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Agni and Its Functions in

Ëyurveda

Dr. A. Raghunathan

Abstract

The human body is composed of paµcabh£tas and
each bh£ta has got a definite role in its structure and
function. The body structures related to a bh£ta are well
illustrated by Ëyurveda. Similarly, it is essential to relate
each and every function of the body to a particular bh£ta.
As in the case of dravya (substance), agni-bh£ta is the
causative factor for p¡ka (reactions leading to transfor-
mation) inside the body. Jamhar¡gni in the body is formed
by the agnibh£ta.

This article tries to review the function of agni in
both in its gross and subtle levels. The descriptions
available in the major Ëyurvedic texts along with their
commentaries are the basis of the study. Apart from
jamhar¡gni which is the primary one, there are bh£t¡gni-
s and dh¡tvagni-s. They function at different levels to
digest, absorb and assimilate the food. In the sense, their
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aggregate proper functioning is reflected as health.
Disease is actually the malfunctioning of the agni at
different levels. So evaluating agni is an important factor
associated with diagnosis. Treatment, according to
¡c¡ryas, is nothing but correction of agni.

Key words : agni, ¡yurveda, dh¡tupari¸¡ma, p¡ka,
bh£t¡gni

Introduction

Paµcabh£tas are the constituent elements of the visual
universe according most of the Indian knowledge systems.
All the five bh£tas are the fourth stage evolutes from form
the avyakta or m£la-prak¤ti. By the combinations three
types of aha´k¡ra, the third evolute, the five jµ¡na-
indriyas (sense organs), five karma-indriyas (external
body organs), manas (mind), and finally five bh£tas were
evolved. The permutations and combinations of the five
bh£tas generated vast number of substances which form
the total universe.

The gu¸as (properties) of  paµcabh£tas are mani-
fested in substances (dravyas). These properties felt as
smell, colour, touch, taste and space; Ëyurveda attributes
karmas (functions) also existent in dravyas. Dh¤ti
(stability) sa´graha (coherence) p¡ka (transformation)
vy£ha (alignment) avak¡¿ad¡na (provision of space) are
the functional contributions of particular bh£tas in dravya.
Since human body is also dravya, it is not beyond these
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phenomena. All the structures  including external and
internal organs are composed of bh£tas. There is a
predominance of particular bh£ta in each of the organ.
The make up and activities of organs are quite in
consistence with their bh£ta-composition. For example,
bones are bh£mi-bh£ta, blood is agni-bh£ta and body fat
is jala-bh£ta in predominance.

Agni-bh£ta in the body is responsible for p¡ka
(transformation). This is designated as agni of the body,
the location of which is in the koÀ¶ha or ja¶hara and hence
it is called ja¶har¡gni. Understanding ja¶har¡gni is
essential not only for a physician but to common man
also. This is because both health and ill health are
dependent on it. This article is a study on agni and its
role in human body.

Agni is the term used in Ëyurvedic treatises to denote
the factor that does the function of digestion in the body.
Normalizing agni is the prime aim of an treatment in the
initial steps of disease-management.

1
 To evaluate the

concept of agni it is important to know the process of
digestion in the body followed by absorption of nutrients
towards the body tissues and assimilation within the body.

Objectives

(i) To evaluate the wide meaning of agni by
understanding the steps of digestion.
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(ii) To analyze the digestive processes described in the
major treatises of Ëyurveda.

(iii) To discuss the factors influencing the digestion-
process

Methods

Prime treatises where Ëyurvedic principles and prac-
tices are described are CarakasaÆhita, Su¿rutasaÆhita and
AÀ¶¡´gah¤dayam. Relevant portions of these treatises are
analyzed to form a conclusive idea of the digestive
processes with special references to agni, ¡h¡ra-p¡ka and
dh¡tu-pari¸¡ma.

Healthy state

Human body is supported with three factors like three
pillars of a building.  These three essential factors are food
(¡h¡ra),  sleep (nidr¡) and disciplined sex (brahmacaryam).
These essentially make the life dynamic and healthy.
Regularity in these three is much needed to make the life
normal. Either the less or the over use of anyone among
these three, starts to harm our body; day by day.

Health can be maintained by regularizing certain
factors of the body viz. doÀa, agni, dh¡tu and koÀ¶ha. Each
person has to give due care for this purpose by
maintaining food, undergoing exercises and adjusting our
body to the changing seasons. Maintaining agni is prime
among them as it has inevitable role in maintaining health
as well as managing diseases.

10



Agni in the body

Digestion of food articles, their absorption and
assimilation are described in Ëyurvedic texts by means
of the term  "agni" and "p¡ka". Agni is the cause of
transformation inside our body. It pervades in each and
every cell, but dwells in its main abode in the abdomen.
The primary source of agni is termed as 'ja¶har¡gni i.e.,
agni at the ja¶hara (abdomen). Jamhar¡gni has its
derivatives at each dh¡tu (seven major body components-
-- rasa, rakta, maÆsa, medas, asthi, majja and ¿ukla) which
are called dh¡tvagni. These sequentially transform the
digested food to nourish respective dh¡tus. This sequence
is ---ras¡gni converts food nutrition to rasa-dh¡tu, rakt¡gni
to produce rakta from its previous dh¡tu, i.e. rasadh¡tu;
and thus  from the earlier dh¡tus, agni produces further
dh¡tus too.

2
 Moreover, there are five agni derivatives

representing the respective paµcabh£tas portion of the
body. These are termed as  p¡rthiv¡gni, apy¡gni, etc.
These are termed bh£t¡gnis.  Bh£t¡gnis  are the
transforming principles inside each living being, related
to each paµcabh£ta. The following properties of the body
validate the presence of bh£t¡gni inside. These are:
d¡h¡tmakatva (being amenable  to burning), bh¡ (lustre),
var¸a (complexion), prak¡¿a (illumonocity) and
pacan¡tmakatva (being accessible to metabolism). To sum
up, in total there are, thirteen agnis in our body with
specific functions i.e. seven dh¡tvagnis, five bh£t¡gnis
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and the major ja¶har¡gni.  The latter one is the leading
force of other subordinate agni principles. These are
influenced by ja¶har¡gni. These function with optimum
strength if the state of ja¶har¡gn is normal.  Dh¡tvagnis
are weak, whenever the ja¶har¡gni is in ill condition.

All the three doÀas are supportive to jamhar¡gni. This
natural arrangement may be due to significant role of agni
in bodily functions. A specialized form of v¡tadoÀa, i.e.
sam¡na v¡yu is located adjacent to agni.  It motivates agni
as air does to fire in th external world. Kledaka a
functional form of kaphadoÀa is situated nearer to agni.
This regulates the function of agni as excessive function
adversely affects the digestion. Kledaka also acts upon
food by making it viable to the action of agni. A kind
of disintegration of ingested food is made by kledaka. The
major type of pitta ie, p¡caka-pitta is nothing but agni
itself.  Though liquid in structure,  its functions and
properties are comparable to that of fire.

Process of digestion

Process of digestion actually begins in the mouth
itself. The l¡l¡-srava (secretion of saliva) is initiated even
by the sight of food. The carva¸a (mastication) enables
mixing of l¡la with food which is ingested in proper time.
This mixture is further drawn to the annavahasrotas
(alimentary canal) by the action of pr¡¸a-v¡yu. That stuff
of food will be split into small particles and made soft

12



by the unctuous materials inside. At the ¡m¡¿aya,
ja¶har¡gni, motivated by sam¡na-v¡yu  initiates the
digestion. This function is equated with the cooking of
food in the kitchen. The fire acts on the grains soaked
in water and kept inside a pot.

3
 If it is not soaked well,

the grains get charred and become useless. This 'soaking
part' is done by both l¡l¡ and kledaka-kapha.

Though the food is of six tastes ---(madhura (sweet),
amla (sour), lava¸a (salty) tikta (bitter) kaÀaya (astrin-
gent), and ka¶u (pungent)---  it becomes, sweet ---
predominant in early stages of digestion. Frothy like
derivatives get separated first which nourish  kapha. In
the second stage, sour- predominant factors are evolved
promoting pitta. In the third and final phase, during the
expulsion from the ¡m¡¿aya the food stuff is almost dried
up into a mass. Predominance of pungent taste is
conceived here. The derivates are supportive of v¡ta-doÀa.
This process is termed avasth¡-p¡ka. Avasth¡ means stage.
Here the process of digestion occurs in different stages.
In total, this is the first phase of digestion. Three doÀas
are nourished in this initial phase.

4

Another term found in connection with digestion is
niÀ¶h¡ -p¡ka (niÀ¶h¡ means final). This is used in the sense
that the conversion of tastes is final and unchanged. In
the final stage of digestion of food, in which the actual
doÀas, v¡ta, pitta and kapha are evolved or nourished to
conserve our all the bodily activities.
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After avasth¡p¡ka, the agni derivatives present in
each bh£ta -constituents of our body start to act upon.
This action is mainly on the respective components in the
food stuff. They transform the concerned bh£ta parts of
the food and make it absorbable to the relevant bh£ta
constituent of the body. For instance, bh£t¡gni of the body
does act on the bhauma aspects of the digested food, and
nurture the body parts like bones, olfactory system and
the similar components.

5
 Location of these agnis is not

perceivable as the function occurs in a subtle level.

The digested mass of food, after avasth¡-p¡ka and
niÀ¶h¡ -p¡ka; becomes get separated into two portions, i.e.
s¡ra and ki¶¶am. The liquid part is urine and the solid
one, (fecal matter) is the ki¶¶am.

The s¡ra (essence) portion of food subsequently is
digested by dh¡tvagnis. The anna-rasa is absorbed into
the body from the digestive tract and evolves as the first
dh¡tu among the seven components.

6
 This rasa-dh¡tu

circulated all over the body and gradually it will be
digested by rasa-dh¡tvagni.

On the digestion by rasa-dh¡tvagni the s¡ra is
assimilated to the body nutrifying actual rasa-dh¡tu. The
major part is i.e. poÀaka-dh¡tu (rasa- dh¡tu proper). The
remaining minor part is the nourishing essence for the next
dh¡tu, ie. rakta-dh¡tu (blood tissue). This minor part is
designated as poÀya the meaning of which is obvious. This

14



process of digestion repeated in the next levels of dh¡tus
viz. rakta, m¡Æsa, medas, asthi, majja and ¿ukla.
Precisely, this bodily procedure is better called assimila-
tion as the digested food is absorbed as the body
constituents. Ëyurveda calls this physiological process as
dh¡tu-pari¸¡ma (transformation into dh¡tus).

PoÀya and PoÀaka

The function of every agni is always accompanied
with separation of s¡ra (essence) and ki¶¶am (waste
product). Ki¶¶as may not be nourishing for the body and
are to be excreted at regular intervals. But they do have
some functions in the body till expelled from the body.
As mentioned elsewhere in the text, there are ¡h¡ra-malas
and also dh¡tu-malas. The former ones gross and latter
are less conspicuous.

There are some other products also derived by this
dh¡tu-pari¸¡ma. These are named as upadh¡tu.

7
 As the

term denotes these are of minor but not less important
in the maintenance of the body. Usually they do not
undergo further changes. Upadh¡tus do not have agnis.
These are summed up in relation to the respective dh¡tus
in the table 1.

The usual time period for the total dh¡tu- pari¸¡ma
(from rasa-dh¡tu to ¿ukla dh¡tu) is one month.
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Table.1

Dh¡tu PoÀaka PoÀya Upa Mala

dh¡tu dh¡tu dh¡tu

1 Rasa (Lymphatic Rasa Rakta Stanyam Kapha
system and other dh¡tu dh¡tu (breast
circulating tissues) milk) &

Ërttavam
(menstrual
blood)

2 Rakta (Blood) Rakta M¡Æsa Ka¸·ara Pittam
dh¡tu dh¡tu (ligaments)

& ¿iraa
(blood
vessels)

3 M¡Æsa M¡Æsa Medo Vasa Kha-malas
(Muscular system) dh¡tu dh¡tu (fat in waste

muscles) appearing
& Las¢kaa in body
(serum) orifices)

4 Medas (Lipids Medo Asthi Sn¡yu Sveda
and other fats) dh¡tu dh¡tu (ligamnats) (sweat)

& Sandhi
(joints)

5 Asthi (Bones) Asthi Majja Nakha
dh¡tu dh¡tu (nails)

& roma
(hairs)

6 Majja (Marrow Majja áukra Sneha
and other oleation dh¡tu dh¡tu manifested
agents) eyes, skin

& feces

16



7 áukra áukra Ojas Ojas (factor
(Reproductory dh¡tu supportive
system) of immunity)

Contributing factors of digestion

The factors influencing the food digestion and
transformations are reckoned as six.

8
 They are i) £Àm¡

(the temperature inside our gut), ii) v¡yu (the natural
movement of digestive tract) iii) kleda (the 'moistening'
of the food article) iv) sneha (unctuousness of the bolus),
v) k¡la (time factor) and vi) samayoga (the proper
coincidence of involving factors).

Here £Àm¡ is the prime cause of conversion; v¡yu
coordinately brings the relevant factors to the site of action,
kleda provides the sliminess to bolus and bowels, sneha
brings softness to the food articles and the surrounding
sites, k¡la represents the time factor involved in the total
process and the final factor and samayoga is the
appropriateness of the all elements associated with the
process. It also can be interpreted as the adequate
coincidence of eight factors involved in the process of food
intake, those are termed ¡h¡ra-vidhi-vi¿eÀay¡tana (deter-
minant features of the result of food effects).

The eight food regimen causative factors are
mentioned as follow : a) prak¤ti, b) k¡ra¸a, c) samyoga,
d) r¡¿i, e) de¿a, f) k¡la, g) upayoga -samsthaa and f) the
upayokt¡.

9
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Prak¤ti is the nature of food item expressing
particular qualities and effects due to the presence of
specific qualities each in varying orders and grades.
Examples for this is green grams are laghu (easy to
digest), whereas black grams are guru.

Samyoga is the mixing of different varieties of foods.
That may result into positive or negative consequences.
Taking buttermilk with many types of food items protect
the consumer from various negative consequences usually.
Drinking milk along with sour items and fish varieties
result into many gastric and dermatological diseases.

R¡¿i means the quantity food. It quantifies each item
as well as the combined mass altogether. Rasi is
determinant in the positive or negative effects of the food.

De¿a is the geographical location. By this feature one
has to consider the source of the food. For instance, an
item found in j¡´gala (land area with less water resources)
considered better for the body. Flesh of the animals of
the dry lands is easily digestible.

K¡la is the time factor which can be divided into
two, namely, kÀa¸¡di and vy¡dhyavasth¡. The time factor
we normally perceive is kÀa¸¡di-k¡la. KÀa¸¡ is the
smallest unit of time (actually lesser than a second) and
saÆvatsara (an year) is highest unit in Ëyurveda.
Vy¡dhyavasth¡ denotes the conditional  factor, which are
the various stages of diseases.
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Upayogasamsth¡ denotes how the food is taken.

The last feature is upayokt¡, the individual, who
intakes the food. In this context, an important Ëyurvedic
principle is oka-s¡tmyam. Food prepared by the items
grown up in a geographical area is the best for
nourishment of the individual living in that area. Intake
of corns by the Americans, wheat pastas by Italians and
rice by Asians nourishes them usually. A little more
quantity of such particular items does not harm them. That
phenomenon is termed oka-s¡tmyam.

The gu¸a (properties) of the food taken truly adds
to the properties of the body. The end result of digested
food is categorized mainly into two, in the form of mala
and pras¡da. The former may cause ailments to our body
if not eliminated properly. In this category we can include
along with the waste products of food, vitiated three doÀas
and foreign particles inside the body. Both these pras¡da
and mala have specific properties. These are increased by
the relevant food having the similar gu¸as. Quality form
means pras¡da-bh¡vas and twenty physical properties, i.e.
guru and laghu, manda and t¢kÀ¸a like ten couple
properties.

10
 Solid forms are the seven bodily tissues

(¿ar¢ra dh¡tu).

Conclusion

From the above, it can be assumed that agni is the
centre of total bodily activities. Without proper digestion
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and assimilation, body cannot sustain, develop and resist
diseases. So the basic cause for both health and ill health
is nothing but a properly functioning agni. By adhering
to the ¡h¡ra vidhi (rules related to the intake of food)
agni can be maintained normal.

Implementation is done considering the time period,
situations and individual peculiarities of body. But totally
neglecting the ¡h¡ra vidhi, can be disastrous. The ill
effects may not be always manifested immediately.

So the condition of agni both in normal and abnormal
persons is to be understood properly. For normal persons
too it is the prime cause of strength, complexion and
nourishment. Assessing its condition and involvement of
it in each and every disease, helps the clinician to
formulate appropriate treatment line. Ëc¡rya Caraka
asserts that "he is the best physician, who always tries
to understand the body in all the aspects, understands
Ëyurveda and is the bestower of happiness to the whole
world."

11
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An Analytical Study on

Jurisprudence: Ancient and

Modern Perspective

Supriya Roy

Jurisprudence is the philosophical study and system-
atic inquiry into the nature, principles, source, and
interpretation of law. It encompasses the examination of
legal concepts, theories, and the philosophical foundations
upon which legal systems are built. Jurisprudence seeks
to understand the essence of law, its purpose, and its
relationship with justice and morality. It is an important
field of study for legal scholars, philosophers, and
practitioners as it helps in the critical analysis and
development of legal systems and principles.

Keywords: Ëc¡ra Law, Pur¡¸as, Sm¤ti, M¢m¡Æs¡.

Meaning of jurisprudence: The term "jurispru-
dence" has been given many definitions by various
authors. The term derives from the Roman term
"Jurisprudentia", which itself is composed of the two



terms "Juris" (which means law) and "Prudentia" (which
means knowledge). In plain English, it may be argued that
'Jurisprudence' is the term used to refer to a certain form
of study into the law, an investigation of an abstract,
general, and theoretical nature, which attempts to identify
the fundamental principles of law and legal systems.
Hence, it deals with legal knowledge rather than 'the law'.
Examining the legal system and coming up with sound
arguments are the duties of jurisprudence. Jurisprudence
is known as 'La Philosophie De Droit' in France, which
means "The Philosophy of Rights," or 'Law' in its most
general sense.

Definitions of jurisprudence:

Some of the definitions of the term "Jurisprudence"
given by various eminent Jurists are as under-

Jurisprudence is defined etymologically as "knowl-
edge of law". According to Patterson, 'jurisprudence' refers
to a body of organised knowledge addressing a specific
legislation type. 'Jurisprudence', in Jullius Stone's defini-
tion, is the extraversion of a lawyer. It is the lawyer's
assessment of legal principles, theories, and methods in
the context of current knowledge in fields unrelated to
law. According to Kelson, the study of 'jurisprudence' is
the study of a hierarchy of norms, with each norm's
applicability reliant on that of a higher standard, the
'Grund Norm.' (To him, 'norm' refers to a code of
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behaviour. Grund norm refers to the higher standard).
Lawellyn defines 'jurisprudence' as the empirical study of
incidents and variables that affect judges. Keeton defines
jurisprudence as the systematic organization and study of
general legal ideas. The great Roman jurist, Ulpian
defined 'jurisprudence' as the observation of things human
and divine, the understanding of the right and unjust.
(Ulpian, a renowned Roman jurist, described 'jurispru-
dence' as the observation of both human and divine things
and the comprehension of what is just and unjust.). The
concept is excessively wide and might very well apply
to philosophy, ethics, or even religion. Roscoe Pound
defines 'Jurisprudence' as the 'science of law', testing the
terminology law in the juridical sense as denoting the
body of tribunals recognized or enforced by public and
regular rules in the administration of justice'. 'Jurispru-
dence,' according to Salmond, is the 'Science of the first
principles of the civil law.'

Studying jurisprudence is significant for several

reasons:

1. Understanding the Nature of Law: Jurisprudence
allows individuals to delve into the fundamental nature
of law itself. It helps answer questions like "What is law?"
and "Why do we have laws?" This understanding is crucial
for anyone involved in the legal field, from lawyers and
judges to policy makers.
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2. Interpretation and Application of Law: Jurispru-
dence provides the tools for interpreting and applying laws
effectively. By examining different theories and ap-
proaches to legal interpretation, scholars and practitioners
can make more informed decisions about how laws should
be understood and applied in specific cases.

3. Shaping Legal Systems: Jurisprudence has a profound
impact on the development and evolution of legal systems.
Legal theories and principles often arise from jurispru-
dential discussions. For example, the concept of "natural
law" has influenced the development of human rights laws
and international law.

4. Legal Reform and Progress: Through the study of
jurisprudence, scholars can identify shortcomings and
injustices in existing legal systems. This knowledge can
be a catalyst for legal reform and the creation of more
just and equitable laws and institutions.

5. Ethical Considerations: Jurisprudence often delves
into the ethical foundations of law. It raises questions
about the relationship between law and morality, which
is crucial for addressing issues of justice and fairness
within a legal system.

6. Critical Thinking and Analysis: Jurisprudence
encourages critical thinking and analytical skills. Legal
scholars and practitioners must critically evaluate legal
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principles and arguments, and jurisprudence equips them
with the tools to do so effectively.

7. Legal Philosophy: For those interested in philosophy,
jurisprudence offers a rich area of philosophical inquiry.
It engages with questions about the nature of authority,
the role of government, and the limits of law, making it
a fertile ground for philosophical exploration.

8. Global Perspective: Jurisprudence is often interna-
tional in scope. It provides a platform for understanding
legal systems and principles from different cultures and
nations, contributing to a broader perspective on law and
justice.

9. Problem-Solving: Jurisprudence helps individuals
develop problem-solving skills, which are valuable not
only in legal professions but also in various other fields
where complex issues of regulation, ethics, and justice
arise.

10. Citizen Engagement: A basic understanding of
jurisprudence can empower citizens to engage with legal
and political systems more effectively. It enables them to
participate in discussions about laws, rights, and justice,
which is essential for a functioning democracy.

In summary, jurisprudence is significant because it
goes beyond the practical application of law; it provides
the intellectual foundation for understanding, critiquing,
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and improving legal systems, ultimately contributing to
the development of more just and equitable societies.

Ancient Perspectives:

1. Mesopotamia:

● Legal Codes: Mesopotamia is known for the Code of
Hammurabi, one of the earliest known legal codes. It
contained provisions for various aspects of life, including
contracts, property, and criminal offenses.

● Principles: The Code of Hammurabi introduced
principles of justice, such as the idea of "an eye for an
eye" as a form of retributive justice.

● Role of Rulers: Rulers in Mesopotamia, like
Hammurabi, played a key role in codifying and enforcing
laws. The code reflected the authority of the king.

2. Greece:

● Legal Philosophy: Greek legal thought was heavily
influenced by philosophers like Plato and Aristotle. Plato's
"Laws" and Aristotle's "Nicomachean Ethics" explored the
relationship between law, justice, and ethics.

● Democracy: Athens, in ancient Greece, is often credited
with the development of democratic principles, which had
a significant impact on legal systems and governance.
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3. Rome:

● Roman Law: Roman law was highly influential and
laid the groundwork for many modern legal systems. It
emphasized the importance of written law and legal
precedents.

● Categorization: Roman law categorized legal matters
into "ius civile" (civil law) and "ius gentium" (law of
nations), contributing to the concept of universal legal
principles.

4. Early Islamic Jurisprudence:

● Sharia: Early Islamic jurisprudence was based on the
Sharia, which draws its principles from the Quran and
Hadith (sayings and actions of Prophet Muhammad). It
covers various aspects of personal, family, and societal
life.

● Ijma and Qiyas: Islamic legal thought introduced
concepts like "ijma" (consensus) and "qiyas" (analogy) as
methods for interpreting and applying Islamic law.

In all these ancient civilizations, religion, morality,
and custom played significant roles in shaping legal
systems. These early legal systems often served not only
as instruments for maintaining order but also as
expressions of the prevailing values and beliefs of their
societies. Studying these ancient perspectives on law
provides a foundation for understanding the historical
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development of legal thought and its enduring influence
on contemporary legal systems.

No other country's judicial system has a more
illustrious or lengthy history than India's. Prior to the
advent of agriculture, when man was in the hunting stage,
he mostly lived in forests and subsisted on food like fruits,
nuts, and animal flesh. During that time, man still
belonged to tribal society, and customs still governed his
daily activities. At that point in societal evolution, there
was no private property because the forests had not been
cleared for agriculture. The males of the clan hunted
together, and they all shared in the consumption of the
game that was killed. Private property did not exist until
the beginning of agriculture and the clearing of forests.
One individual insisted that a specific piece of property
was solely his, another claimed ownership of another piece
of land, etc. It was necessary to establish a criminal code
with property protection as its primary goal in order to
defend this property.

There is no evidence of the development of judicial
procedure in the early Vedic eras. The idea of 'Dharma',
or the standards of moral behaviour, as presented in the
many manuals that interpret the Vedic writings, such as
'Pur¡¸as' and 'Sm¤ti', had a significant influence on
ancient Indian law. The King was subject to 'Dharma',
which he was required to respect, and had no independent
authority. A clear line was drawn between a civil wrong
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and a criminal offense. While criminal offences were
judged by the concept of sin, civil wrongs were primarily
conflicts involving material possessions.

Even before the early Vedic times, India had a distinct
legal history that dates back to the Neolithic era (7000
BC to 3300 BC). From the Bronze Age to the Indus Valley
Civilization, there was a set procedure for civil and
criminal adjudication. Ancient literature like the Vedas,
Sm¤tis, UpaniÀads, etc. may have the proof. Ancient
Indian law was unique in that it was secular in nature
and based on the Dharma Principle.

Three important ancient sources of law --- (i) Veda
(ii) Sm¤ti (iii) Ëc¡ra.

(i) Vedas: Sources of ancient law:

It is stated that the Vedas are the source of all Hindu
law (also called áruti). The word is derived from the root
'áru' which means 'to hear'. Theoretically, it is the
fundamental and supreme basis of Hindu law. áruti, which
means from Sanskrit as 'whatever is heard' refers to the
collection of most illustrious, ancient religious writings
that make up the core of Hinduism. These are collections
of hymns, praises, and ceremonial instructions that were
originally spoken. Veda is the Sanskrit word for
revelation. Hindus believe that the law is divine. Via the
Vedas, God revealed it to the human race. Several ascetics
and sages have expanded and refined the idea of life as

30



it is portrayed in the Vedas. Rather of being monarchs,
ancient Hindu sages served as legislators. Because of their
deep intellectual speculation, foresight, and strong
affection for man-to-man social interactions, these sages
could be regarded as semi-divine beings.

'The Vedas,' says Medh¡tithi, "vidanty ananyapram¡¸a
vedyaÆ dharmalakÀa¸am attham asm¡d ity ved¡Å." 

1 
It

means dharma, which cannot be learned from any other
source of knowledge, and they are the source from which
individuals learn (vidanti) the good' The simple fact that
a text bears the name 'Veda' does not automatically make
it an authoritative text, "kiÆ tarhi apauruÀeyatve saty
anuÀ¶hey¡rth¡vabodha katv¡dviparyay¡bh¡v¡c ca."

2
 Which

means 'but rather, in the sense that it lacks a human
creator, because it instructs what must be done and
because it is error-free.' The majority of Hindu scriptures
share this understanding of the Vedas, which identifies
the four Vedas as the Îgveda (which contains songs and
hymns and is the oldest of the four), Yajurveda (which
includes mantras and rituals), S¡maveda (which contains
music and rituals), and Atharvaveda (which includes
hymns and prayers, includes magic spells). This version
is most closely related to the P£rva-M¢m¡Æs¡ philosophi-
cal school.

But, in the Hindu legal tradition, the authors of
Dharma¿¡stra transferred the emphasis from sacrifice to
the var¸¡¿rama dharma system of classes and life stages.
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By asserting that what is good for the individual must
be displaced in favour of what is good for the social
system of castes and life-stages, Hindu jurisprudence
effectively reformed the M¢m¡Æs¡ theology. So, the term
"dharma in the Veda" is misleading and actually refers
to the dharma as it has been analysed in the M¢m¡Æs¡
tradition. Dharma, according to M¢m¡Æs¡'s theology, is
"codan¡ lakÀa¸o'rtho dharmaÅ"

3 
it means 'The duty is an

object distinguished by a command'   and primarily
concerns itself with carrying out rites as they are
prescribed in the Vedic texts correctly and on time. In
contrast, a distinct dharma with a broader scope and a
stronger social focus was conceived in the Dharma¿¡stra.
As a result, two different Hindu theological interpretations
of dharma emerged about the same time. The tradition
swiftly resolved any apparent inconsistencies or issues
between the various dharma views. M¢m¡Æsakas say
"ath¡todharmajijµ¡s¡." 

4 
It means 'Now is the enquiry of

dharma.'

(ii) Sm¤tis: Sources of ancient law:

The Sanskrit word 'Sm¤ti,' which means 'to remem-
ber,' is where Sm¤ti gets its name. Sm¤ti, in its simplest
form, refers to God's words that the sages remembered
and recorded in their own words after having forgotten
to speak them in their original form. Sm¤ti therefore
means 'whatever is recalled.' The Sm¤tis, which include
Manusm¤iti, Y¡jµavalkya Sm¤ti, and the Sm¤tis of ViÀ¸u,
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N¡rada, Par¡¿ara, ¡pastamba, Va¿iÀ¶a, and Gautam,
among others, are the real sources of Hindu law.

A comparison of Medh¡tithi with the work of his
predecessor Kum¡rila in the other branch of learning that
laid claim to dharma, the P£rva-M¢m¡Æs¡, shows that
Medh¡tithi borrowed heavily from Kum¡rila's explication
of the sources. A evaluation of Medh¡tithi's work with
that of his predecessor Kum¡rila in the P£rva-M¢m¡Æs¡,
the second branch of knowledge that claimed to be the
source of dharma, reveals that Medh¡tithi substantially
borrowed from Kum¡rila's description of the sources.
Manusm¤iti says: "árutistu vedo vijµeyaÅ" it means
'Realize that the Vedas are áruti'. Hinduism has
traditionally regarded árutis as the top authorities. It is
said in Manusm¤iti -

"ved'khilo dharmam£laÆ sm¤ti¿¢le ca tadvid¡m

¡c¡ra¿caiva s¡dh£n¡m¡tmanastuÀ¶ireva ca 
5

It means "The sacred law is derived from the entirety
of the Veda, then from custom and virtuous behaviour
of individuals who have a deeper understanding of the
Veda, as well as from the practices of holy men, and
(lastly) from self-gratification". It is said about law in
ManusaÆhit¡ ---

"vedaÅ sm¤tiÅ sad¡c¡raÅ svasya ca priyam¡tmanaÅ

etaccaturvidhaÆ pr¡huÅ s¡kÀ¡d dharmasya lakÀa¸am"
6
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(iii) Ëc¡ras: Sources of ancient law:

The word '¡c¡ra' means 'sad¡c¡ra'. Indian laws are
made on the basis our ¡c¡ra or sad¡c¡ra (Indian culture
and tradition) as our society is dominated by Dharma¿¡stras.
Ëc¡ra is a very restricted source of customary law. The
sm¤tis refer to ¡c¡ra as a source of law, and they do so
by using several different expressions, namely, apart from
¡c¡ra, sad¡c¡ra or ¿iÀ¶¡c¡ra, and also ¿¢la and samaya
signifying roughly 'conduct', or rather 'agreement,
convention or usage'; while the latter two words,
somewhat distant from ¡c¡ra, sad¡c¡ra or ¿iÀ¶¡c¡ra, are
frequently employed in the sm¤tis to indicate a proper
understanding of the third source of law. Ëc¡ra (ideal
custom), sad¡c¡ra (custom of the good), and ¿iÀ¶¡c¡ra
(custom of the ¿iÀ¶¡s, i.e. the disciplined) are for instance
mentioned in Manu, Vasicmha, Baudh¡yana and ViÀ¸u.
The praise of cars is especially exuberant in Vasicmha
who gives the following statement (VI, 1): "(To live
according to) the rule of conduct is doubtlessly the highest
duty of all men. He whose soul is defiled by vile conduct
perishes in this world and in the next."

7 
In comparison,

the Vanaparva verse from the Mah¡bh¡rata is clearer and
provides enough context for interpretation. It reads as
follows: "And virtuous conduct is indicated by acquisition
of knowledge, pilgrimage to sacred places, truthfulness,
forbearance, purity, and straightforwardness... Those good
men who know well the consequences of the fruition of
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their good and evil deeds, are commended by virtuous
men."

8
 We can derive the following conclusions about the

Constitution as a source of law from all these indicators
and justifications. Ëc¡ra is granted on the condition that
the practise is well-established, at best antiquated,
unambiguous, and not primarily in conflict with áruti and
Sm¤ti wisdom, and that it is still recognised as ¿iÀ¶¡c¡ra,
the honoured practise of the 'virtuous' or 'good.' VasiÀ¶ha
thus declares: "A siÀ¶a is one whose heart is free from
(wordly) desires and (only) such acts of ¿iÀ¶as are (to be
held as) dharma for which (wordly or secular) cause (or
motive) cannot be assigned."

9

Modern Jurisprudence:

1. Emergence of Positivism and Legal Positivism in

the 19th Century:

● Positivism: Positivism, in general, refers to a
philosophical approach that emphasizes empirical obser-
vation and the scientific method as the foundation for
knowledge. In the context of jurisprudence, positivism
emerged in the 19th century as a reaction against earlier
natural law theories. Legal positivism, as developed by
figures like Jeremy Bentham and John Austin, holds that
law is a social construct and that its validity is derived
solely from human-made sources, such as legislation or
legal precedent. It rejects the idea that morality or ethics
are inherent in law.
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2. Influence of Utilitarianism and Legal Realism on

Modern Jurisprudence:

● Utilitarianism: Utilitarianism, championed by philoso-
phers like Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, is a
consequentialist ethical theory that posits that the best
action is the one that maximizes overall happiness. In
jurisprudence, utilitarianism has influenced legal thought
by advocating for laws and legal decisions that promote
the greatest good for the greatest number. It prioritizes
the pragmatic and social consequences of legal rules.

Legal Realism: Legal realism emerged in the early
20th century and challenged the formalistic and doctrinal
approach to law. Legal realists, such as Oliver Wendell
Holmes Jr., argued that judges often make decisions based
on personal and subjective factors, rather than purely
applying existing legal rules. They emphasized the
importance of understanding how law operates in practice
and how it affects people's lives.

3. Contemporary Theories in Modern Jurisprudence:

● Critical Legal Studies (CLS): CLS is a contemporary
school of thought that emerged in the late 20th century. It
critiques traditional legal doctrines and argues that law is
often a tool of the powerful and that legal decisions reflect
social and economic interests. CLS scholars examine how
law can perpetuate inequality and advocate for more
equitable legal systems.
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● Feminist Jurisprudence: Feminist jurisprudence,
influenced by feminist theory, focuses on how the law
reflects and perpetuates gender-based inequalities and
discrimination. It explores issues such as women's rights,
reproductive justice, domestic violence, and sexual
harassment from a feminist perspective. Feminist jurispru-
dence seeks to reform and reshape legal systems to address
these inequalities.

These contemporary theories and approaches in
modern jurisprudence reflect the ongoing evolution of
legal thought. They challenge traditional notions of law's
objectivity and neutrality and emphasize the social,
political, and ethical dimensions of law. They have been
instrumental in addressing issues of justice, equality, and
the impact of law on society in the 21st century.

Footnotes
1

Manusm¤ti: with 'Manubh¡Àya' of Medh¡tithi 2.6.
2

Manusm¤ti: with 'Manubh¡Àya' of Medh¡tithi 2.6.
3

M¢m¡Æs¡dar¿anam 1.1.2.
4

M¢m¡Æs¡dar¿anam 1.1.1.
5

ManusaÆhit¡ 2.6.
6

ManusaÆhit¡ 2.12.
7

Vide Manu IV, 155-158; VasiÀ¶ha VI, 1; 6-8; 43; Baudh¡yana
I, 1, 1, 4-6; ViÀ¸u LXXI, 90.

8
Mah¡bh¡rata, Vanaparva CCVI, trans. P.C. Roy, vol. VI,
(Calcutta, n.d.), pp. 457.
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9
VasiÀ¶ha I, 6-7 (trans. P.V. Kane, History of Dharma¿¡stras, ibid.,
pp. 825-6, with further references); ef. the trans. of G. Buhler,
op. cit., p. 1.
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Philosophy and Religious Practices

of the Bathou Religion of the

Boros

Phukan Chandra Basumatary

Abstract:

The Bathou is the ancient religion of the Boro
community. This religion is still practiced in the
community. This study will discuss in detail the
philosophy, beliefs, and practices of the Bathou religion.
The discussion will also look at why the Boros consider
the Bathou religion as a code of racial identity. 

Keywords: archetype, religious belief, tradition,
cultural values, religious philosophy, code of identity.

1. Introduction:

The Boro tribe is an ethnic group. They have distinct
language, culture, and social philosophy to identify
themselves as a distinct community. Racially, they are
Mongolian and show a certain number of similarities with
other Mongolians, especially concerning cultural and
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linguistic features. Among the Mongolians inhabiting
northeast India, they have a close correspondence in the
case of social behaviour to a large extent. The
concentration of the Boro linguistic community is found
chiefly in the state of Assam and neighbouring states like
Meghalaya and West Bengal, and the two districts (Jhapa
and Morang) in the country of Nepal in particular. They
are called Meche in Nepal and Mech in the state of West
Bengal (Meche 2019: 19). Though the racial names are
different, the structure of the language spoken by them
is similar to a large extent. They are similar to the Boro
people inhabiting Assam. The racial terms Meche, Mech,
and Boro (or Bodo) are simply the regional identification
of the same linguistic community popularly called in
different geographical areas. In this regard, once B.H.
Hodgson commented, "For Mecch read Bodo. Mécch is
a name imposed by strangers. These people call
themselves Bodo, which, of course, is the proper
designation. (Hodgson 1847:105)".  Here, the term Bodo
refers to the Boro community. There is no confusion
between the two generic terms. Thus, an ethnographer and
field worker of Nepal who belongs to the Meche
community has observed and commented, "They never use
the 'Meche' passim to denote them in their Bodo r¡u
(Meche Language), even though Bodo people are usually
identified as 'Meche' in Nepal and 'Mech' in northern West
Bengal, India. From this perspective, non-Bodo immi-
grants or outsiders, probably Aryans, who arrived in Bodo
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areas, gave the 'Meche' name to the present Bodo people
of Nepal. As a native Meche people, I grew up in the
Meche village of Goib¡ri, Jalth¡l. However, I have never
heard of saying the word 'Meche'. At the same time, they
introduce each other in their mother tongue, that is in
Bodo language (Meche 2019: 17)". It is observed that the
cultural features among the Boros concentrated in
different geographical regions or areas are similar. They
are worshippers of the Supreme God, i.e., Bathou (also
known as Bathou Bwrai). The religious belief of the Boro
community is an archetype of an animistic religion
performed with some magical activities to appease the
benevolent and evil deities. The ritual relating to worship
is closely related to nature worship, and it hints at a
prototype of the religious practice and tradition of the
Boros.

2. The objective of discussion:

To discuss the Bathou religion and its process of
worship, religious philosophy as well as cultural values
is the primary objective of the paper. How rituals and
philosophy are closely associated with ethnic identity is
also the aim of discussion.

3. Previous works on the topic:

This paper is not the first attempt to focus on the
Bathou religion and its customary practices. In the native
language, many of the writers have done a few works to
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make a sense of religious identity towards the native
religion. As observed being a native people of this
community, there is literature in the form of oral and
written documents. A written record is available in the
monograph by Hodgson entitled On the Kocch, Bodo, and
Dhimal Tribes (1847), which focuses on the Bathou as
the ancient religion of the Boros. The monograph entitled
The Kacharis (1911) written by Rev. Sindey Endle has
also documented information about the Bathou religion,
rituals, beliefs, and philosophy. Prasanna Kumar
Borokhakhlary is a native writer who was the pioneer of
work on Bathouism.The native philosophy of Bathouism
is documented in the book entitled Bathunam Bwikhaguni
Gidu (1920). It means the verses of the Bathou religion.
In the 2nd decade of the twentieth century, a native writer
did a commendable job of focusing on the philosophy of
Bathouism (Brahma, 1926). The title of the book is Boroni
Gudi Sibsa Arw Aroz (1926). Literary means the God of
the Boros and prayer. A native monographer, Dhuparam
Basumatary, has written a book on the Bathou religion.
He observed that the Bathou is the supreme God who is
the sole power of Heaven, the Earth, and the Plutonic
world. He is also the creator of human beings, creatures,
and natural phenomena (Basumatary, 1988).  Thus,
Liladhar Brahma has analyzed the Bathou religion and its
practices in Boro society. He has highlighted the
philosophy of the religion (Brahma, L 2003). Gradually,
a trend of study of the Bathou religion is increasing among
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the native scholars. Religious preachers are also taking
active initiatives in writing and studying the Bathou
religion.

4. Connotation of the term Bathou:

Linguistically, the term Bathou is composed of two
morphological elements, i.e., ba (five) and thou (deep).
It means the composition of five philosophical meanings.
Semantically, it denotes the five-fold principles of the
Bathou religion. The Bathou is the creator of the universe,
the preserver, and the destructor by their own choice. He
is the creator of Earth, water, wind, fire, and the sky; and
all the insects, beings, etc.    

4.1 Myth on the creation of Earth among the Bathou

religious Folk:

The Bathou religious folk believe that the omnipres-
ent Bathou created the earth with the helping hand of some
supernatural beings. The myth narrates the following
story:

Once upon a time, there was no existence of earth,
any animate and inanimate beings and objects anywhere.
One day, the Almighty Sacred Power wishes to create the
earth and do something phenomenal. God asks the crab
first to bring a lump of soil for the fulfillment of his
purpose. The crab went to the plutonic world (Phathal)
but returned empty-handed. Then a pig was asked to
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attempt the mission again and suggested bringing
quantities of soil. The pig also had to return empty-
handed. Later, the pig came again, sitting on the back of
a crab (it is believed that the sign visible on the back
of the crab is that of the footstep of the pig for its sitting
on the crab's back). But they also returned in vain. God
suggests the singi fish (a kind of thorny fish) fulfill the
mission so that the earth can be created soon. But he,
too, failed in his attempt. Finally, the Magur fish (a kind
of thorny fish of large size) went, as suggested by God,
to the plutonic world and was able to bring a sufficient
quantity of muddy soil smearing on its body. But,
unfortunately, on the way to return, he felt tired. Hence,
he informed the Almighty about his condition through a
messenger. Before dying, Magur fish wrapped the muddy
soil with leaves of Benna (a kind of reed having long
leaves) and kept them aside. The fish died ultimately. The
Almighty finally brought the muddy soil himself and
created the Earth, its beings, and objects with the help
of all-pervading power.

1

There is a belief that after the creation of the earth,
God asked Mwnsingsing Braito preach religious rituals
and practices among the people. Mwnsingsing is believed
to be the earliest human being in the world. God has
shaped a couple of human beings known as Darimuba and
Singrimdouba (man and woman) aiming to enhance the
generation of human beings. The Bathou religious
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community believes that the Boros are the children of that
mythical couple of sacred beings. (Basumatary, 1988:10)

Fig. 1: Traditional Bathou Altar in the Boro family

5. Ancient Method of Worship:

The ancient way of worship was full of rituals and
semi-magical activities performed with sacrificial rites.
The act of animal sacrifice and offering blood was part
and parcel of ritualistic worship. In ancient times, the
arrangement of worship was a weird and wonderful one
with a variety of magical events performed at the moment
of offering. Fowl, local chickens, pigs, and other domestic
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animals were sacrificed in large quantities in front of the
Bathou Altar. Pigs, goats and chickens, local rice beer,
and betel nuts were offered to pacify the malevolent and
benevolent deities. The priest, popularly known as Douri
was the sacred representative in performing the sacrificial
activities. The Oja, a medicine man recited charms to
pacify the deities. At the same time, the woman Shaman,
known as Doudini, performed some magical activities. She
was believed to be a mediator between the people and
the Bathou. It is believed that Doudini can forecast fortune
or misfortune, the present and the past occurrences of the
villagers.

To worship Bathou, a ritualistic plant, Sijou is planted
amid the Altar. An egg of a hen and a stone are buried
under the Sijou tree. The egg symbolizes the origin of
the universe and the stone symbolizes the truth of the
creation of God. On the back side, just adjacent to the
Sijou plant, a specific kind of ethno-plant locally known
as Jatrasi is also planted. It symbolizes the Goddess
Mainao, the wife of Bathou. The Sijou plant is
traditionally believed to be the God Bathou. The Bathou
Altar is safeguarded by eighteen pairs of bamboo sticks
rooted vertically and enclosed by a bamboo fence, and
they have designed a specific frame at the front size which
is known as 'Dauthu Bikha' (the heart of the dove). It
symbolizes the three powers of the Bathou (Brahma, L
2003:12). An earthen lamp is lighted under the Sijou tree.
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Philosophically, the eighteen pairs of bamboo sticks
rooted surrounding the altar represent the followers of the
Bathou, the benevolent deities. At the time of worship,
the priest recites the charm five times, which signifies the
principles of the ancient Bathou religion. The orally
transmitted popular charm is as follows:

Thaigirnikhongakhongba

Bathoubandwbandwba

Sijousirisiriba

Boroni asarabw asarba

Rendering:

The dillenia indica fruit has five rinds.

The Bathou has five principles.

Sijou has five ridges.

The Boros have five customary principles.

The linguistic corpus of the charms signifies five-fold
principles i.e., inanimate born, getting married, getting
misery and distress if they do something misdeeds, getting
fortune, and at the end all have to die. This is the encoded
five-fold principle of the Bathou. The Sijou, a Euphorbia
Splenden tree, is a special kind of thorny tree of cactus
species. The tree is especially honoured and worshipped
by the Boros as a symbol of the Bathou. The Sijou tree
has five ridges in its branches. It has a symbolic meaning
that denotes the five-fold principles of the Bathou. On the
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other hand, five kinds of social customs should be
regarded as conventional but legal laws of society.
Mwnsingsing, the first and foremost creation of human
beings, is the preacher of these customs among the people.
There is a belief extant among the people that the Bathou
is the supreme entity; he is the cause of birth and creation,
the preserver, and the cause of death in this universe. This
is recited during worship. It goes as follows:

Rangrasimithahazibari gongtham

Nwngsaseanwzadwngphantham

English rendering:

The Heaven, Earth, and the Plutonic world are the
three abodes

You're the sole but have three portions

It signifies that the Bathou is the creator, caretaker,
and destroyer. As a belief of folk-society, the Bathou is
ubiquitous in heaven, earth, and the plutonic world. A
myth has already been mentioned above which relates to
these principles.

6. Bathou worship: Changing tradition

Nowadays, the community is shaping a new concept
of religious tradition for worshipping the Bathou. They
have incorporated new practices and concepts. Because the
community is looking for the revitalization of their social
behaviour and to give a new tradition in social life through
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regenerating a high degree of religious philosophy. The
religious section is taking active initiative to reform its
ancient methods of worship. Prayer and singing of
devotional songs are both rituals and have become part
of the religious practices that are performed at the place
of worship. Of course, in the remote villages, bizarre and
animistic practices are still seen among villagers. In recent
times, the worshippers belonging to the organized
religious section have given up sacrificial practices and
replaced them by offering flowers, fruits, and sacred
ingredients. The animistic and outlandish customs of
magical practices have been reformed and organized to
a new dimension. Nowadays, the priest is the chief of all
practices. He recites charms relating to worship and offers

Fig. 2: Priest in Bathou worship
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sacred things in favour of devotees. To mark the
divination and purification of the village life, the woman
shaman known as Doudini is also associated with doing
the rituals; no magical practices are performed during the
worship as seen in earlier traditions. It is seen that the
performance of organized Bathou worship is being
practiced without changing the ancient connotations, but
its external facet is changing in need of the age. The
ancient connotation of worship has great significance in
the validation of cultural values and social philosophy and
for the preservation of the ethnic identity of the
community. From an ethnographical perspective, it may
be assumed that the culture of the Boro community is
closely related to the Bathou religious tradition. The myths
regarding the creation of the earth and traditional musical
instruments are also closely interrelated to this religious
tradition to a great extent.

Since the 2
nd

 decade of the 20th Century, some of
the personalities of this religious group have been doing
an active job of preparing religious scripture based on the
Bathou religion.  Among them, Prasanna Kumar
Barokhakhlouary, Madaram Brahma, Dhuparam
Basumatary, and Bihuram Boro have written religious
books on the Bathou religion to mark its five-fold
principles. These are written in a poetic style having
different kinds of verses, like Pada, Dulari, Chabi, Lechari,
etc. Religious preachers write prayer songs and verses on
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Bathou's philosophy. Devotional songs are sung during
worship. The process of worship is now full of offerings
of flowers and sacred ingredients. The playing of musical
instruments and dancing of the worshippers is a kind of
sacred performance. This is the recent trend in
worshipping the Bathou.

7. Conclusion:

No doubt the Bathou religion plays a significant role
in the social life of the Boros. It is believed that the Bathou
tradition validates the culture and social customs of
society. Over time, new additions are integrated by
adopting certain kinds of religious practices in respect of
worship. In ancient days, no physical temple was
constructed, as seen among the Hindus or other organized
religious groups. It has gradually changed in the case of
this ethnic religion. In ancient days, a traditional altar was
erected with bamboo, but nowadays, temple construction
is accepted among the Bathou religious group. To signify
the Bathou, a Euphorbia Splendid (Sijou) is rooted at the
central point of the Altar. It is still recurrent in society.
Symbolically, Euphorbia Splendid (Sijou) is rooted to
mark the omnipresent Bathou though the transformation
of religious philosophy is on the verge of transition.

Note:
1
Informant: Ronai Swargiary, 70, House-wife, Vil.

Bogaimari, Dt. Barpeta, P.O. Sarupeta (Assam).
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Confluence of Aesthetics and

Rituals: Sociocultural Relevance of

Pa·aya¸i as an Artform

Dr. Vidya Rajagopal

Abstract

Living in harmony with nature lies at the root of
Indian culture. Conservation of nature and natural
resources is ingrained in the Indian psyche and faith and
this is reflected in the religious practices, folklore, art and
culture.  Kerala is a land of colourful festivals, rituals,
myth and folksongs that reveal the intimate sense of
harmony and togetherness that existed here. Pa·aya¸i is
one such ritualistic art form practised in the Central
Travancore regions of Kerala and it is dedicated to
Goddess Bhadrak¡½i. The central narrative of Pa·aya¸i is
unity in diversity and it reinforces the solidarity among
human beings. But this art form has failed to reach out
to the masses as it is restricted to certain areas only.
Promoting this colourful rural art form will help to spread
far and wide, the rich cultural heritage of Kerala. This
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article makes an attempt to explore the various aspects
of Pa·aya¸i and highlights the need for reviving and
restoring this art form to its former glory, which otherwise
would fade into oblivion.

Keywords: Pa·aya¸i, folklore, ritualistic art form,
cultural heritage

Kerala is a land of sylvan scenic splendour.
Enchanting natural scenery is its hallmark. This tiny state
has a resplendent cultural and artistic tradition. A cradle
of art and architecture she has given birth to, and ardently
patronized innumerable artistic forms which speak of the
resilience and aesthetic sensibility of the people of Kerala.
Hindu temples reputed for their architectural designs of
incredible beauty and quiet sanctity have been congenial
centres for fostering art and literature. Many literary and
artistic forms have been susceptible to the impact of these
divine centres. A variety of artistic forms sprang up and
flourished in the vicinity of the temples.

Pa·aya¸i is an art form which bears eloquent
testimony to the amazing ingenuity and superb artistic
genius of the people of Kerala. This artistic form is a
judicious admixture of almost all the fine arts. It provides
ample scope for music, dance and action, which with the
accompaniment of various percussion instruments hold the
audience spellbound. Rituals can be defined as any kind
of gesture or action that is socially, culturally or
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religiously relevant. They are an indispensable part of our
life and often serve as a mode of communication. The
communication that happens through rituals and traditions
stands out and differs remarkably from communication
through languages. Rituals form a connecting link between
the past and the present, uniting different generations and
thus forming an inseparable connection between man and
nature. Thus rituals form an integral part of the cultural
fabric of Kerala.

Pa·aya¸i as an artistic form has a lot of scope for
religious harmony. Various castes and communities of
Kerala actively participated in this art form, even before
the Brahmanical hegemony. In a state like Kerala, where
caste discrimination was rampant, Pa·aya¸i has the
unique distinction of being a caste free performance.
People irrespective of their castes and communities, were
keen to take part in this agrarian art form. Pa·aya¸i is
a word which combines Pa¶a (group of soldiers) and A¸i
(rows), both Malayalam words. It is said that the initial
proponents of this art form were the 'Ga¸aka', the
medicine men of Kerala, who visited households for
psychological or spiritual healing. The 'Ga¸aka' were also
practitioners of martial arts and this accounts for the
martial arts being an integral part of Pa·aya¸i.

Pa·aya¸i is often performed during the period from
January to May. It is believed that Pa·aya¸i includes
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within its fold, all 64 art forms or 'Kalas' mentioned in
the á¡str¡. This ritualistic dance is in commemoration of
the dance performed by Lord áiva and the other gods in
order to appease the furious goddess Bhadrak¡½i, whose
anger remained unabated even after killing the demon,
D¡rikan, an indomitable threat to the Devas. This is why
Pa·aya¸i is performed in the vicinity of Devi temples.
Over the course of time, devotees built a 'KolaÆ'
(elaborately decorated and painted head dresses adorned
by the artists in Pa·aya¸i) at the K¡½i temples to quell
her anger and to appease her, and it later evolved into
a figure that symbolizes the spread of the light of
goodness.

The central narrative of Pa·aya¸i is nature and the
purification of it. It represents the essence of the
Paµcabh£ta´ga½ (five elements of nature). As a ritualistic
performance, Pa·aya¸i is performed annually with a view
to purifying nature, especially the five elements. When
this purging phenomenon happens, nature will have
bloomed and blossomed, lending an ethereal splendour to
the flora and the fauna. It is the festival of a rustic
community, who owes their very existence to the boon
and bounties of nature.

The rhythm of Pa·aya¸i is that of nature and it
reinforces the inseparable bond between man and nature.
The rituals of Pa·aya¸i, mount to a crescendo when the
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dancer falls into a trance and a sublime identification with
the Mother Goddess takes place. The colours, instruments
and costumes are provided by nature which are
biodegradable and thus the festival of Pa·aya¸i poses no
harm to nature. Like many other ritualistic performances,
Pa·aya¸i also serves to bring people together under the
banner of culture and celebration. It flourished in Central
Travancore, especially in regions around the rivers Pamba,
Ma¸imala and Acchan Kovil. The renowned poet
Kadamanitta Ramakrishnan was an exponent of this art
form. The scintillating music notes emanating from the
musical instruments, especially 'Thappu', have an irresist-
ible appeal to our mind and heart. We are also filled with
a reverential fear, Bhakti for the Goddess Bhadrak¡½i.

Despite the past glory of the art form, the current
level of acceptance and appreciation among spectators and
devotees, is gradually declining year by year. The exact
reasons are not yet traced by eminent researchers who
have done extensive work in this area. In this regard an
attempt has been made to analyze the strength, weakness,
opportunities and threats of Pa·aya¸i in Kerala, based on
the perspective of Pa·aya¸i artists and the admirers and
adorers of this art form. The sample size comes to fifty-
-- twenty from the Pa·aya¸i artists and the rest from the
patrons of Pa·aya¸i. In order to examine the SWOT,
structural equation modelling is applied in the present
study. The independent variables are strength, weakness,
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opportunities and threats and the dependent variables are
the following:

1. Lack of proper institutions to promote Pa·aya¸i

2. Symbolises the inevitable bond between man and
nature

3. Women have no role to play

4. May fade into oblivion in due course

5. As a means of spiritual and psychological healing

6. To spread the rich cultural heritage of Kerala.

7. To attract and fascinate art loving people

8. Being a seasonal festival, artists often struggle to
make both ends meet

9. Blend of dance, music and beauty of rhythm

10.Lacks outreach to other parts of Kerala

11.Unifying force that brings together people from
different sections of society

12.May fade into oblivion in due course

13.As a means of attracting tourists

14.Making of Pa·aya¸i KolaÆ is a laborious task

15.Purifies the five elements (Paµcabh£ta´ga½)

16.Does not receive due recognition.
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STRENGTH, WEAKNESS, OPPORTUNITY AND THREAT OF
PAÚAYAÛI

Table-1 Unstandardized Regression Weights-Pa·aya¸i

Relationship Estimate S.E. C.R. P

Symbolises the inevitable bond
between man and nature <--- Strength .816 .073 11.17 ***
Making of Pa·aya¸i KolaA
is a laborious task <--- Weakness 1.138 .174 6.535 ***
Lack of proper institutions to
promote Pa·aya¸i <--- Weakness 1.096 .181 6.051 ***
Lacks outreach to other
parts of Kerala <--- Weakness .839 .144 5.833 ***
Women have no role to play <--- Weakness 1.000
Purifies the five elements,
(Paµcabh£ta´ga½) <--- Strength .963 .072 13.39 ***
Blend of dance and music,
beauty of rhythm <--- Strength .779 .078 10.00 ***
Unifying force that brings
together people from different
sections of society <--- Strength 1.000
Being a seasonal festival,
artists often struggle to
make both ends meet <--- Threat .920 .116 7.898 ***
May fade into oblivion in
due course <--- Threat 1.060 .100 10.59 ***
Does not receive due
recognition <--- Threat 1.000
Lack of proper institutions
to promote Pa·aya¸i <--- Threat .973 .096 10.119 ***
As a means of attracting
tourists <--- Opportunity .868 .172 5.046 ***
As a means of spiritual and
psychological healing <--- Opportunity 1.514 .251 6.040 ***
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To attract and fascinate
art loving people <--- Opportunity 1.000
To spread the rich cultural
heritage of Kerala <--- Opportunity .252 .133 1.897 .048

Source: Primary data

All the Unstandardized Regression Weights are
statistically significant at 5%. This implies the fact that
the Strength, Weakness, Opportunity and Threat as
Independent variables influencing the corresponding
dependent variables.

Table-2 Standardized Regression Weights -Pa·aya¸i

Relationship Estimate

Symbolises the inevitable bond between
man and nature <--- Strength .822
Making of Pa·aya¸i KolaA is a
laborious task <--- Weakness .837
Lack of proper institutions to
promote Pa·aya¸i <--- Weakness .721
Lacks outreach to other parts of Kerala <--- Weakness .686
Women have no role to play <--- Weakness .650
Purifies the five elements,
(Paµcabh£ta´ga½) <--- Strength .910
Blend of dance and music,
beauty of rhythm <--- Strength .771
Unifying force that brings together
people from different sections of society <--- Strength .885
Being a seasonal festival, artists often
struggle to make both ends meet <--- Threat .715
May fade into oblivion in due course <--- Threat .909
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Does not receive due recognition <--- Threat .791
Lack of proper institutions to
promote Pa·aya¸i <--- Threat .871
As a means of attracting tourists <--- Opportunity .599
As a means of spiritual and
psychological healing <--- Opportunity .907
To attract and fascinate art loving people <--- Opportunity .595
To spread the rich cultural heritage
of Kerala <--- Opportunity .199

Source: Primary data

All the Standardized Regression Weights are statis-
tically significant at 5%. This implies the fact that the
Strength, Weakness, Opportunity and Threat as Indepen-
dent variables influencing the corresponding dependent
variables. The highest relationship is between Strength
with Purifies the five elements, (Paµcabh£ta´ga½
(C.V.0.910). This means, when Strength goes up by 1
standard deviation, purifies the five elements;
(Paµcabh£ta´ga½) goes up by 0.91 standard deviations.
Likewise, similar relation is seen on Threat with May fade
into oblivion in due course (C.V.0.909) and Opportunity
with As a means of spiritual and psychological healing
(C.V.0.907).

Table-3 Covariances and Correlations -Pa·aya¸i

Estimate S.E. C.R. PEstimate

Strength <--> Opportunity .469 .129 3.640 *** .524
Opportunity <--> Threat .410 .104 3.932 *** .643
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Strength <--> Weakness .041 .097 .420 .675 .046
Opportunity <--> Weakness .258 .088 2.925 .003 .425
Strength <--> Threat .483 .115 4.187 *** .522
Threat <--> Weakness .133 .073 1.832 .037 .212

Source: Primary data

All the covariances and correlations arestatistically
significant at 5%.  The highest correlation is between
Threat and opportunity, shows the future of the art form
Pa·aya¸i.

Table-3 Variances -Pa·aya¸i

Estimate S.E. C.R. P

Strength 1.298 .226 5.743 ***
Opportunity .615 .195 3.162 .002
Threat .660 .137 4.805 ***
Weakness .598 .171 3.491 ***
e1 .357 .071 5.024 ***
e2 .250 .058 4.326 ***
e3 .415 .068 6.064 ***
e4 .536 .083 6.457 ***
e5 .818 .130 6.271 ***
e6 .331 .085 3.915 ***
e7 .664 .116 5.708 ***
e8 .473 .079 6.022 ***
e9 1.123 .169 6.637 ***
e10 .303 .143 2.113 .035
e11 .830 .125 6.621 ***
e12 .950 .130 7.304 ***
e13 .395 .064 6.207 ***
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e14 .157 .039 4.069 ***
e15 .533 .080 6.648 ***
e16 .199 .039 5.101 ***

Source: Primary data

All the variances are statistically significant at 5%,
which includes Strength, Opportunity, Threat and Weak-
ness plus all error variables.

Table-3 Model Fit Summary-Pa·aya¸i

The CMIN value is 125.083, df 98, p value 0.034,
CMIN/df 1.276, model is fit for establishing the
relationship between Strength, Weakness, Opportunity and
Threat. More over   RMR value,G FI value, AGFI value,
NFI value, CFI value and RMSEA value.

Based on this analysis, we should leave no stone
unturned in exploring the various opportunities and
possibilities of Pa·aya¸i, so that it may enjoy massive
public participation. We should not ignore the possible
threats of Pa·aya¸i, especially in the context of the
younger generation, who have an inherent apathy towards
conventional art forms.  This is the right time for
government, local communities, foreign delegates and
patrons of art to contribute their mite and extend their
support to revive this art form. The Tourism Department
should also play an important role in examining its tourist
potential, thereby making the Central Travancore region,
a much sought after tourist destination. As per the
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findings, most of the Pa·aya¸i artists find it difficult to
make both ends meet and hence the government should
take measures to bring them under the pension scheme.
It is the sacred mission of every art lover to address the
underlying causes for the fading popularity of Pa·aya¸i
and restore its lost glory and grandeur.

The philosophy behind Pa·aya¸i is to protect the
human race and mother nature from all sorts of planet
harming activities, caused by man's ignorance and
irresponsible behaviour. Pa·aya¸i community makes
sincere efforts to create awareness among people about
the need for environmental protection mainly through
dance demonstrations. This art form celebrates and
conveys the message that mountains, forests, rivers and
oceans are the abode of gods and goddesses and therefore
it is our duty to protect and preserve them.
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The Narrative of Goa's Seven

Sister Goddesses - An Ecological

Paradigm

Dr. Rohit R. Phalgaonkar

Abstract

Many of Goa's ancient folk rituals and worships lay
emphasis on water, soil  and other natural elements of
Mother Earth. Goa being located on West Coast is highly
dependent on the monsoons which arrive in the State by
June. They are responsible for the improvement of
hydrology owing to Goa's topography. The commanding
landscape includes the red laterite rocky soil on one side
while sandy regions near the coast. The onset of monsoons
not only makes provision for potable water for the next
whole year but is responsible for creating huge reservoirs
of water for agriculture. Delay in the arrival can affect the
whole agricultural cycle, water storage, etc.

This paper tries to delve into the folk worship of
seven sister Goddesses who are believed to interact with
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each other through rituals. These rituals display a socio-
ecological relation of water with the ancient society.

Keywords:- Goa, Folk, Worship, Goddesses, Rain,
Seven, Fertility

Introduction

Goa's folk worships constitute a large number of
rituals which are nature based and focus on the principle
of humanity completely thriving on changing of nature's
cycles. Rare folk rituals and worships include the worship
of the crocodile and tiger called the Maangethaapni
(worship of crocodile) and the Vaaghro (tiger worship)
respectively; especially in regions which are heavily
infested with these creatures. Numerous female folk
deities, having a specific role assigned to them are found
in almost all the talukas of Goa. The Seven Sister
Goddesses and their lone brother are highly revered and
they occupy a huge position in the psycho-religious
domain of the people of Bicholim and Bardez taluka of
North Goa district. These deities evolve from a very
illustrious folk legend. The lore unfolds their coming into
existence, their relationship and the roles assigned to them
by the folk culture.

This paper is not a study of indigenous systems of
hydrology nor a pure study of archaeo-hydrology. As such
studies demand more data and findings based on
excavations and site explorations. This paper attempts to
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highlight the significance of hydrological cycle especially
the formation of rain, seen through the folk worships and
rituals of seven deities who are believed to be Sister-
Goddesses. Their rituals are indicative of how the folk
culture looked at the basic concept of rain formation and
ratified the same through the ceremonials.

The Legend

The legend is known as 'Saath Jaani aani eklo
Khetobaa' to mean the 'Seven Siblings and their lone
brother Khetobaa. In the lore, Seven Sister Goddesses and
their brother came down to the village of Mayem in
Bicholim taluka from the Ghats riding an elephant. These
sisters were Mhammaai, Kelbaai, Lairaai, Miraabaai,
Morzaai, Shitalaai and Aajadipaa. On their arrival to the
village they were hungry and wanted to cook. So, the
eldest sister asked the brother to bring some fire from
the village. Khetobaa was playful and got engrossed in
watching the village kids at play. As he had not returned
back the eldest sister sent the second and the third viz.
Kelbaai and Lairaai respectively to enquire. Seeing their
brother whiling time Lairaai attempted to kick Khetobaa
on his waist. He missed the kick by bending his waist.
The two sisters entered a quarrel and returned to the eldest
sister. The eldest sister gave a decision that both the sisters
were at fault and would have to undergo penance.
Repenting for what she had done, Lairaai decided to walk
through the fire once a year along with her devotees. Since
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Kelbaai was guilty too, she vowed to walk with fire on
her head once a year.  Following this, each sibling chose
to reside in different villages and assured to visit each
other annually. The eldest resided in Mulgao, whereas the
second in Mayem, Lairaai went to Shirgao, and Miraabaai
to Mapusa. Morzaai went to Morjim and Shitalaai chose
to enter the paataal. Aajadipaa went to the Anjediv island.
She is also referred to as Ajaditi (Khedekar, Goa
Devmandal Unnayan Aani Sthalantar 2018, 168). Khetobaa
resided in Vaingini.

The folklore has many versions. There is also a
variation between the names of the first two Goddesses.
One tradition and a government record mention the eldest
as Kelbaai (Pereira 2020, 126) and the second as Maya
Kelbaai (Pereira 2020, 125). The second tradition speaks
about the elder being Mhammaai (Khedekar, Goa: Land,
Life and Legacy 2016, 88). Adhering to their vow, the
eldest Sister Goddess visits the village of the second and
resides for two nights. These annual visits are celebrated
as festivals and are termed as jaatraa in Konkani.  While
return she gives her consent to celebrate the jaatraa of
the third sister Lairaai.

Names of the Sister-Goddesses

1) Kelbaai / Mhammaai

She is represented by four wooden masks viz; two
of female deities, one of a male deity and the fourth an
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animal head with two horns. These icons are transported
in the cane box from one village to the second signifying
the annual visit to her sister. The cane box is then kept
open for veneration for two nights. It is then packed and
carried back. The transportation happens on head load.

2) Maya Kelbaai

Her cane box contains four wooden masks. Three
belong to a female and one is of a male. Her festival is
held in the Hindu month of Chaitra on the Shuddh
Ashtami day of the Hindu calendar (Refer Figure 3). Apart
from these cions, a stone sculpture of Gajlakshmi is
venerated in her main temple. Two elephants are shown
pouring water by their trunks on the Goddess who is
seated below (Refer Figure 4.).

3) Lairaai

She is represented by a metal pitcher filled with water
(Kalasha) called as Kalas in Konkani. It is a movable icon
and is taken out in procession during the festival on head
load. The temple remains without any object of worship
during this time. The water is changed once a year and
a bud of pitkuli (local flower) is induced in it.

4) Miraabai to Milagres

She was converted to Christianity and is venerated
as Milagres Saibin (Our Lady of Milagres) in Mapusa.
The present Church was built on the site of a Hindu temple
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(Hall 1995, 165). Archaeological remains of a rock-hewn
staircase leading to a well or a tank at the back of the
church belonging to the earlier Hindu temple are
mentioned by Ricardo Teles (Azavedo 1985, 99), the
Secretary of 'Comissao Permanente de Arqueoloia'
(Archaeological Commission) set up by the Portuguese in
1930s (Pissurlencar 1938, 380). The mythic sibling-
connect between these Goddesses continued to exist even
after the conversion. It is reported that there was tradition
of Lairaai pot of oil as a gift (vajem in Konkani) to
Milagres on her feast day, while Milagres would send a
basket of Mogra flowers to Lairaai on her jaatraa day
(P.F.Fernandes 2012, 228).  As it is a tradition to pour
oil on the wooden statue of the Milagres on her feast day
while offering of white flowers to Lairaai on her jaatraa
day.

5) Morzaai

Morzaai is worshipped in the form of
Mahishasurmardini but it appears to a recent sculpture.
The worship is also connected with a kalasha. The name
implies her relation with peacocks which frequented the
village once upon a time.

6) Shitalaai

Her sculpture is housed in a small solitary shrine in
Mayem village almost negligible in daily worship. Thus,
adhering to the legend of her entering the paataal and
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becoming obscure. Her sculpture depicts her seated in a
padmaasan mudra and holding two lotus buds in her upper
hands and a lump of earth in her lower left hand. Her
lower right hand depicts abhay mudra. (Refer Figure 2)

7) Aajadipaa

This last sister is said to have resided on Anjediv
Island in Uttar Kannada district of Karnataka whose
sculpture was later saved from the Portuguese and is
housed in a temple at Ankola in the same district. Many
temple vestiges were located on the island by the
Directorate of Archives & Archaeology in 1980s (P.P.
Shirodkar 1984, 121-123). The island is referred as
Aegidii in the work 'Periplus of Ethryraean Sea' (Schoff
1912, 202) In a ritualistic invocation recited during the
festival, her body is said to have a tone of the local Aaboli
flowers (Phalgaonkar 2012, 25).

Khetobaa

His sculpture portrays him in a standing position with
his waist slightly deflected; indicative of eluding the kick
by Lairaai.

Fire Rituals of Sister Goddesses

A gigantic terracotta multi-tier tree like structure
having small lamps arranged in pyramidal fashion of about
60 cm in height called the Maale in Konkani is lit on
the festival day of the second sister Maya Kelbaai. This
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is placed on the head of the Mod (representative of the
Goddess). He dances in a procession along with the
devotees in the village of Mayem signifying, the
fulfillment of the vow of the goddess to dance with fire
on her head as a part of the penance. (Refer Fig 3.)

The festival of Lairaai follows this. Truckloads of
wood are piled in pyramidical shape to resemble a
mammoth sized yadnyakund. It is called as the homkhan
(to mean Homa+kund) by the locals. At midnight the Mod
ceremoniously carries the Kalas of Lairaai on his head
from the temple to the homkhan. He lights the pile by
a traditional firecracker. Devotees called dhonds who
ritualistically purify themselves a few days prior to the
event by staying away from their families and consuming
vegetarian food (without onion and garlic), walk through
this burning fire one by one throughout the night. In the
wee hours of morning the Mod again arrives with the
Kalas on his head and walks through the embers. It is
believed that once the Goddess walks through the embers
the temperature increases and no devotee should dare to
walk through it.

Mother-Sister Goddesses--- The fertility

Motherhood is highly respected in India. At one time
certain women were worshipped as manifestations of the
divine (Preston 1980, 13). Goddesses in a group of three,
seven or ten worshipped in many villages of India are
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either termed as sisters or mothers. But these terms do
not reveal any specific relationship among themselves.
The have been given no independent identity in such
groups and are not allotted separate function (P.K.
Agarwal 1984, 69). The Goan sister goddesses too follow
the same pattern. Their names suggest of their being
mothers associated with fertility and are related through
a folktale as sisters.

The goddess names are suffixed with aai and baai.
Aai denotes a mother while baai is term used for reverence
and respect for women in Konkani. The suffix Keal in
the name Kelbaai denotes prudent, wise or a headman
(Hoffman and Emelen, Encyclopedia Mundarica 2009,
2276). Lai in Lairaai means a womb (Hoffman and
Emelan, Encyclopedia Mundarica 2009, 2581). So her
name would connote 'the womb of a mother'. Befitting
her name, she is worshipped as Kalasha. The Kalasha has
been a part of the folk culture not in the Goa but also
along the Konkan belt. In some places it has two or three
spouts. The number of spouts indicate the identity of the
community which worships it.  It has been a symbol of
Motherhood and also symbolizes Earth, water, grains and
natural wealth we derive from earth (Khedekar, Eco-
culture: Goa Paradigm 2008, 7, 9). The annual ritual of
induction of the pitkuli bud in the Kalasha representing
Lairaai, signifies naissance of a new life.
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Sister Goddesses- Krutika star clusters --- Fire rituals

and appeal to Rain

These Sister Goddesses appear to represent the
Krutika, a constellation of seven stars of Taittriya
Brahman who are of fiery nature. (P.K. Agarwal 1984,
107) viz. Ambaa, Dulaa, Nitatni, Abhrayanti, Meghayanti,
Varshayanti, and Chupunikaa with Agni as their deity
(Joshi 1973, 2,4). Chupunikaa too has disappeared for
reasons unknown (Joshi 1973, 3). This whole concept
conveys closeness to the folklore in which Shitalaai
disappeared in the paataal. The wooden mask of the male
deity along with animal head mentioned above can be
concluded to Agni and ram; his vehicle. Abhrayanti,
Meghayanti, Varshayanti are names referring to cloud
formation, cloudy weather and rain respectively (P.K.
Agarwal 1984, 107).

Importance of heat or Fire through the icons

Four wooden icons represent the first two Sister-
Goddesses (Refer Figure 1). They are carried in a huge
cane box. Out of the four two icons belong to a male
deity and a head of a ram. This appears to be of the fire
God Agni who is shown riding a ram as his mount.

Rain formation through the rituals

Fire or heat has immense importance in the rituals
of these Sister Goddesses. Fire is the subject formation
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in the legend and evolves around it. The penances and
the vows involve fire. Their festivals like walking with
fire on the head (Maale) and walking through the fire take
place in the hot summers; the time just before the
monsoons are expected to arrive. The festivals signify
tremendous heat generation by fire and then cooling it
by walking through it with the water-filled Kalash on the
head. The rituals and the icons indicate this concept. A
depiction suggestive of sudden cooling the fire to cause
evaporation. The folk belief of not to walk through the
fire after the Goddess Lairaai walks through it, indicates
the increase in temperature of the fire when cooled
suddenly. These certainly point to be folk fire rituals for
rain.

The arrangement of wooden logs (Homkhan) during
the jaatraa of Lairaai resemble the yadnyakund of the
Vedic rituals. They can be compared to the small sticks
called Samidhaas of the Vedic yadnya which are obtained
from various important trees and are placed inside the
yadynakund (Chaganti, Yajna can Increase Humidity Even
in Winter 2021, 357).

The cooling effect is iconographically depicted in the
stone sculpture of sister Goddesses Kelbaai. She is
worshipped as Gajlakshmi who is shown seated in the
middle with two elephants on Her sides pouring water
on her through water pots. This appears to be a
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significance of abundance of water. The pouring water
could represent the cooling effect on the Goddess who
is associated with fire.

Shitalaai and Miraabaai - the Water Goddesses

Shitala is a Disease Eradicating goddess elsewhere in
India. She is worshipped to heal small pox. In Bengal
she is Shitala, while in UP she is Shitala Bhavani (N.N.
Bhattacharya 1999, 54). Her weapon is the sweeping
broom (Banerjea 2002, 383). Her iconography includes
a broom or bundle of sticks, a winnowing fan and an
earthen pot and is a part of Seven Mothers (Stutley 2003,
130). But in the case of Goa, she is the folk Goddess
of Water. In Goa, icon shows lotus buds and a lump of
earth in her hands thus showing her allegiance to water.
Lotus buds represent the await of flora for the arrival of
rain. Besides, Vishnudharmottara Puran specifies that
Varun should be offered lotuses (P. Shah 2005, 189). In
Masulipatnam too Shitalamma is worshipped as a water
Goddess (Whitehead 1921, 23). The suffix Mir in
Miraabaai refers to sea or water in Sanskrit. The temple
of Miraabaai where now stands the Church is located on
the banks of River Mapusa which was waterway for trade.

Vedic Fire rituals for Rain

The hydrological cycle and rituals to appeal rain was
not new in India. Ramayan speaks of three types of clouds.
One of them is Aagneya which are produced from fire
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(Hyrdrological Knowledge of Ancient India 2018, 34).
The sarga 28 of Kishkinda Kaand of Ramayan mentions
formation of clouds caused by heating of ocean water by
sun's ray. The cooling of these clouds come down as rain.
(Valmiki Ramayan 2002, 56)

Vedic rituals called Athiratram involving such huge
fires are performed to cause rain in Kerala. The whole
yadnya mantap is set to fire as a part of the ritual (12-
day 'Athirathram' comes to an end 2011). We can also
see a connect between the heat and the sun through many
ancient texts.  Many yadnyas are performed to Agni. In
a Homa, oblations are given to Agni and Sun (Sharma
2018, 91). Surya is believed to be form a of Agni as he
hands his effulgence to Agni in the evening and takes sit
back from him in the morning (Mani 2015, 15). Thus,
linking both to heat, which scientifically plays an
important role in causing precipitation on earth.

Some studies point out that Agnihotra (yadnya) to be
a scientific process carefully carried by Ritviks (special-
ists). (Chaganti, Yajna can Increase Humidity Even in
Winter 2021, 357). Agnihotra is believed to have many
positive effects on the environment in Ayurved especially
on organic farming and gardening and is called the healing
fire (Khedekar, Eco-Culture Goa Paradigm 2013, xxvii).
A few findings even suggest that Yadnya increases
precipitation and it also causes good rainfall (Chaganti,
Yajna Causes Good Rainfall February 2020, 55).
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Epilogue

The number 'Seven' has been an integral part of
ancient Indian culture. The Saptmatrikas (panel of Seven
Mothers along with Ganapati), Saptrishis (Seven Sages),
Saptkonkan (associated with the legend of Parshuram
creation of Konkan coast) etc. are few of the deeply rooted
concept associating with the number seven although their
numbers galore.

Goa's folk paradigm of Seven Sister Goddesses along
with their brother has a profound connotation and purports
the hydrological cycle of water. Apart from accomplishing
their role as mothers satisfying religious characteristic of
the folk society; their titles allude their association with
water.  Which in turn are intertwined by a lore and rituals
linking them to fire. In a folklore of South India it is
told that seven sisters were sacrificed for construction of
a water tank. But it does not specify the names of these
sisters (E. Shah Water (Jul., 2008), 653). Here again, it's
the sacrifice of seven sisters who are related to water.

A slight delay in the monsoons can disrupt the whole
life in Goa. Hence water and its equal distribution was
the priority of the age-old administration system prevalent
in Goa called the Gaunkaari was functional in Goa. The
village lands which were not privately owned belonged
to the Gaunkaari who functioned in synchronization with
the village society. It had the power of disposition of
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fallow lands for cultivation of vegetables, or palm groves,
betel nut groves etc. by auctioning (-Powell 1900, 269).
It also regulated system of agriculture, irrigation,
determination of personal share and of grants made in
favour of temples (D'Souza 1975, 32).

These folk rituals be a representation of modern
geographers concept of 'socio-ecological nature of water'?
The description of hydrology in the Dictionary of Physical
Geography provides a standard reference: The study of
hydrology is at least as old as the ancient civilizations
of Egypt, because the provision of a reliable water supply
is essential to the survival of man. However, the
development of plausible theories concerning the circula-
tion of water in the hydrological cycle did not appear until
the seventeenth century. These were largely based on
observations of rainfall and river flow in the Seine basin
by Pierre Perrault and Edme Mariotte and on the ideas
of Edmond Halley who simulated evaporation from the
Mediterranean and concluded that this could account for
all surface drainage.  (Linton 2008, 631). In the case of
Goa the concept seems to have been rooted deep in the
pre- seventeenth centuryfolk culture.

Rober Raikes opines, 'In the ecological sense, climate
means principally those phenomena such as rainfall, dew,
cloud, snow, hail, fog and humidity that are qualitative
or quantitative descriptions of water: and those phenomena
such as movements of air masses, their associated winds
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and vertical instability, that determine the distribution of
available water both seasonally'. (Raikes 1965, 182)

An age-old Goa's Gaunkaari could not have
functioned efficiently without a deep knowledge of the
hydrology, topography and the society.  In a larger context
the concept of seven sisters could be indicating water's
connect with Mother Nature---the creator of society where
water was distributed equally through artificial or man-
made ecosystems like ponds and lakes.

The indigenous societies of Goa were well acquainted
with nature and its hydrological cycle. They also gave
importance to nature as a giver of bounty. Hence she was
addressed as Mother. They cycle was enacted through
rituals as a commemoration.

Bibliography

2011. 12-day 'Athirathram' comes to an end. Thrissur: The Hindu.

Azavedo, Carmo. 1985. "The Milagres Church of Mapusa." Edited
by G.M. Moraes. Purabhilekh-Puratatva (Directorate of Archives
& Archaeology & Museum) III (2): 133.

Banerjea, Jitendra Nath. 2002. The Development of Hindu
Iconography. New Delhi: Munshiram Manohardas Publishers.

Chaganti, Venkata. 2021. "Yajna can Increase Humidity Even in
Winter." International Journal of Scientific and Research
Publications 11 (1).

Chaganti, Venkata. February 2020. "Yajna Causes Good Rainfall."
International Journal of Innovative Science, Engineering &

80



Technology 7 (2).

D'Souza, Bento Graciano. 1975. Goan Society in Transition.
Bombay: Bombay Popular Prakashan.

Hall, Maurice. 1995. A Window on Goa. Great Britain: Qiller Press
Limited.

Hoffman, John, and Arthur Van Emelan. 2009. Encyclopedia
Mundarica. Vol. 9. 16 vols. New Delhi: Gyan Publishing House.

Hoffman, John, and Arthur Van Emelen. 2009. Encyclopedia
Mundarica. Vol. VIII. 16 vols. New Delhi: Gian Publishing
House.

2018. Hyrdrological Knowledge of Ancient India. National Institute
of Hydrology, Roorkhee: National Institute of Hydrology.

Joshi, Mahadevshastri. 1973. Nakshatralok. Pune: Joshi Brothers.

Khedekar, Vinayak. 2008. "Eco-culture: Goa Paradigm." Atharva,
July 1.

---. 2013. Eco-Culture Goa Paradigm. Panaji: Broadway Piblishing
House.

---. 2018. Goa Devmandal Unnayan Aani Sthalantar. Goa:
Directorate of Official Language, Goa Government.

---. 2016. Goa: Land, Life and Legacy. Panaji: Directorate of Art
& Culture.

Linton, Jamie. 2008. "Is the Hydrologic Cycle Sustainable? A
Historical-Geographical Critique of a Modern Concept." Annals
of the Association of American Geographers (Taylor & Francis
Ltd) 98 (3).

Mani, Vettam. 2015. Puranic Encyclopedia . Delhi: Motilal
Banarasidas.

The Narrative of Goa's Seven Sister Goddesses - An Ecological Paradigm 281



Journal of Suk¤t¢ndra Oriental Research Institute  ●  Vol. 25, No. 2

N.N. Bhattacharya. 1999. The Indian Mother Goddess. New Delhi:
Manohar Publishers & Distributors.

P.F. Fernandes, Domnic. 2012. Mapusa, Yesterday and Today.
Saligao: Goa1556.

P.K. Agarwal. 1984. Goddesses in Ancient India. New Delhi:
Abhinav Publications.

P.P. Shirodkar. 1984. "Fotress of Anjediv." Edited by G.M.Moraes.
Purabhilekh-Puratatva (Directorate of Archives & Archaeology)
II (2): 148.

Pereira, Rui Gomes. 2020. Hindu Temples and Deities. Goa:
Broadway.

Phalgaonkar, Rohit R. 2012. "Shri Aryadurgechi Murti." In Shri
Aryadurgayan, 60. Goa: Shri Aryadurga Seva Pratishthan.

Pissurlencar, Pandurang. 1938. "Inscricoes Pre-Portugues." O Orient
Portugues.

Powell, B.H. Baden. 1900. The Villages of Goa in the Early
Sixteenth Century. Bibliolife.

Preston, James J. 1980. Cult of the Goddess. Ghaziabad: Vikas
Publishing House Pvt. Ltd.

Raikes, Robert L. 1965. "Physical Environment and Human
Settlement in Prehistoric Times in the Near and Middle East:
A HYDROLOGICAL APPROACH." East and West (Istituto
Italiano per l'Africa e l'Oriente) 15, No. 3/4: 179-93.

Schoff, Wilfred B, trans. 1912. Periplus of the Ethryraean Sea.
Philadelphia: Longman Green & Co.

Shah, Esha. Water (Jul., 2008). "Telling Otherwise: A Historical
Anthropology of Tank Irrigation Technology in South India."

82



Technology and Culture (The Johns Hopkins University Press
and the Society for the History of Technology) Vol. 49, No.
3, : 652-674.

Shah, Priyabala, trans. 2005. Vishnudharmottara Purana. Vol. 1. 3
vols. New Delhi: Parimal Publications.

Sharma, Madhulika. 2018. Fire Worship in Ancient India. Jaipur:
Publication Scheme.

Stutley, Margaret. 2003. The Illustrated Dictionary of Hindu
Iconography. New Delhi: Munshiram Manohralal Publishers Pvt.
Ltd.

2002. Valmiki Ramayan. Vol. I. Mumbai: Khemraj Krishnadas.

Whitehead, Henry. 1921. The Village Gods of South India. Calcutta:
Association Press.

The Narrative of Goa's Seven Sister Goddesses - An Ecological Paradigm 283



Journal of Suk¤t¢ndra Oriental Research Institute  ●  Vol. 25, No. 2

Figure 1 Ancient Wooden Masks being worshipped

Figure 2 Sculpture of Shitalaaic. 16
th
 cent.
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Figure 3 Fire Ritual of Kelbaai

Figure 4. Sculpture of Gajlakshmi worshipped as Kelbaai c. 15
th
 century

The Narrative of Goa's Seven Sister Goddesses - An Ecological Paradigm 285



H¡sya as Counter-narrative: An

Analysis of Bhagavadajjuka Using

Rasa Theory
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Abstract

Bhagavadajjuka is the earliest surviving example of
a prahasana (farce/ satirical play)in Sanskrit drama. This
paper analyses Bhagavadajjuka as a farce where h¡sya is
the dominant sentiment (rasa) with the other rasas
contributing to enhance the effect of h¡sya. The humour
is in the structure of the plot which involves the exchange
of souls, in the word play and in the parodying of many
conventional hierarchies of society. Through hasya the
narrative becomes a counter-narrative teaching the
audience that compassion and depth of understanding are
essential aspects of faith and that detachment is not to
be without the spirit of humanity.

Key words: Sanskrit drama, counter-narrative,
prahasana, rasa realization, h¡sya.



Introduction:

Sanskrit drama has ten kinds of r£paka and the
prahasana or the farce is one of them. "The prahasana
was used as a medium to expose the weaknesses of
contemporary society involving an element of satire but
with h¡sya as the predominant sentiment"

1
 (Ramaratnam,

Preface). This study analyses the Sanskrit play
Bhagavadajjuka as a farce in which humour (h¡sya) is
the main sentiment (rasa) with all the other rasas
contributing to enhance the effect of h¡sya. The dominant
element of the prahasana being h¡sya or humour, the
analysis brings to light how the various elements involved
in evoking rasa in the audience all lead to h¡sya rasa in
Bhagavadajjuka. H¡sya sets a counter-narrative question-
ing social concepts of hierarchy and practice.

Bhagavadajjuka is attributed to the Pallava king
Mahendravikramavarman (also referred to as
Mahendravarman I), the author of Mattavil¡sa Prahasana
another famed Sanskrit satire. There is dispute on
authorship with some studies attributing it to
Bodhayana. Bhagavadajjuka, is a prahasana of the ¿uddha
variety, with a sage as the hero. The play satirizes and
questions social practices and customs which are without
insight or humanity. Established, stilted patterns of
hierarchy and belief which form master-narratives are
challenged through h¡sya in the play, which becomes the
counter-narrative.
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The satire exposes sham believers who do not
comprehend the depth of religious faith and teachings, but
pride themselves in their knowledge of the scriptures. The
Parivr¡jaka is the figure chosen to satirize this tendency
of empty proselytizing found in quack mendicants of the
society of the play's era. The satire points to the necessity
of compassion and wisdom in a guru. Megan R Hill in
her article "... situates satire within narrative studies,
conceptualizing satire as a type of counter-narrative
intended to resist entrenched accounts of how the world
works."

2
 (324) Bhagavadajjuka through h¡sya challenges

common collective prejudices and the pretense of piety.
"Counter-narratives resist another narrative, this one often
being, or being perceived as being, more powerful."

3 
(Lueg

et al, xvi).  As a counter-narrative the play satirizes the
situation where rhetoric takes over deeds in the practice
of religion and pride overtakes surrender and faith in God.
Hasya rasa spearheads the counter-narrative showing the
audience the need for true devotion and compassion.

The h¡sya (humour) is in the structure of the plot
which involves the exchange of souls, in the word play,
in the arguments between the Parivr¡jaka and áa¸·ilya
and in the parodying or inversion of many conventional
hierarchies in society. The many other rasas in the play
add to and enhance the effect of the dominant sentiment;
h¡sya.
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Sanskrit drama--- Instruction through rasa realization:

Sanskrit drama is said to have been created when the
gods felt a need for "something to give pleasure to the
ears and eyes alike"

4
 (Berriedale, 12) Bharatamuni refers

to N¡tya¿astra as the fifth Veda. Brahma is said to have
fashioned this Veda "... in which tradition should be
combined with instruction. . . To accomplish this task he
took from Îgveda the element of recitation, from the
S¡maveda song, from the Yajurveda the mimetic art and
from the Atharvaveda sentiment."

5
 (Berriedale 12). Drama

in ancient India was a vehicle to convey profound spiritual
messages. In n¡¶aka the audience sees the S£tradhara on
the stage in the beginning during the nandi, he is joined
then by his actress wife or the buffoon, then the many
other characters come on stage during the play, at the end
during the bharatav¡kya the S£tradhara is again alone on
stage. Through this a representation of how the many arise
from the divine One, the and returns to the One is
presented to the audience.

Drama aims at instruction but the process of
enlightenment is different, from that of the Vedas.
Instruction in drama is achieved through rasa realization.
Bhagavadajjuka sets out to instruct and enlighten at two
levels, the literal and the metaphorical. The play is enacted
to teach the Vid£Àaka farce,

 ¥…n⁄̆π…E∆Ú:- +…™™… +Ω∆̨ Ω˛∫∫……‰ ¥… {…Ω˛∫…h…∆ h…V……h…‰
∫…⁄j…n˘…Æ˙& i…‰x…  Ω˛  ∂…π™…i……∆ ¶…¥……x…¬*
x… ∂…C™…®… ∂… I…i…‰x…  EÚ\S…n˘ {… Y……i…÷®…¬*6

(Sastri, 2)
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This aim is achieved when the á¡¸·ilya says "¶……‰n÷̆
{… Æ˙Ω˛…∫…{{…®……h…∆ V…… h…∫∫…∆*''7

(Sastri, 28). The Parivrajaka's task
in the play to teach á¡¸·ilya, fails, he contradicts his own
words through his actions. The audience through h¡sya
comes to the awareness that compassion and depth of
understanding are necessary aspects of religion and that
detachment is not to be without the spirit of humanity.
Dr. S. Ramaratnam takes the Ved¡ntin's philosophy and
applies it to the realization of rasa, stating that "... in the
course of rasa realization... the veil or '¡vara¸a' of 'avidy¡'
is lifted and the blissful atman is realized along with the
st¡yibh¡va."

8 
(18)

H¡sya rasa is brought on by the characters and the
inversion of hierarchy in the roles they play. This and
the constant struggle between the abstract and the practical
also lead to the rasa realization. The ideal of detachment
is interrogated in the presentation of the Parivr¡jaka who
is cold and without compassion.

Rasa according to Abhinavagupta is a combination
of vibh¡vas and anubh¡vas. It consists exclusively of
aesthetic relish. Sth¡yibhavas are primary emotions which
are inherent in the human mind, they are permanent and
dominant. Abhinavagupta distinguishes the sthayin from
the rasa; sthayin is siddha, rasa is s¡dhya; sth¡yin is
laukika, rasa is alaukika. Rasa is possible through
sthayibhava. Dhvani is the implied meaning in a literary
work; it is the suggested sense understood only by people
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who have certain knowledge and understanding. Dhvani
is beyond the literal meaning of the words.

In Sanskrit drama rasa refers to the aesthetic emotion
experienced when life is represented on the stage.
Bharatamuni in his N¡¶ya¿¡stra says  ¥…¶……¥……x…÷¶……¥…-
¥™… ¶…S…… Æ˙∫…∆™……‰M……n¬̆ Æ˙∫… x…π{… k…:9

, i.e.

Rasa is accomplished as a result of the conjunction of
vibh¡va, anubh¡va and vyabhic¡ribh¡va.......1). Vibh¡va
is the objective condition producing an emotion. Vibh¡va
maybe of two kinds: (i) ¡lambana and (ii) Udd¢pana.
¡lambana-vibh¡va means a person or persons with
reference to whom the emotion is manifested. Udd¢pana-
vibh¡va means the circumstances that have excited the
emotion......2). Anubh¡va means bodily expression by
which emotion is expressed .....3)  Vyabhic¡ri means a
series of diverse emotions that feed the dominant
emotion.."

10
(Dasgupta 1)

Analysis- Evoking hasya:

When á¡¸·ilya and the Parivr¡jaka enter the park
(Sastri, 8-9) the vibh¡va (objects of emotion) are the
flowers and trees, the anubh¡va (the external manifesta-
tions of emotion) on stage is the delighted expression on
á¡¸·ilya's face shown through raised eyebrows and the
like. Bh¡va is the feeling associated with a rasa. When
h¡sya rasa is the sentiment, hasaor laughter is the bh¡va
or the feeling. Some of the vibh¡vas that evoke h¡sya
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are inappropriate dressing, greediness, use of wordplay,
quarrel and impudence. It is argued that h¡sya arises not
only from s¤´g¡ra but from other sentiments as well.  In
a play according to the theory of rasa "one emotion must
dominate."

11
(Lal 102) In Bhagavadajjuka the other rasas

like raudra, s¤´g¡ra, karu¸a, adbhuta, b¢bhatsa and
bhay¡naka add to the h¡sya rasa due to the circumstances
in which these rasas are evoked. The colour allocated to
hasya by Bharatamuni is white. White is the combination
of all the other colours similarly the effect of h¡sya rasa
is here increased by the blending of all the rasas. In
prahasanas vyabhic¡ri-bh¡vas and s¡ttvika-bh¡vas do not
figure prominently.

There is a clash of opposites among the characters
in the play, the cold Parivr¡jaka and the emotional
á¡¸·ilya and the proud sage and the gentle courtesan. The
Parivrajaka is full of pompous, high sounding quotes from
the scriptures. The Parivr¡jaka preaches the scriptures but
is unable to live the spirit of it. He is shallow and does
not fully comprehend what he has learned in its full depth
and resonance. His speech gives him away as a haughty,
proud and pretentious man, with no compassion. He
preaches detachment but is easily angered. The h¡sya
evoked at this inappropriate behaviour is increased by the
krodha evoking vibh¡va of agitation and anubh¡vas of the
mendicant's raised voice and his beating of his disciple
with his staff. (Sastri, 6)
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In his commentary on the N¡¶ya¿¡stra, Abhinavagupta
argues that in the everyday world, vibh¡vas, anubh¡vas
and the like do not exist. They are part of the alaukika
drama world. The ideal spectator, ∫…æ˛n˘™… can distinguish
between the real and the illusory. This alaukika nature
of rasa allows the audience to enjoy, on stage feelings
like ¿oka, krodha and bhaya which are painful in everyday
life. The spectator understands that the actor is only
playing a part on stage and that the situation on stage
is an imaginary one. So the spectator is able to laugh at
the comic character in a painful situation. In Bhagavadajjuka
the audience is able to experience hasya when they see
á¡¸·ilya constantly focus on food in his poverty stricken
state, when they distinguish the real from the alaukika
world of the stage.

á¡¸·ilya is in complete contrast to the Parivr¡jaka.
Where the Parivr¡jaka preaches detachment we see
á¡¸·ilya completely involved, be it with food or with the
courtesan. á¡¸·ilya's constant obsession with food, as
seen in the line "¶…+¥……‰ ∫…÷∫…®…… Ω˛n˘…‰ V……‰+∆ ÀS…i…‰n÷̆* +Ω∆̨ ∫…÷∫…®…… Ω˛n˘…‰
+…‰n˘h…∆ B¥¥… ÀS…i…‰ ®…*"

12 
(Sastri, 14) is a vibh¡va evoking

hasya rasa. á¡¸·ilya's involvement and irreverence
towards the mendicant are inappropriate in a young
disciple of a sage and this is a vibh¡va evoking hasya.
His constant questioning evokes h¡sya as does the vibh¡va
of his impudence. The humour becomes a counter-
narrative through the understanding that the Parivrajaka
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here is a teacher who has not achieved the state of wisdom
to earn the respect of a guru's position. He is pompous,
proud and does not understand the spirit and depth of what
he preaches.

The disciple's adbhuta at the beauty of the courtesan
and the park adds to h¡sya rasa. In the park the Disciple
thinks he has been attacked by a tiger and experiences
bhaya, but to the audience the rasa evoked is h¡sya. Here
again h¡sya is the counter-narrative as it is suggested that
these kind of emotions are natural and that detachment
does not mean the cold absence of human emotion.

When á¡¸·ilya and the Parivr¡jaka enter the park the
á¡¸·ilya elaborately describes several flowering trees,
birds, spring and bees. (Sastri, 9). This description is the
udd¢pana-vibh¡va here, evoking the ¿¤´g¡ra rasa. The
Ajjuka in the park and the whole setting with the songs
is for ¿¤´g¡ra, the setting suggests the mood of love, but
the inappropriate presence of á¡¸·ilya and the Parivrajaka
in such a park brings h¡sya.  They become the ¡lambana-
vibh¡va. The ¿¤´g¡ra rasa here adds to the effect of the
hasya. á¡¸·ilya's delighted face at the sight of the park
and later on, the Ajjuka is anubh¡va expressing his joy
at beauty, but to the audience it brings humour. The snake
biting the Ajjuka and the presence of the YamapuruÀa
evokes the bhay¡naka rasa. But this is replaced by h¡sya
when we learn that the YamapuruÀa made a mistake,
something improper in association with death. R¡milak¡,
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Ajjuk¡'s mother and her maids all go through bhaya, ¿oka,
and vismaya. But these also add to the h¡sya rasa due
to the circumstances. The adbhuta at the exchange of souls
and the powers of the Parivr¡jaka's yoga lead only to
confusion and h¡sya.

The vibh¡vas of the Ajjuk¡ demanding that the quack
Doctor prove his knowledge and her familiarity with the
medical texts are entirely unacceptable in an era when
women were not expected to be learned in such texts and
results in h¡sya. There is continuous word play throughout
the prahasana, all these are instances of vibh¡va leading
to hasya rasa. The Parivr¡jaka's abstract theorizing is of
no interest to á¡¸·ilya; he wants something concrete. He
needs food and he manages to turn the track of every
conversation to food. An example of such word play
resulting in h¡sya vibh¡va is,

{… Æ˙µ……V…EÚ&- i…n˘…∫™… i…iEÚ®…«°Ú±…∆ ∫…n˘… ∫…÷ÆË̇ & ∫…÷Æ˙ I…i……‰ x™……∫…
<¥……x…÷{……±™…i…‰**
∂……Œhb˜±™…& EÚn˘… h…÷ J…÷ i…∫∫… °Ú±…∆ ±…Ω˛ n˘*13

(Sastri, 5)

The word is used with one meaning by the Parivr¡jaka
and another by á¡¸·ilya who is thinking about food.
Similar sounding words are played with in

{… Æ˙µ……V…EÚ&- +∫…R¬ÛM…i…™……*
∂……Œhb˜±™…&- ¶……‰ ¶…+¥…∆  EÚ {…÷h… Bn∆̆ +∫…∆M…n∆̆  i… {…÷SUÙ n˘* 14

(Sastri, 5)
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The relationship of the Parivr¡jaka and á¡¸·ilya,
pokes fun at the conventional hierarchical guru-¿iÀya
relationship. á¡¸·ilya constantly finds fault in the
Parivr¡jaka's arguments, and is often impudent; this is a
vibh¡va resulting in h¡sya. The audience's awareness of
what a guru-¿iÀya relationship should be (dhvani) reminds
them of the inappropriateness of this pair. The teacher here
does not have the wisdom or compassion to be a guru
and the student is thoroughly disrespectful, not in the least
suited for the role. The satire as mentioned was aimed
at the quack mendicants of the era the play was written
in.

The play can be seen as an argument in favour of
emotion, something vital to a playwright and drama.
Detachment is necessary but not clinical coldness. This
points to the play's counter-narrative stance; empathy and
compassion through understanding emotion will enable a
sympathetic conduct of life without excessive attachment.
Bharatamuni in his N¡¶ya¿¡stra says ". . . rich with
different kinds of emotions, built on the stuff of many
stages and situations and imitating the conduct of the
world: that is what this n¡¶ya is, which I have produced."

15

(Devy, 4). The Parivr¡jaka who preaches complete
detachment is exposed as a cold, inhuman figure without
compassion, while the audience sympathizes with the
emotional á¡¸·ilya. The audience through h¡sya learns
the importance of emotion and entertainment.
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Through h¡sya the playwright is suggesting the
moderate middle path. The Parivr¡jaka preaches aloofness
but is proud of his yoga powers. The inappropriate pride
in the Parivr¡jaka brings ironic humour. á¡¸·ilya never
fails in pointing out the discrepancy between the
Parivrajaka's precepts and practice, evoking hasya, as seen
in the following lines,

∂……Œhb˜±™…&- ¶…+¥……‰ J…÷ n˘…¥… ®…∆  EÚ∫∫… E÷Ú{{… n˘
{… Æ˙µ……V…EÚ&- x……v…“π… < i…*
∂……Œhb˜±™…&- V… n˘+Ω∆̨ +Ω˛“+… ®… ¥…… ÀEÚ i…¥… ®…÷k…∫∫……*16

(Sastri, 6)

Conclusion:

Through the realization of h¡sya rasa the audience
arrives at awareness about the persistent hold basic
necessities and emotions have on human life.
Bhagavadajjuka, the h¡sya counter-narrative suggests that
transcendence lies in laughter, compassion and genuine
belief, not in extreme restraint and cold, control of the
senses. Laughter seems to be the most accessible path for
the common man towards the attainment and understand-
ing of the eternally blissful  Excesses are satirized and
the audience sympathizes with the earthy á¡¸·ilya. With
laughter the audience realizes that precepts have to be
understood and followed in the spirit of humanity and that
common sense has to be taken into consideration rather
than just unperceptive adherence to ideals without
understanding them in their full depth and resonance.
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Exploring the Influence of

Cultural Diffusion on Hindu

Personal Names in Kerala: A Study

Dr. Shylaja S

Introduction

Culture is a very complex and multidimensional
concept that resists easy classification. It encompasses
many different aspects of human life, society, and the
natural world such as food culture, structure, dress, beliefs,
thought, religious practice, and language. Language in
particular plays an important role in culture, being a
foundational pillar that is intimately intertwined with
social and biological factors. According to Raymond
Williams, Culture entails acknowledging its intertwining
with economic and political structures as well as the lived
experiences of individuals.

1

Language has a deeper meaning even in the dense
web of culture. Proper nouns carry more importance in
the linguistic systems that are intimately connected with
different aspects of human life. They have the ability to



impart physical characteristics, personality traits, and
biological values. Furthermore, concepts play an important
role in the recognition and significance of places and
objects that are important in the cultural way of life.

Onomastics, the study of names, offers an interesting
lens through which we can examine India's complex and
diverse cultural mosaic. Names have deep meanings in
a country known for its linguistic, scientific and cultural
diversity. Indian Onomastics includes the study of
personal names (anthroponomy) and place names (hom-
onyms), each of which offers valuable insights into the
history, culture and identity of the nation.

Personal Names

India's linguistic diversity is reflected in its myriad
personal names, carrying linguistic, regional, religious,
and familial significance. With Hinduism, Islam, Chris-
tianity, Sikhism, Buddhism, and more, India boasts of a
diverse naming tradition. Hindu names often stem from
Sanskrit scriptures, while Muslim names are derived from
Arabic and Persian. Christian names are adopted from the
Bible.

Cultural understanding

Names carry deep cultural and social meaning.
Individuals are linked to their roots, family and heritage.
Indian names often have a spiritual meaning and reflect
values and beliefs. For example, names like "Ananya"
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(indivisible), "Avin¡¿" (immortal), or "Saraswati" (God-
dess of knowledge) carry deep cultural and religious
significance.

Languages

The native languages of India add another layer of
complexity to Onomastics. The country has many
languages and dialects, each with unique phonetic and
spelling characteristics.

Changing Factors

Modern India has had a naming tradition. While
traditional names remain popular, there is also a growing
trend to combine names or adopt multiple modern global
names, English names. These changes reflect changing
social dynamics, including urbanization, globalization, and
multiculturalism.

The Diffusion of Personal Nouns

The integration of Brahmanical culture into Kerala
started in the third century, signifying a pivotal moment
in its cultural and social evolution. Notably, Brahmins,
along with Jain and Buddhist monks, began migrating to
Kerala in the 3rd century CE, fostering a significant
absorption of Aryan ideologies and customs within the
indigenous society. This migration heralded a profound
assimilation of diverse Aryan concepts and traditions
among Kerala's tribes.
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The Kadamba king Mayuravarman, who ruled from
AD 345 to 379, played an important role in this Cultural
Revolution by inviting and facilitating the settlement of
a large migration of Brahmins in the Kerala and Tuluva
regions.

2
 This historical event had repercussions greatly

for the socio-political situation in and around Kerala. It
gave rise to Hinduism and Sanskrit, both of which were
the main results of this outpouring of culture.

Over time, Brahmin settlements profoundly influ-
enced Kerala's population, notably shaping its literary
landscape with works like Manipravala, a blend of
Malayalam and Sanskrit. This literary fusion, spanning
drama and poetry, enriched Kerala's cultural tapestry.
Sanskrit gradually rose as the dominant language,
symbolizing power and authority. Beyond language,
Brahmanic culture, encompassing religion, attire, cuisine,
and ethics, attained prestige, overshadowing indigenous
Dravidian norms. By the 15th century, Sanskrit's sway
over Malayalam intensified, which is evident in
Ezhuthachan's "Adhyatma Ramayanam," reflecting Kerala's
evolving cultural identity.

Language is a reflection of culture and identity, with
proper nouns bearing significant cultural weight, embody-
ing the essence of a culture. In India, the shift from
regional to epic-based names like Rama and Krishna
highlights the impact of Aryanization on cultural identity.
Before this, diverse proper nouns represented unique
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regional identities. The evolution of personal names in
Kerala occurs across three phases --- Ancient, Medieval,
and Modern --- reflecting historical, cultural, and linguistic
influences shaping Kerala's identity over time.

Ancient Phase/Sangam Phase

The cultural history of ancient South India can be
understood through the Sangam literature, a rich literary
tradition that provides insight into this period of history.
Sangam literature was composed during the period known
as the Sangam period which is between BC 3 --- AD 3
(Gopinathan 263). It contains two collections of poems,
Ettuthokai and Pathupakatu, poems by different poets of
Chera, Chola and Pandya dynasties. Let us delve into these
historical events by examining some examples of personal
names from Sangam literature: Aiyathi Chiruventheraiyar,
Alathur Kilar, Ammuvanar, Arisil Kilar, Avavaiyar,
Erukkattur Thayankanar, Immen Kiranar,
Irumpidarthalaiyar, Kalladanar, Kapilar, KaruvurKilar,
Kuttuvan Kiranar, Mallanar, Nalvettanar, Orampokiyar,
Palai Padiya Perunkadunko, Chathanar, Thani to eat,
Vanparanar. These names are instances without Sanskrit
Pur¡¸a characters. Sangam literature mentions many
kings, chieftains and heroes, but these names follow
Dravidian sounds and are not influenced by Sanskrit.
Contextual analysis reveals an important pattern. Most
nouns consist of three words: an adjective, a noun, and
an honorific suffix.

104



From these uses of personal names and language in
Sangam literature, it is clear that non-Aryan assimilation
was not a factor at this time. The prevailing Dravidian
culture and vowel system, characterized by the use of 12
vowels and 18 consonants, resulting in 30 characters,
confirms a strong adherence to the traditional Dravidian
tradition.

Medieval Phase

The social structure and economy of Kerala
underwent significant changes during the medieval period.
The Brahmins and Namboothiris who formed the upper
classes in society became landlords and grew in fame. As
far as Sanskrit theme is concerned, it has spread especially
among these groups. However, such activities related to
Vedic teachings were declared criminal and the teaching
and learning of Sanskrit was banned for other commu-
nities. During this period only Brahmins and Namboothiris
used names based on Vedic and Pur¡¸ic characters. In
addition, tribals in Kerala started adopting Sanskrit-based
names through a process called Tatbhava. In that case,
Sanskrit words are converted into corresponding letters in
other languages that may not have the same alphabet or
spelling. For example, in the absence of the letter sa, the
Sanskrit word sita may have been written as cheetha in
Dravidian languages, that means sa changing it to cha.
This practice was common in the Middle Ages literary
works and common names.
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Over the time, Sanskrit spread into Old Malayalam,
which originally had 30 alphabets, but eventually evolved
into 51 alphabets, and the Tatbhava system became
obsolete. The Sanskrit alphabet gradually replaced the
original Malayalam alphabet. Then, after the 15th century,
Cheetha was changed back to Sita. This language
development is called Tatsama, where words borrowed
from Sanskrit retain their original form and meaning. Such
terms are commonly used in style and literature and rarely
in everyday conversation.

With the passage of time, the naming of old Vedic
personalities into the vernacular became a common
practice among the common people. This cultural
phenomenon found its roots in the propagation of such
names through Pur¡¸ic-based literature and acted as a
mechanism for the widespread acceptance of these names
It is worth noting that this trend had a profound impact
on the common man of Kerala.

The lower classes adopted the real names of
Dravidian Kerala during this period, with names like
Chakki, Chirutha, Paru, Karuthamma, Veluthathamma,
Karuppan, Neeli, Kuttan, Kali, Chathan, Azhakan, Kunju,
Kuran, Ammu, Unni, Appu exemplified. As the commu-
nity developed economically and educationally, there was
a noticeable change in the inclusion of the old name.
Examples of this variation are names like Madhavankutty,
Gopalankutty, Krishnankutty, Narayanankutty, where the
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first part is derived from Sanskrit, almost synonymous
with Lord Krishna, the second part a gender marker, and
third part "kutty" is a Dravidian word of origin comes
from, meaning child or baby It is important to note that
these names refer primarily to men.

The adoption of Pur¡¸ic names also extended to the
feminine personal names, example, Madhavikutty. In the
historical context of Kerala, as individuals adopted Vedic
Pur¡¸ic names, a process of Dravidization took place. This
includes the combination of the Dravidian masculine
gender marker an and the feminine gender marker in these
names. Moreover, suffixes such as Kutti were often added,
complicating the peculiar structure associated with old
names adopted or used in Kerala in the past. Those
Sanskrit and Dravidian elements this complex mixture in
personal naming reflects a cultural dynamic in the region.

After the 19th century, subtle but transformative
changes took place in the culture of Kerala. This change
was marked by a deliberate change in the use of Sanskrit
names, resulting in the gradual elimination of the
Malayalam masculine gender marker. A notable example
of this development is the adoption of names like
Sukumaran, Krishnan, Madhavan, Kartikeyan,
Shanmukhan, Sivan and Brahman has been changed in
to correct Sanskrit forms Sukumar, Krishna, Madhav,
Karthikeya, Shanmukha, áiva and Brahma respectively.
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This linguistic shift speaks of the increasing social
acceptance of Brahmanical culture within Kerala. Many
individuals have proudly adopted these Sanskrit names
and the associated cultural elements they represent. The
transition to these designations reflects a developing
identity and a conscious effort to align with wider cultural
contexts.

But in the midst of this assimilation comes emotional
dynamics. Some individuals have visible sense of guilt
about the tenuous relationship they have with their
Dravidian culture. The long assimilation of Sanskrit names
and cultural practices overshadowed and diluted the
popular Dravidian elements, causing psychological dis-
tress among those who feel a pull of loyalty to the
indigenous cultural heritage.

Modern Period

Naming ceremonies are pervaded by a remarkable
Vedic influence in the Hindu names used today. Many
of these names function as adjectives in Sanskrit, due to
the magnitude of the world and its natural environment.
This marks a considerable departure from medieval
nomenclature, where names were more simplistic repre-
sentations of particular ancient spellings. In a contempo-
rary context, names not only of ancient figures, but also
synonyms or subtleties associated with these revered
characters, add complexity belongs to the naming
tradition.
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Examples of this developed quality are names like
Adike¿av, Akash, Amod, Rudraprayag, Prayag,
Chidambaranadh, áivan, Arup, Arya, Atmaja, Atreya,
Ayushman, Abhinava, Abhijitha, Akhilesh, Vaishnavi and
others. These names exhibit a broad scope, going beyond
the limits of mythology and drawing upon a wide range
of Sanskrit qualities and ideas associated with the cosmic
and natural realms.

This change in nomenclature demonstrates the
dynamic interaction between tradition and innovation.
Grounded in the rich fabric of Vedic culture, contempo-
rary Hindu names reflect a willingness to explore and
incorporate a wide range of linguistic possibilities This
suggests ancient wisdom and modern sensitivity hybrid
in consciousness, with individuals drawing inspiration
from the timeless heritage of Vedic tradition.

Conclusion

In conclusion, a study of the personal names in Kerala
reveals a complex relationship between cultural diffusion
and personal consciousness with particular focus on Hindu
personal names in the context of Kerala. It also reveals
the historical trajectory of personal names in Kerala, and
reflects the transformational influences of Aryanization,
Brahmin culture and subsequent evolution in contempo-
rary Hindu names.

The research adopted different approaches including
ancient, medieval and modern, and revealed the complex
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linguistic, cultural and historical dynamics of naming
ritual. Sangam literature for example revealed personal
names about Dravidian shows a taint of Aryan influence
in ancient times.

The medieval period saw the Dravidization of
Sanskrit names mainly by Brahmins and Namboothiris,
which led to the prominence of Vedic and Pur¡¸ic
characters in the Tatbhava system of personal names and
later the spread of Sanskrit into Malayalam marked an
important change in this period.

Modern times have shown a strong shift towards
extant Hindu names, dominated by Vedic influences. But
with subtle analysis of Sanskrit elements and ideas, this
development reflects ancient traditions and a conscious
fusion of modern emotions.

The study has shed light on the broader implications
of this naming dynamic, including the changing cultural
identity and complex emotional landscape of individuals
moving between Sanskrit and Dravidian influences.

Specifically, this study contributes to a greater
understanding of the complex relationship between
language-culture and identity in the process of cultural
diffusion. Kerala's rich tapestry of naming traditions
functions as the landscape of India a microcosm of the
wider, revealing the linguistic and cultural forces that
shape its people's identity.
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Notes

1. Raymond Williams points out in Keywords (1976), the
word culture originally meant the tending or cultivation
of something, in particular animals or crops --- hence
the noun 'agriculture'. From the eighteenth century
onwards, this sense of culture as cultivation was
particularly associated with the spiritual and moral
progress of humanity. . . . However, as Williams
reminds us, from the nineteenth century onwards, with
the growth of nation states and the Romantic interest
in 'folk art', it became necessary 'to speak of cultures
in the plural' in order to distinguish between the
particular cultures of different nations, but also between
'the specific and variable cultures of social and
economic groups within a nation' (Raymond Williams
89).

2. Aryan immigration caused far-reaching effects in the
social economic and political life of South India.
Aryans started moving into the regions south of the
Vindhyas about 1000 BC. These Brahmins moved to
Kerala from third century B.C. along with the Jain and
Buddhist monks. There was a large-scale intrusion of
Aryan ideas and practices into the native society.
Kadamba King, Mayuravarman (AD 345-379) invited
large colonies of Brahmins and made them settledown
in the Kerala and Tuluva regions. In the sixth, seventh
and eighth centuries, South Indian rulers like the
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Chalukyas, the Pallavas and the Rashtrakutas speeded
up the process of Aryanization. From the Malayalam
work Keralolpathi, it can be observed that by the eighth
century A.D. the Brahmins had established their social
supremacy in Kerala. The region was dotted with
Brahmin settlements or villages each of which had its
own landed properties, tenants and exclusive privileges.
The intellectual superiority, sense of solidarity,
administrative skill and advanced techniques of
cultivation and social organization enabled the immi-
grants before long to bring the ruling classes and the
business community under their effective control. They
also imposed the caste system modifying the
Chaturvar¸ya with its hierarchy of castes so as to suit
their own needs. Its impact in Kerala society continued
for centuries. (R Raman Nair)
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