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The purpose of thé present s~udy 19 to recover from selected 

Hindu and Buddhist texts ideas and images of aging and illumine 

their histor1cal, s.emot.nt1e 'and metaphysical d..imensions. The 

results of thi~ ,endeavor indicate that as ,cultural adaptive 

systems, both religion and gerontology share a common concern' in 

seeking to provit-e aging wich' purpose and meaning. Furthe.r, the 

internal logic and semantics expressing this relationship in the 

texts examined are governed by the formai and li terary modes of -
81mi1e, metaphor and myth. The ana1ys~s of such age-sensitive 

• 
concepts as i..fUi (aging),' iirama (stages of life), kala (time), 

parlni'ma (change)', karma (determinate actions), kama (desire) • . 
and WA (rejuvenatory and revita1izing force) suggest that the 

,bond be tween the tradJ. t iona1 Tndlan values of 1ife and 

geronto1ogy 18 particularly close and mutual . . 
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-Le but) de cette étude est de découvrir, daqs les textes 
'- , 

hindous et boaddhistes choisis les notions et) les attitudes 14-" 

"relative,s - au vieillissement et de les éclai,rer dans une 
, 

perspective historique, sémantique et" métaphysi..que. Nos études 

suggèrent qu'en tant que 'systèmes d' adaptation culturels, la 

re 1 iglon et la gé ron to lo-g i ~ veut ent toutes les deux fournir' à la 

v1.e humaine un but et une signification précise. De plus, la , 
logique interne, et la sémantique qui servent â exprime):' cette 

re la tion d-ans l es texte s étudié s ie i son t gouve rnée s par. des 

modes formels et littéraires tel s que lac o-mp a rai son, la 

métaphore et le 

vieillissement tels 

mythe. L'anaiyss- de concepts reliés au 

que ilu:i (la vieil,lesse), â{ram~ (les ~tapes 

de la vie), ~ (le temp~), parinâ~a (le éhangement), karma (les , . 
a'ctions determinées), kima (le désir.) et vaja (la force 

régénératt:ice et révi t"lisante) s\:l~gèrent que l'affin! té entre 

les valeurs culturelles et religieuses d'~ne part, et la" 

gérontologi~. d'autre parc, est part~culièrement étr~ite et 
',,---

.réciptoque dans la tradition indienne. , 
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fREFAC)t 
• l • 

tJhen p~O"fess()r- Katherine Youn's suggested "Class lcal Indian 

View~ of Agi~gn as a possible topie for my doctoral dissertatIon, 

l made 
~. \ ~ ~ , 

a s'urvey of the field an~ found that almost no p.revious 

rel.evant work existed o'n the subject. Therefore, 1 gladly 

,~~~ , 

a c ~-JiP,.J e d contribute _ substantially to the this opportunity to 

field of religion an~ gerontology in the Indian tradition. My 

father, as trologer, predicted that the enterprise an amateur 
• 

would • be cQongenlal to my temperamen_t since l was born under the 

sign of Capricorn, which is ruled by the planet Saturn, the 

patron of aIl that is old and aging. However, the more appealing 

..;-eason for me to accept this proposa1 was the prospect of 

sp.ndi~g t~o years in India on research. 

As 1 began reading relevant passsages from sele.cted Hindu 

and-Buddhist texts, l soon rea1ized that the study of aging would 

'. not be limited to old age a10ne. le would also have to inc1ude 

1 
the eontext of earli8r life experiences, 6n the one hand, 4ind 

, .. 
death, on the qther. H'owever, by the time 1 returned to Canada, 

my note-s on the tople had accumul,ated to more than five hundred 

pages 1 lt was consequent1y: decided to concentrate more fully on 

the eheoretical aspe,cts on the process of aging rather thla the 

phenomenon 0 f old age. This 
~ 

latter topie will be dealt with in 

, the sequel to the present study. 

There ls no single discipline answering to the label 
t4-

"Gerontology" . Any s tudy of old age, accordingly~ must 
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nec ••• ~rtly 1nclude a var1ety of distinct appr.oaches. Hy readWg" 

ô-f tlle souree ~aterial çonvincec1 me that an!, meaningful ins.uiry 

lnto tlle tife cycle and aging ',ln lndian tradition 'l'ould have. to 

be 'carriea. out 

perspectives. 
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Chapt,r One:' Introduct'ion' 

Process of AginS 

Al though in the popular sense aging has to do wi th the 

only, aging is actually a life-long process and an 

integral part of living. Circumscribed by birth at one end, aging 

is terminated at some po~nt by death. Death, therefore, has a 

rightful placa in any study of human aging. In fact, both aging 

and death are Inherent in conception and bagin at the same time 

as .birth. Changes engendered on and within the body by the aging 

process are quite rapid in infancy and childhood and even more sa 

rn the foetus. Conception initiates a truly marvelous ~et of life 

events. Never does one age sa rapidly again as in one's embryo~ 

de~elopment whereby on~ literally ages, it is said, the 

equivalent of two billion years in less than a perion of nine 

months. 

Biologically, aging 1"5 a progressive and 
o,Jol 

Irreversible 

changing of the structures and functions of the living organism. 

Though d~adly and stressful 
'" . perspective, from the indi vidual 

aging and death are nonetheless inevitable for the contin"tJ.ation 

.. 
of the species and life in general. The aetio\?gy of aging has 

not yet been scientifically ex?lained nor is there a definite 

answe r to the que st ion 0 f wha t is ess ent 1a1\ and p r'imary in the 

decaying process of involution. 
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In the past, holtever, the causes of aging. th'; strass i t-
1 

generates. and death were u11"derstood in thrtJtè b-asic ways. One 
1 

view traces 'them to the graduaI loss of an 'lan vital that 18 
~ 1 . 

Important for the maintenance' of life. Senescence and death are 

na turai p roces s es Inhe rent ln t'he body ce Ils; they are to be 

explained as due to~the graduaI loss of the energy stimulus which 
, 

i8 suppiled to the developing [and aging] organism at the mo~ent 

of fertilization. Bodi1y growth and differentiation over time 

continue to take place in the organism until final1y no energy is 

1eft and the organism ~ies of old age. The second view attribu~es 

~ging ~nd death to the gradual accumulation of a toxic substance 

in the body. Constant readjustment among the bodl1y humours 

necessary fQr human survival, according to the third view, 

n~rders the body susceptible to aging. Aging, ther.efore, is a 

stressful process. Like a mechanical device' gradually worn ouL 

with use and the passage of time, 'the individual grows mor-e and 

~more Inadequate to carry out the vital functions and eventually 

succumbs to death. 

NotwLthstanding the historical controversy regarding the 
~ 

aetiology of aging, it ls generally recognized that the process 

of aging Incorporates w1thin itself two simultane~usly existing 

components: ~le oh the one hand, there 1s growth and. 

deve10pment of the body, there 15 a1so continued decline and 

atrophy of the body, on the other. In early 'life the growth 

aspect of aging masks and overwhelms the potentially degenerative 

p'rocess. The rate of aging, whether,as development or decline, 

2 
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'varies greatly from one individual to the next depending upon the 

. bod,lly constitu~lon. Again, in any single IndividuaJ.. the aging 

pr6cess May appear to occur more rapidly during' one period of 

life than another and at a greater rate in one organ-than another 

(Hall 1984, 5). Not surprlslngly, various, meaningful ways of 

learnlng to live wlth, manage ~d c~pe with the stress of aging 

have been devised in different traditions. 

Gerontology. Religion and Culture 

The above observations on aging lead us to the discipline of 

gerontolog,y whi~h May be seen • as a set of systematically argued 

beliefs and values çoncerning aging and the human response to it. 

The activity theory, for instance, suggests that the aging 

individual actively a~pires to extend the norms of Middle age as 

long as it Is physically and mentally possible to do so. The 

rival disengagement theory posits ~hat with age, every individual 

comes undy ,increasing ,pressure to cede control and power to the 

younger members of the fantily/community. As a cultural syste, 

therefore, gerontology ls the organlzation of concepts, theories 
1 

and normative praçtices 'concerning aging as a prA"cess and the 

aged. As an adaptive cultural response to the stress of aging and 

its consequences, it overlaps ~ith religion, which, too, is 

eoncerned with providing meaning to life, aging ~nd death. 

Aeeordingiy, though aging is a biologieal proeess, attitudes 

toward aging, the tre~ tment the aged rece ive, the evaluatio·n of 

3 
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the roles consid.red approprlate fot 

tter of rellgious and cultural tradit~n as 

biology. This fact helps explain why aging has been 

1nfus~d with dlffering meanlng and signi~cance in terms ~f 
. 

'symbols and imageries in var~ous traditions. 
. 

The process of agin~, though occurring independently within 

a single body and mind is," therefore, to be appreciated as also 

taking place between individuals, and i~ cultura11y and 

religiously defined patterns. Together they provide clues to the 
! 

meanings of aging since the sel.f, body and the world [or even 

cosmos] are bound ta each other not only in their implications 

for each· other but in thair fundamental structure by a symbolic ... 
real-lty formed by the acquisition of language and systems of 

meaning. l Not surprisingly, the manifestation of stress 

precipitat~d by the aging process and responses to it are "tr ... 
culturally determined and mandated. Each distinct culture tends 

to introduce a unique set of stresses in the aging individual and 

his/her family and community with respect to age-specifie ro1es, 
7 

norma, statuses and social worth. But at the Bame time the aging 

l A hymn to Soma (a sacred plant with certain hallucino~enlc 
propferties) ln the Rgyeclà (9:97.35), for instance, declares Soma 
ta be the conveyor ~f the cos~lc vision, the intuitive perception 
of the manifesting ~ (the transcendental absolute) thereby 
juxtaposing the invocatory power of-the word to·çhe vision of the 
~osm1c order (+tA.). Another hymn (~g 10 = 125) makes Vic (the, 
faculty of speech) the fount!ai'nhead of all manifest llfe 
(~:~~tPr1nZip according to Geldner) '. She Is seen as the queen 
( ) holding all worlds together. Implicitly, then, this hymn 
idenéifies wnrd with world (vilva! brahma) (see (atapatba 
BrJhma~a 2:1.4.10 and Miller 1985, 240). . 

4 
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lndividuàl 
, 

18 alla taugbt culturally sanctioned ' and defined . 
-

defense mechanlsms to cope wlth the stress of aging. 

, Relevant sO,ciallzatlon and acculturation take place, through 

the Internallzatlon of' symbolic reality by sui tably orienting . 
one's 1nner world. That is, symbolic reality enables individuals 

to make sense out of their inner experience. l t helps 'shape 
~ 

persona1 identity in acco~dance with existlng cultural, religi~us, 

and social3 norms. tymbolic meanings influence basic psychological 

proeesses such as th~ state of consciousness, cognition" memory 

and through them various bodlly functions. If it is acce"pted that 

language is a cultural system linking thought and action, then 

gerontology, tao, may be considered a cult,!!ra1 s'yStem link~g 

aging and the human response to it. Both are forms of symbolic 

-
reality in that bath are anchored in cultural be1iefs and' social 

ro1es as we1l as in individua1 behaviour and experience. 

The age-related characteristics of any social organization 

tend to be universal in scope. After Cowg'il1 and Ho1mes 1972, 

they may be identified as follows: 

l)~Aging tends ~o precipitate the formation of a class 

of nold people" in the society who are sa identifled by 

appropriate label and~nomenclature. 

2) Most societies deve10p sorne system of age.-grading 

which classifies individuals by age and sex ascribing 

differential stat~ses and roles in terms of this 

c lass' i.ficat ion. 

3) At a certain phase in life, the aging. individual is 

~hifted to more sedentary and advisory or supervi~ory 

,,.cti vi t.'.es often 1 invol ving psycho logical . or spir1 tuaI . 
pursuits rathen than physical exertion. 

5 
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4) Cultures "and. communit1.. value life and seak to 

prolo~g it even in the-fac. of aging. Accordlngly, the y 

have sanc!t'ione4" a" widespre.d search for etlxirs, . - . 
talismans, and charms to protect health - -and prolong 

life untll tlfe advance of death seems to outweigh the 

burdens of life. 

5) Most societies have designed set patterns of 

behaviour to meet death wlth honour and dignity. 

These universal features of the aging process Buggest 'tha( Any 

meaningful quest of the "why" of aging would Involve the 

investigation of the semantic, physical and metaphysical 

dimensions of the "what n of aging. The body ia the maans through 

which individuals act and react with the surrounding world. The 

self is not just in the body or attached to it. The body may'be 

regarded as an object, but if it ia treated merely as an object, \ 

part of the selfhood is lost. The proceSs of aging is potentially 

disruptive of this coherent triune of ~he self, the body and the 

world. Atglng invariably precipitat:es a series of losses on aIl 

these three levels. As such aging is t,oo vast and complex a 

'subj ect ta be left solely to biolog"'lcal or social sci~ntists. 

Because aging is st onc'e - a uniquely personal as weIl as 

universal experience and because one measure of the humanness of 

a cul,tural and religiqus tradition i5 its understanding of the 

* aging process and its treatment of the aged, the humanit!es have 

a vital contribution to make in the interpretation of othis 

phenomenon. Aging hu only recently engaged the attention of 

~umanists (that Is, those interested in the philosophy, religion, 
1 

literature, art and histrry of a gi ven peop le) . In the 
") 
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cultural exploration of attitudes, "Ipirat~ns and p'tactices 

underlying the ineluctable facts of aging- and ,old age in the 
" 

past, therefore, hUlI\anists can play a· vital ~role. "Inpeed, 4: May 

be our perception of past , reservolrs 

imag~~ing 
of knowledge that May 

provld,e the possibJ.lity of a ·meaningful. and hum.an 

future for thé aged. Until we know what we have been, we cannot 

.; 
know what we can or should become. , 

Settini of the Problem 

lt was not until the demographic realities of the growing 

numbers of elder1y men and women in modern India confronted 
" 

Indi}P social sCLentists that they "discovered" the e1derly. 

Academic humani s ts in Ind la have ye t to re al iz e tha t ag ing i s 

going .to be an a11- important phenom.anon in modern India in the 

coming decades. Demographer~ arbitrarily define the population of 

a country as "young" if the percentage of persons above the age 

of sixt y-four in the population ls less than four, as "mature" 

wh~n this"" percen~ge is between four and seven, 

when it exceeds s~n percent. By that reckoning, 

of modern India was still "young" according to 

and as "aged" 

the population 

the census of 

1981. However~ in absolute numbers the population of persons aged 

sixt y and above reachad thirty-three million. 
• 

~ 2,000 CE, ,it is 

, '*,1""} 

expected to top the sixt y million mark (Sahni 1981). 

Thare Is, therefore, growing inte rest and concern wi th the 

problems of the elderly. The welfare-orlented libersl polieies of 
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the sueeessi v. gov.rnllents in Indta Il inee 1947 have illproved 

pub lie' 'heal th' programs, hygiene and education. These po lieies . , 
~ 

also p'romoted l~dustria.lizatlonj. Pmodernization and urbanlza~t.on 

all o~er India which has contr!buted to th!s burgeoning elderly • population. There is, thus, an urgent need to evolve the science, 

of gerontology in order to initiate elderly health-care and 

welfare programs directed at this growing age-homogeneous group. 
~ 

The question, tben, is no longer whether Indi~~ religions, 

philosophy, literature and arts can provide source material for a 

v~riety of humani'stic perceptions in the inve~tigation of aging, 

but more to the point, in what ~ays can humanists, conversant with 

lndian traditions produce a fund of knowledge upon which the 

science and art of gerontology may be initiated by t~ose 

qualified to do so? 

One of the obstacles in the proper, ind!,genlJus development 

of geronta...logy in modern In'dia i5 'that the 
\ 

collection an~ the 

" trea tment 0 f ge ronto logi cally s igni fican t da ta is informed and 

guided by ~estern notions and hypotheses on aging. Whenever these 

are reformula ted to sui t the Indian con text and purpos e, they 

tend to be discontinuous with Indian tradition at large. Rarely 
. 

has reference been. made ta trl:J,ditional, indigenous material' on 

aging. 

In falrness to 

~gerontology, however, it 

length . monograph on the 

r 

/ U 
social sclentis~s trained~ in modern 

"'j 
must be pointed out that 'to date no full-

$ubject ~f aging in relation to culture 
~ 

and re liglon in Indian tradition has been publ ished. 1 t was on1y 
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ten years ago that the Indt'an Journal of History of Medicine 

published a four page translation of verses on' old age f~o~ the' 

-~ans~rit wisdom literature by an Ayurv~dic scholar -
, , 

P. M. Mehta 

'" (1978) , Desai (n.d.) • Soodan (1975). and de Souza (1982) 

published 'surveys undertaleen by the'm on the prob1ems of the u,rban 
~ 

e Ider 1y in India. Sy1 via Va tuk contribu ted a chapte r on e 1der1y .. 
• 

women in contemporary India (in de Souza 1980). and Madura dealt, 

with old age and creativity in Indian tradition (in Kastenbaum 

1981) . Fina11y, 
I!' 

Kurian (1972) in a brief article, has examined 

aging in India and Canada from a comparative perspective, Not 

surprisingly, in a nation,al seminar on aging held in Bombay in 

1981 and attended by the present writer, few, if any, of the 

papers suggested much familiarity with the relevant ~ta that lie 
. . 

buried in the religious, Medical and 1iterary texts dating from 

~he ancient and classical period. 

Yet, 1ilee Many contemporary inte11ectuals 'the world over, 

- . 

/ 

Indian social scientists, ~oo, tend ta engage in the cultural 1 

devalua~n of the pasto They trivialize 1t by equating it with 

outmoded social and/or religious practices. Endeavour to draw on 

the past in looking for solutions ta current prob1ems ia often 

.resented. Any such reference to the past itself ls regarded as an 

expression o~ romantiç nostalgia or reaction. 

Neverthel'ess, the works of Christopher Hill (~6l), for 

inseane,e, suggest that even radical movements draw s trength and 

sustenance from _the myth or memory of a golden age in the distant 

pasto At a more individual levei, this observati~n i8 reinforced. 

9 
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by _the psycho-analytl.ca,l' ~nsight t~at lovlng lI~morle& Orlginit1ng 

in the past constitute~a valuable psychological resourCé in one'~ 

mature yeaTs. The beli.ef or the hypothesis that in some ways the 

'past may have something meaningf'ul to contribute to t'he" 

resolution of current problems by no means rests on a sentimental 
• 

illusion. As. La5'~h (1977) has observed, a denial of the past ~ 

superfic Lally 'Î~ouched in "p rogres s Ive" rhe tor le may, on clos er 

analysis. turn out to embody the despair of a generation that 

cannot face the future (see ch,apter five for an in-depth 
" i 

be~we(n discussion on the inter-relationship past, present and 

future and its ralevanca to 
1 

the present s tMy) . 

If the test of the hardiness and vitality of any cultural 

and religious tradition is its capacity to ~raw on the resources 

of its own symbol system to 
, 

new the challenge of meet 
~ 

circumstancas, ,then one way to e)\amine the usefulness of the 

Indian ra 1 igious ( tradi tion as a bas is for the prope r evalua t hPn 

of human aging is to 'explore how that very tradi tion drell7 upon 

its resources' in similar çircumstances in the past in order to 

unders~and aging. 

Focus and Scope of the Study 

The focus of ~he present work is on the recovery and 
\ 

. reintérpretation of the relevant material from tho~e texts which 
1 

( 
1 

may help enhance our understanding of what meaning and 

significance has been attacbed to the proceS$ of aging in 

10 
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trad1tional India. rn scope, this lnquiry extends to the' 

fol1owing issues: 

1) ls aging projected as a source of suffering and evil 

'and, as such,' to be. eradicated? Or is it sean as a 

necessary human condition that can or shou1d be 

creatively utilized for posi~ive, cons~iuctive ends? 
, 

2) How does aging relate life' to death? Yhat are the 

suggeste~ mechanisms to manage arid cope with the stress 

produ~ by the ~nticipat1on and approach of, old age 

and death? 

3) What forma1 and literary devices do our texts 

utilize to invest aging with meaning? ls the imagery of 

aging pre~ise or h~zy, coherent or contradictory? , 

Examination of these issues 15 the subject matter of the next 

five chapters. 

Chapter two, "Histo,ry of Aging" 
iT 

traces the evolution of the , 
differing views about aging held in Hindu and Buddhist~ra~itions 

in~India. lt begins by arguing ehat early Vedic texts maintain a 
fi 

somewhat simplist'ic, na ive but fond attitude toward life. There 

ls a desire to live "a long, healthy life into ripe old age. 
l 

Buddhist text~ provide an important ctitique of this lust for 

life arguing that aging is evil and a source of suffering. Hindu .. 
texts [such as the Dharma (istras] having the aqvantage of 

hindsight on the two opposing views provide a balanced account of 

the aging process and tts role in the creative unfolding of the f 
v 

potential for development in parsons. 

Chapter three, "Expression of Aglng" is grounded in the fact 

that altl\ough 
'li 

aging is 
-
a bio1ogieal proces-s, i ts meaning is A 

l' '~, 

ere~ted, traSped andc communicated to others in terms of shared 
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lingulstlc ~nd cultural symb~~s. This chapter. accordingly, 

discusse~ bow our texts utilize formaI and semant~c features of 

the Sanskrit language to capture and-propagate distinct views 
• 

on 
~ 

aging. 

. Chapter ~our. "The Aging Bo~yn discusses the Vedic, Buddhist 
, " 

and Hindu views of the human body as 'a t~mporary' composition of 

the five physlcal elements (bhÜtas or s kandllas) , which 

constitutes the field of operation of the aging proc~ss. 
li 

Chapter five. "Dynamies of Aging" analyses the role allotted 

to time (klla) in eonnection to aging and then seeks to explain 

the process of aging in terms of change and mutation (pari~ama). 

Despite sophisticated attempts 
\ . 

at providing a physical and 
" 

emplrical expla~atlon. aging still remains an enigma, and 
, 

predicament. Chapter six, "Metaphyslcs of"Â.ging". aécordingly, 

examines the metacauses of iging in terms of two impor.tant p~n

Indian cO'ncep.ts viz. k.imJ!. (des.iJ;'e) and karma (action). 

Chapter seven. "Coping Y~th the Stress of Aging" discusses 

~ the mechanisms suggested to cope wi th the stress of aging ba,s·ed 

on the concept of vija (rejuven'atory and revitallzing force). 
, , 1 

Chapter eight, by way of conclusion, critically ~eviews the 

co.ntribu-tion of tpe Indian tradition to the understan4ing of the 
\ 

procass of aging, -its relev'ance to ,the development of gerontology , 

in modEtrn - Indla and i ts s ignificanca for cros's - cul tural studies.' 
. 

In the debate .regarding the 
• 

nature of aging in Indian 

tradition, thre~ principle streams may be is~lated: 1) ThelVedic 

stream ~temming\ fro~ the revea~ed «(r~t~) texts,. which generally 

• 
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evaluate aging in positive terms; 2) th'e 
1 . 
Sramana stream 

• 
(p~ïncipally Buddhism). whieh evaluates aging nega~ively as the -

impediment to spiri'tua1 liberation, and 3) the' Hindu stream, . 
which emerged as ~ thé, compromise, resulting from the dial.ectic 

interaction ~tween the first two. 2 
o 

This broad categOriza~n, though convenient. is-n~t wiêhout 

hazards. For example, one discerns strong and definite 
l 

di fferences of op ipion 'regarding aging in tex ts be longi ng ts> 

various schools categorized within any of the ~hree traditions . 
. -~ 

Even within a single schooi major controvérsies May be detect~ 

on the same question. The purpose of producing a representative 

ove"rview' of the traditional Indian understandlng of aging may, 
, , 

therefore, best be pursued by exa~inin~ selected texts belonging 

to,all~ three strata. 

Texts Consul,ted 
1 

I-
,I 

.. C: 

lt 18 è'ssential to -re.member that gerontology per se does not 
4 

constitute the subject matter in any of our Indian texts used as 

source material. ~ince there are no formaI statements on aging or 

old age", any relevant information occ\lrrlng ther-ein ls i.ncid~ntal 

-and' olten couched in symbo11c or mythical forms thereby ~luding 

,2 In ~ddi tion to the Sruti texts, 'Hinduism a1so acknow1edges 
ce~ain nremembe~ed" te~ts (Smrt!) as sacred. The gloss on 
AmarakotsJ l~: 6 . 3 defines Sruti as the (revela.tion], whlch expound's -
on the righteous and unrighteous ways of"life. Smrti ls explalned 
as the body of texts such as the Manu Smici with the help of 
which one remembers the righteous and unrlghteous ways of 
organized life (see 1:6.6). 

1 

13 

o 



, 

o 

.C 

/ 
the c°,..ual reader. Idea. de.ling wi th huJÎlan bi~tb •. gr~.th. decay-

,.. <- A 

and destruction, for instance, arrinscrii-ejd at .'Che cos1R1c~ev,el , 0 

in terme of composition (appearanct> and decomp~s1tion 

(disappearance).:v According to one famous ~gved1c hyma (10: 90). 

the origin of the universe in its material, me~hysical and 

social aspects is the consequence of the death and dismemberment 

of the primordial cosmic man (puru~a) in sacrifice. 

Another ~gv&dic hymn (10:125) elevates ~he faculty of speech 

(Vac) to the level of the goddess who is later identified with 

the immutable (aksara), on' the one hand, and with the u1timate 

;; 
reality (brahman), on, the other, thereby linking the lit'ltuistic 

universe 
., 

(sabdabrahman) to the process \ of creation and 

dissolution. Creation, thus, may be said to proceed at three 

lev'r,ls' physical, metaphysica1 and semantic Following Pandeya 

(1963, 3-4) semantics, in this con.:ext, May be understood as the 

science of 1in,guistic me.aning, which is capable of mediating 

between the physical a~d the metaphysical 

Other myths from Vedic literature suggest that the three 

universes are linked to each ather by a set of homologies 3 ' 

3 l n Chin ct 0 i Y a U pan i " ad ( 3 : 1 2 ) b r ah man li pp e ars _J.l. n der ~ e 
symboi of the sacred verbal formula (mantra) of G~yatri which is 
said to be identical with the earth and by extension with the 
human body itself. The Mindukya Upanisad similarly posits that 
the entire universe is cond~nsed in thOe composite syllab1e AUM. 
The worlë as brahman 15 identical with the s~lf Oitn'l1ln), which, ; 
however, i8 also the primordial sound combination AUM inasmuch as 
its four components A + U + M + the dot [the ,bindu] are identical 
to. the four s tates o~ the Se if viz. 1) the waking (vaisvanara), 2) 
the dreaIlt (tai1asa) 3) the deep sleep (susupti) and 4) the 
"fourth" (turrya). \ 0 Cl' 

, 
\ 
\ 
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A fundamental consubstant1~11ty 18 posited in such myths whereby 

one entity may be created out of the material subs tance ~ f the-
", 

other, which then undergoes dissolution. The ,two, then, are .. 
understood as alloforms; 

.,' earth and 

alternative, shapes or 
iI\ 

forms, of one 

another. Body, the word ,deno t ing them are viewed as 

alternate in a continuous process, whereby one is 
, 

continually transmuted int9 the other. 4 To understand specifie 

\ 
events in the human life cycle, therefore, one must examine their 

cosmie counterparts. Our texts, accordingly, deal with such 

subjects of a truly_ metaphysical nature, as, for example, the 

immutability and autonomous self contrasted with the mutable 

[aging] dependence of human body and the "short-comings" of this-

... 4 
worldly life characterized by disease, old age and death. 

1.' 
Since Indian textual" materlal is enor\ous, the amount o'f 

such incidental and symbolic informat\o11 on is 

considerable Selected texts, therefore, were first sifted for 

passages of gerontological significance and the relevant material' 

was then exhapolated and reinterpret,d 
'/ 

to sui t our specifie 
/ 

purpose. Portions of these texts are elegantly 
,

composed and are 

jus t l Y P riz e d for the i r li ter a r y b e' a ut yan d qua li c y. ',J n som e 

instances their stylistic and liter~ry traits were found (to be 

relevant for the purpose of the present study, a fact which will 

become apparent in th~ chapter on the semantics.of aging, 

4 This line of 
Lincoln ~1986, 4-5), 

J 

J 
f 

interpretation 
1 
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in these texts "the Again, 
< 

one must also bear in mind 

prbblem of human life , 
per specti ves anC\ a t 

[and ag1ng~ 1s deal t w1th from d1ffer~nt 

different 1~vels.5 This typ~al 'Indian 

predilection to examine any problem from various angles and 

levels simultaneously is at once a source of strength and 
/ 

weakness. One has to be cons tantly aware and on guard for 
.1 

, 1 

shifting premises and hypotheses as weIl as the fa~ that our 

'" 
tex ts keep ose 1114 t1ng be tve en 1 eve 10 abrup t Ly and o.ften j1 tho~t 
warning. 

A relevant instance is the discuss ion ·regarding the nature 

of the embodied self in an early' medical text called 

Sa~h!ti. While in the "Sûtra Sthina" chapter the discussion moves 

At the physical "- -(bhautika) level, the "Sarlra Sthina" 
. ~ 

chapter 

trea ts it at the metaphysical (laiD&ika) level. Thus, we are 

inevit,ably drawn back to t"'e ontology of the problem; while the 

question of what aging il 1'8 treated l\t the physical level, its 

etiolo~~al presuppositions hover at t~e metaphysical ~evel. This 

is because in the ,larger lndian scheme of the theory of 
" " knowledge, the two problems are, in fact, a single problem: 

physlcs ls the shadow of metaphysics. 

From thp Vedic stream, the texts principally consu1ted are 

the two Samhit!s: . the ~&veda (ca.1500 BCE) and the Atharva Veda 
t 

y -in Saunav.,i,ya version (ca.1200 BCE). The ~iveda (Rg) . comprises 

5 Rrishna Chaitanya (1975, 52) refers to the ass 
(.though the source ls not identified) . that every Vedic 
t~ condensed expression of a triple meaning: an overt pr 
ma terial. prosperi ty, a homage ,to the gods, a.nd a 
allegorical notation of a profound philosophical intuitio 
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principally hymne. of invocation and "" prayer to' the gods :and 

goddfsses •• lndr~, Agni, 
~~ 

A(vlns, • Soma, Usa .. , . Vlc- .. who are 

supplicated to bestow long, healthy and happy l1fe unto ripe old 

age. The Atharya veda (AthV) contains speculations on the source 

of being, creation and the relation of the embodied self to the 

supernatural and the cosmos. Hymns grouped under the categories 

of iyusy.i.n...l (long . . life) and b h ais a j y Kn i ( me d ici n es) . . are 
, 

particularly relevant for this study. The Brahmanas (ca.1000-SOO . . .. . 
BCE) are voluminous tomes dealing with the Vedic rituals (yajnas) 

in their relationship to the potent, unseen forces at work in the 

" COSD\os, From among these, the Satapatha Brahmana (SB), 

particuLar, was. found ta contain much relevant information 

pertinent ta the present inquiry. 

In ~he Upani~ads (ca 800-600 BeE) , the inter€fst in 

sacerdotalism begins to recede, and the attention of the thinkers 

and hermits to whom this class of texts is attributed is focused 

instead on 

irreducible 

the persan in relati~ship 

principle within ~tman), 
ta 

For 

the ultimate 

our purpose 

following Upani~ads warranted particular attention: 

Brhadiranyaka (BAU) , . . -Mattri (MU). 

Ch8ndogya .., 
(CU) , 

,. - ,. 
Svetasvatara (SU) 

and 

the 

and 

Tne principle texts consulted from the early Buddhist stream 

" ~ "'ti 
,<, 

:' 

"'-- (ca.500 BCE-200 BCE) include the Nikayas: the Dlgha Nik'iya (ON), 

Mafj hima Nikaya (MN) and the SalJlyutta Nikaya (SN), the phammapâda 

~ 

and tl'e Sutta Nipita. The Mfl indapa'Dha 1s a record of the 

o 
dialogul's between King Menander (C1,140 -100 BCE) and Nagasena the 
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EIder (Thera). Thougb post· Canonical, i,t nonethal.ss pr4vldes 
. -, 

useful information, par~icul~rly on the topics of'time (k!lA) ~nd 

actions (karma) as understood· in aarly Buddhism. 

Hindu and Buddhist literature ln Sanskr~t composed according 

to . the ru!es of the Pat].inian grammar begins to' appear .be tween 

600-30Q B'CE to reach its golden age '-in the period between 400-800 

CE. The two Sanskrit works from early classical period (400. BCE-

200 CE) that are of considerable intere1\t to us are the epics 

Mahibhirata (MB) and the Rimij'ya1)a (Ram). The genre 0 f 11 te ra ture 

known as Kavya arose in the ear1y centuries of the common era .as 

cou~t poetry. Composed at urban centers and patronized ~y prince~ 

and .merchants, it is distinguished by a refined style and 

"\ " erudition. ~ 

Of this material, special attention i5 pa id to the two 

~ahakavyas of A(vh~gho~a: the Buddhacarita (Be) and Saundarananda 

(SD) as weIl as 1 
the Mahak~vya of Kalidâsa RaghuvaW5a (RV) . Bath 

the poets skillfully depict the extr'emes of lifetimes in their 

portrayals of the elderly and the young who interact frequently. 

~ . 
But whereas 1~ the works of Asvagho~a the two g~~erations are in 

, 
conflLct, in Ka1idasa they co-exist in harmony, as balancing and 

necessary components of the total human experience of aging (see 

chapters two and three). 

The clliss of te~ts known as the Dharma Sütras (ca. 300 BCE) 

and Dharma .... -Sastras were compi1ed by ....-the (ca.200 BCE-IOO C-E) 

brahmin priests in order to provide a ritual framewor1< for the 
( 

< " 

precepts and ~ractice in accordance with the life style .allegedly 
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laid out in the Vedas (yaldita dharma) to 1egl tillate the moral 
< ... 

and legal rule. of bahaviaur undar which every individual of a 

given" varl'a (class) and .. (rama (age-specifie stage of life) 1s 

expected ta live. While "the 'Dharma Sütras are in the form of 

aphorisms (sütras)--short, pithy say1ngs which may be eas11y 

committed t<f mem,ory--the Dharma 
, t 
Sistras are a later and more 

developed form of literature iri verse. The principàl, works 

belonging to this c1ass used here include the Manu Smfti (MS) and 

the Yijllayalkya Sm;ti (Ysm). 

Ayurveda, the science of ~ong and healthy life, 

traditionally revered as one of the subsidiary limbs (uRàngas) of 
1 

che Vedas 1"s obviously indispensable for the present study with 
,. 

the works of Caraka (CS) and Sutruta (SS) supplying relevant 

sou r c e mat e ria l. Wh i 1 eth e for mer i s pla c e d b Y the s ch 0 l ars 

around ca. 100 CE, tl.e latter is the product of ca. 400 CE. 

1'" 
Almost all the major religious systems of India lncorporate 

some form or the other of the spiritual discipline generically 

" known as ~" Though there are various forms of ~, the 

classical type ls that associated with the philosophy called 
.-

Sa~khya and expounded by Pata~ja1i in a compilation known as the 

XOia 3ütra (ca.100-200 CE). The Yoga Bha~ya (ca.400-600 CE) of 

Vyls a . is the e ar1 le st commentary on the Xo ia Sütra and i s 0 f 
l 

considerable aid in providing a c1earer understanding of the 
o , 

notions of time and change, which are only tersely outlined in 

The .. -Tattvavalsir$!=di (ca.800 CE) 

/ 
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M1lra -•• ek~ to elucldaee botb the 1211 ~n13a:. (YS) and XOI' albllXi 
- . 

(YB) • ., 
'l> " 

Sll!lkhya-Yoga 1s a great expository metat>hys l.cs exp lain'ing 

the or1gin of the eosmos and of the human personality through,tpe 

lmage.rias of change. The three texts cited above also deal at 

length wlth the constitution of temporality as well as the 

subjective exper1ence originating in the temporal order. For this 

reason, they have been utilized here for the ~urpose of 

explaining t~e physieal and philosophieal basis of the aging 

process. 

The Yogav~si'rha (ca.BOO) is yet another equally relevant 

~ 'text centered on an incident in the life of R~ma (the hero 

of the epie Rimayaça). It is 1n the form of. a long dialogue (with 

over 27,000 verses) between Rama and his preceptor, the sage 

Vasistha wherein lt is asserted that the universe ls nothlng but 

/ a mode of the consciousness of self. As D'Flaherty (1984, 131) 

sugge s ts, the Yo gavas ls tha (YV) may be viewed as a me ta tex t .. 
dealing with metaphysleal issues not discussed in the epic 

Ramayana . . 
The Pural!a (ca.300-800 CE), the ancient lare" ls a group of 

elghteen texts, which like the Dharma ..... -Sastras, seeks t'a 

perpetuate the life stlle allegedly first Qutlined ln the 
,.. 

revealed literature of the Hindus (Sruti).· Some of èhe Puri't;tas 

provide a valuable 

couched ln the form 

source of information 

of myths. The principal 

20 

on aging 

pur~as 
which 1s 

tha t have 



o 

o 

P, , 
t .... , 1: 
;" ·c 

, 
,," ,; , 

bi.n of ens'gins inter •• t t'o UI are the Br.hmayaS.yarta pur.')a. 
Î 

the Padma Purl~a and the Bhl&avata PurIns. . 
• 

A Note on Citattions and Translations 

The logic of the citations of verses, phrases and passages 

f rom 0 r 1 g 1 na l San s k rit tex t s m a y b e exp lai n e d as f 0 11 0 w s: Wh e n 

the ver sei s i t sel f a p r in c i.p 1 e 0 b j e c t 0 f s tu d y , bot h the 

Sanskrit text and translation appear in the body of this study. 

Where i ts relevance Is more contextual or informative, the 

Sanskrit citation ls reproduced in the footnotes The relevant 

portions of Sanskrit prose passages ~partlcularly from the 

Puralfas) are cited in English translation, alone when they are 

purely expository. Where re l~van t, quotations, phrases and 

eXPlessions are cited in a note in the original Sanskrit and 

translated. 

S.port French and German quotations appearing exclusively in 

the faotnotes are not translated. Occasional brlefly quoted 

te.chnical terms, phrasei; or expressions which might lose their 

pith, vivacity or colour, if rendered into English, are left 1n 

. 
their original Sanskrit or Pall. Translations of the citations 

from the T}gveda and Atharya Veda are based on the works by 

Geldner and Vh1~ney respectively. Vhen warr.nted, Sayar:a' s 

commentar!es (bhi~yas)' on the S amh1 tas are also t.ken into . 
consideration, since they make available alternative 

c 

in terpre ta . ions b ased on tradi t iona 1 grammar, e tymo logy, myths 
0/" 
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, and lesendl. R.ferances,~ Buddhlst Canonical works are basad on 
1 

th~ translations sponsore4 by the P41i Text ~ociety. , 
Unless otherwise indicated, translations of the passages 

from Sanskrit texts fce by the present
41 
writer. Need1ess to say, 

they are indebted to the earlier endeavors by established 

scholars. These works are duly identified in the bibliography. 

o 
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Chapter TWOi Hiltory of A,ipi 

Introduction 

The course of the history of aging in India runs parallel ta ~ 
~ (\ 

the development of Hindu Ideal views on life and\its organization 

from the t ime of the Veda (represented by the tèrm LU) to 
~ 

the 

/ 
formulation of the Dharma Sastras (represented by the term 

dharma), that is, from about 1500 BCE ta 200rCE. For the purpose 

of the present study this period may ~urther be divided into six 

sub-periods qominated by the emergence of one or the other genre 
, 

of texts sacred to Hindus or Buddhists, each genre emp'hasizing 

unique and often cttntradictory or competing views on human life 

and by implication on aging. lt should, however, be stressed that 

this periodization is for heuristic purposes only and that there p. 

is considerable overlapping of ideas propounded in differp.nt 

periods' 

1) The Sal!lhita period (ca.1S00-l00a BeE), during which 
1 _ 

th e coll e c t ion s ( s a 'P h i ta) 0 f the fou r Ve da s Ln c 1 u d in g 

the ~gveda and the Atharva. Veda took place. \. 

2) The Brihmax:a period (ca.l,OOO-800 BCE), which gave 

rise to the Srihmax:a texts dealing with theoretical and 

pr~ctical detalls of Vedlc ~acrifices (yajDas). 

3) The Upanilladic period (ca.800-.200 BCE), which is 

~haracterized by the ri se of speculative and 

metaphysical texts on topics such as the self and 

being. 
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~)-The Emergent Bud'dhlsl1 period (ca.,500-4,OO BCE), which 

.aw the beginnings of the compilation of Buddhist 

Canonical texts such as the Nikiyas.' 

5) The Dharma Sütra and the Pali Canon p~riod (câ.400-

200 BCE), which is characterized, on the one hand, by 

the emergence of the Smrti 1iterature of the Hindus and .. . 
the formation of the ·Pali Canon of the Buddhists, on 

the other. 

"'-6) The Dharma Sastra period (ca.200 BCE-200 CE), during 

which the very inf1uentia1 Manu Smrti and the two 

of " Asvagho!?a (the 

Saundarananda) were comRos~. 
" 

Buddhacarita 

Vedic Perspective 

and the 

, 
Since the ,. Sa~hita portions of· the Vedic texts incorporate 

the ear1iest documented views on human 1ife, agiog and death in 

Indian tradition, it may be useful to begin our ~urvey with the 

discusJion of two relevant Sal!lhitâs (compilations), namely: The 

~gveda and the Atharva Veda. The Vedic philosophy of life 

revolves around Vivasvat, the ancestor of humankind and his son 

Yama, the god of death. Under the protection of Vivasvat, the 

Vedic Indians hoped for a life as lc~g as possible and a natural, 

death as 1ate as possible. With Yama's favour they hoped for as 

happy an after-life as possible in the world beyond (AthV 

,18: 3 . 13) . 

That Vedic c~lture was life-affirming with a distinct this-

wor.ldly (aihika) emphasis on material prosperity, longevity and 

progeny ls clearly dlscernible in nume rous other hymns of the 

24 



o 

o 

R,y.~, and the - Atbarya Veda. In th. early Vedlc soe1et,Y as 
• 

eharaeterizad in the 'Iyeda, demographie, social and cultural, 

. fae tors combined to permi ~ on1y limi ted differentIation of the 

life span, which tended to be relatively short. 

,Disti~ction between childhood and adulthood remained blurred 
1 

in that children wer!! seen as miniature adults who gradually 
\ 

assumed adult roles in their early teens, though they were 

exempted 'from immediate adult responsibilities. The two inaj 0 r 

adult roles?-parenthood and gainful work--generally s tretched 

over the adult Ilfespan, whatever' lts duration. The Integration 

of economic activities within the family unit a1so provided 

f 1 continuity in the usefulness of the older VedlC male. 01d (emales 
~ 

on their part also contributed to the family-orient, economic 

unit by engaging in spinning and weaving. People generally tended 

to be preoccupied with material pursuits, and even the brahmins 

ware more priestly in their outlook than mystical or 

phil s 0 p h i-c al. 

The primary desir~ and hope expressed in th~ ~gveda is to 

acquire and enj oy full lite within the confines and bounds of a 

homestead economy in the company Qf sons and grands ons (~g 

lO:85.4~). Prayers for a longer life a1so abound in the Rgveda . 
" 

in 10:18.5, whlch features a praTer to Death (mrtyu): 
~ . 

follow in order, As the days 

follow the seas~ns, 50 order 

th. t he who c omes (Dhata~) , 

who went before! 

25 

~ 
as thè seasons faithfully 

their lives, 0 Regulator 

after may not abandon him 

as 

~' 
~ ~I 



o 

\ 

o 

'ileda 9: 113.7 includea a prayer to Pavallin.a (go'd Soma) . 
wher~in the p",et requests' to be placed in that deathl~.ss. 

undecaying world. wherein the light o~ heaven. and everlasting 

lustre (Sonne) shine~. In another hymn the poet pleads: 

Never may wtr*' suffer want in the presence of the sun ., 
and, living happy lives, may we attain old age 

(j araI}im aSimahi) (~g 10: 37.6) . 

The seer (l:A.1) of the R~dic hymn (10:39.4,8) to the A~vins (the . . . 
twin physicians to the gods) is the old maidën Gho~i, daughter of 

King Kakll1van. Suf!ering from an incurable disease, she invokes 

he1p from the A(vins by reminding them tha t: 
1 

You made Cyavana, weak and worn with 1ength of days, 

young again, like a chariot, Chat he " , had power to 

move ... You gave vigour of youthful life to the sage 

Kali when old age was approaching (j araI}am upeyu~a~). 

- , 
Gho~a then begs the Asvins to cure and rejuvenate her a1so, 

The Atharva Veda. on the othe r hand, abounds wi th c harms • 

spells (ayusyini). and prescriptions and preparation.,s for long . . 
life (bhat,ajyaQl). Usua1ly these treatments are a ~atter between 

the priest and his clients. who inc1uded the chaplain (purobita) 

and the king. Intended to assure this-worldly p1easures and long 

life, the Atllarva Veda constitutes J a manual for the lait y, the 

warriors ar.d the kings wherein an importa~t motif is to avoid 

de a th b é t' 0 r e 0 1 d age as ex e m pli fie d in A t: h VS: 30 . 1 7 ( ID i VU r i, 

j araso mrtl)ih) , . . A hymn (2:13.1.2) to the Fire god (Agni) is a 

prayer for th~ welfare and long life of a young child (minayaka): 
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o Agni, hav1ng partaken 'of the sweet, pleasant 

clarlfied butter ~f _the cow. 40 you now protect this ",

boy, as a father his sons, upto old 4ge (jarasim 

y,nino ) . . 
NO!lr!sh th!s one ... with your splendour,· render him one 

to di'e of old age; le t".there not 1).e a prema ture death 

for him (j at,im;tyum kp}uta dlrgh,m iyu~). 1 

, Atharya Veda (2:28.1,4,5) is an eulogy, for long life for a C'hild . 

, . 

. 
It is to be invoked by the parents in pr~ise of Jariman (old age 

personified as deity). 

"O"nto you a10ne, 0 Jariman, let this one grow; let not 

the 0 the r dea ths, tha t a're a hundred. harm h im i as a 

thoughtful mother in her lBp a son, let [the deity] 

Mitra protect this one from harm that may come from a 

[treacherous] friend. r 
Let sky and earth [Dyau~ as the father and P;thivI as 

the mother respectively] 

(jarimftyum krunutam).2 . . 
make you re ach old age 

[0 gods] ... m~ke him one [whose life] stretches upto old 

age (1 aradastir yathisat). 3 .. 
Atharva Veda (3: 11.5,6,7,8) 15 a prayer addressed to various 

1 Sayana glosses the compound jarAmrtYM as jarayi 'eva 
ntttyul) mrtih' vasya sah, chat is, he whose 'death occurs in old 

'-age. The 'praysr is repéated in AthV 19: 24.4. 
, 

2 In this instance Sayana identifies jarimrtyu with 
d1rshayus (long life). If j arAmr'tyu is taken as an exocencric 
compound (bahuvrlhi), then, the translation would read," Let sky 
and earth make him one to have death in old age." 

, 

3 Sayana glosses the compound ~tadas tih ta mean "having the" 
span of lif~ stretching upto old age" or ~having the capacity {or 
a11 the desired ac ti vi t1es despi te advanced age"_ (j araparyanta· 
jivanasya astirvyAptirvasya sa ... yadv' jaratô jiryato'pi as~ih _.... . hi!:'" - ; . .. sarvavyaparay a vyaptiryasya t,drso bhavet). .... 1. . 
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deit1es on bebalf of a s1èk person asking for relief from di~ea~e 
and for a "rong life. 

• 
Enter in 0 PrsI).a and Apana (breath and expiration), as .f 
two draft-oxen a pen (vrajam); let the other deaths go 

- away, which they calI the remaining hundred . • 
Apana .. carry his bod', his 1imbs o Prana and . . 

age again· 4 

unto old 

J 
Unto old' age -do 1 commit you (the _sick one]; unto old 

age do l instigate you; may old age, excel~nt, conduct 
1 . 
you; let the other deaths go away, which they cal1 the 

remaining hundred. 5 

Let old age bind you as a cow with a rope 

"Brhaspati with the two hands of truth release 
A:, 

fetters by which death had bound you at birth 
• 

Though it begins with a ,salutatlion ~ the 'pri~st 

. let: 

the 

ta Oeath 
'-

(antakaya mftyave namah) on behalf of a young boy, hymn 8 l of 

the- Atharva Veda (called "Ayu~ Sükta") 15 really a salute to llf~ 

While pouting consecrated water on the young boy (mit;avaka), the 

priest touches the boy's navel and recltes a prayer for the boy's 

living un ta old age (jarada~~ih) He supplicates various 

medicina1 and 
./ 

their king (Soma) "to infuse long life in ta 

him. Atharvl:t Veda (8:2.8) is a prayer expressly addressed to 

Death (mrtyu) wher~in he is requested ta grant long 1ife upto old 

4 Saya~a glosses jarase with jarethâm or jaraparyantam (upto 
old age). 

5 l arayai tva pari dadami j arayai ni dhuvami tva j ara tv" 
bhadra neq:a vyanye yantu mFtyavo yanahuritaran chatam. 

Sayana glosses j arayai 
01d age)· defining 01d age 
angani asyam avasthayam iti 
the b ood Y age). 

as a vas ana par yan t am (u p t 0 d ~a th b Y 
(lara) in this context as jiryanti 

( th a t st a t e wh e r e i.n the me m ber s 0 f 
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age ~ \~undr.d y·eers) 'witb .ye. igh~. bearing. "apact ty and othér., 

bodlly members in good hoeal th' (sarviùia.1] su(r11 arasa. (atahayana 

Semant bhu1 am a{nutim). 

Atharva Veda (7:53.5,6) supplicates Prana and Apana (the two • 

vital breaths) ta enter the body in the manner of the oxen 

entering their pen (vrajam), lt then goes on to say, 

Let not this treasure of 014 age (j arimt;.ah (evadhih) be 

reduced, let it increase. 1 instigate Prat;la in you and 

drive ma).adies away Let this superior Agni grant us 
<-

long life of aIl ki~ds 

This desire an'il will ta live for one hundred years and the lust 

l. 

of li fe is expressed in the Acharvan hymn (19'67) ta 

\ Sürya (the 

V\iouSl y 

Sun' god) in the form of the refrain "May we see a 

hundred autumns" 
". ,.. ,.. 

(pasyema sarada9 satam) 
; 

and reiterated six times 

w i th the 0 r' i gin al use 0 f the ver b " se e" suc ces 5 ive lys u b s t i tut e d 

by the following verbs 

Wake (budhyema) 

Grow (pü~ema) 

Adorn (bhü~ema) 

Live (j ivema) 

Prosp~ r (rohema) 

Be (bhavema). 

\ 

Similarly, in the hymn "To the Waters for Long Life" (AthV' 

.. 
19:69), the act of living is mentioned four times with four 

different preposi~ions: 
'\. 

Li,vinS are you; may 1 
\' 

time, 

Ll v ing 211 are you, may 

1 ife 

, 
live; May l Live my Wh0t: life 

l ~ 2..!l ; May l live my whole 
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LivLne talether are yau; may l ~ taletber 

my whole 11fe 

Llyely are yau; may l be I1ve1y. 
/ 

These prayers suggest that in Vedic sqciety de~h must have been 

more commonly ~ssociated with youth and vitality than with old 

age and decrep'it.ude. Indirect evidence for this hypothesis is 

diseernible in the frequent use of the compound jarimFt\u meaning 

"death in old age" in these ,prayers. Life in reality probably 

ended suddenly due to disease or war rather ,than fading out bOy 

degrees in old age. 6 Ther~ was, therefore, ~ no necessary or 

, 
compelling reason for the Vedic people t'o connect death and 

sickness with ola age or to assume its inevitability. 

However, by the time of the Brahmana period the Vedic 

SOC i e t y h a d 0 ver c 0 me, a t l e a st: par t i a Il y , i t s e a r l y :i.. rra t ion a l 

fear of the after 1ife so graphically depicted in t.he ~gveda 

Awareness of and contact with death were now integrated into 

everyday life since death (particularly violent or premature 
~ 

death) no longer held that mythical power over the living (the 

6 Keith (in Rapson 1922, 90) has argued that sa mueh stress 
Is laid on longevity as a great boon that It must have been rare~ 
A s a gai n st' th 1 s , B ~ a r g a v a ( 19 7 1 , 206 ) ha s pro p ose d th Sb" the 
Aryans_of the Vedic age were a long-lived people. Point,..rhg out 
that Dirghatamas (the seer of the famous hymn from the Rgveda 
1: 164 which Is named after hk) lived one hundred years and 
Mahidasa Aiteraya (compiler of the Aitareya Brihmana) one hundred 
and sixteen years, he concludes (without, howeve·r, marshalling 
additional documèntary eVid~e) that: 

The average expectation of life was high. l'n the Vedas 
a desire ta live a 100 yea'rs is frequently expressed 
(~g 7:6,16). This no doubt means that an age of 100 
years or nesr about was not very rare in those days. 
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Brahmana texts vouch for that).7 There was no reason to' 'fear Any 
• 

"potential reve~~e from, old or de' peopile. 
'.. 

the forego\ng à.emonstrates the life-affirming, this worldly 

hopes and aspirations of the Vedie Aryans. -1he Vedie literature 

reveals a certain adulation and fondness for old age and cld 

people bordering on a gerontophilia But this in no way indieates 

th a t the Ve d i c p e 0 p 1 e l ive d a 1'0 n g li f e. The in div i du a 1 1 if e 

course was still not marked by phases, the metaphor of the cycle 
If .. 

or the circ).e t~cribe life 

d i f fer e 1']. t age ~o u p s we r est i 11 

span was not in vogue And 

not comp1etely segregated in 
, ù 

accordance with their functions. Unlike modern times when parents .. 
generally complete their child-rearing tasks with almost a 

quarter of their active lives still ahead, in Vedic India 

parenthood probably stretched to the end of life, given the fact 

that life expecrancy was short 

In addition, marrlage and the famlly unit were frequently 

brcken by sudden and/or premature death attributable to warfare, 

natural calami ties a~d diseases No t surpriMngly, 
~ 

the question 

of the "~" of aging is thematical1y avoided or perhaps does net 

arise -in the Samhita or the Brahmana periods, sinee few if Any 

1 i ved long enough to 'experience old age at first hand 

Speculating on old age. would not, th,ere(ore ,_ be a meaningful 

enterprise 

7 Re cen t 1y Young (For the oming) has 
brah~in's ~e1f-interest 1ay in propagating 
the minds of the gu1lible Vedic Indians. 
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However, Cowa~ Che end of che Brahma~a period and certa1nly 

~ 
by 700 BCE a mllj or shift and movement away from the Vedic 

weltanschauung had begun, which, in fact, was the ref1ection of 

"very important changes in the political, social and economic 

conditions of north India. 8 The lust for life that characterized 

fhe ear1y 
. ~ 

Vedic 11fe style. was gradually transformed into 

weariness of life and gerontophilia was replaced by 

gerontophobia. The frontier spirit, pioneering economy, robust 

op t imism premium on a happy, heal thy and long life went 

replaeed by a disenchantment with active, this-worldly pursuits 
~ 

(samsara) and a longing and urge for a quiet. contemplative life 

in the forest away from the dust and din of the city. 

There was, thus, a growing cleavage of ideas coneerning the 

old Veda-inspired and controlled Ideal life and its organization. 

This break has been traeed to different factors--establishment of 

autocratie, eentralized political units and the ensuing 

institutionalization of inj us t iee and violence; increasing 

in dus tri a 1 i z a t ion, m 0 de r ni z a t ion, ur b an i z 'a t ion and m 0 b i li t y; and 

over-popu1ation, famines and foreign invB.Eilions. The growth of 

towns and commerce and the organization of trade and craft into 

gui1ds made the north rndian social land~cape quite distinct from 

tha aarlier Vedic one. 

8 Sarosa (1987) has-argued that urbanizat~on made lts feeble 
beglnnings around the seventh century BCE. The who \e 0 f ear 1y 
Buddhist 1iterature presupposes the existence of urbanization, 
though urbanization SélW its real g10ry under Buddhism ,ltself. 

32 

\ 



:!l \ 

, . 

o 

o 

"The oider Vedic gods and sacrifices as conceived in' the 

SaI!hitis and the Brihmat;las had reflected a rural .and, pastoral 
, 

_ economy. In the face of the new urbanizing and changing world of 

600 BCE, much of the symbolism and rituals originating in natural 
f 

and pastoral functions and phenomena began to appear irrelevant 

(Pande i974, 262-265). With doubt and skepticism in the air, 

sens i t ive and re fl,ec ti ve i ndi vidua l s be gan to 1001< beyond the 0 l d 

ways of life, seeking ta replace or infuse them with new meanings 

~and attitudes. In this enterprise they were supported 1) by the 

newIY" urban).' ed populations increasingly ~lienated 
and 2) by ocial discipline, which called for new 

from nature 

productive 

techniques and implements. 

rtr_!s to this class of reformers and thinkers who came from 

bot h . the br ah min and Sr a man a 9 c ire 1 est ha t the uni que ide as 

concerning spiritual liberation, whether understood as mok~a or 
) 

nirvana, enshrined in the Upani~ads and Buddhism May be traced. 

!n the context of the history of aging lt would seern that these 
; 

post-Vedic thinkers asking ultimate metaphysical questions about 

the nwhyn of aging entertained three fundamental assumptions: 

1) There i8 something or somebody responsible for aging 

2) Human aging belongs to the realm of intelligibility 

.-
S ramax:as we re s tri ve r s who put p r imary empha sis on 

personal training in a rnetho~ or program of salvation available 
ta anyone (men or women, h~gh or low) willing to learn it. They .-
stressed personal effort (srama) and practice, not sacrifices <as 
propounded by the orthodox Brahma~as) or metaphysical speculatio~ 
(as engaged in by the Upani~adic thinkers). Their doctrines or 
explanatious centere~ on the personal experience of teachers like 
the Buddha or Mahavira who served as exemplars to others (see 
Hopkins 1971, 53). 
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and as such there 18 no need to remain helpless in the 

face of aging 

3) Suffering and anxiety resulting from aging can be 

rectified. 

The stimulus for redefining the inherited Vedic world view and 

the meaning of life may be traced to the developing polarity in 

the Upani~adic period between this-worldly suffering on account 

of repeated births (saqJsi'ra) and the aspiration for liberation 

(mok~a), which would transcend the condition of human aging 

altogether. Although. few Samhita verses specifically denigrated 

the process of decay in old age, the fear of it lurks beneath 

some of the p'assages therein as evidenced in the Rgveda 10 and the 

Atharva Veda (12:2.24) where death is feared as evil. 

But i t is in the Upani~ads (Brhadaranyaka 3.1.51, for . . 
instance, where Yajnavalkya .,. ls instructing Kaho1a) that old age 

begins to be recognized as diminishing human strength and powers. 

01d age is now pr0jected as unavoidab1e and incurable. The desire 

to be free from death, therefore, begins to be accompanied also 

by the desire ta be free from old age. The terms denoting 

deathlessness (amara) almost become synonymous with the terms for 

agelessness (8.j ara) or freedom from old age (nlrj ara) . 

Alternatively, a new co-ordinative compound (dyandva samasa) 

ajarimara (age1ess and deathless) 15 formed, elevating old age to 

10 In a' hymn ta the gods (~g 1:89.9), the poet pleads with 
them not to eut short his life [which was ordained by the gods 
themselves, Sâyana), before its due term (mi no madhyi ririsat 0 

iyurg_ntoh). In 'yet another hymn (Rg 5:41.15,17), the wish' ls 
expressed' "that Nirfti, the goddess· of death and dissolution, 
would take away [litera11y swa11ow] old age (jaram ca grasatu). 

34 



o 

l ' 

the rank oC death ln importance (Chindogya, 8:1.5; / -*" Syotaayatara, 

2: 12: Katba 1: 3). Though i t claim~ to be a continuation of the . 
" 

old exegea Is of the Veda, in e ffec t, the Upanl ~adic though t 

constitutes a break with that tradition as far as the 

understanding a~~aning of hu.an lifa is concornad. 

This i s clear ~rom the number of disturbing insights tha t 

th~ ~ani~ads begin ta provide into the process of aging, paving 

the way for a vision of the essentially painful or pessimistic 

nature and processes of human life here on earth. The Upani~ads 

thus radicalize the nature of sorrow attributable to old age ta 

such a degree that the only resort is escape into another form of 

life style or organization in the forest leading to liberation 

(mok~a). Certain common traits nonetheless seem ta run through 

both the early Vedic and the Upani~adic views. First no 

fundamental ontic distinction is posited between spirit and 

matter. Though the Upani~adic quest seeks to go beyond the life 

of worldliness and ritualism centered in ritual action (yajna-

karma), it does not advocate the radical ren~nciation of all life 

of action as will be later counselled by the Buddha. Nor does it 

condemn the world as a vale of tears. 

The Upani!" ads inculcate a life of meditation and 

contemplation of the great truths in the later years of one's 

life, but they do not emphasize withdrawal from the mundane 

pursuits of a householder's life. (This is evident from the fact: 

tha t Yi~ n'ava lkya ranounca s the wo r ld in hi s a Id age and King 

Janaka wa~ a householder). There 15 occasional disgust expressed 
,{ 
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o at the contemptible nature of worldly existence, 
lE 

but it stops 

short of advocating total withdrawal from the alleged sorrowful 

and evanescent nature of mundane,life. On the question of aging 

and its sorr6w, the Upani~ads consider sorrow as originating ln 

the aging condition of humans and yet capable of awakening them 
, 

to their transcendent nature. Anxiety caused by the recognition 

that suffering is inherent in old age is believed to drive the 

sensitive thinker to break out of his/her\ condition of being 

human and transcend it. 

On the question of the dreadful consequences of aging, 

Upani~adic reflection opens up a new perspective 1 pointing out 

that the evil of old age does not in reality consist so ~uch in 

this or that sickness, handicap or 10ss sustained as a 

consequence of old age, but rather the very fact that the human 

being'is destined to grow old and decrepit and ultimately to die. 

The opt imism of the Samhita Is . replaced by an acute awareness of 

the decaying body as the unavoidable factor in human life, which 

cannot be miraculously cured or prayed away (panikkar 1977, 465). 

This is evident from a passage in Brhadiral)yaka URanisad 

(4:3.35-38), which features a dialogue between Yajn"avalkya and 

Janaka regarding the status and nature of the self (atman) in its 
\ 

various states such as sleep, dream and death. YajnavaIkya 

explains that with age the person is burdened as if by a heavy 

load and 18 gradually reduced to bone and skin. AIl organs, which 

vere so prompt to serve in youth , quit service. That decay of the 
1 . 

body is one of the main reasons for disenchantment and anxiety 
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l, 1 f'" Il, 

w1thln oneself ts also d1sce-rnible f.roDl 

involving Indra, (king of 'a11 Vedic 'Ogods) • 

the be~ut1ful 

V1rocana tfthe 

le~end 

demon) 

and Prajapati (the father of aIl baings). 

After thirty-two years of apprenticeship by Indra and 

Virocana as students, Prajapati declares to them that the self 

ft 
Citman) is nothing but the person and its body image in the 

mirror. But ~ndra is not satisfied. He doubts tha;' the body--

subject to injury, decay and old age-ois the self (itman). Unlike 

Virocana, he is not satisfied with the explanation that the body 

is identical with the self (dehatmavada) Prajapati then provides 

alternative explanations of the self. But Indra ls not satisfied 

by them. lt is only then that Prajapati reveals ta him the truth 

~ 
_ that the body is not the self (atman), because it ls m0rtal and 

that the desire for the ageless state free from decay is nothing 

other than the search for the self (àtman) (Chandogya 8: 7-12) 

lt was pointed out above that in the Sa'!lhita period, the 

course of human life wa.s~ characterized by a relatively short and 

homogeneous life span. There was, accordingly, no need to 

structure major life events such as marriage, parenthood and 

retirement into distinct stages. The Upani~adic period, in 

contrast, recognizes two distinct phases in life (as against one 

in the Sa~hita) identified as the sacrificing householder and the 

hermit practicing austeriti:es in the forest. But the relation 
\ 

between the two phases is still ambiguous. They are perceived as 

being neither consecutive nor inter-related. The stage of 

studentshlp is presumed to be preparatoEy to either -one or both 
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. ·of them. The stages are not known by the distinct names they 

acqu!re in the later Smft! works such as the Manu Smft! and the 

-.., 1 Yajnaya kXa Smfti. 

This i8 evidènt from a passage in the Brhadiranyaka Upanisad .. . 
(3:5.1ff) attributed ta Yajnavalkya wher~ he hesitantly 

identifies çhe important events in the ideal life as being ,sage, 

child, silent ascetic and married priest, rating the brahmin 

over the rest as the highest stage ,Il In summing up, it may be 

argued that in the Upani~adic period, for the Vedic Aryan, life 

in community and life in t.he forest constituted two alternating 

poles in terms of rituals based o,n the concepts of sacrifice 

(yajua) and the sacred fire <â&ll.i) respectively wherein the 

fu~damental ontic unit y between spirit and matter still remained 

in tact, , 
... ~, 

..... 

Buddhist Persnectiv~ 

Buddhism, which was ~Of 
ca.600 BCE along witt\ that '0/ the 

the maj or protest movements of 

Ajivikas and Jainas, eventually 

broke apart the two poles of spirit and matter, precipitating a 

structural hiatus in the old Veda-inspired and controlled world-

view and life-style. The ideal of nirvana, origlnating in the 

Il In later Upani~ad3 chese events are sacralized by 
identlfying them vith the symbolic sequence of sacrifices 
(yajnas) based on the fire god (Agni). The performance of 
grahmayajDa is prescribed in the fir~t'quarter, karmayajha in the 
second, tapoya i Da in the third and the j ninaya, ~a" in the final 
phase of life. Se~ Brahma S~tra (3:4.47-50) and Sa~kara's gloss. 
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world-negating mode of life (niyrtti), 'emerged as- the competing . 
ideal to the this Mworldly and life - affir.ming (»Iavrtti) ideal 

• 

here on earth and subsequently in the other world. Various sut~as 
. 

in the Ha' 'hima Nikiya bear testimony to these trying t'lmes of 

social ferment and change. In fact, in tQe words of a disgruntled 
" 

brahmin recoided in the Pali Canon, the Buddha instituted the 

dispensation of renunciation (pravarjyidhikara~a) in place of the 

dispensation of sacrifice 
,.1-

(yalnadhikarana). This succinct1y 

summarizes the shifting world view (Pande 1974, 325).12 

Further, under the impact of eontinued industria1ization and 

demographic changes in the period identified above as that of 

Emergent Buddhism, a gradual differentiation in age groups and 

age-related specialization in function began to emerge, although 

it was by no means complete towards the Dharma Sütra period (300 

BCE). A signifieant eonsequepce of this development was the 

Apprehension of aging, which was dramatized in the newly evolving 

,\attitudes toward the treatment of the young and the elderly. 

The newly emerging ascetic world view as inscribed in the 

Pali Canon held that youth had no ethical and familial 

responsibility toward society, and that they must, in fact, 

A 

12 The Buddhist elder Nagasena describes the method (whereby 
the Buddhists brought this about) by narrating a simile to King 
Milinda: ~ 

Just as the carpenter, discarding the soft parts of the 
wood, takes (only) the hard parts, just so the Bhikshu 
... iorsaking the path of the discussion of useless theses to 
w~t: the everlasting life theory, the let-us-eat-and-drink
for tomorrow-we-d~e theory, the theory that the soul and the 
bO\ly are one and the same, that the soul is one thing, the 
body another ... (Rhys Dav:ir!.,s 1969, 2:361-362), 
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renoq.nce.. the world W'hile still in youthful vigour ~n quest ~f 

spiritu~~.liberation. lt believed that elderly people 
.\~·'.I 
1" 

the ener~~, ~or the righ t Apt! tu de for undertaking 

ha~~ther 
the arduous 

) task of the spiritual quest. To those belonging to the orthodox 

s 0 cJal order, however, the physical infirmities and the 

Inevitable end associated with old age did not present an 

imminent danger to society and did not, therefore, provoke the 

degree of anxiety produced by problems vis-A-vis the young in 

whose social control much 1ay at stake. 

Traditiona1 Vedic society, on its part, continued to regard 

undisciplined and unsocia1ized youths as potentially disrùptive 

of SO~l organization. The control and orthodox socialization of 

the young was deemed essential to prevent their growing into 

socially unacceptable and potential1y destructive n~n-Vedic 

" adul ts who may be lured by powerful and influential Sramana or . 
heterodox teachers, such as the Buddha or Mahavira. This concern 

for social order is evident in the arguments of the brahmin 

mathernatician (ganaka) named Mogga11ana (see "Gaz:taka Moggallana 

Sut ta" , Majjhima Nikaya 3:1-7). But it was Go~a1a, anotqer 

brahmin thi~r and contemporary of the Buddha, wh~se Piincip1es 

of evolution in relation to education, desire, knowledge and 

spirituality seern' to have provided an Antecedent to the 
\ 

fo,rmulation of the age-specifie life stages model (àsrama) of 

later times (see Ba;ua 1970, 313) .13 It i5 conceivab1e that the 

13 Go~ala 19 sa id to have conceptualized the ideal human 
life span in terms of eight developmental stages (atthapurisa 
bhümiyo) in order to reach perfection (.1.!.nâ.) (Barua 1970: 314). 
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Buddha' s alternative doetrine of eighb' higher spiritual ranks , . 
(AFFhapurisa pu".li) was designed in light of GoS'ila' s. Ideas. 

'" , 
The contrast between the two eompetlng views of Goslla ana 

the Buddha i5 nonetheless important, for it suggests the 
) 

historiea1 shift from a bio1ogieal1y and soeia11y determined view 

of 1ife events to the mora11y and sp~ritually deter~ined one at 

the hands of the Buddha. Thàt these developments precipitated a 

" 
~rowing eonflict and chasm between the orthodox brahmins and the 

/ 
Sramanas is indicated by a reference'to it in Panini~s Astadhvayl . . . 

, 
(2:L..9)' where it is stated tha,t the brahmins ~nd Sramat:as had .,. 

separate orders that were in permanent opposition to e~ch other 

(ye~im ca virodhaç (asvatikah). The division is a1so referred to 

in Atokan inscriptions, 

"'" People of the Magadhan-Mauryan era witnessed an inereasing 

life span beyond that d~ the early Vedic period. l4 In part, ~his 

may be attributed to the continued advanees being made in the 

field of medieine (Ayurved~), Consequently, the number of persons 

$uccumbing to degenerative diseases attributable to old age must 

ha,ve become considerably more than those dying of infection, 

~rauma, snake bite and chi1d birth. As the result of increase-d 

l.ife expectancy. death was now a1so perceived as the Inevitable 

consequence of growing 01d. Tbe theme of aging accordingly began 
J 

14 G!'II,ek (1958, 29) has observed that by studying tie 
inscriptions of (', ancient Roman tombstones, scho1ars' have 
determined that the· average durat:ion of 1ife' at that time was 
~etween twenty to thirty years. 7hough corresponding figures are 
not available for the Vedic period, they mus~ not have been far 
removed from those for the anc1ent Greek or Roman per10ds. 
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to be treated with dread and avoidance as revealed in the 

Buddhi'St taxts. This was a radical departure, indeed, from the 

Vedic period when 

" aging was\ so rare! 

aging was prized because lived experience of 

Canonica1 Buddhism, by contrast, wou1d ma~ aging (and its 

Inevitable consequences- -disease and death) the cornerstone of 
}.,. 

its doctrinal and soteriologica1 edifice It is, therefore, not 

unreasonable to argue that, at least in part, the rise of 

Buddhism may be understood as one attempt to deal with the 

problems created by more people living long enough to Jear old 

age and its unhappy consequen.ees Advances in medical technology 

mo re nume ro us f tri. hand assured experi~nces of old age and 

consequ~ntly of sickness and dying as weIl 

Indirect linguistic evidence backing the hypothesis of the 

increa5ed 1 ife span is available in the Astadhyad of Par;ini, 
• t 

whose date i5 by no means certain though it i5 generally accepted 

that he must have flourishe~ between 600-3qO BeE. Agrawala (1963, 

94) has observed that the term sapinda ls peculiar ~o the post-

Vedic literature and i5 not found in the Sa1!1hitas, Brahmanas or 

the U~ani~ads," Such posterior texts as the ~~m1 Smrti (5:60) 

exp1aio' sapinda as b100d relations up ta the seventh degree on 
••• 

the father's side and fifth on the mother's side 
. 

Pi~ini (4:1.165) also/~refers to the sapinda institution .. 
pointing out that a great-grandson ls cal1ed yuvan if a more tI\ 

eld~y sapiI)qa, that is, either his uncle or grand-uncle ls 

alive. 
> 

In addition, he suggests th.e te rms " vatpsya (4'1.163) or 
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Yfddha (1: 2 . 65) ta -des ignate the ma le head of the fami 1y and 

yuyan for junior members. The hea..--d of the fa.!lY.~ instance, 

i5 to be distinguished from the junior members affix1ng 

specifie suffixes su~h 
\ 

1) 2) ga;r;:g1, 3 ) ga;r;:gya and 4) as gAIga, 

- den~tes gar~lalan§· Here garga an ancestor who s tarted a line of 

descendents. As such he is a .... ik-s a~j D~at: 1 n (who gave his name to .. 
the family or started a lineage). His son would be known as gargl 

(antarapatya in grammar) The grandson of garga and the son o~ 

gargi would be gargya. 

According to sutra 4.1 162, aIl other descendents numbering 

a hundred or even thousand would be called gargya Thus, while 

garga would denote 
/ 

the patriarch, gargyayana would denote his 

,juniors These distinctive titles were of relative value. A 
v 

gargya as patriarch, for instance, represented his family in the 

social assemblies. A Junior mlmber snch as gargyayar;a would be 

given the nomenclature gargya only when the former \Jas admitted 

to the headship of the family in the absence of gargya. the elder 

(Agrawala 1963, 86). 

Th'1_ coini'ng or at least the legitimation of these terms by 

Pal}ini suggests that by his time Many were living long enough to 

be called grandfathers and founded lineages that were named after 
, 

them 15 lt appears tha t a number of such lineages were 

established in the Dharma Sutra period with significant political 

15 ~ - -latanjali's Mahabhasya (5:l.59, 
s u g g est s th a the cons ide r e d' the a ver age 
(ca.300 lCE) to be between sixt y 
jIvitaparimal)amasya ~a~t.ika1;. sapt§tika~). 
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implications (see Thapar 1984). The' pat~iarch probab1y ~ied only after 
\ 

experien~ing a relatively long ambulatory period impo.ed by old 

age in contradistinction to the early Vedlc era when sudden eath 
, , , 

~ 

~ earl~ life was more frequent. These changes are mythical y and 

symbo1ically documented in the Pa~l Canon as well, for examp1e, 

in the creation myth of the wor1d, humans, and society tu. the 
\ 

"Agganna Suttanta n of the pr,ha Nikiya or in the legjnds 

describing young Slddhartha's confrontation with the phenomena of 

disease, de~repitude and death (see be1ow).16 

lt ls .#n this context that one must understand Kane's 

observation that the earli,st mention of the four aSramas (life 

st-ages) occurs in the lIharma Sütras (1974, 2:1 & 2). The Gautama 

Dharma Sütra (3:2), one of the earliest, lists them as student, 

householder, wandering beggar and hermit respective1y 
( 

(brahmacirin, grhastha, bhiksu and vaikhinasa). But the Apastamba 

Dharma 5Ütra (2:9.21.1) provides different names and a different 

order for the same four stages--garhastham, acarya-ku1am, maunam 

and vi"niRIiuthlàm. The Vasi:aha DbaIma ~ü~Iê (7:1.2) has .... 
"'1 

12:[làbmê~i[1 , gIbê~~ba, vinu!l;:as thê and parivIaj aka (see Young . 
1981). The much later (ca.SOO CE) K\irma Purana (1:2.39) curiously , . 
changes the order, and the terms once again are &rbastha, 

~ 

vanastha, bhiksuka and 12J,:hmacaIiD . . 
, 0 

16 In the 1egend of· Yayati to1d in the Padma pura9a 
(1:2.76.21), the aged patriarch and the founder of the lineage lS 
compared to the glant Banyan tree spreading lts roots and 
branches ~ aIl directions. In 1ike manner, the sons, grands ons 
and grea t grands ons 'are descr 1 bed as spre ading .and si nking the i r' 
roots. î 
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The forego,ing sugg~ests that the plan of age.spec1fie life o stages was Jn the air by the time of the Dharma Sü~ras,. but the 

o 

structure, sequence and details were still in flux. Gautama (GDS 

3: 1) and Vasistha .. 
mendicant (bhiksu) 

(VDS 

stage 

7:1.3) eoncedeithat the choiee of the 

ls optional. lis refleets the inroads . 
made by the a,s ce t lc and renunc la tory tendenc i e s in the re a lm 0 f 

the Vedic ideal life and its organization (dharma). As Olivelle 

(1978) argues 1 it eaused a radical change in the notion of Vedie 

dharma. lt introduced an element of ehoiee and alternatives to 

the socially fixed and immu~e dharma. 

But one must also rem mber' that an equally 

change was also taking place in the Buddhist ideal 

fundamental 

of ascetie 

life . The early ideal of the solitary life of a wandering bhik:u 

in the forest was replaced by a sedentary life in the monastery 

(sa~zha). The Sutta Nipata is all praise fur solltary living like 

a rhinoceros in the forest. Now this gives way to the organized 

and relatively comfortable life in the monasteries where the 

motto was "blessed Ls the unit y of satpgha, blessed is the 

exertion of the united (sukhi saDghassa simaggl samagginam tapo 

sukha" quoted in Misra 1972,117). The lure of the secure llfe in 

monasteries, away from the travails of the family duttes and 

obligations in society, began to attraet a number of young men 

and women to Buddhism. Many took to ascetic garh in order to 
, 

escape physical labour, hardshlps or poverty. 

The ~ahivagga refers to Magadhan soldiers (who were ordered 

to quell robellions on the frontier) and debtors taklng refuge in 
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the monastery (Klsra 1972, 35). Many K,atriyàs (members of the 

warrior elasal, feeling the pull of class (var!'a) loyalty, were 

drawn to monasteries founded by a member proud of his warrior 

class. Follo.wing Young (1981), one may therefore, conclude that 

~the aSramà ide"al as elaborated in the Dharma Sûtras represents 

the brahmanical 3esolution of the conflict between the competing 

Ideals of renuneiation in young age and the moral responsibility 

of diseharging the three debts ineumbent on each Arya. 

It was during the reign of King "AS"oka (ca.300 BCE) that the 

emergent Buddhism--originally limited to meditating monks in the 
1 

foreit or the monasteries--was transformed into a popular 

,/ 
religion of the masses. Under the sponsorship of King Asoka, the 

long process of reformulation and codification of the principle 

tenets of Buddhism was begun, resulting in the establishment of 

/ 
1 the Pali Canon. The 10ss of politieal patronage under the Sunga 

dynasty--whieh sueceeded the Mauryas in the Magadha ... was 

compensated to an extent in Northwest India in the Buddhist 

kingdoms of Kaniska and Milinda (ca.lOO BCE-lOO CE). 
\ 
Doctrinally, Canonical Buddhism as then formulated was 

'Ldistinguished by the twin concepts of the wheel of ethical life 

(dhammacakka) and the wheel of biologieal life (bha~acakka) based 
f . 

on the doctrine of depandent origination (pratttya-samutpada, see 

chapter four). The explanatory model of the aging body, which is 

implicit in the Pali Canon, seems to be patterned after the 
~ 

analogy of a machine. The world ls understood as a sui generis 
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o circular machine composad of discreèè parts (cogs) movlng through 

time and space pivoted by the fundamental law of karma. 

Although aging in the organism appears to be qualitative 

(sinee' it is said to revolve around the different phases of 

childhood, youth and old age), it iB really quantitative, that 

i s , an impersonai flow of diserete moments (ksana) . Put 

differently, in contrast to the traditional Vedic atemporai 

, 
account of human existence, early Buddhism now proposed that a.ny 

authentic understanding of human existence must fully recognize 

life's temporal contingency and its resolute encounter with old 

age, disease and death. 

lt is in the first part of the Digha Nikaya and the whole of 

the Majjhima Niksya in the Pali Canon that one cornes across the 

earliest cogent and organized exposition of the full fledged 

Buddhi~t meanin3 and Interpretation of old age lt ls not clear 

whether or not the Buddha himself meditated and reflected on the 

facts a'nd evils of old age. What is more certain is the 

likelihood that it is in the Pdli Canon that one begins to come 

across the picturesque legends of the young Siddh1!rtha being 

introduced ta the triune evii of old age etc. (see below) The 

Nikayas (MN 2:75; 3:179) refer ta old age (perhaps sarcastically) 

as one of the three divine messengers (devadüta). 

In the "Mahanidana Suttanta" of the p'igha Nikaya (2:55-71) 

is to be found the full explanation of the doctrine of dependent 

co-originat.ion and its role in the phenomenalization of birth 

(mi) 1 old age <i.u:iJ and death (maratta). The thread of this 
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argument 18 taken up again in the "Nidina Sa~yutta" of the 

Sa'!'yutta ~ikiya (2:1-133) where we find the Buddha teach1ng to 

the m,pnks tha t the chain of causa t lem beg lns wl th 19noranc e and 

ends only ln old age and death. The "Mah~parinibbina Suttinta" of 

the Pigha Nikaya (2: 72-168) records the last message of the 

Buddha in these words: 

vayadhamma saPkhira. 
, 

appamidena sampidethati 

Pecay (age or aging) is Inherent in aIl component 

things. Work out your own sa1vation with diligence. 

This teaching, it May be argued, is the key-note of early 

Buddhism and neatly summarizes the ear1y Buddhist understanding 

and eva1uation of the aging process. 

The Pali Dhammapada, which contains the most sublime 

statements of early Buddhism, 15 placed by Sarua (1970, 41) in 

300 BGE. Chapter eleven of this text entitied Jaravagga (section 

.on old age) records the early Buddhist understanding of aging as 
~ 

primarily a biological process that wastes the human body which 

itself is conceived as a heap of corruption and an abode of old 

aga, death, pride and deceit. Similar ideas are a1so put forth in 

the "Vijaya Sutta" of the Uraga VaSi' and the "Jara Sut ta" of the 

Atthaka "Vagga of the Sutta Nipata which Barua (1970, 238) 

describes as one of the o1dest books of the PaIl Canon. 

In several accounts 1 n the PaIl Canon, the fu ture 

Buddha/Bodhisattva expounds on the three eviis of suffering (old 

age, disease and death). Indeed, as recorded in the APguttara 

Nikaya (1:3.4.1-6), he recounts to the monks the dialogues 

wherein Yama, the god of death, chastises three mortais for 1) 
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fallIng to live the pious Ilfe and 2) not recogniz1ng old age, 

disease and death as the three evils. 

This episode involving young Slddhartha' s encounter with 

disease, old age and death i5 retold in elegant Sanskrit in 

;' 

Asvagho ~ a' s Buddhacari ta. The variations from the originél'l 

account in the. Nikayas tell us much about the shifting .spectrum 

of the Buddhist understanding of old age and aging in this period 

(ca.lOO CE) when the model of the life-stages (asrama) in its 

final mould had already appeared in the Dharma {astra texts such 
':'t~ 

as the Manu Smfti and which as such appears as the premise to be 

refuted (pürvapaksa) in the Buddhacarita. 

The reflections on aging as put in the mouth of the Buddha 

and other monks suggest a new point of reference in uncovering a 

significance and meaning to the losses engendered by old age et,. 

that 'seem to go beyond an exclusive1] negative appraisai of 

their impact. The questions and doubts that arise in the agitated 

mind of Sidd~_:~yha (BC 3.28) are pregnant with new answers and 

meanings. 15 aging a pre-determined process? Is it caused by an 

external agency? Are aging and old age accidents in that they 

happen to some unfortunate individuals? Are others spared from 

this evil? If oid age i5 an accident, can it be avoided? Or is it 

an intrinsic, naturai condition in hum an beings unfolding itself 

with the passage of time? Is there a permanent, immutable self 
... 

(substance) that ages not but appropriates the experience of 

aging suff~red by the body? 
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o The initial brahmin-endorse-d explanations of old age -and 

,aging as furnlshed by the charioteer fail to satlsfy Slddhartha 

thereby setting him on a spiri tual quest (BC 3: '33) . After he 

attains n1[vina. and becomes the Buddha ( the awakened one) , . 
Siddhartha begins to inslst upon the need for living fully ruui 

with an attention on the imÙlediacy of lived experience. In order 

t 0 r e a 1 i z eth i s full ne s s ,i n th e pre sen t\ he in s t i tut es a 

spiritual discipline composed of eight stages. For that purpose, 

one is asked to remove oneself from the centres of power 

divesting oneseIf of external social roles and relatiols; one ls 

ta turn away from the .world's claims while still young rather , 

than waiting for old age and infirmities to force one to do the 

same. The constant refrain of the evils of old age is essential 

·to remind us to live fully llQli 50 that the los ses suffered due to 

old age can bw viewed as vivid reminders of human finitude. 
) 

This line of thought and reflectlon ls conspicuously absent 

from Vedic revelation and Upani~adic reflection. l7 Buddhism is 

not content with a life style where the "facts" of birth, growth, 

old agJe and death are nonchalantly accepted as given. Their 

presence in human life cannot be simply passed over in silence. 

Canonical Buddhism accordingly directed its indignation against 

17 Occaslonally classical Hindu texts such as the epic 
!"'---'Mahibhi[§ta (12: 137.58) do identify old age with suffsring. In 

/ the above cited verse, for instance, a mysterious bird named 
Püjanr discourses to a brahmln named Brahmadatta that suffering 
is old age, suffering ls contact wlth the undesired and suffering 
is deprivation of a desired ching: 

o 
dUQkham jar; Brahmadatta duhkham arr.haviparyayo 

", - -' duhkhscanistair samvaso duhkham istaviyogaiam .. . . . . . . 
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che V.die familism, expression of sexualiey in the guise of a 
v 

conjugal relat10nshlp and the brahman1cal karma-oriented social 

ethics and phl10sophy (see Be 6:44-47). 

The most characteristic and surprising exp~ssion 

Buddhism in this period is the campaign against aging lnd 01d 

• 
of 

age 

which held ~ special terror ta early Buddhism. lt is likely that 

with the increaslng proportion of old people in the population, 
( 

the problem of old age attracted attention of the anxious 

monks .18 The mythical versions of the episode of thl young 

Siddhartha's awakening to the human condition, then, suggest sorne 

idea about the psychological temperament and anxious personality 

of the Buddha himself and others like him lt ls a sensitive mind 

that detects th~ all-pervasiveness of sorrow in the old man, sick 

man and the dead man where others before him failed to see it. He 

was able to extract and extrapolate the subtle meaning underlying 

th e s e common, everyday phenomena. His preoccupation with 

suffering originates in a metaphysical vision and ,existential 

condition of humankind, . 

18 Consider in this context the observations of Christopher 
Lasch (1978, 210), who identifies the irrational terror of old 
age and death with the emergence of the narcissistic personality 
which takes no interas~ in the future. Such individuals are 
dissatisfied with the traditional consolations of old age, the 
most important among which is the belief that future generations 
will in SOrne sensa carry on his/her work or life [compare with 
the Brahmana-inspired notion of horizontal immortality discussed 
in chapter' five]. They rej ect as naive the faith or conviction 
that one lives on vicariously in one/a children (or more broadly, 
in future generations) which thought reconciles one to the 
in e vit ab 1 e su p ers a d i n g - - the ce n t r a 1 sor r 0 w 0 f "0 1 d age , m 0 r e 
harrowing aven than 10ne1iness. 
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That .awaren.ss may have been brought into a sharper foeus to 

him in ca.~OO BCE ~y the changing political and economic 

conditions of his time. The Buddq.,.'s doctrine of suffering 

(dulJkhayada) is a philos-ophical world-view symbolizing 

demagraphie, political and economic vicissitudes. As Eliade 

/ (1969, xvi) has pointed out, it is the humân condition, and above 

aIl the temporalit~(and aging, sha1l we add?) of the human baing 

tha t cons t i tu tes the central prob 1 em ,0 f l ndi an though t. l ndia , 

therefore, has no~been unaware of the relation between illusion, 
() 

tempo,ality, and human suffering as a "becoming" conditioned by 

the structures of temporality (ibid, xviii). 

Anxiety, then, is the impelling basis of human existence. 

The Buddha sought a way out of this predicament by positing a 

theory and practice of spirituality that was erected on the 

denial and neutralization of the idea of self. The ego ls the 

root of all human anxieties and fears (duhkha). The Buddha was , 

1 e d .t 0 the sec 0 n c 1 us ion s, bec au s e h e wa s dis s a t i s fie d w i t li the 

liveti~ ontology 

Vi~W that time 

that he' had inherited which took for granted the 

was a kind of vessel in which events took place. 

Persons exist in this vessel as a substratum that subsists 

through time. 
> 

The Buddha found this analysis unconvincing, because it 

ignored 'the tempor\l, contingent 'aspect of human beings, 

resulting in the supposition that belngs and time were 

-inseparable. He argued that the belief in human existence as an 

lmmutab 1Iè sub stance, separa ted from the pro g re s sion 0 f t ime (s e e 
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chapter five) 1 was only a 

r~sultJng from the awareneS$ 
, 

There i$ no apparent 

protective shield against anxiety 

of the in~table human deatiny. 

causal relation nor perhaps ~ 

relation between the e\ght-fold spiritual discipline he 

proclaimed and the facts of aging, disease and deat1t (ja,â'

vya4hi-marana). The only possible rational connection between 

the s e two may -b e the poss i b le eme r genc e 0 f the psycho logieal 1 
i< 

feeling o~seeurity and assurance resulting from the rejection of 

the duties and responsibi1ities as well as pleasures and comforts 

1 of the life of 
~ .'4.~ 

the householc',er. The Buddha argued thàt the 

uncertain and accidental character ~ death provide9 the 
t 

justification of the passlonate urgency with whlch spiritual 

libera~ion has to be worked ~ut in young a~ before old age takes 

lts inevitable toll. 

This charaèteristically Buddhist stance ls a1so clear ~o~ 

the response of the Monk Nagasena to King Milinda's query 

does he who orders his life aright realize nirvana?" • 
He who orders his life aright grasps the truth as to 

the development of all things (sa~khiranâm parattam 

sammisati) and when he is doing 50 he perceives therein 

birth, he perceives old age, he perce ives disease. he 

pereeives death. But he perceives not therein either 

happiness or bliss (dilemma #80, Rhls Davids 1969). 

"how 

W'ithin this mechanistic-sounding Interpretation, hu~ 

deve lopmen t and aging are seen as consisting of discrete .. 
elements. It features prominently in the Buddha's sermon on 

dependem: co-arising which hypothesizes the relation of 

Antecedent to consequent as the fundamental explanation of human 
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1 if. and i ts development from birth th~ough de. th. Human growth 

and aging 1s a continuous series in that it 1s reduc1ble to or 

-predlc table from previous antecedents. From the moment of 

incept1on, ag1ng is cont~nuous with suffer1ng and remains so till 

death. 

Wi~h its emphasis on unique parti~ulars (sya1ak~a9as) rather 

than on universal sequences, life events Inclûdlng aging ar,e 

unders tood Jas specifie causes of specifie events of specifie 
\ 

out'comes. The task, accordingly, is to identify the cause-effect 

relations and the variables which mediate or interact with them 

~"rlY Buddhism. therefore. is 

the collective or cultural factors 

relatively unconcerned with 

surrounding the process of 

aging per se; although identified with suffering, aging does 

become 
A 

the ,very raison d'etre of the Buddha's 1ife and mission. 

The age of the Buddha was replete with confli~t between young and 

old. Iho~e who endorsed the path'proposed by the Buddha sought to 

,transcend the preoccupation with retaining or regaining their 

youthfu1 vitality and vigour in the manner of their Vedic 

'fPredecessors. Rather, they longed to escape what they believed 

was transient and impermanent and of which the y had internalized 

dread. 

The Buddha was cerfainly interested in enjoying long 1ife 

and satisfying desires if only in good health and in the absence 

of old age (see BC 4:~6). This explains, in part, why he 
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refused 

~th). 

to 

As 

die though urged by' Mara (the pers~nification of 

a mere proeess" aging 1s reducible to time which 
, i$ 

rtself is a ~ chimera and ~auses nothing. The, same 1 general 

pro cesSes or mechanisms underlie apparent growth and decay of the 

body in its va~ious phases. Thus, as a focus of attention, aging 

deserves to' be relegated to minor status. There ls really no need 

" 
to explain aging and differenees caused by aging. The task at 

hand is to eliminate aging. 

Consequently, Any doctrinal discussion of age-specifie 

social duties (as'r amadharma and sva dharma) is almost non-

... 
existent in the Pali Canon. Because, prima facie, these' texts are 

inte.nded for the benefit of the members of the religion of 

renouncers who have left "society and its norms behind them. To be 

'" sure, a Buddhi st layman (up as ika) 0 r a laywoman (y.pis iki) , who' 

has not yet left society behind him/her, does have duties 

deriving from his/her station in life- -whether he/she be" king, 

queen or oute.ast- -but these ar-e not duties ~ being a Buddhist, 

that is, these duties are n~t a funct10n of the Buddhist dogma. 

Hindu Perspective 

After the demise " of King Asoka, the Maurya dynasty wea~ened 

" . and ~e royal support for Buddhism also ~eclined. When the Sunga 

dynasty replaced the Mauryas, the stage was set- for the revival 

of brahmanical orthodoxy (ca.200 SCE) • The horse-sacr1fièes 

" - " . ' (iLSvamedha yajnas) of t'he Sunga king Pu~yamitra and related gift-s .. 
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o to the brahm1ns r'ep1acecl the charities Wh1ch~oka had 1avl:shed 

on monks and their monasteries. This retu~ orthodoxy~ a1so 

affec ted 1 inguistic, soc la1 and cul tural q-fie lds . Th~ riva 1ry 

be tween the newly i nvigora ted brahmi n or thodoxy and the .4Is t i Il 

influentlal Buddhism must have .forced rival thinkers to modify 

and innovate their religious and social ideas in arder to'win and 

maintain popular support. In the process principal tenets of the 

Cwo contestants acted and reacted dialectically upon each other 

cill some sort of a middle ground tacitly accepted by bath 

emerged 19 

"-

Consequently, as far as the brahmanical side was coneerned, 

after mueh ferment and speculation, the reification of ideas 

regarding the -" asramas camE! 

influential and authoritative 

eompiled, the ideal framework 

about 50 tha t by the t ime 

Manu Smrti (100 

of or~zed life 

BCE-IOO CE) 

in terms of 

the 

was 

age 

and elass specifie duties (varnasramadharma) was formalized with 

the four life 5 t a ge s identified as eelibate studenthood 

(brahmaearin), householder (gfhastha), hermit (vanaprastha) and 

wandering ascetic (~) (MS 6:87,137).20 

1 9 l n the \ 0 pin ion 0 fOl ive 11 e (1 ~ '7 8, 2 7 - 3 6), the h r ah mini! 
had never felt eomforçable with the el~ment of choiee introduced 
by Sütrakaras sueh as Ga4tama which prompted the Smrtikaras ta 
revise the Dharma Sütra model of the stages of life (israma). In 
the redefined, classical aSrama model, the ehoiee Ls elirninated 
and the âSramas are related to definite periods of a man's life. 
In this scheme one has as mueh freedom in choosing an aSrama as 
one has in growing old. 

20 In an interesting note ta Dilemma #71 (1969, 127-128) 
Rhys Oavids points out that it is a1ways taken for granted that 
the .Buddhists were reformers, as opposed to the brahmins who 
wantèd ta run still in the ancient graves. But there is another 
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The 

extending 

' " ~ 

~ 

1 

and th! need for 
? 

structuring the s teadi 1y 

span in terms of institutions, norms, roles and 

values to deal with them had already begun (as pointed out above) 

in the Dharma Sütra period. However( no age-specifie stages
l

, with 

clear bound:ries for them had bean demarcated lt was onlY~hen 
the Dharma Sastra texts began to be written that interest in the 

p 

"middle years" as a distinct segment ~dult life arose out of 

the need to differentiate social, psychological and spiritual 

concerns of "middle" age from "old" age. 

The social and cultural conditions of the beginnir.g of the 

Common Era contributed to sharpening and demarcating the 

boundaries between various age-speclfie stages In gerontological 

terms, two of the most important changes were the increasing 

association of function with age and the formatlon of segregated, 

age-èased peer groups (for instance, education with childhood) 

This segregation by age occurred' first in the brahmin class and 

was only later (perhaps grudgingly) extended to other classes. 21 

In later centur~es (ca.300 CE on), the Puranas t ried to 

side of the question that has been entirely overlooked. Brahmanas 
and Upanisads may be seen as reform following reform. Buddhi~ts 
are t 0 b r °a hm i n s mu c h m 0 rel i k e soc i a 1 i s t s ( New 0 e m 0 c rat sin the 
Canadian context) to liberals, than like LiberaIs to 
Conservatives. But rather than working out a totally new system 
the brahmins grafted new reforms on the old roots surviving 
underground. 

21 This ls evident from the controvers)t raised by different 
commentators around the relevant passage from the RaghuvamSa of 
Kalidasa regarding whether or not the K~atriyas, as membèrs o'f 0 

the broader twiee-born (dviia) class, had a right to go through 
the th i r d s ta g e 0 f l i f e, th a t i s, the for est h e r mit ( va n a pra s t h-
-~ , 
asrama) . 
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Jstinguish additional phases in adult life. but It la doubtful 

if th~y were ever developed into heurlstlcally useful concepts. 

The Nirada Purina (2:61.55b-56a), for instance, observes that it 

ls not the soul bût the gross elements (constituting the physicaI~ , 
body) ~t attain the seventh stage (01d age) before ceasing to 

-exist. Similarly, Nilaka~~ha, a medieval commentator on the 

Mahabharata has identified the following ten stages of human life 

1) The stay in the womb 

2) Birth 

3) Infancy up to the age of five 
1-

4) Childhood up ta twelve years 

5) Stage of pre-puberty ~pauganda) . . . 
6) Youth 

7) Did age 

8) Decrepi. tude 

9) Suspension of breath 

10) Death (see Tagare, 1981 2: 903). 

From the text of the Manu ,Smrti it i5 e1ear that old age by then 
<J 

had come ta be recognized as a specifie period ~f adulthood with 

a formal ritualized beginning at the age of seventy-five. This 

stage was also institutionalized by the prescription of 

appropriate norms, dutie5 and rités of passage. A sizeable 

.... -
portion in each Dharma Sastra manual, accordingly, is devoted to 

a structural-functional explanation of this human rela<:ionship 

between long life and old age in terms of the stages of the 1ife 

model whereby the entire system of life cames ta be structured on 
fil 

the triad of class (var~a), duties (dharma) and stages -" (asrama). 

The Upani~adic and the Buddhist insights were accommodated 

in these Sm~ti texts as developmetrtal devices whereby the other-
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worldly ethics and ambitions (~ok,a and niryi~a) preached thereln 
\f 

were harnessed and harmonized as age-specifie norms and duties to 

~e taken up in the later part of ,life with this worldly ethics 

encapsu~ated in the concept'of dharma. This synthesis was worked 

out on the basis of the hermeneutic principle of the three debts 

already in vogue in Vedie circles: 

1) Knowledge given by the seers (~ .. 
2) Gift of life received from the ancestors (I!..ill) . 
3) Gifts received from the deities (devatas). 

These debts are to be repaid by 1) learning as a student 

(brahmacarin), 2) procreating a son (gFhastha) and 3) offering 

prescribed sacrifices (yajna) in each of the first three -" asramas 

In -=his manner, the authors of the Smrti texts (Sm~tikaras) 

tempered the excessive zeal of the Vedic this-worldliness and the 

ascetic other-worldliness by pt:-edicating aspirations of both as 

age-related tasks spread evenly over the entire life span. In 

other words, the Vedic 'Morld-lust and the ascetic world-disgust 

are replaced with world-c()ncern for planned and ordered growth 

and development 

The Kamasütra, a text attributed to Vatsyayana and extolling 

the satiation of desires, was compiled at the height of the 

lndian Golden Age (400 CE). It begins by providing a tightly 

knit, c1ear and exp1icit age-specifie distribution of the first 

three goals of life (puru!~rthas) interlocked and nested in their 

respective asramas based on the Dharma (astras. 22 The commentator 

on anubandh am 
(KS.l:2.1-4). 
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verses succinc tly summarizes in his gloss on these the 

worldly attltude of the KimasÜtra ln these terms: 

Le t. one enj oy ,0 r g'i v~ unto wha teve r is p roduc ed- -ln 1 t s . , 
pro p e r t 1 m e and age - - dl s cha r gin g dut 1 e s a n'Ci' a c qui r in g 

wealth (dharma and artha) in childhood, satiating 

des ires (k.im.A), dharma and artha in youth and dharma, 

artha and lliA in one' s old age until one beeomes 

exhausted (asamarthyam cet tivat) .23 

this-

Allusion to the direct, functional link as posited between age 

and a particular sphere of activity i5 also provided (from a 

... 
perspective different from that of the Kâmasutra) by Sankara 

'" whi le commenting on the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (6: 2 15). Sankara . . 
observes that while the hauseholder ls bound ta karma 

(karmas a~b addha) the hermit and the ascetie are bound ta the 

forest (aranyasambaddha). Similarly, Yajnava1kya' s announcement 
• 1 

ta Maltrey1. of his projected departure to the for~st as recorded 

in (BAU 2:4.1) "'. i5 paraphrased by Sankara as' 

Desirous of going beyond the arder of the 

householder ... 1 will break off the bond [with the 

23 The<se very Ideas appear as' pürvapaksa (premise to be , . ,-
refuted) in the Buddhacarita of Asvagha~a. King Sre~ya of Magadha 
ls disturbed by young Siddharta's resolve to abandon the world. 
He, therefore, tries to persuade Siddhartha by reiterating the 
traditional Vedic teaching: 

.. 
One is able ta realize dharma in ane's old age after it has 
rendered one incapable of indulging in the passions of 
desire. It is for this reason that youth i5 said ta be 
conducive ta satisfying desire, middle age ta aequiring 
wealth and ald age to realizing dharma. 
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In 

household] (1lrhasthyit sthinit '(ramlt Ürdbvam lantum 
\ 

iççhan ",sambandhasya yicchedam karayini) ,24 

t;he 
, 

Upadesa 

. . 
Sihasrl. didactic tract again attributed to 

(ankara (ca.700 CE). the teacher- -when instructing the disciple 

on the relationship between the various age-specific sacraments 

(sa'flskâras) 
1 

and the four stages of life--points out that by the 

sacrament/initiation of the tying of the saered thread (upanayana 

sa~skarayogen). one 

(brahamearisamjna) . 

aequires the title of the chaste student 

By the saerament of the tying of the . 
-(husband' s) body to the wife (l?atnisa~yoga sa~skarayogena), one 

aequires the title of the householder (g:-hasthasamjÜa). The same 

body aequires the title of the hermit (tâpasasal!'jna) by the 

saerament of the forest (vanasya sal!lskirelf-a). Finally the self-

same body aequires the title of the wandering aseetie (l?arivra~ 

samina) by the sacrament of the disengagement from aets 

(kriyanivrtti nimittasamskarena) . '. 

Towards the middle of the first millennium, classieal 

Hinduism (Puri~ic, Epie and Tantric) came to recognize old age as 
\ 

horrible and wieked and aceepted it as an inevitable and integral 

24 The precedent for this line of thinking is already 
established in the Ya1urveda . .jJ Following Desai (1967. 66-67), it 
may be argued that the connotation and significance of Agni with 
reference to the sacrifice to be performed changes with the age 
of the performer. In the householder stage, Agni is a personal 
deity who is a divine friend and the guest of the ho.useholder 
(yaj amana). Agni i8 present at these sacrifices performed to 
acquire material prosperity. But in the stage of the herm:i!t the 
sacrifice performed is ca11ed viSvatodhara' (upholder of the 
universe). This elder1y saerifieer has no yearnings for material 
pleasures. He yearns for the divine wealth of enduring knowledge. 
The conception of Agni has changed, according1y, for him from 
being a personal deity ta the universal mind as all pervading 
con8ciousness (brahman). 
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part of the human condition. In this manner 'it triad part~ally ~o 

reconcile the, ll.ved experience of old age vith the fundainental 
. 

Vedic desire for a heal.thy. happy and long life. The Dharma 

" - -Sastras such as the Manu Smrti or the Yajnavalkya Smrti, written . . 
in verse, are much more extensive chan çhe older Dparma Sütras 

and consecrate a larger number of pages to the elucidation of 

rules and norms of a j uridical, this-worldly character 

(vyavahira) in addition to the brief discussion of the duties of 

the classes and stages. 25 

Thus, chapter six of the Manu SID;ti, dealing with the last 

two stages (vinaprastha and ~), is the shortest of them all 

two Witt just ninety-seveJl verses with the final 

reiterating the eulogy of t/uperioritY of the stage 

householder. Anyone who WO~d seek to become a hermit 

ascetic without paying the triple debt, that ls without 

verses 

of the 

or an 

living 

out the order of the householder, is threatened with hell (MS 

6:35,27) . 26 But according to Manu as soon as he observes the 

blrth of his grands on or when his hair turns grey. the 
), .... 

ho~seholder should di'tribute his property among his children and 

2S Gautama pharma Sûtra, perhaps the olde.st law-book, has 
barely a page on the rules of the ideal-type it calls bhiksu. As 
against this, the rules of behaviour for the Buddhist monk as 
eompiled in the Pali Canon and datifg frolll -roughly the same 
period, fills three volumes in tra,nslat'lon. 

26 The description and duties of the 
succinctly presented in the MahJbhirata in a 
s~ge Para/ara to King Janaka: 

four stages 
disco'urse by 

... .. - - ... -- -adhitya vedinstapasa brahmacari yajnansa,tya 
sanisrjyeha pafieavanam gaeçhet puru~o dharma
kimahsreyaScitvi" sthipayitvi svavamSam (MB 12: 286.30) . 
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with or without his wife renounee the world and enter the forest 

in order to undertake the ~ prescribed tasks of the thlrd order ' 

(vinaprastha) (MS 6: 2). The yinaprastha is exp1ained as one who 

ls establlshed in the forest (vane prAtisthita iti vânaprastha) . . . 
His other epithet is vaikhinasa· (Govinda's gloss on BOS 2:6.16). 

Furthermore, the househo 1der' s key dut Y (dharma) is the 

practice of austerity (tapas) (these are said to be of five 

kinds) so as to divest his body and mind of all attachments and 

passions 50 that there does not remain in him even the remote 

possibility of the appearance of pride (see Vijnanetvara's glass 

Mitak~ara on tpe Yajnavalkya Sffi;ti (4:56,57) ... 

Then, with his body rendered parched by the practice of 

harsh austerities, he should contemplate on retiring from the 

stage of the hermit and enter the final stage of the wandering 

a s cet i c ( u.tl.). Bau d h i'y a n a ( BOS 2' 1 0 6) s t a tes th a t r e nu ne i a t ion 

(satpnyasa) is advised when one has passed beyond the age of 

seventy - .,. (saptatyordhvam sal!lnyasam upadisanti). lt then describes 

the forma1 ritual ceremony to enter t,he stage of the wandering 
, 

ascetic (BOS 10:17,27). The Yajnava1kya Smrti (3:4.57) advises . 
such an individual to stop the performance of the fire sacrifices 

and internalize them in the self to mark his entry into the arder 

of the ascetic from that of the hermit. 

Verses 6:76,77 in the Manu Sm;ti are intended to cultivate 

disgust and revulsion about the body in the mind of the nU. 27 

27 I~ like manner, the Vlsnu Smrti (9~niShes the 
wandering ascetic (samnyasr/llti)" to rèflect upon the destruction 
of beauty by o1d age.·" 
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He 1. to regard the [aging] body as (a latrine-hut •.. [realizing 

whlch} .•. he shall discard the body which ls the abode ~f material 

substances, that is, a product of earth. in the form of fat. 

urine, semen and blood. Such an entity cannot be the abode of the 

self. Verse 6:78 further develops the figure of the body spoken 

of as a hut in the form of a simile of the bird leaving the tree. 

But this does not Mean that the body should be deliberately 

killed off, for instance, by entering into the fire. The idea, 

rather, i9 that one should not persist in one's attachment ta the 

body. One should let the body fall off by itself by the 

exhaustion of the karmic residuum, just as the tree on the bank 
, 

of a river falls off. However, if one has realized that inner 

1ight and withdrawn from aIL manifestations of illusion, then one 

may voluntarily drop off the materia~ body in the manner of the 

bird taking off from a tree. 

Ideally, then, such an individual has attuned his mind and 

body to he receptive to spiritual en1ightenment. He must not 

engage in Any kind of productive activity. As the Manu Sm;ti 

(6:26,29,31) statès, such a persan is to wander alone, without 

Any campanion, fully realizing that the solitary individual who 

neither forsakes nor is forsaken, attains the desired end. He 

shall neither tend the ritual fire nor maintain a permanent 

dwelling. Indifferent ta everything, firm of purpose, he shal1 

concentra te and meditate on brahman. 

By not injuring Any creatures, by detaching the senses (from 

their abjects of enjoyment), h~ the performance of rites 
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preseribed in the Vedas f and by rigorously praeticing 

auscerities, the state of brabman i5 reaehed .ven in this world. 

This reformulation of the model of the ," wandering sscetie ~ull) 

i5 noteworthy in ehat wandering and begging is the final dut Y in 

life and as su ch equivalent to the highest aspiration in life 

lbok~a.28 But: at the same time, exclusive emphasis on Any single 

goal in life (pury~artha) is studiously avoided. The Manu Smfti, 

in fact, ends its discussion of the section on the wandering 

as cet 1 c ( x.ui) b yon c e a gai n r e i ter a tin g th a t the s ta g e 0 f the 

householder ls the best. Though they institutionalize it, the 

Smrtikaras never tire of remindlng us that the householder is the 

source (~) 0 f all othe r orde rs fee ding and sus tain1 ng them 

a11. 

Winternitz traces the etymological meaning of the term 

-'" to signify nreligious exertion" the of the a.n:a.mi on fart: 

" Sramanas and observes that the brahmins named even a l/,fe of . 
householder --' that, through this designation, they as ii':ima so 

28 Cooma~aswamy has traced the stereotype of the wanderlng 
ascetic t~ the enigma.of the sun as presented in the legend of 
King Hariscandra ~nd his son Rohita in Aitareya Brihma~a (7:13-
18) where it,is stat~d: 

Kali [Age] his lot who lieth down, Dvapara (Age1 his 
who would feign cast off, Treta [Age] his who standeth 
up, K;ta [Age] he reacheth who marcheth--keep on going, 
keep on going (caraiva, ciraiva) (quoted in Johnson 
1980. 98-99). 

Johnson a1so adds that in the age of the Br~hma~as wandering was 
an innovative spir,ltua1 pa~. Wanderlng strivers (sramat}as), 
first mentioned in the Sitapatba Brahamana, produced the 
Upanisads. early Buddhism and Jainism (ibid). • 

• 
\ 
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placed the househo1der's life style in line, 

other three otders (Upadhyaya 1979, 190).29 

nd on par with the 

The focus of the iSrama model, nevertheless, is the twice-
t 

" born (dyij a) male. Members of the, Südrâ c las sand women' of all 

the 
~ 

classes do not come under its purview. The Manu Sm;ti deals 

w~th the duties of women at, the end of chapter five after 

discussing various precepts regardi1\\g food. This would 

drastically red~ce the scope of the model of the life stages. The. 

apparent absence of women from the age-homogeneous organization 

may be attributed to the practice of integrating W'omen into 

domestic and familial roles. The kinship ties affecting women are 

designed to stress vertical family bonds rather than the 

horizontal bonds of age. 

h 
-, 

T e asrama model, it may be argued, posits the ties of age 

as a balance to kin bonds. The bond developed with a fellow 

male hermit in the forest is designed to substitute or replace 

the bond of kinship developed in the context of the family. While 

klnship ipso facto i8 perceived to be a source of confliet, the 

organization by age 15 viewed as a harmonious counterweight. 

The formal organization by age is presented as a channel for 

avoidance or management of confliets stemming from the parent-

29 Etymologically airama is derived from ~ + t~e verb ~ 
(toil or strive). Its cognate substantives include Srama (tolling 
or striving) and sramana (striver and by extension aseetic). 
-~ . Asrama would, therefore, mean place where one strives, exerts. 
Yith this etymology in mind, Young (1981) surmises that in the 
compound grhasthâSrama the original etymological meaning of 
iSrama ls àispensed wi th to protee t the fundamental human and 
Vedic institution of marri age as lnscribed in the substantive &:hastha. 
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perspective, 
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, 1 
in'" the rope of generational successifn. 'Fro. that 

the age-homogeneous residence of, th. Jagfng adult' as 
i 

a hermlt in the fore5t 15 likely to serve as a tension deflector. 

Spatial separation from home ls llkely to have provlded 

ins~lation from the worries of succession. tt ls for these 

reasons that women who were expected to stay within the domestic 

sphere, therefore, were also less 11kely to particlpate in formal 

age group s such as tha t 0 f the s tudent, hermi t or the as c e tic 

wherein men' s lives and duties would be played out in public 

arena and where princip1es other than kinship would operate. 

Aging, therefore, does not seem to have had the same meaning or 

involved the same eircumstanees for men as for women. 

The grea t di ff erenee in the r:e produe t ive po ten t laI 0 f the 

t W 0 S ex e saI sos e e ms top 1 a yan i m p 0 r tan t roI e. Yh i le l,Il e n are 

deemed to be capable of siring offspring when they are well into 

their seventies or eig-htles (see ehapter seven dealing with the 

rejuvenation and revitalization therapies), after menopause a 

woman ls no longer considered to be a person with sexuality. In 

Many ways the status of an aged woman is not unlike that of a 

pre-pubescent girl. Both are relatively free of Many repressive 

sex- taboos and regulations imposed on the young and Middle aged 

women. As she begins to take on the si gns and qual i t le s of 

seneseence--wrinkled skin, greylng hair, etc. there is a 

noticeable change in her manner of approaeh ,to others. 

Essentially ag1ng brings out (and perm1ts) 
/' 

relaxation and warmth 
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in her .octal interaction wtt:h old and Ct0ung alike of both sexes 

accordlng to our texts. 

Symbolically. t.his i8 reflec t.ed in t.he fac t. tha t she no 

longer has to lower her gaze,when in the presence of males. But 

though more highly estee~ed with advancing age, a woman is always 

subordinate to the male, except. perhaps during the 

socialization stages of her sons. Again, directIy or indirectly, 

her role is invariably associated with sexual reproduction and 

food production and preparation. Ta that extent certain age

speéific norms for women (strIdharma, patnIdharma) ~re closely 

t.iad to equivalent male norms. 

Occasionally, woman is eulogised as the root ~nd support of 

the order of the housaholder (grhasthadharma), which in itself is 

praised as the source of 1!l.l. the a;ça~s. Lilce a root, the wife 

sus tains and nourishes the householder and his obligations, which 

entail sustaining and nourishing aIl the members belonging to the 

remaining three orders. The order of the householder, thus, is 

the very pulse of the orthodoxy which can be 50 only with the co

participation of the housewife (MS 3:78).30 

30 One cannot say that elderly women fared Any better in the 
Buddhist 1ay society or the religious arder (sam&ha). As can be 
inferred from the Mon~stic Code for the monks antt nuns (Vinaya), 
the nuns had only limited scope as preachers. Thes occupied, 
according t.o the letter of the Vinaya, the position of novices 
with respect to the monks, however senior they were in age to 
him. This endorses the generally held view that BUddhiS

I acquiesced to the androcentric orientàtion of the larger lndia ~ 
society and did not seriously challenge the prevailing socia 
norms regarding woman . 
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The -, Isra;.' roles as envisiged '"in the Smrti works, appear to be 
• 

''\ 0 r mit 1 ver 1 d eal eonstruet,:s crelted by intent10nl~ 

" 1~t.nslflcat10n pr exaggeration of a cluscer of tr .. 1t8 and by the 
l', 

synthes1s of a number of discrete phenomena based on individual 

characteristics. In" their conceptual purity, therefore, the 1deal 

role models of the student, ho~seholder, hermit or ~scetic would 
\ 

" no t be app roxima ced in rea li ty. This 1s evident from Sa~kara's 

gloss on the Brabma SÜtra (3:4,40) that t~e dharma (norms) of an 

individual ar., determined on th. basis of th~ ~.l.v~nt rev'.~ed 
injunctions (Sruti), not on the basis of the capacity, abili~ 
predilection or the expertise of an individual for successfully 

carrying out a particular duty. It would, therefore, be hazardous 

to , imagine social reality 

various orders. 

throuogh 
it 

the precep ts laid down fo r 

lt i5 not, therefore, surprising that there ls no evidence 

that the theory of -' asrama ever became a total and practical 

reality--that is, that Any considerable numb,er of the twice-born 

(dvfja) or even the brahmins among them, fo~ that matter, 

actually carried out the tasks of the stages in the course of th,e 

1dea11y prescribed duration and in the prescribed order. The 

number of such persons must have been small, Many were content to 

spend their last years iu semi-retirement in a small hut erected 

not far from the habitation of their famlly œembersr' This 

practice' 15 legitimated in the Manu Smrt! under the category of . 
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y.dasamnyisika. an ideal whieh, s trietly speaklng. lies outs ide . 
the ur~ma scheme. 31 

) It 

elJerly 

is likely that the optional model of a seml-Fetired 

male was more popular among the K~atriyas. As rulers, 

ministers and generais who had disengaged from active duties ln 

old age, they settled into a more quiet life style in a modest 

r e t r e a tus u a Il y s "i tua te d w i th in the con fin e s 0 f a pal ace 0 r a 

mansion they pr:viously possessed. 32 Às such they would be 

readily available as consultants when called upon by the you~ger, 

in exp e t i e n ce dm: m ber S 0 ~ fa mil yin cha r g e r-.() f Y1'Ô~ 1 dl Y a f f air s 

-".. 

Reappraisal of the Asrama Madel 

Our s urvey a f the re l evan t tex ts s ugge st s tha t fr om a round 

500 BCE Buddhism sought ta replace the 'chen prevailing Vedic 

Ideal of li~ and culture (to chat extent it differed from the 

similar Upani~adic critique from within the Vedic tradition) and 

alma st succeeded in tha t endeavour dur ing the reign of A/oka 

(ca.200 BeE) . But the brahmins mounted a spirited counter 

31 BaI}a in his Kadambar1, identifies such persans as 
grhamunl or bhavanatipasa. 'l'hese were householders pursuing the 
norms of the hermits or the ,.wandering mendicants. According ta 
Agrawa1a (1969, 30), this was a new Ideal that first appeared in 
the' Gupta age. Such persons were a1so known as Vaikhinasa and 
be10nged to the Bhagavata sect. 

32 In the Ra~huya~ta, when prince Aja is reduced to tears at 
the thought of his aging father, King Raghu, turning a .. hermit, 
the latter relents and consents to retire ta a modest hut on the 
outsk~r,ts of the city (RV 8: 10-14). 
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offensive of their own and eventually gained the upper hand by 

reformula.'ting the Vedic principles of ideal l ife and by 

accommoda t 1 ng the Buddhist Ideas on renunc iation. The Smrtl . 
~ 

literature and Ideals may, therefore, be taken to represent the 

/ 
cons umma t 10n 0 f the comb ine d brahmin and S rama~a vi ews on the 

philosophy and culture of life. 

On the practical "'-side the Dharma Sastra's consolidation and 

endorsement of the a-srama model meant the triumph and continuity 

of the original, positive Vedic ideal of long, healthyand this-

worldly life style tempered by a good dose of detachment. lt is 

not clear whether the Buddhists ever developed a similar social 

philosophy of "stages of life" (varnisramadharma) for the benefit 

of the lay Buddhists. There is, however, evidence to suggest that 

the life of the monks and nuns in the monasteries was organized 

and graded according to age. 

\J ayman (1984, 48ff), after scrutinizing the available 

relevant evidence, concludes that the argument that the Buddhist 

pabbaja (going forth) resemble~ the Hindu hermit (vanaprastha) 

and the full ordination of the Buddh i s t monk/nun 

(upas arypadà') is equivalent to attaining the stage of the 

wandering ascetic (saIl}nyasa) of the Hindus, is not valid. He 

points out that the Buddhists did not recognize the requirement 

to be a householder. He therefore takes the Buddhist novice as 

equivalent to the Hindu celibate student (brahmacirin) and the 

fully ordained monk/nun to be roughIy equivalent to the forest-

hermlt. 
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Y1th .the disappearance of Buddh1sm as a social ph11osophy 1n 

Indla by about 1,200 CE, the i(rama model emerged as the dominant 

ideal of 1 ife and cul ture and even today most Indlans are 

famlliar wlth its basic postulates and tacltly endorse them. For 

this reason, it would be instructive and relevant to provide a 

reappraisal and an evaluation of the meaning and significance of 

aging as it i8 anchored in the Indian psyche from the classical 

t imes onwards. ., 

* 1 The basic presupposition of the Dharma 

w-olld 0 f human beings Is living and active, 

"-Sastras is that the 

deriving its meaning 

from its organie wholeness and cosmic identity. The human 

organi~, reflection in miniature of the co smic organism, is an 

active and growlng entity, both qualitâtlve1y and quantitatively. 

Organie synthesis rather than cold philosophieal reflection on 

diserete, phys~cal entities (skandhas see chapter four) as in 

Buddhism is tllken as the guiding principle of the theory of 

aging. 

lt is held that although efficient causes may have effect on 

various quantitative and qualitative changes on the body and the 

mind, the fundamental eausation of c..aging is teleological. That 

is, though destructive and harmful at the physical level, the 

change engende red by the ag ing p roce s s wo rks fo r the be tte rat 

the metaphysical level of the self set aga~nst the backdrop of 

the law of karma, the doctrine of samsara and the three-fold . . 

theory of ~ nature (see chapter four). One rens, matures and 

grows pro gre s si ve ly from the fi r 5 t s tudent (brahmacarya) stage 
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through the householder (Ifhastba) stage etc. to the final stage 

of the ascetic. 

The Buddhist mechanistic model of aging as noted above 

stresses the analysis of the life span as a discontinuous, 

discrete flow of unique moments and seeks to explain the life 

span as a result of the relation of antecedent to consequent 

(krama). Life events are seen as potential stressors, a~ a source 

~J 
of suffering. In fact, aging as a visible image of thee discret€!, 

flowing moments ~ suffering, 

The Hindu Sm;-tikaras, therefore, are careful ta steer clear 

of both the negative and the false, positive visualizations of 

aging. Instead, they struggle to posit what a genuinely positive 

meaning of aging ought to be, They realized that both the Vedic 

and the Buddhist views on aging were limiting. While the former 

hopelessly overvalued it, the latter went ta the other extreme, 

For the negative view, realities and facts of human aging 

speli the doom of the human being; for the stay ever-young-and-

healthy Vedic view of aging such realities and facts are non-

existent. 
1 \ 

The Smrtikaras, therefore, sought to map out a Middle ground 

where human growth is to he appreciated as being coeval with 

aging and as occurrlng from the moment of conception tili 

death. 33 They recognized, it may be argued, that aging in human 

33 The Yijiiavalkya Smrtl (3:3.142) explicftly 
the help of an' appropriate' metaphor, advaneing old 
increasing capaeity for knowledge of brabman: 

1 i n k,s, w i th 
age' with an 

Sweet julee already exists in an unripe cucumber. It is 
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beings reflects diverse changes at the physical and psychologieal 

leve',", which can be catalogued and labeled (as die different names 

fo r di ffe rent stages sugges t) and read11y distingulshed. The 

wooden chair, too, changes and ages with the person sitting in 

It, but lt happens ever sa slowly. Compared to the diversified 

changes that take place in the life spsn available to humans, 

this change is monotooous. 

The early Buddhist met-aphysics, as documented in the 

Abhigharma, 5eems to have failed to take this fact into account, 

equating the human being to a chair by not distinguishing between 

the two aging patterns. To the Sm~tikaras, to grow to maturity 

mesns to learn to accept the resl human predicament. The purpose 

of self-reflection is, they argue, not, first of all, to deny or 

confirm the Buddhist claims that there is no baing, that to 

bacome is to age and that all aging is suffering. One must not 
\ 

deny the fact of aging as characteristic of existence; rather, 

one must devise ways to ~ with this unique dynamic feature of 

the human condition. 

00 the other hand, they also recognize that one cannot grow 

-indefioitely aither, as the Vedic Sa'!lhitas had proclaimed. The 

blossoming life, like the morning dew drop~, cannot last forever. 

Humans must be consigned to decay an~ the eventual falling apart 

of the dlfferent constituents of the body in death. The Vedic 

seers had entreated the goda for a long life without caring to 

perceived 
knowledge 
self, may 
3.141). 

only when, the vegetable ripens. Similarly, the 
of brahman, which already exists in the unripe 

manifest i~self with advancing years (13ee a180 Ysm 3: 
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reffect upon the travails of aging that 1nev1tably accompany late 

life. One must now develop a clear appreciation of late life that 

Is Inseparable from the phenomenon of old age, of development and 

• aging as inextricably bound in an organized complexity. 

As the instlgator of development and growth, a~ing 

precipitates slgniflcant structural changes spread over three or 

four phases or timeJperiods. This development, in the Smrti view, 

ls partly continuous and partly discontinuous ln that future 

development is not completely reducible to previous phases as the 

Buddhists are prone to do; yet future growth potential is 

predictable from the past phases 

In other words, growth in the householder phase is not 

reducible to that in the student phase; but the potential of 

growth that would take place in the hermit or wanderer phase is, 

at least partially, predictable from the growth accompllshed in 

the student phase. Despite their unique identities, the a-sramas 

and the associated values, goals and duties are not mutually 

inconsistent. Further, the succeeding aSrama i5 not necessarily 

superior to the preceding one in terms of associated "'values o\" 

'-goal s. Human aging, the re fo re, i s unde rs tood to be goa l di rec ted. \ 

The emphasis, however, is on the universal typology of growth and 

development taking place simultaneously with advancing age rather 

than on individualized and particularized aspects of aging and 

development. 

From this Smarta (adjective of Smrti) perspective then, life . 
events are to be understood as components of an organized 
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complexity rather than as specIfie, causes. Even~s 1n a particular 

life are important, but examination of them in isolation will not 

explaln the 
... 

nature of aging; one must foeus on the underlying 

human structure in which individual life events are reflected. 

The aSrama model posits that epistemological, emotional and 

ethical developments in the human being occur during the entire 

life span conveniently segmented into four stages. Manu, 

Yajnavalkya and other Smrtikaras (perhaps in the manner of Plata 

and Schopenhauer) consider the highest stage of human development 

ta be of epistemological arder and attribute lt ta ol~ age. lt Is 

the aged ascetic <YA..t..i, s8l}'nyasi) who is in a position, at least 

potentially, to attain that true insight into the nature of the 

ultimate truth (brahman) , Advancing years bring with them 

increases in the understanding of this metaphysical truth spelled 
. 

out in terms of the knowledge of brahman (brahmajDana). 

le is only in the second half of life that a follower of the 

Vedic view (vaidika) develops cognitions that meaningfJll y relate 

tasks accomplished in the early years of life with chose to be 

accomplished in the later half. The cognitive shift that usually 

takes place toward the midpoint in the life span alone 

facilitates the true understanding and sbility ta effectuate the 
, 

transition from the householder stage bound ta works (karma) ta 

the hermit and/or wanderer phase bound ta knowledge (jUana), 

The -, 1 Asrama mode thus sees the later years of life as an 
1 

integrative period eontinuous with the ~arly years in sorne ways 

and ye t distine t from them in 0 thers, The task of meaningfully 

76 



·0 

,_0 

, , 
r' 

~r:",~ r
C ~:{.,~ t 1 1 ~ ~, 'f,·"f-;'~~~=·;I ~:",:.~,:\:,~.r;~"~/;f'~f":";':,.~!~~ 

integrating and relatlng one's life as le has been l1ved and the 

final acceptance of one' S own death are specifie concerns of 

1ater existence. To deal with them is the great task in o1d age. 

In terms of the goals in life (puru~irtha) to be strived for, it 

is essentially different from the tasks of infancy, youth and 

middle kge where the concern is with fulfilling other ends in 

life, that i_s, dharma, artha and kama, which, f0110wing Edgerton 34 

may be described as the ordinary norms compared to the 

ex t r a 0 rd i na r y no r m 0 f spi rit ua l lib e rat ion ( m 0 k sa) t 0 b e a t t a in e d 

in the final years of life. 

The norm of moksa makes relatively higher demands of a 

metaphysical and ethical nature on its aging practitioner 

(he rmi t) beyond tho s e requi red 0 f the young s tuden t and the 

middle-aged 
~ 

householder. The philosophy and practice of 

abandonment implicit in t:te norm of molssa is negative or 

\ 
kim.si. disengaging compared ta the norms of artha and But as 

Herman suggests (1976, 270), it is che direct consequence of a 

metaphysid'al understanding realized in later years. What the 

• 
elderly ascetic learns in the course of the final israma i5 to 

draw the existential consequences ensuing from chis deepened 

understanding. 35 

34 Quoted in Herman 1976, 267. 

35 Schopenhauer seems to have captured the Hindu view of 
life in a very homely metaphor. He compares life to a fabric or 
piace of embroidery, of which, during the first half of life, a 
person gets a sight of the right [correct] side, and during the 
second half, of the reverse [incorrect, wrong). The wrong side is 
not so.,;'pretty as the right , but it 15 the more inst:ructive: it 
shows thè way in which the threads have been worked and sewed 
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-r-___ ~ __ 't9 that extent, the stand taken by 

promoting the ideal ~ model vis-A-vis the early Buddhist 

v1ew of idea1 life style and its principle task of attaining 

niryAI)4 appears a t onc e more rea lis tic as we Il as amb i t ious in 

that 1t prescribes with equal care and consideration the tasks to 

be accomplished in one's early as weIl as later years. This stand 

ls further supported by an adequate analysis of various 

functionally age-related aspects of life which are evenly spread 

over the entire life cycle. In addition, it 15 alsa harmanized 

with the view that the psychodynamic unfolding of the potential 

of the mind 15 a function of advancing age. 36 

Creatively 1ncorporat1ng relevant insights bath frD'm the 

Upani~ads and Buddhism, the asrama model focuses on the innate 

need as well as dasire on the part of sensitive and attuned 

individuals to fuifill hum an potentia~ through striving for 

liberation (moksa). Human life has, it is consciausly recognized, 

an implicit goal and sense of direction ta achieve its full 

pot en t i al. Ou r b 0 d i lys en sei saI if e - Ion g an c h 0 ras weIl a s a 

pointer ta the self wlthin and its awareness. 

That awareness has to be amplified by reducing our concerns 

with the gross body. In the second half of life, therefore, one 

together ("Ages of Life" in McKee 1982). 

36 Schopenhauer points out that the first fort y .years of 
life furnish the text, while the remaining thirty supply the 
commentary. Without lt we are IJ:nable ta understand aright the 
true sense and coherence of the text, together with the moral it 
contains, and all the subtle application of which it admits (in 
McKee 1982). 
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must reduce pra-occupation with the gross body by cultivating ,the 

feeling of disgust (julypsÂ) toward it (sae chapters four and 

five). The empha~is, thus, 1s on both becoming and growth. The 

continuity of life 15 predicated on the sequenti~l fulfillment of 

different ends (puru~artha) changing with age. Imp1icit in this 

is the intentionality and projection into the future. This, in 

turn, is based on the realistic acceptance of temporality and the 

relationship and continuity between its phases conceived as the 

past, present and future (see chapter five for a more detailed 

\ 
discussion of these modes of time and their relation ta the aging 

) 

process). 

The Sm;-ti texts do not maks any reference at a11 ta the 

series of losses attributed ta a&jng and documented ad nauseam in 

the early Buddhist texts. The Smrtikaras readi1y admit that aging 

in its wake does unleash such losses in every member ùf the body 

and the mind, bu ... they also stress t~at these "lasses" of the 

later years also have the pot,ntial for unfolding new creative 

developments in the person's selfhood. One must, in fact, rejoice 

in the realization that wich age the bonds of the embodied self 

(dehin) are caming loose, creating favorable conditions for the 

eventual liberation in the near future. The focus, therefore, 

must not be on the vain and futile attempts to deny or avoid 

a~ing but rather on the growing awareness of the widening 

opportunities for self-realization offer~d by the aging process. 

They al 50 • discount the Buddhist' clalm that dispassion 

(yairigya) i8 the general personality disposition that can be 
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ea811y eultivated 
, 

so that the virtues of poverty, continence, 

... " . 
hamelessnes!, ' and solitude can be developed by anybody at any 

stage in on,e' s 'life (preferably in youth). 37 Instead, they stress 

that pers:otri'lity formation and behaviour are situationa1 and ,age-

specifie, evo1ving gradua1ly over the entire 1ife span from 

experiences of socialization and roles beginning with the first 

sSrama to culminate in the final. 

As if anticipating developm9nts in the modern humanlstic 

psychology (Mas1ow 1970, 38), It 15 argued that the desire and 

motivation for attaining Liberation will only be felt after basic 
, 

needs for physiologieal well-being, love and belonging have' been 

met. The hermeneutle concepts of the three debts' and the four 

ends in life are envisaged for just that purpose. Sinee the 

embodied individual self ls inextricab1y bound with other 

embodied selves, fulfillment, of the basic needs for affection and 
1 

affiliation are, It is believed, an essentia1 ground for future 

liberation understood as self-realization. 

The Smrtikaras detect a logieal Ineonsisteney in the 

Buddhlst teaching, whieh conceptually appeals to self-

realization, while at the same time striking at the foundation of 

37 There are occasional statements ln the Pali Canon that go 
against this claim. The "Mahasaropama Sutta" of the Majjhima 
Nikiya records the following observation attributed to the 
Buddha: 

There are certain youths who outwardly being aliured by the 
life of monks Iesve the household life. As monks they 
receive presents, esteem and repute. They beeome puffed up 
and disparage others. Thus they grow remiss and become prey 
to 111s (MN 1:192-197). 
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.ull-hood in family, society and culture. With the Buddha, the> 
o 

purpose in this life is clearly stated in terms of the self· 

leg~slating indivldual. Ethical justification of one's quest for 

spiritual liberatlon is to be found within one's own self in the 

application of one' s own reason. From the contemporary Vedic 

',) 

.,. socio-ethical point of view, this was not an accè'ptable ideal, 
'\ 

however praiseworthy it May have been from a purely egotistic 

point of view. And unless lt can be represented as an 1deal in 

some way superior to the prevailing Vedic ideal, the Buddhist 

mode 1 of the self-eentered "young renunciate" ls without 

relevance. Because it amounted to what Coomaraswamy has called 

the praetice of "premature revulsion" wlth the body, family and 

society in that it was to be cultivated in young age. 38 

It May be argued that this practice must have created 

s~rious problems of a psychologieal and social nature in Many of 

the young disciples of the Buddha. Forcing oneself prematurely to 

a life of a meditating mendicant in the forest before' the 

youthful desires and needs have bren successfully fulfilled must 

have generated disturbing and distracting psychological and 

JI 

familial prob1ems. Asvaghosa has forcefu11y depicted them (a1beit 
1 • 

as the premisé to be refuted) in his portraya1s of the young 

Siddhartha and Nanda in the Buddhacarita and Saund§rananda 

38 Quoted in Herman 1976, 218. 
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-8 Young Nanda, for instance, resents his being 

ned, agalnst his will, by the Buddha. 

Clting instances from hl'Story and l.egend, he affirms the 

power of youth and love and justifies his resolve to return to 

married family life: 

Therefore while my ~ [The Buddha] is away begging, l 

will discard the mendieant's robe and return home 

pre sen,tly from he re [The monas te ry]; fo r the pers.>n who 

carries the noble signs with wavering mind and confused 

understanding and wi th impaired j udgmen t, has no'tping 

to expect in life and has no part even in this world, 

(Saundarananda 7:52). 

Here one must take' into consideration the legacy of the pre-

Buddhist notions of renunciation, the Buddha' s own reformulation 

of tha t idesl and the practice of renuneiation as 

ins titutionalized ln the Smartcl. ë:Srama mode 1. Only then May one 

be able to appreclate and understand" the moral dilemma faced by 

~anda as it is deplcted in the Saundarananda. The Smrtikara would . 
not see Any moral difficulty in the ideal of renunciation per se, 

sinee he responds to a recognized and much lauded praetiee of the 
1 

pan- Indian social et:hos. Bût he woufd locate it seeurely wlthin 

the Vedlc t:his-worldly ethos. 

By contrast, the' self of the young Buddhist monk (bhik,u) or 

-the nun (bh'k!U9i) mU'ft be proj ected into his/ber behaviour 

~ 39 In the Buddhaearita (1:48,51) we come· acron King 
Suddhodana, who has reeently become the fatlter of Siddhirtha, 
day-dreaming that Siddhartha will retire to forest in his old 

'age, because [the condi~ion ·ofl o'ld age, like austerities, helps 
develop equanfmity ~nd renders.one nonchalant. 
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towards the 1ay househo1d~rs, wh9 sU$tain thèm. Acçordingly, th~ 
~, 

must be willlng -to pay a high priee for. opting for the spiritual 
, 

quest in youth. The episode of Nanda i"s seleeted by A'vagho~a to 

dramatize the need and reason as perceived by the Bupdha, for 

abandoning the f ami 1 i al, s oc ia~ and e thical re spons ibll i t hs in 
\ 

young age for greater self.development and realization of 

nirvABa. Membership into the 

the demands made upon him by 

samiha 'would make him oblivious to 

t~e' older surviving segments of his 

society-ohis familt, city and republic. 

, "l~~ The Smftikaras, by contrast, view renunciation",in yo~~age 

as antithetical to world acceptance and not as a life-ideal 

functioning at the same levei as those of 1) teaching, 2) 

administt:ation, 3) agriculture and commerce, and 4) service 

prescribed respectively to the four classes viz. brahmin, 

I<satriya, . , 

" "'-Vaisya and Sudr'l. This is consIstent with their basic 

position that renunciation is' compatible with and sequential to 

àl: tai nment of the goa 1 s 0 f g.harma, ar tha and kama. Yi th the 

Sm::tikaras, one must rather rehearse the techniques of spiritual 

liberation such as meditation and its theoretical underpinnings 

from a qualified teachbr in one's first quarter of life, reflect 

on it, prepare and purify one's body and mind in the second and 

third quarters of life, and then aetively seek liberation in ~he 

final quarter after having sucee s s fully d:is char ged the three 

debts (see above). 

This\ ideal proceeds on the hypothesls that the deogree of 

f adaptation and adj us tment tha t one 'Înus t deve lop in old 'age 
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d~pends on one' s earli~r life experience. espec1ally the deg5e~ 

of relative iso,+ation and ph)'sieal de-privation (in terms of 

comfort and pleasure) tha t is expected of the seeker of 

libefation, whether in the Buddhist or the brtthmin scheme of 
• 

,things to which he was exposed and trainèd in the form4tive 

period f 
.. , 

of early li e (brahmacaryasrama). 

To 
. ' 

recapitulate, the a/rama model, which as a 

". 
comp romis e be twe èn the' two C ompe t i ng vi ews (S rama?a and br ahmi n) 

on the meaning of life, posits a direct relation between age and 
\ 

the organization of s'ck.ial life guided by ethical reasoning. In 

.g e r 0 n toI 0 g i cal te. m 5 ,l th are i san a t t e m ptt 0 a v 0 i d bot h t1 the 

gerontophilia and gerontophobia di~cernible in the Vedic and the 

Buddist texts respecti~~ly.40 The ethic of Dharma Sastra assumes 

aging as a process running parallel to the de~eloping self whose 

intellectual capacit~es and ethical sensibilities are èxpected to 

grow, mould, and cha~e wi nh growi ng; age. {t s e·e ks to prop 0 se an 
• 

expanded and fuller humaneness wi th advancing age. The e Iderly 

hermit or the wandering ascetic i5 deemed to be more fully human 
... 

(manaya), not solely for what has actually developed wJthin, but 
1 

also for po~ential spiritual development. 4l 

40 lt need not be assumed that this compromise, worked out 
in theory, always 4chieved a practical expression in reality. In 
fact, the notion of gerontocracy in the social apd political 
organization of India, which survives even today, may he said to 
be the Irue legacy of the Dharma Sas tra's. 

4~ lt would be instructive to note what Maves (1965) has to 
say in- thill context. He hypothesizes that the nature of religious 
experience may be different at different stages of adult life. 
Implicit in what he perceives as the developmental roots of 
rel.ig,"ous experience, expressions and needs is the deeper 

J ~ 
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t ' AI enviaa'ged in tbe SJafti - texts', the ilra.a model embodies a 

system of .vitai s'o~?a~, v~lues, ethical prineiples, goals of life 

and Ideals of conduct for structuring the li~e of society founded 

on the Vedie tradition. Like the Vedic .;:..tA, the concept 'Of 

itrama, too, has both physical and metaphysieal dimensions, whieh 

aJe closely~related.42 

,. 

... 

, 
roots of aged individuals 

progressive human nature, the 
unique degree, actualized and 

tIJ 

p~rception of the developmental 
themselves. As the embodiment 'of 
ased individual represents to a 
finalized humanene5s.( 

-
. 42 Acoording to Swami Nilthilananda (1963, 16)', the Vedas 

were arranged to eonform to the f'Our - isramas: the brahmaeirI 
studled the Sal!lhlta portion, the gfhasçha followed the 
injunetions as laid out in the :8rihmanas, the vinapras·tha 
practiced contemplation as per the Ara~laka texts and the 
samnYAstn was guided by' the wisdom of the Upanisads. Such a 
prâctice ,of harmonising later historical developments with the 
revealed religlous texts (a practice common in Most traditions of 
the world) i5 consistent with'the traditional Hindu view that al1 
,the four portions of, the Veda were revealed simultaneously and 

f 
_ ... 

have existed from the very beginning 0 the cycle.. The asrama 
model, therefore, may be seen as a continuation of the implicitly 
conce.ived Vedic norm of life and as such ,rooted 1n Vedic tradition. 
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ChaR;.r Thre,: Ixpr,slion of Aiin, 

;, \ 
Introductign 

lt was argued in ch~pter one that it 1s the symbolic reality 

shaped as rel1:g~on and culture which confers specifie meaning and 
~ .. ") "'~~(\; 

'significance on various life proeesses, including aging. One 

of aging on any adul t body, b,ut Jne' may 
~ 

'"" ~ quickly, notices the sig,ns 

have to be C onvinc e d by 0 the r 5 of the same fac t wi th respec t to 

t 
one's own aging body, These perceptions, even if organized, have 

no clear meaning unless mediated hy religiou5 or cultur~l 

1 

symbols. Aging, thus, ls one sttuation in life where th~ problems 

of meaning become especially acuta. 

Relevant religious and cultural ldeas on aging are not on1-y 
\. 

shared buta 1 so manipula ted by p e r sons and groups to re 5 0 1 ve 

partlcular problems of meaning by Mediation through linguistic 
~ 

signs (words). Such an expression and investment of meaning in 

terms of language 15 ubiquitous--from our definitions of, the
r 

physical world and the social reality to our conceptions of other 

'Worldly realms and even the existential domain- - 50 that, human 
, 

pain and suffering are endowed with cultural and religi"ous 

meaning. 

lt may be argued that in Indian tradition, the concept ~f 

samxrti, first espoused in. the Vedic literature and then 5uitably . . 
J 

relnterpreted by the Suddhists (SaqJyutta Nikaya, 3:70-73) 15 
\, 

roughly equivalent to the modern' notion of symbolic reality. 

1 
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,'n.r1ved from L&Jl +. a&ll to th1nk', ,ammlat' (the' Pa).i equivalent o{' 
• 

',alDYiti) ,literally mea~s agre'ement and by extension _conventionB--·\ 

lingu1s tic F~ soc lal.., po li tical , moral etc. In the pre· Buddhis t 

Vedic these e leva ted to the 
, 
level t..$JXts conventions were of .. 

absolute realities, permanent and eternal, (Rg -10: 125). But che . 
Buddha, in reinterpreting s81!'VFti, argue,d that such conventions 

are not co bec lung to as' abso 1 u te tru tha nor to be d is,mis sed as 

mere conventions (Ka1upahana 1986, 17). In other words, language -1s neither Vac (the faculty of speech or the goddess representing 

'-
the ultimate realit;.y) nor is Lt vika1pa. (un~ble to e'xp re s s 

reality)'. Hê argued tha:t language derives its: meaning (artha) 

wheri 1t: is able to communicat:e results (artha). Thus " what i5 . 
true, 15 trrat which bears result. 1 That word «(abda) forms the 

fundamental essence of all tbings (artha) was strongly'asserted 

also by' Bhartfhari (ca.600 CE), the Hindu 'grammarian and 

hL}.osopher . 
. 1 

Since htJ.mans cannot rest content with the fact that one 

grows old and dies, they ~ reflect on this 

and verbaIJlize i t to expre s s ~.ce rta in me aning (artha) 

whether in positive'or negative ter~s. But it was soon discovered 

thae it 1s not very meaningful to posit that aging is merely an 

1 

accident or a chance event as some- early schoois of lndian' 

phi10sophy such as the Aj rvikas did, On the contrary, when i t 'is 

l As recor.ded in the t "Abhayarij akumâra Sutta" of the 
Majjbima Nikiya (1:387-392), the. point was made in a discourse by 
the' Buddha to the prince Abhaya. who was coach~ and sent by 
Nitaputta; the Jain, to trip or trick the Bu~dha in the debate. , 

\ , "" 
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, '- Jo .. " due 1:0 bad k&u:., in th!s or past lives 01\ sugge,sted that aging ls 
, ~ .. 

thè movement'o~·~lanets or the dr~~g up of vital energy (yIrya) , 

" 

the personal and public ~xperience- of aging is immediately 

invested with meaning. 

Semantie Domain of Age 
.... 

Aging is one doma'in in 1ife where the problems of meaning 

beeome particularly aeute when a ~l.1-arp a{1d uneaS"y awareness of 

oid age in the form of indelible and clear signs on the b'ody and 
c, 

mind dawns on tihe individual. Dld age pree'ipitates one of the 
t,' 
! 

disjunctive experiences in the inner iife of individuals, since 

it confronts them with the psychologically traumatic avent of the 

approaching end. and with 
~ 

thè daUy diminishing vitality that 

th~eatens personal integrity a~d identity. lt would seem strange 

if these experiences which occur and recur in the life lof the 

human species bad not been given religious meaning and 

objeetification through language. 

lt is only through a self that can communicate with the 
\' . ., 

world through a shared language that our experience of ourselves 

and of the surrounding ,world aequires coher~ce and meaning. The 

stages of life and the partieula~ definitLons of developments 

within it, including aging, have no meaningful existence apart 
, . ...... 

from what people make of them in and through their words and 

deeds. TLe present chapter seeks to undertake a semantic study of 
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the key verb. and words that oqr. texts use in t)eir strugglë' to 
, 

provlde meaning to aging and,old age. 
~ 

S~nce language ls the primary code that enables humahs 1) to 

develop and- internalize norms w'ich constitute religious 

tradition and cu1\ture and 2) to communicaté with each othe]!' a 

varie ty of Inne r, pe rs onal experiences 0 f rfila1i ty, the semant ic 

Qrganization of old age as encoded by language (Sanskrit in this 

case) 18 an essential prerequisite of this study. Semantics is 

hers understood as th~ study of meanings and how they are 

expressed and communicated. Meaning in its various modes has to 

be articulated in language and the paculiarities, rie h n e s's l ' 

stylistic predi1ection~ and limitations of a language both 

facilitate and set barriers to the ways in which meaning ca~ be 
~.j' ' 

4inscribed and understood. 

The ianguage in ~hich ideas and thoughts are formulated and 

corumunicated to others thus has an important and subtle influenc~ 

on style and s truc ture 1 through wni ch thought and con'ten t'are 

expressed in la~guage. This view of the specifie relation between 

language and meaning ls endorsed by Benj amin Who:rf' s work on 

c~mparative languages (196,). Inuits, for instance, have a 
" 

( , 
battery of words to denote different kinds of snow, but on1y one .. 
word for many objects for which othar lan~ages have a number of 

words. Whorf has shown that ~hese differences in language largely 

reflect the different ways in which people conceive reality. The 
/ -

1 

particular syntactical and grammatical propert!es of a given 
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J':ang~ag.e faithfully refl.cts tl\e.'patterJ\s', ~,f the symbolization of 

, ' 
reality. 

• In Indian ling-ufs.Kcs, inflected words as ~abels for 
. 

specific things are understo,od as lexemes (R,AÜ) or lexical 
l , 

units. Whether singular or disconnected, they ar~ generally 

associateq with other similar lexemes into distinctly identified 

. .. 
.clas"ses or categdries (vaq~as) which, in turn, are organized into 

still larger ,groupi.ngs (kA"v~as). As a distinct semantic domaih, 
\ 

varga consists of a class of obi,ects. all of which share at reast 

one featut"e of meaning differentiating it from other semantie 

domains. 

One importa~t Sanskrit lexicon, Amarako(a, attributed to 

Amarasinha ca.600 CE, accordingly, i9 divided int!> three sections 

(k!ndas). The second section of this work includes the tapie . . 
ent! tled, the (semantic 1 dQmain of "man" (manusyavar~a). Here we 

find 

Il lists 

• tt 
listed eleven synonyms each 

. 
for man and woman followed by 

\ 
of synonyms for terms designat~ng various 

.,phases in the malè and female life cycle: What 

age - S"peCifiC) 

do these age-

related lexemes and express ions have to do with the process of 
)-

ag~n.g, and what do they have ta do with each other? lt will be 

at'gued below t:hat t:hey are not: random. There i5 a' coherent 

,. - [ " 

conceptua~ organization ~nderlyin these expressions. 

The particular organization a words denoting various phases 
Il 

in the human life cycle indicates that in Indian tradition age 15 

an important semantic domain ~nd a universal feature of the human 
, \ 

1 ife proce s ~ basad on diffe rent ial ma turi ty and t ime. Thi's 1s . 
90 -



Ct 
, 
j 

~ (' ....... 

• c , . 

cl.ar froll the fact that, -the (2:6.7ff) dissects .the 
'. 

male and, the female life cycle. intq three main ph~ses aitd labels' 

-
each vith ·c.l ea·r and cone Ise terms. ~~ Cbildhood CbllIAm) t y.outh 

~ ) 
( Sil J;:3.IniAm) and old age . 
con~titute the phases in . 
cycle begins with "fiist 

2: 6. 7); followed by the 

\ , 
? 

'(VfddhatvaJ,1 a !;hiv~'âm, va:[sUlêk;:ifim) 

the male 1 i~-e cycle. The female life 

age" (pra thame vayas i , kanYlf. 
\ 

"middle age" i-madhYême -rayas i , 

kumJrr. 

taru~r, 

2:6.7) and tinally 

prijüI, 2:6.12). 

"old age ft .. (Pêtcime yayasJ., vfddha, palikn1 or 

, . 
Other ter-ms. serve as lexical markers delineating various 

9ub-divisions within a partieu1ar domain--youth, middle age, o;d 

aoge etc. - - and a1so serve as a gloss for age-spe.cifie norms, 

roles, statuses and expectations that Indian tradition uses' to 

organize aLndividua1' s progression through the life eours~. 
Gender, a~~ with age, i5 another lexical marker in the semantie 

/ 
domain of age: The way in which tbe attributes of 01d age ,,\e 

eombined i8 sex-specifie. Jarl, the most eommon terÎn for aging as 

well as old age, for 1 ns tance, f.s feminine *in gender. 

Accordingly, ag,ing, receives by association various 

~ega~lve attributes reserved for women. lt cOUles to be 

personiIled as evil ogres9, tigress, female cat and so on . 

• 
yirdhaka, a substantive in neuter gender and deno~ing "old-

fi 

agedness" i9 usually free of· negstive innuendos frequently 

aS'soeiated with the female sex ·in the Buddhist and later IHndu .., 
\' 

tradi tion. As 1 t 18 unde~stood in class l'cal Hi,ndu tradi iton and 
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its literature, the concept of' yirdbaka 18 eomposed of 'two 

com}:Sonents: 

1> The proces~ of aging. wh1eh 1s biological in nature 

<ia.:.i> and whosé meaning is expressed semantically.' 

2) .' The phenomenon ~ of ~'d age W~ich iB' a 'cul tu~al 
construc.t and 15 understood psemiot1cally (v1rdha'ka)' . 

.... 
In 'the. light of the preceding, the need for collecting from the 

selected\ texts r~levant eompounds and 

gerontologieal signifieance becomes clear . 

lexical un1ts of 

lt is a1so esséntial 

.1;0 take into account the etymologles of various age-related 

. 
eoncept's. Gonda (1959, 368) has already noted the peeuliar !ndian 

predilection to study the origins of, and relations between, 
fi 

different key technical terme and for tracing their etymologies. 

Although most of these explanations are unsatisfactory from a 

" sei e n tif 1 e po in t 0 f vi e'w • some of them are worthy of 

consideration, beeause for the writ~rs and readers of these 
, . 

texts, they constituted an important means of penetrating into 

the truth and reality 1ying'" behind a given phenomenon suçh as 

aging. Many of these etymolog-1es are complled in the Nlrukta of 

Yaska and are often qu~ted by ~ater writers such as 

support of a partieular claim. 
1 

Siyana in . 

'Faney eeymologies of suçh age-sensitive terms ,as J.fu. (old 

age)" Sarlra, ~ (body), purus. <nmann),'a~d,parlnima (change) . . 
reveal d1ffer1ng v.1ews and op 1n1ons, shedd~ng new 1 ight on the 

~onnect~o~$ between the aging proGess and the body, the mlnd and 

. . 
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warranted. 
1 ' 
they will be d1scussed 1n the 

_ follow!~g pages" .. 
>.\. " ... 

For thé"sake of clarity and conven1ence the subject matte~ 
,. 

',of' th!s chapt..er 1s discussed under two categor .. ~es 1), formaI or 
.. 

stylistic and 2) l~erary modes of 1nvesting meaning. 

When the" lexemes are s truc turally and s tylis t tcal'ly or gan.'1zed in , 
a part1cular fashion, as in the Amarako(a, the y clearly' encode . ~ 

and control the movements of the borne meaning, 

tl'clues ta the way the reader's attention has to ... 

providing thereby ~ 

move in orç.e r to . 

recove f tha t . meani ng. In. 0 the r words, a gi ven text acqui re s i ts 

meaning and uniqu~ ident i ty by vi rtue o'f i ts ve rbal C) r ganiz a t ion 

and style. When read wit~ close' ~nd sensitive at~ention, the text 

does not just communicate an inert image o~ûtward reality but 

~so simultaneously shapes the reader's attitude towards Lt. ~ 

.... 
Since the form, content and" t\lought of the text "are 

inseparable, the style i8 not simply a 'decoratlve embellishment 

upon the subject matter. It becomes the very medium in which the 

subject matter fa turned into text. Style ~ay be understood as 

the me~ns and measure by which the writer ensures that his/her 

message 1s "decoded" in such a way that the targeted reader not 

11 

2 \, . One instance of a fancy etymology furpished in the 
Mahlbhirata (5:36.l) concerns the name of ,a certain sage <;:+il. 
Jaratk~ru. He i9 said to have a monstrous bOdy (1sJ.D.l.). which he 
destroyed by w~aring it away (jarat, from the verb ~ meaning to 
age, also has this extended meaning) 11t~le by 11tt1e·wlth sever~ 
.Flusteritles. 'Similarly, the term jariyu ~eaning the p~rishable 
outer coverlng of the embryo) occurrl,ng in Rgveda 10: 106.6 i8 
etymolegically expl'ained by Slya~a in his g10s's on this ver~e as 
mortal (mariyu). ' 
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onl'y . understands the 1:nfoi:~atlon conveyed, but a180 ,s!,are8 and 

}':esponds t~he writer's intention Q~ind it. 
'~ œ 

r The subjeet 0 aging, 01d. age and death 8eems to generat~ a -. . 
... 

~lstinct rheto:tl'ic ànd s tiyle as weIl as a way of summonlng 

stylistie and se~a~tie iugenuity. In Stewart's graphie words: 

Death seals lips of ordinary rhetorle 1eaving :oom on1y 

for c liniea1 report. l t: ~arr'i ves, not as a mirror of - life ' 
Il 

'but as a window tJn the void (1984, 107). 
~ >", 

In his preface to"'Bend Sinister (1947), Nabokov 1 s" equa11y môved 

• -. 

.to desëribe death as: 

• 
but a questiC1n of style, a mere literary deviee" a 

musical resol~tion (cited in Stewart 19~4, 345). 

~eath: co?-tinues Ste~:rt: 
is that e1usive ,narrative moment. With aIl words and nQ 

action, it is always 1etter,ed than lived. Verba11y' aY{d 

~ icon~eally textual1zed, death is driven o'ut of hiding 

into a visible condition of allrtextua1 l t y (I~id 3-4). 
. ' J 

Déa'th for the self ~exists on1y as non-exist:ent. lt has 
1 , 

no 

voea~ul_ary native to il!. Death as a narrative moment therefore 

m·ust be appro'ximated by' °a verbal style charged with elusive 

evocation -in lieu of evidenèe. ' • '" .. 
Even in art forms ola age and death are not fina1ly a eogent 

.Ibstraction. They a,re' JÎler'e1~ mot'ifs without referents. The 

intransigent iabstr'action of aging and - death persists aeross 
'" 

licerary qistory as a semantically unoccupied zone o~tterance-

,at once linguistie horizon and void ( Ibid 1-4). 

To write of aging, old age and ·death, the~,'it is\not 

surprising to find that our writers are Lmpelled to stretch 

9,4 
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-r- Sanskrit languag .. ' s bindipg temporality- -bi,nding in the sènse of 

st~le' s obllgatlons-_ (sAUketa), its ligatures: (sam.dhi) and "it.s 

'vls1onary :oe~ -.,; (k.!ll) with compoùnds ('sam[sa). ~n inspire-d and 
'" ". 

such a' clear 
o , 

~nd transparent verbal 
,- /" '" 

texture as A'Svaghosa, when . 
required, ir 'wi1l1ng t'o naze' his poe~,.ry (kivya) w1th sufficient 

o r:,1 -. .. ft _____ ~ __ _ 

opacity to inscr1be the innate ambiguitles of aging 
, . and ~eath, . 

simple 
J' 

And a novelist of ~he'calibre ~f B~9a has to turn 'around 

words into l~ng and complicated compounds ~o achieve the same énd 

(in~he Harsacar~ta, the march of King Harsa' s army is described . ,. ... . 
wi th the help of seventy -~ ix long compounds). 

At the level of rhetoric, such a task demands at var-lous 

times a full array of a11 possible form~~ and literary devic~s on 
. ' ,. 

the part of our writers - - from linguistic (nominal co'blpounds ," 

assonance, Alliteration etè.) 
o \) ~ "\ 

to literary (that is, simiPle, 
J 

metaphor and myth). 
. 

Thus. . phrased in 

proposltion/injunction may 

, "'" 
, i ts reader a response in 

the optative 

~eàigned be to , 

terms of doing .. 

mood, 
\ 

an hortatory 

elicit' on the part of' 

or agreeing to do the. .. 
thing or action endorsed by the wri ter of the text (see the 

Dharma '~stras). Or in anotber cate~ory of texts (such as the 

Purina~). the Imperative language of fiat May be deflated to mere q . '. 
~ _pr.edlc,tion. ~he ~gvedlc· vislonary pO,et, on his/ber par't;,: may 

,engage in prayers in the a"eleb·ra.e:Î.on and veneration of his/h,er - .,. 
" 

• 
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chose~ de i ty ·which hejshe hopes, will grant long, .al thy 1i fe 
\ ' 

,that wi;t1 only end in ripe 'old ,age. '" 
,/ n ;""1 ( 

1", rd.. 
On the o,ther hand, in a teit such as the Atharya legl" ';t:-he o 

" ~ 
genelfated ·coercive thè f'ttrm in unique' may be motive 

comp,os'itio'n of c~arms and spells. Agaln, P!ssages in texts such 

as #: the dNiklyas or the'" YOlavisi;rha ba'\re a style which 'lS 

deliberately . paratactle, that la, the p'resentation proceeds by 

II' • 
way of succession tather than subordination. The basic idea~ such 

as the 10ss e!1gendered by 01ft. age. may be suc'ciI\ctly st~ted at . 
the beginning" of the chapter and then fur-ther details are piled 

, 
up as tlhe text moves along; for emotional content and 

·orna~entation. Occasionally, response to aging mar be phrased in 

the form of pun or wit by word-association «(lesa); whicb m~y be .' . 

l 

'. ' 

understoo~ as simultanedus expression of ... two or mor~meanings . 
"' 

The linguistic fo~m unde~lying two or moreare~nlngs 'may be 

the same or d1fferent: In some verses every word has at least two 
o 

meanings an~ tbe compo~itlon is, accordingly, two different 
, 

ent.i ties, not one. There are several interesting instances of , 

thi~ 1.aÎenui ty . in verses toat seek ta re'tate' or somehow 

accommodate the ,contrasting', norms and Ideals of the early and 
~ 

~at~ phases in llfe. 

Modes of Expressinl AY' 

. 

\ 
\ 

• 0 

The foregoing par,t1y explalns why meaningful responses and 
.. 'J ., 

to the prqcess o;f ,aging and the 'phenolllenon of 014 ~ge 
"\ ,. 

" . 
) 

, "'J" 
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are inscribed in the texts consulted through resort to contrived 

patterns. of style and genre. 'J-he internat 
" 

. , 
structuTe of such 

texts, then, becomes endowed wit~ so~e evocative or magic powers , -
\ 

and a peeuliar s~mantic weight. Put differently, reactions to the 
, 

consequences of aging and old age, whether interpreted positively 
1 

-0 r ne g a t ive 1 y , are en s h r i n e d in a m 0 de 0 f exp r e s s ion ch 0 sen f rom 

the formal or the literary domain as explained below. For the 

of this ana~ysis, the two modes of 

subdivided as follows: 

Formal Mode 

a) Nominal composition 

b) Optative Mood 

; c) Assonance 

e) Colour vocabulary. ~ 

Literary Mode 

a) Simlle 

b) Metaphor 

c) My th. 

expre s sion may be 

Ove'rall, the simile seems to be the favorite mode utilized, 
.,... 

sinee, according to Sanskrit poetics, it is the most direct way 

of introdueing another level c! 1iscourse into the asserti~n made 

formally. Simile ls also popular because~any other figures, such 

as metaphor, in fact, May double as similes with the ~ition of 

~ • 
another sui table conceit. Many of our texts , are replete with 

stock similes (s1miles occurrlng ,regularly in ,the literatur.,.e of a 

given linguistic eommunity). 
o 
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Formal ModO 

Nominal Composition 

Evén a curs6ry glance at our texts will reveal that the , 
vocabulary of gerontological significance employed therein 

." 

revolves around three key Sanskrit verbs: iL, ~, and il . . 
1) Th~ verb ~ is by far the most'frequently used verb 

to indicate a broad range of age-related meanings, Th~ 

Pa~inian Dhâtupatha 

(upalak~a,?a) of II a's 

illustrates 
( 

1055 due 

t'he 

to age 

primary meaning 

(iF; vayohanau 

see Siddhanta KaumudI 2 338). Dictionaries list five 
~ 

secondary meanings /with parasmaipada endings: 

a) To grow old, wea~ out, wither away, decay. 

b) To perish, be consumed (also in the figurative 

sense) 

c) T 0 b e dli s sol v e d, di g est e d . 

d) To break up or fall to pieces. 
>JoJ. 

e) As a causative the verb means ,to maka old, wear out, 

consume or to cause_ to be digested, to digest. 

As atmanepada the verb .1+ has two mean1ngs. 

a) To MOye, approach, come near. 

b) To call out, praise, laud, invoke. 

l t 18 not obvio'Us, however, why a' verb meanlng n to age" should 

have developeid a secondary meaning (as.p.uming tha.t "to age" II its 

primary meaning) denoting "to pralse". In view of the clear 

dlffer-ence between the two sets of meanlngs, lt may be that- the 

two meanlngs 
~ 

b 

essentially belong tp 
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.1so useful to remember that apart from the RIyed-, the seeondary 
• 

meaning of praise la not retalned any1tlhere in the post-Vedie 
'- 1 

1iterature. 3 

2) The 

KaumudI 

1 
verb ~ ls 

in the sense 

illustrat'ed 

of to grow 

in the Siddhinta 

or increase (vJ;dhu . 
vrddhau, 2:182). As an itmanepada verbl' it connotes two . 
basic. me~nings. 

a) Ta increase, augment, strengthen. 

b) Ta grow, grow up, 1ncrease. 

3) The verb il i5 illustrated in the SiddhAnta KaumudI 

in the sense of ta' go, pervade, conceive, shine, throw 

or eat (gatirvyaptiprajanakintyasanakhadane~u, 2:287). 

lt i5 interesting to note, however, chat the conjugated forms of 

the above three verbs are relatively less frequently used in our 

texts w.ich reference to aging. This need not surprise us since 

the tendency to accord primacy to the substant~ve over the verb 

ls we11 known in Sanskrit grammar. Predictably, 
- ........ 

far more common' 

a re the compounds and subs tant ive scons t rued on them:' j ara (0 l d 

age, from .iL), vrddha (elderly, from vFdh) and vayas (age, from . " 
.r. 

yj..). But as the dictionary listings indicate, the formations o'f 

such~substantives invarlably leaves them with inhe~ent vaguenes~ 

of meaning and emotlve'overtones. Semantic shifts, suggestive of 

. 'the widening of the original meaning, are evident in many of 

them. 

3 In a 'hymn addressed to ,the goddess of daw~ (U~as), the 
poet refers to her as the "lovely one who awakens [che people] 
and causes chem to age»(reyacstotre snn~te jlrayantI, Rg 1:124. 
10). In this contexC Ge1dner observes that lArayantI has"the t~
fold sense of awakening and aging. AccQrd1ng to" Bloomfield, on 

.the other hand, JarayantI a1so has the added meaning of "causing 
1 

songs·to be sung", because it is after U~as has dawned that hymns 
are sung (see Venkatasubbiah n.d., 134-136). 
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Later' classical' writers Rrofiting from ~hese fundamental 

1 

a'DIbig~ities Seem to have Bucc'eede4 in creating cognitively and 
, 

emot:lvely synonymous words by resorting to rthat popular and 

creativé technique ,which Co'ulson (1986, xxfv) has called 

"c omponen't i ale ompoun<1 i ng n • The descriptive determinative 

(karmadhiraya) ,type of nominal composit~on based on the 

juxtaposition of two substantives (one of which being .illi, 

vFddha or .yayas), i8 a1so a favorite,4 Used in similes and 

metaphors, these compounds enhance and render G~~r as 'w&ll as a 

particular shade of nuanced significance to the bare meaning of 

014 age. 5 

The 
, , 

Amarakosa explicit1y 

" 

links 01d age with decrepitude 

( vis ras i .1ALi 2: 6 . 4 q). L i il g y a s ü r in 's g los s, in exp lai n i n g vis ras i, 

4 Thè substantive ~ is formed by adding the suffix ân to 
the verbal~ base. 4 ace~Eding to Pi~inf 3: 3.104 (vl:I.yohAnau with 
i idbhididibhyo' n). 1 t i~, then aU$men ted on the bas is 0 f P i~ini 
, : 4.16 (rdrlo' ni &unah). ',The feminine s,,\ffix .t.i.l2. is then added 
following Pal}ini 4:'1:4 (ajidyata,;.S;p). Pii'tJ.in! (7:2.101) rules 
that optionally jaras may be substituted ~or ~ (jar!y~ 

j araSfnyatarasyim i ti j arasldesah). The KiSiki' on this rule, as 
expIa nad in Limaye (1974, 644-645), is that the -substitution 15 
warranted by the succeeding !liA vibhakti (j ara i tyetasya j aras 
ityayamrdeSo bha~atl anyatarasylm ajidau yibhaktau paratah). 
Thus, one May express the phras~, "teeth falilt on account of 01d 
age ft in Sanskri t e i ther as j arasi dantih 'tryante or as farayi 

~- . 
d:antl~ ~iryante, 

-
5 Palsule (1961, 104) remarks th'at the present set of 

meanings attx-ibuted to Sanskrit verbs was not originally a part 
of the Pininian Phitjlpitha. lt is the work of post-Pi~inian 
grammarian; such as Bhimasena an~others. Furthtr, ;he particu1ar 
meanings ware naver regarded as exhaustive. They were always open 
to addi tions from cime to time i,n aceordance wi th che ac cual 
usage of the language. This is reflected in the 'early acceptanee 
of the doctrine that verbs possess various meanings (dhàtunim 
aneklrthaUA,) . 
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~ttr1butes the eventuai fa11ing apart (or breaking down) of the ~ 

~ody, to oid. age 

yi.ras'). Ma11inltba's exp1anation of this definition is that old , 

" age refers to the ripening of the body caused by the final [phase 

of] age . tf. - -(caramayayah krta ariraparipika nimani). As a femin'ine . . 
substantiv~. .LW. has come to me~n decrepi tude, infirmity and 

general debility consequent on 01d age. Secondari1y, it denotes 

digestion or greeting. In later myth010gy it is- the name of a 

fema1é demon. 

Co m pou n d s w i th jar i / j a'r a sas 0 ne 0 f thé bas i c uni t s are 

comparatively rare in Vedic 

exoc.ntric co~pound (bahuvri hi) 

1iterature. Jaram;tyu vas 

occasiona11y occurs in 

. .r an 

the ' 

Athar,a Veda where it ls construed to mean one dying in o1d age 

or dying due to 01d age. 6 This reflects th& generally positive 

a?preciation of old age in' the Vedic society where peopl~ 

expressed an eager desire to live long enough to enjoy life even 

in 01d age. 

In the Upani~ads, however, 01d age beglns. to acquire a 
/) 

negative and pejorative connotation where jaramftyu is construed 

as a co-ordinative compound to Mean ~1d age ~ death. 01d age i8 

thereby equated or elevated to th~ status of death and is equally 
~ 

, 
feared (see chapter' four). In the c1assica1 Sanskrit literature, 

which features numerous compounds based on jarl/jaras, the 

negative Appreciation of oJd age, first initiated in~ the 

6 See AthV 12:3.55; 19:24.4,8; 19:26.1; 2:13.2; 2:28.2,4; 
8:2.11. , 
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Upanl,ad1~ period, ls retained. This 18 discernlble ln the 

following compounds: 

jariyast~l: ,state/~dition of decrepitude 

jarityra: infirm, old, ilIon acçount of age 

j4riparivata: bent with age 

... , -

j~~~I~u: 'Mfrdaid )Of old age (a1so an e'pithet of the \, 
go ove a ana 

iari6rla: havieg old age as the charaeteristic mark 

jaralak~man: sign of old age 

j aridharma: a partie ular du ty to be p e rforme d in 0 Id 

age 

jaratvi;a; old jester 

laratkuttanr: old proeuress . . . 
The substantive v;ddha and èompounds based on i t, on the other 

hand, 
\ 

tend to depiet o~ age or elderly persons in a relatively 

more favorable 1ight. Though the y 'oceur sporadiql11y in Vedie 

literature, in elassieal taxts they are eommonly 'used in tha 

sense of inereased, augmented; full grown, grown up; adva~ced in 

;' 
years; wise, learned; eminent in"distinguished by. The Amarakosa 

-
(2:6.42) furnishes various synonyms of,old man (y;ddha). Some of 

them ~ay be listed below with LingyasQrin's glass: 

prayaya~: one who has go ne beyond the age ~f youth 

sthayirib: one who has nstood n a long time . 
, v,gdha: one who has grown with age . 
jIna~: one who aequires knowledge with age 

jIr~a~: one who loses due to age ~ 
la,an: one who is aging 

'7ir~ tyEn: one who is extrema 1y 0 Id 

~lamr: one who is'above che age of ninet] 

(ilterally, in the tenth decade). 

' . 
o 

Il 
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As a masculine subatantive yrd4bab connotes. a worthy, 
• 

honorable aan; a sage, saint; a male descendent. }nGtbe following . 
compounds. basad on y(ddha, the- positive or·,at least value .. free 

evaluat1pn of old age is d~scernible: 

yrddhabbAya: state/condition of being old 
• 

yr4dhaSrayaka: aged worshipper of the god Siva . 
vFddhavivadha: yoke of the ancients. tbe bonds (Ôf 

traditiona1 usage. 

Slmifar1y, old Vldura, who ls a half-brother of the equa11y 01d 

ayh b1ind King ,Dh~tara~~ra 

\' · j "Udyoga Parva", chapter 51) 

is described in the Mahibhirata 

in terms of certain prized~virtues , 

dommon1y associated with 01d age in the Indian ethos as 

descriptive determinative compounds: 

prajniyrddha: distinguished by discrlminatlng . 
wlsdom 

dharmayrddha: distinguished by t:he know1edge of dharma 
~ 

yldyayrddha: dlstinguished by superior knowledge. . , 
", ·-As lns tances of the les s frequently occurring c ompounds one may 

note: 

vrddhtyuvati: 01d procuress l · ,-
v;ddhasi1in:/having the disposition of an old 

man 

vrddhayita: old vo1uptuary, rogue 
• • b 

yrddhakila: old age, time of 01d age 
• 

vrddbakrama: rank on account of old age 
• 

yrddhtsamyoit: association with the aged · . ". 

yrddbasam,ha: council of elders, aged · . 
yrddbaseyin: raveréncing one's e1ders · , 
vrddbopasevln: honoring the aged 

• -, 
vrddhasrama: the 01d [ageJ period or the 1ast stage 

• 
, yrddbayos lt: old womAn . . ') 
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In Buddhist texts the Pali ~erm YVddhi (Sanskrit y;ddhi) la 
.. 

used ion the sense of an opposite of daca! caused by the aging 
. 

process (parihini). The term ls intended to denota spirittua1 

growth, not decay. The inspiring ~essage of the Buddha, then, is 

to be unders~ood as " peop1e~are decaying [aging); as 1earners of 

this dbamma (the Buddha' s teachings), they wi Il grow~ Woodward, 

.' -who translated the Aniuttar. Nikaya, has argued that this u~age 

of the' term "will become", "grow" implies not merely "will be". 

"Become" here is set in opposition to "decaying" or "aging", thui 

indicating no furth-er "becoming" in the future, but, rather, a 

cau s a 1 pro ces s, an ev 0 1 u t ion. Th e r e Ls suc h a con tex t, bot h in 
.-

where )bhavi~yanti and other the Upani~ads and Piçakas, , 
conjugations of the verb ~ clearly mean more 

\ 

or bare future state (see Anguttara Nikaya vol 

than Just a copula 

1: preface, xii). 

The composit:on of compounds based on the substantive vayas 

derived from the 'Verb tl appears to be a classical phenOl1lenon 

wherein the extended meaning of vayas is passing age or the phase 
~ 

in life. Ot:her secondary meanings of vayas include youth, pI'ime 

of life or any other period or stage in 1ife. 7 Consider, for 

instance, the fo11owing compounds: 

yayahparinati: ripeness of age . . 
yayabpramAna: measure or duration of age' . . 
yaya1Jsa'!'dhi: life junc~ture .• 

With relevant and appropriate words denoting new, cld or the , 
'. . 

,7 The formation of such compounds describing a particular. 
age group i9 based ,on Paninl 3:2.10 (vayasi ca). 
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pas.,age of /"'fi~-è-, yayas 11 further to indicate - any 
~ 

phal.,in the human . " 
. 

AlxaYAyalgq: young [literally, with aging ahead] -tir~avayas§9: aged 

,alita~ayasl~: aged (liter~lly. swallowed by age] 

A more colourful and metaphoricàl way of denoting a partieular 
\. 

relate vayas idiomatically .~ith age-group· is to a word 

representing a spatial directron. Thus in ,the KimasÜtra (6:1.10) 

one comes across pùrve vayasi (in young age) " and pascime vayasi 

(in old age). Less frequent-Iy, old age is implied through an 

expression sueh as ut tare vayas! ( Baudhayana Dharma 
... 

Sutra 

1:5.33), whieh GovindasV'ami glosses to mean the age of fifty and , 

above. Oce,asionally an ordinal number may replace the spatial 
.( 

direction in idiomatic expressions designed to encode age-related 

'stages. Accordingly. prathame vayasi means in childhood (BC 

5: 30); eaturthavayasah denotes the elder1y (in the fourth or . 
final stage of life, see Kuttanimatam Kavyam # 531). ... . . 

Age-sensitive eompounds construed on a cardinal numeral base 

may aequire symbolie-value in relation to aging. In fact, recent 

investig~ations in Structural Anthropology dealing with numbers 

and their cultural sign,ifieance in the' fields of folklore, 

religion and syntax suggest the many related thirlgs and events 

are traditionally characterized by a definite number. 'i In many 
, 

tradi.tional soeieties $ueh as' India' s identity of numbers ls 

believed to represent the, vety essence of a given thing or idea. 

Cultivating insight into unique numerleal relations ls said to 
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• enabl •. the wise to detaet bidclan meaninga and relations among 

things, events and phenomeua. 

A Rgvedie hymn to the twin gods AS"vinSl' (1: 34) 1s eompoaed on , 
" 

the numerical motif of three (Dreiza~l). In the ~ourse of twelve 
... 

verses, the number three wbieh 1s invested with ·esoteric 

signifieance, is evoked 
l' 
.thirty-six times! This weIl known 

predilection of the Indians for classifications, groupings and 

enumerations investe~ with specifie metaphysieal or esoterie 

meanings, already evident in the Vedie literature, grows to 

obsession in the later elassieal period. 

Compounds involving low numerals sueh as trivarga (set or 

class of three items) and catustaya .. (group of ~ur values or 

propositions) are eomœon in our texts. Fi~ures such as twenty-

five, f1fty, seventy- five, hundred or thousand are also imbued 

with saered, mystic meanings and appear in rtumerous passages of 

gerontologieal significanee. ~gvedic prayers and Atharvan eharms, 

where the eoncern is with a long healthy life, employ these 

numbet~ for their allegedly esoteri~ or magical potential. 

As Gonda (1976, 94-95) explain~, the correspondence between 

the ritual act or fact, in casu the ritual triad and the 

tripartite universe, is believed to enable the offieiating priest 

to exert in!.luence on the latter. The human body and its life 

-proeesses also believed to have unique numeric 

correspondences and as such are amenable to, divine or 

\ p~iestly/m,gieal intervention. Thus the three seasons 1n the year' 

are iclentie al wi th the three vi tal brea ths animati ... ng the ~numan 
.. 
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body (SB l2:~.?l); the medical skil1 of the A'~ins i~ depos~ted 
\. - " 

.1n equal p1:oportion! in three l places -:- in flre (.A.&D..1.) .. in 1 wat~r 

<AR.u.> and in brahmirt. 
~ . 

In .. practicing medicine, therefore, the 
• 

~ y 

th r e e ,l S hou 1 d ben e a rat han d ( Tai t tir r y a SaI!' h i t i 6: 4 . 9 . 2 . 1 S e e 

a1so 

thu 

chapter seven dealing vith the rejuvenat:ion. therapy where -

Vedic directive is respected). Occasionally, the sen,se, Of~ 
age i5 a1$o, contrl~ea in terms of a ~ or numeric 

substantive. e. g. atij lqla (very old) or as'itilsa (in th!"l eighth .,. 
decade (of life]). 

~ ~ 

The number one hundred figures' in numerous forma1ized and 

stylized expressions to denote "many". Such i~ the case in hymns 

from the ~gveda (10:162.3) or the Atharva Veda (3:ll~3.4.5) where' 
~ 

long life stretching to one h'undred" "autumns" «(aradÀs) i5 

req"uested. SJfyaI}a. in his "comments on these verses, points out 

, 
that expressions such as satam (hundred) and sahasram (thousand) 

! ~ ( 
are to be understood as meaning aparimitanlm (boundless) or 

bahUnam (numerous) and not literally._In Yajur Veda (3:62), long 

life stretching to three life spans (try~yusam> ls asked. Similar 

usage 15 also reported ln the medical texts .in the rejuvenation 

and revltalizatlon prescriptions where a life span of thousands 

of years is guaranteed to the users (see chapter seven ). By 

contras t. .... -in the Dharma Sastra literat~e, the number one hundred 

i5 used to represent a specifie quantitative measure of time in ~ 

( which human life 15 lived. 

Long, co-ordinative compounds frequently figure in many 

high1y codified, stylized and formalized lists of objects or . 
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persons of varying. dispositions -anl:! stations in life. Old men 

and/or women frequently appear in these listings where they share 

one or more traits in .common with the otner people on the list. 
if 

Thesd groupings t'end to be optimally 'ho.mogeneous with certain '., 
shared s imi la'ri ties and psycho logical p.roximi ttes. Ea"Ch member of 

• the compound may be handicapped by one or the other weakness or 

deficiency of a physical, psychologieal or emot'ional nature or 

" J 

they aIl may be deemed to, be worthy of respect or honour on 

account of services rendered in the pasto The presence or absence 

of old persons irt s~ch groupings, therefore, consti tutes 
, 

important sources and clues ta our understanding of )the 
". 

aging 

process. 

A passage dealing wlth the duties o·f a householder in the 

YajDayalkya SmFti (1:5.105) advises the couple to dine on the 

le~tovers after the young people, young married women, elderly 

folks, pregnant women, siek people, girls, Itinerant (guests a~d 

the servants have been fed. But in a section dealing with-the' 

mundane matter, (yyavahira), it warns that eldèrly persons make 

Î 
for that matter, women, children, 

1 
unreliable witnesses. 50 do 

actors, hereties, han~icapped and thieves (2:5.70). 'The formation 

of such lists suggest that the elderly, women, children and the 

slek share the general trait of vulnerabillty, and for th{t 

purpose are grouped together. 

t 
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Opt,tiye Kood 

~\ 
", 

In addition to ,p.ominai composition" anothêrr effective formaI 
\ 

-device of controiling or moving me~ning in a particular direction 

or nlode that is frequ~ntly used in' o'tir' texts (particullrly in the 
.1! ~, • \ .. ~ 

.1-
Sastras) imperative optative Dhàrma mood the i9 to or use 

(vi4hirIiDz). By effeetively resorting to thls device, a text 
C . 

'such as the Manu Sm:~i has. ~nvested Indian society wi th a weIl 

devéloped and explicit ideal model of liv.ing out one' s -life 
• 

cycle. lt dlvides the ideal lffe span of hundred years into a 

sequence of four distinct phases punctuaeed or marked by 

\~ appropriate rituals. Detailed instruètions as to how the members 

of e~ch' class (varJ}a) a,re to live are 'phrased i'1l the form of 

moral precepts or phrases in the optative mood. 

• 

:r e.c h nie a Il y th e ri st a t e men t s are known as vidhi 

(injunctions). A vidhi Is usually a particular dut y that is 
/1: 

~ incumbent upon an Individu~l by virtue of being born; in a 

particul,ar class (yarlla) and age (vayas). A dut Y Is couched in 

the. form of an injunction, because ~.t is not,. likely to be 

ins tine tively or sP9ntane'ously fulfilled by the 1ndi vidual -in 

ques~lon. yldhi, therefore, has the same signiflcance as in the 

TaJ;Dudie I1terature the balakab has for, the Jews; it is s1mp1y 

authoritat:lve. 

Thus injunctive sueh "havlng been • statement as an a 

householder t let onl Ieaye for the forest upo~ noticing grey ha~~ 
. 

on one's head",4which is found 1,n the Manu Sm;ti, 15 unl_ikely to 
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be heeded by the 1ndiv1dua1 had 1t been merely a <\!.:.claratQry 

st,atement. A statement 1s ehu.s 1ntended to ser,va _ as a 
1 

n 

kAraka bet;:u (~nsti~ation to jbmmit.a particular type_of action). 

arthayida ls a feclaratory or illustrative statement 

a jnipaka hetu (justificatory explanation of a 
\ 

"Sy contrast, 
"\ 

serving as 

partieular vidhi statement). lt seeks to amplify or faci1itate 
. \ 

the understand1ng of' a precept laid down in the yidhi. 

Occasionally, the rewards arising out ,of the performance of 
- ~ a 

a particular dut Y are put in a very tempting form of artbavad~ 50 
if 

as to lure the individua1 into obeyirig the vidhi. E,xample$ of 

thi~ type of arthavida statements are to be found in' the~ 
, 

c1asslcal medica1 literatur'e in. passages dealing with the 

réjuvenation (rasAyana) therapy where the 'patient is promised e
\ 

,life of ten thousand years provided he (the yherapy is restricted 

to t,he male twice - born (dvij a] only) 

ethieal virtues . . . 

l' 

also cultivates prescribed 
~ \ ' 

Passages deaU.ng wi th old age and aging, therefore, may be 

analyzed fruitf~lly on the basis of the sctence of interpretation 

developed, fpr instance, by Jaimini in his fürv14 Mlmâmsi system . 
• 

Thus, a promiaing statement may ,be examined to determine' whether 

i't i5 phraséd in a yidhi or arthavida fôrm on the hypothesis that 

r 

semantie meaning fs expressed or controlled with resort to a " 

o 
l-

partlcular mQod. Vidhi, for instance, ls an injunction declaring 
,~ 1 ~ 

a dut Y that is not likely to be instinctively or spontaneously 
.... 

fulfilled by an indiv~dua1. A statement such as "having been a 

1 householde.r, let one leave for a forest n ls a vidhi statement 

11Q 

- , 
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c~·1I1I.only found in the Dharma Sastr4 texts, which a.k~ the, 'aging 
-4 

, ,individual to reno~e'home and enter the fo~est as a hermit, an 

act he/she ls unlikely to u~dertake on his/her own. S imilarly, 

'" the' Apas tamb'B. Dbi~P1A 

mood in admoni~hing 

sütra t2:9.22.24) resorts to'the optative 
~ 

the aging hermit to throw away the unused 

food stoc~ stored from the pr~ year when the new crop 

-~ becomes avai1able ln ·the month of Asvin (September-October) (nave 

sasye prapte ~üranamanujaniyat, see Kane 1974, 2:2.921) . . 
;; 

5hould the elderly he-rmit suffer from sorne inc'urable disease 

and canno t prl\lperly perform the prescribed duties and tasks, 

he/she i5 instructed ta begin a long trek (mahaprasthana) in the 

north-easter1y directibn, 5ubsisting on 
\ 

water and air only, till 

the body co11apses to rise no more (MS 6: 31):/ Kane quotes yet 

.n a the r S m ~ t i p a 5 s age. al sap h ras e d in the 0 p ta t ive m 00 d. t 0 the 

effect that such a hermit ought to undertake a distant j ourney, 

enter water, fire or throw himself/herself frotb a precipice 

(vanaprastho dÜradhvanam - '" jvalanambupravesanam bhrguprapatanam 

vanutisthet, Kane 1974, 2:2.922). 
, 

_The Yij6avaikya Smrti, , . perhaps because of its deeper this-

worldly commi tment or o~n ta,t ion, emp loys a s omewha t di ffe ren t 

. 
'and more elaborate scheme to encode its own meaning of the class 

and stage-bound duties (varnaSramadharma, see chapter t..!o). ln 

the p~ocess it furnishes us with materials of much gerontological 

relevance. Unl'4er the category of varnadharm'El, for instance. it 15 

\ 
laid out thaq the stage of renunciatibn (sa'!lnyasa) ls to be 

-U \ 

entered by\tRe elderly male ideally at the age of seventy-five. 
a 
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A scrut1ny of the dhaxma-related dutles as preser1bed in the. 

Dharma (astras, eh,'refore, 1s l1ke 1y to prove. a va11d source of ... 
informa t ion regarding the a t ci tude toward Gld age in tradi t ional 

Indian.)society. lt als~ indicates h~w ~the D-harma Si.stra wri:..ers 

clothe their thoughts/in.varied linguist!c ~daliti~s ln order to 

avail themselves of different types of nominal compositions, 

and grammatical means to expres~ m~ny delicate 

distinctions and grada~ions in their tre-tltment of'" old age and 

aging. In their hands Sanskrit deve10ps into a delicate1y tuned 

1 angua ge ab le ta acknowledge the diff e r in$ ~ tatusf s bo th in 

vocabulary and tone. Qne is instructed to use di\ferent forms of 

address for the oldest and t.he older rel,ation. Nor is this ki:nd 

of 'distinction limited 

than one' s fa the r 

\ younge:, bro ther. 

is 
~ 

to ~' s -':-;wn generation. 
, J 

addre .. ed di fferent Iy \ t~an 

, 
An uncle oldar 

one's father's 

Another interesting feature of this particular""formal mode 

15 that sinee brahmanical social lIn ~u i ~ t 1 C 5 an~ ethic5 ls 
. 

genar'all y couched in injunctive 5 tatements, negatlon is an 

• exception. Early Buddhism, on the other hand, is, fasc~ll~d by 

negative expressions. Love for the~negatlve approach is~so great 
o 

in Buddhism that its highest goal nirval}a, whereiri the triple 

ev i 1 0 f._ 0 1 d age, dis a as e. and de a th i s ab sen t, i s g ive n .a ne g a t ive 

appellation. Ethical virtues that the monks· are exnorted to 

cu1tivat...e are also couched in negative terms (nisedhas). 

i 
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ASlonapce 1 . ' 
• • 

This formal 1110 da 1s pri.'neipally' eompr1sed of rhyme and 

allitera~i'on deliberately produced to elevate the diction 'of the 

verse to reach the lofty heights of ideas such as those expressed 

in Riveda l ~l24. 2) 

aminatl daivyani vratini. praminatI manusyA yug8ni 

ïyu1iInam 
~ . 

upami (a(vatlnam ayatInâm pr~ thamosa vyadyout. . . . 
lJi thout violat ing the divine ordinances, reducing tne 

ages of man, U~as has shown forth a:; the last of many 

who have passed by, as the first of those \qho are to 

come (Gonda's translation 1973, 51), 

Alternat1vely, the essential tdeas or their inter-relationships 

may be expressed by producing ~rt, stylized phrases such as 

(araoa\, 
, 
satam (one hundred year life span) or puru~am puràtanam 

( t 0 the ~ 0 l d man) wh i ch 0 ecu r f r e que n t 1 yin 'm a n y Ve die tex t s, T w 0 

words or voca~es which sound alike but mean different things may 

also be brought together to produce a double eff~ct upon the ear 

and mind of the listener. Though etymologically cognate, these 

words do not generally convey even distantly related meanings. To , 

the casual listener, however, this is not always or immedia7Y 

clear. A d'Very pertinent example, as pointed out above, is the use 

of the Vedic verbal root 1+ meaning tOtag e and a1so to praiae: , 
Wh 11 e c 1 a s s 1 cal S ans k rit ha s r e ta i ne d on 1 y the f i r s t me an i n g , 

"'-
ins tance s are no t lac king in the ~gveda where both the s e meani ngs 

are j\1xtaposed in the same verse . 

. Words with unique sounds are 50 arranged in sorne of the 

--v'dldac tic ~racts as to generate lexical 
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pair. of words or expressions may al.o be macle to rev.rberate 
• 

'" wi th one ano ther • , ~ 
The 'lèxical congru! ty .0 crea ted ls th~n made 

to strètch across the entire verse or the passage producing an 

integrative structure of interlacing syntax, Alliteration and 

meanlng so that when the text or the passage th us arra.nged is 
., 

re ad a 1 oud, i t pro duces a magical or emo t ive ImpI'es s ion on the 

.hearer or reader. 

This practice ls quite in keeping with Indian poetics w~ich , 

accords an important function to alliterated sound sequenc~s 

,,- -(srtyanuprasa). Such a combination of powerful and formulaic 

utterances is thought to be an effective means of enhancing the 

didactic quality of the composition's recrtal. 

The following two examp1es from the Mohamudgara (The Hammer 

, S tri k i og a t Dei us i an). a p a pu 1 a r di da c tic t r a c tin t w e 1 v ë ver ses 

attributed ta S'ankara are selected from ~hat text reproduced in 

Mahadevan (1980, 33-37) by way of illustration: 
\ 

angam ylitam palitam mUl}?am, 
"" loo _ • 

das anavih i tam 1 a tam tUIJ~am 1 

vrddho yati grhltva dandam . . .. 
tadap i na muDcatyiSap indam /1 ...... 
With a sunken body, bent head and a toothless mouth, 

.the aged walks with a staff but does not give up desire 
" 

(#6) . 

bii\s tavatkrIqis akts 

tarunastavattaruniraktah 1 . .. 
vrddhastivac cintisaktah . . 

U,Le brahmani ko' pi na saktah Il . ( . 
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As a boy one l,' attaehed to play: in onet. youth, the 

attachment ls to a young woman; ln old. ase one is' , 

preoccupied wi th worries; but alas, no one is committed 

to the transcendent br§hmap (#7). 

In verse number six, the last word in aach line contains the 

harsh sounds of n. and sL which occur in a definite pattern and 
~ 

rhythm. Thelr congruity of soun'ds hover5 and. reverberates in the 
,II 

mind of the hearer simu1taneously creating a realistic image of 

an old man before the Inner eye. Be~ause of the!r lexical 

congruity, they touch the audience to the quick. Moreover, they 

are delightful tp the ears and minds of the hearers and speakers 

becàus~ they meet the psychical needs of u~iformity and harmony. 

Being sugg~tive ~nd fascinating, they can easily establish 
'\ 

" associations not only between the parts of ut:terances bu; also 

1 b e twe en the pe r sons sp e aking th rough these tex ts and tho s e 

listening €o or reading them. 

In the works of Knid;sa and A{vagho~a such rhyming phrases 

and combinations of s,ounds are of frequent occurrence. The 

".congruity of sounds at the 'end of .. a pair of closely assoclated 
, ' 

1 

works in the 'first instance- makes the listener 'b'elieve that: they 
) 

express one single and related idea. The simi1arity in sound 

tends to trànsform 
-b 

the meanings of the two components of , .... 
these 

phrases into a single new semantic uni t .. In the above examples 

from the R&veda and Mobamud&ara, one may eas11y notice the 
J 

rbythmiè sequence of: , 
- - - .-1) ti-ni ti-ni, nim-nAm and, 

2) mundam-tundam, dandam-p1ndam respective1y. . . . . . . . . 
115 
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o Deliberate ~p,ication of sounds or phrases ma~ be intended 

to 
. ' , 

convey reiteratlon and distribution in spàce and time. In 

\-. S"anskri't the locative case ls frequently us'ed for such purpose 

o 

espec,lally when the "sphere" is a partlcular point ln place or 

cime. For this reason', in the Riveda, express ions such as yuge-
1.. 

~ (in ev~ry age) or gitre-gitre (in every organ or member of 

the body) are frequent. Exclamatory\trepetitions ,such as jari-

i..âll (old age, old age)--which are put in the mouth of the 

frightened Siddhartha who for the first time in his life has come 

across an old man- - in the Buddhacari ta 
1 

of Asvagho~a (3:39) are , 

not merely ornaments. This type of emotional repetition of 

address or exclamation under the influence of fear, fright or the ,. 
desire to be heard by others is common in lndian literature. 

Many ritual formulae, charms, spells and incantations in the 

Atharva Veda contain certain stock phrases or syntactic unit!> 

which appear at the beginning or the end of the verse. These are 

intended to produce and dntensify the m~gical effect and potençy -. 
of tha t pa-rticu1ar charm. In one Atharvan praye r to the sun god 

(Sürya), the poet enjoins the god ta grant him a fife Qf hundred 
o' 

years; the p lea 

in the refrain 

iL repeated eight times with each phrase ending 
\ 

/ , 
saradal) satam (one hundred auty,mns). Sometimes, 

such repetitive phra,es are intended to convey the determination 

and fin~lity of a particuéar action cantemplated. When a hermit 

has completed his vinpprastha stage and feels that he is ready to 
Il -enter the final stage of the wanderer (sarpnyasl), he performs a 

designa.teL rite in the cO'urse of which he reiterates his firm ~ 
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wor1el by thrice repeating the phrase. resolve to. renaUDe. th. 

~ 'Amnyllta; mayi (I have renauneed. se. 8audbiyana Dharma· SÜtra 
; . 

2:10.27). 

Often a structural symmetrY,between phrases is resorted to 
. 

in order, to present a particular message through highlighted 

contrasts or parallèl actions. The meaning of the poe~ic message 
\ 

as structured form is eonstrued by positing a symmetry between 

<l 

sound, and meaning. An in teres ting examp le of this praeti ce 15 

found in the 
, 

Raghuya'1lsa 8: 22 where Kalidasa highlights the 

contrast between the diverging preoccupations of the retiring old 

Ki ng Raghu and his young son Aja, who has assumed the 

responsibilities of the state: 

na navah prabhura phalQ,dayatsthirakarmi virarama 

., ka rmal}a~ 1 
na ca yogavidher navetarah sthiradhira 

paramitmadarSanat fi 
Ne i ther the you thful king (D1l.Yâ,-new, young), remaining 

steadfas& in his pursuits till they bore fruit, 

desisted from acts nor did the old king (navetara-

other than new, old), steadfast in discriminating 

wisdom, cease from the performance of yogic practices 

before the realization of the supreme self. 

To I<alidasa, then, the systematic poe tic form ls not merely, an 

unfolding of parallel structures of sound and meaning. It is also , 
a process in which such parailel structural forms serve to crea te 
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parall.l meanings. To put lt~ dlfferently, one dltects here 

lsomorphisDt. be tween "developm.nt" over llfe spans of' humans as 

bio- social organhms and the "development" of families as they , 
form. and as they change in function and structure over tlme and 

1ife history. Consequently, human life, whether ln youtb or ln 

old age, Is viewed positively. 

lt ls interesting to note how , h • Asvag o~a, too, j ust as 

ski1lfully uses this f 0 rmal technique to bring out the 

incompatibility and tension between the this-worldly (pravrtti) 
.' . 

and other -wor1dly (nivrttl) 1 ife styles (BC 9:48). But 

1 
Asvagho~a's purpose is to downgrade this world1y life and 

... 
interests in favour of the ascetic life style which, in the long 

, 
run, is detrimental to the welfare of the e1derly (see chapter 

two) : 

, yi ca (rutirmok~am aDnavanto nrpi gFhastha naitadasti 
.- h-samaprad ana9,kva ca mok~adharmo da~~apradhanaB kva ca 

raj adharmal} 

As to the heard [tradition] that kings obtained release 

as householders, this is not so. [Because] the dharma 

of release where quietude prevails is [incompatible 

with] the dharma of kings wherain polit y predominates. 

Colour Vocabulary 

Expressing the consequences of aging on the body in terms of 

co1our symbolism (blac}.t and lIbite) is current in a11 cultures. To . 
describe someone as having white or grey hair on his/her head la 

an elliptical way of suggesting that the person in questi9n i5 

old. Allusion to dark hair obviously suggests the opposite. The 

term grey w i th reference to hair indicates middle age. Vedic 
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lndian. were already sensitive to cOliltrasts of light and dark. 

things which were They tended to describe as "llght" or "dark" 
other reasons, but contrasted 

cons idered 

or opposed 

definitely 

for whi\ch 

dark 

cannot be 

"whi te" or "black" . The and light 
• contrast in Vedic poetry also came to reflect a contrast between 

deatb and life. night and day, and old and young. 

Toward the period when the Brahmana texts were compiled 
-

(ca.800 BeE), the opposition was extended to include bright, 
~ 

immortality, life, youth and moisture, on the one hand, and dark, 

mortality, death, old age and dryness, on the other. 8 Molsture 

and warmth sustain life; their opposites cause death. 'The living 

creature i~ by nature moist and warm, and to live 15 to be such. 

But old age ls cold and dry, and so is what 15 dead. lt ls 

inevitable, therefore, that one who grows old should dry up. This 

1ine of Interpretation 15 also found in the classical Sanskrit 

literature where people are described, as if they were plants, in 

terms of their moisture content or dryness. 

In the 
il. , 

Raghuva~sa of Kal idas a (3:32) , for instance, the 

growing up of the young Raghu is compared to the shooting 

forth/sprouting of the bamboo stalk. On the contrary, old people, 

like dry or rotten l-eaves, stems 

or yellow. The following simile 

that meaning: 

and stumps of trees, turn pale 

from the Yo gavas i ~ ~ha sugge s t~ 

The more the body approaches ripeness and decline, 50 

much more does death rejoice in it. The body grows lean 

with grey hair on the head just as a creeper, havlng 

flowered, fades away (1:27.4). 

tlri te r S 0 four texts al so make use 0 f a number 0 f comp ounds 

involving a relevant colour term to designate a particular age-

bracket and the physica1 condition of that person. The number of \ 

8 Mahibhirata 12:271.33 echoes .this thought claimlng that 
the fate of the sou1 is related to its colour. The soul May have 
one of the six colours--white, yel10w, red, blue, grey and b1aék. 
tlh i te i s the m 0 ste xc e 11 en t col 0 ur,' b lac k 1 s the w 0 r st. 
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such compound. 18 high, sinee Sanskrit has a large number of 

synonyms for eaeh of the seven colours of the solar spectrum. The 

~mat.ko(a, for !nstance, 1ists ~urteen terms to de.ote the 
1 

aolour white. Some of the more aommonly used terms for white are 

~;ukla. Subhra. gaura. dbavala and plndura (1: 5. 12 .1~) . '\ . . \. 
The co1our black can be expressed in terms of seven 

\ 

different words--k;,qa. nlla. asita. 'yima and k.il..sl. being the 

more frequently used (1: 5.14) . When Baudhayana. the alleged 

c 0 m p i 1 e r 0 f the D ha r ma, S ü t rat e x t na me d a f ter h 1 m • ad aro n 1 s h e s 

" chat the Sruti texts enjoin the dark-haired person to offer 

sac r i fic e t 0 the go d Ag n i ( B D S 1: 2 , 6), heu n der s t ap d s the ter ID 

dark-haired one (kt~?ake{a~) to Mean a householder, that 15, one 
\ 

who is i~ his/her middle age. The implication 15 that one who is 

(not dark-haired-old) sh?uld not keep the sacred fire. Such a one 

must rehounce the world. 

Palita (grey, see Amarakos'a 2:6.40)9 is a common term of 

reference used to describe a~one in his/her Middle age ,10 

LiIlgyasûri notes that the basic meanlng of the verb ~,is in 

th'e sense of movement. But because of the polyvalent nature of 

the Sanskrit verbs, it also means Adorno He then points out one 

9 Derived from the verb .~. (class 1 with the parasmaipada 
ending), it is irregularly formed wi-th the addition of the 'ias. 
suffix accordlng to the ru1e outlined in the Qnidt Sntra (3:92). 
Patanjal (1964, 192), on the basis of the 'Unâdl SÜtra 5:34 
(phaieritajide{ca pa~), cites another i1lûstration <2..h.âl. 
nispattau) from the Dhitupltha and explains tbe formation of the 
term pallta as ihat which ripens. 

10 Pal iknI i s a synonym for 0 Id woman, wh ich Li ngyasür i' s 
gloss on Amarakosa 2: 6 ,12 explalns as [on account of (her] grey 
hair, palitaromayo&at]. 
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.eaning of palital as that whereby the char. of, the body Is ", 

enhanced on aceoùnt of the white Chair due to old age]. ' Palltam , . 
thus 18 a ~erm referring to the greying of the halr due 'to old 

age. By extending the analogy further the formation oc'f a compound 

such as pakvakeSyi (one·with ripe hair) ~s explalned as a synonym 

of 'vrddhapalikn1 (woman with ripe, grey hair). The classical . . 
Sanskrit lite,rature is replete with such descriptive 

determinative compounds coined ta describe perso.ns approaching 
'" 

" 01d age. By way of examp1e, one may cite the following: 

, 
palitadarsanam: appearance of grey [hairJ 

r palltabbayi~Bu: becoming grey 

pa1itabbiyuka: turning grey 

paliknl: greyi~g woman. 

, 

Reference to black, grey or white colour with a view to 

a pers on belonging to a distinct age group is 

quite common in similes (see be1ow). For purely cognitive 

reasons, similes are stored and recycled for properties or 

characteristics that are difficult to describe digitally, that 

is, based on the presence or absence of individual attributes. 

Certain age-specifie colours sucb as white, grey or black, 

therefore, are learned and stored in analogie fashion. The 

concept of blackness, in a geronto1ogical context, 18 necessarily 

tied to statements such ,,!-s, "the eolour of hair in yO,ung age is 

black", or "the colour of hair ls grey in middle age". 

Such use of a distinct colour voc"bulary with respect to 

aging is prevalent in most c~tures (as illustrated by a citation 

from the Baudhayana Dharma Sütra above), Jeca~e the meaning of 
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old age cannat be analyzed lnto sets o~ attributes, but must 

instead he illustrated with literary devices sueh as sim!1es or 

metaphors. 

The foregoing suggests that the meaning and signifieance of 

the c~nging co1our of the hair and the r'levant hair-style for 

t~age reposes in two inter-related problems: 

1) lts personal meaning for the aging individual in' 

question 

2) T1).e socio-cultural meaning Lt communicates ta the 

aging person's community and family. 

The greying matted hair of a hermi.: Is at once a fusi':ln of 

symptom and symbol. This t~ansformation of symptom (tha.t ls, 

somatic manifestation of changing coloration signalled by growing 

-

age) into symbol (of a hermit or a wanderer) is realized through 

the cultural patterning of consciousness converting at the same 

\ 

time eros into agape (Obeyesekere 1981, 34-35). The matted grey 

hair acts as a marker setting aside its bearer as a special and 

redoutable being distinguished by old age. ll 

". The matted hair of the hermit or the shaye d he ad 0 f the 

wande rer (~ or saT?nyasill) are publ ie symbols whereby the comp lex 

personal ,experiences of the aging individual are crystal1ized 

into a public symb'ol. They come to mean total detachment from 

~ 

sexua1 passion because the behaviour implied in a particular hail .... 

style and sexual behaviour are consciously associated from the 

stare. Thus, in several J!taka stories, the king or other noble 

11 'Cons ide r 
to ~g lO:5!J.5 
Greisenalter. 

in this context Geldner's assertion with respect 
that: ... der Greise isc der personifierte 
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men &r~ shown as renouncing fam11y l1fe and conteaplating 

ret1r.~ént tri-the forast upon noticlng gray hair_on the head. 

~ passage in the authoritative c1assica1 Hindu taxt on 

poetics (ca.600 ,CE) the VisnudharmottAra Purina (2:3.42ff)·deals . . . 
with conventions to be followed by sculptora and artists in 

deplcting persons of various 4 types. In that context, lt i8 

advised that sages, ministers and civic leaders should have 

matted locks of [grey or black] hair (depending upon the!r 

profession). Widows are to be depicted as wh! te haired women 

wearing a white dress and devoid of any kinds"ff ornamentation, 12 

They should not be shown looking beautiful. 

Spatial directions when represented in painting should be 

depicted as women belonging to different age grôups. The south, 
,-

for instance, is to be portrayed as a young girl wlth a golden 

hue and seated in a chariot. 13 The West Is to be shown as a , 

mature woman of dark c9~plexion and rlding a horse. l4 The North-

West is to be shown as being blue in colour and,appr~aching 01d 

age (isannaPiil i ta n1l i va~avi). ThEs No r th i s to be shown as an 

01d -woman astride a man,15 The North-East ls to be shown as very 

old with pâle skin and seated on a' bull. 16 

1 2 v i b h art r k ah tu 
(2:3.73.34): • 

~~ 
13 rathasthi daksina 
2:3.73.35 

lsartavyih s triyah palltasamyutih . ,. 

tathi' syat praptavauvanâ 

14 yauvanit vicyuta krsna pate ima turagas tb1ta (2: 3,73.36) . . . 
15 Daraiata vFddhi tathi bhavati cottar; ... (2,:3.73.37) 

16 ativrddhâ ca Sukli pürvottari bhavet .. ,(2:3.73.38). . , 

123 



o 

, 
b' 

\ ~ -. 

Literary Hode 
• 

B'y skillfully empl1)ying various literary modes writers of 

our texts s-e~k to ~~apture the unknown and elusive and shape the 

----awareness ~f the tra~s.emplrlcal meaning of human reali ty. For 

thls purpose they superlmpose a particular symbolic meanlng 

(metaphor, simile or myth) upon the ordinary and observable 
~ 

'" physica1 signa of aging o~ the body (metonymy). In searching for 

the meaning of aging as inscribed in the texts under scrutiny in 

this study, therefore. one must begin by neleher deva).uing nor 

ignoring aIl:Y of the modls through which our texts struggle to. 

capture the truth oÉ the aging process. They are to be recognized 
\ 

as so many clphers and keys, as It were. to possible meanlngs to 

1 
the queries, nWhere ,does aging ar.d old age fit in the meaning 

system of the Ideal life 'cycle? Yhat i8 the value of' aging in 
, 

the ideal scheme of hum an existence invested wlth meanlng?n 

Simile , 

Simile 15 the basic alliterative device used in the 

literature consulted for our pÀpose. Known as upama in Indian 

poetics, it arises when something is compared with something 

else. The thing compared (upameya) is then tinged with the çolour 

of the standard' of similitude (upamina). This feature 

distinguishes simile from the metaphor where no words such as 
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ua. .. xi. or'yathi' are u,ud,. which are expressive of thef~tm111tude , 
betwee~ the obj ect and the standard of comparison. One comes 

• 
across a considerable number and var ie ty of similes and 

forms of imagery in <?ur texts. They reveal , .~ 
a r vas t 

CI 
field of observations and experiences that are also enèapsulated 

by traditional beliefs. These similes- -wh-ich often betray.J' tOt}e 

of sincer.lty, sarcasm or fam~liarity--constitute a valuable 

sJurce of information on the meanings of aging in human life in 

ancient and classical India 

Family life patterns, the manners an~ doings of animals and 

~~ --,} birds, and natural phenomena su~y our poets with the b-a sic ra w 

material on which to build thei~ similes 
- ~ 

, 
In 'fac\, siroiles take~ 

, 
from plant and animal life are as frequent as ~hose patterned on 

.s p i rit u a l and soc i a l 1 i f est y 1 e' s, m y th 0 log yan d the da i l Y r 0 u tin e 

1 

of human life Accordingly, activities of animl..l~, properties of 

plants, trees and life in nature which are felt to be analogous 

'" . 
to processes, and developmental modalities of the aging human 

body and mind, 
) 

ace 0 r{( i n,g l y, .-' fig ure ... p rom i ne n t 1 yin man y sim r les 

relating to the aging of the body 

Si~ce simi~es describe in ana log as opposed ta; digittl 

fashion, they present an image rather, than a .bare '''list or 

inventory of pfedicates. In keepLng vi th 

explication1; simlles, whe~her' \original or 

rather , or Inappropriate as 

the ~nalog 

\. 
recycl-ed, 

mode of 

coulnl" as . ~ 
,.. 

true or false. 'They 

are pressed into ~ervice as valuable instruments far making 

J. 
~tatements beY,ond.,llpurely logical .verif:ication. 

, , 

\ , ' 

'. 
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lt was 

" 
thè Védlc poet who fashloned tpe f1rst Indlan ver~al 

, 
.. images to descr1be aging in uslng 

1 
faml11ar and 

cornmon phenomena from the domain of nature .an~ the everyday Iife. 
J 

0Id-age, wh1ch 19 carry the mortals to 
~ 

the world of 

'" ~ 

the jmmortals, is compared, for instance, to the hoatman taking a 

fare to the ot,her shore. Young anJd radiant, U~as, the goddess of 
\ 

da w n , da i 1 Y a pp \e a r ~ in the e 8. S t t 0 un v e i 1 he r cha r ms. He r da i 1 i 
appearance is compared to the 

" 
continuat~on of human 

\ 
life. Yet 

every dawn also brings humans nearer to death, caus ing them to 

gr 0 w 0 l d ( Rjg v e da 1 9 2 l 0 ) In the Yajurveda (3: 60, also ~g 7 59) 

l, 

lib e rat i 0.0 \ t h r 0 u g h de a th is compared to the ripe cucumber 

detaching itself frpm its 
~ 

s tal,k. Numerous charms and spells 

recited by the ~riest to ensure 
. 

long and hea 1 thy 
; 

li fe for his 

l!Jflient 'also incorporate picturesque siroiles. ~ital breaths 
" 

(pranas), for instance, 'are prayed to enter the body with /:,usto 

and animate it 

stocks. 
" .( 

Simile also 

the Nikayas. As 

in the manne r of mi gh ty hulls- entering 
~ 

their 

1 

.1 j 
al>peq.r s to he a popular literary device u~ed in 

Gokhale povits oût 1(1981, 445-452),' MlO.S. 
-,", 

Rhys -' 

Davids has listed some' six hundred of ~hem in the Nikayas. The 

s toc,k phrase that fre~uentl~ appears in these works • to explain 

- " 
the function of' t:? e 5 i mil eus ua l V, go e,s,-· 1 i k eth 1 s .. l shall give 

/ ~ 
~ ~ simile (up'ama) for through it some wise men t\.nde r stand, .... . 
compreh~nd, lor learn the meaning of 'what is state~ 

~ 

Gokhale ,( ibid) poil'lts out that the simile in these texts 

1 

plays a' t1:.reefold ro1e·-first,---·it vividly êX.patiates )~he 'meabing 

y 
1. 
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of tlfe text (bbisitassa attham). Secondly. as a mnemonlc devlce, 

lé: facl1itates the memorization of a text. Tbirdly. the fixed 

association between a given simile and tb~freatment of a glven 
1 

doctrinal ?plnt seems to have been conceived as an aid to 

. 
monastlc training. An image created through the device of the 

. 
sim i 1 e m a y pre sen t t 0 the ta r g ete d r e ad e r / 1 i ste n e r ~ n ·t he sur fa c e 

some physical reality (such as aging), but it may also appea1 to 

his/her imagination as a metaphysica1 refl~ction of the empi;ic~l 

, 
reality. An image thus may be seen as a mirror reflecting some 

metaphysical truth,about a particular phase and face of life. The 

s ev en t h b 00 k 0 f the Mil in d a parth a en t i t l e d n 0 pa m mil - Kat h a Pa nh 0 " 

features a string of sixty-seven similes in order to emphasize 

the qualities a Monk m'ls t cultivate to attain liberation 

(arhant) 

Perhaps closer to this discussion is the Sutta entitled "The 

Lute" of the Pigha Nlkiya (1.70) where a simile of the five- \""' 

-stringed lute (vina) ois used to bring out the ilIetaphysical 

dimen$ion and meaning of the prlnciP~e of the dependent co

origination of aIl things- (prratftya- samutpada). A king who has 

never heard the charming sound of such a lute hears lt and 

inqulres about the provenance of the sound. He Is told chat the 

sound originates in the barmonious co-functioning between the 

variou3 parts of the lute. Through the ensulng exchange of 
-......: 

questions and answers, t~ king 19 made aware of the metaphysical 
<Oj.. 

"meanlng of tbe doctrine of dependent co-orlgination, 

features old age, disease and death as the principle conditioning 
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" -factors (nidj'na-prlt.YAYas). In numerous cliched simil~s. birth, 

oid age and death are. routinely compared 'to the long ropes of ~e 

water-w'hee·l. i\ Th) stock similes of th!! Nlkayas were later 

improved by A'vaghosa in his Buddhacarita and Saundarananda _ By , . 
way of illustration, one may consider the followip.g two elegant 

similes from the Saundarananda denouncing old age as the villain 

in typieal Buddhist fAshion: 

yatheksur~yantarasaprap idi to bhuvi praviddho dahanaya 
"" '-~ . 
su~yate 1 

tatha larâyantranip1dita tanurnipTtasara rnara~aya 

tlsthati Il .. 
Just as the sugareane stalk is strewn on the ground to be 

dried for burning [as fuel] after extracting all the juiee 

by squeezing it, 50 does the body, p«"essed in the mill of 
" 

old age and with its vitality drained away, await the 

funeral pyre (Sn 9-31)_18 -yatha hi nrbhyam karapatramiritam samucchritam d~ru . 
bhinattyanekadha , 

tathocchritampatayati prajamimam aharni~abhyâm 

upasa'!'hita jara Il 
Just as a saw, worked by two persans ~duces a taU 

U 
tree ta logs, 50 does old age, ever clo5ing in by the 

march of day and night, bring about the fall of 

vigorous inhabitants of this world (SD 9:32). 

17 janmajàramaraija ghatanaihatryantra ... rajjavah (see 
, AgrAwala 196~, 236) _ This simile ls also \.tsed in Bhartrhari' s 

Vâkyapad[yam to emphasize the revolution of time~ , 

jalaYantra 
kalayan sarvÎh ktlikhyAm labhate vibhuh sa kilah 

(3: 9 .14) .-. 
18 This simlle 

where Mâtali (the 
viscissitudes of the 

( 

\ 
_ 'C:> 

also appears in the Padma Pur ans (1: 2 . 66 . 116) 
charioteer of Indra) is describing the 

human body to King Yay;ti. 
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similes created ~ in the "Jari'jugupsÂ" sectlon of the 

YOlavislstba (ca.800 CE), too, seem to have just such a functlon 
• • 

with a partlcular reference to aging. lt i8 possibLe to classlfy 

them in two groups: 

1 ) Nat ut' a 1 < sim i~ e s bas e don fi r e, s n ~ w , wa ter - f a Il , 

flowing river, winter, withering tree etc. 

2) Bird and animal similes based on the whooping crane, owl, 

heron, cat, monkey, hungry tigress, , jackal and 50 on. 

The practlce of wrapp 1 ng colourf·..1l similes such as these 

inta sm~ll and useful syntactic units was already in vogue fL"om 

of the 
1) 

Nikayas. the days B,gveda and the Subsequently, th'e . 
practice become a part of the floating oral tradition. The author 

of the Yogavasi~~ha must have gleaned from this mass his working 

material and refined it according ta the norms then current. As 

an inhabitant of Kashmir where snowfall is abundant in winter, he 

1 mus t h a v e ad de d s no w i ma g e r yan d s y m bol i sm t 0 h i s mat e ria 1 ,f rom 

o 

his personal experience. Further, the similes are characterized 

by a paratactic structure, that is, tfiey are made of short, 

independent word units or half 1ines, which can stand on their 

own in a sentence. They are then strung together in a series 

(milopam'i> to generate and order sorne it\tended new meaning. The 

language of the simi1es is paratactic that is, the presentation 

proceeds by way of succession rather tqan subordination. 

The basic subject matter of chapter #22 of the Yogavasistha .. 
i5 cultivation of disgust about the bod~ by emphasizing the 

los ses and insults heaped on i t by' the aging proces\. The main 
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premlse i. succtnctly stated at the beginning of the section and 
\ . 

then "further details are added ... througq resort" to simile for , 
emotional content and ornamentation. Paradoxically enough. the 

discourse on aging ls presented by young aama ta his aging father 

Dasaratha in the form of fine1y crafted and charming similes. 

Sorne of the poignant observations made by Rama may be summarized 

be1ow: 

1) D1d age wears out the body and strips the ego of its 

conceit. The aging body is compared to a creeper which, 

after f1owering, fades, and turns ~ey (1: 22.28) . 

2) ,Dld age i5 a harbinger of de..adly diseases. This 

proc\ss is compared ta the chill blast of winte\ 

sweep\ng a~ay the leaves of a tree (1:22.20). 

3) Old age lays its icy hand on all mortals in due 

course. The destr1,).ction of the body through aging is 

compared to the destruction of lotuses by the falling 

snow, the freezing of the autumnal lilies by the wind 

or to the [river current) sweeping off a tree on its 

bank (1:22.2) 

4) 01d age leaves its calling card with ominous 

'"' warnings. This is compared to the inauspicious cry of 

.. the 'she-jacka1 in the forest (1:22.26). 

Dozens of similes like these descend in a torrent of rapid fire, ~ 
~ 

one on top of ano~r. By thi\ they virtually overwhe1m the 

un~u~ecting readertrather than i1Luminating him/her. The reader 

is caught out of breath, as it were, wondering how to relate old 

age meaningful1y with a shrieking ow1 at one instant and with the 

laughing hyena at the' next. The difficu+ty is compounded by(the 

author's habit of rather nervous1y jumping from one simile to the 

next without develop1ng the previous one. Neverthe1es'!, this 
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a certain 

ehe, aging 

process, emphasizing at the aame time the most macabre facts of , . ' 

old age. 

In contradistinction to the 'Vedic poet who was unable to 

. 
analyze emotions surroundlng old age explicitly. authors of a 

tex t such as the Yo gavis i q tha do s eem to have ..in the ir armor 

varying ways of recording psychological phenomena as perceived by 

them tn the fact of ,aging. Tprough these age-re~ated similes they 

manage to portray aIl the 1ntensity of feeling worthy of Any 

sophisticated writer. A relentless realism dominates in these 
. 

gerontophobic (lariluiupsa) writings with didactic intentions. 

These texts betray that uncanny ability to detect and express 

universal attitudes toward aging . .. 
Metaphor 

Metaphor involves. as Rïcoeur 0977, 247-249) has remarked. a 

tens1ve use of language in order to uphold a tens1ve concept of 

some human reality. Insistent met~phors aTe closest to the 

symbolic depths of our exper1ence and as such are so radical that 

they seem to haunt all human discourse. Repeated metaphors that 

follow each as they do in the quick succession, 
• 

, ~ 

Buddhacarlta and the Saundarananda of Asvagho~a. are convlncing 

illustrations of their power_. They are designed to invoke in the 

hearer/reader a yarticular state of 'agitation, awe, fear and 
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a'" , 

alarm .. Metaphor, along with simile, 1s a typical Indian way of 
. 

viewi~g t~e world and human life in it. 

From the time of the ~gyeda metaphysical truths have" been 

explained in bold and vivid metaphors often based on a complete 

equation of the microcosm and the macrocosm: the sun is said to 

be not merely like the eye of the sacrificial horse, rather ~ ~ 

(thi~sense is usually communicated by the Sanskrit enclitic ~) 

the eye of the horse To understand what a thing or a process 

suc h a 5 agi n,g i s l i k e i s t 0 und ers tan d wh a t i t li Eve r y th in gin 

the cosmos is connected to its counterpart ln the microcosmic 

world (see chapters six and seven) 

A typical metaphor creatèd to highlight a particular shade 

of meaning in a text such as the Yogavasis~ha contains fout' 

different terms related in such a way that the second term Cb) is , 
to th~ first term (a) as the fourth term (d) is to the third term 

(c). This analogical relationship makes it possible to use (d) 

metaphorically as the name of (b), and vice versa 

f 0 11 0 win g met a ph 0 r f rom the Y 0 li a v'fs i s th a . 
, 

\ 

JaramArjArikâ bhunkte vauvanakhum tathoddhata 

paramul1asamiyiti {arirami~agardhini (1:22.25) 

Cons ider the 

Old age, which preys on the flesh of the ,human body, 

takes as much delight in devouring its youthful bloom, 

as a cat does in feeding upon a mouse. 

metaphor by 

in the hole 

The gloss on this verse attempts to elucidate the 

explaining that just as the cat devours a mouse 

(after forcing it out from its hiding place), 50 does covetous 

o ld age ~xcava te you th [h iding in the body] and devour i t w i th 

extreme pleasure. The Buddhistic tend~ncies of the Xogavasi~~ha 

in its evaluation of aging are tao obvious in this metaphor. For 
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the purpose of further: discussion it may be 8chemat1zed as 

follows: . . , 

..... 
01d age youth eat mouse 

,,- If; 
a b c d 

Here youth (b) is to old age (a) as mouse (d) 18 to cat (c). From 

these four sub.starttives the metaphor is created when the text 

expresses this relatlonship by the deletion-substitution method: 

i!Ii/mirjiriki (old age/cat): yauvana/~ (youch/mouse). 

But metaphor is not merely a matter of giving old age the 

name of ncat n , that i5, giving a thing a name that belongs to 

something e1se. lt 15 a1so bringing together in a 1ively, 

poignant way in a line or two, the othoughts and impressions 

a5sociated with two things. Thus, in our exam~le, l:2.,Q,;h old age 

and cat feast on a heIpless being. This compares favorably with 

the use of metaphors wlth reference to 

constructed, for instance. in two poems 

the Fning of old age as 

com~sed by Yeats (1983): 

~at shall l do wi th this abs}lrdi ty--

o he art , 0 troubled heart-- this caricature, 

Decrepit 'tge that has been tled to me 

As to a dog' s taU. 

- - "The Tower" 

An aged man is but a pal try ching, 

A tattered coat upon a stick ... 

--"Sailing to Byzantium". 
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In these poems. the two metaphorlc expressions. "As to a 

dog's tail n and nA tattered coat upon a stick n bring out 

succinctly the ideas of forlorn helplessness and utter futility 

associated with old age-~a dog's tail and a tattered coat. 

One may cite an equally poignant observation on aging from 

the R,veda, U~as, the goddess of dawn, i5 said to wear away and . ' 

wa5te (the verb used is if,,) the life of human beings in the 

manner of a hunter woman shooting down the flying birds .19 The 

peculiarity of a metaphor, as the above examples point out, ls 

that something is present in the situation it describes, but lt 
( 

is not verbally specifled in the metaphor ltself, The strength or 

weakness of a metaphor de pends upon this factor x, Following 

Ricoeur (1976) one May say that the metaphor points out the sense 

and suggests the r~e which is 

semantic level. Il ~ 

The metaphor jirects us to the 

The reference is to be searched by a 

to be found at the deeper 

sense in the first reading. 

second reading. The meaning 

of a metaphor, therefore, is open to a potential interpretation; 

it is not fixed or inscr~bed. The reader ls invited to extract it ... 
withi.n the framework the given linguistic context. In the 

general body of our texts, attitudes toward aging find expression 

in two ways--direct observations and statements made in the 

"-
19 .lvaghnIva 

(~g 1: 9<2 .... 0) . 
kftnurvija imlnini martasya devi jarayantyiy~ 

• 
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formal modes and the use of a s1mile or a metaphor to modify or 

intensif y specifie e~oti6ns ~f response to aging and death. 

Consider, fo r lns tance, the elaborate metaphor on the 

,. -
"forest of samsira" in the "Stri Parva" of the Mahibhirata (11:6 

ff) whereby Vldura seeks to console the grieving b1ind King 

Dh;-tarastra. A human life ls akin to a wood1and infested by an 

elephant (year/time). The persan is in a constant danger of 

falling in a weIl covered over by a creeper (hope eternal), which 

i8' infested by bees (desires), rats (days and nlghts), a snake 

(death), wild animaIs (diseases), and a fierce woman (old age). 

Through the profuse use of similes and metaphors, texts such 

as the Mahabharata and the Xogavasi~~ha struggle ta infuse 

m~aning and direction in the human world that is full of 

contr~dictions and paradoxes, perhaps the greatest paradox' being 

~ 

the predicalJl.ent of aging and its altar !t&.Q. death Metaphor, , 
because it can be interpreted differently, permits our texts to 

evoke various images of old age (j .. ui): as an old and crooked 

hag, brigand ~d robber, hungry tigress, laughing hyena, 

shrieking owl; heinous she .. h~ron, scheming fe11ne and so on. They 

feature numerous circu1ar, redundant statements showing by their 

repetitions that old age Is unavoldable, sinister, macabre. This 

betrays a certain cultural anxiety in Indian tradition about 

aging and old age that begins to manifest itself with the rise of 
; 

Buddhism and reaches its crescendo in the Xo&avAsistha . . . 
Ordering tbings and events by categories (numer4c or 

hierarchic) according to their qualitative resemb1ances is a 
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quasi- sc1ent:1_fic way of perce1ving those th1ngs or avents which 

18 already present: in th,e Vedas. Analogy (upamina) ts, therefore, 

percelved as on~ of the basic ways of "k~ow1ngn. A text such às 

the Yo&avasistha, therefore, easily becomes a morass' of . . 
metaphysics. Almost every page, as , 

fP 

O'Flaher~y (1984) observes, 

contains a statement on mF,taphysics. lt is as ff we could not 

understand anything unless we compared Lt to something else. The 

metaphors and similes create levels of persuasion through verbal 

images, pulling us up enta the metaphysical level . 
• 

Myths may be construed as staries told ta manifest a 

particular aspect of the cosmic order. They provide a given 

community in which they are alive with ways of stretching pLSt 

experience in the present. Created to inform humans about their 

\ self-identity and the framework of significance in which they 

operate, a myth incorporates in itself different religious and 

cultural symbols in a complex narrative. lt thereby seeks to 

recommend a way of life and endorses a set of moral princip les 

and guidelines to those who believe in it. 

Unlike 
ç' 

my,th, 15 highly fairy therefore, tale, a llving a 

significant in personal and communal life in that it may: 

1 

1) -Offer ways of ordering a world view, a vision of the 

basic structure about hum an naturL~and destiny 

2) Express transforming power in human life as well as 

a th('oretical explanation of it. 
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LUte science or philosophy myth" seeks to provide answe1i.!.. to our 

perennial quest' ~bout the human condition and its con~!t march 

from life to death as mediated by the aging process. Llke them 

myth a180 has its own language and medium of expression. A 

prominent medium of myth is metaphor which. as noted earlier, 
1 

seeks to selectively transfer some of the familiar associations 

of a concept, which then acts as a kind of lens or screen through 

which the new situation or a subject is viewed. 

A very relevant example of how a new meaping of old age is 

crea ted through the promotion of a myth is 
J, 

faun.d to be in the 

stofY (already referred to in chapter two) of young Siddhartha 

whe~ he confronts old age for the first time in his short life. 

The episode which ls retold in 
r 

manifold versions in varlous 
\ 

Buddhist sacred texts in different languages tells us al 50 much 

about the shifting spectrum of the Buddhist understanding of old 
" < 

age. Briefly, the story, as told ln Cantos three and four of the 

~ddhacarita, runs as follaws: 

Young Siddhartha once drove out of the city and 

nappened to see an old ma~h a whitehead, bent 

starr-: .. On his next outing he happened to) see _ 

man ... and th en a dead man. On hi-s four th and 

visit he happened to see ~ renouncer. 

. 
on a 

sick 

final 

Th~ myth next le~s us un~rstand that no one el se but the young 

Siddhârtha "saw"-these very common avants in the human life, that 

Is, he alone was able to discover the hidden 'meaning behind ehese , 

mundane phenomena-· chat old age, disease and
l 

death are suffering 

and by r~ounc ing worldly life 
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suffer1ngs. 80th myth and metaphor, therefore, are cr~c1al:to the 

understandlng of the meaning of human 1ife and lts various 

processes including ~ging as espoused in Indian tradition. Thi~ 

is so because the - te10s of Hindu and Buddhlst metaphyslcS", as 

Organ (1970, 146) aptly explalns: is to cope with the sufferlng 

inherent in the human condition. lt accordin~ly prescribes 

techniques for the alleviation of suffering. 

A physician of the soul who merely identifies the malady ls 

not a true physician. In ,true Hindu and Buddhist tradition, 
1 

therefore, myth is made to serve another important function- - to 

put the aspirant on the way to spiritual liberation, which in our 

present context may be interpreted as the recovery of the true 

~ insight into ~he nature of human life snd its processes including 

1 
aging (as the mytl1' recounted above amply indicates). A myth is 

either living or dead; not true or false. Unlike science and' 

phi los 0 p h Y i t c an no t ber e fut e d . Wh e non e tri est 0 dis put e a 

myth, it ceases to be a myth and becomes a hypothesis or history 

that may be ~onveniently refuted or debunked. 

Enigmâ is an image, which like myth, seeks to understand the 

metaphysical or the unknown. Enigma may be viewed as a short 

composition, visual or ve~bal, in which so~e truth or observation 
1 

i5 presented in terms of complete metaphors in order to express 

sorne deoper truth, which ls not immediately expressiblej The 
, 

Riyeda and the Pali Canon revesl a number of such enigmss wh,rein 
1 

a certain doctrinal truth claim ls p;esented that concerns our 

discussion of old age and, aging. A- relevant instance is the 
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enigmas based on the sun . , 

• , ...... 

to impart 

processes-d;scussed in the next ehapter. 

-
deeper meaning to life 

)~ 

To recapitulate, by the judicious use of the two modes of 

inscribing meaning 
'-

(formal .-..nd literary), authQrs of our texts 
( 

sig~ifiance ~ aging and o~d age securely Iocate the meaning and 

where it belongs--in the human body and th~ mi~d as cireumscribedl 
~ 

/ 
by the life span and in the héart of the lived experience, which 

somehow also transcends the purely physieal ~imension. The formaI 

and Iityrary ex'pressio}t"s of aging in our texts 'are 

collection, but rathi are structured in terms of an 

not a random 

identifiable 

model that is implicit in thé semantics of Sanskrit language 

They also suggest that aging is not just an amorphous or porous 

feeling, but rather that it has an elaborate cognitive structure. 

, \ 
The simlles, metaphors and my.~hs of aging are not mere flights of 

1 • 

faney They are contrived to 'furnish a number of nuances and 

shades of meaning as to what aging is about 

l t i ses sen t i a l t 0 r e c,o g n i z eth e sei n ter l 0 c k i n g sem a n tic 

structures as evident in various compDund form~tions, 
~ 

use of 

specifie moods, metaphors and myths. Thus the meaning (meanings) 

of rging cannat be understood moere ly by locating and analysing 

a11 the occurences of the aging-related words, expressions and 

modes in our· te~ts. They must be 

" 
j uxtaposed in a stru~tural 

relationship to the relevant physical and metaphysical concepts 

in order to squeeze out, as it were, the hidden ~eanings 
/J 

~rating at'" these two levels. That task is undertaken in the 

next two chapters. 
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Chapt!; Fouri Tbe 6i~nJ Bo4t 

Intro duction 

, ' 

~ 
Since aging takes place within the confines of the body and , ~ 

ls ci~cumscribed by~the two structurally op~osite life events of 

birth and death, the present chaJ)'ter ;tttempts -to trace the 

traditional Indian ideas regardi~g the aging human body and its 

j' life span with respect to:-

1) The division of the~ life span into age-specific 

phases 
J 

2) The disadvantages and 
.. 

discomforts suffered by the 

aging body. ~ 

.... 
The discussion of these themes- is carried out in light of the 

Vedic, Buddhist and classieal Hindu perspee~ives on them. 

Following Turner' s theory of symbolic reality (see , 1975), the 

may be seen as a systém of meanings as we 11 as a 1 

biologiea1 substance. It m~y ·then be argued that the semantie 

field of symbcüie reality as it relates ta aging (discussed in 
~~ 

the preceding chapter) is polarized according to the following: 

1) The physical and empiricaL dimension of aging 

( dis c us s e d iln th i s cha pte r) . 

2) The trans-empirical or metaphysica1· dimension of 
r ., 

aging (discussed in chapter six). 
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Embod1ment and Life SPin 

A sap h ys i c al a ri d soc i a lob j e ct. the hum a n b 0 d Y - - in go 0 d 
\. 

~ health or ill, young or old, male or female--belongs to the world 

as we 11
1 

as t 0 the sel f . 1 l t i s the fa c e an d f ro n t 0 f th e sel f 

toward the world and as such the most intimate cO<nnectilng 1ink 

JI 
between self and world. Repudiation of the body (because of its 

, 
perishability) as a failed object or as an enemy wou'ld jeopardize 

• 
\ that connection of persons with their world resulting in serious 

alienation'/-' Existentially speciking, then,- the frailty and the 

.' ·C·-

iÂevitab1e aging Il of the human body need not necessarily 

cons t i tl:l1te a cause vfor despair, but neither are they to be 

celebrated in a "cult of suffering". 2 The aging body and the 

agel~ss, transcendental self embodied within it, should be seen 

in dialectical interaction containing within them the possibility 

for a meaningfu\ l ife on earth. 3 
-0 

·1 The Padma Purina (2: 1 64.58) 
charmin& similè--The self and the 
persuasion: 

posits this relation in a 
body both have a friendly 

r 
<> 

atmi - , - -- -kayasca dvau etau matrarupau ubhavapi 
/ , 

2 Nietzsche he1d j.n utmost contempt the cultivation of 
suffering and urged ~hat one become "iree .spirit" through 
embracing the body in \ill its finitude. Physical frailty of the 
body, therefore, should be taken as one of the colours that human 
existence will have (Gadow in Cole & Gadow! 1986)., 

3 The idea 
Upanisad (4:3): 

i5 poetlcally expressed in the 

1 . / 
~ 

. 
Thepwoman thou art, and the man, 
The maiden and the boy, 
And born thou growest everywher'e, --

" " Svetasvatara 



o 
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Su-ch a view, it may be _ argued, l.s implicit in 

traditiona1 Indian be1ie
r

f th-at the human being 18 a dynam1c 

entity possessing an e-ver changing .potential. The usua1 Indian 

~xposition of the physics and physiology of the body according1y 

begins wi th the as-sert ion- - genera lly shared by a11 the s choo ls 0 f 

phi 10 sophy ine 1 uding -v::he Ayurveda·· tha t as an aggrega te ' be ing 

evo 1 ved out 0 f the cardinal el ement s, the human body i s the 

founda t i on of ac t ion: knowl e d~e, 1 i fe and dea th. But the schoo 1 s 

differ widely with reference to whether the individual retains 

his/her identity over time or is mere1y a succession of moments 

in a series. 4 

As the lndian tradition understands it, the process of aging 

is coeval with the transmigratory process of a circular movement 

(samsara) from birth to death and birth again. In a given life 

. 
cycle aging refers p'rimarily to the perceivable evidenee of 

physical and psychologieal changes which are construed both as 

positive and negative characteristics. We tend not to ackno~ledge 
1 

As old pan on a staff (Deussen 1972, 1}3J. 

4 The Irish-French writer and playright Samuel Beckett 
frequent 1y expre s ses the i dea tha t pe r s ons are bo th "s ame, ye t 
another; that no enti ty existing in time 15 ever the same from 
one moment to the next." Act two of Waiting for Godot, for 
instance, features the following exchange: 

Vladimir: And you are Pozzo? 
Pozzo: Certainly t am Pozzo. 
Vladimir: The same as yesterday? 
Pozzo: Yesterday~ 

Vladimir: We met yesterday. Do you remember? 
P07Z0: l don't remember having met anyone 
yesterday. But tomorrow 1 won't remember having 
met anyone yesterday (quoted in Rabuzzi 1984). 
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o the 'fact of aging until certain visible, external •• nifestations 

begin to appealf on the body, even though subtle ph~ologlcal 

processes that lead to these changes have been working their 

silent subversion long before thel beco~externa11y visible; 

The principle idea and the understanding of aging in Indian 

t rad i t ion i seo n cep t; u a Il y and i m pli c i t 1')' t i e d t 0 th e i ma g e r y 0 f 

the hwheel of life", the idea that human life is encompassed 

withln the cyclical rhythm of expansion and decline. The earliest 
l 

documented evidence of the wheel symbolism to infuse life with 

meanlng ls present in the ~gveda (1:164.11-15). The/seer of this 

hymn, Dirghatamas, develops an extended metaphor of the human 

life span in terms of the whee1 imagery, which becomes arche typaI 

for all subsequent speculation on the 1ife course as lived out in 

Indian tradition. 5 The hymn is composed as a riddle (brahmodya, 

Ratselleid) 
~ 

(sle~a, phrased punningly with the answer 

Zweifelhaft). lt describes the ageless, co smic whee1 of order 

( l:.li) r ev 0 l vin g con tin U 0 us 1 y a c r 0 s s the fi r m a men t . l t 1 s al S 0 

r homo1ogized ·with time (Geldner renders lt as the Rad der Zeit) 

" 
with three naves (seasons) and twe1ve spokes (months). 

'1l 
~. The speculative attribute of this co smic wheel is that 

though it turns constantly (varvarti), it is ~o[ destined to age 

or decay or break up (nahi tajjaraya).6 Thu~, it ls devoid of 

destruction and end. The W'orld of people, mounted on the cosmic 

... 
5 With certain modifications, the wheel metaphor 

presented in the Atharva Veda (9:14[9] .13-14). 

6 ~ee Siyana's gloss on Rg 1:164.13. . . 
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wheel, lB a180 subject to rotations. But lc 18 conditioned by 

aging and death. The recognicion of chis fact that human de8tiny 

~ 

i8 bound to deach and mortality is expressed in the compound 

mfcyubandhu (bound to death). 

The Brahma~a texts hold that dead persons, upon prop~r 

ritual crematj.on, would be taken by the god of fire (Ag'ni) to the 

reatm of the fathers and to Yama in the highest heaven, where, 

reunited with a glorious body, they would enjoy bliss (Johnson 
, 

1980, 115). But both the Upani~adic and Buddhist speculation 
, 

replaced this naively optimistic view of life span, death and 

happy life in the hereafter with the notio~ of recurrent death 
( 

(punarmftyu) . Potentially, endless life now became unremitting 

monotony and a dire fate. Though the metaphor of wheel was 

retained, samsara as the wheel of life became endless purgatory . 
into which humans were repeatedly born to improve themselves in 

their ability to transcend the phenomena of life and death. 

Transcendence constituted the on1y end to \ndlessness 

"" "" Th.e Svetasvatara Up.ani:ad (1: 6), for iustance. reférs to the 

great wheel of brahman, which Is said to animate and envelop 

everything. A swan (symbollzing the individua1 self) rambles 

wi th in tha t whee l [e rroneous 1y 1 imagi ning tha t i t i s au tonomous 

and ls, in fact, the pouvoir moteur ,of the rotating wheel. 

-Chapter two of the Maitri Upanisad features a dialogue betweer/ 

the Va1akhi1ya (bald-headed) sages and Kratu Prajapati (the 

sacrificing father of the universe) on the embodiment of the 

self. Praj.\pati exp1ains how, as the immutab1e self (atman), he 
\ 

\ 
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enters the body to animate it in the manner of a potter 

activ~ing his wheel. 

Buddhism, the Most influential non-Vedic soteriology, sought 

to transcend disease, decrepitude and death, which \ were 

identified as the chief features of the wheel of life (known 

technically as bhavacakra). Equated with becoming, the motif of 

the wheel of life inspired elaborate tex tuaI descriptions and 

visual images which were utilized by the pious Buddhists for the 

purpose of me'ditating on the transient nature of life. In a 

grandiose manner, the Maj jhima Nikaya equates the human life 

process with the wheel of suffering powered by the causative 

force of \one' s maturing deeds (karmavipaka) fostered upon the 

illusory substan~iality of the body understood as the collection 

of five skandhas (see below). - The bhavacakra unfolds itself from 

birth to death and from death to the subsequent rebirth. 7 This 

illusion of life is sustained over twelve distinct co-arising 

causes (nidanas, note the numeric similarity with the twelve-

spoked wheel in the ~gveda). 01d age and death ( j aramarana) • 
constitute the last of the twelve causes determining the common 

destination of each future 
1 

\ 
existence by rebirth, which 15 to 

..... 7 A distant echo of this idea is found in Schopenhauer' s 
imagery of the Wheel of the ungrateful King Ixion who was 
punished by Zeus by fastening him to a burnlng wheel which 
rotated continuously. Zeus also made him deathless so s.s to make 
his punishment nev-er-anding. WeIl versed as he was in both the 
Greek and Indian myths, Schopenhauer longed for a universe where 
the Wheel of Ixion stands still, the stone of Sisyphus is at f 
rast, the sieve of Danaides ls put aside and the agony of 
Tantalus ls in ab~ance,(sae, Knox 1980). 
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travel again through the stage of "beeom1ng" and thr,ough the 

proces~ of decay (~) unto death. 

The karma-formed and determined accumulations of passive 

impressions or residues (samskaras) act as the restarting impulse 

of the next 1ife cycle. Thus, old age and death, ostensib1y the 

last (twelfth) cause, is paradoxically far from chat. The 

signifieanee of death for 1ife, like the signifieance of birth, 

lies in the fact that it has to be mediated again and again 

through old age, unti1 the hidden se1f-winding mechanism of the 

maturing causa1ity (vipaka hetu) fue1ed by karma and as pivoted 

on ignorance (avidya) is destroyed by taking to the eight-fo1d 

noble path advocated by the Buddha. 8 
• 

The obsession with samsara as the unending wheè~ of life at 

times becomes pathologieal in epic passages too. The Mahibharata 
1 -

("Stri Parva" 11:611,12) develops an extended metaphar of the 

wheel of 1ife (satpsiracakra) using bath the formaI and 1iterary 

modes (see chapeer three) ta infuse the meaning of life, aging 

and death. 

8 Th i sac c-b un t i s bas e don Ver du 19 7 9, 10 1 . In Ba 1) a' s 
Har!aCarita, we come across a similar discourse by the erudite 
Bud hist monk Divakara to King Har~a's sister Rajyasrt, who is 
grieving over the treacherous murder of her husband. Juxtaposing 
the lmag'\ 0 f the body, c once 1 ved as mach i ne (gâ trayan tra), on the 
water-wheel, Divâkara explains how the long ropes [of birth, old 

,age, death and 50 forth] keep the water-wheel [of samsara) 
turning round and round (see Agrawa1a 1969, 236-237). • 
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Struetu;. of th, Body 1 

A human be ing in the Vedic underst"'anding may be viewed as a 

complex entlty characterized by a structural unit y of dynamic 

forces or elements (iden~ified as devata:l\ AthV' 11: 8.32) which 

are themselves cosmic in nature. But these forces are not blind 

mechanical forces; rather, they possess an inheren, intelligence 

of d!fferent grades whieh favours the formation of functional 

units with inner and outer hierarchical structures, on both 

cosmic and individual levels. Thus, cosmos emerges out of chaos 

with the individual beings i5suing oué of the interplay of cosroie 

f'Orees. 

A hymn in jhe Atharva Veda (11:8) de\~'ing with the cosmic 

forces identifies them with various physiologieal and 

psyehologieal processes whieh d'Well in the 'individual as catt1e 

in their pens 
rJ 

p 9 
(11:8.32). A person owes his/h'er individual 

existence to the highest principle in 
1 

the universe and is 

identie al wi th i t. Thi 5 la t te r i5 re spons ib le for pre servi ng the .... 
structural unit y over a determinate period of time~ J}gveda 

(10:16.4) calls it .ê..iJ!,. (unborn), which 15 not directly 

perceptible or evident in humans. Mind (manas), which directs and 

9 According 
understood as the 
etc. ente ring the 
their pens. 

. 
to Sayana's gloss, the devatAs are to. be 
vital bréaths (prAna, apana etc.), sense organs 
human body in the' manner of the cows enterlng 
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guide. the phenomenal person. 1s 11~ked w1th JliA. at a deeper 
..... 

level. lO The indivldual's phenomenal being 18 further divided in 0 

two struc~ral entities (bodies): 

1) The 

comp~ise~ 

gross physical 

of materlal 

body 

organs 

, -
(sarira, 6:25.4) 

formed of the five 

cardinal elements which are returned to the cosmos upon 

the death of the individual (~g 10:l6.1).~1 The :arfra, 

however, ris not the ultimate per50nality of the 

individual but the lowest visible level of existence 
11 

which is mistakenly taken for the essential character 

of the human being. 12 

Though it occurs but once in the ~gveda, in the 

ep le, Kavya and Pur ana literature the " -term sartra 15 

commonly u5ed to reft!T to the perceivable human body 

wh i chi s· 5 u b j e c t t 0 0 1 d age, de c a yan d de a th. D e ha, a 

synonym for 
, -
sari ra and derived from the root 41h 

meaning ta plaster, fashion or mould also has the 

extended meaning of body, form, shape, mass or bu1k. 

2) IA.n.!.!. i5 the luminous likeness of the physica1 body 
., -(sarira) or shape. lt is the more subtle second unit 

10 The pymn is addressed ta Agni, the fire god, who i5 
invoked to consume the mortal body of the person who has died. 

1> 
hlA, the unmani fe stand unper i shab l e comp onen tin the body, i 5 
characterized by SayaI}a as symbolizing the inner self (antara
puru~a lak~ava), which is devoid of a màterial body and senses. 
Curiously though, Ge1dner (1951 3:148) discredits this sensible 
and convincing interpretation of Sayana and translates ~ as . 
goat (~). 

11 Consider also the Atharvan hymn (18:3.71) to 
by the brahmin priest ta invoke Agni (the Eire god) 
and return to cosmos the components of the dead body 
the priests's patron. 

be recited 
to consume 

(sarira) of 

12 Sayana's gloss on AthV 11:8.4 views the gross 
"... . body 

for 
the 

(sarira) as incorporating within itself tlle capacity 
knowledge (j5anasakti) which never leaves the self and 
capacity for action (kriyasakti) which, upon death, 
with the subtle body (see below). 

trailsmigrates 
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Whi,h 18 comprised of mental faculties. It design\ates 

that luminous component in the individual With! or 

without its material body ,. -(1~u:il:l) . Thus , when Agni is 

enjolned to ,burn the dead body (AthV -18: 3.71) or not to 

reduce It to ashes (~g 10:16.1), the term used in 

either i8 ". - when the case ssu;:h:a, . But departed one ls 

asked to "envelop" Itself with a "body", the word used 

18 .t.Aw! (~1:188.2). 

Siya~a identifie! ~ with the body which i5 the - '" -abode of sacrifice (yajnasarira; 8:159.2). Tanu, 

according1~, refers to the subjective form whlch cannot 

be burnt away like the physical s~eath (sarI'ra). as 
such, it Is the Vedic expression ~or what was later to 

. ".-
be called lingasarira (the subtle body) 

three distinct layers of the person .âll, ~ and '" -sarh"a 

correspond to the three c08mic levels of existence: bhü r , bhuva s 

and §.Y.ll. Later developments envlsaging multiple bodies, sheaths 

and layers 
". -

(sariras, on the human as as 

cosmic level, both in Hindu and Buddhist cosmologies, are 
1 

e'laborations of t,his basic Vedic notion ,of pers on and lts, body 

(Werner 1978). 

!he Chandogya Upanisad (8:4_)-1) stresses that itma (akin to . ( ~ 

the Vedlc A!A) ls not cut down b1 the march of days and nights a~ 

are other transmigrating entities. lt d,oes not have the 

characteristics of saijlsara. At death the '" -sa,rlra component is 

dissolved into t~e five cardinal elements and the remaining 
l' 

structure ls reconstltuted in a finer, trans fi gure d form. 

Dependipg upon the personal merit, it went to an approprlate 

• wor1d (loka) or ancestral or divine 
1} 

sphere (pitryana or 

devayina,) . 

. 
In the c ontex t 0 f pre-s cr lb lng the f ive lmportan t 
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sacrifices to be performed by the 

llrihmàna re(fers to the phenomenon of . 
orthodox, the 

repea ted death, 

". 
Satapatha 

which· ïs 

only overcome by those who attain identity or community of nature 

with the brahman (punarmrttum mucyate gacchati brahmanah 

" satmatim, SB 11:5.6.9). These 1deas of reb1rth, of return and of . ) 
successive lives her on earth or elsewhere are expressed in, ' 

\.' 
differenj; the Rgveda and we re fu11y spe Il ed out in 

the subsequen 

The Vedic poets avo made use of 'the sun as an image ta 

inscribe the meaning of the evo1ving,. unfolding life as they 

understood it. The notion of co smic law or arder (~ta!dharma), 

whic~ in later centuries becomes an./ important hermeneutic 

principle underlying the inscription of meaning to different 

phases of 
~ 

life " the discussion on the Dharma sastr~ in (see 

chapters two and three) is often uquated to the solar passage. A 

~gvedic hymn (1:152.6) to the gods Mitra/Varuna uses such a solar . 
" 

imagery ta penetrate semantically the dispensation of 

Mi t r a/Varu~a , tha t is! vi c tory of orde r (UA) over chaos or 

disorder (anrta) . . 
Simi1arly, another solar deity U~a's (dawnr) is des~bed as 

ris in g 0 u t 0 f the i m pli c 1 t cha a s 0 f. 't h e n i g h t , s pre a d i n g the 

light (of order) across the darkened universe. Dawn Is followed 
• 

by the sun whose ordered course across the firmament symbolizes 

the steady, orderly evolution and unfolding of the human life 

span acrQSS time. While the dawn suggests the inception and the 
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development of order, the sun ia lts visible s ign ( •• e a180 

Johnson 1980", 89). 

, ~ 

The Riveda (2: 2 . (f.) pos i ts a clo se re lation between the 
• 

origin of life and the complex visible appearances embod1ed in 

the Eire god (Agni) sinee both the<' biranyagarbha (the principle 
~ . ~ 

of life) and Agni are made of gold. Both spring from the womb, of 

the waters (Rg 10:91.6). ~, an immanent force, exista in water 
; . \ 

and t end s t 0 b e 'i nit, S pur e .$ t for min the sap 0 f pla nt s wh i cha r e 

"the embryo of the waters" (AthV 8:7.8). The sap of the Soma 

plant, in its strongest concentration, is the essence. The same 

substance is found in cow's milk, rain, dew, human seed (virya) 

and wine (sura). AlI these things impart hea1th, warding off 

sickness and old age. 

A hymn f'l:om the Atharva Veda (10: 2) describes the wonderful 

structure of man (manu~ya mahatmya). The poet lists various body 

members and organs and asks which particular .divinity (devata) 15 

responsib1e for the creation of which 'particu1~r organ and then 

p rovide s the answers. 13 Another Atharvan hymn (11:8.13) dec1ares , 

that having poured together the who1e morta1 being. the gods 

entered it. Then sleep, weariness, dissolution, and deities named 

evil and old age entertld the morta1 body. Brahman was the 1ast 

one to enter (11:8.23). 

13 Say,,~a's gloss on AthV (l1:10(8).31),observes that at 
death '-on1y the gross Jl9.dY (sthüla iarlram) i5 consumed by fire, 
not the s~lenteen member subt1e body including five organs of 
knowledge, ~fi ve or gans of ae tion, fi va brea ths and 'mind. 
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The meaning of life, lB made expllclt by linklng it vith w!nd 

and breath both of whom have movement as ~ common fe'al.ure. Motion 

is the soul and essence of life. land i9 n~t just air; it is 

movlng air. Breath is this moving air within living beings. Life 

. 
is intrinsically movement, which fact is brought out in the fancy 

etymology of puru~a (the embodied self) as purab ku,an (that 

which const~ntly moves ahead Panini, Unadi SÙtra 4:74). . () 

In the Upani~ads, hiranyagarbha (the principle of life) is 

represented as pra~a (the, breath of life indicating an 

interiorization of life experience and endowing it with an 

ontologicsl basis). In sum, life in the Vedas is principally 

viewed as the biolog'ical fact of vital movement, growth and pre-

reflective consQiousness (dehatmavada) . In the Upani~ads the 

embodied self ceases to be a passive participant in the cosmic 

process; rather, it becomes the focal point. Life now means the 

vital consciousness of self. 14 Life (prana) 
, 

ls not that which 

gives form, but that which underlines existence (pr'lit::atmavada). 

According to Panikkar (1977, 208-209), this pranAtmavada of the' 

Upani~ ads s upp 1an ts the dehA tmavada , the in te rpre ta t ion 0 f the 
, 

~: self in terms of the body, which was such a dominant theme in the 

Brahmanas. 15 . 

14 The PraSna Upanisad' (1: 4ff) fea tures an exehange be tween 
the sage Pippalada and a'certain brahmin wRer~n the old myth of 
Prajapati is invoked to explain how Prajapati created the 
unlverse by bringin~ forth into existence two prineiples: 
moon/matter (U,l.!.,);? and sun/life (prina). Prana' thereby is endowed 
with an ontologie",l rather th an striët1y physiologiea1 funeti_<:In.-' 

15 See, foi instance, the "WNabhanedistha Hy~ -~:- the 
Aitareya Brahmal)a ~. 27. . • j~ 
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The Garbho·pani,ad. of unknown date .~so 

.,. -
etymology of the body (sarira) in physio1ogica 

p;fovides a faney 

and ritua~ tarms. 

The' sage Pippalida exp1ains in verse #4.r- that because the three 

fires are located "" -(sriyante) in the body, it is ~own as 

S'arira. 16 The text then goes on to elaborate a metaphorical 

description of the body and its functions in terms of the Vedic 

sacrifice (yajna) and its performance For the purpose numerous 

homologies are fabricated The body, for instance, is :iaid to 

functlon like the sacrifieial altar (yajnavati) 

The ensuing correspondences between the ritual aspects of 

sacrifice and various body parts may be prese~ted as follows 

a) garhapatya fire- located in the stomach 

b) ahavanlya fire- l~cated in the face 

c) daksinagni fire- located ln the heart 

d) 

e ) 

ya1amana (patron of the sacjf!ice)- self 

wife of the patron- buddhi~ntellect) 
.-

f) pasu (sacrificial animals)- psychologicai 

dispositions such as greed and jealousy 

h) god Brahma- mind 

i) diksa (lnitiation)~ steadfast mind 

j) sacrificiai vesse1s- sense organs 

in the body 

k) havi (ritual fire)- organs of action (kay;mendriyas) 

1) 

m) 

ka p ,1 a (s a cri fic i a 1 jar) - he). 'Cl 

darbha (sacred grass)- hair \ -
n) ::;sa rvedl 

1976 

(internaI sacrificial altar)- face (Kapani 

J 16 " - - ""-s a r ira ID i t i kas ID a t . .>::a"<lig~n~a'-oly'-..:o~---..!h~YJ...-"'a~t,,-,r~a~_~s~r,-,i:...y~a,-!n~t~e_-..J.;..!n.!..a!!.-.!..ln~a~g ... n~i~r 
darSanâgni~ ko~~hagniriti (see Kapani 1976) 
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As 

sacraments 

healthy, 

'" " 

-substratum par excellence for the performances of 

it is one's sacred dut Y to keep the body 

happy and holy (ritually pure). This attitud.e of 
( 

sacralizing the 00dy is also apparent in the Chandogya Upanisad, 

(16 1-7) which rnetaphorizes human life as a sacrifice and 

(puru~oyajna) h()tllologizing the three life stages ('a;ramas) with 

three different types of sacrifices to be performed during 

life 17 

The sarne theme is also picked up in the Mahanalayana (verse 

#5) and Pranagnlhotra (verse #6) Upanisads The centralit,Y of 

persan and its body to the concept of sacrifice, whic~ is deemed 

to be the integral human act, i5 once again brought out with 

imaginative metaphors Each sacred dut Y ,'f life coinciding with 

the changing age, is a sacrificial act Death, the final act of 

life, is aIse the supreme purification as weIl as the. ultimate 

human sacrifice ({arlrayajna) Panikkar (1'77, 388-390) has 

argued that because of this identification of sacrific~ with 
.' 

"man" (puru~ayajna), certain Vedic texts speak of hurnan life in 

terms of a constitutive debt (:~a), a kind of moral obligation or 

dut Y that man has to discharge when he sacrifices, 

\ 
i 

17 The human life span is equated, in this Upanisadic 
passage, with the three libations (stütyadavas) the househôlder 
is supposed to offer daily His first twenty-four years 
constitute the morning libation because the sacred formula of the 
sun (Cayatrf Mantra) ,on which it is based has twenty-four 1 

s y Il ab 1 e 5 in i t . His ne x t t w en t y - fou r con s..t i tut eth e mi d - da Yo 
libation because tqe Tristubh hymn, which accompanies it, has 
twenty-four syllables. Thoe final forty-eight years are his 
evening libation, because it is accompanied by the JagatI hymn 
having forty-eight syllables. 
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This sacrifice is an act which entails the fulfillment of 

man's being. f~~ Manu Smrti, too, envisages it as the ideal to be . 
strived for, that i5, the body is to be so rendered as to 

(bl:âbmî~am -resemble bIabman klJi~ê!;e tanun MS 2:28). . 
."..... 

-\ 
BudQhl~t Pe~s2ect;ive .1' 

J 
In order to understand the sense in which the human being 

• 
grows old and ages in the Buddhist view, consideration must be 

* given to the unique Buddhist ideas about the human body which 

cl i f fer s sig nif i c an t 1 y f rom the e a r lie r' V e d i c 'v i e w Although the 

Sutta Pitaka and the Vina~a Pitaka continued to use for didactic 

purposes the conventional Vedic terms to express their own views 
~ ~ 

on b e i n g, p ers 0 n. min dan d b 0 d Y etc., the lat e r eJ2.hj, d h a ID ID aPi:: a k a 

shied away from utilizing them l ns tead, they !' romo ted new and 

typically Buddhist terms consistentawith the fundamental Buddhist 

doctrine that there is no identifiable self within the body 

existing over a period of time. There are only physical and 
>' 

mental ?henomena of existence (nama and rüpa), ~~tr~ the ignorant 

construe as distinct units of personality and corporeallty. The 

concept of the body, therefore, is to be admitted only 

provisionally, and for heuristical purposes alone. The Buddhist 

view of the body; its functioning, aging and the eventual .. 
dissociation, accordingl", is affirmed in terms o{ dharma 

(elements), skat?aS (mass or" aggregate of elements), iyatana 

(base of ,cogntti n) and dhâtu (element·potential). Ka~a i5 the 
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technical and global ter~ representing these various units that 

make up the human body (see the chapters entitled nDhammasanga~in 

and "Vibhanga" of the Abhidhammapitaka). 
, 

The chap te r sent i t led "Dhituni rde l'a" and 

'" 
"Indriyanlrtlesa" 

in Vasubandhu's Abhidharmakosa (ca.SOO CE) (a manual of the 

Abhidharma) expound in a 
~ 

systematic manner the early Buddhist 

understanding of the body and its processes. "Lokanirdes'a" is a 

chapter devoted to clarifying the Buddhist idea that the universe 

is composed of innumerable worlds (.l.2..kâs) and i~ inhabited by 

1i beings alternating between the three spheres of existence The 

chapter entitled "Karmanirdeta" deals with the doctrine of karma 

(see below) and its relation to the body and its processes 

The "Dhatuvibhanga Sutta" of the Majjhima Nikaya (3237-247) 

recognizes the individual b to be made of six aggregates 
~--

(khandhas): earth, water, fire, air, silace and consciousness At 

any given time the person is but a temporary combination of these 

aggregates, for the khandas are subject to continuaI change. 
C" 

The "Jarasutta" in the A~~hakavagga of the Sutta Nipata 

(#804) too, laments over this state of affair in Ithe following 

words: 

Short indeed ls this life. Within a hundfed years one 

dies, and if any one lives longer, then he dies of old 

age. A person does not remain the same for any two 

consecutive instants. 

In this context Vasubandhu refers to the Sa~yutta Nikaya (13 21) 

and ca11s the preceding instant the .'burden", and the f:~OWing 
$~ 

one the "carrier of the burden" (see Chaudhuri 1976, 230). 
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The "Khanda S al!lYu t ta" ,of , the Samyutta 

unequivocal and forthright on this premise: 

Nikiya ls 

Those who are unskl1led in th'e noble :Dhamma 'wrongly 

conceive. "the body' 15 mine". "consciousness 15 mine". 

He who c1ings to the Khandas Is Mira' s bondsman. Sorrow 

and despalr arise in the bbdy made of the Khandas owing 

to their ehangeful and unstable nature (SN, 3: 1-188, 

translation by Rhys Davids and Woodward 1951-1956), 

more 

..... 
Simi1ar ideas are expounded in the "Ridha Sa'!lyutta" (3:188-201) 

and the "Ditthi Sa~yuttki," (3:292-224) of the Samyutta Nikaya, 

which are then clothed in metaphysical propositions in the 

"Dharma Skandha" (of the Abhidharma, The ear1y Buddhist view of 

{..~~ 
the body and its life span then is based on the dual axiom of 

!:I.s...li;a~b~b~a.\l:ID!..-~a~nuoi...::c<..:c~a~m~,,---->:!.s...\:a~b,,-b~a.wm __ ~d~u..l::k~k~h~a~m ~ (a 11 i s i'in P e r ID a n e nt, a Il i s 

s u f fer i n g ) ,1 7 l t i s fur the rel a bar a t e d w i th r e fer e n cet 0 the 

triple nature of pain in the Samyutta Nikaya (4: 173 ff): 

1) dukkha dukkhata: Pain gives rise ta further pain, 

for instance, the direct contact of the senses with the 

sense abjects causes an immediate unpleasant feeling, 

When the skin is eut, even the crudest mind becomes 

aware of this form of suffering, 

2) parinama dukkhati: This category presents a 

contrasting phenomenon ta the ordinary mind where even 

pl~surab1e feelings become suffering on account of 

their inherent transitoriness. 

3) samsara dukkhatâ: This category originates in the 

concept of karma. Actions are ever in search of 
\ ' 

opportunity--like a core of flame hidden und,r ashes 

17 Compare this view with the Yo&a SÛtra dictum that al1 1s 
suffering for the one ,with discriminatin'g intellect (duhkham eva 
sarva vivekinah YS 2:25). 
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catches fire whenever it comes into contact ... with 

inflammable material. 
1 

~eing subject to this tripl~ pain, th'e human body can never be 

the abode of anything but evil. A final deliverance from a11 

bodily life, present and to come, 15 the greatest of all 

blessings. The body is the sphere of suffering and the origin of 

suffering. Subjectively understood, suffering is desire (titlhâ). 

Objectively, it lies in embodiment and matter. The Buddha 

systematized his response to the suffering of old age by a set of 

presuppositions, which cannot be justified on logieal or rational 

grounds. 

By identifying old age with suffering, instead of with the 

sources of suffering, the Buddha merely revealed his intense 

anxiety and disgust with respect to the phenomenal existence of 

the persan and his/her life experiences such as aging. The 

di s gus t wi th the pe rishab le na ture and the agi ng of the body 

(nibbidii") as set f..arth in the "Vij aya Sut ta" (#11) in 

Uragavagi s of the Sutta Nipata also i5 a reflection en 

worthlessness of the human body: 

The body which 15 put together wlth 
~ 

bones and sinews, 

p las tered wi th membr anes and fle sh, and cove red wi th 

skin, is not seen as it really is. In nine streams 

impurity f10ws always from it; from th,e eye the eye-~ 

excrement, from the ear the ear-excrement ... And when it 

lies dead, 8wollen and livid, di s carded in the 

cemeter:y, relatives do not care [for it]. 

The bbikkhu (monk) possessed of understanding in this 
, 

world" baving listened to Buddba's words, certainly 
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knows ,it' [the body] thoroughly, for he sees it as lt 

really 1&. 

As this [living body isJ so is that [dead oneJ; as this 

is so that [will beJ; let one put away desire for the 

body. as to tts lnterior and as to its exterior. 

(Fausbol1'~ translation 1973, 32-33). 

Both Hindus and Buddhists believed in the existence of a unique 

type of 1ife between death and the impending rebirth. The theory 

of such an intermediate state (antarrubhava), however, was a 

disputed point among the earV Buddhist sects (Wayman 1984. 251) 

" In tlle third chapter of his own commentary on the Abhidharrnakosa, 

Vasubandhu argues that an intermediate state (antarabhava) 

~e~arates death and reb'irth, but he denies that it is the same as 

the self (âtman) of the hra~al system The process leading 

to rebirth is explained b~ him in 50 thoroughly an oadipal 

manner, that Freud might have envied: 

Dr1ven by karma, this antarâbhava goes to the place 

where rebirth h to take place. Possessing a divine eye 

thanks to its ~, it looks for its future parents in 

the act of se~l intercourse, If male, ,it 15 smitten 

wi th des ire for i ts potential mother and vice versa. 

Stirred up by this passion, (t attaches itself where 
'i 

the sex organs of the couple are lfnited. Thus does the 

body composed of the five khaudha arises in the womb. 

One's appearance, constitution and the lerigth of life 

afe determined by the combined result of the karma done 

in the past (see McDermott in 0' Flahert y 1980, 164-

192) . 

Though post-Canonical, the MilindapaDha (ca.100 CE) ls still 

author! tati ve .. . throws .. light important on the and 
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understanding of the body and its aging. Dilemma #57 in this text 

poses a question that 1s of great gerontological significance: 

When king Milinda asks, "Why have those who attain niryaça 

(Arhants) no power over the body?", Nagasena replies that there 

is one kind of pain only, (dl,l~kha duhkhata possibly? see above) 

which the liberated one (Arhant) suffers. He/she has' no control 

over bodily pain and the ten qualities of the body: co1.d, heat, 

hunger, thirs t, fatigue, sleep, old age, disease, ... death and 

voiding excreta But he/she can train and master hisjher Plental 

processes 

This exchange suggests the presence -'of a) realistic under-

current in Buddhism which recognizes 'and accepts the 

inevitability of the aging process and the finitude of the human 

body 18 Ta that extent Nagasena' s ideas closely' echo the basic 

Ayurvedic views on aging whén he declares: 

18 Occasionally, Q11Ch a realistic appraisal of aging is 
also evident in the Pali Ca;non. The_following exchange between 
the -Buddha and his chief disciple Ananda, as recorded in the 
"Indriya Sa!pyutta n of the Samyutta Niki'ya (5:193-224) bears this . 
out: 

-[Once while massaging the old tired body ~f the Buddha, Ananda 
happened ta remark 1 : 

\ 
l t is s trange, the Blessed One' s complexion i5 no 
longer pure and clear, and all the Blessed One's limbs 
are relaxed [become flaccid] and wrinkled, and the body 
ls inclined forward, and there is seen a change in the 
facultles of sight, of hearlng, of smeH, of taste, of 
touch. 

This ls indeed is 50, Ananda. In youth one is by nature 
subject to decay, _in hea1th by nature, subject to 
disease, in life [jivite] by nature subject ta' death 
(Rhys Davids &; Woodwa'W'd 1951-1956, see a1so Jennings 
1974, 356-358). 
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o Just as the\bull never forsakes its own stall, Just 

so ... should fa serenJpus Bbikbsu (monk), earnest in 

effort, never abandon bis body on the ground that itts 

nature is only the decomposition [aging] of tbat which 

ls Impermanent (dilemma #38, Rhys Da~ds 1969). 

Di1emma #80 describes the nature of nirvana in .quaint terms . 
which, nonetheless, are of gerontological re1evance: 

As Medicine puts an end to diseases, so does nirvana 

put an end to grief. as food is the support of. the 

life of aIL beings, so , 
realized, the support of 

is nirvana . 
life, for 

when i t has been 

it puts an end to 

old age and death (Ibid). 

Being a Buddhist text the Milindapanha duly records lts disgust 

and contempt toward the body. But this ls accomplished in a 
\ 

restrained and ba\anced manner without sacrificing or 

compromising the underlying doctrinal or soteriologica1 

" 
motivation. This is clear from the fo11owing exchange between 

King Mi linda and Nagasena the EIder. The context i5 the Buddhist 

d0 6ma chat the body is to be regarded as an impure thing and fouI 

(pùtikaya) : 

Millnda: 

_Nagasena: 

Milinda: 

ls the body, Nagasena. dear to yO\1-

recluses? 

No they love not the body. 
"-

Then why do you nourish i~ 
.' - and 

attention upon It? 

lavish 

Nâgasena: ls the wound {suffered in a battle]' dear to 

you that you treat it so tender1y and lavish 

attention upon lt? 

Mi1inda: No, [the wound is dressed so that] the flesh may 

grow again. 
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From 

early 

Nagasena: Just 80, wlth the recluses and the body. Without 

cl1~g to it do they bear about the body for the 1&..... 'll.l 

sake of righteousness of life (translated by Rhys \ 

Davids 1969, 115). 

the gerrt010giCal perspective, then, the basic credo 

Buddhis. may be restated thus: 

To ~~ fact, is to become and age, and to age is 

suffering. !Ne are .n-ever free of temporality and its 

bodily analogue, aging, which constantly reminds us of 
" our ultimate condition: death. Joyous moments of life 

are but begui1ing shadows of inevitable old age and its 

accomplices. disease and death 01d age and the 

consequent bodily suffering is the destiny of the human 

beings in this world. 

of 

The nRa~t;rapala Suttanta,,20 of the Majjhima Nikaya links chis 

suffering with other losses incurred by the human beings: 

Misfortunes arising out of old age (jarahini), fatal 

disease (vyadhih~ni), loss of fortune (bhogbohani) and 

10ss of relatives (jOatihâni) 

monastic life (MN 2.54-74). 

impel one to adopt 

The second noble truth affirms that there is a cause of suffering 

(identified with aging). By stopping the operation of the causes 

and conditions that generate suffering, it i5 possible, as 

~ affirmed in the third noble truth, to ~proot suffering. The 

fourth noble truth delineates the method and technique one has to 

adopt in arder to achieve complete freedom from suffering 

The Buddha's replacement of the Vedic notion of baing by 

that of becoming and his assertion that the universe i5 but an 

20 In the Pali Canon the terms "Sutta" and "Sutcanta" are 
used interchangeably. 
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o uninterrupted and unman1fest stream of m ent4fY parti.culars 

a systematic technique of prompted his followers to elaborate 

eliminating suffering understood as. disease-decrepity.de-death 

(jarâ-vYi'dhi-maraJ}a) "based on the r doctrine of mome~ariness 
(k,a~ikayida, see below). Thus, the ideatof emancipation from the 

suffering of old age in early Buddhism i5 that this suffering is 

endured both by the body and the mind. The suffering will cease 

when both cease to be. Both must be blown out (niv:-ta); anything 

short will not lead to Qirvâna. The suffering of old age--which 

i8 real and coterminous with dependently originated existence and 

lived experience i5 to be eliminated by means of a meditative 

sel f - e f for t (dh Y in a) (P and e 1 974, 1 8 6 ) . 

Hindu Perspective 

the 

The Ayurvedic exposition of the bOd~hiCh may be taken as 

representative Hindu view on the subject under discussion, 

unfolds within the 'parameters of the ideas derived from the 

Sal!'khya, Vaisesika and Vedanta presuppositions of the physical 

universe. These include the following: 

1 ) Th e g e net i c . b 0 d Y b 0 r n 0 f fat h e r and mot he ris a 

collection of gross physical constituents, either as 

atoms (AI}Y.) , substance (dravya) or gross elemehts 

(mahibhÜtas) . 

2) The mind or psychic appara tus i s made of the same 

stuff as the body though a subtle manifestation of the 

gross elements (tanmitras). 
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3) This psychic apparatus Along w'ith the subtle body' 

made of karmic reservolr (karma~aya) and resldual 
.' 

d.1spositions (yisani) etc., ,t~ansmigrates from one life 

to the next. Though 1 t anim"a tes the phys ica1 body, i t 

ls construed. to be quite distinct from genetie 

inheritanee. That Is, in Any given life an organism ls 
P' 

determined ~ by its ge,netie, physical heritage and , 
by its psychic heritage. 

4) Ontologica11y, both the 

p sychic appara tus evo 1 Ve out 

physical body and the 

of the three-fold subtle 

matter understood either as gu~a (in the Sa~khya scheme 

of things) or dravya (in the VaiS'esika scheme of 

things, see Larson 1987) 

The Caraka Samhita (CS.sü 1'41) states that Ayurveda as the 

Î science of life is concerned with defining the happy and unhappy 

conditions of life and its span. Life (ayus) is a productive and 

dynamic aggregate of sense organs, mind, body and self held 

together and maintaitled over a definite period of time by the 

power of karmas performed in the previous lives (CS.sü.l·42; 

sà.l:53). By nature, human life is unstable- and volatile sinee 

the body, its principle eomponent, decays with every passing 

moment. This evaneseent characteristic of the body, and therefore 

of human life. lB ref1ected in the dlfferent synonyms given to 

it. 

Life 19 known as dhari (support) because it ls supported and 

-sustained by the three humours' (see below). Jivita (lively) is 

another synonym for life because it Is animated by the vital 

princip1e (pri!}a). Nityag8 (ever-moving forward) and anubandha 

(bound to other (bodies or karmas]) are two unusual synonyms of 
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life, found only in,the medical texts. 20 The body, made up of the 

\ 1 

f1ve cardinal elements. serves as an abode of anj oyments and/or 

suffer1ng determined by the actions. lt Is formally deflned as 

"", - " .. 
sarira--that which 15 subject to decay and degeneration (s1ryate 

iti 
, -
sariram) . Recause of the evanescett't characteristic of its 

constituent e1ements (nityaga dravya) the body undergoes 

mutations (parinata) at 
1 

every moment (ksana).2l The body is a1so . . . 
cal1ed samayogavahi, that: is, it 

.... 
can on1y digest, assimilate and 

absorb those nourishing articles of food which share the hody's 

physico-chemical composition. 

The modifications (vikar..s!.) of the body are attributable to 

the imbalance among the three humours. When dynamic balance is 

held between them, it i5 a state of good health (prakfti). But 

modifications, which equally affect the body and the mind, lead 

to pain (CS.sü.9:4). Because of its mutating nature, the body of 

childhood is different from that of the middle age. Nothing about 

20 Cakrapa~i explains these two synonyms as: 

1) Life is that which 15 (re1atively] stable even thou,j;h the 
body 15 momentary' and transient (nityam (srirasya 
k~açikatvena gacchatlti). 

2) Life is that which binds [attaches itself] to other 
bodies with fQrm (anubadhnatyayurapara ~arIradi samyoga 
rÜpataya). See also CS.vi.8:91; CS.sü.l:42. . 

21 An imaginative simile from the Bhagavata PuraDa (5:61) 
brings this out clearly: 

Food cooked in the mornlng turns bad by the evening; 
one cannat therefore expect the body nourished by that 
food ta be eterna~. ... 
yat pritar sa~skrtam cannam sayam tacca 

... 
vinasyati 
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the body ever remains the. same; everything. ln fact. is ln the 

s~ate of constant flux. The body is ~roduced anew every moment, 

yet the similarity with the old body gives the apparent 

"-' 22 impression of the persistance of the b.ody (CS.sa.l:46), 

The day-to-day normal functioning of the' body and its 

maintenance and welfare as well as pathologieal changes (e.g. 

aging) culminating in death aré explained in Ayurveda in terms of 

the concepts of bodily humours (d~as) and elements (dhatus). The 

'., 
humoral theory of Ayurveda postura~es the existence of three 

humours in the body which 
u 

are the three supportive as weIl as 

pathogenic factors respons,ible for thfi! sustenance, i11 health, 

'Gecay and death of the person: "They are known as kapha (derived 

from the cardinal element water), pittà (derived from the 

càrdinal element fire) and vata (derived from the cardinal 

element wind), and are recruited from the fOQd eaten, digested 

and assimilated. Thus, they sustain -life and its smooth 

functioning. 

The bodily humours have their ho ologue at the cosmic level. 

The relation between the macrocosmic and the microcosmic aspects 

of the three humours is posited by Susruta in the following 

manner: 4.. 

Jus t~ as' the moon, sun and wind upho l d the wo r Id by 

their action of relea~e, absorpt'ion and disseminati\ln 

22 According ta Cakrapa~i's gloss (Cs.~i.l:S0,Sl), these 
vers~s are meant ta prove the ete~nal existence of tHe immutable 
and ageless self tied t6 a body which is mutable and aging. Thus, > 

the youthful body of a persan named Devadatta 1s not ident1~al' ( 
with Devadatta in old age (compare with Bec,kett's ideas on thiS.j 
topic discussed by R~bu~zi in Brock 198~ . 
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respectlvely, even so do kaphs, pitts and ~ act wlth 

regard to the bOdy.23 The same point tg elabo,rated wlth 

reference to the simlle of a hut upheld by three 

pillars. In like manner the three humours shore up the 

human body (SS.sü.21:3). 

The humours are in continuous flux, possessing definite circadian 

rh y t'ft ms. Und e r the i_n f 1 u e n c e 0 f "h e ye a rI y sol arc y cIe ( div ide d 

in six seasons) and the monthly lunar cycle, the relative 

proportions of the three humours constantly under:go decrease or 

increase. The~ may also remain in a state of dyn~mic equil'ibrium 
..,.. 

( cs. s Ü . l 7 : Il 2) . Th e vat a d 0 ~ a, for in s tan c é,- pre va ils a t the end 

of the day, tn rainy season and in old age (CS.ci.30:30B-311) 

Normally the variations in the relative strengths of the humours 

remain within tolerable limits, but under the influence of 
~ 

culpable insight (prajnaparadha), seasonal variations (pari~ama) 

and uncongenial interactioi. between the senses and the sense 

cl 
objects (asatmyendriyartha), they cross the limits, giving rise 

~o pathogenesis tha~ includes premature as well as timely aging. 

The humours (dosas) are 50 called because they are liable to 

be morbified (the equivalent Sanskrit verb is ~ from which the 

substantive is derived) by h ·~~ind t e wrong « o f n Utt rit ion, 

behaviour, seasonsl variation or by internal factors such as 
'", 

\ 

emptlons or restrain~ of natural urges. Once morbified, they, in 

turn, vitiate the seven bodily elements (dhatus). In their 

balaoced 'State the humours are also known as the supporting 

• 
'. 

23 visar&Âdina viksepaiq soma suryyanili yathâ 
dhirayanti ja&addeham kaphapittanilastadi (SS.sü.21:6). 
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el~ments of the body (phitu). but for the--sake of convenience 'f 

exposition and uniformity of application, they are separately 

identified as humours (~s) even in that benevolent condition. 

---------In this normal state they are known as prakrtibhÜta and in the 
• il 

morbid state as vikrtibhüta. 

The 

provides 

relative prevalence of a narticular humour in ~e body 

important clues regarding the -typology of the human . 
con s t i tut ion. Th us, due t 0 the s t a b ~.'1 i z in g p r ol{> e r t y 0 f ka ph a, the 

'" slesmala (kapha dominated) type of subject i5 slow in his/her 

undertakings. in the changes of mood 'and pathological conditions. 

He/she ages relatively slowly Cmandajarasa? CS vi.8:96[2]). Due 

te the heat inberent in the pitta, the pittala type of subject is 

prone to premafure aging and wr~kles (CS.vi.8:97[l]). On aecount 

of the swif:..ness of vita, 

undergoes variations of 

(CS.vi.8:98[2]) .24 

the 
f' va. ta\a 

moods and 

type of subject quickly 

pathologieal changes 

The Ayurveda also posits the human being as the product of 

rasa, a nutrient fluid generated by the activities of the three 

24 This verse suggests that the medical tradition of India 
1 

resembles other ancient medicé\.l traditions of China, Greece and 
Rome in formulating its medicine from generic physiological and 
cosmological concepts and in the organization of its practice. 
Most ancient medical traditions are based on the rudiments of 
humora 1 theor ie s : four humour s in the Medi te rrane an tradi t ion, 
!hree in the Asian. Like its Chinese and Western counterparts, 
Ayurveda, too, seems to consider human anatomy and~physiology to 
be intimately bound to the cosmic system. The arrangement and 
~balance of elements in the human ..body are mic-roscopic versions 
of theJ.r arrangement in society at large and throughout the 
cosmos. This conception, then, serves to rationalize the relation 
of humans to their environment by making preventive and curative 
medical efforts to maintain or to restore cosmic equilibrium. 
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humours: One, must l ,therefore 1 preserve .IüA. wi tll c·are and 

effo rt. 25 The po s tula t ion of the concep t of l:Jli.!. thus se rves as 

yet another meaningful link between the individusl and the 

<:> 
cosmos. ~ ls ~so seen as the first among the seven manlfest -,.. /\ 

elemen~s (dhatus) of the body, nam~ly: 

.l:..AU.: nUli.rient 
~ 

);:§:kt§:: blood 

mimu! : flesh 

m~g5l:li!: fat 

fi: ~ tb,1 : bones 

:a j j an~ marrow • 

sukra: '-semen. ' 

fluid 

\ 

Tr(ese constituents evolve prpgressively one out of the other, 

starting vith ~. Homologous environmental factors maintain 

hea~th; any variation disturbs their equilibrium. 26 

more important among these factors include: 

kilA: time or climatic seasonal environment 

buddhi: intelligence 

... 
Some of the 

indriyirth~: sense-objects including items of diet and 

pleasures of se~es. ~ 

25 rasajam 
(SS.sü.14.l2) . 

purusam vldyat, rasam rakset prayatnatah 

26,Caraka (CS.stl.6:3,5) makes it clear that the sun, the 
wind and the moon, governed by tlme as weIl as their special 
nature and orbits, consti~te the causatiVe factors of the 
manifestations of the sea90n humours and bodily strength. Thus, 

-< the seasonal and dietary regi n practiced by a person wno knows 
the seasonal homologation vith regarAi to behaviour and diet, 
promote his/her vigour and complexion. The method of 
rej uvena tian, called Viti tapika-1 ls based on th is premise (see 
chapter seven). 
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According to another important Interpretation of Ayurvedic 

theory, life (~) ls a190 a co-product of the puru!a (co~sclous 

monad)27, and the primordial materiality (prakrti) made up of 

three material constituents (~s): 

sattya: the subtle matter of pure thought 

rajas: the kinetie matter of pure energy 

tamas: the reified matter of inertia. 

This explanation c1ose1y follows the creation account in the 

sa'!1khya-Yoga tradition, which traces the evolution of the entire 

universe to ·the coming into contact with each other of the two 

ultimate principles: p uru~a and prakrti. The \ purusa are 

innumerable (CS.S'à.l:80) and conscious monadS: (CS.:a.l:76) with 

each occupying a separate gross bod;y 
/-

(CS.sa.l:81). But there 15 

only one pr-akrti which is conceived of as a primordial, 

unconscious and material substance. Both the purus a and prak~ti 

are without a beginning and end (CS.sa.l:82). Influenced by the 

metaphysics of the Vedanta, the Caraka Sa~hita alsp states that 

the individual is an epitome of ~he macrocosm. 

The Duru~a ls none other Sifhan brahman (universal self), 

which is reflected in the empirical self (CS.!a..l:155; 4:13).28 

27 Purusa is an important concept in Indian philosophy and 
Is defined varlously in different schools of thought. Panini 
(Ul}idi S Ütra 4: 74) de fines 1 t as tha t which moves forward (pÛrah 
ku!an). The Amarakgsa defines !.t as that 'which has body as the 
locus (puri depe _sidati ti'Bh~titi, 1:4.29; 1:6.1) and lists its 
two synonyms--~ and ksetralna (knower of field). He identifies 
ksetra with Sarira (boay) observlng that body is that which . - " ... perishes (k§iyata iti ksetram sariram) . . . 

28 The entire chapter #5 called "Individual as the Epitome 
of the Univ~rse" (CS. la.) deals with this homology. 
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Also known as ~, the pyrusa ls changeless, transcendental and 
• 

becomes tbe cause of co'nsc iousness when uni ted wi th the mind, the 

senses and the sense objects. But despite this association with 

the perishable body, the self itself remains untouehed by all 

pathogenicity [including aging](CS.sü.1:56). 

The three ~s dialectically interact with each other 

generating the manifest world of subjective experience and 

objective existence. Subjectively, prak;ti emanates into the 

forms of individualized buddhi and lts evolutes. Objectively, the 

physlcal 

(tanmitras) 

body 

which 

evolves out 

are ~resent 
of the five generie essences 

throughout na ture and which are 

transmitted genetically through the semen (sukra) of the father 

and the ovum and blood (sonita) of the mother. Running throughout 

natu!:e on all levels (subjective and objective; macrocosmic and 

microcnsmic) are the ongoing transformations (parinamas; see 

below) . 

This urtders tdnding of human life, though based on the twin 

Sal!lkhyan concepts of purusa and prakrti, . generates a unique 

understanding of a person in the universe which serves the 

purpose of the Vedic self (Atman) as weIl as a composite 

biologieal image of puru~a. Su;ruta (SS.sa.1.16') designates this 

composite product as the acting self (karmapurusa) which i5 the 

-locus of the medical or geriatric treatment. Ayurveda 1ays great 

stress on the embodled nature of the self claiming that the body 

", -18 the very foundation of the human being (CS.ni.6:6 sariram hya 

sya mülam ".. - ,. sariramulasca puruso bhav~ti). The des ire for a long 
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and healthy life <ùXinai$ani) 18 the flrst among the three basic . .. 
deslres (e,anis) entertained by human beings (CS.sü.ll:4). Before 

'Il 

everything e1se, therefore, one shou1d take care of the ~ody, for 

p 
in the absence of the body, there Is the total extine tion of all 

that characterizes embodied beings (CS.ni.6:7). 

The process of the embodiment of the self begins with the 

garbha (eabryo and foetus) which develops as a result of the 

successful union of semen ( Sukra) and menstrual blood 
", 

(sonita, 

artava and rakta). The 
.. -

"Sârira Sthana" sec t 1 0 n ( cha pte r s th r e e 

and four) of the Caraka Samhita descrlbes in detai1 how the 
1 • 

fertilization of the egg by the sperm sets in motio~ the 

development 'of the foe tus. The foetus ls said te be 
\ 

self-born 

(atmajah) and is known, as antaratman (the equivalent of Vettic 

.tê.Il.!.!.) which subsequently becomes known as jlva. 29 The embodied 

self, as noted above, i~ eternal, without diseases, non-aging, 

immortal, non-perishable, non-divisible, universal, unmanifest, 

undying and without a beginning. Having entered the womb, it 

unites with the sperm and blood and generates itself throl3h 

fertilization (garbhatvena). Unborn (ajita), the self generates 

the unborn foetus (ajato hyayam ajitam garbham 'janayati). 

The same foetus, with the force of time "acquires" the 

various phases such as child, youth and old age (see CS.sa.3:8) 

29 Cakrapani's gloss points out that the compound antaratman 
is used here to distinguish the empirical self as a causative 
factor of the embryo as distinct from the physical body composed 
of the six elements (dhitus). 
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without undergoing real modifications,30 The 
~ 

foetus Is 

constltuted ~y the modifications (vlkiras) of the fi~e élements: 

ether, wind, fire, water, earth. Consciousness (cetani) serves as 

the sixth component CS.~â.4:6) .31 

A similar account of the genesis of the human body is a1so 

prov!ded in early Buddhism in the "Yakkha Samyutta" of the . , 
Sa'!'yutta NikAya wherein a celest!al being (yaksa) named Indaka 

observes: 

Form is not t~e living principle in the opinion of the 

Buddhas. How does the soul possess this body? W'hence 

ta soul does come the lump of bones and liver? How doeil. 

this soul hide within the body? (SN 1:206-215). 

The Buddha's explanation 15 that first the kalila (foetus in the 

primary stage of deve1opment) takes birth and then undergoes 
) 

successive deve1opmenta1 stages (e.g. abbuda, see Ba;rua 1970, 

'164). In a simi1ar vein Manu (MS 6: 76.77) also puts forth his 

understanding of the characteristics of the human body 

(dehasvarüpa). Generally his explanation c10sely follows the 

fami1iar ideas detailed in the Ayurvedic texts. Manu's intentio~. 

however, 13 to direct the aging person's energies to the 

30 This assertion is consistent with the basic Sâ~khya 
doctrine that it is on1y the properties of the substance that 
undergo change. Patanjali's Mahibhàsya (1:1.5) makes a similar 
point in stating that gold (as à substance] unites ~h a 
particular form [and property) and appears as a lump. ~ 

31 Cakrapâni insists that this description of the embryo as 
composed of six'elements is not in contradiction to the assertion 
made in Cs. ;t.l: 17 that the human being is composed of twenty
four elements. He, however, does not satisfactorily demonstrate 
how. 
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cultivation of dispassion (yair4Iya) with respect to the mundane 

world (samsara) and the realization of liberation (moksa). . . 
Th~ body and mind are the abodes of diseases as well as of 

health. Right contact or interaction between the four factors 
J 

viz. time, mind, senses and sense obj~cts is responsible for good 

health and weIl being ~(CS.sü.l:55). Wheraas vata, pitta and kapha 

in thair morbid condition constitute the pathological factors at 

the somatic level, ~rajas and tamas (passion and delusion) are the 

c 0 m pl ex 0 f p a éh 0 g en i cfa c t 0 r s a t the p s y chi c lev e l ( CS. ~u. l : 5 7) . 

When there exists erroneous, inadequate or excessive interaction 

between the above four factors, it leads to ill health (psychic 

or somatic) and premature aging (CS.su.l:54). This imbalance in 

the elements of the body (dhituvai~amya) also results from errors 

of regimen with reference to personal lltygiene, lt can therefore 

('" 

be rectified by careful observance of svasthavrtta and sadvrtta . . 
(norms of proper health and ethical behaviour). If the condition 

of the imbalance is allowed to progress further, it may lead to 
fi 

the vitiation of the humours. 

Perhaps influenced by the Buddhist tendency of regarding the 

çody as the impediment to spi ri tual 

'" 
progress, 

l 
the Smrti works . 

such as the Vi~1)u Sm;ti (96:43-55) or the Manu SmFti (6:76,77) 

insist chat one must recognize that this human frame consisting 

of seven cons~ituents covered with a skin and having a foul smell 
., 

is -1 a receptacle of impure substances. Though surrounded by a 

hundre~ pleasures and though carefully sustained and nour~shed, 

the human body is subj e-c t to IChange (aging) and destruction. 
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Cove,red by six skin layers. the body 15 kept together. by thrae 

'" hu~red and sixt y bones. 32 

The description of the genesis, development and death of the 

body in the YijDavalkya Smrti (3: 3~85·106) 18 conslderably more 
) . 

vlvi.d and detailed and provides f a long account of the bodily 

functions aIs 0 influenced by yogic an,~"ayurvedic ideas. 

V'ij nane;v~a' s gloss, Mitaksara, on these passages reminds us 

that the knowledge of the bodily functions and organs ls for the 

purpose of cultivating dispassion. Furthermore, this knowledge ls 

for the sake of di~criminating the ephemeral from the eternal and 

to facilitate spiritual liberation, One particular passage 
IJ 

strongly reminiscent ~çaraka Sa~hiti puts it succinctly: 

The beglnnlngless self does not get embodied 

(sambhÜti). It is the self within (antaratman) which 

" -toccupies and pervades the gross body (sarira) through 

the relation of inherence (samavaya). This comes about 
1 

due to deluslon, desire, repulsion and one's own karma. 

The body is ripened (vipakaQ) by the power of the deeds 

commltted in previous lives. Upon dissolution at death, 

it ls reborn here on earth or elsewhere on account of .., 
bhava, the process of becoming (YSm 3:3.133). 

Encased in an envelop,or sheath generated by the rajas 

-and tamas ~s. the self wanders through sa~sara 

burdened with aIl kinds of aff1iction~ which are 

respons ib le for i ts rep ea ted embod imen t (.YSm 3: 3 .140 

""'-" 1 --and Vijnanesvara's g oss Mltak~ara on it). 

A didactic tract attributed '" . to Sankara, the 
,. 
SaDkara.orakara98, 

("Atmanatma Viveka", #22-28) a1so argues. that the body ls other . 
32 See a1so a chapter on "Kayajugupsa" ln the 

("Uma Sa~hit:a", #23). 
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than the self (anitma n.ilu.), ev!l (anfta), 

(duqkhitmakam) and made of three layers: 

prone to suffering 

t 

1) 1 thÏ&la.: made of five cardinal elements, originating 

in [past] actions and subject to the six tempor,al 
... .. 

phases such as birth (see above) . lt is called §§,[j,[a 

because it is worn out with . each changing phase 

identified as childhood, early youth, youth and old age 
.. -(siryate .vayobhir bilya-kaumira-yauvana-

virdhakyidibhiritl). lt is also known as ~ after the 

verb QAh. (to burn down to ashes). 

The body, ehere fore, i s charac ter iz ed by the c ond! t i on 

of [being reduced to ashes]. AlI gross bodies 

1 iab 1 e to be burned 't y the fi re 0 f the- three t"ypes

sufferings: \ 

~ idhyitmika: fever and 0 ther maladies due to 

the imbalance of the three ~s 

idhibhautika: caused by cold, heat, wind, rain 

are 

of 
'-

idhidaivika ~uffering resulting from the actions 

cf god etc. 

2) sUksma: made of seventeen senses, that is, five . 
organs of knowledge, five organs of action, five organs 

including the vital breath 

(buddhi).33 

intellect 

3) linga: that body which survives after the 

dissolution of the srtha (material elements) by 

listening to religious discourse and reflection. 

33 éompare with pralna Upanisad (6:1-8), which describe~ 
praj ipati -as having s ixteen parts: fifteen of which disappear 
gradua11y and reappear again following the waning and waxing 
patterns of the moon. But the sixteellth part, being the essence 
of Praj apa t i • remains cons tant and immu tab le (cf. BAU 1: 5 . 14) . 
Taking Prajapati as the model, a human being, too, is described 
as made of s ixteen parts, 0 f which, fi fteen decay (age] bu tare 
replenished thr.ough food, while the sixte"nth part vanishes' with 
life itself (cf.CU 6:7.1 see also Deussen 19AO, 2:591). 
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Here , -.arira 1s to be understood as that whi'ch 1s 

d1ssolved through the realization. that brabaan and itmi 

(the individual self) are one. 34 

The human life span is not determ1nate because otherwi$e none 

wou1d seek 1 ongevi ty by Ayurvedic means such as the rasayana. 
<# 

There 1s timely or untimely death, because there exist.. also 

timely and untimely dietary habits (ihira) or leisure activities 

(vihara) . The epic literature, tQO, reflects . the familiar 

classical ideas of the embodiment of the self and the different 
1 

structures and layers of the visible body enveloping it. Thus, in 

a dialogue in the Mahibhârata (14:17.6-39)--featuring the brahmin 

named Kasyapa and a siddha (perfect master)--the former vants to 

know how the body disintegrates (cyavate), how it is born and how 

lt obtains release from saips?ra (verses #2-3). The siddha, in a 

long-winded reply (MB 14:17.6-39), reproduces the standard 

explanation of the embodled self as elaborated in the medical 

,- -texts (CS nSarira Sthana"). Of a similar vein is Bhisma's 

discourse on the relationship between one's deeds and the 

condition of the body (MB 17:4). 

In the Ramayaça, Rama consoles his distressed younger 

brother Bharata--who ls trying to persuade Rama ta abandon his 

exile in the forest and return to the capital city of Ayodhyi--by 

discoursing on the genera1 nature of human life and body which 

has death for lts subs~ratum. Everything, philosophizes Rama, 

34 Sankara's' gloss Srahma Sütra (4:2.9) argues that it is 
this subtle body which makes spiritual progress possible for tHe 
individua1 as i t transmigrates through samsara. The subtle body 
perlshes on1y when the individua1 self dissolves in brahman. 
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ends in 108s and falls to piéces. Just as a-house, supported by 

strong pillars becomes old and comes down, ~o people consigned to 

old age and death fall down. Just as a reservoir of water ·is 

quickly dried up in summer, so are the lives of all creatures 

consumed by the march of days and nights (Ram 2~98.18,19). 

\ 
However, alongside statements of this kind are also to be 

found pronounced positive affirmations. The Yogavasi~tha insists 

that to the spiritually blind the body ls the source of suffering 

and pain; but for the sage it is the source of unimaginable bliss 

(4:23.2,18). 

Phases of Aging 

" In Vedic society, when the life expectancy was relatively 

short, the average life span was conceptua11y d~vided into two 

phases only: youth and old age (see chapter two), which were 

regarded as two opposing principles--day and night, light and 

darkness or warm and cold (see chapter three). This primitive '" 

dichotomy is also discernible, in some measure, in Vedic language 

and literature. As the life span continued to increase with 

developing technology " and improved health-care, it came to be 

further ,ivided into three, four, seven or aven tan phases. Such 

a restructuring of the life in multiple phases Is 

pictorially descrlbed and recorded thr'o1.\.gh various symbols, 

metaphors and myths by 4dantifying the phases of life with three 

~acrifices, four seasons, five cardlnal elements etc. The autumn, 
>il 
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o for instance, th,ough it still bears~fruit already contalns wlthln 

..tI ~ 
itself a germ of destruction, th~ diminishing of the viral force. 

tJith advancing age, hair falls like autumn leaves, the body 
, 

becomes cold and the head is covered with the snow of grey hair. 

life: 

" 

A hymn from the Atbarya Veda (5:28.3) posits tbree phases of 

bllya: childhood 

târunya: youth 
( . 

virdhakya: old age 

r 

They are then metapho'rized on the three strands of the sacred 

thread (yajDopavita) worn by all initiated males (dvijas). Just 

as the three s trands of the yaj Üopavi ta are made of the s ame 

material, says the hymn, so are the three life stages governed by 

one principle of righteousness (dharma) and animated by ~ being 
,. 

that is identical. Later Dharma Sastra and medical texts replace 

this metaphysical visualizatioY;J. of the phases of life with a 

temporal and biologieal understanding. The Caraka Samh i ta 

deflnes the age of a person as a condition of the body, which, in 

turn, i5 a function of the measurè of time. 35 It envisages the 

typical male life span in three phases: 

1) galyam the phase stretching between the ages of 
1 

sixteen and thirty and dominated by the kapha ~, not 

yet f,ully developed constituents (dhitus) and vigour 

which keeps the body tender but unable to bear 

hardshlps. lt i8 also characterized by the continued 

growth and maturity of the dhitus and the ~s. Slnce . 

35 ~~.aYlsEaScet! kilaptamilJlviSeJ'pek#!ip.r 
hi sariravastha vayo'bbidliiyate'(CS.vi.8:l22). 
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~/y 

the sattya 

fickle and 

~ 1a not yet developed, the mind remains 
• 
unstable, which therefore requ.1res r'e-

~rientat1on and re-channellng into constructive 

actlvities by the practice of tapas (austerlt1e~~ 

brabmacarya (chastity) and sadvftta (approprlate ,moral 

behavlour) . 
, 

2) madpya: the phase domlnat.ed by the pitta 1i2ll and '. 

'runnlng up 

the full 

dhatus and 

to the age \f sixty. lt ls characterized by 

and balancedj development of a11 the seven 

the three &1!llAS, endowing the adult male . ' 

with vigour, energy, manliness, heroism anc! the 

capaclty 

knowledge. 

to absorb, retain, recall and express 

These qualities 

the two maj or ends 

enable the person to accomplish 

of life (esana)--artha (material . " 

pros perit y) and kama, (emotional and sexual 

satisfaction).36 

3) jirt;a: Is the final phase, which in theory lasts 

until the age of one ,hundred and is dominated by the' 

.):.v.ll:i~t~a:.......:d~o~s.a.a. lt is characterized by the depletion and/or . ~ 

loss of the developed constituents (dh'itus), vigour of 

the sense organs, power, energy, heroism and knowledge. 

Caraka acknowledge s tha t the re May be pe rsons wi th a 

life ~pan s tretching bayond ~he average one hundred 

years. 

phases 

This lif'! span may also be divided into three 

where the phase of balyam wouid stretch to 
1 

thlrty-slx years, the madhyam to seventy years with the 

remaining life span recognized as jlrna. 
" 

36 Su'; rut~, on hi spart, regards middle age (madhyavas tha) 
as stztetchlng 'between the ages of s.ixteen and se-venty. He 
subdiv1des lt into five phases: vrddhi (growth), up to the age of 

, h) • l' ... .. twenty; yauyana (yout , up to the age of thirty; sampurnata 
(fullnes's), up to the a!e of fort y; hin1. (loss) 1 between fort y
five and seventy; and jifnivasthi (oid age), from seventy years 
and up. 

... 
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On the other hand, those wttsh a shorter ilfe span will 

have the bilyam phase unti1 the age of twenty-five, th~ 

madhya p~ase until age of fifty:, with the remaining 

yeari)being spent in the jir~a phase. 

t 
The life span and Ats phas<4!s, thus, 

i ' 

of the bodily co~~titutiob and other 

are (redicated on t,tte basis 

signs of life (iyurlak~anas) 

as 'Outlined in CS.vi.~:95. The condition of the semen ahd blood 

(ovum), foetal development through time, the condition of the 

person in sickness and his/her diet' and daily routine, seasonal 

modifications in the cardinal elements· -~ll these are de.emed to 

be the functions of the foetal constitution, which, in turn, i5 

determined by th~ predominance of one or the other of the 

following: ). 
( 

1) The thre e humour s 

2) Birth in the-given clan, 

3) Habitat 

4) Time. 

This renders people genetically susceptible to a varying rate and 

pattern of aging -with various environmental, nutritive, s'ocial 

and cultural conditibns a1so acting as the predisposing factors. 

The basic constitutional disposition (dehaptakrti) of each body , 

in the fi rs t instance is determined by the respective 

constitutiona1 peculiarities of the parent~ at the time of the 

fertilization of the egg by the sperm. The relative dominance of 

one of the three humours Is determined from different factors in 

operat~on at the time of fertilization. 

These factors include: 

1) The nature of the ovum and sperm 
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2) The etml and .eas~n 

3) Ase of the parents 

4) Habitation 

5) The eonduc t,- hab i ts and die t of the parents. 

Individu/Hs whose eonsti tutional disposition i5 dominated by the 
"' 

yita humour tend to possess low vitality, bear smaller number of 

ehildren, age faster and J::tave a shorter- life span. They are a+so 

prone to quiek pathologieal changes in mood (CS.vi.8:98(2). When 

the pitta humour dominates the disposition, that indiv~dual tends 

to pos.!j",ess moderate vitality and medium life span. His/her 

thermogenic nature ~ntributes to prem;ture -j,rey hair, bald head 

and the appearance of ,olds of skin at various places on the body 

at a relatively early age (CS.vl.8:97(1). 

But individuals with a dominant kapha humoural disposition 

are gifted with good vitality, enduring capaci,ty and long life 

span. Pathologieal changes an'd variations 'of mood are slower to 

deve lop in the s e 1ndi vidua ls and cons equent ly they aIs 0 '- age \t ' a 

mueh slower rate CS.~i.8:96(24). Caraka next argues 

tha t the tempo raI f ae tor that b rings about 'agi ng and death 15 
,. 

als 0 .respons lb le for gener a tlng certain dis eases sp~c i fic to 0 ld 

age (CS.'I.l:115). These diseases arè natural (svabh~v~ja)' and as 

sueh irremediàble. In his gloss on this sÜtra, Cakrapat}i 

maintains that nBrtural diseases are kilaja because' they manifest 
... 

themselves at appolnted hours. They are' caused by old" age or 

appear as premoni tory candi tians of death (j aramrtyun.4ctl1"'1ttajah~ . . , 

depending upon the normal span of life in a given age (x.Y.&A).' 
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Th, natural manifestation of· old age Is irreme41.able in the 

t'-. 
~ . sense that lt cannot be treated by any 'thetapy except the 

re-juvenation therapy (CS.ci.l:72), which does not, howev(lr, ~ 
. -

old age. lt mere1y serves as a prophylactic measure, delaying ~he 

onset of 01d age. Anyone who i8 fami1iàr with the role that 

~strology 
JI 

p1ays in the- life of the Hindus will not be surprised 

,learn that the phases of life a1so 
~1"~),,~ 1- ""! 

to are controlled and 

superintended by the plane ts . 37 Varahamihira (ca.600 CE) in his 
) 

Brhat Samhiti, a work on astrology, rules that~ . . 
The phases of life in persons under the p~otection of 

the Moon, Mars, Mercury, Venus, Jupiter, 
"'" 

the Sun and 

Saturn are said to be [respectively] those of: 

Breast-fed baby: first year 

Child: 2-3 years 

Innocence (vr§!:tasthita): 4-12 years , 
Youth: 13-32 years 

Middle age: 33 - 50 years 
• 01d age: 51-70 years 

Very old age: 71-12~ years. 38 

Spreadinl of 01d Age 

In one short sÜtra (SS.su.35:29), 
;> 

Sus~uta grap~cally 

deseribes the damage caused to the body and mind by the aging 

proee SS. After the age of seventy, wi th each pas s ing day, the 

37 In the "Aranyaka Parva" of the Mahabhar§!:ta (3: 230), for 
instance, ls to be' found a discussion_ on the influence of the 
planets on the human body and lts aging. 

\ 
38 Yayman '(1963,' 360-361). In the same article he has also 

compared these phases with those proposed by Ptolemy. 
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seven body elements, se,\se organs, • energy, vitality "and 
\ . \ ~ 

enthusiasm bé<!ome debilitated g;ving rise to' wrinkled skin, grey 
, Ji 

hair, baldness, chronic cough and hard bre«thing. The aging 
, 

individual's capaclty to perform all kinds of functions 19 
~ 

reduced progres~lve1y. Eventua1ly, the person goes under, iike an 

old home giving ln after a heavy downpQur (s-ee' a1so CS. yi. 

8:122). 

SuS'ruta provides a detai1ed account of how anLdisease, once 

i t has found a home iI1 the body, spread~ through i t gradual1y' in 

six clearly identifiable stages eventually kil1ing tpe body. 

Since he a1so regards aging and old age as a disease, it is 

possib~e to prov{de an analogieal acéount of the aging process as , , 
i t sp reads to di fferen t parts of the boày. Th e es sent ia1 - stage s 

involved in this proeess may be presented as fo110ws: 

l) -s amueea-ya (ac cumula t ion of . 
expJained earlier, the J'rocess 
~ , 

the ili.S!. humour). 

of agini originates 

As 

in 

the imbaJ-ilnée among the three dosas 

accumulâtion of the ~ ~. This 

an~ the resu1tant 

i& the first sign 

,and symptom of aging. 

j' 2) prakopa (vitiation). Wlth the abnormal increase ln 

its proportion, the vi~a humour changes from Its 

b~nevolent aspec~ presen~ in the state of balance into 

a malevolent one on 

to Vagbhata, the . 
through its normal 

wrong ones. 

account of the Imbalance. According 

deranged ~ stops circuleting 

channels forcing Itself into the 

3) prasara, (diffus 10n). As the term 'indic,ates, the 
~ 

deranged vita 

body it had 

. 
begins to s-pread out of the areas of the' 

fir st s truck· into those immedia te 1y 

adjoining'lt, pieking up speed in the process, . 
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4) ,' ... thina -'am.raya (localization).,l Yi,th increasing . ' 
ràpidf:ty, old age undermines 1 the entire organ or the 

, .. 
physiological \ system' which is liable and prone to 

aging. A. C~ka puts it in a colorful metaphor, the 
... , 

~ ~ pours down its vitiating element wherever it . . '\ 
finds a congenia1 site and causes disorder there Just 

as ~a cloud showe.rs down rain on a favorable spot. '" Vita 

strikes first in ,the urinary b1adder, followed by 

re c tum', waist, thig~s and colon in that order 

(CS.sû.20:8) . 

AccQrding to Car.aka (CS ci.15:37) these particular 

par t s 0 f the b 0 ~ y are 1 i k e l y t 0 age. a t a fa ste r ):' a te 

" than others betraying the tell-n-ale signs of old age 

earlier th an elsewhere in the body. 

5) vyakti (manifestation). Soon the calling card left . 
by the 'process of aging becomes manlfest and visible 

for aIl to see. The aging individual becomes aware and 

conv1nced of old age only when others confirm the signs 

of old age .. 

6) bheda (rup ture) . The aging proces s effective ly 

mediates between life and death. lt b~gins the moment 

the body, sense organs, mind and the self are brought 

together as a life (ayus) and culmina tes in death 

whereby the composite being that had been held together 

by the factors of time (~), deed (karma) and desire 

(kimA); and AnIUl (nut,i~ion) is dissolved _ (see SS.sü.35:29L 

In the classiea1 liter~ture, the spreading of the visible signs 

of old age is said to begin' wi th the forehead. In one of the 
't 

~ . 
plays of Sudraka entitled Mrchhakatika (3:8), the hero Carudatta, . . 
describing the phenomenon' of sleep compares its onset with the 

process of aging_ 

)-' 

Here is sleep, approaching me as it were, from my 

forehead, _ overwhelming my eyes. t-Invisible in foim and-
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elusive, 1t gains st~.ngth like old ale, overcoming the 

huma» vitali t'y of a person .139 
'/ 

f -
- • Th!'s simile 1s appr~pri4te since it is be11eved that the:" first 

'\tt 

doz i~g im'pulse is felt in the ragion of the fo;-ehead. S imilarly, , 
old age is taetaphorical1y' said to appr'ach a person from" the 

t " 

fo'rehead, ~ecause th'é s ign of greY\ha ir, i ts fore r~nner, 1;' fi ~s t. 
" f , ~ 

observetund the forehead. This imagery is a.1so discernible in 

the fol10 ing expression from a popu1ar maxim: 
~ 

In 

01d age, the messenger of death, approach:!tng at the 

root of the ears says .~ .. 40 

. , 
the Raghuvamsa, Kâlidasa describes how old age, as if 

apprehensive of 'Kaikeyl's evil designs, appr~ached the aging King 

DaS"aratha "from behind his elr in the guise of grey (hai:rl' and 

whispered, "c.rown- Rima {as the next king]." (RV 12:2)41 

SLgns and Symptoms of Aiing 
1 

Ag"!ng is a slow and continuous process of physica). an4 

psychologiea1 dec1ine and deterioration in strength, initiative 

and energy. It has determinate incubation périods as well as 

spe~ic modes of spread, manife$tation and loca1ization in ev~ry 

< 

~9 iyam hi ~idri nayaniya1ambinl 1a1it~de;id 
- ,. r. - • l-u pas aor pat t v a m Am. a d r s y Ar »P Il cap a a j a r il i ya 

minusyasatvam paribhÜyaW vartate . . 
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part of the 'body (kriyikila) . But aging occurs ever - 50 
~ , 

impercëptibly that humans a~e eonvinced of, the truth,of old age 

when they di:seover _ i ts manifest and visible s'igns and 
l' , , 

symptoms on the body àncV' in the failing faeult1es 
J 

ôf ~he m1nd:" 

Caraka (CS. ci. 18: 30) documents these clianges. in aecurate and 
, , , 

'consummate detail: 
'1 

Bald head, rece1!i(ng hair line, grey1ng hair, wrinkles 
~ . 

. ~n the face, ~'emaciated, lean bod~, slo,\ing down of t,he 

refle.xes, debilitated vltal' physiologieal functions 

(see also -SS.sü.5:41.19). 

Car'ska j udges (CS.cLl:4) to b~ a naturai disorder ~ or ., 

disease (svibhaviki vyidhi) which ls responsible for the 

vitiation 
4 

of the -semen (CS.ci.30:l34-139) with the result that 

the aging man becomes aware of his flaccid sex organ (libga-

" il> saith1lya) and depleting ,semen (CS.ci.30-:lS3-lS7) w1th th'e 

conseql.oence that in' advanced old age he ,bec~mes. impotent 

(CS.ci.30:l62-176).42 The Vayu Puranê (31:26.40,45), witb " . 
reference to thè Yayati-Puru dialogu~:~ .. (see chapter six ), a1so 

~ ...... J i 

" describes old age as the destroyer ,of libido and enjoyments 

- 1 -'(kamabbozapranas1ni) and of good complexion and beau~r (var?arüpa 

, ' .. 
vinas ini) . 

Such disorders of geriatrie nature invariab1y accompany 

aging which the lIIedt'cal texts trace to th.e impairment of the 

oev~n !lbitlls. l t 10 exp lal'ned :hat ~1 th advan~ lng age. flrst the 

• 
42 In CS.ci.2;4.40-45 Caraka lists, 

worries,. diseases and karma, too li tt~e 
women, as the' causes that deplete the 
caus ing premature aging'. 

Il • 

, 

alGng wi th old age, 
o,r too much sex wi th 
semen of man thereby 
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. , l:U.A. dbity becolJles afflicted with the rêS,~,lt; that blood (raIsta) '" 

the v •• cond Most Imp"rta~t dkitu, 

fle4lh' ~ (mi,. a) becomes flabby and 

:\ 
turn-r: acidic. Conseq\1ently, , 

\' 

flaccid renderfng the bones 
, 

(a.athl), the tb'lrd dbatu, brit,tle and ~ry .•. Fat (medas) ,thereby 
./" "J, Il . . 

o gets - distended sbrlvelliIX'g up the fift. ;dbiS-Y in the order, of 

importance, tbe mar~ow (majlan). Finally, ~he production of semen 
\ Jo. ~ ~ 

, , .. 
(sukra)' 15 reduced to a trickle ,so that Q.j,Ju", the essence of all . ~ 

" ~ 
thé seven dhatus, is dangerously depleted. ~ 

, 
Parallel pathogenie changes are brought about in tbe bqdy of 

" 
,the woman., The menstrual diseharge, whieb usually begins at the 

age of twelve, comes to a hal t after the woman has reached th~ 

age of -fifty. These impairments attributable to tbe aging process 
J --

further give rise to the spèeific somatle and paychie disorders 

wh!ch are outlined in precise details in the relevant sections of 

the CaNka Salihi ta and the Su§ruta SaTh! ta. 

One of tbe ,ear1iest and 'che Most worrisome signs of old age 

to appear on the body i5 t,he shrive1Ù.ng and drying up of the \ 

sU'rface skin res~l ting in wrinkles (~). CS. sa:. 8': 51, for 

examp1e, 
• , 11-

refers to the condition of the lçnitted forehead (vaU-

• yalib~a). Baldness and Ios~ of ha!r (kh§lati) are not far behlnd. 

According to' Caraka (CS. ci. 26: 39) ~ this condi t ion ls caused by 
) 

the vitiat:èd pitta .si2.a which burns the scalp. Excess intake of . 
salt (lavana rasa) may a1so contribute to this condition. (CS. 

vi ~ 1: 17). Grey hair (pa1at!)' makes its appearance almost 
\, -

simultaneouslY. With adva~e.ing age, c-hronic cough q)ArikaSa) ls a 
., 

\ , 

familiar comp1a~n.t. During w!nter its bouts beeome.particular1y 
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acute. In addition ,to b;ing very discollforting" tt is ittcura~le 

~!\d ,only a proper d1et and re3 ;me '~eep i-t in che,clt. Jar;lo,~_ 
(wasting of the body ift old age) begins ta leave lts signs when 

, 
the b~~ becomes V&~y old" Its symptoms include extreme thinnes~, 

depletion,o,f semen, lethargy oft.sense org'alls and the, intellect,' 

tremors"loss of bute and appetite (SS.sü.41:19) . 
... 

The voice grows thin and faint like beats on a broken drum. 

Various dis~harges oo~e out of the person's nose, ears, eyes and 

mouth. Finatly, the reflexes slow down decreasing free movements 

-and mobility (SS.sü.35:29). Such Inevitable changes and Losses 

are endemic to the human 'experience of growing oider. One' s 

ability to c:me to terms with these Inevitable 1.0,-es due to old 

age is 'a critica1 test of human maturity. Both the Medical and 

moral texts which aré aware of this dimension make use of a 

'p • 

number of stock images from ·the re1igiàus perspective to make ~ 

these -losses bearable. 

In the manner of the Corpus Hippo~ratictm ascribed to 

Hippocrates, Caraka imp1ies that there are some diseases, which 

are characteristic of old age, ~thers such as the chronic cough, 

occur moré or less frequently and still others 'run quite a 
ÇI 

different course in old age, 
, 

Bo th diseases and 0 l~ age re sul t 
1 , « ,.. 

when the balance Pamong the three humours is dis turbed. Wh~ the 
< 

hl1mours ge t exci ted, they bring about pa thos.,enic changes in the 
1 

body (CS', sü. 20: 9). Old age is a product of the morbid interaction 

between the predlspos ing causes (n1,danas), humours and the body , 
el~ments, which are deranged by the humours. 
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Sem'Lotie Implications 
t 

of A&Ln, 

D ' 

Yhile' s,mantics principally deals wi th meaning in proeess ... .. 
(such as aglng',' see chaptar one), s'emeiotics, as the study of 

• 9 
signs Il ls. more concerned'with the lnterpré'tatlon of the endur'ing-

results or consequences of the procesaes. The semeiotie..&- of 'old 

age (to be discussed in the projected sequel to this study), 
\. 

thef~fore, is natura11y relevant to geronto1ogy and geriatrics . 
• 

There i8 a c lear recogni t ion and awareness of this rae t in 

~~urveda, which rec~gnizes that the physician's stock in trade is .. 
hermeneut1cs (Interpretation through signs), 

Appl~cation of semeiotic princip les ... to medical ~rac~ice, 

accordlngly, is wel1 estab11shed in Indian medicine. AlI thé 

Jhree important medical texts consul ted for ~S7 study4-'tiiscuss 

and.,.-establish ,various signs (ariH:a), first, to identify and 

recognize the observable signs of lmpen~lng 111ne8s, 'Id age ~n~ 

death, and 
,-" 

second, . , to use them as adaptive strategies 
. 

appropriate to particular semeiotie environments. Recent 

investigations in ~semeiotics--particularly into the question 

whether there exlsts any re1atlonshlp between the human being and 
s 

the function of signs- -tend to support this long established .. 
hypothesis of Ayurveda (and of Augustine; see Qe Maflstro) that 

there exists a close relation between the biologieal processes 

such as aging and semetosis. 

More rece'ntl1", semeiosis has been reeognized as a p'ervasive - '~ 

fact of both nature and eultute. - Semeioties not on1y perdures 

190 
1 
~. 

-" : 

! , 



o 

1 

. '0 

.1 

through v01,lth and adu1thood; it ls an essenti,al feature of 
... ~ . ' );-

_~e.nesE:ence. 01d age, 18, in fact, a syste.m of slgnlf}catlon, ta 
, , . 

which Peiree:~~nd Augustine's notions of ·semiosis are eminently, 
y- ~ . {l 

applicable (see Sebeok 1977, 181). Re~etitiousness in old people 
• " ( D 

is.' for them, an index of ~'ld age. 1 t is regularly mis taken by 

others, not o'ld" for an unwltting symptom of physiological 

deficit. The slowing down of the bodily p~ocesses in aging is one 
,. 

of the Most dominant sign.s asso~iated with aging . .. 
In the classical Medical términology of India, influeneed by 

, ü 

BUddhism, both the sympt~m and the sign of disease (ineluding 

aging) are referred to through one term, lak§ana. 43 Slowlng down 

:I,s "the principal aign (lak~ax:a) and f~::n:1Y figures" as a 

metaphor to.illumine;in more human terms the experience of aging. 
; , 

Our texts assert that time has the dimension .. of ,depth as 
\ 
\ . 

commentary on B'hartrhari' s , .. well durati'on (see Helaraja's as 

Kilasamuddela), which are often seen as an ei ther/or 'si tuation, 

l t \is 'only the rea1iza tion tha t the Iura tion . aspec t ,ot. t 1me ls 
'"- ~ \ " 

not endless thdt one begins to recognize and aBpréc~ate the 
, 

equally dominant role of, the aspee t Qf dep~h. in the process of 
i .' 

aging. 

Another key sign (laksana) employed to interpret the .. .. 
eonsequences of the process o.f agi'ng, which is a1so Most readily 

and elearly visible on the agin,g human body, is the 'unJ;'elenting .. 
alteratlon of smooth surfaces and straight liues and contours hf 

43 Sebeok (198Jj, 46) has observed 
usually appears in conjunction with sign. 

. oceurs both .tn Medicine and sèmiotics . 
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on dlfferent. organs ~egins 

roughen wi th 
~. 

age, bodlly pOElture becomes curved, 

, , ,":iM, JI • 

: 'fi 
• 1 4~ 

.s) 

y 
ta wrinkle and 

the 1 memory 18 , 

rest,:uctured , . and begins to· 'lapse. The 
b ' 

structurally, essential 
.y 

and becwne'\ t'irm and 

/' 

parts of the body lose their suppleness 

\ rigid. 
\ 

~ 

The factors which are responsible. for this change in the 
~ Q 

, ,... 0 6 1 body,as listed by Caraka (c.6.sa.1:1 2; :12) inc ude: 

1) ki1ayoga: force of tlme 
( 

2) syabhiva: Inherent tenden~y, which Ca~rapani 
'glosses as the unseen force (adrsta) ~ 

J ' 
~ ayidyatah: imprudence .. . 
4) praj»aparidha: volitional' transgressions as' weIl aS" 

~ . . 
cu1pab~e insight, that is, acts committed py pne w.ho 

Is deranged of understanding, w:~emory. , 

Thi.s list effectively summarizes the principle Indian views 

regarding the aging of the body and the "~~i~US signs it' 1eaves 

on the body and mind in i ts wake. The suoject matter of the next
o 

chapter (#5) deals with the causes of ~ging 1isted above by 

Caraka. 
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InJërodyct ion 
.f --

For a propet' understanding of the discuss.ion taken up in 
{.j .. ~ 

this chapter, it is crucial to bear in mind the important 

conceptual distinction between time as an abstract concept and-as 
• 

temporality. Yhile the ,t'ormer i5 used in the sense' of a reified, 
.. 

absolute catègory "W'ith inêÎep endent . onto logica 1 sta tus and 
. 

ltrf1uencing the mode of be lngs , the latter is understood as an • r 

expression of'change which characterizes entities as their mode. 

In t~rms of lts role in the aging process, time, thus, brings tw~ 

"important perspectives to bear. 
lei 

Th~ forme r perspec t ive pos i ts a meooanistic e"tihpora1 mode r 

where 'events and s.equence~ are uni1inear and pro~sslve. Time ls 

compared to the passage of, an arrow through space. lt ls 

concelved be an pbjectlve phenomenon ~xlstiDg without 

reference 
v/ 

'perception or to human social order. Tlme 18 
ô ~ 

onto10gicâl1y prior to the consclousness of it. Tempora1ity. ls 

~ --
'1'ea11y a s'eries of ~omic momènts, a series of "nows", whiçh 

now.-th~n 
\ 

è~xi~ot 1iterally for one mpment.'·for the , perish to )/'1è1d 

to "yet another DOW ('see below). Hi.s tory and a11 change i<n 

individua1 a$ we1l as in social 1ife are pbwered by time and run 

in ~ forward lrreversible direction like an arrow. 
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The other perspective takes a relativist viev of tima and 

t.-. 
opinas that time 19 a phenomanom,J;)"a'sed on subj active p,arcaption. 

Time ls tha t whieh in pas s lng charac terlzes conscio'Usness and 

being. Augustine, for instance, places the reality of time in 

o inner experlence. Both past and future must exist ih the present 
J 1. ~ 

if they are to be at all. Further, it is the sel:f which permits 

past and future to be. Past events do not in themselves exist, 

,c"r: ~ • 
only the image s 0 f them in the ·memory. S imi l ar 1y, when we predi ct 

the future, it is not tomorrow we see but the foreshadowing of it 

Jn the present of the mind (Augustine 1927, 284-301). One may, 

then, argue that in the consciousness of the ~(ging 1,Jldividual 

the~ is a present memory of past events, a present attention to 

~he presept events, and a present anticipation of future avents. 

Vedic Perspective 

In Indian tradition, too, simi1ar .perspectlvelf on time are 

posited and consequently have important bearings on the envisaged 

role of time with relation ta the aging process (see be1ow).1 The 

term 1si.lA (time) does not occur in the Rgveda (perhaps with the . 
~xception of 10:42.9)2 nor is the nature of cime elaborated. For ~ 

the Vedic people, time !s a mom!!nt, in process as weIl as 

• Vakyapadlyam provides 
time as known to him. 
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disco.ntinuous instants u.ollectf'vely expres~sed 
. 
as "year" 

(sÎmyat'Ulra) and Identif1ed wlth PrajapatL Prajapatl is that . 
articulation of the seasons effected by rituais. 3 Yet the Vedlc 

'poe ts ,earnes tly pray to di vini ties to allow them to " 1 ive a 

hundred years", to live "forever". The Vedic person 19 certainly , 
conscious -of the temporal nature of existence, that life is ever 

fleècing anyrways too short. One is therefore encouraged to 

live according to the rhythm of nature: day and nigh t, the 

seasons, the year. Yet one does not detect an attitude of 

escapism from time into timelessness, which begins ta preoccupy 

the Upani~adic thinkers and the Buddhists. ~or the ,\edic 

individual all the three worlds are temporal. 

The Upani~ads attempt to understand and transcend time, 

which is seen metaphorically as a brimful vessel (pürnakumbha). . . -The M Si i tri U pan i sad/.' ( 6 : 1 4 - 1 6 ) speculates on the form, . 
... 

manifestation atid infinity of ti~e. The sage Sakayanya in 

response to the question of King Bfhadrfatha argues that tillle, 
..,;.j. 

death and ,life (praç.a) are identical. time ripens and dissolves 

all beings in the great self, but he who knows into what time 

itself is dissolved, he i5 the knower of the Veda. 4 The nex"-

... 

3 T ft i t t 1 1; l y a A r a ny a k a ( 1 : 2 ) s ta tes th a ~ b e h in d the ft ye a r " 
(samvatsa;i), which i9 the visible form of time, there lies the 
8upreme essence of time (idhisattva kila) which 1s compareçl to a 
big river expanding in depth and space (see Deshpandè in 
Devasthali 1985, ~69-175). 

b 

4 ~ iesrivanti bhÜtini kalidvrddhim prayinti ca 
kAle castam niiaeehanti kalo'mürtir amyrtInam. 

ô 
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ver.e (6:15) poslts t.o· forms ~f the ultimate reality (b;abman) 

~~--i.n----&emporal terms: time and timeless. 

That whieh la prlor to the sun la the tlmeless and without 
«1. 
:.. "J ... 

parts. That whic:h begins wi th the sun ls cortcur"'Phnt wi th time 

that ls dlvislbl~ ln parts such as a year (sa,yatsara). From the 

year creatures a~e produced t through the year they grow, and ln 
" 

the year they dlsappear. lt is tlme that - c:ooks (pacati) ,a11 

created beings ln (the vast cauldron of] his great self. One may 

detec>1: in- such an lnterpretation of time first attempts to 

conceptualize the aging 'process in biophysical terms. This 

awareness of aging in relation to [temporal] change - -wh ich 

remains submerged under the more spectacular Upani~adic discovery. 

pf the non-temporAl-ois elliptically acknowledged by Patafijali: 

For here (in the world) nobody lndeed remains 

his self even for a moment; he either grows as 

firm in . 
long as 

he can or he mee ts de s truc t ion (Mahabha~ya on Pani ni 

4:1.3).5 

The th~me is later picked up by Bhart~hari: 

Nothing 
î 
remains firm' in its own self. [without 

unde~oing any change] due to its connection with 

masculinity or wlth fem~ninity (Kllasamudde:a #114):6 . 

5 See Limaye 1974, 253: 

• 
na hIha Jta(cit. s~asminnitmani muhÜ;.tam apyavati;qthate, 
yardhate va yavadanëna yardhitavyam. apayena vi yujyatë. 
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Buddhl.t Perspective 

Early Buddhism, on Its part, argues that,the real does not 
• 

have a moc\.e of being other th an Ithe mode of bedomlng. That wh1ch 

"becomes" [~ges] involves changes in its tota11ty. There ls no 

reflduum or constancy of a self-ldentical substanèe. The radical 

lntent of t,hls' metaphyslca~ perspective caters -to the scrutlny of 

what 18 emplrical and ~s such ls open to refle~tive verification. 

This stance of the Buddha ls clear1y recorded in the "Anatta 

LakkhaI}a Su tta·" 0 f the Samyutta _ Ni kaya: 
• 

That which Ls embodied Ls not the self ... rüpa (form) ls 

,nol: the self ... whate.ver form there l,s--past, future or 

present ... a11 Chat form ls not mine ("SN 3: 1-188). 

But lt is in the Abhldhirmlka Ilterature (particu1arly the 

. J 
Mahayibhasi, a kin'd of the s aurus to e ar1y Buddh 1 st do gmas) chat 

one flnds the first attempt to understand temporality as a 

process. As Sinha (1983, 85) points out the Mahivibhisa on . 
JR8naprasthina (the basic Canon of the Sarvastivada sehool) . , 
dec1ares that' everytlHng is rea1. But in asserting that, lt does 

not posit the rea1i~y of past, present or future as tbree points 

ln tlme; rather, it ls the rea1i ty of 'things (dharmas) as p a"s t, 

present and future that ls admitted. This rea1ity is percelved ln 

terms of the four aspects of the moment (k~a~a): 

sthitl (statle} 

-' -.U.Aü 

(naseent) 

(decaylng) 

(cessant) . 

, , 
t " 
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6 
Aeeordingly, lt 1a the operatton of the sa,sifka 1ak.a~as as ~ 

",(the production or bir1:h), sthitS, (duration), .1Ju:i (decay) and 

-niU.' (disappe'arance) that account for a dharma havlng (or being) 

pasto present or future. 
~ 

Santarak~lta (680-740 "CE, àccordlng to Nakamura 1984, 265) 

argued that aIl existence ls momentary and thlng~ are 
, 

instantaneous. The vastu is merely an efficient entity 

1 ar thakr iyikâr i) and its essence (prat1tya-samutpida) is 

momentary (k!aBlka). Causation, the interdependence of ksahas . . 
following one another, produces the illusion of stability and 

unin te rrup ted con tinui ty. A momen t (ksana) is that form of the 
4 • 

thing which ceases as soon as it originates. A thing having th1s ,. 
characteristic is known as ksanika (momentary). T~e nature of a . . 
thing, thus, is not different from the thing itself. 

The term \ssanika, therefore, is applied to, the thing that . . 
-, 

does not continue to exist after its coming into existence which 

Is identical with a moment, a point instant (Iattva Samgraha of . 
"-Santarak~ita #288, 390, quoted in Joshi 1967. 248-250). A jar 

[like a body] is described a6 an efficient and variable product 
.. 

of labour, having an origin and existent. This truth is borne out . . 
by the dec~aration in the Nyiyabindu (3:12,13,15) that whatever 

-
_ i s r e a 1- i s cha h gin g ( J 9 s h 1 19' 6 7, 2 4~) . 

,. 
Kamalasila, disciple of '. Santarak~ita (ca.SOO CE), further 

attacked the brahmin theory of intellectua1 tlme (buddhimin kâta) 
1 

which, fo11owing the "Kila Sükta" l'of th$" Atharava Veda (19: 5.3) , . / 
, 

visuallzed t Ime as the consc i ous pr in~ ip le senS a t'ing the world. 
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In his opinion, the idea of an all pervasive, eternal, durable 

matter (yastu). is a· figment of imagination. On the other hand, 
1 

the doctrine of imperma~enc~ of things ~s the high-water mark of 

J 
Buddhist philosophy, , which argues that human existence ls. two-

• 1 

fold: universal and particular. While the former i8 cognlzed 

through understanding or reason, the latter Is perceived through 
.l\. 

,sense perception. This latter variety of existence cons~sts of 
) 

momentary, discrete entities which are. in a perpetual flux or 
~, 

~hange, which usually is referred to by the technical eerm 

viparinima . . 
Buddhists make a clear distinction beeween change understood 

as objective fact and change as &ubjective evaluation. The source 

of suffering l~es in evaluating chang~ in terms of deslrabl~ and 

undesirable. For instance, change chara..cterizing the transition 

from infancy to adulthood i s positively understood as "growth." 

But the same\process of change which br~ngs about the O~d age 'and 

death ls described as "decay". The liberated sage, on the other 

hand, neither grows 

the Buddhist scheme 

nor decays.7 He simply chang~s [9r ages]. In 

of things,' one may ~nclude, that there is no 

ager who ages, only the conditlbn (pr'atyaya) of aging. Life is 

continuous instances involvirtg change, which is arbitrari1y 

divi'ed into phases and stages and 1abe le'd as ·so many 

sub~tantives. But 

(sal)Jskfta) wor1d 

substantives occur only in\ the construed 

of grammar. In raal i ty, èhere are only verbs 

7 Hlm..t,., santal na j syatl na j lyyatl na kuppael nappiheti (MN 
3:246, cited in Karunara<na 1979, 119). 
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\ . 
no substantives (indie'ating ceaseùss aC'tivity and change), 

(Karunaratna 1979, 117). 

In the'view of most Hindu philosophers. the temporal process 
, 

involves only a particular aspect of the reality. The rt"eal 

thereby is not exhausted in iti completeness. T~ere 19 a certaln 

aspect of the real which remains constant and self-ldentical over 

a11 temp'oral change.... In Sa~khya-Yoga ~hilosophy. this endurtng 

subs tant i ali ty is c alled dharmin (s ee be low) . The Apuuako!a . '\ 

admits time as a temporal category and accords to it a separate 

semantie domain spread over sixt Y verses. le lists 11arious 

measuring units of elapsed time from ksana (moment) to manvantara . . 
(eons).8 'Hindu philosophieal and medieal texts utilize a series 

• 
O,f \terminative compounds (çatpuru~a) created with kila as the 

base in order ta convey the meanings and signifieanee of time in 

relation to change (kilavipaka, cooked ,in or by time). Some of 
l 

these compounds include: 

kiladharma: eha~aeteristlcs of tima. . , 

kilasvabhiva: the nature of time 

kiLayoK.: by virtue, of time 

kilasatmya: eongenial to time 

kilalili: play or the de~ds of time 
" kilakrama: sequence, order of time. 

, 8 lt defines time as that which measures (kalyate 
sJ,khYiyat@ kilah, 1:,4.1). -Compar'a a1so with susruta's 
de inition--saÙkala'yael kifayati va bhÜtiniti kilah (SS.sü.6:3) . 

1 • 
") 
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D~awing on tbe philosophy of Nyaya·Vai~e~ika, Ayurveda recognizes , 

-
time as one of the nine substances (drayyas). an autonomous and . 
self-subsistent principle, which Is the matrix o~ aIl temporality 

(CS.sij.25:25). lt ls pe~ceived to be the root cause of everything 

including tl).e heal th and death of ~umans. 9 The ent!re universe 

is at the mercy of tilA and ~wes !ts existence and welfare to it. 

It ls in the nature of tlme to cause changes in the matter 
1 

(parlnama) and thereby . dlsrupt the equi 1 Ibri um and balance 
- L 

established in the matter (CS.si.l:115). 

The human being ls born through the agency of tlme and 

completes Its asslgned, predetermined term of life (ayus) in due 

tim~. Time has two faces: 

11) As n:tyasa. (ever-flowing) and par{t}sma (modifying), 

time (kilA) 15 objective and the linear flow of moments 

(ksanas) . . (r tu\) . to happen the causi~g seasons 

(CS.vi.l:2l(6) . 

2) As avasthA (modallty) , time impels the mutable 

ma te rial nature (prak,t i) to vikara (deve 1 opmen t and 

growth) (CS.vi.8:l25) .10 . 
_ .. 

9 kilajastveva puruso kilajastasya cimayih' 
jalat kilavaiam sarvAm kilaq sarvatra kiraçam·(CS.sü.25:25). 

10 l t 18 tempting to compare this j anus'" faced charac taris ti:c' 
of tlme with the ancient Greak understanding of time as reflected 
in the concepts of chronos and ka·iros. While ehrono§ stands for 
the passing time of scientific quantification, kairos suggests 
that certain tlmes are more signlflcant th an others. Paul 
Tillich's concept of "crisis", for instance, ls based'n it (see 
Beer 1979, 30). ~ 
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Cakrapani' s gloss on ,cs vi. 8: 76 explains thi. dual nature of 
- . 

time lucidly: 
0 

Subjectively perceived, time la measured in terms of 
l 

-various phases in 'life'" (1~.ltbi); as obje'Ct~ve • 

fràmework, time is measured iJi terms of seasonal 

cycles. 

C~~ttre •• e. this observation in th. "Vimin. Sthin~' (8:128) 

and lays ~e crucial therapeutical principle of trea~ment 

~ ~ ~ 
"which must take into'aecount and corres~ond to these ~o modes of 

tlme (k.ilA) .11 

The expert physician (vaidya).. therefore, ls able to 

appropriate both these modes of time as part bf geriatric 

ther apy. As avas thika (moda 1), t ime i8 ut ll1zed to demarca te 

var~~us phases of the life span, rites of passage and states of 

"evolving lif,e. Along with the principles of three humours , 
(tridosa), time - -< as avastha and as Plrinama forms the theoretical 

• . 
fr'8mework on which Ayurvedic therapy rests. Time as modality 

(avasth;) deals with a particu1ar phase of 1ife and time that 

flows has referenee to becoming appropriate (sitmya) to the 

seasons. Time, accordingly, 1s both the uni versal flow and the 

power of change (parinama) as well as the progression of seasons . 
(samvatsata ki1akrama ~S.vi.l:22 [6]).12 . 

l2.kilo hi nityaiAiciyasehikaSca taeri~asthiko 
yikirAm ApeksAte nitya&Astu rtu~àtmyipekslb . . . . 
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As -parinama, time is ~he objective flow that influences the . 
proportion of the three humours (CS.sü.ll:42 kilah punah pari~ima . . , 
ugyate). lt ls, therefore, the task of the p,hysician to take into 

~account these movements of ~ime~n devising his therapy for the 

benefit of his patients lncluding the aged. 

According to Caraka (CS. ta. l,: 57), every substance having the 

characteristic of nbecomin~~ (bhavopapatti dharmi padirtha) 

undergoes modification (pariqat,> every moment (k~aça). The 

primary cause of change, transformation (and aging], thus, ~ies 
w 

1 
in the production of bei~gs (bhavotpatti). The parinama by ltself 

cannot be the motor cause of change, which lies in the self-

nature of beings themselves (svabhava) . AU visible or 

discernible change (paripâma) iS_ coeval Wi~h the \sappearance 

and destruction of the being (bhava). Parinama, therefore, is an . . 
Inherent tendency (svabh8vaj a) of beings. Imbalance among the 

body e lemen ts (dhitu vai~amya) fac il i ta tes and coll abora te s in 

-!he creation .of the future phase (uttaravasthi). 

The concept of reformulation (sa~skara) in the Caraka 

Samhi ta, therefore, may be taken as analogous to the avas thi-

PlriYJima as expounded in the Yo~a SÜtra (see below). SatpskirA, 

~xplains Caraka, ls the positing (idhana) of a quality (~) in 

a thing (vastu) as conditloned and determined by a number of 

Her~ ylkira signifies the given ph~se in life as determined 
by the relatlve balance among the three humours. These, in turn, 

, are affected by the seasons, whlch are the creation of time as 
temporality (nityaia). Caraka provides a ~imilar explanation 

-1 h h .. - - -elsewhere ( ... ka a puna samvatsariscatu~avistha ca, 
CS.vi. 8:84). • • 
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factors ~mong which are included water (ja1a), fire (A&n1), place 

(.wd...) and cime <illA.>. AlI changes of the .' jt qualitative or the 
l 

quantitative ord4r (iu9'ntara) as they oeeur in the proees8 of 

aging, for instance, are brought about through the ageney of c . . 
sa'1'skifa. 

'1 

The human body as the composite expression (bbiya) of the 

matenal e1ements (drayya) and possessing certain ontologiea1 

characteristics undergoes '~modifications (vikira) every moment 

in a . , 
aeterminate time, one phase 

~ 

huma~ body, over J a , period 

disappears making way for 

of 

che 

manifestation of the succeeding one by reason of parinâma (CS. . . 
Gi.l:57). Each future phase rasidas in the tima-frame not yet 

1 

come (an'iata kila) in the unmanifest mode (ayyakta).. lt only 
( 

becomes manifest (vyakta) by the power 0 of time as exp1ained 

above~ After remainlng 'manifest for a certain period of time 
J ~ 

(kriyiki1a), it ceases to be manifest' (CS.sa: .. l:113,114). 

~ 
This explanat'ion of the role of time in the creation and 

destruction of the human body (and accompanied by its aging) ls 

analogous to the physics and philosophy of change (PAri1)i'ma) as 

expounded in the Yoga SÜtra of Patanj Ali and commented upon in 

tbe Yoga Bbisya of Vyisa and profusely elaborated by V~casapti.13 
{1~ • 

. This literature -is relevant to our inquiry because it looks at, 
, 

temporality as a characteristic built In~o the structure of life 

13 The term pariîima oeeurs a total of eleven times in the 
XOil SÜtra (2:15; 3:9,1,12,,13,15,"16; 4:2,,14,32,33), The eognate 
negative ~bstraet noun aparinamatva (non-changed-ness) occurs 
once at 4:18. • 
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and thlngs. Reification • of time as ~n abstract category 

Independant of.life 15 allen to the Yoga phllosophy. 

As S1'nha'(1983 preface, xi) remarks,'temp'oralit~ In,Si'J!lkhya-

Yoga, ls conceiv~d not ln terms of tlme as a tran.cendent 

condition of our being and cognition: rather it is seen 'in tarms , . 
of the becomingness (which may be pnderstood as aging) 

1 

chaiacteris~ic of phenomena a& such and i~s relationship to the 

cognlzing consciousness. In these texts dealing with, X-Q.U, change 
, 

is often explained metaphorically with reference to the unique 

features of the prciëess of aging as it dccurs ln inanimate (for 
\ <-

instance, ric~ grains) and animate (cattle and humans) entities. 

For our purpose, then, .. 
in order to highlight 

this explanatlori will have to be reversed , 
the explanatory account of the 'aging 

process buttressed by observations on change (parinima) . . 
The exp la!la t'Ory aCCOltnCS 0 f the change in matter 0 ~Soal!lkhya. 

Yoga '( and to some extent the Vad8'nta) are the t~ more thoroughly 

worked out views on change through time in classical Indian 

philosophies.1 4 The universe in their~ reckonlng has a true 

beginning, and the temporal dimensions ~of process ~nd chang~ are 

real (not 11lusory) and good (no); imperfect manijestations of 

some unchanging Ideal supreme absolut~). The time component of 

the s~mbolic reality, aècordingly, provides an important clue to 

the structural p~tte~ns of the meaning of change. \ -
,f 

14 1hese views are a1so endor~d by the Dharma Sâstras (~ 
Smit! 6:76-77 and Vi,~u Sm;ti 96!27,3I,46-48) in that they 
provi-de a realistic Interpretation of time, histoty and change 
with respect' to the individual, thereby allowing a posl'tive 
evaluation of the life span. 
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The 19'A SÜtra account of changi ls particular1y more usefu1 

because of 1 ts fully- fledged and, ~igorous cAusal explanttti"On of 
, 

change (pariI]im,) and sequence (krama) in terms of ~~ef) ehree- fold 

transformation (parinimavida, see below) ~he 

" 
doma.!n of the materiai nature (prak;;ti). It ·also concentrates 

\ 
mo re fully on the 

• (k!a~ika) Plocesses actual moment-to-moment 
, ., . , l' 

in the 
,.( 

change in, matter; i,nvoking for the pu~pose 

f 

pe .. "ep.tive agricultural. and pa:~!l modè'-ls and .etaphors. In 

fact', the XOia SÜtr, and the -. a of Vy~sa on' lt eJÇplicitly 

liken human growth flnd aging 't'o various stages in rice farming 

(Bhi~ya on YS 4:3). 

1 

Chanle (Pari~ima) and Alinl 

J 

The term paril]ima (from ull + the verb nAm.-to 'bend) first 

.,.,# . '-
.' occurs in the Svetisvatara (5:5) and the Maltr! Upanisad (6~:IO, 

3: 3). P~t~nj ali. the author' of lth~ Mahibbi~YA (not the redactor 

uses 1 t (1: 3.1.11) in explaining the 
~ 

~ifferent phases occurring in an entity: 

Born (jâyate) 

ixis ts, <.IJ..U,) 

Changes (ylp,ri9Amate) 

Grows (yardhate) 
, -

Yanes (apaksiyate) . 
l»erishes (vinaSyati-) 15 

, 

15 The corresponding terms given by CarakA (CS.;â:S:8) are: 
cause (h.!..t.!.l), birth (utpattl) 1 growtb (vtddhi), deday- (ul?:!',,?lava) 
and disso1uti~n (yiyoia ). r 

• 206-

() 

.. ' .... 

" , , 

\' 

- J 



, , 

o 

ri 
~ 

o 

, , 

Already Yaska (ca.800 BCE), in his Iexicon cailed Ni(ukta, 
, 

had discussed the doctrine of the six modifications of becoming 

(sa4bhiya vikirih) ascribed to a certain Varsayani.' In thi. . . . . 
connection he defines partnima,as ehe modification of something 

• • a 

" not divorced or separated ( ~ from its essence (yipari9amata 

4tyapracyavaminasya tat yi~iram). From the moment of one's birth 

up to ~eath, the 1ife span of the person is subj ected \to a numb'er 

of modifications (vikaras) often compared to the vik;ras 

undergone by the ,verb (ikhyana), which has becoming as tts 

fundamental meaning. As enumerated by the grammarians, thesec~ 

vtkAras are: 

The 

janma (ge'nesis) 

S'titvam (existe~ce) 

parinamAh (trltnsformation).' . . 
vrddhib (growth) 
~ . . 
biij~fm (de·c 1 ine) 

vinaSam (destruction) 

Nirukta 
~ 

(1: 2) r produces 

conj ugated às verbal form-s. The 
. .. 

\ 

the identical te"rms, Jthougb 

corresponding ~ominalizeJ forms o 
(provided in brackets)" at'e given in MacdO'fte'U' (1967, 65): 

as ç 1 ( s a t t il 

1iyate (utpattil 

yardhate (yrddbi) 
• 

parinamate (pakyatil . -• ~ • R _ 

Apak,lyate (rhasA) 
, -, 

yinALYati (vinasa) 

-( 

, 

Par-inima ,in tbe "sense of ripening occurs in the Pali Canon- also. . ,. 
~ , 1 Il • __ 

and the later Sautrantikas and Vijnânavidin BuddhiSt thinkers 

avaii themsslves of this technical term ta analy~e ch~ng~ as they 
1 , 

,~ 
1 

,~ 

,~ 
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unde~stand lt (see. above), The Amarakos, reéognizes a clear \~ 
.... <-......6t '.. ..IJ 

'l'elationship. between tirp.~ and change in the co~cept of pari1}ama 

and lists lt under the miscellaneous category (3: 2.15) . 16 

Càraks, as not8d above, also relates time to change (kila~ punah 

""--parinamAh) and Cakrapax;i in his gloss argues that what causes 

change (parl"ima) i5 time perceived as seasons etc. Since th~ 

Yoga SÜtJ;a account of, pariI}ima is provided in terms of two 

important' concepts of ksana (moment) and krama (sequence), lt , , 

will be ,useful to introduce them at this stage. 

Moment (Ksanà) and Sequence (krama) 
(' 

In the Yoga SÜtra, moment: i5 understood as the minimal 1imit 

of vt i me, jus tas the a tom i s the ml n i mal l i mit a f mat ter l 7 l t i s 

the cime taken by an atom in motion in arder ta leave one point 

and reach the next point A continuous f10w of chese moments 

becomes krama (sequen~e, ge'e Amarakosa 3: 3 147) But the moments 

and sequences cannat he comhined into a [perpetually] real thing 
.' 

16 It'is defined aS partnamo vikaro dve same vikrti-vikriye. 
See als~ Panini 3:3.18 and 8':4.14. Ma11inâtha, comm'enting on a 
verse from Kalidasa's Kirâtirjunlyam (2:4), glosses parin8ma as 
the time of fructification or the s.tate ,a! maturity (pari\lama~ 
phal akalah par ip ikavas tha). T ime as par 1nama (and, as s}1c h, a 
cause of' aging], ,is also suggested 1"n a verse from the 
Visnudh~rmottara Purina (39.51): , , , 

Men are~ mostly void 
-bet:ause dlf the power o'f 

of proportion (pramanahinata) 
time and condition. 

\ 
\ 

<CCI 17 The Am~rako;a includes "moment" 
semantio \cittégory, defining it as 

in the mLell.aneous 
nirvyaparasthitau 

ÇJ' k 8.1 a v i se sot s a vay a h (3: 3 . 4 7) , 
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\(yastu). This charaéterfstlc. of t1me suggests that t1me doss not 

'cojjespond to a::f~ing 

s truc ture cons truc ted by 

(perpetually) rea1 but Is rather a 

a mental process and foll~ws as a result 

of pe r4ep.t ions of words. , Woods ( 191'" 288)'jf a1ucidating this 
.? 

stance of the XQga Sü-t t: a, comments that a moment be10ngs to the . 
r e a.,1' objects, bu~ there is no time outside the sequence of 

moments (yyasa on YS 3:S2~ 

Two moments cannot occur simultaneously, because two things 

cannot occur simultaneously. When a later moment succeeds an 

earlier one without interruption, temporal sequence is 

est ab 1 i s h e d . The pre sen t, a cc à rd i n g l'y, i s cha r a c ter i z e d b Y the 

presence of a single moment, there bei~g no earlier or later 

moments in it. But those moments which are past and fu~ure are to 

be explained as Inherent in the mutations (parinamas). Vyasa, in 

his glos" on YS 3 15, exp1ains that sequence is recogniz~d as 

suc h 0 nIT -a t the fin al l i mit 0 f the s e rie S 0 f cha n g e 5 ( par i r:t am a ) 
,: 

\ 

The order of the sequence 15 thus a positive correlate of the 

order of paripama, 

Vyasa points out that this explains why rice grains, though 

careful1y preserved in a granary, after a numbe r of 

reduced to powder. 
o 1 

Such a condition and consequence. would not 

arise su~~enly (akasmit) in the case of newly stocked rice grain . 

Therefora, 
. \ 

success~e momen.ts (ks at}akr ama) , the in sequence of 

this fact that the grains are reduced to powder is seen to 
.,. 

characteri~e those grains which have entered into the sequence of 

vIry large, large, smail and minute,particles. 
, 

... 
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The appearance of the signs of old aSe from their potent!al 

state 'in the ever-changins [aging] body\ represent~ this 
, 

sequ~ntial temporal transition from the unmanifest to lts present 

state. The disappearance of the signs of youth, on the o·ther 

hand. represents a saquential temporal transition from the 

present state to the past.· 

The sequence (krama) 1 thus, can only be perceived or 
't 

established if there are clear qualitativ') and modal differences 

between the substance and its characteristics. A new piece of 

cloth does not become or appear old unless it has passed through 

sequence of mo.ments. For the same reason even a new garment, 
.Af':--

althou.gh kept with care, after a time grows old (Vacaspati's 

gloss on YS 4:33), One may further~fer, argues. Vacaspati, that 

before the point_or stage of [visible) oldnes-s lis reached, it is 
~ J .1 

(p re c e'ded 

) oldness. 

only the 

the successive stages of relative ~t ever-increasing 

In th~ beginning this (eventual) condition of oldness Is 

slightest [in tarms of its visibi1.ity) " then slignt, 

noticeable, more noticeable, most noticeable etc. These shades o-f 

oldness pre-exist potentially in all substances. The detection of 

sequence or the passage of time 

15 then, as i t we re, l2.Qll facto. 

that though aging cont1\ues to 

birth (see chapter one)) it is 

period of time has elapsed. 
, 

(krama) in a series of par'iQim:::) 

This may also explain the fact 

take p laoe from the moment 0 f 

detected on1y after a certain 
"-

Here the question May be raised: How can the self, which 

doea n9t undergo change, nevertheless appropriate the experi<..ence 
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of a sequence and, 
~ 

therefore, of aging? In other 

l • 
reality does not age still };le referred to in 

word., how can 

the self which in 

terms - of various age-specifie phases such as childhood, youth, 

o l d age etc.? The, c las s ical lndian tradi tion answers this 

question by exp1aining that persons in bondage (samsara), not 

realizing that they are eaught in, the web of the modifying and 

manifesting world of nature (prak;ti), attribute the aging of the 

body also to the self. In the case of those 1iberated from the 

'J 

trammels of samsara, aging is ~rongly predicated on them 

(v1kal P 8) by others. 18 

The Thue Types of Parinama 

Ac~rding to Patanjali, change or modification (parinama), 

thoughrique (YS 4: 14), may be subdivided in tL1ree t1Lpes: 

') INliIlating tb external and visible characte!\stics 

(dharma pari?ima, substantial modification) 

18 The Vikyapadryam of Bhartrhari prov1des a similar 
interpretation of the three time frames. These three courses 
[ pas t , fut ure, pre sen t ] [ a"l'e ] in d e e des ta b lis h e d as de v 0 i d 0 f 
sequence Just like darkness and light. [But) the sequence results 
in them with regard t;:.o beings. Helaraja in his vrtti elaborates 
the pqint fu~ther by arguing that the three times àre like roads: 
Just as travellers perform a continuous ser'ies of comings and 
going etc. on roads, 1ikewise, beings, e~periencing 
transformations in these [three courses of time] perform a 
c o'n t inuo us se ries 0 f coming and going [di s appear ance - and 
appearance respec,tively]. Thus, a being which e,xists in future 
course, the s ame one havi ng fa llen in the p resen t cour se, fa 11 s 
again in the past COurse (VP 3: 9.52, see a1so the translation of 
the K.llA';amudde{a in Sharma 1972.- 76). 
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2) Rel.ting. t~' attributive charaeteristics 

pariiima, phasic modification) 

3) Rel.ting to the phase or condition 

parinAma, modal modification) . . 

(latsana . . 
(ayasthi 

Dharma Is the Inherent capabllity of the substance (dharmin) 

particularized by its function. The manifestation (yyakti) of 

dharma in a substance is dependent on space 1 time, shape and 
1\ 

cause. Old age, ~or instance, doas not manifest itself in a ~hild 

at once, but gradually. That "ls how we ~derstand and speak of 

the difference between obj ects or between individua1..s who are 

young, old etc. 

. The parinlma . [e. g . aging] Is an external aspect or 

eharacterist,ic 
"\ 

young person 

(dhaçma) of, the substance (dharmin, body). Yhen a 

. 
itges, manifest signs and symptoms of old age 

1 

gradually become visible on the body. The predominance, o~ the 

kapha humour disappears and the predominance of the vata humour 

ls established in its place, This Is the dharma parinama. 19 The 

signs of old age wer! not visible when the body was young, sinee 

~they were in the future [ time - frame] . In the process of 

1 

mani fa s ting them:;e Ives on the aging body, they le ft the i r future 
1/ • 

[time-frame] and entered the present [time-frame]. Then, upon 

death of' the presently·aged persan, they will relapse into the 
... 

pase [time-frame]. This temporal passage of the signs of old, age, 

in our. exampIe, from future through present to the .pas t, is an 

instance of laksana parinéma. 

1 
) 

19 Karambelkar (1985, 358) explains dharma pari~ima in terros 
of the transformation of a caterpillar into a butterflj . 
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The . -parinama are of lak,aq' [temporal] phases the 

characterized by modes ,{-ayasthi'). Vith reference to ôur example • 
~ . 

these modes may be explained as follows: The y~ung pers on is able 

to keep the resul ts parinamAS . from the dharma and lak!aJ}A of 

manif.esting upon the body for a certain duration. During tha't 

period of time the person ls perceived\ to be young. The 

persistance of this mode of appearing young, at least for two 
~ 

moments in a sequence, i8 technically known as avastha pariçima. 

The enduring mode such as youth or old age is really a succession 

of time instants of similar pulsations somehow maintained in a 

dynamie equilibrium despite the o~going dharma and lak!ava 

parinamas. 

The division of pari~ama into t three sub-categories, as 

pointed out above, is for heuristic purposes only. Ultimately 

there is only one substantial change (dharma paIinama) in which 

" 

the other two changes--phasic [1alçsana] and modal [avasthi)--ar~ . . ~. 

nested. Further, these changes are essentially the same as the 

substance to which they belong. But whereas the substance Is 

permanent, modifications taking place in it are not permanent. 

Sequence in Relation to the Thrèe Parlçamas 

Whenever one dha);ma ls immediately contiguous to another, 

e 
the two a~e said to be in sequence. Sequence ('ramg) witff respect 

to dharma parlnAma Is lestabllshed when old age becomes manifest . 
upon the disappearance of youth. There is also a similar seque~ce 
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èstablishedll> wlth respect to the lltalDI 21,'ni'lI& . 
0 ~ 

. • . 
there being a future [tlme - frame} of the signs of 

~ 
By reason of 1 

old age, there~1' 
~ 

1s a sequence ta it in the present [tlme-frame] . Slmilarly, by 

reason of there belng a present {tlme-frame} of a youthf,ul, body, 

the re Is a sequence ta 1 t in the past time - frame of a body in 

childhood. While youth i5 present or actual, old age is in future 
~ 

as potential, in that it will manlfest itself when youth has 

become unmanifest and relapsed into the pasto 

Thè sequence wi th respec t 'to the A"(as t,hi par içima 15 al so 

discernible from the fact that the oldness of a brand new water-

jar, for instance, becomes evident first on its rim (prante, 

because in the making of the pot, the rim ls fashioned first), 

successively manifesting itself in a sequence in conformity 'to 
1 

the succession of moments. This sequence is empirical1y 

discernible with respect to the oldness of the body. a1so. Caraka, 

for instance. has carefully documented the sequential order in 

which various organs of the body come under thè sway of the aging 

process. 

The three time frames (pa,st, present: and future) do not 

belong to the substance but to its qualities (dharmas). Thus, the 

process of aging is limited to the sphere of the body only. lt 

does not touch the self. Further, changes brought about ln terms 

" of external qualities (dharmas) belong to the mode iavasthi) of 

the substance, not to the substance (body) itself. Thus, the same 

stroke is termed one when in che unit place, but ten in .the ten's 

place and a' hundred when in the hundred' s place. 

"'L 
Si~ilarly, 
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G explalJ;1s Vyasa, in due course of tlme the same g;irl (kanyi) 

-bécomes a young woman (taruni) and a mother <ÜÜ). ~ -. 
This sussests that wlth respect to the aSinS body, time is a 

positive correlate of the modes (avasthi) and phases (laksana) of . . 
the body. The same self (which, unlike the body, does not age) ls 

styled chlld, youth and the elderly being as a consequence of the 

laksana parl1)sma, whlch is al50 d.efined as that by which . . 
particular time ls demarcated. 20 Karambelkar (1985, '358ff) argues 

that modifications of the secondary signs or symptoms of a 

substance may be attributed to laksana pariçama. Thus, 
;:z. • 

in our 

example, turning the colour of the hair with age Is the primé 

instance of the laksana paril}âma. Marked by laksana parinama, a 
\ 

thing Is distinguishab1e from others which have other times
\ 

frames (e.g. past or future) connected with them. 
1 

Vacaspati explaining Yoga Sütra 3:13, argues that Any 

quadtative change (dharma pariçama) with respect 'to the lak~a~a 

parinama exists rea11 y 1 in all three time-frames (adhvi). The 

past, though characterized by a unique time-frame, is not thereby 

eompletely severed from the corresponding future or present time-

,frames. Similarly. the future, though havtng the specifie future 

time-frame, is not, for that matter, completely severed from the 

present or the past [time-frames]. Yet, the past or the future 

doea not, like the. present, exist as a materlal thing, in that it 

has been changed into a particularized phenomenal form. While one 

frame of t':"me 15 present, the two other time-frames Ijre in,herent 

20 laksyate aneBeti laksanam kilabhedah. . . . / 
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in the substance (Vyasa on YS 4: 12 t compare a1so with 

Augustine). Vacaspati further adds that if past and future are ta 
\ 

• 1 
be supposed as non-existent simp1y because they are not in the 

-\ 

present, then the present a1so would b~ non-existent, because it 

is not in the past and the future. 
r. 

·It 15 not possible, ·'however, for the time-frames to belong 

s imu1 taneous ly to one and the same [in,di vidual} phenomen,l ized 

time-frame. What. 

sucees s ive times 

15 possible is 

of its phenomenal 

the presentation (bhiva) in 

form (see YS 1:11). On'tht 

basis of the foregoing, one May argue that things do not arise or 

pass out of existence as Buddhists would contend .. Rather, our 

consc!ous experience temporarily isolates successive phenomenal 

aspee ts of pe rmanent [ but mod! fying] subs tance s. A1l phenomena 

are latent or implicit in the substance itse1f and beeome 

explicit or manifest under certain datermined conditions (see 

also Vacaspati on YS 1:11).21 This inference. may be utilized to 

argue that it is eonscious self-awareness that detects and 

21 Compare with Bhartrhari's concepts of kilaSakti (power of 
time), and lts two aspects - -krama (sequence) and ll.I..i 
(restr.iction). As Krama, kilaSakt! activates the [deve10pmental] 
sequence. As. J.Ju:.i. it stunts development dralnlng all energy and 
vi tali ty fro~ 1 ife: 

t.dey.m kramabhivl anekakaryakartrtvam 
tatsahakirlpriptau sthitilak~a~am upapadyat"e (VP 1-

3: 9 • 43 ) 

, ,... - -- , 
jarikhya kilasaktir yi saktyantaravirodhinLsa saktih 
prat1badhniti jiyante ca virodbina9 (VP 3:9.24) 
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isolat.s successive phas.s of th. body as chi~dhood, 

middle age and old age. 22 

youth;. 
J 

The foregoing suggests that 1. extrapolat1ng insights 

revealed in th~ I~ii Slit1:i in lts dis ssion of how change occurs 
\ 
/ 

in matter t it is poss ible to explain 1) the llhysical and 

empirical nature of the ~ging process in humans, and 2) why 
\. 

chrono logical age 18 not the best or Most reliable indicator for 

evaluating and feeling one's age. If we expect to understand our 

experienced and retained past as well as the future, then 

investigation into the structure of memorial consciousness irt old 

age should proceed along the modal of change in relation to time 

as suggested in the 10sa Sütra. 

Following Patanjali, one May understand aging to be a 
\ -

relative pr/>cess. Individuals of identlcal chronologieal age, for 

the same reason, are varlously labeled "aged", "eldérly" or "old" 

suggesting why old age ls a culturally constructed phenomenon. 

This will a1so show how and why 1) subjective time wears 

qua1itatively distinct faces (or hats) in different social 

contexts as reflected in the classical Indian literature and 2) 

., he rmi ts, wandering mendicants, mini s ters, chamberlai ns or the 
ft 

door.keepers are, by convention, dep1cte~ in classical Hindu art 

as elderly persons. 

( 

22 Consider in this context kir~ki (#39) of KilasamuddeS! 
which states that ,beings transfer their form (perceived by the 
intellect) upon time and vanish. 
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The dynamlcs of change with time (krama of kSIDa) aB tt ls 
• • 

explained in the IOia SÜtra and 121a Bhi,YI may also help relate 

the quality of human \ life and aging: how and why people in 

different stages of life (iSramAs) are advised by tpe Sm;tikiras 

to fo llow' age· specifie norms in arder to crea te tbeir temporal 

milieu. Appropria te cul tural symbol s are' des igned to ae t as a 

me ans. to interlock the diverse and uneven rates of the three cime 

dimensions within the individuai who, ls almost unconsciously 

trained ta adjust the three ~ime scales ta his/her temporal 

worid. 

This may also help one to understand how people constructl 

their past biographies and anticipate their future selves by 

considering their present situation. Time has meanin~ only 

insofar as it cames into our consciousness through the "now" of 

our awareness of a stream of experience. People do not have a 

_ past, but ra~her an awareness of past, and not a future, but an 

awareness of a future. Thus, pas t and 'futur/! can never be fixed 

entities for a pers~n, but represent instead the relationship to 

~.m at any given now. 

The body, too, is central to the experience of the self. The 

individual is not in the body or attached to it as an object but 

rather II the' body. The body Is the unique instrument through 

which individuals experience their insertion of self into the 

world and know the past and expect a future. The message of the 

"-DhArma Sastras ~see chapter two) is that the future must also be 

s-tudied as it is lived and not as the future of the clock. The 
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future ls ,that whlch comes to meet the nbw. The past snd future 

are intertwlned into the now. The present constantly influertces 

and alters the past, while the past and future givé direction and 
, 

~ form,~o the present. There 1~, thus, an lntermlngl~ng of temporal 

fra~e"S and the experiences withln each individua~. which are 

eontlnually open to reform and reconstructi~n (see YB on YS 3:13 

and Augustine 1927, chapter 20). 

Articulation of the triple pariiAma, which produces and 

shapes 1ived experience as weIl as the phenomenon of o~d age p'>c 

involves both a contact and dialectic between an inner and outer 

reali ty correlated as temporal sequence (krama of k,alla). lt ls 

on the basis of such a sequence only that the individua1 is able , 
to reco.nstruct in hi's/her lU~e the changing modalities of being 

as envisaged in mode1 of the stages of 1ife and duties. 

Temporality (kila~amâ) ls a category of life and is inh~rent in 

the change (pari~ima) itself. 

This awareness is also reflected, as noted above, in the 

-Ayurvedic definitlon of life as anubandha, the continuous 

uninterruptc d flow of ~ived rea1ity. 
'" ' 

cycle entire The life 

(samsara cakra) .of human reality seems to se,rve as potential 

materia1 ('toff) for Dariqima. The idea of parivima thus includes 

its owr. concrete lived relation aS,part of its world.23 lt is not 

a mere abstract', idea of the mind as a res cogitans but the 

human's total existence in its 'lived relattons", which ought to 

-. 
23 lt 18 tempting to compare this with the condition which 

i5 characte '!zed as ilbeing-ln-the-world" by Heidegger (In-der
V§lt-fein). ' 
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provide the starting point for' a genuine analysis of the hU:man 

life cycle and existence . . 
Following Pataii'j all (and. as informed by Augustine 1927, 

ch.pter 18), one may, then', conclude that a glv-enmoment in life 

can.be a genuine,human lived -èxperience only if it is understood 

as compris~d of all three modallties of,human time (past, present 

and future). Such a mode 1 of human temporality based on the 

theory of parinama . can suggest a positive inte rpreta tion of 

aging. It can avoid over-emphasl,~ing on1y t-he present <as ls do ne 

in early 'Buddhism) or only the future '( as happens in the Vedint1c 

view of liberation). 
\. 

. With the writers of the Dharma {istra tex/ts, then, one must 

il , 

refute the obstinate clinging to the present or future alone. The 

existential acceptance of the future as the equally true temporal 

mode of existence is a necessary prerequisite for developing a 

successful strategy for. coping with old age. One' s present 

existence, accordingly, must be seen in terms of its future 

possibl1itles. On1y such an authentic mode of understanding of 

human life and being across the three temporal frames will afford 

that true inaight into freedom (moksa) as conceived in thè Dharma 
o • 

~-Sastras. The true mode of existence ls "being with' time" , that . 
15, a mode of being that changes with time. 

As a measure of accommodation with the Buddhist 

unders tan~f1ng 0 f personhood, the wrfters of the Smrti works . 
reformulated the orthodox views of personhood as not an innate or 

f~mutable self-substance. The passage of time [and, with it, 
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aging] progressively raveala new and lncreasingly more authentic 

modes of peing 1n-the person. The p~imordial mode of hpman spirit 
\1-

. ,.. 
and existence. '. therefore., 1s ant1cipatory [of the future 

'1 

potential] as weil as exer~ive (Srama) of here and now. But the 

reverat10n of the new modes of being with age. lt 1a argued, 18 
11 

also condltioned by two more factors- -karma (deeds) and kim.!l 

(desire). They constitute the subje~t matter of chapter six. 

t 
pea th and Ag ing 

Introduction 

The way elderly people and others handle the prospect of 
(J 

l death varies from culture to culture, depending on the society's 

worlà view, r e '_ i g'i 0 u sor i en t a t ion, metaphyslcal conceptions 

regarding this land the after world, and the extent to which the 
Q 

society accepts or denies death as the final reality. The precise 

nature of the relation between aging and, death, therefore ,. is 
, 

problematic, moving Robert Kohn (1971) to argue that aging-~n th~ 

" sense of a name of a thing or process or entity is a naming

fa'lla~y. Death cannot be att.ributed to aging, beca-use aging, i9 

not a thing, or the sort of - thing which can be a cause. One 

cannot die of" old age but only of disease etc. "Aging" in the 

expres sion .. to di e of 0 ld age" 1 s mere 1y an e 11 ip tica1 te;-m 

implying Any number of factors. But it is not yet clear what 
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th~se.facto~s are. Even today, therefore, the no~ion ff aging in 

relation_to deatb still remains obscure . 
• 

Semantics of Death r 

In I.ndian tradition the task of making'-some sense out 0# the, 

end product of the aging process t~~t is , death has resulted in a , 

rich and varied profusion of religious and cultural responses. 

They may, howev~r, be reduced to two, one response 15 content to 
t 

see death as a termination of life, while the other sees death as 

,.," 
sorne sort of 

other words, 

transition from one---fuode of life to , 
the p-fienomenon of dea.th m,ay be expiain~d 

another In 

i n' te rms 0 f 

'1) termination or 2) transition theory Both these explanations 

ha~e found ardent supporters 
1 

Cld 'age is usually s as a pe~iod of preparasion for death 

and a s suc h a pro pit i 0 s t i ID e for, pla n n i n g, r e f 1 e c tin g, r ev i e win g 

and summing up. Althou h death may occur at any stage in the life 

cycle, thex;e is a nat~l tendency, in the post-Vedic world, to 

associate Oldrge with eath an1 dying. If old age is th'e final 

act of the human tdrama, ~~rely death is the final OIrtain, 

The Hindu and the Buddhist currents of thought have p~ovided \ 

c on t ras tin g vie w son de a th and i t s rel a t i 0 ri t 0 agi n g . Both 

nevertheless understa.nd deat,h a'$' a 
1 

form of erosion whereby li.,te 

and the body .are gradually worn away, 

end product of the ag"ing ·procesJ 
~ 
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To a certain' extent the threa~s of erosion posed by time, 

i 11ness and accidents may be c irc~mve;te-d wi th proper nutri tion 

and life style. Still, the end to human exhtence may on1y be 

delayed, never absolutely avo:l.d~d altogether. "And just a~ the 

proto-Indo-European verb &ll stradd1es the meanings n to age n as 

we 11 \ as "to fal1 apart", so a1so Jthe verb ~ combines the . 
senses, "to die" (~anskrit marat:e and mriyate) and "to reduce to 

pieceS" (Sanskrit m:-nati, crush, grind). 

It 
, 

is interesti!l~g to note that in the AmarakoSa, the 
. , 

category of 4Jeath is assigned to the semantic domain cailed 

G 
"K~atriya Vii/a" thereby possibly "hinting that at leas t in the 

e a rly clasAical period, when thi s particular lexicon was 

compiled, death had acquired a certain halo of herOic and 

va~orous meaning around it. It accordingly provides ten 
1 

synonyms 
---. 

for death, some of the more regular terms '~1ude: 

1) paOcata: fiveness (that is, the five cardinal 

elements to which the gross body is reduced at 

death) 
\ 

2) kaladharma: the prop,erty or the characteristic of 

1 t ime ' 
'. 

3) distanta: end of fa te .. 
4) pralaya: dissolution 

5) nà;a: destruction (2 :'"8 .116). 

This list of the synonyms for d~ath is preceded by a longer list 
'~ 

of somEJî.thirty synonyms 
\ 

for killing (vadha), that is, death 

in vol vin g a t l'e as t som e de gr e e 0 f ~i ole n ce ( 2 : 8 . 11 2 - Il 5 ). a the r 

words that topica11y and pérhaps _logically precede the entry on 

death deal with such typically K~atriya-related ideas and event~ 
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as- bat~les, armies, strategie formations ~ fight\ng tr~op8 ete. 

This s'.\ggests that semant1eally death ls linked, in some way, to 

violenee (h1qJsâ) as the loglcal outcome of the raj as ~ (see 
) . ( 

above) , whlch Is said ta 
r" 

predominate ln aIl those who belong ta 

the K~atriya class. 

The violent aspect of death also comes out, as 
\ 

note'd in 

chapter three, in the illustrative definition of the Sanskrit 

root .il.:. (in the Paninian Dhâtupatha j as j'rsvayohânau, that is, . . 
the verbal root ~ means 1055 due ta age. lt is slgnificant that 

the substa~tive hin1 (loss) itself is derived from the root han 

ta ki11. Again, 
\ ~ 

Saya~a in his gloss on AthV 11:10.19 
1-

define's old 

age as the~ end state causing destruction on account of age (j ara 

vayohanikarl caramavastha) . 

Su ch semanti~s have strong 

~ 
understanding of the common not~ns of 

\ 
which views death as the reduction 

constituent elements after the bodi1y 

over the designated perlod of time 

process, 

" 

Vedic Perspective 

i m pli c a~ 0 n s for the 

death in lndian tradition, 

of the gross body to its 

conglomerate has survived 

a s~ me a sur e d b Y the a g 1 n g 

The Samhitas envision the final dissolution of the body
'\. 

(i.e. death) in terms of ~ meta~~rs of separation of the gross 

~ '.-- - ~ oody, the subtle ,body (linga sartra) and the self (puru~a-~ 

âtmi). The three fall apart in the manner of a ripe cucumber 
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1t.alf from 1ts stalk as the popular Vedic metaphor 

puts lt. Other analyses delve further and speculate on the ways . ~ 

in which the bo~ 1tself crumbles into pieces after death. The 
" 

teaching on death by Yajnavalkya to Artabhaga (BAU 3:2.13) bears .. 
this observation out, wherein it is shown how extensive 

correspondences between the individual members of the cosmic and 

• the micro-cosmic bodies come ap~rt at death: 

The voice of the dead man enters the fire, 
.J 

#/1' 

his breath enters the wind 

eye enters the sun 

mind enters the moon 

ear enters the card~al directions ' 

flesh enters the earth 

self enters the ether (akasa) 

body hair enters the herbs 

head hair enters the trees 

semen enters the water. 

To Artabhaga's question, "what, then, remaïns of this man?"~ 

Yajnavalkya' s respot1se is 

l 
asseœbly the general and 

elusive. He takes Artabhaga away from 

allegedly bro,ches the doctrine 
~ 

of 

karma. Yajnavalkya, however, is unequivocal in his claim that at 

dea~h, the body dissolves into its constituent parts' only to 

rejoin their cosmic counterparts. 24 In the next birth these same 

24 "1 cause you", says the Atharvan priest (AthV 12:3.22), 
"who are earth, to enter the earth; this bo'dy of your', whicn was 
wel1 integrated (saminI) is [now] disintegtated (vikrta)" 
(compare with Lincoln 1986, 127), This notion of decompositiôn or 
disintegration is a1so present in the concept of nir-rti in the 
Rgveda, which Renou (1955, 11) explains as a \derivative in li 
(thus bearing a priori a dynamic value) from the root ~ with L 
indlcatin( a certain fixed order or cosmos. Because of the prefii 
IlJ.L. nirfti inversely signl-fies disorder. or entropy. 
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el.ments are drawn ~ut of the cOlmos and recomblned into a human, 

animal 
p 

and vegetal organislD. Never ls thera any blrth for the 

flrst time: every birth 18 a rebirtb. Deatb converse 1y i8 never 

o final but repeated (punarm;tyu). 

Identified with a Vedic sacrifice, death i8 vlewed as a 

\recurring and ritual a~t (punarmftyu), Each death repeats the 

primordial death of purusa. which was also the first sacrifice . 
qtg 10:90). Cremation of a dead person is, therefore, seen as a 

finaJ. form of s,\crifice. lt is the 

perform offering its own body to 

sacrifice that a persan can 

ensure the continued existence 

of the universe. Vedic sacrifice was also designed to allay the 

fear of death while one was still alive. Through the performance 

of sacrifice, an individual hoped to remain alive. "Deliver me 

from death, not from life", enjoins the poet to Maru,ts in a 

~gvedic hymn (7:59.12. see also AthV 18:3) . .. 
But death. particularly sudden and unexpected death, still 

holds all of its sting in the ~gveda. One hopes only to escape 

premature death. ta live out a full life span (usually considered 

as spreading to seventy or to hundred years). The Brihma~a texts, 

by contrast, attempt to tame death by gradual degrees: first to 

enable the sacrificer to live out a ful~ life span, therr to allow 

him to live for a hu.ndred or a thousand years, and finally to 

attain some sort of vaguely conceived immortality (O'Flaherty 

1.984, 20). 

\ 
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A passage from the (atapatha Brihmaça (2: 3 . 3 .15) fea tures 

the imagery of old age as a ferryman carrying Lndlylduals to the 
( 

other shore to death. The ter~yman Is not '50 much a person as a 

personiflcatlon.'iHe 15 old age incarnate, and It is old age that 

carries us to death: 

Truly the heaven-bound boat is the [agnihotral 

sacrifice. The two sides [oars] of that heaven-bound 

boat are 

Truly, the 

(kbrahotà) 

1963) . 

the ahavaniya and the 

'ferryman (navaja!) i5 

priest (Translation ls 

gârhapatya altars. 

the milk-offering 

based on Eggeling 

lt i5 int\esting to note, in the above passage, the use 0 f the 

and ythe masculine \mager y in the metaphoric personification 

positive Appreciation of the role of old age. In later classlcal 

texts, the personification and imagery of old age 15 almost 

invariably in a pejorative sense (and in terms of a feminine 

imagery and substantive) .25 The two key compounds, jaramaryam (or 

j arâmÜriyam) and mrtvubandhu, feature prominently in the Sal!lhita 

and the Brahmana texts in this context. Discerning the precise 

natur\ of the relationship posited between old age and death in 

these compounds, however, is problematic. Because depentling upon 

, ,2~ Lincoln (1980; speculates that in the Centum linguistic 
grouping of Indo-European languages, the ferryman of the dead is 
the personification of old age earrying souls off to death. But 
ln the (atam grouping, the ferryman is the personification of a 
religious idealjsaviour carrying souls to deat~. lt may be argued 
that the Vedie re1ig~on, which resembled the Centum grouping. 
tended to be non - s 0 derio 10giea1 in nature. l t was much mor~ 
concerned \ ith questions of winning a good life in the here and 
now tha~ with the questions of salvation in the hereafter. 
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the way· the compound 1a reaolved--as a cO-.ordinat1ve or as an 

exocentric--a different mean1n~ is Implied. 
( 

In the context of dea1ing with the expiations in the ainihotra 

ri tual, the_ Jaimini Brihma'}a states: 

etad val sattra.m jarâmurIyam (1 ~ 51 'f this session [is to 

be kept] till death in old age). 

. ;-

But in the same eontext the Satapatha Brahma~a has: 

etad ~i larimaryam sattram yad agnihotram (12:4.1.1) 
. / ~" 

Egge1ing (1963, 178) translates this phrase as "a sacrifieial 

session ensuring death in old age n . He further observes that nold 

age deathed" or "having o1d age for its extreme limit (marya)" 

seem to be the litera1 meaning of jaramaryam and that the author 

apparent1y takes it in the former sense, though interpreting the 

compound in his own way . The Jaimini Brahmana coneurs with this 
..-

exp1anation but substitute-s jaramüriya for jaramarya, perhaps 

under the influence of the Pa'!1cavimSa Brahmat}a (25: 17.3) where 

jirya mürah occurs in the context of the dirghasattra (a long 

lasting sacrificial session extending to a thousand years): 

This [thousand year session (sattra)] was undertaken by 

Praj âpati as he was stupefled by old age; by i t he 

repelled old age. They who undertake lt' repel old age 

(see Bodewitz 1973, 156). 

4 

In the Atharya Veda, the compound jaram;-tyu acquires yet another 

significance where it does not mean 1) deatb A..!l.Si o1d age (co-

ordinative ' compound) or 2) death ~ old age (descriptive 

determinative compound). Rather it means one whose death Is due 

to old age or in old age (exocentric compound). To be graced by 
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d·ea th in d1d age (j arim;tyu) was cons idered to be 8: very 

auspicious and desirab1e event or fate in the Vedic society. 

Repeatedly, the Vedic texts express such a wish to have a 

j arimrtyu rather than a dea th pree ip i tated prema ture1y through 

accident, viotence or disease in youth. 26 

The term mrtyubandhu, "which oecurs in the Vedie, . 
partieu1arly the Brahmar:a texts, is also relevant for the present 

discussion. Monie~-Wi1liams lists two differe~t meanings of 
1 

bandhu: 

1) Con~ection or relation 

2) Relative, kindred. 

Apte's Dictionary lists friend, cognate or kinsman as the three 

of the possible meanings. In the ~~veda (8:18.22; 10:95.18), the 

hum an be ing is s ty 1 ed mftyubandhu [mrtyoh bandhakah, mrtvoh . . 
ban d h u b h utah] and in ~g 10:725 gods are addressed as 

amrtabandhavah . [Siya~a: amaranabandhanah 1 . . [baing] that is, 

re1ated to the power of immortality:27 Understood as a 

determinative compound, it signifies friend of death; but as an 

exocentric compound it may mean, -"one whose relation to the 

[unseen] ls deathn. In recognlzing death as a comrade or the 

unseen companion of the human race, the sober rea1ism of the 

Vedie wor1d revea1s a heroic, unperturbed attitude towards old 

age and death untalnted by fantasy or the fear that would haunt 

young Naciketa~or Slddhartha (see below). 

Q 
26 See ~g 2:13.2; 2:28.1-2; 8:67.20; 10:18.6. 

27 Geldner renders It as Todengenosse. He renders am;tabandhu 
as Unsterb1ischkeit zenossen. 
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One Atharvan hymn ~8:1) sees death in a novel perspective--

• 
as somethil1g that foes not cO,me only at; the last. moment of life. 

lt permeates évery human moment in life and ACt. In this sense .... 
this hymn iç,vokes a blessing fOl! the human-journey which- carries 

the individual from blrth through o1d age to death. This i8 why 

it Is recited at the initiation ceremony (upanayana) of the young 

twice-born (dvija) boy. lt begins witb a start1ing salute to 

death, 8uggesting the intention of the hymn to lay emphasis in 

protecting the life of the boy when he has not yet fully lived it 

and assuring .his parents. Thus long life (dirghayus) i5 a term 

used in the Veda to express the life lived until it has yielded 
) 

all it had to give. 

The Branmana texts, which' often catch the reader unaware, 

... 
make surprising observations regarding death. The Satapatha 

Brahma9a, for instance, discounts the d(tinction between death 

and non-death and brazenly declares: 

Death does not die and thus within death itself there 
.-

is immortality (SB 10:5.2.3-4). 

Elsewhere, it proclaims: 

Oeath is not ~t the 1imit of life, but in the mldd1e of 

it. In fact, one has to be born thrice (trirha vai 

puru~o jâ~ate), in arder ta 

mr lya te' mfte byan t as tasmadan-a 

(SB 10:5.1.3).28 

\ 

be immorta1 (" .mrtyurna . 
" dfsyate' mrte hyantah ... 

28 lJhat Shakespeare has to say in this context 18 also 
revea1ing. Oeath (like old age one might add) Is not something 
that cornes on1y at the last moment of life; it permeates every 
human1act from birth onwards. lt ls the act of death which ~ives 
uniqueness to our separate, disparate acts in 1ife, Only through 
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One ls f1rst born from one's parents, second, b~ performing 
, 

prescr~bed sacri~ices, and third, after death. Rere is something 

more co1orful and provocative than the bland affirmation in the 

ChAndoiya Upani!ad (6:11) that life does not die. 29 Fo1lowing 

Panikkar '(1977, 534), then, it May be argued that per the Vedic 

vision, death is not inevita'le; it is only accidentaI. It is the 

snatching away of life before maturity i9 reached or the marriage 

is contracted .and heirs are produced. Such a death is always an 

unnatural event, and it is always untimely (akalam;tyu). Not 

surprising1y, the Vedic prayer to gods was: 

Let not the thread of my life be snapped while l am 

weaving my song, nor the measure of my work be broken 

up before lts time (Radhakrishnan 1958, Ill). 
b 

'0 n the 0 the r han d , " the man 0 f 10 n g 1 i f e ( jar a d as t i h )" as the .. 
Samhitas calI the one who has fulfilled his life span Cayus) 1 

does not die, he does rot experience a break, and thus, a trauma. 

The old person does not die. lt is merely that the commerce with 

life (vyapara) lS over alter the three constitùtive debts (.t:.!l.â, . . 
see chapter two) have been paid off. But not everyone, who is old -

~ 

death immortality 
contains within it 
174) . 

is revealed and reached. 
the sfled of immorta1ity 

\ 

) 

Death itse1f 
(Sh1bles 1974, 

29 This ls bas e don .~ ay a ~ a ' s g los s on that passage: 

mrtyurÛpah puruso mrtyurupe'antara 
vàrtate'mrtyoh purusasyamrtatvam amrtarüpa. .. .. . 

thus 
147-

Compare . this ide'a with Yeats' contention that in Rilke's 
view a person's death is born with it and if Its life is 
successful and it escapes mere "l1J1as s death" , i ts nature ls 
completed b r its final union with death. Rilke gives Hamlet's 
death as an examgle (See Wade 1954, 917) . 
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in years, 
\. . 

reacbes long, frultful life. maturity. And lm.ort.lity. 

It: ls not a question of mere length of days but of Iroyth (a 

theUle which is ""-stresaed in the Dharma Sastra text~_~omposed in 

the subsequent centuries) for which the life ,,'pan stretching to 

one hundred autumns ls certalnly velcome but of which it la not 

the necessary condition. TiUle is more th an its D1eaSUreUlent by the 

passing of 4ays and seasons; lt ls the qualitative co-efficient 
" 

of human growth itself. 

~y the t;l.me of the Upani-!ads, the meaning of the relation 

between old age and death undergoes radical change. ~hereas death 

in old age (jaramFtyu) was s~en as a fitting and proper end to a 

long and hea1thy 1ife, the inspireŒ sage of the Mundaka Upani,ad , 
now casts old age and death as twln terrors and seeks to 

transcend them in the hope of the ultimate salvation: 

Trul~~, uns teady and leaking are those [ships] whlch 

take the form of sacrifice [The eig~teen older sacred 

texts ( 3 X 4 Vedas + 6 Vedingas)] in-- 'lihich the l\sser 

[form of] know1edge is stated. Those fools who praise 

this doctrine as better [than that which is revealed 

here] truly go again to old age ~ death. 30 

In other Upanisads death is occas ionally portrayed' as', or , 
assoclated wi th, a dancer. Yhen Naciketa vis 1 ts the world of 

death in order to obtain knowledge about dying, Death tempts ~im 

~ith many boons and f1nally offers b1m lovely women with musical 

instruments (Kaçha Upani~ad 1:23-25). But Naciket~ridicules tham 

30 - - - - -., plava hyete adrdha yajnarupa astadasoktam 
Iylram yesu klrma"ëtacchreyo y§'bhinandant1 

-dh" . - -mu a jaIam~tyum te punarevapi yanti 
(MUndaka UpaDi!ad 1:2.7). 
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càuse one'. vitality to wear out with Asa 

(j .I~XIIUii. t13AI, compa1:e with the ~gvedic hymn to the lovely 

Usas, the goddest of dawn, who, 
• 

too, robs people of their life) . 

-
Remindlng us of young Siddhirtha as depicted in the Buddhacarita, 

\ 
Naciketa spurns Death's gifts rebuking it in chese words, "keep 

to yourself your chariots, dance ànd song". The âssociation of 

tbe dance not only with aging but a1so wich death, persists in 

many 1ater texts wherein Indra is shown dispatching old age in 

the guise of dancing girls instead of death to destroy those 

practicing austerities with a view to becom~ immortals (see Padma 

PuraI)a.2:77). 

In summary, the Vedic world view steers a middle 

'course be tween the extremes: it avoids a tragic and almost 

obsessive attitude vis-à-vis old age and death, which will later 

become the ha11mark of the teaching of the Buddha. lt does not 

triviaHze or ignore the place of old age and death in hum an life. 

Life is a great value; indeed, if properly understood, it is the 

highest value. lt would appear to be the task of old age and 

death to he~p us reallze the value of life and to treasure it 

(Panikkar 1977\ 575).31 

31 This estimation, of death compares favorably with 
Wittgenstein's observation that at death the wor1d does not 
alter, bu~eomes to an epd. Death is not an event in 1ife: we do 
n~t live - to experlence death. If we cake eternity to' mean not 
infinite ttllpora1 duration but tlmelessness, then eternal llfe 
belo~gs to those who live' in the present (see Shibles 1974, 69). 
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Th. B~1dha~. p ••• imi.tic .val~atio~ of lif. and d~ i. to 

be found in bis cbaractèrization of human life as a duration of 
1 

unhappy and polntless moments, the 'flna~ point of which Is always 

an unexplainable and painful death preceded by old agé and 

disease. This ls evident from the f~çt that in Buddhist texts, 

following the practice already Initiated in the Upani:;ads, the 

words jarimaran~/mrtyy or jarintakay are construed as co-
" . 

ordlnative compounds, and they are usually understood to mean old 
• 4 \», <, 

age and death. 32 A~ a 'matter of fact, the practice of binding the 
f J, 

concepts of old age and death into an exocentric compound to mean 

dea~ in old age does not survive after the Sa~lilta period. Even 

the class lcal Hlndu texts, deeply influenced as they are by the 

Budrhist evaluatlon of life, g~nerally combine old age and death 

in a co-ordlnative compound. 
« 

Not surprisingly, the negative evaluation of these two 

stru~tured events ln the human condition ls particularly 

unremittlng ln its severity in the Buddhist tradltion. To the 

Buddha', the human being ls driven by the fear of death' [and 

disease {ri'a decrepitude] rather than by the l'6ve 0\ life. To-

conquer death, ls to the Buddha, life' s aim. 33 Responding'" to a 

\ ~ 
32 Lamotte ( 1976, 42), for instance, renders j arimarana as 

r-la vhillesse-mort, ~ 

33 Here the BUddh:' ls in th company of many dlstinguished 
philosophers for whom human exi tence is--Thomas Hobbes has said 
It-·nasty, mean, brutish and short. After Darwin thase views were 
reformulated and morally mitigated, by recognlzing that existence 
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question by a disciple namad 

·f· 
Râdha (-",R,âr1ha Sa~yutta" , Samyutta .. 

Nikiya). the Buddhà identified dea:h with M!ra, explaintng that 

Mara, the princip1e of destruction, ls fpund wherever the 
• 

constituents of lndlviduality are found. 34 . In yet another 

disco~se ("Mahâsa:ipa.tthina Sutta", DN 2:290-315), he' described 

death 0 (maranam) as the breaking .uP (bheda) of· the [five] 

aggregations. 

The Buddhist position with regard to the,existence of humans 

and their life processes. then, is that it is subject to the law 

of dependent origlnatlon, which should be under~tood in the light 

of the vision of suffering (duhkhadrstl) Ïormulated as two . . .. 
fundamental principles: all ls suffering (sarvam dub.kham) and 

everything i5 impermanent (sarvinyanityam). Whi1e the first 

J principle is intuitive1y given. the latter emerges fro~ the 

Buddha's ana~ysis of t~e facts of life and its experiences. Since 

whate'ver is dependen't1y. originated ls a1so sorrowfu1, existence 

1 • 

ipso facto is suffering. ,Yet the source of suffering is distinct 

from the experience of suffering. 

From the geronto1ogical perspective. the Buddha se8ms 'to 

" argue that 014 age ls the source of Buffering which is 1ived and 

experienced by a11 o,ld people. Ear1y Buddhlst 1iterature such as 

the Jatakas or the 'works of AGvagho~a (Buddhacarita and 

Saundarananda) a1so blur this distinétion. iderltifying old age 

is struggle for existence (see Kallen 1972, 1-21). / 
ios 
in 

·0 
34 Compare with Goethe' s enigmatic comment that death 

Nature' s expert contrivance to get plenty of 1ife (quoted 
Mukherji 1965, 382-383). 
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i tse If wi ch .s'uffering and effec t i vely cons truc ting pic curesque. 

me taphors Co re 1 nforce that ident i ty. The reason for this ~:s ion 

may be that for early BuddhislJl old age, being depend ntly 

originated, 15 suffer1ng and theQ elderly person and his/her ved 

experience also belng 50 originat('d' are suffer\ng. 

Thus, du~kha, originally a word meaning., a particular type of \ 

unpleasant .experi-ence, was extended to mean also an entity a~ a 

phenome non (vas tu) Ta that extent this linè of Interpretation 
iol .... 

./ 
resembles the sa~~ya thinking, which, tao, believes tha t 

1 

everything in the material domain (prakrti) i5 eharaeterized by 

happiness (sukha) as well as by unhappiness (duhkha) and delusion 

The result of this logie was that unI/55 origination and 

-
em.!>od'iment comes to an end, th.e pain (duhkha) of disease, old age 

and de a th canno t be e radie ated. Th i s Il'0 \.\1 d a 1 50 re qui;re the 

arrest ,of the flow of moments (ksana). Sitce these moments are 

real, their arrest would involve a specilic kind of disciplined 

effort, which is known as. the 'elght-fold.path 
~ - (' 

A human being ls the only ~nimal which ls. aware of the 

" certainty ! of dea th, 
1 
whieh is perceived as the ever- impendlng 

ter ori nus. The f e a r 0 f de a th And 01 d age wou 1 d , therefore, 

dissipate only if one were to reflect carefully on the nature of 
~ 

self and time: Llfe and the consclous experlence of lt ocl\1r only 
" ) 

in the present. The present alone 15 ~at which exists and 

remains unmovable. like a rock which the uneeasing flow of time 
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flow6 around, but does not carry away with it )contrasJ~with the 

relevant Hind~ view expounded above).35 

~ 

To surmount suffering, understood as disease, decrepi tude 
~ . 

an-d death, then, one shquld abandon the ",struggle. for happiness and 

the eliminatipn of unhappiness. Paradoxical though it may sound, 

; 
one must, in the Buddhist scheme of 

J 
the true meaning of existence. Dying 

life, .,race s~ering as 

and de a th, thU'/' b ecome the 

" 
only real purpose of the birth and life process', In the moment of 

death all i9 a<:)lLeved, for which the whole course 01 life was 
l ~1 

on1y the preparation and introduction. Disease, old age and' death,...,' 

are the result and the resume of life. 36 

J 

HinOu Perspective 

The views of early Buddhism, on death and old age, as 

/ 

outlined above, are controverted by the Dharma Sâstras (see 

chapter two). Death as deliver<ince is that toward which one' s 

inner resources and self-tlisciplined/ development should be 

directed~ inasmuch as it is the consummatip"n of Llife. Death is 

the telos of life. The Buddha's pessimism, as lt cames across in 

early Buddhist texts, results from selective empirical and 

35 These lines' are originally pronounced 'by Schopenhauer in 
the context of his reflections' on death ("Ages of Life", in McKee 
1982). They could equally weIl be put in the mouth of the Buddha. 

f . 
36 Compare these ideas with Schopenha'+tr/ s comments that the 

world i5 b4nkrupt and life is a business th1tt does not caver the 
costs and that man's'noble vocation i5 ta suffer ("The Ages of 
Life", reproiuced in McKee 1982). r 
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clinlcal evldence-gatherlng than' trom u'tlbiased 'observation and 

co gent arguments~ Though nature vlctlmizes humans by glvlng them 

the capac 1 ty to fore s eé and fear 0 Id age and death. 1 t 15" argued, 

also provides a compenso!tting antidote to the certainty of 

death, which the reflective reason can posit Qut of its own , 

means. 1 

In ,the puraIJas, the explanatory accounts of old age and 

death are clothed in a mythic mode. Ta a certain extent, they are 

related td their counterparts in many Buddhist myths. Both share 

the s ame re.t'urr en t mo t ifs and 0 fte n propo se the sarne salut ions ta 

t.he problems of o.d agE\ and death, although they are posed 

differently. The in~iratian for these myths may be traced to . <: 

Yaj~avalkya's explan,ation to Artabhaga' s query (BAU 3'2.10) that 

death is an all-consuming fire of which the water [of knowledge] 

is the best antidote. When thJS extinguished. this fire of death 

renders repeated death impossible (mrtyurmrtyum jayati). , , 

Time happens ta be the corrupting factor in manx of the 

myths of the origin of old age leading ta death. Whenever death 

is chased away from the earth. as lt happens when 

king rules the earth ~e.g. King Yayâti. see below) 

a righteous 

or when ~ 
th~ earttJ extraordinary person 

becomes overburdened 

undertakes severe 
•• -/0 

a~d consequently 

austerities • 

people (particulàrly the 

elderly) must be killed. Two related verse~ of the Mahabhirata , 
begin with just such an asS'umption of an am'oral necessity for the 

raison d'~tre of ·death. 

(;J o 
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To the questions of Yudhisthira as to who 1s .. lt that d1es, 

-whence comes death, and how does 1 t stalk lts Bhlsma . prey, 

responds that old age and death arose on account of the dangerous 

. 
overcrowding brought about by an excess of people [perhaps old 

p e 0 pIe 1 who se 0 n I y, fla w wa s th a t the y di d no t die [ 0 r, di d no t 

soon enough]. In anothef passage "Oeath" declines to perform, her 

prescribed dut Y (svadharma), which is to kill. Instead, she 

comp lains : 

How could you Srahma create a woman such as 17 How 

cou 1 d l ,P e r for m s u ch a c ru e 1 tas k? . . . l w i 11 no t k i 11 

sick children or old people .(MB 12:250.9,25,41). 

In these passages we find an interp1ay between an abso1ute and a 

relative mora1ity in the attitude toward old age and death. In 

fac t, moral judgments regarding not moraUty but 
If 

old age and 

death are introduced (D'Flaherty 1976, 229). 

As if taking its eue from such passages, the Hindu 

devotionai (bhakti) literature progresses one step further by 

.. -asserting that Siva (or other major gods such as Vi~r:tu, DeVoi or 
\ 

K:~~a) prevent old age and death from afflicting their respective 

... 
devotees, al though in one important myth Siva declares his 

inability to manipulate the pro~ess of ag1ng. 37 These ide,as, too, 

may be traced back to the Branmana texts, which stàte that 

certain enlightened beings are not subject to old age and death . 

~ 

37 Il'l the 
Indradyumna' s reque 
that nobodv can 
fura!]a (26: 27). 

... 

na, 
make 
old 

for 
him 

age. 
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The .pithet kiljDtakA, whlch la one of ~he foure.en forme of 

death, was origlnally applied to the god Yama hlmaelf to indicate 

his role as the destroyer of the world. But in the Purâ~ it is 
;' 

transferred ta Siva. A relevant episode from the Bhigavata puri~a 

.1. 
., (12:8-10, see O'Flaherty 1976, 232) may be examined here by way 

of illustration: 
, 

The sage Markandeya was fated to die at the age of .. 
sixteen. Yhen his moment arrived, he was meditating and ,. 
worshipping Siva's 

of the god of death 

symbol 

(Yama) 

(linga). 

came t.o 

Yhen the messengers 
l 

take his life away, ,. 
Siva burst out of his linga and prevented the 

/ 

messengers from accomplishing their duties. Siva th--en 

granted . Mar}ca?~eya the boon that he would remain 

!sixteen forever and old age would never touch him. 

But{ Purar:tic Hinduism àlso derives its attitude toward aging and 

death from the Samhita and the Bri'hma~a texts, often disregarding 

the Upani;;adic world view on 1ife, whi!ch is closer to Buddhism. 

Death is evil, and premature death is the sure sign of the 

graduaI waning of righteousn~ss (dharma) in each of the four ages 

():.1l&~J, which also results in the steady and corresponding , 
decreases "f the human life span. Moralistic overtones in the 

t explanation of old age and death, sa frequent and familiar in the 

PuraI}as, are also to be found in passages of imp[rtant Ayurvedic 

texts such as the Caraka Samhita where it 15 specified which type 

of person ages and dies prematurely: 
'; 

As a result of leading a 1ife style whJ.ch is not in 

accord wi th one' s bodi 1y 

one's digestive capacity 

food; from a1lowing the 

/ 

strengt~; from eating beyond 

or eating the wrong kind of 

body to deteriorate; from 
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excessive intercourse; from' relationship with 1 ev!l 

persons; from restrain!ng n.tural biologlcal urges 

(CS.v1.3:38). 

The Buddh18t vlew of life, wh!ch i8 diametrlcally opposed SO the 

Vedlc vlew on llfe, curlously comes allve agaln and receives 

endorsement from such unllkely quarters as the classlcal drama 

and poetry, which generally staunchly supports the Vedic values. 

In Raghuvamia, for instance, the sage Vasi~t;ha, who is the chief , . 
preceptor of the kings of the Raghu dynasty, in consoling King 

Aja who is mourning the death of his young and lovely wife 

Indumati, admonishes him in these terms: 

Wise persons know that death is the substratum of 

sentient beings and life is a mere deviation from that 

pristine condition. If a creature manages ta be alive 

even for a moment, it is a gainer. 

The dull-witted lament the loss of a dear person as a 

dart shot through the heart, but the firm-minded regard 

the same as a dart removed, because such a loss opens 

the door to bliss. 

Since the [facts of the] relation and separation of our 

own body and soul are sa well known, tell me, 0 king! 

why separation (on account of death] from other objects 

[body] should at all distress a wise person? (RV 8:87-

89) . 

Vasi~~ha 5eems ta argue that death. not life, is the norm of the 

human condition. Death is the substratum (sth8yibhava) of which 

life and lts phases, including old age are mere deviations 
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(yibhiyas) .38 This view of life in relation to death 18 duly 

eehoed also by Bhart~hari in a charmin~ile: 

How can mortals find j oy in life that resembles bubbles 

on the waves of sea? For a moment man 15 a boy, for a 

moment a youth tortured by love, for a moment a pauper, 

for another moment at the apex of prosperity. Then at 

the end of life' s play wlth 11mbs tlred in old age and 

wlth face marked by wrlnkles he retires, like an actor, 

behind the curtain Qf·death (VairâgyaSataka, #49,50). 

Ta cane lude, in the H indu sp ir i tua l sphe re 0 ften influenced by 

Vedanta [and perhaps' by Buddhisml, the disgust and 

meaning1essness of life as conveyed by the triune evil of 

disease, old age and death- ·inciuding anxiety derived thareof--

has been ,ecognized as the instigator and the source 

striving for the release from the bandage of embodiment. 

of hum an 

Freedom 

and reality understood as nirvâna or moksa begin where anxlety 

and fear of embodiment Is overcome. Anxiety originating in the 

faar of disease, deerepitude and death must not be ailowed to 

distort or prevent hum an vision and perception of that supreme 

reality, which can mediate and express itself only in the mode of 

38 A slmilar discourse is given by Rama to his younger 
brother Bharata who has requested Rama to abandon his life in 
exile and re turn to the cap 1 t al ta ru1e the kingdom 0 f Ayodhya': 

The human being ls not able ta do what lt wi11s on this 
earth. It ls fate which moves us around (#15). Yhether 
we saunter or hasten on. life and death pass us by 11ke 
a flowlng river, which never returns to its source. As 
piec,es of drifting wood floating on the ocean come 
toget'her for a span, 50 wives, sons, parents, wea1th 
and property remain with us for al while, only ta 
abandon us in the course of time! (Rai! 2:98.15.25,26). 
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tranquillty <'fntl) (Arapura 1977, 73). Moks. or niryi~a 'concerna 

this p,articular state of being and of abiding, which t'ransee.nds 

the anxiety-laden wor1d of becoming [and aging] and reposes in 

the sentiment of quie tude ( ~santarasa) . This 11ne of thinking 

really begins with the Upani~adic seers and is endorsed by 

Buddhism and Hinduism. 

, 
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Chapter Six; Metaphysic. of Alinl 

Introduction 

l t was ar gued in chap ters one and three tha t tradi tionally 

in the formulation of Indian texts, thought and meaning become 

enmeshed in the web of ~emantics, physics and metaphysics. lt 

therefore, not surprising :to flnd that in keir attempts 

is, 

to 

in s cri b eth e me an i n g s 0 f agi n g and de a t h in th e l i f e pra ces s , 

certain passages in our texts imperceptibly dovetail into 

metaphysics. Ta cite just one example, the basic Ayurvedic 

doctrine tha t the body and mind are intimately cannected 

i n~a-r iab ly dr aws medic ine to the fron tie r s 0 f ph il 0 s ophy and 

metaphysics. 1 This tendency is a1ready discernible in the Samhita 

and Brahmana texts wlth respect to such age-sensitive concepts as 

rejuvenatian and Jnmortallty. It ls argued thereln that the 

subtle body, mind and self are sustained and carrLed over time by 

a variety of metaphysical causes. The chief among these causal 

agents are karma 
~ 

(deeds) and tama (desire), which are sald to 
., -" l 

underlay physical and biologieal explanations of human beings who 

age and die and yet continue to go through the rounds of samsara. 
. "" 

1 See Ro~u 
pour Caraka. de 
mlt.ohys igue 

.- -(s.rlravic.ya) . 
de la nature de 

(1978, 80). He a1so observes that, " ri 
cl i vage entre la candi t ion huma ine e t 
(Ibid. 81}" and "Investi~ation 
aboutit hune anthropologie gui engage 
l'être (puru~avicaya)." (Ibid. 138). 
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Me~.c.uses of ASiDa 

--The Vedic seer s were Dot overly preoccupied with o 

establishin'g the aetiology of aging and death, since it was 

~elieved that by performing the prescribed sacriflclal rituals or 

spells, the gods could be contacted and influenced to assure a 

long, healthy llfe here on earth and an immortal and joyous life 

in the hereaft'r. This promise and hope of the eternal life 

tended to reduce the fear and significance of aging and ~uffering 

here in this world 

In their attempts ta answer the questions about the universe 

and thoa nature of human life in it, the Upani~adic seers t:ended 

to rej ect the simplistic Vedic ideas and the means of 

manipulating the universe and the human body through divine 

intervention. Their solution instead lay in reinterpreting the 

concept of the self in relation to the universe, on the one hand, 

and ta the body on the other. For this purpose, the Upani~ads 

introduced the concept of karma to account for the meaning of 
. 

1 i fe wh&,reby the proee s s 0 f aging ce as esta b e a threa t to the 

self which is perceived to be ageless and eternal. The self gets 

embodied, i t i5 now argued, because of des ire (ki!n.A), which, in 

turn, creates willing capacity (kratu) in the individual. As one 

wills so one will become and accumulate the store of good or evil 

acts (karma) (see BAU 4:4.2-6). 

BudC'hism and classical Hinduism posited additional causal 

elements, related in one way or the other to the central 
T 

all 

245 

ftf 
,.,1;;; 
l, : ~~ 

,0' 
, YI 

.' 



o 

.. 

o , 

of the eonea{t of kar~~ • to serve as a 

aging process. Sankara, for ins tance. argued 

" reality as weIl as the embodied existence 

tha t th\ empirical-" 

are not;ing but a 

complex of the organs of action (kirya-karana-sam,hi'ta) intended . . 
t'o produce the experience of human suffering (which includes 

aging, see Brahma SÜtra Bba~ya 3:4). The following are some other 

causal factors,).i th karma as the common thread running through 

al1 of them: 

1) Determinate human action 

~ Divine intervention 

\ 3) Hereditary traits 

4) Extenuating circumstances 

5) Potent action of extraordinary personages ~such as 

seers, magicians and sooth-sayers 

6) Potent action of certain substances such as plant 

extracts ~nd minerals. 2 

Il1ustrative accounts depicting the positive or negative 

implications o,f these factors for the aging process in terms of 

Acceleration or deceleration are to be found in the INikayas, , 

Jataka Puranas -stories, Epi,cs, anQ the Ayurvedic texts . Bùt the . 
origin of aging - - the crux of the problem- - is often awkwardly 

glossed over in such accounts. The nManu~yaka Sutta ni, for 

instance, merely declares that various stages in the life of the 

sentient being are nothing but mere names (Chaudhuri 1976, 228). 

Aging~ thus" ls denled but without,adequately explaining why. 

k \ 

2 Caraka (CS.sû.l:52) explains that the karma (active 
potential) present in the substance is conducive to growth or 
10ss in the composite body. This property of karma is sui generis 
and 8heeds no other cause for i~. 
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Desire .for Ifoxtality 

The R&yeda suggests that for" the Vedie Indians death was but . 
the crossing from one leve1 of existence to another. That the 

, 
self of the departed one (AiA), after due rites of purification 

by fire, retires to a land of joy and sunshine is a1so asserted 

in the Atharva Veda. According to Miller (1974, 132), two ~rends 

of thought are perceptible First, there is the in these verses. • 

desire for a long life here on earth with its corol1ary avoidance 
"t 

of [premature] death. and second1y, the wisM for immorta1ity and 

the \Qua1 avoidance 

immortality, however, 

of death. Continued physica1 life and 

/ . 
are not held to De equiva1ent. For this 

reason, it ls not always clear whether the desire expressed is , 
for imm9rtality in spirit or in the body.] 

~gveda (10:121.2) 1s probab1y the earliest instance where 

the shift~ ftom the physlea1 to the metaphysical aspect of 
( 

immortality is attempted by resorting to a literary mode (see 

chapte"r three). 4 lt 15 stressed in this hymn that the sun 

3 In the Atharya yeda (8:7.22), am~ta ls (unders~d as an 
elixir of long 1ife. AthV 18:3.62 expresses the hope that 
deathlessness may replace death and decay. According to Deussen • (1972, 1:287), v such passages means the dellverance of 
the 1iberated self from ying. But in Western tradition, ... 
immortality connotes inde tructibi11ty by death. The equivalent 
concept in Indian tradit on is vyatireka (reaching beyond th..e 
body). ~ 

4 Thir shift ls Iso suggested by the title of this 
particular hymn, "To Yhich Gods?" 
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(hir'\lya&,rbha, the' golden gerll) 5, concelvad as the son of 

Praj apat!, 1s an image of !mmortality whose shadow ls death 

i lf ( h - - h) tsa y.svs c svamftAm yasv' mrtyu . . . The' phrase ils bssed on a 

, 
pun (slesa) on the substantive chayi, wh!ch means both shadow and . ~ "'" 

'\ likeness or reflection. Thls ls a striking enigmatlc statement of 

the pal!adox ' of time which brings death, but which ls also an 

~ image of immortallty.6 '--"\ 

The deeper meaning inscrlbed in the pun ls that the one and 

the J god (P~ajipati/Hira~yagarbha) , paradoxical1y, is h.2.!.h. (>Same 
1 1 v 

the creator and the destroyer of human life and its acts (karma). 

For this purpose, the outward or surface meaning ls carried in 

the imagery of the physica1 and the'visible sun, on whose passage 

is predicated the measured and e1apsed time (see chaptar four, 

a1so Johns on 1981, 65). Chayi even has a third meaning: the s hade 

or refuge' from the heat and destruc .. ion caused py the sun or 

elllptlcally by time, as suggested in two ~gvedic hymns to Agni 

5 Accordlng to Geldner, the concept of hiraI}yagarbha is the 
precursor of the ~ubsequent Hindu cosmology. 

6 Compare this account with that in Plato's Politicos (269c-
274e), where the cosmos 19 viewed as a sphere, the motion of 
which atternates between two opposing phases. I~the first p~ase, 
the cosm1c sphere is guided by God's hand, which spins lt ~~ one 
rotational direction. The world then partakes of both moral and " 
physical well b~ing. This is the paradis al age of kronos. But at 
a certain moment, ,God releases hls hand from the cosmos, and 1 t 
bagins to spin in the opposite direct}.on. This is the age of Zeus 
when moral and physical conditions deteriorate. The moments of 
transition from one rotational direétion to another ls a period 
ofJ catastrophe where "beg1nn~ng- and end rush in opposite 
directions" (2,73a, Lincoln 1986, 134). In the parallel Hlndu myth 
of the churn1ng of the ocean, the birth and the death of "the 
universe 19 s1m1l.arly symbolized" by the two S rotational 
directions . 
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and Rudra respectively (6:16.38 ~nd 2:33.6). When mortais die, lt 

18 not a literal death but a symbollc death that renounces 
" . ...J ' 

attachment t~o :ortal reality. In another ~gvedic hymn 17:59.12) 

to Tryambaka (Siva), the poet enjoins the god ta deliver him from 

death but not from immortality, by wh~~h is imp11ed, again, not a 

1itera1 ~mmortality but rather a full life span (sfrvam âyus) , 

reckoned tO"be one hundred years. 7 
" 

With the emergence of the Brahmana texts new rituals are . 
, 
introduced ta assure longevity, 

() 
progeny and heaven after death. 

But at the same time they also begin to move away from a merely 

" 
\ 

physical U{\derstanding of life and death. lt is now held that 

only mo rtal scan asp ire to be immor tal. lmmorta 1 i ty is no t sheer 

deatblesOsness, the mere continuation of ~ given earthly and 
\ 

temporal conditiqn. lt (amFtatva) is, rathe..r, the overcoming of 
, 

death, the penetrating and passing through it (SB 2:3.3.7). 
, 

"Death ls bathed in light", claims ~pe Satapatha Brahmana; 

"death covers itse1f in splendour" OrB 10:5.2.4).8 Elsewhere it 

ls declared that, "He who performs the rajasüya sacrifice 

transcends a1l kinds of death (m;tyünatimucyate) ,< and old age 

alone is his dea th -(j ara1ya ID;tyur;bhavft L. " SB 5 : 4 . 1 . '1 . ) . This 

hop~ is a1so expressed in the followlng p~ayer offered Gn behalf 

of a child by its parents: 

7 !his is based on Saya~a's gloss who quotes Saunak' and the 
Taittir;iya Brihmava (1:6.10.5) in support of this particular line 
of interp~etation. 

8 ... mrtyurvivasvantam vasta' ityasau vA'dityo 
vivasyinesa, ,', Sfryatrenena parivr;to mrutyorâtmi vivasyati. , . . . . 
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Let -)athor heavon e and 

old age (jarim;txu ) ,9 

mother earth g~U death in 

The .Kauiltaki Upanisad (2:10) a1so pr..,ovides a meaning of 

immorta1ity which 18, as Deussen (1980, l: 41) notes, on a 

strictly horizontal plane. Immortallty is something handed ovar 

by a dying father to his son. By his birth a~d by the birth of 

.,t 

his son, the father has contracted a debt (DU!.) with life. In a 

moving ritual performed at the moment of death and the 

transmission of immortality (sa~pradana), the dying father repays 

his debt by passing on to his sO-n all that he has, the prayers, 

the sacrifice and the portion of the world whtch he 'is. Thereby 

the immortality [as a hereditary trait) of~ the father 15 assured 

and the continuity between ~eneratlons 15 maintained. 10 

In the Puranic mythology, immortality is attained by 

activating the potency in austerit~ (tapas). In the Sall!hita, 

the practice of tapas is said ta produce fertility, but in the 

Upani~ads it is undertaken to attain release. As O"',Flaherty 

(1973, 76-77) points out, release and progeny -llre forms' of 

immortality, both promising continuation of the self without the 

body. It may be argued that with the emergence of Buddhis~ as a 

competing so~eri010gy the followers ~~ orthodoxy were forced to 

9 sâyaq.a' s gloss states 
double meaning: freedom from 
from natural death in old age 

that the compound 
01d age and death 
(jaramftyuvarjita). 

j aramrtyu has a 
Q.1: fr'eedom even 

10 The Brhadaranxaka Ppanis/ad (5:1'7·20) provides a similar .. ~ 
death-bed ceremony (sampratti) 1 although it goes further in that 
it describes how the taculey of speech (vac), mind (manas) and 
the v!ta1 principle (prana) arise out of the earth, sky and water 
respectively and enter the dying father after he has bequeathed 
his power of 1ife to hi~ son, r 
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_ake an existential ,choice between the spiritual life underscored 

by renunclation and the deslre for the "immortal" Iife in the 

body. 

This dllemma ls somewhat awkwa~d1y posed ln the fol1owing 

/ 
episode from the Satapatha Brahma~a (10:4.3.1-9).11 The setting 

Is a sacrlficia1,session undertaken to gain immorta1ity. Death 

-fe el s threatened by the prospeat of humanity obtaining 

immortality through such sacrifices and addresses the gods: 

Dea th: l f th i sis s 0 , th en, sur e 1 y a Il p ers l' n s will 

become i mortal. What will be my fate? 

Gods: Fro now on no one will become immorta1 with the 

body. 

share, 

you have taken the [physical] body as your 

on1y shal1 whoever deserves immortality 

[either by isdom (jnana) or works (karma) 1 will attain 
~ 

it (translation is based on Egge1ing 1963). 

In Search of R~juvenation 

The roots of cultural gerontology as the art pnd science of 

aging began as an inquiry into the characteristics 
\. 

or the 

qualities of long-lived people. By nature, the human being ls, as 

Horace put It, laudator temporls acti, and apt to believe that 

predece.ssors lived a happier and longer life (Gl'm'ek 1958, 29). 

Over the centuries, much speculation and Many myths have been 

created to explain why certain indiviqua1s were favoured vith 

\ 

Il The same 
various Puranas 
different. • 

dil1emma reappears 
(see below). But 

1 
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o Thua, the tbemes of lœmortallty ~r, more long life. 

real~stleally longevity and rejuvenatlon-go together. Yho would , \ 

want to be eternally alive as a decreplt, old man/woman? Indeed, 

Most would prefer a short life that is full of youthful vigour:-A , 
Greele myth graphically portrays the plight of 'rethonos whose 

lover, Eos (comparable to ~gvedic U,as), asked Zeus ehat Tethonos 
...... 

might be deathless and live forever but forgot to asle for 

agelessness and lts specifie coro11ary, eternal youth (Hymn to 

Ap h r 0 dit e # 221, se e Kin g 19 8 6). He, the r e for e, con t i nu e d t 0 age 

with growlng years and e~entually lived only to eurse his 

immortality devoid of youthful vitality. 

Not surprisingly, humankind has always searched for a 

panseea for an eternal youthful life. Most societies value life 

a.nd seek to prolong it, an! the main cultural practices are 

dedlcated to survival and the maintenance of human life, provided 

that it eould be lived in relati'\~l comfort. The human being's 

quest for fongevity and youthfulness predates both the ~gveda and 

Genes1s. That qfest i5 as universal as people's conseiousness of 
". 

the inevitability of their own death an~ the roots of that quest 
• 

stretch bacle to the dawn of time. 

Health and youth are, Sorne have claimed, cOl'ltagious lilee 

disease. Since senescence is loss of vital energy, by remaining 

in close contact with young maidens, lt was believed that lost 

youth and vigour May be Jegained. King David, accordingly, took 

the young virgit Abi.~g to bed, pre.umably to inhale her br.oth 

and thus restore something of his lost youth. Curiously, though, 

, 
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eonj ure up such seenes from his imagination, but documented 

instances of su~h practice are diffieult to find. 

Others have staked their faith in shunamitism (opotherapy), 

perhaps the oldest method of rejuvenation, and c~rtainly Fidely 

held, whieh is 
~ 

9ased on the bellef human physical and 

psychologieal properties are c10sely related to certain bodily 

Qrgans in humans and animals/plants. If these organs are eaten, 

", 
it is believed, aging organs May be re-invigorated. This 

-1>rinciple is endorsed in Ayurveda and a number of prescriptions 

based on it are in circulation as popular rejuvenating remedies 

even today in India (see below). 

In more recent times a1jtempts have been made to stimulate 

the activities of the gonads of· the elderly by ~ritation in 

order to produce rejuvenating effects. Similarly, sex hormones 

have been found to stimulàte failing libido, improve potency and 

(-

revive mental faculties. These effects are nonetheless irregular 

and of short duration. This is by no means a rejuvenation in the 

literal sense of the word, but rather a kind of erotisation 

(Gl'lIl ek 1958, 46-48) The rejuvenation and revitaliz'ation 

- 1 therapies as proposed in the classical Ayurveda (see below) seem 

-to fall in this category, since they seek to re-energize the aged 

individual [in body, mind and spirit] by prescribing various 

recipes based on animal organs, plants ,and mineraIs. 
~ 

253 

.. 



o 

e. 

.' ! ) ( '- .. ~ ,l, 

But so far no reliable and fool-proof lIlethod of reversing 
tf 

the course of time and giv1ng youth back to the aged has bean 

-found. ln c:ontriu t, a,s the Ayurvedic texts put i t, the secre t of 
t 

prolonging life lies ln the art of knowing how not to shorten 

life. In a truly realistic vein, passages in the Sa~hitas of 

Caraka 
, 

and Susruta point out that we cannot really produce the 
, 

miracle of rejuvenation. 
t 

lt Is, however, possible' to retard aging 

and Its nefarious consequences and to avoid premature aging by 

undertaking prophylactic rejuvenation and 

treatments. 

Most traditional discussions , concerning 

revitalization 

longevity and 

rejuvenation are presented in the mythical mode and structured in 

terms of three bas~c~themes or ideas. First, th~ idea that people 

lived much longer in the ancient past but lost that privilege 

becausa of some moral flaw is prevalant in most cultures,12 Bosch 

(1960, 63), quoting Ronnow, argues Chat originally in the Vedic 

texts amrta ls nothing but the elixir of life of folklore and . 
myth. It was a magicaI means of sustaining actuaI life and 

~ providing protection against ill-health, old age and death. Stnce 

1:his very triunè evil was a1so defeated by the Buddha (see 

12 Geneais (5:9.29) records the life spans of ten 
patriarehs who lived before the flood. Their ages ranged from 365 
years of Enoch to the 969 years of Methusaleh, whose name has 
beeome y a byword for .longevity in Western culture (Gruman 1966, 
25). In Chinese tradition the hl!ein were men who had won 'eterna1 
life by their mastery of certain techniques of prolongevity. But 
they are not painted as young and handsome. They are shown as old 
men. gnarled but shrewd 100 king and possessing marvelous powers. 

'Sy foilowing specifie taolst techniques, they underwent "internal 
transforma~lon making their bodies more subtle bit by bit" 
(Gruman 1966, 39). 
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below), he came to be reg,arded as 
\ 

the bestower of immortality 

(amrta) upon humankind . 
• 
, The Artireya Brihmana (8:4.6) ident 1 fies Immortal i ty wi th 

'-

go ld, amrta. Agni and Soma, thereby paving the way for the . 
numerous magical and mythical techniques of immortality in later 

; 
centuries. Another favorite theme, probably originating with the 

ancient Greeks, arises from their bellef that beyond Boreas (the 

north wind) there is a culture or society whose people enjoy a 

remarkably long life (Gruman 1966, 22). In the Indian tradition 

such people belong to Uttarakuru, a mythical and fortunate race, 

that once lived in the far northern regions of India and enjoyed 

a marvelous longevity. In that land of Uttarakuiu grew the magic 

ja~bu tree, whose fruit had the property of conferring immunity 

from illness and old age and lengthening life to a thousand 

years .13 

~ 

13 In Western tradition this theme is expressed by the myth 
of the fountain whose waters are purported to rej uvenate. Ponce 
de Leon came to North America in 1513 CE in search for the 
fountain of Bimini, which the native Indians believed renovates 
the body and the mind of anyone who drank from or bathed hlmself 
(herselfl)' in that fountain (compare with the ~gvedic legend of 
Cyavana). athers be lieve,d in chemically producing a substance 
vith similar proper.ties. In one guis_e or the other the practice 
of alchemy, then, i s an expres sion 0 f sys tema tic pro longevi t i sm 
undertaken in the major civilizations of the world. lt has meant 
a curious melange of primitive magic, medicine, natural 
philosophy ~nd metaphysics. 
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lh. R,juytUltion of"Old Cyavaua 

A desirous and 1\stfu1 old man 'seeking rejuvenation is a 

popular motif in Indian tradition. Usual1y it revolves around an 

old sage who through the help 
1 

of the Asvins (the twin divine 

phys le ians), Agni or Soma obta i ns a young wi fe. 14 The favor i te 

simile emp10yed in this context is the refurbishing of an old 

chariot at the hands of a ski1led carpenter. The Buddhists, in 

keeping with their wont, satirica1ly make use of the same 

metaphor to come to the opposite conclusion that the body, 

subject to death, ages and eventua11y breaks down like an old 

chariot. 

The 

concerns 

by [his] 

more popu1ar and better known among these 

th. old and deCr~,age and _ ascetic cy,vanéa 

s ons and 0 ther s (S ayaI}a: val 10aU tabh Lrup e to 

legends 

abandoned 

-j i rnanga~ 

putridibh ih par i tyaktah) to whom the Alvins res to re you th and . . 
strength with the result that his ,marriage to a young princess 

named Sukanya survived. 15 It also figures in the subsequellt 

-Brihmat].as, the ~ Hfi_ha:r;:ata and the Q~v1 J~ba iHi:y:a t~ . This legend 

may be viewed as the Indian a t temp t to re so 1 ve the tens ion 

between Eros and Thanatos, ca/nal love and physical finitude. The 

desire la personified by the fatally beautifu1 but faithfu1 

14 Consider also thtC! legends involving othe,r old sages -
Angirasa (1:51.3), Kali (1:112.15; 10:39.8) and Rebha (l:119.6ff; 

·4:33.3; 36.3). 

15 ~g 1:116.10. See a1so 117.13; 118.6. 
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,princess named Sukanya and fini tude of the mortal body by old 

Cyavana. 

In the RIyeda (1:106.6) Cyavana is rescued by the 
- , 
Asvins 

from a pit where he was restrained and separated from his young 

wife. In the Bri"hma~as (JB 3:120.120-129), he is depicted as an 

old husband with a fai1ing libido scheming with his young wife to 

trick the A;vins into rejuvenating him. As amp1ified in the 

" Satapatha Brihmana, Gyavana assumes a shrlve11.d form and l~s ln 

a pl t as " -if abandoned. The sons of King Saryati find him and pelt 

him with clods. The lncensed Gyavana sows dlsc..0rd between the 

king and his sons He is appeased only after he has received in 

marriage the ~ung In the 
, " 

daughter of S~ryati (SB 4:1.5.3-7). 

Mahabharata, the core legend ls retouched in that old Gyavana ls 

lustful and capable of satisfying his wife even before his 

rejuvenation. 16 In the Devi Bhagayata, the premlse regarding the 

sexual prowess of old Cyavana is reversed and he is depicted <as 

the A;vins do in aIl versions) as an unsatisfactory old man 

eagerly seizing the opportuni ty to mora1ly coerce King " -Saryati 

into offering him in marri age the young princess Sukanyi. 17 

~ 

16 MB 3:122.1-27; 123.1-23. The etymo10gy of Gyavana ls 
traced ta the verb m meaning ta fa11. Gyavana, therefore, is 
said to mean "one who is fal1en." MB 3:122.22,23 seem to refer ta 
Gyavana's 1ustful (and therefore "fal1en") nature: 

rüpaudaryasamiyuktim lobhamohabalatkrtam fi 
timeva pratiirhyiham rajanduhitaram taval 
k!ami~yimi ma&Ipila satyametatbravlmi teU 

17 7 :2.27-65; 7:3.12-54; 7:4.1-38; 7:5.7-1l. 
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T'he legend of Cyavana. a8 it comes across in Indian art and 

llterature. from the ',yeda onward. i5 the prototy~e of the 

enduring motif of eros and the failing libido through sging: an 

apparently senile and (as a resuIt?] Inadequate husband and his 

young, faithful wife. lt reinforces the assumption that age 

brings with lt chaAnges in physical appearance, a m~re negative 

evaluation of the body, and the assumption that with age sexual 

vigour disappears. The caricature of Cyavana also reveals another 

implicit assumption that an oider person's interest in sex is, at 

best, 'inappropriate and, at its worst, unnatkl and disgusting. 

Yet, aging men are not as burdened by cultural norms regarding 

their sexual functioning as aging women are. The rejuv~nation of 

-
the old ascetic for sexual purposes, though a popular motif, goes 

against the prescriptions in the legal digests (see chapter 
, 

four) . The Medical texts, however, prescribe specifie 

/ 

rejuvenation treatment for genuine hermits so as to enable them 

to attain liberation (CS.ci.l:78-80). 

Sex Drive and Premature Aging 

In Most traditions, men as well as women are subject to the 

-
constraints of cultural and religious assumptions about the 

expression of their sexuality and their age. Sex i5 not 

reproduction, even though sorne traditions have equated the two by ~ 

reifing sex as a concept and associating it with both the finer 

and baser qualities of the body (see Frayser 1985, 237,418). In 
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lndian tradition, the connection between procreation and aging 

and the implication that immoderate sexual activ1ty 1s the 

princip1e cause orthe acceleration of the aging proces~ recurs 

in many Hindu and Buddhist myths. 

Woman as the symbol and source of fecundity be~omes not only 

the abstract or mètaphysical cause of aging and old age, she is 

a1so used as the specific instrument of the goda physically and 

morally ta corrupt men and, in particu1ar, sages and seers. This 

is reflected in the misogynist stream that begins to flow in the -., 

Indian intellectual tradition after the Samhita period (see 

chapter two) when first the Upanill'adic doctrine of the chain of 

rebirth, and then the Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination, 

promoted the view that reproduction ensnares beings in the 

painful cycle of existence. 

As a corollary ot this development, abstract Vedic gOddeSSe~ 
or female ogresses, such as U~as or Alaksmi respectively, are 

branded with increasing frequency as the trans-empirica1 cause of 

aging and death. Decrepitude, disease and death--originally 

visualized as male gods--now begin ta appear as malefic 

" goddesses. Already in the Rgveda, Usas, the goddess of dawn, is . . 
described as a beautifu1 dancing girl, who puts on br~ght 

ornaments and 1ures men wlth her begui1i'tlg charm. But the same 

hymn al sa reveals another side of U~as that is less alluring. IS 

Usas 15 said ta be barn daily (punah punarjiyamini), causing . . 
mortals ta age with every passing day, wearing away their life 

18 Rg 1:92.4,10-11; 1:113.13,15; 1:123.2; 1:124.2; 7:18.20. . 
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span and shrinklng h~man generations in 

wOlllan cutting short the lifa of, the 

aannlr of the hunter 

g birds by clipping 

their wings (see also chapter three). Here the( central metaphor 

evidently refers to U~as as a measure of time 1 appearing day by 
. , 

day to 'mark the steady approach of o1d age and d,.,.th. The 

r 
secondary metaphor is that of a courtesan who wears men out and 

-destroys them by aging them (jarayonti Byus). It is also implied 

that this ciphoning off of the vital forces of men, though 

disastrous and harmful to succeeding human generations, keeps 

U~as herself forever young, thanks to the -~itality she has stolen 

like a cunning gambler (~g 1:124.4). 

In early Buddhism, too, the mythical mode of discourse is 

cons tantly emp loyed to as s oc ia te the or igin 0 f 0 Id age wi th the 

appearance of sexual drive and hunger. In the "K~ra Sa~yutta" of 

the Sal!'yutta Nikaya, a collection of t .... -enty-five' Suttas (SN 1: 

103-127), lust and death combine with old age in the image of 

Kara, the devil. Papma K~tyu (death), who as evil is already 

present in the Brihma~" texts, furnishes the proto-type for the 

later Buddhist imagery of evil Mara (Mara papima). His three 

-and Arati--come R.at! to disturb S iddhartha, daughters--Tanha, . 
when he has become the Buddha and ls enjoying the bllss of 

spiritual awakening. The daughters of Kara first flirt with the 

Buddha in the guise of young virgins but without effect on him. 

Then they a1so appear as middle aged and e1der1y women. Yet the y 

utterly fai1 to distract or corrupt the Buddha. When the Buddha 

eventually vanquishes Mara (that is, lust and desire), he 
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ef~eetively vanquishes disease, deerepitude and death. This 

Samyutta, therefore, is Just o'ne of the many tracts from the Pali 
, • '1 

Canon whieh abound in enigmatic statements des1gned to 1nvoke the 

condition of agitation (sa'l'yoga) by P91nting out the evanesee 

nature of worldly objeets, des1res and joys. 

The impermanent nature of desires is also metaphor~eally. 

depie ted in the Yuvaiij ana Jitaka, whieh almos t reerea tes young 

Siddhartha's departure from,home (see ehapter two): 

Prince Yuvanjana visiting his pleasure garden sees 

morning dew drops strung like pearls. His charioteer, 

when aslted to explain what they were, identifies them 

as dew drops which fall in the eold season. But 

Yuvanjana fails to find dew drops later in the day. lt 

is explained to him, then, that the heat of the mid-day 

sun destroyed themall (Fausbë:Hl's translation 1973 

5:120, #460). 

In this story the dew is eleverly enigmatized to demonstrate how 

the worldly pleasures, though j oyous and beautiful, are as 

transient as the morning dew. When his query is answered, the 

prince grows extremely agitated [experiences samveial . 
observes: 

Like the dew drops on the tips of reeds indeed are the 

life experiences of living b~ngs. l will no longer be 

afflicted by sickness, ôld age and death (Fausboll 

1973, 5:120). 

and 

Fo11owing Johnson (1980), lt may be argued that the dew image 

elarifies the hidden or deeper meaning of life: the experienees 

of living beings are created and destroyed by time <tilA), one's 

own deeds (karma) and desires <ls.im..i.) like the dew ev-aporated. by 
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the sun's 

to the 

heat. 19 This insight into human cont1ngency 

a~e.aensitive, philosophy of Bud~sm'. In 

i5 central 

facing and, 

aecep$:ing the evanescen~aracter of the aging boqy, Buddh1sm 

seeles to leacl the aging indlvid~ to see hisjher body and the 

world as they really are (sya1aksana) by producing anxiety . . 
, 

(samve;a) for heurist1c purpose. The quest for spiritual 
• 

avareness (nirvina> 18 created, contlnued and brought to fru1tion 
~ 

in the face of the truth of the triune evil.fI of decrepitude

d1sease-death (jari-yyidh1-marana) . 
• 

In the Pur~as , th!s Buddhlst theme of the triune evil ls 

c10thed in the metaphor o~ family. 01d age ls popular1y described 

as the daughter of t1me. Diseases are her brothers and the family 

wanders around the world [1ooking for v1ctims] :,20 As conceived in 

the Visnu PurAA§ (1: 7)', the fami1y ls composed of fear (bhaya) . . . 
and de1usion <müi> and the!r chi ldren- -disease (yyidhi). old age 

- ~ -(j,W), grief (i2!9l> and thirst/desire (tnns}.' In the BhâgAvata ... 
purina (4:27.5) old age as the daughter of t1me goes around the . 
three worlds in search of a groom, 21 

The theory of the progressive contraction of four Ages 

(yugarbasa). endorsed in ,e.oth Hinduil'lIl and Buddhism, impl1es not 

19 This simi!e also figures in the Ami PuriQa (51:15-16) 
where it 1s observed that the human body, an easy v1ct1în of 01d 
age, sorrow and death, 15 more translent than a dew drop on a 
blade of grass. 

20 k - ... " i j - - .. k k-mrtXUsanyasuta sca te ara t,ByascaAnya a 
jari' ca bhritrbbih sArdham SaSvadbhramati bhÜtale 
(SrAhmaD! varia Ptirioa 1: 1.17 . 36) . 

2~ kAlasya dub!ti kac!ttriloki varamicchat1 patY!ksntl ... 
r - ~ 
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merely ~ diminishing l~ngth for each Age ~ut ,also a corresponding 

diminution in longevity, strength and stam~na for those who live 

in them. Usually this; s'Orry state of a~fairs 15 traced to lax J 

, , 
morals wi th regard to sex. But a ).ong life span is assured ta 

those wha lead a virtûous life. In the "Cakkavatti Sihanada 

Suttànta" cf the DISha Nlkiya the Buddh~ explains how ~ decade~t 

life style in ancient ~imes eventually reduced<the life span of 

man to a ~ere ten years: 

There will come a time, brethre n, when' th~ descendants 

of those [immoral] humans wil~ have a life span of ten 

years. Among humans ~f this ~ife span, maidens of five 

years will be' of a marriageable age. Among such humans 

of reduced life span, it will' oC,cur ... l~t us now 

abstain from taking life. 
- . 

They will then inorease again bath as ta their • span of life and as to their comelines8 ... now it will 

°occur ta them ta do still more g,ood ... so they will 

practice religious piety ... thereby eventually' their , 

progeny will come to live eighty thousand years. Their 

maidens will be marriageable ~t five hundred years of 

age (DN 3:58-79). 

The classical Hindu texts trace a similar moral and physical 

decline at bath the cosmic and individual level ta three-factors: , , 

1) Indiscriminate employment P~ ~ense organs to gratify 

wor~dly desires (asitmyendriyirtba) 
, 

2) Incorrect adjustment of daily and seasonal 

ac ti vi ties D (s.f.inacaryi and rtucaryi) in terms a f die t , . '-'. . 
(ibita) .and daily routine act1vit1es (vihira)' 

.' b 

3) Errors in judgment (prarfiipari~ba) with respect tp 

moral conduct and intellectual tb1nk1ng (jcira aRd 

'-
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It 18 'argued that premature old age, disease and death as 

well as shortening of the life span are the di~ect consequences 

of these moral lapses at the individuai levei (CS.sü.~:11.43).22 

At the collective or social level, general qualitative 

deterioration of the habitat (!!lli.), time (~). and water 

<lllA.) resources o~ that community is attributed to thè higher 

incidence of immorality (adharma) and wrong deeds committed in 

previ.ous lives resulting from the collective defective 

application of intellect (prajnaparadha). 
~ . ~ 

Several Puraz;ic myths describing and--- exflaining the raison 

d'être of the Kali Yuga are relevant ta our discussion of sexual 

desire as a metaphysical causal factor of agLng. The composite 

legend of Yay~ti as told in the first book of the Mahibhirata and . , 

several Pura~as is analyzed below by way of illustration. 

The Legeng of Yayati 

The reversal and ex change of 01<1 abe fl'jr you,th for the 

purpose of satisfying sexual appetite, a varlant in the the me of 

rejuvenatlon, underscores a series of myths created around the 

core legend of King Yayati, who first appears in the ~gveda 

(1:31.17) as a patriarch and sacrtficer. In the later texts he i5 

22 Such moral lapses are said to le ad to parallel 
. developments at the cosmlc le:vel. The Satya Yuga ls equal to 
childhooq, the Treta Yuga to youth, -the Dvapara Yuga.. to old age 
and the I<ali Yuga to dlsease and death (CS.sü.5:2-4). See also 

.... - - -"Aranyaka Parva", Mahabharata (3:188) which features Markandeya's 
discourse on the relation between moral action and the' 'aging 
process. 
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- . - 23 described as b11nded by polluting desire (lsamakalmlsaceta,a) . 
• 

The main 'story, as told in the Padma Purina (1:66.62-83), may b~ 

summarized as fo11ows: 
~ 

There once ruled a vtrtuous king by the name of Yayati. 

He had created heaven on earth by 1) performing 

austerities, 2) scrupu10usly following the prescribed 

duties, and 3) by instituting the çult of Vi~nu-Krsna . . .. 
in his kingdom. As a resule, hlS subJects became 

free from the claws of decrepitude, disease and death, 

and 1ived for a long time. Everybody app~ared ta be 

under twenty-five forever. 

Then Yama (god of death) approached Indra complaining 

that earthlings had become immortal and ftee of old 

age, etc .. Indra--wishing to get rid of the parallel 

heaven on earth--summoned the celestial beings 

(aindharvas), Kama (the gu 0 f love and de sire) and the 

nymphs (apsaras) and asked them to bring Yayati to 

heaven by Any ruse. 

Disguising themselves as actors they came on earth and 

entertained Yay~ti in his court. 01d age, who had tak~n 

the form of a beautiful woman, deiuded Yayati by her 

charm and sweet sangs who consequent1y neglected to 

adhere ta the ritua11y sanctioned practices and as a 

result 01d age was able ta seize him and age him. , 

The now aged Yayati once went hunting and found a beautiful girl 

named As'rubindumatl' with a maid-servant named V iS'ili, on a 

lakeshore, who revea1ed the girl's identity to Yayati in a story: 

23 The story h' told in the Mababbirata ("Adi Parva", 
chapters 70-88), the RimAvan. (l:56ff), the Katsya puriva 
'(chapters 32-42), the Visnu PÙrâna (4:3.14~15; ~10.1-18), the 
Vayu purina (1:67.1-25), ànd the L'lUg. Purina (1:67.1-28). 
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Wh~p Siva burned Kama, his wife Rat! wapt at this lake. 

From hèr tears vere born Borrow, old age.' separation, 

.isery and grief. From the tears shed- from the le~;t eye 

this beautiful girl was born. 

y a y a t i i s sei z e d b Y pas s i oon (kawa samsaktamanasah) for . 
, -

Asrubindumati. In order to enjoy her thoroughly and for a long 

p e rio d , h e e«~ han g e shi sol d age for the y 0 u th 0 f 0 n e of his 

" -sons. But after he had enj oyed Asrubindumati for twenty years, 

she began coaxing Yayati to accompany her to heaven. Yayati first 

hesitates~but eventually ynelds, reasoning: 

,Each ~son' s fate 15 determined by its 

evil karma. Those actors who came to me 

. , 
own good or 

in disguise 

caused old age ta enter my body. l will, therefore, go 

to heaven, abandoning my peoplé even though they then 

will be a prey of Yama, the god of death. 

He then took back his old age from his son and prepared to go to 

heaven,' but his subjects did not want to Uve without him and 

accompanied him to the world of Indra. 

The sinister aspect of womanhood as the harbinger of old age 

also surface,s in another v&-rsion in the Padma Purina (2:76.18-

30; 2: 77.1-4). It is related how, instructed by Indra) old age 

(J..il:i) took the form of a beautiful girl to dance before King 

Yayati, who had attained eternal youth by his Just and righteous 

rule. Assisted by Kama (the god of lust), as stage manager, and 

-by Rati (Kama/s vife and the goddess of sexual pleasures in the 
~ 

role of another dancer), old age deludes the king and enters him 

., - -(sancacara jara nfpam). By succumbing to the demonic charms of 

~ance, song and emotion, King Yayati loses his powers of self-
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control and visions of dharma which made him immortaL Here the 

dancers are death' s minions: old age and desire. When the dance 

1s over, old age 1s exposed as the hag she really ls. 24 

As 1 t Is fea tured 1 n the Mahibharata (n Adi Parva If chap ters 

70ff) • Kavya U~anas 
,. 

(Sukra) • the ch1ef preceptor of the demons 

, -
(Daityas) and the father of Devayani. who is married to Yayâtl. 

ls infuriated by sorne impudence of Yayati and, thetefore, curses 

him 50 that Yayati is at once strlcken with decreplt old age. But 

he re len ts when suppl ic a ted and mi t iga te s the eur se so that 

- , Yayati may be able to exchange his old age for youth, if he were 

to find a willing person. 

Yayati's four eldest sons refuse to volunteer for the 

exchange. citing varlous reasons. Yadu. the eldest son, begs off 

without hesftation pointing out that old age brings with tt many 

inconvenienees as to drinking and eating. Turvasu Is no less pre-

emptory: old age prohibits pleasures, destroys beauty, memory and 

1ife itself. Druhyu' s obj ection is that an old man cannot enj oy 

woman, ~lephants and horses. Finally. according to Anu, old 

peop le ea t like, c:hi Idren and so 1 l.;themse Ive scons tantly. 25 

Sut ~he youngest son Puru Is moved by plty for hls father, 

whereupon the exchange is effected. Yayâti then rules justly and 

24 In the Puranic literature. old age is usually personlfied 
aS an old woman wi th wrinkles covering her entire body. She is 
des c ribeg as b laok, faced. red eyed and wi th_ tawny, coar se hair. 
She is the an t i thes i s of the goddess Laksmi (see Padma Purina, 
"Brahma Kha~<!an, 9:9.20). Dange J198§.. 12)'argues that A1ak~mr·is 
first mentioned ln the Taittter!!a Aranyaka. (10:1-10). However, 
the re are references to A1aksmi in the Athsgva Veda (eg. 7: 120.1,2) . . 

2S See Dumézil 1973. 16. 
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enj oys the pleasures of life for a thousand years. He then 

transfera the mantle to Puru and enters the forest as a hermit 

(yinaprastba) . Tbe ML~i~n~l~a&--&P~u~r~i~n~.a~ reproduces a summary of tbe 
, 

legend of Yayati in essential detalls but adds tbe following 

reflection ~n the ~nsatiable nature of desire despite age. As he 

takes back old agA from his youngest son, Yayati observes: \ . 

Witb age one's hair, teetb, eyes, ears do age ... But 

greed for life and wealth' remains ageless (1:67.22,23). 
11 

Myths incorporating the theme of the magical manipulation of age 

are unusual in Indian tradition. The only other reference to this 

motif i8 to be found in the story of the devout old sage Saubbari 

(Bhigavata Purina 9:6.39-55). He was once bathing in the river . 
Yamuna when he happened to m~et the king of fishes m4king love to 

his wife. Smitten with passion, Saubhari approached King Mandhatr 
• 

and demanded one of his fifty daughters in marriage. Afraid to 

displease the ol~ascetic and yet unwilling to marry bis daughter 

to a decrepit suitor, the king vacillated. Finally he agreed that 

~ 
if Any one of his daughters should consent to marry Saubhari, the 

king would approve of the marriage. But on his way to meet the 

girls, Saubhari transformed himself into a handsome youth and 

eventual1y married aIl tbe fifty girls. Soon, howevar, he 

discovered tbat his passion for tbem continued unabated. He 

tbe refore re t i rad to the forest and spent the re s t 0 f bis days 

worsbipping Visnu . • • 

The. 1egends of Yayati and Saubhari are tbe Indian variant of 

what Dumézil (1971, 94,95,194) bas ca11ed the Indo-Iranian myth 

of the magica1 manipulation of tbe aging process. But tbe Indian 
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version ls further èmbroidered with moralistic overtones. The 

characters of Yayati or Saubhari are probably modeled after a 

lusty and vi~ile king or a devout old sage stru,gl;~g to indulge 

in the joys of -sex into ripe _old age. Yayati is selzed by remorse 

in his final aays' and commits suicide. His example i9 followed by 

some of his subjects out of a sense of strong loyalty to him. 

Yayati's sex impulse symbolizes how the b1ind drive of sexua1 

hunger goads and impels ihe em~~died self to lrrationa~ actlons. 

Yet, the body as a vehicle for sat!~fylng the sex urge cannot. in 

the very nature of things, escape the clutches of old age and 

death. 26 lt also suggests that the fear of old age rests not 50 

1 
muchl on the burden of advancing years as on i ts increasing 

\ t , 
inf~rmitieSi ,in part attributable to one's deeds and desire 

::i:: and w...). " (1983, 297) finds the clue the Aiyangar to 

of Yayiti in thd etymology of the name Yayàti, which he 

t'races to the substantive yitiyita, mean!ng the vortex of blrth 

and death (sa,sira~. 

;) 
Fo1lowing Defourny (1978, 154) the principle theme of the 

myths of Yayati and Saubhari may be schematized as follb~s: -dharma - absence of carna1 desire - youth 

adbarma - carnal des ire (ls.i.m.i..) - old age.' 

26 Yhen Yayat! requests Matal! (Indra's charioteer) to 
explain the aetiology of aging, the latter, too, traces !~ to the 
sex drive (Padma Puri~a 1:2.64.64,65-87). 

A similar motif ia also present in the Babylonian apie of 
Gilgamesh, wherein the indomitable but witless hèro Enkidu (like 
Yayati) falls an aasy prey to~deathJ after he has allowed himself 
to be seduced by a courtesan of Ishtar. 
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The direct re·lationship between excessive or immoral and 

un1awfu1 sex with women and premature aging ls also posited in 

the Brahmavaiyarta Purana(1:1.16.47ff)where Visnu in the guise of . . . 
a young brahmin boy gives a discourse on pious living to an 

assembly 1 which includes a young woman whose husband has died 

recently as the- result of a curse. In his discourse Visnu 

preache s tha t sex wi th a woman in her menses, a pros ti tu te 1 a 

• 
childless widow, a procuress, a wife of the sacrificer of the 

{Udra class or a woman in her Menopause or eating food frôm such 

women Is tantamoupt ta killing a brahmin. Accompanied by this 

sin, decrepitude visits such an individual. 27 There is a constant 

amity also, the boy narrates, between ,sin and dise4se. In fact, 

sin definitely engenders old age, diseases and other 

adversities. 28 But it f1ies away at the sight of a re1igious and 

pious pers on who worships Hari (Visnu). Decrepitude and diseases .. 
cannat sùbdue a worshipper (bhakta) of Vi~~u. 

27 - ...... - - - - -rajasya1a ca kulata ctvira 1aradut~ka 
{ÜdrayijakapatnI yi Ïtuhini ca ya sati 

h ... - - ... y01 tasam annabhoji brahmahatyam labhettu sah 
tena papena sârdham s! jara tam upa·gacchati 
(1:1.16.49,50) 

Similar1y, when Yadu, one of the sons of Yayâ'ti, ls aske'd to 
exchange his youth for the 01d age of his father (Padma Purana, 
see above), he pleads inability to bear the burden of oJd age ind 
quo tes a Maxim which traces 01d age to the f011pwing five 
factors: c01d [season], time, lnferior diat, [sax]. ,with older 
women and mental adversities: ,- - - ~ 

sitam adbva kadann'm ca vayotitasca yositan 
maDasah prati}sÛlyam ca' lar,âyâh panca bètavàb 
(Padma • Purâna 1: 2 . 78 • 29) .• • . 
28 pipiDam yyidbibhi sardham mltrata satatam dhruvam 
pipa; vyidhija'rabrjam yighnabljam ca niScitam 
(1:1.16.51). 
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S imilarly,. in the Bbilay.lta (4:25) the sage Nàrada 
b 

recounts to King Prae1nabarhisat the allegorical "story of King . 
... 

Puranjana with a view to point out the evil consequences of 

--cimmoral sex on aging. Puranjana, one reads, was captivated by, the 

charms of his wife and enjoyed her for a long time without 
1 

realizing that the passage of days and nights was reducing his 

life span (na.kilara,h9 ,bubudhe). The consciousness of Puranjana 

was polluted by lust, passion and desire, which resulted in his 

siring of eleven hundred sons but in the process lost half of his 

life (4:27.5,6), Nirada concludes that attached to both ~ and 

karma, puranjana arrived at that disagreeable stage in life (that 

is, old age), not welcomed by those who are attached to worldly 

objects and pleasures. 29 

Karma and Aging 

Karma as the determinate causal factor controlling the human 

life splVl and death is first tentatively broached in the BFhad

iraçyaka Upani~ad. Early Buddhism, too, endorses that karma acts 

like a clockwork. which, while running down, always winds itself 
~ 

up. This life is a product of the karma accumulated in the course 

of preceding lives. But at the same time, acts done in the 

present life produce new karma which will ripen (vipika) in the 

future determining the destiny and state of b,eing of the 

29 Wh e n Mat.Ù l, th e cha rio tee r 0 fIn d ra, i s r e que s t è d b Y 
King Yayati to explain the aetiology of aging (Padma Purina 
1-:2.64.64), he, too, attributes aging to kama' '1:64.80,81,8'7). 
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individual i.n his/ber following existence, whlcb may be in a 

higher or lower species, To put it in traditional terminology, a 
.1 

person's present life is conditioned by its prirabdha karma, that 

is, by karma which has started bearing lts fruits. Sa1pclta karma 

is the reservoir of karma that is awaiting fructification and 

samciyamina karma is that which is being accumulated as a result 

of actions carrled out in this e}tistence (see Matsya PurâI)a 

181:10,17,18; 182:20,21). 
, 

The fata1istic (Le. karma-determined) nature of the aging 

process is apparent in the preaching of the eIder Narada to King 

Munda, who is grieving over the death of his life. It ls , . 
incorporated in the AÛguttara Nlkaya in the following maxim: 

4 

The re are 

avo idance 

five obj ects 

of old age, 

which 

disease, 

cannot 

death, 

transiency (liuoted in Gonda 1975 4:311). 

be changed: 

decay and 

But the concept of karma as the fatal cause of life and death 

rises to pre-eminence in clas5ical Hindui5m. Since it i5 now 

believed that the self is compe1led to encounter the effects of 

the previous deeds, the question arises as to why the self cornes 

under the sway of corporeality, that is, why it i8 embodied at 
, 

aIl in the first place? The problem of what aging 15 thus al 50 

depends upon what is understood by the notion of human beings and 

their embodiment. lt must a1so be det~rmined just what it '15 Chat 

ages. Do both the self and the body age or 15 lt just the body 

that ages and dies? In that event i8 the self eternal and 

ageless? 
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classical Hindu i explanation of this ini tial 

embodiment of the person is sustained by a cosmology composed of 

ideas drawn from both the Vedinta and Sa~khya systems, a practice 

commonly followed in many segments of the medical texts such as 

the Caraka Samhita, the MahibhArata and the Pura~as. According to 

these sources, Brahma Prajâpati (grandfather of al1 creatures) 

first created a body for himself. He then created pradhina (the 

" mate rial univ~rse or the womb of the universe, X2..n.i). Following 

him, every subsequent embodied creature has this dual nature: the 

invisible, non-material, spiritual essence of the self (puru~a) 

and its material vehicle--the visible, corporeal abode or the 
~ 

body. Prajapati th en ordained a temporal boundary to this 

composite structure as well as transmigration (parivrtti) and a . 
returning (punarav;tti) of the ·portion of that complex. 

A number of Pura~ic passages provide the metaphysical , 
underpinnings of the processes of death and birth in great detail 

in typical Indian fashion. That is, they begin (following the 

pattern set in the myth of purusa in the Rgveda) wich ,death and . . 
then proceed to birth. The sadness of death and the unwillingness 

to accept it as final are clearly reflected in several 

discussions on dying. 30 

30 Chapter t~irteen of the Brahmavaiya~ta Purana (1:16) 
features an animated discussion on dying for the benéfit of a 
young queen named Ma1avat!, who is griev1ng over the dead body o! 
her young husband, King Upavarahana. The Garuda Purina 2:1.23-31; 
2: 2 . 1- 92. too. fea turu an ex tend.ed dialogue • on dyfng invol ving - - , god Krsna. See also Parvati's lamentations upon Siva's burning to 
dea th' k"ama. the god of love as d~scribed' in the Matay, Purina 
(l54:289ff). • 
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The embodled self (.1LzA.) 18 the carrier, of, the karm!c 

deposlts (karmiSaya) and ls identical with the subtle body, which 

is swifte~ than the wind (liDsa 'arira or ati- vâh1ta).3I Several 

Purinas poslt yet another range of development and another body . 
" to experience lt (e.g. Matsya Puri9a 14l:67ff). The "Uttara 

, 

Khanda" of .. the Garuda Purina 1s a voluminous but diso'rganized 

collection of ideas dea1ing with death, the dead and the beyond. 

Ch~ter #35 calied "Preta Kalpa", of this text deals with the 

nature of these suspended souls, the very embodiment of karmic 

ambivalence, Iiterally hanging between life and death. The widely 

prevalent classical Hindu view of the rebirth mechanism, evident 

in chis chapter, is strongly biologicai in tone. The aging person 

comes to the point of death in its aged body, the phenomenal self 

(ahamkira) and the organ of intellect (buddhi). 

After severing its connection with the gross body (6ar1ra), 

the self dwe1Is for twelve days in a transitory ghostly form 

(preta). When freed from this limbo through rituai offerings 

(trAddha) by the son of the deceased, the preta travels upward to 

the realm of the father (pitrioka) to remain there for an 

indetermlnate period. Eventually, it ls brought back to earth 

with the rain, enters the food chain through absorption by a 

plant, and fina1Iy becomes associated with the seed of a male who 

ha s e a t ~n the f r u i t 1 s e e d 0 f th a t p 1-a n t ( De u s sen 19 7 2, 3 5 7 - 5 8) . 

31 See the dialogue between \a wise young brahmin named 
Sumat!, who rememberedl his former existences, and his father. 
Sumati explains how death occurs and describes the stages in the 
1ife sfter death (Mirkavdeya Puri'Qa 10:48-50). See a1so A.&n.1 
Purina 369:1-10 and Garuda·Purina.(~Uttara Khanda" 21:23-33) .• 

• •• 1. 
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The act of Interèourse ft!ntroduces" th!s soul !nto the womb where 

its new body will grow (Yi,nayalkya Smfti 3:3.71-72). The force 

-
of karma. operates at this stage in dètermining whieh potential 

father will eat whieh plant, thus generatin{ in the self a set of 

eircumstanees appropriate ta its prior experienees (Jaini in 

1 
D'Flaherty 1980, 217-238). 

-
A verse fram the Subhisita Ratna Bbandigira (#555) a1so . , . 

opines that the fallowing five things eoncerning the embadied 

self are determined in the foetal stage itse1f: 1ife span, karma, 
, , 

know1edge, wea1th and death. 32 Another verse from the Mahibhirata 

(12:88.10) suggests that while karma binds the dying persan' s 

self to the gross body composed of sixteen elements, knawledge 

releases it [the self] which then remains forever unmanifest and 

wi thou t or gans (that i s, wi thout body). 33 In the non- medica1 

texts, such as the XAjnavalkya Sm;ti, key passages champion the 

idea tha t mu1 tip le comb Ina tians of the fac tors inc 1udi ng karma 

determine the production and rate of aging. Not infrequently, 

divine action or intervention and time are seen as conspiring to 

determ1.ne, control and' gU:ide aging. 34; 

o 3'2 Raneai tan! v!l!khyante garbhas thasyaiva dehini 
iyurkarma ca vidyi ca vittam nidhanam q~. 

33 karmani badhyate janturvidyaYA ca pramuçyate 
karmani' ., iyate pretya mÜrtimi'n sodal~tmakah ... v!dyay8 

- • k h - Ok' ° jayate nityam ayya tamyavyayatm§ am. 

)4 In d!fferent passages of the Mahibhiirata, they are 
variausly known as prov!dential ~nd divine -acts (divya kriya, 
2:42.45ff; 3:2.6; 3:32.40), divine ardinanees (divya' vidhi, 
3:31.3ff); fate (d@iva or disti, 1:84'~,~~,.8; 1:89.9), ~ime (kili. 
2:40.5; 71.42; 72.8-11), déath (m.tyÙ~ krtinta or antaka, 
13:1.50ff). nature (prkrti, 11:222-224) and deeds (karma, . 
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The 'chief hermeneutic tool employed for th. purpose of 

poslting the concept of karma ln relation to agi~g Is the 0 

-creation of ~wo important determinative eompounds: karmi'saYA 
~ .,., 

(storehouse of deeds) and k'ârmaylpÜa (maturation 
\ 

of deeds). 

Viewed thus, karma is of t~o kinds: 
> 

1) purufiki'ra: acts done by an individua1 on his/her 

own free will 

2) acirstaphala: acts done unconsciously or done under' ... 
the complete control of some dominant organ or agency . .. 

All individuals have a natural tendency to Act and their present 

actions are to some extent modified by latencies of the actions 

committed ln p~evious lives. The system of Vedanta goes even 
, 

further, claiming that the who1e empirical reality ls nothing but 

the requita1 of kArma by its actor. The purpose of the human 

life, body and its life span (kirya karanasamghâta) is to produce . . 
that requital in the form of maturlng karma and the incidental 

suffering (see Deussen 1972, 35~). The latent force behind 

prêseirt or future actions originates in the reservoir or the 

storehouse (karmaSAya) of karma which ripens with time and 

determines individual existence in three fields: 

1) Birth <.1i.UJ 
2) The span of life in the present body (~) 

3) The quality of the experlences of the present life 

(bhoia ) . 
1 

1:1.188-191; 3:148-154; 12:153.12-13) . 
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Tbe atorehouae of:kArm, 1. unigenital. that ia, it la formed 

in the life' tmmediately p~eceding thls ~e and af~ects only this 

life. Th," life span determines th~ per~od .. of time durin,g, wh1'ch 

the other two fruits of Antecedent karma are experienced. 

, , 
Bad Karma and Agin& 

-. 

The • ideas' on old age and dèath are further connected ta 

deeds (karma) which are evil (üu> by the moral element' (dharma) 
. 

that is integral to the concept of karma. The gods inflict 01d 

age and death upon mortals, ei ther because they recognize their 

necess i ty or becaus e they are j ealous or Inadequate (see ab'ove, 

the' legend of Yayati). In many Vedic verses death is evil 
., 

(nirfti), which is often statéd.as ,a simple equation. Like other 

forms of evi1, death has snares. 35 The opposite of evil (that is, 

death), therefore, ~s long ~ife (AthV 3: 31) . 

In the Upanisads, too, death is sometimes called evil (papma . ' 

mFtyu, BAG 1:3.1; 1:5.27) and ls listed together with other forms 

of evl1 3uch as old age and sorrow (CU '8:4.1). But goenerally, 

the mor~ typical view is that life, as the cycle of rebirth, ,is 

evil, and the highest goal ls release from that ,ev!1 (moksa), . 
which a ~gvedic hero would have shunned as a form of eternal 

, '. death (O'F1aherty 1976, 2~3-2l4) .. 

By introducing the n,ew angle of the' divine intervention to 
\~ 

the u,anisadic concept .Of isarina, clas s lcal Hinduism po s 1 ts tha t 

1 , , 
3~ mrtYMpilah (AthV 8\:8.16); pi$labandhanapiiih (AthV '8':1.14) 

• • 1 
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the human baing 18 not necessarily reg~onsible ,for the a,ging of 

i ts body. Nor iB karma made t~ bear the brunt o.{ the blame in 

this context. In sorne texts gods ,~are shown as being capable of 'l( 

overcoming aging in themselves Jnij ara deva~) or in the human 

belngs they. favour. These vlews le ad to several myth cycles in 

wb lch G od/Go ddes s c reate s the aging p roce s s as a pos i t ive ac t ion 

in the universe, acting either as a direct instigator of the 

~glng process or himself/hersel~ determining that there ought ta 

be physical corruption of the human body 

Th i s is clearly bro~ght out in chapter #13 of the 

Brahmavaivarta Purina, which broaches the story' of young 

Upavarhana, the son of an old king of the Gandharvas. On account ., 
of a certain youtHfu1 impudence, he was cursed by the god Brahma 

and died. His wife Mal.ivatt suppl icated 
·it 

god Visnu, who 

ap'peared before her in the guise of a brahmin boy. He consoles 

MAlavatI and at her ,equest produces before her the god of death 

(Yama). time (Kala), a,nd death (m:-tyu). 

Death is described as a black woman, hideous in appearance 

with six arms and clad in red apparel. She stood on the left hand 

side of Kala who has six faces. twenty-four eyes and six legs. 

He. tao. i5 black (kila) and wears red garments. \o1hen queried by 

Ma l iva t i wi th regard to th e prema ture dea th of her husband, de Ath 

replies that sh~ merely executed an order 'of providence. 'When 

Rala ls asked by Milavatf to"t-account for his role, ~he disclalms 

)'* 
any direct responsibility and points the finger at Yama. He then 

278 

:~ 

1 

'; 



( 
o 

, 

. . 
reminds her .fttat .. ult1~ate1y everythlng takes pla"ce at the. wish of' 

Lord Krsna (15:21-44). ... -Yhen Visnu observes that Malavati' s questiOns have not been .. , 
satisfactorlly answered, he volunteers to instruct her on how to 

prevent diseases, decrepitude and death invading the human body. 

In the process he identifies diseases as the sons of death and 

o Id age a s he r daugh t~r (16: 34 -42). The Markal}qeya Pura'}a, t'Oo, 

trac e s the gene sis 0 f agi ng to unr igh te ousne s s (adharma). Inj ury 

was his wife; and from the two, untruth (anfU) and destruction 

(nirrti) were produced. They married each other and produced 

fear, deceit, hell and suffering. These latter, in turn, death 

and misery. From dea th were born disease, old age, gr ief and 

anger (50: 29·32). 

In the "ASvamedha parva" of the AnWiita (l4:l6ff), .a 

philosophical text inserted in the Mahabharata, Krsna relates the ... 
anci ent: dialogue that took place between Kasyapa and a 1:i(ahmin 

pertaining to the nature of human action and its conse-quences to 

human birth and death. 
, 

When Kasyapa asked the brahmin, nH?w does 

the body pe r lsh and how Is ana the r body cons t i tuted 1 n, the answe r 

given is: 

The human mind becomes overwhelmed wlth fear, doubt, 

Anger and de spai r when i t i shaun ted by the fear 0 f 

approachlng death. Consequent1y, this person develops 

poor eating habits and begins to eat improper food at 

irregular hours. This 1 eads to psychologica1 

infirmities disrupting the balance amonS' the three 

humors. Finally, death i5 preceded by severe 

psychosomatic disabilities (jarayâ va -upatapata; 
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6\ 
compare to ;Yijnava1kya's exèhange vith Jan-aka Ml BAU 

4: 3,36 - 4.4) . 36 
, 

As part ~f a wide ranglng discourse to Yudhia;thira on various . . 
ethico-reli'gious topics the sage Mirka~<!eya elaborates on the 

twin doctrine of klâImlâ and Sê'!llil!l.:ê (MB 3:179-221; see 
\ 

particu1arly 181: 11-21-)--. During the prima1 era, all selves were 

, 
enseonced i"n pure and au~pieious (suddba) bodies. Being free from -

physica1 weaknesse·s and moral ambiguity, aIl per>~9~,', were 
'',' 

observant of holy vows, truthful and godlike. They thereby lived 

a life of a thousand years. But in. due course trie y were 

overwhelmed by the twin vices of desife (kama) and ange r 

(krodha). Consequently, due to Inoral corruption, they were 

ordained (literally cooked) 
( 

to premature aging, death and 

transmigrations. Ever since, human destiny is controlled by death 

(1"l\;tyu) . 

Similarly, in the Brahmavaivarta Purana, Visnu in his 
, 

manit'est~ti~,n as Naràyar;a, prophesies the social conditions tha,-
J 

w-ill prevail' in 'the land of India after Ganga (the sacred river 

in North Ind:La)l returns to Visnu in his world (Vaikuntha), when . . 
36 In an interesting commentary' on this passage, Madhva (ca. 

1200 CE) provides a mor~l causal r-e.xplanation of the varying 
1engths of human life spans in ~ 'Charming metaphor: 

The fruit of a mango [usually] falls off the tree long 
before it gets fully develope'd; the fruit of Udumbara 
falls down when fully developed and the fruits of 
Asvattha fall down only after they are very ripe. So do 
people die. Somè in infaney, some in their youth, and 
still others in their old age. In the Kali Yuga, peop"'le 
die in their infancy like the mango fruit; in the Treta, 

'Yuga, they die in their youth 1ik-e the Udumbara fruit; 
and l.n the Satya Yuga do thêy die in old age like the 

\, fruits of the Asvattha tree (see BAU, 514). 
~ 

280 

, . 

, 

, . 



~ 

! • ~ , 

• 
the f1ve tl}ou~and year ,terlR of the age of Kal1\ co·mes to an ~nd. 

Toward 'that per1~d, men, and wOlllen wil~ be, d~seased ~nd smallish 

• 
in statu-re. Through. the poW'er of Kali, 'they will look aged ev,n 

1 

when on1y s 1xteen, appearing decrepit Dy the time the y turn 

twenty. Women, 
~ 

too, will develop prematurely, wi th menses 

beginning ~t the age of eight (7:31-40). 

A great Dlany lnquiries and observations 'regl!-rding 'Old age 

are often introduced in our texts at of extreme duress, 

when a certain unforeseed misfortune as disrupted nqrmal life 

patterns. Such crises are attribut&d to a variety of"-untoward 

. l 
events-·discouragement in the face of an onerous task (e.g. 

Nanda's monologue id Saundarananda) , a hUUliliating defeat, 

ki~llng or massacre in battle (e.g. Dhrtari~çra's obse~vatlons on 

o Id age !1nd dea th afte r he has 10's t one hundred suns in the 

battle) , subj ection to a terminal illness or curse (e. g. ! 

~eflections on old age by the accursèd King Yayati, see ~bove) or 

death (e.g. ~idowed M~lavati's qUesti~ to Death and Old age in 

Brahmavaivarta Purina). 
} 

The juxtaposition of the differing views on old age in the 

'tlahibhirata and the other texts ls a poignant cODlmentary on the .. 
classical Hindu ~peculation and experimentation regarding the 

relation between the doctrines of karma, ~ and aging. Both are 
( 

subjected to a close scrutlny. But such simple dichotomy Qf 

proposiçions ls unusual. Usually the aetlology, in this Inst~nce 

i 
o~ aging, is further compllcated by the intoroductlon of other " 

< 

variables or factors such as nutrition, fate, chance or accident. 
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'Often~ tnrough th. medium of myths, balance 1. struck by the 

f 

int-roduction of the eonflicting Buddh1st vieys amidst the older 
1 

Vedlc views. Thu~"'. it is possible for an Indian myth (e.g. of 

Yayiti) to imply that the ev!l of old age in human life on earth 

ls neeessary, 'deslrable and i~tended by god, that age in life ~is 

relative and y~t to attribute at th~ same time~ a potential of 

growth and de~velop'ment to age. Ev!l in aging must be accepted, 

but much good in old age mûst also be pur",ued and accomp~ished. 
These views together provide a working solution to ,the problem of 

old age, a framework in which humankind as a w.hole, and each 

individual, May function in the" face of an ultimately insoluble 

and inevitable problem. 

The Puranas . 
pertaining to the 

propose a variety 

address a number of 

relation of karma and 

of cop i ng mechanisms 

provocative issues 

kama to 
jV 
aging, and 

supported by the 

metaphysical reflections on the.$e ides. But at the same time, 

opportunity for probing conceptually challenging propositions is 

not seized. The legend of Yayiti, for instance, provides an Ideal 

setting for lively or provocative discussions between father and 

sons in which refusaI or,acceptance to take on old age would each 
l ç 

time be justified by a. series of well-balanced arguments. The 

myth of the genesis of -.. asrama Involving Praihada (see chapter 

two) i8 yet anothe~ instance. The P"!r-inas examine the same .. 
episode ftom different angles reflectlng a measure ~f diver~ity 

as weIl as incongruity of ideas. At the same time\similar motifs 

reappear eonstanttY (see the stories of Yayati or Cyavana). This 
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suggests that the Purinas 
~ . -
draw' upon a, cOllmon store of general 

" \ 

notions on life (first broached in' the Vedlc texts) and its~ 

proeesse.s such as aging. But at the same time they reserve the 

right ~and freedom to recombine" and, modify these ideas wi th 

referenee to .. import.ant Buddhist insights on 
li 

aging.. Thes e 

storytellers and, mytho graphe r ~ app eal " , the re'fore , to a· 

multivalent 

• ·D~.r of 

rang~ of ideas'on aging at the same time reeognlzing 
V . 
causal factors at work. 

~ Actiolo&y of Aging 

-, 
The medica 1 tex t s coneur wi th the' Dharma Sas t,ras and the 

Puri~a's in positing that karma, among other factors, Is .the womb 

to which the aetlo1ogy of aglng may- be traced. The conference 

'acc/unt from the Caraka SNphltA alerts us that various scholars 

could no,t agiee on a s Ingle prlnc.ip le 0 f causa'tion of di s ease s _ 

From this one may extrapolate that they would also fail ta agree 

on a single factor or theory of the aetiology of aging. Or to .put 

the matter afflrmatlvely (as Wetss in O'Flaherty 1980, does wlth 
j 

respect to the aetiology of disease~, like their Vedle. 

forbearers, the medlcal t~xts, too, were prepared to embraee (or 
'~ , 

at least tolerate) a diverse array of doctrines in the conviction / , 
1 

that while the result of the aging proeess is obllvlon, . lt is 

cau~~by a variety of factors. 37 

-37-Carak~f for instance, traces concep~lon to five diff~rent 
factors (CS.'i.3:14). ! ~ 

283 

'\ 

1 
1 



o 

.. 

o 

"-~ ... x 

b 

,Cona,quently, ln medical and' jurldical texts, contradictions 
. 

and inc~nsistencies appear in the elucidati~n of the aeti-ology of 

aging at the metaphysical leve.l. The tension is built from the , 
- , 

beginning, because of the potentia1 of conflict between 1) the 
_.~V! l ": ... 

" 'r 
desire to prevent, postpone or delay death, but thereby assuring 

~1d . age and, 2) the desire to live a long life but 'without aging, 
, 

Unsuccessful resolution of this conflict leads Caraka and Susurta 
~ 

r 

.. to propose cont~adictory hypotheses on aging in 
1 '. • 

the context of 
~ 

'the rejuvenation and rèvitalization <::herapies (see below), 

~ 

It is consequently posited that aging is a disease and 

disorder ~riginating in exogenou§ (agantu) factors such as ~ 

and aS such not treatable by purely rational application of 
)

medical theory (IYkti.), It must be supplemenUd or supplanted by 

-other para-medical means such as fasting, repeti tion of sacred 

formulae (mantra), gifts to brahmins, observante of vows (~), 

pilgrimage, practice' of l.2U and so forth (this cQmponent of the 

therapy 15 known as paiva 
_,,1 

yyapasraya, see below), The Caraka 

Samhita (sü: 20,3 ff), accordingly, divides" a11 diseases into two 
• 

categories: endogeQous (n1J.A), attributable to the imbalance of 

the three humours, and exogenous (8&antu) , caused by demons, 

poison, wind, fire and battle injuries", But exogenous conditIons 

may be reduced to culpable intellect (prajnapari'dba) , which 

'# 
violates good sense. 

In that context. the concept of karma is harnessed in two 

IJ ' 
major TNays :0 bind and control the metaphysical dimension -of the 

aetiology of aging and its consequences to the human body and 
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m!nd. Not on1y i. it atade to answer for the biology 
< " 

... 
of ,the aging 

procass ba.ad o'n n the dynamic i,qui l tb-rium among the three h~umoul:s 

per se, 
'- ." \1 - , 

but a1so the factor:s>" responsib1e for the ,quickening or 

the s 10wing dowh of the aging proce~s are clas 8 ified a's karmaj a. 
l' • . 

"1 ., ~ 
Simil~rly, the predidtabillty Ilof life "ex ectancy and experience 

of an infant .on tb~e bas i8 of' the examina t,i:on 0 f var ious 8 igns on 
\\ 

_ b 

the body,:. qual1ty of hair 0.11 the head, texture of th"e skin, li lze .. . \. 

of the head, earlobes, eyes, et~.--is a1so said to be determined 

by the l~fant's karma. • 

Other" features indicating subsequent pathology of the body , , 

inc1ude the qu~lity of the aging process and its rate that would 
( 

develop. This ls attributed to the fate (daiva) of ~he person and 

as such to hfs/her karma. In other wo,ds, the embodied bein~ 15 
. ,.-J \ 

the product of the frui t of actions performed through deluslon, 

dedre'and aversion (CS.sa.l:53).38 The Car'aka Sa~hiti ($8.4:31i' 
, 

also elaborates and specifles~an additional component-- the th~ee 

constituent ~s: 

the ~nderslood as 

quality ~n~ rate 

sattva, rajas 

three humours: 

of aging are 

Ande tamas which 

kapha, pitta and 

determined by the .. .. 
pr9portion of these constituents ln the body. 

are . alsq 

vita. \rhe 

relative 

Ayurvedic texts; thus t wrestle to cope with the typically 
" tI' 

Indian panchant for accommodation. For that purpose the conc$pt 

38 The echo of'this classifica on is also to be heard in the 
Mabibhasya of Patanjali (3:l.87, q oted in Puri 1957,'221). Here 
Patanja11 mentions tbe individual lf as made of the physical as 
weIl' as the' internal ,self (~ - and antaritman). The 
internal se.1f performs those .actions wher~J:>b the physical self l 

, feels pain and p1easure (Gpr[ritmi tat karfua\karoti yenintaritmi\ 
s\1khadu~khe'nubhavat;l). ' 
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of-karma Is red.flnedJln lts re~aelon ta aglqg by lnt~~a~clng yet . \. ~ : 
anotber moral category~*cUlP~bl~lght (praj»iparâdba). ~treya, 

tQ8 teacher of Car~ka, for' instance, afft~ms~ \ 

In this -A-ge~ o.f Kali tbe ~l.fe sp'an ls 'one hindred. yeara. 

It may be 'fu~ly lived out by har~onizini it with on'e's 

own constitution, ,:by 'erforming A~deeds and '-.by 
I,j) -, 

attend~ng to good hea!th and hyg!enic practices , . ,. 
XCS.sa.6:29,30) . 

• 

Cuhpable 'lnsigbt (prajDaparidha) emphasizes /the importance of 

>' 
abandonil1g bad habi ts and cul tivating good <Ines. Thus, after , 
discoursJ.ng on the increasing immora1ity and the corres~onding 

decreasing life span over the course of four Ages (~s) 1eading 

n Atreya 
/'\ 

to the present age of Kali, is questi9ned by one of his 

disciples Agnivesa, who ls troubled l>-1 the determlnative welght .. 
allotted to l:âImê': 

) -
; 

'" J r 

Is thè 11&e ~ " flxed ls it not? span a1ways or 

- ~ A~eya's ans~er is tbat tbe individual life sp~n is a functlon of 
, . " . - \ both fate and h~an effort (daiva and purusakara, CS.vi.3). Fate 

16 created through actions committed i: pre~ious lives, but hum~ 
ef.fort is what is done in thls life. W'hen both happen ~e 
noble, life ls long and happy; when both are bad, lt is 

otberwis e. Evi 1 ac ts of grea t - enormi ty woul d de f 1.n1 te ly reduce 
r 

lt. Bu~ the bad effec'ts of moderately unj,ust actions can be 
~ ~ , ~, 
neutralized by moral behaviour (sadvrtta), wholesome dlet and 

physical' actlvitles (svasthavftta, seénas'gupta 1968, 2:403) . .39 

39 The "Cülakamma Vlbhanga Sutta" and "Mahakamma Vlbhanga 
Sut ta" provide the Buddhist version of ehe attempt to reconeile . ' ~ 
the inevitable working out of the effects of l:amma with 
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In the light of the fdregoing, le may ba concluded·that ~n 
, . 
Sistras, 

..,. . 
Ayurveda the tv\r. of ,}sarma ... ac,quires the and Dharma a 

c' 

m.etaPl:lys lca1 dimension though its emp~r!~al content and 

consequence~ are acknowledged and retarned. The idea ls to employ 
. 

lt as ft~ escape clau~~ an~.& safety v~~ve against insuff~ient or 

no empirlcal evidence. The fatalistic an'd immùtable elements of 

the doctrine of kArma are reconciled with a, more. practical 
. "-

empirical attitude toward human life by harmonizing lt 1) wlth , 
the physlcal theory of aglng based on Patanj ali' s' treatment' of 

change (pariI}ama) in relation to time (see chapter four) and 2) 

the social theory ~f the stages of life proposed in the Dharma 

" Sastras. 

doctrine 

Thua, by 

of karma 

instltutlng a minor 

" ls accommodated for 

-. cognitive shlft, 

lts psycJological 

emotlonal utility with reference to the proces~ of aging. 

the 

and 

N' 

• Inéantional ev!l or good ~cts (sancetanika }samma~. The effect of 
a comparatively weak deed (dubba1a }samma) May be superceded by 
the effect of a comparatively strong deed (balava kamma) or. by 
the acèumulated .effects of a series of de,eds. Thus, the aging 
experienca of the individual and i ts quali ty cah b~ manipulate,d 
by ohis. volitional }samma (MN 3:202-206, 206-215). To that extent, . 
this line.of thought re~embles the arguments of Caraka. 

-' 
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Introduction 
- .. 

The traditionar Indian e.recepts and practic.es developed to 

cope with the stress and eros~on caused by aging revolve around 

the concept "'of ~ (rejuve,natory and revitalizing force). Food 

is belleved~to be the chief .source of ~ (Also known as ;Mk~a 

- ..-or virya). But in addition, the potential of ill.A. ls also said 

to be affected negatively or positiveJ...y by a number of factors 

sueh as psychologieal attitude or moral ~ehaviour. As pointed out • 

in chapter four, the classieal Hindu tradition restricts the 

sphere and the scope of the aging process. to ehe body, whieh is 

deemed to be the produet of five interacting cardinal elements. 

lt a150 serves as the substratum to the conscious 'self (itman).l 

Caraka further states that the body, which servès as the 

substratunr' to the eonscious srelf, is the product of the food 

eaten (deho hyihirasambhavah, CS.sû.28:41). As ~~ch, the rate of . . , 
aging, too, is thought to be subj ect to ~he quality and the 

o • 
quantity of food consumed. Th! s line of 1 nterpre tation J linking 

, 

sustaining ~atter to the life process in a causal relatlonship, 

i5 ~ased on·Vedie revelation. 

• 
1 ' - ft ,a;lram nAma cetani adhi~~hanabhÜtam 
paLcamahibhÜta vikira samudayltmakam. 

Caraka a1so argues that everything about the self is established, 
, .... - , h in the body (sariramulasea puruso bvavati, CS.ni.6:6). 
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"Ket.phys~-çal BIS" of Nutrit'gD ' 

--~; y.. , .. 
The 'p tri tuÀl s1gni<f1cance attribl,lted 

, 
) . 

to SOQla 
, ~",. c b ' 

(9:18.13) or in Satapatha BrAhmana (3:9:4.22,23), i8 

poin t. ' in' ~ th~ In,d1an'~ ~adi tion • for ~ll ~pecu1~tl_o~ 
\ , 

in Riveda ' . 
" s tart"lng 

myBte~y 'and th'e metaphysics of food, ,yhich is seen as 

~t t,h,e 

Imparting 
~ 

• both physical and' sp1ritua4. vigo'ur t,o the' embodied' self, The 
./ .. . -

Brhadaranyaka Upanl~ad (.1: 4, 6), too, . r' . i sIm 0 v e d .. t 0' ex c 1 a i m ( t ~ a t 

~is whole world: verily, ls just food and the eater of food. In , , 

metaFsical t te:z>ms, then, the nature ',of' the sustaining matter 
, , 

(SimlA.) and its significance to the body is intiIlate1y connected 
~ 

to 'th'e univ.ersal phenomenon of the need a,nti bunger for food to 

stave off death by the body. This s.ttl'T-n nterlockin g. of hunger 

(alana) and -death .(mFtyu) arisea"",from t e inscrutable mystery of 
. \. ' 

the mutual 
1 

relation posited between 'nutrient matter' (~) and , , 

beings who consume it (annida), 

- . 
But whosoever be the Immediate or the ultimate "eater" and' 

whatever the nature of the the world itse1f has 'come ' 

into existence, according to M,aitr! Upani~ad (6 :12), because of 

the ceaseless des ire for food on the part 0 f the uni verse, 

• 
Accordingly, it 1s now proposed that the r'itual feeding of one's 

own body 15 to be subs t 1 tuted for .the ri tuaI fee.ding 0 f the goda. 

F'urthér, there 15 a manifold relationship between time and the 

universe (ktl.A ::.nd brahman), with food , ( â.n.ru!.) , as 
. 

the "common. 
'I(l> 

denomina tor ... (MU 6: 9 -17), Havlng glori f1ed food as brahman,. i t Is 
• L 

then argued .tl!a-t~ -19 
Q 

the cause of food. The idea next passes 
, . 

• 

,. 

.. 
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)u:lbIDAll, and, finall.y. from ,this over 'to celebrating time l's 
• \ ~ ~ 

,~ symbol i.~ understandin'g of ~rahman as 
1 

time·, the idea reverts back 
~ . . 

to the timeless brabman as the mother 
.. 

of al1 ~us.s,2-'; , cause 

, 1 
The above passages suggest.how !he classical Hindu views on 
o cl ~ . 

the relation between tbe sustenance of the body and aging 
~ ( 

origlnate in the Vedic prellDises regarcÜn,-the mytbology of 

creation, healing practices, sacrificial '~ituals and nutritional ,/ 
, 

expl'anation . of food as one of the 
..,. 

l'he metaphysical 

causal agen-ts of
e 

the aging pr·ocess. 'One may argue, or'iglnat~s in 
• 

this genera11y held conviction that the material cosmos and the , 

human body .are at: once -eomplemlnt!'ar)" opposites, lntimately 

.i n tel;'re la t'ed and cons tan tly intercbangeab le a 1 o~g homo 1 ogical 
r , 

lines. When.the outer world is created, it i8 created out 6f the 

-human being and its life process: whether in'cosmogony, sacrifice 

or death. " , 

Con~erse1y, when the' human being ,s created~nthropogony.); 

his/her bodi1y nourishment and health-care is .,.stained 'with the 

2 The Taitttriya Upailbad a1s.0 correlates brabman with the 
body 1 on the one hand., and' wi th food, on the other. Verse #7 
po si ts the re la tion be'tween the Hody and food in the fo1lowing 

" tauto.logy: 
~ -~ , 

1'ood indeéd ls life' and the e~ter of food ls 'the body. 
The body is foun&rd on life and 1ife La founded on th~ 
body,. In this way food ~s, ~ounded on food. 

># -• 
3 Consider" for instance, this verse\ from the, Maitri' 

Upranisad (6: 13) trans1a'ted in Deussen 198'0" 1 :~51: 

,. 

. \ 
Food 1s what pre~ents aging, 
Food certain1y is what ls soothing, ~ 
Food {s the I1fe-breat~ of creatures, 
lt ls ordainéd as the o'ld'est, 
l't ls ordaitfèd as medlc1:ne. 
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stuff of the cosmos. (The creation of the one impl1es 

proporcionace decreation/decomposition of the other. The sum 

total of matter in the universe has existed and always will ~e 

the' same. l t merely alternates between co smic and' 

human/anima1/vegeta1 forms. The humnn processes of birth, growth, 

aging and death are nothing other thaIl moments of transition 

between the temporally determined macrocosmic and microcosmic 

transformations of matter, But such an hypothesis admitting the 

, /interchange of forms between' humans and the cosmos has the effect 

o f sad d 1 i n g e a c h w i th the mis e rie s 0 f t~ 0 the r The cosmic body 

becomes the prey to the same physicai and metaphysical ailments 

of the humans--disease, decrepibude and death 

The Buddhist view of the relationship between nutrition and 

human existence is equally intriguing )"Àccording ta the myth of 

creation as recorded in the "Aganna Suttanta" of the Pali Canon' 

Once on 'earth, there appeared an essence, whi-ch a 

gr e e d y b e in g tas t e d . 0 the r b ei. n g s f'o-l....l 0 w e d sui tan d 

eventua11y they aIl came to Te1y on coarse food matter 

for their physical survival. They graduallfy 10st lhe 

subtle component of the body, which consequently became 

heavier and substantial Thos e who gr ew 

to material food, managed to retain their 

etherea1 form. 

1ess addicted 

bea~tif,ul and 

Consequently, time and temporality were integrated in~~ 

the human condition. The beings ~ because they began to 

subsist on material food, gave rise to excrement and 
1 

urine. The reliance on food for surviva1 eventua1ly 

gave rise to ~distinction between genders, sexuall".desire 

(kima) and 'the no tian Q f p riva te prop e rty (s e e Wayman 

1984, 275-76). 
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Paul (19'79, xx-xxi) has speculated that this myth reveals 

th~dqhist understanding of the Golden Age in the remote past 

in which asexua1, se1f-luminous, and noncorporea1 bein~s lived 

blissfully without the, need of gross, substantial food (AnDJl.). 

Although no cause for the 10ss of the Golden Age is offered, the 

e mer g e n c e 0 f se x u al i t yan d the gr 0 s s b'o d y i s a t tri but e d t 0 the 

intake of gross' food. The Mi l indap aDha deve l op s th i s theme 
~ 

further and identifies the five nour1shing/regenerative qualities 

or principles of food (vaja). lt then hastens to add that 

nirvana, to 0 , possesses tha sarna qualities but at the 

me taphys ical 1evel Naga~ena sumrnarizes the notion of nirvarta- as 

food in the following~tatement ta Milinda 

As food, 0 king, 

Nirvat;a,'when it 

is the sup)'ort of dll beings, 50 

has .È-~ realised, the support 

is' 

of 

life, for it 

(~i l indap aûba, 

puts an êIfld ta old age and death 

dilemma #80). 

'- Coping With Age-related Stress -. " 
. 

1/ .Jo) 

The concept of which Is already broached in the 

Atharva Veda, becomes in Ayurveda an important tool through which 

religion, culture and gerontology interact upon one another. Food 
~ 

as the source of Y.iJ.A, and as such of rejuvenation and 

revitalization, is freely eu~ogised in' the Ayurvedic texts, 

Caraka, for instance, emphasizes that the genesis, development, 

and dissolutiob of not only the planet earth and its inhabitants 
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but alao of other worlds including heaven are dependent on food-

matter (CS.sü.27:350). 

Hatter i8 sa"'id to flow between 'people, animals, plants and 

the universe in various ways. Food, as a specifie. complex of a 

t 
hi ghly important component of the uni verse. iHso figures 

prominently in this proeess. Matter is always in flux, 
/ .. though a 

dynamie equilibrium over a determinate .period of time may 

prevail. In this cycle, as Lincoln (1986, 138-139) "suggests, 

there is no fixed starting point and no termination. Propklled by 

the process of aging and natural death, matter moves back and 

fOF th be tween h ùmans and the co s mo s th rough the in te rme diary 0 f 

plants and animaIs. This hypothesis that the world and the 

~ 
passage of creatures from state to state is 1) a transmission of 

energy'from place to place thr~gh time and 2) a transf.çr.mation 

of matter f\bm one alloform to a.lother (mutabili.ty, pariQima), is 

semantically incorporated in the pan-Indian concept of 

(metempsychosis) . 
, 

=-"' samsara 

Par1nama -and ,saIPsara, are connected, doctrines which thus, . 
, 

help us to define and understand the metaphysical cause of aging 

(see'"'chapter four). The concept of samsara combines -in its6)--'; the . " 

continuity of ~ransmigration with the 'co,creteness of physical 

change. This is evident from the generally accepted meaning of 

tha t term as the ac t 0 f go \ng about, wandering through, c OU1:S i ng 
, 

along, or passing through a series of conditions through 

• 
successive states of birth, death and rebirth. 

\ 
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'The rejuvenative' and revfta~izing processe. as proposed in , 
the conc.ept of ù.1.I. and practiced in the medic'al texts with 

-reference to aging, therefore, need to be understood in terms of 

the fo11owing meta-lhysieai persp,ec'tive impllcit in.. the kyu'rveda: 

1) There is a continua1 re-creation or reeuperation of 

the human organlsm from the food or drugs.ingested. 

2) The transformation of materiai ·s.ubstance into the 

human body involves the corresponding transformation of 

its a11oform. 

3) The nourishing process is a reversa1 of the creation 
• account expounded, for instance, in l}gveda (10:90). 

Food' was initia11y created from the body of the cosmic 

'" man (puru~a) that was cut up (according to Satapatha 

Br ih man a 4: 2 . l - 11, i t wa s cre a t e d f rom th e b 0 d Y 0 f the 

sacrifi'ced animal [horse]). 

Conversely, eating food or ingesting a specia11y prepared 

prescription restores/rejuvenates to wholeness the body that 

would otherwise fall apart through malnutrition, disease, old age 

and ultimately death. Eating, thus, i5 conducive to the re-

appropriation of bodily parts from foodstuff1 in the 
q 

external 

universe where they reside in a different form. .. . , 

A myth from the Satapatha Brihmana furnishfs·a similar 

cosmic signifieanee of food in relation to the restoration of the 

body: 

After he created the universe and the creatures, Lord 

Prajipati relaxed and opened up. Food began to flow out 

of him. Gods then .approached the fire god Agni and 

proposed that they would like to feed' themselves on 

Praj ipa tl wi th Agni as the ir mou th (#4) . When he 

aequlesced 

) 

to their 
'\ 

request, 
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Praj'ipatl in Agni' s fire and raised him u~right as the 

world (#6) (that i8, they nourished and sustained the 
, - .. ~ 

universe 1 tasyaymeya }pka~, PIati"ha, SB 7: 1.~1-7) 

(Translation is based on Eggeling).4 

The gerontological relevance and thef'" rationale behlnd the 
. 

Atharvan spells and charms based on certain varieties of grasses 

and plants designed to g~ow hair on a bald 

hair lnto dark may, then,' be und~rstood 

plate or to ~rn grey 

in the ligjt: o-f the 

preceding. Hair and certain plants ·or herbs are seen, as 

resembllng each other in form. Ipdividual hair 15 11ke a blade of, 

gr a 5 S 5 in ce bot h t end t 0 belon g , sIe n der and gr 0 win c 1 um p s : 

Both are endowed with an inner ~ynamism for incessant growth. 

Again, hair grows on top of the head llke the grass growing on 

,li top 'Aoil. Thu.!i, in Many Puranlc accounts of cosmic creation, 

trees are said to be the hair of the cosmic being (purus a). 

Finally, there ls also the third level of linguisticjsemantic 

homologies between hair and végetal matter a~ indicat{ed in the 

, 
Sanskrit word valsa, which denotes both hair and sprout or shoot 

(Lincoln 1986, .88). 

4 Anaxagoras analyses the processes of nutrition and 
embryology in a similar veln. If It appears that food e-aeen turns 
into bodily flash and hair, this ls only because flesh, hair etc. 
were already present within the food in invisible particles. 
Food, thus, _ i5 nothing other thtln a microcosm of the macrocosm,' 
conealning a11 parts ôf the human--or animal or even plant--body 
within i~. Like substanc~ is aug~ented by like substance (compare 
to the Ayurvedic doctrine of the siminya and viSesa). In the 
process of nutrition the invisible particles of tlesh, hair e~c. 
are detached from their temporary location withln bread, sQrted 
out, and j olne4 to t~e parts of the body to which they properly 
correspond: particles o~ flesh 80ing to flesh and so forth (see 
Lincoln 1986, 77). 
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lt ta not dlfficult to underataud, then, the homepatbic 

\ 
nature of the cure for bair 10s8 prescribed in the Atbarya veda 

1 

along the principles, discuased ab ove .5 

You are a goddess, born upon the divine earth, 0 plantl 

We dig you now, you who s tre tch downward, in order -to 

mak.r the bairs firm., Make the old ones firm; cause to 

be born thos~ which are [still] unborn; make those 

which have been born [grow longer) (6:136,137). 
-\ 

~ -'" -Chapter five entit1e9 "Matrasitiyam" [Quantitative Dietetic~] of 

the n Sutra S thana n 
'< 

of the Caraisa Samhlta, Is glven to the 

quantitative and qualitative discussion of food (see also 

CS .sû.chapters 6,25,26,27; CS.sa.chapter 6). Tbese chapters 

mention in detail the nutritive, curative, rejuvenative and I~ 

revita1izing actions of severa1 hundred diffèrent edib1e and 

potable substances be10nging to different classes. The body is 

-
nourished on these substances; the distinction between happiness 

1. 

and sorrow, disease, 01d age and hea\l.th results from the choice 

of a wholesome or an unwholesome diet (CS.sü. 25:49). 

Caraka admonishes that appropriate food should be consumed 

in rhythm wi th the twen ty: four hO,ùr lunar cyc lé and the six 

season solar cycle (kilabhojl s1it). Food eaten is put to proper 

use on1y if the individual has cu1t1vated restraint over the 

palate and other sense organs (jitendriyah). The act of eating is 
1 '" 

~o be undertaken ln the spirit that food i5 brahman an~ eatlng is 

5 Lineoln (1986,94) sees in .this spell) a sophlsticated 
application of the anthropogonic aspect of the mythology of 
creation rather than mere sympathetic magic seen by most 
scholars. 
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(143 nakarlDa, CS. rii. 6 : la)'. Consump~1on o~ 

food (yi.ama ihÎra) laads to suffaring and 01d age. . 
According to Caraka (CS.ci.2:3), food ls deemed '0 be unwho1eaome 

when: 

l 

1) 1 t la prepared from grains that had been grown in 

the same soi1 year after year and wi thout al ternating 

with other crops 

2) 

or 

lt Is eaten without regard to the preval1ing 

solar cycle 

lunar r: 
3) lt is eaten bafore food consumed .earlier had been 

fu11y digested. 

An important criterlon of wholesome food is that it must be of 

.- the &y.x.y. (llterally heavy) quality. Further, articles of food, 
\ ... . 

~ \ 
which are baha1a (thick), snigdha (unctous), piSeila (slippery), 

, , 
mandt (slow) and s~iji't (stable) in quality tend to generate the 

humour derived from water (kapha do~a) and augment its proportion 

in the body thereby providing a good potential source of 

resisting 

\ ingested 

premature bodily decay and aging. 7 Th' 

wholesome food first gives ris~ ta rasa, 

p~operly 

the bas ic 

supporting e1ement o,f the body. Within five days, the ua is 
l 

converted into b100d (,akta), the second supporting element .. 
~ 

(dhitu) in importanc,e and then successive1y into other dhitus 

.\ wlth the sutra (semen) as the end product of the assimi1atlng 

----------------------~-
6 To a certain extent this concern with the appr"'lOpriateness 

of food to he ingested for sustaining- the body to enab1e the 
individual to -gain li:beration is a180 evident in Buddhist t:;exts 
(see, for instance, Saundarananda 14:1-19). 

7 Mhaskar and 'W'atve (1954, 2:86) argue that a11 produets 
w1th the predominance of the 'Suru qùality prevent the advent of 
old age in the persons ingest1ng them. 
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process. This transformatl'on and assimilation of I.&..I.JL lntd WU 
i8 accomp11shed over the duration of'one lunar cycle. The process 

, ? 

18 similar la the case of wgmen, with this important difference, 

that ln woman the ,end dhitu ls the ovum ·(SS.8ü.l:4). 

Rejuyenation and ~evita1ization 

Though in certain Hindu p[lil.10sopllies' and sects, , the old 

Ideal of bodily i mm 0 r ta 11 t Y i s s t i 11 r e ta i n e d (e. g , the H1Jl tha . 
Yoga), the maj ority of them eventually came to accept th~ 

Buddh i st content ion tha t admi t tedly the human 1 i fe S'pan i·s 

limited. They, accordingly, modified their philosophies of life 

to r,econci1e vith that fact, Nonetheless, the aw~_reness of the 

fait that only 8. quarter of the 1ife span may be enjoyed vith 

full physical and mental health continued 'to haunt them. In the 

face of this unsavory aspect of the human condition, like most 

other tr~ditions, the classical Hindu tradition also prescribed 

vario~. ways and ~eans of retaining youth and delaying the onset 

of old age ranging from a few years to immorta1ity. 

The rasiyana (rejuvenation) and yij rkarana (revitalizaÙon) . 
-theraples of Ayurveda properly fall within the domain of 

geriatl'ics in that they are proposed as a defense against the 

wear and tear of the body associated with the aging process. In 
/ 

the Vedic texts 1 the term I..UJl. is consis tently used in the sense 

• of water a~d Its essence (apim rasab). The two are Identlfied ln 

tbe Satapat}',a Brahma?a (raso vi' pah, 3: 3.3.18) 'The Atharva Veda 

. . 
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frequ.ent1y pral.e .. water (XJU.A.) for lts alleged propetti •• of 

ke.ping old age 
1 

away, reslsting ,diseasea and confirmlng 

immortallty.8 An Atharvan m th (11i6.23) refers to the ~.gend of 

how Ind~a' s ehar~oteer Mi~ obtained the lmmorta-lizing a.lixlr 
• 

(amfta) by 's~rling Ind~a's chariot, which Indra had thrown into 

water, thereby endowi~g lt with immortalizing properties. 

However, in later centuries, the term ~ underwent a 

gradual change 

specifie recipe 

in meaning 
\. 

conferring 

-and came to signify in Ayurveda a 

long, healthy life a'd warding off 

t Id The' princip!e -prema ure 0 age. idea underlying these two 

therap ies i s the presuppos i t ion th. t appropr ia te die t (abira), 

when supported by • prescribed and sane 11fe style in conformity 

with the prescrlbed code of moral behaviour (yieira), will 

activate the rejuvenative force (~. ~ ls said to combat 

the bodily erosion eaus'ed by the aging process by replenishing 
,y 

the bodily matter that would otherwise be lost with the passage 

'of time~ This fact that the passage of time poses various threats 

to the hum an body is aiready recognized in the semantics of the 

proto- Indo-European verb U.1:. (Sanskri t 4) which c0D!bine s the 

me an in g S 0 f ft t 0 gr 0 w 0 1 d n, n t 0 b r e a k u p n and - n t 0 we a r do wn ft , 

thereby 
. 

suggesting 
1 

that the aging process i8 one of gradual 

e~osion and p~rditlon of some vttal principle or matter. 

The intaka oof food, or the ingestion of certain substances 

with recuperative potency halps ward off the bod~ly lossrdue to 

. 8 See AthV 1: 4.4;, l: 6.2; l: 5.4; 3: 7 .5, and, in particular. 
Siya~a's glos~ on 1:4.4. 
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old age. The incorporation of specifie substances-·such as plant 

or minerai extracts, for instance. are' said to ward off the 
... 

bodily attrition evid~nt in the 10ss of hair 'in old age. Ayurveda l' 

, 
has promoted the rej'uvenation and the revitalization therapies as 

two cop!ng mechanisms of, aging on the bas!s of the creation 

mythology already d!scernible in certain Vedic texts such as the 

Atharva v~ .. ~_; 4: 12), whlch recounts how a specifie' healing 
<!> ~~-'" 
plant [Arundhati] came into exis tence from the dismembered 

portion of the body of a primordial victim, and how the same 

plan~ can now be us/d to restore the materia1 substance nYeded to 

mend injuries to that same bodily member in a -human being,9 

With reference to .the existence of such homologieal building 

blocks, matter and energy may be said to be shifted back and 

forth between the maerocosm and the microcosm \to counter the 

threats posed by the aging process. This constant and varied 

motion of matter from one entity to another easily occurs, 

because at the most fundamental level people, plants, animaIs as 
, 

weIl as the universe originate in the same co smic stuff. Their 

apparent dif:ferences are only superficial distinctions of form. 

Each ~nt~ty in the universe is merely an alloform, an alternative 

shape, of aIl the others. The meèaphysical underpinnings of this 

presupposition are to be found in the categories of siminya 

(generic concomitance) and ViStsa (variant factor) in the Caraka 
<i, 

Satphitâ \cS.sü.l:44,45). 

9 According to Sayana's 
normalcy t'te organ/member' of 
(srtaraktam aU,am prarohatba). 

-gloss, Arundhati restores to 
the body. that h'ad lost blood 
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the medical texts v,~e~ aging a~ kilaj a,' that i. , ft 1s 

init:lated and sustained by time (kila) frolll the moment- the five 

basic elements tbhÛta) and the 
\ 

self (i.tmi) come together to 

produce a foetus. Old age, as the epiphenomenon of the general 

life proces~ (aging), ~s generated in the due course of time. The 

process of aging is coeval with the flow of moments (k~a9a) that 

'( 

foilow each other in quick and contlnuous succession (krami) (se~ 

( 

chapter four). Agi~~g of the body, therefore, Is an ,pnstoppable, .' 

Irreversible and inevitable process. No therapy can a:rrrest aging 

or cure the diseases, d1sàb111t1es and d1scomfo~ts engendered by, 

it. Potentially, Any age-re1ated therapy rnay on{y ~elay the onset' 

of oid age and/Qr help manage and cope w1th the stresses of 

aging. 

Typical geriatric therapies, of 
~ 

rejuvenation and 
1 • 

revitalization are, therefore, construed only as coping 

mechanisms, which may 1) de1ay aging, 2) prevent premature a-ging 

or impotence and, 3) provide energy to be able to accomphlsh the 

prescribed tasks in old age prov1ded the therapy 1s undertaken as 
, 

a prophy1actic 'measure in one's younger years (Cakrapi~i on 

CS .. :i.l:l14,ll5), Under certain extenuating circumstances man may 

undergo them while he Is a married householder and without a son 

but: in any event they must be completed Pefore he leavas that 

stage. , .. 
~ -
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o R,'uv,nltlon Th.rapy 

As the term rasÎyana (~ejuvenatlon) suggests, this trea1ment 

is alleged to procure, for the individual undergoing it, various 

beneficial and positive changes ln al1 the seven bodlly elements 
. 

(dhitus) beginni,ng W'i~ the Most fundamental, of them, I.!UJl; This 

therapy is said to help prevent premature old age, minimize the 
1 

negative and adverse consequences of old age that manifest 

themselves naturally in due c~urse of time and ~elp the 

individual to diligently .strive for the prescribed ends in life 

(purusirthas or esanas). . . . 
In addition, thè rejuvenation therapy is said to produee 

} '-...--
various miraculous results on the aging body and min~. According 

to Caraka, rf <P. 
it promotes longevity and he~lth, preserves youthful 

vigour, disperies stupor, torpor, fatigue, exhaustion, indo lenee 

and weakness. lt tones up 'flabby muscles and sagging,.,. o~ans, 
, 

stimulates digestion and maintains a wri~le-free. lus trous skin 

(CS.ci.1.(1)}. According to Susruta (SS.sü.l:lO),' the rejuv~ation 

therapy 1 in addi t ion to de layi~~ the onset 0 f 0 ld age," also 

guards the subject against the approaching senility and physical 

deterioration. 

On the basis :of the role assigned to such natural phenomena 

as tne sun and wind, the rejuvenation therapy ls divided in tW'o 

maj or categories or methods: l) Trea tment ln the Nurs ing coftage, 

2) The Nature-cure Treatment. 
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1) Treltmont in the «ursinc Cottlee 

'The mode of entering a nursing cottage - for/ the 

(the term used in the cs is 
.. - ..-: 

kutipriyesika) involves the . 

• ... 

treatment 

isolation 
} 

of the subject under treatment from al1 contact with nature for 

an extended period of time. It ls prescribed in the case of those 
, , - \. 

indi viduals who aral reas-onably healthy, s trong wi lled, se1f-

control1ed and endowed with sufficient means to bear the expenses 

involved (Cs.ci.4:27). 
, 

Susruta 1ays down additiona1 conditions by 
~ , 

ruling that this treatment ~s not available to those who are: 

1) Unab1e to curb their passions 

2) Idlers and lazy 
1 

3) 'Incompe tent s 10 ths 

4) Addicted to various vices . 
5) Sinn~rs 

6) Skeptlcs who would dôubt the efficacy . of the 

treatment. 

Those who are eligible for the treatment must, ln addition, 
/' 

cultivate specific psychologieal trai,ts'~and hablts valued in 

Indian tradi tion. These inel"ude a commi tment. 

'" 
to speak on1y the 

truth, abstaining from excessive consumption -of wine, a1cohol and 

t:obaeco, observavce of celib~cy over the duration of the 

treatment (which May run for ninety days or more)- and restricting , 
• 

foo.d intake t. milk and clarified butter (~) only. The 

~compliance -with these preliminary conditions 1s suppo.,rted by a 

long_p~ssage in CS.ci.4:30-37, wherein Caraka s~tes that ho one 

who has ndt rid himself of the evil habits of the -body and the 

t 
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ri " 0 .. . • mind can ever expect to come by the benefits resulting from the 

-rasayana treatment. 

In fact, the ~assage a1so contains an optiona1 rejuven~tive 

prescription sole1y based on the cu1tlvatlon of certain ethloa1 

virt'ues and p1;."actices (icira rasiyana). These include: 

1) Repetition of holy chants and giving of alms 

2) Revering gods, cows, brahlllins, 

and the village eIders) 

teachers, seniors 

\ 

3 ) C 0 mm i tmen t .. ton 0 n - v i ole ne e , c 0 m pas s ion and 
l • 

moderation through developing balanced habits 

4) Acquiring knowledge of meteorology and nosology (the 

scLenee of compounding medical prescriptions). 

cl 
Such an individual will reap aIl the banefits of the rejuvenation 

treatment without submitting to that therapy proper. Should he, 

" 
in addition, undergo, t"he reg,ular rejuvenation therapy under the 

s,:,-pervision of a qualified physician (vaidya). he will profit 

from 411 the good effècts of the rejuvenation treatment promised 

in the medical texts. lO 

The medical c~~nt of the tre-at'fhent is to be' adtninistered 

by a' qualified PhY~ isolat~d cottage situated not far 

from a town where aIl the requisi te medicaments 1 raw materials 

for co-ncoct-ing a speci,al regimen etc. 

p1enty;' The 

are readily available in 
( 

1tself should have a qualifie"d' physician, retreat 

~ttendants and,hrahmins ready at hand (CS.ci.l:17- 23), The doors 

10 In tl)e legend of Yayati (Padma ,PurâX)a), Yayati s,purns 
, Indra,' s~nvitation to go to heaven and become immortal c1aimlng 
tha~ r1d agd. [and death] are caused by sin (1:2.72.11). He then 
boists that by giving himself to [icirj.l rasEyana, [which is akin 
to that prescribed by Caraka] he will keep his body youthful and 
free from diseases while inhabit~ng the earth (1:2.72.17), 
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, 
and the windows of this hut shou1.d be sm'all and s trategically . . 
lêcated 10 as to prevent direct aceess to sunshine or the·wind. 

,. 
Two smaller h, u~ one. inside the o~her. should ~e ~constructed '~-

1 1 ~ 

within chis outer cottage so that in the innermost hut darkness 

will prevai~ even at noon. The idea'is to recreate Jo the s~bject 

thè ambience and mood that will be similar t~ t~t experienced by 

the foetus in the wamb. 

The treatment begins on an auspicious day, time and place, 

that ts, dur.,ing the f.orthern movement of the sun and in the 
/; 

brigh,t half of the month when the day and' the constellation are 

prop1tious (the 
, .:.. 

daivavyapasraya component of the therapy, ~ee 

below). The subject: should be both physically and mental1y pure 

and serene He' shoulGi be firm in his resolution, purpose and 

faith, and single-minded in application CCS.ci.l:17-23). The 

&_reatm~nt is to be preceded by cer~ain bodily purification::> 

resembling the familiar yogic purificatory practices. Caraka adda 

that ,the subjec~ must be in the first phase of life and the on~ 

whose body has been, purged of old blood (srtaràktah). . . 
~ 

The purification principally involves the purging of che 
y- , 

pathogen.l0 fact/ors, chat ls, the three deranged humors-~l<:apha, 
r:: 

" 1 Yill and pitca in the months of Caitra (April-May), ~:ravaf}r{ 

(July-August) and 
- ,-

Margasir~a (No~ember-December) respectively. 

Th e su b j e c t Ls the n put 0 n are hab i lit 0 r y die t con sis tin g 0 f <iJ 

barley gruel mixed with ghee for a period ranging from three to 

\ 
seven ,\ays 

This W1~1 

dependlng on the bodily constttution of the subject. 

pur g e h 1 s ( i.n tes tin e S 0 f a Il fa e cal mat ter . 
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emphas1zes the importance of this essential pre11minary step with 

reference to a home'ly simile: , 

-\t 
The :t;"ej uvena t ion therapy i8 ineffective in a body that ,.. 
ls not properly purged, j ust as a dirty cloth even 

'though dyed fails to shine (SS.ci.27:4). 
~ ~ 

At t'h i: stage Caraka\ U:!S. sù 16:}a) s udden1y announce s tha t after 
/" 

undergoing this purificatory 'treatment, the sub~ect will hardly 

age at a11 and will live a long life free from aIl disease~. (In 

, l'" 
a Il pro b ab i fi t Y th i sis no m 0 r e th a n art h av ad a (m e r e pra i s ,e , see 

chapter three,) introduced principally to discourage both the 

subject or his physician from skipping over this preliminary but 

essential step) . 
.. 

Only then, the physician (his epithet used in this context 

ls kalayit, that is, knowledgeable of the role of time in the 

process of aging) can successfully administer the rejuvenation 

therapy with a view to restore the ideal proportion of the seven 

bodily elem-ents, to reduce the subject's susceptibility to 

diseases and to slow down tbe pace of the aging process Further 

detalls of the treatment vary depending upon the particular 

prescription used. The fruits. plants and herbs used for such 

preparations must be co11ected (o,ften personally by' the subj ect 

under go i ng the the rapy) from 
\ 

th~ Himalayan or other designated 
( 

fbrests in their proper seasons and in perfect and flawless 

s ta e·e. Pure hon~y , milk. clarified 
) 

butter, rock salt, and 

rejuv~na~ing 
cl. 

minerals als a figure as agents in many of these 

presèriptions. 

~ 
, 
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The treatm.nt in the cottage method of rejuvenat1on, as 

outlined 'in tbe Samhitas o'f Caraka and ~u'rut~ ia a very lengthy, 

eU"mberSOllle, time-eonsuming, labour-intensive and e'xpens i-ve 

affair. Only the r!eh and the tw1.ce-born (dv!1a) males, with 

ma te r ia 1 means to engage a flee t 0 f a ttendants and care - taker s 
... 

(e.g. the brahmin, the nurse and the attendants) to wait upoh 

them over a period of six months, could consider this met~od. 

2) The Nature-cure T;eatment 

/ In this method the subject is fully exposed to the wind and 

~-
sul). as part of the therapy (the term used in the texts is 

vatatapika, meaning the sun and win\ treatment). lt \as designed 

for the benefit of the averag~individual with limited mesns. lt 

is argued that othur distinct advantage.!i the nature-cure method 

has over the Residence in Cottage method are that it can be 

s t a r''t;, e d w i th 0 u t und erg 0 in g the pre 1 i min a r y pur i fic a t ion s. l t i s 

a1so less susceptible to toxie side effeçts than the hut 

residence treatment, which involvea a relatively larger number of 

drugs and doses. Further, this treatment may be interrupted or 

suspended in mid-coursè without harm (AHS.u,39:144-145), The 

treatment does not envisage the constant supervision of the 

physician; the subject merely follows, his instructions and takes -

the prescribed reeipes. 

1,. 
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. R.yltal1zatiob Therapx 

~ 
A virile, youthful look with a stall:iJon·like vigour and 

athletic body notwithstanding advancing· age ls- a popular, ideal 

male image that has been cultivated in most cultures and 

traditions. The interest and preoccupation with the pursuit of 

you tn in 0 ld age has promp ted nume rous sys tems 0 f medic lne the 

world over to promote aphrodisiac potions claiming ta generate an 

\ 

inexhaustible store of semen (the definite sign of virility) and 

great phallic strength. In lndian tradition, already in the 

Athar"a Veda, ~everal charms are listed promising r increase in 
.., 

male virility (4:4, 7:72,101). These charms make a specifie 

,refe);,ence to Y..ii.1. (horse) as the standard. of virile power (yivat 

.(vasya vaj inah). Occasiona11y the bull, elephant, goat or the 

ass al...~o serve as the measure of comt-'arison (Karambelkar 1961, 

49), ct. 
In Ayurveda 'such practices a~ pre~criPtions '~e known as 

vaj Ikarana vidhi, which Caraka d,iines as a process whereby man" 

/ 
may acquire vi&~r and be able( ta cqpulate frequently for long 

periods without fatigue (CS.c'.4:50). For Susruta revita11zatlon 

is a recipe that can rectify the depleted or seant y production of .. 
semel'" (Sukral, a natural consequence of aging. as 'weIl as lts 

deficient or poor quality resulting from ~he deranged humours 

( S S .• ü . 1: ll) . 

Cakrapi~i explains the essential m~anin~ of the concept of 

vijrkara~a in a nea~ ~lear gerontological context s~ting 
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that yijIy14hS,' is, . Ü\t~tid~d -'td.' ?~.n~er "'the .exu':lly~ weak a~d. fe.ble 

individua,l (ayili), ~igor~us. virile and anergetic 

equate. the . -substantive Jti.1.l 
\ 

(whicb alto me4ns food as we 11 as 
1 

horse) wl th samen. and yii !karat}a as the remedy that ine reases 

-the s tore of semen. Y..iJj., also means, accordlng to hlm, t,œ 

impro~ed capaclty of ejaculating the semen with force du~lng tha 

interèourse. 

Nonethéless, 
... 

Caraka ls quick to admonish that the 

~evitAlization therapy is yalid only 'ithin the framework of the 

model of' life stage s (see chapter two) . As such, lt is 

recommended to the males belonging to the first three classes 

(var1)as) only, Sec ondly, only the hous eho Idp r may re sort to the 

revital\:ation therapy. for the expressed purpose of enabling hlm 

" to procrJate a son so that he may dis charge one of his three 

debts ( L!lA, se .. chapter two) , The rationale behind this 

restriction is·buttressed with two appropriate similes by Caraka: 

Fragrance manifests Itself in the bud only when it is 

mature enough to blo.ssom, Such is A180 the case fOI: 

semen; in man. A man desirous of long life must not 

therefore copulate w'ith a woman while he is still a 

te ena,ge.r [ in whom the Sukradhatu has not fully 

developed] or when" he has )grown old [when' the 

proportion of Sukra has depleted]. 

An adolescent boy copulating with a woman would dry up 

in no time like a pond containing only a little water. 

Similarly, an old man copulating with a woman will 
J 

crumble at once like a dry, sapless, worm-eaten and 
.. 
decAyed piece of 

(CS.ci.4:'39,40) . 

J 

wood at 

309 

the 

t 

mere , 



~' 

0 

o 

(; " .. -' , 
, 

..... ': '. ~ ~"I ,''''·Y';'. 1~-"'1 r ~ ~ , " ,~~ < 

.'- ' '- , t; 

, '" ~I 

Even the householder must cultivate certain ethical an,d 

cultural traits and norms in order to be eligible for the~ 

"' revitalization treatment. Ke' must be itmay1n (avare of and 
1\ 

respectful to the presence of self with1n) and i 1tendriya (with 

restra1ned senses). He must practiee the prescribed syasthayrtta 
~ . 

(code of positive health) and sadyrtta (code of moral behaviour) . 
norms (CS.ei.2:3-4). The purpose of the revitalization therapy i5 

~ 

to enable such a householder to obtain a son (apatyakara) in his. 

old age beeause he was unable to procreate a son in his young 

age. 

The best virilifie agent for such a man is his own wife 

{" 

provided she i9 a1so good looking, young and 

cultivated (CS. ni. 27: 8). Caraka reiterates this observation in a 

charming simile (whieh ineidently is 
? ., 

also used by Asvagho~a ta 

draw just the opposite conclusion, see chapter three): 

Just as the juice circulates in the sugarcane ... even sa 

semen pervades man's body: 

mutua1 erotie desires and 

Stimu1~ted by the warmth of 

acts [with his wife1, semen.--.., 
.: 

wi 11 spon taneous ly rush ou t to uni te wi th 
} 

during copulation (CS.ci.4:46-49). 

the ovum 
'. 

Sex w1th 'sueh a partner in moderation will make such a man long 

" l1ve1. -He will' age slowly, his body will retain its glow and 

vigour (SS,ei.24:1l2). 

As the mediesl texts envisage it, the revitalization therapy 

ls designed to bolSter the failing libido and the urge for sex 
e 

attrlbùted to impotency caused by abnormal 'physiologiesl or 
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psychological factors and old age. This Is sought to be achleved 

.~ 

by: ' 

~ 
.. 

Il 
1) lnereasing the p~oductlon of the samen (Iukra) . • 
2) lmproving the mechanism of its de!ivery during the 

sex act 

3) Improving the fertilizing quality of the sperme 

lt 18 interesting "'to note that Caraka is a1so aware of the 

psycho-social dimension of s~uality. He recognizes the role and 

"-
value of proper social interaction (entre&ens) in the sustenance 

of sexual vigour. He therefore counsels men an'd women to seek 

persons of their own age-groups and soc'ial circle in order to 

acquire and maintain virility (CS.ei.3:2l·23). 
-:ft 

. 
Personal Hygiene to Cape with "Agin& 

Ayurveda enj oins that a constant vigilance and a regular 

daiIy and seasonal routine (dinaearya and ;tucaryi'), when \cept 

according to the moral and social prescriptions compiled in 

various Medical and moral texts, will chee' the depletion of 

wh ieh, in turn, wi Il prev;ent p rema ture aging and he l p 

retain sexual vigour despite advancing age. 
\ 

Caraka suggests various measuré'-s that range 

For that purpose 
'" 

fr0'V. 'Warm ba ths .' 

gentie exercises and ail massage to the regular intake of 
~ 

selected wines ~nd diet that includes meat. ll 

Il - - - -... -, -vyayamanityah strinitya madyanltyasca ye narah 
- .&.._- - - -h b l-h • - 3 nityam IPa·msa,asanara na tura syurna dU.r a a (Cs. su. 27: 14). . . . 

According to Caraka (CS. sû. 27: 288). in aneient times, even 
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Tbe use of prescr1bed eye-salve and eye-dropa, for instance, 

.~ recommended to retain good eyesight even in old age. Smoking 

of pipes eontaining specifie medicitlai herbs ::-<:{IJ' said to preserve 

"\. 
mental alertness despite advancing age. Regularly lubricating the 

nostr!ls at prescribed times , with medicated oils retards the 

onset of senility and maintains the acuteness of sight, smeli and 

hearing (Cs.sü.5:57-59). Oa11y massage of the scalp and hair with 
, 

approved vegetable oils prevents insomnia, baldness, grey hairs 

and sagging facial muscles (CS.sü.5:8l-B3). Special measures are 

recommended for the maintenance of health in ,old age during J 
seasons the--seasonal changes. Three tittles a year at prescribed 

body should be cleansed of a11 accumulated waste matter by 

sudation, steam-baçhs, emesis, purgation and enemas (CS.sü.7:47). 

The following dicta, from the Brahmavalvarta puraça 

emphasize the morat coreponent of the personal hygiene: 
1 

\ 
The sprinkling of water upon the eyes, application of 

oil ta the soles of the feet, putting ail drops in the 

ears and antJi~g the head with oil--these are the 

methods ta keep back decrepitude. S taying away from 

walks in the sun in autumn, consuming wel1 coo\c'ed 

grains and rice served hot, a1so avert decrepitude. 

Yalks in the spring season, warming the body moderate1y 

bafora the fire and sex with a young gi~l keeps old age 

away (1:1.17.34-42). 

the demons [.,ecame free of o1d age 1 

~ularly undergoing ail massage. 
disease and fatigue by 

cr 
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On the othe.r hand t engas1ng in practicès. forb1dd.~' in th_ 

1'-
taxts such as the Dharma Sastras or the Purinas, ls .aid to be 

• ,. 
conducive to premature aging: 

, 
Consumina parched meat, sèx with an old woman, .ittins 

\ 
in the morning sun. [consuming J yogurt whicb i. not 

< 

qui te ready (tarunam dadhi). - a11 thèse accderate the . . 
aging procèss (Brahmavaivarta Purin. lil.17~45). 

- ( . 
The rejuvenation and revitalization therapies and, prescriptions 

as expounded in the medieal tèxts are basad on the idea that 

certain substances categorized as follows are the source of ~ 
• 

(rejuvenatory and revitalizing force). 

".. - -1) Herbs and herbal products: -Satavar!, Amalaka 

2) Animal secretions: mi1k, honey 

3) Fruits: grapes, mango, dates 

4) Grains: sâli variety of rice, wheat 

barley, -sesamum, lentil 

5) Animal flash: goa t, peacock 1 sparrow 
. ...... 

6) Minerals: 801d, silver. 

The above produets are said t~' inerease the quantity of semen and , 
to improve tes quality. When ingestéd regularly in the manner and 

proportl~n preseribed by the physieian, they are said to prevent. 

premature ajaculati0n which is reeognized as a sign and syndrome 

of premature aging. Oc cas ionally, spec i fie p r0jue ts such as 
1'- _ 
Silajatu (mineraI piteh). exuded from certain varietles of r~s 

beated by the rays of the sun are also prized. Caraka, in fact, 
~ ,,-

claims that there Is no curable disease on eareh which ~ilijatu 

cannot cure. For centuries it bas also been known as th~ 

aphrodisiac par exc,ellence, and even today one comes across 
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i tinarallt "doc tors Il peddling what the y claim to be Silaj atu to 

young couples honeymooning in the hill resorts of India.J 

Caraka, however. does not 1nclude preparations 801e1y based 

on mineral-s such as mercury or sulphur. whlch firs t came into 

. vogue w~th the esta1;>lishment of the Rasa (alchemy) and Siddha 

... systems of Medicine in South India toward the beginning of (he 

common era. By 700 CE. they had already ( begun ta appear~ in 

-certain Ayurvedic texts also (Cakra,pa",!i, for instance, refers 

frequently to the me~cury-based preparations). Propon.nts of 

these schools claimed that their mercury-based preparations were 

superior to herbal preparations of the elassical Ayurveda. Their 

potency, ,it was argued, was liable 
~ 

to deteriorate rapidly sinee 

it was a function of a number of uncontrollable variables-othe 

season, habitatl, age, sex and the bodily constitution of the 

1 
patient. 

Further, Ayurvedic preparations had to be con'cocted out 0# a 

large quantity of raw materials, Many of which were not readily 

availablt> or were very expensive. The process of formulation, 

compounding and dispensing of these preparations generally was .. 
tedious, cumbersome, time consuming and labour intensive. The 

period of the treatment was a1so long, often stretching into 

months. The doses vere large and numerous and required expensive 

food adjuncts such as milk oi honey. 

In brief, Ayurvedic lrejuvenatory or revitallzlng remedies 

vere deem( d ta be [j ustly 50, one May add] beyond the means of 

the averag~ i,dividual. As against this, the mercury based 

o 
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. ~otl011. .are, lt vas cralmed, 1I0re potent. longer ,lasting and 

provlded qulcker re lief or cure. Yb.reas the potency of th'e;

Ayurvèdlc preparations disappeared wl thin one year of their 

• 
compounding, the potency of the Mercury based po-tions increased 

.-
wi th a,ge (see , -' Sran&adhara Samhiti 1:1.50-52, quoted in Sharma . 
1975,). 'The doses of the mercury or mineral-based rejuvenating 

prescriptions were, 
1 <> 

it was claimed, quick acting, better tasting 

and required only a fraction in quantity as compared to the doses 

-prescribed iri the Ayurvedic system. The compounding and 

dispensing of the doses was rational and standardized sa that 

'" Just one dose applied to aIl regardless of the age, sex, bodily 

constitution etc. of the subject -' , (Rasacandansu, "Pürva Khanda" . . 
8: 9 , quo~ in Sharma 1975: 469). It was further claimed that 

some of these preparations had ~he capacity to ~ender the subject 

ageless (ajara) and immortai (amara)~l2 
~ 

Sharma has argued that the Rasa school of Medicine arase in 

" ~ 
Saivite circlas in South India and was developed and made popular 

Dy Buddhist monks and physicians. According 
/ 

to Rasesvara 

Siddhinta, an important text of the Rasa school, mercury isl the 

seed (~) of Siva and mica that of his consort Sakti. ~iva 
/ 

'and Sakti come together, that ls, when Mercury and mica are 

combined, the resultant compound acquires the power of 

vanquishing death. Mercury, therefore, ls the best me ans of 

12 Rasahrdayatantra (1: 6), a"\ important text of the Siddha 
system of medicine, boasts that [the inhabi tants ofl the entire 
earth can be r\ndered ageless (nirjara) by the power of the ~ 
[mercury-based]'preparations (see Sharma 1975). 
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spiritual liberation, because 11: the body~" vi th , endovs 

necessary immutability (pindastbairya) which is an essential pra-. . 
requisite to spiritual realization. 

Geriatries "tlevel,oped as a separate medical and clinical 

the branch
t 

only in the twentie th century CE. B~ tradi tionally, 

treatment and prevention of diseases and disabilities in the ag~d , 
has been an integral part of general medicine in major ancient 

civilizations. The culture-bound character of geriatrics as it 

has evolved in Ayurveda is ~discernible from the fact that 
(~ 

1>-

selection and employnrent of drugs, diet and the over-all life 

style to be adopted by th~ eiderly--though rationally determined 

(yuktivyapâiraya)--is also skiiifully ble-nded with appeals to ~I 

divine and magical intetventions (daivavyapisraya) wicp a view to 
"4 " 

assure successful treatment. 

The'Je latter include the chanting of the sacred formulae 

(mantra) , fasting (upavisa) , wearing of consecrated beads , or 

magical 
.... 

stdnes (~), sacrifices (h.ruru!.) , observances of vows 

(vrata 
t 

and niyama), the collection, cleaning, c ompouriding and 

l 

dispensing of medicines accompanied by rit\,lals and' so forth. 

~. 

Active participation of the eiderly in these treatments is deemed 

to be a necessary condition particuiarly at the psychologicai 
) 

level (sattviya1 aya), which may include such yogic practices as 

concentration and meditation. This is intended to promote the 

therapeutic efficacy of the food or drug administered to the 

eiderly patient (CS.sû.11:54). , , 

1 
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The three - fold bas!. of, geriatrics or even general meldlelne 

-in Ayut'Veda reveals its close affinity with aneient me,die~ne as 

propounded in the AthAX~' vtta (partieularly dalva~pi;r~ya). on 

the one hand, and elassleal yoga as expounded by Patatrjal1 

(sattyavaj aYi), on the other. Caraka:s admonitlon that the 

sueeess or fal1u1;e of the treatment is a function of thé sum of 

the deeds eommltted by the indlvidual ln hls present and past 

lives under~irds the eeleetic and praetical approach of the 

medieal school. The Caraka Satphiti (S'a.l:53; 1:116,117), for 

instance, states that the influence of actions donè in pase 

births determines pathogenesis in the present or the future life. 

But this fatalistic stance is immedi/ate1y balanced by a 

rat'ional declaration that "bearing in mind ~he past symptoms, 

prophylactic measures taken today will avert disaster/disorder 

tomorrow." It is preeeded b) an appropriate simile: 

Just as a dam is raised sa that the floods may not 

destroy the crops as they 

treatment given today will 

tomorrow (CS.sâ.l:90,9i) .13 

did in the past, 50 the 

prevent a possible disaster 
'." 

The preceding suggests that some of the typical Hindu precepts 

and practices promoted in the classical medical texts to cope 
~ 

with the stress of aging are as perceptive as some of the modern 

findlngs ln gerontology and geriatrics. Ruies about the dietetics 

13 The Galenie me die i ne advocate s s imi lar prophyia-c tic 
measures. Quoting Athenaeos, a Greek physician of ti:t;st century 
CEr Ga1en remarked that application of the h'giene bf old age 
should . already start in youth: jus t as those who wear coats in 
summer (are forced to] spend win ter in wern out [ta t tered J 
clothes, so those wQo in youth waste their vital force endure oid 
age with diffieulty (quoted in Grmek 1958, 55). 
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· pertà1ning to 'old age are alao -of equal - importance. Desplte 

certa~a alterations (necessitated by the introduction of modern , 
... 

medicine), they are Ihrgely respected by thé majority of Indian'" 

men and women, even today. More recentjly" one gerontologist bas 

argued in a similar vein claiming that there 1s no one single 

" factor that plays such a signifieant role in eontributing to the 

ultimate health status, general well-being, and quality of life 

of the elderly woman [or man] than does nutrition (Mitchell in 

Haug et al 1985, 187). The material of gerontologieal relevance 

-hom Ayurvedlc texts, accordingly, i5 11.e1y to be found helpfu1 

to the development of an indigenous poliey and program for 

e1derly health care and welfare in modem India. 

( 
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Chapter Eiiht:Concludini Rem"ks 

The present study was undertaken with the assumption that in 

India's religious and literary heritage there is a wide range of 
, 

- attitudes and iItlages of aging which, if recovered and critically 
• lP 

eyaluated in the light of modern geronto10gy, could substantially 

contri.bute 

gerontology 
• q" 

toward this 

origin and 

through the ., ,. 

toward the deve l opmen t ci a contemp~rarl Indian 

that is ~lso culturally nuanced As 'a first step 

future enterprise, the survey of the history of the 

~evelopment of .. the meaning of aging from the Vedic 

clas5ical p e r iod was unde rtaken in chapter two 

.-l 
That survey revealed a variety of respon~es ta aging which 

are historically and empirical1y condi tioned- - \hat is, in 1 arge 

measure, they were related ta, and determined by. changing 

1 
. 

;. r 
~tructures of sociapalitical pcKter and the patterns of religious 

( 

thought and culture of India In Vedic Cexts penetrating 

-. 

/ ,. 

'4 

'''-'\ 

reflectians and analysis based on the empirical experience of the \ 

meaning of aging and growing old were fa~nd to ~e 
\ 

abs,ent si nce 

" ~ the lif~ span of the Vedic Indians was 50 short, ' 
~ 

But f rom af 0 ut 500 BeE, 

gradua11y mo~d away from 

prodded by Buddhism, Indian society 

,1 
a naive acceptance of of aging as 

continued growth to a more sophisticated understanding of 01d a~e 

as s' distinct stage of life characterized by decline 

de cre pit u« e 01d 
\ 
age, al\!)ng with illness and death. bec ame 

source of 

Buddhist 

the mo~t fundamettal 

thinkers regarding t1'ie 

conflict between the brahmin 
",' 

meaning \and purpose of 1 ife 
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Subsequent intellectual and religious thought in Indian 

tradition, it may be argued, ls coloured by this creative tension 

arising out of the dlfferfng interpretations of the human 

condition and the meaning of aging in life. Early Buddhism saw 

tlle aging life, culminating id death, as aIl' unremitting/agony and 

monotony. A solution to this human predicament was conceived 

epistemologically in terms of the four noble truths. Ascetic 

1 
renunciation !.of worldly lite in family and community figured as 

an integral component of this solution, which was designed to 

van qui s h the tri une ev' i lof 0 l d age, disease and death ! 
The Hindu SIJi.,ç-t:i works, on the other hand, lobated the 

lmeaning 

ascetic 

of aging in the process of life itself, rather than in an 

Jpirituality opposed to or transcending it. Human lif~is 
the dynamic flux that surrounds and moves througn the aging 

individual l t i s to be realized within the context of the 

broader familial and social model of the stages of life The 

cry s ta 11 i z a t ion 0 f the ide a th a toI d ~e i sad i s tin c t stage of 

life with irs own unique meaning and purpose was a complex, 

dialectical proCless which began in the age in which the Buddha 

liveœ (ca.SOO BeE) and continue~'for several centuries. 
) 

. . 

The con tri but ion 0 f Bu d d h i 5 m t 0 th i s de v e l 0 pme n t 1 a yin 

sensitizing the un~eflective Vedic mind to the fact that agihg is 

an irreverslb-le and inevi table process leading .. to disease and 

/ 

d e ~ h. Wh en' b,h t s a w are ne s S s i! !:_e ad ra p id l yin t 0 the mai n s t r e am 0 f 

t~e soci6ty, old age came to be associated with a major social 

problem in~iting the brahmins to respond 

... 1 
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custodians social organizatiou. welfare and control. the 

reswl t was the development of the ideal model of the stages of 
~ 

life (iiramas) and inst1tutionalization of old age as the final 

stage in life in wh~h to strive for spiritual liberation. 
) - .. asrama the of formal This articulation modél and and i ts 

ritual incorporation in the "-Dharma Sastra texts was de~igned to 

counter pôss'lble social disorganization which, it was feared, 

might otherwise ensue from societal neglect of the elderly as a 

particular age group in the wake'of the ~uddhist appeal to young 

f' 
men and women ~o renounce the world The propagation of the ideal 

of a well-integrated family life and social organization based on 
f 

popular Hindu cosmology combined with the progress in Medicine 

and health-care created a relatively favorable environment for 

, 
the elderly during the classical period In brief, the chief 

contribution of She Dharma "'- ~ Sastras 1ay in 'steering a Middle 

course between the naive gerontophi1ia of the Vedlc Indians and 

the neurotic gerontophobi~ of the Buddhists The tradition of the 

care and culture of aging and the a-ged J thus J is a pok-Vedic 

phenomenon initiated and fostered by the writers of the Dharma 

"-Sastras. , 
/ 

~he examination of the formal and literary modes of expréssing 

the meaning of , old age employed in the texts ~onsulted Was 
'1 

car rie d 0 u tin cha pte r th r e e. l t su g g est s th a t t i me 1 e s s que s t i o'n s 

such as the meaning of life in aging do not 
'\ 

his torical or me taphys~l answers. Responses 

structured by the par~cular 'syntactieal 
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propertias ophe language (Sanskrit and PaIl in this Instance) 

through which they are presented, communicated and transmitted ;0 , 
posterity. 

o'ur stuèly a1so reveals that in their attempts to 1) locate 

and map out the field "f activity with respect ta the aging body, 

and 2) ta trace the aetiology of aging in metaphysical terms, 

these texts consistently resort to similes, metaphors and myths. 

The notion of aging, eonsequently, emerges as 50 many iconie 

images ~'f the upward, downward as wel1 as forward march of 1ife 

i:--fhrough time and space· 

1) A,in& as a marker Qf life's journey. This sense Is 

suggested in a ci number of Dhar.ma 
.1' 

Sastra texts by the 

institution of age-specifie rites of passage phrased in 

the optative mood. which effective1y set off one period 
..,-

of 1ife from another by reason of privilege or duty. 
, 

2 ) Agi n & as g r 0 w t h.cl n d mat uri t Y The i n div 1 du al' s 

growth and development wi th age are' conceptual ized 

positively in physica1, material, psychologieal or 

spiritual terms. 

3) AginS as decline and 1055: The later phases of life 

and the ~ssociated meanings are evaluated negatively as , 
\! violence, 10ss and fihitude. 

4) AginS as an accomplice of deRth: The meaning of 

aglng as a handmaiden of or a mini on ta death i5 

proposed in striking simlles and metaphors in many of 

our texts. 

The above imageries serve to assert, on the one hand, that 1) 

~ 
aging is pain and suffering. 2) the gro5s .body, 

"-
whlch Is its 

locus and field of operation 15 impermanent and impure, and 3) 
\ 

true lib~ratlon can be achieved only when the process of aging is 

il 
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stopped, sacralized or subliDlated. On the' other hand, 1t 1s jUJIt 

as emphaticallyi insisted that the liberation by the self ta 

possible only in the embod1ed state whlch 18 under the sway of 

the aging process .... Aging, thus, Is 
~ 

posited as the necessary 

vehic l e or ener gy tha t unfo Ids the pa th 0 f libe ra tian be fpre'" the 

embodied self. The suffering and lasses associated wit'h aging are 

the key to the lib~ration experience. This suffering 18 whât 

alerts us ta the insubstantiality of the worid (samsia). The 

pain of aging is, thêrefore, a useful shock mechanism to awaken 

peoPle\from the mirage of thls-worldly existence 

But, ln arder for this ta l;tappen, one must dev'!l.)p a proper 
'd 

awateness of the body. i ts I ife span and lts meaning. The 

traditional lndian views on these top i cs were examined in 

chapters four and five wi th referev. to change (parir;tama) in 

relation to time as past, presen and fUl.ure. Our find i ngs 

indicate how close the relationship i5 betweeJl religion, culture 

and gerantology. The analysis of parinima shows the extent to 

which it underscores the Indian understanding of 1) the process 

of -" asrama stages life, 2 ) the model of the of the aging, 

concept of karma, which i5 pivotaI to aIl Indian religions, and 

4) the rejuvenation and revitalization therapies} of Ayurveda 

designed to cape with the stress an,d ather adverse 'consequences 

of aging. 

This relationship between culture and geront6Iogy as 

mediated by the concepts of parinBma and karma i5 the crux of the 

Hindu, and ta a· certain 
~ 

extent, Buddhist soter iological 

j 
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endeavout: One must exper1en~1ally cultlvate the awareness of the 

evanescent and aging character of embodiment and then actuallze 

and guide lt toward llberat1on. l Regardless of the particular 
1 

method or dogma selected for this purpose, all approaches focus 

on deve lop i ng the me taphys ical unde rs tanding 0 f the mode s of 

aging as rooted in time <kilA), action (karma) and desire (kama). 

Our tex ts has ten to po in tout tha t from the mundane 

perspective, the metaphysical understanding of aging does not 

1 
prevent or eliminate the suffering of aging but, rather, allows 

~ 
us to find meaoing in it and thereby les sen its shock. Knowledge 

i5 seen as an essential ingredient "of any defense mechanism 

. " allevla\ing the pain of agiog. From this standpoint, the w~se and 

1 i ber a t e ~ in div 1 du a lis the 0 ne who ha s 1 ive d 10 ha r m 0 n'y w 1 th 

life's true meaning and purpose. lt Is significant that in 

suggesting answers to the s e questions from the worldly 

s tandpo int, the Dharma Sastras and Âyurveda take a career-\.. 

oriented stance, notwithstanding the disruptive powers of the 

aging process. None of them preach retirement (e.g. enforced 

leisure, absence of a meaningful role or the empty-nest syndrome) 

in "the modern sense of the term, aven in the face of extreme old , 
age. To that extent it is an important corrective to the modern 

evaluation of old age as a time for formal retirement and rest. , 
\ 

1 Aurobln'do Chose (19542:6.2) has provided a cogent and 
modernist expression to this idea. In his view, the 
dlssatisfaction with tfie aging body originates in the perception 
of an actual or potential limitation. However, lt acquires 

~ sp i ri tua 1 s igni ficanee only when 1 t s caus e 1s pe rce i ved fi sub 
specie aetel'ni tatis. fi Suffering, thus, 1 is at once the sign of 
limitation and the motive for its transcendence. 
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To be ~urer our texts ta1k of d~sengagem.nt and retréat. But 

'" thls'dlsengagement from the active householder's norms ia for the 

sake of re-engagement to che tasks of self-realization in old 

age. For this reason, the se t,ex ts do not advoca te a ft s iek ro le ft 

for the aged, because they do not reduee aging to disease or old 

age toi 11 ne s s. As sue h , th e y s e e m tr'o pro v ide me an in g f u 1 w a ys 0 f 

1) coping wich the stress of old age, 2) maintaining high morale 

and life satisfaction in aging, and 3) avoiding boredom. That 

the s e enduring ideas have fil te red down to the l owes t s tra ta 0 f 

Indian society to this day is evident in Ge0t:ge's (1981) study of 

the elderly in Madras city, which concludes that, "the vast 

majority of the elderly remain active and carry out their routine 

tasks without help or assistance." 

The large number of myths that the Hindu and Buddhist texts 

reveal about the subject of aging indicates how deeply troubled 
>(. 

as weIl as interested Indian tradition has been by aging, and how 

difficult it is to make the aging process meaningful. This 

hypothesis was critically tested in chapter six. The intrieate 

intertwining as weIl as discrepancies discernible in thase myths 

(e. g. Cyavana, Yayat i) reveal the comp lexi ty of the Hl ndu and 

Buddhist mythology on aging. Though both the view~points endorse 

the belief that aging leads to human suffering, they disagrèe as 

to its relation to suffering. This is one of the more fascinating 

features about Indian tradition. A variety of possible causes of ,. , 
and responses ta aging are proposed somewhere, so that our texts , 
furnish a wide range of meanings. The strength of the composite 
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Indian view of ag'ing, therefore, may lie in the possibility that , 

sorne of the coneepts may be found to be compatible w1th", the 

theories of modern gerontology. 

One such concept which needs to be further investigated ls 

virdhaka ("old-agedness"), which may be heuristically resolved 

into two components--aging (parinama) and old age (jara), for the 

purpos e 0 fana lyz i ng age - de te rmined re la t. 10nsh i p s. T,.Th i le ag ing 
~+ 

'\ 
seems to refer to the Inevitable biological and psychological 

i 
pro'cesses, old age is conceived as the psycho-social and cultu't:al 

experience and meaning of the pereeived aging activity In the 

traditional lndian understanding, old age includes secondary 

!.-- -------

persona! and social respon::;es ta a primary malfunctionin( in the 

individual's physical and/or psychologieal status. lt involves 

responding eognitively and valuatively ta -,bath the benign and 

malign manifestations of the aging process on the body and mind. 

Viewed from this perspective, the traditional Hindu legal 

and medical works provide typical pa~terns of shaping the aging 

experience into the predictable behaviour and experience of old 

,-
age along elass-based social and culturfl norms and roles. Such a 

construction of the phenomenon of old age from the aging process 

appears to be an important function of these texts. That ls, old 

age 15 depicted as responses to aging in an attempt to provide lt , 

w1th a meaningful form and explanation as well as control. 

Paradoxical as it may sound, old age as a culturally 

construr ted phenomenon is part of the mechanism of learning to 

cope wi t~ aging and a11 that 1 t entails. Gerontologists today 
'-
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racognize that· the key to a relatively healthy old age without 

stress lies in 1) Planning for an active late I1fe .8 a career, 

ana 2) Learning the appropriate mechanisms of coping with old age, 

from early on in life. The present study indicates that the 

professfon of gerontology .... in modern lndia should further 

undertake: 

1) A critical evaluation of ~he potential relevance and 

utility of the mod~ of the stages of 1ife (iirama) to 

contemporary needs, since lt is based on the hypothesis 

that the successful adaptation and adjustment to life 

in1f) old age depends on the experience of relative 

isolation and deprivation (in terms of physical 

comforts) in one'~ formative years as a student 

2) The re-orientation of geriatric practice: in the 

Iight of Ayurveda since it advocates the incorporation 

of appropriate dietary habits and a personal hygiene in 

one's early life ta assure a healthy late life. 
~i 

lt ls true that in the past, elderly/jsocial welfare and medical 

treatment were mainly devised for the benefit of the male members 

of the landed, ruling and priestly classes. lt is also true that 

the e ffi cac y 0 f the Ayurvedi c t re a tmen t i s s ub j ec t to nume rous 

variables. Such conceptuel or practical weaknesses of the Dharma 

"'-Sastras or Ayurveda must not, however, deter social scientists; 

sinee, with imagination end sympathy, these former mey be turned 

into positive features in the development of a truly indigenous 

gerontology in India. 
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