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Abstract: For the purposes of comparison and discussion, this paper presents an alternative, non-Christian
perspective on sacrifice, non-violence and abstention from meat. After providing some historical background, it
focuses on two discourses from the thirteenth book of the great Indian epic, the Mahabhdarata. In these
discourses, offered to the king Yudisthira by the god Brhaspati and the dying heroic warrior Bhisma, the spiritual
importance of non-violence is stressed, yet the ancient Vedic practice of animal sacrifice is also declared to be
spiritually edifying. The paper considers whether there is a tension between these two forms of practice, and
proposes that, although the text does not straightforwardly confront older Vedic norms, it does represent a
transition towards a stronger emphasis on renunciation of worldly desires. This renunciatory spirit is epitomized

by abstention from animal flesh.

The religious traditions that are grouped together under the term ‘Hinduism’ have had a long
and complicated relationship with principles concerning the treatment of animals. Thus it
would be foolhardy to try to provide a comprehensive overview in a single paper. What I
intend to do for the most part is to focus on a selection of especially pertinent textual sources
and to discuss various implications that they have for a Hindu understanding of sacrifice, non-
violence and abstention from meat.

The main text that I want to discuss comes from the great epic poem known as the
Mahabharata.? The Mahabharata, as many of you will know, is vast. Its total length extends

to around 100,000 verses, divided into eighteen books, several of which comprise over a
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2 The Mahabharata of Krishna-Dwaipayana Vyasa, trans. Kisari Mohan Ganguli (originally published between
1883 and 1896 by Bharata Press, Calcutta). Online edition, URL: http://www.sacred-
texts.com/hin/maha/index.htm (last accessed by me, March 2010).

The Mahabharata in Sanskrit: Parallel Devanagari and Romanization. Online edition derived from electronic
files created by Muneo Tokunaga and edited by John D. Smith. URL: http://www.sacred-
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hundred chapters each. The part that I’ll be focusing on comes from the thirteenth book,
which is known as the Anusasana Parvan or ‘Book of teachings’. Before coming to that,

however, let me provide a little historical background.

Contextual background

First it will be helpful to say something about the ancient Vedic religion, which constitutes
one of the main sources of later Hinduism. Estimates vary widely about when and where the
Vedic religion originated, but a few things are generally agreed upon. For instance, that by
around 1200 BCE the Vedic religion was prevalent in the north of the Indian subcontinent and
that it spread throughout the subcontinent over the several hundred years subsequent to this,
becoming intermingled with pre-existing religious traditions in such a way as to eventually
produce the colourful and complex mixture that we call Hinduism.

The Vedic religion is so called because its principal teachings and practices were
compiled in texts known as Vedas, veda meaning, roughly, ‘vision’ or ‘knowledge’. The
interesting thing with regard to the treatment of animals is that Vedic religious rituals often
included animal sacrifice, and the consumption of animal flesh, including beef, appears to
have been commonplace in Vedic society.

One of the ways in which Vedic cosmologies divided up the universe was in terms of the
categories of ‘eater’ and ‘eaten’ or ‘consumer’ and ‘consumed’. Thus, in the Vedic text
known as the Satapatha Brahmana (c. 1000-500 BCE), it is stated that plants and trees are the
food of fire (agni), water is the food of wind or air (vayu), the moon is the food of the sun
(aditya), and animals are the food of human beings.” Commenting on this passage the Sanskrit

scholar Brian K. Smith writes that ‘Man’s power over the animals, and his culinary

3 §atapatha Brahmana 10.3.4.4, cited by Brian K. Smith, ‘Eaters, Food, and Social Hierarchy in Ancient India:
A Dietary Guide to a Revolution of Values’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 58 (1990), pp. 177-
205, at p. 183. Hierarchies in which animals are classified as food for human beings are not, of course, unique to
Vedic culture. Compare, for example, Aristotle, Politics 1256b: ‘... plants exist for the sake of animals and the
other animals for the good of man, the domestic species both for his service and for his food, and if not all at all
events most of the wild ones for the sake of his food and of his supplies of other kinds, in order that they may
furnish him both with clothing and with other appliances’ (Aristotle in 23 Volumes, Vol. 21, trans. H. Rackham
(London: William Heinemann, 1944)).



appreciation of their savoriness, is thus set in a macrocosmic context of alimentary violence
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In later Hindu traditions, the principle of ahimsa, which can be translated as ‘non-

harming’ or ‘non-violence’, became a generalized ideal, as did a largely or exclusively meat-
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