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The relationship between Rigvedic and post-Rigvedic usages of the word vratd has not been

adequately explained, despite several studies of the concept. This paper distinguishes three aspects

of the word’s meaning in the Rg Veda and in the “mantra-period” texts: (1) ‘rule’ in the general
sense of a fixed articulation of will or authority; (2) as the attribute of a god, it denotes the distinc-
tive natural and social laws that the god ordains and maintains; (3) in verses in which the god’s

vratd is closely linked with specific rites (the morning and evening offerings, the three soma press-

ings) it acquires the sense of ‘rule of ritual observance’. In these contexts, this rule of ritual perfor-

mance is an obligation to be fulfilled by “descendants of Manu,” who may be called vratyas of the

god. RV 7.103.1 and AV 4.11 foreshadow the narrower, technical application of the word in the

prose yajus texts, the brahmanas, and the ritual stitras, viz., an ascetical regimen undertaken by a

yajamana or student, under the superintendence of Agni Vratapati.

INTRODUCTION

BEGINNING WITH THE prose ygjus mantras and the
brahmana texts, the word vratd denotes a specifically
defined, somewhat ascetic regimen (e.g., the vrata of an
isti rite, the soma diksa, the observances of a student of
Veda) intended to purify and empower the performer,
giving him a quasi-divine capacity to accomplish spe-
cial rites or to study. In the dharma literature (and in
usage up to the present), vrata refers to a (mildly) as-
cetic regimen of behavior (such as a fast), often com-
bined with a program of worship to a specified deity, by
which the performer may obtain virtually any specified
mundane or otherworldly objective—especially divine
assistance in some matter, such as worldly prosperity or
the expiation of guilt. In fact, vrata becomes the most
generic term in Brahmanism for rules or regimens in
which a fixed rule of behavior, involving restrictions as
well as prescribed actions, is thought to produce speci-
fied results for whoever performs it.

Compared with the term’s clear semantic contours in
later times, the Rigvedic meaning has long been dis-
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puted. The current consensus derives vratd from PIE
*wer-/wré- (‘speak’); it thus closely parallels Av.
uruudta (‘command’, ‘rule’).! A few studies have at-
tempted to specify the Vedic meaning of the word.
Hanns-Peter Schmidt has argued at great length that
vratd in all cases means ‘Geliibde’ (‘vow’) in the sense of
“a sort of promissory oath.”? The gods’ vratds in the Rg
Veda would thus be promises they make to humanity,
which their actions fulfill. Paul Hacker refuted Schmidt’s

! Hanns-Peter Schmidt (Vedisch ‘vratd’ und awestisch ‘urvita’
[Hamburg: DeGruyter, 1958], 7-14), gives a history of research
on this term and of the various etymologies suggested. Among
them, W. D. Whitney (“On the Etymology of the Sanskrit Noun
vratd,” JAOS 11 [1885]: ccxxix—ccxxxi), was led to derive it
from the root vrt-, ‘turn, proceed’, based on the traditional no-
tion of a vratd as a path, something “gone on” or “followed”; so
too, separately, A. Ludwig (Der Rigveda [Prague, 1876-88], 3:
266). Abel Bergaigne (Le religion védique d’aprés les hymnes
du Rig-Veda [Paris: Vieweg, 1883}, 3:210-71) and E Max
Miiller (Rig-Veda-Sanhita [London, 1869], 1: 225-28) derive it
from vr- (‘protect’), giving as its earliest meaning ‘what is pro-
tected, set apart. R. Roth (Uber Yasna 31 [Tibingen, 1876])
recognized the connection with Av. uruudta, and the etymology
from PIE *wer-/wre- (‘speak’) was first proposed by Adalbert
Bezzenberger, Bezzenberger’'s Beitrige 1 (1877): 253f. See
Manfred Mayrhofer, Kurrzgefasstes etymologisches Worterbuch
des Altindischen (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1956-80), 3: 278f.,
for more references.

2 Schmidt, op. cit.
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findings in a long article. He notes first that even the
vratds of the classical literature are not properly called
‘vows’ (despite similarities with Christian vows, and the
ubiquity of this gloss in translations). Although the ele-
ment of “act, service, or way of life” for a divine pur-
pose represents the later idea of vratd well enough, the
word “vow” preeminently denotes the promise or decla-
ration of intent. The vratd per se consists in a set of regu-
lar activities, and the verbal or mental declaration of
intent—when it is mentioned at all—is designated as the
samkalpa, which is “what makes a series of actions or
abstentions into a vratd.”

I would carry Hacker’s objections on this point a bit
further. In Classical Greek and Latin usage, a “vow”
(ebyn, votum) was a promise to make an offering to a
divinity, contingent upon first receiving a god’s help—
Marcel Mauss’ do ut des. This contingency, in particu-
lar, is quite foreign to the Indian notion, which regards
the actual regimen—and not the declaration of inten-
tion, or promise—as essential to producing the result. In
fact, the “contingent vow” is attested in modern times in
the Rajasthani bolari, bolma, or votana, and the Marathi
navas, all of which are distinguished from vrata.*

Joel Brereton has adjudicated this debate, finding in
Hacker’s favor. He argues that a vratd is (1) a command-
ment, implying an obligation (and not a promise, as
Schmidt claimed); (2) “an action which is governed by a

3 Paul Hacker, Vrara, Nachrichten der Akademie der Wissen-
schaft in Gottingen, Phil.-hist. KI., no. 5 (Goéttingen: Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 1973). Raghunandana, Ekadasitattva, quoted
in P. V. Kane, History of Dharmasastra (Poona: Bhandarkar Ori-
ental Research Institute, 1974), 5: 30, n. 63: samkalpa-visaya-
tat-tat-karmaiva vratam (“A vrata is the ritual action defined by
an intention™),

4 See, e.g., Ann Grodzins Gold, Fruitful Journeys: The Ways
of Rajasthani Pilgrims (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univ. of
California Press, 1988), 142, 186-87; Lindsey Harlan, Religion
and Rajput Women (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univ. of Cali-
fornia Press, 1992), 48-49. Gold glosses the Rajasthani terms
as “pledge” or “vow” (the terms are derived from verbs of
speaking). These vows usually are promises to go on pilgrim-
age, or to perform certain rites while on pilgrimage. Mary Mc-
Gee (“Desired Fruits: Motive and Intention in the Votive Rites
of Hindu Women,” in Roles and Rituals for Hindu Women, ed.
J. Leslie [Rutherford, N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson Univ. Press,
1991], 80-81) explains navas as a “kind of votive rite, which I
call ‘contractual’ or ‘conditional’. ..” One of McGee’s infor-
mants explained: “A vrata is service to God without any expec-
tations; a navas puts God on the spot” (navas devas sarkat
ghalne; vrat nirapeks seva karne [McGee’s trans.]).

commandment and so is considered an expression of that
commandment”; and (3) “‘authority’, the power to com-
mand, to oblige someone to do something.”> He shows
that the vratds of the gods are authoritative: they deter-
mine the order of all things and beings in the world, and
imply the idea of man’s moral obligation to adhere to
divine models. Although Hacker also stresses this point,
he resists equating vratd with ‘commandment’, for this
word points to the assertion of authority which is never
(in the Rg Veda) directly referred to, and obscures the
fact that divine will—represented by the vratd—is em-
bodied in paradigmatic divine actions. Thus, he says, a
god’s vratd “is established through [that god’s] concrete
activity, i.e., not through an act of lawgiving.” It is an
order or pattern, arising directly out of divine precedent,
that is continually actualized in the world, such that
creatures and things adapt themselves to it, and comply
with it. The verbs taking vratd as their object most fre-
quently in the Rg Veda define a coherent set of actions:
on the one hand, the upholding or protection of, and
compliance with, vratds; on the other, the destruction or
violation of them. Hacker observes’ that in most cases
the vratd is something the gods follow ([anu-]sac-,
anu-i-, [anu-Jcar-, etc.), keep (raks-, pa-, dhr-), violate
([pra-1mi-), or deceive (dabh-); he supposes “that the
word originally and properly belongs to the sphere of the
gods, and that the human vratas are so called perhaps
only by analogy to those of the gods.”®

1 will show that the Rg Veda does sometimes envision
the vratd as a regular course of ritual observance corre-
sponding to the particular character of the deity to whom
the rites pertain. This indicates a semantic extension of
the term vratd from ‘rule’ in the sense of ‘governance’ or
‘ordinance’ to “rule of ritual action’. This paves the way
for later, more narrow applications of the word to desig-
nate specific, initiatory regimens required for worship
and Veda study. This semantic development shows that

3 Joel Brereton, The Rgvedic Adityas, American Oriental
Series, no. 63 (New Haven: American Oriental Society,
1981), 70f.

6 Hacker, 121. 7 Ibid., 121-22.

8 Ibid., 116. T. Elizarenkova (Language and Style of the
Vedic Rsis [Albany: State Univ. of New York Press, 1995), 52—
53) sees this dual usage as a broad pattern in Rigvedic lan-
guage, in which the significance of words depends on whether
the context is one of divine or human activity. She glosses the
term as “(god’s) behest” or “divine law” in the first case, and
“(worshipper’s) vow” in the second. Her argument is worth
considering, but she does not explain the relationship between
the two senses adequately.
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the usual gloss ‘vow’ or ‘Geliibde’ is not apt, since a rit-
ual vratd is a rule adopted, not a promise made.’ In what
follows, I will review selected passages to illustrate the
range of applications of the term, the ways in which di-
vine vratds are distinctive of the gods to whom they be-
long, and ways in which the vratds of certain gods are
closely associated with a course of ritual observance in-
cumbent upon those “descendants of Manus” who have
established a relationship with the gods.

THE GENERAL SENSE OF VRATA IN EARLY SOURCES

Before turning to passages in which a vratd figures as
a law governing divine or ritual action (which might be
called religiously “marked” usage, insofar as vratd be-
comes a technical term), we should note the contexts in
which it appears to mean ‘rule’, ‘standard mode of ac-
tion’, in a general sense. In such an unmarked context,
there seems to be little sense of moral obligation; rather
the vratd is what is characteristic of someone or some-
thing. The word vratd often has this meaning when it
occurs in final position in adjectival (bahuvrihi) com-
pounds.’® “Let Heaven and Earth—they who drip
honey, who milk out honey, whose rule is honey (i.e.,
sweet)—prepare honey for us” (mddhu no dydvaprthivi
mimiksatam madhuscita madhudiighe mddhuvrate [RV
6.70.5ab}]). “Let this bull, who follows the rule of the
bull, purifying himself, striking those who curse (us),
make riches for the worshiper” (esd vFsa visavratah
pdvamano asastihd | kdrad vdsani dasise [9.62.117).
“Who follows the rule of the bull” means “who acts like
a bull,” who is virile by nature, or, perhaps more pre-
cisely, who, as a rule, is fecundating.

Agni is known by his golden demeanor: “Here the
gods have set . .. shining Agni of the shining chariot, of
the yellow rule of conduct (hdrivratam) . .. impatient,
very splendid . . . ” (candrdm agnim candrdratham hdri-
vratam . . . bhiirnim devdsa ihd susriyam dadhuh [RV
3.3.5ad}). Hdrivratam is virtually glossed by the adjec-
tives candrdm, candrdratham, and susriyam, which all
describe Agni’s apparent form and action. The terms
vivrata and sdvrata are antonyms meaning “following
divergent rules, discordant” and “following the same

9 Despite the fact that the etymon of vratd denoted something
spoken, I prefer to avoid Brereton’s gloss ‘commandment’,
which seems to emphasize unduly the speech component, since
the Rg Veda never alludes to the pronouncing or declaring of a
vratd.

10 See Schmidt, 93-101 (substituting for “Gellibde” as
necessary).

rule, concordant,” respectively.!! These compounds in
-vrata constitute a fixed idiomatic usage, in which the
meaning of vratd is relatively constricted: ‘rule’ as an
expression of authority is reduced to ‘tendency’ or
‘manner’.

Numerous verse mantras from post-Rg Veda sources
use vratd alongside words for interior, mental and psy-
chological, states, which suggests that vratd crystallizes
an act of will. Some of these verses are applied in the
rite of initiation into Veda study, at the moment when
the teacher touches the student’s heart, e.g., RVkh 3.15:

mdma vraté hidayam te dadhami mdma cittdm dnu cittdm
te astu
mdma vacdm ekavratd'? jusasva brhdspatis tva ni yunaktu

mdhyam'3

I place your heart under my rule (vrata). Let your thought
follow my thought. Take delight in my word as one who has
a single rule (eka-vratd)'* (or: single-minded [eka-manas]).
Let Brhaspati join you to me.

In the initiation, the preceptor speaks these words so that
the initiate will become amenable to his will. Almost the
same words are uttered in the wedding ceremony to sub-
ordinate the bride to the groom (e.g., PGS 1.8.6-8); in-
deed, the marriage has frequently been styled the Vedic
initiation of a woman, and she stands in the same rela-
tion to her husband as the student to the teacher—one of
absolute obedience and humility. In the latter ritual ap-
plication, the name of the “lord of progeny,” Prajapati,
is inserted in place of the name of the “lord of prayer,”
Brhaspati, since Prajapati is more directly concerned with
the purposes of marriage, while Brhaspati governs the
study of Veda.

These ritual contexts reinforce the impression given
by the mantra itself: the speaker aims at bringing about
conformity in the “heart,” that is, the seat of cognition
(mdnas) and will, of another. Vrata here is the authority

'y prata: RV 8.12.15, 10.55.3; AV 3.8.5 = 6.94.1. sdvrata:
RV 3.30.3, 3.54.6, 6.70.3, 10.65.8.

12 Other texts have in place of ekavratd: ekavrato; or (AGS,
JGS): ekamana.

13§65 2.4.1; AGS 1.21.7; PGS 2.2.16; MB 1.2.21 (te hr-
dayam dadhatu);, GGS 2.1.24; KhGS 1.3.31; JGS 1.12:11.15-
16 (mayi vrate . . . ).

14 ekavrard, although probably a bahuvrihi, shows anoma-
lous accent and case ending (as if from eka-vratds-, cf. JGS’s
ekamanalh]). However it might also be a karmadharaya with
the rare instrumental singular in -@, but with regular accent,
which would translate as “with a single rule.”
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wielded by the teacher (or husband) over the thoughts
of the student (or wife). Mama vacam (“my word, my
voice”), in a rare juxtaposition with vratdm, may evoke
the etymological sense of “command.” Yet the variant
reading points the other way: the variant readings in the
textual sources of ekamanah (“having only one thought,
single-minded”) and ekavratd (“having only one rule”
or “with one rule”), in the same position in the sentence
may reflect a perceived synonymy. Since manas and
vrata occur side-by-side in several similar mantras (see
below), their alternation suggests that in such usage they
are close in meaning. In referring to one who is obedi-
ent or amenable, their similarity probably lies in their
evocation of the initiate’s interior, volitional disposition.
The reading ekavratah nicely suggests the convergence
of two vratas: the initiate’s will is subordinated to—
becomes one and the same as—the master’s.

The Atharva Veda is particularly rich in passages in
which vratd occurs parallel to mdnas, cétas, cittd, hr-
daya, and/or akati (e.g., 2.30.2, 6.64.2 and 3 [= RV
10.191.3 and 4, MS 2.2.6, TB 2.4.4.4-5]). AV 3.8.5-6 (=
6.94.1-2) is worth noting, especially since these verses
are prescribed for use in the upanayana (e.g., KausS
55.17-18), which introduces the vrata of brahmacarya:

sdm vo mdnamsi sdm vratd sdm dkitir namamasi
£ s 3 = P z = :
ami yé vivrata(h) sthdna tdn vah sdm namayamasi's  (5)

ahdm grbhnami mdnasa mdndamsi mdma cittdm dnu citté-
bhir éta

mdma vdSesu hrdayani vah krnomi mdma yatdm dnuvarta-
mana éta  (6)

We bend together your thoughts, your rules (vratd), your
intentions; we make those of you there who are discordant
(vivrata) bend (your wills) together.

I grasp (your) minds with (my) mind; follow my thought
with your thoughts; I put your hearts in my powers; go and
follow along my way.

The vivid language of coercion reinforces the idea that
vratd is an interior phenomenon akin to thought and in-
tention. Moreover, a comparison of RVkh 3.15a (above)
with AV 3.8.6¢c shows vraté in a context nearly parallel
to (plural) vdsesu (“in [my] will”).

15 vivrata’s missing visarga is found in MS 2.2.6 and many

AV manuscripts (W. D. Whitney, tr., Atharva-Veda Sarnhita,
HOS 7-8 [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1905], 97).
Other variants: MS 2.7.11ab, TS 4.2.5.1ab, VS 12.58ab.

THE DIVINE LAWS

If vratd in the generic sense means ‘rule’ in the sense
of a fixed, characteristic mode of behavior that manifests
one’s will (whether or not the idea is present that it re-
sults from or is expressed in a command), what of the
vratds of the gods? In this context, we shall see that the
general notion of rule is developed into an ideal of divine
governance. The Vedic poet-theologian takes perennial
empirical “facts” as evidence of the gods’ authority over
the world, an authority made real through their action in
the world. The ubiquity and apparent persistence of such
facts are made the basis for a notion of immutable and
eternal law.

Moreover, although we may speak broadly of divine
vratds as an aspect of Vedic views of divinity, we must
also recognize that they do not compose a homogeneous
group. Each deity’s vratd defines its nature and role in
the world. Likewise, different deities play differing roles
in the context of worship; thus, a survey of the vratds of
the various gods will throw light also on the ritual
vratds. We must begin by observing that some gods are
more noted for their vratds than others. Vratds are attrib-
uted to most of the gods at some point in the Rg Veda
corpus, but when we can ascertain the divine agent of
the vratdi—about half of the time—it is most frequently
Varuna (twenty-four instances, including eight instances
jointly with Mitra, and once jointly with Mitra and
Savitr), Agni (fifteen, plus two jointly), Soma (twelve),
Indra (twelve, plus two jointly), Savitr (ten), and the
“All Gods” (Visve Devah) (seventeen).!® Relative to the
number of hymns and mentions each of them receives
in the corpus, it seems that the vratds of Varuna and
Savitr (and the Vi§ve Devah) get disproportionate at-
tention. This has led some scholars, especially Liiders,
Thieme, and Brereton, to link the concept of vratd his-
torically and conceptually to the Adityas, in general, and
to Varuna, in particular.!”

Varuna

In his study of the group of deities called Adityas,
Brereton defends the claim that vratd and vdruna are

16 Tabulations from Schmidt, 15-16, slightly adjusted.

17 gee, e.g., Heinrich Liiders, Varuna, 2 vols. (Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1951-59). In the Rg Veda, Varuna is
the main addressee of barely ten hymns (together with Mitra, in
another twenty-three; with Indra, in six); Savitr gets only
eleven; the Visve Devah receive about sixty-five full hymns.
Compare this with Indra’s two hundred fifty-odd hymns, and
Agni’s two hundred, and Soma’s one hundred twenty.
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etymologically related, and indeed that they mean virtu-
ally the same thing: “commandment” or “authority.”’'®
Thus, he defines Varuna as the god of commandments,
preeminent among the group of personified abstract prin-
ciples called the “Children of Innocence (Aditi),” who are
the heavenly sponsors and defenders of the rules of good
conduct, and the punishers of offense (dgas) against those
rules. Whether or not we fully accept this etymological
argument, or this understanding of Varuna’s name, it is
likely that the Vedic poets made this connection.

Varuna governs first the primordial disposition of
space (as Indra is even more frequently said to do): ver-
tically, by propping apart the two firmaments, heaven
and earth, to create the mid-space; laterally, by extending
the earth outward (hence its epithets, preh[i]vi and urvi,
‘the wide, extensive’). Within this matrix, he ordains for
all things a position and an ambit:

dstabhnad dydm dsuro visvdveda dmimita varimdnam
prehivydh

dsidad visva bhivanani samrdd visvét tdni vdrunasya
vratdni (8.42.1)

The all-knowing lord propped up the sky; he measured out
the breadth of the earth.

The sovereign has taken his seat before all creatures. All
these are Varuna’s laws (vratd).

Varuna’s vratds—the things he has willed—constitute
(despite the lack of any formal utterance) a sort of law,
an ordainment by action. His vratds likewise determine
the proper alternation of night and day:

18 Brereton, 83-92; this etymological relation goes back to
A. Meillet, “Le dieu indo-iranien Mitra,” Journal asiatique
10(10) (1907): 143-59. Georg von Simson (“Vom Ursprung
der Géotter Mitra und Varuna,” Indo-Iranian Journal 40 [1997]:
1-35) has argued that the deities Mitra and Varuna were origi-
nally one, with the title *mitré (rdja) vdrunas (cf. the odd
vocative mitrarajand varuna of 5.62.3b, which he deems a later
reanalysis of the misunderstood title). The last word he sees as
a genitive form of a proposed substantive *vdru (‘wide space’,
cf. dru and Av. vouru, ‘wide’), surviving only in this fixed for-
mula, where it was misunderstood as a nominative and as-
signed to a separate deity. The title would mean “mediator
of the wide space,” and was applied, he claims, to the planet
Venus, in its dual role as morning- (Mitra) and evening-star
(Varuna). However, an anonymous reviewer for the Journal
points out an important grammatical objection to von Simson’s
theory: “the -n extension in the oblique of neuter n-stems is not
all that old and so such a form is unlikely to form part of a
fixed, old collocation.”

ami yd rksa nihitasa uccd ndktam dddrsre kitha cid diveyuh
ddabdhani vdarunasya vratdni vicdka$ac candrdma ndktam
eti (1.24.10)

Those stars, which, fixed above, shine at night, must go
somewhere by day—Varuna’s laws (vratd) are not vio-
lated!—the moon goes shining brightly at night.

The establishment of order in complementary opposi-
tion is Varupa’s primary concern: thus, day and night
are the white and black garments that Varuna makes for
himself to wear, “according to his ordinances” (dnu
vratd, 8.41.10).

Similarly, just as Varuna and Mitra together establish
the basic order (rtd) of the cosmos (e.g., 5.62.3), they are
also the source of the social order in its broadest sense:
“By (your) rule, you have made a secure abode (for hu-
manity); by (your) establishment, you make the peoples
occupy their (proper) places” (vraténa stho dhruvdksema
dhdrmana yataydjjana, 5.72.2ab). Here, vratd (a crystal-
lization of authority) and dhdrman (lit., ‘that which is
established or upheld’) are complementary manifesta-
tions of the gods’ authority: their paradigmatic acts cre-
ated the habitable world for mankind; the moral aspect
of their rule—a corollary to the cosmogonic aspect—
determines the proper and harmonious organization of
society. The parallelism here suggests to me a conver-
gence in meaning.'®

Besides his role as benevolent ruler, Varuna, who
monitors human action? and who cannot be deceived
(ddabdha, e.g., 7.60.5), punishes those who deceitfully
violate his vratds. Brereton notes that while the Adityas
as a group are praised for upholding righteousness (rzd)
and punishing transgressors, Varuna alone tends to be
invoked when the transgressor himself prays for mercy
(7.87.7, 88.6, 89.5).2! Here, the wrongdoer—no longer
portrayed as some “other,” a rival—acquires a voice and
admits his fault:

ydc cid dhi te viso yathd prd deva varuna vratdm / minimdsi
dydvi-dyavi

md no vadhdya hatndve jihilandsya riradhah / md hr-
nandsya manydve (1.25.1-2)

19 Hacker in fact proposes that the relationship between
vratd and dhdrman can be explained by the use of forms of the
verb dhr- with vratd, especially in the bahuvrihi compound
dhrtdvrata, which he interprets as “who has laid down a vrard”
(Hacker, 127-33).

20 Ry 1.25.11; 1.50.6; 6.68.3; 7.60.3, 61.5, 65.1; 8.25.9; by
means of spies: 1.25.13; 6.67.5; 7.61.3, 87.3.

21 Brereton, 96-97.
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Even though we violate your ordinance (vratd) day after
day, O god Varuna, as the people (violate a king’s), do not
subject us to the deadly weapon of the enraged, nor to the
fury of one who is angry.

The poet enters a guilty plea in hopes of a suspended
sentence from the judge. He acknowledges his guilt, but
insists that he has erred through human nature, that such
behavior is typical of human beings. By thus diffusing
the responsibility, he hopes to incline the god toward
patience and mercy. But these passages definitely sug-
gest that humans, of all creation, are most inclined to
deviate from divine vratds, a theme that recurs in pas-
sages that discuss other gods’ vratds as well.

Similar prayers for forgiveness are addressed to other
gods too. (See 4.54.3 to Savitr, and 8.48.9 and 10.25.3
to Soma, all cited below.) Yet these other gods show
mercy merely by not withholding their gifts to men;
Varuna, as god of Order (rtd), is more vividly described
as moved to anger and penal retribution. Varuna pun-
ishes by binding the guilty. Even then, the bound pris-
oner may apply for parole, affirming that he will
henceforth “stay clean” by adhering to Varuna’s will, by
following his law:

iid uttamdm varuna pdsam asmdd dvadhamdm vi madhya-
mdm Srathaya
dtha vaydm aditya vraté tdvdanagaso dditaye syama (1.24.15)

Loosen up the upper snare from us, O Varuna, loosen down
the lower, loosen away the middle one. Then may we be un-
der your rule (vratd), O Aditya, guiltless so that we may be
unbound (ddiraye).

Renewed conformity to the divine vratd restores one to
a state of “freedom from fetters” (dditi).??

Varuna’s ordinances (vratd) are thus the standard of an
ethical order as well as of the cosmic order: they govern
the broadest range of activities, although ritual obliga-
tions are sometimes specified. By adhering to his ordi-
nances one can overcome typically human weaknesses.

Savitr

Savitr in the Rg Veda wields the power of instigation
or impulse. He is invoked especially at sunset,?’ as in the

22 Brereton goes further, translating dditi as “innocence.”
This clarifies an important aspect of the term’s meaning, but
obscures the central imagery of punishment and forgiveness as
binding and release: ddifi as a noun denotes the absence of
bonds or restrictions.

23 Harry Falk (“Savitr und die Savitri,” Wiener Zeitschrift fiir
die Kunde Siidasiens 32 [1988]: 5-33) argues not only that

beautiful hymn 2.38, in which the god’s vratd is men-
tioned five times. Here, “Savitr. has divided the species
according to their places” (sthasé jdnmani savitd vy
dkah [7c]): the aquatic creatures in the waters, the wild
animals on the dry land, the birds in the woods, the herds
in the paddock (vv. 7-8). Yet even more prominent is his
role as bringer of rest at the end of the day: “Stirring, he
has risen (and) divided up the set times (r#i£)” (it samhd-
yasthad vy rtirnr adardhar [4c]). He comes at dusk, and
neither nature nor humanity can resist him:

vi§vasya hi Srustdye devd urdhvdh prd bahdva prthiipanih
sisarti

dpas cid asya vratd d nimrgra aydm cid vdto ramate
pdrijman  (2)

asibhis cid ydn vi mucati nindm driramad dtamanam cid
étoh

ahydrsianam cin ny ayam avisyam dnu vratdm savitir moky
dgar (3)

samdvavarti visthito jigisir vi§vesam kdma$ cdratam
amdbhit

$dsvam dpo vikrtam hitvy dgad dnu vratdm savitir
daivyasya (6)

Since to have the obedience of everyone, the high, broad-
palmed god stretches forth his arms,?* under his rule
(vratd) even the waters are still, even this wind rests in its
circulation.

Even the one who goes with swift (horses) now unharnesses
(them); he has made even the wanderer rest from his jour-
neying; he has checked the eagerness even of those who
dart like snakes (? ahydrsu): in accordance with Savitr’s
rule (vratd), the Release?® has come.

Savitr in the Rg Veda must be distinguished from the sun, but
that “der Schwerpunkt der Aktivitdt Savitrs liegt also zu
Beginn der Nacht” (ibid., 13), as Bergaigne also observed (see
n. 1). Falk identifies Savitr with the Milky Way, as it touches
the horizon in India around twilight at the summer solstice,
which links Savitr with the rainy season and the opening of the
period of Veda study.

24 In this image of two extended arms, Falk sees the two
halves of the Milky Way rising from the horizon at dusk at the
summer solstice (as he calculates that they did in north India
in the second millennium B.c.), signalling the start of the rainy
season.

25 moki, lit., “release” (hapax legomenon); generally under-
stood to mean ‘nightfall’. Falk (ibid., 28-29) sees a double-
entendre throughout the verse. The first line refers to the wind
in the midspace, and also to the rapacious vratyas as they desist
from their raids at the start of the monsoon. Likewise, the
ahydrsu (“SchlangenspieBer”) is both peacock and vratya bearing



