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The Rig Veda: Sacrifice as Creation,
c. 1500-500 B.c.k.

As McNeill discusses in the previous selection, the Vedas™ are the
writings of the ancient Brahman priests in India. They covera
variety of religious subjects and concerns: ritual, sacrifice, hymns
healing, incantations, allegories, philosophy, and the problems o
everyday life. In general, the earliest Vedas (like the Rig Veda) foc
more on the specifics of ritual and sacrifice, reflecting the nee
instructions of the priests more than the Upanishads, The las
Vedas (like the Upanishads) are more philosophical and spec:'ula

This selection 1s from the Rig Veda. What happened when Pu
was sacrificed? Whar is the meaning of this first sacrche? Ho dp
this story support the role of priests?

THINKING HISTORICALLY

Consider how this primary source supports the division of In
society into castes, as McNeili discusses in the previous selectior
How does this story suggest that the people who wrote the'Ri

* VAY duz

Source: “Rig Veda,” 10.90, in Sources of Indian demon, Ind ed,, ed. and rw
Embree {New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 18-15. :
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wision of society into four castes was pretty basic? Can

a2 ohﬁ'_this source which of the four castes was most likely
tor of the story? Does this support anything else that

din his interpretation?

ed Purusha, thousand-eyed, thousand-footed—he, hav-
earth on all sides, still extends ten fingers beyond it.

alone is all this—whatever has been and whatever is going
is the lord of immorrality and also of what grows on

greatrness; greater, indeed, than this is Purusha. Al crea-
but one-quarter of him, his three-guarters are the

three-quarters did Purusha rise up; one-quarter of him

here. With it did he variously spread out on all sides over

[ 'what eats not.

m was Viraj born, from Virdj the evolved Purusha. He, being

cted himself behind the earth as also before ir.

10 gods performed the sacrifice with Purusha as the oblation,

ring: was its clarified butter, the summer the sacrificial fuel,

1n the oblation.

cial victim, namely, Purusha, born at the very beginning,

with sacred water upon the sacrificial grass. With him as

ods performed the sacrifice, and also the Sadhyas [a class

e beings] and the rishis fancient seers).

that wholly offered sacrificial oblation were born the verses

cred chants; from it were born the meters {chandas]; the

ormula was born from i,

horses were born and also those animals who have double

er and lower] of teeth; cows were born from it, from it

goats and sheep.

they divided Purusha, in how many different portions did

e him? What became of his mouth, what of his two arms?
two thighs and his cwo feet called?

1outh became the brahman; his two arms were made into the

wo thighs the vaishyas; from his two feet the shidra was

o1 ‘was born from the mind, from the eye the sun was born;
t‘n Indra and Agni, from the breath {prdna] the wind [vdyu)

he navel was the atmosphere created, from the head the
d forth; from the two feet was born the earth and the quar-
cardinal directions) from the ear. Thus did they fashion the



90 # 3/ ldentity in Caste and Territorial Societies

Seven were the enclosing sticks in this sacrifice, thrice seven wers
fire-sticks made when the gods, performing the sacrifice, bound d
Purusha, the sacrificial vierim, e

With this sacrificial oblation did the gods offer the sacrifice. T
were the first norms [dharma) of sacrifice. These greatnesses reache
the sky wherein live the ancient Sadhyas and gods. ;




