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THE EMERGENCE OF HINDU TRADITIONS:
A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Arvind Prabhakar Jamkhedkar'

Abstract

The article traces the antiquity and development of Hindu fold of life and
develops an understanding of cultural sequencing with the help of Archaeology.
The article has been divided into six sections. In the first section, how the society
moved from polytheism to monotheism has been discussed. The Historians of
Religion earlier thought that this shift was a very significant step in the
development of early religious thought. The second section surveys the
philosophical and the religious literature in the Vedic tradition to understand the
development of various schools of thought and the sects and sub-sects and various
deities in religious life. It highlights how a new synthesis, parallel to the
caturasrama system of the smrtis developed and how various cults like Vaishnav
cult and Shakt cult came into existence. The third section concentrates on the
Medieval period in which the concept of tirtha-yatra became dominant. The
fourth section shows how the emphasis on worldly prosperity and a permanent
residence in the heavens was substituted by liberation from transmigration. The
fifth section discusses the process of Hinduization, a pan- Indian phenomenon
working even in early Historical and Proto-historic India across various parts of
the globe. The last section discusses how the principle of Karma and liberation
charted a route for certain dos and donts.

Keywords : Vedic period, Indian History, Archaeology, Harappan period,
Christianity, Upanishad

In India if any inquiry into the past undertaken, it is very common to start it

1. Archaeologist and historian, former Chancellor of Deccan College, Pune and former Chairman of the Indian Council of
Historical Research (ICHR)
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with the Vedic period or the Vedas. With recent developments in the writing of
Indian History, or understanding a cultural sequence with the help of Archaeology
the mode has changed in certain ways. However when it comes to the domain of
religion and philosophy, the enquiry has to start with the Rgveda, the most ancient
Vedic text. One of the unique distinctions that the Vedas have is their antiquity
and their place in the cultural sequence in an archaeological context. It was a great
surprise for the European orientalists, when in the 16" century missionaries in
India discovered the Sanskrit language and its affinity with the Latin language.
The later history of William Jones (of the Asiatic Society, Calcutta) and others
understanding the study of Sanskrit and revealing more facets of the early
Sanskrit literature, and guessing that there were ancient people designated as
Indo-Europeans and their ‘Original Home’, is quite well known. It was as a part
of the ‘Aryan Problem’ that rigorous efforts were made by comparative
philologists and students of History of Religions to date the Vedic literature,
especially the Rgveda. Besides comparative mythology and philology even
astronomical evidence was used for such dating purposes. Hermann Oldenberg
had suggested a date of 3000 BCE for the Rgveda, while Max Miiller, who took a
very practical view of the dating sequentically, thought that the date of the
Rgveda should be any time before 1200 BCE. His logic was if the Upanishads,
the last phase of the Vedic literature, were roughly contemporary to reformist
thinkers like Vardhamana Mahavira and Shakya Buddha, it can be dated to 6™
cent. BCE; the Aranyakas could be as a whole to 8" cent. BCE and the Brahman
as, 1000 BCE. If two more hundred years are allotted to the later Samhita-s
(Yajur-veda, Sama-veda, and Atharva-veda), the Rgvedas to be dated at least in
1200 BCE. Max Muller however very cautiously added that how much exactly
older than 1200 BCE, however cannot be ascertained. Later scholars like A. B.
Keith, as also Indian Historians took it for certain 1200 BCE as the date of the
Rgveda. Keith had his own grounds to arrive at such a date, including the dating
of Avesta, which he thought was composed in 600 BCE. The archaeological data
from Harappa proved to be more precise. However because of the presence of the
Vedic Aryans in the last phase of the Harappan period (c. 1800 — 2000 BCE) that
the Rgveda has at least to be dated to 1800 BCE, or even before. More than this
earlier date, however was the place of the Vedic Aryans, in the cultural sequence
of the Proto-history of India. Whether the Aryans were responsible for the
disintegration of the Harappan civilization or not is still a point being debated by
both the Archaeologists and Indologists, but it is certain that the Vedic Aryans
continued their cultural existence identity right from the early civilizations

The Journal of Indian Thought and Policy Research 2024-25 /7



including the Harappan. Scholars similarly agree on an earlier date of Avesta;
now it can be argued that Zoroaster the composer of Avesta can be dated to a pre
13" ce. BCE date in fact even to 1800 BCE. Again, it should be noted of the
Iranians, who were the only heirs to the ‘Old World civilizations’ of West Asia,
can be similarly a bridge between the early Historical Times and the first
civilizations of the West. Thus, the earlier observation that the Avesta and the
vedic Sarhhita-s besides the Chinese literature if any of that period, would be the
oldest evidence that has to be taken into consideration, while tracing development
of the religious thought of the ancient civilizations.

The historians of religion earlier thought that the shift from polytheism to
monotheism was a very significant step in the development early religious
thought. In fact it was only because of this that Max Muller developed his theory
of Kathenotheism as a stage in the early mythology of Rgveda. What he observed
was in contrast to other ‘mature’ religious traditions, the Rgveda did not evince
any clear evidence of Monotheism; what he observed was a system of every
important God in the Rigvedic mythology being attributed the qualities that are to
be observed in the case of the an Almighty God, such as creation and sustenance
of the world.

However, a new development in the religious thought, in the case of the
Vedic religion, is observed by the Indologists. From the almighty of the gods
(Loke$vara/ Prajapati, or Yajna), now there is a shift to the principle of Brahman
(neuter gender), which is now envisaged as the reality which is to be experienced
by constant discussion remembrance and mediation (through the yoga). All the
earlier enquiries regarding the secret of the cosmos started with an enquiry about
the secret of the sacrifice that was responsible for the creation and sustenance of
the world, and holder of the cosmic laws (rta/ satya). In the discussions that took
place in the congregations of the forest dwelling learned a persons or even those
that emerged even in royal assembly, one more doctrine came to the fore and
emphatically declared that by simple performance of the sacrifices one cannot
attain immortality or eternal bliss. With sacrifices one can ascend to the world of
ancestors (pitr-s) or of the gods (dyuloka); but one has to descend back to the
earth to be born again as a result of the doctrine of Karman. This was the concept
of transmigration (samsara) of the soul. Such a reputation of being born again and
again, in spite of the fact that the concept of naraka of the epic times, had not as
yet developed, underlined the dreadfulness of the state being old affected by
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diseases, and ultimately facing death.

In order to understand the daily religious rituals observed by Vedic
householder it is necessary to know about the ancillary literature that grew
roughly after 6™ century, BCE. Notionally this literature is to follow after the
principal Upanishads were composed. This ancillary literature (Vedangas)
consists of six types of texts that are useful in studying the Vedas, Brahmanas,
Aranyakas and Upanishads, especially the ritual aspect of the Vedic sacrifices.
These aspects are covered by a set of literature that is referred to collectively as
the sutras, it consists of Srautasutras, Grhyasutras, Sulbasutras, and also the
Dharmasutras. As their title suggests these texts are not elaborate description but
explain the traditional 21 sacrifices that are subject of the Brahmana
commentaries. The second category of sutras describes the domestic ritual, which
are part of the daily life of a householder and the 16 sacraments that pertained to
different stages and events in the life of a Vedic householder. In fact, the 21
elaborate sacrifices are also described as sacraments (sariskaras). The grhyasutras
also includes rituals that are incidental, such as the rituals perform, when setting
out for a journey. During this ritual the father or the elderly person should breathe
over the head of his son. The ritual symbolically means that the father invests
with his life itself in his son is person. In fact, such sacraments give us a key to
understand not only the domestic rituals but also give us a key to open the secret
of the Vedic sacrifice. The sulbha-sutras are like manuals to help the sacrificer to
draw diagram/s of the alters (Vedis, citis), and others structures. When critically
analysed, the sulba-sutras make us aware of the progress made by Vedic Aryans
in geometry and mathematics. The ancillary literature which has explained earlier
grew up simultaneously with the other Vedarnga literature. This includes manuals
for the proper recitation of the vedic text (Siksa), the kalpa texts (kalpa), grammar
(Vyakaranha), the science of etymology (nirukta), metrics (chhandas) and
astronomy (Jyotisha). The kalpas usually are associated with the given branch of
vedas followed by the householder; so they differ from Veda to Veda, and from
the various versions (Sakhas) of the given Veda. Other components of the
ancillary literature such as, Siksa and Vyakarana (of Panini), Nirukta (of Yaska),
and Jyotisha (Lagadha) are individual compositions. The Kalpasutras category
deserves a special attention that is Dharmasutras. For example, the Manusmrti is
usually explained as the science of Dharma and is attributed to Manu. Such later
smrtis must have had their origin in different Dharmasutras, which had affiliation
to the different branches of the four Vedas. Thus, out of this religious literature
only the laws that governed the society must have originated.
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This discussion of the ancillary literature very clearly shows that the later
systematic writing pertaining to religious observances (Dharmasastra) or even
political science (Arthasastra) have their origin in this vast vedic literature. Its
importance can be understood, when we realize that the vast smyzi literature that
developed even up to something like the later medieval period had an authority
and impact on the Indian mind even up to 18" Cent. The East India Company
when it established itself as a joint ruler and started its own courts to administer
justice on the new Indian subjects, thought it proper to use the famous
Yajnavalkyasmrti and the Manusmrti as the basic law books to deliver justice.

As can be imagined this vast Vedic literature including the ancillary
(Vedarga) covered a time span as indicated earlier, at least of about 2000 years.
One of the main shifts that took place in the Vedic world view during this period
is usually described as a shift from pravrtti to nivrtti; giving more emphasis on the
life of a celibate forest-dweller, and that of a renunciant mendicant than the active
life of a householder deeply immersed in Vedic learning (brahmacarya) and
performance of the sacrifices (grahsthasrama). As explained earlier the nivrtti
way of life of a Vedic follower along with a similar life led by the Buddhist and
Jain Monks must have brought a great change in the Indian society from 7™ — g™
Cent. onwards. It had become such a distinct part of the Indian way of life that the
early classical accounts left by Greek and Roman travelers had to mention
sramana as an institution. Jointly these are referred to as Sramanas and
Brahmanas. In fact, there are very graphic accounts telling us how when a non-
conformist wanted to renounce the world he gave away all his property to the
state. The renunciants in Brahmanic tradition are described as hereditary in
contrast to the srmanas. This also very clearly shows that both these schools of
thought developed initially independently but later on grew exchanging ideas
between themselves. That such a community was known by the given appellation
is confirmed by the edicts of Ashoka, which say that both should be equally
respected by every citizen.

This way it will appear that now these two ideals had become totally
divergent from each other and had objectives opposite to each other. The persons
who followed the pravrtti-dharma can be identified with the orthodox followers
of Vedic religion, from whom the later school of philosophy, viz. that of the
Mimamsakas seem to have emerged. They also believed in the doctrine of
Karman that the Karman meaning performance of sacrificial ritual created a
unique thing (Apurva) that resulted in the sacrificer attaining to heaven. After
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