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Abstract

This thesis examines a well-known axiom of ancient Indian thought: the human being is classified
as one of the five domestic animals, pasu. Although this notion is well-known, often mentioned in
secondary literature, it has not yet received a comprehensive, scholarly treatment. Drawing on the
detailed philological and textual-historical study of the Vedic poetry and prose, this thesis explores
the classification of the human as a domestic animal, as well as the categories of “animality” and
“humanity” more broadly.

The thesis is composed of three core chapters. The first discusses the semantic history of
the three most common Vedic animal terms: pasu, mrga, and the antonymic dyad, gramya and
aranya pasu. As well as introducing the terms in a broad context, it argues that their evolution
documents the transition of Vedic lifestyle from semi-nomadic pastoralism to agricultural
sedentism.

Building on this, the second and third chapters explore the position of the human being
within the pasu group. The second chapter discusses similarities and differences between the
human and the rest of the group, in terms of both body and behaviour. The Vedic corpus suggests,
however, that in the mythical past, people and domestic animals used to look and behave alike:
justlike people, domestic animals walked on two-feet, exercised agency, and sacrificed. I argue that
this common history indicates that the species of pasus are mutually “related”. There is a sense of
what I call “ontological proximity”: an entangled existence driven by a shared history and mutual
care. The third chapter further investigates the notion of “ontological proximity” by way of detailed
reading of two mythical narratives from the Vedic Brahmanas, arguing that this idea is clearly

present and used creatively in Vedic animal imagery.

Corrected version of the thesis, 8" January 2023
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locative
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Mw M. Monier-Williams’ A Sanskrit-English Dictionary (Monier-Williams: 1872)
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pl. plural
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sg. singular

TITUS  Thesaurus Indogermanischer Text- und Sprachmaterialien
VPAK  Visvabandhu SastiT's Vaidikapadanukramakosah (Sastri: 1935-65)
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Yt. Yast
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§1 Introduction

Stories are always a complex production with many tellers and hearers,
not all of them visible or audible.”

— Donna Haraway: Primate Visions'

§1.1  SCOPE, GOALS, SOURCES, AND BACKGROUND OF THIS THESIS

At the heart of this thesis stands a simple axiom of ancient Indian thought: the human being is
classified as one of the domestic animals (pasu). Although this is a well-known postulate, often
mentioned in the secondary literature, it has not yet received detailed scholarly treatment. Since it
carries far-reaching implications for a broader understanding of the categories of “humanity” and
“animality”, however, it deserves thorough study. This thesis aims to do precisely that.

Although my objective is to explore what is at stake when we take seriously the assertion that
the human is a pasuy, this thesis focuses on animals rather than people. This is reflected by the name
of the thesis: Animals in Vedic Prose. There are a couple of reasons for this name and the focus of my
research. First, to understand the implications of the axiom that the human is a domestic animal, we
must explore what, exactly, an animal is. Second, and perhaps more importantly, is that as scholars,
we know comparatively more about the lives of Vedic people than the animals that existed alongside
them. Although Vedic literature is relatively narrow in its contents and mostly devoted to ritual, it
offers a keyhole through which one catch a glimpse of the Vedic “lifestyle”. This has been the focus of
most of the study of the Vedic period: religion, ritual, customs, warfare, kinship, and other matters of

the human life have been explored by vernacular and Western commentators. In recent years,

' Haraway: 1987, p. 8.



however, many Humanities disciplines have turned their attention to the non-human world, exploring
the wider environment around us, from microbes to megafauna. This thesis, inspired by these
attempts, seeks to explore what an animal is for the anthropo- and ritual-centric Vedic literature.

In the hope of understanding these matters, I am guided by a handful of questions which I
answer in three separate chapters. First, what is an animal in Vedic literature? What are the words
used for such a creature, and in what contexts? These questions are answered in the second and
longest chapter, called “Animal Terminology in Vedic Literature”. This chapter reconstructs the
semantic history of the three most common animal terms in the Vedas: pasu, mrga, and the antonymic
dyad gramya and aranya. The contextualisation of these terms serves as a basis for the rest of the
thesis. "

Second, what is the human in relation to the other domestic animals? In what ways does the
human differ from the other pasus, and in what way does it resemble them? These questions provide
the logic of the third chapter, titled “The Unusual Suspect”.

Throughout these two chapters, I argue that the way Vedic literature depicts the relationship
between human and non-human domestic animals gives the impression of relatedness and
multispecies intimacy. I call this notion “ontological proximity” and explore it in detail in the fourth
chapter, titled “Skin”. Using a thorough reading of two mythical narratives from the Vedic prose texts,
I discuss the close symbolic relationships of people and their livestock.

The primary goal of the thesis is to explore the relationship of the human and non-human
animals in Vedic literature, with a special interest in the domesticated species. Despite the title, the
thesis is not a description of the zoology of ancient India. It is not a catalogue of certain species and
their instances in the Vedic corpus.” Instead, it is an exploration of the imagery of the relationship
between certain types of beings in this world, and to some extent the next world as well. Nevertheless,
I believe that since this approach is rooted in a detailed textual study, it can provide a modest
contribution to the general study of animals in South Asian history, especially since a large part of its
discussion encompasses the meaning of individual terms for animal categories.

Furthermore, my research is motivated by my interest in ancient cultures as well as
contemporary Anthropology, Animal Studies, and Philosophy, in particular the topical studies in
multispecies encounters. One of the goals of my thesis is thus to join my interests and to explore how

to “think with” Vedic animal imagery in the context of Anthropocene, and how the philological work

*For a catalogue of this sort, see the works of Devee: 1995; or Clason: 1979.
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of Vedic Studies can be informed by reading contemporary theories of multispecies relationships. I
explain these matters more thoroughly in this Introduction, in § 1. 3.

Now that I have presented my research questions in broad strokes, let me summarise the
contents of this Introduction. Following this section, I present the primary sources used in this thesis
and the general background of my research. I continue by explaining my methodology and theoretical
background which has shaped the research questions. In the penultimate section, I provide a broader
view of the field by discussing the socio-economic context of the Vedic era. I conclude by way of

explaining the conventions of orthography, citations, and other technical manners used in this thesis.

§1.1.1  ONMY SOURCES
The scope of this thesis is largely delineated by the primary sources I use for my research. In the
following section, I will introduce the primary materials I rely on and explain how I work with them.
Although I begin with a summary of some basic facts about Vedic literature, I do not aim to provide a
general introduction of the topic.?

My work is centred around the so-called Vedic texts: literature composed orally in a language
known as Vedic Sanskrit, largely in the Indian subcontinent, in roughly 1500-500 BCE. The Vedic canon
is a corpus of religious, namely ritual literature, consisting of two types: material used during ritual
practice (usually in verse), and material external to the ritual, that is its descriptions and
commentaries (usually in prose). Traditionally, the literature is catalogued into four groups according
to the genre, and roughly their chronological order. The Vedas, also known as the Sambhitas or mantra-
type texts, are collections of poetic materials used in ritual practice. The Brahmanas are ritual
commentaries: explanations and justifications of Vedic ritual, composed in prose. The Aranyakas and
Upanisads are esoteric and early philosophical prose explanations of the ritual practice. Lastly, the
Sutras are minute descriptions of the ritual practice in prose.* These four types of literature are further
divided into four groups according to their adherence to a particular Veda: Rgveda, Samaveda,

Yajurveda, and Atharvaveda. The four Vedas are, furthermore, divided into a number of liturgical

3 This section is not aiming to be an introduction to ancient Indian literature but an explanation of my choices.
For a summary of Vedic sources, I recommend the succinct introduction by Jamison: 1991, p. 7-16. For a book-
length introduction, see Gonda: 1975. For information about editions and translations, see Jamison & Witzel:
1992, p. 4-28.

* Jamison & Witzel: 1992, p. 5, further distinguish between genres/layers “which do not always coincide with the
traditional division of Vedic texts.” These are: “1. Rgveda (with as late additions, book 10 and also parts of book
1), 2. the so-called Mantra language (Atharvaveda, Rgvedakhila, the mantras of the Yajurveda etc., the Samaveda),
3. the expository prose of the Yajurveda Samhita texts (MS, KS, KpS, TS), 4. the Brahmana prose (including the
older portions of the Aranyakas and Upanisads, as well as some of the earliest Sutras), 5. the late Vedic Satras.”
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schools, so-called sakhas, “branches”, each of which provides its own tradition of ritual exegesis. Thus,
a particular Brahmana is never a general commentary on Vedic ritual but a specific perspective of a
particular Vedic school.?

Since Vedic literature is vast and complex, I had to limit my research for this thesis to a
manageable sliver of the corpus. For multiple reasons, I am drawn to the Brahmana prose texts. First,
they offer fascinating information about the ancient Indian religion as well as everyday life. Although
sometimes deemed boring or strange,’ the Brahmana texts express “controlled intelligence, [..] flashes
of insight, and [...] empathy”, as Stephanie Jamison writes.” Michael Witzel argues, furthermore, that
in the Brahmana period, “one learnt to discourse and ‘think’ (as opposed to inspiration or ‘free’
speculation of the RV), [...] one learnt to watch and discuss nature, society, thought and speech, in a

" The observation of the world is what makes the Brahmana literature

‘pre-scientific’ manner [...].
particularly valuable for this project. Second, although the Brahmanas appear “to be the fountainhead
of [...] many Indian arts or sciences”,’ as Witzel suggests, they remain a largely understudied subject
in the Vedic scholarship. Every study of the Brahmana prose still enhances the field, and I hope that
my thesis will, perhaps, add another piece to the jigsaw. The focus of my research is, therefore, directed
primarily at the Brahmana prose, and the name of my thesis is Animals in Vedic Prose rather than a
more general name, such as Animals in the Vedas. It is noteworthy, however, that the knowledge of the
preceding literary types is nevertheless essential for understanding the prose texts. This means that,
fundamentally, my thesis deals with the literature of the first two types: the Vedic Sambhitas and
Brahmanas.

For the most part, my research focuses on narratives. This implies that I work primarily with
texts that are more “literary” in their genre. In practice, this means that I almost never deal with the
recensions of the Samaveda Samhita, since they are collections of chants (saman), mostly extracted
from the RV. Equally, I concentrate on the major Brahmanas, omitting late, post-Vedic texts such as
the Gopatha Brahmana. Furthermore, I mostly work with the Madhyamdina recension of the
Satapatha Brahmana, since the Kanva recension is fairly similar and brings only limited additional
understanding. Nevertheless, there are a couple of cases where I choose to use a Kanva version of a
certain story in addition to the Madhyamdina. A full list of my primary sources and their editions and

translations is presented in the Bibliography.

’ On Vedic sakhas, their history, dating, and geography, see Witzel: 1987; or Renou: 1947.

® For a collection of scholarly opinions about the Brahmana prose, see Witzel: 1979, p. [1].
7 Jamison: 1991, p. xv.

® Witzel: 1987, p. 414.

° Ibid.



To demonstrate certain points, I occasionally branch off into later sources, such as the
Srautasiitras (used particularly when discussing certain ritual practices), the Dharmagastras
(especially when discussing dietetical prescriptions), or the Epics, especially the Mahabharata.
Furthermore, to illustrate the evolution from Proto-Indo-European and Indo-Iranian past, I take into
consideration the evidence of the Avestan corpus.

An important part of this study has been locating the occurrence of certain terms in the
corpus of Vedic texts. In the preparation of this thesis, I have used a combination of electronic and
printed texts. I have relied on the texts available on the websites of initiatives such as the Gottingen
Register of Electronic Texts in Indian Languages (GRETIL), Thesaurus Indogermanischer Text- und
Sprachmaterialien (TITUS), and Digital Corpus of Sanskrit (DCS).” For specific texts, I used other
tools. For the research in the RV, I have utilised the online version of Holland and van Nooten’s
metrically restored text, housed online by the University of Texas, Austin, as well as Kevin Ryan’s
Rgveda Search Engine, and the online commentary to the newest English translation of the RV by
Stephanie Jamison and Joel Brereton.” For the SBM, I have often used the Vedavid website.”

Since there is a high possibility for human error in electronic texts, I cross-referenced them
with the printed editions when in doubt. In querying the corpus of electronic texts, I have made use
of a program called BBEdit, available for free download.” This text editor enables searching specific
strings of characters across multiple texts. Although a rather rudimentary text-mining method, it has
proved to be effective; in particular, in combination with more traditional methods of word-search
reliant on printed concordances and lexica. These have included sources such as Grassmann'’s
Warterbuch zum Rig-Veda or the indispensable concordance of Vedic texts, Visvabandhu Sastri’s

Vaidikapadanukramakosah (VPAK).*

 GRETIL [http://gretil.sub.uni-goettingen.de/gretiLhtml, last accessed 25 August 2022]. TITUS

[https://titus.uni-frankfurt.de/indexe.htm, last accessed 25 August 2022]. DCS [http://www.sanskrit-

linguistics.org/dcs/index.php, last accessed 10 September 2022].
" The metrically-restored RV online [https://Irc.la.utexas.edu/books/rigveda/RVoi, last accessed 25 August

2022], based on the printed version of Van Nooten and Holland: 1994. RV Search Engine
[https://meluhha.com/rv/, last accessed 25 August =2022]. Rigveda Translation: Commentary
[http://rigvedacommentary.alc.ucla.edu/, last accessed 22 September 2022].

Vedavid [https://vedavid.org/index-sutra.html, last accessed 25 August 2022].

¥ BBEdit [https://www.barebones.com/products/bbedit/, last accessed 25 August 2022].

“ Grassmann: 1837; Sastri: 1935-1965.



§ 1.1.2 THE BACKGROUND OF THIS THESIS
“Why look at animals?” asked the art historian John Berger over 50 years ago in his influential
eponymous essay.” In this section, it might be useful to rephrase Berger’s question and ask why an
Indologist should be interested in animals, and especially in animals of the past? There are a handful
of reasons why this topic is compelling to me.

From a zoological perspective, India is one of the most interesting areas in the world. For
millennia, the Indian subcontinent has been geologically and geographically isolated. This isolation
was prompted by the break-off of the landmass that is now the Indian subcontinent from Africa and
its drift towards Eurasia which resulted in the formation of the highest mountain ranges in the world:
the Himalayas, Karakoram, and Pamir. This, in turn, locked the subcontinent away from the rest of the
continental mass and enabled a local evolution of many species. Owing to the geological development,
the Indian subcontinent is a habitat of many unique, endemic species, such as the Indian rhinoceros
and elephant, wild ruminants such as the four-horned antelope, the blackbuck, or the spotted deer.
Some South Asian species have “an African stamp”, as Alexandra van der Geer says, such as the
elephant and lion: they started from the same genetic pool as their African relatives, but evolved in
isolation into distinctive species, found nowhere else on the planet.”® Others, especially the big cats
such as tiger, leopard, and lion, used to occur in many other parts of Eurasia but now survive only in
the Indian subcontinent. Their “disappearance from South Asia”, writes the veterinary-doctor-turned-
Indologist Alexandra van der Geer, “means disappearance from our planet.”” In itself, the distinctive
character of Indian fauna is an intriguing subject.

This remarkable wildlife has sparked the attention, imagination, and creativity of people
living on the Indian subcontinent since prehistoric times. For example, rhinos were depicted in rock
shelters and caves by Mesolithic inhabitants of the Indian subcontinent, such as in Mirzapur in today’s
Uttar Pradesh. Tigers and a multitude of other wild animals decorate soapstone seals used by people
of the Indus Valley civilisation. Classical Indian art abounds in animal motifs of all sorts.”® Analogously,
animals are as frequent in Indian literature as in the visual arts. The Rgvedic hymns describe cattle
and other domestic animals in beautiful metaphors, preceding the famous Classical Sanskrit animal
narratives of the Paricatantra, Hitopadesa, the Buddhist Jatakas, or the poetic descriptions of the

environment in the rich history of kavya literature.

* Berger: 2009r (c1980).

*®Van der Geer: 2008, p. 2.

Van der Geer: 2008, p. 2.

* For animals in Classical Indian sculpture, see Van der Geer: 2008. For painting and other visual arts, see e.g. Pal
& Seid: 2002; Sen: 1972; or Kadgaonkar: 2008.



Indian literature and art are generally known for their usage of animal motifs. Despite this,
the history and evolution of Indian animal symbolism is rather blurry. In particular, very little is known
about human relationship with animals in one of the earliest periods of the Indian history, the Vedic
era. The textual sources from this period are by and large ritual materials, describing and explaining
the intricate Vedic sacrifices. Due to their narrow focus, they offer only limited information on the
environment and its inhabitants. Any study contributing to the topic, therefore, enlarges our
understanding of the environment within which they lived.

Lastly, there is a purely selfish spin to this thesis. Through my research, I am trying to cope
with my own “environmental grief’, the sadness felt in relation to the loss of species, their habitats,
and whole ecosystems due to anthropogenic climate change. The unique fauna of the Indian
subcontinent has been dwindling since early modernity; many of its distinctive species are currently
endangered. The climate crisis, however, brings a new set of challenges which might leave wildlife
even more vulnerable and depleted.

When I expressed these concerns during the oral exam for my Confirmation of Status, the
examiners asked how my work relates to the study of the “Anthropocene”, a relatively new “turn”
within the Humanities. In the rest of this section, I will try to answer this question.

“Anthropocene” is a term for the epoch in which for the first time in history, human impact
on the planet is comparable to geological forces. The term has been coined at the start of the new
millennium and formally ratified by geologists as an epoch in which we are currently living.” The
world of Anthropocene is, in the words of David Haberman, an “increasingly uncertain world”, and
climate change an all-encompassing phenomenon which dramatically disrupts human livelihood on
the planet.”

Although human-induced climate change has been associated primarily with modernity,”

people have had an impact on the planet in various ways since the early Holocene, a period which

¥ The word “Anthropocene” has been in circulation since 2000 when it was coined by Paul Crutzen and Eugune
Stoermer (see Crutzen & Stoermer: 2000; cf. Crutzen: 2000). It was recognised by the International Commission
on Stratigraphy (ICS) as an unit of geological time [http://quaternary.stratigraphy.org/working-

groups/anthropocene/, last accessed on 10 September 2022]. Formally, however, we are still living in what the

ICS calls the Meghalayan Age of the Holocene Epoch. Some scholars have suggested other names for the epoch,
such as Capitalocene, which singles out the impact of capitalism and its dependence on fossil fuels. See e.g.
Haraway: 2015. Others have pointed out problems with the concept, such as its structural whiteness; for debate
on this, see Mathur: 2021, p. 13-15. On the relation between Anthropocene and precarity, see Tsing: 2015, p. 19-21.
** Haberman: 2021, p. 1ff. For what the uncertainty might mean, see e.g. Armstrong McKay: 2022.

* On the timings, Graeber & Wengrow write: “Most experts point to the Industrial Revolution, but some put its
origins earlier, in the late 1500s and early 1600s. At that time, a global drop in surface air temperatures occurred
— part of the ‘Little Ice Age’ — which natural forces can’t explain. Quite likely, European expansion in the
Americas played a role. With perhaps go per cent of the indigenous population eliminated by the effects of

7



started roughly at the end of the last Ice Age, roughly twelve thousand years ago. The anthropologist

David Graeber and the archaeologist David Wengrow describe the Holocene almost as a “Golden Age”

for the human species:
“[... The] Holocene Age [...] had been a ‘clean sheet’ for humanity. At its onset, many things really were
new. As the ice receded, flora and fauna - once confined to small refuge zones — spread out to new
vistas. People followed, helping favoured species on their way by setting fires and clearing land. The
effect of global warming on the world’s shorelines was more complex, as coastal shelves formerly under
ice sprang back to the surface, while others sank below rising seawaters, fed from glacial melt. For
many historians, the onset of the Holocene is significant because it created conditions for the origins

of agriculture. [...] By 8000 BC, their {=humans'} efforts had contributed to the extinction of roughly

two-thirds of the world’s megafauna, which were ill suited to the warmer and more enclosed habitats

»”22

of the Holocene.

During the Holocene, people developed agriculture and domesticated animals, eventually
mostly giving up the mobility associated with the hunter-fisher-gatherer or nomadic-pastoral
lifestyles. The human impact, however, reached far beyond agriculture: we reshaped our immediate
surroundings, caused the extinction of numerous species, changed the courses of rivers, and altered
the environment in many more ways to make our lives easier. More recently, human activity has
directly caused a change in climate. For example, the proliferation of domesticated livestock has
contributed significantly to global greenhouse gas emissions.*

Much of what I write about in this thesis is pre-Anthropocene. The literature I have
researched documents the processes mentioned above, albeit indirectly: through change in word-
usage and ritual practice, it indicates the development from a mostly nomadic towards a settled
lifestyle subsistent on agriculture.** How does this, then, tie to the study of the Anthropocene? First, I
read the primary sources whilst living in this “human epoch” myself; the loss of species and looming
climate catastrophe necessarily influences not only the questions I ask but my choice of project as a
whole. More importantly, however, inspired by David Graeber and David Wengrow’s book The Dawn

of Everything, as well as the Oxford network “Climate Crisis Thinking in the Humanities and Social

conquest and infectious disease, forests reclaimed regions in which terraced agriculture and irrigation had been
practised for centuries.” Graeber & Wengrow: 2021, p. 258.

** Graeber & Wengrow: 2021, p. 258.

* According to the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, cattle accounted for 14.5% of all global
greenhouse gas emissions in 2013. See Gerber et al.: 2013. Cf. the works of George Monbiot, especially the passages
on the problems with sheep breeding in the UK, discussed in his book Feral. Monbiot: 2014.

**1 borrow this approach to Vedic literature from Michael Jones, a former PhD student of Joel Brereton at
University of Texas in Austin. In his PhD thesis (Jones: 2017), Jones argues that the change from semi-nomadic
pastoralism to settled agriculturalism is observable in the texts and their theology, provided we read all the layers
of the literature as a whole.



Sciences”, I propose that the knowledge of other ways of life, or other “ontologies”, might be beneficial
for the re-evaluation of our current situation.* As the anthropologist Nayanika Mathur says,
“Anthropocene not only unsettles the nature/culture divide but also makes clearer the connections
and deep entanglements between humans and nonhumans.””*

Despite the human influence on the planet, the Humanities and Social Sciences are usually
not considered to be partners with the sciences in the dialogue about solutions to the climate
catastrophe. Yet the knowledge, methods, imagination and values of the Humanities can support our
understanding of the situation, both from a historical and future perspective. The anthropologist
Michael Taussig writes that “all societies live by fictions taken as real.”” If that is true, I am hopeful
that there is a certain chance to change the narrative of the fiction that currently dictates the course
of ourlives, and to reimagine our relationships with the natural world. The knowledge of various facets
of human-animal relationships can help us to reimagine our own approach to non-human species. It
can teach us, for example, how to share space and coexist with non-humans. The diligent care for
cattle by the Vedic pastoralists can be an inspiration for our own involvement in the lives of
domesticated animals. Perhaps, philological and textual-historical work can be radical in ways that
might not be used very often. “Living in an era of climate change demands new ways of storytelling,”
argues Mathur; and it is particularly stories from other times and places that can, at least partially,

illuminate something as big and apocalyptic as the climate crisis.”

* Graeber & Wengrow: 2021. The network “Climate Crisis Thinking in the Humanities and Social Sciences” is
hosted by The Oxford Research Centre in Humanities (TORCH) and convened by the historian Amanda Powers
and anthropologist Nayanika Mathur. For more details, see [https://www.torch.ox.ac.uk/climate-crisis-thinking-

in-the-humanities-and-social-sciences, last accessed on 19 September 2022].
*® Mathur: 2021, p. 15.

* Taussig: 1987, p. 121.

*$ Mathur: 2021, p. 15.



§1.2 ON MY METHODOLOGY & THEORETICAL INFLUENCES

A few words are required regarding the methodology I employ in this thesis. As I explained in the
previous section, my research is influenced by non-Indological concepts: for example,
“Anthropocene”, “relatedness”, or “ontological proximity”.”® While these concepts influenced the
research questions I asked, I employed more standard philological methodology.

The main bulk of my research consists of philological and textual-historical reading of
primary sources.*” As detailed in § 1.1.1, a large portion of my research has been dedicated to the
location of the relevant text passages in the respective layers of Vedic literature. This work has been
done using both printed and digital editions of primary texts as well as printed indices and
concordances.

Upon collecting the relevant passages, I have assessed them with the use of textual-historical
reading. Essentially, my aim has been to “make sense” of the ancient texts, and “to engage as fully as
possible with each text on all levels and to try to understand it as an entity on its own terms as far as
possible, rather than subordinating it to the purposes of the investigator”, as Stephanie Jamison
writes.* To do that, I take into account not only a close reading of a passage in question but also its
immediate textual environment, wider context, as well as its variants and parallel or fragmentary
versions. As Michael Witzel says, variants are perhaps the most important commentaries for Vedic
literature in general and for the Brahmana texts, in particular, because they “mention the same facts
with a more or less differing choice of words or give a completely different exposition, both of which
shed light on the topic under discussion.”

Initially, I imagined that a considerable part of my research would be spent on comparing the
textual data with the zoological, archaeological, and archaeozoological research carried out in the
north of the Indian subcontinent. Animals, after all, are real beings existing in the environment, not

only in texts, and many disciplines can change the picture drawn by the primary literature

considerably. Zoology and archaeology (as well as their combination, known either as zooarchaeology

* In the last few years, other early career researchers produced works on Vedic literature rooted in
interdisciplinarity. Notable examples are, among others, Caley Smith’s PhD thesis on impersonation and
mimesis in the RV (Smith: 2017) and Finnian Gerety’s PhD thesis on the history of om, viewed partially from the
point of view of Sound Studies (Gerety: 2015).

% In my understanding of philology, I follow Michael Witzel's definition who says that philology is a
“Kulturwissenschaft based on texts’, or ‘the study of a civilization based on texts’.” Witzel: 1996, p. 1.

¥ Jamison: 1996, p. 32.

% Witzel: 1996, p. 5.
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or archaeozoology)® are useful first ports of call when it comes to animals, as they inform our
understanding of animals and their connection to humans in the past. The survey of zoological
materials can give us a sense of the behaviour, distribution, habitat, and environment of various
animals inhabiting the Indian subcontinent. Archaeology and zooarchaeology study ancient animal
remains from archaeological excavations, which can help us reconstruct how animals contributed to
past human life. Animal Studies, a recently emerged field of studies which combines zoological and
ethological approaches with anthropology and ethnography, is another interesting sphere of research,
especially for its theoretical foundations. Altogether, considering the research of other fields is
extremely helpful in order to think outside of the Indological box.

When reviewing the material on South Asian zooarchaeology, however, I encountered a few
problems that prevented me from including more discussion on material data in this thesis. *
Although the combination of textual and archaeological data has a considerable tradition in the study
of ancient India,® Vedic archaeozoology remains a complex topic. Mainly, this is caused by the
difficulty in establishing a definite correspondence between the archaeological record and the
speakers of the Indo-Aryan languages. Although the northwest of the Indian subcontinent offers
bountiful archaeological evidence for the period in question, the complete orality and the semi-
nomadic character of the early and middle-Vedic culture prevents us from establishing an
unambiguous connection between the language and the material culture. Therefore, a large majority
of scholars in Vedic Studies treat the topic with reservations and conclude that since we cannot

establish any definitive links, there are effectively no material data to support the texts.

% For a relatively concise introduction in the field of zooarchaeology, see Albarella et al.: 2017.

%I have based my research on the reading list put together by Kelly Wilcox, PhD student in archaeology at the
University of Chicago, supervised by Professor Kathleen Morrison. Many thanks to Kelly Wilcox for the
references (e-mail communication, 30 October 2020).

% Perhaps the starkest example of the relationship between these two disciplines is the “Aryan question”,
concerning the 200-years-old hypothesis of the movement of Indo-Aryan speaking populations from outside of
the Indian subcontinent to the Greater Panjab. The “Aryan question” was an important topic of Indology and
Indo-European archaeology throughout the 1990’s. Although it has been concluded that it is by and large
impossible to find definitive answers (except for the improbability of the “autochthonous Aryans” theory, cf.
Witzel: 2001), it has shown compelling reasons for maintaining interdisciplinary contacts. As George Erdosy
writes: “Both disciplines have the power to delve into the past, illuminating different, but related facets, of
cultural evolution [...]". “Although linguists are in a better position to decide how Indo-Iranian languages
developed and spread, only archaeologists can tell them why they have done so at any given point in space and
time. Even in the case of Indo-Aryan languages directly documented in literature (as opposed to the hypothetical
reconstructions of proto-languages), archaeology will play a crucial role in reconstructing the cultural setting in
which they evolved and replaced the forms of speech previously dominant in South Asia.” See Erdosy: 1995b, p.
21, 24. Cf. the edited volumes by Erdosy: 1995a; and Bronkhorst & Deshpande: 1999. The newest addition to the
literature is Witzel: 2019.
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Furthermore, the material data itself is more convoluted still, with a curious scarcity of faunal
reporting from Iron Age and Early Historic sites in northern India. To corroborate the textual data with
the zooarchaeological record is, therefore, an extremely challenging task, although some scholars
successfully combine the disciplines.*® The time constraints of my Oxford doctoral program dictated
that I focused on the textual material only.

Throughout the Introduction, I have mentioned that the questions I ask when approaching
the primary material are shaped by other fields of study. These include, broadly speaking:
a) anthropology and its subfields, namely multispecies studies and perspectivism (also known as the
“ontological turn”); and b) sociology and philosophy, with subfields and turns such as the actor-
network-theory (ANT). In the rest of this subchapter, I will summarise their contributions to academia
as a whole and discuss why and how they influence my understanding of animals in the Vedic texts.

Above all, my attitudes are guided by writings of a relatively newly emergent field known as
multispecies  studies (alternatively called “multispecies anthropology/ethnography” or
“posthumanism”).¥” The premise of this field is that human beings never exist in isolation; they always
live surrounded and interlinked with many other species. In fact, the lives of all organisms (humans,
animals, plants, fungi, and microbes) are inextricably linked to each other. One of the most famous
proponents of the field, the anthropologist Anna Tsing, explains this beautifully in her writing, which
I will quote here in full, despite its length:

“Making worlds is not limited to humans. We know that beavers reshape streams as they make dams,
canals, and lodges; in fact, all organisms make ecological living places, altering earth, air, and water.
Without the ability to make workable living arrangements, species would die out. In the process, each
organism changes everyone’s world. Bacteria made our oxygen atmosphere, and plants help maintain
it. Plants live on land because fungi made soil by digesting rocks. As these examples suggest, world-
making projects can overlap, allowing room for more than one species. Humans, too, have always been
involved in multispecies world making. Fire was a tool for early humans not just to cook but also to
burn the landscape, encouraging edible bulbs and grasses that attracted animals for hunting. Humans
shape multispecies worlds when our living arrangements make room for other species. This is not just
a matter of crops, livestock, and pets. Pines, with their associated fungal partners, often flourish in

landscapes burned by humans; pines and fungi work together to take advantage of bright open spaces

and exposed mineral soils. Humans, pines, and fungi make living arrangements simultaneously for

themselves and for others: multispecies worlds.”*

3 E.g. Bose: 2020; or Moreau: 2009; etc.

% For an introduction in the field, see e.g. Kirksey & Helmreich: 2010. Van Dooren, Kirksey, & Miinster: 2016, p.
5, list other disciplines that are sometimes subsumed under the umbrella term “multispecies studies”.

3 Tsing; 2015, p. 22.
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As we can see from the passage above, unlike more traditional study of relationships between human
and other (usually single) non-human species, multispecies studies focus on multiplicity of
perspectives and the agency and entanglements of many forms of life.

Multispecies studies operate on the boundary of nature and culture, not aiming to dissolve
each into an amorphous blob, but to show the fuzziness and permeability of their boundary. The work
of the French philosopher-sociologist-anthropologist Bruno Latour has been perhaps the most
instrumental in exploring the borderline between nature and culture, both within the field of
multispecies studies and academia more generally. In his seminal work We Have Never Been Modern,
Latour searches for the underlining meaning of (European) “modernity”, a way of life prompted by the
rise of science.” Latour argues that for many modern thinkers, the core of modern thought lies in the
careful distinction between nature and culture. According to Latour, however, these two categories
have never been completely divided (or “purified”, as he would call it) as post-Enlightenment thought
would have us believe. In fact, this careful division between nature and culture has never existed. The
worldly phenomena — whether of sentient beings or things — cannot be bracketed off; they are always
essentially a “hybrid” (Latour’s own term) between the two categories.*” As Latour writes: “Nature and
society are not two distinct poles, but one and the same production of successive states of societies,
natures, of collectives.”*

Although associated primarily with Latour’s philosophical position, the fuzziness of the
nature-culture boundary is in no way limited to his writings. It has been challenged by other scholars,
most importantly by the works of the philosopher Donna Haraway. Haraway argues that there is a
certain “joint kinship” between humans and animals - they exist only in relation to each other.* There
are also anthropologists exploring these questions specifically in their research on the Indian
subcontinent, such as Nayanika Mathur, Radhika Govindrajan, or the Indologist David Haberman.*
Although their work does not concern ancient Indian thinking, I have found it remarkably influential;

I will discuss their work more closely as I go.

% Latour: 1993. Cf. Pearson: 2017, p. 243.

* As an example early in the book, Latour discusses the practice of reading a contemporary newspaper. Almost
all news, he says, combines nature and culture: “On page twelve, the Pope, French bishops, Monsanto, the
Fallopian tubes, and Texas fundamentalists gather in a strange cohort around a single contraceptive.” (Latour:
1993, p. 2). The same can be said about the discussions about COVID-19 which involved a virus, bats, pangolins,
people, virologists, epidemiologists, and politicians. E.g. Sivasundaram: 2020, Mathur: 2021, etc.

* Latour:1993, p. 139.

* Haraway: 2003, 2008, 2016.

# Mathur: 2021; Govindrajan: 2018; Haberman: 2013.
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The entanglement of the sphere of nature and culture is an aspect that Latour has developed
in his later work. Known as the actor-network theory (ANT), this theory proposes that the notion of
agency should move from the human sphere to encompass all non-humans as well. # As one
commentator summarises: “Any thing’ that makes a difference to other actors (intentionally or not)

can be considered an agent,”*

with the thing being any non-human entity — microbe, animal, a piece
of technology. What signals that non-human entities exercise agency is not their ontology or form but
their relationships to other actors.® Together, these relationships create a “network” that spreads
between all of the individual actors.

To a small extent, my work is influenced by the so-called “ontological turn” or “perspectivism”,
a scholarly turn developed within anthropology. Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, the standard bearer of
the “ontological turn”, also tries to unsettle the dichotomy between nature and culture in his writing,
based on field research in Amazonia.¥ Viveiros de Castro and his followers contend that, while
classical anthropology imagines one world and many cultures, there is rather a multiplicity of worlds.
The experiences that indigenous populations have of the non-human world constitute what the
ontological turn calls “radical alterity”: a complete difference in the ontology of the world. Due to this
radical alterity, it is essentially impossible to understand the ontology of another culture. Though this
position causes certain philosophical problems, it allows one to explore non-human ways of life and
to “embrace the limits of human knowledge”, as David Graeber puts it in his critical piece on the
method as such.”* Some scholars within this field, such as Eduardo Kohn, even propose that animals
and other non-humans have, in fact, their own ontologies and ways of understanding the world; this
has interesting implications for the ways in which Vedic prose describes the cognitive capacities of
pasu, as we will see in chapter § 3.%

Why do these theories matter to the present work, which is devoted to the study of ancient
texts and carried out by relatively conservative textual-historical methods? Some of the theoretical
points, I believe, provide a useful backdrop to the notions found in the textual data.*” They make us

notice certain patterns and features of the texts that could be otherwise dismissed as expressions of

# Latour: 2007. The methodology is succinctly described by Sayes: 2014.

% Pearson: 2017, p. 244.

4 Sayes: 2014, p. 144, argues that the term “agency” is almost empty of meaning for the ANT. Despite that, he
agrees that the ANT provides a useful starting point for the study of complex relationships between humans and
non-humans.

“Viveiros de Castro: 2004. See also others, such as Kohn: 2013, and Descola: 2014.

* Graeber: 2015, p. 22. On the problems of “radical alterity” of native knowledge, see Govindrajan: 2018, p. 12-13.
* Kohn: 2013. Cf. the discussion in Tsing: 2015, p. 292, n. 7.

5 Shaw: 2016, applies it in a similar way to the archaeologies of early Buddhist and Hindu India.
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“primitive thought” (as they were regarded by Jan Gonda) or “twaddling of idiots” (a charming
description from Friedrich Max Miiller).”

For example, the primary texts often equate people with their domestic livestock (pasu); as I
will argue in what follows, there are multiple mythical accounts of domestic animals and people
looking alike, carrying out similar tasks, sharing characteristic features, and so on. This might have
been shrugged off by some earlier scholars as an expression of “animism” or “anthropomorphism”.>*
The apparatus of the fields such as multispecies studies, however, allows us to explore the matter with
an appropriate language, regardless whether we choose to call this closeness between domestic
animals and people a “joint kinship” (a term coined by Donna Haraway), “relatedness” (a phrase used
by Radhika Govindrajan), or “ontological proximity” (a term which I prefer myself, for reasons
explained in chapter § 4).

There are several other examples. The boundary between nature and culture or human and
non-human is a common denominator of the theories that I briefly summarised above. Reading them,
I have realised that Vedic literature, too, straddles the nature-culture boundary. The key question of
this thesis — Is the human a domestic animal, and how? — is indeed an issue of this rank. In a similar
way, the question of different ontologies, raised by the “ontological turn”, allows us to account for
mismatches between our contemporary views and the primary texts, without disrespectfully labelling
them as work of “idiots” or “primitives”. In conclusion, this particular theoretical background allows
us to pose creative questions that were not previously asked by Western Indologists: questions such
as whether the human is a domestic animal, whether Vedic animals are considered to exercise agency,
or what their ontological status is. The methods to explore these questions can remain philological; it

is the way of asking that changes.

% Gonda: 1960, p. 177. For Max-Miiller’s quote, see Witzel: 1979.
5 This is discussed beautifully by David Haberman in his book on tree worship in contemporary India; see
Haberman: 2013, chapter 1, called “Root Issues”.

15



§1.3 PASTORALISM, AGRICULTURE, AND ANIMAL KNOWLEDGE IN VEDIC INDIA

The aim of this section is to outline the socioeconomic context of Vedic literature, to explain the
prevalent modes of production, and summarise some general facts about animals in the region.

At the time of the composition of the earliest poetry of the RV (ca. 1400-1000 BCE),* the Indo-
Aryans lived as a semi-pastoralist society in the rich alluvial plains of the north-west of the Indian
subcontinent. They were breeding, raising, and managing domesticated ungulates, especially cattle,
goats, sheep, horses, and other livestock such as domesticated, or semi-domesticated water buffaloes
and camels. They inherited this lifestyle from their Indo-Iranian ancestors. The floral and faunal
remains suggest, however, that animal domestication and pastoralism had been established in the
northwest of the Indian subcontinent prior to the Indo-Aryans. The first records of animal husbandry
in South Asia are from an archaeological site called Mehrgarh, in eastern Pakistani Balochistan, from
ca. sixth millennium BCE.>* It is unclear how the transformation from hunting-gathering to pastoralism
came about in the rest of the Indian subcontinent. Most likely, the process was very complex and
involved various mixes of “interaction between peoples, [...] population replacement resulting from
immigration, [and] societal transformation” during the development of herding and farming and the
coming of urbanism.* Some domestic species, such as sheep or zebu cattle, might have been
domesticated locally, some perhaps spread from western Asia, brought by migrating pastoralist
cultures, including the Indo-Aryans, or by trade.”® Certainly, by the time of the Harappan civilisation,
pastoralism was an established way of life that did not disappear with the arrival of the Indo-Aryans.”’

As noted above, the Vedic people are usually called semi-pastoralist. The combination of
pastoralism with other modes of production is not specific to the Indo-Aryans. The archaeologist Ajita
Patel notes that in the South Asian context, anybody keeping any number and kind of domestic
animals is called a pastoralist, and that “pastoral practices can be combined with one or more of
hunting, gathering, cultivation, and plant agriculture.”® In the case of the Indo-Aryans, pastoralism
was combined with seasonal agriculture in two modes of life. A sedentary phase (ksema, literally

“settlement”) during which the Indo-Aryans not only grazed their livestock but also cultivated grains

5 On the dating of the RV, see RV trl Jamison & Brereton, p. 5.

5 Meadow: 1996.

% Patel: 2009, p. 174.

5°Ibid., p. 184.

57 On the contrary, pastoralism, and in particular horse husbandry, was probably one of the reasons for the wide
spread of the Indo-Iranians in early-to-mid second millennium BC, as the authors of the new study on genetics
of the domesticated horse suggest. See Librado et al.: 2021.

5 Patel: 2009, p. 174.
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(dhana), especially barley (yava), was followed by a period of migration (yoga, literally “hitching up
[the carriages]”)* when they would bring the cattle to new pastures. The cycles of settlement and
nomadic lifestyle coincided with the seasons and therefore with the pastoral and agricultural cycles.
According to Jamison and Brereton, the constant migration for better pastures most likely
“contributed to the movement of the Indo-Aryans farther east and deeper into South Asia,” from
present-day Afghanistan towards the Gangetic basic. The migratory period was also a time of war and
raids, during which the Vedic people competed with their neighbours for land and resources.

Another effect of the semi-nomadic lifestyle was the lack of permanent settlements. As
Tatiana Elizarenkova explains in her lecture The World of Things According to the Data of the Rgveda,
the people of the Rgvedic period lived predominantly on wheels, surrounded by their herds.” The
moveable carriage was the epicentre of the nomadic lifestyle (as Elizarenkova says, it was “regarded
as a ‘small’ house, ‘small’ homeland, where all was intimately connected with man”),GZ whereas the
immovable house was only a temporary arrangement during the ksema period which did not last
longer than half a year, just enough for the barley to be sowed and harvested. Owing to the lack of
enduring settlements and structures, the correlation between textual and archaeological data about
the people who composed Rgvedic poetry has remained tentative.®

I have already noted that the Vedic people engaged in agriculture during the sedentary ksema.
According to Gyula Waoijtilla, during the Rgvedic period, agriculture was of lesser importance than
animal husbandry, although its income was not negligible.” The RV itself shows an extensive amount
of agricultural terminology. There are words for plough (langala, sira), furrow (sita), plowman
(kinasa), and many others, and descriptions of scattering seeds or gathering fruits. As Brereton and
Jamison note, a number of these technical terms do not have Indo-European etymologies which
suggest that the Indo-Aryans must have been in contact with indigenous populations who depended
more on agriculture, be it in the areas of the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex or in South

Asia. ® Barley, so-called “field grain”, yava, is the grain most mentioned by the RV, and the

% This is a classical interpretation of Louis Renou: 1953, p. 177-178. Cf. Proferes: 2007. Marianna Ferrara (2020, p.
15) has recently interpreted the word slightly differently, suggesting that “the different uses of the term ydga in
the early layers of the Rgveda, should be principally understood in the context of the warfare. The Rgvedic ydga
was meant to indicate the passage from the moment of ‘recruitment’ before the battle to the moment of the
fight, when scattered forces assemble together against ‘the other’. The moment of the ydga might have been a
recurrent moment in the life of the migrant communities of ancient India.”

% Jamison & Brereton: 2020, p. 32.

% Elizarenkova: 1995, ch. 1.

% Ibid., p. 5.

% On the relationship of Vedic texts and archaeological evidence, see Witzel: 1989, p. 133-144.

% Woijtilla: 2003, p. 45.

% Brereton and Jamison: 2020, p. 31.
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archaeological data suggest that it was widespread in the Indian subcontinent from the sixth
millennium BCE, thus preceding the Indo-Aryans.*® Rice (vrihi), the grain that is nowadays strongly
associated with Indian agriculture and cuisine, is famously missing from the earliest Vedic poetry and
occurs only from the AV onwards.® Subsequently, it became a staple not only as a means of
subsistence, but also as a prominent ritual offering. Other grains which dominated later Indian
agriculture, such as wheat and millet (Syamaka) were possibly unknown to the Indo-Aryans until the
time of the Vedic prose. Notwithstanding the abundance of agricultural imagery, the poetry of the RV
and the later Vedic texts is dominated by pastoral metaphors and topoi which suggest the foremost
place of pastoralism in the early Vedic conceptual universe. Due to their prime position in the pastoral
economy, cattle are ubiquitous in Vedic literature, as Jamison and Brereton state.®

By the time of the later Vedic prose (ca. 1000-500 BCE), the Indo-Aryans had undergone a
period of significant transition. Geographically, the Vedic tribes migrated further east, from the Punjab
towards the Gangetic Basin. On a socio-cultural level, we can speak of a transition from the Bronze to
Iron Age and from semi-nomadic pastoralism to sedentism. These processes must have taken several
centuries; due to the nature of our textual sources, we might only speculate on the lengths of time. The
turn to sedentism meant a new practice of static settlement and with it, the transition from a single
annual harvest of barley during the ksema period to adoption of new staple grains (rice, millet, and
wheat) and multiple harvests per year, usually during spring (wheat, grown in winter) and autumn
(rice and millet, grown during the summer monsoon).*® As Michael Jones argues, the change from
pastoralism to sedentism is represented in the ritual and theology of the late Vedic texts, particularly
in the first fruit (agrayana) and the fourth-monthly (caturmasya) rites. These were developed around
this time “as a systematic adaptation to the multiple staple crops throughout the year”, namely barley,
rice, and millet.” In this adaptation of new agricultural events as focal points of newly developed ritual
practices, we can see the widening of the Vedic conceptual universe, that is, the fact that new concepts
(regular seasonal harvests of recently adopted grains) were transposed onto the Vedic ritual structure

suggests that along with the changes in agricultural practices, the period of sedentism must have

% Woijtilla: 2003, p. 39, quotes Meadow: 1993, p. 63. On the comparative linguistics of barley, see Watkins: 1995,
p. 47-9.

% RV trl Brereton and Jamison, p. 6; Witzel: 1989, p. 140-144; Woijtilla: 2003, p. 43. Woijtilla also notes that unlike
the Indo-Aryans, the proto-Munda speakers apparently “knew rice, two or three kinds of millet, at least three
species of legumes but it is not sure whether these were domesticated plants [...].” See ibid., p. 38.

% Brereton and Jamison: 2020, p. 123, 170.

% Jones: 2017, p. 86-7. Jones uses the terms rabi and kharif for the spring and autumn harvests respectively,
utilising a modern Hindi terminology which has its basis in Arabic loanwords from Mughal era.

7 Jones: 2017, p. 114.
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brought a change in pastoral practices and animal care. When we compare the RV with the later Vedic
texts, it is clear that the approach to animals has changed. It was already noted that the RV poetry
abounds in domestic animals, especially cattle. They are central to Rgvedic imagery: female cows are
associated with an array of things of female grammatical gender, such as natural phenomena (e.g. rays,
water, earth), various ritual features, or poetry.” Bulls, buffaloes, and horses symbolise male strength
and virility. Other farm animals such as sheep and goats are also represented. Moreover, one even
finds examples of domestic animals aside from livestock, such as dogs (e.g., Indra’s companion
Sarama) or animals that live around people: mice, frogs, or various insects (cf. RV 1.191.4).

Despite this, Rgvedic poetry does not tell us much about wild animals, especially wild beasts.
Lions are mentioned a handful of times, tigers not at all, and elephants start to make an appearance
only in the newer books of the RV. Wolves and bears, the animals inherited from Indo-European poetic
imagery but native only to the highest regions of the Indian subcontinent, are frequently mentioned
in the time of the RV. Already in the AV, however, they are receding from the Vedic symbolic universe,
possibly because they stopped being an imminent threat to the Vedic people and their livestock.
Notably, birds stand apart from wild mammals; Vedic literature classifies them separately. Their
attestation is common to all stages of Vedic literature, from cakravaka ducks and owls to birds of prey
such as vultures or falcons.

From the AV onwards, the zoology of the Vedic poetry widens, and we start to see the
appearance of more and more species, especially wild mammals. The Vedic prose mentions wild
animals often, as we will discuss in chapter § 2.2. This “sudden” expansion of Vedic animal knowledge
is peculiar. Why did the Vedic poets and ritualists start noticing new animal species, and when?

There have been a few theories regarding the first attestations of certain animals. Most
frequently, the widening of Vedic animal knowledge is ascribed to the gradual trickling of Vedic people
first to the northwest of the subcontinent, and then to the lowlands, south and east from the Punjab,
where they started encountering local animal species on a more regular basis.

The singular evidence of Vedic texts is, nevertheless, insufficient. The absence of a certain
animal in Vedic literature — which is well-known to be narrow and highly selective in its topics — is not

enough to argue that the people never encountered it. The tiger (Panthera tigris), one of the most

™ Summarised by Jamison & Brereton: 2020, p. 123: “Thus, any cow encountered in the Rgveda could in fact be
just a cow: real cows are among the most highly prized goods we seek from gods and human patrons. But she
also has a high probability of standing in for something else, in the realm of nature, ritual, or mythology. And in
many, many passages, more than one of the cow’s values will be in play. The audience of the Rgveda would be
well aware of the cow’s boundary crossing capabilities and flexible enough to interpret each cow in the
appropriate context.”
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iconic animals living in the Indian subcontinent, is a good example of this.”” Now confined to only a
handful of nature reserves due to poaching, habitat loss, and decline in prey, tigers once roamed most
of the forested areas of the Indian subcontinent, except for Sri Lanka. Despite its characteristic striped
appearance, domination in the wilderness, and its symbolic importance throughout the history of
India, this animal is famously not mentioned in the RV, and first appears only in the AV.” This absence
made scholars deduce that that the bulk of the RV must have been composed before the Indo-Aryans
arrived in the Indian subcontinent where they were introduced to domesticated rice and wild animals
such as the tiger and leopard.”™ Yet archaeological and paleozoological data show that the Indo-
Iranians could easily have encountered tigers in the wild even before accessing India.”” Allan Gilbert
notes that “the Caspian tiger (Panthera tigris virgata) occupied riverine jungles of northern Iran and
Afghanistan until hunting and habitat reduction caused their local demise only about half a century

”7 Since the habitat of the Caspian tiger reached from eastern Turkey to Xinjiang, it is theoretically

ago
possible for the Indo-Aryans to have encountered them.” The RV, on top of that, mentions the lion
(Panthera leo persica) multiple times, an animal with a very similar form and roughly the same habitat
as the tiger's, although the lion prefers drier areas. Its symbolic value in later Sanskrit literature is
largely analogous to the tiger. The presence of the lion and the lack of the tiger in the RV could have

been influenced by a cultural, religious, or symbolical norm rather than by an early or late encounter

in South Asia.”®

™ On this topic, see also Moreau: 2007.

™ In contrast, as many as sixteen seals clearly depicting tigers with their characteristic stripes have been found,
including the famous “Proto-Siva” seal. Moreover, the tiger seems to be the only felid represented on the Indus
Valley seals. See Mahadevan: 1977, p. 793.

™1In one of his earlier papers on the localisations of Vedic schools, Michael Witzel used this fact as one of the
criteria for geographically localising the RV stating plainly that “it is also important to note that the tiger and rice
are still unknown to the RV [sic] [...].” See Witzel: 1987, p. 176. This observation has been made as early as 1890
by Otto Schrader, but it was Witzel’s authoritative paper which gave the idea a lot of scholarly traction.

™ This is especially the case if we accept the theory of Hiebert and Lamberg-Karlovsky that the oasis culture of
the so-called Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex (BMAC) can be correlated with the territory of the early
Indo-Iranian speakers before their movement into Iran and South Asia. Hiebert and Lamberg-Karlovsky, 1992.
See also Hiebert in Erdosy: 19954, p. 192-205; and Kuz'mina: 2007, especially p. 267-288.

7 Gilbert: 2002, p. 28.

" Tigers are even mentioned in lists of animals in the Hittite lexica from Anatolia. Collins: 2002, p. 237.

7 Another possibility of the absence of the tiger in the early Vedic poetry is that it might be due to terminology.
Neither the word vyaghra nor sardila, used for the tiger in the Classical language, come up until the AV and YV
respectively. Witzel: 2001, p. 51, argues that both of these have “clear, non-IE local origins” and must have been
introduced by immigrating speakers of Indo-Aryan when they first arrived in the Greater Punjab. Lions are the
only big cats mentioned by the RV. Romila Thapar suggests that perhaps, at this stage of the language, the words
used for a lion “could have indicated a lion, panther, or leopard”, and perhaps possibly even a tiger. Thapar: 2004,
p- 157. Cf. Mathur: 2021, p. 31, who argues that “the Hindi language doesn’t distinguish between leopard, tiger,
and lion by referring to all three as bagh.”

20



In one of the few secondary sources on animals in Vedic India, the paper The Function of
Animals in the Rigveda, Stephanie Jamison argues that the movement of Vedic people might not be
the only possible reason for the change.” Jamison states that the RV poetry tends to concentrate on
the domesticated sphere, as if the Rgvedic poets and their audiences were afraid of the wilderness.
According to Jamison, the imagination of Rgvedic poets “refuses to go beyond the limits of their
(temporary) settlements, leaving a blank beyond the transitional space where the smaller and less
dangerous wild animals (like frogs) were found.”*

Further on, Jamison speculates that the reason behind the textual change between early and
later Vedic imagery might not only be the geographical relocation and increasing familiarity with the
local ecosystems, mentioned above, but also “the increasing prominence of the ksatriya, indeed royal,
ritual, and of the figure of the king in the AV and in the Middle Vedic Sources”, and its connection with
the rise of the Kuru state and its theology.” The development of the Kuru state brought about a wide
socio-religious transformation, as is seen for example in the introduction of the pompous regal rituals
of rajasuya and asvamedha which widely use wild animal symbolism.

Due to the lack of historic data available to us, it is hard to speculate which came first and
influenced the symbolism of the later Vedic texts more: the Kuru state and its transformed Vedic
ritualism, or the local animals and new environment that the Indo-Aryans met on the way. I agree
with Jamison that the “ksatriyasation” of Vedic society and ritual, to use Hermann Kulke’s term, could
have been an important factor in the development of the wild animal symbolism. Despite that, I do
not think we can take it as a singular cause of the process of recognition of new animal species in
literature, or of including new metaphorical material into the already quite solid symbolic canon. In
fact, I believe that there is no single cause but many entangled factors that influenced the development
of Vedic animal knowledge.

The movement of the Indo-Aryans towards the centre of the Indian subcontinent is without
a doubt a significant factor. I suggest, however, that it is not the only or even the most significant one
— the change of agricultural practices and modes of subsistence described above are of a similar
importance. Permanent settlements subsisting on two seasonal harvests, in opposition to almost-
constant migration, must have brought about a change in the way the later Vedic people tended to

their animals. With the permanent settlement came the permanent pastoral structures and, in turn,

™ Jamison: 2009b.

% Jamison: 2009b, p. 203. Jamison bases her understanding on an examination of the RV hymn 10.146, addressed
to the Aranyani, the “Lady of the Wilderness”. I will describe this hymn in detail in § 2.3.

% Ibid., p. 209-10. On the development of the Kuru state, see Witzel: 1997.

21



less worry about livestock being constantly jeopardised by wild beasts. Accompanying a
transformation of everyday care for their main source of livelihood could have come a change in
cosmology. Michael Jones argues that along with the introduction of sedentism, new agriculture
rituals were developed. I suggest that the process of “ksatriyasation” and the rise of the Kuru-Paficala
state, usually understood from the perspective of the political elites reforming the Vedic theology,
could have gone hand in hand with the change of the socio-economic situation. The srauta rites of the
classical Vedic ritual system, such as the rajasiya and asvamedha would be more or less “analogous”
to the newly developed agricultural rituals — the latter reacting to the newly adopted agricultural
production, the former to the number of wild animals seen in the environment.* I suggest that the
turn to sedentism is also noticeable in two cases. First, in the reinterpretation of hunting in the time
of the Brahmana prose, when hunting became a sport of men of certain classes rather than a necessity,
carried out on top of pastoralist practices. I explore this topic in detail in chapter § 2.2. Second, the
Brahmana myths on the proximity of people and domestic animals might be equally anchored in the
new, fully sedentary pastoral way of life. I discuss these in chapters § 3 and § 4.

Jamison’s interpretation, suggesting that wild animals were not at first included due to their
unfamiliarity, otherness, and danger, is tempting. Yet thinking about it in wider context, I am reluctant
to accept it without hesitation. I am wondering whether the fact that wild animals are rarely
mentioned could be a question of textual conventions, rather than fear. I do not deny that people fear
wild animals — that is tangible even today: for example, when the possibility of the reintroduction of
wolves in Scotland is debated. Yet, this primal fear does not prevent other literatures of the ancient
world from mentioning wild creatures. Moreover, Rgvedic poetry rarely mentions the facts of everyday
life, or even the details of the lives of non-Brahmins or non-Aryan inhabitants of the Indian
subcontinent. “[The Vedas],” writes Ronan Moreau, “are not intended to describe the human
environment”.® [ wonder whether in the eyes of the Indo-Aryans, wild animals were not considered
to be symbolically worthy because they were associated with the local, non-Aryan population, or with
non-Vedic rituals. Perhaps only as the Indo-Aryans gradually assimilated, did they begin to
incorporate the local fauna into their symbolic canon. As with the previous factors, there is insufficient
evidence for this suggestion. I believe, however, that this explains some peculiarities about the Vedic

choices of animal symbolism. The tiger is perhaps a fitting example of this theory: it was widely

% Unfortunately, in comparison with South India, the Iron Age and Early Historic sites in the north of the
subcontinent do not offer much of faunal reporting, especially when it comes to wild animals. It is, therefore,
extremely difficult to verify these propositions. Thanks to Kelly Wilcox of the University of Pennsylvania for this
information. E-mail communication, 30 October 2020.

% Moreau: 2007, p. 417.
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pictured within the visual canon of the Indus Valley Civilisation and its original habitat encompassed
that of the early Indo-Aryans. Their early literature, however, never mentions it. If this was from fear,
we would not expect the Indo-Aryans to mention any carnivorous beasts at all. Nevertheless, the RV
speaks of lions and dangerous carnivorous animals inherited from the Indo-European symbolic
repertoire.

Perhaps the choice of animals in Vedic texts was influenced by the Indo-European, or Indo-
Iranian legacy. On the other side of the mountains, in Iran, animal species were categorised as
“beneficial” or “malevolent”. The beneficial ones were domestic, sacrificable, and edible species,
whereas the malevolent (YAv xrafstra) were beings such as frogs, scorpions, and various kinds of
insects.* T am aware that this grouping is attested in the much later Bundahisn, and is, therefore, most
likely ascribed to the dualistic character of Zoroastrianism. Nevertheless, looking at the animals that
the RV mentions, I cannot help but think that there is a cosmology, perhaps similar to the Iranian one,
in the background: only the “symbolically potent” animals have their place in the highly elite,
ritualistic poetry of the RV.

Perhaps it was all these factors combined, or perhaps none of them: whatever made the Vedic
poets mention particular animal species in the times after the RV, it seems highly likely that there was

not a sudden, singular cause.

% Moazami: 2005, p. 301ff. For more discussion on the Iranian animals, see § 2.1.1 and § 2.2.1.
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§1.4 THE CONVENTIONS

Throughout the thesis, I adhere to following conventions. I quote transliterated Sanskrit texts using
the conventions of the International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration (IAST). When quoting
Avestan sources, I follow Karl Hoffmann’s orthography.® Comparative material in other Indo-
European languages, such as Ancient Greek, is transliterated into Roman script following the standard
conventions of the respective discipline. If a Vedic text retained the accent, I mark it following the
standard presentation. In the case of the Rgveda Samhita, I always use the metrically restored text of
Van Nooten and Holland, even though I acknowledge that some scholars consider its usage
problematic.®* When quoting the Satapatha Brahmana, I am adhering to the bhasika accentuation
system which marks only the udadtta syllable instead of reconstructing the full accent.”

Long passages of primary texts in Sanskrit or other Indo-European languages are indented, in
a smaller, italicised font, alongside the translation, and without quotation marks. Curly brackets “{}”
are used when a word is emended or when I supply a word from a different sakha; an explanation of
the emendation or addition is provided in a footnote. An individual Sanskrit word, phrase, or a shorter
sentence discussed in the main body of the text and outside of a full passage is generally cited in italics.
This excludes the English plural -s, sometimes added to Sanskrit words, which is always written in
regular font; for example, “pasus”. Individual words are cited in stem form and without an accent,
unless the accent is specifically commented upon in the argument. Sanskrit and Avestan verbal roots
are preceded by a radical sign “v”. Technical terms in languages other than English, such as names of
rituals or individual ritual specialists, are in italics and are not capitalised.

I am using the standard abbreviations of the names of Vedic texts, for example “RV” for the
Rgveda Sambhita. This is also the case for the Avestan texts, for example “Y.” stands for Yasna. All
abbreviations are listed separately at the beginning of the thesis, preceding this Introduction. When
citing texts of non-Indo-Iranian provenience, I am referring to them by their full title. Titles of primary
texts are always capitalised, and in regular font. When citing texts that are traditionally divided into
mandalas, hymns, verses, kandas, adhyayas, etc., or their Avestan counterparts, I have given a series
of Arabic numbers, separated by a period beginning with the largest division and terminating with the
smallest. For example, SBM 2.5.3.5 indicates the fifth verse of the third brahmana, “exposition”, of the

fifth adhyaya, “chapter’, of the second kanda, “book” of the Madhyamdina recension of the Satapatha

% Hoffmann: 1971.
% Van Nooten and Holland: 1994. On the problems, see Smith: 2006, p. 329.
% For more details on this system of accent, see Cardona: 1993.
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Brahmana. In case of the RV, unlike the convention, I do not use the Roman numerals for the
numbering of the mandalas.

I generally use existing English translations, unless otherwise stated. Due to space constraints,
I note the used translation in a footnote only at the first appearance of a primary text. References to
the translations are given in footnotes, in an abbreviated form, for example “RV trl Brereton and
Jamison” indicates the translation of the Rgveda Samhita by Joel Brereton and Stephanie Jamison. A
list of all translations used is found in the Bibliography. Translations of full passages are quoted
indented, in a smaller font, alongside the original text, and without quotation marks. If the author of
the published translation supplies a word, I mark it with square brackets “[]”. IfT amend the published
translation myself, I mark this with curly brackets “{}” and note this in a footnote. In certain cases, I
specify the subject or vocative of the passage; I mark this with curly brackets and equals sign “{=}".
Usually, I do not note this in a footnote. In translations, parentheses “()” are used to indicate which
specific Sanskrit word is translated. The slash “/” marks an end of a metrical unit.

This thesis is divided into three chapters, preceded by an Introduction and followed by a
Conclusion. The chapters are marked by a silcrow “§” and a Roman numeral starting with the
Introduction under § 1 and finishing with the Bibliography under § 6. The chapters are further divided
into subchapters and sections, each marked by a Roman numeral: for instance, this subchapter is
marked § 1.4. A full list of chapters, subchapters, and sections is presented in the Table of Contents.

Finally, when writing impersonally about human beings, I often use the pronoun
“he/him/his”. Whilst I would prefer to use the singular they, I acknowledge the social reality of the
Vedic texts that I research. The texts were composed by arya ritualists for male arya ritualists
themselves and although women took part in the rituals, their role was only marginal.* In that sense,
our sources themselves refer to an indefinite person of any gender with the masculine, and I

reluctantly follow their lead.

% On women'’s role in Vedic ritual, see Jamison: 19g6.
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§ 2 Animal Terminology in Vedic Literature

“Beings do not preexist their relatings.”

— Donna Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto®

At the heart of this dissertation lies a simple axiom: the human being, according to Vedic literature, is
classified as a pasu, a domestic animal. To understand this postulate, however, we have to carefully
dissect and define it. What is the pasu, and what is the human being? Are there any other animals that
are not pasu, and if so, how do they differ from each other? How do they relate? Is there a general word
for an “animal” in Vedic Sanskrit? This chapter aims to explore these questions, except for the enquiry
on the human nature which is the focus of the following chapter § 3.

Although the Introduction to my thesis has promised the influence of Multispecies Studies,
this chapter is slightly more conservative in its approach and framing. Its aim is to build a stable base
for a further discussion by defining the meaning of several animal terms: pasu, mrga, and the
dichotomy of gramya and aranya. The methods of this chapter cannot deny its philological pedigree:
it is a thorough study of the individual terms in the various genres of Vedic literature, with the goal to
reconstruct the histories of the semantics of the terms.

In what follows, I dedicate a long subchapter to each of the terms: pasu (subchapter § 2.1),
mrga (subchapter § 2.2), and gramya/aranya pasu (subchapter § 2.3). In all the chapters, I proceed
chronologically: I first explore Proto-Indo-European and Proto-Iranian predecessors of the terms,
followed by the oldest Vedic sources, the Rgveda, the Atharvaveda and the Yajurvedic Sambhitas, before
discussing the Brahmana prose. I aim to engage with the respective genres of the literature on their

own terms, if possible.

% Haraway: 2003, p. 6.
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Much of the scholarship in Vedic studies usually takes a synchronic perspective, looking in
detail at a specific text. In this thesis, I am proposing a broader approach. In my opinion, if we read
the various strata of the corpus diachronically, almost with a longue dureé approach, they can reveal a
lot about the nature of human-animal relationships and their evolution.?” This attitude to reading the
Vedic corpus does not disregard the findings of synchronic philology but incorporates them to create
a fuller idea.

Why bother with a long-winded study of animal terminology, you might ask? After all, with
the advances of Animal and Multispecies Studies, the study of animal representations (terminology as
well as imagery, visual material, narratives, etc.) has been often criticised because it “has come with
the assumption that all that animal history can ever do is to rephrase what other humans in different
times have thought of animals without being able to look at the animal beyond its symbolic and
anthropomorphized self.”* Nevertheless, there are a couple of reasons why I think a study of the
representation of animals and animal terminology in particular is worthwhile. First, although it might
be viewed as an intellectual “trap”, as the editors of the Handbook of Historical Animal Studies suggest,
it can be used as a starting point for research encompassing animals “as subjects, actors, and beings in
their own right”.** Furthermore, Vedic literature is, by and large, our only definite access point to the
Vedic thought; material remains that can be definitely identified with the people of our texts are
completely absent. Without solid zooarchaeological data, our study must be anchored in the texts,
and to understand them, we need to understand the terminology they employ.

As well as with terminology, this chapter deals with categorisation of animals, in particular
the classification strategies pertaining to the domestic species. “Categorisation is not a matter to be
taken lightly”, writes George Lakoffin his seminal book on categorisation, Women, Fire, and Dangerous
Things.”* Lakoff famously argues that “without the ability to categorize, we couldn’t function at all,
either in the physical world or in our social and intellectual lives.”*® Every human activity is governed
by an automatic and unconscious categorisation, be it a relatively simple motor activity (such as
hammering or writing) or a complex mental task (such as discerning human speech sounds and
making sense of them). If we understand how categories work, Lakoff argues, we will understand what

makes us human.

9 Aswe will see in § 2.2 on mrga, diachronic reading of the primary material can change the picture considerably
and explain the wider changes in terminology.

% Krebber et al.: 2021, p. 8.

Ibid,, p. 9.

% Ibid,, p. 12.

% Lakoff: 1987, p. 5.

% Ibid., p. 6.
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Since the goal of this thesis is, after all, to understand what it means that the human is
categorised as a pasu, thinking in terms of categories is of the utmost importance. Whilst I do not claim
that the exploration of Vedic animal categories will make us understand what makes us the human
nature in general, as Lakoff promises, it will certainly situate us in our discussion of the Vedic
categorisation of humans.

In my thinking about categories, I am inspired by past scholarship, especially by Brian K.
Smith’s monograph, Classifying the Universe.”® Smith’s work was to some degree an application of
George Lakoff's principles to the area of Vedic literature. He argued that the organisational framework
that governs all Vedic thinking is the concept of varna (literally “colour”, but Smith understands it in
the sense of “characteristic” or “class”). The notion of varna is best known from its application to the
social classes (i.e. the hierarchy of Brahmanas, Ksatriyas, Vaisyas, and Sidras) but it is equally related
to other spheres of life, including animal taxonomy. Smith argues that the concept is rooted in and
legitimated by various cosmological narratives, found throughout the Vedic corpus.”

Smith’s approach to animals was, aside from his Lakoffian tendencies, influenced by a famous
notion of the French anthropologist, Claude Lévi-Strauss, who argued that the indigenous people he
studied chose particular animals as their totemic symbols not because they were tasty or easy to hunt
but because they were “good to think with”.”® They had a characteristic trait that made them a useful
tool for the categorisation of other phenomena, and especially for the categorisation of human society.
Based on this theoretical approach, Smith suggested that when Vedic people thought about animals,
or gods for that matter, they usually thought about themselves, about their own society, institutions,
and activities.® “Human beings,” Smith says, “are always implicated in their own classificatory
schemes.””

Unlike Smith, I am not interested in what he calls the “supercategory”, that is the varna
principle which orders the whole Vedic cosmos, in this thesis, and I will not treat it at all in the
following pages. Equally, I am not discussing the discourse of power adjacent to the varna principle.
Furthermore, I am wary of generalising non-human animals as pure representations of human ideas
and institutions. I hope to show in this thesis that there was more to animals in the Veda than that —
even though our knowledge of human-animal encounters in Vedic India is based predominantly on

anthropogenic material.

9 Smith: 1994.

9 For examples, see Smith:1989.
9 Lévi-Strauss: 1963, p. 89.

9 Smith: 1994, p. 241.

*? Smith: 1994, p. 4.
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I will come back to the question of classification in the conclusion of this chapter, in § 2.4.
Before I proceed with the discussion on the respective terms, however, let me finish this initial section
by very briefly answering one of the questions with which I started off this section. Is there a general
word for an “animal” in Vedic Sanskrit? Although we can easily infer that Vedic literature knows about
sentient non-human beings, it seems to lack a single general, emic category, used as an umbrella for
the mass ofliving creatures, including or excluding humans. The only term partially akin to the English
word “animal” might be the term pasu in some of its later usages, especially in the Vedic prose texts.
As we will see in what follows, different categories of non-human animals have different symbolic

characteristics and cannot be easily subsumed under a single heading.
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§2.1  PaSU

Pasu is perhaps the most common word describing non-human animals in the Vedic literature. A
quick search in the multiple volumes of the VPAK, the concordance of Vedic texts, yields hundreds of
occurrences of the term. From the sheer volume, we might conclude that pasu might be a general term
for any non-human living creature, perhaps synonymic with the English “animal”, but as we will see
shortly, the situation is more complicated. In this chapter, I will argue that although the oldest
meaning of the word pasu is “domestic animal, or livestock”, it evolves into a more general term,
encompassing other species, in the later strata of Vedic literature. It is, nonetheless, usually applied to

mammals only, and never encompasses all non-human animals (such as reptiles or insects).

§2.1.1 THE INDO-EUROPEAN PASU
There is an abundance of terms for animals in Indo-European: words for creatures small and large,
wild and domesticated, quadrupeds and bipeds, names of specific animals and whole groups. Pasu is
one of these well-attested terms, denoting domestic livestock at its earliest history. In its Indo-
European past, the proposed form *peku, must have had a wider meaning of “movable personal
possession” (attested in Latin pecus, “cattle”, Old English feoh, “livestock, property”, or Lithuanian

101

pekus).”™ According to Emile Benveniste, the word is irreducible to any PIE verbal root, in particular

to *Vpek, “to shear”, frequently suggested as the etymology of the word by Benveniste’s predecessors.
The secondary literature prior to Benveniste often argued that the *peku signifies “livestock”.

Benveniste, however, convincingly showed that this meaning is only secondary:

“That this [ie. movable personal] possession may in fact take the form of live-stock, is a separate
datum, which concerns social structure and the forms of production. It is only in virtue of this frequent
association between the term *peku [sic]'** and the material reality of animal husbandry that, by a
generalization which took place outside the class of producers *peku came to mean ‘live-stock’ (the
first specialization), and specifically ‘small live-stock’ (the second specialization), and finally ‘sheep’
(the third and last specialization). But intrinsically peku [sic] does not designate either the flock or any

»103

animal species.

In Indo-European cosmology, personal possessions are distinguished as either immovable (such as a

house, similarly to French immeubles), or movable (i.e. smaller, transportable personal possessions,

"' Mallory and Adams: 2006, p. 136.

2 *peku without the symbol “£”, representing the PIE palatovelar, is Benveniste’s spelling. In one case, marked
with my “sic”, Benveniste omits the asterisk.

'8 Benveniste: 1973, p. 50. Cf. Watkins: 1979, p. 270ff.
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such as in French meubles).”* Due to the predominantly pastoral forms of production amongst the
Indo-Iranians, the general term *peku underwent an early specialisation to mean “livestock”, attested
in Vedic as pasu, “livestock” and in Avestan as pasu (in the phrase pasu vira, “beast and men”) or
pasuka, “domestic animal”. In Vedic, the pasus are once (RV 3.62.14) said to be twofold, consisting of
bipeds, i.e. people, and quadrupeds, i.e. non-human livestock." The division of creatures into bipeds
and quadrupeds is relatively common in the RV but it seems that it is associated specifically with the
category pasu only in this case. In other passages, the governing nouns are different, for example jiva,
“living thing” (RV 4.51.5), or bhiman, “creation” (RV 6.71.2). This twofold distinction is not specific to
Vedic but occurs in many other ancient sources, including Avestan (Y. 918 bizangrangm [...]
cadBara.zangrangm; cf. Y. 19.8, Yt. 1.10, etc.), and it becomes very common in Vedic prose, as we will
see in the following sections.”

As seen in the quote above, Benveniste argues that *peku became a specialised term for “small
livestock” (i.e. sheep and goats, Benveniste’s “second specialization”) and further again for “sheep”."”
Although he does not cite any particular passages to support his assertion, we can assume that he is
referring to the specialisation of the word pasu in Young Avestan, which started distinguishing
between pasu, “small livestock” and staora, “large livestock” (cattle, horses, camels, and donkeys).”®
Calvert Watkins, building on Benveniste’s work, suggests that the PIE *peku encompassed multiple
meanings: mobile wealth in general, including people; non-human livestock; and small livestock.” He
argues that this multitude of meanings could be present in Vedic pasu as well. As far as the widest
possible meaning is concerned, humans are said to be a part of the category from AV onwards.” The
narrowest meaning, Watkins argues, is present when the RV poetry uses merisms to juxtapose cows
and small livestock, such as in RV 10.100.12 phrase pasvd d@ géh which Watkins translates “sheep (and)
cow”. According to him, this expression suggests that Vedic pasu has the specific meaning “small

livestock” as well as the general meaning “livestock”. To construct the argument about the opposition

between large and smaller livestock, Watkins gathers evidence from Hittite, Avestan, and Latin, on

* Watkins: 1979 and 1995. Cf. Benveniste: 1973, p. 38, who argues that in Homeric Greece, the division was
between precious metals (keimélia) and property on hoof (ta prébata).

5 This passage is quoted in full below, in § 2.1.2.

S For other IE comparanda, see West: 2007, p. 100. Note that when quoting Y. 9.18, West, otherwise a good source
of various IE poetic figures, has a mistake, omitting the 8 in ca$Bara.1 am quoting the version found in the edition
of Kellens: 2007.

"7 Benveniste: 1973, p. 50.

8 Skjaerve: 2012, p. 96. Cf. Digard and Boyce: 1990. (Here, I use the online edition from 2020

[https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-iranica-online/cattle-COM 7504, last accessed
on 2 September 2021]).

9 See also Watkins’ schema of “the Indo-European Folk Taxonomy of Wealth”, in Watkins: 1995, p. 210.

"> We will treat this in length in § 3.1.
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top of two suggestively translated passages from the AV (8.2.25; 8.7.11)." Yet this theory of pasu as
“small livestock only” does not seem to be widely accepted or taken up, at least amongst Indologists.
The new RV translation of Brereton and Jamison, for example, does not follow this lead and translates
the RV 10.100.12 pasvd a géh as a hendiadys “bovine stock”.” Likewise, Mayrhofer omits it both in the
EWA and KEWA." Although Watkins’ comparative data and passages are evocative, I have not found
any evidence for this merism in the later prose. I suspect that unlike Young Avestan," the meanings
“small livestock”, or “sheep” faded in Sanskrit.”

Furthermore, the PIE history of the category pasu, and in particular its twofold character, is
attested in the Indo-European merism “MEN (and) CATTLE” (*uih,ro peku) which originally expresses
the totality of one’s movable possessions.”® As Calvert Watkins has said, “the immigrating Indo-
European-speaking people [...] brought with them a semantics which dichotomized ‘moveable
wealth’, to be taken or lost in a raid, into ‘men (and) livestock™."” MAN (*uih.ro) stands for a two-footed
human, an enslaved person, a servant or a member of the household personnel, and CATTLE (*peku)
for its four-footed, non-human equivalent, livestock. As an exact cognate, this phrase is attested in

Avestan (e.g. Y.3115 pasaus viraatcd, or 45.9 pasis virang)"™ and in other IE groups.” In Iranian, in

™ See Watkins’ translations of these AV passages in Watkins: 1979, p. 278: AV 8.2.25 sdrvo vdi tdtra jivati/gdur
dsvah ptirusah pasih, “everyone, verily, lives there — cow, horse, man, pasu”. AV 8.7.11 trayantam asmin
grame/gam dsvam purusam pasim, “protect (trd-) in this village cow, horse, man, [and] pasu”. Watkins presumes
that in these cases, pasu signifies the mass of small livestock, i.e. sheep and goats.

"> Watkins: 1979, p. 278. Consider another example given by Watkins, RV 8.41.1 y6 dhitd manusanim pasvé gd iva
raksati: Watkins “(Varuna) who protects the thoughts of men (as a herdsman his) sheep (and) cows”, vs.
Brereton and Jamison “(Varuna,) who guards the insights of the sons of Manu like the cows of a herd”. (The
emphasis is mine.)

'S Mayrhofer: EWA, Bd. 2, p. n1o; KEWA, Bd. 2, p. 239-40.

" The Avestan meaning “small livestock” is also mentioned by Mayrhofer: KEWA, Bd. 2, p. 239.

"5 Thanks to Professor John Lowe for useful suggestions on this topic. E-mail communication, 15 September 2020.
"® According to Watkins: 1995, 210-13, the formula is a whole verb phrase “PROTECT MEN (and) CATTLE”, *Vpah.,
wih.ro- peku-, documented from Italic and Indo-Iranian. The verb *Vpah, is, nevertheless, attested in neither of
the language groups: in Italic, we find a verbal phrase salua ser(u)-, “keep safe”; and in Indo-Iranian the verbal
root Vtra (vV9ra in Iranian), “protect”. Watkins only restores the verb *vppah, “as a likely candidate for the Indo-
European lexical expression because it is used in both Indic and Iranian in the traditional trifunctional
enumeration of the three scourges in the texts adduced by Benveniste.” (Ibid.: p. 213.) Due to the uncertainty of
the verb, I work only with the nominal phrase.

"7 Watkins: 1979, p. 276.

"8 Cf. the oft-quoted passage Y.46.2 where Zarafustra expresses his powerlessness in terms of lack of possessions,
having few livestock (kamna-fSu-) and few men (kamna-nar-). Here, *uih.ro was replaced by nar-. See Benveniste:
1973, p- 41. Notice the form fSu- here, a weak form of pasu, which is also attested in the relatively common word
Suiiant, “cattle breeder”. Mayrhofer: KEWA, Bd. 1, p. 291, argues that this weak form has a cognate in Vedic ksu-,
attested for example in ksumant “cattle-rich” (e.g. RV 8.81.1), or puruksu, “much livestock” (e.g. RV 6.68.6). Many
thanks to Dr Elizabeth Tucker for pointing out the Vedic cognates to me (personal conversation, November
2021).

" For examples, see e.g. West: 2007, p. 100; Watkins: 1995, 210-13; Watkins: 1979.
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particular, it encompasses the totality of living beings. In Vedic, however, the phrase does not have
such a potential as in Iranian: *yih,ro was replaced by the word purusa of uncertain etymology
(AV 3.28.5, 6; 8.7.11, 9.3.14), perhaps favouring the alliteration with pasu. In yet another case, *peku was
substituted by go (RV 5.20.4). It seems that among the Vedic-speaking people, the phrase *uih,ro peku
was never as productive as in Iranian, and the totality of beings was described in different ways, as we

will see further.

§2.1.2 THE RGVEDIC PASU
The RV, our earliest textual source, is particularly informative in terms of the meaning and history of
the word pasu. The term occurs altogether 78 times in the RV, with about a third of the instances in
mandalas1and 10, the youngest portions of the Samhita. The majority of the instances are in a singular
form but of a mass meaning, with the most accurate translation being “livestock”, as we will see below.
Only occasionally, about five or six times, does the word occur in a specifically sacrificial context
where we could suggest the meaning “sacrificial animal”, more common in the later Brahmana
literature.

In later Vedic literature, the term pasu is often associated with a fixed fivefold list of domestic
animals: cow, horse, human, goat, and sheep. In its full form, this list is absent from the RV and occurs
earliest in the AV, which will be quoted below. The RV, however, includes the list in a partial form,
associating pasu with several species, namely cattle, horses, and sheep. We can see an example of this
partial list in RV 5.61.5. More often, however, only two members of the group are listed, that is cattle

and horses, as is the case in RV 1.83.4:

RV 5.61.5a,b™°

sdnat sa asviyam pasim, utd gavyam satavayam|  She gains livestock in horses and cows and
[livestock] consisting of a hundred sheep.

RV 1.83.4¢c,d

sdrvam panéh sdm avindanta bhdjanam, They {=the Angirases} collected together all the
dsvavantam gémantam d pasiim ndrah || sustenance of the niggard, livestock consisting of

horses and cows—the superior men.

Despite the lack of the full list that we know from later Vedic sources, it is more than possible that the

RV understands the category of pasu to be relatively broad, with the human being a part of the group.

"] am using the metrically restored edition of van Nooten & Holland, see RV ed van Nooten & Holland; and the
new English translation of Stephanie Jamison and Joel Brereton, see RV tr] Jamison & Brereton.
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Consider this RV passage which distinguishes between two- and four-footed pasus, a distinction that

is of Indo-European descendance:

RV 3.62.14™

somo asmdbhyam dvipdde, cdtuspade ca pasdave, Soma—for us, for the two-footed, and for the
anamivd isas karat || four-footed livestock, he will make refreshments

that bring no disease.

Bar humans, whose pertinence to the later Vedic list will be treated later in chapter § 3, all pasus seem
to be domesticated ruminants. This is demonstrated in the Rgvedic descriptions and references to

their behaviour. First of all, they are said to live in flocks, or herds (yutha):

RV 6.19.3¢,d

yiithéva pasvdh pasupd damind, asmam indrabhi @ Like a herdsman to his flocks of livestock, as

vavrtsuvajai household master, o Indra, turn here to us in the

122 ||

contest.

As for their habitat, pasus are said to be regularly grazing in pastures (yavasa, cf. RV 6.2.9). On the

contrary, wild animals, mrga, do not belong there, as we will also see in the following subchapter § 2.2.

RV 5.9.4¢,d™

purii y6 ddgdhdsivdna, dgne pasir nd ydvase || You, who are the consumer of much wood, o
Agni, like a grazing animal in a pasture

[consuming much grass].

Apart from yavasa, the RV also knows the term gavyuti, translated by Jamison and Brereton as
“pastureland”. This is clearly an Indo-Iranian term, attested in the important Avestan stock epithet of
the god Mifra who is frequently described as vouru.gaoiiaoiti, “having wide cattle-pastures” (e.g.

Yt10).”* We can see the exact Vedic cognate of this phrase in the passage below:**

RV9.74.3a,b

urvi gavyiitir dditer rtdam yaté | Wide is the pasture-land of Aditi for him who

goes to truth.

= Cf. RV 4.51.5, 5.81.2, 6.71.2, etc. See also AV 2.34.119.31.5; TS 4.3.4.3, 5.2.9.4-5; SBM 6.6.4.7, and many more. The
same dichotomy is found in Avestan too, e.g. Y.9.18 and 19.8, Yt.1.10, Vd. 15.19. For more IE comparanda, see West:
2007, p. 100.

2 The Padapatha analyses this peculiar looking word as vavrtasva (2™ singular imperative of Vvrt, “to turn”) and
@jau (L m. noun gji, “battle, contest”). The -u- is accounted for by the metrical restoration.

*8 Cf. RV 6.2.9.

4 Gershevitch: 1959, famously translates Mifra’s epithet as “Grass-land magnate”.

5 The phrase is attested several times in the RV: 5.66.3; 7.77.4; 9.74.3 (above); 9.78.5; and 9.85.8.
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Although etymologically, gavyiti is a word for a cattle pasture, the RV seems to use it as an abstract,
almost soteriological term. As Stephanie Jamison suggests in her commentary to the RV translation,
that “wide pastureland” seems to be a reward for mortals, such as in RV 9.78.5 urvim gdvyitim dbhayam
ca nas krdhi “[Soma], make wide pasturage and fearlessness for us’.”® In the case of RV 9.74.3,
quoted above, the phrase might be used metaphorically for “the expanse on the ritual ground
between the filter and the place where the soma meets the milk”, as Jamison proposes.”

Pasus are said to roam widely and since they are an important economic article, they are
watched over by a herdsman (gopa). Otherwise, they could escape, be stolen in a cattle raid, or be
attacked by wolves and other wild beasts, or in the words of RV 2.4.7b, just find “their own way”. If lost,

cowherds bring livestock back, as we see in the following passage RV 10.23:

RV10.23.6d

ydd d pasim nd gopah karamahe || May we bring him close like cowherds their
livestock.

RV 2.4.7b

sd y6 vi dsthad abhi ddksad urvim, pasir nd eti He {= Agni} who has spread out, burning the
suvayur dgopah | broad [earth], like livestock without a herdsman

he goes seeking his own way.

Herding, a fact of everyday life in the pastoral community, has its counterpart in poetic imagery and
theology. The originally Indo-European image of a god as a herdsman is very common, and many gods
are said to be cowherds in the RV: Indra (e.g. RV 6.19.3), Agni (e.g. RV 1.144.6), Puisan (e.g. RV 10.17.3),
or Varuna (e.g. RV 8.41.1). The metaphor is also applicable to humans, for example when the poet of
the RV hymn 6.49.12 describes himself praising Indra in the same way “as a guardian of livestock drives
his flocks home”, dja yuthéva pasurdksir dstam.

Apart from herdsmen, the RV mentions other means of livestock protection: pasu are bound
by ropes and leashes or fenced in in pens (vraja) and enclosures (gotra). This does not apply only to

the “general livestock”, the RV also mentions pens for horses and oxen.

RV 2.28.6¢

damevavatsad vi mumugdhi dmho Like a rope from a calf, untie confining straits

[from me].

% See Jamison’s commentary to RV 9.74.3 [http://rigvedacommentary.alc.ucla.edu/, I quote the version from 4
October 2021, accessed on 6 November 2021].
7 Ibid.
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RV 2.38.8¢

visvo martando vrajdm a pasir gat Every mortal creature, [every] domestic beast has

come to its pen.
RV 8.41.6d,e

vrajé gavo nd samyije, yujé dsvam ayuksata | Like oxen in a pen to be yoked together, they have

yoked the horses for yoking.

Animal enclosures are mentioned both in a defensive context, as something that prevents livestock
from being lost or stolen, and in an offensive one, as a thing that is to be cracked open or destroyed
during an attack, so that cattle can be gained. The opening of a cow enclosure is a mythical motif that
is frequently alluded to. It is related to the myth about Vala, a story mentioned almost as often as the
myth about Vrtra and complementary to it, although it is considerably more fragmentary. According
to this myth, a group called the Panis captured the cattle and trapped them in Vala’s cave. Indra, in
some passages aided by the priestly group of Angirases or his dog Sarama, released the cows — which
are sometimes identified with Dawns. Unlike the Vrtra myth, Indra overcomes the enemy not using
his vajra but with the power of truth in his chanting, and is thus called brhaspati, “the lord of the sacred

formulation”.”® The following passage is an example of the myth:

RV 4.20.6

girir nd ydh svdtavam rsvd indrah, sanad evd sdhase He who is self-strong like a mountain, lofty and
jatd ugrdh | powerful Indra, born from of old for conquest, he
adarta v{raj}dm ' sthdviram nd bhimd, udnéva splits open the cowpen as a fearsome [wild beast]
késam vdasuna nirstam || does a sturdy [pen], [the pen] overflowing with

goods like a bucket with water.

The array of RV passages quoted above shows quite clearly that at least in the time of the RV, pasu did
not mean “animal in general” but was used as a specific term for domesticated animals utilised by
people for economic purposes, i.e. “livestock”. In one noteworthy case, however, the RV uses the term

pasu in a very broad manner which could suggest a wider meaning:*’

“% Brereton & Jamison, 2020: p. 70.

9 Following the translation of Brereton & Jamison and most of their predecessors, I am emending vdjram to
vrajdm as it fits the sense much better and occurs later in the hymn, in verse 8b. See Jamison’s detailed
explanation  [http://rigvedacommentary.alc.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/IV-7-15-20.pdf,  version

from 15 July 2020, last accessed on 12 July 2021].
° Professor Diwakar N. Acharya (personal communication, 11 February 2020) suggested to me that the term
might be used in a general sense in the discussions of the asvamedha in the Vedic Brahmanas. Sayana’s
commentary on the RV passage implies a similar notion: it connects pasus with the animals of the air, and hence
indicates that the word pasu could be understood as a general term. To support this, Sayana quotes TB 3.2.1.3:

“(Driving the calves away from the cows) he says: ‘You are winds.’ Vayu (the Wind) verily is the overseer of the
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RV10.90.8*

tasmad — yajiiat sarvahitah sdmbhrtam  From that sacrifice, when it was offered in full, the
prsadajiydm | clotted-butter mixture was collected. It [=the

pasun™ tams cakre vayavyan aranyan gramiyas ca  sacrifice] was made*into the animals: those of

7

ye

the air, those that belong to the wilderness and

those that belong to the village.

As we can see, the Rgvedic poet categorises the pasus according to their habitat as animals of the air,
wilderness, and village. In light of other RV occurrences, this is an unusual usage of the word pasu in
this textual layer, which would be otherwise closer to what this very passage calls gramya, “the village
animals”, or “livestock”. This anomaly might be accounted for by the fact that RV 10.90 is generally
considered to be a late addition to the RV. As we will see shortly, nevertheless, the meaning of the

word seems to be evolving by the time of the AV to encompass more than domesticated animals.

§2.1.3 PASU IN ATHARVAVEDA
We have seen that in its PIE prehistory, *peku was a word for a specific, non-human movable personal
possession. Amongst the Indo-Iranian herding nomads, the word further specialised as a term for
“livestock”. In the previous section, we have seen how the Rgveda, our earliest Vedic source, describes
the members of the category: they are cattle and horses, living in pastures, in the vicinity of human
dwellings, and are connected with the domestic sphere of life. The second oldest source at our
disposal, the Atharvaveda Sambhita, supplies more details regarding the category. Most importantly, it

is the first source to enumerate five pasus — alist which becomes almost a formula in later Vedic prose:

atmosphere; and cattle [pasdvah] gave the atmosphere as their deity. He (the adhvaryu) gives them (i.e. the
calves) to Vayu, (and) he drives them away.” [ Translation by Dumont: 1957, p. 219.] Reading the passage, however,
I suspect that it is more about Vayu as an overseer of pasu from the atmosphere than about identification of
birds with livestock.

' CLY. 71.9 vispgmca ggm upapgmcea upasmgmea fraptorajatgmea ravascaratgmea cangranhacasca yazamaide,
“We worship all the animals, those in the water and those in the air, the flying ones, those roaming in freedom
[the wilderness], and those attached to the pasture.” I follow the edition and translation used by Schmidt: 1980,
p. 214.

%2 The unchanged final -n before t- is a Vedic sandhi, as described by Macdonell: 2009r(c1916), p. 32 [40.2].

3 Following the translation of Brereton and Jamison, I understand the verb cakre (3™ sg. atmanepada perfect of
Vkr, karoti) in a passive sense here, with the sacrifice (yajiia) from pada a as an object of the verb. I think it is
unlikely that the Purusa himself would create the animals from the clotted butter, as is suggested by other
translators, such as Geldner or Doniger. Unfortunately, Brereton and Jamison have not supplied this passage
with an additional technical commentary.
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AVS 11.2.9°%*

tdvemé pdrica pasdvo vibhakta | gavo dsvah piirusa {By you} {=o lord of cattle, i.e. Rudra} are shared
ajavayah out these five creatures (pasu) — cows, horses,

men, sheep, and goats.

In a couple of other instances, the AVS provides a shorter list with only four members and the word

pasu as the last element:

AVS 8.2.25

sdrvo vdi tdtra jivati gdur d$vah purusah pasih Every one, verily, lives there — ox (gaur), horse,
man, beast.

AVS 8.7.11

trayantam asmin grame gam dsvam purusam [Plants] save in this village cow, horse, man,

pasum beast.

The AV also knows the division of creatures between bipeds and quadrupeds that we have seen both

in the Indo-European prehistory and the RV:

AVS 4.2.1'%

yd atmadd baladd ydsya vi$va updsate prasisam He who is soul-giving, strength-giving; of whom

ydsya devah | all, of whom [even] the gods, wait upon the

Y0 'syése dvipddo yds$ cdtuspadah kdsmai devaya instruction; who is lord (i) of these bipeds, who

havisavidhema || of these quadrupeds — to what god may we pay
worship (Vvidh) with oblation?

Apart from the fivefold list which we have seen just above, the word pasu is frequently found in various
lists and enumerations in the AV. Particularly, there are two lists which occur repeatedly. The first of
them is a list of possessions which are already owned by a person, or which one wishes to obtain

through the medium of sacrifice. Livestock is a usual member of this list, together with progeny and

®41 am using the standard, albeit more than century-old edition by R. Roth and W. D. Whitney and the
translation by W. D. Whitney. See AVS ed Roth & Whitney and AVS trl Whitney. In this case, I am emending
Whitney’s translation of the genitive pronoun tava, “thine” to “by you”.

5 As I have summarised above, Watkins (1979, p. 278) argues that the last element of these lists, pasu, denotes
small livestock (“Kleinvieh”), i.e. sheep and goats. I understand it to be more of a pars pro toto, as suggested in
the translations.

3% This is a modified version of the verse 3 from the famous RV hymn 10.121, often called “Ka”, “Who?”. Compare
Whitney’s translation to that of Brereton & Jamison: “Who became king of the breathing, blinking, moving
world—just he alone by his greatness; who is lord of the two-footed and four-footed creatures here—Who is the
god to whom we should do homage with our oblation?”
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housing, and it shows the close connection of the word pasu with material possessions, just as we

expect based on its PIE prehistory. Consider these two examples:

AVS 7.81.5¢,d

avaydmpyasisimahi gébhir dsvaih prajdya pasibhir - May we fill ourselves up with cattle, with horses,

grhdir dhdnena || with progeny, with livestock, with houses, with
riches.

AVS 19.711c-€

ayuh prandm prajam pasum kirtim drdvinam Having given to me {life-span} (@yus), breath,

brahmavarcasdm | progeny, cattle, fame, property, [and] {the
mdhyam dattva vrajata brahmalokdm || splendour of brahma}, go to the world of
Brahma.”

The second list is an enumeration of nounsin the locative plural, describing places in which something
or someone dwells or hides: the mountains, forests, plants, livestock (pasu), and waters. Essentially,
the list describes the whole cosmos through its most important elements. In the AV, this list is found
in connection with descriptions of the gods, worms (krmi/krimi), and greatness (mahiman). The
example below shows that the worms (krmi/krimi) are present in all the listed locations, i.e. in the

whole world:

AVS 2.31.5%

yé krimayah pdrvatesu vanesy dsadhisu pasisy apsv.  The worms that are in the mountains, in the
antdh | forests, in the plants, in the {animals}, within the
yé asmakam tanvam avivisih sdarvam tdd dhanmi waters, that have entered our selves, that whole

jdnima kriminam || generation of worms I smite."

This passage reminds us of the widened sense of usage of the word pasu in RV 10.90. The mountains,

woods, and waters are not associated with the domestic sphere in the Vedas but represent wilderness,

¥71 deviate from Whitney’s translation here in the way I understand ayus, “life-span”, and brahmavarcasa, “the
splendour of brahma”. The latter term is particularly contentious, with every scholar translating it slightly
differently — for example, Whitney translates it as “Vedic splendor”. I use the translation of Bodewitz: 2019, p. 342.
% Cf. AV1.30.3 (gods) and AV 19.3.2 (mahiman).

9 Although I use Whitney’s translation, I am changing his translation of pasu, “cattle”, to “animals” for obvious
reasons explained in the main body of text. I also understand the word osadhi to be a general term for plants,
not just a for medicinal herbs. Osadhi are listed by KB as one of the six kinds of annadyam, “food to eat”: KB 20.1
sattayam annadyam gramyas ca pasava aranyas causadhyas ca vanaspatayas capsucaram ca pariplavam ca |
“There are sixfold foods to eat: domestic animals, wild animals, plants, trees, that which moves in the water and
that which swims.” [My translation.] It is clear that the category of plants must have been fairly wide, as
suggested by TB 3.8.17.4 dvayyd va ésadhayah | piispebhyo ‘nydh phdlam grhndnti | milebhyo 'nyah || “There are
two kinds of plants; ones that bear a fruit from flowers, the others from roots.” [My translation.]
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whereas animals and plants can be associated with either nature or culture.*” The human sphere is
represented by the word tanz which Whitney translates reflexively but we could understand it literally
as “body”. The presence of worms in the various spheres, and the ambivalence of the terms osadhi and
pasu could suggest that this list understands pasu to be a broader term that does not cover only
livestock but perhaps a larger array of animals. Possibly, by the time of the AV (which is, supposedly,
relatively close to the tenth mandala of the RV in terms of the language and symbolism), the term pasu
might have been undergoing a change in meaning that would encompass more than just livestock.

This is further exemplified by the following AV passage:

AVS 11.2.24

tiubhyam aranyah pasdvo mrga vdne hitd hamsah To thee {=Rudra} are assigned (hita) the {wild}
suparnah $akund vayamsi | animals (pasu), the wild beasts in the woods, the
tdva yaksdm pasupate apsy antds tubhyam ksaranti geese (hamsa), eagles, {vultures}, {smaller} birds;
divya apo vrdhé || thine, O lord of cattle, is the monster (yaksa)

within the waters; for thine increase flow the

waters of the heaven.

In this passage, the “wild animals” (aranyah pasavo) are glossed as “beasts in the woods” (mrga vane):
pasu is equated with mrga and aranya with vana.'** This gloss suggests that by the time of the AV, both
pasu and mrga could be understood as larger categories which can, or indeed must be specified by an
additional adjective, either gramya or aranya.'® We will dedicate the next couple of subchapters to
the history and definition of the terms mrga, gramya, and aranya. Nonetheless, it is worth noting that
this generalisation of meaning from the AV occurs not only for pasu but influences the term mrga as

well.#

§2.1.4 LIVESTOCK IN VEDIC PROSE
Whilst exploring the usage of the word pasu in the previous textual layers,  have noted that it is in the

AV where we find the first proper enumeration of the members of the category. By the time of Vedic

140

Rau: 1957, p. 22, argues that in the same way as animals, plants are distinguished between domesticated
(gramya) and wild (aranya).

“ Cf. AVP 16.106.4. I deviate from Whitney in the translation of the term aranya, where I say “wild”, and in the
bird names, in which I follow Dave: 2005r. For the expression mrga vane, cf. AV 12.1.49.

“* As my examiners suggested in the viva, the idea of a gloss is unusual in Vedic poetry. This would suggest that
these are two separate things, or only a part of the expression is a gloss (mrga being a gloss of pasu). Cf. AVP
16.106.4, and AVP 12.1.49.

3 Cf. AV 3.31.3, gramyadh pasdva.

* Thanks to Dr Victor D’Avella for very useful notes to the previous version of this paragraph, submitted as a
part of my Confirmation of Status (Personal and e-mail communication, April 2021).
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prose, especially the Black Yajurveda Sambhitas and the Brahmanas, the fivefold list seems to be fully
fixed. The animals are not listed just for the sake of the list itself, however, as we have seen in the AV.
The fivefold structure is noted more subtly: either it is said that domestic animals are fivefold, and the
exact species are not named, as in the MS passage quoted below, or the five species are named within

alonger, more complicated passage, as in the TS:

MS 2.3.6'%

panktah pasdvah Domestic animals are fivefold.

TS 5.5.1.2-3

sdrvanivd esd ripani pasunam prdty a labhyate This [animal] is slain to make up all forms of
ydc chmasrunas tdt || animals; its hairs are the form of a {hu}man, its

purusanam riupdm | ydt tupards tdd dsvanam | ydd lack of horns that of horses, the possession of only
anydtodan tdd gavam | ydd dvya iva Saphds tdad one set of incisors that of cows, the sheep-like

d@vinam | ydd ajds tdd ajanam | hooves that of sheep, that it is a goat, that is the

form of goats.'*°

The latter passage is not simply a list of animal species pertaining to the category of pasu but also a list
of characteristic features of each of the species: human is bearded, horse hornless, cattle have incisors
only in the lower jaw, and sheep and goats have specific hooves.”” These are important characteristics
for each of the species and indeed the category as a whole.

The fivefold list seems to be a very productive tool for categorisation in the Satapatha
Brahmana, which uses it often — both as a plain list, such as the first from the two SBM passages below,

. . s 8
and in longer, more complicated passages, as we can see in the latter example.”

SBM 6.2.1.2'%

sd etan pdrica pasiin apasyat | purusam d$vam gam He saw those five animals — {the human}, the

avim ajam yad dpasyat tdsmad eté pasdvah horse, the bull, the ram, and the he-goat.

My translation. This formula is repeated throughout the Vedic prose, for example in TS 5.2.3.6, 5.2.10.1; MS
3.3.3; KS 20.1.9, 21.4, 30.9; AB 5.8, 5.21; KB 13.2, 26.13, 29.8, etc.

T am using the translation of A.B. Keith, see TS trl Keith. Emphasis in the Sanskrit text is mine. I deviate from
Keith’s translation by using the adjective “human” instead of the gendered expression “man”. Cf. TS 2.1.1.5;
JB 2.262, 2.371.

7 Although it is not said explicitly, I presume that the TS means the cloven hooves (dvisapha) here, a type of
hooves which is a characteristic feature of sheep, goats, and cattle. Horses (together with asses and mules) are
called whole-hoofed (ekasapha), a description which occurs in Vedic prose much more often than dvisapha. We
will discuss both types below in § 2.1.1. 5.

“® For other examples, see SBM 6.2.1.4, 7.5.4.6, 10.2.1.1,, 10.3.4.4, etc.

9 Throughout the thesis, I use the edition of Albrecht Weber and translation of Julius Eggeling: see SBM ed
Weber and trl Eggeling. In this case, I am slightly changing Eggeling’s translation, omitting his translation

“Purusha” for the human and translating pasu as “domestic animals” rather than cattle.
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SBM 7.5.2.6

[..] sd pranébhya evadhi pasin niramimita
mdnasah purusa{m}'” caksuso ‘Svam pranad gam
srétrad avim vaco jam tad ydd enan pranebhyo ‘dhi
nirdmimita tasmad ahuh pranah pasdva iti mdno
vai prananam prathamam tad yat mdnasah
purusam nirdmimita tdsmad ahuh purusah
prathamdh pasunam virydvattama iti mdno vai
sdrve prand mdnasi hi sdrve pranah pratisthitas tad
yan mdnasah purusam nirdmimita tdsmad ahuh

purusah sdrve pasdva iti purusasya hy éva ite sdrve

Inasmuch as he saw (Vpas) them, they are

{called} {domestic animals} (pasu).

[...] He {=Prajapati} fashioned animals from his
vital airs, a man from his {mind}, a horse from his
eye, a cow from his breath, a sheep from his ear,
and a goat from his voice; and inasmuch as he
created them from the vital airs, people say that
“Animals are vital airs.” The mind is the first of the
vital airs: and inasmuch as he fashioned man
from his soul, they say that “Man is the first, and
the strongest of animals.” The {mind} is all the

vital airs, for in the {mind} all the vital airs are

bhavanti || established. And inasmuch as he fashioned man

from his {mind}, they say that “Man is all

animals,” for they all belong to man.

Due to the relative ubiquity of the list in this text — and the fact that the SBM with Eggeling’s translation
is the most accessible of all Brahmana texts — it has been long assumed that the fivefold list of pasus is
a universal feature of the Vedic Brahmanas. Nevertheless, the other Brahmanas do not mention it as
often as both of the SB recensions, if at all. Without a doubt, the fivefold classification is still in play in
other Brahmanas, such as in the following JB and KB passages. The SB, nevertheless, seems to favour

it much more.

JB 1.85*

pankto yajiiah, panktah pasavas The sacrifice is fivefold, the domestic animals [or:

the victims] are fivefold.

150

I am adding the anusvara to reflect the accusative later in the passage. Many thanks for this suggestion to Prof.
Jamison (viva voce exam, 2™ December 2022).

'] am correcting the obvious typo ghrana, found in all digital editions (TITUS, GRETIL, and Vedavid), to prana
which is found in Weber's edition of the text. The emphasis is mine. I deviate from Eggeling’s translation in
translating manas as “mind” instead of his “soul” (he offers the meaning “mind” in brackets).

*** Throughout the thesis, I use a combination of available JB editions. Most often, I follow the online edition by
Gerhard Ehlers, available at TITUS. I compare it with the standard, albeit unreliable edition by Raghu Vira and
Lokesh Chandra, and the partial edition by Caland: see JB ed Vira & Chandra, and JB ed Caland. In terms of the
translation, I follow JB trl Bodewitz. Bodewitz has, however, translated only the first book of the JB. Only partial
translations exist for the following books, e.g. JB trl Caland, and JB trl Doniger O’Flaherty’s. In certain cases, 1
provide my own translation.
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KB 11.2-3"

brhatim anvaha, goasvam eva brhati | He recites a Brhati, the Brhati is cows and horses;

usniham anvaha, ajavikam evosnik | |... ] he recites a Usnih, the Usnih is sheep and goats.

madhye barhatas causnihas ca pasavah | [...] In the middle are {livestock} connected to
Brhati and Usnih.

This KB passage shows that the fivefold classification might not be such an important feature of the
Brahmana taxonomy: only four species are mentioned here, with the human being left out.
Furthermore, the identity of “the pasus in the middle” (madhye pasavah) is uncertain; perhaps, this
suggests that the list of five might not be exhaustive for the KB.

This brings us to the discussion of new, conflicting lists of pasus, introduced in the Vedic
prose. Perhaps the most common one is the sevenfold list that is first hinted at in the AVS. Further on,
the sevenfold list is spelled out in YV prose, and echoed by the Brahmanas, especially the PB, which

mentions it multiple times.

AVS 3.10.6

yé gramyah pasdvo visvdrupas tésam saptanam The {livestock} of the village which are of all

mayi rantir astu || forms — {let there be abiding of the seven} with
me."*

MS 1.5.10%°

ta dtropadhéya gaiis casvas casvatards ca gardabho  They are to be placed here, the cow, the horse, the

ljd cavis ca puirusas | mule, the donkey, the goat, the sheep, and the
human.

PB 2.7.8°°

sapta gramyah pasavo There are seven kinds of domestic animals.

Another list which occurs a few times is an enumeration of domestic animals and agricultural plants.

The JB calls this a list of “six wish-cows” (sat kamadugha):

'8 The emphasis in the Sanskrit text is mine. Throughout the thesis, I follow the Lindner’s edition (comparing it
with Sarma’s) and Keith’s translation of the Kausitaki, see KB ed Lindner and KB trl Keith. In this passage, I
deviate from Keith’s translation by translating pasu with the more general word “livestock” rather than “cattle”.
% For the sake of consistency, I translate pasavah as livestock here, differing from Whitney’s “cattle”.
Furthermore, Whitney’ translation “seven let the willing stay be with me” seems to be a lapse; I am amending his
translation to reflect the meaning of Vram “to be quiet, rest’. Many thanks for the suggestion to Professor
Jamison.

5 My own translation. Cf. the parallel passage in KS 7.7. Cf. also MS 4.8.8, a longer passage which names five
domestic animals (asva, go, purusa, avi, aja) and then concludes with saptd chdndamsi saptd hétrah saptd
gramyah pasdvas, “seven [are] meters, seven [are] sacrifices, seven [are] domestic animals’.

' Throughout the thesis, I use Lokesh Chandra’s edition and Caland’s translation of the Paficavimsa Brahmana:
see PB ed Chandra (cf. PB ed Cinnasvamisasti1), and PB trl Caland. Cf. PB 2.14.2, 3.3.2, 22.4.4; BSS 24.5.
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JB 1181%

te tas sat kamadugha udaharan gam casvam cajam They [the gods] took away the six wish-cows
cavim ca vrihim cayavam ca | [from the Asuras]: the cow, the horse, the goat,

the sheep, the rice and the barley.

In the preceding sections, we have noted that following the Indo-European trend, the poetic layers of
Vedic literature distinguish between bipeds and quadrupeds. This classification continues in the Vedic
prose where it remains a productive and oft-used dichotomy. Below are listed two examples, with the
first being representative of the YV prose and the second of the Brahmana literature. The AB passage
is particularly worthy of our attention, as it notices the difference in breeding habits of four-footed

and two-footed beings.

TS 4.2.6.5

dvipdc cdtuspad asmakam sdrvam astv anaturdm || May all our bipeds and quadrupeds be free from
disease.

AB 2.38

paraficam catuspady asinam abhyahvayate, tasmat Tohim he {= hotr} calls as he {=adhvaryu} {sits}'**
paraiico bhutva catuspado retah sificanti samyan  on all fours with averted face; therefore turning
dvipad bhavati, tasmat samyarico bhiitva dvipado their backs quadrupeds pour seed; when he faces
retah sificanti him who faces him he becomes two-footed;

therefore bipeds facing [each other] emit seed.

When talking about pasu in the RV, we have seen many characteristic features which help us identify
what pasus are and are not. I have noted, for example, that they live in pastures and are guarded by
herdsmen. The prose sections of Vedic literature continue in drip-feeding useful characteristics of the
pasu category. For instance, pasus are repeatedly said to eat grass which shows that even at the time
of Vedic prose they were mainly considered to be (domesticated) ruminants. The prose texts also
mention the dependence of cattle on salt, perhaps noticing that ruminants often look for places where

they can lick naturally occurring deposits of various minerals, including salt.

7 Cf. PB16.1.10 which lists sesame and beans instead of rice: “Cow, horse, mule, ass, goat, sheep, barley, sesamum,
and beans.”

'* T am modifying Keith’s translation of asinam from “lies” to “sits”, the usual meaning of Vas. I am not convinced
that either of the translations fits the context as well. I am equally unsure about the force of the locative
catuspady. 1t almost seems as if catuspady asinam was a locative absolute but since the participle is in accusative,
this is most likely not the case. Cf. Lévi: 1898, p. 107, comments on this passage saying that “the Brahmanas pave
the way for obscenities of the Tantras”.
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PB 6.7.19"*°

prajapatih pasin asrjata te 'smat srsta asandayanto
‘pakramams tebhyah prastaram annam prayacchat
enam upavartanta tasmad adhvaryund prastara
sad iva vidhityo vidhatim iva hi trnam pasava

upavartante

AB 4.27

tad dhapi
janamejayaketi | tasmad dhapy etarhi gavyam

turah  kavaseya uvacosah poso

mimamsamanah prchanti santi tatrosah iti | uso hi

posah |

Prajapati created the domestic animals; these,
after being created, being hungry, went away
from him. He presented them a bunch of grass as
food; they turned toward him. Therefore, the
adhvaryu must wave slightly the bunch of grass,
for the animals turn toward a [stalk of] grass that

is being waved [in front] of them.

[...] as to this Tura Kavaseya said ‘Salt is
nutriment, O my dear Janamejaya.'" Therefore
here also men considering a place for cattle ask

‘Are there salts there? for salt is nutriment.

Details on the bodily composition of pasus are also present in Vedic prose. Above, we have seen that,
when breeding, pasus are said to face away from each other. In other passages, the Vedic prose
specifies their behaviour, shape, or style of movement. As is the convention in the Vedic prose, these
details are not scientific or zoological descriptions but elucidations of ritual actions. The following two
TS passages explain the way bricks are put down to create the vedi, “altar” and the direction of butter
libation. Yet these little details are not only ritual points; they also show that their authors knew

domestic animals well and closely observed their bodies, movements, and habits.

TS 5.3.1.5
dadhati

pdricéttarasyam tdasmat pascad vdrsiyan purdstat

pdiica ddksinayam Sronyam  Upa Five he puts down in the right hip, five in the left;

therefore the animal is broader behind and

pravanah pasus | 160

receding in front.
TS 5.4.5.1

aksnaya vyagharayati, tdsmad akspayd pasivé He pours on butter transversely; therefore

'ngani prd haranti prdtisthityai animals move their limbs transversely, for

support.

A similar level of detail is known to the Vedic Brahmanas. These provide us with an array of

information, from animal nutrition during the cold months, to the length of gestation.

AB 4.26

' Compare this passage with TS 5.2.8.2 pasiih va esd ydd agnis nd khdlu vdi pasdva dyavase ramante | “The fire is
an animal; animals do not find pleasure in want of grass.”

‘% From the context, it is obvious that “the animal” is actually the vedi, an association that is fairly common in
the Vedic prose.
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tasmad etayor eva Saisirayor masayor agatayor ye Therefore {when} these {two} months of the cool
caiva gramyah pasavo ye caranya animanamevatat season {have come}, the cattle of the village and

parusimanam niyanti of the wild become thin and shaggy.*
JB 1106

tasmad gramyah pasavo 'ntar grame nyokasah [...]  [...] Therefore the domesticated animals have
tasmad gramyah pasavahparaiicah pratah prerate  their abodes inside the village."®*
te sayam samavartante |...] [...] Therefore the domesticated animals go out
tasmadgramyah pasavo nandripa ... [for food] in the morning and return in the
tasmad gramyah pasavo nandanam yathdayatham evening.*
sayam grhan abhyupayanti || [...] Therefore the domesticated animals have
different forms [or: colours].
[...] Therefore the domesticated animals go

separately each to their own houses at night.

JB1.67

tasmat pasavo dasa maso garbhan bibhrati, Therefore the {livestock}'®* bear their foetuses
ta ekadasam anuprajayante, during ten months. They bring forth in the course
na ka cana dvadasam atiharati parigrhita hi tena of the eleventh. No female passes the twelfth

month [of pregnancy], for she is enclosed [i.e.

limited in the duration of her pregnancy] by this.

The last passage in particular shows a great deal of knowledge of animal biology, even though it masks
it behind ritual details, in this case the number of agnistoma lauds, corresponding with the number of
months. Using the general term pasu, I believe that the JB points out the fact that the longest gestation
period of livestock is twelve months long. The gestation period of the pasus varies: on average, mares
give birth within eleven months, cattle and humans in nine, and goat and sheep in about five. Using
the general term for livestock here, pasavah, the JB suggests that all livestock species give birth within
ayear — “no female passes the twelfth month”."* Since the passage follows up with a story about a he-
mule, asvatara, which escapes from an enclosure and smears his seed on a female ass and a mare, it

would be tempting to assume that the maximum of twelve months applies to the mule which bears

‘*T am modifying Keith’s translation here to show the force of the construction in G/L du.

%2 Cf PB 6.8.14.

%3 PB 6.8.9, 13, 7.2.6; TS 5.2.5.4.

%41 deviate here from Bodewitz’ translation “mammals” for pasu. Although all the five domestic animals which
are grouped as pasu are essentially mammals, the term is a much wider etic term than pasu. Furthermore, it is
defined on a different basis: a mammal is any vertebrate animal which is nourished with milk of its mother in its
infancy.

' The JB argues that both female ass and mare are since then “doubly impregnated”. Bodewitz understands this
as the fact that these animals can bear twins, whereas I would argue that they can bear youngs of two types —
either “pure”, i.e. when having an intercourse with a donkey/horse, or “unpure”, when impregnated by the other
species. Cf. PB 6.1.5.
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its young within twelve months, a record among domesticated livestock. Rau, however, argues that
the Vedic sources erroneously assume that she-mules are barren.'®

In the tenth mandala of the RV and in the AV, I have noted that the word pasu is sometimes
used as a general term for a non-human animal. By the time of the Vedic prose, this usage increases,
especially with the expansion of the dichotomy aranya and gramya, “wild” and “domestic”. In these
texts, pasu applies to both categories, as we will see in the subchapter § 2.3 in more detail. Curiously,
however, the word pasu applies also to animals we would not expect; those which are neither wild nor

domesticated but stand in between. This is the case of the gayal:

TS 2.1.10.2

ndisd gramydh pasir naramyé ydd gomrgds | The {g}ayal is neither a domestic nor a wild
névaisd grame ndranye ydm djaghnivamsam animal; he is neither in the village nor the forest
abhisamsanti whom men calumniate though he has slain no

one.

The gayal (gomrga), a cattle species indigenous to South Asia, is described here. The animal is believed
to be the semi-domesticated form of the gaur (gaura), and the TS description fits this idea, calling it
ndisd gramydh pasir naranyd, “an animal (pasu) neither domestic nor wild”. This description suggests
that the term pasu points at a larger group of beings than just livestock. We could infer that here, it is
applicable both to domesticated and wild animals such as was the case in the AVS, and to the animals
that are located somewhere in between.

This is the case with another TS passage, this time about a frog (mandiika) which is said to be
neither domesticated (gramya) nor wild (a@ranya).”” Perhaps, this could mean that people lived in the
vicinity of smaller, non-mammalian creatures like frogs whom they understood to belong among
animals (notice that they are said to be pasunam) but knew that they were not like all the other village

or wild animals.

TS 5.4.4.3

y6 va agnim citdm prathamdh pasir The {animal} that first steps over the fire when
adhikramatisvaré  vdi tdm Suca praddhas, piled, it is liable to burn it up with its heat. He
manditkena vi karsati, esd vdi pasinam draws over [it] with a frog; this of animals is the
anupajivaniyds, nd va esd gramyésu pasisu hité one on which one does not subsist, for neither

naranyésu

**® Rau: 1980/1, p. 188, quotes AB 4.9.1, PB 6.1.1-4, and SB 5.(6).7.2.
" Frogs and their place in Vedic literature (especially in the famous hymn RV 7.103) have been an object of
scholarly interest for a long time. The best interpretation has been provided by Jamison: 1991-2.
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among the domesticated nor the wild {animals}

has it a place.”®

Although in the previous instances, the TS might serve as a witness to the generalising of the word
pasu, there are plenty of other passages where pasu is still understood to mean primarily livestock.

Consider this long passage from the section on the apris, fore-offerings for the asvamedha:

TS 5.2.9.4-6

dpasavo va anyé goasvébhyah pasivas | [..] | The {animals} other than the oxen and the horses
etavanto vdipasdavah || 4 are not {animals} at all; [...]. So many are the
dvipadas ca cdtuspadas ca, tan va etdd agndu prd  animals [4], bipeds and quadrupeds; them indeed
dadhati ydt pasusirsany upadddhati | amim he puts down in the fire, in that he puts down the
aranydm dnu te disamity aha, gramyébhya evd heads of the animals. ‘I appoint for thee N.N.
pasubhya aranyan pasisi chiicam dniit srjati, tasmat — (amum) of the forest, he says; verily from the
samavat pasinam prajayamananam arangyah  cattle of the village he sends pain to those of the
pasdvah kaniyamsah, $ucd hy itah, sarpasirsimipa  wild; therefore of animals born at one time the
dadhati, ydivd sarpé tvisis tam evava runddhe || 5 animals of the wild are the smaller, for they are
ydt samicinam pasusirsdir upadadhyad gramyan  afflicted with pain. He puts down the head of the
pasiin ddamsukah syus | ydd visicinam aranyan, —snake; verily he wins the brilliance that is in the
ydjur evdvadet | dva tam tvisim runddhe ya sarpé, nd  snake [5]. Ifhe were to put it down looking [in the
gramyan pasiin hindsti naranyan same direction as the heads of the animals] with

the heads of the animals, [the snakes] would bite

the animals of the village; if turned away, those of

the wild; he should speak a yajus, he wins the

brilliance that is in the snake, he injures not the

animals of the village, nor those of the wild."®

This is a fairly long and complicated passage, describing a multitude of ritual actions preceding the

170

horse sacrifice.” Most interesting for our purposes here is the initial statement: dpasavo vd anyé
goasvébhyah pasdvas, “no other animals than cattle and horses are animals”. This is, almost instantly,
followed by a statement ambiguous to the previous one: etdvanto vdi pasivah || dvipadas ca
cdtuspadas ca, “so many are the animals, two-footed and four-footed”. On one hand, the TS states that
pasus are only cattle and horses, and on the other, that there are many of them, two-footed and four-

footed. This seems to summarise the tension present in the history of the word pasu: in the RV, the

category really encompasses only cattle and horses but in later Vedic literature, the category grows

8T amend Keith’s inconsistent translation of pasu.

' The emphasis in Sanskrit is mine. As in the previous passage, I change Keith’s translation “beast” for the sake
of consistency.

170

Note that the passage also distinguishes between animals of the village (gramyan pasiin) and of the wilderness
(aranyan); we will treat this dichotomy further on, in § 2.3.
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and covers all kinds of creatures. As the TS itself states further on, “the domestic animals have various
purposes and various customs.””

The word apasavo, introducing this passage, is a term which offers a further evidence for the
broadening of the category of pasu in the prose layers of Vedic literature. It is a relatively rarely used
alpha privative compound which can be interpreted in two ways, based on its accent. With the accent
on the first member, dpasu, as it is used in our passage, it is a masculine noun with the meaning “not
livestock”.”™ When it has the accent on the last syllable, apasi, it is interpreted to be an adjective
meaning “poor in/deprived of livestock”, usually describing the sacrificer. The accentuation on the
prefix a- is the rarer of the two options, and occurs only five times, including the aforementioned

passage.” The other passages are witnesses of the ambivalence of the category of pasu which we have

noted in the previous paragraph. Consider these two examples from the Brahmana literature:

SBM 13.2.4.3

tdd ahuh dpasur vd esa ydd aramyo naitdsya As to this they say, ‘Surely that—to wit, the {wild
hotavyam animal} is not {an animal/livestock} (dpasu), and

offering should not be made thereof.”
TB 3.9.9.2

tdd ahuh dpasavo vd eté ydd ajavdyas caranyas ca They say, whichever are sheep and goats and wild

eté vdi sdrve pasdvah ydd gavya iti animals, these are indeed not livestock (dpasu);
whichever are consisting of cattle, all of these are
livestock.

Both passages make clear that only some species are counted among the pasu: the SBM argues that
only domestic animals are pasu, whereas the TB disqualifies even the small livestock. The SBM
passage, moreover, includes the effect that this brings to the ritual activity, which is that no animal
other than pasu can be sacrificed. In this light, dpasu effectively signifies a creature which cannot be
used in a sacrifice. We will treat the sacrificability of pasus in detail in one of the two following
subchapters: in § 2.1.6, we will discuss the sacrificability of the group as a whole, and in § 3.3.1 we will

explore whether one of them, the human being, can be sacrificed as well.

"™ TS 5.3.1.3 ndnamanasah khdlu vdi pasdvo nanavratas |

' Monier-Williams’ translation “cattle not fit for the sacrifice” does not seem to be accurate.

' Aside from the TS passage quoted above, it is attested in AV 14.1.62 (there, in compound with -ghni-, the
feminine form of the verbal root Vhan-; although this could be equally analysed as a+pasughni, meaning “not
slaying animals”), SBM 13.2.4.3, and TB 3.9.1.3, 9.2. Incidentally, the Brahmana instances are parallel passages. To
compare, the forms of apasii- are found over fifty times in the Sambhitas and fourteen times in the Brahmanas.
#1 am modifying Eggeling’s translation slightly, translating aranya pasu as “wild animal” rather than “forest
beast”.
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§2.1.5 FEET AND TEETH
The Vedic prose offers a number of strategies for categorizing the group of pasu even further. These
strategies are based on “empirical” criteria, that is, on certain anatomical characteristic features:
mainly the shape and number of teeth and feet. The late Vedic texts, especially some of the Aranyakas
and Upanisads, include yet another system of categorisation: that which is based on the mode of
procreation. Since this is only found relatively late, I am not including it in this discussion.”™

We have already encountered some of these above, in TS 5.5.1.2-3. Although these criteria are,
in a rudimentary form, first attested in the RV, they are developed later, especially by the post-Vedic
legal literature. Owing to Brian Smith and Patrick Olivelle, this aspect of ancient Indian animal study
is well researched and therefore, I am not going to deal with it in much detail. "

Let us start with the categorisation of pasus on the basis of their feet, as we have already
encountered one of its forms: the dichotomy between bipeds and quadrupeds. Being of Indo-
European origin (see a short discussion in § 2.1.1), the distinction is attested since the RV and remains
a productive classificatory tool throughout Vedic literature. Most often, it is used as merism indicating

the totality of all domestic animals, such as in the following AVS passage.

AVS 2.34.1

yd ie pasupdtih pasinam cdtuspadam utd yé The lord of cattle, who rules over (i) the cattle,
dvipddam | the four-footed, and who also over the two-footed

[.]

The distinction between two- and four-footed creatures shows an important ontological difference:
no domestic animal but a man is ever a biped and all other pasus are quadrupeds.”” The Vedic
literature even includes maxims about not harming bipeds: “Do not harm the two-footed domestic
animal” (imdm ma himsir dvipadam pasim).”™

Although not strictly an example of bi- and quadrupedality, the following RV passage attests

the importance of foot-counting for the Vedic cosmology. Note that in this case, the four-footed

' For details, see Smith: 1994, p. 245-7, and Moreau: 2007, p. 55-7.

7® Smith: 1989; 1991; 1990. Doniger and Smith: 1989. Olivelle: 2002a.

" The situation is complicated by beings called kimpurusa, literally “what-sort-of-a-man”, discussed in § 2.1.6.
7 This is mantra for Agni from VS 13.47, used also in SBM 7.5.2.32.
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creature is probably a herding dog but in the majority of the Vedic literature, the expression is applied

to herd animals.”

RV10.117.8

ékapad bhityo dvipddo vi cakrame, The one-footed [=sun?] has stridden farther than
dvipat tripadam abhi eti pascat | the two-footed [-man?]; the two-footed
cdtuspad eti dvipdadam abhisvaré, overtakes the three-footed [=old man?] from
sampdsyan pariktir upatisthamanah || behind. The four-footed [=dog?] comes at the call

of the two-footed ones as it watches over the

fivefold ones [=herds?], staying by them.

The number of legs is not, however, the only taxonomical strategy pertaining to lower limbs; the
structure of the feet themselves is equally important as a characteristic feature. Most often, certain
animals are said to be ekasapha, “whole-hoofed”. As we can see in the following SBM passage, these

are the three equines: horse, ass, and mule.

SBM 12.7.1.5'%
$rétrad evasya ydso 'sravat | From his {= Indra’s} ear his glory flowed, and
tdd ékasapham abhavad dsvo 'Svatard gardabhdh || become the one-hoofed {=whole-hoofed}

animals, the horse, mule, and ass.

Its counterpart, the cloven-hoofed (dvisapha) animals are mentioned considerably less often than the
whole-hoofed ones. In fact, according to the VPAK, there is not a single occurrence of the word in Vedic
Samhitas and Brahmanas. This is peculiar, when one considers that both Smith and Olivelle presume
the word occurs in Vedic since it is found in the Dharmasastra corpus.

The idea that cattle, sheep, and goats have a different type of hoof than the equines is,
nevertheless, present, even if we do not find specialised terminology. Above, we have already seen that
the TS 5.5.1.3 points out a specific sheep-like hoof: ydd dvya iva $aphds tdd dvinam, “the sheep-like
hooves [are the characteristic mark] of sheep”. The following PB passage might be interpreted in a
similar vein. There is no pasu which could have eight hooves. If, however, we understand the hooves

to be cloven, i.e. split into two toes, it yields more sense.

PB 3.8.2

" For more details on dogs in ancient India see Bollée: 2006; esp. passage on the use of dogs, p. 64-69. The
following RV hymn reminds me of a riddle told by Bilbo Baggins in The Hobbit: “No-legs lay on one-leg, two-legs
sat near on three-legs, four-legs got some.”

# Cf. TS 4.3.10.21; VS 14.29-30; PB 6.9.8; SBM 8.4.3.11-15.
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astasaphah pasavah saphasas tat pasiun apnoti Cattle being eight-hoofed, he gains cattle hoof by
hoof.

Aside from feet, Vedic literature uses the dental structure to establish the subgroups of domestic
animals. We find two categories: animals which have incisor teeth in both jaws (ubhayadat), and those
which have incisors only in the lower jaw (anyatodat or ekatodat). We have encountered the latter
category in the previous subchapter, in TS 5.5.1.3, which identified cattle as members of the group: ydd
anydtodan tdad gavam, “the possession of one set of incisors {is a characteristic feature} of cows”. The
former group is attested much earlier, already in the RV. This passage identifies horses as
representatives of the category, born from Purusa, the primordial anthropomorphous being. The
members of the other group, i.e. cattle, sheep, and goats are born from the same source but after the
horse, which situates them lower in the hierarchy. The other passage quoted below then names the

pasus with the incisors in both jaws: horse (including other equines) and human.

RV 10.90.10"
tdsmad dsva ajayanta yé ké ca ubhayadatah | From it {=Purusa} horses were born and
gavo ha jajitire tdsmat tdsmaj jata ajavdyah || whatever animals have {incisor} teeth in both

jaws. Cows were born from it. From it were born

goats and sheep.
TS 2.2.6.3-4"

atmdno va esd mdtram dapnoti yd ubhayadat A measure of himself he obtains who accepts [an
pratigrhndty dsvam va purusam va, vaisvanardm animal] with teeth in both jaws, whether horse or
dvadasakapalam nir vaped ubhayadat || man. He should offer {an animal with incisor

teeth} in both jaws on twelve potsherds to

Vai$vanara.

The distinction between anyatodat and ubhayadat animals is used by the later legal literature to state
which of the domestic animals are fit to be eaten (e.g. MDS 5.18): people and horses, that is pasus with
the incisor teeth in both jaws, are prohibited to be eaten.

Only rarely does the categorisation pertaining to feet and teeth occur in a neat, structured list.
More often than not, they are mixed together, as we have seen above in TS 5.5.1.3. The situation is

similar in the following passage, also from the TS:

** The emphasis is mine. I am adding the word “incisor” for the sake of explanation that it is a specific type of
tooth.

8 Cf. BSS 13.9. The emphasis in the Sanskrit text is mine. I am deviating from Keith’s translation of the second
sentence, where he says, “he should offer who has accepted [an animal] with teeth in both jaws should offer on
twelve potsherds to Vai$vanara.”

"% For the dietary rules in the later legal texts and medical treatises, see Olivelle: 2002a.
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TS 4.3.10.2"%

saptada$dbhir astuvata pasdvo ‘srjyanta bfhaspdtir They praised with seventeen, domestic animals
ddhipatir asit | [...] were created; Brhaspati was the overlord.
ékavimsatyastuvatdikasaphah pasdvo ‘srjyanta They praised with twenty one, the whole-hoofed
vdrund 'dhipatir asit | animals were created; Varuna was the overlord.
trayovimsatyastuvata ksudrah pasdvo 'srjyanta They praised with twenty three, the small animals
pisadhipatir asit | were created; Piisan was the overlord.
pdricavimsatyastuvataranyiah pasivo ‘'srjyanta They praised with twenty five, the wild animals

vayur ddhipatir asit | were created; Vayu was the overlord.

The TS uses a mix of categories here: habitat (unmarked word pasu'® versus daranya pasu), size
(ksudra) and structure of feet (ekasapha). The TS does not tell us which animals belong to each group
but based on other texts we can conclude that the category ekasapha pertains to horses and other

equids, and that “small” (ksudra) most likely signifies the smaller livestock, i.e. sheep and goats.

§2.1.6 PASU, FOOD, AND SACRIFICE
In the middle Vedic period, ritual was elevated into a prime position in the Vedic cosmology and
became a sphere through which the whole world could be controlled, provided one knew the relative
correspondences between phenomena."” The detailed, anatomically-based classification of animals
and its increasing importance in the prose corpus that we discussed in the previous subchapter are
clearly a part of this evolution: if a ritual can influence the whole world, it must be performed properly,
and to perform it properly, one must make sure that the animal about to be sacrificed is pure and fit
enough for the act.

I have noted several times that the Vedic literature views the world through the lens of ritual.
Although the texts include kernels of information about animals, their bodies and behaviour, these
descriptions are there to support the ritual: either to explicate a particular ritual act or to ensure the
sacrificial fitness of an animal. The previous sections of this subchapter dealt predominantly with the
explication of ritual acts by using animal symbolism; now we will turn to the latter question, the
sacrificability of animals.

Whilst sacrificial fitness is a tool of classification, it is not the only one. Since the Vedic

sacrifice is modelled on “a formal meal given to a visiting dignitary’," the sacrificability of an animal

% Cf. VS 14.29-30. This passage is interpreted in SBM 8.4.3.11-15.

"% In the parallel passage in VS 14.28, pasu is not left unmarked as it is here but it is further modified with the
word gramya (gramyah pasdvo srjyanta).

% Jamison & Witzel: 1992, p. 36-8. On the correspondences between phenomena, see Smith: 1989.

**7 Jamison: 1991, p. 18.
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is also closely intertwined with its edibility, as we will see shortly. By and large, it is impossible to offer
the gods something one would not eat himself, and one largely eats domestic animals in ancient India,
or at least that is what comes across from the textual record."™

Which animals can be sacrificed? For many Vedic texts, the answer would be straightforward:
an animal which is called pasu is fit for a sacrifice, others (sometimes called apasu, cf. SBM 13.2.4.3
discussed in § 2.3.2) are not. The following passage enumerates the particular animals fit to be

sacrificed and shows the interconnectedness of the concepts of sacrificability and edibility:

SBM 6.2.1.15

plirusé $vo gaur dvir ajé bhavanti | etavanto vai There are a man, a horse, a bull, a ram, and a he-
sdrve pasavé 'nnam pasdvas tad yavad dnnam tdd goat; for such are all the animals [used for
etdt purdstan nidadhati tad enam pdsyann agnir sacrifice]. Animals are food: he thus lays down in
upavartate front whatever food there is; and seeing that, Agni

turns unto him.

Animals are, first and foremost, food, as the SBM says. On an everyday basis, they feed humans; in the
ritual context, gods partake on them. The categories of sacrificability and edibility are almost
indistinguishable in Vedic ritual. Generally speaking, food has an important role in Vedic cosmos, to
establish the order of things. In the words of Francis Zimmerman: “What Europeans called ‘the great
chain of being’ was in India a sequence of foods.”® On top of this nutritional chain are the gods,
sustained by the sacrificial oblations from humans. These, meanwhile, feed on animals; animals eat
plants; and plants, in turn, feed on the waters or rain. As Brian Smith has shown, this imagery does not
concern only dietary choices of the Vedic people but is used as a figurative way to explain hierarchic
relations between the respective social classes: “The higher orders ‘live on’ the lower.”

If one would sacrifice (or eat) animals which are not fit for the purpose, it would have far-
reaching consequences. In the doctrine of sacrifice of the middle Vedic period, the ritual has the power
to influence the whole cosmos, both positively and negatively. A famous passage on the asvamedha,
included in a few Brahmanas, says that if wild animals (aranya pasu) were sacrificed instead of the

domestic ones, “the roads would run asunder, the village-boundaries of two villages would be far

"% See Yajfiavalkya’s famous statement $ndmy evahdm amsalam ced bhdvatiti, “1 eat it [=meat], provided it is
tender”, SBM 3.1.2.21. I discuss this in § 4.3 in more detail. In practice, some animals that were sacrificed might
not have been eaten, as is suggested by the later legal corpus. An example is the horse, here discussed by Patrick
Olivelle: “The horse, for example, is medhya [sacrificable] but abhaksya [inedible], whereas a deer is bhaksya but
amedhya.” Olivelle: 20024, p. 14, n. 14. Cf. § 2.3.2 where I briefly discuss the eating of aranya pasus, and § 4.3 with
its short commentary on the history of vegetarianism in ancient India.

%9 Zimmermann: 1988, p. 197.

9 Smith: 1990, p. 178.
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asunder; and there would come to be ogres, man-tigers, thieves, murderers, and robbers in the forests”
(SBM 13.2.4.2).”" In short, the world order would collapse.

The animals that are fit to be sacrificed are said to be themselves created from the primordial

192

sacrifice.” This is an idea present already in the RV 10.90.8, 10 (discussed above), and it continues

throughout the corpus until the prose texts, such as the TB:

TB 2.1.2.4

tdsya ahutyai pirusam asrjata | dvitiyam ajuhot s6  From that [first] oblation, he {=Prajapati} created
Svam asrjata | trtiyam ajuhot sdé gam asrjata | man. He offered oblation a second time; he
caturthdm ajuhot sé 'vim asrjata | paficamdm ajuhot ~ created the horse. He offered oblation a third
$0 jam asrjata | time; he created the cow. He offered oblation a
fourth time; he created the sheep. He offered
oblation a fifth time; he created the goat'®

The creation from the sacrifice predisposes the animals: from sacrifice they are, and to sacrifice they
will return.** They are endowed with what the Satapatha Brahmana calls medha, aword that is usually
understood to be a term for the animal sacrifice but here, it seems to be a sacrificial “essence”, or

“quality”.

SBM 1.2.3.6-7

purusam ha vai devah | dgre pasum dlebhire 6. At first, namely, the gods offered up a man as
tasyalabdhasya medhd ‘pacakrama sé 'svaim} thevictim. When he was offered up, the sacrificial
pravivesa té 'svam alabhanta tasyalabdhasya medhé  essence went out of him. It entered into the horse.
‘pacakrama sa gam prdvivesa te gamd [...] s6 vim They offered up the horse. When it was offered
pravivesa té 'vim d-‘ma sé jjam pravivesa té jam up, the sacrificial essence went out of it. It
alabhanta tasyalabdhasya medhd 'pacakrama || 6 entered into the ox. They offered up the ox. When
sd imdm prthivim pravivesa | tam khdnantaivanvisus it was offered up, the sacrificial essence went out
tam dnvavindams tav imai vrihiyavau tdsmad dpy ~ ofit. It entered into the sheep. They offered up the
etav etdrhi khdnanta [...] || 7 sheep. When it was offered up, the sacrificial
essence went out of it. It entered into the goat.
They offered up the goat. When it was offered up,
the sacrificial essence went out of it.
7. It entered into this earth. They searched for it,
by digging. They found it [in the shape of] those

9" Cf. TB 3.9.1.1-4 (quoted, translated, and discussed in § 2.3.2), and JB 2.266.

9% Smith: 1994, p. 251, calls this “a typically tautological mythological statement”.

98] am using the translation of Dumont: 1964, p. 341, but I am omitting the majority of his explanations in
brackets, as they do not add much to the translation.

4] am nodding towards the famous passage from Genesis 3: 19, a-par at-tah wa-'el a-par ta-sub.

% ] am correcting the mistake in the ending of asva- in the digital version of the SBM to reflect Weber’s edition.
The omission in d*-ma is present across the editions, digital and printed alike; I believe it is a repetition of the
whole phrase, from alabhanta to ‘pacakrama.
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two [substances], the rice and barley: therefore

even now they obtain those two by digging [...]

The sacrificial essence jumps from one species of pasu to another until it eventually hides in the
ground where it enters rice and barley, two common non-animal sacrificial offerings. This is not the
end of the myth, however; the Satapatha continues explaining that once the medha, the sacrificial
essence, jumped from one species to another, the animal that was left behind became wild and unfit

to be sacrificed (amedha). The sacrificed human became a wild human (kimpurusa, literally “what-
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sort-of-a-man”),”" the horse a gaur, the cow a gayal, the sheep a camel, and the goat became a

Sarabha.”””

SBM 1.2.3.9°"

sa yam purusam alabhanta | sd kimpuruso 'bhavad 9. The man (purusa) whom they had offered up
yav d$vam ca gam ca tai gaurd$ ca gavayds became a {wild} man (kimpurusa). Those two,
cabhavatam yam dvim alabhanta sa ustro 'bhavad the horse and the {cow}, which they had
yam djam alabhanta sd $arabhé 'bhavat tdsmad sacrificed, became a {gaur} and gayal {.}
etésam pasinam ndsitdvyam dpakrantamedha respectively. The sheep which they had
haite pasdvah || sacrificed, became a camel. The goat which they
had sacrificed, became a sarabha. For this reason,
one should not eat [the flesh] of these animals,
for these animals are deprived of the sacrificial

essence (amedha) [are impure].

A parallel passage in the seventh book of the Satapatha Brahmana concludes: “[Since] their sacrificial
essence abandoned them, they are without the sacrificial essence (amedhya), not sacrificable

(ayajiiiya). Brahmins should not eat them.”*® Again, we see the complementarity of the categories: if

9% Literally “what-sort-of-a-man”, kimpurusa is sometimes said to be an ape, monkey, or a wild human. Due to

the brevity of our sources, it is hard to tell what exactly the Vedic people designated with the term. I discuss this
and other terms for non-Vedic people in more detail in § 3.1.

¥ The animal name sarabha is an ambiguous term, usually understand as a type of a deer. In Vedic context, it
seems to be a wild animal which is further undefined. It is found usually as a wild counterpart of a goat and
seems to be very agile: AVS 9.5.9 says that it is able to move across difficult places (ati durgany esak). Monier-
Williams takes it as “a kind of deer or (in later times) a fabulous animal (supposed to have eight legs and to
inhabit the snowy mountains; it is represented as stronger than the lion and the elephant)”, which is, I believe,
the MBh notion of this animal (e.g. MBh 3.134.14). Mayrhofer, KEWA, Bd. 3, p. 305, compares it with related words
for mountain goat (e.g. Sindh sarahu). Likewise, Witzel: 2006, p. 180, n. 51 notes Kalash $dra, “markhor, mountain
goat”. This suggest that rather than a deer, sarabha is some sort of wild goat. Slaje: 2017, argued that this is the
markhor.

“* T am modifying Eggeling’s translation in a few cases, mostly to reflect my preferred translations noted
elsewhere in the discussion. I am omitting the Latin names for gayal and gaur. Cf. parallel passages in AB 2.8,
MS 3.10.2; cf. SB 7.5.2.28-37, TS 4.2.10.1-4.

99 SBM 7.5.2.37 td eta titkrantamedha amedhya ayajiiiyas tésam brahmano nasniyat ||.
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these animals are not to be sacrificed, they should not be eaten either, albeit only by the highest social
class.

These passages very well indicate that there is a specific set of animals that can be sacrificed,
and if one does not have access to them, rice and barley can be used (in form of sacrificial cakes), as
they are endowed with the same medha essence, with the same potency (viryavat; SBM 1.2.3.7).
Equally, these passages define wild counterparts of the sacrificable species. These are in a way similar
— the gayal resembles cattle, the sarabha a goat, etc. — but since they do not partake on the same
essence, they are not the same. One must be wary of the difference not to cause any ritual trouble.

When commenting on this episode, Brian Smith and Wendy Doniger argue that when the
sacrificial essence leaves the animals, it creates “new but defective forms of each”** Neither the SBM
nor any of the parallel passages, nevertheless, frame the episode in a language of defect but rather in
a language of “rewilding”. It seems that implicitly, the animals created by Prajapati were all domestic,
and only later they became feral due to the lack of the sacrificial potency.

As we will see in the following subchapters (especially § 2.3.2 on the dichotomy of gramya
and aranya in Vedic prose) there are rituals that playfully push the border between the two categories.
In particular, I am thinking of the a$vamedha which employs a multitude of wild animals, otherwise
deemed unsacrificable, most likely to show off the wealth and power of the royal yajamana, the patron
of the ritual. The boundary is, nevertheless, never crossed, and the wild animals are let free; only the
true pasu can be killed at the sacrificial ground.

Judging from the sources, the idea of sacrificability of certain animals started gaining traction
in the middle Vedic period, especially in the prose texts. With its interest in categorisation and
classification, these texts developed a multiplicity of overlapping categories, namely the dichotomies
of domestic/wild, sacrificable/non-sacrificable, and edible/inedible. In many cases, these
characteristics complement, reinforce, and readjust each other, as we have seen above and as has been
succinctly argued by Brian Smith.” As we will see in chapter § 3, the notions of sacrificability and
edibility are particularly useful for the internal differentiation of the pasu category: although all pasu
are theoretically fit to be sacrificed and eaten, humans seem to be the constitutive exceptions of the
group and are, in fact, sacrificed only under very specific circumstances (see § 3.3.1 for the discussion

on purusamedha) and never eaten. The later Dharmasastra corpus expanded on these dichotomies

*° Smith & Doniger: 1989, p. 201.
** Smith: 1991, p. 528.
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even further to provide dietary and ritual guidance to the particular classes of the ancient Indian

society; these intricate rules are, however, beyond the scope of this thesis.*

§2.1.7 PASU: A CONCLUSION
This subchapter aimed to explore the most ubiquitous of animal categories, the so-called pasu, namely
the evolution of the term in the various strata and genres of the Vedic literature. In Classical Sanskrit,
pasu is usually a term for cattle; alternatively, all animals can be described with it. In this subchapter,
I aimed to show that these meanings evolved in the Vedic corpus. Inherited from the Indo-European,
the word seemed to be originally a term for moveable wealth, including human beings. In Indo-Iranian
and early Vedic, it developed into a term for the most used domesticated species: cattle, horses, sheep,
goats, and humans, sometimes supplemented by donkeys and mules in the middle period Vedic texts.
The fivefold (or sevenfold) classification is one of its key aspects: although a single group, it is internally
differentiated. Moreover, the Vedic literature incorporates anatomically-based criteria which enable
one to distinguish between the individual pasus even further, as we have seen in § 2.1.5. Some
translators tend to apply a narrower term “cattle” to the word pasu; I would argue, nevertheless, that
the omnipresent topos which describes pasus’ “fivefold (or sevenfold) nature” and the internal
differentiation according to feet and teeth are strong arguments for the translation “livestock” which
can encompasses all the domestic species.

I have observed that the term seems to undergo a process of generalisation in the later Vedic
strata, especially the Yajurvedic Samhitas and the Brahmana prose. There, the term seems to apply to
alarger array of animals, especially due to the introduction of yet another internal categorisation, that
is the dichotomy of gramya, domestic, and aranya pasu. I have only touched on this dichotomy in this
subchapter; its proper treatment is found in subchapter § 2.3. The previous meaning “livestock” is,

however, still present — this makes translation and interpretation of some of the passages challenging

** In the Dharmasastra corpus, we find an intricate classification of food prescriptions: food can either be
bhaksya/abhaksya, bhojya/abhojya, adya/anadya, or peya and apeya. The last pair, “drinkable/undrinkable”, is
restricted to liquids. The penultimate pair meaning “edible/inedible” is the most frequent one in Vedic literature,
occurring altogether nine times, including both things that should not be eaten (cows) and inedible substances
(stone, clay). Of the first two pairs, the positives are not prescriptions but simply types of food, whereas the
negatives have a strong prescriptive meaning. In the dharmasastric language, abhaksya means “forbidden food”
(e.g. carnivorous animals, garlic, or red resins of trees), whereas abhojya stands for food (or a person) that is
“unfit” (for instance touched by an impure person, or that which turned sour or stale). See especially Olivelle:
200243, 2002b.
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(for example, it is often difficult to decide whether sarvan pasun, an ever-present formula in the prose
texts, signifies “all livestock”, or “all beings in general”).

In the last section of the subchapter, I have argued that the term pasu underwent an evolution
in meaning in the Vedic sources. It was never a zoological concept: from a socio-economic term,
signifying movable wealth, it evolved into a ritual term in the Vedic prose. Sensu stricto, an animal that
is categorised as pasu is fit to be sacrificed in a Vedic ritual. If it is fit to be sacrificed, it is theoretically
edible as well. In chapter § 3.3.1, we will explore the constitutive exception of this rule: the human

being which, despite being pasu, can be neither eaten nor sacrificed.
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§2.2 MRGA

After pasu, mrga is perhaps the second most often used term for non-human animals in the Vedic
literature. They seem to be counterparts, or at least that is how they are usually treated in the
secondary literature: if pasu signifies the domesticated species which live close to human dwellings,
mrgas are the animals populating the “uncivilised nature”. In our earliest source, the Rgveda, mrga is
used as a generic term for any wild animal, usually dangerous and fearful, as we will explain in more
detail shortly. By the time of Classical Sanskrit literature, however, it acquires the meaning “deer” or
an “antelope” (cf. Modern Hindi mrg) — a wild ruminant.** Since this striking evolution of the term

has not been fully explained in the secondary literature, the aim of this chapter is to do exactly that.

§2.2.1 THE INDO-IRANIAN AND RGVEDIC MRGA
Unlike pasu, a word with a clear Indo-European history, mrga seems to be a more cryptic term, with
an uncertain origin that does not have many Indo-European parallels.*** It is, nevertheless, a well-
attested word in the Indo-Iranian languages and therefore, we could speculate that it is limited to this
branch only and reconstruct it as *mrga.

Aside from mrga, a few words derived from the same root occur in Vedic Sanskrit: a
denominative verb Vimyg, mrgayati, “to hunt” which occurs once in the RV and twice in the AVS,*> and
the nouns mrganyy, “huntsman”, and marga, “track, path, way”. In the following discussion, I will not
deal with marga, as its semantics covers animals only rarely.

The Iranian branch offers many witnesses of the term, for example YAv maraya, Sogdian mrg,
Middle Persian murw, or Parthian mwryg, all with the meaning “bird” (cf. Modern Persian moryg,
“hen”).* Benveniste argues that “Iranian has [...] limited the sense of moaraya- to the winged
species”.*” Since the Yasna Haptanhaiti, Avestan replaced the inherited Indo-Iranian word for a wild
animal with the term daitika (Y. 39.1-2, cf. Yt. 13.74; in both passages, it is a counterpart of pasuka,

“livestock”). Many scholars understand daitika to come from the Indo-Iranian *dant, “tooth” (compare

* A similar process happened in English: the word “deer” (OE deor, ultimately based on PIE *dheusém, “a
breathing being”) was originally a term for any wild animal and only later, between 15th and 16th century,
replaced the word “hart” (OE heor“t, from PIE *kerw, “horn”) as a specific term for a hoofed antlered ruminant.
¢ Mayrhofer, EWA Bd. 2, p. 370-1, KEWA, Bd. 2, p. 239-40. Mayrhofer has a few suggestions, such as the possible
origin in a colour word (cf. Lithuanian mdrgas, “bright”, or OE mirce, “dark”), but does not offer a conclusive
solution.

2% Jamison: 1983, p. 88. In AVP, the verb occurs only once, in a parallel passage to the AVS.

**® See the lemma maraya in the AIW, or Mayrhofer, EWA Bd. 2, p. 370-1.

*7 Benveniste: 1960, p. 193.
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Sanskrit m. ddn and Avestan m. dantan) and the suffix -ika; this results in a meaning “provided with
teeth, fangs”.zo8

In the following Yasna Haptanhaiti passage, the term daitika is further qualified by the
adjective aidiiu, a hapax legomenon with a possible meaning “harmless”.** This suggests that in early
Iranian, wild animals would usually be conceived as harmful, at least some of them; if harmless,
however, their souls are worshipped in liturgy just as the souls of people and livestock. Furthermore,
the passage is not only a witness of the inherited Indo-European dichotomy of wild and domesticated
but also suggests the Zoroastrian dualistic partition of animals as ahuric, beneficial, and daevic,
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malevolent, especially so-called xrafstars, “evil animals”.

Y. 39.1-2"

1. i9a at yazamaide |... 1. In this way we now worship [...] our own souls
ahmakang aat uruno as well as those of the domestic animals which
pasukangmca desire to gain our support, [...].

Y0i nd jijisonti [...] 2. And we worship the souls of the wild animals,
2. daitikangmca insofar as they are harmless. [...].

aidiiungm hiiat

uruno yazamaide |...]

Unlike the Iranian languages, where the word mrga underwent the early specialisation described
above, the Rgvedic language retained the general meaning “wild”. In certain cases, this is an adjective
specifying an array of different species; in others, it is used as a noun. Let us start with RV passages

close to the Iranian meaning “bird”. Here, mrga signifies a bird of prey, hard to catch:

RV1182.7a-c

kah svidvrkso nisthito mddhye drnaso, yam taugriyé  What tree emerged in the midst of the flood to

nadhitdh parydsasvajat | which the son of Tugra clung in his distress, to

parna mrgdsya patdror ivardbha, [...] || grab hold ofits leaves as if to the feathers of a wild
bird in flight?

**8 Hintze: 2007, p. 337. Cf. Bartholomae’s explanation in AIW (lemma daitika) where he compares the word to
Vedic animal terms such as an expression from AVS 4.3.4. vyaghrdam datvdtam ... prathdmam, “to tiger, the first
[of creatures] with teeth”, or damstrin, “an animal with tusks” (and its Avestan counterpart tiZi.dgstra
respectively). Note that the term pasuka is constructed with the -ka rather than -ika suffix, which has a different
semantic meaning, as suggested e.g. by Jamison: 2009. Cf. Ciancaglini: 2012.

** Hintze: ibid., p. 330, argues that this comes from Indo-Iranian *a-di(H)-u, and could be connected to Vedic
ddyu (e.g. RV 7.3412). The meaning harmless would also make sense in other passages, such as Y. 40.3.
Cf. Schmidt: 1980, p. 214-5.

#° On the dualistic nature of Avestan language, see Kellens: 1989, p. 54. On the category of xrafstars, see
Moazami: 2005.

"1 am using the edition and translation of Hintze: 2007.
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RV 9.32.4a,b

ubhé somavacakasan, mrgé nd takté arsasi [...] || O Soma, looking down on both [worlds?], like a

great wild bird launched in flight you rush.

The former passage uses the word in an adjectival sense, qualifying the genitive of the word pataru,
“flying, bird”. The latter is, however, harder to understand, as mrga is used as a substantive without a
distinctive epithet and therefore, it could mean just “wild beast”.** Stephanie Jamison argues,
however, that the participle takta, a derivative from Vtak, “to rush”, is found to describe birds of prey
elsewhere (cf. RV 9.67.15), and that the participle avacakasat, qualifying the god Soma, “fits a bird
better than an earth-bound beast”.**

Furthermore, the word mrga describes other wild species, such as wild water buffaloes, mrga
mahisa, and elephants, mrga hastin or mrga varana.** Both of these are large, perceptibly wild species
which are hard to domesticate; furthermore, they dwell far enough from human dwellings but close
enough to be perceived and spoken about.”® Notice, furthermore, the lion (simha) in the second

example: animals known as mrga are clearly the wildest and most dangerous species one can

encounter.

RV10.123.4b,c™

mrgdsya ghésam mahisdsya hi gmdn | Because they came toward the cry of the wild

rténaydnto ddhi sindhum asthur, [...] || buffalo, approaching with truth they mounted
onto the stream.

RV 4.16.14¢,d

mrgé nd hasti tdvisim usandh, simhé nd bhimd Like a wild elephant, clothing yourself in might,

ayudhani bibhrat || and fearsome like a lion when you bear your
weapons.

RV 1.64.7¢,d

mrga iva hastinah khadatha vdina, ydd arunisu Like wild elephants you [o Maruts] chew up the
tavisir dyugdhuvam || woods, when you have yoked your own powers to

those of your ruddy [horses].

2 Cf. a similar case in the passage RV 10.136.6.
3 See Jamison’s commentary to RV 9.32.4 [http://rigvedacommentary.alc.ucla.edu/, version from 4 October

2021, accessed on 1 February 2022].

™ Mrga hastin and mrga varana seem to be the only terms that the RV uses for elephants. Bose: 2020 follows
Geldner’s translation and argues that ibha (1.84.17, 9.57.3) is yet another term for this animal. This etymology has
been conclusively dismissed by Mayrhofer in EWA, Bd. 1, p. 194, and Jamison in her commentary to 1.84 argues
likewise, translating ibha as “retinue”. For instances of the usage mrga varana, see below RV10.40.4, or RV 8.33.8.
5 On theoretical background of this, see Leach: 1989, p. 158, and Leach: 1965.

% Cf. other passages on wild buffaloes: RV 8.69.15, 9.92.6.
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Many of the passages quoted above use mrga adjectivally. When used as a substantive, it seems to
signify an unspecified “wild animal” and it is often translated as a “beast” as we have already noted
above, in the discussion on RV g.32.7.

The word itself is often further qualified by an adjective which stresses its otherness and
dangerousness. Mrga is said to be ravenous (asna), terrifying (bhima), powerful (tuvismat), frenzied
(bhurni), or large (mahat), and is known to live in the mountains and roam wherever it pleases.

Consider a few examples of some of these characteristics:

RV1173.2a,b

drcad visa visabhih svéduhavyair, mrgé nd dsno dti The bull chants along with the bulls whose sweat
ydj juguryat | is an oblation, like a ravenous wild beast, when he

would out-sing [them].

RV 2.33.1b™"

mrgdm nd bhimdm upahatniim ugrdm | The mighty one [Rudra], pouncing like a
terrifying wild beast.

RV 8.a.20a-c

md tva sémasya gdldaya, sadayacann ahdmgira| 1, always begging you with my song — with the

bhitrnim mrgdm nd savanesu cukrudham, [...] || gush [?] of soma let me not anger you, frenzied
like a wild beast, at the soma-pressing. [...]

RV 1.154.2b™"

mrgé nd bhimdh kucard giristhah | [Visnu who is] like a fearsome wild beast, living

in the mountains and roaming wherever it wants.

These examples make clear that for the Rgveda, mrga is clearly not a timid deer or an antelope but a
fearful wild creature. The last example from RV 1.154.2 shows that mrgas are localised to mountainous

areas; certainly, they are not welcomed to pastures, as we have seen in the previous subchapter:

RV138.5a,b

md vo mrgé nd ydvase, jarita bhiid djosiyah Let your singer not be displeasing to you, like a

wild animal in a pasture.

7 Cf. RV 2.34.1, 10.182.2.

% The same simile is used to describe Indra in RV 10.180.2. Cf. a similar thought in Yt. 8.36 aurunaca gairi§aco
“the wild animals following [trails] in the mountains” (translation by Skjaerve: 2007, p. 88). Note here the term
auruna, “wild beast”, according to AIW and EWA, Bd. 1, p. 108, a cognate of Vedic arana.
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Nevertheless, however fearsome any mrga is, the RV suggests that it can be killed, either by people and

their weapons, such as a javelin, or by wolves. The latter passage suggests that wolves are not classified

as mrga.

RV 4.58.6¢,d

eté arsanti urmdyo ghrtdsya, mrga iva ksipanér These waves of ghee rush, like wild beasts

isamanabh || retreating from a javelin.

RV 1105.7¢,d

tdm ma viyanti adhiyo, viko nd trsndjam mrgdm But cares [now] pursue this same me, like a wolf
a thirsting wild beast.

These passages, and especially the mrga “retreating from a javelin”, brings us to the matter of
hunting.”® As noted above, the denominative verb Vmrg occurs only once in the RV (albeit in a cryptic
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passage), and so does mrganyu, the word for a “hunter”.

RV 8.2.6

gobhir ydad im anyé asmdn, When those other than us go hunting him with

mrgdm nd vra mrgdyante, cows, like [self-Jchoosing women hunting

abhitsdranti dheniibhih |* [husbands], and creep up on him with their milk-
cows.

RV10.40.4a,b

yuvam mrgéva varand mrganydvo, dosd vdstor Like hunters on the track of wild elephants, we

havisa ni hvayamahe

|ZZZ

call you down in the evening and at dawn with

our oblation.

2 Cf. RV 1190.4 mrganam nd hetdyo, “the charges of wild beasts”, which Geldner understand as
“missiles/weapons for wild beasts”. In the commentary to RV 1.190.4, Jamison does not see this as plausible

[http://rigvedacommentary.alc.ucla.edu/, version from 4 October 2021, accessed on 2 February 2022].

*° Some, especially Geldner, have argued that the peculiar form mrgaydsah in RV 2.38.7 also means a “hunter”.
Jamison’s detailed discussion in her commentary refutes this and translates the form as “the wild beasts”. [ibid.,
accessed on 2 February 2022].

> This is an obscure verse, and especially the pada b, where our verb Vmrg occurs. I follow Jamison who
translates mrgdm [...] mrgdyante “a phrasal verb with a cognate accusative, so meaning simply ‘go hunting”
[ibid., accessed on 3 February 2022]. Jamison: 2003, argues that vra is a reduced form of *vara (cf. a self-choosing
bride at the svayamvara wedding); in her interpretation, the line is a metaphorical expression of girls
aggressively seeking husbands. The metaphorical meaning aside, the verse also brings a possible insight into
hunting strategies in the Rgvedic times, that is hunting wild ruminants in presence of domesticated cows,
possibly on cow pastures which provide perfect conditions for the hunt. Though this practice is known from the
British period as well as from today (it is often recommended by hunters in the USA), there is not much data on
its historical usage bar its documentation in visual arts.

2 Another instance of the term mrga varana is found in RV 8.33.8 where Indra is being likened to an elephant
which establishes a large territory in which it wanders. Jamison in her commentary argues that “the simile
mrgéva varand has been attracted into the dual to match the Aévins in the frame”. See
[http://rigvedacommentary.alc.ucla.edu/, version from 4 October 2021, accessed on 2 February 2022].
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The term mrganyu aside, the latter passage conveys an impression of elephant hunting, supposedly
carried out at dusk and dawn in Vedic India. As Stephanie Jamison argues, however, the simile is
attached to the frame only loosely and therefore, we cannot deduce too much information about
hunting from it, such as Geldner did when he translated n{ hvayamahe as “locken” (to lure, entice),
suggesting that ancient hunters perhaps lured elephants vocally.***

Not much is known about hunting in Vedic times in general and especially in the RV, although
the evidence accumulates in the later textual layers as we will see towards the end of this subchapter.”*
From the RV, it seems that wild animals were captured by means of javelins (as mentioned above),
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pitfalls,”* snares,”*® or dogs.””” There are, however, not many details at our disposal, such as what social
layers utilised hunting, how often, which animals they hunted (apart from elephants, boars, and
antelopes, specifically mentioned by the RV), and for what reasons (perhaps for additional food,

perhaps to protect their stock from danger, or combination of both). We will come back to the

question of hunting in § 2.2.4, when we explore the usage of the word in Brahmana literature.

§2.2.2 MRGA IN ATHARVAVEDA
Although a text of a very different spirit than the Rgveda, the Atharvaveda uses the word mrga in a
similar manner. By and large, the word still retains its original sense “wild animal”: a formidable and
dangerous creature. Only one passage, quoted below, suggests that the word might have begun
acquiring its Classical meaning “deer” or “antelope”.

The term mrga occurs sixty-five times altogether across its two recensions, with many of the
instances being parallel passages.”*® The mere number of the occurrences shows that the idea of a wild
animal is important for the AV. I would argue that this is to a certain extent motivated by the genre.
The Atharvaveda is a text which is deeply concerned not with the divine but with the human world:
with prosperity, relationships, power, kingship, and health. Animals, a major preoccupation of the
semi-pastoral Vedic people, are naturally featured in a text so concerned with the sphere of the

everyday.

**3 Jamison, commentary on RV 10.40.4, [ibid., accessed on 2 February 2022].

**4In secondary literature, this has been treated almost solely by Rau: 1957, 23-4, as far as I know.

**5 RV 10.39.8; cf. Bodewitz: 1999, p. 211.

>RV 3.45.1.

7RV 10.86.4. On dogs used in hunting, especially in the Classical literature, see Bollée: 2006, p. 65-6. In Iran, the
attitudes towards dogs were largely different, e.g. Skjaerve: 2012, p. 96-7, Andrés-Toledo: 2013.

**8 To gather this data, I consulted the indispensable Atharvaveda Index Verborum, Kim: 2021.
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Following the previous subchapter where I started with the early Iranian specialisation that
mrga underwent to mean a bird, let us start with an AVS passage which we have already seen in § 2.1.3.
Not only does it contain an echo of the Iranian association, I think, but also a remarkable gloss, unique
to the AV: the expression aranyah pasavo, “forest animals” is glossed with the term mrga vane, “wild

beasts in the woods”.

AVS 11.2.24

tiubhyam aranydah pasdvo mrgd vdne hita hamsah To thee [Rudra] are assigned (hita) the forest

suparnah $akund vayamsi | animals (pasu), the wild beasts in the woods: the
geese (hamsa), eagles, {vultures}, {smaller}
birds.*

The “forest animals” are followed by a list of birds in this verse, although there is another version (AVS
12.1.49 = AVP 17.5.7), which contains a list of mammals: a lion, tiger, jackal, wolf, and demon rkstka.*
This could suggest that for the AV, pasu as well as mrga might have been considered as general,
umbrella terms, applicable to birds as well as the mammalian species with which they are associated
traditionally. Evidence from the Paippalada version of the hymn (AVP16.106.4), however, renders the
association with birds rather unlikely.”'

In the RV, the most common usage of mrga was as a general adjective meaning “wild”,
qualifying certain species such as the buffalo or the elephant. This usage dwindles in the AV, although

there are a couple of passages that refer to elephants. We see, however, an evolution of the expression;

consider the following passage:

AVS 3.22.6

hasti mrganam susddam atisthavan babhitva hi | Since the elephant has become the superior
tdsya bhdgena vdrcasabhi sificami mam ahdm || (atisthavan) of the comfortable (susad) wild
beasts, with his fortune [and] splendour do I pour

upon myself.

*9 As above, I deviate from Whitney’s translation in the bird terminology, in which I follow Dave: 2005r.
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I discuss the identity of rksika below, in connection with the verse AVS 12.1.49 = AVP 17.5.7.
' The Paippalada version of the same hymn in AVP 16.106.4 reads tubhyam aranyah pasavo mrga vane hitas,
tubhyam vayamsi sakunah patatrinah |, “To you are assigned wild animals, wild beasts in the forest; to you [are
assigned] small birds, the winged [?] vultures” [Edition by Kim: 2019, translation by me]. This parallel suggests
that the terms aranyah pasavo and mrga vane do not apply to the list of birds but are a separate group.
Furthermore, there has been some discussion on the meaning of patatrin which is usually taken as a term for
“bird”. Alternatively, it is translated as “winged”, or “flying”. Griffiths (2009, p. 70) suggests that in the

AVP 20.56.1, it might be taken as a term for insect.
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Note, however, that unlike the RV, the AV treats the words mrga and hastin as two words, not one
expression: the form of Aastin is N sg. m., whereas mrga is G pl. m. This division of the expression also
seems to be the case in AVS 12.1.25 which I quote below. In this passage, mrga and hastin are in the
same case and number but they are divided by the conjunction uta which leads Whitney to translate
them as two separate beings. This translation is further supported by the fact that mrga and hastin are

preceded by another pair, d$vesu virésu, clearly signifying two separate entities.”*

AVS 12.1.25

yds te gandhdh purusesu strisi pumsi bhdgo riicih |  What odor of thine is in human beings; in women,
Y6 dsvesu virésu yo mrgésutd hastisu | in men, [what] portion, [what] pleasure; what in
kanyayam vdrco ydd bhiime ténasmam dpi sam srja  horses, in heroes, what in wild animals and in
md no dviksata kds cand || elephants; what splendor, o earth, in a maiden,

with that do thou unite us also; let no one soever

hate us.

Both passages imply that by the time of the AV, hastin might have been already recognised as an
independent term for an elephant, and the word mrga might be no longer needed to specify it.*** The
reason for this evolution is unclear. Perhaps it could be coupled with the usual explanation of the
evolution of animal terminology, that is, with the movement of the Vedic people further south and
east from their entry point in the Punjab.”** As they grew accustomed to elephants, the terminology
crystallised, and there was less need to use the adjectival expression.

Perhaps another bit of evidence that could explain this evolution of elephant terminology —
and animal terminology in general — could be the passage AVS 5.14.1 and its Paippalada parallel in AVP
7.1.9. I quote this below, including the two existing translations. This passage uses the word varant
close to the term mrgi; an expression which appears to be akin to the Rgvedic term mrga varana,

“elephant” (RV 8.33.8,10.40.4) which I discussed in the previous section:

AVS 12.1.25 = AVP 7.1.9°%

id enivavarany {AVPvariny} abhiskindam mrgiva| [Whitney, AVS:] Up, like a she-antelope (eni), a
krtyd kartaram rchatu || she-elephant (? varani), with leaping on, like a
hind, let the witchcraft go to its maker.

232

The parallel passage in AVP 17.3.5 includes yet another pair, vadhasu vadhiyusu, “brides and grooms”,
supporting this point even further.

3 According to Mayrhofer (EWA, Bd. 1, p. 458), the oft-used Classical Sanskrit term gaja does not occur until the
Sadvimsa Brahmana, a relatively late and derivative appendix to the Paficavim$a Brahmana.

4 Witzel: 1987.

*5 Edition and translation of the Paippalada version are from AVP trl Griffiths: 2009, p. 265-6.
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[Griffiths, AVP:] Like a she-antelope (ent) with
raised tail, jumping forward like a doe (mrgt), let

the witchcraft hit upon its maker.

Whilst Whitney understand mrgt as a “hind”, he doubtfully translates varani as she-elephant, perhaps
inspired by the Rgvedic mrga varana. The parallel passage in AVP 7.1.9, however, reads varini.** Arlo
Griffiths derives varini from vara, “tail” and connects it with the preverb ud, which results in a largely
different translation to Whitney’s that disregards the female elephant.

Rather than a passage explaining elephant terminology, this might well be the first evidence
of the process of specialisation of the term mrga as a specific term for a wild ruminant, known from
Classical Sanskrit. Both translators understand mrgt not to be just a female of any wild animal but as
aword for a doe or hind. Since this is the only instance of the word in the AV (and in fact, in the Vedic
literature in general),”” I suspect that the translation is motivated by the word eni which is believed to
be a term for a female antelope.**

Despite this sole association of mrgi and ent which might point towards the specialisation as
a term for a ruminant, the word keeps the semantic breadth that we observed in the RV; namely, its
association with the notions of wildness and danger. In the RV, this was expressed by adjectives such
as bhima, “terrifying”, or by the association with mountainous areas. The AV expresses a similar
sentiment, expressed by the mantra mygd na bhimdh kucaré giristhah, “like a fearsome wild beast,
living in the mountains and roaming wherever it wants”, first found in the late Rgvedic verse, RV

10.180.2:*°

AVS 7.84.3

mrgé na bhimdh kucaré giristhah paravita a Like a fearful wild beast, wandering, mountain-
jagamyat pdrasyah | staying, from distant distance may he come
srkdm samsaya pavim indra tigmdm vi $dtrin tadhi hither; sharpening, O Indra, [thy] missile, [thy]
vi midho nudasva || keen rim, smite away the foes, push away the

scorners.

*3% Griffiths: 2009, p. 265-6, bases this reading on the evidence of the Orissan mss.

71 base this assertion on the data in the VPAK.

*3% Mayrhofer (EWA, Bd.1, p. 265) notes that the AV is the earliest instance of the word eni, presumably referring
to this very passage.

9 The translation of the formula in the body of the text is Jamison’s and Brereton’s. The same formula is found
in AVS 7.26.2; AVP 1.77.2, 20.7.10; VSM 18.71; KS 2.10, 8.16; KKS 2.4; TS 1.6.12.4; and MS 1.2.9, 4.12.3.
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Often, the AV associates the notion of danger with something that the older scholars of the AV labelled
as “magic”, “witchcraft”, or “sorcery”.**’ Recent scholarship argues, however, that the application of the
Western analytical categories such as “magic” to the Vedic texts, including the AV, is problematic and
completely unproductive, since the systems of thought underlying the supposedly “magical rites” are
virtually identical to the “religious”, or solemn rituals.** Nevertheless, as Jamison and Witzel argue, a
certain degree of distinction can serve as a convenient tool of interpretation: for example the division
between the rituals done publicly and those done for the sake of a private goal, benevolent (to win
love or cure an illness) and malevolent (to harm an enemy) alike.*** Following these suggestions, I will
be talking about malevolent ritual practices instead of “magic” or “sorcery”.

It is these private ritual practices with malevolent aims that are associated with wild animals,
as we have seen above in AVS 12.1.25 and its Paippalada version, AVP 7.1.9. There, the poet wishes that
krtya, standardly translated as “witchcraft”, attacks its creator, kartr, perhaps a malevolent ritualist or
a sorcerer, in the same way that a wild antelope jumps forward. Although the etymology of krtya is
straightforward, the word acquired a specific meaning in the Atharvavedic context: it signifies either
a powerful material object, created by a malevolent ritualist (kartr, also a word of clear etymology used
very specifically in the AV, sometimes meaning almost a “sorcerer”), or a personalised power which
often takes on a feminine form, as seen in the RV and AV.*® Either way, it is a danger that has to be
counter-attacked. The AV frequently uses hunting metaphors to describe the counter attack, such as
in the following verse. Although it seems cryptic at a first sight, the context suggests that the poet
wants the witchcraft to turn against its instigator (in the hymn termed both kartr and krtyakrt) in the

same way that a hunter, mrgayu, kills a wild animal.

240

E.g. Bloomfield: 1897, p. 61.

*# Whilst some, such as Goudriaan: 1986; or Glucklich: 1997, still use the term “magic” for South Asian texts and
practices, others argue that the distinction of “religion” and “magic” is meaningless when applied to Sanskrit
texts, e.g. Cohen: 2020; Whitaker: 2011; or Jamison & Witzel: 1992, p. 49. Compare with the interpretation of magic
in the AV by Spiers: 2020.

*# Jamison & Witzel: 1992, p. 49-50.

% According to Goudriaan (1986, p. 452), this term has two aspects: “[a] an impersonal one, a material object
produced by a sorcerer and handled by him according to more or less technical prescriptions; and [b] a more
personally conceived power which in a way is thought to be connected with this material substratum, sometimes
in the form of a highly effective and dangerous being which threatens to destroy somebody's life or property”.
The sole instance of krtya in the RV is in the wedding hymn 10.85.28-29 where it takes possession of the bride
(here in the translation of Jamison & Brereton): “28. It [=bride’s garment] becomes dark red. [She=bride]
becomes witchcraft (krtya), a noose. She is smeared [with blood]. Her relatives are elated; her husband is bound
in bonds. 29. Hand over the stained garment; to the brahmins parcel out the goods. She herself has become
walking witchcraft (krtya): the wife enters her husband.” A similar association of a bride with witchcraft is found
in AVS10.1.1.
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AVS10.1.26

pdrehi krtye ma tistho viddhdsyeva paddm naya | Go away, o witchcraft, stand not, lead, as it were,
mrgadh sd mrgayus tvdam nd tva nikartum arhati || {the footsteps} of one pierced; it is a {wild
animal}, thou a {hunter}; it is unable to put thee

down. >

In the AV, there seems to be a certain semantic overlap between hunting and counter-attacking
malevolent ritual action. Wild animals are by and large seen as fearful or as obstacles (paripanthin,
AVS 3.15.1, AVP 19.49.1) and must be hunted down; the same applies to the rituals with evil intentions
and their instigators. The following hymn AVS 4.3.6, introducing a ritual action against wild animals

and malicious people, can serve as an example of this:

AVS 4.3.4,6*%

vyaghram  datvditam  vaydm  prathamdm 4. The tiger first of [creatures] with teeth do we
Jjambhayamasi | grind up, {after} that also the thief, then the
ad u stendm dtho dhim yatudhanam dthovikam || 4  snake, the sorcerer, then the wolf.

miirnd mrgdsya ddnta dpisima u prstdyah | 6. Ruined (miirna@) [are] the teeth of the beast
nimritk te godhd bhavatu nicdyac chasayir (mrga); crushed in also [are its] ribs; disappearing
mrgdh || 6 be for thee the {monitor lizard} (godha);**

downward go{es} the beast {pursuing hares}

(Sasayu).**

This hymn associates mrga with specific wild animals, namely a tiger (vyaghra), called the foremost

among the wild creatures, but also a snake (ahi) or alizard (godha), and a wolf (vrka). These dangerous

*# Verbatim parallel in AVP 16.37.6. Whitney translates ... paddm naya as “lead a track” which does not make
much sense to me in English, and so I modify it to “lead the footsteps”, perhaps equally elusive. I suppose it
means “to lead the way”. I also modify Whitney’s translation for mrga and mrgayu to fit my argument. Even
within its context, the verse is challenging to understand. I suggest that the “pierced one” (viddhasya) is the
instigator of the witchcraft that the poet wants to get rid of.

*5 Cf. AVP 2.8.

> Whitney leaves the term godhd untranslated, possibly following the commentary which, according to his note,
states that “godha is [...] ‘the animal of that name’.” AVS trl Whitney, vol. 1, p. 149. My translation “monitor lizard”
follows Liiders: 1942, p. 23-50, and Zysk: 1985, p. 88. Zysk, inspired by the identifications of Meulenbeld: 1974,
translates the word as “varan”. As far as I am aware, this is not a common English term and I suppose Zysk uses
it under the influence of either the Latin word Varanus, or the German term Waran. In any case, I am confident
that it signifies a sort of snake or a lizard, as suggested by the term a/i in verse 4, and by the expression datvdtr
rdjjuh, “a rope with teeth”, found in verse 2. The common Indian monitor (Varanus bengalensis) is widely
distributed in the subcontinent, as discussed by Liiders: 1942.

*In his note, Whitney admits that this is an enigmatic term and translates it as “lurking (?)”. Other scholars,
including Monier-Williams, take the word quite literally as “pursuing hares” but Whitney (AVS trl, vol. 1, p. 149)
suggests that it is unlikely that “a ‘hare-hunting’ animal would be worth guarding against”. Since the hymn is
about wild beasts of all kinds which might hunt hares as well as be dangerous to people, I take the expression
literally.
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creatures are on a par with malicious people, specifically a thief (stena, here retroflexed as stena)***
and a sorcerer (yatudhana). The hymn does not mention the act of hunting, only the defeated animal,
with ribcage and teeth shattered. The image of smashed teeth is repeated throughout the hymn and
is mentioned even in conjunction with the reptile, making it clear that the poet considers teeth to be
the main weapon of the mrga that needs to be destroyed.

Before turning to tracing the term myrga in the Vedic prose, let me briefly conclude this section
by talking about one last Atharvavedic passage, again found in both recensions. It is a short hymn from
the nineteenth book, describing the removal of yaksma, an internal disease-demon which is
characterised by possessing the whole body, by using the gulgulu, possibly the fragrant resin called

bdellium.** This medicine causes the disease to disperse in all directions:

AVS19.38.2-3°%

visvaricas tdsmad ydksma mrga dsva iverate | From him [who is permeated with its scent], the
ydd gulguli saindhavdm ydd vapy dsi yaksmas disperse in all directions, like {wild
samudriyam || 2 horses}. Whether, o gulgulu, you are from the
ubhdyor agrabham namasma aristdtataye || 3 Sindhu or whether [you are] from the ocean, I

have taken the name of both [kinds], so that this

man may be unharmed.

The dispersal of the disease is likened to the movement of wild horses (mrga asva) here. To my eye,
mrga plus asva is an unusual combination of terms, not found anywhere else in the corpus, as far as
am aware. There are no native wild horses in India, and since the climate of the Indian subcontinent
is unfavourable to their wellbeing, feral horses do not breed well enough to establish a solid
population.® The unlikely simile is, however, easily explained if we follow the reading isva, retained

in the Paippalada version:

*# The particle u triggers the change from s to s due to the rules of retroflexion, which then carries over to ¢; hence

*u stena > u stena. See Macdonell: 1916, § 67c.

49 Zysk: 1985, p. 12-17. On the identification of gulgulu, see ibid., p. 258.
*°1 am using the translation of Zysk (ibid., p. 17), because I find it overall smoother than Whitney’s, although I
have made some changes, detailed below. I think that Whitney’s translation is unlikely: he notes that he emends
the passage in his edition and translates it as “From him the yaksma scatter away, like antelopes from a wild
beast.” (AVS trl Whitney, vol. 2, p. 958.) All additions in square brackets are Zysk’s, apart from the translation of
the expression mrga asva. Zysk translates it as “deer [or] horses” but there is no conjunction which would suggest
the meaning “or”. Furthermore, I argue in this chapter that the AV still understands mrga largely as “wild animal”;
therefore, I think the meaning “deer” is unlikely.
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Doniger: 2021, p. 1-20. Cf. my review of Doniger’s book in Sojkova: 2022.
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AVP19.24.2

visvaricas tasmad yaksma mrga isva iverate From him the yaksmas disperse in all directions,

252

like wild animals from an arrow (isu).

This provides smoother meaning, I think, and keeps in line with the idea that wild animals fear people
and their weapons — a notion that we find elsewhere in the AV. Again, the imagery of hunted animals

is used to describe the notion of danger, only this time, it is applied to enemies in the war:

AVS 5.21.4

ydtha mrgah samvijanta aranyah piirusad ddhi | As the wild beasts of the forest are all in a tremble
evd tvam dundubhe ‘mitran abhi kranda prd atman, so do thou, o drum, roar at and alarm our

trasayatho cittani mohaya || enemies, then confound their intents.

Unlike the RV where wild animals are almost unanimously dangerous and fearful, the AV shows the
other side: animals can be hunted down and killed. Again, I suggest that this is to do with the genre of
the text. The RV shows a predominant interest with the divine and in many cases, wild animals are
mentioned either as metaphors for gods, or when the gods are pleaded to destroy them. The AV, with
its attention directed to the human life, gives more agency to the humans, and shows them that they
can deal with animals themselves, as they are able to deal with the witchcraft.

To conclude this section, let me observe again that the Atharvavedic treatment of mrga is
unique. Apart from the RV mantra quotations, similar passages are not found anywhere else in the
corpus. I believe that this is due to the genre of the text. Since it is primarily concerned with the sphere
of the everyday, it includes many references to domestic and wild animals whose lives were
intertwined with the human. The text reflects that the relationship with wild animals was not
romantic in ancient India: they were feared greatly and considered an “obstacle”. A large portion of
the Atharvaveda is dedicated to the fight against witchcraft, ill-meaning ritual activity, or illness. Due
to their fearful character, wild animals are frequently used to symbolise the opponent in the fight: one

can eradicate illness or witchcraft in the same manner as one can eradicate a wild animal.

§2.2.3 TRACING MRGA IN THE YAJURVEDIC CORPUS
The Yajurvedic Sambhitas, the textual layer following the AV, does not offer much new information that

would enrich our understanding of the term mrga. This, I believe, has to do with the limitations of the
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Translation is mine; I understand isva to be an abblative sg. f.
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genre of the Yajurvedic texts.*® The YV is preoccupated with the questions of ritual and its
performance; in most of Vedic rituals, wild animals play no role whatsoever. It is domestic livestock
species that are the focus of the ritualists. There are, of course, exceptions to this rule, most famously
the grandiose ritual of the asvamedha which utilises wild species to a certain extent — but even these
passages do not talk about mrga; it is always aranya pasu. The myopic concentration on the solemn
ritual also explains why the YV Samhitas do not provide more information about the practices
associated with wild animals in the AV, that is, hunting and malevolent ritual practices.

When the YV poetry and prose deal with mrga animals, for the most part, they borrow the RV
mantras (and in one case, an AVS verse). Out of the 21 YV occurrences, listed in the VPAK, only three
are not borrowed RV verses. The rest is a recycled Rgvedic poetry, used without variation.

Such an example is the oft-repeated formula mrgd na bhimdh kucaré giristhah, “like a
fearsome wild beast, living in the mountains and roaming wherever it wants,” which I mentioned in
the previous section. This formula, first found in the RV and repeated in the AV, is used by the YV
Samhitas during the puronuvakyas, the “invitational” verses to the darsapurnamasa.”>* There are other
examples, however. The famous RV hymn 6.75 about weapons is almost fully used in the asvamedha
ritual, during the preparation of the royal armour and chariot. This hymn, recited here, includes a
passage describing an arrow which “wears the fine-feathered [eagle]; the wild [beast] is her tooth”,
suparndm vaste mrgd asya ddnto.”® Another verse, used in the optional offerings following the Soma
sacrifice, borrows a RV verse that compares Soma to the most significant examples of certain groups

of beings. Soma, it says, is like the “formulator (brafiman) of the gods, [...], buffalo of the wild beasts,

*3For a comparison, consider how Stephanie Jamison (1991, p. 51) generally describes the BYV passages that
contain the story of Indra and the Yatis: “Each account is short, almost telegraphic. [...] The telling of myth is
subordinated to the ritual preoccupations of the text. In the YV the myth is introduced to account for particular
actions or implements employed at that moment in the ritual performance. [...] The YV in general knows
nothing but the act, relates nothing but it and its immediate consequences, rather in the manner of the Vrtra-
slaying myth.” Although Jamison’s summary is obviously based on a particular mythical episode from the Indra’s
cycle, it is to a certain extent applicable to many other YV passages. Certainly, in terms of wild animals, the YV
is interested in them only in so far as they relate to ritual actions.

254 RV 10.180.2; AVS 7.26.2; AVP 1.77.2, 20.7.10; VSM 18.71; KS 2.10, 8.16; KKS 2.4; TS 1.6.12.4; and MS 1.2.9, 4.12.3.
Compare also a variant of this mantra from RV 2.33.11 mrgdm nd bhimdm upahatniim ugrdm, “the mighty one
[Rudra], pouncing like a terrifying wild beast” (RV tr] Jamison & Brereton), which is repeated in TS 4.5.10.4. There
are also other variants found throughout the Brahmana corpus, see § 2.1.2.4.

*5 RV 6 7511, VSM 29.48, TS 4.6.6.4, MS 3.16.3. As Jamison suggests in her online RV commentary

.alc.ucla.edu/ version from 4 October 2021, accessed on 6 April 2022], the eagle is the
ﬂetchlng, whilst the mrga is the arrowhead. The idea of a bone arrowhead is supported by the significant finds
of Bronze and Iron Age bone arrowheads in the Upper Gangetic Plains (e.g. Vinayak: 2021). Jamison translates
mrga as “deer” here but since the archaeological findings note bone of more species than just ruminants, I am
changing it to “wild beast”, to express my argument that at the time of the RV, mrga was a general term for a wild
animal. It is possible, as I argue further, that by the time of the YV Sambhitas, the understanding of the term has
evolved — but this is, after all, a verbatim RV quotation.
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falcon of the birds of prey [...]", brahmd devanam [...| mahisé mrganam syené gtdhranam.”® In another
example, the passage from RV 4.58.6 used in preparatory rites for the agnicayana likens waves of ghee
to wild animals retreating from a javelin, eté arsanti iirmdyo ghrtdsya, mrgd iva ksipandr isamandh.”
In one of the few YV passages that does not borrow a RV verse, we learn about the origin of
the horn (visana) of the blackbuck (krsna).”® The horn is employed as a ritual instrument during the
agnistoma: it is held by the adhvaryu until the daksina is distributed among the ritualists and then
disposed of in the catvala, the pit created during the construction of the uttaravedi. According to the
mythical contextualisation of this ritual tool, the blackbuck’s horn was created when the sacrifice
(vajiia) had intercourse with the daksina. Indra was born from this relationship. After the intercourse,
the sacrifice was said to stroke daksina’s womb (yoni) and it split in two. One part became a barren

cow (sutavasa), whilst the other one was placed amongst wild animals and became the blackbuck’s

horn:

TS 6.1.3.7

tam hdste ny avestayata tam mrgésu ny adadhat si  He wrapped it [the yoni] in his hand; he deposited

krsnavisandbhavad it among the wild beasts; it became the horn of
the {blackbuck}.

As far as I know, there is neither any discussion about the origin of the blackbuck itself nor does the
TS mention that it was originally hornless. The meaning / referent of mrga is also uncertain: is it still a
general term for all wild animals, as it was in the RV, or is it becoming a term for wild ruminants?
Perhaps, by this time, a wild ungulate begins to become the prime example of a wild animal; a process
which accelerates in the Brahmanas.

Before moving onto the exposition of mrga in the Vedic Brahmanas, let me summarise their
presence in the YV Samhitas. The difference between them and pasu is stark. The YV texts tell us a lot
about pasus’ bodies and behaviour but are mostly silent about mrgas. If they are mentioned, they do
not have any agency, a presence of their own; they are used only as a material for comparison. The
close attention to ritual actions that for the most part do not employ wild animals is probably the

primary reason.

%RV 9.96.6, TS 3.4.11.1, MS 4.12.6, KS 23.12.

*7VSM 17.94, KS 40.7. In the VS, this verse is used during the preparatory rites of the agnicayana, following the
Satarudriya litanies.

*3® Although in Classical Sanskrit, the compounded term krspamrga is used for a blackbuck, Vedic texts since the
RV 10.94.5 call it simply krsna.
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Moreover, I wonder whether at this stage of the Vedic language, the category mrga stops being
a productive general term for wild animals. This is signified by the fact that the term aranya pasu
becomes much more widely used. I will explore this expression in more detail in the next subchapter
§ 2.3 but just to illustrate my point, consider that aranya pasu occurs only once in the RV but about
twenty times in the TS, clearly showing that by the time of the TS (the latest of all the core BYV texts),
it has become a productive phrase.”

Furthermore, individual wild species are mentioned by their specific name in the YV
Samhitas, a practice that is less common in the earlier poetry. Whilst the RV speaks about some wild
animals — elephant, water buffalo, wolf, lion, several bird species, to name a few examples — the
difference in sheer quantity of species in the YV Samhitas is striking.”* The description of the

2261 »

asvamedha sacrificial “offerings™ is a good example of this:

TS 5.5.11°"

indraya rajite sukards, vdrunaya rdjiie kisnas, To Indra, the king, a boar; to Varuna, the king, {a
yamaya rajiia fsyas, rsabhaya rajite gavaydh, blackbuck}; to Yama, the king, a deer; to the bull,
$ardilaya rdjiie gaurdh, purusarajaya markdtah, the king, a {glayal; to the tiger, the king, {a gaur};
ksiprasyendsya vdrtika, nilamgoh krimih, sémasya  to the king of men a monkey; for the swift falcon
rajiiah kulumgdh, sindhoh Simsumaras, himdvato a quail; for the Nilamgu [=snake] a worm; for
hasti Soma, the king, a gazelle; for the ocean a

crocodile; for the snowy mountain an elephant.

Lengthy lists of animal offerings, like this one from the TS, occur in all the major YV Sambhitas as all
have a section on the asvamedha. None, as far as I know, uses the word mrga to describe these offerings

as a collective single whole.

§2.2.4 MRGA IN THE BRAHMANAS
A clear shift in the understanding of wild animals is apparent when we compare the number of

instances of the word mrga in the RV (thirty-nine) and AV (sixty-five across both editions) with the

*9 On TS as the youngest Black Yajurveda Samhita, see Jamison & Witzel: 1991, p. 9. The number of TS
occurrences is based on the data from the Digital Corpus of Sanskrit [http://www.sanskrit-
linguistics.org/dcs/index.php, last accessed 7 April 2022].

*% Cf. Jamison: 2009, on wild species in the RV.

** It is worth pointing out that the wild animals are never actually offered but are set free, which is why I use the
quotation marks.

*% This list of offerings continues to TS 5.5.24; wild animals are detailed in 5.5.11-21, domestic in 22-24. Cf.
VSM 24.30 and MS 3.14.11 (both with variations) and KSV 7.1 (no variation). The translation is Keith’s, but I took
the liberty to translate krsna as “blackbuck” instead of “black antelope” and gaura as “gaur” instead of “Bos
Gavaeus”. The note “snake” explaining the word nilamgu is Keith'’s.
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Brahmana corpus. Here, the word occurs altogether about twenty-five times, including the late texts
such as the Gopatha Brahmana.*® Just as it is in the YV Samhitas, mrga is a scarce word in the
Brahmanas, and its semantic field seems to be narrowing down.

Like the Yajurvedic Samhitas, the Brahmanas quote earlier mantras which mention the word
mrga. This is a well-known phenomenon: as Timothy Lubin argues, the Brahmanas function as
commentaries of Vedic ritual and one of their purposes is to clarify the meaning and purpose of the
mantras used.** The scale on which the Brahmanas quote the mantras related to mygas is, however,
much smaller than in the YV. In fact, I have found only two mantras altogether.*® “Like a fearsome
wild beast”, mrgd nd bhimdh, is the RV mantra that we have seen several times in the YV, and it makes
its appearance in SB and TB.**® The KB employs the mantra dana mygé nd varandh, “like a wild
elephant he [Indra] has established”.”*" It is hard to know why the Brahmanas do not include more
verses about mrgas, even though we find them in their respective Sambhitas. Perhaps the sense in
which mrga was originally used in the RV and AV might have shifted by the time of the Brahmanas,
and the mantras stopped being used in rituals.

The evolution in meaning is further noticeable in the surge in the usage of the expression
aranya pasu, noted above. Since this phrase will be treated in the following subchapter § 2.3, I will not
dwell on this topic much here. Nevertheless, it is worth pointing out that animals which would be
called mrga in the earlier texts are labelled aranya pasu in the Brahmanas, such as the tiger in the

following AB passage:

AB 8.6

vyaghracarmand strnaty uttaralomna He covers {the altar} with a tiger skin, {fur}
pracinagrivena | ksatram va etad aranyanam uppermost, neck in front. The tiger is the lordly
pasunam yad vyaghrah ksatram rdjanyah, power of the wild animals, the Rajanya is the
ksatrenaiva tat ksatram samardhayati | lordly power; thus he makes the lordly power

prosper with the lordly power.**®

** ] am basing this on the VPAK. It is, however, important to note that Vi$vabandhu Sastri did not have access to
the full edition of the JB, only to Caland’s Auswahl (Caland: 1919), and it is thus missing four or five occurrences.
*%4 Lubin: 2019.

*% [ am not including mantras which talk about the naksatra Mrgasirsa and gayal (gomrga), as I consider these
to be separate terms.

2% SBM 3.5.3.23; 9.5.2.5 and TB 2.4.3.4. A plural variant of this mantra which is applied to Maruts in RV 2.34.1
(mrgd nd bhimds tdvisibhir arcinah, “like wild beasts fearsome through their forces”) is found in TB 2.5.5.4.
Another variant in the AB 6.18-19 which uses a bull instead of a generic wild animal (vrsabho na bhima).

*%7 Originally from RV 8.33.8, found in KB 24.8.

*% T am modifying Keith’s translation, identifying the altar as the locus and translating -lomna as “fur” rather than
“skin.”
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As noted above, the RV repeatedly defines mrga as a dangerous animal living in the wilderness. There
is no word for a tiger in the RV, and it is thus impossible to assess whether a tiger would be called mrga
or not. All the definitions would, however, fit it: it is fearful, dangerous, and lives in the wilderness.?®
This passage and others like it show that in the Brahmanas, wild animals are known predominantly as
aranya pasu and are distinguished against their domestic counterparts, gramya pasu. Unlike the AV,
nevertheless, the Brahmanas do not include any passages which would gloss aranya pasu as mrga
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vane.”® This might suggest that the word mrga is no longer viewed as a synonym of the expression.
What does mrga mean for the Brahmanas then, if it is not a collective term for wild animals?
Importantly, mrgas are still seen as separate species, distinguished from domesticated animals. In this

example from the PB, it is differentiated from cow, horse, and man. Caland translates the word as

“deer” but “wild animal” would be, I think, equally applicable.

PB 24.11.2

prajapatih praja asrjata ta avidhrta asarijanand Prajapati created the creatures; these, not being
anyonyam dadams tena prajapatir asocat sa eta keptapart [and] not agreeing together, devoured
apasyat tato va idam vyavartata gavo ‘bhavann asva each other. This pained Prajapati. He saw these
asvah purisah purisa mrga mrgah days [i.e. this forty-nine-day-rite]. Thereupon,
this became separated [i.e., all the kinds of beings
kept apart]: cows became [cows]; horses
[became] horses; men [became] men; deer

[became] deer.

One of the primary contexts of the word mrga in the Brahmanas is an explanation of the usage of an
important ritual implement, a skin of a blackbuck (krsnajina). The blackbuck is a medium-sized
antelope with prominent spiralled horns. Nowadays, it is near-threatened (in Pakistan, it is practically
extinct), but in the premodern time, its enormous herds used to roam the open land of the
subcontinent. Famously, the Manusmrti defines the habitat of the Vedic people, the aryavarta, on the
basis of the habitat of the blackbuck: the land where the blackbuck lives is fit for a Vedic sacrifice, says
the MDS 2.23. We have, indeed, already seen the importance of the blackbuck for the Vedic ritual in
the previous chapter, when we discussed a TS story of the origin of a blackbuck horn. The skin is,

however, an even more crucial ritual implement. The following passage from the Taittiriya Brahmana,

*% An argument for including tigers into the category of mrga might be their symbolic closeness to lions. In the
RV, lion is sometimes implicitly categorised as mrga, such as in RV 4.16.14, discussed above in § 2.2.1. In later
strata of Vedic literature, lions and tigers often occur together, for example in AVS 4.8.7, 4.22.7, 4.36.6, 8.5.12,
19.49.4; TS 4.3.5.1; TB 2.6.4, 2.6.1.5; SBM 5.5.4.10, 18; etc.

*7° The only roughly similar passage is JB 2.14.2 yatha ha va ima aranyah pasavo mrga evam ete gra ekasaphah
pasava asus.
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featured in the section on the full and new moon sacrifices, is an example of the connection of mrga

and the blackbuck:

TB 3.2.5.6""

asyd evd enat tvdcam karoti | prdti tva prthivi vettv He makes it the skin of this [earth]. [He says]: “Let
ity aha prdtisthityai | purdstat praticinagrivam the Earth acknowledge thee,” in order to give [the
dttaraloma tpastrnati medhyatvaya | tdsmat skin] a firm stand. He spreads it in the east with
purdstat pratydricah pasavo médham tipatisthante |  its neck turned to the west, and with the hairy
tdsmat praja mrgdm grahukah | yajiié devébhyo side upwards, to make it {=the ritual ground} fit
nilayata | kfsno ripdm krtva | for the sacrifice. Therefore, it is in the east, and
turned to the west that the domestic animals
attend upon the sacrifice. And therefore, people
seize a wild animal [in order to use its skin for the
sacrifice]. The sacrifice, having assumed the form
of a {blackbuck (krsna)}, hid itself from the gods.

Since the passage details the position of the blackbuck skin (here tvac, but elsewhere usually gjina) on
the altar, it is obvious that the word mrga cannot stand for a dangerous wild animal, but rather applies
to the blackbuck. Moreover, the passage nods to the connection of mrga and sacrifice: the TB says that
in the past, the sacrifice assumed a form of the blackbuck, yajiid [...] kfsno rippdm krtva.”” Other
passages suggest the same connection between the two, for instance the following PB passage, which
compares the nature of a sacrifice to a mrga. Just like a mrga, the sacrifice must be approached silently,

not to be terrified.

PB 6.7.10

prakvana iva sarpanti pratikilam iva hitah svargo Somewhat stooping they move, for up-stream
lokah tsaranta iva sarpanti mrgadharmo vai yajiio  from here [from the earth], as it were, is the world
yajiiasya santya apratrasaya || of heaven. Stealing along as it were,*” they move;
the sacrifice, indeed, is of the same nature as the
deer — in order to soothe, to not terrify the

sacrifice.

The idea of walking stealthily towards a mrga brings us to the question of hunting. I have discussed
the association of mrga and hunting in the AV, where it had rather violent undertones due to its

connection to malevolent ritual practices. This is absent from the Brahmanas, most likely due to the
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Cf. TB 3.2.6.1, SBM 6.4.1.9. The translation is a slightly shortened and revised version of Dumont’s.
272 The $B uses a similar image often, such as in SBM 3.2.1.28 yajiio hi kisnah, “for the blackbuck is the sacrifice”.
*7 Caland notes that ¢saranta iva means “not making any noise with their feet”.
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genre differences: the Brahmanas are, by and large, commentaries of the solemn rituals, and are thus
less likely to discuss malicious rituals and their practitioners.

Hunting is, however, present in a different form. Its mythological example is the Aitareya
Brahmana version of the well-known story of Prajapati’s incest. In many variants across the Vedic
corpus, we find a story narrating how the god Prajapati falls in love with his own daughter, Usas, the
Dawn.”* In the AB version, we are told that Prajapati turns into a buck (rsya) to chase the Dawn in the
form of a red doe (rohita). The incestuous relationship is viewed as immoral and has to be punished.

No one of the gods is strong enough to do that and therefore they jointly create a composite being,

Bhuta, most likely the god Rudra, who shoots Prajapati:

AB 3.337°

prajapatir vai svam duhitaram abhyadhydayad,
divam ity anya ahur usasam ity anye | tam rsyo
bhutva rohitam bhutam abhyait | tam deva
apasyann akrtam vai prajapatih karotiti | te tam
aichan ya enam arisyaty, etam anyonyasmin
navindams | tesam ya eva ghoratamas tanva asams,
ta ekadha samabharams | tah sambhrta esa devo
'bhavat | [...] tam deva abruvann ayamvai prajapatir
vidhyeti | [...]
viddha

udaprapatat’™ | tam etam mrga ity dacaksate [...] sa

akrtam  akar, imam tam

abhyayatyavidhyat sa urdhva

yarohit sa rohini

Prajapati longed for his own daughter — some say
“Heaven”, others “Dawn”. Having become a buck
(r$ya), he “approached” her, who had become a
red doe (rohita).” The gods saw, “Prajapati does
[something] not to be done.” They sought one
who would harm him. They did not find anyone
among themselves. They collected together into
one of their own most dreadful bodies.””® Thus
collected, they became this god [= Rudra]. [...]
The gods said to him, “This Prajapati has done
[something] not to be done. Pierce him!” [...]

Having taken aim, he pierced him; Pierced, he

flew straight up. They call him the deer (mrga).
[...] The red doe is Rohini.

*7 The multiple versions of the story are fully quoted and translated by Jamison: 1991, p. 289-299. They are found
in MS 4.2.12; SBM 1.7.4.1 = SBK 2.7.2.1-2; AB 3.33; JB 3.262. An early version is found in RV 10.61.5-9 but it does not
name Prajapati who, albeit occasionally found in the tenth mandala of the RV, is probably not an independent
deity yet.

*75 ] am using the translation of Jamison: 1991, p. 291, apart from the last three sentences which are mine. I find
Jamison'’s translation is much smoother than Keith'’s.

*7® Although understandable, this is a peculiar form; we would expect the augment between the preverbs and
the main verb, i.e. ud+pra+a+Vpat. As Professor Jamison suggested to me (cf. Jamison: 1991, p. 290), the AB form
might be a reworking of the MS parallel parapatat.

*7 Rohita is a colour word used for animals and therefore, the English name “red deer” seems quite fitting. It is
worth noting, however, that I am not suggesting that the passage talks about the red deer (Cervus elaphus) per
se. Although its original, early post-glacial habitat ranged as far as Korea and until today, it survives in forested
parts of northern Iran (see Gilbert: 2001, p. 25), a colour term is not enough to identify a whole species. The colour
word might be also used as a word-play, perhaps signifying the early morning red sky, which is suggested by its
association with the naksatra Rohini in the last sentence.

*®1 find Jamison’s translation slightly confusing here. The meaning is that each of the gods provides their most
dreadful quality. Combined, these qualities create the god Rudra.
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The AB first labels Prajapati as a male antelope (rsya);*”® a male animal possibly compatible to breed
with the female red doe or an antelope, rokita.”® When Rudra shoots Prajapati, however, he jumps up,
as if trying to escape like a deer. Due to his action, he is to be called mrga: etam mrga ity acaksate. It
seems to me that it is the act of hunting that causes the name mrga which was not mentioned in the
story until the moment of shooting. The association with hunting is, after all, what later Classical
commentators tease out from the word, such as Ksirasvamin in his commentary on the Amarakosa,
when he states that mrga is an animal which is pursued by hunters.*” Perhaps from the Brahmanas
onwards, “game” would be a much more fitting translation of mrga. Rather than a generic name for a
wild animal, it seems to be specifically an animal which is hunted, regardless of the exact species.
Other Brahmana passages support the connection of the word with hunting, for example the
JB story about Saktya Gauriviti who goes hunting to provide meat for tarasapurodasa, the offering of
“meat cakes”. Gauriviti kills a deer when he is joined by Tarksya, an eagle (suparna), at whom he aims

with his bow and arrow.
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$aktyas tarasapurodasasattram asata | sa gaurivitis The Saktyas held a sattra, offering sacrificial meat
$aktyo mrgam ahams | tam tarksyas suparna cakes (tarasapurodasa). Gauriviti Saktya had
uparistad abhyavapatat | tasma upapratyadhatta | shot a deer. The eagle Tarksya came flying down
tam abravid rse ma me 'sthas™® | from above to him {=the deer}. He nocked*** his

arrow to shoot him. Then he {=Tarksya} said to

him {=Gauriviti}: “Seer, don't shoot me.”

*”% The word rsya is found in the corpus since the RV and is usually understood to mean a male antelope, a buck.
See for example RV 8.4.10 or 10.39.8, where we find a mention of a r§yada, “an antelope snare”. Note that in the
AVS 5.14.3, réya is associated with witchcraft, just as we saw in the case of mrga. According to Mayrhofer, EWA
Bd. 1, p. 260, it is an Indo-Iranian term, found for example in Khotanese ris, a term for the endemic Central-
Asian wild sheep, the so-called Marco Polo sheep.

*% According to the JB version in 3.262, the Dawn becomes a red doe, rohit (note that it is treated as a consonant
stem, just as in the last sentence of the AB passage above), and Prajapati a speckled deer, prsata. The SBM version
of the story, narrated in 1.7.4, mentions neither Prajapati’s shapeshifting nor the creation of the composite being
Bhiita. Instead, Rudra is assigned to punish Prajapati. In SBM 1.7.4.3, Rudra is, however, said to be “this god who
rules over the beasts”, [alydm devdh pasiinam iste, which corresponds with the AB where Bhiita chooses the
boon of “the overlordship of cattle”, pasanam adhipatyam. The earliest version of the story in RV 10.61.5-9 does
not mention any animals at all.

* Amarakosa 2.5.8. Ksirasvamin's commentary states mrgyate vyadhair mrgah. Many thanks to Dr Victor
D’Avella for this suggestion during my Confirmation of Status viva, April 2021. In the secondary literature, this
argument is used by Wendy Doniger, e.g. Doniger O’Flaherty: 1988, p. 83.

*%* The translation is my own, based on Willem Caland’s German translation from the Jaiminiya Brahmana in
Auswahl, § 170, and his English translation of a variant of the myth from JB 3.197, included in footnote n.2 in his
PB translation, p. 257. Cf. PB 25.7 where Gauriviti is also said to sacrifice a meat purodasa.

*% A peculiar form. Professor Jamison suggested to me (e-mail communication, December 2022) that it might be
an error for 'syas, injunctive to Vas-, asyati, “throw, shoot”.

*% This is Caland’s interpretation of the imperfect upapratyadhatta, mentioned in both of his translations in PB
and JB.
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Although the mrga is not connected with any other word for an antelope or a deer as was the case in
the AB passage above, there is a strong argument for this association, as it is supposed to be a species
that people would hunt for food, specifically a ritual offering. I have not been able to find another
passage which would associate the practice of sacrificing mrgas in the form of meat cakes. It might be
a ritual innovation or substitution connected primarily with the Saktyas; but there is not enough
evidence to support this assertion. The following SBM passage, however, could attest that at the time
of the Brahmanas, mrgas were at least cooked, although this passage is concerned with their skin,

ajina, rather than with their meat:

SBM 11.8.4.3

tdm ha pratikhydayovaca yan nv étany evajinani When he [Khandika Audbhari] saw him, he said,
mrgésu  bhdvanty athaisam  prstir  apisirya  “Seeing that there are those skins on deer, we
pacamahe krsnajindm me grivasv abaddham ity break their ribs and cook them: the skin of the

black antelope is attached to my neck.”

In § 2.2.1, T have noted that the RV does not contain much information about hunting. By the time of
the Brahmanas, this is changing, and there are many other stories which involve men going into the
wilderness armed with a bow and arrows to hunt. In many cases, they are known to us by their first
name and a patronymic, such as the ysi Gauriviti Saktya, or Ke$in Darbhya, the king of the Paiicalas
who hunts myga after his close friend, the king of Kurus Uccaigéravas Kauvayeya dies,”® or the king of
the Tksvakus, Hari$candra Vaidhasa, who lives in the forest for several years.” The fact that these
“secular” stories made their way to the Brahmana literature, the primary aim of which is to explicate
ritual acts, signifies an important societal shift. As the Vedic society turns from the semi-nomadic

lifestyle to a more sedentary lifestyle focused on the bi-annual crop®”

and the power of Ksatriyas
grows, hunting, which previously might have been necessary to supply extra food to the pastoralists,
becomes a marker of a specific lifestyle, a sport of nobility.” This lifestyle is not hugely important to

the ritualistically-oriented Brahmana expositions and thus the information we get about mrgas from

*% JUB 3.29.1. Many thanks for this reference are due to Finnian Gerety who read this passage at the SOAS Sanskrit
Reading Room on 27 March 2019 and provided excellent notes to the participants. On the whole story of Kesin
Darbhya and Uccaissravas Kauvayeya and its implications for the history of the mantra om, see his doctoral
thesis in Gerety: 2015, p. 279-80, 420-3. On the figure of Kesin Darbhya, see Kulkarni: 2016.

% AB 7.15.

** Michael Jones explored this process in his excellent doctoral thesis submitted at the University of Texas,
Austin; see Jones: 2017.

*% Cf. Rau: 1957, p. 23.
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them is only limited. The hunting lifestyle is, however, still very much present in the texts, and the fact

that we have stories of men whom we know by name makes it stand out even more.

§2.2.5 MRGA: A CONCLUSION
In her 2009 study The Function of Animals in the Rig Veda, Stephanie Jamison discusses the relative
absence of wild animals from the RV and notes that only certain species of animals are included in the
text — lion, elephant, bear, boar, wolf, or wild buffalo — whereas others, such as tiger or leopard, are left
out. Whilst she notices that “the word mrgd- alone does duty for a variety of animals, some fierce (mrgd
nd bhimdh RV 1.154.2, etc.)”, she argues that in general, the RV keeps “the perilous wilderness and its
ferocious denizens [...] out of mind” and “refuses to conceptualize wild animals as a class”.*®
Furthermore, Jamison notes that wild animals are more palpably present in the text of AV which uses
both individual names of particular species and the general term mrga. Jamison ascribes this to the
growing power of the Ksatriya class and its increasing interest in the costly Vedic rituals, especially the
asvamedha and rajasuya.

It is complicated to tease out the details of the story of the relationship between humans and
wild animals from texts that are mostly preoccupied with ritual. I would argue, however, that a subtle
pattern is obvious if we read all the genres and strata of Vedic literature together: a shift from a semi-
pastoralist lifestyle which is concerned with herding livestock and views wild animals as a danger, to
a sedentary lifestyle where hunting becomes a status symbol of nobility.

The RV is our earliest source, and the most complicated one to interpret due to its complexity.
On the one hand, it stands witness to the pastoral Proto-Indo-European and Proto-Indo-Iranian past
when people’s livelihood depended on cattle breeding and therefore, they greatly feared the wild
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animals that jeopardized their herds.*” The wolf, an animal inherited from the Indo-European
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imagery, is the prime example of this.*”" On the other hand, the RV poetry gives us an idea about the
time of the semi-pastoral lifestyle in the North-West of Indian subcontinent, and references
specifically South Asian wild species such as the buffalo or the elephant. Unlike Jamison, however, I
would not claim that the RV does not conceptualise wild animals as a class. In comparison with the

Yajurvedic texts, the RV does not ignore wild animals. It surely fears them and their effect on the

domestic animals, but it notes their presence. What is more, it takes precautions against them, in a

*% Jamison: 2009, p. 202, 203, and 204. I have discussed this paper in § 1.5.
*° As argued by many anthropologists, almost no pastoral society depends fully on herding but usually
supplements their food from other sources as well. E.g. Patel: 2009, p. 174.

" An outstanding treatment of the symbolism of the wolf in the RV is found in Jamison: 2009, p. 206-9. For the

IE background, see Blazek: 1992, p. 176ff.
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way related to its genre: the hymns plead with gods to protect the herds from the usual dangers. Since
itis a collection of hymns to particular gods, we cannot expect it to do much more than that.

In contrast, the Atharvaveda is clearly interested in wild species due to its attention to the
sphere of the everyday. As much of the text is concerned with malevolent ritual practice and its
eradication, wild animals feature in it often. Sorcery must be eradicated in the same way as the
dangerous animal. When Jamison speculates about why later Vedic texts include more wild animals
than the earliest poetry, she often compares the RV only with the AV. I would argue, however, that this
comparison provides a skewed point of view, as the AV notices wild animals the most of all the Vedic
texts due to the ritualistic goals of the text.

As suggested, the YV poetry and prose do not provide much new information, owing to their
preoccupation with the ritual practice of the adhvaryu. Although not detailed enough, the evolution
of the understanding of the class of wild animals is underway, signified by the increased usage of the
expression aranya pasu. This transition is finished in the Vedic Brahmanas where, despite the
ritualistic and commentarial nature of the texts, we find stories about important men, known to us by
names, who go hunting for game.

Each genre has a specific understanding and usage of the word mrga. Yet when read all
together, a pattern comes up: the originally generic term for any wild animal becomes a specific term
for a hunted ungulate. This pattern, I believe, correlates with the evolution of the word pasu from a

specific term for a domesticated livestock to a more generic term, used for any animal.
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§2.3 GRAMYA AND ARANYA

Time and again in previous sections, I have alluded to a categorisation of animals complementary (and
perhaps even synonymic) to the division between pasu and mrga. This is the twofold classification of
the term pasu into gramya, “domestic”, and aranya, “wild”. Although this dichotomy is found for the
first time in the tenth book of the RV, it is the later Vedic prose that uses it most commonly. In this
subchapter, I will explore this dichotomy in the Vedic poetry and its evolution in the later prose. I will
argue that although it initially occurs as a complementary classificatory system, it partially replaces
the “original” dichotomy pasu — mrga as the meaning of mrga slowly shifts to the narrower meaning
“game”.

Before I discuss some of the passages that will help us understand the classificatory system in
context, it is worth noting the wider background of the categories. The dichotomy of the village and
wilderness (or nature versus culture, using the vocabulary of 20" century social anthropology), grama
and aranya, is an important feature of the Vedic cosmos, influencing not only animal terminology but
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also the rest of the Vedic conceptual world.*** The difference between the two is not merely spatial.
They are distinguished from one another “less on the basis of their material features than on that of
the religious and social significance attributed to each of them”, says Charles Malamoud.** The term
grama, a word which lies beneath the adjective gramya, does not mean just “a village”, a static
settlement, but rather an “aggregate of people living in a village’, and earlier ‘a crowd’, ‘mass’, ‘heap’,
with the idea of gathering together,” as Tatiana Elizarenkova defines it.*** Wilhelm Rau, moreover,
argued, that grdma- means in the first instance “a train of herdsmen roaming about with cattle” and
secondly “a temporary camp of such a train”.**® A settlement, albeit temporary, symbolises culture; it
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is safe and pure, the locus of Vedic ritual.*” Aranya, the noun behind the adjective aranya, stands in

opposition to that: it is a land that is unsettled and uncultivated.”” The word is sometimes translated
» 298

with the English word “forest” or “jungle”.”*" Since it is derived from the adjective arana, “distant” or

“foreign” (it is a cognate of Latin alius, among others), however, it is likely to encompasses all types of
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As an example, consider the dichotomy of food in TS 5.4.5.2, “curds is a food of the village, honey of the wild”.
#9% Malamoud: 1996, p. 75.

*94 Elizarenkova: 1995, p. 6. Note especially the idea of “mass” or “heap” which is found in many Iranian and Slavic
languages, such as Middle Persian gramag or Sogdian gr'm'k, “wealth”; cf. Russian gromdda or Czech hromada,
both “mass [of things/people]”. Cf. Mayrhofer: EWA, Bd. 1, p. 507.

#% Rau: 2012r.

*%% Olivelle: 2om, p. 48.

7 On the question of cultivation and the wilderness, see e.g. RV 10.146.6a,b in translation of Jamison & Brereton:
“[The Lady of the Wilderness...], providing much food though she does no plowing”.

*%® As an example of the former, see Whitney’s translation of AVS 12.1.11; for the latter, Smith: 1994, chapter 8.
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environments, not only wooded areas.* As is clear from its usage, aranya denotes places distant and
dangerous to people; places which are not home (RV 6.24.10) or which are alien (RV 6.61.14).

By extension, the distinction between these categories applies to all beings and plants which
exist in the respective domains.*> When applied to animals, the dichotomy is based on habitat; in the
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Vedic corpus, however, an animal’s habitat has an intrinsic meaning.** Domestic animals are not only
those who live in the village but also the ones that are pure, safe, and thus fit for a sacrifice; the wild
ones, on the other hand, live beyond the village limits and are, therefore, considered to be dangerous
and unfit for ritual practice.

Nonetheless, not all animals belong to one group or the other. The Vedic prose recognises that
some animals are between the categories, or “liminal”, to use a term favoured by 20" century social
anthropologists and scholars of religion.*”” These animals are of two kinds, or at least that is what it
seems like from the limited data we possess: a) animals that are not domesticated but live in the

proximity of human homes, such as frogs (manditka),** and b) animals that look like domesticated

species but are not, such as the gayal, a wild cattle species that lives in South Asia.*** Consider

*99 Mayrhofer, EWA, Bd. 1, p.107-8; KEWA, Bd. 1, p. 46-7. A similar interpretation is also found in Thapar: 2001, p. 1.
As Malamoud: 1996, p. 76, says: “More exactly, the vana is a particular case of aranya, and however great the
differences between desert and forest may appear to us, it is nonetheless certain that, as far as their religious
values are concerned, aranya and vana are overlapping terms.”

% The application of the dichotomy to plants is not as common but occurs; see e.g. passages on gramya plants,
see TS 5.2.5.5, SBM 14.9.3.22. Cf. Witzel: 2009.

' This is obviously not only the case for the Vedic corpus alone; it is applicable to all thinking about nature,
including the contemporary Western understanding of what do the categories of “wilderness” and “wild animal”
signify: purity, authenticity, etc. To quote the anthropologist Tim Ingold as an example: “[...] we tend to think
that the only environments that still exist in a genuinely natural condition are those that remain beyond the
bounds of human civilization, as in the dictionary definition of a wilderness: ‘A tract of land or a
region...uncultivated or uninhabited by human beings’. Likewise the wild animal is one that lives an authentically
natural life, untainted by human contact. It will, of course, have contacts with animals of many other, non-
human species, but whereas these latter contacts are supposed to reveal its true nature, any contact with human
beings is supposed to render the animal ‘unnatural’, and therefore unfit as an object of properly scientific inquiry.
[...] Domestic animals, it seems, are to be exploited but not studied; wild animals to be studied but not exploited.”
Ingold: 2000, p. 67-8; italics are mine.

% Turner: 1997, ch. 3.

%% On frogs, see also RV 7.103, and commentary by Jamison: 1991-92. Mice, rats, and other small rodents such as
Indian bandicoots would be, I think, perfect examples of the first category, but the dichotomy gramya - aranya
never applies to them as far as I know. For mice in the Veda, see RV 1.105.8, AVS 6.50. Similarly, insects are said
to live close to people but never called pasu; see RV 1.191.

3% Compare also the plants that are both cultivated (gramya) and wild (aranya), namely sesame. The SBM 9.1.1.3
calls sesame both domesticated and wild: ubhdyam vetad dnnam ydj jartila ydc ca gramyam ydc caranyam yad
aha tilas téna gramyam yad dkrste pacydnte ténaranydam | “And wild sesamum seeds represent both kinds of food,
the cultivated as well as the wild-growing inasmuch as they are sesamum seeds they are a cultivated [kind of
food], and inasmuch as they ripen on unploughed land they are wild-growing.” Vetad probably stands for va +
etad. Further to the categories I identify, Jamison: 2009, convincingly argues that wolves are also liminal.
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examples of both categories below (we have seen both passages in full in § 2.1.4 when we were

discussing the process of “widening” of the term pasu to species which are not livestock):

TS 5.4.4.3

manditkena vi karsati | esd vdi pasinam He draws over [it] with a frog; this of animals is
anupajivaniyds | nd va esd gramyésu pasusu hité the one on which one does not subsist, for neither
naranyésu | among the domesticated nor the wild beasts has

it a place [...].

TS 2.1.10.2
ndisd gramydh pasir naramyé ydd gomrgds | The [glayal is neither a domestic nor a wild
névaisd® grame naranye animal; he is neither in the village nor the forest

[.]

These two passages, and indeed the dichotomy of gramya and aranya pasu is crucial for our
understanding of the status of domestic and wild animals in ancient India. The secondary literature
tends to distinguish the two categories completely. Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty, for example, argues
that “[p]ashus are the animals that get sacrificed, whatever their origins; mrigas [sic] are the animals
that get hunted. In both cases the ancient Indians defined animals according to the manner in which
they killed them.”* In the Vedic corpus, the situation is clearly not as simple as Doniger, following
Classical commentators, makes it sound. Some animals are said to be pasu, be it the whole category of
aranya pasu or specifically the two species mentioned above, but they are clearly not fit to be
sacrificed. There are even animals which are said to be gramya pasu but cannot be sacrificed, or indeed
even cross the sacrificial ground”®” If we understand the term pasu to be defined by the fitness to be
sacrificed, as it is often done, what makes an aranya pasu a pasu? Clearly, the category must be broader

than Doniger makes us believe. In this subchapter, our goal will be to establish how broad exactly.

§2.3.1 GRAMYA AND ARANYA IN EARLY VEDIC POETRY: RV AND AV
Unlike the previous subchapters, I will not begin this chapter with the discussion of a shared Indo-
Iranian substrate, as there does not seem to be any. The dichotomy of domestic and wild seems to be
a common Indo-European trope and presumably, it might be found in Indo-Iranian as well. As far as

know, however, the Avestan corpus does not include a similar dichotomy, excluding the pairing of

%% The padapatha treats this as na + iva + esah.

3% Doniger O’Flaherty: 1988, p. 83. As suggested above, Doniger follows the commentarial tradition that can be
traced to Ksirasvamin’s commentary to the Amarakosa 2.5.8. Again, many thanks to Dr Victor D’Avella for the
reference.

%7 B 1.51. I will quote and discuss this passage below in § 2.3.2.

86



pasuka and daitika which I discussed in subchapter § 2.2.1. There are, furthermore, Avestan cognates
of neither gramya nor aranya.*”

The classification of animals into gramya and aranya occurs for the first time in the famous
Purusasukta of the Rgveda, in a passage that we have discussed above as the only example of an early
general usage of the word pasu. Although in the later layers of Vedic literature, the classification is
always twofold (apart from the verbatim quotations of this very passage), the RV distinguishes

between three types of animals created from the sacrificial ghee: birds, domestic livestock, and wild

animals:

RV 10.90.8c,d*”*

pasiin tams cakre vayavyan aranyan gramiyas ca It [=the sacrifice] was made into the animals:
yé || those of the air, those that belong to the

wilderness and those that belong to the village.

Since this is the only occurrence of the terms gramya and aranya in the RV, it is not obvious which
animals belong to each group. Some domestic animals are mentioned in one of the following verses,
RV 10.90.10: horses, animals with incisors in both jaws, cows, goats, and sheep. Although these are
clearly domesticated species, the RV poet does not associate them with any of the preceding
categories.

A suggestion of the identity of the animals known as aranya could be made on the basis of
another hymn from the tenth mandala: RV 10.146, the oft-cited hymn to Aranyani, the female spirit of
the wilderness. As Jamison and Brereton note in their introduction, this hymn is dedicated to “the
contrast between the wild place and the settled one, an opposition that runs throughout Indian
literature”.** The hymn is written in evocative language, stressing particularly various sounds that
distinguish the two domains. In the village, the cows are quietly grazing, when one of them is called

on by its cowherd. Furthermore, a cart is creaking, and a villager is chopping wood. The wilderness, on

the other hand, is defined by sounds made by two onomatopoeically named but obscure animals: the

3°8 The noun grama seems to have Iranian but not Avestan cognates (Middle Persian gramag, Parthian grmg,
Sogdian gr'm'k, “wealth”; cf. Mayrhofer: EWA, Bd. 1, p. 507). As far as arana/aranya is concerned, some speculate
whether Avestan auruna could be an Avestan counterpart, such as Bartholomae in AIW (lemma auruna).
Mayrhofer: EWA, Bd.1, p. 108, is doubtful. The word seems to be a term for a “wild animal”, e.g. in Yt 8.36 aurunaca
gairi§aco sizdraca rauuascarato, “and the wild animals following [trails] in the mountains” (translation by
Skjaerve: 2007). Semantically, it might therefore be close to aranya, but not etymologically.

3% For notes on the grammatical particularities, see § 2.1.1. Verbatim quotes of this verse are found in AVS 19.6.14,
AVP g.5.12, VS 31.6, and TA 3.12.4.

¥RV trl Jamison & Brereton, p. 1631. For further discussion, see also Jamison: 2009. Many thanks are due to
Professor John Lowe and Professor Christopher Minkowski for reading the hymn with me during the Vedic class
at the University of Oxford, Michaelmas Term 2019.
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ciccika and the vrsarava, “bull-roarer”.®" Moreover, sudden shrieks and fear are mentioned. The
wilderness, it seems, is much louder than the settled domain. The danger associated with the area
beyond the limits of the village is almost palpable; but the poet assures the audience that Aranyani
does not attack unless she is endangered. In the final line of the hymn, the poet celebrates the Lady of

the Wilderness as a “mother of wild beasts”:

RV 10.146.6¢,d

prahdm — mrganam  matdram  aranyanim The Mother of wild beasts, the Lady of the

asamsisam || Wilderness have I proclaimed.

These associations give a clear impression: whilst the Rgvedic poet pictures the village as an idyllic
place with the cows grazing around, the wilderness is terrifying and loud, and the animals that live
there are known as mrga. Based on this passage, we could conclude that at least for the RV, the terms
signify what we would expect: animals of the village are the domesticated species, animals of the
wilderness the wild beasts, mrga.

As we have seen in the previous subchapter, the Atharvaveda is well populated with animals
due to its attention to the sphere of the everyday. Relative to other Vedic texts, there is a considerable
focus on wild animals in the text. The terms gramya and aranya occur separately as well as in a twofold
dichotomy in the Atharvaveda. When separate, aranya is slightly more common than the gramya. As
a dedicated twofold dichotomy, they are used a handful of times across the two AV recensions.

There seems to be an implicit value judgement within the two categories, especially regarding
the aranya animals, which are associated with negative phenomena of the world. Consider, for

example, the following passage:

AVS 3.31.3%*

vi gramyah pasdva aranydir vy apas tfsnayasaran |  The animals (pasu) of the village [have turned]
vy dhdm sdrvenapapmdnaviydksmenasdmdyusa|| away from those of the forest; the waters have
gone (Vsr) away from the thirst; I [have turned]
away from all evil (papman), away from yaksma,

to union (Vsam) with {life-span} (ayus).

Throughout the hymn, the poet uses a relatively simple, formulaic structure to explain a healing

process: the transition from evil and an internal disease, yaksma, to a full-length life, ayus. To explicate

% Jamison: 2005, p. 205, suggest that the ciccika might be a bird or a bug, and the “bull-roarer” a frog or a bird.
Their function, she says, “is clearly just to make noise to accompany the formal progress of Aranyani, and as most
commentators have concluded, they are probably birds or noisy insects.”
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There is no Paippalada counterpart.
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the change from the state of illness to wellbeing, repeated in the refrain vy ahdm sdrvena papmadna vi
ydksmena sdm dyusd, the poet uses a series of metaphors: in this verse, the turn to health is likened to
domestic animals turning away from their wild counterparts and to water turning away from its
absence, thirst. In other verses of this hymn, gods are said to turn away from old age or qualities such
as pain (arti) and evil-doing (papakrtya). The association is clear here: domestic animals are
considered to be on the neutral/positive side of the spectrum, whereas the wild are the ones to be
abandoned, together with negative qualities such as evil or pain. As we will see shortly, the animals of
the wild are, atleast in this layer of literature, known to be deadly; their association with other negative
phenomena is thus not unexpected.

Three times, the dichotomy gramya and aranya is included in a list that seems to be a broader
classification of species. The following example is a verse from a hymn extolling the brahmacarin,

which is said to be the origin of many worldly phenomena, including animals:

AVS 11.5.21 = AVP 16.155.1

parthiva divyah pasdva aranya gramyas ca yé | The earthly, the heavenly {animals} (pasu), they

apaksah paksinas ca yé té jata brahmacarinah || of the forest, and they that are of the village, the
wingless and they that are winged — they are
born of the Vedic student.®®

The structure of the sentence suggests that these are six separate categories of beings, structured as
three pairs of opposites: earthly (parthiva), heavenly (divya), wild (aranya), domestic (gramya),
wingless (apaksa), and winged (paksin). This list seems to be unique to the Atharvaveda, and there is
no suggestion of how it fits with the other taxonomies found in Vedic literature. The text does not note
any species pertaining to the categories, and we can only guess what is meant by them. The “earthly
and divine” animals remain particularly obscure. My initial idea was that they might be a gloss of
aranya and gramya: the domestic animals are pure and fit to be sacrificed, and therefore divine; whilst
the wild animals could be earthy, that is associated with this world. A variant of the same list, found

in the following hymn in the Saunakiya recension, however, suggests otherwise:

AVS 11.6.8 = AVP 15.13.9**

parthiva divyah pasdva aranyd utd yé mrgah | The earthly, the heavenly {animals} (pasu), also

the beasts (mrga) that are of the {wilderness}; we

¥3] am deviating from Whitney in the translation of pasu which must have a much broader meaning than just
cattle in this passage, as well as in the following one. Note that pada b of this verse is identical to pada d in RV
10.90.8.

%4 Note that the Paippalada version has a different pada a that reads ye gramyah sapta pasava, “the seven
domestic animals”.
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Sakuntan paksino bramas té no musicanty address the {vultures} (Sakunta), the birds

dmhasah || (paksi): let them free us from distress.

At first sight, the list seems familiar in its structure and first two members. There are, however,
noticeable differences: a complete absence of the terms for domesticated, wingless, and winged
animals, although the latter are represented in the hymn by the vulture and other birds. This modified
list with its complete lack of gramya suggests, I think, that parthiva and divya is a separate
classificatory system and does not correspond to the dichotomy that is the focus of this subchapter.
As far as the separate instances of gramya and aranya are concerned, these do not occur very
often. In particular, the passages pertaining to gramya are not very informative, almost as if the
knowledge of domestic livestock was so self-evident that they did not have to be described in much
detail. The only general information we get is that domestic animals are said to be “all-formed, being
of various forms, manifoldly of one form”, visvdriipa viripah sdnto bahudhdikaripa (AVS 2.34.4).%°
This is to say that even though the group is considered to be a homogenous category, it actually
consists of seven (or more often, five) separate species: ye gramyah sapta pasava (AVP 15.13.9).
Comparably more attention is given to the term aranya in the AV. Particularly notable is its
association with the term mrga. Without a doubt, for the AV, these terms are synonyms (this, however,
cannot be said about the later Vedic literature, as we will see). This association was discussed a couple
of times before, regarding hymn AVS 11.2.24, where aranya pasu is glossed as mrga vane, “wild beasts
in the forest”. This gloss occurs two more times in the AV; one instance includes a very valuable, yet

cryptic list of animals:

AVS 12.1.49 = AVP17.5.7

Yé ta aranyah pasdvo mrgd vdne hitah simhd What forest animals of thine, wild beasts set in
vyaghrah purusadas cdranti | the {wilderness}, lions, tigers, go about man-
uldm vikam prthivi du{cichinam®" itd rkstkam eating — the jackal (ula),®® the wolf, O earth,
rdkso dpa badhayasmdt || misfortune, the rksika, the raksa, do thou force

(Vbadh) away from us here.

¥ As in passages above, I translate the terms pasu and aranya with more general terms, and I follow Dave: 2005,
in translating Sakunta as vulture.

96 The mantra ye gramyah pasavo visvaripah is relatively common, and is found in AVS 3.10.6, AVP 1.105.2, TS
3.1.4, and KS 30.8.

¥71 am following the reading of the GRETIL version [last accessed 27 April 2022] which adopts the AVP edition
of Bhattacharya: 1997-2016, vol. 3 (2011).

¥ There is no generally accepted etymology of the word ula. Mayrhofer, EWA, Bd. 1, p. 230, considers it to be a
“kind of a wild animal” and states that the meaning “jackal” is purely Whitney’s fabrication.
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What lives in the wilderness? Not only wild animals but also all sorts of demons and abstract powers:

320

the misfortune (ducchuna),® raksa (a term for demon, as well as “damage”),*” or the mysterious
feminine demon rksika.* Even the animals have a demonic touch: being described as man-eating
(purusad), while the lions and tigers of this list could be summed up under the term “crooked cats”,
coined by the anthropologist Nayanika Mathur.*** Another Atharvaveda hymn, AVS 6.50.3, calls the
creatures of the wilderness vyadvara, “devourers”, or “gnawers”. Fear and danger are implicit in these
epithets, making it seem almost inevitable that a human who wanders into the wilderness will end up
badly.

Altogether, it seems that an aranya creature is a dangerous and fearful creature for the AV,
whereas a gramya one is safe and docile. This understanding, supposedly influenced by the general

understanding of the world treated in the beginning of this subchapter, continues well into the prose

literature.

%9 According to MWW, the misfortune is often personalised as demon. This probably influences Smith'’s translation
“the demoness of calamity”, in Smith: 1993, p. 545, n. 8.

82 Cf. OAv rasah, “damage”, or rasaierjhe, “to damage”.

%% Rksika is a rather rare term, occurring in Vedic texts only nine times: five times in a passage on asvamedha, i.e.
TB 3.9.1.1-4, SB 13.2.4.1-4 and JB 2.266; twice in a parallel passage on the purusamedha, TB 3.4.51 and VS 30.8, and
once in this peculiar AV hymn AVS 12.1.49 = AVP 17.5.7. Each translator treats the term slightly differently: for
example, Dumont calls it an “evil spirit”, Brian Smith a “ravenous beast”, and Eggeling an “ogre”. Morphologically,
it seems to be a suffixed form of a feminine noun rksi-, a female bear, with the low-register suffix —ka. According
to Jamison: 2009a, p. 318, “animal names regularly show otherwise unmotivated —ka suffixes, especially the
names of small or noxious ones”. Jamison lists a lot of examples such as the Rgvedic kusimbhaka, “little bug” or
Atharvavedic masaka, “stinging insect”. She, however, does not cite any examples of demonic names. Despite
that, it is clear from her analysis that the —ka suffix is predominantly associated with negative or lower-class
features. I am wondering whether the translation of rksika could in any way convey the meaning of the “bear”,
as the word always occurs in association with the sphere of wilderness, the Nisadas, people living outside of the
Vedic culture, and wild animals such as lions and tigers (orin the case of TB 3.9.1.1-4, a man-tiger, purusavyaghra).
All bear species native to India (sloth bear, Malayan sun bear, brown bear, and Himalayan black bear) live in
forested areas, feed during the night, and are of rather terrifying appearance, and so they might be “mistaken”
for an evil spirit, to use Dumont’s translation. Considering the usual association of the word with the
purusavyaghra, 1 am tempted to suggest that it might be some sort of a composite being, “a bear-like creature”,
“something bearish”. Another possible line of interpretation is prompted by the interpretation of Goldman: 1989,
who suggests that rksa, at least in the Epic language, could mean an aggressive and dangerous species of a
monkey rather than a bear. Based on the textual descriptions, Goldman argues that it could be a term for either
a lion-tailed macaque or Nilgiri langur. The interpretation of rksa as a dangerous monkey fits the context
similarly well, as it could be likewise associated with jungle, wilderness, and the otherness of the para-Vedic
realm.

2 Mathur: 2021, p. 2. Note that these two “big cats” occur together relatively commonly in the Atharvaveda, cf.
AVS 4.8.7, 4.22.7,6.384, 8.5.12, 12.1.49, or AVP 4.2.4.
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§ 2. 3.2 GRAMYA AND ARANYA IN VEDIC PROSE
Although Brian Smith and Stephanie Jamison call the dichotomy of gramya and aranya

“straightforward” and “standard,” respectively,®*

we have seen that it is not particularly common in
Vedic poetry. It occurs relatively late, only in the tenth mandala of the Rgveda. Its usage steadily
increases, and by the time of the Yajurvedic Sambhitas, it seems to replace, more or less, the dichotomy
pasu — mrga.

One of the focal points of this whole chapter is the evolution of animal terminology in the
diverse genres of Vedic literature. In previous sections, I have argued that when the Vedic sources are
read together, broader semantic changes become apparent. For example, the meaning of mrga in the
RV is hardly the same as in the relatively late narrative Brahmanas, even though it is still the same
word. A similar thing can be said about the word pasu, which, although seemingly more stable than
mrga, endures a process of generalisation. The split between gramya and aranya and the increase in
the usage of this dichotomy in the prosaic texts of the Vedic tradition is yet another witness of the
evolution in thinking about animals and, more broadly, the environment.

The terms gramya and aranya occur separately, but more often they are found together,
forming a dichotomy which functions almost as a merism, an emphatic expression of totality. As in
the previous section, I will treat their separate occurrences before turning to the passages which use
the dichotomy.

Gramya is a relatively straightforward and oft-used term in the Vedic prose. It occurs
frequently and signifies whatever pertains to the sphere of the village, not only animals but also
foodstuff or agricultural plants.** For our discussion, it is crucial that it invariably describes a group of
domesticated animals, usually consisting of either five or seven members. These are the species that
we discussed in § 2.11 as belonging to the category of pasu, that is, human, horse, cattle, sheep, and
goat. As an example, consider the following passages. The former passage lists five domestic animals

and the starkest characteristic features; the latter mentions that there are seven domestic animals.

TS 2.1.1.5

ydc chmasrunds *° tdat purusanam rapdm | ydt The beard is the characteristic of man, the lack of
tupards tdd dsvanam ydd anydtodan tdd gavam ydd horns of the horse, having incisors on one side
dvya iva $aphas tdd dvinam | ydd ajds tad ajanam, only that of cattle, having sheep-like hooves that

etavanto vdi gramyah pasdvas tan || of sheep, the goat-nature that of goats; so many

%23 Smith: 1991, p. 534; and Jamison: 2005, p. 203.

34 On the seven domesticated plants, see TS 5.2.5.5. Cf. Witzel: 1995.

325 Although here, the word is a characteristic feature of the human, the MW lists the lemma as “bearded (as of a
goat)”.
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are the domesticated animals, verily by their

characteristics he wins them.

MS 1.8.1.57°*°

ete sapta gramyah pasavo 'srjyanta || These seven domestic animals were created.

The trope “domestic animals are seven” — or five, respectively — occurs throughout the prose literature.

The majority of cases are found in a ritual setting, as in the two following passages:

AB 2.7

saptosasyani chandamsy anvaha saptavai gramyah In seven metres he recites for Usas, seven are
pasavah | ava gramyan pasun runddhe ya evamveda {domestic} animals; he wins the {domestic}

animals who knows thus.?*”
328

PB 2.14.2

sapta gramyah pasavas tan etayd sprnoti sapta There are seven kinds of domestic animals, these

Sirasi pranah prana indriyanindriyany he gains by this [vistuti], there are seven breaths

evaitayapnoti || in the head, the organs of sense are the breaths,
these he obtains by this [vistut(].

The structure of these passages is highly formulaic: a certain element of the ritual action (metres,
breaths) is sevenfold, just as the domestic animals are sevenfold. In this manner, the Brahmana
commentarial genre makes sense not only of the ritual but also of the world, establishing an order on
the microcosmical and macrocosmical level at the same time, as was shown by Brian Smith.**

Although these two passages do not bring much new information concerning the domestic
animals per se, their formulaic structure can tell us a lot. The gramya animals, to say it in a nutshell,
make sense, or rather, they are made sense of: they are grouped together, just as various kinds of
breaths or metres are grouped together. The individual members of the group, moreover, correspond
to other phenomena in the universe, and through that process, their position in the world is secured.
On the contrary, aranya animals are never enumerated, suggesting that their position in the cosmos
is perhaps not defined so precisely.

Other Brahmana passages help us define the gramya animals further. The following Jaiminiya

Brahmana passage mentions that there are certain species of animals living in a village that are so

36 Verbatim parallels of this mantra are found in VS 14.29; MS 2.8.6, 110.13; and SBM 8.4.3.1.
#71 supply “domestic” in the translation, as Keith’s original has “tame”.

328 Cf. PB 3.3.2, SBM 9.5.2.8, etc.

%9 On classification and ordering the world in Vedic India, see especially Smith: 1994.
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ajusta (in this context probably “impure”, i.e. unfit to be sacrificed) that if they walk across the

sacrificial ground during the agnihotra, they hamper the ritual performance.

JB 1.5

trayo ha tvai gramyah pasavo justa durvaraha But, indeed, there are three domestic animals
edakah sva | tesam yadi kas cid antarena sann which are impure, the hog, the ram, and the dog.
ejiyeta® kim tatra karma ka prayascittir iti || If any of these ones should move between [his

fires], what rite and what expiation would there

be in that case?

These three animals are peculiar: on one hand, they are said to be gramya, i.e. they live in a village or
around it; on other hand, they are impure and not known to be members of the standard group of five
or seven (gramya) pasu. The identity of the latter two members of the group is certain, and so is their
closeness to humans: svan, i.e. a dog, is believed to be the first domesticated animal, and has lived

alongside humans at least since the Late Pleistocene.**

Although dogs were valued greatly by the
neighbouring Iranian people, for the Vedic communities, they mostly seemed to be lowly animals, not
allowed into a ritual ground.*® Not much can be said about the edaka apart from the fact that it is a
particular species of sheep which is valued for its wool, used in ritual.*** The ritual usage suggests that
it might be at least partially domesticated to be shorn.

The first of the three animals, durvaraha, is, however, more nebulous. The second member of

the compound, varaha, is the usual term for “boar”.*® Eggeling translates the word literally as a “vicious

3% Cf. parallel passage in SBM 12.4.1.4 trdyo ha tvavd pasdvo 'medhyah diirvaraha aidakdh sva | “But, surely, there
are three unclean animals, a vicious boar, a vicious ram and a dog.” Notice that Eggeling bases his translation
“vicious ram” on the evidence of modern Marathi and argues that it is a ram that is “trained to fight” (SBM trl
Eggeling, vol. 5, p. 178-9, n. 2). Furthermore, the SBM passage uses the word amedhya instead of ajusta which
points to the meaning “not fit to be sacrificed”.

3 The correct reading of this word is doubted by all the translators. JB trl Bodewitz 1.1-65, p. 157, n. 13, notes that
“whatever may be the correct reading, JB. apparently has replaced samcaret (SB.) by an optative of ejati.” The
sann, preceding this word, might be a corruption of the preverb sam.

%5 E.g. Bergstrom et al.: 2020; Axelsson et al.: 2013.

333 Although there are examples of positively viewed dogs in Vedic (e.g. Sarama), dogs are mostly considered
ritually impure. The RV gives evidence that a dog was not allowed into a ritual, RV 9.101.1; dogs were, however,
used for hunting boar, as seen in RV 10.86.4. On dogs in India, see Bollée: 2006, especially chapter 3 on
“cynanthropic relations”. On dogs in Iran, see Skjaerve: 2012, p. 96-7 (according to Skjaerve, dogs participated in
Zoroastrian rituals!).

33 Alternatively, it is called eda or aidaka (the latter is found in the parallel passage SBM 12.4.1.4, quoted above).
In his KEWA, Bd. 1, p. 126, Mayrhofer suggests that it might be a word of Dravidian origin; in the later EWA, Bd. 1,
p- 264, he suspects that it might be a cognate of Gk. aix and Armenian ayc. Sheshadri: 2014, p. 35, identifies the
edaka as Great Tibetan sheep, but to my knowledge, there is not enough evidence to say so, at least not regarding
the meaning in the Veda. On edaka fleece/wool used in ritual setting, see also SBM 2.5.2.15 (anaidakir wrni, wool
from a non-edaka sheep).

3% Based on Vedic varahd- and Avestan varaza-, Kiimmel: 2017, p. 279, reconstructs the PII term as *wardjhd-.
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hog” but I doubt that the prefix dur- has an ethical meaning here. Rather, given the context, we are
dealing with a domesticated or semi-domesticated pig; if so, then the prefix dur- could signify the
sacrificial unfitness of the animal. If not a ritual distinction, the prefix dur- could describe a certain
quality or behaviour of pigs that would distinguish them from wild boar: perhaps, this was the term
for pigs that were frequenting human habitation, living off the rubbish of humans.®" There is,
nevertheless, no evidence for this suggestion, and equally, there are many unknowns about the
keeping of pigs amongst Vedic people in general. The lack of textual evidence for domestic pigs leads
many scholars to the conclusion that pigs were not bred by the Indo-Iranians.*” Indeed, based on the
field data, archaeologists too conclude that although pigs were domesticated locally in the

subcontinent, they did not seem to be kept often.**

To my knowledge, they were never considered to
be a sacrificial animal, at least not in the Vedic period. This passage, however, could perhaps support
the hypothesis that domesticated or semi-domesticated pigs might have been found in the Indian
subcontinent.

What are the implications of this rather technical discussion, you might ask? I believe that
this passage, in both of its versions, suggests that although the Vedic prose categorises domestic
animals into a neat group of five or seven, there were many more non-human animals living within
the village limits. Since they were not sacrificed (or to be precise, since even their presence at the
sacrificial ground hindered the ritual action), the myopic ritualistic texts are mostly silent about their
existence. As has been my argument throughout this whole chapter, only through reading all the Vedic
strata diachronically can we fully appreciate this detail.

Unlike gramya, the term aranya is not associated with any numerical value. This suggests that
the category is perhaps less defined or less structured; perhaps it is just too large to be easily

enumerated.* Indeed, its separate usage is nebulous and almost non-existent in the Vedic prose. The

Satapatha Brahmana even quotes an opinion that the aranya pasu are not pasu at all:

33° Many thanks to Professor Minkowski for this suggestion.

%7 E.g. Kiimmel: 2017, p. 279, concludes: “Pigs were apparently not important in early Indo-Iranian culture, and
the words [such as Vedic stkara or varaha] may mostly refer to the wild boar.”

33 Larson et al.: 2010, p. 7689, conclude: “At present, little is known about the history of pig domestication in
India. Sus bones are a widespread but minor component of archaeological assemblages throughout India and
Pakistan. An initial increase and subsequent rapid decrease of pig remains in successive periods at Mehrgarh in
Pakistan raises the possibility that efforts were made to keep pigs during the late fourth millennium B.C., but
were later abandoned. [...] What the genetic evidence implies, however, is that modern Indian domestic pigs are
derived from local wild boar.” Cf. also Thomas: 1989, p. 108, according to whom there are Chalcolitic sites in
central India where pigs seem to be the most important livestock after cattle.

39 There are a few passages which state that @ranya animals are seven, such as SBM 3.8.4.16, but these are
exceptions. Due to the sheer number, I would be tempted to argue that these are modelled on the basis of the
enumeration of (gramya) pasu.
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SBM 13.3.2.3

tdd ahuh naite sdrve pasdvo ydd ajavdyas caranydas As to this they say, ‘These—to wit, goats and
caite vai sdrve pasdvo ydd gavya iti sheep and the wild [beast]—are not all animals;
but those—to wit, the bovine [victims]—are

indeed all animals’.

This quote is part of the lengthy explanation of the asvamedha ritual. The asvamedha is a primary
context where the term aranya pasu occurs in the Vedic prose. This is to be expected, as this particular
ritual is the one of the few where wild animals play a significant role — and as we have discussed many
times already, the Vedic texts view the world almost solely through the lens of ritual. Isay “play a role”
for a reason. Not all the animals are killed and sacrificed during the asvamedha, as is suggested by the
quote above: only some of them matter on the ritual scale of things. One hundred and eleven wild

340

animals are tied between the sacrificial posts alongside the domestic species,** but they are

subsequently released back to the wilderness, after a small ritual episode when a fire is carried around

341

them (paryagni)** Theologically, or ritualistically speaking, both kinds have their place in the ritual:
the domestic animals are said to bring about the obtainment of this world to the sacrificer, whereas
the wild ones the yonder world.** In practice, however, it seems that the large number of all kinds of
animals also serve as a display of the power and wealth of the elite sacrificer who sponsores the ritual.

The ritualistic point of view is the only one we have access to, at least in this period. I often
wonder whether the amassing of wild animals occurred in practice, and under what conditions? How
were the tens of wild animals (included porpoises and fish) managed when they were released at the
sacrificial ground full of priests and spectators? These details of the lived ritual would enrich our
understanding of the human—animal relationship greatly but the Vedic sources, constrained by their
respective genres, are silent about them.

This brief digression on the asvamedha proves an important point. Despite being sometimes
called aranya pasu, the wild animals lack the main characteristics of pasu: the fitness to be sacrificed
and eaten.*” The question is, of course, why the wild animals are called pasu in the first place given

that they lack the perhaps most important features of the group. As suggested above, I suspect that by

3 Cf. TS 5.5.11-21.

3% TB 3.8.19 and 3.9.3, PB 21.4.13.

3% TB 3.9.2.1: tdir vdi sd ubhdu lokav dvarundha | gramydir evd pasibhir imdm lokdm dvarundha, aranydir amim |
“By means of them, he obtains both worlds. By means of domestic animals, he obtains this world, by means of
wild ones, that one.”

%4 These were discussed in § 2.1.6.
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the time of the Vedic prose, when the terminology proliferates, the term pasu is much broader than
the original meaning “sacrificable domestic livestock” and means, perhaps, a mammalian animal in
general **

A striking element of the categories gramya and aranya is their supposed binarity. Whilst
binarity does not exhaust all the animal natures (gaur and frog were the examples we saw above), the
two terms are constructed as fully complementary. One implicitly presupposes the other, even if only
one of them is mentioned.

Whilst gramya pasu are eaten and sacrificed, the aranya are usually not. In this sense, we
could conclude that gramya pasu is basically a synonym of the sole (i.e. without any qualifying

adjective) term pasu; aranya is “the other one”, so to speak. The following passage from the Satapatha

Brahmana is a good example of the implicit complementarity of the two terms:

SBM 5.3.5.4

prtha ha vai vainyd manusyanam prathamo

‘bhisisice s6 ‘'kamayata sdrvam annddyam
dvarundhiyéti tdsma etany ajuhavuh sd idam
sdrvam annadyam avarurudhé 'pi ha smasma
aranyan pasiin abhihvayanty asav éhi raja tva

paksyata iti

Now Prth{a}** Vainya was consecrated first of
men. He desired that he might appropriate to
himself all food. They offered up for him those
[oblations]; {even though ('pi ha)} ** he
appropriated to himself all the food here on earth,

{tthey would even call forest beasts to him,

saying, “Come hither thou [beast], so and so, the

king wants to cook thee!”.

The first king Prtha Vainya is said to have appropriated all food, even the aranya animals. This implies
that under the normal order of things, wild animals would not be eaten, but Prtha’s claim is so absolute
that they are considered and called upon. A similar situation is found in the ritual sphere, where only
gramya animals have the fitness to be sacrificed. As discussed above in the case of the asvamedha,
they can be utilised in a ritual practice, so to speak. Their actual killing is, nevertheless, generally ill-

advised, as suggested by a peculiar asvamedha passage that occurs in a few Brahmanas:

347

TB 3.9.1.2-3

ydd aranydih  sdmsthapdyet | vydvasyetam [2.] If he [the adhvaryu, acting for the sacrificer],

pitaputrau | vy ddhvanah krameyuh | viduram were to perform [the sacrifice] with wild animals,

% That we are dealing most likely with mammals is deducible from the JB 1.26 which says that “four feet have
the domestic as well as the wild animals”.

35 The name of this first king/cultural hero seems to be variable. Here, it seems to Prtha or Prthan; Eggeling’s
translation reads Prthin. Furthermore, Macdonell in his Vedic Index argues that the name should be Prthi rather
than Prthin, and JB 1186 reads Prthu. For other passages, see Macdonell: 1912, Vol. 2, p. 16.

3% [ am modifying Eggeling’s translation to stress the force of api ha.

347 Cf. the parallel passages in SBM 13.2.4.1-4 and JB 2.266.
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gramayor gramantdu syatam | rksikah ** father and son would part, the roads would run
purusavyaghrah™® parimosini® avyadhinis tdskara asunder, the village-boundaries of two villages
dranyesv ajayeran || 2 would be far asunder, and carnivorous beasts,

tdd ahuh | dpasavo vd eté | ydd aranyah | ydd man-tigers, thieves, murderers, and robbers

aranydih sdmsthapdyet | ksipré ydjamanam would be born in the forests.
dranyam mytdm hareyuh | dranyayatana hy [3.] Concerning this they say: “The wild animals
aranyah pasava iti | [...]| 3 are not [sacrificial] animals. If he [the adhvaryu,

acting for the sacrificer]|, were to perform [the
sacrifice] with wild animals, they would soon
carry away the Sacrificer dead to the forest, for

the wild animals have the forest for their home”.

The sacrifice of wild animals is clearly associated with a negative, wild outcome: a breakdown of the
tightest family relationships and spatial boundaries, and the emergence of all kinds of evil beings from
spirits and supposedly demonic, composite beings to human villains. It also seems to bring about lex
talionis: if one sacrifices a wild animal in the village, he himself must die in the wilderness. In short, if
wild animals are sacrificed, the cultural order dissolves and the world returns to its wild state (I
hesitate to say “natural state” because unlike the contemporary Western discourse, the Vedic sources
never associate wilderness with the state of naturality). To prevent this, one should follow a simple
rule of thumb, to sacrifice only the small subset of pure, domestic animals.

To advance the analysis from the separate instances of the words gramya and aranya to the
passages where they occur together, let me discuss the so-called bahispavamana ritual. This is the
opening ritual action of the Soma sacrifice of jyotistoma, documented especially in Samavedic prose

351

texts.® Its characteristic mark is that it happens “outdoors”, i.e. away from the designated ritual

3% See the discussion on the demon rksika in n. 319 above.

39 Like the preceding word rksika, purusavyaghra is also a peculiar term. It occurs in the same passages as rksika,
i.e. VS 30.8, TB 3.4.5.1 and 3.9.L1-4, SB 13.2.4.1-4, and JB 2.266. From the context it seems that unlike the Classical
language, the meaning is not the standard “tiger amongst men”. Rather, it seems to be a karmadharaya with the
meaning ‘half man, half tiger”, “man-tiger”, or perhaps “a tiger of a man”. Dr Victor D’Avella suggested to me in
my Confirmation of Status exam that “the (traditional) analysis of such compounds has always been a
karmadharaya either with an implied simile or metaphor: puruso vyaghra iva/eva’, cf. Panini 2.1.56 (e-mail
communication, April 2021). As is the case with the preceding rksika, it is a being associated with forested areas
and seems to be fearful, possibly because of its composite character. Apart from the rksika and purusavyaghra,
the section TB 3.4.5.1 lists various other beings which seem to be of a similar, perhaps other-worldly, distant, or
demonic character: for example, gandharvas and apsarasas, serpents and divine beings, pisacas, and
yatudhanas. Thanks are also due to Professor Lowe and Professor Minkowski who consulted about man-tigers
with me via email, 12 May 2020.

%° Peculiar form, found in all editions including Sayana’s commentary (TB ed Mitra). I suppose it is a form after
sandhi.

%' PB 6.7-8 and ] B 1.82-104.
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ground; this has wide implications for its treatment of domestic and wild animals. Before I discuss the
animal symbolism in the prose passages, let me summarise the ritual briefly.***

Before dawn, the officiating priests led by the adhvaryu leave the ritual ground and silently
make their way to the northeast, in the direction of the rising Sun and the catvala pit.** Away from the
ritual arena, they sit down around the catvala pit which is, across the sakhas, associated with the Sun,
or said to be a path to heavens.™ There, the three Samaveda priests take over the ceremony and sing
the bahispavamanastotra which helps the yaja

mana ascend to heaven through the Sun (symbolised by the catvala), and subsequently
achieve immortality.

As Finnian Gerety shows in his doctoral thesis, the bahispavamana ritual has wide
implications for the history of om — but that is not what interests me here.** From my point of view,
the ritual and the prose detailing it stand as witnesses to the relationship between the domestic and
wild spheres of existence. The bahispavamana is one of the few rituals taking place outside the ritual

ground, and its “outdoorsy” character means that it has a special connection to wilderness. The

Jaiminiya version introduces the ritual, saying:

JB1.83

aranyam (va va ete yanti ye bahispavamanam Those who slowly move to the out-of-doors
sarpanti tan isvaro rakso va hantor anyavanamstra pavamana laud go to the forest as it were. A
Raksas demon or an another destructive demon

may probably kill them.

The wilderness is a dangerous place, inhabited by animals as well as demons, as we have seen
frequently in the AV passages discussed in the previous section. Animality is present throughout the
ritual descriptions in many forms, wild and domestic alike. The sacrifice itselfis said to be like a deer,
shy and easy to get scared (PB 6.7.10, discussed above in § 2.2.4); it is also said to acquire the form of a
swift horse (PB 6.7.18; JB 1.83); furthermore, in the later Sutras, the udgatr is associated with a falcon.®®

Furthermore, animals of both kinds — gramya and aranya — are discussed amply. The style of

description is usual to the Brahmana literature, in that they are used as a point of reference for the

%2In the discussion of the ritual, I rely on Fujii: 1986, and Gerety: 2015, as well as on the primary sources. It is
worth noting that Fujii’s and Gerety’s analysis of the ritual relies on the later Samaveda texts, especially the
Jaiminiya Upanisad Brahmana and Jaiminiya Srauta Siitra, that is, texts that I usually do not include in my thesis.
%31 have discussed their silent walk when discussing the passage PB 6.7.10 in § 2.2.4. In the quoted passage, the
sacrifice is likened to a mrga: it must be approached silently so it would not get scared.

354 ]B 1.87; PB 6.7.24; SB 4.2.5.5, 9, JUB 1.5.5. Cf. Fujii 1986: p. 12; and Gerety: 2015, p. 256.

%5 Gerety: 2015, p. 252-260.

356 1$S 1.11.13.
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explication of various ritual elements. The two categories are defined against each other: domestic
animals are of many colours, live in an enclosed space (perhaps a fenced pasture), and if they roam
free, they return to the village, whereas the wild animals are only of one colour, live in the open, and

are occasionally consumed by humans. Consider the following examples from the two Samavedic

Brahmanas:

PB 6.8.12-4

gramebhyo va etat pasubhyah stuvanti yad ajyair
nanaripaih stuvanti tasman naAnarapa gramyah
pasavah || 12

punarabhyavartam stuvanti tasmat pretvaryah
pretya punar ayanti || 13

parisrite stuvanti tasmat parigrhita gramyah

pasavah || 14

JB 1.89°°

etadayatana  va  aranyah  pasavo  yad
bahispavamanam aranye stuvanti tasmad aranyah
pasavo 'ranyam sacante, |..], ekaripasu stuvanti
tasmad aranyah pasava ekaripad, avad uttamam
aksaram bhavati tasmad ekaiko {'ranyacalo} *°
grame 'dhigamyate atho aranye hatam gramam

abhyavaharanti |

12. {They chant for the} domestic animals {when}
they chant the gjyas; they chant verses of various
forms; therefore the domestic animals are of
various forms [colours].*" 13. They chant [them,
i.e. the @jya lauds] constantly returning; therefore
the cows, having gone forth to freely roam about
[on the meadows], do return. 14. On an enclosed
[space] they chant [them, i.e. the @jyas]; therefore

the domestic animals live on an enclosed space.

The animals of the forest live here [i.e. outside of
the vedi, where the Out-of-doors laud is chanted].
Because they chant the Out-of-doors laud in the
forest, therefore the forest animals go to the
forest. [...] They chant the laud on verses of one
form. Therefore the forest animals are of one

colour. The last syllable contains the meaning

“hither”. Therefore they find [once in a while] a
single forest animal {ranyacalo} in the village
and they bring to the village one that has been
killed in the forest.**

Although the passages are formulaic, according to the convention of the genre, they help us
understand the categories and their usage. I have enumerated the most important points: the

colour/shape, habitat, and other qualities that the texts ascribe to each of the groups. The most striking

%71 am modifying Caland’s translation as his construction does not seem very natural (although it retains the
dative). PB 6.8.12 = PB 7.2.6.

3 Note that the JB does not include the descriptions of the domestic animals found in the PB 6.8.8-14.

%91 am following Bodewitz’ suggestion in JB trl Bodewitz 1.66-364, p. 226, n. 28, where he argues that the corrupt
nyo ‘calo should be read ‘ranyacalo = aranyacaro, “living in the forest”.

3% The explanation in square brackets is Bodewitz’, see JB trl Bodewitz 1.66-364, p. 51. For the last sentence, cf.
PB 6.8.11 ahih stuvanty antar anusamsanti tasmad gramam ahrtair bhurijate || “{Outdoors} they perform the laud,
{indoors} they perform the subsequent recitation; therefore they consume the [wild animals] that have been
brought to the village.” (I am modifying Caland’s translation gently here, saying “out/indoors” instead of “out-of-
doors”.)

100



aspect of these description is, nevertheless, their binarity. As I have suggested above, the categories
are defined against each other: gramya pasu are what aranya pasu are not, and vice versa. One group
of animals, for example, is said to be of many forms/colours (ripa), the other has only one colour. Only

together, they constitute the totality of all forms, as the Satapatha says in the following passage:

SBM 2.2.3.2%"

ca gramyani yani caranyani | ... Agni all forms (ripa), both domestic and wild.

Although the categories are used separately, they are complementary. Their character is strictly
binary: they implicitly presuppose each other. Together, they constitute the totality of beings, sarvan
pasun, possibly including all the other animals that are elsewhere classified as liminal (frog, wild cattle,
etc.). As the AB 4.26.3 says, for example: in winter, both domestic and wild animals become shaggy
and thin — suggesting, of course, that the seasonal weather changes have effect on the totality of beings,
on all animals.*** When used in a simile, this totality then transposes to the whole cosmos, such as in

the following SB passage:

SBM 13.2.4.13%

prajapatir akamayata ubhai lokav abhijayeyam
devalokdm ca manusyalokam céti sd etan pasin
apasyad gramyams ca tan alabhata tair imaii lokav
davarunddha gramyair evd pasiubhir imam lokam
lokd

manusyaloké 'thasai devaloko ydd gramyan pasiin

avarunddharanyair amum ayam vai

aldabhata imdm eva tair lokam ydjamand varunddhe

ydd aranyan amum taih ||

Prajapati desired, ‘Would that I might gain both
worlds, the world of the gods, and the world of
men.’ He saw those beasts, the tame and the wild
ones; he seized them, and by means of them took
possession of these two worlds: by means of the
tame beasts he took possession of this
[terrestrial] world, and by means of the wild

beasts of yonder [world]; for this world is the

world of men, and yonder world is the world of
the gods. Thus when he seizes tame beasts he
thereby takes possession of this world, and when
wild beasts, he thereby [takes possession] of
yonder [world].

What are the implications of all this? What I wanted to show with these passages is that the dichotomy

of gramya and aranya is used primarily in a ritual context in the Vedic prose. This might seem

361 AL DAL 0 6 41w hinh hao adimrsn nediin imotand F oSt wim s

3% AB 4.26.3 tasmad etayor eva saiSirayor masayor agatayor ye caiva gramyah pasavo ye caranyd animanam eva
tat parusimanam niyanti | “Therefore in these months of the cool season the cattle of the village and of the wild
become thin and shaggy.”

3% Cf. TS 2.5.11.
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straightforward, as the whole of Vedic literature is essentially a ritualistic corpus. The comparison of
the usage of the terms aranya pasu versus mrga in the Vedic prose can be helpful to gauge the
difference. If T exaggerate, the passages where mrga occurs are almost always either quotations of RV
mantras or narratives about men going hunting; whereas the term aranya is found in more
ritualistically oriented passages, where various homologies are enumerated and explained. It is
important to stress, once again, that in the Vedic corpus, every context is ritualistic — but there are
distinct styles within the Vedic prose: what is sometimes called the itihdsa, the mythological
explanation of the ritual order, and the arthavada, the expository, non-mythical prose. Both styles
enable us to at least partially reveal how the Vedic literature understands its environment, I believe,
but each with its specific literary devices.***

One of the specific things that the dichotomy allows for is to fit within the intricate system of
homologies that are devised in the Classical Vedic ritual. In the middle Vedic period, the ritual
becomes a device through which a skilled ritualist can control the world, provided that he understands
the connections between particular worldly phenomena. The dichotomy of gramya and aranya is a
perfect vehicle for this: each group is distinct enough but together, they constitute totality. As seen in
the last SBM passage: domestic animals are this world, wild animals the yonder world; together, they

constitute all animals, a category on a par with the whole world.

34 As I said in the Introduction, I am supporting this assertion with what Michael Witzel says about the
Brahmana prose: “It is in this period that one learnt to discourse and ‘think’ [...], that one learnt to watch and
discuss nature, society, thought, and speech [...].” Witzel: 1987, p. 414.
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§2.3.3 GRAMYA AND ARANYA: A CONCLUSION
In this subchapter, I have attempted to collect the numerous instances of the dichotomy of gramya
and aranya in the poetry and prose of the Vedic corpus. I have tried to argue that although the
dichotomy first occurs in the earliest Sambhitas, including the Rgveda, it is the Vedic prose where it
gains prominence. There are, I believe, at least two reasons for the increasing prominence of this
dichotomy over the earlier (mostly implicit) pair pasu — mrga.

First, I suspect that the increased usage coincides with the slow evolution of the word mrga.
As T have shown in the subchapter § 2.2, I suspect that as the originally semi-nomadic Vedic people
spread across the north of the subcontinent and acquired a more sedentary lifestyle, their encounters
with wild animals changed. With that, the word mrga evolved from a term for a dangerous wild beast
to a word for an animal that can be hunted down. The process of hunting equally changed its societal
connotations, from a necessity to a status activity. Although reconsidered, wild and dangerous animals
did not disappear; I suspect that due to the evolution of the term mrga, another term, that is aranya,
started being used more frequently to denote them. Its symmetrical counterpart, the word gramya,
followed a suit.

Furthermore, I presume that the increased prominence of the terminology lies in the
evolution of the Classical Vedic ritual. In the middle Vedic period, ritual is elevated into a prime
position; its prominence and power increases. The ritual ground becomes the place from where
ritualist specialists control the whole world by a system of identifications and correspondences
between macrocosmic, mesocosmic, and microcosmic phenomena. The ritualist who knows (ya evam
veda) the proper correspondence between the phenomena is rewarded with the goal of the ritual.
With the development of this system of homologies, the prose texts became abundant in various
systems of categorisations, groupings, and lists. *® The dichotomy gramya — aranya fits this
development of Vedic ritual, as it enables one to easily group the worldly phenomena. The two groups
then serve as classificatory units (such as in SBM 13.2.4.1, the last passage I discussed: domestic animals
are this world, wild animals are the yonder world); furthermore, together, they express a totality of all
beings.

These two reasons together — and it is worth noting that the middle Vedic ritual development
might be itself intertwined with the change in the mode of life — might have triggered the increased
usage of the terms gramya and aranya in the prose literature. I do not argue that they have been coined

by the Vedic prose texts. They are clearly already present in the Rgveda. Moreover, the comparable

3% Cf. Smith: 1994.
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Avestan dichotomy of pasuka and daitika animals could suggest a deeper, perhaps Indo-European
history of the dichotomy. As tempting as it might be, however, I am not prepared to propose that the
dichotomy is universally human.**°

To conclude the subchapter, I would like to react to a point made by Stephanie Jamison in
her paper The Function of Animals in the Rig Veda. I have already discussed Jamison’s point in the
conclusion of the previous subchapter on mrga but I think it is worth revisiting now, when we have
the full picture of development of the various terms for Vedic animal categories. Jamison writes:

“Itis, [...], telling that the standard twofold classification of pasus into aranya ‘wild’/gramya ‘domestic’
(lit. ‘belonging to the wilderness, belonging to the settlement’) is found in the RV only once. [...] Iwould
claim that the RV lacks this categorical distinction because it, as it were, refuses to conceptualize wild
animals as a class.”"
AsThave said in the previous subchapter, I find Jamison’s argument compelling. Seeing all the data, I
must conclude, however, that the absence of evidence is not the evidence of absence. We could easily
hinge the evidence of the single Rgvedic occurrence of the dichotomy the other way: the fact that it
occurs here, in the text which is predominantly interested in the realm of ritual, in the “obscure” that
is loved by the gods, must be telling us something as well. If I argued this way, I would be, however,
employing the same argumentation strategy.

Upon reading the large majority of instances of both mrga and aranya pasu in the Vedic
corpus, I argue that, contra Jamison’s suggestion, the evidence of wild animals as a class is, in fact,
present in the texts. The RV does not lack the categorical distinction between wild and domesticated;
it employs different terminology. The term aranya, I would argue, is not needed in the time of the
Rgveda, because mrga has the same function at that point: it signifies any animal which is not pasu.
As the word mrga evolves in meaning from “wild animal” to “game” in the Vedic prose, the dichotomy
gramya — aranya is established to denote the difference between the groups of domesticated and wild

animals.

3% Contra Smith: 1994, p. 277, n. 12; Smith references Tambiah: 196g.
3%7 Jamison: 2009, p. 203-4.
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§2.4 ANIMAL TERMINOLOGY: A CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have shown in some detail the history of semantics of the three most common Vedic
Sanskrit terms for animals: pasu, mrga, and the pair gramya/aranya. I have discussed many of their
instances in chronological order, from their Indo-Iranian predecessors through most of the Vedic
prose literature. My aim has been to read the genres of Vedic literature together to explore why they
produce results of the sort they do. This reading, I argue, helps us to reconstruct the meaning of the
terms and the changes in their semantics.

At the outset of the chapter, I briefly wrote about categorisation and its importance for the
understanding of the human world. The terms discussed in this chapter are categories: they are
methods of organisation of the natural world. By classifying the animals into such groups, the Vedic
texts give meaning to the world around them.

Covering such a vast swathe of literature, what does this chapter tell us about Vedic animal
categories then? In the introductory section of this chapter as well as its body, I have repeatedly
touched upon the work of Brian Smith. As discussed, Smith’s research has been brilliant in recognising
the interconnected nature of the Vedic categories, focused around the governing notion of varna. In
my view, however, his discussion was predominantly focused on the category of pasu, perhaps
disproportionally on the expense of the other terms. This is understandable, as his research was
centred around the Vedic society, its stratification, and the inherent discourse of power that comes
from the practice of categorisation and enables a social hierarchy.

My approach to the animal categories is different, even though it is to some extent influenced
by Smith. Based on the data discussed in this chapter, and in particular their diachronic reading, I aim
to stress that the animal categories can be a productive way of thinking even without the discourse
around varna. They are meaningful in themselves as they help us understand how living beings relate
to each other.

The complementarity of the categories is perhaps their most characteristic feature. This is
most notable when treating the dichotomy of gramya and aranya; in earlier sources, however, it
applies to pasu and mrga as well. The terms contradict each other: mrga and aranya are the untamed,
wild creatures that cannot be sacrificed; pasu their opposite. Without each other, the categories would
not make sense.

All the terms rely on an important feature: they depend on their relation to people and human
habitats. Pasus are the companion species of people, the domesticated livestock upon which rests

much of the livelihood of the community. Mrga and aranya species are those living in the wild,
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potentially dangerous to people and their livestock. Furthermore, there are animals that are neither,
such as gaur, and their position in the system is changeable. The liminal species, discussed at the outset
of the subchapter § 2.3, suggest that although complementary, the categories are not binary, and allow
to account for mismatches.

On the surface, the categories are dominated by the division between nature and culture.
Their peculiar feature is, however, their self-reflexivity. The human — the referent upon which the
categories are built — is in itself part of the system. He is a (gramya) pasu; pasus, however, are defined
by their position vis-a-vis the human, and particularly the care he provides on the basis of the process
of domestication. On the scale of care, pasus are the animals about which the human cares the most
(and of them, people themselves are the prime); mrga/aranya pasu the ones to which human care
does not apply. This does not mean that people do not acknowledge the undomesticated species.
Indeed, they recognise their strength and power, especially in the later layers of the Vedic canon,
where apex predators are used in similes to male prowess and vigour. There is a lack of constant
mutual care, however, which ensures that the primacy is assigned to the domestic species. Domestic
species care and are taken care of; they support the wellbeing of the community.

The notion of self-reflexivity of these categories suggests that Vedic literature focuses on the
human experience and human form — a fact which will become increasingly clear in the following
chapter. There, we will encounter stories of the mythical past according to which people and other
pasus once looked and behaved the same. This dominance of the human experience does not
disregard the fact that human and non-human animals live entangled lives, on the contrary. They are
what the philosopher Donna Haraway calls “kin”: they are related in ways other than ancestry or
genealogy.* Perhaps, following the anthropologist Radhika Govindrajan, we could see a “productive
and open anthropomorphism” in the self-reflexivity of the system of categories. Govindrajan argues
that the openness to mutuality between humans and non-humans — induced by the awareness that
although the species are related, they are not one — challenges our hubris about the distinctiveness of
human animals.** In a similar manner, the category of pasu challenges the primacy of people in Vedic
literature. The primacy of pasu over other animals, however, remains.

The ontological proximity anchored in care is one of the dominant themes of this thesis, and
I will dedicate the following chapters to its exploration. Nevertheless, the thorough discussion of the
nature and history of the individual terms is the first step in understanding the entanglement of

human and nonhuman beings in ancient India.

3% Haraway: 2016, p. 99-103.
3% Govindrajan: 2018, p. 181ff.
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§ 3 The Unusual Suspect

“The world is populated with many people, only some of whom are human.”

— David Haberman, People Trees*°

What distinguishes animals from humans and constitutes the so-called “human nature”?*" For
millennia, this perennial question has been at the forefront of Philosophy and Theology, and since the
advent of the modern scientific disciplines, it has been of great interest to Biology, Psychology, and
Social Sciences. Whilst often implicit, the idea of human nature informs our assumptions about what
humans are like, their behaviour, goals, and morality. “Human nature”, say Fuentes and Visala, “has a
strong ethical and political component.”"

There seems to be no single, unified discourse to tackle the question of human nature. Some
scholars and disciplines refuse the idea altogether; others deem it a useful concept but discuss it
separately in their academic camps, in jargon often inaccessible to others. Not being a philosopher,
theologian, or anthropologist by training, I do not desire to summarise the complex interdisciplinary
research on human nature in this thesis. What I wish to discuss in this chapter, however, is the
distinctive notion of Vedic animal categorisation, that is the fact that the human being is considered
to be one of pasus, the domestic/domesticated species. This notion, I believe, has far-reaching
ontological consequences and can shed light on the Vedic idea of “humanity” and “animality”, as well

as on our own presuppositions regarding these categories.

%7° Haberman: 2013, p. 193.
57 On the idea of “human nature” and its interpretations, see Stevenson: 2013.
37 Fuentes & Visala: 2017, p. 3.
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The “unusual suspect” of this chapter is the human being: a mammal, a pasu, but not quite.
Since Charles Darwin’s ground-breaking findings in evolutionary biology, modern science has
developed “systematic tools and theories linking human capacities, development, and history to that
of other animals”.** Although, informed by Darwinian evolutionary biology, we formally identify
ourselves as a particular animal species (Homo sapiens), the “Western fundamental metaphysical
dualism”, as the anthropologist Tim Ingold calls it, prevails in our common thinking.*”* In the West,
we commonly differentiate between “culture” and “nature”, “human” and “animal”, both in colloquial

speech and in academic discourse.**

In this dualistic view, humans have certain capacities that
distinguish them from the natural world, be it intellect, soul, reasoning, first-person perspective,
laughter, bipedalism, or morality. Western modernity has been, after all, defined by bracketing out
various spheres of existence, by “the separation between humans and nonhumans on the one hand,
and between what happens 'above' [i.e. in the sphere of metaphysical] and what happens 'below’ [i.e.
in the physical world] on the other’, as Bruno Latour says.”® Writing this in 2022, when the climate
crisis is indisputably one of the largest threats that the humanity has faced so far, we can note with
David Haberman that this separation between humans and nature has “open[ed] up the possibility
for an excessive abuse of the nonhuman world with gravely negative environmental results”.*”

Whilst many have high hopes that the crisis will be solved by technological advances, human
behaviour and lifestyle must change. Although seeing themselves as in a way detached from nature,
people have always lived within the environment and their actions have shaped and altered the Earth
immensely. Many believe that the knowledge and expertise of Humanities scholarship can help to
spark this change.””®

Environmentally-inspired reading of the ancient Indian literature can be one of the many
tools which would help us rethink our own approach to the world and its various, human and non-
human inhabitants. Since the Vedic literature almost unanimously categorises the human as one of
the pasus, it challenges the Western ontological presuppositions and the separation between nature

and culture. In many Vedic narratives, the closeness of people and their companion species, especially

cattle, is clearly tangible, even ifit has not been analysed this way in the previous scholarship. Humans,

37 Fuentes & Visala: 2017, p. 5.

374 Ingold: 1994, p. 63. Ingold uses the term “Western” as a convenient shorthand, and I will follow him.

%51t is, however, important to keep in mind that, as David Haberman: 2013, p. 10, says, “like everything else,
nature and all ostensible natural phenomena are always viewed through a very particular lens that is determined
by the distinct culture and within the precise historical period in which a person is raised.”

¥7° Latour: 1993, p. 13.

77 Haberman: 2013, p. 9.

37 See, e.g. the volume on climate change and religion, edited by Haberman: 2021.
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as we will see, are not the only agents acting in the world: “The world is populated with many people,
only some of whom are human.”"

Yet just as the “fundamental metaphysical dualism” does, Vedic cosmology singles out people
from the group of domestic animals. Man is a pasu, but not quite the same, as it is not commonly
sacrificed and eaten. What Tim Ingold says about various contemporary hunter-gatherers — “human
beings, uniquely among animals, live a two-tier existence, half-in nature and half-out, both as

788 _ seems to hold true in ancient India as well.

organisms with bodies and as persons with minds

This chapter will explore the two-tier existence of people in the Vedic cosmos and will
establish what it means that the human is categorised as one of the pasus. It is worth noting that in
this chapter, I am only interested in people in relation to animals: I will not deal with the question of

. . oL, 3
Vedic society or politics.*™

The chapter will consist of four subchapters. In the first, I will discuss the
categorisation of people among pasu. In the following three subchapters, I will explore the differences

and similarities of the bodies and minds of human and non-human pasus.

%79 Haberman: 2013, p. 193.
3% Ingold: 1994, p. 63.

3% For the similarities between the classifications of pasus and the human society, see Smith: 1994, chapter 8.
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§3.1 ARE PEOPLE ANIMALS?

That the humans are often classified as pasu in ancient India is a relatively well-known fact. Not many
scholars have, however, dealt with the ontological implications of the assertion, or explored the
history of the classification. This will be the aim of this subchapter, first beginning with the
classification and its language. Some aspects of this have been already dealt with in § 2.1; therefore,
this part of the discussion can be considerably briefer.

The incorporation of humans amongst domestic animals must be, I believe, an inherited
feature of Vedic cosmology. When discussing the term pasu in chapter § 2.1.1, I touched upon the Indo-
European history of the word and argued, following Emile Benveniste, that in its earliest iterations,

the word had the meaning “movable personal possession”, chattels.**

The movable wealth, according
to Calvert Watkins, included human beings (possibly enslaved people or bondmen, although the
evidence for slavery among the Proto-Indo-Europeans is debatable).** Watkins’ argument might be
supported by the common Vedic dichotomy of two-footed and four-footed creatures. As I have
discussed in the previous chapter (especially in § 2.1.5), the bipeds are clearly people, the quadrupeds
all other animals. Describing pasu, this dichotomy is found only once in the RV but becomes a

common trope in the later Vedic literature, as we can see from the latter example below:*

RV 3.62.14

somo asmdbhyam dvipdde, cdtuspade ca pasive, Soma—for us, for the two-footed, and for the
anamivd isas karat || four-footed livestock, he will make refreshments

that bring no disease.
JB1.213

dvipadam eva tac catuspatsu pasusv adhyuhati| He thus places the two-legged |...] above the four-
tasmad dvipac catuspadah pasiun adhitisthaty legged animals. Therefore the two-legged [...]
rules the four-legged animals.**

From the Atharvaveda onwards, pasus are listed as a neat group of five canonical animals: cow, horse,
man, sheep, and goat. In all AV instances, human is listed in the middle of the pack, such as is the case

below:

3% Benveniste: 1973.

3% Watkins: 1995, p. 210-213; cf. Watkins: 1979. On IE words for slaves, see e.g. Gamkrelidze & Ivanov: 1995, p. 399-
400; Mallory & Adams: 2006, p. 269, 275.

3% As mentioned in § 2.1.1, the two- and four-footed dichotomy also applies to other terms in the RV, such as jiva
or bhuman.

3% Bodewitz’ original translation is “the two-legged man rules the four-legged animals” (emphasis mine). The
word man is, however, only implicit in the Sanskrit and therefore, I am omitting it. See Bodewitz: 1990, p. 119.
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AVS 11.2.9¢,d = AVP 16.104.9¢,d

tavemé pdrica pasdvo vibhakta | Thine {= O lord of cattle} are shared out these five
gavo dsvah purusa {AVP ad} ajavayah creatures (pasu) — cows, horses, men, sheep and
goats.

The middle position is notable as it differs from the prose passages where human is usually listed first
or last, depending on the context.** The prose lists, which we will discuss shortly, reflect the internal
hierarchy of the pasu group, with the human being of the highest importance. If the internal hierarchy
is at play in the AV as well, what does it tell us about the human beings? Perhaps the AV lists beings
according to their size, from the largest (cattle) to the smallest pasu (goat). Unfortunately, the small
number of poetic passages does not allow us to decide conclusively, although a traditional Rgvedic
grouping of cattle and horses as an initial of a metrical unit (cf. RV 4.57.1, 814.3, 9.9.9, 10.119., etc.)
could be also in the background of the structure.*”

Although the fivefold list is considered to be the “standard” enumeration (the Vedic prose, in
particular, uses the formula “livestock is fivefold” regularly),** in the later, post-Brahmana literature,
it expands into a sevenfold list to include a mule (asvatara), donkey (gardabha), or camel (ustra).*®
Equally, shorter, threefold and fourfold forms of the list are found. The latter is the case only in the AV
as far as I know,*” whilst the former occurs in the later prose as well and includes cattle, horses, and
humans, i.e. the presumably “more valuable”, or larger pasus. I quote an example of the threefold list

below:
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TS 1.5.7.3

ydtha vdi puruso 'svo gdur jiryaty evdm agnir ahito  Just as a man, a horse, a cow, are worn out, so the

Juryati fire when established wears out.

3% The only example from the YV Samhitas in which human comes in the middle is the list in TS 1.8.6.1-2 (this,
however, does not include the goat): bhesajam gavé 'svaya purusaya bhesajam dtho asmdbhyam bhesajam
siibhesajam || ydthasati sugdm mesaya mesyai “[Give] medicine for ox, for horse, for man, and medicine for us,
medicine that it be rich in healing, good for ram and sheep.”

3% Watkins: 1979, p. 278-9 suggests that human separates the “Grofvieh” (large livestock, i.e. cattle and horses)
from “Kleinvieh” (small livestock, i.e. sheep and goats), both of which are expressed with a merism, always in
singular and asyndetic. Watkins compares this with RV 9.9.9 gam dsvam rdsi virdvat, “[give] cow, horse, [and]
abundance of men”. As far as I know, Watkins’ reasoning is the only available interpretation of the structure of
these passage (Moreau: 2007 adopts Watkins’ interpretation). As I have discussed in § 2.1.1, his interpretation of
Grofivieh and Kleinvieh has not received enough traction in the Indological scholarly community, and I
personally do not find it conclusive.

3% See a random collection of TS passages as an example: TS 1.5.2.1; 2.3.2.7-8; 3.L.5.1; etc.

3% Cf. BSS 24.5, or MBh 6.5.12-14.

39 As discussed in § 2.1.3, the AVS 8.2.25 and 8.7.11 includes a couple of fourfold lists where “pasu” is used instead
of the usual last two members of the group, i.e. sheep and goats. Humans still come in the third position in these,
following cattle and horses.

8" CE. TS 3.2.3.1.
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In the Vedic prose, man is usually listed first, just as in the previous TS passage. Often, it is extolled as
the best, the strongest, or the most virile of all pasus. The Satapatha says that the pasus are “all alike,
all similar’ (sadfSyah sdrve hy eté samah sdrve, SBM 6.2.1.19) but it is quite clear that they are not:
humans have a prime spot in the classification. They are a part of it but transcend it at the same time.
According to some passages, men include all the other pasus in them, or all non-human pasus belong

to people:

SBM 7.5.2.6

tdsmad ahuh pirusah prathamdh pasinam Therefore they say that “man is the first, and
viryavattama it [...] tdsmad ahuh purusah sdrve strongest of animals.” [...] They say that “man is

pasdva iti purusasya hy évaite sarve bhavanti all animals,” for they all belong to man.

As suggested above, human is usually found in the first place in the prose lists. We have seen many
examples of this in subchapter § 2.1.6: passages such as TB 2.1.2.4, according to which the human was
created as the first being; or SBM 1.2.3.6-7 where the human is offered as the first sacrificial oblation.
This reflects the hierarchy within the group: “the man is the first, the strongest”, says the SBM.

There are, however, instances where man is listed as the last, as if he were a cherry on top of
all pasus. This is the case in the following episode from the Taittirlya Samhita which describes the
piling of the altar. Fire keeps running away, and no non-human pasu, sent by Prajapati, can contain it.
The human is the last hope and saves the day by placing the heads of the other animals under the altar.
His action becomes the prototype for the agnicayana sacrifice. It is the uniquely human ability to

sacrifice which distinguishes him from the other pasus here:

TS 5.7.10.1-2

prajapatir agnim asrjata so 'smat srstdh pran Prajapati created the fire; it created ran away east
pradaravat tdsma d$vam prdty asyat sd from him; he cast the horse at it, it turned to the
daksinavartata tdsmai vrspim prdty dasyat sd south; he cast the ram at it, it turned to the west;
pratydnn avartata tdsma rsabhdm prdty asyat s he cast the bull at it, it turned to the north; he cast
ddann avartata tdsmai bastdm prdty asyat sd the goat at it, it ran upwards. He cast the man at
urdhvo 'dravat tdsmai purusam prdty asyat ydt it. In that he puts down the heads of animals, he
pasusirsany upadddhati sarvdta evdinam || 1 piles it, winning it on every side.

avarudhya cinute | [...] || 2

The hierarchy of creatures is evident in the last two passages: the human is the most capable of all
pasus. This structure is repeated throughout the prose corpus, and the SBM offers an explanation: of

all the pasus, human is the closest one (nedistha) to Prajapati (SBM 5.2.1.6).
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In previous chapters, I have noted the increasing importance of ritual in the middle Vedic
period. This evolution has brought about an apparent change in the pantheon: the emergence of the
god Prajapati. As Jan Gonda explained in many publications, Prajapati was a relatively minor divine

figure in the Rgveda, only occurring in the late mandalas.**

Incrementally, he became the key creative
force in the universe, embodying the power of ritual. In the prose texts, he acts as the sole creator of
the whole world and its inhabitants, and the instigator of many primordial ritual acts. In short,
Prajapati occupies a prominent position amongst the gods of the Vedic Brahmanas.

As a creator of all species, Prajapati is, so to speak, a prototypical being himself, and the
human is his mortal counterpart. Both are said to be the strongest or most vigorous of their kind
(Prajapati in SBM 13.1.2.5, human in SBM 7.5.2.6). Prajapati’s attributes are replicated within humanity:
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just like human beings, Prajapati is without skin (atvac, SBM 5.1.3.8)** and hornless (tipara, SBM
5.2.1.6). Whilst the fact that the human is one of the domestic animals is an inherited, old notion, the
idea of the human closeness to a divine figure — Prajapati — is an unmistakeable development of the
Vedic prose. In the Samhitas, the divine and earthly sphere are sensu stricto separate, even though
gods come down to earth to participate in rituals (which are, as Jamison and Witzel note, really a
complex system of exchange between many parties, not only gods and humans but also the ancestors,
rsis, and more abstract universal powers).** Whilst some of the gods of the earliest Vedic poetry are
said to create human beings (for example, Tvastr in RV 10.10.5 is said to be the begetter of Yama and
Yamli, the first mortal couple), there is a distinct absence of an universal cosmogony, anthropogony,
or eschatology, and a lack of an universal divine anthropomorphism.** As Jamison and Brereton note,
the gods of the Rgveda are unlike the Greek or Old Norse gods in their lack of human behaviour,
interests, or social structure.*® In the earliest Vedic poetry, humans and gods seem to be on different
ontological planes. Nevertheless, this changes in the middle Vedic period. The evolution in ritual
suddenly enables the sacrificer to control both the macrocosmos and microcosmos. Through ritual,
human power approximates the divine which, I suggest, translates into an ontological closeness to the
god Prajapati. Prajapati, it is worth noting, is not the only god measured against the human. In another

instance, the SBM calls the human “the Indra of pasus”:

92 Gonda: 1982, 1984, 1986, 1989.

39 We will explore this attribute of the human race in the chapter § 4.

%94 Jamison & Witzel: 1992, p. 44.

%% On cosmology and eschatology, see especially the collection of articles by Bodewitz: 2019.
39 Jamison & Brereton: 2020, p. 62-3.
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SBM 4.5.5.7

esa val Sukro yd esa tdpaty esd u ButtheSukra{=bright;name ofa cup} is the same
evéndrah piruso vai pasinam aindras tdsmat as he that burns yonder, and he indeed is Indra;
pasiinam iste || and of animals, man is Indra-like: whence he

rules over animals.

“Are people animals?”, I asked in the heading of this subchapter. Until this point, I have been
predominantly discussing whether they are a very particular kind of an animal, pasu. The answer to
this question is not straightforward and depends on the time frame and genre of Vedic literature. For
the early poetry, the human indeed seems to be a domestic animal, albeit namely categorised as such
only in the AV. In the Vedic prose, the human “lives a two-tier existence”, to borrow Ingold’s phrase
mentioned above.*” On one hand, the human is close to Prajapati, created by him in his image; on the
other hand, he is a pasu, albeit the first and the strongest of them. If we imagine it as a Venn diagram,
“humanity” is for the Vedic cosmos the overlap between pasu and Prajapati. Moreover, hierarchy is in
play: human is to other pasus what Prajapati is to the human. As Brian Smith describes it: “In relation
to others, [...] the sacrificer himself functions as a prototype with counterparts. An animal, being more
nearly resembling the sacrificer than vegetable oblations, in turn stands as the prototype in relation
to the lesser forms within the series.”***

If we accept the axiom that the human is a pasu, albeit an unusual one, the next question is
whether people could be wild animals (mrga or aranya pasu). Charles Malamoud and Ronan Moreau
argue that in several Vedic passages, especially those concerning the asvamedha, this might be the
case: according to them, humans are listed among the wild animals.*® The human comes from the
wilderness, Moreau suggests, but fears it and tries to escape it by including itself in the pasu category:

“Moreover, to place oneself among the domestic pasii- as the first of them is undoubtedly a means for

man to isolate himself from an element which he seems to dread, the dranya-. He tries to step aside to

remove the savagery that may be in him. Indeed, on several occasions, man tends to be embedded in

2400

the wilderness.

%7 Ingold: 1994, p. 63.

39 Smith: 1989, p. 75.

399 Moreau: 2007; Malamoud: 1996. Moreau’s interpretations are often based on Malamoud.

% Moreau: 2007, p. 58. Translation is mine; French original: « De plus, se mettre parmi les pasi- domestiques
comme le premier d’entre eux est sans doute un moyen pour 'homme de s'isoler d'un élément qu’il semble
redouter, 'dranya-. 11 tente de s'écarter, voire de retirer la sauvagerie qui peut étre en lui. En effet a plusieurs
reprises, ’homme tend a étre intégré dans le monde sauvage. » Many thanks to Carmen Spiers for pointing out
Ronan Moreau’s work to me (personal conversation, 14 June 2022.)
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I do not share Malamoud’s and Moreau’s opinion that people are categorised as wild animals in Vedic
literature — or at least, not all people. I am hesitant because the primary sources that Malamoud refers
to in order to support his argument are ambiguous and rely on an interpretation of a single compound:
the word purusamrga.*” This creature is a listed among the many sacrificial victims during the

asvamedha ritual, such as in the example passage below:
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TS 5.5.15.1

purusamrgds — candrdmase  godhda  kalaka The purusamrga {is sacrificed} to the moon; the
darvaghatds té vanaspdtinam |...] || lizard, the kalaka,** the woodpecker, these are
for the trees; [ ...].

Malamoud, it seems, understands purusamrga to be a sort of a wild human, a synonym of the slightly
more common term kimpurusa. This is not, however, a universally accepted interpretation.

The word kimpurusa, literally translated as “what-sort-of-a-man”, has appeared a few times in
the preceding sections, and it might be beneficial to finally discuss it in more detail now. The term and
its synonyms (kimnara, mayu aranya, and perhaps purusamrga) are used to describe aranya
counterparts of the Vedic people, as in the following passage from the SBM. This passage, which we
have discussed in full in § 2.1.6, describes how in the mythical past, the sacrificial essence (medha)
travelled between various pasus. The human was the first creature to be sacrificed, and when the

sacrificial essence left him, he became the kimpurusa, “what-kind-of-a-man”:

SBM 1.2.3.9

sayam ptirusam alabhanta | sd kimpiiruso 'bhavad ~ The man (purusa) whom they had offered up

became a mock-man (kimpurusa).

Since the word occurs relatively rarely and always in similar ritual contexts throughout the corpus, the

identity of kimpurusa is obscure. It is said to be either an ape/monkey or a wild human — perhaps one

#* Malamoud: 1996, p. 74, references TS 5.5.uff; TB 3.9.3.3; VS 24.1 (he does not mention the parallel in MS 3.14.16).
All three passages, however, mention only the compound purusamrga which is understood to be either a term
for non-Vedic people or a male deer. There is no other mention of people as sacrificial oblations in these and
other asvamedha passages.

2 Similar formulations are found in the texts of the other $akhas: KSV 7.5 purusamrgas candramase; MS 13.14.16
purusamrgds candramasds; VS 24.35 purusamrgds candrdamaso. As Professor Minkowski suggested to me, the
fact that the purusamrga is sacrificed to the Moon might be telling: their unanimous association suggest a
bandha, bond between the deity and the creature, in a similar way that there is a connection between the
woodpecker and the tree. The nature of the connection between them is, however, unclear.

% The meaning of kalaka is obscure: the TS commentators, Keith says in a note, use a synonym sarata, a female
lizard/chameleon, possibly drawing onto its vicinity to godha. MW offers the meaning “small bird”. Due to the
inconclusive evidence, I am using the Sanskrit term.
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of the non-Vedic tribal people, indigenous to the Indian subcontinent.** Due to the brevity of our
sources, it is hard to tell what exactly the Vedic people designated with the term. From the context of
the passage above, it is clear that it is a wild counterpart of human beings, perhaps similar in shape
and form, just as a gayal is the wild counterpart of domestic cattle. The VS 13.47 glosses the word
kimpurusa as “the man we hate” which would suggest that it is a term for people living outside of the
Vedic society.

Other terms are sometimes found in place of kimpurusa. One of them is kimnara (often
spelled kinnara in secondary literature), a term which has a similar morphology and meaning to
kimpurusa. It occurs mostly in later Dharmasastra sources (e.g. MDS 1.39). Yet another synonym is
mayu aranya which is listed as the wild counterpart of a human being in TS 4.2.101. Brian Smith
understands the term as “the barbarian of the jungle”.*” According to the SBM, it is synonymous with

kimpurusa, and it can be sacrificed to Agni:

SBM 7.5.2.32

etdn mayum pasum médham agne jusasvéti Graciously accept thou, o Agni, the sham-man,
kimpuruso vai mayiih kimpurusdm agne jusasvéty the victim, as {offering}!** A sham-man is a
purusamrgds candramasds [... | tdn mayat casucam kimpurusa  [=mock-man]:  thus, “accept
dddhati yam ca dvésti tdsmims ca graciously the kimpurusa, O Agni!” [..] He

thereby lays burning heat into the sham-man,

and into him whom he hates.

Lastly, purusamrga is a compound that is sometimes understood as another synonym of these
terms.*” Its meaning is unclear: from the context, it seems to be yet another term for a person of non-
Vedic provenience (“wild man”, says Brian Smith), although some understand it as a term for a male
deer.® Since the number of occurrences is relatively low, there is not enough contextual background

to decide which of the two options is more likely.

4 SBM trl Eggeling, vol. 1, p. 51, n. 3, where he lists all the various interpretations. Cf. Parpola: 1983, who argues
that the term kimpurusa is an Indo-Aryan rendering of the originally Dravidian term kinnara, used for a string
musical instrument. Since Parpola’s interpretation is wildly different from usual stream of argumentation, I am
hesitant to say whether I agree or disagree with it.

5 Smith: 1994, p. 252. Keith translates it as the “wailer in the forest”. See also $B 1.2.3.6-9, 7.5.2.3; AB 2.8; and TB
3.4.12.1.

#% 1 am modifying Eggeling’s translation “pith” to “offering” for the sake of continuity with my previous
translations.

*7TS 5.5.15.1; VS 24.35; and MS 3.14.16.

8 Smith: 1994, p. 252. Monier-Williams lists it as “male antelope”, Griffith in his translation of the VS as “buck”
(Griffith trl VS, p. 222).

116



These four terms are relatively rare in the Vedic corpus, each of them occurring only a handful
of times. Despite that, they are significant since they suggest that not every human being is the same
for the Vedic mind (provided that these are indeed terms for non-Vedic people), just as not every
animal is sensu stricto a pasu. If they indeed are terms for non-Vedic people, they reveal that humans
can be not only categorised as animals, but that they can be distinguished according to their habitat
which, in turn, signifies lifestyle and values. The Vedic people, living in the grama, whom other people
do not fear and who can sacrifice, are the domestic pasus. The non-Vedic inhabitants of the Indian
subcontinent are a counterpart of the aranya animals; like them, they do not have enough medha,
sacrificial essence, and do not thus participate on ritual actions. Since they are categorised as such,
they can be included in the lists of asvamedha victims that are tethered to a post at the sacrificial
grounds and released towards the end of the ritual. As we have seen above, it is ritual activity that
distinguishes culture from nature and gramya from aranya, and in this sense, it applies to purusa and
its counterparts as well.

If we accept that terms such as kimpurusa or purusamrga are terms for the non-Vedic
population of the Indian subcontinent, then we could, perhaps, agree with Malamoud that people are
indeed classified as wild animals. However, this is not applied to all people universally, and those who
composed the Vedic literature upon which we base our understanding of the culture certainly did not
see themselves as such.

In this section, we have established that humans are classified among animals in the Vedic
corpus: in the majority of cases, they are known to be pasu; infrequently and under specific
circumstances, they can be classified among wild animals. Despite being classified as animals,
however, humans are undeniably unlike the rest of the category. There are many things that make the
human stand out according to the Vedas: certain aspects of bodily composition or mental prowess,
signified by the ability to speak and sacrifice. Equally, there are many things that humans and non-
humans have in common.

Both criteria — the bodily and mental — help us clarify what it means to be human and animal.
Before exploring them in the following subchapters, there is nevertheless a word of caution to be said.
The divide between human and non-human beings, which maintains a firm boundary between the
two, has been one of the foundational tenets of modern Western thought. This means, as David
Haberman notes, “that spirit, soul, emotions, feelings, sentience, consciousness, and meaningful

relationships are all predominantly restricted to the realm of the human.”*® With the dualistic

9 Haberman: 2013, p. 11.
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viewpoint deeply inscribed into our thinking, it can be easy to project this ontological paradigm onto
a culture where it does not apply.* It is thus important to keep in mind that although the human
might be distinct from other pasus in many characteristic features, there is no suggestion of a separate
ontological status. For the Vedic literature, man is not the Protagorean measure of all things; the whole

category of pasu is.
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Cf. Descola et al.: 1996, p. 82.
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§3.2 BODILY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN PEOPLE AND ANIMALS

In chapter § 2.1.5, I discussed the animal classifications based on anatomical criteria. Traditionally,
pasu (unlike mrga or aranya pasu) are classified on the basis of shape and number of feet, and number
of incisor teeth. Pasu, as we have seen, can be two-footed or four-footed (dvipad or catuspad), whole-
hoofed (also called odd-toed, or — in Linnean jargon — Perissodactyla) or cloven-hoofed (ekasapha or
dvisapha, or Artiodactyla), and with incisor teeth in the lower jaw or in both jaws (anyatodat/ekatodat
or ubhayadat). Not all of the categories are explicitly named or used at the time of the middle Vedic
prose, as I have discussed earlier; they become a coherent and explicit system only by the time of the
Dharmasastra literature.*”

Excluding humans, the group of the four standard non-human pasus can be divided into two
based on the anatomical criteria. Both of these groups are quadruped. The first group are the odd-toed
animals with incisors in both jaws (ekasapha and ubhayadat), represented solely by the horse (and
possibly other equids, such as the donkey in AVS 5.31.3); the other are the cloven-hoofed animals with
incisor in lower jaws, represented by cow, goat, and sheep. How does the human fit among these two?

First of all, man is the only pasu that is two-footed:

AB 3.31**

dvipratistho vai purusas catuspadah pasavo, Man has a double support, domestic animals
yajamanam eva tad dvipratistham catuspatsu have four feet; verily thus he causes {the
pasusu pratisthapayati | yajamana} with his double support to find

support in four-footed cattle.

Unlike the other pasus, the human has feet (pada), not hoofs (sapha), and therefore it can be
categorised neither as whole-hoofed nor cloven-hoofed. The lack of hoofs obviously singles human
out from the rest of pasu. Whilst the Vedic prose does not explicitly mention that the human belongs
to a different group than the rest, the later legal literature categorises the human among the five-
clawed (paricanakha) animals. These are, apart from a handful of exceptions, inedible.** Lastly, the
teeth: the human has incisors in both jaws, like the horse. The TS 2.2.6.3-4 notes that the horse and the

human are on a par in this matter: “were not both of these criteria [of feet and teeth] simultaneously

# Olivelle: 2002b.
2 Cf. TS 4.2.10.1-2; VS 17.47-48; SBM 7.5.2.32, etc. | am modifying Keith’s translation “[...] he causes men [...]" to
“he causes the yajamana [...]” to convey the Sanskrit.

#3 The edible five-clawed animals are the porcupine, hedgehog, monitor lizard, rhinoceros, tortoise, and the

hare. See MDS 5.17-18; cf. Smith: 1991, p. 529. On the inclusion of rhinoceros, see Jamison: 1998.
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in play,” says Brian Smith, “humans, on the one hand, and the horses and asses, on the other, would
not be categorically different.”**

These are the anatomical criteria traditionally applied to pasu, amply discussed by Smith,
Olivelle, Moreau, and others.** There are, however, other bodily differences that set people apart from
other animals. Since they are not usually listed in such a structured manner as the anatomical criteria
and are not utilised in the Dharmasastric dietetical rules (although some seem to precede them), they
are only rarely picked up on in the secondary literature. In the primary sources, some of these bodily
differences are expressed explicitly, others are rarer, more implicit, or subtler.

In the following three sections, I will describe three examples and show that although
mentioned less often, they are equally important for the definition of animal and human in Vedic

literature. We will see that despite classifying people as pasu, the Vedic corpus perceives more

differences between people and animals than the lack of hoofs.

§3.2.1 DEXTERITY
In the post-Vedic legal literature, the human is known to be one of the five-clawed (paricanakha)
species. Although this category is unknown to the Vedic corpus, we find a TS passage which notices
the unusual human hand and classifies human as one of the three animal species with prehensile,

dexterous limbs:

TS 6.4.5.7%°

kdsmad sdtyat trayah pasunam hdstadana itiydttrir - The theologians say, “For what reason is it that
upamsum  hdstena vigrhnati tdsmad trdyah three animals take by the hand?” In that thrice he
pasiinam hdstadanah puruso hasti markdtah | draws separately the Upaméu with his hand,

therefore there are three animals which take by

the hand, man, the elephant, and the ape.

This passage is a complex piece of prose to unpack. Charles Malamoud and Ronan Moreau, the only
interpreters of this passage that I know of, argue that by virtue of being placed alongside an elephant
and monkey, man is considered to be a forest animal.*” For Malamoud (and Moreau follows him in
this), this is part of a larger interpretation of human beings as wild animals which we have discussed

above. For Malamoud, the human has one foot in the wilderness and one foot in the domestic sphere,

#4 Smith: 1994, p. 245.

#5 Smith: 1989; 1991; 1990. Olivelle: 2002b. Moreau: 2007. The terminology is also discussed by Macdonell: 1912.
#6 Cf. BSS 24.5.

#7 Moreau: 2007, p. 58. Malamoud: 1996, p. 84-5.
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perhaps more akin to an animal than wanted. Malamoud supports this interpretation by a few
asvamedha passages, stating that the human is listed among wild animals in these. These passages,
however, do not include any general term for a human - only the relatively rare compound
purusamrga which 1 discussed towards the end of the previous subchapter.*® According to some
interpretations, the word might signify a “wild human”, perhaps an indigenous, non-Vedic inhabitant
of the Indian subcontinent; due to a small number of occurrences, however, this translation is
inconclusive. Even if it meant “wild human”, it certainly would not suggest that all humans are
understood to be wild animals. That is, however, not the case in the passage TS 6.4.5.7 above, where
the unambiguous term purusa is used.

The basis of Malamoud’s argument is, therefore, not solid. Principally, I agree with his larger
interpretation that the human is a being which exists on the border of nature and culture. This is, after
all, the point of this chapter: a Vedic human is classified as a domestic animal but is, in fact, radically
different from the rest of the group. Contra Malamoud (and Moreau), I would argue that positioning
purusa alongside elephant and monkey/ape does not mean that he is categorised as a wild animal; on
the contrary.

My reasoning for this is twofold. First, the term pasu is used. A possible interpretation could
be that the term pasu broadens its semantic field in the prose literature, with the word being applied
to larger group of animals, such as aranya pasu. This could certainly apply here, seeing that elephant
and monkey/ape are listed alongside the human. Second, I suggest that the reason that these three
animals are grouped together is not because they are wild animals; it is their capability to grasp. Fine
motor skills, opposable thumbs, or the capacity to use tools, such as the ritual cups in the passage
above, are consistently and quintessentially human features.*® The human is listed as first in the group
of three: clearly, he is the prototype of dexterity, and elephant and monkey/ape are his animal
counterparts. The term used for an elephant, Aastin-, could be an evidence of this, too. Its name clearly
derives from the term for a human hand, hasta — that is, the human and his capability to grasp by its

hand serve as the prototype for understanding the movements of the elephant's trunk.*” The three of

#$ Malamoud: 1996, p. 283, n. 2. He also includes TB 3.9.3.3 where is no mention of the word purusa whatsoever.
#9 Many studies show that a range of animals have the capacity to use tools, from birds to mammals, although
the fine motoric skills of primates possessing opposable thumbs is the most considerable. See, e.g. Shumaker &
Walkup: 2011; Humle: 2012.

#° Another clue that a man is, at least on the level of myth, understood as a prototype for the elephant might be
a passage from SBM 3.1.3. There, the human and the elephant are said to come from Martanda (literally
“stemming from a dead foetus”, in translation of Brereton), the last child of Aditi, who was born as an unformed
lump of matter. As the SBM 3.1.3.4 says: “They accordingly fashioned it as this man is fashioned. The flesh which
was cut off him, and thrown down in a lump, became the elephant: hence they say that one must not accept an
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them stand apart from all the other animals which cannot grasp as easily, and the human is their prime

example.

§ 3.2.2 PROCREATION STRATEGIES
When discussing the traditional classification methods in § 2.1.5, I noted that the late- and post-Vedic
literature includes classifications on the basis of procreation. The Chandogya Upanisad, for example,
distinguishes beings into three categories: “There are, as you can see, only three sources from which
these creatures here originate: they are born from eggs, from living individuals, or from sprouts.”**
Although we do not find classifications such as this in the earlier Vedic texts, the prose
literature discusses certain differences in procreation, namely the form of a sexual intercourse. As we

have seen in § 2.1.4, the Aitareya Brahmana notes that when having intercourse, humans face each

other, whereas the four-footed animals have their face averted (pararic):

AB 2.38

pararicam catuspady asinam abhyahvayate, tasmat To him he {= hotr} calls as he {= adhvaryu}
paraiico bhutva catuspado retah sificanti samyan  {sits}*** on all fours with averted face; therefore
dvipad bhavati, tasmat samyarico bhiitva dvipado turning their backs quadrupeds pour seed; when
retah sificanti he faces him who faces him he becomes two-

footed; therefore bipeds facing [each other] emit

seed.

Furthermore, the Vedic prose includes information on breeding of various domestic species. In § 2.1.4,
I have already discussed JB 1.67, according to which the maximum gestation period of pasu is twelve
months. There are other passages, especially pertaining to the procreation of goats and sheep.** An
example is the SBM 5.2.1.24, according to which goats give birth three times a year to two to three

young.** Brian Smith deduces from this passage that “we might have here [i.e. in goats and sheep] a

elephant [as a gift], since the elephant has sprung from man.” Cf. MS 1.6.12; KS 11.6; TS 6.5.6; and Brereton: 1981,
p- 2441f.

#!ChU 6.3.1, I am using the translation of Olivelle: 1998, p. 247. The most complete classification of this kind is
found in MDS 1.39-48.

#2] am diverting from Keith’s translation in two ways. First, I identify the two agents of the ritual action as hotr
and adhvaryu. Second, I translate catuspady asinam as “sits on all fours” rather than Keith's “lies”. Although not
apt, as suggested to me by Professor Minkowski (e-mail communication, 21 July 2022), it is at least closer to the
meaning of Vas- than “lie”.

3 Consider also the similarity between people and animals in that they like to have an intercourse in private.
JB 1250 says: “Since a man wanting to sleep with a woman looks for a secret hiding-place and the other living
beings, the animals, cover each other in the presence of each other[...].”

4 For the SBM, this suggests their affinity to Prajapati who equally bears multiple offspring. Cf. SBM 4.5.5.6, 9;
TS 6.5.10.1.
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category based on the fecundity (a short gestation period and the ability to produce multiple
births)”.**® The Vedic texts, nevertheless, neither mention any difference in procreation between
animals and humans, nor establish a category of animals based on their procreation strategies. This
does not mean that they failed to perceive any differences — seeing that the SBM mention that goats
and sheep have a specific breeding pattern is, perhaps, evidence of the perception that other pasu

differ from humans.

§ 3.2.3 STANDING TALL*®
Time and again, we have seen that the human is said to be the only two-footed pasu.*” Human
bipedality brings an obvious consequence: the human being is the only creature that spends most of
its time upright.** Although the Vedic texts mention human bipedality and vertical posture in many
instances, marking it as a clear difference between humans and animals, the scholars writing about
animals in the Veda usually mention it only in passing.**® The upright posture might seem too obvious
a point to consider for us, human researchers who consistently experience the world as two-footed
and upright creatures. Nevertheless, it is a frequently alluded-to feature of human nature in the Vedic
texts and an important evidence of how human-animal differences might have been perceived.

Let me begin this section with a peculiar passage from the Satapatha Brahmana which
provides an explanation of the use of the sacrificial post (yupa) during the animal sacrifice
(pasubandha). According to this passage, in the mythical past, all pasus used to stand erect (ucchrita)
and on two feet, just as people do. Animals, due to their fear of the sacrificial post, however, collapsed

down on all fours. Since then, their characteristic bodily posture became four-footed.

#5 Smith: 1994, p. 245.

#° This section was presented as a standalone paper called Standing Tall in Vedic in the panel “Language, Myth
and Ritual in Vedic Tradition” at the American Oriental Society Meeting, Boston, USA, in March 2022. Many
thanks are due to the Balliol College and Max Miiller Fund for helping me to fund the conference trip. In
preparation for the AOS, I presented the first version of the paper at the Graduate Indology Seminar in Oxford
in February 2022. I would like to thank to all who have given me a feedback to the draft paper but especially to
Dr Elizabeth Tucker whose excellent remarks helped me to fine-tune the argument.

*7 Cf. Lazzeroni: 1975.

8 Strictly speaking, other primates are bipedal as well. Their bipedality is, however, not consistent — what
matters is the “distinctive way of moving”, as the theoretician of movement Maxine Sheets-Johnstone: 201, p. 117,
callsit.

#9 Smith: 1991, p. 530; Smith: 1994, p. 244. According to Patrick Olivelle: 2002b, p. 10, the categorisation of animals
based on the number of feet did not play any significant role in the later Dharmasastric dietetic rules;
nevertheless, it seems to be a productive category in the earlier Vedic literature.
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SBM 3.7.3.1-2

[...] nd ha va etdsma dgre pasdvas caksamire yad Well, animals did not at first submit thereto that
dnnam dbhavisyan ydthedam dnnam bhutd ydtha they should become food, as they are now
haivaydm dvipat purusa tcchrita evim haivd become food; for just as man here walks two-
dvipdda ticchritas ceruh ||1 footed and erect, so did they walk two-footed and
[...] tam ticchisriyus tasmad bhisa praviiyanta tdtas  erect. Then the gods [...] raised it {=the sacrificial
cdtuspada abhavams taté ‘'nnam abhavan |...] || 2 post}, and from thereof they [the animals] shrunk

together and thus became four-footed and thus

became food [...].

Notice, first of all, that the human shape — erect and two-footed— is the prototypical body in this
passage, just as the human hand was the prototypical dexterous limb. Originally two-footed and
upright, animals evolve into a different form and become food, annam, due to their fear of the
sacrificial post. Their new form is distinctly opposed to people, four-footed and shrunken. In this, we
can glimpse a distant echo of the Classical Sanskrit word tiryaric, “horizontal”, used for animals since
the Manusmrti.**°

To understand the idea of the difference between the erect and horizontal posture, let me
carefully explore the term used in the SBM passage: ucchrita, a past passive participle of the verb Vsri,
srayati, with the preverb ud, and its synonyms. In general, both in Vedic prose and poetry, the forms

of this verb are fairly limited, and usually signify standing or rising up.*'

It is used, for example, for the
god Savitr, rising up over the clouds (AVS 13.4.3). In SBM 1.4.4.8, we find another example in a mythical
story where the gods are said to defend the sacrifice from their agelong enemies, the Asuras, by
standing erect on the south side of the sacrificial ground. Their upright posture signifies strength, “for
strength is, as it were, always erect”.

The forms of the verb ud + Vsri seem to be synonymous with another phrase, used much more
commonly to signify the upright position: the verb of standing Vsthq, tisthati, in conjunction with the

adjective ardhva. The affinity of the two phrases is suggested by the following RV passage where they

are used interchangeably:

RV 3.8.¢, 3a**

ydd urdhvds tistha dravinehd dhattad [...] || 1 1. When you will stand erect, after that establish

lic chrayasva vanaspate, varsman prthiviyd ddhi||3  material goods here [...].

4°See MDS 5.40. Many thanks to Dr Seema Chauhan for this suggestion (feedback at the Graduate Indology
Seminar, Oxford, 22 February 2022).

' For example, RV 3.8.3, 7.62.1, 7.76.1; AVS 3.12.2, 6.142.1-2, 12.3.15, 13.4.3; KB 10.2 (here used for a sacrificial post
again); SBM 1.4.4.8, 3.7.2.2, 3.7.3.1.

%2 Cf. AB 2.2.
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3. Rise up, Lord of the Forest, upon the height of
the earth.

It is indeed the phrase irdhva + Vstha which is found elsewhere in the Vedic literature to express the
idea that people stand erect. Previous scholarship has recognised it as an inherited phrase with
cognates in Greek, Avestan, and Ossetic.*® It has been interpreted by a number of scholars, the
majority of whom aimed to explain the Avestan cognate of the phrase, the hapax legomenon aradfd
histanta, found in Yt 13.76, in the so-called Frawardin Yast.*** The Avestan phrase applies to the
frawrtis, a group of powerful guardian and ancestor spirits or deities, who are said to rise up. When
looking for an explanation of this hapax, Hermann Lommel argued — influenced by the passage RV
1.36.13, where Agni is pleaded to “stand upright to help like Savitar™® — that iirdhva + Vstha does not
mean simply standing up but “standing ready to help another being”.*° In turn, Lommel applied this
interpretation not only to the Avestan phrase but to all of the manifold Rgvedic passages. Yet a detailed
reading of all the occurrences shows that Lommel’s interpretation might have to be reconsidered, as
well as the interpretation of Kuiper, who claimed that “the erect position represents life, and the
victory oflife over death”.*

The phrase occurs mostly in the RV, where it describes a very specific set of agents: certain
deities and everyday objects alike.®® First, it seems to be a stock description of the sacrificial post.
Celestial phenomena such as the Dawn or the Sun are amongst its more common subjects, clearly
being described as such due to their position and movement high up in heavens. As an example,
consider the first of the two following RV verses which was one of the passages influencing Kuiper's

idea of immortality connected with the word @rdhva. The contrast with the following passage RV

3 For the Greek cognates see Schmitt: 1967, p. 249-52, and West: 2007, p. 339 (the latter on éstasen orthous from
Pindar’s Pyth. 3.53). On the Ossetic evidence (Digor urdug-istdg, and Iron urdydz-ystdg, turdyg-ustdg “attendant
at table”), see Bailey: 1954, p. 129. On Avestan aradfd histanta (Yt 13.76), see Malandra: 2018, Lommel: 1931, p. 270-
2, and Kuiper: 1960, p. 217-281.

B41Yt13.76 ta zt hantiyaskarastomd, ‘awayd ‘mainiwa damagn, ya asaungm vaywhis sard spantd frawagayo, ya tada
aradfd histanta, yat mainya damagn daiditam, yasca spanto mainyus yasca anro. “For they are the bravest / of the
creation of both those Spirits / [the good strong, beneficent Frawrtis of the righteous] /who rose up [to help]
then / when the two Spirits created [their] creations / [both Spanta Manyu and Ahra Manyu].” From the edition
and translation of William Malandra: 2018, p. 99, 149-150. Notice that Malandra uses Lommel’s interpretation of
the expression.

5 RV 1.36.13a: iirdhvd i st na itdye, tistha devo nd savita.

4% Lommel: 1931, p. 270-2.

#7 Kuiper: 1960, p. 217-281.

4% The word itrdhva occurs in the RV about 75 times. About a third of these (ca. 25 instances) are connected with
forms of the verb Vstha.
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5.80.5 which compares the Dawn to a female bather, nevertheless, clearly refutes this idea of

immortality connected with the phrase.*

RV 3.61.3a,b

Usah pratici bhivanani visva, urdhva tisthasi Dawn, facing all beings, you stand erect as the
ampftasya ketiih | beacon of the immortal one.

RV 5.80.5a,b

esd Subhrd nd tanivo vidand, irdhvéva snati drsdye ~ She [=Dawn], like a beauty who knows her own

no asthat | body, has stood up erectlike a bather for us to see.

Furthermore, the phrase is applied to the male gods of the RV, in particular Savitr, Indra, and Agni. In
the case of Agni, the phrase describes him in a theomorphic form as well as a blazing fire whose flames
are upright.* Finally, Indra’s usual position is upright, bearing weapons or striking his enemies, such

as in the following passage:

RV 2.30.3a,b*"

urdhvé hi dsthad ddhi antdrikse, ddha vrtraya prdé  For he took his stand, erect, in the midspace.
vadhdm jabhara | Then he bore his murderous weapon down

toward Vrtra.

Indra’s upright position is particularly telling, as his main opponent, Vrtra, is repeatedly described by
the poets of the Rgveda as lying, clearly showing his inactivity at the time of his defeat.** In this, we
see the values attached to the respective bodily positions: standing upright signifies strength and
might, lying down weakness, defeat, and death.

Although these occurrences are not exhaustive, it is clear that standing upright holds a
positive quality for the RV. I would argue that rather than helpfulness or Kuiper’s “resurrection oflife”,
the phrase signifies activity and a certain sense of agency which the gods have when they are described
as such. With other objects, such as the sacrificial post, trees, or a blazing fire, it seems that being
upright is their natural, ideal state. The same is the case for a synonym of the phrase, that is the verb

Vstha with the preverb ud-, which occurs about 22 times in the RV in similar contexts, such as RV 4.18.8

%9 Many thanks to Dr Elizabeth Tucker for bringing this passage to my attention (feedback at the Graduate
Indology Seminar, Oxford, 22 February 2022).

RV 5.1.2; 6.63.4.

' Cf. RV 10.23.1,10.123.7 = 9.85.12.

#2 On Vrtra lying defeated, see RV 1.32.8,10; 1.52.6; 2.11.9; 3.32.6, 11; 4.19.2-3; 5.32.2,6,8; etc. Cf. RV 7.103 where the
frogs are described as “lying like a dried leather bag in the pond”, and RV 10.108.4 where Sarama threatens to the
Panis “Smashed by Indra, Panis, you will lie still”.
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where Indra is said to be standing “up with his might”.*** Comparatively, without any qualification of
a preverb or adjective, Vsthad seems to be a perfectly neutral term. Moreover, and this is important for
my argument about the late Vedic prose, becoming upright is a goal, or a quality that humans strive
for, as we can see in RV 1.36.14 where Agni is asked to “make us upright to move and live”, krdhi na
irdhvan cardthaya jivdse.

Comparing the Rgvedic instances to the Atharvaveda Sambhita, the situation starts appearing
slightly different. In both of the recensions of the AV, ardhva stha occurs only a handful of times.**
Standing upright occurs in the context of martial activity, again applied to a god, such as in
AVS 19.46.2.* There is also the sense of a natural state of being upright: in AVP 20.34.7 (= AVS 6.44.1),
everything in the world is described as standing, and trees as sleeping upright.

Perhaps the most notable instance of this phrase in the Atharvaveda is the conclusion of the
famous healing hymn AVS 4.12, first identified by Adalbert Kuhn as a parallel of the Old High German
Merseburg Spells.*’ Its penultimate verse, delivered after the highly formulaic healing ritual, is a non-

metrical phrase comparing the healed individual to a well-serviced chariot.

AVS 4.12.6*
sd ut tistha préhi prd drava rdthah sucakrdh | So stand up, go on, run on [as] a chariot well-
supavih sundbhih prdti tisthordhvdbh | wheeled, well-tyred, well-naved. Stand firm

upright.

The idea is clear: when a human being stands upright, it signifies its correct, healthy state. The upright
human runs as well as a well-wheeled chariot. Compared to the trees, fires, and sacrificial posts,
phenomena often described with the same vocabulary, we could deduce that upright state is not only
healthy but also “natural” (I am using this charged term in the sense of “innate”, “inherent”).

In the Brahmanas, there are not many occurrences of the phrase. The primary examples are

Rgvedic mantras, repeated during a ritual, for example the mantras from RV 3.8, quoted by AB 2.2 on

the occasion of raising up a sacrificial post. Nevertheless, a few passages might elucidate the meaning

#3 That the phrase ud + Vstha is synonymous with @irdhva + Vstha is suggested e.g. in AVS 4.12.6 which uses them
interchangeably. See the full quote below.

**The majority of instances of the word @irdhva are in the term for one of the cardinal directions ardhva dis,
“zenith”. Apart from a single exception, I will not treat these in this discussion.

5 Cf. AVP 4.23.2.

% Kuhn: 1864. Discussed in Watkins: 1995, p. 523ff., and West: 2007, p. 337-9.

#71 am using the translation of M. L. West from West: 2007, p. 337. The parallel in AVP 4.5.17 omits the
preposition ardhva, concluding with prati tistha evam. Cf. AVP 1.101.4, Pindar’s Pyth. 3.53 (éstasen orthous).
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of the phrase. The following passage from the Kausitaki Brahmana passage is a good example of the

evolution in its meaning and the concept in the prose literature:

KB 7.6

athabravid aditih, mahyam ekam anndahutim Thensaid Aditi, “Do ye offer to me one libation of
Jjuhutaham ekam disam prajiiasyamiti | tasya food;thenshallldiscern one quarter.” To her they
ajuhavuh | sordhvam disam prajanat | iyam va offered; she discerned the zenith (ardhvam
aditih| tasmad asyam urdhva osadhaya urdhva disam); Aditi is this [earth]; therefore on this
vanaspataya urdhva manusya uttisthanti | urdhvo [earth] plants grow upright, trees upright, men
‘gnir dipyate | yad asyam kimcordhvam eva tad upright, Agniiskindled upright, whatever there is
ayattam | on this [earth] that stretches upright.

The passage is a part of a long introductory story that is told before the purchase of soma. According
to the KB, the gods arrive in the heavens but are essentially lost there as they cannot discern heaven'’s
quarters/cardinal directions. When offered a libation, however, particular gods show the respective
sides. Aditi, who symbolizes the earth, identifies the ardhvam dis, the zenith. Due to Aditi’s action,
everything on the earth becomes upright (irdhva), including trees (previously identified as such in
the RV and AV) and human beings. Again, there is an idea of an innate, prototypical, or natural form
of these phenomena, I would argue, an idea that humans and trees are naturally upright for the Vedic
literature. If a tree or a human is not upright, that condition signifies something specific — perhaps an
illness, perhaps inactivity, or lack of ability.

Notably, in none of the passages we have seen so far has there been any mention of animals,
either pasu or wild, mrga or aranya pasu. If I am not mistaken, neither the phrase irdhva + Vstha nor
the word @rdhva qualifies them in the Vedic corpus. As shown, it is used only for specific phenomena
and beings, including humans.

This dichotomy between upright humans and non-upright pasus comes through in a merism
found in multiple Brahmana passages. The first of them, from the Paficavimsa Brahmana, states that
people eat in erect position, whereas the domestic animals are bent down. Pasus are described with
the adjective nyaric, “directed downwards”, formed with the -aric suffix, like the Classical Sanskrit word
for an animal, tiryasic. Again, there is a hint of a value judgement present in the short passage: the
human being is the adhipati, the foremost of pasu. Therefore, the human eats/is upright, whereas the

rest of the pasus have their head down.

PB 6.2.7-8

adhipatih purusah pasuman || 7 7. [...] Man is the ruler of animals.
tasman nyarico nye pasavo 'danty urdhvah puruso
‘dhipatir hisah | [...]|| 8
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8. Therefore the other animals eat [with their
head] bent down, but man [eats in] erect

[position], for he is the lord.

Whilst the Paficaviméa Brahmana includes the words pasu and purusa, the following Satapatha
passage speaks only about praja, progeny. This progeny is differentiated between urdhva and avaric,

“turned downwards” (or as Eggeling says, “tending to the ground”), yet another -asic suffix formation.**

SBM 4.4.41*%

etdsmad va ubhaydto nyunat prajdnandt prajapatih 1t was from that same inferior (lower) source of

prajah sasrja itd$ cordhva itas cavacis, tdtho evaisd  production on both sides that Prajapati created

etdsmad ubhaydta eva nyiinat prajdnanat prajah the upright, and from the other those tending to

srjata itds cordhva itas cavacih the ground. And in like manner does he (the
Adhvaryu) now create creatures from that lower
source of production on both sides, —from the
one the upright, and from the other those tending
to the ground.

Although I point out the -a7ic words in these passages, alluding to the Classic Sanskrit expression
tiryaric, it is important to note that the Vedic prose uses the dichotomy ardiva and adjectives based
on the -aric formation relatively frequently, and for all kinds of things. A quick search through, for
example, the first book of the Jaiminiya Brahmana shows that the dichotomy @irdhva and avaric can
be used for different kinds of airs within creatures (JB 1.127; 1.166), the movement of waters (JB 1.237),
or the worlds (JB 1146). When applied to creatures, nevertheless, it signifies the dichotomy between
humans and other animals, distinguishing within the group on the basis of the bodily posture. The
Satapatha passage which we saw in the beginning of this section, narrating the mythical past when
the humans and domestic animals were once alike, is yet another example of this, albeit with the usage
of the synonym, ucchrita.

Reading all the genres of Vedic literature in conjunction helps us, again, to gauge a more
complete meaning of the idea of upright posture. Based on the Rgvedic poetry, our view might be quite
limited. We could conclude that being upright is the ideal form of specific gods (Indra, Agni, Savitr,
Usas) and other phenomena (tree, sacrificial post, and blazing fire). In time, however, this comes to

be understood to be the ideal of human life and movement. An upright man is as healthy as a well-

“% Cf. AB 2.38 discussed in § 3.2.2 where animals are described with yet another -asic adjective, pararic, “turned
away’.
“9 Cf. SBM 2.5.2.5, 7, 9, 20.
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serviced chariot: the upright posture signifies the healthy, natural state of the human being, and shows

his departure from the other animals in the pasu category.
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§3.3 CORPOREAL SIMILARITIES

Whilst human bodies (literally) stand out from the rest of the pasu category, there are many
characteristic bodily features that are shared across the group and affirm its ontological unity. As banal
as it might sound, the most striking feature shared by pasu is their corporeality: the fact that all pasu
have bodies that are formed from the same elements and capable of movement. These bodies will be
the subject of this subchapter. So far, I have been concerned with the internal anatomical
dissimilarities in the group which mightlead the reader to think thatI am trying to prove a constitutive
difference in the ontological status of humans and animals. As I will hope to show in this subchapter,
however, the differences are mainly located in the peripheries of their bodies (feet, hands, generative
organs) and could be, therefore, seen as superficial. Deep down, human and animal bodies are cut
from the same cloth.

Let us start with the latter, less documented characteristic feature of human and animal
bodies I mentioned, that is their capability to move. In Rgvedic poetry (and in other ancient Indo-
European literary sources),” the whole world is often described with the merism “the moving and the

still”, jagat*' and stha, as in the two following examples:**

RV 2.27.4a,b

dhardyanta adityaso jdgat stha, devda vi$vasya The Adityas sustain what moves and what stands

bhivanasya gopah | still—[these] gods, the herdsmen of the whole
living world.

RV10.88.4¢,d

sd patatri itvardm stha jdgad ydc, chvatrdam agnir He made what flies and what goes [on foot], the

akrnoj jatdvedah | still and the moving, to wax strong—Agni
Jatavedas.

The twofold expression describes the whole universe: “the moving” are all living beings (in the second

passage further distinguished on the basis of their mode of movement, flying, patatrin, and walking,

%°West: 2007, p. 101

*'On the grammar of jagat, see Narten: 1972. It is worth noting that in Vedic prose and Classical Sanskrit, the
meaning of jagat shifts to a generic expression for the “world”, whilst “the moving” is expressed by the derivatives
of the verb Vcar. Cf. Lazzeroni: 1975, p.17.

%*The merism is found in other passages as well, e.g. RV 1.59.5; 1.68.1; 1.70.3,7; 1.80.14; 1.89.5; 1.90.5; 1.115.1; 2.27.4;
7.32.22; 7.101.6; 10.63.8; 10.88.4. Compare RV 1.32.5 which uses the dichotomy yatd dvasitasya, “who travels and of
him who is settled”, instead. See also MDS 1.41.
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itvara), whereas “the still” are plants.*® Another verse, RV 1.185.2, identifies jagat as “footed” (padvat),**

which would include bipeds and quadrupeds alike; and in yet another Rgvedic passage 4.51.5, Dawn is
said to wake up both bipeds and quadrupeds to activity (caratha, a word that is often used in lieu of
jagat, e.g. in RV 1.72.6).*° For the Vedic poetry, activity and movement is a characteristic feature of all
creatures: all are active by day and the night brings them rest (RV 1.35.1; AVS 6.52.2).

Whilst the notion of activity seems to be associated especially with Vedic poetry and occurs,
as we have seen in the preceding paragraphs, mostly in the RV and AV, the later Yajurvedic and
Brahmana corpus seems to pay more attention to the body itself.

In the middle Vedic, the structure of the body is formalised in a traditional, five-fold fixed
expression, consisting of “hair, skin, flesh, bone, and marrow”, loman, tvac, mamsa, asthi, majjan. This
traditional formula has been conclusively studied by Stephanie Jamison, on whose paper I will build

in this section.®® As a segue into the discussion, let us look at a passage exemplifying the formula:

SBM 10.2.3.5%7

pankto vai piruso l6ma tvdn mamsam dsthi majja Man is indeed fivefold: hair, skin, flesh, bone,

pankto iydm védis ca marrow. And this ved; is fivefold.

The first attestation of the formula is found in AVS 12.5.68-70. There is no evidence of the concept in
the Rgveda: as Jamison notes, “most of these words for body parts, even archaic inherited words like
dsthi ‘bone’, dsrg ‘blood’ are extremely marginal in the RV”.*** Jamison argues that this is due to the
genre constraints of Rgvedic poetry: “a piece of codified folk wisdom” like this formula has no place in
the highly formal and elite poetic discourse (as a proof, notice that the formula spells the word for hair
with the “popular” initial /-, loman, not the Rgvedic roman).*® The situation is comparable in the
Iranian sources: the formula does not occur in the elaborate and elite Avestan literature but is found

in the later repository of traditional lore, the Middle Persian Greater Bundahi$n (28.4, 22).

3 In SBM 1.2.2.2, the plants (osadhi) are said to be jagat.

%4 AVS 8.5.1 distinguishes between jagat, characterised by an ox (anaduh) and $vapad, characterised by a tiger.
This dichotomy would suggest that jagat are primarily domesticated animals. In full: uttamé asy ésadhinam
anadvan jdgatam iva vyaghrdh $vdpadam iva | ydm dichamavidama tdm pratispasanam dntitam || “Thou art the
chief of herbs, as the ox of moving creatures, as the tiger of wild beasts; whom we sought, him have we found, a
watcher near at hand (?).”

%3 On jagat vs caratha, see Lazzeroni: 1975, p. 17. Note also the usage of the Vcar-based forms in the Avestan
version of the merism, such as Y. 68.6 vispdsca apo yazamaide yd zama, armaésta fratat.caratasca, “and all the
waters of the earth we worship, the stagnant and the forward-moving”. Translation based on West: 2007, p. 101.
4% Jamison: 1986. On PIE reflexes on the formula, see Watkins: 1995, p. 524-536.

7 Cf. SBM 6.1.2.17; 10.1.3.4; 1.2.3.8; 8.1.4.5; AB 2.14; 6.30; PB 5.1.4; KS 19.81-2; 20.13; 38.14; |B 2.374; TB 2.3.6.1-3;
TB1.2.6.3; MS 3.3.3; AVS 2.33.6; AVS 4.13.5ff. = AVP 4.15.1-3. For more passages, see Jamison: 1986, p. 171ff.

4% Jamison: 1986, p. 175.

%9 On r-/I- in Vedic, see Macdonell: 1916, p. 11, § 11¢,d.
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Furthermore, Jamison observes that in the Brahmanas, the formula acquired “a legitimizing
philosophical patina in the [...] system of equivalences between the physical world and the ritual
realm”.**

The first attestation of the formula in the AVS, mentioned above, is slightly unusual in that it
adds a sixth element, “sinew”, snavan. Although the formula is most commonly found as a fivefold list,
occasionally, other elements are added; in rarer cases, one or more of the original five are eliminated.*

If combined with the optional elements, the hypothetical complete formula would have ten

members:**

HAIR loman (roman) sinews snavan
SKIN tvac (carman, chavt 3 | BONE asthi
blood asrk (lohita, rudhira) | joint parus
fat medas MARROW majjan
FLESH mamsa breath prana

There are a number of striking things about this sequence of body parts. First, as Jamison has shown,
there is its fixed character and omnipresence in the corpus. These, in turn, show the familiarity of the
Vedic corpus with bodies of all kinds. Watkins states that the set is “not simply enumerations or
catalogues of the parts of the human or animal body in contiguous order — no limbs are involved, n. b.
— but a traditional ordered list, viewed as arbitrary.”*** The list is, however, all but arbitrary and non-
contiguous. It depicts the structure of a body from outside in (hair — skin — flesh — bone —
marrow ), peeling the layers like onion, albeit in a simplified manner.

Since it occurs predominantly in the Brahmana prose, Kenneth Zysk considers the formula to
be based on animal sacrifice (“The actual butchering and arrangement very likely followed this

sequence’, he says).* I don't believe, however, that the knowledge of bodies can be attributed solely

460

Jamison: 1986, p. 175.

“*E.g. TB 1.2.6.3 which contains only three members, [6ma chavir dsthi, “hair, skin, bone”; cf. PB 5.1.3.

42 The standard members are marked in small capital letters. I combine the lists from Jamison: 1986, p. 173 and
Watkins: 1995, p. 525. Watkins adds the word for “joint”, parus, attested in AVS and AVP but omits Jamison’s
addition of prana, as it occurs only relatively late in the Aitareya Aranyaka. It, however, occurs as the last element
(“digit”, kala) in SBM 10.4.116-7.

43 The word chavi, “skin”, is not noted by Jamison but occurs in the lists in two cases: TB 1.2.6.3, 2.3.6.1-3. We will
see the importance of this term in the following chapter § 4. The word carman is peculiar, as Jamison:1986, p. 172,
notes: “[it] has no place in this scheme: it almost always refers to the hide of an animal, after it has been detached
from the body, not to a constituent part of a living body.” Its conclusion amongst the body parts, however, points
at the fact that the formula is applied to animals as well as humans.

44 Watkins: 1995, p. 526.

45 Zysk: 1986, p. 689.

133



to sacrificial practice. Whilst pasubandha involves killing of a sacrificial victim, the procedure is not
one of dismemberment: as P. V. Kane shows in much detail, the animal is not cut up as in an abattoir;
rather, a small incision is made to remove particular pieces, such as the omentum, before specific
organs and limbs are cut off.**® Although the specific methods are somewhat obscure due to the lack
of post-Vedic commentaries which would elucidate the practice, as Kane notes, the pasubandha
techniques are unlikely to follow the sequence. As Michael Witzel suggested, moreover, there is so
much more at stake for the Brahmana prose than ritual (although that is indeed the primary concern):
“[in the Brahmanas,] one learned to watch and discuss nature [...] in a ‘pre-scientific’ manner.”*"’
Besides, both Jamison and Watkins showed that the formula has a much deeper, Proto-Indo-European
history; in that case, by associating it solely with Vedic sacrificial practice, we might be missing an
important, non-sacrificial dimension.

Furthermore, a prominent feature of the formula is its applicability to many types of bodies.
In the SBM passage quoted above, we have seen that it is applied to a human being (cf. AB 2.14). In
other passages, the structure is associated with divine bodies — that of Prajapati (SBM 6.1.2.17; 10.3.4)
and Agni (SBM 8.1.4.5; possibly due to Agni's/fire’s association with the ved:). As we would expect from
a formula that is largely used in a ritual context, it is, moreover, applied to animal bodies. In the two
following passages exemplifying this usage, the bodies of pasus are homologised with various ritual

elements: rice cakes and the altar.

SBM 1.2.3.8

yada pistany dtha [6mani bhavanti | yddapd anayaty
dtha tvdg bhavati yada samyauty dtha mamsdm
bhavati samtata iva hi sa tdrhi bhdvati samtatam iva
hi mamsdm yada srto 'thasthi bhavati darina iva hi
sa tdrhi bhdvati darinam ity asthy dtha yad
tdm  majjanam

udvasayisydnn  abhigharayati

dadhaty esé sa sampadydd ahuh panktah pasur iti

MS 3.3.3%%°

pdricacitikah karyah pankto yajiidh panktah
pasdvas |[..] pdiica citayah pdiica purisani tdd
[.] loma

viragjam sampddyate dvyaksaram

46 Kane: HDS 2.2, p. 1120ff.
7 Witzel: 1987, p. 414.

When it [the rice-cake] still consists of ricemeal,
it is the hair. When he pours water on it, it
becomes skin. When he mixes it, it becomes flesh:
for then it becomes consistent; and consistent
also is the flesh. When it is baked, it becomes
bone: for then it becomes somewhat hard; and
hard is the bone. And when he is about to take it
off [the fire] and sprinkles it with butter, he
changes it into marrow. This is the completeness

which they call “the fivefold animal sacrifice”.

[The altar] is to be made five-layered, the sacrifice
is fivefold, the domestic animals are fivefold. [...]

[There are] five layers [of bricks], five [coverings

48T am mostly following the translation of Jamison: 1986, p. 168.
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dvyaksara tvdg dvyaksaram mamsdm dvyaksaram  of] earth. That is the equivalent of the Viraj meter.
dsthi dvyaksaro majja tdd ddsa ddsaksara virat, [..] “Hair’” has two syllables; ‘skin” has two
vairajah pasavah pasin evavarunddhe syllables; “flesh” has two syllables; “bone” has two
syllables; “marrow” has two syllables. That is ten.
The Viraj has 10 syllables. Domestic animals are

connected to the Viraj. Thus he gains pasus.

The first passage, in which the rice cake (purodasa) is said to be homological with the five-fold pasu,
is yet another example of a notion which we have discussed in chapter § 2.1.6. There, we saw that
according to the SBM, the sacrificial essence (medha, medhyatva) passed through pasus until it passed
into the ground and entered certain plants, namely barley and rice. Because these grains participate
on the sacrificial essence, preparing an oblation from them is homologous to sacrificing an animal,
and the process is equalled to the structure of its body. Thus, the purodasa is essentially a pasu. In a
similar manner, the altar is connected with the fivefold body of a pasu in the second passage.

In the universe in which everything is connected, the oft-present “fixed traditional expression

of the make-up of the canonical beast”**

sends a powerful message about the ontological status of all
beings. Although there are anatomical differences in the number and shape of feet, dexterous hands,
or incisor teeth, these all pertain to the bodily periphery. What matters is the shared structure: hair,
skin, flesh, bone, and marrow of which certain living beings consist.

In the next chapter § 4, we will explore a single element from the list, skin, and its importance
for the argument of ontological proximity of human and other domestic animals. To conclude this

subchapter, however, let me point out an obvious similarity between human and non-human bodies

which I have overlooked so far: the fact that humans can theoretically be sacrificed, just as other pasus.

§3.3.1 HUMAN SACRIFICE
Many times in the course of this thesis I have discussed perhaps the most characteristic feature of the
pasu group: their fitness to be sacrificed. Since pasus come in many shapes and sizes, as we have seen
in the discussion on anatomy, it is their medhyatva, sacrificability, that is the defining feature of the
category. If we accept that humans are classified as pasu, the logical conclusion is that they too can be
offered as an oblation.

The texts suggest at least a theoretical possibility of human sacrifice in the Vedic times. The

human, it seems, can be sacrificed in a dedicated ritual called the purusamedha, or as a part of the so-

4% Jamison: 1986, p. 172.
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called sarvamedha, the “pan-sacrifice”.° The middle Vedic sources, especially the Brahmanas, know

about the purusamedha but do not prescribe it. In fact, they mention symbolic versions of the human
sacrifice a few times, in which humans are let free, as wild animals are during the asvamedha.*" The
later Srautasiitra manuals describe the ritual in detail, shaping it closely on the asvamedha: just as in
the asvamedha, the victim is formally bought, treated well for a year, and then sacrificed.*”*

Apart from the dedicated purusamedha, there are suggestions that parts of the human body
were used in more commonly performed Srauta rites, such as the agnicayana. In this ritual, a human
head is placed under the altar during its construction, together with the heads of the four other
pasus.*™ As Keith argues, the human is not killed for the sake of this ritual action: instead, a head of a
man struck by lightning or an arrow is used. If there is no such a head available, it can be substituted
for with a dummy made from gold or clay.**

There are, moreover, mythical accounts of humans who were to be sacrificed but were

5 The Upanisadic Naciketas was said to be offered (as a

eventually rescued, such as Sunahsepa.
substitution for cattle himself) but returned to the world of living by the grace of Yama.””® Despite the
textual references (not to mention archaeological excavations which found human remains,

#7 scholars have long argued about whether these

interpreted as remnants of human sacrifice),
passages are only theoretical exercises of the priestly imagination, included in the texts for the sake of
completeness, or whether the sacrifice of humans was ever performed in actuality.

Much ink has been spilled on the topic of human sacrifice and it is not my intention to add
my bit to the debate here, as I believe that the evidence we possess is simply inconclusive.””* What
interests me, nonetheless, is the very possibility of it and the fitness of the human being to be

sacrificed. Not just fitness, I should iterate. The human being is repeatedly said to be the first one to

be sacrificed, as we have seen in previous sections (namely § 2.1.6): the SBM 1.2.3.6 states that the

47° For sources on the sarvamedha, see Smith & Doniger, 1989: p. 218, n. 5.

" Keith: 1925, p. 347. Cf. VS 30.1-22; SBM 13.6.1-2; TB 3.4.1.1fF.

42 §8S 16.ff; VSS 37.10ff,, 38. 9.

3 SBM 6.2.1.1.1fF; 7.5.2.1.

474 Keith: 1925, p. 348. Cf. Thite: 1975, p. 25.

5 RV 5.2.7; 1.24.12-3; AB 7.13-18; cf. TS 5.2.1.3 and KS 19.11, where it is simply said that Sunahéepa had been seized
by Varuna but rescued himself from his bonds. Thite: 1975, p. 25, also mentions the story of Manavi, the wife of
Manu, who is sacrificed in SBM 1.1.4.14ff. According to Jamison: 1996, p. 21, SBM L1.4.14ff. is “an abbreviated and
reworked version.” In the standard versions across Vedic prose, Manavi doesn’t get sacrificed: Indra saves her at
the last minute.

4% On Naciketas, KU 1.1ff.

7 Sharma: 1969; and Schlingloff: 1969.

47 Thite: 1975, p. 23-8 (summarising the opinions of earlier scholars on p. 26-7); Lincoln: 1986; Keith: 1925, p. 347-
8. Consider also the compelling yet complicated argument of Parpola: 1983, who connects human sacrifice and
kimpurusa/kimnara. More sources are listed in Smith & Doniger: 1989, p. 220, n. 31.
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human was the first victim to be offered by gods, the first creature to possess the sacrificial essence
(medha), before it jumped over to a horse, then to the other pasus, and eventually into rice and barley.
The human functions as a prototypical victim; all the other domestic animals are its counterparts or
substitutes. In fact, the sacrificial fire is said to long for the meat of the yajamana himself but
eventually settles for a substitute:

SBM 11.7.1.2

sa mamsiydnti havaijiuhvato ydjamanasyagndyaste [...] for whilst he is offering the Sacrificer’s fires
ydjamanam  evd  dhyayanti  ydjamanam long for flesh; they set their minds on the
sdmkalpayanti  pdcanti vd anyésv  agnisu Sacrificer and harbour designs on him. In other
vrthamamsam dthaitésam nato 'myd mamsasa fires, people do indeed cook any kind of meat, but
vidyate ydsyo caite bhdvanti || these [sacrificial fires] have no desire for any

other flesh but this [sacrificial animal], and for

him to whom they belong.

The idea of substitutes is prevalent in Vedic ritualism, “a feature of that very system”, as Brian Smith
and Wendy Doniger write in their joint paper on the topic.*”® Frederick Smith suggests that the system
of substitutions, first legitimised in the Brahmana prose, fitted neatly into the sacrificial theory,
operating with the system of homologies, and “contributed to the survival of the sacrifice” until the
present day.*

Most frequently, the ritual substitution entails a replacement of one oblation by another,
although it is not limited to this. In fact, the Trikindamandana, the 11"-century parisista to the
Apastamba Srautasitra which largely focuses on pratinidhi (post-Vedic term for a ritual substitution),
allows for a substitution of almost any ritual element bar the sacrificer himself, mantra, fire, deity, and
the prescribed (nitya or naimittika) rite.* For example, in various rituals, a human head can be
replaced by a dummy made from clay or gold; the whole human being by a chaga, a sacrificial goat;
and the goat by a vegetable oblation, as was the case in the 1975 agnicayana, famously documented by
Frits Staal.”* Individual ritual actors can be substituted too, such as the priests, in case there is not
enough of them or they do not have the right quality, or the sacrificer's wife who, if she menstruates,

. 8;
is replaced by her own son.**

479 Smith & Doniger: 1989, p. 203.

4 Smith: 1987, p. 64. Many thanks to Professor Minkowski for recommending me this work.

' TKM 2.2-3, in Smith: 1987. According to the TKM, substitutions cannot be done in any kamya rituals. The
commentators themselves do not agree upon this, however, with some allowing for substitutions when a ritual
has already begun. See the discussion in Smith: 1987, p. 224-5.

4 Staal et al.: 1983, Vol. 1, p. 303; Vol. 2, p. 464f.

4 Jamison: 1996, p. 34. Cf. TKM 2.8 states that the wife can be substituted with a wife-shaped dummy made from
gold or kusa grass.
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To illustrate the principle, let me quote an example of the practice: a famous dialogue about

the agnihotra between Janaka, the king of Videha, and Yajfiavalkya, found in the JB and the SBM.

JB 1.19**

tad dha janako vaideho ydjiiavalkyam papraccha
vetthagnihotram yajiiavalkyas iti, vedeti hovaca, kim
iti, paya iti, yat payo na syat kena juhuyd it
vrihiyavabhyam iti, yad vrihiyavau na syatam kena
Juhuya iti, yad anyad dhanyam teneti, yad anyad
dhanyam na syat kena juhuyd ity, aranyabhir
osadhibhir iti, yad aranya osadhayo na syuh kena
Juhuya ity, adbhir iti, yad apo na syuh kena juhuya iti,
sa hovdaca na va iha tarhi kim canasid athaitad u
hayata iva satyam Sraddhayam iti, tam hovaca
vetthagnihotram yajfiavalkya namas te 'stu

sahasram bhagavo dadma ity, atha hainam

upajagau

Now this Janaka [the king] of Videha asked
Yajfiavalkya: “Do you know the agnihotra
[oblation], Yajiavalkya?” “I do,” he said. “What is
it?” “Milk.” “If there would be no milk, with what
would you perform the offering?” “With rice and
barley.” “If there would be norice and barley, with
what would you perform the offering?”
“Whatever and other corn.” If there would be no
other corn, with what would you perform the
offering?” “With forest herbs.” If there would be
no forest herbs, with what would you perform the
offering?” “With water.” If there would be no

water, with what would you perform the

offering?” He said: “Then, indeed, there would be
nothing at all here, and yet there would be offered
here, namely, truth in faith.” To him he spoke:
“You know the agnihotra, Yajiiavalkya. Honour to

you. A thousand [cows] we give to you, Sir.”

Although the discussion between Janaka and Yajiiavalkya is hypothetical, it points to what
incentivises the act of substitution, that is inaccessibility or unavailability of a prescribed ritual
element.*® “If there was no [X], what would you use?”, Janaka keeps asking. If an oblation or a ritual
actor cannot be present, they have to be substituted in order to allow for a smooth ritual experience;
although, as Frederick Smith says, this “is to be resorted to only in case of unavoidable emergency.”**’
Inaccessibility of an element is not the only impetus for the substitution: in some cases, the texts
simply offer options or alternatives without explicit statement about availability; sometimes, a
variation is offered to induce a particular effect of the ritual action.

Although this discussion on substitution in Vedic ritual might seem to be only tangentially

related, it is of the utmost importance to the topic at hand since the system of substitutes presupposes

4 Cf. SBM 11.3.1.1-4, and TKM 2.35-7. See also Bodewitz’ study on the agnihotra, Bodewitz: 1976. For the sake of
space, I use commas where Ehlers uses line breaks in his TITUS edition.

%5 Cf. TKM 2.1, $istasyabhavatastulyam dravyam pratinidhiyate | “If [any substance] enjoined in the texts is
unavailable, an equivalent material should be substituted [for it].”

4% Smith: 1987, p. 77.
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a certain ontological proximity, the same essence.”” A sacrificial oblation cannot be replaced by
whatever substance, but only by one that participates in the same sacrificial essence. The Srautasitras
argue that the substitute should always be of a “similar nature” (samanya), or “closest resemblance”
(susadrsa) to the original.** Thus, the human can be substituted only by other pasus or by the most
valuable domesticated grains, rice and barley, as only these substances share the medha, the sacrificial
essence. Thus, ritual substitution is yet another sign of the shared ontological base of the pasu group,
and of the closeness of people and domesticated animals.

There are other takes on the matter, however. Brian Smith and Wendy Doniger argue that
although the replacement is always treated in the same way as the original would have been, it is never
forgotten that it is “only” a substitute. For them, the mimesis is never perfect.* From a ritual point of
view, however, this does not make sense: if the substitution shares the same ontological essence,
produces the intended ritual effect, and the ritual structure remains uninjured, there is no point in
worrying about its “originality”. As Frederick Smith says:

“The Madhvas of Karnataka and southern Maharashtra have, for the last 600 years, substituted a [...]
animal made of dough. They have gone to the extremes of placing a special thin flour omentum (vapa)
over dough organs (arigas), pasted them onto a specially prepared wooden or papier mache frame (i.e.
the skeleton), and bound it to the sacrificial post. It is then suffocated in a mock manner. [...] Neither
the SSiis nor the TKM sanction such substitutes.”*°
If the idea of substitute would be “regarded as something of a necessary evil’,*" as Doniger and Smith
argue, surely the Madhvas would not go to such extremes. Doniger and Smith, equating the
substitution with simplification and ritual condensation, place their value judgment on the process
that is virtually omnipresent. Prompted by both Vedic and post-Vedic ritual manuals, however, 1
would argue the opposite. Since the process is relatively uniform and presupposes a shared essence, it
does not show simplification but broadening, concentration. By enabling one species to be substituted
for another, it exhibits a shared essence of the group: the human and the goat become essentially
interchangeable. Ritual substitution, I would argue, shows that the Vedic concept of a personhood
(and I use this word in its widest possible meaning, following David Haberman)** is extensive, and

that the bodies of all pasus, including the human, are on a par.

*7In a note to this section, Smith & Doniger call the ontological closeness a “platonic” character of Vedic
ritualism (which, in a way, seems like a value judgment on their part). See Smith & Doniger: 1989, p. 219, n. 23.
8 ApSS 24.3.51; TKM 2.1. Cf. Smith: 1987, p. 224.

9 Smith & Doniger: 1989, p. 204. Cf. Taussig: 1993, on the concept of mimesis and alterity in anthropology.

#9° Smith: 1987, p. 74.

' Smith & Doniger: 1989, p. 205. The emphasis is mine.

2 Haberman: 2013.
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§3.4  DIFFERENCES IN MENTAL PROWESS

In the two previous subchapters, our attention was directed to the bodies of human and non-human
pasus, and the similarities and differences thereof, noted in the corpus. In this section, we will briefly
explore whether the Vedic texts perceive any differences in “mental capacities” between humans and
non-humans. Our discussion will be primarily based around two topics: speech and sacrifice. I will
argue that unlike the Western common-sense view, Vedic literature recognises that non-human pasus

have the capability to be self-aware which, yet again, shows the ontological integrity of the pasu group.

§3.4.1 CAN ANIMALS SPEAK?
In general, Western philosophers of the past (and often present, despite the so-called “animal turn”
which swept over the Humanities in recent years) only rarely allowed for any understanding between
human and non-human animals even if they, like Jacques Derrida, granted non-human lifeforms
selves or agency.*® As an example of the impossibility of the “communication across [this] irreducible
difference”,** consider the famous sentence from Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations,
cited by numerous papers in the field of Animal Studies: “If a lion could speak, we could not
understand him.”** The usual interpretation of this sentence is that “the lion does not share our form
oflife, and this is why we could not interpret anything he produces as an utterance that is translatable

1496

into a natural human language.”” Thomas Nagel, in the same way, struggled to imagine “what is it

like to be a bat” in his eponymous paper,*”

and there are dozens of other examples. The fact that verbal
communication with animals can only get us so far is not only a philosophical conundrum but likely
a problem of every single person who has ever tried to guess what a nearby animal might think.***

On the contrary, the Vedic corpus, and especially the Brahmana prose, allows animals a
means of communication, although not as commonly as in the later Epics or texts such as the
Paricatantra and Hitopadesa.**® Indra’s dog Sarama is perhaps the most famous example: in RV 10.108,

she acts as a messenger of Indra who sent her to track down the Panis, entrapping his cows (= Dawns)

in a cave. In the hymn, Sarama talks to the Panis at length which, as Jamison and Brereton suggest,

% Derrida: 2008.

4% Haraway: 2003, p. 49.

495 Wittgenstein: 2009r (c1953), p. 235°.

4% Von Savigny: 1991, p. 111. Von Savigny attributes this standard interpretation to Pitcher: 1964

7 Nagel: 1974.

% An excellent guide to what animals might think if we asked them the right questions is Despret: 2016.

*9 Consider especially passages such as the Marjaramusakasamvada in MBh 12.136. I am grateful to Professor
Minkowski for reading this passage in the Epic classes in Hilary Term 2020.
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must have made the audience relish the passage.” As far as the Brahmanas are concerned, we will see
stark examples of animal speech in the following section, § 3.4.2, when we discuss passages according
to which cows used to sacrifice in the past. Sacrificial activity presupposes the act of speech.
Furthermore, in the following chapter, § 4, we will discuss passages from the Jaiminiya and Satapatha
Brahmanas, in which cattle approach people, asking to exchange skin with them. In the prose, as well
as in the Sarama episodes in the RV, animals speak out their desires and fears. The Taittirlya Samhita,
to mention one last example, says clearly that pasu have the same senses that people do and includes

speech amongst them:

TS 5.2.10.3

tdsmadvddan prandn pdsyani chrnvdn pasirjayate | Therefore an animal is born with speech, breath,

sight, and hearing,

I find it remarkable that the Vedic texts, which hardly ever give a voice to anyone else than the priests
uttering mantras, allow animals the ability to speak, albeit only in a few sentences, and to act
independently. Yet to a certain extent, even the Brahmanas side with Wittgenstein. According to
several passages, the speech of pasus is incomprehensible or veiled in secret. In the Brahmanas, the
domestic animals are able to speak, but as the following SBM passage suggests, their speech is

unintelligible (anirukta):

SBM 4.1.3.16”

sd hovaca | turiyam turiyam cen mam dbibhajus
tiriyam eva tdrhi van niruktam vadisyatiti tdd etat
turiyam vaco niruktam ydn manusyd vddanty
dthaitat turtyam vaco niruktam ydt pasdvo vadanty
dthaitat turiyam vacé 'niruktam yad vayamsi
vddanty dthaitat tariyam vaco ‘niruktam ydd iddm

ksudrdm sarisrpam vddati ||

He said, ‘If they have assigned to me a fourth part
each time for my share, then speech shall speak
intelligibly only one fourth part!” Hence only that
fourth part of speech is intelligible which men
speak; but that fourth part of speech which
{domestic animals} speak is unintelligible; and
that fourth part of speech which birds speak is
unintelligible; and that fourth part of speech
which the

unintelligible.

small vermin here speaks is

52 RV trl Jamison & Brereton, p. 1573. Cf. RV 4.16.8. Other examples of talking animals include Vrsakapi, or the
goat and the dog in RV 1.161.13.

*'1 first read this passage with Professor Christopher Minkowski and Professor John Lowe during the Vedic class
in the Michaelmas Term 2019, and I am grateful to both for their suggestions. The following argument is inspired
by the discussion in the class. Note that I am translating pasu as “domestic animals” instead of Eggeling’s “beasts”.
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The idea that speech is divided (or measured, in the translation of Jamison and Brereton) into four
parts occurs already in the famous riddle hymn RV 1.164. Indeed, the Satapatha Brahmana quotes the
Rgvedic verse in full in SBM 4.1.3.17, clearly building its interpretation of the ritual action on the earlier
poetry. According to the RV verse in question, one quarter of speech is human; animal speech is not

mentioned but perhaps hinted at as the remaining three quarters of speech are said to be secret.”

RV 1.164.45

catvarivak pdrimita padani, tanividur brahmandyé Speech is measured in four feet [/quarters].
manisinah | Brahmins of inspired thinking know these. They
guiha trini nihita néngayanti, turtyam vacé manusya do not set in motion the three that are imprinted
vadanti || in secret; the sons of Manu speak the fourth

[foot/quarter] of speech.

It is the idea of “secret” (quha) in the Rgvedic verse and “unintelligibility” (anirukta) in the Satapatha
passage that is a key to these passages and to the human-animal relationship more generally. These
terms signify that even though domestic animals have the capability to use speech, vac, they might
not be understood.

Even though it does not mention animals, the parallel passage in TS 6.4.7.3 uses alternative
terminology. Rather than nir + Vvac, it utilises terms formed on the basis of the verb vy + a + Vkr, “to

separate, distinguish”, or “discriminate”, as Keith translates it in the following passage:

TS 6.4.7.3

vag vdi pdracy dvyakrtavadat té deva indram Speech aforetime spoke without discrimination;

abruvan imam no vacamvyakurv iti so 'bravit varam  the gods said to Indra, “Do thou discriminate this

vrnai mdhyam caivdisd vaydve ca sahd grhyata iti  speech for us”; he replied, “Let me choose a boon;

tdsmad aindravayavdh sahd grhyate tam indro let this [cup] be drawn for me and for Vayu

madhyatd ‘vakrdmyavyakarot tdsmad iyam vyakrta together.” Therefore the cup is drawn together for

vag udyate || Indra and Vayu. Indra approaching it in the midst
discriminated it; therefore is speech spoken
distinctly.

Both of the key terms are well-known from the later history of Indian linguistics: nirukta is the name
of the discipline of semantic etymology, codified by Yaska, whereas vy+a+Vkr is the root behind the
Sanskrit word for grammar and philosophy of language, vyakarana.”” It is unlikely that either of the

terms would be used in their technical, linguistic sense in these prose passages that precede the
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Cf. Jamison: 1991, pp. 255-9. According to Jamison, the unexpressed three parts of speech are “higher” than
human speech (heavenly / belong to the gods, etc.).
5% On nirukta and anirukta in Vedic ritual, see e.g. Parpola: 1979, p. 146.
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grammarians by some centuries. Therefore, we cannot expect the meaning to be that the domestic
animals can speak but only using a language that is ungrammatical, or not based on proper etymology.
Yet it is tempting to see the connection with Wittgenstein’s lion which, according to the standard
course of interpretation, would not be understood by people, even if he was “a competent speaker of
some natural human language [...], able to utter syntactically and semantically non-deviant
sentences,”** because he would not use utterances in proper situations.

When they talk, the animals in Vedic sources speak at the right moments and grammatically
correctly: Sarama eloquently debates with the Panis; cows observe the sattra and barter with people.
Seen through an anthropocentric lens, these situations presuppose human-like speech, but what if
domestic animals communicate their feelings differently? The multispecies anthropologist Eduardo
Kohn, following the philosopher Charles Peirce, argues that “all thought and knowledge is by signs”.**®
For him, this has implications for the possibility of interspecies relationships and communications
which he documents on the case of the Quechua-speaking Runa people, based in Ecuador’s Upper
Amazon. Via Peirce, Kohn argues that although we can never know what other living beings — human
and non-human — truly think, we can access glimpses through the signs that they give us.

“Because there is no absolute ‘incognizable’ there is also no absolute incommensurability. We can
know something of how red might be experienced by a blind person, what it might be like to be a bat,

or what those dogs might have been thinking moments before they were attacked, however mediated,

provisional, fallible, and tenuous these understandings may be. Selves relate the way that thoughts

relate: we are all living, growing thoughts.”s*®

Kohn illustrates his theory with a simple example of scarecrows that the Runa people make to scare
parakeets from their cornfields. These are not realistic representations of raptors, but icons made of
painted balsa wood, capturing “something of what a raptor is like for a parakeet”.*”” The Runa people
do not know what it is like to be a parakeet or how a parakeet experiences a raptor — but they catch a
glimpse of it from effects that their actions have on parakeets’ behaviour. Although not verbal, their
sign-based interspecies communication is effective.

A similar idea of multispecies communication is, I believe, what the Vedic texts hint at in the
handful of passages about the fourfold speech. Although animal speech is said to be indistinguishable,
secret, or unintelligible, the fact that it is labelled “speech” (vac) might suggest the possibility of

interspecies communication, albeit on a limited level. The search through the primary sources

5*Von Savigny: 1991, p. 111.

5% Kohn: 2013, p. 87; he quotes Peirce: 1994, 8.332.
5°¢ Kohn: 2013, p. 89.

57 Ibid.
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suggests that for Vedic people, interspecies communication is largely possible only with the so-called
“companion species”,”*® that is livestock and other domesticated animals, such as dogs. Domestication
is a process which “implies that humans and animals are mutually transformed over the lengthy
process that produces human domesticators and domesticated animals,” as Vinciane Despret says.>*
To domesticate an animal species requires care in the broadest sense, the constant reading of cues and
signs that the animal conveys. When domesticated, the human-animal relationship turns into mutual
care of one species for another. Researching the interspecies relatedness in contemporary North
Indian mountainous communities, the anthropologist Radhika Govindrajan imagines the interspecies
communication to be “facilitated through an embodied, touchy-feely, language of mutual recognition
and response”,”” and based on everyday mutual care.

Naturally, we cannot transpose the contemporary anthropological observations onto the
ancient Indian texts. Yet we cannot underestimate how much care for their domesticated animals the
Vedic pastoralists took. Their constant, everyday care comes across to us in the form of all kinds of
“proto-zoological" data that the Vedic corpus shares with us. We have seen snippets of it in the
previous chapters: details about body shape, reproduction strategies, or dietary behaviour. That this
kind of data crops up in the Vedic corpus, despite its ritualistic focus and the narrowness of its genres,
is an indication of the importance of pastoralist care.

When discussing the human-animal relationships in ancient communities, it is easy to fall
into extreme interpretative traps: to disregard them completely, or to romanticise them as “pristine”,
or “pure”. Neither of the positions is, however, tangible, as Stephanie Jamison suggests, and we need
to seek a middle ground:

“We seem to be willing to believe that ancient cultures simply did not pay attention to what went on
around them. Yet, on the other hand, there is a commonplace that ancient or primitive man was ‘closer
to nature’ than our urbanized and mechanized societies. It is a commonplace worth bearing in mind.

People who live by their herds and their fields are likely to notice a good deal more than we do about

(1) weather and astronomical phenomena in general, (2) animal physiology, (3) animal behavior, both
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of domestic animals and of wild ones, potential predators.

If we accept the material dimension of human-animal relationships and the everyday need for

unromanticised mutual care, the possibility that humans and their animal companions can

5°8 A term coined by Haraway: 2003.
5% Despret: 2016, p. 30.

% Govindrajan: 2018, p. 20.

5" Jamison: 1991, p. 38.
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communicate, albeit on a limited basis, opens up. The language of non-human pasus might be hard to
understand or unintelligible, but it is a language after all.
The possibility of animal speech brings us to our next topic: the question whether animals

have the capability to partake on the most important of human activities, ritual.

§ 3.4.2 CAN ANIMALS SACRIFICE?**

It cannot be overemphasized that ritual is the central focus of all Vedic intellectual activity that we
have access to. The whole world is viewed through its lens, at least in the textual corpus which came
down to us. Ritual activity is the activity par excellence, reserved for the créme da la créme of Vedic
society: initiated men of the three highest varnas. Throughout Vedic literature, it is also associated
with the gods, whose primordial actions are often mythical prototypes of ritual activity, such as the
sacrifice of the first man called Purusa, first alluded to in the RV 10.90. Many other episodes from the
Brahmana prose tell us of other divine sacrifices, in which the gods set an example, a precedent for a
human ritual behaviour, as it were. So did the mythical ancestors of the Vedic people, such as Manu.
In SBM 1.8.1.7ff, for example, Manu is the only living being who survives the devastating world flood;
alone in the world, he offers the paka sacrifice of dairy products (ghee, sour milk, whey, and curds)*
which begins the post-flood restoration of human society and eventually sets up a precedent for the
ritual practice called ida.

Often, when talking about human—animal relationships in ancient India, it might seem that
the ability to sacrifice is what sets people apart from other pasus. Ritual is an adhikara for people, as
it were, and by doing it, they are akin to their mythical ancestors and gods. The Vedic texts themselves,
however, suggest that the potential to sacrifice is not limited to anthropomorphic living beings: once

upon a time in the mythical past (agre), domestic animals were capable of this action, too.
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This section is a revised version of my talk When Cows Sacrifice, first presented at the 231th Annual Meeting of
the American Oriental Society (online, 13th March 2021). In preparation for the AOS, I read all the passages with
Professor Minkowski (July 2020) and I am thankful to him for all his suggestions. Subsequently, I presented the
paper at the Graduate Indology Seminar at Oxford (online, February 2021), and I am grateful especially to
Dr Elizabeth Tucker for her ever helpful feedback of my usage of the Atharvaveda passages. In a modified
version, I presented this paper at the 12th International Indology Graduate Research Symposium (online, 22 July
2021). Many thanks to the participants of both conferences for their feedback and criticism. In a longer, more
detailed version, this section will be published as a paper under the name When Cows Sacrifice: The Meaning of
Vedic tupara (see Sojkova: forthcoming a). I am grateful to Christopher Fleming, Toke Knudsen, Vishal Sharma,
and Anuj Mishra for encouraging me to submit the paper in the prepared volume, and to Dr Lubomir Ondracka
who kindly proofread the final draft of the paper.

5% One can only wonder where Manu found all the dairy in the world where “the flood then swept away all these
creatures, and Manu alone remained here”, SBM 1.8.1.6.
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Two brief mythical narratives exist in the Vedic prose, telling us about times when animals
used to dedicate themselves to a year-long soma ritual, known in the Vedic ritual parlance as sattra.
The Paficavim$a Brahmana briefly mentions a sarpasattra, a ritual performed by snakes (sarpa,
perhaps serpentine beings also known as nagas) to defeat death.>* Although the account of this ritual
is brief; its appearance in the corpus is noteworthy.

In a few other Brahmanas, we find a narrative which will be the focus of this subchapter: a
story about the mythical past when cows did not have horns, one of their most characteristic
features.®” Since then, this specific ritual is known as gavamayana (literally “the path, course of cows”).
After ten months, the cows acquired their desired horns but a group of them decided to continue with
the ritual activity for the rest the year, as planned. These cows became known as tupara, a peculiar
term which is understood by the later tradition as a term for a hornless animal, especially a sacrificial
hornless goat. Reading the Vedic versions of the story carefully, however, suggests that this might not
be the original meaning. The word is likely the key to the whole story; nevertheless, due to the scope
of this chapter, I will limit myself to the discussion of tipara in the context of the narrative, leaving
out matters such as etymology or textual history of the term which I have treated elsewhere.*

The myth occurs in six passages across five different sakhas (TS 7.5.1.1-2, TS 7.5.2.1-2, KS 334,
AB 417, ]JB 2.374, PB 4.1). Despite their diverse sakha affiliations, the passages are very close both in
terms of grammar and narrative. Their affinity is emphasized by their introductory formula, “the cows
held a sattra” (gavo va etdt sattrdm asata, TS 7.5.1.1), shared more or less verbatim.>” As Stephanie
Jamison argued, many Vedic myths are introduced with an almost identical incipit, even though the
main narrative can be rendered differently. The shared incipit suggests that the myth in question is
rather old: it, or at least its part, must have existed in a precise verbal form before the Vedic tradition

divided into the respective sakhdas.>®

54 PB 25.15. Whilst in the PB, the sarpasattra is clearly a sattra performed by the snakes themselves, the term is
reused in the MBh 1.45-53 where it becomes a term for a ritual hold by Janamejaya to get rid of all snakes. For
details on the Mahabharata story, see Minkowski: 1991; cf. Bronkhorst: 2022. On the difficulty of discerning
between sarpas and nagas, and basic details on their worship, see Jamison & Witzel: 1992, p. 84-5.

% Horns seem to be an important characteristic feature of both wild and domestic cattle in the RV. Animals and
deities alike are described with epithets such as “sharp-horned” (tigmdsrnga; e.g. RV 6.16.39) or “ample-horned”
(bhiiri$rrga; e.g. RV 1.154.6), and Indra is said to be the king of horned and hornless beings (RV 1.32.15 indro |...]
raja $dmasya ca srigino).

% Sojkova: forthcoming a.

7 Cf. KS 33 gavo vai sattram asata; TS 7.5.2.1 gavo vd etdt sattrdm asata; AB 4.17 gavo vai satram asata; JB 2.374
gavo va etad agre sattram asata; PB 4.1 gavo va etat sattram asata. Notice that the JB adds the word agre, used
frequently by the B to introduce mythical episodes that happened in illo tempore.

5% Jamison: 1997, p. 127. We will see another example of a myth with a shared incipit in the following chapter § 4.
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To make my argument easier to follow, I will quote the JB version in full. The JB is certainly

not the oldest version of the story; it is, however, the longest account and despite a few changes in the

narrative, it provides us with valuable additional details about the ritual.
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JB 2374

gavo va etad agre sattram dasatanndadyam
avarurutsamands | ta dasame masy udatisthan
sarvam annadyam avarutsmahiti manyamanas | ta
etas srnginis | tasam tva ivabruvan sarvan evaitan
dvadasa masas samapayameti | ta atiprayurijata |
tasam dvadase masi Srngani pravartanta | ta etas
tuparas | tasmat sattrino dvadase masy api Sikhah
pravapante | gavam hi tarhy anurapa bhavanti | ta
udatisthann aratsmety aptva sattram aptva sarvam
annadyam | tasmad etas sarvan dvasasa masa

uttisthanti {prartvapi}>*° varsikav api saisirau |

In the beginning, the cows held a sattra in this
way, wishing to obtain the food to eat
(annadyam). They, finishing in the tenth month,
thought: “We have obtained all the food to eat.”
These are the horned ones. But some of them
said: “We will complete all twelve months.” They
went on performing the prayoga past [the ten
months]. Their horns got curved (pravartanta )™
in the twelfth month. They are the tipara [cattle].
Therefore, those who hold a sattra (sattrin) shave

off the hair towards the region of their hair-knots

($ikha) [i.e. in order to have the $ikha in the front
of their head] in the twelfth month. Because then,
they become like the cows in form. They finished
(the sattra), [saying] “we have obtained [the the
food to eat]”. Having obtained the sattra, having
obtained all [of] the eating of food. Therefore,
they [ie. the tapara cattle] stand up [even] for
the duration of all the twelve months, having
roamed widely even during the two rainy

[months], even in the two winter [months].

9] am citing the critical edition of Murakawa: 2010, pp. 5-7, and not the standard edition of Vira & Chandra: 1954.
For the sake of consistency between the passages, I use dandas where Murakawa uses full stops. The translation
of the passage is my own.

5 This is a problematic form which also occurs in the passage TS 7.5.1.1-2. Murakawa: 2010, p. 7 reads partva,
whereas Caland: 1919 (see also 1927, p. 253) emends partva to prartva, followed also by Vira & Chandra: 1954.
Hoffmann: 1992, p. 785, opposes Caland and argues that we would ideally expect *prdrtya. He also states that
prartva is only Caland’s emendation without a sufficient textual support. Gerhard Ehlers notes in his
unpublished JB edition (courtesy of Professor Michael Witzel) that Hoffmann'’s assertions are not correct as
prartva occurs in two mss. He keeps the form despite the problems with the reading as it ultimately makes the
most sense in the context. I have decided to follow Caland and Ehlers in my translation as I find their reasoning
convincing.

*In his translation of the PB, Caland: 1931, p. 43, argues that it is unlikely that the verb pravartanta means “they
fell off”, as it is sometimes suggested, e.g. by Keith: 1920, p. 208, n. 2. He argues that it should be translated as
“they became curved”, “round”, or “circular’, comparing it with words such as pravarta “a circular ornament”, or
pravrtta “round”. I agree with Caland’s opinion and use this translation.

148



As we have seen in the passage above, the cows are said to hold the sattra in order to obtain annadya,

522

“food to eat”, a favoured ritual goal of the Jaiminiya Samavedins.”* Alternatively, the arj, “liquid
nourishment” is mentioned in the BYV versions as the goal.**® Other passages, however, reveal their

true motivation: they desired to obtain horns, and in the case of the AB, hooves as well.

AB 447

gavo vai satram asata saphari chrngani sisasantyas, The cows performed a sacrificial session seeking
tasam dasame masi saphah srigany ajayanta | to win hoofs and horns; in the tenth month their

hoofs and horns came into being.

After ten months, the cattle obtained the desired outcome: in a couple of passages, these cows are
called “the horned ones” (JB 2.374 Srrginis, AB 4.7 $rriginyo). As we have seen in the JB passage, a
smaller group of the cows (or half of them, as said by TS 7.5.2.1 and KS 33.1), decided to go on with the
ritual. At the end of the year-long period, due to their lack of “ritual confidence” (asraddhaya),”* their
horns became “curved” (pravartanta) and since then, they are known as tupara.

By far the most interesting point of these passages is their descriptions of the tuparas’
behaviour. In the JB passage, we saw that the tapara cattle was said to keep outside even during the
rainy and cold seasons. This is confirmed by other passages: the KS and TS state that they roam widely
for the whole twelve months, and the AB that they stand upright. As an example, consider the KS
passage:

KS 331

tasmad dvadasa mas{a}s® tiparah prertvaris>®

Therefore, the tipara [cattle] are active, moving
caranti, dasa Srnginir about for twelve months; the horned [cattle are

active] for ten [months].

% annadya is a peculiar compound used throughout the Vedic corpus and is especially common in the JB
cosmology. In this mythical narrative, JB is not the only text using this concept; we also find it in the PB 4.1. The
compound is a merism formed from two participles of the verb Vad, atti, “to eat”: the past passive participle anna
and the future passive participle adya. There have been many attempts to translate it as a unit: for example,
Jamison & Witzel: 1992, p. 63, suggest “stored food”, Olivelle: 1998, p. 490-1, n. 3.17, “foodstuff’, and Weber-
Brosamer: 1988, “Nahrungsmittel”, i.e. any substance that may be used as food. According to Jamison & Witzel:
1992, p. 63, it is not a mere food but an abstract power, or substance which is ritually exchanged among gods and
men. Here, I am following the translation of Jones: 2017, pp. 78-80, “food to eat”.

5%3 On arj, see Minkowski: 1989, p. 10.

54 Jamison & Witzel: 1992, p. 65, note, following Kohler: 1973, that the usual translation of sraddha as “faith” is
erroneous and argue that it “originally referred to 'confidence' in the efficacy of the ritual, i.e. [ritual] ability to
motivate counter-gifts.”

551 am reading masas instead of masas, following Caland: 1927, p. 253.

% As Caland: ibid., notes, this form is most likely connected with the mysterious form prdrtva found in the TS
and JB versions. I have discussed this form above.
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What does the word tiupara stand for?**” To recapitulate, tipara are the cows that are said to go on
with the sacrifice for the additional months, finishing at the year mark. Moreover, after this episode,
they are said to behave differently, keeping outside for the whole winter. Ordinarily, the word is
translated as a “hornless [animal]”, or a “hornless goat”; but I doubt that it is the original meaning of
it, or at least not in this mythical episode. In fact, I am not the first one to express such a doubt: Willem
Caland noted in his translation of the PB that “a tupara animal is [...] not only a hornless animal, but
also one with small, inward bent horns” 3%

If we accept the translation “hornless”, the narrative seems rather inelegant. All the passages
tell us that the cows decided to follow a year-long ritual in order to obtain horns. All of the cows
acquired horns after ten months but those who persevered became tipara, on top of obtaining the
more practical goals of the ritual, such as the “food to eat” or the “liquid nourishment”. We would
expect that the cattle that actually finished up the challenge of the year-long sattra in full obtained
something for their effort. Hornlessness would be a return to the pre-ritual state, a negation of the goal
of the ritual. Moreover, every iteration of the mythical story describes the different behaviour of the
tupara cattle, as we have seen above. They are said to move about the whole rainy season and winter,
unlike the horned cows which are moving outside only for ten months of the year. As far asT am aware,
the lack of horns does not cause any change of behaviour in cattle. On this ground, “hornless” is an
unlikely meaning.

The longer, ritualistically-oriented JB passage provides an indispensable detail regarding the
sacrificers’ hairstyle which could help us understand the word tiapara. The sacrificers, observing a
strict diksita lifestyle, do not cut their hair for the whole duration of the ritual, i.e. the whole year. At
the end of the ritual period, they keep a tuft of their hair in the very front of the head, mirroring the

tupara cows whose horns “became curved” (pravartanta) at the end of the year-long sattra.” If the

7 The etymology of the word is uncertain. There are many variants: Mayrhofer: KEWA, Bd. 1, p. 518-9, notes
tiuvara or titbara, referring to a “hornless bull”, “beardless man”, or an “eunuch”, and tivaraka or tubaraka, a MBh
derogatory term for a “castrated person”, “eunuch”. In EWA, Bd. 1, p. 661, Mayrhofer further connects the word
with modern Indian variants such as the Bengali words thubara, or thobra, “blunt” which, however, do not seem
to be plausibly associated with the Sanskrit word tipara All of these variants show a great degree of flexibility
in the second labial consonant; they fluctuate between -v-, -b-, and -p-. On this account, Kuiper: 1948, p. 74-5,
suggested that the word is unlikely to be of an Indo-European etymology but Proto-Munda, with the initial ¢
standing for ¢-. The meaning is uncertain, I think, but hypothetically, it could be close to “cut off”, “trimmed”, or
more specifically, “the one whose characteristic feature has been cut off/polled”.

5% Caland: 1931, p. 43. Cf. Hoffmann: 1992, p. 782-3, who understood it to mean “cow with deformed horns” (“Kuh
mit mifgebildeten Hérnern”).

59 As Ehlers: 2003, suggests, the parvasikha hair-fashion might be alluded in this myth. The parvasikha style is
explained by Mahadevan & Staal: 2003, p. 5-6, who suggest that “there were in the main two different waves of
Vedism arriving in South India at two different periods of history: the first is represented by the parvasikha
Brahmans with their fronted top-knots and the second by the aparasikha Brahmans, their topknots toward the
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cows were to be hornless, we would expect the sacrificers to follow them and shave their hair
completely. To me, this is a clear internal evidence of the narrative that we are not dealing with
hornless cattle but rather with cattle that have a different shape of horn. Despite the sparse
descriptions of the tupara cattle, I propose that the myth is not talking about “hornless” cattle but
about a different cattle species, breed, or variant. The locally domesticated zebu cattle (Bos indicus),

530

with their distinctive upright horns,*’ slender body, and resistance to extreme weather conditions,
are an obvious fit for our mythical narrative.

There are many stances from which we could dissect the narrative. Elsewhere, I have
suggested that, with a pinch of salt, we could understand the mythical story to portray a time when
the semi-pastoral Indo-Aryans met the zebu, a new species of cattle, perhaps semi-domesticated or
feral (judging from the association with wilderness in the earliest occurrence of the word tapara in
AVS 11.9.22), with different bodily characteristics and behaviour. Meeting such a strange, yet familiar
animal, they had to account for it in their symbolic system: such a hardy animal with a different shape
of horn must have surely deserved its body through a prolonged ritual action.”® Equally, we could
understand the passages to be another proof of Vedic zoological knowledge resurfacing in the highly
elite ritual literature. Or else, in accordance with the larger topic of this chapter, the passages could be
yet another proof of human—animal entanglements.

The topic of this subchapter was whether animals can sacrifice. This mythical narrative leaves
no doubts that cows were capable of a complex ritual action, albeit situated in the realm of “once upon
atime” (agre). Any sattra is an extremely complicated soma ritual, lasting for a long time, in this case
a whole year, in other cases multiple years. It is a sacrifice which is done out of choice: there is no
yajamana commissioning the ritual, and the Brahmin priests officiating the sacrifice are doing so by
themselves for themselves, with the goal of obtaining progeny, prosperity, or a satisfactory post-

humous fate.’®

With no division between priests and a sacrificer, there is no economic benefit, no
daksina. Furthermore, for the whole duration of the sattra, the Brahmins are expected to follow the

strict rules of diksa, involving prohibitions on worldly behaviour, such as the observance of the daily

back of their heads, making a pony tail.” Although Mahadevan’s and Staal’s theory is not widely accepted, I find
Ehlers’ following argument and connection with this myth convincing. For illustration of the parvasikha hair-
style see the cover photo of the paper by Mahadevan & Staal: 2003.

53° As Bokonyi: 1997, p. 648, suggests: “Their [zebu’s] horn form basically differs from that of taurine cattle: their
typical direction is lateral or upright with a backward tendency (this is the so-called “auchenokeratos” type) and
in profile they are well behind the plane of the face.”

5% Sojkova: forthcoming a.

52 For more detailed discussion, see Kane: HDS 2.2, p. 1239ff. Cf. Falk: 1985.
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agnihotra, sexual intercourse, running, entering a boat, or eating a normal, non-vratya diet.** In short,
there is a strong sense of dedication and agency associated with the sattra.

That such a complicated and long sacrificial activity follows a mythical precedent set up by
cattle is at least peculiar. I suggest that the fact that cattle are so strongly associated with this sacrifice
in almost all major middle Vedic texts is a strong argument of their mental capabilities. In this myth,
cattle are portrayed as using the faculty of volition and agency: they themselves choose to perform the
ritual in order to change their physical appearance and gain one of their most characteristic features,
horns. Furthermore, any Vedic ritual activity presupposes the ability to recite and perform various
actions; there is no suggestion in the texts that the cows would not perform these. Whilst the JB
situates the mythical episode in illo tempore, the ritual activity of cattle clearly sets up a precedent and
gives the name to the ritual. It might be foolish to think that in the historical Vedic period, cattle
performed rituals. By allowing them to do so in the mythical past, however, the Vedic texts show that

cattle participate in intellectual capacities and agency, otherwise associated solely with people.

53 Kane: HDS 2.2, p. 1239ff.
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§3.5 THE HUMAN & THE NON-HUMAN: A CONCLUSION

In search for the notion of human nature in the Vedas, this chapter has taken us through many
seemingly disparate topics.

First, we have considered the textual history of the idea that a human is categorised as a pasu,
a domestic animal. Based on our sources, we can be confident that this is the most common
classification of the human being. In the previous chapter § 2, I established that in the middle Vedic
sources, the term pasu is routinely categorised on the basis of habitat into gramya, domestic, and
aranya, wild. Applying a similar line of reasoning to the human being, the discussion in this chapter
attempted to answer whether Vedic literature identifies certain people as aranya, wild. Anchored in a
discussion of terminology such as kimpurusa or mayu aranya, commonly understood as names for
non-Vedic, indigenous inhabitants of the Indian subcontinent, I have argued that people are
associated with wild animals only in certain circumstances. As a species, they are understood as pasu.

Second, this chapter examined the differences and similarities between people and other
pasus, both in terms of body and mind. On the physical side, my discussion followed both the common
anatomical classificatory criteria, developed fully in the later Dharmasastric sources, as well as other,
lesser studied bodily differences. I have established that although there are certain differences in the
bodies of humans and animals, these are mainly confined to their extremities, namely their limbs (i.e.
dexterous hands and the bipedal, upright position of the human versus four-footed, “horizontal”
livestock). As a whole, the bodies of animals and people have a similar structure. Their bodies are
made from the same building blocks: hair, skin, flesh, bone, marrow. Due to this common
embodiment, both animals and people share the fitness to be sacrificed. On the mental side of things,
people and domestic livestock are depicted as on a similar footing as well: just like people, pasu are
said to possess the ability to speak and to sacrifice. The latter quality is particularly important, since
in the optic of the Vedic texts, sacrifice is clearly the activity par excellence.

Whilst the topics covered in this chapter might seem diverse on the surface, they have a
common denominator: the fact that the notions of “humanity” and “animality” are not as disparate as

it might seem at a first glance.** For the Vedic sources, I would argue, the relationship between the

% Whose first glance, we might ask? It is the modern Western point of view which commonly distinguishes
between “nature”/“animality” and “culture”/‘humanity”, but not necessarily other points of view. As Bruno
Latour: 1993, p. 104, says, however “the very notion of culture is an artifact created by bracketing Nature off.
Cultures — different or universal — do not exist, any more than Nature does. There are only natures-cultures [...].”
That means that the borders between the categories are much fuzzier; in fact, they are what Latour calls
“hybrids”.
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human and the animal is not just an “encounter” (a term commonly used in Multispecies
Anthropology and Animal Studies to convey both the voluntary and involuntary contact of human
and non-human actors).”® All suggests that the lives of people and livestock in the Vedic era were fully
entangled, fuelled by the constant and mutual everyday care.’®* Thinking about these multispecies
relationships between people and the four kinds of livestock, I am reminded of what the
anthropologist Anna Tsing once wrote: “Domination, domestication, and love are deeply entangled.”*
The Vedic texts allude to these entanglements in snippets but constantly, suggesting that the
boundaries between people and domestic animals might indeed be blurrier than first thought.

When writing about the notion of the nature-culture entanglements in ancient and
premodern societies, it is easy to disregard the presence and importance of animals — both wild and
domesticated — in human communities. The narrowly anthropogenic character of the sources and our
reading thereof are usually to blame, as historians Robert Malcomson and Stephan Mastoris suggest
in their book The English Pig:

“All human communities have involved animals. While, in a sense, we all know this, and might regard
such a statement as self-evident, the history that we read tends not to pay much attention to species
other than our own. History, being written by humans, is mostly about humans; and we may sometimes
forget how prevalent — indeed, very visibly prevalent — animals were in most earlier societies.”s*
This is something that we face reading Vedic literature, which is preoccupied mostly with only a small
sliver of reality: the theory and practice of ritual. As I have noted more than once, the human-animal
relationship is mentioned only when it directly influences ritual practice. Due to the nature of the
discourse, the closeness of people and animals is usually confined to domesticated animals. Even then,
it is located to other times or spaces: stories of human-animal relationships are recounted to explain
or exemplify certain ritual actions. Therefore, we read that once upon a time (agre) the bodies of
livestock were just like the bodies of people: two-footed and upright. In the deep past, cattle were able
to decide to hold a year-long ritual with the goal of changing their physical appearance. Both of these
stories are told in order to underline specific ritual actions: the usage of the yipa, sacrificial post, and
the history of a sattra, the gavamayana respectively. In the following chapter § 4, furthermore, we will

treat yet another example of similar expository prose which again places the physical resemblance of

555 E.g. Mathur: 2021 or Haraway: 2006.

53 When considering care in human-animal relationships,  have been especially inspired by writings of Radhika
Govindrajan on contemporary Indian mountainous communities. Govindrajan: 2018; 2021.

%7 Tsing: 2012, p. 141

53 Malcomson & Mastoris: 1998, p. 29.
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people and cattle in the mythical past. We will see, moreover, that it also allows for a close contact of
the humans and animals in the yonder world, i.e. in the afterlife, the mythical future.

That these myths about the close affinity of the species are placed into the mythical past or
future creates the impression that there is an insurmountable difference between people and animals.
Indeed, I believe that this is a reason why most scholars do not seriously consider the classification of
the human among the pasus: the texts make it clear that the human-animal affinity is not a topic of
present times. The texts, however, never argue that the human has a different ontological character
than his pasu counterparts. In all the stories that we have seen so far, there is almost an idea of
“evolution by a jump” — a bodily change which happens in a short, concentrated burst.* A certain
event causes the animals’ bodies to change from their original, more human-like form to their current
one. For example, the creation of the yupa causes such a great fear in animals that they crouch and
become four-footed. Whilst this is the case for all the stories I have looked at so far, it is important to
note that the texts never claim that the essence of the animals in question would change in any way.
The sudden evolution of their bodies does not imply a transformation in ontology. Humans are not
suddenly said to be different or better and animals are not said to be inferior on the hierarchy of
species. To certain extent, this might be attributed to the nature of the texts we work with: the stories
are fragmentary, concentrated. Perhaps, the situation would be different if we had access to the full
oral tradition. Since we do not, however, and since the topos repeats time and again, it is not
preposterous to argue that people and animals share a certain ontological essence. The Vedic cosmos,
we could say with David Haberman, “is populated with many people, only some of whom are

human.””*

9] use the term “evolution by a jump” almost in a tongue-in-cheek way, alluding to a famous quote by Carl
Linnaeus (frequently ascribed to Charles Darwin): "Natura non facit saltum”. I acknowledge that there are
number of problems with this expression. For one, the usage of the word “evolution” signifies a change in
essence, or at least taxonomy, and I am of course suggesting a complete opposite of that. Furthermore, although
the “evolution by a jump” seems to be a favoured “evolutionary” strategy of the Vedic texts, it is not accounted
for by the Darwinian theory. This section has been inspired by reading some introductory and/or popular
accounts on evolutionary biology, e.g. Buranyi: 2022; Laland et al.: 2014; and Howard: 2001.

% Haberman: 2013, p. 193.
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§4 Skin®*

“Why should our bodies end at the skin, or include at best other beings encapsulated by skin?”

— Donna Haraway, Sinians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature>*

This chapter, a case study in “ontological proximity”, is where our previous discussions come together.
Building on the explorations of chapters § 2 and § 3, detailing what is the animal and the human and
how these categories are treated in Vedic myth and ritual, we will explore one of the most evocative
narratives I have encountered in the Vedic prose so far: the story of the origin of human skin and
animal hide.

Before we get into the myth and its implications, however, let me start by discussing what I
mean by the term “ontological proximity”. I have used this phrase or variations thereof (such as
“closeness”) several times in the previous chapter without much explanation. It is a term which, in my

eyes, encompasses the idea that human and non-human domesticated animals are essentially related,

% This chapteris a version of the paper submitted to support my application for Transfer of Status in Michaelmas
Term 2019. 1 would like to thank my assessors, Professor Diwakar Acharya and Professor Yuhan Sohrab-Dinshaw
Vevaina, for their feedback to my writing as well as my thesis project in general. In a modified version, the
arguments were presented in a paper called “With my own skin Imay flourish”: Brahmana prose on the relationship
of men and cattle at the n™ International Indology Graduate Research Symposium (IIGRS) held in November
2019 at the Wolfson College, University of Oxford. The paper will be published in the IIGRS conference
proceedings; see Sojkova: forthcoming b. Many thanks to Dr Yiming Shen and Valters Negribs for the invitation
to contribute to the conference proceedings.
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Haraway: 1991, p. 178.
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and that their relatedness is supported by their mutual, constant care for each other.”*® Through the
process of domestication and mutual care, they “become with” one another.*

Although it is deeply influenced by research in Multispecies Anthropology/Ethnography,
Animal Studies, or the “ontological-turn-influenced” Humanities, the term “ontological proximity” is
my own. I have coined the term, which I consider necessary, since I have not found a theoretical
concept that would suit the situation described by the Vedic texts.

As we have seen many times by now, the human is understood to be a domesticated animal
(pasu) in all Vedic genres. He is different from other domesticated animals, yet similar. Although two-
footed and endowed with opposable thumbs, the human body is built from the same building blocks
as the animal one. The Vedic texts suggest that although at present, the human is the only creature
that speaks in an understandable manner and can sacrifice, there was a time when he was not
exceptional in these matters. In the mythical past, the other domesticated animals had the same
abilities. Just like the bodies of domesticated animals, the human body can theoretically be sacrificed,
although more often, it is substituted by a different pasu or a dummy. This suggests that people and
animals are interchangeable and hence close in terms of their essence. Their lives cannot be
disentangled; they co-participate in each other’s existence. The notion of “ontological proximity”
accounts for the human-animal entanglements and their shared essence.

In its theoretical background, the concept of “ontological proximity” is akin to what the
anthropologist Radhika Govindrajan calls “relatedness”.** Like Govindrajan, I am inspired by the
theoretical framework developed by the “ontological turn” in ethnography, represented by scholars
such as Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, Eduardo Kohn, or Philippe Descola.’ The influence of the
“ontological turn” on my work is evident in my usage of the word “ontology”. I use this term in the
sense or “way or manner of being”, as it is used in the field.** Moreover, I appreciate that the
proponents of the “ontological turn” centre their discussions on indigenous people and their distinct
understanding of the non-human world. They argue that all vernacular knowledge is of a “radical

alterity”: as non-native researchers, we can never fully encompass it in our imaginative constructs.

%1 like the definition of care used by Maria Puig de la Bellacasa, who says that care is “vital in interweaving a
web oflife”, “a human trouble, but this does not make of care a human-only matter”. Bellacasa: 2017, p. 2 and 4.
5% The phrase “become with” is a now-famous quote from Donna Haraway’s work on multispecies
entanglements: “to be one is always to become with many”. Haraway: 2008, p. 4.

% Govindrajan: 2018.

5% Viveiros de Castro: 20153, b. Kohn: 2013. Descola: 2014.

%7 Graeber: 2015, p. 14-22. Graeber argues that in the ontological-turn-inspired literature (and well before that,
considering that he identifies a paper of Irving Hallowell from 1960 in which the word is used in the same sense
for the first time), the meaning has undergone a profound change in meaning from “the discourse on being”

(onto-logy; the emphasis is intentional), as it is used in philosophy, to a more general idea of “way of being”.
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Although my reading of the Vedic texts is influenced by the “ontological turn”, I am fairly
cautious of its implications. Like Govindrajan, I am aware that if taken too far, the concept of “radical
alterity” is too homogenous and static, and therefore bounding.’* Furthermore, as David Graeber
argued, the subjects of ethnographic studies would not necessarily agree with the assertion that they
inhabit a world radically different to ours.**

Besides the “ontological turn”, both Govindrajan and I take inspiration from Bruno Latour
and his theory of a network of actors (more often known as “actor-network theory”, or ANT). A broad
sociological theory, the ANT is a powerful tool which brings attention to relationships between
different agents, human and non-human alike.*® The concept is succinctly explained by Radhika
Govindrajan when she describes the methodological background of her field research: “I am especially
drawn to work that extends subjectivity to nonhuman animals and approaches them as persons whose
inner lives and affective states are critically shaped by their experience of life in a world they inhabit
in relation to a host of others.”

Considering that we are rooted in the same methodological background, why am I not simply
using Govindrajan’s terminology of “relatedness”? The principal reason is that our datasets are largely
different. Govindrajan works with living communities of human and non-human (domesticated and
wild) actors; I read ancient texts which mention the everyday life in these communities in passing.
This influences how we read the room. For Govindrajan, the non-humans remain “intimate
strangers”.”* Based on her ethnographic research, in which she observes the separation between
people and animals, she argues that:

“[...] relatedness does not overcome or erase ontological differences between human and nonhuman
animals. I do not wish to suggest that in “becoming with” one another, humans and animals become
one.”
Govindrajan can base these assertions on what the anthropologist Anna Tsing calls “the art of
noticing”: an immersive ethnographic act that engages sight, sound, smell, touch, and taste.®* Unlike
her, I cannot rely on my senses when researching the non-human animals in Vedic literature. Whilst

treating the sources critically and philologically, I still have to take them at face value. If “relatedness”

is a concept which encompasses ontological differences between human and non-human animals,

5% Govindrajan: 2018, p. 13.

5% Graeber: 2015.

5 Latour: 2005.

%' Govindrajan: 2018, p. 20.
%2 1bid., p. 25.

53 Ibid., p. 25.

54 Tsing: 2015, p. 37.
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then it is, I believe, incompatible with what I read in the Vedic sources where the human and non-
human animals share their essence, their “way of being”.

As argued at the outset, the aim of this chapter is to explore the concept of “ontological
proximity”. Through a close reading of a mythical story about the origin of human skin and animal
hide, I am hoping to exemplify the assertions made in the previous chapter § 3: the entanglement,
“becoming with” of the human and non-human actors. As far as I am aware, the only scholar who
worked with the myth about the origin of human skin was Wendy Doniger. In passing, it was also
noted by Charles Malamoud.** My interpretation is vastly different from that of both of the scholars;
therefore, I will refer to their interpretations only rarely.

Formally, this chapter is divided into three subchapters. Its first section introduces the
mythical narrative, its variants, and their ritual context. Following the texts, I offer two lines of
interpretation of the mythical story. The first deals with the image of skin in Vedic literature and its
connection to the human-animal relationship. This section expands on my discussion of bodily
similarities in the pasu group, collected in the subchapter § 3.3. The last section of this chapter
explores the consequences of the story on a larger, metaphysical scale, drawing on the parallel of the

myth about Bhrgu, the son of Varuna, and his travels in the yonder world.

555 JB trl O'Flaherty, 1985; and Doniger, 2015. Doniger’s interpretation of the myth is also followed by Das, 2013.
Malamoud: 1996.
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§4.1 THE NARRATIVE & THE RITUAL

The focus of the chapter, the mythical narrative about the origin of human skin, is possibly one of the
most expressive stories in the Vedic prose. The myth tells a story of times when the skin that now
covers the bodies of people used to be the skin of the livestock species. With such a thin skin, the pasus
suffered from weather extremes and noxious insects; they decided to approach people (themselves,
or mediated by gods, depending on the version) and exchange skin with them. Although it is a story
about the history of human-animal body cover, it speaks to many aspects of the human-animal
relationship that we have seen in the previous chapters: communication, sacrifice, proximity of
species. It is yet another account of the mythical past when people and domestic animals were still
close to each other in physique and mentality.

In full, the story occurs in two Brahmanas: the Jaiminiya Brahmana (JB 2.182-3) and the
Satapatha Brahmana, in both recensions (SBM 3.1.2.13-17 and SBK 4.1.2.8-9). In terms of the Brahmana
prose, these passages are relatively long, self-contained stories. Following Stephanie Jamison'’s
examination of the introductory formulae in middle Vedic literature, which we first discussed in
§ 3.4.2, we can prove the affinity of the three passages on the basis of their introductory sentences.

To remind us of Jamison’s argument, she remarks that there are many instances in the Vedic
prose that introduce a mythical story in an almost identical way, regardless of the §akha. The following
narrative can proceed with greater or lesser flexibility, but the shared incipit suggests that we are
dealing with a distinctive myth. Jamison adds that:

“if we have incipits of myths in identical form agreeing across Sakha boundaries, then the myth (or

some of it) must have already existed, not merely as some vague kernel plot, but in a precise verbal

form, before the division into Sakhas [...].”*

Jamison continues to categorise the formulae into two groups: that of an individual myth, “a single,
self-contained story whose theme or main character is introduced in the first sentence”, and that of a
vehicle myth, “general myths or mythical cycles [which] are applicable to a large set of contexts”.>*" In
the following discussion, as was the case in chapter § 3.4.2, we will be dealing with the “individual
myth” category.

Jamison’s observations about the incipits give us a theoretical apparatus to identify variants
of the myth in different Brahmanas. Indeed, there are two other instances of the introductory formulae

in the Paficavims$a and Kausitaki Brahmanas. Although these variants do not tell the myth in full, they

5% Jamison: 1997, p. 127.
5%71bid., p. 129-130.
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include a few valuable details, enriching the Jaiminiya and Satapatha passages. Altogether, this is the

collection of all the introductory formulae:

JB 2182 rohinim chavim paridhatta He puts on a hide of ared cow.

SBK 4.1.2.8 dtha diksitavdsanam pdridhatte Now, he puts on a garment of
an initiate.

SBM 3.1.2.13 athd vasah pdridhatte Now, he puts on a garment.

PB16.6.1 [...] tac chavim paridhatte [...] he puts on a hide.

KB 25.13.18 vatsacchavim paridadhita He should put on a calfskin.

All the formulae are nearly identical and share the same syntactical structure. They are ritual
prescriptions, ordering a sacrificer to dress in a certain type of clothing, either a hide (chavi), or a
garment (vasa, vasana). Let us look at the two constitutive parts of the formula, the verb and the noun.

All incipits use the verb paridhatte, the 3 sg. atmanepada present from the root pari + Vdha,
“to put on”, apart from the KB version, which uses the 3™ sg. atmanepada optative from the same root,
most likely in order to stress the importance of the ritual prescription.

Except for the Satapatha variants which talk about a garment (vasa, vasana), the object of the
verb is the word chavi meaning “hide, skin”. This is a rare term in the Vedic prose, and it is its
occurrence that is a compelling reason to include the PB and KB passages which otherwise narrate
only a short section of the myth. The term is used sparingly in the Brahmana literature. It occurs only
six times, predominantly in the variant ending with -z°%° The six instances can be split perfectly into
two groups: a) three times, the word is found in the introductory formulae mentioned above, i.e. as an
object of the verb pari + Vdha; b) the other three instances are found solely in the Taittiriya Brahmana
(TB1.2.6.3, 2.3.6.2, and 2.3.7.2), in passages referring to the mythical cycle according to which Prajapati
emits beings. The act of creation exhausts Prajapati, breaks him into pieces, and he has to be healed
by other gods. In the passages in question, Prajapati is reconstituted by means of various haviryajiias

(here called generally yajiiakratu, “a sacrificial rite”)*

which are listed systematically according to the
number of priests needed for the sacrifice. In all three instances, chavi is a second element in a list of
bodily parts which are acquired by means of the caturmasya, the “four-monthly” seasonal sacrifice,

and are used to reconstruct Prajapati’s body:

55% As far as the Vedic Samhitas are concerned, the term chavi occurs only three times, twice in TS 5.7.20.1, in the
section on asvamedha, and once in KS 53.10.
59 Cf. Hillebrandt: 1897, p. 165-6.
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TB 2.3.6.2-3°%

paiicakitvé 'hvayat| pasdvah prdtyasrnvan| té He cried out five times. The animals heard him.
caturmasydir evd yajiiakratina tipaparyavartanta| They went to his aid by means of caturmasya
td upauhan [6ma cchavim mamsdm dsthi sacrifice. They brought him hair, hide, flesh, bone,
majjanam | [and] marrow. Therefore, there are five priests of
tdsmac caturmasyanam yajiiakratoh || 2 the caturmasya sacrifice.

pancartvijah|[..]]|3

Hair, hide, flesh, bone, and marrow: these five elements are the building blocks of the five pasus. We
have discussed this list already in § 3.3. The examples we looked at in our previous discussion,
however, standardly included the words tvac or carman, “skin”, in the second position. It is unclear
why the three TB passages decided to use the word chavi instead of the more common terms. Perhaps,
the term could be a local dialect term or neologism extant only in the Taittirya sakha, although its
Young Avestan cognate might suggest otherwise.* Perhaps, it is used due to its disyllabic form which,
as Jamison showed, is an important element of the formula.’® Whatever the reason, it is clear that
since the word chavi is found only six times in the whole of the prose corpus and half of the instances
occur in the formula introducing our myth, it is very probable that the two passages (PB 16.6.1, KB
25.13.18) are variants of that myth, albeit short and less detailed than their JB and SB counterparts.

The mythical narrative occurs in two separate ritual contexts. The passages JB 2.182-3, PB16.6.1,
and KB 25.13.18 are set within exposition of the ritual practice called visvajit, whereas the Satapatha
passages discuss it in the midst of their exposition on diksa, ritual initiation. In what follows, I will
quote the passages and explain their ritual context.

The mythical narrative which occurs in the Jaiminiya Brahmana is perhaps the most complete
version of the story. Embedded in the discussion of the visvajit (the “all-conquering”) sacrifice, it is a
mythical explanation of the use of the hide of a red cow (rohini chavi). 1t introduces the key points of
our story: in the mythical past, the livestock were not satisfied with their skin and approached people

to barter it for their own bodies. Since then, the Jaiminiya says, animals are eaten by people and their

5% In the TB’s account of the reconstruction of Prajapati’s body, the list of five bodily parts is preceded by a trunk
(kusindham), four limbs (angani), and followed by a list of six generative “organs”: two breasts, two testicles,
downward turned penis, and breath (stanau, andau, sisnam avaricam, pranam), seven breaths “in the head”[?]
(Sirsanyan pranan), and the totality of Prajapati’s self (sarvam atmanam aparivargam). The parallel passage in
TB1.2.6.3 includes chaviin a shorter, threefold list: [6ma chavir dsthi, “hair, skin, bone”.

5% Mayrhofer: EWA, Bd. 1, p. 557, lists the lemma chavi as a term that is found from KS onwards, and connects it
possibly with YAv suri, “skin of a living human”, possibly from *s(a)uui.

5% Jamison: 1986. Cf. MS 3.3.3: dvydksaram l6ma dvyaksara tvdg dvydksaram mamsdm dvyaksaram dsthi
dvyaksaro majja, “Hair’ is disyllabic; ‘skin’ is disyllabic; ‘meat’ is disyllabic; ‘bone’ is disyllabic; ‘marrow’ is
disyllabic.”

162



hide is used for clothing. In the next world, however, the tables will turn, and the livestock will take
advantage of people.

Before we look at the Jaiminiya version of the story let me briefly discuss the visvajit sacrifice.
The visvajit is one of the ekahas, the one-day soma-sacrifices based on the jyotistoma. Crucially, the
sacrificer gives away all his wealth (or a thousand cows, which is perhaps just a ritual substitution for
“all wealth”) during the ritual. Following the ceremony, the yajamana leaves his home clothed in a
hide of a red cow and for the subsequent twelve days dwells in various places for three days at a time.
First, he stays at a root of an udumbara tree (Ficus glomerata), subsisting only on fruits and roots which
he digs himself** Then he moves to a settlement of Nisadas, the non-Aryan inhabitants of ancient
India who are described as living “neither in a village, nor in a wilderness” (na gramo naranyo). After
three days there, he moves to an Aryan settlement, and dwells with Vaisyas (or in PB, foreigners) for
three days, followed by three days with Ksatriyas (in PB, his own kin). For a whole year after, he should
wander, sleep outside on the ground, dress in and eat only what is given to him and should not beg.***

Knowing a little more about the ritual context, let us consider the Brahmana passages now:
the Jaiminiya account in full, telling the myth as well as the ritual context; and the initial sentences

from the Paficaviméa and Kausitaki.

JB 2.182-183°%

rohinim chavim paridhatta, etad vai pasinam
priyam ripam yad rohitam, pasuinam eva tat
priyena riupena samrdhyate, khanate, khanitram
avrttim apajayaty, ubhayatahksnir abhrir bhavaty,
ubhayata evasma annddyam radaty, aranye tisro
vasati, yad aranyam annddyam tad eva tabhir
avarunddhe, na grame naranye tisro, yan na grame
naranye nnadyam tad eva tabhir, jane tisro, janyam
tabhis, sajane tisras, sajanyam tabhis, ta dvadasa
sampadyante, dvadasa masas samvatsaras,
samvatsarad evanndadyam avarunddhe, rohinim
chavim paridhatta, esa ha va agre pasunam tvag asa
Yya purusasya, ya pasunam sa purusasya, te pasava
atapam varsam damsan masakan na dharayanti, te
purusam etydbruvan puruseyam tava tvag astv

esasmakam iti, kim tatas syad ity, adyas te syama ity

182. He puts on the skin of a red cow. The one
which is red is the own colour [form] of livestock.
In that way, he prospers with the livestock’s own
colour. He digs [the food with] a digger — he
wards off the lack of prosperity. [The digger] is a
two-edged sharp scrape — he scrapes the proper
food for himself from the both sides [i.e. from this
world and the yonder world]. He dwells in the
forest for the duration of three [nights] -
whatever is the eating of food connected to the
forest, he obtains that by those [three nights]. He
[dwells] neither in the village nor in the forest for
the duration of three [nights] — whatever is the
eating of food which is neither in the village nor
in the forest, he [obtains] that by those [three
nights]. [He dwells] for the duration of three

5% For the symbolism of udumbara, see Minkowski: 1989.

584 Cf. Kane: HDS, vol. 1. 2, p- 1212-13, n. 2644.

5% [ am using the unpublished edition of Gerhard Ehlers, available on TITUS. The translation is my own. For the
sake of space, I use commas where Ehlers uses line breaks to divide syntactical units. Many thanks to Professor

Minkowski and Dr Antonia Ruppel who read the text with me in Hilary Term 2019.
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abruvann, idam te vasa iti vasah prayacchams, tad
yad rohinim chavim paridhatte svenaiva tad ripena
samrdhyate, tatha hainam amusmin loke pasavo
nadanty, adanti ha va amusmin loke pasavah
purusam, tasmad u ha gor ante nagno na syad,
varo  hasmad

bibharmiti || 182

apakramitos  tvacam  asya

sa sapuccha bhavati krtsnatvaya | ...] || 183

[nights] amongst [foreign]**®

people — [whatever
is the] foreign [eating of food], [he obtains that]
by those [three nights]. [He dwells] for the
duration of three [nights] together with [his own]
people — [whatever is the eating of food] of his
own people, [he obtains that] by those [three
nights]. They add up to twelve. Twelve months is

a full year. He obtains the eating of food from the

full year. He puts on the skin of a red cow. In the
beginning, the skin of livestock was the one
which is of a man, [and] the [skin] which is of
cattle [was] of a man. The livestock [could not]
endure heat, rain, gadflies [and] mosquitos.
Coming to the man, they said: “O man, let this
skin of yours be ours.” “What would be from that
[for me]?” They said: “We could be eaten by you.”
They offered clothing, [saying]: ‘This [would be]
your clothing.” In that way, when he puts on the
skin of the reddish cow, he thus succeeds by his
own form. In this way, the cattle do not eat him in
the yonder world. On the other hand, the cattle
eat a man in the yonder world. Therefore, one
should not be naked in the proximity of a cow. It
is liable to run away from him, [thinking]: “I bear
his skin.”

183. For the sake of wholeness, [the skin] is

endowed with a tail. [...].

The Parficavimsa, and Kausitaki Brahmanas provide a much shorter, condensed account of the story;
their focus is mostly the commentary on the ritual activity. For the sake of brevity, I will not quote
their discussion of the ritual in full. Both accounts mostly affirm what is found in the Jaiminiya, though
some interesting points are added such as the fact that red colour is the most common for cattle (PB),

and that putting on a calfskin during the ritual equals being naked, bare (KB).

PB 16.6.1-2

{pasu}bhir® va esa vyrdhyata ity Ghur yah sarvam
dadati

samrdhyate | 1

1. ‘He who gives away all [his property]’, they say,

tac chavim paridhatte pasubhir eva ‘suffers aloss in regard to his cattle’. He puts on

5% In the translation jana as “foreign”, I follow Caland’s translation. Caland collects all the evidence for the

meaning of jana in his translation of the parallel passage from the PB (most notably SB 1.7.3., MS 1.4.99: 57.4).
Kane: HDS, vol. IL. 2, p. 1212-13, n. 2644, mentions that jana is a person from another gotra.

57 Although both the edition of Chinnaswami Sastri and the electronic edition of Kiimmel, Griffiths, and
Kobayashi read parasubhir, I follow Caland’s translation and read pasubhir. The same reading is also implied by
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rohini chavi bhavaty etad vai pasuna bhuyistham

riupamyad rohitam saksad evainan avarundhe | 2

KB 25.15°"°

vatsacchavim paridadhita | riricana iva va
etasyatma bhavati yah sarvam dadati | vatsam vai

pasavo varichanti | punar ma pasavo varichantv iti |

[as upper garment] a hide; he is not separated
from cattle.”®

2. The hide is red, for this is the colour most
common to cattle [cows]. In that it is red, he

obtains [cattle] in bodily form.>*

He should put on a calfskin. Bare as it were
becomes the body of whom who gives all. [He
puts {on the calfskin} thinking] ‘Cattle desire a

calf; let cattle desire me.’

The Satapatha versions of our myth are largely similar to the JB, although in both of the recensions,
there are slight variations in the narrative. Let me quote the SBK version here; the SBM is close to its

counterpart in terms of content but is longer and differs in the usage of certain verb forms. Following

the passage, I will discuss its integration in the discussion of the diksa.

SBK 4.1.2.8-9°"

dtha diksitavdsanam pdridhatte sarvatvaya vai
diksitavdsanam pdridhatte krtsndtayai piruse hava
iyam dgre tvdg asd yeyam gavi || 8

té ha deva iicur iyam vd idam sdrvam bibharti yad
gaur iti hdntd yeyam puruse tvak tam avacchayd
gavi dadhama tdyeyam ghinim titiksisydte tdyd
vdrsdntam tdya himam iti tathéti tam avacchdya

gavy adadhus tdyaisa ghinim titiksate tdyd

8. Now, he puts on the garment of an initiate
indeed for the sake of completeness. He puts on
the garment of an initiate for the sake of
wholeness (krtsnatayai). In the past (agre), the
skin which is on the cow used to be on the man.

9. The gods said: “This one, the cow, supports
everything.” “Look! The skin which is now on the

man, having flayed it, let us put it onto the cow.

vdrsantam tdya himdm athaydm dvacchitah purusé  With it, it will be able to endure the heat, rain,

Sayana, who says yo yajamanah sarvam dhanam dadati esa pasubhih khaly vyrdhyate vihiyate sarvesu gavadinam
pasunam dattatvat iti brahmavadina ahuh || The emphasis is mine. For the full passage, see PB ed Chinnaswami
Sastri, part II, p. 233.

5% Notice that Caland translates the verb sam + Vrdh as “to be separated from”, possibly in an antithesis to vy +
Vrdh. In the JB sections, I have translated the same verb (+ a noun in I) as “to succeed with, prosper, flourish”. In
my understanding, a translation closer to the original would be “He who gives all, that one is indeed deprived of
cattle. He puts on the hide (chavim); he succeeds with the cattle [form].”

5% Again, Caland’s reading is peculiar here, as he understands yad rohitam to go with the sentence that follows
it. I think otherwise, understanding saksad evainan avarundhe as a separate sentence. In my translation, the
verse would mean roughly: “The hide is red. That which is red, that is the most abundant form/colour of livestock.
He obtains them [= livestock] personally (saksat).”

57° This is the numbering of Lindner’s edition and Keith'’s translation. Due to the different subdivision of khandas
in the Kerala edition, the passage is found under the designation 25.13.18—25.14.22 in Sarma’s edition. The simple
dandas are adopted from the Kerala edition. I am modifying Keith’s translation here to deliver a clearer
understanding of the passage; instead of “he puts round” (emphasis mine), I say “he puts on the calfskin”.

57" am using the edition of Willem Caland, see in SBK ed Caland. There is a newer edition and English translation
by C. R. Swaminathan (in SBK trl Swaminathan), however, the translation seems to be rather rough and not very
exact. For example, Swaminathan translates diksitavdsanam as “the garment [prescribed for the vow]”. I am
providing my own translation instead of his.
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vacchito hi* vai purusas tasmad ydtrd kva casyapi [and] cold.” [Saying] “yes,” having flayed it, they
kuso vikrntdti tdta eva lohitam utpatati tdsminn put it onto the cow. With it, [the cow] is able to
etam tvdacam ddadhur yad vasah piirusasya hivaesa endure the heat, rain, [and] cold. Now, the man is
tvak dsmad etam nanydh pasir bibharti tasmad u  flayed. For indeed the man is flayed. Therefore,
suvdsa evd bubhiset tad dhi svayd tvaca samrddho ~wherever the kusa grass cuts him, from there the
bhavati tasmad dpy aslilam suvasasam didrksanta  blood flows. Therefore, on [him] they placed this
eva svdaya hi tvaca samyrddho bhdvati tasmad gor garment which is his skin. For indeed [this
ante nd nagndh syad véda ha gaur ahdm asya garment] is the man’s skin. Other than him, no
tvdcam bibharmiti sa hasmad i$varas trdsitor ydn ~domestic animal (pasu) wears it. Therefore, one
me 'yam tvdcam nadadhitéti tdsmat suvasasam should strive to be well dressed. For he becomes
upaiva nisrayante pasdvah || 9 successful with his own skin. Therefore, [people]
want to see even a lowly person well dressed. For
he becomes fulfilled with his own skin. On that
account, one should not be naked near a cow. For
the cow knows: “I wear his skin.” [The cow] is
liable to be afraid of him [thinking]: “Will he not
take my skin?” Therefore, the domestic animals

resort to the one who is well dressed.

The basic plot of the myth is largely similar to the JB, yet there are differences. Most importantly, the
SB lacks the metaphysical outcome of the skin exchange. The cattle do not offer themselves as food,
and therefore, people are not threatened to be eaten in the yonder world. Moreover, the gods are the
agents of the story; they make the decision that the cow, the supporter of the whole universe, needs a
new skin and hence, they flay the man. Naked and prone to be cut, the human has to wear clothes
since then, a feature that distinguishes him from the rest of the pasus, domestic animals.

Unlike the three previous passages, the SB recensions situate the mythological story within
the discussion of the diksa, the consecration or initiation of the sacrificer before the agnistoma ritual.
The diksa commences in the afternoon, following a preparation of the place of worship. As is widely
known, the main focus of the diksa is the ritual purification of the sacrificer. At first, the sacrificer
mainly prepares his own body for the ritual: he shaves his hair and beard, cuts his nails, brushes his
teeth, and bathes. When clean, he puts on a garment — the point at which the SB introduces our
mythical narrative. He smears his body with butter and performs the diksaniya isti, a ritual sequence
which entitles him to be called a diksita, initiand. In that state, the sacrificer observes silence and
subsists on milk and a simple diet. On the prominent days of the ritual, he is not allowed to sleep at
all, and on the days when he can, he sleeps on the ground in the middle of the ritual ground, never

turning his back towards the ahavaniya fire. He observes celibacy, is not allowed to touch or to speak

57 Although I would have expected Aa vai, both Caland and Swaminathan read Ai vai.
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to anybody, and always sits on the blackbuck hide, holding his token antelope horn and staff made
from udumbara wood.*”

From aritual perspective, the diksa and visvajit have different goals and purposes, yet I would
argue that in terms of structure, they share certain symbolic features. They remind one of a classic rite
of passage with its tripartite structure: a) separation, b) liminality, and c) aggregation, first described
by the French anthropologist Arnold van Gennep and further developed by the Scottish ethnographer

Victor Turner:>"*

“The first phase (of separation) comprises symbolic behavior signifying the detachment of the
individual or group either from an earlier fixed point in the social structure, from a set of cultural
conditions (a ‘state’), or from both. During the intervening ‘liminal’ period, the characteristics of the
ritual subject (the ‘passenger’) are ambiguous; he passes through a cultural realm that has few or none
of the attributes of the past or coming state. In the third phase (reaggregation or reincorporation), the
passage is consummated. The ritual subject, individual or corporate, is in a relatively stable state once
more [...].”"
The use of the same mythical narrative only adds to the structural similarities of the respective rituals.
The Brahmana passages referring to the visvajit introduce the myth in the moment when the sacrificer
gives up all possessions and lives a semi-ascetic life on the fringes of society. For some time, the
sacrificer lives an almost animal life, wearing the cow hide, sustaining himself on roots and fruits (cf.
KB 25.15). Furthermore, his liminality is underlined by eating food “which is neither in the village nor
in the forest” (JB 2.182). He then gradually enters Vedic society, approaching from the bottom to the
top of the hierarchical structure, starting with the non-Vedic Nisadas. In the moment when the
sacrificer puts on the hide that will cover him for the whole time of the ritual, the JB tells the story
about the origin of the skin which now covers the body of the sacrificer, as if the skin was the material
proof of the sacrificer’s change of status. Since the mythical barter, humans are never “either here or
there”. Their existence is shaped by the primordial exchange; if not in this world, then in another one,
when they are eaten by cattle. The hide of a red cow worn by the sacrificer during the ritual expresses
the ambiguity of the human condition — they are pasu but differ from the rest of the class — and the
ambiguity of the ritual practices carried out after the visvajit rite.
The SB utilises the myth in a slightly different part of the tripartite ritual structure. Here, it is

mentioned in the first, separative phase, i.e. when the sacrificer is preparing for the main isti of the

5% For more details, see the indispensable source for the description of the agnistoma, the classic volume
L’Agnistoma, Caland & Henry: 1906-7. I have also found helpful Kane’s account in Kane: HDS, vol.IL2, p. u35ff.
57 Van Gennep: 1960, and Turner: 1997, ch. 3.

5% Turner: 1997, p- 94-5.
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diksa sequence. He has just cleansed his whole body and now, he puts on a garment “for the sake of
completeness” (in SBM sarvatvayaiva). The garment is equal to his original skin which he lost to cattle
in the mythical past. In this case, the sacrificer is also moving away from his original state into the
ambiguous state of an initiand. The fact that the diksa is a transformation into a new state of being, a
rebirth, is clear from the passage AB 1.1.3 which refers to the diksa in almost obstetric terms: punar va
etam rtvijo garbham kurvanti yam diksayanty, “The priests make the one whom they consecrate into
an embryo again.” Again, I would suggest that the ritual clothing that the yajamana dons is a
materialisation of the change of his status and nature. Until the end of the agnistoma performance,
the yajamana remains a diksita. He lives on the borders of human and animal existence, encompassing
both. The sacrificer dressed in the ritual garment representing the cow hide (i.e. in his original skin)
suggests that the mythical past and the primordial affinity of species has not been forgotten, or at least

not in the realm of ritual.
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§4.2 ONSKIN

Now that we have reviewed the myth and its ritual context, let me commence with its interpretation.
Its first part focuses on the most superficial topic of the mythical narrative: the skin (¢fvac) and hide
(carman, chavi) covering the bodies of people and cattle, and the symbolism surrounding this body
part. In this section, I will argue that the myth as well as the ritual usage of hide points to what I call
“ontological proximity”, a way of being shared by people and domestic animals.

The premise of the myth is clear: people and livestock swapped their bodily cover in the
mythical past. But what does skin stand for in the Vedic symbolic canon? How can we understand the
flaying of a man and his subsequent need of clothing? What are the intertextual and semantic
connections of the symbol? These questions provide the structure for the following discussion.

As we have seen several times in the previous subchapter, in the mythical past, the skin of

cattle was that which at present covers the human body and vice versa:

JB 2182

esa ha va agre pasunam tvag asa ya purusasya, ya Once upon a time (agre), the skin of cattle was
pasunam sa purusasya | the one which is of a man, [and] that [skin] which

is of cattle [was] man’s.

For the sake of this interpretation, I will be treating skin (tvac) and hide (carman, chavi) as
interchangeable. Outside of our myth, the words are used interchangeably by the Vedic corpus, for
example in the fivefold list of bodily parts.” Possibly, they are seen as variations of the same bodily
part, perhaps with the slight distinction that one is predominantly without hair (¢fvac, used for people,
snakes, etc.) and the other one hairy (carman, chavi), although this difference does not always hold
true.

In the Vedic corpus, the bodies of creatures are often divided into a number of parts, grouped
into various lists.*” Some of these lists mention skin, some do not. We discussed one of these in the
previous chapter § 3.3 — namely the fivefold list of constitutive bodily parts, featuring skin on the
second position, following hair, lorma. Common sense would suggest that skin serves as a bodily cover
in these lists. This is the case in the example from the Atharvaveda, cited below, which lists slightly

different body parts from the list that we examined previously:

57 have discussed this in § 3.3. For more details, see Jamison: 1986, p. 174-5.

577 According to Zysk: 1986, these lists might take an inspiration from the ritual dissections of domestic animals;
he however, does not provide much evidence for this. On different words for various butchers and other
professional animal handlers, see Rau: 1957, p. 24.
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AVS 11.8.15

$iro hdstav dtho mikham jihvam grivas ca kikasah | Head, [two] hands, also face, tongue and neck,
tvacd pravitya sdrvam tdt samdhd sdm adadhan vertebrae — all that having enveloped with skin,

mahi || the great-putting together put together.

What is the symbolic value of skin? In her literary and historical-anthropological treatment of human
skin, Claudia Benthien argues that there are two ways to understand the motif of skin in modern
European languages and literature:
“First, there is the idea that the skin encloses the self: skin is imagined as a protective and sheltering
cover but in some expressions also as a concealing and deceptive one. [...] A second group of sayings

equates the skin with the subject, the person: here the essence does not lie beneath the skin, hidden

inside. Rather, it is the skin itself, which stands metonymically for the whole human being.”"*

Even though Benthien’s book refers to texts thousands of miles and years away from middle Vedic
prose, her understanding of the motif encompasses similar semantic aggregates to what we found in
the Brahmanas: the skin is a pars pro toto for the whole being, a boundary between one’s essence and
the world. Nakedness and the flayed body are essentially its opposite. Clothing, furthermore, serves as
a substitute for the flayed skin, at least according to the Satapatha versions.

Ancient Indian textual sources dealing with the motif of skin are relatively scarce, as are Indo-
European sources.”” We find, however, a few examples. As far as the metaphorical usage of skin is
concerned, the Brahmanas often use the imagery of a snake shedding its skin. This image serves as a
simile for getting rid of the evil, such as in the following SBM passage: just as a snake gets rid of his
skin — relatively regularly and easily — in the same way the priest officiating the agnihotra casts away

the darkness of the night and the evil.

SBM 2.3.1.6°%

sa yathahis tvacé nirmucyéta | evam ratreh Even asasnake frees itself from its skin, so does it
papmdno nirmucyate ydtha ha va dhis tvacé |[...] free itself from the night, from the evil: and,
nirmucyétaivam sdrvasmat papmdno nirmucyate yd  verily, whosoever, knowing this, offers the
evdm vidvan agnihotrdm juhéti [...] agnihotra, he frees himself from all evil, even as a

snake frees itself from its skin; [...].

57 Benthien: 2002, p. 17.

5 The exception is the well-developed motif in the old Germanic sources, largely known as “shapeshifting”. In
Old Norse and Old English literatures, gods and heroes frequently change their own anthropomorphic skin for
an animal one. This is usually done in order to use a certain skill, available only when they are of a different
shape. The god Odinn, for example, takes on the hamr (skin, shape) of an eagle in order to fly away with the
stolen mead of poetry, hidden in his beak. See Skdldskaparmdl, in Faulkes: 1987, p. 60. For more examples of
hamr, see Ellis Davidson: 1986.

5% Cf. SBM 2.5.2.47; 9.2.6.13; AB 6.1.6-7;18.7.
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The ritual literature provides evidence for the material usage of hide. Hides are used as mats, being
spread out at the west of the sacrificial fire. There are numerous instances of this ritual feature in many
Vedic texts, each of which explains its usage differently. The texts usually prescribe a blackbuck hide
but other animals are found as well — tiger, boar, cow and ox, he-goat, etc.”™ As an example, consider

this SBM passage on the preparation of the fire altar for the ritual of the agnicayana:

SBM 7.3.2.1

[..]  pravargyopasddbhyam  pracaryathaitam |[..] Having performed the pravargya and the
cdrmani citim samdvasamayanti tad yac cdrmani upasad, they appease that [first] layer on the [red
cdrma vai ripdm riipanam tpaptyai lomato l6ma  ox-Jskin. And as to why on a skin: for the
val riipdm ripanam upaptyai réhite réhite ha obtainment, the skin being outward form; — on
sdrvani rapani sdrvesam ripanam tpaptya the hairside: for the obtainment of the forms, hair
anaduhe 'gnir esa ydd anadvan agniripanam being the outward form; — on a ruddy [skin]: for
Upaptyai pracinagrive tad dhi devatrd || the obtainment of all forms, all forms [colours
being contained] in the ruddy; on [the skin] of an
ox: for the obtainment of Agni’s forms, the ox
being the same as Agni; — on [the skin spread]
with the neck towards the east, for that [tends]
godward.

Jan Gonda suggests that the hide spread out at the sacrificial ground neutralises and destroys the evil
influences, appeases (samdvasamayanti) the first layer of bricks on the altar. According to Gonda, the
hide constitutes “a ‘natural boundary’ between two spheres’, the human and divine.’* Elsewhere, the
blackbuck hide represents sacrifice; the SBM uses the formula yajiio vaf krsnajindm, “a skin of a black
antelope is indeed the sacrifice”, many times, as I have noted in § 2.2.5% Both these meanings of animal
hide - it being a boundary between spheres and a symbol of a larger, abstract concept — are helpful
directions in which we can take the interpretation of our myth.

We have discussed the ritual usage of the animal hide and the metaphorical image of a snake
shedding its skin. As far as the mythological narratives are concerned, however, skin is the main motif
of only one other myth — the story of a girl called Apala. She is known to the ancient Indian literature

since the time of the Rgveda where she acts as the main protagonist (and author) of the hymn RV 8.92.

581

Regarding the blackbuck skin, see chapter § 2.2.3-4. For more details, consider KausS 67.23, SBM 5.2.1.21, or the
description in Caland & Henry:1906, p. 30, 41, or 103-4. The reasoning behind the blackbuck skin as an important
sacrificial instrument is e.g. in SBM 1.1.4.1-3.

5% Gonda: 1965, p. 125. Cf. KausS 7.22 where the oblations placed on the sacrificial skin undergo a samskara
(purification, initiation) and are made ritually fit.

5% E.g. SBM 1.1.4.1-5.
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The myth is later treated by the JB 1.221, where we find more details of the narrative: there, Apala is
said to have moles (tilaka) and a bad skin (rucchvasa). Unhappy about her looks, she finds a stalk of
soma on the road, chews it, and offers it to Indra, asking to make her father’s field, his bald head, and
her own belly (i.e. genitals) become “hairy”. Fulfilling her wish, Indra also makes her “sun-skinned”
(stiryatvac),”* using the most curious method. Three times, he pulls Apala through various holes in a
cart or a chariot and she becomes an animal (or her skin changes into a skin of a certain animal).**
First, she is pulled through a hole of the chariot and she/her skin becomes a lizard; when pulled

through a hole in a cart, she becomes a chameleon, and lastly, when pulled through a hole in a yoke,

she becomes “the one to be embraced” (samslistaka).”* Here is the AVS version as an example:

AVS 14.1.41
khé rdthasya khé 'nasah khé yugdsya satakrato | In the hole of the chariot, in the hole of the cart,
apalam indra tris putvakrmoh sitryatvacam || 41 in the hole of the yoke, o thou of a hundred

activities; having thrice purified Apala, o Indra,

you didst make her sun-skinned.

The standard interpretation of this mythical episode, probably stemming from Sayana’s itihasa to the
RV 8.92, used to be that Apala is a woman afflicted with a skin disease causing hair loss. Hanns-Peter
Schmidt, however, has argued that it is most likely that Apala is a young girl on the verge of puberty
who has acne and longs for pubic hair which will make her mature and marriageable.>

As was the case for most ancient Indo-Europeans, among the Indo-Iranians, there was no
separate female puberty or initiation rite (many argue that it must have been subsumed under the
marriage early on, if it existed at all), and the hymn thus lack a direct ritual counterpart. Yet, Schmidt

sees the RV Apala-sukta from this perspective:

“The hymn telescopes the slow process of incipient pubescence to full maturity.”*

“The hymn is not only a legendary account of a girl's growth into nubility put in analogy with the

reawakening of nature, but also arather human and touching document inasmuch as it offers a glimpse

5% The sun-like quality of a skin does not apply only to Apala. In the RV, this epithet is used also for the chariot
of the Asvins (1.47.9; 8.8.2) and the Vedic poets (7.59.11). The PB narrates the story of a female Angiras Akapara
who is made sun-skinned by Indra (PB 9.2.14). On its possible connection to the Apala myth, see the commentary
of Jamison: 1991, p. 146-182. In the SBM, the adjective “sun-skinned” is used in the consecration ceremony before
the rajasitya, SBM 5.3.4.12 (the mantras including the term are from the VS 10.4).

5% This variation is found in the Brhaddevata 6.106.

5% Interpretation of the word samslistaka based on Schmidt: 1987, p. 7-8.

5% Schmidt: 1987, p. 1-29. See also Jamison: 1991, p. 146-182.

5% Schmidt: 1987, p. 28.
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into the girl's private worries and fantasies while she is preparing herself for the event she is half

dreading, half yearning for: to be a woman and a wife.””
The myth about Apala is by all means different to the myth on the origin of human skin, as is clear
from Schmidt’s conclusion. Despite that, [ would like to suggest that they share an important thematic
element: the skin and its condition have symbolic dimensions. Apala clearly wants to get rid of her
skin troubles (papam varnam), be it alopecia or acne. She says, in the Jaiminiya version (JB 1.220):
sakamayatapa papam varnam haniyeti, “She wished: ‘Might I smash off my bad colour.” She succeeds
in this by a private offering to Indra, literally performed by chewing soma stalks in her mouth. When
Indra pulls her through the various holes, not only does he make her skin similar to the sun
(suryatvacam) and her form the most beautiful of all forms (tasyai ha yat kalyanatamam rupanam tad
rupam asa) but he also changes her social — and therefore ritual — status from a pubescent girl to a
marriageable woman, wife. In a way, Indra makes Apala complete, perfected. AsI shall explain shortly,
I suggest that the symbolic meaning of the skin in our myth is comparable: the change in Apala’s skin
quality alludes to the change of her status as a person living in a community.

Skin, as the SBM said in one of the quoted passages above, is the outer form. Symbolically, it
is a materialisation of the relationships one has with their community, human and nonhuman. In the
SB versions of our myth at least, the original human skin (i.e. bovine hide) has to be substituted by
clothes. These are needed to cover the naked body which would cause distress to the livestock; to
protect one against cuts (clothing is protection, as the AB says below); and to show off his success in
the community. From then on, skin equals clothing, and clothing equals well-being and prosperity, as

is suggested in the following passages:

AB7a3
annam ha prana saranam ha vaso Breath is food; clothing is a protection.
AVS 19.24.6

pdriddm vaso adhithah svastdyé 'bhir {v}apinam®° Thou hast wrapped thyself in this garment {for}

abhisastipa u

well-being; thou hast become protector of thine
$atdm cajiva sarddah puriicirvdsini carurvi bhajasi  allies [?] against imprecation; and live thou a
Jjivan || 6 hundred numerous autumns; living, pleasant

(cdru), thou shalt share out good things.

5% Ibid., p. 29.

59° Whitney emends vapindm to apinam, drawing on a reading from the Mantra-Patha 2.2.8 and one of his AVS
mss. (he does not state which one). See note for verse 6 in AVS trl Whitney, p. 936. Furthermore, I modify his
translation “garment in order to well-being”, and am very unsure about his translation “ally”.
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Clothing not only ensures prosperity and protection, but it also provides an opportunity to reacquire
the natural state of the body, lost by the skin exchange. It allows the human to transform himself from
the wounded, naked being into a consecrated sacrificer. For both the JB and the SB, the garment of an
initiand or the hide of a rohini cow has a sense of completeness (krtsnatva, sarvatva).

“For the sake of completeness” (sarvatvaya) is a usual phrase found in the Brahmana prose,
expressing the idea of integrity, wholeness, and perfection which is at the forefront of Vedic thought.
If a ritual is incomplete, it has no efficacy; if the body of a sacrificial victim is not up to a certain
standard, it cannot be sacrificed; and if a human being is in any way abnormal, it is unhealthy
(remember the poor Apala, who wants a better version of her skin in order to become a complete
woman). This axiom is transposed to everything else in the universe as well. Its meaning is close to
metaphysical, as Gonda notes:

“[...] the Indians, identifying brdhman and sarvam, choose this term [i.e. sarvam] for ‘intact, uninjured,
entire, complete’ to denote the Whole of Existence, the All, which in being eternally complete, is always
free from decay, illness, and death. By realizing that he is sarva-, a man escapes death and its
precursors.”
It is not surprising to find the wish for completeness included in description of rituals which promise,
among others, good conditions in the yonder world (in case of the visvajit of the JB version) or material
and spiritual well-being in this world and in the next one (in case of the agnistoma of the SB). Lacking
skin, the human lacks completeness. This is attained again when he relives the mythical past through
the ritual action of putting on a garment/bovine hide.

Human nudity is treated as a lack of completeness in the Vedic sources: something that must
be covered, healed. That is, at least, suggested by the RV which includes the act of covering a naked
body in the enumeration of Soma’s helpful deeds in the hymn 8.79. Here, to cover a naked body is
similar to healing an injury. In another verse RV 10.33, nakedness is an oppressing state of being,

comparable to tiredness.

RV 8.79.2b-d

abhi arnoti ydn nagndm | He [i.e. Soma] covers what is naked.
bhisdktivisvam ydt turdm | He heals everything that is hurt.

prém andhdh khyan nih srond bhut || The blind man sees, the lame one sets off.

RV 10.33.2¢-d

ni badhate dmatir nagndta jdsur | The lack of attention, nakedness, and exhaustion
vér nd veviyate matih || restrain [me]. My mind flits about like a bird.

%" Gonda: 1975, p. 69.
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These passages show that nakedness is not a positive quality. It represents vulnerability: in the cold, a
naked person huddles close to a fire (RV 10.61.9) or stays awake (RV 8.2.12). In the SB, nakedness has a
similar accent. Puriiravas loses his wife, the nymph Urvasi, due to his nudity (SBM g.5.1; the RV version
in 10.95 does not mention his nakedness at all); the altar for the darsapurnamasa has to be covered
not to be “naked and despoiled” (SBM 1.2.2.16), and even the sacrifice itself fears nakedness
(SBM 1.7.3.28, sd haisd yajiid uvaca nagndtdaya vai bibhemiti). Likely, the negative subtext of nakedness
expressed in the earlier Vedic texts assures that the Brahmana prose refers to it only occasionally.
Claudia Benthien suggests that “nakedness is [...] not an ontological category but rather a
relationship that always relates to something else.” This, I believe, applies to the Vedas as well. The
bare human skin, naked after the barter in mythical past, seems to allude to their relationship with
other pasus. Its absence, nakedness, is a significant point that sets people apart from the rest of the
category. Not many other species are described as skinless, or naked. In fact, according to the AVS, the
human is the only one; the SBM considers Prajapati and wheat to be the only other examples of

“skinless” (atvac) species.

AVS12.3.51

esa tvacam piruse sdm babhivanagnah sdrve This one of skins (tvac) hath come into being on
pasdvo yé anyé | man; not naked are all the animals (pasu) that are
ksatrénatmanam pdri dhapayatho 'motdm vdso other;ye [du.] cause to wrap (paridha) yourselves
mitkham odandsya || (atman) with authority (ksatra), a home-woven

garment, the mouth of the rice-dish.

SBM 5.2.1.6%

[...] ptiruso vai prajapater nédistham sé 'ydm atvdg |[...] man is nearest to Prajapati and he is skinless.
ete vai purusasyausadhinam nedisthatamam ydd And among plants wheat comes nearest to man,

godhiimas tésam na tvdg asti |...] [for] it has no skin [...].

The nakedness of a man is, at least in the case of the $B, caused by the gods flaying him. We have seen
that the lack of skin implies incompleteness, which is understood as an injury, a wound which needs
to be healed. In Vedic ritual, sacrificial animals are flayed in one piece.** Whilst there is no direct

evidence that this was the way the human body was flayed, the same verbal root Vcho,* used for both

5% Benthien: 2002, p. ix.

53T am unsure about the force of the Ac in nedisthatamam. Cf. AB 2.8-9 where the husk of the rice seed is
associated with the skin.

%94 Cf. AB 2.6.14: ekadhasya tvacam acchyatat | pura nabhya apisaso vapam utkhidatad | “Flay off its skin in one
piece; before cutting the navel force out the omentum.”

595 Whitney lists the same root as Vcha.
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the animal and the human, suggest a similar technique. In any case, the whole human body is a gash

since then and has to be anointed with butter during the diksa, as a SBM tells us:

SBM 3.1.3.7

athagrena $alam tisthann abhydnkte | drur vai

purusé 'vachité ‘'narur évaitdd bhavati ydd

abhydnkte gdvi vai purusasya tvag gor vd etan
etdt tvaca

ndvanitam bhavati svdyaivainam

samardhayati tasmad va abhydrikte ||

He [the sacrificer] then gets himself anointed
[with fresh butter], while standing east of the hall.
For, having been flayed, man is sore; and by
getting himself anointed, he becomes healed of

his soreness: for man’s skin is on the cow, and that

fresh butter also comes from the cow.”® He [the
adhvaryu] thus supplies him with his own skin,

and for this reason he gets himself anointed.

Skin, or rather its absence, is the place where human identity is formed and assigned in the Vedic
prose. If the Biblical book of Genesis states that a man was created naked, the original state of the
human being could not be more different according to Brahmanas. There, the human has lost his
natural state, his original animal-like hide which now covers the bodies of kine. The man has to
provide himself an artificial skin consisting of fresh butter healing his body and clothes covering it.
These are applied during the ritual for which the man has to be in the state of completeness. There is
an interesting paradox: to return to the natural state, the man has to use man-created materials and
techniques. He has to adapt to the new situation, to “change his skin”. His return is, however, only
temporary: at the end of the ritual, the sacrificer will wash off the anointment of the fresh butter and
take off the linen garment or the hide of the red cow. He will return to his intrinsic condition of being
sore, helpless, and naked.

As we come to the end of this subchapter, there is an obvious conclusive question to answer.
What does this myth, and in particular its imagery of skin, mean in terms of the human-animal
relationship? There are a few parts to the answer. First, I argue that the myth strongly implies the
closeness between people and domesticated animals. This closeness is situated in the realm of the
body: the species in question exchange the skin and the hide that cover their bodies.

With the closeness of bodies comes the necessity of communication, a topic which I discussed
previously. Whilst the SB passages incorporate a divine intervention (the gods decide that the
livestock need a different bodily cover), the JB allows for a direct dialogue between the human and its
animal counterpart. In that sense, the myth is yet another example of the possibility of communication

between species, albeit situated in the mythical realm.

59 On usage of the fresh butter see the subsequent verse, SBM 3.1.3.8: “It is fresh butter, — for melted butter [ghee]
belongs to the gods, and creamy butter to men. [...]” Cf. AB1.1.3.
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Furthermore, the idea of closeness is also intertwined with the idea of completeness. The
process of the skin exchange leaves the human intrinsically incomplete. The completeness can be
achieved only by a ritual activity which, in turn, requires a relationship of care between people and
domesticated animals. The human-animal proximity forms the multispecies community; it
interweaves the web of life, as Maria Puig de la Bellacasa says.*”

Another factor that plays a large role in this myth is the idea of mutuality and reciprocity. The
animal in the story is aware that it passes over some discomfort to the human with its skin: from that
moment, the human will be either too cold or too hot and insects will bite him. To make up for it, the
animal offers its own meat and hide for the human to use in this world.”* This barter is not without
metaphysical repercussions, as I will discuss in the following subchapter. The use of animal products
— meat, leather, dairy — is unimaginable without care: to reliably use these products in this world, the
human must intentionally establish a relationship with the animal and fulfil it on a daily basis. This
relationship is reciprocal; it is a dialogue in which both actors have to co-participate.

Just like the other Vedic narratives that allude to human-animal relationships, this myth is
situated in the era of “once upon a time”. From the perspective of the ritual, this strategy provides a
legitimacy to the story. The myth is an exemplification of a specific ritual action — placing it into the
mythical past highlights its timelessness and tradition. I suggest, furthermore, that the story creates
the impression of timelessness also in terms of the human-animal relationship. The fact that the story
is shared in different ritual contexts across the Vedic prose canon further accentuates that the topic of

closeness, care, and reciprocity is perhaps more significant than it seems at the first sight.

%7 Bellacasa: 2017, p. 2.

5% Dairy products are not mentioned in the list of things used by people in this world, even though milk is
omnipresent in the texts as well as archaeological data (see e.g. Garnier et al.: 2017; or McCormick: 2012). Not
mentioning it here, in a story which delineates the relationship between the human and pasu, is significant, even
though the motifs of this choice are unclear. Perhaps, its omnipresence meant that milking was not understood
to be a violent act which has to redeemed in the yonder world.
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§4.3 ONMETAPHYSICS: BHRGU AND THE YONDER WORLD

In the Jaiminiya reading of the story, the act of the skin exchange brings about great metaphysical
consequences. By trading their original skin with pasus, humans gain the right to eat beef and use cow
hides for clothes in this world. In the yonder world (amusmin loke, as the Jaiminiya calls it), on the
other hand, the cattle will eat people unless they prevent this destiny by a ritual action. If a sacrificer
wears the prescribed red cow hide (or the garment of the diksita, in the Satapatha versions) — that is, if
he restores his original form, his completeness — the livestock will not devour him. To remind us of the

context, let me quote this part of the Jaiminiya version of the story once again:

JB 2182-183

te purusam etyabruvan puruseyam tava tvag astv. Coming to the man, it said: “O man, let this skin
esasmakam iti | kim tatas syad ity | adyas te syama  of yours be ours.” “What would be from that [for
ity abruvann | idam te vasa iti vasah prayacchams | me]?” They said: “We could be eaten by you.”
tad yad rohinim chavim paridhatte svenaiva tad They offered clothing, [saying]: ‘This [would be]
riupena samrdhyate | tatha hainam amusmin loke your clothing.” Thereby, when he puts on the skin
pasavo nadanty | adanti ha va amusmin loke of the reddish cow, he thus succeeds by his own
pasavah purusam form. In that way, the livestock do not eat him in

the yonder world. For the livestock eat a man in

the yonder world.

The story presents a serious conundrum. Livestock experience bodily discomfort and propose a skin
exchange. To make the barter worth it, they offer the human their own meat and hide. Although this
offer might seem worth it, it causes repercussions in the next world: the human will be used in the
same manner in the yonder world. Whilst the human does the struggling livestock a favour, it is not
facing a favourable fate.>*

As is clear from the texts as well as archaeological evidence, cattle was considered the most
important source oflivelihood for the pastoralists of Vedic India, so much so that it was said to “support
the whole world”.*”” This, however, brings up a vexed question for Vedic ritualists: how can one kill and
eat a being that supports his sustenance? How can one survive without it? At the time of the Brahmana
prose, “eat or not to eat” seems to become an unresolvable dilemma which even the usually cunning

authors of the Satapatha Brahmana struggle to elucidate. On one hand, they vilify meat-eating,

consider it a wicked deed (papa), and compare it to the destruction of everything:

% Lommel: 1950, p. 93-109, argues, however, that the fate of the human in the yonder world is not considered to
be a punishment.
5 E.g. SBM 3.1.2.14, 3.1.2.21, etc.
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SBM 3.1.2.21

tdd dhaitdt sarvasyam iva y6 dhenvanaduhdyor Hence, were one to eat [the flesh] of an ox or a

asniyad dntagatir iva tam hadbhutam abhijanitor ~cow, there would be, as it were, an eating of

Jayayai garbham nirabadhid iti papdm akad®* iti everything, there would be, as it were, a going on

papi kirtis tasmad dhenvanaduhdyor nasniyat to the end [or, to destruction]. Such a one indeed
would be likely to be born [again] as a strange
being, [as one of whom there is] evil report such
as ‘he has expelled an embryo from a woman,” ‘he
has committed a sin; let him therefore not eat
[the flesh] of the cow and the ox.

Yet on the other hand, this very same passage — which also passionately describes the unfortunate
destinies of meat-eaters, such as being born as “strange beings” — ends with Yajiiavalkya’s famous

statement clearly refuting the previous paragraph:

SBM 3.1.2.21°

tdd u hovaca ydjriavalkyo 'snamy evahdm amsalam Nevertheless Yajfiavalkya said, ‘I, for one, eat it,

ced bhdvatiti provided it is tender.”

There is an inescapable ambiguity in eating the meat of animals: it is crucial for survival; it is
pleasurable; yet it implicates a certain sorrow connected with killing. In his excellent book Ardor, a
novel about the Vedic sacrifice and its importance for post-modern epistemology, the late Italian
author Roberto Calasso brilliantly comments on this passage from the Satapatha Brahmana:
“Yajfiavalkya’s metaphysical probe had touched a point that is usually avoided: there is a pleasure in
eating the flesh of dead animals that is deeply physiological, just like sexual pleasure. In that case too,
pleasure and guilt come back together — and remain inseparable. When we go back beyond a certain

threshold in phylogenesis, there is no escaping these simultaneous conflicting drives, which are not

yet feelings but dark and highly powerful imperatives: allusions to our most distant memories, from

which, however, we are separated by an insuperable barrier, like dreams that have been blotted out.”*

Even though the cattle offered their bodies willingly and in exchange got their share of human meat in
the next world, human sorrow is still irredeemable. That is, unless the sacrificer is aware of the esoteric
knowledge about the ritual, unless he knows the so-called prayascitti or niskrti, an expiation which

changes the usual course of things.

5 Whitney lists akad as a Satapatha alternative of akar in his Roots.

622 Cf. SBM 11.7.1.3.

%3 Calasso: 2014, p. 59. The idea of guilt is perhaps too monotheistic, David Shulman says in his review of Calasso’s
book, and I agree with him, using the concept of sorrow instead. See Shulman: 2015.
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Some researchers, such as Wendy Doniger, understand the Jaiminiya myth about the origin of
human skin in an ethicised manner, associating the human fate in the yonder world with the later
development of Indian religions, especially the ideas of non-violence (ahimsa), ** ethical
vegetarianism, and karmic retribution. Following Hermann Lommel, Doniger considers the myth —
and an associated myth about Bhrgu, son of the god Varuna, which we will discuss in detail shortly —
to be a very early foreshadowing of the doctrine of reincarnation.’” She suggests that:

“It is easy enough to see how this idea of reversals in the other world could, in fact, quickly become

ethicized, how one could come to believe that the best way to avoid being eaten in the other world was

[...] to stop eating them altogether.”*”®

It seems that Doniger is aiming to say that this myth, perhaps together with the Satapatha passages
quoted above, is the first indication of ethical vegetarianism, commonly associated with Indian culture
until today. A lot has been written on the development of vegetarianism in South Asia, especially in
relation to the concept of ahimsa.®” Whilst these two notions are often considered to be
interchangeable, vegetarianism is not implicit in the notion of akimsa; in fact, as Bodewitz argues, it
is its consequence.”® More often than not, the debates about vegetarianism have been motivated by
contemporary South Asian identity politics; a subject matter which is beyond the scope of this
thesis.” I do not wish to add much to this topic: I am of the opinion that ethical vegetarianism and
non-violence are constitutive neither to the human-animal relationships nor to the categories of
human or animal in Vedic India. Instead, what [ want to do in this subchapter is to focus on the notion
of “the yonder world” (asau loka) and its opposite, “this world”.” I suggest that the examination of
these concepts and their metaphysical connotations might further broaden our understanding of the
categories of human and animal.

The locative formula amusmin loke, “in the yonder world”, found in our myth, is a common

expression in the Vedic Brahmanas. One of its best-known instances is the well-known and aptly-

%4 Bodewitz: 1999, p. 18, argues that in the pre-Upanisadic literature, ahimsa means “security”, or “safeness”
rather than “non-violence”.

%5 Lommel: 1950.

1B trl O’Flaherty, p. 41.

%7 On ahimsa, see Schmidt: 1968 and 1997. Cf. Bodewitz: 1999. Their arguments are summarised by Bronkhorst:
2007, p. 260-2.

%% Bodewitz: 1999, p. 19.

*9E.g. Jha: 2000.

%> My understanding of the “yonder world” is particularly informed by the works of Henk Bodewitz who
researched the topic of Vedic cosmology in detail. He published his research in many papers which have been
recently collected in an edited volume (Bodewitz: 2019). I will quote the edited volume throughout this chapter
instead of the original references.
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researched myth about Bhrgu, the son of the god Varuna, and his travels through the yonder worlds.
Just like the myth about the origin of human skin which is the object of this chapter, the story about
Bhrgu is found in two variants in the Brahmana prose: JB 1.42-44 and SBM 11.6.1.1. Due to the length of

the passages, I will quote only the Jaiminiya variant. Whilst this version is considerably longer and

more elaborate than the Satapatha, the two passages clearly come from a similar source.”

JB 1.42-44%°

bhrgur ha varunir aniicana asa, sa haty eva pitaram
mene 'ti devan aty anyan brahmanan aniicanan, sa
ha varuna tksam cakre na vai me putrah kim cana
prajandti, hantainam prajfiapayaniti, tasya ha
pranan abhijagraha, sa ha tatama, sa ha tantah
param lokam jagama, sa hamusmin loka djagama,
purusa eva purusam samvrscyathainam jaghdsa, sa
hovacabhud batedam kim svid idam iti, tam hocuh
pitaram varunam prcchasi, sa ta idam pravakteti,
dvitiyam  hajagama, purusa eva purusam
akrandayantam jaghasa, sa hovacabhud batedam
kim svid idam iti, tam hocuh pitaram varunam
prechasi, sa ta idam pravakteti, trttyam hdjagama,
purusa eva purusam tusnim avyaharantam jaghdsa,
sa hovacabhud batedam kim svid idam iti, tam hocuh
pitaram varunam prcchasi, sa ta idam pravakteti,
caturtham hajagama, dve striyau mahad vittam
Jugupatus, sa hovacabhiid batedam kim svid idam iti,
tam hocuh pitaram varunam prcchasi, sa ta idam
pravakteti, paiicamam hdjagama, lohitakulyam ca
ghrtakulyam ca prabahuk syandamane, sa ya
lohitakulyasa tam krsno nagnah puruso musalt
Jjugopa, atha ya ghrtakulya tasyai hiranmayah
purusa hiranmayais§ camasais sarvan kaman
udacire, sa hovacabhud batedam kim svid idam iti,
tam hocuh pitaram varunam prcchasi, sa ta idam
pravakteti,

sastham hajagama, parica nadih

42. Bhrgu, the son of Varuna, was devoted to
learning. He deemed himself superior to his
father, to the gods, and to the other brahmins
who were devoted to learning.

Varuna considered: “My son knows nothing at all.
Come, let me make him have a clear insight!” He
took his lifebreaths away. He [=Bhrgu] fainted.
He, having fainted, he passed from this world. He
arrived to the yonder world. A man cut an [other]
man into pieces and then devoured him. He said:
“Ah! Has this [really] happened? What is [the
meaning of] this?” They said to him: “Ask your
father Varuna. He will explain it to you.”

He arrived [there] for a second time. A man
devoured an [other] man who was crying out. He
said: “Ah! Has this [really] happened? What is
[the meaning of] this?” They said to him: “Ask
your father Varuna. He will explain it to you.”

He arrived [there] for a third time. A man
devoured an [other] man who was inaudibly
uttering sounds. He said: He said: “Ah! Has this
[really] happened? What is [the meaning of]
this?” They said to him: “Ask your father Varuna.
He will explain it to you.”

He arrived [there] for a fourth time. Two women
guarded a large property. He said: “Ah! Has this
[really] happened? What is [the meaning of]

% See the rich history of the research on this passage in JB trl Bodewitz, p. 99.

%2 The differences between the versions are summarised by both Doniger O’Flaherty and Bodewitz, see JB trl
O’Flaherty, p. 35, and JB trl Bodewitz, p. 9g9-102. Interestingly, even though Caland: 1915, p. 28, states that the |B
version of the story is of a better composition and possibly “more original”, Bodewitz notes that despite all the
parallels and differences, the SBM version must be independent, not a direct borrowing of the JB version, as
Caland thought. Bodewitz concludes that they perhaps come from a common textual source, now lost; see JB trl
Bodewitz, p. 101.

%3] am using the unpublished edition of Ehlers, available on TITUS, and the translation of Bodewitz in JB trl
Bodewitz. For the sake of space, I use commas where Ehlers uses line breaks to divide syntactical units. Many
thanks to Professor Minkowski and Dr Antonia Ruppel who read the text with me in Hilary Term 2019.
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puskarinih pundarikinir madhidakds syandmanas,
tasu nrttagitam vindghoso 'psarasam gands
surabhir gandho mahan ghoso babhiva, sa
hovacabhud batedam kim svid idam iti, tam hocuh
pitaram  varunam prcchasi, sa ta idam
pravakteti || 42

sa ha tata evavavrte, sa ha varunam evajagama, tam
hovdcagas tatag ity, agam tatety, adarsas tatas ity,
adarsam tateti, kim tatas ity, purusa eva purusam
samvrscayathainam aghad ity, om iti hovaca, ye va

54 naivamvido

asmin loke ‘gnihotram juhvato
vanaspatin samvrscyabhyadadhati tan va amusmin
loke vanaspatayah purusarapam krtva pratyadanti,
tasya ka niskrtir iti yad evaitat samidham
abhydadadhati sa tasya niskrtis taya tad atimucyata
iti, kim dvittyam iti purusa eva purusam
akrandayantam aghad iti, om iti hovaca, ye va asmin
lokam 'gnihotram juhvato naivamvidah pasin
akrandayatah pacante tan va amusmin loke
pasavah purusuripam krtva pratyadanti, tasya ka
niskrtir iti, yad evaitad vaca parvam ahutim juhoti sa
tasya niskrtis taya tad atimucyata iti, kim trttyam iti,

purusa eva purusam tusnim vyaharantam®s

aghad
iti, om iti hovdca, yeva asmin loke 'gnihotram juhvato
naivamvido  vrihiyavams tusmim  vyaharatah
loke

purusarupam krtva pratyadanti, tasya ka niskrtir iti,

pacante tan va amusmin vrihiyavah
yad evaitan manasottaram ahutim juhoti sa tasya
niskrtis taya tad atimucyata iti, kim caturtham iti,
dve striyau mahad vittam ajiagupatam ity, om iti

hovdca, Sraddha ca vai te asraddha cabhitam, ye va

this?” They said to him: “Ask your father Varuna.
He will explain it to you.”

He arrived [there] for a fifth time. [Of] two
streams flowing side by side, one filled with blood
and the other with ghee a black naked man with
a club guarded the stream filled with blood, and
the stream filled with ghee, out of that golden
men drew up all things one may desire with
golden cups. He said: “Ah! Has this [really]
happened? What is [the meaning of] this?” They
said to him: “Ask your father Varuna. He will
explain it to you.”

He arrived [there] for a sixth time. Five rivers
with blue and white lotuses, flowing with honey
as water, in these there was dancing and singing,
the sound of lutes, crowds of apsaras, a fragrant
smell, and a great noise. He said: “Ah! Has this
[really] happened? What is [the meaning of]
this?” They said to him: “Ask your father Varuna.
He will explain it to you.”

43. He returned from there. He came to Varuna.
He [Varuna] said to him: “Did you arrive [there],
son?” ‘I have arrived [there], father.” “You have
seen [it], son?” “I have seen [it], father.” “What,
my son?” “A man cut an [other] man into pieces
and then devoured him.” “Yes,” he said. “Those
who in this world offer the agnihotra without
knowing thus and cut trees and lay them on the
fire, those the trees, having taken human form,
eat in their turn in yonder world. “What is an

expiation for this?” “That he lays here [i.e. in the

®4 The reading of juhvato is problematic. The standard Vira & Chandra’s edition reads ajuivato whilst also listing
a variant reading juhvato, extant in two mss. Ehlers reads jufivato based on the evidence of three manuscripts.
Bodewitz notes that this reading might be correct: “The point is not that people do not offer the agnihotra, a
sacrifice which is accepted even by the most a-ritualistic circles, but that the knowledge of its implications is
lacking with some people. The opposite of agnihotram juhvato naivamvidah is sa ya evam vidvan agnihotram
juhoti (end of JB. 1, 44). If ajuhvato is read, the negation before evamvidah either is superfluous and irregular, or
it separates evamvidah from juhvato, as appears from Oertel’'s, Lévi's and Geldner’s translations. evam
agnihotram juhoti forms, however, one expression.” JB trl Bodewitz, p. 106-7, n. 15. Later iterations of the text also
read juhvato naivamvido which support this reading even further.

%5 This is another complicated reading. Vira & Chandra’s edition reads avyaharantam and lists a variant reading
vyaharantam from a single mss. Ehlers reads avyaharantam without any note of a manuscript evidence. The
parallel passage in SBM reads tiisnim dasinan, “sitting still, silent”. Once again, I follow Bodewitz’ suggestion:
“Contrary to all translators and editors the forms without privative a- should be retained. The question is not so
much that rice and barley, when harvested and cooked, do not cry, as they cry inaudibly.” JB trl Bodewitz, p. 107,
n.18. I adopt the same reading in the following instance as well.
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loke
Sraddadhana yajante tad asraddham gacchati yac

asmin ‘gnihotram  juhvato naivamvido
chraddadhands tac chraddham, tasya ka niskrtir iti,
yad evaitad dvir angulyd prasnati sa tasya niskrtis
taya tad atimucyata iti || 43

kim pasicamam iti, lohitakulyam ca ghrtakulyam ca
prabahuk syandamane, sa ya lohitakulyabhut tam
krsno nagnah puruso musali jugopa, atha ya
ghrtakulya tasyai hiranmayah purusa hiranmayais
camasais sarvan kaman udacanta ity, om iti hovaca,
ye va asmin loke ‘gnihotram juhvato naivanwido
brahmanasya lohitam utpilayanti sa sa lohitakulya,
atha ya enam krsno nagnah puruso musaly ajigupat
krodhas sa tasyo tad evannam iti, tasya ka niskrtir iti,
yad evaitat sruca prasnati sa tasya niskrtis taya tad
atimucyata ity, atha ya etam srucam nirnijyodicir
apa utsificati sa sa ghrtakulya, tasyai hiranmayah
purusa hiranmayais§ camasais sarvan kaman
udacanta iti, kim sastham iti parica nadih
madhidakas

syandamands, tasu nrttagitam vinaghoso ‘psarasam

puskarinih pundarikinir
ganas surabhir gandho mahan ghoso 'bhud ity, om

mamaivaite loka abhuvann iti, te

ity,

sa

iti  hovaca,

kenabhijayya etenaiva  paricagrhitena

pariconniteneti, hovaca na vai
kilanyatragnihotral lokajitya avakaso 'sty, adyaiva
me ‘gnyadheyasyopavasatha iti, tasya ha tathd
cakrus, saya evamvidvan agnihotram juhoti nainam
amusmin loke vanaspatyah purusaripam krtva
pratyadanti na pasavo na vrihiyava nasyestapurte
sraddham

lohitakulyam avarunddhe ghrtakulyam || 44

casraddham ca gacchato 'pahate

agnihotra ritual] a log of wood on the fire, that is
its expiation. By that [expiation] it is avoided.”
“What [did you see] the second time?” “A man
devoured an [other] man who was crying out.”
“Yes,” he said; “those who in this world offer
agnihotra without knowing thus and cook for
themselves animals which cry out, those the
animals, having taken human form, eat in their
turn in yonder world. “What is the expiation for
this?” “That he offers here the first oblation with
speech [i.e. reciting the formula aloud], that is its
expiation. By that [expiation] it is avoided.”
“What the third time?” “A man devoured an
[other] man who was inaudibly uttering sounds.”
“Yes,” he said; “those who in this world offer
agnihotra without knowing thus and cook
themselves rice and barley, which inaudibly utter
sounds, those rice and barley, having taken
human form, eat in their turn in yonder world.
“What is the expiation of this?” “That he offers the
second oblation [reciting the formula] in
thoughts, that is its expiation. By that [expiation]
it is avoided.”

“What the fourth time?” “Two women guarded a
large property.” “Yes,” he said. “They were Faith
and Non-Faith. If any in this world offer the
agnihotra without knowing thus and sacrifice
without faith, then it [i.e. that sacrifice] goes to
Non-Faith; if [they sacrifice] with faith, it [goes]
to Faith. “What is the expiation of this?” “That he
eats here twice with his finger, that is its expiation
of this. By that [expiation] it is avoided.”

44. “What the fifth time?” “[Of] two streams
flowing side by side, one filled with blood and the
other with ghee, a black naked man with a club
guarded the stream filled with blood, and the
stream filled with ghee, out of that [stream]
golden men drew up all things one may desire
with golden cups.” “Yes,” he said; “if any in this
world offer agnihotra without knowing thus and
shed [literally: press out] the blood of a brahmin,
then it [i.e. that blood] becomes that stream filled
with blood; and the black naked man with a club
who guarded it, he is Wrath. That [blood] indeed
is his food.” “What is the expiation for this?” “That
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he eats here with the ladle [i.e. drinks the milk out
of the ladle], that is its expiation. By that
[expiation] it is avoided. And the water that he
tosses upwards to the north after having washed
the spoon, that is the stream filled with ghee. Out
of that [stream] golden men drew up all things
one may desire with golden cups.”

“What the sixth time?” “Five rivers with blue and
white lotuses, flowing with honey as water, in
these, there was dancing and singing, the sound
of lutes, crowds of apsarasas, a fragrant smell and
a great noise.” “Yes,” he said; “these, forsooth,
were my worlds.” “By what are they to be won?”
“By fivefoldly taking this [milk out of the
cauldron] and lifting [it] out [into the sruc].” He
[Bhrgu] said: “There is indeed nowhere outside
the agnihotra an opportunity for the conquest of
a world [in heaven]. [So] today, [will be] my
fastday preceding the setting up of the sacred
fires.” Thus they arranged it for him. He who
knowing thus offers the agnihotra, him do not eat
in their turn the trees having taken human form
in yonder world, nor the animals, nor rice and
barley; nor do his meritorious works and his
sacrifice go to Faith and Non-Faith. He wards off

the stream of blood. He obtains the river of ghee.

The passage offers a colourful description of Bhrgu'’s travels in the yonder world, pictured in six
different stages. Some scholars, namely Wendy Doniger, suggest that the yonder world is “the inverse
of this world, a looking-glass world, upside down, reversing the roles of subject and object.”*® Other
see it as a form of an afterlife, perhaps a hell of some sort, where one ends up atoning for his actions
in this world.

The answer to the question of what the yonder world is is not straightforward. The JB passage
does not divulge many details about it. We know that it is a manifold place from where Bhrgu returns
alive, though this does not seem to be possible for a mere human being.”” Since Bhrgu appears there

after Varuna takes away his breaths — that is, when he temporarily suspends his life — we can conclude

%% JB trl Doniger O’Flaherty, p. 39.

%7 Bhrgu, the son of Varuna, is clearly a special case, and so we cannot induce that every human being would be
able to return from it as well. More likely, normal human beings cannot return to this world. As Caland notes:
“There is no return from yonder world: once and for all they depart hence thither [...], cp. the well-known phrase
sakrt pararicah pitarah.” PB trl Caland, p. 122.
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that it is a place where beings end up when they die. This seems to be an all-inclusive and automatic
fate.”® The role that a certain being assumes in the yonder world appears to be, in most cases, an
opposite of how they were treated in this world (I will discuss what this entails towards the end of this
subchapter). The JB, however, does not value it as either a desirable or an undesirable place to be after
death; it simply does not say.

The localisation of the yonder world is notoriously difficult, since there is no single and
complete description of the Vedic cosmos. Supposedly, the Vedic division of space was twofold:
a) vertical, with a world divided into three cosmic layers (heaven, atmosphere, and earth; or later
heaven, earth, and hell), and b) horizontal, divided into four (East, West, North, and South) or five (as
previous, including zenith) cardinal directions.” To make things more complicated, not all of these
parts appear in all the textual layers and genres, and it is, therefore, hard to assess how they relate to
each other. The RV, for example, mentions heaven as the ultimate destination for meritorious people
only in the latest books and does not include the idea of hell at all.”** Other, usually later texts
incorporate the various imagery such as Yama’s world, the world of ancestors (pitrloka), pits, holes,
underworlds, and others.**

In general, due to its ritualistic nature, the Vedic literature puts almost all the emphasis on
the East as the region of the gods and a desirable posthumous location. Other quarters are enumerated
as well: the West is the nether world, the world of the asuras, the North the location of human beings,
and the South is associated with the ancestors, the pitrs.””* Theoretically, the quarters of space might
be mapped onto the vertical cosmic layers — the underworld being associated with the West and South,
earth with the North, and heaven with the East — but we should not expect that the cosmology was
this seamless in the Vedic times.

In theory, the place where one goes after death, i. e. “the yonder world” (asau loka) can be
situated in a number of these parts of the cosmos. Bodewitz, when categorising possible afterlives in
the Vedic literature, distinguishes between three places where one can find himself after death:

“heaven [located in the East], for a very select group [i.e. the institutors of srauta rituals], a Pitrloka for

%% On the automatism, see JB trl Bodewitz, p. 100.

%9 It is worthy of note that the cardinal directions do not refer to geographical directions but particular spheres.
See Bodewitz’ paper “Classifications and Yonder World in the Veda” in Bodewitz: 2019, ch. 14.

%2> See Bodewitz’ paper “Life after Death in the Rgveda Sarnhita” in ibid., ch. 8. Cf. his paper “Yonder World in the
Atharvaveda”, ibid., ch. 11.

% Cf. Bodewitz’ “Pits, Pitfalls and the Underworld in the Veda”, ibid., ch. 12.

%2 Bodewitz also notes that the intermediate quarters (SE and SW) “seem to represent the pitrloka and hell, and
the totality of the intermediate quarters is also associated with hell.” Ibid., p. 184.
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the meritorious deceased (SE) and a nether world for the common people (S).”*** The term asau loka
implies some sort of a distance from this world: the heaven is most likely situated above the world of
men, whereas “going to the nether world implies a downward movement.”* In the PB 9.8.6, it is said
to be located “thitherward from this [world]”". It is also possible — although I have not come across it
in academic literature often — that the yonder world is a temporal and not spatial classification, purely
describing the inevitable state after death.

The temporal classification aside, which one of these three possible areas is the asau loka, the
world where humans, animals, and plants act in a remarkably different way than in this world?
Bodewitzis of the opinion that “the Bhrgu story of JB1,42 forms an exception, since it evidently denotes
the underworld or perhaps even hell.”** 1believe that he considers it to be hell because in his reading,
Bhrgu is being punished by Varuna: “In the Brahmana the place of punishment is the para loka to
which Bhrgu's free-soul went after he lost his consciousness.”**

The JB description, however, is far from being this straightforward. Unlike Bodewitz, I do not
think that Bhrgu's journey is a punishment. Bhrgu, for one, has nothing to be punished for. According
to the Satapatha versions, he is devoted to learning and his only misdeed is his arrogance towards his
father, other gods, and Brahmins. Varuna’s intention is not to punish him but to make him understand
(hantainam prajiiapayaniti, he says in JB 1.42), to explain him the true nature of the world which is
unattainable by rational, learned knowledge and can be gained only by direct sensory experience.*”

The SBM version of the myth suggests this as well:

SBM 11.6.1.7

tdm hainam drstva bhir viveda sa hétya sdmvivesa On seeing him [= Wrath, the black man with a
tdm ha pitévacadhisva svadhyayam kdsman nii  club], terror seized him, and he went home, and
svadhyayam nadhisa iti sd hovaca kim ddhyesye na  sat down. His father said to him, “Study thy day’s
kim canastiti tdd dha vdruno vidam cakarddrag va lesson [of scripture]: why dost thou not study thy
it || lesson?” He said, “What am I to study? There is

nothing whatever.” Then Varuna knew, “He has

indeed seen it!”

%3 Ibid., p.179

%4 Ibid., p. 204

%5 Ibid., p.162, n. 1.

%% Ibid., p.139.

%7 Bodewitz notes: “Bhrgu now has discovered that more study is superfluous. This does not imply a rejection of
wisdom and a preference for ritual. As a student Bhrgu had only learnt ritual details. Varuna now made it clear
to him that knowing the important implications and background of the rather simple agnihotra ritual secures
immortality.” JB trl Bodewitz, p. 109, n. 28.
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Furthermore, it is unlikely that the whole myth would describe a single hell-like world. There are
obvious stages in the journey of Bhrgu: in the JB, they are enumerated; in the SBM, they are
distinguished according to their cardinal direction. Varuna himself states that the places Bhrgu saw
were “his worlds” (mamaivaite loka abhuvant iti), using a plural form of the word loka.

As far as the hell-like quality is concerned, this seems to be a simplification on Bodewitz’ side.
One of the worlds through which Bhrgu travels inded seems to be akin to hell, namely the fifth world
where he sees the naked black man, called by Varuna Anger (krodha). Many scholars agree that this is
the world of Yama, i.e. the world of the dead. *** The other worlds, however, are largely different from
it. In fact, the first three places visited by Bhrgu are reversals of this world, in particular of its usual
food habits: substances which are eaten in this world devour their eaters there (we will discuss this
principle in more detail shortly). The last world, in contrast, does not resemble hell in the slightest: its
colours, fragrances, and groups of singing apsaras are closer to descriptions of heavenly worlds more
than anything else, and Varuna himself identifies it as his own. It lacks the catchwords identified by
Bodewitz as characteristic of the underworld: “pit, hole, abyss, depth, down, darkness and distance.”®*®

I would argue that Bhrgu’s journey to the other world is not a punitive odyssey through hell
butrather a journey of an initiative character, perhaps a gap year in the Brahmanical education. Bhrgu,
a devoted but arrogant student, is taught that knowledge itself does not suffice but has to be
accompanied by a bodily experience, a daily ritual practice. In itself, the ritual practice is not enough
either: one has to understand the esoteric meaning of the ritual acts and gestures to be able to profit
from them. Thus, theory and praxis must couple.

Asnoted, some scholars see the yonder world to be a pure reversal of this world. The postulate
is that when Bhrgu, and with him the sacrificer, understands the all-inclusive and automatic reversal
principle, he will access the esoteric knowledge which will help him to overcome the given
posthumous destiny. Without a doubt, this and the yonder world are intrinsically connected: what
happens in one brings about an effect in the other. The reversal, however, is not a symmetrical
mirroring, showing the sacrificer an exact opposite of the world that he knows. It is more complex and
metaphorical than that, illustrating to Bhrgu — and through him, to the sacrificer — the true complex
nature of this world, explained through the relationships between individual actors. For the sacrificer
as well as Bhrgu, it is a means of understanding the world from a different perspective and, eventually,

applying this knowledge to the ritual action.
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JB trl Bodewitz, p. 109, n. 24.
%9 Bodewitz: 2019, p. 162.
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The different perspective is, nevertheless, hard to attain. “How can we know something that
doesn'tletitself be known?”, asks Calasso in Ardor. “In one way: by becoming to some extent that thing
itself.”® In the world of Vedic literature, otherwise relatively rigid, there are a few approaches on how
to, to a certain degree, assume an identity of something else, to equate oneself with another (after all,
Renou once wrote that the “Vedic thought [...] defines itself as a system of equations.”).” There is the
idea of substitution which implies that the subject acquires the identity of the substituted object, as
we discussed in § 3.3. Furthermore, the notion of bandhus (linkages between various elements in the
universe) is another complex notion, partially presupposing a sort of shared identity amongst certain

ritual actors and objects.”

Perhaps, the idea of the yonder world might be yet another strategy for
assuming the identity of another subject in order to understand it and the world better.

What is then the true nature of relationships between various actors that Bhrgu and the
sacrificer have to explore? As Stephanie Jamison and Michael Witzel suggest, it is the principle of
reciprocity, of mutual exchange and sharing between all kinds of agents: human and non-human
animals but also deities, ancestors, and others.*® Most often, the principle of reciprocity is formulated
in the language of food (anna, or annadya, “food to eat”) and its eaters, a principle that I have
repeatedly alluded to in the previous paragraphs. As Jamison and Witzel note, “anna is much more
than actual food; it can stand for a variety of substances, especially those that are exchanged among

men and gods.”**

It is not only a substance — rice cakes, porridge, animal meat — but it also
encompasses all the possible subjects who are intrinsically part of the food chain. The more powerful
actor in the relationship is said to be the “eater”; its less powerful counterpart the “food”. In one
relationship, the human can be the eater; in another, for example in relation to Prajapati, it becomes
the food. In any way, everyone seems to wish to become the eater, to be the apex predator in the world
of Vedic ritual.** In the SBM, for example, the participants of the pravargya wish to increase their
strength with the words: “May we attain excellence, [...] become glorious, may we become eaters of
food”.**

The postulate of Brahmanical cosmology is, as I have noted above, that the substance the

human eats in this world will eat him in the next world. This is condicio sine qua non, the nature of the

world which cannot be changed. Many Brahmanas state it matter-of-factly. Francis Zimmerman
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Calasso: 2014, p. 67-8.

Renou: 1946, p. 55. Translation of the quote is taken from Smith:198g, p. 31.
%2 On bandhus, see Smith: 198q.

%3 Jamison & Witzel: 1992, p. 63-5.
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%4 Jamison & Witzel: 1992, p. 63.
%5 E.g. TS 1.6.2; SBM 4.2.1.3-4. Cf. Smith: 1990.
53 SBM 14.1.1.3, td asata | sriyam gachema ydsah syamannadah syaméti |...] ||
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summarises it in brief: “What Europeans called ‘the great chain of being’ was in India a sequence of

foods.”®* The following Brahmana passages are clear examples of this axiom:**

SBM 12.9.1.1

etdsmad vai yajiiat piiruso jayate | sd ydd dha va Verily, from this sacrifice the man is born; and
asmim loké purusé nnam dtti tdd enam amusmim whatever food a man consumes in this world, that

loké pratyatti [food], in return, consumes him in yonder world.

KB 11.2.29-37%

tad yatha ha va asmiml loke manusyah pasin Just as in this world men eat cattle, just as they
asnanti, yatha ebhir bhugijate, evam eva amusmiml enjoy them, so in yonder world cattle eat men, so
loke pasavo manusyan asnanti, evam ebhir bhusijate, they enjoy them. He wins them here with the
sa ya enan iha prataranuvakenavarundhe, tam iha morning litany; won here they eat him not in
avaruddha amusmiml loke na asnanti, na enena yonder world, they enjoy him not in requital. Just
pratibhusijate, yatha eva enan asmiml loke asnati, as he eats them in this world, just as he enjoys
yatha ebhir bhurikte, evam eva enan amusmiml loke them, so in yonder world he eats them, so he

asnati, evam ebhir bhurnkte | enjoys them.

Since in the language of the Brahmana prose “the eater of food and food are indeed everything”,** it
is unsurprising that if Bhrgu (and through him, the sacrificer) wants to understand the world in its
whole breadth, he has to assume the position in the chain that he experiences less often. From the
eater, he has to become the food or, in the case of Bhrgu, at least witness the change.

The human’s new position in the food chain does not seem to imply a change in form. Whilst
the food, animal- or plant-based, assumes the form of the human in the yonder world, the human stays
the same. We read, for example, about one man cutting another man into pieces (JB 1.42) — the tree
assumes the form of the human whilst the human stays the same. This suggests that the human form
is seen as the default one. This notion is remarkably like some of the stories which we saw in previous
chapters, according to which in the past, animals used to be much more akin to the human than at
present. Back then, all pasus were upright-walking bipeds with human skin; but then an evolution
occurred, and things changed. The mythical past as well as yonder world seem to be zones where the

human and the domestic animal share more than just a bodily shape.

%7 Zimmermann: 1988, p. 197.

%38 Cf. JB 1.26 and MDS 5.55. The MDS passage contains the famous popular etymology of the word mamsa, meat,
here in Olivelle’s translation: “Me he (mam sa) will eat in the next world, whose meat (mamsa) I eat in this
world’—this, the wise declare, is what gave the name to and discloses the true nature of ‘meat’ (mamsa).” MDS
5.55 trl Olivelle, p. 140.

%9 In Keith’s translation, this section is numbered 1.3 (KB trl Keith, p. 409). For the sake of space, I am using
commas in lieu of line brakes in the digital edition.

54 SBM 11.1.6.19, 'nnadds ca va idam sdrvam dnnam ca |...] ||
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Due to its length, wealth of detail, and its captivating narrative, the myth about Bhrgu has
been a favourite of Western scholars for a long time. Its interpretations differ wildly, usually motivated
by whatever theoretical approach is in fashion at that time. In that, my reading, focused around ideas
influenced by Multispecies Anthropology, is no exception. Unlike others, I understand the myth to be
a journey of exploration: Bhrgu, and through him the sacrificer, is learning about the nature of this
world. The world, I argue, is based in a reciprocal relationship between various species and expressed
in the language of food.

The myth is centred around a handful of crucial points, I believe. Let me summarise them,
before I conclude this subchapter by transposing some of the findings onto the myth about the origin
of human skin. First, the myth about Bhrgu explores the idea of causality: any behaviour in this world
automatically leads to a replay in the yonder world. When zoomed out, the causality shows not only
the intrinsic connection between the different parts of the universe but also the intrinsic
entanglements between communities of various species, plant and animal alike. Second, it illustrates,
I believe, that despite the deep ties between various species, the anthropomorphic point of view is the
primary one. In the yonder world, almost every aspect of life in this world changes into a human, be it
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an abstract quality (Anger, Faith), or a plant.”* Third, although the lives of human and non-human,
domesticated animals are conjoined, their entanglements are continued literally in the yonder world.
Four, the myth insists on the importance of the direct sensory experience which fuels the ritual
practice, provides a full understanding of the state of things, and delivers a favourable post-humous
fate.

Lastly, the myth about Bhrgu shows a peculiar feature of the Vedic ritualism: the fact that the
ritual intervention changes the otherwise prevailing nature of things. Provided one has the correct
knowledge of the ritual practice (“one knows thus”, as the prose texts often say), he can tilt the world
against its tendency towards his own benefit. Upon experiencing the various yonder worlds, Bhrgu
receives an explanation of the ritual from his father Varuna. The direct experience and the extra
knowledge assure that Bhrgu's post-humous faith is agreeable and he will not be taken advantage of
by the substances which he consumed in this world. That the ritual has the power to change the course
of things is a feature that was developed in the middle-Vedic period. At that time, the ritual ground
became the wheelhouse of the whole cosmos: through ritual, the macrocosmos could be controlled

through the system of identifications. This is a general power of ritual: everyone who performs it

% One of the only exceptions are the stream full of blood and the stream full of ghee. These are not human but

ritual aspects.
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benefits from its power, be it a man, a prepubescent girl, gods, or cattle. In that sense, ritual stands
above any distinction between human and non-human species.

In conclusion, the Bhrgu myth enables us to map out topics that we find in the myth about
the origin of the human skin but on a much larger scale. In particular, it broadens our understanding
of the idea of the yonder world: the causal chain of events that inevitably leads to the fate that awaits
the human there. Furthermore, just like the Bhrgu myth, the myth about the origin of the human skin
explores the idea of the entanglement of the pasu group. Whilst the myths are separate, they speak of

the same topics, in a similar language.
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§4.4 ASTUDYIN “ONTOLOGICAL PROXIMITY”: A CONCLUSION

The last chapter of this thesis has taken us to two ends of the Vedic timeline: the mythical past when
once upon a time (agre), people and domesticated animals exchanged their skins, and to the mythical
future, the yonder world, where people will be eaten by the pasu to pay of their debts from this world.
With its focus on a single mythical cluster, the chapter has allowed us to closely explore a number of
themes, crucial for the understanding of the concept of “ontological proximity” in Vedic literature.
These include ideas such as reciprocity, entanglement and companionship, and the primacy of the
anthropocentric view in describing the domesticated animals.

First, the chapter discussed the mythical narrative, found in the JB, SBK, and SBM (and to
lesser extent in the KB and PB) and described its ritual context. Building on a detailed reading, it
introduced two lines of interpretation. In the first, I discussed the symbolism of skin (tvac, chavi,
carman) and its usage in Vedic literature. I compared our myth to the mythical story about Apala, a
girl with an unspecified skin problem who is cured by Indra. Building on Hanns-Peter Schmidt’s
interpretation of the story, I argued that Apala’s skin is an outward form of her social position, the
boundary between her and her community. Her original, problematic skin symbolises incompleteness
in the social setting; cured, sunned skin (suryatvac) her role as a marriable woman. Transposing this
interpretation to the myth about the origin of human skin, I argued that after the skin barter, the
human is considered naked, and therefore incomplete. To prop up his completeness, he has to engage
in ritual activity with the right intention and knowledge. For that, he needs to use animal materials,
such as the hide of a red cow; and to access that, he needs to establish a relationship of care which
allows him to use the material; i.e. to domesticate livestock and care for it. In that sense, the myth and
its ritual context show the entanglement of species in the sphere of ritual, and the fact that ritual itself
is embedded in the pastoralist care process.

In the other line of interpretation, focused around the notion of the yonder world (asau loka),
the idea of the entanglement of species is equally important, although it is placed in the future. In this
subchapter, I discussed the metaphysical consequence of the skin barter, that is, the promise that in
the yonder world, the livestock will eat people unless they possess the correct ritual knowledge. To
explore the concept of the yonder world in broader terms, I introduced the myth about Bhrgu and his
travels to the yonder world where he is sent by his father Varuna. In the yonder world, Bhrgu
experiences first-hand that everything that is used or eaten by humans in this world will use or eat the
humans in the next. This myth thus helps us deduce that the idea of the repercussions in the yonder

world is not intrinsically tied to the skin exchange but applies automatically, and to all. Furthermore,
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the myth about Bhrgu reinforces the idea of the reciprocity and shared community ofhuman and non-
human species.

These two interpretative approaches and the plethora of topics that they cover — reciprocity,
multispecies entanglements situated in the mythical past and future, direct experience, and the
primacy of anthropomorphism — are the building blocks of what I call “ontological proximity”. In my
reading, the myth about the origin of human skin (and to a certain extent the myth about Bhrgu)
speaks to the closeness of people and domesticated animals. It shows that the category of pasu is much
more tight-knit and intertwined than a superficial first glance would suggest. People are said to
exchange their bodily covers with pasu, an act which influences their lives and post-humous fates and
clearly shows their entanglement.

The American author Joan Didion once wrote that “we tell ourselves stories in order to live.”**
The Vedic prose, it seems, tells stories in order to understand not only how and why to do rituals, but
more generally to find out why Vedic people live the way they do. The more I think about the stories
explored in this chapter, the more I am inclined to argue that they seem to be coming to grips with the
process of domestication: with complex human-animal relationships and closeness between the
species.

Domestication, as the archaeologists Ajita Patel and Richard Meadow write, is a lengthy and
complex process of developing human-animal relationships.®* The process is bilateral: it produces
human domesticators and domesticated animals.®* Since the process began, they have become
inseparably intertwined and must care for each other. In a way, as the philosopher Vinciane Despret
notes, the process of domestication involves a certain amount of violence, as it “has been guided by
principles that that are not necessarily the criteria that animals would apply if they were left free to
make their own decisions”.**

I believe that Vedic literature, and the prose in particular, recognises the violent streak in the
human-animal relationship, and the need for reciprocal care.®*® To make up for the sadness this

induces (Roberto Calasso uses the word “guilt” when he refers to this feeling but to me, “guilt” strongly

revokes a Christian worldview), it recognises the entanglement and the reciprocal relationship with
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Didion: 1979, p. 14.

%4 patel & Meadow: 2017, p. 297.
%4 Despret: 2016, p. 30.

%5 Despret: 2016, p. 64.

%% Whilst 1 am speaking of “violence”, I am not referring to the ritual theories by Jan Heesterman (see
Heesterman: 1985) who distinguished between the violent and bloody pre-Classical Vedic ritual and “non-
competitive” Classical ritual. As Jamison & Witzel: 1992, p. 42, note, Heesterman'’s theories are provocative but

essentially anecdotal.
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domesticated species; it allows for a retribution in the yonder world; and it gives the domesticated
animals a sense of agency, albeit mostly in the mythical past. Although focused on and around the
human experience, it recognises the importance of domesticated species for life and gives them a
(limited) opportunity to communicate and act in their own will. In short, the mythical stories and
ritual practices in the Brahmana literature suggest a certain degree of a close way of being; of

“ontological closeness”.
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§5 Conclusion

“The cow looked at me, and Ilooked at the cow, and whenever I stirred the cow gave over eating.”

— Dorothy Wordsworth: Grasmere Journal, 18 March 1802%"

On the preceding pages, I have explored the complex Vedic axiom which states that the human being
is one of the five domestic animals, pasu. Before I offer some concluding reflections on the nature of
the human-animal relationship in Vedic India and what to take from it, let me summarise the findings
of the individual chapters.

The first chapter, named “Animal Terminology in Vedic Literature”, reconstructed the history
of semantics of the three most common animal categories in Vedic Sanskrit: pasu, mrga, and the
dichotomy of gramya and aranya pasu. I dedicated a lengthy textual-historical discussion to each of
the terms, tracing their evolution from their Indo-European and Indo-Iranian past to their usage in
the Brahmana prose literature.

Pasu, the most common of these three expressions, was originally an Indo-European term for
moveable chattels. In Vedic, it was adopted as a general term for five species of domestic livestock:
cattle, horses, goats, sheep, and human beings. The primary literature shows, however, that in the
prose period of Vedic literature, the word was being applied to a larger array of animals which were
further distinguished between “domestic”, gramya, and “wild”, aranya. The increased usage of this pair
of terms coincides with two changes:

a) First, with the evolution of the word mrga, a term of Indo-Iranian provenance. Whilst the
Iranian cognates of the word commonly mean “bird”, in early Vedic poetry the word signifies a “wild

animal’, a terrifying beast which lives outside of the areas dominated by humans. Although greatly

547 Wordsworth: 1941r, p- 126.
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feared, mrga can be hunted down and killed. In the Vedic prose, however, the meaning of the word
evolves to describe an animal which is hunted for sport (usually a deer or an antelope), possibly
following a societal change during which hunting changed from a necessary means of subsistence to
a relatively privileged past-time activity.

b) Second, the heightened usage of the dichotomy gramya and aranya pasu is a part of the
evolution of Vedic ritualism. In the middle Vedic period, the importance of Vedic ritual increases. The
ritual activity becomes the activity par excellence, with the power to influence the whole world,
including natural phenomena. The ritual ground becomes the place from where ritualist specialists
control the whole world by a system of identifications and correspondences between macrocosmic
and microcosmic phenomena. With the system of identifications and correspondences comes the
need for a clearer system of classification of worldly phenomena into distinct groups.

From the discussion about the history of semantics of the respective terms, we can conclude
that Vedic does not use a single category akin to the general English word “animal”, but at least two. It
distinguishes between animals that live close to people — animals that are mostly domesticated and
dependant on pastoral care — and wild or feral animals.®* Much more is known, at least in the Vedic
period, about the former group: the Vedic texts, although focused on ritual, are occasionally peppered
with facts about characteristics and behaviour of domestic livestock. The preponderance of
knowledge of one group over the other points at the close relationship which allows people to
experience the lives of domestic animals and vice versa.

Although the terminology which helps to differentiate between the two animal categories is
based on a geographical distinction (village versus wilderness),** the essence of the differentiation
lies in the closeness to people and the care established by the lengthy and transformative process of
domestication.®® Domestication, I believe, is the key to understanding not only the term pasu but also
the place of the human within the pasu group.

If the first chapter helped to delineate between different animal terms, trace the history of
their semantics, and establish their meaning in the various genres of Vedic literature, the second
chapter, called “The Unusual Suspect”, built on this basis. Its focus was to explore the ways in which

the human is and is not like a pasu. First, the chapter explored the standard “Vedic taxonomy” which

%48 Cf. Russell: 2002, especially p. 295: “when ancient peoples domesticated plants and animals, among other

things they created a category of the Wild. The Wild cannot exist until there is a Domestic.”

%9 In reality, the geographic boundary between the village and the wilderness must have been rather seamless,
with both people and animals moving constantly back and forth. On the artificiality of the distinction between
human and animal land in contemporary India, see Mathur: 2021, p. 151-2.
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classifies the purusa among the pasus. Furthermore, it dealt with the bodies and characteristic
behaviours of people, comparing them to the bodies of other pasus. I argued that the bodies of pasus
differ in terms of extremities such as hands and feet; in terms of structure, however, they are essentially
built from the same blocks (hair, skin, flesh, bone, and marrow). People, nevertheless, move through
the world in a vertical position, two-footed and upright. This constitutes one of the main bodily
differences between them and the rest of the group.

Several mythical narratives in the Vedic prose state, nevertheless, that in the mythical past
(agre) people and the domestic animals used to be much closer in terms of both body and mind. Just
like humans, pasus used to walk two-footed and upright, until the gods introduced the yupa, the
sacrificial post, to which animals were tied during thea sacrifice since then. Fear of the yipa made the
pasus bend down on all four. Equally, in the mythical past, pasus used to possess the ability to perform
rituals.

Lastly, the chapter explored the idea of sacrificability, the fitness of an animal or a human to
be sacrificed. This is a characteristic feature that is used relatively commonly to distinguish domestic
animals from wild animals by both primary and secondary literature. Domestic animals are the ones
that can be sacrificed, whereas the wild cannot, otherwise the consequences would be terrible. If the
human is truly a pasu, it should be fit to be sacrificed as well, at least theoretically. The primary
literature sometimes toys with the idea that the human is sacrificed; more often, however, it is
substituted for with another oblation. The possibility of being substituted, I have argued, exhibits a
shared essence of the pasu group.

The second chapter opened two themes in particular. First, the similarities between people
and other pasus are far more common than the differences. These similarities are found on the bodily
and cognitive level as well as within the notion of ritual substitution. In brief, the Vedic narratives, I
argue, suggest a certain shared essence of the whole group, a feature which I call “ontological
proximity”: a related way of being, shared characteristic features and behaviour, and an overall affinity.
Second, this shared ontology is, however, placed in the mythical past or future, and re-enacted within
the ritual.

The third core chapter, called “Skin”, further developed the theme of the pasus’ shared
essence by detailed reading and interpretation of two mythical prose narratives. According to one of
these mythical stories, human bodies used to be covered in the hide that covers the bodies of livestock
today and vice versa. The domestic animals, however, struggled to live with human skin, being
constantly hot or cold or bothered by insects. To solve their annoyance, they approached people to

swap their skin with them, offering their own meat and leather as an extra. As a payback for this
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disadvantageous barter, however, they promised to devour people in the yonder world. I argue that
this story, too, indicates the idea of the “ontological proximity” — a shared essence, affinity, and
cooperation between the species — which is located in the mythical past.

The retribution in the next world, furthermore, is comparable to the other story treated in
this chapter: the story about Varuna’s arrogant son, Bhrgu, who travelled in the yonder world where
he observed, among others, plants and animals devouring people as a retribution for their way of life
in this world. In this story, all people are devoured indiscriminately, unless they have the knowledge
of this automatic outcome when they perform the agnihotra. Knowledge of the possible fate serves
almost as a shield; if one knows “thus”, nothing can happen to him. In the case of this story, the idea
of a shared essence is suggested by the fact that in the yonder world, almost all the entities will acquire
a human form.

This last point indicates a certain anthropocentrism in the idea of the shared essence of the
pasu group. If we hypothetically collate the mythical narratives, it seems that all sentient beings
started off in the human form but slowly diverged to other bodily compositions. In the yonder world
(i.e. the future), they will regain their human shape yet again. The present is, thus, the only time frame

in which people and domestic animals differ.

These chapters lead directly to the core question of this thesis. In what sense is a human a pasu, and
what does it mean to say so? I will list a few possible solutions to the question before discussing my
own answer.

Possibly the easiest answer to this question is the one anchored in historic-comparative
linguistics. The human is said to be a pasu because of the historic value of the term. The word, as I
discussed in chapters § 2.1.1 and § 3.1, goes back to the Indo-European form *peku. In IE, this term
signified probably any movable wealth, including animals as well human beings, perhaps domestic
personnel, bondmen, or enslaved people. Whilst this is most likely the underlying cause for the
association of the human beings with the four other domestic species, the Vedic sources seem to have
adapted it creatively.

With advances in modern biology, namely the Darwinian theory of evolution, the idea of the
association of the human with domestic animals might not sound preposterous. Perhaps we could
assume that the human is categorised as a pasu because it is literally a domesticated animal: a primate

which has undergone a lengthy process of transformation.* This explanation, however, does not seem

%' On humans as domesticated species, see Leach in Cassidy & Mullin: 2007.
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to lie within the bounds of possibility of Vedic literature. Although the idea of animal transformation
is present in Vedic texts, it nevertheless almost never applies to people. As I argued, the human form
seems to be the “gold standard” for the Vedas: in the past, domestic animals used to look like people
but slowly diverged towards other shapes.

Furthermore, the human might be a pasu because in the Vedic prose, the term seems to
designate a ritual category rather than a zoological description. It is a word which signifies the fitness
of a sentient being to be sacrificed. The human, as I discussed, is one of the sacrificable species, albeit
frequently substituted for another one.

In my reading, however, the human is classified as a pasu not only because of etymology and
ritual. The classification, I would argue, equally mirrors the socio-economic context: the semi-
nomadic pastoral lifestyle of Vedic people. The human is a pasu because his life is inextricably
entangled with his livestock through the medium of mutual care, rooted in domestication.

Let me shortly diverge to touch upon the notion of domestication which is crucial to my
understanding of the category of pasu. Traditionally, anthropologists and archaeologists speak of
domestication as a single “event” which took place between 10 and 12 thousand years ago. For many,
it presents the hallmark moment when people transcended their primitive way of life and became
“civilised”.”” In this reading, domestication is understood to be a definite and unidirectional process
that involves ownership of nature and its control.

In my understanding, however, domestication is best viewed as an ongoing process of co-
evolution between various species. The relationships that this process establishes are almost always
“fragile and constantly shifting”,®* as Radhika Govindrajan says. Whilst domestication can be
described as a process of exploitation of various sentient beings, it is equally a process of mutual care,
cooperation and generosity.”* “Care, in both the emotional and the practical sense, is an essential part

1, and we could

ofboth kin relations and animal husbandry,” writes the anthropologist Nerissa Russel
continue this thought with what David Haberman writes in his book on tree-worship in contemporary
India:
“By caring for, making offerings to, and interacting with trees in intimate ways, many tree worshipers
explain that they come to see trees in a new way; through these physical acts they better perceive the

special nature or divinity of a tree. [...] In the end it comes down to what kind of relationship we

% For the collection of various opinions on the revolutionary potential of domestication, see Cassidy &

Mullin: 2007, p. 1-2.

%3 Govindrajan: 2018, p. 136.

%4 David Haberman calls this “mutually beneficial relationships’, see Haberman: 2013, ch. 7. Cf. Clark in Cassidy
& Mullin: 2007, p. 51.

%5 Russell in Cassidy & Mullin: 2007, p. 35.
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humans chose to have with nonhuman beings; the world one perceives is the world one inhabits. And

the world may turn out to be more “peopled” than we ever imagined.”**

Perhaps, a similar line of thinking about mutually beneficial care between human and nonhuman
beings could be transposed onto the relationships between people and their livestock. The human has
domesticated certain animal species for many reasons — nutrition, traction, warfare, and others — but
through the process of domestication, the way of life, behaviour, and form of both have been
transformed. The human requires, in the broadest sense of the word, the “care” of the animals and vice
versa. They, quite literally, depend on each other: they become “companions”, “kin”, to use Donna
Haraway’s terminology.’”

The ideas of “companionship” and “care” are, I believe, key concepts of the category of pasu.
Not every being is a pasu — although as I have suggested, the category opens up to subsume other
animal species with time. Only the animals of the village are pasus, the beings which have been
transformed by the process of domestication. The Vedic sources clearly value them: not only they are
a part of everyday life, but they also participate in the ritual, i.e. the activity par excellence which is
reserved for specific inhabitants of the world.

There is something cyclical about the explanations in the Vedic Brahmanas. It almost seems
as if people and the rest of the domestic animals are related because they participate in a ritual — and
at the same time, they are ritual participants because they are related. Their relationship is, as I have
suggested a number of times, explained by the fact that they once looked and behaved alike. This
similarity is re-enacted within several rituals and will be automatically regained again in the yonder
world, provided that the sacrificer does not possess the transformative knowledge that will spare him
from his fate.

In conclusion, although at the first glance, the human might seem to be the unusual suspect
in the group of pasus, the detailed reading of the Vedic sources suggest that the category is relatively
tight-knit. People might be two-footed and speak a language which is intelligible, but in the mythical

past, all other pasus were quite the same. In the yonder world, they will once regain their original form.

I have spent a considerable part of my Introduction by writing about the challenges of the climate
crisis and Anthropocene, arguing that research in Humanities might contribute towards the

reimagination of human relationships with the natural world. Here is a place to ask whether Vedic

%% Haberman: 2013, p. 193.

%7 “Companion species” — Haraway: 2003. “Kin” — Haraway: 2008; 2016.
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literature might be an inspiration for this process of reimagination? Whilst this is obviously a
subjective matter, I would argue so.

Vedic literature values domestic species over wild animals. It fears the wilderness but hints at
the idea of companionship and closeness with the pasu. The mythical narratives, I believe, identify a
sense of agency: domestic animals can organise rituals, decide to exchange skin, have emotions, speak,
and take revenge on people in the next world. Although animal agency is localised in the mythical
past and future, it is mentioned often enough to be taken seriously as a notion.

Some scholars view the notion of non-human agency, akin to what I have just described, as
one of the possible solutions to the challenges of life in Anthropocene. For example, in his newest
book Down to Earth, Bruno Latour argues that one of the possible root causes of the climate crisis is

the idea of nature as an indifferent entity.***

With nature being symbolically differentiated from our
everyday lives, it has become difficult to perceive the complex relationships between people, living
beings, and the Earth. Latour suggests that instead of delineating between humans, animals, microbes,
et cetera, we should call people as well as non-humans by the general term “terrestrials”. This general
term might, according to Latour, enable us to grasp the Earth as a whole, to reimagine the multiple
networks of relationships in which we are all entangled to survive. In short, he proposes a broader
change in the symbolic system.

Vedic literature obviously does not have such connotations; nor does it offer broad, planetary
solutions of the character that Latour proposes. Its mythical narratives that perceive the somewhat
close relationship between humans and their livestock, and the agency of non-human animals might,

however, serve as a reminder that our outlook on the natural world is not given. Other worlds are

possible.

58 Latour: 2018.
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