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3.1 Objectives

A reading of this module will enable the students to understand the relationship between politics
and ritual. This module ams to discuss the said relationship both theoreticaly and practically.
Nonetheless, this module will also discuss the question of women in performing ygina and Gandhi’s
thought on yajna.

3.2 Introduction

Modern democracies function on the principle of separation of religion and state, necessitated by
the historical tensions between church and state in Europe and power struggles in feudal societies
between rulers and priests in medieval India. Also, spiritualy enlightened individuals have preferred
to keep away from popular politics, though there are examples in history of enlightened rulers who
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wielded power for the greater, common good. Janaka, the Ramayana-era ruler of Mithila, Mauryan
emperor Ashoka and Mughal emperor Akbar stand out as examples of rulers who were seekers
themselves.

Before delving deep into the module let us first have a theoretical understanding between politics
and ritual. While politics belongs to the domain of the state and power, ritual belongs to the domain
of culture.The first thing to note is that “cultural politics” does not signify two separate categories: it
is not culture separated from politics. The term cultural politicsrefers to the way that culture—
including peopl€e's attitudes, opinions, beliefs and perspectives, as well as the media and arts—
shapes society and political opinion, and gives rise to social, economic and legal redlities. In this
regard ritual has been and will continue to be an essential part of political life.Rituals often finds its
social base in religion.

3.3 Durkheim’s views on Religion

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) placed himself in the positivist tradition, meaning that he thought
of his study of society as dispassionate and scientific. He was deeply interested in the problem of what
held complex modern societies together. Religion, he argued, was an expression of social cohesion.

In the field work that led to his famous Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim, a secular
Frenchman, looked at anthropological data of Indigenous Australians. His underlying interest was to
understand the basic forms of religious life for all societies. In Elementary Forms, Durkheim argues
that the totems the Aborigines venerate are actualy expressions of their own conceptions of society
itself. This is true not only for the Aborigines, he argues, but for all societies.

Religion, for Durkheim, is not “imaginary”, although he does deprive it of what many believers
find essential. Religion is very real; it is an expression of society itself, and indeed, there is no society
that does not have religion. We perceive as individuals a force greater than ourselves, which is our
socia life, and give that perception a supernatural face. We then express ourselves religiously in
groups, which for Durkheim makes the symbolic power greater. Religion is an expression of our
collective consciousness, which is the fusion of all of our individual consciousnesses, which then
creates a redlity of its own.

It follows, then, that fewer complex societies, such as the Australian Aborigines, have less complex
religious systems, involving totems associated with particular clans. The more complex a particular
society, the more complex the religious system is. As societies come in contact with other societies,
there is a tendency for religious systems to emphasize universalism to a greater and greater extent.
However, as the division of labour makes the individual seem more important (a subject that Durkheim
treats extensively in his famous The Division of Labour in Society), religious systems increasingly
focus on individual salvation and conscience.

Durkheim’s definition of religion, from Elementary Forms, is as follows: “A religion is a unified
system of beliefs and practices related to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden
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— beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who
adhere to them.” Thisis afunctional definition of religion, meaning that it explains what religion does
in social life: essentially, it unites societies. Durkheim defined religion as a clear distinction between
the sacred and the profane and in effect this can be paralleled with the distinction between God and
humans.

This definition aso does not stipulate what exactly may be considered sacred. Thus later
sociologists of religion (notably Robert Neelly Bellah) have extended Durkheimian insights to talk
about notions of civil religion, or the religion of a state. American civil religion, for example, might
be said to have its own set of sacred “things’: the flag of the United States, Abraham Lincoln, Martin
Luther King Jr., etc. Other sociologists have taken Durkheim’'s concept of what religion is in the
direction of the religion of professional sports, the military, or of rock music.

3.4 Politics and Rituals

Political traditions, on the one hand, accumulate and remain in some forms of meaningful social
and political experience of the nation that forms a constitutive basis of political culture, and on the
other hand it is the mechanism of transmission, reproduction and further development of experience.
From a content point of view, the political tradition is comprised of stable images of political reality
and power, embodied in symbols, myths and stereotypes, as well as value-normative guidance of
political consciousness and political behaviour of the samples, which are stored and played during the
social and political transformations. They are the result of the development of society and reflect the
historically developed social and political experience, which is passed from generation to generation.

Ritual is a practical implementation of the symbolic content of political traditions as a special
model of political action. The ritua is a standardized set of cultural and symbolic content action
undertaken in situations prescribed traditions. The coronation of the monarch, the inauguration of the
president, parades, participating in social activities are the examples of political rituals. They are an
important manifestation of political involvement orrather dissatisfaction. Thus, mass ceremony
accompanying the rise to power of a new leader —is a means of strengthening the legitimacy in terms
of the involvementof the masses in politics, when the population of the state symbolically share the
glory and power of the leader.

3.5 Definition of Yajna

Yajna or Yagya or Yagna literally means “sacrifice, devotion, worship, offering”, and refers in
Hinduism to any ritual done in front of a sacred fire, often with mantras. Yajna has been a Vedic
tradition, described in alayer of Vedic literature called Brahmanas, as well as Yajurveda. The tradition
has evolved from offering oblations and libations into sacred fire to symbolic offerings in the presence
of sacred fire (Agni).
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Yajna rituals-related texts have been called the Karma-kanda (ritual works) portion of the Vedic
literature, in contrast to Jnana-kanda (knowledge) portion contained in the Vedic Upanishads. The
proper completion of Yajna-like rituals was the focus of Mimansa school of Hindu philosophy. Yajna
have continued to play a central role in a Hindu's rites of passage, such as weddings. Modern major
Hindu temple ceremonies, Hindu community celebrations, or monastic initiations may aso include
Vedic Yana rites, or aternatively be based on Agamic rituas. In the upcoming sections we will
exclusively focus on two types of yanas.

3.5.1 Rajasuya

Rajasuya (Imperial Sacrifice or the king's inauguration sacrifice) is a GErauta ritual of the Vedic
religion. The Rajasuya associated with the consecration of aking is prescribed as a means to establish
a king's sovereignty. It is described in the Taittiriya corpus, including ApastambaSrauta Sutra 18.8—
25.22. It involves soma pressing, a chariot drive, the king shooting arrows from his bow, and a brief
“cattle raid”. There is atelling of the tale of Shunahshepa, a boy who was nearly sacrificed to Varuna
on behalf of the sonless king Harishchandra. Also included is a game of throwing dice by which the
king is enthroned and the cosmos is regenerated.

3.5.2 Ashvamedha

The Ashvamedha is a horse sacrifice ritual followed by the (Erauta tradition of Vedic religion. It
was used by ancient Indian kings to prove their imperial sovereignty: a horse accompanied by the
king's warriors would be released to wander for a period of one year. In the territory traversed by the
horse, any rival could dispute the king’s authority by challenging the warriors accompanying it. After
one year, if no enemy had managed to kill or capture the horse, the animal would be guided back to
the king's capital. It would be then sacrificed, and the king would be declared as an undisputed
sovereign.

The best-known text describing the sacrifice is the Ashvamedhika Parva or the “Book of Horse
Sacrifice,” the fourteenth of eighteen books of the Indian epic poem Mahabharata. Krishna and Vyasa
advise King Yudhishthira to perform the sacrifice, which is described at great length. The book
traditionally comprises 2 sections and 96 chapters. The critical edition has one sub-book and 92
chapters.

The ritual is recorded as being held by many ancient rulers, but apparently only by two in the last
thousand years. The most recent ritual was in 1741, the second one held by Mahargjah Jai Singh |1
of Jaipur. The original Vedic religion had evidently included many animal sacrifices, as had the various
folk religions of India. Brahminical Hinduism had evolved opposing animal sacrifices, which have not
been the norm in most forms of Hinduism for many centuries. The great prestige and political role of
the Ashvamedha perhaps kept it alive for longer.

3.6 Critical Reception
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The earliest recorded criticism of the ritual comes from the Carvéka, an atheistic school of Indian
philosophy that assumed various forms of philosophical skepticism and religious indifference.
According to some writers, ashvamedha is a forbidden rite for Kaliyuga, the current age. This part of
the ritual offended the Dalit reformer and framer of the Indian constitution B. R. Ambedkar and is
frequently mentioned in his writings as an example of the perceived degradation of Brahmanical
culture. While others such as Manohar L. Varadpande, praised the ritual as “socia occasions of great
magnitude”. Rick F. Talbott writes that “Mircea Eliade treated the Ashvamedha as a rite having a
cosmogonic structure which both regenerated the entire cosmos and re-established every social order
during its performance.”

3.7 Right to Perform Yajna by Unmarried Women

Maharishi Manu who regarded Vedas as of axiomatic authority was a great advocate of higher
education for women and for performance of religious rites (including yajna) by them. Further, the
view of orthodoxy that women are not allowed to perform Yajna alone is falacious. It is pertinent to
point out here that unmarried female students (brahmacharinis seeking knowledge) who pursued
education in the Gurukuls during Vedic times like their male counterparts were compulsorily required
to perform Ygna (after wearing in Yayopavitam-holy thread) as a part of their daily routine.
Atharvaveda in Brahmacharya Sukta (11.5.18) says
‘ Brahmacharyenakanyayuvanamvidantepatim’ charyoBrahmacharenbrahmacharnimichatey’, i.e, a girl
after having completed her studies and after having fulfilled her pledge of celibacy finds a youth as
a suitable match for her. Today aso you can find a large number of women students studying in
unorthodox Gurukuls especially run by Arya Samaj where they not only perform Yajna themselves but
also act as a Brahma of the Yajna leading theritual. (Rig Veda 8.33.19 says Istri hi Brahma babhuvith).
However, it is unfortunate that amongst certain sections even in this age women are not allowed to
recite Gayatri Mantra and they are denied holy threads and the study of Vedas.

3.8 Performance of Yajna by Women for Good Progeny and I mportance
of Anushthana

Religious education including performance of Agnihotra and other rituals was a part of women's
day to day life. Rigveda calls upon women to learn this all — Yajyamdadheysaraswati (Rig 1/3/11).
There are certain rituals which are conducted with a wife — ‘Patnivantonamasyamnamasayan’ (Rig
Veda 1/72/5) The Shatapatha Brahman calls her “YosaVai Saraswati” and invites wise women for Yajna
(1/5/9). Even for getting a good progeny the importance of Yana was realised and Anushthana is
prescribed by Shatpatha Brahmana. (1/9/2/1-35) Basically, Yajna (a sacrifice) is a spiritual activity and
adivineresolve. The spirit of Yajnaliesin performing good deeds and in surrendering to God whatever
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a person has. It is a step towards reaching the higher levels of Yoga. According to Sri Krishna Life
Isto be treated as a Yajna or a sacrifice and in Gita (3-9), he tells Arjuna, to perform his duty without
any attachment and in the spirit of Yajna (sacrifice).

3.9 Gandhian Concept on Yajna or Sacrifice

Yajna means an act directed to the welfare of others, done without desiring any return for it,
whether of a temporal or spiritual nature. ‘Act’ here must be taken in its widest sense, and includes
thoughts and word, as well as deed. ‘ Others' embraces not only humanity, but al life. Therefore, and
also from the standpoint of ahimsa, it is not a yajna to sacrifice lower animals even with a view to
the service of humanity. It does not matter, that animal sacrifice is alleged to find a place in the Vedas.
It is enough for us, that such sacrifice cannot stand the fundamental tests of Truth and Non-violence.
| readily admit my incompetence in Vedic scholarship. But the incompetence, so far as this subject is
concerned, does not worry me, because even if the practice of animal sacrifice be proved to have been
a feature of Vedic society, it can form no precedent for a votary of ahimsa.

Again a primary sacrifice must be an act, which conducts the most to the welfare of the greatest
number in the widest area, and which can be performed by the largest number of men and women with
the least trouble. It will not therefore, be a yajna, much less a mahayajna, to wish or to do ill to anyone
else, even in order to serve a so-called higher interest. And the Gita teaches, and experience testifies,
that all action that cannot come under the category of yajna promotes bondage.

The world cannot subsist for a single moment without yajna in this sense, and therefore the Gita,
after having dealt with true wisdom in the second chapter, takes up in the third the means of attaining
it, and declares in so many words, that yajna came with the Creation itself. This body therefore has
been given us, only in order that we may serve all Creation with it. And therefore, says the Gita, he
who eats without offering ygjna eats stolen food. Every single act of one who would lead a life of
purity should be in the nature of yajna. Yajna having come to us with our birth, we are debtors al our
lives, and thus forever bound to serve the universe. Even as a bond slave receives food, clothing and
so on from the master whom he serves, so should we gratefully accept such gifts as may be assigned
to us by the Lord of the universe. What we receive must be called a gift; for as debtors we are entitled
to no consideration for the discharge of our obligations. Therefore, we may not blame the Master, if
we fail to get it. Our body is His to be cherished or cast away according to Hiswill. Thisis not a matter
for complaint or even pity; on the contrary, it is a natural and even a pleasant and desirable state, if
only we realize our proper place in God's Scheme. We do indeed need strong faith, if we would
experience this supreme bliss. “Do not worry in the least about yourself, leave al worry to God,” -
this appears to be the commandment in all religions.

This need not frighten anyone. He who devotes himself to service with a clear conscience will day
by day grasp the necessity for it in greater measure, and will continually grow richer in faith. The path
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of service can hardly be trodden by one, who is not prepared to renounce self-interest, and to recognize
the conditions of his birth. Consciously or unconsciously every one of us does render some service or
other. If we cultivate the habit of doing this service deliberately, our desire for service will steadily
grow stronger, and will make not only for our own happiness but that of the world at large.

3.10 Conclusion

It isanirony of our times that we want modern medicines to pass several stages of tests and layers
of trials before accepting them, but have unwavering faith in many ancient rituals and remedies just
because they have been mentioned in our sacred texts.

Consider our belief in a variety of yajnas mentioned in the Vedic literature. Our texts are full of
claims that several powerful kings were blessed with more power, territory and wealth, and their
gueens with children after performing a horse sacrifice (AshwamedhaYajna) — an elaborate ritual that
also involved the chief wife's cohabitation with a slain stallion.

The horse sacrifice is now rarely performed, but many other Vedic rituals are still popular. Several
people perform Mahamrityunjaya Yajna to beat illness and seek long lives for themselves and family
members, believing that fumes from herbs used in the ritual have healing powers. During times of
drought, yajnas propitiating the rain god Indra are common sight in many north Indian states.

And then there are prayers and rituals that are supposed to silence enemies and sort out problems.
Rajasthan chief minister VasundharaRaje, for example, regularly visits a shrine in Datia, where she
locks herself up for several days to pursue prayer and sacred rituals.

But, do these rituals actually work? Did the AshwamedhaYajna actually make queens more fertile?
Can yajnas cure illness, slay enemies or generate dark clouds and force them to pour down on parched
land?

If the recommendations of a panel formed by the Central government are implemented, we may
soon find out. The Second Sanskrit Commission, a 13-member panel set up by the UPA-II for
suggesting measures for promoting our ancient culture and reviving Sanskrit, has recommended that
scientific labs be set up to test the efficacy and power of Vedic rituas.

According to The Indian Express, the panel has made severa other recommendations, including
a four-language formula for school education, making Sanskrit compulsory for students from classes
VI to X.

It is a misconception that making Sanskrit mandatory can make it popular. Until a few years ago,
it was part of every school curriculum, including convent schools in north India. But, it disappeared
from classrooms because students didn’t find it of any practical use: It was neither spoken in public,
nor was it part of popular culture. Cramming it like parrots did not guarantee future employment either,
unless a student’s ambition was limited to teaching Sanskrit or becoming a priest in temples, or at
weddings and funerals.
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While the efficacy of the new set of ideas for reviving Sanskrit without finding too many practical
uses for it can be put up for academic scrutiny, it is the proposal for subjecting our ancient wisdom
to scientific tests that should be welcome. It is an excellent suggestion for separating myths from facts,
superstition from scientific logic and blind faith from verifiable formulas.

The biggest problem with much of our ancient wisdom and rituals is that it has never been
subjected to rigorous scientific scrutiny. Much of what passes off as Vedic knowledge is either
mythology — we had PushpakVimans, our ancestors were capable of plastic surgery, queens could
summon gods with mantras for conceiving — or is too fantastic to believe — just reciting mantras can
prolong life or gaumutra has rare healing qualities.

The incredulity inspired by such untested (even laughable) claims gets magnified because of our
blind faith in hokum like astrology, palmistry and vaastushastra that is often presented to the world as
wisdom begueathed by our ancestors.

But, there may indeed be a lot in our texts that can be of great benefit to humanity. The red
challenge is to separate it from the unscientific, illogical and far-fetched ideas that masquerade as
Vedic practices and knowledge.

3.11 Self-assessment questions

a) Discuss Durkheim'’'s views on Religion.
b) Write a note on the Gandhian Concept on Yajna or Sacrifice.
c) Write a brief note on AshvamedhaYajna.

3.12 Suggested Readings

I.  Durkheim, Emile. (1915). The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. (J. W. Swain, Trans.)
New York: Macmillan.

ii.  The Mahabharata. (1905). (M. N. Dutt, Trans.) Calcutta: Elysium Press.

iii.  Gandhi, Mohandas Karamchand. (1932). From Yeravda Mandir. (V. G. Desai, Trans.)
Ahmedabad: Navajivan Mudranalaya

Iv. Lukes, Steven. (1975). Political Ritual and Social Integration. Sociology , 9 (2), 289-308.
v.  Patton, Laurie. (2005). The Hindu World. (G T. Sushil Mittal, Ed.) Routledge.
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