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An Uncle of mine told me that I was wasting my time on S when I did not even know what they stood for. That’s what goaded me into discovering the truth. The essay gives the Purpose, constituents, origin and significance of each S but does not tell you about the actual ceremony itself. I believe that rituals if done in good faith without superstition or expectation of something in return generate positive vibrations. The essay is based on inputs from a book Hindu Samskaras, Socio-Religious Study of Hindu Sacraments by Rajbali Pandey and notes of Dr Somdev Shastri. 

What are Samskaras? The word S is derived from the Sanskrit root Samskrghan and is used in a variety of ways. Seldom found in early Vedic literature, its allied word Samskrita occurs frequently. The Satapatha Brahmana uses the term in the sense of preparing or purifying havis (offering for gods). Its counterpart word in English is sacrament which means “religious ceremony or are regarded as outward and visible sign of inward, spiritual grace” and relates to the seven rites of baptism, confirmation, the Eucharist, penance, extreme unction, orders and matrimony. S means “religious purificatory rites and ceremonies for sanctifying the body, mind and intellect of an individual, so that he may become a full-fledged member of the community”. Swami Dayanand Saraswati explained Sanskar as “ By which mind, body and soul becomes pure, simple and desire less of harming anyone in thought even. S are rules and medicine for human beings to enjoy his or her life fruitfully. He or she must follow them and it becomes pious duty of learned persons to observe them”. We must keep in mind the age and circumstances when these S were written and learn to keep superstition away from us.

I have taken sixteen of the most popular S. The number of S varies with different schools. According to Swami Dayanand Saraswati, the number of S are 16, in the Ashvalayan Grihasutra there are 13, in the Paraskar Grihasutra there are 14, in the Manu Smriti there are 14 S.

Sources of the S – Chapter 1 

The Vedas are universally recognized as the primary source of Hindu Dharma. The oldest book, the Rig-Veda contains hymns used by the priests in the sacrifices to high gods, is not ritualistic but gives us a glimpse of popular religion at various places. The wedding, funeral and conception are narrated in them. There are hyms that are not of any particular S but whose connection with the popular ceremonies cannot be denied altogether. The Grhyasutras has many references to the Vedic Mantras. The Rig-Veda does not contain the details and regulations of the S.

The Samaveda is mainly interested for its musical tune and has nothing to contribute to S. The Yajurveda represents an advanced stage in the progress of rituals. But the Yajurveda is concerned with Srauta sacrifices only and not the S. The Atharveda is rich in information about popular religion, rites and ceremonies. Here we get mantras for almost every end of human life. The wedding and funeral hyms are elaborated upon here. It reflects the faith and rites of the common people rather than the specialized religion of the priests.

Our next source, the Brahmanas are thorough treatise on Vedic rituals but give rules for Srauta sacrifices only with sporadic references to the S. 

Comes next, the Aranyakas and the Upanishads are mainly concerned with philosophical subjects and do not relate to rituals although they have found mention there. From the Taittiriya Aranyaka we learn that marriages in general were late. The sixth chapter called Pare gives the mantras for the burning of the dead. The Upanishads has many references to the Upanayana S. By this period (1500 to 600 BC ) the system of four Ashramas described below had been established. Admission of a student to the guru is described in the Chandogya Upanishad. In the Brhadaranyaka Upanishad the sacred Gayatri Mantra is explained.  

The first systematic treatment of the Vedic sacrifices and domestic rites is found in the Sutra literature. It is in the Grhyasutras that we find directions for all sorts of usage’s, ceremonies, rites, and customs. They give every detail of the S and lay down mantras to be recited at different stages of a S. The Grhyasutras belong to different Vedic schools, so in matter of details, they differ from one another to an extent. There are other branches of the same literature like the Kalpas, Parisistas, Prayogas.

The Dharmasutras are closely connected with the Grhyasutras and were perhaps written in continuation with them. Dharma means right duty, law and also religious custom, usage. So these two documents at times overlap each other. The former is more concerned with the conduct of men and does not describe rituals of any kind.

The Smritis represent a later and more systematic development of the Dharmasutras. They are more concerned with social conduct than rituals, can be classified under three heads namely Achara, Vyavahara and Prayaschitta. The first head has the rules on S. They also give us a mass of information about prayers, sacrifices, household duties, funeral ceremonies etc. The second Smriti deals with Law. The main features of the Smritis are that they mark a transition from Vedic to Smarta and Pauranic Hinduism. They omit all the Vedic sacrifices and introduce new types of worship and ceremonies. Greater restrictions are placed, e.g. total rejection of inter-caste marriages. The Epics and the Puranas give us lots of information about ceremonies, customs and throw light on the various S. The Commentaries on the existing Grhyasutras, Dharmasutras and Smritis give more information about the S. They explain but supplement and restrict also. They reflect a new state of society where many provisions of the Dharmasutras were outdated and new ones were needed. 

There were new interpretations. The commentators were more important than the texts as the Hindus of different provinces followed a particular commentary. The Mediaeval Treatises or Nibandhas gave a new orientation to the S. They do not owe allegiance to any Vedic school but are rather scholarly works universal in their nature and treatment. The S is treated under different sections called Samskara-Kanda. 

The Purpose of Samskaras – Chapter 2 

It can be divided into the popular and cultural purposes. The former is motived by unquestioned faith and naïve simplicity while the latter is priestly and cultural. 

1. The Popular Purpose – Ancient Hindus like others believed that they were surrounded by superhuman influences that were potent enough for good and evil consequences. Therefore, they tried to remove hostile influences and attract beneficial ones so that they may grow and prosper.

a) Removal of Hostile Influences – several means were adopted to remove such influences. The first of them was propitiation. Demons were offered praise, oblations and food so that they may return satisfied without causing injury to the individual. The second was deception for e.g. at the time of tonsure, the severed hair was mixed with cowdung and thrown into a river so that none could play magic upon it. When the first two methods proved inadequate, a third step was taken. Mischievous spirits were plainly asked to go away, threatened and directly attacked. While performing Chaturthikarma (the fourth day after marriage), the husband invites Agni, Vayu, Surya etc to remove injurious elements from the newly married wife. Other devices used were Water. It washed away physical impurities and warded off demons. Noise was made at the time of burial to scare away lurking spirits. 

b) Attraction of Favorable Influences – Just as untoward influences are to be warded off, favorable ones are to be attracted for the benefit of the recipient of a particular Samskara. The Hindus believe that every period of life was presided over by a deity. Thus, on every occasion the deity was invoked to confer boons and blessings on the man e.g. at the time of conception, Vishnu was the chief deity. But there was no entire dependence on Gods. Men helped themselves by various means. Touch exercised a magic power e.g. a branch of a fig (udumbara) tree was applied to the neck of the wife, as the touch was believed to bring fertility. 

c) The Material Aim of the Samskars – were the gains of cattle, progeny, long life, wealth, strength and intellect. The Samskars were domestic rites and naturally during their performance things essential for domestic felicity were asked from gods. It was a belied that by prayer and appeal, their desires and wishes were communicated to the deities who responded to them appropriately. 

d) Samskaras as Self-expression – The householder performed the S to express his own joys, felicitations and even sorrows at the various events of life. Birth of a child, marriage were happy occasions while death was a sad one.

2. The Cultural Purpose – While recognizing the popular purpose, the great writers have attempted to introduce higher religion and sanctity of life into them. Some kind of impurity was attached to the physical side of procreation and lying in the womb. Therefore it was thought necessary to remove the impurity from the body by performing various Samskaras. Social privileges and rights were also connected with the Samskaras. The Upanaya was a passport for admission into the Aryan community and its sacred literature. It was also a special privilege to the twice born and denied to the Sudras. To mark the end of education and for entering into married life one had to perform the Samavatana Samskara. 

Another purpose of the S was the attainment of heaven and even liberation or Moksha.  When great sacrifices ceased to be mere propitiation of gods and became a means for securing heaven, the S, which were domestic sacrifices, also rose in their efficacy. Says Harita about the fruits of S “One who is consecrated with the Brahma S attains the status of Rishis, becomes their equal, goes to their world and lives in their close vicinity. One who is consecrated with Daiva S attains the status of Gods. As people regarded heaven as the ultimate goal of life in the ancient times, the S became instrumental in the attainment of that coveted state of existence’. Sankha-Likita remarks “ Purified by the S and always practicing the eight virtues of the soul, one gets, merits and heaven, he goes to the world of Brahman and reaches the state if Brahmanhood from where he never falls”.

3. The Moral Purpose – In the course of time a moralizing feature emerged from the material body of the S. Gaurama gives eight good qualities of the soul ie mercy, forbearance, freedom from envy, purity, calmness, right behavior and freedom from greed, covetousness. The S were never regarded as ends in themselves. They were expected to grow and ripen into human values. For every stage of life rules of conduct were prescribed in the S. Superstition there was but an ethical attempt for the moral upliftment on individual is visible. 

4. The Formation and Development of Personality – the cultural purpose that evolved from the ancient rites and ceremonies of the Hindus was the formation and development of personality. Angira giving the analogy of a painting says, “Just as a picture is painted with various colors, so the character of an individual is formed by undergoing various S properly”. The Hindu sages realized the necessity of consciously molding the character of individuals instead of letting them grow in a haphazard manner. 

The S cover the full span of life, and they even try to influence and impress the individual after his death through the cult of soul. They were arranged in such a way that they produce suitable impressions from the beginning of one’s life. The S were a guide that directed the life of an individual according to his growth. So a Hindu was required to live a full life of discipline with his energies channeled into a well-guarded and purposive channel. 

The Garbhadhana S was performed at a proper time when the couple was physically fit, in a healthy condition when they knew each other’s heart and had an intense desire to have a child. A congenial atmosphere was created by recital of hyms. Throughout her pregnancy she was protected from evil influences and her conduct was regulated to influence the growing child in the womb. At the time of birth Ayusa (for long life) and Prajnajanana (for talent) ceremonies were performed so that the newborn was blessed to become strong with the right intellect. After the tonsure ceremony, when the child grew into a boy his duties were prescribed and his responsibilities explained to him without encumbering his mind and body with book knowledge and school discipline, bag. The Upanayana and other educational S formed the great cultural furnace where the emotions, desires and will of the boy were melted, shaped so that he may live an austere but rich, cultured life. The Samavartana was an entrance and probation for the life of a married householder. The various sacrifices and vows prescribed for a householder were introduced to remove selfishness from the relationship and make one realize that he was part and parcel of the community.

The death of man was made easy by previous arrangement and his soul was given solace and help in its journey to the other side of life. S are a matter of faith but none, may be considered to be unscientific or deny the cultural motive underlying the S.

By making S compulsory, the Hindu sociologists aimed at evolving a type of humanity uniform in culture and character having the same ideal in life. We Hindus have a certain culture, all those who invaded this country and tried to destroy our culture have failed but have got assimilated or influenced by Indian culture. We can thus say that the Rishis of yesterday years were successful in using S as a tool to unite Bharatvarta in a cultural sense.

5. Spiritual Significance – Spiritualism is a chief feature of Hinduism and every phase of Hindu religion is mixed with it. This spiritual outlook of the Hindus transformed the S into a spiritual Sadhana. The spiritual experience is of those who have received the sacraments. To Hindus the S are “an outward visible sign of an inward spiritual grace”. He looks beyond the ceremonial performance and feels something invisible which sanctified his whole personality. So for us Hindus S are a living experience and not a dead formalism.

The S served as a mean between the ascetic and materialistic conception of the body. The ascetics try to worship the spirit while discarding the body while the upholders of the second view do not go beyond the body ignoring the spiritual aspects of life, were therefore denied the peace and joy that are contained in the spirit. It was the job of the S to make the body a holy thing so that it might become an instrument of spiritual intelligence.

The S were a gradual training in spiritualism. Through them the common man realized that all life if properly understood is sacrament and every physical action should be connected to spiritual reality. It was a way in which active life could be lived side by side with spiritual realization. Thus, by duly celebrating ceremonies and rites, Hindus believed that they escaped physical bondage and crossed the ocean of death.

6. Different Stages – Such was the purpose of the Hindu S. In their creative period they were true to life, flexible and a living institution, not rigid as we perceive them today. They were adapted to different areas and times. Every family performed the ceremonies in their own way. Then set in the intellectual classification of the S when they were codified. At this time the creative period was drawing to a close and an attempt was made to settle things finally. Minute details were recorded and no departure from them was desired. The Hindu mind was not closed as yet. 

Then came a third period in the religious life of Hindus. Their energies were exhausted in preserving themselves so they could not create anything new and their only business was to collect and preserve. Suffering from an onslaught even a slight variation from the fixed course was a sin. To make matters worse the language of the procedure and the Mantras became unintelligible in the course of time. This was the time when the true spirit of the S departed and left behind blind followers. The S became rigid and ceased to change with the times. In modern times various religious movements have tried to simplify and unify the S. 

The Constituents of the Samskaras – Chapter 3 
The S express beliefs, sentiments and knowledge of the ancient Hindus about the nature of human life and universe and their relation with the superhuman powers powers that were supposed to guide or control the destiny of man. The Hindus believed that man requires protection, consecration and refinement. For this they depended on the Gods. But while they sought Gods help, they helped themselves by the knowledge they possess of the natural and supernatural world. So S are a mixture of various factors though they have assumed a religious garb over time.
1. Agni or Fire - The first and most permanent of the S was Agni. It is called the houselord in the Rigveda. It helped during cold weather and became of a constant source of help to the householder. Agni was believed to be the great protector against illness, demons and other hostile spirits. Thus it was recognized as one of the S to ward off evil influences. To the ancient Hindu it was the householder, protector, high priest and mediator, messenger between gods and man. In the first capacity it supervised the ceremonies and in the second it bore offerings to gods. The Hindus regarded Agni as the director of rites and the guardian of morality. Every contract was performed and contracts, bonds executed by Agni. It was the eternal witness around which, during the Upanayana and Vivaha ceremonies, made vows so that the ties may be permanent.
2. Prayers, Appeals and Blessings - The second class of constituents are prayers, appeals and blessings. According to Tylor “prayer is soul’s sincere desire, uttered or unexpressed and is the address of personal spirit to personal spirit”. Gods were prayed to for fulfillment of desires. In more cultural S like Upanayana, the worshipper adds to his pray for prosperity, help towards virtue, against vice, so prayer became an instrument of morality. During the performance of S blessings are also expressed. 
3. Sacrifice - It is another important S whose origin belongs to the same period of culture and evolved from the same anthropological belief which gave birth to prayer. Men believed that gods like men, were propitiated by praise and prayer. It was equally natural to them that gods, like men, liked and accepted gifts and presents. With the exception of the funeral ceremony other S were performed on festive occasions. Thus, the recipients of the S or their elders offered presents, made sacrifices as a token of gratitude or in anticipation of future blessings. 
4. Lustration - The next class of S constituted of bath, sipping water and lustration, sprinkling of water over persons and things. To the ancient being water seemed living on account of its motion, sound and power. The purifying effects of water and its invigorating influence were revealed to men, as after having a plunge in cool waves he found himself purified and refreshed. Also many springs, lakes had miraculous healing properties, so it was thought that some divinity lived in each one of them. Water was also supposed to have the power of removing evil influences and killing demons. Bath was completely washing off spiritual, physical and moral impurities. The Hindu led a life regularly purified by water from his conception in the womb up to his death and thereafter. (Bathing was one of the steps that preceded the Upanayana, the bride and bridegroom are bathed before the marriage ceremony, and the dead body is washed before it is burnt). Sprinkling of water before an S is common.
5. Orientation – was another element of the S. it was based on the picturesque symbolism of the path of the sun and the myths according to which different traditions were ruled with different deities? In men’s mind the eastern direction was associated with light, warmth, happiness, glory, and the west with darkness, chill, death and decay. According to Indian mythology, south is the direction of Yama, the god of death, so it was regarded as inauspicious. In the entire auspicious S the recipient facing the east indicates his willingness to receive light and life. In all inauspicious S the direction was reversed. During funeral ceremonies the head of the dead was kept towards the south when it was placed on the funeral pyre and soul was its journey to the abode of Yama. 

6. Symbolism – plays a great part in our S. It was a material object to convey mental and spiritual significance. Stone was a symbol of fixity and one who mounted it was supposed to be invested with firmness in his or her character. The bride in the marriage ceremonies is supposed to step on the stone suggesting her steadfastness in her devotion to her husband. Sesamum and rice were symbols of prosperity and fertility. Anoinyment was symbolic of love and affection, eating together was a symbol of union, grasping the hand was a symbol of taking full responsibility, looking towards the sun indicated brilliance and luster.
7. Taboos – numerous taboos observed at various points of the S constituted a different category. Taboo means what is prohibited. The ethical conception of man in early times was influenced by magical determination of things injurious. There were many taboos concerned with the conception of life. Early man attached mystery and danger with life, as he could not understand it. It was thought necessary to take precautions against dangers and to give vent to the sense of mystery at various occasions of life. This gave birth to various restrictions that later on crystallized into well-defined taboos about pregnancy, birth, childhood, youth, marriage etc. 

There were taboos connected with lucky, unlucky days. There were many such beliefs, the origin of which cannot be traced. Having said that, there were other prohibitions that were based on rational grounds. During natural calamity, death of a person etc the S were postponed. 

Taboos concerned with food were numerous. A particular food was prescribed in a particular S because it should be light, free from injurious ingredients and symbolic of the occasion. Sometimes food was prohibited. The underlying idea being that the weakness and impurity of the flesh should be removed before the man could enter into a communion with a deity of the S.  

8.  Divination – played an imp part in the performance of the S. Divination is a science that seeks to discover the will of supernatural powers. Man wanted to know the causes of the present and the past with the story of the future so that he knew which was the best course to follow. It was believed that these things are indicated by appearances and movements of various objects of the world. Natural phenomena indicated the purpose of the superhuman forces, as it was believed that gods could not but so reveal themselves. It was man’s task to discover the laws of phenomenal revelations. The question of rationale did not arise since it was believed that god was friendly, willing to help. 

Of all the divinatory methods Astrology played the greatest role in the history of the S. Sacredness of human body also lent divinatory power to several marks on the body. The Linga-purana has exclusively dealt with this subject.

9. Cultural Elements – In addition to the above beliefs, rites the S contained social customs and usage’s about ethics, hygiene, medicine etc. Since S covered the full life of an individual, his physical, mental and spiritual training was combined with them. Marriage settlements were made according to social customs and rules. The life of householder, brahmachari were regulated by the moral laws of that time. Rules of sanitation were observed during the monthly course of a woman, confinement and death in a family.

10. Common-sense Elements – were independent of religious ideas. Invitations were sent to all relatives and friends to attend ceremonies. A new canopy was erected in the marriage ceremonies. Mirth was expressed by decoration of the house with sprouts, leaves, and flowers. In the marriage ceremony both the husband and the wife were dressed and ornamented according to social status. Music was played to echo the general happiness and to entertain the guests.

11. Spiritual Atmosphere – these rules and regulations were social in origin. But in course of time were given a religious shape. The whole sacramental atmosphere was fragrant with spiritual significance. Under this the recipient felt himself exalted, elevated and sanctified.

The sixteen S are Garbhadana (conception), Pumsavana (quickening of a make child), Simantonnayana (hair-parting), Jatakarma (birth ceremonies), Namkarana (name-giving), Niskramana (first outing), Anna-Prasana (first feeding), Chuda Karana (tonsure), Karnavedha (boring the ears), Vidyarambha (learning of alphabets), Upanayana (initiation), Vedarambha (beginning of Vedic study), Kesanta (shaving of beard), Samavartana (end of studentship), Vivaha (marriage), Antyesti (funeral ceremonies).

Pre-Natal Samskaras – Chapter 4
Notes on Individual Samskaras – It is not possible to cover the social religious significance of each S in its totality but what I have tried to do is to share is the origin and significance of each S.

1. The Garbhadhana (conception) – The rite through which man placed his seed in a woman was called Garbhadhana. In the beginning, procreation was a natural act. This S, however, presupposed a home, regular marriage, and a desire of possessing children and a religious idea that beneficent gods helped men in getting children. The origin of this S belongs to a period then the people were far advanced from their primitive conditions. According to Sushrut marriageable age was to be 25, 15 for man/woman.

The study of this S is very interesting from the cultural point of view. Here we come across a people who approached their wives with a definite purpose of having children, in a definite manner calculated to produce the best possible progeny and with the religious serenity which, they believed, would consecrate the would be child.

2. The Pumsavana (quickening of a male child) – this means the rite by which a male child was produced. The Vedic hyms recited on this occasion mention Puman or Putra (male) and favor the birth of a son. 

The significance of the S lay in its mail features. It should be performed when the moon was on a male constellation. This time was regarded as favorable for producing a mail issue. Inserting the juice of a banyan tree was a device meant for preventing abortion and ensuring the birth of a male child. In the opinion of Susruta, the banyan tree has got the properties of removing all kinds of trouble during pregnancy. He says “Having pounded with milk any of these herbs, Sahadevi, Visvadeva etc one should insert three or four drops of juice in the right nostril of the pregnant woman for the birth of a son. Insertion of medicine into nostrils is a common thing in the Hindu system of treatment. Thus, the ritual was based on the medical experience of the people. Putting a dish of water on the lap was a symbolical performance. A pot full of water denoted life and spirit in the would be child. The hymn Suparna etc or of would beautiful wings expressed the wish that a handsome child be born.

3. The Simantonnayana (hair parting) - The third S of the embryo was Simantonnayana. That rite was called Simanta, in which the hairs of a pregnant woman were parted. The purpose was partly superstition and partly practical. People believed that a woman in her pregnancy was subject to attacks of evil spirits and some rite should be performed to ward them off. The religious intention of the S was to bring about prosperity to the mother and long life to the unborn child. Physiological knowledge was also responsible for this rite. From the fifth month of pregnancy the formation of child’s mind begins. So the pregnant woman was to take utmost care to avoid any physical shock to the foetus. This fact was symbolized by parting of the hair. Another reason of the S was to keep the woman in good cheer. The ceremony is to be performed in the fourth (preferable), sixth and eight month of pregnancy.

The Duties of a Pregnant Woman – The Smriti writers realized that the conduct of an expectant mother influenced the unborn child. So they prescribed duties of a pregnant woman and her husband. Duties can be grouped into three classes. The first is based on a superstitious belief that evil spirits try to injure a pregnant woman and she needs to be protected from them. The second class contains rules aiming at the preventing of physical overexertion, and the third class was calculated to preserve the physical and mental health of the mother. 

      The Duties of the Husband – The first and foremost duty was to fulfill the wishes of 

      his pregnant wife. According to Yajnavalkya, “By not meeting the wishes of a 

      pregnant woman, foetus becomes unhealthy, it is either deformed or it falls down. 

      Therefore, one should do as desired by her”. 

      The Medical Basis – The rules laid down for the health of the pregnant woman are 

      based on the medical knowledge of the Hindus. Said Sustruta “From the time of 

      pregnancy, she should avoid coition, over-exertion, sleeping in the day, keeping 

      awake at night etc”. Thus every possible care must be taken to preserve the physical 

      and mental health of the pregnant woman. This is as true today as it was then.

Childhood Samskaras - Chapter 5

1. The Jatakarma (birth ceremonies) – The birth of a child was a very impressing scene for early man. Owing to its wonderfulness, he attributed this event to some superhuman agency. He realizes the dangers during birth, helplessness of the mother and the newborn. Thus the man wanted to ensure that the child was born free of any problems. The primitive wonder, supernatural wonder and natural care were, in course of time, combined with the cultural devices and aspirations to protect the mother and child. 

The ceremonies and their significance are – 

a) Medh-janana ceremony or the production of intelligence – The ceremony was performed when the father with his fourth finger and an instrument of gold gave to the child honey and ghee or ghee alone. The formula employed was, Bhuh I put into thee: Bhuvah I put into thee, Svah I put into thee, Bhur buvah I put everything into thee. This ceremony speaks of the high concern of the Hindus about the intellectual well being of their child. The child was fed stuff that was conducive to his growth. According to Susruta, ghee has the following properties “It is a producer of beauty, is greasy and sweet, removes hysteria, headache, epilepsy, fever, indigestion, increases digestion, memory, intellect, lustre, semen, talent and life”. 

b) Ayusya – is the rite for ensuring long life of the child? The magical ceremony was performed to strengthen the breadth of the child and prolong its life. 

c) Strength – The father performed a rite for the hardy, martial and pure life of the child. He asked the babe, “Be a stone, be an axe, be an imperishable gold. Thou indeed art the self called son, thus live a hundred autumn”. After this the mother was praised for bearing a son. Then the naval-cord was severed and the child washed and given the breasts of the mother. The father put down a pot of water near the head of the mother since the waters were supposed to ward off the demons. 

2. Namkarna (name giving) – Early in life, the Hindus realized the importance of naming a person and converted the system into a naming ceremony. Brhaspati said “Name is the primary means of social intercourse, it brings about merits and is root of fortune. From name man attains fame. Therefore, naming ceremony is very praiseworthy”. 

According to the Grhyasautras, this ceremony was performed on the tenth or the 12th day after the birth of the child. But later options range from the 10th day up to the first day of the second year. At the expiry of impurity caused by birth, the house was washed and purified and the child, mother bathed. After performing the preliminary rites, the mother covering the head of the child with pure cloth wetted its hand with water and handed the baby over to the father. After this offerings were made to the Gods. In consultations with the Brahmans the child’s name was established. They also recited the verse “Though art Veda”. The name for greeting was given last.

3. Niskaramana (first outing) – Every important step in the progressive life of the child was a festive occasion for the parents and family, and was celebrated with appropriate religious ceremonies. The child earlier lived only in one part of the house and its innocent eyes were exposed only to the people around it. But within some time the universe of the child was to be expanded. So there was felt a need to introduce it to the outside world. However, life outside the house was not free from natural and supernatural dangers. Therefore, for the protection of the child, gods were worshipped and help was sought. The procedure given in the Grhyasutras is simple. The father took the child out and made it look at the sun with the verse, “That eye”.

The time for performing the S varied from the 12th day after birth to the 4th month. The general rule, however, was that the S took place in the 3rd or 4th month after birth. 

The significance of the whole ceremony lay in the physical necessity of the child and impressing on it the sublime grandeur of the universe. The S implied that after a certain period of the time the child must be taken out in fresh hair and from there the practice should be continued. It also emphasized on the budding mind of the child that this universe is a sublime creation of God and should be duly respected.

4.Annaprasana (first feeding) – Medically speaking a child is not able to digest food for the first four to six months says my doctor mother. So breast- feeding is essential initially. Feeding the child with solid food was the next important stage in the life of the child. After six to seven months, the child’s body was developed and required greater amount, different type of food so for the benefit of the child it was important to wean away the child from breast feeding to solid food. Thus this S was connected with the satisfaction of the physical need of the child. Endorsed by Susruta, who prescribes the weaning of a child in the sixth month and describes the type of food given. It was only later that this system of feeding the child assumed a religious shape. Food, the source of energy was to be infused into the child with the help of Gods.

According to the Grhyasutras the ceremony was performed in the sixth month after birth. Other Smritis too are of the same opinion. Laugaksi says when the teeth come out so that a child can eat solid food. Doctor mom says that child’s teeth come around month six. The prayer was offered so that all the senses of the child are gratified so that he may live a happy and content life. But it was kept in mind that search for gratification should not violate the rules of health and morality because it would spoil the fame of man. In the end the father set apart foods of all kinds and flavors for feeding the child and fed it silently or with the syllable “Hant” (well). The ceremony terminated with the feasting of the Brahmans.

The significance of Annaprasana was this that children were weaned away from their mothers at proper time. It was a reminder to the mother the time had come for the child to have solid food as well as for her to realize that she needs to conserve her energy. Using all her energies to feed the child is of not beneficial to the child or the mother either.

5.Chudakarana (tonsure) – It was after a long time that man came to realize the necessity of keeping short hair for health and beauty. Ringworms were a great trouble to primitive people. To keep the head clean some device was bound to be invented. Cutting the hair was meant to meet this end. Being novel, it was regarded as an important event. Chopping of hair by means of an iron instrument was a new and exciting one. People knew its benefits but were scared that it would injure a person. Necessity and fear gave rise to the ceremony. The sharp razor coming in contact with the child scared the father who requested that the razor be mild and harmless to it. 

The purpose of the S as prescribed in the scripture was the achievement of the long life of the recipient. “Life is prolonged by tonsure, without it, shortened. Therefore, it should be supported by all means”. According to Susruta, “shaving and cutting of hair and nails removes impurities, gives delight, lightness, prosperity, courage and happiness”. Charaka opines, “Cutting and dressing of hair, beard, nails gave strength, vigor, vitality, life, purity and beauty”. 

Chudakarana was a religious ceremony as early as the Vedic period, consisting of wetting the hair, prayer to the razor, invitation to the barber, cutting the hair with Vedic verses and wishes for long life, prosperity, valor and even progeny of the child.

In the opinion of the Grhyasutras, the ceremony took place at the end of the first year or before the expiry of the third year. Manu too prescribes the same. Performed in 3rd year it is considered the best by the learned, in the 6th or 7th year it is ordinary but in the 10th or 11th year it is worst.

The arrangement of the top-hair or Sikha was the most important feature of the Chudakarna and made according to family tradition. The descendants of Vasistha keep only one tuff in the middle of the head, of Atri and Kashyapa two on either sides, of Bhrigu remain without a tuff, of Angiras five. Later on one tuft became universal in northern India, probability, due to its simplicity and decency, though in Deccan and South, the ancient traditions are kept alive to an extent. 

The following main features of the ceremonies can be distinguished. The first is the moistening of the head. The second is the cutting of the hair with prayers for non-injury of the child. The third is throwing away the severed hair with cow-dung. Hair is regarded as part of the body and was subject to magic and spell by enemies. The fourth is keeping of top-hair. It was a racial fashion and helped distinguish families.

Most importantly the ceremony was for the child’s long life. Is there any connectivity between life and the top-hair? Says Susruta “Inside the head near the top, is the joint of a Sira (artery) and Sandhi (a critical juncture). There is the eddy of hairs is the vital spot called Adhipati (overlord). Any injury to that part causes sudden death”. The protection of this vital part was considered necessary, hence the tuff of hairs.
6.Karnavedha (boring the years) – Boring of limbs for wearing ornaments is common 

among savage peoples all over the world. Its origin is ancient. In the case of boring ears, it was ornamental in origin, but later on proved to be useful and was given a religious coloring for emphasizing its necessity. Susruta says “Ears of a child should be bored for protection (from diseases in his opinion) and decoration”. He explicitly prescribes the boring of years for preventing of hydrocele and hernia. Thus, it is a precaution taken in early life so that the chances of the above diseases may me minimized later. 

The ceremony was performed on the 10th, 12th or 16th day after the birth according to Brhaspati. Different learned men have prescribed different days. Susruta prefers the 6th or 7th month taking physical facility into consideration. Susruta says a surgeon should pierce 

Ears while Sripati, a medieval writer says it should be the goldsmith.

The ceremony per say is simple. On an auspicious day the ceremony was performed in the first half of the day. The child was seated facing the east and given some sweets. Then the right ear was bored with the verse; “May we hear auspicious things through ears”. Susruta gives a very cautious procedure to the ceremony. After boring oil should be applied to the ears by means of a cotton thread or bougie.

The later writers introduced religious elements into the ceremony. On the day of performance Kesava (lord Vishnu), Hara (siva), Brahma, the sun, the moon, deities of quarters, nasatyas, Saraswati, the Brahmans and cows are worshipped. A nurse brought the child with its wars painted with red powder. The ears were pierced lightly.

Educational Samskaras – Chapter 6

1.Vidyarambha (learning of alphabets) – When the child was prepared to receive education, the S was performed to mark its beginning, and alphabets, were taught. It is more cultural than natural and evolved at a high stage of civilization, when alphabets were evolved and utilized for writing purposes. It marks the commencement of primary education. The ceremony was performed in the fifth year or the seventh but surely before the Upanayana ceremony. 

When the sun was in the northern hemisphere, an auspicious day was fixed for performing the S. The child was required to bathe, be scented and decorated. Then Vinayaka, Sarasvati, family goddess and Brhaspati were worshipped. Narayana, Lakhsmi, one’s own Veda were paid respects. Homa was offered. The teacher faces the east, the child the west. The phrase “Salutation to Ganesha, Salutation to Sarasvati, salutation to family gods and goddesses and salutation to Narayana and Laksmi”. After this “Om namah Siddhaya or salutation to Siddha”. Then the child worshipped the teacher, and the latter made the child read thrice what was written. The child presented clothes to the teacher, made three circumambulations round the gods and seeked everyone’s blessings.

2. Upanayana (initiation) – Ceremonies performed in connection with the arrival of youth are universally prevalent. The object is to prepare young men for entering on the active duties of citizenship. The ceremony arose out of the civil needs of the community but later on got a religious coloring, as every function needed religious sanction for its validity. The initiation was a passport to the literary treasures of the Hindus. It was also a means of communion with the society, without which none could marry an Aryan girl. Thus the Hindus made universal education the indispensable test and insignia of their community. By virtue of this ceremony the initiated was ranked as Twice born. The ceremony compares with the Christian ceremony of baptism. The Parsis call it Navjot. 

By the end of the Upanishad period (1500 to 600 BC), the theory of the four ashramas seems to have become established and student’s life or Brahmacharya became a respected institution. This indicates that ancient Hindus attached great importance to education. Is this the reason why we Hindus take to education so naturally? A recent study in the UK found that Indians did far better in their exams than the Pakis or the Bangaldeshis. 

Meaning of the word Upanayana has undergone changes over time. In the Atharveda it meant taking charge of a student. Here it meant the initiation of a child by a teacher into sacred lore. Later it meant to mean a physical act by which the student was taken to the teacher. It has lost its educational sense altogether today. In this sense it is called Janeoo, that is, a ceremony in which a boy is invested with the Sacred Thread. The three threads indicate responsibility towards their Rishis, Pita i.e. father and God. From the rishis he gets knowledge, from his pita birth and by helping others he must free himself of his responsibility towards God. It also means that the Rishi would develop the physical, mental and spiritual power of his student. When the child is entering the gurukul, school the ceremony was performed. 

The purpose of Upanayana has changed. Ordinary education was the main purpose of the ritual. It was not only the first initiation of a boy but at the beginning of every branch of the Veda, the ceremony was performed. In its latest development the ceremony has become a religious achievement bereft of any educational intention. Since it was now a means of secondary education, the ceremony was performed between the 8th and 12th year.

The ceremony was not compulsory till the end of the Upanishadic period i.e. about 600 BC. The reasons are many. For any civilization to progress education is essential. Also the literature available had increased. Different branches of learning had evolved. In order to preserve the sacred literature the services of the entire community were taken by making the ceremony compulsory. There was a religious factor since it was believed to have possesses sanctifying power. The value of anything that becomes compulsory suffers. Upanayana ceremony was no different. During the Muslim period the ceremony lost importance but from the 19th century gained in importance. 

3.Vedarambha (beginning of the Vedic study) – The S appeared late in the Samskaras, Vyasa mentions it for the first time. With time the number of people going in for Vedic study declined but respect for tradition required that there should be atleast one S that could take the place of the Vedic vows and mark the beginning of Vedic study.

4.Kesanta or shaving of beard – It is a S by which consecrated the first shaving of student’s beard. It was called Godana also, because it characterized by the gift of a cow to the teacher and gifts to the barber. The S was performed at the age of 16 and marked the arrival of youth when the student had grown up. Subsequent to the Muslim invasion when Hindu religion suffered and early marriage became common, Kesanta began to be considered as marking the end of the Brahmacharya. 

5.Samavartana (end of studentship) – This marked the end of student life. It also means returning home from the house of the guru. It was called Snana because bathing formed the most important of the S. A student had two choices after this, he could get married, live the life of a householder or live a detached life. In the beginning the ceremony was like a modern convocation function. Rules got relaxed with time. Later on when the Upanayana lost its educational significance, the original purpose of this S was lost and it became a license for marriage. Before a student took his bath, he had to ask the permission of his master to end his student career and satisfy with guru daksina or tuition fees. 

A survey of the ceremony shows how high was the respect in which scholars, who had completed their education, were held by society in ancient India. At present the ceremony is reduced to an absurd simplicity. It is performed with the Upanayana or Vivaha and the only remains of the detailed bath procedure are the bath and the decoration of the person, that too without proper Vedic Mantras.

Vivaha (marriage ceremony) – Chapter 7

It is the most important S. During the Vedic times marriage, a sweet home, a ladylove and fondlings were coveted objects. During the Upanishadic times the Ashrama theory was established which said that man must live the life of a student, get married, retire and in the end he must give up all worldly attachments and become a religious wanderer. Married life was regarded as essential for the growth of personality. During the period of the Smritis the importance of marriage only increased. Marriage was a family affair rather than a personal one, having children was one of the important objects of marrying. The Vedic hyms and the Grhyasutras celebrate a regular marriage for a life-long companionship. The S recognized the fulfedged marriage bereft of savage waywardness on the part of man and woman.

Indians were not the only people to hold marriage in high esteem. The Israelis respected it for the same reason as the Hindus. In Greece also marriage was highly respected and looked upon as a sacred ceremony. But a contrast is presented by the Christian views wrt marriage. Influenced by St. Paul, pronouncements by Church fathers show scant appreciation of the uplifting and strengthening influence of a true marriage, of its power to quicken and deepen all worthy emotions. But it should be noted that this was a reaction against the corrupt Roman society where sexual relations were very loose, which led to the physical and spiritual downfall of the Romans.

Its Origin lay in the desire of woman for protection during the critical period of her confinement and her child in its infancy that drove her to select a permanent companion in life. In this selection, she fully considered the fitness of the man and arrived at a mutual understanding before she gave in. The desire for a son, protection, need for running a home and the ideal of domestic felicity. Lovemaking aided the union, period.

The eight forms of marriage are discussed in the essay A Tribute to the Indian Woman under the heading, history. The purest and the most evolved form of marriage was Brahma. In it the father, with such ornaments gave the girl as he could afford, to a man of character and learning, whom he invited voluntarily and received respectfully without taking anything in return. The Smritis regard it as the most honorable type of marriage, as it was free from physical force, imposition of conditions or lure of money. This form of marriage is traced back to the Vedic times.

What was the reason why utmost care was spent on the examination of the family? The best possible progeny was desirable and for it physically, mentally and morally fit matches were necessary, as the children inherit the good or bad qualities of their parents. Today when we see the family it is more from the point of view of upbringing of the child, values, in short character of the family is most important.

Girls were married after sixteen or whereabouts till the beginning of the first foreign invasion. Starting the 4th century BC, the Greeks, Parthians etc who were physically stronger but less civilized occupied various parts of NorthWest. The position of woman was low amongst these peoples and she was regarded as an article of enjoyment. The social life of the Hindus were endangered and influenced by these onslaughts. Perhaps for safety and fashion, marriage age was lowered. Marriage kept coming down till the Gupta period where there was a national awakening and the security of life, so adult marriages were revived, continued till the advent of the Muslims. Besides the conquest by foreigners, marriage in course of time, came to be regarded as a gift by the father to her husband. A gift has to be original; something that has been enjoyed cannot be given as a gift. So the age had to be lowered before she lost her virginity to a foreigner.

Inspite of this mediaeval Rajputs had a custom of late marriages. Early medical doctors recognized that a girl did not develop fully till she was 16. Said Susruta “A man in his 25th but a girl in her 16th have reached the summit of their vigor, an experienced doctor ought to know that.

Symbolism of Hindu Nuptials 

a) The Meaning of a Symbol – A symbol is regarded by general consent as naturally representing something by possession of qualities or by association of thought. A symbol is not important by itself but it is a vehicle that conveys something beyond it. In ancient times when human beings were not that articulate symbols played an important part. Well, they continue to retain their importance, are used political parties today to indicate ideology.

b) Sacramental Marriage and Symbol – Hindu marriage is not a social contract but a religious institution, a sacrament. Besides man and woman there is a third superhuman, spiritual or divine element in marriage. It is on the third element that the permanent relationship between the husband and wife depends and to whom they are responsible. This is the religious or mystic touch in the purely social and material contract between man and woman. The mystic aspect of the Hindu marriage necessitates the use of a number of symbols. 

c) Marriage a Union of the fittest couple – In the very beginning there is a ceremony, which symbolizes the union of the fittest parties. Called Arghya, Showing Respect, while conferring honor on the bridegroom indicates that he is the best of his sex and equals. The father-in-law honors the son-in-law to be after which he publicly declares that he is the fittest match for the bride.

d) Marriage a New Bond – Some of the nuptials symbolize that marriage creates a new bond between the bride and bridegroom. They unite them like two plants. One such nuptial is Samanjana or Anointment. The father of the bride is supposed to anoint the pair. While this ceremony is being performed the bridegroom says, “May the Visvedevah, may the Waters unite our hearts. May Matarisva, may Dhatr, may Destr join us. The anointment is symbolical of Love and consequently union of the pair. Another ceremony is Panigrahana or the Grasping of the Bride’s Hand. The bridegroom seizes the right hand of the bride with the verse, “I seize thy hand for sake of happiness, that thou mayest live to old age with me thy husband”. This ceremony is symbolical of physical bond between husband and wife. The next ceremony is Hrdayasparsa or Touching of the Bride’s Heart. He touches the bride’s heart with the words, “Into my will I will take thy heart, thy mind shall dwell in my mind, in my word thou shall rejoice with all thy heart, May Prajapati join thee to me”. This indicates that marriage is not only the physical union of the two persons but also the union of the two hearts or souls. 

e) Marriage a Permanent and Stable Union - Marriage is not a temporary contract but a permanent union which is expected to grow stronger and stronger with time. It is symbolized by a number of ceremonies like the Asmarahana, or Mounting the Stone is a symbol of firmness and strength. Another ceremony is Dhruvadarsana or Looking at the Pole Star. This is to indicate that the wife must be firm and fixed, as is the Pole Star amidst innumerable bodies in the firmament. Secondly the union should last for a hundred years, which is the normal span of life.

f) Biological Symbolism of Marriage – An important reason of marriage is the continuity of the race through procreation of children. After accepting the bride formally, the bridegroom puts a significant? Who has given this bride to me? The answer is Kama or the Lord of Love. 

g) Marriage should be fruitful and Prosperous – The nuptials employ a number of symbols, which refer to the fertility, and prosperity of married life. There is Laja Homa or Offering of Grains into Fire ceremony in which the brother pours out of his joined hands fried grains mixed with Sami leaves. The bride offers them with firmly joined hands standing, while the bridegroom recites the verses, “To the god Aryaman the girl has made sacrifice, to Agni. May he god, Aryaman loosen us from here, and not from the husband’s side. Svaha! The girl strewing grains prayed thus, “May my husband live long, my relationship be prosperous. Svah! This grain I have thrown into the fire, may this bring prosperity to thee, and may it unite me with thee. May Agni grant us N. N. Svaha! Here grains and leaves are symbols of fruitfulness and prosperity. 

h) Marriage a Crisis: Removal of Evil Influences – Marriage is an important milestone in the lives of two individuals. There are insecurities fears about what the future has in store. The father of the bride extorts her, “Be thou of benign and pleasing eyes, never cherish an evil design against your husband, be kind and well wishing to cattle and others dependant like them, be cheerful and prosperous, be the mother of heroic sons, sacrifice to the gods, be happy etc”. The bride is more worried since she moves into a new house and has to deal with new people. There is the Abhisinchana, Sprinkling of Water ceremony and at the close of the nuptials the Caturthi-karma ceremony, which is performed on the fourth day after marriage. In all these ceremonies the critical nature of marriage and dangers attendant thereon are realized and attempts made to remove them. The bride is supposed to be more susceptible to dangers than the bridegroom and, therefore, she is the center of auspicious ceremonies.

i) Marriage not a License – The fact is not a passport for sexual indulgence but a human institution aimed at moderation is married life has been emphasized at the end of the nuptials when the Trirarta-vrata or the Observance of Continence for Three Nights is undertaken. For a period of three nights there would be no intercourse between husband and wife. The symbolism is a lesson in moderation to the married couple. It attempts to make the couple realize that greater the moderation the happier the married life will be.

j) Marriage a Social Change and a Sacrifice – Marriage symbolizes a great social transition for man and woman. From being foot free fancy free they have to know become responsible individuals, earn money for themselves, have children, discharge their obligation to their parents, gods. This is the life of responsibilities and cares. It is only in this sense that Hindu shaadi or Vivaha can be properly understood, which means “to lift, to support, to hold up, to sustain”. This involves lots of compromise and sacrifice. Marriage is not full of roses. The essential difficulties of life are not given a send-off under the pretext of marriage but as a matter of fact are invited. We talk of a happy marriage but the happiness of the married life is not personal pleasure. We realize what marriage is when the relationship is based on willing sacrifice of a partner for the benefit for another, the family, society and the world. 

Thus the general function of nuptial symbolism is to cover all the aspects of married life. The biological significance, the critical nature, the physical and mental union, the moderation, the social transition and sacrifice are the main features of Hindu nuptials. 

Antyesti Samskara (funeral ceremonies) - Chapter 8

This is the last of the S but is not less important than the earlier one because to the Hindu the value of the next world is higher than the present one. There were many factors that brought into existence the rites and ceremonies on the occasion of death. First was the horror of death. Primitive man could not fathom death. In an attempt to avoid death several ceremonies arose but man had to accept death soon. He then made proper arrangements for making death and life after death easy.

The survivors had mixed feelings when they’re near one died. It was believed that the deceased had some interest in his family property and was therefore, lingering around the house, might cause injury to the family. So attempts were made to avoid his presence and contact. A formal farewell address was given to him. The next sentiment was love and affection towards the deceased. They thought it was their duty to help the dead in reaching his destination after death. The corpse was disposed off by means of fire, so that the dead, being purified, may be allowed to enter the holy place of the Fathers. Until these rites and ceremonies are performed the soul of the man is not finally dismissed to its place in the next world, as it is not elevated to its due position in the cult of ancestral worship and it continues to be Preta, haunting its relatives unpleasantly. 

Why did the custom of Cremation come into existence?

1. Tribes without a settled abode may have found it convenient to carry about the remains of their dead or to remove such remains beyond the possibility of desecration by their enemies. 

2. Another reason may have been the desire to be quit of the ghost. The fortress of the ghost was destroyed by fire and it was frightened away by its flames.

3. Fire, consuming forest, grass and refuses might have suggested its utility in burning the dead also.

4. In the beginning the above reasons might have been active but the most potent factor was the religious belief of the Aryans during the Vedic period. They regarded fire as the messenger of the gods on earth, and the carrier of oblations offered to them. The material things that constituted Havya could not be bodily and directly conveyed to the gods in heaven, hence the services of a messenger and carrier like Agni were needed. So also when a man died his body could be sent to heaven by consigning it to Agni. After the body was consumed and reduced to ashes, the dead could receive a new body in the world of Yama and join his ancestors. 

5. Another religious belief was that the evil spirits mostly originated from the wicked souls of the dead persons buried in the earth. So the people decided to limit their number in the terrestrial region by cremating the bodies and sending the dead to the regions of Yama, to receive greater punishments or rewards for their actions. 

The Hindus see the cremation ceremony was one that releases the soul from the body for its upward journey to heaven. 

Conclusion – Chapter 9

1. Life a Mystery and an art – Life has been a great mystery to man. Its origin, growth, decadence and disappearance have always exercised his thoughts and emotions. The Hindu S were an attempt to fathom and facilitate the flow of this mystery. Through a process of trial and error ancient Hindus realized that life was art, needed care, protection and cultivation like plants in a garden. The S were a conscious effort to meet this need.

2. Life a Cycle – As in life so in rituals life was regarded as a cycle. From birth to death it is a continuos series of incidents from desire to live, to enjoy, to think and ultimately to retire. The entire S and their ceremonies emanate from the center of life and are concurrent with its circumference. The Grhyasutras start the with the Marriage ceremony because marriage was supposed to be the center of life which supports and sustains all activities. The Smritis, however, begin with the conception of child in a womb of its mother, as life originates there and ends with the Funeral ceremonies. So the S cover lives from the time we are born to our last day and immediately thereafter.

3. Dogma a Conscious Development – In the beginning the S were spontaneous but not automatic. There was no dogma or code. As the S developed and were amplified according to the social sentiments and needs, a conscious attempt was made at the codification of the S. While this provided stability to the S, it hindered its spontaneous growth, which resulted in decay and rigidity.

4. The Procedure of the S – The forms and procedure of the S were suggested by observation and reasoning. They originated in social need and were in the course of time assumed a religious garb. Symbols and taboos played an important role in their development.

5. The Place of S in Hinduism – In the early civilization life was much simpler and not compartmentalized as it is today. Social institutions, beliefs, arts and sciences were closely interwoven. S covered all fields of life with religion being an all-embracing factor and rituals were given the sanctity and stability to all possible incidents in life. The aim of the S was to create conditions for the development of an integrated personality of an individual, who can adjust himself with the world around him believed to be full of human and superhuman forces.

As life became more complex, the Hindus recognized three definite paths of life 1) Karma Yoga or path of action. 2) Upasana-marga or the path of meditation and worship. 3) Jnana-marga or the path of knowledge. Though the S were comprehensive in their scope originally, they later on came to be included in the Path of Action. The first path was a stepping stone to second and third ones, meant for purification of the mind. Thus the S were not of highest importance but were of primary importance and essential for every individual. 

Although some Upanishadic thinkers derided the S, the classical Hindu mind, being synthetic and taking a balanced view of life, was able to reconcile the ritualism with the philosophy, side by side the highest metaphysical questions were discussed. The Buddhists and Jains criticized S too but later on developed their own rituals.

The development of Puranic Hinduism synchronized with the decline of the Vedic religion, which means that the gravity of the S shifted from the home to the places of pilgrimage and temples. While the bigger S fell into disuse others like Tonsure and Upanayana came to be performed at the temple instead of at home.

Achievement of the S – The S helped in the refinement and purification of human life, facilitated the development of personality, imparted sanction and importance to human body, blessed all material and spiritual aspirations of man and ultimately prepared for an easy and happy exit from this world. They also helped in the resolution of many social problems. E.g. the Garbhadhana or conception and other pre-natal ceremonies were connected with sex hygiene and eugenics. When the latter had not developed into full sciences, the S were the only educative agencies in these matters. So also Vidyarambha or learning of alphabets, Upanayana or initiation into learning and Samavartana or returning home from teachers are of educational importance. In those days there were no schools so S served that purpose. Every child had to compulsorily undergo a course in education involving learning and discipline. This maintained the intellectual and cultural level of ancient Hindus. The Vivaha or marriage S regulated a number of sexual or social problems by laying down definite rules. No doubt these rules tended to make society static but they added to the stability and happiness of social groups and family life. The last S, funeral combined the duties of the householder towards the dead and the living.

The critical, conservative followed the Decline of the S – The creative stage of the S and imitative ones where the S were codified, commented upon and compiled. In this process they lost their elasticity, became static and did not change with the times. The new cults of Buddhism and Jainism diverted the attention of people from ritualism to devotional practices of worship. Also the S were recited in Sanskrit which had ceased to be a spoken language. The priests had never cared to educate the ordinary man about Sanskrit or change the language of the S, as they were anxious to preserve the mystic and obscure nature of the religious ceremonies.

Another reason for their decline was the development of society and specialization of human activities. Originally the S combined religious beliefs, social customs and laws, educational schemes, rules wrt health and hygiene. In course of time each aspect of human life developed independently. So S lost most of their importance, only its religious sanctity survived, were reduced to pure ceremonies.

The advent of Islam eclipsed Hindu culture and in most parts of the country there was no freedom to perform religious rites. Later on with the advent of the British they attacked Hinduism differently. By setting up missionary schools they have prevented a majority of Indians from knowing their culture. Most of us have grown up as Indian Born Confused Desis. We study Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice rather than Kalidasa’s classics. This has made the convent educated hostile towards the traditional life of this country, sceptic towards spiritual values of life and devoid of any religious discipline. 

The S were revived by the Arya Samaj and other Sanatan Dharam movements but for them to survive they will need to change with the times, become more user friendly. A good friend’s sister got married to an American recently. The complete Vivaha ceremony was translated from Sanskrit to English simultaneously and read out to the audience. The mantras say so much and so beautifully. The moot point is how many of us make the effort to understand the mantras, we are keen to get done with the marriage ceremony as soon as possible and get into action thereafter!

Apologize for any errors, am willing to stand corrected.

Long Live Sanatan Dharam
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