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Dharma : Purity and Pollution

¥.C. Channa

The rationale for the social practices are in
the key ideal of dharma which defipes the rit-
ual duties of man lowards God, and those ac-
tions ordained by God as good and rightsous,
Dharma comprises the norms and rules of a
person, rilual position depending on his war-
na, caste, calling, age and sex. Dharma is nol
a blanket category identical for everyone; it is
apecific for each individoal depending upon
his or her ritual position and the circumatances
in which hefshe is placed. The dharma of a
woman or the dharma of a thief includes such
acls as are befitting a woman or a thief but aot
anyone else,

Dhharma serves to resolve contradiction as
o what i right and what is wrong? For exam-
ple, a women must obey her husband. If he
asks her 1o do something that is otherwise
considered wrong, it is still right for her to do
it. Her duty to him demands it To steal 15 in
wselfl wrong but even a thief has his code of
conduct which is his dharma. The act of steal-
ing is not as bad as going against one's dhar-
a4k 4 thief. Diarma follows the divisions in
SOCiety.

Society fallows the pattérn set by the cos-
mological phenomena. This is bagically an ex-
pression of the continuity of natural and so-
cial phenomena, for all universe is ane,
merged into the ultimate Brahma. Cosmos is
divided into four parts. The day is divided into
four parts, Subah (morning), Dopahar (afier-
aoon), Sham (evening) and Rar (night). The
days are arranged according (o seasons that
are four in number, viz,, garmi (summer), var-
tha (monsoon), sardl (winter) and vasant
(springh.

The four division inta which society is di-
vided are the four varras, namely Brahmin,
Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra, As myth goes,
the four varnas originated from four pans of
the Brahma's body. The Brahmins are from the
head, the Kshatriyas from the arms, the Vaish-
vas from the belly {or thighs or armpits), and
the Shudras from the fieet. The head, arms, bel-

ly and feet form a ritual hierarchy, giving a
ritual scale to the four varnas. The highest
point, the head, 15 the purest and the feet, the
least pufe of MOoSE Impune.

The three highest varnas symbolize their
ritual purity, as compared (o the Shudras, by
wearing the scared thread (Janeu). The varna
classification is also o basis for occupational
apecializarion.

The Brahimn sérves in the purest of profes-
siong, being so near divinity. He is also the
guardian of the ritual and moral order of so-
ciety, The Kshatriva is the ruler and the war-
rior, He uses the strength of his arms and his
weapons to preserve and protect. The Brahmin
takes care of the other world, while the
Eshatriya takes care of people in this world
itsell, In his work a Kshatriva, especially king
or ruler, is closely associated with the Brah-
min priests or purofits who were attached to
all kingly courts. The Waishya is the trader and
provider of food. The Shudras come last. They
do manual work and handle impure things
such as facces, dirty clothes, dead animals,
Their state of pollution is 50 perpetual as to
render them impure or uniouchable for ever.

The Varna classification becomes opera-
tional through dharma. Each of the four ma-
jor varras has its broad outling of conduct and
occupation, and w follow it is 1o follow the
dictates of caste and rank, purity and pollu-
tion, and associated cultural ideals. These ide-
als include wisdom of the Brahmin, valour of
the Kshatriya, thriftiness of the Vaishya, and
the skill of the Shudhra.

The Brahmin, the religioos practitioner
combines the roles of temple priest; a sug-
gester for method 10 propitate and appease
gods and goddesses, and for suggesting mag-
ical potents and prescriptions and for remedies
o ill-luck; he 15 a fortune teller, a family ad-
visor and as if that is not enough, a match-
maker in marriages.

The role of the Brahmin as a pundit as pop-
ularly known by his calling, can be broken up
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in pugrohir and pujarl. The traditional purohil
of o family or of 0 king, differs from a pugjoar
in that the Former is oot only a pendi but he
hias desired the wellare of a particular family
or king from o long time and over the genera-
lions,

The purshir has the responsibility of main-
tnining the lineage traditiens of his patron, and
if at any time there is a break in the tradition
{as would be likely 1o happen if at any time,
due (o deaths, the remaining males in the
household are orly minor), he muast give his
pdvice and consolidate the family and try to
pass on the lineage traditions o the growing-
up gencration. In addition, the responsibility
of performing the last rites of the former king
were not of his son but of the raf purolit of the
kingdom. Further, it was his duty 1o recognize
and set the heir of ihe late king on the throne.

He has knowledge 1o give and he may be
called Ackarva meaning ideally behaved. He
ts instrumental n seeing through marriages,
births, deaths or crisis in family relations. The
prorokit must be guide lor life-cyele ceremo-
nies such as nomenclature mundas and thread
wearing ceremonies for a boy and nomendcla-
ture and ear-piercing ceremony for a girl.
Some children are born under graha, signs
thiil dre inauspicious either for them or their
kin, ¢ g father or mother. The pusshir has 1o
prescribe remedigs or atonemenis as the case
may be divingd. Then, afier a death he must
have the pinda dan or offerings of rice balls
performed.

With every family there should be o prrs-
hit whose work is to see the family overcomes
difficulties, when there is sickness in the fam-
ily. or there is great difficulty in achieving
something like betrothing a girl of the fami-
Iy, or the business is suffering a loss, or o per-
son may be linding 11 hard 1o gel & job, Then
the paroka must prescribe and conduct, &f
proper, the correct prjas and rtuals,

Al Brahming are capable of becoming pun-
dits but being a purokit is another thing. The
purelir does not bave 1o himse!f conduct the
ritwals nor does he have o offer daily pravers
at the house of his pairon. He must organise
all this. In the cvent of the son of & puraiit not
taking on brahminical learning, he still re-
maing a purehir because (he has learnt from
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his Tather and) he knows of the lineage iradi-
tgns of the family his father had served. The
guiroiir 85 then Cin a way) another member of
hi= patron’s family. 1t is the duty of the patron
fo see that the purokhit's wants are satisfied;
that he has Food and clothes not only for him-
self but also for his family; that he has enough
money (0 be able to perform ritwals in style in
his own Family, and that his daughter does not
remain unmarried for want of dowry.

Thus the dkarma of the Brahmin lies in pro-
tzcting the spiritval interest of his patrons, in
giving advice on ony maiiers relating 1o the di-
vine and worldly matters as well, The recip-
rocal obligations of the patrons, comprising
the Kshatriva and Yaishya varnas' lies in pro-
tecling the Brahmin and the cow, and in hon-
ouring and providing for matenal needs of the
Brohmins and the cows.

A Kshairiyais associated with strength and
valour, Traditionally they are rulers and sol-
dicrs engaged in warfare and protection of
miasses, Dirinking lguor, eating meat, living
well and generously, are all accepred norms of
the Kshatriya. A Kshatriya is not supposed io
turn dowen any appeal For help, To protect is his
dharma, specially protection of the weaker
castes like Brahmins and Vaishyas, and the
helpless such as women and dependents,

A Kshatriyais expected (o be strong and ag-
pressivie, generous to the point of being spend-
thrifi, honest, a staunch keeper of his word, It
ig 50id that promise made by a Kshatriva is
never broken. In Ramayana, king Dasaratha,
a Bshatriya, when confronted by Knikeyi to
grant her three boons, says 2 famous couplet
often quated for a Kshatriya: "Raghukul reei
rada chali aayee, pran faye per vachan na
Jayee”. Il means: in Raghukul it has always
been the radition that one may give up one's
life but never one's promise,

Approprictely, 2 Kshatriva worships Dur-
ga and Kali; martal forms of the mother god-
dess. The worship may even take the form of
offering sacrifices of animals and libation af
liquor. For a Kshatriva, eating meat and drink-
ing lguor are part of his life style, s dhar-
ma. These foods are taboo for the other twice-
born varnas,

Tradinonally, Kshatriva children, specifi-
cally boys but somelimes even girls were
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trpined in the martial aris. Women were en-
cograged o be brave and a support to their
hushands in time of distress. History is replete
with stones of Kshatriva women taking up
arms (o defend their honour, [0 was nat at all
inappropriate or contrary 1o norms for a
Fshatriva women 1o ride a horse or don men's
clohes 1o enter the battleficld; actions which
would be considered rotally immaoral and
against societal morms for women of any oth-
er varna. In Mahobharata we have Chitranga-
do and Shikhandi, boih princesses, troined in
warfare just like men and performing bravely
in batile, Historical figures such as Maharani
Lakshmibai of Jhansi conform to such ideals.

The traditional identification of the
Vaishya, pepularly called baniya is with the
occupation of trade and commerce, a calling
religiously followed by many of them even
today, One of the important cultural ideals of
the baniya is thrift. Theift implies that goods
are denied to one’s eIl and one’s family mem-
hers. even if onc has the capacity 1o purchase
them. A spend thrifl nature is considered im-
maoral, il i3 against the dharma of the baniva,
For a baniva 1o undergo physical hardship and
tor subject himself to extremes of restraint in
terms of consumption 15 part of his life, and
this the bariva children are taught form child-
hood,

Right from their infancy, these children arc
taught 1o curtail consumption, not 1o ask for
expensive loods or clothes, not to spend (oo
much time in play. but to be useful around the
house, Girls, more than boys, are taught (o be
restricted sven in their movements, vorce and
laughter.

Accumulating money by pinching pennics
1% ancdher norm 1o which the baniyve strives.
Mobody is surprised 10 seen even a bawiva mil-
lionaire wearing a dirty dhoti for it is his dhar-
it 1o e & miser, In Tacy, if a baniva staried live
ing ostentotiously or did something really oul-
rageous like becoming a poct, many eyebrows
wouild be raised. The person would be congid-
ered a sacriledge 1o his casie group, and go-
ing against his varma and its dharma,

Tt is thus befitting that Laksfmd (goddess of
wealth) is one of the mast imporiani deities for
the baniva. A myih relates as to how Laksh-
mi has a natural aflinity for the baaiyva, Lak-

i

shmi wenl ot night to the houses of the mem-
ber of each varra. Except the baulve the rest
werne ton slecpy 1o welcome her, The baviva
entertained her and gave her an honourable
place.

Mon-vislence 15 another important norm., A
Banive 13 not expected w show physical ag-
gression. Any kind of violence on the part of
the baniva is immaoral, By their norms they do
net cal meal, fish or eggs, and also do aol
towch liguor,

Thuas 1% cnse of dharma and s relaionship
to different varnas it can be truly said thai
what is one man’s mel is another mian's por-
son, Thus, dharma is a situational concept
applying dilferently to dilferent persons, Mol
only virrra and casie but sex and age also serve
ter distinguish dfearma. Whal is appropriste
and normative for a particular age group or sex
15 tebog or immoral for others. Thus, when o
child plays pranks and gzenerally makes a nui-
sance of himsell, indulgent adulis may say, i
is his divarma o be naughty. When a snakle
bites, it may be said that i is the snake's dhare-
e Lo bite.

For a woman, the supreme dharma is 1o
serve her husband. In Hinduo socicty there is
no woman more meritorious than the loval and
faithful wife, 1tis also the duty of the wife o
shiare her husband's occupation. A Brahmin's
wife should be learned, accomplished and
beautiful. & Kshatriya's wife should be brave
and encourags her hosband in the perform-
ance of his duty: o baniva's wife should be
thrifty and decile. A Shudra's wife should be
hard-working and help her husband in his
wiork. A woman should blindly obey and fol-
low her husband and submit herself o all his
wishes.

A woman was silling with her husband’s
head in her lap, The hushand was sleeping
soundly. The woman's child was playing some
distance oway and began to crawl dangerous-
Iy towards the fire. The woman thought,
should she pet up, disturb her husband’s sleep,
and go and save her child from burning itself
feom the fire, or should she let the child be
burni and not disturb her hushand's sleep? This
15 a riddle apd the devout is asked to answer.
The correct answer is that the woman should
not get up and disturb her huzband 1o go and
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save the child. If she is doing her duty to her
husband, God himself will look after the child
and the child will urn away from the fire.

A man's duty is to look after the family, pro-
tect il members from harm and perform his ap-
propriate duty in society. The last depends
upon his caste and position. & husband need
not obey his wife, but he is expected 1o keep
her happy and protect her. He is also 1o pro-
vide for her and wake up all responsibilities
such as looking after her in sickness, both so-
cially and rimually however, the position of the
man 15 higher than the woman; and though a
wife is referred (o as ardhangand that is half
of the man, yet social norms dictate that she
be submissive.

The only position in which is woman is
higher than the man i5 a5 a mother, Society
grants a very high position 1o the parenis, both
father and mother. Children are to obey and
respect the wishes of their purents under all
circumstances. Defyving parents or hurting
them in any way is going against one's dhar-
pra, To look after parents in their old age, to
gepvie, respect and obey them is an act of great
merit and brings a lod of merit, In Mahabhar-
ata we have the story of Bhishma whe, for the
sake of his father, put himself 1o life-long ab-
stinence, and was blessed that he will die only
when he wishes. Again Sharawan Kumar is a
boy who carries his old parents in baskets, and
takes them to various pilgrimage centres. This
story is often retold,

Darma is thus specilic toevery status and
rode in society, like the dharma of aking, of a
soldier, of & priest. It is also time-bound and
situational, In the battlefield, for instance, the
dharma of a soldier is to fight and kill the en-
emy. Inthe field of battle there are no relation-
ships and no other duties that should hinder
the soldier in the performance of his task. Sim-
ilarly, dharma changes with the ages. In eve-
ry age (yuga) there is a yuga-dharma; what
was tight in Satvag, need not be right in Kq-
Iyug ns well, Basically, it means that man must
act according 1o the dictates of the time and
the sitwation at hand. Man's dharma in Saiy-
ug was o perform rituals and sacrifice, in
Kalywg il is primarily 1o do one’s karma.

Each of the four varnas are associated with
different degrees of purity, the Brahmins be-

W CHANBMA

ing the purest and the Shudras least pure, to
the extent of being untouchable, Distance is
maintained among the varnas through lack of
commensality and social interaction persons
of different varmas do not sl together to eat
or share the same Aeekah, This differentiation
extends to different caste groups arranged hi-
erarchially within each varna and sometimes,
even to sub-divisions within the same caste.

Through each of the upper three varnas
maintain their secial distance from each oth-
er, the mere touch of the Shudra is capable of
causing pollution,

The concepis of purity and pollution extend
beyond the precincts of caste and every Hin-
du religously maintains taboos of touch and
sociol distance in day-to-day life.

What is understiood as purity and pollution is
hasically a four-fold division between that which
isclean and that which is dirty; that which is pure
and that which is impure; that which can be
touched and that which is not touched; and that
which is jhoorkan and that which is sucheaka -
the last-mamed pair referring o contaminzation
by saliva, jhoosthan being contaminated,

The basis of this classification is the sense-
perceptions. Clean and dirty to the sense of
sight; pure and impure 1o the sense of smell;
and towch and no-touch to the sense of wuch;
and salival contamination being related to the
sense of 1aste.

Within the household, the kitchen is basi-
cally shuddh (pure) area because dirt from the
streets with its foul smells, coming by way of
shoes of the people or otherwise, is not al-
lowed to enter the kitchen. If perchance child
defeacates or urinates in the kitchen, the
cleaning is almost immediately done, just as
in & lemple, The idea is that something that is
shuddh has to be constantly kept clean. Wom-
en will bathe and wear clean clothes when
they enter the kitchen to cook a meal and will
nod allow any child to come into the kitchen,
5o that she is mot even touched by one. This
further allows women 1o concenirate on the
cooking without having to distract their atten-
tiomn,

Similar tothe kitchen isihe place earmarked
for worship, Here, the taboo on touwch does not
strictly operate, Here or in the temple, the pras-
ad offered to God, once itis touched to the God,



DHAEMA; PURITY AND POLLUTION

maouth or othewise offered to it, becomes con-
taminated by God, but remains very pure for
human consumplion. And $o is the case with
the ather three classifications which are rela-
tive 1o the situation. In fact, goddess Parvani
created avery pure being, that is Lord Ganesh,
oul oif the dirt of her body.

The concept of contamination by tasie 15
also applicable to commensality in he house-
hold. A man will not eat foeod that is tasted by
anyone else and only his wile and children
will zat in the plate contaminated by him.

The sphere of the household where the idea
of ashuddh (impure) applies is the latrine
which is 5o impure that one has to take bath
after coming out of it, and the clothes worn
while defeacting have 10 be washed.

The scavenger or bhangi who comes 1o
clean the foul-smelling latring 15 also an im-
pure being of the Shudra varie and aot o be
touched. Others who engage in foul-smelling
occupations such as leather workers (the
chamars), conseqguently, fall into the same
category as the Bhangi, And analegously,
those who are associated with other human
excretions and cleanliness such as barbers
(mai) and washerman {dhobi} are also Shudra.
Further, all those who work in manual profes-
sions, im hard labour, get rélegated to the
Shudra fold which includes all artisans,

A wife is the complement ta her husband.
Both should have been brought wp in similar
ways. Thus, people must marry within the var-
na. This principle is cxtended to smaller caste
groups within the varma as well. The casies be-
longing o higher varnas are divided for pur-
pose of marriage into 4, B or 18 divisions
colled gotra, A person belongs to the gotra of
his or her father. & sacred duty of all Hindus
is 1o marry according 1o dictates of varna,
caste and gotra, One must marey within the
varng or catte but outside the gotra. A ragaotra
{within gorra) murriage is against dharmer, for
all person bilonging o the same gorra arc sup-
posed 1o have descended from the same ances-
tor, It is the man's gorra or the father's goira
that is crucial, though in some caste groups
maother's gotra may also be taken into secount.

Thus dharma sets the norms of action in so-
ciety, The actual deeds that a man may per-
form in society are, however, his karma, while
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ekarma 1% the normative. karma is the aciual
repertory of actions performed by each indi-
vidual. Dharma is 1o be understood at the level
of the situation. Karma is measured according
1o the yardstick of diarma. Action conform-
ing o dharma is right and good, while action
going against dharma is wrong and bad. The
kgrma of an individual is the sum total of good
and bad deeds performed in this world, Dhar-
ma and Karma are the bagiz of theory of trans-
migration viz., Birth-Death-Birth, and 50 on
endlessly.

Whatever a man undergoes or goins in this
world and the next is not o matter of choice or
blind fare bur meticulously measared owt ac-
cording to his karma, The cycle of reward and
punishment is not confined 1o a single birth
but, az the soul passes through is various in-
carnations, it carried its barma with it. A man
born in & good household and high casie is
reaping the fruits of the karma of his previous
incarnations,

For a practising Hindu, to do karma is 1o
live according to his dharma, to accepl his as-
cribed (caste) position in society and perform
his dutics Lo the best of s abilities. To show
digsent against his position or place in socie-
ty is not part of the Hindo course of action
{karma), for any state, good or bad, is regard-
ed as well deserved according to pasi karma.
And one can presently do better karma and
reap the fruits later, when the soul 15 reborn
with a different dharma,

The so-called passivity of the Hindus lies
not in his fatalism (helief in blind kismar) but
in the expanded time-dimension in which he
views himself. Time for the Hindu is pragcti-
cally limithess; whit he is suffering today may
b a pesult of sins committed much before his
present existence. Similarly, what he may gain
by righteous action may be rewarded o him
in a later birth.

CONCLUSION

The twin leneis of karma and dkarma are g
great moral force. The believer and the pon-
believer are both affected by it. The behaviour
of the believer is guided by this philosophy
while the aon-believer is forced by the moral
pressure brought on by the believers, The per-
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son who has acted according to his dharma
and also done good karma goes (o heaven
while the person who has not Tollowed his
dfrarma and done bad karma goes to “hell’.

The idea that *heaven” or Swarag and “hell’
that is Marak exist suppornts the philosophy of
diarma and karema. Today, however, the non-
believers Far out number the believers. It is
Jocuarly said that one would like io go to "hell’
rather than ‘heaven'; because “hell’ is whers
all the filmstars and thedr likes would be while
'‘heaven” would be o dull and dry place. Thus
while, karma and dharma, "heaven” and “hell’
are common knowledge, in behavioural terms
they are 50 05 1o say blocked out or put aside,

Thens 15 in fact a general decline in the pre-
occupation with religion. The reason is not far
to seek, There is a demarcation of life between
the sacred and profane. Once a person has vis-
ited the temple or organized a “jagran” which
is a night long vigil with singing of the praise,
ol the mother goddess Durga his religioos duty
and pood deed is over. For the rest he gels
down to the practical aspects of dealing with
the vexation of day-to-day life, wherein cor-
ruption and sharp practices are the order of the
day. Por the faithfuls the decling in the philos-
ophy of dharma and karma is an indication of
the fact that we are living in the kalyeg age.
Thus is an age when evil triumphs and people
forget God. The query of the non-believers
that wlho has seen "heaven' and ‘hell® is an-
swercd by the faithful that “heaven’ and *hiell”
are right here on earth, Retribution for not per-
forming one’s dharma or doing bad karma is
delivered right here on this earth in thiz very
Iife span. The argument is valid cven though
it goes against the idea of the transmigration
of the soul.

It was believed that the consequences of
bad actions would be not only by the body go-
ing to ‘heaven’ or *hell” but also by the soul
taking rebirth in a lower order of fiving things
which includes animals but not plants, These
arguments go well and the logical conclusion
of the fact that *heaven’ and *hell” are here and
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one hos to undergo the profits and perils of
one's deeds on edrth in this very life is a mu-
tation nol very logical. This contradicts the
theory of transmigration of the soul. But log-
ic is not the forte of religion or religious think-
ing in particular.

This is in the context of the fact that there
are many instances that are (alked about and
believed 1o be true of children remembering
their previous birth, Another instance of thers
being a contradication in beliefs and values re-
garding dharma that the gift of a maiden in
marriage is considered the greatest act of
dfeariza. Yot there is a marked preference for
boys. A woman who gives birth 1o a large num-
bers daughters can be maltreated in her affi-
nal househald, The preference for boys and
lack of preference of girls is based on the pro-
fane aspect of marriage that is the custom of
dowry. Well settled boys command a high
dowry in the marriage market place while the
performance of dharma the gift of a daughter
15 not considered act of dharma as the vexa-
tipus problems of providing a dowry,

Thus dharma and karma are tied up in in-
tracate ways o the life of Hindus. The resi-
lence that these show makes Hinduism as the
Sanaian Dharnea or the eternal falth.
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ABSTRACT  The key concepts of dive rema and karma
are comprised of purity and polluiion peactices as well as
st amsd praap respectively, These someepts relats Hindusim
to the social and caltural life of the people. Bach vama,
casie callimg, profession and even an individual has his
cwm dhorna. Karma bowever is an individoally oréenced
concepl. Dvarms and Karemy are related 1o esch olhes for
kormm i3 10 be jedged not oaly on its own merit but 2lso
willh regard to purity and palluticn aees, The relazion
betweenm the culvaral Hie of the Hindw and iz mligioss life
is further comsenied as it concerns the varaas, caste, pro-
fesalanal calling and even the yupa. Thus the individual
is tightly bound 16 behave in certain ways whatever be his
stavas and rode in life,
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