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There is no “East”:

Deconstructing the idea of Asia and rethinking the disciplines working on it

Elisa Freschi

This introduction summarises the steps which led the scholars grouped in the
Coffee Break group to undertake the project and then accompanied them from
the awareness of the need to deconstruct the idea of geographic boundaries
and, consequently, of area studies such as “Indology” or “South Asian studies”,
to the need to deconstruct disciplines such as “Philology” or “Literature”
themselves, since they are also historically and culturally loaded and risk to tell
one more about their subjects than about their alleged objects of study. This
pars destruens is followed by a pars construens suggesting as an alternative a
situated epistemology which refutes to essentialise the “Other” and, on a more
practical level, by the constant implementation of team work.

1. Prehistory of the debate: the previous CBCs

The Coffee Break project started in 2009 around a group of young researchers who were not (or no
longer) feeling comfortable in their Areal Studies departments. They did not think they had so much
to share with people working on the same area of the world, but on completely different topics, while
being at the same time separated from colleagues working on similar phenomena only because these
took place in a different area. Thus, they organised thematic panels focusing on themes (e.g., on
Manuscript Studies, with contributions about Greek, Arabic, Tibetan, Indian and Japanese
manuscripts) instead of areas (e.g., on South Asia, with contributions on Harappan archeology,
anthropology of the Andaman people, Bollywood and Persian poetry at the Mughal court).*

With time, however, they had to acknowledge that the chief argument against areal studies —
namely that geographic boundaries are far too often a recent and arbitrary construction, which has
little to say about what happens within them — also applies to disciplines. These are also arbitrary
and historically determined constructions, too often dependent on a Eurocentric perspective on what
is worth of study (think for instance of the reappearance of Virtue Ethics as a legitimate field of

Philosophy after a long eclipse).

" For further details on the initial motivations, see E. Freschi’s introduction in the Proceedings of CBC 1 (Freschi 2011). The

programs of the past editions of the CBC can be read online at the website http://asiatica.wikispaces.com
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Moreover, the same rethinking process can be applied again and again. For instance, in the
fourth edition of the CBC Giovanni Ciotti has shown how even emic disciplines (such as the Sanskrit
disciplines linked with Grammar, Phonetics and Semantics) are often not much more than a post
operam construction, superimposed on a much more fluid reality where scholars study complex
phenomena using different tools. Similarly, during the final round table of the same conference
several contributors (Barbara Benedetti, Susan Hawthorne, and Andrew Ollett among others) have
raised the issue that Eurocentrism is not the only way of dominating the Other and that no progress
is made if one abandons the one in favour of the other (e.g., by completely embracing the perspective
of the dominant class/gender/ethnic group,’or by implicitly postulating the supremacy of one
theory, or of our contemporary judgement as if it were the definitive one).’

This all implies that one can no longer assume that her perspective, methodology and sources
are the “natural” and “right” ones. Similarly, if one were to contend that she has no perspective or
methodology whatsoever, it would be easy to reply that she is just automatically conforming to the
dominant one (as explained in Mary Fulbrook's Historical Theory, chapter 3, which has been the topic
of a round table led by Mark Schneider during the CBC 2).

Does this imply that there is no room left for any intellectual enterprise which aims at acquiring
and sharing knowledge which is not only useful for a certain group, but also generally valuable?
Should we end up embracing relativism as the only possibility? Should we consequently abandon any

attempt at universalising our studies and only focus on our own autobiography?

2. Pars construens

The final round table of the CBC 4 started from these considerations and attempted to define the

Coffee Break Project’s approach to this conundrum and to its possible solutions.

? Alessandro Bianchi suggested the parallel risk of Japanocentrism in Japan, which excludes the study of Japanese literature

(under the name of “National literature”) from the general field of Literature theory.

> A fascinating, and perhaps uncommon example has been evoked by Artemij Keidan, who mentioned the case of Paulus
Potter. Potter is now a less known painter, but his painting De Stier used to be the main reason whence people visited the
Gemeentemuseum, the museum in The Hague where paintings by Rembrandt, Vermeer, Rubens and Van Dyck are
conserved (cf. the praise of De Stier by George James Welbore Agar Ellis, the author of the 1822 Catalogue of the Principal
Pictures in Flanders and Holland). Still, when confronted with this information, one tends to smile at the taste of our

forerunners, as if our judgement about Vermeer, etc., were the definitive judgement, the one which will never be overcome.

10
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On the one hand, we join a debate that has already been discussed for several decades.’
Nonetheless, the alarming fact that, e.g., colleagues working on European materials still do not feel
the need to address Asian sources makes us aware of the fact that the issue still needs to be tackled in
practice in each of our studies. Likewise, many male scholars still do not feel the need to read
feminist critiques even when they are in the same field. This phenomenon is what another
participant to the 2013 CBC, Susan Hawthorne, calls “dominant culture stupidity” (Hawthorne 2002),
in the sense that dominant cultures run the risk to take advantage of their dominant position to
become lazy and avoid engaging with alternative perspectives, thus ending up with depriving
themselves of vital stimuli. In order to avoid this risk, members of the dominant group, as are
European scholars, need to be intentional in exposing themselves to other approaches.

On the other hand, disciplines do have several practical and technical advantages (as an
example, one might think of the analysis of paper and ink discussed by Michela Clemente in one of
the panels of the CBC 4) and it would hard to deny this role and to start from scratch every time.

Thus, if we still want to make communicable knowledge, we need to:

* Refuse to essentialise the Other: there is no “East” which is an altogether different “Other”. If we
think this exists, it is only because we have constructed it.’

* Collocate ourselves:® renounce the idea of a neutral ground from which we, omniscient gods, can
judge about the others, and instead be explicit about our methodological standpoints. This
(never-ending) process will have the double advantage of making ourselves and our readers more
aware of our possible biases and of possible antidotes. The choice of the word “process” is meant
to show that we are aware of the fact that such a task cannot be completely fulfilled. But this
objection should not lead one to think that, then, there is no point in even undertaking it. A
linguist should make clear that her sources are, e.g., only contemporary Western Germanic
languages, although she may not be aware of the fact that her preferences for Flemish beer has

also subtly biased her in her choices.

*One is immediately led to think of Foucault's and Bruno Latour's analyses and, in the specific case of South Asia, one
cannot avoid thinking of the polemics against Orientalism initiated by Edward Said and developed in the case of India by

Inden, and of the whole new branch of subaltern studies.

° An interesting example from a scholar who cannot be blamed of being a post-modernist relativist is Toru Oga's remark,
during the CBC 4, that “Asia”, seen from Japan, indicates the states of the ASEAN community only, or, at most, it includes
South Asia.

® The hint at the feminist idea of positionality has been made explicit by Paola Cagna during the round table at the end of
the first panel of the CBC 4.

11



Elisa Freschi — There is no “East”

* Be ready to question our approach, including the discipline it is situated in. In order to achieve
this purpose, the encounter with an Other is of chief importance, be it historically, culturally or

only geographically remote.

Why should we engage in this painstaking process, instead of just focusing on our pet topics?
Why, e.g., adding a long methodological introduction to a technical study on metrics? Because no
subject is a given datum, a “natural kind” and it is, thus, our epistemological duty to overcome our
laziness.” Furthermore, if we start seeking for comparanda we will have the additional bonus of
finding new resources, either in the sense of answers to the questions we had, or in the sense of new
tools to deal with them (e.g., a vocabulary which is more apt to describe a certain phenomenon).?

Last, a good antidote to the laziness which makes one remain in the comfortable status quo of
Eurocentrism is one of the CB project's leading ideas, i.e., team work. If you cannot undertake
yourself the study of other languages, cultures, ages, etc., try at least to collaborate with colleagues
coming from these different perspectives.

Team work has a positive impact also on another issue, i.e., the problem of disciplinary research.
As already hinted at (§ 1, Freschi 2011) disciplines are a rigid frame, one over-loaded with historical
and accidental elements, so that the advantages they offer (a methodology shared by a group of
people, shared background knowledge and the like) are often overshadowed by the limitations they
involve. Do philosophers of language really want to avoid discussing with their colleagues in
Linguistics? Can linguists endure being cut off from research on living or dead languages, just because
they are done within a different framework (e.g., that of “philology”?) Can philological analyses of
mathematical treatises be sound, if done by people lacking a mathematical training? And so on.

But what is the alternative to disciplinary/disciplinated research?

*  Multidisciplinarity is the juxtaposition of several disciplinary perspectives, without aiming at
constructing a broader framework. It is good for a first encounter of scholars working on

different topics.

” Giovanni Ciotti, during the final round table, made us for instance consider the claim that language is among the topics
about which a universalistic theory can be plausibly construed. This claim seems now non-controversial, but only because of

the success of Chomsky's influence on the Academia. Not so many scholars would have subscribed to it a few decades back.

¥ Not to speak of the advantage of having our own presuppositions shaken and new questions risen.

12
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* Interdisciplinarity, by contrast, aims exactly at the construction of such a broader framework.
The problem is that interdisciplinary frameworks (also called “Transdisciplines”) often crystallise

into disciplines (cf. the case of “Structuralism” or “Marxism”).’

Instead, we aim at a dynamic encounter of scholars who are ready to question what they are
doing while keeping on doing it. We would like, for instance, to do philosophical work on texts while
critically editing them with the help of all linguistic and philological tools. To avoid a supermarket-
like form of eclecticism, which would end up with the choice of just what fits with one's own
preferences or implicit biases, this must be done within an open team of different people, so that the
component of critical questioning is never appeased. This is the rationale of the Coffee Break Project

and of its lack of a closed “editorial committee”.
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understanding them through a philosophical approach. Among
her publications: Duty, language and exegesis in Prabhakara Mimamsa
(2012), Rule-extension strategies: Ritual, exegetical and linguistic
considerations on the tantra- and prasanga-principles (2013), The
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Sociocultural Constructions of Sexuality in South Asia

Daniele Cuneo

This short introduction focuses on the historical and constructed nature of
sexuality, on the normative aspects of the discourses that develop around it, as
well as on its inevitable entanglements with issues of societal control, power
relations, and violence. It aims to show how the papers in the present panel
converge in highlighting the multifaceted and polymorphic role of various
South Asian discourses on sexuality in their attempted ‘construction’ of a
normed individual as the basic building block of the society envisioned by the
authors of those very discourses.

The driving idea behind this section of the proceedings and behind the panel that originated it can be
sketchily expressed in the following, working axiom: In any cultural milieu, any discourse on
sexuality is a historical and social construct, which —more often than not— embeds in itself an
understanding of itself and of sexuality as natural objects, paradoxically independent of any history
and culture.

On the premises of this historical and constructive nature of sexuality as ideology —both on a
personal, psychological level and on a shared, social level—, this section of the proceedings aims at
showcasing a selected number of instances of discourses on sexuality gleaned from the history of
South Asia, expressed in different cultural media, and expressive of different historical and social
milieus. A clear reference point in using this interpretive framework and this charged terminology is
Foucault’s intellectual enterprise and his call for scholarship to develop an ‘analytics’ of power
through which sexuality might be better understood, a micro-analysis of how power controls sex by
laying down rules for it to follow, normally within a background of self-understanding that masks the
intentions of hegemonic classes by disguising the necessity of obedience as beneficial and
indispensable to maintaining law and order. In the phrase ‘discourse of sexuality’, the issues of
gender identities, gender relations, and gendered effects of power, i.e. the crucial focus of gender
studies, cannot but occupy centre stage. Nevertheless, the term ‘gender’ is extremely heavy and
viscous with a decades-long debate whose dust has not yet settled down, rather constantly stirred up
by a muddled plurality of religious and political agendas, often aiming at blurring the carefully drawn
and constantly re-negotiated differences between gender roles, sexual orientations and biological

sexes that have occupied both the scholarly debate and the public domain of Western post-industrial
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society. For this very reason, the choice of an overall title that does not explicitly mention the term
‘gender’ wishes to be paradigmatic in its attempt to turn the attention to the very practices of
sexuality and all the possible modes through which they are normed, i.e., not only by way of gender
polarization, but also through any other set of normative criteria and practical restrictions that
might be used to curb, for instance, the uncontrolled force of Eros, commonly feared as being
potentially disruptive of social and political stability.

In view of the generally accepted scholarly necessity to step out of the categories and value
judgements that the various cultural traditions tend to naturalize, the methodological and heuristic
foci are meant to be on the analysis of the tensions within and without the data under scrutiny,
especially in the attempt to exhume the dynamics of power and knowledge that harbour the
rationale of any discursive practice, and to unearth the practical and theoretical violence inherent in
any attempt at naturalizing and universalizing normative conceptions of human behaviour and self-
understanding. Therefore, on the assumption that any kind of discourse is at least implicitly
normative, a central issue tackled by the papers in this section is the following: how far the
discourses on sexuality throughout South Asian history and cultures have been a tool to construct
the individual, to create a subject, and to constitute a specific kind of identity and the consequently-
ensuing form of society. In Foucauldian jargon, the issue consists in the origination of individuality as
the product of the power/knowledge technology that is sexuality.

Against some of Foucault’s somewhat brisk insights, however, the following papers show, for
instance, how the attempt to disinter the truth of sex as the innermost core of the individual, mainly
understood and conceptualized as such due to sexual choices —along with its possible corollary that
sexuality is to be considered as a privileged locus for the identification of deep meaningfulness— is
not at all a phenomenon peculiar to the West, let alone peculiar to the West after the 18" or the 19™
century (see, for instance, the centrality of chastity and asceticism in many strands of South Asian
traditions). Against what, according to some of his critics, could be defined as Foucault’s disregard for
the capacity of the individual to act, resist and change the grid laid down by the ubiquitous
mechanisms of power, two of the following papers (Bevilacqua and Lorea) highlight that very agency
and the creatively interpretive capacity of single, historical individuals, who have variously
negotiated novel forms of self-determination against the backdrop of the dominant understandings
of sexuality.

It is customary of prefatory essays to go over the various papers being introduced and to direct
the spotlight on the most fundamental aspects and challenges being tackled by them. This cursory

but hopefully significant sampling of cases from South Asia starts with the Vedic period, focusing on
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an instance of the conceptualization of gender polarity and its relation to power in the most solemn
amongst the Vedic rituals. Marianna Ferrara shows how the religious construction of female
sexuality and its implicit link to fertility is intertwined with the conferral of masculine authority to
the patrons of Vedic rituals on the part of the very religious practitioners who authored the ritual
texts prescribing the aforementioned rites. Moreover, she shows how royal sexuality cannot but be
interpreted as a central point of contention between religious and political elites as well as a field of
tension and negotiation that actually turns into a metonymy for the field of power itself, especially
insofar as the control over the sexual life of the political elite is ultimately equivalent to the control
over their reproduction, i.e. over succession, and therefore the control over the reproduction of
power itself.

The section continues with a paper by Daniela Bevilacqua who takes the reader up to the
contemporary world of South Asia and its orders of Hindu renouncers, without however disregarding
the historical trajectory of texts and lived religious experience that have shaped present-day
practices and ideals. The focus of the essay is on the entitlement of women practitioners to become
ascetics. Thus, through a methodology that is both historical and anthropological, she investigates
the limitations suffered by women in their religious and social agency, especially insofar as the choice
of an ascetic path would necessarily determine the break of brahmanically sanctioned norms of
femininity, such as, for instance, complete dependence on and submission to the male order. Even
more interestingly, the paper investigates how the choice of asceticism can become an instrument of
“gender empowerment and a means of freeing women from the shackles of a patriarchal society”,
although the carefully analysed phenomenon of the ‘motherisation of female asceticism’ seems to
parade against the actuality of such a release from patriarchal norms. Moreover, the article is
particularly enriched by its focus on the tangible Erlebnis of a contemporary female ascetic of the
Ramanandi tradition, whom the author met and interviewed during her fieldwork.

With the paper by Carola Erika Lorea, the chronological focus remains contemporaneous, but
the geographical one shifts to the East, to the world of Bengali mystic practitioners and itinerant
performers known as Bauls. The enigmatic songs composed by the saint-songwriter Bhaba Pagla
(1902 - 1984) are analysed as inherently and purposely polysemic. On the basis of an investigation
deliberately grounded on their receptions by performers and devotees, the plethora of the songs’
meanings is organized along a threefold interpretive matrix. Starting with a first superficial, literal
layer, through an exoteric devotion-centred hermeneutical middle ground, the esoteric depth
culminates in a diversified overabundance of Tantric meanings (loosely understood) that are focused

on the soteriological significance of “an anthropoietic sexuality based on the restraint of the senses,
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especially of sexual desire, and the identification of sublimated carnal love with divine love.” At this
monistic level, even the man-woman dichotomy recognised by the Bauls as the only real difference
amongst humans is ultimately overcome in a supreme experience of mystic/sexual unity brought
about by techniques of control over reproductive substances and practices. Among many other
reflections on the ratio of polysemy within the Wirkungsgeschichte of Baul songs, the paper provides
an analysis of the various interpretations —conveniently polarized as ‘devotional” or ‘tantric’ ones—
as mirrors of diverging beliefs on the religious use of sexuality on the part of different social agents,
who are furthering conflicting agendas of religious proselytism, social control and cultural identity.

The concluding paper of this section investigates the management of sexuality in a cultural
medium of the 20" and 21%-centuries: the glittering universe of Indian cinema. On the background of
a cinematic history of the complex dialectics between the hardships of censorship and the
representation of untamed eroticism, Tatiana Szurlej’s contribution is centred on the depiction of
feminine sexuality in those crucial moments of Bollywood movies that are the item songs (or item
numbers) and the dream sequences, both in the post-independence as well as in more recent
developments, among the many ways of tricking censors into allowing the allure of Eros within the
warp of cinema. The evolution of item songs is traced from their first introductions, when they were
performed by ‘foreign’ vamps, epitomising the dichotomy between Hindu purity and Western
lasciviousness, through the cinema in the seventies in which the female protagonists as well “started
to be exposed like never before”, up to the many strands of later and contemporary movies, in which
‘excuses’ such as the Holi festival were common stratagems for vouchsafing the “voyeuristic pleasure
to the viewer”. The item numbers evolve, so to say, in the dream sequences, in which the
representation of sexuality is psychologically twice removed from reality by force of the ontological
status of the scene, fictional even within the already fictional world of cinema. Tatiana Szurlej
identifies one more evolution in the ‘film songs’ formula in the massive influence of the Indian star-
system, due to which guest stars can just make their appearance in a movie where they play no other
role than a beautiful dancing and singing body.

It is also more than worth mentioning that, on the occasion of the conference in Turin (4"-7"
September 2013), Mrinal Kaul delivered an extremely rich paper on the interconnection between
Hindu nationalism and the role of sexuality, thoroughly investigating the conceptualization of India
as the chaste Bharat Mata, ‘Mother India’, and of the (often Muslim) ‘Other’ as a male molester with
the wickedest of intentions, to be dutifully persecuted and severely chastised by the pure, Hindu
protectors. Unfortunately, due to other scholarly commitments, Mrinal Kaul was not able to finalize

his paper on time for the publication of these proceedings.
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As previously warned against, the cursory nature of this sampling would have of course
benefitted from an even larger spectrum of cases, cultural scenarios and diverse medias under
scrutiny. For instance, an example from the uniquely hybrid Indo-Islamic civilization would have
certainly enriched the depth of the hermeneutical gaze by including a further perspectival take on
the issue, but there is no point in searching for an endless list of regretted omissions. The reason for
hinting at matters not treated here is clearly just the desire to highlight the need for further similar
volumes and projects, as the topic is far from being comprehensively dealt with by previous
scholarship, let alone by our present contributions.

To conclude, the aim of the aim (the prayojanaprayojana, in the technical terminology of the
Sanskrit commentarial tradition I fondly cherish) of this section cannot be but the development of an
encompassing interpretive framework that could account for why, how and how successfully the
various discourses on sexuality in South Asia have brought about both intended and unintended
effects on history, society and individuals. One might well consider that the extent of the success
with regard to this huge, unwieldy task is given away by the incapacity of this short preface to
synthetize an overall picture or to pinpoint a specific result of sorts that undergirds the various
contributions and approaches to the issue of sexuality in South Asia. However —let the incomplete
nature of the scholarly enterprise be what it may— a central issue for any collection of articles is
whether the contributors have anything interesting to say. And, in my opinion, the richness of the
presented material, the understudied nature of the area, and the subtlety of the scholarly approaches
that the various authors have displayed do already vouchsafe for this kind of success. But, more
importantly, the following papers are being offered to the readers as a missing building block,
hopefully a solid and well-shaped one, in the construction of that very encompassing interpretive
paradigm for sexuality in South Asia, the search for which cannot yet be declared over (if it ever can),

but whose flickering silhouette has now become less blurred.
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After obtaining his Ph.D. from the University of Rome “La
Sapienza” on Indian aesthetic theories, Daniele Cuneo worked at
the Vienna University on Sanskrit Logic and at the Cambridge
University in a project on Manuscript Studies. His main areas of
expertise are Sanskrit philosophy of language and aesthetic
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Sexuality as a Promotion of Power:

How the Chief Wife becomes a Means of Persuasion in the Vedic Rhetoric on Kingship

Marianna Ferrara

In the ancient South Asian texts about ritual known as Samhitas and Brahmanas,
the wives of the king play an interesting role in terms of bodily actions and
ritual rhetoric. Especially the so-called “chief wife” (mahisi) is described as a
central and liminal player who serves as a sexual counterpart of the king at the
main solemn rituals, i.e. ASvamedha and Rajastya, involving the travel of a
horse in unconquered lands and the royal consecration, respectively. In this
essay I suggest that the construction of female sexuality is a crucial point to fix
the boundaries around the notion of authority, not only that of the king, but
also that of his practitioner, i.e. the brahmana or purohita. From this starting
point I suggest also that the chief wife of the king may be reconsidered as one of
the most strategic actor on a ritual and political stage. I will try to show that the
mahisi’s sexual function in the ritual exegesis had gained value, in connection
with the attempt to deify the human primus inter pares of the political
organisation, i.e. the king. More specifically, I will deal with the ritual language
and codification concerning the mahisi’s sexuality in order to illustrate the
formulation of her body in the rituals prescribed in the Brahmanas about
solemn rites. 1 will discuss how the persuasive force of description and
prescription about her bodily actions served as a means of persuasion in
displaying the king’s power. Finally, I suggest rethinking the role of gender in
royal rituals from the perspective of literary criticism.

1. Introduction

In this essay I deal with the role of the chief wife (mahisi) in ancient Indian symbolic practices,
specifically the rituals known as Asvamedha and Rajasiiya, involving the ritual sacrifice of a horse and
the royal consecration, respectively. The choice of these two rituals is due to the central role of
female sexuality in the definition of masculine authority in connection with the construction of the
sovereignty. It is not my intention to hold that female sexuality had not been represented before;
rather, I show that its function in the ritual exegesis had gained value, in connection with the
attempt to deify the human primus inter pares of the political organisation.

My starting-point is developed from Stephanie Jamison’s arguments about the introduction of
the wife (patni) in the late Rgvedic period as a mirror of «the anxiety or the conservative backlash

created by profaning the purity of the old male-only ritual with a disruptive female presence»
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(Jamison 2006). The transition between the early Rgvedic period to the time of the Brahmana-texts is
marked not only by the introduction of the patni in the ritual, but also by her qualification as a
rhetorical device in supporting the ideal-type of sovereignty and of an alliance between the
practitioners and their patrons. The patni is, in some cases, a mahisi, the chief wife among other
ladies, but her chieftainship is also connected with her role as the chief’s wife, the female counterpart
of the masculine power and of the political authority. The idea of the introduction of the wife
suggested by Jamison offers the terms to pose the subsequent questions: How has the function of the
female sexuality, and of the chief wife’s sexuality in particular, been represented in connection with
the sovereignty? Might this innovation have contributed to the promotion or reinforcement of the
alliance between the practitioners and their special patrons (chiefs, leaders, kings)?

In order to answer to these questions, I will attempt to illustrate how the religious elites have
tried to fix the boundaries of the alliance with the political leaders, gaining a dominant position in
the religious market. On the basis of this attempt, the requalification of the wife in the ritual context
had allowed the expansion of religious control over an essential aspect of life for the patrons, who
were in a position of undisputed leadership. Sexuality, reproduction, and progeny shall be the
components through which the wife, especially, the chief wife (mahisi) will be investigated. This
becomes all the more significant when we take into account two points: 1) the patrons of rituals
(yajamana) mentioned in the texts were not common people, but chieftains or kings; 2) all the texts
about rituals have been composed by religious elites, so everything we happen to know about them is

basically the embodiment of their point of view, interest, or selection.

2. Promotion of power through ritual from the reader-response criticism approach

Based upon the conception that the patrons of these rituals (yajamana) were not common people, but
chieftains or kings, I intend to stress the social capital involved in the construction of yajfia, i.e. the
brahmanical ritual practice to honour gods. I align with Heesterman, Witzel and others (Whitaker
2011; Proferes 2007; Witzel 1995a; 1995b; 1995c; Heesterman 1995; 1993; 1985; Kuiper 1960;
Oldenberg 1894), on the idea that there were rivalries among ritualists (i.e. brahmanas) or families of
ritualists, involved in the attempt of systematizing the ritual practices concerning yajfias. Any effort
in promoting their ritual activities was addressed to particular groups of society. According to the
most ancient sources, these members were high-ranked persons, engaged in political and military
activities to protect people and their villages; these “protectors” had been indicated to also be the
patrons of the brahmanas by whom they have been frequently portrayed as liberal, brave, and wise.

This agonistic scenario - i.e. the competition to provide religious service to this typology of ritual
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users — provides us with a new perspective to rethink the concept of tradition in the dominant
discourse about ritual. This is also very useful for reconsidering the political use of ritual
prescriptions.

For these reasons, I propose to interpret these “protectors” as ideal users of religious practices
and as potential readers of the compositions. Saying “ideal users” of the compositions, I refer to the
systematization of the most ancient collections of religious texts, namely, the four Vedic Samhitas
within which the A§vamedha and the Rajastiya have historically been based. In these texts there is a
definite distinction in the roles within ritual organisation, where a religious representative (i.e. an
officiant) is said to act for the sake of his patron; this officiant is said to act as if he was his patron.
While the interrelationship between the officiant and his patron appears to be a rule, the social status
of these two actors is straightforwardly described. As I assume that a description in religious texts is
always an attempt to prescribe roles, ranks, and relations, the fact that the patrons are always
indicated as being members of the political elite is not, in my view, coincidental, but intentional.
Thus, saying that the ritual users were warriors or kings, the composers aimed to define the ideal-
type of patron: the one who has always been indicated as being high ranked and generous toward his
officiants. To better reveal the insider discourse, I propose to interpret the ritual patrons as not only
“ideal users” but also as “potential readers”: this operation situates the act of composing religious
texts in the context. Literary theories on the reading process show how a composition may be an
intentional act of writing addressed to the ones who will read it. In our case, the religious
compositions were presumably recited so that they were listened to by the ones who participated in
ritual events.

A different scenario could also be envisaged: what if the ancient religious market offered other
ways to honour gods? It is hard to prove that at the time of the ritual systematization, known as the
Srauta reform, other religious groups (i.e. who did not support or preserve the Vedic knowledge)
might have performed rituals for common people or for the royal members; nevertheless evidences
are not enough to deny this hypothesis. In a grey zone between history and possibility, we have good
reasons to postulate that the canonized texts did not describe how the world was, but prescribed how
the world ought to be, and consequently, what it ought not to be might have been excluded from the
recommended perspective. But “ought, implies can.” Therefore, the aspect of rethinking the
performative character of the symbolic manipulation must always be kept in mind when we read
these texts.

I propose to use the framework just described to investigate how the discourse on authority

might have been promoted through the symbolic manipulation of masculine power and sovereignty
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and how it is related to the religious construction of female sexuality. The emphatic point of this
methodological approach is that the performance of ritual, as well as its canonisation in transmission
(cf. Patton 1994, especially Carpenter 1994), implies intentionality (McCutcheon 2003; Bell 1997; 1992;
Geertz 1973). In this perspective, I propose to use a new category - “new” in the field of religious
studies, but well-known in literary criticism - that has been theorized between the 1960s and 70s,
which concerns the reader-response criticism (Booth 19612; Iser 1974; 1980 [1976]; Eco 1979a; 1979b).
I propose to use the category of the “hypothetical reader” (Iser 1980 [1976]) in order to investigate
the subjective character of the text from the point of view of the composer, interested in
communicating with his ideal reader or listener (Herman 2011).

The difference between hypothetical and ideal reader has been variously approached in the field
of readership, as well as authorship (cf. Eco 1979a, 1979b; Suleiman, Crosman 1980; more recently
Fludernik 2009; Prince 2009; Schmid 2010; Herman 2011, esp. 64-74). The crucial point concerns how
empirically and historically we may reconstruct a reader of whom we know nothing except that
which may be deduced from the text itself (intentio operis) and/or from the author’s representation of
him (intentio auctoris; cf. Eco 1979a, 1979b). Some reader-response theorists conceive of the reader as
being purely abstract, as an ideal recipient, and do not give a substantial difference between the
abstract and the concrete reader, because of the fictive nature of him (cf. Schmid 2010, 80 ff.; Iser
1980 [1976], 22 ff.). However, the reader in my approach has a role and is absolutely empirical, real,
historically based, or in Foucauldian terms, assigned to the discourse. “The problem - as Iser clearly
highlights - is whether such a reconstruction corresponds to the real reader of the time or simply
represents the role which the author intended the reader to assume” (Iser 1980 [1978], 28). This is a
critical point. The reader can be drawn from existing documents - in our case: from the bards’
eulogies, the praises, and the ritual prescriptions. This reader is the ritual patron, the king, the
warrior who is called to act, to fight, and to empower himself together with the gods.

As the Vedic texts are prescriptive in nature, the assumed perspective here provides a new point
of view and new glimpses into the framework - social, political, economic - in which the sexuality of
the leader/reader and of his wife had been socially constructed and ritually re-qualified. The data for
this examination is provided by the ancient texts belonging to different canonical collections whose
compilation is rather late. In other words, while the content of these texts had been said, heard, and
transmitted in a very ancient period of Indian history, the passage from orality to the written text
happened much later (Torella 2006). However, the question of whether the intended reader is or is
not contemporary with the author is not at stake here, because the “desired” reader becomes

contemporary when the author is interested for him to be such.
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What I intend to stress here is that the unnamed reader is always contemporary to the extent
that he most likely has emerged from the exegesis on religious service and on the authority of the

intended user.

3. Female sexuality on the ritual stage: a parameter of change in the brahmanical representations of

sovereignty

The role of the wife in ritual activity may be investigated as a rhetoric strategy. To do such, I will take
into account two methodological factors. First, it is essential to keep in mind that in the Vedic texts
the meanings and the functions attributed to the ritual actors belong to a wider discourse concerning
the practice for honouring gods, a practice that Vedic authors called yajiia, but that most translate as
“sacrifice”. This translation is taken from the western vocabulary by anthropologists and ethnologists
from XIX century onwards and deletes the etymological meaning that is merely “to offer, to honour”
(Ferrara 2016). To the end of my examination this detail is useful in order to investigate the ritual
rhetoric, for every practitioner was interested in representing his practice as the most efficacious,
the most spectacular, and the best of all (cf. Lincoln 1996; 1989). From this perspective, the attention
on “the power to fixate certain semiotic markers” (Benavides 1989) may help to rethink how little
semiotic details may result into a cluster of taxonomic distinctions (cf. Smith 1994; 1989; Lincoln 1991;
1989; 1986). This is the framework into which I propose to investigate the ritual construction of royal
sexuality in general and of female sexuality in particular.

With these premises I assert, with Jamison (2006; 1996), that the introduction of a wife in the
ritual is an innovation laden with layered meanings and efficacy. To this end it is helpful to quote the
words of the indologist Brian K. Smith, who noticed that the ritual is a laboratory where the human
and imperfect things have been transformed into the divine and perfect ones (Smith 1996, 291). This
aspect becomes heuristic if we pay attention to the evidence that the ideal-type of the user of the
ritual practice - the one who is mentioned in the most ancient Vedic texts - is a powerful and
dominant figure: a leader, a chieftain, a warrior, or, in most cases, a rgjan. If the ritual recitation is
interpreted as a legitimizing context, then we realize its prescriptive nature concerning the division
of the roles and their classification, and the “introduction” of women in ritual codification (even if
the composer does not declare the new account as such).

In the second place, we should take into account the structure of the discourse itself. Using this
Foucauldian category, I interpret the term ‘discourse’ not as being unilateral, but bilateral: implying
the speaker or a community of speakers on one hand and the hypothetical or postulated audience on

the other (Foucault 1971). This framework provides us with a useful point of view to examine the
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rhetorical strategies of communication and persuasion in ritual prescriptions. Specifically, we must
reckon with the fact that the religious discourse in the Vedic texts concerns two typologies of elites:
the patrons and the encoders (i.e. theologians and practitioners; Ferrara 2013, ch. 4.).

For these selected agents, some issues at stake are of crucial importance. The devotees
mentioned in the texts are the leaders who aim at reaching the benevolence of the gods and the
prosperity of their kingdom. In more practical words, the main interest of these leaders is to preserve
their leadership from the potential antagonists (Roy 1994). So, in order to preserve the leadership, it
is also required to keep certain others out of the reach of power. Similarly, the practitioners aim to
ensure their economic prosperity by means of the gifts and the fees they receive from their patrons.
Ritualists who had been able to obtain an advantageous position in the service of the kings certainly
did not want to renounce their position, which assured a constant economic support and the
acquired social rank, in front of other competitors.

From this perspective, the ritual has really been a laboratory in which the imperfect humans
aimed to represent themselves as unapproachable: the practitioners did it in the eyes of their
sponsors - the yajamdnas - in order to preserve their social position among the other religious
competitors; the sponsors as users of brahmanical ritual did it in the eyes of their political supporters
- i.e. common people - in order to preserve their rank among the potential political adversaries. It is
not beyond the bounds of possibility that the potential users of the brahmanical rituals might also
have been themselves a kind of competitor in respect to the priests, in case they intended to lead the
way of life of the brahmanas.! Now let us focus on the main theme of this work: the function of
feminine sexuality in the ritual discourse on power.

The idea that women have been introduced to ritual has been held some years ago by the
indologist Stephanie Jamison (Jamison 2006). She also sustained that we find evidence of this change
in the most ancient collection of texts, the Rgveda Samhitd. Jamison’s main argument was that the
participation of the wife (patni) of the patron (pati) in rituals is an innovation brought about by some
authors at the time of the Rgveda’s composition. She has noticed that in the Rgveda there are a few

occurrences elucidating upon the function of a wife. However this theme is largely present in the late

! The Vedic collections offer many cases of betwixt and between characters that, belonging to the warrior elites or having
military features, accomplish or wish to share the religious knowledge or the brahmanical way of life. Some examples are
given by the case of the Vratyas in the Samhita- and in the Brahmana-texts, and that of king Janaka in the Upanisads. The epic
Parasurama (i.e. “axe-wielding Rama”) - a brahmana who became a warrior is a case of the reversal of the roles, that shows
how dangerous it may be to try to change the social assessment and its rules. For an updated bibliography on the Vratyas’
question see Ferrara 2015; on Janaka and other upanisadic kings see Black 2011, 2007; on Parasurama, see, among the most

recent studies, Collins 2012.
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collections: specifically in the Yajurveda’s collections there are large volumes of data, episodes, and
prescriptions concerning the role of a wife in the ritual. This change led Jamison to think that the
role of the wife has been encoded from a certain time onwards, when the ritual practice for
honouring the gods (namely, yajiia) was already highly encoded, i.e. in the Srauta period (Jamison
2006). What is not very clear is the reason why this change took place, yet Jamison left the question
open. I think that we may find an answer in the socio-historical approach to the development of the
practice for honouring the gods, specifically in the history of the ritual practice called yajfia. In short,
I show the ways through which the hegemonic ritual encoders have tried to impose the practice and
to make it advantageous in the eyes of their users and authoritative for reiterating their political and
social position. This requires an exploration of the ritual rhetoric involved in the most solemn of

royal rituals, the ASvamedha and the Rajasuya, respectively.

3.1 Advamedha

The codification of the A$vamedha ritual concerns the spread of the king’s power and authority
beyond the kingdom’s boundaries and is thoroughly presented in the Yajurvedic texts. According to
most of the recensions, the ritual started with the voyage of a special horse, selected for his beauty,
powerfulness and speed to wander on a foreign land for a long time. The lands that were touched by
the horse would become a part of the new kingdom. Among the five Yajurvedic collections available,
only two, the Taittiriya Samhita and the Vajasaneyi Samhita, prescribe a sexual intercourse between the
chief wife and the horse at the A§vamedha ritual, soon after the killing of the horse. The intercourse
was called mithuna, i.e. “union”, “couple”, and involved a contact of the penis (sisna, pasas, grda,
sthiira, sapa, Sepha) of the horse with the genital area (sardigrdi, bhaga, gabha, muskah, sakthi) of the
chief wife. During the contact, the other ritual actors repeated a special group of verses called
ahanasya, i.e. “concerning what is beaten, pressed or flourishing” (from ahan-, “to beat, strike at”, but
deriving from ahanas, “to be beaten, be pressed”; EWA, s.v. ahands; KEWA, s.v. ahandh; Parpola 1983).
However, in its broad meaning the term dhanasya is generally translated as “erotic” or “obscene”. The
scarce use of the term ahanasya in literary sources does not help to definitively state what meaning

might have been conceived of in the mind of the mithuna-passage’s composers. However, in the

Srauta texts concerning the asvamedha we find the verbal root abhi-mith which may be interpreted as
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“to address [words or verses] for the sake of union”, while others translate it as “to address with
insulting or hostile speech™.

The meaning as ‘obscene’ is instead clearly influenced by the puritan approach of previous
scholars who tried to interpret this ritual, but this translation of the term ahanasya implies also a
misunderstanding of the ritual performance as completely negative. Instead, this is not the definitive
message of the ritual, which is aimed at promoting and supporting the fertility of the ritual patron in
empirical terms. Moreover, the translation of ahanasya as obscene is not consistent with the logic of
ritual that is aimed to regulate and control the sexual behaviour and semantics by the means of the
officiants.

At the emic level of interpretation (cfr. McCutcheon 1999; von Stuckrad 2013; 2010; 2003) of the
text, these “erotic” verses were addressed to the chief wife for the sake of the intercourse, during
which the king was represented by the horse. Keeping in mind this combination, the performance
provides some meaningful clues: a request for fertility was probably involved in the act of putting the
chief wife’s and the horse’s sexual organs close to each other, but at the same time the exhibition of
the horse’s masculinity reiterated the rich symbolism of warrior-hood, maleness, and kingship
(Whitaker 2011; Proferes 2007; Roy 1994; Gonda 1966; Heesterman 1957). While the chief wife was
practically engaged in a spectacular intercourse with the dead horse, the human king is said to gain
prosperity and power for he was the real beneficiary of the ritual. What the texts further say is that,
unlike her husband, the chief wife was addressed by the other participants with abusive terms. This
aspect deserves attention in order to rethink the role of sexuality in the construction of kingship in
these texts and, vice versa, to rethink how the construction of kingship impacted the social
construction of sexuality. As the historian Kumkum Roy noticed, the king increased his power for he
did not need to engage himself in physical intercourse: «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» (Roy 1994, 121). This shift was due to the priest’s action for only the ritual specialist
was empowered to manipulate the words and the substances of the ritual.

It is noteworthy that historically the description / prescription of the sexual intercourse is
contained in few texts: namely in two Samhitas of the Yajurvedic tradition - Taittiriya and Vajasaneyi -

and in the little un-canonised collection of stanzas attached to the Rgveda, called khila, “appendix” -

*MW, s.v. ahanasya; EWA, s.v. METH-: “feindselige Rede”. See Baudhdyana Srautasiitra 15.30 and Apastamba Srautasiitra 20.18
and their English translation by G.U. Thite and C.G. Kashikar.
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or lit. the “uncultivated land™ that had been definitively excluded by the cultivated, i.e. canonical
collection of rcas. The topic of the Khila-siikta 5.22 is very similar to that of the Taittiriya passage on
the sexual intercourse; it presents a more similar use of the term mahisi, the “great buffalo female”
conventionally translated as “queen” or “chief wife”, than in the Rgvedic hymns, where the mahisi
seems to be a married woman, but not necessarily a crowned wife. For instance, in the fifth book of
the Rgveda the mahisi is described as a wife, without any reference to the social status of her husband:

Rgveda 5.37.3

vadhiir iydm pdtim ichdnty eti yd im vdhate mdhisim isiram |

“Here she goes, a bride seeking a husband who will take her home as a vigorous mahisi.”

Even when the mahisi is linked with the god Agni as the one who devesu rdjati, “shines/rules
among gods”, the double possibility to translate the root raj- as “to rule” and “to shine” makes the
meaning as crowned queen hard to hold without exception:

Rgveda 5.2.2

kdm etdm tvdm yuvate kumardm pési bibharsi mdhisi jajana |

“Young woman, who is this child whom you carry as his wet nurse? The mabhisi has given
birth to him’ [Agni].”

A more clear meaning is, instead, attested in the Atharvaveda by Saunaka, where the term mahisi
is well distinguished from “nari, “woman”, and denotes the exceptional feature of mahisi in
connection with her peculiarity to shine/to rule (raj-):

Atharvaveda Saunaka 2.36.3
iydm agne ndri pdtim videsta somo hi raja subhdgam krnéti |

stivana putrdn mdhisi bhavati gatvd pdtim subhdga vi rajatu |3/|

“O Agni, may this woman find a husband; indeed, Soma the king makes her wealthy.

Generating progeny, may she become mahisi; going toward [her] husband, may she
shine/rule with prosperity!”

*Or “with some lacuna” in opposition to akhila, “without lacuna, complete” according to Bhise 1995, 13; KEWA, I, 309-310;
Scheftelowitz 1906.

* Cf. Brereton, Jamison 2014, I, 703.

>Cf. Brereton, Jamison 2014, 11, 663.
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Also in the Khila 5.13.6, the mahisi is not clearly linked with the king, but with “the one who goes
to battle”, yudhingamdh. The first attestation where the mahisi is with no doubt described as the king’s
wife is the Maitrayani Samhita, then also in the Katha Samhita, both the versions belonging to the
Krsnayajurveda tradition. The context for action is the Rajasiiya rite. However, in the Khila-stkta
containing the ahanasya verses (5.22) the mahisi is called mahdnagni, lit. “great naked” (Vasilkov
1989-1990, 390 ff.; Witzel 1997b, 397), nagnd, who is either the “harlot” of the horse, a “ritual
prostitute”, according to most scholars®, or the “naked earth” according to others (Dange 1971, 68-
82). A possible transition may, thus, be hypothesized in the Khilani. The reason for the semantic
transition between the Rgveda and the Khila-hymns might be due to the conflicting times of
composition. Probably a semantic shift occurred after the Rgvedic times, since from the linguistic
point of view, the Khila-verses are generally considered to be composed later than the Rgveda, in
the same period as the Yajurvedic collections (Witzel 1997a; Bhise 1995). If we assume the
chronological proximity between the Khila-sikta 5.22 and the Taittirlya prose-texts on the
Asvamedha rite, a question arises: at the time of the Yajurvedic and the Khila codification, what
instigated the priests’ interest for the chief wife’s sexuality, which was not so relevant at the time
of the Rgvedic composition?

A starting-point to give an answer may be the study of Vasilkov (1989-1990) on Draupadi, an epic
character of the Mahabharata whose life is marked by several episodes in which her sexuality and
nudity are involved in some respect; specifically, Vasilkov mentions the episode in which Draupadi
enters an assembly hall, namely, a place for only men. In one case, the assembly hall is that of the
Kaurava princes, i.e. the rival cousins of Draupadi’s five husbands; in that place she has been
mistreated and humiliated by being led “with a single garment on her”” in front of all the warriors
into the hall where married women would not go, i.e. the “men’s house”. In another case, the
assembly hall is that of king Virata’s court, where Draupadi lived for some time in disguise as the
queen’s chambermaid. During her journey to the Virata’s court, Draupadi alias Sairamdhri pretended
to be married with the Gandharvas, the divine troop, in order to preserve herself from the eyes of
other men. In this second episode, her access into the hall created no scandal. Vasilkov argues that
the lack of scandal is due to the new personality of Draupadi as a woman who belonged to several

men, i.e. a woman who had already had pleasure with more than one man. A little truth was

¢ Cf. Bhise 1995, 226; Keith, Macdonell 1920, s.v. mahd-nagni: courtesan, paramour.

” Mahabhdrata VII1.67.1-3.
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concealed in this new undercover personality of Draupadi, because she really was married to the five
Pandava brothers. But in the view of the Pandavas, Draupadi should not be allowed to enter the
“men’s house” (sabha) because this place was perceived of as a place of pleasure for men, not for
women. The only women who might have been allowed to enter there ought to have been those who
provided pleasure to men. This should be offensive for a wife and for her husband, even if she was
married to several men. The arguments of Vasilkov are more subtle than how they are here resumed;
however, his accounts on the link between women'’s sexual pleasure and the “space for only men” are
a good starting-point to rethink the re-semantisation of the chief wife as the “great naked woman”
(mahanagni) or the “great buffalo female” (mahisi) at the royal ritual. Through observing the related
texts in detail it is possible to clarify the dynamics of re-semantisation in the context of ritual
activity.

According to the Samhitas’ ‘long version’ - then abridged in their respective Srautasiitras - the
spectacular intercourse between the chief wife and the dying horse was accompanied by a series of
verses that were practically recited by the priests and the maidens participating in the ceremony
(Dumont 1927); but the main character was the “chief wife” (mahisi). In the version of the Sukla
Yajurveda as well as in the Krsna recension, a detailed recitation conducts the actions and gives the
sequence of the performance; therefore we may consider this passage as a real prescription of the
ritual. But in the XIX- and XX-century translations of the Vedic texts (Dumont 1927; Keith 1914;
Scheftelowitz 1906; Griffith 1899; Eggeling 1882-1900), the intercourse passage has been removed or
partially translated. Here I give the full translation, for it provides evidence that female sexuality
enters into the texts to empower the relation between ritualists and their sponsors and serves to re-
establish the power positions of specific groups.

An indication of how the social construction of sexuality might become a means of promotion of
the warriors’ values and symbols is presented in the following passage:

Taittiriya Samhitd 7.4.19.1-2

ambe ambaly ambike nd ma nayati kds$ cand | sasdsty asvakdh || siibhage kampilavasini suvargé
loké sdm prérnvatham | ahdm ajani garbhadhdm d tvdm ajasi garbhadhdm [ tdu sahd catiirah
paddh sdm prd sarayavahai | visa vam retodhd réto dadhatit sakthyor grddm dhehy afijim
Udarijimm dnv aja | yd strindm jivabhdjano yd asam |[1/| biladhdvanah | priyd strinam apicyah |
yd asam krsné ldksmani sdrdigrdim pardvadhit || dmbe dmbaly dmbike nd ma yabhati kd$ cand |
sasdsty asvakdh || drdhvam enam tc chrayatad venubhardm girav iva | dthasya mddhyam
edhatar $ité vate piinann iva || dmbe dmbaly dmbike nd ma yabhati kds cand | sasdsty asvakdh ||
ydd dharini'ydvam dtti nd [|2]|
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“Mother, Mom, Mommy (ambe ambaly ambike). No one led me [to the horse]! The little
horse is asleep. O fair one dressed with Kampila clothes, clad in fair raiment in the world
of heaven be you two covered. Could I lead the bestower of the embryo, could you lead
the bestower of the embryo? Together, we make the four limbs fully stretched. Could
your male, inseminator bring the semen, [could he put] the penis between the thighs!
Could you conduct the anointed [one] along the buttock until the top. [The one who] is
the women’s pleasure, the purifier of [their] hole, the pleasing secret of women whose
vagina he subjugated beyond the black spot.

ambe ambaly ambike. No one led me [to the horse]! The little horse is asleep. Hold her
high, like one who brings a load of bamboo on the mountain. May the one who is at the
midst prosper like one who cleans oneself up the breeze.

ambe ambaly ambike. No one led me [to the horse]! The little horse is asleep and does
not eat any grain of barley [anymore].”

It is absolutely clear from the words mentioned above that the chief wife ought to get her vulva
in contact with the dead horse’s penis - or its “hind quarter near the anus”.’ Several scholars had
considered this passage as merely a description or a fantasy of the authors (Malamoud 1996; Puhvel
1970; Eliade 1958; Keith 1925; Oldenberg 1894). But I do not agree with this reading of the passage
because a singular detail allows us to think that it was not a fantasy at all. According to the Vedic
prescriptions,” animals were killed by asphyxiation, but it is known that a slow suffocation of males
can produce penile erection (Jamison 1996, 68). I am tempted to interpret this ritual technique not
merely as an attempt to stress the fertile character of the ritual, rather as an “empirical” practice to
exhibit the fertilising attribute of the sexual contact with the dead horse, being the representation of
the empowered king. It is undeniable that this performance might have appeared very suggestive in
the eyes of the participants; it may be added that, from an ethological perspective, the engagement in
a costly ritual labour recalls the “conspicuous consumption” theory by the sociologist Thorstein
Veblen (1857-1929), recently rethought by Gustavo Benavides in the field of the history of religions:
the costly display of the physical attributes is a well-known phenomenon for many animal species to
promote or to make visible their rank, role, strength, and function (Benavides 2013; 1989). Indeed, the
purpose of the ritual was to exalt the king’s sexuality as an exhibition of his high power (Jamison

1996; Roy 1994; Doniger 1980); therefore it seems appropriate to say “the end justifies the means”,

MW, s.v. grda.
® Apastamba Srautasiitra 20.17.8-9. See Jamison 1996, 68 and 274 n.114; Heesterman 1985, 87 n.27.

' As it has been suggested by Jamison 1996; Roy 1994; Malamoud 1989; Doniger 1980; Puhvel 1970; Gonda 1969; Heesterman
1957; Coomaraswamy 1942; Dumont 1927.
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where the means is the practice to make visible the fertilising power of the king through the
exhibition of the sex organs of the horse, and then, through the mise-en-scéne of the union (mithuna)
with the chief wife.

We come across a new point of view if we compare the passage above with the more ancient
versions of the prescription of the sexual contact. In this case, the most ancient version is contained
in the earliest collections of the Yajurveda canon, namely the Maitrayani and Katha recensions. The
text is very similar in some detail:

Maitrayani Samhitd 3.12.20 [166, 9.13-167, 1-2] (Von Schroeder 1881-1886)
~ Katha Sambhitd 5.4.8

dmbydmbike dmbadlike nd ma nayati kdscand | sdsasty asvakdh sibhadrikam kampilavasinim |
gandnam tva gandpatimahavamahe priyanam tva priydpatith havamahe nidhindm tva
nidhipatiri havamahe vaso mamahdmajani garbhadhdma tvimajami garbhadhdm || tau mahd
catirah paddh samprdsarayavah svargé loké prérnuvatarirvi'sa vamdsvo retodhd réto dadhatu ||

“Mother, Mom, Mommy (ambe ambaly ambike). No one led me [to the horse]! The little
horse is asleep. [No one led me] who is the little lucky [woman] dressed with Kampila
clothes! We invoke you, leader of troops, we invoke you, beloved leader of the beloved
ones, we invoke you, bestower of treasures. Could I conduct the bestower of the embryo,
could you conduct the bestower of the embryo? Together we make the four lower limbs
be stretched. In the world of heaven may you two be covered, could your male, the

inseminator, put the semen!”

If we consider the Taittiriya recension alone, we can deduce that here a sexual intercourse was
involved, specifically between the one “who put the semen” (retodhd) and the one “who is dressed
with the clothes of kampila (tree)”!! or “from Kampila town”."? The reproductive function of the chief
wife is clearly connected with the chieftainship of the horse / king. In the version of the Maitrayani
Samhita the epithets addressed to the horse evoke the warrior dimension of the Rgvedic hymns: in
fact he is referred to as ganapati, “leader of the troops”, and as Brhaspati, the priest-god, in RV 2.23.1.
From the same hymn, the mantra gananam tva ganapatim havamahe (“we invoke you, leader of
troops”) is extracted. The variants of this verse are composed with the term priyapati, “beloved leader
of the beloved ones”, and the expression nidhipati vaso, “bestower of treasures”.

I have the impression that the “spectacularity” of the intercourse (mithuna) between the chief

wife and the dead horse is the most refined product of an ancient discourse on the efficacy of ritual.

' Cf, Jamison 1996, 67.
2 Cf. Dumont 1927.
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Basically, it expresses the certitude of the ritual in empirical terms. Both for the practitioners and for
the success of the practice, the rhetorical effect was the accumulation and concentration of symbolic
capital. Specifically the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu defines the social construction as ‘credit
notoriety’ (Bourdieu 1972, 310-311), as an “anticipation of profit” that is not simply a relation of
communication between a sender and a receiver, but it is, first and foremost, an economic exchange
(Bourdieu 1972, 301; Bourdieu 1991; 1982b).

Another factor has to be taken into consideration. Several data in the Rgvedic hymns allow us to
think that, amongst the ritual practitioners, there were rivalries and competitions at the social as
well as the symbolic level (Whitaker 2011; Proferes 2007; Witzel 1995b; 1995¢; Kuiper 1960). Some
competitions are reflected at the composition level. For example, the different recensions of the text
at our disposal show that the Maitrayani and the Kathaka theologians did not assume the sexual
contact, while the Taittiriya codifiers absorbed the idea of a performed intercourse as it appears from
the Khila hymn. It is not excluded that the Maitrayani Samhita and the Katha Samhita codifiers had in
mind the performance of a sexual intercourse, but they did not prescribe it as “facts to do”; they just
evoked it. Nothing much can be said about the encoders of the Maitrayani Samhita and the Katha
Samhita, but it is possible to investigate the reasons why other theologians did not simply evoke the
enactment of the ritual, in their respective recensions.

We could begin by wondering if it is just a matter of style. Frankly, I do not think so;
furthermore, some arguments are provided by the political context. For instance, Hermann Kulke,
who examined all the passages where a Rajasliya - the other solemn rite to promote kingship - is
prescribed, holds that “large parts of the ceremony appear to have served the very purpose to stop
the population from running away and to accept the ‘royal’ siamana, the sacrificer, as their ruler”
(Kulke 1992, 195). Indeed, it is a matter of fact that frequent migrations, suggested by linguists and
historians of ancient South Asia®, had most likely impacted the forms of cohabitation. This instigated
the formation of new leaderships or at least the modification of the old ones, urging an adequate
ritual labour to preserve a state of existent order or a particular hierarchy. Also, we should not
underestimate the fact that when populations are on the move, other strategies are required to
support the local authority - and the related hierarchy and leadership. These may be different from

the strategies that construct a political and social order related to the control over a territory or

3 Cf, Parpola 2009, 149-162; Parpola 2004, 482; Parpola 2002, 43-102; Kulke, Rothermund 2004 [1998], 48-49; Witzel 2001, 62,
66-67; Witzel 1997a, 303-304; Witzel 1989, § 5.1.
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throughout a centralized and settled authority'’. However, the A§vamedha was addressed to promote
the expansion of the power over territory and to legitimise war beyond the boundaries of the
kingdom. For that reason, many scholars agree with the idea that when the prose-texts had been
composed the political organisations in the northern lands of South Asia were stratified and

centralised®.

3.2. Rajasuya

Many scholars consider the Rajasliya rite to be older than the A§vamedha, not because it is
mentioned in the oldest sources, but because the function of this rite is very basic. A ritual for
legitimising the social and political superiority of a leader is present in every ancient society where
the social and political superiority of a man amongst other men must be re-qualified as arbitrarily
“natural”.' Historically, while we find some mention of the A§vamedha rite in the Rgveda, we have no
mention of the R3jastiya at all in the most ancient collection, with only few questionable data being
available in the Atharvaveda (Schlerath 1960). This could be a good reason to hypothesise that the
Rajasiiya was the most refined and spectacular version of an older ritual to legitimate leadership
(Heesterman 1957; Rau 1957).

For the purpose of this article, it is remarkable how the chief wife is connected with the
leadership in the Rajastiya ritual. Assuming that all of the elements of the Rajasiiya ritual have a role
within the general purpose of legitimizing the king, also the mention of the wife in the ritual to
legitimise the king’s or the leader’s superiority is to be considered as functional. Specifically, the
social construction of the chief wife’s sexuality is provided in the ritual prescription in order to
improve the king’s status and consent. The frame concerns the ritual for legitimising his superiority
among people (vis) and among his peers (ksatriya, “warrior,” or sajata, lit. “relative” or, in the broader
sense, “companion”; Kulke 1992; Thapar 1984), as well as for institutionalizing a “situation of
inequality” (Bronkhorst 2012).

As I stated previously, occurrences of the term mahisi are very old, but this term did not literally
mean the “king’s wife” in the Rgveda. In the few occurrences when this term appears, the mahisi is

described as a wife who follows her husband (RV 5.37.3) or as a mother, namely Agni’s mother (RV

" See, for instance, Miller 2011, 97 ff.; Riistow 2014, 100 ff.
5 Cf. Proferes 2007; Witzel 1997c; Witzel 1995a; Scharfe 1989; Rau 1957.

16 Cfr. Bourdieu 1982a.
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5.2.2)", but the meaning of “king’s wife” is present in the Maitrayani, Katha and Taittiriya collections.
These are also the textual collections that support an advanced idea of sovereignty (Tsuchiyama 2007,
Proferes 2007; Roy 1994; Kulke 1992; Heesterman 1993; Thapar 1984; Rau 1957). The semantic shift
suggests a change in the way to represent the political entity. Other elements may support this idea,
such as the division of the roles within the political organisation and the involvement of new figures
in the ritual in connection with the political hierarchy in the R3jastiya - a rite whose main purpose is
to legitimatise the authority of a rdjan, the leader. Once again, the context is highly political; it is
public and claims to communicate ideas to a wide audience. The chief wife is mentioned amongst the
ratnins, lit. “endowed of ratna, jewel, treasure.” As the most important representatives of the
kingdom,'® the ratnins offered an oblation for the sake of the kingdom. This part of the Rajastya is
named ratnihavimsi, “oblations by the ratnins”.

The chief wife is asked to participate in the performance as a patni, the “householder’s wife”. It is
noteworthy that the chief wife is not the only wife asked to perform. She is accompanied by a second
wife, named parivrkti (or parivrkta), the “discarded, rejected, dismissed one”. Both the wives are
represented in contrast to each other: one is like the benevolent goddess Aditi, the other as the
dangerous goddess Nirrti. This contrast is said to bestow prosperity upon the patron of the ritual if,
and only if, it is controlled by the ritual action of the priests. The same passage is found in another
text of the Taittiriya canon, the Taittiriya Brahmana (1.7.3), where the participants are called rastrasya
pradatarah, “bestowers of the kingdom”.

What is remarkable is that the chief wife acts as one of the best representatives of the kingdom
together with the most important dignitaries. As a result, on the third day she offers an oblation
directly after the priest and the king. The complete list of the ratnins is, with some variations, as

follows (Scharfe 1989; Sharma 1959; Rau 1957):

Ritual actor MS KS TS TB
purohita or

priest Brhaspati |Brhaspati Brhaspati |Brhaspati
brahmdn

king rajan Indra Indra Indra Indra

chief wife mahisi Aditi Aditi Aditi Aditi

7 cf. Kazzazi 2001.

8 Cf. Rau 1957; Horsch 1966; Rocher 1986: 54 and ff.
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discarded wife

parivrkti /a

Nrrti

Nrrti

Nrrti

Nrrti

chief of the troops

(commander-in-chief)

senani

Agni

Agni

Agni

Agni

herald / bard or
charioteer and wheel-
maker (craft specialist) or

king’s messenger

suta

Varuna

Varuna

Varuna

Varuna

treasurer / responsible
for the financial assets or
responsible for the care

of the royal leader

ksattr

Savitr

Savitr

Savitr

Savitr

custodian of the store or
driver (holder of the
reins), charioteer of an

inferior kind

samgrahitr

Advin

Advin

Advin

Advin

collector or distributor of

voluntary fees

bhagadiigha

Pusan

Pusan

Pusan

Pusan

chief of village / village

representative of people

gramani

Marut

Marut

Marut

dice thrower or
distributor of land plots
for sowing (dice may
have been used in
distributing shares by
lots)

aksavapa

Rudra

Rudra

Rudra

butcher (distribution of
beef, mutton etc.) or

(maybe official) cook

govikarta

Rudra

Rudra

carpenter and chariot-
maker (experts in metal

working and crafts)

taksa-rathakara

Visnu

Visnu
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However, even if the chief wife and the other dignitaries are mentioned, they do not take action,
and instead the king and the officiant do. To sanction this alliance through the ratnihavimsi the
Taittiriya theologians conclude:

Taittirtya Samhita 1.8.10

yé deva devasiva sthd td imdm amusydyandm anamitraya suvadhvam mahaté ksatraya mahatd
adhipatydya mahaté janardjyaya | esd vo bharata raja sémo 'smakam brahmananamrraja prdti
tydn nama rajydm adhayi svam tanuvam vdruno asisrec chucer mitrdsya vrdtya

abhumamanmahi mahatd rtdsya nama

“0 you gods that instigate the gods, do you instigate him, descendant of such a one, to be
without foes, to great lordship, to great overlordship, to great rule over the people. This
is your king, O Bharatas; Soma is the king of us brahmanas. This kingdom has verily been

named, Varuna has diffused his own body. We have become obedient to pure Mitra. We

have magnified the name of the great order.”"”

4. Conclusions

What can we learn about the social construction of sexuality from the above discussions? In the
Yajurvedic texts there is a great emphasis on the wife’s sexual function. This is a parameter to
investigate the use and the re-qualification of sexuality in the religious re-telling and its service for
the political cause. Substantial data provides information about the political hierarchy and the social
stratification. The function of the ritual construction of the eminent and masculine sexuality should
be revisited in the view of this re-configuration.

The leader took advantage of this kind of symbolical capital. He gained the support to
legitimatize his innate superiority as “natural”, and also to preserve his right to rule. Without such
efficacious ways to preserve his title to rule, his power could be lost; but adequate ritual practices
construct the semiotic boundaries of his entitlement, and furthermore, the image of fertility
contributes to improve this goal.

It is remarkable that the importance of the wife in order to improve the king’s fertility is
represented as something that ought to be controlled, in order to preserve prosperity.
“Exaggeration” of the feminine action was considered to be dangerous; for this reason every female
participant, necessary although potentially dangerous, ought to be kept under control by means of

the symbolic actions of the priest. Somebody might object that these are all elements of a ritual

¥ Cf. Keith 1914.
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rigidly codified. Actually they are, but the chief wife only, as the sexual counterpart of the chief in
the ritual for fertility, is specifically perceived as a mediator with the most “natural”, i.e.
extraordinary and uncontrolled aspect of sovereignty: its continuous existence from father to son.
For the sake of this uncontrolled as well as necessary aspect, the wife’s engagement in the ritual has
to be regulated through a code of behaviour. In fact, the intercourse between the chief wife and the
horse has to be performed attentively in order to improve the prosperity of the king-patron. All the
women who were called to act in these prescriptions have some agency because of their sexuality as a
functional element for the improvement of the ritual performance’s efficacy.

A critical point deserves attention: those who fixed the boundaries of such domain were males,
specifically a class of males involved in the religious narrative of power. The agency of the wife - and
of the wives generally - was denied right from the beginning: even during the intercourse, when the
chief wife is a key player of the performance, she is said to perform adultery. A monogamic reading of
the ritual may lead us to interpret the reproaching of adultery as an odd semantisation of the
intercourse - the king is cheated -. However, I think the notion of adultery had served as a public
representation to keep the wife’s authority subservient to that of the husband. This becomes a
rhetorical device to exhibit the normalised (and then naturalised into social and cultural norms)
behaviour according to which a man may have more than one wife, while a wife may belong to only

one man. This idea is reiterated in the Taittiriya canon, when it is said that

Taittiriya Samhitd 6.6.4.2-3

ydm [...] suvargd kamasydtha hrdsiyamsam dkrdmanam evd tdt sétum ydjamanah kurute
suvargdsya lokdsya sdmastyai [|2||

ydd ékasmin yiipe dvé rasané parivydyati tdsmad éko dvé jayé vindate ydn ndikar rasanam
dvdyor yiipayoh parivydyati tdsman ndika dvdu pdti vindate

“For him who desires the heaven he should set it up with the southern half the
higher, then the [northern] half the lower; verily the sacrificer makes it a ladder and a
bridge to attain the world of heaven [2]. In that on one post he twines round two
girdles, therefore one man wins two wives; in that he does not wind one girdle round

two posts, therefore one wife does not find two husbands.””

Following this principle, the priests act for revolving the practice around the interest of the

husband, here in the double role of “ritual patron” and “leader of the group”.

2 cf, Keith 1914.
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To better put into context the theologians’ contribution to the promotion of the kingship
process and the preservation of it through marriage we should consider another factor previously
mentioned: how the competitions among practitioners impacted on the act of composing ritual
prescriptions. It is more than confirmed that the ritual practitioners known as Brahmanas or Rsis
were vying with each other for being the king’s priest (purohita; Whitaker 2011; Proferes 2007; Witzel
1995b; 1995¢; Heesterman 1995; 1993; Kuiper 1960). The symbolic discourse was the most powerful
means to legitimate the supremacy of a lineage over other competitors and to preserve a tradition as
original among other potential lines of audition (Squarcini 2008, 86-99). The priest’s task is said to be
the symbolic protection of the kingdom. For the success of the ritual goal, the purohita is said to
receive abundant fees gaining social prestige. In more theoretical words, there was a space for
bargaining power in the contractual religious discourse amongst the hegemonic agents. However,
among them the women were but a symbolic capital to be concentrated, reiterated, and exhibited
during public festivals: on the one hand there was the ritual patron / leader, on the other one there
was the priest, who was the real executor of an institutionalizing practice. In a gender-oriented
discourse, as the Brahmanic discourse surely was, the function of a wife should be interpreted as a
message by men addressed to men, namely, the men of the group or, in the Vasilkov’s words, the men
of the house.

The ritual context is therefore highly performative and it involves important implications at the
political level. The encoders elaborated a wide range of semiotic marks that indicate the boundaries
between masculine and feminine domains, but also between dominating and dominated agents. Of
course, as Johannes Bronkhorst has recently stressed, “[s]exuality is not only about dominance and
submission. Ritual, too, does not always or necessarily concern relationships of dominance and
submission” (Bronkhorst 2012). However, the re-semantisation of the wife in the great royal rituals at
the time of the Srauta codification should be inserted into an historical context when there was a
need to talk of sovereignty and supreme dominance. Elaborating a code of ritual manipulation, the
ritual specialists appropriated the most pragmatical aspect of the patron’s life - reproduction,
progeny, and sexual life, and acquired new ways to communicate, consolidate or simply perpetuate
the socio-political situation.

To conclude, if the introduction and re-codification of the wife’s function is a strategy of
efficacy, in the A$vamedha rite the spectacularity prescribed by some authors is nothing but the
attempt to affirm the discourse on the specialist’s competence in a context where perhaps ritualists
had not an exclusive position in the religious market; an attempt to gain authority and entitlement

over the acts of codification against other religious competitors. To this end, it is useful, once more,
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to keep into account the Bourdieusian logic of symbolic acts of institutional identification (Bourdieu
1990; 1991), according to which distinction and identification are two faces of the same coin:
identification with a group means in fact distinction from other groups. If we consider the ritual
codification as a reading of the distinction / identification processes from inside, it follows, in
Bourdieusian words, that the more dangerous a situation has become for the group, the more codified
a social practice has become for the sake of distinction: the codification’s degree has varied as a
consequence to the degree of danger. In the current case the danger is double: on the one hand the
risk for ritualists is to not be distinguishable from others in the religious market; on the other one the
risk for the high ranked users of the ritual is to not be distinguishable from others in the hierarchical
scale. The construction of female sexuality is a crucial point to fix the boundaries around the notion
of authority, both political and religious, through the ritual actors. The chief wife is nothing but the
“first lady” who is asked for acting for the sake of boundaries to be fixed, exhibited, and reiterated
through the ritual. What was the agency of the chief wife in the ancient past cannot be said through
the words spoken by the ritualists, because of their interest in taking part of the authority here
promoted. I tried elsewhere, as Jamison did, to rethink the women’s role and authority in the
symbolical and social space managed by them - the hospitality (Jamison 1996), but that is a different
story. Instead, I tried to examine two singular representations of the sexuality of the chief’s wife as a
ritualised and idealised sexual counterpart of the chief’s masculinity. This approach provides a new
point of view to rethink how the specific representations of female sexuality might have been useful
to stress the alliance between very important ritual users - the kings - and Brahmanic lineages in the
ancient religious market.

A concluding remark: an investigation on the symbolical space reserved for the chief
wife/chief’s wife provides us with the understanding of how women were perceived and represented
from a Brahmanical point of view. At this level of interpretation, the most important ritual actors -
the kings and his wives - served as a model to reiterate the authority of the kings and, at the same

time, to promote the efficacy of their personal way to honour the gods.
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Are women entitled to become ascetics?

An historical and ethnographic glimpse on female asceticism in Hindu religions

Daniela Bevilacqua

This paper looks at the position of women in Indian asceticism through an his-
torical and anthropological perspective. Introducing at first the traditional view
that Brahmanic texts offer on the topic - women are innately impure therefore
they do not have a natural inclination to dharma- the paper goes on demon-
strating that women have always found ascetic paths to answer their religious
quests. However, for these paths were jagged by social obstacles, women often
lived their religious experience as a private one or had to cut the social norms
in a revolutionary way to follow them. As a result of this discouragement, fe-
male participation remains low to be acknowledged and to become a normal
reality rather than an exceptional one by the Indian lay and ascetic societies.
Through examples from the past and the present, this paper shows that asceti-
cism was and still is a path to realize an individual empowerment for those
women who deliberately choose it. In contemporary India, the role of female
ascetics is improving thanks to the new historical background: some have
gained a position in traditional orthodox groups, others have created their own
sect, and some others have become predominant activists in political and social
movements. However, these female ascetics and gurus are still recognized as
extraordinary, exceptional individuals. Women in the sadhu samdj continue to
experience sometimes discriminations and difficulties, as they cannot strive for
the highest assignments but in exceptional cases and outstanding characters.
Therefore, as the case study of Ram Priya Das presented in this paper demon-
strates, the path to asceticism is still hard to follow and it needs a deep motiva-
tion and a strong personality to face the opposition of family and society.

This paper is the result of a lucky encounter I had during my fieldwork in Varanasi: while I was
looking for religious centres belonging to the Ramanandi order (sampraddya), 1 bumped into a
Ramanandi temple/asram managed by a woman, Ram Priya Das, who belongs to the tyagi branch of
the sampradaya. Tydgis are ascetics who follow a religious discipline (sadhana) focused on renounce
and austerities, and usually have a wandering lifestyle. During my fieldwork I met very few female
Ramanandi ascetics, and to find one involved in such a spiritual path prompted me to get acquainted
with her. However, as my fieldwork was about to end, I could spend with Ram Priya Das only few
mornings. Since I was not able to obtain much information from her, I asked about female asceticism

to bachelor students (bramhacarins), to the Jagadgurt of the Ramanandi sampradaya living in Varanasi
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and to his lay followers. Then, I confronted my data with those of several studies dealing with the
topic of female asceticism.

The word asceticism in India has multifarious meanings, and does not always coincide with
renunciation (samnydasa)' as it can be accomplished also in the domestic realm. Therefore, asceticism
can manifest in different contexts: remaining located within the ordinary social world; rejecting
social roles; going beyond the structures of society (in this latter case asceticism coincides with

renunciation). As Burghart affirms (1983, 643):

The only general statement which one can make concerning asceticism in the religious
traditions of south Asia is that all ascetics see themselves as followers of some path
which releases them from the transient world (not the social world) and that all ascetics
distinguish themselves from non-ascetics who do not seek such release. The criteria
must be specified in each case, for one sect does not necessarily accept the criteria of
other sects.

The flexibility of the concept of asceticism makes even clearer the limitations suffered by
women who were (and still are) often hindered not only from undertaking a wandering ascetic
lifestyle, but also from following an ascetic path inside the domestic domain.

In the last decades several anthropological studies have analysed and described female
asceticism, underlining both the participation of women in religious traditional orders and the
development of new groups. It is difficult to have precise statistics on the ascetic population in total
and to evaluate the female percentage: Khandelwal takes into consideration the works of Denton
(1991), Gross (1992), Narayan (1989) and Ojha (1981), and assesses that female ascetics might be the
10-15 per cent of the entire ascetic population (1997, 80).

These studies (Clementin-Ojha, Denton among the others) have shown that the reasons that
could drive a woman to become an ascetic are not always connected to a religious call - which
remains, according to the aforementioned studies, the main cause- but to critical, social or economic

conditions. For this reason widows and all those women® without the protection of a man’ can be

! As argued by Bronkhorst (1993), Indian asceticism may be linked with two different religious traditions: one
has Vedic origin and concentrates on obtaining superhuman power through austerities and self-inflicted suffer-
ings, while the other is non-Vedic and uses practices of meditation and abstinence from activity to reach the
release from rebirth (samsara).

*The life of a widow is described in the Stridharmapaddhati and follows the rules of the vidhavadharma, the ap-
propriate behaviors of a widow. Widowhood is considered particularly polluting and inauspicious, as a widow is

perceived as not having been strong enough to ensure her husband’s longevity. However, as reported by Den-
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subjected to economically precarious situations and can decide to begin an ascetic life as a more
suitable dignified alternative. As Clémentin-Ojha reports (1998, 5), a woman who walks out of society
“tends to be suspected of wanting to misuse her freedom” and can become victim of sexual
harassment

Therefore, the path toward asceticism for women was and still is much more difficult than for
men, and the fact that a woman decides to undertake the ascetic path is often highly socially
criticized. The ascetic choice is primarily seen as a self-determination that lacerates, at least to some
extent, the usual image of female gender and sexuality as depicted by the Brahmanic tradition, that is
to be completely dependent and submitted to the male dominating order.

The presence of female ascetics and guru is accepted as exceptional, while the ascetic path for a
woman is sometimes favourite to annihilate the dangerous, unrestrained and unchecked sexuality of
a widow or a woman who cannot get married and therefore be under the control of her husband. In
both the cases, the female ascetic is transformed into a socially benign, motherly figure, deprived of
sexual and potentially harmful connotations.

This paper frames female asceticism in a general historical perspective to answer the question
whether women were and are effectively entitled to become ascetics, and at the same time it
inquiries whether asceticism creates a kind of gender empowerment and a means of freeing women

from the shackles of a patriarchal society.

1. Women in Brahmanic sources

To understand why women who want to become ascetics or renouncers have to face the opposition of
lay society and male ascetics is necessary to introduce the idea of women and the role that is
attributed to them by Brahmanic sources.

Taking into consideration normative Brahmanic sources, they appear internally coherent about

the topic of female asceticism: although in only few texts® it is forbidden, it is always discouraged and

ton (2004, 43), the reality a widow has to face is shaped not only by textual sanctions but mostly by the social
context, which is often characterized by physical and emotional violence. Therefore, for those widows who ha-
ve not to take care of children, the ascetic path may represent a valid alternative.

* That means those women rejected and driven away by their husbands, women whose husbands be-
come renouncers, women who cannot afford the dowry, women who have lost everything and do
not want to spend their life as beggars, women unfit for the marriage market, women who prefer

to be unmarried.

* Namely the Smrticandrika, Arthasastra and Stridharmapaddhati (Denton 2004, 23).
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considered as inappropriate for women. Texts such as the Manusmrti, and many centuries later, the
Stridharmapaddhati® explain that women are supposed to follow a specific dharma (stridharma), which
depends on their nature (strisvabhava) and which is fully accomplished through marriage,
householder life and the growth of children.

As described by Denton, it is due to the processes of menstruation® and childbirth’ that women
are considered innately impure and sinful, and therefore lacking natural inclination towards dharma.
Because of this impurity, a woman has to follow several ritual acts to achieve a pure state, a condition
that is shared with Sudras, and because of her supposed sinful nature, she has to be controlled and
protected by a male authority (2004, 25-26).

The Manusmrti argues that “Even in their own homes, a female—whether she is a child, a young
woman, or an old lady—should never carry out any task independently. As a child, she must remain
under her father’s control; as a young woman, under her husband’s; and when her husband is dead,
under her sons’. She must never seek to live independently” (Olivelle 2008, 55).

Furthermore, as women are deemed not appropriate for Vedic knowledge® and for orthodox
religious practice, they get initiated into their community through the marriage. According to the
Manusmrti, marriage is the Vedic sacrament for women and, as a consequence, should be obligatory
for them.’ This ratifies that a woman can accomplish her life only within marriage and through

family."”

* Despite an early period for the Manusmrti (between 200 BCE and 200 CE), the Stri Dharma Paddhati was written

in Thanjavur in the 18" century by a pandit minister named Tryambakayajvan (Leslie 1992, 108).

® As Olivelle claims (2008, 115), it is thought that menstrual flows harbour living creatures, and which cannot be

revealed naked in public.

”Leela Mulatti shows that among the five pollutions (excluding caste and death pollutions) three affect only
women: temporary pollution during menstruation; pollution during a period ranging from 5 to 1 month and
half after childbirth and permanent pollution for widows. In the first two conditions a woman is not allowed
any socio-religious activity (1989, 10).

® As A. S. Altekar notices, in ancient times girls underwent the upanayana ceremony and were educated together
with boys. Nevertheless, by the 300 BCE women’s education suffered an arrest caused by the new fashion of
child marriage. This meant a “serious handicap to advanced studies” for girls, as the age in which these studies
were usually accomplished, that of 12 or 13, became the new marriageable age. Hence, the upanayana was first

reduced to a formality to accomplish before marriage, and then dropped out altogether (1962, 16).

° According to Altekar, one of the reasons why marriage became obligatory was to react to the joining of Bud-
dhist and Jain orders by maidens without a genuine spiritual urge, or without the permission of their elders. So-
cial thinkers decided to prevent such abuses by making the marriage obligatory for girls. Marriage did not be-

come obligatory for men, and following Altekar’s thoughts, the real reason “seems to have been the recognition
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Theoretically there is no place for women in Brahmanic asceticism: according to Dharma$astra,
samnydsa (renunciation) is provided exclusively to men of the three higher varnas -the so-called
twice-born (dvija)- who have access to Vedas and are qualified to offer sacrifices. The asceticism a
woman can undertake is inside her own married life. As stressed by Clémentin-Ojha, the Smrti

literature teaches an ethic of self-abnegation and equanimity to women:

Entirely dedicated to their husbands (pativratd) and forgetful of themselves, the ideal
Hindu wives live within the pattern of married life an austere lifestyle marked by
privations (such as food restrictions) and regular fasts [...] Through the total surrender to
her husband’s will, sacrificing her own desire to serve him, she ceases to belong to
herself. (2011, 62)

The married life becomes then a sadhana (religious discipline) and the wife a sadhvi, female form

of sadhu, which commonly designates the perfect wife and not the female ascetics.

2. Presence of women in religious fields, a historical perspective

Despite these normative presuppositions, there is evidence in the Indian literature that women were
able to undertake ascetic path in several religious currents, especially those based on the feminine
principle of sakti (divine feminine) and those focused on bhakti (devotion), as well as in orthodox
orders. As Marie-Thérése Charpentier suggests, it is likely that those represented in dharmic and
Sastric literature are idealized women and idealized behaviours for women, intended as symbols,
which are not completely representative of women as agents (2010, 32).

Ancient Upanisads portrayed women as intellectuals and experts of religious matters. Pechilis
gives the example of the Brhadaranyakopanisad wherein three typologies of women are presented
while interacting with the sage Yajiavalkya (2004, 12-13). Gargi, a philosopher with a solid education

in sacred knowledge, is described questioning Yajfiavalkya on the nature of the Brahman."

by society of the simple fact that an unmarried woman has to face greater risks in society than an unmarried
man”, and that “public opinion also is much less sympathetic to a woman who has gone astray even unwilling-
ly, than a man who leads a vicious life deliberately”. (1962, 32-34, 35)

1% Altekar informs us that in the Mahabharata is told the story of Subhrii the daughter of the sage Kuni. Her fa-
ther wanted to her to get married, but she preferred to remain unmarried in order to practice severe penance.
At the time of her death she learnt that she could not go to heaven because her body was not consecrated by
the sacrament of marriage (1962, 33).

'* Altekar affirms that “the topic of her enquiry were so abstruse and esoteric in character that Yajfiavalkya de-

clined to discuss them in public [...] she was a dialectician and philosopher of a high order” (1962, 12).
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Yajfiavalkya’s wife, Maitreyi, it is said, “took part in theological discussions”, which demonstrates
that she received an education on religious subjects; while the second wife of Yajnavalkya, Katyayani,
is described as concerned mostly in “womanly matters”. Altekar (1962, 12), reporting other examples,
affirms that these female philosophers “used to remain unmarried throughout the life in order to
carry on their spiritual experiments unhampered”.

Descriptions of women as philosophers, hermits, and renouncers are present in the Mahabharata,
the Ramayana, the Kathdsaritsagara, but also in Sanskrit dramas and poems. For example, in Sakuntala,
Kalidasa introduces a female wandering ascetic (parivrajika) called Pandita Kausiki, well versed in the
Vedas. In the Dasakumaracarita (7"-8" century) Dandin refers to a female ascetic undergoing hard
penances. The Mattavilisa by Mahendravikramavarma (7" century) and the Malatimadhava by
Bhavabhiiti (8" century) introduce female followers of extremist ascetic sects (Clémentin-Ojha 2011,
63).

The currents of bhakti, which spread across different Indian regions since the 8" century CE,
gave importance to devotion and surrender to God through a path based on love, where the
mediation of Brahmans and Sanskrit texts were not necessary. The bhakti ideology spread in several
directions, so that the term encompasses a wide number of groups and traditions both orthodox and
reformist.”” As moksa (release) depended on God, and all the human beings were considered as the
same before God, theoretically, gender and status were not discriminating factors to follow the bhakti
stream. Therefore, as devotionalism became central to women'’s religiosity, they got the right to
actively participate to religious activities (Denton, 1992, 213).

Another current that accepted women was formed by Sakta groups. Denton defines Saktism as
the worship of the Goddess, and Tantrism as the worship of the feminine through “ritual forms of
sensual indulgence and seek occult powers” (2004, 118). These religious currents regard the Sakti to
be the power of God. As argued by Gupta (1992, 205), “personified as a Goddess, Sakti is described as
being created from God’s blazing consciousness”, the medium through which God creates the world:
“as the world is both created from within her and held in her, she is looked upon as the cosmic
Mother who has created the world and nurtures it herself” (1992, 207). Because of their potentiality
to be mothers, women are closer to sakti than men, and to be a woman is considered a blessing in
itself, reason why many Sakta religious texts provide a respectful treatment of women. Therefore,
women gurus were (and still are) even preferred in tantric schools. Denton stresses that there are two

prominent themes in tantric practice: the centrality of the body as a vehicle to attain salvation, and

"2 For a proper analysis of the orthodox and reformist sects, see Tripati (2007).
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the inversion of the standard social relations. These permitted women to disregard the stridharma, to
have a sexual partner, use intoxicants and “engage in all manner of activities no traditional or
orthodox woman would dream of doing” (Denton, 1992, 229). Moreover, the worship of virgins and
married women as symbols of the goddess, found among tantric groups, “instil a sense of self-respect
and confidence in those and other women of the community and also teach men new ways to look at
their womenfolk” (Gupta, 1992, 207).

For women were supposed to share the same religious state of Siidras, even those orthodox
orders that granted the opportunity to enter samnydsa to Siidras allowed often the same right to
women as well.” Furthermore, as Clémentin-Ojha remarks (2011), given the presence of several sub-
sectarian orders, and the autonomy of gurus in selecting and recruiting disciples, women were also
admitted in some section of orders that traditionally did not concede their recruitment. For example,
the orthodox Dasanami sampraddya, that brings its organization back to Sankaracarya, theoretically
does not admit women to enter samnyasa because Sankaracarya, who was an orthodox Brahman, did
not accept female presence among ascetics. Nevertheless, it is likely that because some groups of
sadhus (known as ndgds) allowed initiation for Stidras, even women were allowed to get initiated in
those sub-groups.

As already mentioned, a sectarian tradition that recognized the right to samnyasa to women is
the Ramanandi sampradaya, a Vaisnava order supposed to be established by Ramananda around the
15" century. Ramananda is said to have given initiation (diksa), to anyone without considering caste,
religious affiliation or gender. The fact that he gave diksa to women as well would be testified by the
presence of two women among his circle of twelve disciples: Padmavati and Susri. He taught that
human beings have the same possibility of religious development, because the bhakti path is made of
love, devotion and complete surrendering to God."

A woman who succeeded in engaging an ascetic life can choose the path according to

her religious believes and background.

" As Olivelle reports (280) although the renunciation of Siidras and women was considered illegitimate by the
Dharmasastras, it was a common phenomenon in ancient India. This fact was recognized by law. Stidra and fe-
male renouncers had a legal standing; several provisions of Hindu law attempt to regulate their intercourse
with society.

" Other early religious orders that support female presence were the Mahanubhav in Maharashtra, the Nath

yoginis and the Baul of Bengal (Clémentin-Ojha 2011, 64).
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Women connected with the Saiva cult may choose to become samnydsinis (initiated
into one lineage of the Dasanami sampraddya) while those influenced by sakta and tantric
currents are usually called yoginis, name also used for female ascetic of the Nath panth.

Those devoted to Visnu or one of his avatdras, can follow the ascetic path present in
the various Vaisnava sampradayas and become vairdginis (detached from the world) or
tyaginis, but also can live as brahmacarinis (maiden) in female institutions or in their
marriage life.

A particular position is held by female Baul renouncers of West Bengal and
Bangladesh, who define themselves as samnyasinis, tyaginis and vairaginis, but their ascetic
life is based on ritual sexual practices, as Baul renouncers are expected to be in a couple.”

There are examples of ascetic life undertaken also in marriage, as the work of Frank
Ernest Keay (1995) on the Kabir panth suggests. He says that in a section of the panth there
are vairaginis who usually are the wives of men who have became vairagis. In similar way,
we can suppose that the wives of householder sadhus, like the gharbharis of the Ramavat
panth cited by Horstmann (2003, 107), lead ascetic lives as well. The fact that the wife of a
householder ascetic follows the path of her husband is not uncommon: one famous
example is given by Sarada Devi, wife of Ramakrishna who, after the death of her husband,
became the guru of his disciples.

Another example is given by the Swaminarayana sampradaya (beginning of the 19"
century). As Raymond William explains, there are female ascetics in the group known as
samkhya yoginis who receive the initiation from the wife of the acarya of the sampradaya.
They live in women’s temples following strict ascetic rules, taking care of the place and
conducting discourses for women.' From the same modern Hindu stream, there are
brahmacarinis and samnydsinis who belong to new groups led both by female and male
gurus."

The external appearances of female ascetics are codified according to the belonging
group. Hence vairaginis and brahmacarinis will dress in white, in yellow, or in a light

orange; samnydsinis in saffron while yoginis in saffron or red, like the bhairavis; samkhya

> On the position of women in Baul tradition, see Knight (2006, 191).
¢ See Williams (2001, 117).

Y Tripati gives the example of Bhagwan Rajneesh, famous as Osho, who founded a new ascetic institution called

New-Sannyas where women were entitled to become renouncer (2007, 244).
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yoginis wear instead dark red clothing. Also the mala (necklace) they wear discloses their
affinity, rudraksa for Saiva groups, tulsi for Vaisnava, as well as the tilak they apply on the
forehead. To generalize it can be said that a tilak with horizontal lines manifests a saiva
and $akta affiliation, while two/three vertical lines a Vaisnava one, although the sub-
differentiation are innumerable (see Entwisle 2003). Female ascetics can have shaved hair, or
they can keep their hair short or loose or have jata, hairstyles which contrast the
traditional tied style of a Hindu housewife (Clémentin-Ojha 2011, 64).

The life style of a female ascetic depends on the specific sadhana she decides to follow.

As described by Clémentin-Ojha (2011, 64):

Their ascetic practices also differ depending on whether they attribute importance to
the body as a vehicle of spiritual liberation, to devotional practices, or to ecstatic
attitudes. While some show little awareness of the external world, others strictly follow
the conventional rules of social behaviour. In all that, in fact, they do not sensibly differ from
the male ascetics [italic mine]. And like male ascetics too, they depend on generous lay
disciples for their daily survival and for the organization of many practical aspects of
their life.

Female renouncers have to decide whether to have an itinerant life, roaming around from one
pilgrimage site to another, or to settle in asrams or other religious institutions. Those who keep
travelling often move in groups to protect themselves. As Hausner and Khandelwal argue, “a
community of women is protective, from men, from naysayers, and from doubting, angry, or
resentful householder community members who might use the logic that if a woman has rejected her
place in the world, she can be treated with violence or disrespect, as if she is no longer truly a
member of society” (2006, 8). The mobility an ascetic can have can be, according to Hausner and
Khandelwal, a real input for driving a woman to undertake the religious path. Having a wandering
style of life is considered as a proof of strength because usually women in India are afraid to travel
alone, and in many cases they are not even allowed to do so (2006, 9). However, as stressed by
Khandelwal “an ochre robes does not in itself provide an escape from the everyday concerns of being
a woman in north India” (1997, 91).

This statement brings us back to the issue of the difficulties that women have to face
before undertaking the ascetic path, since this life choice is criticized not only by lay
people but often by ascetics too. In the first section I have described the Brahmanic idea of

women, now [ will focus on the ascetic perspective that will further help to understand

the reasons of such obstacles.
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3. Women on the difficult ascetic path. Examples from the past

Asceticism is seen as a practice and a path for men, in which one of the most important practices to
follow is celibacy. The importance of celibacy leads to a negative approach toward women: the
presence of women is negative because they are sexually dangerous. According to Olivelle, in ascetic
works there are frequent allusions to the nasty nature of a woman’s body and to the dangers that
women pose because they are seen as object of desire (2008, 111). An ascetic text declares: “a man
becomes intoxicated by seeing a young woman just as much as by drinking liquor. Therefore, a man
should avoid from afar a woman, the mere sight of whom is poison” (2008, 112).
Over the centuries, general portraits of female ascetics describe them as “untamed destructive
selfish, malicious women with occult powers, who attack male renouncers, enchant, imprison and
abuse them physically” (Gold 2006, 256).

We find such a portrait in the 17" century Parcai written by Anantadas, a Rimanandi ascetic
(the sampradaya to which Ram Pyar Das belongs too). In the Parcai dedicated to Pipa (a disciple
of Ramananda), the description that Anantadas does of a speech between Ramananda and Pipa’s

wives demonstrates the possibility for women to undertake the ascetic path:

He [Pipa] will wander in strange lands, living on alms, with a shaven head and the garb of
an ascetic, he has given up all the attachment to caste, status and family honour. A king
and a beggar are equal in his eyes. He has no thought of sleep or hunger or pain or
pleasure. Sometimes he might wear clothes, at other times he will go naked. This is my
path, consider whether you can walk on it. [...] If you can do the same, then you can come
with us, ladies.*®

However, Anantadas’ own idea seems different when he says:

Women have confused minds, they cannot tell evil from good. What is the point in their
being instructed by a swami? They are impure and always full of lust. A woman is called a
source of disagreement and pain. Gods, men and demons -she brings them all to naught.
She attracts everyone with her beauty and dance, leaving no place of refuge even in hell.
A woman leaves no one, she seduces both householders and ascetics. (2.6b 1-2)

He continues: “some women take you straight to hell, while others take you on the path of

bhakti (2.7-11)”. This exemplification of womanhood is represented by Angad’s wife:

The wife of Angad was a fine lady she took good care of her beloved. [...] Blessed is the
woman who is good for her husband and stops his downward fall. (2.11-12)

®See Winand (2000, 156).
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Thus, even in a sampraddya that was supposed to accept everyone, one of its most known 17"-
century sadhu shared a Brahmanic generalized idea about women, accepting asceticism only for those
who were ready to follow the arduous path of renouncers, while supporting the idea of pativrata.

Medieval sources, like hagiographies, devotional poems, autobiographies and contemporary
studies are important sources to have glimpses of real lives. They describe the difficult life a woman
has to face to satisfy her religious quest if this drives her out of the boundaries of life as socially
constructed. There are also cases of married women who, as soon as they decided to dedicate their
lives to spiritual achievement, had to face tensions created by their family, as they were supposed to
follow the normal conduct expected from women. Social blame frequently recurs in legends,
folktales, and biographies irrespective of the religious ascetic paths women attempted to venture.

We have first glimpses of the difficulty a woman could face before undertaking a
religious/ascetic path from Tamil Nadu. Gupta reports the story of Ammaiyar present in Cekkilar’s
Periyapuranam (12 century). She was a saint-poetess of the 6™ century, who was kept in high respect
by other Saiva poets and devotees. The story goes that she was a beautiful woman who, through her
religious practices, was able to acquire such occult powers to scare her husband and push him to
abandon her. Therefore, she decided to leave her home to practise devotion in the forest where she
obtained two boons from Siva: to become an ugly ghost and to witness Siva’s dance (Gupta, 1992, 196-
197). Ammaiyar’s new state stresses her being out of the social “normal” world, becoming, according
to Denton, a prototype of the aghorini a “human form of Bhairavi, female counterpart of Bhairava,
Siva as ghoul” (2004, 164).

In the 12 century, there is the example of Mahadevi, a saiva bhaktd who became a member of
the Virasaiva sect.” She left her husband after the marriage, as he did not become a saiva devotee as
promised. As Gupta says “Mahadevi became so angry and frustrated that she left the conjugal home
and discarded everything she possessed, including her clothes. She wandered alone and naked, her
long dishevelled hair covering her nudity” (1992, 198). Mahadevi dedicated her life to the devotion of
the Siva lingam, so she entered into the Viradaiva group at Kalyani, where Allamma Prabhu initiated
her. She started a life of wandering and begging, living in caves, following an ascetic path based on

physical renunciation and rigid disciplines. Denton argues that her male contemporaries recognized

¥ To specific information on the privileged status of women in the Viradaiva group compared to average Hindu

women, see Leela Mullatti, Bhakti Movement and the Status of Women, Abhinav Publishers, 1989.
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her as an enlightened woman, and kept transmitting her spiritual achievement through her religious
verses (2004, 154).

Another exemplary life is that of Lalle$vari (14™ century), a Brahman woman from Kashmir, who
was turned out of her conjugal home by her mother-in-law because she never had children and had a
deep religious and independent spirit (Gupta 1992, 200). Instead of going back to her natal home, Lalla
decided to take up the life of a female tantric renouncer practising yoga: she began a wandering life
wearing few clothes,” following the left-hand path of the tantric tradition, using both wine and meat
in her religious offerings. According to Gupta, Lalla led the life of an avadhiita, a tantric master who
realizes the true nature of reality becoming indifferent to social and religious norms. It is likely that
her antisocial way of life brought her criticism and even abuses, as she reports in some of her poems.
However, she was able to overcome such criticism and win the respect of society with her honest
spirituality: through her ecstatic behaviours and profound religious sight, she achieved the respect of
exponents of the Kashmiri tradition and Sufis of her time (1992, 201).

In the 15™-16"™ century, there is the famous example of Mira Bai. According to the tradition, she
was a Rajput princess married to Bhoj Raj, the son of Rana Singh. Until the death of her husband, she
was allowed to worship Krishna according to her wish, spending most of the time at the temple
singing and dancing before the image, going into samddhi (deep state of meditation). When her
husband died, Mira’s relatives-in-law started disapproving her way of life, which, as also Nabhadas*
writes, was against domestic duties and modesty. They asked her to act as appropriate, and also tried
to kill her, but Mira was miraculously saved. Probably after these episodes she went back to her
parental home, to move then to Dwarka under the protection of her brothers and cousins (Gupta
1992, 204). Although Mira was completely absorbed in her religious sadhana, careless of the society
blame, she could not totally disregard her social responsibilities but had to compromise, continuing
to live in the society (Gupta, 1992, 202-204).

Another example of asceticism remaining in society is that of Bahina Bai (1628-1700), who
devoted her life to spiritual practices and the duty towards her husband. In her autobiography,
Bahina Bai tells that she became a devotee of a low caste saint, Tukaram, and focused her deep

devotion towards Vithoba, a form of Visnu. Gupta explains that her husband did not want her to

? According to Denton, she obtained moksa after winning an intellectual debate about her nudity (2004, 156).
2 Nabhadas was an ascetic of the Ramanandi sampradaya who wrote at the beginning of the 17" century the
Bhaktamal, a spiritual garland whose seed where the lives of exemplary bhaktas. Mira Bai is the only woman to

find a proper space in it.
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attend Tukaram'’s sing sessions because, as she started having trances, people began to come to their
house to visit her, a shameful event for a respected Brahman family. As Bahina herself writes, her
husband tried to change her attitude, even with violence (1992, 204). Gupta reports that finally, she
solved the conflict “by totally internalizing her religious activities” dreaming that the saint Tukaram
had given initiation to her. She was a dutiful wife but mentally she had renounced all the
attachments to life: when she became a mother, she did not accept her son as a son but as a fellow
religious aspirant and a friend. In this way, she was able to “reconcile herself to staying home as a
humble wife and to curbing her desire to visit temples” (1992, 205).

These here reported are just a few examples of the female religious characters who were
somehow? able to create religious models that later female ascetics have taken into consideration to
justify their religious attitude.”

The shortage of narrations about female ascetics in the past is a proof that the literary works,
especially non-autobiographic ones, were highly influenced by the patriarchal values of society and
were distorted by male writers. Therefore, because the behaviours of female ascetics represented a
challenge for the society they lived in and were not those expected for women, they were described
mostly in exceptional cases and, as a consequence, they were not models to imitate.” Referring to
Vaisnava authors who had to write about Sita Devi - who became a guru after her husband’s death, in
the second generation after Caitanya (16th cent.) - Manring underlines that “they had to find a way
to talk about her that would make it clear that her case is very unusual, lest other women develop
similar aspirations”(2004, 61).

In the next section I will provide a present example introducing the character of Ram Priya Das.

4, A woman on the ascetic path. Ram Priya Das

I met Ram Priya Das in the Ram Janki temple, a temple/asram close to Manikarnika Ghat in Varanasi,

which is under her management. The first time I met her, I was at the end of my fieldwork, so I did

1 used the word “somehow” to stress that these stories do not make a full portrait of the personages, and in
fact, as Clementin-Ojha remarks, “the main piece of evidence of their existence is to be found in their own po-
ems” (2011, 64).

2 A later example is offered by Banasa, a saint of the 19* century. According to Horstmann, “the persona she
came to be was created on the model of the paragon of the female bhakti Mira Bai, and the way she would expe-
rience and articulate what she experienced was molded by the tradition of female bhakti as well” (2003, 11).

** As Gold argues, even today there are Rajput men who do not support the example of Mira Bai and instead

support and justify the attempt made by her relatives to kill her (2006, 263).
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not have the opportunity to collect much information. However, few years back, during another
fieldwork, I could spend more time with her and I could create a closer relationship. She always
replied nicely and openly to my questions, and slowly she also told me few episodes of her childhood,
despite quite often ascetics do not want to share their past, since they are supposed to be detached
from their previous social life. Thanks to the friendly relationship we built, I could gather pieces of
her life story to outline here her portrait and her path towards asceticism.

Ram Priya Das is one of those women who find the married life unsuitable, while feeling a strong
spiritual call. When she was only six years old,” she used to attend the religious practice that, in a
cave, a tyagi (Sri 108 Sri Ramcaran Das Tyagi ji, who was to become her guru) was performing. She
continued to go and look at him for six years, crying desperately when her parents did not allow her
to go. Usually, they went to pick her up when the sun was high over the cave in which the tyagi was
performing his austerities, because at that time they were sure that he had already came out to have
his meal (only milk) and that he had given some to the little girl as holy food (prasad).

When Ram Priya Das was twelve years old, she spent one year doing seva (service) in Sri
Ramcaran Das’ dsram, and when she was thirteen years old, she got initiated into the Ramanandi
order and started practising yoga. Obviously, her family did not appreciate her involvement into this
sadhana, they tried to change her mind but finally, they had to acknowledge her serious commitment
and her desire to continue the ascetic life. When she got initiated her family cut every relationship
with her, and Ram Priya Das became part of the sadhu samdj: “This is something natural”, she said to
me, “once you walked through the boundaries of the lay community, and you enter in this new one,
all are your brothers and sisters.”” She did not feel to have lost a family, but to have changed it.
Nevertheless, even if she did not say it openly, the entrance into this new family was not that easy,
because of her being a woman. She told me that her guru trained her properly so that she could
behave correctly in different situations and with different people, especially with important gurus, to
gain their respect and acceptance.

Like all the tyagis, Ram Priya Das has jata (knotted hair) and she wears unstitched pale ochre

clothes, and earrings and a mala (necklace) made of tulsi -basil- the plant sacred to Visnu. On her

At that time she also got tattooed the names of Ram and Sita (the main deities of the Ramanandi sampradaya)
or her arm without telling her parents. Usually, Indian girls get tattooed the name of their husbands, but she
told me that even at that age she knew that her path would have been under the protection of Ram and Sita.

She hid the tattoo until it was completely healed.

*® Interview, February 2013.
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forehead the Ramanandi tilak: two white lines that unify between the eyebrows and stretch down a
bit on the nose, with a red line in the middle.

She followed her guru to Varanasi 27 years ago, in the Ram Janki Mandir, a place supported
especially by devotees from Gujarat. It is a four floors building, with a Hanuman temple in the low
ground and a Ram temple in the first floor. On the first floor there is also the kitchen and the room of
Ram Priya Das; on the second and third floors there are rooms to host ascetics and pilgrims. When Sri
Ramcaran Das decided to leave the temple to continue his sadhana in Gujarat, she became the mahant
of the place.

Not many people frequent the Ram Janki Mandir, often they are pilgrims from Gujarat since the
temple is actually supported by a Trust set in Rajkot, Gujarat. However, this low flow does not bother
Ram Priya Das who continues to live her life according to the rhythm of the temple. There, bhajans
(devotional songs) are chanted since early morning till late evening, with a pause only at 12 AM when
the god is fed and the temple is closed till 4 PM. In the morning sadhus prepare prasad (blessed food)
for devotees and ascetics, sometimes with the help of Ram Priya Das.

Ram Priya Das is not involved in social activities, which she does not consider as “job
for sadhus”, a behaviour differing from that of many female gurus who focus their activities on seva
and social work. Her sadhana is based on yoga, which she mastered completely as it is shown
in the photos on the walls of the temple: a thirteen years old Ram Priya Das is displayed doing
several difficult asanas wearing a simple unstitched white clothes, while in other later pictures she is
shown while doing the nam jap with a tulsi mala. Two more photos show her doing tapasya (strenuous
activities aimed to focus the mind and to improve religious strength): during one tapasya she stood up
one year on both the feet and one year standing on only one foot; for the second tapasya she was
covered with soil for nine days until the sprout of millet seeds from the soil. She told me that she had
performed this tapasya nine times in different places in India.

Today, her daily routine is completely influenced by her sadhana: she gets up at 3 o’clock every
morning and from 3.30 till 5 she does pranayam, asanas and vydayam (exercises) and mostly,
meditation. Then, she spends a couple of hours in the morning and in the evening doing adhydya that
is reading and studying religious books. These readings have a devotional purpose since, according to
her, devotion is the base for each action and it is the path that leads towards the grace of God.

When I asked her about the low number of female ascetics in the sampradaya, she replied that it
is not that low, but that it is more difficult to see female sadhus since most of them live in asrams and,
therefore, they have less visibility compared to male. She made the example of her previous asram in

Gujarat, wherein almost a dozens of female sadhus lived. She agreed in saying that not many women
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follow the tyagi path since it is an arduous one, based on physical and mental efforts, much more
difficult than the path of samnyasinis, whose number is indeed increasing. She does not completely
support the spread of female gurus, as they act against the ascetic tradition, especially the Dasanami
tradition where Sarikaracarya forbade samnydsa to women. However, she is also for the recognition of
rights for female ascetics: she supports the creation of a mahila akhara to organize the camping of
female ascetics in the Kumbh Mela and their bath in the holiest days.

Ram Priya Das’s attitude toward ascetic life is orthodox in the sense that she deeply respects and
follows the inner rules of the Ramanandi sampradaya and of the ascetic society that is mainly for men.
She does accept the bounding rule that she cannot give diksa (initiation) to anyone, not even to lay
people.” This rule does not allow her to become a guru and by consequence she cannot begin a
tradition (parampara) or continue a tradition to pass out. In fact, a religious discipline is passed out by
a guru through his/her disciples (guru-sisya-parampard) and it is because of these paramparas that
various religious tendencies in a sampradaya form.” For this reason a girl who was living in the
temple got her initiation from a male tyagi guru of the order. This girl was mentally challenged, and
she is not really into ascetic practice, so she used to spend her time helping Ram Priya Das cooking
food and cleaning the place. However, Ram Priya Das found a simple way to make her do a different
kind of nam jap: she taught the girl to write the name of Ram on a notebook, so that she can fill pages
with the repetition of God’s name.

The story of Ram Priya Das shows that she had to fight against her family to follow the ascetic
path, and that only the strictness and the respect of traditions made her able to reach her actual
position and the support among other Ramanandis. In fact, she needed the support of the
Jagadguru Ramnare$acarya when she arrived in the Ram Janki temple with her guru (the
idea that a tydgini and a tyagi were living in the same temple had arisen rumours). Later
on, she had to face critics when she began to manage the temple, although in Benares

there are many religious centres led by women.”

%7 Clementin-Ojha describes a vairdgini, Ram Dulari Dasi who, instead, began to have disciples after the death of
her guru and her disciples provided her with an asram when she became too weary for wandering around (1988,
5).

?® As Clémentin-Ojha points out “This has been going on in India from time immemorial so that any guru of
today is theoretically the inheritor of an ancient tradition”(Manushi 3).

»In Varanasi there are several centres managed by female gurus, both linked to traditional sampradayas and

new centres, which have captured the attention of Clémentin-Ojha (1990) and Denton (2004).
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I collected different observations about Ram Priya Das after our meetings, useful also
to add further remarks about female asceticism and to introduce another issue, that of the

“motherization” of female ascetic.

5. Approaching female ascetics, interpreting female ascetics

When I talked about Ram Priya Das, a brahmacarin from the Sri Math® told me that he does not
have her in great esteem. He argued that she created a scandal when she was living in the temple
with her guru, with whom she actually had a love story and from whom she got pregnant (!).*!
According to him, the presence of female ascetics in the Ramanandi sampraddya depends on the

low profile of the majority of the sadhus of the group, who lack a proper orthodox knowledge and
therefore accept even women among them. He justifies his statement referring to Brahmanic texts.
He said:

According to the Manu Smrti men have 8 gunas (qualities) more than women, so they can

tolerate ascetic discipline better. For this reason, although there have always been

sadhvis and female ascetics in Indian history, for women it is better to complete their

religious path through the marriage, which is the best way for them to get moksa. A

sadhvi, indeed, can follow some rules and disciplines, showing her affiliation to a

sampradaya, but she cannot follow the same practices as a man, neither she can live in

the same way of a man. First of all because of her monthly impurity, secondly because

some yogic practices are thought for a male body, like the retention of semen, or the

mortification of his penis. As there are no equivalents for women, they cannot physically
destroy the pleasure, so that they keep desiring.*

A different comment was given by the Jagadguru Ramanandacarya Ramnares$acarya (the official
leader of the Ramanandi sampraddya). He has Ram Priya Das in great esteem because of her religious
practice and for how she is managing the temple. When she is present during sammelan (gathering), it
is not rare that he introduces her stressing her role and value. His openness relies on his being part of

a sampraddya that since its very beginning has a tradition of female ascetics. In fact, while talking

**The S$ri Math is a temple/asram built in the middle of 20" century on the place where, according to the
Ramanandi tradition, Ramanand had his dsram and used to preach. Now it contains the paduka (foot step) of
Ramanand and it is the residence of the Jagadguru Ramanandacarya.

*' Nobody I talked with lately mentioned this event ever. Therefore, I could guess that this was just a rumour
spread in the past to slander Ram Pyar Das.

*2 Interview April 2013.
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about female asceticism, Ramnare$acarya introduces immediately the fact that Ramananda had

female disciples. And he added:

The possibility of development of the human being is the same, external and internal
development. Since in the Ramanandi sampraddya the sadhana professed is based on love
and devotion towards god and on the idea of prapatti -which doesn’t need a specific or
peculiar knowledge- the sevd, the saran to god, it is open to anyone, and gender
distinctions are meaningless. [...] Putting in a corner all the different disciplines, a bhakta
thinks about the well-being that comes from god. If you think about religious practice
like that, then the meaning of male and female doesn’t exist. And for this reason
Ramanandacarya opened his door even to females [..] Nevertheless the number of
female ascetics is much lesser than that of male, the number for examples of tyagini is
not big.”

According to the Jagadguru, the reason for such a low number of female ascetics is that the
sadhu samdj (the society of ascetics) is organized by men and for men, and asceticism, with its rules
and organizations, was thought for men. Therefore, the presence of female ascetics changes,
especially in a practical way, the structure of asceticism. He gave to me the simple example of an
asram, where the contemporary presence of female and male ascetics could be problematic,* both for
the sdadhana and for the practical organizations of the spaces. In fact, when there are women in
religious-ascetic places they cause, indirectly, a problem, as their presence among sadhus has always
arisen malicious gossip among people.” Being an acarya,”® he also underlined the more samsarik
(worldly) attitude of women: the fact that they think more about marriage life, husbands, children,
than men do. They have a “Srigar ka jivan”, a natural inclination to devotion to their husbands and to
sexual life.

Therefore, even the Jagadguru considers marriage as the normal and best path for the
accomplishment of a woman, although he agrees that women with a pronounced religious attitude

and spiritual talent should undertake the ascetic path as well as women who cannot or do not want to

* Interview April 2013

** As Tripati shows (2007, 176-179), the approach of sadhus towards women is varied (he uses a classification
which ranges from strong hatred to strong regard). The importance of celibacy drives ascetics in regarding
women “as a great hurdle in the path of salvation”, to such a point that some ascetics prefer not to come into
contact with them. Therefore, the presence of female ascetics in an asram may represent a distraction for male
ascetics (and obviously vice versa).

% The Jagadguru said that also in my case, as I was spending time at the Sri Math, it had been necessary to make
clear my role there, to justify the presence of an unmarried woman in an ascetic community.

% An dcdrya is a teacher learned in classical Brahmanic literary tradition.
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be married. He claimed that, in any cases, the door of the Ramanandi sampradaya and other orders are
open for women.

Laypeople, especially women, gravitating around the Math often show a detached/suspicious
behaviour towards female ascetics. Many of them support celibacy (after a wrong marriage) and the
bhakti path as the asceticism suitable for women rather than a proper renunciation path, which is
deemed appropriate for elderly women. In fact, many female devotees expressed the desire to retire
in an asram following their guru as soon as they do not have anymore family duties to accomplish.

However, as we have seen in the aforementioned life stories, a female ascetic who is recognized
for her faith and spiritual value succeeds in capturing the attention and the respect of people, and
begins being venerated and considered as holy as male ascetics. They support lay people with
religious and moral advices like male ascetics do. Therefore, once a female ascetic is brought back to a
kind of archetypal role of “mother”, she is re-integrated in the society and accepted as a positive
element. The identification of a sadhvi with a mother is a way to nullify her sexual power and her
possible sexual freedom, bringing her toward a peaceful, harmless and rather enhanced role.

The motherization of a sadhvi is even more obvious when she also is a guru. There is not a
common, female form of the word guru, so that a female guru is usually called Mata ji, “revered
mother” (Clementin-Ojha 1998; Pechilis 2004). Calling a women “mother” avoids a range of meanings
associated with the marriage or with “courtesan’s proposition”, preventing women from being
looked at in sexual terms (Pechilis 2004, 8). Pechilis argues that the source of authority of male
and female gurus has a meaningful difference: while in the tradition of male gurus the
importance of a guru is valued considering structures such as the guru lineage
(parampara), the teachings received and the gurukula system, “a prominent theme in the
tradition of female gurus is personal experience® both in the sense of independent
spiritual realization outside of initiation in a lineage as well as a pragmatic orientation
that relates experience of the world to spiritual knowledge” (2012, 114).

However, it seems that sometimes even scholars have a tendency to interpret some
behaviours of female ascetics as depending on a natural motherly attitude, while similar
behaviours are not interpreted as a fatherly attitude in the case of male ascetics. I will
give here few examples to explain my point. In her article, Hausner describes yoginis from

Northern India and she says that they use renunciation to move out from their society to

7 Although there are many female gurus who belong to traditional sampraddya, many got their ini-

tiation by another female guru or are self-initiated.
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enter, nevertheless, in another community, in a new place and with a new status but
mostly doing the same activities of wives: feeding people, protecting children and
teaching religious values (2006, 126). This attitude of caring for people in a single location,
Hausner continues, is typical of female ascetics and is stressed by their being often called
with the epithet Ma (2006, 131). Even, Khandelwal’s point of view on female and male roles
seems to be based on a standardized model, where only the female can be the lovely
compassionate mother while the male lacks a female touch: she explains that “the
relationship with a paternal figure, whether loving or authoritarian, cannot be
symmetrical to that with an intimate nurturing mother” (1997, 93). From my experience, I
noticed that many devotees and disciples call their male guru Bapu (father), and that
many dsrams with male ascetics feed community of wandering ascetics and common
people. In the same way, it has often happened that male ascetics take care of children and
teach them -one of the most famous example (17" century) is the five years old Nabhadas
found by Khiladas and Agradas in the forest- but I have never found an interpretation of
these events as a consequence of their inner “fatherly” attitude.

The second example I want to analyse is based on the interpretation DeNapoli gives of
the narration of the story lives of sadhvis in Rajasthan. She argues that their approach
with asceticism, and in general with god, is marked by the themes of duty, destiny and
devotion®, which would depend on the gender of the ascetics, for they result in opposition
with the themes that marked male ascetics, identified as detachment, work and effort.*

Although 1 agree with DeNapoli in considering the use of the themes of duty, destiny
and devotion as “narrative strategies through which means Rajasthani female sadhus neutralize
widely-held, societal perceptions of their lives as transgressive and construct themselves as unusual,
yet traditional women who act by divine order”, I do not regard those themes as a female
prerogative.

In fact, it seems to me that these examples tend to create a generalization, as they do

not properly take into consideration the sadhana that these ascetics undertake.” According

* Duty is perceived as the “to do” for God, a duty to serve God; the destiny is considered as the force who led
them to asceticism “it happened because was written in my destiny”; devotion represents their path to reach
the Truth (DeNapoli 2009).

% Cf. DeNapoli (2009).

“Only in a footnote, Khandelwal recognizes that “this may not be true of female renouncers who

live an itinerant rather than settled lifestyle”(1997, 96, n23).
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to me, it is the sadhana that influences the activities of the sadhus and their perspectives,
through which, obviously, they satisfy and reply to different needs. During my fieldwork, I
met several male sadhus who described their approach to god and asceticism in the same
way as the female ascetics described by DeNapoli, because, like them, their sadhana was
based on bhakti. In opposition, Ram Priya Das did not seem to show a particular motherly
attitude and for describing her becoming an ascetic she stressed that it was her own
decision, her wish to detach herself from the world, reaching god through tapasya and
vairagya. Even Denton, referring to the renouncers she worked with, involved in the so-
called “path of knowledge” through mantra repetition, meditation and yoga, says they did
not show a particular devotional approach, and in fact they do not capture Denton’s
attention for their “motherly” attitude (1992, 221).

Generalized labels to define what is “typical female” and what is “typical male” risk of

flattening the idea of female asceticism. In fact, as Denton argues (2004, 104):

Women [and man, I would add,] become ascetics for a wide variety of reasons and a
summary of the social, cultural and economic factors that push them toward asceticism
cannot adequately reveal the degree to which strivings of a more religious or spiritual
sort draw them to this way of life.

Hence, only further comparative studies, not only between ascetic and householder
women but also between female and male ascetics sharing the same sadhana, could display
in factual terms what differs in their practice and approach, and make understanding
whether differences depend on gender, and whether some activities, as the seva intended
as social work, is typically female or is a shared characteristic among those ascetics (also

male) who have a sedentary life and have to deal with the modernization of Hindu society.

6. Modernization of female asceticism

In the 19" and 20™ centuries, new inputs have been given to female asceticism by outstanding figures
such as Vivekananda and Dayananda Saraswati. Wendy Sinclair-Brull argues that Vivekananda, after
a period abroad, realized the necessity for the rising of Indian women, to actualize through their

education (1997, 64):

His plan was not to produce a generation of well-read, modern wives, who would support
their husband’s careers, but rather to foster women of renunciation and high spiritual
attainment, who would raise a new generation according to Vedic tradition. And for
Vivekananda, education was the key.
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Before Vivekananda, also Dayananda had demonstrated an open approach towards female
asceticism. In fact, a central belief of his Arya Samaj was that in “ancient Hinduism” gender
difference in education and religion did not exist, therefore it was necessary to encourage both
secular and Sanskrit education for girls and to allow female members to take samnyasa from a guru of
their own gender (Khandelwal 2006, 42). Such kind of approaches, catalysed perhaps by the presence
of the English Raj*' and the spread of new forms of Hinduism, favoured an evolution of women’s role
in asceticism. In effect, new female religious organizations arose.

In 1937, the Brahma Kumari, a sect comprising almost exclusively women, was established by
Dada Lekhraj in Sindh and after the Indian Partition, shifted to Mount Abu (Rajasthan) in 1950. As it
can be read from the Brahma Kumari web site, the spiritual trust was constituted of a committee of
nine young women led by Om Radhe.” Dada Lekhraj, who was himself a spiritual and enlightened
person, gave all his belongings to this female trust with the purpose of spreading his religious
realizations. With the passing of time, the first unit of three hundred spiritually empowered women
reached different parts of India to convey the trust message and, later on, they were able to open
branches of the Brahma Kumari all over the world. Although Clementin-Ojha argues that the
monastic order “was founded by a male and has no powerful female figure for identification” (2011,
64), the web site presents several outstanding female figure (like Mateshwari Sarasvati) who, since
the beginning, took care of the organizations from a practical and spiritual point of view.

As reported by Riistam (2003, 152), in 1946 a samnyasini of the Ramakrishna Math, Asha Debi,
published an article titled Sannydse hindunarir adhikar (The Hindu woman'’s right to samnydasa), which
referred to Vivekananda’s idea to establish a women’s Math. In 1954 she organized a branch for
brahmacarinis and named it after the wife of Ramakrishna, the Sri Sarada Math.*” Few years later, with
the ordination of several brahmacarinis into samnydsa, this feminine branch became totally
independent from the male control. Riistam reports that the Sarada Math main activity is social
service, following the religious sadhand as understood by Sarada Devi: liberation of the self and the
welfare of the world, through philosophical studies and training in practical abilities as well (2003,

157).

“! For example Denton, considering the development of female institutions, connects them to the structure and
organizations of Christian monastic orders (1992, 222).

* http://www.brahmakumaris.com/about-us/history.html [Accessed March 2014]

* The already cited study of Sinclair-Brull (1997) is completely dedicated to the description of the foundation

and organization of this female branch of the Ramakrishna order.
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Other institutionalized female centres are the kanya pith (seat for virgins) arisen under the
influence of the first pith established in 1940 by Anandamayi M3, one of the most famous woman
saints in India. In her study, Denton analyses three of these centres in Varanasi®, which host
brahmacarinis (female novices) formally initiated into celibacy through the diksa mantra given by the
head female renouncer. Interesting to our context is the report Denton gives about who are the

brahmacarinis living in these centres. From her data it results that (Denton 2004, 137-138):

Few have entered the ascetic world out of an entirely free choice. [...] (i) most have been
placed here by impoverished, high caste families unable to provide a dowry for them, (ii)
some have been sent by relatives unable to feed and clothe an orphaned child, (iii) some
have parents who simply desire an orthodox education and protection for them, (iv) a
few appear to have either been rejected by their husbands [...] (v) some are unable to
compete in the marriage market because of physical disability or unattractiveness,
suspicions about mental or emotional capacity, or relatively advanced age.

These examples show that the purpose of many female religious centres is actually to improve
the education of girls, enabling them to receive traditional religious teachings that can provide them
with the opportunity for a good marriage or with the chance to continue a retired, ascetic way of life.
In fact, their religious/spiritual imprint has specifically ascetic characteristics, based on the
instructions given by the female gurus who established the piths and led them, however these girls
are not properly ascetics, as they do not take a samnydsa diksa. Many of these centres, and many
female gurus often encourage people to respect their svadharma, supporting the caste system and the
orthodox values of Hinduism.

According to Clémentin-Ojha (1998, 35), as a consequence of their non-conventional status,
female renouncers and guru do not use asceticism as a platform to criticize aspects of Hindu society.
They are rebels towards the social norms for their own life, but they are not revolutionaries.” The
scholar supposes this is essential for their “survival”: female renouncers participate to the rules of
orthodoxy and, at the same time, they try to justify their asceticism connecting it to the Stridharma

and especially to the idea of motherhood. Many female gurus are heads of organizations focused on

* Denton has described in detail the organizations and structures of the kanya pith of Anandamayi Ma, that of

Ganga Ma called Ananda Devi Matr Kanya pith, and the asram of Sri 108 Sobha Ma (2004, 128-137).

* As underlined by Ramanujan, also in the past male saints often addressed their poems towards social reforms,
whereas female saints “despite the enormity of the social protest implicit in their life as they reject parents,
husband, children, household, shelter, even clothes” preferred to focus their poetry on love and devotion, dis-

closing a poetry based on private and interior themes (1982, 323).
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social activities and seva, which is interpreted as the religious expression of a motherly attitude.

Riistam explains this aspect as an evolution of Vivekananda’s idea of social service (2003, 161):

In the past the rejection of an ascetic life for women was a result of the common
understanding which limited the role of women to their responsibilities as wives and
mothers -their stri dharma. This contradiction was now resolved by Vivekananda’s new
interpretation of asceticism. By connecting the endeavour of individual salvation with
social service, female asceticism too, got a new dimension -the motherly taking care of
the needy. Female ascetics are giving up biological motherhood, to replace it with
spiritual motherhood.

Therefore, it is likely that this seva approach and the motherly attitude represents a
contemporary development that some female ascetics have assumed to be accepted by society,
creating a theoretical compromise between what is considered traditionally natural for women and
asceticism.*

However, some meaningful changes have arisen in the last decades. New developments have
affected also the orthodox stream of asceticism: in the Hardwar Kumbh Mela of 1998 has been
established the Akhil Bhartiya Sadhvi Sammelan, a meeting of sadhvis affiliated to the Vishwa Hindu
Parishad (VHP) and connected to the Sadhvi Shakti Parishad, a group within the Bhartiya Janta Party
(BJP) ” whose aim is to build up a network of sadhvis (Riistam 2003, 144).

In 2001, during the Maha Kumbh Mela in Haridwar, female samnyasinis were standing on the
chariot of the Maha Nirvani Akhara, and there was even one chariot with a woman sitting on the
throne. She was Gita Bharti, the first woman to be elected as Maha Mandale$wari of the Nirvani
Akhara. This means that she had been appointed as one of the spiritual leaders of the akhdra, having
the right to initiate also male members into the order.

In the Magh Mela of Allahabad 2014, sadhvi Trikal Bhavanta led a group of about 50 women
ascetics and proclaimed the formation of a new akhara only for women. The purpose of her action
was to raise woman pride and place in the religious hierarchy, as according to Bhavanta though

women do hard work in all the akharas, they stay in a subjugated position in a system run by men.

‘6 Obviously, this does not mean that the idea of women as spiritual/religious mothers was created in the 19"
century, as in several traditions the mother’s role is highly considered (see the $akta idealization of maternal
function) but that it had a further development which could justify the increasing number of female gurus.

* The VHP is an organization arisen from the soil of the Hindu nationalism with the purpose of gathering Hindu
religious leaders for the improvement and maintenance of the Sanatana Dharma. The BJP is a political party

that supports the voices of the right wing.
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A similar position is held by Anandamirti Guruma. This female guru, Charpentier says, “advises
parents to make their daughters strong and powerful in order to make them self-supportive. She
states that this can be done in two ways: first, through education, and second, through professional
training eventually leading to financial independence. [...] She also advises parents to let their
daughters train martial arts in order to acquire inner strength and be able to defend themselves
against street Romeos [..] She refuses to reproduce cultural values, thus openly challenging
conventional Indian standards. She consciously uses her socially sanctioned position as spiritual
master in subversive ways, thus challenging all forms of oppression that support patriarchy” (2010,
256).

However, these developments often do not find the support of the male counterpart, nor of
those female ascetics who respect the tradition, as Ram Priya Das, because they are considered

against the tradition.

7. Conclusion

To give a reply to the question “are women entitled to become ascetics?” it seems quite clear that
women are and have always been entitled to become ascetics since it has never existed a real and
strict ban on asceticism for them. However, their paths towards asceticism and renunciation was
always jagged by many social obstacles that lead them to live the religious experience in a half-
domestic realm, as a private experience, or to cut the social norms in a revolutionary way. Examples
of female asceticism have been transmitted through narrations and hagiographies, but their purpose
was to stress an extraordinary religiosity, not to present social models for other women. As a result of
this discouragement, female participation remains low to be acknowledged by the Indian society and
to become a normal reality rather than an exceptional one in the sadhu samaj.

In fact, women in the sadhu samdj continue to live some discriminations and difficulties, as they
that cannot strive for the highest assignments but in exceptional cases and outstanding characters.
Female sexuality is often tamed and hidden. In fact, while, for example, naga ascetics can walk and
participate to religious gathering naked, naga sadhvis are never naked, but they wear a cloth draped
all around their body. Furthermore, while some male ascetics are renowned for practices that are
based on the showing of the control of their sexuality, there are no female counterparts to them, as if
the control of female sexuality and its repression is given for granted or, in any case, is not something
to show off.

However, it is true that female ascetics have a degree of individual freedom that a householder

woman cannot enjoy. Therefore, asceticism was and still is a path to realize an individual
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empowerment for those women who deliberately choose the ascetic path for their personal belief
and religious quest. However, this does not lead always to a complete equality with male ascetics
because female ascetics are aware that there are various kinds of limitations because of their gender.
On the other side, for those women who became ascetics not for religious purposes, being ascetics is a
protective label, and by consequence, rather than being a sign of empowerment is the result of a
“social fear”.

In contemporary India, the role of female ascetics is improving thanks to the new historical
background: some have gained a position in traditional orthodox groups, others have created their
own sect, and some others have become predominant activists in political and social movements.*
However, these female ascetics and gurus are understood as manifestations of goddesses and are able
to reach leadership positions because they are recognized as extraordinary, exceptional individuals.
Therefore, the special consideration given to them doesn’t affect women in a wider perspective.

It is likely that the increasing number of female ascetics may encourage further women to
undertake the ascetic path. However, as the case of Ram Priya Das has showed, the path to reach such
a goal is still very hard to follow and it needs a deeply motivation and a strong personality to face the

opposition of family and society.
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“How many know how to (make) love?”!

Semantic understanding of Bengali Baul songs and politics of power in the lineage of Bhaba Pagla

Carola Erika Lorea

The songs performed by the Bauls of Bengal are characterized by a charmingly
enigmatic language by which terms and practices related to the dimension of
sexuality and ontogenesis are concealed under the veil of intriguing metaphors.
While the orature of the Bauls has been widely explored from the literary as well
as the religious point of view, the question of the semantic reception of the
songs has rarely been considered. The semantics of these songs concerns the
fundamental opposition between man and woman, as the only unborn
difference Bauls acknowledge in human beings. The foundation of such a
difference lies in the sexually active body. Although, for a meaningful practice
of ritualized sexual encounter (yugala-sadhand), male-female identities (svabhab)
have to be transcended, and male practitioners are recommended to adopt a
feminine nature (nari bhab). This article will focus on the problem of the
interpretation and understanding of Baul songs revealing how a diverse
typology of listeners or performers can differently explain the meaning of a
song and its allegorical images related to the microcosmic body of the
practitioner.

The analysis of the interpretations of a selected sample of ‘songs of practice’
(sadhana sangit) composed by the saint-songwriter Bhaba Pagla (1902 - 1984)
will show how the lyrics are understood and explained on different levels
according to the social and religious background of the informant: a superficial,
literal layer; a bhakti-oriented metaphysical layer; and an esoteric-Tantric layer,
decoded and orally transmitted by living gurus. Combining the approach of the
contextual theory of the study of folklore and verbal arts with the theories on
the interpretation of metaphors and the semiotics of reception, I will try to
show how different exegeses of the same songs - collected during an
ethnographic investigation in the field - can at times encourage the
institutionalization of a cult purified from its embarrassing ‘Tantric’ aspect or,
in other cases, reinforce the system of beliefs about bodily fluids and sexuality
of an esoteric community. The problem of the heterogeneity of oral
interpretations and the polysemy of songs’ meanings will lead to a discussion
on the politics of power that entangle emerging Bengali cults and their

negotiation between universalism and esoteric secrecy.

! Pirit kara jane kayjand, a song composed by Bhaba Pagla and widely performed by the Baul singers throughout West Bengal.
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1. Introduction

The framework in which this paper is inserted concerns the problematic evolution of the literary
repertoire of one particular oral tradition: the esoteric Bengali songs composed and performed
throughout West Bengal by groups of mystic practitioners and/or itinerant musicians generally
called Bauls. The Bauls are well known for their antinomianism and their strong belief in (and
practice of) equality among human beings, castes and religions. It is a common saying among Bauls
that there are only two jatis on Earth: males and females, being the only evident differentiation when
one comes, naked, in the world®. Their sadhana (practice for self-realization) is highly interiorised, it
neglects exterior ritualism such as icon worship and pilgrimage, and involves a set of body-centered
practices and techniques (deha-sadhanag, i.e. knowledge and control of breath and of bodily fluids and
emissions) based on the control of the five elements of nature in their embodied, microcosmic form.?
The set of beliefs and practices transmitted through the songs of the Bauls is centred around a
soteriological use of sexuality and a comprehension of the dynamics of universal creation-
destruction through the knowledge of ontogenesis and the control of human reproductive substances
and processes (Salomon 1991: 180; 272). Similar Tantric-yogic practices represent a shared heritage
that is common among several groups and lineages of Bengali esoteric cults that emerged from the
same Sahajiya-Nath-Sufi confluence of ideas in pre-modern Bengal (Cashin 1995: 17). Thus different
groups of practitioners, who may call themselves using numerous and heterogeneous self-definitions,
such as baul, fakir, darbes, baisnab, kartabhaja, lalansahi, etc. share a common cosmology, soteriology
and a set of body-centred practices that are referred to, in the oral corpus of their songs, with a

similar and overlapping terminology (Cashin 1995: 15; Cakrabarti 1985: 9-11; Lee 2008: 69-72).

*This strongly polarized view of the male and female gender seems to leave little or no space at all for a third gender or
other, differently perceived gender identities. This is not totally true, if we consider that, for practitioners, even the
fundamental opposition between nari and purus ultimately has to be transcended: expert practitioners ought to realize their
inherently transgender identity in order to successfully conduct the practice of the union (milan). For this reason, a famous
and controversial verse of the Kartabhajas, a sister sect of the Bauls (Banerjee 1995), says: “the woman must be a hijra
[hermaphrodite] and the man must be a khoja [eunuch]”. For an ‘ethnography of meaning’ of this sentence, see Urban (2001:
98-100). For a study of ‘third gender’ identities, homosexuality and androgynous elements in the Indian tradition, see
O'Flaherty (1980) and Wilhelm (2008).

*It is not my priority in this paper to give a full account of the esoteric practices involved in the religious aspect of the Baul
doctrine. Furthermore, the literature on this topic is quite rich: see for example Jha (1995, 1997, 1999), or, in English,
Openshaw (2004), Fakir (2005), Hanssen (2001) and others.
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In this paper I am going to analyse the oral tradition of Bengali esoteric songs through the
particular case of the songs of Bhaba Pagla (Bengali Bhaba Pdg'la, or Bhaba “the mad™, ca. 1902-1984).°
Born in Amta, a village in the Dhaka subdivision of Bangladesh, as Bhabendramohan Ray Chaudhury,
Bhaba Pagla is known as a very talented musician, an ecstatic composer of religious songs (sadhana
sangit) and an enlightened spiritual teacher, revered by his extraordinarily heterogeneous devotees
as a siddha and an abadhiita, a realized saint and a perfected being with miraculous powers. He
composed an enormous number of songs, some written down, and others developed
extemporaneously while playing the harmonium. Some of his songs have been published by the most
zealous among his devotees (Khetri 1989), and by amateur and professional researchers of Bengali
literature (Bandhyopadhyay 1988; Cakrabarti 1995). A good amount of his handwritten compositions
are preserved in the cupboard of his grand-son Sanjay Chaudhury in the main Kali temple that Bhaba
Pagla himself founded in Kalna (Bardhaman district). Nevertheless, the most vibrant and rich
collection of Bhaba Pagla’s songs is preserved in the memory of the performers, who may be both
Baul singers or disciples of the lineage of Bhaba Pagla, or even professional singers of syama sangit
(devotional Sakta songs, like those of the famous saint-poet Ramprasad Sen; see Seely and Nathan
1982 and McDermott 2001) and Bengali folk songs. The notes of Bhaba Pagla’s sadhana sangit resonate
in the fairs and on the stages of almost every corner of West Bengal, where his songs are particularly
diffused in the districts of Birbhum, Bardhaman, Bankura and Nadia. Played in a multiplicity of
performative occasions, his compositions can be heard at Baul festivals (Baul or Baul-Fakir mela), at
the gatherings and fairs dedicated to Bhaba Pagla (e.g. at the annual mahapijas at the temples and
ashrams he founded, etc.), and at the intimate music sessions that take place in the evening among
the disciples of the lineage, on the veranda of a little Kali temple or an ashram. Due to the recent
popularization and commercialization of Baul songs and their triumphal entry in the realm of the
recording and film industries (Ferrari 2012: 32-33), it is not uncommon nowadays to hear a song of

Bhaba Pagla in a Hollywood-like production partly set in Kolkata (for instance, in a short scene of the

* Madness is seen, in both Siddha and Bhakti traditions, as a praiseworthy quality: rather than clinical madness, it refers to
the condition of the self-realized, who is seen by common men as a madman. Attributes such as Pagla, Khyapa etc. are
recurrent as epithets for important personalities of the Baul realm. See Kinsley (1974), McDaniel (1989), Feuerstein (2006).

® For more information on the composer and his relationship to Bauls in the context of religion and folklore in modern and

contemporary Bengali history, see Lorea (2016).
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film The Namesake, directed by Mira Nair, a couple of Bauls sing one of Bhaba Pagla’s songs) or in a
commercial masala film made in Tollywood.®

Bhaba Pagla gathered a wide number of disciples during his lifetime and created a network of
followers based around the ashrams and Kali temples that he founded. As a memory of his message,
he left a very cryptic and mixed repertoire of compositions in which he indiscriminately used a
miscellaneous assortment of Sakta, Vaisnava, Islamic, Tantric and dehatattva-related terminology.
After his departure, his charismatic personality started to be revered in different ways by different
strands of Bengali popular religiosity at the same time: on one hand, he is revered as a powerful and
accomplished guru by the heterodox strand connected with the initiatic religion of Bauls, or, more
generally, by bartaman panthis’. On the other hand, he is quasi-divinised and worshipped as a Sakta
saint by a more conservative and orthodox strand, tinged with the philanthropic and reformist zeal
of Vivekananda’s “neohinduism” (Basu 2002; Sellmer 2007).

The former strand is esoteric and non-institutionalised. The latter is exoteric and
institutionalised; it strongly supports a path of devotion (bhakti marg), charity and social “service”
(sebd)® as a religious practice. This orthodox strand is led by affluent disciples based in Kolkata, who
organize gatherings, “brotherhood marches” and religious debates at the famous Kali temple of
Dakshineshwar, and by the adhikaris in charge of the rituals at some of Bhaba Pagla’s Kali temples;
most of them took formal renunciation (sannyas) in the Giri order of the Hindu monastic tradition
known as Dasanami sampradaya.

Between the two divergent streams lies a variegated multitude of followers, devotees, singers
and performers of Bhaba Pagla’s songs: they creatively negotiate between the unorthodox and the
orthodox poles in a varied and rich continuum of religious creeds and behaviours associated with the

historical figure of Bhaba Pagla as the founder of an incredibly ramified parampara.

®During one of the last visits in the main temple, situated in Kalna (Bardhaman district), one of the oldest disciples of Bhaba
Pagla was having me listen, from his mobile phone, the cover song of Nadi bhara dheu (“The river is full of waves”), a very
popular song of Bhaba Pagla, in its disco-remake for the movie “Jio-kaka”. The same song has been recorded in a hard-rock
version by the fusion Bangla band “Bolepur Bluez” (the song is on You Tube at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wlcc_PzpEdo, last visit 20/01/2015).

"The term refers more broadly to adepts of the same body-centered esoteric religious practice who may not comfortably
refer to themselves as 'Bauls', a controversial definition that does not match any rigid identity (see Urban 1999). It has been
largely used by Jeanne Openshaw to indicate the various lineages of practitioners that believe in bartaman (that which is
experienced by one's own senses and direct experience) as opposed to anuman, inference derived from sacred scriptures and
dogmatic prescriptions (Openshaw 2004: 113-117).

®0n charitable activities and the connection between sebd and the institutionalisation of the Ramakrishna Mission see
Pandya (2014: 89-114).
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How can a single guru be the initiator of such a diversified number of traditions, and in such a
short span of time? In this article I argue that the polysemy of Bhaba Pagla’s song texts potentially
allows the religious message of the same character to find a place in disparate religious currents.
Bhaba Pagla’s songs are inherently open to be interpreted in different ways according to the profile
of the performer, the guru, or the member of the audience who is interpreting them.

Ascribing to the wider tradition of esoteric songs in Bengali, Bhaba Pagla’s songs are similar to
Bauls’ and Fakirs’ songs for they are characteristically polysemic and multi-layered, and the
widespread use of metaphors and enigmatic expressions allows them to be semantically understood
according to different interpretative layers: a literal layer; a metaphysical-devotional layer, accepted
and transmitted by the more orthodox stream of devotees; and an esoteric layer that decodes the
metaphorical language according to the Tantric-yogic deha-sadhana transmitted among the initiates.

The possibility of multifold interpretative lines is inherent in the linguistic strategy known as
sandhya bhasa, the twilight/intentional language (Bharati 1961: 261-265) that typically accompanied
Bengali Tantric literature since its very beginnings, from Buddhist Sahajiyas’ compositions of
Medieval carydpadas until the more recent and popular refrains of Lalon Fakir’s songs.’
Most of the scholars who discussed the literary devices and the functions of sandhya bhasa were
interested in the reasons why this code-language was employed. Many described the causes that
brought to the necessity of using a secret language to conceal esoteric messages (Eliade 1958: 250-
251), while others reasoned on its structure and on the connections between metaphorical worlds
and cognitive processes (Hayes 2003, 2006). I will instead focus on the consequences of the use of a
multi-layered symbolic language. Through the analysis of a selected set of interpretations of some of
Bhaba Pagla’s songs, I will focus on how the form and literary devices utilized in Bhaba Pagla’s
sadhana sangit justify the emergence of apparently contradictory cults and witness the increasing
institutionalisation of a twentieth-century Bengali representative of “religious madness” (McDaniel
1989; Feuerstein 2006).

In this paper I will investigate:

* how the semantic understanding of the same lyrics changes according to the different context of
reception and individual receptors.
* how we can explain the heterogeneity of meanings attributed to a single song or a single

metaphor within a song.

° Practitioners do not refer to the language of their songs as sandhya bhasa, but rather they describe it through various

expressions: for example, the language of signs, saying through hints, or the upside-down language (see Section 4).
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* the role of sandhya bhasa in the emergence of considerably different paramparas descended from
the same founder-guru.
* how a methodology concerned with the study of local interpretations can improve our

understanding of religious practices.

In order to explore the possible solutions to the problematic questions that I mentioned, I use the
oral exegesis provided by my informants - mostly diksa gurus (gurus who are authorized to give
initiatory mantras), performers and disciples of the Bhaba Pagla lineage - and elaborate upon the oral
and written sources that I collected during two years of fieldwork (July 2011 - August 2013) in West
Bengal with the theoretical and methodological tools provided by the contextual and the performance
theory of the study of folklore and verbal arts (Ben-Amos 1971; Abrahams 1972; Bauman 1984). This
interdisciplinary approach is based on the assumption that the analysis of a folkloric production - a
text - has to be understood within its performative context, taking into account its existence as an
'event' - rather than as a static ‘product’ - created by the dialectic interaction between performers,
audiences, socio-cultural milieu and spatial-temporal settings. Combining the folklorists’ perspective
with the approach towards metaphorical language, meaning and interpretation proposed by
linguistic theories on metaphor and the semiotics of reception (Lakoff and Johnson 2008; Eco 1990;
2004), I attempt to connect the existence of contrasting interpretations of song texts with the politics
of power that affect emerging Bengali cults in their negotiation between universalism and esoteric

secrecy.

2. A theoretical premise on the study of interpretation and meaning

Attempts to explicate this poetry can easily go awry. If you ignore traditional lore, you're
a fool. If you approach the material as a scholar pulling long lists of meanings and
equivalents out of your pocket, you're a fool. If you don’t have an intimate, immediate
understanding of the poem, you have nothing. If you report your personal
interpretation, why should anyone believe you? Even in assuming that there is a hidden
meaning to be dug out, you may be playing the fool: who is to say you are not describing
anaked emperor’s clothes?

Upside-down language should make you feel like a fool: that is part of its function.

Linda Hess (1983: 314)

In her article on the “upside-down language of Kabir”, Hess (1983) rightly points out that it is

incredibly difficult to interpret the well-known Sant poet's songs, which abundantly use paradoxical
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images, riddles and yogic jargon. In her struggle to find a coherent method for analysing Kabir’s
verses, Hess reveals a number of factors that make a serious study of esoteric songs extremely
challenging, which may in fact be valid for the context of Bengali esoteric orature as well.

First of all, the scholar of esoteric literature has to face the ethical and epistemological problem
(Urban 1998) of whether one can ever know with certainty the true substance of what is hidden, and
then, supposing one can, the question of whether one should reveal it publicly, an issue that Hugh
Urban has called the “double bind” of secrecy (1998, 209). Dealing with the interpretation of esoteric
songs, songs that concern practices reserved to the insiders of a particular lineage, the researcher has
to be aware of the limited access one may have to the concealed teachings; even if the researcher has
received formal initiation into the lineage, one has to consider that certain truths may be accessible
only to particular stages of advancement of one's personal practice. Moreover, the revelation
expressed by an esoteric song is supposed to be understood through a practitioner's experience and
intuition, and not by the means of a scholar’s analytical and literary study. In this sense, as Hess
cleverly suggests, it is basically useless to compile long lists of esoteric terminology and glossaries of
esoteric metaphors in order to create the illusion of ‘correct’ interpretations of the ‘songs of
sadhana’, as some studies on Baul songs have tried to do (Ray and Tat 2006: 24-30).

With this brief premise on the difficulty of analysing the content of the knowledge transmitted
through song texts’ interpretations, I suggest that a legitimate approach to the study of the songs'
meaning is offered by a “phenomenology of songs’ understandings,” a comparative study of the form
(Urban 1998: 218) of the interpretations that are given by those who have the authority to confer a
meaning, i.e. the members of Bhaba Pagla’s lineage and the cultural mediators of his religious
message: Baul performers. In this way we are eloping from the constrictive “double bind of secrecy,”
for we will not be concerned with finding out the correct interpretation of one song, but rather we
will focus on how different interpretations look like, in which points they differ, why they differ,
what sociocultural traits and religious affiliations are associated with each interpretative layer, and
similar problematic issues.

The study of meaning and interpretation of Baul songs would add an important dimension to the
understanding of an oral tradition that has rarely been investigated from the point of view of its
reception. While the academic literature concerned with Bauls’ tenets and texts has been widely
explored from the literary (Cakrabarti 1990), anthropological (Hanssen 2001; Knight 2011 etc.) and
religious point of view (Sharif 1973; Wahab 2011; Salomon 1991 etc.), very few tried to present an emic
understanding of what Baul gan - songs which constitute an encyclopaedia of beliefs, techniques, and

codes of behaviour for the initiates - is all about from the “native point of view” (Geertz 1974). The
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focus on individual interpretations, instead of a group’s tradition, could add an important aspect in
the study of esoteric cults and their “verbal art” (Bascom 1955) for multiple reasons.

Firstly, the study of the reception of song texts can reveal the lack of uniformity among “the
folk” - an entity that has long been considered as the “anonymous masses of tradition-oriented
people” (Dorson 1978: 23) - and the existence of conflictual dimensions among audience and

performers of a same genre. In the words of Bonnie C. Wade (1976: 74):

For folklorist John Greenway, one of the most important facets of this type of study of
folksong texts is that it can reveal the lack of uniformity in sentiment on the part of “the
folk” - a lack which he suggests might come as a surprise to those who have been
educated with the rather unconscious assumption (reinforced by much folklore
research) that "the folk" all feel the same way about things. Greenway feels that there is
much to be gained from understanding conflicting points of view in song texts. The
Denisoff and Truzzi studies illuminate Greenway’s point that “the folk” do not all feel the
same way about things. Studies of conflicting ideology in folklore further expand the
functionalist argument on social function of song texts.

In fact, it is indeed through a functionalist study of the songs that we will try to explain
conflicting understandings of Bhaba Pagla’s songs according to different social and religious strata in
the final section.

In the second place, reporting local exegesis of an oral repertoire gives us an account of what
the folklorist Alan Dundes called “oral literary criticism” (1966), a dimension that reveals culturally
relevant perceptions of a literary genre's aesthetic ideas, literary taxonomies and the uses of figures
of speech according to indigenous criteria. If the oral repertoire we are dealing with is not only a
folkloric literary production with an entertaining and aesthetic function, but also — and especially —
a religiously significant utterance that accompanies a practitioner’s sadhana and delineates his
identity within a religious group (Trottier 2000: 75-77), then we have what Frank Korom has called an

oral exegesis:

Because religious texts and oral utterances generate the possibility of many
interpretations by a local community, an inquiry into individual understandings can
enable a move outward from the individual to the community in order to address the
larger question of the interdependence between “local knowledge,” world-view and
belief systems. Taken together these three engulfing cognitive domains dynamically
inform and construct the indigenous conceptions that underlie religious practices. [...]
The study of interpretation in small oral community might enable us to account better
for religious change, since significant transformations may occur in very short spans of
time. (1997: 154)
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Korom has cleverly brought out the relation between contrasting interpretations and religious
change, an issue that will turn out to be very resourceful in order to comprehend the diverging
understandings of Bhaba Pagla’s songs, contextualized in the framework of the relation between the
impact of modernisation'® in rural Bengal and the marginal sexo-yogic interpretations transmitted by
a minority of esoteric practitioners.

Among the few scholars that applied the call for an “oral literary criticism” and an
“ethnography of speech” (Hymes 1962) to the study of the metaphorical mode of discourse, it is
remarkable and worthy of mentioning the study of Keith Basso (1976: 93-121), who investigated the
modalities of interpretation of metaphorical speech among Western Apache and revealed indigenous
semantic theories for the explication of implicit meanings. In the context of Indian esoteric
literatures, it is legitimate to suspect that most of the scholars simply acknowledged the difficulty of
making sense of local exegesis and promptly abandoned the task. Thus Kiehnle (1994: 306) sadly
admitted that her work on the songs of Jfiandeva are full of ““may be’ and ‘might be’” that “show how
insecure the interpretation is when exclusively based on the readers' acquaintance with the Jiiandeva
Gatha and related texts like those of Hathayoga [...] and not on any living tradition.” In a similar way,
Glen A. Hayes conducted an inspiring analysis of Vaisnava Sahajiya literature in the light of the most
up-to-date linguistic and cognitive theories on metaphor but realized that for these “unsystematic
Tantric groups” (2003: 167) we do not have a definite textual corpus to work on, and in the lack of “a
written commentarial tradition [...] we are faced with many problems in hermeneutics - complicating
an already difficult task. [...] For modern scholars to move beyond basic vocabulary to the analysis of
metaphors is thus even more difficult” (Hayes 2003: 167).

I propose that the difficulty faced by the above-mentioned authors can perhaps be extricated if
we rely on the interpretations that are orally transmitted among the disciples of a parampara. This is

especially important if we are concerned with religious traditions that give absolute priority to the

1t is necessary to clarify here that with the term “modernisation” I mean to refer to a concept that originated in the West
(Patil 2002, 57), defined as “a process based upon the rational utilisation of resources and aimed at the establishment of a
modern society [...] characterised by the application of technology, by extensive social interdependence, urbanisation,
literacy, social mobility” (Welch 1971: 2). Agents of modernization in India have been identified as results of the British rule
(Patil 2002, 60): rapid transport and communication, Western education, printing press, newspapers and periodicals,
industrialization, cooperative societies and banking institutions, modern leadership. To these factors, it is important to add,
for the understanding of this research context, the diffusion of Western science and medicine (P. K. Bose 2002) and the

governmental support of healthcare based on biomedicine.
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spoken word of a Guru rather than to the written text." In this way we would rescue ourselves from
the derogatory label of adepti del velame (“adepts of the veil”) that Umberto Eco (1990: 89) attributed
to those who overinterpreted texts, hunting for esoteric meanings where there was possibly none and
obsessively looking for symbolic signifiers. In the next paragraph I will apply the proposed method
for the understanding of a very little selection of Bhaba Pagla’s songs and report the oral exegesis of
some metaphors that are crucial in the “construction of sexuality” of some contemporary heterodox

lineages of West Bengal.

3. The vulture of desire and the death of self-control: oral exegesis of Bhaba Pagla’s songs

In this paragraph I discuss a small cross section of the oral exegeses and interpretations that I
collected during a field-work conducted with the disciples and the performers of Bhaba Pagla’s songs.
The songs that have been selected for this article are Maran karo kathd sune na (“Death pays heed to no
one”) and Pirit kard jane kayjana (“How many know how to (make) love?” - the same verse that I chose
as a title for this paper)."” There are several reasons why I have chosen these two particular songs.
First of all, they are very much alive in several performative contexts: they are not strictly reserved
to initiates and thus are very well known and frequently heard in many different occasions, from Baul
melas to Kali pdjas, from intimate gatherings of spiritual teachers and disciples (known as sadhu
sangas) to recorded albums of Baul songs. Consequently, it is more comfortable for local informants to
interpret them. Secondly, both songs deal, in at least one of the proposed layers of interpretation,
with the “construction of sexuality” that characteristically permeates the life of the practitioners: an
anthropoietic sexuality based on the restraint of the senses, especially of sexual desire, and the
identification of sublimated carnal love with divine love - values which lead, as a result, to the
attentive avoidance of seminal discharge, and thus to an effective contraceptive method (Lorea
2014b).

The song Maran karo katha sune na (“Death pays heed to no one”) is apparently a song of the
category locally known as maran smaran, the remembrance of the inevitability of death in order to

find out what is really important in life. The noun maran though has different meanings according to

" A famous passage of the Kaulavalinirnaya says “The fool who, overpowered by greed, acts after having looked up [the
matter] in a written book without having obtained it from a guru's mouth, he also will be certainly destroyed” (Goudriaan
and Gupta 1981: 12). Similarly, we read in the Rasaratnakara: “Neither sequence (oral teachings) without written sources nor
written sources without sequence (are acceptable). Knowing the written sources to be conjoined with sequence (oral

teachings), the person that then practices partakes of the siddhis.” (White 1996: 161).

> An exhaustive selection of songs of Bhaba Pagla has been translated by the author (see Lorea 2016: 257-283).
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the interpretation offered by informants belonging to different strands of religiosity, who are
practicing different stages of sadhand. The term superficially means “death” in its most literal and
common use. But in the language of the esoteric songs it means “seminal discharge”, an undesirable
incident also referred to as “falling” or “breaking”", suggesting the failure in the practice of “the
protection of the stuff”, i.e. basturaksa. Bastu indicates both the cosmic substance out of which the
Creation is made and its equivalent microcosmic reproductive substance, which represents the highly
valued fluids of the practitioners' body (Hayes 2003: 176). We can easily track the conventional
association of the signifier “death” with the referent “seminal discharge” if we use the strategy of
intertextuality, and therefore compare its occurrence with the whole corpus of Bhaba Pagla’s songs,
with the wider repertoire of songs of the same genre, and with the discursive metaphors that are
used by gurus and practitioners of the living tradition, for “a single text cannot be fully understood as
an independent, self-standing entity” (Finnegan 1992: 21). A common saying among Bauls is that “one
dies in the place where he is born”. Accordingly, in one of Bhaba Pagla’s songs we hear the verse
“muladhar adhare janma mrtyu karan”: the vessel in the cakra at the base of the spinal chord, in which
sexual energy dwells, is the cause of life and death. A number of Baul and Fakir songs express the
same concept using very similar metaphoric terms, showing that the connection between literal
“death” and seminal emission as death in the context of sadhana is a canonical literary topos. For
instance, Sudhir Cakrabarti (1985: 28) reports the song of Duddu Shah: “Life and death are in your
hands... life is in keeping your biryarasa [seminal fluid]... one who spills his birya falls on the way of
the animal”. The first verse is strikingly similar to the one of Bhaba Pagla, and this reminds us that, in
the absence of an indigenous concept of “copyright”, authors are free to borrow and recycle
previously composed folkloric material if it fits their poetic needs; this is not perceived as a lack of
originality or inferior talent; it rather highlights the opposite, for the poet is showing his
acquaintance with previously composed expressions, or even entire sentences, that are well-
established in the oral memory of the practitioners.

Death pays heed to no one;

It can attack anywhere, at any time!

B Seminal discharge is seen as detrimental for men’s health in a number of South Asian medical traditions. It is then of
crucial importance that the sadhaka becomes skilled in the techniques of preservation of his semen. In the ancient classics
on religion, medicine and sexology, Hathayoga as well as Ayurveda, emphasis has been laid on the preservation of sukra. The
relation between semen preserved in the body and strength, power and longevity has been transversally remarked, from

the Ayurvedic treatise Susrutasarnhita until Bengali medical journals of the Renaissance period (see P. K. Bose 2005: 148-164).
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That Death cheats you spreading out the net
that Mahamaya carries in her lap.
People do nothing but talk,

No one remained whom I could call “mine”.

You are still surviving, that's surprising!
Nobody is keeping brahmacarya:

if you could keep a patient detachment,
Infatuation wouldn’t have caught your body.
Keep in mind you are going to die

You'll see you'll live longer.

Learn the proper sayings

and the day of death will be known.

Life and death are in your own hands,
this is Bhaba Pagla’s true word.
If you had taken shelter in Him/Her,

you wouldn’t have died before time."

Most of the adepts of Bhaba Pagla’s lineage and the Baul performers with whom I was discussing
this song recognized and explained the song as a recommendation to keep one’s brahmacarya. If in the
classic sense the word indicates a stage of a Brahman'’s life dedicated to the study of sacred scriptures
and strict celibacy (Parmeshwaranand 2000: 249), within the lineage of Bhaba Pagla - as well as in
Bauls’ speech in general (Openshaw 2004: 211) - brahmacarya means to retain one's brahma, the
substance responsible for (pro)creation, without abstaining from sex. A kabigan singer' publicly
interpreted the meaning of brahmacarya from the stage of a festival dedicated to Bhaba Pagla with the

following words (see Fig.2):

“ The Bengali original text has been published in Cakrabarti (1995: 222). The same version is available on the online

database of Bengali folk songs at http://www.iopb.res.in/~somen/lokgiti.html (last visit 20/01/2015). A quite mediocre

performance of the song can be watched on You Tube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1QqYFRyCOpk (last visit
20/01/2015).

' Kabigan is a form of debate between two professional poets/singers who improvise their verses and sing with musical and
choral accompaniment. He who fails to answer the riddles or is outwitted by the logic of the opponent loses the contest (see
Hussain 1997: 493).
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The most important thing is to recognize that the pitrdhan (the ‘wealth of the father’)
preserved in men’s head'® is equal to param Brahma, the Supreme Brahma, that which is
responsible for creation, and one should always preserve it and control it so that it is not

discharged unnecessarily"’.

Bolay Ray Baul, a professional Baul singer originally from the Jessore district of Bangladesh, who was
performing at the same festival, gave a similar interpretation: “This song is to remind us that since
we are born we will also die. Death could happen at any time, but it is also in your hands: since we are
born we keep on distressing and damaging our body. If I don’t preserve the strength that is inside of
my body, and I spoil it, I lose it, that is maran. It means that one has to maintain his brahma™".
Bijayananda Giri Maharaj, the priest of the Kali temple of Badkulla (Nadia district) founded by Bhaba
Pagla, who took formal sannyas from a Hindu monastery, gave the following interpretation: “Life and
death is in your hands.. The death he is talking about concerns the body-centred doctrine
(dehatattva). The loss of birya (semen) is maran. Protect your brahma and you’ll not die unnecessarily'’.

From the interpretations given so far we can realize that the metaphorical “death” of Bengali
esoteric songs is not at all a crystallized literary topos that is conventionally used in a fixed repertoire
of themes: far from being a “dead metaphor” (Stern 2000: 28), its metaphorical referent is
immediately recognized in the semiotic reception of the listener/performer/practitioner. Far more
than a linguistic mode of expression, as Hayes has noted in the context of Vaisnava Sahajiyas'
metaphorical language (2003, 165), the sandhya bhasa employed in these compositions works together
“with bodily experience and image schemata to create coherent metaphoric worlds”. What Glen A.
Hayes has pointed out in his investigation of metaphors of life and birth (2006: 59-61) are equally
valid for the analysis of this sexual metaphor of ‘death’. The signifier maran simultaneously indicates
a real-life experience - literal death - and a bodily experience - ejaculation - connected through an
indigenous perspective on bodily health by the reason of which seminal emission is weakening and

detrimental for men’s health. Ultimately, in the non-dualistic vision that the practitioner aspires to

1t is a common belief and a deeply held Hindu notion that semen is stored in the brain. See Carstairs (1967: 84); O’Flaherty
(1980: 45). The last verse of one song of Bhaba Pagla says: “the diadem of the brain / I tied it very well” (in T.
Bandyopadhyay 1988: 136).

Y The performance has been recorded in Barrakpur (North 24 Parganas district) in occasion of the “Bhabar Bhabna Festival”
in memory of Bhaba Pagla, 28/01/2013.

®Interview dated 28/01/2013, in Barrakpur (North 24 Parganas district), personal collection of field-work recordings.
Otherwise differently specified, all the oral sources used for this paper are available on request and belong to the personal

digital catalogue of field-work recordings of the author.

“Interview dated 29/01/2013, in Barrakpur (North 24 Parganas district).
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acquire, the two are not different, and “it is precisely the paradoxical identity of those two
ontological opposites which the songs wish to stress”, as Per Kvaerne (2010 [1977]: 42) has remarked
in respect to the function of polysemy in the language of the Medieval Tantric songs caryapadas. In
fact, “real” death and “microcosmic” death find a place side by side in the interpretation proposed by
Gosain Amulya Ratan, one of the eldest disciples of Bhaba Pagla, and a diksa and siksa guru® of a

heterodox branch of this lineage:

If you acquire the power of brahmacarya you can fulfill everything. First “learn the
proper sayings” [see third stanza], words of Hari, words of sadhand: it means, learn from
the practitioners how to work with your breath [pracak, kumbhak, recak, lit. inhaling,
retaining the breath and exhaling]... So life and death will be in your hands, and you will
live life after death being remembered, being alive on the mouths of the people: your

body will die but your attainments, your actions (karma) survive®'.

Some other members of the community of Bhaba Pagla’s lineage proposed very different
interpretations. While the above-mentioned oral sources were referred by Bauls, teachers of deha-
sadhana and initiatory gurus at least acquainted with body-centered practices, the disciples who
belong to the more institutionalized side of the lineage preferred very literal interpretations. Gopal
Khetry, an ardent devotee belonging to the urban milieu of middle-class Marwari businessmen, is the
spokesman of the “exoteric” facade of the lineage. He manages the website www.bhabapagla.com
and organizes periodic gatherings in honour of Bhaba Pagla at Dakshineswar (the famous temple of
Kali, in Kolkata, connected with the religious activities of Ramakrishna) with the support of several
religious and political groups. After the annual mahapaja of Digha (East Midnapore district) celebrated
at the Kali temple in his property, he introduced the custom of visiting hospitals and orphanages,
bringing fruits and cloths to the sick and the poor. He feels that his mission is to propagate the
message of his guru, which he does by stressing the universalistic aspects of equality and
philanthropy contained in Bhaba Pagla’s message, and assimilating his path with the successful
antecedents of Ramakrishna Paramhamsa and Vivekananda®, In his interpretation of the song, “life

and death are in your hands” in the sense that “a man that preserves brahmacarya and is truthfully

It is quite common among Bauls to have a guru for the initiatory mantra and a different guru for the teaching of esoteric
body-centered practice. See Openshaw (2004: 140-146)

"' Interview dated 3/12/2012, in Jugpur (“Dhaka Colony”, Nadia district).

*Interviews dated 28/04/2013 (at the interviewee's residence in Kolkata) and 12/02/2012 at Harbala Mandir in Digha (East
Midnapore district). Gopal Khetri is also the editor of the magazines “Jaba Bhaba” and “Bhabamrta” and of several books,

CDs and videos, of which a complete list is provided at http://www.bhabapagla.com/journals.html (last visit 25/01/2015).

94



Kervan — International Journal of Afro-Asiatic Studies n. 21 (2017)

involved in the way of sadhana becomes trikaldarsi, he knows past, present and future and he exactly
knows on which day he is going to die”*.

Another literal interpretation was given by Dhulu Dhulu, the grand-daughter of Bhaba Pagla, a
young woman who was participating as a member of the audience at the festival in Barrakpur: “Since
we are born, we know we have to die. Death is sudden and unexpected. But we can control our life to
a certain extent: we can avoid accidents, if we are cautious. That’s why Bhaba is saying ‘marbe bale

mane rekho’, keep in mind that death is there, so you’ll beware and be more attentive”*

. It might seem

surprising that this exegesis was given by a disciple who has been growing up with the family of

Bhaba Pagla himself, and, moreover, whose father is a diksa guru of the lineage. After Bhaba Pagla’s

death, though, the descendants transformed the main ashram of Kalna into the centre of an

institutional cult that revolves around the divinised character of the founder. The sons and grand-

sons of Bhaba Pagla became the hereditary priests in charge of the Kali temple of Kalna, acquiring a

biologically-based spiritual authority which is quite alien to Sahajiya religiosity and which is

responsible for the institutionalization of the cult, as it has been the case with the Kartabhaja sect in

Ghoshpara (Nadia district). Among the other factors that brought to the transformation of the

Kartabhajas from an esoteric lineage to a well established exoteric sect, Sumanta Banerjee (1995)

suggests a series of elements that we may compare and indeed recognize in the development of the

young parampard started by Bhaba Pagla, left in the hands of the grand-sons residing in Kalna:

* specifying a particular spot as the permanent headquarters of the sect;

* dynastic succession of gurus who claimed that the authority of the first guru was bequeathed on
them:;

* organized priesthood, consisting of a network of preachers in different villages and towns in
charge of the converts whom they had proselytised,;

* collection of money on a regular basis from the converts to the headquarters;

* arepository of written texts (mainly in the form of songs) explaining the religion of the sect, and
“the rituals to be practised; and the continuity of the charismatic image of the founder [...] turned
into another god by his immediate pupils who in order to perpetuate their personal authority

over his devotees, build up an institution” (Banerjee 1995, 30).

B Interview dated 28/04/2013 in Kolkata.

*Interview dated 28/01/2013, in Barrakpur (North 24 Parganas district).
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Before we discuss further considerations about the relationship between the institutionalisation
of the lineage and the rejection of the esoteric interpretations of Bhaba Pagla’s songs, let us consider

the second lyric and its contrasting oral exegeses.

How many know how to (make) love (pirit kara)?
In the rules and norms of love

the fluid of desire (kam rati) is not only one.

Syam-love and Krsna-love
like the lightening playing between cloud and cloud.
In that way if love becomes your ally (suhrd),

that love is not going to break.

If the fire of love is flaming,
burn the three qualities of your body into it.
If the vulture flies by the three boundaries

the vulture is not going to sit there.

Make love with her/him
in the way the magnet attracts iron.
Be united soul to soul

nobody can split you.

Love has two eyes
one is Radha and one Mohan.
If there is one fluid, one passion,

then don't let Bhaba’s father go®.

The song is about rati-sddhana, the ritualized sexual intercourse that reiterates the dynamic of
cosmological creation enacted by the principle of divine love (see Fakir 2005: 202; Hayes 1989: 31; Jha
1999: 345; Openshaw 2004: 216-224). It involves a particular use of male and female seed during the
menstrual period of the woman adept, which we are not going to focus on for the purpose of this

paper. Nevertheless, by the means of intertextuality we can recognize the pervasive occurrence of

*The lyric has been published in Cakrabarti (1995: 214). A beautiful performance of the song has been recorded in the album
"Baulanir Gan", UD Series (2010).
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the term pirit and its connotative aspect as a “cosmogonic love” and, mirrored in the microcosm of
the practitioner’s body, a practice of love-making as taught among the esoteric lineages of Bengal®.
Here as well we can observe the widespread practice of re-using and freely employing previously
composed formulas or entire sentences already established in the repertoire: the verse “yeman meghe
meghe khele tarit” (“like the lightning playing between cloud and cloud”) immediately recalls in the
oral metaphoric storage of the listeners' mind the famous verse of Lalon Fakir “mergher bidyut meghe
yeman...” (“like the cloud’s lightning is extant within the cloud”)”’. The divine principle is extant
within the human body, but it is not visible: like the lightening hiding within the clouds, it makes its
appearance only “when positive and negative meet”, “when two clouds rub against each other™,
Such is the interpretation given by Gosain Amulya Ratan, the old disciple and siksa guru of the
Namahs$tdra caste who lives in a little village of Nadia known as Dhaka Colony, mainly inhabited by
ex-refugees from East Bengal, and populated by a majority of low-caste Mahisya who worked as
fishermen in their motherland, before the Partition brought them to the other side of divided Bengal.
His exegesis gives a complete perspective on the kind of love, and consequently of love-making, that
is sought after by a couple engaged in sadhana:

Kam is the satisfaction of the senses. But Love, pirit, is not selfish. Syam and Krsna [first

stanza after the refrain] are the same, both are saman (equal), Syam is Krsna, Krsna is

Syam: if love is made in this way, it doesn't break (there is no seminal discharge). Burn

the three gunas, be without qualities, without ahamkar (sense of ego). Or you’ll not get

pure love. The vulture [...] is destructive desire (kam). It is the kam that leads the matter

to be wasted. [...] Patan (“falling”) happens when you realize you are a duality, you are

making love with somebody else, somebody you are craving for and you want him/her to

be yours. But if you remain stuck together as if through a magnet [see third stanza] to

form a single unity, there is no ‘I’ and ‘you’, and this love cannot break. The two persons

*The appearance of the term pirit as a principle of Creation appears, for instance, in the cosmology of Ali Raja, one of the
most representative authors of pre-modern "Muslim Yoga literature” (Haq 1975: 397-422; Stewart 2001: 267; Hatley 2007:
365) in Bengal: in the English translation of David Cashin (1995: 93-94), we read: "The Lord by enjoyment of union gained the
highest sentiment of love (prema rasa). In an undivided form he had not been controlled by passion (rati). In the absence of
the pair (yugala) the mind does not grasp identity (nam). Without the pair identity and action are not revealed. Without
union (yuga) the highest state (siddhi) is utterly ineffable. Niranjan became devoted (bhakta) to the love (pirit) of the pair...”
The concept of pirit is central to the doctrine and practices of a wide range of esoteric lineages in Bengal, as it is evident if
we look at the consistent frequency in which the term appears in their lyrics. See, for examples, the songs collected in the
anthology edited by Jha (2009: 47-50). The song “Piriter bhab nd jene” is very similar in form, content and symbolism and may
well be compared for a deeper understanding of the teaching transmitted in its verses (the full lyric is on the database of
Lok-Giti at http://www.iopb.res.in/~somen/cgi-bin/Flk_sng/gen_pdf.cgi?porbo=Baul&ganernam=225, last visit 20/01/2015).
”The verse belongs to the second stanza of the song Milan habe kata dine, (for the full text see Ahmad 2002: 345).

* Interview dated 04/12/2012, Jugpur-Dhaka Colony (Nadia district).
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in union [last stanza] are like the two eyes of a single individual [...], then Bhabar baba
charbe nd: Bhaba is not letting his father, Siva, go away. Siva is semen: from Siva and Sakti
everything is created...”.

The love that connects the human experience to the divine experience is embodied in an
elevated psycho-physical love that aims at uniting the polar principles of Siva and Sakti as human
beings: a homologous interpretation of this 'love-song' was provided by many informants who define
themselves as Bauls™. A completely different understanding arises from the interpretation of the
renunciate Bijayananda Giri from the temple of Badkulla (Nadia). For him, the whole song is
describing the ideal relation of the devotee (bhakta) towards Isvar (God). This relation is completely
free from carnal desire, kam, and it is impossible to experience by worldly human beings: “The divine
love towards God is aprakrta, it doesn't exist in nature, men cannot experience it: that is why the song

"1, The same devotional level of interpretation was perpetuated

says ‘jane kayjana’ (how many know?)
by Sukumar Mistri, a very close direct disciple of Bhaba Pagla who lives a celibate life in the temple of
Kalna with Bhaba Pagla’s grand-sons. According to him as well, the only “milan” (union) the song is
talking about is the union between atma and paramatma, between individual and universal soul. “It is
not a union of yugala, which is a union of bodies: it is an inner union”. Moreover, he considers those
who interpret the pirit discussed in the lyric as a human love to be experienced between a woman and
a man to be “disgusting... they are the worst kind of Vaisnava, their sadhana is just an excuse to justify
sexual desire. There does not exist in the world any sadhu who can perform yugala-sadhana without
involving sexual desire. The greatest sadhus are all renouncers, they don’t unite with a woman”*,
and thus he goes on listing a number of well-known religious figures who practiced strict celibacy,
such as Caitanya, Ramakrishna and Vivekananda.

In the first kind of semantic understanding of the concept of pirit, the esoteric level of
interpretation connects the divine love described in the songs with an embodied love experienced by
a couple of practitioners, which is identical to the selfless, pure Love experienced by a Creator. In the

second modality of semantic understanding, the song is interpreted according to a devotional-

metaphysical layer, and the only pure love conceivable is the a-corporeal love of the devotee toward

¥ See previous note.

*For example, Satyananda Das Baul, interviewed on 19/04/2013 in Sonamukhi (Bankura district); and Gopinath Baul,
interviewed on 16/01/2013 at Pagli Ma Akhra, Jaydev (Birbhum district).

*'Interview dated 28/01/2013, in Barrakpur (North 24 Parganas district).

*2 Sukumar Mistri, interviewed on 09/05/2013 at the temple of Kalna; and on 12/08/2013 at Jugpur-Dhala Colony in occasion

of the annual mahapaja.
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a theistic recipient. The embarrassing Tantric-yogic interpretations of the same concept are labelled
as filthy and illegitimate and thus promptly rejected. This interpretation is in line with the religious
teaching propagated and encouraged by the more orthodox subgroup of the lineage, which strongly
promotes Bhaba Pagla as a representative of the bhakti marga, the salvific way of devotion: in the
words of the adhikari of the Kali temple of Badkulla, “Bhaba Pagla mainly recommended the way of
bhakti. He himself was a yogi, a very powerful yogi. In fact, he could walk in the sky and appear in
many places at the same time with his subtle body. [...] But he didn’t teach any yogic practice. [...]
because nowadays modern devotees do not find it compatible with their life-styles. Instead, Bhaba

Pagla made people close to God through devotion™,

The theistic model of religious practice is the most successful among the urban middle-class
and it definitely provides the interpretative pattern approved by the institutional backdrop of the
lineage. Dhulu Dhulu, the already mentioned grand-daughter of Bhaba Pagla, ascribed this song as
well to the devotional layer of interpretation and explained that the song is talking about “many
kinds of love, the maternal and paternal love towards a son, the love between Radha and Krsna... the
divine love that Bhaba Pagla experienced toward the Goddess™’. Like Dhulu, the majority of the
members of the lineage adhere to the most exterior level of interpretation, ascribing to the
devotional strand promulgated by the institutional authorities of the lineage. Even if they regularly
attend religious gatherings and festive occasions such as mahapijas and religious fairs, they are not
aware of the esoteric meaning of the most common metaphors and allegories, and do not seem to
acknowledge the existence of a parallel transmission of esoteric teachings. This can lead us to think
that:

*  Deha-sadhana teachings and the language through which it is discussed in the songs is an heritage
scarcely shared among the members of the lineage of Bhaba Pagla and proficiently mastered by a
scarce minority.

* The strategies of concealment of esoteric beliefs and practices, and thus of the esoteric layer of

songs' exegesis, are extremely efficient.

In the next sections, we are going to try to make sense of all these discrepancies among the

different oral exegeses provided by members of the same lineage, initiated with the same diksa

* Bijayananda Giri, interviewed on 06/04/2012 at the temple of Badkulla (Nadia district) in occasion of the annual mahapdja.

**Interview dated 28/01/2013, in Barrakpur (North 24 Parganas district).
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mantra, practising the same rituals for exterior worship and sharing the same occasions of
congregational festivity.

Previous works that reported conflicting oral interpretations of religious songs did not attempt
to investigate the complex sociocultural dimensions and processes involved in the semiotics of
reception. In most cases they simply acknowledged the intricate question of analysing the indigenous
understanding of an oral tradition from the point of view of the insider, and then quickly turned to a
different aspect of the literature under examination.

The songs of Bhaba Pagla that have been presented are interpreted in strikingly different ways;
the devotees of the “orthodox branch” tend to idealize each metaphor uplifting the content from a
“materialistic” (bastubadi) to a domesticated metaphysical level (for example, substituting the
reproductive substances of Purus and Prakrti microcosmically represented by semen and menstrual
blood with the Vedanta theological categories of atma and paramatma). Similar situations of
contradictory interpretations of body-centered lyrics by different spokesmen of a religious
community have been experienced - in the context of Indian esoteric literatures - by Catharina
Kiehnle (1994: 301-323), David G. White (1996) and Hugh Urban (2001).

In the paragraph “Songs of lust and love” (2001: 97), Urban presents some Kartabhaja songs that
revolve around the theme of love, in both spiritual and sensual form. He had to face a relatively

similar dilemma when he noticed that

The manner in which these songs are expressed is so vague and murky that it has left
them open to radically different interpretations within the Kartabhaja community.
Among the more esoteric disciples, these songs have been read in an explicitly left-
handed Tantric sense, referring to explicit acts of sexual intercourse, whereas among the
more orthodox majority, they tend to be read in a far more conservative, non-Tantric
symbolic sense, referring to the symbolic relationship of the human soul with Lord
Krishna (2001: 97-98).

Oversimplifying a living panorama, otherwise richly nuanced and difficult to grasp, the main
divergences  in  semantic  understanding  consistently  follow  the  opposition
conservative/orthodox/devotional versus esoteric/heterodox/Tantric. The former guide-line for
textual exegesis is supported by an establishment of socially powerful members of the community
who aspire at an institutionalization of the lineage within the mainstream religiosity supported by
the dominant culture; the latter represents a minority of practitioners who resists the incorporation
of mainstream religious practices and protects its beliefs under the code-language of metaphoric
teachings and prescribed secrecy. David G. White found a similar situation in the context of the

contemporary exegesis of Nath literature. Regarding a poem in which Gorakh Nath compares the
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subtle body to goldsmithing, White refers that the interpretation provided by the commentary of
Srivastav and the Nath Siddha editors is “overly spiritualized”, “to the neglect of most of this poem's
concrete referents” (1996: 506).

Both Urban and White omitted to discuss the problematic coexistence of heterogeneous
interpretations and in fact disregarded the possibility of “interpreting interpretations” for a deeper
understanding of social change and politics of power in the field of esoteric religious cults. In the case
of the manifold hermeneutics of Baul songs, contrasting points of views fundamentally reflect
divergent opinions on the religious use of sex. Outsider listeners and exoteric devotees do not
recognize the erotic content of metaphors, and sexuality does not interfere with the religious
dimension at all. Orthodox disciples and sannyasi members of the community recognize sexual
metaphors and interpret them as an encouragement to chastity: the soteriological use of sex lies in
abstaining from it and cultivating divine love of an a-corporeal kind. Heterodox disciples and esoteric
gurus interpret metaphors on sexual sadhana as teachings on the blissful experience of divine love
through the union of bodies. This union is possible through a sophisticated training in numerous
sexual techniques as well as emotional and psychological identification with the partner. Sadhakas’
main modality of sexual intercourse is akin to what has been called coitus reservatus, a well-known
yogic short-cut for liberation (Green 1972: 4), and a recommended practice in the “Art of Love” (Ellis
1937: 327-328) as well as in few experimental utopian communities in the United States (i.e. the
Oneida community founded by Noyes; see Noyes 2001). In the practitioner’s perspective, salvific sex,
devoted love and conjugal love are no different.

In the concluding section of this essay, I wish to advance further considerations on the study of
oral traditional lore and local exegesis. I am going to present at first an “emic” hermeneutics of song
texts”, and a local range of strategies used for interpreting Baul songs. Then I will employ a
functionalist perspective on the study of folklore in order to suggest some hypotheses that may

explain why there is no univocal understanding of the songs called sadhana sangit.

4, Making sense of hermeneutical heterogeneity: “interpreting interpretations”

I'm very much afraid I didn't mean anything but nonsense. Still, you know, words mean
more than we mean to express when we use them; so a whole book ought to mean a

35 0n the emic-etic distinction for the interpretation of texts see Cuneo (2011) and Benigni (2011), both a result of a

previous Coffee Break Conference (held in June 2010 at “La Sapienza” University of Rome).
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great deal more than the writer means. So, whatever good meanings are in the book, I'm
glad to accept as the meaning of the book. (Lewis Carroll)

As I mentioned in the introduction, while several authors focused on the reasons that led esoteric
composers/practitioners to employ a metaphorical and enigmatic language, I am more interested in
discussing the consequences that such a form of linguistic expression entails. As we have just
observed, the ambiguous language of sadhana sangit is subject to openness, polysemy and
hermeneutical difficulties. As a result, we have divergent interpretive lines, and each layer of
semantic reception is preferred by a particular subgroup of the lineage. As a brief, additional
example, let us consider the fact that one of the most famous verses of Bhaba Pagla, inscribed at the
very entry of the main ashram in Kalna, recommends to seek liberation within sarisar, as laymen and
householders, and discourages formal renunciation (sannyds)®. In the lines of another song though,
we hear the composer saying “Brahmacari sarbasrestha manab”: celibate Brahmacaris are the best
among humans, or, as interpreted by heterodox disciples, humans are the best creatures to approach
brahma”. The Giris in charge of Bhaba Pagla’s temples justify their choice for a life as renouncers
quoting the mentioned verse, in which brahmacarya is interpreted in its most conventional sense of
non-married life of religious discipline and sexual abstinence. For members of the esoteric lineage,
brahmacarya, as we have seen, signifies the practice of a psycho-physiological discipline that fulfills
the goal of avoiding unnecessary ejaculation, and therefore, in the light of this layer of exegesis, they
condemn the renouncers’ decision of taking sannyas and regard it as a sign of disobedience and
betrayal of the guru’s word.

How do the local community of adepts, singers, and listeners of the songs of sadhana make sense
of the heterogeneous meanings attributed to the same metaphorical expression?

In the perspective of “oral literary criticism” (Dundes 1966), the existence of multifold
possibilities of song interpretations is not perceived as problematic at all: the “unlimited semiosis”
(Peirce in Eco 1990: 55) of the songs’ metaphorical language is rather seen as an inherent
characteristic of this mode of discourse.

First of all, what I am referring to as a “metaphorical” language is not discussed by the local

community in terms of upama and rapak, the classic aesthetic terms that refer to these canonical

% The main door of the temple complex in Kalna bears the message of Bhaba Pagla: “I am not a sadhu, I am not a sannyadsi, 1
live within sarmsar. [...] Bhaba says, do your duty in this earthly word, and whenever you have time, call Bhagaban's name.”
“The verse belongs to the song “There can be no sadhand in weakness” (Dirbalatdy hay na kono sidhand), which has been
published in Cakrabarti (1995: 120).
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literary devices and figures of speech (alarkar, lit. 'ornament'; see Gerow 1971: 9-22). They rather
describe the language of the songs with the expression “ingite baleche”, of which a rough translation
would be “he said through hints”. This suggests that there is a rooted awareness of the fact that the
enigmatic language is indeed concealing a deeper level of understanding underneath the superficial-
literal layer. Some informants, in fact, explicitly use the word “gopan”, secret, referring to the actual
content of the songs:

“Bhaba Pagla’s songs are ati-gopan, extremely secret: not all the disciples would be able to
explain them”, stated the already mentioned guru Amulya Ratan.*®

The disciples who preserve the esoteric side of the transmission underline the importance of
distinguishing between the bahiraniga and the antaranga (the exterior aspect and the inner aspect) of
Bhaba Pagla and his message. In his bahiranga, he maintained a respectable orthodox facade,
performing daily piijas to the icon of Kali and showing himself as a Sakta adept so that he could be
accepted by mainstream society. His antaranga teachings are secret and reserved to a few worthy
initiates. At this level, exterior ritualism has no meaning; the divine has to be recognized within the
body and coincides with the substances responsible for procreation. Accordingly, most of the songs of
Bhaba Pagla can be interpreted in their bahiranga and in their antaranga aspect. The exterior/exoteric
coating of his lyrics is the one related to the bhakti-oriented devotional layer of interpretation; the
inner/esoteric decoding is restricted to few disciples and coincides with the dehatattva-oriented
body-centred interpretation.

The disciples who are aware of the secretive core teachings often lament that nowadays nobody
is interested in learning this aspect of the religious practice: most of them complain about the lack of

seriously engaged disciples who can go deeper than the exterior, devotional and ritualistic worship:

“Nowadays there is no such disciple who wants to learn these techniques. People are
disgusted, scandalized to hear about these practices on the use of the body. Where could
I find such a disciple? Today people are too busy with bahirariga. They don’t want to hear
inner things. See how many disciples I have: only in this village, forty households are my
disciples. But I cannot find a Disciple as such™”.

In sum, the multiplicity of oral exegeses is understood as the interpreters’ different
acquaintance with different sides of the religious message. But the “oral literary criticism” goes on

showing an even more complex and sophisticated taxonomy for the hermeneutics of the corpus of

* Interview dated 04/12/2012, in Jugpur (“Dhaka Colony”, Nadia district).

* Interview dated 02/02/2013, in Jugpur (“Dhaka Colony”, Nadia district).
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songs. The disciples that define themselves as Bauls, and those who are well versed in the tenets and
practices of Vaisnava Sahajiyas, remark that sadhana is divided into four progressive stages (namely
sthiila, pravarta, sadhaka, siddha; see Urban 1998: 236; Jha 1999: 472; Openshaw 2004: 206-207). Each
practitioner belongs to one of these four subdivisions of sadhana (further divided into four: the sthiila
of the sthila level, followed by the pravarta of the sthiila level, and so on) and performs different
practices according to his des, his “country”, a metaphor employed to refer to one’s level and,
correspondingly, one’s attainments. Following the structure of the spiritual-bodily sadhana, the
compositions of sadhand sangit are also divided into levels of understanding that match the level of
psycho-physical experience achieved by the practitioner: each song belongs to a certain des”. At the
same time, all songs are interpretable according to every single “country of origin”.
This ‘emic criterion’ of religious songs hermeneutics involves two basic ideas: the verses of the
esoteric songs will have a divergence and a plurality of interpretations, for not all of the
listeners/receptors belong to the same stage of spiritual progression; the interpreter that
legitimately attains the authority to correctly interpret a song is the one who belongs to the same
stage for which the song is supposed to be addressed. If this is not the case, then the listener would
not be able to make sense of the song, or he would interpret it relying on its external/exoteric
meaning. The local hierarchy at work in the semantic understanding of the songs is often discussed

using the metaphor of school education and the division into classes:

Not all songs are performed in front of all people. Human beings are not all the same.
They are divided into levels (star). You simply cannot explain certain things to
everybody. If you give a child that studies in ‘class four’ a book for a kid who is in ‘class
eight’, he won’t understand anything!"

In his clear explanation, Gour Pagla - the octogenarian disciple of Bhaba Pagla of the
Namah$tdra caste who resides in the little ashram of Tehatta (Nadia) - introduces a very important
point, which cannot be explored thoroughly in this short paper: I showed so far that ‘not all songs are
understood by all people’, but furthermore ‘not all songs are performed in front of all people’.
Different themes and topics treated in the esoteric songs are destined to different audiences and

different performative contexts. The performer who is knowledgeable in the actual content of the

“* Among the disciples who perform Bhaba Pagla’s songs, this typical categorization was referred to in the interviews of
Dibakar and Rina Das Baul (dated 26/11/2012, at Puruldanda, Santiniketan, Birbhum district) and Gopinath Baul
(interviewed on 16/01/2013 at Pagli Ma Akhrd, Jaydev, Birbhum district, personal collection of field-work recordings); see
also Jha (1999: 413).

! Gour Pagla, interviewed on 09/07/2013 at his ashram in Tehatta (Nadia district).
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songs has to be competent in addressing the right teaching according to the audience he is playing
for, an operation which the sociologist Clinton Sanders would call “psyching out the crowd” (1974).

In the last pages I reflected upon the typologies of the interpretations offered by the community
represented by the multifaceted lineage of Bhaba Pagla and I considered its point of view on the
modalities of transmission of meaning. As a final consideration, I will now step back from the specific
case of Bhaba Pagla’s repertoire, using it as a prism to look through the broader context of
contemporary esoteric cults. The reception of Bauls’ folkloric production reflects mechanisms of
innovation, decline and change, if contextualized in the framework of rural Bengal, a modernising
landscape under the impact of the dominant culture of a globalising nation (Islam 2006). Redeeming
its validity from a socioculturally imposed and arbitrary notion of “East”, the case of the exegetical
acrobatics of Bhaba Pagla's songs can reveal recurrent patterns of creativity, evolution and devolution
(Dundes 1969) of an esoteric tradition. In this perspective, I will try to delineate a series of arguments
to make sense of the discrepancies among interpretations of a repertoire of esoteric folk songs and
hope this will be useful for further research in the wider field of Tantric literature and for the
“anthropologists of meaning” (Basso and Selby 1976).

In sum, why is a univocal semantic understanding of the songs of sadhana not possible?

* Heterogeneity of orally transmitted knowledge.

The teachings expressed by the language of sadhand sangit are orally transmitted from guru to
disciple: the numerous lineages of Bauls, Fakirs, Vaisnavas etc. who employ that language do not
recognize a single founder or a single textual corpus which could be regarded as a sacred canonical
scripture (see Jha 1999: 13; Das 1992: 415). Being relegated to the situational teaching of a living
master, practices and customs often vary from lineage to lineage, and so does the semantic referent

attributed to a metaphorical utterance.

* Exclusiveness and elitist character of esoteric knowledge.

The interpretation of the metaphorical language of the songs is meant to be accessible for a selected
“secret society” of disciples (Jha 1999: 469 and 471). The secretive symbolic capital represented by the
esoteric knowledge is discussed through a code-jargon (an idiolect, as France Bhattacarya would say,
2002, 266) that protects its content from the outsiders. Ergo the use of a chameleonic language, which
takes different connotations according to the status of the interpreter, serves as an instrument of
self-defense and a subaltern strategy of self-empowerment (Stewart 1990; Urban 1998) for
marginalised groups of low-caste and low-class practitioners facing social pressure and moral

reproach by orthodox religious establishments.
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* Politics of power and institutionalisation.

The emergence of divergent textual interpretations is entangled in the dynamics of social prestige,
power and authority within the folds of a recent religious cult: for a more successful proselytism
among well educated Hindus from the urban middle-class and upper-middle-class, the embarrassing
esoteric and yogic-Tantric aspect of the metaphorical language is systematically removed, while the
devotional interpretation is encouraged (Dold 2005: 41; Gupta 2005; Urban 2003: 134-164). The more
conservative Sakta devotionalism tinged with philanthropic and universalistic aims satisfies the
religious taste of those who promote the exotericisation and institutionalisation of the cult. This
responds to a well-known dialectic process commonly at work in the history of both “Eastern” and
“Western” esoteric movements: as a strategy of repression of esotericism, apart from the more
explicit attempts at persecution, ostracism, scorn or reprisal enacted by a dominant culture, the
esoteric word is “misrepresented, reinterpreted, modernized, reconstructed: its secret and sacred
aspects are emptied and finally abandoned. Instead of denying, or accusing esotericism, [...] it is

simply not discussed at all” (Riffard 1996: 39).

* The functionality of esoteric teachings: modernization and effacing practices.

Functionalist studies on folklore argue that when some elements of a tradition stop being functional,
typically they are not perpetuated for the sake of habit and custom: they simply cease to be preserved
and disappear (Herskovitz 1946: 97; Bascom 1954; Nenola-Kallio 1981: 139-145). The fact that the
esoteric interpretation of song texts is marginally preserved and, supposedly, decreasingly
transmitted, may be read as a symptom that the esoteric practices are no more functional for a broad
part of the society of adepts, because of social and economical changes. The progressive diminution
of semantic understanding may have its historical reasons in the diffusion of modern science and
education (Lee 2008: 200-201) and, consequently, of new behaviours and beliefs on the body, its
health and vitality. Esoteric practices like those transmitted in the Bengali songs about sadhana have
a functional role in the field of folk-medicine and sexual education. For instance, the gurus of the
tradition we examined are regarded as “masters of conception and contraception” who explain the
mysteries of creation in rural areas and transmit effective methods of family-planning among
villagers (Openshaw 2004: 207; Fakir 2005: 70 and 80; Knight 2011: 40 and 153). With the diffusion of
governmental healthcare, allopathic medicine and modern contraceptives, the pragmatic aims of the
esoteric saidhand may have lost their crucial importance; accordingly, the metaphorical language that

accompanies the transmission of deha-sadhana is understood and taught by a progressively little
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percentage of adepts. It is important to remind that the practice of coitus reservatus can be discussed
as both a contraceptive technique and simply as a different idea of lovemaking, i.e. not necessarily as
an instrumental stratagem to stop childbirth. If we apply cultural relativism to the social
constructions around sexuality, uninterrupted heterosexual coitus is only one possible form of sexual
activity, but this form was made paramount and all others repressed (McLaren 1990: 7). The sadhakas’
society represents, in this view, a sexual counterculture, which accords a primary importance to the

gratification and satisfaction of women, in the context of a patriarchal society.

* Technology, new media and loss of interpretations.

Changes in the modalities of transmission and understanding of the texts may also have to do with
the “technologizing of the word” (Ong 2012). With the diffusion of new audio-visual technologies for
songs reproduction, such as radio, cassettes, CD and DVD players, voice recorders on mobile and
smart phones, the listeners and performers of esoteric songs, traditionally taught orally by a guru,
may learn new song texts by simply playing a track. In this way, performers just learn the songs and
the melody by heart without learning the veiled meaning discussed through the metaphoric language
(Lorea 2014a: 69-73). The parallel and simultaneous transmission of both form and content of a song
pertains to the role of a guru, but this may have been partially substituted by new technologies of
audio reproduction, with a consequent risk of homologation of both song melodies, song texts
(Manuel 1993: 55 and 169), and their interpretation.

This was but a short overview of the factors that can explain the variety and fluidity of
interpretations, which I have discussed at length in the study of Bhaba Pagla’s sadhana sangit
presented as my doctoral dissertation®”, Here I briefly demonstrated that the study of meaning and
interpretation involves an all-round and comprehensive insight into a culture. Analysing local
interpretations on “oral traditions and verbal arts” (Finnegan 1992), we can embrace wider
phenomena of social transformation, intercultural conflicts, and diachronic change within a
sociocultural constellation. As the words of Wade have anticipated in the first section, the study of
conflicting interpretations of folk songs can inform us about the functionality of a folkloric repertoire
within a society; furthermore, it gives us an insight into the conflictual relation among different
functions of a folk genre as they are distributed among different social strata and religious milieus.

Additionally, as Frank Korom suggests (see first section), the focus on oral exegesis brings to light

2 “Learning to swim in the river of desire: the songs of Bhaba Pagla in their performative context”, PhD diss., Institute of

Oriental Studies, La Sapienza Universita di Roma, April 2015.
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issues of religious change that take place in short spans of time, and powerfully serves as an

instrument of inquiry into religious developments and social change.

5. Conclusion

The study of local voices about esoteric songs surely gives us a different point of view on the semantic
theories about interpretation and meaning, it poses new questions and requires different
investigative methods. At the end of the day, is there anything like the correct interpretation of a Baul
song? Is every interpretation equally correct, in an unlimited semiosis and an uncontrollable
proliferation of meanings? Is the text a “picnic in which the author brings the words and the reader
the meaning?” (Iser 1979: 19).

In The Limits of Interpretation, Umberto Eco discussed at length the problems involved in the
esoteric reading of texts, and he stated that his goal was not to legitimise ‘good interpretations’ but to
delegitimise bad ones (1990: 35). I hope I made it clear enough that my intention, instead, is neither to
legitimise good interpretations nor to delegitimise bad ones, but rather to ask why all of these
interpretations arise, and what function they fulfill.

Is there any formal criterion to establish reasonable limits to the range of legitimate
interpretations? Possibly not (Eco 2004: 22-23), and in the lack of it, on one hand I have relied on local
criteria and “oral literary criticism” in order to understand what is perceived as a “good
interpretation”; on the other hand, I looked through the lens of the functions of folklore and tried to
discover the mechanisms at work in what Eco calls the “cultural Darwinism” of interpretations (2004:
23): in the course of time, certain interpretations establish themselves as more satisfying for the
larger part of the community (or, I would add, for the most powerful part of the community of
interpreters), while others progressively disappear. Far from adhering to a devolutionary view on
folklore (Dundes 1969), I remind the reader that we do not have any proof of the fact that, in the
course of history, the more profound level of interpretation is slowly disappearing due to pressure
from the superstructure, though this is the feeling of local interpreters who have a role as esoteric
teachers.

Looking at the case of Bhaba Pagla’s songs-in-context, I showed how a tradition that is esoteric in
its substratum can present itself as a devotional cult for successful proselytism and the progressive
institutionalisation sought by some of its followers. The study of Bhaba Pagla’s lineage reveals much
on how an esoteric cult presents itself in the twenty-first century and which are its strategies of
transmission and self-protection from social disapproval; at the same time I remarked how a

particular branch of followers tried to convert the “secret society” into a mass cult. This was made
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possible by emphasising the ethical message of fraternity, equality and devotional love, and by
getting rid of the hidden signifieds of Bhaba Pagla’s metaphors - those pertaining to a socially
reproachable and scandalous body-centred sadhana - for the creation of a religious cult that has
Bhaba Pagla as a divinised, supernatural founder. This institutionalised cult is engaged in charitable
actions and public inter-religious discourse and it is closely associated, spatially as well as
iconographically, to Ramakrishna Paramhamsa and to Swami Vivekananda’s institutions.

Finally, from the perspective of function-oriented folkloristics, I have proposed some ways to
contextualise the meaning of Bhaba Pagla’s lyrics and to explain the lamented disappearance of
disciples well-versed in the esoteric deciphering of the songs by inserting their significance in the
broader sociocultural reality. I found that to be the most effective way to discover why some
metaphors of Baul songs’ sandhya bhdsa are becoming standardized topoi of a ‘Baul canon’, while in
different performative contexts the same metaphors, far from being de-semanticised images, are still
productive semantic realities in their reception, understanding and interpretation. My hypothesis is
that it is the belonging to a certain social group that inspires a religious orientation and, accordingly,
a certain line on songs’ exegesis. That esoteric exegeses are shared by a marginal minority of adepts

is well expressed in the story told by the old Gosain Amulya Ratan:

..It’s like the story of the market: the shopkeepers, at the end of the working days, take
the account book and see how many kilos they sold. The potato-seller and the flour-
seller of course sold more than everybody else, kilos and kilos. But the gold seller sold
only a little bit. The most precious things are not sold to everybody.”

For an ethnography of metaphorical speech, we went to ask the potato-buyer what is a potato,
and to the gold-buyer what is gold. But at the end we know that both goods are needed in a society
and both are extant, in different quantities and differently distributed among social groups, to satisfy
different functions. The eclectic words of Baul and Fakir composers show the intrinsic capacity of
being read as potatoes, flowers or gold according to the needs of the interpreters; paradox and
contradiction is their alamkar, and the playfulness of their infinite reservoir of metaphors allows

them to be continuously negotiated and actualized as a mirror of Bengali culture and society.

“ Interview dated 02/02/2013, in Jugpur (“Dhaka Colony”, Nadia district).
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Fig.1. The singer and disciple Narayan Singh Ray performs at the annual mahapija in Jugpur (Nadia district)

(photo: Carola E. Lorea).

Fig. 2. Amulya Ratan Sarkar, a kabigan artist and guru of the lineage of Bhaba Pagla, performs at the annual

mahdpiija in Kalna (photo: Carola E. Lorea).
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Item Girls and Objects of Dreams:
Why Indian Censors Agree to Bold Scenes in Bollywood Films

Tatiana Szurlej

The article presents the social background, which helped Bollywood film
industry to develop the so-called “item numbers”, replace them by “dream
sequences”, and come back to the “item number” formula again. The songs
performed by the film vamp or the character, who takes no part in the story,
the musical interludes, which replaced the first way to show on the screen all
elements which are theoretically banned, and the guest appearances of film
stars on the screen are a very clever ways to fight all the prohibitions imposed
by Indian censors.

Censors found that film censorship was necessary, because the film as a medium
is much more popular than literature or theater, and therefore has an impact
on all people. Indeed, the viewers perceive the screen story as the world around
them, so it becomes easy for them to accept the screen reality and move it to
everyday life. That’s why the movie, despite the fact that even the very process
of its creation is much more conventional than, for example, the theater
performance, seems to be much more “real” to the audience than any story
shown on the stage. Therefore, despite the fact that one of the most dangerous
elements on which Indian censorship seems to be extremely sensitive is
eroticism, this is also the most desired part of cinema. Moreover, filmmakers,
who are tightly constrained, need at the same time to provide pleasure to the
audience to get the invested money back, so they invented various tricks by
which they manage to bypass censorship. The most widely used ways to trick
the censors are movie songs, so often underestimated, especially in the West,
which however are not, as some would like to see them, only an unnecessary
addition.

Bollywood films are often called musicals, but the examples show that all the
songs, not only item numbers and dream sequences, play quite a different role in
Indian movies than in the classic Hollywood musicals. There is a very deep logic
lying behind film production, and popular Indian cinema uses its songs to show
everything that is impossible to show in the story. Filmmakers know very well
that songs are the element of fantasy, which when used in a story about

everyday life, can show things that are impossible in natural experience.

One of the most significant element, usually appearing with descriptions of Bollywood cinema, is its

association with strong subordination to censorship, which seems to accompany it from almost the
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beginning, causing many problems to filmmakers'. Of course it is not an Indian invention, but the
governmental certificate, shown at the beginning of every movie, makes the work of the censors
from Subcontinent more visible than those from other places. At the same time, as rightly observed
by Mira Nair, whose film Kama Sutra: A Tale of Love (1996) met many difficulties, before it finally got
permission to be shown to Indian audience, the situation in the Subcontinent is very much
hypocritical, because the same censors, who ban some elements in one film, seem not to see them in
another and often allow to depict rampant vulgarity, especially in so called romantic songs
(Mohammed 1997, 34). Indeed, the censorship office in India is a really powerful institution, which
appeared early, with first Cinematograph Bill introduced already by colonial administration in 1917.
Then, with no objections of the Indian members of the Legislative Council, the colonial state created
the first Cinematograph Act in 1918, which was then implemented in the biggest Indian cities two
years later. The Indian government changed it after Independence, in 1949 by adding two categories
of certificates: films labeled as “A” (for adults, above 18 only), and those with “U” certificate, which
could be watched without any restrictions®. The next step was the decision to set up one, central
board, which would replace the provincial ones, and then in 1951 the Ministry of Information and
Broadcasting established the Central Board of Film Censors. However it is 1952 that is considered to
be the year of birth of Indian censorship in the form it is known today, when the consolidate statue
called the Cinematograph Act of 1952 was created (Mehta 2012, 28-34). The Act established the
Central Board of Film Certification (CBFC) by claiming that film censorship is necessary, because the
film is a medium much more popular than literature or theater, and therefore has an impact on all
people, often, or maybe foremost, the uneducated masses, who may sometimes become very easily
confused by what is reality and what belongs to the screen fiction. Therefore, even if the majority of
audience watched and still watches films just for entertainment, the members of the government
thought that the things seen on the screen might have a big impact on the tastes of the viewers and
their outlook on life (Mehta 2012, 33). It seems that this, rather controversial record, which treats the
majority of habitants of the Subcontinent as very naive people, with not much understanding of the

nature of the cinematic spectacle, has in fact some deeper meaning, and it was not caused by just the

! For a detailed history of CBCF in India see: Bhowmik 2012, 33-65.

> The other two are: “U/A” label, which means: universal with adult supervision, and “S” for specialized films,
created for doctors, etc. with some elements of scientific purpose (Ganti 2009, 91). There are of course similar
limitations in other countries as well, but in India they seem to be more confined, especially against nudity and

SeX.
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popularity of the medium and its easy accessibility. CBFC simply discovered’ that in fact it is much
easier to believe in the truth of what is seen in the cinema hall, than in case of, for example, the
theater. Today’s film experience has changed a lot since the first show, but even if nobody runs away,
seeing an arriving train on the screen, cinematic stories are still treated as factual by many
spectators. The perception of the film world is obviously constrained by the frame of the screen, but,
because of the natural aspect of photography, the viewer perceives the presented story as the world
around him, so it’s easy for him to accept the screen reality and move it to everyday life. That’s why,
despite the fact that montage, close ups, other elements of the cinematic language, and even the very
process of creation of the movie is much more conventional than, for example, the theater
performance, film is the medium, which still seems to be much more “real” to the audience than any
story shown on the stage, and, as such, had always big impact on its viewers. Of course today the
situation changes again, and cinema is slowly beginning to lose its “truth” upon the television, which
seems to have better methods of manipulation with its reality show formula or documentary series
about co called everyday life, but that is a topic for another discussion.

The most important issues for the Indian film censors are: sex, violence and politics*. However,

as Monika Mehta rightly observes, sexuality was, and still may be seen as the key element of the

* Some film theorist, especially from France, has also noticed this interesting fact from almost the beginning of scientific
reflection on the film. For more information see: Ervin Panofsky, Style and Medium in the Motion Picture (1934), Hugo
Miinstenberg, The Photoplay (1916), Rudolf Arnheim, Film als Kunst (1933), Henri Wallon, De quelques problémes psycho-
psychosociologiques que pose le cinéma (1947), Jean Jacques Rinieri, L'impression de réalité et les phénoménes de croyance (1953),
Albert Michotte van den Berck, Le caractére de “réalité” des projections cinématographiques (1948), Cesare Musatti, Les
phénoménes stéréocinéthiques et les effets stéréoscopiques du cinéma normal (1957), Emile Schaub-Koch, Supervie du cinéma (1947),
René Zazzo, Espace, mauvment et cinémascope (1954), R.C. Oldfield, Perception visuelle des images animées (1947), Jean Mitry,
Esthétique et psychologie du cinéma (1963), Christian Metz, A propos de l'impression de réalité au cinéma (1965), Le film de fiction et
son spectateur (1975), Jean Louis Baudry, Cinéma effets idéologiques produits par l'appareil du base (1970), Edgar Morin, Le cinéma
ou I’homme imaginaire (1958), Michel Marie, Impression de réalité (1979), Stephen Heath, Questions of cinema (1981).

*The whole list includes: (1) anti-social activities such as violence; (2) the modus operandi of criminals; (3)
scenes showing: involvement of children in violence as victims or as perpetrators or as forced witness to
violence, children as being subjected to any form of child abuse, abuse or ridicule of physically and mentally
handicapped persons, needless cruelty to animals; (4) pointless or avoidable scenes of violence; (5) scenes which
have the effect of justifying or glorifying drinking; (6) scenes tending to encourage or justify drug addiction and
consumption of tobacco; (7) vulgarity, obscenity or depravity; (8) dual meaning words as obviously cater to
baser instincts; (9) scenes degrading or denigrating women in any manner; (10) scenes involving sexual
violence against women like attempt to rape, rape or any form of molestation or scenes of a similar nature, and
if any such incidence is germane to the theme, they shall be reduced to the minimum and no details are shown;
(11) scenes showing sexual perversions and if such matters are germane to the theme they shall be reduced to

the minimum with no details; (12) visuals or words contemptuous of racial, religious or other groups; (13)
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disputes about censorship in Indian cinema, and it seems to be the worst “enemy” of moral values.
The distinction between elements being part of Indian and other traditions may be then the reason
why sometimes Indian censors use double standards for Indian and Western films, and let the foreign
movies show much more than Indian ones can, but in any explanations of censors about their
decision of banning some scenes it is always clear that it is the women’s body, which is marked as the
sexual one, and it has become both, the symbol of so called “Indian tradition”, and the threat to it
(Mehta 2012, 16-17). The observation of Mehta may be not much surprising in the context of female
body, the most interesting elements of many definitions, used by Indian censors, are however those,
which seem to imply that some of the citizens of India need to be cared of, just like children and that
the “Indian tradition” started to be used as a very wide, and comfortable term because of being in fact
very hard to define. The mentioned Mira Nair’s film was also inspired by the text of Vatsyayana,
which is part of Indian tradition, but it seems that the cinema and censors from the Subcontinent
entangled themselves in a rather difficult situation, which makes them both: willingly referring to
the tradition or glorious old times, and showing it on the screen, but at the same time making a very
clear choice of material, which considers to be this tradition. In effect, although the majority of
laymen from every part of the world sees India primarily as the birthplace of the Kamasttra, India
itself tries to push this element to the margins of its culture, especially when it comes to cinema, and
often uses a very Victorian method to decide what is proper and what is not. This schizophrenic
situation, in which colonial values suddenly became more important, than some elements of old
tradition, the one which should be preserved, causes many difficulties to film directors.

The struggle with the Central Board of Film Certification is usually a very hard task. Some artists
try to sue censors, while others seem to have much better idea by inventing all sorts of ways to get
around censorship, and show on the screen exactly what they intend. They don’t have to do it all the
time, because, what is also very common behavior, being probably the most frustrating thing for
many filmmakers, is the fact that the work of many censors usually miss any rules, and most of their
opinions are dependent on their personal whims. For example, no one had cut the famous waterfall

scene from the film Ram Teri Ganga Maili (Raj Kapoor 1985), in which the breast of actress Mandakini is

visuals or words which promote communal, obscurantist, anti-scientific and anti-national attitude; (14) calling
in question the sovereignty and integrity of India; (15) jeopardy or endanger of the security of the State; (16)
strain of friendly relations with foreign States; (17) endanger of public order; (18) scenes that tend to create
scorn, disgrace or disregard of rules or undermine the dignity of court; (19) showing national symbols and
emblems in accordance with the provisions of the Emblems and Names (Prevention of Improper Use) Act, 1950
(Bose 2005, VII-X).
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visible, while at the same time the work of much more innocent directors have been treated harshly.
The truth is also, however, that established artists, such as Raj Kapoor, were often left alone by
censors, because of their status and international stardom, but not only them; on the other hand low-
budget films, in which there are no stars, and therefore those that would not attract large crowds to
theaters, are also usually considered slightly more leniently (Mehta 2012, 19). It is also worth noticing
here that violence in Indian cinema is treated much more comfortably than sex, especially the
domestic one, which seems not to be problematic for censors at all.

However, as already mentioned, one of the most dangerous elements about which Indian
censorship seems to be extremely sensitive is eroticism, and the reason of this strong alert may lie in
the fact that it is also the most desired part of the cinema itself. The uniqueness of communicating
with film lies in the fact that it allows the viewer to enjoy the great pleasure of voyeurism’. The
audience lost in the darkness of movie theaters sees only part of the picture, as if they spied through
binoculars and there is nothing more thrilling than watching private and forbidden things. This is a
big problem for filmmakers who are tightly constrained by the rules of censorship and, after
spending so much money for making the film, they need to provide pleasure to the audience to get
their invested money back. So they have invented various tricks by which they manage to bypass
censorship.

The most widely used ways to trick the censors are movie songs, so often held in no esteem,
especially in the West. The inclusion of six or more songs in Bollywood films may make them similar
to the genre of Hollywood musicals, but while both film music and film songs are diegetic, only songs
are the product for sale, used in promotional videos. Additionally the songs from Bollywood films are
often shot in exotic locations and can present many festivals, which allows them, as Jayson Beaster-
Jones observes, to be the dominant element in the field of Indian popular music. They are also very
often associated not only with the singers and music directors but with actors as well and, although
viewers know that actors don’t sing in the film, they would find in many music stores not only
compilation albums of the “songs of R.D. Burman” who was a music composer or the “song of Kishore
Kumar”, a famous singer, but also “songs of Raj Kapoor” or the “songs of Sridevi” who being actors
never sang anything themselves (Beaster-Jones 2009, 427-429).

The first sound films, not only in India were very much intoxicated with music and the
possibilities offered by the presentation of dance on screen. Classic Hollywood scheme, by which

most musicals of the thirties and forties were made, was to tell the story of a group of people trying

® See Mulvey 2009, 14-27.
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to put a show on a stage, who after some initial failures, achieved great success. Indian filmmakers,
even if, especially in later years, they were inspired by the American achievements in this area, were
never interested in these types of stories. They focused mainly on love affairs, mixed with a few songs
to entertain their audience. The inspiration for these rich musical interludes became, as emphasized
by historians of cinema, home theater, which also began to provide themes for the stories to
filmmakers. What is however unique in Indian cinema is the fact, rightly observed by Sangita
Shresthova, that dance sequences, accompanying film songs, have been one of the most important
part of mainstream cinema in India for a long time, and there are even some examples of silent films
showing that many rhythmically choreographed scenes existed already in those screen stories
(Shresthova 2011: 12), which may sound a little bit strange but was probable in the time when live
music was played in cinema theatres during shows.

At the same time it is necessary to remember also that being an actor and especially an actress
was a very problematic thing in the first years of Indian cinema and this situation had also an impact,
not only on the form of the Indian film, but also on the censors’ concern about the new medium.
There are many anecdotes about not only famous courtesans, but even common prostitutes refusing
to play in first films, which is beautifully shown for example in the Harishchandrachi Factory (Paresh
Mokashi 2009), the film about Dadasaheb Phalke, the pioneer of Indian cinema. In this difficult
situation, as Neepa Majumdar notes, the first women, who played in Indian movies, were actresses of
English background, because at that time cinema was perceived as a moral taint, and only after the
appearance of the first Muslim and then Hindu women it came to be seen as a more respectable thing
(Majumdar 2010, 6). Cinema in the twenties was thus dominated by such girls as: Patience Cooper,
Ermeline, Madhuri (Beryl Klaison), Sita Devi (Irene Gasper), Sulochana (Ruby Meyers)®, and others.
The female sex appeal in the twenties was never again equaled or surpassed in the next fifty years;
there were passionate kisses and revealing dresses, which started to vanish slowly with the
appearance of the sound and other heroines (foreign actresses couldn’t speak Indian languages).
However, it is important to note that even in the times of the Anglo Indian women’s domination on
the screen, there were also some exceptions, like: Gauhar, Sultana, Zubeida, Shehzadi, Fatima, Sharifa,
Tara, Dulari and Nalini, who were actresses of Indian origin, but still Muslim, not Hindu. The entry of
Hindu girls, especially those from upper classes and castes like: Durga Khote (first Brahmin actress),

Devika Rani and Leela Chitnis toned down the previous, open approach in films. They still did kiss in

¢ Sulochana, awarded the 1973 Dada Saheb Phalke Award - India’s highest cinema award for lifetime achievement, was a real

star of silent era, earning 5000 rupees as monthly salary, which was a fortune that time (Sharma 1992, 3).
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movies, but exposure of the body was limited. The talkies also brought soft, sexy and suggestive
voice, which became another aspect of sex appeal. At that time playback was not established yet and
singing actresses were the norm. It was the only period then, when physical appearance played
second role to singing skills, that’s why Nurjehan for instance could achieve unmatched stardom in
spite of her obesity (Sharma 1992, 3).

With the Independence and accomplished playback singers the situation changed and cinema
started to emphasize “Indian” values with new codes to express sexual tension (Somaaya, Kothari,
Madangarli 2012, 11). Filmmakers began to learn from other traditions, referring especially to the
work of the courtesans, who were great performers of that time and, like some big stars of the screen
today, were often subject of both: admiration and resentment. Therefore, as rightly observed by Ira
Bhaskar, one of the most common types of conventional screen songs started to be mujra, performed
primarily by courtesans, being used mainly in films about them. Of course, courtesans and mujra
shown in films are not necessarily related with Islam, however, since the Muslim aristocracy and
Lucknow have such a huge impact on Bollywood cinema, dance numbers performed by a courtesan
were usually immediately connected with Islam in the minds of creators and audience. Exceptions did
occur, already before Independence, for example in Nartaki (Debaki Bose 1940), Chitralekha (Kidar
Sharma 1941), Raj Nartaki (Madhu Bose 1941), and later, in the sixties (for instance: Chitralekha
repeated by Kidar Sharma in 1964, and Amrapali by Leh Tandon made in 1966) embedded in pre-
Islamic times, which refer rather to the tradition of courtly and temple dancers (rdja nartaki, devadasi)
in their presentation of courtesan figures (Bhaskar, Allen 2009, 45), and which were used in different
purposes. It is however impossible to show public women only, so, in spite of some exceptions like
shocking appearance of Begum Para wearing trousers and T-shirt or Nalini Jayant in a one-piece
swimming suit, shown in films of that time, new, restrained Bollywood cinema has developed the so-
called item number, wishing to provide a little thrill to the audience.

Item number or item song is a song that does not have any connection with an action of the film or
may just have a little correlation with the story. It is used primarily to attract a larger audience to the
cinema or to help promote the musical blockbuster. Item number is usually a song combined with a
sensual dance, performed by a character, who is quite unrelated to the storyline. This could be, for
example, a cabaret dancer, who appears just at the time, when the hero looks into the night
sanctuary, as is shown in the film Barsaat (Raj Kapoor 1949), a beautiful Gypsy girl entertaining a
group of outlaws as it is in the later Sholay (Ramesh Sippy 1975) or a woman, who plans to impair
alertness of a dangerous criminal while waiting for the police, an example of which is the famous item

number from the movie Don (Chandra Barot 1978) performed by Helen and repeated by Kareena
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Kapoor 28 years later in the remake of Don made by Farhan Akhtar. The additional role of item number,
being first of all connected with vamps, and the reason why it usually passes censorship, is its role in
emphasizing the difference between a Hindu “morality” and Western “evilness”, which is not so
simple because cinema itself mixes national elements with Western incorporations. As Neepa
Majumdar notes, post independence Hindi films usually show West as a place, where there is no space
for traditional values, and where culture is corrupted by decadence, signified by whisky, bikinis and
prominently an uncontrolled sexuality, but at the same time all these elements have big visual
potential, which is desired and then exploited in song and dance sequences (Majumdar 2010, 191).
That’s why many item numbers show cabaret dancers or other women, with strong associations with
the West. It is also not coincidental that the most famous item girls of Indian screen were Cuckoo and
Helen, both of mixed origins: the first was an Anglo-Indian actress, the second of Franco-Burmese
descent. As Jerry Pinto remarks in his biography of the most famous item girl, Helen appeared in times
when memsahibs were not distant memory in Subcontinent, and while they were never real white
goddesses to all Indian men, as some Britons wanted to see them, there was still an old colonial
hangover of the woman, whom you could not touch, because she belonged to the ruling class. And,
according to Pinto, it was not simply the fascination of white skin, but it had a deeper root in the
situation where forbidden becomes so attractive simply because of its being forbidden, and if the
heroine of the film was the ethereally unavailable Hindu woman, there had to be also an object of
male lust, which made item girls the ideal vamps. Even if other dancers like Azoori and Kuldeep Kaur
were less “foreign” than Helen or Cuckoo, they were still not Hindu women, and it took many years
since Independence before a Hindu vamp became accepted in the form of Bindu in late 1960s (Pinto
2006, 47-49).

The vamp remains popular in sixties, having sometimes even more screen space than heroine
and providing the sexuality that the heroine was not allowed to show. As the authors of Mother,
Maiden, Mistress observe, the fact, that the country was ruled by the powerful figure of Indira Gandhi
was not a reflection of the status of women in Indian cinema (Somaaya, Kothari, Madangarli 2012, 45).
At that time however some professional dancers, like Padmini, Vyjayanthimala or Waheeda Rahman,
become popular, which pushes filmmakers to look for new themes, connected with classical era. Even
if heroines, played by those actresses, wear sometimes a very daring outfit, like for example Amrapali
in mentioned Leh Tandon’s film, their dance, being “classical”, seems to be less vulgar and as such,
appropriate for the protagonist (Shankar 1966, 25). The introduction of colour infused interest in
costumes and beautiful sets. The sari remained dominant, but with the new way of double-wrapping.

It was bound twice tightly above the knees, with the pleads opening like a fan below, causing
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difficulties in walking. The heroine could take only short steps, but the sway of her hips widely
increased. The vamp’s dresses were similar to the cabaret or Latin American carnival costumes, and
despite of the daring scene from An Evening in Paris (Shakti Samanta 1967), in which Sharmila Tagore
wears bikini, the division between “good” girls and vamps persists. The heroine of that time is
glamorous and there is not much place for the girl-next-door, which disappears for some times
(Somaaya, Kothari, Madangarli 2012, 59-62).

The sexual revolution of 1970s influenced popular cinema, in which there was no need for vamp
any more. In this period the female protagonist started to be exposed like never before, thanks to
miniskirts and short frocks, because at that time “good” women could often wear western clothes
without punishment. Of course some stories, like Purab aur Paschim (Manoj Kumar 1970) show the
transformation of the heroine, who wears short skirts on the beginning and then turn to “decent
women” preferring sari, but her past behavior (which included drinking alcohol and smoking
cigarettes), and costumes do not spoil her reputation, which is a new element. In other stories
however, like Hare Rama, Hare Krishna (Dev Anand 1971), the heroine commits suicide after spending
some time with Hippies, so we cannot say that at that time, and in any other decade, there was only
one way of presenting heroines, although there was some standard. Item numbers, previously
performed mostly by vamps, remain after their disappearance, but they can’t be identified with
negative characters any more. The new item girls are the mentioned dancers, who are not related with
the story, like the Gypsy girl from Sholay. The most important is however the fact, that the viewer
recognizes actresses specializing in such dances, and when he sees their name on film poster, he
knows that there will be a “hot scene” in the movie. Item number takes also a new form since some
authors manages to weave this kind of entertainment into the film narrative, which provides
additional pleasure, being performed by the main character of the story, the girl already known to
the audience. Such a procedure is not an easy task, requiring some favorable circumstances, and one
of them is a situation, in which the character is used as bait, and forced to pretend to be a dancer to
gain the trust of the villain. The motives of the girl are usually good, so no one can accuse her of
misconduct, even if the situation requires her to wear a skimpy outfit. An excellent example of such
use of item number is the Khalnayak made by Subhash Ghai in 1993, a later, but also legendary movie
thanks to its item song Choli Ke Peechhe Kya Hai (What is under the blouse?), which became a huge hit
after the censors ordered it to be cut from the film. Despite all objections Khalnayak finally passed by
the censors, who conceded that the song could be controversial, but only at the time when it is taken
out of context. Another, quite untoward way to trick the censors, and to introduce the item song in the

film was always the use of Holi, popular mostly in older films. Incorporation of the rituals associated
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with this festival is a very good excuse to show romance between main characters, and by the way let
the hero touch his beloved with impunity, while sprinkling her with colored powder. Spraying water,
which accompanies the fun, additionally emphasizes the shapes of the heroine, dressed of course in
white, as tradition dictates, and since Holi is the festival, during which any prohibition and social
conduct are forgotten for one day, film characters resort to a variety of activities that are commonly
banned by the censors, such as the treatment of longitudinal sprinklers as phallic symbol, or the full
text undertones. One of the best examples of that strategy is Silsila, made by Yash Chopra in 1981, a
story about a married man (Amitabh Bachchan), who is in love with another woman (Rekha). During
the festival the hero shows great affection toward the girl he loves, which helps his wife to
understand that he may be involved in relationship with the other woman. The film story may be not
so daring as it looks, since viewers know that the hero met his beloved before he got married with the
other girl, his dead friend’s fiancée, just because she was pregnant, but the Holi sequence became
very famous because of the out screen romance between Amitabh Bachchan and Rekha, and the fact,
that Jaya Bachchan, the real wife of the actor, plays his wife in the film.

The only problem with the item number, however, seems to be its usual association with a
particular place and time, by being played for both: the eyes of the hero of the film, and the audience
gathered in the cinema. It is always a particular performance unfolding in here and now, which does
not give filmmakers so much freedom as in the making of its famous successors, which is the dream
sequence. The difference between an item number and a dream sequence is often very much blurred,
because both shows have exactly the same objective, which is to provide voyeuristic pleasure to the
viewer. However, it seems that a dream sequence, at least for a time, was a much spicier element than
an item number. The heyday of the dream sequence occurred in the 1990s, but dreams of film characters
naturally appeared in some movies before. It is hard to say when the first dream sequence was shown,
because we can find some examples already in classical movies, like Awaara (Raj Kapoor 1951) with
one of the most famous dreams of the Indian screen, presented in the form of an eight minutes long
song, or Jagte Raho (Amit Maitra, Sombhu Mitra 1956), the story about a poor villager, who comes to a
big city, wanders in the night looking for water, and then is lost in a big building. Accused of being a
thief, he tries to hide, enters different apartments and meets different people. One of them is a
drunken husband, who has just come home after visiting a brothel. He asks his wife to sing for him
and, being bored by her sad, traditional song, plays more cheerful, modern tunes. The villager tries to
escape while the drunken husband sees his wife in him, dressed as a courtesan and performing a
seductive dance. This scene explains exactly what the dream sequence is; the drunk man sees things,

which are not part of the reality, but the spectator sees them both, which gives him additional
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pleasure with no harm to the female character, who is shown in a courtesan outfit, but in fact she
hasn’t done anything immoral.

The 1980s were not a very favorable period in the film history, not just in India. During this time,
through the development of video technology, the audience stopped going to the cinema, preferring
domestic screenings. The new situation caused the development of the production of cheaper-made
movies, shot only for the video. The films that henceforth began to appear in the cinemas
significantly changed its structure as well. Most of the Indian cinemagoers in the 1980s was an
audience originating from the lowest casts, whose tastes differed very much from other viewers. Of
course, they used to watch the movies before, but only now they become the majority. Not wanting to
discourage their new audience, the filmmakers have begun to adjust their work to the plebeian tastes,
which caused the huge popularity of the violent stories, or mad, senseless comedies (Lipka-Chudzik
2009, 253-254). The films made at that time show physical violence against women, which then slowly
vanish thanks to new chapter in Bollywood film history with family sagas and virtuous heroines
appearing in 1990s. The popularity of dream sequence at that time was first of all the result of social
changes caused by enormous popularity of willingly watched music videos on MTV. From the mid
1980s there was slow development of commercial media with colour television, home videos and then
the Internet. At the same time this is this period, especially from 1992 to 1995, that was characterized
by a huge number of letters to CBFC describing the potential danger of violence and vulgarity in
Hindi cinema. Filmmakers were the people often blamed for many violent crimes, sexual harassment
and any other degenerations of Indian society, and this situation was cleverly used by some political
parties like BJP to mobilize public outrage and panic regarding any sexual elements in films (Bose
2010, 69-76). In those circumstances it is not hard to imagine the influence of that political situation
on cinema. The attempt of producing only “moral” films caused the development of the dream
sequence which is a show performed by the characters of films, and though it remains as detached
from the story as the item number, usually confirms the viewer’s belief that the characters have great
affection to each other. In the 1990s the image of a modest and pious virgin became again very
important for every film heroine, which did not leave too much space for any thrilling elements.
However, because the spectator, as already stated, is always very eager towards deeper excitement,
which doesn’t change in any political situation, the dream sequence became a perfect godsend, because

with it a girl-next-door could suddenly afford to freely express her erotic potentiality’. In the 1990s

7 Censorship is often contradictory, since the fact that the hero has such dreams means that he is prone to sexual

excitement, which is not a bad thing, but should be, if one wants to say that movies cause sexual violence and the like.

127



Tatiana Szurlej — Items Girls and Objects of Dreams

screen vamps and villains were already dead and since there was no need for vamp for a long time
already, nobody seemed to remember that in 1970s many film heroines could do many things which
were forbidden before, like drinking, smoking or having sexual relationship with the hero before
marriage. Suddenly however there was no place for this kind of freedom, and not even for any
anarchic potential of love, which was always a strong part of any Hindi film. Now every hero was of
course able to win the fight with many bad characters but still he could marry his beloved only after
the permission of her father. As Thessa Mooij notes, anarchy is a luxury only few people can afford in
real life, which makes it so vulnerable for cinema themes (Mooij 2006, 32); still in that time Bollywood
cinema forgot about its old vamps, great heroines and scary villains and chose to present family
dramas with not much space for sex appeal. In those films the dream sequence was a projection of the
fantasy of a hero, who dreams about his loved one. He sees her, therefore, in not necessarily modest
circumstances, but everything is all right and there is nothing against the girl’s morality, because the
whole scene is only a dream. This way of presentation is evident in the song Suraj Hua Madham from
the movie Kabhi Khushi, Kabhie Gham (Karan Johar 2001), in which the characters suddenly move from
Delhi to Egypt and perform the passionate dance over there. These dream sequences were one of the
performances that brought a bad name to Bollywood and its songs, which are often believed to have
come on suddenly and completely without any logic, taking heroes to the farthest corners of the
world (Gopal, Sen 2008, 147). The detachment from reality, also in geographical terms, is very
important, created simply to highlight the fact that this is now a dream and just because of that the
characters behave so freely. The new type of presentation allows also for dynamic montage, and
frequent changes of costume, which was impossible in the previous item number, because anything is
possible in one’s dream.

Both film songs formulas, the item number and the dream sequence are so rooted in the
consciousness of filmmakers and viewers, that sometimes they appear even in the works that criticize
them. Perhaps this is why even censorship often quite unconsciously turns a blind eye to certain
things, because those elements are so heavily inscribed in the entertainment, being the key
determinant of successful production since 1970’s. A good example of evidence of this phenomenon is
the story shown in The Dirty Picture, a movie made in 2011 by Milan Luthria showing the life of the
famous South Indian item girl. The film quite clearly criticizes all the film tricks showing woman’s
body and providing cheap entertainment for a crowd, but at the same time it also shows what is
criticized, which is a very intelligent procedure, similar to the one used in Jagte Raho, that allows
filmmakers to provide the same entertainment they find at fault, because, as already mentioned, this

is the best way to attract the audience. In telling the story of their infamous character filmmakers
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show her outrageous behavior in snippets of hot scenes of the movies where the actress plays, which
has of course an explanation in the story and cannot be treated as a vulgar exposure of the body. At
some point, however, the film protagonist and another character, a movie director, fell in love, and
he dreams of her dancing in a rather boldly-cut gown, which is exactly the same cheap entertainment
against which the film is about, this time however incorporated quite uncritically. This situation
reminds of another one, described by Shoma A. Chatterji, who shares a very interesting observation
in her book about women in cinema, when she writes about the famous or infamous Bandit Queen
(Shekhar Kapur 1994), the story of Phoolan Devi. One of many controversies about this film was
showing the stripped heroine forced to bring water from the well, which was of course a very
important part of the story, being one of the reasons of the later Behmai massacre, committed next to
the same well by previously tortured and perpetually raped Phoolan, but at the same time in
Chatterji’s opinion this scene can be seen as another assault of real Phoolan Devi, who was alive at the
time when the film was made (Chatterji 1998 150). More than that, since this scene was the only
reason to see the film for many spectators and Bandit Queen is often being advertised as the first
Indian film showing a naked woman?®, it can also be seen as a kind of cheap entertainment that turned
the attention of the audience from other important elements of the story. Of course, it was probably
no intention of Shekhar Kapur to make this kind of entertainment from his story, but this example
shows very well that popular movies, or those that, as Bandit Queen, became popular among the
masses, are always first of all considered to be such entertainment, no matter what the intention of
filmmakers is. Probably this is the reason why the reaction of censors is sometimes too much
hysterical and other times they don’t react at all being fooled by skillfully added item number or dream
sequence.

Currently, cinema seems to again move away from the dream sequence to the item number, which
is becoming more and more popular due to the guest appearances of stars and their special way of
performance, being first of all a presentation of the perfect body, especially of the female stars. This
new kind of entertainment is a result of the fact that most Indian actresses today are subjected to
numerous plastic surgeries as contemporary cinema favors the type of beauty assimilating screen
stars to Barbie dolls. In the 1950s and 1960s, the situation was quite different, and despite the
existence of real beauties, onscreen personality was much more important than the appearance of

the actresses. Considered one of the finest contemporary women, Madhubala had a little crooked,

® The scene showing full frontal nudity appears already in English version of Girish Karnad’s Utsav (1984), which could be

however unnoticed, because the Hindi version of the film, which was showed in India, is devoid of this element.
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ironic smile, but her perfectly oval face and expressive eyes were enough for the audience. Nargis, in
turn, had gaps between her teeth, boyish figure and short hair, but she was the goddess of the screen
due to her acting skills. The dance itself also changed a lot from moving the necks and eyes in 1950s
and adding some small movements of hands in 1960s and 1970s. In 1980s there came the disco era, but
as Sangita Shresthova notes people were still not much glamorous or at least not that much as in
Hollywood at that time. The Bollywood dancers were not really fit and there were often mistakes in
the chorus line. The change came with the film Dil To Pagal Hai (Yash Chopra 1997) where for the first
time in Bollywood film history professional dancers were used. Since then nobody wants imperfect
bodies any more (Shresthova 2011, 46-47), which has an impact not only on film stars, but very often
also on the acting quality. Of course it doesn’t mean that good-looking people cannot be good actors
and actresses, but this kind of emphasis changed the whole film formula, which started to be more
kind of a show than a screen story. Interestingly, in spite of being a quite new way of entertainment,
for many spectators this and only this is real Bollywood, and they are really surprised when they see
old films and find out that there were Indian movies in which the story was the most important
element.

The look for glamorous heroes and heroines changed also the way of thinking in the middle and
upper class in India. The first changes in body consciousness started in early 1980s and were at least
in part motivated by the discussion around India’s hosting of the Asian Games in 1982. During the
preparations it became evident that many Indians are in a very bad shape, in danger to be
overweight, which may sound strange in the country where there is such big percentage of
malnourishment. Then, in early 1990s beauty contests appeared as one more factor which helped
Indian people to think more about the physical beauty and when in 1994 Sushmita Sen won the
international Miss Universe contest and then Aishwarya Rai Bachchan the Miss World competition,
this double victory lead Indian women to think that their beauty is their asset (Shresthova 2011, 56-
59). The film characters of that times helped to create this way of thinking and may have long-lasting
effects on on-screen image of the ideal, passive Indian heroine who had little opportunity to show
anything than her beautiful face. Indian cinema in 1990s glorifies Sati and Savitri’ as ideal heroines
and all differences between them are based on their relations with men; they can appear as good
daughters, sisters, wives and mothers. No matter of their role, those characters rather appear than

act (Kabir 2001, 56). In effect since a long time (twenty years is quite a long time for the medium

° Some scholars add Sita to that list as well.
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which is a hundred years 0ld™) the film heroine was required only to look nice, a lot of actresses
made the look their greatest asset, which of course does not mean that there are no talented women
in Indian cinema, although it is actually hard to meet them too often. The pursuit of the perfect look
is reflected in the mentioned extremely popular guest star appearances, which can be recently found
in many mainstream productions. It is a new type of item number, which like its predecessor is not
related to the action of the movie, but which, however shows viewers the well-known figure seen not
only in other films, but also in the popular magazines.

The good examples of such performances are the guest appearances of: Deepika Padukone in the
film Dum Maaro Dum (Rohan Sippy 2011), Shilpa Shetty in Dostana (Tarun Mansukhani 2008),
Aishwarya Rai Bachchan in Bunty aur Babli (Shaad Ali 2005) or Urmila Matondkar in Ram Gopal Varma
Ki Aag (Ram Gopal Varma 2007), which is indeed a repetition of the famous item number from the film
Sholay performed by Helen in 1975. On the occasion of the last show, however, it is easy to see the
difference between the old and the current item number. It is not a dress that is as stingy as before or
voluptuous movements in former and current performers; the main difference lies in the fact that
the modern temptress from item songs seems to be in some way similar to the women from dream
sequence, for which dancing skills were not so important as the name and face. In the previous item
number, performed in Sholay there is a Gypsy girl dancing next to the fire in the forest, in front of
dangerous criminals. The scene is ascetic, with a very static montage and not much instruments used
in the song to make it more natural, and the only motion is the girl’s sensual dance. The new version
of the song shows again dangerous criminals who go to the forest, but this time they suddenly
become part of some video clip with many instruments, lights like in a nightclub and girls in the
waterfall. This time there are more dancers swaying in the water and Urmila Matodkar prefers to
rather stay in different sexy poses than to really dance. There is a dynamic montage with extreme
close-ups showing different parts of the dancer’s body and perfect make up, which tries to mask the
lack of dancing skills, and probably that’s why the filmmakers decided that their Gipsy girl will not
only dance but also sing, which might explain her rather static performance. The guest appearance of
Urmila Matodkar was probably not enough for filmmakers, who decided to put another one, Abhishek
Bachchan, in the song. Moreover, in one moment the villain himself also starts to dance, which makes
the scene more ridiculous than actually sexy, especially after comparing it with the original one. The
special appearance may be similar to the item number, even if the difference lays in the fact that guest

stars are not permanent item persons, but they become ones when they are guests. Item girls were

' India celebrated 100 years of cinema in 2013.
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famous, and when they appeared on the screen, audience knew exactly that there is a sexy dance
break now. There is a similar way of presenting guest stars; they are not part of the screen story, they
are recognizable, but this time there are also Indians, known as pious heroines from other films, and
even if they, as guests, come to the film just as bodies, these bodies must be treated in a little
different way. With the development of the media and the growing number of celebrities, who are
famous simply because they are, the sexiest part of modern Indian stars seems to be their name.
Thanks to the development of Indian star-system, most of newcomers are children of stars or film
directors. Some of them are well known, being shown in film magazines already as children, and thus
much more open to media than their parents. In this situation, censorship is not even too much of
the fight, not only due to the fact that Bollywood moves away from popular, especially in the 1990s
false portraying of women as incarnations of Sita (Chatterji 1998, 31), but also because censorship
itself seems to be obsolete in the Internet age, where only one click is enough to have access to
everything, against which the censors are.

Item number and dream sequence, as already shown, usually present women'’s performance but
interestingly, as Charu Gupta notes, recently there are also some films which offer visual pleasure to
the female spectators by presenting sexualized male bodies in the form of nude images of Shah Rukh
Khan in Om Shanti Om (Farah Khan 2007) and Ranbir Raj Kapoor in Saawariya (Sanjay Leela Bhansali
2007) (Gupta 2007, 19), but this, quite marginal erotic spectacle is slightly different from the one
presented by the female characters and being rather a kind of playing with the cinematic
conventions. Both films, Saawariya and Om Shanti Om appeared at almost the same time and both show
a man’s naked body. It is however hard to agree with Charu Gupta’s opinion about erotic spectacle for
female viewer in case of the performance of Ranbir Raj Kapoor who stays in front of the big window
wearing only a towel and then suddenly takes it off. This is more a little surprising moment than a
real delight, maybe because this performance is a song, not a dance and in spite of showing naked
body, Ranbir Kapoor slightly moves, and the montage is too static to treat this song as a real item
number, which requires some motion. The dance of Shah Rukh Khan is different, being a typical dream
sequence, similar to the mentioned one of Urmila Matodkar, with many changes of clothes, close-ups
and sexy poses. The actor, who is not a very good dancer, rather presents his newly made muscles,
created especially for the film, than really dances, but apparently he moves more than the hero of
Saawariya.

As already mentioned, first heroines of Indian screen were Western women, who were not
ashamed of working in the films and doing the job, which was refused even by Indian prostitutes as

something too shameful. At that time also there were more Western films shown in India than Indian
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ones, but in 1920s Britons from England and India started to protest against screening foreign movies
in the Subcontinent because of sexualized presentation of white women at that time. This kind of
presentation would, in their opinion, undermine the moral authority of England, and by showing
white women as an object sexually available they could be cause of molestation of Western women by
“wild, brown men”. That was, as Neepa Majumdar notes, probably the only time when the protestor
asked for censorship not because of the content of the films but because of the audience (Majumdar
2010, 29). Today the situation changed and maybe no one really needs to watch Western films in India
so much, and India is one of those rare countries in which, as rightly described by Chowskey, “the all-
conquering ashwamedh [asvamedha] of Hollywood was successfully stopped” (Chowskey 2012, 44), but
there is still a strong need to watch Western bodies. This need always existed and was the reason
why, as already mentioned, the most famous item girls were of foreign origin. The most interesting
thing however is the fact that today this tendency didn’t disappear, and, as observed by Sangita
Shresthova the Indian audience still wants to see “half-naked skimpy-clad white women”. There is
then no coincidence that Western dancers wear much smaller costumes than Indian ones, but their
frequent appearance on the screen however may be also the effect of Indian preference for fair skin,
which connotes higher caste and status. But of course the colour of the skin is not the only
explanation and even if in today India fair skin is still perceived to be a great asset for woman with all
the market selling special cosmetics for fairness, fair doesn’t mean white. “White” is the term
reserved historically for the British colonizers and contemporary for Caucasian foreigners. There is a
big difference between “fair” which is synonym to beauty and “white” which is evidently foreign,
reserved for chorus lines in songs (Shresthova 2011, 68-69). The female body however remains the
female body, no matter of nationality and thus the colour of the skin, so this kind of presentation is
then another way to trick the censors who may be not as restricted with foreign dancers as they
would be with the Indian ones. As it can be seen from this aspect, some things haven’t changed in
Bollywood much since when the Western actresses, who played in the films in the beginning, were
replaced by Indian ones. Of course, as Priti Ramamaurthy observes, there were also pragmatic
reasons of those changes in old times; better light replacing the earlier, eye-level one reflected off
whiter skin more effectively, or coming of sound which caused the need of actors who could speak
Indian languages, but in spite of them the most important factor was still the appearance of
mentioned Durga Khote, Devika Rani and Shanta Hublikar, all Brahmin girls, who, despite of their
status were not ashamed to enter the profession (Ramamurthy 2006, 209). Indian cinema chose its
own actresses then, but even now in some scenes there is still a need for other bodies, which are

easier to trick censors with, and dance numbers are the best methods to provide this kind of
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entertainment mainly because the dancing body doesn’t have to be part of the story. As we can then
see Indian film songs are a very important part of movies, mainly because they are the best way to
blind the censorship thanks to a special status of film song itself. Songs in Bollywood films are not
only an unnecessary, annoying addition and even if sometimes, but not often, they appear without
any logic, they are so connected with the film story that nobody sees them as an additional,
unimportant element. A very interesting example of the perception of Bollywood songs is shown in
the short letter written by a reader of “Filmfare”, one of the most popular Indian film magazines.
There is a column there, which allows the readers to share their observations about mistakes made by
filmmakers or other illogical elements, which they found particularly funny. In one of those remarks,

written about the film Salaam Namaste (Siddhart Anand 2005) we read:

Preity Zinta [who plays the heroine] is more than eight months pregnant in the song
What’s going on, yet she is shown dancing and prancing about ever so nimbly throughout
the song. Ask any eight-month pregnant woman if she can believe this! (Sinha 2005, 143).

The author of the remark is absolutely right, but at the same time she doesn’t seem to be aware
of the fact that dancing on the street is as much illogical as dancing being pregnant, so if the viewer
accepts one of those elements, he has to do the same with the other one. Still the author of the letter
accepts only the presence of song on the screen and doesn’t find impossible the situation in which a
couple looking for a shop in the middle of the night decides suddenly to sing and dance. Why?
Because this is the primary role of dancing numbers in the contemporary Bollywood cinema. Many
people who see Bollywood films for the first time often say that they don’t like the idea of songs
appearing suddenly and without any logic. They don’t seem to realize that there is a very deep logic
lying beyond film production and popular Indian cinema uses its songs to show everything that is
impossible to show in the story. Filmmakers know very well that songs are the element of fantasy,
which when used in a story about everyday life, can show things that are impossible in natural
experience'', The person who criticized a pregnant girl dancing on the screen accepts of course the
typical Bollywood film formula but at the same time probably doesn’t understand the need of this
kind of performance. She became then also a kind of victim of the cinema who is not aware of the fact
that film has taught its viewers so much of its language and iconography that they unconsciously
started to expect some things to be repeated. This may be therefore a reason why some Indian

censors, so restrictive sometimes, are very often keen to allow showing many shocking scenes only

" Lars von Trier applied a similar formal solution in his Dancer in the Dark (2000). Despite of being compared with Dil Se (Mani

Ratnam 1998), this film however refers to the rich tradition of musicals in Czechoslovakia.
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because they appear in form of a song and their decisions help then to build new stereotypes and

prejudices.
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’

There is only “Philosophy’

The case of testimony

Elisa Freschi

The present introduction summarises the debate on the epistemological value
of testimony, with a special focus on the reductionism vs. antireductionism
polemics, and situates Indian philosophers within it. One thus sees that some
Indian philosophical schools (especially Vai$esika and Buddhist epistemology)
attempted to reduce testimony to another, more fundamental, instrument of
knowledge, typically to inference, whereas others (especially Mimamsa and
Nyaya) emphasised the independent nature of testimony. The study then moves
to the problem of the criteria for a reliable speaker and discusses border-line
cases, such as that of speaking instruments (computers, clocks and the like).
Finally, it looks at some promising and open-ended topics evoked by the Indian-
European dialogue on testimony.

1. General introduction to the series’

Ideally, the panel which lies at the basis of the present collection is the first of a series of panels
dedicated to the purpose of doing “Just philosophy”. 1 chose the topic of the epistemology of
testimony because it is one of the fields where a comparison can be fruitful and where the way for
this interaction has already been paved (see next section). A further step within the same enterprise
is the series of articles edited by myself and Malcolm Keating which is appearing at regular intervals

on Journal of World Philosophies.

2. A short prehistory of the current debate

The field of the epistemology of testimony is both ancient and new in European and Anglo-American
philosophy. Given that testimony is unavoidable (we acquire from testimony most of our cognitions,
starting with our name until what most of us know about the Higgs boson), one can find scattered
remarks about it all over the history of philosophy, especially in the contexts of the philosophy of

language, of hermeneutics and of epistemology, not to speak about its treatment in the legal theory.

T am grateful to Roy Tzohar for his comments on an earlier draft of this introduction.
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However, until relatively recent there was little specialised literature about it. Apart from the
“classical” opposition between David Hume (1711-1776) and Thomas Reid (1710-1796), only a few
author such as Elizabeth Fricker (apart from her PhD thesis, Fricker 1986, one might read Fricker and
Cooper 1987 and Fricker 1982) and Antony Coady (see most of all his ground-breaking and thought-
provoking Coady 1992) wrote about the epistemology of testimony before the mid-1990s.?

What worked as a catalyser for the launch of the epistemology of testimony was, in my
reconstruction, the volume edited by Arindam Chakrabarti and Bimal Krishna Matilal (who died
before the volume could be finished) in 1994 with the title Knowing from words (Matilal and
Chakrabarti 1994)°. Matilal and Chakrabarti managed to gather some of the most interesting
Analytical philosophers and to have them reflect on a topic which is central in Indian philosophy but
was less so in European and Anglo-American philosophy. Ideally, the volume was meant as a dialogue
of Indian and Anglo-American analytical philosophers, along the lines of a previous attempt, namely
the volume Analytical Philosophy in Comparative Perspective (edited by Bimal Krishna Matilal and
Jaysankar Lal Shaw in the same prestigious Synthese Library, in 1985). The volume contributed to the
establishment of the epistemology of testimony as a separate field of epistemology. For instance,
Elizabeth Fricker’s essay in the volume, programmatically entitled Against Gullibility has been quoted
in the great part of the subsequent articles on testimony* as the paradigmatic instantiation of local
(or ‘minimal’) reductionism (about which, see infra, section 3). Further, it has contributed to the
attempts to establish a dialogic contact between Indian and Anglo-American epistemologies (see, e.g.,
Arnold 2001, reworked into the part two of Arnold 2005, where Kumarila’s and Alston’s views are
discussed side-by-side). Nonetheless, it cannot be said that it really launched a long-lasting new way
of looking at epistemology.

Among reasons for the partial failure of the 1994 volume to establish a dialogue about the topic
one might mention the traditional closure of Classical Indian philosophy (as it is practised until now),
the symmetrical closure of Analytical philosophy to whatever comes from distant times (and

languages), but perhaps also the fact that a corpus of Indian philosophical texts accessible to non-

* A longer list should include also articles dealing with related subjects, such as Lackey 1999, Welbourne 1979 (transmission
of knowledge); Hardwig 1991, Ross 1986, Webb 1993 (trust); Burge 1993 (communication).

* Note that Matilal and Chakrabarti managed to gather contributions from Coady, Fricker, Welbourne and from other
authors who had not yet written specifically on the topic of testimony but kept on doing it after 1994, such as K. Lehrer, J.
McDowell and J.N. Mohanty. Furthermore, they persuaded already influential philosophers such as G.G. Brittan, M.
Dummett, P.F. Strawson and S. Bhattacharya, to deal specifically with the issue.

* And this in many different languages and philosophical contexts. See, only exempli gratia, Bshm 2006, 23-25, 31; Origgi 2006;
Lackey 2008, chapter 5; Schindler-Wunderlich 2008, 92 and chapter 2.4.7; Brito 2012, chapter 2; Kornblith 2013, 214.
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Sanskritists (or non-Tibetologists, non-Palists, etc.) is still lacking. Thus, when, e.g., a European
philosopher after having read Sibajiban Bhattacharya’s fascinating essay wants to dwell further in the
topic of Indian Logic, she has little to refer to.

The present working group, consequently, aims at working further in the direction of creating a
philosophical dialogue on the topic of the epistemology of testimony, with some special focuses:

« We are doing “just Philosophy”, i.e., the philosophical questions should be on the foreground,
whereas the historical context, the textual material and other philological issues are discussed
insofar as they are functional to a deeper philosophical understanding

« Our work must be soundly grounded in texts and in their history, so that readers can verify
what we say and continue our research

+ We are committed to highlight points of contact but also differences, so that the dialogue can
be a really enriching experience and not a chance for European and Anglo-American philosophers to
see that Indian philosophy was “almost as good” as their own one (cf. the concern of the Indian
philosophers writing in English and never being “good enough” for Westerners to be considered as
their peers, Bhushan and Garfield 2011, xiv)

« The Philosophical enterprise is not limited to the European and Anglo-American world, but the
inclusion of Classical Indian philosophy should also not be enough to content us (in other words: we
are not lobbying for Indian philosophy to be admitted within philosophy, but for philosophy to be

enriched through new questions and perspectives, wherever they come from).

3. Introducing the debate

3.1. Reductionism and Anti-reductionism

The topic of testimony is of central importance in several domains. In Europe, it has been dealt with
— well before it became a distinct philosophical topic — within Legal thought, History (since in both
cases the role of the witness is central) and Bible exegesis. In India, it is noteworthy that before it
crystallised into a certain pattern, the topic of testimony had already a long history (in the
dharmagastra context, in the Mimamsa exegesis, etc.). For instance, before the main exponents of the
Buddhist epistemological school ruled out testimony from the number of epistemological
instruments (on this topic see Krasser 2012) the value of the Buddha’s word had already been the
object of a complex exegesis (see, on this topic, Tzohar’s contribution to this volume). This early
history of the reflection on the topic of testimony left long-lasting traces on its later development
(for instance, in Europe the centrality of the role of the witness, in India the importance of exegesis,

see Eltschinger 2013).

143



Elisa Freschi — There is only “Philosophy”

However, after a certain point, the debate on testimony started being dominated, both in Indian
and in European philosophy, by some basic dichotomies. First comes the dichotomy between
reductionism and anti-reductionism. The first aims at reducing testimony to other instruments of
knowledge. In India, this has meant trying to reduce it to inference, whereas in Europe “reductionists
argue that the epistemic status of testimony is ultimately reducible to sense perception, memory and
inductive inference” (Lackey 2008, 141). The difference is less broad than one might think, given that
the role of perception (of the heard words) and of memory is not denied in Indian philosophy but just
thought to be not problematic (like the fact that smoke is perceived in the case of the inference of fire
from smoke does not invalidate its inferential status).

In Europe, David Hume has been considered the herald of “global reductionism”,” whereas
Elizabeth Fricker is, among others, credited to have introduced “local reductionism” into the debate.
In India, Buddhist Pramanavada authors and Vaisesika champion the view that testimony is a subset
of inference but both try to reduce particular instances of testimony to particular inferences and
never attempt the global reductionism endorsed by Hume (i.e., since we have seen again and again
instances of testimony matching with reality, we can globally trust testimony because of inductive
reasons, see Hume 1977, 74). Buddhist Pramanavadas and VaiSesikas (and Prabhakara Mimamsa
authors, who only accept the Veda as an autonomous source of knowledge and reduce ordinary
communication to inference) have different ways to reduce testimony to inference. As will be
discussed below by Alessandro Graheli, part of the problem relies in the difficulty of construing a
valid syllogism in the case of testimony. If, as one might be inclined to do and as the Vaisesikas tried
to do, one construes linguistic expressions (Sabda) as probans for the probandum, i.e., their meaning
(artha), then what would be the locus (paksa)? An alternative route would be the following chain of
syllogisms:

X says that p

if X says that p, then X wants to express (vivaksa) p, because he uttered it (from language to
thought)

if X wants to express p, then p exists in the world, because X is a reliable speaker (apta) (from
thought to ontology)

thus, p

® However, Aleix Gelfert noticed that Hume’s reductionism is in fact far from being global and that such reconstructions are

chiefly based on his critique of miracles and not on his assessment of everyday communication, see Gelfert (2010).
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In this case, one needs to have already secured the information that X is a reliable speaker, due
to previous instances of her reliability.°

By contrast, Thomas Reid is probably the best known pre-modern anti-reductionist in Europe. In
his An Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense (1764, the only critical edition is
Reid 1997) he explained that we do not have to construe inferences in order to believe what we are
said. By contrast, God has instilled in us two principles, the Principle of Veracity, which inclines us to
tell the truth, and the Principle of Credulity, which inclines us to believe what we are told. The
success of testimony as instrument of knowledge depends on these two and not on any inferential
process. In India, the Mimamsa school is radically anti-reductionist, whereas the case of Nyaya is
more complex and will lead me to highlight some fundamental differences between the European and

Anglo-American epistemological debates and the Indian one.

3.2. At mid-way: the case of Nyaya

In India, the epistemological debate necessarily includes the question as for the source of the validity
(pramanya) of a cognition. Is this extrinsic (paratah) or intrinsic (svatah)? If the former, a cognition
depends on something else in order to become knowledge. If the latter, every cognition is by itself
and by default entitled to be called knowledge, unless and until the opposite is proved. In Western
terms one might say that this last position is akin to falsificationism.

It is easy to see that Mimamsa, being an upholder of intrinsic validity, can neatly maintain that
testimony does not need anything else to be considered valid. The situation is slightly more
complicated in the case of Nyaya, which upholds the extrinsicity of validity in the case of all
cognitions. Thus, all cognitions need an additional reason to be considered valid, be it the validation
through another instrument of knowledge (e.g., X through sight sees his father speaking, then the
validity of this visual perception is confirmed by the auditory perception of his voice) or through the
awareness of some additional qualities of the source (e.g., X knows that his eyes are in excellent

conditions because of a recent sight-test and his father is not too far nor in bad light). Testimony is

® The topic of the complex task to be faced by Indian reductionism is admirably dealt with by John Taber, see Taber 1996. Its

critical review (Siderits 1998) does not deal with Taber’s reconstruction of the reductionist’s strategies.
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not an exception to this and stands in need of a further validation, typically through the additional
quality of having been uttered by a reliable speaker (apta).”

What differentiates the Nyaya position from the chain of syllogisms described above in the
previous section? According to Nyaya, the reliability of the speaker is an additional quality of the
source, it is not the probans of an inference. By contrast, Prabhakara Mimamsa authors maintain that,
whenever one hears someone uttering “p” the natural power of language to communicate a meaning
(a natural power which remain undisturbed in the case of the Veda) is interrupted by one’s suspicions
concerning the reliability of the speaker, so that one needs to rapidly go through the syllogistic
sequence described above. By the time the natural communicative power of language is finally
restored, one already knows that p and, hence, the linguistic communication only repeats something
already known and does not deliver any new information independently of inference. In Anglo-
American terms, the Reductionist Thesis requires that there “wouldn’t be any difference between the
epistemic status of the testimonial belief being reduced and the positive reasons doing the reducing” (Lackey
2008, 151), but this is exactly the case with Nyaya, where the reasons for believing that X is a reliable

speaker are not the same for believing the content of what X says.

4, The reliability-problems

4.1. Valid testimony grounded on the author or on language itself

This leads me to a further dichotomy, the one concerning, among anti-reductionists, the justification
of testimony. In India, this basic dichotomy can be summarised through the positions, once again, of
Nyaya and Mimamsa. The former makes the validity of testimony dependent on the validity of its
source (which should be a reliable speaker).’ The latter, by contrast, considers testimony per se valid,
due to the natural communicative power of language itself.’ In this sense, what Mimamsa speaks
about can be hardly described as “testimony”, since the role of the witness (testis in Latin) is not at all

needed. The Sanskrit term, shared by all philosophical schools of Classical Indian philosophy, namely

" Thus, of the two questions Lackey uses to identify reductionists and antireductionists, Nyaya authors answer yes to the
first and no to the second: “[F]irst, are positive reasons necessary for acquiring testimonially based knowledge and, second,
are the epistemic properties of such knowledge —such as justification and warrant— ultimately reducible to the epistemic
properties of purportedly more basic sources, such as sense perception, memory, and inductive inference? Reductionists
answer affirmatively, while nonreductionists respond negatively, to both of these questions” (Lackey 2008, 141).

® This scheme includes also the position of Buddhist Pramanavadins, who can accept testimony as a valid testimony only if

uttered by a reliable speaker, and of many other Buddhist authors, see Tzohar’s contribution in this volume.

° A somehow related position is Bhartrhari’s one, see Ferrante’s contribution in this volume.
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Sabdapramana ‘language as an instrument of knowledge’, is more neutral and made me prefer the
somehow longer paraphrase “Linguistic Communication as an instrument of knowledge”, which is
more neutral than “testimony” as for the role of the speaker. Thus, in the following I will shift to this
term.

Coming back to the dichotomy just exposed, many Medieval Islamic authors explicitly endorsed
the former view, although the dominant Sunni views regarded (Qur’anic) language as an eternal
attribute of God, thus in some way considering it as pre-existing any human communicative act. This
principle was particularly important to the Zahiri school, leading the Zahiriyya to a strict textual
interpretation of the Qur’an, one which presupposed that God had expressed Himself completely and
perfectly in the text and that one needed not to look for His intentions beyond it — a position which
interestingly enough resembles the Mimamsa approach to Vedic exegesis." In European and Anglo-
American philosophy, contemporary authors like Michael Dummett (Dummett 1994), Jézef Maria
Bocheniski (Bocheriski 1974, see Rostalska’s contribution in the present volume), Jennifer Lackey (e.g.,
Lackey 2009) and Sanford Goldberg (e.g., Goldberg 2013) uphold the former view, whereas authors
such as Martin Heidegger and Hans-Georg Gadamer have highlighted the priority of language over

the speaker and can thus be considered closer to the latter scheme."

4.2. Linguistic Communication grounding the other instruments of knowledge?

A step further is that of Bhartrhari, who criticises inference, deemed not to be a valid source of
knowledge in the case of non perceptible items (see the next chapter concerning the opposition
among fields of knowledge) and presents language as an all-pervasive reality. Going in this direction,
one might even hypothesise that the very direct perception depends on linguistic communication,
since there is no non-discursive direct perception and our perception is always a perception of
something we can recognise/think of/describe linguistically. Consequently, Linguistic
Communication as an instrument of knowledge can evolve in an underlying prasiddhi, the discursive

knowledge which everyone shares, so that no precise source can be pinpointed. How do we know,

19T am grateful to Marco Lauri for interesting discussions on this topic. Mistakes remain entirely mine.

" This is partly an oversimplification since it neglects the distinction (about which see the Introduction in Matilal and
Chakrabarti 1994) between sabda ‘language’ and sabdapramana ‘language as an instrument of knowledge.” In other words, the
fact that an author emphasises the independence of language from a speaker does not automatically mean that she would
subscribe to the idea that also language as an instrument of knowledge is independent of a speaker. However, for historical
reasons (see above, beginning of section 3.1.), the debate about testimony in Europe has the witness as its centre and in this

sense Gadamer’s and Heidegger’s positions are already strikingly audacious.
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e.g., that we need to eat in order not to die out of starvation? Not through specific scientific studies
(which at most can be used to justify such notion) and not even through specific directives. Rather,
according to prasiddhi, explains Abhinavagupta in the XXIV chapter of his Tantraloka. In this way,
Bhartrhari and later Abhinavagupta revert the (European?) idea of “instinct:” it is not a (mysterious)
non-conceptual instinct which enables us to do things we have not explicitly been taught to do, but
rather a conceptual knowledge which is so common that we are not aware of how we acquired it

(perhaps in a previous life, adds Abhinavagupta).

4.3. Criteria for a valid speaker (and listener)

Embracing the Nyaya scheme leads to a further question, namely, what are the criteria to identify a
reliable source? Typically, Nyaya authors say that she must be competent (she must have had direct
experience of what she speaks about), honest and moved by the desire to speak. All three criteria may
be debated. The former because, as it is formulated in Nyaya, it rules out the possibility of a chain of
transmission of testimony (which is, by contrast, accepted and praised in Islamic thought, see Lauri’s
contribution in the present volume). Why should not one accept a chain of witnesses? In the case of
Indian philosophy, and especially of Nyaya, the problem might have to do with the fact that in this
case the role of memory would become unavoidable. And memory as an active faculty (i.e., not as a
sheer repository of notions) cannot be admitted among instruments of knowledge, since it is often
unreliable."

Beside that, what else is implied by the requisite of competence? A possible output of this
requisite is the idea (explicit in Bocheriski) that one’s linguistic communication can be a valid
instrument of knowledge only in the case that the linguistic communication’s field overlaps with the
field on which we have a specific epistemological competence. In other words, being a world-expert
of nuclear biology does not mean that one is a world-expert of science in general. More interestingly,
the field of what is does not overlap with that of what has to be done (see below, end of this section),
so that an expert able to describe what has happened (e.g., a historian who has been able to

reconstruct all stages of a certain recent war) will not necessarily be also able to prescribe what

2 A further argument (suggested during the final round table of this panel by Artemij Keidan) is that through history
linguistic expressions see their meanings changed so that a chain of transmitters testifying that “X is p” would end up
testifying something else due to the fact that “X ” and “p” may have acquired a new meaning. But such considerations
cannot play a role in the a-temporal perspective of Mimamsa and I do not know of any such discussion in Nyaya or Buddhist

Pramanavada either.

148



Kervan — International Journal of Afro-Asiatic Studies n. 21 (2017)

should happen next. This opposition is of fundamental importance in Mimamsa (for which only the
Veda can be an independent source of knowledge regarding what has to be done), whereas Nyaya
authors do not see an a priori irreducible distinction between the two fields. The author of the Veda,
for instance, is described by Nyaya authors as being necessarily omniscient since he has uttered also
the Ayurveda, whose validity is extrinsically tested."

The second criterion, that of the sincerity of the speaker, may also be debated, because it leads
to the problem one might label as “the misled lier”, i.e., to cases in which someone wants to lie but
happens to say the truth by mistake. Is the cognition one acquires in this case valid? Since it lacks one
of the criteria for validity, one should be forced to say that it is not, although it is in itself identical
with a genuine piece of information (about the problem of justification in Nyaya, see Sibajiban
Bhattacharyya’s contributions). Further, how is one to judge of sincerity? If it is defined as
conformity to one’s beliefs, this can lead to further problems. In fact, even if one does not want to
renounce to justification and is ready to reject the misled lier’s testimony as a case of knowledge-
communication, one might still be puzzled by the case of a speaker who erroneously believes that p,
but has good reasons for conveying s and does so (e.g., he believes that the Eiffel Tower is left from
his standpoint, but after looking at his map he decides to tell to the questioning tourist that it is at his
right, and rightly so). This second speaker is a reliable speaker, although he does not believe what he
is saying. Within contemporary epistemology, also Jennifer Lackey has discussed interesting
examples of people who do not believe what they are saying and are nonetheless reliable witnesses
(in her case: a biology teacher who teaches evolution although she believes in creationism) and has,
accordingly, stated that “the proper focus in the epistemology of testimony should be on what
speakers say, not on what they believe” (Lackey 2008, 141).

The latter criterion is particularly intriguing to me because 1 have only found it in Indian
philosophy and in Bocheriski 1974 (see Rostalska’s contribution in the present volume).

Until now I have briefly outlined the requisites of the speaker. A related problem might be that
of the requisites of the hearer (see Sudipta Munsi’s contribution in the present volume).

Further, how would such criteria fit in the case of non-descriptive statements? In which sense is

one’s “competence” involved when uttering a valid command? Bochetiski’s distinction between an

B For the Nyaya-Mimamsa debate about this topic see Freschi and Graheli 2005. Franco 1997 explains that Buddhist

Pramanavadins adopt the Nyaya approach.

149



Elisa Freschi — There is only “Philosophy”

epistemic and a deontic authority (which independently repeats the sadhya-siddha opposition typical
of classical Indian debates) might be of help here.
Similarly, also instances of non-informative statements should be separately dealt with. When,

” o«

for instance, Jennifer Lackey lists among cases of “testimony” “reports about the time of the day,
what one had for breakfast, the achievements of one’s children, whether one’s loved one looks
attractive in a certain outfit, the character of one’s political opponents, one’s age and weight, one’s
criminal record and so on” (Lackey 2008, 147), she is in fact listing many cases of speech acts which
are not meant to be primarily informative but have rather different purposes. For instance, speaking
about how attractive one’s husband looks might be meant to convey that one is in love with him to a

flirting colleague, talking about one’s children could be a way to bond with other parents and so on.

Therefore, such speech acts should not be subsumed in the set of testimonially conveyed knowledge.

5. The hermeneutical problems

By contrast, if one assumes, as Mimamsa authors do, that language by itself communicates, unless
and until this communication is blocked by external factors (such as unreliable speakers), one is
confronted with a different set of problems. First of all, does the fact that the text (oral or written) is
in itself communicative legitimate any possible reading of it? Few philosophers have embraced this
position in Europe and no one —as far as my knowledge reaches— in pre-contemporary India. Thus,
in both scenarios the acknowledgement of the communicative power of the text has rather led to an
inquiry into the exegetical rules needed to undercover the right meaning(s) of the text. In some cases,
exegesis has been used also by thinkers upholding the idea of a reliable author as the foundation of
Linguistic Communication, in cases where such an author was too remote to speak for himself and

one needed to reconstruct his intent out of the text only (see Tzohar’s contribution for the case of the

Buddha).

6. Further problems and applications

Ideally, the trans-philosophical debate should be able to creatively approach also new topics, which
are not part of each tradition’s background. Among such problems there is the following one:

« Can one speak of linguistic communication as an instrument of knowledge also in the case of
non-conscious communicators?

Indian authors tend to be consistent in maintaining that linguistic communication needs to

happen through spoken language. Writing is, by contrast, a case of inference since one infers out of
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the written signs their spoken form. This idea can be historically explained also through the fact that
silent readings was not used in Classical India and that one, indeed, used to pronounce aloud what
one was reading. Given the changed historical conditions, one might hold nowadays a different
opinion about writing, even more so since also in the case of writing one can usually identify a source
and discuss its reliability. The case of non-conscious sources is more complex. I suspect that Classical
Indian authors would believe clocks and thermometers to deliver information just like gestures do,
i.e., by delivering inferential signs of something else. In other words, if I am not wrong, we know that
it is 8 am after having seen our watch because we infer this information from the position of the hour
hand." But what about the case of a voiced clock actually pronouncing the words “It is 8 o’clock”? If
one were to refute to it the status of being an instance of linguistic communication, then, what would
be the difference between this case and the case (described by a well-known anti-reductionist, A.
Coady) of a unknown voice in a call centre who informs us about how much we need to pay for our
phone bill? The person who is communicating it to us is just reading the information from a
computer monitor and is hardly performing anything more than an automatic answering machine

would have been able to do.

The working group whose results are published here convened within the forth Coffee Break
Conference (and then again in Athens in 2015), but the topic of Linguistic Communication has been
discussed also within the previous one (CBC 3). This has led me to consider the use of linguistic
communication as an instrument of knowledge in extra-philosophical fields, such as the usage of
witnesses in anthropology, development studies, history, statistics, law and the like. It is my hope
that a thorough reflection about it will take place in a close future, in order to investigate the basis of
disciplines dealing with so-called “empirical” data which, in fact, often depend strictly on linguistic

accounts.
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Reliability of a Speaker and Recognition of a Listener:
Bocheriski and Nyaya on the Relation of Authority

Agnieszka Rostalska

In the Nydyasiitras (NS), the fundamental text of the Nyaya tradition, testimony
is defined as a statement of a reliable speaker (apta). According to the NS, such a
speaker should possess three qualities: competence, honesty and desire to
speak. The content of a discourse, including the prescriptions, is also considered
reliable due to the status of a given author and the person that communicated
it.

The Polish philosopher J.M. Bocheriski similarly stresses the role of a speaker;
he holds that an authoritative source (whose discourse is called testimony)
should be competent and truthful. The conditions of trust and superiority also
apply. According to Bocheriski, being an authority entails a special relation—it
has a subject, object and field. Notably, Bocheriski develops his own typology of
testimony by distinguishing between what he calls epistemic and deontic
authority. He asks questions such as: Who can be the subject of an authoritative
statement? Which features should the speaker possess? How is authority
recognised? Is there a universal or an absolute authority? What is the field of
authority? Moreover, which qualities should the listener possess?

The Nyaya philosophers, both the ancient ones, like Aksapada Gautama,
Vatsyayana, Vacaspati Misra, and the contemporary scholars of Nyaya, such as
B. K. Matilal and J. Ganeri, were also concerned with these issues.

The aim of this paper is to discuss the above points in a comparative manner.
will argue that both Bocheriski’s and the Nyaya accounts share very similar
perspectives and encounter analogous problems.

Just like in every science, authority is the weakest argument in philosophy.
Hence, the following advice: be distrustful towards assertions of others,

in particular of popular philosophers;

verify them for yourself before admitting them.

Bocheriski, “Advice of the old philosopher”
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1. Introduction®

Joseph (J6zef) Maria Bocheriski (1902-1995)° was a Polish philosopher, historian of philosophy and
logician. He was a ‘renaissance man’, who studied law (Lvov/Lviv) and economics (Poznati), and also
received doctorate degrees in both philosophy (Freiburg) and theology (Rome). He joined the
Dominican Order and during World War 1II served as a chaplain in England, France and Poland, and
fought as a soldier at Monte Cassino.’ After the war he lectured in logic in Rome and soon became the
Chair of the history of twentieth century philosophy at Freiburg University, where he was Rector
between 1964 and 1966. He also founded the Institute of Eastern Europe and published the journal
Studies in Soviet Thought. He was regarded as a charismatic and inspiring teacher. Even after he retired
in 1972 (being almost 70) he received a pilot licence and would often pilot planes to academic
conferences. In 1990 he was honoured Doctor Honoris Causa from the Jagiellonian University for his
broad accomplishments in philosophy.

Among his many writings, Bocheniski’s books were devoted mostly to logic, Thomism, analytical
philosophy, communism and patriotism.’ To a great extent his work focused on the epistemology of
religion. He was an analytical writer, well-known for his precision and clarity as well as a style of
writing that was intelligible to non-specialist readers. It is interesting to note that Bochenski did not
restrict himself solely to Western thought. In his book A History of Formal Logic (1961) he included a
chapter entitled Indian variety of logic, where he discussed the theories of Nyaya logicians and their
debates with Buddhist, Jain and Mimamsaka philosophers.’ In the selection of the basic sources, he
referred to logical arguments from the Nyayasitras and quoted the two key passages on testimony:*

*  Word (verbal testimony) is the instructive assertion of a reliable person.

'Twould like to express my gratitude to Elisa Freschi, Marie-Héléne Gorisse, Camillo Formigatti, James Madaio, Steven Lepez
and two anonymous reviewers, whose comments were invaluable for the final shape of this paper.

’In most cases he published as Joseph Maria but also, at times, under his Dominican name: Innocent Maria Bocheriski. His
birth name was Joseph Francis Emanuel Bocherski.

* The Italian campaign of the II Corps in 1944, He is the author of the book De virtute militari. Zarys etyki wojskowej [An outline
of military ethics] (1993).

* The most valued are: ABC tomizmu (1950) [ABC of Thomism], Ancient formal logic (1951), The problem of universals: A symposium
1. M. Bochenski, A. Church, N. Goodman (1956), Formale Logik (1956) [English translation: A History of Formal Logic (1961)], The
logic of religion (1965), Was ist Autoritdt? (1974), Contemporary European philosophy (1974), Sto zabobonéw. Krétki filozoficzny stownik
zabobonéw [One hundred superstitions. A short philosophical dictionary of superstitions] (1987), Logika i filozofia [Logic and
philosophy] (1993), and Miedzy logikq a wiarg [Between logic and faith] (1994).

® Also, being Christian himself, in The logic of religion (Bochetiski 1965: 21-22) he referred to religions other than Christianity
and stressed the application of logic to religion as a natural and legitimate move in Brahmanical traditions (Nyaya and
Vedanta) and Buddhism. He mentioned by name Dignaga as the great Mahayana Buddhist and creative logician.

® He relies on Vidyabhiisana’s translation of the siitras: apta-upadesah “Sabdah” (NS 1.1.7); “sa dvividhah” drsta’drsarthatvat (NS
1.1.8). Later, he cites Jha’s translation of the Nyayasiitras and the Tarkasamgraha of Annambhatta, a logical textbook from the
17 century.
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e It is of two kinds, viz., that which refers to matter which is seen and that which refers to matter

which is not seen (Bocheriski 1961: 427, after Vidyahtisana 1913: 4).

Bocheriski was, in that way, familiar with Indian philosophy (especially with Nyaya and
Buddhism) when he wrote his later text on authority.” Although 1 do not argue here that Bocheriski
was principally inspired by the tradition of Indian logic there are striking parallels between his
philosophy and Nyaya on the issue of authority. It is this fruitful convergence of ideas that I take up

in this paper.

2. General remarks on authority

Bocheriski devotes the essay Was ist Autoritit? (1974) to the issue of authority.
He reminds the reader that ‘authority’ is a term derived from the Latin auctoritas. If we think about it,
this term is used to signify the authority, dignity (prestige) and respect of a person in a society (and
many times it is connected with being influential). According to the dictionary definition, auctoritas
denotes a particular relationship wherein a person can potentially affect the other; it implies power
or leadership. Authorities provide advice, instigation or sanction, where they are bound by certain
responsibilities.® Nowadays, the term authority also has political, juridical or administrative
connotations of power and control (e.g., of a government or of the police), but it also indicates a
person that is considered an expert in a certain field or discipline.

The notion of authority is examined by Bocheniski from the point of view of an analytic
philosopher® who is particularly interested in its social applications. He stresses that the main
problem of the usage of the term ‘authority’ lies in its ambiguity and vagueness. In consideration of
its various connotations and usages, the notion of ‘authority’ requires clarification (Bochetiski 1993:
198-9). To begin with, in ordinary usage, the term authority is equivocal. For example, it may denote
a relation, such as the respect held by students for a professor. It may also indicate a personal

characteristic, such as cases where a person is considered an authority because they are famous (e.g.,

71t may also be noted that Bocheriski was one of the invited speakers at the conference “The Development of Logic: East and
West” hosted by the Department of Philosophy of the University of Hawaii in Honolulu (25-27. 06. 1973) as part of its East-
West Philosophers' Conference program. His paper “Logic and Ontology” was published in the “Philosophy East and West”
journal. During the conference he must have met and discussed with scholars of Indian Philosophy, like: Sibajiban
Bhattacharyya, Karl Harrington Potter and Bimal Krishna Matilal who were the other invited speakers at the same
conference.

® The remaining meanings of the term suggest an origin, where it may indicate the source or origination of something.

° In other words, Bochenski is using the method of linguistic analysis to develop his own scrupulously discussed theses.

157



Agnieszka Rostalska — Reliability of a Speaker and Recognition of a Listener

actors, singers, sportsmen) or when authority is a personal feature (e.g., when a godfather wields
authority within a certain family or a chieftain in a certain tribe).

However for Bocheniski a personal characteristic is not of great importance. He supports this
view by giving an example of a flight controller (Bocheriski 1993: 199-200), who provides data to a
pilot. In this case, the pilot has not met the controller personally and does not know if the controller
has any personal characteristics befitting of authority. Regardless of that, the pilot will accept the
data given by the controller.

Bocheriski is primarily interested in the philosophical dimension of authority, which he
considers as a relation. As such, it is wider and more fundamental. Accordingly, when the expression
'authority' is used in this paper, it is with this meaning of authority as a relation.

Bocheriski (1993: 200-204) defines authority in terms of the classical definition introduced by
Aristotle. According to Aristotle, a definition comprises two parts: genus (kind) and differentia (specific
difference). Bocheriski (1993: 195) gives the example of a cow, which may be defined as a large animal
(genus) that produces milk and has horns (differentia; Bocheriski 1993: 195). He is trying to determine
to which category does authority belong? He distinguishes three categories: a. things (e.g., a person is
an independent, autonomous thing), b. features (a property of a thing which inheres in something,
e.g., a personal feature) and c. relations (names and expressions which denote features and are the
signs of a relation; e.g., being a father, loving someone etc.)

Bocheriski proposes the following theses:

* Authority is a relation (Bochetiski 1993: 200).

* Authority is a ternary relation between the subject, object and the field of authority (Bocheniski
1993: 202-203).

* P is an authority for S in the field D if and only if S acknowledges in principle all

that P announces as long as it belongs to the field D (Bocheriski 1993: 204).

The subject is the individual recognised as an expert; the object is the individual that recognises
her or him as an expert; and the field represents all the sentences written or uttered by the subject in
a specific area, i.e., the communicated content. The ternary relation occurs between the subject and
the object, the subject and the field and between the object and the field.

He then further characterises the mechanism of authority as a special type of relation wherein
the subject wants to communicate something to the object: to give an instruction or share certain
knowledge. The subject, i.e., the speaker announces something through the use of signs, which

Bochenski calls ‘the bearers of thoughts’, and through which the object, i.e., the listener must
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acknowledge what has been asserted (by, e.g., hearing a sound or seeing a poster) and decode the
information (Bocheriski 1993: 206-207).

I am first going to examine the above mentioned features of authority namely, authority as a
linguistic communication mechanism, authority as a relation between conscious individuals, the
distinction between epistemic and deontic authority, authority as a relation between subject, object
and field, and the further attributes of the speaker and the listener. Then, I will tackle the problem of
the establishment of authority. Whenever I find parallels, I will refer to the Nyaya conception of

authority in comparative perspective.

3. Authority as a linguistic communication mechanism

As I have briefly mentioned, Bocheriski considers authority as a relational process during which what
is at stake is the transmission of a linguistic content transmitted by means of signs. This relation is
peculiar, because the object does not only understands the signs given by an authority, but also
acknowledges, recognises and approves of what is being announced. The interesting question
remains: what causes the inclination towards this special recognition? I will leave this question as an
open one and come back to it in the section 8, which tackles the question of the recognition of
authority.

The above mechanism of authority may evoke the causal mechanism of linguistic utterance as
identified by Bimal Krishna Matilal (Matilal 1992: 49-50). He refers to the Nyaya tradition, where sabda
(often translated as ‘verbal testimony’) is recognised as an important source of knowledge (pramana)
which is considered distinct from perception (pratyaksa), inference (anumana) and analogy (upamana).

In this mechanism, both the roles of the speaker and the listener are emphasised: the sound, or,
to be exact, the linguistic utterance — which is a sentence consisting of words — is used to
communicate certain knowledge or information. The important condition here is that the listener
must be linguistically competent. When a person hears a sentence, he or she recalls the meanings,
objects or things associated with each word (Matilal 1990: 49). One understands the meaning of the
sentence and the speaker’s intention; namely, what one wants the listener to be informed about.

Matilal explains:

The hearer’s knowledge of the word-meanings from the utterance of the words is
generated according to the following psychological rule of association and memory. The
hearer is a competent language-user, and he is acquainted with the connection between
word and meaning (Matilal 1990: 52).
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Later on he adds:

An awareness of the speaker’s intention is necessary, and this is called tatparya-jfiana. 1f
somebody asks for a pen while writing, it may be assumed that he intends (to get) a
writing pen, not a play-pen or ox-pen (Matilal 1990: 54).

In conclusion, both Bocheriski and Matilal agree that authority is a relation, which involves a
linguistic communication mechanism. The speaker has an intention to communicate instruction or
share certain knowledge by the use of linguistic utterances. The listener must not only be

linguistically competent but also acknowledge, recognise and approve of what has been asserted.

4. Authority as a relation between conscious individuals

Yet, the linguistic form of the authoritative discourse is not what defines the ternary relation of

authority. Indeed Bochetiski further notices that the field of authority is often understood as:

* a set of real events or actions (e.g., operations of the soldiers as belonging to the field of a
captain) or

* warrants and orders related to certain activities (e.g., orders communicated by the captain to the

soldiers; (Bocheriski 1993: 207-208).

He disagrees with the first one, claiming that things, events and real objects cannot form the
field of authority. As in the case of a captain, whose field of authority does not consist of warfare
itself, i.e., the set of techniques and actions used to conduct war, but rather of the set of
communicated orders. What is said about events is the communicated content, i.e., the content of
thoughts, which is an ideal object (Bocheriski 1993: 208). We do not express the thoughts themselves
but the content of thoughts. Consequently, the information which is provided is also an ideal object
(Bochetiski 1993: 209). To illustrate, when two people convey information about a certain thing or an
event in two different languages, they express the same content of thought only in different words.

Moreover, Bocheriski states that the field of authority consists of a set of ideal objects: directives
or propositions. He emphasises that the field of authority consists of a set of sentences and not of a
single sentence (Bocheriski 1993: 210-212), like propositions in the field of geography if the subject of
authority is a geographer. What is more, in this kind of relation, both the subject (i.e., the speaker)
and the object (i.e., the listener) are real living individuals—they are conscious persons.

Could a group of people be considered a subject of authority? Bocheriski answers negatively

because a group does not possess an individual consciousness in the same way a single person does.
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Bochenski, following Aristotle, and disagreeing with Hegel, holds that in a society the individual is
the final subject of authority (Bochefiski 1993: 213-215). However, the society is not a fictitious
concept, because it includes humans and real relations, therefore it must be something more than
simply the sum of individuals. A group is a sum of individuals, such as doctors, government officials,
lawyers, etc. (Bocheniski 1993: 213). Therefore it cannot be treated as a subject of authority. Bocheriski
wants to discuss only the relation between one subject, one object and the field. He explains that it is
possible to dismantle the group authority to conscious individual subjects and define this relation by
referring to them.*

Bochenski also inquires about the authority of computers. Is a computer not making decisions
instead of a person, and as such could it not be considered a subject of authority? In Bocheriski’s view
computers merely find the best solutions in actual cases, they do not make decisions. More precisely,
it is a singular person who makes decisions and at times those decisions are based on information
from computers. That makes a person and not a computer the subject of authority. Bochetiski stops
here and does not elaborate on this point further.

It is worth noticing that since Bocheniski wrote his text in the early 1970s the technological
advancements and the “computerisation of life” has significantly increased. Would we nowadays
consider computers as subjects of authority? How many people turn to an internet search engine
such as Google while looking for information? Accessing information through computers is simple,
efficient and fast and given today’s common internet presence, such as through smartphones, tablets,
etc., many people no longer turn to books, dictionaries and expert opinions as they did 40 years ago.
Also, there are many e-books and publications which can be found through searching machines or
databases. In many instances it is through computers that literature is suggested and obtained. In this
case, are computers authorities?

I argue that this contemporary situation entails a more complicated relation than the one
Bochenski had in mind. First, it is a group of intelligent people, and big corporations, who engineer
the virtual world, import the data and improve services. In that sense, the group, and not the
computers, is considered as subject of authority. This inclines one to argue against Bocheriski and to
assert that groups do, in fact, constitute an authority. Indeed, if we ‘trust’ Google then, by extension,
we trust the group of people who created the software. In fact, this would fall under the problem of

group authority (discussed above) which Bocheniski dismisses on the ground that this is not the type

' The analysis of group authority touches upon the issue of the indirect authority exerted by society on individuals,
however for the point being made this issue is irrelevant, therefore I am going to ignore it.
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of relation which he had in mind—that is, a relation between a single subject, an object and a
concrete field.

Nevertheless, nowadays computers are being used as tools for expertise and analysis.
Additionally, the issue gets even more complex due to the algorithmic personalised filters"
introduced not only by Google but by many searching engines, social networks, electronic retailers
etc.” Every search made by a single user narrows down the scope of the subsequent searches, until
she gets search results tailored to her usual browsing behaviour. This technical aspect gives rise to
epistemological and social implications because the information that one reaches is partially chosen
by external filters or edited out, and the user might be unaware of it. For Bochenski only individuals
count ultimately as subjects of authority, because of their ability to make decisions. However,
personalisation influences our decisions, choices and may suggest certain solutions in a limited way.
One finds it difficult to deny that changes in media and technology are not having an impact on how
authority functions in society. I argue, therefore, that the relation of authority, in this case, is more

complex than Bochenski allows for.

5. The typology of authority: epistemic and deontic

As I have already noted, Bochenski distinguishes authority as a special type of relation. He specifies

that the field of authority consists of a set of propositions (words, sounds and their meanings) or a set

of directives (instructions). The former indicate what there is and the later instruct of what should be

done. Accordingly, he divides authority into two exhaustive types:

* epistemic: the authority of a person who knows the field better, i.e. the knower, expert, specialist
(e.g., the authority of a teacher, a scientist, etc.);

* deontic: the authority of a person in charge who has the right to give orders, i.e. a superior (e.g., a

boss, a manager, a director, a commander, etc.; Bochetiski 1993: 235-236).

This typology is similar to the Nyaya tradition’s division into Vedic prescriptions and statements

of a reliable speaker, roughly corresponding to the deontic and epistemic authority, respectively.”

"' T owe this remark to Camillo Formigatti.
2 On this topic see Pariser (2011).

 “However, Nyaya authors claim that both ordinary language and the Vedas convey descriptive statements (siddhartha). By
contrast, B's distinction more closely resembles the Bhatta Mimamsa distinction between ordinary linguistic

communication (conveying descriptive statements, siddhdrtha) and the Veda (conveying commands, sadhyartha). It is in this
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Although, as stated in the Nyayasitra, verbal testimony (Sabda) applies to perceptible and
imperceptible objects, the imperceptible ones can also be known through inferential reasoning (NBh
ad 1.1.8.).

Matilal (1986: 34) emphasised that for Naiyayika philosophers, knowledge derived from
scriptures must have an empirical foundation and it would be untenable to assume that they are
authorless or without a speaker. The veracity of any statement is dependent on its author’s
infallibility and this criterion applies also to scriptures.*

According to Bocheriski, the same person may have the status of being both an epistemic and
deontic authority towards the same object and in the same field."” Also, it would be desired for the
epistemic authority to also correspond to the deontic one, although they are mutually independent.
For example, an expert in court is only an epistemic authority but never a deontic one—he provides
expertise but cannot punish (Bocheriski 1993: 237-238). Many misuses happen when the subject of
authority of one type is confused with another, such as in a situation where a deontic authoritative
speaker thinks that he is also an expert in the field.

The epistemic authoritative speaker should provide (communicate) propositions that are taken
as true (or probable) by the listener. Bocheniski calls this requirement a “relation between the
proposition and the state of knowledge”." This means that in the moment when the authoritative
speaker communicates a proposition, the (subjective) probability that this proposition is true raises
(Bocheriski 1993: 242). One must be convinced about the authority’s competence; namely, that she

really knows the field and is more competent than the person who recognises her expertise.

6. Properties of the relation of authority

Bocheniski characterises the relation between the subject and the object of authority as threefold: a)
irreflexive, b) asymmetric, and c) transitive (Bocheriski 1993: 223). He formulates the following
theses:"”

* Inany field no one can be an authority for himself.

connection interesting that also Mimamsa authors conceived of deontic authority (pravartand) as a relation between speaker
and hearer (although no field is discussed)". Footnote by Elisa Freschi.

" This position was developed against the Mimamsa view that the Vedas are authorless.

* However, in this case the field is not the same but only closely related. The field of deontic authority consists of a set of
directives whereas the field of epistemic authority consist of practical propositions.

' The state of knowledge is defined as the class of all sentences that are taken to be true by the intended epistemic agent.

7 The translation of the theses is from Bocheniski (1993: 219-223).
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* It is logically possible that when A is the subject and B is the object of authority in a given field,
simultaneously B is the subject and A is the object in another field.

* IfPis an authority for S in the field D, then S is not an authority for P in the field D.

*  When A is an authority for B in a field D, and B is an authority for C in the same field, then at the

same time A is an authority for C in a field D.

He justifies the above claims by providing selected examples. Unfortunately, not all of them
appear to be conclusive. To start with, in support of the irreflexivity condition (claim 1) he gives the
following example: suppose he would like to know where and what he was doing on a specific date in
1962. In his agenda of 1962 it is written that at that moment he was attending a congress in Chicago;
in this case, it appears that he is an authority for himself (while turning to his own handwriting in
that agenda). Bocheriski, however, admits that this is not the case because he is no longer exactly the
same person as then because, at that time, he knew that he was in Chicago and now he does not. He
states that from a logical point of view, it is impossible that a person could simultaneously know and
not know something and therefore he concludes that a person cannot be an authority for oneself.

Bochenski’s example is not very convincing because it touches the problem of personal identity.
If T do not remember something I knew before, does it follow that I am not the same person? How
does one make such a distinction? Can personal identity be based on knowledge? Bocheriski, in that
way, presupposes a certain theory of personal identity. However, every day I forget many important
facts while, on the other hand, I know things that I have learned, seen or experienced. Also, there are
cases when information is ‘in the back of my mind” and only when it becomes important is it
recollected. We also take stands based on some intuition and only when prompted for the motivation
behind the choice we do recall the exact data.

Can, then, one speak of oneself as an authority for oneself? In the above case, a person ends up
remembering something she was not aware of. In the Indian framework these two means of
knowledge are clearly distinguished: by using her own memory, she knows something by the way of
recollection (smrti), not by authority or word (sabda). Therefore, this example gives a certain picture
but does not address the problem of being an authority for oneself. Therefore, the irreflexive
property is a problematic one.

Mutual authority is possible only in two different disciplines, not in the same one (claim 2 and
3). Bochefiski justifies this assertion saying that if he is an authority in the field of logic for L., L.
cannot be an authority for him in logic. Similarly, the colonel cannot be an authority for the general

in the same military matter because he would be a superior of his superior, which he is not
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(Bocheriski (1993: 221). This suggests, then, that there is a hierarchy. Moreover, as in the case of the
irreflexive property, there is always a difference in the set of epistemic conditions defining the
subject and the object of an authority relation, i.e., they do not share exactly the same set of
epistemic conditions.' Therefore, it is always possible to define a sub-field of expertise in which one
is an expert and the other one is not.

However, is this argument convincing? After all, one might argue that two experts in the same
field can be authorities for each other. Why would not two biologists value each other as authorities,
if they are both experts in snails? Should we say that biologist A values biologist B as an authority
concerning snails of the type D, which B knows better, but not about the ones (type E) which A knows
better? Bocheniski mentions the case of PhD students who know very little but if hard-working and
gifted they can surpass their supervisor and become experts in their field. Is this example
appropriate? Are the students beginning in a general, wider discipline (which is common to them and
the supervisor) and then, through a course of specialisation, becoming experts in a different ‘field’?
Or could we not simply say that they are becoming experts in a single discipline—in philosophy or
biology? The problem here is that it is difficult to establish independently of the issue of authority
what a field contains and where its borders are. The notion of a field is purely abstract and a field may
contain many sub-fields, e.g. when we say that someone is an expert in philosophy, he or she is an
expert in a particular field of philosophy, such as philosophy of mind, formal epistemology or ancient
philosophy. Thus, the definition of the impossibility of mutual authority lies also in the sociology of
epistemological processes, just like the impossibility of an irreflexive authority depended on
psychology.”

Besides, the examples mentioned above refer to different kinds of authorities—the first instance
refers to the authority of an academic supervisor and the second to the authority of an expert (i.e.,
the two biologists). In such cases, it would be more appropriate to claim that mutual authority is only
impossible in the case of epistemic authority (scientists and experts) but not in the case of deontic
authority (supervisors, etc.). It seems that even Bochetiski would acknowledge this claim, because in
another paragraph he admits that authority may be reversed (i.e. the roles may change), such as in
the example of a pilot who is steering on one route while the co-pilot takes over and steers on the

next route.

81 owe this remark to Marie-Héléne Gorisse.
T owe this remark to Elisa Freschi.

165



Agnieszka Rostalska — Reliability of a Speaker and Recognition of a Listener

Is the relation of authority transitive in the sense that if person A is an authority for person B,
who is an authority for person C, A is also an authority for C (claim 4)? Although this appears ideal it
does not necessarily work in real life. One’s choice of a particular authority may depend on various
factors, e.g. personal preferences, recommendations of friends or family. Also, the choice of authority
may vary from another person’s choice in the same field. For example, I may consider my general
doctor a better expert than my colleague’s preferred general doctor. Moreover, what if somebody
does not perceive himself or herself as an authority in a certain field; such as due to the lack of self-
esteem, but others regard him or her as the authority in the field?*

From the above discussion it follows that a person cannot be an authority for oneself and that
there is no mutual authority of subjects in the same field. There might be cases where a mutual
relation of authority seems plausible, but this applies merely to the deontic type of authority. The
relation of authority is also transitive when restricted to experts in the same area, however the
recognition of authority might be subjective.

What is more, Bocheriski admits that even an authority may sometimes be mistaken, all in all,
he or she is still a person. This leads to an important question: is there an absolute epistemic
authoritative speaker? Or a universal one? For instance, some people believe in the absolute
authority of their teachers (also spiritual teachers, priests, gurus) and leaders. There are also people
who play the role of an absolute authority in a religious context, such as in the case of the pontiff of a
monastery or an ashram.

Bochenski’s position is that such epistemological claims would be a priori impossible and would,
as such, invalidate the authority of the individuals that make them. It could still be said, that a guru,
etc., has an absolute deontic authority over his disciples, which is a different matter. In this case
another point of Bocheriski becomes relevant, i.e. the need to distinguish between deontic and
epistemic authority. According to Bochenski, the ones who have the former may not have the latter.

Further, Bochetiski warns against the misuse of authority, which is of two types:

*  When a person tries to extend the authority over a field that he or she is not competent in, e.g. a
professor of geography is not an expert in politics,
*  When there is no relation of authority, e.g. an officer is an authority for soldiers but not for

civilians (Bocheniski (1993: 227).

T owe this remark to Camillo Formigatti.
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Authorities may be falsely recognised on the basis of unjustified generalisations, such is the case
when an expert in one area is assumed to be an expert in another. Bocheniski explains that this
results from habit: if a person is looked at as an authority in a particular area, she or he is sometimes
uncritically considered an expert also in other areas. In contrast, for Bocherski a relation of authority

does not automatically transfer across fields but needs to be justified for every particular field.

7. Attributes of the speaker and the listener

Bocheriski’s emphasis on the author resembles the Nyaya stress on the reliable speaker (apta) as a
source of valid knowledge.” The question here is: which attributes should an authority possess? For
Naiyayika philosophers, the reliable speaker should possess three qualities (Nyayabhasya ad 1.1.7):**

* honesty, sincerity,
 direct experience of the essence of things (dharma), i.e., competence,
* desire to speak of things for what they are or what they are not, i.e., intention to communicate.

Viacaspati Misra (ca. 9" century) in his commentary on the NS adds that the direct experience of
the essence of things or, in other words, gaining the direct knowledge of an object, is ascertained
through any source of valid knowledge (pramana) i.e. perception, inference, analogy or testimony.
Therefore, the authoritative speaker is by definition giving access to a direct experience of the
essence of things.”

Bochenski would agree with the requirement pertaining to the speaker’s qualities. As noted, he
argues that the subject of authority should be competent, that is, more competent than the listener
and must tell the truth (Bocheniski 1993: 243). Trust and superiority are, therefore, the necessary
conditions in this relation. Moreover, the speaker is considered reliable due to his or her previous
reliability.

Who could become an authoritative speaker? According to Bocheriski, a conscious individual.
Each person is authoritative in at least one field—his or her personal experiences, feelings,
impressions and sensations. However, no living person can be an absolute authority in all fields
excluding God. Ascribing such an authoritative character to some mythological figures, dictators, or

even celebrities is, on Bocheriski’s account, a serious misunderstanding.

! As distinguished from the Mimamsa’s concept of language’s validity as being independent of any author.

* gptah khalu saksatkrtadharma yathadrstasyarthasya cikhyapayisaya prayukta upadesta [...] rsyaryamlecchanam samanam
laksanam (Thakur’s ed.: 14).

» Nyayavartika-tatparyatika ad NS 1.1.7. (comment in The Nydya-Siitras of Gautama vol.1 Jha's ed.: 201)
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The Nyaya tradition agrees that every person can become an expert: a noble person, a barbarian
or a seer (NBh ad 1.1.7).** Also the authoritative character of the Veda is recognised out of the fact
that the Veda has a reliable source, its speaker, and its validity is due to the speaker’s worthiness.
Matilal (1986: 34) adds that for the Naiyayika its author is God—a being with perfect knowledge.

Is there a universal authoritative teacher? Bocheriski states clearly that no person can be an
authority in all fields. Similarly, the Nyaya philosopher Vatsyayana’s (ca 5™ century CE) division of
authority—into the categories of sage, noble and barbarian—also suggests that there is no universal
authority. Indeed each of the aforementioned types of speakers could have a distinct role and place in
the society and, consequently, an appropriate area of expertise.

Thus, since the reliable speaker is only identified through the three qualities mentioned above,
it is important to recognise them. In the next section, I will turn to the question of how they are

established.

8. The recognition of authority

How is authority recognised? Both Bochetiski and Nyaya philosophers emphasise that authority is
established mainly through inference. For Nyaya a statement of a reliable person may concern both
perceivable and unperceivable objects. In the Nyayasiitra, Aksapada Gautama (ca. 200 BC) states that
the statement of a reliable person is valid not only for objects perceived through sense perception
but also for unperceivable objects that are known through inference. This means that the validity of a
statement of a reliable person can be verified by means of inference when it concerns an
unperceivable object and by other means (e.g. perception) if it concerns a perceivable one.
Vatsyayana adds further that this partition was made on account of the difference between the
common language and the language of seers (NBh ad 1.1.8),” for the seers (rsi) possess the ability to
directly perceive objects that are not directly perceived by the common person. Vacaspati
emphasises that inference is the root source for verifying the speaker’s reliability—it accounts for the
reliability of common speakers (Freschi and Graheli 2005: 301). Jonardon Ganeri underscores the
importance of Vatsyayana’s position because:
...it implies that the scriptures do not have any special claim to our assent, but are to be

believed for precisely the same reasons as any other piece of testimony, namely because
the transmitter is credible. A credible person is one who is knowledgeable about the

* See supra fn. 22.
* evam rsilaukikavakyanam vibhaga iti (NS ad 1.1.8).
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subject matter, and who has a sincere desire to communicate that knowledge, and can
come from any walk of life or branch of society (Ganeri 2001: 35).

What is in need of an establishment is the authoritative character of a given speaker and not the
correctness of a given speech.
In The Logic of Religion Bocheriski emphasises that the asserted statement must belong to the field
of competence:
We may now ask ourselves: What is the structure of a justification by authority? At least
two premises must be assumed in order that it may work at all. The first states that a
certain person is an authority in a given field; the second, that a certain sentence has

been asserted by this person and that it belongs to the field in question (Bochetiski 1965:
122).

Bochenski provides the following schema of the recognition of authority:
« without justification,
« with justification:
« through direct insight,
« through inference from the experience of:
« the subject of authority,

« the group to which a subject of authority belongs (Bocheriski 1996: 244).

According to Bocheriski, the recognition of authority without justification should be avoided,;
rather, recognising authority should be based on a reasonable justification which usually is of two
types: direct insight, i.e. seeing directly the truth of the statement (e.g. that it is raining) or inference
(e.g. the ground is wet, so it is inferred that it must have been raining). The most common way in
which an authority is recognised is inference. Bocheniski adds that in the case of epistemic authority
inferential reasoning consists of generalisation based on two types of experiences:

* the truth of the proposition is inferred from previous experience—e.g. when an authority was
telling the truth many times, then he or she is expected to always be right in a particular field.
* inferred from what is known about the group to which an authority belongs—e.g. previous

experiences with people belonging to the same discipline, such as with doctors.*

* In both cases this inference is based on inductive reasoning, therefore it does not warrant its truth (Bocheriski 1996: 248).
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Bochenski holds that previous experience with a speaker, or a speaker belonging to the same
discipline, is important for the recognition of authority. However, is authority established only
through our positive experience with a speaker who previously has been sincere, so that, as a
consequence, we assume that she is always telling the truth?

While discussing the issue of testimony in the Nyaya tradition, Ganeri inquires whether the
hearer must establish that the speaker is competent, sincere and compassionate before the hearer is
entitled to believe the speaker. He answers that to believe in any utterance while hoping that the
speaker has such qualities seems improbable because “that would be an epistemic charter for the
gullible” (see Fricker 1994). Ganeri refers to the Nyaya position where one ‘monitors’ the speaker
through an internal ‘lie-detector’. The hearer subconsciously registers if she is blushing, nervous,
irritated or fidgety and therefore does not need to form beliefs about the speaker’s truthfulness and
competence:

Assent is made rational in a negative way, by the absence of evidence that the speaker is
deceitful, rather than by positive evidence that she is sincere. It is rational in the same
way that it is rational for one to believe that one has not just trodden on a nail. One need
have no positive reason for so believing (a visual inspection of the foot, for example) for

one knows that, if one had just trodden on a nail, one would have come to know about it.
The ‘reasoning’ is ad ignorantiam and not inductive (Ganeri 2001: 36).

Would Bocherniski agree with the establishment of an authority in a negative way, i.e. by the
absence of any evidence that a speaker is deceitful? In the example used to support the thesis that
authority is established through the medium of direct insight he states:

[Slomeone who is charged with a crime comes to me, looks me in the eyes and says: “I
was not at the crime scene”. It can happen that I will believe him, but it means that I had
some insight in his personality and it convinced me that he knows of what he is telling
and he is telling the truth. But those are, everyone will admit, the very peculiar cases

which in practice have a very little meaning. The normal way to the recognition of
authority is inference (Bocheriski 1996: 247).

However, is it convincing that we should include this kind of test under an additional category,
namely, direct insight? Does not the belief in a person’s truthfulness or deceitfulness come from past
experiences linked with the current case through inference? Or, perhaps, following contemporary
Naiyayikas, we should rather speak of the internal ‘lie-detector’ mechanism? Still, the example
provided by Bocheriski does not exactly parallel (as he would like) the justification of the claim that it

is raining provided through the fact that one sees it directly.
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9. Concluding remarks

Both Bocheriski and Nyaya philosophers agree that authority is a linguistic communication
mechanism where the speaker has an intention to communicate instruction or share certain
knowledge by the use of linguistic utterances. The hearer is required to be linguistically competent
and to acknowledge, recognise and approve of what has been asserted. The speaker should be reliable
and have an intention or desire to instruct or share knowledge.

Indeed, authority is a relation between living individuals. Bocheriski emphasises that it is a
particular relation between the subject and object in a specific field. The relation is irreflexive,
asymmetric and transitive. Bocheriski warns against misuses which can occur when an expert in a
particular field is erroneously considered an expert in another field or when there is no relation of
authority at all.

Bocheniski develops his own typology of authority distinguishing epistemic and deontic
authority. The former applies to the authority of a person who knows the field better and provides
statements. Epistemic authority, therefore, entails a knower or an expert. The latter, deontic, entails
a person who is in charge; that is, one who gives orders or prescriptions such as a supervisor.

For Nyaya philosophers, testimony is defined as a statement of a reliable speaker. The
knowledge coming from scriptures is also credible owing to the reliability of an author or a person
who transmitted them. An authority may be a noble person, a barbarian or a seer. Naiyayikas would
agree with Bochenski that it is important that a speaker possesses three qualities: competence,
honesty and desire to speak. However, no one is an absolute authority excluding God—a being who
possesses perfect knowledge.

With that being said, how is authority recognised? Bochenski and Naiyayikas answer that it is
established mainly through inference. With regard to epistemic authority, Bocheriski states that it is
inferred from a previous experience with a specific person or with people belonging to the same
discipline as the person in question. Such an inference happens through positive evidence (that the
speaker is sincere) or absence of negative evidence (that one is deceitful). And, in case of doubt, one
may have an ‘insight’ into the speaker’s personality or use an internal ‘lie-detector’ mechanism, two

methods which function in a comparable way for Naiyayikas and Bocheriski.
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Bhatta Jayanta:

Comprehension, Knowledge, and the Reduction of Testimony to Inference'

Alessandro Graheli

The present paper is an analysis of the defense of the epistemological autonomy
of verbal testimony ($abda), against its reduction to inference, as found in
Bhatta Jayanta’s Nyayamafijari. The article identifies the Vaisesika, Buddhist
and Sankhya positions hinted at in the Nyayamafijari, and it analyses the reuse
by Jayanta of the arguments conceived by the Mimamsa philosopher Kumarila.
Unlike for Mimamsakas, according to Jayanta the relation between language
and reality is established by convention, but in its day-to-day usage it is clear
that an a priori connection is a necessary condition for linguistic
communication, so that the distinction between a fixed connection and a
conventional one weakens. The analysis of Jayanta leads to two general
conclusions: 1. In ancient Nyaya as attested by Jayanta there is no distinction
between non-committal understanding and committal knowledge from words.
Consequently, 2. in ancient Nyaya as attested by Jayanta the language is
primarily examined from an epistemological viewpoint, as the conveyer of true
statements. There are no “neutral” statements, and false statements are in fact
inappropriate uses of language.

1. Introduction

The reasons why we place any credit in witnesses and historians, is not derived from any connexion, which we
perceive a priori, between testimony and reality, but because we are accustomed to find a conformity between
them

(D. Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding)

1.1. The reduction of $abda to inference

The present paper is an analysis of the defense of the epistemological autonomy of verbal testimony

(Sabda), against its reduction to inference, as found in Bhatta Jayanta’s Nyayamarijari. This study has

! This paper is in part based on the copies of manuscripts gathered during projects G1160-M15, P17244, P19328 and P24388,
granted by the FWF (Fonds zur Férderung der wissenschaftlichen Forschung), and archived at the ISTB, University of Vien-
na. I am grateful to Karin Preisendanz, who allowed me to use such material. Elisa Freschi read an early draft of this paper
and suggested valuable improvements. She also found useful parallels from Mimamsa sources, thus enhancing the scope of

this research.
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been inspired by pioneering papers on the same passages of the NM, notably Matilal 1994 and Taber
1996. The present effort is more textually-oriented and aims at a contribution in the following
respects:

* A more complete presentation of Jayanta’s perspective on the issue.

* A deeper analysis of the relation of Jayanta’s arguments with Kumarila’s.

* A systematic identification and clarification of the Vaisesika, Buddhist and Sankhya positions on

the issue, as found in the NM.

Jayanta, an exponent of old Nyaya, stages a debate that integrates arguments from Mimamsaka,
Vai$esika, Sankhya and Buddhist sources.’ Like Kumarila, by whom he is undoubtedly inspired,
Jayanta does not explicitly label the various schools and positions, although these are more tidily
arranged in Jayanta’s presentation. In short, the Vaiesika arguments in favor of a reduction of sabda
to inference concern the necessary relation among the instrument of knowledge and the object of
knowledge (artha),” on which both inference and sabda are based, as well as the unperceived artha
which distinguishes both inference and sabda from direct perception. Quite differently, the Buddhist
reduction mainly hinges on the inference of the intention of the speaker and on his
authoritativeness. The Sankhya defense of an independent epistemological status of sabda is based on
the peculiarity of the need of a speaker, of his intention, and of specific processess on the side of the
hearer, peculiarities not found in inference; the Sankhya arguments, however, are considered
inconclusive by Kumarila and Jayanta.

Some of the pre-Kumarila arguments and objections are summed up by Taber (1996: 22-23). In
the present paper further more parallels from Nyaya, Buddhism, Vaisesika, and Mimamsa sources are
provided, although an exhausting collection of Jayanta’s sources goes beyond the scope of this paper

and needs to be carried on elsewhere.

* As a general indication for non-specialists, the Nyaya tradition largely deals with problems of epistemology, dialectics and
logic; Mimamsa is mostly concerned with the interpretation of the Veda and defense of its authority; and Sankhya is mostly
known as a system of metaphysics. These three accept sabda as an instrument of knowledge, independent from inference. In
Vai$esika, also a system of metaphysics, and in Buddhism, which in the present debate refers to the epistemology of Dinnaga

and Dharmakirti, sabda is reduced to inference. For further details, see the introduction of the present volume.

® For the purposes of this paper, rendering sabda with “verbal testimony”, “linguistic expression”, etc., and artha with “ob-
ject of knowledge”, “meaning”, etc., would be a potentially misleading choice. Since the discussion always revolves around
Sabda and artha, they will be left untranslated, in the hope that the context will help to understand their import better than

an arbitrary English equivalent.
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1.2. Understanding words and knowing from words

Upon hearing a linguistic expression, the epistemic reaction of the hearer could be considered

committal, non-committal, or both. The issue is eloquently put by Matilal (1994: 348) as follows:

It is frequently heard “I understand what you mean” and along with it comes the
disclaimer “but I do not accept it”. As knowledge or belief is based upon total acceptance,
such an understanding of what the speaker means can hardly amount to knowledge on
the part of the auditor. [...] then understanding (and the attendant interpretation) can be
the intermediate stage in providing us with the final knowledge or belief that we may
possibly derive from the testimony of [...] any [...] knowledgeable person.

According to Matilal (1994: 355) this scenario is not endorsed in Nyaya: “The Naiyayikas were
against the deployment of such a basic attitude prior to the belief-claim or knowledge claim that
arises in the hearer”.

Taber (1996: 20), while studying arguments in favour and against the reduction of verbal
testimony to inference, noticed that this claim of an absence of distinction between committal and

non-committal knowledge from words may not be applicable to Nyaya tout court:

[...] I would like to suggest a minor qualification of Matilal’s interpretation of the Nyaya
position. While it is indeed the case that Nyaya, especially later Nyaya, rejects an initial
grasp of the meaning of a statement as the author’s thought or intention, it nevertheless
does make a distinction between apprehending the meaning of a statement and

apprehending its truth.

Taber cautions that his criticism of Matilal’s characterisation of Nyaya is specifically based on
the point of view of Jayanta, who flourished at the end of the 9th century. Taber, however, also thinks

that this point of view can be extended to other Nyaya sources (Taber 1996: 20).

1.3. Jayanta and Mimamsa

As in other sections of the NM, also in the passage studied here Jayanta extensively quotes and draws
ideas from Mimamsa works, and most often from Kumarila Bhatta’s Slokavarttika. But he also
distances himself from Mimamsa tenets not acceptable by Naiyayikas. More specifically, for the
present purposes, the assumption of the artha of individual words as a qualified individual (tadvat) is
an essential aspect in which Jayanta differs from Kumarila and other Mimamsakas, according to

whom the artha is primarily a universal. Jayanta’s reuses of Kumarila’s statements should thus be
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read, mutatis mutandis, with such distinctions in mind, for even when Kumarila’s words are cited
verbatim it is quite possible that terms denote radically different concepts in the two schools and are

thus diversely intended by Jayanta, in the flow of his argumentation.

2. The context

2.1. The Nyayamafijari

Bhatta Jayanta’s Nydayamarfijari is a treatise on the tenets of Nyaya, the system of epistemology,
dialectics and logic traditionally rooted in the Nyayasitra of Aksapada Gotama (c. 200-400 CE). The
NM was composed at the end of the 9th c. CE and it unfolds in 12 parts, called ahnika-s (“daily
lessons”).*

From NM 3 to NM 6, almost half of the whole NM, Jayanta debates issues related to the
acquisition of knowledge from sabda. A crucial passage, the topic of this paper, concerns the status of
Sabda as an autonomous instrument of knowledge, or whether it should rather be reduced to
inference. The issue of the reduction of $abda to inference has already engaged scholars such as
Matilal, Chakrabarti, Taber and Ganeri, so there is not much scope to say something new. The goal of
this paper is to present again the gist of their arguments in the flow of Jayanta’s own treatment, to
give them some new perspective, just like “flowers from previous chaplets may generate a new
interest when rearranged on a new string.”

Jayanta’s eloquence in representing views that oppose his own Nyaya tradition, to the extent
that scholars often turn to the NM to figure out the original views, is well known.® The reason behind
the popularity of the NM in modern studies, however, can be traced back not only to Jayanta’s lucid
and natural style of Sanskrit, but also to his strategically arranged questions and answers. The
efficacy of philosophical arguments staged in a dialogical form is brilliantly captured by Gadamer
(2000, 11, 3, c: 746):

The essence of the question is that it has a sense. A sense, however, is a direction. The
sense of a question is thus the direction in which the answer must result, if it expects to

* An overview of the textual transmission and of the contents of the NM, as well as details on Jayanta’s time and life, can be
found in Graheli (2015, chapter 1).

® vacovinydsavaicitryamdtram atra vicaryatam // tair eva kusumaih pirvam asakrt krtasekharah / apirvaracane damni dadhaty eva
kutdhalam // (NMVa, 13, 5-6).

°E. g., see Kataoka (2008: 3): “Jayanta explains Kumarila’s discussions in a lucid manner [...] Jayanta’s Nyayamarijari can be

used as a kind of commentary on or introduction to the Mimamsaslokavarttika”.
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be a meaningful, significant answer. The question puts the object of inquiry into a
specific perspective.’

Jayanta’s style of debate is thus a point of strength of his writings. The subject matter appears in
full clarity exactly because of the well-structured and increasingly subtler objections and counter-
objections. Hence, to render full justice to Jayanta’s point of view, it is important to present the
complete debate on a given issue.’ The present attempt is to transmit the flavour of the debate found
in the NM as exhaustively as possible.’

Furthermore, Jayanta tends to mirror, in his syntheses, the concatenation of the points raised by
the staged opponents in the antitheses, so the philosophical import of a full section is significantly
influenced by the very position of its various subsections, which will thus be presented in Jayanta’s
own sequence.

As mentioned above, in this paper the terms sabda and artha are not translated. The latter term,

particularly, requires some explanation, since Jayanta is known for its peculiar views about it.

2.2. Bhatta Jayanta on the artha of words

In tune with the realist, empiricist approach of mainstream Nyaya, Jayanta tends to assume the
external reality of objects of knowledge,' which is true also for objects known by verbal testimony.
Such denoted objects, according to Nydyasitra 2.2.66, (NBhTha 132), vyaktyakrtijatayas tu padarthah,

can be individuals, shapes, or universals. Referring to this siitra, Jayanta asks (NMVa, IT 47, 5-6):

evam siddhe bahye rthe [...] adhuna Having thus established the external
vivicyate'' gosabdah kim akrter vacakah artha [...], now the word “cow” is going

7 In Wesen der Frage liegt, dafs sie einen Sinn hat. Sinn aber is Richtungssinn. Der Sinn der Frage is mithin die Richtung, in der die Antwort
allein erfolgen kann, wenn sie sinnvolle, sinngemdfse Antwort sein will. Mit der Frage wird das Befragte in eine bestimmte Hinsicht
gertickt.

®In this sense Kei Kataoka has set the benchmark of NM studies, by his editions, translations and studies of thematic sec-

tions of the NM, each inclusive of all the objections and counter-objections.

® The text of NMVa has been checked and occasionally emended with the variants found in P and X, as well as GBhSha, ac-
cording to the editorial principles explained in Graheli (2012) and Graheli (2015, chapter 5). A summary of the passage exa-
mined in this paper can be found in Potter (1977: 365).

1 See also NMVa, II 540, 16, where Jayanta distinguishes the teleological from the ontological use of the word (arthah ar-

thyamanah ucyate, na vasturiipa eva, abhavasydapi prayojanatvasambhavat /)

" yivicyate] vicaryate NMVa

179



Alessandro Graheli — Bhatta Jayanta

uta vyakteh atha jater iti. to be examined. Is it the signifier of the
shape, of the individual, or of the

universal?

Before Jayanta, the topic of this sitra had been an object of dispute among Buddhists,
Mimamsakas and Naiyayikas. Dinnaga rejected the theory that common nouns refer to universals and
saw usages in apposition (samanadhikaranya) as a problem in this theory: “If the word ‘sat’ denotes the
universal satta, then it would not be co-referential with the words denoting particulars, such as
‘dravyd’, etc., and there would not be such expressions as ‘sad dravyam’, ‘san gunah’ and the like”
(Hattori 1996, 387).

Dinnaga also mentioned with disapproval the notion that the artha of words is a tadvat, the
“possessor of that”: “[A jati-sabda is not [a denoter] of a [particular] possessing that [universal] (tadvat
= jatimat), because [it is] not independent [in denoting that object]."

The concept of tadvat as the artha of words is already introduced by Uddyotakara in the
Nyayavarttika, though it is often associated to Jayanta and the NM, where it is discussed in depth.
Merits and flaws of this theory have been discussed in Ganeri 1996 and Ganeri (1999, § 4.1, 4.2). Since
for the purpose of the present paper it is important to understand Jayanta’s position as clearly as
possible, the relevant passages of the NM will be again presented and discussed here.

The tadvat, the ‘possessor-of-that’, would be the artha of common nouns denoting substances,
such as “cow” — i. e., excluding nouns denoting unique individuals without extension, such as akasa

(“ether”), which do not have a correspective universal (NMVa, 11 59,4-60, 7):

anyesu tu prayogesu gam dehity" In other usages, such as [the

evamadisu / tadvato rthakriyayogat injunction] “donate a cow!”, they said
tasyaivahuh padarthatam // padam that the artha of a word is the
tadvantam™ evartham “possessor-of-that” (tadvat), because of
anjasyenabhijalpati’® / na ca vyavahita pragmatic reasons (arthakriyayogat).
buddhir na ca bharasya gauravam // The word directly expresses
samandadhikaranyadivyavaharas ca*® (afijasyenabhijalpati) the artha, i. e., the

2 Tr. Hattori 2000, 142. The Sanskrit version of the Pramanasamuccaya passage has been reconstructed in Muni Jambuvijaya
1976, 607, as tadvato nasvatantratvad upacarad asambhavat / bhinnatvad buddhiripasya rajii bhrtyopacaravat. It is also quoted in
GBhSha, 137-138, albeit with vrttiriipasya bhinnatvad in c.

 dehity] dogdhity K

" padam tadvantam] padatadvantam P

** _bhijalpati] -bhijalpanti P

' ca] pi NMVa
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mukhyaya / vrttyopapadyamanah'’ san “possessor-of-that”," without
nanyatha yojayisyate // tasmat tadvann interruptions in the cognitive process
eva padarthah®® // or anti-economical assumptions.” The

practical usage, for instance in cases of
apposition (samanadhikaranya), can be
explained by direct signification, and
not otherwise. Therefore only the
“possessor-of-that” is the artha of the

word.

Ganeri renders Jayanta’s views on the tadvat as follows, translating NMshu, 295:

‘Tadvan’ literally means ‘this has that’ (tad asyasti), so what is meant is that a particular is
the owner of a property. But if it is the particular which is the designatum, then the
infinity and discrepancy faults recur, [especially] since the property is not [considered by
you to be] an undesignated indicator (upalaksana). And if both [particular and property]
are designated, then the word has an excessive [semantic] burden (Ganeri 1999: 103).

It may help to have a closer look to the text of the NM (NMVa II 59,13-16), which can also be

translated as follows:*

nanu ko 'yam tadvan nama. [Objection:] What exactly is this

tad asyastiti tadvan iti visesa eva “possessor-of-that™?

samanyavan ucyate. visesavacyatve [Reply:] “Possessor-of-that”, literally

canantyavyabhicarau tadavasthau. “this has that”, is exactly a particular
samanyam tu Sabdenanucyamanam (visesa) which possesses the universal
nopalaksanam® bhavati. ubhayabhidhane (samanya). If the [mere] particular

ca Sabdasyatibhara ity uktam. (visesa) is assumed to be expressed,

fallacies of endlessness and ambiguity

ensue. And the universal (samanya),

7 yrttyopapadyamanah] vrttyopapadyamanah NMVa

'® padarthah] $abdartha X

¥ In the P reading, “they unhesitantly assert that the artha is exactly the ‘possessor-of-that’, i. e., of the word”.

* The “interruption in the cognitive process” refers to objections about a possible overlapping of cognitive processes such
as perception, mnemonic dispositions, memory, and prior knowledge of the relation among words and artha-s. The “anti-
economical assumptions” are theories which involve the postulation of multiple unseen forces, such as the theory of the
sphota, in the view of Jayanta and the Mimamsakas. Such problems are discussed in NM 6. 1.

% Ganeri's text of reference is NMShu, In this paper, however, the more reliable text of NMVa is adopted and, wherever ne-

cessary, emended on the basis of the two best manuscripts, P and K.

2 nopalaksanam] nopalaksyamanam NMShu NMVa
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which is not expressed by a word,
cannot be an accidental characteristic
(upalaksana)® [of a particular]. And in
the hypothesis that both [particular
and universal] are designated [by a
same word], there is an excessive

burden on the word.

If common nouns such as “cow” are taken to designate particulars, indeed, major issues arise. By
“endlessness” (anantya) it is meant that, since potentially there are endless referents of a common
noun, it is absurd to claim that it designates an individual thing. The “ambiguity” (vyabhicara) is that

a common noun may then refer to heterogeneous entities such as substances, qualities, etc., as in the

” o«

case of the word sat (“existent”, “real thing”), which may refer to a quality as well as to a substance

(Hattori 1996, 337; 2000, 141).

A problem in Ganeri’s interpretation of the passage is his use of the equivalent “property” for
samdnya. In the present context the Sanskrit term is clearly used, as a synonym of jati, “universal”.
While Ganeri’s use may suit the flow of his argumentation, it does not reflect the status of the
universals in Jayanta’s ontology.

Ganeri further explains Jayanta’s position as follows, translating NMshu, 296:

[Jayanta replies]: What is meant is this. The ‘property-possessor’ (tadvan) is not a
particular individual, such as Sabaleya, which is indicated by the word ‘this’ [in ‘this has
that’], and it is not the collection of all the individual [cows, say] in the world. 1t is the
substratum of a universal. The aforementioned particular Sabaleya is said to be the
‘tadvan’ because it is the substratum of the universal [cowhood], and so neither infinity
nor discrepancy are relevant [objections]. Nor do we admit that a word designates the
qualificant [i.e. the particular] without designating the qualifier [i.e. the property]. Since
[someone who understands the word] knows a relation [between it] and a property-
substratum, [the word] just means a tadvan. So where is the word’s excessive [semantic]
burden? (Ganeri 1999, 103).

An alternative translation, and an improved NM text, run as follows (NMVa, II 63,14-64, 6):

ucyate. nedantanirdisyamanah [Jayanta’s synthesis:] We say: the
Sabaleyadivisesas tadvan, na ca sarvas “possessor-of-that” is not a particular

» According to Nyaya-VaiSesika, a universal inheres in a particular, it is not an accidental aspect of a particular.
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trailokyavarti vyaktivratas tadvan. kintu
samanyasrayah® kascid
anullikhitasabaleyadivisesah tadvan ity
ucyate. samanyasrayatvan®
nanantyavyabhicarayos tatravasarah. na
ca visesanam abhidhdya’® visesyam
abhivadati’’ sabda ity upagacchamah,”
yenainam atibharena pidayema.”
samanyasrayamatre sanketagrahanat
tavanmatram vadatah sabdasya ko™
‘tibharah. evam ca®* tadvato™
nasvatantratvad ityadidusanam

parihrtam bhavati.

such as Sabaleya indicated by an
ostensive individuation (idanta). Nor
is the “possessor-of-that” the
collection of all the individuals of the
world. Rather, it is called “possessor-
of-that” any unspecified (anullikhita)
particular, such as Sabaleya, which is
the substratum of a universal. Since it
is the substratum of a universal, there
is no scope for endlessness and
ambiguity. And we do not endorse the
idea that sabda designates an attribute
and then it conveys the possessor of
the attribute, so that we would cause
the problem of overburdening this
[$abda]. Since the conventional
relation [between word and artha] is
grasped exclusively in relation to this
substratum of the universal, what
would be the excessive burden of a
Sabda that expresses that from the
very beginning? In this way,
objections such as tadvato

nasvatantratvad are refuted.

The tadvat, in Jayanta’s system, seems to have an external reality, rather than being a mental
construct. The individual (e.g., ‘cow’) is the substratum of the correspective universal (e.g.,

‘cowness’). This individual-qualified-by-universal (e.g., cow-qualified-by-cowness), or possessor-of-

* samanyasrayah [...] pidayema) om. K

B samanyasrayatvan] simanyasrayatvac ca NMShu NMVa
* abhidhaya] anabhidhaya NMVa

7 gbhivadati] abhidadhati NMShu NMVa
 ypagacchamah] abhyupagacchamah NMShu NMVa

® pidayema] pidayemahi NMShu NMVa

% ko] kataro NMShu

3 ca] om. NMShu NMVa

% tadvato] tadvator NMShu
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that, is the artha designated by a common noun (e.g., “cow”). In this way the objections of endlessness
and ambiguity, caused by particularism, are neutralized. Since the very thing ontologically is an
individual qualified by a universal, the operation occurs at once, by direct designation, and not in two
separate instants, so also the charge of semantic burden does not stand anymore.

Jayanta seems to accept some degree of flexibility in the application of the tadvat concept,
according to the context, in terms of the predominance of the particular, of the universal and the
shape in given circumstances. This would also somewhat explain the formulation in Nyayasitra 2.2.66.
If this is the case, for Jayanta tadvat is not necessary synonym of jatimat, though it may be its most

frequent application, because it can also be akrtimat:

tusabdo visesandrthah. kim visesyate. In the Nyayasiitra, the word tu
gunapradhanabhavasyaniyamena indicates a specification. What is
Sabdarthatvam. sthite 'pi tadvato specified? That the property of being
vacyatve kvacit prayoge jateh the artha of a $abda implies,
pradhanyam vyakter angabhavah yatha unrestrictedly, a primary-secondary
gaur ha pada sprastavyd iti sarvagavisu relation. [To explain:] Once
pratisedho 'vagamyate. kvacid vyakteh established that what is expressed is
pradhanyam jater angabhavah yatha the possessor-of-that (tadvat), (1) in
gam mumca gam badhana iti niyatam same cases the universal is primary
kamcid vyaktim uddisya prayujyate. and the individual secondary, as in
kvacid akrteh pradhanyam vyakter the injunction “a cow should not be
angabhavah jatis tu> ndsty eva yatha touched with one's feet”. (2) in
pistamayyo gavah kriyantam iti. others, the individual is primary and

the universal is secondary, as in
“release this cow”, “tie this cow” [...]
(3) and in others, again, the shape is
primary and the individual is
secondary, while the universal is not
there at all, as in “cows made of flour

should be modelled” [...].

Ganeri (1999: 104-105) thinks that Jayanta’s tadvat theory is logically flawed, because he “clearly
cannot take ‘property-possessor’, the direct object in his meaning specification, as standing for a
certain particular”, and because “if this phrase is mentioned”, it becomes tautological, because “the

meaning clause becomes a mere restatement of the fact that ‘A-hood-possessor’ (A-tvavan) and ‘A’ are

tu] om. NMVa
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synonyms, which is a consequence of the fact that the abstraction and possession affixes are inverses
of one another”.**

An issue in Ganeri’s interpretation seems to be whether it is legitimate to assume that the tat in
tadvat is meant as a “property”, i.e., as the dharma in the Nyaya theory of inference. If Jayanta
believed in the ontological, external existence of particulars-qualified-by-universals, in his system a
particular cannot but be a universal-possessor. The distinction between a tadvat and a dharmin,
discussed in § 5.1 below, may help to draw the distinction between samanya and dharma: while the
former is a universal, a dharma, at least in the context of inference, does not need to be so.*

Lastly, in the economy of this paper, it is important to stress that the tadvat concerns the artha of

words, not that of sentences, as it will be explained below.*

2.3. About inference

In the following discussion on the reduction of sabda to inference, Jayanta analyzes formal aspects of
possible versions of the inference from words to their objects. Since it is important to precisely
present such inferential structures, a brief clarification on the simplified presentation of inferences
adopted in this paper is in order. The formalization originally proposed by Schayer 2001, 106 and
clarified by Ganeri 2001, 16 has been here adopted and simplified. The attempt is to render the gist of
the Nyaya theory of inference as known at Jayanta’s time, that is, without taking into consideration
the developments of Navyanyaya.” Using Schayer’s formalization, the complete smoke-fire

argument, the stock example of inference in Nyaya, would run thus:

* Here Ganeri seems to invoke the taddvatvam tad eva rule of inference, which is an expression of x + vat + tva = x + tva + vat =
X, because “the abstraction operator ‘ness’ and the concretization operator ‘-possessing’ denote inverse operations”
(Bhattacharyya 2001, 175; see also Matilal 2001, 212-213).

% As discussed next, in § 2.3.

% On Jayanta and his theory of sentence signification, see Graheli 2016 and Freschi and Keidan forthcoming.

*” Thus some improvements in the formalization of Nyaya inferences, found in Bhattacharyya 2001 and Matilal 2001, have
been here ignored. The central role of paramarsa, as described in Bhattacharyya 2001, 178, and on pervasion (vyapti) (Bhatta-
charyya 2001, 178; Matilal 2001, 206), come to mind. For Jayanta’s discussion of inference theory, see NMVa, I 311, 8-11, 375,
3-4,and 11 582, 15-23.
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(1) ayam parvato vahniman  This hill possesses fire Sp

(2) dhiamavattvat Because it possesses smoke Hp

(3) yoyodhimavan, For every X, if x possesses (x)(Hx 2 Sx)
sa sa vahniman smoke, then x possesses fire

(4) tatha cayam This mountain possesses smoke Hp

(5) tasmat tatha Therefore this mountain possesses fire = Sp

The (1) (pratijfia) can be subsumed in (5) (nigamana), and (2) (hetu) in (4) (upanaya), so that it is

easier to focus on the modus ponens, implicit in the inference:

(x)(Hx > Sx) If x possesses smoke, x possesses fire
Hp This hill possesses smoke
- Sp This hill possesses fire

That this is a formally valid inference is proven as follows:

1. (x)(Hx 2 Sx)

2. Hp

. Sp
3.Hp>Sp 1, Universal Instantation
4, Sp 3, 2, Modus Ponens

The relation of “possession” between terms has the technical sense of a “occurrence-exacting”
relation (vrttiniyamaka), i.e., it specifies the ontological presence of a property (dharma) on or in
another thing, this thing being the possessor (paksa) of the property. “Property”, again, does not need

to be a quality as the English term suggests, and indeed in many Nyaya inferences it is a substance:”

Navya-Nyaya logicians define the term ‘property’ (dharma) as the second member
(pratiyogin) of occurrence-exacting relations which alone are to be denoted by the
technical term ‘possess’ used in inferences. Thus the table possesses the book when the
book is on the table, and the book is the property of the table (Bhattacharyya 2001, 174).

For simplicity’s sake, however, I will use the term “property” to render dharma in inferential

contexts and I will keep track of inferential arguments by means of a simple representation of the

% Matilal (2001, 209) proposes a relation of “location” of a “locus” and “locatee” as a solution of the ambiguity generated by

the use of the term “property”.
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modus ponens. The purpose is to precisely identify the main components of each inferential argument
—namely the probandum (sadhya), the locus (paksa) and the probans (sadhana, linga, or hetu)— and to
keep track of the relation of concomitance between probans and probandum:

If something possesses smoke, then it possesses fire

This hill possesses smoke

Therefore this hill possesses fire

3. Thesis: $abda is an autonomous instrument of knowledge

Jayanta’s discussion of sabda starts with its definition found in the roots of his tradition Nydyasiitra
1.1.7: “Sabda is the instruction of an authoritative source” (aptopadesah sabdah). This definition is
expected to flawlessly and unambiguously justify the inclusion of $abda in the list of the four
instruments of knowledge (pramana-s) accepted in the Nydyasiitra: perception, inference, analogy, and
Sabda.

Since there are also forms of pseudo-sabda that are not epistemically productive, Jayanta (NMVa,
1 396,6-12) suggests that the expression “instrument to realize something” (sadhyasadhana) should be
supplied from siatra 1.1.6 (akarake sabdamatre pramanyaprasaktir iti tadvinivrttaye parvasitrat
sadhyasadhanapadam akrsyate). Moreover, the words “knowledge” (jfiana), artha, “certain”
(vyavasayatmika),” and “undeviating” (avyabhicarin) should be supplied from Nydyasiitra 1.1.5, in order
to exclude from the definition invalid cognitions such as recollections, doubts and errors
(jianapadasya smrtijanakasya vyavaccheddya carthagrahanasya samsayaviparyayajanakanirakaranaya ca
vyavasayatmakavyabhicaripadayor anuvrttih).* The full definition would thus read: “sabda is the
instruction of an authoritative source and is an instrument to achieve undeviating and certain
knowledge of the artha” (avyabhicaradivisesanarthapratitijanaka upadesah sabda ity uktam bhavati).

Jayanta also reports an alternative interpretation of the siitra, according to which the possibility
of confusing cases of doubts and errors is already excluded by the presence of the words
“instruction” and “authoritative source”, in which case there is no need to supply words from

previous siitra-s.

* Potter (1977, 167) renders it as “well-defined”. Although in other contexts vyavasaya indicates apperception or introspec-
tion (e. g., see NK, s. v.), in this context, at least in the interpretation of the siitra found in the Nyayabhdasya and in the NM, the
introspective element does not seem predominant.

‘* Here Jayanta applies the technique of integrating elliptical aphorisms with words used in previous aphorisms, a technique

called anuvrtti and most famously used in Panini’s grammar.
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In either way, it is clear that sabda is understood as enjoying the same epistemological status of
perception, inference and analogy, since it can generate true knowledge of the artha.

The word “instruction” (upadesa) in 1.1.7 is glossed by Jayanta (NMVa, 1 398,2-3) as “act of
designation” (abhidhanakriyd). This gloss is further specified (NMVa, I 399, 2), as “an act of designation
which produces knowledge of its artha caused by the perception of an audible entity”
(Srotragrahyavastukaranika tadarthapratitir abhidhanakriya).

A common feature of perception, inference, analogy and sabda is that the knowledge produced
by them also involves the knower’s awareness that he is knowing something. Jayanta justifies the
distinction among perception, inference and sabda on the basis of the instrumental cause used to
obtain them, i.e. sense-organs, inferential marks, and an audible instruction, respectively, and on the
basis of the different terminology commonly used to denote these distinct epistemic acts (NMVa, 1
399,12-13). Here Jayanta argues that sabda may have other applications, for instance as an inferential
mark to prove the existence of ether (akasa),” which however do not disprove its distinct epistemic

role in verbal testimony:

nanu pratiteh samvidatmakatvat [Objection] A cognition is constituted

nabhidhanakriya nama kacid apirva of awareness (samvit),” therefore there

samvid anya vidyate. tatkaranasya is no [need of] such a new awareness

copadesatayam atiprasanga ity uktam. called “act of designation”. And there

satyam, samvidatmaiva sarvatra pratitih. is a fallacy of over-application when

sd caksuradikaranika pratyaksaphalam one says that its instrument [i.e., Sabda]

ligakaranikd 'numanaphalam has the nature of instruction.

Srotragrahyakaranika sabdaphalam. na hi [Reply] True, a cognition is invariably

drsyate anumiyate abhidhiyata iti
paryayasabdah. tatpratitivisesajanane ca
Sabdasyopadesatvam ucyate.
akasanumanavivaksadau tu tasya

lingatvam eveti.

made of awareness, but it is still the
outcome of perception when caused by
the senses, of inference when caused
by an inferential mark, of verbal
testimony when it is caused by what is

grasped by the hearing organ. In fact,
“perceived”, “inferred”, and “denoted”
are not synonyms. One says that
[$abda] has the character of instruction
when there is the production of a

‘I See VD, 308, where the inference is explained tatra $abdah [...] na sparsavad visesagunah. bahyendriyapratyaksad [...] natma-
gunah. srotragrahyatvad visesagunabhavdc ca na dikkalamanasam. parisesyad guno bhitva akasasyadhigame lingam. Incidentally, in
the Nydyakalika (Kataoka 2013, 20, 5-6), Jayanta shows an argument to infer that sabda is a quality as an example of pa-
riesanumand.

‘2 Cf. GBhSha, 213, 27: samyag vettiti samvit.
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specific cognition. In other
applications [of sabda] such as the
inference of ether, however, one
specifically refers to its character of

inferential mark.

The idea that any conceptual knowledge is necessarily linguistic, regardless of its derivation
from perception or inference, is debated and refuted by Jayanta from the viewpoints of several Nyaya
authorities in NMVa, I 209-225 (NM 2), and from his own perspective in NMVa, 11 476-485, where he
maintains that the theory that every cognition is linguistic is a consequence of the erroneous
assumption of a metaphysical unity of sabda and of a misguided denial of the reality of differences.

This happens because language is used to describe any kind of knowledge:

kas tvaya drsto rthah iti prsto vakti gaur When asked “what artha did you see?”,
iti. kidrsam te jianam utpannam gaur iti. one may answer “Cow”. And, “which
kam® $abdam prayuktavan* gaur iti. tata type of knowledge did you get?”

esd bhrantih. vastutas tu vivikta evaite “Cow”. And “which sabda did you use?”
$abdajfianarthah (NMva, 11 480,12-15). “Cow”. This error [of thinking that

there are no differences] is caused by
such usages. But actually these sabda,
knowledge and artha are distinct

entities.

An authoritative source is characterized in NBhTha ad 1.1.7 as “an instructor who (1) has directly
experienced the true essence of the artha and (2) is moved by the desire to describe it as it is or it is
not” (dptah khalu saksatkrtadharma yathadrstasyarthasya cikhydapayisaya prayukta upadesta saksatkaranam
arthasydptih taya pravartata ity aptah). Jayanta (NMVa, 1 399,12-13) enlarges the scope of (1), by writing
that there is no restriction to things directly perceived by the instructor, because the
authoritativeness is not undermined if the true nature of the artha is ascertained by the instructor
through inference, etc. (na tu pratyaksenaiva grahanam iti niyamah, anumanadiniscitarthopadesino py
daptatvanapayat). Here the adi of anumanadi suggests even the possibility of a chain of sabda-s.

If these two criteria are met, the source is authoritative regardless of the social or moral status.

Echoing NBhTha ad 1.1.7, Jayanta (NMVa, I 400, 11) writes that the authoritativeness is possible in

3 kam] P K; kidréam NMVa

* prayuktavan] P K; prayuktavan asi NMVa
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seers, cultivated people and barbarians (rsyaryamlecchasamanyam vaktavyam captalaksanam).” Thus the
authoritativeness of the source applies to both common and Vedic language. Unlike in Mimamsa,
indeed, even the authority of the Veda is based on the reliability of their author. The foundation of
the epistemic validity of language on a trustworthy author also implies that language is not
considered permanent, since any instructor’s utterance must necessarily occur at some point in time;
furthermore, it means that the relation between sabda and artha needs to be considered conventional,
rather than natural.

Jayanta claims, therefore, that sabda is a separate instrument of knowledge, quite distinct from

direct perception and inferential processes.

4. Antithesis: $abda is inference

Reductionists maintain that knowledge produced by sabda is nothing but inferential knowledge

(NMvVa, I 401,9-10):

Sabdasya khalu pasyamo nanumanad We do not see a distinction of sabda
vibhinnatam / atas tallaksanaksepat na from inference. Since [the proposal of]
vacyam laksanantaram // its specific character stands refuted, no

separate definition needs to be
formulated.

4.1, The Vaisesika arguments

4.1.1. Analogy of content and relation

It is clear that both sabda and inference can convey knowledge of unperceived objects and are as such
distinct from perception.* Moreover, they are both based on a necessary relation,” which is a general
law that can be applied to any given instance and is not confined to individual cases, unlike with

perception. A relation among particulars, indeed, would not be productive, because one would need

*In this connection, see also Chakrabarti 1994, 103, who makes the vivid example of a thief or a murderer confessing in

court.
% Cf. SVRa, $abda 55ab: visayo nyddrsas tavad drsyate lingasabdayoh //

7 cf. SVRa, $abda 25: na capy ajiiatasambandham padam kim cit prakasakam / sambandhananubhiityato na syad ananumanata //
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to know an infinite number of relationships conforming to the infinite number of particulars (NMVa, I

401,11-14):®

paroksavisayatvam hi tulyam tavad dvayor To begin with, they both have an

api / samanyavisayatvam ca unperceived object, which must also be
sambandhapeksandadvayoh // agrhite 'pi a generic one, since both sabda and
sambandhe naikasyapi pravartanam / inference depend on a [necessarily
sambandhas ca visesanam anantyad generic] relation: when the relation is
atidurgamah // not grasped neither sabda nor

inference can function. A relation
among particulars is inconceivable
because of endlessness [of particulars
and thus of their possible relations].

This is the basic Vaisesika argument, in which sabda is reduced to inference because of its
unperceived artha and because it is grounded, like inference, on a prior knowledge of a relation
between the sign and the signified. The argument is developed in the commentaries ad Vaisesikasiitra
9.1.3, “By this [exposition of inference] knowledge deriving from sabda has [also] been explained”
(etena sabdam vyakhyatam).”

Therefore, since the epistemic content has the same characteristics (i.e., it is an unperceived and
generic object), and since knowledge of the sign-signified relation is a necessary condition, sabda is
not distinct from inference.

Prima facie, the alleged relation of concomitance between sabda and artha can be formulated as

follows, since the locus is not clarified:

If x possesses sabda, x possesses artha

“ cf. SVRa, $abda, 35-37: sabdanumanayor aikyam dhiimad agnyanumanavat // anvayavyatirekabhyam ekapratyaksadarsandt /
sambandhapirvakatvac ca pratipattir ito yatah // pratyaksanyapramanatvat tadadrstarthabodhanat / samanyavisayatvac ca trai-
kalyavisayasrayat //

* Prasastapada explains it as follows (VD, Bhasya, 576): sabdadinam apy anumane 'ntarbhdavah, samanavidhitvat. yatha pra-
siddhasamayasyasandigdhalingadarsanaprasiddhyanusmaranabhyam atindriye 'rthe bhavaty anumanam evam sabdadibhyo ’piti. $ru-
tismrtilaksano 'py amndyo vaktrpramanyapeksah, tadvacanad amnayapramanyam. Vyomasiva glosses (VD, Vyomavati, 577): tatha
Sabdadeh karakajatasyanumanasamagryam antarbhave tatphalasyapi phale 'ntarbhavo jiata eva. [..] samanavidhitvat samana-
laksanayogitvad iti [..]. And Candrananda (CVr, ad 9. 20): yatha karyadismrtisavyapeksam anumanam trikalavisayam

atindriyartham ca tathaiva Sabdam sanketasmrtyapeksam trikalavisayam atindriyartham ca.
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4.1.2. Analogy of sign

Just like inference, sabda works by means of a sign which, once directly perceived, can cause

knowledge of an object (NMVa, I 402,1-2):*°

yatha pratyaksato dhamam drstvagnir Just like fire is inferred after the
anumiyate / tathaiva Sabdam akarnya perception of smoke, after hearing a
tadartho py avagamyate // $abda its object is known.

Hence, insofar as the sign, there is no distinction between inference and sabda.

If x possesses sabda, x possesses artha
This x possesses sabda

Therefore this x possesses artha

4.1.3. Analogy of relation

Moreover, Sabda is grounded on a relation of agreement and difference (anvayavyatireka), just like

inferential processes (NMVa, 1 402,3-4):>!

anvayavyatirekau ca bhavato 'trapi Agreement and difference apply also
lingavat / yo yatra drsyate sabdah sa here, just as with an inferential sign.
tasyarthasya vacakah // [The relation of agreement is:] The

$abda perceived in a given [artha]
(yatra) is the signifier of that very artha.

Hence, even from the point of view of the peculiar type of relation among the sign and the
signified, which must be known in advance, no distinction can be made. Inferences for which there
are examples both in agreement and difference — i.e., for which both a positive example (sapaksa) and
a negative one (vipaksa) can be stated — are the most common ones. The theory, then, is that the

$abda inference is of the anvayavyatirekin sort.”

* This text passage seems to be related to SVRa, $abda, 36b: ekapratyaksadarsanat.

*! This passage seems to be related to SVRa, $abda, 36a: anvayavyatirekabhyam.

*2 The anvayavyatirekin inference is the one explicitly endorsed by Buddhist logicians. While there is scope to accomodated
the kevalanvayin inference, the kevalavyatirekin one is explicitly rejected, unlike in Nyaya from Uddyotakara onwards (Matilal

1998, 117). On the similarity with Mill’s method of agreement and difference used to build inductive reasonings, as well as

on rendering anvaya and vyatireka in such terms, see Matilal 2001, 200.
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If x possesses sabda, x possesses artha
If x does not possess artha, x does not possess sabda
4.1.4. Analogy of property-possessorship

Both sabda and inference are based on knowledge of paksadharmata, the possession of a property by a

locus (NMVa, I 402,5-6):>

paksadharmatvam apy asti sabda eva yato There is also [in both] the
rthavan / prakalpayisyate pakso dhiimo characteristic of being the property
dahanavan iva // possessed by a locus, because sabda

possesses the artha and is thus
accepted as a locus, just like smoke
possesses the property “fire”.

The objector, here, seems to argue that the sabda epistemic process is an inference like the one

in which fire is inferred with smoke as the locus and smoke-ness as the probans:

If smoke possesses smoke-ness, it possesses fire
This smoke possesses smoke-ness

Therefore this smoke possesses fire

4.1.5. Analogy of universal sign

Furthermore, the sign is a universal, and not a particular, just like in inference (NMVa, I 402,7-8):>*

tatra dhimatvasamanyam yatha vahati Just like there (in the fire inference)
hetutam® / gatvadi*® Sabdasamanyam the universal “smoke-ness” has the
tadvad atrapi vaksyati // property of being the inferential

reason,”” so even here (in sabda) the
universal of sabda, e.g., gatva, etc., can
have it.

% This text passage seems to be related to SVRa, $abda, 36c: sambandhapiirvakatvac ca.
* This text passage seems to be related to SVRa, $abda 37b: adrstarthabodhanit.

* yathd vahati hetutam] P NMVa; yathavagatihetutah K

* gatvadi] P K; gotvadi NMVa

%" The tas suffix in avagatihetutah may be explained by means of a metaphorical application of siitra 5.4.48 of the Astadhyayi,
sasthyd vyasraye.
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The inferential sign is gatvadi, i.e., the universal of the phonemes g, au and h, which is possessed

by the locus, i.e. the word gauh (“cow”), and by which the artha ‘cow’ is inferred, since it is also

possessed by the locus gauh:

If Sabda possesses gatvadi, then it possesses ‘cow’

This sabda possesses gatvadi

Therefore this sabda possesses ‘cow’

Therefore no distinction should be made, because there is an analogy insofar as the universality

of the sign.

The VaiSesika reduction, based on the reason stated in VD, Prasastapadabhdsya, 576, “because

[Sabda] has the same rules [as inference]” (samanavidhitvat), is thus completed. Jayanta next mentions

some Sankhya arguments in defense of the autonomy of sabda from inference.

4.2. The Sankhya defense of sabda is inconclusive

On the strength of the evidence presented above, sabda should not be considered as different from

inference, because of their analogous epistemic content (visaya) and formal components (samagri).”®

There are some minor differences between sabda and inference, but these are not decisive and do not

require a distinct categorization. Specifically, there are three aspects that can be found in $abda but

not in inference (NMVa, I 402,9-14):

evam visayasamagrisamyad ekatvaniscaye
/ na vilaksanatamatram kificid
anyatvakaranam //
purvavarnakramodbhiitasamskarasahakar
ita / purusapeksavrttitvam
vivaksanusrti”’kramah // ityadina visesena
na pramanantaram bhavet /
karyakaranadharmadiviseso ‘trapi nasti

kim //

In this way, since the unity has been
ascertained due to a similarity of
epistemic content and formal
components (samagri), a discrepancy of
characters by itself should not be a
reason for otherness. The peculiarities
[of $abda] are (1) the assistence of
mental dispositions (samskara),
generated by [the perception of] past
phonemes uttered in sequence, (2) the
requirement of a person [in the form of
the speaker], (3) a sequence of sounds
conforming to the intention [of the

% On the use of the term samagri, cf. VD, Vyomavati, 577: tatha sabdadeh kdrakajatasyanumanasamagryam antarbhave tatpha-

lasyapi phale ntarbhavo jiiata eva.

* -srti] P NMVa; smrtih K
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speaker]. By means of such specificities
Sabda ought not to be considered a
separate instrument of knowledge,
because there is nothing special in its
effect, cause, property, etc.

These three requirements correspond to the arguments listed in the Slokavarttika as inconclusive
reasons for the independency of sabda, at least in part attributed to Sankhya sources and not
considered by Kumarila a valid defense of the autonomy of sabda.®

The two reasons are not effective to prove a distinction. In the first reason, although the role of
mental dispositions and phonemes is indeed a peculiarity of Sabda, this concerns the psychological
acquisition of linguistic sounds, not the acquisition of knowledge of the artha. As for the second
reason, although the speaker’s intention to designate something is indeed a necessary condition and
might be considered a distinction from inferential processes, it is not an exclusive character of sabda,
since it is observed also in non-verbal situations. As such, it cannot be used as a peculiar

characteristic of éabda (NMVa, I 402,15-17):%

yathestaviniyojyatvam api Even the application according to an
nanyatvakaranam / hastasamjfiadilinge ‘pi intention is not a cause for otherness,
tathabhavasya darsanat // because an intention is observed also

in the cases of ostensive indications by
hand, gesture, etc. [which are not
verbalized and thus they are no
instances of dabdal.

One may argue that while in inferences a clear awareness of the relation and of an illustration is
necessary, this does not happen in verbal knowledge. This apparent dissimilarity, however, relates to

the peculiarities of unfamiliar and familiar objects of knowledge: in the former case an illustration

% cf. SVRa, $abda 15cd-17: bhedah sankhyddibhis tv isto na tiiktam bhedakaranam // piirvasamskdrayuktantyavarnavakyadikalpand
/ vivaksadi ca dhimadau nastity etena bhinnata // yair ukta tatra vaidharmyavikalpasamajatita / dhimanityavisanyadivisesan na hi
bhinnata //

st cf. SVRa, dabda 19-20: yathestaviniyogena pratitir yapi $abdatah / na dhiimader itihapi vyabhicaro mngavrttibhih // hasta-
samjiiadayo ye pi yadarthapratipadane / bhaveyuh krtasanketas te tallingam iti sthitih //
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and a relation must be explicitly stated, while in the latter one the process is automated and the

illustration does not need to be recollected (NMVa, I 403,1-2):%

drstantanirapeksatvam abhyaste visaye Inference and sabda are analogous also
samam / anabhyaste tu because in cases of a frequently
sambandhasmrtisapeksata dvayoh // recurring object a specific illustration

(drstanta) [which corroborates the
relation] is not anymore required,
while when the object is not recurrent,
they both require the recollection of
the relation [corroborated by a specific
illustration].

Furthermore, one may consider the existence of polysemous expressions as a reason to see sabda
as an independent instrument of knowledge, but the ambiguity generated by such expressions occurs

also in the epistemic results of perception and inference (NMVa, 1 403,3-6):°

anekapratibhodbhiti®*hetutvam api When the inferential sign is unclear
drsyate® / aspastalinge kasmimscid asva multiple impressions can be generated,
ityadisabdavat // sphutarthanavasayac like [multiple meanings can be

ca® pramanabhasato yatha / linge tathaiva generated] by the word asva. And just
$abde ’pi nanarthabhramakarini // like in the case of an inferential sign

there can be no determination of a
distinct artha due to a faulty
instrument of knowledge
(pramanabhdsa), so [it can happen] in
the case of a sabda producing the
erroneus knowledge of multiple artha-s.

Here Jayanta exemplifies polysemy by means of the word asva, which can mean both “horse”
and “you grow” (see GBhsha, 71). He also uses the term “pseudo-instrument of knowledge”
(pramanabhdsa), as done elsewhere in the NM (NMVa, II 630, 3), where he explains that a genuine

instrument of knowledge cannot be falsified (badhyabadhakabhavanupapatteh), and that when a

6 f. SVRa, $abda 33-34: drstantanabhidhanam ca dhiimadau vyabhicaritam / prasiddhatvad dhi tatrapi na drstanto "bhidhiyate //
anabhyaste tv apeksante sabde sambandhinah smrtim / atra prayukta ity evam budhyate hi cirat kvacit //

% Cf. SVRa, $abda 24cd, na cehasvadisabdebhyo bhedas tesam pratiyate, as well as SVRa, $abda 32, yas tv anirdharitarthanam
anekapratibhodbhavah / sa linge 'py asphute drstas tasman naitena bhidyate //

¢ pratibhodbhiiti] P K; pratibhotpatti NMVa
¢ drsyate] P K; vadyate NMVa

% navasdydc ca] P K; navasayas ca NMVa
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falsification occurs it is because a pseudo-instrument of knowledge was used. This principle may be

applied to any instrument of knowledge, be it perception, inference, or sabda.

4.3. The Buddhist arguments

4.3.1. The universal of trustworthiness

Even when sabda generates only an impression the epistemic value of the deriving knowledge is
guaranteed by the authoritativeness of the statement. According to an often quoted passage
originally ascribed to Dinnaga, sabda-derived knowledge can be explained as an inference based on

the universal “authoritativeness” as the inferential sign (NMVa, 1 403,7-11):%

api ca pratibhamatre sabdaj jate 'pi Moreover, in some cases even if by
kutracit / aptavadatvalifigena janyate®® $abda itself only an impression is
niscita matih // ata eva hi manyante produced, a certain knowledge can be
Sabdasyapi vipascitah / generated by means of the inferential
aptavadavisamvadasamanyad anumanata // sign of authoritativeness. Therefore

learned people think that sabda has the
character of inference because of the
undisputedness of a trustworthy

statement.

This seems to suggest, again, a separation between comprehension, or a vague impression of the
artha generated by sabda, and knowledge, which is actually produced by an inference from the
inferential sign “authoritativeness of the statement”.

The passage aptavadavisamvadasamanyad may also be interpreted as “because of the
undisputedness common to (samanya) authoritative statements (aptavada) [and inference]”, though
this may not be what Jayanta has in mind here, if the interpretation of Cakradhara reflects his

intention. In the GBhsha, 72, indeed, there are two alternative interpretations of the argument:

dptavadavisamvadasamanyad iti yatha Just like from the universal of smoke
dhumasamanyad agnisamanyaniscaya the universal of fire is ascertained, so
evam aptavadasamanyad from the universal of an authoritative

¥ The argument is found in the Pramanavarttika, svarthanumana, 216ab; Taber (1996: 22) also quotes the Tatparyatika ad
Nyayasitra 1.1.7 (Thakur 1996), “The theory probably originated with Dinnaga; Vacaspati attributes it to him”. Vacaspati in-

troduces the argument with yathoktam bhadantena. See also aptavadavisamvadasamanydd anumanata (SVRa, $abda 23cd).

% janyate] P NMVa; jayate K
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avisamvadaditvasamanyaniscaya ity
arthah. aptavadanam vavisamvadah
samanyam ripam, yo ya aptavadah sa so

statement the universal of
undisputedness is ascertained.
Alternatively, the undisputedness of

visamvadity arthah. authoritative statements is the same
[as that of inferences]: whatever is

authoritative, is undisputed.

In the first interpretation the term samanyam denotes a universal, while in the second it
indicates the similarity of sabda and inference. The first interpretation can be expressed as follows,

perhaps with the artha as a locus, though this is not clarified in the GBh:

If an artha possesses authoritative-statement-ness, then it possesses undisputedness
This artha possesses authoritative-statement-ness
Therefore this artha possesses undisputedness

In the second sabda may be the locus:

If a Sabda possesses authoritativeness, then it possesses undisputedness
This sabda possesses authoritativeness
Therefore this sabda possesses undisputedness

4.3.2. The inference of the speaker’s intention

Going back to the notion of sabda as a locus that possesses an external object, this does not make
sense, because there cannot be a relation of possessorship between an ephemeral sabda and a stable
object. A better reductionist formulation is to say that the probandum of the $abda inference is the

speaker’s intended signification, rather than the artha (NMVa, 1 404,1-2):*

kifi ca sabdo vivaksayam eva pramanyam Rather, sabda can have epistemic

asnute / na bahye vyabhicaritvat tasyam validity only in relation to an intention
caitasya lingata // to speak, and not to an external object,
because [such an inferential mark]
would be flawed by ambiguity. The
status of inferential sign of that (Sabda)
is only in [proving] that [intention of

the speaker].

The flaw of ambiguity is that the same Sabda may refer to different things according to the

speaker’s intention, so one necessarily needs to first determine the intention. The allegation is that a

® Cf. SVRa, $abda, 39cd: [PP:] pratyayah kimnimitto 'rthe [UP:] vaktrbuddheh.
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Sabda proves nothing but the speaker’s intention, in an inference in which the locus must necessarily
be the speaker, although this is not explicitly stated by Jayanta:
If a speaker possesses sabda, then it possesses an intention to speak

This speaker possesses sabda

Therefore this speaker possesses an intention to speak

5. Synthesis: sabda is not inference
5.1. Refutation of the Vai$esika arguments

5.1.1. Disanalogy of content and relation

Jayanta begins his rebuttal by a deconstruction of his opponent’s position (§ 4.1.1) into a dilemma
(vikalpa): are we referring to sabda in its form of sentence or single word? The artha of a sentence
cannot depend on a pre-established relation and thus it cannot be known by an inferential process,
because if that were the case it would be impossible to explain the knowledge produced by newly

composed sentences (NMVa, 1 404,3-7):"°

atrabhidhiyate.”* dvividhah $abdah There are two kinds of $abda, words
padatma vakyatmakas ca’® / tatra vakyam and sentences. Of these, a sentence is
anavagatasambandham eva vakyartham capable of conveying its artha without
avabodhayitum” alam, knowledge of a relation, since it is
abhinavakavi’*viracitaslokasravane sati observed that competent people
padapadartha’samskrtamatinam (samskrtamati) can know the artha upon
tadarthavagamadarsanat. atah hearing a newly composed verse. Being
sambandhadhigama’’milapravrttina this the case, how can a similarity with
‘numanena tasya kaiva inference occur, since it (inference)
samya’’sambhavana. operates on the basis of the knowledge

of a relation?

7 cf. SVDva, Parthasarathi’s Nydyaratnamald ad $abda 54: idrsasya sabdasyanumandd bhedam pratijandti “anumaneneti”, dvidha

Sabdam, padam vakyam ca. tatra padam abhyadhikabhavad apramanam.
" atrabhidhiyate] P K; tatrabhidhiyate NMVa

7 vakyatmakas ca] P K; vakyatma ceti NMVa

7 avabodhayitum] K; avagamayitum NMVa ; P n.a.

™ _kavi-] K; om. NMVa ; P n.a.

7 padartha] K; om. NMVa P n.a.

76 sambandhadhigama) P NMVa; sambandhavagama K

7 tasya kaiva samya] P; tasyaikaikaripatva K; tasya katham samya NMVa

199



Alessandro Graheli — Bhatta Jayanta

Notably, Jayanta’s theory of sentence signification is a modification of the Bhatta one,
abhihitanvaya, according to which the meaning of a sentence is produced indirectly, by a combination
of the designated meanings. Jayanta adds to the picture a contextual factor which he calls tatparya
(see Graheli 2016). The capacity of competent speakers to compose and understand new sentences is
one of the main arguments in favour of the abhihitanvaya theory and against the anvitabhidhana one.

The case of an analogy of relation may still stand, however, if the signification of single words is

meant (NMVa, I 404,8-9):"

padasya tu sambandhadhigamasapeksatve Single words, however, do require

saty api samagribhedad visayabhedac knowledge of a relation. There is still a

canumanad bhinnatvam / difference from inference, because of a

difference in content and formal

components (samagri)

Having thus discarded the possibility that the artha of a sentence, in the epistemological process

of Sabda, is inferential, in the following sections the discussion pertains to single words.

5.1.1.1. The epistemic object of single words cannot be inferential

As explained above (see § 2.2), Jayanta maintains that the referent of words is the possessor-of-that
(tadvat), thus the content of knowledge derived from single words is quite unlike that of inferential

knowledge (NMVa, 1 404,10-12):”

visayas tavad visadrsa® eva padalingayoh. As far as their epistemic content, a

tadvanmatram padasyartha iti ca®'
sthapayisyate. anumanam tu
vakyarthavisayam, atragnih, agniman
parvata iti tatah® pratipatteh. uktam ca
tatra dharmavisisto dharmi sadhya iti.

word and an inferential mark are
dissimilar. It will be established how
the artha of the word is a “possessor-
of-that” (tadvat). Inference, instead,
has the artha of a sentence as its object,

78 f. SVRa, $abda, 55-56, visayo ‘nyadrsas tavad drsyate lingasabdayoh / simanyavisayatvam ca padasya sthapayisyati // dharmi
dharmavisistas ca lingity etac ca sadhitam / na tavad anumanam hi yavat tadvisayam na tat, and SVRa, $abda 109, vakyarthe hi

padarthebhyah sambandhanubhavad rte / buddhir utpadyate tena bhinna sapy aksabuddhivat.

7 cf. SVRa, §abda, 56-57ab: dharmi dharmavisistas ca lingtty etac ca sadhitam / na tavad anumanam hi yavat tadvisayam na tat //
samanyad atiriktam tu $abde vakyasya gocarah

8 yisadrsa] P NMVa; dhisadrsa K

& ca] P NMVa; hi K

8 tatah] P NMVa; om. K
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because from an inference a knowledge
in the form of “here [there is] fire;
[there is] a fire-possessing hill” derives.
And there® it was stated that the
probandum of an inference is a
property-possessor (dharmin) qualified
by a property.

The content of an inference involves a dharmavisisto dharmi, an unperceived property possessed
by a perceived locus (paksa or dharmin) qualified by a perceived property.* The content of knowledge
is thus the already perceived locus qualified by a previously unknown property (e.g., the hill qualified
by fire); this is the artha of a sentence, not of a single word. One may argue that this is not a sentence,
but rather a complex word: why do we need to say that “fire-qualified hill” is a sentence? The answer
is that a necessary condition of a sentence is the satisfaction of expectancy (akariksa), which occurs in

the case of a well formed inference (NMVa, I 405,1-5):*°

nanu padany api vakyarthavrttini [Objection] There are also words with
samsanti®® goman aupagavah kumbhakara the function of the vakyartha, such as
iti. “owner of cattle, descendant of Upagu,
satyam, kintu tesv api sakanksatasty eva, maker of pots”.

padantaram antarena [Counter-objection] True, but in those
nirakanksapratyayanutpadat. goman ka there is still expectancy, because

ity akanksaya anivrtteh.” without other words the fulfilment of

expectancy is not achieved, since the
question “which owner of cattle?” is
not satisfied [until the sentence is
completed].

* In SVRa, anumana 47cd, tasmad dharmavisistasya dharminah syat prameyatd; or in the NM section on inference, see NMVa, I

309, 10.

% In NBhTha, ad 1.1.35 the probandum of an inference is said to be either the property qualified by the property-possessor
or the property-possessor qualified by the property (sadhyam ca dvividham dharmivisisto va dharmah sabdasyanityatvam dhar-
mavisisto va dharmy anityah $abda iti). In NMVa, 1 310, 5, however, the latter option is not accepted.

% Cf. SVRa, $abda, 59cd: vakyarthe pi padam yatra gomadadi prayujyate.

& samsanti]| samsati K; santi NMVa

¥ gkanksaya anivrtteh] akarksan ativrtteh K
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5.1.1.2. The content of word-derived knowledge is the property-possessor, not the

possessed property

A further difference is that in inferences the qualifier of a qualified, i.e., the property of a locus, is the
object of discovery, while in words-derived knowledge it is the qualified, i.e. the that-possessor

(NMVa, I 405,6-7):

api ca parvatadivisSesyapratipattiptirvika Moreover, from an inferential sign
pavakadivisesandvagatir lingad udeti. knowledge of a qualifier such as “fire”,
padat tu viSesanavagatipurvikda arises, based upon [perceptual]
viSesyavagatir iti visayabhedah. knowledge of the qualified, such as

“hill”. From a word, instead,
knowledge of the qualified arises,
based on knowledge of the qualifier.”
Thus there is a different epistemic

content.

In inferential knowledge, the previously unkwnown entity, i.e., the probandum, is the qualifier
(e.g., fire), which is known on the basis of the perception of a qualified entity (e.g., the hill). On the
contrary, in word-derived knowledge the unknown entity that is revealed by the word “cow” is an
individual ‘cow’ qualified by a generic ‘cowness’. In fact,

smoke-possessing hill > fire-possessing hill

is quite different from

“cow” — cowness-possessing cow

Even in the case of a complex word such as “cow-possessor”, the artha would still be an

individual ‘cow-possessor’ qualified by a generic ‘cow-possessorness’.

5.1.2. Disanalogy of sign

If Sabda were the inferential sign and the artha the probandum, there would still be the need to
explain the locus of such an inference. Obviously, if Sabda is the sign, it cannot simultaneously be the

locus (NMVa, I 405,8-10), as alleged in § 4.1.2 above:”

nanu uktam yatha numane dharmavisisto [Objection] It has been said that in

% GBhSha, 72: “because from the word “cow” comes knowledge of an individual object qualified by cowness” (gosabdad got-
vavisistapindavagateh).

% Cf. SVRa, $abda, 62cd-63ab: atha sabdo rthavattvena paksah kasman na kalpyate // pratijiiarthaikadeso hi hetus tatra prasajyate /
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dharmi sadhyah, evam iharthavisistah
Sabdah sadhyo bhavatu.

maivam, sabdasya hetutvat. na ca hetur

eva pakso bhavitum arhatiti.

inference the object to be known is a
property-possessor qualified by the
property. Here [in the case of sabda],
similarly, the probandum is a Sabda
qualified by an artha.

[Counter-objection] It cannot be so,
because in your inference sabda was
supposed to be the inferential sign, and
a sign cannot be the locus as well.

An inference in which the locus and the probans are the very same entity, in fact, would be

absurd:

If Sabda possesses Sabda, Sabda possesses artha

This sabda possesses sabda

Therefore this sabda possesses ar