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PREFACE

It gives me great pleasure to present for the first time a complete, annotated translation of Ishvarchandra Vidyasagar’s epochal two-part work promoting the cause of widow marriage. While I have been researching and writing about Vidyasagar for some time now, it is really only with this book that I tackle what is by all accounts his most notable achievement as both a Sanskrit scholar and a social reformer. If that seems odd, I would be the first to admit it. Indeed, in the preface to my Idioms of Improvement (1996), I acknowledged that readers might be surprised to find a book on Vidyasagar that did not give special attention to the widow marriage campaign. In my defense, I felt then, and continue to feel, that in order to understand Vidyasagar’s goals and methods in promoting widow marriage, we do well to begin with some preliminary investigation of his world and worldview. I attempted that task in Idioms of Improvement, and now the time has come to make good on my implicit promise to build on that preliminary work and address Vidyasagar’s approach to the question of widow marriage. Since my overriding concerns in this volume are to make the complete text of the original Bengali work accessible to English-language readers and to venture some thoughts on what makes the work so significant, I have necessarily been able to provide only a brief overview of Vidyasagar’s life and career. I hope readers will look to Idioms of Improvement for more extensive treatment of the multiple factors of biography, intellectual formation, and historical context that played so crucial a role in shaping a work like Hindu Widow Marriage.

In a nice bit of symmetry, my earliest research on Vidyasagar was funded by a Fulbright-Hays Fellowship during 1989 / 1990, while work toward this volume was greatly facilitated by a Senior Fulbright-Hays Fellowship during 2006/2007. Both fellowships allowed me to conduct the kind of extensive research in India and the United Kingdom that was so essential for producing this annotated translation. I wish to express my sincere thanks to the U.S. Department of Education for the generous support and lasting impact of both fellowships.

While this book was in the final stages of production, I accepted a position at Tufts University. I would like to thank my new colleagues and the administration at Tufts for helping make the transition as smooth as possible. I would also like to register a special thanks to my former faculty colleagues, the administration, and staff at Illinois Wesleyan University for making my years there both productive and happy. During my tenure at IWU, I was the beneficiary of several grants and leave opportunities that assisted my ongoing research into Vidyasagar and colonial Bengal, none more important than a yearlong sabbatical during 2006 / 2007 that allowed me to complete this translation. Funds from the Provost’s Office at IWU and the McFee Professorship in Religion also helped support various aspects of this project. I would also like to thank one IWU student in particular, Dan DeWeert, who read the entire manuscript of Hindu Widow Marriage over the summer of 2009 and helped me think about the best way to present the text to readers with little or no background in Hinduism or colonial Bengal. I hope I have been able to achieve that goal to some degree.

Several of my colleagues elsewhere lent their help and guidance at various stages of the project. I especially want to thank Rosane Rocher and Ludo Rocher, both of whom offered not only crucial scholarly assistance but also personal friendship and encouragement over the years. I hope they both know how much this work has benefited from their active interest. Rachel McDermott, Paul Courtright, Sekhar Bandyopadhyay, and Timothy Dobe read portions of the book in draft form and offered valuable comments and suggestions. Several others helped me identify and locate hard-to-find Sanskrit passages, among them Patrick Olivelle, Tim Lubin, and Jim Benson (who also gave me a wonderful refresher course on Paninean grammar one afternoon in the stacks of the India Institute Library). My thanks as well to Deven Patel, Michael Dodson, Indira Peterson, John Cort, Jack Hawley, and Shankar Dutta, all of whom have taken a real interest in the project. In Kolkata, Hena Basu has remained an invaluable and unflappable research assistant. And the librarians and staff at the following institutions deserve my sincerest thanks for assisting with countless requests over the years: the Asiatic Society, the National Library of India, the Sanskrit Sahitya Parishat, the Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture, the Bangiya Sahitya Parishat, the Bodleian Library, the British Library, and the library of the School of Oriental and African Studies. Needless to say, none of these individuals or institutions should be held accountable for any errors that might appear in this work.

I would be remiss if I did not thank Wendy Lochner at Columbia University Press for so heartily embracing this project and helping guide it toward its present form. Irene Pavitt expertly (and patiently) oversaw production of the text, while Jan McInroy provided thoughtful and sharp-eyed copyediting. A Grant-in-Aid from the Faculty Research Council at Tufts University provided support for the index, which was prepared by Katherine Ulrich. I thank her for her careful and timely work. I would also like to thank Rukun Advani of Permanent Black for making it possible to bring out a South Asia edition of Hindu Widow Marriage. To Benjamin Gardner, I am indebted for the cover art. But most especially, to Alison and Gerrit, I extend my endless thanks for your love, your support, and your patience, especially during the transitions and separations of 2010/2011. Normal was good, wasn’t it?

It is my hope that this translation will do justice not merely to Vidyasagar’s accomplishments as a social reformer but also to his attempt as a Sanskrit pandit to apply his indigenous intellectual tradition to the emerging challenges of the colonial era. That said, criticism of Vidyasagar, his reform agenda, and the legacy of his most cherished reform will necessarily continue. I would be the last to say he doesn’t merit continued critical scrutiny. He certainly was no stranger to criticism in his own lifetime and—as Hindu Widow Marriage reveals—he had his own sometimes playful, sometimes caustic ways of dealing with his opponents. His were times of momentous change, not least in things religious, and what I most admire about him is that he was always forthright about the precariousness, if not impossibility, of speaking about ultimate things. As he liked to say, quoting a passage from the Mahabharata: dharmasya tattvam nihitam guhayam, “the nature of righteousness is shrouded in mystery.” One suspects that he voiced this view with equal parts irony and sincere conviction, since if he valued righteousness he also mistrusted those who claimed too firm a hold over it. Certainly his reluctance to tell people what to believe has always struck a sympathetic chord in me. I therefore dedicate the book to him, using a playful double entendre first employed by one of his contemporaries when making a similar dedication to the inimitable Ishvarchandra.


A WORD ABOUT THE TRANSLATION

Hindu Widow Marriage is a translation of the two books published by Ishvarchandra Vidyasagar in January and October 1855 under the same title, Vidhava-vivaha prachalita haoya uchita ki na etad-vishayaka prastava (hereafter, Vidhava-vivaha). The translation is based on the fourth edition of 1872 (as reprinted in Vidyasagar-granthavali, 2:12–187). This translation offers readers an opportunity to study the complete text, restoring significant portions of Book Two that Vidyasagar omitted when making his own translation, Marriage of Hindu Widows (see table 2). All translations from Bengali and Sanskrit are my own unless otherwise noted. When transliterating Sanskrit and Bengali terms, I have avoided the use of diacritical marks, which can prove intimidating to non-specialists. Also in transliterating, I have chosen to follow Sanskrit orthography rather than Bengali pronunciation in order to make the translation accessible to the widest range of readers. Thus one finds the form vivaha rather than bibaho. While this does take away from the Bengali particularity of the text, it hopefully greatly expands its potential audience.

In translating the text of Vidhava-vivaha for English readers, one of the challenges I faced was to preserve a sense for the structural form of the original, which might be compared to a layer cake. The body, or “cake,” of the text consists of Vidyasagar’s ongoing argument, which is composed in Bengali. Within this layer, he inserts several bits of “icing” in the form of Sanskrit passages that function as proof texts. These passages consist of selections from major canonical works of Hindu law such as Manu. Sometimes these Sanskrit passages themselves contain further bits of “icing” in the form of passages drawn from Sanskrit commentaries composed by figures like Madhavacharya. In the original work, these Sanskrit passages (root text and commentary) were also printed in the Bengali script. Immediately following these passages, Vidyasagar provides a translation or restatement in Bengali. Then he returns to his running argument. Happily, in this translation the continuous flow of English to render the Bengali argument, Sanskrit texts, and commentaries in some respects mirrors the appearance of continuity in the original text conveyed by the use of Bengali script throughout.

I have, however, chosen to omit the numerous (and sometimes lengthy) Sanskrit passages themselves in an effort to reduce apparent redundancy and to make the work more user-friendly. In place of the Sanskrit passages, I have substituted a numbered rubric (not found in the original) and a brief textual reference (e.g., “Sanskrit passage 1.1: Yajnavalkya 1.4–5”). Immediately following this rubric is my translation of Vidyasagar’s translation or restatement of the original Sanskrit passage. This material is set in a smaller typeface to distinguish it from the body of Vidyasagar’s argument. When these Sanskrit passages include a portion of Sanskrit commentary, the commentary appears in italics. It is hoped that this treatment will not only help convey the layered nature of the text but also highlight Vidyasagar’s attempt to adduce scriptural proofs while addressing the views of important legal commentators. Readers should bear in mind that Vidyasagar occasionally cites the same Sanskrit passage in more than one place, while providing different Bengali renderings. In all cases I follow Vidyasagar’s Bengali.

The two books of Vidhava-vivaha originally contained more than one hundred footnotes. While this is one index of how skillfully Vidyasagar employed the conventions of the modern printed book, I have chosen to eliminate the majority of these notes. In many cases, they offer only the most rudimentary textual citations (e.g., “From Udvahatattva”). Instead, textual citations are provided using the rubric just described. However, I have retained Vidyasagar’s footnotes whenever they provide essential information or elaborate on discussions related to the main argument. In this way, readers are given a complete translation of Vidhava-vivaha and can also appreciate the overall structure of the work. All endnotes are my own.

Throughout, I refer to the two books of Vidhava-vivaha as if they were a single work, using for my title Hindu Widow Marriage. While the word “Hindu” does not appear in the original Bengali title, it should be noted that Vidyasagar adopted the term for the title of his own translation, Marriage of Hindu Widows. Elsewhere in that translation, he made similar changes, as when he inserted the word “Hindus” into the opening sentence of what had originally been Book One: “Many Hindus are now thoroughly convinced of the pernicious consequences arising from the practice of prohibiting the Marriage of widows” (Marriage of Hindu Widows, 1). Elsewhere in the same text, where he had originally spoken of the “people of India,” he also adopted the rubric “Hindus” (Marriage of Hindu Widows, 3). By contrast, readers of this translation will notice that the term “Hindu” originally appeared in only one location (see Topic 6 of Book Two, where it is used twice).

Apart from “Hindu,” the other significant word in the title is “marriage.” Even though Vidyasagar is often credited with championing the “remarriage” of widows, I believe that he actually preferred the idiom “marriage” (as in the central concept, vidhava-vivaha). This may reflect his desire to avoid the stigma attached to “remarriage” and “remarried women” (see the discussion in Topic 3 of Book Two). According to local custom in Bengal, which Vidyasagar opposed in this instance, a woman’s first marriage marked her only true religious entitlement. Second marriages, and the sons produced thereby, were considered legally and socially problematic. For the success of his campaign, it would have been important to avoid such associations. We may assume this is why he typically spoke of “marriage” (vivaha), though he does occasionally use words like “remarriage” (e.g., punarbar-vivaha). For more on this, see the discussion of Sanskrit passage 1.6.


HINDU CATEGORIES FOR FIRST-TIME READERS

Without a doubt, Hindu Widow Marriage poses certain challenges for newcomers to the Hindu tradition. While the basic goal of the work is immediately intelligible, it actually contains a variety of discrete arguments on selected topics of Hindu law, many of which can be somewhat dense and technical. Nevertheless, I would not have taken the trouble to translate this work if I did not think it could be read and appreciated without vast amounts of specialist training. Readers equipped with even a basic knowledge of the fundamental conceptual categories and social norms of the tradition will be able to appreciate both the argument and the significance of the work. One might even say that for those just beginning to learn about Hinduism, Hindu Widow Marriage provides an excellent illustration of one modern attempt to think about the world in light of normative Hindu ideals. It is as if Vidyasagar takes readers on a guided tour of the classical Hindu tradition, with widow marriage as his organizing theme. Even so, a bit of background will allow first-time readers to feel better prepared for that tour. Toward that end, I offer some brief comments on four broad conceptual categories that are important to keep in mind when reading Hindu Widow Marriage. Readers with some background in the Hindu tradition may wish to skip this section.

Sources of Authority

Hindus revere the Vedas as revelation (shruti). These texts represent the most sacred, transpersonal source of religious authority. However, the Vedas actually offer precious little by way of rules for social and ethical behavior. For this, Hindus look to a variety of sources, all of which are in play in Hindu Widow Marriage. Broadly, Vidyasagar’s appeal is to the authoritative treatises (shastra) on duty (dharma, a term that may be rendered as “law” or “religion” or “righteousness,” depending on context). Taken as a collective body of law, the dharmashastra, or authoritative treatises on duty, are often referred to as tradition (smriti) in order to distinguish them from revelation. There are several major works of dharmashastra in the Sanskrit tradition, which as a whole offer something like the legal codes for orthodox Hinduism. The most important among these texts are the books ascribed to Manu, Yajnavalkya, Narada, and Parashara. Vidyasagar often refers to these individual works as samhita, meaning “collection” (e.g., Parashara Samhita).

Hindu religious and social norms are also recorded in a variety of other texts. This includes the genre of purana, which are lengthy works of myth and legend, as well as itihasa, which are histories or epics such as the Mahabharata and Ramayana. Finally, there are numerous medieval digests (nibandha), or compendia of legal matters. For Bengalis, the digests on selected topics of law composed by the sixteenth-century digest writer Smarta Raghunandan Bhattacharya, oft cited in Hindu Widow Marriage, are of great importance (e.g., Udvahatattva, dealing with marriage). Beyond these written texts, there stands the authority of custom (achara). In lieu of clear injunctions in the Vedic or the smriti texts, the custom of learned men is understood to provide a third canon for behavior. In the case of the ban on widow marriage, it is in fact custom that represented the real obstacle to change, since in Bengal those occupying the highest rank in Hindu society did not allow the custom of widow marriage. Vidyasagar knew this all too well, but he was also convinced that it could be shown that the authoritative treatises on duty allowed for widow marriage in certain circumstances. Since the authoritative treatises on duty are supposed to represent a higher authority than custom, he argued that existing custom should be overruled. As he saw it, custom should be no bar to reform where proper authority could be found in the dharmashastra and other texts of smriti.

Hindu Society

Rightly or wrongly, for many people, Hinduism is synonymous with the “caste system.” Setting aside for now the purported equation of Hinduism with caste, we need at the very least to be more precise in our basic terminology. When thinking about Hindu law and the so-called caste system, we must recognize that the authoritative treatises present what is in fact an ideal template for society rather than an empirical description. Within this ideal template, the operative concept is not in fact “caste,” but “class” (varna). The classes of the authoritative treatises are the four ideal hierarchical strata of Hindu society: the ritually superior Brahman, the politically powerful Kshatriya, the economically central Vaishya, and the lowest class, assigned to serve these three higher “twiceborn” classes, the Shudra. These four are sometimes rendered conveniently as Priest, King, Commoner, and Serf, respectively. However, even the authoritative treatises recognize that society is in fact much more complex than this ideal template would lead us to believe. A second concept is thus introduced—that of “caste” (jati, which indicates something like a birth group). The precise relationship among the four classes and the various birth groups is a complicated issue, as is the matter of understanding class and caste as practiced throughout South Asia. Thankfully, readers of Hindu Widow Marriage will discover that the subtleties of class / caste are in fact not vitally important. Nevertheless, the fundamental dynamics of social hierarchy and ritual prerogative, not to mention the constant potential for social ostracism, all very much come into play in the text. What is more, the systemic conservatism of the class/caste social structure must be borne in mind when considering the very limited success achieved by the widow marriage movement.

To appreciate the issues treated in Topics 10 and 11 of Book Two, for instance, it may help to know that along with class the other great organizing scheme for twiceborn Hindu society is that of “stage of life” (ashrama). These stages are, once again, four in number and arranged in a linear order. They are taken to mark the ideal life-trajectory of any “twiceborn” Hindu male (that is, any male member of the top three classes, Shudras being ritually excluded by definition). According to this scheme, a twiceborn male’s ritual life properly begins when he is initiated into the life of the Vedic student. After completing the requisite period of study, he proceeds to the life of the householder. Having raised sons of his own and seen the birth of grandsons, he becomes eligible to enter the final two stages, which are dedicated more intensively to religious pursuits: the stage of forest-dweller and solitary renouncer.

Taken along with varna, the ideal of ashrama frames a collective vision of duty known as varnashrama-dharma, the “duties of class and stage of life.” For many Hindus, varnashrama-dharma is a distinguishing marker of the tradition, an essential code that is often described as sanatana, or “eternal.” Likewise, this eternal set of duties is understood by many to be synonymous with what we routinely call Hinduism. The rubric of varnashrama-dharma and the notion of an eternal Hindu moral vision have both proved to be central for colonial and postcolonial attempts to define and defend Hinduism. In this respect, one of the fringe benefits of reading Hindu Widow Marriage is that in attending to Vidyasagar’s debates with his opponents, we are taken to the heart of modern contests over the meaning of this “eternal” Hinduism.

Marriage and Sons

Marriage (vivaha) is obviously the duty at the very center of this work. It would be too difficult in this context to summarize Hindu views of marriage. Suffice it to say that marriage is considered a life cycle “rite” (samskara) of central importance. Technically, marriage is known as the “gift of a virgin” (kanya-dana). This is a crucial concept to bear in mind while reading Hindu Widow Marriage. The rite of giving (dana) a virgin (kanya) to an eligible male marks the commencement of the stage of householder existence. According to Manu, the householder is the most important ashrama, for without a wife a male Hindu householder cannot perform his requisite duties, from producing male offspring, to worshipping the gods, to attending to his ancestors. Of these many duties, the production of a son is considered essential because it is the son who guarantees the continuity of the family line. It is the son who will light the father’s funeral pyre. In so doing, he both advances the latter’s spiritual progress beyond this world and also helps to carry on the duties of the lineage in this world.

The centrality of this issue within the argument of Hindu Widow Marriage will become immediately apparent to readers. Indeed, the precarious nature of marriage and procreation means that great pains must be taken to address possible impediments to the fulfilling of the householder’s duty. For instance, the authoritative treatises on duty recognize that it is sometimes the case that a husband is unable to sire sons. It may be that he has gone mad, become impotent, or abandoned his home to become a renouncer. Alternatively, sometimes wives are barren. How, then, does the householder gain a son? The authoritative treatises take pains to address such matters, considering every conceivable scenario and issuing injunctions (vidhi) and prohibitions (nishedha) on what should and should not happen. It turns out that sons can be acquired in a variety of ways. Adoption is the most obvious alternative, but questions and controversies nevertheless arise: What sorts of adoption are permissible? Under what circumstances? And what status will an adopted son have when it comes to issues of inheritance? This last issue is one on which the lawmakers and the digest writers generated a great deal of debate and legislation (for a collection of texts on the issue of inheritance alone, see A Complete Collection of Hindu Law Books on Inheritance, translated into English by S. S. Setlur).

Property matters and how property is bequeathed can, of course, be a contentious issue. This was true in premodern India, as the classical lawbooks and medieval digests clearly attest. Under British rule, matters of property and inheritance took on new and further implications as the lawbooks were yoked to the imperatives of an emergent colonial state and capitalist economy. Readers should therefore bear in mind that behind the heated debates over widow marriage stands the thorny issue of property rights. While Hindu Widow Marriage played a crucial role in garnering support for passage of Act XV of 1856, when it came to the matter of property rights the act proved to be something of a mixed blessing. Widows were granted the right to marry, but any widow who chose to marry forfeited whatever right she might otherwise have had to her first husband’s property. As a variety of subsequent acts issued during the twentieth century indicate, there was much that needed rectifying about the handling of marriage, succession, and inheritance in the original Act XV (for a list of these subsequent acts, see the chronology). For many present-day reformers, the goal of achieving full and equal rights for Hindu women has yet to be achieved. To pursue this topic here would take us far beyond the text of Hindu Widow Marriage, but the bibliography lists a sampling of works that can help orient readers in this area.

The Levirate and the Four Eons

Besides adoption, the authoritative treatises also envision solving the problem of “issue” by what is known in the biblical traditions as the levirate (niyoga). According to the dharmashastra, if a husband was unable to produce a son—whether from impotence, death, madness, or some persistent ailment—his brother could be enjoined to perform the necessary act. Obviously, this was viewed as a sensitive issue, both socially and morally. Recourse to such a tactic would call for great ritual care and enormous restraint. The treatises specify just how and when such niyoga can be performed. Even so, it is generally recognized that this particular strategy is fraught with danger; it could prove destructive both to the marriage bond and to the larger fabric of Hindu society. To address the tension between the ideal of niyoga and the dangerous reality, the authoritative treatises invoke a pervasive Hindu system of cosmology and time reckoning.

According to Hindu cosmology, the universe comes into being and dissolves back into primordial chaos on a cyclical basis, a process that spans what are to mere mortals nigh immeasurable spans of time. Within any cycle of creation, the human social, moral, and religious universe declines progressively. The authoritative treatises and other texts picture a primordial mythical eon (yuga) in which humans live far longer than in subsequent eons; in this primordial eon they are wiser, more moral, and more spontaneously given to religious activity. This is the Age of Truth, or Satya Yuga, and during this cosmic eon humans can be expected to carry out extensive religious and ritual ceremonies; they also can be held to the highest moral standards without fear of failure. But from here, things inevitably go downhill, declining through three succeeding eons: the Dvapara, Treta, and Kali yugas. The fourth of the eons, the Kali Yuga, is the darkest and most degenerate. During the Kali Yuga, the human life span is short and the baser passions run amok; there is very little hope for strenuous religious and moral exertion. If a religious practitioner during the Satya Yuga could be expected to live a life of great sacrifice, austerity, and personal renunciation, during the Kali Yuga such a person can scarcely be expected to do more than make the most basic religious gifts (for a rather nice overview of the idea of the decline of religious duty across the yugas, see Topic 12 of Book Two). Needless to say, we are currently thought to be living in the Kali Yuga.

This summary should provide enough context to make sense of what the lawmakers think of the levirate as an option for the Kali Yuga. Clearly, the men of this degenerate eon cannot be expected to responsibly assume the moral challenge of sleeping with their brothers’ wives for the purpose of producing offspring. For this reason, niyoga is considered one of the so-called kalivarjya rites—those rites that must be shunned during the Kali Yuga. As readers will see, there are also other such rites and actions that should be shunned in the Kali Yuga. This is a special eon that calls for special rules.

All of this brings us, finally, to the theme of widow marriage (vidhava-vivaha). It is Vidyasagar’s argument that of all the lawbooks, it is the authoritative treatise composed by Parashara that contains the specific norms and guidelines for life during the Kali Yuga. As such, if we are looking for rules to guide us in the possible reform of Hindu marriage practices during the present eon, we should look to Parashara first, and not Manu or the other lawmakers. In verse 4.28, Parashara appears to provide an explicit injunction that would sanction the marriage of widowed women (as well as women who find themselves in four other dire circumstances). As readers will discover, however, questions immediately arise: How are we to understand the meaning of Parashara 4.28? What is its relationship to the rules and injunctions found in the other authoritative treatises? Is this really a rule for the Kali Yuga, or is it intended for other yugas? How can we know? And finally, even if Parashara has enjoined this, what are we to make of the fact that people in nineteenth-century Bengal did not follow this practice as a matter of local custom (deshachara)? That is, how are we to resolve a tension between scriptural injunction and community practice?

Suggested Readings

Readers wishing to put more flesh on these issues might wish to consult a translation of Manu, which is the lawbook most translated and discussed in the modern era. An accessible translation is Wendy Doniger and Brian K. Smith, The Laws of Manu. I would particularly recommend chapter 3, on marriage and the householder’s life; chapter 9, on women and types of sons; and chapter 10, on types of castes and the problem of the outcast (another theme running throughout Hindu Widow Marriage). For a useful discussion of selected topics in the interpretation of Sanskrit legal literature, see Ganganath Jha, Studies in Hindu Law.

For one of the most insightful discussions of the widow marriage movement in relation to the systemic constraints of caste society and gender norms in modern India, I recommend Sekhar Bandyopadhyay’s essay “Caste and Social Reform: The Case of Widow Marriage,” in his Caste, Culture, and Hegemony: Social Domination in Colonial Bengal. A broad discussion of Hindu law and the colonial state can be found in Rajeev Dhavan, “Dharmasastra and Modern Indian Society: A Preliminary Exploration.” A readable anthropological discussion of women and marriage practices in Bengal can be found in Lina Fruzzetti, The Gift of a Virgin: Women, Marriage, and Ritual in Bengali Society. For a single book that helps put Hindu Widow Marriage in its broader context, consult Sumit Sarkar and Tanika Sarkar, eds., Women and Social Reform in Modern India: A Reader.
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