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Sacrifice in the Mahabharata and beyond

or

Did the author(s) of the Mahabharata understand Vedic sacrifice
better than we do?

(Published in Mythic Landscapes and Argumentative Trails in Sanskrit Epic Literature. Dubrovnik
International Conference on the Sanskrit Epics and Purdnas DICSEP publications. Ed. Ivan
Andrijani¢, Sven Sellmer. Zagreb: Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts. 2021. Pp. 23-38.)

Sacrifice is an oft recurring theme in the Mahabharata. Several sacrifices are
carried out in the epic story, and the notion of sacrifice even pops up in places
where one might least expect it. The Mahabharata war itself is compared to a
sacrifice, or if we can believe Danielle Feller (1999: 99), this war is presented as
“a full-fledged, albeit peculiar sacrifice”.! This claim is correct, but must be
treated with care. Heesterman (2010: 389) rightly observes that “when we turn to
sacrifice for a basic pattern of the epic’s story, we run into difficulty. The late
Vedic manuals of sacrificial ritual confront us with a highly detailed and
rationalized system of sacrifices organized according to their increasing
complexity, the simpler being integrated into the next more complicated one in
the manner of Russian puppets fitting into each other. It is hard to see how the
cut-and-dried rigidity of this sacrificial system should relate to, let alone provide,
the design of the epic.””

In order to arrive at a better understanding of the epic war as sacrifice, |

propose to look at some of the passages in detail. First we consider two passages

! Cp. Biardeau, 2002: 23: “C’est dans la derniere partie du Livre IV que la guerre en
préparation est apparue comme une guerre sacrificielle, comme un sacrifice de la guerre.
Le terme de yuddha-yajiia, ‘guerre-sacrifice’, ‘sacrifice de la guerre’, sera de plus en plus
commun, et le vocabulaire sacrificiel débordera méme le cadre des comparaisons
explicites.”

* Cp. Biardeau, 2002: 23: “[le combat] est un sacrifice d’un type tout a fait a part, un
sacrifice propre au guerrier, ou le brahmane ne peut s’immiscer que sous 1’armure du
guerrier.”



Mahabharata-sacrifice

that present the approaching war in this manner.’ In the first one Duryodhana
addresses his father Dhrtarastra. Van Buitenen translates it as follows (1978:

325):*

I am not putting the burden of war on you, or on Drona, or on
Agdvatthaman, or on Samjaya, or on Vikarna, or on Kamboja, or on
Bahlika, Satyavrata, Purumitra, BhiiriSravas, or any others of your party,
when I make this challenge! I and Karna, father, have laid out the sacrifice
of war (ranayajiia) and here we stand consecrated with Yudhisthira as the
victim, bull of the Bharatas. This chariot is the altar, this sword the spoon,
this club the ladle, this armor the sadas. My steeds are the four sacrificial
priests, my arrows the darbha grass, my fame the oblation! Having offered
up ourselves in war to Vaivasvata, O king, we shall triumphantly return,
covered with glory, our enemies slain. I, Karna, and my brother
Duh$asana, we three, father, will kill Pandavas in battle. I shall kill the
Pandavas and rule the earth. I should rather surrender my life, wealth, and
realm, steadfast king, than ever dwell together with the Pandavas! We
shall not cede to the Pandavas as much land as you can prick with the point
of a sharp needle, father!

This passage suggests that the comparison with sacrifice expresses Duryodhana’s
intention to vanquish his opponents. At first sight this makes perfect sense. Just as
a sacrificer kills the sacrificial victim in his sacrifice, Duryodhana and Karna

intend to kill the Pandavas in the battle for which they are preparing themselves.’

3 Cf. Feller, 1999; 2009.

* Mhbh 5.57.10-18: naham bhavati na drone nasvatthamni na samjaye/ na vikarne na
kamboje na krpe na ca bahlike//10// satyavrate purumitre bhirisravasi va punah/ anyesu
va tavakesu bharam krtva samahvaye//11// aham ca tata karnas ca ranayajiiam vitatya
vai/ yudhisthiram pasum krtva diksitau bharatarsabha//12// ratho vedi sruvah khadgo
gada sruk kavacam sadah/ caturhotram ca dhurya me Sara darbha havir yasah//13//
armayajiiena nrpate istva vaivasvatam rane/ vijitya svayam esyavo hatamitrau sriya
vrtau//14// aham ca tata karnas ca bhrata duhsasanas ca me/ ete vayam hanisyamah
pandavan samare trayah//15// aham hi pandavan hatva prasasta prthivim imam/ mam va
hatva panduputra bhoktarah prthivim imam//16// tyaktam me jivitam rajan dhanam
rajyam ca parthiva/ na jatu pandavaih sardham vaseyam aham acyuta//17// yavad dhi
stcyas tiksnaya vidhyed agrena marisa/ tavad apy aparityajyam bhiimer nah pandavan
prati//18//

> The same sentiment, but this time from the side of Yudhisthira, finds expression in the
Vanaparvan, Mhbh 3.242.13-15: tada tu nrpatir ganta dharmarajo yudhisthirah//13//
astrasastrapradipte 'gnau yada tam patayisyati/ varsat trayodasad iirdhvam ranasattre
naradhipah//14// yada krodhahavir mokta dhartarastresu pandavah/ agantaras tada smeti
...//15// “Then indeed Yudhisthira the King Dharma shall go [to Duryodhana’s sacrifice,
JB]! When he [Yudhisthira] tumbles him [Duryodhana] in the Fire that has been lit with
swords and spears at the Session of war (rana-sattra) after the thirteenth year [of exile],
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With hindsight we know that this intention was never realized. Quite on
the contrary, Duryodhana and Karna themselves were killed in that battle, and the
Pandavas came out victorious.

Karna did not need hindsight to know the outcome of the battle. Foresight
allowed him to predict the disaster that was going to befall him and Duryodhana.
Interestingly, he too compares the approaching battle with a sacrifice, and in this
sacrifice, too, Duryodhana is the sacrificer. This is what Karna says (in the

translation of Van Buitenen, 1978: 446-447):¢

Varsneya, the Dhartarastra will hold a grand sacrifice of war (sastrayajiia).
Of this sacrifice you shall be the Witness, Janardana, and you shall be the
Adhvaryu priest at the ritual. The Terrifier with the monkey standard
stands girt as the Hotar; Gandiva will be the ladle; the bravery of men the
sacrificial butter. The aindra, pasupata, brahma, and sthiinakarna missiles

when the Pandava [i.e. Yudhisthira] gives vent to the Oblation of his wrath upon the
Dhartarastras, then we shall have come!” (tr. van Buitenen)

® Mhbh 5.139.29-51: dhartarastrasya varsneya Sastrayajiio bhavisyati/ asya yajiiasya
vetta tvam bhavisyasi janardana/ adhvaryavam ca te krsna kratav asmin bhavisyati//29//
hota caivatra bibhatsuh samnaddhah sa kapidhvajah/ gandivam sruk tathdajyam ca viryam
pumsam bhavisyati//30// aindram pasupatam brahmam sthiinakarnam ca madhava/
mantras tatra bhavisyanti prayuktah savyasacina//31// anuyatas ca pitaram adhiko va
parakrame/ gravastotram sa saubhadrah samyak tatra karisyati//32// udgatatra punar
bhimah prastota sumahabalah/ vinadan sa naravydaghro naganikantakrd rane//33// sa
caiva tatra dharmatma sasvad raja yudhisthirah/ japair homais ca samyukto brahmatvam
karayisyati//34// Sankhasabdah samuraja bheryas ca madhusiidana/ utkrstasimhanadas ca
subrahmanyo bhavisyati//35// nakulah sahadevas ca madriputrau yasasvinau/ samitram
tau mahaviryau samyak tatra karisyatah//36// kalmasadanda govinda vimala
rathaSaktayah/ yapah samupakalpantam asmin yajiie janardana//37// karninaltkanaraca
vatsadantopabrmhanah/ tomarah somakalasah pavitrani dhaniimsi ca//38// asayo ’tra
kapalani purodasah Siramsi ca/ havis tu rudhiram krsna asmin yajiie bhavisyati//39//
idhmah paridhayas caiva Saktyo ’tha vimala gadah/ sadasya dronasisyas ca krpasya ca
Saradvatah//40// isavo 'tra paristoma mukta gandivadhanvanda/ maharathaprayuktas ca
dronadraunipracoditah//41// pratiprasthanikam karma satyakih sa karisyati/ diksito
dhartarastro ’tra patni casya mahacamith//42// ghatotkaco ’tra Samitram karisyati
mahabalah/ atirdtre mahabaho vitate yajiiakarmani//43// daksina tv asya yajiiasya
dhrstadyumnah pratapavan/ vaitane karmani tate jato yah krsna pavakat//44// yad
abruvam aham krsna katukani sma pandavan/ priyartham dhartardstrasya tena tapye
"dya karmand/45// yada draksyasi mam krsna nihatam savyasdacind/ punas citis tada
casya yajiiasyatha bhavisyati//46// duhsasanasya rudhiram yada pasyati pandavah/
anardam nardatah samyak tada sutyam bhavisyati//47// yada dronam ca bhismam ca
paiicalyau patayisyatah/ tada yajiiavasanam tad bhavisyati janardana//48// duryodhanam
vada hanta bhimaseno mahabalah/ tada samapsyate yajiio dhartarastrasya madhava//49//
snusas ca prasnusas caiva dhrtarastrasya samgatah/ hatesvara hatasuta hatanathas ca
kesava//50// gandharya saha rodantyah svagrdhrakurarakule/ sa yajiie ’sminn avabhrtho
bhavisyati janardana//52//
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will be the spells employed by the Left-handed Archer. Saubhadra, taking
after his father, if not overtaking him, in prowess, will act perfectly as the
Gravastut priest. Mighty Bhima will be the Udgatar and Prastotar, that
tigerlike man who with his roars on the battlefield finishes off an army of
elephants. The eternal king, law-spirited Yudhisthira, well-versed in
recitations and oblations, will act as the Brahman. The sounds of the
conches, the drums, the kettledrums, and the piercing lion roars will be the
Subrahmana invocation. Madr1’s two glorious sons Nakula and Sahadeva
of great valor will fill the office of the Samitar priest. The clean chariot
spears with their spotted staffs will serve as the sacrificial poles at this
sacrifice, Janardana. The eared arrows, hollow reeds, iron shafts and calf-
tooth piles, and the javelins will be the Soma jars, and the bows the
strainers. Swords will be the potsherds, skulls the Purodasa cakes, and
blood will be the oblation at this sacrifice, Krsna. The spears and bright
clubs will be the kindling and enclosing sticks; the pupils of Drona and
Krpa Saradvata the Sadasyas. The arrows shot by the Gandiva bowman,
the great warriors, and Drona and his son will be the pillows. Satyaki shall
act as Pratiprasthatar, the Dhartarastra as the Sacrificer (diksita), his great
army as the Wife. Mighty Ghatotkaca will be the Samitar when this
Overnight (atiratra) Sacrifice is spun out, strong-armed hero. Majestic
Dhrstadyumna shall be the sacrificial fee when the fire rite takes place, he
who was born from the fire.

The insults I heaped on the Pandavas, to please Duryodhana, those I regret.
When you see me cut down by the Left-handed Archer, it will be the Re-
piling of the Fire of this’ sacrifice. When the Pandava drinks the blood of
Duhs$asana, bellowing his roar, it will be the Soma draught. When the two
Paiicalyas fell Drona and Bhisma, that will be the Conclusion of the
sacrifice, Janardana. When the mighty Bhimasena kills Duryodhana, then
the great sacrifice of the Dhartarastra will end. The weeping of the
gathered daughters-in-law and granddaughters-in-law, whose masters,
sons, and protectors have been slain, with the mourning of Gandhart at the
sacrificial site now teeming with dogs, vultures, and ospreys, will be the
Final Bath of this sacrifice, Janardana.

The richness of details in these comparisons, especially the second one, shows
that the author(s) of these passages had something similar to the Vedic sacrifice in
mind. This makes it all the more surprising, at least at first sight, that the
sacrificer in the second sacrifice is identical with its victim: Duryodhana initiates
the sacrifice, which ends with his death.

However, a closer look at these two passages changes the perspective
considerably. The sacrifical victim in most Vedic sacrifices, as in many other

sacrifices elsewhere in the world, is a substitute for the sacrificer. That is to say,

7 Van Buitenen has their instead of this.
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the ideal victim is the sacrificer himself. It is therefore perhaps not so surprising
that the instigator of the sacrifice that figures in Karna’s comparison,
Duryodhana, is also its victim. And the really surprising comparison, seen this
way, is the one proposed by Duryodhana, who looks upon the sacrificial victim
not as a substitute for the sacrificer, but as his enemy, in this case Yudhisthira.
Yudhisthira cannot possibly be looked upon as Duryodhana’s substitute in that
imaginary sacrifice. Yudhisthira is his victim in the worst sense of the term.
Substitutes in sacrifice are beings or objects that are dear to the sacrificer: one of
his children, one of his domesticated animals, some of his possessions.
Yudhisthira and the Pandavas are not dear to Duryodhana, they are his enemies,
whom he wishes to destroy.

Do we have to conclude that there is something wrong in Duryodhana’s
comparison of the approaching battle with a sacrifice? We will return to this
question below. First, however, we must note that Duryodhana’s kind of sacrifice
is not the only example of its kind in the Mahabharata. As a matter of fact, the
Mahabharata reports that it was itself first recited at a sacrifice organised by
someone called Janamejaya. This was a Snake Sacrifice (sarpasattra), and its aim
was the destruction of all snakes.® The sacrifice did in the end not succeed in this
aim, but that is less important at present.

Minkowski (1991: 385) sums up how this sacrifice came about as follows:

The story of Janamejaya’s sattra belongs to the Astika parvan of the
Mahabharata’s first book (1.45-53). The events of the Astika parvan, the
curse of Kadrii (1.18), the death of Pariksit (1.36-40), and the birth of
Astika (1.33-44), culminate in the story of the snake sattra, which begins
with Janamejaya learning that his father Pariksit was killed by the serpent
Taksaka. Seeking revenge, Janamejaya asks his priests whether they know
a rite that would enable him to propel Taksaka and his relations into
blazing fire (1.47.4). The priests reply that there is a rite that will
accomplish such a task, created by the gods especially for Janamejaya
(tvadartham devanirmitam), known as the sarpasattra, and described in the
Puranic lore (purane kathyate) (1.47.6). Janamejaya is the only man

¥ Fitzgerald (2010: 79) makes the following tentative suggestion about this sacrifice:
“Whoever framed the epic narrative with this account might well have used the snakes as
a stand-in for foreign invaders and may have meant to suggest that Janamejaya’s rite at
this gateway should spell an end to such invaders in Bharatavarsa ...” This suggestion is
necessarily speculative and impossible to verify.
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eligible to sponsor this rite, and the priests have the training to perform it
(1.47.7). Janamejaya agrees and orders the priests to prepare (1.47.8-9).

This short description suffices to show that Janamejaya’s Snake Sacrifice was of
the same kind as Duryodhana’s imagined sacrifice. Just as Duryodhana fantasized
about a sacrifice in which his enemy Yudhisthira, and by extension the Pandavas,
would be the victim, in the same way Janamejaya prepares a sacrifice in which
his enemy, the snake Taksaka, and by extension all snakes, will be the victim.
Both Duryodhana’s imagined sacrifice and Janamejaya’s in the end unsuccessful
sacrifice were meant to destroy enemies, not by means of the sacrifice, but in the
sacrifice itself, as its victims. These victims are not substitutes for the sponsor of
the sacrifice, but they are his enemies.

The Mahabharata mentions another sacrifice of the same type. About King

Jarasandha of Magadha, we read (tr. Van Buitenen, 1975: 60):°

After he had defeated them all, [Jarasandha] imprisoned the kings in his
mountain corral, Girivraja, as a lion imprisons great elephants in a cave of
the Himalaya. King Jarasandha wants to sacrifice the lords of the earth, for
it was after he had worshiped the Great God that he defeated the kings on
the battlefield. Whenever he defeated kings in battle, he took them in
fetters to his own city and built a corral for men!

About these imprisoned kings we read (tr. Van Buitenen, 1975: 61):'°

What joy of life is left to the kings who are sprinkled and cleansed in the
house of PaSupati as sacrificial animals ...?

Krsna reproaches Jarasandha in a later chapter that, having imprisoned the kings,

he wishes to sacrifice them to Rudra.'' According to Krsna, there has never been

? Mhbh 2.13.62-64: tena ruddha hi rajanah sarve jitva girivraje/ kandarayam girindrasya
simheneva mahdadvipah//62// so ‘pi raja jarasamdho yiyaksur vasudhadhipaih/ aradhya hi
mahddevam nirjitas tena parthivah//63// sa hi nirjitya nirjitya parthivan prtandagatan/
puram aniya baddhva ca cakara purusavrajam/64//

" Mhbh 2.13.17: proksitanam pramrstanam rajiam pasupater grhe/ pasinam iva ka
pritir jivite bharatarsabha//17//

"' Mhbh 2.20.8cd: tad rajiah samnigrhya tvam rudrayopajihirsasi.
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witness to a human sacrifice, and he disapproves of it strongly.'? Jarasandha’s
defence that he takes no king for sacrifice whom he has not first defeated" does
not convince his opponents, and he is subsequently killed in battle.

Further examples of sacrifices of the kind where the sacrificer immolates
himself, where he is both sacrificer and victim, can also be found in the
Mahabharata. Amba and Aévatthaman put an end to their lives in this manner."
Amba, surprisingly, is a woman, but this fact should not be taken to mean that
self-sacrifice was looked upon by the authors of the epic as a particularly
feminine activity. As a matter of fact, Amba takes recourse to this act to be reborn
as a man, this in order to kill Bhisma."” Elsewhere, a fallen warrior is described as

“having sacrificed his own body in battle”.'®

It appears, then, that the authors of the Mahabharata recognized two kinds of
sacrifice. In one of these two, the sacrificer sacrifices himself; in the other, he
sacrifices his enemy. Scholars have been aware for some time that many Vedic
sacrifices are of the first kind: the sacrificer sacrifices himself, or rather, he
sacrifices a substitute for himself."” But what about the other kind of sacrifice, in
which the sacrificer sacrifices his enemy? Are there Vedic sacrifices that follow
this pattern? Or is it nothing but a fantasy of the authors of the Mahabharata, with
no link whatsoever with any sacrificial reality?

It is not. A number of Vedic sacrifices do indeed fall in the second

category. That is to say, in a number of Vedic sacrifices the victim is not a

2 Mhbh 2.20.10: manusyanam samalambho na ca drstah kadacana/ sa katham manusair
devam yastum icchasi Samkaram//

3 Mhbh 2.20.25ab: najitan vai narapatin aham adadmi kamscana.

" For A§vatthaman, see Mhbh 10.7 (tr. Johnson, 1998: 28 ff.)

!> Mhbh 5.188.16-18: tatah sa pasyatam tesam maharsinam anindita/ samahrtya vanat
tasmat kasthani varavarnini//16// citam krtva sumahatim pradaya ca hutasanam/ pradipte
‘gnau mahardja rosadiptena cetasa//17// uktva bhismavadhayeti pravivesSa hutasanam/
Jyestha kasisuta rajan yamunam abhito nadim//18// “Thereupon, while the great seers
were looking on, the blameless, fair-complexioned maiden gathered firewood from that
forest, made a very high pyre, and set fire to it. When the fire was blazing, great king, she
spoke with her heart on fire with wrath, ‘For Bhisma’s death!” and entered the fire, did
the eldest daughter of Kasi by the bank of the Yamuna, king.” (tr. Van Buitenen, 1978:
520-521; cp. Scheuer, 1975: 70)

' Mhbh 18.1.14: yuddhe hutvatmanas tanum. Cp. Heesterman, 2008: 133.

7 Hubert & Mauss, 1899/1929: 45.



Mahabharata-sacrifice

substitute for the sacrificer, but for his enemy. It is true that, with one exception
(see below), in none of these sacrifices an enemy of the sacrificer is literally put
to death; but then, the sacrificer himself is not put to death either, with very few
exceptions. The most prominent example of a Vedic sacrifice in which a
substitute of the enemy of the sacrificer is killed is the Agnistoma sacrifice. Here
the Soma plant is “bought” from a “Soma merchant”, who is really either a
Brahmin or a Stdra. This “merchant” is subsequently beaten, but the plant is
henceforth treated like a king. This “king” is seated on a royal throne, and
hospitality is offered to “him”, but in the end “he” is “killed”. The fact that the
“Soma merchant” is beaten reinforces the idea that “King Soma” represents a
prominent inhabitant of enemy territory, who is then ritually put to death.'®

Things become more serious in the Purusamedha, the “human sacrifice” of
Vedic literature that follows the same pattern as the Soma sacrifice. This sacrifice
concerns a real human being, who must belong to one of the two highest classes
and is bought from his family. He is treated well for a year, but killed at the end.

It seems reasonably clear that these two sacrifices are of the kind that
figured in Duryodhana’s imagination: these are sacrifices in which the victim is
an enemy of the sacrificer, not his substitute."

To avoid confusion of categories, or rather to show that these categories
were often combined, let it be clear that there are many Vedic sacrifices that aim
at the destruction or subjugation of enemies, but in which the victim is yet a
substitute for the sacrificer. Consider the Vedic Horse Sacrifice (asvamedha). Its
obvious aim is to assert the supremacy of the kingly sacrificer over neighbouring
rulers, who have to tolerate that a horse, followed by an army of four hundred
warriors, roams freely in their territories for a year. However, neither these
neighbouring rulers themselves nor their substitutes are in the end put to death. It
is the horse that is put to death, and the fact that the chief queen is supposed to

have sexual intercourse with the dead horse indicates that the horse is a substitute

'8 See further Bronkhorst 2016.

" Is it possible that the distinction between sacrifices in which the victim is a substitute
for the sacrificer and those in which the victim is the enemy corresponds to the
distinction in Vedic sacrifice in which the victim is cooked resp. not cooked? See on the
latter distinction Bergaigne, 1878: 261 ff.; Malamoud, 1989: 35-70.
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for the sacrificing king, not for his bested neighbours. It follows that the two
kinds of sacrifice we are talking about are ideal types, which in reality frequently
join up in real sacrifices.

As a matter of fact, many Vedic sacrifices have the aim of destroying the
enemy or enemies of the sacrificer, while yet the victim is a substitute of the
sacrificer. The example of the Horse Sacrifice, just considered, illustrates that
Vedic sacrifices can have the tendency to present themselves in the style of
Karna, even when their obvious aim is the Duryodhana-style subjugation or even
destruction of enemies.

These reflections put us on an interesting trail. The Mahabharata is aware
of two kinds of sacrifices — the destruction of the sacrificer or his substitute on
one hand, the destruction of his enemy on the other. This scheme fits the
sacrifices depicted in Vedic and para-Vedic literature up to a point. It fits a lot
better if we accept that real sacrifices (or at least the sacrifices described in Vedic
and para-Vedic literature) are often combinations and rearrangements of elements
that make up the ideal types. In real sacrifices, to begin, the victim is rarely
identical with the sacrificer or his enemy: substitutes take their place. What is
more, the two fundamental types of sacrifice are regularly combined in ways that
even sacrifices that clearly impose the superiority of the sacrificer over his
enemies — among them the main royal sacrifices: asvamedha, vajapeya and
rajasitya — do not immolate those enemies themselves, nor substitutes of those
enemies, but a substitute of the sacrificer. Further and more complicated
rearrangements can no doubt be identified, but this is a task I leave for future
research.

An equally interesting question is why the Mahabharata battle itself is
presented as a sacrifice. This clearly indicates that its authors — and its
characters, including Duryodhana and Karna — were aware of its solemn nature.
This was no run-of-the-mill war, but one with transcendental significance. As has
been pointed out elsewhere (Bronkhorst 2017), ritual activities are different from
ordinary activities in that they anchor a worldly situation in a higher reality, and
thereby give that worldly situation a permanent and transcendental status. In the

case of sacrifices, this worldly situation is normally the hierarchical relationship



Mahabharata-sacrifice

between the participating parties (Bronkhorst 2012). A war that is conceived of as
a sacrifice does not just lend temporary victory to the winning party, but a victory

that is lasting and anchored in that higher reality.

A final question needs to be addressed. It has frequently been observed that
sacrificial victims, if they are animals, are domesticated animals, not wild ones.
Jonathan Z. Smith, for example, observed: “I know of no unambiguous instance
of animal sacrifice performed by hunters. Animal sacrifice appears to be,
universally, the ritual killing of a domesticated animal by agrarian or pastoralist
societes.” (Hamerton-Kelly, 1987: 197; see further pp. 202 ff.; Beattie, 1980: 30
f.; Hénaff, 2002: 223). This is not surprising if we consider that these animals are
substitutes for the sacrificer, and must therefore be closely associated with him.
Indeed, human sacrifices are known in which parents sacrifice their first-born
child,” or their own finger.”!

However, we have come to think that there may be sacrifices in which the
victim is a substitute, not of the sacrificer, but of his enemy. Is it possible that in
this latter case non-domesticated animals might be sacrificed, animals that may
have to be obtained during hunting expeditions, just as enemies have to be
captured in war?

There may indeed be examples that illustrate this latter situation. Walter
Burkert observed with regard to the sacrifice in ancient Greece that “[f]or the
ancient world, hunting, sacrifice, and war were symbolically interchangeable”.*
Mark Edward Lewis (1990: 18 f.) cites this observation with approval, and adds
that in early China, too, warfare and hunting were identified with sacrifice,
adding that prey was taken in the hunt to be used as sacrificial victims.” The

identification of warfare and sacrifice does not surprise us, given what we know

2 Rémer, 1999. We learn from the Mahabharata (3.128.1 ff.) that King Somaka
sacrificed one son to obtain a hundred.

! Hamerton-Kelly, 1987: 178; Burkert, 1996: 34 ff.

** Cited in Lewis, 1990: 18 from the English translation of Walter Burkert’s Homo
Necans (not accessible to me); cf. Burkert, 1972: 22 ff., esp. p. 59.

» Lewis (1990: 150) speaks of “the old Zhou identification of hunting as a form of
warfare and in the equation, as potential sacrifices, of prey taken in the hunt with
prisoners captured in combat.”. “[T]he Zhou had emphasized hunts as ... a practical
means of securing sacrificial victims ...”
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from the Mahabharata. If Burkert and Lewis are right, we have to add hunting, at
least for ancient Greece and early China. The hunted animal, no need to add, is in

that case a substitute for the enemy.

By way of conclusion I propose that the question that is the subtitle of this article
can be answered affirmatively. Yes, the author(s) of the Mahabharata understood
Vedic sacrifice better than we do.** This does not necessarily mean that they knew
the details of this or that sacrifice better than we do on the basis of the ancient
sacrificial manuals. It means that, where we may lose sight of the wood for the
trees, they knew very well what the wood was like. They were still very much
aware of the fundamental structures that underlie all — or at any rate most —

Vedic sacrifices. We may be well advised to learn from them.
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