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Preface

This is a book about social theory; it is also an empirical analysis. The empirical
focus is the Indian caste system and Hinduism—though comparisons are made with
other societies. While the analysis contains much detailed information about Hindu
India, no previous knowledge of this culture is assumed. In many respects I depart
from recent interpretations of India that stress its cultural uniqueness. The aim is to
systematically explain the most prominent social and cultural features of Hindu
India in a way that makes sense to both the novice and the specialist.

These explanations are primarily based on a typology of power and a general
theory of status relations. The typology and theory are used to explain why social
relationships take the form that they do when status is an important social resource.
For example, explanations are offered for the tendencies toward limiting mobility,
regulating marriage and eating, elaborating the norms governing styles of life, and
social stability and conservatism—not just in India, but in all social situations where
status is an especially crucial resource. I also argue that legitimation and sacredness
are special forms of status. Hence the theory of status relations is used to analyze
political legitimation and religious phenomena such as worship, doctrines of salva-
tion, and beliefs about the world-to-come.

This theory of status relations is a special example of a more general theoretical
approach that I call resource structuralism. It is posed as an alternative to some of
the major perspectives of contemporary social theory—for example, rational choice
theory, the theories of practice associated with Anthony Giddens and Pierre
Bourdieu, and more unqualified forms of structuralism such as those of Claude
Lévi-Strauss, Louis Althusser, and Peter Blau. I also try to show that the choice be-
tween methodologies emphasizing causal propositions and those emphasizing more
interpretive and hermeneutical forms of understanding is a false one.

The political intent of the book is to critique certain forms of materialism and
rationalism that have impoverished humankind both intellectually and morally.

The book is written for several audiences, and some hints about what will be of
interest to whom may be helpful. Subsequent chapters build on what has gone before;
therefore, something is lost when chapters are read out of context. Nonetheless, this
is a long book, and some will not want to read all of it. Those who are South Asian
specialists and have no particular interest in social theory may want to start with
Chapter 3, skip Chapter 4, read Chapter 5, and then proceed to the chapters on their
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particular area of interest. Those interested in religious studies may want to start with
the section of Chapter 2 entitled “Types of Power and Types of Social Formations,”
read through Chapter 5, and then skip to Chapters 12—15. Sociologists need to start at
the beginning and read through Chapter 10; hopefully, the usefulness of the per-
spective will be apparent by that point.

Charlottesville, Va. M.M.
March 1993
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A Note on Foreign Words

I have italicized foreign words only when they first appear in the text. There are
three exceptions to this pattern: italics are retained in quoted material; with proper
names of specific texts (e.g., the Bhagavad Gita); and with the word brahman,
which refers to the impersonal neuter form of the deity or being, to distinguish it
from the masculine form, Brahman, which is the proper name of the priestly caste.

India has a more than fifteen major indigenous languages. I have followed the
custom of using the Sanskrit form of words in scholarly writings when possible.
Some words, however—often those taken from ethnographies of particular areas in
India—are from other Indian languages.

The most important and frequently used foreign words are defined in the glossary.

All words from South Asian languages in Roman script have, of course, been
transliterated from other alphabets. While there is now a supposedly standard
method for doing this, the procedures guiding such transliterations have varied over
time and by the particular translator. The result is that there are multiple English
spellings of the same Indian word—for example, sakti and shakti, Siva and Shiva,
pakka and pukka. When quoting others I have used the form found in the quoted
text. Where I thought alternative spellings might cause confusion, I have tried to in-
dicate the common alternatives in the glossary. Diacritical marks have been omitted.



This page intentionally left blank



STATUS AND SACREDNESS



This page intentionally left blank



1

Introduction

“The study of the caste system is both useful for our knowledge of India, and is an
important task of general sociology.” This is the opening sentence of Homo
Hierarchicus, Louis Dumont’s classic study of caste (1980:xiv). Karl Marx and
Max Weber also thought the analysis of India was important—both in its own right
and as a contribution to general sociological understanding (Marx 1968, 1983;
Madan 1979; Weber 1958b, 1968). I share this conviction.

This is a book about India, but it is also a book about status relationships and
process in all societies. The scope of the analytical task is even broader in two
respects. First, I claim that sacredness is, in part, a special form of status. Hence
many of people’s relationships to sacred entities can be understood with the same
analytical tools used to understand status relationships and processes. Second, the
focus on status and sacral relationships is a means of considering the general
problem of how variations in social resources affect the development and struc-
turing of social formations and groups.

Before these issues are taken up directly, some comments are needed about the
intellectual context.

Contemporary Social Theory

Perhaps the most famous sentence in social theory is Marx’s epigram in The
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte: “Men [and women] make their own
history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under
circumstances chosen by themselves, but under the circumstances directly found,
given and transmitted from the past” (Marx 1978:595). It expresses one of the
central problems in social theory: How do we accurately portray the degree to
which humans shape their own destiny and the degree to which it is shaped by
factors beyond their control-—especially the past history of their own actions? In
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other terms, to what degree is history the result of human agency and to what
degree is it a matter of contingency?

On the whole, sociology has emphasized the second half of Marx’s formula—
partly as a reaction against the strong emphasis on “free choice” that has been
characteristic of capitalist ideology in general, and utilitarianism and economics in
particular. In contemporary social theory, this emphasis is most often expressed in
various kinds of structuralism: how the residues of past actions shape subsequent
behavior. An aspect of this endeavor is to show how the different parts of these
structural residues are interrelated; for example, how the way work is organized
affects family life. This broad tradition includes the enormously influential work
of Lévi-Strauss (1963), the structural Marxism of Althusser (1990), the work of
Blau (1977) inspired by the formal structuralism of Simmel, the Durkheimian
structuralism of Black (1976) applied to the analysis of law, and various forms of
structuralism linked to mathematical models (e.g., White 1976; Mayhew 1980; Burt
1982)." As different as these various perspectives are, they all have two things in
common. First, they focus on the properties of collectivities and emphasize macro
analysis. Second, they treat social phenomena as relatively objective social facts
that can be usefully analyzed independently of the subjectivity or behavior of
individuals.

The first part of Marx’s formulation was not completely abandoned by
sociology. It remained like the retarded child too beloved to be deserted but too
troublesome to be admitted to the front parlor. Blumer’s symbolic interactionism
(1986) Goffman’s dramaturgical analysis (1959), Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology
(1967), and Collins’s conflict sociology (1975) all attempted to move the action of
individuals more to the center of sociological analysis. It was, however, Berger and
Luckmann’s The Social Construction of Reality (1967) that most systematically
attempted to integrate the two sides of the Marxian coin, though this was filtered
through the lens of Alfred Schutz’s phenomenology. (Aspects of this formulation
are considered in more detail later.)

In the 1980s two additional critiques of structuralism emerged. One is rational
choice theory, which attempts to extend some of the insights of economics to the
analysis of social behavior in general. A major concern of this approach is to
explain the emergence and variations of macro structures as the aggregate outcome
of the relatively rational choices made by individuals. Hechter’s (1987) theory of
group solidarity and Coleman’s Foundations of Social Theory (1990) are the most
significant examples of this approach.

The other major alternatives to structuralism are theories of practice, which
have also been influential in anthropology (see Ortner 1984). The most notable
examples are the structuration theory of Anthony Giddens and the work of Pierre
Bourdieu.? Giddens and Bourdieu are dissatisfied with the objectivism assumed by
both structuralism and rational choice theory, and with the subjectivism character-
istic of the earlier critiques of structural-functionalism such as symbolic interaction-
ism, ethnomethodology, phenomenology, and Berger and Luckmann’s social
construction of reality perspective.’ Their goal is a perspective that explains how
concrete practices result in “constituting” (Giddens) or “reproducing” (Bourdieu)
the structures of collectivities, and how these structures in turn shape subsequent
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behavior. They draw on a linguistic model: in the relationship between the speech
of individuals and the structure of a language, the latter is both the result of the
former and the medium of subsequent speech. But both Bourdieu and Giddens
would strongly stress that, this process is not automatic or mechanical but involves
considerable human agency, hence creativity and use of strategy. The structure of
language and society limits, but does not determine, what people say and do;
humans could always have said and done otherwise.*

While I am broadly sympathetic to the attempts to transcend the limits of
structuralism, 1 believe the current efforts to do this—both rational choice theory
and theories of practice—are too ambitious to give adequate guidance to most
empirical research. The scope of the problems considered and the elaborateness and
abstractness of the categories formulated are more enervating than stimulating. The
goals of integrating micro and macro analysis, and (for theories of practice)
transcending subjectivism and objectivism seem beyond the immediate reach of
social science.” Most social scientists acknowledge that the behavior of individuals
and the historically created structures of social systems are dialectically related.
Each is the source of the other; the actions of individuals produce and reproduce
social systems, and individuals can be created and sustained only in such systems.
But this does not mean that our best chance for increased understanding lies in
analyzing this full set of interrelationships.

The history of modern biology—the science that specializes in self-reproducing
organic systems—is instructive in this respect. One of the earliest developments was
in taxonomy, the ability to systematically distinguish and relate different whole
organisms. Next came progress in anatomy and physiology, that is, in understanding
the interrelationship between macro structures of relatively complex organisms.
During the nineteenth century, a number of insights were developed about cell
structure and microorganisms. In the middle of that century came Darwin’s
breakthrough in understanding the long-term transformation of species—which was
built primarily on the comparative anatomy of relatively complex organisms. With
Mendel’s work and the development of population genetics, some hypotheses and
assumptions—the theory of genes—developed about how similarities and variations
were transmitted over generations. But significant progress in understanding the
interrelationship between macro and micro levels of organisms was not made until
the middle of the twentieth century and the development of molecular biology. Of
course, biologists realized all along that organisms sustained and reproduced
themselves and that the life cycle, changes between generations, and the evolution
of species were rooted in the details of the micro processes. Not much progress in
understanding the fundamental micro processes was made, however, until the
discipline had matured and legitimated itself largely on its accomplishments in
understanding relatively macro structures and processes.

My point is not that sociological research should be modeled after the historical
patterns in biology; there are important differences between the natural and social
sciences (see Giddens 1984, especially chap. 6). I do, however, question whether
analyzing the extremely complex social processes whereby micro behavior pro-
duces macro structures is currently the best strategy for increasing our knowledge.
We tend to resort to extremely abstract models based on debatable simplifying
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assumptions (rational choice theory) or to largely abandon attempts at systematic
generalization (theories of practice). Consequently, devoting our primary attention
to the complex processes by which structures are produced may be a serious dis-
traction or a cul-de-sac.

The preceding extremely selective, condensed account of contemporary social
theory is intended not to adequately summarize it but simply to serve as a contrast
to the approach I will suggest.

A Theoretical Strategy

Bourdieu’s approach to the dialectical relationship between structure and practice
has been called “generative structuralism” (see Harker et al. 1990). This apt phrase
indicates that at the center of analytical concerns is the ambitious search for a way
to understand the generation of structure. But if our goals should be more modest,
perhaps so should our labels. Hence I want to advocate a provisional structuralism.
This form of structuralism would fully recognize that units of observation—
structures and their interrelationship—are abstractions rooted in the practice of
individuals. But it would also recognize that individuals are also abstractions drawn
from ongoing sequences of practice rooted in structures. Where possible, attempts
would be made to draw links between micro and macro levels of analysis and to
give accounts of how structures are constituted. But explanatory arguments that
were unable to make such connections would not be discounted simply because of
this. This approach would also involve a more relaxed view about the necessity of
integrating objectivism and subjectivism. There is nothing new about such an
approach; it is, I believe, the implicit perspective of the vast majority of sociologists
and anthropologists who attempt to analyze and provide explanations of empirical
data.®

To indicate the provisional nature of the structuralism I am advocating, and to
show how it can inform the other types of analysis and vice versa, in Chapters 9 and
10, I shift to something approximating a theory of practice perspective, and I build
the analysis of Chapter 11 on a version of rational choice theory.

Simply advocating a provisional structuralism leaves open an important ques-
tion: What kinds and aspects of structure are most important? I believe it will be
especially fruitful to focus upon variations in the nature of resources, for example,
whether wealth, force, or status are especially important in a given situation. 1 will
refer to this approach as resource structuralism. People have agency but only to the
degree that they have power and resources to make a difference in social outcomes.
Obviously the amount of power that a particular person or group has will affect the
degree to which they can have an impact on their social world. Less obvious, but
perhaps even more important, the fype of power and resources that people have can
profoundly shape the nature of social relations. The society that has virtually no
weapons is likely to be very different from the society that has nuclear arms—quite
independently of how these are distributed. Moreover, the nature of the weapons
available is likely to have a profound impact on the way they are distributed. It
seems doubtful that a society would last very long if anyone could purchase a
nuclear device at the neighborhood hardware store. Hence analyses of variations in
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the types of resources characteristic of different social contexts are likely to help us
better understand the nature of social organization.

This was, of course, Marx’s key insight about the relationship between the
means and modes of production. Lenski’s (1966) organization of our knowledge
about stratification systems is an important example of this type of analysis in
contemporary sociology; he shows that the level and type of technology available in
a society has a profound influence on the level and type of social stratification.

Variations in material resource bases are of crucial importance. The more criti-
cal task for social theory, though, is to improve our conceptualization and under-
standing of variations in nonmaterial or symbolic resources. This is a prerequisite to
a clearer understanding of how variations in resources shape variations in the organi-
zation of social life.

Types of Resources and Types of Social Structures

Two of the key tasks of sociology are to explain (1) why in particular historical
circumstances some types of social formations are especially prominent, and (2)
why a particular kind of social formation has the characteristics that it does. Most of
the classics in sociology have considered some version of these problems. Marx
focused on the formation of social classes and the conflicts that developed between
them as the key dynamic that explained the course of history. Underlying Marx’s
argument was an assertion that the nature of social formations were tied to resources
available to people. According to Marx, the means of production shape the way pro-
duction activities are organized, which in turn shape most other features of a social
order, including the crucial feature of class formation. Differences in people’s
relationship to the means of production—especially the differences between owners
and laborers—produced the fundamental social divisions and conflicts. Marx on
occasion overstated this effect and implied a technological determinism. Often he
did not give adequate attention to the reverse causal relationship, that is, the way
social and cultural factors determine the available resources. He also understated the
independent effects of political power and the state.

Max Weber has been regarded as the primary alternative and antidote to Marx’s
strong emphasis on material factors, economic organization, and class formation.
Perhaps the most influential single essay in the sociological literature is the
section in Weber’s Economy and Society entitled “Class, Status, and Party”
(1968:926-39). It is the embryo of what has come to be known as a multidimen-
sional approach to social analysis. Weber’s concern in this essay was to avoid
conflating or confusing different forms of power that served as the bases for differ-
ent types of social formations. Generally serving as a warning against the over-
simplification of social analysis, the essay has also served as a model of how to
develop concepts and propositions for cross-cultural and historical analysis. It has
inspired a number of important contributions to the sociological literature, and has
been the inspiration for this endeavor as well.’” I am aware of the criticisms of
Weber’s work on India,®but I believe his conceptualization of caste as an extreme
form of status group is still the most fruitful means of relating the study of India to
general sociology.



8 STATUS AND SACREDNESS

Of course, the Weberian perspective has not been limited to the analysis of
caste. A long tradition of studies inspired by Weber emphasizes the significance of
nonmaterial resources and types of social formations other than social class.’ In my
judgment these efforts, exemplary as they are individually, have been less extensive
and less satisfying than those inspired by the Marxian tradition. Falling broadly
within the latter are the work of Tilly (1974), Lenski (1966), Moore, Jr. (1967),
Wallerstein (1974, 1980, 1989), Paige (1975), Skocpol (1979), Burawoy (1985),
and Wright (1985). Together they have set an intellectual agenda and have inspired
sustained macro sociological research in a way that the works from the Weberian
tradition have not. Whatever the limitations of Marx’s arguments, it is now a truism
that variation in the means and mode of production will have crucial implications
for social formations, and hence the structure of a society.”” Marx did not talk
primarily about “resources,” “the distribution of power,” and “social formations,”
but more concretely about historic forms of the means of production and class
conflict. This concreteness has been the basis of much of the tradition’s strength: its
conceptualization was specific enough to identify important changes in the material
basis of social life and the social formations this produced. In general, analyses
focusing on nonmaterial resources have been less clear about their concepts and
assertions and less impressive in their results.

In the last twenty-five years, important attempts have been made to elaborate and
clarify how we might conceptualize nonmaterial resources more adequately. Most
prominent has been the development of the notion of human capital, which refers to
education and skill in the broadest sense of these words. The enormous literature on
human capital, associated with such economists as Bowman (1962), Schultz (1963),
and Becker (1964), has made important contributions to our understanding of the
significance of nonmaterial resources. In addition to identifying knowledge and skills
as an important type of social resource, this literature suggests that human capital is
growing in importance relative to physical capital. Numerous arguments have
developed over the eventual impact of this trend. Daniel Bell (1973) coined the
phrase “postindustrial society” to characterize the broad consequences of this
change. With respect to the specific effect on class formation, a debate developed
over whether a new class is emerging whose power is based on knowledge rather
than the control of physical capital. In addition to Bell, such names as Kristol (1972),
Bruce-Briggs (1979), Berger (1979), and Gouldner (1979) are associated with this
debate. The economists’ use of the concept of human capital has been rightfully criti-
cized for ignoring the significant effects of social stratification (see, e.g., Collins
1979; Bourdieu 1986). Nonetheless, the concept and its implications have made an
important contribution to our understanding of human behavior.

Symbolic Capital

Beginning with the publication of Bourdieu and Passeron’s Reproduction in
Education, Society and Culture (1977), increasing attention has been turned to
what has variously been called cultural capital, symbolic capital, status capital, and
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social capital. This line of thought has produced considerable discussion, a sizable
scholarly literature, and some important studies of brilliance and insight (see, e.g.,
Bourdieu 1977, 1984; Collins 1979; Dimaggio 1979, 1982; Gouldner 1979;
DiMaggio and Mohr 1985; Coleman 1986, 1990; Zukin and DiMaggio 1990). Here
[ will give primary attention to the work of Bourdieu because it has been widely
discussed in both sociology and anthropology.

The basic idea is that certain kinds of skills, knowledge, dispositions, and social
contacts serve as vital resources in the competition for power and privilege. Special
attention has been given to three areas: educational credentials (Bourdieu and
Passeron 1977; Collins 1979); the advantages of having “high culture”—knowledge
about classical music, art, literature, “proper” accent, “taste” in food, clothing, and
furnishings (DiMaggio 1982; Bourdieu 1984); and exchange processes in pre-
modern societies (Bourdieu 1977). The key notion is that both the placement of in-
dividuals and the ability of privileged groups to reproduce themselves cannot be
understood without taking into account these various nonmaterial forms of re-
sources. Bourdieu recognizes that the various forms of symbolic capital are an
important form of power that tends to be overlooked or discounted by traditional
Marxism; he wants to remedy this inadequacy. Nonetheless, for Bourdieu the vari-
ous forms of symbolic capital are ultimately economic power “misrecognized.”
Moreover, all social relationships involve the calculative pursuit of interests—and in
that sense are exchange relationships (see, e.g., 1977:171- 83, 1986:252-55). In pre-
capitalist societies and some sectors of capitalist societies, the nature of the calcu-
lations are hidden and disguised from the actors themselves, but power is ultimately
rooted in material factors.

Notions of symbolic capital have stimulated much discussion, but in many
respects the expected gains have not ensued. This is due, in part, to the imprecise way
the concept has been used. As DiMaggio commented about Bourdieu’s early work:

[Clapital becomes less a potent and precise analytic tool than a weak figure of speech.
Capitals proliferate: in addition to economic, cultural, and symbolic capital, we have
linguistic capital, social capital, academic capital, scholastic capital, credentialed
cultural capital, capitals of authority and of consecration, university, scientific, and
artistic capital. No doubt there are others. The meanings of some—for example, social,
cultural, and symbolic—seem to vary with their use. The status of others, whether they
are subtypes of some other kind of capital or instead form markets of their own, is
indeterminate. As the number of capitals increases, the metaphorical currency under-
goes inflation and its value declines accordingly. (1979:1468-69)

Since these comments, Bourdieu has attempted to clarify his conceptualization
of the “forms of capital” (1986). For Bourdieu, like Marx, capital is accumulated
labor embodied in objects or the skills and dispositions of humans. It becomes
capital when appropriated privately, thereby giving its “owners” the ability to
appropriate the subsequent labor and products of others." As previously indicated,
he departs from Marx in his focus on various kinds of nonmaterial capital. In addi-
tion to the notions of physical capital and human capital used by economics,
Bourdieu discusses cultural capital and social capital.
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Cultural capital can exist in three forms: in the embodied state, i.e., in the form of
long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body; in the objectified state, in the form of
cultural goods (pictures, books, dictionarics, instruments machines, etc.) which are
the trace or realization of theories or critiques of these theories, problematics, etc.;
and in the institutionalized form of objectification [such as educational credentials].
(1986:243 [emphasis in original])

Social capital refers to the resources that linked social networks make available to
individual members or to portions of the network. This process may be a relatively
informal one such as borrowing from friends, or a formal coordination that
mobilizes the resources of the network as a whole to some collective end. As
Bourdieu notes:

Every group has its more or less institutionalized forms of delegation which enable it
to concentrate the totality of the social capital . . . in the hands of a single agent or a
small group . . . to represent the group, to speak and act in its name and so with the
aid of this collectively owned capital, to exercise a power incommensurate with the
agent’s personal contribution. (1986:251)

Coleman (1988, 1990) also develops a concept of social capital that in essence
refers to the same set of notions. In sum, Bourdieu draws distinctions between
cultural and social capital, and among embodied, objectified, and institutionalized
forms of cultural capital. Supposedly these categories are in contrast to physical
and economic capital.

There are several problems with Bourdieu’s conceptualization of capital. His
categories rarely seem to be mutually exclusive, and it is unclear whether this
imprecision is intended or not. For example, both physical and symbolic resources
must have a cultural component for them to be of any value. If people are indiffer-
ent to nuclear weapons, tractors, impressionist paintings, or Shakespeare’s plays,
neither the physical possession of such items or knowledge about them are very
valuable. Even if the term “cultural capital” is restricted to “high culture,” it is not
clear whether ownership or physical possession—of art objects, for example—is
included or whether the focus is restricted to learning and dispositions. How dis-
tinctive the valued items are to a specific culture varies; gold is valued in many
more cultures than are Bach’s fugues. In sum, “cultural capital” is a highly ambigu-
ous term that in the broad sense includes both physical and symbolic capital.

Moreover, it is unclear whether the three subtypes of cultural capital—
embodied, objectified, and institutionalized—are unique to cultural capital or not,
and whether they are mutually exclusive or not. The key example Bourdieu gives
of institutionalized cultural capital is standardized educational credentials. Yet the
same process of standardization and institutionalization occurs for physical
resources. Obvious examples include property titles for real estate, automobiles,
and patents. To make things even more complicated—though he does not say so
explicitly—both physical and symbolic capital can also be social capital. If social
capital is drawing on the resources of others through social networks—the core
meaning for both Bourdieu and Coleman—this process can operate for either
physical or symbolic resources. A merchant’s credit at banks and a general’s
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authority over his soldiers are social capital. Hence, while the notion of social
capital may be useful for certain analytical purposes, it is important not to confuse
this idea with the attempt to distinguish physical or economic capital from symbolic
capital. In short, Bourdieu is still working with rather imprecise and vague
categories. In fairness, he points out that the development of his concepts has been
guided by the needs of particular empirical analyses, and hence they have been sub-
ject to continuing refinement.

More fundamental than lack of clarity and precision is Bourdieu’s reductionist
tendency to see symbolic forms of capital ultimately as ways of disguising and
legitimating material forms of power. While I certainly agree that people often
attempt to convert various forms of symbolic power into material power, I reject
Bourdieu’s assumption that this is always the disguised and “misrecognized” motive.
Instead I will argue that people often have good reasons for seeking nonmaterial
forms of power for their own sake. People can be concerned about their honor as an
important source of power even if it has a negative impact on their material
resources. In short, I want to break more fundamentally with Marxist materialist
assumptions about the nature of power. Power can be rooted not only in forms of
production but also in forms of consumption, not only in labor but also in play and
worship—and these are more than “misrecognized” ways of controlling labor and the
means of production. This is not, of course, to reject the obvious point that power is
frequently, even usually, rooted in control of material means of production.

This book attempts to remedy some of these shortcomings in our understanding
of symbolic capital. My approach is to narrow the focus of the analysis to one
aspect of symbolic capital: social status. Though Weber’s work provides the starting
place for the analysis, many of his ideas about status and status groups remain
implicit or inadequately developed. Hence one of my main efforts will be to pro-
duce a more developed theory of status relationships and status groups. More
specifically, I will attempt to identify the distinctive characteristics of status that
influence the organization of social life. The core of the analysis will trace out the
consequences of these characteristics of status for patterns of interaction and group
formation. This orientation is in contrast to most of the literature, which focuses on
demonstrating how a previously undetected type of resource plays a subtle role in
reproducing a particular historical form of inequality. This latter approach has been
characteristic of much of Bourdieu’s work and DiMaggio’s early work (DiMaggio
1982; DiMaggio and Mohr 1985) as well. In contrast, my first concern will be to
explain the key structural features of status inequality and group formation in
contrast to other historical forms. Only then will my attention turn to the
mechanisms for maintaining and reproducing status groups.

Status, Legitimacy, and Sacredness

If Weber’s concepts of status and status group have had a seminal impact on
sociology, perhaps this is even more true of his concept of legitimation and the
types of legitimate authority. Yet the logical and empirical relationship between the
concepts of status and legitimation remains largely underdeveloped. 1 will argue that
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for certain purposes it is useful to consider legitimation as a special type of status
and that accordingly, understanding the sources of status can help to improve our
understanding of the means of developing legitimacy.

Durkheim’s notion of sacredness has been at least as seminal as Weber’s dis-
cussion of status.”” I have long been struck by the absence of any extended discussion
on the connection between Durkheim’s concept of the sacred and notions of social
status, when obviously they were closely related. As already indicated, a major aim
of my work is to remedy this lacuna by developing a theoretical framework that
allows us to see status and sacral relationships as variations on a common theme.

For Weber and Durkheim the sociology of religion was at the core of sociology.
In an indirect sense the sociology of religion was also central to Marx.” However,
as Robert Wuthnow has noted, “the sociology of religion . . . appears to have
become increasingly removed from the rest of the discipline” (1987:2). I hope to
demonstrate that this separation is detrimental to the sociology of religion and to the
discipline as a whole.

The Analytical Strategy

The formulation of my research question has been inspired by Marx, and the di-
rection of an appropriate answer is suggested by Weber. My analytical strategy,
though, is modeled after Emile Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of Religious Life
(1965): I study a crucial case in order to identify general principles relevant to a va-
riety of social situations. Durkheim selected the Australian aborigines because he
thought theirs was the simplest human society, the ideal place to identify the elemen-
tary forms of religion. I have selected India for the opposite reason: it has the most
elaborate and complex status system of any known society. In this respect my ana-
lytical strategy parallels that of Marx in Capital (1967). He constructed his general
model of capitalism by focusing on England as the most advanced example of this
type of society. My hope is that the intensity and extensiveness of status mechanisms
in India will enable us more easily to identify the principles that underlie these
processes in all social groups.*

Imagining India

If India is to be a critical case for theoretical analysis, an obvious question is: On
whose version of India should we rely? There is no easy or simple answer; the
nature of social reality is always contested in varying degrees. When it comes to
characterizing even one’s own society, the first person’s common sense is often the
next person’s nonsense. When the society is complex and radically different from
the one in which you grew up, the problems multiply rapidly.

To use the imagery suggested by Ronald Inden (1990): How should we imagine
India?" In his extensive critique of past scholarship on India, Inden claims that it
has produced distorted images, because of both the epistemological assumptions of
Western scholarship and the political biases inherent in the “imperial formations” of
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which this scholarship was a part. At the core of Inden’s analysis is an attack on the
notion of essences: attempts to reduce the complexities of human life to a few
factors that serve as the key to understanding a social reality. His main objection to
the search for such essences is that they eliminate human agency. History becomes
the playing-out of various kinds of supposedly ageless forces—whether it be caste
society, the Hindu mind, the Asiatic mode of production, Oriental despotism, or
whatever—rather than the outcome of the historical actions of complex human
agents. Moreover, such essentialism tends to depoliticize human life rather than
seeing it as a continual political struggle—in the broadest sense of politics. Drawing
on the work of R. G. Collingwood, Inden suggests an alternative conceptualization
of social reality that discards the notion of system, allows for overlapping rather
than mutually exclusive social categories, and places human agency at the center of
the analysis. There is considerable merit in much of Inden’s critique. Ironically,
though, he seems to turn past scholars into the hapless tools of various imperial
formations, denying them the very agency he is so eager to restore to Indians.

How much agency we are to attribute to human actors is not simply a matter of
a metatheoretical decision on the part of the analyst. Certainly our theoretical
categories must not screen out all human agency, but neither should they exaggerate
or glorify people’s desire or ability to consciously “make their own history.” One of
my purposes is instead to examine how actors perceive their own levels of agency,
and in turn how they attempt to manipulate both the perception and the reality of
such agency.

The epistemological questions Inden raises are extremely complex, and to deal
with them would require a different book. I will simply say that, in my opinion, the
alternatives he proposes create as many problems as they solve. Like the projects of
Giddens and Bourdieu discussed earlier, such goals are too ambitious for our
present circumstances. We search for essences because we have no alternative; we
select and abstract because we would otherwise be overwhelmed with complexity.

There are, however, two things we can do to avoid some of the pitfalls of such
simplification. First, we can try to be explicit about what simplifying assumptions
we are making—though doing this is an infinite regress that at some point we must
lay aside in order to get on with both analysis and life. Second, we can attempt to
minimize the degree to which we reify the results of our analyses; that is, we can try
to avoid confusing the picture that we have drawn with the full-fledged reality.'
Such pictures or models are always shaped by our own biases and preoccupations,
not only by what we have studied. (As Inden says, “knowledge is underdetermined
by reality” [1990:264]; hence we must also be extremely cautious when we use
such models as guides to action—a use not relevant to this book per se; I offer no
prescriptions about what Indians should do.)

As I have indicated, the notion of caste as a status group guides my analysis,
with the implication that similarities exist between Indian caste and other forms of
status groups. The recent literature on caste, in contrast has tended to emphasize
India’s total otherness. For example, the title of Dumont’s book, Homo
Hierarchicus (1980), implies that Indians are a special species, though, of course,
he does not mean this literally. He sees the ideology and values of India as funda-
mentally different from those of the West. The work of McKim Marriott (1976,
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1989), the early work of Inden (1976), and their joint work (1974, 1977) are even
more adamant about this otherness, and they attack Dumont primarily for his over-
reliance on Western categories. This emphasis on India’s otherness has helped to
overcome the ethnocentrism of Western scholarship. But in my opinion this has
created an opposite ethnocentrism in at least certain forms of area studies. These
contrasting forms of ethnocentrism and other limitations of Western scholarship
about other cultures have been called “Orientalism” (Said 1979; Inden 1990)—
though I am skeptical that such labeling does much to improve the problem.

In the India I will attempt to portray, what people do is not much different from
or more mysterious than what people do in most places—when we take into
account the particular configuration of resources they have available to them.”
While most Indians are not Western bourgeois merchants endlessly calculating
profit and loss, neither are they yogi mystics operating in some completely different
realm of reality.

I must admit that this similarity is purchased at the price of a certain type of se-
lectivity. When we look at Indian society through a theory of status relations,
certain features are played up—‘foregrounded” or “privileged,” in the current
intellectual jargon—and others are ignored. As the distinguished French Indologist
Madeleine Biardeau says, “One cannot hope to make a system of Hindu culture as a
whole, without any remainder” (1989:3 [emphasis in original] ). But my selectivity is
not a matter of “Orientalism.” An analysis of capitalist societies that focuses on the
central importance of the commodification of goods and services is going to leave
out a lot of things that are important about those societies; most scholars would
readily acknowledge this. But such selectivity also enables us to see a connection
between phenomena that may initially appear unrelated. Computer dating services,
children’s allowances, funerals and weddings in commercial “chapels,” the expan-
sion of psychotherapy and professional counseling, the debate over the ownership
and distribution of human organs, the increased participation of women in the labor
force, the expansion of the nursing home industry, the im-portance of fast food
restaurants—these are all rooted in the increased importance of economic exchange
as the means of acquiring needed services and social relationships. The aim of my
analysis is to point to connections in Indian society, fully acknowledging the selec-
tivity involved. What results is not “the real” India. It is rather, I hope, one useful
way of imagining India."

Status, Sacredness, and the Modern World

Why Marx studied capitalism is obvious: it was the emerging economic system
destined to replace virtually all previous forms of economic organization. (As
indicated by the collapse of the socialist regimes in the Soviet Union and Eastern
Europe, capitalism has no serious competitor as a mode of production.)

What is the practical significance of studying the Indian caste system? It
certainly is not the wave of the future. Nor was the intent of the study to offer
advice about how to eliminate, sustain or transform the caste system in India,
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though perhaps some of the conclusions are relevant to this issue. Rather, I envi-
sioned the study as germane to the problems of developed societies and the modern
world-system as a whole.

What is the relevance of a form of stratification that appears to be an eccentric
anachronism of the past? In the twentieth century the one thing that virtually all
societies have agreed upon has been the desirability of economic growth. As a re-
sult, status has increasingly come to be rooted in economic power. In a relatively
anonymous urban world, where what people know about each other is often limited,
status is more directly based on a few publicly visible attributes such as occupation
and the possession of consumer commodities (and income and wealth, to the extent
that these are known). A parallel process has been an ever increasing desacralization
of the world, including not only historical social institutions but the entire cosmos.
All aspects of the universe are treated as resources to be used in pursuing the desires
and goals of modern humans.

Undoubtedly the closer linkage of status and economic resources has had some
beneficial effects. Certainly the desacralization of many arbitrary and historically
contingent human institutions has reduced some forms of human misery. Yet, many
aspects of modern society are troubling: crime, child neglect and abuse, high divorce
rates, an unproductive and alienated underclass, ethnic conflict, high population
growth in poor countries, a large and sometimes increasing gap between rich and
poor nations, a banal popular culture tied to the mass media, the increasing
importance of worldwide markets that are often unstable and unpredictable—to list
some widely discussed social problems. Even if these concerns are dismissed as the
alarmism of liberals or the nostalgia of conservatives, another problem, in its broad
outlines, is less debatable: the threat to the environment. Acid rain, polluted air, dam-
age to the ozone layer, and toxic waste are all closely tied to the enormous value
people have placed upon material consumer commodities and to the desacralization
of the cosmos.

Whatever the disagreements among analysts like Weber (1958a), Tawney
(1926), Polanyi (1957), and Hirschman (1977) over the origins of capitalism, they all
see the productive capacity of the modern world as closely tied to a transformation of
the status order. The modern world evolved from a system that treated merchants and
bankers as near pariahs, and held asceticism in considerable regard, into one where
these values were reversed. In the developed worlds, the activities of economic elites
now have the presumption of legitimacy, those in the governmental sector are
suspect and even derided, and most kinds of asceticism are considered bizarre. The
cosmos, which had been respected and even worshipped as a divine creation, came to
be seen as the result of contingent physical processes, an object having no meaning
or value except as a material resource. In the terms of Weber’s The Protestant Ethic
and the Spirit of Capitalism (1958a), the modern world was founded not only on a
new level of technology, but also on a new “ethic” and a new “spirit.”

I am convinced that a successful transition to a postmodern world will require a
similar transformation. A world culture in which status is so closely tied to
economic success and consumer commodities is not likely to succeed in coping
with the threat to the earth’s ecology. Similarly, I am doubtful that the environment
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(and human beings themselves) can be adequately protected in a completely
desacralized world. Undoubtedly, technological innovations that lower damage to
the environment can and must play a role, but they seem unlikely to be enough as
long as people’s sense of self-worth is so closely tied to the possession of material
objects. I am not advocating a return to the asceticism of the monk and nun, or to
the good old days of traditional society. I am convinced that the consumerism of the
contemporary United States, as it spreads to the rest of the world, is destroying
much of value, in both the environment and various cultural traditions. In my opin-
ion, the kind of transformation we need would require much greater insulation
between economic and political power, on the one hand, and status, on the other.
Social worth and value cannot remain so closely tied to economic power.

I am not, however, sanguine about the prospects of such a tfransformation. Much
of the ideology associated with the environmental movement, not to speak of “New
Age” beliefs, is at best superficial and naive. Even such notions as the Gaea
hypothesis, which argues that the planet Earth is a single organism—so that to
seriously damage a part threatens to destroy the whole—seems, at best, a crude
metaphor. The difficulties of delegitimizing the materialism of the modern world
(not to speak of the enormous complexities that would emerge were this to happen)
are only beginning to be grasped. How do we make it possible for people to value
something other than more goods and services, and to treat the cosmos with rever-
ence—and if we do, what will happen?

Strange as it may seem, the culture of premodern India becomes relevant here:
it has been relatively successful over a long period of time in insulating status from
economic and political power. The spiritualism and nonmaterialism of India has fre-
quently, perhaps even typically, been exaggerated. Nonetheless, status and moral
worth have been less directly dependent upon economic and political power than in
most other complex societies.

This does not mean that I see India as a model for the future. Clearly a reversion
to traditional society will not do, nor will Gandhian utopianism suffice. Rather I see
India as a warning about the considerable difficulties and contradictions inherent in
delegitimating materialism and insulating status from material and economic power.
And if we do not look unflinchingly at the potential difficulties, we are not likely to
bring about the needed transformation.

To many people, of course, there is no need for such a transformation of the
status order. To some, the notion that economic productivity must be devalued—at
least relatively speaking—would seem at best unsophisticated. Some will advocate
other forms of transformation that value material productivity even more. In my
opinion, such strategies are likely to meet the same end as modern Marxism and
socialism, for many of the same reasons. As strange as the idea of a world that limits
economic growth and partially resacralizes the cosmos may seem, it is no more
strange than the prospect of the modern world would have seemed to the medieval
person. To the fourteenth-century noble, the thought that mere merchants would re-
place him at the top of the status hierarchy would have seemed ludicrous; it probably
seemed almost as absurd to the merchant. But human actions and historical process
have a strange way of transforming the absurdity of today into the reality of
tomorrow.
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Fortunately, the value of this study does not depend on readers agreecing with
the argument sketched out in this section. The substance of the work—an
identification of the patterns and processes characteristic of status and sacral re-

lationships—should be of interest to social analysts whatever their visions and
hopes for the future.”
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Theoretical Concepts

Symbols, Agency, Contingency, and Structure

Humans are different from rocks. People are affected not only by material forces,
but also by symbolic communication.'! The most eloquent speech will leave a rock
unaffected, whereas even children are influenced primarily by talk, rituals, and other
forms of symbolic communication. Furthermore, people, but not rocks, attempt to
influence their environment. They are not simply objects affected by external
forces; humans are also subjects who have agency. They have power to affect their
environment in a conscious and intentional way.” Of course, in some respects
humans are objects affected by forces outside of themselves.’ Often these forces are
unpredictable, mysterious, and beyond control. Stated another way, humans are sus-
ceptible to considerable contingency.* Some of these forces are solely physical—for
example, the weather or earthquakes. They affect both humans and rocks through
the same mechanical causal processes. The weather is as indifferent to the presence
of subjectivity in humans as it is to the absence of subjectivity in rocks. The forces
that most shape humans are not of this kind, but are rather the result of the actions
of other human subjects who have agency. Compared to that of other animals,
human behavior is highly variable, preprogrammed by physical genetic codes only
to a limited degree. Thus, humanly created forces can also be unpredictable, involv-
ing significant degrees of contingency.

Humans find high levels of contingency and unpredictability threatening, even
terrifying; under such conditions they cannot control or even make sense of what is
happening to them.’ Hence they attempt to create social orders:® relatively predicta-
ble structures of relationships with other human subjects.” Social orders vary in the
degree to which they see people as sheltered from contingency; some emphasize the
significance of luck and fate, others stress initiative and responsibility. But in all
social orders humans are seen both as having agency and as subject to contingency.
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Structures are both enabling and constraining.® They expedite individual action
by reducing the need to decide everything de novo. By cooperative efforts they
make possible what would be impossible for the individual. That is, they create
additional forms of agency. But they also limit alternatives. Most structures precede
the existence of any particular human being and thus shape that person’s identity
and social opportunities. Therefore, for any given individual, structures create addi-
tional forms of contingency: some will speak English, some will speak Chinese;
some are born to be kings, some to be slaves. Thus, while all structured social
orders create both agency and contingency, they differ in their degree of emphasis
on these two features.

This recognition of the human tendency to create social structures is not to
assume that people prefer complete order, nor that social stability is better than
social change. The issue of stability versus change is analytically separate from the
issue of order versus entropy; a state of entropy can be stable over time, and a state
of order can be dynamic over time.

Separation, Combination, and Linking

Structure can be conceived of as human subjects ordering their action and having
their actions ordered through three general processes: separation, combination, and
linking.® Social differentiation into distinct roles or groups is an example of sepa-
ration. Social integration of disparate roles, individuals, or groups into more unitary
social units is an example of combination.' The processes are also relevant on the
symbolic level. Abstraction is the process of selecting and separating out certain
elements of what is perceived; categorization is the process of combining similar
abstracted elements and giving them a common name and identity. However, typi-
cally what happens, on the level of both actions and symbols, is not complete sepa-
ration or complete combination, but rather separation, combination, and linking.
The separate identities formed through separation and combination do not exist in a
vacuum isolated from one another, but are sustained by ongoing ties and relation-
ships. Subgroups form through separating dissimilar people and combining similar
people, but typically such subgroups remain linked to each other through various
kinds of communication, exchange of resources, authority relations, and social
mobility—especially rites of passage. On the symbolic level, separate categories are
created, but the meaning of any one term is specified largely by drawing parallels
and contrasts with other terms (as dictionaries do) and by its place in sentences and
larger bodies of discourse, that is, linking is crucial to meaning.

The pattern of separated, combined, and linked roles, individuals, and groups
can be referred to as social structure. The pattern of separated, combined, and linked
symbolized abstractions can be referred to as culture. Durkheim argued in The
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1965) that the fundamental categories of
knowledge, and by implication of culture in general, are often modeled after the
differentiations in the social structure. While this is sometimes true, the relationship
between these two realms is by no means simple—a problem we shall return to at
several points.
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As indicated earlier, this combining, separating, and linking is, of course, an
aspect of the actions of human subjects. Structures are the products of the previous
actions of individuals; individual agents are the product of structured social orders.
Neither has logical, historical, or analytical priority. To use Hegelian-Marxian
language, they are dialectically related. Both structured orders and individual agents
must be continually reproduced. The variations over time in the specifics of the
roles, individuals, and groups that are separated, combined, and linked can be called
social change or history."

Social Formations

One key consequence of this process of separation, combination, and linking is the
production of social formations. A central focus of sociology is explaining the pro-
duction, reproduction, and transformation of various kinds of social formations:
families, friendships, lineages, tribes, churches, business firms, strata, classes, social
movements, political parties, racial and ethnic groups, regions, nations, international
alliances, and so forth. Some of these social formations may be little more than
categories of the analyst, for example, all children in the world under the age of five.
Others may serve as the base for important social movements and political action
groups—for example, people in the United States over sixty-five years old. Others
may be well-organized communities like the Black Muslims in Washington, D.C., in
1990. Social formations vary significantly in the degree to which they have well-
developed patterns of social interaction, a common culture (or subculture), and social
solidarity—in other words, the extent to which they are a group or community. Thus
I use the term “social formation” to cover the full array of social identities produced
by combination and separation. 1 use such terms as “group,” “organization,” and
“community” to suggest higher levels of interaction and solidarity.

Some Elementary Forms of Formation

Two primary bases of social formations are social solidarity and social inequality.
The first is a key mechanism of combination, bringing people together, while the
second is a key mechanism of separation, setting them off from others. A brief re-
view is required of some of the standard sociological theories about the sources of
solidarity and inequality.

According to Durkheim (1965), religion is a crucial source of social solidarity,
drawing people together and renewing their commitment to a common set of norms
and values. Religious ritual is the mechanism that renews and reproduces this
solidarity. But such ritual is relevant only in relationship to a belief in the sacred—
that which is set apart and defined as other than the profane. Stated in its simplest
terms, the combination of people into cohesive religious groups is rooted in the
commonality they have because of their separation from something else: the sacred.
They are equal in their otherness from the sacred."

In his essay “An Analytical Approach to the Theory of Stratification,” Talcott
Parsons (1954) develops a very closely related argument, but takes it in the opposite
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direction. He sees the elementary source of social stratification as rooted in differ-
ential conformity to commonly held social norms and values. Instead of focusing on
how solidarity is produced by setting members off from a sacred other, Parsons
focuses on how differentiation is produced because of consensus and solidarity."
Parsons has been widely criticized for placing too much emphasis on value
consensus and social solidarity and for ignoring the crucial role of social conflict in
social life.

One of his most severe critics has been Ralf Dahrendorf (1958, 1959). In his
essay “On the Origins of Inequality Among Men,” Dahrendorf (1968) offers an
explanation of the elementary forms of social stratification that can be summarized in
three points:

1. The very existence of society assumes social norms and sanctions to enforce them.

2. Differential conformity to norms and the resulting differential sanctions are the origin
of social inequality.

3. Norms are always the norms of the ruling class and biased in their favor to serve their
interests.'

Surprisingly, the first two points are essentially the Parsonian argument: a
commonality of norms is the baseline from which social inequality begins."
Dahrendorf departs from Parsons in his third point, which is a restatement of
Marx’s famous argument in “The German Ideology” (Marx and Engels 1978:
146-200). The difference is not over the centrality of common norms, but the extent
to which such norms are rooted in consensual solidarity: for both Dahrendorf and
Marx, norms typically arise from imposition and manipulation.

This difference is also reflected in divergent concepts of the sacred. Marx
recognized that social solidarity is often created by a human community seeing
themselves as one in contrast to the otherness of the sacred, and like Feuerbach, he
saw this as a form of alienation and reification. But in his “Theses on Feuerbach,”
Marx (1978) rejected the notion that this is a universal, not to mention necessary,
condition of the human situation. For Marx the sacred was not the symbol of the
solidarity and moral authority of the society as a whole, but was a feature of the
ideology of the ruling class, a means of maintaining solidarity under the conditions
of exploitation.

Whether the creation of the sacred is primarily a source of consensual solidarity
or a form of manipulated false consciousness is not my concern here;'* the relevant
point is that one kind of separation—the setting off of the sacred—is closely related
to another kind of separation—the emergence of social stratification. Durkheim has
written at some length about what he meant by the elementary forms of religion.
But what are the elementary forms of inequality? Parsons and Dahrendorf suggest,
and the comparative study of societies confirms (Lenski 1966; Lenski and Lenski
1974), that ranked status differences are the first type of social inequality. They
appear before significant differences in wealth or political power, and their ap-
pearance seems to be closely related to the differentiation of the sacred and the pro-
fane. This is so because status and sacredness are, in part, two different forms of the
same thing: more accurately, sacredness is a special form of status. Moreover, the
processes that create status and sacredness are central to the production of social
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formations, especially those with relatively high levels of solidarity and conscious-
ness. Hence we can expand and sharpen our understanding of group formation by
looking at the relationship between status and sacredness.

Empirical Variations

The identification of elementary forms of social phenomena is primarily a means to
an end. The more fundamental goal is to explain empirical variations, from the ele-
mentary to the complex. As indicated in Chapter 1, two of the key tasks of
sociology are to explain (1) why some types of social formations are especially
prominent in particular historical circumstances, and (2) why a particular kind of
social formation has certain typical characteristics. Following the Marxian tradition,
I will argue that in large measure these outcomes are shaped by the nature of the re-
sources that are available and dominant in a given historical situation. Following the
Weberian tradition, I will argue that we need to explore more systematically the
significance of nonmaterial resources in general and status in particular. My strategy
will be to identify the distinctive characteristics of status that influence the organi-
zation of social life and consequently the type of social formation.

Before we systematically consider the characteristics of status as a resource, in
Chapter 3, we must be define status and clarify its relationship to other forms of
human resources.

Types of Power and Types of Social Formations

Agency distinguishes acting subjects from mere objects; it is a defining attribute of
humanness. The concept of agency is closely linked to the concept of power. As
Giddens says:

[Algency implies power. . . . Agency concerns events of which an individual is the
perpetrator, in the sense that the individual could, at any phase in a give sequence of
conduct, have acted otherwise. Whatever happened would not have happened if that
individual had not intervened. . . . An agent is . . . able to deploy (chronically, in the
flow of daily life) a range of causal powers, including that of influencing those de-
ployed by others. (1984:9, 14)

But how do people go about intervening in the world and more specifically in the
social world? What are the concrete means by which subjects exercise agency and
power?"

Commands and Sanctions

The first step in exercising power is usually a special form of symbolic communi-
cation that can be referred to as commands or requests. Randomly beating people or
handing them thousand-dollar bills is not a very effective way to exercise power.
The desired result is more likely if you tell people what you want and then give the
money to those who comply and beat those who do not. Because symbolic com-
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munication usually requires much less energy than exercising force or acquiring the
goods needed to pay people, the use of commands greatly increases the efficiency
of exercising power.

The command does not literally have to precede each and every sanction.
Instead of posting no hunting signs, the feudal lord may simply execute the first
poacher he catches, as a form of communication to others rather than retribution.
However implicit, some form of command is usually crucial to the exercise of
power.'®

Commands by themselves are seldom effective for long; they need to be backed
up by sanctions: the ability to reward or punish someone. There are three primary
types of sanctions, hence three primary sources and types of power. First, when we
want to exercise power over people, we can use force against them.”” The exercise
of force must be broken into two important subcategories. The first involves treating
others primarily as objects. Examples include executions, battles in which the goal
is to kill everyone on the other side, the physical restraint of insane persons or
infants, physically moving unconscious people. This means of affecting people is
physical causation rather than social interaction. The intention is not to elicit a
particular response from another subject but to control or destroy an object. In such
situations commands play a greatly diminished role. The second subcategory in-
volves social interaction and thus has as a component symbolic communication.
Force may be used without an explicit command but with the intent to motivate the
other to perform some action: flee, surrender, confess, obey, show deference, and so
on. Obviously the line between these two subcategories is not clear-cut, but as we
shall see, the distinction is important for analytical and theoretical purposes. Most
typically, force takes the form of violence—that is, it is intended to produce bodily
harm or pain. There is, however, nonviolent force, as when we restrain a child or an
insane person to prevent them from harming themselves.”

Second, we can attempt to influence people by giving or withholding valued
objects and services. In the simplest case, people exchange such objects and
services by barter. In complex societies money becomes a symbol that stands for
such objects and services and thus is an intermediate element in exchange. This type
of sanction has, of course, been studied most extensively by the discipline of
economics.”

The third way we influence people is by expressing approval and disapproval.
Generally people seek praise and avoid censure; accordingly, we can exercise influ-
ence over them by giving or withholding praise or censure. This process is analogous
to the exercise of economic power by giving or withholding payments.” But just as
our level of economic capital greatly affects our ability to influence people through
economic exchange, a crucial factor affecting the potency of approvals and dis-
approvals is the status of the person who offers them. An undergraduate student’s
criticism of a professor’s writing may not be pleasant, but it rarely has a significant
impact upon the professor’s career, while expressions of approval (or disapproval)
from a highly respected figure in one’s field can have crucial consequences.

One’s own status, honor, and prestige (here used synonymously) are primarily
composed of the accumulated praise and censure received from people who know
you or know about you. Typically such approvals and disapprovals become general-
ized, stereotyped, and crystallized. “Sally wrote a good paper” becomes “Sally is a



24 STATUS AND SACREDNESS

good student.” In complex societies, the relatively standardized symbols of status
called credentials are often used to evaluate actors, and “knowing” or “knowing
about” you may mean no more than that someone has seen your resume or standard-
ized test scores. These accumulated stereotyped approvals and disapprovals then be-
come a capital resource if they are generally positive, or a debt and liability if they
are negative.” They will determine the potency of one’s subsequent expressions of
approval and disapproval toward others. While I have phrased the argument in terms
of individual persons, the same conceptualization can apply to other types of
actors—for example, organizations or nation-states. In sum, the three fundamental
types of sanctions are force, goods and services, and expressions of approval and dis-
approval.*

Indifference to Sanctions: Asceticism

Another source of power does exist: power rooted in being oblivious to the sanc-
tions of others. Nearly everyone is indifferent to some potential sanctions; most
adults have had to make an unpopular decision knowing some would express dis-
approval; few people are tempted to commit major crimes by an offer of in-
significant petty rewards; most parents would not sell their children for even very
large rewards.

In addition to these common levels of indifference, some actors try to be
systematically indifferent to the sanctions of others. This is usually referred to as as-
ceticism.” The various forms of asceticism typically involve a conscious and inten-
tional effort—through poverty, fasting, nakedness, celibacy, nonviolence, silence,
meditation, solitariness—to make oneself less sensitive to the three types of
sanctions we have discussed, and to reduce or restrict social relations. Moreover,
these practices often imply a criticism and sanctioning of more conventional forms
of behavior. Ironically, the development of indifference to social sanctions is often
perceived as a new form of power: otherworldly or spiritual power. In some cultures
it can be converted into magical power that supposedly can be used to manipulate
the physical and social world; the asceticism associated with shamanism is an ex-
ample. In other cultures this indifference to the world may be solely a means to
otherworldly salvation and irrelevant to worldly power.

Two digressions are now required for clarification, concerning knowledge, and
the relations among power, agency and structure.

Knowledge

Knowledge is linked to power in a number of ways. The presence or absence of
knowledge influences the effectiveness of sanctions. However, knowledge is not a
distinctive type of sanction itself. For example, military intelligence provided by a
spy may enable an army to use its available force to the best advantage, or to avoid
the superior force of the enemy. That knowledge, however, is useless unless you
have some capacity to attack, resist, or flee. A physician who warns you that your
smoking is aggravating your ulcer is not sanctioning you; she is pointing out a
cause-and-effect relationship. This information may influence your behavior, but
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she has not exercised power over you. She may simultaneously sanction you by
expressing disapproval of your smoking habits, but the knowledge per se is not the
sanction. If you are indifferent to her disapproval, her sanction will be ineffective,
even though her causal prediction may be quite accurate. Even the knowledge of the
blackmailer is not directly a sanction, but triggers the sanctions of third parties. The
would-be lover who knows what gifts his beloved likes has an advantage over less
knowledgeable competitors, but only if he has the money to buy presents. What the
lover knows hints at a fundamental kind of knowledge: awareness of the social
expectations relevant in a given social context. The distribution of such knowledge
is a core feature of social structure.”

Knowledge is not an independent objective entity, but is socially produced and
distributed. Hence, the content of knowledge can be biased or distorted to serve
particular interests. Most people at one time or another have attempted to exaggerate
their performance or hide their deviance—that is, distort social knowledge—in order
to influence the rewards and punishments they receive. Another clear example of dis-
torting knowledge is military deception. Both sides attempt not only to find out about
the real intentions, strengths, and weakness of the enemy but also to mislead him
about their own intentions and resources.

On a higher and more general level, we can think of ideology as biased knowl-
edge intended to influence the exercise of power.” In some ways ideology resembles
a modern organizational chart, which, with the rules and regulations that accompany
it, forms a statement of how the organization is “supposed to” work from the point of
view of its top elites. More accurately, it is what they are willing to proclaim in pub-
lic about how the organization is supposed to work; even from the top elites’ point of
view, some of the formal organization is partly window dressing. Any sophisticated
person who has worked in a modern complex organization knows that often con-
siderable discrepancies exist between how things are “supposed to” work and how
people actually behave. Such formal organizational statements make things look a lot
simpler, neater, and fairer than they actually are. Incipient injustices and inefficien-
cies and the conflicts they produce are often studiously ignored and “left out of the
picture.” A key purpose of such ideology is to decrease the need to sanction people in
order to gain compliance and/or to decrease the effectiveness of resistance. For ex-
ample, if “common sense” defines male aggressiveness and dominance as an “inevi-
table” part of “human nature,” then men are deferred to more often and women have
a much harder time mobilizing power to resist such patterns. Ideologies are not usu-
ally blatantly inaccurate; patently false ideologies are seldom useful. As we shall see,
if the discrepancies between the “official” picture and people’s experience become
too great, the ideology may be elaborated and qualified in order to explain away the
contradictions.

A special case of the manipulation of knowledge is the use of threats and
promises. Some analysts (e.g., Wrong 1980) have conceptualized the threat of force
as a distinct type of power. [ believe this is misleading. First of all, the use of threats
is not restricted to force; an actor may be able to influence someone by threatening
or promising to use any of the three types of sanctions I have outlined. The
seducer’s promise of marriage, the con man’s promise of a lucrative return, the
boss’s threat of dismissal, the parent’s threat to withhold love, are all used to affect
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behavior, and all involve the suggestion of a positive or negative sanction without
its actual use. I see no reason, therefore, to treat the threat of force, or other threats
and promises, as a distinct type of sanction. Like other ways of manipulating
knowledge, they play a vital role in the exercise of power; their credibility is crucial
to the structures of power. They are, in addition to commands, what transforms the
social world from physical causation into symbolic interaction; not only do we
communicate what we want others to do, we communicate, at least implicitly, how
they will be sanctioned for obedience and disobedience.

There is, of course, a sense in which the knowledge of the spy, the physician,
the blackmailer, the lover, and the ideologist can become a sanction: it can be
converted into a good or service and exchanged for any of the three types of sanc-
tions. The spy and the physician may refuse to share their information unless they
are paid, and the blackmailer threatens to share his information if he is not paid. The
lover may even decide that the money a competitor offers for his knowledge of his
beloved is more attractive than his beloved. The campaign consultant or the priestly
oracle may change masters if he gets a better offer. The other two types of sanc-
tions, force and status, can also be converted into a good or service. Skilled warriors
become mercenaries; prestigious persons endorse or advertise products; legislators
sell their votes. But unlike force and status, knowledge cannot be used directly as a
sanction.

Specialized and esoteric knowledge is often closely linked to status. Such
knowledge is often respected, even if the extent to which it can be converted into
economic and political power is limited. Consequently, the power of intellectuals—
whether traditional religious elites, contemporary novelists, or modern scientists—
is usually due to their status. To the degree that they exercise power, it is not
usually because their esoteric knowledge gives them an advantage in how to best
sanction others, or that they have accrued enough wealth to have significant
economic power, but because their knowledge gives them status power. Albert
Einstein had some political influence because of his status, not because his
knowledge of physics increased his skill as a politician or made him a financial
magnate. Again, the point is that while knowledge is linked to power in a number of
ways, it is not a separate type of sanction.

Power, Agency, and Structure

An extensive literature has developed over how to conceptualize power. At the
center of the debate is whether power should be defined as the ability of some actor
to enforce his or her will in face of definite resistance—that is, power as manifest
decisions and actions—or whether power is best thought of as latent structures that
bias social outcomes in favor of some at the expense of others. The modern
controversy begins with the power elite theorists (Hunter 1953; Mills 1956;
Dombhoff 1967), who relied largely on reputational methods to identify the supposed
decision-making elite in American communities. Robert Dahl (1961) criticized
these studies for not having actually observed whether the reputed kingpins in fact
exercised the power attributed to them. He developed methodologies to remedy this
purported defect and concluded that, at least in the community he studied, there was
no consolidated power elite. Bachrach and Baratz (1962, 1970) in turn criticized
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Dahl for focusing only on explicit policy decisions. According to them, a key means
of exercising power was to keep things off the public agenda, and the “second face”
of power was the ability to make something a “nondecision.” The mere capacity to
sanction others may make it unnecessary to do so; others conform to your wishes
because they anticipate the consequences of not doing so. Power is seen as potential
capacity. Steven Lukes (1974, 1977) extended these lines of thought. For him, the
“third face” and ultimate form of power is the ability to shape people’s desires and
interests. Contrasting the concepts of power and structure, he sees the former as
limited to episodic decisions that are acts of agency, and as often missing the more
indirect and subtle structural mechanisms that shape social outcomes. A spate of
writings has appeared attempting to clarify the relationships among the various
aspects of power (Barry 1976; Foucault 1977, 1980; Wrong 1980; Giddens 1984,
Mann 1986; Isaac 1987; Barnes 1988; Clegg 1988; Baldwin 1989; Gibbs 1989;
Boulding 1990; Wartenburg 1990). With respect to the agency versus structure de-
bate, I believe the most promising strategy is to treat both as aspects of power rather
than to identify power exclusively with either.

The conscious and deliberate decisions of male employers to discriminate
against women are an example of power as agency; the cultural assumption that it is
“natural” for women to have primary responsibility for child care is an example of
power as structure.” Men’s higher level of experience in the labor force, in part the
result of previous discrimination against women, is also structural power: it
engenders pressure on employers to discriminate against women even if they do not
want to do so0.” Such structures of power are in part what enable men to exercise
their agency to discriminate against women applicants and employees. Moreover,
when cultural assumptions are taken for granted, men rarely have to exercise agency
in order to perpetuate their power.

So power is not simply the episodic exercise of agency. It is also the
accumulated residues of past actions, which provide the largely taken-for-granted
structural context of subsequent actions. One way such structural contexts vary is in
the type of sanction emphasized: the result is different types of power structures,
which in turn produce different types of social formations.”

Types of Power and Social Formations

Each of the three types of sanction discussed earlier forms the basis for a different
type of power structure. Force is the distinctive basis of political power; control of
objects and services is the distinctive basis of economic power;* I will refer to the
type of power that is based on approvals and disapprovals as “status power.” (This
term will seem a contradiction in terms to those who contrast status with power, but
my point is that status is a form of power. When I do contrast “status” with
“power,” I will be referring to the distinction between status power and other forms
of power.) Within each of the three realms—political, economic, and status—power
takes the form of both acts of agency and biased structures.

In his famous essay “Class, Status, and Party,” Weber (1968:926—40) focuses on
how different types of power result in different types of social formations. Classes
form around common positions in economic markets. Parties are formed from
struggles over political power—assuming the existence of a modern nation-state.
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Where no fully developed nation-state with a party system exists, we refer to the
coalitions that form on the basis of political power as alliances, blocs, coalitions,
caucuses, confederations, juntos, and so on; in some societies these are identical
with kinship units such as lineages and clans. Weber uses the term “status group” to
refer to the social formations based on common social honor and status (rooted in
accumulated approvals and disapprovals).” The terms “class,” “party,” and “status
group” usually refer to subgroups within larger macrosystems. We also have terms
for these larger macrosystems that imply the type of power on which they are pri-
marily based. “Economies” and “markets” indicate a system based on economic
power. “The state” refers to an organized system of force. “Community,” “nation,”
and “culture” imply primarily a sense of common identity and morality—and, in at
least certain important respects, a common social status (see, e.g., Weber’s discus-
sions of “The Nation” [1968:357-58, 921-26]).*

Variations in the Importance of Resources

If changes in the means of production affect the way social life is structured, other
differences in resources are also likely to have an effect. More specifically, we
should expect social structure to vary with shifts in the relative importance of the
three types of sanctions. In the American frontier, in the Lebanon of the 1980s, in
carly medieval Europe, and in most systems of slavery we would expect groups
organized around the ability to use force to be more prominent in the social organi-
zation than in periods and locations where force was less crucial as a means of
power.** Similarly, businesspeople and their ability to exercise economic power
were more crucial in nineteenth-century England and in the 1980s United States
than in fourteenth-century England and the 1960s United States.

This idea is certainly not new. To say that when a particular kind of sanction is
important those who can use it will be more prominent is a near tautology. Can we
go beyond such obvious statements? 1 believe the answer is yes: we can make
systematic predictions about the nature of social structure from knowing something
about the relative importance of the three types of sanctions. This is, of course, part
of Weber’s intent in “Class, Status, and Party” (1968). Initially, our efforts to
identify systematic variations are likely to be more fruitful if we focus on situations
where an emphasis on one resource or another is relatively extreme. Such situations
hold constant important contextual variables that may affect the empirical relation-
ships we are interested in. This analytic strategy is analogous to the way economists
develop their theories by initially concentrating on situations that approximate per-
fect competition in the market place. In such situations the “laws” of supply and de-
mand are more easily identified.*

This strategy requires two steps. First, we must be able to say something
convincing about the relative importance of the three types of resources in a given
setting. For example, is status more important in India than in most societies?
Second, we must be able to specify how status shapes the social structure by
identifying its special characteristics and its sources. We will take up the second set
of questions first, and return to the first question in Chapter 5.
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A Theory of Status Relationships:
Key Elements

The Characteristics of Status as a Resource

Two characteristics typically receive special attention when any resource is ana-
lyzed: amount and distribution. For example, in the modern world two of our most
crucial concerns are economic growth and the distribution of income and wealth.
Underlying the ideas of amount and distribution are several related notions that are
taken for granted. Implicit in the concept of amount is the notion of what I call
expansibility: Can the amount be increased or decreased?' The preoccupation with
economic growth only developed after people began to perceive that wealth could
be systematically expanded rather than simply shifted from one individual or group
to another.” Implicit in the concept of distribution is some notion of movability or
alienability: for distribution to be a relevant concern, it must be possible to transfer
resources from one social location to another. Until recently, no one was concerned
with the distribution of human organs because they were an inalienable resource;
they could not be transferred from one person to another.®* With the development of
organ transplants, complex and troubling issues have developed over the ownership
and appropriate distribution of human organs. An inalienable resource cannot be ex-
changed or converted into something else; exchange or convertibility assumes alien-
ability. Many societies have considered land inalienable. Most societies (but not all)
have considered children to have inalienable ties to their parents—they could not be
exchanged for something else. In contrast, girls and boys at puberty have often been
exchanged through various sorts of marriage alliances.

Why does the inalienability and inexpansibility of resources vary? Obviously,
there is a technical component: For example, the technical possibility of alienating,
redistributing, and exchanging live organs did not exist until the last third of the
twentieth century. Just as obviously, there is a component of historical and cultural
contingency or arbitrariness. Cultures with similar levels of technical development
may vary significantly with respect to the alienability and expansibility of different
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items, for example, land, children, women, serfs, and slaves. Between the level of
technical possibility and historical contingency lies a third set of factors that arise
from the core process of constructing social reality. Therefore, the social con-
struction of reality perspective is a reasonable place to look for further insight about
the inalienability and inexpansibility of resources. (Since I advocate what I call a
provisional structuralism, which focuses on variations in resource bases, it may
seem strange or even contradictory to root the basic categories of my analysis in the
concepts of a social constructionist perspective. This strategy is a way of stressing
the provisional nature of the structuralism I am advocating; the constructionist per-
spective has also proved more useful than the available alternatives for under-
standing variations in the nature of resources.”)

As indicated in Chapter 1, Berger and Luckmann (1967) provide the classic
exposition of this perspective. They describe the dialectical relationship between in-
dividuals and societies in terms of the three concepts of externalization, objecti-
vation, and internalization. Externalization is the ongoing physical and mental ac-
tivity of humans in the world; humans go beyond their internal subjective thoughts,
emotions, and beliefs, and act upon an external world. Such external activity has
consequences and leaves products, such as buildings, graves, written documents,
shared memories. Objectivation is the process whereby the products of such activity
come to be seen as objectlike; they appear to humans to have a reality and existence
that no longer depends on immediate human wishes or actions. This can be true of
physical objects or of social institutions that appear to be sacred, “natural,” or “in-
evitable.” Internalization is the appropriation by humans, especially the next
generation, of some given, socially defined, objectified reality. Children and
newcomers must learn what is taken for granted, natural, and inevitable. To become
full members of the society they must incorporate these things into their subjective
consciousness. As Berger says, “It is through externalization that society is a human
product. It is through objectivation that society becomes a reality sui generis. It is
through internalization that man is a product of society” (1969:4).°

These three concepts have implications for the inexpansibility and inalienability
of resources. Action that has been objectivated in a physical object is much easier to
alienate and redistribute than action that has been internalized in someone’s mind.
Conquerors can more casily appropriate gold than the respect of other people in the
community. Similarly, knowledge can be moved much more easily than land. As
we shall see, variations in inalienability and inexpansibility are in large measure a
function of exactly how a resource is externalized, objectivated, and internalized.
Now let us consider in more detail the characteristics of status as a resource.

Inalienability

Status is stereotyped approval (or disapproval), and is primarily “located” in other
people’s minds. To change your status or someone else’s, you must change other
people’s opinions. Consequently, it is difficult to translate force or wealth directly
into status; you can pay or force people to say good things about you and bad things
about your enemies, but—short of long-term indoctrination—you cannot make them
believe these things. Wealth and force can command ritualistic deference, but not
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status per se.® It is not possible to appropriate status the way property or social posi-
tions can be appropriated by means of force or wealth. Thus, status is a relatively
inalienable resource.”

Physical objectivation, then, is relatively unimportant to status processes.® Status
is sometimes symbolized by physical objects—blue ribbons, gold cups, laurel
wreaths, diplomas, and military insignia are examples. The objects themselves are
of little value, and the simple physical reproduction of such objects is either forbid-
den or sets off an inflationary spiral that makes the objects worthless. Physical sym-
bols of status can be physically appropriated, but the approval and esteem of others
cannot.

Inalienability places definite limits on the conversion of status into other forms
of power. Attempts to gain status with force or wealth are, in the short run, self-
defeating and even reduce one’s prestige. Someone who purchases educational cre-
dentials from a degree mill is looked upon with contempt. Nor can the status of the
established aristocrat be easily acquired by the nouveau riche or the conqueror. This
points to one of the main purposes of status orders: to protect the privileged by pro-
viding them with a resource not easily taken or acquired by others. Such status
orders frequently distribute negative status and thereby create underclasses and out-
casts. The powerful usually define the negative characteristics of the subservient as
inalienable—Untouchables are unclean, Negroes are less intelligent, ladies are more
emotional—and thus they are supposedly incapable of meeting the norms of the
dominant group. As long as such norms remain institutionalized, upward mobility
requires redefining one’s identity, that is, “‘passing.”’

Obviously bribery, buying status symbols, and passing occur with some regu-
larity. Not infrequently people “get away with” such activities, but in order for such
exchanges to be successful they must be hidden or disguised. Few people brag
about having purchased a phony degree or having paid someone to get their
daughter invited to the debutante ball—this would destroy whatever status they
might have gained. Not only are those who openly try to buy or coerce status held
in derision, but so are those who respond to such incentives. To be obsequious and
servile is degrading; to seek out such relationships in order to gain materially is
reprehensible. Some of the most derisive terms in English characterize giving false
praise—fawn, grovel, kowtow, wheedle, sweet-talk, truckle—and those who give
it—sycophant, bootlicker, brownnose, toady, flatterer, yes man.

Nonetheless, such exchanges are an important part of social life. To be success-
ful, however, they are rarely explicit quid pro quo transactions. The disinclined
lover may be won over with flowers and gifts, but is insulted by an explicit offer of
wealth for affection. Hourly wages with no job security may buy a laborer’s time,
but rarely his devotion and loyalty. There tend to be two types of implicit exchange
in social situations where status or sacredness are important. In the first, the explicit
concern of the giver is the nonmaterial resource of status or sacredness: association
with and approval by those of high or sacred status are sought by offering gifts. The
gifts of kings to various religious elites are the most obvious example. In the sec-
ond, the explicit concern is obtaining services in the material world. The classic ex-
ample is the granting of fiefs and benefices in feudal societies, in implicit exchange
for commitment, gratitude, loyalty, and generalized deference. In either case, the
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explicit quid pro quo aspects are downplayed; to bargain too explicitly or suggest
that approval or loyalty can be bought is counterproductive.

Not only is the exchange of praise for material payment morally suspect, but
further, if the payment comes from a morally suspect source, this influences the
legitimacy of accepting such gifts. For example, the church, university, or charity
that accepts large donations from known gangsters loses prestige. Of course, one of
the primary ways that conquerors and robber barons gain legitimacy is precisely by
giving their ill-gotten gains to good causes, and charitable and religious institutions
have historically depended on such questionable exchanges. The extent to which a
gift from questionable sources affects the status of the giver and receiver also de-
pends on the nature of the response. Issuing an honorary degree to a big donor im-
proves the status of the giver more than issuing a cash receipt, but it further de-
grades the institution’s status. This problem is not limited to institutions. The
acceptability of gifts in general is conditioned upon the source, how the gift was ac-
quired, and what is expected in return.

Even directly exchanging approval (or disapproval) is problematic. Mutual
praise (or dispraise) is often discounted as being quid pro quo rather than genuine
unbiased evaluation. The mutual adulation of lovers or the vitriolic exchanges be-
tween long-time enemies are seldom taken seriously as objective evaluation. In their
ideal-type form, status processes are not exchange processes, but unbiased, freely
given expressions of approval or disapproval.

Weber was, of course, well aware of the relative inalienability and inconvertibility
of status, though he tends to restrict his discussion to the difficulties in transforming
wealth into status, that is, class position into status group membership: “status honor
need not necessarily be linked with a class situation. On the contrary, it normally
stands in sharp opposition to the pretensions of sheer property” (1968:932). On the
other hand, he points out: “Property as such is not always recognized as a status qual-
ification, but in the long run it is, with extraordinary regularity” (1968:932). So
immediate quid pro quo exchange is quite problematic, but long-term transformations
are common. We shall consider how such a conversion is accomplished shortly.

In his discussion of Greek culture, Alvin Gouldner emphasizes another aspect of
the inalienability of status:

[The Greeks] saw that men grew old, infirm, became worn and haggard, and that all
inevitably died; they saw that fortunes could change radically, leaving rich men poor
and free men enslaved. While the Greeks knew what they wanted, they also knew that
the things wanted were riddled with worms. . . . they thought to transcend the most
tragic impermanence of all, life itself, by a quest for fame and repute. (1965:42)

Not only can you not "take it with you,” but after death wealth and political power
acquired in life are completely alienable and soon pass on to others. Because status
is inalienable, one’s reputation can live on after death and produce a form of
worldly immortality.' If reputation is (1) culturally objectivated and (2) embodied
in physical objects, and (3) these artifacts continue to exist and are understood by
others, then one’s status may even outlive one’s own culture. Homer’s writings
immortalized Odysseus, as the pyramids did Tutankhamen and other pharaohs.'
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My argument generalizes these various points and ties them to the basic con-
cepts of a dialectical social construction of reality perspective. When we emphasize
the relative inalienability of status and the difficulty of converting most resources
into status quickly or easily, a whole array, of phenomena are seen to be variations
on a common theme.

An elaboration is needed concerning the relationships between knowledge and
status. In some respects, knowledge is even more inalienable than status.
Knowledge is only partly dependent upon a social consensus. There is an external
world that, over the long run, places some limits on what passes for knowledge.
Those who genuinely believe they can jump off cliffs or swim across oceans elimi-
nate themselves from the debate about what constitutes knowledge. Stated another
way, some types and aspects of knowledge do not in the long run depend solely
upon the opinion of others. Thus, one’s knowledge is less vulnerable to appropri-
ation or destruction than one’s status. The license of a physician or engineer can be
revoked, severely damaging their professional and personal status, but the knowl-
edge they have cannot be taken away from them.

Predictably, status groups often attempt to make their position even more secure
by linking status to knowledge. Those with high levels of esoteric knowledge are
admired: knowledge becomes a basis or source of status. To destroy a status order
built on the possession of knowledge, it is necessary to change people’s opinions
both about what is and what ought to be. Obviously such changes can and have oc-
curred, but to do this is much more difficuit than either appropriating someone’s
wealth or political office, or even influencing their reputation by slander or favor-
able publicity. Consequently, we would expect status orders in which knowledge is
one of the key sources of status to be especially stable; the more taken-for-granted
and less dynamic the content of the knowledge, the more this will be the case.

My general theoretical point is that variations in the inalienability of resources
are rooted in the objectivation and internalization process. One’s status is tied to a
community—what others have internalized about you. In contrast, knowledge is
more internalized in the actor himself. The experiences of an actor and the informa-
tion he has acquired by these experiences may affect his behavior or be used to
shape his environment even if these are shared by no one else. In Bourdieu’s (1986)
and Coleman’s (1988, 1990) terms, knowledge is less inherently a form of social
capital than status. A refugee is rarely able to bring his community status with him
when he flees his home, but he may be able to bring knowledge and skill relevant in
his new situation. The extent to which he can bring wealth will depend on the form
of objectivation; Swiss bank accounts (in the twentieth century) are more portable
than gold, and gold is more portable than land. In short, variations in the inaliena-
bility of resources—that is, variations in the degree to which they can be appropri-
ated, transported, and exchanged—are rooted in the particular forms in which
externalized human action has been objectivated and internalized. While this book
will focus on the implications for status, these notions are also quite relevant to the
analysis of other types of resources.
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Inexpansibility

Not only is status relatively immovable and stable, the amount of status available to
a group is relatively inexpansible.”? Stated another way, status is a relatively
zero-sum or positional resource. One group or society can have ten or even a hun-
dred times more per capita wealth or force than another society. No society, how-
ever, has a hundred, or even ten, times as much status per capita to distribute as an-
other. Status is basically a matter of relative ranking. If a hundred Nobel Peace
Prizes were awarded annually, each prize would be much less prestigious. Status is
not, of course, absolutely inexpansible, but when status rewards are qualitatively ex-
panded, inflation soon discounts the value of any given status position.” The more
students get As, the less use they have have as a symbol of academic status.

Moreover, both participants and analyst sometimes confuse the redistribution of
status with an expansion of the total amount of status available. The status distance
between ranked groups can decrease without the actual rank order changing. This is
a matter of redistribution. It is analogous to the upper class having 60 percent of the
wealth and the lower class having 40 percent, rather than 80 percent and 20 percent,
respectively. The first situation means less inequality but not necessarily more total
resources. Similarly, status difference can be decreased and the relative status of
many increased, but at a cost to those who previously had high status. Gouldner has
emphasized the zero-sum nature of honor in the Greek contest system (1965:49-51).
Patterson generalizes the argument somewhat:

Few would disagree with Alvin Gouldner when he says that “a central, culturally ap-
proved value of Greek life, embedded in and influencing its systems of stratification
is an emphasis on individual fame and honor,” and that the contest for power and
honor in ancient Greece, as in most honorific cultures, was largely a zero-sum game,
“in that someone can win only if someone else loses.” (1982:87)

I want to broaden the generalization: status is a relatively inexpansible resource in
all societies—though the extent to which this is the case varies across cultures.”

The inexpansibility of resources has important implications for the rates and pat-
terns of social mobility. Sociologists distinguish structural mobility from circulation
mobility. Structural mobility is due to expanding resources or fundamental structural
change. People move from blue-collar to white-collar jobs because the economy and
the occupational structure use a higher proportion of white-collar workers than for-
merly. Or many people’s annual income rises from $15,000 to $20,000 because the
overall mean income has increased by $5,000. Circulation mobility refers to shifts in
the social hierarchy over and above the amount produced by structural mobility.
When circulation mobility occurs, someone must move down if someone else is to
move up. If the total societal wealth does not increase, a richer person must become
poorer if a poor person is to become richer.

This helps us to understand one of the key characteristics of status groups: Since
status can be expanded to only a limited degree, in status groups most mobility is
circulation mobility. If any significant number of people move up, a similar number
must be demoted, or the overall status of the group will be eroded. Not surprisingly,
status groups carefully restrict and limit upward mobility. This is characteristic of
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sororities and fraternities, exclusive clubs, the Social Register, honorary societies,
aristocratic elites, and highly prestigious universities.

The relatively inexpansible nature of status is also related to the objectivation and
internalization processes. Human actions externalized as labor can be stored in ob-
jects; each new tool or machine created is an additional usable resource. Labor can
also be objectivated in military technology, thereby affecting the amount of force
available. Force can also be stored, in a negative sense; once a soldier is killed he
does not have to be killed again. Similarly, knowledge can be duplicated both in
objectivation and internalization. Everybody can receive a textbook without this de-
pleting the knowledge embodied in the book; as long as people have a need for the
knowledge, the thousandth textbook is just as useful as the first one. Similarly, when
the thousandth or millionth person internalizes the knowledge needed to read, the
skill of the first person who learned to read is not diminished. To a significant degree
the internalization of knowledge is independently accomplished by each actor.

In contrast, the status brought by literacy—or any competence—is very much
affected by how many people have it. Literacy brings much less status when all can
read and write than when only a small elite can. This is because the status symbols
produced by objectivation, and the opinions produced by the internalization of
values and norms, are inherently relational and social products. Status is a com-
munity project. It is social capital par excellence. If each member of a group has a
different opinion about what is good, valuable, high, and low, there is no status
order. In a sense, status must be objectivated and internalized by the community.
Robinson Crusoe could objectivate his labor into additional goods. By reflection
and study he could internalize new knowledge. What he could not do is create a
status order—until Friday arrived.

In sum, status has two attributes crucial to understanding the characteristics of
status groups. It is a relatively inalienable resource; therefore, once status orders be-
come established they tend to be relatively stable and can be only indirectly affected
by wealth and force.” It is a relatively inexpansible resource; therefore, those with
high status have both the motivation and the ability to restrict and regulate mobility.
The more important status is (especially if it is based on nonmaterial criteria) com-
pared to other forms of power, the stronger these tendencies will be.

The Sources of Status

Having considered the attributes of resources per se, we now consider the mecha-
nisms whereby social actors acquire status (positive or negative). The first source of
status is the approval received for conformity to social norms,' or conversely, the
disapproval received for nonconformity.” According to Weber, the crucial require-
ment to be a member of a status group is conformity to a prescribed lifestyle. “In
content, status honor is normally expressed by the fact that above all else a specific
style of life is expected from all those who wish to belong to the circle” (1968:932).
Status groups, according to Weber, are based upon approved patterns of consump-
tion. The approved lifestyle may also restrict certain kinds of economic activity, es-
pecially manual labor or “crass” forms of commercial activity.
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To argue that conformity to norms is a key source of status is not to suggest that
there is complete normative agreement. Whatever consensus does exist is often a
tacit or practical consciousness with high levels of indexicality," rather than an ex-
plicit articulated agreement.” In a complex differentiated society the norms, and thus
what constitutes conformity, are more intricate. Complex societies may have multi-
ple status orders precisely because differentiation produces multiple and often over-
lapping communities. Moreover, general societal norms tend to be associated with
the interests of dominant groups. Norms specific to other strata are often counter-
norms that in some respects contradict the dominant ones; conformity to the norms of
superior groups may necessarily mean deviance from one’s own group. This de-
viance may not only be resented by old peers—‘he thinks he’s too good for us
now”—but can be used as a rationale for rejection by superiors—*‘he’s a pretentious
upstart.” To complicate matters, the highest levels of status are sometimes associated
with innovation, which is of course a form of deviance. Even the ability to deviate
from norms without getting caught may be admired and may contribute to one’s
status. For example, the ability of a noted politician to keep an extramarital affair out
of the press may increase his prestige with other politicians. Hence conformity is not
a simple matter. Such complexities do not negate the fact that conformity to norms is
a key source of status and that, in even the most status-conscious differentiated soci-
eties, there are some generalized norms.

The second source of status is associations: the people, objects, and locations
with which one comes in regular contact. Especially crucial are associations with
other people in expressive—as contrasted to instrumental—relationships.” To as-
sociate with people in expressive, intimate relationships is to implicitly express ap-
proval of them; to refuse to associate implies disapproval. Thus relationships like
marriage and friendship can dramatically affect one’s status, and are carefully regu-
lated when status is a crucial resource.

The significance of such regulation becomes even clearer if we recall that status
is a relatively inexpansible resource. Associating with people of lower status raises
their status and lowers ours. In addition, a ripple or multiplier effect results: when
we then associate with those who have traditionally been our peers, our lowered
status now lowers their status, reducing the amount of status available to the status
group as a whole. Either the average status of group members will erode, or some-
one within the group will be moved downward. Of course, this does not occur in
every instance of association between higher and lower status people. Nonetheless,
crucial associations such as marriage, or the regularization of even casual associ-
ations, are likely to produce this result over the long run.

This effect is conditioned by the content of the relationship: the more egalitarian
it is, the greater the impact on the actors’ subsequent status. For example, if a woman
from an outcast group is added to the king’s harem, his status will be affected only
marginally. If, however, the same woman becomes his first and only wife, her lower
status will have a significant negative impact upon his status. On the other hand, the
status of the outcast woman may increase enormously because of her association
with a person of such high status—even in relatively demeaning circumstances.
Obvious parallels exist in contemporary social life; for example, servants to very
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high status people often have a second career and develop limited fame by writing
about their former employers.

The concepts of conformity and association are logically connected to the ideas
of agency and contingency introduced in the preceding chapter. The notions of con-
formity and of expressing approval or disapproval assume some notion of agency;
normally we reward and punish only those who “could have done otherwise”
(Giddens 1984)—though of course cultures vary in the precise way agency and re-
sponsibility are attributed to individuals. While often we can choose with whom we
associate, this is not always the case. Most importantly, we cannot choose our parents
or our mother tongue; for the child these associations are solely matters of contin-
gency. A person may have slightly more agency in defining their racial, gender, and
national identities, yet these too are largely contingent. Until recent centuries, most
social associations were ascribed, which means they were a matter of contingency
rather than agency. Obviously this correlation between agency and conformity on the
one hand, and contingency and association on the other, is imperfect. Nonetheless, as
we shall see later, the parallel has significant ramifications for other aspects of social
and cultural organization.

More immediately, however, each source of status—conformity and associ-
ation—has implications for the subsidiary characteristics of status groups. Let us
now consider these.

“Secondary” Elaboration, Editing, and Ritualization

A perennial tension exists between abstractions and the concrete reality they portray.
On the one hand, it is essential to abstract and simplify reality in order not to be over-
whelmed with complexity, and on the other hand, such abstractions are constantly in
need of elaboration in order to “fit” them to the complex reality that they represent.
This is true of relationships between individuals, as they try to adapt their personal
expectations and cultural roles—friend, spouse, employee, and so on—to the con-
crete interpersonal relations that make up their lives. This is also true of scientific
theories, ideologies, and normative and legal systems—that is, virtually any system
of abstractions. For example, the more complex the social structure, the more laws
and rules must be interpreted and elaborated if they are to remain legitimate. The
more inaccurate or biased the abstractions (whether descriptive or imperative), the
more interpretation and elaboration are needed to explain away the discrepancies.
Ptolemaic astronomy required elaborate special theories to explain away the differ-
ences between the predictions of the main theory and what was observed. Legalized
racial segregation in the United States required secondary legal doctrines such as
“separate but equal” and “states’ rights” to explain away the contradictions between
the basic premises of the Constitution and the legal and empirical reality.

A related mechanism for handling discrepancies can usefully be referred to as
editing: the embarrassing features of reality and routinely accepted deviations from
supposedly honored ideals are studiously ignored, or at least not given the legitimacy
of formal recognition. For example, the important contributions of blacks and women
were left out of American history books. In short, abstractions, including norms and
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ideology, are elaborated and edited in order to relate the abstract to the concrete and
especially to explain away discrepancies between the ideal and the actual. Since
norms are central to a status system, we should expect to find these processes.

In addition to the processes characteristic of all systems of abstractions, status
systems have additional sources of elaboration. If status groups want to restrict
mobility, and if conformity to the group’s norms is a key source of status, then
status groups do not want simple norms anyone can follow. This can be remedied
by elaboration: the more exclusive the group, the more elaborate and esoteric the
norms are likely to become. Behaviors difficult for outsiders to learn will be em-
phasized—for example, accent, demeanor, taste, style, and esoteric rituals. Because
these are difficult to learn unless you have grown up in the relevant social setting,
they provide a reliable way to distinguish the established elite from upstarts.

In addition to serving as a screening mechanism, the elaboration of norms is a
key form of institutionalization. According to Berger and Luckmann (1967:53-67)
institutionalization originates in habituation: having to decide self-consciously what
to do each time a given situation arises is stressful and inefficient. Habits help to re-
duce this problem, but personal habit is not enough. Institutionalization requires
habits and expectations that are mutually reinforcing: “everyone knows that when X
occurs we do Y.” The more elaborated these habits and mutual expectations, the
more firmly established will be the institution’s fundamental assumptions. For ex-
ample, the more elaborate and widely accepted kinship terms are, the more the
existing kinship structure is likely to be taken for granted. The more elaborate
capitalist markets and firms are, the more private ownership of the means of pro-
duction is taken for granted: if property rights were to be drastically limited, most
other things about capitalism would have to be changed.”

Supplementing and overlapping the process of elaboration is what I will call
ritualization. Since ritual is, by definition, highly patterned and stereotypical be-
havior, “faking it” is difficult; outsiders are usually easy to detect. For example, it is
easier for the average nonmember to blend into a Methodist or Presbyterian worship
service or a neighborhood association meeting than into a pre—Vatican II high mass,
a Pentecostal service, or a Masonic lodge meeting. The latter three require specific,
detailed ritual knowledge and skills that are difficult to learn quickly or fake.
Rituals may be elaborated for explicitly defined events, as in religious services, or
for ritualized conformity to norms governing everyday life. Fraternities, sororities,
lodges and clubs, debutante balls, and upper class social events in general have ex-
tensive rituals. So do otherworldly sects who wish to set themselves off from the
conventional world that surrounds them. The key point is a simple one: the elabo-
ration of norms and rituals helps to distinguish between insiders and outsiders and
to increase the objectivated, routine, taken-for-grantedness of social institutions.

Somewhat paradoxically, where status-group membership is primarily ascribed,
the elaboration of norms and rituals provides opportunities for achievement: the
aristocrat can display his refined knowledge and careful conformity to “good man-
ners.” The initial contingency of birth is mitigated by means of the moral conformity
of the responsible agent. As indicated earlier, all credible ideologies must give some
credence to both agency and contingency. Such opportunities to display conformity
and achievement (which nonmembers cannot match) contribute to legitimacy.
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Especially significant for our analysis a particular type of elaboration and rituali-
zation. [ have found it useful to refer to this type of patterning as secondary norms
and rituals. The concept can be illustrated by asking: How do groups insure adher-
ence to important norms with a minimum of resistance? One way is to surround these
norms with additional “layers” of norms, symbols, and rituals that buttress the pri-
mary norms. A simple example of this comes from the modern military. One of its
central concerns is to train soldiers to follow orders, even in the face of injury or
death. A related concern is to train them to act in coordinated unison so that the force
a unit exerts is more than the sum of its individuals’ actions. To accomplish this, the
military institutes almost endless rules, symbols, and rituals of obedience and defer-
ence to authority—during training. Soldiers must salute and address superiors in
deferential language. Minutely detailed rules govern their personal appearance and
the orderliness of their quarters. They are taught to carry out orders, no matter how
senseless, pointless, and burdensome: dig large holes and then fill them up. The sol-
dier’s body and bodily movements also become a symbol of discipline: for example,
freshly pressed uniforms, shined shoes, standing rigidly at attention, turning and
moving in a precise and specified way. To instill a highly developed proclivity to act
in coordinated unison, they must learn to march and drill. The marching column, and
especially the drill team, is a metaphor for the obedient, coordinated, and unified
fighting unit. The military parade is a symbolic metaphor for the coordination not
only of individuals, but also of military units. The emotional intensity stimulated by
bands, flags, and the like simulates the emotional intensity required in combat.

Few, if any, of these activities are needed or used in combat situations. But these
secondary norms, rituals, and symbols instill obedience and solidarity, and create la-
tent social metaphors for the kinds of social units required in modern combat.? In the
military example the connections between the primary and secondary norms are rela-
tively transparent. We will take up more subtle cases later.

The secondary elaboration of norms and rituals seems to be especially character-
istic of status groups; the “thickening” and objectivation of the social structure is
particularly prevalent in such structures. This is partly because status, in contrast to
wealth or military power, can be objectivated in physical objects only to a limited
extent, hence symbolic rather than physical accumulation and storage is important.
Another reason for such elaboration is because status systems rely primarily on ex-
pressions of approval and disapproval for sanctioning; the acceptance of norms and
their supporting ideology needs to be more unquestioning than in systems that rely
on force or material incentives. For these reasons, the elaboration of secondary
norms and rituals is particularly important where status is an especially crucial re-
source.” In sum, because conformity to norms is a primary source of status, elabo-
ration, editing and ritualization of the norms (and the ideologies which justify them)
are common where status is a crucial resource. Now let us return to the implications
of status through associations.

The Regulation of Mating and Eating

Status groups are especially concerned about the regulation of intimate expressive
relationships. Such relationships are often symbolized by sex and eating together,
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for what seem to be several interrelated reasons. Mating and eating are the way
humans are physically reproduced; eating reproduces the individual organism from
day to day, and sex reproduces the species. In both cases, human actions become
objectivated in objects we call bodies. These key activities for physical reproduction
also become key symbols of social reproduction, in which actions become objecti-
vated in subjects we call persons. To be a person is to have an “identity”—a word
that has two almost contradictory meanings. One implies combination, that two or
more entities are the same; the other refers to separation, those characteristics that
distinguish a given entity from other entities. The social reproduction of human
identities involves both of these. A distinctive person is created, who also has a
sameness and commonality with other members of her society. Intimacy seems to
be especially crucial to identity formation and maintenance; here humans are most
vulnerable to and affected by one another.

In most if not all cultures, mating and eating are considered intimate activities.
In both situations, something is shared and something crosses the boundary of one’s
body. The primal form of eating is a baby nursing. In both nursing and sex, a physi-
cal appendage of one body enters another body and provides satisfaction of a basic
need—ideally for both parties. Whatever the biological or psychic sources, in most
societies sexual relations and sharing a meal are key signs of social intimacy. Since
social identities are most affected by intimate relationships, this is where the group
must be most concerned about who is allowed to associate with whom.

Such relationships are even more significant if they are publicly visible and
publicly acknowledged by the parties involved. The institution of marriage creates
such visibility and acknowledgment. Predictably, while many status groups are
concerned about the regulation of sexual relations in general, they are especially
concerned with the regulation of marriage. A member of the elite may be excused
for sowing his or her “wild oats,” but they are likely to be excluded or degraded if
they marry beneath their rank. Seeing that their children marry the “right kind of
person” is a pivotal responsibility for high status families. Because marriage is the
epitome of the intimate expressive relationship, and implies high levels of ap-
proval, it has a significant effect on the status of the two individuals and the two
families. Accordingly, in most well-developed status groups marriages are carefully
arranged, often by the families rather than the couple. Where the couple have the
formal responsibility for choosing a mate, families are commonly concerned that
their young people “run in the right circles.” Elite schools, debutante balls, exclu-
sive summer camps, and sororities and fraternities are all means of increasing the
likelihood of appropriate matches.*

In contemporary American adolescent society, a parallel preoccupation with
mating is apparent. Adolescents are often obsessed with who is dating or “going
with” whom; it frequently is a crucial determinant of status-group membership for
high school students. On occasion the status order that concerns parents is not the
one their adolescent children see as important. The boy from the good family may
date the cheerleader from across the tracks, or the upper class girl may become in-
fatuated with a football hero—to the consternation of the parents. Whatever the dis-
agreement between parents and children over who is an appropriate match, both see
intimate expressive relationships as a key determinant of social status.
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While less significant than marriage and dating, eating with someone also implies
intimacy and mutual approval, and status groups are also concerned about who eats
with whom. Executive dining rooms, officers’ clubs, and Oxbridge high tables
symbolize this concern. Who gets invited to whose dinner party is a characteristic
preoccupation of modern upper and upper middle classes. The equivalents of fra-
ternities at Princeton University are called eating or dining clubs, and the definition
of membership in an Oxbridge college hinges on whether one has dining rights.
Moreover, in most status groups the more intimate the form of eating, the more care-
fully regulated is the company. Your boss’s boss may be invited to your daughter’s
wedding reception or a large cocktail party, though you realize he will probably de-
cline, but to invite him over for a family meal on a weekday night would be pre-
sumptuous. The latter would imply more intimacy and approval than someone of
such status is likely to grant. The concern is not limited to adults; among adolescents
in the United States, a key locale for working out status relationships is the school
cafeteria; who sits with whom is both a crucial sign and determinant of the distri-
bution of status. If adolescents want their family’s approval and want others to see
that they are having a “serious” relationship, the girlfriend or boyfriend is invited
home to dinner.

The elaboration of norms and rituals and the regulation of mating and eating are
overlapping processes: many of the elaborated norms and rituals do concern the
regulation of mating and eating, but the two processes are analytically independent.

Summary

By focusing on the characteristics of status as a resource—its inalienability and in-
expansibility—and on the sources of status—conformity and association—we have
been able to organize considerable information about status relationships. Such
characteristics as relative stability, restrictions on mobility, and tendencies toward
the regulation of marriage and eating can now be seen as parts of an overall logic of
social organization, rather than as disparate elements or peculiarities of particular
cultures.

Up to this point I have avoided mention of India, the caste system, or Hinduism
in order to show the potential general relevance of my arguments. For now I will
suspend the introduction of theoretical concepts and proceed to more empirical mat-
ters. Additional general theoretical elements will be introduced (especially in
Chapters 8 and 12) as they become necessary to sustain the analysis.
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Key Features of Indian Society:
What Is to Be Explained

Having indicated the broad theoretical arguments that shape the analysis, our next
task is to outline the phenomena to be explained.

What follows is an extremely summarized, rudimentary introduction to Indian
society and culture, for the benefit of those who are unacquainted with South Asia.
As in any analysis, the facts selected are constituted and shaped in part by my theo-
retical assumptions. I will focus on the core attributes of Hinduism, the caste sys-
tem, patterns of political-economic dominance, and three sets of important cultural
ideas: purity, sexual asceticism, and auspiciousness.

Hinduism: A Brief Sketch

Hinduism is the product of a religious heritage that is three thousand years old.
Often a distinction is drawn between the earlier periods of this tradition, known as
Brahmanism or Vedic religion, and later Hinduism proper. The former was the re-
ligion of the Aryans who invaded north India some time in the second millennium
B.C.E.! This religion focused on sacrifices. Central to it was the maintenance of cos-
mic order (rta) through the generation and channeling of a kind of mystical heat
(tapas) by means of sacrifices and the devotional fervor of the priests.” To simplify
drastically, this heat was the fundamental source of power needed to either sustain
or transform the various features of the cosmos. Because improperly conducted sac-
rifices could produce disaster, a high premium was placed upon proper ritual knowl-
edge; thus learning has been a central value from the earliest periods of this tradi-
tion. The procedures and rationale for these sacrifices are outlined in four religious
texts referred to as the Vedas—hence the phrase “Vedic religion.” An even more
extended set of sacrificial instructions is elaborated in a series of slightly later texts
known as the Brahmanas. From the earliest times, an important element of Vedic
and later ritual activity has been the recitation of mantras—formulaic prayers and
incantations that are thought to influence gods or produce magical results.
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At some time during the first millennium B.C.E., the notion that the soul (atman)
of human beings went through an extended series of reincarnations (samsara) be-
came widely accepted in India. Human experience was increasingly defined as suf-
fering (duhkha); reincarnation only extended it. Now the aim of religious activity
was to escape from worldly existence rather than to sustain the cosmos by ritual
sacrifices. By the middle of the first millennium, Buddhism and Jainism had
emerged as critiques of and alternatives to Brahmanism. Central to these traditions
was the notion of nonviolence (ahimsa), which was in part a response to the politi-
cal violence of the times and in part a criticism of ritual sacrifice. Within the
Brahmanical tradition itself, sacrifice was increasingly conceived of as a more per-
sonal process, and various individual meditation techniques were substituted for the
earlier elaborate priestly sacrifices. Tapas was now generated by asceticism—{for
example, fasting and celibacy—and meditation. The word “tapas” also came to refer
not only to the result, that is, “heat,” but to the means; when people or gods wanted
to increase their power, it was said that they would go perform tapas. Tapas in this
sense is a means of producing religious and magical power that has the potential for
overriding all other forms of power. While tapas could give one power over rela-
tively worldly matters, the goal of these techniques was increasingly release
(moksa) from worldly suffering and the endless cycles of reincarnation. Anyone,
from Untouchables to gods, can engage in tapas, but it is especially characteristic of
Brahman sages (rishis). Yoga is the term applied to the best-known set of medi-
tation techniques. This internalization of sacrifice and shift toward individual asceti-
cism, meditation, and nonviolence was recorded in a set of texts known as the
Upanisads. The effective use of these techniques required not only asceticism, but
extensive knowledge (jrana): what had to be learned had changed, but knowledge
continued to be central to Brahmanical religion. It was not a popular religion for the
masses, but mainly a set of practices carried out by those who renounced the world
and devoted their lives to learning the necessary techniques. These renouncers are
most often referred to as sannyasins.

Partly in response to the competition from Buddhism and Jainism, what has
been called the new Brahmanical synthesis gradually emerged between, roughly,
200 B.C.E. and 500 C.E., and is seen as the beginning of Hinduism proper. The main
thrust of this synthesis was to reformulate the ideas of the Vedas and the Upanisads
so that they were not only relevant to a small elite but could be adopted by the
much larger number of Brahman householders—who nonetheless constituted a
small proportion of the total population. A key element of this synthesis was a re-
definition of the ancient concept of karma. In Vedic religion the word had referred
primarily to the actions that constituted the elaborate sacrifices. Now it referred pri-
marily to the ritual and practices of the household, and even more broadly to virtu-
ally all human behavior. Increasingly, the path to salvation was not ritual sacrifice
or the knowledge and practice of esoteric meditation techniques, but proper action
(karma) in one’s day-to-day life. What constituted proper action was gradually ex-
plicated in a series of religious texts known as the Dharmasutras, a series of brief
sayings or rules, and the Dharmasastras, a more extended set of treatises. As their
name suggests, they focused on what was becoming the central concept of
Hinduism, dharma. The word can be roughly translated as “law,” and it has the dual
connotations of the English word: on the one hand, the universal regularities that
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govern the cosmos, and on the other hand, the rules for human conduct. The second
meaning gained prominence, and Hinduism came to be a religion—or perhaps more
accurately, a way of life—that emphasized conformity to a complex set of norms
that governed not only ritual but virtually all aspects of life. Since such an extensive
and complex set of norms was not easily learned, Brahmans remained learned ex-
perts relative to the rest of the population—though the content of their knowledge
had again shifted significantly.

Eventually, five key concepts become linked together: dharma (“law”), karma
(“action”), atman (“soul”), samsara (“reincarnation”), and moksa (“release”).
Whether one’s actions (karma) are good or bad is determined by the degree to
which one conforms to dharma. One’s good and bad actions cling to the soul
(atman) and determine the subsequent experiences one has, including the rank of
one’s reincarnation—Brahman, Sudra, Untouchable, animal, or even a worm.
Ultimately, because of the operation of karma through repeated incarnations (sam-
sara), good is rewarded and cvil is punished; one’s good deeds may go unnoticed
and one’s sins may escape punishment in this life, but over the course of repeated
incarnations, virtue will be rewarded and evil punished. The supreme reward is es-
cape (moksa) from the sufferings inherent in the endless rounds of samsara. Moksa
is possible only if in the course of samsara the soul (atman) is purified by virtuous
behavior (“good karma”) that is in conformity with dharma. Especially important is
conformity to one’s svadharma, that is, the rules and actions appropriate for one’s
own caste. Religious texts repeatedly remind the Hindu that it is more meritorious
to perform one’s own svadharma poorly than to perform someone else’s perfectly.
Implicit in the notion of svadharma is the recognition that few humans can be con-
cerned only about moksa most of the time. Moksa, then, is made the final goal in a
broader set of goals of “Man,” known as the purusarthas. The four classic puru-
sartha of the Hindu man are kama—desire, especially sensual and erotic pleasure;
artha—the pursuit of interest, especially material interests; dharma, which in this
context emphasizes religious ritual duties; and finally, moksa. Each of these is a le-
gitimate goal in the appropriate context. However, different social categories are es-
pecially associated with certain goals: the renouncer is especially concerned with
moksa, the Brahman householder with dharma, and the king with artha.

With the new Brahmanical synthesis and revitalization, the core features of
Hinduism were largely in place. Several additional developments were, however, of
great importance. Especially significant was the codification of two additional sets
of religious texts. First were the two great epics, the Mahabharata and the
Ramayana, long epic poems about heroes somewhat similar to Beowulf and the
Homeric epics. Originally these were primarily secular stories. Brahmans reworked
them many times, and when they reached more or less final form, in the second or
third century C.E., an array of more religious themes had been added. Among other
things, these texts laid the foundation for the full deification of Krishna and Rama
and the development of the cults that worship them.

The second set of important texts are the sixteen Puranas, which date from about
the sixth to the sixteenth century. They typically contain myths concerning the
cycles of creation and destruction of the cosmos, and the origin, genealogy, and ex-
ploits of various gods and sages (rishis). The scheme of cycles is rather compli-
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cated, but the essential notion is that over a period of millions of years the world
goes through repeated cycles, each with four stages, or yugas. Each succeeding
stage is more degenerate, the last and present stage being the Kali Yuga, in which
corruption is increasingly apparent. At the end of this yuga the world will be de-
stroyed; it will then be re-created, and the whole cycle begins again.

While many gods may be discussed, each Purana tends to emphasize one of the
three high gods of Hinduism: Brahma, Visnu, and Siva. In relation to the cyclical
yuga scheme, Brahma is the creator, Visnu the preserver, and Siva the destroyer,
though the latter two have many additional functions and aspects. The key heroes of
the epics, Krishna and Rama, are frequently conceived of as incarnations of Visnu.
In addition to the three gods, there are numerous forms of the Goddess figure, Devi,
who is often called “Mother.” She is identified with power (sakti), which can be
either destructive or positive, and accordingly she has both horrific and beneficent
incarnations. In her beneficent form she is usually the wife or consort of Visnu,
Siva, or Brahma; in her destructive form she is usually single and is commonly
known as Durga or Kali.

Like the epics, the Puranas contributed to a greater emphasis on theism and the
worship of a particular sectarian deity. A key characteristic of this theism (and of
Hinduism in general) is the lack of a clear-cut line between gods and humans;
Brahmans, kings, and to some degree all people contain elements of the divine. The
central form of religious ritual became the puja, an adaptation of old rituals used to
honor household guests. The essence of the puja is to honor a particular deity by
reverently offering a set of services and gifts. The basic form of puja is the same for
personal, household, and temple worship—though the degree of elaborateness can
vary significantly. At the core of most pujas is the offering of food, which is
“tasted” by the deity and then returned as prasada, literally “grace,” to be eaten by
the devotees.

The development of devotional (bhakti) movements in South India in about the
seventh century accentuated the preexisting tendency toward theism. Some of these
movements were, in part, protests aimed at orthodox Brahmanical dominance and
the inequalities of the caste system. They emphasized the use of indigenous lan-
guages rather than Sanskrit, and most of all, they stressed a personal relationship be-
tween the devotee and the deity. Salvation was seen as primarily the result of the
deity’s grace,® and in response the devotee offered devotion (bhakti) and worship.
While the rules of the Dharmasastras and the mediation rituals of the Upanisads
were not completely rejected, they were deemphasized, and for most Hindus were
no longer the primary means to salvation (moksa).

An important form of sectarianism that places special emphasis on the divinity
and power of the human person, is Tantrism. It is expounded in various non-Vedic
texts known as Tantras. It is closely associated with the worship of the Goddess,
though there are important forms of Tantrism that focus on other gods. No one or
two characteristics adequately define Tantrism, but it is primarily a form of secret
spiritual discipline (sadhanna), learned from a guru, that seeks to give the devotee
extraordinary powers in this world, including liberation (moksa) in this life. There
are many different Tantric sects, and the details of their beliefs and practices vary
enormously, but most are in principle open to all castes. They are typically defined



46 STATUS AND SACREDNESS

as anti-Vedic, and the rituals of some groups involve what, from an orthodox per-
spective, would be antinomian practices that emphasize impurity and sexuality. On
the other hand, many elements of Tantric practice have been incorporated into the
conventional forms of both the orthodox and bhakti forms of Hinduism.

Caste and the Social Structure

The earliest Aryan text, the Rig Veda, describes four ranked social categories, sug-
gesting a prototype of the caste system. By 200 B.C.E., the ideology of the system
was well developed and elaborated in the most influential of the Dharmasastras, the
Manusmriti or The Laws of Manu. The caste system, like all human institutions, has
undergone numerous changes and has varied from one locality to another.
Nonetheless, considerable continuity and generality in the basic features of this in-
stitution is evident. It is to a description of these that we now turn.

Varna and Jati

According to the classical religious texts of Hinduism, the population is divided into
four ranked categories called varnas: the Brahmans, who are priests, the Kshatriyas,
who are warriors, the Vaisyas, who are farmers and merchants, and the Sudras, who
are laborers and servants. The first three categories are considered “twice born”
(dvijas) because they go through an initiation ceremony and are allowed to study
the sacred Veda texts. The Sudras are servants to the twice-born varnas. The
Manusmriti (Buhler 1964:1:91) says, “One occupation only the lord prescribed to
the Sudra, to serve meekly even these other three castes.” In addition to these four
categories, there are the Untouchables, who are supposedly outside the system but
in fact are an integral part of it.*

The proportion of the population that falls into each varna varies greatly by re-
gion, but in most areas, none of the top three varnas constitutes as much as 10 per-
cent of the population, and the total of these three is less than 30 percent.
Untouchables typically constitute at least 10 percent of the total. That is to say, in
most regions the bulk of the population are Sudras or some mix of Sudras and
Untouchables. The distribution of the population by varna varies greatly by locale,
and as we shall see, certain categories are unrepresented in some areas. Sudras,
women, and Untouchables are in principle forbidden to read the most ancient and
sacred religious texts referred to generically as the Vedas.

"The link between the varna categories of the texts and later medieval and mod-
ern social structures is somewhat ambiguous. We do not know whether castes actu-
ally developed out of varnas, but it is clear that the varna scheme has long served as
a simplified indigenous model of the caste system. The actual society is organized
into thousands of specific castes that are each associated with a traditional occupa-
tion. Only in a few artisan and service castes such as washerman, barber, and gold-
smith have most members earned their living by carrying out what is supposedly
their traditional occupation, though in rural areas many more have performed their
traditional functions on occasion. Most castes can and do participate in both agri-
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cultural production and modern occupations. Castes are usually identified with one
of the varna categories. There are hundreds, if not thousands of castes that are
classified as Sudras: barbers, carpenters, blacksmiths, goldsmiths, oil seed pressers,
farmers, potters, cowherders, flower growers, vegetable gardeners, grain parchers,
tailors, weavers, and bangle makers—to mention only a few of the most common.
The other varnas are associated with a smaller number of castes, which are still
categories rather than actual social groups.

The caste structure in a given local region is composed of a small proportion of
all of these possible categories. In most villages the number of castes represented
ranges from five to twenty-five. There are nearly always some type of Brahman and
an array of Sudra castes in a local area. Often groups claiming Kshatriya or Vaisya
status are present, but in many areas these varnas are not represented.

The members of a particular caste in a village are linked to those in other vil-
lages by ties of kinship and marriage, forming regional caste units sometimes re-
ferred to as subcastes. These range in size from a few hundred to perhaps tens of
thousands. A regional subcaste is a network of relatives or potential in-laws; mem-
bers know each other directly or through trusted third parties. In this sense, these re-
gional subcastes are the social groups that make up the system, though their bound-
aries are often fuzzy.

Usually these regional subcastes are endogamous; that is, husbands and wives are
from the same subcaste (or closely allied ones of similar status), and their children
will also be members. For contemporary Hindus, endogamy is the essence of the
caste system. If there were no restrictions on cross-caste marriage, the caste system
would cease to exist. Accordingly, the vast majority of marriages are arranged by the
parents. Frequently there are several distinct endogamous subcastes in a local region
that belong to the same caste category. For example, there are often more than one
group of “cowherders” in a given area who do not intermarry or dine together, even
though from the point of view of other people they belong to the same caste; from
their own perspective, differences exist among them that are substantial enough to
produce quite distinctive segments who neither intermarry or eat with one another.
Accordingly, the referent of the word “caste” or jati, depends on the context in which
it is used.” Most people in a village know the caste category of everyone else, but
may not know everyone’s particular subcaste. In a local area, jati groups are hier-
archically ranked, with the Brahmans at the top and the Untouchables at the bottom.
The exact ranking of groups is subject to dispute, but most of the disagreement is
over whether a particular caste is just above or just below another local caste group,
not over the general location of these castes in the local hierarchy.

Muslims make up about 11 percent of the Indian population, and Sikhs,
Christians, Jains, and other minorities constitute about 6 percent; the representation of
one these groups in any given area is enormously variable. In some areas of the
Punjab, Sikhs constitute the overwhelming bulk of the population, while the same is
true for Christians in a few areas of South India. In most of these non-Hindu groups,
there is a strong tendency for marriages to be arranged only between strata or sub-
groups that are fairly close to one another in rank. While the castelike features within
these religious minorities may be much less elaborate than for Hindus, there is often a
strong proclivity toward endogamy and other characteristics typical of status groups.
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Through the nineteenth century, a distinction between “right-handed” (valangai)
and “left-handed” (idangai) caste was important in South India, referring to two
coalitions of local caste groups that cut across the varna categories and caste rank-
ings. The division between the two was partly related to sectarian religious differ-
ences, but the correlation was very imperfect. At certain periods, intense conflict
erupted between such coalitions. This distinction is no longer manifest but is still an
incipient cleavage.

Asrama

In the law books, or Dharmasastras, the varna distinctions are part of a broader
social scheme known as the varnasramadharma system: the social categories and
norms that outline the appropriate duties for twice-born men. Varna distinctions
focus on the differences in the duties and functions of the different ranked social
categories. Asrama refers to the life stages of twice-born men and the responsibili-
ties appropriate for each one. The Dharmasastras describe a number of different ver-
sions of the asrama scheme but the more-or-less standard one includes the following
four stages. First, as a student (brahmacarin), one’s responsibility is to study the
Vedas under the guidance of a guru. Second, as a householder (grihastha), one
should marry, produce children, acquire wealth, and support those in other stages of
life. This is the pivotal status of the village social structure. Being a householder
does not exclude one from being a religious functionary; for example, a householder
can be a priest to other households (purohit), a temple priest (pujari), or a scholar
(pandir). In the third stage, that of forest-dweller (vanaprastha), the householder
supposedly gives up his responsibilities and retreats to the forest with his wife to
meditate and study. Few if any actually enter this largely hypothetical stage. Finally,
the renouncer (sannyasin) severs his relationship with his family and society in
general and becomes a wandering holyman, dependent on daily gifts of food to sus-
tain himself. A small but significant number of individuals from all castes, not just
twice-born men, do become sannyasins; as we shall see, they play an important role
in Hindu society. Most twice-born Hindus, even Brahmans, only go through the first
two stages, and for non-Brahmans the first brahmacarin stage may be brief and per-
functory. For the lower castes the asrama scheme is irrelevant.

Economic and Political Power: Control of Land and Labor

Local Elites and the Jajmani System

While caste rank is correlated with economic and political power, the correlation
is by no means perfect. Typically, local political and economic structures are pri-
marily controlled by a dominant caste or coalition. In most areas these controllers
of land and labor are not Brahmans; frequently they are Sudras. Often the dominant
caste or coalition is able to mobilize considerable physical force, should this be-
come necessary to protect its interest. Members of this dominant group typically
serve as jajmans—a term with a complex history. In modern India, jajman refers to
an individual for whom Brahmans perform religious rites in return for gifts and
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fees. By extension, the term also refers to those for whom a variety of specialist
castes provide various goods and services. In return for these services, they are
given a portion of the jajman’s grain at harvest time. Jajmans are usually members
of the dominant landowning caste in a given area. In this system the integration of
the division of labor at the village level is not carried out primarily by either
market relationships or direct forms of coercion such as slavery or serfdom.

Kings and Chieftains

At most points in its history, India was divided into a multitude of relatively small
kingdoms and, like most agrarian societies, was ruled by various coalitions of warrior
elites. During some periods, rulers managed to extend their power over large sectors
of the subcontinent. Typically, such a king was not the sole undisputed ruler of his
whole realm but was the king of kings; lesser kings gave at least ritual and symbolic
loyalty to more powerful rulers in their area. There were multilayered hierarchies of
kings, with each level giving ritual deference to superior levels. A lower level may or
may not have contributed significant economic or military resources to a higher level
in the form of tribute, taxes, and military units; this varied considerably. Both higher
and lower level kings were often considered incarnations or prime ministers of one of
the major Hindu deities.

Below the level of kings were sundry hierarchies of chieftains who varied
enormously in their titles, powers, and privileges. At the bottom of this hierarchy
were the headmen of villages, who were typically members of the dominant caste or
coalition in a local area. The degree of autonomy held by chieftains varied consider-
ably. These linkages sometimes approximated a feudalistic model, in which local
chiefs were near equals of their lords and had high levels of autonomy. In other peri-
ods and localities, chieftains were little more than glorified servants of their lord, ap-
proximating what Weber called patrimonialism rather than feudalism (both terms are
used as only rough approximations). Of course, the line between chieftains and kings
was by no means clear-cut. Able and ambitious chieftains frequently defeated and re-
placed their former masters or declared themselves kings.

At all levels, the links in this loose hierarchy could be reinforced by kinship and
marriage. The king’s brothers or sons were often the first among chieftains who
ruled subareas of the kingdom. Simultaneously or alternatively, alliances could be
strengthened by marriages between two previously independent ruling groups. As
we shall see, it was at these upper levels of society that marriages most frequently
occurred between families that differed in caste rank.

As in the jajmani system at the local level, the symbolic and ritual elements of
these relationships among the ruling elite tended to be more highly elaborated and
more crucial than in parallel relationships in most other agrarian civilizations. The
institution of gifts was crucial to the establishment and maintenance of these and
many other relationships; especially important were the type of gift known as dana.
As in many premodern societies, most land belonged to the king (which is not to
say that it was his private property in the modern sense). The king’s land was
granted to others in return for various kinds of payments or, much more commonly,
for assorted services. In India these grants of land typically took the form of gifts.
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But these were not gifts of absolute ownership. Rather recipients were given rights
to use of the land and the income it generated. The services provided in return
ranged from fielding units of armed soldiers to conducting temple rituals to sweep-
ing public areas. Not infrequently, at the upper levels of these hierarchies, “gifts”
were a matter of a king returning what he had recently conquered in exchange for
ritual deference and some level of political acquiescence.

Land was by no means the only type of gift. Equally important were “honors”
and privileges; especially crucial were various symbols, titles, and rights that in-
dicated high rank and close association with the king. Gifts were not restricted to
subordinates and retainers in the military-political hierarchy; gifts to Brahmans and
various religious institutions such as temples and monasteries were the most im-
portant. Kings established and maintained their legitimacy largely through such
gifts. As a consequence, Brahmans and various religious institutions became im-
portant controllers of land in some areas. Rich merchants are also recorded as giving
numerous gifts to Brahmans and other religious and civic institutions, but they rarely
competed openly for political power.

During some periods, of course, kings were often not Hindus. After the eleventh
century, many of the most important kings were Muslims, as were the various Mogul
emperors. Under Muslim rule, the lower levels of the hierarchies of kings and chief-
tains could be either Muslims or Hindus, and typically were some combination of the
two—though the higher in the hierarchy one went, the more likely Muslims were to
predominate. While the basic logic of kingly “ownership” and grants clearly operated
in these situations too, it is much less clear to what extent the language and symbols
typical of Hindu kingdoms were deemphasized or modified. There are, however,
many records of Muslim rulers making Hindus subordinate kings and chieftains and
providing significant gifts to Hindu religious institutions.

With the consolidation of British power in the middle of the nineteenth century,
major changes in control of land and labor began to occur. Under what the British
called “permanent settlement,” vast portions of land were converted into private
property and granted to various local elites. L.and was now no longer held as a gift
from a king but was owned outright, and usually was a commodity that could be
bought and sold. Local landed elites became much more independent of higher lev-
els of political organization. Similarly, there was a clear tendency for labor to be-
come a commodity. The nearly absolute power of traditional land controllers over
laborers was qualified, and in principle laborers could sell their labor to the highest
bidder; this also meant that peasants and laborers could be dismissed when it was
profitable to the landowners. The rate of these changes varied greatly by area, but
they were universal in principle, if not in practice, by the time India became inde-
pendent from Britain. The actual forms of the organization of production remain a
complex mixture of precapitalist and capitalist forms of domination.

Cultural Ideologies and Codes

Two sets of cultural ideas are common themes in Indian thought and play a crucial
role in tying together Hinduism, caste, and the political structure. These ideas are
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conscious ideologies used to explain and justify well-known patterns of behavior;
they are also latent codes that communicate relationships that are more tacit, im-
plicit, and unconscious.

Purity and Pollution

First, the notion of purity (sauca) is a central theme in Indian culture. According to
Dumont (1980), differences in purity are the underlying basis of the caste system.
Brahmans have the highest status because they are perceived to lead lives ritually
and religiously purer than others’. Untouchables are at the bottom because they en-
gage in activities that are highly defiling. In short, the gradations of the caste system
are based on gradations of purity and impurity (asauca). Many, if not most, of the
rules governing relationships between individuals and groups are rooted in this con-
cern. Higher castes cannot eat with or marry those from lower castes because it
would be polluting; they should minimize physical contact and social intercourse
with low Sudras and Untouchables. In addition to their direct implications for caste
relationships, notions of purity and pollution affect a wide array of daily activities,
especially those having to do with cooking, eating, personal cleanliness, and wor-
ship. Similar notions are common in many other cultures; elites often claim superior
moral and physical purity and see contact with the lower strata as polluting.
Nonetheless, compared to most other cultures, Hindus are preoccupied with the no-
tions of purity and pollution, and these concerns shape many of their day-to-day
activities.

Sexual Asceticism

Purity is expressed in many cultures through sexual asceticism. In Hinduism the no-
tion of control of sexuality—more concretely, the control and retention of male
semen—has a broader symbolic role. Sexual asceticism expresses much more than
simply one form of purity. It is an important form of austerity or tapas that is consid-
ered to be a key means of power.

Auspiciousness and Inauspiciousness

This set of cultural ideas focuses on the prospects for well-being. To what degree
are happenings, events, times, or particular patterns of behavior and relationships
propitious, opportune, felicitous, or favorable? For example, when is it propitious to
begin the construction of a new house, and how should that house be laid out in
order to maximize the chances that its residents will experience good fortune? The
reverse idea, inauspiciousness, is concerned with the ominous, the threatening, the
unlucky. Auspiciousness and inauspiciousness are primarily concerned with mun-
dane well-being, and more abstractly with economic and political power.

Purity and impurity are the special concerns of the Brahman, while auspicious-
ness and inauspiciousness have been the special concern of the king or local domi-
nant caste—though virtually all village Hindus are conscious of and affected by both
sets of cultural ideas. Astrology plays an especially important role; it is a key means
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of determining the auspiciousness or inauspiciousness of certain undertakings, re-
lationships, and times. For example, the horoscopes of couples are matched to see if
their marriage will be auspicious and what time is most propitious for the wedding.
In addition to attempts to predict what is auspicious and what is not, elaborate rituals
are performed to improve the chances of an auspicious outcome. An important means
of reducing inauspiciousness is the giving of ritual gifts (dana).

These three sets of ideas—purity and impurity, sexual asceticism, and auspi-
ciousness and inauspiciousness—play a key role in the day-to-day life of traditional
Hindus.

What Is to Be Explained

This book will offer a set of systematic explanations for many of the broad struc-
tural features of Hinduism and Indian society just described.
In sum, a partial list of the phenomena to be explained includes the following:

1. The key structural features of the caste system including why dharma is a central
cultural category (Chapter 5).
2. The key social categories characteristic of Hindu society including the varna scheme
(Chapter 6).
3. The major mechanisms of articulating the status and the economic-political orders and
more specifically the means of political legitimation (Chapter 7).
. The centrality and significance of the concepts of purity—pollution, sexual asceticism,
and auspiciousness—inauspiciousness (Chapters 9 and 10).
. The variations in the rules governing marriages (Chapter 11).
. The basic structure and dynamics of the puja (Chapter 13).
. The key variations in Hindu soteriology (Chapter 14).
. The key features and variations in Hindu eschatology (Chapter 15).
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My analysis attempts to explain this considerable array of phenomena with a general
theoretical framework that is relevant to any social situation in which status is a cru-
cial resource. While the focus is on Indian society, I will also suggest how the same
theoretical ideas can both identify and explain parallel phenomena in other societies.®
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Explaining the Key
Features of Caste

Status and Power in India

One of the main arguments in Dumont’s analysis of caste is that power and status
are, in India at least, two separate phenomena, and that status is the crucial determi-
nant of caste. A brief quote illustrates his position:

For this ideal type of hierarchy to emerge it was necessary that the mixture of status
and power ordinarily encountered (everywhere else?) should be separated, but this is
not enough: for pure hierarchy to develop without hindrance it was also necessary that
power should be absolutely inferior to status. (1980:74)

Dumont makes an absolute distinction between status and power, but to do so
creates needless semantic and analytic confusion.' In contrast, the typology I have
outlined in Chapter 2 defines status as a particular form of power, which is backed
by sanctions rooted in the expressions of approval and disapproval. Hence, those
who have high status have a particular form of power. Lower caste groups know
that even poor Brahmans have a kind of power they do not.

They also know that this is not the same kind of power that their landlords or
the police have; as Dumont points out, status is not a mere reflection of economic
and political power. The extent to which one form of power can be converted into
another is limited (at least in the short run)—specifically, economic and political
power cannot be easily converted into status or vice versa. As Dumont points out, it
is the exception when Brahmans are kings, and in most areas they are not even the
key land controliers.

The status order of the caste system, then, cannot be reduced to control of eco-
nomic or political power; yet it is analytically misleading to consider this phenome-
non, as Dumont does, a unique Hindu ideology of hierarchy that produces a differ-
ent kind of human mentality, that is, a Homo hierarchicus. 1t is more useful to
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conceptualize India as a culture that, relatively speaking, has been singularly able to
insulate status power from the effect of other forms of power. (This insulation is
only relative. Power based on religious status has been constantly vulnerable to
other forms of power; we will explore some of the details of this later.)

This relative insulation of status from other forms of power is analytically im-
portant. It gives rise to a society in which status not based on other forms of power
is exceptionally important; hence it provides a unique site for testing a general
theory of status groups and status relationships. If that theory is correct, the pro-
posed conceptualization of power (Chapter 2) and the general theory of status
groups and relations (Chapter 3) should explain the key structural features of the
Indian caste system.

What Is to Be Explained

I will begin by simply listing the key structural features of the caste system which
are the explicandum of the analysis, that is, the initial “facts” to be explained.
These are

1. The relative long-term stability of the system, especially the Brahmans’ continuous
cultural prominence if not dominance.

2. The careful restriction of mobility, more specifically: (a) a person’s central social sta-
tus in the community is inalienable and, in principle, mobility across caste boundaries
is prohibited, (b) caste position is in principle based solely on inheritance and ascrip-
tion, and (c) enormous social and individual energies are devoted to differentiating
and ranking caste groups and maintaining their boundaries and identities.

3. The extensiveness of detailed norms and elaborate rituals regulating day-to-day life
and the centrality of the concept of dharma.

4. The cultural emphasis on the regulation of marriage and eating arrangements.

5. The pervasiveness of gift giving, especially what is known as dana, as a central feature
of religious activity, statecraft, marriage arrangements, and ritual activity in general.

These features will be explained in terms of the theoretical concepts that have been
presented in earlier chapters: the characteristics of status as a resource (inalienabil-
ity and inexpansibility), and the sources of status (conformity and association).

Stability and Inalienability

During the nineteenth century, a near mythology developed about the timeless
nature of Indian social structure: the image of an isolated village largely unaffected
by macro political events and organized by the unchanging system of castes. C. T.
Metcalfe represents a common British viewpoint:

The village Communities are little Republics, having nearly everything they want
within themselves, and almost independent of any foreign relations. They seem to last
where nothing else lasts. Dynasty after dynasty tumbles down; revolution succeeds to
revolution; Hindu, Pathan, Mughal, Maratha, Sikh, English, are masters in turn, but
the village communities remain the same. (quoted in Spear 1978:189)
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The last fifty years’ scholarship has devoted considerable effort to drastically re-
vising this image. Numerous studies have shown that the caste system and local
Indian social structures in general are far more dynamic and subject to historical
change than was thought. A recurrent conclusion of the village studies conducted by
anthropologists is that power and privilege are constantly problematic and a major
preoccupation of Indian villagers.® This more accurate view, however, should not
cause us to overlook the element of truth in the old image. As the Indian sociologist
S. C. Dube has said:

Notwithstanding the passage of time, the village system in India still continues to
have many of the characteristics described by Manu [ca. 200 B.C.E.]. . . . the division
of labor in the community is governed to a very great extent by traditional caste
occupations, and cooperative labor of a number of different castes is required not only
for agricultural activities, but also for socio-religious life. (1955:2—4)

Indian culture's tendency toward stability is seen in Hinduism’s most fundamental
concept, dharma. Dharma is an extremely central and complex notion,* but as
Robert Lingat, a renowned French scholar of classical Indian law, points out:

The most general sense [of dharmal] is provided by its root, dhr, which signifies the
action of maintaining, sustaining, or supporting and which has produced fre in Latin
(fretus, depending upon, daring to) and fir (firmus, strong in the physical and moral
senses, whence solid, hard, durable). Dharma is what is firm and durable, what sus-
tains and maintains. (1973:3)

Hence at the core of Indian thought is a concern with stability.

More important sociologically, the Indian caste system and related religious tra-
dition is the oldest historically specific and identifiable human institution.’” Elements
of it can be traced to Vedic texts, that probably date from about the tenth century B.C.E.
(e.g., Rig Veda, 10. 90. 12).° Between the second century B.C.E., and the second cen-
tury C.E. the caste system was both well established—though not necessarily univer-
sal—and elaborately codified in the Manusmriti, and it has had an uninterrupted ex-
istence since then. As P. V. Kane, the great Indian scholar of the Dharmasastras, says:

Our cultural history shows some central features. . . . The first is that there has been
an unbroken religious tradition from the Vedic times almost to the present day. Vedic
mantras are still employed throughout the whole of India in religious rites and cere-
monies by all brahmanas and by a large number of the members of castes claiming to
be Kshatriyas and Vaisyas. (1977:1622)

This is true of South Indian Dravidian regions as well as the more Aryan North. In
his discussion of South Indian medieval kingship, David Shulman also recognizes
Indian culture’s striking continuities:

I have no wish to suggest a nonexistent homogeneity either in historical, structural fea-
tures or in the related symbolic systems. Nevertheless, there is, I believe, reason to posit
an underlying cultural continuity, perhaps most obvious in the symbolic order articu-
lated by our texts. South Indian social symbolism seems at times to be imbued with an
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innate conservatism, especially when linked to a crystallized formally defined ideology.
Indeed, the continuities may stretch as far back as the Vedic materials on kingship.
(1985:8-9)

This view is not limited to scholars; there are significant numbers of orthodox
Hindus in India who would claim that the basic features of the caste system, as out-
lined in the Manusmvriti, are and should be legitimate. Moreover, one can observe a
significant degree of similarity between the codified rules and the actual stratifi-
cation structure of contemporary Indian villages (of course, there are also drastic
differences). In contrast, little if any continuity exists between ancient Egypt,
Greece, Rome, Persia, and China and the contemporary societies that exist on these
sites; for the first three, and probably the fourth, such continuity ceased more than a
thousand years ago.® The ideological centrality of notions of durability, the histori-
cal continuity, and the relative stability of Indian social structure at the village level
all call out for a sociological explanation. Perhaps such nonsociological factors as
geographical location and climate, and the contingency and luck of history have
played some role, but the primary explanation most likely lies in something rela-
tively unique about the social structure and culture. My hypothesis is that this rela-
tive stability is due to the centrality of status as a form of power and to the relatively
inalienable nature of status as a resource.

The centrality and inalienability of status means that other forms of power are
not easily translated into a higher rank within the caste system. This is especially
true once a status order has become firmly institutionalized, as it has in the Indian
caste system. In order for a local caste group to change its relative status, it has to
literally change the minds of the vast majority of people both above it and below it
in the local caste hierarchy. In contrast, for example, as difficult as it might be for
low caste groups to increase their wealth, to do so would not logically and inher-
ently require the cooperation of upper caste groups.

A crucial corollary of the system’s relative stability is the Brahmans’ prominent
and often dominant position as cultural and religious leaders over a long period.
One source of this long tenure is the consistency with which they have rejected
wealth and political power as a defining characteristic of membership. The earliest
texts assign political power and economic activity to other groups—the Kshatriyas
and Vaisyas, respectively—and this has continued to be the ideal, and frequently the
actuality. Hence the many changes in political and economic dominance during the
last three thousand years have not succeeded in eroding the fundamental basis of
Brahmanical power—though it is likely that such an erosion is now occurring.

In sum, while the caste system has undergone great changes over the long pe-
riod of its existence, it has been relatively stable compared to most human institu-
tions. This relative stability is in no small part due to the centrality of status and its
relative inalienability.

Mobility and Inexpansibility

From a conventional Western perspective, the central defining characteristic of a
caste system is the absence of mobility: a person’s central social status is inalienable
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and unchangeable, and in principle, mobility across caste boundaries is prohibited.’
The lack of social mobility in South Asia has often been exaggerated (see, e.g.,
Silverberg 1968); moreover, it is important to be clear about what kind of mobility
we are discussing.

Economic and political mobility has often been considerable, though its likeli-
hood has varied by caste group. Variations in the economic and political fortunes of
upper and middle castes have been a common feature of Indian society for a very
long time, if not always. Some Brahmans are very rich and some are very poor.
Merchant and landowning castes have frequently improved or declined economically
and politically. Drastic upward or downward economic or political mobility among
artisan castes—barbers, carpenters, blacksmiths, potters—has been uncommon,
though not unheard-of. For the lowest castes, particularly for Untouchables, signifi-
cant relative improvements in either economic or political conditions were rare in
preindependence India.

Such economic and political mobility is not, however, the type of mobility that
is the focus of my argument. Rather I am referring to status mobility.” It is usually
linked to economic and political mobility but is distinct. It does occur in traditional
India, but drastic change in ritual status, not to mention mobility across caste cate-
gories, is severely restricted.

The key mechanism for restricting mobility is ascription; for the overwhelming
percentage of people, caste is inherited at birth and in principle cannot be changed.
Of course changes do occur, but they must be disguised or defined so as to avoid
violating the norm of ascription. Consequently, a significant change in caste status
usually takes more than one generation and involves the transformation of the status
of the local caste group or a segment of it, rather than an individual or household.
Moreover, it typically occurs by disguising or redefining lower status origins. For
example, upwardly mobile castes claim that they have been misclassified and that
“originally” they were members of some higher caste—not surprisingly, the one to
which they now aspire. Sometimes this does not involve a change in caste name per
se, but an argument that their caste “really” belongs to a higher varna, usually
Kshatriya or Vaisya rather than Sudra.!! There is no ideological justification for
caste-status mobility, but only for the restoration of the supposedly original state
of things (again illustrating the cultural concern with stability). No one who claimed
to be a member of a high caste would freely admit, much less brag about, his low
caste origin.

My hypothesis is that the preoccupation with restricting mobility, and the conse-
quent ascription and inalienability of caste identity, are rooted in the relative inex-
pansibility of status. To raise the status of some is to lower the status of others; to
decrease the impurity of Untouchables has the long-term consequence of eroding
the Brahman’s extraordinary purity (see Dumont 1980:46—54). As indicated earlier,
the tendency to restrict and regulate mobility is characteristic of most status groups;
we would expect that the more central the status order is in the overall stratification
system, the stronger this tendency would be. If castes are, as Weber claimed, the ex-
treme form of status groups, we would expect a singular preoccupation with the re-
striction of mobility.

The obvious corollary to this hypothesis is that actors will be concerned about
caste boundaries. Mobility, by definition, involves the crossing of such boundaries.
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Hence if mobility is to be restricted, such boundaries must be carefully defined and
maintained." Therefore, we would expect the relative centrality and inexpansibility
of status in India to lead to a great concern with the identification and maintenance
of caste boundaries: careful genealogies, records or witnesses of marriages, exclu-
sive rituals to make clear who is a member and who is not, and extensive social
sanctions against those who violate or even question the identity and boundary of
the group. These concerns are, of course, characteristic of caste groups in India, es-
pecially upper caste groups.

In sum, while earlier views of India may have overlooked the considerable mo-
bility that occurs, nonetheless mobility that clearly violates caste boundaries is sel-
dom defined as legitimate, and status mobility is much more restricted than in most
societies. The root source of this inclination to restrict mobility is (1) the relative
centrality of ritual status compared to other societies, and (2) its relative inexpan-
sibility.

Conformity and the Elaboration of Norms and Rituals

The crucial norms of Indian lifestyle center on matters of ritual purity and impurity.
Conformity to these norms is an important determinant of a local caste’s status. For
example, the caste that is vegetarian, does no manual labor, prohibits its widows
from remarrying, is fastidious about the observance of daily and life-stage religious
rituals, drinks no alcoholic beverages, and carefully regulates the behavior of its un-
married women is defined as living a relatively pure lifestyle. Accordingly, it has a
higher status—other things being equal—than a caste that does not conform to this
pattern. The rules that define purity and impurity vary somewhat from one locality
to another, but such norms are highly salient in most of India.

The fact that Indian villagers are concerned about such conformity is the basis of
what the anthropological literature terms “attributional” theories of caste rank, a per-
spective expounded by Stevenson (1954) and, to a significant degree, by Dumont
(1980). According to this perspective, different levels of purity (or impurity) are at-
tributed to a caste on the basis of its members’ typical level of conformity to the
norms governing ritual purity. However, once significant status inequalities between
groups become established—by whatever means—the behavior of specific individu-
als has little effect on the caste status attributed to them. Rather, it is the attributions
made by upper castes that most count. Moreover, lower castes are often coerced into
accepting the lifestyle imposed upon them.

When conformity is a source of status, higher status groups tend to elaborate
and complicate the norms in order to make it more difficult for those of lower status
to conform. Probably in no other known society has this process been carried so far.

The central concept of dharma, as well as the long history of the development of
Indian sacred texts, shows a strong proclivity toward the elaboration and codifi-
cation of complex norms-—both about how to conduct ritual processes and how to
conduct one’s day-to-day life.

As indicated in Chapter 4, dharma can be roughly translated “law,” with the
dual connotation of the universal regularities of the cosmos and the rules for human
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conduct. Vedic religion, preoccupied with the proper conduct of ritual sacrifices that
were thought to literally sustain the cosmos, emphasized the first of these meanings.
The proper conduct of such sacrifices was crucial; mistakes could bring disaster.
But as the orthodox Brahmanical synthesis (Hopkins 1971; Brockington 1981)
emerged around the beginning of the Christian era in the West—in response to
Buddhism and other anti-Brahmanical religions—the concept of dharma in-
creasingly focused on rules governing day-to-day conduct. As P. V. Kane says,
“ultimately . . . [dharma’s] most prominent significance came to be ‘the privileges,
duties and obligations of a man, his standard of conduct as a member of the Aryan
community, as a meinber of one of the castes, as a person in a particular stage of
life’” (1968:3). The notion of duty tends to be emphasized, typically in relationship
to some recognized social role: one’s duties as a father, as a worker in a certain oc-
cupation, as the member of a particular caste. While there is some implication of
moral imperative—what one ought to do—equally central is a notion of acting out
what is one’s nature. Not to act according to dharma is a violation not simply of a
social norm but of one’s very essence and the cosmic order.

The codes that constitute dharma have been elaborated to an extreme. The four
Vedas themselves are the codification of ritual procedures, but the elaboration pro-
cess begins in earnest with the Brahmanas, an extensive set of priestly manuals that
outline elaborate procedures and rules for conducting ritual sacrifices, as well as the
purported reasons for such procedures. With the Upanisads, the focus shifts from lit-
eral sacrifices to the internalization of worship through meditation, but the tendency
toward codification and elaboration continues; in these texts the elaborate procedures
for yoga are first systematically laid out. The Dharmasutras, which are collections of
pithy aphorisms, have an increased emphasis on rules governing the daily life of the
householder. They receive even more emphasis in the Dharmasastras: these treatises
are the archetypal example of the elaboration of norms by an established status
group. These tendencies are less pronounced in the epics—the Mahabharata and the
Ramayana-—and the Puranas, but are not completely absent even there.

The tendency toward the elaboration of norms is not restricted to ancient sacred
texts. The same process can be seen in the actual behavior of Hindu Indians: (1) the
extensive norms and procedures regarding ritual purity—especially with respect to
eating, food preparation, and personal cleanliness; (2) the complex rules concerning
appropriate marriage partners, at least for upper castes; (3) the elaborate rituals that
are conducted in homes each day by those who are pious; (4) the long list of holy
days and periods in the calendar year that demand special forms of behavior and rit-
ual; and (5) the elaboration of bureaucratic rules and procedures beyond what is
commonly found in other societies.

India’s long history of extensive elaboration and codification of norms is what
the theoretical ideas presented earlier would lead us to expect. Where status is a cru-
cial resource and conformity to norms a key source of status, there is a strong ten-
dency toward the elaboration of norms-——both those governing interpersonal re-
lations and those relevant to ritual procedures. Such elaboration results both from
the competition between those within the status group trying to set themselves off
from their peers, and as a means of defending the status group against outsiders and
upstarts. It might be added that the social history of contemporary India is, in large
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measure, the history of the simplification of the rules that were the basis of tra-
ditional forms of status—especially those governing travel, eating, and marriage—
as the importance of traditional status declines relative to other forms of power.

Associations and the Regulation of Marriage and Eating

Two striking characteristics of the caste system are the elaborate restrictions on
marriage and eating. Marriages are arranged by parents and are a crucial source and
sign of a family’s status. As Mandelbaum says:

On all social levels, a marriage is a test of a family’s status. Then more than any other
time a family’s alliances stand forth proven and personified by gifts and attendance;
its status hinges on its strength in allies and clients. Hence a marriage provides the
prime opportunity for demonstrating and validating family status. A family, like other
social units in this society, is hierarchically appraised, judged by jati fellows and by
fellow villagers as superior or inferior to other families. (1970:98)

Marriage is the time that the family is most under pressure to display its status, and is
also the time that caste boundaries are most important. Marriage is typically allowed
only within one’s own local caste group or an allied caste of relatively similar status.
“Marriage is the relation that demarcates each jati most clearly. All marriages are sup-
posed to be between a bride and groom of the same jati; no marriage may be made
outside of it” (Mandelbaum 1970:16). Anthropologists term this system “caste en-
dogamy.” The reality is more complex and flexible than this ideal, yet the vast major-
ity of marriages does conform to the villagers’ understanding of caste endogamy.
(The patterns of marriage alliances is analyzed in some detail in Chapter 11.)

Eating, like marriage, is an important indicator of social boundaries. In village
India, meals are usually shared only with members of one’s own caste. The highly
orthodox may be even more restrictive, limiting their dining to closely related fam-
ily members. As the theoretical discussion indicated, in status groups, the more inti-
mate the form of eating, the more carefully regulated is the company, a gradation
seen in the North Indian distinction between kacca and pakka food. The actual
physical content of a kacca meal can vary significantly, but it always includes the
staples that are normally consumed in the context of the intimate family. To take a
kacca meal with someone is to imply intimacy and approval. In contrast, pakka food
is the food of the bazaar, the food that is eaten at public events and in public places.
In India this is customarily fried food. Traditionally such foods were fried in ghee,
butter that has been boiled and will not spoil at room temperature; like all products
of the cow, it is considered purifying because it comes from a sacred animal. The
indigenous explanation of why pakka food can be shared with a wider array of
people is that the ghee protects the food and those who eat it from impurities.
However, there are foods eaten at public events that are not fried in ghee—for ex-
ample, various kinds of sweets. My interpretation of these facts is that the initial
concern is not the actual physical composition of the food, but rather the social con-
text with which it is typically associated, and the level of intimacy it implies. One
concrete bit of evidence for this interpretation is the fact that, because of the high
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price of ghee, much of the fried food defined as pakka is now fried in vegetable oil,
which traditionally has no purifying properties—in fact, caste groups traditionally
associated with its production were of rather low status because of the perceived im-
purity of their occupational activity."

While the formal categories of pakka and kacca are less common in South India,
there does seem to be a tendency for the type of food to vary as the intimacy and
exclusiveness of the group sharing it varies. As suggested earlier, the tendency to
regulate mating and eating patterns is characteristic of status groups, since intimate
associations imply approval and equality. As Mandelbaum notes:

Permanently, all in a household are ritual equals because of, and by means of, their
intimate interaction. Similar ritual equality prevails more widely for all families
among whom intermarriage may occur. Endogamy bounds the jati, which is kept as a
firm unit by the strong taboo on marrying out of the jati. If we coin the term excest
for this taboo, we can say that the horror of excest in village India is almost as power-
ful as the horror of incest. (1970:231)

If one associates with those of lower caste, especially in intimate expressive re-
lationships such as eating and marriage, this will lower one’s status. Perhaps more
significantly, it in turn affects the status of other members of your family and caste.
“Hence villagers hold that a regular and serious defilement of some in the jati inevi-
tably spreads, by contact, to the whole—unless normal jati relations with the defiled
ones are cut off” (Mandelbaum 1970:192-93).

That association implies approval is the implicit logic behind what are called
“interactional” theories of caste ranking (Marriott 1959, 1960). This approach fo-
cuses on who is willing to accept food, water, and so on from whom as a sign of rela-
tive status. Those of lower rank are supposedly willing to accept food from those of
higher rank, but not vice versa. In all likelihood, interactional approaches probably
are more reliable in estimating rank than attributional theories alone; this is largely
because it is easier for researchers to ask whether a member of one caste will accept
food from the member of another than to observe how much various castes actually
conform to the norms of ritual purity." At any rate, attributional and interaction the-
ories are not mutually exclusive alternatives: both conformity and association must
be taken into account to adequately understand status groups and castes.

Gifts: Articulating Status and Material Resources

Humans cannot live by bread alone—nor by praise alone. Those who specialize in
acquiring high status need to transform at least some of it into bread; those with lots
of bread usually want some respect. While exchange may be necessary in a status
order, it is also problematic. It risks destroying what it seeks to acquire. The open
purchase of approval greatly diminishes its value to the buyer, and erodes the status
of the seller—quite aside from any moral qualms the parties involved might have.
Hence implicit modes of exchange are common, frequently taking the form of gifts.

The significance of gifts in premodern societies has long been recognized, and
has been central to much of anthropological analysis since the work of Malinowski
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(1922) and Mauss (1970). While most gifts seem to be linked to considerations of
status and honor, I will not consider all the many theoretical and empirical issues
associated with the analysis of gifts. I will restrict my analysis to gifts as a mode of
articulating status and material resources in relatively complex societies.

As we saw in Chapter 3, in contrast to the direct quid pro quo exchange of the
profane market, there are two types of gifts that, however self-interested, tend to
have a more symbolic and sacral quality: (1) gifts directed toward superiors that so-
licit their approval and acceptance, and that implicitly involve the transfer of mate-
rial resources to them, and (2) gifts directed toward subordinates that explicitly
transfer material resources and honors to them, and implicitly attempt to elicit their
commitment and deference.

If such gifts are characteristic of status orders in general, we should expect to
find them in Indian culture. Trautmann identifies a paralle] distinction in the
Dharmasastra texts:

The fundamental typology of exchange consists of the intersection of two opposi-
tions: what we may call exchange sacred and profane, and exchange noble and igno-
ble. To put it a little more concretely, the first opposition is between the religious gift
(giving upwards) and commerce (buying and selling), and the second opposition is
between the lordly gift (giving downward what has been acquired by conquest) and
dependency (service for wage). . . . In this formulation, the two forms of gift do not
appear to be kinds of exchange at all. (1981:278)

A distinction is made “between fruits or ends that are ‘seen’ or apparent and those
that are ‘unseen’ or invisible. . . . Only if the gift is made without this visible quid
pro quo in prospect, among other things, can it be presumed that it incurs an invis-
ible fruit, a transcendentally bestowed counter gift” (1981:281). Such gift giving is
central in India to political legitimacy, the distribution of the village grain harvest
(the jajmani system), the handling of inauspiciousness, marriage, and worship (each
will be considered in some detail later).

It is apparent that a general theory of status relationships that focuses on the na-
ture of status as a resource, and the sources of status, can explain some of the key
features of the Indian caste system. The concatenated description I have provided
shows important connections between the various elements of the system, and
shows how the key features of caste are extreme examples of features characteristic
of most status groups.



6

The Social Categories
of Traditional India

The Problem Defined

In Chapter 5, explanations for some of the key structural features of the caste system
were sketched out. These features are closely associated with a set of interrelated in-
digenous social categories that also require analysis and explanation. These cate-
gories (introduced in Chapter 4) have been used by Hindus to describe and under-
stand their society. For example, the varna scheme (Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaisya, and
Sudra) has been an especially important model for the appropriate relationship be-
tween caste groups. Why are these categories more salient to the actors than other
distinctions? And why does the importance of particular subcategories vary?
Certainly the particular historical experiences and cultural traditions of India have
played a crucial role in forming these categories, but that is only part of the story.

Drawing on the typology of sanctions, resources, and power developed in
Chapter 2, I will argue that many of India’s central cultural categories can be use-
fully understood as a particular variant of patterns that are common to most com-
plex societies, because of the similarities in the types of power that are available in
all societies. Conversely, the dissimilarities—the special emphasis some categories
receive in Indian culture—are related to the particular (and in some respects rela-
tively unique) features of India’s traditional structures of power.

What Is to Be Explained

The analysis will focus primarily on the elements of the varnasramadharma scheme:
the four varna categories and the life stages of twice-born upper caste males. I will
attempt to show how these categories are structurally related to one another and to
other categories such as Untouchables, bandits, right and left castes, and the four
yuga periods. Some of the specific questions to be considered are
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1. Why has the varna scheme, which in most periods only vaguely represents the actual
social structure, been so persistent and prominent in Indian culture?

2. Why are there four (rather than three, five, etc.) categories in the varna scheme?

3. Why are Untouchables not included in the varna scheme?

4. Why is India famous for its Brahmans, holymen, and Untouchables rather than its
merchants, bandits, kings, farmers, or numerous other social categories?

5. Why is the identity and composition of the Vaisya varna relatively ambiguous, in the
earliest texts including merchants, farmers, and herders, making up the bulk of the
population, but in the last thousand years referring primarily to merchant castes who
compose a small percentage of the population?

6. How are the right and left castes related to the varna categories?

7. Why are Brahmans and Sudras found in virtually all local areas, while many areas
have no castes that are identified as Kshatriyas or Vaisyas?

8. What are the typical tensions within each varna category, and what subdivisions are
these likely to produce?

Each of these questions by itself has been of interest only to certain South Asian
specialists, and some of these questions have been given rather standard answers. For
example, one explanation for the four varna categories has been that the Aryans origi-
nally divided themselves into Brahman, Kshatriya, and Vaisya, and then added the
fourth category of Sudra to distinguish the indigenous people they conquered when
they invaded India (Thapar 1966). Assuming this is correct, it leaves unanswered the
question of why the Aryans had three categories. Nor does it explain why the scheme
remained largely unrevised for two to three thousand years, even though for most of
that period it was a very poor representation of the empirical groups that made up the
society. It is not sufficient to say that these are categories in the sacred texts; many of
the categories represented in early texts have been either revised or ignored. Another
explanation points out that there are several important fourfold schemes: four varnas,
four stages of life, four goals of man, four yugas, four Vedas, and so on (Biardeau
1989:103). But other numbers, such as five, are used in various schema, and this
explanation does not offer any particular insight into the categories’ content.

What I propose to do is to supplement the various ad hoc historical and cultural
explanations with a more systematic set of sociological explanations: we can in-
crease our understanding of these categories by asking how they are related to the
different types of power introduced in Chapters 2 and 3.

Before preceding to a detailed analysis of key cultural categories, it is necessary to
develop a general theoretical model of elites and specify the special characteristics of
India relevant to this model. This will be outlined in the next three sections of this
chaper.

Relationships Between the Different Types of Power

The different types of sanctions and power can be either mutually supportive, or anti-
thetical, or both. For example, if goods are constantly appropriated by force, and
workers are murdered and abused with impunity, the accumulation and exchange of
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goods and services are next to impossible. Therefore, force must be organized to re-
press the illicit use of force. Conversely, those who provide protection must have
food, clothing, shelter, and other amenities that obviously require the production of
goods and services. An orderly exchange of goods and services for protection (and
vice versa) does not occur automatically; force and monopoly must be replaced by
legitimate rules about the terms of exchange. Crude force is not very useful for moti-
vating people to carry out complex production tasks. Conversely, withholding goods
and services is ineffective for motivating wielders of force; they can simply take
what they want. In other words, the exercise of force and the possession of goods and
services are constantly problematic, unless they are recognized as legitimate. The
actions of both protectors and producers are more efficient if they receive the ap-
proval of each other. Expressions of approval and disapproval are the basis of status.
Hence, legitimation can be conceptualized as the status of a particular pattern of
action, or of a particular actor’s right to engage in that pattern of action.

Whose approval, though, creates legitimacy? Obviously, the wielders of force
and the producers of goods and services have conflicting interests; typically (though
perhaps not universally) the former want to get as much as they can for the protection
they provide, and the latter want to pay as little as possible. An acceptable compro-
mise usually requires the assistance of some relatively neutral third party—someone
whose main source of power is rooted in neither force nor possession of goods and
services. This is the classic role of religious elites and intellectuals. Their power is
rooted primarily in the status derived from their conformity to norms not directly
concerned with the control of force or material resources—typically the possession
of esoteric types of knowledge, including ideologies. Such elites are usually experts
in the “other world,” or even if completely secular, are seen as living in “ivory tow-
ers.” Somewhat ironically, this detachment gives them the power to provide approval
and legitimation for the structures of this world. While they can be extremely useful
in legitimizing the use of force or the possession of material resources, they are also
dependent on these other types of power: they too need protection and material
necessities. As in the relationship between protectors and producers, there is always
the question of at what cost. In sum, the different types of power can be mutually
supportive, but they also offer much potential for conflicts of interests.

Types of Elites and Their Antagonists: A General Model

The suggested relationship between the different types of power and sanctions im-
plies the emergence of different types of elites with potentially common and con-
flicting interests. In turn, the notion of elites implies the category of nonelites. A
very simple analytical model of the key social categories relevant to many complex
societies can be based on three variables: (1) the distinction between elites and non-
elites; (2) the differentiation among elites in terms of the three types of power; and
(3) the differentiation within both nonelites and each type of elite, based on the
strains inherent in the possession of a particular kind of power.’

The first distinction is between elites and nonelites. Most people have relatively
low levels of political, economic, and status power. In the political and military
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realm, these nonelites take many more orders than they give, in the economic realm
their income is primarily dependent upon their labor, and in the area of status they
may be respectable, but they are not notables. Obviously, many strata and cleavages
may exist within this broad category. The most fundamental cleavage separates the
integral members of a society, who receive at least a minimum level of respect,
from those excluded from the society. Most striking are outcast groups, but other
examples include the lumpen proletariat, underclasses, political prisoners, slaves,
and severely deprived racial, ethnic, and religious groups. The exclusion of such
groups usually creates higher levels of solidarity between elites and respectable
nonelites than would otherwise occur. Outcasts are a reminder to nonelites that their
situation could be much worse; the recurring dilemma for respectable nonelites is
whether their antipathies are best directed at elites or at outcasts.

There is also a contradiction within each type of elite. Experts in force have the
potential to both protect and exploit. Warrior elites are often seen as little better than
those they supposedly protect against; to rephrase Rogers and Hammerstein, they
may “‘protect’ you out of all you own.” Telling the police-warrior from the robber-
invader is sometimes difficult; to the degree that the distinction can be made, it is
based on some concept of law. The legitimate use of force is thus tied to upholding
the norms and traditions of the group, which frequently are embodied in some form
of law. In modern societies, extralegal changes of regime have most often come
about by military coup d’état; changes in agrarian regimes are often brought about
by conquering invaders or peripheral robber bands. The ruler’s dilemma is how to
use force to achieve both elite and societal interests and at the same time to show
restraint and respect for traditions and laws, in order to secure legitimacy. The
dilemma of the ruled is whether the threats of outsiders and criminals are worse
than the demands of political elites.

In the realm of material production, a cleavage often arises between economic
elites who control alternative means of production. Typically, this involves a con-
flict between ascendant means of production and more traditional ones. In agrarian
societies, those who control and manage land are threatened by those who special-
ize in more movable forms of resources, for example, merchants, traders, and
bankers. (In contemporary industrial societies, much of the debate over class for-
mation has been over whether a new class is emerging whose power is rooted in
knowledge and human capital rather than in ownership of physical capital.)
Ironically, those who control the dominant means of production in any given histor-
ical period usually need the assistance of those who control the new forms of pro-
duction, and vice versa. The landed nobility and gentry of preindustrial societies
needed the goods and services of commercial elites if they were to have anything
but the most provincial of lives, and in turn, they were the main initial market for
the luxury goods and money-lending of the commercial elites. While often in
competition (both economically and in seeking the support of political and religious
elites), the two elites also need each other. It is difficult for established elites to uti-
lize the goods and services of rising elites without at the same time contributing to
their legitimacy and wealth, and rising commercial elites face the reverse predica-
ment. The dilemma of each group is how to develop terms of cooperation without
harming their long-term interests. Rarely is there a solution; typically, old elites
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make a series of short-term accommodations that eventually undercut their domi-
nance (in specific historical circumstances other outcomes are, of course, possible).
As defined here, the cleavages between economic elites are not necessarily based on
old and new means of production, but can simply involve different means.
Examples include cleavages between farmers and herdsmen, or merchants and
bankers or local and long-distance traders.

In intellectual and religious elites, a cleavage often develops between those who
support and legitimate the worldly activities of other elites, and those who are more
critical of these. The ideal-typical distinction here is between priests and prophets
(or renouncers).* Priests focus on mediation between this-worldly and otherworldly
perspectives, and normally their primary efforts are toward the legitimation of
worldly structures. In contrast, prophets tend to criticize existing structures or to re-
nounce them as irrelevant and of no value. Intellectuals and religious elites too in-
volved in political and economic structures forfeit an independent basis of status
and legitimacy; professors who become cabinet members soon have their objectiv-
ity questioned, and medieval bishops who became knights and rulers, compromising
their sacral status, were violently dispatched by their enemies like any other feudal
lord. Conversely, complete detachment and rejection of the world makes religious
and intellectual elites’ status largely irrelevant to worldly matters, restricting it to
“cloisters” and “ivory towers.” Hence intellectuals and religious elites are constantly
under cross-pressures that frequently produce social cleavages in given historical
situations.

This simple model suggests that there are typically three types of elites and a
large population of nonelites, so that there is potential for cooperation and conflict
among these four categories and within each category. The degree to which these
differences have developed varies across societies, in two ways: (1) the degree of
actual functional differentiation varies, and (2) the degree of ideological differenti-
ation varies—that is, the degree to which the “official” picture exaggerates or down-
plays the actual level of functional differentiation.

Applying the Model to India

Thus far, the argument has been that all complex societies have a tendency to de-
velop four basic categories, which have internal tensions that potentially will pro-
duce a further differentiation of each-—or a total of eight categories.® Particular his-
torical circumstances, of course, will determine whether all the categories are fully
differentiated, and will influence their relative importance.® The next step is to spec-
ify how the particular historical circumstances of India distinguish it from complex
societies in general. This added information will help us predict and explain (1) why
the four main categories are so explicit and central to Indian cultural discourse, and
(2) which of the eight potential categories are likely to receive special emphasis and
prominence, and which will be more latent.

Clearly, a very large number of historical factors might be considered. One goal
of analysis, however, is parsimony: to account for as much of the data as possible
with the fewest number of explanatory variables. Accordingly, the explanation here



68 STATUS AND SACREDNESS

is based, first, on the general model already discussed, and second, on three addi-
tional historical characteristics of India: (1) for the period of concern, India has been
an agrarian society; (2) relative to other agrarian societies, status in India has been
an especially important resource; and (3) the classical social categories of India are
largely ideological formulations of Brahmans.

While the general model predicts that eight social categories should be present
in India in some form, these historical facts can suggest which categories are likely
to be prominent. First, because until recently India has been an agrarian society,
categories related to nonagrarian forms of production, such as trade or manufactur-
ing, are likely to be less prominent and less clearly differentiated. Second, because
of the relatively great importance of status in India, categories in which power (or
powerlessness) is fundamentally tied to status, rather than political or economic
power, should be especially prominent. Third, because of the long cultural domi-
nance of Brahmans, categories are likely to have been elaborated and edited in order
to make the Brahman category central, to repress the visibility of its competitors,
and to explain away contradictions and discrepancies.

The last factor also helps to account for the explicitness and centrality of the
varna scheme in Hindu culture.

The Genius of the Brahmans

The varna scheme is ideology, in the sense introduced in Chapter 2; that is, it is a
simplified idealized picture of a particular social reality, from the point of view of
some subgroup, usually an elite. In this case it is the idealized Brahmanical view of
how Indian society is “supposed to be” organized, down-playing crucial conflicts
and tensions. It employs editing-—leaving out or deemphasizing important competi-
tors and embarrassing facts—and elaboration—creating additional categories to ex-
plain away contradictions and inconsistencies. Why is the varna scheme so rela-
tively visible and longstanding in Indian culture, compared to similar schemes in
other cultures, when it only vaguely represents the actual social structure? Since the
varna scheme represents the Brahmans’ view of how the world should be socially
organized, the answer lies in the long-term structural importance of Brahmans in
this culture.

Between the Aryans’ arrival in India (second millennium B.C.E.) and the new
Brahmanical synthesis (200 B.c.e.-900 c.E.) represented in the Dharmasastras, the
Brahmans made ritual status the core of their identity and the fundamental basis of
their power. They were in principle committed to nonviolence (ahimsa), partly
because violence was viewed as degrading, and thus compromised their religious
purity. Accordingly, they formally assigned political and military power and eco-
nomic activity to other varnas. Brahmans did, however, control land, often partici-
pated in the rule of the various kingdoms in which they found themselves, and on
occasion even became warriors (see, e.g., Shulman 1985:110-11, 149-51). Their
genius, though, was to avoid making the control of land and labor, or the control of
force—the two are intimately related in agrarian societies—the primary basis of
their power. These resources are the most alienable and easily appropriated by out-
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side conquerors or upstart discontents, and in India’s long and complex history fre-
quently were; in contrast, a highly elaborated lifestyle, emphasizing ritual purity,
among other things, was nearly impossible for outsiders to copy or appropriate.

The Brahmans had another genius: they rejected the notion that ritual purity re-
quired renunciation and lifelong otherworldliness. While they adopted many of the
characteristics of ascetic renouncers, the key social position in the Brahmanical syn-
thesis was the twice-born householder. This enabled the Brahman to combine in one
social position the power of the exemplary religious life and active participation in
the worldly affairs of an agrarian society. There were two other salutary conse-
quences of their qualified renunciation. First, the Brahmans could biologically and
socially reproduce themselves; outsiders did not have to be recruited to a monastic
order or special “calling.” Second, the religious elite could be geographically dis-
persed and made an integral part of the agrarian infrastructure. Consequently,
conquerors who might be motivated to destroy this religious elite could not do so
without the risk of disrupting the agrarian infrastructure on which their privileges
ultimately depended. The lands of monasteries can be appropriated with relative
ease without disrupting the infrastructure precisely because the nature of monasti-
cism is to be physically and morally separated from the rest of society. Monasteries,
while important in Hinduism, have not been as central as in Buddhism or even me-
dieval Christianity. Accordingly Brahmanical Hinduism has been less vulnerable. As
priests, Brahmans could demand gifts; at the same time, they could become land-
holders and thus not be solely dependent on the petty gifts of the masses.

Nonetheless, this attempt to live a relatively ascetic and nonviolent lifestyle “in
the world” presented many dilemmas. For example, how could one’s purity be
maintained if one constantly had to serve as a temple priest for the masses? One of
the results of this dilemma was considerable internal differentiation of function, life-
style, and status among Brahmans, so that they could serve a wide variety of func-
tions and clientele while preserving a common identity.

In short, the genius of the Brahmans was combining a highly regulated and eso-
teric lifestyle, which gave them an inalienable religious status, with a legitimate op-
portunity for many of their members to have significant local control over the cru-
cial resources in an agrarian society—land and labor. Dumont is correct in saying
that power was encompassed by and made inferior to status. A more accurate way
to say this is that power based on religious status was fundamental—in the sense
that it was the core of the Brahman’s identity, both for himself and others.

I do not envision an ancient sage or group of elders who with unimaginable
wisdom plotted out a strategy enabling them to win out over every competitor.
Historical outcomes are the result of actors’ agency, the opportunities the social
structure makes available to particular groups in particular circumstances, and in-
numerable contingencies. But through some combination of agency and contin-
gency, of genius and luck, the Brahmans developed a cultural tradition that tended
to direct their economic, political, and moral interests into the structures outlined
above. This tradition played an important role in their ability to maintain a social
identity, and often cultural dominance, over three millennia. No group lasts so long
on luck alone.” Nor can such persistence be due to the beneficence or contrivance
of others who “really” had all the power. The key to the maintenance of this self-
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created role has been the formal assignment of primary political and economic
power to others. This attitude and strategy have been generally maintained, at least
in principle, well into the modern period.

It seems accurate to refer to this strategy as ideological delegation. Such a strat-
egy is not unique to the Brahmans or to India; a primary structural feature of mod-
ern capitalism is the formal separation of economic power from political power and
moral responsibility for the well-being of the broader society. Capitalists qua
capitalists are supposed to pursue their own economic interests; the well-being of
the society is supposed to be left to politicians and the Invisible Hand of the market.
Under such conditions wealth tends to become the primary basis of status.

Kshatriyas and Sudras

Religious elites that limit or forgo direct involvement in force and political power run
the risk of being unable to defend their interests against those who specialize in force
and politics. The worldly power that the Brahmans do have is dependent upon the
protection provided by kings and warriors. The Brahmans’ dilemma is how to trans-
late their religious status into other resources, including wealth, without undercutting
that status, the fundamental basis of their power. The king’s dilemma is how to get
the religious elite to legitimize his political power without becoming too dependent
upon them or having to reward them too handsomely. Heesterman has commented:

[The Brahmin]| is—like the renouncer-—cut off from the king’s world. Indeed, if he is
to preserve his transcendent authority, the brahmin must shun the king and all his
works, even his gifts and benefices. Yet he cannot live on his purity and transcen-
dence. For his sustenance he is obviously, though contradictorily, dependent on the
king whom he should avoid. So the king and brahmin need but cannot reach each
other, because the brahmin must opt out of the necessary compact. (1985:201)

Of course, most Brahmans have not opted out completely. Moreover, the Brahman
is not the only source of legitimation, and so the Indian king may decide to abandon
the Brahman. In short, the Brahman—Kshatriya relationship is vital to both yet full
of contradictions.

Contradictions also inhere in Brahmans’ relationship with Sudras. Brahmans
could not have led exemplary religious lives, requiring high levels of ritual activity,
if they had to be self-sufficient in an agrarian society. They had families to support
and could not live as frugally as ascetics. The obvious solution was to find or create
a class of laborers and servants to relieve them of the more onerous aspects of pro-
duction; this is one of the key roles of the Sudra varna. The Brahmans stabilized the
availability of this labor by providing ritual services to at least the higher status seg-
ments of this class, and by enlisting the ruler’s support in the demands for such ser-
vice. However, these relationships make the Brahmans more dependent on the ruler,
involve them in the morally ambiguous exercise of power, and bring them into
regular contact with those who are less pure. In short, the exemplary lifestyle re-
quires appropriating the labor of others, but ironically this involves Brahmans in re-
lationships that undercut their purity.
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Missing Categories

Some social categories that are clearly important in Indian culture are not part of the
varna scheme.

Renouncers

Since Dumont’s essay on renouncers (sannyasins), it has generally been conceded
that they constitute a crucial social category for understanding Indian social struc-
ture and culture (Dumont 1980:app. B). In India, as in many societies, the highest re-
ligious status goes to renouncers, those who give up worldly comforts and security
in their quest for salvation. Even among Brahman householders, the pandit scholar
has a higher status than household priest (purohit) or temple priest (pujari), in part
because the first most closely resembles the renouncer.® As Dumont (1980) and oth-
ers have indicated, Brahmans have had a highly ambivalent relationship to re-
nunciation. Some of their strongest competitors have been the renouncers and
monks of Buddhism, Jainism, and numerous other anti-Brahmanical movements.
On the other hand, all Brahmans ideally should become renouncers in the last stage
of life, since being tied to the world (as householders necessarily are) is detrimental
to one’s spiritual well-being. Priestly activity by its nature involves mediating be-
tween the sacred and the profane and thus decreases the purity of the mediator.
Moreover, to the degree that religious devotion is carried out with the intent of
worldly reward, the status acquired from such devotion is seriously compromised.
When religious elites are too blatant or rapacious, their followers become cynical,
their status is thus lowered, and in turn the economic support they receive from their
devotees is reduced. Of little use, then, in providing political legitimacy to warriors
and rulers, they also become highly vulnerable to the force these groups wield.? The
great dilemma for the Brahmans has been how to create a lifestyle that gives them
religious virtue comparable to the renouncer’s, without becoming asocial and other-
worldly like these competitors. As White observes, “while they rejected the re-
nunciant ideology as antisocial, the brahmins were in the process of co-opting many
of its elements as a means to maintaining a social and ethical distance from which
to exert their authority” (1991:110). The austere and otherworldly life of the re-
nouncers has been both a serious competitive threat to Brahmans and a source of
much of their creativity and capacity for religious renewal.”

Untouchables

While the classical texts are full of references to outcast groups such as Candalas,
Svapaka, and Pulkasa, the Untouchable category is not part of the varna scheme.
Outcasts are often associated with the wilderness; they are outside of, rather than part
of, organized society (see White 1991:chaps. 4-5). Yet, like renouncers, they are a
crucial structural category in the Indian social structure. First, as Dumont clearly ar-
gues, the extraordinary purity and status of the Brahmans is in part due to the extra-
ordinary impurity of the Untouchables. This fits with the notion, introduced earlier,
that status is a relatively zero-sum resource: if some are to have extraordinary purity,
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others must have extraordinary impurity. Second, as with all pariah groups, the ex-
istence of Untouchables both raises the social status of Sudras and warns them that,
whatever their present discomforts, things could be far worse. Though many Sudras
compete with Untouchables for employment as laborers, they are not inclined to
identify with the lifestyle of those who are closest to them in the mode of production.
There are very real, tangible advantages to being even a landless Sudra as compared
to being an Untouchable. In conclusion, just as the renouncers are both a crucial and
yet implicit rather than explicit category, so are Untouchables.

Bandits

Though it has received little attention in the scholarly literature on South Asia, the
category of bandit is an integral element in the system of categories. The bandit is
significant not only because he threatens the conventional social order, but because
he has the potential to transform himself into a king, the chief guarantor of that
order. Shulman’s insightful comments on this category are based on South Indian
materials, but the general thrust of his remarks seems relevant to all of India:

[TThe early stage of “raw” power is associated both with banditry and the wilderness.
The association is of fundamental importance to the symbolism of the South Indian
state: the bandit stands as a basic symbol of unchecked power in its natural, seem-
ingly marginal location. Nevertheless . . . the South Indian bandit also stands remark-
ably close to the king.

Indeed, the bandit is marginal less because of any geographical considerations
than by virtue of his relation to central values, and symbols. . . . [The king] must be
seen either to control power through ascetic denial . . . or better still, to surrender it
again and again [through gifts]. . . . Failing this, he will be tainted in the eyes of his
Brahmin guarantors with the obscenity that always appears to accompany unchecked
power. The bandit, on the other hand, has no such compulsion—until the moment he
wishes to be king. In his natural, unreconstructed state, he enjoys a pleroma of violent
power that he need not hesitate to use. (1985:343-44)

In contrast, the distinguishing characteristic of the king and the legitimate war-
rior is that he upholds dharma (Gonda 1969a:17-21). Indian culture, or at least the
Brahmanical recounting of it, recognizes the ambiguity of the distinction: the king
is always in danger of degenerating into the bandit," and the bandit has the potential
to become the king."”

In sum, renouncers, Untouchables, and bandits are the potential antagonists of
Brahmans, Sudras, and Kshatriyas, respectively, but are also their alter egos. Many
of the dynamics of Indian culture result from these inherent contradictions.

Ambiguous Categories

Vaisyas: The Anomalous Category

Compared with the other varnas, the Vaisya category is ambiguous and anomalous,
in the following senses. First, the sacred texts suggest that a large portion, if not
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most, of the population falls into this category—yet empirically it contains the
smallest number of people. Second, while in Vedic society most Vaisyas must
have been farmers or herders, for at least a thousand years the category has referred
primarily to merchant castes. Third, even in premodern India, many of those en-
gaged in trading and commercial activity belonged to other varnas. These are
anomalies within the culture itself. In addition, on the analytical level, the corre-
spondence between the economic elites of the general model and the Vaisyas of the
varna scheme is not very good. These anomalies suggest a need to explore in more
detail the nature of economic elites.

Economic Elites in Agrarian Societies

The general model presumes that economic elites are as clearly differentiated as re-
ligious and political elites, and more or less on a par with them in terms of social
significance. This differentiation, though, depends on a situation in which the means
of production, the labor supply, and what is produced are all highly secure, so that
some people can concentrate on production and distribution activities.

In several respects, this was not the case in agrarian societies in general, and
India in particular. Until the twentieth century, India was an agrarian society, that
is, one in which the overwhelming bulk of productive activity was directed toward
agriculture and subsidiary activities, and the most characteristic mode of produc-
tion was the use of the plow by family units to produce food crops. Land is a cru-
cial resource in an agrarian society; and the protection and control of land and
labor is continually problematic. The key means of production are physically dis-
persed: it is impossible to build a wall around all of a society’s cultivated land to
keep laborers in and marauders out. The population is also dispersed; people may
live in protected villages, but these are necessarily scattered and relatively isolated.
Farmers in a premodern agrarian society cannot assume that someone called “the
police” or “the courts” will adequately protect their “private property.” Those who
organize and control force, then, will be the primary controllers of the means of
production—perhaps sharing control with others, such as vassals, clients and ten-
ants, in highly complex patterns of delegated authority. Accordingly, in agrarian
societies, merchants and artisans, who deal in relatively concentrated goods and
services that can be protected and transported with relative ease, are usually the
only ones whose power is primarily economic, and who come close to being pure
economic elites.

As early as the sixth century B.C.E., there were significant numbers of prosper-
ous merchants in India, and between 200 B.C.E. and 300 C.E., they became an im-
portant and wealthy community (Thapar 1966:chap. 6). Nonetheless, their trading
activities frequently had to be combined with the use of force. The most obvious ex-
amples were various merchant warrior groups. Some of these were also members of
religious orders, a further indication of the relative lack of differentiation of “pure”
economic elites (Cohen 1964; Mines 1984). Even these “mixed” groups are de-
pendent on and vulnerable to political and religious elites, hence their status is usu-
ally, at best, ambiguous. They may accumulate great wealth, but they are typically
looked down upon by other elites. This situation is reflected in the varna scheme.”
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Moreover, the overlapping categories of merchant and Vaisya are not and perhaps
never were the primary economic elites in Indian society.”

Right and Left Castes

If an economic elite is less developed in agrarian societies, differentiation within the
Vaisya category is also likely to be less developed than in the other three varnas.
Nonetheless, if our general model is a good one, we should find latent differenti-
ation within the economic elite. I want to suggest that the distinction between right
(valangai) and left (idangai) castes in South India is just such a differentiation,
based in the means and modes of production.”

While this cleavage was only fully developed in parts of South India during cer-
tain time periods, it is latent and incipient in many parts of the subcontinent. From
the tenth century C.E., valangai (“right”) and related terms began to appear in Tamil
inscriptions as a means of identifying certain groups. By the eleventh century, the
contrasting term idangai (“left”) was used in a similar matter. Both terms were used
throughout much of Dravidian South India through the nineteenth century; in this
century they have gradually fallen into disuse. From the seventeenth through the
nineteenth century, they seem to have been especially salient terms to designate
conflicting alliances of caste groups.

While clearly at times these terms were associated with sectarian religious dis-
putes and other historically contingent conflicts, these do not seem to be the funda-
mental basis of the distinction. The contrast between right and left, obviously used
in many societies (see Needham 1973), can symbolize a variety of social
differentiations and concerns; in South India, it fundamentally refers to various
caste groups’ location in the relations of production. Right castes are nearly always
the local controllers of land, and the castes that are closely allied with or dependent
upon them. Left castes are typically artisan and merchant castes and others in con-
flict with the dominant land controllers. (In some historic situations, left castes are
associated with urban settings; Mines [1984] has argued that in medieval times the
left castes who were organized as warrior groups played a crucial role in providing
economic integration between nucleated agrarian centers separated by unsafe wild-
erness areas; they provided the means of transporting and exchanging goods across
regions.)

Compared to right castes, there is more variation in lifestyle, and Iess inter-
action, among the various left castes. Right castes have been referred to as
“bounded,” that is, tied to land controllers. In contrast, left castes have been referred
to as “unbounded,” reflecting their variation in social organization.'® Brahmans
(and, apparently, other highly literate castes, such as accountants) seem to be
“above” the distinction and the related conflicts. At least during the first few cen-
turies, “left” seems to be used also to designate new “outsider” groups that are
being incorporated into Hindu agrarian society. Stated in theoretical terms, these
outsider groups seem to be in the process of shifting from preagrarian modes of pro-
duction into the lower strata of the expanding agrarian society. Stein (1980) empha-
sizes that right and left are usually coalitions that create regional and even broader
alliances, rather than strictly local coalitions or factions.
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In addition to differences in economic activity, and the nature of their alliances,
dissimilarities in lifestyle and status criteria are apparent. Right castes tend to seek
and admire the ability to associate with and dominate others. They are relatively
earthy, materialistic, and demonstrative—especially in showing their anger and en-
gaging in physical conflict. They have lavish displays at weddings and similar cere-
monies. In some respects, they follow a diminutive version of the kingly model of
status. Left castes show a reluctance to be associated with anyone other than their
immediate family members and rarely seek to directly dominate others. Even if they
are wealthy, they have a minimum number of servants who are kept at a distance.
Their actions and demeanor are restrained and controlled. Tendencies toward asceti-
cism, vegetarianism, and unorthodox forms of religion are common. Beck (1972)
emphasizes that in contrast to the kingly model, the left castes seem to follow a
more Brahmanical lifestyle and concept of status.

In the theoretical terms introduced in Chapter 3, each group uses a different
strategy for obtaining and maintaining their status. Right castes emphasize associ-
ation with higher groups, and the material resources this requires, as a source of sta-
tus. Left castes emphasize conformity to norms. (As we shall see, this contrast is
important at a number of points in differentiating between other categories.)

In contrast to Beck, Mines (1984) emphasizes that left castes do not necessarily
follow the Brahmanical lifestyle, and that they tend to replicate within themselves
the status differences of the right caste. The most obvious theoretical interpretation
of this phenomenon is that groups who are rooted in alternative (and usually lower
status) modes of production will use a variety of strategies to transform whatever
economic and political power they have into status. In some cases this will involve
adapting lifestyles counter to those of the dominant elites (such as land controllers)
and in others, imitating their lifestyles. Which strategy is chosen probably depends
on how much direct control the dominant groups exert over others’ consumption
patterns; where sumptuary laws or norms prevent imitation, alternative and counter-
lifestyles will be adopted.

Categories of right and left were never explicit in North India, but these distinc-
tions seem latent. As Beck notes, “throughout the subcontinent the artisan commu-
nities have attempted to counteract the power of the landed castes with the assertion
of superior status on the grounds of the exclusiveness of their caste customs and the
orthodoxy of their ritual” (1973:402). In addition, throughout North India the mer-
chant castes are often relative outsiders in the place they live. Banias, Auroas,
Agrawals, Marwaris, Bohras, and Khattris, all merchant caste groups, are usually
thought to have originated in some specific region but are now widely dispersed in
North India (as are Jain, Muslim, and Sikh merchants). Bayly (1983) has stressed
the importance of the merchant and service castes’ role in the major transformations
that occurred in North India from the end of the eighteenth to the end of the
nineteenth century under the British. These groups established important networks,
despite the long dominance of local agrarian-based castes; while intracaste ties re-
mained important, they were supplemented by extensive intercaste ties crucial to the
development of wider markets and a money economy. These castes later were an
important element of the middle classes so prominent in the independence move-
ment. In short, while the concept of right and left castes never developed in North
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India, the latent basis of such a distinction, rooted in largely nonagrarian modes of
production, was certainly present.

Much of the conflict that developed between right and left castes in the South
occurred over the honors and “shares” received during temple worship and the vari-
ous processions associated with this. That is, conflict arose over the ability of these
two groups to have their relative status publicly validated. This is probably one rea-
son why in certain periods the right—left distinction has been linked to sectarian re-
ligious disputes. Perhaps the differentiation of the two groups remained more latent
in the North because, in contrast to the South, temple worship never played as cru-
cial a role in either religious activities or political integration.

In short, the left and right distinction seems to be primarily rooted in alternative
modes of production, which are then often intertwined with other bases of conflict
such as sectarian religious disputes. This is what our general model of elites would
predict, and parallel phenomena are seen in many societies.

The Prominence of Certain Categories

As I have argued, most complex societies have some equivalent of priests, prophets
(or renouncers), and at least quasi outcasts; nonetheless, these categories are more
prominent in Indian culture than in most others. If you ask either foreigners or
Indians what social categories are most distinctly Indian, the answer would not be
bandits, merchants, farmers, or kings—nor the non-Brahman categories of the varna
scheme. India is famous for Brahmans, holymen,"” and Untouchables.

The greater salience of these three social categories is rooted in the unique im-
portance in India of status as a source of power and powerlessness.” The pivotal
role and decisive contribution of Brahmans has already been discussed. Ascetic
holymen are common in many societies, but in India the tradition of renunciation
has developed the techniques and importance of asceticism more elaborately than
probably anywhere else. Central to this culture is the concept of tapas (heat gener-
ated by austerities) and the status the observance of these austerities confers. Many
societies have despised groups—slave societies and modern concentration and labor
camps have been more brutal, and underclasses in industrial societies may be even
more disadvantaged economically, relative to average levels of well-being, than
Untouchables in India. But nowhere else has such an extensive and indispensable
outcast group developed whose exclusion is so dependent on negative religious sta-
tus. Given the centrality of status, it is not accidental that India’s lower social strata
are “outcasts” rather than prisoners, slaves, paupers, or the unemployed.

The Presence and Absence of Varnas

The cultural prominence of a category is, at best, weakly related to its empirical oc-
currence. The cultural significance of unicorns is not due to their empirical fre-
quency. It is the exception for castes from all four varnas to be found in the same
local area, much less in the same village. The pattern of deviance from the classic



The Social Categories of Traditional India 77

scheme is not random, though; the Kshatriya and Vaisya categories are most likely
to be unrepresented, while the vast majority of local areas (though not necessarily
each village) have Brahmans and Sudras. Moreover, a Sudra caste is frequently the
dominant local land controller (in pre-British and colonial India, such Sudra castes
sometimes provided the local ruling king).

Why are two of the categories present in nearly every local area in India, while
the other two are often unrepresented? In terms of our earlier theoretical discussion,
the functions of the Kshatriya and Vaisya varnas are based on alienable resources
that can be easily appropriated by others. Obviously, warriors and rulers can be de-
feated and replaced by other warriors, and in turn they can redistribute land and
political offices to their followers. Moreover, in this part of the varna system, status
is more directly based on material resources. The Kshatriya who does not rule or
the Vaisya who has no property is easily dismissed as a pretender. Of course, the
same is true for the Brahman who has no Vedic or ritual knowledge. The differ-
ence is that outsiders and upstarts are much more likely to be able to appropriate
goods, land, or political control—and are generally much more interested in doing
so—than ritual knowledge and religious status. Hence it is not surprising that,
taking Indian history as a whole, the Kshatriya varna is a highly fluid one. In fact
there are textual myths that depict the destruction of all Kshatriyas (see Shulman
1985:110-28). The specific jatis claiming to be Kshatriyas are highly variable from
one region to another; many regions have few or no jatis with convincing claims to
that varna. On the other hand (as noted in our discussion of bandits) it is very com-
mon historically for a Sudra jati to have successfully conquered an area and
eventually claimed Kshatriya status (Mandelbaum 1970:452-55; Shulman 1985:
chap. 7).

In South India, the absence of Kshatriyas in part reflects the fact that
Brahmanism and its social categories came from the North. Such historical or dif-
fusion explanations are, however, insufficient: they do not explain why Brahmans are
virtually everywhere in the South and why important areas of the North (e.g.,
Bengal) have no Kshatriyas.

As already indicated, jatis claiming Vaisya status are relatively rare. Typically,
they are merchants; only a few landholding agricultural castes claim to be Vaisyas.
On the other hand, many of the merchants in India are not Vaisyas, but are from
other varnas and non-Hindu religious groups. Just as warriors can be defeated, out-
siders can acquire movable goods with relative ease and enter into trading.

It may be relatively easy for upstart groups to appropriate the functions of
Kshatriyas and Vaisyas, but because status is relatively inalienable, appropriating
their varna category is much more difficult. It requires the acquiescence of the other
castes in an area, especially Brahmans. While in some cases lower castes have been
successful in making such a transition, in many cases they have not, hence these
categories are relatively underrepresented.

To summarize: Brahmans (and Untouchables) are nearly universal because their
religious status is a relatively inalienable resource. The universality of Sudras is
rooted in the indispensability of labor in an agrarian society.” In contrast, the re-
sources required to carry out the functions of the Kshatriya and the Vaisya can be
acquired through force or shrewdness by castes not in those varnas, most typically
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Sudras. The consequences are manifold. In some historical situations, Kshatriyas
and Vaisyas have disappeared from places where they were once important. In other
situations, it was possible for Hinduism to become well established without these
social categories, because jatis of other varnas carried out the functions of
Kshatriyas and Vaisyas satisfactorily. In still other situations, those originally of
other varnas took on these functions and then claimed to be Kshatriyas or Vaisyas.
Thus, the distribution of jatis identified with the Kshatriya and Vaisya varnas is un-
stable and erratic compared to the near universality of Brahmans and Sudras.

Elaboration: Asramas and Yugas

What we have described so far is “editing”—the maintenance of ideological versions
of reality by omitting some categories, keeping some ambiguous, and emphasizing
others. Now we turn to “elaboration”—the creation of additional interpretations and
categories. The asrama scheme (the four life stages of twice-born males) and the
yuga scheme (the four stages of degeneration between the creation and destruction of
the cosmos) can be seen as elaborated categories whose purpose is to explain away
discrepancies and thus buttress the credibility of the primary categories.”

Not surprisingly, categories such as bandits and outcasts are studiously left out
of the cardinal Brahmanical schemes; but other categories are too important to leave
out, even if they sometimes point to embarrassing discrepancies or conflicts. The re-
nouncers (sannyasins) are sometimes the Brahmans’ chief critics and competitors,
yet the category cannot be simply ignored or rejected, because the Brahmans’® own
ideals are in part rooted in the renouncers’ asceticism and discipline. The creation of
the varnasramadharma scheme, which relegates the role of sannyasin to the last of
four (largely hypothetical) stages of life, thus incorporates the tradition of the re-
nouncer into the Brahmanical varna scheme. It provides a rationale for how
Brahmans can be both ascetic, celibate renouncers and householders, who own land
and have families.

This elaboration creates a new discrepancy: very few Brahmans ever move be-
yond the householder (grihastha) stage to become sannyasins. Perhaps equally em-
barrassing, many renouncers are not Brahmans. This contradiction too has been
dealt with by elaboration. In the scheme of yugas, the present is always seen as the
last most degenerate stage, the Kali Yuga, in which humans are no longer capable
of conforming to the divine categories like varna and asrama in the way they did in
previous ages. Nonetheless, the categories and the relationships suggested are valid,
since they are part of the very cosmos itself.

I am not implying that the process of elaboration literally occurred in the man-
ner and sequence I have outlined, nor that the rationales I have given were the only
ones operating. There were probably many motivations for creating the yuga and
the varnasramadharma schemes; it seems likely, though, that the social pressures
and mechanisms I have described played a role in the creation and maintenance of
this particular structure of cultural categories.
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Conclusion

In this chapter I have provided a particular kind of explanation of why some cate-
gories are present in the Indian culture and others are absent or latent, and of their
variations in saliency and frequency. A second purpose of this chapter has been
methodological and theoretical. Considerable scholarly effort has been devoted to
various kinds of structural analyses of social categories. Structural anthropologists
in general, and Lévi-Strauss in particular, have been leaders in this endeavor. Das’s
work (1982) is an excellent example of this technique applied to India. Shulman
(1985) has also concentrated on social types, using a more eclectic “tool box” ap-
proach to the problem.?' His work provides a much more detailed and richly tex-
tured discussion of some of the categories I have considered, and I have drawn on
some of his ideas extensively. Perhaps even more seminal are the various essays by
Heesterman (1985).

As useful as such analyses may be, our understanding can be further advanced
by asking more explicitly about the connection between key social categories and
the types of sanctions and patterns of resources that are characteristic of a society.
This is not an argument for any kind of simple reductionism. The kind of analysis
provided here is not the only legitimate way to analyze cultural categories; many
categories have not been considered, and many important features of the categories
considered have not been analyzed. What this type of analysis does provide is a
systematic framework for identifying the kinds of categories likely to be important,
and a tool for comparative analysis. These applications are suggested most clearly
in the parallel drawn between the general model of elites/nonelites and the varna
scheme, and in the analysis of right and left groups.

The same kind of analysis is relevant to other societies. For example, it is not
accidental that in U.S. society the terms “politician” and “government official” (not
to mention “government bureaucrat”) have deeply rooted negative connotations.
This is not the case for such terms as “businessman,” “corporate executive,” or even
“capitalist.” This distinction is clearly related to the relative importance and legiti-
macy attributed to different types of resources and power in American culture.

The point is obvious once it has been said, and many of the connections sug-
gested in the analysis of Indian categories will be obvious to South Asianists. The
“trick,” however, is to fit these obvious points into a larger pattern of connections and
understanding: that has been the goal of this chapter, and is a key aim of the book.



7/

The Articulation of Status
and Material Resources:
Political and Economic Legitimacy

The Analytical Problem

Since this is a book about the nature of status and sacral relationships, an extensive
analysis of India’s enormously complex political and economic structures is beyond
the scope of this endeavor. Rather, the task at hand is to indicate some of the key
links between the status order and the organization of political and economic power.
The essence of political and economic power in an agrarian society is the control of
land and labor. This chapter considers the ways such control is dependent on the
status order, and more specifically, how a theory of status relations can help us
understand the mechanisms used to produce political legitimacy.

Because exercising force and controlling land and labor are so intimately related
in agrarian societies, I will not usually differentiate between the political and the
economic. The relevant contrast for the analysis that follows is between the status
order and the material resources of the political (cum economic) structures. In part,
this is an analytical simplification.’ This simplification is, however, also present in
Indian culture in the contrast between dharma and artha.? As we have seen, the first
is concerned with right conduct and is especially associated with Brahmans. The
second refers to the pursuit of material interests broadly conceived, and is especially
associated with kings.

As I have stressed earlier, status and material forms of power, like the sacred
and the profane, must to a significant degree be separated and insulated from one
another. For certain purposes, though, they must be reunited and linked. In this
sense, this chapter focuses on the articulation of these two types of resources. The
aspect of such articulation that will receive primary attention is political legitimacy.
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What Is to Be Explained

Even in considering political legitimacy, the analysis will be selective. I will concen-
trate on explaining the following features of premodern Hindu political structures:

1.

Why the concept of rajadharma, the duties of the king, is so central to kingly legiti-
macy in India and why it creates pressures for other sources of legitimacy.

. Why the form of the premodern Indian state varies from one locality and time period

to another, and more specifically, why it has sometimes been characterized as a
priestly theocracy, other times as an absolute monarchy, and yet other times as a clan
monarchy or brotherhood of warriors.

Why implicit exchange in the form of gifts, and especially those gifts referred to as
“dana,” is a key mechanism for maintaining political legitimacy at virtually all levels
of the society.

Why the recipients and types of gifts emphasized varies depending upon which of the
three types of state mentioned above is dominant.

Why the mode of allocating the grain harvest referred to as the “jajmani system” has
been a key mechanism for maintaining the legitimacy of local land controllers, and
how this both reflects and diverges from the mechanisms of legitimacy used at higher
levels of political dominance.

The Concept of Legitimacy

One way to conceptualize the effect of the status order on the political and eco-
nomic orders is in terms of the concept of legitimacy. How is the political order and
the control of economic resources transformed from a system of pure coercion and
violence to one in which orders and laws are obeyed because they are believed to be
valid and morally binding—or more typically, into something in between these two
poles? Movement in the direction of this second state is what Weber referred to as
“legitimacy.” While a full discussion of Weber’s use of this term and the literature
it has stimulated would lead us on a protracted tangent, a brief quote will give the
main import of his concept:

An order which is adhered to from motives of pure expediency is generally much less
stable than one upheld on a purely customary basis through the fact that the corre-
sponding behavior has become habitual. . . . But even this type of order is in turn
much less stable than an order which enjoys the prestige of being considered binding,
or, as it may be expressed, of “legitimacy.” The transitions between orientation to an
order from motives of tradition or of expediency to the case where a belief in its le-
gitimacy is involved are empirically gradual. (1968:31)

Weber’s characterization of a legitimate order as one having prestige is significant.
In my terminology, it is a regime receiving approval and hence a positive status.’
Earlier I suggested sacredness is a special form of status. The same is true for legiti-
macy. Thus the process of gaining political legitimacy has parallels with the
processes of gaining status.
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Legitimacy can be usefully thought of as a preliminary or primary form of
status; not necessarily approval of one’s actions, but rather, approval of one’s right
to act in certain circumstances. An example may help to clarify this distinction. I
was never a great admirer of Richard Nixon. Rarely did I approve of his actions as
president. Nonetheless I acknowledged—even approved of—his right to be presi-
dent, since he had been elected by apparently legal procedures. As far as | was con-
cerned, there was a weak correlation between his status and his legitimacy. On the
other hand, generalized status must fall within broad parameters for there to be
political legitimacy. When the full scope of the Watergate scandal became apparent,
I could no longer approve of even his right to be president. Even many of those who
had been great admirers of Nixon reacted similarly, and accordingly, he lost his
political legitimacy. In this sense, political legitimacy is logically a primary or pre-
liminary form of status. This distinction is present in most societies, though the
explicitness varies with historical context.

As we have seen, there are two primary ways to affect one’s status: conformity
and association. Thus we should expect these to be the main mechanisms for ac-
quiring political legitimacy. Let us examine some of the ways these processes work
in India.

Legitimacy as Conformity: Rajadharma

How does an Indian king or chieftain maintain his legitimacy? First and foremost,
like virtually all rulers in agrarian societies, he has to be an effective organizer of
military power, both to subordinate and protect his subjects. He is likely to stay in
power longer and rule more effectively, however, if he gains some legitimacy.
Discussions of legitimacy focus on relating the exercise of power, particularly the
use of sanctions, to general principles-—and in most historical contexts, to some no-
tion of law (see, e.g., Giddens 1984:29-31; Poggi 1990:7-8). Legitimacy is sup-
posedly increased by reducing blatant arbitrariness and contingency in the exercise
of power. Stated another way, rulers are more likely to get subjects to conform to
commands and norms if the state itself conforms to certain types of norms.

As we have seen, dharma is the key Hindu category relating to principles,
norms, and laws. Perhaps the key subcategory of dharma is rajadharma, the duties
of the king. In the Hindu tradition, the king is not the promulgator of laws, but their
enforcer. The explication of the divine law is the task of the Brahman. The king’s
duties, as described in the sacred texts, are extensive and demanding. In addition to
being a valiant and enthusiastic warrior, the king must be a wise judge (unrelenting
in the punishment of evil and yet merciful), appoint honest and able ministers, be
extremely shrewd in his relations with enemies and potential enemies, honor
Brahmans, perform religious rituals regularly, provide extensive gifts to many,
avoid excesses in drink and gambling, limit his sensuality, prevent the intermarriage
of castes, make sure everyone follows his legitimate occupation and lifestyle (svad-
harma), and more generally protect and uphold the caste order (varnasramadharma).
Last but not least, he is held responsible for good rains and the fertility of the land.*
In short, he must be the very paragon of virtue, wisdom, and power. While many of
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the expectations outlined in the sacred texts are Brahman ideology, in part intended
to keep the king on the defensive, Hindu culture actually expected much of its
kings. Unsurprisingly, kings sought mechanisms of legitimacy other than confor-
mity to the norms, since living up to the cultural ideal was virtually impossible.

Legitimacy by Association

The other key way to increase one’s legitimacy is to create alliances. One tactic is to
associate with those who have high status. The astute researcher who is submitting
a funding proposal will persuade prestigious members of the profession to serve as
consultants and to allow their names to be listed in the proposal. Such consuiting
has been known to involve a generous fee for modest and sometimes quite ritual-
istic levels of work. A variation on this tactic is to develop associations with pres-
tigious elites from other sectors of society: business schools create advisory com-
mittees of important leaders from commerce and industry, English departments
invite prestigious authors to be writers-in-residence, political science departments
induce well-known politicians to lecture their students and faculty. Though both
patterns involve upward association, one seeks out those who have similar functions
and responsibilities, while the other aims at those who have different responsibil-
ities. A second tactic for attaining legitimacy is to seek the support and appreciation
of one’s subordinates.” The instructor who does not get along with his departmental
chairperson is more secure if his classes are heavily enrolled and he is beloved by
his students. Such popularity requires some technical competence—that is, con-
formity to norms of one’s discipline and institution. Equally important, though, is
the careful management of one’s associations with students; one can neither be too
aloof nor too familiar.

The wise ruler also seeks such legitimating associations. Parallels are found in
the Indian context and these require more extended discussion.

Alternative Coalitions: A Model

While coalitions and associations with Brahmans were the most common means by
which Hindu kings gained legitimacy, other types of alliances were also important to
producing both legitimacy and the material bases of power. A simple model captures
the major possibilities and their consequences. Hindu kings or chieftains had primar-
ily three potential categories of actors with whom they could build alliances:
Brahmans, other more powerful kings, and other subordinate warriors. A strong
emphasis on any one of these possibilities suggests three ideal-type state structures.
A primary reliance on Brahmans moves things in the direction of a state in which
priests are the power behind the throne. Perhaps Dharbhanga under the influence of
the ancient and influential Maithila Brahmans, and in some periods even a Brahman
king, approximates this model. The second alternative is to rely especially on sub-
ordinate warriors for support. Here legitimacy is rooted in a brotherhood of warriors,
or a clan monarchy rooted in kinship and hypergamous marriages that links different
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strata of the warriors together. The small Rajput kingdoms of North India approxi-
mate this model. Brahmans were present, but were relatively poor and powerless
compared to the Rajputs, or Brahmans in many other areas. This pattern was proba-
bly more common before the Moghol and British conquests (see Hutton 1963:95).
The third alternative is a hierarchy of kings. Alliances are made with yet grander
kings, not only to avoid their wrath or gain their political support, but also because
this provides additional legitimacy. At the top of this hierarchy is the chakravartin
king, who is the direct representative or even the incarnation of the great god Visnu;
he adds legitimacy and splendor to all those who become associated with him. The
South Indian kingdoms such as the Pallavas and the Cholas approximated this model.

Many of the debates over the nature of Indian kingship have in effect been ar-
guing for the precedence of one of these models over the other.® I would argue that
all three of these strategies were used in different times and places. Kings frequently
used complex combinations of the three—plus other alliances. For example, while
the Cholas claimed chakravartin status, Brahmans played a crucial role in secular as
well as religious matters. In all three of these possible strategies, Brahmans, and by
extension castes and renunciation, were important. Now that the model has helped
to identify the main forms of legitimating associations, let us consider the key con-
tent of such linkages.

Kings and Gifts

Gifts are a central component of all three types of alliances just outlined. Whether
gifts were more significant in Indian polity than in other agrarian polities is difficult
to say, but probably they were. Unquestionably, they were a central feature of
kingly rule in India and, as we shall see later, of local forms of dominance. The
centrality and pervasiveness of gifts can hardly be overemphasized. Most of the in-
scriptions that form the primary sources for South Indian history are records of such
gifts. Clearly, from as far back as the eleventh century, and possibly much earlier,
gifts were a major means of establishing legitimacy for rulers.

Gifts are central because the desired goal is political legitimacy, a form of ap-
proval and status. As we have seen, “buying” this in any explicit way is self-
defeating. Thus gifts are used as an aspect of implicit exchange relations. As we
saw in Chapters 3 and 5, there are two types of exchange: what Trautmann
(1981:278) contrasts in the Indian contexts as sacred and profane exchange and
noble and ignoble exchange. Which type of implicit exchange receives emphasis
depends upon which of the three types of alliances is being established or main-
tained. Now let us examine the types of gifts that are characteristic of each of these
types of alliances.

Kings and Religious Elites

As the preceding chapter indicated, Brahmans and Kshatriyas tend to use different
strategies for acquiring power and privilege.” Brahmans attempt to carefully main-
tain and improve their ritual purity, by meticulously following the norms that reduce
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pollution, and by being careful not to associate with those who are less pure. Often
this practice limits the pursuit and maintenance of material resources.” In contrast to
Brahmans, warrior-kings are supposed to be primarily concerned about the pursuit
of material interests—in developing control of the key resources of an agrarian so-
ciety—that is, land and labor. Accordingly, they created wide-ranging alliances with
a variety of castes, including those of relatively low status. The nature of their con-
trol often required rather extensive interaction with others. While they were not un-
concerned about their ritual and religious status, they were less finicky about the
norms of purity and pollution. In fact the key function of their role, the exercise of
force, necessarily involves them in pollution. So does any direct involvement in
agricultural production, which inevitably includes such activities as plowing, cutting
grain, castrating bullocks, and so on. In the Brahmanical view, these activities im-
plicate one in violence. Warrior-kings’ preoccupation with the pursuit of wealth and
political power significantly limits their ritual status.

An obvious strategy for mitigating the material vulnerabilities of religious
elites and the moral vulnerabilities of political elites is some form of alliance be-
tween them, in which material resources flow in one direction and moral approval
flows in the other. This is a key aspect of the relationship between Brahmans and
warrior-kings. Because of the need to keep such exchanges implicit, gifts play a
central role.

As we have seen, the paradigmatic type of gift was directed toward Brahmans
and related religious institutions. This is the first type of exchange discussed by
Trautmann. Such gifts included donations for temples, monasteries, facilities for
pilgrims, the cost of sacrifices, and the like. Brahmans are needed to carry out wor-
ship and other ritual activities properly. Rulers at nearly all levels of Hindu society
devoted substantial resources to supporting Brahmans and their ritual activities.
More was involved than simply winning favor. Gifts are part of a sacramental re-
ligious ritual, and many are a particular type of gift referred to as “dana’” Dana con-
tains the sin (pap) that rulers necessarily acquire in carrying out their activities.
Only Brahmans have the purity to receive this sin and digest or transform it.°
Nonetheless, in receiving such gifts, Brahmans inevitably compromise their own
purity. Therefore, however avaricious their actual behavior, they usually profess a
reluctance to accept gifts. Moreover, this eliminates any need to directly reciprocate,
since to return such a gift would be to return the sin and inauspiciousness attached
to it. These matters will be considered in Chapters 10 and 11. Now we shift our
attention from relations between political elites and religious elites to relations
among the political elite.

Relations Between Rulers

Gifts were also used to maintain relationships between different levels of rulers.
Here we are dealing primarily with what Trautmann terms noble and ignoble ex-
change. As recent research has emphasized, multiple levels of kingship existed: lit-
tle kings acknowledged the superiority of bigger kings, and they in turn gave defer-
ence to still greater kings (Richards 1981; Inden 1982; Dirks 1987). Dirks describes
the basic form of this relationship:
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Like the relations of worship established in puja, the root political metaphor, political
relations commence when a lesser king or noble offers service to a greater lord or
king. They [the political relations] are “established” once the service is recognized in
the form of gifts made by the superior to the inferior. Gifts [to the subordinate] in-
clude titles, emblems and honors, rights to enjoy the usufruct of particular lands,
and/or the privilege to rule on behalf of the superior over a particular area. (1987:47)

These gifts did not, however, involve a transfer of any kind of absolute ownership
or authority. Typically, they entailed the right to use or collect some portion of what
the land or other gift produced.”

Not infrequently the “gift” “returned” by superiors was the land or territory the
subordinate had previously ruled on his own or in relationship to some other supe-
rior king. Undoubtedly, such relationships were often established because the sub-
ordinate found this less objectionable than the alternatives the superior king threat-
ened. Yet the subordinate’s motivation for establishing such relationships was by no
means always military intimidation. Such relationships allowed kings to gain legiti-
macy that was partly independent of their association with Brahmans. Subordinate
kings gained legitimacy through their association with superiors; greater kings
gained legitimacy by the deference subordinate kings offered them. Sometimes
these relationships were primarily ritualistic; little kings offered grander kings ritu-
alized deference, but not much else in the way of material resources or even assis-
tance in war. Here too the Hindu puja served as a model and metaphor for the re-
lationship between superiors and subordinates; gifts were offered to superiors, but
after being accepted, the bulk of the gift was returned to the giver as a symbol of the
sacred ties between the superior and the subordinate. This model seems to have
been especially important in South India during and after the Pallava dynasty, as a
means of extending solidarities beyond the royal family."

In my theoretical terms, this exchange made possible status based on association
rather than simply on conformity. As pointed out earlier, staking one’s legitimacy
solely on conformity to rajadharma was risky indeed. In addition to whatever mili-
tary and economic support such alliances might provide, these linked hierarchies of
kings provided an additional source of status and legitimation, both for the superior
and the subordinate. The legitimizing effect of these linkages was strengthened by
developments in Puranic thinking that defined kings as incarnations of gods, usually
Visnu; there was now a legitimizing religious link from kings to the divinity not
solely dependent on the ritual actions of Brahmans. The association between kings
and divinity was further reinforced by a number of important rituals and festivals.
The celebration of the Navaratri (known in eastern India as Durga Puja), and the Ram
Lila (in Hindi-speaking North India) were especially important. The details of these
festivals were complex and variable, but the essential idea was that a sacrifice was
sponsored and sometimes even conducted by a king, commemorating and reenacting
the defeat of a mythical demon-king who threatened the dharmic order. A key thrust
of these festivals was to identify the king with the deity who defeats evil and re-
establishes justice and prosperity, and thus associate the social order with the divine
cosmic order.” These festivals are still celebrated in contemporary India, though, of
course, kings no longer exercise political power.
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These features of relationships between lesser and greater kings are seen in a
relatively well-formulated indigenous paradigm of kingship. Rama, the hero of the
Ramayana, is the famous example. This archetype seems to have had long-term and
widespread significance in shaping the patterns of political and economic dominance
at the macro level of organization. It was imported into Southeast Asia and modified
in various ways. The basic features of the paradigm are seen in Tambiah’s (1976) de-
scriptions of Thailand and Geertz’s (1980) descriptions of nineteenth-century Bali.

Relationships with Subordinates

The distinction between warriors, chieftains, and kings-—at least lower-level
kings—is rarely clear-cut. The successful warrior has often managed to transform
himself into a king. Nonetheless, as my model of different types of legitimating
associations suggests, an analytical distinction is useful between upward alliances
(with those whom all would acknowledge as kings) and downward alliances (with
those whom few would acknowledge as kings). The trick to successful downward
alliances was to create solidarity and commitment and still be able to exercise
authority and receive deference. Consequently, in some contexts the relationship is
defined as a relationship between peers, while for other purposes, the emphasis is on
inequality.

As T have suggested, the small Rajput kingdoms approximate the downward
model. In this context the primary form of gift was a bride, or more specifically, the
kanyadana, or gift of a virgin. Typically, multiple strata of the same caste are more
or less formally differentiated. The ideal is for a man to marry a woman of a slightly
inferior status. This creates a series of kinship linkages between superior and in-
ferior strata of the warrior caste. We will explore this phenomenon at some length
in Chapter 11, which focuses on marriage alliances. Two key points are relevant for
the argument here. First, associations between those unequal in status are a key
form of political alliance. While such cross-strata alliances are motivated by a num-
ber of concerns and have a number of consequences, one important effect is to but-
tress the solidarity between such strata and consequently the political legitimacy of
those at the top. Second, the primary mechanism for maintaining such alliances and
associations is also a particular form of gift or dana. This is what the general theo-
retical argument would lead us to expect.

To focus on marriage alliances is not to suggest that the other types of alliances
and exchanges are not present. Nonetheless, a striking feature of this type of king-
dom is the political importance of marriage alliances, not only by the royal family,
but throughout the warrior castes.

Diverse Gifts, Similar Effects

In all three types of alliances—Brahmans and kings, kings and kings, kings and
subordinates-—gifts were the primary mechanism of establishing the alliances and
associations needed. Yet the specific nature of the gift varies. In the case of giving
to Brahmans, the gift is given upward to a ritual superior and this is a form of dana.
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The same is true of the relationship between superiors and subordinates in Rajput
warrior clans. The gift of a virgin bride (kanyadana) is from the inferior to the
superior. In contrast, in the relationship between kings, the emphasis is on the gift
of the superior to the subordinate. Here the gift is analogous to the food offering
(prasada) of the puja; most of what has been given by the inferior is returned after it
has been “tasted” by the deity—and increased in religious value. I have been unable
to find clear evidence of whether or not such gifts would be called “dana.”" It is
also unclear how carefully and explicitly the actors involved would draw explicit
distinctions between these three types of gift giving. They are all, however, part of
the overall responsibility of kings to give gifts, and with respect to political legiti-
macy they are aspects of a common process.

Up to this point, the discussion has focused primarily on relationships between
different elites. Equally important is the process by which legitimacy is maintained
at the lower levels of a society. Here the focus is more on economic legitimacy than
political legitimacy in its narrow sense—though as I emphasized at the beginning of
this chapter, the line between the political and the economic in agrarian societies is
a thin and ambiguous one. More concretely, we now come to the crucial question of
how elites went about organizing local production and distribution—and this ques-
tion brings us to the jajmani system.

The Jajmani System

When nineteenth-century Westerners looked at the mode of organizing labor in rural
India, they implicitly compared it to two other more familiar modes. One was the
“free” labor market of laissez-faire capitalism; the other was slavery. Against this
backdrop, the organization of labor in agrarian India seemed relatively idyllic. Force
and coercion were apparently less frequent and harsh than under slavery (or even
Western medieval feudalism), and Ievels of social solidarity seemed high compared
with the industrializing West. Undoubtedly these observers romanticized what they
saw, yet perhaps their characterization contained a significant element of truth.
Virtually all agrarian societies depended on considerable amounts of force, not to
speak of less violent forms of coercion, to organize production and carry out distri-
bution. This was certainly true of India. Compared to other agrarian societies, labor
discipline was probably less dependent on the direct exercise of force, and local elites
had relatively high levels of legitimacy. This is not to ignore the fact that peasants
more or less continually resisted domination and at times engaged in open rebellion.

The social institution known as the jajmani system was one factor contributing
to a relatively low level of open conflict. “Jajman” is a term with origins in the ear-
liest periods of Vedic religion. The antecedent cognates referred to those who paid
for elaborate Vedic sacrifices. In recent centuries, the core meaning of the term has
referred to householders for whom Brahmans carry out religious rituals in exchange
for gifts and fees (Dumont 1980:98); they are at the center of the jajmani system,
which involves exchanges of a wide array of practical and ritual services. Kolenda
gives a succinct description of the system:
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Briefly, the jajmani system is a system of distribution in Indian villages whereby
high-caste landowning families called jajmans are provided services and products by
various lower castes such as carpenters, potters, blacksmiths, water carriers, sweepers,
and laundrymen. Purely ritual services may be provided by Brahman priests and vari-
ous sectarian castes, and almost all serving castes have ceremonial and ritual duties at
their jajman’s births, marriages, funerals, and at some of the religious festivals.
Important in the latter duties is the lower castes’ capacity to absorb pollution by han-
dling clothing and other things defiled by birth or death pollution, gathering up ban-
quet dishes after the feasts, and administering various bodily attentions to new
mother, bride or groom.

The landowning jajmans pay the serving castes in kind, with grain, clothing,
sugar, fodder, and animal products like butter and milk. Payment may amount to a lit-
tle of everything produced on the land, in the pastures, and in the kitchen. Sometimes
land is granted to servants, especially as charity to Brahman priests. In this system,
the middle and lower castes either subscribe to each other’s services in return for
compensations and payments, or exchange services with one another. (1981:12)

Several other features should be mentioned. The jajmani relationship is usually be-
tween families. A particular patron (jajman) family is linked to a particular serving
family (kaman) of barbers, washermen, and so forth. These links between families
tend to persist over time and, in principle, are inherited from one generation to the
next. Some types of services and goods—normally expensive items needed only ir-
regularly, for example jewelry for a wedding, or a new wagon—are not covered by
the basic payments. These are negotiated on a case-by-case or piece work basis.

Analytically Decomposing the System

A number of scholars have focused their analyses specifically on the jajmani system
(Wiser 1958; Gould 1958, 1967; Beidelman 1959; Harper 1959; Kolenda 1981; Raheja
1988; Fuller 1989) and a number of others have discussed jajmani relations as part of
village studies (for example, Dube 1955; Lewis 1958; Mayer 1960). David Pocock
(1962) has made two insightful suggestions about how best to proceed in the analysis
of this phenomenon. First, he raises the question of whether jajmani relations should
be considered a system at all. Second, he stresses the importance of distinguishing be-
tween “two categories in the complex of relationships known as the ‘jajmani sys-
tem’” (1962:91). The first category is “religious specialists”~Brahmans, barbers,
sweepers—whose services are essential to the purity and status of their jajmans. The
second are castes whose function is primarily “mere economic activity” and to which
aritual status is ascribed only by extension of the ideology of caste. Fuller (1989) ex-
tends the process of decomposition, pointing to another distinct “system” that in
western India is referred to as the baluta system. In this system, services are not pro-
vided primarily to individual land controllers but to the village as a whole. The grain
they are given at harvest time is made on behalf of the village as a whole. The pro-
viders of services are frequently quasi officials, such as village watchmen.

In addition to there being more than one “system,” Fuller points out, trade,
money, and private property were important from very early periods in India, and
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laborers were often paid in money rather than in kind. His more general point is that
the view of the isolated village sustained by barter and premarket “traditional” per-
sonal relationships greatly exaggerates the Gemeinschaft features of premodern
Indian society and underestimates the variations over time and space. (He is not
suggesting, however, that nonmarket relationships, such as those referred to as “jaj-
mani” and “batula,” are not an important feature of Indian village life.)

To understand the articulation of status and material resources, the process of
decomposition needs to be taken even further. Four distinct sets of interests and so-
cial processes can be distinguished. First, jajmans (and land controllers in most
agrarian societies) are concerned about securing reliable servants. Servants relieve
elites of arduous and demeaning work and give ritualistic deference. Such services
are highly valued, even when they involve a clear economic cost rather than a gain
in total material resources. This occurs even in societies where concerns about
pollution or inauspiciousness are marginal or nonexistent. Second, there are the spe-
cific concerns about ritual pollution; here the key actors are what Gould (1967) calls
“contrapriests,” who remove and absorb impurities. Upper castes must have these
services to maintain their purity and ritual status. Barbers, washermen, and night
soil collectors are examples of such contrapriests. Third, specialized artisans often
create guilds in order to limit competition and improve their bargaining power.
Fourth, land controllers in a number of societies attempt to secure an adequate sup-
ply of low-cost agricultural laborers by creating stigmatized, outcast groups.

Nearly all elites try to secure for themselves personal services that have little or
nothing to do with technical efficiency or production; they are primarily matters of
privilege, ego gratification, and status enhancement. In Western feudal societies, the
significance of cupbearers, footmen, pages, falconers, maids-in-waiting, and the like
had as much to do with increasing the status and dignity of the ruling classes as
with functional services. Such servants and assistants were typically retainers rather
than employees, which reduced their autonomy. Those of high status are reluctant to
haggle over small transactions, for this lowers their dignity; if one has to bargain or
explicitly threaten, one’s status is implicitly called into question. We see the same
tendency in the jajmani system in the preference for annual or seasonal payments,
gifts, and concessions rather than direct payment for explicit services. Moreover,
when retainers are dependent on patrons on a long-term basis, they are more likely
to show ritualistic deference. As Kolenda says about the kali system, a form of in-
dentured servitude in Gujarat studied by Breman, “having Aalis was a matter of sta-
tus and prestige, more than a matter of economic need. A man was judged by the
number of servants he could provide for, not by the number he needed; they were
retainers giving a man power in the village” (1984:59). Such status and authority is
not free. Patrons must take responsibility for meeting the minimum needs of their
servants, even when it is not in their immediate interests to do so. “The hali’s
[plowman/servant] position was not considered to be one of degradation, but rather
one of considerable security, since his master was obliged to provide for all the
needs of the hali and his family” (Kolenda 1984:58). So what often emerges in such
situations is a system of exchange relationships: there are high levels of status and
material inequality, high levels of interdependence (usually resulting in minimal
economic security for the subordinate), and at least certain types of social solidarity.
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In short, there is both inequality and symbiosis. These relationships can be usefully
described as symbiotic inequality."

The second process involves “contrapriests,” who specialize in the removal of
pollution. This is the aspect most unique to India and the one Dumont sees as central.
Since the concept and symbolism of pollution is taken up at some length in Chapter
9, we need only reiterate the point made by Dumont (1980:42-56): the purity of the
upper castes to a significant degree depends on others removing and isolating them
from impurities. Conversely, the impurities attributed to the lower caste contrapriests
such as barbers, washermen, and night-soil collectors are due to their regular han-
dling of impurities for others. The activities of these contrapriests and, conversely,
the ritual services of the Brahmans are the aspects of the jajmani system most clearly
connected to the religious ideas characteristic of Hinduism. Significantly, a relatively
high percentage of these castes actually work at the occupation traditionally attrib-
uted to them. Given the importance of notions of pollution, it is not surprising to find
a set of relationships that ensure the availability of purifying services to the upper
castes and minimal subsistence to the lower castes who provide them. These services
seem to be the last to be shifted from jajmani relations to pure market relations—
probably an indication of their religious significance and centrality to the system as
a whole.

The third set of processes are typical of skilled craft groups in many societies: the
attempt to restrict competition by monopolizing specialized knowledge. This was
characteristic of the guild system in Europe (Thrupp 1972; Black 1984) and the pro-
fession of medicine in the United States (Friedson 1971; Collins 1979; Starr 1982)."
The monopoly of knowledge tends to be maintained by carefully restricting entry
into the profession. Sometimes this takes the form of transmission by kinship, as in
the caste system, by apprenticeship, as in guilds, or by carefully restricting admission
to professional schools, as in modern U.S. medicine. The group’s power is reinforced
by boycotting clients who hire those who are not accepted members of the guild, or
by having laws passed that forbid nonmembers to practice their profession.

As already suggested in the earlier section on Untouchables, creating stigma-
tized outcast groups is often a strategy to maintain labor discipline in an agrarian
society. The process seems especially likely where neither markets nor slavery (or
other systems based directly upon force) are considered desirable or practical by
the land controllers. For example, in the American South, extreme racism and rigid
segregation did not develop until after slavery was abolished, and legalized force
was no longer available as a method of labor control (see, for example, Woodward
1974). This is undoubtedly one of the factors contributing to the large number of
Untouchables in India. When the actual work of these groups is examined, one
finds that the majority of their time is spent as agricultural laborers. Of course,
many have additional duties that pollute, such as the Chamar’s responsibility for
removing the dead carcasses of hoofed animals and tanning the hides. Often the
ritual activities have a seemingly tenuous connection with actual impurity. For ex-
ample, many drummer castes in South India are Untouchables—supposedly
because the skins of the drumhead are of leather (a polluting substance). Most
spend the bulk of their time as agricultural laborers. Yet other drummers who
participate in different ceremonies are not Untouchables. Similarly, indigenous
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informants are hard-pressed to give a coherent explanation of why many basket
and mat weaving castes are Untouchables. Habib (1982) has suggested that
Untouchables emerged out of conflict between peasants and hunting-gathering
tribes, and the eventual subjugation of the latter. “It is of some significance that in
all early texts the ancestors of the later ‘Untouchables’ are extensively connected
with hunting, fishing, working with animal skins and dealing in bamboo. In other
words, their origins lay mainly amidst the food-gathering forest folk” (Habib
1982:15). Predictably, the characteristic activities of these groups, whatever they
were, became defined as impure. Then some rationale was developed about why
the activity was impure; for example, fishing involves killing. Moreover, dominant
groups probably made sure that low status groups were assigned some specific rit-
ual activity that could be defined as impure. In other words, as Dumont and
Pocock argue, notions of purity and impurity were extended to marginal groups at
the convenience of dominant groups. Stated in Weber’s terms, there was an
“elective affinity” between the logic of pollution and the interest of land con-
trollers. When these two social forces were linked, the result was a stigmatized,
outcast laboring class, and therefore, relatively large numbers of Untouchables.
Moreover, this outcasting took a relatively unique form: even the outcast class was
fragmented by the logic of pollution. There are many different Untouchable castes,
and even within the same caste category in the same region, several different en-
dogamous subcastes may exist. Often Untouchable castes are very concerned about
their relative status. For example, Chamars (leather workers) often adamantly
claim a higher status than Bhangis (night-soil collectors). In short, the logic of
pollution both separated the Untouchables from other laborers, and fragmented the
Untouchable class itself.'

Decomposing the Religious and Ritual Features

So far we have focused on differentiating fairly common concerns about economic
and status privileges, present in many societies, from the more specifically religious
and ritual features of the jajmani system. Now these ritual features themselves need
to be further decomposed.

The discussion of ritual activities has focused on the role of priest and
contrapriest in disposing of pollution. According to Raheja (1988), concerns about
pollution are a secondary feature of jajmani relations; the primary concern is the
manipulation of auspiciousness and inauspiciousness. Paralleling Hocart’s (1950)
and Dirks’s (1987) arguments that the king is the center of the system rather than
the Brahman, Raheja sees the dominant, land-controlling caste as the center of the
jajmani system at the local level. Its “ritual centrality,” rather than the superior
purity of the Brahmans, makes the system operate. From this perspective, the pri-
mary task of both Brahman priests and lower caste contrapriests is the handling of
auspiciousness and inauspiciousness. As she notes, the data on which much of the
discussion of the jajmani system has hinged has been based on villages in which
Brahmans were the dominant land-controlling caste. This is not typical of Indian
villages. Consequently, the focus on the manipulation of purity and pollution is a re-
sult of the data from these unrepresentative cases. Her own analysis focuses on a
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village in which Gujars are the dominant caste, and here the primary focus of inter-
caste relations is the manipulation of inauspiciousness. The giving of dana by the
Gujars is primarily a way of passing inauspiciousness on to others. This is also the
preoccupation of transactions between kinship members of the same caste.

We will deal with inauspiciousness at some length in Chapter 9. One point is
sufficient here: this notion focuses on relatively worldly and practical concerns,
while purity is more related to concerns about salvation and ritual status. Both con-
cerns, are present in most local Hindu communities. However, Brahmans and left
caste groups are likely to be more attentive to matters of purity, while dominant
land-controlling castes and their allies will be more attentive to matters of auspi-
ciousness and inauspiciousness. The relative emphasis will vary from locality to
locality depending on how strong and orthodox the Brahmanical and left caste tradi-
tions are. These two alternative concerns are correlated, though not identical, with
the classic tensions in religious life between magic on the one hand, and morality
and worship, on the other—matters that are a concern of Chapter 12. In short, it is a
mistake to reduce the jajmani system to either economic or ritual considerations, or
to reduce the ritualistic aspects to either purity or auspiciousness.

The Jajmani System and Legitimacy

By the process of analytical decomposition, the jajmani system has been shown to
be composed of a number of different elements. Some of these are mainly economic
and political, others largely religious. Within these two broad categories, there are
additional subelements. In short, the jajmani system contains an array of apparently
disparate elements that are conflated, mingled, or fused in this cultural setting. Why
does this conflation or confusion occur? This question brings us back to the main
focus of the chapter: political legitimacy. The conflation is not accidental, but is an-
other example of improving the status and legitimacy of one thing by associating it
with something of higher value. One key way to legitimize systems of domination
is to interweave them with elements of assistance, benevolence, worship, and practi-
cal efficiency. If conflation has occurred, then attempts to protest one element are
seen as attacks on all of the elements. This means that protesting exploitation in-
volves attacking fundamental cultural assumptions often valued or taken for granted
by even the disadvantaged. Conflation provides legitimacy to particular patterns (in-
cluding forms of domination and exploitation) by associating them with patterns of
benevolence and sacredness. Such blending raises the status of the patterns of domi-
nation by linking them with more communal and transcendent features of the
culture. This is not necessarily a self-conscious and manipulative strategy, although
dominant groups at times deliberately attempt to disguise and protect their privi-
leges by ideological obfuscation. More typically, however, the conflation of these
various elements involves a taking for granted of fundamental cultural assumptions.
Systems of domination are most effective when such acceptance is present.

This unquestioning attitude is most likely when relationships can be expressed
in language, symbols, and concepts used in many other contexts. For example,
moving out of your parent’s home, competitive markets, constitutional civil liber-
ties, riding a motorcycle without a protective helmet, spanking or even beating your
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children, and commiting suicide can all be defined and defended in terms of a sup-
posedly generalized concept of “freedom.” The legitimacy of any one of these may
be justified by linking them, conflating one form of “freedom” with another.

Such conflation occurs with respect to gifts and dana in Hindu culture. Conflation
implies that local forms of dominance are part of the archetypical pattern of social re-
lationships and exchange. As we have seen, the relationships between local land con-
trollers and Brahmans are clearly an extension or example of the pattern seen at
higher levels of the system between kings and Brahmans. These in turn are modeled
on the puja. As various analyses of the system have pointed out, however, this
archetypical model does not seem to quite fit many of the gift relationships in Indian
culture. The payments that lower castes receive may not be called “dana”; if pressed,
local elites will probably deny that they are. As Trautmann (1981) has pointed out,
two distinguishable models of exchange are present in the Dharmasastras. Yet these
different kinds of distributions are carried out in a common cultural context, and for
some purposes they are defined as part of the same system.

This conflation is not, I think, due solely to inadequate ethnography or histori-
cal analysis—though this may play a role. The ambiguity and partial fusion of dis-
parate elements is a mechanism for legitimation by association. The relationship
between the jajman and the laborer is culturally defined as, in some respects, par-
allel to the relationship between the jajman and the Brahman, or even the deity and
the devotee. The Brahman would, of course, insist on a conceptual differentiation.
While the land controller might acknowledge this, he is typically indifferent about
such matters. The lower caste laborers may or may not be conscious of such differ-
ences, but for them too the issue probably has little saliency. The net effect is that
those who are utterly different in one context are in some respects the same in
other contexts. What must be separated for one purpose can be combined for other
purposes. This is the core dynamic behind all forms of legitimation by means of
association.

For analytical purposes, I have discussed the acquisition of kingly legitimacy and
legitimacy of local land controllers via the jajmani system separately. No clear-cut
line exists between these two levels. At points, one level seems to serve as a para-
digm for the other, and vice versa. This idea was central to Hocart’s (1950) under-
standing of the caste system. In a similar vein, Dirks has commented:

The kingdom was, in a sense, the jajmani system writ large, if by jajmani we mean
nothing more than the exchange and redistribution of goods and services in the con-
text of a hierarchical system of social relations. The king and his intermediaries (i.e.,
those sanctioned and given gifts by the king), like high-caste landowning families in
modern Indian villages, were provided goods and services by the various lower caste
such as carpenters, potters, blacksmiths, watercarriers, sweepers, and laundrymen.
This system also included relations of protection and worship. (1987:31)

Dumont has also argued that the village is a “reduced version” of the kingdom
(1980:160-63)."" This may overstate the identity of the two levels for many areas
and periods, but it does make clear the centrality of a common cultural logic.*
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Conclusion and Caveat

The purpose of this chapter has been to indicate how a theory of status relationships
might be relevant to understanding the articulation of the status order and the realms
of economic and political power. The focus has been on the ways political elites in
India legitimize their dominance. The argument is that legitimation is the acquisi-
tion of a certain type of status. Accordingly, the means of attaining legitimacy will
be various forms of conformity and association. The analysis has emphasized forms
of association. The analysis of kings considered three types of associations: those
with Brahmans, those with greater kings, and those with subordinate warriors. In
each of these, approval (and the legitimacy this implied) was implicitly exchanged
for gifts. This was the primary means of establishing and maintaining such relation-
ships. At the village level, where land and labor are actually utilized for production,
we find parallel processes in what is often referred to as the “jajmani system.” As
other analysts have argued, this phrase conflates a number of different activities and
relationships, many of which vary considerably from the paradigmatic relationship
of the Brahman and the king or the puja. I suspect this conflation and ambiguity is
not entirely a matter of faulty data and analysis, but rather another form of creating
legitimacy by association.

In addition to conceptualizing legitimacy as a form of status, and conformity
and association as the sources of legitimacy, two additional theoretical points
emerge from the analysis. First, as indicated at the beginning of the chapter, most
discussions focus on power being limited or guided by norms and laws—in my
terms, legitimacy by conformity. I certainly do not wish to deny the significance of
this process. On the other hand, association seems to be an equally important mech-
anism of legitimacy. Many regimes not noted for integrity or meticulous commit-
ment to legalities have held power for long periods, and have even been quite pop-
ular, Various urban political machines in the United States are an obvious example.
Frequently, political elites identify themselves with actors, institutions, and symbols
that have high status and legitimacy among those who are ruled. Symbols of ethnic
and national solidarity seem to be especially important in this regard. In short, for
both theoretical and empirical reasons, analyses of legitimacy should pay careful
attention to processes of association.

Perhaps conformity to norms and laws has become more central to political le-
gitimacy than in premodern societies. This is certainly one implication of Weber’s ty-
pology of types of legitimate authority, which sees contemporary societies as in-
creasingly dependent on rational-legal authority (1968:chap. 3). The recognition of
this trend, however, should not cause us to overlook the continuing importance of as-
sociation as a means of legitimacy; to do so would be a serious analytical mistake.
Examples like those offered at the beginning of the chapter—high status consultants
for research proposals, college presidents on corporation boards, and movie stars as
spokespersons for charitable campaigns—are only a few of many examples of a proc-
ess that is pervasive in even the most “rationalized” sectors of contemporary society.

The second point is a related one: we should look closely for implicit forms of
exchange where such associations are important. In contemporary societies such ex-
changes will not usually take the form of gifts, but parallel mechanisms are likely to
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be present. Moreover, if we look carefully, we may find analogues for the two differ-
ent types of implicit exchange that have been identified. Contemporary political can-
didates create alliances with intellectuals, who provide both legitimacy and technical
advice, but such coalitions are harder to form if the politician is always opposed to
appropriations for universities, research institutes, and the like. Candidates also form
alliances with more renowned politicians, who serve as channels to the resources
needed to get nominated and to conduct campaigns; such sponsors expect loyalty and
unspecified favors in return. In research I conducted on metropolitan hospitals in the
United States (Milner 1980), I discovered links of cooperation between high status
and low status hospitals that were at first puzzling; while such associations were cru-
cial to the functioning and legitimacy of the low status institutions, the superior in-
stitutions appeared to have little to gain and much to lose from such associations.
Closer examination uncovered elaborate forms of implicit exchange that contributed
to both the material needs of each institution and to their legitimacy. These exam-
ples are not meant to suggest that the precise patterns identified in India are relevant
in all societies. Implicit exchange is, however, likely to be a component of forms of
political legitimation. The nature of the exchange and what is kept implicit are also
likely to vary, depending on the relative status and function of the parties involved.

In ending this chapter, a crucial caveat is required; I want to stress how selective
this part of the analysis has been. The purpose has been to show how the general
theoretical arguments are relevant to a particular aspect of political and economic
dominance. Many of the enormous complexities relating to political dominance
have been ignored. If the nature of the status order has an impact upon the political
and economic order, the reverse is even more true. As Dirks (1987), Inden (1990),
and others have argued, the intensity and form of caste relations has certainly var-
ied, historically and geographically. To a significant degree, this has been due to
variations in the forms of political dominance. Moreover, as Fuller (1989) has sug-
gested, focusing on the jajmani system ignores the importance of markets and
money, and fails to capture the full complexity of agrarian relations in India. But to
acknowledge the selectivity of the analysis is not to admit to some form of mis-
guided Orientalism. More complex and adequate understandings are likely to come
about only by first limiting the focus of our analyses in ways allowing us to see
connections that would otherwise be overlooked.
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A Theory of Status Relationships:
Additional Elements

Now it is necessary to introduce some additional theoretical concepts and ideas.

Primary and Countervailing Patterns

Maps tend to point out the primary features of a region: the highest mountains, the
biggest rivers, the busiest roads, the most famous or important buildings. This is also
the tendency of sociological theories; they typically focus on the most prominent
structural features of a social situation. One of the basic assumptions of this study,
and of structural sociology in general, is that it is possible to meaningfully identify
the primary patterns that help us to understand why people behave the way they do—
at least much of the time. This has been the main thrust of the preceding chapters.

To identify primary patterns, though, is not to deny that secondary, subordinate,
countervailing, and newly emerging patterns may also be present. Clearly secondary
patterns, countertendencies, countertrends, counternorms, alternative structures, and
deviant patterns are common. One familiar expression of these ideas are the concepts
of thesis and antithesis made famous by Hegel and Marx. In a slightly different but
related vein, every way of seeing something is, of course, a way of not seeing other
things. As Parsons claimed, all theoretical perspectives illuminate some parts of real-
ity at the expense of relegating others to areas of darkness. Parsons refers to these ig-
nored features as residual categories (1937:16-20; also see Alexander 1983b:14-15).
In a similar spirit Heesterman (1985) has attempted to grasp some of the complex-
ities of India by using the notion of “the inner conflict of tradition.”

I make no attempt to deal with all the “facts” that my analysis ignores or
downplays by systematically fitting them into such notions as inner conflicts,
countertendencies, antitheses, and residual categories. I do, however, try to indicate
at least a few of these complexities by identifying some of the countervailing
patterns in values, ideologies, and social structures.
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Two things further complicate such an effort. First, it is not always clear what
is the primary and what is the countervailing or deviant pattern. For example, com-
pared to most other societies, it is accurate to say that the notion of equality of
opportunity is a primary ideological notion in the contemporary United States.
Virtually no politician or public figure would openly reject the legitimacy of equal-
ity of opportunity—however much they might disagree over what this means con-
cretely. On the other hand, the right to inherit private property is an even more
unquestioned ideological premise of U.S. society; public figures are certainly reluc-
tant to question the legitimacy of such inheritance. This is so even though by al-
most any reasonable definition the inheritance of private property significantly
qualifies and contradicts the notion of equality of opportunity. On the other hand, it
would probably be a mistake for the analyst to declare that in the United States
inheritance of private property is clearly a more primary ideological principle than
equality of opportunity. Few politicians would make this a key point in their cam-
paigns for office; to do so would identify one as a candidate of the wealthy.
Consequently, it is quite difficult to say which is the primary and which is the
countervailing ideological principle.

Second, there are often countervailing patterns within countervailing patterns: a
primary pattern is relaxed or qualified, and then the qualification is qualified. For
example, in the early stages of the U.S. civil rights movement, attempts were made
to forbid employers, schools, and the like from seeking information about a per-
son’s religious, ethnic, or racial background. Similarly, quotas for minorities were
seen as clearly unjust. Later, however, as it became apparent how recalcitrant such
inequalities are, information about such characteristics was systematically collected,
and in effect quotas were used to decrease inequalities. These in turn have sparked
debates about “reverse discrimination” and have prompted laws and regulations
against quotas. In short, for social behavior there are not just primary and counter-
vailing patterns, but often “wheels within wheels within wheels.” Sometimes these
are historical patterns that occur over time, but in other cases the contradictions are
concurrent and may coexist for indefinite periods.

The analysis in the next two chapters will look at relatively primary patterns, but
it will also attempt to highlight countervailing patterns. To follow the analogy used
above, I will fill in additional details on the map, and construct alternative maps that
draw attention to features different from those that were the initial focus. This at-
tempt to identify both primary and countervailing patterns will be sustained
throughout much of the rest of the book. Even with this effort, however, the analy-
sis will deal primarily with general tendencies and ignore many complexities.

The Objectification of Conformity and Associations

The precondition for a well-developed status order is the insulation of status from
the mere possession of wealth or political power. More concretely, status should be
based upon the quality of one’s actions with respect to conformity and association,
not the objects one possesses or controls. This is the feature of society to which this
particular theoretical scheme draws attention. Under such conditions you cannot
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lose status by others appropriating it. But the opposite is also true; you cannot gain
more by appropriating it from someone else.

Of course, people usually prefer to have it both ways: they want their status to
be protected by inalienability, but they do not want to be dependent upon the opin-
ions of others. In terms of the agency—contingency distinction, people want the free-
dom to raise their status, but security against any contingency that might decrease it,
including the contingent nature of their own subsequent performances. They want
opportunities for upward mobility, but protection against downward mobility.
Accordingly, they often create social mechanisms intended to produce this result.!

This usually involves qualifying the major prerequisite for status groups by
relaxing the strict separation of status from other forms of power. That is, a strong
cultural emphasis on such separation creates countertendencies that were initially
ignored by this analysis. Now it is time to draw attention to these counter tend-
encies. These qualify and relax the extent to which status is insulated from
economic and political power. While wealth and political power per se are disquali-
fied as direct sources of status, other objectlike sources of status are created. This
brings us to the concepts of “objectivation,” “reification,” and “objectification.”

Berger and Luckmann (1967:60, 197) use the word “objectivation” to translate the
Hegelian-Marxian concept of Versachlichung. This concept was discussed in Chap-
ter 3 in relationship to the terms “externalization”and “internalization.” Objectivation
means human action has been embodied in such a way that it is available to both the
producer and others in a common social world. Writing is an obvious example. The
ideas that were initially available only to the actor or to those with whom she talked
become embodied in a text and can be read by innumerable people even centuries
after her death. Reification refers to those objectivations that are treated as if they are
something other than the products of human activity. Often they are seen as natural or
inevitable features of the cosmos. This concept has a long and important genealogy
and has been especially important within the Marxist tradition (see, e.g., Marx
1844; Lukéacs 1968; Israel 1971:chap. 9). A general discussion of the concept is not
appropriate, but there is a subtype of reification that is of special interest to this analy-
sis: that which occurs when social and moral processes and entities come to be de-
fined as quasi-physical. I will refer to this type of reification as objectification. That
is, human subjects and their activities are considered objectlike. Note the difference in
spelling between Berger and Luckmann’s usage and mine; it is intended to indicate
that objectification is a special subtype of objectivation that involves reification of
social processes into near physical or mechanical processes.

Some examples are in order. Status can be objectivated without being reified
and objectified. Creating a “best book of the year award” and giving its author a
certificate of merit is a form of objectivation; the giving of praise becomes public
and is recorded and embodied in an object. Therefore people not directly involved
in the process—even hundreds of years later—may know about this judgment.
Their own judgments of the book and its author may be influenced by these earlier
judgments. There is objectivation, but not necessarily objectification. Other examples
of the objectivation of status include ribbons, trophies, diplomas, social registers,
heraldry, genealogy, honor rolls, halls of fame, insignias, Who’s Who, awards ban-
quets, and honorary fraternities.
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Objectification occurs when people think that mere possession of the certificate
of merit (or any of the other examples of status symbols) would give one the status
implied by the original award; a social and moral process is transformed into a
quasi-physical process that involves the manipulation of objects. In status systems,
objectification takes two primary forms, which I will refer to as “external objectifi-
cation” and “internal objectification.”

External objectification means status becomes embodied in substances or ob-
jects external to one’s human identity and is then acquired by obtaining these or
given by dispensing them. Often a continuum exists from status based on moral
judgments to status based on mechanical causation. A particularly clear example of
this comes from, of all places, Mao’s China:

On May 1, Liang Heng goes with his group to the Summer Palace. “All that remained
of him [Mao] was the touch of his hand on the hands of a few who had been lucky
enough to get close to him. . . . Those Chairman Mao had touched now become the
focus of our fervor. Everyone surged toward them with out-stretched arms in hopes of
transferring the sacred touch to their own hands . . . shaking the hand of someone who
had shaken hands with our Great Saving Star . . . until sometimes handshakes were
removed as much as one hundred times from the original one.” (Fairbank 1983:21)

This quote illustrates the continuum between the transfer of status through inter-
personal association, and transfer by mechanical means. Mao’s status had become
objectified; instead of the implicit transfer of approval, status, and moral power
through interpersonal interaction, we now have the transfer of the sacred by almost
physical means. This process of affecting one’s own condition by contact with
sacred persons, objects, or places is common to many religions: the laying on of
hands during ordination of Christian clergy; and the touching of sacred relics, and
pilgrimages—whether to Jerusalem, Mecca, or Benares. But it is not limited to
strictly religious behavior. Visits to Washington’s Mount Vernon, Jefferson’s
Monticello, Lenin’s tomb, Gandhi’s Raj Ghat cremation site, Nehru’s Shanti Bana
memorial, the Baseball Hall of Fame, and even Elvis Presley’s Graceland are in
some respects strikingly similar to each other and to religious pilgrimages. More to
the point, such visits create a connection or association to an honored person. This
is even more the case for the owner of the eighteenth-century home who can claim,
“George Washington slept here.” The collecting of autographs and memorabilia of
famous persons also has many similarities to the collecting of sacred relics.

The acquisition of objects can symbolize not only association with those of high
status or sacredness, but also conformity to valued norms. The expensive art books
displayed on the coffee table can be a partial substitute for knowing or caring about
“high culture.” Buying encyclopedias from the door-to-door salesperson can be, in
part, an attempt to compensate for the education one does not have. Perhaps most
striking is the popularity of “collectables” among the middle classes in contemporary
U.S. society. This usually involves the systematic collection of often inconsequential
objects—from beer cans to dolls—with low to modest economic value. Many of
these are manufactured and marketed specifically to be collected. American society
highly values the systematic accumulation of capital and the display of this wealth
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by the systematic collection of objects of “high culture.” Unsurprisingly, those un-
able to compete in this arena seek status in the systematic collection of less valuable
objects. This is, of course, the well-known phenomenon of acquiring commodities
that have become status symbols. When status symbols take the form of easily pur-
chased commuodities, fashion becomes especially important, for as the number of
persons who purchase such symbols expands, their status value declines and new
symbols are sought. In a complex consumer society the causal direction may be-
come reversed; instead of the consumer seeking new symbols, the producer of such
symbols deliberately introduces new styles to make old symbols obsolete—in order
to use peoples’ concerns about status as a means to expand sales. The women’s
clothing industry is an especially clear example of this form of objectification and
commodification of status.

As I mentioned, when it comes to human behavior there are “wheels within
wheels.” The manipulation of status symbols can be transformed back into a type of
social process. The “original” reason for collecting status symbols may be eroded
and “forgotien,” and it may become an end in itself. People become admired or held
in disdain not only or even primarily for the status associated with the objects they
have accumulated, but for the skill and determination with which they “play the
game.” The collector is admired not simply for the content of his collection, but for
the skill and sophistication that has gone into accumulating it. In other words, the
acquisition of certain objects or conditions becomes the actual criterion of status.

Just as there is a continuum between status acquired through close personal
association and the mechanical “touching the hand that touched the hand,” there is
a continuum between conforming to the appropriate lifestyle by learning elaborate
norms and the skills necessary to conform to them, and the simple acquisition of ob-
jects that serve as status symbols. The more behavior approaches the latter end of
these two continua, the greater is the degree of external objectification.

One motivation behind such tendencies toward objectification is that objects are
more expansible and more alienable than the moral evaluations that constitute status.
Consequently, they are more easily reproduced and transferred. The acquisition of
status symbols then becomes not only a means of displaying one’s status, but of pur-
chasing objectified status. One obvious reason for sumptuary laws is to restrict such
counterfeiting. When it cannot be restricted, status symbols are highly discounted.
Classes seeking upward mobility are most likely to engage in external objectification;
established classes are most likely to resist it—or acquire items that supposedly
require high levels of sophisticated knowledge and judgment, such as “fine art.”

Conversely, negative objectified status symbols can be imposed on people to
degrade them. The shaven heads of military training camps and the emblems Jews
were forced to wear by the Nazis are two obvious examples. When people have the
option, negative objectivated status symbols—whether or not they are reified and
objectified—are hidden, avoided, and discarded. The prisoner who escapes changes
out of his prison clothes as soon as possible. Letters of reprimand are seldom
displayed. The clerk who is promoted to an executive stops wearing uniforms.
Material defined as pornographic comes in a “plain brown wrapper.”

Internal objectification is motivated by the concern to eliminate another form
of contingency: dependency upon the whim of what modern societies would call
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“public opinion.” This is usually accomplished by making status objectlike in a
somewhat different sense: status is identified with the biological characteristics of
particular individuals and groups, for example, skin color, gender, age, the sup-
posed purity of one’s bodily substances, or “blood” lines. In a sense, status is ob-
jectified by being internalized in the object most closely identified with one’s indi-
vidual identity, that is, one’s body—or more accurately, one or more biological
features of the body. Consequently, status is no longer acquired through social
interaction, but is inherited. Of course, the actors’ understanding of such physical
inheritance processes are culturally defined and may or may not match modern bi-
ology’s notions of genetic inheritance. Like external objectification, status becomes
identified with an object; in this case it is the body, which is thought to be rela-
tively inalienable from individual identities. Here is probably where the term sub-
stantialization is useful: moral qualities like virtue are transformed into bodily sub-
stances, and conversely, one’s moral qualities are limited or shaped by the nature
of one’s bodily substances.” (The term, however, has several other meanings in in-
tellectual discourse and I have used it sparingly to avoid confusion.)

A crucial caveat: The line between what is internal and external is culturally
determined, hence the clearness and rigidity of this distinction may vary consider-
ably from one culture to another. Contemporary bourgeois culture, and the United
States in particular, are probably the extreme cases of drawing a sharp line between
the individual and his or her environment. As we shall see this is not true of all cul-
tures; external and internal objectification may blend into one another. For example,
eating “impure” food may be thought to produce “bad blood”; an objectified exter-
nal corruption produces an objectified internal corruption.’

In sum, while the essence of status creation and distribution is a social and
moral process, the very stress on these factors tends to create counter-processes that
lead to various forms of objectification. External and internal objectification are
similar in that they both transform a moral process into more mechanical-like pro-
cesses in which the attributes that are both cause and effect are more objectlike. But
these processes have opposite aims. External objectification increases the scope of a
given actor’s agency; status can be acquired not only by conformity to norms or
acceptance by higher status people, but also by exchanging and manipulating ob-
jects.* Internal objectification intends to reduce human agency; the incompetent or
deviant son of the king is of more value than the most brilliant or virtuous son of a
serf; supposedly nothing that either one does can transform them into the other.

Agency, Contingency, and the Manipulation of Language

The next step in our argument focuses on additional processes that culturally define
the boundaries of agency and contingency.” We have just seen how agency was
manipulated by two forms of objectification. Now I want to look at a different way in
which the boundaries of agency are “manipulated.” No society considers the good
and bad that people experience as due solely to either their conformity to social
norms or to the associations they have had with others. Neither pure achievement nor
pure ascription—or even some combination of the two—can convincingly account



A Theory of Status Relationships: Additional Elements 103

for the outcomes that people experience. In addition, human lives are affected by ele-
ments of contingency, luck, chance, destiny, fortune, fate, kismet, providence, and so
forth. Most societies have vocabularies with which they can deemphasize human
agency and, in a sense, de-moralize the outcomes of human experience. “Better luck
next time,” “condolences,” “you win some, you lose some,” “that’s the way the
cookie crumbles,” “how lucky can you get,” “it was manna from heaven,” “it was
dumb luck,” “beginner’s luck,” “it was providential” and “it’s God’s will” are only a
few of the phrases used in contemporary U.S. society to indicate that outcomes are
sometimes beyond human control or have little to do with human agency and effort.

Ironically, the very vocabularies used to deemphasize human agency are often
subtly redefined to allow human agency to be applied to them. People attempt to
predict and even manipulate the categories created to recognize the eclements of
human existence that are beyond prediction and manipulation. For example, people
attempt to identify lucky (and unlucky) days, places, and objects. Some instances
are idiosyncratic: the day of the month one had a winning lottery ticket. Others are
culturally standardized. In U.S. society, these include Friday the thirteenth, horse
shoes, four-leaf clovers, rabbits’ feet, black cats, spilling salt, breaking mirrors, and
walking under ladders. Attempts are made to affect outcomes by associating (or dis-
associating) one’s activities with these lucky (or unlucky) times, objects, and events.

Moreover, concepts such as luck, which are initially intended to indicate that
humans are not responsible for what happens to them, are reinterpreted in moral
terms. A person whose spouse is killed by lightning is seen as being punished for an
earlier sexual infidelity. A person who wins the lottery is seen to be rewarded for
pious religious devotion. In other words, people are often highly ambivalent about
how they draw the boundary between agency and responsibility, on the one hand,
and powerlessness and contingency, on the other. Hence their language about such
matters is often highly dependent upon the context.

Not only are they frequently ambivalent about which concept they want to in-
voke, but they often disagree with others over whether to stress agency or con-
tingency in explaining the desirable and undesirable outcomes they experience.
Unsurprisingly, people are often moralistic about their own successes but see their
own failures as due to factors beyond their control—and vice versa where it concerns
others. The successful emphasize their diligence and fine breeding and attribute the
inferior position of others to a lack of these. While occasionally people may credit
their good fortune to the advice or action of others, they much more frequently blame
others for their bad luck. Witchcraft, sorcery, and the evileye are common examples
of this tendency in premodern societies, and modern societies have various con-
spiracy theories.® Of course, as already noted, this involves a certain contradiction in
terms; outcomes are no longer seen as simply due to random chance, but to the evil
intent and action of others. In short, the degree to which people attribute outcomes to
human agency or contingency is a continuum. Moreover, the language they use to
express variations along this continuum tends to be self-qualifying and even contra-
dictory: the categories initially used to express contingency are often used to express
agency over this contingency.

Such variations in conceptualization and language occur not only across events
and individuals, but between social categories. When worldly rewards are unevenly

<
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distributed, the attribution of agency and contingency are often correlated with one’s
position in the social structure; strata often disagree over the extent to which unequal
fortunes are due to the characteristics of the individuals or groups involved or circum-
stances outside of their control. In the contemporary United States, upper and middle
strata are often moralistic about unemployment, drug use, welfare payments, and
petty theft, and much less so about alcoholism, the inheritance of property, tax subsi-
dies (e.g., the deduction of interest payments), and even tax evasion. Lower strata are
frequently skeptical of such interpretations and stress their own bad luck, the use of
coercion and manipulation by upper strata, or a past history of exploitation.’

Not only do social categories differ in their interpretations of the significance of
human agency and luck, they often try to redistribute the risk and uncertainty as-
sociated with factors that are beyond human agency. Usually people attempt to pass
bad luck on to others, and to appropriate the good luck of others. This occurs ob-
jectively to the degree that we know which locations and activities are more danger-
ous and assign people accordingly.® Of course, many risks cannot be predicted even
on an aggregate actuarial basis, much less manipulated by social redistribution.
These must be handled by affecting the subjectivity of individuals and groups rather
than their objective circumstances. In these cases, what is usually redistributed is
confidence and self-assurance. On this level, too, the upper strata are usually more
successful in defining an ideological system that favors them. For example, they can
exclude those defined as unlucky and pay to associate with those who are lucky, or
at least those who will tell them they are lucky. Upper strata in premodern societies
have seldom tolerated diviners, priest, magicians, or prophets who always predict
bad news. Jeremiah of the Hebrew Bible is the ideal-typical example of the per-
secuted prophet of doom, but there are many others. Contemporary upper strata are
unlikely to tolerate nannies or schoolteachers who use primarily negative sanctions,
or administrative assistants who are both pessimistic and candid. Modern political
leaders seldom retain economists whose forecasts are consistently gloomy.

The Social Sources of Contingency

All societies face the contingencies rooted in natural powers beyond their control:
earthquakes, hurricanes, changes in climate, eclipses.” Of primary interest, however,
are the social sources of contingency: How do societies, and social locations and
positions within them, vary in their perception of agency and contingency?

Highly stratified societies are likely to have two types of activity that are associ-
ated with contingency. First, if there is significant inequality of power and privilege,
inferiors are likely to perceive considerable contingency when they must interact
with their superiors. By definition, the powerful have agency over their subordi-
nates; the more absolute and capricious the power and agency of the superior, the
greater the contingency experienced by the subordinate. Thus we can predict that
the outcome of dealing with superiors who have high levels of near absolute power
will be seen as problematic and perhaps unpredictable. Accordingly, subordinates
are likely to attempt to use various kinds of devices—prayer, astrology, divina-
tion—to choose a propitious time for initiating such interaction.’
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Second, boundaries may be elaborated not only between broad social categories
such as classes and caste, but also within such groupings. Age stratification is es-
pecially common, and transitions from one stage of the life cycle to another are likely
to be seen as highly significant. If these types of social boundaries have been well
defined and highly elaborated, crossing them may be seen as fraught with danger and
uncertainty. Therefore, high levels of contingency are also associated with life-cycle
transitions such as birth, marriage, and death. Such events mean that the structures
that contain and channel power must be momentarily relaxed; hence, as in the case of
facing superiors, the outcome is seen as contingent. Accordingly, such events are
likely to be associated with the language of contingency and with attempts to
determine the most propitious time to conduct such events. Undoubtedly many other
social sources of contingency exist, but these are the two that concern this analysis.

Let me summarize the point of this discussion of agency and contingency and
relate it to the notion of objectification. Status groups tend to elaborate their norms
and rituals. This is especially the case when membership is ascribed. These complex
norms provide arenas in which agency, responsibility, and virtue can be displayed;
virtue and morality nearly always assume some notion of agency or freewill. This is
taken for granted in most modern societies that emphasize achievement. Yet even
the most ascribed status system will have arenas of behavior in which the dominant
ideology will define individuals as having considerable autonomy and agency;
accordingly, they will be seen as responsible for conformity and deviance to valued
norms and for choosing their associates." Given this emphasis on agency and
morality in some arenas, we should expect to find a countertendency: something
that qualifies human agency and responsibility, some concepts and language that
acknowledge contingency in human affairs. But—as we shall see repeatedly—there
are often countertrends within countertrends: the language of contingency is sub-
sumed under new forms of agency, so that luck and providence can be predicted
and manipulated, usually by various forms of ritual. Hence, within status systems
we should expect to find ideologies and practices that display a complicated dia-
lectic between agency and contingency. In well-developed status systems that have
significant inequalities and relatively strong and fixed boundaries between social
groups, relationships with superiors and movements across social boundaries will be
seen as involving significant levels of contingency. These perceived contingencies,
in turn, are likely to lead to extensive rituals aimed at predicting or manipulating the
factors that were initially defined as beyond human agency. Such rituals often
involve the objectification of agency and contingency; luck, fortune, and destiny are
likely to be associated with physical objects and substances, which can then be
manipulated to affect the outcomes experienced by humans.

In the next two chapters we will see how objectification is used and related to
notions of agency and contingency. In turn, these abstract theoretical concepts will
be used to analyze Indian notions of (1) purity and pollution, (2) sexual asceticism,
and (3) auspiciousness and inauspiciousness.
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Cultural Codes and Rituals: 1

Chapter 3 introduced the concept of secondary elaboration and ritualization. Status
groups tend to elaborate and ritualize their norms in order to make it more difficult
for outsiders to conform. This process is especially characteristic of upper status
groups that wish to exclude those of lower status, but excluded groups also elabo-
rate and ritualize to create counter norms and values. Elaboration is a means not
only of excluding outsiders, but also of social control for group members. If ritual-
istic conformity to a multitude of petty rules is obtained, more crucial rules and
orders are likely to be followed. Perhaps even more importantly, such obedience
and the very existence of elaborate sets of cultural categories increase the taken-for-
grantedness of the system as a whole. That is, they contribute to the institutionali-
zation of the core norms of the group.

In Chapter 5, I discussed how much of the textual tradition of Hinduism, from
the Vedas to the present, could be seen in part as an attempt to elaborate norms and
rituals. This is especially true of the Dharmasastric tradition, which is looked upon
as an explicit set of laws or rules intended to guide the twice-born householder in
his attempt to conform to dharma. In Chapter 6, the tendency to elaborate social
categories was discussed. Even if the textual tradition is ignored, an observer of the
caste system and Hinduism cannot help but be struck by the elaborateness of the
rules and rituals that govern the day-to-day conduct of Hindus, especially members
of the upper castes. The elaborate and quite specific rules concerning purification,
eating, and the arrangement of marriages are particularly noticeable.

Codes

In this and the next chapter we will focus in more depth on the elaboration and
ritualization processes. In addition to the explicit elaboration of rules, we shall focus
on the more indirect and unconscious ways in which cultural categories, symbols,
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and rituals are elaborated in support of basic cultural commitments. I will refer to
these more indirect forms of elaboration as codes. The term is intended as a metaphor
that draws on the language of cryptography. Cryptography means both secret writing
and cryptic symbolization. With respect to the first meaning, the aim is to keep the
message a secret from outsiders; to some degree [ mean to imply this. Even more im-
portant, though, is the idea that codes can also keep things a secret from those who
use them; they can be a means of simultaneously communicating information and re-
pressing it. A famous example of such repressed codes are Freud’s various analyses
of the meaning of compulsive behavior and dreams; by means other than explicit
communication we “say things” surreptitiously that are too threatening or painful to
express openly—even to ourselves. This notion has some similarities to Bourdieu’s
(1977) concept of misrecognition, but I reject his contention that people’s concern
about symbolic resources is ultimately a concern about material interests. Leach also
uses the notions of code and decoding in a manner similiar to the meaning I have in
mind (1983:2).

In addition to the notion of secret communication, cryptography implies cryptic
symbolization, what Freud referred to as “compression.” The relevant point for our
purposes is that what I have called “elaboration” makes possible cryptic symboli-
zation. A limited number of symbols at the end of a long elaborated chain of symboli-
zation may be capable of implicitly communicating the whole set of related ideas. The
obvious example of this is the metonym; a part serves as the symbol for the whole. A
famous example of a pair of metonyms is the line from the Hebrew prophet Isaiah
(2:4): “They shall beat their swords into plowshares.” Obviously “swords” and “plow-
shares” each stand for a whole complex of human behaviors that lead to and make up
war and peace respectively. Similarly the concrete and specific verb “beat” stands for
much more general notions of transformation and change. By compression, three
cryptic symbols communicate an elaborate set of meanings and values. Here the con-
nection between the symbols and the broader meaning is self-evident and is intended
to be explicit. I am, however, primarily interested in such symbols where the connec-
tion is less explicit or even denied—hence the use of codes.

An example from contemporary American politics illustrates what 1 mean by
cultural codes and compressed communication. In the 1988 U.S. presidential elec-
tion, George Bush emphasized that he was in favor of requiring schoolteachers to
lead their students in the pledge to the national flag, even if such pledges were
against their religious convictions.' Even though this requirement was almost certain
to be ruled unconstitutional, this stand is credited with being a significant factor in
Bush’s ability to win the election. Obviously this issue was a cryptic symbol for
commitment to a much more elaborate set of norms and values—patriotism, na-
tional solidarity, deference to auth.ority, the responsibility of teachers to pass on core
values of a tradition. Bush’s position implied that those who were opposed to such
a requirement did not support these values. To explicitly accuse his opponent of not
being patriotic would have been considered beyond the bounds of legitimate criti-
cism and might have lost him votes, but the accusation could be made in coded
form by taking a stand in favor of the pledge.

My argument is that some of the behaviors defined as abhorrent in India have
a similar—but often much more indirect—relationship to the more fundamental
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features of Hindu culture. This is certainly not a new idea; it has many features in
common with Durkheim’s (1965) discussion of totems and his observation that the
emblem of the totem was often more sacred than the totem itself. What I hope to
add to this observation is an explanation of how the elaboration of norms and ritu-
als and the sacralization of related symbols operate as mechanisms for protecting
less clearly articulated fundamental values and structures. I will attempt to show this
by a process of decoding.

Like all metaphors, the notion of decoding has its limits. For coded governmental
national security communications there is only one correct decoding of a given mes-
sage. I do not mean to imply that this is the case with respect to cultural interpre-
tation; cultural symbols often communicate multiple messages. On the other hand,
deconstructionism and postmodernism notwithstanding, there are a finite number of
accurate and appropriate interpretations—at least at the level of analysis that con-
cerns us here.

Methodological and Theoretical Considerations

The main intent of Chapters 9 and 10 is to increase our understanding of India and
the operation of status systems. But these chapters also have a broader methodo-
logical and theoretical point. One of the main debates in contemporary sociology
concerns whether the discipline should strive to (1) develop causal propositions like
those in the physical sciences, or (2) interpret cultural meanings more in the tradi-
tion of the humanities.” Two influential books published in the same year illustrate
the two positions briefly. In The Principles of Group Solidarity, Hechter says:

In contemporary sociology there is precious little consensus about the proper meaning
of the terms theory and explanation. . . . Since it is not my intention to enter into the
epistemological debates that are currently so fashionable in some sociological circles,
I should clarify my position on these matters. I take theories to be causal explanations
that provide intelligible answers to why-questions about empirical facts. (1987:1 [em-
phases in original])

In contrast, Wuthnow, in his Meaning and the Moral Order, says that

the epistemological stance taken in this volume is that of interpretive sociology. The
very business of sociology is assumed to be one of interpretation, not one of discover-
ing objective facts from some Procrustean bed of empirical reality or of adducing law-
ful generalizations about the causal ordering of these facts. The hermeneutic circle, and
all that it implies about the limitations of positivistic knowledge, is taken for granted.
Cultural analysis, like any other branch of sociological inquiry not only should be but
inevitably is, whether we like it or not, essentially an act of interpretation. (1987:17
[emphases in original])

The same debate occurs in anthropology, though the interpretive tradition is
much more dominant and there are hotly disputed emphases within this tradition
(see, e.g., Horton and Finnegan 1973; Clifford 1988).
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My own position is that this is a false choice. There is no clear-cut line between
causal and interpretive explanations. Causal explanations tend to focus on de-
scribing links between discernible identities;* how the behavior of one identity af-
fects another identity.* Interpretive analysis tends to focus on discerning the bound-
aries and elements of such identities. But each of these is a matter of emphasis. The
methodological purpose of this chapter is to show one way to link causal and in-
terpretive analysis—and that they blend into each other.’

These two chapters are also intended to show the provisional nature of the re-
source structuralism I am advocating. They are primarily devoted to analyzing
rather concrete practices. More specifically, they are concerned with the important
role of what Giddens (1984) might call “routine” and what Bourdieu (1977) ap-
parently means by “habitus.” That is, we shall be considering how motivated, stra-
tegic, goal-oriented action is transformed into routine, taken-for-granted practices,
thereby increasing the chances that the social structure will be reproduced. Actually
I shall approach this issue from the opposite direction, by beginning with the routine
practices, and attempting to decode their relationships to motivated strategic actions
and rational choices. I do not claim that this analysis will satisfy all of the concerns
of such theorists as Giddens and Bourdieu about overcoming the limits of objecti-
vism and structuralism. It will, however, attempt to make a start toward linking
thick descriptions (Geertz 1973:chap. 1) and hermeneutic interpretations with a
structural analysis focusing on the nature of human resources.

What Is to Be Explained

We will focus on four sets of ideas that are at the core of Hindu culture: purity and
impurity, sexual asceticism, Tantrism, and auspiciousness and inauspiciousness,
Auspiciousness and inauspiciousness will be considered in Chapter 10. Some of the
things that I will attempt to explain in this chapter include

1. Why the notions of purity, impurity, and pollution are so central to Hindu society,
and more specifically:
a. Some of the key aspects of the organization of physical and social space.
b. The nature of dirt and filth and why keeping the pure and the impure separated is
so important.
c. The relationships between Hindu concerns about what enters and leaves the body
(for example, food and feces) and the nature of the social organization.

2. Why sexual asceticism is important in Hindu society and more specifically:
a. Why the retention of male semen is seen as a key source of power.
b. Why in Hindu myths those who are great ascetics are repeatedly seduced.
c. Why political power and more concretely kings are associated with female qualities.

3. How these and related features of Hindu symbolism are codes that play an important
role in the maintenance of the status order.

4. Why Tantrism emerges as an important form of deviation from orthodox Brahmanism,
and why it is ultimately reincorporated as an important aspect of the Hindu tradition.
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Purity and Impurity

As noted earlier, Dumont argues that the basis of the caste system is the distinction
between the pure and the impure.® Higher castes are purer than lower caste and must
follow a lifestyle that conforms to the norms of purity if they are to maintain their
superiority. According to Dumont (1980) the key to understanding the caste system is
to see the centrality and distinctiveness of this concept in creating a Homo hierarchi-
cus and a system of inequality that is fundamentally different from those found in the
West. In contrast, I believe that it is more useful to see ideas of purity and impurity as
one of a set of closely interrelated key symbols used to accentuate and reinforce status
processes characteristic of many societies. The elaboration of these notions as crucial
secondary norms and rituals has been of fundamental importance in stabilizing and
maintaining a caste society. Let us now take up these arguments in more detail.

Space, Distance, and Status

A common metaphor for status is that of distance and spatial ordering. Spatial dis-
tance and ordering become a symbol for social distance and social order. Higher
status people are literally raised up on thrones, stages, platforms, and penthouses.
Moreover, the physical distance between people, and the social association it im-
plies, is carefully regulated. How closely one is seated to the head table or chief
guest is used to symbolize one’s status. The size of an official’s desk, and the dis-
tance it maintains between him or her and those who approach, is nearly always
correlated with the official’s rank. As Goffman has shown in his essay “Territories
of the Self” (1971), distance and space is carefully regulated, and the amount avail-
able to a person is correlated with rank—even for very transient relations in public
places.” Keep in mind that what Goffman analyzes is not property, per se, but inter-
personal space in public places, for example, elevators, sidewalks, park benches,
and public beaches. The metaphorical symbol of spatial distance for social status is
such an obvious and common one that we need not belabor the point.

Certainly there are many instances of the use of this metaphor in the Indian caste
system: the distance that South Indian Untouchables were once forced to keep
between themselves and high caste persons; the fact that when villagers smoke to-
gether, higher caste persons will tend to sit on a bed, chair, or raised location, while
lower caste members will squat down; the seating arrangements at public events; the
layout of homes, with the kitchen being the most pure and restricted area, while bed-
rooms, courtyards, and latrine areas steadily increase in both impurity and accessi-
bility to outsiders; the physical organization of villages, with the lowest status groups
being relegated to the margins of the settlement area; the layout of temples, with the
areas becoming increasingly sacred as one moves toward the inner sanctum.

Pollution and Association

If most social systems use distance to symbolize status differences, the metaphor of
pollution—purity versus impurity—is also widely used (Douglas 1966). It is, how-
ever, especially characteristic of the Indian caste system.
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To become polluted is to come in contact with something that is dirty or nasty.
But what is dirt? Douglas argues that dirt can only be defined in relationship to a
larger system of order; dirt is matter that is out of place, something that disturbs or
threatens a system or order: “Uncleanness or dirt is that which must not be included
if a pattern is to be maintained. To recognize this is the first step towards insight
into pollution” {1966:40). The imagery of dirt can, of course, arise in any system
of order. But it seems that it might be especially congenial where the metaphor of
space and distance is used to represent status differences. The notion of “out of
place” requires as a background assumption the notions of ordered space.

A second, subsidiary notion of dirt is noteworthy. As Douglas notes, drawing on
the work of Sartre, things that are sticky and viscous are more typically defined as
messy or dirty than are either solids or liquids (1966:38). There seem to be two rea-
sons for this. First, viscous substances are somewhat of an anomaly: they are neither
solids nor liquids, and hence present problems of classification. Probably more im-
portant, they are difficult to order. Molasses cannot be stacked or shelved; it must
be kept in containers. Yet unlike liquids, it will not come out of the containers; it
sticks to, and hence contaminates, everything it touches. Its idiosyncratic density
makes it more likely to be disordered and anomalous with respect to spatial order-
ing. This is probably one of the reasons that feces are typically considered more
filthy and contaminating than urine or most other bodily substances.

Perhaps even more important than the compatibility of the metaphors of pollu-
tion and distance is the suitability of ideas of dirt and pollution for expressing con-
cerns about social interaction between those who are unequal in status. As we have
seen, there is considerable structural pressure in status orders to interact with status
equals, that is, for status homogeneity. Homogeneity is of course a central notion
behind the concept of purity. For something to be pure means that it is composed
of identical subcomponents uncontaminated by foreign matter—especially inferior
foreign matter.® Therefore, we should not be surprised that the caste system, which
emphasizes status homogeneity, has elaborately developed notions of pollution—
though as we shall see, this varies by region and subgroup.

Pollution is, in part, a symbolic code that is a way of “talking about” and rein-
forcing status homogeneity. Not only is there the practical effect of having your
status lowered when you extensively associate with inferiors—the consequence in
any social system—but there are two additional negative consequences of such as-
sociations. First, to the degree that an abhorrence of dirt has been internalized, and
to some degree it is in all cultures, one avoids contacts with inferiors because these
produce psychological discomfort. Second, since such contacts violate the norms
regarding purity, one must do ritual work in order to restore one’s purity. This re-
quires time, trouble, and, indirectly, wealth. This requirement in turn creates addi-
tional controls, for there is a tendency for rituals of purification to become magical.
In terms of our theoretical discussion in Chapter 8, moral processes become ob-
jectified into physical processes. In such circumstances, simply avoiding deliberate
associations with a lower caste person is insufficient. One becomes polluted even if
there is inadvertent contact; a social and moral process is further reinforced by a
mechanical and magical process. As Douglas notes (1966:113), a person who
creates pollution, intentionally or not, is always in the wrong. Obviously, such de-
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moralization tends to increase the energy people devote to avoiding pollution.
Seeing pollution as a moral and magical mechanism for reinforcing status concerns
is quite compatible with Weber: “As a status group, caste enhances and transposes
the social closure into the sphere of religion or rather magic” (1958b:43).

Douglas places the connection between status groups and pollution in a more
general context. She argues that concerns about pollution are likely to arise where
there are concerns about maintaining boundaries:

These are pollution powers which inhere in the structure of ideas itself and which punish
a symbolic breaking of that which should be joined or joining that which should be sepa-
rate. It follows from this that pollution is a type of danger which is not likely to occur ex-
cept where the lines of structure, cosmic or social, are clearly defined. (1966:113)

The argument can be summarized in the following manner. Concerns with pollution
are typically associated with boundary maintenance. Status groups, which are always
to some degree concerned about their boundaries, and which typically use physical
distance as a metaphor for social distance, often draw on notions of pollution. Where
these ideas of pollution become highly elaborated, they significantly reinforce the al-
ready strong tendency toward restriction and regulation of cross-group associations
and social mobility. In short, the norms, symbols, and rituals concerning pollution
both express and reinforce structural pressures arising from a resource base in which
status is an especially crucial feature. Connecting pollution to concerns about status
boundaries is not, of course, to deny that Indians might also be concerned about
other kinds of boundaries and might use notions of pollution to reinforce these. I am
simply arguing that in India, status boundaries are unusually significant, and much of
the preoccupation with pollution is related to this concern.’

Seeing pollution as a metaphor on status not only helps us to see why contact and
associations are seen in relationship to their purifying or polluting effects, but also
throws light on why outcast groups tend to emerge. Extremely low status strata are
frequently characterized in terms of dirt and pollution: “stinking niggers,” “poor
white trash,” “filthy beggar,” “the squalid masses.” Since status is relatively inex-
pansible, some must lose status if others are to gain status; similarly, if some are to be
pure, others must be impure. One way to increase the status of even relatively power-
less and underprivileged strata is to create an even less privileged polluted outcast
group. Moreover, the stronger the attempts to give some strata very high status, the
greater the pressure to create such outcast groups. As Dumont and others have sug-
gested, the extraordinary purity of the Brahmans is not unrelated to the extraordinary
impurity of the Untouchables. I do not mean to argue that pollution is an absolutely
zero-sum concept, but [ do mean to suggest that where pollution is a code or meta-
phor for status, there are strong tendencies in this direction.

The Human Body and the Social Body

Now let us consider a third symbol. According to Douglas, the human body is a rela-
tively closed system with limited entrances and exits, and is often used to symbolize
the social tensions that develop in closed groups:
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[A]ll margins are dangerous. . . . We should expect the orifices of the body to
symbolize its especially vulnerable points. Matter issuing from them is marginal stuff
of the most obvious kind. Spittle, blood, milk, urine, feces or tears by simply issuing
forth have traversed the boundary of the body. . . . The mistake is to treat bodily mar-
gins in isolation from all other margins. (1966:121)

Of course, all societies have some emotional connotations attached to things
that enter and leave the body. But few societies have the enormous concern about
the purity of what is taken into the body and the revulsion of bodily excrements
that is characteristic of South Asia. This serves as another symbol, with its many
related rituals, to reinforce the concern about the social boundary of castes and
other status-based subgroups.'® Just as the caste must be scrupulous about the status
of those with whom its members engage in intimate expressive relationships, so
must individuals be concerned about the purity of the substances with which they
come in contact—especially those taken into the body.

Human Substance and Human Conduct

An ideology commonly associated with status groups concerns the inheritance of
characteristics from one’s parents. The frequency and power of this idea is undoubt-
edly, in part, based on the fact that children do biologically inherit many character-
istics from their parents. Just as there has been a strong tendency to supplement or
substitute magical processes for social processes of social control, there has been a
strong tendency for status groups to emphasize biological rather than cultural trans-
mission of characteristics. This objectification of both processes contributes to the
same outcome: problematic and uncertain moral and social processes are transformed
or supplemented with seemingly more reliable mechanical processes. The children of
the elite no longer have to prove by their conduct that they too deserve to be elite;
rather, they deserve to be elite because of the superior nature of their bodily sub-
stances. Their status is not dependent on the way they exercise their agency. Nor are
they dependent on how others respond to their actions—something that is always con-
tingent and uncertain. Rather, their status is supposedly based on the “objective” na-
ture of their objectlike body. The most common examples in modern societies are the-
ories of racial superiority. Obviously these kinds of arguments have been present in
many societies throughout most of history, though they are by no means characteristic
of all societies. Typically it is assumed, if not explicitly stated, that one’s conduct is
shaped and limited by the biologically inherited bodily substances. Hence those that
did not inherit the appropriate bodily substances are excluded from certain social roles
of power and privilege and consigned to social roles involving service and deference.

Quite commonly ideas about pollution are linked to those about the biological
inheritance of bodily substances: hence we get notions of pure lineages. For reasons
we need not explore here, these are often symbolized by the metaphor of “pure
blood.” (For discussions of the South Asian concept of “blood” and its relation to
human reproduction, see Inden [1976] and McGilvray [1982].) This imagery is
common in South Asia, and is one of the rationales used to justify caste differences,
especially endogamy and the traditional division of labor.
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Marriott and various colleagues have argued that the Hindu understanding of
this process is significantly different from typical Western notions (see Marriott and
Inden 1974; Inden 1976, 1985, 1986; Marriott 1976, 1989). Based on their study of
South Asian texts and ethnographic literature, they introduce a critique of Dumont’s
work. They argue that despite Dumont’s stated intention of rejecting Western ide-
ologies and ideas about concepts of “stratification,” his work is too dependent on
Western dualistic concepts—especially on dualistic notions of the relationship
between bodily substances and human conduct. As an alternative, they propose an
“ethnosociology” that recognizes the monistic approach of Indic categories to the
relationship between—what the West would call—moral and biological processes.
The details of their analysis are complicated and subtle, but the essence of their
argument concerns Hindu notions about the relationship between bodily substance
and human conduct. While an individual’s bodily substance is determined within
broad limits at procreation, that substance continues to be shaped and modified by
subsequent events (e.g., marriage) and personal conduct. In turn, a person’s bodily
substance shapes his or her subsequent moral behavior. Moreover, substances that
are taken into the body—such as food—affect one’s core substances, and in turn
one’s future actions. Thus morality and biology are understood monistically rather
than dualistically—that is, as inextricably intertwined rather than as two separate
realms." The analytical implication of these observations is that the behavior of
South Asians with respect to marriage, commensuality, associations, occupational
activity, and so on should be analyzed in relationship to these notions that sup-
posedly play a crucial role in guiding people’s behavior in South Asia.” Stated
negatively, sociologists will not be able to understand the key features of the caste
system if they rely on their Western notions of stratification or Dumont’s dualistic
distinctions.

From my perspective, the South Asian categories Marriott and Inden have identi-
fied are, in part, a cultural code used to “talk about” and reinforce rules governing
bodily pollution. Thus we have multiple layers of symbolic codes and rituals. (Here I
am using the word “code” in the general sense indicated earlier, rather than in the re-
stricted sense used by Marriott.) The Indic categories that Inden and Marriott have
analyzed—for example guna and purusa—provide an indigenous rationale for con-
cerns about bodily purity. In turn, the imagery and rituals surrounding the body—for
example bathing and other forms of purification—symbolize more general notions of
pollution. Finally, the metaphors of pollution, and socially ordered space and dis-
tance, symbolize concerns about interpersonal associations and the effect these have
on individual and group social status. Each layer of symbolic material serves as a
metaphor or code for the prior level; in a sense we can say that there is a code, on a
code, on a code. I mean to suggest not that absolute differentiation and logical con-
sistency reigns in the use of these various levels of symbols, only that it is useful to
look at these cultural ideas as multiple layers of symbolism and ritual that, among
other things, are indirect mechanisms of social control. They are, in some respects,
analogous to the relationships that exist in the military between the (1) elaborate ritu-
als about shining shoes, (2) bodily appearance, (3) drills and parades, and (4) a disci-
plined fighting unit; each prior set of ideas and rituals is used to symbolize the subse-
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quent, more fundamental concern. In a sense each more specific level is a metonym
for the next more general level.

For the actors involved, these ideas are not merely codes, metaphors, and meto-
nyms. For many, the idea that pollution can be transmitted from those who are physi-
cally too close is real and literal. One way of thinking about the distinction is to ask
to what degree something is a symbol of status versus a criterion of status. Is having
gold stars on your uniform a sign that you are a general or does it actually make you
a general? In the Hindu context, does donning a sacred thread actually make you a
member of a twice-born caste? It is obvious that gold stars are a symbol. In the sec-
ond case the answer is much more ambiguous. Simply donning a thread may bring
outrage from members of the local upper castes, and in earlier times could get you a
beating if not worse. However, getting reputable Brahmans to conduct a, sacred
thread ceremony for you may well get many people to acknowledge your twice-born
status, even when your ancestry is suspect. Similarly, does eating the proper food
symbolize your religious purity or does it actually make you pure? Here we move
much closer to a situation in which the object or substance—in this case, the food—
becomes the actual means to purity rather than simply its symbol. I will argue that in
Hindu society the relationship between status and purity is variable. Often it will ap-
proximate the last case, and ritual status and purity will be a near identity. It is, how-
ever, | believe, a mistake to assume that this is always so. In the social realm, for ex-
ample, the symbols of kingship rather than the symbols of purity are sometimes used
to express high status. Knowledge is another important component and symbol of
high status and sacredness, and is seen as partly independent of purity and pollution
per se (see Babb 1975:181-83). Conversely, as Fuller (1979:473—74) points out, purity
and pollution may symbolize things other than social status, for example, morality
and goodness versus sin and evil. Consequently, an adequate analysis of both social
and sacral relationships requires that we analyze purity and pollution without making
this the fundamental analytical category. Rather, it must be seen as one—admittedly
central—component and symbol of social and sacral status.

Sexuality and Asceticism

One of the central arguments of Chapter 6 was that the basis of Brahmanical power
has been to steer a middle course between otherworldly renunciation and open pur-
suit of economic and political power. Stated more concretely, they have rejected be-
coming either ascetic renouncers or ruling kings. The core of their strategy has been
to give up the right to political power voluntarily but to continue to participate ac-
tively in the local agrarian infrastructure as householders, and to adopt many of the
rituals and disciplines of otherworldly renouncers. As we have seen, such a strategy
has been subject to a variety of cross-pressures and contradictions. Success in
balancing these countervailing demands has required high levels of self-discipline
by individual Brahmans, local jatis, and the Brahmanic subculture as a whole. As
Das’s (1982) analysis of myths about King Aama shows, Brahmans have been re-
peatedly concerned about the temptations to stray from this difficult path.”
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Now we will explore some of the metaphors that both express these psychologi-
cal and social tensions and serve as mechanisms to help guide persons through
them. In Geertz’s (1966) terminology, they are “models of” the social structure and
“models for” reproducing that structure.

Sex as a Symbol

A common symbol for restraint and discipline in many cultures is the notion of sex-
ual abstinence. Many societies have ascetic and monastic traditions that emphasize
the importance of limiting or avoiding sexual activity. Such sexual activity is typi-
cally identified with sensuousness, worldliness, aggression, and even chaos and dis-
order. In contrast, the ascetic is the epitome of virtuous self-control and spiritual
otherworldliness.

If the ascetic motif is common to many cultures, it has special significance and
unusual forms in India. Particularly striking is the Indian preoccupation with the
loss of male semen. It is not just sexuality or even thoughts of sexuality that are to
be avoided, but the loss of semen by whatever means. Semen is a highly distilled
essence that contains highly concentrated power, and to discharge it is to lose this
power. This is another example of what I have termed “objectification”; a moral and
social concern is elaborated and represented by a more material set of processes.
Accordingly, the actors’ problem is no longer simply to regulate and discipline
sexuality, but to physically control a material substance.

This idea comes out of the yogi tradition. As O’Flaherty notes, “the Upanisads
regard the loss of seed as a kind of death” (1980:31). In part, this is so because losing
semen is to abandon the powers that are available to the yogi: “The yogi, by drawing
his semen to this special point, the site of the third eye [between his eyebrows], re-
verses the flow of normal sexuality and hence the flow of normal time; thus he trans-
mutes seed into Soma, converting the fatal act of intercourse into an internal act that
will assure immortality” (O’Flaherty, 1980:46; see also Eliade, 1969:267-68).

What is the relevance of this to the typical Hindu? According to O’Flaherty,
“Although the yogi aspiration to transmute semen into Soma is taken literally, and
acted upon, by only a small and esoteric section of Indian society, it is known and
subscribed to on a theoretical level by most Indians, even nonliterate villagers”
(1980:47). In his vast summary of the anthropological literature on India,
Mandelbaum notes that a there is a common fear that a man is weakened through
intercourse: “a wife is readily seen by her husband’s family as an active temptress.
A man is supposed to have only a limited amount of life-giving fluids and rapid loss
is believed to weaken a man drastically. Women are not so debilitated by frequent
intercourse” (1970:77). Daniel reports a similar finding:

[Iln contemporary Tamilnadu it is said that a man’s power, sakti, enters him in food
and is stored in semen: “to increase and maintain this sakti, males must retain their
semen and hence lead an ascetic life. Females, while having greater sakti of their
own, also acquire, in intercourse, the sakti stored in the semen, thus further increasing
their supply.” (O’Flaherty 1980:45, quoting Daniel 1978:6)
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So while the notion has its roots in the relatively esoteric yogi tradition, it has been
widely dispersed throughout India over a long period of time.

The householder is not supposed to abstain from sex completely; one of his cen-
tral obligations is to have children, especially sons. According to Dimmit and van
Buitenen:

The tension that exists between family and ascetic life in Hindu society is made
abundantly clear. . . . Ascetic life is highly prized, but only for some. For if everyone
renounced the world, society would cease and mendicant ascetics would have no
means of support. So asceticism and the mendicant life, however highly respected in
Indian culture, always depend on the existence of householders for their basic sup-
port. (1983:249)

To the degree that it is necessary for biological and social reproduction, sexuality is
necessary. But the cultural ideal is to restrain one’s sexual activity, for by doing so,
one’s power is created and maintained. This ideal is represented in the behavior of
the seers and sages of the Puranas:

For the most part seers or sages are wise and holy brahmins who are deserving of re-
spect; they are usually married, but still live austere lives, often in hermitages,
practicing tapas, or self-restraint. This practice for them as for the celibate yogin,
gains the doer enormous powers; hence the awe in which they tend to be held by
their associates. (Dimmit and van Buitenen 1983:245)

Or as Kane says: “The Manusmriti (V. 56) declares that eating flesh, drinking in-
toxicants and sexual intercourse are not sinful in themselves; all beings are naturally
inclined to these; but abstention (from these) leads to great rewards (and therefore
Sastra [sic] emphasizes abstention)” (1977:1628).

I want to suggest that, in Weber’s terms, there is an “elective affinity” between
these notions about sexuality and the Brahman’s situation with respect to religious
and worldly power. As I argued earlier, the Brahman’s fundamental identity and
basis of power is in a relatively inalienable religious status, and to maintain this
status, the Brahmans abdicate political power. On the other hand, it is legitimate and
necessary that they participate in the material basis of the agrarian economy. Both
with respect to sexuality and worldly power the exhortation is not complete absti-
nence, but restraint. Sex and material power are necessary for certain purposes, but
they must be carefully limited and always kept secondary. These attitudes toward
sexuality can be seen, in part, as a set of secondary norms and as a metaphor that ex-
presses the tensions of the Brahman’s position of power in the social structure. This
is not to argue that the Brahman’s location in the social structure causes their atti-
tudes about sexuality, in any simple unilinear sense. But there is a psychological and
symbolic compatibility between the social structure and attitudes about sexuality that
is mutually reinforcing. In many cultures sex is seen as involving, in part, aggressive
power and domination. These same characteristics are often associated with political
power. It should not be surprising, then, that when a group’s primary strategy for
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gaining broad societal power is to forego any open contest for political power, per se,
such restraint might also become expressed in the realm of sexuality.

The Danger of Seduction

The relevant symbolism does not stop with sexual restraint as a metaphor on political
and economic self-restraint. A key threat to any attempt at sexual restraint by males
is the danger—in fantasy, if not reality—of aggressive females. This theme is fre-
quent in Hindu mythology. As O’Flaherty notes, “The dominant woman is dangerous
in Hindu mythology, and the dominant goddess expresses this danger” (1980:77).

At times the myths emphasize the threat of seduction. The story of Kandu in the
Brahma Purana is one example. A great seer gains so much power through practic-
ing austerities that the gods come to fear him. They send an Apsaras, who is “fine-
waisted, with beautiful teeth, full hips, and ample breast, and endowed with all the
fine marks of beauty.” They say to her, “ ‘go quickly where the hermit is doing
tapas and seduce him, my pretty, to deplete his power of tapas’” (Dimmit and van
Buitenen 1983:259). This theme is not restricted to obscure sacred texts. Marglin
(1982:167, 1985) describes how the same motif is used in contemporary ritual at the
Jagannatha temple at Puri. But here, as in many of the texts from the epics onward,
the story is carried a step further. The heat generated by the sage’s tapas is seen as
the cause of a drought. He must be seduced in order for it to rain and end the threat
of famine. The moral seems to be that a commitment to self-restraint and control is
not enough; the power this generates may threaten the interests and power of others.
The ascetic must therefore be wary of those who would, by seduction, deliberately
weaken the power he has acquired. On the other hand, these other more worldly
interests are seen as legitimate, and so seduction always works.

The threat of aggressive females may take a much more ominous form, the
image of the devouring goddess. This is especially characteristic of the goddesses
Durga and Kali:

She appears as the killer of her demon lover; beheading him in a symbolic castration;
she dances on the corpse of her consort, impaling herself upon his still animate phal-
lus. This is the nonmaternal goddess, with whom the worshipper does not dare seek
erotic contact for fear of losing his powers. But the dominant woman also appears as
the mother goddess, with whom the worshipper does not dare seek erotic contact for
fear of incest. (O’Flaherty 1980:77)

This theme of the danger of female power is an important theme in Hinduism in
general and the tradition of Tantrism in particular (Brooks 1990:65).

Beneficence and Danger

There is, however, a third and more positive image of women in the myths: the
image of the giving mother. The physical representation of this is the breast of milk
and the central theme is generosity and beneficence. This is the image of what
Kakar (1981) calls the “good mother,” in contrast to the “bad mother.” This image
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of the female is less threatening to the notion of male asceticism. Yet even here
there is danger that beneficence can lapse into seduction and hence incest.

The second key point in my argument is that if male sexual restraint is a key
metaphor for the Brahman’s strategy for obtaining religious power, fear of dominant
women stands for the threat of the king’s worldly power. It is a way of expressing
the tension that always exists between legitimate power in the form of authority and
the illegitimate power of unrestrained self-interest, especially in the form of force.
O’Flaherty has recognized that the male—female dichotomy frequently represents
this tension: “The dichotomy between male authority and female power on the
human level provides new conflicts when it sets a pattern on which divine hieroga-
mies are modelled: any woman, especially a goddess, has power, but this power is
tamed by making it subservient to her husband” (1980:77).

Marglin has specifically suggested that the power of the king is represented by
the power of femaleness:

It will be argued that royal power is essentially female power (sakti), a power which
stands outside the realm of the pure and the impure. Furthermore, it will be shown
that the king’s relationship to purity and impurity is homologous to that of women.
The king’s link to hierarchy is through his Brahman preceptor (rajaguru) just as the
woman’s link to hierarchy is through her husband. This parallelism between the posi-
tions of king and wife is found not only in their respective relationships to purity and
impurity but also in their roles and the kinds of power inherent in them. (1982:156)

My suggestion is that in such a relationship the king stands for the wife and the
Brahman stands for the husband. (1982:171)

Marglin is not the only one to draw a connection between Hindu notions of sexual
relations and political relations. O’Flaherty (1980:118) and Nandy (1983:10) make
similar arguments.

One final parallel can be drawn. As noted above, there is a positive female image
in Hindu thought, the giving beneficent mother. It is not accidental, I think, that this
is also a key function of the good king. Just as the power of the dominant female and
the unrestrained and unguided king are threatening and frightening, such power used
for beneficence and providing for the need of others is the essential characteristic of
the good mother and the good king. Even more specifically, the female is responsible
for fertility with respect to reproduction, whether it be at the human or divine level. It
is Parvati who must seduce Siva to insure that there are children. In a similar manner
it is the king who was responsible, at least in some parts of India, for the fertility of
the land—and more specifically, for the coming of the rains (see Marglin 1982,
1985a). So in both its malevolent and beneficent aspects, female sexuality parallels
the attributes of the king. We will take up this matter in more detail in the discussion
of auspiciousness and inauspiciousness in the next chapter.

Caveats and Conclusions

The discussion has illustrated how various symbolic and ritual elements of Hindu cul-
ture are metaphors for the tensions that arise from the nature of India’s social struc-
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ture. The preoccupations with control of semen, on the one hand, and the production
of sons to maintain the lineage, on the other, symbolize the cross pressures inherent
in the Brahmanical strategy for maintaining cultural dominance and considerable
wealth by, in principle, forgoing political power. The negative characterization of
female sexuality represents the ever present threat of the unrestrained power and
force of the king. Finally the notion of the female as the good mother represents the
king when he is subordinate to and guided by Brahmans.

An important caveat is required: the argument that has been sketched out is
certainly not all that the sexual conflicts in Hindu myths are about. Kakar (1981) and
O’Flaherty (1980) have both analyzed in some detail the connections between these
myths and the tensions and conflicts that arise between husbands and wives and in
childrearing. But mythology and ritual are often multivocal, that is, many things may
be said by the same set of symbols. Even if the sexual conflicts of Hindu mythology
primarily represent the tensions of family life, the question remains why Hindu cul-
ture expresses these conflicts so much more frequently and vividly than most com-
plex civilizations. One hypothesis worthy of exploration is that the conflicts of power
within the family are not unrelated to the conflicts of power at the macro level of so-
ciety, and that these both affect notions of legitimate and illegitimate sexuality. (This
theme has been developed by Marcuse [1962], Laing [1971], and others with respect
to Western society.) But whatever the causal connection may be between conflicts of
power between elites and conflicts of power within the family, my argument is that
the rich sexual symbolism of Hinduism is, in part, an expression and representation
of the unusual distribution of power characteristic of traditional India.

Second, a theoretical and methodological note is required. In the analysis of
social distance, pollution and bodily substances, I argued that each subsequent level
in a sense parallels the previous level; that there is a code, on a code, on a code.
Stated in the concepts of semiology, the relationship between the various codes is
paradigmatic, with each subsequent level being a partial substitute for, as well as
supplement to, the prior levels. This is not, however, the primary structure of the
material concerning asceticism and sexuality. Rather, the material seems to be struc-
tured more syntagmatically. One set of ideas and symbols suggests and leads to the
next set, which is typically the antithesis of the first. The symbols become elabo-
rated as the problems and tensions that are explored become more elaborate. A story
is being told, and each subsequent element adds an additional part of the story
rather than simply repeating the basic message in a new form.

Finally, a methodological note is required. The material analyzed in connection
with pollution and bodily substances involved primarily what I have called second-
ary norms and rituals. The analysis of sexual symbolism includes yet a third layer,
the level of myths, which are often offered as a rationale for these norms and rituals.
I have not tried to demarcate carefully these various layers. A more complete and
systematic analysis would require attention to such matters. But our interest in this
symbolic material is fundamentally substantive, not aimed primarily at elaborating
the theory or methods of symbolic analysis per se. Whatever the formal structure of
the symbols, the key point is that this striking and vivid material both expresses and
reinforces crucial features of the social structure.
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Purity, Asceticism, and Agency

The relationship between contingency and agency is a theme that runs through
many parts of this book. A few words are needed about the relevance of this theme
for the notions of purity and asceticism.

It is assumed that individuals have the power to reduce their level of impurity.
The same is true of asceticism. Control of semen, for example, is a matter of
systematic discipline, a matter of self-control by the individual involved; it is not
primarily either a gift of grace or the outcome of fickle fate. That is, with respect to
matters of pollution and purity, humans are assumed to have agency. Of course, the
objection can be raised that with respect to the critical determinant of purity—one’s
varna, jati, or gender (at birth)—individuals have little or no agency. But as we shall
see, the famous doctrine of karma is precisely about this issue. In its unqualified
form, the doctrine claims that one’s ascribed statuses are the result of one’s own
actions in previous incarnations. We will consider this matter in some detail in
Chapter 14, but two provisional points are relevant here: (1) the level of purity in-
corporated in one’s bodily substances at birth is determined by the sum of one’s
actions (karma) in past incarnations, and (2) the level of purity in the short run is af-
fected by conformity to lifestyle norms, and the purity of one’s associates.
Therefore, with regard to matters of purity and asceticism, humans are seen to have
high levels of agency. In the next chapter we will focus on symbols and rituals that
are primarily concerned with the contingencies of human existence.

The Structural Sources of Tantrism: A Postscript

Building on the preceding analysis, I now want to suggest an explanation of how
Tantrism—which is often seen as a rejection of concerns with purity and asceti-
cism—{found an important niche within the broader Hindu tradition. A theory that ex-
plains the key structural features of a highly ordered social unit should also be useful
in predicting the forms of deviance and innovation likely to occur in it. A simple ex-
ample illustrates the point. Where people are segregated by sex for extended periods,
rates of masturbation, prostitution, and homosexual behavior are likely to increase,
and/or sex will be defined as something that is inappropriate, dangerous, or even evil.
On the other hand, those subject to sexual segregation—prisoners, monastics, sol-
diers, residents of frontiers, students in single sex schools—rarely react to their situ-
ation by advocating communities of promiscuous heterosexual free love or universal
homosexuality. In other words, the pressures for deviance and innovation are more
likely to draw upon and transform existing social patterns selectively.

Taking this rather self-evident idea, what can be predicted about forms of devi-
ance and innovation within Hinduism, given the patterns we have already examined?
Considering the strong emphasis on purity and control of sexuality in Indian culture,
it would not be surprising to find deviant groups that wanted to emphasize the oppo-
site values. Given the strong emphasis on avoiding and renouncing worldly power,
we could predict that the exercise of power in this world might become a value for
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some; agency through the manipulation of purity may be rejected as inadequate, and
supernatural power over this world may be sought. Given the tendency to define the
present world as only a place of suffering (duhkha), some might seek to redefine it as
a place of potential bliss (ananda). Given the tendency to define this world’s reality
as illusion (maya), an alternative view might emphasize the unity of the ultimate
form of the divine (brahman) and the cosmos that has emanated from it. Given ortho-
dox notions that union with the divine means the irrelevance of individual identity,
agency, and power, an alternative might be to conceive of unity and closeness with
the deity as a source of individual agency and power. Given the fear of the female as
a threat to one’s purity and power, others might emphasize symbols of the female as
a source of power, thus goddesses might become prominent or even dominant
deities. Given the strong emphasis on caste and kinship, it would not be surprising
for some to advocate the irrelevance of these caste barriers.

Because of the highly structured social context of the caste system and orthodox
Brahmanism, such deviance and innovation could easily result in people being out-
caste. This would be especially likely for upper caste individuals. If such deviance
emerged among lower caste groups, it would be defined by upper caste groups as
proof of the inferiority that had already been assumed. This is why these ideas and
practices are likely to be expressed in secret. But if unorthodox attitudes and prac-
tices are to be anything other than individualized social deviance, a group that can be
trusted to keep such secrets is needed. This requires rigorous screening, selectivity,
and discipline. If the authority of the family and caste is to be rejected (in spiritual
matters), it must be replaced with some substitute authority, such as a guru. If the
boundaries of such groups are to be maintained, it is likely that the same mechanisms
used to maintain the boundaries of castes will be employed, that is, the elaboration of
norms and categories, and coded symbols and rituals. Not only are implicit codes
likely to be used to reinforce the social structure, but even more esoteric codes are
likely to be developed for secret forms of communication. Complex and esoteric
forms of knowledge and ritual practices are developed. It then becomes necessary to
decide who is both competent and trustworthy to be admitted to the group.
Consequently, rites of initiation become central. The formal criteria for initiation and
membership are not birth and kinship, but obedience to one’s guru and the acquisi-
tion of the special knowledge of the group. While such groups may be in principle
open to all, it is primarily the more privileged who have the time and energy to ac-
quire the necessary knowledge. If relatively secret societies do develop among privi-
leged groups, it would be surprising if they did not begin to reinterpret their conven-
tional public lives, so that their usual activities are redefined in terms of their
alternative religious categories. Moreover, their unorthodox values and practices are
likely to be surreptitiously inserted into more orthodox and public activities. But
even then the more radical and esoteric forms of knowledge and behavior are likely
to remain the province of the elite members of the group.™ In short, what develops is
an alternative form of highly structured status group that reverses the content of
many of the orthodox values, but in most respects becomes an addendum to the dom-
inant structures.

What I have been describing is a logic for the development of Tantrism within
Hinduism. I do not mean to argue that it literally developed in this precise manner.
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In all likelihood, many practices and ideas were borrowed from non-Aryan and non-
Hindu sources. Rather, what I am suggesting is a structural logic about how
Tantrism found an important place within the broader Hindu tradition. My claim is
that this analysis adds something to the usual explanations of Tantrism, which say
that it is the reversal of Vedic values, or, in the more complex version, that it com-
bines elements of reversal and orthodoxy. The logic I have suggested gives some in-
sights into why so many of the social forms—ryigid boundaries, initiation ritoals,
strong authority, the importance of knowledge, the elaboration of norms and cate-
gories, the authority of the guru—were carried over from orthodox Brahmanism.
But it also helps us see how values that seem so antithetical to orthodoxy come to
overlap with that orthodoxy.”

Purity and asceticism have been defined as key areas of human agency for orthodox
Hindus. Tantrism is primarily an alternative form of seeking more expanded forms
of agency. The next chapter considers a set of cultural concepts that emphasizes the
limits of such agency—and then attempts to mitigate these limits.
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As we have seen, the realms of purity and impurity strongly emphasize human
agency and responsibility. Indian village culture seems to also be engrossed with
notions of auspiciousness and inauspiciousness; it is analytically useful to view this
preoccupation as a way of objectifying concerns about contingency. While such ob-
jectification does not eliminate forces that are beyond people’s control, it is a means
of both expanding the sense of human agency and of providing social and psycho-
logical mechanisms for coping with contingent forces.

I have argued that the concepts of purity and impurity are part of a complex set
of secondary norms and rituals used to buttress status as a form of power against
power rooted in wealth and force. Auspiciousness and inauspiciousness, on the
other hand, typically concern mundane worldly well-being and, more abstractly,
economic and political power. Purity and impurity are the special concerns of the
Brahman, while auspiciousness and inauspiciousness are the special concern of the
king and local dominant caste—though virtually all village Hindus are conscious of
and affected by both.

Auspiciousness and Inauspiciousness

History of the Concept

The notions of purity and pollution have long been discussed in the scholarly litera-
ture describing Indian society (e.g., Dubois 1983). With the publication of Dumont’s
Homo Hierarchicus (1980), purity—impurity became the central interpretive concept
used to understand Hindu society. While auspiciousness and inauspiciousness were
discussed in the nineteenth-century descriptions of Indian customs (see Raheja
1988:34), only occasional references to these concepts appeared in the post—-World
War II ethnographic literature.! Not until the publication of the symposium edited by
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Carman and Marglin (1985), and Marglin’s (1985a) study of the devadasis (female
temple dancers) in Puri, did the concept receive major attention from the scholarly
community. With the publication of Raheja’s The Poison in the Gift (1988), inaus-
piciousness became an important point of discussion. According to Raheja, the notion
of inauspiciousness, and the various rituals intended to remove or disperse it, were so
central to the life of the villagers she studied—and in many respects much more so
than purity and pollution—she first thought she had stumbled across some strange
deviant subculture. “That the dispersal of inauspiciousness structured and gave
meaning to so much of Pahansu social and ritual life struck me so forcibly that it
seemed inconceivable that other ethnographers had not placed it at the center of their
interpretations of village life in India” (1988:31). Since the publication of Raheja’s
book, South Asianists increasingly suspect that the notion of inauspiciousness may
be much more central than had previously been imagined. There is, however, no
clear consensus about this.

My discussion of the history of the concept has been limited to the literature on
India. Similar notions are common to many if not most agrarian societies, including
other Asian societies (see, e.g., Tubielewicz 1980) and premodern Western civiliza-
tion (see, e.g., Thomas 1971). Thus the concern of Indic civilization with auspi-
ciousness is not as atypical as is their preoccupation with caste and pollution. There
is not yet sufficient comparative material to determine which features of the auspi-
ciousness-inauspiciousness complex are unique to India, though I will offer some
theoretical speculations about this.

What Is to Be Explained

Detailed data about auspiciousness and inauspiciousness and how these shape be-
havior in India remains quite sparse. Nonetheless, several key facts seem apparent.
Auspiciousness (subha, mangala) and inauspiciousness (asubha, amangala) are
concerned with well-being and injury—those things producing benefit and harm.?
Often the focus is on worldly well-being, as contrasted to salvation, though there are
exceptions. Auspiciousness or inauspiciousness tend to be associated with

1. Moments or times of transition, movement and change such as births, marriages,
deaths, puberty ceremonies, coronations, journeys, the conjunction of planets, building
new houses, undertaking new business ventures, wearing new clothes, and so forth.

2. A strong sense of contingency and uncertainty about whether the outcome will bring
well-being or harm, though some events are primarily associated with one or the other
outcome, for example, marriage is primarily associated with auspiciousness while
death is primarily associated with inauspiciousness.

3. The giving of gifts (dana), which can be organized into extremely complex patterns
and is a means of transferring inauspicious substances from one person or group to an-
other.

4. Women and female qualities, especially fertility.

5. Notions of kingship, both in terms of what will be auspicious for a ruler and the be-
neficence of the ruler toward his subjects.

6. Signs and omens, especially astrology, in order to determine the times, circumstances,
and conditions most likely to be auspicious rather than inauspicious.
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How and why are these things associated, and in what way are they related to
other features of the social structure and culture? Since the ethnographic literature on
which these “facts” are based is still very limited, the interpretation [ suggest is neces-
sarily quite tentative; the arguments that follow are a series of exploratory hypotheses.

Social Sources of Contingency in India

I have interpreted purity and pollution as a set of coded metaphors that reinforce the
key structural features characteristic of status groups in general and caste in particu-
lar: the tendencies toward status homogeneity and boundary maintenance. That is to
say, a concern with purity and impurity is rooted in social sources derived from cer-
tain features of the social structure. Similarly, I want to argue that the concern with
auspiciousness and inauspiciousness is due to social sources, some of which are the
centrality of status in Indian society and the structural features that this produces.

Movement and Change

I have suggested that human existence is characterized by both agency and con-
tingency. Humans have some understanding of and power over their environment,
but many things are beyond understanding or control. As I suggested in Chapter 2,
the crucial collective means for coping with contingency is the creation of social
structures. While their overall effect is to reduce contingency, the specific conse-
quences can be mixed. Structures increase some forms and aspects of agency and
simultaneously reduce others. Conversely, structures reduce some forms of con-
tingency and create others. For example, I pointed out that well-defined ascribed
social statuses reduce uncertainties about short-term social interactions—how others
may respond to a particular action. At the same time, they reduce human choice and
agency, and hence make social destinies seem more arbitrary and contingent.

A key characteristic of status groups and castes is their tendency to be preoccu-
pied with stability and proper order. This is especially so with respect to their
boundaries and key positions and roles within such groups. I have tried to show
how concerns about pollution result in layers of secondary norms and rituals that re-
inforce and buttress social boundaries. Inappropriate relations or movements across
social boundaries are “automatically” sanctioned because they result in poliution
and impurity. This occurs even if others do not detect such deviance, and whether or
not it is punished by social sanctions.

But no society is completely static. Nor are the social boundaries of groups and
their social positions completely rigid and impermeable. If nothing else, all societies
have to allow mobility through the various positions of the life cycle. Children become
adults, the unmarried marry, adults become parents, and everyone grows old and dies.

Such points of transition produce anxiety in virtually all societies. Quite aside
from the individual psychological anxieties, such transitions call into question the
boundaries and structures that have been so carefully maintained. Most societies use
various forms of ritual to transform the identity of those making these transitions,



Cultural Codes and Rituals: 11 127

and to relax and repair the social boundaries that are being crossed. Van Gennep
(1960) and Victor Turner (1967, 1969, 1974) have analyzed these liminal moments
of transition in considerable detail.

My hypothesis is that the more time and energy people have invested in creating
and maintaining social boundaries, the more the crossing of such boundaries will be
defined as problematic. Further, upper caste and high status groups will be more
concerned than lower status groups. By the same logic, crossing gender boundaries,
for example, homosexuality and transvestism, is more problematic than life-cycle
transitions.’ In short, the level of perceived danger will be related to the strength and
importance of the boundaries involved. The level of danger can also be affected by
whether the changes are expected or unexpected, permanent or temporary.

Such transitions are not inherently bad or evil. Nonetheless, because things are
fluid, they have the potential for either good or evil—or perhaps some combination
of the two. Momentary relaxations of the structures are dangerous, but they can also
release great power that has been “bottled up” in structures. Turner (1969) has
emphasized the positive possibilities of such transitional moments in his concept of
“communitas”: the possibilities for fellowship, solidarity, transcendence, and emo-
tional release in the liminal periods when the usual structures are suspended. Of
course, the release of such power also can result in anarchy, disorder, and disaster.
The concepts of auspiciousness and inauspiciousness in part focus upon the con-
tingency inherent in the suspension of structure, “anti-structure” in Turner’s terms,
and the agency and power it releases. Thus, as Marglin (1985a) has emphasized,
auspiciousness and inauspiciousness are not mutually exclusive conditions.*

Other forms of movement are also associated with auspiciousness and inaus-
piciousness—both because there are real parallels and by metaphorical extension.
Travel and the initiation of new projects such as building houses, digging wells, or
important business transactions are activities subject to auspiciousness and inaus-
piciousness. In all these there are both risk and possibility. The auspiciousness and
inauspiciousness associated with wearing new clothes for the first time have a
parallel source; this step involves a literal and figurative change in the boundary
markers of the body and the self.

Nor is it accidental that auspiciousness and inauspiciousness are associated with
women and goddesses. There seem to be two reasons for this. First, most of India is
patrilocal and patrilineal, and women are the movers; they leave their natal homes and
become members of a new family. This move is seen as such a radical transformation
that it is culturally defined as involving a metamorphosis of bodily substances; the
married woman becomes both morally and “biologically” part of the conjugal family.
(We will take up this matter in more detail in Chapter 11.) Second, as in many socie-
ties, womens’ virginity and monogamy are powerful symbols of the group’s bounda-
ries. Sexual relations with inappropriate partners are enormously threatening to the
group’s honor. Children out of wedlock are evidence and are symbols of this dishonor
as long as they are living, and the memory of them may last for generations. Because
women are both a key symbol of the group’s purity and its social boundaries and
because they are the transitional and linking beings who tie family groups together,
they have great potential for auspiciousness and inauspiciousness.
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Superior Power

So far I have focused on movement across social boundaries as a source of
auspiciousness and inauspiciousness. Movement is dangerous because it relaxes the
structures that contain and control power. My hypothesis, though, is that the ulti-
mate fear is not of movement but of the contingency and danger of uncontained
power. Hence we should not be surprised that auspiciousness and inauspiciousness
are also associated with being in the presence of great power. Those who must ap-
proach the very powerful face high levels of contingency. By definition, the less
powerful have less agency; a lowly person has difficulty preventing the person of
great power from doing them harm. On the other hand, associating with the power-
ful can bring great good. Since the outcome of interaction with those of great power
is contingent upon factors beyond the control of the weaker party, such encounters
contain the possibility for both auspiciousness and inauspiciousness.

Unsurprisingly, Hindu kings are associated with auspiciousness. With consider-
able oversimplification, it can be said that there were two key kingly functions.
Danda, the exercise of force (literally, “the rod”), was the essence of kingship,
both theoretically and practically. By this means, kings were responsible for avoid-
ing chaos and disorder (adharma). It is hardly surprising that the figure who
wielded such power would be seen as both potentially beneficent and dangerous.
The sense of danger is undoubtedly accentuated because according to the
Dharmasastras the king’s powers of command (ksatra) are nearly absolute. As
Lingat notes, “Ksatra confers on the king independence, the right to act to suit
himself without depending upon anyone else. The king is independent of subjects,
as is the spiritual preceptor of his pupils and the head of the family of the members
of his household” (1973:211).

The second key function is to ensure the prosperity of the realm, more literally
to provide food (annadata). The king is responsible for the fertility of the soil and,
more specifically, for the rains, the key to agrarian productivity and prosperity. As
Inden says, “Kings were . . . those manifestations of Visnu (or devotees of Siva)
who were supposed to bring about the well-being of the countries they ruled; they
were, toward that end, enjoined to engage in daily conduct and in the execution of
rituals that were designated as mangala [auspicious]” (1985:31). In some periods,
kings were not conceptualized as independent rulers, but were part of a hierarchy of
kings ruled over by a king of kings (Inden 1982). Kings were potent agents who ex-
ercised power over others and thus were a source of auspiciousness and inaus-
piciousness, but they were also subordinates who were subject to the power and
agency of superior kings. Stated in our theoretical terms, kings were both subject to
and the source of contingency because they were both liege and vassal.® Even in
periods when this hierarchy of rulers may not have had salience, kings always faced
high levels of contingency; as I have argued earlier, political position and wealth
can always be appropriated by the outside conqueror or the rebellious upstart.
Moreover, the scope of their responsibilities and their close identification with their
kingdoms meant that all contingencies were relevant. As Inden notes:

[BJecause the king includes the people and country of his kingdom within his persona,
every portent that appears in his kingdom, no matter where, is also a warning to him.
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And every calamity that occurs in it, no matter who is directly affected, is also a cata-
strophe for the king. This is why the king, above all others was concerned with omens
in ancient and medieval India. (1985:35)

In sum, I am arguing that auspiciousness and inauspiciousness is largely con-
cerned with contingency and especially the contingencies that are involved when
people face great or unknown power. Hence we should expect these concepts to be
of special relevance during periods when well established structures are relaxed to
allow change and movement, and when actors must face others who have great
power, especially power that could fundamentally change one’s structural position.

Factors and Omens

When agency seems limited and contingency seems great, humans have an intense
concern to predict the time and place when powerful external forces will impinge
upon them. If the forces that confront them cannot be controlled, perhaps the condi-
tions under which these powerful forces must be faced can be manipulated to be
more or less favorable. If you can avoid it, you do not set sail on a long ocean
journey in a small boat during the stormy season. Nor do you ask a powerful person
for a favor when he is angry and upset. Much of astrology is concerned with identi-
fying the times that will be propitious for particular undertakings. Raheja reports:

Most villagers are aware of, and constantly discuss, the solar and lunar days, and
lunar months that are auspicious or inauspicious in relation to specific activities.
Nearly all villagers can list the days that are inauspicious for smearing floors with
cow-dung (Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday), auspicious for beginning the wheat
harvest (Sunday or Tuesday), inauspicious for wearing new bangles (parva, the first
day of a lunar fortnight; amavas, new moon day; and Wednesday), auspicious for
traveling in any direction (Tuesday), inauspicious for setting out on a journey
(Saturday), or inauspicious for putting on new clothes for the first time (the first or
eleventh days of a lunar fortnight, a new moon day, and Tuesday). (1988:38-39)

Whether a time is auspicious or inauspicious is related to the particular activity
and the social position of the people involved. Saturday is generally inauspicious for
beginning a journey, but a married daughter may safely be sent to her conjugal
home on that day; yet a bride cannot be sent to her natal village.

In addition to taking into account uncontrollable factors that may influence the
outcome of an action, people look to signs and omens. Not only do you avoid long
boat trips in the stormy season, and avoid the king when he is in a bad mood, you also
consult those who can predict the weather, and you look for clues about the king’s
mood. By looking for signs and omens you fine-tune the cultural knowledge about
the usual auspicious and inauspicious times and locations. This seems to be one of the
key motivations behind divination. Divination is found in many societies and takes a
wide variety of forms, including astrology, fortunetelling, possession and seances,
dice and other mechanical techniques, and “reading” tea leaves, palms, and the
entrails of sacrificed animals.
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Inden (1985) reports that medieval texts focused on irregularities and unusual oc-
currences. These include eclipses, a double sun or moon, rain that is colored, fires
with no apparent fuel, animals of the forest that enter a village, animals of the water
crawling on land, and so on. Such irregularities are considered portents of things to
come. As we might expect, many signs and omens are things or events outside of the
usual categories and boundaries—since one key source of auspiciousness and inaus-
piciousness is the transgression of social boundaries. But the rules governing signs
often become highly complex and context-specific. For example, seeing a pregnant
woman inside the house is auspicious, but seeing one outside is inauspicious; when
starting a journey seeing someone sneeze is inauspicious, but it is auspicious to see
someone sneeze after dinner (Raheja 1988:38). An extremely important source of
inauspiciousness is the position of the planets at the time of one’s birth as analyzed in
horoscopes. These deal not so much with irregularities as with relatively rare
conjunctions within a highly ordered system of celestial events. So while generally
signs tend to be some form of irregularity, the logic behind what is defined as an ir-
regularity is by no means always obvious, even to the actors involved. My guess is
that systems of signs and omens become elaborated with secondary and tertiary
layers of norms and codes analogous to those described for purity and pollution. If
parts and layers of the system fall into disuse, the logic of the remaining system is ex-
tremely difficult to decode, at least in detail. Moreover, most, if not all, meaning
systems have lacuna and inconsistencies and are an infinite regress because of what
Garfinkel calls indexicality.® Consequently translation, decoding, or interpretation
leaves loose ends. As Bourdieu notes:

[Wihen one tries to push the superimposition of the various series beyond a certain de-
gree of refinement, behind the fundamental homologies . . ., difficulties begin to multi-
ply systematically, demonstrating that true rigour does not lie in an analysis which tries
to push the system beyond its limits, by abusing the powers of the discourse which
gives voices to the silences of practice. (1977:155)"

Nonetheless, it seems useful to see a large percentage of signs and omens as taking
the form of irregularities, even if the precise nature of the irregularity cannot be
specified.

Not surprisingly, the line between the forces and the predictor of these forces
can become blurred. This seems to be especially the case with respect to astrology,
where sometimes the planets are seen primarily as predictors, other times they are
seen as causal factors, and still other times they seem to represent gods who deliber-
ately affect one’s fortunes. Yet, Raheja reports, there is a distinction between signs
(sakun) or omens (apsakun) and a “factor that is itself either facilitating (labh-
karak) and appropriate or detrimental (hani-karak) and inappropriate to the pro-
posed activity” (1988:38). She continues:

[TThere is a fundamental difference between these two usages. In the case of “signs”
and “omens,” sakun and apsakun appear as more or less arbitrary, noncausal portents
(sucak); in notions of labh-karak and hani-karak, the occurrence of the terms subha
and asubh is related, not to signs that convey information (sucna dena), but to factors
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(conceived in terms of substances) that are themselves facilitating or detrimental to
the undertaking or the event. (1988:42)

We will return to the significance of such substances shortly.

The Dialectic of Agency and Contingency

In Chapters 2 and 8, T argued that in highly developed status systems we should ex-
pect to find a complex dialectic between agency and contingency. Here my thesis is
that the concepts of auspiciousness and inauspiciousness are elaborated when
humans feel they possess limited agency and face high levels of contingency. These
notions are an idiom for “talking about” the contingency that is experienced when
boundaries must be crossed and the powerful must be faced. Such conditions are, of
course, especially likely in societies that emphasize hierarchial differences and
maintain relatively rigid social boundaries. But humans are seldom content simply
to “talk about” their lack of agency; typically they search for ways to augment and
expand it. The very idiom used to recognize contingency is also used as a means of
extending human agency. Stated in slightly different terms, the concern with inaus-
piciousness is, in part, a way of objectifying concerns about contingency. The ob-
jectification of forces beyond human control does not erase such forces. It can, how-
ever, expand the perceived realms of human agency and provide social and
psychological mechanisms for dealing with the uncertainty involved.

This objectification happens in at least two ways. First, gods and other active
agents can be defined as the source of these forces beyond human control; then at-
tempts can be made to appease and propitiate these agents.® This is the strategy typi-
cally taken when the concern is about the power of superiors. According to Inden:

[Plrodigies are signs emitted by the gods in response to the immoral acts of men, . . .
they are warnings of disastrous events to follow. . . . How was a king supposed to re-
spond to a portent? Each and every marvel or prodigy was a rupture or reversal of
order in the visible domain of an invisible, divine lord. In order to prevent the disaster
it portended, the king was supposed to determine which [divine} lord was responsible
for the omen and perform an auspicious ritual. (1985:34-36)

Such behavior is not, of course, limited to kings. Traditionally villagers con-
fronted with a disaster such as a smallpox epidemic follow a parallel procedure by
directing rituals to the appropriate deity. According to the texts analyzed by Inden,
contingency becomes completely transformed into agency:

Human and natural events were, moreover, never in an accidental or chance relation-
ship to one another. They were part of a complex dialogue between men and gods in
which unwanted natural events—floods, plagues, infestations, fires, and the like were
always responses by gods to human acts of disobedience. A man ignorant of the
science of signs might not know the reasons for his affliction or what to do about it,
but the reason was there nonetheless. (1985:39)
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Not all inauspiciousness was so clearly defined as the result of active agents
(such as spirits and gods) per se. In Raheja’s analysis of inauspiciousness in the
Uttar Pradesh village of Pahansu, the emphasis is much more on qualities and sub-
stances that invade or infect people during liminal periods. Both structure and
transitions are conceived of in the quasi-physical terms of bodily connections:
“Inauspiciousness flows, as we have seen, through the ‘connections of the body’
(sarir ka sambandh) between persons, and when these connections are transformed
(at birth) or attenuated and created anew (at marriage), inauspiciousness flows over,
as it were, and must be channeled and removed” (Raheja 1988:147). What “flows
over” is seen in near physical terms: “Nasubh and kusubh . . . both may be trans-
lated as ‘inauspiciousness’ . . . {and] denote qualities and substances that themselves
are the causes, or more precisely, the embodiments of ill-being” (1988:42).

In terms of our earlier theoretical concepts, the factors that affect human behavior
are objectified into substances that become the immediate source of inauspicious-
ness. These substances are seen as the embodiment of alien and foreign forces. At
times these forces are thought to originate from the hostile actions of otherworldly
beings such as ghosts (bhuta), and the souls of the dead (prefa) who have not been
ritually transformed into ancestors (pitr); they are liminal beings who haunt the
boundaries between this world and the next.” Humans who are themselves in some
liminal, transitional state are seen as especially vulnerable to the evil substances cre-
ated by the hostile actions of such otherworldly beings. At other times these harmful
substances are seen as coming from the gods. According to the mythology this can be
punishment for sins, but in other instances the gods are simply passing on harmful
substances to others. But in all of these cases the more immediate concern is with a
near physical substance that must be disposed of if it is not to cause harm.

Just as movement across boundaries is a primary source of auspiciousness and in-
auspiciousness, movement is the mechanism for disposing of inauspicious sub-
stances; they must be given away. Inauspiciousness is transferred to others by giving
them gifts (Sanskrit: dana; Hindi: dan)."” Raheja reports, “virtually all of my in-
terpretations hinged on one crucial fact—that the significance of dan, and thus much
of the giving and receiving that constitutes intercaste and kinship relations in
Pahansu, was focused on the transfer of inauspiciousness from donor to recipient”
(1988:31). Dana are ritual prestations that are given to those who have an “obliga-
tion” (pharmaya) to receive them.' This is in contrast to prestations such as daksina,
lag, and neg, which are the recipient’s “right” (hak) and are, roughly speaking, “pay-
ments” for services rendered.

Raheja (1988:69) notes that next to prasada, the most important kind of presta-
tion in Pahansu is a particular type of dana known as carhapa or pujapa. In contrast
to the prasada, of which all can partake, the carhapa must be given to a particular
relative or ritual specialist. Less commonly, it must be deposited in certain places—
usually those that symbolize a boundary or transitional area, such as a crossroads or
the edge of the village. The giving of carhapa typically involves three logical steps.
The first is the disarticulation or loosening of the sin, evil, sickness, danger, and the
like from the giver. Typically this is conceptualized as being brought about by heat,
especially the heat generated by various kinds of ascetic austerities (tapas). Second,
these various forms of inauspiciousness must be passed on in the form of dana to an
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appropriate recipient, who is thought of as a receptacle or vessel (patra). The patra
is a ritual specialist such as a Brahman family priest (purohit), a Barber, a Bhangi
Sweeper, an in-law (or more accurately, a wife-taking affine), or sometimes a physi-
cal place. Often an intermediary step is involved, in which the dana is first offered
to a god or ghost before it is passed on to the appropriate patra. Third, the recipient
patra must then “digest” the harmful substances incorporated in the dana. Brahmans
are supposedly able to do this because of the austerities they regularly practice.
Other castes supposedly generate the necessary heat for digestion by various routine
activities such as husking, churning, grinding, and sexual intercourse, that is, by an
exercise of agency appropriate to their social position. But this is problematic and
dangerous work; the transferred inauspiciousness may harm those who undertake to
digest it. Consequently, dana usually involves a gift of some value; that is, some-
thing of value must accompany the inauspiciousness that is being transferred. This
is not simple exchange, since bargaining is, in principle, verboten, though in prac-
tice quibbling is not unknown.

Raheja’s account stresses the “centrality” of the dominant Gujar caste. The
Gujars control most of the land in Pahansu and are the patron-employers (jajmans)
of most others in the village. Equally important, the Gujars are the main sponsors of
ritual activity in the village; more concretely, they are the main givers of dana.
Raheja claims that in addition to a hierarchy of purity and status, there is a nonhier-
archial differentiation based on ritual centrality. Here the dominant Gujar jajmans,
rather than the Brahmans, are seen as the core of the system. Others also give dana
but the Gujars play the dominant role.”

This highly condensed summary does not do justice to the richness of Raheja’s
ethnography; it does, however, focus our attention on the main points relevant to
this analysis. How do such findings relate to my general theoretical argument? As I
have suggested earlier, human existence is always some mixture of agency and con-
tingency. Organized societies create enclaves of moral order and agency in an ocean
of contingent and deterministic processes. Only some of these are understood, and
even fewer are controlled. The boundaries between the areas over which we have
some degree of agency and responsibility, and the contingent world over which we
have little control, are always ambiguous. Thus, in most complex cultures, people
ponder whether the apparently contingent and uncontrollable are in some way due
to their own actions. Was there anything we could have done? Is there anything we
can do, to avoid such disasters in the future? Paradoxically, such questions are most
acute for those who exercise power and authority; they have the most agency and
thus the most responsibility. Furthermore, those who exercise domination are inevi-
tably involved in moral ambiguities if not immorality and amorality (Biardeau
1989:53-58). Moreover, they have the most to lose from contingencies that might
harm the system as a whole. Of course, they are also the ones best able to redis-
tribute risk and deflect blame. It is hardly surprising that kings and dominant castes
are central actors in matters of auspiciousness and inauspiciousness.

Predictably, the core of the ritual activity involves the transfer of inauspicious-
ness from these wielders of power to either those who specialize in acquiring the
merit needed to digest such negativity, for example, Brahmans, or those who are
relatively powerless to resist such transfers—for example, Untouchable Sweepers. '
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In both cases they must be compensated for accepting such transfers. All recipients,
but especially those who claim moral and religious superiority, recognize they are
negatively affected by the acceptance of such “gifts.” Religious functionaries
frequently have an ambivalent relationship with the ruling class, and Brahmans
have been, in theory if not always in practice, traditionally reluctant to receive gifts.

The source of their discomfort is that such gifts are likely to contain potentially
harmful inauspiciousness. Without denying the reality of this perception for the
actors involved, it seems likely that this reluctance is also implicitly related to two la-
tent considerations. First, the acceptance of such gifts, especially when such accep-
tance is coerced, symbolizes and ritually enacts dependency and subservience.
Second, and perhaps more important, it implicates the recipients in the moral ambi-
guities of power. As I indicated in the discussion of the inalienability of status in
Chapter 3, the means by which material resources are gained influence the legitimacy
of accepting these resources as gifts. Obviously it would be considered illegitimate for
a university to accept money illegally stolen from others. But during the Vietnam
War many thought accepting money from the U.S. government, especially money for
defense-related activities, seriously compromised the integrity of higher education.
The distinction between dana and the other prestations (daksina, lag, and neg), which
are for services rendered and do not involve accepting negative substances, seems to
support this interpretation. I do not want to overstress such considerations; clearly the
primary concern for Indian villagers is the more concrete benefit or harm that might
result from accepting dana. Nonetheless, I believe that a latent and implicit apprehen-
sion is the danger of sharing in immoral and ill-gotten gain derived from dominant
worldly power. This is, according to my earlier interpretation, one of the Brahman’s
classical dilemmas. Their ardent ritual conformity gives them the high levels of
purity that enable them to “digest” inauspiciousness, but this very superiority means
that they have more to lose by contact with worldly evil.

Finally, because agency and contingency frequently blend into one another
in human experience, we should not expect the notions of auspiciousness—
inauspiciousness and purity—impurity to be completely distinct. As Parry (1991) has
complained, the recent emphasis on auspiciousness and inauspiciousness has either
subsumed these concepts under notions of purity and impurity or attempted to draw
a clear-cut distinction between the two sets of notions. He provides a number of ex-
amples from death rituals that make either alternative highly questionable. When a
key underlying concern is to express the human experiences of both agency and
contingency, we should expect some ambiguity in the terminology used. Sometimes
we feel sure we are in control and therefore responsible; sometimes we are sure we
are not; much of the time we sense some mixture of the two. We should expect a
similar variability with respect to the distinction between purity—-impurity, and
auspiciousness—inauspiciousness on the other.

The idiom of contingency, then, is dialectically transformed into a medium of
agency. As in the case of purity and pollution, this process sometimes involves sig-
nificant elements of reification and objectification. Contingent processes are attrib-
uted to the actions of higher beings, and/or to substances that intrude in moments of
liminality. One of the major preoccupations of traditional Indian culture has been
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the handling of these dangerous beings and substances. This preoccupation is not
primarily a concern with spiritual matters, but with the potential effects on worldly
well-being.

Now we must turn to the relationship between such worldly considerations and
the otherworldly concerns supposedly so central to Indian culture. Stated more ab-
stractly, we need to explore the relationship between power and legitimacy. This
will lead us again to a further analysis of the relationship between the concepts of
auspiciousness—inauspiciousness and purity—impurity.

Power, Legitimacy, Auspiciousness, and Purity

In Chapter 7, the processes associated with political legitimacy were analyzed. Now
I want to point out a tie between those processes and the ones we have been dis-
cussing here. As noted earlier things are auspicious and inauspicious mainly in
terms of how they affect one’s worldly well-being. Carman (Carman and Marglin
1985:114) has proposed that auspiciousness can be understood in relationship to the
purusarthas, the four traditional goals of the Hindu life: kama, desire for pleasure;
artha, pursuit of material interests; dharma, the seeking of righteousness and virtue,
and moksa, release or salvation. Carman suggests that it is useful to see kama and
artha as being subservient to and encompassed by dharma, which in turn is second-
ary to and encompassed by moksa. In some respects the more mundane goals con-
tribute to the next higher goal, but they are also in tension and contradiction with it.
When the order of the concepts is reversed, the matter might be conceptualized in
the following way:

moksa vs. [dharma vs. artha/kama]

Moksa is beyond concerns with virtue or purity, and dharma is preoccupied with
these, whereas artha and kama are concerned with worldly well-being. The concepts
of auspiciousness and inauspiciousness typically refer to concerns related to artha
and kama. While the primary referent of artha is material wealth, in an agrarian so-
ciety this implies control of land and hence political power broadly conceived. Kama
refers not only to pleasure, including sexual pleasure, but also implies fertility; both
fertility needed to reproduce children, particularly sons, but also the fertility of the
land necessary for food and sustenance. Hence artha and kama can be understood as
the means and bases of material power. These closely parallel the categories of
goods/services and force in my initial typology of power. Dharma, on the other hand,
is analogous to status as a form of power. To pursue duty and virtue is to conform to
the norms appropriate to one’s station (svadharma). Such conformity is a key source
of status. The Brahman way of life is the epitomy of conformity to dharma. The point
is not simply to establish some facile analogue between the categories of my ty-
pology and the categories of the classic typology of goals for the Hindu life (puru-
sarthas). Rather the point is that this parallel can help us to understand some of the
the key characteristics of auspiciousness. Let us see how this is so.
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Marglin (1985a:282-98) has pointed to a significant difference in the way
auspiciousness is related to inauspiciousness compared to the way purity is related to
impurity. Purity and impurity tend to be mutually exclusive concepts: if something
becomes purer, by definition it becomes less impure. In contrast, something can be-
come both more auspicious and more inauspicious simultaneously. Or perhaps more
accurately, its potential for either auspiciousness or inauspiciousness can increase.
As Marglin says: “When these two opposites are found together . . ., they signify a
potent moment, full of possibilities. The moment is a dangerous one precisely
because of its potentiality which can resolve itself in either of the two directions, to-
wards auspiciousness and renewal or towards inauspiciousness and decay”
(1985a:298)."

As Marglin indicates, and as we shall see in more detail later, auspiciousness is
associated with sgkti, which is normally described as “female power.” This is the
power necessary for worldly well-being and especially implies fertility and bounti-
fulness. It is the source of both auspiciousness and inauspiciousness. According to
Marglin:

Female power, sakti, signifies the potency of the joining of both auspiciousness and
inauspiciousness. In union with a male, the potentiality has resolved itself in a posi-
tive direction. This explains why goddesses represented along with their [male] con-
sorts are benevolent, whereas goddesses represented alone are sometimes benevolent
and sometimes malevolent. (1985a:299)

The “raw” potential of the sakti must be channeled and controlled by responsible
authority. In the concepts of the purusarthas, kama and artha must be guided and di-
rected by dharma. In Weberian terms, power must be made legitimate. In the con-
cepts of Chapter 7, this is legitimation by conformity to norms. In the concepts of
my initial typology of power, force and goods/services must be directed and guided
by the norms that are the bases of status, that is, material forms of power must be
exercised in such a way that they receive social approval. In most societies, great
force and great wealth are seen as power that can be used for either good or evil, for
either legitimate or illegitimate purposes. In sum, the concepts of auspiciousness
and inauspiciousness recognize the potential of worldly material power to have
great consequences on those over whom it is exercised. Whether it is perceived as
auspicious or inauspicious depends, in part, on whether it is exercised legitimately.

Whether the power of sakti has an auspicious or inauspicious outcome is not it-
self solely a matter of chance or contingency. Human agents play a role in de-
termining whether sakti is guided by dharma. And this role too seems to be ex-
pressed in the indigenous symbolism. The material form of sakti is menstrual
blood, which is usually but not always polluting, depending on how it is used. Sakti
therefore is related not only to auspiciousness and inauspiciousness, but also to puri-
ty and pollution. As with the relationship with agency and contingency, and power
and legitimate authority, it is not always clear where one begins and the other ends.
Accordingly, as Parry (1991) has argued, it is probably a mistake to try and draw
too rigid a conceptual distinction between purity—impurity and auspiciousness—
inauspiciouness.
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Conclusions

Summary

The last two chapters have been long and complex. It is appropriate to try to briefly
summarize the key points. First, let us consider the concepts of secondary norms and
rituals. My argument is that when status is a key resource there will be a tendency to
elaborate norms and rituals in order to exclude outsiders and, to a lesser degree, to
differentiate insiders and to reinforce social control. These norms and rituals fre-
quently take the form of “codes” which implicitly symbolize and communicate the
group’s concerns. I have analyzed three examples of such codes:

I. The norms, symbols, and rituals concerning purity and pollution illustrate elaborations
designed to maintain status homogeneity and reinforce status group boundaries.

2. Notions about the importance of sexual reproduction of the lineage, on the one hand,
and semen retention and asceticism, on the other, symbolize the cross-pressures typi-
cally experienced by Brahmans."”

3. Anxieties about uncontrolled power are symbolized by the notions of auspiciousness
and inauspiciousness.

These various concerns about social and political processes are commonly ob-
jectified and expressed as a concern over the manipulation of quasi-physical sub-
stances: the handling of the dirt and filth that creates pollution, the retention of
semen, and the transfer of inauspicious substances by the giving of gifts (dana).
While these concerns are most central to Brahmans and dominant landed elites, in-
cluding kings, they are shared in varying degrees by many segments of the society.

Two other recurring themes are evident. First is the tension between (1) the need
for material resources (and dependency on those who control these) and (2) the rejec-
tion of such resources as the bases of status and legitimacy. In India this takes the
form of the tension between kings and land-controlling castes, on the one hand, and
Brahmans, on the other hand. Second is the recurring emphasis on both human
agency and contingency. The two themes are represented by the culture’s preoccupa-
tion with both purity and auspiciousness, where purity is identified with agency and
nonmaterial bases of status, and auspiciousness is associated with contingency and
material well-being. Finally, there is a dialectic between agency and contingency;
when one of these is strongly stressed in a particular set of concepts, those same con-
cepts may be redefined to allow room for the opposite notion. Auspiciousness, which
fundamentally expresses a concern about contingencys, is related to rituals for trans-
ferring dana, which produce a kind of agency over precisely those factors initially de-
fined as contingent. Consequently, in many contexts the notions of purity—impurity
and auspiciousness—inauspiciousness blend into one another.

Scope of the Generalizations

Are such codes a peculiarity of Indian culture, or does the argument have relevance
to other societies? I have, of course, already discussed how the concept of secondary
norms and rituals can be useful in understanding the modern military. As already
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pointed out, notions of purity and pollution are extremely common across an array of
societies and are usually related to maintaining status-group boundaries. Ancient
Greece is considered the seminal source of Western civilization, which is supposedly
so different from hierarchical India. Yet Parker, commenting on Pythagoras (who
may be quoting Hesiod from the eighth century B.C.E.) says, “These rules find
parallels in sacred books of the East, the Laws of Manu, for instance, and the areas of
concern that they reveal—sexuality, washing, bodily functions, purity of kitchen
utensils—are commonplace in many anthropological discussions of pollution”
(1983:292). On the other hand, it seems that ancient Greece did not, according to

Parker, make purity and pollution as central as Hinduism did:

Two claims that are most relevant to our theme have been made about Greek asceti-
cism, and the age in which it emerged. One is that Greek religion was now on the
road to becoming, like Hinduism or Zoroastrianism, a religion of lustrations and cer-
emonial purity. The other, closely connected, is that purity rather than justice was the
means to salvation. It should be remembered, however, that Greek religion had
always been a religion of lustrations; the author in whom the act of washing is most
charged with meaning is Homer. New applications the idea of purity certainly re-
ceived, but it is not clear that physical lustration gained greatly in importance in these
movements, except in the cults that substituted instantaneous purification for a way of
life; and there is certainly no sign that purity was becoming a dominant idiom to
which all other forms of evaluation were subordinated. As for justice, it was as Plato
knew, always possible to interpret even orthodox Greek religion as if the gods were
swayed by ritual more than righteousness. (1983:305-6)

In short, there were similarities and differences between India and ancient Greece.
Nor are the parallels restricted to purity and impurity per se; there are also notions
that strongly resemble Indian notions of auspiciousness and inauspiciousness:

In Greek popular belief, there seem to be two kinds of contagious condition, neither
closely related to modern infections. On the one hand, there are pollutions such as
those of birth, death, and blood-guilt that are communicable according to specified
principles and demand the formal seclusion of affected persons. On the other, there are
a series of undesirable qualities and conditions that can be “wiped off” on people and
with which one may be “filled”—folly, immorality, bad luck, and the like. The
contagiousness of bad luck often appears in comedy. “Who goes there?” “An unlucky
man.” “Keep to yourself then.” (Parker 1983:218-19)

Parker goes on to note that people responded to bad luck and bad news by spitting,

probably a simple ritual for expelling such evil influences. He continues:

It would be wrong to see the threat of contagion in all these cases as a mere metaphor.
We hear, for instance, of unconquered troops who were unwilling to be joined in one
division with their defeated comrades, and a Euripidean Theseus warns of the danger
of marrying into an unfortunate household. (1983:219)

In ancient Greece, honor and status were extremely central to social organization—

though of course this varied by region and period. While there was never anything
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approaching a full-fledged caste system, status groups were a central feature of the
social organization. Predictably, we find notions that closely parallel Indian notions
of purity—pollution and auspiciousness—inauspiciousness. Obviously, my analysis
does not demonstrate the utility of my theoretical arguments for ancient Greece—my
point is a more modest one. There is considerable evidence of parallel structures and
cultural codes. Therefore, it seems more analytically fruitful to look for both similari-
ties and differences rather than to adopt a cultural essentialism that makes the con-
cepts and propositions relevant for the analysis of one of these civilizations irrelevant
for an analysis of the other.

The case with which India is often compared is the segregated American South
between the end of the Civil War in 1865 and the rejection of legalized segregation
of schools in 1954. The classic sociological essays emphasizing the differences and
similarities in the two systems are by Cox (1948) and Berreman (1960). Many
parallels between India and the segregated American South are obvious: blacks
were in largely subservient and dependent economic positions, though they often
worked closely with whites in actual production activities; dominant groups could
use intimidation and even violence against blacks with near impunity; most con-
sumption and expressive activities were separate, including schools, neighborhoods,
places of worship, and theatres; this domination was reinforced by a clearly articu-
lated notion that blacks were dirty, immoral, and impure, and this ideology was
implemented in laws that segregated hotels, public transportation, drinking foun-
tains, restaurants and toilets; eating together was “not done”; and above all, inter-
marriage was illegal and verboten. Cox argued that despite these structural parallels
between the India and the American South, two fundamental differences existed.
First, according to Cox, lower caste Hindus accepted the basic legitimacy of the
system, while blacks in the United States did not. Subsequent research (e.g., Gough
1960; Lynch 1969; Moffatt 1979; Khare 1984) shows that this is a matter of degree
rather than kind. Lower caste groups often resisted domination and exploitation; the
extent to which they have rejected the caste system as a whole and the associated
ideology is more mixed and ambiguous. This leads to Cox’s second point: the
Indian caste system is rooted in the religious ideas of Hinduism, and there is not a
parallel religious legitimacy for the treatment of blacks in the South."® This is an-
other version of Dumont’s main point: there may be structural similarities between
Indian caste and other forms of stratification, but these are superficial when they are
disconnected from the ideology that supplies the logic of the system. According to
Dumont, the logic of hierarchy is rooted in the distinction between purity and im-
purity. In short, one perspective emphasizes the structural similarities and the other
emphasizes the ideological and cultural differences.

I have argued that both the structural features of caste and its ideology are
rooted in a more fundamental logic that is derived from the nature of status as a re-
source. In Chapters 3 and 5, I tried to show how the structural features of caste were
an extreme form of the characteristics of status groups in general. This is an old
theme taken from Weber. What is new is to show how the key structural features of
status groups and castes—restricted mobility, endogamy, commensuality, elaborate
lifestyle norms—can be explained and predicted from the characteristics of status as
a resource—its relative inexpansibility and inalienability—and the sources of
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status—conformity to norms and association. In Chapter 9 I showed that the ide-
ology that gives the Indian system its special character is not simply some contin-
gent act of Indian history, but is rooted in the logic of status groups per se. That is,
there is a strong “elective affinity,” to use Weber’s term, between status systems
and ideologies of purity and impurity. Similar elective affinities lie behind notions
of semen retention, worldly power as feminine, and auspiciousness.

The strongest claim is that the theoretical perspective that I have proposed will
help us to explain both the similarities and differences between various cultural set-
tings in general theoretical terms. Let me cite two examples to illustrate my point.
The first concerns the time in which an emphasis on purity and impurity emerged in
the American South. In his now classic book The Strange Career of Jim Crow
(1974), Woodward makes it clear that the most rigorous forms of segregation and ab-
horrence of contact with blacks did not develop during the period of slavery. Rather,
they developed toward the end of the nineteenth century, after the South’s ability to
dominate blacks by political means had been significantly reduced (though, of
course, not eliminated) and after the region’s economic power had been considerably
eroded as well. Because of this, status (based on race rather than economic or politi-
cal power) was made increasingly central to Southern culture; it was white
Southerners’ most available inalienable resource. Accordingly, social contact with
blacks was increasingly regulated, and the secondary norms and rituals that degraded
blacks and set them apart were elaborated. This process was buttressed by various
forms of objectification, in which even casual physical contact with blacks—unless
it clearly expressed white dominance—came to be defined as offensive and threaten-
ing. The key theoretical point is that the differences between India and the old South
were not primarily due to the absence of hierarchy and the ideology of purity and im-
purity in the United States. For when status not based primarily on economic or
political resources became more central to the patterns of domination and stratifi-
cation, an ideology of purity and separation was elaborated, and ritualized conform-
ity was demanded.

Even in this period, significant differences remained between the American
South and India. One striking example is the norms concerning food preparation. In
both places, the norms of commensuality were emphasized; in India one normally
dines with members of one’s own caste, and in the South whites would not eat with
blacks. But in the South blacks prepared, cooked, and served the food eaten by
whites. The parallel was unthinkable in traditional India; the status of the person
preparing the food was crucial to its purity.

How are we to understand this difference? My interpretation is that objectifi-
cation was less elaborated in the United States. While blacks were impure, the
notion was still largely moral or biological; the two were not conflated.” In
Marriott’s (1976) terms, a Western dualistic concept was operative; humans were
not believed to be composed of monistic substances that were inextricably both bio-
logical and moral. Even though notions of white purity and the polluting effect of
contact with blacks were common, this concept was mitigated by Western dualistic
notions of the relationship between biology and morality. One might be made sick
by food prepared in unclean conditions—by blacks or whites—but one’s moral
status was not affected by the status of those who prepared the food. Physical inti-
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macy with what was taken into the body did not have the strong implications of
social intimacy that it did in India, and so was irrelevant to concerns about purity
and status.

These types of cultural ideas must be taken into account if we are to understand
the details of the social structure. It would be a serious analytical mistake, though,
to use these cultural notions as our central analytical framework. To do so would
eliminate the possibilities of explaining the similarities that do exist between South
Asia and social structures elsewhere. To repeat the general theme, what is required
is attention both to more abstract sociological concepts and propositions, and to the
more particularistic cultural ideas of India and South Asia. Often these ideas will be
institutionalized in implicit “codes” that require interpretive analysis. But just as
cultural analysis—the analysis of specific indigenous cultural concepts—is not a
substitute for more general concepts and propositions, interpretive analysis is not a
substitute for causal analysis. Both are required.

A Provisional Resource Structuralism and Reductionism

This identification of elective affinities is an additional virtue of a provisional struc-
turalism that focuses on resources: it suggests how ideologies are linked to structural
features. That is, ideologies tend to reflect the features of the dominant resources
around which structures are built. As we have seen, inexpansible status tends to be
linked to ideologies that stress boundary maintenance, such as purity and impurity.
There also seems to be an elective affinity between societies in which highly aliena-
ble, socially produced goods and services are central, and ideologies stressing the in-
alienable rights of private property. When knowledge—which is highly expansible,
inalienable, and easily transported from one location to another—becomes more
central, ideologies tend to stress mobility, equality of opportunity, and achievement.
In short, the nature of resources suggests not only structural features, but the content
of ideologies.

I am not, however, suggesting an unqualified reductionism or determinism. Each
level is not a simple function of the preceding levels, but to some degree each has its
own history and pattern of development. Just as it is a mistake to treat intellectual
history as a self-contained entity detached from economic and social developments,
it is also a mistake to treat intellectual ideas as if they were simply a reflection of the
social and economic. The same is true for the different levels of cultural codes upon
which we have focused. In principle any of these levels can have an independent ef-
fect on behavior and the other levels of symbolism.

If no reductionism is implied, there is the implication that some things are more
fundamental or primary than others. The centrality of status as a resource and the re-
sulting structural features of status groups are, in combination, more likely to pro-
duce the kinds of cultural and ideological constructs we have discussed than a situ-
ation where these features are not present. But even this assertion must be highly
qualified. Causation is by no means unidirectional, and there are situations (some of
which will be considered later) where cultural constructs and ideologies seem to play
a key role in transforming the structural features of a civilization. No simple distinc-
tion between economic base and ideological superstructure will provide adequate
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social analyses. Nonetheless, some things tend to be more fundamental than others—
fundamental in that they are likely to set the parameters within which the other
factors will vary. Industrial societies will have some characteristics that are not found
in agrarian societies, and vice versa. Those agrarian societies in which status is a
central resource (and is not based on wealth or political power) will have some struc-
tural characteristics and cultural codes that are unlikely to be found in those that con-
flate status, wealth and power. Not to recognize this in order to supposedly avoid all
hints of reductionism or determinism is to greatly handicap any attempt at analysis
and explanation.™



11

Status Relations in Marriage Alliances

How the caste system emerged, and which aspect of it came first, is shrouded in un-
certainty.' But there is little doubt about what serves as the core of this system in the
modern period; it is the maintenance of some degree of endogamy through marriage
alliances. If most Indians ever carried out their “traditional” caste occupations, this
time has long past. While some continue to participate in the traditional division of
labor, the modern economy has severely eroded this part of the caste system; this
trend is almost certain to continue. Radical changes have also occurred with respect
to the norms of commensuality. In urban areas intercaste dining is common. Even in
rural areas, the rigor of these norms has been greatly relaxed.

In contrast, the overwhelming percentage of Indians still have arranged mar-
riages that carefully take into account the status of the marriage partner’s family. At
the core of the caste system is the arrangement of marriage alliances based on re-
ligious or ritual status. When marriages between Brahmans and Untouchables be-
come common, or marriages take into account only the socioeconomic position of
the families, the caste system will have ceased to exist.

Hence at the core of any analysis of the caste system must be an explanation of
what governs the status relationships in marriage alliances. This is the focus of this
chapter.

The Phenomena to Be Explained

In status groups in general and castes in particular, there is a strong tendency toward
endogamy and the marriage of equals. Dumont summarizes this as follows: “A man
of caste X marries a woman of caste X and the children belong to caste X”
(1980:112). An explanation for this tendency was offered in Chapters 3 and 5. But
as Dumont notes, while this is “roughly true . . . it is, of course, a little too simple”
(1980:113). Not only do marriage partners frequently differ in status, sometimes the
partners are from different castes.
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These departures from endogamy and status homogeneity are not simply a mat-
ter of deviance on the part of particular individuals or families. Rather, the legiti-
mate and institutionalized definitions of what constitutes an ideal marriage alliance
varies for different regions and castes (Kolenda 1987b). The purpose of this chapter
is to attempt to explain some of the most common and striking of these manifold
variations. Let me repeat, the phenomenon to be explained is not the actual statisti-
cal distribution of different types of marriages, but rather variations in cultural
ideals of what constitutes an appropriate marriage alliance. Of course, the normative
ideals and the actual behavioral patterns are significantly correlated.

Before we proceed, some terminology is required. Anthropologists refer to mar-
riage alliances in which the status of the two families are roughly equal as isogamy.
When the bride’s family is superior, the term hypogamy is used. Such marriages are
prohibited or frowned upon throughout most of India, as indicated by the Sanskrit
term used to describe them, pratiloma, meaning hair “brushed the wrong way” or
“against the grain.” If the groom’s family is of superior status, the pattern is called
hypergamy. Hypergamy is often the ideal; such marriages are referred to by the
Sanskrit term anuloma, meaning “with the grain” or “following the hair.” When
people explicitly recognize different strata within their own caste, and men marry
women of their own stratum or one of lower status, I will refer to this as fully de-
veloped or institutionalized hypergamy. Now let us list some of the specifics that re-
quire explanation.

1. Why are the predominant patterns of marriage alliances different for the North and the
South—or more accurately, between the Dravidian South and the rest of India? The
dominant pattern in the South is isogamy, while in North India both isogamous and
hypergamous marriages are permitted.

2. Why, however, are there groups in the North, such as many Punjabi and Bengali
castes, that one would expect to be hypergamous, but in fact are isogamous?

3. Why do systems of institutionalized hypergamy emerge, why in such systems do the
size of caste groups tend to be large and widely dispersed, and why is there a tendency
for such systems to move through cycles of stability and instability?

4. Why, in most areas, are upper caste groups more likely to be hypergamous than lower
caste groups?

5. Why, in most areas, are lower castes more likely than upper castes to be isogamous,
but also have greater rates of individual deviation from the caste ideal or dominant
pattern?

6. Why, in virtually all castes and all areas, is hypogamy looked down upon, if not for-
bidden?

7. Why, among upper castes, do bridegrooms tend to be treated as near deities, and why
in many respects are both the marriage ceremony and subsequent relationships be-
tween wife-receivers and wife-givers similar to patterns of worship?

The complex “matriarchal” patterns characteristic of some South Indian and Sri
Lankan groups, such as the Nayar, will not be analyzed here. Such an analysis
would require the introduction of complex material of interest primarily to special-
ists. These patterns can, however, be explained in terms of the arguments offered
here. An analysis of this material has been published elsewhere (Milner 1988).
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Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

The Connection with the General Argument

The two sources of status are conformity to norms and the manipulation of social
associations. An implication of the first source is that status groups tend to elaborate
and complicate their norms. The last two chapters have looked at key aspects of this
elaboration process:

This chapter considers some of the implications of the second source of status,
social associations, for marriage alliances. The explanations of the general tenden-
cies toward endogamy and status homogeneity, and hence isogamy, have already
been suggested in Chapters 3 and 5. But as we have tentatively seen in the list of
phenomena to be explained, the system of marriage alliances in India is highly com-
plex; it is not simply the case that people must marry within their own caste. Hence,
the bulk of this chapter is devoted to explaining the complexities and “exceptions”
to simple caste endogamy.

The Explanatory Strategy: Ad Hoc Exogenous Variables

A major purpose of this endeavor is methodological—not in the sense of how data
should be collected, but with respect to the appropriate explanatory strategy. Any
general theory is necessarily abstract and focuses on a few key variables. Yet in a
given concrete social situation, the actual patterns of behavior are influenced by
more factors than those included in any general theory. Thus an adequate explana-
tion requires the consideration of factors that are not part of the general theory as
such, but are important to understanding the phenomenon under analysis. What is
required is to show how these other factors qualify and deflect the general tenden-
cies predicted by the theory. The classic example of this is the application of
Newton’s laws of falling bodies to contexts in which the phenomena being observed
do not occur in a vacuum. It is not that the relationships specified in Newton’s
theory do not operate in the atmosphere; rather, the general tendencies which
Newton’s theory identifies must be qualified to take into account the effect of the
resistance of air. This does not mean that the theory is wrong, but rather that it is not
complete in and of itself. An analogous situation exists with respect to the principles
of status associations and Hindu marriage alliances. One purpose of this chapter will
be to identify various exogenous variables and to show how they qualify the general
tendencies of status associations. The point of the exercise is to show how a general
theory can be integrated with particular historical considerations. The claim is that
such an approach can provide a more systematic and parsimonious explanation than
either approach taken by itself. The same procedure was used in Chapter 6; a gen-
eral model of elites was developed and then modified by additional information
about the specific characteristics of India. More generally, this is the procedure that
has been used in approaching the analysis of Indian castes as a special case of status
groups.
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Using Rational Choice Theory

This chapter is intended to make another key theoretical and methodological point.
The provisional resource structuralism advocated in Chapter 1 does not exclude the
possibility of using more micro perspectives. Earlier I suggested that the analyses
provided in Chapters 9 and 10 were not only more interpretive and hermeneutical
in style, but approximated the concerns of theories of practice to elucidate the im-
portant role of such notions as routine (Giddens) and habitus (Bourdieu) in the re-
production of social structure. Here too 1 want to reemphasize the provisional na-
ture of the resource structuralism I am advocating by drawing on a rational choice
perspective to analyze patterns of marriage alliances. In this chapter I am attempt-
ing to explain variations in relatively macro patterns: why in some areas (or among
some castes) the ideal or normative pattern for marriage alliances is different from
that in other areas. I will attempt to explain these variations by making two as-
sumptions. First, in general, families pursue their self-interests by attempting to ar-
range alliances that over the long run maximize their status in the community.
Second, on the whole they make rational choices among the opportunities available
to them.

Such choices, though, are shaped by two types of constraints. The first type of
constraint is what might be called emergent properties: the processes and structural
features that develop precisely because families are attempting to improve their rit-
ual status. For example, as we have seen, the attempt of people to improve their
status by increasing upward associations and minimizing downward associations
leads to a macro pattern in which the predominant forms of associations are
between equals. But the consequences of rational strategies and choices are multi-
layered. The first macro outcome produces constraints, or reorders motivations, that
in turn change the nature of subsequent macro outcomes. To attempt to capture
some of these complexities I will refer to these various levels as first, second, third,
and fourth order tendencies.” The second type of constraint is what I have already
referred to as ad hoc exogenous variables: factors that shape the choices people
make, but which cannot be explained by reference to the concepts and propositions
of the theory under consideration. An example in the following analysis is the im-
portance of cross-cousin marriage in South India; it is crucial to understanding the
patterns of marriage alliance, but it is not itself explained by, nor a variable in, the
more general model. Of course, the distinction between these two types of con-
straints is strictly formal. Presumably the ad hoc exogenous variables are also
emergent properties; they simply happen to be those for which the current perspec-
tive has no explanation.

A General Theory of Status Alliances

In both Chapters 3 and 5 the key arguments about the significance of marriages for
status relationships were sketched out. Now they must be elaborated.’
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The Insulation of Status from Other Forms of Power

The first order or fundamental prerequisite for status groups is that status must not be
directly based on economic and political power; there must be criteria of status other
than wealth and force. Under these conditions, several tendencies are likely to emerge.

Pressures Toward Status Homogeneity

Lower status people will try to associate with those of higher status, while those of
higher status tend to carefully limit and regulate their associations with those of
lower status. These countervailing interests tend to result in a pattern of social as-
sociations between those who are roughly equal in status, that is, in a strong ten-
dency toward status homogeneity. This strong tendency toward status homogeneity
can usefully be identified as a second order process. This tendency toward homoge-
neity is especially characteristic of intimate expressive relationships such as mar-
riage. Thus the fundamental dynamic in a status system is a strong tendency toward
status homogeneity, especially for publicly visible intimate expressive relationships.
This is, of course, the key source of isogamy.

Pressures Toward Status Heterogeneity

The insulation of status from wealth and political power and the tendency toward
status homogeneity are not all-powerful. The first process has made status more
valuable, and hence increases motivations to try and translate other resources into
status. Conversely, since the preoccupation with status and lifestyle limits and hand-
icaps the acquisition of wealth and political power, the motivation increases to ex-
change status for these resources. Accordingly, there are constant attempts to trans-
late economic and political resources into status, and vice versa. Likewise, lower
status actors frequently attempt to increase their associations with those of higher
status. Remember that the very pattern of status homogeneity arose out of moti-
vations to associate with superiors and avoid inferiors. That is, there are important
third order tendencies toward status heterogeneity. To use an analogy from popu-
lation genetics, these can be thought of as recessive tendencies that only become ap-
parent in particular circumstances. The more obvious first and second order tenden-
cies can be thought of as the dominant tendencies.

The most obvious source of status heterogeneity in marriage alliances derives
from the exchange of status for wealth or political power, and vice versa. This ex-
change involves two separate but mutually reinforcing processes. The first is the
economic burden of maintaining an esoteric style of life. This way of protecting the
group from outsiders is also a handicap in maintaining the wealth needed to conform
to a high status lifestyle. For example, Brahmans and Rajputs are prohibited from
putting their hand to the plow—the quintessential productive activity in an agrarian
society. The second process involves the conversion of status into other resources,
and vice versa. High status families experiencing a shortage of wealth or power fre-
quently resort to admitting into membership those from lower status backgrounds—
if these new members can bring with them needed resources. Often the exchange of



148 STATUS AND SACREDNESS

status for wealth takes the form of a dowry. As we have seen, such exchanges are
problematic; the very act of “selling honor” is a contradiction in terms. Therefore,
elaborate ideologies to justify or disguise the nature of such exchanges are likely.*

A second source of status heterogeneity in marriage alliances is the problematic
nature of directly exchanging praise or blame. The most convincing praise or blame
comes from those who are perceived to expect nothing in return. If, when you offer
a compliment, it is apparent you are “fishing” for one in return, the initial praise and
any praise that is returned is seriously discounted. One possible solution is to make
the return of praise as implicit as possible. The exchange among equals of explicit
praise, for implicit praise though, is seldom perceived as a fair trade. However, such
exchanges between unequals may be considered beneficial to both parties: the lower
status actor offers explicit invitations or gifts, while the mere acceptance of these by
the higher status actor is a form of implicit praise. The acceptance of your invitation
to attend your daughter’s wedding by the president of your company is reward
enough, even if he does not reciprocate when his daughter is married. The
ideal-typical example of this form of exchange is worship—especially in religions
where the deity is considered to be under no obligation to reciprocate in any direct
way, but does so only because of its beneficence or grace.

A third source of heterogeneity is the desire for inequality within an ongoing
social relationship. When one partner is expected to be highly subservient and
deferential, it may be acceptable or even desirable that this partner come from a
lower status background. Moreover, the more inequality anticipated within a re-
lationship, the less initial levels of inequality will affect the status of either partner.
To be invited to the home of a higher status person and be treated as an equal and
an honored guest is one thing. To be invited in order to be treated condescendingly
or to provide demeaning services is quite another. For the latter role, someone of
relatively low status can be admitted to the inner sanctum of superiors without sig-
nificantly changing anyone’s status. Servants and prostitutes are obvious examples.
Similarly, in marriage alliances, a low status woman can become a member of a
large harem without lowering the status of her master; the effect would be much
greater if she became his first and only wife and his equal. Accordingly, those of
high status are more likely to accept low status marriage partners if it is expected
that they will be subservient and deferential spouses. This association between in-
itial and subsequent inequality is also relevant to the relationships between the two
families. Lower status families are usually more willing to offer deference to those
who are initially clearly their superiors. Conversely, higher status families are more
inclined to make an alliance with a lower status family, if the latter are likely to be
consistently deferential in subsequent relationships.

When these third order tendencies toward asymmetrical alliances do become
prominent in worldly status systems, such as in systems of hypergamy, they may
create fourth order countervailing processes. These will be taken up later.

Recapitulation

Up to this point I have been tracing out some implications of the premises of the
general theory of status relations. Under first order conditions, where status is sig-
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nificantly insulated from economic and political power, the following processes
have been identified. Most individuals and groups would prefer to increase their as-
sociations with those of higher status, and restrict their associations with those of
lower status, especially with respect to intimate expressive relationships. This set of
motivations produces countervailing interests resulting in equals associating with
equals, and hence the second order tendency toward status homogeneity and a pat-
tern of isogamous marriages. Third, three sets of processes potentially produce
countervailing third order pressures toward asymmetrical associations and result in
patterns of relationships between unequals. These three factors are the high cost of
esoteric life-styles, the problems involved in equals exchanging praise and blame,
and the desire of superiors for certain types of relationships with inferiors.

The Inferiority of Wife-Givers: An Ad Hoc Variable

What the theory does not predict is: (1) When will the countervailing processes pro-
duce a departure from homogeneity and isogamy? (2) Which party to the alliance-—
the groom’s or the bride’s—is likely to be the inferior one? Thus at this next step in
the argument, the logic of the analysis shifts. Instead of tracing out the implications
of the premises, an exogenous empirical fact will be introduced in order to extend
the analysis: in much of South Asia, wife-givers are considered inferior to and must
act deferentially toward wife-takers.

In many castes throughout much of India, the wife’s family acts deferentially to-
ward the husband’s family (see, e.g. Madan 1975; Parry 1979:274, 289; Gray 1980;
Hershman 1981; Fruzzetti 1982). Often the wife’s family is expected not only to
provide a substantial dowry, but to continue to make periodic gifts and prestations
to the husband’s family. In contrast, members of the wife’s family will accept virtu-
ally nothing from the husband’s family, or perhaps only the most minimal of hospi-
talities. Rarely, if ever, would they eat a meal or spend a night at the home of their
married daughter, who, of course, lives in her husband’s home village and in the
early years of the marriage with her husband’s parents. This pattern is very gen-
eral—though several important caveats will be discussed later. What will concern us
are the consequences of the inferiority of wife-givers; by analyzing this we can
begin to explain the regional and caste variations in the incidence of hypergamy and
isogamy and related features of marriage patterns.

Alternative Responses: Hypergamy and Exchange Marriages

Since differences in status are very important in India, public acknowledgement of
one’s inferiority is no small matter—especially if the role as an inferior is to be a
long-term one. Since in many castes wife-givers must take on such a publicly infe-
rior and deferential role, how do families respond? Obviously one response is to
prefer to maximize the times one is a wife-receiver and minimize the times one is a
wife-giver. Hence the strong preference for sons over daughters (though this is
probably not its only source). Short of female infanticide, though, families have
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little control over the sex ratio of their children. Moreover, infanticide can be effec-
tive only for a limited number of families or subpopulations. If widely practiced by
the whole population, the sex ratio would be seriously out of balance, producing
wide-ranging consequences. Consequently, a preference for sons and female infan-
ticide cannot be a widely adopted institutionalized response to the problems of
being a wife-giver.’

There seem to be two primary institutionalized responses. One is to attempt to
marry one’s daughters to those who are unquestionably of higher status. If one must
be deferential to wife-takers, then the cost can be offset by an alliance with a family
that one’s peers would acknowledge deserves deference, and who in the very act of
accepting your deference, helps to increase your status. This is, of course, one of the
third order processes that creates tendencies toward status heterogeneity. The other
response is to reverse roles as quickly as possible in order not to let status differ-
ences accumulate. If two families or lineages exchange wives in a time span suf-
ficiently short for these exchanges to be remembered, then the status differences and
deference patterns created by a particular marriage are not likely to build up and
produce a fundamental status difference between the two lineages. The equalizing
effects of this turn-about-is-fair-play strategy are even greater if the process is con-
tinued over a number of generations.

The first of these strategies takes the form of a clear tendency toward hyper-
gamy. This may or may not result in explicitly labelled and formally ranked strata
within the caste, which [ have referred to as institutionalized hypergamy. The sec-
ond of these strategies results in various forms of exchange marriages, including the
patterns of cross-cousin marriage in south India and Sri Lanka. We will now use the
notion of these two ideal-typical responses to analyze some of the regional and caste
variations in marriage patterns, beginning with hypergamy.*

Hypergamy

The task here is to explain both the source of hypergamy and the key structural
characteristics and dynamics of this system of marriage alliances. Equally impor-
tant, I want to provide an explanatory structure that will allow us to see hypergamy
in relationship to other patterns of Indian marriage. While arguments will be de-
liberately stated in general terms, they were developed primarily with reference to
Parry’s (1979) discussion of hypergamy among the Rajputs of Kangra. The Kangra
Rajputs are divided into four named strata called biradaris, which roughly means
“brotherhoods.” In principle, the members of a single biradari are equal and inter-
marry. Wives should come from within the biradari or from the biradari immedi-
ately below. Daughters are to be given to your own biradari or, preferably, to a
higher status one. Now let us consider how such a system might emerge and some
of its structural dynamics.

As noted earlier, for many castes throughout much of India, wife-givers are seen
as inferior to wife-receivers. This in and of itself cannot account for tendencies to-
ward hypergamy. For the inferiority of women or their families could just as logi-
cally lead to hypogamy. If the status of a family is lowered when it takes on the role
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of wife-giver, then wife-takers might well seek alliances with those who are, in other
situations, their status superiors. So while the inferiority of wife-givers may be one
precondition for the abandonment of isogamys, it is not an explanation of hypergamy.

Sources of Hypergamy

Several factors push things in the direction of hypergamy. Let us begin with patri-
archy (i.e., male authority over the family), and patrilineal inheritance (i.e., the
transmission of property and status via the male line). These patterns are not unique
to India. Within India their intensity varies by region and caste. But where these
patterns are normative, the recruitment of women from lines of superior status is po-
tentially problematic. Such women are likely to be more resistant to the authority of
their lower status husbands and in-laws. In contrast, women are likely to be more
subservient to male authority if they come from families of lower status. Hence
hypergamy tends to buttress male dominance, and reduce the likelihood of the
wife’s family interfering in the affairs of the husband’s joint family.”

Probably the principle source of hypergamy among Hindus is the concept of
kanyadana. The concept of dana, discussed in previous chapters, refers to a special
kind of gift in which something of value is given and, at least in many instances,
something inauspicious is simultaneously transferred to the recipient. In the mar-
riage ceremony what is being given is a virgin, that is, a kanya. Hence kanyadana or
“gift of a virgin.” Dubois’s description, probably the earliest Western ethnographic
account of this part of the marriage service, is still worth quoting:

Then follows the most important ceremony of all, . . . the gift of the virgin. This is
what takes place. The bridegroom being seated facing the east, his father-in-law per-
forms the sam-kalpa [preliminary mediation on the great gods], places himself in
front of [the groom], and looks at him fixedly for some time without speaking. He is
supposed to imagine that he sees in his son-in-law the great Vishnu; and with his
mind he offers him a sacrifice. . . . A new copper vessel is brought. In this the young
man places his feet, which his father-in-law washes first with water, then with milk,
and then again for the third time with water, while reciting suitable mantrams [mem-
orized prayers]. . . . Then holding betel in one hand and taking his daughter’s hand in
the other he says a prayer to Vishnu, begging him to look with a gracious eye on this
gift that he is making of his virgin daughter. (1983:223)

Though the symbolism is complex and undoubtedly has multiple meanings the basic
thrust is clear: the groom is seen as a god and he is given deference and worshipped
by the father-in-law. Accordingly, the bride is a religious gift analogous to (or even
the same as) those given to gods in worship; it is the supreme religious gift.*

The purest and most intense forms of worship involve adoration, not negoti-
ation. Religious rituals conducted with the expectation of a direct quid pro quo
more closely resemble economic exchange or magical manipulation rather than
worship. The logic of worship pervades the kanyadana relationship, for the groom’s
family is neither expected nor allowed to give anything in return. The bride’s fam-
ily is rewarded by the honor of having their gift accepted. For them to accept some-
thing in return negates the value gained from making such a gift. This asymmetry
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of gift-giving is continued for years to come, with the bride’s family being unable
to accept even food from the groom’s family, or, in some parts of India, to even
enter the village of their son-in-law. In contrast, the bride’s family continue a regu-
lar flow of gifts and prestations to their married daughter, the groom, and his fam-
ily. A second more pragmatic logic also is present. Since dana typically involves
passing on inauspiciousness to others, the purpose of such gifts is defeated if the in-
auspiciousness is returned.

This logic also operates in a more specifically religious context, when sin and
evil are passed from the devotee to the deity or his mediator; the purpose of the
transaction would be defeated if the sin and evil were returned—either immediately
or at a later date. Such asymmetrical exchanges occurs in a wide variety of religious
contexts. In many sacrifices, the sins of the devotees are placed upon the animal or
other object to be sacrificed and then offered to the god. In Christianity, Jesus is
“the Lamb of God which taketh away the sins of the world.”” Similar logics are ex-
pressed in various forms of bhakti. But the direction cannot be reversed; for obvious
reasons, what is given must be transformed, not simply returned.” The relevant
point here is that the asymmetrical kanyadana, or gift of the virgin, is a special case
of a very common type of sacral relationship—one we shall consider in more detail
in the analysis of worship in Chapter 13.

This logic underlying kanyadana implies hypergamy. An important regional and
caste variation is how rigorously the prohibition against counter-prestations is in-
terpreted and followed. The crucial question is whether relatively direct exchange of
women between lineages is prohibited. Where such exchanges are prohibited, the
key means of preventing the disabilities of being a wife-giver from accumulating
are eliminated; the inferiority of giving a wife cannot be erased by becoming a wife-
taker to your wife-taker. Families are, then, more likely to attempt to reduce the
negative cost of being a wife-giver by making an alliance with a family of higher
status. If this becomes widespread, then identifiable strata and institutionalized
hypergamy are likely to emerge.

In sum, the inferiority of wife-givers counteracts the tendencies toward isogamy,
and makes asymmetrical relationships attractive: the “gift of a virgin” and related
dowries are exchanged for acceptance by superiors. The logics of worship and in-
auspiciousness implied in the notion of kanyadana provide a rationale for such
asymmetrical exchanges and forbid that they be qualified by exchange marriages. In
addition, the patriarchal components of kanyadana, and Hindu society in general,
eliminate the legitimacy of hypogamy. Hence, when wife-giving threatens one’s
status, the most culturally available alternative is hypergamy.

Institutionalized Hypergamy

Where institutionalized hypergamy does emerge as a dominant pattern, three corol-
lary processes tend to occur. First, the number and geographical distribution of ex-
ogamous relationships (i.e., those within one’s caste who are culturally ineligible as
marriage partners) tend to increase." This is in part the result of the prohibition
against exchange marriages, which is often expanded to include those with whom
alliances have been formed in the memorable past. Hence the circle of people one
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cannot marry is significantly expanded. Another possible source of the increased
size of the exogamous group is the weaker impact of approval from those already
closely associated with you. For example, households linked by ongoing marriage
alliances, as those in South India or Bengal, are likely to have about the same status
rather than a significantly higher status, and, as our general theory suggests, direct
exchange of praise between equals tends to be discounted as “tit for tat.” If they do
have a higher status, the effect of their acceptance of your daughter is likely to be
discounted, compared to a family considered to be more remote and thus objective
in their evaluation of your status.

The second tendency is an increase in the size of the marriage circle and the en-
dogamous group. If the proportion who are ineligible to marry one another (i.e., ex-
ogamous) is increased, this creates pressure to expand the size of the group. There
is also a second pressure for expansion, because of the emergence of strata within
the caste: if daughters cannot be given to lineages with lower status, then the num-
ber of eligible grooms is further decreased. The expansion of the size of the caste
group does not, of course, fundamentally solve the problem, if the proportion of
those who are appropriate partners does not increase. A larger size mitigates the
problem, however, because the chances of finding the precisely appropriate match
increase as the size of the “market” increases—even if the aggregate ratio of supply
and demand stay unchanged. (These tendencies are for the most part rooted in the
fourth order countervailing processes and will be discussed in greater detail when
we consider the long-term dynamics of systems of hypergamy.)

The third process likely to occur is an increase in the explicitness and formaliza-
tion of rankings within the endogamous caste. Families and lineages within the
caste begin to be grouped into specific named subcategories such as the biradaris of
the Rajputs (Parry 1979), the kulas of high caste medieval Bengalis (Inden 1976),
and the anks of the Kanya-Kubja Brahmans (Khare 1970). In time, these are likely
to be explicitly ranked. This development of explicit subcategories and ranks is
probably a response to the difficulties that guardians have in determining the rank of
potential marriage partners in a large, widely dispersed caste. Two additional
sources of such segmentation and internal ranking seem likely on theoretical
grounds. The more intense the competition for grooms, the more important small
differences are likely to be, and the more likely they are to be labelled. Second, for-
mal categories and rankings seem more likely if there is a formal authority to arbi-
trate and impose decisions. Such an authority may develop from within the caste it-
self, such as a jati or biradari council that standardizes categories, settles disputes,
and disciplines or excommunicates deviants. On the other hand, the authority may
be external—a role played by both traditional rajas and colonial authorities. This
was probably one of the consequences of the British attempt to provide an official
census ranking of caste groups.

The analysis implies a built-in progression. The increase in the proportion of
those who are defined as exogamous leads to the expansion of the endogamous
marriage circle. But the problems solved by larger marriage circles create problems
of visibility and social control. These problems in turn lead to more formal cate-
gories and to formal structures of authority. But two sets of factors limit the tend-
encies described. First, the cultural factors initiating the process can be limited or
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contained. For example, the intensity of patriarchy or the kanyadana ideology may
be less in some areas or among some castes. We will consider such circumstances
in the analysis of nonhypergamous areas. Second, hypergamy has some internal dy-
namics that limit or even reverse the processes we have described.

The dynamics that limit the tendency toward institutionalized hypergamy can be
usefully viewed as fourth order countervailing processes. These can roughly be di-
vided into two types, the psychological and the demographic. With respect to the
first type, hypergamy undermines the solidarity of a given strata, group or subgroup.
To begin with, marrying up (unlike exchange marriages) cannot prevent the loss of
status for all members of the marriage circle; some will gain at the expense of
others. What is a perfectly rational strategy for a particular wife-giver cannot work
for everyone. The essence of the process is to create inequalities, and this produces
the potential for resentment, resistance, and rebellion by subgroups who feel un-
justly deprived.

In addition, however, to resentments about inequalities per se, very concrete
practical problems emerge because of what might be called the demographics of
hierarchy. By definition, hierarchies are pyramidal or diamond-shaped: a small
group at the top, and ever-larger groups toward the bottom, or toward the middle.
The contradictions arise when attempts are made to maintain interpersonal relation-
ships between the members of groups that are unequal in size. For example, it is
difficult for all of the members of a group of one hundred to maintain close friend-
ships with the members of a group of ten—there are not enough friends to go
around no matter how friendly everyone is. In contrast, it is perfectly possible for
most members of a group to have personal friends in another group of approxi-
mately equal size."? This same type of contradiction arises in creating and maintain-
ing marriage alliances between caste strata of unequal size. The specific cultural
feature that accentuates the demographic problem is the requirement that brides
move only in an upward direction (or stay in their own strata). One crucial result is
the inevitable tendency to create a surplus of brides at the top and a shortage at the
bottom. Moreover, who is to marry the daughters of the highest strata?"” The prob-
lems are mitigated by a sharper pyramid of inequality. For if each higher stratum is
much smaller than the stratum below, then only a small proportion of the daughters
of the lower stratum are required to satisfy the demand for wives in the higher stra-
tum. But, of course, this lesser demand cuts both ways, because fewer of the lower
stratum will have an opportunity to increase their status by marrying up. The strata
under the greatest strain will be those with a relatively larger stratum above and a
relatively smaller one below; this will produce a high demand for its daughters, but
an inadequate supply of brides from the strata below. As mentioned, the strata at the
top face the problem of a surplus of daughters. Among Rajput groups this was
frequently reduced by high rates of female infanticide and polygyny (Plunkett
1973), though these remedies produce other social strains. At the lower end of the
hierarchy the shortage of wives is often solved by taking wives from the caste
below. This will, of course, tend to obscure the lowest boundary of the supposedly
endogamous group (see Parry 1979:228-31; Shah 1982:11-16). This shortage of
wives has some benefits for the lower strata; they can surreptitiously charge a bride
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price for their daughters (Parry 1979:228; Shah 1982:24), though this is clearly con-
trary to the ideology of kanyadana. This, however, creates another structural contra-
diction in the strata immediately above. These groups must give large dowries in
order to get higher groups to accept their daughters as wives, and at the same time
they may have to pay a high bride price to secure brides for their sons. Obviously
this puts middle level strata under great economic strain. Sometimes these strains
are alleviated by men postponing the age of marriage. This is commonly associated
with labor away from the village, typically military service. While these various
remedies may reduce the contradictions, they cannot eliminate them. According to
Parry, systems of hypergamy are inherently unstable or, more accurately, tend to be
in what he calls oscillating equilibrium. That is, “reform movements” develop at
regular periods advocating isogamy and equal exchange either for a particular stra-
tum, such as a biradari, or even for the whole caste. Such reforms last for a while,
but some members are inevitably tempted to gain advantage by marrying their
daughters up. Eventually the reforms erode and the features of hypergamy re-
emerge—until the pressures it creates produce another reform movement." In theo-
retical terms, this can be conceived as an oscillation between the third order pres-
sures for status heterogeneity (and the creation of social mechanisms to stabilize
and elaborate such tendencies), and the fourth order countervailing pressures. The
latter develop to some degree in any hierarchy—that is, in any ranked, skewed dis-
tribution—that allows cross-strata associations and mobility. They become even
more acute given the specific characteristics of institutionalized hypergamy.®

Upper Castes in the South

I have argued that two factors produce hypergamous marriage patterns in North
India. First, the inferiority of wife-givers creates pressures to depart from isogamy.
Second, patriarchal institutions and the ideology of kanyadana block the possibility
of either hypogamy or exchange marriages. This leaves hypergamy as the most at-
tractive alternative.

The relatively isogamous marriage patterns of the ritually high caste groups in
South India are not due simply to an absence of the two features that produce hyper-
gamy in the North. Both these features—the inferiority of wife-givers and the ide-
ology of kanyadana—are also characteristic of many of these castes.”® The explana-
tion of upper caste isogamy in the South lies in identifying a third factor that
contains and modifies the effects of the first two factors. This third factor is the
Dravidian kinship system and, more specifically, the institution of cross-cousin mar-
riage. “Cousin” means approximately what it means in Western societies: the
children of one’s parent’s siblings. “Cross” refers to parental siblings of the oppo-
site sex: your mother’s brother, but not your father’s brother; your father’s sister,
but not your mother’s sister. Accordingly, cross-cousin marriage means that a spec-
ified male is supposed to marry the daughter of a parent’s siblings who are of the
opposite sex of his parent. That is, he is supposed to marry his mother’s brother’s
daughter or his father’s sister’s daughter-—but not his father’s brother’s daughter or
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his mother’s sister’s daughter. There are several different types of cross-cousin mar-
riage. Bilateral cross-cousin marriage involves the direct exchange of daughters
between two families or lines: the son of the first family marries his mother’s
brother’s daughter and the son of the second family marries his father’s sister’s
daughter. Patrilateral exchanges involve the son marrying the father’s sister’s daugh-
ter and result in the exchange of brides in alternative generations. Matrilateral pat-
terns involve the son marrying the mother’s brother’s daughter and result in indirect
exchange between three or more lines: A gives to B, B gives to C, C gives to A."
Over the long run, they all produce the exchange of daughters between families and
lineages.” Of course, these patterns, like all marriage alliance norms, are limited by
the demographic possibilities. When the most appropriate type of cousin is not
available, compromises are made—similar to the compromises that are made in
most societies when war depletes the number of men, and women have to marry
those who in normal circumstances are considered too old or too young.

Most of the languages of South India are classified as Dravidian rather than
Indo-European. Closely associated with this language group is a type of kinship
structure and terminology. A variety of Dravidian-type kinship systems are found in
contemporary South India, but these derive from a common proto-Dravidian
system."” The key structural feature is the institution of cross-cousin marriage. As
Trautmann says, “In order to specify the broad features of the Dravidian . . . we
begin with a concept basic to the understanding of the Dravidian, that of cross cous-
ins” (1981:22). Dumont agrees: “To put it in a nutshell what distinguishes South
India from North India is cross-cousin marriage” (1983:160).* The source of this
core feature need not concern us. The consequences are significant: cross-cousin
marriage results in at least a rough equality between lineages that exchange brides.
As Dumont says, “South Indian kinship presents us with a contrast . . . something
like an island of equality in an ocean of caste” (1983:167). Trautmann notes that
even where demographic or other local influences in some respects limit or restrict
cross-cousin marriages, “Dravidian marriage always has the character of an ex-
change” (1981:24). Over time this results in the perpetuation of alliances between
two lineages: my sister marries you and I marry your sister; my daughter marries
your son and your son marries my daughter, and so on. This pattern of exchange
marriages—switching roles as wife-givers and wife-takers—prevents the inequal-
ities in any one marriage alliance from accumulating, and thus averts institutional-
ized hypergamy; the result is inequality in the context of a specific marriage cere-
mony, but the macro pattern is one of isogamy.*

But how is the practice of cross-cousin marriage, with its implications of equality
and quid pro quo exchange, reconciled with the notion of kanyadana? The writers of
the Dharmasastra texts struggled with this contradiction off and on over the centuries.
Numerous texts authorize cross-cousin marriage, provided the practice is restricted to
the South. While more elaborate rationales were developed, all contain contradictions
(see Trautmann 1981:238-315), and the tensions within the tradition are never com-
pletely resolved. In the Dravidian South, both cross-cousin marriage (and hence ex-
change marriages) and the ideology of kanyadana are widely embraced. We will ex-
amine some of the mechanisms that help to alleviate these contradictions later.
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Intermediate Patterns: Handling Contradictions

Fully developed hypergamy and the exchange of brides based on cross-cousin mar-
riages are alternative polar responses for dealing with the cost of being a wife-giver.
In addition, intermediate patterns exist that embody only some of the elements pre-
viously described. We will consider the Punjabis and the Bengalis. The Punjabis
maintain a strong commitment to asymmetrical marriage relationships—that is, no
exchange marriages—but this does not result in institutionalized hypergamy. The
Bengalis regularly engage in exchange marriages, but this is not based on cross-
cousin marriages. Hence, these two cases represent important variations on the pat-
terns previously discussed. In each case the pattern involves contradictions, and in
each case these are handled by what I will call encapsulation—the restricting of
contradictory elements of ideology or role expectations to their own limited spheres.
As we shall see, there are two primary types of encapsulation. These can be seen as
the supplementary institutionalized responses to the “problem” of being a wife-giver
where kanyadana is institutionalized.

Punjabis and Structural Encapsulation

The most extended discussion of Punjabi marriage patterns is by Hershman (1981),
which focuses primarily upon the Jats, a caste of yeoman farmers. Hershman’s own
analysis parallels many of the arguments presented here:

To give a woman in marriage is to place oneself in a position of inferiority to the taker;
to take a woman is to assume a position of superiority to the giver; and to exchange
women is to maintain a position of equality. Punjabis resolve the problem of having to
give their sisters in marriage and yet at the same time of preserving their honor, in two
quite distinct ways: Punjabi Muslims maintain and exchange their women within
closed groups thus preserving their honor within the group by arranging the marriages
of their sisters to one another; while Punjabi Hindus and Sikhs solve the problem by
accepting the inferiority of the wife-giver role and by creating from this premise a
system of exogamy based upon the principle of non-exchange. (1981:191)

Apparently, the strategy of the Muslims for preserving their status closely approxi-
mates one of the two major strategies discussed above—even though the legitimacy of
exchange marriages may have quite different roots from Dravidian cross-cousin mar-
riage. Punjabi Hindus and Sikhs are of even more interest, because they form an im-
portant intermediate case: wife-givers are clearly inferior and exchange marriages are
unambiguously prohibited, yet the normative pattern is isogamy rather than hyper-
gamy. If our basic argument is correct, how does this pattern persist? The answer lies
in limiting the scope and effect of the inequalities created by marriage alliances.
Hershman identifies five processes that contribute to this outcome. First, the in-
equalities caused by wife-giving and wife-receiving are largely limited to specific
ritual contexts, for example, at weddings and funerals (1981:199).” Second, only the
husband himself acquires any real honor from being a wife-taker, and only the
wife’s immediate family shares the dishonor of being a wife-giver. The more remote
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kindred have their status affected in only nominal ways. Third, interaction with af-
fines or in-laws is largely restricted to the relationship of a man to his wife’s family.
Except at weddings and funerals, other members of the husband’s family would
rarely come into contact with their wife-giving affines. Furthermore, the marriage
alliances of any one family tend to be widely dispersed across different villages and
families, and hence do not reinforce one another.” Fourth, the inequalities created
by wife-giving are limited, because they are not significantly related to control of
the means of production. While marriage alliances definitely affect the distribution
of liquid forms of wealth in the Punjab, they rarely affect the distribution and con-
trol of land. Hence inequalities created in one sector seldom accumulate into gener-
alized inequality. A fifth factor may retard the development of hypergamy and other
forms of inequality: the influence of Sikhism. In principle, Sikhism is much more
egalitarian than Hinduism, though the actual practices are more similar than their
ideologies would suggest. Nonetheless, the influence of Sikhism has increased in
this region since the partition of Pakistan and India, and the influence of Brahmans
has declined. While this does not seem to have significantly affected the relative
status of wife-givers and wife-receivers in either community, the Sikhs do seem less
committed to strictly asymmetrical relationships between affines. For example, the
Hindu tradition has strictly limited, if not forbidden, wedding gifts from ego’s
father’s sister because this would be to accept something from one’s wife-takers.
But as Hershman notes, “the ‘more’ Sikh a caste is, the more likely its members are
to accept gifts from “daughters” who are older female agnates. Therefore it is clear
that the hierarchical Brahmanical ideology and egalitarian Sikh ideology have
important implications for the nature of affinal relations in different castes”
(1981:216). It is clear the influence of Sikh ideology has increased in recent years.
The precise impact this has had in producing an absence of hypergamy is impossible
to determine, but it is probably another contributing factor.

I will refer to this complex of processes which limits the consequences of being
a wife-giver as structural encapsulation.

Bengalis and Ideological Encapsulation

Scholars have devoted considerable attention to Bengali marriage patterns (e.g.,
Klass 1966; Fruzzetti, Ostor, and Barnett 1976; Inden 1976; Inden and Nicholas
1977; Fruzzetti and Ostor 1983; Davis 1983). The ideology of kanyadana is well
known and deeply rooted in Bengal; Fruzzetti entitles her monograph on Bengali
marriage The Gift of a Virgin (1982). Nonetheless, marriages are essentially isoga-
mous: “The status of the contracting lines and houses should be as close as pos-
sible. Marriage alliance in Bengal establishes the equivalence of different lines and
houses” (1982:34). While the marriage ritual clearly contains hierarchical elements,
this does not result in long-term inequalities. This is in part due to structural en-
capsulation, for, as Fruzzetti notes, “The inferior/superior relationship is limited to
the giving and receiving of the gift of the virgin” (1982:111).

But even more important, among many castes exchange marriages are common:
“the Bengali system does not follow the classical pattern of hypergamy. The re-
versal of the direction of marriage is quite common in Bengal. Such unions are



Status Relations in Marriage Alliances 159

known as badal biye (exchange marriage), and these are as common as marriages in
entirely new directions” (Fruzzetti 1982:34). This not only involves exchanges
between different lines (bangsa), but also between specific pairs of households
(ghars): a brother and a sister of one household have spouses who are brother and
sister of another household. Such exchanges are not simply tolerated as deviant pat-
terns. Fruzzetti reports, “Exchange marriages are encouraged, and this reversal in
direction works contrary to the notion of hypergamy, where women—as goods—are
supposed to flow in only one direction” (1982:112). Fruzzetti’s data are based on
upper and lower castes in a subdivisional town and related rural areas.

But this acceptance of exchange marriages cannot be attributed to the influences
of cross-cousin marriage. The practice is usually proscribed in Bengal. The kinship
terminology is certainly not of the Dravidian type. While some preference exists for
repeated marriages between two lines (bangsa), new alliances are as common as re-
peated ones. Hence marriages do not necessarily result in any permanent alliances
with affines or for that matter in any other “groups” (Fruzzetti and Ostor 1976:93).*
This absence of Dravidian kinship patterns is evidence that the crucial factors in
cross-cousin marriages producing isogamy are not necessarily linked to special fea-
tures of Dravidian culture (e.g., the kinship terminology), but rather, lie in exchange
marriages per se.” In sum, Bengalis both affirm the ideology of kanyadana and regu-
larly engage in exchange marriages. The latter is a clear contradiction of the former.

How does Bengali culture handle such contradictions? One characteristic of
Bengal seems to be its long tradition of heterodoxy and syncretism; the ability to
encapsulate contradictory elements of culture seems to be a common phenomenon
there. While Bengal has deep traditions of Brahmanical orthodoxy, the Tantric tra-
ditions have long been popular. Somehow the Bengalis have for centuries managed
to hold what are in many respects antithetical traditions in a close alliance. This is
not just a matter of tolerating unorthodox sects, but rather, of making the heretical a
central part of conventional orthodoxy. This situation provides a broader cultural
context for understanding the Bengali’s adherence to and deviation from the doc-
trine of kanyadana.” I will refer to this process as ideological encapsulation.

Drawing primarily on Fruzzetti and Ostor’s data, I have argued that in Bengal,
exchange marriages are legitimate and a primary source of the basically isogamous
pattern. This may require qualification when we consider the highest caste groups.
We know, for example, that hypergamy was the ideal among upper caste Bengalis
in previous centuries (see Inden 1976). Many of the upper class groups that came to
be known as the bhadralok (respectable people) probably followed similar patterns.
Thus, the analysis used here may not apply to the very highest castes in Bengal.
Despite the strong presence of the kanyadana ideology, though, Bengal is much less
preoccupied with hypergamous patterns than many areas in North India. Our theo-
retical arguments, supplemented by the notions of structural and ideological encap-
sulation, suggest an explanation for this social fact.

Obviously, the concept of ideological encapsulation is relevant to the South
Indian contradictions between the kanyadana ideology and cross-cousin marriages.
As noted earlier, the legitimacy of both sets of values and norms are strongly af-
firmed in the Dravidian South. But the mechanisms of legitimizing these contradic-
tions may vary for the two regions. Exchange marriages are much more central and
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deeply institutionalized in the South than in Bengal. As we have seen, the very kin-
ship terminology in Dravidian languages assumes cross-cousin marriage. To change
this would require a fundamental reordering of Dravidian cultural categories. In
Bengal, the cultural significance of exchange marriages seems much more limited.
It is when patterns are tenuous that societies most need mechanisms to reduce the
contradictions threatening such patterns. Hence the notion of encapsulation has been
our primary focus in the case of Bengal.”

As we shall see, encapsulation can also be used to limit tendencies toward equal-
ity, as when bhakti sects limit relations of equality to religious contexts and Tantra
sects limit such relationships to contexts that are kept secret from the rest of society.

Alliances in Lower and Middle Castes

Most of the analysis has been devoted to explaining departures from what I have
called the dominant tendencies of status groups. Thus, it is appropriate to conclude
by focusing on cases where these dominant tendencies prevail. Almost by defi-
nition, lower and middle castes are less influenced by Brahmanical ideology than
upper castes. While the kanyadana ideology and the inferiority of wife-givers are
common in South Asia, not surprisingly, most of the lower caste groups are not
strongly influenced by these ideas, and their influence on middle caste groups is at
best uneven (see, e.g., Dumont 1986a). Undoubtedly the greater economic contribu-
tion of women’s labor in these strata also plays a role, as a result of which mar-
riages among these groups are usually isogamous. Perhaps more accurately, the
same systematic tendencies toward hypergamy, common among more orthodox
castes, are not present. This conclusion is reinforced by the fact that Brahmanical-
type dowries are much less common among such castes and the use of bride price,
especially among lower caste groups, has been widely documented (Beals 1962;
Orenstein 1965; Ishwaran 1968; Beck 1972; Berreman 1972; van der Veen 1973;
Kolenda 1978; Parry 1979). Of course, gifts (or more accurately, prestations) nor-
mally flow in both directions (see, e.g., Tambiah 1973; Vatuk 1975; Srinivas 1984;
Dumont 1986a; Kolenda 1987a). Moreover, as we have noted earlier, bride price
may occur toward the bottom of a hypergamous system (Shah 1982). Classical
hypergamy is antithetical to a bride price (van der Veen 1973). The lack of
Brahmanical orthodoxy among these castes can also have a second effect: a relaxa-
tion of the rules of endogamy (e.g., Berreman 1972:232). The result is likely to be
more random deviations, even if the norm remains isogamy.

The theoretical interpretation of these patterns among middle and lower castes is
quite straightforward. When neither kanyadana nor the inferiority of wife-givers is
significant, the outcome—both normative and empirical—conforms to the dominant
tendencies toward status homogeneity and thus, isogamy. On the other hand, since
concerns about status and purity are to some degree the luxuries of the relatively
well-to-do, there is more variation between caste groups and individuals in the de-
gree to which they are concerned about these matters, and thus in the extent to
which isogamy is enforced.”
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Conclusion

Limitations and Accomplishments

First I must remind the reader not familiar with South Asia that only a few of the
important variations have been considered (though several other variations have
been analyzed in Milner 1988). The arguments are presented as tentative hypotheses
for which there is some support, but which are by no means conclusive.

The purpose of this chapter has been to suggest a set of interrelated explanations
of status relations in Hindu marriage alliances derived from a general theory of
status relationships. The theory purports to explain the strong tendencies toward
status homogeneity, and thus isogamy and endogamy, and the counter-pressures to-
ward heterogeneity and thus hypergamy or hypogamy. In addition to the proposi-
tions of the general theory, there have been two important supplementary parts of
the analysis. The first was the identification of the particular cultural and historical
factors that in some situations tip the balance toward status heterogeneity, and more
specifically, hypergamy; these are the inferiority of wife-givers, and the ideology of
kanyadana. The second was the identification of social and cultural mechanisms
used to contain and limit these pressures toward heterogeneity; these are exchange
marriages, structural encapsulation, and ideological encapsulation.” Even within
institutionalized hypergamy, demographic and cultural factors intervene to limit the
tendency toward asymmetry.

The claim is that a general theory of status relations, supplemented by particular
cultural and historical facts, can help us to systematically organize the data concern-
ing status relations in marriage alliances. A variety of seemingly disparate patterns
are seen as variations on a few common themes. The aim has been to suggest how
we might develop social theory that (1) has significant utility across cultures, (2)
takes seriously the categories of particular cultures, and (3) takes into account the
subcultures present in any complex society. Neither general theory, cultural analy-
sis, nor local ethnography will suffice; all three are necessary for adequate socio-
logical analysis.

Rational Choice Theory

This chapter has also tried to make a more methodological point: a provisional re-
source structuralism does not preclude modes of analysis that begin from a more
micro perspective. More specifically, I have tried to show that for the purposes of
analyzing marriage alliances, it is useful to use a very simple form of rational choice
theory: assume people make rational choices in pursuit of their interests, specify the
nature of these interests in a particular cultural context, trace out the consequences
of such individual level behavior for the construction of macro-level patterns.

Two points need to be made about the usefulness of this approach. First, it is
likely to be most powerful in situations where individuals, or relatively integrated
social units such as families or firms, are socially expected to make specific rational
choices. Marriage “markets” meet this criterion. Conversely, the data in areas
where goals are more implicit and ambiguous are likely to be more opaque to such
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an approach. For example, I doubt that the kind of “decoding” of pollution, asceti-
cism, and auspiciousness carried out in Chapters 9 and 10 would have worked as
well if I had begun with a rational choice perspective. In part, rational choice the-
ory works well in this chapter precisely because various forms of structural analy-
sis have helped to clarify the nature of the social context within which marriage
alliances in India are formed.
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On the Nature of Sacredness

Before the empirical analysis can be extended, additional theoretical concepts are
required; more specifically, the nature of the sacred and its relationship to status
must be considered. I have tried to keep this abstract level of discussion to a mini-
mum; the enormous literature on the nature of the sacred is only touched upon. The
purpose of the discussion is to connect this part of the analysis with the theoretical
arguments that have guided the whole endeavor.

Status and Sacredness

If Weber laid the groundwork for scholarship on status and status groups, Durkheim
was most seminal to a sociological understanding of the sacred. It is a great irony that
little attempt has been made to systematically analyze the relationship between these
two concepts, which obviously overlap. Perhaps this is because in The Elementary
Forms of Religious Life Durkheim stresses the total otherness of the sacred and the
profane (1965:55-56). Durkheim’s claim that the two realms were always of a totally
different order has not, however, gone unchallenged (see, e.g., Lukes 1973,
1979:26-27; Pickering 1984:143-48). In footnotes and asides, Durkheim himself ac-
knowledged that the distinction between the sacred and the profane was ambiguous
and relative.'

If, then, there is an overlap or a continuum between the sacred and the profane,
what is the equivalent of the sacred in the profane world?? The answer is, in part,
social status. Or to reverse the idea, the sacred is, in part, a special type of status: key
aspects of sacredness are status in the “other world.” In Chapter 2 I suggested that
Durkheim’s theory of social solidarity, which focused on sacredness, was in some re-
spects the mirror image of the Parsons—Dahrendorf theory of the origins of social
inequality as status differentiation. If this is the case, we should be able to detect clear
parallels in the characteristics of social status and sacredness. A main purpose of the
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next several chapters will be to demonstrate these parallels. That parallels may exist
between worldly and otherworldly relationships is of course an old idea that has
played a central role in the sociology of religion at least since Marx.

I do not claim that the perspective I am offering will capture all of the richness
and complexity of religious phenomena—even from the point of view of the empiri-
cal analyst, not to mention that of the religious devotee. As with the earlier parts of
the analysis, I will simply try to show how it can help us see concatenations and re-
lationships that might otherwise be overlooked.

Sacredness and Power

Otherness

The two seminal works on the nature of the sacred, both published in the first quar-
ter of the twentieth century, are by Durkheim (1965) and Otto (1972). They were
very different works—Otto was a theologian—but both in effect define the sacred
in terms of “otherness.” This has continued to shape most conceptualizations of the
sacred. If sacredness is defined primarily in terms of otherness, the obvious question
is: Other than what? That is, the content of the sacred will depend on the referent to
which it is compared. The broad answer is, of course, the profane. This is so gene-
ral as to offer only minimal guidance. Implicitly the referent of comparison has fre-
quently varied for different analysts. A full, systematic analysis of the different
referents that have been used and the different meanings that have been attributed to
the sacred would require a major digression that is not necessary for the task at
hand.? Rather, T will simply try to be clear about the aspects of the profane world
that serve as the counter-model for my notion of the sacred.

The Limits of Human Power

Why have human beings been so preoccupied with these realms of otherness? Why
have religion and other forms of the supernatural been such universal phenomena,
and why have they continued to shape human behavior and history? It is, at least in
part, because these realms offer humans a crucial source of power. In his overview
of popular Hinduism, Fuller notes, “Above all else, it is the vast and variously imag-
ined power of the deities . . . that is taken for granted by the overwhelming majority
of Hindus” (1992:29). In the context of analyzing Biblical materials, Leach says
much the same thing: “impotent Man on Earth is polarized against omnipotent God
in Heaven. Religion is concerned with mediation between the two spheres such that
a channel is provided through which divine potency from Heaven is brought to bear
upon the affairs of impotent Man on Earth” (1983:67).

In the terms used in earlier chapters, humans face many contingencies. Perhaps
the only certainty is that we all must die. While collectivities may survive across
generations, they too are historical creations that appear and disappear. Moreover,
as Berger emphasizes, human social orders are, from some points of view, ex-
tremely fragile. Marginal situations such as dreams, fantasies, and especially death,
call into question the assumptions of common-sense everyday life. As Berger says,
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“Every socially constructed nomos must face the constant possibility of its collapse
into anomy. Seen in the perspective of society, every nomos is an area of meaning
carved out of a vast mass of meaninglessness” (1967:23).

But even if the “world as we know it” is not threatened with chaos and
meaninglessness, our place within it—or at least the place we would like to have—
may be. In addition to death, most humans face numerous frustrations beyond their
power to change or accept. For the Indian peasant these may involve bad weather,
disease, the inability to have a son or to arrange a good marriage for a daughter, a
rapacious landlord. Those with worldly power suffer fewer of these frustrations
than the weak, but even the mighty must face death. Perhaps even more significant,
since the privileges and identity of elites are much more tied to the existing social
order, threats to it are even more menacing to them than to others. When the
Muslims and then the British conquered India, the Hindu raja was much more af-
fected than the typical peasant.

The key point is that all human beings face contingency and moments of power-
lessness, and they seek techniques and alliances that will make them less vulner-
able. This may involve creating relationships with those who, at least potentially,
have the power to help them overcome their frustrations and disappointments. Or it
may mean that powerful actors who would cause them harm have to be propitiated.
One such crucial form of alliance is that which humans make with deities or other
supernatural powers. Now we must turn to the nature of these powers, so that we
can then consider the nature of human relationships with them.

The Nature of Deities and Other Sacred Powers

Wadley in her study of the conceptual structure of religion in Karimpur, a north
Indian village, defines deities as “power-filled” supernatural beings:

The basic characteristic of any god, demon, or ghost is the powers which he/she con-
trols and represents—the fact that he/she is, in essence, power. The only noun in
Hindi which comes close to including all possible powerful beings is deva, which is
defined to include both demons and “good” deities, but not the most evil beings-—
ghosts and other spirits of the dead. deva [sic] can be contrasted to devata, which defi-
nitely refers to only good or goodish supernatural beings. Fortunately, there is an ad-
jectival phrase which refers to all gods, ghosts, demons, etc.—shakti-sanpann,
“power-filled.” Those beings filled with power are the supernatural beings; they make
up the village pantheon. (1975:54-55)

Note that the central organizing concept of the pantheon is not purity, but power,
sakti. Humans interact with gods and other supernatural beings in order to make use
of or protect themselves from their power. Sakti is most commonly associated with
the female energy of the goddess Sakti, but more generally it is considered to be
“the energizing principle of the universe without which there would be no motion”
(Wadley 1975:55).

The power of deities should not, however, be overstated, for one of the im-
portant characteristics of Hinduism is the absence of a clear dividing line between
the sacred and the profane. In Hindu mythology gods often act like humans and in
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many contexts humans are considered divine. Gurus, for example, are often treated
as near gods. Similarly, for certain purposes Brahmans are gods. On their wedding
day the bride and the groom are considered to be divine and are worshipped. Hence
while deities are sacred because they are powerful, their sacredness and power is
primarily a matter of degree. Similarly, there are no clear lines between different
aspects of sacredness. This is one reason why polytheism is not a problem from the
Hindu’s point of view. There are thousands of gods, but for some purposes all gods
are one, and in some respects all of reality is sacred.

The relationship between sacredness and otherworldly power parallels the re-
lationship between social status and worldly power. Social status can be solely
rooted in physical resources like wealth or force, or it can be rooted in attributes that
are quite distinct from physical resources, such as the purity of the Brahman or the
virtue of a saint. Similarly, the sacredness of a god can be rooted solely in its as-
sumed power to intervene in the natural world, or can be rooted in the spiritual
virtues attributed to the god by devotees. The power of these spiritual virtues is ex-
ercised not by the god’s direct intervention in the physical world, but rather by the
effect on the devotees. This effect occurs through intimate communion with such a
god. Worldly status can be raised by intimate association with someone of higher
status—even if they fail to give you any wealth or political power. Similarly, the
spiritual power of the deity becomes available to the devotee who stays in intimate
relationship with his or her god. The primary effect of such power is to transform
the identity of the devotee, rather than intervening in the cause-and-effect relation-
ships of the physical world.* Of course, in most historical religions the power of the
gods is conceived as some mixture of these two processes. The relationships devo-
tees have with these power-filled beings is primarily determined by the types of
power that are sought and exchanged; this is the topic to which we now turn.

Types of Relationships to the Supernatural

Early on, I made the unremarkable argument that rocks and humans are different;
this was a way to contrast the realms of physical causation and social interaction.
Within the realm of social interaction, I have claimed that there are three primary
types of power rooted in different types of sanctions: force, goods and services, and
expressions of approval and disapproval. Correlated with, but not identical to, the
three types of sanctions are three orientations or attitudes toward the other person
that tend to define the nature of the relationship. The intent behind force is usually
coercion. The use of goods and services as a sanction is usually associated with
some notion of exchange. Finally, expressions of approval usually suggest an atti-
tude of admiration or even worship. Now I want to argue that the same typology is
useful in distinguishing between the different types of otherworldly power and re-
lationships. That is, people have tried to influence their other worlds by processes
that are at least analogous to four types of relationships: physical causation, and the
three types of social power and relationships.

In some cases, the relationship between humans and the supernatural are analo-
gous to those of physical cause and effect. An ideal-typical model of magic is the
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most obvious example; the appropriate secret techniques produce the desired re-
sults. Of course, in actual historical situations this idea is usually qualified or used
in conjunction with the other techniques to be discussed. In nontheistic religious
systems, activities are often conceptualized as causation rather than interaction,
since there are no deities or other supernatural agents with whom to interact. The
focus tends to be on special knowledge and techniques. Some of these stress the
power that the actor can obtain over this world and the next; most forms of Hindu
Tantrism have such an emphasis (Brooks 1990). Others emphasize knowledge that
transforms the actors’ perspective or world view. The goal is not so much to alter
the world or one’s position in it, but to see the world in a new way. As we shall
see, the Samkhya-Yoga schools of Hinduism, as well as early Buddhism, closely
approximate this model.’ In all of these perspectives, the primary responsibility lies
with the human actor, hence knowledge and discipline are central. The interest
or aim, however, is not primarily moral conformity to some divine law, but self-
empowerment or transcendence.

In other cases the social world, rather than the physical world, is the implicit
model for sacral relationships. Here humans must influence the gods or other sacred
entities by interpersonal interaction. The form and content of the interaction can
vary considerably. Sometimes it approximates coercion.® It could be analogous to
the legitimate force of the police or the opportunistic force of the robber. That is,
the connection between the human actor and the sacred may or may not involve any
sense of a moral relationship. Voodoo is probably the most famous system that
emphasizes coercive magical interaction between humans and the supernatural.
Vedic sacrifices seem to contain elements that range from pure physical causation,
to interaction by means of coercive magic, to the dutiful performance of divinely as-
signed responsibilities.

Fully social relationships, however, involve significant elements of morality.
Neither side has the power to cause the behavior of the other, but they have the
power to react to it in positive and negative ways. The gods can punish and reward
humans for their behavior; humans can give services and devotion or withhold
these. The relationship between humans and gods is based on some form of cove-
nant in which the expectations of the gods are made known through divine revela-
tion, which is often embodied in laws.” Humans also have their expectations; if gods
are perceived not to keep their promises—at least in the long run—they lose their
followers. The content of such relationships is primarily exchange, though not nec-
essarily or even usually explicit exchange. According to Wadley (1975), this is the
most common form of relationships between typical Hindu peasants and their gods.

The fourth type of relationship is based, not on quid pro quo, but rather on un-
qualified devotion. The primary content of such relationships is worship and adora-
tion given without the expectation of anything in return. Here the gods receive de-
votion simply because they are supreme beings. The converse of this is that humans
receive boons and salvation, not because of anything that they have done to deserve
it, but simply because of the gods’ love and grace. This concept is antithetical to the
previous notions. In this view, gods should be worshipped, not coerced or paid off.
Similarly, humans cannot demand or earn salvation, much less work out their own
salvation by knowledge and technique; they can only accept the grace of the gods.
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These distinctions are, of course, analytical ideal-types. Actual patterns of re-
ligious behavior vary in the mix of these four types of relationships, and rarely is
any one of them found in its pure form. In theory, unqualified devotion may be the
appropriate attitude of the true bhakti devotee, but as Wadley notes, “In the world of
the Hindu peasant, action without reward—love of god merely to love god—is
without meaning and support” (1975:86). Similarly, theologies that offer absolutely
unqualified grace are rarely viable for very long. The devotees lapse into various
forms of antinomianism, and some form of specified morality is then reinstated. In
short, there seems to be a constant interplay and dialectic between these four, as
humans work out their relationships with their other worlds. To say there is usually
a mixture of these four is not to deny that there are historical variations in the mix.
Certainly Vedic sacrifices involved much more emphasis on causation than bhakti;
the system of indulgences of medieval Catholicism involved much more quid pro
quo exchange than the predestination of Calvinism. We will consider some of the
historical variations later.?

Congruent and Incongruent Relationships

While in most historical religions a mixture of these types can be found, mixing is
nearly always problematic; it creates relationships that are incongruent.’

As noted before, attempts to use one kind of sanction to gain another kind of
sanction are often problematic. In human relationships, those who use force to gain
goods and services are nearly always resented, whether they are contemporary mug-
gers, feudal rulers, or tribal raiding parties. Those who attempt to gain praise by
purchase or intimidation, or give praise for material reward, often find their status
significantly discounted or even derided. While history is full of such behavior, it is
usually hidden or disguised.

The precise analogue of this problem arises in humans’ relationships to their
gods. If gods or supernatural powers can be coerced by magic, they have rather low
status—that is, they are not very sacred—though they may be seen as quite power-
ful in other respects. Similarly, a god whose favors can be bought, in exchange for
either services or worship, has a reduced sacredness and transcendence, though not
necessarily a reduced popularity—until such time as their powers to provide such
blessings are perceived to fail. In contrast, the god who wants only authentic wor-
ship and returns only the transformation of the devotee’s spiritual status does not
face these contradictions, but may be irrelevant for those concerned about their im-
mediate worldly problems. A god’s sacredness is rooted in its otherness from the
mundane and the profane, yet this limits a god’s abilities to intervene in human af-
fairs. This is, of course, the dilemma even of humans whose status is based on the
rejection of force and wealth; spiritual leaders who become too implicated in poli-
tics or economic activity run the risk of destroying their religious status, which is
the source of their spiritual power. Despite the omnipresence of this dilemma,
people often attempt to influence the sacred through a mixture of these approaches;
as in the case of human relationships, such mixtures set up contradictions that either
limit a god’s sacredness or worldly relevance.”® Often sectarian disputes arise pre-
cisely over what mixtures are the appropriate and effective means of relating to the
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sacred. For example, this was expressly why Martin Luther initially criticized the
papacy: the system of indulgences (contributions to the Church) to reduce the time
souls spent in purgatory implied that humans could manipulate and bargain with
God. As we shall see, the same issue divides various sectarian groups in Hinduism.

The Sacred as the Realm of Reversals and Compensation

Analyzing sacral relationships with the same concepts and propositions used to ana-
lyze profane status relations raises the issue of reductionism. Fuller (1979) claims
that sacral relations cannot be satisfactorily explained as projections of human re-
lationships. For example, he points out that for Hindus, eating the leftover food
from humans is degrading, but eating the leftover food of the gods is the most
sacred of sacraments. Fuller’s point is that sacral relations are not simply modeled
after human relations. But this does not mean that there is no connection between
the patterns of relations among humans and the patterns of relations between
humans and deities.

In fact, sacral relations tend to both copy and transform patterns of social relations.
Where the supernatural and the sacred overlap, mundane relationships are often re-
versed. “Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. . . . Blessed
are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth.” These opening sentences of The
Beatitudes of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:3-5) express the notion that
the resources and deprivations of the present world shall at some point in time be re-
distributed. Though the details vary, virtually all historic world religions hold some
notion that the deprivations and injustices of the faithful will be compensated at some
time in the future." Associated with this idea is the notion of reversal: the darkness
will become light, the mighty will be made low, the lowly will be raised up, the old
kind of wisdom or knowledge will be seen as illusion, what was once seen as valu-
able will be seen as worthless. Thus if we are to analyze religious phenomena as pro-
jections, we should expect that aspects of these patterns will be reversals rather than
copies of human structures. On the other hand, not even visions of heaven or planned
utopias can be totally new; new ideas must be constructed with existing concepts.
Accordingly, we should expect religious phenomena to be a mixture of patterns cop-
ied from the mundane world and reversals or transformations of those patterns. Using
the terminology of the last chapter, the features of the world-to-come are second
order processes that often compensate for and even reverse the first order processes
of the profane world.

There are, of course, elements of this idea in many previous analyses, from
Feuerbach to Lévi-Strauss. What I intend to show is how this idea, combined with
the propositions that have been used to analyze status and caste systems, can provide
insights into the connections between religion and social structure. More specifically
the following hypotheses are suggested:

1. Because status is a relatively inexpansible resource, status in sacred other worlds will
rarely be a completely plentiful resource. While status may be defined as more plenti-
ful in the world to come, or the deity may be described as more gracious in dispensing
status than worldly actors and structures, this will usually have significant limits in
complex societies with “world religions.”"
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2. Because status is relatively inalienable in this world, we should expect that the alicna-
bility of status, and thus mobility, will be a common feature of the transition from this
world to the other world. If it is not, and the other world simply reproduces the strati-
fication of the present world, it will not be very “other,” and is likely to be of little
interest to anyone other than the privileged, and thus is unlikely to become a “world
religion.”

3. Because of the relative inexpansibility of status, much of the mobility that occurs will
be circulation mobility: if someone moves up, someone else moves down. Since mo-
bility is likely to occur during the transition from the profane world to the other world,
many religions will have a notion that the status position of individuals will be re-
versed: “the first shall be last.”

4. For status reversals to occur, the means of status and mobility will often have to be re-
versed. That is, systems that emphasize conformity to norms in this world will often
emphasize associations as the source of status in the world to come, and vice versa. If
the same criteria are used, the structures of this world would simply be reproduced in
the other world.

5. In the terminology introduced in Chapter 11, the recessive tendencies often become
the dominant tendencies, and vice versa. For example, in marriage relations the domi-
nant pressures were toward status homogeneity and isogamy, but these activated re-
cessive second order tendencies toward status heterogeneity and hypergamy. The
dominant tendency in relations with deities is toward toward highly asymmetrical re-
lationships—gods are greatly superior beings who must be worshipped—but there are
counter-tendencies that emphasize intimacy, communion, and even identity between
the deity and the devotee. The primacy of asymmeiry is indicated by the fact that
people would not seek communion with gods if they were not superior beings.

6. In routine contacts of devotion and worship with a deity or other sacred entity, inter-
actions will tend to follow the form of status associations between low and high status
actors. However, great sacral distance between the devotee and the deity may produce
significant differences in the content of the interaction. For example, eating the leftover
food of humans—even high status ones—is usually considered degrading, but eating
the leftover food of the gods is spiritually elevating.

These rather abstract propositions will be given more concrete form in the next
three chapters. They are intended not as ironclad laws, but as tendencies that will
guide the analysis.

The Focus of What Follows

The following analysis of sacral phenomena is quite selective in two senses. First, it
considers only a few features of Hinduism: worship, soteriology, and eschatology.
Obviously, extensive chapters could be written on deities, sacrifice, pilgrimages,
temples, and death and other life-stage rituals—to give only a partial list of what is
ignored. The aim is not to be comprehensive, but to show the usefulness of a parti-
cular strategy and framework in showing the interconnections between the status
order and the sacral order. Second, the analysis focuses primarily on one of the four
types of sacred relationships that have been outlined: devotion and worship. The
theory of status relationships is primarily about the operation of status under condi-
tions in which it is insulated, to some degree, from material forms of power. Where
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wealth or political power are the sole criteria of status, it is not particularly useful to
focus on or analyze the status order. But just as status is never completely insulated
from material forms of power, rarely is it a simple function of wealth. Similarly,
people’s sacral activities are seldom completely indifferent about outcomes in the
empirical world, but in the historic world religions it is rare for sacral power to be
preoccupied solely with worldly gain. Accordingly, the theory of sacral relation-
ships is primarily about forms of sacredness that contain significant elements of de-
votion and worship, rather than simply magical manipulation or quid pro quo ritual
activity. This in no way suggests that these other forms of sacral relationships are
unimportant to Hinduism—any more than the theory of status relations is intended
to suggest that class relations are unimportant in Indian society. Rather, as with the
whole analysis, the aim is to highlight the significance and the operation of non-
material resources.
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The Worship of Gods

Some of sociology’s most insightful theory is built on Durkheim’s (1965) analysis
of worship of the sacred in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Goffman
(1967, 1971) drew on Durkheim’s notions to brilliantly analyze face-to-face inter-
action in contemporary society. Collins has formalized and extended Goffman’s
work to help us explain variations in the class subcultures and ritual styles of differ-
ent types of societies (1975, 1982, 1988)." Goffman’s seminal insight was that
Durkheim’s analysis of worship could serve as a paradigm for understanding the
rituals of everyday life, and that many of these rituals were directed toward some-
thing analogous to the sacred. Yet despite the enormous fruitfulness of drawing on
Durkheim’s understanding of the worship of the sacred, virtually no attempt has
been made to extend our understanding of these paradigmatic notions.? Both
Goffman and Collins treat ritual and sacredness as largely undefined terms.

The purpose of this chapter will be to clarify and extend our understanding of wor-
ship (as the paradigm for many rituals) and sacredness.’ The strategy for doing so will
be the reverse of Goffman’s. Instead of using our knowledge of religious processes to
analyze everyday life, I will draw on the understanding of status process that earlier
chapters have elaborated to illuminate the nature of worship and sacredness.*

The main focus of the analysis will be to explain the content of worship rather
than its effects; that is, I will look at worship as a status process.

Worship as a Status Process
Perhaps the most common kind of sacral relationships are those that take place in

the context of worship. Obviously, much of what happens in worship is modeled
after relations between people of unequal status. For example, in some languages
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there is a direct semantic relationship between status deference and worship. In
English the earliest known uses of the word “worship” refer to “the condition (in a
person) of deserving, or being held in, esteem or repute; honor, distinction, renown;
good name credit.” According to the Oxford English Dictionary, this meaning was
common into the sixteenth century. Even contemporary dictionaries, such as
Webster’s New Collegiate, still list one meaning of “worship” as “a person of im-
portance—used as a title for various officials.”

The task of this chapter is to show how we can develop a more systematic
understanding of the patterns of behavior referred to as worship by drawing on the
same ideas that have been used to explain the characteristics of status relationships
and the caste system. Let us begin by briefly reviewing some of the key features of
status relationships.

Since intimate associations affect the status of the actors, they usually try to in-
crease their interaction with those of higher status and decrease interaction with
those of lower status. There is an important corollary: when lower status actors want
to approach and interact with those of higher status, they will attempt to highlight
their high status attributes and downplay their low status attributes. To the degree
possible, people will manipulate their actual characteristics and transform them-
selves into higher status actors—though there is seldom a clear line between
transformation of the actual attributes and the manipulation of appearances. For ex-
ample, when one goes for a job interview or is invited to the home of a high status
person, one is likely to clean and groom oneself, to “dress up” (the term itself is in-
structive), to use more formal language, and to talk about one’s accomplishments
rather than one’s failures. Furthermore, high status friends and acquaintances are
more likely to be mentioned than low status ones. While this involves emphasizing
the associations and attributes one supposedly already has, much of this behavior
can also be conceived of as actually increasing one’s conformity to the norms of
those with whom one wishes to associate.

Attempts to raise oneself must be linked with appropriate deference; it is crucial
to acknowledge the superiority of those who are clearly of higher status. This may
involve highly elaborated public displays of deference and honor toward superiors.
An important component of this activity is to listen attentively to the opinions and
defer to the requests of the higher status actor. One effect of such attentiveness and
deference, especially if they are sincere, is to further raise the status of the superior.
Any petitions or requests to high status actors usually come after the processes al-
ready described, and they too must be stated deferentially.

The crucial question, however, is whether one is accepted by those of higher
status. To become regularly intimate with those of significantly higher status raises
and even transforms one’s own status. One’s specific petitions are also more likely
to be granted. Moreover, the praise and deference that sustains and even raises the
status of superiors can in turn have an indirect effect on one’s own status: if one re-
mains intimate with the now even higher status actor, one’s own status is raised
accordingly.” But acceptance is rarely a foregone conclusion; one can be rejected.
Even worse, one may be publicly reprimanded or punished for presumption. Thus
an attempt to become intimate with someone of higher status always involves risks
and even danger.
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In summary there are three basic processes. First, the separation of self from
that which is lower and the maximization of one’s conformity and association with
superior behaviors, things, and actors. Second, the public acknowledgment of
superiors through praise and deference (which may further increase their status).
These two things are the precondition for the third, the intimate association with
superiors which increases one’s own status and increases the likelihood that one’s
specific petitions will be granted. The first two steps are, in part, necessary to re-
duce the dangers of rejection or even punishment for one’s presumptuousness,
which is not to suggest that such behaviors are necessarily calculating or insincere.

These social processes characteristic of status deference are the paradigm for
worship. Worship consists primarily of three processes: (1) making oneself and
one’s immediate context worthy—or at least less unworthy—of the deity’s pres-
ence; (2) praising and deferring to the deity; and (3) coming into intimate contact
with the deity, which can lead to either rejection or communion. When the outcome
is favorable, the devotee’s self is transformed by this contact, and his or her welfare
is more likely to be of concern to the deity—whether or not specific petitions are
granted.®

Before this argument is elaborated and applied to Hinduism, we must clarify the
relevance of purity and pollution for analyzing Hindu worship. To this preliminary
consideration we now turn.

Purity, Pollution, and Sacral Status: A Preliminary

In Hinduism, the three processes just discussed are often carried out in the idiom of
purity and pollution. That is, notions of purity and cleanliness are the key symbols
and metaphors for high status, and pollution is the symbol of low status. As in-
dicated in the analysis of Chapter 9, at least in part the idiom of purity and pollution
involves objectification. To say this is not to suggest that they are “merely” sym-
bols. In Hinduism, they often become the actual criteria of status and sacredness.
Purity rituals are required not simply as a matter of respect to the sacred; rather
sacredness becomes identified with purity. This identity between status and purity is
characteristic of Dumont’s (1980) as well as others’ analyses of Hinduism, such as
Harper’s (1964) and Babb’s (1975). However, as I have argued in earlier chapters,
purity and social status are often too closely identified. I believe that too heavy a re-
liance has been placed upon notions of purity and pollution in both the social and
religious spheres. Thus while worship in Hinduism sometimes is nearly identical
with the manipulation of purity and impurity, there are many cases where the core
notion is honoring, and purity is recognized primarily as a symbol of honor. I shall
tend to stress this aspect of Hindu worship, for two reasons. First, this emphasis has
tended to be neglected in the theoretical discussions of Hindu worship even though
it is clearly present in empirical descriptions. Second, the perspective developed
here focuses on symbolic resources, and is likely to be more powerful in explaining
worship that is conceived of primarily as honoring rather than as the mechanical
manipulation of quasi-material substances. Later I shall have a few words to say
about other forms of worship and religious ritual.
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With this important qualification, let us now return to the main line of our argu-
ment and an analysis of the three aspects of worship as they apply to Hinduism.

The Fundamental Elements of Puja

The puja can be either a public ceremony, as in a temple—roughly analogous to the
Roman Catholic mass—or a private ritual performed in the home. In his influential
discussion of puja, Babb (1975:chap. 2) examines a variety of forms, but identifies
an elemental set of activities that are characteristic of all pujas.” He labels these (1)
“Purity: Approaching the Deity,” (2) “Pranam: The Feet of the Gods,” and (3)
“Prasad: The Food of the Gods” (1975:46-61). My claim is that these three cate-
gories are more concrete examples of the three basic processes of worship that I
have outlined above.

Approaching the Deity

Purification is one way devotees maximize their sacral status so as to be worthy of
approaching and coming into the presence of the deity. But the core idea is not sim-
ply to be physically clean, but rather making oneself fit—or at least less unworthy.
In many religions, this is expressed in terms of both literal and figurative cleaning—
the removal of those portions of the self that are unworthy. Hinduism is noted for
having emphasized the idiom of purity and having taken this metaphor relatively lit-
erally—or perhaps more accurately, having merged or conflated the symbolic and
the material. But most Hindus would acknowledge that the literal physical cleanli-
ness is not the sole determinant of one’s religious status or prospects of salvation.
The preparation for contact with the deity is not restricted to the person of the
worshipper. The injunction often applies to the physical place where contact is
sought and to other items that will be used in the worship, especially offerings that
are expected to come into contact with the deity. At least in many contexts, the cru-
cial idea is not purity, but honor. As Fuller comments:

[Allthough a state of purity—in both temple and worshippers—is a precondition for
worship, the basic aim of the ritual . . . is to honour powerful deities, not to purify
them. It is, however, clear that worshippers must purity themselves before beginning
puja in order to make themselves fit to honour the deities and benefit from the ritual,
and not simply to avoid polluting the deities. (1992:76)

This is not to deny that for some Hindus the manipulation of purity and impurity is
the core concern of most religious ritual.

If purity is in part an idiom of social and sacral status, then we should expect
that the sources of purity will parallel the sources of social status in general—and
this is the case. Status can be increased by associating or coming into contact with
things and actors of higher rank, and by reducing associations with things and actors
of lower rank. Babb’s description of the means of purity is a clear analogy:



176 STATUS AND SACREDNESS

[Tlhere are essentially two ways to bring about a condition of purity. Certain sub-
stances or things seem to have the ability to ameliorate pollution directly. Cow dung
appears to have this property, and is widely used as an agent of purification. . . .
However, water is the most common method of purification, and here the principle in-
volved seems to be somewhat different from direct amelioration. . . . While it is true
that some water, such as that of the Ganges, has special inherent powers of purifi-
cation, the evidence suggests that the efficacy of water as an agent of purification lies
not in intrinsic purity, but rather in the capacity of water to absorb pollution and thus
carry it away. (1975:48)

In short, things are purified by bringing them into association with things that are
pure, and disassociating them from impurities. Ganga water is, in a sense, the ex-
ception that proves the rule: because of its special sacredness it increases the purity
of things with which it comes into contact and, like all water, it carries off polluting
elements.

This interpretation seems to contradict the common argument that purity is sim-
ply the absence of pollution:

[P]ollution has a substantive character while purity does not. In other words, poltution
is an existent; purity is its absence. To become pure is to rid oneself of pollution; it is
not to “add purity.” A person in a state of purity is not purified by contact with some-
one in a state of purity. However a person in a state of purity will become polluted by
contact with a person who is polluted. Hence to remain pure is to remain free from
pollution; to become pure is to remove pollution. (Babb 1975:49)

Admittedly, there is this tendency in Hindu thought, but this description over-
states the case. Babb’s own data point to the fact that some items—for example,
cow dung, darbha grass, ghee, sandalwood paste, the tulsi plant—seem inherently
pure and purify things with which they come into contact. Of course, the purity of a
particular unit of these substances may be diluted by contact with what is impure
and thus may have to be renewed. The key point, however, is that some items do
seem to have positive purity that raise up other things. As we shall see in the next
chapter, whether one’s sacral status is conceptualized simply as the absence of
pollution varies for different sectarian traditions within Hinduism. The key point to
be made now, however, is that purity, like status in general, can be acquired either
by increasing contact with things that are purer or decreasing contact with things
that are impure, though the latter is certainly the more common mechanism.

Hindu traditions disagree over whether gods suffer pollution, but it is clear that
in many if not most traditions they are not polluted daily by bodily functions
(Fuller 1992:76). Of course there is the danger that one may be rejected by the
deity if one is impure. But this is because the impurity is seen as a sign of disre-
spect, not because the deity’s purity will be compromised (Fuller 1979, 1992:76) or
because the deity is incapable of transforming the impure; rather, the impure is re-
jected and punished when it is a sign of irreverence; the gods are angered, not pol-
luted. The basic process is the same in the profane and the sacral realm, except the
high level of power and purity available in the sacral realm-—at least to the high
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gods—reverses the consequences of the impure coming into contact with the pure.
In a sense, the raison d’&tre of the sacred realm is the presence of entities of suffi-
cient status to raise up the lowly rather than to be degraded by them.

As with most matters, there is often a gap between the ideal and the actual. Thus
despite the emphasis on purity in Hinduism, in relatively simple forms of puja, pre-
paratory rituals of purification may in fact be neglected. It is, however, clearly
recognized that in principle they should be conducted (Fuller 1992:64).

In sum, the first essential element of the puja, as in virtually all worship, is to
show reverence and respect for the deity by disassociating from the low and the pro-
fane and presenting one’s best self before attempting to approach that which is
wholly other. In a similar fashion the worshipper attempts to choose and manipulate
the physical context and the time so as to minimize any disrespect that is implied by
human attempts to approach the deity. In Hinduism, the primary but not sole idiom
for doing this is purity.

Praise and Deference

Babb identifies pranam as the second basic element of the puja. This is essentially
a bowing motion that is elaborated in various degrees to show respect both to deities
and to higher status people. The elaborateness of the motion is usually related to the
status distance between the parties involved. Thus in social relationships where
there is great social distance, or a desire to show great respect, the lower status per-
sons may prostrate themselves and touch the feet of the high status person. In every-
day greetings between those of roughly equal status, it may take the less elaborate
form of the namaste—putting the palms of the hands together and bringing them up
to the face as the head and shoulders are bowed slightly. These gradations further
support the thesis of a continuum between status and sacredness. According to one
of Babb’s informants, the namaste “salutes ‘that bit of god which is in every per-
son’” (1975:52). When the recipient is a deity, “informants say that this is simply a
way of ‘greeting’ the god or ‘giving respect’ to the god” (1975:51).

There is, however, danger in treating the pranam as the quintessential example
of this element of the puja; a gesture of bowing may be taken to imply that sub-
servience or servility is the primary element of worship in general, and the puja in
particular. More important, however, is the notion of praise. This is clearly shown in
Babb’s description of the chanting of the Shri Durga Saptashati, an important
Puranic religious text: “In so doing, one praises the goddess in the most extravagant
terms” (1975:40). The theme of praise is also seen in his description of a meeting to
sing bhajans, devotional hymns. “First the host sprinkled a few drops of water on
the glass front of the framed picture of Krishna. He then sprinkled a small quantity
of red powder on the picture. He explained later that in so doing he was honoring
the god” (1975:38). Babb (whose ethnographic work is in the area that is culturally
identified with North India) notes:

Informants are quite clear about the purpose of all that follows. The deity, one is told,
must be “honored.” Honoring the deity may take any of a variety of forms. Garlands
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may be offered, a tilak may be applied, clothing may be given, mantras may be
chanted, devotional songs may be sung, arfi may be performed; or less conventional
procedures, such as having a herd of cattle circumambulate the god, may be em-
ployed. (1975:54)

Fuller (whose own ethnographic work on puja is in a Minakshi temple in the heart
of South India) makes the same point. “Puja, at its heart, is the worshippers’ recep-
tion and entertainment of a distinguished and adored quest. It is a ritual to honour
powerful gods and goddesses, and often to express personal affection for them as
well” (1992:57). After outlining the structure and meaning of the puja, he con-
cludes:

It should now be clear that puja is, in the first place, an act of respectful honouring
and that this meaning is inherent in its structure. . . . That worship is an act of homage
to powerful, superior deities is explicitly understood by priests in the Minaskshi tem-
ple and by many, if not most, Hindus throughout India. (1992:68)

I stress this point because it is so often overlooked because of the emphasis on
purity and pollution.

It may seem that there is no significant difference between this second element
and the first element that was discussed above—they both focus on offering respect.
But praise and deference from those that are unworthy is valueless; the would-be
worshippers must first make themselves and the context worthy, so that the praise
they offer is valuable and glorifies the recipient.

Communion

If the sacred and profane must be kept separate, they must also be brought into con-
tact. This usually involves descent by the superior and ascent by the inferior. As
Fuller says, “In its form as an image, the deity, so to speak, has come ‘down’ towards
the human level, but through the performance of worship, the worshipper goes ‘up’
towards the divine level to achieve, finally, identity with the deity” (1992:72).

The third fundamental element of worship is association, or at least interaction,
with the deity. In many religious traditions, such activity involves the possibility of
rejection and thus danger. But when the benevolence and grace of the deity is
emphasized, the typical outcome is communion and the positive transformation of
the devotee. As the famous medieval Hindu theologian-philosopher Ramanuja
indicated, “the Lord is characterized both by his utter Supremacy (paratva) and his
gracious Accessibility (saulabhya)” (Eck 1981:34). Intimate communion is pos-
sible, at least in the bhakti tradition, because of the voluntary descent of the supreme
deity, who makes himself dependent upon human caretaking (Eck 1981:36). Just as
intimate relationships are the symbol of acceptance within the social system, they
are the essence of the deities’ acceptance of the devotee. Not surprisingly, some of
the same behaviors that symbolize social intimacy also express intimacy in the
sacral realm.
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Media of Communion

The most common idiom of expressing such intimacy and communion is eating
food that has been offered to and blessed by the deity. In some religions this
communion is unambiguously modeled after a meal shared by family or intimate
friends; despite the enormous sacral distance between the deity and the devotees,
they are treated as intimates entitled to share food with the god. In other traditions
there is more emphasis on the presentation of the food as a sacrifice or offering to
the deity, who then returns it to the devotee as a transforming blessing.

Whichever of these is emphasized, the devotee has come into significant contact
with the deity and has been blessed by the event. The intimacy implied may go be-
yond being a blessing and even create an identity between the god and the devotee.
According to at least one analysis, in Hinduism “‘the naivedya, food offering, has
the meaning of ‘realization of the identity of the worshipper with the wor-
shiped’”(Wadley 1975:178, citing Varma 1956:462). Whatever the details, the key
point is that the sharing of food implies a transforming intimacy.

As Babb notes, despite the enormous amount of variation in the details of the
Hindu puja, “one requirement stands out as a constant: the deity must be fed. Food
offerings were a central feature of each of the four rituals I have described. . . .
Indeed, without a food offering of some kind the ritual would simply not be a puja
in the conventional sense of the term” (1975:54). The type of food and the
elaborateness of the ritual can vary enormously, but “the mode of giving seems al-
ways to be the same: food is given to the deity, it is taken back, and it is distributed
to the worshipers as prasad. . . . [This is] in some ways the central and indispens-
able act, the core around which all else is elaboration and overlay” (1975:54).

If food is the most common idiom or means of intimate contact with the deity, it
is certainly not the only one. As Fuller notes:

In the literature on popular Hinduism, prasada is often just defined as sanctified food,
but this is an error; prasada, despite the undoubted importance of food, comprises a
wide range of sanctified substances.

Prasada is the material symbol of the deities’ power and grace. During puja,
different substances—be they ash, water, flowers, food or other items—have been
transferred to the deity, so that they have been in contact with the images or, as with
food, have been symbolically consumed by the deity in its image form. As a result,
these substances have been ritually transmuted to become prasada imbued with di-
vine power and grace, which are absorbed or internalized when the prasada is placed
on the devotee’s body or swallowed. (1992:74)

An idiom of intimacy that is logically prior to prasad is that of darsan, the seeing
and being seen by the deity. The eye is considered to be the last part of the body that
begins to function after birth. Following this notion, the last thing an artisan does
when making an image of a god is complete the eyes. In many contexts, special cer-
emonies and actors are required for the chakshu-dana, literally the “eye-giving” or
“gift of the eyes.” In some temples, Brahmans are required to complete this process.
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As might be expected, since the eye is a special organ it is capable of more than
neutral perception. When combined with the intent of the actor, the eye becomes an
organ of communication and power. The most dramatic case of the latter is the
“third eye” of Siva, which can project all consuming power. The notion of the evil
eye is also widespread, and the use of ritual and symbolic defenses to ward off this
danger is very common. The eye can also be an organ of communication and inti-
macy. Gonda concludes, “That a look was consciously regarded as a form of con-
tact appears from the combination of ‘looking and touching.” Casting one’s eyes
upon a person and touching him were related activities” (1969b:19, quoted in Eck
1981:7). Seeing is also a form of knowing, not only in the common and literal
sense, but also in the mystical and supernatural sense.

While there are traditions in Hinduism that reject the use of images of the gods,
or consider them only as aids to meditation, for the vast majority of Hindus, the god
is present in the image. Thus, seeing and being seen by the images is a central ele-
ment of Hindu worship. People go to temples both to see and be seen by the deity,
to give and take darsan. This is also why people go on pilgrimages. The darsan of
holymen (saddhus) is also valued, for the “mere” sight of the holy brings benefits.
As Eck says, “Beholding the image is an act of worship, and through the eyes one
gains the blessings of the divine” (1981:3).

Finally, the whole concept of puja is to treat the god as an honored guest. In tem-
ples there are as many as sixty-four forms of attending, or “approaches” (upacara),
to the deity. The god is not only fed, but is awakened, bathed, clothed, sung to,
fanned, and so forth. These various upacara in part symbolize the humility of the
devotees and the superior status of the god. But as already noted they also imply inti-
macy and the god’s willingness to be dependent upon humans. Thus, virtually every
element of the puja implies a communion between the god and the worshipper.®

The Relationship Between the Three Elements

A caveat concerning the relationship between the three elements of worship is re-
quired. I have organized the discussion as if these elements were related in a linear
fashion. To some degree this is true; there is a definite tendency for acts of confes-
sion and purification to precede deference and praise, and for these to precede
communion. Yet this is only a tendency. These categories are analytic concepts; any
actual act of worship may include various combinations of the three analytical ele-
ments. For example, a given prayer may combine all three. Nonetheless, these cate-
gories do help us to see the common features of most worship and to see the re-
lationship between worship and other forms of status-oriented relationships.
Moreover, there is at least some evidence that conceiving of worship as three ele-
ments is not solely a set of categories created by the analyst. Shulman notes:

Color symbolism offers yet another analogy: Brenda Beck has shown that many
South Indian rituals follow a sequence of three stages—an initial cool state symbol-
ized by white gives way to a transitional “hot” red stage, which then leads to a final
state of coolness, again white. The white border of coolness containing the heat re-
leased in the ritual is correlated with purity, while the heat indicates impure but vital
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power. . . . the conjunction of purity with the impure forces of life seems based not so
much upon opposition as upon interdependence, i.e., the white and the red joined in
productive symbiosis. (1984:18-19)

In my terminology, the red or hot stage represents the attempt to approach the deity
to engage in praise and adoration, and thus the danger of rejection or punishment in-
stead of acceptance and communion. I do not claim that there is a precise analogue
between the three processes I have identified and this color symbolism, but there
does seem to be a parallel that merits more detailed analysis in future research.

The next question is whether these three elements are relevant to forms of wor-
ship other than the Hindu puja.

Christian Worship

These three processes are clearly central to Christian worship. First, prayers of prepa-
ration and confession focus on making the devotee fit for worship—for example:
“Almighty God, unto whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no
secrets are hid: Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of thy Holy Spirit,
that we may perfectly love thee and worthily magnify thy holy name” (The Methodist
Hymnal 1964:715; The [Episcopal] Book of Common Prayer 1979:323).

Second, in most Protestant services hymns of praise and adoration are a central
element. The first verse of the first hymn in a Presbyterian hymnal reads: “Praise ye
the Lord, the Almighty, the King of creation! O my soul, praise him for He is thy
health and salvation! All ye who hear, Now to his temple draw near; Join me in
glad adoration!” (The [Presbyterian] Hymnbook 1955:1). Similarly, the first hymn in
the Pilgrim [Congregational Church} Hymnal (1935:1) and the Baptist Hymnal
(1975:1) begins, “Holy, holy, holy! Lord God, Almighty!” These words are, of
course, & variation on the Sanctus of the Roman Catholic mass, which in turn is
taken from the Hebrew Bible (e.g., Isaiah 6:3).

Third, it is well known that the Eucharist as “Holy Communion” is the climax
of worship in the Roman Catholic and Anglican traditions. While some church tra-
ditions tend to celebrate the Eucharist less frequently, they create other forms of
communion. For example, their prayers are notably less formal and imply easy inti-
macy with the deity: “Jesus, we just want to ask you to . . . ” In other words, com-
munion is not limited to the Eucharist. Even in the low-church tradition, the
Eucharist is used to express this idea. While the term “Lord’s Supper” is usually
substituted for the term “Holy Communion,” it is clear that even here the key idea
is a transforming intimacy with the deity. For example, in the Baptist Hymnal, the
first hymn in the section on the “Lord’s Supper” begins:

Where can we find thee, Lord, so near,

So real, so gracious, so divine,

As at the table set with love

By those who know themselves as thine?
(1975:245)
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This communion is seen as transforming:

Come thee, O holy Christ,

Feed us, we pray;

Touch with thy pierced hand

Each common day,

Making this earthly life

Full of thy grace,

Till in the home of heav’n

We find our place
(1975:246)

An analysis of the Roman Catholic mass would show that most of its elements are
also oriented toward the same three processes.

A Note on Sacrifice, Prayer, and Preaching

Some elements of worship may seem not to fit into these three categories, for ex-
ample, the preaching of sermons. Now let us consider the relationship between such
features and the three analytical elements that have been identified.

Obviously, sacrifice and prayer are very common elements of religious ritual;
their relationship to the three elements of worship needs clarification. As a pre-
liminary matter, it must be noted that sacrifice and prayer can be aspects of magical
coercion or quid pro quo exchange as well as worship per se. Weber claims,
“Sacrifice, at first appearance, is a magical instrumentality that in part stands at the
immediate service of the coercion of the gods” (1968:423). Similarly, prayers can
be magical—for example, mantras which supposedly have the power to coerce the
gods. According to Weber, prayer frequently takes the form of exchange: “in most
cases such prayer has a purely business-like rationalized form that sets forth the
achievements of the supplicant in behalf of the god and then claims adequate re-
compense therefor” (1968:423).

To the degree that religious ritual shifts toward worship per se, sacrifice and
prayer can express any one or all three of the elements previously identified. First,
the sins and impurity of the devotee can be “placed upon” the sacrificial victim. The
victim’s destruction then symbolizes the casting away of these undesirable charac-
teristics, resulting in an improvement in the devotee’s spiritual status. Second, sac-
rifice can take the form of an offering that symbolizes both the deference of the
worshipper and praise of the deity. Finally, sacrifice can be the means of communi-
cation and communion with the sacred. The classic study of sacrifice by Hubert and
Mauss notes:

We noticed then how the sacrificer, by the laying on of hands, imparted to the victim
something of his own personality. Now it is the victim or its remains which will pass
on to the sacrificer the new qualities it has acquired by the action of sacrifice. This
communication can be effected by a mere blessing. But in general recourse was had
to more material rites: for example, the sprinkling of blood[,] the application of the
skin of the victim, anointing with the fat, contact with the residue of the cremation.
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Sometimes the animal was cut into two parts and the sacrificer walked between them.
But the most perfect way of effecting communication was to hand over to the sacri-
ficer a portion of the victim, which he consumed. By eating a portion of it he assimi-
lated to himself the characteristics of the whole. (1964:39-40)

In short, sacrifice is so common in religious ritual because of its capacity to power-
fully symbolize all three of the elements of worship, as well as the elements of
magic and exchange.” The same can be said for prayer. Stated another way, sacrifice
and prayer are two important means of symbolic communication. Along with other
such media, they can be used to symbolize or communicate all three of the elements
of worship.

Preaching can also be used to express all three elements. Thus in certain re-
ligious traditions, such as Calvinism and Sikhism, “the word,” and thus the reading
and exposition of sacred texts, becomes the core of worship. Typically, however,
listening to sermons is primarily a matter of deference, an aspect of the second ele-
ment. The deferential listening to God’s word is the equivalent of listening to the
ideas and instructions of a high status person. To refuse to do so is to deny the
validity of a person’s status. Whether one actually follows such instructions later is
a matter of obedience to authority and is not, in the narrow sense, a matter of honor
via deference. Humans frequently obey people they do not honor, and honor people
they do not obey. But it is rare that they refuse to listen deferentially to people they
honor. The same can be true for sacral relationships. Thus, the refusal to deferen-
tially listen to God’s word is to dishonor the deity; it is the opposite of praise and
adoration.

Again, there is an exception that proves the rule: traditions that deemphasize
preaching and listening to “the word” attentively are precisely those traditions that
have other elaborate forms to express praise and deference of the deity; conversely,
the more “the word” and preaching are emphasized, the more simplified and in-
formal forms of worship are likely to be.

Therefore, the specific activities of worship do not necessarily have a one-to-one
relationship with the three elements we have identified—though sometimes they do.
Rather, these three elements are analytical categories; they help us to see how wor-
ship can be usefully conceived of as status transformation and maintenance.

The Relationship Between Social and Sacred Models

While it is clear that some of the symbols of sacral relations are drawn from models
of social relations, the precise connection between the social models and the sacral
relations is open to question. We can clarify the nature of this connection by exam-
ining the parallels and differences in the norms governing the exchange of food be-
tween people and the exchange of food between people and high gods. Babb argues,
“Food offerings in puja exemplify principles relating to food exchange that are
operative in other areas of Chhattisgarhi life” (1975:54). He cites Marriott’s (1968)
well-known description of the relationship between exchange of food and caste rank
as describing well the principles that are involved. According to Marriott, caste rank
is indicated by, even determined by, the willingness of lower caste groups to accept
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food from their superiors, but the unwillingness of superiors to accept food from
those whom they consider inferior. However, Babb notes, the willingness to accept
food also depends on the type of food involved. For example, foods cooked in ghee
are less subject to pollution, thus less relevant to status differences than foods
cooked in water, like rice. The leftovers of another person, jutha, which have been
contaminated by his saliva, are the most polluted type of food, and acceptance of
these implies maximum deference and social distance; in most areas only a few
Untouchable castes will accept jutha. Babb then identifies the acceptance of prasada
by worshippers as the equivalent of accepting jutha, and interprets this as an act of
“the most profound humility” (1975:55).

It is precisely this attempt to draw a close analog between social behavior and
religious behavior that Fuller (1979) finds inadequate. For example, he points out
that if the religious pattern is simply a projected model of the caste system, gods
should not accept food offerings from humans. Moreover, it is only the temple
priests who can offer cooked food to the gods; higher ranking ordinary Brahmans
can offer only raw food. He concludes, “It is therefore impossible to explain the re-
lationship between gods, priests and devotees by the logic of inter-caste food ex-
change” (1979:471).

In some respects Fuller is correct; the food transactions characteristic of puja
are not a simple copy of those of local caste relationships. This does not, however,
mean that religion is sui generis in an analytical sense. Rather, the appropriate
strategy is to see both the transactions of the caste system and of puja as special
cases of the principles that affect status relationships—taking into account the ten-
dency of religious projections to reverse key features of the profane reality.
Therefore, while the acceptance of the god’s jutha as prasada does symbolize the
devotee’s humility, this is only one motif and probably not the most important one.
In addition, the god or goddess is seen as so superior that anything received from
him or her is of great purity, thus capable of positively transforming the devotee.™
Relationships that would be degrading in the profane realm have precisely the op-
posite effect in sacral relationships—that is the raison d’&tre of such sacral re-
lationships. This is not because the basic logic of the relationships is different;
rather, it is because the status of the deity is so great compared to that of the dev-
otee, that what would be demeaning in a profane setting is elevating in a sacral
context. Similarly, while receiving something from inferiors may compromise
Brahman superiority, it is irrelevant to the supreme superiority of the high gods
and goddesses.

Another important example of the sacral value of things that are devalued in the
profane world is the worship of the feet and sandals of those considered sacred.
Normally feet are considered to be a very impure, and low status part of the body,
and it is rude to let them come into contact with other people. The aversion to shoes
and sandals is even greater; like jutha, sandals are normally considered very unclean
and only those of the lowest status would willingly come into contact with someone
else’s sandals. The ultimate insult is to threaten to beat someone with your sandal.
Yet it is not uncommon for feet or sandals or their image to become the focus of re-
ligious veneration. Perhaps the best-known example is the image of Rama’s sandals,
which are a common object of devotion in many parts of India. But even more com-
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mon is the desire of devotees to touch the feet of gurus and holymen. Babb gives an
especially vivid account of this behavior among the members of the Radhasoami
movement based in Agra. “Displayed prominently at the central altar are the
wooden sandals used by Soamiji Maharaj [the movement’s founder] during his life-
time. Devotees touch these with their hands and foreheads, and some informants re-
port having spiritual experiences when they do so” (1986:62). Such devotion is not
limited to the literal relics.

When members of the Soami Bagh congregation living in Delhi hold their weekly
satsang (on Sunday morning), they invariably do so in the presence of a framed sheet
of paper on which are impressed Babuji Maharaj’s footprints in red ink. Attending
devotees bow before this, symbolically placing their foreheads at or on this guru’s
feet. (1986:62)

Such symbolic contact is only a substitute for literal contact with the feet of a live
guru. “Devotees also avidly sought contact with their gurus’ feet. . . . [Olne of
Soamiji Maharaj’s most devoted female followers would suck his toes ‘for hours,’
regarding the ‘nectar’ that flowed therefrom as ‘mother’s milk’” (1984:63). By
extension, it is common for the water that is used to bath the feet of gurus or temple
idols to be consumed as a holy substance.

The use of cow dung for purification is even a more pervasive example of the
reversal that occurs in the sacral realm. Moreover, it is clear that people do not use
cow dung primarily as a means of showing their humility, nor does it simply wash
away impurity. Rather the cow is so holy that its dung—the most impure and lowly
of elements—purifies those things with which it comes into contact (Trautmann
1981:287). These outcomes are reversed not because the principles or form of status
processes have completely changed, but because the nature or content of the re-
lationship is perceived to be quite different—the social-sacral distance between the
devotee and the god is enormous.' Unlike that of humans, the status of high gods is
not constantly problematic—at least in their relationships with humans; their status
is so superior that nothing humans do can degrade them. In turn, because of this
qualitatively different level of status, any intimacy the gods allow—even with their
dung or jutha—has the power to transform their human devotees."

Differences in Formality: Elaboration and Reversal

The manner in which the three elements of worship are expressed can vary signifi-
cantly for different sectarian groups within a given religious tradition. One obvious
variation is the degree of formality in worship. Two points can help explain the
variations in formality. First, formality in worship can be conceived of as a special
form of the elaboration of norms that is characteristic of upper status groups.
Second, the effect of the presence or absence of formality is usually to reverse the
actor’s normal status position and experience in the profane world. For example,
upper status actors who often receive formal deference from subordinates are usu-
ally attracted to worship styles in which they become the subordinates who give
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formal deference to a superior, that is, the deity. Lower status actors, who in the
profane world usually give formal deference to superiors, are attracted to more in-
formal styles of worship in which intimacy and closeness with the deity are ex-
pressed. In Hinduism, such a contrast is found between the Smarta and Sri
Vaishnava traditions, and the more emotional bhakti sectarian traditions. In the
Church of England, and more generally in modern Christianity, this contrast in
formality has become known as high- and low-church traditions.

The religion of upper strata usually emphasizes very formal modes of praise and
deference to the deity. Fixed prayers, chants, lectionaries, elaborate religious calen-
dars, and music by trained specialists are characteristic of such traditions. Elaborate
formalized body movements are often used to express praise and deference. The
emphasis is on the dignity of the deity; when the upper classes approach their own
deities, they offer the praise and deference that they normally demand from others.
Low traditions, emphasizing intimacy and the accessibility of the deity, see the
deity as a friend, parent, or lover who is available to those who seek such a relation-
ship. The language and symbolism used to address the deity tends to be informal
and personal. Prayers are more spontaneous, and singing is usually an activity for
the congregation of worshippers. These patterns are, of course, a reversal of the
typical experience of lower strata, who typically give deference and are rejected or
kept at “arm’s length” by those of higher status.

Not only norms of behavior, but also modes of thinking can vary in their for-
mality. High and low traditions tend to be associated with religious rationalism and
emotionalism respectively. Upper and middle strata are more attracted to rational-
ized systematic theologies. This proclivity sometimes results in the nature and status
of deities being more abstract, ambiguous and tenuous. The god whose status is am-
biguous, or insecure demands ritualistic deference and formalistic worship. There
may be subtraditions that are pantheistic, agnostic, or even atheistic. In these cases
the ritual may become an end in itself, or the essence of what is sacredness. For
lower status groups, the existence and power of gods is more taken for granted; the
image of the deity is likely to be more concrete and anthropomorphic and it is often
seen as an overwhelming transforming power. This power cannot be limited by
rules and procedures, but impinges upon people in dramatic, unpredictable ways. It
may take control of devotees even against their will: possession, glossolalia, and
emotional forms of worship are often the result (see, e.g., Lewis 1986). While wor-
ship may be rigidly patterned from an observer’s point of view, this patterning is
much less explicit and formalized. In his structural analysis of Biblical myths,
Leach has expressed this difference as a contrast between those traditions that
emphasize the importance of the mediating priest and those that emphasize the
mediation of some demi-god like “the holy spirit” (1983:67-71). The first tradition
stresses the crucialness of the religious hierarchy in seeking contact with the deity.
The second expresses the proclivity of the deity to break through to those who
would seek contact with the holy.

These patterns of formality and informality are, of course, only general tend-
encies. Some higher strata persons participate in low traditions and some lower
strata persons take part in high traditions. Moreover, low traditions may have devel-
oped certain types of formalism and rationalism, and high traditions some types of
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informality and emotionalism. Nonetheless, this tendency toward elaboration, sys-
tematization, and formality in the worship of upper strata groups is a detectable pat-
tern in most complex religions-——and one predicted by our theory. Moreover, the
theory also anticipates that the nature of the worshipper’s relationship to the deity is
likely to be the reverse of his usual status relations in the profane world.

The Limits of the Analysis

In closing, I must emphasize the limits of the analysis carried out in this chapter. As
in most other matters concerning India, the significance of variations and exceptions
must be stressed. Even within worship as I have narrowly defined it in the pre-
ceding chapter, there are considerable variations in how people understand what
they are doing. As Fuller says, concerning the issue of whether gods have needs,
“the question of divine needs is not simple and there are divergent answers to it,
which also suggest that worship, despite its fundamentally uniform structure, can
have varying significance for different groups of Hindus” (1992:69). I do not mean
to deny this variability; I am simply pointing to what is common across a wide va-
riety of worship traditions.

Second, and even more important, many and perhaps even most rituals con-
ducted by Hindus are probably not worship per se. Most Hindus seldom get to the
great temples where the high gods are worshipped. They often conduct rituals fo-
cused on a “pile of rocks” or some other modest focal point. Just as often, the main
concern is not worship, but to propitiate a fearsome form of the goddess Devi or
some demon or ghost. Frequently, ritual activity takes the form of the sacrifice of
animals, and Hindus carefully distinguish between puja and sacrifice. As Fuller
notes, “With many troublesome little deities and malevolent spirits, propitiation is
frequently the sole motivation; give them blood so that they go away” (1992:85).
Their power is acknowledged, but they have little status and receive little genuine
devotion.” This is analogous in the social realm to those who have little positive
status but have power and must be reckoned with, for example, a local gangster
who runs a protection racket. It is arguable that the majority of ritual activity carried
out by Hindus involves relationships of this type: the analogues of what in the pre-
vious chapter were described as exchange, coercion, and magical attempts at physi-
cal cause and effect rather than worship per se. I do not mean to deny the impor-
tance or prevalence of these types of ritual activity. A more complete analysis
would have to devote much more attention to these phenomena. Clearly it is a mis-
take to see all Hindus as sophisticated theologians who clearly understand the
difference between religion and magic and systematically reject all forms of the lat-
ter. But it is also a mistake to fail to see that even the most humble forms of
Hinduism often contain elements of transcendence that are more than the use of
magic to pursue worldly benefits.

Religious rituals—even the purest forms of worship—are not, from the actors’ point
of view, a permanent solution. The separation of the sacred and the profane reasserts
itself, and the human experience of contingency and powerlessness continues. The
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transformation of the person or the world that results is only temporary. This is
one of the reasons worship and other rituals must be repeated again and again.
Therefore, it is not surprising that some religions have sought a more permanent
solution. Usually this involves a notion of salvation, which is the focus of the next

chapter.



14

Salvation and Soteriology

The word “soteriology” refers to religious doctrines about salvation, especially the
means of salvation.’ The word “salvation” implies deliverance or release from an un-
desirable state of being to one that is qualitatively better—usually from the histori-
cal empirical world to another world beyond history. Many religions are not particu-
larly concerned about notions of salvation, but it is central to all of the great world
religions, including Hinduism.? Typically, salvation religions see the present world
as at best flawed and imperfect and at worst inherently sinful and evil. In the Hindu
view, the essence of human existence is suffering (duhkha). To quote Eliade:

“All is suffering for the sage” (duhkameva sarva vivekinah), writes Patanjali. . . . It is
the leitmotiv of all post-Upanisadic Indian speculation. Soteriological techniques, as
well as metaphysical doctrines find their justification in this universal suffering, for
they have no value save in the measure to which they free man from “pain.” (1969:11)

If human existence is by definition suffering, it is not surprising that this culture
might be interested in salvation. In Hinduism, ideas of salvation are most often
identified with the concept of moksa, usually translated as release or liberation
(Obeyesekere 1980:149). Like most key concepts, it has a variety of meanings and
implications, but they all concern some notion of escape or transformation, and
point to the principles for accomplishing this, that is, to various soteriologies.

The task of this chapter is to show how the theoretical ideas I have proposed can
improve our sociological understanding of salvation and soteriology.

Status Attainment in the World-to-Come

Salvation can be conceived of as the ultimate form of social mobility or status
transformation. As Obeyesekere notes, salvation is “fundamentally a rite of pas-
sage. . . . It is a final or ultimate status” (1968:13). In the terminology of the con-
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temporary literature on social stratification, salvation (or damnation) can be con-
ceived as a form of status attainment. If this perspective is analytically useful, our
knowledge about the sources of social status should give us some insight into the
sources or means of salvation. If salvation is a form or an analogue of social
mobility, then the means of mobility should also be means of salvation.

The earlier theoretical discussion identified two primary means or sources of
status: conformity to norms and associations. Ideologies that purport to explain
people’s placement in a worldly stratification structure vary in which of these they
emphasize. For example, kinship associations should have little to do with who
becomes president of the United States and everything to do with who becomes
the king of England; the idea of equality of opportunity was virtually unheard of in
Virginia in 1860, but was a frequently mentioned notion in Virginia in 1980. Just
as the ideologies about social placement vary in their emphasis on conformity and
association, so do doctrines of soteriology. Most of the variations in doctrines of
soteriology can be seen as debates over whether salvation depends on conformity
or association. The disagreement over the relative importance of conformity and
association is usually expressed as a debate over works versus grace: Is salvation
attained by good works and conformity to divine law, or as a gift from God?
Corollary debates arise over the appropriate content of conformity and association:
the differences over the content of conformity often take the form of a debate over
the relative importance of asceticism, ritual, and the faithful performance of one’s
worldly social roles. The differences over the content of associations usually focus
on which deity or mediator has the power and inclination to bring about one’s sal-
vation, and the nature of the appropriate relationship between the savior and the
devotee.’

A caveat is required. As indicated in Chapter 12, the relationships humans have
with the sacred can be modeled after physical or mechanical causation rather than
social interaction.* In many respects, these doctrines are similar to those that em-
phasize conformity; in both, salvation depends primarily on the actions of humans.
They vary from the social conformity model, however, in that the outcome does not
depend on the response of a sacred other. Salvation is not a positive sanction, but an
outcome or effect. Accordingly, such perspectives tend to deemphasize the impor-
tance of deities and can even be atheistic. Of course, the distinctions being drawn
here are analytical ideal-types. Most concrete historical religious traditions draw on
some mixture of these concepts.

With this in mind, let us see to what degree these notions can help us understand
the variations in Hindu soteriology.

Hindu Soteriologies

The task is not to provide a definitive empirical analysis, but to demonstrate the
utility of the theoretical scheme. Thus a limited survey of the variations in soterio-
logy will suffice. I shall focus first on the Bhagavad Gita as the classic synthesis
and summary of Hindu notions of soteriology. This text identifies three paths (mar-
gas) to salvation: jrnana-yoga, karma-yoga, and bhakti-yoga.’ Implicitly, the
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Bhagavad Gita creates a synthesis by acknowledging a legitimate role for each of
these soteriologies.

Next, four subtraditions within Hinduism will be considered; three of these are
broad categories of religious tradition: Pantanjali’s Yoga, the Smarta tradition, and
sectarian bhakti. Each of these tends to emphasize one of the three paths identified
in the Bhagavad Gita. A fourth case, Sri Vaisnavism, is then examined; it is a
smaller, historically more specific sectarian tradition.® The first three cases represent
major traditions within Hinduism. They show the range of variation in soteriologies
with respect to their emphasis on conformity and association. Thus the ability of the
theory to explain variations across such broad differences will be illustrated. The
last case tests the ability of the perspective to explain narrower variations within
relatively specific, concrete and limited historical movements.

Soteriology in the Bhagavad Gita

The Bhagavad Gita (or simply the Gita) is one section of the immense epic poem
known as the Mahabharata. This segment is arguably the most influential religious
text of Hinduism. Its central concern is the legitimacy and effectiveness of alterna-
tive soteriologies: Which paths to salvation are efficacious?

The story begins with the great warrior Arjuna about to enter a battle against
many of his relatives and mentors; he is greatly anguished at the prospect of having
to slay them. He questions Krishna about what constitutes appropriate conduct
(dharma) and what is the appropriate path to salvation. Despite Arjuna’s plea that
the answer be “definite and clear” (ii:7), Krishna’s reply is complex and subtle.” He
outlines the three paths (margas) or methods (yoga) leading to salvation (moksa).
Beginning with a discussion of jnana-yoga, he moves on to explain karma-yoga,
and concludes with an explication of bhakti-yoga. The exposition is constructed so
that with shifts in emphasis the logic of one method suggests the next one.

Jnana-yoga is the way or path of knowledge, that has been characteristic of re-
nouncers and ascetics. Within the jnana-yoga tradition, Krishna acknowledges the
legitimacy of both the philosophical-theoretical approach (Samkhya)® and the more
practical meditation techniques of classical yoga. A key component of either of
these is the realization that the true self (atman) is immortal. Hence Krishna tells
Arjuna he should have no concern about either his own death or causing the death
of others, as long as duty (dharma) is being served (ii:22).

This suggests the notion of karma-yoga. In the Brahmanas, “karma” refers to rit-
ual sacrifices. In the Upanisads, sacrifice is internalized in the form of personal
asceticism and meditation, and all karma (that is, all external action) is bad. In the
Bhagavad Gita, however, “karma” refers to all action, but it is good if such action
conforms to one’s svadharma and is indifferent about the worldly outcome. In this
way sacrifice can be not only internalized in meditation but also expressed through
one’s daily activity. The key idea is that humans should be unconcerned about the
consequences or fruits of all of their actions—whether or not these lead to anyone’s
death—as long as they are carrying out their prescribed duties (ii:47; iii:35). The
crucial point is that the legitimacy of action (karma) is separated from its conse-
quences, and yet inaction (“worklessness™) is rejected (iii:7, 19). This means the
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householder can both carry out the actions required by his social roles and, by being
indifferent about the results, be detached from worldly concerns. As a member of
the Kshatriya warrior caste, Arjuna can and should engage in battle as skillfully and
energetically as possible, but he should be indifferent about whether his side wins or
loses, whether he or others live or die. Hence, karma-yoga, the path of action or
works, becomes not only an acceptable means to salvation, but a preferred one.
Yet a crucial question has remained implicit. To whom should such sacrifices—
whether by the actions of karma-yoga or by the disciplines of jnana-yoga—be di-
rected? At this point Krishna begins to reveal that he is the Supreme God and to
teach Arjuna the way of bhakti-yoga. At first the discussion of bhakti focuses on the
appropriate behavior for renouncers. The emphasis is not on ascetic or yogic
accomplishment, but on devotion to Krishna (vi:31). A little later emphasis is
placed on communion with the deity (vi:47). Moreover, as the conversation contin-
ues the tone becomes more sectarian; the most appropriate devotion is directed ex-
clusively toward Krishna (vii:17-18). Devotion to other gods is acceptable, but ulti-
mately they are only representatives of Krishna (vii:21-22). All kinds of sacrifices
and offerings are acceptable, if they are made with true devotion (ix:26). All actions
should be carried out as an offering to Krishna (ix:27). Such devotion will ensure
salvation (ix:31). Not only does devotion outweigh all other considerations in en-
suring salvation, this path is open to all, including women and serfs (ix:32).
Having surveyed the three classic paths outlined in the Bhagavad Gita, let us
now focus more explicitly on their differing emphases on conformity and associ-
ation. Both jnana-yoga and karma-yoga emphasize careful conformity to rules,
though they differ markedly in what constitutes conformity. Admittedly, in jnana-
yoga conformity is in part a matter of following causal laws rather than moral
norms, but the latter are by no means unimportant to this tradition. Karma-yoga,
which is particularly characteristic of Brahmanical orthodoxy, is almost completely
preoccupied with moral conformity to social norms. This is the soteriological per-
spective most closely linked to the Dharmasastras (literally the treatises on dharma,
but implying the “moral laws of social duty”) and the Smarta tradition. In contrast,
bhakti-yoga involves a major shift in emphasis from conformity to association as
the means of salvation. What is crucial is the nature of one’s relationship to some
deity; in the theoretical terms used earlier, what is required for salvation is intimate
association with the deity. For the Bhagavad Gita, the nature of this association is
primarily as a devout worshipper (ix:14). Nearly all the images of the devotee’s re-
lationship to the deity are highly asymmetrical and deferential. Nonetheless, the cru-
cial factor is association, not conformity to particular norms. In sum, jnana-yoga
and karma-yoga emphasize conformity, while bhakti-yoga emphasizes association.
The differences in these paths are not absolute; in the Bhagavad Gita, an im-
plicit logic links the ideas of one of these soteriologies to the next. The literal notion
of sacrifice—characteristic of Vedic ritual-—was transformed in the Upanisads into
the asceticism and meditation of the renouncer; sacrifice is no longer an external
act, but an internal state of mind that produces detachment from the profane world.
This jnana-yoga notion of detachment is later applied to the relationship between
actions and consequences in daily life; hence the karma-yoga, characteristic of
householders, in some respects originated from a central element of the renouncer’s
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tradition. Still later, the devotion and commitment required to develop detachment
becomes redirected toward a particular saving deity and becomes the devotion of
bhakti-yoga. It is, of course, a considerable simplification to think of these relation-
ships and transformations as distinct historical stages; probably each set of ideas has
been present to some degree at most stages of Indian history—just as they are all
present in the Bhagavad Gita.

The Bhagavad Gita’s popularity is rooted in the way it both differentiates alter-
native soteriologies and maintains links between them that give each its legitimate
place in terms familiar to the others. The Gifa manages to state clearly important
differences, yet maintain threads of continuity. In a sense, each of these paths
biends into the other, and all receive legitimation. Many different interpretations are
credible, thus the Bhagavad Gita can be all things to all people. Even ritualism and
renunciation are legitimate if combined with bhakti. In sum, the Bhagavad Gita is
central to most traditions within Hinduism because it manages to synthesize without
obliterating varying soteriologies. Now we will turn to traditions that give strong
emphasis to one of these three alternative strategies for salvation.

Classical Yoga

While the word “yoga” can mean method or path to salvation, more commonly it
refers to techniques of meditation. These meditation techniques are often associated
with one strand of jnana-yoga. The roots of yoga meditation are very ancient and
varied. The definitive formulation of this tradition, which has become known as
classical Yoga, appears in Pantanjali’s Yoga-sutra. Those who attribute the author-
ship to Pantanjali, the grammarian, date the document as early as the second century
B.C.E., while others claim the compilation was as late as the fifth century C.E. The
Yoga-sutra generally accepts and assumes the metaphysics of the Samkhya school
of philosophy. For Samkhya, salvation is acquiring a particular kind of meta-
physical knowledge: the sufferings of the self in this world come to be seen as a
special kind of illusion. The true self (purusa) is not a part of the matter (prakrti)
and suffering of this world. We mistakenly perceive the self as bound to the suffer-
ing world because of the I of the ego. Liberation is the realization that the true self
has never been so bound. Moksa is the recognition of the freedom and purity that
one has always had. As might be anticipated, Samkhya thought is atheistic; what is
required for liberation is not the intervention of a deity, but human recognition of
the true nature of existence. Of course, Samkhya philosophy involves much more
than can be indicated here. For our purposes, however, the main point is a simple
one. Salvation comes about by human efforts and actions that do away with normal
human consciousness through the acquisition of a special kind of metaphysical
knowledge.

Classical Yoga accepts the Samkhya assertion that the problem is false con-
sciousness. It is skeptical, however, that human intellectual activity can, by itself,
secure one’s salvation.® The acquisition of metaphysical knowledge is only a first
step. One must also seek the suppression of normal states of consciousness through
ascetic techniques. Moksa requires not only a different theoretical viewpoint, but a
new kind of praxis: techniques of meditation and concentration, including forms of
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physical discipline. The three core techniques are the yogic posture or position
(asana), the rhythmic control of breathing (pranayama), and concentration on a
single point (ekagrata). To become a yogin is to learn these and other more
advanced techniques from a guru and to gradually progress through the stages of
detachment from conventional perspectives. The final stage is samadhi: passing
beyond knowledge into a new mode of being. The nature of this state cannot be
fully grasped except through yoga itself. It includes the acquisition of miraculous
and divine powers (siddhis). The ultimate accomplishment goes beyond even this;
the powers gained through renunciation can be renounced. By forgoing the use of
these powers, the yogin proceeds to a state beyond divinity, to the vnification of
all modes of being. This is not simply a regression to an undifferentiated reality
that existed before creation, but the transcendence to a new mode of being.

Our concern is not, however, the nature of liberation but the means of liberation.
For classical Yoga, as in Samkhya philosophy, liberation is restricted to a small elite
and is primarily a human accomplishment.” As Eliade notes, “What is of first im-
portance in the Yoga-sutras is technique—in other words, the yogin’s will and
capacity for self-mastery and concentration” (1969:74-75). “Samadhi is always
owing to prolonged efforts on the yogin’s part. It is not a gift or a state of grace”
(1969:80).

In Samkhya-Yoga, salvation is not a reward from another social actor—either
human or divine—but the outcome of a particular line of action. The process is not
primarily moral, but causal. In a sense these perspectives are outside the realm of
morality, since their view of both the world and liberation is primarily an asocial
one (Eliade 1969:95).

This soteriology is the exception that proves the rule. In classical Yoga, the re-
lation to the sacred is modeled after physical causation rather than social interaction.
Thus the status attainment model of soteriology I have proposed—which focuses on
the social processes of conformity and association—requires modification in order
to fit the data: we must relax the assumption that all soteriologies are modeled after
social processes. Such an adjustment is easily made, because our theoretical argu-
ment anticipated that sacral relationships can fall along a continuum from physical
causation to various types of social interaction. Thus, while the case of classical
Yoga does not fit within the status attainment model of salvation, the broader theo-
retical framework enables us to see why this is so. This case does not invalidate the
model, but helps to specify more clearly the parameters of the model—that is, the
types of cases to which it applies. Now let us proceed to soteriologies more directly
modeled after social processes.

Smarta Orthodoxy

The Smarta tradition refers to Hindus who tend toward Brahmanical orthodoxy in
both thought and behavior. Smartas are usually committed to a relatively unified
Hinduism that rejects extreme sectarianism. In a very rough way, the difference be-
tween Smartas and sectarian Hindus parallels the European distinction between
church and sect.” The Smarta tradition has roots back to the Brahmanical synthesis
that emerged between the third century B.C.E. and the third century C.E. in response
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to the anti-Vedic movements such as Buddhism and Jainism (see, e.g., Hopkins
1971:chap. 5; Brockington 1981:chap. 5; Hiltebeitel 1987). In contemporary India,
the Smarta tradition contains or is influenced by at least four identifiable strands.
The most ancient is, of course, a commitment to some elements of Vedic ritualism.
This is most clearly characteristic of the Mimamsa school of Indian philosophy,
which continues to have a small group of adherents in contemporary India. They
stress the primacy of the sruti, “what has been heard”’—that is, the Vedas proper—
in contrast to the smriti, “what has been remembered”— that is, the tradition. Since
“Smarta” means one who follows the smriti, classifying the Mimamsas as part of
the Smarta tradition is perhaps controversial. Yet the Mimamsa emphasis on con-
formity to the sacred texts is a key element or strand of the Smarta tradition."
Especially important for the Smartas is the emphasis on ritual purity and the ritual
superiority of Brahmans.

A second important influence is Sankara’s (ca. 788—820) Advaita Vedanta non-
dualistic philosophy, to which most Smartas officially assent. This adherence is in
some respects ironical. Sankara’s philosophy and activity was directed toward the
tradition of ascetic renouncers, in which salvation was by jnana-yoga. The Smarta
tradition has, however, always been dominated not by renouncers, but by Brahman
householders. While such householders do not deny the legitimacy of jnana-yoga
as a path to salvation, the emphasis has been on karma-yoga: salvation through
actions that conform to dharma. The Smarta tradition seems to have accepted the
importance and legitimacy of the path of knowledge, but to have down played
Sankara’s asceticism and monasticism—except as the ideal for the last of the four
stages of life.

While the legitimacy of jnana-yoga is embraced in the Smarta tradition, the
content of what constitutes saving knowledge is transformed. The legitimacy
of nondualistic metaphysical knowledge-—that all existence is brahman—is
recognized. Much more important, however, is the pandit’s knowledge of the
Dharmasastras, focusing on what Brahman householders must do to be in con-
formity with dharma. This is the third major strand of the Smarta tradition. But
knowledge of the Dharmasastras is not enough: “men who follow (the teachings of
the texts) surpass those who (merely) know (their meaning)” (Manusmriti X11:103).
Like Mimamsa, the emphasis is on conformity. The details of the Vedic rituals are
not, however, the primary concern. Rather, the Dharmasastras and the Smarta tra-
dition are preoccupied with the norms of daily life. These include a concern with
household and public religious ritual, but are much broader in that they outline the
appropriate characteristics of the ideal social order. An especially strong theme in
this literature is the avoidance of intermarriages between castes, which is looked
on as one of the worst of sins. People are also enjoined to perform their tradition-
ally assigned caste roles (svadharma). In short, at the core of this strand are norms
supporting the caste system.

The fourth key strand of the Smarta orthodoxy is the theism and cosmology of
the religious texts known as the Puranas. The gradual degeneration over time of the
creation in general, and the moral order in particular, is a core feature of this cos-
mology. The world is set in motion by Visnu and finally ended by Siva the de-
stroyer, to be set into motion again, and so on. In the present Age of Kali (Kali
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Yuga)—the last age before dissolution (pralaya) of the world—humans have for-
gotten or abandoned dharma. Out of this notion of degeneration develops the idea of
the divine avatar, a god who takes on some special form and comes to restore the
moral order. Krishna and Vamana, the dwarf, are the most obvious examples. An
avatar, however, presumes a relatively distinctive deity rather than the atheism of
Mimamsa or the near pantheism of Advaita Vedanta. The notion of restoration of
the cosmic and social order also implies a deity who cares about what goes on in
this world. In turn, divine attempts to restore the world imply a concept of grace. So
the fourth strand introduces an important element of salvation by grace rather than
solely by conformity and knowledge. That is, bhakti-yoga is introduced into the
Smarta tradition in addition to karma-yoga and jnana-yoga. Devotion to named and
identifiable gods becomes an increasingly accepted part of the Smarta orthodoxy. It
is even legitimate for individuals to choose one deity as the object of special devo-
tion (ista-devata). Smartas, however, reject the idea of exclusive devotion to one
particular god. As Hopkins says:

The characteristic Smarta religious form is pancayatana-puja (puja of the five
shrines), developed some time after the beginning of the seventh century as a com-
promise between early Smarta practices and the new Puranic theism. The Smarta rit-
ual involves the worship of not one but five representative deities: Vishnu, Siva,
Surya, Ganesa, and Durga. (1971:120-21)

Probably Smartas reject Tantric elements and radical sectarianism. However, in
part because Tantra is practiced “in secret,” some Smartas have played an important
role in the Tantric tradition (see Brooks 1990).

While theism and bhakti-yoga are integrated into the Smarta tradition, their im-
plications of salvation by grace are held in check. In the Smarta tradition (at least
the premodern rural tradition), bhakti is still largely a matter of conforming to the
appropriate rituals, especially through pujas. This point should not be overstated;
undoubtedly some individual Smartas express intense devotion. On balance, how-
ever, bhakti is both grafted on to the Smarta tradition, and is partly neutralized
through encapsulation and a subtle shift in emphasis of devotion toward ritual con-
formity."

In the theoretical terms used throughout this analysis, the soteriology of the
Smarta tradition emphasizes conformity. Compared to the nearly mechanical means
of classical Yoga, the path to salvation is clearly modeled after social processes.
The concluding chapter of the Laws of Manu—a central text for Smartas—says:

[E]xamine without tiring the merit and the guilt of that (individual soul), united with
which it obtains bliss or misery both in this world and the next. If (the soul) chiefly
practices virtue and [engages in] vice [only] to a small degree, it obtains bliss in
heaven, clothed with those very elements. But if it chiefly cleaves to vice and to
virtue in a small degree, it suffers, deserted by the elements, the torments inflicted by
Yama. (x1:19-21)

What one is to experience in the next world-—whether as reincarnation or final
liberation—is seen as fundamentally a moral, social process. It will be determined
primarily by how consistently one has conformed to dharma. To some degree
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moksa itself is deemphasized, and conformity to the tradition is honored for its
own sake. Yet this emphasis is only relative. For most Smartas, the goal of moksa is
still an important one that is acquired primarily by conformity. Significant elements
of bhakti are present within the Smarta tradition. Thus salvation can be influenced
by the nature of one’s relationship to a particular deity, that is, by association. This
idea is given much less emphasis than in sectarian bhakti traditions, to which we
now turn.

Sectarian Bhakti

As we have seen, significant elements of bhakti were incorporated into Smarta
Hinduism. Nonetheless, within Brahman orthodoxy, the implications of bhakti are
blunted in at least four respects. First, a significant emphasis remains on conformity
to religious and social norms as a means to improve one’s position in the cycles of
reincarnation (samsara) and even in obtaining ultimate liberation (moksa). Second,
the object of devotion is more diffuse; the concept of focusing all devotion and
loyalty to a specific personal deity is absent. Third, birth determines whether one is
a Hindu and the particular role and subcommunity to which one belongs; being a
member of the religious community is a matter of ascribed social association.
Fourth, the mother tongue of the people cannot be used for sacred purposes.
Sanskrit, the esoteric language of a religious elite, is required. Because of this re-
striction, the religious social organization is almost inevitably a segmented hieratic
structure rather than a community of peers.

While bhakti sects vary significantly, virtually all shift the emphasis with re-
spect to these four matters. First, salvation is by grace through intimate association
with the deity. Second, while the sectarian may continue to participate in com-
munity rituals and festivals to other deities, most of one’s religious devotion is di-
rected toward the sect’s special god. Third, membership is—at least in principle—
voluntary; what is crucial is not ascribed social association but unremitting
commitment to be associated with the sect’s deity—usually through the mediation
of a guru. Fourth, at least some of the religious texts and much of the worship is in
the mother tongue of the devotees.

A corollary of these features is a relative deemphasis on caste and gender differ-
ences. Sects vary enormously, however, in how strongly this is stressed. Generally
such social differences are played down in the context of religious worship, but
maintained in social matters such as marriage and occupation.’ This weakening of
caste differences and the use of a common mother tongue, as well as at least im-
plied criticism or even protest against orthodoxy, usually increases the sense of
community among sectarian devotees.

A second corollary feature is the importance of the guru. As we have just seen,
the religious significance of ascribed kinship associations is deemphasized.
Probably because of this, the voluntaristic association with one’s guru is all the
more important. Of course, the institution of the guru is very old in South Asia and
is not limited to bhakti sectarianism. This institution becomes more salient, how-
ever, when salvation by grace through association is emphasized. The role of the
guru is also partially redefined. The Vedic guru is primarily a teacher of sacred
lore; this function remains in bhakti sectarianism, but the guru is also much more



198 STATUS AND SACREDNESS

of a direct mediating link to the divine—in some cases, a virtual demigod (see,
e.g., Babb 1986). By intimate association with the guru, one associates with the
divine. Moreover, while the kinship lineage of devotees is deemphasized, the line-
age of the guru becomes very important. Sectarian genealogies often show that the
first guru in the line was taught directly by some divinity. Thus for the devotee the
connection with the divine is defined not in terms of worldly kinship and caste, but
via spiritual kinship.

A third corollary is a shift of emphasis in worship. For the most part in orthodox
and popular Hinduism, pujas are performed as a request to the deity for some rela-
tively concrete blessing or as an expression of thanks for some wish already ful-
filled. Most bhakti sects perform pujas to their deity, but the spirit and content is
changed. Worship is a matter of giving thanks for God’s grace and asking only for
his presence. The emphasis is on communion rather than tangible benefits such as
favors, boons, and blessings. In line with this notion, other forms of worship, such
as the singing of hymns, are also used, and these too stress praise and a sense of
God’s nearness.

Often the bhakti literature openly proclaims its superiority over other paths to
salvation. For example, according to the Bhakti Sutras: “Devotion is superior to
action, knowledge, or yogic contemplation; for devotion is itself its fruit, and God
loves the meek and dislikes those who are proud [of their accomplishments]” (de
Bary et al. 1972:333). The same sutra makes explicit the importance of the devo-
tee’s association with those who are holy, both humans and gods:

Now, the means of acquiring devotion are . . . renunciation, . . . adoration of the
Lord, . . . listening to and the singing of the Lord; [and] chiefly the grace of the great
souls or a particle of the divine grace itself.

The association of the great souls [mahatman] is hard to acquire, hard to be had
completely, but is always fruitful. For gaining even that association, one requires
God’s blessing; for between God and His men there is no difference. So try to acquire
the company of the holy souls, and strive for that. (de Bary et al. 1972:333-34)

Association with the holy is secured not by purity attained through one’s own
efforts, but by humility and devotion. As the Bhagavata Purana says:

Even a low-caste man is superior to a brahman who is endowed with the twelve ex-
cellences but who is averse to the lotus feet of the Lord; if the former has dedicated
his mind, speech, desire, and objects, and his life itself to the Lord, he sanctifies his
whole race, not so the latter who is stuck up in his own enormous pride. (de Bary et
al. 1972:346)

True humility requires the recognition of the ephemeral and futile quality of
worldly activity. The sixteenth century untouchable poet-saint Ravidas proclaims:

The day it comes, it goes;
whatever you do, nothing stays firm.
The group goes, and I go;
and the going is long, and death is overhead. . . .
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Madman, says Ravidas, here’s the cause of it all—
it’s only a house of tricks. Ignore the world.
(Hawley and Juergensmeyer 1988:32)

Humility also requires the recognition of one’s own worthlessness. Such is pro-
claimed by the eighth-century Shavite poet Manikkavachakar: “I am false, my heart
is false, my love is false; but I, this sinner, can win Thee if I weep before Thee, O
Lord . . . ” (de Bary et al. 1972:354). As Yamuna, one of the eleventh-century
founders of Sri Vaishnavism, proclaims: “There is not one despised act in the world
which I have not done a thousand times; O Lord! at this hour when my sin is bear-
ing its consequences, I am crying before you, without any other way” (de Bary et al.
1972:350).

In addition to the recognition of the ephemeral and corrupt nature of worldly ex-
istence, these prayers imply a related theme: without divine help one is powerless.
In the imagery of the sixteenth-century theologian Vadiraja, “O Lord Hari
[Krishna]! Does an animal fallen into the well know how to lift itself by its own ef-
fort? Throwing about its feet and bellowing frequently, it can only excite pity, O
Lord” (de Bary et al. 1972:350). This quality of pity, mercy, and forgiveness is pro-
claimed by a sixteenth-century Sri Vaishnava text: “like a father seeing with his
eyes the mistakes of his wife and sons, He goes on without minding at heart the
mistakes of His devotees” (de Bary et al. 1972:344). In short, divine grace is em-
phasized; without grace humans are nothing. The Virasaiva poet Basavanna has a
devotee proclaim, “I’m no worshipper; I'm no giver; I’'m not even beggar, O lord
without your grace” (Ramanujan 1973:88). But God’s grace can transform what is
valueless. As Kabir, the most famous North Indian poet, says:

Even worthless bushes
Are invaded by a nearby
sandal tree.
Its fragrance
makes everything around it
A likeness of itself.
(Hawley and Juergensmeyer 1988:58)

These selected lines from the bhakti literature (deliberately drawn from different
sects, regions, and periods) show that the general themes are common to most types
of sectarian bhakti.

Humility by the recognition of corruption and sin, and the response of mercy
and grace, can occur only in a special milieu. The crucial context is an intensely
personal associative relationship between the devotee and his God. The nature of
the devotee’s association with the deity is usually modeled after everyday social
relationships. The relationships most commonly used as models are: master and ser-
vant, parent and child, friend and friend, and beloved and lover. Sects vary as to
which of these relationships is most emphasized. In many groups, the individual
can choose which role to model behavior after, but some form of an intimate per-
sonalized relationship with the deity is required for salvation. The devotee imagines
himself or herself to be in the subordinate role of servant, child, or female lover.
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Both men and women conceive of themselves as female lovers of their god.
Frequently the sexual imagery is very explicit."” This form of devotion happens in
many sectarian groups, and is especially characteristic Krishna worshippers. The
stories of Krishna’s love affairs with the gopi (“cowherder”) women, and especially
with his favorite, Radha, are the most famous example. These are married women
who are willing to risk everything because of their love for Krishna. Krishna calls
them with his music and as Radha tells her friends:

How can I describe his relentless flute,

which pulls virtuous women from their homes

and drags them by their hair to Shyam

as thirst and hunger pull the doe to the snare?

Chaste ladies forget their lords,

wise men forget their wisdom,

and clinging vines shake loose from their trees,

hearing that music.

Then how shall a simple dairymaid withstand its call?
(Dimock and Levertov 1967:29)

If Krishna’s power is overwhelming and the costs are great, so are the rewards:

My friend, I cannot answer when you ask me to explain

what has befallen me.

Love is transformed, renewed,

each moment.

He has dwelt in my cyes all the days of my life,

yet I am not sated with seeing.

My ears have heard his sweet voice in eternity,

and yet it is always new to them.

How many honeyed nights have I passed with him

in love’s bliss, yet my body

wonders at his.

Through all the ages

he has been clasped to my breast,

yet my desire

never abates.

I have seen subtle people sunk in passion

but none came so close to the heart of the fire.
(Dimock and Levertov 1967:18)

More importantly, this relationship transforms the devotee and is the source of
all his or her worth. A devotee proclaims to Krishna, “Love, I take on splendor in
your splendor, grace and gentleness are mine because of your beauty” (Dimock and
Levertov 1967:16). Salvation and everything of value comes from association with
the deity; this is the core idea of sectarian bhakti.
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Sri Vaisnavism

The final case to be considered in our discussion of soteriology is Sri Vaisnavism.
Here we move from a general discussion of sectarian bhakti to a discussion of the
variations within one specific bhakti sect. This South Indian sect of Vaisnavism has
its roots in the thought and work of Ramanuja. As discussed earlier, Ramanuja’s
theology attempted to synthesize Vedantic orthodoxy with bhakti devotionalism in
a qualified nondualism. A synthesis of such divergent religious styles was of
course subject to internal strains. In the two hundred years following the death of
Ramanuja, two distinct branches of Sri Vaisnavism evolved, the northern, or
Vatakalai, school and the southern, or Tenkalai, school. The northern school was
more traditional and continued to place a heavy reliance on Sanskrit, while the
southern school increasingly used Tamil for religious activities. Not surprisingly,
this was associated with a greater and lesser emphasis on Brahmanical traditions.

Two key theological differences also emerged. Since both schools are part of
the same sectarian bhakti tradition, both emphasized the importance of devotion.
Both adopted the even more radical doctrine of prapatti: not just devotion but self-
surrender is required for salvation. This doctrine rejected all notions of salvation by
karma-yoga or jnana-yoga. The devotee is seen as totally helpless; salvation is due
to God’s grace. While both schools affirmed the doctrine of prapatti, the northern
school was much more tentative in its commitment to it. For example, often elabo-
rate ritual conditions had to be met before self-surrender and grace could be actual-
ized. The differences in the two school’s doctrines of salvation became symbolized
by the contrast between the baby monkey and the baby cat. For both schools, the
devotee is like a baby being carried by its mother: it is the mother’s action that pro-
duces locomotion, and it is God’s action which produces salvation. For the northern
school, the human was like a baby monkey who must cling to its mother in order to
be carried. In contrast, for the southern school the human was like a baby cat who is
picked up by the scruff of the neck and carried solely by the action of another. In
our theoretical terms, salvation requires human cooperation according to the north-
ern school, but is totally ascribed according to the southern school.

The second key theological difference has to do with the role of the acarya, or
preceptor. The term “acarya” in many respects overlaps with the concept of guru. In
the medieval sectarian tradition, however, the former is usually associated with a
sectarian monastic order; the concept of guru is less specific. While the role of the
acarya is important in both branches of Sri Vaisnavism, it becomes absolutely cen-
tral to the southern school. Since this school deemphasizes the role of Brahmans,
and of caste and kinship generally, the role and authority of the acarya become cen-
tral. The acarya control entry into the sect, the initiation of devotees, and have vir-
tually absolute religious authority over those whom they admit, especially with re-
spect to the “shares” (of prasadas and other blessings) devotees will receive at the
temple. Moreover they take on the explicit role of mediator. Salvation is attained
only through the acarya. In my theoretical terms, salvation is attained by two kinds
of association: association with the acarya and association with the deity. The for-
mer is the means to the latter; the latter is salvation.
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A similar distinction in the emphasis on association and conformity is found
within the North Indian Ramanandi monastic sect. The Ramanandis have a historic
tie to Sri Vaisnavism, though the nature and extent of that tie is debated (Van der
Veer 1988). Most of Ramanandis, however, have largely broken off relationships
with Sri Vaisnavism. The distinction drawn within the Ramanandis is between the
discipline of devotion and the discipline of renunciation (Burghart 1983). The first
emphasizes a personal relationship with Lord Rama, and the devotee usually con-
ceives of himself as either a servant in the deity’s court or as a kinsman of the deity.
This link with the deity is bestowed upon the Ramanandi as an act of grace of the
guru. While virtually all Ramanandis are ascetic monks, those who follow the path
of renunciation place much more emphasis on personal asceticism and yoga tech-
niques as the means of liberation. A subgroup of this branch refer to themselves as
Great Renouncers and avoid the use of woven cloth, using bark or wood to cover
their bodies.

Hopefully, the conclusion is obvious at this point: many and probably most of the
variations in Hindu soteriology doctrine can be usefully conceptualized as variations
in the emphasis on conformity and association. These are means of obtaining what
is conceived to be the ultimate form of status, salvation.

Christian Soteriology: A Brief Analysis

To demonstrate the applicability of this mode of analysis to other religious tra-
ditions, I will now briefly analyze Christian soteriology.

An ongoing debate within Christian theology has been over the role that human
conformity plays in attaining salvation. Classically, this is expressed as a contrast
between works and faith, law and grace. In Jesus’ dispute with the Pharisees, he
clearly calls into question the efficacy of conforming to the Judaic law as a means
to salvation. The concept of justification by faith rather than works is at the core of
Paul’s theology. One of the earliest recorded disputes within the Christian church
was between Peter and Paul and their respective followers over whether Christians
must conform to the Jewish rules of purification. A central consideration in
Augustine’s debates with Pelagius over free will was whether people’s own efforts
toward religious and moral conformity play a role in their salvation. The theological
concern that started Martin Luther toward his break with the Roman Church was his
emphasis on salvation through association with and trust in Jesus—justification by
faith—rather than salvation by works. A main point of contention within the later
Puritan tradition was over the relative emphasis on association and conformity.
Orthodox Calvinists—at least in explicitly formulated dogma—rejected all hints of
earning one’s salvation, or even that good behavior was due to one’s own efforts. In
contrast, the Methodists, as their very name indicates, granted some legitimacy to
systematic human will and effort, at least in the process of sanctification. In short,
throughout Christian history a central theological question has been: What is re-
quired for salvation? Within the Christian tradition, one’s association with the
deity—usually through Jesus Christ—has always received the dominant emphasis.
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Yet the role of human effort in establishing the association (and whether conformity
to moral norms was a reliable sign of such a saving relationship) has frequently
been in contention. While not all of the subtleties of the historic debates over
Christian soteriology are captured by conceptualizing these as differential emphases
on conformity and association, it is parsimonious to see this as a basic issue around
which the debates have centered.

Thus in the Hindu and the Christian traditions, the major differences in soterio-
logies can be meaningfully analyzed as variations in the emphases on conformity or
association. This is additional evidence for the analytical usefulness of conceptual-
izing status and sacredness as parallel notions.
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Eschatology

Chapter 14 focused on salvation and conceptualized it as a form or analogue of
social mobility. But salvation, like all mobility, occurs in a context. For worldly
social mobility, that context is the societal stratification system. For salvation that
context is an other world. Just as an adequate analysis of social mobility, and status
transformation must be linked to the social context in which it occurs, an analysis of
the means and types of salvation needs to be linked to the broader characteristics of
the other world in which it occurs. Hence it is necessary to describe some of the fea-
tures of this other world and its relation to salvation. For lack of a better term I use
the admittedly Western concept of eschatology to refer to this other world.?

Soteriology focuses on where individuals and groups wind up in the structure of
the other world; eschatology is concerned with what the other world is like. An
eschatology sets out the possible outcomes that people face (e.g., reincarnation in
varying forms versus moksa) and suggests the general principle that will determine
these outcomes (e.g., karma). In some respects, this contrast is similar to the distinc-
tion between identifying the structural features of a stratification system (the number
of classes, the size of each class, the distance between them, etc.) and identifying
what determines the placement of individuals and groups within the stratification
system. The distinction between eschatology and soteriology, like the distinction
between structure and placement, is not a precise or absolute one; rather, each con-
cept enables us to look at a complex system from different perspectives.

This chapter will, however, attempt to do more than provide a description of
various human conceptions of the other world. It will attempt to show that its
characteristics are linked to the central structural features of the societies with which
religions have been historically associated. Other worlds necessarily include some
of the features and characteristics of the historical world. That is, some features are
modeled after and parallel the social worlds that people have experienced empiri-
cally. The focus of this analysis, however, will be on structural reversals. More spe-
cifically, many features of the other world tend to be structural reversals of this
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world’s stratification system. For example, heaven is often in many respects a re-
verse or mirror image of earth.

The analysis involves three steps. First, a brief recapitulation of the key features
of Hindu social structure will be presented. Second, I will attempt to predict or derive
the key doctrines of Hindu eschatology, based on the information about the central
structural features of Hindu society, and the key assumption that many features of
eschatologies are reversals of worldly structures. Third, I will draw on elements of the
general theoretical framework to suggest why such reversals tend to occur.

As in most complex religions, the details of these eschatological doctrines vary
significantly for different traditions within Hinduism, and some of these will be
considered. Our initial task, however, will be to derive the ideal-type features that
apply to virtually all traditions.

Hinduism and the Caste System

Key Features of the Social Structure

Since World War II, a number of detailed ethnographic studies and synthetic works
have greatly increased our knowledge of the Indian caste system.’ Generally they
have shown it to be much more complex and fluid than the earlier literature indi-
cated.

Nonetheless, as shown in the discussion of the key features of the Indian caste
system in Chapter 5, compared to other structures of inequality, mobility is care-
fully restricted. More specifically three features are particularly striking. First, a
person’s central social status in the community is inalienable; in principle, mobility
across caste boundaries is prohibited. This involves not just one or two key bound-
aries—aristocracy versus commoners, blacks versus whites, or Greeks versus bar-
barians—but a very large number of relatively discrete social boundaries. Second,
caste position is in principle based solely on inheritance and ascription. Conformity,
performance, and merit may affect many things, but these do not determine one’s
caste membership. Third, enormous social and individual energies are devoted to
differentiating and ranking caste groups and maintaining their boundaries and iden-
tities. The norms concerning pollution are the primary, but by no means the only,
mechanism for accomplishing this.

If our analytical strategy is correct, the key features of Hindu eschatology will
be, in large measure, the opposite of these characteristics. That is, they will be in-
versions or reversals of the worldly patterns. The essence of my argument is that the
three key notions of Hindu eschatology—samsara, karma, and moksa—express re-
versals of the three characteristics of the caste system just listed.*

Samsara as Mobility

The first structural characteristic of the caste system that was noted is severely re-
stricted social mobility. As we would expect, in the world-to-come this pattern is re-
versed. One moves through a long series of positions, and each move may involve a
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substantial change in status. In this life, one may be an Untouchable; in the next, a
Brahman; in the next, a worm or pig.’ Hence, on the cosmic level, social status is
highly alienable and temporary. This is the well-known notion of reincarnation and
transmigration referred to in Hinduism as samsara. This Sanskrit word implies flow
or flux. More specifically, human existence is conceived of as an endless cycle of
birth, death, rebirth, and so on through a series of worldly existences. The essence
of the worldly system is no mobility; the essence of the otherworldly system is end-
less mobility. This emphasis on flux in the other world is not limited to samsara.
Since the Puranas and the concept of yugas, Hinduism has perceived the cosmos
and the gods themselves as going through repeated cycles in which they alternate
between clearly specified identities and states of amorphous undifferentiation (see
Biardeau 1989:101).

The mobility of samsara is not given an especially positive evaluation, at least in
formal theology; the stress is on the temporary and ephemeral nature of all worldly
conditions. Because of reincarnation, the soul (atman) is bound to this world. In
theoretical terms, status has become highly alienable. In the context of endless re-
births, any given status is temporary and insecure. It can be snatched away at any
moment by misfortune or death. This is, of course, in contrast to the relative
inalienability of one’s caste status in the context of any given life. Although the
samsara doctrine may be a clear example of structural reversal of the patterns of
mobility in the empirical world, it is defined in classical indigenous ideologies as
yet another warning about the dangers of mobility and the ephemeral nature of
worldly status. Therefore, the correlation between the relative immobility of a caste
system and the nearly infinite mobility of samsara is not necessarily rooted in
psychological compensation.

Karma as Merit

The second key feature of the worldly stratification system concerns ascription. In
principle, the biological and social association with one’s kin determines one’s caste
status. No amount of moral virtue or conformity to valued norms entitles you to
move into a higher caste (though grievous breaches of caste norms can result in ex-
pulsion from your present caste). From a strictly worldly point of view, not the
individual’s behavior, but birth and ascription determine this key social status.

In contrast, the status one will acquire in the next life through samsara is deter-
mined by one’s current behavior—by one’s conformity (or lack of it) to the moral
and cosmic law—that is, dharma. So, in principle, status in subsequent lives is
based solely on merit and achievement. This is, of course, the law of karma. In both
sacred texts and popular religious thought, the matter is considerably more compli-
cated, but the basic notion is clear. As Mahony says, “As diverse as the culture of
India may be, one common assumption undergirds virtually all major systems of
South Asian religious thought and practice: a person’s behavior leads irrevocably to
an appropriate reward or punishment commensurate with that behavior. This, briefly
stated, is the law of karman” (1987:261). Kane, the most renowned modern scholar
of the Dharmasastras, writes:
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The principle of the doctrine of Karma is that every act, whether good or bad, pro-
duces a certain result or return which cannot be escaped. In the physical world there
is the universal law of causation. The doctrine of Karma extends this inexorable law
of causality to the mental and moral sphere. The doctrine of Karma is not a mechani-
cal law; it is rather a moral or a spiritual necessity. . . . In the absence of the theory of
karma and rebirth it would have to be assumed that the world is arbitrary. . . . Under
the doctrine of Karma there is no such thing as chance or luck. (1977:1560)

White succinctly summarizes the relationship between reincarnation, karma, and
dharma: “In the cycle of rebirths, the body into which a transmigrating soul is born
in a given existence is one’s due, on the basis of the sum total of one’s past deeds
(karma) with respect to dharma” (1991:88). In other words, in its pure and most ex-
treme form, the law of karma produces perfect justice; sooner or later, all actions
produce their appropriate fruits. Thus the worldly system epitomizing ascription is
linked to a cosmic system that is the epitome of achievement. Karma is important
not only as the determinant of one’s social position in future reincarnations; its con-
sequences are more general: all events in this life and subsequent ones are the con-
sequence of previous actions.

In the worldly system, caste status is determined solely by association— that is,
the association with one’s parents and relatives. In the worlds-to-come, one’s status
is determined solely by whether one did or did not conform to the norms appropri-
ate to one’s social location— that is, svadharma. From one perspective, social status
is based completely on association and ascription, from another perspective it is de-
termined solely by conformity and merit. Of course, the notion of karma was devel-
oped in a number of different directions and has evolved into a whole complex of
religious ideas. I will take up some of these complications later. Nonetheless, as
Mahony indicates, above the core idea is one of just deserts.*

Here again we seem to have a clear structural reversal.’

Moksa as the Overcoming of Separateness

The third characteristic of the caste system just mentioned is the preoccupation with
the formation and maintenance of differentiated, ranked social identities. Enormous
efforts are invested in defining and defending the boundaries of local caste groups
(jatis). The identity and boundaries of these local jatis are never completely unam-
biguous, and are frequently in contention. This conflict is an indication of the im-
portance attributed to these distinctive social identities.® A hierarchy based on purity
and pollution is the primary criterion and idiom of differentiation and caste identity.
A central cultural preoccupation is identifying the impure, keeping it separate from
the pure, and thereby defining the identity of the pure. This is not to suggest that
either identities or differences—what is pure and what is impure—are completely
precise or unambiguous. Nor is it to say that Indians are unconcerned about inter-
caste integration and unity. It is to suggest that creating and maintaining differences
and separated identities based on ritual status is a primary concern of the culture.
Generally the more orthodox and Brahmanical the actors are, the more this is so.
Given this cultural preoccupation with the differentiated identities and mainte-
nance of social separation, we would anticipate notions of salvation that focus on
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overcoming differentiation and separateness. This is, of course, precisely the central
content of classical Hindu soteriology as expressed in the concept of moksa—
release or liberation from the endless cycles of reincarnation. More accurately,
moksa is the core concept of the orthodox Brahmanical tradition represented by the
thought of Sankara (ca. 788-820). His Advaita Vedanta philosophy is rooted in the
Upanisad tradition of knowledge (jnana) as the means to salvation and is noted for
its uncompromising monism: salvation consists in recognizing the unity of the self
(atman) and the ultimate reality (brahmarn). Sankara recognizes the legitimacy of
other paths (marga) to salvation (e.g., karma-yoga and bhakti-yoga) as means to
partial knowledge, but to fully grasp of the unity of the self and the brahman, one
must follow the path of jnana-yoga and become a wandering holyman (sannyasin).
The very process of becoming a holyman or renouncer (sannyasin) involves giving
up one’s own social identity and ignoring the differentiated social identities of oth-
ers; in principle, though not always in practice, renouncers are beyond caste and
kinship, beyond purity and pollution. Thus, for this tradition, the elimination of dif-
ferentiating social identities begins in the last stage of this life. As we have seen, the
destruction of differentiated identity does not stop here; all differentiated identities
are an illusion (maya) due to ignorance (avidya); there is only brahman.

Other monistic traditions (e.g.,the Vaisnava Vaikhanasa sect) are also associated
with social conservatism (Brockington 1981:116, 122). That is, they emphasize
caste distinctions and Brahmanical cultural dominance. In theoretical terms, they
stress the differentiation and maintenance of social identities in this world and the
unity of all identity in the world-to-come. While Sankara’s monism is the ideal-
typical example of orthodox Hindu eschatology, other subtraditions are numerous.
We will briefly examine two other ideal-typical examples of such variations.

Perhaps the tradition at the other end of the continuum from Vedanta monism is
bhakti devotionalism. This tradition is made up of many sects with significant dif-
ferences, but with important commonalities as well. These movements began in
Tamil-speaking areas of South India in the sixth century C.E., but spread rather rap-
idly to many parts of India. Many of these sects emphasized the availability of sal-
vation to lower caste groups and women, and were in varying degrees protests
against Brahman orthodoxy-—though Brahmans often played a crucial role in their
development.® Some rejected the caste system per se. Bhakti sects are also con-
cerned with overcoming separateness, but they do not usually define moksa as the
merger of human and divine identities. Most bhakti sects emphasize the difference
between humans and gods. Gods are relatively all-powerful and pure beings;
humans are relatively powerless and sinful. Salvation still involves overcoming
separation, but it is not primarily the recognition that God and the self are one and
the same. Rather, it is perpetually being in the presence of one’s deity as a worship-
per and devotee. In fact, for some sectarian groups the notion that the devotee and
the deity are one and the same borders on blasphemy. Thus, in contrast to orthodox
Brahmanism, bhakti sects deemphasize the differentiation of worldly social iden-
tities and place more emphasis on the differentiation of otherworldly sacral iden-
tities. There is a tendency to reinterpret moksa so that it consists of some notion of
heaven, rather than merger with the deity. A postscript is needed. Some bhakti
groups would emphasize the union of humans and the divine, though these groups
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also tend to be more socially conservative. More fundamentally, however, ortho-
doxy itself was often significantly shaped by bhakti and vice versa. This does not,
however, negate the basic contrast, anymore than would the recognition that social-
ism has produced transformations in capitalism negate a contrast of the ideologies
of these two world views.

A third intermediate case is the theology of Ramanuja (traditionally 1017-1137),
Ramanuja’s purpose was to create a synthesis between the orthodox Vedanta tradi-
tions and the bhakti devotionalism of the masses. While his Sri Vaisnava sect was in
principle open to the lower castes, he basically accepted the legitimacy of varnasra-
madharma—the traditional four stages of the life cycle and the caste system. Only
the upper castes (i.e., the twice-born) were capable of fully practicing his version of
bhakti-yoga, which was rooted in the concepts of the Bhagavad Gita. So with respect
to social relationships in this world he was reformist, but not revolutionary.
Accordingly, his concept of the relationship between the otherworldly identities is an
intermediate one. Brahman and the created world have separate real identities. In
Ramanuja’s commentary, Vedarthasamgraha, he describes the nature of the
Supreme Person (Purusottama): “His essential nature is distinct from all entities
other than Himself by virtue of His opposition to all evil and His being wholly infi-
nite perfection [kalyanata]. He has a host of such auspicious qualities [kalyanagu-
nas}, which are countless and of matchless excellence” (quoted in Carman 1974:70).
Yet an element of monism remains; brahman and the individual soul are related like
parts to a whole. Later in the same text he notes:

He has as instruments of his sport [/ila] an infinite number of intelligent beings, both
those bound in samsara and those released from it, all of whom are parts of Himself.
Likewise, He possesses all material things, which are subject to infinite, wonderful,
and varied changes and which form the object of enjoyment for intelligent beings.
Since He is the Inner Controller of His whole creation, He has all things as His body
and His modes. (quoted in Carman 1974:70)

In sum, Ramanuja’s theology combines a qualified monism with relatively orthodox
forms of devotionalism rooted in the Bhagavad Gita. There is both an identity and a
difference between the deity and the devotee. Consequently, Ramanuja’s theology
gives additional support to our hypothesis.

Thus salvation usually implies overcoming separateness, but an emphasis on the
merger of human and sacred identities usually reflects an emphasis on maintaining
worldly social differentiation, especially caste differences. In this sense, there tends
to be a structural reversal.

Contemporary Religious Movements

The above comparisons involve very broad streams of Indian thought that evolved
over hundreds of years. Since it is usually more difficult to explain small variations
than large ones, a more demanding test of our hypothesis would be to look at varia-
tions between very specific sect groups over a limited period of time. Lawrence
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Babb’s book Redemptive Encounters (1986) makes this possible. He examines three
contemporary Indian religious movements: the movement led by the famous magician
Sathya Sai Baba, the millenarian Brahma Kumari movement, and the Radhasoami
movement based in Agra. The most famous of these movements is that by Sathya
Sai Baba. He is, among other things, a renowned magician who claims to be Siva
and Sakti in embodied form. Most Indian followers are prosperous and well edu-
cated, and speak English as a second language. While the movement sponsors a
considerable amount of philanthropy and social work, it i$ quite conservative in
most social matters and stresses a cultural nationalism. As Babb notes, “The empha-
sis on social service provides an opportunity for devotees to do good in the world,
but Sathaya Sai Baba’s profound conservatism on fundamentals like caste and gen-
der ensures that doing good is unlikely to challenge his devotees’ more basic sense
of propriety and order” (1986:200-21). Of the three movements, this one is the
most concerned with worldly benefits and the least soteriologically oriented.
Nonetheless, through various meditation techniques “one realizes one’s identity
with God, who has been within. The final goal, therefore, is merger with God, who
is in fact Baba. The result will be the eradication of harmful motives and tendencies,
and feelings of deep inner peace (prashanti)” (1986:172). Such a view of salvation
is clearly a close relative to the monistic Vedanta tradition. Thus this first case sup-
ports our hypothesis of a correlation between the maintenance of traditional social
identities and salvation conceived of as a merger of all identities.

At the other pole is the Brahma Kumari movement, which initially was viewed
as quite radical and highly threatening to the existing social order. In addition to an
urgent millenarianism and the rejection of caste distinctions, the major thrust of the
movement has been equality for women. Women not only make up the majority of
the devotees, they also seem to control the movement. Because the sect expects the
end of the world, all members—men and women—are urged to become celibate
and concentrate their energies on preparing themselves for the world-to-come. In
Hinduism, celibacy has always been a respected option for men as a step toward
salvation; what the Brahma Kumaris demand is soteriological equality for women."
While those influenced by Western feminism may not find this strategy for gender
equality very appealing, in the context of South Asia it is a radical demand, highly
threatening to the traditional social and religious order. A serious pursuit of this way
of life demands a strict separation from existing social relationships and a quasi-
monastic life. While the movement has, to some degree, moderated its rhetoric and
is seen as less threatening than in earlier periods, it is undoubtedly the most socially
radical of the movements Babb considers. As our hypothesis would predict, it is
also the least monistic. For the Brahma Kumaris, salvation is conceived of as a new
world in which not only will the identities of humans be continued, but the purist
devotees of the movement will serve as the elite who rule paradise. As in the Sathya
Sai Baba movement, Siva is considered to be the supreme deity, but for the Brahma
Kumaris, there is a radical separation of the deity and the material world and the
historical process. While the theology of the Brahma Kumaris does not focus on the
issue of monism versus dualism, it is clear that it falls toward the dualistic end of
the continuum, which is what our hypothesis would predict.
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The third case Babb describes is the Radhasoami movement, headquartered in
the Soami Bagh in Agra. It represents an intermediate position with respect to both
social radicalism and theological monism. Most of the adherents are middle class
government and business employees, many highly successful. Yet the movement is
deeply alienated from the existing world. The alienation is, however, largely spirit-
ual and demands little departure from traditional social patterns. While caste distinc-
tions are rejected for spiritual purposes, the world is beyond social reform. In fact
all social relationships are a spiritual trap, escaped only by unqualified devotion to
the movement’s guru. In short, while the movement is highly critical of the existing
world, its theology and ethics offer little threat to the existing social identities.
Similarly, its theology implies a qualified monism. Salvation occurs when the devo-
tee comes to see the world as the deity sees it. This involves union, but not com-
plete absorption by the deity.

These three contemporary movements, and the three broad traditions discussed
earlier, offer considerable opportunities for the hypotheses to be rejected, and this
has not occurred. It seems reasonable, then, to conclude that there is substantial ten-
tative support for the theoretical argument. It is very important, however, to make
clear that much of the analysis is on a very high level of abstraction; many excep-
tions and qualifications are apparent on more concrete levels. Throughout this book
an attempt has been made to highlight dominant patterns and features, but also to
occasionally point to some of the counter-processes and recessive structures present
in all complex cultures. Let us now consider some of these complexities with re-
spect to the features of eschatologies.

The Complexities of Alternative and Counter-Structures

We have been identifying the dominant themes in Hindu eschatologies and tracing
out their links to features of the social structure. Most religious doctrines, though,
attempt to cope with human dilemmas and paradoxes that are, in any final sense, in-
soluble within the historical empirical world. Predictably, many doctrines contain
ambiguities, and alternative interpretations emerge; sometimes these are in signifi-
cant ways contradictory. Or one doctrinal theme may be emphasized at the expense
of some other. Not surprisingly, this often results in alternative or counter-doctrines.
At other times, the emphasized themes are honored in the breach. More accurately,
they are applied with considerable flexibility and inconsistency—giving counter-
values and themes the opportunity to be expressed. With respect to samsara, karma,
and moksa, each of these counter-processes exists.

From Samsara to Moksa

The most obvious example of a counter-doctrine is, of course, the development of
the notion of moksa that alleviates the fate of endless reincarnation. The counterpos-
ing of samsara and moksa creates an eschatology that emphasizes both the continu-
ation of individual identity, and the desirability of ending individual identity;
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continual transformation of one’s status, and ultimately the merger of one’s status
into primal quiescence. These doctrines are not logically contradictory, because the
one process supposedly precedes the other in sacral time.

The process of transformation does not stop here. As we have seen, the content
of moksa also varies, with many bhakti groups emphasizing some notion of heaven
and perpetually being in the presence of the deity rather than the Vedanta notion of
merger with the divine.

Karma and the Transfer of Merit and Sin

In the introduction to a landmark collection of essays on karma, O’Flaherty
(1983:ix—xxv) notes that much of the debate centers around the notion of merit
transfer. Merit transfer is primarily a Buddhist rather than a Hindu concept; it is vir-
tually never used in Hinduism. The content of the notion, however, is implicit in
Hinduism. This is evident in the postfunereal sraddha rites in which the son trans-
fers merit to his dead father. The idea is also central to the relationship between
Brahmans and other castes (see especially Parry 1980, 1985a, 1985b, 1986, 1989b).
Marriott’s transactional approach to understanding Hinduism implies that karma—
thus merit, sin, impurity, and other qualities—can be transferred from one person to
another. Buddhism, of course, elaborates the theme, and some traditions make the
transfer of merit from the monk (bhikku) to the laity a central feature of its religious
life. According to Karl Potter, this is only part of the story. He identifies two tradi-
tions within Hinduism, and while one of these allows for the transfer of karma, the
other tradition—what he calls the philosophical tradition—specifically rejects and
denies this possibility. Within the Hindu tradition, this is most obvious in the philo-
sophical schools (darsanas) of Samkhya-Yoga and Advaita Vedanta. As Potter
says, “In either system one’s bondage or liberation is something he himself has to
earn; he cannot give away his karma to someone else, even to God. The texts some-
times comment on the untenability of any view which implies that one person might
experience the results of another person’s actions” (1983:263). In the broader Indian
tradition, the Jains are even more adamant that karma is due solely to one’s own
actions and cannot in any sense be transferred.

According to O’Flaherty (1983:4), this and other ambivalences are present in
the very earliest religious texts, so the question of which tradition came first is
moot. It is probably most accurate to treat these as dialectically related. The notion
of individual responsibility without the transfer of karma and sin can be seen as
the ideologically dominant theme for most orthodox Brahmans, but the notion
of transfer is quite legitimate within many traditions and de facto is central to
Hindu life.

The relationship between these two ideas is not dissimilar to the relationship
between grace and works in Christian theology. In virtually all Christian traditions,
grace is the dominant concept at the most basic ideological level. Nonetheless, some
level of conformity to what is defined as basic morality is central to the day-to-day
life of those who are active members of a Christian church. Salvation depends on
grace and faith rather than works (e.g., Romans 3), but “faith without works is dead”
(James 2:17). Within the Christian tradition churches and movements vary
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enormously in the degree to which they emphasize the significance of works and
moral conformity. Often the ideas of grace and works become intertwined and even
confused—with the latter becoming a key sign or component of the former. The same
seems to be true within the Hindu tradition with respect to karma and merit transfer.

Karma and Fate

In our previous discussion, karma was a process that, in Weber’s (1968:chap. 6) and
Obeyesekere’s (1968, 1980) terminology, ethicized the totality of existence. In the
long run, each action produces its just reward or punishment, or more accurately its
appropriate fruit (phal). Of special significance, the worldly status one will have in
subsequent incarnations is in large measure determined by the actions of one’s past
lives. The concept is more general, however, for in some versions of the doctrine all
aspects of good fortune and, especially, misfortune are also the result of one’s pre-
vious actions. From this perspective, the law of karma provides a rigorously moral-
istic view of human existence that makes an individual totally responsible for his or
her own destiny. Such a view can be interpreted as the ideal-type concept of free
will and human responsibility.

No society attributes the individual’s fortunes and misfortunes solely to his or
her own actions. Outcomes in the empirical world are too complex and uncertain to
make such a world view credible or tolerable. Free will and individual responsibility
are to some degree always qualified. In contemporary language, behavior is the out-
come not only of individual human agency, but also of social structure and con-
tingency. Thus, when the doctrine of karma approaches the ideal-type example of
individual responsibility and free will, other concepts will be used to qualify this
view. Concepts develop to give some credence to structure and contingency-—that
is, to the determining effects of human relationships and to what might be variously
viewed as chance, luck, fate, divine providence, or the play (lila) of the gods. While
the precise concepts used to represent these ideas in South Asia vary by region and
time period, the key issues can be identified by relating the doctrine of karma to the
notions of fate (daiva).

In my theoretical terms, karma is analogous to status by conformity to norms;
the analogy of fate is less straightforward, for it involves elements of both con-
tingency and determinism. Similarly, most social science theories are probablistic
and assume an element of contingency and indeterminacy, which is a key element
in the notion of fate. What sociologists would call structural effects parallel the as-
pects of fate that stress impersonal determinism; for example, in traditional Hindu
culture, Untouchables are assumed to be inferior. The contingency element of fate is
often expressed in South Asia by the concept of lila, the play of the gods—some-
thing beyond comprehension or prediction. The determinacy element is often ex-
pressed in South India by the notion of head writing (talai eruttu).”

The matter is, however, considerably more complex. The notion of karma as free
will and ultimate justice is not only qualified by the introduction of additional con-
cepts such as merit transfer, fate, and head writing; the concept of karma itself has
multiple meanings and interpretations, many of which significantly qualify the impli-
cation of free will. Some, in fact, imply nearly complete determinism. O’Flaherty
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notes, “As is apparent from the Puranic materials, too, karma and fate (vidhi, niyati,
or daivam) are sometimes equated and sometimes explicitly contrasted” (1983:xxiii).
To complicate matters even more, the actors in a given situation often define and use
these terms and ideas in significantly different ways depending on the social context.
As Sheryl Daniel concludes, after her exploration of the Tamil concepts related to
such notions as karma, fate, and head writing, “although I began with an apparently
simple problem—to explicate the villager’s beliefs concerning fate—I discovered not
just one composite cultural understanding of ‘fate’ but diverse perspectives and vari-
ations on these perspectives” (1983:60). Her informants picked and chose between
the various concepts to suit the particular purposes of the moment. Equally signifi-
cant, their nonchalance about consistency reflected the larger Hindu world view and
especially the concept of lila—the play of the gods.

Generalizations and Qualifications

Initially I discussed Hindu eschatology and soteriology in terms of generalized defi-
nitions of samsara, karma, and moksa and attempted to show how they could be
understood as structural reversals of the central features of the caste system. In the
preceding section 1 have tried—in a still very summary fashion—to qualify and
elaborate the content of these three notions. Obviously, the same process could be
carried out for what I termed the “central features of the caste system.” I have
attempted to do this with respect to variations in patterns of marriage alliances in
Chapter 11. The extensive list of literature on caste cited earlier provides ample evi-
dence of elaborations and qualifications for all of the central features that I men-
tioned.

However, the crucial point is that these qualifications do not invalidate the gen-
eralizations I have outlined—for example, the general characterizations of karma
cited earlier (Kane 1977; Mahony 1987). The apparent discrepancies involve differ-
ent levels of analysis. Perhaps an analogy that was drawn on earlier will clarify the
nature of the argument. In the contemporary United States, equality of opportunity
is a central ideological doctrine, that is proclaimed as a legitimate principle by con-
servatives and liberals alike. Moreover, compared to most societies, past and
present, the social structure in the United States provides a relatively high level of
equality of opportunity. To make such an argument is not to say American social
structure matches the ideology of equality of opportunity; ascribed characteristics
and class structures are obviously highly significant in creating differential life
chances. Nor is it to argue that “equality of opportunity” means only one thing.
Different individuals and groups are often bitterly divided over what concretely
constitutes equality of opportunity. In fact, the concept can be used to mean pre-
cisely the opposite thing for contending groups. The contemporary debates in the
United States over affirmative action or in India over reserved school and govern-
ment positions for disadvantaged castes are good examples; in both cases, some
people claim that meaningful equality of opportunity requires the assignment of po-
sitions on the basis of ascribed characteristics, which traditionally have been consid-
ered the essence of inequality of opportunity. A similar example of ambiguity in-
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volves the inheritance of private property by children. Such inheritance is clearly
the perpetuation of privilege based on ascription. Rarely, however, do Americans
consider this a violation of equality of opportunity. Stated in general terms, there are
ambiguities and contradictions, as well as alternative and counter-structures, with
respect to our cultural ideas about equality of opportunity and property.

Despite these significant qualifications, it is still accurate to say that, in broad
historical and comparative perspective, equality of opportunity is a central ideologi-
cal tenet and structural feature of the United States, and that it is much more impor-
tant there than in South Africa or seventeenth-century France. In Dumont’s (1980)
terminology, in the United States equality of opportunity encompasses other con-
cepts at the ideological level.

It is this type of generalization that is being made when I characterize samsara,
karma, and moksa as central religious tenets of Hindu eschatology. This is also the
case when the central features of the caste system are summarized as prohibition of
mobility, ascription, and a preoccupation with differentiating identities. Finally, a
similar generalization is implied when these two sets of phenomena—the key doc-
trines of Hinduism and the key structural features of caste—are identified as struc-
tural reversals of one another. To use such abstractions is not to deny the complex-
ities, but to create the intellectual tools needed to see patterns of deep structure.

Christian Eschatology and Social Structure

Even if the arguments just made about Hinduism are correct, the question remains
whether such reversals are also characteristic of other religious traditions. To ad-
dress this question in a very preliminary way, I will now attempt a brief analysis of
Christian eschatology, more specifically of the dominant features of Calvinism,
medieval Catholicism, and Lutheranism.

Calvinism and Bourgeois Capitalism

In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber argued that Calvinist
theology played a role in the development of modern bourgeois capitalism. Since
the publication of Weber’s essay in 1904, his thesis has been more or less continu-
ously debated. The unique role of Calvinism has been questioned (Tawney 1960).
When a close association between Calvinism and early bourgeois capitalism has
been granted, debate has continued over both the causal direction and the mecha-
nisms that mediate the relationship (Little 1969; Poggi 1983). The analysis that fol-
lows does not speak to the adequacy or inadequacy of the various arguments sug-
gested by Weber and his commentators; it brackets the question of the precise
mechanisms that might connect Calvinism with bourgeois capitalism. Instead, the
focus is on how such a correlation might be predicted on the basis of theoretical
ideas about the relationship between social structure and eschatology in general—
rather than the specific details of how Calvinism might have contributed to the
development of capitalism. Such an approach is not a substitute for the identification
of specific historical linking mechanisms, much less a rejection of such analyses. It



216 STATUS AND SACREDNESS

is a different kind of analysis, that provides a more general context for the analysis
of specific mechanisms.

The key features of capitalist social structure, as portrayed in conventional ide-
ology, are almost the opposite of those found in Hindu society. In principle, mo-
bility across class lines is legitimate and held up as an ideal. Second, the assignment
of status is in principle based upon conformity and performance—primarily in eco-
nomic activities—and not on association and ascription. Third, in principle, most
social groups have permeable boundaries and are based upon such notions as “frec
choice,” “free labor,” and “voluntary associations.” This is true in the realm of mar-
riage, occupation, and public organizations. All differentiation of social identities is
supposedly secondary to the one common identity, citizenship in a particular nation-
state.'> Moreover, all collectivities are of lesser value than the individual; the last
vestiges of holism are replaced by a nearly unqualified individualism.” In the con-
temporary United States, the discourse about these matters is conceptualized pri-
marily as an issue of equality of opportunity. Of course, considerable stratification,
ascription, exclusiveness of social associations, and the creation and maintenance of
differentiated ranked identities are present in actual capitalist societies; these are,
however, counter to key ideological ideals of the system.

When we compare this ideology wi