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Interaction and Integration of Hindu Faith and Primal
Faiths with Special reference to Beliefs and Practices
Adapted by Hinduism from Primal Traditions
H Chongloi*

Introduction:
Elasticity may be considered the celebrated trait of Hinduism, for in its religious history of
·about four millenniums, it is next to impossible to separate the diffetent strands that had
shaped Hinduism irito clear-cut demarcations. A starting point in the study of composite
Hinduism has been invariably the coming of the Aryans and their association with the Indus
valley settlers, and the different aboriginal races of the land through the ages. The relationship
between these cultural groups pro~ed to be both sanguinary as well as peaceful integration.
In the long-run, however, the artistic genius of the Aryans in composing hymns for the
praises of their gods ap.d goddess~s;, and their literary heritage proved decisive for them in
obtaining the upper hand. But indigeneous religious elements survived, especially in what is
called popular Hinduism. In this paper we shall first make a brief survey of the interaction
and integration of Hindu faith and. primal faiths at the socio-economic-political, religiocultural realms in the sub-continent and secondly, to a special reference to some of the
primal beliefs and practices, which have now become part and parcel of popular Hinduism.
Interaction and Integration of Hindu Faith and Primal Faiths.

Socio-economic-political
From very early period in the history oflndia interaction and integration of diverse races at
political and socio-economic realm occurred. There was a long struggle between the Aryans
and the aboriginal People, whom the Aryans called Dasas. Many of the Vedic hymns testified
to the existence of kingdoms founded by the aborigines against whom the Aryans had pitted
their might for political supremacy. 1 Even when the former were suppressed politically in
course of time, that does not prevent contimted interaction between the two races at socio•
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economic level. In many occasions an Aryan King make alliance with dasa tribes to fight
against fellow Aryans. 2 Thus it would seem that friend.ly relations developed, at least now
and then, even inter-marriage seems to have taken place. At the same time the Aryans became
more and more dependent upon the vanquished races for their economic welfare and absorbed
them into their society as the working class. 3 They have a rich repertoire of epithets, which
shows their contempt as well as an attitude to a foe deserving respect. 4 Notwithstanding the
perpetual enmity projected by the Vedas, there seem 'racial purity meant nothing to early
Aryans·; adoption of the autochthonous was always possible and practice' .5
It is in the Dharma Sastras, especially in Manu Dharma that we fmd more exacting laws
against admixture in order that the twice born Aryan's purity may be maintained.6 On the
other hand all the prohibitions in Manu Dharma against admixture could be drawn upon to
assert that there was widespread inter-marriage among the various races of ancient India. In
fa,ct during the Epic period, as reflected in the Ramayan and Mahabharata, there was
widespread cross-fertilization in social and religious spheres between Aryans and aborigines
as a result of the alliances made in the course of Aryan expansion. 7
Th~ interaction took place more intensely at the economic sphere than any other,
beginning from Vedic period down to the modern time. The Aryan conquerors soon became
dependent upon the labours of the vanquished people for their economic welfare. 8 The
traditional division oflabour, varna stressed the fact that economically the whole population
is intricately bound tog;ether into one whole through the ages. 9
·

Religo-Cultural
As corollary tc. socio-economic interaction one can observe also of religio-cultural synthesis
of Brahmanic Sanskrit tradition and various autochthonous religious traditions. The process
seems to be mutual in the sense that Sanskritisation was a process to combatnew challenges
posed by heterodoxy on the one hand; and the attempt to upgrade themselves by various
aboriginal traditions by association with Brahmanism, on the other. 10 T~e result was popular
Hinduism, a strange medley of religiosities. Thus Dandekar observes, ''the\genesis ofHinduism
is the alliance of popular tribal religions with the variety of their gods and religious practices
came to be loosely organized into one single multi-character whole, under the initiative and
leadership ofVedism, which was held together by means of the thin thread of their allegiance
to the Veda to combat heterodoxy, i.e., Jainism and Buddhism". 11 As early as the Vedic
period the process had begun with the wandering renouncers Yogic tradition interacting and
integrating with the Vedic ritual tradition that had sacrifice at its center. 12 The renouncers'
tradition is considered as represent1ng the primitive world view, which was in the beginning,
a counter-culture to Vedic sacrifices and their efficacy, and offered alternative way ofliberation
of karma samsara, sanyasa, and ahimsa, resulting in Yedism incorporating all these to build
a more composite and strengthened system. 13 Leaping across the centuries, during the Epic
and Puranic times, and through the medieval ages, autochthonous religious elements are
freely incorporated into Sanskrit tradition. 14 We have more to say on this is the second part
of the paper.
Primal Elements Preponderant in Popular Hinduism
i

Before going into the specifics, a general remark on the nature of popular Hinduism and how
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primal elements are preponderant in it may be in order. It is generally observed that popular
Hin~uism is 'a strange medley of most diverse forms of religion, ranging from the most
subtle and abstruse philosophy to primitive forms ofanimism.' 15 Although Vedism and its
offshoot Brahmanic Sanskrit tradition has in course of time commanded the 'master narrative'
ofthe sub-continent's religious life, it is important to note that the Aryans, from whom this
tradition emerges, are but a minority, occupying a relatively limited territory calledAryavarta
within the country; and within that also, there are Aryans who did riot conform to Vedism. 16
As early as the Vedic period, Aryans have their theology of accommodation in the famous
dictum, "Sat is One, sages call it by different names," 17 thus it is not surprising that indigenous
cults were indiscriminately absorbed, especially so in the Epics and Puranas. 18
Eric J. Lott has identify a huge list of items which are derived from folk traditions:
female and mother-deities, sakti cults, yoni-linga averting evil eye, sacred trees, springs,
pool, rivers, sacred bath, sacred rocks and hills, snake cults, avatar cults of fish, tortoise,
boar, Narasimha, Rama-bhakti, temples, festivals, image puja, nama-rupa, drum dance, gurus,
yoga, mandla-circles, tantric symbols and techniques, karma-samsara, sanyasa. 19
The list above would suggest that there is no aspect of Hinduism, which does not
incorporate something of primal ele~ents. After much painstaking fieldwork, H.H. Presler
thus concluded that in popular Hinduism primitive elements are preponderant over the other
·
.
ingredient, namely, Brahmanism. 20 <

Special Reference to Primal Elements Adapted by Hinduism
We shall now proceed to the specifi~;references to primal elements, which are being adapted
by Hinduism. Many of Eric Lott's #~ms will come along with some additions in our scheme
of four specific areas envisaged foti study here.

Gods and Goddesses: It is generally granted thatthe God Siva with all his ambiguous
characteristics was a tribal deity incorporated in Brahmanical circle, identifying him with
the Vedic god Rudra. How Siva penetrated into Brahmanical circle is alluded to in the myth
ofDaksa told in the Mahabharata. In the Myth Siva is said to be married to Sita, the daughter
ofDaksa, but the peculiar characteristic of Siva led to strained relationship between him and
his father in law, and he was left out of invitation for the horse sacrifice performed by Daksa.
Although Siva was not perturbed by the snub meted out to him, his wife was much agitated
leading her to commit suicide. Siva then has to act arid he acted decisively by making his
presence forcefully felt, and though uninvited, took charge ofthe sacrifice. 21 From the Epics
and Puranas, we find that he was elevated to a supreme Being, and thus become the chief
agent, so to say, for Sanskrit tradition in bringing various local deities, female as either his
consort or daughter (e.g., Meenakshi and Manasa)22 to Hindu fold. Likewise, Vishnu avataras
were largely an adaptation of primal people's animal veneration. Even the perfect avatar of
Vishnu, Krishna is shown to be a deified tribal hero. 23 Vishnu is a peripheral god in the
Vedas in the sense' that only few hymns are addressed to him, but from about the eighth
century BCE many aboriginal deities merged with Vishnu to produce the great stream of
Vaisnavism. The first to come into contact with him seems to be the deified Vrsni tribal hero
Vasudeva, who earlier was merged with the tribal Yadava deified hero Krishna, both of
whom are incorporated into Vlshnu. 24 Krishna later on become, as it were, the spokesman of
Sanskrit tradition with the highest authority as he imparted lessons of diverse themes in the
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Bhagavad-Gita. 25 In this connection we have in the Puranas a narration of different nonVedic gods asserting their supremacy over that of Aryan ones. Krishna's struggle with Indra,
the practice ofVedic gods, and the rise of Siva cult in the Daksa myth are two instances. 26 So
also the village goddesses (grammadevi), whose origin may be traced back to as early as pre./Vedic Indus religion, are absorbed into Hinduism to develop into a main branch in Hinduism
called Saktism, with all their paraphernalia of orgiastic rituals known by the term tantrism.21
The goddess cult in turn has been instrumental in incorporating autochthonous snake cults,
which saturated popular Hinduism. 28 Kali, the famous goddess who delights in wine, flesh
and animal sacrifice (Mahabharata IV. VI), in her various shapes is a non-Aryan goddess,
suppose to be the goddess ofKiratas and other aboriginal tribes and was first worshipped by
the Mlecchas, the thugs etc., to point out one as an example. 29

Festivals: It appears that primitive deities who were incorporated into Sanskrit tradition
have brought with them, along with their votaries, much of the religiosities connected to
them in their previous existence as tribal deities. Subhash Anand, in his studies of major
Hindu festivals has shown that the celebrations of certain festivals have incorporated primitive
elements. 30 We shall take two instances from his study. Mahasivaratri festival (which falls
on the fourteenth day ofthe dark half of the lunar month) has retained much of tribal practices,
which are considered even more acceptable to the deity than that of the Brahmins; such as
practiced by Bhills tribal, of linga which presents fertility, water poured on the linga
symbolizing the activated matrix of fertility; and offering bilva leave which stands for the
presence of actual fertility. 31 Again in the celebration of Ganesh Chaturthi, much of animal
cultic practices remained not unexpected, since the god have originated from the Soundikas,
a low caste of Bengal, comjng down from the ancient cult of Yaks has and their king Kubera. 33
The famous Holi festival celebrated throughout the country is an adaptation of primitive
tribes' festival, which was later on sanctioned and modified by adding homa sacrifice, and
attached a legend to give the appearance of Brahmanic origin. 34
The pervasiveness of snake cult in Hindu religious tradition is very well noted. 35
Accordingly, Naga Panchami and Mansa Panchami are two widespread festivals of snake
cults. Many myths of snake cult connected to these festivals bore the marks of garbling with
Sanskrit traditions. One such myth narrates the struggle of Krishna with the river serpent
Kaliya, and the eventual subordination of the latter, and the friendship that developed between
the two. 36 Another such folk legend describes a ploughman who had killed young snakes
while he ploughed on the festival day. The mother snake resolved to take vengeance and .
killed the man and all his family members. One of the ploughman's daughters was married
in another village, and when the mother snake went to that viilage to kill her, she was found
to be a faithful devotee of mother snake goddess. Through her devotion, the entire family
members were restored to lifeagain. 37 A legend connected with Manasa Panchaminarrates
how the mother goddess stood over Vishnu and other gods while they slept, and thereby
attained the status ofthe queen ofsnakes. 38
H.H. Presler had noted the following as coming from the Dravidian and tribal culture.
Festivals in honour of spirits of dead saints observed annually, annual worship with
ol:fservances of their birthdays, as for instance ofHanuman birthday; plant worship and the
festivals associated with them, as for instance the marriage oftulsi as the goddess residing in
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the plant; appeasement of goddess Shitala, the resident deity of neem tree. 39 All these cults
and the festivals connected to them, which are undoubtedly of primitive origin, have become
part and parcel of popular Hinduism. Considering this fact;~ihe shocking report ofhuman
sacrifice made on Diwali night by one Jaydev Singh, a resident of Kijurina, Godda district,
Jharkhand in order that his prodigal son returns, is not after all that much shocking. 40

Worship: It has been said that Vedic or Brahmanic ritual tradition has sacrifice at its centre. 41
But image worship or puja, which is traceable to the Mohenjodaro-Harappa culture, and
various primitive forms prevailed among non-Aryans have gradually taken central stage in
Hinduism, especially so from the Puranas. 42 Although it is not unanimously accepted, S.K.
Chatterji holds that puja is a Dravidian form of worship, the word being derived from
Dravidian pu (flower) plus 'ge' 'to do,' (palatized to je). 43 In any case puja is a popular form
of non-Vedic worship modified with elements of the cult of Vedic rites, viz., that ofyajna,
and incorporated in the Hindu system of Devapuja. 44 Collaterally;-much elements of Devapuja,
the worship of mother. goddess has its origin in ancient tribal and indigenous traditions of
India, from which they evolved. 45 The tantric worship of goddess or Scikta tantrism, especially
what is called 'Left Handed Tantrism,' where the forbidden five Ms, i.e., wine (madya), fish
(matsya), meat (mamsa), parched grain (mudra) and sexual union (maithura) and consumed
or practiced is non-Vedic and frowned 'upon by orthodox Hindus. 46 The Vedic sacrifices
have somehow disappeared in orthodox Hindu life, perhaps because of the influence ofthe
renouncers traditions of Buddhism and Jainism, 47 but animal sacrifices and blood offerings
to primitive deities survived, 48 especially to ferocious goddesses.like Kali, Durga, Camunda,
and forms a vital part of popular Hi~¢uism till today. Many of the village goddesses rose to
prominence by becoming consorts Q~Vishnu or Siva and even foreshadow their spouses in
course of time. Goddesses such as Q'urga, Kali, Uma, Parvati, Kenya Kumari, Korravai etc.,
whose names are not found in the 'vedic literature, command more worshippers than the
1;
Vedic gods. 49
Superstitions: Finally, we shall briefly dwell on superstitions in popular Hinduism. Primitive
religion is being associated with superstitions; like beliefs in impersonal power qfmana,
omen, taboo, magic; transitional supernatural powers of animated objects, metamorphosis,
lycanthropic, totemic; personal supernatural powers of departed souls of ancestors, fetishism
etc. But it has been shown that all of these beliefs and practices are found to have permeated
popular Hinduism. 50 So also the beliefs and practices such as ordeals, oath, curse, evil eye,
divination, religious symbols, rites, found their ways into Hinduism with their primitive
votaries. 51
Conclusion
This brief survey would suffice to show that there was interaction and integration between
Brahmanic Sanskrit tradition with .primitive religions and that primal elements are being
indiscriminately absorbed into Hinduism so that it has become a religion with fluid boundary,
and is ·an amorphous religious system where all forms of religiosities thrive within it. To
conclude this discussion the observation of A. Eschmann on Hinduism becomes appropriate:
"Two basic doctrines have given Hinduism an extraordinary capacity to incorporate and
amalgamate other-religions and cults. They are, that God or Brahman is within everything,
and therefore appear evetywhere; and that whoever is born in India is essentially a Hindu. ''52
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We are also reminded of the words of Jawaharlal Nehru who is quoted to have said, "Hinduism
is all things to all men". 53
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