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P r e f a c e

Philosophers tell us that no sharp boundary can be drawn
between innate knowledge and knowledge based upon experi-
ence. This is not surprising for knowledge that is innate in
individuals may have been acquired by the species over a period
of time. This description applies not only to animal instinct, but
also to knowledge of the rules of ritual and mantras that are
studied in this book. Often innate and unconscious, they lead a
life of their own, independent of religion, society and language.
But how can ritual and mantras be governed by rules that lie
beyond the human sciences and the study of religion?

It took a long time before I recognized the nature of this
question and its many puzzling overtones. For more than a
decade, , ! had been engaged in the study of the 1975 performance
of the Vedic Agnicayana ritual by Nambudiri brahmins in South
India. The result was published in 1983 in two illustrated
volumes entitled AGNI—The Vedic Ritual of the Fire Altar. In
the course of this work, it dawned upon me that these data were
extraordinary, and that no one knew how to account for them.
Relevant specialists—Indologists, anthropologists, psycholo-
gists, or scholars of religion—offered no conceptual tools that I
could use. If I wanted to go beyond mere description and offer
explanations, I had to strike out on my own. My efforts are not
completed but there is enough for others to continue, with or
without me.

Although the core of this book is the discussion of ritual and
mantras in parts II and III, I stumbled upon related issues that
could not remain unmentioned. It now looks to me as if we have
been skirting the tips of an iceberg which is almost entirely under
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water. But can we be certain it is an iceberg we have been
skirting? Are we above or below the surface, and surface of
whatl When I don ' t know my way about, am I climbing, diving,
or riding waves that elude identification? Or am I on a summit,
with distant views hidden behind thick and near-permanent
clouds? Part IV shows that the landscape or seascape remains
mysterious. The compasses and maps displayed in Part I may
not be reliable. What seems certain is that we have to put
together what is not generally put together.

Ritual and mantras have been strangely neglected in the
theoretical sciences. Socrates questioned everything, from
Greek grammatical usage to the existence of Gods. He paid
attention to dreams and oracles, but not to ritual. When Plato
tells us that Socrates sacrifices a cock or a hen, at home or on an
altar of the state, he performs this rite automatically, without
recognizing the need for an explanation, much as we would
switch on our favorite channel.

" M a n t r a s " have also been ignored; outside the counter-
culture, the term is not even English. Although there are seventy
million of them according to a Sanskrit text, their forms and uses
are totally unexplained. The eighteenth century Danish mission-
ary Bartholomaeus Ziegenbalg discovered a few in Malabar on
the south west coast of India. Most Indian mantras originated in
the Vedas and have since become virtually indestructible. They
are not yet fashionable like the silk road, used by imperial China
to export, in addition to silk, porcelain, lacquers, furs, cinna-
mon, vermilion and tea. But what was the emperor of China
content to receive in return for these riches? Apart from
marihuana and Ganges water (still smuggled to Mongolia),
primarily one commodity: mantras. Unchanging in ever chang-
ing contexts of language, religion and society, generally kept
secret and guarded jealously, mantras travelled from India not
only throughout Southeast Asia and Indonesia, but crossed the
Himalayas from Kashmir into Central Asia and China (first
century A . D . ) , went on to Korea (fourth century) and Japan
(sixth century), and ascended the Tibetan plateau (eighth cen-
tury). They have now reached California where they fetch high.
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prices. All transactions take place behind a smoke-screen of
labels such as " H i n d u , " "Buddh i s t , " " T a n t r i c , " " T a o i s t , "
and, belatedly, " s h a m a n , " labels originating from the outside.
Ritual and mantras are still basic features of the civilizations of
Asia. The only American response is glossolalia.

The Frontispiece of this book (photograph by Adelaide de
Menil) illustrates one of its main theses: that ritual is transmitted
not only without meaning, but often without language. Cheru-
mukku Vaidikan Vasudevan Akkitiripad (a title he acquired by
performing the Agnicayana more (han thirty years ago) shows
his son Vallabhan how to perform the Nihnava rite. This
mysterious rite is performed twice daily, in the morning and
afternoon, during several consecutive days. The ritual patron
and several of his priests place their hands on a bundle of grass,
which lies to the west of the altar. The position of the hands is
different in the two surviving traditions. According to the
Kausïtakins, it should be as follows:

Morning: left hand palm down; right hand
on left hand with palm up;

Afternoon: left hand palm up; right hand
on left hand with palm down.

The Taittiriya tradition calls for different positions:

Morning: left hand palm up; right hand
on left hand with palm down;

Afternoon: right hand palm up; left hand
on right hand with palm down.

The Plate illustrates the first of these positions: the father is
about to place his right hand on the left. The rite is mentioned
below (pages 74, 85, and 93), described in my book AGNI (I:
358-59, 366-67) and discussed by Pamela MacFarland in "Ritual
Language Dismantled" (to be published in Le rituel. Actes du
colloque du centenaire de L'Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes,
Section des Sciences Religieuses).
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Rules without Meaning is not only based on AGNI but is also
related to three of my earlier books and four that are more recent
or about to appear. Ritual and mantras are independent of
religion in ways similar to mysticism, the subject of Exploring
Mysticism: A Methodological Essay (University of California,
1975). Ritual and mantras were studied in ancient India as
described in The Science of Ritual (Bhandarkar Oriental Re-
search Institute, 1982). These studies were connected with
Indian linguistics which is the subject of my Reader on the
Sanskrit Grammarians (MIT, 1972). Parts I and IV include
material touched upon in Over zin en onzin in filosofie, religie en
wetenschap (Meulenhoff, Amsterdam, 1986). Chapters 4
through 6 are supplemented by Universals: Essays in Indian
Logic and Linguistics (University of Chicago Press, 1988a)
which Chapter 5 overlaps slightly. Some portions of the book
correspond to Jouer avec le few. Pratique et théorie du rituel
védique {Publications de Vinstitut de civilisation indienne, Paris,
1989). Chapter 28C should be supplemented with Kailas. Center
of Asia (University of Chicago Press, 1988b).

The materials of Parts II and III have been approached from
various angles in a series of special studies (for details, see the
Bibliography). While Chapters 7 through 11 derive from AGNI ,
an early version of Chapter 12 appeared under the title "Ritual
Syn tax" in the Ingalls Festschrift of \9S0 (Sanskrit and Indian
Studies, edited by M. Nagatomi, B. K. Matilal, J. M. Masson
and E. C. Dimock, Jr. , and published by D. Reidel Publishing
Company, Dordrecht) . Parts of Chapter 13 appeared in " T h e
Meaninglessness of Ri tual" (N'umen. International Review for
the History of Religions 1979, edited by M. Heerma van Voss ,
E. J. Sharpe and R. J. Z. Werblowsky, and published by E. J.
Brill, Leiden) and parts of Chapter 14 in "Ri tes That Make N o
S e n s e " (The Communication of Ideas: 10th International Con-
gress of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences, edited by
J. S. Yadava and V. Gautam in 1980, and published by Concepts
Publishing Company, New Delhi). Chapters 15 and 16 include
material from " T h e Search for Meaning: Mathematics , Music
and Ri tual" (American Journal of Semiotics 1984, edited by
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Thomas Sebeok). A related version was published by Elemire
Zolla in Conoscenza Religiosa (1983) under the title: "Ri tmo nel
r i to . " Portions of Chapters 18, 20, 21A and 22 overlap "Vedic
Man t ra s " , edited by H. P. Alper for Understanding Mantras
and to be published in 1988 by the State University of New York
Press, Albany. Chapter 19 appeared under the title "Moon
Chants, Space Fillers and Flow of Milk" in the Sreekrishna
Sarma Felicitation Volume, Surabhi, printed in 1983 at Kalak-
shetra Publications Press, Tiruvanmiyur, Madras. Chapter 23
corresponds to an article of that title in the Journal of the
American Oriental Society (1985), edited by Ernest Bender.
Chapters 24 and 25 share parts with " T h e Sound of Religion"
also published in Numen (1986) and forthcoming in a different
form in the volume of essays in honour of Milton Singer, edited
by Michael M. Ames and Murray Leaf and to be published by
the Centre for South Asian Studies at the University of Toronto.

Chapter 26 is extracted from my monograph of 1982 of that
title, already mentioned. Chapter 27 includes fragments from
' T h e Fidelity of Oral Tradition and the Origins of Science"
{Mededelingen der Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van We-
tenschappen, Afd. Letterkunde, Nieuwe Reeks, Deel 49, No . 8,
published by the North-Holland Publishing Company, Amster-
dam/Oxford/New York 1986). Chapter 28 incorporates material
from "Substitutions de paradigmes et religions d 'As ie" {Cahiers
d'Extrême Asie 1985, edited by Hubert Durt for the Ecole
Française d 'Extrême-Orient, Section de Kyoto). Chapter 30A
corresponds to parts of a contribution entitled "Ritual , Mantras
and the Origin of Language" to the Professor R. N . Dandekar
Felicitation Volume Amrtadhärä, edited by S. D. Joshi and
published by Ajanta Publications, Delhi (1984).

I am grateful to the editors and publishers of these publica-
tions for permission to use them in the preparation of this book.
Fragments have also been presented in various stages of com-
pletion or incompletion to audiences at Amsterdam, Berkeley,
Berlin, Haverford, Kyoto, Leiden, Madras, Nanterre , New
Delhi, Oxford, Paris, Santa Barbara, Sydney, Utrecht, and other
places. At the University of California, Berkeley, my courses on
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the philosophy of religion and on the philosophies of India have
reflected phases of the development of my thinking.

I am grateful to friends and colleagues who have commented
on earlier drafts and without whom errors, mistakes and mis-
judgments would be more numerous and glaring. Paul Attinello,
Hubert Durt, Robert Goldman, Mark Juergensmeyer and Pa-
mela MacFarland have commented on the published or forth-
coming articles mentioned which acknowledge their assistance.
I am especially grateful to Morris Halle who read an earlier
version of Chapters 4 through 6 and explained to what extent I
was out of touch with recent developments in linguistics—an
ignorance, I am afraid, that is not yet cured. My principal debt
is to Harold Arnold who read the pre-final version in its entirety,
corrected mistakes and gave me the benefit of his judicious
comments on matters of detail and substance.

Contemporary technology has replaced the support of secre-
taries and the pleasure of thanking them. But new developments
bring new pitfalls. When I was preparing the bibliography, with
temperatures soaring in the upper eighties, my printer broke
down. The work was completed owing to prompt assistance
rendered by Rand Morimoto and Scott Tachiki of Computer
Options, to both of whom I express my thanks.

My final gratitude goes to Donald Wiebe who invited me to
write this book for the Toronto Studies in Religion of which he
is the General Editor. A similar book addressing another audi-
ence could have been written in a different vein. The data are
sufficiently rich for the accent to have been placed on philoso-
phy, language, music, ethology, sociobiology, semiotics, cogni-
tive psychology, the sociology of knowledge, the future, or
something else more directly related to the present needs of
humanity. This might have resulted in a different book, more
readable, relevant and welcome. No doubt, a book like this
should be written before long. My book has followed its own
course but the direction it has taken suggests that I am the
person least suited to have been its author. I am not a student of
religion, anthropologist, or specialist in any of the fields of study
I have been foolhardy enough to comment on. I take comfort
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from Arthur Waley's translation—a Bloomsbury version—of the
twentieth chapter of Lao Tzu 's Tao Te Ching:

I droop and drift, as though I belonged nowhere.
The world is full of people that shine;
I alone am dark.

All men and women huddle together in religious communication.
I alone am outdated, without context, abstracting formulas from
thick description, pressing ancient wisdom only to be left with
bare bones.

All men have enough and to spare.
I alone seem to have lost everything.

All men can be put to some use.
I alone am untractable and boorish.

September 15, 1987 FRITS STAAL





A note on the pronunciation of Sanskrit

T H E Sanskrit vowels, pronounced as in Italian or Japanese, are
short (a, i, u, r, I) or long, viz. twice as long as the short ones (ä,
ï, ü, f, e, o, ai, au). The consonant r is pronounced as in Italian,
while the vowels r and / contain a vocalic element similar to the
short •/ in the third syllable of English ability. Among the
consonants , there are a scries of dentals (/, th, d, dh, n, s) and a
corresponding series of retroflexes or cerebrals ((, th, d, dh, n,
s). The former are produced when the tip of the tongue touches
the teeth (as in French), the latter when it is bent backward and
touches the palate (the English pronunciation of/, d, n, s is more
or less in between). In the case of Sanskrit s and s, the tongue
points in the same directions, but breath passes over it. The
palatals are pronounced when the tongue touches the front of the
palate: c as in English chairJ as in jar, n as in Spanish, and s as
in sheet. The aspirates (kh, gh, chjh, th, dht th, dh, ph, hh) are
pronounced with a clearly audible release of breath following the
consonant: th like in ant-hill, dh like in bald-head, e tc . The m
expresses nasalization of the preceding vowel, and the h sounds
like an h followed by a short echo of the preceding vowel (agnih
as agnih1). The other consonants are pronounced as in English.

Unlike in English, there is in Sanskrit a différence between the
stem of a noun (e.g. dhyana-, dhïti-, karman-) and the Nomina-
tive case, which is used when the noun functions syntactically as
the subject of the sentence (e.g. dhyänam, dhîiih, karma). I
generally refer to nouns by using their stem form, but some of
the sources I quote use the Nominative case form.
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M e t h o d s , M e a n i n g s a n d R u l e s

Introductory Note

This book proposes a series of related hypotheses that help to
understand and explain ritual and mantras. Part I introduces the
approach I have adopted and its philosophical and linguistic
presuppositions. This approach is scientific in tha t it is based
upon the assumption that ritual and mantras can be studied like
other objects and are not beyond the pale of an investigation that
is empirical and rational and therefore akin to science. Adopting
a scientific approach does not imply that ritual and mantras can
be fruitfully or interestingly studied with the help of, for exam-
ple, quantitative, statistical or behavioristic methods. I assume,
simply, that the data can be isolated and set forth clearly after
which rational hypotheses can be formulated to account for
them. The hypotheses I present are concerned with a variety of
other topics, including religion, mythology, language, music,
and ritualization among animals. Part IV places the results in a
wider perspective and discusses the status of a human science
under which they fall.

Ritual and mantras have been studied by textual scholars,
anthropologists and scholars of religion. All contribute essential
data but none have explained why people engage in ritual
activities and chant, recite, or meditate on mantras. Scholars of
religion have reacted to unsuccessful positivistic and other
reductionist suggestions by advocating self-proclaimed non-
scientific methods, like those inspired by philosophical move-
ments such as phenomenology or hermeneutics. These methods
describe and interpret, but they do not seek to explain. Among
the reasons given for the need of such special methods is the



2 Methods, Meanings and Rules

circumstance that man is different from everything else and that
man studying himself as a subject is different from man studying
anything else as an object. We shall take a closer look at the
reasoning that lies behind these assumptions in Part IV.

Promising results, mostly in the area of human language, have
been reached in the human sciences without resorting to the use
of such unscientific methods. No definite conclusions have been
reached in the areas of ritual and mantras, but the reason is that
these have not been studied within such a perspective. I believe
that a promising point of departure for the study of our topics lies
in the human sciences. This belief is not an unshakeable or
metaphysical conviction; it is a matter of method, that is, of trial
and error. Nor does it imply that we must follow some existing
approach within the human sciences. If we place ritual and
mantras within the wider domain of human activities and com-
petences, and relate them to other features and characteristics of
the human animal, we have gained some insight and perspective
and are perhaps on our way to a more adequate understanding.




