prestigious and/or 
meritorious, it is evident that primary producers were subjected to 
certain pressures to produce in order to make gifts. In other words, 
although brithmaras could not directly control productive resour
ces, they could exert pressure to ensure production for what was, 
in tangible terms, an unequal system of exchange. 

At the same time, there are indications that the attempt to define 
the significance and nature of such exchanges was not entirely 
successful. This is evident, for instance, in the occasional denigra
tion of those who depended on gifts (e.g. AB 7.35.3, BDS 2.2.4.26), 
which suggests that the brahmanical perception of the donee as 
deserving of respect was not necessarily universally accepted. 

At another level, and more importantly, the difficulties in en
forcing the system of gift-giving are reflected in the development 
of alternative provisions governing such exchanges. These often 
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widened the range of participants, permitting brahma,:zas to accept 
gifts even from sudras under certain 'difficult' circumstances (GOS 
7.4). While this enabled priests to claim access to the resources of 
virtually every social category, it also implied that their effort to 
acquire resources from the more prestigious groups was not 
uniformly successful. 

That brahma,:zas faced problems in their attempt to ensure 
material well-being through gifts is also indicated by provisions for 
accepting virtually anything that was offered. These included water, 
seats, umbrellas, shoes (VOS 29.12, 13, 15, 18), as well as more 
substantial gifts such as houses or vehicles (ibid.: 29.14).6

Almost simultaneously, brahma,:zas were 'permitted' to pursue 
alternative occupations during crises. These included agriculture 
(GOS 10.5, BOS 2.2.4.20-21), trade (ADS 1.7.20.11, GOS 10.5) 
and usury (GOS 10.6, BOS 1.5.10.26, VOS 2.43). In such cases 
it was recognized that they were no longer eligible to participate in 
the more prestigious ifless profitable ritual exchanges (GOS 15.17, 
BOS 1.5.10.29, 31).7

It is evident then that the attempt to channelize access to 
produce or productive resources through the network of ritual 
exchanges was not very successful. This is reflected in the tendency 
to widen the network to include more donors and gifts, as well as 
in the reluctant recognition of alternative means of livelihood. 
Besides, the very perception of ritual exchanges as prestigious seems 
to have been contested. 

This was related to the emergence of alternative systems of 
exchange, which could not be ritualized, and hence could not be 
controlled directly by the priesthood. These included the develop
ment of systems of tribute and taxation, details of which have been 
referred to earlier. 

6 Efforts were also made to ensure generosity through threats (VOS 8.6). At
another level, brahma,:zas sought to bolster their position by claiming to be the 
sole donors of vidya or learning, which was intangible, but was, at the same 
time, portrayed as the most meritorious of gifts (ibid.: 29.19). 

7 That brahma,;as actually did follow a range of occupations is suggested by
the Jatakas, which refer to brahma,;a physicians, soldiers, cultivators, tradesmen, 
shepherds, carpenters and hunters (Dutt 1968: 218). 



The Context of Rdjya (1): From Vis to Varna 219 

In terms of van:za, access to the second form of exchange was 
restricted to the kfatriya or riijanya whose prescribed means of 
livelihood included darpja or the administration of justice, and 
yuddha or participating in battles (ADS 2. 5 .10 .6). The performance 
of such functions was often explicitly linked to the ability to 
legitimately collect taxes (BOS 1.10.18.1, VDS 1.42). 

As in the case of the priesthood, this implied a degree of control 
over produce or productive resources. That such control was exer
cised fairly successfully is evident from incidental references to 
kfatriyas or riijanyas as prosperous or wealthy (BSS 17.49, ApSS 
5. 14.1). Given the fact that they were often explicitly characterized 
as non-producing (SB 8.7.1.2, 8.7.2.2), such prosperity indicated 
a fair amount of success in channelling the flow of goods and services 
from the primary producers to those who claimed to be repre
sentatives of the second van:za. 

The success of the rajanya or kfatriya in acquiring access to 
produce is also reflected in the relatively meagre discussion on 
alternative means of livelihood open to them in times of distress. 
While the possibility of adopting the activities of the vaisya is 
recognized, (GDS 7.26), this is rarely discussed at length. This may 
either indicate that the subject was not of central concern to the 
brahmanical authorities, or, alternatively, that such variations were 
less real, and were hence simply recognized as a theoretical pos
sibility. 8 

The growing ability of the riija and his supporters to obtain 
tribute or taxes was closely related to the changing rajii-vif relation
ship referred to earlier. That this was associated with a transforma
tion in the forms of exchange which bound the two categories is 
evident from the contrast between the position of the vis in myths 
and that accorded to it in rituals. 

Myths, which probably reflect an earlier situation, frequently 
refer to the vii getting a share in whatever the kfatriya wins. In one 
instance (SB 2.4.3.4-6), Indra and Agni, symbolic of the kfatra, 
were conceived of as winning a race. However, the Visvedevas, the 

8 The discus�ion of alternative occupations permissible to the vailya is almost
identical, probably for similar reasons. 
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divine counterpart of the vii, were accorded a share in the spoils of 
victory on the ground that the vii had a share in whatever was won 
by the kratra. 

References to the vii receiving a share, or to ensuring a share 
for the vii are virtually non-existent in later V:edic rituals. What is 
more, the kratra was conceived of as appropriating the resources of 
the vii, this being legitimized through a range of sacrifices. Thus, 
the vii was conceived of as food for the ksatra(SB 4.2.1.17, 13.2.9.8, 
AB 7.35.3) and rituals were manipulated to ensure that the latter 
obtained a share in whatever belonged to the former (SB 1.3.2.15). 
In other words, there was a virtual reversal of the relationship as 
envisaged in earlier myths. 

The attempts to obtain a share of the produce of the vii indicate 
that the vii itself was now in a position to generate or acquire 
resources which the kratriya could not control directly. In such a 
situation, the latter was implicitly, if not explicitly dependent on 
the former. As much is evident from the prescription of a range of 
rituals devised to coerce or cajole the vii into submission. These 
included, as we h2.ve seen, variations on the soma sacrifice, as well 
as more complex rituals such as the riijasuya and aivamedha. 

Incidental references also point to the prosperity of the vii or 
vaiiya. A typical vii was characterized as bahupaiu or possessed of 
many animals (PVB 6.1.10) and was also regarded as symbolic of 
purti or nourishment (AA 1.1.1.6). Besides, a vaiiya was expected 
to tide over his misfortunes with the help of his dhana or wealth 
(VDS 26.16). This implied that he was normally wealthy. In fact, 
this was thought to constitute the basis of his strength. Such 
prosperity was, moreover, implicitly, if not explicitly, connected 
with his typical means of livelihood, which included agriculture, 
trade, and occasionally, usury (ADS 2.5.10.7, GDS 10.48, BDS 
1.10.18.4, VOS 2.19). What is noteworthy is that agriculture or 
cattle-rearing as envisaged for the vaiiya did not imply subsistence 
activities but represented production for exchange. In other words, 
those classified as vaiiyas were gradually opening up new networks 
of exchange or developing earlier ones along new lines. While the 
development of such networks may have been related to and en
couraged by the growth of communication for political and/ or ritual 
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requirements, they were relatively autonomous and could not be 
subjected to direct political or ritual control.9 

The economic activities of the sudra were almost as difficult to 
control. Theoretically, the sudra was assigned the duty of pari
caryii or servitude (GDS 10.56, BDS 1.10.18.5, VDS 2.20), that 
is, he had the right to participate only in exchanges oflabour which 
were ideally not rewarded in tangible terms. In practice, however, 
the possibility of some iudras acquiring wealth was recognized 
almost throughout the brahmanical tradition. For instance, a 
iudra could be bahupaiu (possessed of numerous cattle, PVB 6.1.11) 
or bahupusJa or well-nourished (ApSS 5.14.1). 10 Besides, the 
iudra, like the vaiiya, was expected to tide over misfortune through 
the use of his wealth (VDS 26.16). 

Thus, a wide range of systems of exchange evolved during the 
period under consideration. This may have been related to the 
coming together of different peoples. Each such group probably 
had its own system -of exchange. In a situation where they were 
brought into contact with one another, the relation amongst such 
forms of exchange in terms of resources and personnel specific to 
each required definition. It is also likely, given the context in which 
such contact occurred, that some forms of exchange may have 
developed more systematically than others. In other words, these 
systems were potentially, and often actually, contentious and con
flicting. For instance, there was a continuous conflict regarding the 
relative importance (often defined or disguised as sanctity) to be 
assigned to them. While the brahmanical authors attempted to 
reiterate the importance of dakfir.zii and diina, this often ran into 
difficulties, which were reconciled through the notion of iipad-dhar
ma. 

9 The earliest punch-marked coins, which pertain to the area and period
under consideration, probably symbolize the development of such exchange 
networks. The attempts to assign these coins to specific rulers or ruling dynasties 
have been by and large futile. It is likely that the coinage system(s) may have 
been devised by early traders to meet the requirements of expanding networks 
of exchange. 

10 In Buddhist literature, likewise, iitdras are described as possessing wealth, 
including grain, gold and silver (U. Chakravarti 1987: 99). 
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At another level, and related to the above, there was an implici1 
conflict amongst those controlling rival systems of exchange-ead 
apparently attempting to extend its scope in terms of both the 
resources and the people involved. The growing emphasis or 
diina for instance, suggests an attempt on the part of brahma,:ias tc 
tap resources more effectively. At the same time, the constan1 
emphasis on generosity and hospitality as ideal qualities indicat� 
that not as many people or as much produce as could be desired 
were encompassed within the network of diina. At the same time, 
the repeated claims of brahma,:ias to exemption from taxation sug
gest that these may have been violated in practice. Thus, brah
ma,:ias may have been drawn into the network of tribute or taxation, 
although they claimed to be beyond it. 

In other cases, attempts to restrict the participation of people 
within particular forms of exchange were challenged-production 
for exchange, for instance, was clearly not confined to vaifyas, and 
was undertaken, legitimately or otherwise, by those who were clas
sified as brahma,:ias and iudras as well. 

Viewed from the perspective of producers, the growing impor
tance of networks of exchange, whether ritual, political or eco
nomic, and the pressures to participate in them, probably necessit
ated a reordering of processes and goals of production. Besides, the 
specific nature and value of the resources produced for exchange 
would also have varied according to the relative strength of the 
producers and those dominating or controlling alternative systems 
of exchange. 

I had suggested that participation in and control over exchange 
networks constituted one of the major bases of political power. 
From the preceding discussion, it will be evident that such par
ticipation and control required, in effect, an ability to cope with a 
dynamic and complex situation in which it was no longer possible 
to even attempt to channelize the entire flow of resources through 
a single exchange network. In such a situation, the exercise of 
political power and authority clearly had its limits. Those who 
aspired to leadership or rulership could not simply claim control 
over all kinds of produce or resources. Instead, they had to come 
to terms with those who were assuming control over alternative, 
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often contending, systems of exchange. It is within this context that 
attempts were made to structure access to political power and 
authority along varr;a lines. 

III 

The success in consolidating and institutionalizing power depended 
on the extent to which both the access of specific social categories 
to such power could be restricted, and on the degree to which the 
support of these categories could be ensured. The question of power 
relations in general was worked out through myths ( especially later 
Vedic) and rituals. The attempt to resolve the problem through 
myths indicates that it was perceived as arising out of an earlier, 
pre-existing situation rather than as a novel issue. Both the later 
Vedic myths and rituals, moreover, focus on conflicts amongst 
social categories which were sought to be resolved by enforcing 
notions of hierarchy at a number of levels. 

As we have seen, the legitimate exercise of political power was 
associated with kfatra. The incumbents of virtually every position 
of status, such as the 1reftha. adhipati, svaraj and the raja were 
conceived of as endowed with kfatra, and at the same time, they 

were ideally expected to be kratriyas or rajanyas. 
The distinctive characteristic of the kfatriya, as emphasized in 

the later Vedic tradition and subsequently, was his participation in 
warfare. Attempts were made to ensure the acquisition of both the 
proper traits and success in this respect through rituals. For instance, 
the asvamedha was expected to produce, amongst other things, an 
ativyiidhi rajanya (SB 13.3.7.9), that is, a rajanya who excelled in 
killing. Besides, rituals such as the rfabha agniftoma were recom
mended for the raja before going to battle (ApSS 22.12.11), 
presumably to ensure success. More generally, the raja was expected 
to ensure victory, learn the use of the chariot and the bow and stand 
firm in battle (GOS 10.12-14). 

This was accompanied by the denial of the rights of other social 
categories to the legitimate exercise of force. This culminated in the 
recognition of protection as the constant duty of the kfatriya (GOS 
10.7, VOS 3.25), implying that other members of the community 
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lacked the wherewithal to ensure their own protection, and hence 
were compelled to depend on the former. Nevertheless, this was 
only gradually accomplished. 

Given the importance of the brahma and the vii as well as their 
access to sources of power, ritual-based in the case of the former 
and economic in the case of the latter, it is not surprizing that these 
categories posed a challenge to the consolidation of power by the 
k{atriya. Each of these challenges was perceived differently within 
the brahmanical tradition-while the attempt of brahma1Jas to 
assert their supremacy was recognized, that of the vii was denied 
legitimacy. Nevertheless, this perception was not necessarily valid. 

The challenge posed by the brahma1Jas was developed through 
the control asserted and probably exercised over sacral traditions, 
and is reflected in both myths and rituals, as well as in later pre
scriptive literature. The first is perhaps best typified in the concep
tualization of Brhaspati or Brahm.u:iaspati, 'an lndra-ized sacrificial 
deity' (Deshmukh 1933: 293). Brhaspati was conceived of as en
dowed with the vajra (RV 1.40.8) and was occasionally referred to 
as maghavan (ibid.: 2.24.12). Both attributes were typical oflndra. 
Their extension to a deity who was considered representative of the 
priesthood suggests a conscious attempt to create a counterpoint co 
Indra, the deity most commonly associated with the rajanya or 
k{atriya (Dandekar 1951: 52-53). This implied that if the rajan
ya could claim access to political power through identification with 
Indra, so could the priest by identifying with Brhaspati. 

A similar claim is suggested by the titles used to address the 
sacrificial priest, the rtvij. These included bhupati, bhuvanapati and 
mahata& bhutasya pati (BSS 3.23, ApSS 4.4.2), implying mastery 
or overlordship over the entire earth and its creatures. Nevertheless, 
the use of such tides was restricted to the sacrifice. As such, although 
priests may have claimed access to power in the ritual context, they 
were not in a posi_tion to extend this to other spheres. 

At another level, as we have seen, myths equating various deities 
with the br_ahma and the k{atra almost invariably defined their 
relationship in terms of either cooperation or more commonly, the 
superiority of the former vis-a-vis the latter. A similar relationship 
was developed through the rajasuya (SB 5.4.4.5) and aivamedha 



The Context of Rajya (1): From Vis to Varna 225 

(ibid.: 13.1.5.3). Once again, these suggest an attempt to assert 
control on the part of the priests, which may not have been very 
effective in practice. 11 

A tacit recognition of such ineffectuality is provided in the 
notion of rajya being unsuitable to a brahma,:za (SB 5.1.1.12). This 
feeling evidently persisted, as is indicated by the provision that the 
brahmar_za and the vaiiya could take up arms only in exceptional 
circumstances, when the very existence of the var,:za-based order 
was threatened (e.g. VDS 3.24). 

The inability of brahmar_zas to participate directly and routinely 
in political affairs was thus acknowledged within the brahmanical 
tradition itself. However, if the priest could not assert total control 
over the k{atra neither could the latter over the former. Hence, 
although the boundaries of the respective spheres of influence were 
probably challenged, the very existence of different spheres was 
accepted by both sides. 

The contest of the brahma and k{atra vis-a-vis the political 
sphere was thus within a common framework. In other words, 
although they were conceived of as rivals or uneasy partners, there 
was an underlying common definition of the issues at stake, to 
which both subscribed. As such, the question was more of who was 
to be victorious rather than what was at stake. Hence, despite 
tensions, a certain understanding and reconciliation of interests was 
possible. 

The relationship of the kratra and the vii was characterized by 
a conflict of a different kind, where the very definition of the sphere 
and nature of power and authority appears to have been questioned. 
This is reflected in the conceptualization of the Maruts, who, along 
with the Visvedevas, were commonly regarded as the divine coun
terpans of the human vii. 

The fact that the divine vii was conceived of in terms of a plur
ality of gods, as opposed to the deities associated with brahma and 
kratra, who were characterized as individuals, points to a fundamen
tal difference, which is obvious when one turns to their specific 
characteristics: 

11 In fact, the brahma,;za who probably came closest to the actual exercise of
political power was the purohita. 
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The Maruts are like brothers, among whom none is the eldest or 
youngest. They are equal in age, are of one mind. They also look 
alike with their golden mantles, golden helmets and armlets (Dan
dekar 1951: 150). 

Thus, while the uniqueness of the other gods was constantly em
phasized, it is the sameness of the Maruts which attracts attention. 
What is also significant is that the Maruts were considered as Indra's 
companions, assistants and brothers, and were regarded as one of 
his sources of strength. In the human context, this would indicate 
that, initially at least, in a relatively undifferentiated socio-political 
situation, the vis constituted a major source of both political and 
military support for those who aspired to positions of leadership. 

However, we had noted indications that the k�atra-vii relation
ship underwent changes during the later Vedic phase, evident in 
the absence of references to the human vis participating in military 
exploits. Besides, the relationship was characterized by barely con
cealed tension, reflected in the fears that the vii would desert the 
k�atra, which were conjured away through a range of rituals, and 
in attempts to enforce a relationship of explicit subordination on 
the vii through similar means. 12 As suggested before, it is likely that
the vii tried to resist attempts to deprive them of their traditional 
sources of power, either through actually moving beyond the sphere 
of influence of the leaders or rulers or through challenging them. 
Such attempts, though occasionally recognized ritually, met with 
limited success. 

It is significant that in the post-Vedic prescriptive literature, the 
k�atra-vii/ vaiiya relationship was no longer viewed as problematic. 
In other words, the challenge posed by the vis, and the alternative, 
less stratified conceptualization of political relationships gradually 
lost force. While this may have been partly owing to the strength 

12 Apart from che rituals referred co earlier, che ideal kiatra- vii relationship
was enforced through the agrayanei# or che offering of the first fruits (SB 2.4.3. 7) 
and the agnicayana (ibid.: 6.6.1.7, 9.3.1.13). In chis context, che formulae used 
while arranging the bricks symbolic of the vii were manipulated so as co ensure 
that the kiatrawas endowed wich valour, while che viibecame disunited through 
difference of word and thought {ibid.: 8.7.2.3). The inadvertent recognition 
chat che screngch of che vii lay in its unity is significant. 
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of the new rulers and their ability to consolidate their position, it 
was also probably related to the growing differences within and 
amongst what was defined as the vis and to the opening up of a 
range of exchange networks and the consequent economic differen
tiation. In such a situation, the unity and homogeneity of the vis 
which constituted the basis of its strength, both political and milit
ary, could not be extended to encompass all the people who were 
coming into or being brought into contact with one another. At 
the same time, existing bonds amongst people within each com
munity may have been fractured as a result of increasing socio
ecQnomic differentiation. Thus, the earlier political relations could 
not be sustained. 

The collapse of the earlier ties did not mean that the vis was 
marginalized in political terms. Apart from the implicit dependence 
of the rulers on the vif for tribute and taxes, the importance of at 
least some members of the vis was explicitly recognized. These were 
the griima,:zis, literally the leaders of the griima whose political role 
has been noted. 

The importance of the griima,:zi was in a sense typical of the 
relationship between the vanJa order and the newly emerging po
litical institutions. While political conflicts were frequently en
visaged in var,:za terms, the resolution consisted, partly at least, in 
strengthening the bonds between the most powerful members of 
the first three categories-the purohita and the riijii on the one hand 
and the rajii and the grama,:zi on the other, to the exclusion of the 
rest of those defined as briihma,:zas, riijanyas or kfatriyas and 
vaifyas. Thus, actual access to political power was confined to a 
handful of men. 13 

At the same time, a sense of identity between such men and 
other, less powerful individuals was fostered through emphasizing 
common var,:za affiliations. This bond pwbably acquired sig
nificance in a situation of socio-political differentiation-from the 
point of view of those who aspired to or acquired power, whether 
ritual, political or economic, the bond provided a basis of social 

13 The question of the iudra acquiring political power is never raised during
the period under consideration. This would indicate that it was not regarded as 
an issue of importance. 
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support, while for their less ambitious or less fortunate associates, 
the ties provided at least indirect access to power. 

The development ofbonds between men belonging to (or claim
ing to belong to) a particular vartza was by no means easy and 
probably required systematic efforts. Unfortunately, the details of 
the means whereby these were effected are not available for most 
van;zas. The means by which briihmatzasattempted to establish their 
distinct identity are, however, discussed at length and permit an 
understanding of both the process and its problems. 

N 

Given the social importance of the realm of the sacred, it is not 
surprizing that attempts were made to regulate access to and control 
over it as a means of consolidating the position of the priestly 
category. The issue was explored through myths, rituals and 
prescriptions. Broadly, the evidence points to a process of brah
manization. This had two related facets-on the one hand, priests 
or men who performed sacral functions in different communities 
were probably recognized as briihmatzas as opposed to the rest of 
the community. On the other hand, a range of sacral activities was 
accorded recognition within the brahmanical tradition. 

While this enabled the priesthood to consolidate its authority 
vis-a-vis other social categories and fostered a sense of solidarity 
amongst those who performed priestly functions, it was not entirely 
free from difficulties. This is evident from the constant problem 
posed by alternative definitions of sacred or ritual activities, which 
was resolved through the virtually unending process of incorpora
tion. Besides, there is evidence of explicit challenges as well. 

The process, and the tensions generated are implicit in the 
discussion on the origin of the sacrificial cult within the later Vedic 
tradition. The sacrifice itself was an institution of undoubted an
tiquity. Moreover, its centrality and legitimacy were unquestioned. 
What was debated, however, was who had discovered the sacrifice.14

14 The significance of the sacrifice was also discussed and provided the basis
for a wealth of philosophical speculation. 
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The answers provided to the question were fairly varied at the level 
of myths. In one instance, the original performance of the vaja
peya was ascribed to Brhaspati and Indra {SB 5.1.1.11). This was 
explicitly used to justify the performance of the sacrifice by a 
brahma,:za or a rajanya in the human context. The possibility en
visaged in this case was one of more or less equal status vis-a-vis 
the cult as far as the first two var,:zas were concerned. 

Nevertheless, this was not the only possible resolution. Else
where (AB 7.34.1), the issue at stake was posed in terms of the 
ritual in general, with the brahma and kratra conceived of as con
ducting the sacrifice with their respective weapons. Needless to say, 
the former was supposed to have succeeded. 

Despite such claims, there are indications that the control ex
ercised by brahma,:zas over the sacrifice was by no means total. This 
is suggested by the myth oflndra' s vajra or thunderbolt (SB 1.2.4.1) 
which was supposed to have been used to construct the basic tools 
of the sacrifice, the wooden sword and sacrificial post. This exten
sion of the symbolism of the vajra., viewed in conjunction with the 
frequent identification of Indra with the rajanya., suggests that the 

· support of the latter was essential for the performance of the cult.
As much is evident from the prescription (AB 7.34.2) requiring
men of the first three var,:zas to ask the kratriya to grant them a
sacrificial site.

The ambivalent attitude towards the claims of k{atriyas to the 
discovery and performance of the sacrifice probably reflects the 
tension-ridden alliance between the brahma and kratra. Such am
biguities are absent in the discussion of the relationship of the vii 
to the ritual as is evident from the changing treatment accorded to 
the Maruts in early and later Vedicmythology. In the former, they 
are referred to as the first performers of the sacrifice (RV 2.34.12), 
which would suggest an ability to initiate such activities. However, 
in the later Vedic tradition, they were characterized as ahutiida (i.e. 
not deserving to eat or receive oblations, SB 2.5.2.24, 4.5.2.16). If
this reflects the position of the human vif vis-a-vis the sacrifice, it 
would indicate a shift from a position of control to one of exclusion. 
It is likely that this was related in part to the changing nature of 
the sacrifice itself, and the use made of the ritual to legitimize 
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socio-political differences. Besides, the exclusion of the vii from the 
role of defining the ritual may have been one means whereby 
brahma,:zas could bolster their claims co status by asserting a near 
monopoly over definitions of the sacral context. 

The treatment of other men who attempted to define the nature 
of the sacrifice or introduce ritual variations is illustrated by the 
legends ofKav�a Ail�a (AB 2.8.1) and Vatsa (PVB 14.6.6). The 
former was described as a diisiputra, abrahma,:za and kitava (i.e. the 
son of a slave woman, a non-brahma,:za and a cheat or gambler) 
who 'proved' his brahmatva (brahmanahood) by 'seeing' the ap<r 
naptriya hymn and using it to draw the waters of the Sarasvati to 
himself. The latter was condemned as a iudraputra (the son of a 
iudra) till he passed the fire ordeal through the use of the Vatsa 
saman, named after him. Thus, the achievements of such men were 
appreciated, while their social origins were glossed over. 

It is likely chat the actual performance of any sacrifice posed 
the issue of control far more concretely. Two or probably three 
resolutions were possible. On the one hand, the sacrifice could be 
converted into an esoteric activity, open only to a select social 
category. While this may have had the advantage of ensuring ex
clusively brahmanical control, it also meant that the social signific
ance of the sacrifice, which derived from the participation of a range 
of social categories, would have been marginalized. In other words, 
the very purpose of asserting control over the cult would have been 
defeated. Hence, although such an exclusive attitude was occasion
ally adopted (as in the development of the possibility of sattras), it 
was never systematized. 

The second possibility was to assign and enforce distinct social 
roles for different social categories within the sacrificial context (and 
by extension, outside it as well). le was this which was most sys
tematically explored within the brahmanical tradition, especially 
during the later Vedic period. 

To start with, the role and nature of the priesthood was explicitly 
laid down. Priests were expected to perpetuate the sacrificial tradi
tion (SB 1�5.2.7) and were regarded as guardians responsible for 
spreading and propagating the cult (ibid.: 1.5.1.12). Their proper 
qualifications were also emphasized. These included knowledge of 
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the sacred lore, with the learned brahma,:ia being regarded as the 
bravest (ibid.: 4.6.6.5). At the same time, what was defined as 
learning and the medium of communication was standardized, 
brahma,:ias being explicitly forbidden to use mleccha bhiifa (i.e. 
speech which was different from Sanskrit, ibid.: 3.2.1.24). Priests 
were also expected to be endowed with brahmavarcas a less tangible 
quality, implying divine glory or splendour, pre-eminence in holi
ness or sacred knowledge, sanctity or superhuman power (SEO: 
s.v.), which could be acquired through variations in the soma
sacrifice (PVB 6.3.5, AB 1. 1.5, SB 4.1.1. 14), the agnyiidheya (SB
2.1.3.6, BSS 2.13) and agnihotra (SB 2.3.1.31, ApSS 6.6.4). Very
often, this was extended to an explicit (e.g. AB 8.40.1, SB 2.2.2.6,
2.4.3.14) or implicit (e.g. BSS 9.19, ADS 2.5.12.6, GDS 9.13,
BDS 4.5.5, VDS 12.28-30) claim to divinity. Emphasis was also
laid on proper ancestry, typified by the insistence on appointing
iir{eya brahma,:zas (i.e. brahmaras who could claim descent from
men recognized as r{is or sages) as sacrificial priests. 15 

While the role of the priest and the basis on which it could be 
assumed were thus codified, its implementation required the per
formance of the sacrifice. Attempts were made to ensure this by 
prescribing ritual activities as a duty for the rajanya and vaifya (e.g. 
SB 2.1.3.9, 3.3.3.10, VDS 2.16, 18).16

The incorporation of these categories posed certain problems, 
reflected in the discussion on their status in the ritual context. If 
such men were inferior to briihma,:zas, then their participation in 
the ritual was a potential hindrance. Yet, if they did not participate 
in the sacrifice, it would lose its social relevance. A way out was 
sought through the provision for temporary brahmanization-all 

15 The definition of ancestry often meant the exclusion of a range of less 
legitimate men from sacrificial activities (BSS 2.3). Ideally, the rtvij was to be 
the son of brahma7Ja parents born after the observance of one of the recognized 
forms of marriage. He was also expected to be free from physical disabilities 
(BSS 2.3, LSS 1.1.7, ApSS 10.1.l). Occasionally, emphasis was laid on a 
distinctive life-sryle. This included eating food fit for a brahma� (PVB 17.1.9) 
and the avoidance of sura or liquor (GOS 23.1, VOS 20.22). 

16 There are indications that the sudra may have occasionally been treated as
a potential yajamana (ApSS 1.19.9). 
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non-briihma,;a yajamiinaswere to be regarded as briihma,;asduring 
the performance of the soma sacrifice (ApSS 10.11.6) and asva
medha (SB 13.4.1.3).17 As noted earlier, the expedient was, at best,
of dubious value, as it conveyed the (possibly unintended) message 
that the status of the priests was not as exclusive as was portrayed. 

At another level, briihma,;as attempted to use the ritual context 
to define their status vis-a-vis other social categories in terms of 
superiority and inferiority. The most outstanding example of this 
was provided by the treatment accorded to the fudra who was 
explicitly designated as ayajfziya (PVB 6.1.11), that is, as not fit to 
participate in the sacrifice. In fact, the yajamiina who was initiated 
for the soma sacrifice was expected to avoid even talking to a 
sudra (SB 3.1.1.10), 18 while the milk used for the daily agnihotra 
could not be milked by the sudra (BSS 24.31, SSS 2.8.3, ApSS 
6.3.12). Where, as in the riijasuya, some fudras did participate in 
the ritual, an expiation was prescribed, presumably to undo the 
'harm' caused by their presence (SB 5.3.2.2--4). Elsewhere, in the 
soma sacrifice, and in the odana sava (BSS 18.9), their participation 
was regulated to convey a message of subordination. 19 This was 
occasionally extended to the use of the sudra or the vrfaut as a 
scapegoat, as for instance in the mahiivrata (BSS 16.20, LSS 4.3.2) 
which included a mock battle between a briihma,;a and a sudra or 
an iirya and a sudra, which was to culminate in the victory of the 
former. 

I had suggested that the use of the sacrifice to enforce social 
distinctions may have run into problems. In such a situation, an 
attempt was made to explore alternative definitions of the sacred 

17 This was extended to suggest that the murder of a kfatriya or a vaifya who
was initiated for a sacrifice was equal to that of a brahma,;a (ADS 1.9.24.6). 

18 Occasionally, the provision was extended to the dikfita (i.e. the man 
initiated for a sacrifice) in general (ApSS I 5.20.16). In some instances, such as 
the pravargya, seeing a iudra was prohibited (ApSS I 5.2.9). Conversation with 
iudras was also forbidden as part of penances (GOS 26.8, BOS 3.8.22, VOS 
24.5). Many of these provisions were applicable against women as well. 

19 In the oaana sava, for instance, the use of vessels of gold, silver, bronze 
and clay was recommended for the brahmar,za, rajanya, vaiiya and fudra respec
tively. An understanding of the relative worth of the varr,zaswas thus graphically 
provided. 
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and/ or appropriate existing, non-brahmanical definitions to enforce 
social differences. This is evident in the treatment of ritual or sacred 
learning, which was increasingly viewed as a substitute for the 
performance of the sacrifice (e.g. BOS 2.6.11.8, 10). 

As in the case of the latter, attempts were made to consolidate 
control over ritual learning in the hands of the brahmaras, although 
participation in the learning process was open to the rajanya and 
vaiiya (e.g. VOS 2.16, 18). If anything, the exclusion of the 
iudra was more explicit (e.g. SB 14.1.1.31, ADS 1.3.9.9, GOS 
16.19, BOS 1.11.21.17, VOS 18.12), with punishments being 
prescribed for those who violated the norms (GOS 12.4). 

Attempts were also made to appropriate alternative definitions 
of the sacred such as mystical knowledge, which may have emerged 
from other social categories, in part as a means of challenging the 
brahmaras' exclusive claims to defining the sacred. This is suggested 
by the frequent references to rajas instructing brahmaras regarding 
the subject. For instance, Pravahai:ia Jaivali (CU 5.3. 7) was thought 
to have taught Gautama, a brahma1Ja, while Asvapati, also a raja 
(ibid.: 5.11.5), imparted sacred learning to five irotriyas. Neverthe
less, this was recognized as pratiloma or contrary to norms (BAU 
2.1. l 5i Anantalakshmi 1930: 114). Besides, although kfatriyas may 
have contributed significantly to the formulation of this tradition, 
its preservation and perpetuation rested in the hands of the 
brahma1Jas. 

The process of appropriation was two-fold. On the one hand, 
knowledge of the atman or supreme soul was regarded as a definitive 
attribute of a true brahma1Ja (BAU 3.8.10), while, on the other, 
the exponents of such knowledge, including kfatriyassuch as Janaka, 
were recognized as brahma1Jas (SB 11.6.2.10). Perhaps the most 
outstanding example is provided by the case of Satyakama Jabala, 
whose mother was a slave woman and whose father was unknown. 
The treatment accorded to him within the brahmanical tradition 
is interesting. On the one hand he was 'accepted' as a brahma1Ja 
on account of his truthfulness (CU 4.4.5) when questioned about 
his parentage, this being the means of appropriating the ideas and 
achievements of 'one of the most famous exponents of Upanisadic 
philosophy' (U.C. Sharma 1974: 193). On the other hand, he was 
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blacked out from the more popular versions of the brahmanical 
tradition which were widely disseminated: 

One does not come across any reference to his name in the Epics and 
Purii.l).as, which is not the case with the other personalities mentioned 
in the Brahmal).as and Upani�ads (ibid.). 

The incorporation of mystic insight within the definition of the 
sacred may have been more in the nature of a defensive response 
to a challenge to the brahmanical monopoly of defining sacrality. 
This, as well as the reluctant acceptance of asceticism as a possibility 
in the Dharma Sutras, were thus conservative steps to preserve 
brahmanical claims. 

At the same time, other means were adopted to actively extend 
the social scope of brahmanical authority, especially within the 
household. This included insistence on the pancamahayajnas and 
the brahmanization of the rites of passage. The latter process in
volved the incorporation of brahmanical values within ritual situa
tions, apparent in the treatment accorded to Judras. Not only were 
they denied the right to perform such rituals (VOS 4.3) but they 
could not participate even indirectly. For instance, the fire used for 
marriages could not be taken from the house of a Judra (PGS 1.2.3, 
KGS 1.5.5) and the food offered by him had to be avoided by the 
snataka who had successfully completed the period of Vedic learn
ing (PGS 2.8.4) as well as during Jraddhas (ADS 2.8.18.2). 

Despite attempts to impose a common notion of the sacred by 
brahma,:zas, there is evidence that at least some groups or individuals 
did not accept the relevance of the sacred thus defined. These men 
were warned that entire kulasor families could be destroyed through 
neglect of the yajfi.a or sacrifice, vivaha or marriage, the Vedas and 
brahma,:zas (BOS 1.5.10.27). More generally, the atheist or 
nastika was regarded as a patita (GOS 21. I) i.e. one who had fallen 
from the prescribed path.20 The attempt to define the status of such 
men, although negatively, points to their existence. 

20 Similarly, the man who did not set up the sacrificial fire, the anahitagni, 
and the one who did not perform the agnihotrawere regarded as aiuci or impure 
(BDS 2.1.2.8). 
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What is as significant is that at least some brahmatJas deviated 
from the prescribed norms as well. The range of violations is 
striking. Some evidently sacrificed for Jitdras (GDS 20.1), others 
did not perform the soma sacrifice, yet others sold the Vedas instead 
of imparting them in the approved manner (BDS 1.5.11.34) and 
destroyed or did not establish the sacred fire (GDS 15.15). In other 
words, some brahmatJas clearly challenged what was regarded as the 
very basis of brahmanahood. 

It is evident then, that the process of consolidating vartJa iden
tity was by no means simple. Such an identity could be challenged 
if and when other social categories claimed access to identical 
attributes, such as an ability to 'discover' sacrifices. It could also be 
challenged if alternative definitions of such attributes were devised, 
as in the case of mystic insight. Thus, while both the acquisition 
of the attributes regarded as central to the identity in question and 
its acceptance by others were crucial, neither of these was achieved 
with any degree of finality. 

It is likely that other van:zas may have faced similar, though not 
identical problems. The definition of the attributes of the ideal or 
typical leader or ruler, for instance, and the attempt to both arrive 
at and enforce certain common norms would have been important 
for those who were identifying themselves as rajanyas or k�atriyas. 
And they were, as we have seen, challenged by others. The concerns 
which united (and divided) the vaiiya are less easy to reconstruct, 
but their existence can be assumed. 

The means whereby social categories other than the brah
mana attempted to resolve such issues are unknown. Nevertheless, 
that such means were devised is indirectly reflected in the problems 
encountered by the brahma,:zas in their attempt to develop and 
enforce uniformity vis-a-vis the sacred. It is also reflected in the 
range of means devised to legitimize the var,:za-based order as a 
whole, and specific elements of the hierarchy. 

V 

The connection between the existence of disputed claims and the 
need for legitimization has been explored in the context of explicitly 



236 The Emergence of Monarchy in North India 

political institutions. That such a need was experienced in the 
context of van:za points to a certain lack of acceptance of the insti
tution which was countered through a range oflegitimative devices. 
These attempted to develop a social schema21 which reiterated a 
certain understanding of the nature and signi�cance of the van:za
hierarchy at a number of levels. This created a sense of identity 
amongst men belonging to different var,:zas which was necessary to 
win their allegiance to the institution of var,:za as a whole. At the 
same time, efforts were made to define and order relationships 
amongst the van;as. 

The schema which emerged was embedded in rituals and myths. 
What is significant is that the use of these as vehicles of the ideology 
of van;a evidently developed in the later Vedic and post-Vedic 
period. At another level, van;a was legitimized through abstract 
theorization. 

Considerable emphasis was laid on the common sacral rights 
of the members of the first three var,:zas. For instance, all three were 
eligible to perform the agnyit.dheya or the first installation of the 
sacrificial fire (SB 2.1.3.5) which marked the formal commence
ment of the ritual activities prescribed for the male householder. 
At another level, all could participate in rituals such as the rii.ja
suya (SB 5.4.1.3-5), where they were regarded as performing an 
identical role by offering protection to the yajamiina. Besides, in 
sacrifices such as the pravargya (SB 14.2.2.30, BSS 9.11), 
agni�toma (BSS 7.7) and agnicayana (SB 8.4.2.3-5), prayers were 
offered for the protection of all three categories. In general, men of 
the first three van;as were regarded as legitimate sacrificers, donors 
and students of the sacred lore. This emphasis on a common access 
to the sacred was probably a means of ensuring allegiance to the 
var,:za-based order. 

At the same time, some rituals such as the rii.jasuya (AB 8.36.4) 
were conceived of as a means of endowing each of the four var
,:zaswi th positive but distinct qualities, with the brii.hma,:za acquiring 

21 Kerner (1988: 80) defines social schemas as 'abstract symbolic systems that 
structure our cognition of the social world. As with all schemas, these are 
important because they permit tremendous cognitive economy' (italics original). 
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tejas or lustre, the kratriya vzrya or valour, the vaifya prajati or 
procreative powers and the fudra prat4tha or stability. 

This was extended to the use of rituals to differentiate between 
and amongst van:zas in the soma sacrifice and the agnyadheya, where 
the season for its performance (BSS 24.16, ApSS 5.3.18, SSS 
2.1.1-3), the chants prescribed (ApSS 5.6.3), the metres used (BSS 
2.14, ApSS 5.6.2, SSS 14.33.9, 12, 15), the deities invoked (BSS 
2.16, SSS 2.3.4-7) and the distance between the sacrificial fires 
(BSS 30.3, ApSS 5.4.3) varied according to van:za. 

While such variations suggested that each van:za was distinct, 
other statements in the sacrificial context focused on the nature of 
the differences amongst the van:zas. For instance, the dvadasaha or 
twelve-day soma sacrifice was thought to ensure that the kratra and 
the vii would be subservient to the brithmana (PVB 11.11.8, 
15.6.3). Similar statements were incorporated within the ritjasuya 
and afvamedha and in the agnicayana (SB 6.4.4.12-13), where a 
horse, goat and ass,. representative of the kratra and brahma, the 
vaifya and the Judra respectively, were arranged so that the last
named pair was encompassed by the other two and rendered in
capable of deserting the higher van:zas. This 'correct' order was 
thought to ensure that there would be no confusion between good 
and evil. 

Attempts were also made to recreate the hierarchical order 
through routine domestic rituals such as the new and full moon 
sacrifice (SB 11.2. 7 .16) where the order in which the offerings were 
arranged was thought to ensure that the brahma and the kratra 
would be superior to the vii. This meant that even when large-scale 
sacrifices declined in importance, the values embedded in them 
continued to be reiterated at a different level. 

This is also evident in the treatment of rites of passage such as 
the upanayana. While one of the earliest descriptions of the rite (SB 
11.5.4.1-18) did not contain any discussion on van:za (Ram Gopal 
1983: 295-96), later prescriptions incorporated a range of van:za
based variations. For instance, as in the case of the agnyadheya, the 
seasons prescribed for the upanayana varied according to van:za 
(ApGS 10.4, ADS 1.1.1.19, BDS 1.2.3.11), as did the age of the 
boy to be initiated (AGS 1.19.1-7, SGS 2.1.1- 8, ApGS 10.2-3, 
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PGS 2.2.1-3, KGS 2.4.1-6, ADS 1.1.1.19, GDS 1.7, 1.13, BDS 
1.2.3.8-10, VDS 11.49-51). Besides, the visible symbols of the 
initiate's change of status such as his girdle (AGS 1.19.12, SGS 
2.1.15-17, PGS 2.5.21-24, ADS 1.1.2.33-37, GDS 1.17, BDS 
1.2.3.14, VDS 11.58-60), his upper and lower garment (AGS 
1.19.10, 11, PGS 2.5.17-19, ADS 1.1.3.1-7, GDS 1.18-23, BDS 
1.2.3.15, VDS 11.61-63) and the wooden staff (PGS 2.5.25-28, 
GDS 1.28, BDS 1.2.3.16, VDS 11.55-58) were supposed to vary 
according to var1:za. Varra-based variations were occasionally intro
duced into other rites of passage such as the cuefa-karman or the 
first cutting of a boy's hair (SGS 1.28.1-4) and marriage (BDS 
1.11.20.12). The periods of impurity following death (GDS 14.1-
4) and birth (VDS 4.27-30) were also thought to vary according
to varra, with brahmaras being 'purified' more rapidly than others.

The 'proper' var,:za hierarchy was also ensured through the 
ordering of hospitality. The most prestigious offerings of madhu

parka and arghya were restricted to brahmaras such as the acarya 
or preceptor and the rtvij or sacrificial priest, the raja and selected 
kinsmen (ApGS 13.19, PGS 1.3.1, VDS 11.2). The daily offering 
of food was also prescribed along varra lines (GDS 5.44, BDS 
2.3.5.15, VDS 11.5-6), with the brahmarabeingserved first, while 
the fudra was to be fed last, occasionally after he had performed 
some work (BDS 2.3.5.14). Such prescriptions sought to extend 
the notion of van:za into day-to-day social intercourse.22 

At another level, attempts were made to legitimize the var,:za 
hierarchy through the reiteration and development of myths. Not 
all myths which discussed the origin of social categories conceived 
of their relationship as hierarchical. In one instance (BAU 1.4.11-
14), Brahma was thought to have created k!atra, symbolized by 
Indra, Varui:ia, Soma, Rudra, Parjanya, Y ama, Mrtyu and l�ana 
amongst the deities in order to strengthen himself. This apparently 
did not prove adequate. Hence he created the vif with the Vasus, 
Rudras, Adityas, Visvedevas and Maruts amongst the deities. As
even this was not sufficient, he created the fudra and P�an. Ulti-

22 Gestures and words used during salutation were also expected to vary
according to va1?14 (ADS 1.2.5.16, 1.4.14.25, GOS 6.10, 11). 
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mately, dharma was created to maintain the entire order. This 
understanding focused on the undisguised dependence of the higher 
vanJas on the lower one�. Besides, it did not attempt to assert the 
superiority of the higher varr_zas vis-a-vis the rest. 

However, the range of mythical possibilities was gradually 
reduced, and what was reiterated most consistently were variations 
on the Pun.1'!asiikta (e.g. PVB 6.1.6-11, BOS 1.10.18.2, VOS 4.2) 
which defined the relationship amongst the varr_zas in terms of 
superordination and subordination. Occasionally, the supposed 
order and nature of the divine creation was explicitly linked to what 
were regarded as the ideal attributes of each varr_za. For instance, 
Brahma himself was conceived of as endowing the four varr_zas with 
the qualities which would enable them to perform their prescribed 
functions (BDS 1.10.18.2-5). Thus, the ideal social order was 
viewed as being of divine origin. 

Perhaps more significant in the long run were attempts to justify 
social inequalities in general and the varr_za-based order in particular 
on the basis of the theory of karma. In one of the earliest of such 
attempts (CU 5.10.7), the status of a man at birth was accepted 
and explained in terms of previous actions. As an extension of chis, 
rebirth depended on present or future acts. If these were good, a 
man was assured of rebirth as a brahmar_za, k�atriya or vaiiya, while 
if these were bad, he would be reborn as a dog, pig or car_zefala. 
More generally, men were assured of progressing or regressing up 
and down the varr_za scale according to their conduct in preceding 
and succeeding births (ADS 2.5.11.10-11, GOS 11.31--32). 

The development of the theory of karma marked a shift in the 
focus of explanation or justification. While the earlier myths and 
rituals dealt with the existence of social categories and their sig
nificance, karma implied chat their existence could be or was taken 
for granted. What was considered worth explaining was the status 
of individual men. The offering of an explanation or justification 
in individualistic terms probably meant that the appeal of the theory 
could be more direct or immediate, permitting an identification 
which may have been less easy to ensure through myths which 
focused on relatively abstract social categories. It is this which 
probably explained the long- standing justificatory value of karma. 
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We had noted how maintaining some elements of the vanJ,a 
hierarchy was recognized as a part of the duty of the riijii (GDS 
11.9). To the extent chat chis was enforced it would have led to the 
consolidation and maintenance of varra-based norms. 

Despite efforts to enforce the varra hierarchy, there are indica
tions chat it was challenged. This is evident from references to men 
who did not perform the upanayana (ADS 1.1.2.6, VOS I 1.75). 
Although such men were condemned, their existence would indi
cate a certain amount of resistance to incorporation within the 
emerging social order. A degree of hostility is also evident in the 
characterization of the typical Jitdra (VDS 6.24) as one who bears 
grudges, is envious, speaks untruths, speaks evil of briihmaras, is 
prone to back-biting and is cruel. These attributes contrast sharply 
with the ideal qualities of servitude and suggest that the attempt to 
structure social relations along varra lines may have met with only 
limited success. 

The wide-ranging attempts to establish the legitimacy of the 
varra order and the continued existence of a certain degree of 
opposition to it suggest that the institutionalization of socio- politi
cal, and probably economic, relationships was not a smooth, simple 
process. Given the fact that there were other attempts to institu
tionalize such relationships on other bases such as deia, kula and 
jati, it is obvious that the social context within which rajya emerged 
was complex. 

Such complexities would have affected the development of · 
riijya in a number of ways. On the one hand, claims to and the 
consolidation of attributes of specific social categories delimited the 
area within which the riijii could intervene effectively. An example 
of this is provided by the development of alternative systems of 
exchange, which meant that it was impossible to channelize the 
flow of exchange. This meant that the exercise of political power 
was shared, for all practical purposes, although this did not mean 
chat all those who wielded power did so in an identical fashion. 
The differe�ces are obvious if one compares the role of the purohita 
with that of the griimari or the riijii, for instance. 

At the same time, the growing complexity of the social situation 
permitted the riijii to consolidate his position to a degree which 
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would probably not have been possible in a less stratified context. 
In effect, the riijils social position emerged as a unique, virtually 
indispensable one, typified in the notion of him as the protector of 
the social order. 

The need for such protection was probably acutely felt by at 
least some social categories which had acquired access to a certain 
amount of power, but which, at the same time, were vulnerable to 
challenges from other social categories and to conflicts amongst 
their own members regarding the basis on which such power was 
to be exercised or shared. The discussion on the sacred within the 
brahmanical tradition, as well as the attempts to legitimize the 
varra-based order exemplify some of these problems and their 
attempted resolution. As noted above, the evidence indicates that 
these efforts were not entirely successful. Such a situation permitted 
the riijii to broaden the range of his influence through the extension 
or withholding of support to one or other of the contending parties. 
At the same time, the riijii himself probably emerged stronger by 
supporting those who were relatively more powerful. In other 
words, the consolidation of riijya depended on the ability of the 
riijii to ally himself with what were emerging as the dominant social 
categories. At another level, the alliance between the riijii and these 
categories was intrinsically linked with fundamental changes within 
the kinship structure and the organization of the household, to 
which we will now turn. 



Chapter Eight 

The Context of Rajya (II): 
Towards Garhasthya 

(There are four iiframas, those of the) brahmacarin, grhastha, 
bhik�u, and vaikhanasa. Of them, the grhastha is the womb, owing 
to the unproductiveness of the others. 

Gautama Dharma Siitra. 

I 

T
he attempt of the riijii to consolidate his position in relation 
to the social categories which were emerging was interwoven 
with related changes at another level, that of the kinship 

structure and the household. As in the case of the social changes 
examined earlier, these were influenced by and in turn influenced 
specific elements of the definition of rajya. 

A range of kinship ties and householding patterns, probably 
specific to different communities was gradually reduced to a single 
norm, centring around the grha. Simultaneously, relations within 
the grha were structured along hierarchical, patriarchal lines. As in 
the case of var,:za, this was by no means a simple, unilineal process, 
and had loose ends and persisting problems of dissidence or disrup
tion. 

The implications of the emergence of a single form of the 
household to the exclusion or subordination of other patterns were 
manifold. At one level, the development of a single household 
pattern was useful in political terms as this rendered the exercise of 
power and control relatively easy, necessitating as it did the formula
tion of a more or less uniform policy towards all households. This 
in itself was simpler than evolving distinct policies or norms, which 
would have been required if different household patterns continued 
to exist. 
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At another level, access to the produce of the household 
provided possibly the most important source of economic support 
for the raja. However, the development of this particular relation
ship rested both on the ability and the felt need of the householder 
to produce in order to meet the demands of the raja and his asso
ciates including the priesthood, and on the ct eation of mechanisms 
for siphoning off the produce. I will focus on the attempts made 
by the male householder or grhapati to control both the productive 
and the reproductive or procreative resources within the household 
and the process whereby this assertion of control was connected 
with the ability to participate in systems of exchange, economic, 
political and ritual, outlined earlier, as well as on the implications 
of such participation. 

The location of the process of socialization within what emerged 
as the dominant form of the household is also significant. This 
permitted the introduction, reiteration and consolidation of the 
values and norms which legitimized the emerging political structure 
amongst other things. 

While the issue of the nature of household units and kinship 
ties was explored through myth, rituals and prescriptions, as was 
that of procreation, other problems, such as that of the control and 
distribution of household produce and the development of the 
household as the locus of a particular form of socialization were 
developed more systematically through rituals. As in other instan
ces,' I suggest that the differences in sources reflect developments 
over time, with relatively novel issues being handled through rituals, 
whereas those which were perceived as emerging from a pre-existing 
situation were discussed in myths. 

II 

In most known societies, the household unites the core of the kin 
group who share a common residence, which 9ften provides the 
locale for certain crucial activities. However, not all members of 
the unit necessarily participate in these activities in an identical 
fashion. Besides, both the form and content of household relations 
evolve historically. 
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The early Vedic tradition is remarkable for the wealth of terms 
used to designate the basic household unit. These included the 
duro,:za (RV 3.1.18), kfiti (ibid.: 5.37.4), okas (ib_id.: 8.33.2), 
kfaya (ibid.: 9.9.2), niveia (ibid.: 9.69.7), dam or dama (ibid.: 
2.1.2), pastya (ibid.: 4.1.11), asta (ibid.: 10.95.2), gaya (ibid.: 
5.10.3), sadas (ibid.: 9.107.7) and grha (ibid.: 3,53.6). 

While the exact significance of each of these words is difficult 
to determine, the very existence of a range of terms is probably 
indicative of a variety of forms of household organization. This is 
corroborated when one examines the possible derivations of some 
of the terms. For instance, kfiti or kfaya, 1 was derived from the root 
kfi meaning to dwell, rule or destroy (Upadhyay 1967: 46), dam 
or dama probably originated from the Inda-European root dem 
meaning to build (IED: s.v) or from the root dam meaning to 
control (Basu 1925: 111-12), gaya referred to both the household 
and its contents, including wealth (SEO: s.v., VI: s.v.), the 
duro,:za was probably a house distinguished by a gateway (Sarkar 
1985: 4), while the pastya may have provided accomodation to 
humans and beasts (ibid.: 6). 

The term grha, which later becomes synonymous with the house 
or household, is but one amongst a number of others used in the 
{?g Veda. Of the ninety-two occurrences of the various forms of the 
word in the text, only thirty-four occur in the relatively early 'family 
books' (RS. Sharma 1983a: 55). While this has been used to argue 
that family life was not important in early Vedic society (ibid.), I 
would suggest that it is the relative unimportance of the grha in 
particular which is indicated, and that family life may have been 
structured in and around other forms of the household. 

Another significant feature is that some of the terms underwent 
a semantic transformation in the later Vedic and post-Vedic tradi
tion. For instance, the word kfaya acquires the meaning of destruc
tion, whereas asta was used in the sense of setting (of the sun, for 
example), while connotations of a dwelling place are rarely sug
gested. It is, likely that this points to lack of familiarity with certain 

1 The latter word occurs over seventy-two times in the f?g Vedi and means
house or dwelling (Upadhyay 1967: 46). 
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earlier patterns of household organization, which may have gradual
ly succumbed to the process of socio-political change. 

Initially, however, at least some of these units were regarded as 
more or less equivalent. This is evident from the conceptualization 
of the abodes of deities, which include the kfaya (RV 3.2.6,) dama 
(ibid.: 3.10.2, 10.167. 4) andpastya(ibid.: 4.55.3). Besides, almost 
identical prayers focused on either obtaining or ensuring the protec
tion of household units such as the kfiti (RV 8.84.6), kfaya (ibid.: 
2.11.14), okas (ibid.: 7.56.24), dama (ibid.: 2. 1.7), gaya (ibid.: 
10.66.3) and duro!la (ibid.: 10.120.7). 

At another level, the beginnings of the notion of controlling 
such units are discernible. This is reflected in the use of the suffix 
pati to form epithets such as dampati and grhapati. Of these, the 
former was relatively rare; the latter, on the other hand, was a typical 
epithet of Agni in the -8g Veda (Griswold 1971: 154) and sub
sequencly (e.g. AB 1.3.5, SSS 1.15.2, ApSS 6.13.2).2 Besides, it was 
occasionally extended to Indra (SB 3.4.2.15), and Prajapati (PVB 
10.3.6) in the later bi:ahmanical tradicion.3

Equally significant was the growing emphasis on the position 
of the human grhapati who was often equated with his divine 
counterparts (e.g. SB 3.4.2.15) and whose association with and 
control over the grha was reiterated through the daily agnihotra 
(BSS 3.8) and the new and full moon sacrifice (ApSS 1.10.3). There 
is thus a tendency co both define household relations in terms of 
control and co locate such relations within the grha, to the virtual 
exclusion of other types of household organization. 

The working out of these relationships involved the transfor
mation of kinship ties between men and women on the one hand, 
and amongst men on the other. Variations in sexual relations which

probably reflected the practices of different communities or social 

2 One of the few goddesses referred to as a grhapatniwas Surya (RV 10.85.26).
However, this epithet was rather unusual for both goddesses and women. 

3 The absence of the use of the epithet for Varu1,1a and Soma is striking. This
would indicate that the early raja was less closely associated with the control of 
this particular form of the household. However, the. human rafa in the later 
Vedic period and subsequently, was closely connected with the concerns of the 

grha.
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categories were gradually ordered hierarchically, with the ideal pati
patni relationship being developed at length; kinswomen other than 
the wife were accorded marginal importance, and while inter
generational ties amongst men were recognized, intra-generational 
ties were thrust into the background. 

To start with heterosexual relations, early Vedic mythology, 
including incidental references, throws light on a range of possibil
ities which diverge significantly from what later emerged as the ideal 
pati-patni relationship. For instance, divine pairs such as Dyaus and 
Prthivi, the heaven and earth respectively were conceived of as 
mothers, or father and mother (e.g. RV 3.1.7, 5.43.2), but not ex
plicitly as pati and patni or jizyii. Other possibilities envisaged 
included incestuous relationships, such as that between P�an and 
his mother (ibid.: 6.55.5) and Prajapati and U�as (ibid.: 5.42.13). 
Apart from the first union referred to above, the others were not 
explicitly recognized as permanent or procreative. 

Such conceptualizations suggest that temporary heterosexual 
unions, not necessarily procreative, were envisaged as both possible 
and acceptable. This is also reflected in analogies which compare 
deities and their invokers to the lover and beloved. For instance, a 
chanter invoking Indra was compared to a marya (young man) 
thinking about his yofiz or woman (RV 4.20.5). Elsewhere (ibid.: 
3.62.8), Indra was compared to the vadhuyu (a wooer, suitor, or 
bridegroom, SEO: s.v.), while the invoker was regarded as the 
woman or yofaniz. Similarly, Soma was described as coming to men 
like ajara or lover to his yofa (ibid.: 9.38.4).4 

Perhaps as significant was the relatively egalitarian roles en
visaged for men and women in such unions, evident from the 
analogy comparing the fingers pressing soma to a kanya or maiden 
greeting her Jara (RV 9.56.3). Elsewhere (ibid.: 10.40.2), the in
vokers attempting to attract the A.svins were compared to a yo{a 
attracting a marya. In other words, such unions could evidently be 
initiated by interested individuals of either sex. 

While it is unclear whether the unions referred to above existed 

4 Terms such as marya, jara, vara, vadhuyu, etc, could be used to denote
either the lover or the bridegroom (Karve 1939: 118). 
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within the context of a household, there are indications that some
what similar bonds, such as that between the dampafi (dual) were 
forged in such a context. The dampaii referred to the husband and 
wife (RS. Sharma 1983a: 28) who jointly shared control of the 
dam.a. Their ideal relationship was reflected in prayers to make the 
dampafiofone mind (samanasa, RV 5.3.2, 8.31.5). In other words, 
the emphasis was on equality or consensus rather than on domin
ance and subservience between partners. What is also significant is 
that both sons and daughters were desired within the dama (RV 
8.31.8). 

These possibilities were not, however, accorded recognition 
within the later brahmanical tradition. While none of them was 
explicitly condemned, the treatment accorded to the relationship 
of jamitva is probably indicative of the attitude towards such unions. 
Jamitva implied a dose bond, which was evidently viewed as 
desirable (RV 10.64.13). It also stood for the brother-sister tie and 
may have included an obligation to marry (Karve 1939: 109). 
However, in the lacer Vedic period and subsequently, the relation
ship was viewed with increasing disfavour. 

Conflicting notions of jamitva reflecting a situation of transi
tion, are typified in the famous dialogue between Y ama and 
Yami (RV 10.10), the primeval twins. Yami was conceived of as 
desiring sexual union on the basis of jamitva, whereas Y ama was 
thought to deny the possibility, on the ground of their similarity 
and virtual identity. While this has been viewed as a discussion on 
and condemnation of incest, it is possible that the union was 
regarded with increasing disfavour 00, account of the absolute 
equality of the partners. This is also suggested by the treatment of 
jamitva in the later Vedic ritual context, where constant efforts were 
made to avoid pairing similar objects or verses or metres (e.g. LSS 
6.9.8), such unions being regarded as unproductive on account of 
the sameness of the partners. At another level, some of the terms 
referred to above, such as Jara, were later regarded as terms of abuse 
(Karve 1939: 119). 

At the same time, heterosexual relationships were increasingly 
structured in terms of the pati-patn'iljaya bond which was construed 
as one of superordination and subordination. This is suggested, for 
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instance, in the analogy comparing the fingers used to press soma 
for Indra with patnis serving a pati (RV 1.62.11). The pati-patni 
bond was probably privileged because it permitted the consolidation 
of ritual and political power within the household in the hands of 
a single man, the grhapati. 

The political significance of the pati-patni relationship as an 
ideal or a norm cannot be overestimated. The introduction and 
standardization of values of dominance and subordination, and the 
power attributed to or claimed by the grhapati, in a sense facilitated 
the task of those who were attempting to penetrate within and 
control some aspects of domestic life-priests and men who aspired 
to positions of status, as they could negotiate with a single powerful 
man instead of with a less closely structured and hence probably 
less 'manageable' domestic unit. As such, the pati-patni relationship 
was accorded a recognition which was not available to other types 
of unions. From the perspective of the pati too, it is likely that the 
development and maintenance of inegalitarian relationships within 
the household may have posed problems. In such a situation, the 
possibility of buttressing his position through external support 
probably assumed greater importance, providing the basis for an 
intermeshing of various networks of power and authority. 

The working out of the pati-patni relationship was accompanied 
by the marginalization of other, non-sexual relations between ·men 
and women, including that with mothers. On the mythical plane, 
while a number of goddesses such as the ApaJ:i (RV 1.23.16), Aditi 
(ibid.: 1.89.10), the Heaven and Earth (ibid.: 3.1.7), Night and 
Day (ibid.: 1.142.7), U�as (ibid.: 7.81.4) and divinized rivers such 
as the Vipasa, Sucudri (ibid.: 3.33.3) and Sarasvati (ibid.: 2.41.6), 
were characterized as mothers in the early Vedic tradition, this was 
not explored or reinforced subsequently. 

The treatment of the brother-sister bond was somewhat similar. 
While some goddesses such as the ApaJ:i (RV 9.82.3), U�as (ibid.: 
1.123.5) and Sinivali (ibid.: 2.32.6) were conceived of as sisters of 
the gods, men rarely appealed to them as sisters. 

On the human plane, the shift in the terminology used to 
designate the sister reflects a transformation of the bond. It is likely 
that initially, the brother-sister bond was especially close, with the 
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brother or bhrii.tr being defined in relation to the sister or svasr 
(Shastri 1949: 260). The first term was probably derived from the 
Inda-European root bhar or bher meaning to bear, protect or sup
port (IED: s.v.), whereas svasr is traceable to the root seve and was 
in all likelihood related to the Sanskrit root sva (self) or sviya (one's 
own} (Ghurye 1962: 26). Thus, 'the brother appears as the sup
porter or helper of his sister and the sister figures as his own relative 
par excellence' (ibid.). 

In the later Vedic tradition and subsequently, the term svasr 
was replaced by bhagini. The latter term is commonly explained as 
one who is fortunate in having a brother but it also means one who 
has a vagina (bhaga) (Gonda 1975ii: 431), emphasizing the sexual 
attributes of the woman which at once rendered her attractive and 
dangerous from the point of view of the brother in an exogamous 
system and constituted her value in a system of exchange of women 
by men in such a situation. It was probably this understanding 
which is reflected in the growing hostility towards the daughter as 
well (AB 7.33.1). 

' The structuring of ties between kinsmen and women in the 
context of gii.rhasthya thus meant an ordering of sexual and procrea
tive bonds, with a marked preference for such forms as were male
dominated. Related to this, kinswomen who could not be incor
porated within such bonds were marginalized. In other words, the 
relationship between kinsmen and women was becoming increas
ingly differentiated, with the former attempting to assume control 
over and directing the form and content of the relationship. 

If the relations between men and women were increasingly 
governed by concerns of control over procreation, those between 
men were structured around the issue of control over other resources 
as well. As mentioned earlier, the development of relationships 
amongst kinsmen was characterized by the strengthening of inter
generational bonds amongst men, typified by the father-son bond 
in particular. On the mythical plane, this was reflected in the 
conceptualization of the most important deities, such as Indra (RV 
4.17.17) and Agni (ibid.: 6.1.5) as fathers. 

Analogies indicate that the father was expected to offer protec
tion (SGS 1.25. 7) and impart wisdom (RV 7.32.26), being obeyed 
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in return (ibid.: 1.68.5). Besides, although the father-son bond was 
not one of equality, it implied reciprocity.5 Thus, the son was 
expected to support and strengthen the father (RV 1.30.1) just as 
the father supported him. 

As in the case of the pati-patn'i relationship, the father- son bond 
was worked out and strengthened through myths and rituals, in
cluding those involving the pitrs. The notion of the pitrs was de
veloped and elaborated during the period under consideration. Of 
the forty-eight occurrences of the term in the {?.g Veda, as many as 
twenty-four are found in the relatively late tenth mar.uja/,a (M. 
Chakravarti 1969: 159). Besides, while the term may have initially 
denoted ancestors in general, it was gradually refined to specify the 
pitr, pitiimaha and prapitiimaha (father, patrilineal grandfather and 
great-grandfather respectively, Karve 1938: 74). 

As opposed to inter-generational ties, the bonds amongst other 
kinsfolk were accorded less importance in some instances, and 
positively denied in others. The bonds which were regarded as 
unimportant included matrilateral ties amongst sanabhas and 
sodaryas (GDS 28.26), that is, those sharing a common navel and 
womb respectively. The position of the jnatis, literally those who 
were well-known (Karve 1939: 144), was somewhat similar. It is 
likely that ties with the jfiatiwere particularly important for women, 
hence, during the varu�apraghasa they were threatened with the 
destruction of these kinsfolk in case they had lovers and did not 
tell the truth (e.g. BSS 5.7).6 The marginalization of such ties was 
reflected in the virtual absence of attempts to identify deities as 
sanabhas, sodaryas or jfiittis as well as in the absence of rituals or 
prescriptions to strengthen the bonds amongst them. 

5 As an extension of this, the father-son tie was often conceived of as reversible,
both in myths such as that of Agni and the sacrificer (RV 5.3.10) where the 
former was thought to be produced by the latter and in turn produced him, 
and in rituals such as the rajasuya. This conceptualization conveyed a sense of 
continuity from one generation to the next. 

6 The association of jfiatiswith women was also suggested during the marriage
ritual (SGS··• 1.9.9) which included a prayer to Pu�an to ensure thac the 
bridegroom became jfiatimat, that is, possessed of jfiatis, through the father, 
mother and brothers of his bride. Women probably had some claims to the 
wealth of the jfiati, which was later denied (ADS 2.6.14.9-10). 
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The fate of the bonds··amongst other kinsfolk was more or less 
similar. These included the bandhus, a term derived from the root 
bandh meaning to bind (Karve 1939: 142) and probably referring 
to both uterine and marital as well as paternal kinsfolk, the apis, 
literally those who were near (ibid.: 144) and the sajiitas, chat is, 
those who shared a common birth. While gods were occasionally 
identified in terms of such relationships(RV 8.21.4, 8.73.12), these 
associations were not developed further.7 

The treatment of such kinfolk extended to the relationship 
envisaged amongst brothers. Although gods were occasionally iden
tified as brothers (e.g, RV 6.59.2, 2.1.9, etc.), no attempts were 
made to strengthen such ties through rituals. Besides, kinsmen 
belonging to the same generation as the yajamanal grhapati, the 
bhriitrrya and sapatna,, were viewed as positively hostile. 

I had suggested that the focus on patriliny permitted the con
centration of power and resources by restricting potential con
tenders and claimants as sons could look forward to gaining their 
fathers' positions. As opposed to this, close bonding amongst men 
of the same generation could be maintained through a sharing of 
resources and power, but such bonds were considered less impor
tant. Besides, just as those aspiring to establish gender stratification 
were assured of support, so also were those who aspired to enforce 
patrilineal control assured of receiving political and ritual support, 
for similar reasons. 

Although ties amongst kinsfolk belonging to the same genera
tion were not reinforced, many of these were allowed to persist. 
This points to the continued importance of bilateral ties, typical of 
a clan organization. It has been suggested that although contradic-

7 The treatment of sakhya, friendship or companionship, was somewhat 
similar. Deities were frequently conceived of in terms of sakhya in the Vedic 
tradition (e.g. RV 9.31.6, 10.6.2, etc). The relationship amongst sakhas of the 
opposite sex could extend beyond friendship. This is evident from the Yama
Yami dialogue (ibid.: 10.10.1) where the latter was portrayed as hoping to obtain 
a grandson for her father through sakhya with her sakha, Yama. Even in the 
marriage ritual, the seventh step of the saptapadi was to be taken for sakhya 
(Patyal 1975: 107). However, sakhya did not attain centrality within the brah
manical tradition. 
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tory, clan and lineage-type bonds frequently co-exist owing to the 
fact that while 'the latter may serve as instruments of ranking and 
stratification tending to produce a society of potentially hostile 
socio-economic class segments, ... the clan may operate to cross 
cut class lines, thus discouraging incipient class conflict' (Fried 
1967: 126). 

In other words, their continued existence permitted the regula
tion of open conflicts and as such was politically beneficial. 

III 

The consolidation of the particular household order and kinship 
structure dominated by the grhapati was manifested concretely in 
his assertion of control over the productive resources and produce 
associated with the household, as well as with their distribution. 
This was achieved through the development of relationships of 
control within the household, which were reinforced through con
nections with and the support of the new extra-domestic sources 
of power and authority which were being consolidated virtually 
simultaneously. 

The crystallization of these relationships took place in the con
text of what may be broadly defined as a situation of economic 
expansion, characterized by the growing importance of settled 
agriculture, which was probably intrinsically linked to an increase 
in population. 

It has been suggested (Stanley 1981: 301, Ember 1983: 292) 
that the shift to settled agriculture results in a dramatic increase in 
population owing to more certain food supplies, the greater fertiliry 
of women and the demand for labour. This increase in population 
in turn generates further resources for agricultural expansion. In 
situations where relatively simple agricultural technology is 
employed, labour is possibly one of the most important means of 
production (Meillassoux 1978: 323). Given the limited use of iron 
tools for agriculture, mentioned earlier, it is not surprizing that the 
control over procreative processes, which could generate additional 
labour resources, acquired significance. 

The control of procreation necessitated, in concrete terms, the 
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control of women.8 This was attempted through the reduction and
specification of the roles open to them vis-a-vis material resources 
on the one hand, and through efforts to enforce a definition of pro
creation which viewed women as merely instrumental. At another 
level, the possibilities denied to women were extended to others. 
These included access to and control over material resources, 
typified by an ability to legitimately transfer them on a range of 
occas10ns. 

The issue of control over material resources was explored in 
early Vedic mythology, with reference to deities such as Indra, Agni, 
V arui:ia and Soma. Of this entire range of possibilities, those as
sociated with Indra and Agni were extended systematically to the 
realm of the household through the identification of the grhapatil 
yajamana with these deities. The possibilities which were thus 
reinforced were those which focused on the control over resources 
by a single man, and their conditional distribution. 9

As opposed to this, there is a sharp dichotomy between the roles 
conceived for goddesses in the early Vedic tradition and those 
envisaged for women in the later Vedic context and subsequently. 
Initially, some goddesses were conceived of as generating resources. 
For instance, U�as (RV 4.52.3) and Ila (ibid.: 5.41.19) were 
regarded as mothers of cattle or the herd. At another level, they 

were identified with resources, with Sarasvat'i visualized as being 
full of milk and water (ibid.: 7.36.6), while Pr�i:ii or the mother of 
the Maruts was equated with the cow (ibid.: 8.94.1). Besides, like 
the gods, they were conceived of as distributing resources as well, 

8 As Gailey (1987: x-xi) observes: 'Women symbolize the ability of kin
communities to control their own reproduction. In their dual capacity, as both 
producers of subsistence goods and reproducers of kinspeople, women become 
the focus of attempts to reduce their relative authority and autonomy', in a 
situation of state formation, where, from the point of view of those aspiring to 
state control, there is a need to ensure production to facilitate the collection of 
tribute or taxes, as opposed to production for subsistence, which is the common 
goal of kin-based societies. 

9 The crucial role of the grhapati in productive processes, related to his control
over the means of production, is also attested to in Buddhist sources (U. 
Chakravarti 1987). 
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with U�as being commonly described as maghoni or generous 10 

(ibid.: 3.61.1) and being invoked by those who desired rayi or 
wealth (ibid.: 4.51.10), Sarasvat'i was characterized as a giver of 
ratnasor jewels (ibid.: 1.164.49), the waters or ApaJ:i were conceived 
of as conferring the rasa or essence (ibid.: 10.9.2), while the 
Ofadhis or plants were thought to provide horses, cattle and cloth 
(ibid.: 10.97.4). 

If the attributes of the goddesses reflect parallels envisaged in 
the human context, it is evident that the possibility of women 
generating and distributing produce or productive resources was 
recognized at least amongst some communities. However, this was 
not legitimized or reinforced through rituals or prescriptions. More 
important, myths and rituals developed the notion of legitimately 
dispossessing goddesses, and, by explicit extension, women. I had 
referred earlier to the battle between Indra and U �as as well as to 
the structuring of gender relations through the soma sacrifice, which 
justified debarring women from an inheritance. Such possibilities 
were also explored in the conceptualization of the nakfatras 
(feminine) or asterisms which were initially conceived of as possess
ing rddhi or prosperity (PVB 23.23.2) but were later defined as 
literally na-kfatra (i.e. devoid of kfatra, SB 2.1.2.18).11 In other 
words, the importance of goddesses was negated to exclude (kins) 
women from what were defined as the resources of the household. 

In fact, in the human context, women were increasingly defined 
as part of the resources of the household, typified in the gifting of 
women in general and daughters in particular, especially in mar
riage. This was recognized as a possibility in both the early and the 
later Vedic tradition. In the former, the gifting of women is referred 
to as the giving of vadhus, a term commonly used for the bride (RV 
6.27.8, 8.19.36). 12 Later Vedic tradition records the gifting of 

10 This is the feminine form of maghavan, Indra's characteristic epithet. 
11 At another level, while prayers were offered to the pitrs or male patrilineal

ancestors, to obtain wealth (e.g. RV 10. 15.11), the matrs or maternal ancestors 
were never similarly invoked. 

12 The term vadhu was probably derived from the root vah, meaning to carry
(VI: s.v.), emphasizing the fact that the bride was carried away from her father's 
house to her husband's (Karve 1939: 123). 
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daughters by riijas as a means of winning over sages (SB 4.1.5.7, 
CU 4.2.5). More generally, such gifts were prescribed in the context 
of the soma sacrifice (ASS 5.13.17) and in marriage (ADS 2.5.11.17, 
19, VDS 29.18). Besides, women were enumerated among items 
of property, including animals and land (GOS 12.36, VDS 3.16) 
and consequently considered dependent throughout their lives 
(BOS 2.2.3.46, VDS 5.3). 

The recognition of women as subhuman resources which were 
useful in procreation was accompanied by the conceptualization of 
heterosexual intercourse as an occasion for establishing relationships 
of dominance and subordination (BAU 6.4.2), with provisions for 
cajoling and coercing the woman through purchase or the use of 
force {ibid.: 6.4.8).13 At another level, the procreative process was 
elaborated almost endlessly, reflected, for instance, in the variety of 
sacrifices ranging from the daily agnihotra {e.g. SB 2.2.4.7, BSS 
3. 7, SSS 2.14.2) prescribed for the average householder to the more
elaborate viijapeya, aivamedha and riijasuya, which were prescribed
as a means of obtaining progeny in general and sons in particular. 14

The use of the sacrifice as a procreative device recognized the 
yajamiina as prajiikiima (i.e. desirous of obtaining progeny). This 
contrasted with early Vedic prayers for offspring for an undifferen
tiated 'us' {e.g. RV 4.50.6, 4.36.9) or for the household unit such 
as the kraya (ibid.: 9.97.6) or grha (ibid.: 8.31.4). The assertion of 
the claims of the yajamiina over reproduction was probably two-fold 
-on the one hand it was an assertion of the authority of men as
opposed to women and on the other it suggests a tendency to
recognize individual men as dominant within the household, as
opposed to the more generalized forms of control which probably
prevailed earlier.

Second, the devices employed in the ritual to ensure procreation 
included variations on the mithuna, conceived of as pairs of mas-

13 Assertion of male control is also evident from the fact that men were 
expected to use chants and take the initiative in sexual intercourse (ibid.: 
6.4.20,21). 

14 The prescriptions for obtaining daughters were few and far between.
Occasionally the term praja or offspring was viewed as a synonym for putra or 
son (ApSS 5.26.3). 
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culine and feminine objects or ideas used in basic rituals such as 
the agnihotra (SB 11.3.2.1) and the new and full moon sacrifice 
(ibid.: 11.1.2.6). This emphasized the instrumentality of the wife 
in the procreative process. This was also ensured through the sym
bolic enactment of heterosexual intercourse. For instance, water was 
poured into the folded hands of the sacrificer's wife during the 
agnihotra, to ensure the birth of offspring (SSS 2.10.5,6) while she 
was expected to place sacred grass between her thighs (SSS 1.15.13-
14) or on her navel (ASS 1.11.2) during the new and full moon
sacrifice for a similar purpose. While this implied a certain recog
nition of the procreative role of the wife, the context, controlled
and ritualized by the sacrificer and the priesthood, meant, in effect,
that women were denied control over the process. This is also
reflected in the legend ofManu (SB 1.8. 1.7-11) who was conceived
of as obtaining a daughter named Ila from the sacrifice, and using
her as a sacrificial offering in order to obtain offspring.

The elaboration of the procreative process is also evident in the 
development of other 'means' of reproduction to which women 
were denied access. These included knowledge of various kinds-of 
the significance of rituals (e.g. SSS 10.14.8, 10.15.8, 16.23.6), and 
mystic insight, or knowledge of particular texts (e.g. AA 3.2.15, 
CU 1.5.2, BAU 5.13.1). 

The ritualization of procreation is also evident in rites of passage 
such as marriage (RV 10.85.45, AGS 1.7.6, ApGS 6.11, SGS 
1.16.8,11), where prayers were offered to ensure that the bride 
produced sons, and in the rituals associated with pregnancy such 
as the pu,rzsavana (ApGS 14.9) and the iimantonnayana (ibid.: 
14.1). Given the dominant role assigned to the husband or priest 
on such occasions, the notion of the male as determining or con
trolling procreation would have been strengthened. 

In this situation, obtaining offspring was viewed as the outcome 
of a two- or three-fold process-physical, ritual and spiritual. While 
both men and women had more or less equal access to the first, 
the second and third were male-dominated. Given their access to 
such 'means' of reproduction the role of men in procreation was 
magnified, while that of women was marginalized. 15 Not surpriz-

15 It is also likely that the use of rituals was related to the uncertainties of the 
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ingly, this was consolidated in the recognition of paternal control 
over children in prescriptive literature (e.g. VOS 15.6). 

The offspring obtained, moreover, were connected with the 
father through rituals. For instance, the son was first fed by the 
father (BAU 6.4.25) and then handed over for breast-feeding to 
the mother (ibid.: 6.4.27). This probably symbolically incorporated 
the newborn son within the patrilineage and asserted the father's 
role in childbirth (Kessler 1976: 77). Besides, the possibility of 
recognizing a range of sons other than natural ones was accepted 
(GOS 28.34-35, VOS 17.26-39). 

At another level, the importance of the physical process of birth 
was minimized through the growing emphasis on the upanayana 
or initiation prescribed for boys and men belonging to the first 
three van:zas. This was thought to lead to a second birth (e.g. ADS 
1.1.1.16, GOS 1.10, VOS 2.3) which was explicitly considered to 
be superior to the first.16 The second birth, moreover, was a spiritual
one, in which the acarya or teacher virtually usurped the role of the 
mother (SB 11.5.4.17). 

Almost simultaneously, women's role in procreation and con
sequently their sexuality, was devalued. This is evident from the 
growing tendency to view menstruation and childbirth as polluting. 
Hence, touching, conversing with, or even seeing such women had 
to be avoided (e.g. SGS 4.11.6, PGS 2.8.4, ADS 1.5.16.19, GOS 

4 ) 17 23.12,35, VOS .38, 23.12. 

physical process of pregnancy and childbirth. Nevertheless, the specific form of 
the rituals and their control meant that the: role: of men, as fathers or priests, 
was viewed as crucial. At another lc:vc:l, the: notion of creation implicit in 
cosmogonies suggested that sexual intercourse: was not a creative: activity, unlike: 
austerity, or more: typically, the performance: of a sacrifice:. 

16 The up.anayanawas also a means of dealing with the vexatious question of
male: puberty. As Kessler (1976: 80) observes, there is no single: marked 
chronological or physiological point at which men attain puberty. For women, 
on the: other hand, menstruation is a clear demarcation between childhood and 
womanhood. Ritual initiation, by creating an artificial turning point for the boy, 
was certainly one: way of overcoming this problem. 

17 This was extended to the notion of women as polluting in general. At the
same time:, it was perhaps unwittingly recognized that from the: point of view 
of the woman, reproduction in a gender-stratified society could be a source of 
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At another level, the growing emphasis on procreation raised 
the problem of regulating access to potentially reproductive women. 
Prescriptive literature was marked by an insistence that such women 
marry (GDS 18.21, VDS 17.67, BOS 4.1.15) and reproduce. 
Nevertheless, the existence of women who did not conform to the 
norm, including prostitutes, and unfaithful wives, was recognized, 
although they were viewed with disfavour (BSS 2.5, ADS 1.6.19 .14, 
GOS 17.15, VOS 14.10, 14.19). 

As important was the continued debate on the relative impor
tance of procreative partners, which was never finally resolved. 
Taking the analogy of the field (the woman) and the seed, progeny 
were supposed to belong to the person who owned the field. 
Nevertheless, parabtja (literally the seed of another) was regarded 
as potentially dangerous (ADS 2.6.13.6, BDS 2.2.3.36, VDS 17.9). 
However, recognizing the importance of the parabtja implicitly 
weakened the claims to the ownership of the 'field' or the woman. 
Similarly, denying the importance of the reproductive role of 
women, if carried to its logical conclusion, led to the opinion 
attributed to Yajfiavalkya (SB 1.3.1.2 I), that it did not really matter 
if the wife consorted with other men. Defining the limits of in
dividual responsibility for procreation thus presented almost intrac
table problems. 

There is evidence to suggest that women may have resisted the 
role assigned to them in procreation. This is reflected in the relative 
paucity of goddesses in comparison to gods, who were invoked in 
prayers for offspring. More important, those responsible for the 
destruction of bhriu:zas or embryos were conceived of as demonesses 

weakness. This is evident from the characterization of an unimpregnated 
(apravita) cow as one which possessed unimpaired vigour (ayatayamni, SB 
3.3.1.16), this being used for exchanging soma in the ritual context. A similar 
understanding probably underlay the changes in the words commonly used to 
designate the wife. These shifted from jaya with its emphasis on the procreative 
role of the woman, to patni envisaging her as a counterpart to the pat� to 
bharya, literally she who has to be borne. Semantically, the shift was from a 
positive link with procreation to a negative, passive, role in the process. It is 
likely that this was associated with the structuring of procreation within the 
context of the grha. 
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(e.g. RV 10.155.2) 18 instead of as demons. Besides, in the human
context, every patni was regarded as a potential destroyer of off
spring (prajaghni, PGS 1.11.2), this attribute having to be conjured 
away through chants and rituals. That there were women who may 
have resisted the specific social construction of reproduction is also 
evident from the provision for banishing the bharya or wife who 
did not (BDS 4.1.22) or could not (ibid.: 2.2.4.6) cooperate in the 
process. 

It is in this context that attempts to institutionalize marriage 
need to be viewed. This involved the hierarchical arrangement of 
different forms of marriage, with a marked preference for those 
requiring the gift of a daughter. While this was implicit in the term 
most commonly used for the proceedings, vivaha, derived from the 
root vah suggesting the carrying away of the daughter from the 
house of her parents (Chatterjee Sastri 1972: 15, Prabhu 1954: 
150, Shastri 1949: 263) as well as in the notion of the bride as the 
gift of the gods, including Soma, the gandharvas and Agni (RV 
10.85.41, PGS 1.4.16, VOS 28.5), myths point to the existence of 
a range of alternative possibilities. This included the choice of 
husbands by Surya (RV 1.119.5) as well as a mutual choice of 
partners who cement the bond with an exchange of gifts, as in the 
case of the Heaven and Earth (PVB 7.10.1-3). A third possibility, 
associated with Prajapati, involved the gift of the daughter. It was 
this which was developed through rituals and prescriptions. 

Marriage was explicitly connected with the commencement of 
garhapatya and the continuation of the patrilineage (e.g. RV 
10.85.42), with the wife being acquired for procreation and wealth 
(ibid.: 10.85.41). This association with prosperity is also evident 
in the saptapadi rite, where the seven steps were for food, strength, 
wealth, comfort, or well-being, offspring or cattle, the seasons and 
companionship (PGS 1.8.1. AGS 1.7.19, SGS 1.14.6). It is sig
nificant that the first textual reference to this formula occurs not 
in the context of marriage but in the soma sacrifice, being recited 

18 The possibility of human bhriu;ahas was also recognized. These included 
men and women who were regarded as ritually polluting (BSS 27.9) and con
demned (e.g. ADS 1.9.24.8, GOS 21.9, VOS 1.20). 



260 The Emergence of M,onarchy in North India 

by the priest while leading the cow used for the exchange of soma 
(e.g. ApSS 10.22.12, 10.23.1). Given the notion of Soma as the 
embodiment of prosperity, the use of the chant in the context of 
marriage was probably a means of ensuring the well-being of the 
grhapati to be, through the appropriation of the powers inherent 
in the bride. 

The emphasis on exchanging women as the ideal form of mar
riage is also reflected in the recognition and hierarchical ordering 
of six or eight types of marriage in the later brahmanical tradition. 
While these may have represented variants practised in different 
communities, or amongst different social strata, the ordering which 
was enforced betrayed a preference for forms which included 
patriarchal elements (Lingat 1973: 59-60, R.S. Sharma 1983b: 53). 
For instance, the first and the best form of marriage, commonly 
referred to as brahma (AGS 1.6.1, GDS 4;6, BDS 1.11.20.2, VDS 
1.30), involved the gift of the daughter by her father, who also 
endowed her with ornaments. The second form, daiva, considered 
only slightly less meritorious, was characterized by the gifting of 
the daughter in the sacrificial context (AGS 1.6.2, GDS 4.9, BDS 
1.11.20.5, VDS 1.31). The prajapatya form was probably ranked 
third on account of the conditional nature of the gift (Chatterjee 
1956: 48) so that the newly-wed couple could fulfil dhannatogether 
(AGS 1.6.3, BDS 1.11.20.3, GDS 4.7). 

The less desirable forms of marriage involved different kinds of 
exchanges. These included the ar!a, ranked fourth (AGS 1.6.4, 
GDS 4.8, BDS 1. 11.20.4, VDS 1.32), in which the bridegroom 
gave a cow and a bull to his father-in-law, 19 and the gandharva,
ranked fifth, based on the mutual consent of the bride and 
bridegroom, without any tangible material exchange or parental 
intervention (AGS 1.6.5, GDS 4.10, BDS 1.11.20.6, VDS 1.33). 
The sixth form, the asura, involved the exchange of the woman for 
wealth (AGS 1.6.6, GDS 4.11, BDS 1.11.20.7), while the last two 
types, the paifaca and rakfasa (AGS 1.6.7, 8, GOS 4.13, 12, VDS 

19 The designation of chis form as a�, implying an association with the
rfis, suggests that chis was probably an ancient and venerated practice which was 
gradually devalued. 
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1.34), were characterized by the carrying off of the woman, forcibly 
or otherwise. It is likely that such unions were condemned as they 
violated the father's claim to legitimately control and give his 
daughter (R.S. Sharma 1983b: 53). 

The discourse on procreation and its control indicates both the 
possibilities and the problems inherent in asserting the dominance 
of the grhapati over the process. While a successful assertion of 
control could result in an ability to expand and dispose off a range 
of resources, including potentially procreative women, labour, and 
by extension, the produce of labour, it was not easily established. 
In this context, the male householder attempted to reinforce his 
position by asserting his control over other resources and their 
distribution, as well as by using some of these resources to forge 
ties with socio- political categories which were beginning to occupy 
dominant positions and whose support was useful in enabling the 
grhapati to consolidate his position vis-a-vis other kinsfolk. 

One of the distinctive features of the early Vedic tradition was 
the association of wealth with household units rather than with 
individuals. This is reflected in prayers to obtain two- and four
footed beings for the nivesa (RV 9.69.7), cattle for the grha (ibid.: 
9.49.2), jewels for the dama (ibid.: 6.74.1), wealth for the okas 
(ibid.: 1.64.10) and prosperity for the k{aya (ibid.: 8.27. 16). As op
posed to this, in the later Vedic tradition and subsequently, pasu, 
anna or praja were desired for the individual male sacrificer. This 
meant that the claims of individual men to such resources were 
recognized and legitimized, possibly at the expense of more amor
phous, less dearly defined claims. 

The issue in focus and its envisaged resolution is evident in the 
discussion on daya or inheritance. The term itself occurs rarely in 
the ,8.g Veda, and has the sense of reward rather than inheritance 
(Basu 1925: 26). It was evidently a new institution, and its develop
ment was handled through legends and prescriptions rather than 
through myths, pointing to the fact that it was probably not entirely 
consonant with earlier values and practices. 

Legends pertaining to daya almost invariably linked the institu
tion with Manu, the primeval man and founder of the human race 
(e.g. AB 5.22.9, BSS 14.5, BOS 2.2.3.2, VOS 17.52). The transfer 
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of the daya was envisaged as taking place amongst kinsmen, ex
emplified by Manu and his sons, to the exclusion of kinswomen. 
Secondly, the kinsmen were conceived of as belonging to different 
generations, although a sharing of resources was envisaged amongst 
brothers. Third, the kinsmen eligible to participate were those who 
were active householders-Manu's son, NabhanediHa, was de
prived of a share as he was not a householder-his father finding 
a way out by teaching him a certain sacrifice wh.-ich enabled him 
to obtain a thousand (possibly) cattle (AB 5.22.9). 

The close parallels envisaged in the prescriptions of the Dharma 
Simas are striking. For instance, women were described as adaya, 
that is, without a diiya or inheritance, as they were nirindriya or 
devoid of strength (BOS 2.2.3.47). Those eligible to participate in 
the process included fathers and sons (ADS 2.6.14.1, GOS 28.1, 
2) or men who were considered to be their equivalents. These
included those who were classified as less legitimate sons (GOS
28.35), sapi,:zrf,as, that is, men belonging to three preceding and
three succeeding patrilineal generations, brothers (BOS 1.5.11. 7)
and those with whom spiritual kinship was established, including
the acarya or teacher, and the antevasin or disciple (ADS 2.6.14.3,
VOS 17.82). Primogeniture was evidently not very significant.
Finally, those who had entered a different iiJrama (i.e. apart from
that of the householder) were considered ineligible to receive a share
(VDS 17.52).

Dayabhaga 20 thus structured the Jharing of resources between 
men and women and amongst men, and legitimized a directional 
transfer of resources from one generation of householders to the 
next. Not surprisingly, this was described as conducive to the 
increase of dharma (dharmavrddhi, GOS 28.4). While this has been 
interpreted as a multiplication of the cult (Lingat 1973: 62), it is 
possible that it was thought to lead to the proliferation of dharma 
in a broader sense, involving the sustenance of the new socio
political order through the branching out of a particular form of 

20 The term dayabhaga, as used in the present context, refers to the literal
sharing of the inheritance rather than to the school of!aw which was later known 
by that name. 
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household organization which provided the basis for consolidating 
resources as well as for generating them. 

The norms which evolved regarding dayabhaga also meant a 
denial of earlier or alternative patterns of sharing resources within 
the household as well as amongst kinsfolk. It is likely that chis was 
resisted. This was probably partly countered by recognizing the 
validity of deia and kula dharma, the practices specific to particular 
regions or families (ADS 2.6. 15.1) in matters of inheritance. At 
another level, it was met by building up and reinforcing ties between 
the grhapati and chose in control of socio-political power, through 

f h 
21systems o exc ange. 

The implications of the connections which were developed 
between the grhapati and those in positions of status are evident 
from an examination of dakfi1:za and dana. From the grhapatls 
perspective, the ability to channelize resources in such exchanges 
guaranteed his access to_the sacred and would have legitimized his 
claim to control and distribute the productive resources of the 
grha. Hence, although such exchanges may not have been very 
significant in terms of the quantity of resources transferred, the 
ability to participate in chem strengthened his claims to ocher 
resources as well. 

Given the significance of such exchanges, it is not surprizing 
chat women were not expected to participate in chem. In fact, the 
only form of ritual gift-giving open to women was chat of the first 
alms to the brahmacarin who commenced his career by begging 
from either his teacher's wife or from his own mother (SB 11.3.3.7, 
SGS 2.6.5, PGS 2.5.5, BOS 1.2.3. 17-18). What is significant is 
chat this donation was confined within the kin network of the 
grha, with the mother offering alms to her son, or someone regarded 
as his equivalent, contrasting with the gifts made by the grhapati 
which connected him with those beyond his own grha. Thus, wo
men had fewer opportunities of using access co distribution as a 
means of mediating between the household and ocher institutions. 22 

21 In a different context, Gailey (1987: 199) argues that while taxation may
represent a demand on the household, individual responsibility for pa�ment
often legitimizes individual claims to the resources of the household. 

22 That women may have attempted to participate in such· exchanges is 
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Other forms of exchange which were marginalized included 
those amongst kinsfolk whose relationship was not hierarchically 
ordered. Such exchanges may have been reciprocal rather than direc
tional, and probably included those amongst jiiittis (RV 10.117.9), 
sakhas(ibid.: 10.117.4) and bandhus(ibid.: 8.21.4). Given the more 
or less equivalent status of the participants, it is likely that the 
resources transferred would have been more or less symmetrical 
over a period of time. However, such exchanges were not developed 
further within the brahmanical tradition. On the contrary, ap
propriating the wealth of the undifferentiated kin community was 
recognized as a legitimate goal, both in major sacrifices such as the 
rajasuya (e.g. LSS 9.3. 16) and in routine domestic rituals such as 
the new and full moon sacrifice (SB 1.2.1.7). 

Simultaneously, the offering of the madhuparka and arghya was 
constantly enjoined, with che grhapati as the donor, while the recipi
ents included the aciirya, rtvij and sniitaka, all associated with the 
domain of the sacred, the riijii, che ivaiura or father-in-law, and less 
frequently, pitrvya or paternal uncle and viviihya or groom (AGS 
1.24.2-4, ApGS 13.19, PGS 1.3.1, KGS 4.4.21, ADS 2.4.8.6, 
GOS 5.28, BOS 2.3.6.36). Thus, less structured exchanges amongst 
kinsfolk were replaced by ties binding kinsmen belonging to dif
ferent generations and households. As important is the face that 
relationships of support amongst kinsfolk were reduced co symbolic 
exchanges. As a result, che claims co the resources of the household 
were reduced, permitting the consolidation of control in the hands 
of the grhapati, while the position of a select group of kinsmen was 
accorded recognition. 

At another level, the householder was expected co provide for 
dependents within the household such as children, chose who were 
sick or pregnant, women staying with him and elders (e.g. SGS 

suggested by the legend of Dhvasra and Puru�anti (PVB 13.7.12), two women 
who evidently wanted to give a thousand (presumably) cattle to two sages named 
T aranti and Punimidha. The latter wished to take the gift without formally 
receiving it, ultimately doing so through two samam named after them. Thus, 
the gifts made by the women were denied any formal value, and, as a result, 
there was no question of gaining prestige nor was the control over productive 
resources by women legitimized. 
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2.14.21, PGS 2.9.13, ADS 2.2.4.12, GDS 5.26, BDS 2.7.13.5), 
the householder himself being expected to eat after others. While 
this ensured that all members of the household received a share of 
food, the fact that this was channelled through the grhapati under
scored their dependence on him and reinforced his ultimate control 
over the distribution of the produce of the grha. 

While claims to the resources of the household on the basis of 
generalized ties of kinship were regulated, other claims, including 
that of hospitality or iztithyawere recognized (e.g. PGS 2.9.12, ADS 
1.4.14.1, VDS 8.7). The principles involved in iztithyaemphasized 
its universality. For instance, food had to be offered even to dogs, 
crows, ciz'l}r/il.las and patitas (VDS 11.10). At the same time, the 
form of iztithya was expected to vary according to var'l}a. Thus, the 
offering and receiving of iztithya meant the introduction of a dif
ferent set of norms regarding the distribution of household produce. 

Defining legitimate claimants to resources was, in a sense, in
dicative of a shift from a clan-oriented to a lineage-oriented system. 
The former was 'an inclusive unit tending to include all possible 
members even though that means offering shares in the clan's 
corporate resources' (Fried 1967: 124). The latter, on the other 
hand, restricted membership, and, by extension, access to produc
tive resources. 

At another level, the repeated emphasis on defining those 
eligible to participate in various kinds of exchanges implicitly indi
cates continuous challenges to the process. It is in this situation 
that socialization into definite roles acquired importance. 

N 

Given the differential roles expected of men and women on the 
one hand, and of men in different stages of their lives on the other, 
socialization was necessary to provide information regarding these 
roles, as well as to ensure their acceptance. The problem of access 
to and the use of the sacred, as reflected within the brahmanical 
tradition, provides an insight into the process of socialization, if 
one views 'ritual forms, like speech forms, as transmitters of culture 
which are generated in social relations, and which, by their selective 
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emphases, exercise a constraining effect on social behaviour' 
(Douglas 1973: 21).23

The use of the sacred for socialization required defining sacrality 

and regulating access to it. It also necessitated the incorporation of 
values and norms considered desirable within sacral activities, and 
their reiteration to ensure that these were effectively communicated. 

At one level, the issue of defining the sacred was handled 
through myths. As we have seen, the question was often posed in 
terms of who had discovered the sacrifice, the answers being linked 
to deities regarded as representative of the dominant socio-political 
categories. In terms of gender, some myths envisaged goddesses 
such as U�as and Nakta as the mothers of the sacrifice, who brought 
it to mortals (RV 5.41.7). However, such conceptualizations were 
relatively few. Besides, they were not developed further in the later 
Vedic tradition.24 What is more, Vac, the goddess regarded as the 
'typical' frivolous woman (SB 3.2.4.4-6) was conceived of as aban
doning the gandharvas, celestial beings possessed of knowledge of 
the Vedas, in favour of the gods, who could merely sing. In the 
long run, the gods, and not Vac, were thought to have acquired 
control over sacred learning and the related cult. Thus, there is a 
perceptible shift between early and later Vedic mythological tradi
tions, with the latter focusing squarely on the issue of control of 
the cult and resolving it in favour of gods as opposed to goddesses. 

That the mythical resolution ran parallel to the human situation 
is evident from the composition and compilation of the corpus of 
texts associated with the sacred. Only a handful of the hymns of 
the .(?g Veda are ascribed to women, and even in these cases, the 
authorship is not always certain (Sascri 1969: 24-25). Thus, al
though there was no explicit prohibition, it is obvious that in 
practice, defining the sacred through the composition of hymns 
was an activity to which women had only limited access.25 As an 

23 As Kertzer (1988: 25) observes: 'Ritual is used to constitute power, not
just reflect power that already exists.' 

24 Nevertheless,· feminine divinities, typified by the Apat or waters, were 
regarded as important within the framework of the sacrifice, being equated with 
it (e.g. AB 2.8.2, SB 1.1.1.12). 

25 The limitations under which women laboured are reflected in the hymn 
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extension of this, their rolt in defining the nature and scope of the 
sacrificial cult in which the Vedic hymns were employed as chants, 
was also restricted. 

This is reflected in the paucity of references to women perform
ing sacrifices, which were in most instances (e.g. RV 4.42.9, 5.61.5-
7) regarded as exceptional occasions. More genaally, there was no
feminine equivalent of the term yajamana underscoring the fact
that the male alone had the right to initiate the performance of the
sacrifice (Leslie 1989: 148).26 

At another level, women evidently retained some control over 
defining the norms and practices associated with rites of passage. 
For instance, what was prescribed by women could be followed 
during the funeral rites of the wife (ADS 2.6.15.9). They also had 
a certain say in marriage rituals (ApGS 2.15). Besides, they may 
have been able to define the dharma of particular regions, castes 
and families (GDS 11.22, VDS 19.7). More generally, their role 
in defining dharma was acknowledged within some sections of the 
brahmanical tradition (ADS 2.11.29.15). Unfortunately, though 
understandably, the exact prescriptions which may have been for
mulated by women were not recorded. 

What was recorded and codified in the Grhya Sutras presents 
an amalgam of ritual traditions.27 On the one hand a range of rites 

attributed to Gho�a (RV 10:39.6) in which she appeals to the gods as a son 
rather than as a daughter, which would suggest that the latter could not 
legitimately claim divine favours. 

26 Besides, although the presence of the patni was regarded as essential for 
the sacrifice, variations could be introduced in the routine agnihotra (AB 7.32.8, 
ApSS 6.12.5) and the new and full moon sacrifice (SB 1.3.1.20, ApSS 2.6.4) in 
her absence, or arrangements could be made to obtain another patni to ensure 
ritual continuity (SSS 4.15.23). There is no suggestion that the patni could 
acquire another yajamana to enable her to complete the sacrifice on her own. 
In this context, it is not surprizing that women could rarely define sacrificial 
goals. One of the few goals which were recognized for women was · that of 
obtaining a husband, the tryambaka if{ibeing prescribed for the patikamamaiden 
(BSS 5.16, ApSS 8.18.3). 

27 Initially, virtually every household type was associated with the performance 
of rituals. We have evidence, for instance, of the invocation of gods in the 
kfiti (RV 4. 1.9), dama (ibid.: 4.7.2), okas (ibid.: 7.32.4), pastya (ibid.: 9.65.23), 
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o_f passage was systematized, focusing on the role of the grhapati 
who was frequently recognized as a substitute for the priest (Gonda 
1980: 194). At the same time, some of these rituals were given the 
character of a sacrifice by emphasizing the use of fire.28 On the 
other hand, the Grhya Simas incorporated watered-down versions 
of routine irauta rituals such as the agnihotra (AGS 1.2.1,2) which 
were both simpler and less expensive than those prescribed in the 
Srauta Simas, and in which the participation of priests was optional 
(AGS 1.3.6). This was probably useful in extending the scope of 
the irauta rituals by making them more accessible. 

The structuring of socialization through rituals implied, at the 
fundamental, definitional level, a recognition and enforcement of 
the gender hierarchy. At the same time, the access men had to the 
sacred depended on their position within the kinship or household 
structure, with some positions such as that of the grhapati being 
recognized as of central importance, whereas others were regarded 
as peripheral or even detrimental to the sacred/social order. Thus, 
access to the sacred communicated significant messages regarding 
the relative importance of kinsmen as well. 

Socialization into gender roles focused primarily on enforcing 
a particular definition of the sexual and procreative role of women 
on the one hand, and on the exclusion of women from other roles 
on the other. A causal relationship was developed between the two, 
that is, the exclusion of women from non-sexual and non-procrea
tive roles was implicitly and occasionally explicitly justified in terms 
of the understanding of what was viewed and portrayed as their 
natural role. At the same time, an effort was made to regulate their 
'natural' role through a range of social restrictions. 

Of the various forms of sexual relationships referred to in the 

k{aya (ibid.: 9.9.2) and grha (ibid.: 4.49.3). While there is no evidence to 
determine whether the form of ritual associated with different household types 
varied, the naming of the consolidated ritual tradition as grhya may indicate a 
certain selection which was biased in favour of the practices prevalent in the 
grha. 

28 These included the upanayana (AGS 1.20.2), wedding (ApGS 4.9), caula 
or the first cutting of the hair (AGS 1.17.2), the cutting of the beard (PGS 
2.6.9) and the simantonnayana performed during pregnancy (ibid.: I. I 5.4). 
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early Vedic tradition, only that between the pati and patnil jayit was 
recognized as legitimate within the later Vedic and subsequently 
developed ritual tradition. In fact, the patni was virtually the only 
kinswoman whose presence was required for the sacrifice, ranging 
from the agnihotra (BSS 3.4) to the soma sacrifice, ritjasuya and 
asvamedha. 29 Thus, each performance of such rituals would have
conveyed the notion that this was the only possible or ideal form 
of the relationship between man and woman. 

The implications of this were elaborated during the new and 
full moon sacrifice (BSS 1.12, ApSS 2.5.9), during which the wife 
was considered to be identical to her divine counterparts, with a 
prayer being offered to ensure that she be avidhava and suputra (i.e. 
not a widow and endowed with good sons) like Indra.1_11. In other 
words, an effort was made, every fortnight, to endow her with what 
were viewed as the positive attributes of a husband and sons. 

Within this single legitimate relationship, the position of the 
husband and the wife vis-a-vis the ritual was dearly differentiated. 
In the very preparation for the sacrifice, rites were performed silently 
for the woman, while a variety of chants were used for the yaja
mana (Gonda 1965: 361). The ambiguity of the wife's position is 
also evident in the conceptualization of her as the jaghanii.rdha or 
the hind part of the sacrifice, both in the context of the paradigmatic 
new and full moon sacrifice (SB 1.3.1.12) and in the vii.japeya (ibid.: 
5.2.1.8). At the same time, her lower half, the portion below the 
navel, was described as amedhya, literally unfit for the sacrifice, and 
had to be symbolically concealed (ibid.: 1.3.1.13). Thus, the notion 
of the wife as potentially disruptive on account of her sexuality was 
reiterated regularly. 

Besides, rituals such as the annual varu,;apraghii.sa, one of the 
caturmii.syas, provided an occasion for publicly questioning the wife 
regarding her sexual activities. She was expected to declare whether 
she had a lover or not (e.g. SB 2.5.2.20, ApSS 8.6.19-22). If she 
had a lover and declared this, the man would meet with divine 

29 Apart from the patni, the other category of women who could participate
in the ritual was the dasi or slave woman who was probably even more dependent 
than the wife. Occasionally, one was treated as a substitute for the other (ApSS 
1.21.8). 
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retribution, whereas if she did not declare the truth, a similar fate 
was expected to befall her kinsfolk. Not surprizingly, the husband 
was not subjected to a similar interrogation. 

Attempts were also made to regulate the sexuality of women in 
general, exemplified in the equation between the vedi or sacrificial 
altar, and the yofiz or woman in the new and full moon sacrifice 
(SB 1.3.3.8), with provisions for covering it with grass so as not to 
make it naked, anagniz, in the presence of the gods and learned 
priests. This notion of female sexuality as potentially polluting 
and/or disruptive was probably reiterated in virtually every ritual, 
as the new and full moon sacrifice constituted the basic sacrificial 
paradigm which was modified and elaborated on other occasions. 

The perception of women as disruptive also underlay the insis
tence on brahmacarya in ritual contexts in particular and sacral 
contexts in general. While brahmacarya could have wider connota
tions, the notion of chastity was central to its definition (Gonda 
1965: 285). This was a pre-requisite for the acquisition and im
parting of sacral knowledge (PGS 2.5.12, ADS 1.1.2.26, GOS 16.3, 
VOS 13.25-26) and formed a part of penances (GOS 22.3, VOS 
24.5). Besides, it was prescribed for virtually every sacrifice (BSS 
10.59, ApSS 4.1.2) and rites of passage, including marriage (AGS 
1.8.10, ApGS 8.8, PGS 1.8.21, KGS 1.4.9).30 The other acts which 
were often simultaneously prohibited included eating meat and 
speaking falsehood (BSS 2.20, ApSS 22.3. 16), a telling commentary 
on the perception of sexual relations. 

It has been argued (Turner 1969: 104) that sexual abstinence 
very often leads to a reduction of sexual polarity. However, in the 
present context, where abstinence was viewed as a possibility open 
to only one of the participants in such relationships, it clearly 
strengthened the view that he who abstained was superior and purer 
than the object of abstinence, that is, the woman. 

At another level, as we have seen, the procreative role of wives 
was regulated and minimized through its ritualization, evident in 

30 Occasionally, it could be extended to prohibit even talking to women (and 
sitdras) (ApSS 15.20.16). Besides, the rajasvala or menstruating woman was 
viewed as actually polluting and denied access to the ritual (BSS 27.8). 
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the exaltation of 'alternative' births such as the dikfil
31 and upa

nayana. Besides, as noted earlier, the sacrifice itself was viewed as 
a means of ensuring procreation.32 At the same time, procreation, 
thus defined, was itself regarded as an act of dharma(ADS 2.9.24.8), 
being a means of discharging the debt to the pitrs (BOS 2.9.16.5). 

These definitions of sexuality and procreation were embedded 
in more general notions of the nature of masculinity and femininity. 
Thus, in the new and full moon sacrifice (SB 1.3.1.9), a single 
'masculine' spoon was handled before numerous 'feminine' spoons. 
This was equated with a single youth leading numerous women, 
evidently an ideal situation. 

The structuring of the relations between the sexes was extended 
to rites of passage as well. These could be performed with mantras 
for males but without mantras for females (e.g. AGS 1.15.10, 
1.16.6, 1.17.19, etc., SGS 1.28.22). This meant that the verbal 
identification between the participant in the ritual and the gods, 
open to men, could not be developed in the case of women. Besides, 
certain rites of passage, such as the upanayana, were open only to 
men. As suggested earlier, this marked the ritualization of puberty. 
In a situation where ritual changes were viewed as superior to 
physiological ones, the fact that boys and not girls had access to 
such a tradition would have demarcated their superiority and in
feriority vis-a-vis one another. As the upanayana entailed a change 
in the religious and social status of the boy and was viewed · as 
preparatory to granting him access to forms of sacred knowledge 
and consequent empowerment, access, or lack of access, to the ritual 
was socially significant,33 implying as it did a differential access to 
sacred learning. 

31 The dikrawas evidently unknown in the early Vedic tradition (Eliade 1975: 
54, Potdar 1953: 87). 

32 Apart from the examples cited earlier, the pi,:ztfapitryajfza or sacrifice to the 
patrilineal ancestors was viewed as a means of obtaining offspring (SSS 4.5.8, 
ApSS 1.10.10). In this context, impregnating powers were attributed to the 
pi,:ztfa or offering of food, symbolic of the bond between the deceased patrilineal 
ancestors and their successors. 

33 Although we do have references to women philosophers such as Gargi 
(BAU 3.8.1-12), there is nothing to indicate that women had legitimate access 
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The upanayana and the period of brahmacarya which followed 
it were important in inculcating a sense of subordination and 
dependence in the student vis-a-vis the teacher (e.g. ADS 1.2.6.7, 
GDS 2.20-21, BDS 1.2.3.39, VDS 7.12). This was achieved 
through gestures and movements as well as through the insistence 
on obedience. This probably ensured that smdents 'would come 
out strongly imbued with faith in the divinely ordained nature and 
the essential soundness of the existing social organization and the 
traditional cultural ideals' (Anjaria 1935: 175). 

Brahmacaryawas also accompanied by the development of what 
may be termed 'spiritual kinship' (Campbell 1964: 223) between 
the teacher and taught through the imparting of sacred learning 
and the performance of common rituals. This bond was expressed 
in terms fairly similar to those which identified kinsmen. The claims 
of spiritual kinsmen to one another's property has been referred to 
earlier. Besides, the observances following the death of spiritual 
kinsmen were more or less similar to those prescribed on the death 
of other kinsfolk (e.g. AGS 4.4.19,21,26). The emphasis on the 
bond ensured access to support outside the ordinary kin network 
for both participants. Women, unlike men, were denied such pos
sibilities. 

In the later brahmanical tradition, marriage was viewed as the 
counterpart of the upanayana for the woman. However, unlike the 
latter ritual, which marked the entry of the boy into the sacral 
domain and his gradual empowerment, the former, whereby the 
bride was separated from her natal home and incorporated within 
her marital one (AGS 1.7.13, ApGS 3.3, PGS 1.4.15), had con-

to this aspect of sacrality. Megasthenes's account, cited by Max Muller (1968: 
24) corroborates the restriction on the access to sacred learning by women and
suggests interesting reasons for this: 'The Indians did not communicate their
metaphysical doctrines to women thinking that if their wives understood these
doctrines and learned to be indifferent to pleasure and pain and to consider life
and death as the same, they would no longer continue to be slaves of others. Or
if they failed to understand them then they would be talkative and communicate
this knowledge to those who had no right to it.' On the other hand, references
to men undergoing pupilhood and acquiring sacred knowledge in the process
are fairly frequent (SB 2.4.4.4, 10.6.1.2-3, BAU 6.2.4, 2.1.4, CU 4.4.4, etc.).
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notations of conquest.34 Needless to say, the woman was not en
visaged as the conqueror. 

The notion of marriage as a conquest is evident from the use 
of the rizf[rabhrt, jaya and abhyiitima formulae (e.g. PGS 1.5. 7) and 
from the provision to obliterate the 'evil' inherent in the bride (e.g. 
RV 10.85.44, PGS 1.11.2), this being defined in terms of a poten
tial ability to destroy the pati, prajii, pasu, grha and yasas or fame 
(e.g. PGS 1.11.2). 

The ritual was, moreover, structured to convey the notion of 
the bride and the groom as unequal partners. For instance, while 
tests were devised to ascertain the 'true' nature of the bride (AGS 
1.5.5, ApGS 3. 16, 17), none were prescribed for the bridegroom. 
Besides, the ability to chant mantras was restricted to the husband, 
who occasionally spoke on behalf of the wife as well (SGS 1. 14.1). 

With the decline of the major Jrauta sacrifices, the performance 
of the paficamahiiyajfias was emphasized as a duty expected of every 
householder. This included relatively simple offerings to the gods, 
patrilineal ancestors, priests, men and beings in general (SB 
11.5.6.1, AGS 3.1.2, GOS 5.3, BOS 2.6.11.1). Amongst these 
activities, the offering of hospitality was regarded as particularly 
important (ADS 2.3.6.6). Once again, women were not expected 
to participate directly in such offerings. 

We had seen how goddesses (and occasionally demonesses) were 
gradually portrayed as marginal or hostile to the performers of major 
sacrifices. The fear of goddesses harming the sacrificer was reiterated 
in the new and full moon sacrifice (SSS 1.5.9) and similarly exor
cized. As suggested earlier, the notion of the hostile goddess probab
ly reflected social tensions which resulted from the attempts to use 
rituals to perpetuate the values of an increasingly gender-stratified 
socio-political order. It is also likely that the concept of the hostile 
goddess incorporated the stresses inherent in attempts to assimilate 
alternative, possibly goddess-centred, ritual traditions within the 
fold of a more patriarchal religious system. 

This possibility is reinforced by evidence which suggests that 

34 That the process may have been painful for the woman is evident from
the provisions for mantras co be used in case she cried (AGS 1.8.4, SGS 1.15.2). 
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women were excluded from ritual roles which may have been open 
to them in earlier or alternative traditions. This is indicated for 
instance by the ambiguous position of the subrahma1J,ya priest. 
Vac, a goddess, was supposed to have functioned as the subrah
ma1J,ya priest of the gods in a sattra (PVB 25.18.4), suggesting an 
association between this priest and feminine elements. On the 
human plane however, the priestly role was not open to women. 
Nevertheless, the earlier tradition was not (or could not be) totally 
eliminated. Hence the subrahma1J,ya priest was treated as symbolic 
of the feminine (AB 6.26.3), receiving the typically masculine bull 
as dakfif!,ii, the gift and the donee being viewed as a mithuna 
consisting of a masculine and a feminine element. In other instan
ces, the evidence for appropriation is less ambiguous. For instance, 
in the new and full moon sacrifice (SB 1.1.4.13), the male priest 
was expected to respond instead of the wife in case a particular call 
was sounded. 

At another level, the roles assigned to the yajamiina and his wife 
in the ritual context were distinct. The former participated in what 
were regarded as sacred activities, making offerings, chanting 
mantras, etc. as opposed to routine chores, whereas the role of the 
wife was by and large an extension of her domestic activities. Apart 
from being used in ritual symbolism, she was expected to prepare 
the sacrificial offering, which would have been an extension of her 
domestic role as food-preparer (ApSS 1.21.8). 

Legitimate access to the sacrifice provided the male householder 
with a means of establishing identity with powerful gods which was 
not open to women. Thus, the offering of the agnyiidheya or the 
first establishment of the sacrificial fire was regarded as identical 
with the offering made by Prajapati (SB 2.2.1.4), the agnihotrawas 
regarded as a means of winning and producing all that had been 
won and produced by Agni, Vayu and Surya (ibid.: 2.2.4.18), while 
the new and full moon sacrifice established an identity between 
Agni Grhapati and his human counterpart (ibid.: 1.9.3.19). Besides, 
the yajamiina was identified with Agni, Varu1_1a and Indra during 
the ciiturmasyas (ibid.: 2.6.3.1). 

The performance of such sacrifices was also regarded as a means 
of identifying with the role of the gods as ensures of material 
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prosperity, chis in turn acquiring near cosmic dimensions. For 
instance, the agnihotra was viewed as a means of producing every
thing (SB 2.3.4.8) and ensuring sunrise (SB 2.3.1.5), while the new 
and full moon sacrifice was conceived of as 'kindling' or initiating 
seasonal changes (ibid.: 1.3.4.7). 

The claims to ensuring general prosperiry suggested an implicit 
identity between the yajamiina and other sacrificers who were asso
ciated with a similar role, such as the riijii or the iref[ha. This was 
often underscored through rituals such as the agnihotra (ApSS 
6.14.7), agnyiidheya (SB 2.2.3.1), and both the Jrauta and the 
grhya versions of the new and full moon sacrifice (SB 11.2.5.5, 
ApGS 2.7). This connection was also established through rites of 
passage, as noted earlier. Thus, the grhapatil yajamiina was identified 
with men of status and conceived of as fulfilling a similar role in 
the emerging socio-political order. Within the domestic context, 
such an identification permitted the assertion of dominance vis-a-vis 
other members of the household. 

This was reinforced through routine rituals such as the agnihotra 
(BSS 3.8) and the new and full moon sacrifice (ApSS 1.10.3) which 
focused on the claims of the grhapati to the grha. Moreover, all 
those sharing a common residence, the amatyas, were bound to the 
yajamiinal grhapati through the sharing of the sacrificial oblations 
during the varu1_Zapraghiisa, sakamedha and the soma and animal 
sacrifices (ApSS 8.5.41, 8.10.7, 13.5.6, 11.16.13). 

The ideal grha and the relationships embedded in it were also 
symbolically established through the use of chants (AB 3.12.12, 
13) with the individual self or iitman being equated with the
strophe, offspring with the antistrophe, which shared a common
metre with the strophe, the patnzwith the additional verse inserted
into certain hymns, pasu, the economic basis of the grha with the
triplet, while the grha itself, encompassing these elements, was
equated with the sukta or hymn. The symbolism is obvious: the
atman and praja ideally shared a common basis, exemplified by the
metre, the patni, though necessary, was viewed as extraneous, cattle
was ideally to be numerous, as signified by the use of the triplet,
with the grha being visualized as a unified whole, incorporating all
these elements. The equation was carried further through prescribed
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tonal variations. For instance, the strophe was co be recited in a 
moderate cone, to ensure perfection of the self, che antiscrophe had 
co be recited loudly to ensure chat a man's offspring surpassed him, 
the extraneous verse had to be recited sofdy so chat che wife did 
not retort or protest, che triplet had to be recited in a sonorous 
voice in order co obtain cacde, and the hymn had co be recited 
firmly to ensure chat the grha was stable and provided support. 

Pacrilineal bonds within the grha were also reinforced through 
rituals recognizing the bond between the yajamana and his pacri
lineal ancestors on the one hand and chat between the yajamana 
and his son on the other. Unlike the husband-wife bond, patrilineal 
ties were envisaged as more symmetrical and were based on a notion 
of mutual support. 

The ties with patrilineal ancestors or pitrs were recognized in 
che agn,yadheya which included an offering co chem (BSS 2.9,10) 
in the agn,ihotra (SB 2.3.1.19, BSS 3.6) and in the monthly 
pi,:ztf,apitrJajfza (SB 2.4.2.16, SSS 4.3.1, ApSS 1.7.1). Recollection 
of the pitrs was also incorporated within the less complicated 
grhya rituals (SGS 4.1.1). Besides, they were invoked in the daily 
pafzcamahayajfzas (SB 11.5.6.1, PGS 2.9.9, BDS 2.3.5.4). The 
invocation of the pitrs on virtually every ritual occasion was accom
panied by che extension of the 'right' to worship chem to every 
social category, including iitdras (VDS 2.7). The repeated invoca
tion of che pitrs would have conveyed the message chat they, unlike 
other kinsmen and women, were socially and ritually important. 
Moreover, as suggested earlier, the emphasis on such connections 
may have been a means of legitimacely claiming access to productive 
resources. 

Simultaneously, the father-son bond was strengthened through 
the agn,ihotra (SB 2.3.4.41), which was viewed as a means of 
ensuring that the son carried on his father's valorous aces, and 
through the new and full moon sacrifice (SB 1.9.3.21, ApSS 
4. 16.4). Even when che sacrificial culc declined in importance,
communicaci�n of sacral knowledge was occasionally restricted to
che son (SB 1.6.2.4). Besides, sarrzskaras such as che jatakarman or
the ritual relating co birch established pacrilineal claims to the infant
son (AGS 1.15.1). Ocher sarrzskaras would have underscored their
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common relationship to the sacred-as we have seen, these could 
be performed with chants for sons but not for daughters. As such, 
the fact that the father and the son shared a more or less identical 
access to the sacred, with its potential for extension to other realms 
as well, would have been reiterated.35 In other words, ritual associa
tion probably socialized men who were linked patrilineally into a 
belief in their own power, to the exclusion of other kinsfolk. 

While some kinship ties were reiterated and reinforced through 
rituals, others, especially same generational ones, were scarcely 
recognized. These included ties amongst brothers, which were 
viewed as of marginal importance. Relationships which were ex
plicitly denied in the sacrificial context included jamitva. A myth 
narrated in connection with the soma sacrifice justified the exclusion 
of the Jami, who was replaced by the patni (AB 3.13.13). This 
demarcated wifehood as the sole legitimate kinship role open to 
women. 

Some kinship bonds were, moreover, ritually destroyed. These 
included those with the bhratrrya and sapatna, whose destruction 
was envisaged through the agnyadheya (SB 2.1.2.17), agnihotra (SB 
2.3.4.21, BSS 3.8), and new and full moon sacrifice and its variants 
(SB 1.6.4.19, BSS 23.17). However, with the consolidation of 
garhasthya, relationships between kinsmen who were potential com
petitors in a situation of growing sodo-political differentiation, 
seem to have lost their significance. Hence, these were not viewed 
as issues of concern in the context of sarpskaras or in the context of 
grhya rituals. 

Other kinsfolk were accorded an ambiguous role in the ritual. 
These included the yonisambandhas, jfiatis and bandhus, the rela
tively undifferentiated body of kinsfolk who were expected to par
ticipate in the inauspicious ritual of excommunication (GDS 20.2, 
BDS 2.1.1.35, VDS 15.12,13). 

The ordering of kinship ties is also evident in the differential 
treatment following death accorded to the sapi,;rjas and sambandhas 

35 The connection between father and son, moreover, was viewed as
synonymous with or symbolic of immortality (AB 7.33.1, BDS 2.9.16.6, VDS 
17.2). 
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or yonisambandhas. The former constituted the core of the patri
lineage, comprising of the father, grandfather and great grandfather 
on the one hand, and the son, grandson and the great grandson on 
the other (BDS 1.5.11.7), while the latter included kinsfolk with 
whom relationships were not so dearly stiuctured. Although a 
period of ritual impurity was prescribed for both categories of 
relatives (ADS 2.6.15.2), it was longer for the former than for the 
latter (GDS 14.19). The observance of varying periods of mourning 
probably conveyed a succinct message regarding the relative sig
nificance of both categories of kinsfolk. 

Despite the insistence on the maintenance of sacral norms and 
the performance of sacral activities, there are indications that not 
all men conformed to this pattern, which was met by threatening 
the man who could offer the agnihotra but did not do so (AB 
5.25.5). The existence of men who sacrificed for women was 
similarly recognized and condemned (GDS 15.15). Likewise, men 
who were not initiated could be debarred from social intercourse 
(ADS 1.1.1.33, VDS 11.75). It was also recognized that a man 
could be ignorant of whether his ancestors were initiated or not 
(ADS 1.1.2.5). 

Resistance to the process of socialization, implicit in the recog
nition of the existence of non-conforming men, is also evident in 
the acceptance of alternative definitions of the nature and possible 
roles of women. These included the conceptualization of menstrua
tion as a potentially purifying act (BDS 2.2.4.4, VDS 28.4) which 
was thought to be capable of removing the evils incurred through 
leaving home, getting raped or abducted, and in the view that 
women were free from sin (akalmtifii) owing to the attributes con
ferred on them by Soma, the gandharvas and Agni (BDS 2.2.4.5, 
VDS 28.6), the very deities who were associated with 'giving' 
women in marriage. Such notions implied a virtual reversal of the 
norms inculcated through rituals. Their incorporation within the 
brahmanical tradition points to the limits of socialization. 

At another. level, the recognition of the wife as potentially 
dangerous is significant. This is apparent in the marriage ritual, 
which contained prayers to destroy whatever was patighni, 
prajiighni, paiughni and grhaghni (destructive of the husband, off-
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spring, cattle and the household respectively) in the bride (SGS 
1.18.3, PGS I.I 1.2). The existence of recalcitrant women is also 
suggested by the provision for abandoning the wife who spoke 
unpleasantly (BOS 2.2.4.6) as also from the enumeration of various 
types of hostile behaviour which wives could display, ranging from 
angry thoughts to attempts to murder (VDS 21.6-11). Efforts were 
made to cope with the situation by assuring faithful wives of a share 
in the worldly possessions attained by their husbands, while un
faithful women were threatened with rebir�h as jackals (ibid.: 
21.14-15). Such promises and threats would have been important 
only in a situation where actually or potentially troublesome women 
existed. 

The inability to socialize men and women into a complete 
acceptance of the brahmanical ideal is also implicit in various 
compromises arrived at in the domestic context. For instance, 
although women were denied the right to sacrifice (ADS 2.6.15.17), 
this was modified within the grhya tradition (KGS 1.5.17). Besides, 
the wives of the pitrswere accorded recognition within the domestic 
ritual (PGS 3.3.11). The offering of funerary oblations to other 
kinswomen was grudgingly permitted (BOS 1.5.11.5) and rituals 
devised by women were recognized in the context of marriage 
(ApGS 2.15). 

It is evident that a wide range of rituals was employed to socialize 
women and men into the norms and ideals expected in the typical 
household. As far as kinswomen were concerned, such rituals em
phasized their procreative or sexual roles, which were viewed as 
ambiguous. This was extended to constructing a hierarchy between . 
men and women in other spheres as well, and to developing the 
notion of the centrality of a particular form of wifehood as opposed 
to other possibilities. The ties envisaged amongst kinsmen were 
different-these were viewed as supportive amongst men of dif
ferent generations, but tension-ridden amongst those belonging to 
the same generation. 

There is, at the same time, evidence that men and women 
deviated from the norms. This points to the difficulties in enforcing 
garhasthya. Nevertheless, the institution was, I have suggested, valu
able for men who were aspiring to political or ritual power as well 
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as for those who were asserting dominance within the grha. Hence 
efforts were made to establish and reiterate connections amongst' 
such men, to ensure that one supported the other. 

V 

The strenuous attempts to uphold giirhasthya implicit in the range 
of rituals used to bolster it, suggest that developing and maintaining 
the institution was not only important for the grhapati but was 
necessary for others as well. This is reflected, to an extent, in the 
location of garhasthya within the framework of the iiJramas (e.g. 
GDS 3.2,3). 

The asramas, often viewed as stages in the life of a man belong
ing to the first three van:zas, were distinguished from one another 
on the basis of different modes of sacral activity, including acquiring 
sacred learning in the context of a distinct life style, the ritual 
centring on the household, and less or more severe forms of as
ceticism. While these were ideally correlated with chronological 
and/or social divisions in a man's life, variations were recognized. 

Although the grhastha was grouped along with other airamas, 
it was, at the same time, perceived as distinct (e.g. GOS 3.36, VDS 
8.15). The other iisramas were directly, and in some cases solely, 
associated with sacral activities, whereas in the case of garhasthya, 
these were only a part of the grhapatt s functions. Despite this 
difference, garhasthya was frequently viewed as superior to the rest 
(ibid.). What is more, this superiority was attributed to the procrea
tive nature of the institution. Besides, procreation in the context of 
the grha was elevated to a sacred act. In other words, the very 
maintenance of the grha was upheld vis-a-vis other forms of sacral 
activity on the one hand, and other household forms on the other. 

The importance assigned to maintaining the grha is thus ob
vious. As suggested earlier, this was attempted through developing 
ties between the grhapati and the priesthood on the one hand and 
the grhapati and the riija on the other. The former bond was mani
fest in the provision for the participation of priests in household 
rituals, cemented through the receiving and giving of dak{ir.za and 
diina. It was also implicit on occasions when priests were not 
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present, it being recognized that the grhapati could officiate as a 
priest (e.g. AGS 1.3.6). 

At another level, attempts were made to integrate brahma'l}as, 
especially the acarya or teacher, within the patrilineage. This is 
implicit in the notion of brahma'l}as possessing two kinds of progeny 
(BDS 1.11.21.15)-those produced through retas or sperm and 
those produced through the imparting of sacred learning. As we 
have seen, teachers and pupils were recognized as substitutes in the 
absence of patrilineal kinsmen for staking a claim to inheritance 
and for the performance of rituals. 

The ties between the raja and the grhapati were, in a sense, less 
direct. This was, to an extent, inevitable, given the unique nature 
of the raja's position and the sheer physical constraints in terms of 
communication and resources in attempting to establish contact 
with individual grhapatis. Nevertheless, the potential for, and the 
legitimacy of, direct contact was continuously recognized in the 
importance assigned to ittithya. 

What was more significant was the development of the notion 
of the ritjit's position and roles running parallel to those of the 
grhapati, this being extended to implicit or explicit identity on a 
number of ritual occasions.36 Both could participate in rituals (of
varying magnitude, it is true), after being initiated or reborn 
through a 'pure', non-physical process. 37 Besides, the focus on struc
turing procreation and consequently controlling and manipulating 
the wife was common to both kinds of rituals. Moreover, patrilineal 
ties were recognized as being important at both levels. This was 
accompanied by a common emphasis on destroying the bhrittrvya 
or the sapatna. In other words, both the rajii and the grhapati were 
envisaged as functioning within an identical kinship unit and in an 
identical fashion. 

36 In a different context, Kertzer (1988: 211) argues that symbolic identifica
tions are important for integrating local with national concerns. Such an in
tegration was clearly envisaged within the brahmanical tradition. 

37 Dik{a was also symbolic of the association between the yajamana and
prestigious or sacral realms, connected as it was with notions of ecstasy, divinity, 
mystical generation and death, purification and strengthening of cosmic proces
ses (Thite 1971: 173). 
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This was worked out through an identification of the goals of 
household rituals such as the agnyiidheya, agnihotra and new and t 
full moon sacrifice on the one hand and the afvamedha on the other. 
Such connections were extended to the sarrzskaras through the device 
of using the jaya verses, as well as through the invocation of gods 
who were regarded as powerful. In the later prescriptive literature, 
moreover, the riija was expected to perform the rituals associated 
with garhasthya, appointing a purohita for the purpose (VDS 19 .3). 

The emphasis on the identity of the raja and the grhapati was 
politically significant. At one level, the importance of this connec
tion in legitimizing rajya cannot be overestimated. As suggested 
earlier, it permitted the incorporation of the values associated with 
rajya within each household. This was particularly important in a 
situation where large-scale sacrifices such as the rajasuya were no 
longer feasible, and in a situation where rajya itself was being 
increasingly defined in terms of lndraic rather than Varunic or 
Somic possibilities. 

Underlying this broad concern with legitimization was a more 
specific social understanding. This is evident when one considers 
the attention paid to defining the grha. as the sole legitimate 
household pattern, associated with a definite type of control over 
produce and reproductive resources. The focus on the grha, with 
its hierarchically ordered kinship structure, was ho.th politically and 
economically significant from the point of view of the raja, provid
ing a basis for incorporating and justifying notions of hierarchy 
within a framework of day-to-day existence, and for acquiring 
material support in the form of hospitality, tribute or taxes. 

The identity with the raja was also valuable for the grhapati. 
On the one hand, it conferred prestige on him. More concretely, 
it helped him consolidate his position vis-a-vis his kinsfolk and the 
resources of the kin group. At another level, the raja, with his 
recognized duty of upholding aframadharma (e.g. GOS 11.9), may 
have offered ta,ngible support to the grhapati. 

As in the case of van:zadharma, the upholding of aframa
dharma by the raja was selective. Thus, the raja was only vaguely 
associated with ensuring the proper functioning of brahmacarya, 
viinaprastha or sanyasa. His central concern was with garhasthya, 
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and within garhasthya, with the norms pertaining to sexual relations 
in general and co redressing violations of the property rights of men

vis-a-vis women in particular (ADS 2.10.27.9, GOS 12.2,3, BOS 
2.2.3.53, VOS 21.1-5). Given the attention focused on socializing 
women into wifehood and the possibility that this was resisted, it 
is likely that the support of the raja in this respect was particularly 
valuable. 

The mutual relationship of the raja and the grhapati had other 
implications as well. The dependence of the raja on the grha meant 
that certain possibilities, initially associated with rajya, were viewed 
as irrelevant or even potentially disruptive. We have seen how the 
nature of rajya changed substantially during the period under con
sideration, with the raja assuming a more appropriative relationship 
vis-a-vis produce or productive resources, besides intervening in a 
range of social conflicts. Such interventions strengthened processes 
of socio-political differentiation, although these processes may have 
initially been relatively autonomous. As noted earlier, the interven
tion of the raja in social relations was a means of winning social 
support. At the same time, such support could have been offered 
only by those who were relatively powerful. The grhapati was one 
such man. Hence his support was sought and obtained. This en
tailed the establishment of a sense of identity between the raja and 
the grhapati. While this was obviously useful, it at the same time 
constricted the definition of rajya in terms of a single, hierarchically 
ordered kinship or household pattern. 

What is significant is that this kinship or household pattern had 
little to do with the earliest, typical divine rajas, Varu�a and Soma. 
Neither of these deities was conceived of as patriarchs or as heads 
of the household. Besides, their role in mythical explorations of the 

_ battle of the sexes was marginal. Their ambiguous role in mythical 
or ritual battles against kinsmen such as the bhratrvya and the 
sapatna has also been referred to earlier. If these associations had 
parallels in the human context, they would suggest that initially the 
raja had little to do with the perpetuation or maintenance of a 
stratified, hierarchically ordered household. 

The taking on of the latter role by the raja therefore involved 
a fundamental change in the very nature of rajya itself. In other 
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words, not only was the support of the grhapati crucial for the 
raja, but in the process of striving to obtain this support, the riijii 
took on new social roles and abandoned earlier ones. Thus, the 
rajya which emerged through the support of the grhapati was one 
in which the imprint of the latter was clearly visible. 



Chapter Nine

The End and the Beginning of Rajya 

In my janapadathere is no thief, no miser, no drunkard, no man 
who has not installed the sacrificial fire, no ignorant man, no 
adulterer; how can there be an adulteress? 

Asvapati Kaikeya 

As is evident from the preceding discussion, the origin and
development of the institution of rajya in north India 

(c. eighth to fourth centuries BC), and its acceptance, was 
a complex process. A number of more or less closely related develop
ments provided the underpinning for the emergence of monarchy, 
and, at the same time, determined its nature. The brahmanical 
tradition probably evolved as an attempt to construct and enforce 
an understanding of these changes. Hence it was characterized by 
a certain fluidity, evident in myths, in the attributes ascribed to 
deities and the significance assigned to them. For instance, Varul).a 
was initially conceived of as a typical raja, while Indra and Prajapati 
were regarded as ire�thas. Yet it was the latter's attributes which 
were increasingly viewed as ideal for the human raja in the later 
Vedic tradition and thereafter. At another level, a range of rituals, 
such as the rajasuya, asvamedha and vajapeya, was developed which 
provided occasions for defining rajya. Besides, the values associated 
with these sacrifices were reinforced through domestic rituals and 
rites of passage. The attempt to devise and enforce non-ritual, uni
versalistic prescriptions was interwoven with a changing definition 
of rulership and some of the circumstances underlying chis change. 

It is evident chat changes in the brahmanical tradition relate to 
two inter-related developments-the emergence of a single, com
posite definition of political power and authority, typified in the 
virtually exclusive use of the term raja for a man occupying the 
highest position in society, and growing interaction among relative-
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ly independent communities, which resulted in increasing socio
economic differentiation both within and among them. The latter 
development provided the context for the former. The relationship 
between the two processes was dynamic, with each influencing and 
reinforcing the other in a variety of ways. 

The development of a composite definition of rulership is 
exemplified in the existence of a number of terms indicative of 
leadership, such as iref{ha, adhipat� viriij, svariij and riijii, which 
were assimilated into one another in the later Vedic tradition. In 
the process, some of the distinctive features of specific types of 
leadership were abandoned or marginalized, whereas others were 
accorded central importance. 

To start with, the units or categories in terms of which the 
exercise of rulership was envisaged suggest a range of possibilities. 
The fref{ha, for instance, was conceived of as asserting dominance 
over his kinsfolk or equals. At the same time, an alternative pos
sibility of limitless expansion was conceptualized through the char
acterization of Prajapati, although its practical realization was clearly 
impossible. The incorporation of diverse definitions was probably 
a means of reconciling and synthesizing notions which had 
developed in the context of distinct communities. This possibility 
is strengthened when one considers the divergent economic and 
social roles ascribed to Indra and Prajapati referred to earlier. Such 
a fusion was useful for men who were aspiring to establish contact 
with or assert control over more than one community, each as
sociated with distinct norms or values. 

Definitions of iidhipatya were also rather distinct, with the 
adhipati being conceived of as exercising control over social 
categories which were often defined in terms of vartza. As opposed 
to this, vairiijya was not associated with any notion of control or 
dominance. In the case of the riijii, a systematic attempt was made 
to increase the number of groups incorporated within his sphere of 
influence, apparent from variations in the formulae used to 
proclaim his status on ritual occasions such as the riijasuya or 
asvamedha, which referred to the riijii in terms of a single vis, or, 
alternatively, numerous people. This is also implicit in the recog
nition accorded to the existence of different kinds of vii, as for 



The End and the Beginning of Rajya 287 

instance in the pariplava-cycle of the afvamedha and in the attempt 
to identify the riijii with other kinds of rulers such as the adhipati, 
viraj and svariij in rituals like the aindramahabhifeka. The use of 
each of these titles for a range of deities probably sacralized and by 
extension legitimized such assimilative tendencies. 

In effect, a systematic effort was made to arrive at a single 
definition of rulership which was intrinsically linked to the con
solidation of power. This in turn resulted in a marginalization of 
the attributes of rajya associated with deities such as Varu1,1a and 
Soma, which were relatively less exploitative and more benevolent. 
Thus, the definition of rajya was transformed substantially, with 
earlier economic and social roles being abandoned or modified, 
while newer ones were recognized and legitimized at a variety of 
levels. 

The process of extending and intensifying control was accom
panied by a changing relationship with what were defined as the 
bases of material well-being-productive and procreative resources. 
This was typified in two related developments: on the one hand, 
the role of the ruler or chief in distribution, both conditional and 
unconditional, was regulated, if not negated, while on the other, 
the notion of the ruler as an exploiter was both elaborated and 
legitimized. These processes are evident in the context of fraiHhya, 
where notions. of generosity attributed to the divine freHhas, Indra 
and Prajapati, were not extended to the human situation. What is 
more, the soma sacrifice, which legitimized frai{thya, was used as an 
occasion for appropriating resources from the community and for 
distributing them asymmetrically. This is reflected in the impor
tance attached to dakfi,:za, which accrued to the priests. While the 
giving of dakfi,:za enabled the donor to convert material resources 
into social prestige, the transfer of wealth to the priest, who was 
under no social compulsion to part with it, contained possibilities 
for the concentration of wealth in the hands of a specific social 
category. fu opposed to this, other participants in the ritual were 
probably entertained at a common feast and thus had no access to 
productive resources in the sacrificial context. This meant that the 
very process whereby fraiHhya was legitimized reinforced socio
economic differentiation. As variations· of the soma sacrifice were 
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used to legitimize iidhipatya and sviiriijya and were incorporated 
within the rituals which legitimized riijya, a specific definition of 
the ruler's role in distributive processes was universalized. Besides, 
the fact that the sacrifices which legitimized adhipatya, sviiriijya or 
riijya were more elaborate than the basic soma sacrifice meant that 
their performance would have had a greater social and economic 
impact than that of the relatively simple paradigmatic ritual. 

At the same time, alternative possibilities of distribution, evident 
in the definition of vairajya or the conceptualization of the divine 
raja, Soma, which emphasized unconditional, total, virtually self
effacing generosity, were either manipulated or absorbed within a 
new context, or negated, as were personnel involved in alternative 
patterns of distribution such as the bhagadugha, who was probably 
responsible for distributing shares, and the akravapa, who was in 
charge of dicing and the consequent redistribution of wealth. The 
contrast is evident when one compares Soma rajii, regarded as food 
for his fellow divinities, with his human counterpart, the typical 
eater of the vii. In other words, the context within which people 
participating in different networks of distribution were brought 
together determined the asymmetrical division of resources at the 
expense of other, less exploitative patterns. 

The development of a more exploitative relationship was jus
tified, implicitly and occasionally explicitly, through the attempt to 
arrive at a single definition of cosmogonic processes, which were 
conceived of as providing the context for human existence. This 
definition related such processes to Prajapaci, who, more often than 
not, was thought to have created the universe through a sacrifice. 
The conceptualization of the sacrifice or specific types of rituals as 
cosmogonically significant meant, in effect, chat the men who could 
perform or get such rituals performed were recognized as equal to 
Prajapati, and thus divinized. Besides, they were thought to be 
responsible for ensuring general well-being, and could thus claim 
a share in it. Such associations were developed for the ireftha, 
adhipati, svariij and riijii on the human plane in the later Vedic 
tradition through assigning a cosmogonic significance co the soma 
sacrifice and rituals such as the rajasuya. This focus on the cos-
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mogonic sacrifice(s), moreover, resulted in the marginalization of 
alternative cosmogonic speculations, associated with Indra, who was 
conceived of as creating through his valour, Varul).a, whose cos
mogonic role was linked to maya, and the viraj and Soma, who 
were associated with creation through heterosexual intercourse. The 
attempt to establish and reinforce the notion of a single form of 
cosmogonic activity meant that men who could mime it were 
accorded or could claim a unique socio-political status. As opposed 
to this, other men (and women) could be portrayed as less relevant 
to processes of production and could hence be legitimately denied 
access to resources or produce, or at least be deprived of a part of 
what they produced through less exalted means. 

The reduction of the range of permissible cosmogonic specula
tion also meant that alternative understandings of cosmogonic 
processes were gradually rendered less available, and that the per
ceptions or values of some communities were probably marginal
ized. This in turn faciiitated the homogenization and incorporation 
of different peoples within the scope of a single, all-encompassing 
political framework. 

While the propagation of a specific cosmogonic understanding 
may have theoretically justified a claim to everything by those who 
could recreate cosmogonic acts, this was a possibility which could 
not be realized in practice. This is apparent from the focus on 
specific produce such as paiu or anna whose acquisition was em
phasized for the sreftha or the wider but none the less finite range 
of produce or resources claimed by the raja. In practice, any attempt 
to claim the totality of produce or resources would have entailed 
the dispossession of the vis or common people, which was not 
envisaged as a possibility even within the ritual context. Here, while 
efforts were made to appropriate the resources of the vis, it was 
implicitly recognized that these could be counter-productive, evi
dent in the fear that the vis might desert the kfatra. The relative 
autonomy of the vaisya is also implied by his characteristic 
prosperity which rested on an ability to control and channelize the 
flow of economic resources through networks of exchange, includ
ing trade, which were relatively independent of political or ritual 
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regulation. Hence, although the human sre{tha, adhipat� svaraj and 
raja could potentially claim control over all productive resources, 
this was effectively limited by practical exigencies. 

The consolidation of political authority was also accompanied 
by an attempt to regulate access to women who were increasingly 
defined as instruments of procreation. This definition was enforced 
through restrictions on the range of mythical speculation regarding 
procreation. This is evident in the marginalization of Varut_J.a, a 
deity who was conceived of as less masculine, and the growing 
emphasis on the attributes of masculinity associated with Indra and 
Agni, the divine sre{tha and adhipati respectively. In other words, 
later Vedic mythology tended to define procreation as a male
dominated activity. More significantly, the treatment of women as 
instruments of procreation is evident in the importance assigned to 
non-physical processes, such as sacrifices, which were envisaged as 
procreative devices. This ritualization of procreation was effected 
through the use of mithunas or heterosexual pairs of objects, ideas, 
verses, etc. in the sacrifice, as well as through the creation of 
alternative, non-physical 'births' through initiation ceremonies 
before the sacrifice, and the upanayana, which broadly coincided 
with male puberty. Such ritualizations are evident both in the soma 
sacrifice as well as, with modifications, in the rajasuya and 
asvamedha, and in the domestic ritual. 

As in the case of access to productive resources, the ritualization 
of procreation did not imply control over all women or all offspring. 
However, it constituted a basis for asserting the importance of the 
yajamana who was thought to ensure procreation. Besides, it 
provided a means of cementing bonds amongst men of different 
social categories. 

If the association that developed between the ruler and the 
material basis of society points to a tendency to focus on some 
possibilities to the exclusion of others, a similar tendency is discern
ible in the role envisaged for the ruler vis-a-vis socio-political issues. 
In a sense, the two were interwoven, as the attempts to claim 
resources or produce more or less exclusively were linked to their 
appropriation. This was probably resisted, and while such resistance 
could be crushed, this was a short-term solution. In the long run, 
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the search for or the creation of alternative bases of social support 
acquired importance. In the process, rulers tended to ally with 
specific social categories against others. In order to be concretized, 
such alliances required to be constantly worked out in terms of the 
sharing of power and/ or resources. 

There were three areas of social concern which had acquired 
significance. These related to van:za, including inter-var�a relations, 
as well as that of rulers vis-a-vis the order, the kinship structure, 
where there is evidence of conflict between patrilineal and non
patrilineal tendencies, and related to the above, gender stratifica
tion. The definition of the social role of the ruler, which coalesced 
different possibilities, rested on the support for a stratified social 
order in general, and of powerful social categories within that order 
in particular. At the same time, alternatives were abandoned or 
portrayed as disruptive. Once again, the norms or possibilities 
which were developed in the context of some communities were 
probably more privileged than were those of others. 

Var�a was one of the means of ordering social relations which 
acquired centrality during the later Vedic phase. While the hierar
chy itself probably emerged as a result of differentiation within and 
amongst different communities, its development posed certain 
problems and opened up new possibilities for the leaders or rulers 
of such communities. Members of specific va�as could, and evi
dently did, claim access to some forms of power-ritual in the case 
of the brahma�a and economic in the case of the vaiiya and probably 
the sudra as well. As a result, any attempt by the rulers to monopolize 
all forms of power was, in effect, constantly checked. At the same 
time, the emergence of such powerful social categories created the 
possibility of allying with them and provided the basis for develop
ing new networks of support. 

Both tendencies were incorporated within the brahmanical 
tradition. The former is evident, for instance, in the treatment of 
the term k{atra. While it had connotations of universal power and 
was typically an attribute of virtually all categories of rulers, it was 
gradually restricted to mean a member of the second var�a. The 
claims of the k{atriya to universal power were thus curtailed. This 
restricted definition was then utilized in discussions on the role of 
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the ruler vis-a-vis the briihmar;,a on the one hand and the vii or 
vaiiya on the other. 

Each of these relationships was characterized by an inherent 
tension. For instance, both Indra and Varu1_1a were conceived of as 
accepting the authority of deities representing the brahma, or of 
challenging them more or less effectively. At another level, the 
relative importance of the brahma and k[atra or, more concretely, 
the purohita and the raja were worked out more or less satisfactorily 
in rituals and prescriptions. The conflicts which were thus sought 
to be resolved originated from attempts to define separate spheres 
of influence by members of each of these categories and the practical 
difficulties of the process. Although the envisaged resolution was 
in favour of the priestly category, not surprizing given the brah
manical bias of our sources, there are indications that the briih
mar;,a may have accepted a degree of subordination, as he was 
dependent on the material and social support offered by the ruler. 
The latter in turn was dependent on the former for the performance 
of sacrifices, which provided occasions for acquiring resources, and 
for communicating information regarding the power and status of 
the ruler, simultaneously sacralizing such information. This was 
later extended to a dependence on the interventions of the priest
hood in the household ritual, which communicated definitions of 
power and legitimized the authority of the raja on a day-to-day 
basis. 

The k�atra-vii relationship underwent a more fundamental 
transformation. The relationship between Indra and the Maruts, 
regarded as representatives of the kfatra and the vii respectively, was 
envisaged as harmonious in the early Vedic tradition but was per
ceived as visibly strained in the later Vedic context. This was 
accompanied by an attempt on the part of the k[atra to systemati
cally dominate the vii through a range of rituals such as the soma 
sacrifice, the riijasuya, aivamedha and household sacrifices, and the 
centrality accorded to the notion of the vii as food for the kfatra, 
which replaced the earlier claim of the former to a share of the 
spoils acquired by the latter. Simultaneously, and understandably 
enough, fears that the vii might desert the k[atra were expressed 
repeatedly. Such tendencies were in a sense reflective of the transi-
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tional situation outlined earlier, in which pre-existing intra-com
munity bonds were subjected to considerable stress. Hence it is not 
surprizing to find that institutions such as the vidatha, which 
probably served to maintain these bonds, were virtually eliminated. 
As communities became increasingly differentiated, earlier, relative
ly egalitarian bonds between the leader and the followers gave way 
to a more complex network of political ties. On the one hand, 
prosperous members of the community, typified by the grama1/i, 
were accorded or assumed a significant role in political processes, 
enabling the raja to acquire economic resources and prestige, 
whereas on the other hand, other members were subjected to more 
or less systematic exploitation. 

What is also significant is that while the typical divine rajii.s, 
Varui:ia and Soma, were occasionally conceived of as protagonists 
in the brahma-k{atra conflict, they were rarely associated with the 
k{atra-vis relationship. On the other hand, Indra was accorded a 
role in both relationships in later Vedic mythology. It was the 
understanding associated with Indra, moreover, which was sys
tematically reiterated in later Vedic rituals meant for human rulers 
such as the adhipat4 svaraj and raja, through the soma sacrifice and 
its variants. Thus, new possibilities were explored for the human 
raja in the later Vedic context, possibilities which had little or no 
connection with the social role of the early Vedic raja embedded 
in the conceptualization of Varui:ia and Soma. 

The tendency to ascribe new roles to the human raja is, if 
anything, even more striking in the context of the ties amongst 
kinsmen. Here there is evidence for two inter-related developments 
in the later Vedic tradition--one, a perception of kinsmen of the 
same generation, typified by the bhratrrya and sapatna, as rivals, 
from whom wealth and access to the ritual had to be ideally 
appropriated, and secondly, an attempt to reinforce patrilineal ties 
between father and son, as well as between the sacrificer and his 
pitrs or patrilineal ancestors. 

The first development resulted in a substantial reworking of 
early Vedic mythology, evident in the treatment of the Indra-Vrtra 
conflict, and in the relatively novel notion of the devas and asuras

as antagonistic. While Vrtra was viewed as representative of un-
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mitigated evil in the early Vedic tradition, the destruction ofVrtra 
acquired a certain ambiguity in the later Vedic context. At the same 
time, the divine riija, Soma, and, to a lesser extent, Van.u:ia, were1 

equated explicitly or implicitly with Vrtra. At another level, later 
Vedic rituals constantly equated the killing of Vrtra or the asuras 
with the destruction of the bhriitrrya or sapatna. This was, more
over, recognized as a legitimate goal in rituals ranging from the 
soma sacrifice to the riijasuya and aJvamedha, and domestic rituals. 
As such, it is evident that the assertion of control over kinsmen of 
the same generation was an integral part of the definition of ruler
ship which was emerging. That such assertions were none the less 
regarded as ambivalent was probably owing to the tensions inherent 
in the destruction or devaluation of certain kinship ties, at one level, 
and of the destruction or marginalization of the values associated 
with the early riijii at another. Clearly, the process could not be 
viewed or portrayed as entirely beneficial. 

It is likely that the ties amongst kinsmen of the same generation 
were based on reciprocity or the sharing of resources. As opposed 
to this, patrilineal ties, which were positively valorized through later 
Vedic myths such as those associated with Prajapati, the divine 
sreHha. and rituals, permitted the consolidation of resources and, 
by extension, power, through their transfer from one generation to 
the next. Hence, it is not surprizing that such connections were 
reiterated on a number of ritual occasions. These emphasized the 
father-sun bond as one of mutual support in different stages of the 
life-cycle. Once again, the role of Varu1_1a and Soma was marginal, 
if not negative, in such conceptualizacions-VarUJ_la was, in fact, 
known by the metronymic Aditya, whereas Soma was only oc
casionally conceived of in patrilineal terms. This probably indicates 
that the early Vedic riijii was less dependent on patriliny for claiming 
access to power or social support. 

The concern with patriliny, as well as the definition of women 
as procreative resources, was accompanied by the beginning of 
systematic attempts to structure gender relations. While some of 
these possibilities were explored even in early Vedic mythology, 
typified by the Indra-U�as conflict, these were elaborated substan
tially in the later Vedic tradition, where myths associated with 
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Prajapati laid the basis for differentiating between the sexes, while 
rituals and prescriptions delineated che ideal nature of gender rela
tions at length. The definition of women as weak and passive was 
evolved and underscored. This was then extended to the notion of 
women as objects co be given and received, accompanied by at
tempts to restrict their participation in non-procreative activities, 
and a denial of the exercise of political power by women. The 
relationship envisaged as ideal is typified in the use of the wives of 
the raja as instruments of procreation in the aivamedha, for instance, 
and in the simultaneous marginalization of goddesses such as Adici 
and Vac, who were conceived of as associated with rajii.s or as 
exercising power as rajfiisor r��is in the early Vedic tradition. The 
divine raj as were rarely associated with gender stratification, which 
was thus, once again, a relatively new role ascribed to the later Vedic 
raja. All of these were encapsulated in the notion of che raja as che 
upholder of var1:,.airama dharma. As we have seen, this meant, in 
effect, the regulation of the access of men belonging to different 
var!las to the sacred, and safeguarding the access of men to property 
and women. 

The ascription of a new social role was not peculiar to the 
raja but extended to the adhipati and the svaraj as well. The deities 
associated with such tides, such as Agni, had little or no intrinsic 
role in the issues which were acquiring centrality. However, the use 
of variations of the soma sacrifice for legitimization by those who 
aspired to such positions on the human plane meant that a specific 
understanding of var!la and kinship relationships was enforced and 
universalized. As opposed to this, vairajya, which was based on 
notions diametrically opposed to hierarchy, including possibilities 
of gender-neutral access to distributive or benevolent power, was 
marginalized. 

The social role envisaged for the ruler required a range of 
supportive mechanisms for its implementation. These included 
access to productive resources or produce, to mechanisms of coer
cion, and to means of communication and legitimization. Not 
surprizingly, the extent to which such mechanisms developed varied 
considerably. While the rudiments of supportive institutions are 
discernible in the case of the fref{ha, these were developed at length 
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in the context of rajya: The adhipat� viraj and svaraj were not 
associated with such developments. This was probably due to the 
fact that the social role envisaged for the adhipati and svaraj was 
an artificial extension of that of the ireftha, whereas that of the 
viraj was distinctive and non-hierarchical, and probably rested on 
different mechanisms of support which did not survive in an in
creasingly stratified social context. The raja's position was some
what paradoxical-on the one hand, the social role of the lacer 
Vedic raja was clearly distinct from chat of his early Vedic counter
part. At the same time, the notions of benevolent sacrality associated 
with the divine rajas probably provided the basis for developing 
new mechanisms of support in general, and legitimization in par
ticular, to an extent which was not possible in the context of 
Jraifthya. 

The differences amongst the categories referred to above become 
evident from an examination of the resources claimed and the basis 
on which such claims were justified. These included bali, which 
was claimed by both the iref{ha and the raja. This was probably 
initially demanded in the sacrificial context or as hospitality. Both 
the periodicity and the amount of the demand were left vague, and 
were in all likelihood determined on specific occasions after taking 
into consideration the relative strength of the kfatra and the vii. 

Hospitality or atithya was particularly important for the raja 
and provided a means of obtaining access to the resources of the 
household. Such occasions were probably valued for non- economic 
reasons as well, providing, as they did, an opportunity for estab
lishing direct contact between the ruler and his subjects. 

Although divine adhipatis or their associates were conceived of 
as receiving a bhaga or share in lieu of protection, their human 
counterpart could not claim such a share. This was probably because 
the social role of the human adhipati was unlike that of his divine 
counterpart. The human rajii

., on the other hand, could and did 
claim a bhaga, often defined as one-sixth of the produce, which was 
justified on the basis of protection. Thus different forms of tribute 
which were probably initially associated with different possibilities 
of leadership, were gradually coalesced and consolidated within the 
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framework of riijya. This was accompanied by the development and 
systematization of relationships with the purohita in particular, and 
the priesthood in general, and the griima,fi, and, to a lesser extent, 
the suta. They evidently helped in the appropriation of resources, 
either directly, as in the case of the griima,:,,i or the suta, or indirectly, 
by creating ritual occasions for appropriation, or justifying ap
propriative relationships, as in the case of the priests. 

A broadly similar tendency is evident in the development of 
coercive mechanisms, which were often conceived of as appropria
tive devices. Although the divine ireHha, Indra, was typically as
sociated with the vajra which he was thought to have used against 
V rtra, and which ought to have been available against the 
bhriitrrya and sapatna in the human context, the human irertha was 
evidently unable to develop effective means of coercion. On the 
other hand, the human rap,, despite his association with non
militaristic deities like Varul).a and Soma, was able to develop such 
mechanisms, typified by his connection with the seniini and the 
chariot. Access to such mechanisms was very often explicitly linked 
to an ability to appropriate resources. Almost simultaneously, the 
riijii was expected to uphold social norms by coercing those who 
defied them through the use of the da,;rja. Although the ability to 
administer the da,:,,t/a was only beginning to be asserted during the 
period under consideration, the claim to use it rested on the un
derstanding of the riijii as righteous, and was valuable in legitimizing 
his position. 

Equally important was the development of mechanisms of com
munication which could diffuse notions regarding the legitimacy 
of the exercise of power by the irertha or the riijii. Those available 
to the ire{tha were relatively limited, consisting basically of the soma 
sacrifice which provided an occasion for explicating the values and 
norms associated with irairthya. For the riijii, on the other hand, 
connections could be established through the sutas who probably 
mediated between the vis and the riijii and popularized the institu
tion of riijya, and priests, who not only created the elaborate ritual 
context of the riijasuya and asvamedha which demonstrated the 
riijii's power through a range of visual and aural symbols, but, by 
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penetrating within the household and establishing a bond between 
the grhapati and the raja, permitted the legitimization of rajya on 
a day-to-day basis. 

As is implicit from the above, the means whereby positions of 
status were legitimized varied considerably. Questions oflegitimiza
tion were evidently unimportant in the early Vedic tradition, where 
the differences between the leaders and led were probably relatively 
less sharp. Even in the later Vedic tradition, the problem of 
legitimization did not arise in the context of vairajya, which is not 
surprizing, as the viraj was not conceived of as asserting dominance 
or control over others. However, legitimization was of crucial sig
nificance for the Jre{tha and, to a lesser extent, for the adhipati and 
the svaraj. It also became an issue of central importance for the new 
raja, who was assuming a partisan role in a situation of social 
differentiation, and hence had to justify his claims to power more 
explicitly. 

A number of means of legitimization were explored. These 
included myths which discussed the possibilities of a god acquiring 
the position of ire{tha or raja through a contract or through the 
performance of a ritual. In the human context, however, only the 
latter possibility was developed systematically. The sacrifices which 
were considered useful ranged from the relatively simple soma 
sacrifice prescribed for the Jre{tha to its variants, prescribed for the 
adhipati and the svaraj, to elaborate rituals such as the rajasuya, 
afvamedha and the vajapeya. The tendency to devise complex rituals 
permitted the incorporation of diverse practices, as in the case of 
the rajasuya. These included the ritualization of contests such as 
chariot-racing and dicing. This was probably a means of ensuring 
wider support, as members of different communities could identify 
with the raja who followed their traditions. However, at another 
level, the focus on complex rituals restricted the number of men 
who c0uld compete for positions of status, as each performance 
presupposed access to resources and personnel which would have 
been beyond the reach of most men. 

Such rituals provided an occasion for communicating and 
sanctifying values related to the new socio-political order. Never
theless, their success was conditional on the participation of the 



The End and the Beginning of Rajya 299 

populace, and this may have been increasingly difficult to ensure 
in a situation of growing social differentiation and where attempts 
were being made to widen the sphere of control. 

It was in this context that systematic efforts were made to 
incorporate values considered crucial for the new definition of 
riijya in particular, within the framework of household rituals. This 
was attempted both through routine sacrifices such as the agnihotra 
and new and full moon sacrifice as well as through rites of passage 
such as the upanayana and marriage, in which the grhapati or male 
head of the household or his son was implicitly or explicitly equated 
with the divine or human riijii. This meant that the norms associated 
with riijya could be reiterated virtually continuously. 

The incorporation of the notion of riijya within the household 
was related to changes in the context within which the institution 
emerged. I had focused on the two most significant aspects of this 
context, the development of the va�a-based order, and the con
solidation of a particular form of household organization, the 
grha. The former attempted to both describe and control social 
differentiation in terms of the emergence of a definite, delimited, 
priestly category, and groups which were able to develop and control 
forms of production, including agriculture, cattle-rearing, crafts and 
exchange, typified by the development of trade. While socio
economic differentiation made it difficult to ensure the participa
tion of all these categories in common rituals such as the riijasuya, 
it also rendered at least some members of each category more willing 
to turn to political leaders in order to ensure support for their 
specific social, economic or ritual interests. This was especially 
important in a situation where definitions of the exclusive interest 
of each category were contested, and where attempts to consolidate 
and protect such definitions proved problematic, as is evident from 
the efforts of the priesthood to regulate access to sacrality. While 
the priesthood tried to counter challenges by brahmanizing a range 
of beliefs and practices, the fact that this was a never-ending process 
points to the limitations of this strategy. Thus, while their claims 
to ritual or sacral power were becoming important, they were, at 
the same time, increasingly dependent on external support for the 
maintenance and consolidation of such claims. In other words, a 
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new, differentiated suppon base was potentially available to the 
rajit.. This was probably consolidated by the recognition accorded 
to the interests of such categories through the administration of 
da,:zef,a, which was weighted in favour of some social categories 
against others. 

At the same time, the attempts to consolidate the connections 
between the raja and a differentiated social order focused on new 
bonds-those between the raja and the grhapati. The creation and 
maintenance of these bonds was related to the development of the 
notion of a single household type, the grha, as the ideal. The 
grha was characterized by patriarchal control, exercised over the 
procreative powers of the wife, and over productive resources, which 
were ideally transferred from father to son(s). The establishment of 
the kinship bonds specific to the grha, that is, the hierarchically 
ordered relations between the pati and patni or bharya and suppor
tive ties between father and son was accompanied by the mar
ginalization or negation of ties with kinswomen other than the wife. 
This reorganization of kinship ties, which permitted the consolida
tion of resources, was buttressed by a range of sacral devices used 
to socialize kinsmen and women into specific roles. Men (especially 
fathers and sons) were connected with notions of power through 
attempts to identify them with divine or human rajas, while women 
were confined to what was defined as their only legitimate role, as 
instruments of procreation within the context of the grha. The 
privileging of the grha as opposed to a range of other forms of 
household organisation was probably politically valuable, as it was 
based on a concentration of power in the hands of a single man, 
with whom negotiations and interaction may have been easier from 
the point of view of the priest or the raja. Besides, the fact that the 
position of the grhapati rested on internalizing notions of superor
dination and subordination facilitated the legitimization of the new 
definition of political power which was emerging through analogies 
between the position and functions of the grhapati-yajamana and 
that of the raja which were often explicitly worked out. 

Nevertheless, the attempt to structure kinship ties was resisted, 
and in such a situation, while the grhapati was potentially powerful, 
he required the support of priests and rulers to actualize his power. 
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Thus, ideological and material bonds were forged between the 
householder, on the one hand, and the brahma!la and the raja on 
the other, evidenced in the attempt to brahmanize domestic rituals 
and use these as occasions for communicating values conducive to 
the maintenance of rajya and garhasthya, and in the giving of 
dakfi!la, dana, bali and atithya or hospitality by the grhapati. 

As suggested earlier, the fact that the later Vedic raja, unlike 
his early Vedic counterpart, functioned increasingly within the 
context of a differentiated social order, resulted in a fundamental 
transformation in the very nature of rajya. This is evident when 
one compares the social roles ascribed to divinities such as Varul)a 
and Soma with those associated with the human raja in the later 
Vedic tradition and subsequently. The former were concerned with 
upholding rta. a universal, holistic order, whereas the latter were 
regarded as upholders of dharma. What is more, the specific aspects 
of dharmawhich were to be maintained were related to the concerns 
of va�a and asrama. Even within the framework of va�a and 
asrama, moreover, only certain aspects, regulating access to the 
domain of the sacred, which was particularly important for com
municating values central to rajya and legitimizing them and the 
rights to property and women, were focused on, to the exclusion 
of a range of other possible concerns. Thus, the very process 
whereby the later Vedic raja was thought to acquire support and 
gain acceptance was characterized by a shift away from the earlier 
preoccupation with universal, undifferentiated, benevolence. 

Although the content of the term raja thus changed substan
tially, the term itself was retained. This was probably owing to the 
fact that its earliest connotations were useful in disguising and hence 
legitimizing, the transformation which had taken place. This is 
reflected in later Vedic mythology and rituals, where the attributes 
associated with Varul)a and Soma were modified or absorbed rather 
than explicitly negated. 

The definition of rajya which developed in the later Vedic 
context and thereafter, proved influential even in later situations. 
This is probably because this definition linked an apparently benefi
cial rajii with both the concerns of the dominant social categories 
which had emerged within a stratified society, as well as with those 
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of the dominated. While the former link was more real than the 
latter, the insistence on both connections ensured that riijya gained 
widespread acceptance. Nevertheless, the connections could not be 1

taken for granted, nor were they established once and for all. Thus, 
the maintenance of both the rajii and the social order on which he 
depended had to be ensured through the virtually continuous re
iteration of what were perceived or portrayed as shared concerns. 



Table I 
The components of the pariplava cycle 

Vii 
Category Deity Lore 

Represented 

Grhamedhins Man�yas Manu Vaivasvata �Veda 

Sthaviras Pitrs Y arna V aivasvata Yajur Veda 

Yuvana Gandharvas V arur:ia Aditya Atharva Veda 
sobhana 

Yuvataya}:i Apsaras Soma V aisvanara Angirasa vidya 
sobhana 

Sarpas, Sarpa Arbuda Kadraveya Sarpa vidya 
sarpavids 

Selagas, �as Kuvera V aisravar:ia �ovidya,
papalqts devajana vidya 

Kusidins Asuras Asita Dhanvan Maya 

Matsya, Udakacara Matsya Sammada ltihasa 
matsyahanrr 

Brahmacirins, vayovids Vaya.rpsi Tar�a V aipfyata 
vaya.rps"i 

Srotriyas Devas Dharma Indra Sama Veda 



304 The Emergence of Monarchy in North India 

Ratnim 

senan'i (6) 
purohita (brahma9a 1) 
yajamana (rajanya 2) 
mahi�i (3) 
vavata (4) 
parivrktr (5) 
suta (7) 
grama9i (8) 
�attr (9) 
samgrahitr (10) 
bhagadugha (11) 
�avapa (12) 
govikarq-
palagala 

Table II 
The Ratninamhavuµsi 

Deities Associated With Them 

Agni 
Brhaspati 
Indra 
Aditi 
Bhaga 

Nirrti 
Varu9a 
Maruts 
Savitr 
.Asvins 
Pu�an 
Rudra 

Based on the white Yajur Vedic tradition. Variations and ranking 
in the black Yajur Vedic tradition indicated in brackets. 
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legitimation of, 236-40 
lower, 23 
metrical equivalents of, 95 
protection of, 88 

Varu.1_1a, 105, 119, 159, 160, 
16ln.20, 161, 164, 165, 
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