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no difficulty at all in accommodating organized seekers after hollmt_:ss
such as the communities of Buddhist monks. By contrast, the exc uilvde
claim upon the citizens’ time, effort, and affection whnchl had been stake
out by the Greek polis allowed no sort of corporate rival. ;
Enormous energies were tapped by the polis. A W{der sr:g‘nru:n;1 0
the total population was engagec! m cultura'l and political i;tlon ﬂt arj
had been possible in any earlier f:1v111zed society, and the bt;:’ 1ar11: 0\:!
ering of classical Greek civilization was the consequence. det t §t}rf{ty
intensity of the political tie excluded ranges of activity an s;:nlsll ivity
that were not compatible with a tAerrltc‘)rial organization o : uman
groupings, and sowed seeds of civil strlfelbetween_thelGree c1tlesj
which soon proved disastrous. But every achtevemfgnt involves a surren
der of alternatives: It is merely that t_he Greek achle‘_rement, b){ 1215 ;lrery
magnitude, casts an unusually clear light upon what it also excluded.

11

From the Rig Veda:
Sacrifice as Creation

As McNeill discusses in the previous selection, the Vedas are t_he writ-
ings of the ancient Brahman priests in India. Tht_ey cover a wide vari-
ety of religious subjects and concerns: ritual, sacrifice, hymns, healing,
incantations, allegories, philosophy, and the‘ problems of everyday
life. In general, the earliest Vedas (like the. Rig Veda) focus more on
the specifics of ritual and sacrifice, reflecting the needs and instruc-
tions of the priests during the Aryan conquest. The last {_}f the Vedas
(like the Upanishads) are more philosophical and speculative.

This selection is from the Rig Veda. What happenefl'when Purusha
was sacrificed? What is the meaning of this first sacrifice? How does
this story support the role of priests?

Thinking Historically
Consider how this primary source supports the division of In'dian soci-
ety into castes, as McNeill discusses in the previous selcctlo’n. How
does this story suggest that the people who wrote the RI!.; V(:da
thought the division of society into four castes was pretty basic? Can
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you deduce from this source which of the four castes was most likely
the originator of the story? Does this support anything else that Mc-
Neill said in his interpretation?

Thousand-headed Purusha, thousand-eyed, thousand-footed — he, hav-
ing pervaded the earth on all sides, still extends ten fingers beyond it.

Purusha alone is all this — whatever has been and whatever is
going to be. Further, he is the lord of immortality and also of what
grows on account of food.

Such is his greatness; greater, indeed, than this is Purusha. All crea-
tures constitute but one-quarter of him, his three-quarters are the im-
mortal in the heaven.

With his three-quarters did Purusha rise up; one-quarter of him
again remains here. With it did he variously spread out on all sides over
what eats and what eats not.

From him was Viraj born, from Viraj the evolved Purusha. He,
being born, projected himself behind the earth as also before it.

When the gods performed the sacrifice with Purusha as the obla-
tion, then the spring was its clarified butter, the summer the sacrificial
fuel, and the autumn the oblation.

The sacrificial victim, namely, Purusha, born at the very beginning,
they sprinkled with sacred water upon the sacrificial grass. With him as
oblation, the gods performed the sacrifice, and also the Sadhyas [a class
of semidivine beings| and the rishis [ancient seers].

From that wholly offered sacrificial oblation were born the verses
[rc] and the sacred chants; from it were born the meters [chandas); the
sacrificial formula was born from it.

From it horses were born and also those animals who have double
rows [i.e., upper and lower| of teeth; cows were born from it, from it
were born goats and sheep.

When they divided Purusha, in how many different portions did
they arrange him? What became of his mouth, what of his two arms?
What were his two thighs and his two feet called?

His mouth became the brahman; his two arms were made into the ra-
Janya; his two thighs the vaishyas; from his two feet the shiidra was born.

The moon was born from the mind, from the eye the sun was born;
from the mouth Indra and Agni, from the breath [prana] the wind
[vayu] was born.,

From the navel was the atmosphere created, from the head the heaven
ssued forth; from the two feet was born the earth and the quarters (the
cardinal directions) from the ear. Thus did they fashion the worlds.

Seven were the enclosing sticks in this sacrifice, thrice seven were
the fire-sticks made when the gods, performing the sacrifice, bound
down Purusha, the sacrificial victim,
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With this sacrificial oblation did the gods offer the sacrifice. These
were the first norms [dharmal] of sacrifice. These greatnesses reached to
the sky wherein live the ancient Sadhyas and gods.
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From the Upanishads:
Karma and Reincarnation

The idea of karma (cause and effect, appropriate consequences) ap-
pears in the earliest Upanishads. Karma meant: “As you sow, so shall
you reap.” Good karma would be enhanced; bad karma would lead to
more bad karma. The universe was a system of complete justice in
which all people got what they deserved. The idea that the soul might
be reborn in another body may have been an even older idea, but in the
Upanishads it combined easily with the idea of karma. That a good
soul was reborn in a higher life, or a bad soul in a lower, was perhaps a
more material, less subtle, version of the justice of karma. The idea of
reincarnation, or the transmigration of souls, united justice with caste.

What effect would these ideas have on people? In what ways would
these ideas aid people in gaining a sense of power over their lives?
How might these ideas be tools of control? What does “morality”
mean in this tradition?

Thinking Historically

How does the idea of karma presented in this primary source support
McNeill’s interpretation of the importance of the caste system in
India? Would the idea of reincarnation make caste organization
stronger or weaker?

According as one acts, according as one conducts himself, so does he
become. The doer of good becomes good. The doer of evil becomes
evil. One becomes virtuous by virtuous action, bad by bad action.

Brihad Aranyaka, IV:4:5-6, in The Thirteen Principal Upanishads, ed, and trans, R, E, Hume
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But people say: “A person is made not of acts, but of desires only.”
In reply to this I say: As is his desire, such is his resolve; as is his re-
solve, such the action he performs; what action (karma) he performs,
that he procures for himself. -

On this point there is this verse: —

Where one’s mind is attached — the inner self
Goes thereto with action, being attached to it alone.

Obtaining the end of his action,

Whatever he does in this world,

He comes again from that world
To this world of action.

— So the man who desires.

Now the man who does not desire. — He who is without desire, who
is freed from desire, whose desire is satisfied, whose desire is the Soul —
his breaths do not depart. Being very Brahman, he goes to Brahman.

Accordingly, those who are of pleasant conduct here — the
prospect is, indeed, that they will enter a pleasant womb, either the
womb of a Brahman, or the womb of a Kshatriya, or the womb of a
Vaishya. But those who are of stinking conduct here — the prospect is,
indeed, that they will enter a stinking womb, either the womb of a dog,
or the womb of a swine, or the womb of an outcaste (candala).
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From the Upanishads:
Brahman and Atman

In this selection Brahman does not refer to priests or to a specific god.
In the late Vedas, or Upanishads, Brahman is all divinity, and all is
Brahman. Even the individual soul or atsman can be one with the uni-
versal Brahman, “as the Father of Svetaketu demonstrates to his son
through the examples of a banyan tree and salt water.” How would
ideas like these challenge the caste system?

Chandogya Upanishad, in The Upanishads, trans. Juan Mascaro (Harmondsworth: Penguin
Press, 1965), 113<14,




