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Et tantost que li enfant naissent, si font escrire le jour et leure et le
mois. Et ce font il pour ce que il font tuit leur fais atout devinaille,
quar il sevent moult d’[art magique] et de nigromance et d’astronomie
et d’autres enchantemens dyaboliques.

—Marco Polo, Le devisement du monde: Livre d’Ynde

As soon as a child is born, whether it be male or female, the father
or mother writes down its birth—that is, what day it is born, what
month, what moon and what hour; and they do this because they
place all their faith in astronomers and diviners who know a lot
about enchantments, magical arts and geomancy; there are also some
who know astronomy.

—DMarco Polo, The Description of the World: The Book of India
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Introduction

In his inaugural speech “A Tryst with Destiny,” to proclaim the birth
of India as an independent nation and the end of British colonization,
Nehru uttered the famous sentence: “At the stroke of the midnight hour,
when the world sleeps, India will awake to life and freedom.” With his
admirable eloquence, Nehru transformed a somewhat curious fact of
Indian Independence into a lyrical, even epic image. Why midnight?
Why perform such a solemn and institutional event at the dead of night?
Indeed, despite the evocative force of India’s awakening while the rest of
the world is asleep, one cannot but note that it was midnight only in
India and not, for example, in England, where it was still daytime. Few
are aware of the reasons that led “Mother India,” the Indian nation, to
give birth to the “Midnight’s children” of Salman Rushdie’s novel. The
reasons for this choice are explained in an article written by Nehru’s first
secretary, H. V. R. Iyengar, on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of
Independence, and published in the daily newspaper The Hindu.!

The British Empire, represented by the viceroy Lord Mountbatten, had
fixed the date for the transfer of power for August 15, 1947. Nonetheless,
before accepting this date, several members of the Indian Constituent
Assembly consulted a committee of astrologers to ensure that the moment
was propitious, that the nation would be born under happy auspices.
According to these experts, August 14 was more favorable than August
15. However, as the British government had committed to promulgating
Pakistan’s independence on the fourteenth, and Lord Mountbatten was
to go to Karachi that morning, it was impossible to advance the declara-
tion. In addition, the date of August 15 had already been announced to
the British Parliament. It was finally Sardar K. M. Panikkar, a historian
and writer from Kerala educated at Oxford University, who suggested
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the solution to the conflict between the pragmatic requirements of the
British and the celestial constraints. Having demonstrated his diplomatic
skills on this momentous occasion, Panikkar went on to become one of
India’s ambassadors after Independence. He suggested that the Constituent
Assembly gather on August 14 at 11:00 p.m., but that the oath be sworn
at midnight. Hence, by this chronological compromise the date set by the
British was respected, but without contravening the astrological directives.

However anecdotal it may seem, this event perfectly illustrates the
convergence within a single institution, the Indian Constituent Assembly,
of the values of independence, modernity, and secularism embodied in
the progressive leader Nehru, and the traditional Brahmanical values that
stipulate the prerequisite of an astrologer’s opinion in order to ensure
the success of any undertaking. In this case, the creation of a nation.’
This episode could be read as a discrepancy, a contradiction, between the
“content” of the proclamation of Independence, promoting an enlightened
and democratic India, and its “form,” driven by an obscurantist India
with its local “superstitions.” Nehru can be seen as having ceded to the
pressure exerted by some of the particularly conservative members of the
Constituent Assembly. Nonetheless, looking more closely at his speech,
the title to start with, one notices that India’s future is not represented
solely in political terms, and the idea of a transcendent destiny, determined
by superior powers, is crucial to the message he addresses to the Indian
people. Although any inaugural speech pronounced before a nation is
necessarily rhetorical, the words Nehru chose are far from inconsequential:

At the dawn of history India started on her unending quest,
and trackless centuries are filled with her striving and the
grandeur of her success and her failures. Through good and ill
fortune alike she has never lost sight of that quest or forgotten
the ideals which gave her strength. We end today a period of
ill fortune and India discovers herself again. . . .

The appointed day has come—the day appointed by des-
tiny—and India stands forth again, after long slumber and
struggle, awake, vital, free and independent. The past clings on
to us still in some measure and we have to do much before
we redeem the pledges we have so often taken. Yet the turning
point is past, and history begins anew for us, the history which
we shall live and act and others will write about.
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It is a fateful moment for us in India, for all Asia and for
the world. A new star rises, the star of freedom in the east, a
new hope comes into being, a vision long cherished materia-
lises. May the star never set and that hope never be betrayed!®

British colonization is described as a4 period of ill fortune, Independence Day
was appointed by destiny, and Indias future is a new star rising in the east.
Of course, Nehru’s speech also contains numerous passages that evoke the
ideas of freedom, responsibility, struggle, and work, and we are in no way
contesting Nehru’s secularism here by attributing an occult astrological sig-
nificance to his words. Nehru was quite simply an outstanding orator who
knew how to address the nation. His representation of a change of era in
transcendent and fatalistic terms corresponds, on the one hand, to a diplomatic
strategy—a means of not explicitly accusing the British colonizers—but also,
on the other hand, to the use of a language familiar to his Indian audience.
And for the latter, misfortune and suffering, just like happiness, are to be
understood in the context of a vaster cosmic arrangement.

Whether they apply to a nation, an individual, or a family, the ideas of
destiny, good and bad luck, days set by fate, more or less favorable periods,
and stars rising in the east are central to this work. The research presented
here strives to show that what occurred at the proclamation of Independence
was in no way an “accident” Nehru’s speech should not be read as the
persistence of a vestige of superstition that would erroneously have crossed
the threshold of government institutions, fortuitously slipping into India’s
modernity but destined to disappear with the spread of technological progress
and scientific discoveries. Astrology is a scholarly tradition deeply rooted in
Indian society, with particularly lively ramifications in contemporary India.
This work sets out to examine the processes of adaptation, interpretation, and
rewriting this Brahmanical discipline underwent in urban India at the turn
of the twenty-first century, as I observed it in Banaras and over the course
of repeated fieldwork carried out between 1995 and 2008. By revisiting the
journey that led me to choose this subject, I will clarify the approach and
the analytical perspectives developed in this work.

Cao

I had just arrived in Banaras; it was 1995. I had decided to spend five
months in this town to carry out my first fieldwork: the subject was not
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yet clearly defined. I did not speak a word of Hindi and having spent
a few weeks there on an earlier visit to India, I was both intrigued and
terrified. The recent reading of Banaras: City of Light by Diana Eck and
Death in Banaras by Jonathan Parry had reinforced my contradictory
feelings. These two monographs, when read close together, are a good
illustration of the combination of light and death, purity and corruption,
spirituality and pragmatism that makes the reputation of Banaras.

While I was considering how I could carry out my survey on a
subject as vast as arranged marriages and personhood in Banaras (a sub-
ject I finally abandoned), noticing my worry and confusion, the family I
was staying with—Christians from Kerala—advised me not to waste my
time on futile questions and to go and consult an astrologer. This would
ensure the successful outcome of my studies and my good health in the
coming months. They invited me to join them when they next visited the
astrologer to have him calculate their newborn baby’s horoscope. With no
inkling that the meeting with an astrologer could “actually” influence the
direction my studies would take, I accepted their invitation, thinking this
recreational hiatus would at least bring me some relief and momentarily
distract me from the “real” issues of ethnographic research.

Brahmanand Colony, a fairly upmarket residential area in the south
of Banaras, is taking shape in the zone to the west of the Durga temple.*
Gyanvati Pandey sees her clients in one of the two rooms of the flat she
occupies with her mother, two brothers, her younger sister, and paternal
grandfather on the first floor of a three-story cement building. When we
arrived, Gyanvati’s brother signaled to us to wait outside on the veranda,
as his sister was busy with other clients. Half an hour later we were invited
into the room. Her face almost completely hidden behind a shawl that
covered her head, with an ease born of practice, this twenty-five-year-old
woman rolled and unrolled the two long scrolls covered in diagrams and
numerals that made up the horoscope of the couple that had come to
consult her. Gyanvati indicated we should sit (on the floor, like everyone
else, as there was no furniture in the room), and she continued her con-
sultation. The sick eighty-three-year-old grandfather, dadaji, lying beside
her on a mattress, muttered mantras (sacred formulae) incessantly, while
Gyanvati’s youngest sister, Madhu, came and went, serving tea and biscuits.
The brother, Manesh, chatted with the people waiting their turn outside
and, from time to time, entered the room to inform his sister of a client’s
arrival or departure.
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About twenty minutes later, when she had finished with the couple,
Gyanvati finally addressed my hosts, in Hindi as she spoke no English. She
asked them who I was and where I came from. When she heard I was
Italian, her eyes lit up. She left the room to return a few moments later
with a photograph showing an Indian man, with a moustache, standing at
the entrance to Gardaland, an amusement park located near Lake Garda,
in Italy. Surprised and amused by this photo, I later discovered that the
gentleman was Gyanvati’s father, Murlidhar Pandey. In Banaras he had met
some people from Bergame who were passionate about astrology and, a
few years before, they had invited him to give classes and hold astrological
consultations in Northern Italy.

Murlidhar Pandey was a Shakadvipi (Sikadvipiya) Brahmin, descended
from nine generations of astrologers. He had left his village in the Rohtas
district of Bihar to study philosophy and astrology at the Sanskrit Uni-
versity in Banaras (Sampiarninanda Samskrta Visvavidyilaya) and at
Banaras Hindu University (BHU). After obtaining two master’s degrees
in philosophy and a PhD in astrology, he was employed as an astrologer
at the Banaras Hindu University hospital and was paid by the Central
Government in Delhi. As a tenured astrologer, Murlidhar Pandey not only
held consultations at the hospital, he also carried out a clinical study called
“Study on the Astrological Basis of Cardiorespiratory Diseases with Spe-
cial Reference to Diagnosis, Prognosis, and Prevention.” As he was highly
reputed as a medical astrologer, Murlidhar Pandey often traveled to Bihar,
Madhya Pradesh, Delhi, Calcutta, and Bombay (and of course, to Italy) for
consultations. During these trips, his wife stayed behind in Banaras with
the three youngest children, while the two eldest daughters accompanied
him to cook his meals and take care of his other household arrangements.
Over the course of these travels, Gyanvati, the second daughter, who was
less occupied with household activities than her older sister, developed an
interest in astrology, which she cultivated by helping her father prepare
the horoscopes. When her father suddenly died in 1992, she knew how
to calculate horoscopes and she joined Sanskrit University in Banaras to
obtain a master’s degree (dcarya) in astrology (jyotisa). Nonetheless, her
inexperience, her youth, and most probably the fact that she was a woman
did not allow her to replace her father in the government job he occupied
at the hospital, and the position was terminated. Gyanvati began to hold
consultations at home and her income was the family’s only source of
income, supplemented by her father’s pension.
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After showing me her father’s photograph, Gyanvati noted the
details of my birth and those of my hosts’ newborn baby and told us to
come back a week later. As I found the price of a complete horoscope
too high—one thousand rupees’—just for the amusement this astrological
excursus would provide me, I asked her to prepare a simplified birth chart
for two hundred rupees. So the following week I received my astrological
birth chart with its “guidelines™ Jupiter (Guru) in a very strong position
(prabal) favored studies, but I had a marriage yog (astral combination) for
1996 or 1998, after which I was to spontancously abandon my studies
to dedicate myself to family life. In any event, I had to procure a gold
ring with a seven-carat gomed (hessonite) to be worn for the first time
on a Wednesday, between 1:00 p.m. and 3:30 p.m., on the middle finger
of my left hand. Gyanvati gave me the prescription written on letterhead
that read:

Gyanvati Pandey
Sanskrit Sahityacharya & Jeotishacharya®
Life Member of Indian Red-Cross Society

D/o Late Dr. Murlidhar Pandey’
World Renowned Astrologer
MA (Philosophy)

PhD (Astrology and Human Destiny)
CENTRAL COUNCIL FOR RESEARCH IN AYURVEDA &
SIDHA
DEPT. OF KAYACHIKITSA INSTITUTE OF MEDICAL
SCIENCES
S.S. HOSPITAL, FACULTY OF AYURVEDA
BANARAS HINDU UNIVERSITY
VARANASI (UP)

Contact for:
Mental and Emotional Problems, Nervous Troubles, Psychophysical and
Chronic Diseases, Conflict of Married Life,
Education of Abnormal Children,
Service and Business, Your Personal Matters, and
Effective Planet Stones
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Gyanvati was one of Banaras’s few women astrologers. As one can see
from her letterhead, her authority as an astrologer was based on her
father’s legacy. Nonetheless, if the father had not died, and the family
had not needed the money, Gyanvati would probably never have become
a professional astrologer. She would have been married much earlier than
the age of twenty-nine, which was very late according to Indian standards.
And after her marriage, her life would have been entirely dedicated to
“domestic concerns” (as she had in fact predicted for me and as had
actually happened, in her case, after the age of twenty-nine). For all these
reasons, Gyanvati used to repeat that she did not want to marry, as she
was afraid that she would have to give up her occupation and her studies.

Gyanvati saw her profession of astrologer both as a family tradition
she was proud to continue and as a personal vocation, as she was the
only one of the five children who was passionate about studying, astrol-
ogy in particular. In addition, she told me that because of the planetary
configurations present in her horoscope, her father had predicted she
would become an astrologer and had always encouraged her to pursue
her studies in this field.

While pursuing the family tradition, this young astrologer also wanted
to assert her autonomy from her father’s work in the field of “medical
astrology”: she wanted to specialize in women’s reproductive health. She
planned do a doctorate at Banaras Hindu University, focusing on a study
of the astral configurations that affect the menstrual cycle, pregnancy,
delivery, and other gynecological questions.

A few weeks after my first meeting with Gyanvati, the room where
she had received us as clients was to become my bedroom. I had in fact
thought of going to live with Gyanvati’s family when I discovered that
they belonged to the caste that, for different reasons, had become the
object of my fieldwork. They were Shakadvipi (Sikadvipiya) Brahmins,
a community of Brahmins of Iranian origin, traditionally associated with
the cult of the Sun (Sirya) and the occupations of astrologer (jyotisi),
Ayurvedic doctor (vaidya), and tantric priest (zantrika).t

The close cohabitation with the family placed me in the situation
of participating observer, rather than that of observing participant, as
required by anthropological methodology. Indeed, it was less by observa-
tion than by practice that I came to understand that this family’s daily life
was punctuated by astrological norms that dictated what is “auspicious”
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($ubh) and what is “inauspicious” (asubh). For Gyanvati, I was not just
a “disciple”; I was also her “younger sister;” which made me a receptacle
for constant behavioral advice. With the benevolence of an older sister
and the authority of a teacher, Gyanvati instructed me in the color of
the clothing I should wear depending on the day of the week—white on
Monday, the day of the Moon; red on Tuesday, the day of Mars, and so
forth—the time at which I should leave the house for an interview to go
well, the direction in which my feet should point when I did my astrology
homework, the appropriate day to leave on a train journey, and so on.
Respecting Gyanvati’s rules, although impatiently at times, allowed me to
understand that astrology concerns every aspect of daily life and regulates
every type of human behavior.

As a result of this fieldwork experience, I began to see astrology less
as an esoteric or spiritual knowledge, as one tends to in the West, than
as a highly pragmatic thought system, anchored in daily life and clearly
focused on the resolution of concrete problems. Similarly, Gyanvati and
her father’s positions within Banarsi society,” their university degrees (MA
and PhD) in astrology, and the post of astrologer at a public hospital
proved that the profession of astrologer in Banaras plays a decisive role
in the functioning of the society.’

Approaching Astrology: Standpoints

In societies in which divination is not, as it is in our own, con-
sidered a marginal, even aberrant phenomenon, where it constitutes
a normal, regular, often even obligatory procedure, . . . Divinatory
rationality in these civilizations does not form a separate sector, an
isolated mentality, contrasted with modes of reasoning that regulate
the practice of law, administration, politics, medicine, or daily life;
it is coherently included in the entire body of social thought and, in
its intellectual processes, it observes similar norms, just as the seer’s
status in the functional hierarchy seems very closely linked with those
other social agents responsible for collective life.

—Jean-Pierre Vernant, Mortals and Immortals

My anthropological interest in the work of astrologers took shape after
I realized that, in India, astrology enjoys institutional recognition and is
not a marginal system of thought. In Banaras, astrology is taught at two
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universities, as well as at the thirty-odd Sanskrit colleges in the town.
Hindus systematically seek an astrologer’s opinion before they arrange a
marriage, perform a ritual, build a house, or buy a piece of land. In addi-
tion, when they face economic or professional difficulties, family conflicts,
health problems, or when it comes to any major decision, for example,
concerning the children’s education, financial investments, travel, or career,
both Hindus and Muslims alike often seck advice from an astrologer.
To apply Jean-Pierre Vernant’s words to the context of Banaras, one
can say that in this town of North India, following astrological recommen-
dations is “a normal, regular, often even obligatory procedure,” particularly
for the Hindus, and astrological thought “is coherently included in the
entire body of social thought and in its intellectual processes.” Astrological
rationality does not constitute “a separate sector, an isolated mentality,
and the status of astrologer “in the functional hierarchy seems very closely
linked with those other social agents responsible for collective life!!
With regard to the interaction of astrology with other types of
knowledge, to start with one can note that jyotisa—the textual tradition
in Sanskrit literature dealing with astronomy, astrology, and divination—is
recognized as a valid and useful knowledge system by the representatives
of religious orthodoxy, that is to say, the Brahmins. Hence, there has been
no rupture in the Hindu world between religion and astrology: astrology
is a constitutive part of every Brahmin priest’s (purobit) intellectual back-
ground. The dates for performing rituals and celebrating Hindu religious
festivals are calculated on the basis of astrological principles. In addition,
the interpenetration of astrology and religion seems obvious as the planets
are fully recognized deities in the Hindu pantheon; they are worshipped
through propitiatory and appeasement rituals and their anthropomorphic
images are present in numerous temples both in North and South India.
Second, it is important to note that in the Brahmanical tradition,
over the centuries, there has been no epistemological break between
“astronomy” (ganita) and “astrology” (phalita jyotisa, hori), between scien-
tific theory on the one hand and divinatory or predictive speculation on
the other. Both these approaches to the study of the stars are seen, even
today, as two branches of the same knowledge, jyotisa, the science that
studies “celestial light” (jyotis), including as well other types of divination
such as the interpretation of omens (samhita).
Third, astrology plays a crucial role as auxiliary knowledge for other
applied sciences like ritual, architecture, agronomy, or Ayurvedic medicine.
Jyotisa serves to establish the “auspicious moments” (mubiirta) that ensure
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the success of activities such as performing a ritual, constructing a house,
starting the harvest, or beginning medical treatment.

Nonetheless, astrology is not only an integral part of “traditional”
Brahmanical culture. In contemporary India it remains an important
feature of the lifestyle of the urban middle class and elite who see them-
selves as the representatives of “modernity” In Banaras, as elsewhere in
the country, the most voracious consumers of horoscopes are civil servants
and their families, businessmen, politicians, celebrities (Bollywood actors,
cricket players, et al.), university professors, engineers, doctors, lawyers,
and computer engineers. Astrology is particularly appreciated in these
circles. It guides the decision-making process in the daily lives of well-off
urban families in matters of career, travel, financial investment, identifying
matrimonial partners, choice of schools for children, and so forth. It is
also seen as knowledge that is more scientific in nature than religion. It
combines seamlessly with technological and computer innovations, tablets
and smartphones, viewed as expressions of “modernity” in today’s India.
Because horoscopes are based on mathematical operations and can be
calculated using software, and astrological services can be accessed by the
internet in India, as well as the United States or Australia, it is seen as
an innovative type of knowledge, both global and cosmopolitan, highly
emblematic of the modernity of the contemporary world.

Today, astrology is taught at several Indian universities alongside
Sanskrit studies, history, and philosophy as well as physics, engineering,
and statistics. With its polymorphous epistemological status that allows it
to hover between religion and science, in Banaras astrology seems to be
flourishing. Indeed, it is seen as a discipline capable of reconciling scien-
tific rationalism and religious devotion, empirical observation of natural
phenomena and the appeasement of supernatural beings, technological
innovation and the celebration of ancient rites, pragmatic management
of daily problems and conformity with a transcendent order."

The institutional recognition of astrology in India today may be
startling, since the validity of this discipline was widely rejected in the
West. On the one hand, ecclesiastical dogma condemned astrology as a
pagan belief, connected to magic and incompatible with the principle
of free choice and divine omnipotence, and on the other, astrology was
deemed contradictory to the development of the modern scientific para-
digm. From the seventeenth century onward, in the West, astrology was
expelled from every institutional field and mainly confined to esoteric and
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occult circles.”® The comparative perspective proves particularly pertinent
in this area because Western astrology and Hindu astrology share a com-
mon theoretical matrix, Greco-Babylonian astrology, which developed and
metabolized in different ways in each of these civilizations.

Today, in the West, astrology is not considered an intellectually
legitimate subject. It represents a marginal and “superstitious” belief that
cannot be taught at universities as it is considered antinomic to the prin-
ciples of philosophical and scientific rationality, which form the basis of
our “paradigms of thought.”'* It is confined to horoscopes in newspapers,
social conversations around the qualities and shortcomings of the signs
of the zodiac, or to the personal “business” astrologers, who are generally
seen as charlatans, indulge in.

The status of “irrational belief” attributed to astrology is established
both by the exact sciences and by the social sciences. In what concerns
the former, we have only to mention the statement signed by 186 scien-
tists, eighteen of whom were Nobel Prize winners, published in 1975 in
the magazine The Humanist. In this statement, astrology is defined as a
“belief based on magic and superstition” that contributes “to the growth
of irrationalism and obscurantism,” as it is “simply a mistake to imagine
that the forces exerted by stars and planets at the moment of birth can
in any way shape our futures. . . . Neither is it true that the position of
distant heavenly bodies make certain days or periods more favourable to
particular kinds of action, or that the sign under which one was born
determines one’s compatibility or incompatibility with other people.”
Social sciences also see astrology as an irrational belief.® According to
the definition T. W. Adorno provides in his essay The Stars Down to
Earth and Other Essays on the Irrational in Culture (1994), dedicated to
analyzing the content of the astrological column in the Los Angeles Times,
astrology is a “pseudo-rational belief,” an irrational belief that contains a
semblance of rationality or a “secondary superstition,” where the occult, as
such, plays only a marginal role, but one that is objectified and socialized.

Given the epistemological status astrology enjoys within the dominant
paradigm of contemporary Western thought, it is “normal” and “rational”
for a researcher in the exact or social sciences to afford it little credit.
This does not mean there are no researchers or academics who believe in
astrology, but merely that scholarly institutions (research laboratories, uni-
versities, higher education establishments) do not recognize it as “legitimate
knowledge” and to state in a scientific publication that astrology is true
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and valid would be reprehended.”” My research falls within this paradigm
of thought, to the extent that I do not afford astrology the status of a
subject endowed with scientific and universal truth, and I do not believe
in astrology myself.

Nonetheless, I would like to clarify that this statement is not made
as a deontological precaution. The very fact that I do not believe in
astrology played a fundamental role in the choice of this research subject.
Indeed, my interest in a study of astrology in Banaras did not develop
despite my lack of personal belief, but precisely becaunse I did not believe
in it and have always considered it “normal” not to believe in astrology.
What led me to approach a study of astrology in India was the desire to
try to understand how a subject that plays a secondary role within the
Western intellectual paradigm, and is considered a “belief” with no rational
foundation, can be seen as rational within another paradigm of thought
where it enjoys such high institutional status that it is taught at schools
and universities. So, what interests us here is not how true astrology is
in itself but the value of the truth this knowledge is invested with within
a certain society. In this work, astrology is seen neither as an irrational
belief, nor as a superstition, but as a field of “knowledge,” and we will
try to understand the meaning and rationality of this knowledge in the
context within which it is practiced.

Astrology in South Asia: The Current State of Research

Although treatises on horoscopes and divination represent a very prolific
area of Sanskrit literature, and the importance of astrology in Indian
society is well known to every specialist of the region, astrology has long
occupied a marginal position in South Asian studies. In part, this margin-
ality can be attributed to the interstitial position astrology occupies as a
subject. Its empirical foundation is too weak to set it among the “sciences”
like astronomy, mathematics, chemistry, or the natural sciences. Because
its theological, ritual, or devotional aspects are only optional, it is not
recognized as a full-fledged religious subject. Its language is too scholarly
and technical to arouse the interest of anthropologists, too abstract to be
seen as an applied science like medicine, law, or architecture, and too arid
and dogmatic to be appreciated by specialists of literary and philosophical
studies. Hence astrology does not easily fit into the academic disciplinary
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divisions that exist within the human and social sciences.”® So although
popular works on “Indian,” “Hindu,” or “Vedic” astrology, for enthusiasts
or practitioners, continue to proliferatc and represent an important pro-
portion of the sales in Indian, European, and American bookshops, there
are still very few studies that provide a historical or anthropological view
on astrological practices in the past or today."”

Indian astronomy, on the contrary, has always been clearly and
univocally affiliated to the disciplinary field of the “sciences.” Because of
the ideological issues related to the dating of Indian celestial observa-
tions—their antiquity could invalidate the date of Creation established in
the Bible—India’s astronomy was the focus of fervent Orientalist debates
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.*® During the colonial period,
Indian astronomy received special attention as, for the British adminis-
tration, the teaching and transmission of scientific knowledge was one of
the privileged instruments of government of the colonized nation. In an
attempt to discover whether the Indians were more or less skilled in a
science comparable but of course inferior to that known to the Europeans,
the publication and translation of astronomical treatises (siddhanta) were
strongly encouraged, not only by the European Orientalists but also by
Indian scholars involved in projects of intellectual cooperation.?! The interest
in these treatises continued into the postcolonial period, a time when the
history of astronomy was fully recognized as a part of the Indian nation’s
scientific heritage, and it continues to be of lasting interest to historians
of science from all horizons as is evident in the regular publication of
reference works in this area.?

Although in Sanskrit literature, astronomy, astrology, and divination
are in fact three branches of a same discipline, jyotisa, few authors have
approached a study of the astral discipline in its totality, attributing equal
importance to divinatory content as to mathematical and scientific data.”®
The contribution made by David Edwin Pingree, the historian of science,
has been invaluable in this area. Seeking to respect the holistic nature of
the discipline, he produced a monumental review and critical edition of
the astrological and divinatory manuscripts, thus laying the groundwork
for a new field of study.** Despite the mine of materials his research
reveals, and the stimulating questions it raises, one can regret that few
philological and historical works have since contributed to illuminating the
innumerable areas of the history of astral sciences that remain unknown.
Pingree’s approach is, in fact, that of a historian of science who, with his
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vast erudition, examines the process of transmission of astral literature
not only within the Indian tradition but also between the Indian and the
Babylonian, Greek, Latin, Persian, and Arabic worlds. Nonetheless, one
could approach the Indian corpus from other analytical standpoints. To take
one example, the question of the connections and conceptual exchanges
between astronomy, astrology, and divination remains largely unexplored
(how were these branches articulated at a theoretical level and when,
how, and why would Brahmin pandits specialize in one or the other?).
Although Pingree describes over one hundred thousand manuscripts, we
still know too little about the social identity of their authors, the condi-
tions under which they were produced, and the practical use they were
put to.”> Some significant progress in this huge field of study was recently
made by Christopher Minkowski, Michio Yano, Bill Mak, Marko Geslani,
Martin Gansten, and Kenneth Zysk. Because of their publications, one may
hope that new generations of scholars interested in the history of Indian
astrology and divination will come in the next decades.

Art historians who have studied the iconographic representations of
the planetary deities have made an important contribution to the study
of exchanges between astrology and other fields of knowledge in India.?
Indeed, from the first centuries of our era onward, the planets described in
the treatises on horoscopy have been progressively included in the Hindu
pantheon to become gods in their own right that are to be appeased and
propitiated. Through an analysis of epic and ritual literature describing the
planetary deities and their worship, as well as their sculpted representations
in temples, these studies reveal how astrological ideas were assimilated and
translated into ritual and devotional practices.

As a subject that plays a major role in the life of the Hindus, astrology
has also aroused the interest of anthropologists, although ethnographic
studies in this area are surprisingly rare, particularly given the visibility of
this social phenomenon. One notes that it is only very late, around the
1980s, with the publication of works of Steven Kemper, Judy Pugh, and
R. S. Perinbanayagam?® that astrology comes to be considered a subject
worth studying in the field of South Asian anthropology. These studies
are noteworthy as they lift astrology out of the field of “superstition”
and bring it into the domain of culture. Nonetheless, their ethnographic
description is not as thick as one would expect. The analysis of astral
cosmology is mainly approached from a symbolic and disembodied anthro-
pological perspective, in which the work of the astrologer in local society
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is only briefly touched upon. Since then, apart from the studies by Karin
Kapadia and Gilles Tarabout that usefully examine certain astrological
practices in Tamil and Kerala society, respectively, the state of research
has not evolved as much as one could have hoped given the wealth of
South Asian material available.®® Most anthropological studies dealing
with astrology in the Indian world are concerned with the structure of
the Hindu calendar that regulates the festivals and activities that punc-
tuate the year”” But the social and professional identity of astrologers,
the usage horoscopes are put to, the manner in which consultations are
conducted, the cult of the planets, the use of precious stones for thera-
peutic purposes, and many other features, have been little investigated.*
Although certainly still partial and imperfect, the research presented here
is an attempt to fill these gaps, in the hope that other studies in different
regions of India will complete the data and analyses gathered here and
provide other perspectives on them.

In this work, astrology is apprehended as a knowledge that is
practiced. The theory of astrology, as described in Sanskrit and Hindi
literature, thus interests us to the extent that it becomes a discourse that
enables the orientation of choices and is translated into acts that seek to
resolve concrete issues. This approach will allow us to see how astrologers
adapt ideas and techniques based on canonical theoretical treatises to the
complexity of life in contemporary urban India.

Astrology in Banaras: In the Field

Banaras, today officially known as Varanasi, is a town with about 1,200,000
inhabitants located on the banks of the Ganges River in the eastern part
of the state of Uttar Pradesh. A quintessential pilgrimage site, the town of
the God Siva, where Hindus from the whole country go to die in order
to obtain liberation (m0ksa) from the cycle of reincarnations, Banaras is
said to have remained perpetually in sazya yuga, the primordial golden
age. Thus, the constant traffic jams, daily power cuts, roads destroyed by
the monsoon, air and water pollution, and acts of extortion committed
by the Brahmin priests when they conduct religious acts are so many tests
for a devotee, whether inhabitant or pilgrim, who considers this holy town
immune to the effects of kali yuga, the degenerate era of the contempo-
rary world.*' As the ethnologist who carries out fieldwork is also to some
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extent motivated by a form of devotion, I will now try to describe my
own yatrd, or pilgrimagc, to meet astrologcrs in Banaras.

The ethnographical material presented here was gathered over the
course of several field studies conducted in Banaras between 1999 and
2008.%2 During these visits, we mainly used three methods of data collec-
tion: questionnaires and interviews; observation, recording and transcription
of astrological consultation sessions; translation of texts in Sanskrit or
Hindi dealing with astrological theory, the cult of the planets, and other
divinatory techniques.”

When referring to the means used to collect ethnographic material
(apart from the textual works), the use of the pronoun “we” is not merely
thetorical. Sunita was my constant companion. Seated silently and atten-
tively amid the clients in astrologers’ offices, looking very “professional”
with our notebooks, tape recorder, and video camera, we were sometimes
overcome by fits of giggles, brought on by a joke about the astrologer’s new
hairstyle whispered into the other’s ear, or because we suddenly realized,
at the same instant, in the middle of an interview, that I had worn my
kurta back to front. We spent hours on our bicycles, stuck in traffic jams
under the scorching sun, trying to wriggle out from between the scooters,
rickshaws, small school buses, roasted peanut vendors, herds of buffalos,
and carts of vegetables, both of us exhausted at the idea of having to cross
the city to meet an astrologer whose address we had but who may not be
at home when we got there. We ate huge dosas (rice pancakes) together at
Kerala Café, or went to the confectionery shop, Ksheer Sagar, for a bowl
of saffron and pistachio yogurt to restore ourselves after a few hours spent
standing in front of the Saturn temple or in the alleys in the center of
the town filled with hordes of pilgrims. We spent mornings sitting at the
foot of a tree on the green Banaras Hindu University campus, just beside
the Astrology Department, noting the details of the interview we had
conducted with a professor or a researcher at the department. We spent
whole nights locked in a room, in front of a computer taking advantage
of the electricity, to continue the transcriptions of the videos of the astro-
logical consultation sessions, interrupting our work every now and then to
listen to and sing the latest Bollywood hit. We spent days at Ayurvedic,
homeopathic, or “allopathic” doctors’™ offices to try to discover whether,
beyond the piji and precious stones the astrologers had advised, there
was another way to cure my raging fever or the abscess that made my leg
swell up. For the “fieldwork” we were always together, Sunita and 1. Born
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the same year, a few months apart, at opposite ends of the world—one in
Milan, the other in Banaras—we met at the age of twenty-two in Banaras.
We worked together for over ten years, sharing not only the difficulties
and satisfactions of the fieldwork but also a warm friendship that filled
everything I learned in India over those years with meaning. (Nonetheless,
I am obviously entirely responsible for any errors or omissions related to
the development of the data gathered over the course of the fieldwork.)

We met with about fifty astrologers (jyotisz), only two of whom
were women, and asked them to fill in a questionnaire on their family
and socio-professional identity.** The qualitative study, however, was
carried out using a limited sample of about a dozen astrologers whose
professional practice we followed more closely.*® The method we adopted
when working with these astrologers mainly consisted of recording their
astrological consultation sessions—usually with a video camera, sometimes
a tape recorder—transcribing the content and secking further details on
cach case. We then asked the astrologer to clarify the astrological diag-
nosis, the client’s situation, or the type of remedy prescribed. Sometimes
we also contacted and visited the clients, whose addresses we obtained
from the astrologers.

Among the fifty astrologers we met, the criterion that dictated our
choice of those whose professional practice we wanted to follow closely
and regularly was the number of their clientele. An affluent clientele was
a particularly significant element for us, as it provided a guarantee of
the social legitimacy these professionals enjoyed, as well as allowing us
to observe astrologers who were constantly active and at work. As the
focus of our survey was not astrological theory in itself but its practice,
we concentrated on specialists appreciated for their skill and professional
expertise, rather than those renowned for their theoretical knowledge and
recognized as famous scholars by a limited circle of cultivated Brahmins.

Another criterion that led us to focus our study on certain astrolo-
gers rather than others was, quite pragmatically, the astrologers’ attitude
to our presence in their consulting rooms. The astrologer needed to be
completely at ease with our filming the consultations and had to be
available to answer our questions about the cases we recorded. Certain
astrologers seemed to be very distrustful and our “curiosity” made them
uncomfortable, while others reacted enthusiastically to the idea of being
filmed and interviewed throughout their professional day. They enjoyed
taking the time to explain all the details of the case we had witnessed.
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Our work was evidently facilitated by this latter attitude, and it is mainly
this group that is represented in this book. Beyond their natural gener-
osity, these astrologers’ willingness to welcome us into their consultation
rooms was probably also motivated by the fact that a Westerner with a
video camera, filming divinatory declarations, confers a certain prestige
and international brilliance upon an astrologer in the eyes of his clients.
Nonetheless, this availability also reveals the good faith with which these
professionals carry out their work and, moreover, their confidence in the
value of their services. Our gaze was a constant examination and judg-
ment of the “truth” of the diagnoses formulated, and the “efficacy” of the
treatments prescribed. Accepting our filming of the consultations and our
analysis of the contents of the recordings implied that we would possibly
have proof of the astrologer’s incompetence or dishonesty. But this thought
does not seem to ever have crossed the minds of the professionals with
whom we worked.

Over our months of assiduous participation in the consultations, for
some astrologers we became an integral part of their professional team.
Along with the ritual specialists, the secretary, the tea boy, and all the staff
that gravitate toward the astrologer, there were also the two ethnographers,
one with a video camera, the other with a sound recorder and a notebook.
A significant development in this respect is the fact that when my last
fieldwork was coming to an end, the astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri asked
Sunita to become his assistant. Although Sunita has no specific training in
astrology, her familiarity with the astrologer’s daily work and her ability
to develop empathetic relationships with the clients led the astrologer to
ask her to continue to be a part of his professional team, and to learn
the profession of astrologer.

When astrologers allowed us to film the consultations, the clients,
for their part, never seemed uncomfortable with our presence in the con-
sultation room and they rarely asked us about our work (what seemed to
interest them more was to discover whether we were married or single
women, or whether I knew Sonia Gandhi). Dialogues between clients and
astrologers are not designed as a private and confidential interaction, and
most astrological consultations are public sessions that everyone can attend.

Divinatory sessions are very rarely one-to-one discussions. Generally
people go to an astrologer as a group: the husband and wife, with or
without the children, a parent and a child, a brother and sister, an uncle
and his nephew, two or three friends, and so on. During a consultation,
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it is normally the “companion” who questions the astrologer while the
owner of the horoscope, or the person who is having his hand read, just
listens, as if there were a sort of modesty involved in the revelation of a
destiny. In addition, the owner of the horoscope is often not even present
at the consultation and it is close family or friends who ask about his
destiny on his behalf. As we will see in many examples throughout this
study, women most often go to see the astrologer with the horoscopes of
different members of the family, to ask for advice for their children or
husbands. Women and men represent a more or less equal proportion of
the astrologer’s clients, but the women who go generally do so to show
the horoscope of someone close to them. On this subject, one astrologer
said, “Hindustani women have this quality (guz), they always want their
children to follow the right path, the husband to do the right thing, fam-
ily members to do the right thing, that’s why they go to the astrologer,
because they want to know what should or should not be done.” Astrology
is a means by which women try to enhance their power of intervention
in the family situation.

With regard to the social background of astrologers clients, to start
with one must distinguish between those who consult an astrologer on
a regular basis, for all kinds of problems, and those who only consult on
an occasional basis, for specific reasons. The first category includes fami-
lies belonging to the middle and upper classes, generally living in urban
areas. They have every newborn baby’s horoscope calculated and they
go to an astrologer regularly to resolve problems or make choices. These
clients generally have a high level of education (high school diploma or
university degrees) and do not necessarily live in Banaras: they are often
families who come from other urban centers in North India, or large Indian
metropolises, specifically to consult one of the sacred town’s astrologers

In the second category we find poor or low-caste families, who live
in Banaras or the surrounding villages and who do not have a horoscope.
This type of client uses astrological consultation only in specific circum-
stances, for example, when they have to arrange a marriage or plan to
buy a piece of land. When dealing with this type of client, astrologers
use methods of divination other than the horoscope, for example, reading
the almanac or geomancy. For common problems and everyday difficul-
ties, these poorer families usually consult an “exorcist” (0jhd, sokha) or a
“sorcerer” (tantr-mantr) instead of an astrologer. These practitioners, who
generally belong to the lower castes (particularly the exorcists), attribute



20 WORDS OF DESTINY

their clients’ misfortunes to malevolent ghosts (bhizt-pret) and acts of
sorcery (tond-totkd) rather than to planetary influences.®

Nonetheless, the distinction between different categories of specialists
and the distinction between the two categories of clients is in no way
rigid. Like exorcists and sorcerers, most astrologers use “tantric” treatments:
remedies that are supposed to be efficacious thanks to the supernatural
powers (siddhi) the specialist who prepares them possesses. They are very
economical in comparison to other astrological services and are hence
often requested by the poorest families, who may consult an astrologer
solely for this type of remedy. Although the more specifically astrologi-
cal services—reading the horoscope or the hand, identifying “auspicious
moments” to undertake new enterprises, prescribing precious stones, and so
on—are hence the prerogative of middle- or upper-class clients, astrologers
are nonetheless frequently consulted by a poor and low-caste clientele, for
whom the diagnostic part of the consultation is greatly reduced and the
astrologer’s intervention generally consists of preparing a tantric remedy.

This study focuses on professionals who define themselves as jyotisi.
They display this title at the entrance to their office or their home, or
on their visiting card, and are recognized as such by their clients. In
Banaras, there are some practitioners, generally Brahmins, who have a
hybrid identity between astrologer, exorcist, sorcerer, or tantric specialist
and who combine a very imperfect notion of astrology with ghost pos-
session, sorcery, and tantric remedies. Over the course of our fieldwork,
on several occasions we followed the work carried out by some of these
specialists, but we finally decided not to include them in the reflections
that make up this study, as their usage of astrological knowledge is very
limited. A more fundamental reason for their exclusion was because their
clients do not address them as jyotisi, “astrologer,” nor do these specialists
claim this professional identity.

In this research we describe methods and techniques commonly
employed by the jyotisis of Banaras to diagnose and resolve problems.
Although individual astrologers may prefer some divinatory techniques
or treatments over others, according to our survey, there are no salient
differences that may point to the existence of separate “schools” in the
way of exercising the profession of astrologer.

All the Banarsi astrologers included in this study are Hindus. Actu-
ally, we did not choose to restrict this survey to Hindu professionals, but
during the fieldwork we realized that there were no Muslim professional
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astrologers. Although there are Muslim scholars (maulvi) in the town
who know, and sometimes even practice astrology, they do not consider
themselves, nor do others consider them, “astrologers” (najiimi, in Urdu).
Hence we chose not to include them in the professional category that is
the focus of our study.”” Within the Islamic tradition, astrology occupies
a highly controversial position—it is not taught at Koranic schools as it
is at Sanskrit colleges—and in Banaras, Muslim practitioners of divination
generally use techniques other than astrology.®® Nonetheless, although we
are keen to distinguish between (Hindu) astrologers and Muslim practi-
tioners of divination, it is important to underscore that when it comes
to consulting a specialist of divination, the inhabitants of Banaras do not
seem to make communitarian choices. Hindu astrologers have Muslim
clients, just as Muslim practitioners have Hindu clients. Astrologers adapt
their services to the client’s religious identity (and to the client’s social
and economic situation). Thus, they obviously do not prescribe the cel-
ebration of Hindu rituals for a Muslim client, but they do advise them
to wear precious stones or tantric amulets. In the same manner, specific
consultation methods are designed for Muslim women who find it difh-
cult to go to an astrologer—either because they cannot go out of their
homes, or because their family does not believe in the use of astrology.
Some Muslim women consult their astrologer solely by correspondence,
without ever meeting him personally, while others may see him in their
homes, but surreptitiously, as in the case of an astrologer who was told
to introduce himself as a homeopathic doctor in order to be allowed to
enter certain Muslim homes.

Note on Transliteration, Translation, and Terminology

In this study, I have used three systems of transcription or transliteration.
Toponyms, personal names, authors, and editors are generally transcribed
according to their anglicized form with no diacritic signs or italics: thus
we have Shree Kanth Shastri and not Sri kantha sistri, Chowkhamba and
not Caukhambai. Nonetheless, the name of the authors of Sanskrit treatises,
as well as the names of the Gods, are transliterated with diacritic signs.
The standard method for Devanagari transliteration (IAST) is followed
for Sanskrit and Hindi. Nevertheless, depending on whether we are cit-
ing a Sanskrit text or a conversation in Hindi, a same word may appear
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Figure 1. Location of the fifty astrologers participating in the field study and
identification of those whose practice was observed.

differently transliterated in this book, according to the context in which it
is mentioned: thus, for example, the word yog, “planetary conjunction,” is
transcribed as yoga (Sanskrit transliteration) in the translations of passages
of Sanskrit astrological treatises and as yog (Hindi transliteration) when
it is used in dialogues between astrologers and their clients. The English
plural marker “” is added to Sanskrit and Hindi words when these are
used in a sentence in English. Otherwise, when mentioned in parentheses
as original-language terms, their uninflected form is preferred.

I am responsible for all translations from Sanskrit and Hindi unless
otherwise indicated. Some fundamental terminological choices need to be
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clarified, though. Today, in Banaras as elsewhere in India, the Sanskrit
word jyotisa and its vernacular variations are commonly used to refer to
“astrology” Thus, a jyotisi, “he who knows jyotisa] is an astrologer; uni-
versity degrees in jyotisa prepare students for the profession of astrologer.
Nonetheless, from a textual and historical viewpoint, the word jyotisa—
from jyotis-, “celestial light”—refers to a composite discipline that includes
mathematics (ganita), astronomy (siddhinta), astrology (hori or phalita),
and divination (samhit). In order to take this semantic ambiguity into
account, the word jyotisa will be translated as “astral sciences” (or astral
discipline) when it is used in the context of Sanskrit literature and as
“astrology” in the other cases. As we will see in the following chapters, far
from being an accident of language, the semantic evolution of the term
Jyotisa expresses configurations of knowledge and power that took shape
in South Asia from the colonial period onward.






Part 1
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Figure 2. The jyotisa tree and its branches. Illustration taken from the Jatakapari-

jata of Vaidyanatha, a Sanskrit treatise on natal horoscopy (Chaudhary 1953, 3).



The roots of the jyotisa tree are (from left to right): the Rgveda, the Atharvaveda, the
Samaveda, the Yajurveda, the Upanisads, the Puranas, and the Tantras. The jyotisa
trunk develops into three branches (ﬁ'om left to right): sambhita (divination), hori
(horoscopy), and siddhinta (astronomy and mathematics). The leaves on each branch
are divided into the following:

Sambita:

Treatises on breath (svara-granthib).

Discussion of oneirology (svapna-adhyiya-prakaranam).

Examination of falling lizards (palli-patana-vicirah).

Treatises on predicting rain (vr;g‘i—vicdm—gmm/]db).

Effects of good or evil omens as a result of trembling in different parts of the
body (ariga-sphurana-subha-asubbam phalam).

Treatises on the examination of earth, sites, buildings, and so on (bhi-sodbanidi-vistu-
gmnt/m’b).

Collections of treatises on appeasement rituals (.v'zinti—gmntha-rdx’ayab).

Collections of treatises on presages (Sakuna-grantha-risayab).

Study of the auspicious and inauspicious influence of the movement of the planets
(graba-cira-vasa-subba-asubba-visayib).

Treatises on signs, presages, and marvels (adbbuta-utpata-laksana-granthih).

Treatises on physiognomy (sdmudrika-sistri-granthib).

Study of the cost of cheap and expensive substances (vastu-samargha-mabirgha-vicirah).

Hora:

Collections of treatises on natal horoscopy (jataka-grantha-risayah).

Collections of treatises on the Perso-Arabic art of casting horoscopes (#jika-grantha-visayab).
Compilation of treatises on the horoscopy of queries (pms’na—gmnthﬂ—mmdhd).
Collection of horoscopy treatises on auspicious moments (mubiirta-grantha-risayah).
Studies of lost birth horoscopes (nasta-jataka-visayih).

Treatises on the composition of almanacs (paﬂcdn'ga—nirmzi;fm—gmnthdb).

Siddhinta:

Collections of concise astronomical manuals (karana-grantha-risayab).
Study of the “bowstring” or the sine (jyim-iti visayib).

Algebraic studies (bija-ganita-visayih).

Studies of differential calculus (calana-kalana visayib).

Studies of arithmetic (pati-ganita-visayib).

Studies of “arc trigonometry” (cipiya-trikoname-iti visayih).
Geometrical studies (rekba-ganita-visayah).

Lessons on the spheres (gola-adhyiyah).

Studies of “triangles” (¢rikonam-iti visayib).

Studies of the geometry of the spheres (goliya-rekhi-ganita-visayib).
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The Many Branches of a Tree

Jyotisa as a Scholarly Tradition

Ideas are to objects as constellations are to stars.

—Walter Benjamin

For someone not familiar with jyotisa, it may be difficult to think together
subjects as different as lunar eclipses, the shape of an elephant’s feet,
trigonometric calculations, the preparation of a perfume, the theory of
planetary aspects, the eruption of rashes on a person’s skin, the sexagesimal
division of temporal units, and lizards falling. This list may rather remind
the reader of the famous Borgesian classification purportedly found in a
certain Chinese encyclopedia entitled Celestial Emporium of Benevolent
Knowledge (Borges 1942) and cited by Foucault as an example of a taxonomy
“breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes with which we are
accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things” (Foucault 1970
[1966], xv). According to standard academic categories of knowledge, these
different subjects fall within the competence of disciplines as far removed
as astronomy, zoology, mathematics, cosmetology, astrology, or medicine.
Nonetheless, in Sanskrit literature these subjects are investigated within
a single discipline, jyotisa, and are described and studied within a literary
corpus designed as jyotibsistra." The first part of this research intends to
examine how, despite the variety of subjects dealt with and the diversity of
investigative methods employed, jyotisa developed over time and continues
to be practiced today as a discipline. As we will see, the epistemological
identity of jyotisa is expressed in Sanskrit through terms such as anga,
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vidya, $istra, vijiana that are used, at different periods and in different
contexts, to refer to jyotisa as an authoritative form of knowledge.?
While, in most studies conducted by Sanskrit scholars, astral sciences
and other scholarly traditions are approached as “knowledge systems” (Pollock
2008), here we choose to look at jyotisa as a “discipline,” a category that has
a specific analytical fecundity for our study.’ To start with, the idea of disci-
pline highlights the institutionalized, standardized, and normative dimension
of knowledge, more than its theoretical coherence or systematicity; second,
this idea makes it possible to articulate the intellectual, institutional, and
social aspects of knowledge around a single axis, thus connecting materials
as diverse as textual sources, historical documents, and ethnographic data.
The three chapters that make up the first part of this book will
consider jyotisa, respectively, as a theoretical discipline described in Sanskrit
literature (chap. 1), as an academic discipline taught at universities (chap.
2), and as a professional discipline practiced by specialists (chap. 3). These
three dimensions of the astral discipline should be viewed conjointly. As
we shall see, while on the one hand the theoretical complexity of jyotisa,
as it is formulated in the texts, impacts its social implementation, on the
other hand, institutional settings and social configurations define the valid-
ity of the discipline on the basis of constantly changing criteria and thus
affect the manner in which the texts are written, read, and interpreted.
Furthermore, to approach jyotisa as a discipline implies not viewing
it as an isolated subject, circumscribed by impermeable borders. Even if, as
Christopher Minkowski observes, “Jyotis was practiced at some remove—in
method, assumptions, even in the form of textuality—from the pre-em-
inent $istras, the sciences of language analysis (vyakarana), hermeneutics
(mimamsa), logic-epistemology (zydya), and moral-legal-political discourse
(dbarmasistra)” (2002, 495), it is also true that the astral sciences developed
historically and continue to be practiced today in dynamic interaction with
ritual, devotional, medical, and architectural ideas. The interdependency
between jyotisa and these fields of knowledge exists both at the conceptual
and the operational levels. The first type of interdependency is attested by
the existence of numerous technical concepts that, despite their semantic
variations, substantially connect astral sciences with other areas of thought.
One only needs to mention the concepts of graha, dosa, yoga, or arista
that play a crucial role not only in astrological but also in medical, tantric,
and devotional literature, although their meaning varies from one field
to another.* A functional interdependency is explicitly formulated in the
texts as, from the outset, jyotisa was envisaged as a pragmatic discipline
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to ensure the success of ritual, therapeutic, or agricultural activities. The
representation and worship of planetary deities is also an “interdisciplinary”
subject described not only in astrological treatises but also in iconographic,
ritual, devotional, and tantric literature.

David Pingree’s monumental work (1970-1994) of classifying, iden-
tifying, and dating astral literature, and his critical editions of the Yavana-
jataka (Pingree 1978a; Y]) and the Vyddbayavanajitaka (Pingree 1976),
represent a valuable starting point for the history of jyotihsistra in India.
These studies allow us not only to situate the Sanskrit astrological texts in
relation to each other, but also to understand their development in the light
of the exchanges between different civilizations. Few areas of the history
of knowledge show, as jyotisa does, such a wealth of intellectual exchanges
between Babylonian, Greek, Latin, Arabic, Persian, and Sanskrit sources. In
India as elsewhere, this form of knowledge develops over a long process of
borrowing, translations, and interpretations that Pingree’s invaluable research
allows us to follow in all its details.” Nonetheless, as Francis Zimmermann
remarks in his review of Pingree’s critical edition of the YJ (1978a), “in this
commentary the internal comparisons of Sanskrit literature are subordinated
to the external comparison between India and its neighbours. . . . [The]
analysis of the Sanskrit terms in their Sanskrit context is somewhat sacrificed
to the search for sources and borrowings” (Zimmermann 1981, 300). By
describing the impact of stereotyped nomenclatures of Ayurvedic medicine on
the classification system established in the horoscopy treatises, Zimmermann
(1981) opens up a research path that has been little explored since, which
consists of studying the interactions between literature on the planets and
other domains of knowledge found in Sanskrit literature.® In the wake of
this research, rather than underscoring the borrowing of external elements,
the present work is more interested in the “local” anchorage of astrological
knowledge, or its cultural and social rootedness in the South Asian region.

The exchanges with ritual, medical, and cosmological systems of
knowledge are of particular interest to us here as a means to understand
the criteria that support the intellectual legitimacy of the astral discipline. In
both ancient texts and contemporary debates this legitimacy is most often
based not only on criteria that exist within the discipline, like the respect
for textual authority, but also on the relationship—of complementarity,
contradiction, or reciprocal influence—between jyotisa and other forms of
knowledge accepted as valid or true. We will see that as early as the first
centuries of our era, the authors of treatises on the art of casting horoscopes
(jatakasiastra) attempt to reconcile the theory of planetary influences with
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another Brahmanical doctrine that serves to explain human destiny, the
theory of karma (chap. 5). About jyotisa and Puranas, Minkowski has
shown that the question of compatibility (avirodha) or incompatibility
(virodha) between the models of the cosmos described in the astronomical
treatises (siddbanta) and the cosmology of the Puranas raised questions
for the authors of the early modern period and was vividly debated during
the modern period (Minkowski 2001 and 2002). Another subject, also
central to the conflictual discussions between the British administrators
and the Brahmin pandits in Banaras, is the relationship between astrology
and modern science. Even today in Banaras it is the driving force behind
academic research projects that seck to confirm the compatibility between
astrology and biomedicine (chap. 2).

Making no claims of being exhaustive, this first chapter identifies the
periods in Sanskrit literature when the limits of jyotisa’s field of investigation
were defined, and the astral discipline underwent a process of positioning,
repositioning, and adaptation with regard to other types of knowledge.
This investigation based on textual history lays the groundwork for the
following chapters and helps us grasp the terms of the debate concerning
the institutionalization of jyotisa in universities, from the colonial period to
date. It also throws light on the complexity of contemporary astrological
practices at the crossroads of the religious and medical fields.

An Auxiliary Discipline

Just as the term “discipline” means not only a subject of learning but also
a branch of knowledge included in a configuration of different types of
knowledge, the term used in Vedic literature to describe the astral science
is azga, which means both “limb” and “body.” From the outset jyotisa is
referred to not only as a “body” of knowledge on its own but also, and
primarily, as a “limb” attached to a larger body of knowledge, the Vedas.
Along with phonetics (siksd), grammar (vyikarana), etymology (nirukta),
meter (chandas), and the science of instructions dealing with the execution
of rituals (kalpa), jyotisa is one of the six auxiliary disciplines of the Vedas,
known as vedirngas (“limbs” of the Vedas).

The astral discipline is characterized as much by its object of study—
the “celestial light” (jyozis-) and the “rules of time” (kilavidhina)—as by
its function in relation to the Vedas. This function is clearly stated in the
Jyotisavedinga (JV) or Vedingajyotisa, the oldest treatise on jyotisa that has
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come down to us. It was probably composed close to the year 400 BCE,
but it describes older astronomical data. As stated in the JV, the study
of celestial bodies and the identification of a calendar system are “for the
purpose of determining the proper time for sacrifices” (yajiakilarthasid-
dhaye) (RJV 3, YJV 2).7 According to a passage in this text:

The Vedas indeed go forth for the sake of the sacrifices
(yajfia), and sacrifices are prescribed in accordance with time
(kalanupiirvya); therefore, only he who knows jyotisa, the sci-

ence of proper time (kdlavidhanasistra), knows the sacrifices.

(YJV 3; RJV 36)

Astral science is thus established as heuristic knowledge, knowledge
in the service of the Vedas, the science of sacrifice. Although it plays an
auxiliary role, jyotisa is in no way conceived as an accessory or a marginal
discipline.® On the contrary, from Vedic times onward, a relationship of
reciprocal interdependency is established between ritual science and the
astral discipline: just as jyotisa’s raison détre lies in supporting rituals,
rituals cannot be carried out without the help of the science of time.
Thus today, just as in the past, every Brahmin priest has to study jyotisa
in order to be capable of identifying the auspicious times for all kinds of
rituals to succeed—festivals, samskaras (perfective life cycle rites), domestic
rites, and so forth.

In the Jyotisavedirnga auspicious moments are identified using a
five-year lunisolar cycle (yuga). According to Achar (1997), this temporal
unit may be an echo of the fivefold structure (pazikta) of Vedic sacrifices.’
Despite its concise form and somewhat obscure passages, the JV is the
only treatise that provides a systematic presentation of astronomical data
from the preclassical period, and it can be seen as the first ancestor of
the lunisolar calendars (pasicarga) that are still calculated and published
in different regions of India today. It also contains a system for dividing
up the year (samuvatsara) into two six-month halves (2yana) that corre-
spond respectively to the Sun’s passage through the northern (uttariyana)
and southern (daksindyana) hemispheres; the six seasons (rz); the lunar
months (candramasa); the lunar fortnights or syzygies (parva, paksa),
respectively, “dark” (krsna) or “luminous” (sukla); the division of the
lunar synodic month into thirty sections (#izhi); and the addition of the
intercalary month (adhimaisa). Moreover, the JV describes the Moon’s pas-
sage through twenty-seven sections of the ecliptic, each measuring 13°20;,
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called naksatras or lunar mansions, that play a key role in the definition
of auspicious times for ritual activity.' Different deities are associated with
each naksatra and their ritual role is clearly indicated:

According to those who know the sastras (Sstrajiia), the deities
(devata) of the naksatras should indeed replace the name of
the sacrificer (yajamana) while performing sacrifice.!! (RJV 28;
YJV 35)

Table 1. Correspondence between Naksatras (Lunar Mansions) and
Vedic Deities (RJV 25-27; YJV 32-34)

Naksatra Deity
Krttika Agni
Rohini Prajapati
Mrgasirsa Soma
Ardra Rudra
Punarvasi Aditi

Pusya Brhaspati
Adlesa Sarpa
Magha Pitr
Parvaphalguni Bhaga
Uttaraphalguni Aryaman
Hasta Savitr

Citra Tvastr

Svati Vayu
Visakha Indragni
Anuradha Mitra
Jyestha Indra

Mila Nirrti
Parvasadha Apas
Uttarasadha Visve devah (all Gods)
Sravana Visnu
Dhanistha Vasu
Satabhisaj Varuna
Parvabhadrapada Aja ckapada
Uttarabhadrapada Ahir budhnyah
Revati Pasan
Asvini Asvin
Bharani Yama
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While the JV is the only treatise specifically dedicated to the astral
discipline before the classical period, numerous passages in Vedic litera-
ture deal with celestial phenomena and reveal an interest in the manner
in which astral bodies affect human affairs.'* Although in these passages
astral discourse is not systematic and does not constitute a “discipline,” a
specialized field of knowledge is recognized by the name naksatravidya,
“knowledge of the naksatras” (Chindogya Upanisad 7.1.2, 7.7.1), and
practitioners of this subject are described as naksatradarsa, “observers of
naksatras; “stargazers” In the Sambhitas and the Brahmanas a privileged
relationship is established between the position of the Moon among the
naksatras and the success of human activity.” This is true of sacrifice—par-
ticularly the rite of agnyidhina (establishing sacrificial fires), which must
absolutely be performed under favorable zaksatras—as well as of weddings
and agricultural activities.'"* According to the rgvedic hymn that describes
the marriage between Sirya and Soma (10.85), the offering of goods to
the groom’s family must be carried out when the Moon is in Agha naksa-
tra, and the bride must go to the husband’s home just after the wedding,
during Arjuni naksatra."> Thus, according to the Taittiriya Brabmana
(2.13), land must be labored when the Moon is in Anuradha naksatra.'®
The different naksatras are classified as being either punya “auspicious” or
papa “malefic” (Taittiriya Bribmana 1.5.2.1, 3.1.2.8), and each of these
constellations is associated with a Vedic deity. It also describes forms of
astrolatry: propitiatory rituals called naksatresti are dedicated to the lunar
mansions and consist of offerings of sacrificial oblations, accompanied by
invocatory formulae (Dumont 1954).

In some divinatory treatises composed around the beginning of our
era, like the Buddhist treatise Sardilakarnivadina, the Jaina Sariyapannatti,
and the somewhat earlier Gargiyasambita or Gargiyajyotisa (Mitchiner 1986;
Geslani et al. 2017), the naksatravidyai, “science of the lunar mansions,
of the Vedic period takes the form of an actual lunar astrology in which
individual and collective destinies are studied on the basis of the naksa-
tra where the Moon is located (Pingree 1981, 68-69; Mak 2019b: 53).
From the eighth century onward, it develops into a specialized branch of
the astral discipline called mubirtasistra that focuses on identifying the
“auspicious times” (mubirta) for undertaking human activities. Sanskrit
treatises on mubirta describe auspicious times for performing different
types of rituals such as sacrifices (yajia), rites of passage in the life cycle
(samskara), royal consecration (rijabhiseka), or installation of divine images
(devapratistha). The range of activities regulated by the science of mubirta
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also includes military expeditions (ydzra), agriculture (krsi), and rituals to
mark the foundation of a site (vdszu) or a house (grha). As we will see,
even today’s lunisolar calendars (pasicanga), published in different parts
of India, apply the concept of mubirta to a wide range of human activi-
ties that are not just ritual and agricultural but also commercial, artistic,
therapeutic, intellectual, or procreative.

Through the science of mubiirta, jyotisa grew into an auxiliary dis-
cipline serving several types of knowledge and skills such as architecture,
medicine, or performing arts, where the successful accomplishment of
activities is subject to undertaking them when auspicious astral conditions
prevail. Thus, for example, the Carakasamhbita, one of the founding treatises
of Ayurvedic theory, indicates that the study of medicine must commence
during Pusya, Hasta, Sravana, or Avini naksatra (Carakasamhiti 3.8; see
also Susrutasambiti 2.4); the Susrutasambita discourages doctors from
beginning a therapeutic treatment during Kretika, Ardra, Adlesa, Magha,
Mala, Parvaphalguni, Parvasadha, Parvabhadrapada, and Bharani naksatras
(Susrutasambiti 2.29.18-19)."

Originally focusing on the study of the calendar, lunar mansions,
and auspicious times, during the first centuries of our era jyotisa becomes
a full-fledged and complex textual discipline (£Zsz7a) containing numerous
interconnected branches and subbranches.

Cosmological Associations

In the first centuries of our era, the assimilation of horoscopic theory, a
system to investigate human destiny borrowed from the Greeks, gives rise
to a radical transformation within the astral discipline. As Pingree’s works
have shown, the Hellenistic and Brahmanical worlds came into contact
in the satrapies of Northwestern India during the first centuries of our
era, and many elements of the Greco-Babylonian astrological theory were
incorporated into Sanskrit. The Yavanajataka, “Horoscopy (jataka) of the
Greeks (yavana), composed in 149/150 by Yavanesvara (The Lord of the
Greceks) at the court of Ujjain (Ujjayini), is, according to Pingree, the
translation of a lost Greek treatise, written in Egypt at the beginning of
the second century. Although Yavanesvara’s treatise has not come down
to us, we have the versified and adapted version, the Yavanajitaka by
Sphujidhvaja, composed in 269/270 (Pingree 1978a).8
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Along with a third text attributed to Satya that is now lost, both
treatises by Yavane$vara and Sphujidhvaja introduce a new astrological
technique into India based on the observation of the movement of the
planets (¢graha)—including the Sun and the Moon—through the twelve
zodiacal signs (74s7) and the twelve houses of the zodiac (bhiva). Planets
that only played a very minor role in the Sanskrit literature before the
beginning of our era occupy a major position in astrological speculation
in the first centuries (Yano 2003 and 2004). Along with astrological
techniques, mathematical and astronomical ideas like the division of the
ecliptic into 360 degrees and the sexagesimal fractions for the measurement
of arcs and temporal units seem to have been introduced into India with
the translation of Greek treatises (Plofker 2009, 49). Nonetheless, these
new methods do not replace the lunar astrology of the naksatras and the
chronological divisions described in the Jyotisavedirnga but are integrated
into the existing system.

Throughout the process of transmission of horoscopic treatises, the
allochthonous theoretical matrix is progressively transformed and devel-
oped taking cultural and social specificities of the Indian context into
account. Yavanesvara and Sphujidhvaja’s treatises already contain numerous
adaptations to Hindu culture. In these works the Hellenistic theory of
horoscopy is enriched, not only by the twenty-seven naksatras and other
elements of Vedic astral knowledge but also with passages referring to the
theory of rebirth; the four varnas classes (brabmana, ksatriya, vaisya, and
Sudra); the different sects of Hindu and Buddhist ascetics; iconography
relating to Siva, Laksmi, and other deities; as well as Ayurvedic medical
categories. These adaptations are to proliferate in the astrological literature
that follows, with the Greco-Babylonian framework of the horoscope the-
ory progressively adopting a Hindu form. Thus, the planets are described
with anthropomorphic features and iconographic attributes that make
them similar to Hindu Gods. They go from being seven (Sun, Moon,
Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, Venus, and Saturn) to nine, the navagrabas (nine
planetary deities), following the introduction of the two pseudo-planets
Rahu, the demon of the eclipse, and Ketu, the personification of comets
(Markel 1995).7

The process of adapting and appropriating the Greco-Babylonian
theory of horoscopes within Sanskrit literature also appears in the devel-
opment and refinement of horoscopic techniques such as the calculation
of longevity (ayurdiya), the system of the subdivision (varga) of signs,
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the theory of aspects (dysti), and the system of dasis (planetary periods),
which acquire specific characteristics and particular importance in Indian
astrology. Other technical innovations are also introduced through contri-
butions from Perso-Arabic astrology (¢4jika), tantric astrology, or regional
astrological schools based in Kerala or Tamil Nadu.

The successful “graft” of the matrix of allochthonous horoscopy onto
Hindu culture cannot be explained solely by the progressive adaptations
within astrological theory but should also be examined in light of some
conceptual affinities that link horoscopic theory to the cosmology of
Vedic ritual. Thus the Greek principle of melothesia, according to which
the signs of the zodiac are associated with different parts of cosmic man,
perfectly matches the Vedic idea of the association between the different
parts of the body of the primordial man (purusa) and cosmological ele-
ments. This idea is expressed in the very first verse of the Jyotisavedinga
where the body of Prajapati, primordial man, is said to be made up of
temporal divisions of the five-year lunisolar cycle (yuga):

Purified, saluting with [bent] head the presider (adhyaksa) over
the cycle (yuga) lasting five years (pasicasamvatsara), Prajapati,
whose body is made of days (dina), seasons (rzu), semesters
(ayana), and months (masa) [I shall systematically tell the
movement of the luminaries]. (RJV 1; YJV 1)

In horoscopic theory, just as in Vedic ritual, a vast network of corre-
spondences is established between the celestial macrocosm and the human
microcosm. In the Yavanajataka, a network of correspondences connects
the zodiacal signs, the parts of the body, the planets, the directions, the
five elements, the weekdays, the principles of existence (sazfva), the humors
(dosa), the qualities (guna), the sexes, the social classes (varpa), positions
at the royal court, colors, relations of kinship, months of gestation, plants,
moods, the letters of the alphabet, minerals, metals, as well as different
types of objects (dravya) and houses. This system of correspondences is
gradually extended throughout the transmission of astrological treatises
to include categories such as the seasons, the senses (indriya), the deities,
the savors (rasa), the Vedas, animals, the regions of India, occupations,
clothes, precious stones, cereals, trees, diseases, and others. According to
this cosmology every element belonging to a category is associated with
one or several elements belonging to other categories. Thus, for example,
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the planet Mars is related to the zodiacal signs Aries and Scorpio, the
color red, the element fire, the bilious humor, the quality 7ajas, the varna
ksatriya, and so on.

The astrological principle by which connections are established between
series of elements belonging to different orders of the cosmos shows a certain
isomorphism with the theory of Vedic ritual. As Louis Renou remarks in
his article “Connexion en védique, cause en bouddhique,” Vedic thought is
defined as a system of correlations: “correlations between the microcosm
and the macrocosm, between the ritual world and the mythical world,
between the human order and the divine order” (1978, 149). The correlation
between different levels—the human and the divine, the microcosm and
the macrocosm—occurs “due to the connection,” #nidinena, as the word
nidina means “a connection based on the identity between two things
located at two different levels” (Renou 1978, 151).2° In Instant et cause,
Lilian Silburn gives a detailed description of the system of cosmological
connections established within the Brahmanical sacrificial system, where
Prajapati’s body is linked to the sacrificial altar, the meter of the prayers, the
seasons, and the directions (1989, 62-86). According to Brian K. Smith,
the systematic effort to establish connections (nidina, bandhu) between
different cosmological elements represents the very principle that defines
“Vedic religion™: “As the history of scholarship amply attests, the predominant
feature of that religion is an apparent preoccupation with the ‘discovery’
or constitution of linkages between what others regard as wholly discrete
objects, acts or entities. . . . Making connections has served as the defining
feature of Vedism as a whole” (1989, 30). Through an analysis of the Vedic
cosmogonies, the author attempts to show the correspondences between
the cardinal directions, the divisions of the day, the seasons, the Vedas,
the meters, metaphysical powers, the varnas, the Gods, the 7sis, animals,
the parts of the body, chants, hymns of praise, ritual specialists, and other
categories. Vedic thought can be seen as characterized by a principle of
“resemblance” thanks to which “essential affinities” are established between
different entities, objects, powers, activities, and cosmic levels (Smith 1989,
47)2! In the same manner, a relationship of “resemblance” connects the
cosmological elements within astrological thought, and these are grouped
around semantic clusters familiar to Indianists. Thus ignorance, the tamas
guna, the Sidra varna, the color black, the role of the slave, old age, the
God Yama, suffering, waste, all define a semantic field around the planet
Saturn (Guenzi 2005).
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Division into Branches

Because of the conceptual innovation that comes with the assimilation of
Greco-Babylonian astral sciences at the beginning of our era, a process of
differentiation progressively emerges within the astral science. Genethlialogy
or natal astrology (jataka), astronomy (siddhanta), as well as divination
or reading of omens (sambita, “collection” or “compilation”) appear as
distinct fields of knowledge. Nonetheless, up to the fifth century, there
seems to be no clear distinction between the three genres or branches,
and the texts of this period, or at least those that have come down to
us, are essentially eclectic, even when they can be identified as belonging
to one of the aforementioned categories. Thus the Gargiyasambiti (or
Gargiyajyotisa), a treatise on divination composed at the beginning of our
era or earlier, contains data relating to Vedic lunar astrology, astronomical
calculations dealing with the movement of the planets, astrological ideas
dealing with planetary influence on human affairs, as well as a wide
range of divinatory methods related to the reading of vegetal, animal,
and meteorological omens (Mitchiner 1986; Geslani et al. 2017). In the
Vrddhayavanajitaka, a horoscopy treatise composed by Minaraja around
300-325 or later (Mak 2018), astral speculations about the movement
and influence of the planets are followed by eight chapters dedicated to
the reading of presages: oneiromancy, cynomancy, signs of death, and so
on (Pingree 1976). The Paitamahasiddhinta, dating from the beginning
of the fifth century, and the oldest siddhanta that has come down to us,
is also a hybrid treatise, with some chapters dealing with astrology and
others describing astronomical or mathematical data (Pingree 1981, 17).2

Two major events mark a fundamental shift in the history of astral
knowledge in the sixth century. One is the founding of the Aryapaksa,
one of the most important schools of astronomy in the Indian tradition,
based on the Aryabbatiya, the treatise on astronomy and mathematics by
Aryabhata (b. 476). The other decisive event of this period, which is more
relevant to our topic, is the work produced by Varahamihira, the famous
sixth-century astronomer-astrologer, an unquestioned authority who is
still constantly quoted by today’s astrologers. Varahamihira composed a
vast and exhaustive work that occupies a crucial place in the history of
astral sciences. Unlike the authors who preceded him, he established a
clear distinction between the different branches of astral knowledge and,
unlike most of those who follow him, he approached jyotisa as a com-
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plete discipline, not limiting himself to studying any specific branch of
it. Born at the beginning of the sixth century in the kingdom of Avand,
Varahamihira descended from a family of Maga Brahmins, a group of
priests of Iranian origin, specializing in the cult to Sarya, the Sun God.”
His interest in celestial phenomena and his acceptance of an allochthonous
and non-Brahmanical science conveyed by the Greeks (Yavana), whom
he described as mlecchas (barbarians, outcastes), may be related to his
heterodox social background.?*

By systematizing the works of the authors who preceded him,
Varahamihira established the canons of a complex and organized discipline,
consisting of numerous branches and subbranches. In a passage of the
Brhatsambita (BS) he describes the divisions of jyotisa in the following
manner:

Astral science (jyotibsistra) is made of several divisions (bheda),
subjects (visaya), and three main branches (skandhba). The subject
in its totality has been named “collection” (sambiti) by the
sages; the branch named zantra deals with planetary move-
ment (grabagati) through mathematical calculations (ganita);
the second branch is called hori, and the third angaviniscaya
(knowledge of body’s parts). (BS 1.9)®

Although Varahamihira is still cited today as the authority who
established the divisions of the discipline, over the centuries the names of
certain branches have undergone variations and new specializations have
emerged (see figure 3). We should note that in this passage, the term sambita
is employed to mean the astral discipline in its totality, as a “collection”
of various subjects, just as in Garga’s treatise, both titles Gargiyasambhita
and Girgiyajyotisa are found to be synonymous. In the following centu-
ries, however, the term sambita comes to indicate the branch of jyotisa
(called angaviniscaya in the preceding passage) specializing in the reading
of omens, and the same Varahamihira uses this meaning in other passages
of the same text.*® During this period, the synonymy between jyotisa and
sambiti nonetheless deserves to be underscored, in that it shows that these
early authors saw astral knowledge as a composite discipline.

The division of jyotisa into branches structures Varahamihira’s entire
literary production, and each of his works is dedicated to a specific sec-
tion of the discipline. On the field of study he calls siddhinta—or ganita,
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tantra, karana—he writes the Pasica-siddhantikd, a treatise that describes
“five (pasica) astronomical treatises (siddhanta)”—Paulisa, Romaka, Visista,
Surya, and Paitamaha siddbantas—composed between the first and sixth
centuries of our era (Neugebauer and Pingree 1970-1971).% Despite
recognizing the unequal value of these five treatises from a scientific
viewpoint (Pasicasiddhintiki 1.4), Varahamihira’s doxography aims at
circumscribing a field of investigation marked not only by continuity and
transmission but also by evolutions and developments. Varahamihira’s com-
prehensive and didactic approach to the study of astronomy applies also
to the branches of astrology and divination. In his horoscopic treatise the
Brhajjataka, Varahamihira explains that his work is a “small boat in the
form of a treatise” that allows one to cross the “vast ocean” (mahirnava)
of astral literature (BJ 1.2). The didactic purpose can be seen in his writ-
ing of detailed or “extended” (brhat) versions of his treatises, as well as
synthetic or “abridged” versions (qualified as laghu, samaisa, siksma, or
svalpa), the latter probably destined for oral study® Thus, in the field of
natal horoscopy (jataka), we have the “Complete Book of Horoscopy”
(Brhat-jataka) and the “Concise Horoscopy” (Laghu-jitaka); in the field
of divination (sambiti), the “Major Collection” (Brhat-sambiti) and the
“Minor Collection” (Samdsa-sambiti).

The second chapter of the Brhatsambiti describes the qualities and
skills of a good astrologer (samvatsara) and indicates the different areas
of study that must be mastered by a practitioner. As for the astronomical
branch of learning (graha-ganita), described in siddhinta treatises, the
astrologer should know how to calculate

. ages (yuga), years (varsa), semesters (ayana), seasons (rtu,
corresponding to two-months periods), months (mdsa), fort-
nights (paksa), day and night (aboritra), yima (1/8th of a
day = three hours), mubirtas (1/30th of a day = forty-cight
minutes), zddi (1/60th of a day = twenty-four minutes), prinas
(“breath,” corresponding to the time requisite for the pronun-
ciation of ten long syllables), #rutis (the time separating two
eyes blinking), the smaller units composing a zruti, as well as
other divisions of time and space (kserra). (BS 2.3)

He should also know the reasons (kirana) for the existence
of four systems of measurement (mina) [of time], that is,



THE MANY BRANCHES OF A TREE 43

solar (saura), terrestrial (savana), sidereal (niksatra), and lunar
(candra), [as well as the reasons explaining] intercalary months
(adhimisa) and the difference between solar and lunar months

(avama). (BS 2.4)

In spite of the differences (bheda) in astronomical treatises
(siddbanta) regarding the end of semesters (ayana-nivrtta, the
solstitial points), [the astrologer] should be able (kxsalz) to
demonstrate in a visible way that the latitudes (a7252k4) of sun
rising (2bhyudita) and the conjunctions (samprayoga) described
on the samamandala (“prime vertical, or the great circle pass-
ing through the zenith, as well as the east and west points on
the horizon) correspond to the observation (drgganita) made
through the “shadow instrument” (chdyi-yantra) and the water
clock (jala-yantra). (BS 2.7)

The branch of astronomy described by Varahamihira also includes
calculating sixty-year cycles (sastyabda), eclipses (¢rahana), planetary orbits
(kaksya), the earth’s rotation around its axis (bhibhagana), latitude (aksa),
and other parameters that enable the measurement of the movement of
the stars in space and time, using instruments (yan#ra) (BS 2.3-12). These
subjects are investigated over the centuries in the five principal “schools”
(paksa) of astronomy—Brihma, Arya, Ardbaritrika, Saura, and Ganesa—
differentiated mainly by the method of calculating divisions of time within
the cosmic cycles (kalpa).?’ The almanacs published today in the different
regions of India still refer to one or the other of these schools.

While Varahamihira employs terms like “computation” (ganita),
“measure” (mana), “demonstration” (pratipidana), “cause” or “processes”
(karana) to characterize the branch of astronomy, in his description of
astrological divisions (horisastra) he favors terms such as “prediction”
(adesa), “comprehension” (parigraba), “identification” (nirdharana), as
well as “fruit” or “effect” (phala). The following are the subjects included
in the astrological or horoscopic (horisistra) branch, and their role in an
astrologer’s training:

In horisastra [are included] the understanding of the strength
(bala) and weakness (abala) of the planets (graba) in the zodi-
acal signs (7457) and their divisions (bhdga): horas (half sign),
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dreskanas (a third of a sign), navamsas (a ninth of a sign),
dvidasamsas (a twelfth of a sign), and #rimsimsas (a thirtieth of
a sign); the identification of different types of planetary strength,
according to their direction (dis), place (sthina), time (kdila),
and movement (cesza); the understanding of natural dispositions
(prakrti), bodily elements (dhatu), substances (dravya), castes
(jati), functions (cesta), and other characteristics [of planets and
zodiacal signs]; the assured prediction (pratyayadesa) about the
conception (niseka), the time of birth (janmakaila), prodigious
births (vismapana), as well as immediate deaths (sadyomarana),
life’s length (ayurdiya), planetary periods (disa) and subperiods
(antardisa), astakavargas (eighth divisions [a system of predic-
tion based on planetary transits]); effects (phala) of planetary
conjunctions (yoga), such as royal conjunctions (r4jayoga), lunar
conjunctions (candrayoga), conjunctions between two planets
(dvigrahayoga), and so on, as well as celestial conjunctions
(nabhasayoga)™ and others; according to the zodiacal sign, the
house (bhava), and planetary aspects (avalokana), [the astrologer
should predict] death, the way to other worlds, and previous
existences (anitka); auspicious and inauspicious (subbasubhba)
omens (nimitta) concerning immediate interrogations (prasna)
as well as [auspicious moments] for marriages (viviha) and the
performance of other rituals (karman). (BS 2.17)

Without explicitly naming them, this passage evokes the three sub-
divisions of astrology (hord, phalita) that are to develop in the following
centuries (see figure 3). They are genethlialogy or natal horoscopy (jazaka)
that studies the effect of the astral configurations at the time of birth;
horary astrology or the astrology of interrogations (prasna) that studies
the signs (astral, terrestrial, or corporeal) detected at the time one asks a
question to the astrologer; and then elective astrology, or the astrology
of “appropriate moments” (mubirta) that studies the auspicious astral
conditions and omens for the success of rituals and other undertakings.*
This latter branch further consists of two sections—marriages (viviha)
and military expeditions (yara).>*

These days military astrology is little used, but until the colonial
period it was extremely important, as kings did not start a war or a stra-
tegic operation without the astrologer’s approval.*® In his description of
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the astrologer’s skills, Varahamihira thus provides a detailed enumeration of
the subjects that fall within military astrology (yizra) (BS 2.18). This field
deals not only with the study of astral configurations but also with the
prescription of propitiatory rituals to be performed by the king—sacrifices
offered to the planets (grahayajiia) or other groups of deities (ganayaiga),
ablutions to be carried out before starting a battle (vijayasnina, “victory
bath”). It also includes the reading of different types of omens: trembling
of a part of the body (debaspandana), dreams (svapna), the flame in the
fire (agnilinga), the movement of elephants and horses (bastyasvengita),
the proclamations of the army’s commanders (sendpravida), their behavior
(cesta), and other military events. The astrologer should also be able to
determine the planetary conditions for implementing the sixfold strategy
(sadgunya) and methods (#piya) of foreign policy;** favorable and unfavor-
able omens (mangalimangalasakuna); suitable terrains for military camps
(sainyanivesabhiimi); the color of fire (agnivarna); the investigation of the
appropriate time (yathikdilam) for the employment of ministers (mantri),
spies (cara), messengers (diita), and foresters (dtavika); as well as strategies
for laying siege to enemy fortresses (paradurgopalambha). An astrologer to
a king needs to master all these features of his art (BS 2.18).

The treatises dedicated to the study of auspicious times (muhiirta)—one
example being those dealing with military astrology—combine the use of
horoscopic techniques with the examination of omens. They thus represent
a sort of link between astrology and the third branch of jyotisa, divination
(sambitd). The latter looks at natural omens (nimitta, utpita, adbhuta,
Sakuna, laksana) studied through a thorough examination of the empirical
characteristics of astral and meteorological phenomena, vegetal and mineral
substances, animal and human characteristics, and manufactured objects.
Varahamihira provides a long list of omens that every qualified astrologer
must be able to identify and decipher (BS 2.21). The planetary conjunc-
tions of the Sun, the Moon, the planets, the zodiacal signs, the naksatras,
and other types of celestial phenomena (eclipses, comets, shooting stars,
etc.) are also studied to know the future of kings and kingdoms and the
prosperity of populations, harvests, and animals. Among the atmospheric
signs, clouds, parhelions, solar and lunar halos, red skies, winds, meteors,
rainbows, storms, and lightning should be examined. The characteristics
of flowers, creepers, and trees, as well as those of different kinds of soils
and precious stones—pearls, rubies, and emeralds—are also included in
the sambita. Particular attention is paid to the behavior and characteristics
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of animals—dogs, chickens, sheep, cows, horses, elephants, birds, among
others—and to human beings’ phenotypic features: their height and the
shape of the parts of the body, birthmarks, pimples, and so forth. Among
the daily objects that are vectors of meaning, the samhiti looks closely
at clothes, shoes, parasols, beds, seats, lamps, flywhisks, toothpicks, sticks,
and crowns.

The signs that can arise from the earth or in the sky are so numerous,
continues Varahamihira, that “it is not possible, for a single person, day
and night, to perceive all omens” (BS 2.21). To ensure that the examina-
tion is reliable and exhaustive, the author advises setting up a system that
could be qualified as “panoptic.” The royal astrologer should coordinate
the work of four assistant astrologers. Each of them should be responsible
for a division of the celestial and earthly environment based on the eight
directions (dis). The first is thus responsible for recording and examining
the omens that manifest themselves in the east and the southeast, the
second for those in the south and southwest, the third those in the west
and northwest, and the fourth those found in the north and northeast.
In this way no omen can escape notice (BS 2.21). Nonetheless, sambiti
does not consist solely of identifying and interpreting omens. The texts
relating to this branch also indicate the rules to be followed in areas
as varied as the preparation of a perfume, the building of a house, the
installation of a divine image, the performance of a propitiatory ritual, the
seduction of women, the treatment of tree diseases, or the preparation of
adamantine glue.

The Unity of the Discipline

This brief description of the branches that compose jyotisa, as they are
described by Varahamihira in the sixth century and still referred to today,
reveals the highly eclectic nature of this discipline that assembles a wide
variety of epistemological approaches and fields of investigation. The image
opening this chapter, taken from a recent edition of a horoscopy man-
ual dating from the fifteenth century, the Jitakaparijita by Vaidyanatha
(Chaudhary 1953), is a good illustration of the diverse types of knowledge
included in jyotisa. Areas of investigation range from the falling of lizards
to arithmetic, oneirology to the study of the movements of the planetary
spheres, from geomancy to horoscopy. The tree of jyotisa is typically poly-
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thetic and the parts that constitute it have no general common property,
but they are connected in different ways. The specialties included in this
discipline hence maintain Wittgensteinian “family resemblances” with
each other. The “study of the favorable and unfavorable influence of the
movement of the planets” (grabaciravasa-subhisubbavisayah), for example,
is part of the branch of divination, as in this field celestial phenomena
are examined as omens comparable to trembling in parts of the body
(angasphurana), dreams (svapna), or lizards falling (pallipatana). This
divinatory specialty nonetheless also shares numerous properties with the
the horoscopic branch, which also studies planetary movements. However,
because of the complexity of the calculations and the astronomical categories
they draw upon, horoscopic treatises (jitakagrantha) are also connected
to the astronomical study of the movement of celestial spheres (go/a). In
turn, this subject shares epistemological and conceptual properties with
geometrical (rekbaganita) and algebraic (bijaganita) studies, among others.

To formulate this differently, using Wolf Lepenies expression, one
could say that jyotisa contains “three cultures” or scientific cultures as
the exact sciences, the humanities and social sciences, and the natural
sciences are all three constitutive of the astral discipline. Without seek-
ing to establish rigid frontiers, we could say that the three branches of
siddhanta, hori, and sambita, respectively, represent these three scientific
cultures. The first develops the mathematical and geometrical rules, the
second questions the relationship between human beings, the society and
the cosmos, while the third investigates the empirical properties of veg-
etal and mineral substances, animal species, human bodies, atmospheric
phenomena, and so on.

Although there are major epistemological, methodological, and
conceptual differences between the three branches of jyotisa, its unity
and cohesion as a discipline are visible at several levels. To start with,
it is important to emphasize that, historically, the different branches do
not develop autonomously. The introduction of horoscope theory at the
beginning of our era gives the development of astronomy a major impe-
tus with an aim to making horoscopes more precise. Most astronomical
treatises (siddhanta) contain a section, generally the last, on measurements
that are of astrological relevance. These include planetary conjunctions, the
position of the planets and the Moon in relation to the naksatras, and so
forth. “Scientific” and “divinatory” rationality are not seen as antagonistic
and incompatible and often progress conjointly. We should note that the
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mathematical rules governing combinatorial calculus are formulated for
the first time in the chapter of the Brbatsambiti dedicated to the prepa-
ration of perfumes (gandhayukti) (chap. 76), in which Varahamihira seeks
to calculate how many perfumes can be produced by choosing a number
k of substances from a number 7 of substances (Hayashi 2003).* In the
same chapter Varahamihira also develops the first “numerical diagram”
(arikayantra) or magic square of Indian tradition, a concept that is to be
further developed by Indian mathematicians from the premodern period
onward (Hayashi 1987).7

The different branches of jyotisa are also connected to each other by
technical terms used throughout the discipline, although their signification
may vary depending on whether they are used in the fields of astronomy,
astrology, or divination. Thus, in the siddhinta, the term mubirta means
a temporal unit of forty-eight minutes, while in astrological and divina-
tory treatises it more generally means any moment that is auspicious for
undertaking an activity. In an astronomical sense, the term /agna indicates
the point of intersection between the horizon and the ecliptic, and in its
astrological sense, the first house of the horoscope that plays a fundamental
role in human destiny. One technical signification does not necessarily
exclude another; on the contrary, the semantic shift is often visible, but
depending on the type of treatise a particular meaning prevails. Thus, if
we take the term 7457, which in astronomical treatises means a 30° curve
of the ecliptic, in horoscopic and divinatory treatises it means the zodiacal
signs with their iconography (Aries, Taurus, etc.). Similarly, the naksatras
are both 13°20" divisions of the ecliptic and the twenty-seven “wives of the
Moon,” or the constellations that exert a more or less favorable influence
over human activity.®®

Besides these conceptual and terminological connections, the cohesion
between the different branches of the astral discipline is to be understood
at a practical rather than an epistemological, theoretical, or textual level.
The history of scientific production in the field of jyotibsastra shows the
scarcity of authors who, like Varahamihira, composed works in all three
branches of the discipline, as the conceptual and methodological com-
plexity was more conducive to specialization in one or another field of
investigation.” In terms of social practice, however, every astrologer has to
master mathematical, astronomical, and divinatory concepts to be able to
satisfy clients’ requests. Calculating the yearly calendar, identifying suitable
times for human activities, foreseeing eclipses, preparing horoscopes, reading
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meteorological and natural omens, as well as the other tasks astrologers
have accomplished over the centuries, demand skills drawn from different
fields of the astral discipline.

All the learning indispensable to the practice of the profession of
astrologer is to be found in the almanac (paricinga), the astrologer’s daily
work tool. This text combines the quantitative dimension of time, defined
in astronomical terms, with the qualitative dimension of time, formulated
according to astrological principles and rules of divination taken from the
sambita. We will investigate the practice of astrology throughout this work,
but we felt it was important to start by underscoring that the coherence
of jyotisa as a theoretical discipline, with its complex ramifications and its
diverse methods and objects of investigation, cannot be understood if it
is not seen from the professional astrologer’s perspective with the need
to provide answers for all sorts of daily problems.

Local Knowledge

Because of the close relationship with practice that characterizes this dis-
cipline, the development of jyotisa should be studied in the light of the
historical, social, and regional context in which the profession of astrologer/
astronomer is exercised. Before going on to examine the case of astrologers
in Banaras, it would be useful to emphasize that the spread of jyotisa as a
theoretical discipline is neither constant nor uniform in South Asia, and
is constantly evolving. The value attributed to each branch of the astral
discipline varies greatly in each period. Thus, we saw that military astrology
(yatra) played a crucial role during Varahamihira’s time and was one of the
main branches of the discipline. In the same manner, in the royal courts of
the ancient and medieval periods, samhitai—the examination of omen—was
considered indispensable to the proper functioning of the kingdom (Inden
1985; Geslani 2018). These branches play a far less important role today,
as the “patron” (yajamina) who ensures the astrologer’s survival is no lon-
ger the king ordering collective predictions—regarding the kingdom, the
army, the regions, and populations—but middle- or upper-class families
concerned with individual or family issues, and astrologers can generally
satisfy these demands by reading the horoscope and the almanac.* Horos-
copy (hora, phalita) has become the dominant branch today, more popular
than mathematics (ganita) and astronomy (siddhinta), as the latter offer



50 WORDS OF DESTINY

few professional openings when they are studied in Sanskrit and practiced
outside the framework of “modern science.”

One specialty in the field of divination based on samhita is none-
theless extremely popular today, vastusistra, the science of architecture and
building sites. This knowledge is not mentioned in the classical treatises
as a “branch” (skandha) of jyotisa but is considered such by contempo-
rary astrologers, to the extent that for some it is a full-time activity. The
popularity of vistusistra is certainly linked to the explosive urban devel-
opment that Indian cities and their suburbs have experienced over the
last decades, along with the vast financial investments in real estate made
by the upper or middle classes. Before or after acquiring a property, it is
common practice for a family or an entreprencur to have it examined by
an astrologer. The latter is responsible for studying the good or bad omens
present in the earth or the building (house, flat, office, factory, etc.) in
order to prevent or eliminate any kind of negative influence (Guenzi and
Singh 2009). Given the ever-rising demand for expertise in this field, sev-
eral Indian universities that deliver degrees in jyotisa have begun to offer
classes specializing in vastusistra.*' For the last ten years there has been a
huge increase in the popular literature on the subject, both in vernacular
languages and in English.

The development of the different branches of the discipline also varies
depending on the social and historical conditions prevailing in different
regions. Thus, for example, because of its position on the northwestern
border of India, Gujarat has been the cradle of major exchanges with
Greek and Arabic astrological knowledge. It is in this region that “Greek
horoscopy” (yavanajataka) was assimilated and spread, at the beginning of
our era, through the satrapies established by Alexander. From the thirteen
century onward, a type of horoscopy with a wealth of Perso-Arabic fea-
tures developed in the peninsula of Saurastra, where there was widespread
cohabitation with Muslim traders (Pingree 1997a). Known as #4jika—from
the Pahlavi z4zig (Arab)—this specific form of natal horoscopy (jizaka), a
combination of Indian and Perso-Arabic theories written in Sanskrit, was
to spread over the following centuries through the courts of the Mughal
Empire, thus reaching the different regions of India (Minkowski 2014;
Gansten and Wikander 2011; Gansten 2012 and 2017).# Another char-
acteristic of the Gujarati astral tradition, and its acceptance of non-Brah-
manical worlds, is the involvement of Jain monks in the composition of
texts on jyotisa. This is confirmed both in the ancient period in the field
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of samhiti and during the medieval period, under Caulukya’s reign, by
authors of treatises on mubirtas (Pingree 1981).

From the viewpoint of regional conformations, Kerala is well known
for sophisticated developments in the field of mathematics (ganiza) that
occurred in Madhava’s school (guru-parampari) between the fourteenth
and the seventeenth centuries.” The jyotisa practiced in this region is also
marked by the importance attributed to the prasna (horary) branch, as
attested not only by the textual production of the last centuries but also
the specific usage of this divinatory technique in temple management
(Tarabout 2002a, 2007, and 2012). In Tamil Nadu, a specialty in the
field of divination known as zddi jyotisa was developed on the basis of
a textual corpus containing a collection of horoscopes written on palm
leaves, probably composed from the seventeenth century onward (Gansten
2003). From a conceptual perspective, this literature shares numerous fea-
tures with the jataka treatises, but it differs in that, rather than illustrating
the theoretical rules of genethlialogy, it presents a sequence of individual
horoscopes. The astrologer has to identify the text that corresponds to his
client among a series of horoscopes that are already written and ready for
use. Although today ndidi jyotisa is presented (and sold to tourists) as a
(“ancient”) Tamil tradition, the textual corpus it draws upon was written
not only in Sanskrit but also in other South Indian languages, which sug-
gests an origin common to the whole Dravidian region (Gansten 2003).%
As we will see, a similar horoscopy technique based on the same principle
also exists in North India and refers to the Bhrgusamhbita, a treatise prob-
ably composed around the sixteenth century, containing a collection of
thousands of individual horoscopes (Pingree 1981). The regional variations
in astral and divinatory knowledge, however, remain largely unexplored,
both from the historical and anthropological perspectives, and we hope
that future research will shed some light on the numerous aspects of local
forms of jyotisa.

In addition to regional developments, there are certain towns or
districts where astral and divinatory studies flourished during a particular
period. The vitality of a local tradition is often related to the presence of
particularly prolific families of jyotisis who transmitted their knowledge
down through the generations. Parthapura, on the Godavari River in
today’s Maharashtra, is one example of this. Between the fourteenth and
seventeenth centuries two lineages of Brahmins (belonging to the Bhar-
advaja gorra) engendered several important authors—Jfanaraja, Suryadasa,



52 WORDS OF DESTINY

Ganesa, Viresvara, and others—whose works marked the history of the
astral sciences during the early modern period (Pingree 1981; Minkowski
2002). A teacher’s reputation could also turn a place into a thriving train-
ing center for young jyotisis. This is the case of Nandigrama, in Gujarat,
which in the sixteenth century became an important center for jyotisa,
attracting disciples from other Indian regions thanks to Ganesa Daivajna’s
great renown (b. 1507). The latter is the author of the Grabalighava, a
manual of astronomy (karana) suggesting new computing methods, sim-
plified in comparison to those presented in the siddhintas—and which
became so popular that a new paksa (school of astronomy) was founded
on his methods (Plofker 2009).%

The vitality of a local tradition was also strictly linked to the presence
of generous patrons committed to promoting the jyorisis work. While
today this patronage mainly exists within institutions and universities, in
the past Hindu maharijas and Mughal emperors played a fundamental
role in the development of local astronomers™ or astrologers™ activities.
Numerous treatises on the different branches of the astral discipline were
composed under King Paramara Bhoja, who ruled over Dhara (Malwa)
in the first half of the eleventh century, by the king himself and by the
Jyotisis employed at his court. The best-known case of patronage is however
that of the mahairija Jayasimha (Sawai Jai Singh II), sovereign of the royal
courts of Amber and Jaipur in the first half of the eighteenth century. This
enthusiastic and learned promoter of the astral sciences had five astronom-
ical observatories built under his patronage in the cities of Delhi, Jaipur,
Ujjain, Mathura, and Varanasi and supported the collaboration between
Hindu, Muslim, and Jesuit astronomers whom he invited to his court. To
encourage exchanges between the various scientific traditions, he financed
the translation of Arabic and Latin treatises into Sanskrit (Pingree 1999).
Just as Jayasimha supported the work of Muslim astronomers, over a long
period the Mughal sovereigns promoted the work of Brahmin jyotisis who
were regularly employed at their courts (Minkowski 2014). An exemplary
case is that of Emperor Akbar, the patron of scholars from every hori-
zon. Under his patronage the work of the very prolific Nilakantha, who
was appointed “royal astrologer” (jyotisarija), flourished, as did that of
his brother Rima, the author of the famous treatise Mubiartacintimani
(Pingree 1997a; Minkowski 2014).

Nilakantha and his brother Rama, descendants of a family from
Dharmapura on the River Narmada, settled in Kas$i (Banaras) where they
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composed their works in the second half of the sixteenth century, a time
when the town was governed by King Todaramalla, one of Akbar’s min-
isters. They were no way unique, as from the sixteenth century onward
Kasi became a center that attracted jyotisis from other Indian regions. The
history of astral literature shows several lineages of Brahmin jyotisis, most
of them from Maharashtra, moving to Banaras to train with a teacher. They
then went on to found their own lineage of astronomers and astrologers
in the town. From the sixteenth to the cighteenth centuries, Banaras ful-
filled the three conditions that encourage a local concentration of jyosisis:
the presence of families specializing in the field, the reputation of learned
teachers, and patronage. As in other fields of Brahmanical knowledge,
the town progressively developed as an intellectual capital. As we will
see in the following pages, this reputation only increased under British
domination, while major changes were taking place in the transmission
and production of astral knowledge.

([ )

In this chapter we looked at the theoretical and textual aspects of jyotisa,
highlighting the main stages of its constitution and ongoing development
into a complex discipline made up of branches and subbranches. The pre-
sentation revealed a science that is epistemologically complex, combining
concepts of mathematics, geometry, astrology, ritual, medicine, cosmetics,
and zoology. This heterogeneous group of methods and fields of investiga-
tion, though, acquires its coherence when approached from the perspective
of the astrologers’ work. The cohesiveness between the branches of the
discipline as well as their evolution, the introduction or the disappearance
of specializations, makes sense in light of the social context in which the
astrologer acts as a practitioner and adviser.
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Professors and Prophecies

Astrology at Universities in Banaras

Astrologia vero partim naturalis, partim superstitiosa est.

—Isidore de Séville, Etimologiae

The science of astronomy is the most famous among them, since the
affairs of their religion are in various ways connected with it. If a
man wants to gain the title of an astronomer, he must not only know
scientific or mathematical astronomy, but also astrology.

—Al-Biruni, India

Astrological Perspectives on the Study and Diagnosis of Cancer (jyotis ke
dvara kainsar rog ka vicar evam nidan) is the title of the two-day workshop
organized by the Department of Jyotish (jyotisa vibhig) at Banaras Hindu
University (BHU) on March 16-17, 2007. About one hundred scholars,
including professors, readers and lecturers from North Indian universities
and Sanskrit colleges, graduate students, high school teachers, as well as
a few doctors from the Faculty of Ayurveda at BHU, joined together
to discuss issues concerning the prevention, diagnosis, and treatment of
cancer.! By examining the relationship between celestial configurations
and human discases, the aim of the conference was to revivify research in
the field of “medical astrology” (cikitsiya jyotisa). The studies presented at
the conference were published in an edited volume (Pandey and Mishra
2008) with a foreword by the then vice chancellor of BHU, Panjab Singh:

55
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Sanskrit language is a reservoir (bbandir) of the knowledge
(jian) of our ancestors (pirvaj), sages (rsi), and great sages
(mahaysi). How the applications (#payog) of this knowledge can
benefit ordinary people (janasadharin), this is what learned men
(vidvan) after meeting here all together should reflect upon.
The effort made in this sense by the Department of Jyotish is
praiseworthy. Thanks to astrological knowledge, the probability
of getting cancer or other frightful diseases is known in advance;
for sure, at a preliminary stage, the treatment is much easier;
that is how poor people (nirdban log) in our country will get
rid of much cost and suffering. I hope that the Department
of Jyotish in the future will continue to develop this kind of
research for the well-being (bir) of ordinary people (a7 log).
(Pandey and Mishra 2008, iv)?

The words of the vice chancellor locate astrological knowledge
midway between two very distinct ways of knowing: that of the rgis, the
ancient sages of Vedic India who possessed divine and revealed knowledge,
on the one hand, and that of contemporary biomedical research, on the
other. Connecting these forms of knowledge, one ancient and revealed, the
other “modern” and empirical, astrology is said to prove its “usefulness”
(upayog) for the “masses” (janasidharin), the “underprivileged” (nirdhan
log), and “ordinary people” (a2 log).

In this chapter, looking at the case of Banaras, we will examine the
process by which jyotisa became an academic discipline that continues
to be practiced as such today. We will examine the social negotiations
and ideological conflicts that accompanied the institutionalization of
this Brahmanical knowledge at universities. The preface to the aforemen-
tioned edited volume is a perfect illustration of some of the questions
we will look at in these pages. We will see that what characterizes jyotisa
as a university subject is its reference to a dual paradigm of legitimacy:
religious, divine, and revealed on the one hand, and scientific, empirical,
and secular on the other. This framework, which we could call an “epis-
temological double bind,” is central to debates on the institutionalization
of this discipline from the colonial period to date, and it appears in the
arguments put forward both by the detractors and supporters of jyotisa,
or researchers working in this discipline. Because it provides a cosmic
template for articulating mathematical calculations and Hindu devotional
practices, astronomical observations and ritual observances, jyotisa plays
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a crucial role as a system of knowledge at the crossroads of two major
ways of organizing and explaining the world in colonial and post-colonial
India: modern science and Hinduism.

Debating “Useful Knowledge”

In Banaras, jyotisa is taught at two universities: the Samptrnananda Samskrta
Vi$vavidyalaya or Sampurnananda Sanskrit University (SSU), and Kasi Hind
Vis$vavidyalaya or Banaras Hindu University (BHU). Both establishments
deliver bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees in jyotisa® At SSU, the
Department of Jyotish is part of the Faculty of “Vedas and Vedangas,
while at BHU it is included in the Faculty of “Sanskrit Studies and Reli-
gious Sciences” (Samskrtavidyi dharmavijiiana).* The astral discipline has
been taught at both these universities since their establishment. A short
presentation of the historical conditions under which these universities were
founded—and jyotisa was instituted as an academic discipline—will give us
a better perspective on the recent events related to the creation of “Vedic
astrology” departments under the government program promoted by the
Hindu nationalist party, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), in the early 2000s.

The founding of SSU and BHU is intimately connected to Banaras’s
reputation as a center for Sanskrit culture and Brahmanical orthodoxy.’
Despite their diversity, both the Benares Sanskrit College, which in the
twentieth century became part of the SSU, and BHU played a major
role in Indian history as centers where Hindu religious traditions were
nationalized, standardized, and institutionalized.® The educational project
underlying the creation of these two establishments envisaged Sanskrit
culture as the highest expression, not only of Hinduism but also of Indi-
anness. As a Sanskrit and Brahmanical tradition, jyotisa was included in
the programs of both these establishments at the time of their creation.
Nonetheless, due to the epistemological complexity of the astral discipline,
the institutionalization of jyotisa took specific forms that differentiated it
from other Brahmanical disciplines.

The Benares Sanskrit College was founded in 1791, under British
patronage, by Jonathan Duncan, the Resident of the East India Company
in India. It was created to preserve and cultivate “the Laws, Literature and
Religion of that [Hindu] nation, at this centre of their faith [=Banaras].””
Duncan attributed the highest authority on religious, legal, and literary
matters to the Brahmins of Banaras and sought to preserve, institutionalize,
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and control their knowledge (Dalmia 1997; Dodson 2007). To do this, the
traditional methods of learning based on the transmission of knowledge
from teacher to disciple (guru-sisya parampara) had to be transformed
(Kumar 1997). The personal relationship between the teacher and the
disciple was to be replaced by institutions delivering standardized classes
and degrees. The process of adapting traditional forms to the new methods
nonetheless encountered numerous obstacles and gave rise to problems
related to pedagogy and corruption. But of greater interest to us here is
how colonial authorities and Brahmin pandits came into conflict with
regard to decisions relative to the organization of the syllabus. For the
colonial authorities who wanted to reform and restructure traditional
Sanskrit learning, the teaching of jyotisa was to raise thorny questions.

In the program established by Duncan at the Sanskrit College in 1791,
“Tyotish” is described as a discipline dealing with “Astronomy, Geography and
pure Mathematics” (Nicholls 1907 [1848], 3). Astrology and divination are
not mentioned whereas, as we saw in the first chapter, they are an integral
part of the astral discipline as it is described in Sanskrit treatises. According
to the British administrators, the astronomical and mathematical branches
of jyotisa—siddhanta and ganita—represented the highest expression of
the scientific and rational spirit of Brahmanical culture. The study of these
subjects was hence to be encouraged. The colonial administrators used this
knowledge as a didactic tool that could bring about the “engraftment” of
modern science and “useful knowledge” in India.? Astrology and divination,
however, were seen as superstitious and irrational beliefs, the most insignifi-
cant and degenerate expression of the Brahmanical tradition.”

During the first decades of the nineteenth century, the British
supervisors of the Sanskrit College realized that not only were the pan-
dits delivering classes on all the branches of the astral discipline, but the
astrological subjects—phalita and samhbiti—were among the most popular
with the students. Thus, in his report written in 1839, the superintendent

of the Sanskrit College remarked:

The study of Mathematics is at a very low ebb and I fear but
little improvement can be hoped, for the pupils appear to evince
scarcely any desire for strictly scientific attainments; their chief
object appears to be the acquisition of Astrology and they learn little
of Algebra and Astronomy with the view of using them in Astro-
logical computations. 1 have endeavoured to introduce Geometry
amongst them, but hitherto without success. The bias in favour
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of astrological researches, which is so prevalent among the stu-
dents is much to be regretted. (Nicholls 1907, 83; our italics)

Questioned on the reasons why students were more interested in
astrology, the pandits teaching jyotisa explained that unless they mastered
the astrological subjects, the students would obtain “neither subsistence
nor respect” On this subject the report quotes the words of one of the

pandits teaching at the Sanskrit College:

That science the reading of which will procure money by which
support is obtained will be ardently studied by the students;
the people of Hindustan ask questions on Phuludeshi [=
phaladesa) or Phalagranth, i.e. Astrology, and give something
for the answer, therefore astrology is read; without reading
Astronomy (Siddhanta) and Algebra (Ganita), Astrology
cannot be understood, therefore the Siddhantas and Ganita
are studied by all called Yotish [jyosisi]. But those who study
Siddhantas (Astronomy) alone cannot by means of it obtain a
livelihood and therefore do not give their minds ro it. (Nicholls
1907, 88; our italics)

For the colonial administrators astrology represented an obstacle to
the spread of what they called “Useful Knowledge” or modern science, but
for the students it was an eminently “useful” science as it allowed them
to earn a living. The evangelist John Muir, influenced by the educational
reforms of the 1830s, banned the teaching of astrology, despite its popu-
larity, at the Sanskrit College in 1845." According to Muir, the pandits
teaching Jyotish were to limit “their predilections to arithmetic, algebra,
mathematics and astronomy” (Young 1981, 53). As Young observes, banning
astrology was the only draconian measure Muir imposed in his management
of the institution. The astrology class was reintroduced when the Sanskrit
College was given the status of university after independence, in 1958."

While, for the British, the teaching of jyotisa was problematic due
to the ambivalence of this discipline that consisted both of “scientific”
knowledge and “belief] the nationalist leader and founder of Banaras
Hindu University, Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya, saw this epistemolog-
ical ambivalence as the strength of the astral discipline. He placed it at
the heart of a pedagogical project where the study of the Hindu sZszras
was combined with that of the modern sciences. While most universities
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established in India by the British government in the nineteenth century
had been instruments of colonial power in which only “Western knowl-
edge” was taught, BHU was founded in 1916 with the aim of creating a
university where Hindu thought and Indian knowledge in the different
fields of art, literature, and the sciences could be promoted in the spirit
of a dialogue with European knowledge (Renold 2005).

In this context, the teaching of jyotisa was perfectly coherent with
the plans for the new university designed by Malaviya, not only because
it enabled the creation of a connection between modern science and the
Sanskrit tradition but also because of the “pan-Indian” nature of this disci-
pline. The canonical treatises (jyoribsistra) had been composed, transmitted,
and used in both the North and the South of India, and had circulated
transregionally. As Christopher Bayly remarks in Empire and Information
(1996), astrologers actively contributed to the process of nationalizing
traditions during the colonial period:

With the slow improvement of communications, soothsayers
and astrologers moved out into the back-lands and the camps
of the migrant tribals and low castes, bringing the almanac
and the horoscope to new audiences. In this way they helped
“bring them within the pale of Hinduism,” as one observer put
it. . .. The Indian astral sciences were continuing to extend
their hegemony over the “little tradition” of necromancy and
divination just as the pioneer peasants conquered the jungle
and hill fastnesses. . . . the ancient Indian astral knowledge
became a source of pride for an emerging national conscious-

ness. (1996, 263)

As a vehicle for propagating the “great Sanskrit tradition” to the detriment
of “minor local traditions” of divination and necromancy, the astral disci-
pline was thus to contribute to the emergence of a “national consciousness.”

In his initial project for the creation of the university, developed at
the beginning of the twentieth century, Pandit Malaviya recommended
that jyotisa be one of the main subjects taught at the department of
Vedic studies (Vaidik College) and that an astronomical observatory be
attached to the department in order to encourage a dialogue between
Sanskrit tradition and scientific research.'? In the early years of its existence,
Jyotisa classes were taught at the College of Theology and the College of
Oriental Learning. While at the former they were part of the training in
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Sanskrit studies, at the latter the jyotibsistras were taught conjointly with
astronomy and European mathematics. Despite Pandit Malaviya’s efforts
to bring the Sanskrit and European sciences together in a single course,
due to a shortage of students, the Department of Oriental Learning was
merged with the Department of Theology to become today’s Faculty of
Sanskrit Vidya Dharma Vijnan or “Sanskrit Studies and Religious Sciences.”"?
Since then there has been no university degree combining jyotisa and the
scientific disciplines taught at the departments of physics, mathematics,
or chemistry. However, as we will see, the connection between the astral
discipline and modern science is still regularly asserted today in university
researchers’ speeches and publications, as well as in government policies
promoted by the Hindu nationalist party.

Astrology as a Vedic Science

The role of jyotisa as an academic discipline, capable of combining scientific
knowledge and Hindu religious traditions and thus serving the nationalist
agenda, was reasserted and reformulated at the turn of the twenty-first
century. In 2001, the Indian government led by the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) launched a campaign to promote the creation of “Vedic astrology”—or
“Jyotir Vigyan”—departments at Indian universities. The University Grants
Commission (UGC), the national agency responsible for determining and
maintaining standards of teaching, examination, and research in universities,
as well as for attributing research and teaching funds under the Ministry
of Education, published a ministerial circular called “Guidelines for Setting
Up Departments of Vedic Astrology in Universities.”'* The circular states
that “there is an urgent need to rejuvenate the science of Vedic Astrology
in India, to allow this scientific knowledge to reach society at large, and
to provide opportunities to get this important science even exported to
the world” (author’s italics). Universities were invited to submit proposals
for establishing departments that would provide teaching and training in
Vedic astrology, leading to certificate diploma, undergraduate, postgraduate
and PhD degrees.'” Funds were allotted for staff, including a professor,
a reader, two lecturers, a librarian, and a computer specialist, as well as
for facilities such as a library, an observatory, and a “Computer Lab &
Horoscope Bank.”*® The Vedic astrology classes were intended for “stu-
dents, teachers, professionals from modern streams like doctors, architects,
marketing, financial, economic and political analysts, etc.”"”
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After this call for funding proposals was published, forty-one uni-
versities in sixteen Indian states applied, and nineteen received funds.'® A
lively debate ensued among the political class and within Indian public
opinion: the UGC’s decision was widely condemned as an expression of
policies backed by the BJP, the Hindu nationalist party in power, with an
aim to “saffronize” (saffron is the BJP’s color) or “Hinduize” the public
education system."” In addition, opponents to the UGC decision argued
that in a country where over 40 percent of the population is illiterate,
and where some universities cannot even afford electricity in the class-
rooms, the government surely has more urgent priorities than financing
the creation of Vedic astrology departments.”® A few renowned scientists
and intellectuals demanded that the Supreme Court suspend the UGC
decree. They contested the legitimacy of this decree that, by defining Vedic
astrology as “scientific knowledge,” contravened Article 51A of the Indian
constitution, according to which the state has a duty to promote “the
scientific temper” among its citizens. Despite this protest movement, in
2004, the Supreme Court pronounced a judgment in favor of the UGC,
declaring: “the teaching of ‘Jyotir Vigyan’ can under no circumstances
be equated with the teaching of any particular religion . . . ; the courts
are not expert in academic matters and it is not for them to decide as
to what course should be taught in university and what should be their
curriculum.”*" Without entering further into the political debate, our
aim here is to show how the argumentation behind this finance decree is
meant to reinforce the legitimacy of astrology as a university discipline.

Let us first note that although, during the colonial period, jyotisa
had been included in the government education system as a branch of
Brahmanical knowledge, it is now described as a “scientific subject.” Here,
we note a terminological slippage from Sistra (treatise, theory) to vijiian
(science): the discipline traditionally known as jyozibsastra becomes “Jyotir
Vigyan” (jyotirvijiian) in the UGC’s formulation. This choice implies a
fairly radical epistemological shift, because as Pollock (1985) observes,
while the concept of sastra gives absolute priority to theory over practice,
to rules over their practical application, the concept of vijiiin refers to an
exact knowledge, based on empirical observation. This new terminology
is also used at a local level, in Banaras. Teachers and researchers at the
departments of jyotish at universities in Banaras, not only mobilized to
defend the legitimacy of the new astrology departments financed by the
UGC,** but in 2003, they also founded the jyotisa vijian samiti, the
“Academy of Astral Science,” as well as the yearly journal jyotisa vaijnaniki,
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“Scientistic jyotisa” Both these initiatives are clearly meant to characterize
astrological research in universities as “scientific.” The aforementioned
research on cancer is an example of the work encouraged in this context.
Although it is described as scientific knowledge, however, the discipline
taught at the new departments is by no means secular. The type of astrology
the Hindu nationalist party would like to encourage at universities is, in
fact, defined as “Vedic.” This adjective has an ideological value that deserves
to be examined. It imprecisely describes the astral knowledge taught today
at universities because, as we saw in the first chapter of this work, jyotisa
from the Vedic period is fundamentally luni-solar astronomical knowledge
that mentions neither planets nor zodiacal signs, nor horoscopes, nor other
divinatory techniques used by today’s astrologers. The choice of this attri-
bute should thus be understood in the context of the campaign for the
promotion of “Vedic sciences” led by the Hindu nationalist right in India,
as well as against the background of the Hindutva diaspora in the United
States and the United Kingdom. An example of this is the much-debated
distribution of “Vedic mathematics” manuals in secondary schools.
Although the educational policies concerning “Vedic science” pro-
moted by the Hindu nationalist party over the last two decades adopt new
forms, they reuse and reinterpret an older ideological program, developed
within the Hindu reform movements during the colonial period. As Gyan
Prakash shows in his work Anrother Reason: Science and the Imagination
of Modern India (1999), in the nineteenth century and at the beginning
of the twentieth century, numerous Hindu intellectuals and religious
reformists mobilized to make science an essential feature of the national
Indian identity. With this aim, not only did they promote the spread of
scientific culture in schools, but they reread, reinterpreted, and rewrote the
sacred texts (f4stra) emphasizing their “scientific” and “rational” content.
The Hindu elites educated at British schools then began to reformulate
the Sanskrit treatises in terms that conformed to the language of Western
science and the positivist theories, while identifying an “archaic Hindu
science” in which they claimed the laws of modern science were for-
mulated implicitly and symbolically. Hinduism was thus described as a
“science-grounded religion.” Prakash shows how the founder of the Arya
Samaj, Dayananda Saraswati, and other militants involved in the same
movement, strove to prove the value of the truth of Vedic texts, based
on their compatibility with the scientific rationality of Western science:*
unlike the Bible in which creationism contradicts every scientific law,
they showed how the Vedas conforms to scientific theory. Vedic sacrificial
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fires are hence explained as ritual practices developed to purify the air of
germs and to prevent the spread of disease. Vedic deities are interpreted as
speculations on the physical and chemical properties of the universe, as in
the case of Vayu, the Wind God, who is described as being nothing more
than an investigation into the “gaseous envelope,” made up of molecules
of air charged with energy that is the atmosphere.*

While certain discourses pronounced by the Hindu nationalists
over the last two decades seem to be a revival of the program to “Hin-
duize” the sciences and to make Hinduism more “scientific,” as it was
developed in the colonial period, there is nonetheless a fairly radical shift
with regard to the positions on the status of astrology. For example, it
is interesting to note that the Arya Samaj reformists, who saw the Vedas
as the authentic foundation of orthodox Hinduism, harshly condemned
astrology, considering it a corrupt degeneration of the Hindu science, a
superstition to be eradicated.” By defining astrology as a “Vedic science”
worthy of being taught at universities, the representatives of the BJP and
a number of contemporary astrologers who use this appellation on the
contrary elevate this knowledge to a central position within “orthodox”
Hinduism. The reasons that could explain this reappraisal of astrology
are complex and will be examined in the following chapters, but what
we seck to emphasize here is that this phenomenon cannot be reduced
to a product of nationalist Hindu rhetoric or to communalist strategies.

Looking at the bibliography of popular astrology over the last few
decades, one notes that the appellation “Vedic astrology” was first used
in the Anglo-Saxon countries from the 1990s onward, and progressively
replaced the earlier titles of “Hindu astrology” or “Indian astrology.”* In
the last three decades, the number of manuals of Vedic astrology published
by Indian, American, and British publishers has steadily increased, along
with a proliferation of internet sites selling horoscopes, online consultations,
remedies, or journeys to India, in the name of Vedic astrology.”” The quest
for identity in the Hindu diaspora, as well as the growth of “New Age”
and other Western religious movements that seek the spiritual or mystic in
so-called oriental civilizations, have made Vedic astrology a very lucrative
commodity. The adjective “Vedic” seems to satisty the expectations of the
Hindus, for whom the Vedas represent the very essence of Hinduism;
meanwhile, for Western consumers of astrology, “Vedic” is synonymous with
“spiritual,” “ancient,” “revealed,” or “esoteric,” and not necessarily “Hindu.”

It is not thus surprising that the UGC circular explicitly formulates
the idea that Vedic astrology departments fulfill the “urgent need . . . to
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get this important science even exported to the world.” In a television inter-
view following the publication of the circular, chairman of the UGC and
former vice chancellor of BHU Hari Gautam, stated that the aim of these
departments was to train certified persons in the field of Vedic astrology
and ritual Brahmanical knowledge (karmakind) so as to provide them job
opportunities abroad. Like the priests trained in the Agama schools in
Tamil Nadu studied by Fuller (2003), people who have obtained a degree
in Vedic astrology can thus satisfy the demands of the Indian diaspora in
the United States and United Kingdom for horoscopes and consultations.

So far, we have seen that the legitimacy of these new astrology
departments is affirmed through a dual discourse: on the one hand, the
authority of science is evoked to characterize astrology as a modern, ratio-
nal, and universal knowledge; on the other, the reference to the Vedas
proves its autochthonous, original, and authentically Hindu nature. Both
divine and secular, revealed and empirical, ancient and modern, universal
and Hindu, in the BJP spokespersons’ discourses, astrology reconciles
“religion” and “science,” “tradition” and “modernity,” “spirituality” and
“materialism.” But how do researchers and teachers at the departments of
jyotish at universities in Banaras translate this paradoxical characterization
into practice? We will return to these questions after a presentation of the
organization of these departments.

Departments at Work

The departments of jyotish at BHU and SSU fulfill three basic functions:
training students, publishing an annual university almanac, and advancing
research. Each establishment has about eighty students registered for a
bachelor’s, master’s, or doctoral degree.”® Although registration is nominally
open to anyone, with few exceptions the students are all male and Brahmin,
and the teaching staff’ consists exclusively of male Brahmins.” The social
composition of the student body studying literature (sihitya), logic (nyaya),
grammar (vydikarana), or dbharmasistra—taught at the other departments
of Sanskrit studies—is relatively more heterogencous and includes several
women and non-Brahmin students. Qu'estioned about this, a few jyotisa
students at BHU and SSU explained that although the only department
in the Faculty of Sanskrit Studies officially reserved for Brahmin men is
that of Vedas, the astrology course “is held as forbidden” (varjit mana
gaya hai) to women and non-Brahmins. Whether formally established or
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respected de facto, why do these criteria of social selection only apply to
the departments of jyotish and Vedic studies? What differentiates these
two disciplines from the other Sanskrit sciences? The answer to these
questions is not necessarily to be found in the hierarchies between the
sciences, or in a higher degree of purity, sophistication, or orthodoxy of
knowledge reserved for male Brahmins. It is, in fact, career opportunities
rather than the nature of the knowledge involved that determine the social
composition of the student body. While the syllabi followed in the fields
of grammar, philosophy, literature, or other scholarly disciplines lead only
to professional opportunities in teaching, Vedic studies and astrology are
preparation for priest or astrologer careers, which, following the established
conventions, are practiced only by Brahmin men.

We must however distinguish between Vedic studies and jyozisa. While
according to the texts and in current practice, a woman or a non-Brahmin
cannot occupy the function of priest (purobit), the norms regulating the
profession of astrologer are losing their rigidity today. Teachers at depart-
ments of jyotish are keen to emphasize that as astrology “is a science,”
astral studies are open to everyone, with no gender or caste restrictions,
and anyone who has the skill can exercise the profession of astrologer. As
we will see in the following chapter, while retaining its connection to the
status of Brahmin, the professional identity of astrologers today also includes
characteristics specifically found in the liberal professions and it is hence
possible for anyone who is technically qualified to practice this profession.
Although they are still a rarity in Banaras, more and more non-Brahmins
and women are practicing this profession in other Indian towns. Access to
academic degrees in jyotisa nonetheless remains largely limited to Brahmin
men, given the high level of Sanskrit required and the degrees’ connection
to the priestly occupation. In addition, the “pollution” traditionally associated
with the profession of astrologer could compromise the reputation of an
unmarried girl or woman who chooses this course of study.®

University teaching does not replace traditional methods of learning
the discipline but rather reinforces them, giving rise to a mixed system.
Regarding access to training, as we have seen, traditional criteria based on
caste and gender exist alongside academic admission standards. Similarly,
regarding training methods, attending classes and passing exams coexist
with the system based on the “relationship between teacher and student”
(guru-sisya sambandh). Students address their teachers as guruji (Respected
Teacher) or panditji (Respected Pandit) and touch their feet as a sign
of respect. In addition to their presence in the classroom, they regularly
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visit their teachers’ homes, where they continue their theoretical training,
observe astrological consultations, and sometimes help with household
tasks (sevd).’' By observing consultations, the student learns how to apply
abstract rules, formulated in the texts, to clients’ specific, individual cases
and how to establish a diagnosis and identify the appropriate remedies to
resolve concrete problems.

Because of their complementarity, both academic training and study
at a teacher’s home are both held as necessary. While the former focuses
on textual learning and provides a degree objectively certifying the acqui-
sition of theoretical skills, the latter gives students the experience required
for the everyday practice of their profession. However, both students and
teachers agree that intensive and prolonged study with a guru provides a
more complete education than university teaching, as it exposes the student
to both theory and practice, while at a university only the doctrines are
taught. In their view, academic training is a necessary requirement mostly
because of the rising number of unqualified practitioners that open offices
and claim the title of astrologer. This is a growing threat, and the certi-
fied education provided by a university is viewed as a way to protect the
profession of astrologer from charlatanism.

Furthermore, students appreciate university degrees because they
open up a wider range of professional opportunities than those offered
by a personal apprenticeship with a guru. In particular, they provide
access to government jobs—joining the civil service is something to which
large numbers of young Brahmins aspire. Those who have a degree or a
doctorate have access to teaching positions at high schools or universities,
or they can apply for the highly coveted position of dbarm guru (or
religious teacher) in the army.?? In the private sector, university degrees
are extremely useful for young astrologers who want to go abroad (and
we met several of them) since skill certification is required not only by
diasporic Hindu communities but also by international spiritual organiza-
tions that offer teaching and other services in “Vedic astrology.” Schools
and universities affiliated, for example, with the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi
Foundation, an organization with centers all over the world, regularly
recruit astrologers for their “Jyotish and Yagya” (or “Vedic astrology and
Vedic ritual”) programs, and some BHU alumni have been integrated into
these structures. In India, although the most common professional prospect
for an astrologer is to set up an independent office, some graduates have
found jobs at companies that require expertise in vastusistra (a branch of
astrology dedicated to creating a suitable organization of workspace), or
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with mobile phone service providers who sell astrological services. Others
have created internet sites to provide online horoscopes or consultations
or have set up offices at a luxury hotel or in a shopping mall. According
to the director of the Department of Jyotish at BHU in 2005, Shrinivas
Tiwari, thanks to ever-increasing and diverse professional opportunities,
“no jyotisa graduate is unemployed today” Although we were unable to
statistically verify the validity of this statement, BHU students secem to
share this optimism toward their professional future, and the graduates we
met are employed as teachers or work as full-time astrologers.

In comparison to the traditional methods of teaching the discipline,
based on the teacher’s authority and oral transmission, university classes
concentrate on the texts and writing. Most of the teaching and examinations
focus on sections of jyotihsistra treatises, as we can see from the jyotisa
bachelor’s and master’s degree programs at BHU provided in the annex at
the end of this volume. However, although according to the authoritative
treatises, the astral discipline is divided into three branches—mathematics/
astronomy (ganita/siddhinta), astrology (phalita or hori), and divination
(sambiti)—the bachelor’s and master’s courses are only divided into
two branches: mathematical astronomy (ganiza) and predictive astrology
(phalita). The study of treatises on divination like the Brhatsambita, the
Samavrasira, or the Visturatnikara are an integral part of the students
training, but divination (sazhitd) is not considered a full-fledged academic
specialization. It is approached instead as a part of the astrological training
(just as astronomy is seen as a section of mathematics [ganital).

Besides studying canonical texts of astral literature (jyozibsistra),
students are trained in practical exercises (prayoga) to learn how to use
ancient and modern astronomical instruments (yantra), as well as in the
calculation of almanacs (pasiciriga). The almanac is a crucial tool for
every astrologer and the departments of Jyotish not only train students
in this field but also publish an annual almanac to be sold to the town’s
practitioners and inhabitants. For this reason, in addition to the teaching
staff that consists of professors, readers, and lecturers, these departments
employ a team of researchers working full-time on the composition of
almanacs. The Drk siddha pancinga, the almanac calculated annually by
the astrologers of SSU, has been published since 1876, while the Visva
panicinga prepared at BHU has been published since 1927. While they
share the same lunisolar calendar system, these almanacs are composed
according to two different methods (paddhati). In the SSU almanac,
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planetary movement is calculated on the basis of a direct observation (drs)
of celestial phenomena, while the BHU almanac uses mathematical tables
(sarani), drawn up following the principles of Saryasiddbanta. Thus the
BHU almanac is said to be “composed by the rsi” (rsi pranit) and hence
“certified by the textual authority” (grantha pramanit), while the SSU
almanac is said to be “proved by empirical observation” (drsya pramanit,
dr$ya siddha). Despite the epistemological differences between these two
methods, the temporal discrepancy between the two almanacs is no more
than a few ghati (unit corresponding to twenty-four minutes), but this
can nonetheless have a crucial impact when it comes to identifying the
muhiirtas, or auspicious times for undertaking ritual activities.*

The researchers of the pazcirga unit carry out the innumerable
mathematical calculations that serve to produce the annual almanacs
manually, on huge sheets of paper. While this “artisanal” method serves to
maintain the tradition, it also probably constitutes a means of preserving
the jobs of the civil servants that would otherwise become superfluous.
The external observer is struck by the excruciating slowness of the process,
all the more so as the manuscript data are subsequently entered, one at
a time, into a computer equipped with special software designed for the
composition and printing of almanacs. Beyond the mathematical calcu-
lations, the SSU team of jyotisis also carries out a direct observation and
measurement of the planetary movements. For this purpose, an open-air
astronomical observatory (vedhasila) was set up at SSU in 1991, dedicated
to the memory of the nineteenth-century astronomer Sudhakar Dvived. It
is equipped with six masonry instruments (yan#ra), copies of those Sawai
Jai Singh IT had had built in the cighteenth century (Sharma 1992).3 The
department’s researchers and students make regular use of this observatory
to conduct their experiments (prayoga).

Research and Rewriting

The third function of departments of jyotish, in addition to teaching and
calculating almanacs, consists of promoting and developing research. The
department’s teachers and researchers regularly publish new editions of the
classical treatises on different branches of jyotibsistra, with a translation
and/or commentary in Hindi.”* They also develop research programs dealing
with themes related to the current preoccupations of Indian society. They
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thus organize conferences and seminars, the results of which are published
in journals or edited volumes. Over the last few years, for instance, the
Department of Jyotish at BHU has developed research on how to apply
meteorological and botanical principles, set out in the divinatory treatises
(sambitd), to agriculture. Or a statistical survey about the stability of
marriages, carried out by confronting the horoscopes of spouses so as to
identify planetary conjunctions showing sterility or fertility, adultery or
faithfulness, divorce or widowhood, and so on.*

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, astrological research
into modern diseases—such as cancer, diabetes, AIDS, or cardiovascular
problems—is another rapidly expanding field of research. A former director
of the Department of Jyotish at BHU, Ram Chandra Pandey, explains in
an article that the aim of astrological research is not to replace medical
research but to provide complementary tools that can encourage the pre-
vention and treatment of incurable diseases: “While medical diagnoses deal
with maladies that are already there, astral science can predict in advance
any arising discase” (Pandey 2003, 8). Unlike biomedicine, which focuses
on studying how diseases evolve, develop, and are transmitted, astrological
research seeks to provide instruments to understand whezn diseases are likely
to strike and the #ype of people predisposed to suffer from them, according
to the planetary situation at the time of their birth.

Over the last decades, “medical astrology” (cikitsakiya jyotisa) has
become a privileged field of investigation within jyotisa, and some Indian
universities deliver diplomas certifying a specialization in this area. In 2009
the departments of jyotish at BHU and at Lal Bahadur Shastri Rashtriya
Vidyapeetha, a university in Delhi obtained funding from the University
Grants Commission (UGC) to conduct long-term research projects to
study cancer and heart-related diseases. Another project on asthmatic
diseases received financial support from the UGC in 2011. Numerous
publications dealing with the relationship between astrology and disease
have appeared over the past few years, in the academic field as well as in
popular literature.”” A close examination of some academic publications
will illustrate how the theory described in the classical astrology treatises
is reformulated today, so that it can meet new epistemological standards
and changing social needs.

To start with, it is important to underscore that there is no such
thing as “medical astrology” in Sanskrit treatises. In astral literature,
reflections on the relationship between the body, health, diseases, and
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celestial phenomena do not constitute a specific branch and do not form
a separate textual corpus but rather are scattered over numerous passages
in the treatises on horoscopy.*® Physical pathologies are not treated as a
category distinct from other types of suffering—such as accidents, poverty,
hunger, death, exile, dishonor, drug dependency, or the loss of status and
power—that can occur over the course of a person’s existence. Predictions
dealing with diseases are mixed into other subjects. By separating research
on disease from that dealing with other types of suffering, contemporary
astrologers make horoscope theory conform to the epistemological model
of biomedicine, according to which physical pathologies constitute a
field of investigation to be considered separately from other types of
events in human existence. Similarly, from an etiological viewpoint, the
ancient treatises establish no clear distinction between natural causes
(e.g. a dysfunction of the three humors), supernatural causes (attacks
by harmful spirits, Gods or their assistants, curses, etc.), and causes that
one could qualify as “social” (poverty, conflict with enemies, attacks by
people belonging to other castes) as planctary configurations indicate (or
give rise to) all sorts of pathological agents. In contemporary academic
works in the field of medical astrology, however, only natural causes are
taken into account and connections with Ayurvedic theory are emphasized
(Sharma 2008; Jha 2008).

Research in the field of “medical astrology” consists primarily of
identifying the passages in the ancient horoscopy treatises that describe
the relationship between planetary movements and human physiology.
Researchers pay particular attention to Sanskrit verses describing concep-
tion, birth, malformations, masculine and feminine phenotypes, diseases,
psychic problems, longevity, signs of death, and so on. The fundamental
principle behind iatro-astrological theory is melothesia, the correlation
between heavenly bodies and the parts of cosmic man’s body (kalapurusa,
“the embodiment of time”). This principle, established in horoscopy treatises
written from the first centuries of our era onward, allows us to connect
the components of the celestial macrocosm with the human microcosm.
Each planet, zodiacal sign, or lunar mansion is connected to a part of the
body. Although of Greek inspiration, the astral melothesia described in
horoscopy treatises includes many categories belonging to Ayurvedic medical
theory such as the three dosas (“humors”), the seven dbatus (“tissues”),
the rasas (“savors”), or the gunas (“qualities”) (Zimmermann 1981). In
the Jatakaparijata, a medieval treatise by Vaidyanatha containing a wealth
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of medical material regularly used by astrologers today, melothesia is also
applied to the nosological field, and each planet is associated with a series
of pathologies or psychophysical problems, as well as all kinds of accidents
caused by natural or supernatural agents (JP 2.75-83).

Other horoscopic principles beyond melothesia elaborate an astro-
logical diagnosis. The sixth, eighth, and twelfth houses of the horoscope
show the likelihood of disease, accidents, wounds, and death and should
be carefully analyzed. Astrologers search for “planetary conjunctions of
discases” (roga-yoga®), which indicate the horoscope owner’s predisposition
to developing certain pathologies. These are a few examples:

When Sun is in the ascendant (lagna) and is aspected by
Mars, the native is afflicted with tumors (¢u/ma), consumption
(ksaya), and asthma (svisa) (JP 6.62a); when Sun is in the sixth
house, in conjunction with a malefic planet and aspected by a
malefic planet, the person suffers of an excess (#/bana) of bile
(pitta) (JP 6.68a); when the Lord of the sixth house is in the
ascendant, in conjunction with a malefic planet, the body of
the person will have ulcers (v7ana) (JP 6.70a).

When Sun, Moon, Mars, and Saturn are, respectively,
in the eighth, sixth, second, and twelfth house, the strongest
planet among them will cause the loss of an eye (anetrata)
because of a humor (dosa) in excess; if the same planets are,
respectively, in the ninth, eleventh, third, and fifth house, and
are not aspected by benefic planets, this gives an injury to the
car (Sravana-upaghata); if they are in the seventh house, this
gives teeth deterioration (rada-vaikrtya). (B] 23.10-11)

In publications by university researchers, passages dealing with the
relationship between planets and human bodies are not only cited and
enumerated, they are also subjected to various modifications in an attempt
to update the ancient authors’ knowledge from a linguistic, conceptual, and
methodological perspective. To start with, the Sanskrit $/okas are translated,
paraphrased, or commented in Hindi. They are also often reconfigured
in the form of tables, graphs, or schemas.*” The discursive and versified
style of Sanskrit treatises is thus presented as a systematic and objective
sequence of data where the mnemotechnical value of the verses is replaced
by the visual efficacy of graphic representations.
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A second type of rewriting occurs at the interpretative level and
consists of carrying out a “biomedical” exegesis of the astrological trea-
tises. Researchers adopt a hermeneutic approach to reveal the biomedical
meaning of the Sanskrit $/okas composed in ancient times.” With regard
to astrological research on cancer, for example, researchers look for passages
where polysemic Sanskrit terms are likely to indicate tumoral pathologies.
They thus study the astral conjunctions associated with cancer-related
pathologies such as the arbuda (growth, polyp), gulma (glandular swell-
ing), vrana (lesion, wound, ulcer, abscess, tumor), zdpaganda (painful
swelling/enlargement), vidradhi (abscess), and sphota (growth, tumor)
(Tripathi 2008; Upadhyay 2008; Devduta 2006). Using the correlative
system mentioned earlier, researchers can carry out specialized studies of
the astral conjunctions responsible for certain topical forms of disease
like uterine cancer (garbhisay-kainsar) (Chowbe 2008) or blood cancer
(rakta-kainsar) (Mishra 2008). Although this biomedical interpretation
may seriously alter the signification of the Sanskrit passages, it does not
compromise the authority of the Brahmanical treatises and is method-
ologically close to traditional forms of knowledge. It can, in fact, be seen
as a contemporary form of “commentary” (tikd, bhisya, vyikhya), which
is a very common genre in Sanskrit literature.

A methodological shift, however, can be noted in research projects
that develop an experimental approach in order to test theoretical rules
formulated in ancient treatises. The influence of certain planetary config-
urations on health is in these cases examined through the observation of
empirical cases. In his study, “Astrological Diagnosis of Breast Cancer”
(stan-kainsar ka jyotihsistra nidan), Shatrughna Tripathi, a lecturer at
BHU’s Department of Jyotish, analyzes and compares the horoscopes of
thirty women suffering from breast cancer in an attempt to identify the
planctary conjunctions likely to engender this type of pathology (Tripathi
2008).* In order to collect a statistically significant number of horoscopes,
researchers sometimes employ new communication technologies. Thus, in
the framework of the project Astrological Diagnosis and Treatment of
Heart Discase (hrdayarog ka jyotissistriya nidin evam upacar), funded since
2009 by the University Grants Commission, the Department of Jyotish
at BHU published an online form addressed to anyone suffering from a
cardiac disease (see figure 4 on pages 74 and 75).* Another research proj-
ect carried out by Professor Nagendra Pandey (Department of Jyotish at
SSU), in collaboration with colleagues working at the Lal Bahadur Shastri
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—
FrefFofdeFe FRTE
FT— S AT,

- T WA AT iR 7 data collection F e &, (P 0 [CEE D

frraferne sE= UM % T T CREAdT W wenwEe e 1w
ITERY TS ;\12‘13(: o= E:ﬂ— %\ e = 9o %| ﬁfi’;n B T’? IEZ

TS ¥ data collection & U fr=fafas Fam &1 7 = =@ & 57 74

If You have Heart Di ar any prohl rel i to your heart, pl tel me for
free service through the major project at jyotish deptt. BHU,VARANASI,U.F
moh. 09452186560. 0542-6703229.
Pl. send me blow detail.
Email Add. drstripathi_bhu@ reddifmail.com

drstripathibhu @gmail.com

Name

Fathers Name = —————
Date of Birth Jemnnmnnaf | — y O —

(Not Certificate date original DOB)

Birth Place
Birth Time e femmeememe- ANI/P M

starting Date of Heart disease —

Name of particular disease- = =y

Y 4 \

AT oy N
s e 2 LET (SDrg: gég;thg;l{rw i,
‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘ ' Dr. SHATRUGHAY A TRIPATTI (P L)
o 2l JYOTISH DEPTT. 8. V. D. V.
. L,,:j;f’i, B.H. U., VNS,
ey e
wwpa A w9 fwr ww

o fRe fio fe TRIVRI—5




76 WOoORDS OF DESTINY

Sanskrit Rashtriya Vidyapeetha in Delhi, applies the same methodological
approach to constitute a database including the horoscopes of a thousand
patients who were treated at hospitals in Delhi for cardiovascular diseases,
diabetes, and psychic disorders. In addition to the analysis of planetary
conjunctions, the researchers ask the patients whose horoscopes they are
studying to test astrological remedies based on precious stones and formu-
lac (mantra) to evaluate the “clinical” efficacy of these methods through
statistical studies.*

Epistemic strategies developed by academics in the field of medical
astrology—the creation of a specialty, the use of graphic systems, the
translation of Sanskrit terms into biomedical categories, an empirical
and inductive method—aim to make Brahmanical knowledge conform
to “scientific” categories and methods. These new ways of establishing a
“commentary” of Sanskrit treatises do not however call the authority and
epistemological principles established in the classical treatises into question,
thus making astrology an exclusive space where Brahmanical truths and
scientific knowledge cohabit.®

After examining astral knowledge as a textual discipline in the first
chapter, and as an academic discipline in the second, in the following
chapter we will go on to look at astrology as a discipline practiced by
professionals. We will see that astrologers have a hybrid professional iden-
tity—a combination of religious authority and techno-scientific skill—that
reflects the epistemological eclecticism of the discipline as it is defined in
the astral literature, as well as the ambiguity of the position attributed to
the teaching and practice of astrology at universities.

A significantly enhanced version of this chapter, including an analysis
of the historical background and colonial sources, is forthcoming in the
journal South Asian History and Culture (Guenzi forthcoming).



3

Sacred Specialists, Modern Professionals

Astrologers between the Temple and the Office

A Syncretic Professional Identity

In Banaras, there is a saying that “every Siva lingam has its astrologer”
(ek Siv ling, ek jyotisi milta hai), an expression used to mean that Banaras
has innumerable astrologers, like the innumerable lingams that dot the
town dedicated to Siva. There are also sayings like: “There is an astrologer
in every alley in Banaras” (Bandras mé gali gali mé ek jyotisi milta hai),
or “Banaras is the empire of astrologers” (Bandras jyotisiyo ki samrijya
hai). Astrologers (jyotisi), in fact, occupy a considerable position in this
town that is home to about three hundred to four hundred full-time
practitioners, and where two universities give institutional legitimacy to
their knowledge.! Furthermore, in Banaras, academic astrologers are often
themselves highly reputed practitioners.

Astrologers in Banaras benefit from the town’s reputation as a sacred
city and a center for Sanskrit culture and Brahmanical orthodoxy.* Clients
coming from outside the town see Banaras as a privileged site where rit-
ual practitioners are still capable today of conducting Hindu rites in the
proper manner, “according to the rules” (yathavidhi).> This reputation for
“ritual excellence” contributes largely to the success of local astrologers, as
consultations include rituals to be performed by the astrologer himself or
by a staff hired by him. Thus people from all over India—particularly the
states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and Madhya Pradesh, and major cities such
as Mumbai, Delhi, and Calcutta, as well as sometimes from abroad (Gulf
countries, United States, Australia), go to Banaras, not just on pilgrimage to
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acquire spiritual merit, but also to take advantage of the divinatory, ritual,
and therapeutic services offered by astrologers. For their part, Banaras’s
best-known astrologers travel widely, providing their services to wealthy
families and companies that ask for their home services all over India.

As we saw in the preceding chapter, besides being described in
Puranic literature, Banaras’s reputation as a sacred town and a center of
Brahmanical orthodoxy gained institutional approval from the British
administrators during the colonial period. Today, the tourist industry and
the mass media contribute to defining Banaras as a cultural and religious
capital, and astrologers seem to benefit from the publicity generated by
these new industries. Along with temples, ghats, yoga, and music, astrology
is one of the main attractions mentioned on internet sites for tourists,
dedicated to the town of Banaras.* In the list of services five-star hotels in
Banaras offer their clients, consulting an astrologer appears beside access
to the swimming pool, Ayurvedic massage, and guided visits of the town’s
temples. Posters in guesthouses and billboards in the streets also remind
visitors, who may want to know their future or spend a week learning
the principles of the discipline, that they are never far from an astrologer
or a “Vedic astrology” center.

The visibility of Banaras’s astrologers is also reinforced by their
appearances on television channels or at media events described in the
press.> A typical example is the wedding between the two Bollywood
superstars Aishwarya Rai and Abhishek Bachchan. This celebration was
the focus of huge media attention in 2006 and 2007, not only because of
the spouses’ fame but also because of the “planctary flaws” (graha dosa)
that the press claimed were present in the horoscope of Bollywood’s most
popular heroine.® Even before the wedding was publicly announced, the
“Bachchan clan,” known for its conservative stands, made a pilgrimage
to Banaras accompanied by the future daughter-in-law. On this occasion
a series of rituals were performed by the Bachchan’s family’s astrologer,
Chandra Mawli Upadhyay, a Brahmin from Banaras who teaches at the
Department of Jyotish at Banaras Hindu University. He is also a member
of the Kashi Vishwanath temple management trust. According to media
sources the rituals performed included those intended to neutralize the
harmful effects of Mars on Aishwarya’s horoscope, to protect her future
husband from any kind of accident. The Bachchans™ astrologer and other
practitioners in the town, who were constantly questioned about the nature
and significance of the rituals conducted, were thus the protagonists of
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numerous articles and reports on the question.” Beyond exceptionally
popular events like these, their expertise is more commonly referred to in
newspaper articles or televised interviews during elections, terrorist attacks,
epidemics, or other events likely to affect national or international politics.

The professional identity of Banaras’s astrologers should be con-
sidered in the context of the “industry of the sacred” that characterizes
the holy town’s economy, to which a large number of Brahmin families
owe their survival. Although not directly involved in the “extremely big
business” of pilgrimages and death (Parry 1994), astrologers in Banaras
are an important category in the wide range of “sacred specialists” who
provide religious services, not only for the town’s inhabitants but also for
its numerous visitors, pilgrims, and tourists. Astrologers nonetheless seck to
distinguish themselves from other Brahmin specialists working in Banaras,
like temple priests (pujari), pilgrims’ priests (panda), or funeral priests
(mabibrabman). As Parry’s (1980, 1986, 1994) studies clearly show, in
Banaras and elsewhere in India, these categories of Brahmin practitioners
all have a reputation of being corrupt, degraded by their greed and the
avidity with which they extort gifts (dan) from pilgrims and devotees.
Their reputation is also tarnished by the morally negative implications
associated with the acceptance of these gifts that are supposed to transfer
the donor’s sins and impurities to the Brahmin.

Astrologers refuse this type of “poisoned gift.” This is a recent evo-
lution as one or two generations ago, some Brahmin castes specializing in
astrology—the Bhareriya, Joshi, or Shakadvipi—were known for accept-
ing and receiving the most dangerous and evil type of dan: graba-din,
“planetary gift.” Accepting this kind of din was considered so degrading
that, within the caste hierarchy and their own community, the status of
these Brahmin astrologers was similar to that of the untouchable castes.®

Most of the Brahmins who practice astrology in Banaras today belong
either to communities who were once specialized in the acceptance of
planetary gifts or, more commonly, from purobir (family priests) families
belonging to other Brahmanical communities.” Among these communities,
until a few generations ago, the profession of astrologer was very rarely an
occupational specialization and was more a complementary activity priests
engaged in. Astrology was an integral part of the intellectual training
a household priest followed as he had to be capable of identifying the
auspicious times (mubiirta) for performing rituals, based on the planetary
configurations described in the almanac (pasicing).”
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While claiming a pedigree that dates back to several generations
of ancestors skilled in astrology, today’s Brahmin astrologers are keen
to display a “modern” and “secular” professional ideology: they do not
accept dans and often practice their profession in an office setting, with
fixed rates and timings, appointments made over the phone, and their
university degrees displayed on the walls of the waiting room. While in
most cases they act as ritual specialists (karmakindi) as well as tantric
specialists (zantrik), astrologers in Banaras insist on distinguishing their
occupation from that of the town’s other ritual specialists. They describe
it as closer to the liberal professions of doctor, lawyer, or architect. They
seck to emphasize the “secularism” and “cosmopolitanism” of their work
that does not discriminate between clients on the basis of religious belief,
caste, or nationality. Hindu or Muslim, Brahmin or untouchable, Indian
or foreign, everyone can enjoy the same astrological services.

In the following pages, we shall examine the syncretism that char-
acterizes the professional identity of astrologers in Banaras, to show
how the authority of astrologers is asserted today through the constant
reference to a double idiom of legitimacy: the incarnation of a Sanskritic
and Brahmanical tradition on one side, and on the other the display of a
secular and “scientific” way of being modern professionals. The popularity
of astrology, particularly among the urban elite, seems to us to be largely
based on its syncretic virtue of being a knowledge that reconciles ancient
and Hindu religious values with modern, secularized, and scientific values.
We will now see how the syncretic qualities of astrological knowledge are
embodied in the figure of the astrologer (jyosisi) in Banaras.

Pandits and Doctors

Most astrologers in Banaras share common characteristics in terms of their
social background, training, the type of services offered, or the means of
payment. It is nonetheless very difficult to make generalizations applicable
to all the professionals practicing as astrologers in Banaras, which would
allow us to establish characteristics intrinsic to the category of jyotisi or
astrologer. For example, while it is true that astrologers are generally Brah-
mins, they are not necessarily Brahmins: of the fifty astrologers we met in
Banaras, three do not belong to a Brahmin family."" Likewise, while it is
true that astrologers are generally men, they do not necessarily have to be
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men, as, although rare, there are a few women astrologers in Banaras.'
Although a large number of astrologers studied astrology at university
and obtained a degree in this subject, there are also some who have not
followed a certified course and who learned the profession from a teacher
(guru). These, like other “exceptions,” force us to develop a characterization
of the astrologer’s professional identity that is not based on an “extensional
definition,” or the description of all those who belong to the astrologer
category in Banaras. We will hence develop an “intensional” definition—
according to the logical acceptation of the notion—Dby identifying criteria
that allow a certain professional to be recognized as an astrologer. In
other words we will attempt to sketch the characteristics that define the
professional identity of an astrologer and, for example, allow a member of
a trader caste to be recognized as an astrologer, even if most astrologers
belong to the Brahmin caste. We will thus see that what characterizes the
profession of astrologer in Banaras today is the syncretic cohabitation of
two profoundly different work ideologies. One states that the astrologer
is a Brahmanical occupation intrinsically connected to priesthood, and the
other that it is a modern and secular profession. Each practitioner “doses”
and combines these two ideologies differently, but the reference to both is
always present. The concomitance of these two ideologies not only allows
us to explain the internal variations in the professional category but also
helps us understand how the most popular astrologers in the town shape
their professional identities.

A first element shows the cohabitation of two distinct professional
ideologies among astrologers in Banaras: the honorary titles they use. In
their visiting cards, some astrologers put “Pt.” or “Pdt.” before their name,
while others use “Dr.”: the first acronym is the abbreviation of “pandit”
(panditr) and the second of “doctor” Both titles indicate that the owner
of the visiting card is “learned”: the title pandit designates a person who
is trained in Sanskrit studies, knows sacred texts (sistra) by heart, and is
recognized as a custodian not only of technical knowledge but also of a
certain spiritual and moral wisdom (often associated with the observance
of a form of renouncement, such as vegetarianism or sexual abstinence)."
The title “doctor;” conversely, designates a person who has obtained a
doctoral degree from a university, without social or moral connotations.

Both these honorific titles that are printed on the visiting card serve
to certify that the person is authorized to exercise the profession of astrol-
oger, but each of these certifications has radically different connotations.
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The title doctor, in fact, only indicates that the person has acquired a
skill recognized by a public higher education institution, but it provides
no information on the identity of the “doctor, who could be a woman,
a Muslim, a Brahmin, or an Adivasi, as no other attribute, apart from the
university qualification, has any bearing on the definition of a “doctor.”
The knowledge the astrologer possesses is, in this case, connoted as being
a technical and objective skill—a “science” —independent of the person’s
social or religious identity. The honorific title of pandit, on the other
hand, is synonymous with “learned Brahmin man” in Banaras: an astrol-
oger who certifies his own professional skill with the title pandit is thus
displaying certain elements of his social identity beyond his intellectual
faculties and claims to be in possession of a knowledge connected to the
Brahmanical tradition.

Among the astrologers we met in Banaras, those who have a doc-
torate prefer to introduce themselves as “doctor astrologer” rather than
“pandit astrologer,” although they are Brahmins trained in Sanskrit studies
(and could lay claim to the title of pandit)."* In our opinion, this choice
is not due to the fact that university recognition affords an astrologer
greater prestige than the status of learned Brahmin, but rather because
the title of “doctor” associated with a surname—like Mishra, Tripathi,
Upadhyay, Pandey, and so on—clearly states that the astrologer enjoys a
Brahmanical pedigree as well. It thus certifies, at the outset, the astrologer’s
dual legitimacy and qualification to exercise his profession, both in terms
of the skills he has acquired as well as in terms of his family tradition.

In Banaras, most “doctor astrologers” hold academic positions in the
field of jyotisa: they are professors, readers, or lecturers working at one of
the departments of jyotish mentioned in the previous chapter, or profes-
sors recruited by one of the thirty-odd Sanskrit high schools (Samskria
mahavidyilaya) in Banaras, where both branches of jyotisa—astronomy
(siddhinta) and astrology (phalita)—are subjects included in the curriculum.

In addition to their salaried teaching or research jobs, these astrol-
ogers also practice a liberal profession as people consult them regularly
for divinatory or therapeutic services. They are nonetheless keen to dif-
ferentiate themselves from other astrologers, in that they do not ask for
payment for the consultations they provide: as government employees,
these academic astrologers are not dependent on the money they earn
from their consultations for their survival, while “professional” jyotisi (the
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English term “professional” is used in this context in a deprecatory sense)
live solely off the payments they receive from their clientele. Academic
astrologers say they only accept money spontancously offered by their
clients and have great disdain for astrologers “who demand” (jo mangte
hai) payment. According to them, the latter are nothing more than crooks
who use astrology for profit.

In reality, just like professional astrologers, academic astrologers are
regularly paid by their clients, but as they are not entirely dependent on the
fees they charge, they claim higher status.” The discourses these astrologers
pronounce is evocative of the well-known Brahmanical ideology according
to which the Brahmin-priest who is dependent on the gifts offered by the
sacrificer (yajamana) is inferior to the Brahmin-teacher who is closer to the
ideal of renunciation and autonomy in relation to the social and material
world (Heesterman 1985). “Doctor” astrologers see professional astrologers
as corrupted and defiled practitioners who use astrology as a business, like
the pandas or pilgrims’ priests who make a profit out of devotion. Several
academic astrologers did not hide their disappointment at the fact that I
was also interested in the work of professional astrologers.'®

Besides the coexistence of honorific titles like “pandit” and “doctor,
astrologers’ hybrid professional ideology can be seen in many aspects of
their work: the reasons for going into the profession, the training, the
criteria for gaining accreditation to the profession, the place where the
service is provided, the duration of the consultation, the relationship to
the client, and the methods of payment.

With regard to the reasons for going into the profession, we note
that while the majority (in our survey, twenty-nine out of forty) decided
to become an astrologer because it was in their family tradition (parivarik
parampard), others entered this field as a matter of personal choice. The
first category consists of Brahmin descendants of families that have been
practicing astrology and priesthood for several generations as an occupa-
tional specialization.'” The second category includes Brahmins, as well as
representatives of other castes. When astrology is not a family tradition,
the “personal choice” of specializing in this field involves different—and
apparently paradoxical —motivations for Brahmins and non-Brahmins. Brah-
mins put forward material and economic arguments to justify their choice
of this profession, while non-Brahmins describe a spiritual vocation. This
is how Devesh Sharma, a Brahmin, explains why he became an astrologer:
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There were no astrologers in my family; my father was a kar-
makéndi (ritual specialist). I didn’t like his job as he had to
fight like a dog to earn two or three rupees.

When it is not to earn money, in other cases it is to save money. Thus,
Brahmin Ashwin Mishra recounts:

My father was an uneducated farmer. After high school I was
admitted to Engineering College, but I didn’t have the money
to pay for the course. So, I registered at the Faculty of Sanskrit
Studies [at Banaras Hindu University] where there is a jyotisa
department . . . it’s the only faculty that’s free. The five best
students in the department receive a scholarship and I was
one of them.

The astrologer Siddhartha, a non-Brahmin whose professional pseud-
onym reflects his spiritual aspirations, also recounts the reasons behind his
choice to become an astrologer:

When I was young, I enjoyed being around sadhus, sammnyasis,
and astrologers. I became increasingly interested in astrology.
It was as if I had an innate gift, I could predict a person’s
future just by looking at his face. I converted my family to
vegetarianism and I abandoned my caste. Baba Saccha Sankar
Dash was my guru in Bihar. I spent eighteen years studying,
seven or eight with my guru and the rest alone . . .

Similarly, Ram Kumar Mehrotra, who belongs to the Khatri commu-
nity of Punjab, explains his choice of becoming a professional astrologer
as an “astral vocation.” Like his father, his career was predetermined by
the planetary conjunctions in his horoscope:

People interested in astrology should have a specific planetary
conjunction (graha-yog). To make someone an astrologer (jyotisi
banane meé), his Jupiter has to be very strong (ucca, “high”).
My father was a Pisces, and he had Jupiter in the fifth house.
This means that his Jupiter was the lord of the ascendant and
occupied the house of learning (vidyi), so he was very clever.
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These people necessarily turn to astrology . . . Jupiter is very
strong in my horoscope too: it is lord of the house of learn-
ing and also present in my house of destiny (bhigya bhiva).
My father realized straight away that I could become a good
astrologer and he encouraged me to pursue this career.

Brahmins do not need to justify an innate skill, as it is implicitly guaran-
teed by their status of Brahmin, while non-Brahmins seek legitimacy in
terms of a spiritual or astral vocation, thus adding a sort of compensation
to their non-Brahmanical social identity.

In what concerns the times and places of consultations, we also note
the coexistence of two types of practice. Some astrologers see clients at home
and are available at any hour, while others have an office (kdryilay), with
opening and closing times, and their clients have to make an appointment.
Similarly, from the point of view of the payment methods, we note that
some astrologers do not have fixed rates and only accept the fee (daksina)
the client wants to offer, while others have a preestablished fee table (they
use the English word “fee”).

Astrologers who do not set fixed rates declare that the remuneration
should be left up to the client: each should pay according to his or her
wish (icchd) and up to his or her means (yathisakti). Many astrologers
told us that when payment is not made “happily” (sukh se) and does not
reflect the satisfaction or means of the client, it has malefic effects on the
practitioner who accepts it. The intent with which the client hands over
the fee or goods (for example, sweets or clothing) determines the effects
the payment will have on the practitioner. When a daksini (fee) or a
dan (gift) is given because the person is satisfied and wants to express his
gratitude toward the astrologer, it can only be auspicious (s#bh), whereas a
payment made unwillingly or an offering made with ill intent has harmful
effects on the astrologer.

The client’s “freedom” to give as much as he wants and as much
as he can is nonetheless accompanied by the recommendation to pay at
least some kind of fee for the service provided: a client who receives an
astrological service without paying the specialist is said to be unable to
enjoy the benefits of the consultation.”® On this subject this is what the
astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri explained to a client who had not paid
for his consultation and who realized that the three amulets (janzar) the
astrologer had given him were not effective:
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Now I understand why the jantars 1 gave you don’t work, you
didn’t give any daksina . . . You know what happened to my
guru’s guru?

One day, a young man went to my guru’s guru and he
showed him his hand. Looking at the hand, the guru said to
him: “your lines are good, you will have a good life, and you
will spend the last part of your life in Kasi”"” That very day,
while he was walking in the street, the young man met another
man, and they got into an argument. The young man hit the
other man with a stick and accidentally killed him. The police
arrived and began to investigate. They decided to take the young
man to prison. In prison, the policemen offered to grant his
last wish. So, the young man said, “I want to see my guru.
So, he went to his guru and, furious, he complained that the
prediction was wrong. The guru replied: “What I told you
didn’t happen. But did you fulfill your promise, to give me a
daksina of fifty kg. of rice? As you didn’t give me a daksina,
what was to have been Kasi (Banaras) has become phamsi
(hanging).” Understanding the guru’s message, the young man
gave him the fifty kg. of rice and was taken back to prison.
That evening there was a fire in the prison that killed almost all
the detainees, but the young man managed to escape; everyone

thought he had died so no one looked for him.

Kasi (Banaras, “the Luminous”) may become phimsi (hanging) for
anyone who does not pay for the service provided: we indeed noted that
it is very rare for clients not to give any daksina for the consultation and
this “spontaneous” payment normally ranges from fifty to a hundred or
two hundred rupees.?’

Fixed rates called su/k, or more commonly fis (from the English
“fees”), solve all moral issues regarding payment for the service provided.
This system of payment is systematically used for the preparation of
horoscopes: horoscopes have fixed prices that vary depending on how
detailed they are. The price of a “simplified” horoscope—which really
only contains the description of the astral configurations present in
the sky at the time of birth, is generally around 200-250 rupees, while
the price of a “complete” horoscope, which includes the description of the
different planetary “periods” (dasi) the person will go through over the
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course of his existence, as well as interpretations and therapeutic advice,
costs about 500-550 rupees.*!

A large number of “professional” astrologers also have fixed rates
for consultations and because of this, as we saw earlier, those who do not
explicitly ask for payment consider them inferior and corrupted. Some
define their rates for a horary consultation “by question” (prati prasn
fis)—25 rupees a question, 50 rupees a question—while others charge
for the overall consultation—50, 100, 150, or 200 rupees, depending
on the astrologer. Nonetheless, the difference from astrologers who do
not ask for payment is a question of form rather than substance: just as
astrologers who leave the payment up to the client state that their hourly
rate should be “up to the means” (yathisakti) of the client, astrologers
who apply predetermined rates modify them according to the client’s
economic situation (drthik sthiti), so that each pays according to his or
her means. For the same consultation, the astrologer can decide which
rate to apply—fifty, one hundred, or two hundred rupees, for example,
depending on the type of client. His clothing, the type of job he has, the
area he lives in, and the client’s own description of his financial situation
generally provide the astrologer with the necessary elements to decide
on the appropriate rate. In particular, these differential rates distinguish
between Indians, NRI (Non-Resident Indians), and foreign clients and, as
a reflection of the standard of living in their country of origin, the latter
are supposed to pay anything from double to five or ten times the usual
rates Indians are charged.

Temple, Home, and Office

The two professional ideologies described so far—“pandit” versus “doctor,
family tradition versus personal choice, home versus office, daksina versus
fixed rates—should not however be seen as criteria that serve to define two
categories of astrologers. In Banaras one does not find any practitioner that
conforms exclusively to “traditional criteria” or to “modern,” “secular” ones.
In Banaras, a// astrologers are both “traditional” and “modern,” Hindu and
“secular” and each one combines these features in his own personal way.

Let us now look at how the syncretism that characterizes the pro-
fessional identity of astrologers is expressed in the work of individual
astrologers in Banaras. The most popular specialists (at least in terms of
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the number of clients who come to consult them) in Banaras seem to
be those who best reconcile the most rigorous respect for Brahmanical
tradition with work methods that emulate the model followed by the
liberal professions.

Among the city’s most popular astrologers we will mention Neelkanth
Shastri and Shree Kanth Shastri, two Bengali Brahmin brothers. Shree
Kanth and Neelkanth Chattopadhyay were born in a village on the border
of Bihar and Bengal. Their father and grandfather were astrologers and
they were sent to study at an ashram in Bhagalpur where they “dressed
like sammnyasis (ascetics).” They then moved to Banaras and were trained
in Sanskrit studies up to the level of Sistri (equivalent to a BA in the
British system), in jyotisa and other branches of Sanskrit learning (Vedic
ritual, grammar, logic, etc.).” After learning astrological theory, the two
brothers were trained for several years as astrologers under the guidance
of some gurus of the town.”” They then begin to practice, but due to the
professional rivalry between them their paths diverged, so much so that
today almost nobody knows that the town’s two most famous astrologers
are also brothers.

The older brother, Neelkanth Shastri, born in 1930, is undoubt-
edly the most famous astrologer in Banaras, and his services are highly
valued both by the inhabitants of the poorest areas in the town and by
the national economic and political elite. During the 1999 elections, for
example, Neelkanth Shastri was sent twenty-seven plane tickets by politi-
cians from all over India, and he spent six months on a sort of election
tour. He left Banaras in the month of April and returned in October,
having held consultations regarding the election results in the cities of
Bangalore, Hyderabad, Bombay, Nasik, Indore, Meerut, Delhi, Bhagalpur,
Patna, Ranchi, and Calcutta.

Often dressed in the orange ascetics’ tunic, Neelkanth Shastri is a
frail man, with delicate features; his hands are long and pinkish, and he
has a growth in the middle of his forehead where the “third eye” would
be. These signs give him the reputation of being a baba (a term of respect,
“father,” “wise man”) or a “Siddh saint” who has accomplished a lot of
tapas (penance): the pink color of his hands and the “third eye” are seen
as the results of the “fire” produced by his ascetic fervor. Nonetheless,
this astrologer also has the reputation of being someone who manages
a vast financial enterprise and who, instead of being “outside the world”
as expected by the ideals of renunciation, is very much “in the world”
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He is rooted in material affairs and involved in a network of social and
political relationships that some suspect have ties to drug trafhcking and
mafia criminality.

The ambivalence of this astrologer’s reputation is all the more obvi-
ous when we look at the manner in which he organizes his professional
practice. Neelkanth Shastri practices his profession at home, in a house
located a few hundred meters from the banks of the Ganges, in the
Devanathpur neighborhood in the heart of the town. The ground floor
of this house serves as an office-temple, where the astrologer receives his
clients and performs rituals. He lives on the floor above with his family.
His office consists of three rooms set around an arched hall where the
temple is located. The three rooms, separated from the hall by luxurious
glass doors with varnished wooden frames, are, respectively, the waiting
room, Baba’s office, and the ofhice of his elder son, who is also an astrologer.
Fifteen meters away in the same gali (lane), and connected to the main
house, Neelkanth Shastri owns another house, with a second temple that
is also used for astrological treatments (his son lives on the first floor of
this building, with his family).

From six to eight every morning—except Thursdays, his day off—
Baba offers his services free to all those who come to him. Neelkanth
Shastri says he sees his profession of astrologer as a “social service”
(samajik sevd) that he makes available to everyone, the rich and the poor,
Hindus and Muslims, Brahmins and untouchables. So, a crowd of poor
people, including dyers, cobblers, and sweepers, throng the hall of this
astrologer’s house every morning, waiting for a free consultation with
Biaba and his team of ritual officiants. Neelkanth Shastri does not make
any actual astrological diagnoses at these sessions but, with the help of
his assistants, he provides ritual treatments, most often tantric in nature,
to rapidly solve the problems of people who cannot afford a personalized
astrological consultation. The morning’s “free” service is followed by paid
consultations for well-off clients throughout the day. A consultation with
Neelkanth Shastri cost about two hundred rupees in the early 2000s, one
of the highest rates charged by an astrologer in Banaras at that time, and
it was definitely expensive for most Indian families.

The consultation with the astrologer has to be fixed by making an
appointment with Mr. Shrivastava, Baba’s secretary, who sits in a corner of
the waiting room answering the telephone and organizing the astrologer’s
schedule. Any time he has a practical problem to resolve, Baba calls Mr.
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Shrivastava by pressing a bell in his office that rings in the waiting room:
the secretary immediately appears in Baba’s office, ready to carry out his
instructions—making tea, buying cigarettes, changing an appointment,
ushering in another client.

The door to Baba’s room has tinted glass so that those in the hall
cannot watch the consultation: only clients who have fixed an appointment
are received in this room. Inside, Neelkanth Shastri sits at his desk: the
bookshelf behind him is filled with texts in Bengali, Sanskrit, and Hindi,
and a briefcase on display just behind his head bears the inscription “Inter-
national Astrological Conference 2000 A.D.—Under the auspices of the
Astrological Research Project & Vishwa Jyotish Vidyapith (‘University of
Universal Astrology’).” To the right of the office there is a rotating globe
and a yellow board saying, “Each consultation lasts twenty minutes (dpki
samay 20 minat)” Above this hang a large blue clock and an image of
the Goddess Kali.

When he meets clients in his office—usually about ten appointments
a day—Neelkanth Shastri carries out a diagnosis by recording the person’s
astrological data in a large notebook that contains all his cases. In terms
of diagnosis, it is important to note that Baba is the only astrologer who
prefers chiromancy over horoscope reading. Astrologers generally consider
that because the data recorded in the horoscope are expressed numerically,
they are more complete, objective, and clearer than the lines of the hand,
and hence in a way not only more “scientific” but also easier to decipher.
Palmistry, on the contrary is seen as a difficult science, and its reliability
mainly depends on the astrologer’s experience and subjective intuition.
Although he prefers chiromancy, Neelkanth Shastri approaches it as an
objective science, to the extent that he represents the lines on a person’s
hand on a sheet of paper, as a grid of twelve houses, just like a horoscope.
In this manner, in the divinatory services he provides, Baba emphasizes
both his subjective power as a Brahmin who has a “third eye” as well as
his objective skill as an astrologer.

After studying the hand for a nerve-wracking fifteen minutes, with
the help of a large electric magnifying glass that illuminates and amplifies
the lines, the astrologer asks a few questions about the client’s situation,
without ever being drawn into a lengthy verbal exchange. In this, Neel-
kanth Shastri differs from most astrologers whose consultations are, on the
contrary, rich in divinatory dialogues and conversations of all kinds. He
then writes his “prescription” on a postcard that the client is to keep on
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his person. The card says, “From Pt. Neclkanth Shastri to . . . ) filled in
with the person’s name and the appropriate remedies for his astrological
situation. In particular, the astrologer indicates the type of pija (worship)
the person should have performed, the date on which they should return,
and the substances (fruits, flowers, etc.) and money required for the ritual
that will be performed in both astrological office temples.

As is the case of most practitioners in Banaras, Neelkanth Shastri’s
work as an astrologer does not consist solely of identifying the client’s
astral situation, but it also involves performing rituals and preparing tantric
remedies for his treatment. The astrologer (jyotisz) thus serves as a ritual
officiant (karmakandi) and a tantric practitioner (zdntrik). To conduct the
rituals, Neelkanth Shastri employs a team of ten Brahmins—commonly
known as pandits**—who work under his guidance every day, performing
the necessary rituals. In most cases the astrologer himself only performs
the sankalp—“statement of purpose” in which the deity is invoked—and
the actual ritual—repetition of mantras for hours on end—is then carried
out by the team of pandits. Normally, Neclkanth Shastri does the saznkalp
inside the temple in the hall of his house, and the client then goes to
the temple at the other end of the street where the pandits are ready to
perform the second part of the ritual that most often consists of reading a
sacred text (pdth) or making a havan, an offering of oblations into the fire.

Neelkanth Shastri embodies a range of contrasts: the temple and
the office, free services and very expensive consultations, ascetic’s clothing
and the management of a team of employees. His house in Banaras is a
sort of institution where all types of problems are addressed: from dog
bite to the construction of a house, marrying a daughter to losing a job,
asthma attacks to legal issues.”

The professional structure Shree Kanth Shastri created in the Shivala
neighborhood, in the southern part of the town not far from the banks
of the Ganges, is quite similar to his older brother’s. Work is organized
around the three axes of “work-office-temple.” Shree Kanth Shastri fulfills
the threefold role of astrologer (jyotisi), ritual specialist (karmakandi),
and tantric practitioner (zdntrik) and has a team of pandits regularly
appointed to perform rituals. However, his office is located in a building
separate from the astrologer’s home, about fifty meters away on the same
street. The office serves mainly for consultations and diagnosis, while the
therapeutic aspects of astrological treatment are carried out in the house,
along with the rituals.
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In the mornings, the astrologer works as a ritual specialist (karmakands)
at home while also supervising the work of four to five pandits (ritual
technicians) who are permanent staff. The pandits conduct rituals in the
courtyard when oblations into the fire (bavar) are to be offered, or in
the temple room located on the floor above, when they are only reciting
mantras. After lunch, Shree Kanth Shastri goes to his office where he sees
clients. As indicated on his visiting card, it is open in the afternoons and
evenings, from “4 p.m. to 9 p.m.—Monday closed.”

The functional and temporal complementarity between the home
and the office is not always rigidly respected: sometimes people come
to the house in the morning and he sees them for a consultation. Shree
Kanth Shastri explains that the division between the office and the house
is essential as it allows him to protect his own family from the daily
encounters with a clientele that is not always respectable and sometimes
secks help with problems concerning sexual relations or violence, which
would impair the purity of the home. For this reason, when people turn
up at his home in the morning, the only ones he agrees to sce are those
who belong to the category of clients seen as “trustworthy”—women, a
married couple, or a family.?

Although like his brother he wears the orange cloth of the ascetic to
perform rituals and the pandits’ traditional garb—a cream-colored kurza
and /ungi—at his office, with his round face and fleshy hands, Shree Kanth
Shastri does not share his brother’s reputation of being a biba gifted with
spiritual power. He scems to be entirely focused on developing the image
of a “modern” professional astrologer. During an interview Shree Kanth
Shastri also explicitly evoked the idea that today’s astrologers are “modern
people” Thus, while describing the office of one of his clients, a lawyer,
he explained to us: “He put in a table and all the rest (able-vable), like
today’s astrologers (jaise jyotisi log baithte hai dj-kal), like modern people
(modern log). Thus furnished, the room, which was not very attractive
before, became very bright and charming.”

To illustrate how Shree Kanth Shastri maintains his image of “modern
astrologer,” we will start by describing his office as it was in 1999-2000,
and we will then compare this with what we found in 2002. The numerous
changes the astrologer made over these two years shows how “modernity”
constitutes a value in terms of the astrologer’s professional identity.

When we first visited him in 1999, above the door to the office
there were three blue boards, written, respectively, in Roman, Devanagari,
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and Bengali script, saying “Pracya jyotis anusandhan kendra” (Center
for Research in Ancient Astrology). Below this, the board with Roman
characters said “Astrolzer and Karmakandee,” followed by the astrologer’s
name and the address of the office. In addition to the qualifications of
Jyotisi and karmakindi, the boards in Hindi and Bengali specified “for all
sorts of ritual acts related to astrology” (jyotis sambandhit sabbi prakar ke
karyé ke liye). Next to the entrance that consisted of two moldy white
panels, the symbol of the Communist Party of India was splashed across
the wall in red paint.

Inside, the office consisted of an entrance that served as a waiting
room, furnished with a sofa and a few chairs, a room for the marriage
agency Nirnay (Decision, Choice), and a room for the astrologer’s office.
Shree Kanth Shastri created the matrimonial agency Nirnay to supplement
his activity as an astrologer: the client fills in an application form pro-
viding all the individual and family information concerning the candidate
to be married and specifies the qualities he desires the future spouse to
possess. For the sum of 350 rupees, the form completed at the agency
entitles the candidate’s family to a monthly letter containing references
to three potential partners, while for 500 rupees, the family will receive
three letters a month, each containing four references. The agency had
900 registered clients and had arranged 1,100 marriages in its eighteen
years of activity, according to the astrologer. In 1999, it was run by a
very old man, who sat behind a table covered in ancient pieces of paper,
preparing the numerous handwritten letters to be sent every week to the
agency’s clients.

In the waiting room, a young pandit (ritual technician) seated behind
a table was ready to cater to all the astrologer’s needs and to usher in the
clients. Shree Kanth Shastri’s clientele generally belongs to the middle or
upper classes: traders, businessmen, civil servants, bank employees, teachers,
and so forth. However, artisans, auto rickshaw drivers, masons, or local
unemployed people may also call upon this astrologer, but they gener-
ally come to request a tantric remedy rather than an actual astrological
consultation. This astrologer has a vast and varied clientele that includes
Hindus and Muslims, men and women, residents of Banaras and Indians
from other regions (particularly Bengalis, but also people from Delhi or
other towns in North India).

Unlike his brother, the length of Shree Kanth Shastri’s consultations
is not fixed and he sometimes keeps his clients for hours on end: he likes
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chatting with them, asking them questions, lingering over the details of
the planetary configurations, recounting anecdotes, and developing a
relationship of trust. In 1999, the price of his consultations was at the
client’s discretion: when the client was ready to pay and asked, “How
much?” Shree Kanth Shastri would reply with expressions like “whatever
you like” (jo iccha ho, kya iccha ho) or “give the little you can” (kam se
kam jitni de sakte hai, vahi ap dijiye) insisting there was no fixed rate and
everyone should pay according to their means, and above all, whatever
they wanted. Most clients left about one hundred rupees, but those who
had serious financial problems could pay nothing or would leave as little
as twenty rupees.

When we were doing our fieldwork in 1999-2000, Shree Kanth
Shastri wore heavy black spectacles with a plastic frame in a 1960s style.
The first thing we noticed when we saw him again in 2002 was that he
was wearing a new, light pair of gilt-framed glasses. In addition, the street
dog, covered in fleas, that had hung around the house earlier had been
replaced by a well-groomed, purebred golden retriever with shiny fur.
The astrologer had taken to sleeping with the dog and it remained beside
him during the consultations while its predecessor had been chased off
vigorously if it ever dared approach the consultation room.”” But these
were only the first signs of a radical overhaul that involved the astrologer’s
entire office: outside, the wall had been repainted and the symbol of the
Communist Party erased; the Bengali sign (giving the astrologer a regional
connotation) had been removed; and on the English board, “astrolzer”
had been corrected to read “astrologer” The moldy door panels had been
replaced by a tinted-glass door, protected by lacquered wooden shutters.
Inside, although they were never switched on, two computers were on
display in the matrimonial agency office for the clients who waited their
turn on the new, comfortable sofa in the waiting room. In the matrimo-
nial agency room, the old man hidden behind a pile of papers had been
replaced by a young girl seated before a typewriter: “Miss Sunita Halder,
manager” read the new nameplate standing on the agency desk. The whole
office was air-conditioned, a rare luxury in Banaras, and above the door
to the astrologer’s office was a board saying “fee: 200 rupees.” A temple
had been set up in a room behind the astrologer’s desk, making the office
completely separate from the house.

This gives us a better idea of what Shree Kanth Shastri meant when
he said his lawyer client’s office had been organized like those of today’s
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astrologers, “like modern peoples’ offices.” The image of modernity this
astrologer displays in no way implies he has abandoned his traditional
identity, and Shree Kanth Shastri continues to wear his pandit’s and ascetic’s
clothes and to provide the same ritual and divinatory services as before.”

Most of Banaras’s astrologers are not as “modern” and “professional”
as Shree Kanth Shastri and Neelkanth Shastri: they do not have a zable-
vable office (office with a table and such like) and they meet their clients
seated on a small mattress (gaddi) placed on the ground. They have no
waiting room, which means that the consultation is always a public affair,
overheard by all those waiting their turn; they have no secretary to filter
the astrologer’s telephone calls, and so forth. But most astrologers do not
perform rituals inside their houses either (they ask their clients to have
them performed at one of the town’s major temples), they do not have a
full-time team of pandits at their disposal, and do not wear the ascetic’s
orange clothes. Most astrologers are hence neither as “modern” nor do
they display their traditional Brahmanical identity so patently.

The reason we chose to sketch the portraits of these two brothers is
because of their popularity. No other astrologer in town seems to attract
as many clients as Neelkanth Shastri and Shree Kanth Shastri but, in
addition, their clienteles are extremely diverse, as these astrologers adapt
their services to the demands of all sorts of clients.

Other astrologers, on the contrary, have a more specific clientele. This
is true of Chandrama Pandey, a professor at the Department of Jyotish
of BHU. He sees people at his home, a flat inside the university campus.
His clientele consists mainly of the population that lives and works on
the campus: professors, researchers, and students, as well as employees and
technicians. Kameshwar Upadhyay, a researcher at the same department,
has also developed a faithful following at the university, particularly among
the doctors, engineers, and lawyers, Brahmins for the most part. His clients
also include numerous conservative right-wing Hindus as the astrologer’s
political commitment to the Vishwa Hindu Parishad is well known and
has often made the headlines of the local press.?” Another colleague at
the department, Chandra Mawli Upadhyay, the son of the famous late
Rajmohan Upadhyay (director of the Faculty of Sanskrit Studies as well
as of the BHU Department of Jyotish from 1960 to 1984), boasts a cli-
entele of national celebrities in addition to his university network. They
range from “Big B,” Amitabh Bachchan, Bollywood’s supreme star, to the
politician Mulayam Singh Yadav, who has been chief minister of Uttar
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Pradesh three times, and include the multimillionaire businessman Anil
Ambani (Reliance Group) as well as the cricket player Sachin Tendulkar.
In Banaras, his address book is clearly the most “trendy.”*

Dina Nath Tiwari, who works with his disciple-associate Kailash
Nath Chowbe in the Ramapura neighborhood, holds his consultations
for local inhabitants on the ground floor of his house. His clientele con-
sists of policemen, bank employees, artisans, and teachers. The astrologers
Shyamadhar Dvivedi and Shiv Dev Shastri have an office in the streets
surrounding the Visvanath temple, a major landmark for anyone visiting
Banaras, and Deoki Nandan Shastri’s astrologer’s sign hangs on the banks
of the Ganges (at Chowsatti ghat), on the ground floor of “Shiv Ganga
View;” a hotel he owns. All of them have drop-in clients, generally tourists
and pilgrims who are passing through the town.

During my last trip to Banaras, in 2008, a new category of astrol-
oger had appeared on the “market” attracting a new type of client. They
are specialists who, rather than exercising their profession at home, at an
office, or a temple, sell their services at a shop (dukin) and use public
advertising to attract clients.’ These shops can be more or less sophisticated,
a mere stall or a shop with a shiny facade and air-conditioning, selling
all kinds of astrological and apotropaic products: precious gems, rudriksa
(Elacocarpus ganitrus) beads, amulets, bracelets, rings, necklaces, and all
kinds of other objects supposed to protect people from evil influences,
planetary or otherwise. The astrologer can be the owner or tenant of the
shop, or may work there as a sales adviser.*> Among those that are doing
extremely well in Banaras we can mention the Shiv Astrological Hospi-
tal-Shiv Research Center on rudriksa (Siv Jyotis hdxpi;a[—giv rudriksa
anusandhin kendya) that has four shops in Banaras and one in Mumbai,
selling all kinds of apotropaic products and lucky charms.?* The owner
of the chain is “Docteur Anup Kumar Jaiswal,” who claims expertise in
the fields of astrology, vdistu (science of buildings), and gemology. The
portrait of this commercial astrologer, his face surrounded by the rays of
the sun, seated on a golden throne, the arms of which are decorated with
lion’s heads, adorns the walls of the town, and he also has auto rickshaws
circulating in the town with his portrait displayed on the sides, to advertise
his services (see plate 23 in the photo gallery). A low-caste specialist of
profitable practices, he is considered a charlatan (dhozigi) and impostor
(dhokebiz) by several astrologers with whom I had the opportunity to
discuss. Nevertheless, all of them do not disdain this type of specialist,
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and three Brahmin astrologers are not averse to working regularly at his
shops. Thus, the astrologer Pandit Ravindra Nath Sharma, descended from
a family of astrologers, spends all his afternoons at one of Dr. Jaiswal’s
three shops near the Sankat Mochan temple. He reads clients’ horoscopes
and advises them on the products to buy—a “Feng shui golden card” (a
lucky charm decorated with animals of the Chinese horoscope), a glass
Eiffel Tower for academic success, or ceramic dolphins to attract money.

Before examining the divinatory and therapeutic services provided
by Banaras’s astrologers in the following chapters, we would like to look
for a moment at two fairly atypical astrologers in the panorama of profes-
sionals to be found in this town: Paras Nath Ojha and Jitendra Narayan
Pandey. These two figures allow us to reveal the widest context of today’s
Hindu astrological practice, and to return to questions we raised in the
first part of this chapter.

In the village neighborhood of Nagwa, at the southernmost tip of
Banaras, Paras Nath Ojha’s three-story cement house stands like a sky-
scraper on the edge of a large drain that flows into the Ganges, amid an
ocean of clay hovels. Born to an astrologer father in a village in Bihar,
Dr. Paras Nath Ojha is a Kanya-Kubja Brahmin practitioner whose clients
are mainly foreign, Americans and Canadians in particular. They are not
tourists—who would actually find it very difficult to access this part of
the town—but foreigners, the majority of whom have never been to India.

Paras Nath Ojha holds a doctorate in jyotisa from Banaras Hindu
University. He says that at the end of the 1980s in Banaras he met a
Canadian traveler who had come to study astrology. In the role of guru,
Paras Nath Ojha trained the young Canadian, who went on to become
an astrologer. When he returned to Canada, the young man invited
him to visit. Dr. Ojha says that from 1991 to 1995 he traveled between
the United States, Canada, and Europe, and that he was invited to give
conferences at several American universities, such as Columbia, Boston
University, the University of California, and others. Once he returned to
Banaras, with some Canadian associates he founded the Jyotirveda Vigyan
Sansthan (Jyotirveda vijiian samsthin, Association of Astrological Science)
in 1996, an association that aims both to help the population of Banaras
(particularly the population of Nagwa) “materially” and people from
Western countries “spiritually” On the one hand the Jyotirveda Vigyan
Sansthan uses its funds to finance a free school for the underprivileged
children of Nagwa, and to encourage the construction of cement roads,
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as the mud road surfaces in this area are impassable during the monsoons.
On the other hand, the association organizes the performance of sacrificial
offerings of vegetal oblations into the fire (yajia, havan) or other forms
of pija (worship) in order to “reduce the crime rate in the United States”
or to intervene for the resolution of specific issues concerning Americans
or Canadians. The “material” wealth of the West thus serves the people
of Nagwa (the astrologer to start with), just as Banaras’s “spiritual” wealth
is supposed to help the inhabitants of countries that lack effective ritual
practices.

In terms of resolving problems faced by Americans or Canadians
(which seemed to us to be the association’s main activity) the Jyotirveda
Vigyan Sansthan does the following: the astrologer receives a fax/email
from his associates on the other side of the Atlantic with the temporal and
geographical coordinates of the client’s birth, along with a brief description
of the problem the person is experiencing.* Once he has calculated the
person’s horoscope and identified the planets responsible for the affliction,
he draws up a list of rituals appropriate to resolving the problem; he then
summons the required number of pandits (ritual technicians).?

Five hundred pandits work for this p#ja company, the Jyotirveda
Vigyan Sansthan. Apart from special occasions such as a rituals conducted
to bring about a general improvement in the state of the world, when
all five hundred pandits are summoned together, the organization only
calls upon fifty to sixty pandits a day. The rituals are performed at the
Jyotirveda Vigyan Sansthan headquarters, a building located about two
hundred meters from the astrologer’s residence. This building contains a
secretarial service, a hall, two rooms, and a garden with a raised platform
and altar to perform the offering of oblations to the fire.

To give the reader an idea of how the astrologer organizes the pandits’
work for concrete American and Canadian cases, we will describe a typical
day (January 25, 2000) at the center. At 7:00 a.m. dozens of pandits of
all ages—from fifteen to sixty years old—cycle through the Nagwa neigh-
borhood on their way to the organization’s headquarters. The astrologer
is waiting for them there and he announces the rituals to be performed:
in the first room eleven pandits recite the Ram raksi stotra (praise for
Lord Ram’s protection) for an American who has a problem paying his
taxes; in the second room twenty-five pandits sing the Durgasaptsati (the
seven hundred verses for Godddess Durga), a sacred reading (pazh) to
help Wallace, a Canadian involved in a court case. The astrologer says he
has already performed four or five pija for him over the past year. In the
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hall, eleven pandits recite the Hanumain cilisi (the forty verses for the
God Hanuman) for someone suffering from AIDS in the state of Iowa
(USA), and in the garden fifteen pandits offer oblations to the fire for
a Canadian woman suffering from cancer and heart problems. The per-
formance of these rituals can last weeks, or even months, depending on
the gravity of the cases, and the Americans or Canadians pay hundreds
of dollars for this service.

Jitendra Narayan Pandey is chief astrologer of the website Cyber
Astro (www.cyberastro.com). His work also involves “global” astrological
services. The internet site this astrologer from Banaras works for was
created in 1997, by the Indian “Cyber Media India Ltd” (CMIL) group
of companies, with the aim of spreading the “ancient principles of Vedic
Astrology” throughout the world, using the internet. “Vedic or Indian
Astrology is over 5,000 years old and has stood the test of time. Cyber
Astro makes these ancient principles more applicable for the New Mil-
lennium,” says the “About Us” page of the site.*

As chief astrologer, ]. N. Pandey provides personalized astrological
consultations for the site’s member-clients and he also organizes the per-
formance of rituals (“Ceremonies”) or sends amulets to people by post
to protect them from harmful planetary influences. This is how his skills
are certified on the website:

Dr. Jitendra Narayan Pandey— Chief Astrologer

Dr. Jitendra comes from a traditional family of Indian Gurus
and pundits in Varanasi [Banaras]. From his childhood his
father and grandfather trained him in Vedic Philosophy.

He is a graduate from Banaras Hindu University in Astrol-
ogy. He did his post graduation in Vedic Astrology from the
same university. He was selected, as National Scholar by the
University Grants Commission of the Government of India in
1992, to conduct research in Vedic astrology at Banaras Hindu
University. During his research in the university he also taught
Vedic astrology to the graduate students, and he was also the
Asst. Editor for the Almanac (Vishwa Panchanga) published
regularly by Banaras Hindu University.

He was awarded his Ph.D. (Doctorate of Philosophy) in
Vedic Astrology by Banaras Hindu University in 1996. His
thesis for Doctorate research was on astrological computations
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for non-luminous planets. Dr. Pandey has been practicing Vedic
Astrology and giving predictions since 1989.

He joined Cyber Astro, as Chief Astrologer, in May
1997 and has helped Mr. Majumdar create standard services
and products based on Vedic principles that can be marketed
on the Net, and be delivered by email anywhere in the world.

This final portrait shows us an astrologer descended “from a tradi-
tional family of Indian Gurus and pundits in Varanasi” who also holds
a doctorate in astrology from Banaras Hindu University. Yet again, this
clearly evokes the idea that astrology is “Vedic knowledge,” a prerogative of
the Brahmins, and “scientific knowledge” accessible to everyone, just as the
profession of astrologer is both a traditional occupation that requires an
innate Brahmin pedigree and a modern and liberal profession, accredited
by the university degrees obtained.



Plate 1. The teaching of astral sciences at the Banaras Hindu University. Photo:
Author.

Plate 2. The teaching of astral sciences at the Sanskrit University. Photo: Author.



Plate 3. Making calculations for the annual almanac (pasicizg) in the Department

of Jyotish of the Banaras Hindu University. Photo: Simon Georget.



Plate 4. Astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri in his office during a consultation. Photo:
Sunita Singh.

Plate 5. The team of ritual specialists working for Shree Kanth Shastri, performing
a havan for a client. Photo: Author.



Plates 6 and 7. Waiting for a consultation at the astrologer’s home. Photos: Simon

Georget.



Plate 8. Waiting for an astrological consultation in an office near the Sankat
Mochan Temple. Photo: Simon Georget.
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Plate 9. How to choose the best daughter-in-law. Photo: Simon Georget.
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Plate 11. The horoscope as a copy. Photo: Simon Georget.



Plate 13. Brahmin ritual specialists performing japas (repetition of mantras) for
American, Australian, and European clients. Photo: Simon Georget.
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Plates 14-15-16. Hand reading. Photos: Simon Georget.
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Plate 19. Choosing the right planetary gemstone in a jewelry shop. Photo: Simon

Georget.



Plates 20 and 21. Performing the ritual of prana pratisthi to make a gemstone

ring effective. Photos: Simon Georget.



Plate 22. The billboard installed on a much-frequented road and advertising an
astrologer’s successful predictions (among these: India’s victory in the cricket world
cup, the election of Pratibha Patil as president of the Republic, the inclusion of
the Taj Mahal among the Wonders of the World, the election of Mayavati as
prime minister of Uttar Pradesh, and so on). Photo: Simon Georget.
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Plate 23. An autorikshaw advertising a shop selling astrological items. Photo:

Simon Georget.
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Horoscopes and Truth

Divinatory Techniques and Their Applications

Astrologers in Banaras employ a varied and composite range of divina-
tory procedures. Interpreting birth charts, an activity we commonly call
“astrology,” is only one of the various methods of investigation used during
consultations. While drawing up an inventory of the main techniques, the
following pages will pay particular attention to examining the articulation
between divinatory theory and practice, abstract principles and concrete
applications. Rather than analyzing the knowledge astrologers possess, this
chapter will focus on the study of their expertise, the skill they demonstrate
during consultations that allows them to provide satisfactory responses to
their clients’ questions. From this perspective, divinatory techniques will
be illustrated iz fieri, through examples of situations or specific cases to
which they are applied.! Our considerations will also take into account the
reflexive aspect of astrological practice: the discourses specialists develop
about the skills they possess.

In order to lay bare the processes at work in astrological consul-
tations, the last part of this chapter will look more specifically at cases
that, to an external observer, may seem to be “divinatory failures,” that
is, astrological diagnoses that do not match the clients’ observations.
Borrowing the social psychology concept developed by Leon Festinger in
When Prophecy Fails (Festinger, Riecken, and Schachter 1964 [1956])—
the famous book that describes the reactions of a group of believers who
realize that the much-awaited, imminent apocalypse does not occur on
the predicted date—we will examine cases of “cognitive dissonance” where
reality seems to contradict the content of divinatory declarations. From

103
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our analytical perspective, failure is not seen as an “accident” in spite of
which the astrologer and consultant continue to believe in the validity of
divinatory knowledge but, on the contrary, as a constitutive element of
the divinatory approach, without which astrologers” work would lose its
meaning. It is, in fact, in situations where the astrologer is faced with the
need to identify an error that the cognitive assumptions of his knowledge
are fully revealed. As Jean-Pierre Vernant observes, divination would lose
its raison détre if it always foretold the truth:

Divination infers secure conclusions about events whose out-
come, whether desired or feared by the consultant, is always,
by definition, uncertain at the start. If the omniscience claimed
by the seer were to be fully realized, it would eclipse the func-
tion itself of divination, its practical purpose, as well as the
chancy character of events, for the consultant does not expect
the oracle to predict a future that is already inexorably fixed.
(Vernant 1991, 310)

The discrepancy between diagnoses established by astrologers and
facts perceived by clients not only contributes the zormal functioning of
divinatory practice but also allows astrologers to more deeply question the
social facts mentioned during consultations. As we will see, situations of
“cognitive dissonance” become an opportunity to question events highly
charged with social expectations, such as arranging a marriage or the
question of male versus female offspring.

Let us nonetheless start by presenting the diversity of divinatory
techniques astrologers use. As we saw in the first chapter, the astrological
branch—hora or phalita®—of astral knowledge (jyotisa) is divided into
three sections (aziga): jitaka (genethlialogy or natal astrology), prasna
(interrogations or horary astrology), and mubirta (“auspicious moments”
or electional astrology). These three techniques serve to study the effects
of astral configurations on earthly affairs, but each one takes a different
temporal moment as meaningful: for natal astrology (jizaka) it is birth,
for horary astrology (prasna) it is the time of the query, and for electional
astrology (mubirta) it is the moment of undertaking a particular activity.

Beyond these methods, astrologers also use chiromancy (hastarekhasis-
tra), physiognomy (samudrikasistra or angavidyi),® and vistusistra, or the
“science of sites and building” that studies how the spatial properties of
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buildings can affect peoples’ lives. Even though they do not deal with the
movement of the heavenly bodies in the sky, these three areas of divina-
tory knowledge nonetheless draw upon the language of the stars and are
hence considered a part of jyotisa. In addition, astrologers in Banaras often
employ another divinatory technique involving the study of small samples
of soil (mizti). This practice is partially linked to vdstusistra, the science
of sites and building, and sambita, the interpretation of omens, but it also
follows its own autonomous interpretative rationales. By analyzing the
smell, color, texture, and other properties of samples of soil taken from the
site where the client lives or works, the astrologer identifies possible flaws
(dosa) likely to have a harmful effect on the life of the people involved
(Guenzi and Singh 2009).

Besides the major types of divinatory knowledge mentioned so
far, there are others, practiced less systematically and commonly. Breath
divination (svaravidya) is a technique related to tantric yoga practices. In
this case the astrologer answers the client by analyzing the manner in
which the breath enters and leaves through his—the astrologer’s—nostrils
at the moment when the client asks the question.* Another technique,
oneiromancy (svapravidya), is generally used to discern whether the client
is afflicted by ghosts (bhir-pret) that are believed to appear in the client’s
dreams.’ Finally, to complete the list of divinatory techniques we observed
in Banaras, we will mention divination by throwing dice (ramal) or shells
(kauri), techniques we saw employed by Muslim specialists, but which are
not among the Hindu astrologers skills.

During a consultation, the astrologer can thus choose from sev-
eral investigative options depending on the type of data he decides to
consider significant. It could be the person’s date and time of birth, the
time at which the consultation takes place, the time when a particular
activity should be undertaken, the lines of the hand, the facial features,
the way the interior of the client’s house is laid out or the type of site
where he lives, dreams (the client’s or the astrologer’s), or the way the
astrologer perceives the movement of his own breath when the client
asks a question. Practitioners do not see all these techniques as having the
same level of objectivity and requiring the same type of training. While
horoscopy is seen as a “science” that can be practiced by anyone who
has learned the skills—even a computer—chiromancy, studying the soil,
or interpreting dreams are considered embodied skills, which are more
difhicult to theorize. Thus, while horoscopy can be learned at university,
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the other divinatory methods are more commonly transmitted through a
guru-disciple relationship.®

There are two ways to use divinatory techniques during consultations.
One consists in formulating statements based exclusively on divinatory
rules and procedures, through deductive reasoning.” Thus, for example, by
looking at a person’s horoscope, the astrologer infers the person’s diseases—
past, present, or future—the number of brothers, sisters, and children he
has, his personality traits, and so on. The other consists in starting from
perceived “symptoms”—the loss of a job, the difficulty in arranging a
daughter’s marriage, backache, among others—to identify the cause through
inductive reasoning. For example, when a client is hurt in an accident or
during a fight, the astrologer will examine the position of Mars in his
horoscope or hand, since this planet is associated with wounds or violent
fights, according to astrological theory. Nonetheless, while for heuristic and
descriptive purposes it is useful to state that both these approaches exist
and are employed, it would be false to claim that it is actually possible to
distinguish, at every consultation, what is revealed by the deductive process
rather than the inductive process, as the two are irrevocably intertwined.

Astrologers see the diversity of divinatory procedures as a coherent
whole in which any technique, based on a varied category of signs, can
contribute to developing a diagnosis. The relationship between the different
divinatory methods is complementary rather than exclusive. Thus, reading
a palm and a horoscope are two complementary methods, as they tend
toward the same goal of knowing what is written in a person’s destiny
following two different routes. The heavenly pattern written in the horo-
scope describes, at the “macrocosmic” level, what the lines of the hand say
at the “microcosmic” level. Astrologers thus assert that if the calculation
of the horoscope and the reading of the hand are correct, there cannot
be a contradiction between the content of these readings. Furthermore,
divinatory techniques are seen as complementary at an etiological level,
as each method specializes in a different category of causes. Astrological
techniques serve to identify planetary causes, vistusastra recognizes prob-
lems at the level of the organization of domestic space, the inspection of
samples of soil probes the dosas (flaws, defects) that affect the site, the
interpretation of dreams checks for the influence of the ghosts (bhiz-pret),
and so on. On this subject, the astrologer Neelkanth Shastri explained that
divinatory knowledge is not different from medicine or any other science
that includes several methods of analysis and diagnosis:
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Just as doctors use urine examinations, X-rays, electrocar-
diograms, etc., we astrologers have the horoscope, the lines
of the hand, vdstu, etc. If, for example, someone is sick, the
astrologer should be able to determine (zirnay karna) through
the symptoms (/aksan) whether it is because of the planets
(graha), the soil (bhami), external flaws (bahari dosa),® or
the surrounding atmosphere (vitavaran) . . . it is up to the
astrologer’s intelligence (buddhimatti) to know how to eval-
uate all these things simultaneously. . . . One has to proceed
gradually, there is no predetermined method (vidhi) that tells
you how to proceed . . . today science has techniques to carry
out analyses of urine (matr pariksi), phlegm (kaph pariksd), or
stool (visthd pariksd); in the same way, little by little, we are
developing our techniques . . .

In order to show the distinguishing features of each divinatory
technique, the following pages combine a study of the textual sources
astrologers use—horoscopy manuals (horasistra), almanacs (paricarg), and
physiognomy manuals (sdmudrikasistra)—with an analysis of dialogues
between astrologers and their clients during their consultations.

The Horoscope

In Banaras, the words cakr or kundali—both meaning “circle,” “ring,
“diagram”—are used to refer to different kinds of horoscopes that may
be calculated by astrologers:’ the natal chart drawn upon the basis of the
date and time of birth, the astral chart of the time one asks the astrologer
a question, the diagram reproducing the lines of the hand or the spatial
configuration of land. Thus there are several types of horoscope: the “birth
horoscope” (janm kundali, janm cakr), the “horary horoscope” (prasn ki
kundali, prasn cakr), the “hand horoscope” (haith ki kundali, hath ki cakr),
and the “land horoscope” (zamin ki kundali, zamin ki cakr). In this study,
we will thus use the term “horoscope” not only to refer to astral charts
calculated at a specific time but also in the more general sense of diagram,
or series of diagrams, depicting the destiny of a particular subject.
Astrologers calculate horoscopes not only for human beings but also
for animals, houses, pieces of land, and other objects. This highlights a first
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important characteristic of their way of knowing: it goes beyond anthro-
pocentrism. The first example that comes to mind in this respect is that
of the astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri’s dog, a golden retriever. It had its
own horoscope and when it was ill, it was treated with a collar of tantric
amulets and precious stones, remedies that provide protection from malefic
planetary influences that are commonly prescribed for “human” clients.

Just like living beings, a piece of land, a region, or a state can also
have a horoscope. For example, we saw in the introduction that the date
chosen for the declaration of India’s independence was decided after con-
sultations with a committee of astrologers. The Indian nation thus has
a horoscope calculated on the basis of this date."” With Taurus as the
ascendant (lagna) and Cancer as the lunar sign (74si), the Indian nation’s
birth chart allows astrologers to provide interpretations and predictions
regarding the relationship with Pakistan, election results, or the national
cricket team’s victories. Similarly, astrologers calculate the horoscope of a
picce of land (zamin ki cakr, zamin ki kundali) to know its flaws (dosa)
and its qualities (guza), the profit (libh) it will produce, the type of
crops that should be planted, the time it will take to build a house on it,
suitable types of activities that can be started there, and so forth. This is
how an astrologer explained the importance of calculating the horoscope
for a piece of land:

By examining the horoscope of a land (zamin ki kundali) you
can see the compactness of the land, its age, fertility, the profits
(labh) or problems (nuksin) that may arise on the land . . . a
land horoscope allows one to know what type of crop (phasal)
to plant and the appropriate times for cultivation . . . a piece
of land is like a woman’s womb: it may be fertile or not, and
this will change with time . . .

By observing the trees you can see how much the bhigya
(fate) of a land may vary . . . on some sites there are trees
that live hundreds of years, while on others they die after five
years, blown over by the wind as the land is not stable . . . By
looking at the horoscope of a site, you can know how long
a certain type of tree will live, how long it will take to grow,
whether the tree will be large, whether it will provide a lot of
wood, whether the wood will be strong . . .
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Beyond human beings, animals, land, or houses, horoscopes also refer
to social events or processes: court cases, medical therapies, sexual relations,
and so on. Astrologers investigate the outcome of any of these events, the
conditions under which they would be successful, or the difficulties that
might arise, by calculating the horoscope at the time of their undertaking.

However, the horoscope calculated for a human being’s birth, known
as a janm kundali (or janm patri), serves as a model for the calculation
of most horoscopes. We will now describe the main elements that com-
pose the janm kundali and then consider the manner in which this basic
grammar is employed and applied in different contexts."

In its traditional form, the janm kundali consists of a scroll, about
seven meters long. Ganesa, the God propitious to beginnings, and hence
of course birth, is shown at the top of the scroll.'* Nowadays, the scroll
type of horoscope has largely been replaced by a notebook, with predrawn
astrological diagrams, as it is easier to fill in and to consult. Astrologers fill
in the scrolls or horoscope notebooks by hand, inserting not only the astral
data that corresponds to the person’s date of birth but also predictions and
advice. However, some clients now have computer-calculated horoscopes
produced by specially designed software. Praveen Issar, the founder of
“Shubham Computer Astrologers,” who holds an MA in jyotisa from BHU,
sells her clients horoscopes calculated using the “Fortune Point” software.
During my fieldwork in 2008 I observed that more and more astrologers,
particularly those who work at the university, use PDAs (personal digital
assistants) during consultations. This allows them to calculate their client’s
astral theme in just a few minutes, wherever they are.

Every complete janm kundali is normally divided into three sec-
tions: the first is descriptive and illustrates through multiple diagrams the
position of the stars at the time of birth and the planetary periods (dasi)
the person will go through over the course of his or her existence. The
second, interpretative, section indicates discursively the effects (phal) the
astral configurations and the planetary periods will have on the person’s
life, while the third therapeutic section mentions the remedies (#pay) to
be applied in order to reduce the negative planetary influences and to
increase the positive ones."

The basic diagram upon which every janm kundali is elaborated is
divided into twelve houses of the sky (bhava, sthina) (see figure 5)."* In
order, these houses are called:
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Figure 5. The twelve houses (bhava) of the horoscope.

House of the ascendant (lagna) or house of the self/body (zanu);
Second house (dvitiya bhava) or house of family (kutumba), wealth (dhana),
speech (vdc), eating/possessions (bhukti), and eyes (nayana);

Third house (¢7tiya bhiva) or house of siblings (sabaja), courage (vikrama),
servants (bbrtya), and the ears (karpa);

Fourth house (caturtha bhiva) or house of relationships (bandhu), the
mother (matr), the home (grha), happiness (sukba), and travel (yina);
Fifth house (pasicama bhiva) or house of progeny (suta), intelligence
(buddhi), and knowledge (vidyi);

Sixth house (sastha bbiva) or house of enemies (ripu), discases (roga),
weapons (sastra), dangers (bbaya), and wounds (ksata);

Seventh house (saptama bhiva) or house of the spouse (jzyi) and sexual
desire (kama);

Eighth house (astama bhiva) or house of death (mrtyu) and longevity
(d_yu.v);

Ninth house (navama bbiva) or house of fortune (bhigya), dharma (reli-
gious norms), teacher (gum), austerity (mpﬂs), pilgrimage (z‘irthﬂydtm), and
auspiciousness (subha);

Tenth house (dasama bhiva) or house of work (karma), profession (vrtti),
the father (pitr), royalty (rijya), and debts (r74);

Eleventh house (ekddasa bbhiva) or house of gain (dya), cows (pasu), and
daughters-in-law (putrajiyi);

Twelfth house (dvadasa bhava) or house of losses (vyaya)."

The twelve houses indicate the constitutive elements of destiny. The

first house or the house of the ascendant (lagna) represents the owner of

the horoscope, the jitaka (the one who is born, the native) in his or her

totality: his or her body, his or her personality, while the other houses refer
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to the different parts that compose him or her. They refer to the parts of
the body, the members of the family, work, social relationships, material
goods, and events (travel, accidents, theft, disputes, disease, sorrow) that are
to mark his or her existence.'® As a classification system of human existence
developed and transmitted within Brahmanical culture, it is surprising to
find no reference to the caste system in the twelve houses of the horoscope.
Although the terms jizi—the “birth group,” which is often translated as
“caste”—and jitaka, “horoscopy,” derive from the same Sanskrit root JAN-,
“to be born,” they nonetheless convey very different conceptions of human
destiny as determined by birth. In fact, as Ashok Kumar Gaur, an astrologer
from Banaras and the author of a slim astrological manual—the Navagraha
Rabasyam (Mystery of the Nine Planetary Deities)—emphasizes, planetary
influences do not differentiate between social groups:

Despite all the differences separating the four varnas, there is
one area where all the varpas are equal. One could call it “equal-
ity before the planets” (grahi ki samanata). The fundamental
reason for this equality is that the planets are not interested
in which varpa a person is born into or their professional
situation. The nine planetary deities (zavagraha) exert all their
influence (pirn prabbav) in the same way over people from all
four varnas: from the planets’ perspective (dysti), people from
every varpa are the same (grahé ki dysti mé carovarnd ke vyakti

ek hi saman hote hai). (1997, 9)

While horoscope theory does not mention belonging to one or
another social group as a distinguishing criteria for human destiny, this
is not entirely true of gender differences. Women’s horoscopes are dealt
with in a specific section of the horoscopy treatises, called stri-jataka
(women’s horoscopy), and, as we will see in chapter 6, the signification of
the twelve houses is different for women. For example, the tenth house
of the horoscope, indicating professional activity, refers to the husband’s
profession in most cases.

When the horoscope is calculated for a nonhuman subject, the
signification of the twelve houses is adapted to suit the context. Thus,
for example in the Indian nation’s horoscope, the first house signifies the
government, the second wealth, the third the army, the fourth the transport
system, and so forth. In the same manner, when looking at the outcome
of a surgical operation, the first house shows the success of the operation,
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the second the cost, the third the nurses and so on. In his study of the
the dévaprasnam in Kerala, Gilles Tarabout shows that horoscopes can
also be calculated for temples (not a common practice in Banaras): the
first house symbolizes the image of the deity and the temple, the second
the temple’s management and finances, the third offerings, maintenance,
the staff, and so on (2002a, 152).

The twelve houses define the different aspects that potentially consti-
tute the person’s destiny, while astral conjunctions (yoga) indicate what will
actually happen in his or her life. Astral conjunctions are determined by
the position of the twelve zodiacal signs (74s7)—Aries (mesa), Taurus (vrsa),
Gemini (mithuna), Cancer (karkata), Leo (simha), Virgo (kanyd), Libra
(tuld), Scorpio (vrscika), Sagittarius (dhanus, “bow”), Capricorn (makara,
“crocodile”), Aquarius (kumbha, “water pot”), and Pisces (mina)—within
the twelve houses, as well as by the position of the nine planets (graha),
Sun (Sarya or Ravi), Moon (Candra or Soma), Mars (Mangala, Kuja, or
Bhauma), Mercury (Budha), Jupiter (Brhaspati or Guru), Venus (Sukra),
Saturn (Sani), and Rihu and Ketu (the two lunar nodes).”” The person’s
destiny is then interpreted by studying the network of correspondences
connecting the planets and the zodiacal signs to other cosmological ele-
ments like colors, directions, the parts of the body, the members of the
family, professional categories, the seasons, qualities (guza), savors (rasa),
precious stones, and so on.'®

Unlike Western astrology that pays a great deal of attention to the
symbolism of zodiacal signs, during astrological consultations in Banaras
the characteristics of zodiacal signs are rarely mentioned in the interpreta-
tion of natal charts and they play a very minor role in comparison to the
planets. They serve mainly to identify the strength and the weakness of a
planet, which vary depending on the zodiacal sign in which it is located.
Astrologers in Banaras focus their interpretation of the horoscope, and the
treatments they prescribe, on an identification of the benefic and, more
importantly, the malefic influences of the nine planets. Thus, clients are
not interested in the characteristics of the zodiacal sign under which they
were born; instead they want to know the planetary influences under which
their existence will unfold. We will have the opportunity to explore the
importance attributed to planets, and some of the other specific features
of janm kundali, the birth chart, in the following chapters. Here we
will continue our analysis with a presentation of the different divinatory
methods used by astrologers in Banaras.
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The Question

The diagram representing the twelve houses that we described for the birth
chart is also used to calculate the horoscope of a question, a procedure
known as prasna (question, interrogation, query), or more precisely prasna
ganana, “calculation of the question.” The astral theme of the moment
when the astrologer is asked the question is supposed to contain within
itself all the elements required to provide an answer, and there is no need
to consult the birth chart.

This method is used when a person sees an astrologer to ask a spe-
cific question or is seeking a solution to a concrete and specific problem,
whereas a birth chart is consulted when one wants to know what will
happen in several aspects of life. Thus, for example, if a couple goes to an
astrologer to know about their eldest son: which field of studies should be
encouraged, when will he get married, why does he fall ill so often, and
so forth, the astrologer will want to analyze the son’s birth horoscope (or
hand). If, however, the parents go to the astrologer solely to know whether
their son will pass a specific exam, for example, the entrance examination
for the faculty of medicine, the astrologer does not ask to see the birth
chart. He consults the almanac, the pasicang, instead and provides his
answer based on an examination of the prevailing planetary situation of
the day and the time when the question was asked.

There is however no precise rule to establish when prasna should be
used and when it is better to look at the birth chart. There are questions
that can be analyzed both through the birth chart and the prasna horo-
scope, and it is up to the astrologer to choose one method or the other.
A fortiori, if the person does not have a horoscope, the astrologer will
tend to use the prasna method; in addition, when an unexpected event
occurs—for example, a theft, a girl running away from home with a boy,
a job offer, and so on—the astrologer is most likely to use the prasna
method. In Banaras, the divinatory power of prasna is used to analyze a
single subject per person. Any subject raised after the first query can no
longer be investigated by this method as the diagnostic efficacy of the
horary horoscope is exhausted by the study of the first issue considered.
Once the prasna has been calculated to respond, for example, to a client’s
question regarding his daughter’s marriage, the astrologer will no longer
be able to provide a correct answer to questions concerning her health
(unless he uses other divinatory methods).
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The order of priority the person asking a question establishes when
formulating a prasna is decisive, as everything that is uttered “first” constitutes
an object of divination: the first question formulated, the first term used
for the question and the first syllable uttered. To explain further, let us look
at the case of a man who had come to the astrologer to know whether he
should sell or store the potatoes from the February 2002 harvest:"”

J': Should I put this year’s potato harvest in a store (bhandir)
or should I sell it (becnd)?

J [= jyotisi, astrologer]: It’s better to store it.

d': Are you saying that by looking at the lines of my hand or
because of the market price?

J: Neither. I'm telling you this from the prasna ganana . . . there
was a prasna . . . and I see that you should put it into storage
and not sell it. The first question you ask me, and in the first
question, the first word you utter, is what I will reply to. In
your case it is the word bbhandair . . . The very first word that
comes out of your mouth when you ask the question is the
decisive word: if you had asked me, “Should I sell or put it in
a store,” I would have advised you to sell, but as you shouldn’t
sell, the word becna (to sell) was not the first word to come
out of your mouth. What you said was the word bbandar (to
store) . . .

Not only the first word of the question but also the first syllable
uttered in the formulation of the question is loaded with divinatory value.
In this respect, the methods of interpretation vary from one specialist to
another: some astrologers associate the first syllable with a zodiacal sign
and they look at the planets present in the sign at the time the question
is asked. Others see the first syllable as corresponding to a planet and they
study its position in the horoscope; yet others associate fixed significations
with each category of letter (guttural, palatal, cerebral, etc.) and so on.

The questioner himself or herself plays a fundamental role in the way
a diagnosis is conducted, to the extent that the answer to the question
depends on whar he asks, when he asks it, and how he formulates the
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question.”® Sometimes, as in the case described earlier dealing with potatoes,
the questioner is directly involved in the question under consideration,
but this is not always necessarily the case. The questioner’s relationship to
the subject in question has no relevance from a diagnostic viewpoint. The
questioner is in fact a constitutive part of the “signifier” of the question
but is not necessarily connected to the “signified,” as the question can
involve anybody and anything.*! For example, a family from a village may
send a neighbor to the astrologer to know which direction their daughter
who has run away has taken, or an uncle may want to know when it will
be possible to arrange his nephew’s marriage, or a woman may come to
ask if the relationship between her younger sister’s husband and his lover
will continue, and so on.

As the prasna method limits the divinatory study to a single object,
it allows for it to be examined from every angle, in the slightest details, as
we can see from the rest of the consultation regarding the potato harvest:

3 So, maharij,”* tell us something about the potato situation
at the moment . . .

J: About potatoes, I told you, after the month of May, the
price will rise.

J: After the month of May or until the month of May?

J: No, it will begin in the month of May . . . until the month
of May the price will rise a bit, but it’s only after the month
of May that the price will increase. So, in my opinion you will
certainly earn money.

3. Coming here I also wanted to know . .. In February will
the potato production be sufficient for me to store some and
sell some?

J: Of course, it will certainly work. And there’s something
else, to do with papayas . . . you will do very well from papa-

yas . . . so you should also plant some papayas . . .

3. Maharaj, 1 had thought of planting cucumber . . .
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J: It will be average, that is to say, you won’t lose money, but
you won’t earn any either . . . it’s a better idea to plant papayas,
it will bring you money.

The storage of potatoes, the prices of potatoes in the month of
May, the abundance of February’s harvest, sowing papayas, and so on:
the horoscope of the prasna allows one to examine the same wealth of
details for a situation as one can for a person based on an examination of
the birth horoscope.

Sometimes, rather than choosing the moment when the question is
asked, the astrologer prefers to analyze the astral chart of the moment the
event under consideration occurred. When, for example, someone runs away
from home, the astrologer may choose to study the astral configuration of
the time the questioner put the question to the astrologer, or the astral
theme of the time when the person left the house. Thus, when a researcher
on the Faculty of Fine Arts at Banaras Hindu University went to see the
astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri to know why the dean of the faculty, Professor
B. S. Katt, had left and had not returned, and where he had disappeared
to, the astrologer examined the astral situation prevalent at the moment
Professor Katt decided to leave his house on the university campus:

& On the thirtieth of last month, without telling anyone, the
dean of my department, Professor Katt, left, I mean nobody
knew . . . I want to know something about that.

J: On the thirtieth?

& Yes, the thirtiech . . . His work was going well, every-
thing seemed to be fine, everything seemed normal, and one
morning after having his bath and drinking his tea, at about
eleven-thirty, he left without a word to anyone, and he never
came back . . . the last person who saw him is a student who
was near Vinay Cinema Hall, at about eleven-forty-five; he
saw him in an auto-rickshaw, he was alone. On the 30th of
last month, at eleven-thirty . . .

J [studying the pasicirng, the almanac]: So, this was seventeen
days ago . . . on the 30th at eleven-thirty.
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d': Yes, seventeen days ago. I had been to see him two or three

days before and I learned he had health problems.

J: In the meanwhile, have you lodged an FIR [First Informa-
tion Report]?

3 We put advertisements in the newspapers, made appeals on
the television; we asked people in the street and people who
know him (paricit) . . .

J: He left to end his life, but he hasn’t done so, he is alive. . . . He
went toward the north (uttar disi) . . .

& Toward the north?
J: He hasn’t gone very far: Allahabad, Lucknow, Kanpur . . .

& So there . . .

J: Yes, in this region, a place between 25-26 degrees lati-
tude . . . the latitude in Delhi is 28 degrees, he can’t have
gone that far.

& You mean he’s in the area.

J: Yes, and he’s going through a period of mental disturbance,
but one isn’t mentally disturbed for no reason . . . there must
be a reason . . . and I know there is a member (sadasya) of
his family who is involved, either his wife, or his children, or
someone else . . .

d: So he hasn’t gone far? Toward Allahabad, Lucknow, Kan-
pur . . . and he was involved in a family dispute or something

like that . . .

J: Yes, there’s always a reason why someone is mentally dis-
turbed . . . he may have problems in the department, but that’s
not sufficient, there must have also been family quarrels . . .

117
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In this case the date and time were known, the astrologer decided
that the time of Professor Katt’s departure from the house was more
significant, from an astrological viewpoint, than the time of the consul-
tation. Nonetheless, when studying an event that has not yet occurred,
it is preferable to look at the astral theme of the time of consultation.

While the birth chart and the question chart are generally used
to help the questioner understand the situation he is in, and to make
decisions, the branch of astrology known as mubirta deals with the real-
ization of activities that are already programmed and will be undertaken
over the course of the year. Hence it is not used to clarify doubts but
rather to discover the best circumstances under which the event should
be undertaken in order for it to be successful.

Auspicious Times

Electional horoscopy or the branch of astrology concerned with calculat-
ing mubirtas, “auspicious times,” differs fundamentally from jitaka, birth
horoscopy, and prasna, question horoscopy or horary horoscopy, in that
a priori, independently from advisory sessions, it identifies times over the
course of the Hindu lunisolar year that are favorable for undertaking certain
activities. These “auspicious times” are indicated in the almanacs published
each year in the main Indian cities. From an astrological viewpoint, while
the interpretation of the horoscope attributes primary importance to the
position of the planets in relation to the zodiacal signs and to the twelve
houses, when it comes to defining mubirtas the twenty-seven naksatras
(lunar mansions) play a crucial role.

The auspicious times defined in the almanac concern the performance
of rituals and the undertaking of any activity that marks a beginning: thus
performing yajiias (offering of oblations into the fire), the observance of
fasts (vrata), samskara ceremonies (the sixteen rites of passage in the life
cycle, such as shaving the head, marriage, etc.), the beginning of agricultural
work, the construction of a house, opening a business, buying a piece of
land, leaving on a journey, all are activities that should be undertaken at
the appropriate time indicated by an astrologer.

If a ritual is carried out, or an activity undertaken without respecting
the mubirtas, it is presumed that the ritual or activity will not be successful
(or may even have harmful effects). This was the case of a couple who
came to see the astrologer to tell him their son had been badly burned
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by some boiling milk. After the accident, to relieve the childs pain, the
parents had had a Rudribhiscka yajia performed, an offering of vegetal
oblations into the fire (yajiia) dedicated to Siva in the form of Rudra.
After studying the almanac attentively, the astrologer realized that the
priest who had performed the ritual had not chosen the right mubirza,
and he stated that due to this mistake the ritual that had cost the parents
six thousand rupees would not have helped alleviate the child’s pain.

Respecting the mubirtas signifies ensuring the success of what one
undertakes, whether it be performing a ritual like a marriage, undertaking
a legal procedure, or the construction of a house. An astrologer explains
this idea in the following manner:

There are times when people get married and times when they
don’t. People don’t just get married when they feel like it. In
the same way, if you have bought a piece of land and you
want to build a house on it, you need to examine the time
when you bought the land, the time when you're going to lay
the foundations (nv), the time to lay the first brick (prastar)
and the other bricks. It is necessary to check that the time
when the work is to begin is auspicious, that there are no
obstacles (bidhi viban), and that the building of the house
can be completed. Sometimes the mubirta is unfavorable and
this can create problems in the process of building the house.

Thus, when people have court-related matters, when they
have to present a case before the court, they see if the time
is favorable or not, and they go to see their lawyer at an aus-
picious time. They ask me to calculate the astral situation of
the time when they are going to deposit the documents with
the judge, to see if it is an auspicious time or not. If the time
is not auspicious, the person may lose the case or the affair
may take a long time.

The almanacs (pasicirng) published every year in different regions of
India list the main mubirtas for the current lunisolar year according to
local standards.” Judy Pugh (1983c) has carefully examined how mubirtas
are identified over a period of four years (1973-1977) in four almanacs
distributed in the Banaras region.** Her study shows how mubirtas are
recalculated every year on the basis of a complex combination of lunar,
solar, and planetary time cycles. Among the most meaningful cycles, there
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are the two solar semesters (uttariyana and daksiniyana)® the solar or
zodiacal months (saura misa), the astral months (naksatra mdasa),* the
lunar months (candra maisa), the two lunar fortnights (sukla-paksa and
krsna-paksa),”” the planetary positions (particularly in relation to the
twenty-seven naksatra), the lunar days (#izhi), the days of the week (vira),
and the different times of the day.

Each of these time cycles includes units of appropriate time—auspicious
(Subba), favorable (anukila), pure (suddha), or “luminous” (sukla)—and
units of inappropriate time—inauspicious (asubh), unfavorable (pratikil),
impure (asuddb), “dark” (krsna), or “harsh” (khara). Hence there are
auspicious and inauspicious lunar months, favorable and “harsh” solar
months, a “luminous” lunar fortnight and another “dark” one, lucky and
unlucky days of the week, and so on. The value of these connotations
varies depending on the type of activity to be undertaken (Pugh 1983c).
For example, some months are unfavorable for inaugurating a house but
favorable for beginning agricultural work.

Astrologers consult the almanac (pasicirg) to identify the appropriate
time to begin an activity—whether it be ritual, professional, agricultural,
therapeutic, family oriented, or corporeal (e.g., a pregnancy).”® The almanac
describes the prevalent astronomical and astrological situation for every
fortnight (paksa) of the lunar months of the Hindu year and indicates
the mubirtas that correspond to the astral conjunctions.

To understand how mubirtas are described in almanacs, let us look
at the Kisivisvanatha Pasicinga (or Hrsikesa Parcanga) (Department of
Jyotish 1999-2000, 11).* Each page of the almanac lists the “fortnightly
mubirtas” (paksesmin vividhamubirtap, “different mubirtas of this fort-
night”) according to “lunar days” (#hi, astronomically corresponding to
one thirtieth of a synodic month): for every lunar day the almanac indi-
cates which planet or planets are in a particular zaksatra and the rituals
and activities than can be suitably undertaken at these times. For example,
when reading the “bright” (s#kla) fortnight (paksa) of the lunar month of
caitra,® one will see that the first three days of the month, and the eighth
and ninth day of the month, do not contain any mubirta, as the astral
configurations on these days are not favorable to undertaking any activity.
Mubhiirtas are then described for the remaining lunar days (see table 2).

As we sce, the mubirtas indicate the suitable times for several types
of undertakings. Among the ritual activities, we find the samskdras, the
sixteen “rites of passage” in the Hindu life cycle: the ritual to be accom-



Table 2. The Mubirtas during the Bright (Sikla) Fortnight (Paksa) of the Lunar Month of Caitra for the Year
1999-2000 (Department of Jyotish 1999-2000, 11)

Planetary
configurations
Lunar day  (planets and
(tithi) naksatras) Mubirtas
42 Sun in Bharani Bath after recovering from a disease (roga-vimukta-snina)
5 Moon in Kretika  Sale of a house (vastu-vikraya)
6 Mars in Rohini Bath after delivering a baby (suti-snina)
Wear red clothes [for the first time] and the precious stone coral, except for married women
(subbagimvini-raktavastra-pravalaratna-dharana)®
Bleed the veins with a needle to purify the blood (siri-moksana)
7 Mercury in Ritual for having a son and ritual for parting a pregnant woman’s hair (pumsavana-simanta)
Mrgasirsa Birth ceremony (jitakarman)

Name giving (ndmakarana)

Have the child chew betel nut [for the first time] (sisu-tambila-bhaksana)
Place the new born on the ground [for the first time] (bhami-upavesana)
Weaning (annaprisana)

Using a bed or a seat [for the first time] (Sayydsanadi-upabhoga)

Travel toward the east and the south (piarvadaksinadigyaitra)

Architecture (silpavidyai)

Taking a medicine (bhaisajya)

continued on next page



Table 2. Continued

Planetary
configurations
Lunar day (planets and
(tithi) naksatras) Mubirtas
7 Mercury in Building a boat (naukighatana)
Mrgasirsa Trade (vipani)

Trading in elephants and horses (gajasvakrtya)
Harvest (dbinyacchedana)

10 Venus in Punavarsit Ritual for having a son and ritual for parting a pregnant woman’s hair (pumsavana-simanta)
Birth ceremony (jitakarman)
Have the child chew betel nut [for the first time] (sisu-tambila-bhaksana)
Weaning (annaprisana)
Using a bed or a seat [for the first time] (Sayydsandadi-upabhoga)
Sacred thread ceremony for young Brahmins (vipra-kumarinam-upanayana)
Wear new clothes, precious stones, and gold, except for married women (subhagimvina-
navavastra-suvarna-ratna-dhirana)
Manufacturing ornaments (bbd;dghﬂ{ﬂnﬂ)
Trading in cows (gokrayavikraya)
Travel in any direction except toward the west (pascimamvininyadigyatri)
Architecture (Silpavidyi)
Taking a medicine (bhaisajya)
Building a boat (naukighatana)
Trade in elephants and horses (gajasvakrtya)




11 Sani in Pusya Wear black clothes and a sapphire or other precious stones [for Saturn], except for married
women (subbagimuvina-kysnavastra-nilamaidiratna-dbarana)
Trade (vipani)
Trade in elephants and horses (gajasvakrtya)

12 Sun in Aglesa Manufacturing weapons ($astraghatana)
Rahu in Magha Harvest (dbinyacchedana)

14 Mars in Bath after recovering from an illness (roga-vimukta-snina)
Parvaphalguni
15 Mercury in Have the child chew betel nut [for the first time] (Sisutambilabhaksana)

Uttaraphalguni Enjoying a bed or a seat [for the first time] (Sayydsanidynpabhoga)
Wearing new clothes, precious stones, and gold, except for married women (subbagimvini-
navavastra-suvarna-ratnadhirana)
Manufacturing ornaments (bbisighatana)
Planting trees and plants (latapidapiropana)
Hulling grain (kanamardana)
Wearing the tilaka (tilaka-vrata)

a. The fourth, ninth, and fourteenth #ithis are considered inauspicious and are called 7ikta (empty): for this reason the mubirtas prescribed on
these days do not deal with undertaking an activity, but releasing impurities accumulated over the course of an illness.

b. Several mubiirtas contain the clause subbagim-vind, “except for married women.” We were not able to elucidate the astral conditions under
which this clause is applied. The question is open to future research.
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plished for the pregnant woman so that she will have a boy (pumsavana),
the ritual of parting a pregnant woman’s hair (simanta), the birth cere-
mony (jatakarman), the naming ceremony (ndmakarana), receiving the
sacred thread (#panayana), and others. Identifying the right time is also
important for undertaking commercial activities (selling a house; trading
in cows, elephants, and horses), beginning an astrological or medical treat-
ment (wearing red clothes and coral as protection against the influence
of Mars, or taking a medicine), departures on journeys, making a valuable
object (boat, ornaments), as well as agricultural activities (planting trees,
harvesting, hulling grain), and so on.

The almanac provides a diachronic enumeration—day by day, fort-
night after fortnight—of the mubirtas that will occur throughout the
year. Some mubiirtas are nonetheless also grouped synchronically: for a
particular ritual ceremony or type of activity, the almanac specifies the
lunar months (candramaisa), the fortnights (paksa), and the lunar days
(¢ithi) over the course of the year when it is appropriate to perform
the ritual or undertake the activity in question. Thus, on the last page,
the almanac (Department of Jyotish 1999-2000, 45) specifies all the
times of the year when one can undertake the following activities: the
head-shaving ceremony (caula, mundana), laying the foundation for a
house (grharambha) and moving into a house (grhapravesa), beginning a
course of study (vidyarambha), receiving the sacred thread (upanayana),
the wife’s entry into the husband’s home (vadbipravesa) after her wedding,
and the wife’s arrival at the husband’s home after a visit to her parents
(a time called dvirigamana, “second arrival”), laboring the carth with a
plow (balapravahana) and sowing (bijopti), consecrating a pond, a garden
or a divine image (jalisayiramasurapratisthi), and commercial activities
(vipani, vydpara). On this subject, it may be of interest to note that the
mubirtas indicated for commercial activities are far more numerous than
all the others: while there are about ten mubirtas per lunar year for rituals,
there are about fifty for commercial activities.

There are other mubirtas grouped synchronically in the almanac,
but instead of indicating the dates, the almanac only specifies the auspi-
cious astrological conditions, depending on the position of the planets in
relation to the naksatras. The mubirtas mentioned in this category are:

mubiirtas for success in business (krayavikraya muhirta)
mubiirtas to obtain a government job (sevikarma mubirta
or naukri mubirta)
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mubiirtas to use the sugarcane machine (iksuyantra mubirta
or gannamil mubirta)

mubiirtas to use the oil press (tailikayantra mubirta or
telamil mubiirta)

mubiirtas to start music or dance (sazigitanrtyirambha mubiirta)

mubiirtas for royal consecrations (rijyabhiseka muhiirta)
(Department of Jyotish 1999-2000, 5)

As we can see from these examples, mubirtas are calculated partic-
ularly for activities that mark a new beginning, an investment, or a new
phase of the life cycle. The birth of a child is, par excellence, an event
that marks a beginning and the entry into a new life cycle (both for the
child and for the family). The almanac thus pays particular attention to
determining all the muhirtas that precede and follow the birth of a child.
Thus the Kisivisvanatha Pasicanga defines the appropriate days of the week
(sad-vira), the appropriate naksatras (sad-bba), the appropriate lunar days
(sat-tithi),** and the pure ascendant signs (suddba lagna) for the mubirtas
that come before and after the birth of a child:

mubirtas for ritual ablutions (rtumatyib snina-muhbirta)

mubiirtas for conception (garbhidhina-mubirta)

muhirtas for the ritual carried out to ensure the birth of a
boy and for the ritual of parting a pregnant woman’s hair
(pummmnasimantayor-mubﬂrﬁz)

mubiirtas for entering the delivery room (sitikiyah
sitigrhapravesa-muhiirta)

mubirtas for the birth rites (jatakarman)

mubiirtas for breastfeeding (stanapana-mubirta)

muhiirtas for placing the newborn on the bed [for the first
time] (kbatvirohana-mubirta)

mubirtas for taking medicines to relieve delivery pains
(satikikvathausadhibhaksana-mubirta)

muhirtas for the bath after delivery (satisnana-mubiirta)

mubirtas for placing the newborn on the ground [for the
first time] (bhamyupavesana-mubiirta)

mubirtas for the first time a newborn goes out of the home
(niskramana-muhiirta)

mubirtas for the naming ceremony (ndmakarana-mubirta)

mubirtas for the child’s first solid food (annaprisana-muhirta)
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muhirtas for the mother’s ritual bath one month after the
delivery (jalapijana-mubirta)
mubiirtas for learning the alphabet (aksararambha-mubirta)

(Department of Jyotish 1999-2000, 5)

Everything that precedes and follows the delivery of a child must be
performed or undertaken at the right moment. The very act of delivering
a child can be considered an activity that should be undertaken “at the
right time,” on a special mubirta. This was at least the perception of an
engineer who consulted the astrologer Kameshwar Upadhyay when his
wife was in the ninth month of her pregnancy. He wanted to know the
“right time” (accha samay) for her to deliver the baby so that his son would
have the most favorable horoscope. Holding the almanac, the astrologer

asked:

J: Tell me the approximate delivery date according to the
doctor . . .

& Between the ninth and the tenth of the month . . .

J: Listen, this is the problem: if he is born on the ninth, it
will fall on a mial naksatr® . . . what about the eighth? Oh
no . .. on the eighth too, from seven onward there is a i/
naksatr . . . Can she hold on till the tenth? . ..

& Yes, till the tenth . . .

J: Then fix it for the tenth, in the morning . . . Until 6:10 a.m.
there is still a mal naksatr, but then it leaves . . . oh no! In
fact, after 6:10 there are no powerful naksatr (bal naksatr) and
the child will be weak (kamzor ho jayegi). 1 would like him to
be born under a strong naksatr (bal tagra naksatra) . . . so the
ninth is better in fact, actually, it’s not a problem if there’s a
mil naksatra; you just need to perform the pija to pacify the
mil naksatr . . . it won’t cost much, you just have an ordinary
(samanya) pija done, you don’t need to throw a party . . . and
for the delivery, you have it on the ninth, between 4:00 and
6:15 in the evening, so that the child will have Leo in the
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ascendant (lagna), Taurus as his lunar sign (745, and a per-
manent yog (planetary configuration) for foreign travel (vides
yatrd ki permanent yog) . . . the child will have an excellent
horoscope from the point of view of his studies too (vidyi ke
drsti se) . . .

A “strong” naksatra (bal tagri naksatra), combined with an ascen-
dant (lagna) and a lunar sign (risi) that also denote power (Lion and
Taurus), plus a planetary conjunction (yog) that encourages foreign travel
and studies, guarantee the child a “successful” life.’* This case clearly
shows there is not always a clear difference between the three branches
of astrological knowledge—jizaka, prasna, and muhirta—and that there
is a common logic behind birth horoscope theory and the other branches.
Birth horoscope is only one among the innumerable types of “horoscopes”
that can be calculated. In other words, birth is seen as a particular type
of beginning, just as every beginning is seen as a particular type of birth.

In the divinatory techniques described so far, the temporal dimension
is crucial: we have hence dealt with techniques that are “horoscopic” in
the etymological sense of the term.> Let us now look at some divinatory
methods where factors other than time are taken into account for the
calculation of horoscopes (cakr or kundali).

The Hand, the Body

The “horoscope of the hand” (hith ki kundali, hath ki cakr) is based on
the geography of the lines (r¢kha), the mounts (sthina, “places”), and marks
(cihna) on the palm (karatala). Chiromancy is practiced either directly by
examining the questioner’s hand, by making a handprint on paper using
colored paint, or by transcribing the characteristics of the hand as a dia-
gram made up of twelve houses, just like the birth horoscope. Whatever
the method chosen, for men, it is the right hand that is studied, and for
women, the left.

To describe the main characteristics of the hand, we will refer to
the Samudrikarahasya (The Mystery of Physiognomy; Sharma and Mishra
1999), a short popular treatise on chiromancy and physiognomy, in Sanskrit
with a commentary in Hindi and illustrations. It is available in bookshops
and at stalls in Banaras (see figure 6).%
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Figure 6. The lines of the hand according to the Simudrikarabasya, a manual of
chiromancy and physiognomy (for case of reading, the numbers and letters in
Hindi have been changed to Roman script).

Fingers (anguli): Bracelet lines (manibandha-rekhi):
1. Thumb (angustha) 6. Line of devotion (bhakti rekhai)
2. Index (tarjani) 7. Line of learning ($astra rekha)
3. Middle finger (madbyama) 8. Line of wealth (dbana rekhi)

4. Ring finger (andmika)
S. Little finger (kanistha)

Lines of the palm (karatala-rekha):

9. Line of destiny or social mobility (bhigya-rekhi vi irdhva-rekha)
10. Line of the father or karman (pity-rekhi va karma-rekbai)

11. Line of the mother or head line (matr-rekhi va sirsa-rekhai)

12. Line of longevity or death (dyu-rekbi va svinta-rekhi)

13. Line of merits or knowledge (punya-rekha vi sarasvati-rekha)
14. Line of marriage or of woman (parinaya-rekhi vi lalani-rekha)
15. Line that shows brothers and sisters (bbritrbbagini-sicaka-rekhai)
16. Line that shows descendants (santati-sicaka-rekha)

Zones of zodiacal signs (risi-sthina): Zone of the planets (graba-sthina):
17. Aries (mesa) St = Siarya (Sun)

18. Taurus (vrsa) Ca = Candra (Moon)

19. Gemini (mithuna) Ma = Mangala (Mars)

20. Cancer (karka) Bu = Budha (Mercury)

21. Leo (simha) Gu = Guru (Jupiter)

22. Virgo (kanyai) Su = Sukra (Venus)

23. Libra (tuld) Sa = Sani (Saturn)

24. Scorpio (vrscika)
25. Sagittarius (dbhana)
26. Capricorn (makara)
27. Aquarius (kumbha)
28. Pisces (mina)
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The vocabulary of chiromancy clearly reproduces that of horoscopy
(list of planets and zodiacal signs), with the lines (rekhad) replacing the
houses (bhiva). The lines of the hand and the houses of the horoscope
are made to match: thus, the line of brothers and sisters (bbratrbbagini-
siicaka-rekba) corresponds to the third house (“the house of brothers and
sisters,” sabaja-bhiva); the line of the mother (maty-rekha) corresponds to
the fourth house (“house of the mother,” matr-bhiva); the line of children
(santati-siicaka-rekha) corresponds to the fifth house (“house of children,
suta-bbiva); the marriage and woman line (parinaya-rekhi va lalani-rekha)
corresponds to the seventh house (“the wife’s house,” jiyi-bhiva); the line of
destiny (bhagya-rekha) corresponds to the ninth house (bhagya-bhiva), and
so forth. Using this system of correspondences between lines and houses, the
astrologer can translate the features of the hand into a diagram with twelve
houses. The different planetary influences are then calculated by examining
the zones (sthana): the protuberance of the mounts, the position of marks
or lines that show a stronger or weaker influence of the different planets.

Positive qualities or events are generally indicated by a line that is
clear and distinct (svaccha, spasta), straight (sarala), deep (nimna), smooth
(snigdha), obvious (vyakta), unbroken (avicchinna), pure (suddha), immaculate
(nirmala), and so on. A line shows negative qualities and events if it is bro-
ken (chinna-bhinna), twisted (terha), dirty (malina), in the form of a chain
(Syrikbalakara), and so forth. The person’s age is defined by the longevity
line (@yu-rekba or svinta-rekha): depending on whether it ends at the level
of the little finger, the ring finger, the middle finger or the index finger, the
person will live, respectively, from 0 to 30, from 30 to 60, from 60 to 90
and 90 to 120, the width of a finger being equivalent to about thirty years.””

The signification of the different lines and marks varies depending
on where they are located: a line in the shape of a triangle (z7ikona-
rekha) indicating prosperity, for example, shows that it will come from
the mother’s side if it is on the mother’s line, and paternal wealth if it is
on the father’s line. In the same way, the small lines of violence (himpsa-
rekha) show family conflict if they are located on the mount of Venus
(Sukra-sthana), and not completing one’s studies if they are near the line
of knowledge (Sarasvati-rekba). This is also true of the planetary zones:
the presence of himsi rekhi on the mount of Saturn (Sani-sthina), for
example, indicates accidents caused by this planet, and so forth.

In general, the hand is supposed to provide the same information
as the horoscope: according to astrologers, there can be no contradiction
between the lines of the hand and the data in the birth chart as each
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expresses the same destiny by two different means. Nonetheless, the two
methods are thought to be trustworthy in different ways. While the hand
is supposed to be more reliable than the horoscope because it unequiv-
ocally belongs to the person, the natal chart is seen as a more reliable
diagnostic tool than the hand, due to its mathematical language and its
high degree of precision that makes it possible to study all the aspects
of a person’s destiny in greater detail. For this reason, if the client has a
horoscope, the astrologer normally examines the horoscope first. However,
if the horoscope seems problematic—which is often the case—as it has
not been calculated for the right time or because it contains errors, the
hand becomes the more reliable divinatory source.

Another feature that distinguishes these two divinatory methods is
the fact that while the data in the birth chart are fixed once and for all
at the time of birth, the lines of the hand are supposed to change over
time. Most astrologers recognize that the lines of the hand change, but the
periods under consideration may vary. Thus, according to the astrologer Tar
Kesh Joshi, the lines of the hand change over the course of the day: just
as the facial features are altered by the events that occur during the day
and they change from morning to evening, this is also true of the lines
of the hand. For this reason, according to this astrologer, the hand should
be read in the morning before it has been affected by external events and
when the lines are at their clearest. According to the astrologer Shree
Kanth Shastri, the lines of the hand develop and change until the age of
twenty-four, by which time all the lines have taken shape and the palm is
considered complete. From this age onward, every aspect of the person’s
destiny is supposed to be visible; nonetheless, even if all the lines are “in
place” by the age of twenty-four, they are supposed to change their shape
and depth every two or three years. According to most astrologers, every
two or three years we can see changes in the lines of the hand; for this
reason, chiromancy is supposed to be particularly reliable when it comes to
analyzing questions regarding the next few years, rather than the long term.

Time, however, is not the only agent that is supposed to modify
the lines of the hand: the astrologer Kameshwar Upadhyay, for example,
prescribes a remedy for his clients who are experiencing difficulties. He
advises them to massage the palms of the hands and the forchead (as these
lines also reveal a person’s destiny) with curd, in order to make the lines
softer, smoother, and shinier, as he believes this helps reduce the afflictions
indicated by the lines. And according to some astrologers, rings set with
precious stones worn on different fingers can also modify the lines of a
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person’s hand and hence his or her destiny. From what astrologers say, there
is a reciprocal interaction between the conformation of the person’s hand
and his or her destiny: the hand records the changes in a person’s destiny
that can be confirmed over time, just as the person’s destiny is affected by
the changes in the hand produced by external agents like curd or rings
set with precious stones, as in the aforementioned examples.

Although according to my survey astrologers do not make charts
(kundals, cakr) for other parts of the body than the hand, these may also
be inspected. Thus, a part of the body that is carefully examined is the face,
particularly the forchead: following a popular saying, the forchead (laliz) is
considered the “residence (nivas) of destiny (bhagya)” In Banaras it is said
that a good astrologer should not need to see the horoscope to know a
person’s planetary situation, as everything is written on the client’s forehead
and face. This is the correspondence between the lines of the forehead, the
parts of the face, and the planets, as described in the Samudrikarahasya.

The representation (Sharma and Mishra 1999, 53) in figure 7 shows
seven lines on the forchead (lalata-rekhi), which from the topmost to the
lowest correspond to the planets Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Sun, Venus, Mer-
cury, Moon, Sun, and Moon. In what concerns the rest of the face, the
right and left eyes are, respectively, the “place of the Sun” (sirya-sthina)
and the “place of the Moon” (candra-sthina); the point where the two
eyebrows meet is the “place of Venus” (sukra-sthina), the nose is the “place
of Mercury” (budhba-sthina); the left and right ears are, respectively, the
“place of Jupiter” (guru-sthina) and the “place of Saturn” (sani-sthana);
the checks are the “place of Mars” (marnigala-sthina).®
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Figure 7. Face-reading according to the Samudrikarabasya.
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The principles behind the study of the morphology of the human
body are set out in the Byhatsambiti by Varahamihira, the most well-known
Sanskrit text on divination.?” This is a sort of “encyclopedia” of divination,
written in the sixth century, that interprets all kinds of terrestrial and astral
omens. Several chapters of this treatise deal with the interpretation of the
“signs” (laksana) revealed by men’s and women’s bodies.* The morphol-
ogy of male and female bodies is meticulously sectioned and the person’s
qualities, flaws, social position, fortunes, and misfortunes are studied on
the basis of the size, shape, and color of different parts of the body.* Let’s
consider, for example, how the navel (z4bhi) is painstakingly examined:

Men with round, protruding, and large navels are happy; a
small, invisible, and deep navel produces suffering; an irregular
navel, situated in the belly fold, produces pain from a spear
(or colic pain) as well as poverty; a nombril twisting [from
right] to left leads to dishonesty, while [from left] to right gives
intelligence; an oblong navel on both sides gives a long life;
an oblong navel on the top makes a man a lord; an oblong
navel at the bottom gives plenty of cows; and the navel that
resembles the lotus receptacle makes a king. (BS 68.21-23)

In the same way, the morphology of the feet, the calves, the hair,
the knees, the thighs, the genitals, the buttocks, the stomach, the waist,
the sides, the nipples, the chest, the shoulders, the neck, the armpits, the
arms, the fingers, the wrists, the palms, and the nails, all have a signification
(BS 68.2-50). In what concerns the face, the different shapes of the chin,
the lower and upper lips, the teeth, the tongue, the palate, the mouth, the
skull, the moustache, the beard, the ears, the cheeks, the nose, the eyes,
the eyebrows, the temples, the forchead, the lines of the forehead, and
the hair are all interpreted, along with the proportions between the parts
of the body, the complexion, the voice, the strength, the articulations,
the waist, the weight, the height, the smell, the “nature” (svabhiva), and
the manner of walking, sneezing, crying, and laughing (BS 68.51-116).

Despite the unquestioned authority attributed to Varahamihira’s
Brhatsambita, astrologers in Banaras consider that the science of physiog-
nomy set out in this text is very difficult to apply during consultations, and
rather than examining the details of the person’s bodily morphology, they
prefer to see the client’s body as an indication of the planetary influences
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that dominate the person. The astrologer finds the client’s body particu-
larly eloquent when he has some kind of disease: depending on the type
of problem affecting the client’s body and depending on the part of the
body affected, using the system of equivalences established by astrological
theory, the astrologer traces the symptoms back to the unfavorable planet
and prescribes the appropriate remedy. Thus, for example, the Sun governs
the function of sight and the heart organ: if the client is suffering weak-
ness in the eyes, such as severe myopia, or cardiac problems, the astrologer
deduces the person has the Sun in an unfavorable position in their horo-
scope. He will then prescribe having a Sun pzja (worship) performed. In
this context, the body is hence examined as a planetary map that reveals
the planetary influences without always needing to look at a horoscope.

To conclude this presentation of the techniques of astrological div-
ination employed by astrologers in Banaras, we would yet again like to
emphasize the extent to which all the techniques described so far form
a divinatory continuum. A minor “divinatory science” is described in the
almanac in the section on mubirtas related to the birth of a child: this is
the method used to know the effects (phala) of the appearance of a childs
teeth (danta-janana) after the age of one month. The almanac presents
a diagram (cakra) that describes the corresponding effects depending on
the month when the teeth appear (see table 3).

Table 3. The Effects on Children of Developing Teeth from the Age of
One Month Onward (Prathamidi-Misesu Bailakinim Danta-Janana-
Phala-Bodhaka-Cakram) According to the Kasivisvanatha Pajicinga
(Department of Jyotish 1999-2000, 5)

First month suicide (svayamnisa)

Second month death of a younger brother (kanisthabhatynisa)
Third month death of a sister (bhagininisa)

Fourth month death of the mother (mdtrnisa)

Fifth month death of an older brother (jyesthabhitrnisa)
Sixth month pleasure/enjoyment (subhoga)

Seventh month immediate happiness (tatatsukham)

Eighth month prosperity (pustatd)

Ninth month obtaining wealth (laksmiprapti)

Tenth month happiness (saukbyam)

Eleventh month happiness (saukbyam)

Twelfth month obtaining wealth (dbhanasampatti)
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This odontomancy table is a combination of several branches of
astrology: it lies between the study of mubiartas—the “first” teeth have
to appear at the right time; the study of omens (sambita)—the appear-
ance of a tooth is a symptom of something that will happen; physiog-
nomy (samudrikasistra)—the shape the body takes has a significance; and
horoscopy (jitaka)—not only does it deal with “birth” (danta-janana, the
“birth” of teeth), but divination over a period of twelve months recalls
the twelve houses of the horoscope (some analogies are in fact obvious:
the first means the self, the fourth the mother, etc.).

Now that we have presented the main divinatory techniques employed
by astrologers in Banaras, we will examine the difficulties that can arise
when applying abstract rules to actual cases.

Truth of the Horoscope, Reality of Facts

During consultations, astrologers make constant efforts to apply abstract,
textual rules to actual, observed situations, and to read empirical evidence
as the expression of astrological principles. Nevertheless, it happens some-
times that the statements made by the astrologer are incompatible with
what the clients observe or are experiencing. The astrologer may find
himself faced with a contradiction between what the horoscope says and
what the clients say. When faced with this incongruity the astrologer
has the choice between two options: either he considers the horoscope
wrong—that is to say, it was calculated for the wrong time or it contains
errors—or he considers that the empirical evidence is fallacious, that is
to say, “in reality” things occurred differently from the manner in which
they were perceived. As we will see through the analysis of divinatory
dialogues, the evidence of facts is seen as far more malleable and subject
to caution than the truth of the horoscope. While a correct horoscope is
always true, the facts observed and described by clients are open to error:
they may conceal a reality that cannot be perceived directly.

In certain cases of incompatibility between the horoscope and the
clients” observations, astrologers do not hesitate to question the objectivity
of the facts stated by the clients. At first glance this procedure may seem
somewhat crude, a sort of manipulation of reality in order to make reality
fit the astrological interpretation. But a closer analysis of the cases reveals
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that the questioning astrologers apply to reality is, in a way, extremely
“realistic” and contributes to provide answers to the clients’ questions.
Let us look at a few examples of how adjustments are made between the
evidence of facts and the truth of the horoscope.

During a consultation, looking at a young, sixteen-year-old girl’s palm,
the astrologer states she will not be married before the age of eighteen.
However, the mother says she has already arranged her marriage for the
month of March, that is to say, a few months after the consultation. Given
this incongruity, the astrologer resolves the discrepancy between his own
exegesis and the facts by claiming the girl is not of the age the mother claims:

J [studying the girl’s hand and speaking to the mother]: How
old is she?

Q: Sixteen.

J: Does she have a fickle (casical) temperament?
Q: Yes, she has stopped studying.

J: She has three brothers.

Q: Yes, she has three brothers.

J: She will also have three sons and she will be married in two
and a half years.

Q: But we have already arranged her marriage; it will be per-
formed in March!*

J: No, her hand says she won’t be married before the age of
eighteen. Have you already given the money to the husband’s
family?

Q: Yes . ..

J: So that means she is eighteen, and not sixteen.
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Q: No, I know her date of birth . . . she is sixteen. Now I'm
worried . . . This means the wedding won’t be celebrated?

J: No, no, don’t worry, the marriage will be celebrated . . .

However arbitrary it may seem, the astrologer’s doubt about the girl’s age
is not at all unfounded, as the age of young women in India tends to
be highly malleable. The older the girl, the fewer the potential husbands
available, and the more likely it is that her age will be reduced by default
in order to retain the widest possible selection of marriage proposals. When
dealing with questions of marriage astrologers are often distrustful, not
only of the girl’s stated age but also of the date of birth mentioned in
the horoscope.®® In the case in question, while contesting the astrologer’s
allegation regarding the girl’s age, the mother in no way underestimates the
problem raised by the incompatibility between the astrologer’s words—the
girl will not be married before the age of eighteen—and the facts—the
wedding has been arranged. The mother hence begins to doubt the facts
that can still be questioned, that is to say, the possibility that the wedding
may not be celebrated even though it has been arranged. Here, we see how
a subject as delicate as a girl’s wedding, with the difficulties and expense it
involves for the whole family, can lead both the astrologer and the client
to question the “reliability” of the information about the current situation.

Another similar example is provided by the case of a woman who
comes to see the astrologer complaining about the weakened state she
has been in since the birth of her daughter by caesarean. After carefully
analyzing the woman’s horoscope, the astrologer wonders how she could
have given birth to a girl, when the horoscope clearly indicates the birth
of a boy. The astrologer then suspects that she actually gave birth to a
boy, but taking advantage of the fact she was unconscious, as she had a
caesarean, someone in the hospital took the boy and replaced it with a girl:

You shouldn’t have had a girl; according to the position of Rahu
and Sani in your horoscope, you should have had a boy (larkai
hona cihiye tha) . . . your bhigya (destiny) in your horoscope
is to have boys. As you had a caesarean it is very likely that
your son was swapped for a little girl . . . this happens, you
know . . . with a caesarean the woman loses consciousness, and
without her realizing it, the child is exchanged . . .
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The woman denies the astrologer’s hypothesis, claiming she was alone
in the operating theater. In this case, too, the doubt about the child’s
identity, insinuated by the astrologer, is a response to a problematic issue
like the birth of a girl instead of a boy. If the astrologer takes the liberty
of questioning the authenticity of this descendance, and in a way denies
the evidence of the facts, it is because he is aware of the questions the
birth of a girl raises, particularly when a boy was not only expected but
assigned by bhigya, destiny, and hence, in a way, due.

Nonetheless, the “fact” most often questioned by astrologers when
there is an incongruity between the perceived evidence and the truth of
the horoscope is the time and date of birth. When the information in
the horoscope and the client’s statements do not match, most astrologers
attribute this to the time of birth being wrongly recorded, as an hour or
a day’s difference can obviously be “fatal” to the person’s destiny. As an
astrologer said, “The same woman’s womb can give birth to a sadbu-sant
(virtuous ascetic) or a gundi-badmas (hoodlum) . . . it’s the same womb,
the only difference is the time, the time of birth . . "

This is the case of the diagnosis concerning Rekha, a seven-year-old
child who suffers severe locomotory problems as a result of a delayed
blood transfusion when she was being treated for jaundice just after her
birth. Rekha cannot walk, nor can she do any kind of physical work.
Nonetheless, looking at the child’s horoscope, the astrologer notes the
presence of a double 74j yog, “the king’s astral conjunction,” indicating
success, fame, and prosperity:*

This child has a double 74j yog in her horoscope . . . she was
supposed to be a wonderful baby (babut acchi baby honi
cahiye) . . . according to her horoscope she should have been
a high-ranking administratif officer . . . this means that either
there was some confusion with the birth (kuch garbar hoga),”
or the doctor made a mistake with the time of birth . . . just
a few seconds is enough for the horoscope to be completely
different . . .

After looking at the child’s hand, the astrologer confirms that the
hand horoscope (hith ki kundali) is completely different from the birth
horoscope (janm kundali): the incongruity between the hand and the birth
horoscope, which should not exist under normal circumstances, seems
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to prove to the astrologer that the latter was calculated for the wrong
time.

The use of hand reading to cross-check the validity of a birth
horoscope is frequent as, unlike the horoscope, the hand indisputably
belongs to the person involved. This is another example of a diagnosis
where the planetary information entered in the horoscope and the char-
acteristics of the owner of the horoscope, in this case a young woman, are
contradictory:

J [commenting the horoscope]: Her Mercury is very good (ucc),
she will be married into a very rich family.

@ [mother of the young girl whose horoscope is being stud-
ied]: We've been looking for a boy for her for a long time . . .

J: If it didn’t happen in 1999, the marriage yog (planctary
conjunction) will come up again in 2001.% She also has the
yog to go abroad. She will be very successful in life . . .

Q: But she is not at all successful, she’s just failed her twelfth
standard exams . . .

J: She shouldn’t have failed . . .

Q: Maybe someone switched the exam results and that’s why

she failed? . . .

92 [wife of s brother, who accompanied  to the astrologer.
She intervenes here to repeat the original version of the facts]:
But no one wishes her ill . . . why would they have switched
the results?

Q: She gets angry very quickly . . .

J: She should not get angry, as her horoscope is Buddh-pradhin
(whose predominant planet is Mercury) . . . she must be skinny

(dubli-patli) . . .
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Q: She isn’t skinny at all!! She is four feet tall and is quite
plump (dobari badan) . . . nothing you have said so far resem-

bles her at all.

J: According to the position of Sani (Saturn), she must have
long hair®® . . .

Q: No, she has short hair!

J: Well, this horoscope is wrong, she must have been born on
the twenty-second and not the twenty-first. Come back with
her, I want to see her hand; I will only be able to understand
what’s wrong with the horoscope once I have seen her hand.

Astrologers use a variety of divinatory techniques to clarify and check
an interpretation that does not conform to the facts. When neither the
hand nor the horoscope provide satisfactory answers, the astrologer may
then look at the horoscope of another family member—the brother, the
mother, the father, the husband—as a close relative’s horoscope can be
responsible for the person’s problems.” Otherwise, another method fre-
quently employed to cross-check the diagnosis consists of analyzing the
astral configuration at the time the astrologer is asked the question, using
prasna kundali. This was the case of a mother who had come to ask the
astrologer why nothing he had predicted for her son after studying his
horoscope had occurred:

©: Nothing that you said last year about my oldest son has
happened . . .

J: What did I tell you at that time?

Q: That he would have a government job in Calcutta, but

nothing like that has happened.
J: What was he doing, medicine?

Q: Yes, a Master of Science . . . and you said he would be
married before October, but nothing has happened . . .
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J: Yet even now, the prasna [the planetary situation at the
time the question is asked] confirms what I had told you . . .

Q: But how can it be? I can’t understand . . .

J: T assure you the question you are asking me now, at this
moment, has a completely positive answer . . . one hundred
percent positive, one hundred percent . . .

Q: But I am telling you, nothing has happened, neither the
marriage nor the job ... could we be the victims of nazar
(evil eye)?

J: You will have to come back to see me with your son’s horo-
scope, I need to look at it carefully again . . .

This dialogue shows a very common interpretive approach: given the failure
of the predictions, the astrologer remains within the explanatory universe
defined by astrological theory (in this case he returns to the analysis of
the birth horoscope); the questioner, however, often draws from other
ctiological spheres, like the evil eye (nazar), sorcery (tona-totka, tantra-man-
tra), magic (jadi), attacks by ghosts (bbar-prer), and so forth. But they
do not refer to these other explanatory idioms to contest the validity of
the astrologer’s explanation. On the contrary, the clients admit all their
suspicions of sorcery so that the astrologer can verify them through the
horoscope. Every horoscope shows whether a person is more or less likely
to be the victim of sorcery, as this type of problem is indicated by the
planets Sani, Rahu, and Ketu being in a bad position.*’

The reversals of the order of truth, between the horoscope and the
perceived evidence, we have mentioned so far may seem extreme, but these
cases are in no way paradoxical: quite the contrary, they fully conform
to divinatory principles. The fact of questioning the veracity of what the
questioner is saying is, in fact, a standard precautionary principle: before
beginning a diagnosis, the astrologer should test the questioner’s truthfulness
by analyzing the astral theme related to the time at which the question is
asked.’ As the astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri explained:

The first thing one has to do before examining a case is to see
whether the person is telling the truth (sahi bol rahé hai) or if
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he is lying (jbith bol rabé hai). If someone comes to see me
and says, for example, “I bought a piece of land on that day
and since then I have had problems,” I begin by calculating the
horoscope of the prasna and I check whether the situation is
true or not, as there are many people who tell lies. Sometimes
they don’t understand, they are unable to understand the type
of problem they are facing, what it is caused by, they are tor-
mented by doubt. They are unable to formulate the problem
correctly. So, to start with, I use the prasna to check whether
the man is telling the truth or not. Sometimes someone comes
complaining they have lots of problems, but no, there’s nothing
wrong. If we see that they’re telling the truth, then we try to
understand the situation.

The client may lie consciously or, as in most cases, be unable to see the
“real” problems due to the state of confusion and uncertainty he is in.
The astrologer should use the same approach in both cases and not trust
the evidence of the facts as they are presented or perceived by the client.

Often it is the planetary influence itself that is considered respon-
sible for the client’s inability to see the reality of his or her situation.
Like an eclipse that conceals the light of the Sun, planetary influence can
prevent the person from seeing what is obvious in the horoscope. Thus,
one astrologer explained:

There are lots of people who come to us saying they have
been to see several astrologers but they gained no benefit
from it (unko koi phal nahi milti hai). Why? Because these
people are going through a period (samay) that is like that;
they are not in a planetary situation that can allow them to
see the results . . . it’s like the eclipse (graban) . . . an eclipse
conceals (dhak kar rakh deti hai) the very light of the Sun;
in the same way, these people live in the shadow (chayi mé
rabate hai) because of the planets . . .

The truth of the horoscope is hence compared to the light of the Sun:
just as from time to time the Sun seems to have stopped shining because
of an eclipse, similarly, at times the astrologer’s observations seem untrue
due to the influence of the planets or other factors that veil a person’s
perception.
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Furthermore, when the astrologer casts doubts upon the empirical
perception, his view often matches the clients’ own suspicions about the
existence of things that are not perceptible to the eyes and that the evi-
dence of the facts may conceal.

Facts, as they appear, are often perceived as “suspicious” and the
astrologer is asked to verify the feeling of mistrust: for example, receiving
a compliment or a gift, being fed by someone—acts that seem benevo-
lent—may conceal charms or acts of sorcery. Thus a doctor went to an
astrologer because, after a man had told him he had beautiful hair, he
began to have terrible headaches, and he feared they had been caused by
the compliment. A woman was extremely worried because since the time
someone had come to the house to offer them some rice, the peace of the
household had been destroyed and she saw the cause as being the fact of
accepting the rice, and so on. Cases of this type are extremely common
and the astrologer’s task is to study the horoscope and to dissipate or
confirm the suspicion regarding the true nature of the facts. Is the gift
“really” a gift or “in truth” is it rather . . . something else? The horoscope
makes it possible to go beyond empirical evidence.

As a tool that translates each event, person, and thing into a formal
language, the horoscope is supposed to make everything visible, at least
to the astrologer’s eyes. What empirical evidence is likely to hide is, by
contrast, necessarily invisible and hence cannot be named: while clients
explicitly formulate the fear of being under the influence of such or such
a planet, or of going through such or such an astral period, everything
related to potential sorcery attacks is almost never explicitly formulated.
The expressions employed to express this subject are of the type: “Would
someone have done something?” (kyi kisi ne kuch kyi?); “Could it be
something ‘from above’?” (kyd koi upari bat hai?) or “something from
outside?” (kyd koi bahari ciz hai?).

When faced with the clients’ suspicions, the astrologer consults the
horoscope: if the planets Sani, Rahu, and Ketu are not in negative posi-
tions, the astrologer reassures the client saying, “There’s nothing to worry
about” (koi cinta ki bit nahi hai), or “it’s nothing” (kuch nahi hai). 1If,
however, the planets Sani, Rahu, or Ketu are in a malefic configuration,
then—and this depends on the case or the astrologer—either the suspicion
of a sorcery attack or the evil eye is confirmed, or it is replaced by a bad
planetary influence. Thus, when a woman went to an astrologer to express

her suspicions that her jezhini (wife of her husband’s elder brother) “had



Horoscores AND TRUTH 143

done something to them” and they were unable to open their own shop
(dukan), looking at the horoscope, the astrologer said:

No, it’s not your jethini, your jethani hasn’t done anything, it’s
because of Sani . . . in reality, the problems you are having are
caused by Sani . . . it will last another thirteen months, but
after January 2001 it will be over, you will be able to open
your shop.”?

If, however, the astrologer considers that the origin of the misfortune is a
sorcery attack, he will prescribe the corresponding protection (generally,
a tantric amulet, a janzar).

Suspicion of sorcery or external attacks are not the only situations
in which the “veracity of the horoscope” is supposed to penetrate and
decipher facts perceived as potentially misleading. Any event is, to an
extent, likely to be detected through the horoscope, as during an astro-
logical consultation reality is seen as a sort of “epiphenomenon” of what
is written in the horoscope.

As an example, let us look at how an astrologer interpreted the case
of a man who was suffering from leucodermia (saphed dig rog, “white
patch disease”) and thought he had developed this discase as a result
of a car accident he was involved in, in 1983.>> Looking at the man’s
horoscope, the astrologer explained that the white patch disease he was
suffering from was not provoked by the accident but was merely one of
the manifestations of his serious planetary situation:

In the planetary situation (graha sthiti) you are going through,
if you had not had these white patches, you would have lost
an eye, and if it wasn’t an eye, you would have suffered burns
that would have left patches (ddg) . . . In any case, some kind
of bad accident (durghatna) like those I described would nec-
essarily have happened to you (honi hi thi). So the car accident
is not the reason why these patches appeared; you have the
mark (laksana) of this in your horoscope . . . it could have
been something else, but in any case, it was meant to happen.

This interpretation highlights how what is in the horoscope is “nec-
essarily true” as, to use Leibniz’s term, it is “true in every possible world.”
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The life the person is actually living, however, is only “one” of the possible
worlds: the white patch disease is only one of the possible manifestations
of the “truth” that is the mark (laksana) of a bad event (durghatnai) in the
horoscope, but this mark could have manifested itself in another “possible
world” in the form of the loss of an eye or a burn. What we experience
and what we perceive is only one of the possible manifestations of the
truth of the horoscope.

The data inscribed in the horoscope allows one to know not only
what “really” happens to people but also when the problems “really”
begin or end, beyond a person’s personal perceptions. Thus a man came
to the astrologer saying that since the month of December®® he had had
severe problems (bari paresini), he had gastritis, he had palpitations, he
felt anxious (becain) and unstable (asthir). By studying the horoscope, the
astrologer saw that since the month of October, the man had entered a
negative planetary period—the Moon’s antardasi in Saturn’s mahadasi—
that would last one and a half years. He explained to the man:

You feel as if this (@pko mahasiis hua hai) began in December,
but actually, it began in October. Yes, it began in October and
not in December . . . the situation (paristhiti) you are in now,
the anxiety (becaini) you are feeling now, began in October
and it will remain like this till June . . . after the 15-16 June,
little by little you will see it will decrease (kam hona), you
will see things improve but the problems will remain for one
more year, this period (dasi) lasts one and a half years; it will
remain till the month of February 2001 . . .

Another area that clearly shows how the horoscope is invested with
the value of a truth superior to the perception of the facts is the match-
ing of horoscopes (kundali milini) before marriages. By examining the
horoscopes of the potential couple, the astrologer is supposed not only
to detect qualities (guza) and flaws (dosa) that are not directly “visible”
but also to certify the “objective” value of a union through mathematical
calculations.”> While the young couple’s—and their families—perception
of reciprocal compatibility can be misleading, either as they do not have
sufficient knowledge or due to the illusion engendered by emotions,
horoscope matching is supposed to state compatibility or incompatibility
through objective criteria that go beyond individual and family idiosyncra-
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sies. Hence, the astrologer’s advice is commonly sought for both arranged
marriages and love marriages. In the former, as it compensates for the
high level of unknown this type of marriage involves—will the couple get
on well? Will they like each other? Does the spouse have hidden flaws?
And in the latter, because the perception the couple has of the validity
of their union is not the result of a reasoned, considered decision—as is
the case of arranged marriages—and it hence requires the “rational” and
convincing certification of the horoscope.

Nonetheless, the results of horoscope matching can, sometimes, con-
trast with the families’ (or the individuals’) wishes. On this subject, the
astrologer Tar Kesh Joshi recounted the emblematic case of a marriage that
had been arranged between an NRI (Non-Resident Indian) doctor in the
United States, whose family was from Banaras, and a woman who was a
doctor in Banaras. The match seemed perfect: both families belonged to
the same caste, both the young people were qualified doctors, the man was
older and taller than the woman, and they had both liked the look of each
other from the photographs that had been exchanged. Nevertheless, before
the marriage was effectively performed (although it had been arranged) the
astrologer carefully studied the woman’s horoscope and claimed she had
a gynecological problem related to the planet Ketu, specifically involving
what astrological language calls gupt rogs, “hidden diseases,” or in other
words, genital diseases.® When the astrologer informed the doctor in the
United States that because of this “hidden flaw” (gupz dos) visible in the
horoscope the woman who was to become his wife would not be able to
conceive children, the marriage was canceled.””

In all the cases mentioned in these pages, we have seen how the
horoscope is supposed to shed light on, complete, or question empirical
evidence. What we were trying to show through these examples is the
lack of any occult, esoteric, or mysterious dimension in astrology, as it is
envisaged and practiced in Banaras. Astrology, as the name jyosisa (from
Jyotis, “light”) confirms, is seen as a language of clarity, truth, certitude,
visibility, while common knowledge and ordinary perceptions are considered
likely to conceal the mysterious, the occult, and the unknown.

Making due distinctions, the relationship one observes between the
truth of the horoscope and the occult nature of common knowledge
recalls the relationship Charles Malamoud identifies between ordinary
language and the language of the Gods in the Brahmanas. In his chapter
“The Gods Have No Shadows,” in Cooking the World: Ritual Thought in
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Ancient India, the author observes that the common language of man is
designed as a concealed language, falsified and obscure in comparison to
the transparent, perfect, and truthful language of the Gods. The Gods,
“loving the occult” (paroksakima), would have modified their perfect
language in order to make it secret and not fully comprehensible to man.
Unawares, men would thus be speaking jargon, an occult language: “In
putting together their secret lexicon, the gods (and following them, men)
acted in such a way that the manifest might give rise to the hidden. The
hidden becoming common and familiar, also became immediate, while the
clear, masked and protected by the hidden, became foreign and distant”
(Malamoud 1996, 205).



S
Karma and Bhagya

The Idea of Destiny in Astrological Consultations

Et Bhaga? Je ne perdrai pas notre temps & montrer que ce dieu “Part”
soccupe essentiellement de la richesse: la richesse est la matiere essen-
tielle des prieres quon lui adresse, les mots qui la désignent (rayz, raf,
dhina, vdsu, dpnas) décorent les strophes ot il apparait.

—Georges Dumézil, Les Dieux souverains des Indo-Européens

Astrology and the Theory of Karma:
Antagonism and Complementarity

The theory of karma has long been the focus of research by Sanskrit
scholars and anthropologists interested in representations of human destiny
in Brahmanical culture and Hindu society.! Two major edited volumes
published in the 1980s—Karma and Rebirth in Classical Indian Tradi-
tions (O’Flaherty 1980) and Karma: An Anthropological Inquiry (Keyes
and Daniel 1983)—illustrate the diversity of the formulations and uses of
this theory, respectively, from a textual and ethnographic perspective.” By
focusing on the variety of idioms of causality that are locally used, anthro-
pologists made a fundamental contribution to relativizing the centrality
and the preponderance of the theory of karma as an etiological discourse.?
In most ethnographic works on destiny and misfortune, the theory of
karma, as a Sanskritic, Brahmanical, and pan-Indian theory belonging to
the “great tradition,” is opposed to the diversity of vernacular and local
idioms that explain destiny in terms of fatality, divine intervention, sorcery,
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or possession. According to these studies, the theory of karma is rarely
mentioned to account for daily problems and is mainly used as a last resort
or in exceptional circumstances, while “vernacular” idioms of causality
are commonly used to explain the suffering and difficulties of daily life.

Despite the central position it occupies for a large number of Hindu
families, and although it constitutes a particularly interesting idiom of
causality, astrology is rarely mentioned in these works. As a Sanskritic,
Brahmanical, and pan-Indian theory used to resolve difficulties and make
everyday choices, astrology can shed new light on the question of etio-
logical plurality and the articulation between different ways of expressing
of causality. In this chapter we will focus on the relationship between
astrological language and the theory of karma. The connection with other
idioms of causality, like sorcery, possession, or the evil eye, will be men-
tioned occasionally here and further developed in chapter 7.

The theory of karma and astrology share some important common
characteristics that differentiate them from other idioms of causality. Not
only are both theories strongly anchored in the Brahmanical tradition,
sophisticatedly formulated in Sanskrit literature, and known in various
regions of the Indian subcontinent, but they also share the same field of
investigation. Both theories claim to exhaustively explain human destiny,
accounting for all kinds of joys and misfortunes and, unlike other idioms
of causality such as sorcery or possession, they attribute a crucial role to
birth as a decisive moment in human destiny.> One could then say that
they are “commensurate” and hence highly comparable. Amazingly, though,
the relationship between these two “major” theories of human destiny has
not provoked much interest in South Asian studies. The exceptions are the
studies by Francois Chenet (1985) and Judy Pugh (1983a). The former,
carried out by a philosopher and Sanskrit scholar, underscores the conver-
gence between astrological theory and the doctrine of karma by showing,
through a textual analysis, how astrology integrates the theory of karma
into its own operatory process. The latter, written by an anthropologist,
considers the ideas of karma and “fate” to be synonymous and analyzes
the astrological representations of karma on the basis of her ethnographical
survey conducted in Banaras.

While both studies seem to conflate astrology and karma into a
single deterministic South Asian theory of destiny, I will adopt a different
perspective here. Rather than showing the confluence and the convergences
between the two theories of destiny, I will argue that astrology, because
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of its theoretical assumptions as well as its practical uses, constitutes an
alternative ideology that is both antagonistic and complementary to the
theory of karma. This complementarity is expressed, during astrological
consultations, through the word bhigya, “destiny,” “fortune” (lit., entitled
to a share [bhiga]) that is often opposed to karm, “act] “action,” “ritual,
“work.” Through the analysis of the sematic field of the concept of bhigya—
related to ideas of “fortune,” “share,” or “wealth”—and its contemporary
uses we will see how astrological discourse on destiny is made to match
the expectations of urban middle- and upper-class families.

Before looking at the ethnographical material, it is important to
clarify how the relationship between the theory of karma and astrology
is approached in the classical treatises, thus examining a textual view that
astrologers may sometimes refer to. As Chenet’s (1985) and Pugh’s (1983a)
studies show, the doctrine of karma is explicitly mentioned in the Sanskrit
texts on horoscopy. Essentially, from a theoretical viewpoint, the relation-
ship between astrology and karma can be reduced to the assumption that
the “invisible” (adrsta) fruits (phala) of acts carried out in previous lives
become “visible” (drsta) through the planetary configurations present at
birth. Astrology would be like a “lamp” (dipa) illuminating the fruits of
previous lives’ actions: “This science makes visible the maturation (pakz)
[of the fruits] of good and bad acts accumulated in previous lives, just
like a lamp (dzpa) [makes] objects [visible] in dark,” writes Varahamihira
at the beginning of the Laghujataka (L] 1.3).6

Nonetheless, besides this statement that appears at the beginning of
most treatises dealing with horoscopy (jataka) and a few other isolated
passages, the reference to karma plays no role in astrological theory. This
is not surprising since the theory of karma and astrology are in fact based
on a contrasting conceptual ground. While in the karma theory the moral
behavior of a person determines his or her subsequent life conditions,
according to astrological theory, destiny and human acts are regulated by
natural and cosmic principles that are independent from human respon-
sibility; bad and good behavior are thus seen as a necessary expression of
the cosmic order and time.

Astrology seems to invalidate the theory of karma in several ways.
Both doctrines deal with similar issues—the disparities in individual lives,
the reasons behind suffering—yet they provide radically different explana-
tions. This appears all the more clearly as both theories use the same word
phala (fruit) to make sense of human destiny. According to the doctrine
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of karma, the “fruit” that affects human life is the product of good and
bad actions done in past and present lives, while according to astrology
this “fruit” emanates from the stars and especially planets (the very name
“astrology,” as a branch of jyotisa, is phalita, the science that studies the
“fruits” of astral configurations).

Astrology elaborates a “cosmodicy” that is substantially different from
that of karma.” Instead of blaming human responsibility, it envisages human
destiny as being a part of the network of correspondences between the
planets, the elements (air, fire, water, earth, and ether), colors, animals, the
parts of the body, the humors (dosa), social roles, castes, kinship relations,
and so on. In addition to this cosmological network, in astrological theory,
the nine planets (navagraha) are described as deities (or demons, such as
Rahu and Ketu) who bestow misfortune and happiness upon human beings
(and can hence be pacified by grahasanti, pacification rituals).

In light of these conceptual contrasts, I find it more convincing to
consider the verse that presents astrology as a “lamp” that illuminates the
karmic residue as an ingenious ideological construct intended to eschew
potential antagonism between the two theories. In other words, the
“lamp trick” aims at legitimizing astrology in relation to the theory of
karma and transmigration, the latter being “fully established and almost
universally accepted as a comprehensive world-view in classical and later
Indian thought”® As Wilhelm Halbfass observes regarding other trends
of thought in the Sanskrit tradition:’

Concepts and theories which were initially used independently
of and without reference to the karma theory, and which, in
its earlier phases, appear side by side with it and as possible
rivals, are reinterpreted in the light of the karma theory, are
accommodated to or identified with it. (Halbfass 1980, 271)

In this respect, the case of astrology seems emblematic, as, histori-
cally, horoscopic theory was introduced to India as an exogenous science
at the beginning of the present era, when Greco-Babylonian astrological
theory was progressively integrated into Brahmanical culture (Pingree
1981). The “lamp trick” hence aims at reconciling two theories about
human destiny that would otherwise be in contradiction: thanks to this,
astrology’s “natural” determinism, although devoid of any kind of moral
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reference, becomes compatible with the ethical approach and the idea of
responsibility inherent to the karma theory.

The reconciliation of these two theories of human destiny occurs
through an epistemological subordination of astrology to the theory of
karma. Astral configurations can explain human destiny because they reveal
the karmic residue, but in the last resort, the latter is the sole determining
factor of human destiny. Astrology hence appears as a heuristic tool, a set
of technical rules that allow one to more precisely measure the effects of
the good and bad actions done in previous lives.

Nevertheless, while it serves to neutralize the potential rivalry between
the two systems, astrology’s (apparent) abdication before karmic causality
does not erase the fundamental differences separating these two doctrines
of human destiny. Astrology is supposed to explain a far wider field of
phenomena than that covered by the theory of karma. While karma
theory is only applicable to living beings, Hindu astrology is supposed
to account for the “destiny” of all sorts of subjects that are a part of
the cosmos: not only human beings, animals, and plants but also land,
houses, nations, and so forth—as well as ritual acts, sacrifices, and rites
of passage (samskdra), which, in order to be effective, must be performed
under auspicious astral conjunctions.'

Despite their different assumptions, it would not make sense to empha-
size the contradictions or incompatibilities between the two doctrines. In
horoscope reading as practiced by astrologers, these two theories turn out
to be deeply compatible, as their differences make them complementary.
They offer Hindus two points of entry, two ways of seeing and explaining
human destiny that complete each other in several ways.! In addition, the
“cohabitation” of these two theories in the common field of the representa-
tion of human destiny seems to have marked them with a sort of common
interpretative mechanism, for example, the extra-individual transmission of
destiny (which we will deal with in depth in the following chapter).

However, to what extent, and in what manner, do the two systems
differ and complement each other? This can only be evaluated by comparing
specific texts or contexts and our study remains limited to an analysis of
the work carried out by astrologers in Banaras.'> We will hence start by
seeing how human destiny is conceived and represented in astrological
exegesis, before returning to the question of the intertwining of astrology
and the theory of karma in the local etiological discourse.
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The Allotted Share: The Semantics of Bhagya

The word commonly used by astrologers and their clients to refer to destiny,
as it is described in the horoscope, is not karm (Hindi for the Sanskrit
karman), but bhigya. During astrological consultations 4arm and bhagya
are often opposed to each other. The former designates human agency,
effort, acts we do by will, while the latter refers to predetermined destiny,
fortune, the fate written in the stars, and all the events that affect a per-
son’s existence independently of his or her will. The relationship between
bhagya and karm over the course of human existence can be summed up
through the metaphor of the two wheels of a scooter, as expressed by a
trader in precious stones who works with astrologers:

Bhagya and karm are like the two wheels of a scooter . . . if one
has a puncture, one can still reach one’s destination (marnzil),
but, as you can imagine, it’s difficult to reach one’s destination
with a punctured tire . . . In life, one needs both; you need a
good karm and a good bhigya . . . For example, take a rikshaw
vdla [rickshaw driver] and a politician . . . the former has a bad
bhagya, and however good his karm, he will never get very far;
on the contrary, the latter has a good bhigya, and if he is well

behaved, he will obtain everything he wants in his life . . .”?

Among the anthropologists who have worked on karma, the only
one to my knowledge who has highlighted the importance of bhagya as
a category of destiny in popular Hinduism is Susan Wadley (1983b)."
Examining the Hindi literature on the celebration of vrar (votive fasting),
she observes:

It is well known that the concept and term karma, however
defined, is not prevalent or widely used in all Hindu commu-
nities. In the vrat literature, the most common term for destiny
or fate is bhigya. In these texts, karma quite clearly refers to
actions, with specific attributions of human conditions due to

actions. But bhagya is destiny, or fate. (Wadley 1983b, 159-160)

Referring to bhigya as a “counterpoint to the karma doctrine,” she adds:
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It presents a potentiality of “luck” or chance or fate (under-
stood as unrelated to past acts) that is not implied by either
the classical concepts of karma nor the concept of karma found

in the vrat literature. (Wadley 1983b, 161)

Unfortunately, Wadley does not go further in her analysis."> A brief
review of the history and the meaning of the term will help us to better
understand its uses in the context of contemporary astrological counseling.

The word bhigya stems from the Sanskrit root BHAJ- (to share, to
distribute, to divide, to allot) and is part of an illustrious lexical family—
including words such as bhagavat, “the Prosperous one,” “Lord” (bbagvin
in Hindi), and bhakti, “devotion” (lit., distribution, share)'®—whose first
members are attested in Vedic literature. In the Rgveda, the word bhaga
means good fortune, prosperity, and Bhaga, “The Dispenser, is a tutelary
deity who distributes goods, wealth, and pleasure. The deity Bhaga is said
to attribute “lots” of goods to men on the basis of a regular and predictable
system of repartition without competition (Dumézil 1952). Nevertheless,
interestingly, the generous and positive fortune-god of the hymns, Bhaga,
in some later Vedic treatises—the Brahmanas—has his eyes burned and
becomes blind (Satapata Brahmana 1.7.4.6).” Bhaga’s blindness may thus
be seen as a dramatic representation of fortune’s ambiguity: the one who
allots prosperity and wealth does so according to an unsighted rule of
distribution.

In classical Sanskrit as well as in contemporary Hindi, the semantic
of the term bhdgya conveys a similar ambiguity. Derived from the noun
bhaga, “share]” “portion,” “allotted share,” “lot,” “inheritance” (Monier-Wil-
liams 1994, 751), the word bhaigya is originally an adjective that indicates
a person or a thing “entitled to a share” In its nominalized form, it goes
on to become a noun meaning the “allotted share,” the “share received,
and by extension “fortune,” “wealth,” “fate,” “destiny,” “future” (Moni-
er-Williams 1994, 752).!8

In Hindi, the word bhdgya has two main meanings. In its broadest
sense, bhagya is the “the ineluctable rule of destiny according to which all
human actions are predetermined” (vah avasyambhavi daivi vidhan jiske
anusdr manugya ke sab karya pable hi se niscit vabate hai’) (Varma 1971,
766) and means “fate,” “destiny,’ “time.””? This sense appears in common
expressions such as “it is written in destiny” (bhigya mé likha hai) or “you
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can’t get anything more than what fate has allotted to you” (bhigya se
zyada kuch nabi milta). Thus, the word bbigya may be accompanied by
expressions like “whatever you must get, you will get it” (jo milta hoga,
milegd), “whatever has to be, it will be” (jo honi hogi). The word may
also be used to refer to the moment decided by fate, as in the expression
“nothing can happen before or after [the moment decided by] bhagya”
(bhagya ke pable, bhigya ke bad kuch nahi hogi). Here, it takes on the
same meaning as the word samay, “time,” also used to indicate the moment
chosen by fate: “nothing can happen before its time” (samay se pable kuch
nahi miltd). Thus, to explain to a client that one cannot change what is
decided by bhagya and one has to respect the times fixed by the planets,
an astrologer used himself as an example:

You shouldn’t be impatient, we all have to make do with our
own bhagya (ham ko apne bhigya ke sabire calni parta hai,
“we have to walk with our own bhigya”) . . . you see, I'm an
astrologer, and yet, I cannot change my bhigya: my son-in-law
died a year after he married my daughter; I was almost killed by
bandits on the train, and sometimes my jaw still hurts; I have
a daughter who has just turned thirty and I haven’t managed
to get her married yet; sometimes I have a lot of money and
sometimes I have none . . .

In this sense, bhigya shows semantic affinities with daiva (from
deva, “gods”), the impersonal and transcendent destiny described in epic
and philosophical Sanskrit literature.”” However, during astrological con-
sultations, destiny is always referred to as bhagya, and we never heard
the word daiva. In our opinion, this is because bhigya defines an idea of
destiny “at hand”—the allotted “share” is what each person experiences
during their existence, day after day. It is a sort of immanent, “embodied”
destiny that evolves as the person goes through the different periods of his
or her life. Daiva, by contrast, indicates a somewhat transcendent power,
far removed from human beings and linked to a manifestation of divine
power. In other words, bhigya, like the horoscope, always has an “owner”:
it denotes not an absolute fate, but a fate that is intrinsically bound to a
person “entitled to a share.” This does not necessarily have to be a human
being, thus: a piece of land, a house, an animal, a nation, and so on, are
also said to have a bbagya, a fate. Astrologers often employ expressions
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like zamin ki bhigya, “the fate of a land”; makin ki bhigya, “the fate
of a house,” and so on.?!

The second meaning of bhigya is “fortune;” “luck,” “good chance;
“prosperity, “wealth,” “happiness.” It appears in words such as the adjec-
tives bhigyavan (bhagyavati in the feminine form) or bhagyasils, which
literally mean “endowed with bbdgya” and are used to designate someone
who is “lucky,” “fortunate,” “prosperous,” “wealthy.” Similarly, the adjective
bhagyahin, “devoid of bhigya. indicates an unhappy and unlucky person;
the “giver of bhagya” (bhigyada) is the lottery; bhagyoday, the “rise (uday)
of bhagya, indicates the beginning of a favorable period. As we have seen,
from the etymological point of view, this second meaning is the original
one and still expresses the deepest sense of the concept of bhiagya. During
astrological consultation, bbdagya is used to denote the “part, the “lot,
the fortune that is attributed to everyone at birth. This “lot” may contain
good and bad things but is viewed as an “asset” belonging to the person.
Thus, the idea of bhigya conveys a cosmology that contrasts not only with
the idea of karma but also with the idea of “debt” (y724) at birth—debts
to the sages, to the Gods, and to the ancestors—that characterizes Vedic
and Hindu cosmology (Malamoud 1983). The following pages will show
that a sort of ideology of “credit at birth” seems to prevail over any idea
of debt, to characterize human destiny during astrological counseling. By
birth, each person has a “credit;” which is allocated to him or her over
the course of his or her existence, independently of his or her acts and
intentions.

The idea of bhigya seems to be semantically close to the legal
category of diyabhiga, designating both “inheritance” and “partition” in
traditional Hindu law.?* Dayabhiga is the share of wealth a member of
a family owns by the very fact of his birth: “each member of the family
acquires by his very birth an ‘interest’ —which, moreover, may vary—in the
property, and it is this ‘interest’ which congeals and becomes materialised
at the time of sharing” (Dumont 1983, 10).” Similarly, bbdgya designates
a sort of “wealth” invested somewhere, which is ascribed at birth and its
fluctuating interest “materializes” at certain moments of one’s existence.

The lexical and semantic connection between the idea of bhagya,
fate, destiny, and the idea of dayabhiga, lot, share of wealth, are explicitly
expressed in the words of the client of an astrologer, whose elder brother
had appropriated the whole family inheritance left by the widowed mother.
The man, who owns a cycle repair and coal stall, attributed the unequal
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division of the family inheritance to the different bhigya he and his
brother enjoyed:

Mother’s wealth (dban), mother’s share (bissd), all the money
(paisa-rupaya), and the family inheritance (ragm-patii) . . . he
took it all. He didn’t even give me one rupee . .. So I said
to him, “Brother, take all this wealth, it’s in your bhdigya, it’s
not in my bhagya (tumhbire bhigya mé hai, hamare bhagya
mé nahi hai), if you want to give me a share, you'll give it to
me . .., but he didn’t give me anything . . .

According to this man, the family inheritance—the dayabhiga—is part
of the elder son’s bhigya and not in the younger son’s: the younger son’s
access to the family wealth is hence optional and subject to the elder’s will.

Finding Out the “Lot”

Through horoscope reading, astrologers can identify and calculate someone’s
bhagya. The horoscope contains information about his or her bhigya in
both its acceptations: while the whole horoscope is supposed to describe
the bhigya in its more general sense of an ascribed fate, the ninth house
of the horoscope, called bhagya bhiva (house of bhigya), indicates wealth,
good luck, and prosperity. Similarly, in the case of palm reading, the
totality of the characteristics of the hand reveal bhigya as destiny, while
bhdgya as prosperity can be examined through the line that starts at the
wrist and runs toward the center of the palm, called the “line of bhigya
or ascent” (bhigya rekha ou qrdhva rekha).

Just like the lines of the hand, the twelve houses of the horoscope
illustrate different kinds of bhigya: the “bbigya of money” (dhan ki bhigya),
the “bhagya of marriage” (sidi ki bhigya), or the “bhigya of education”
(sksa ki bhigya), and so on. A person may, for example, have a very good
bhagya for financial wealth (second house, line of wealth) but a bad one
for health (first house), or a bad one for marriage (seventh house) but a
good one for career (tenth house). When consulting an astrologer, clients
want to know the share, the portion, or the capital they are entitled to
by birth in the different aspects of their life. They may thus ask questions
such as: “Is there a house in our bhagya?” “Is there a son in our bhigya?”
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“How many children we will have?” “Is there any land?” “Is there travel
abroad?” “How many years (of life) have I been allotted in my bhigya?”
Nevertheless, the allotment that people are entitled to according
to the horoscope very often does not correspond to the share that they
materially perceive and experience in their daily lives. Let us look, for
example, at a consultation involving a couple that had come to see the
astrologer because they were going through some financial troubles:

J: What is the matter?

Q: I would like to show you my hand.
J: What is your name?

Q: Candravati Devi

J: How old are you?

Q: About forty.

J: You have a lot of money! A lot of money, it’s good, it will
remain . . . [speaking to her husband] does she work a bit?

4 No

J: Has she started any business (vyavasiya)?

&+ No, she stays at home.

Q: That’s why we came. If the money is there, where is it (paisd
hai, to kahi hai)? We came for that, to know where we can

get some money . . .

J: But you are much better off than others . . . The lines of
your hand say there is no shortage (kami) of money . . .

d': And guruji, how is she in terms of her life span (wmar-vumar)?

J: It’s fine, she will live for seventy-seven years.
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d': No, a man told her she has a very short life, that she should
have a mrtyunjay yajiia performed™ . . .

J: She will live seventy-seven years . . . if you want to have a
mrtyunjay yajiia performed, you can do that, it will be good
for her health, but her health line (svdsth rekhi) is not bad, it’s
good. What the pandit told you, what made you worry that
something would happen, that’s over now, that was at the age
of thirty-two to thirty-three, before the age of thirty-four to
thirty-five, it was a physical problem, but it was five to six years
ago, and she has come out of this period. Now her life will
last till the age of seventy-seven, and even longer than that . . .

d So there’s no danger (khatari)? 1 won’t have to marry again?

J: You won’t have to marry again, that’s out of the question. Do
you have a hemorrhoids problem? Have you built your house?

& We have built a part of it, but at the moment . . .
J: Well, there’s nothing to worry about . . .

d: Actually guruji, the house has not been completed, but
now we would like to buy some land . . .

J: Land . . . according to her hand [= the wife’s], there is a
house (makan hai), there is land (zamin hai), everything will
happen (sab kuch hogi) . . . with regard to money, her fate
(dhan ka bhigya) is favorable (acchi hai), her life line (ayu
rekha) is good (accha hai), everything in her hand is good,
there’s nothing to worry about (koi cinta ki bat nahi hai), you'll
have no problems of any kind, no health problems, a long life,
the kind of life one should have today . . .

& There’s nothing to worry about then, guruji?

J: No, everything is fine, her fate is good (inki bhigya acchi
hai), she’s a lucky woman (bhagyavati mahila hai).
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Through this dialogue with the astrologer, the couple tries to learn
about the bhigya, the “share” visible in the hand: How many years of
life are there? Is land there? Is a house there? And if all these things are
there for us, where are they?

Astrological consultations are structured around a confrontation
between two levels of reality: the visible, objective, and incontestable
“share” written in the horoscope (or in the hand) and the share perceived
by the client. When referring to the horoscope, astrologers use the verb
hona, “to be” (e.g., “the money is there”), while in describing people’s
experience, they use verbs like Jagna, “to look like]” “to seem,” or mahsus
hona, “to feel like” (e.g., “you feel like you don’t have any money”). The
horoscope corresponds to the ontological level (where things are), while
people’s perceptions are put on a phenomenological level (where things
seem to be). Through verbal interactions, practitioners and clients try
to fill the gap that may arise between these, so that people may obtain
things that they are entitled to and the truth of the horoscope may be
preserved. In the aforementioned case, the astrologer stated that in the
woman’s bhagya there is money, there is a house; therefore, he wants to
know whether “in fact” the woman is involved in any commercial activity
and if she has had her house built. As is often the case, the couple has
astral “assets”: there is money, even if the couple cannot sce it; there is a
house, even though it still has to be built; zhere is land, even if the land
has yet to be bought; and #here are still many years of life left. Both the
astrologer and the client thus seek to establish the extent to which the
allotted “share” matches the received “share.”

According to astrologers, when one makes choices that do not
correspond to what is written in the bhdgya, every attempt to succeed is
futile: however hard one tries, one will never achieve the desired results.
To explain this principle, an astrologer cited the example of a civil servant,
whose milk farm was a failure, despite all his investments:

This man has a farm with about eighty to eighty-five cows and
buffalos, but every day an animal dies. Once, ecight buffalos
died in a single day . . . Yet, the farm is perfectly equipped:
he has installed lights, fans, he even has an on-site veterinary
doctor . . . the place is absolutely wonderful for cattle, and
yet they continue to die. Imagine, over these last two years
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this man has invested and lost twenty to twenty-five lakhs®
of rupees in this farm!

Looking at his horoscope, I clearly saw this man did not
have a bhigya suitable for cattle farming. I told him “go into
agriculture, it will be very fruitful (phalit). Sell all your heads
of cattle, one after the other, progressively.” The same cows
that produced twelve liters of milk twice a day elsewhere,
only produced two liters a day at his farm, and they eat far
more than they ate in the place they were before. Obviously,
the land is not suitable (/ayak) for cattle farming, but the real
problem (#ruti) is that cattle farming does not suit this person.

According to astrological theory, the “share” concerning the profession
(jivika ki bhagya) can be discerned through the planetary situation in the
tenth house of the horoscope—“house of profession” (karm bhiva)**—as
well as through the position of the planet ruling the zodiacal sign found
in the tenth house (dasamesa). In the aforementioned case, the tenth house
of the civil servant’s horoscope indicates a predisposition for agriculture
(kbeti) and not for cattle (pasu); despite all his efforts the man will never
be able to achieve his goal of creating a milk farm.

The “share” each person is entitled to can be estimated with a high
degree of precision. Thus, for example the same astrologer explained that
with regard to the “agricultural lot” (kbezi ka bhagya), the horoscope tells
you the type of crop that is suitable or “innate” (sahaj) to each person:

According to what is written in the horoscope, I advise people
to cultivate the category of product that will be profitable for
them (jo inko libh milegi): for example, for some it will be
a pungent (zita) product like nim, for others a spicy (tikha)
product like chilis, or a sweet (mithd) product like sugarcane,
or a sour (karu) product like tamarind . . . some people should
cultivate legumes like lentils or peas, others grain like rice,
wheat, or sorghum; others should cultivate vegetables and so on.

Just as the horoscope allows the astrologer to identify the agricul-
tural products that are a part of a person’s bhigya, it also allows him
to know each person’s “share” in the field of studies. Families that can
afford to invest in children’s schooling consult the astrologer in order to
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make the right educational choices. The astrologer is asked to indicate
the field of studies that suits their children, the subjects they will be
better at, the type of profession in which they are likely to find their
place and their fortune.

The astrologer’s advice is supposed to ensure good results and prevent
a “waste” (barbid) of time and money, which would be the consequence
of an “adverse” (pratikiil, “against the flow”) choice that is not conform
to the bhagya. Thus, a man whose son had just filled in the application
forms for medical college went to see the astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri
to know what his son’s chances (gu#jiis) of succeeding in this field of
studies were. Looking at the son’s horoscope, the astrologer remarked
that the harmful planet Rahu was present in the /agna (ascendant or
first house of the horoscope): this was a first negative sign as the lagna
indicates everything concerning the body and health, and hence medicine.
In addition, he noted that the planet Jupiter, which symbolizes studies
and knowledge, was weak and was located in the eighth house (house of
death). Nonetheless Saturn, the planet that represents government jobs,
was in a strong position. He hence strongly dissuaded the father from
encouraging his son to study medicine and advised him to direct the boy
toward a government job instead:

J: Medicine will not work out . . . he should study something
ordinary (sadharan Siksa) . . . having him admitted to medical
college is a waste of time (samay barbid ho jiyega); he mustn’t
do that at all, he will never complete his studies.

&: But he has just finished his BA . .. what should we get

him to do now?

J: Get him to follow another path (disri madrg), orient him
toward the Indian Administrative Service, the Public Civil
Service, or the Railways . . . have him sit this type of exam.
If he has obtained his BA, it’s enough, he doesn’t need to
study further . . .

J': But what kind of government job?

J: He should get a job in an engineering institution.
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d: That’s why I came to ask you, we have discussed it often
over the last few days . . . we wanted to know the right thing
to do (sahi ciz); suppose we make him do something else, we
would end up wasting time and money . . .

Sometimes the “share,” the wealth allotted at birth, can come from a
person rather than from a specific profession, a piece of land, or a house.
This was the case of a young man who had left for Bombay to try his
luck in Bollywood. Looking at his horoscope, the astrologer Kameshwar
Upadhyay noted that he did not have the “astral profile” to become a
cinema star, as the harmful planet Rahu located in his house of profession
(jivika sthin) was “cutting off any luck” (bhagya ko kitna). Speaking to
the mother, the astrologer observed that the young man’s horoscope was
negative from several points of view:

His Rahu is bad (zic), his Saturn is bad, his Jupiter is bad . . .
Your son will never be stable, he will keep changing jobs, he is
going to give lots of troubles to his parents . . . he will never
be successful as an actor. Please tell him to give up his career
in the movie industry. He will never get a major role, he may
just aspire, at best, to a marginal role . . . he’s going to waste
lots of money. Whatever he will earn, he will lose.

The mother confirmed the accuracy of the astrologer’s remarks,
adding that her son never listened to his parents. The astrologer went
further in reading the horoscope and found that, despite his recurrent
professional failures, the son would have a “rise of fortune” (bhigyoday)
because of his future wife:

J: There is a very good thing in your son’s life: your son will
marry a great cinema heroine (74yikd) . . . The marriage will
be celebrated between July 2000 and June 2001.” His wife
will be very beautiful, very nice and very rich . . . Your son
will never listen to his parents, nor to his paternal uncles and
aunties, but he will listen very carefully to his wife . . .

Q: Will he have a love-marriage or an arranged marriage?
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J: He will certainly have a love-marriage.
Q: Oh my God!!!

J: He will choose the young lady whom he likes, he will win
her heart and will marry her . . . and he does not like ordi-
nary women, he has very high standards when it comes to
women . . .

Q: Yes, he has very high standards . . .

J: When they meet, they will fall in love at first sight, he will
have a love-marriage and his wife will be a millionaire . . . once
he has married her, your son’s fortune will rise (bhdgyoday

hoga) . . .

So far, we have looked at bhigya as an “inheritance” allotted to
each person at the time of his or her birth. This is however supposed
to fluctuate: there are phases or periods of life when the allotted share
is important and others when, on the contrary, it is reduced to nothing.
We will now look at how astrological theory and astrologers” discourses
account for the variability of human destiny over the different periods of
an existence.

Destiny’s Fluctuations: Dasas (Periods)
and Yogs (Planetary Conjunctions)

Hindu astrology has developed a system subdividing human existence into
planetary periods (dasi) that has no equivalent in Western astrology. Iden-
tifying the planetary period the owner of the horoscope is going through
is one of the pivotal points of any astrological diagnosis.

There are several astrological methods used to calculate planetary
periods. The method astrologers in Banaras normally refer to is called
vimsottari dasi, based on an “ideal” life span of 120 years.”® According to
the vimsottari dasi system, human existence is divided into nine mahaidasas
(major planetary periods), each corresponding to a planet (sce table 4).
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Table 4. Duration of the mahidasis (major planetary periods)

Planet Duration of the mabidasi (in years)
Sun 6
Moon 10
Mars 7
Rahu 18
Jupiter 16
Saturn 19
Mercury 17
Ketu 7
Venus 20

The Sun’s mahidasa lasts six years, the Moon’s mahidasi ten years,
and so forth. The first mahidasi one goes through is that of the planet
that governs the naksatra (lunar mansion) in which the Moon is located
at the time of birth: hence, if at the time of birth the Moon is located
in Asvini, as Ketu is the lord of the Aévini naksatra the person will go
through Ketu mahadasi from birth to seven years of age, the Venus
mahidasi from seven to twenty-seven, the Sun’s from twenty-seven to
thirty-three, and so on. Each mahidasi consists of nine “planetary sub-
periods” called antardasis: each antardasi is also ruled by a planet, and
its duration varies depending on the planet.”

A person’s bhigya fluctuates according to the mabidasi and the
antardasa he or she is going through. Indeed, when it comes to resolving
a concrete problem, the astrologer pays particular attention to the plane-
tary period the person is going through. According to astrological theory,
depending on the benefic or malefic nature of the planet controlling
the dasa, and its position in the horoscope, a dasi can be “abundant”
(sampurna), “empty” (rikta), or “malefic” (anistaphali) (Brhajjataka 8.5).
Using the dasi system, the astrologer identifies each person’s allotted
share during the different periods of his or her existence: a “full period”
(sampurna dasi) means that the share allotted at birth will increase and
fructify, while an “empty” (rikzd) period indicates that it will be scarce, and
a “malefic period” signifies that one will face sorrows and misfortunes. In
this chapter I shall pay special attention to the contrast between “full” and
“empty” periods, as the analysis of malefic periods is closely connected to
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the question of planetary influence, which will be examined in the seventh
chapter. We will now see how astrologers use the dasi system to mark a
contrast between periods of success, prosperity, and progress on the one
hand, and failure, difficulties, and stagnation on the other.

The passage from one period to another can bring about a radical
shift in life, as this astrologer explained to a couple of jewelers that were
complaining about their financial situation:

J: [looking at the man’s horoscope] What do you want to know?
& We have a lot of problems, guruji.
J: What kind of shop do you work in?

d:1Ina jewelry shop, but we have a lot of problems, lots of
losses, the little we are able to earn, we lose it straight away.
We cannot even tell you . . . our business is totally underwa-
ter . . . the debts keep increasing . . . as soon as we manage to
pay back the money on one side, it has already gone out on
the other . . . Doctor Sahab (Mr. Doctor), people think we are
hiding the money, that we are very rich, while in fact we have
nothing at all. Please tell us, will these times change (hamari

din phirega ki nahi)?

J: The bad period will last another year, it will take a year, but
when you reach the age of forty, there will be an improvement
(unnati).

d: We are totally lost; we've even thought of committing
suicide . . .

9: We got married sixteen or seventeen years ago and we
have been through so many difficulties (zaklif uthaye), we
can’t even describe them . .. we want to see a change in our
life . . . Guruji, please tell us if something will happen, if there
will be a change for the better . . . we're desperate. No one
ever pays us the money they owe us and when we work up the
courage to ask them, it’s no use. The debts just keep piling up.
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J: You must wait one more year, but after that your business
will do very well . . .

Q: We've faced so many difficulties in life . . .

J: No, you won’t have problems throughout your life, you just
need to wait one more year, for another year you will still have
problems, but in one year, an excellent period (samay barhiya)
will begin and your business will do very well.

To use the jeweler’s words, “the times change” when one shifts from
one period to another. When a person goes through an “empty” period,
when his “share” is going to be small or miserable for a while, ritual
precautions are taken to protect the person so that she will not lose the
little she is entitled to.

During astrological counseling, empty and abundant planetary periods
are used to define economic strategies of saving or investing. When going
through an empty period, one should not try to obtain more than she has. If,
on the contrary, the period is “full)” if the person has a “good astral capital,”
she must invest in something in order for it to fructify. She must engage in
some kind of personal enterprise. This economic philosophy of bhdgya is not
purely metaphorical; it is explicitly formulated as an opposition that often
recurs in astrological consultations, between a job (nawukri) and a business
(vyavasay). A person who is going through an “empty” period should aspire
to a job (naukri), while a person going through an “abundant” period should
take advantage of it by investing in a personal business.

Let us look at a few examples of the contrast between naukri (job)
and vyavasiy (commerce, business) periods. This is the case of a man who
was unemployed:

J [after drawing up the birth chart]: Ten months ago you
entered an unfavorable (pratikil) period filled with obstacles
(badha) that will last another two to two and a half years. The
situation (paristhiti) you have been in for the last ten months
will not change at all till the month of September.

d: This September?
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J: Yes, of the year 2000, then the very unfavorable (babut
pratikil) influence (asar) will slowly, slowly start decreasing
(dbire-dbire kam honi suru karega); but before things return
to the way they were before, you will have to wait two to two
and a half years. What are you doing at the moment?

d': Absolutely nothing.

J: Do not get involved in any business at the moment (abhi
bhi vyavasiy ap mat kijiyegd), if you have any idea of doing
business, don’t do it now . . . Now, you should spend your time
doing a job (abhi naukri karne hi apka samay gujarna cabiye).
Either you find a good job, or you don’t find a good job, you
must go through this period without doing any business. You
need a job (naukri hi karni apko wuccit hai). You will find a
job before the 20th of May.

d': But it’s the 15-16th of February . . . Its a long time from
the 16th February till the 20th of May!

J: No, it’s three months, three and a half months . . .

The astrologer strongly dissuades this man who is going through a
negative period from getting involved in any kind of commercial activ-
ity. Here is a similar case of a thirty-year-old unemployed man who was
unable to support his wife and his two children. The man went to see
the astrologer with his wife:

3 Panditji, 1 want to know why I have not been able to begin
a career (kairiyar) so far.

J [examining the horoscope]: The career will begin after the
age of thirty-two, it will be a wonderful career (barhiyi hogi).
You will take some time to reach the age of thirty-two. I mean
that for the next two to two and a half years, the situation
will not change . . .
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Q [wife]: Panditji, should he open a shop (dukan karna cabiye),
or should he look for a job (yi nokri karna cihiye)? 1 mean,

he is educated (parbe-likhe hai), what should he do?

J: For the time being, in my opinion, given the little he can
do, it’s better for him to get a job.

Q: It would be better if he got a job now?

J: Yes, it would be better for him to get a job now. After the
age of thirty-two, he can do what he wants, open a shop or
go into business, it will work.

©: You mean that now, it’s not in his fate (inke bhigya abhi

nahi hai) . . .

J: If he opens a shop now, he will lose money, the money will
be wasted. He needs regular employment now (abhi naukri
karna cahiye), in Central India, in the region between Jabalpur

and Nagpur . . .

Q: He sits in his mother’s shop doing nothing . . . You mean,
panditjz, that if he does any kind of independent work, he
will have problems (yah apni bhi koi kam karenge to nuksin

ho jayegd).

J: Listen, it will not work, the shop will not work, what is the
point of wasting time and effort (bekir samay barbid karne
kyd zarirat hai?) . . . In the period he’s going through now,
even if he has employment, he cannot do much, but at least
he’ll be able to fill his stomach (apna pet bharegi). Whatever

his level of education, it’s more than enough to find a job.

“Astral capital” and financial capital seem to be managed according
to similar principles and are somewhat transposed, the one onto the other,
during astrological counseling. This appears even more clearly in the case
of a landowning Ayurvedic doctor who consults an astrologer:

J: You're going to have a lot of money . . .
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d: Actually, I have no shortage of money . . .

J: Yes, but I mean to say that you will become very rich . . . In
the planetary period that is coming (dasd jo dpke pas i raha
hai) you're going to earn a lot of money (dhan dp bahut acchi

kamayega) . . . You should absolutely do something else than
medical practice in order to get this money . . . Think seriously
about it . . .

&': What can I do now? I'm old (burhi)!
J: But you're still so young!
d: I'm forty-five to forty-six years old . . .

J: Nowadays, at forty-five, one is still young . .. sometimes
people get married at the age of forty-five!

d: Okay . . .

J: Stop talking of old age, nowadays men begin to enjoy (jos)
themselves after the age of sixty!!!*

3 I have some hope . . . I have willpower.

J: Try to increase your willpower (iccha shakti), because the
coming twenty years are going to be exceptional (barhiya)
for you, particularly this year, 2002, will bring you something
new . . . that’s why you need to think about it ... Do you
have land?

& Yes, a bit . . .

J: Think of doing something else along with your work as a
doctor, I cannot know, I don’t know your village . . . Think of
a business you can do in your village or in the area . .. you
can make a huge profit from a small amount of money and
you will see, with time, your business will grow and you will
earn thousands of rupees . . .

169
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So, the doctor must “prospect” (dhimrhnai) for the wealth that
the favorable twenty-year period (corresponding to Venus's mahidasi)
has assigned to him, although he feels old and despite the fact that he
has no shortage of money. In an India where, since 2000, Kaun Banega
krorepati? (Who will become a millionaire?) is one of the most popular
TV game show, hosted by the national movie stars Amitabh Bachchan and
Shah Rukh Khan, it is not surprising to see that the language of fortune
has entered the reading of horoscopes and that those who can become
millionaires are encouraged to try their luck. Even if not everybody has
“millions of rupees” in his or her bhigya, the various cases presented
here show that everybody is entitled to “profit” stocked somewhere and
available at particular moments.

In addition to planetary periods, astrologers make extensive use of
another key concept to explain to clients how to obtain the wealth that
is due to them. The concept of yog, “astral conjunction,” indicates the
moment at which the good allotted to the person is available to him or
her. By reading a person’s horoscope, the astrologer may thus be able to
say, for example, that “the yog for the house is there” (makan yog hai), “the
yog for the land is there” (zamin yog hai), “the yog for a car is there” (kir
ka yog hai), “the yog for promotion (promosan ki yog) will arrive in six
months,” or “there is the yog of a son” (ek larke ki yog hai), “there is the
yog of three daughters” (¢in larkiyo ki yog hai), and so on. The presence
of a yog in the horoscope confirms the opportunity to see an event or
a material asset take shape in the person’s life—marriage, a promotion, a
house, and so forth. Although the category of yog is most often used to
indicate the presence of things people may wish to attain, astrologers may
in some case refer to negative “lots, such as “an illness yog” (rog ka yog)
or “the yog of a wound” (cotne ki yog). In this case, some remedies may
be prescribed to avoid the danger.

Most yogs indicate when a “lot” is temporarily stocked for the per-
son. Thus astrologers use expressions like “the yog for marriage has come”
(vivaha yog i gaya), “the yog for marriage will come in five months” (pazic
mahine mé viviha yog a jayega), or “the yog for marriage is going on”
(vivaha yog calii hai) to indicate the period when the arrangement of a
marriage has more chances to succeed. Nevertheless, some yogs endure
throughout one’s life (ajivan yog). Thus, if a person has a “permanent yog
for going abroad” (vides ki ajivan yog), she or he will keep traveling to

different countries or will emigrate.
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An astrologer’s client provided a good representation of the idea
of yog, comparing it to a “meeting”: to have the yog of something, he
explained, is like having an appointment. The thing is intended for you,
it is waiting for you. In other words, yog indicates the presence of wealth
one is entitled to, a deposited asset that one owns and that one can, or
rather “must,” lay claim to at a specific moment in one’s existence—just
as when an appointment is fixed, one must be present.

Let us look at the case of a woman from Ghazipur who brought
the horoscopes of her daughter, her husband, and her son to know the
astral situation of her loved ones:

@: About my daughter Nitu, you looked at her horoscope last
time and you wrote: “the yog for a job is now” (naukri ki yog
abhi hai). We would like to know in what field (ksetr) she will
find it, and when . . . Yesterday I took everybody’s horoscope
before leaving Ghazipur. Here is her horoscope . . .

J: She will find a job in the commercial sector, for example in a
bank, an LIC [life insurance company], something like that . . .

Q: She told me to ask you this because she wants to know
where she should send a job application . . .

J: In the commercial sector, yes . . . but be careful, because
she has a lot of obstacles (bidhi) at the moment, there will
be a delay . . .

Q: Should we perform something [a ritual remedy] for this?

J: No, you should first think about settling her marriage.
Actually, it’s not the right time to think about the job. Now
the yog for marriage has come.

Q: Really? So it has come?
J: Yes, I had written last year that the yog for marriage would

come in a year, and now one year is over . . . Within three or
four months the marriage will be arranged . . . It will not be
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celebrated, but it will be arranged. That’s why I'm telling you
to forget about the job for a while, right now is the time to
think about marriage. Afterward, you will think again about

the job . . .

@: My daughter’s father [= @’s husband] told me to ask you
about his job . .. Here is his horoscope. He wants to know
whether his promotion and his transfer will come through or not.

J: The yog for his transfer is about to come. It will come in
August or September, in any case after June . . .

Q: Good! Will we have to move far away, or just in a close area?

J: You will not move very far. According to the horoscope, you
will not go any farther than seventy-two miles.

Q: With the transfer, will his promotion come as well?
J: Yes.

Q: Please take a look at my son Sunil’s horoscope, too. He
lives and works in Delhi . . . I would like to know about his
marriage . . . I only have these two children left to marry . . .

J: His yog has also come . . .

Q: Really? Good. In which directions should we look for his
marriage? You know he is a masigali . . . You told me you
would perform something [a p#j] at your place between the
month of September and the month of January. Where will
we find the right girl (sabi larki)?

J: You will find a suitable match in the north direction from
where you are. That is, if you live in Ghazipur, it will be in
or around Gorakhpur, in that area . . .

As an “indicator” of wealth, a yog allows to know not only “whether”
and “when” a certain good is available but also “where” it is located,
where one needs to seck it to attain it. In this case, the girl should look
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for a job in the commercial sector, the husband’s transfer will take place
in a radius of seventy-two miles, and the family of the son’s future wife is
located to the north of Ghazipur. The astrologer’s role consists not only
in informing the clients of the “wealth” available to them at different
moments of their existence, but also in showing them the path to follow
in order to access the assets in question.

By studying a family’s assets in terms of yogs, the astrologer can
direct investment strategies. For example, if in the couple the woman
has a “yog for three houses” (¢tin makin ki yog), while the husband has
no yog for a house, any family investment involving buying or building a
house should be done in the woman’s name. In the case of women, the
existence of certain yogs in a horoscope can constitute a sort of “astral
dowry.” Clients may, for example, ask the astrologer to check whether the
prospective daughter-in-law has a “yog for sons” (larks ki yog), the most
valuable yog for a bride. If a housewife has a yog for a house or car, this
is said to increase her husband’s and her family-in-law’s chances to get
this kind of goods. The young girl’s astral assets are hence considered an
element of the wealth she possesses at the time of her wedding.

Just as the presence of a certain yog in the horoscope allows a per-
son to attain something, the absence of this yog indicates difficulties or
obstacles that prevent the person from obtaining this thing. For example,
in January 2000 a young man went to see the astrologer B. P. Mchrotra
to ask him about his sister’s marriage. Looking at the horoscope, the
astrologer realized that until the month of May of that year, the girl was
going through a Venus dasi, during which Venus was unfavorable and
would create many false illusions (prapazic) with regard to marriage. In
addition, in this das4, Saturn was the “husband’s Lord” (pati ka malik,
ruler of the seventh house) and was in conjunction with Mars: the two
malefic planets created further obstacles (bddhi) to the marriage. The
astrologer hence concluded that until the end of the dasi in question,
there was no point in arranging a marriage for the girl as she did not
have a real yog for marriage:

d': Please tell us something about her marriage . . .

J: T have just told you . . . until the end of the Venus dasi she
will not be married . . . there’s no point in your trying to do
it; until the month of May there will be no marriage (viviba

nahi hoga) . . .
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J': But we received a proposal (risti) from Lucknow and one
from Saharanpur.

J: What does the boy in Lucknow do?
& He works at a photo studio.

J: And the one in Saharanpur?

& We don’t know.

J: In any case in the planetary period she’s going through, there
is no marriage yog (is samay jo graha cal raba hai, viviha ki

yog nabi hai) . . .

d: But is there any chance [in English] that she will marry
one of these two?

J: What do you mean by chance? Chances are not astrology [in
English]. It is as if you were asking me if you are going to pass
the exam and I replied “maybe.” That is not astrology. From the
15th of June onward, this girl has a temporary yog for marriage,
but it’s a yog that only brings discussions (bare-bar). The real
(aslz) yog for marriage will only begin in 2001, and this marriage
will not be broken off (na katne vili viviba). In the yog for
marriage that occurs in the month of June, there will be a lot
of discussions (barcit), you will meet people, you will have to
offer them food, but apart from that, nothing will happen . . .

The strengths and weaknesses of a yog in a horoscope determine the
extent to which the thing indicated by the yog can possibly exist in the
person’s life. The existence of a “temporary yog” indicates that the good
can possibly exist, but it will be a precarious and deceitful possession. It
is only the “real yog” (asli yog) that will lead to a permanent achievement.
Let us see another example. Looking at a woman’s hand, the astrologer
Kameshwar Upadhyay notices she has a “bad yog” (duryog) with regard
to material possessions (generally represented by the fourth house in the
horoscope):
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According to your hand, you will always have problems with a
house, a piece of land, or a vehicle that belongs to you . . . if
you have a house, things will constantly break inside the house;
if you buy a piece of land, the land will be yours but you won’t
be able to use it. You have a duryog (bad yog) for material

possessions like a house, a piece of land, a vehicle . . . if you
have a car, it will always be being repaired . . . and if you buy
clothes, they will get torn immediately . . . this is your yog . . .

So, if a “good yog” (samyog) shows the existence of something in
the person’s life, a “bad yog” (duryog) indicates its ontological fragility:
clothes tear, the car will have to be repaired constantly, one cannot make
use of the land, and so forth.

In some cases, the astrologer encourages the owner of the horoscope
to make an effort to attain what “already exists,” as its presence is confirmed
by the yog. Thus, for example, an astrologer encouraged a man who had
a government job with the railways, to make every effort to attain the
promotion that had been in his yog for two years:

& [showing his horoscope and his hand]: Please have a look
guruji, when will my promotion happen? Will it happen or
not?

J: You have the yog for promotion (promotion yog bana hai, the
yog for promotion is “ready”). It has been there for two years
(do sil se promotion ki yog 4 gayi hai), but you need to make
some effort (prayas). According to your horoscope, and your
hand, you should wear an amethyst (jamuniya). The amethyst
will help you; you will benefit from it (dpko libh milegi). The
yog for house has also come and your hand confirms that in a
while you will have a house. If you find land somewhere, you

should buy it . . .

& And the promotion, when will it happen? Will it happen

or not?

J: You will need to try a bit (thord sa kosis karna parega); if
you don’t try, it will not happen, automatically it won’t happen,
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you will have to offer some bribes (khilina parega, you'll have

to “feed” people) . . .

& But there is no one I can bribe, there’s nothing, the situ-
ation is very bad . . .

J: You must keep trying, you must keep trying . . .

d: But I keep trying but I'm not getting anywhere; I'm in a
situation where I cannot get a promotion, although I keep trying.

J: No, it will happen, you must keep trying, if you don’t keep
trying, it won’t happen (bina kosis karna, nabi hoga). If it were
to happen without your trying, it would already have happened.
As the yog has been there for two years, you must try.

The man has the yog for promotion—“promotion is there”—but the yog is
not strong enough for the promotion to occur necessarily. Personal effort,
including bribes, is hence required to strengthen the yog so that the “lot”

desired might be obtained.

Human Mistakes, Cosmic Flaws

We have seen so far that the concepts of bhigya, dasi, and yog are used
to define what is due or not to a person over the course of his existence.
By establishing what a person is entitled to or not, astrologers determine
what the person should or should not do, what he or she should or should
not be. This brings us, in the last section of this chapter, to the issues
of morality and responsibility and to the question of the relationship
between astrology and the theory of karma presented at the beginning
of this chapter.

Another example illustrates the contrast between what a person
“is” and what he or she “should be” according to a horoscope reading.
A thirty-eight-year-old employee working in the IT sector goes to the
astrologer to know his professional future. Seeing that he was born in
1962, the astrologer explains to the man that he belongs to a category
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of exceptionally lucky jitak-jatiki (male and female “natives”), and that

everyone belonging to this category enjoys great success in life:

J: You were born in ’62, that was the year when there was an
asta grahi yog (astral conjunction of eight planets) . . . during
this period (sa7ay) many rituals (havan-vavan) were performed,
I was in Bombay at the time™ . . .

3. Okay . ..

J: Now you will go through an excellent period—do you have
any business?

&: No, I work for a computer company.

J: Your horoscope shows there will be a lot of people working
under you, your career will take you very far (dge unnati bahut
zyada hai), a lot of people will work under you (dpke ander
bahut sire admi kam karé), you have this ability (yogya) written
in your horoscope. But you have already reached the age of
thirty-cight . . . you should have found something better (dpko
aur acchd milna cabiye tha).

d': Nothing has happened till now. In fact, I wanted to know
if something will change, or if it will remain as it is (is7 tarah
calta rabega) . . .

Noting that the man is not aware of the excellent share that is his

(anivarya), that it will necessarily happen:

J: People who are born in your year (is sil mé gitne jitak-ji-
tika janme hai) will all inevitably be successful (sabko unnati
anivarya hai) in their careers . . . so, as something excellent
(barhiya) has happened to everyone born in your year, something
excellent will happen to you too (dpko bhi barhiya hogi). My

paternal cousin has the same horoscope as you, he was born in

bhagya, the astrologer insists, stating that the improvement is “inevitable”
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the same year, he already owns about twenty cars, he supplies
precious stones, he owns four or five stone quarries . . . The
second thing that characterizes your horoscope is that a lot of
men will work for you, and this is why I asked if you are a
businessman. If you are not, you should still do some business
in addition to your job . . . you will be successtul (unnati hogi),
but you're facing a delay (dpko delay ho raha hai), considering
your age, you should have already achieved far more in your
career (bahut adhik dpko unnati ho jana cabiye tha).

d: My progress (unnati) when does it begin?

J: Actually your progress began at the age of thirty-six. You are
wasting the most precious time you have (dpkd mabatvapirn
samay barbid ho rahi hai). A wonderful opportunity will
come your way, for people of your year it is certain (miscit
hai) there will be an improvement. Two years too many have

already passed and nothing has happened, but it will happen.
& For the time being, I have not seen any of this . . .

The Hindi verb cahiye, “should,” is used extensively to indicate how
things should be: the man should be powerful and rich; he should, like all
those born under the same planetary conjunction, have attained success
and prosperity, but yet, he is a mere employee at a computer company.
In the astrologer’s discourse natural necessity—expressed by planetary
conjunctions—becomes a moral necessity. Because everyone born in 1962
must achieve success—“it is inevitable” (anivarya hai), “it is certain” (niscir
hai)—the employee should be successtul. He should seck success by doing
some business and he should not waste his time and wealth.

The astrologer incites the client to conform to the natural order
established by the planets. As we saw in several examples, if, according
to the horoscope, the person is entitled to a “small share,” he should not
ask for “more,” he should not venture into undertakings to obtain what it
is not due to him. Conversely, if the owner of the horoscope is entitled
to a “large share) it is his duty to “demand” the share due to him by
undertaking some kind of additional business, offering bribes, or in any
event, by making an effort to obtain the allotted share. Astrologers define
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as “right,” “correct,” or “appropriate” behavior not that which conforms
to moral values—like honesty, compassion, or wisdom—but rather what
conforms to the order established by the planets.

This appears all the more evident when astrologers interpret and
explain “bad behavior” (duskarm). Almost in the role of a defending
lawyer, when he confronts a misbehaving client, the astrologer does not
pass any kind of judgment: he secks instead to understand which planetary
configurations may explain his or her behavior, and he tries to identify the
ritual remedies that can limit the damage created by the astral situation.
The most common examples of “inevitable” bad behavior are adultery,
religious negligence, and violence. Extramarital relations are supposed to
be the product of a planetary conjunction in which Venus, the planet that
symbolizes love and sexuality, and Mars, the planet of fire and ardor, are
in a situation of nic 74si* under the drsti®® of Saturn, the most malefic
planet.* Anyone who has this astral situation in their horoscope is said
to be kamandh (blinded by desire) and will not be able to stop himself
from having sexual relations with several partners. To better understand
this, an astrologer claims to have done “fieldwork” in the prostitutes’ area
in Banaras (located near the airport), to study the palms of the women
there and to try to understand whether it is the kamandh yog that makes
women prostitutes. As a result of his survey, he states that three types of
reasons could lead a woman to become a prostitute: either the kamandh
astral conjunction, unfavorable economic conditions, or a lack of education.
To explain the extent to which the kdmandh astral conjunction deprives a
person of any control over their actions, in addition to the prostitutes the
astrologer cited the example of a colleague in Calcutta, who was afflicted
by this astral configuration. Although she knew her own “weakness,” the
woman, an astrologer who was married, could not stop herself from having
sexual relations with her own clients, to the extent that, to put a stop to
this bad influence, she was forced to stop exercising her profession.

During consultations, numerous cases of adultery are evoked. Adul-
terous tendencies caused by planets are seen as a physical dependency and
the English word “addiction” is sometimes employed in this context as
something the person finds difficult to give up. Since the origin of this
attitude is “innate,” astrologers do not express moral judgments. Thus, when
dealing with the case of a woman who had been betrayed by her husband,
the astrologer explained that for this type of person “the need for extra-
marital relations is like an alcoholic’s need for alcohol, or a smoker’s need
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for a cigarette.” The individuals are unable to change their own behavior,
and it is up to their loved ones (and the astrologer) to try to help them
get over it. In the same way, when dealing with young people “blinded
by desire,;” who run away from home, or have premarital sex, astrologers
do not pronounce a moral judgment upon them; they try instead to find
concrete solutions to resolve these cases. They will try to find the girl or
boy who has disappeared by calculating the prasna, they will prescribe
remedies to reduce the influence of Mars—the planet responsible for the
attraction (moba, lagan)—and to increase the Sun’s influence so as to
reinforce the person’s self-control, and so on.

Another bad attitude that is often mentioned during consultations is
devotional or ritual negligence. Some planetary conjunctions are thought
to make the person reticent to any form of worship (p#ji) and prevent
them from accomplishing meritorious actions (puzyas). Those who have
this astral profile are caught in a vicious circle since they will find it dif-
ficult to go to the temple and perform the rituals—oblations into the fire
(havans), recitation of mantras (japs), among others—which could help
them reduce the bad planetary influence. Furthermore, ritual negligence
makes the person impure, and impurity only aggravates the planetary
influence, which is supposed have a worse effect on impure people.

When confronted with a man afflicted by the malefic planet Rahu, the
astrologer Kameshwar Upadhyay recommended he have a havan (oblations
into the fire) performed, although he was convinced his recommendation
would not be followed:

In your case, it is absolutely necessary to have a havan per-
formed . . . but you are so oppressed by the planets (grahi se
itnd pirit hai) that I know you will not do it . . . when Rahu
is so bad, the person usually takes someone else up to the
entrance to the temple and he says to him: “Take off your shoes
and go and take the daréan: Tll stay outside to look after the
shoes,” so that they do not have to take the darsan and then
they can go home . . . that’s how bad Rahu is!

We had been told of a similar case by a man whose brother-in-law
was under the influence of the malefic planet Sani (Saturn). To help his
brother-in-law escape the affliction of Saturn, the man used to take him to
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the temple dedicated to Hanuman, the God who is supposed to control
Sani’s influence. But his attempts were in vain:

Every time we went to Sankat mocan [the Hanuman temple] he
stood outside, he waited outside. Once I said to him: “Come
on, let’s go in,” but he said he didn’t want to, that you shouldn’
ever force yourself to do p#ja . . . We knew he was seized by
Sani’s anger (prakop) . . . but one Saturday, we went to the
temple; I did the p#ja and he didn’t. Then we went home by
scooter, it was eleven at night, he dropped me at home and
he had an accident on his way home. It was a small accident,
but it was followed by a dispute that lasted the whole night,
the police also came . . .

Another type of bad behavior explained in terms of planetary config-
urations is that of hoodlums (badmais) or members of the mafia (gundis,
mafia valis). Mars’s bad influence, like Rahu’s and sometimes Ketuss, is
supposed to provoke the desire to fight (marna-pitni)—particularly among
young people—to provoke fights (hum-tam, jhagri-jhamjhat, larii) and to
create tension and arguments (kalah, vivid, bati-bati). For example, when
the astrologer B. P. Mchrotra studied the horoscope of a man suspected
of being involved in a homicide, he identified the planetary configuration
(yog) that led to the use of explosive materials (visphotak padarth) and
bullets for a gun (goli-charri bandiik). He hence told the worried members
of the family who had come to see him that the man’s criminal behavior
was in no way surprising, given the planetary situation. Thus the behavior
of a thief (cor) or obtaining wealth by fraud (nic buddbi se dhan pripr
karnd) is explained by the nic karm yog—the astral configuration (yog)
of bad (nic) behavior (karm)—which occurs when two or several malefic
plancts (pap grahas) are in the ascendant at the time of birth.*

Besides evil actions (pdp), planetary influence may also explain minor
character defects such as impatience, laziness, greed, fickleness: thus the
presence of a birthmark on the palm of the hand in the Ketu zone desig-
nates incorrigible greed, having Moon in the ascendant makes the person
cazical (unstable, fluctuating), and so on.

If this type of flaw is identified in the birth chart (or on the palm
of the hand), it means that this is a character trait related to the person’s
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“nature” (svabhiv) and is a “lifelong” (jivan bhar, djivan) defect: in this
case the astrologer diagnoses a “habitus” (4daz) that cannot be modified as
it is not the result of a fault (galti) on the person’s part. Thus, for exam-
ple, when looking at a young man’s horoscope, the astrologer explained
to the father that the son’s lazy and “against the current” personality was
an unalterable feature of his constitution:

J: Because the Moon and Ketu are in the seventh house, these
people do not want to do anything . . .

d: How long will this last?
J: The whole life . . . they are lazy (alsi) people . . .
d: Oh yes! He is so lazy! He’s still asleep at seven oclock . . .

J: Yes, these people hate getting up in the morning . . . they
are people who, if they start working, they work a lot, but if
they’re not in the mood to work, you cannot even ask them
to fetch a glass of water, that is their nature . . . But for
these people, getting up late is a habit (4daz), it’s their nature
(svabhav) . . . what characterizes these people is getting up late,
always being late, doing the opposite of what they are asked,
that’s how they live.

To explain the extent to which the son’s behavior is in his nature,
the astrologer continued the diagnosis comparing the young man to an
anadromous fish:

... Candyr and Ketu are in the seventh house and this creates
a lot of confusion (bard garbar kar deti hai) . . . he never
finds his way; he wanders all over the place. Think of the
hilsa fish . . . well, his mentality is a bit like that, like a bilsa
fish . . . people like him always like to go against the flow.
They like to follow their own path in the opposite direction,

just like the hbilsa fish . . .

Astrologically speaking, a person who is “good” is not someone vir-
tuous, but someone who conforms to the cosmic order, who assumes the
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share assigned to him. Astrologers are not concerned by the moral quality
of acts. An action is correct when it is “necessary” (dvasyak), “inevitable”
(anivarya), “established” (niscit), and corresponds to the person’s “nature”
(svabhav) as written in the horoscope or in the hand. As we have seen, in
astrological discourse, a person who behaves badly may also be treated as
a “victim” of planetary influence, someone that should be helped, rather
than condemned. Human existence is supposed to be the manifestation of
an order—in the twofold sense, of a regular disposition and an injunction,
a prescription—established by the cosmos.

Although he does not condemn moral faults, the astrologer obviously
sees moral faults: adultery, violence, alcoholism, and so forth, are clearly
recognized as immoral behavior. But it is precisely because the fault exists
that an explanation is required (by the client) and a justification is pro-
vided (by the astrologer). Through horoscope reading, astrologers make
sense of bad actions.

From what we have seen, it becomes clear that astrology provides
an ideological complement to the karma theory. It explains why people
do good and bad acts, while the karma theory takes the moral quality of
action as a departure point. Although it happens rarely, astrologers may
refer, during consultations, to past lives deeds and karmic retribution.
As we will see, this happens when astrological theory does not seem to
provide an exhaustive interpretative paradigm. Human responsibility is
then evoked as an etiological supplement.

Most horoscopic treatises, as we have seen, mention the karma
theory in a §loka placed at the beginning of the text, establishing that
astrology is the science that makes visible the otherwise invisible fruits
of acts accomplished in previous lives. Apart from this verse, astrological
theory normally does not refer to the karma theory. Nonetheless, there
are a few passages where the karma theory is mentioned in addition to
the “lamp trick.” In order to understand the type of events in human
destiny for which astrology requires the inclusion of a “moral” etiology,
it may be useful to briefly examine these passages in classical as well as
contemporary publications.

Among the ninety-seven chapters of the Brhatparisarahorisastra
(BPHS), a very popular horoscopy text among astrologers in Banaras,
there is one, chapter 83, that refers to the theory of karma. This chapter
is dedicated to elucidating (dyotana) curses (sipa) uttered because of sins
committed in past lives (purvajanman):* “what is the sin that makes a
man unable to have a son?” (aputrah kena papena bhavati) is the question
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asked at the beginning of the chapter.’” The text goes on to list the “plan-
etary conjunctions for childlessness” (sanzina-hani-yogs) and particularly
for the absence of a male son (suza-ksaya, the “destruction” of the son).
Depending on the astral situation at birth, one can know against whom
the evil action was committed in the previous life—a snake, the father,
the mother, the maternal uncle, a Brahmin, the wife, the ancestors—and
hence who is responsible for the curse.

According to the Jatakapairijata, another well-known classical treatise
used in Banaras, the horoscope does not allow one to determine the life
span of a child up to the age of twelve (JP 4.1a). This crypticness is due

to the impact of sins committed by the parents in past and present lives:

[Up to the age of twelve] because of the evil acts (papakarma)
of the mother and the father, the child dies [seized] by the
demons of childhood (balagraha). If the child dies within the
first four years, it is because of the mother’s sins. If [he dies]
in the middle four years, it is because of the accumulated sins
of the father. If it comes in the last four years, it must be due
to its own faults (dosa) [in previous life]. (JP 4.1b-2)

Just as children’s death is commonly attributed to karmic reasons,
so are innate diseases and malformations at birth. According to Jyotis aur
Rog (Astrology and Diseases), a contemporary manual of medical astrol-
ogy in Hindi, human diseases are divided into two categories: “congenital
discases” (sahaj rog, janmjar rog) and “accidental discases” (dgantuk rog).
While the latter group of diseases is supposed to arise over the course
of an existence because of all kinds of malefic influences (planets, evil
eye, epidemics, wounds, etc.), the former is seen as the product of acts
accomplished in previous lives: “The main cause (mabattvapurn kiran) of
congenital diseases is acts (karm) done by the native (jataka, “he who is
born”) in past lives (purvajanm). A second cause may be the acts done
by the native’s father and mother” (Sharma n.d., 53). The list of diseases
classified under the category sahaj rog is as follows:

lalapan or bihubinati: arms abnormality or absence of arms
langrapan or parngutva: lameness or absence of legs
kubyapan: back deformity, humpback

hindrng: mutilation
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kanatv or kana: blindness or the loss of an eye

patni ka kanatv: one’s own wife’s blindness or loss of an eye
gungapan: mutism

baharipan: deafness

kam sunna: weak hearing

kin ki katni or phatna: having the ears cut off or torn
karn pira: earache

napumsakata: infertilicy

Jjarta or pagalpan: mental deficiency or madness (Sharma

n.d., 55-64)

We can clearly see that, in this case, the term rog designates “abnormalities”
or “malformations” rather than “diseases.” Each of these malformations is
supposed to be the result of acts the patient or his parents have done in
previous lives and corresponds to certain astral configurations.

During the consultations we attended, karma theory was evoked to
explain problems similar to those mentioned in the texts. This was the
case of a couple that was unable to have children after twelve years of
marriage, despite having tried several astrological remedies. According to
the astrologer, this was due not only to the negative planetary influence but
also to evil acts carried out by the man and the woman in their previous
lives. Similarly, looking at the horoscope of a father who had just lost his
one-and-a-half-year-old son, the astrologer explained that the bad position
of the malefic planet Ketu in the father’s horoscope had led to the son’s
death, and this was due to past life deeds. A third case we observed is
that of a man suffering from leucoderma (saphed dig rog, “white patch
disease”), an incurable disease that astrologers see as congenital and caused
by some sin committed in a previous life.

The question that arises is hence the following: Why, in the case
of the death of children, infertility, malformations, or congenital diseases
does astrological theory evoke human responsibility and resort to a “moral”
theory of human destiny? And why, conversely, is human destiny explained
in terms of a “natural” necessity when human faults and responsibilities
could easily be designated—not only in cases of adultery, violence, or
laziness but also in the cases of financial, educational, or professional
failure that we looked at?

This is the paradox we are confronted with: astrologers in Banaras
see events that involve human faults and responsibility as necessary and
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inevitable, while they attribute moral faults and responsibility to cases where
the person has not only committed no obvious fault, but they seem rather
to be the victim of an inevitable “natural” injustice. Human beings are seen
as responsible for “fatalities” such as the birth of an abnormal child or the
death of a child. In contrast, when guilty, they are discharged from any
responsibility. In a sense, guilty people are seen as victims (of planetary
situations), while victims (of fatalities or catastrophes) are seen as guilty.

To make sense of this paradox, one should not think that astrologers
do not consider the fault of adultery as a fault, and they see the death of
a newborn child as the result of a “intentional” fault on the part of the
parents. On the contrary, astrologers share the client’s view that betraying a
spouse is bad behavior and the death of a son is a tragic event that descends
upon a parent’s destiny, despite himself. Nonetheless, the astrologer’s task
does not consist of confirming the evidence of shared perceptions, observ-
ing facts—in one case the fault, in the other misfortune—but it consists
rather in explaining the facts by overturning the evidence so as to reveal
an underlying cosmological order.

Some sections of this chapter were originally published in the journal Social
Analysis (56/2) under the title “The Allotted Share: Managing Fortune in
Astrological Counseling in Contemporary India” (Guenzi 2012).
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Shared Destinies

Kinship Connections in Horoscope Reading

Himacal, Parvati and Gaurls father asks them: “Whose destiny
(bhagya) is each of you eating?” Parvati says “I eat my own destiny.”
Gaurl says “I eat your destiny.” GaurT’s answer is correct and Parvati
also admits she lives not only her own destiny, but her father’s too.

—Baraho mahine ke sampiirn hindui ke vrat tyaubar,

Hindi pamphlet dealing with votive fasts for the twelve months
of the Hindu year, quoted by Susan Wadley,

“Vrats: Transformers of Destiny”

According to horoscopic theory, the birth chart of the “native” (jazaka,
“he who is born”) not only concerns the individual for whom the horo-
scope is calculated but also affects all his relationships, particularly his
family ties (parivirik sambandh). As stated in Sanskrit horoscopic treatises
(horasistras) the mother, the father, the spouse, the children, the grand-
parents, the in-laws, the friends, the servants, and others, are also part of
the native’s personal destiny. By studying the planetary configurations at
birth, astrologers are thus able to scrutinize the destiny not only of the
owner of the horoscope (jitaka), but also of everyone the native is in a
constant relationship with over the course of his or her existence. They
can see, for example, the father’s professional problems, the spouse’s dark
complexion and propensity for adultery, the mother-in-law’s respiratory
problems, the children’s educational failures, a brother’s scooter accident,
the hostility of a colleague at work, and so on.

187
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Through the analysis of astrologers’ readings, as well as textual
excerpts from horoscopic treatises, we will see in this chapter that the
destiny of the native has multiple destinations since it may affect several
people, well beyond the owner of the horoscope. The individual can thus
be both the recipient and the issuer of a “share of destiny” (bhigya). The
“share” allotted to the native affects the destiny of those that are close to
him or her, just as the “share” allotted to family members is a part of the
native’s “lot” Horoscope reading is based on the idea that every individ-
ual destiny is intrinsically made up of, and inseparable from, that of his
entourage.’

By combining textual sources and ethnographic material, I will
first look at the manner in which the destinies of family members are
described as mutually linked. We will go on to see how this intertwining
of destiny can be extended to include all kinds of professional and affec-
tive relationships and friendships. With regard to the texts we will refer
to some Sanskrit treatises on horoscopy (jatakasistra) regularly used by
astrologers in Banaras: the Brbatpirisarahorasistra (BPHS) by Paraara,
the Saravali (SRV) by Kalyanavarman, and the Sarvarthacintimani (SC)
by Vyankatasarman.? Textual excerpts are used here to illustrate the theory
that informs astrologers’ interpretations.

In horoscopic treatises, the destiny of the members of the family is
dealt with from three angles: the “fatal signs” (arista), the signification
(karakatva) of the planets (¢raha), and the twelve houses (bhiva). Let us
start by examining the aristas, the “disastrous conjunctions,” which are
likely to affect the parents and the child in particular’ The first person
involved in the owner of the horoscope’s destiny is the mother (maitr).
Here are a few of the astral conjunctions that concern the mother and the

child:*

If Moon is aspected by three malefic planets, mother’s death
will occur (matrnasa bhavet). If Moon is aspected by favorable
planets, one can tell her happiness (Subham vadet). (BPHS 9.24)

When Rahu, Mercury, Venus, and Sun are situated in the house
of wealth [= second house], the death of the newborn’s mother
will happen (tasya matur bhavet mrtyuh) and the child will
be born when the father is already dead (mrte pitari). (BPHS
9.25)
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Moon with a malefic planet, aspected by strong malefic planets
and situated in the seventh or eighth house [counting] from
a malefic planet: the newborn will be a “matricide” (matrhan).

(BPHS 9.26)

Jupiter in the ascendant, Saturn in the house of wealth [=
second house], and Rahu in the third house: if this [astral
configuration] is at the moment of birth, the mother does not
survive (mirta na jivati). (BPHS 9.31)

When malefic planets are in #rikona houses [= first, fifth, or
ninth], counted from the decreasing moon, without benefic
planets, no doubt the mother will abandon the child (mata
parityajed balam) within six months. (BPHS 9.32)

These verses describe the influence the son’s horoscope can have on
the mother: her death, her happiness, her actions depend on the destiny
of the newborn. We note, interestingly, that the child, who is the owner
of the horoscope, is not always the grammatical subject of the divinatory
sentences. He may even be the direct object, as in the last sentence, where,
instead of saying: “the child is abandoned by the mother,” the texts say,
“the mother abandons the child” (mata parityajed bilam). The mother
appears as a full agent in her son’s horoscope.> Although she is a full
subject in her son’s destiny, she is also subjected to her son’s destiny: she is
obliged to abandon her son as her son’s destiny forces her to. We find a
similar divinatory sentence in the Saravali:

Malefic planets in the eighth, seventh, sixth, and twelfth houses:
the mother dies with her child (mata sutena sardham mriyate).

(SRV 10.55)

Here too the destinies are shared, they merge into each other. As a gram-
matical subject, the mother is the agent—she takes her son with her into
death—but at the same time she is carried off by her son’s destiny, she
dies because of the latter’s horoscope.

After examining the mother’s fate, the chapters dealing with ariszas,
the “fatal signs” at the birth of the child, go on to describe the influence
of the newborn’s horoscope on the father.®
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Saturn in the /agna [= ascendant], Mars in the house of passion
(mada) [= seventh house] and Moon in the sixth house: if [this
configuration] occurs at the moment of birth, he child’s father
does not survive (pita tasya na jivati). (BPHS 9.34)

Jupiter in the /agna and Saturn, Sun, Mars, and Mercury sitting
together in the house of wealth [= second house]: the father
dies at the moment of his son’s marriage (vivihasamaye tasya
balasya mriyate pita). (BPHS 9.35)

Sun in the seventh house, Mars in the house of £arman [= tenth
house], and Rihu in the house of losses [= twelfth house]: he
father lives with great difficulty (pita kastena jivati). (BPHS 9.37)

When Mars is in the tenth house, in the zodiacal sign of his
enemy [= Mercury], the father of the native will certainly die soon
(mriyate tasya jatasya pita §ighram na samsayah). (BPHS 9.38)

Sun aspected by Saturn and in a Mars navimsa [= Aries or
Scorpio]:” the father leaves [the family] before the child’s birth
or is even already dead (pragjanmano nivrttih syan mrtyurva

‘pi $isoh picuh). (BPHS 9.40)
Similarly, in the Saravali:

... Sun in the /agna with Mars and Saturn, and without
Mercury, Jupiter, and Venus: this indicates (kathayati) father
and grandfather’s death. (SRV 10.46)

When the birth is diurnal and Sun is surrounded by malefic
planets, or in conjunction with malefics: 7o doubt the newborn

“kills” (hanyat) the father (SRV 10.47)

If at birth Sun is with malefic planets in a mobile (carz) sign,
this indicates (kathayati) [the father’s] untimely death (alpayusa,
Short-lived”) because of poison, of weapons, or water. (SRV 10.49)

When birth takes place at night, Saturn is with Mars in a
mobile (cara) sign: this means thar the father will certainly die
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abroad (paradesa). Sun in conjunction with Mars and Saturn
in any zodiacal sign: this indicates the death of the father before
the birth (pragjanman) of the son (SRV 10.53-54)

The father’s death is described in greater detail than the mothers.
Astral configurations provide information about the time of the father’s
death—when his son marries (BPHS 9.35), before his son’s birth (BPHS
9.40; SRV 10.54)—the place—in a foreign land (SRV 10.53)—and the
material cause—poison, weapons, or water (SRV 10.49). The circumstances—
temporal, geographical, and so forth—of the father’s death are relevant
to the jataka’s destiny, while for the mother, the only thing that matters
is her death when the child is still young. Furthermore, several passages
refer to the father’s death “before the birth” (prigjanman) of the child
(BPHS 9.25 and 9.40; SRV 10.54): the destinies are so tightly connected
that a son’s influence on his father is endowed with a “retroactive” power.®

According to horoscopic theory, the Sun represents the father, and the
Moon the mother. If the Sun or the Moon are aspected by malefic planets
in the horoscope, this means that there will be an obstacle, a difficulty
(suffering, diseases, etc.) in the father or the mother’s life, respectively.
Thus, in the BPHS we have:

The Sun is the father and the Moon is the mother of all living
beings. If Sun is aspected by a malefic planet or is surrounded
by malefic planets: definitively one should understand (vijaniyat)
a fatal danger for the father (pitraristam) of the newborn child.
Sun afflicted by malefic planets in the sixth or eighth house
counting from Sun, or in the house of happiness [= fourth
house]: this also indicates (vinirdiset) a fatal danger for the father
(pitraristam). If malefic planets are in these same positions
counting from Moon: mothers suffering (matur kastam) is to
be considered. By analyzing the strenghth or the weakness [of
planets], one should predict whether there is suffering (kastam)
or death (mrtyu). (BPHS 9.43-45)

Similarly, when Sun or Moon are in a favorable position, the parents
will rejoice accordingly:

[Moon or Sun] aspected by benefic planets: happiness (Subham).
(SRV 9.49b)
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Shining Moon in its own zodiacal signs, or in exaltation (svoc-
caga), or in the fifth house, with Jupiter and Venus aspected
by Mercury: this gives extreme happiness (atiSayasubha) ro the
mother; the same happens to the father as for the divine Sun.
(SRV 9.50)°

Planets may represent other members of the family within the
horoscope. Thus, according to the BPHS, Mars indicates brothers and
sisters, as well as the brother-in-law, while Mercury is the maternal family,
including the maternal uncle. Jupiter is the paternal grandfather, Venus is
the husband, and Saturn represents the children. Ketu is the wife, the par-
ents, the parents-in-law, and the maternal grandfather (BPHS 32.19b-21).

The technical term used in horoscopic theory to designate the corre-
spondence between the planets and the members of the family is kdrakatva,
usually translated by “signification.” The planet that corresponds to a particular
member of the family is called the kdraka, “indicator,” “significator,” of the
relative in question: thus Mars is the £47aka of brothers, brothers-in-law, and
the mother; Mercury is the kdraka of relatives on the maternal side; and
so on.!” By analyzing the position and the aspects (drsti) of a planet, one
should be able to identify the relative’s personality and the events of his or
her life. Thus the paternal grandfather’s health, happiness, and personality
can be deduced by examining the astrological configurations involving
Jupiter in the jataka’s horoscope, while the spouse will be studied on the
basis of Venus, the children on the basis of Saturn, and so on.

The destinies of the members of the owner of the horoscope’s family
can also be studied through the houses (bhiva). According to the BPHS,

the following houses represent the various members of the family:"

III = brothers and/or sisters (younger)

IV = mother, maternal grandparents
V = children

VI = maternal uncle

VII = spouse

IX = father

XI = brothers and/or sisters (older)

In order to know the situation of a family member, astrologers con-
sider two things: the planets situated in the house corresponding to the
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relative in question; the planet that rules that house as a “lord” (752, pati).
The “lord of the house” (bhivesa, bhavapati) is the planet ruling the sign
located in the house in question.'”? Thus if the sign Virgo (kanya) is in
the fourth house (= house of the mother) of a horoscope, to know the
problems that could possibly afflict the mother, in addition to looking at
the planetary configuration present in the fourth house, one also has to
examine the position of Mercury (the planet ruling the sign of Virgo) in
the horoscope."

To better understand the astrological theory of parivirik sambandb,
family relationships, we will now focus on three crucial relationships that
are examined in great detail in the texts and are frequently mentioned
during consultations: brothers and sisters, parents and children, and hus-
band and wife. We will then see how this theory can be extended to all
kinds of family, professional, and affective relationships.

Brothers and Sisters

The third house—called sabhaja bhiva, “house of those who are born
together”—is the kdraka, “significator, of siblings (sabaja, sodara):**

O Brahmin, according to the strength and the weakness of
the planetary conjunctions (yoga) [in the third house] one can
state the effects (phala) on the native’s brothers (bhratr) and
sisters (bbagini). (BPHS 14.15)

To scrutinize the destiny of the brothers and/or sisters of the jataka,
the astrologer will have to consider the situation of the planets that are
in the third house and the situation of the lord of the third house. The
following verses describe a brother or sister’s death:

The two planets [= the lord of the third house and Mars] are in
conjunction with malefic planets or are situated in a sign ruled
by a malefic: after driving away brothers and sisters soon these
two planets will destroy them, there is no doubt. (BPHS 14.3)

When situated in the third house, Sun kills (hanti) the brother
[or sister] born just before the native (agre jata), Saturn [kills] the
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brother [or sister] born just after the native (prste jata) and Mars
kills both, elder and younger brother [or sister]. (BPHS 14.14)'5

The lord of the third house and Mars in the house of death [=
eighth house] are destroyers (vinasaka) of brothers and sisters;
Mars and the lord of the third house in kendra [= first, fourth,
seventh, or tenth house], in trikona [= first, fifth, or ninth
house], in exaltation (#cca) or in a friendly division (mitrasva-
varga): [this] indicates happiness for brothers (bhratrsaukhyam).
(BPHS 14.5b-6)

The third house of the horoscope also indicates whether the native will
have brothers or sisters and how many of them. According to the BPHS:

The lord of the third house is a female planet (szrigraba) [=
Moon, Venus], or a female planet is situated in the third house:
the native will have a [younger] sister; similarly, if a male planet
(pumgraha) is the lord of the third house or is situated in it:
the native will have a brother. If planets are “mixed” (misra)
[both male and female]: the native may have both [brother and
sister], and this should be told according to the strenghth and
weakness [of the planets]. (BPHS 14. 4-5a)

Mercury in the house of siblings, the lord of the third house
in conjunction with Moon, the kdraka [= Mars, “significator”
of siblings] with Saturn: the native will have an elder sister, a
younger brother, and afterward another brother who will die.
Those born after the third brother will die. The kiraka [=
Mars] in conjunction with Rahu, the lord of the third house,
in a sign of debilitation (nica): one should predict that younger
siblings will die, but the native will have three elder siblings.
The lord of the house of siblings in kendra [= first, fourth,
seventh, or tenth house], Mars in #rikona [= first, fifth, or ninth
house] counting from in exaltation with Jupiter, twelve siblings
are to be known. Among these, one should tell the death of two
elder brothers of the native, as well as the third, the seventh, the
ninth, and twelfth; the remaining six siblings will be long-lived
(dirghajivana). (BPHS 14.7-11)
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Mars in conjunction with the lord of the house of loss [=
twelfth house] and with Jupiter, while Moon is in the house of
brothers: there will be seven siblings. Moon in the third house
aspected by male planets only, one should understand thar the
native will have brothers, while, if aspected by Venus, i will
be otherwise [the native will have sisters]. (BPHS 14.12-13)

The gender of children to be born into a family has always been,
and remains, a particularly delicate question in Indian society. To prevent
female feticide, prenatal sex determination through ultrasound techniques
has been banned in India since 1994. Astrological consultations may thus
be used as a substitute for medical technologies in order to discern the
sex of the child to be born. The astrologer Ram Naresh Tripathi describes,
for instance, the case of a woman who had four daughters and desperately
wanted a son:

This woman came to me when she found out she was expecting
a fifth child . . . she was very worried, she desperately wanted a
son, but until then she had only had daughters. To understand
the possible cause of the problem, I asked her to bring the
horoscope of her last-born child, the youngest of her daughters.
Looking at her horoscope, I saw that the girl would have a
brother. I reassured the woman, telling her she would have a
son. Then, according to the youngest daughter’s horoscope, I
prescribed the p#ji necessary to appease the negative planetary
influences. Finally, the woman gave birth to a son.

The birth of a brother is a crucial event in the life of a girl. Describing
her destiny, the horoscope cannot omit something like the presence of a
brother in her life. But, similarly, the brother’s destiny, his very existence,
is decided by the sister’s destiny: the brother cannot be born if his exis-
tence is not expected and hence “allowed” by the horoscope of the sister
who precedes him.

I witnessed another case of astral influence between brothers at
the astrologer Kameshwar Upadhyay’s place. A man whose elder brother
had just died in a road accident had come to show his horoscope. By
analyzing the young man’s horoscope, the astrologer saw that the planets
Saturn and Ketu were having a harmful influence on his brother and
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stated that only the presence of a sister between the two brothers could
have protected the elder brother. When I questioned him later about this
case, the astrologer explained:

I knew the young man’s older brother very well; he had been
my client for a long time. Nothing in his horoscope could have
led one to think he would die a premature death, nothing at all.
I hence understood that the indications of his death were, in
fact, present in his brother’s horoscope. Saturn and Ketu are so
harmful in the younger brother’s horoscope that even the mother
is in danger. I have told her to be careful, to take precautions.

As we can see from this case, astrologically speaking, a person can
have a decisive, fatal impact on the destiny of his or her close relatives.
Indeed, when they are unable to identify the astrological cause of death
(or of a serious illness) in someone’s horoscope, astrologers may read the
horoscopes of close relatives (parents, spouse, brothers, et al.) to see if
their destiny is written elsewhere.

The most common procedure, nonetheless, consists of looking at the
horoscope of the person directly affected by the problem. This provides
the definitive key to the interpretation, and it is on this basis that the
treatment is prescribed. In other words, if the presence of a difficulty
can be identified through the horoscope of any member of the family,
before intervening and pronouncing judgment the astrologer will ask to
see the horoscope of the member of the family who is the most directly
affected by the problem in question. Thus, when faced with a client whose
horoscope showed signs of danger for the younger brother, Kameshwar

Upadhyay explained:

The Rihu mahidasi (planctary period) you are going through
is not good for your younger brother. Because of your Rahu,
your brother will spend his whole life at a distance of at least
six hundred kilometers from you. I am concerned about his
health. You must show me his horoscope to see what effect
your Rahu will have on his life.

The influence of the native on his own brother’s destiny is hence not
considered absolute and must be evaluated through a combined reading
of several horoscopes.
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Parents and Children

As we saw, horoscopic treatises include a chapter dedicated to a study
of the aristas, the “fatal signs” that indicate deadly astral configurations
for the child’s parents. More generally, the parent’s destiny will be scruti-
nized through an analysis of the position of the “significators” (kiraka),
as well as the houses that symbolize these kinship links. With regard to
the mother, the astral situation of the fourth house should be examined
along with that of the ruler of the fourth house and the planet Moon.
Thus according to the BPHS and the SRV:

A benefic planet in the fourth house (matubsthina, “house
of the mother”), the lord of the fourth house in its sign of
exaltation (sva-ucca-risi), and the karaka [“significator” of the
mother = Moon] endowed with strenghth: zhis indicares the
long life of the mother (maturdirghayu). (BPHS 15.6)

The lord of the fourth house in kendra [= first, fourth, seventh,
or tenth house], Venus being in kendra as well, and Mercury

in its own sign of exaltation: one can predict full prosperity to
the mother (matuh parnam sukham). (BPHS 15.7).

Moon in the fourth or seventh house in conjunction with
malefic planets: suffering (klesa) of the mother; malefic planets
in the seventh house counting from Moon, and Moon aspected
by Mars: death of the mother; Sun in the tenth house counting
from Moon in conjunction with malefic planets: death of the

mother. (SRV 9. 34-36)

When listening to a client who was worried about his mother’s
health, but did not have the mother’s horoscope, an astrologer explained:

If your mother is ill, to know when she will recover, whether
she will recover or not, I don’t need your mother’s horoscope,
I can see it in your horoscope: by looking at the fourth house
or the ruler of the fourth house. Then, certainly, if we want
to know more, we need to look at her horoscope, also to see
precisely how many more days of life she has left, how long
she will have to suffer . . .
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The case of a very agitated ten-year-old child, the only son of a couple
that had been married for twelve years, is representative of the manner
in which a child’s horoscope is supposed to affect a mother’s destiny.
The concerned mother consulted the astrologer to understand why her
son argued and fought with everybody, did not study at school—he had
changed schools five times in five years—refused to eat, only talked about
bombs and guns, and so on. The astrologer replied, explaining the son
would do very well in life, he would become a senior civil servant in the
Indian Administrative Service. The mother, who would suffer cardiac and
psychological problems because of her son, represented the only critical
point in his horoscope.

In horoscopic theory, the father’s destiny is described in greater
detail than the mother’s. The ninth house reveals the destiny of the father
as an individual (his health, his work, etc.), while the tenth house deals
with heritage, the paternal family, funerary rituals dedicated to the father,
and so on. The following verses are taken from the chapter on the ninth
house and deal with the father’s prosperity, poverty, longevity, reputation,
and death:

The lord of the house of fortune (bhigya) [= ninth house]
endowed with strenghth, Venus in the house of fortune, and
Jupiter in kendra [= first, fourth, seventh, or tenth house]: #he

father will be fortunate (bhagyasamanvita). (BPHS 20.3)

Mars in the second or fourth house counting from the ninth,
and the lord of the ninth house in a sign of debilitation: zbe
father is poor (nirdhana). (BPHS 20.4)

The lord of the ninth house in a position of high exaltation
(paramoccastha), Jupiter in the navamsa of the ninth house,
and Venus in kendra counting from the ascendant: his father

will be long-lived (dirghajivana). (BPHS 20.5)

The lord of the ninth house in kendra and aspected by Jupiter:
his father will be a king endowed with vebicles (vahanas) or
someone similar to a king. (BPHS 20.6)

The lord of the ninth house in the house of karman [= tenth
house] and the lord of the tenth house in the ninth house



SHARED DESTINIES

aspected by a benefic planet: his father will be very rich and
famous. (BPHS 20.7)

The lord of the ascendant in the ninth house in conjunction
with the lord of the sixth house: this says that there will be
hostility (vaira) between the two [= father and son]and the father
will be despised (kutsita). (BPHS 20.11)

Sun in the sixth, eighth, or twelfth house, the lord of the eighth
house in the ninth house, the lord of the twelfth house in the

first house, and the lord of the sixth house in the fifth: the
death of the father occurs before the birth of the native. (BPHS
20.13-14a)

Sun in the eighth house, and the lord of the eighth house in
the ninth house: this indicates that the father will die within
one year from the birth of the native. (BPHS 20.14b-15a)

The lord of the twelfth house in the ninth house and the lord
of the ninth house in a division of debilitation (nicimsa): the
Jather will die during the third or the sixteenth year of life of
the native. (BPHS 20.15b-16a)

199

The BPHS also mentions the astral configurations that indicate the

father’s death when the son is of the following ages, presented in this order:
two or twelve (20.16b-17a); sixteen or eighteen (20.17b-18a); seven or
nineteen (20.18b-19a); forty-four (20.19b—20a); thirty-five or forty-one
(20.20b-21a); fifty (20.21b-22a); six or twenty-five (20.22b-23a); thirty,
twenty-one, or twenty-six (20.23b-24a); twenty-six or thirty (20.24b-25a).

A father may thus consult an astrologer to know the effects his son’s

suspicion that his son’s horoscope had a bad influence on his life:

d: The last time you told me my son was going through a
bad Rahu dasi (period) and so we had to perform fifty-one

thousand japs (recitations of a mantra) . . .

horoscope will have on him. This was the case of a man, a reader at the
Engineering Department at Banaras Hindu University, who consulted the
astrologer Kameshwar Upadhyay to know why he was unable to obtain
a promotion. Once he had shown his own horoscope, he admitted his
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J: Yes, it’s true, your son has a problem with Rahu . .. you
must continue the japs because otherwise he may have an acci-
dent . . . you must repeat the treatment every six months . . .

d': But there’s nothing in my son’s horoscope that seems dan-
gerous (khatarnak) for the father? The Rahu dasi can create
problems (kastdayi hai) for the father . . . I have heard that the
Rahu mahadasi (major period) can be fatal (ghitak, “deadly”)
for the father and for the ancestors (pity jana) . . .

The astrologer allayed the father’s suspicions, observing that as Rahu was
in the fourth house, it was the mother who was under threat from the
bad Rahu period the son was going through, but by doing the requisite
pija, nothing would happen to either of the parents.

Let us now consider the opposite relationship, that is to say, the
influence of the jitaka’s horoscope on his or her own children’s destiny.

Children are represented by the fifth house:

O Brahmin, I'll tell you now the effects of the fifth house. The
lord of the ascendant and the lord of the fifth house situated
in the fifth house (sutabhiva, “house of children”), or in kendra
or in trikona: one should predict complete happiness for the son
(parnam putrasukham). The lord of the fifth house in the sixth,
cighth, or twelfth house: zhere will be no son (aputrata). The
lord of the fifth house is setting or is aspected by a malefic
planet and is weak: there will be no offspring or, if a son is born,

it will die soon. (BPHS 16.1-3).

The lord of the fifth house in the sixth house, and the lord of
the ascendant in conjunction with Mars: bis first child will die

and his wife will become sterile (kikabandhya). (BPHS 16.4)

The passages quoted are followed by other verses (BPHS 16.6-32)
concerning infertility, the adoption of children, the children’s gender, ille-
gitimate children, the children’s bad behavior, the age at which the native
becomes a father, the age when he has a child, the number of children, and
so on. The parents’ astral influence on their children is carefully examined
during astrological consultations, and particularly when the children are
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young. To start with, astrologers consider that a single progenitor’s horo-
scope does not provide sufficient information to explain the children’s
destiny, particularly at the time of birth. Thus, when talking to a woman
who had just given birth to a daughter, the astrologer explained that if
it was only dependent on her horoscope, she would have given birth to
a son as she had the “yog of sons” (larks ka yog), but as her husband had
the “yog of daughters” (larkiyo ki yog), she had given birth to a daughter.
In another case, when questioned by a man who wanted to know why his
son had died just after his birth, the astrologer stated that the situation
of his horoscope, particularly the position of Ketu, was not bad enough
to explain the death of a child, and that the reason must hence lie in his
wife’s horoscope.

The influence of the parents’ horoscopes is supposed to be extremely
powerful during the first years of a child’s life. Particularly in the event
of a child’s death, severe illness, or accident, astrologers consider that the
parents’ horoscopes must necessarily bear traces of these events. To quote
an astrologer: “Such a great sorrow (dukh) is immediately visible in a
father or mother’s horoscope.” Indeed, as we saw in the previous chapter,
when a child dies, astrological theory integrates an interpretative surplus
by invoking the karma theory.

In astrological terms a child’s death appears in the form of baliristas
(fatal [arista] astral conjunctions for the child [ba/a]), and in the parents’
horoscopes one must specifically examine the fifth house and the position
of the malefic planet Ketu, considered particularly dangerous for children.
Questioned by a client who had just lost his only son, aged one and a
half, after a close examination of the man’s horoscope and the palm of
his hand, the astrologer Kameshwar Upadhyay explained:

Until the 31 August 2002 you are going through a Ketu
mahidasi (major period) and as Ketu is in the fifth house,
this creates serious problems (nugsin) for your children. In
addition, the palm of your hand shows three lines that are
cut, which indicates the loss of three children. As your wife
also has Ketu in the fifth house of her horoscope, you should

have taken precautions . . .1¢

Then the astrologer explained to us that Ketu’s unfavorable position
in the man’s horoscope was an indicator of evil actions (duskarm) in
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past lives. In addition, according to the astrologer, the child’s death had
also been provoked by the sudden death of the child’s grandfather eight
months earlier: the grandfather’s 44 would have afflicted the grandson,
thus causing his death.

The parents’ horoscopes contain traces not only of serious events
but also of less important problems that affect the children. Thus, for
example, a couple had come to the astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri to
learn whether their son was going to repeat his class at high school. But
they had only brought their own horoscopes. After examining the parents’
horoscopes, the astrologer reassured them, confirming there was no nega-
tive astral conjunction that could have led one to believe the child would
fail educationally. In the same manner, a man had come to ask about his
children’s futures and, looking at his horoscope, the astrologer said to him:

You really must take a lot of care of them; they will need a lot
of guardianship. You have Rahu in the fifth house, the ruler of
the fifth house is the Moon, and it is in a bad position; there is
a strong chance your children will be spoiled (bigarne ki chance
zyada rabegi). You will have to control them strictly . . . keep
them at home with you, don’t send them to stay in student

hostels, and everything will be all right.

Through a close examination of the horoscope, the astrologer may

distinguish the fate of each child. Shree Kanth Shastri thus explained:

If, for example, someone comes to see me and asks about his
or her children—one is not working, the other who is trying
very hard but isn’t successful, the third whose health is frag-
ile . . . well, astrology contains a method to distinguish the fate
of each child, the first, the second, the fourth, or the tenth.
We can see all that from the father and mother’s horoscopes.
Of course, when there is a problematic child, you also have to
examine his own horoscope.

The method used by this astrologer consists of studying the first
child’s destiny on the basis of the fifth house, the second child’s destiny
on the basis of the ninth house—that is to say, the fifth, counted from
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the fifth—the third child’s destiny on the basis of the first house (lagna),
which is the fifth counted from the ninth, and so on.

The merging of parents’ and children’s destinies not only concerns
the diagnosis but also the treatment. I thus saw a case where the astrologer
prescribed a ring with a pearl for a man to wear, to protect his son from
the risk of catching a cold as the Moon was in an unfavorable position in
the fifth house of the man’s horoscope.'” In another case, a woman who had
Mars, the ruler of the fifth house, in a bad position was prescribed a ring
with a coral stone in order to prevent an accident befalling her children.

Husband and Wife

The spouse’s destiny is examined on the basis of the seventh house, the
ruler of the seventh house, and the planet Venus. Nonetheless, one must
note that, in this concern, astrological theory distinguishes between male
and female horoscopes, as they are not symmetrical. Let us start by looking
at the horoscope of a male native. The information about his wife is very
detailed. According to the chapter of the BPHS dealing with the seventh
house, the man’s horoscope not only indicates what will happen in his
wife’s life—like her death, her health or sickness, and so on—but also
her physical constitution and her personality. Let us look at some of the
verses describing the native’s wife:

The lord of the seventh house situated in the twelfth, sixth,

or eighth house, and not in its own sign or in his own sign
of exaltation: this makes the wife sickly (rogini). (BPHS 18.2)

Venus in conjunction with a malefic planet, in any house: there

will be death of the wife (strimarana). (BPHS 18.3b)

The lord of the seventh house is strong, in conjunction with
a benefic planet or aspected by him: the native is wealthy,
highly honored, happy, and fortunate; the lord of the seventh
house is in his sign of debilitation, or in his enemies’ house,
or is weak: the wife of the native will be sickly and he will have
several wives. (BPHS 18.4)'
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Mars [in the seventh house]: the wife has beautiful breasts
(sustani); Saturn: she is sickly and weak; Jupiter: she has hard
(kathina) and elevated (ardhva) breasts; Venus: she has bulky
and excellent breasts. (BPHS 18.9b—10a)

The lord of the seventh house in his sign of exaltation, a benefic
planet in the seventh house, and the lord of the ascendant
being strong in the seventh house: the wife of the native is
very virtuous, and she will raise children and great children.

(BPHS 18.14b-15)

The lord of the seventh house in his sign of debilitation and
Venus in the sixth or eighth house: the wife will die when
the native will have eighteen or thirty-three years; the lord of
the seventh house in the eight house, the lord of the twelfth
house in the seventh house: the death of the wife (daranasa,
“estruction of wife”) will occur when the native is nineteen; Rahu
in the second house (house of progeny [kutumba]) and Mars
in the seventh: the death of the wife will occur three days after
marriage because of a snake bite. (BPHS 18.35-37)

The sixth chapter of the SC provides a detailed characterization
of the jataka’s wife. Depending on the different planetary configurations
located in the seventh house, the wife is described as being: “religious”
(dbarmasila), “devoted to her husband” (pativrata, patibhaktiyukta), “swept
away by sin” (papapariyana), “adulterous” (kumargaciri), “inflexible”
(kathinaparidha), “virtuous” (punya), “of good character” (susila), “harsh
toward her husband” (patikarkasi), “murderous toward her husband”
(patighni), “destroyer of the family” (kulanasakari), “having a body purified
by vows, fasting, and other ritual practices” (vvatopavisadivisuddbadeha),
“like a prostitute” (vesydsamana), “talkative” (vacaliki), “endowed with
children” (putravati), and so on (SC 6.44-58). Some stanzas also indicate
the wife’s social origins—“born in a low caste” (nikrstajita), “born in a
high caste” (utkrstajati) (SC 6.68-69)—as well as her family’s (kula)
attitude toward the husband—friendship (mitrata) or dislike (satruta)—
(SC 6.73); finally, there is a description of her breasts (SC 6.92-95) and
genital organs (SC 6.96-104).
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The Sulabha-Jyantisa-Jiana (Khankhoje 1997), a manual of contem-
porary astrology, dedicates several paragraphs to the “knowledge of the
wife through the husband’s horoscope” (pati ke kundali se patni sambandhi
jiian). After describing the variety of astral configurations concerning the
wife of the owner of the horoscope, it concludes, stating that “through
an analysis (avalokan) of the husband’s horoscope, one can gain precise
knowledge (saznksipt jiiin) of the wife’s complexion (razg), appearance
(rap), qualities (gun), dharm (moral and religious attitude), and nature
(svabhav). It also provides a knowledge of her parents (pitd-mata), her
brothers (bandhbu), her sisters (bbagini), her children (santin), the diseases
(rag), enemies (ripu), happiness (sukb) and misfortune (dubkh) that she
shares with her husband and her financial expenses (dhanake vyaya).”"

Similarly, the astrological text on medicine Jyotis aur Rog (Astrology
and Diseases) describes the astral conjunctions (yog) that enable knowledge
of the diseases the wife will be afflicted by, based on the husband’s horo-
scope (Sharma n.d., 152). For example, when in the husband’s horoscope
“Mars and Rahu are in conjunction (yuzi ho) in the seventh house, the
blood (rakt) of the [wife’s] menstrual flow (mdnsik srav) will be excessive”
(Sharma n.d., 152); “when three or four malefic planets (pip graba) are
in conjunction in the sixth or seventh house, [the wife] will suffer from
urinary diseases (matrakycchra rog)” (Sharma n.d., 152), and so on.

Nonetheless, in the man’s horoscope, the seventh house indicates not
only the spouse, but several spouses, as well as every woman with whom
the jataka may have a sexual relationship.”’ Thus, depending on the planets
situated in the seventh house, the BPHS identifies the type of woman the
Jjataka will unite with sexually: sterile women, menstruating women, pros-
titutes, Brahmins, women of bad character, and so on (BPHg 18.7-9a).2!

Unsurprisingly, in women’s horoscope, the seventh house only admits
a single husband. The asymmetry between the wife’s and the husband’s
destiny, however, goes far beyond this difference. The disparity also exists
at the conceptual level. Indeed, as we will see, the man’s astral influence
on the woman and the woman’s on the man are studied through different
methods.

Most horoscopic treatises devote an entire chapter to the study of
strijataka “women’s horoscopy.” As is the case for male horoscopes, the
seventh house of a woman’s horoscope indicates the personality and events
of the spouse’s life:
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Saturn [in the seventh house] and not aspected by a benefic
planet: the husband will be a coward (kapurusa); a mobile sign
[in the seventh house]: he will be far from home; Mercury and
Saturn [in the seventh housel]: he will be impotent (kliva).
(BPHS 80.17)

The sign [of the seventh house] as well as the [seventh house
of the] navamsa (ninth division) chart are ruled by Mars: zhe
husband will be fond of women (strilola) and inclined to wrath
(krodhana); by Mercury: the husband is learned (vidvas), skillful
(nipuna), and intelligent (sudhi); by Jupiter: the husband will
be endowed with all sorts of qualities (sarvagunopeta) and will
control his senses (jitendriya); by Venus: the husband will be
fortunate, beautiful, and desired by women (strijanavallabha); the

sign and the navamsa ruled by Saturn: the husband will be old
(viddha) and stupid (mirkha). (BPHS 80.22-24a)

Let’s see now how horoscopy dealing with women follows specific
rules that differentiate it from male horoscopy. Thus, the BPHS illustrates
the general rules governing women’s horoscopes:

The effect (phala) described up to here, O wise man, for males
should be understood as similar for women. I'll tell you now
what is specific to female horoscopy, in brief: through [the
planetary situation] of the ascendant one should tell the effect
on the body (deba) of the woman; through the fifth house,
offspring (prasava); through the seventh, the fortune (saubhigya)
of the husband; through the ecighth, widowhood (vaidhavya),
O Brahmin; whatever effect is impossible for women should
apply to her husband (strindmasambhavam yadyat tatphalam
tatpatau vadet). (BPHS 80.2b-4)

These verses establish two rules governing interpretation: the first
is that while for men the death of the wife is dependent on the seventh
house, for women the husband’s death, or widowhood, should be deduced
from the eighth house. Now, in all horoscopes, the eighth house is the
one that indicates longevity and the death of the native. This rule hence
presumes that for women, the death of the husband is equal to their
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own death. In other words, while the man survives the death of his wife,
from an astrological viewpoint the wife does not survive the death of her
husband. This type of asymmetrical relationship is a precise expression of
the logic of the hierarchical relationship described by Louis Dumont.** The
woman’s destiny seems to be encompassed in the husband’s:

Death of

the wife

Death of the husband

The second main rule of strijataka, “women’s horoscopy,” stipulates
that some of the astral configurations in the woman’s horoscope are to be
attributed to the husband. These are configurations whose effects cannot
apply to the native. For example, in the case of a housewife whose horo-
scope indicates a business trip, the presence of this astral conjunction in
the woman’s horoscope indicates that it is the husband who will go on
a business trip. In his commentary of the Brhajjitaka, V. Subrahamanya
Shastry, clearly explains the scope of this rule:

The effects may be divided into 3 classes, namely: (1) those
that have to be applied to women, (2) those that concern men
alone and (3) those that may be applied to both. Suppose for
instance that there is Chandradhiyoga® in a woman’s horo-
scope, while the same is absent from her husband. The native
being a female, the effects described for the adhiyoga cannot
be applied to her. In such a case, the effects of the yoga should
be declared for her husband notwithstanding the absence
of such yoga in his horoscope. (Qtd. in Santhanam 1984,
955)

In other words, women may be entitled to a share they cannot enjoy: the
husband then becomes the beneficiary of the share of destiny that was
allotted to the wife.
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Once again, the reference to the hierarchical model allows us to
understand how astrological theory perceives the relationship between
spouses. The husband controls the destiny of his wife thanks to the surplus
of—economic, professional, and political—capital attributed to him by
society. Bug, like all hierarchical relationships, this encompassing relationship
can be reversed. From an astrological viewpoint, indeed, the relationship
is reversed: the woman is endowed with greater influence (prabhiv) over
the husband than he has over her, as a large part of the wife’s horoscope
will have an impact on the husband’s destiny.

The astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri describes the relationship of
reciprocal encompassment between spouses as follows:

Suppose a woman has a very good fate (accha bhagya), her
horoscope shows she is a “giver of wealth” (arth dayini). “Wealth
giver” does not mean she will bring in money by working, but
it means she will procure her husband’s success as soon as she
becomes part of her in-laws family (svasuril). The husband’s
work will take a different path: if, for example, he had a busi-
ness worth one rupee, after the marriage he will have a business
worth ten rupees, this means ten times more money. Hence the
man will be very successful thanks to his wife’s good fortune.

In the same manner, if the woman’s horoscope indicates
something bad for the husband, it does not mean the husband
will treat her badly, but that he will have problems himself,
and his problems will affect his wife . . . If, for example, the
husband is sick, or if he has financial problems, these problems
will affect his wife, right? This is why you will see that the
woman’s horoscope will indicate problems the husband will face.

The astrologer further explains how career, the family, and other
aspects of the husband’s life have a profound impact on the wife’s destiny
and will hence appear in the latter’s horoscope:

Suppose the husband is an engineer and he earns a lot of
money, like fifty thousand rupees a month, but as he works a
lot, his wife isn’t happy. You will see that Mangal or Surya are
present in the seventh house of the wife’s horoscope, or you
will see the influence (prabhiv) of some bad planets (asubh
graha) . . . you will see that there is an obstacle (bidhi) to
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happiness coming from the husband (patisukh). Similarly, if
the husband works in the navy, suppose he is absent for two
years and then returns, the wife will have to take care of the
children on her own, while normally the responsibility for
children is shared between the couple . . .

Another example . . . suppose a young girl has barely
enough to eat up to the age of twenty, her father and her broth-
ers cannot take care of her . . . but her horoscope shows that
at the age of twenty she will be married into a very important
family (babut baye log) and she will enjoy all kinds of happiness
thanks to her husband (patisukh). At the age of twenty she finds
herself belonging to a family of in-laws who have a high status
(bahut wice), who can do whatever they want financially. As a
result, she will get everything in terms of wealth (dhan). While
before she could not even afford to take a rickshaw, after her
marriage, she’s sitting on her husband’s motorcycle and they are
wandering all over the place; she even goes to the market to
do her shopping on the motorbike . . . through her husband
she has found a motorcycle, a good job, kind parents-in-law.
You can clearly see all of this in her horoscope . . .

According to astrologers, the principles of female horoscopy set out
in classical treatises should be reinterpreted in light of the changes that
have taken place in contemporary society. Many women today practice paid
professions or occupy political positions and are not dependent on their
husbands or parents. The good and bad effects of their horoscope should
then be applied solely to them. Thus, in couples where the woman is a
housewife—which constituted the majority of cases observed—her horoscope
was taken into consideration to study the man’s job and income, while
in the rare cases where the woman exercised a paid activity, the effects,
for example, of the tenth house (the house dealing with the profession,
assets, etc.) were attributed to the woman herself.

Before we conclude this section on the relationship of reciprocal
influence between the spouses, we must mention an astrological category
that we did not find explicitly described in Sanskrit treatises, but which
nonetheless plays a crucial role when it comes to marital relationships in
contemporary India. This is the mangalik category: mangaliks—marngala
men and mangali women—are people who are afflicted by the planet
Mars (Mangala) in their horoscope. Because of this planetary influence,
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they are supposed to be potential murderers of their spouse, or at best, a
permanent source of suffering and sorrow for their spouse. This category
is constantly evoked during consultations, but we will discuss this matter
in great detail in the next chapter.

Having analyzed the manner in which different family members
are described within the horoscope, we will now conclude this chapter
by attempting to highlight the general principles that govern the idea of
a shared destiny in the theory of astrology. We will see that these princi-
ples are likely to be extended to every type of relationship the jitaka is
involved in over the course of his or her existence.

Sambandhit Jyotis, “Connected Astrology”

We have seen that the planets and the houses are “significators” (kiraka)
for members of the family. Nonetheless, astrological theory goes much
further than establishing a simple, unique correspondence between plan-
ets (or houses) and members of the family. Not only can the number
of relationships in the horoscope be indefinitely extended, the wealth of
information concerning the destiny of everyone “involved” in the jazaka’s
horoscope can also be extended indefinitely.

To start with, let’s look at a contemporary astrological manual in
Hindi, the Sulabba-Jyautisa-Jiina (Khankhoje 1997), where the native’s

network of connections is graphically represented (see figure 8). This chart

father's younger brother (kaka)
ancestors (pitrpaks) mother's brother
‘mama . .
brothers & sisters paternal 0 ) . ﬁlen(‘i_(m_m_’),
(bandhu bhagini), grandfather son-in-law (jamata),
servants o daughter-in-law
(Gja) -
(naukar) (bahw)
mother (mata) father (pita),

father-in-law (Svasur) mother-in-law (sds)
paternal grandmother (i) 1 brothers,
. . ’ sister's husband
children third brother or sister (bahanot),
(santati) e ( tisara bhat bhahan) wife's brother
aunt (mami), wife's family (sala)

paternal aunt (kaki) ( patni kutumba paks)

Figure 8. The native’s connections in the horoscope, according to the Sulabha-

Jyautisa-Jiiana (Khankhoje 1997, 91).



SHARED DESTINIES 211

shows that not only kinship relations but other types of relationships, like
those with servants and friends, are also relevant to the native’s destiny.
This corresponds to the astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri’s explanation:

By looking at the horoscope, through sambandhit jyotis, “con-
nected astrology,” you may know what will happen to all those
with whom the native (jitaka) has a connection (sambandh),
be it of a family, professional, friendly, or neighborhood type.

You can, for example, know the situation of the pater-
nal aunt (cici) of the native, wherever she is located, be it in
America or England . . . you can know everything about the
jataka’s paternal uncle, his brothers, his sister-in-law, and so
on. The horoscope not only tells you what will happen to
the members of the family but also to the friends, colleagues,
neighbors . . . you can even know what will happen to a thief
who enters the native’s house . . . Indeed, if a thief had entered
his house and stolen something, you can know everything about
him from the sixth house, the house of thieves and enemies . . .

For each kind of relationship being associated with a house, one has to
study the situation of the house and of the planet ruling that house.
Thus, to know about a colleague, we shall look at the tenth house, the
professional house, and the ruler of the sign situated in the tenth house.

The destiny of a native’s connections can be studied with surpris-
ingly detailed precision. When inspecting a horoscope, astrologers follow
a method that makes the “pivot point” of the horoscope vary so that it
is possible to know anyone’s personality and future in the smallest details.

To know about ego—the native—the “pivot,” the starting point from
which one reads the chart, is the lagna, the first house or the ascendant
house. Now the same level of information that a horoscope provides
for ego can be obtained for any other person connected to ego (parents,
friends, neighbors, et al.). For this, one just has to read the horoscope
using a different starting point. One can take the house that represents
the relationship we are looking at as the “pivot” of the horoscope: the
third for brothers, the fourth for the mother, the fifth for children, and
so on. If; for ego, the fifth house indicates studies, to know ego’s brother’s
educational situation, one must look at the fifth house, counting from the
third (i.e., the seventh house); to know about the brother’s wife, one will
look at the seventh house counting from the third (i.c., the ninth house),
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and so on. In other words, every individual horoscope potentially contains
an infinite number of horoscopes, as many horoscopes as the jazaka has
connections (family, professional, affective, etc.).?*

This rule is summarized in the BPHS as follows:

Just like the effects about the native are said [counting] from
the lagna (the ascendant or first house), similarly all the effects
about brothers and other connections are to be known [counting]
from the third and other corresponding houses. (BPHS 23.7)

The astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri provides a more detailed expla-
nation of this principle:

Thanks to the “connected astrology” (sambandhit jyotis), you can
know, for example, what is going to happen to your husband:
by analyzing the seventh house you can know what your hus-
band will be like, by looking at the position of the ruler of the
seventh house you can know what type of personality he will
have; in the fifth house, counted from the seventh house, you
can know how far he has studied; in the tenth house, counted
from the seventh, you can discover his profession, whether he
owns a factory, whether he is a worker, or works in an office.
If, for example, Sani is present, you know he has a government
job, as Sani always provides a government job . . . Depending
on the different planets, you can see if he is going to work in
a factory and what kind of factory it will be.

Similarly, you can know about the children from the
fifth house; according to the fifth house counted from the fifth
house, that is to say the ninth house, you can know how they
will do in their studies; according to the seventh house from
the fifth house [= eleventh house], you can know about their
husband or wife, so you can ask me about your daughter-in-
law or son-in-law . . .

According to “connected astrology,” every individual destiny is made
up of a multitude of interwoven destinies. Before we conclude this chap-
ter, it is interesting to compare our material with Karin Kapadia’s (1995)
observations based on a survey conducted in a village in Tamil Nadu
that she called Aruloor.” To the best of our knowledge Kapadia’s study
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is the only one that deals with the question of the relationship between
personal horoscopes and the members of the family in Hindu astrology.
Her monograph shows both striking differences and strong similarities
with what we have described and will be useful to shed light on the
distinctiveness of our material.

Kapadia’s study focuses on the gender ideology of astrology and aims
to show how, as a Brahmanical knowledge, astrology implicitly legitimizes
women’s submission. The author describes the “astrological life” of the
women of Aruloor belonging to well-off families. Among these, she dif-
ferentiates between Brahmin and non-Brahmin women.? For the former,
the horoscope is calculated at birth, whereas for non-Brahmin women
it is calculated at the time of the girl’s first menstruation. In both cases,
the woman’s horoscope is considered potentially dangerous, although the
range of relatives that may be affected varies:

In the Brahmanical castes, those significant others who can
be endangered [by a woman’s horoscope] are solely the young
woman’s future affines: her future husband and her future
father-in-law (and, to lesser degree, her future mother-in-law).
In the Non-Brahmin castes, however, the range of affected
kin is much wider. It includes her parents, her siblings, her
Mother’s Brothers and their families, 2zd her future husband
and parents-in-law.?” (Kapadia 1995, 72)

Nonetheless, after marriage, women cease to have their own horo-
scopes and are generally subject to the husband’s:

In the upper castes and the socially aspiring castes, a startling
change with regard to a woman’s “astrological” life occurs at
marriage. After marriage, a woman effectively ceases to possess
a horoscope (either birth or menstrual) at all, because thereaf-
ter, her future is “read” by consulting the birth horoscope of
her husband. This is vital for it implies, among other things,
that she thereafter has no separate destiny. (Kapadia 1995, 81)

When a child is born, the husband also “abdicates” his astral power
and the family’s destiny is calculated on the basis of the newborn’s horo-
scope: “above all, the birth of a child portends. The child spells the future

destiny of the family it is born into because the moment of its birth is
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meaningful, imbued with good or bad portents” (Kapadia 1995, 78). This
generally happens, Kapadia observes, particularly when it is a male child:
especially in high-status families that follow the joint family residential
model, the girls are in fact considered “temporary” presences, destined to
become members of the affines” family. Hence their horoscopes are not
taken as seriously as their brothers. In addition, depending on the caste and
the inherited wealth of the families, Kapadia remarks, in alternation the
elder or the youngest son’s horoscope is considered the family horoscope.

Not only is the son’s horoscope consulted as the “family horoscope”
but its influence extends to the maternal uncles’ families too:

A child’s horoscope affects his Mother’s Brothers and their
families as well. So the fortunes of the Mother’s Brothers
are very prominent in his sister’s son’s horoscope. Pallar and
Muthurajah informants claimed that a male child’s horoscope
would say even more about his Mama’s (Mother’s Brother’s)
family than about his own. (Kapadia 1995, 81)

On this subject, Kapadia mentions the case of an informant who consid-
ered his own horoscope responsible for the repeated deaths that occurred
in his maternal uncle’s family.

Kapadia’s study underscores the gender ideology transmitted by this
alternative usage of horoscopes, as the woman’s destiny is always subject
to the control of the men who surround her:

A woman’s destiny after marriage, writ in the stars, is first read
from her husband’s horoscope and thereafter from her son’.
This reflects the pattern in which control of a woman’s life,
in these wealthier classes, passes first from her father (whose
horoscope ruled her youth) to her husband and finally, after
the death of her husband, to her son, whose horoscope “rules”
her life from the day he is born. In all this, the woman’s own
menstrual horoscope is of only temporary importance, despite
its great significance to a large number of her kin. (Kapadia

1995, 82)

Although her analytical and interpretative approach differs from our
own, Kapadia’s observations enrich the considerations we have put forward
so far. Kapadia describes a sort of “rotational” usage of the horoscope in
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the family cycle: depending on the period the family is going through,
the destiny may be ruled by the girl who has her first menstruations, the
husband, the newborn, or the father.

Although in Banaras we never observed the practice of using an
individual horoscope as a “family horoscope” (nor did we find this prac-
tice described in classical treatises), we note that the principle of a shared
destiny operates in both contexts. In Banaras no individual is seen as the
sole ruler of the family destiny, but each member can affect his or her
relatives’ destiny. Let us mention the case of a family where the mother
was to undergo an operation for her uterus and the children were to sit
their exams. During the consultation, the astrologer explained that the
results of the woman’s operation and the children’s examinations depended
on the father’s horoscope, in which several malefic planetary configura-
tions were present. More generally, astrologers in Banaras believe that to
understand the situation a family is facing it is necessary to take all the
family members’ horoscopes into consideration:

When you want to know the situation a family is facing you
must look at everyone’s horoscope, the husband’s, the wifes,
and once they have children, you have to take the children’s
horoscopes into consideration, too. You have to take into
consideration each one’s destiny (bhigya) . . . You have to take
connected astrology (sambandbit jyotis) into account . . . It is
not appropriate to look at a single horoscope, as ecach bhigya
influences the others.

The working principle of “connected astrology” (sambandhirt jyotis)
may recall the idea of the extra-individual transmission of karma that has
been analyzed by Sanskrit scholars as well as anthropologists. Inspired by
McKim Marriott and Ronald Inden’s transactional theory (Marriott and
Inden 1975 and 1977; Marriott 1976), some authors have shown that
karma works as a “substance-code” transmitted down through generations
between spouses or brothers.”® From this perspective, a person’s moral
qualities, his or her sins and merits, are reified in a transferable sub-
stance—karma—that passes between those who exchange food or bodily
substances, thus modifying their nature.

While it is true that, like karma, the destiny of “collective indi-
viduals” described in the horoscope “is a metaphor for the effects that
human beings have upon one other” (O’Flaherty 1980, 29), in astrological



216 WORDS OF DESTINY

language, as we saw in the previous chapter on the concept of bhigya,
the idea of sharing prevails over that of “transfer” or “exchange”” Ego
shares his or her destiny with others and others are part of ego’s destiny.
Relatives or close friends, and more generally others, too, do not appear
as relations that would be external to the native but as a necessary and
constitutive part of the individuals existence and future. They make an
essential contribution to the construction of individual destiny.
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Astrology and Possession

Planetary Influence and Middle-Class Afflictions

In the two final chapters of this book, I shall investigate the way plane-
tary influence (graba prabhiv) is described during consultations and dealt
with through therapeutic and ritual procedures. Planetary influence, as an
idea commonly expressed during verbal exchanges, takes a tangible form,
is reified, and objectified in remedies prescribed by astrologers to control
its effect. The analysis of planetary influence as a concept then, cannot
be separated from the investigation of the treatments and ritual practices
followed to limit its impact.

This chapter will focus on discourses and practices dealing with the
influence of the four most “harmful” (asubh, pap, krir) planets of Hindu
astrology: Mangal (Mars), Sani (Saturn), Rahu (ascending lunar node), and
Ketu (descending lunar node). Although, according to astrologers, all the
planets may have a positive or negative influence depending on their position
in the horoscope, the negative influence of these four planets is the most
feared. Verbal and visual representations concerning the planets focus most
often on them, and most therapeutic and ritual practices prescribed during
astrological consultations are directed toward them.! Called krir grahas
(cruel planets) or pip grahas (evil planets), these plancts are the focus of
clients’ concerns as well as astrologers’ intellectual and material interests.

Idioms of Suffering

By studying planetary influence, I will show in this chapter that astrol-
ogy constitutes an idiom of suffering well adapted to the values and
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expectations of many families hailing from the urban middle classes in
twenty-first-century India. More precisely, I will argue that astrology fulfills
the expectations of the middle class, not only because of its Sanskritized
language and its mathematical formulations, but also because it is a way of
expressing, through a rationalized and scripturally sanctioned idiom, ideas
of misfortune found in popular Hinduism. Through a close examination
of discourses and treatments dealing with planetary influence, I will show
how astrology provides a formalized, objectified, and “scientific” language
that is used to reformulate ideas such as divine possession, sorcery, or
ghostly attacks. Generally, astrologers™ clients regard the explanations of
suffering and misfortune provided by lower-caste specialists such as ojba-
sokhas or tantriks in Banaras, who intervene in the context of possession
and sorcery, as “superstition” (andhavisvis) or “deceit” (dhorg). In contrast,
they appreciate horoscope reading due to its abstract, formalized, and
objective language. In that it identifies the sources of the client’s suffering
through mathematical calculations, an astrological diagnosis corresponds to
the rational ambitions of educated, urban clients. The complex structure
of the horoscope that systematically distinguishes the different aspects
of human existence through the working of houses (bhiva) satisfies the
expectations of middle-class urban families, whose daily life is subject to
a continual process of decision-making regarding education, marriage,
career, health, and so on.

The material setting of astrological counseling also contributes to
making this divinatory and therapeutic system particularly adapted to
middle-class demands. Unlike other divinatory or medical sessions that
can only be carried out in the presence of a specialist, astrological con-
sultations can be conducted remotely. Physical proximity is not required
to establish an astrological diagnosis or to carry out the treatment, as the
person’s date of birth or the time of the consultation are sufficient. In
comparison to other divinatory or remedial practices where the body—
either the specialist’s, possessed by the deity, or the suffering patient’s—is
required for a diagnosis to be made, reading a horoscope does not require
physical proximity and can be carried out anywhere. Nowadays, the rela-
tionship between an astrologer and his or her client can be maintained
by email, telephone, or internet. Thus, consultations may happen with the
astrologer never meeting his or her client. This could happen in the past
(and happens today) when a relative, a neighbor, or friend went to the
astrologer to ask for advice for someone who could not or did not want
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to travel there. Today, new technology has made astrologers in distant
places increasingly accessible and, as we saw, astrologers in Banaras can
maintain regular relationships with clients who live not only in other states
in India but also as far away as the United States, Europe, or Australia.
Telephone consultations are a common and regular practice. As it does
not require spatial proximity, astrological counseling is well adapted to
the requirements of families living in an increasingly globalized, mobile
world, intersected by long-distance communication networks.

From the viewpoint of people who make use of these services, astro-
logical diagnoses and explanations are radically different from those made
by other ritual specialists—such as ojhi-sokhas and tantriks—consulted
by people belonging to the lower castes, and referring to possession or
sorcery as etiological paradigms. However, my analysis will show that,
despite the ideological afhirmation of a “distinction,” the terminology
used to describe the influence of harmful planets is not in contradiction
with ideas the middle classes consider superstitious. On the contrary, the
language of planetary affliction shows substantial similarities with that of
possession. In brief, we may say that astrology is the middle-class way of
talking about possession and ghostly attacks.

The very word graha, planet, which literally means “seizer” (from
GRAH-, “to seize”) illustrates the continuum between these different
etiological discourses—planetary affliction, ghostly attacks, divine curses.
As has been amply demonstrated by Frederick Smith (2006), in Tantric
and medical literature the word graba refers to demonical and invisible
powerful beings that afflict human beings with all kinds of obstacles and
sufferings. In astrological literature or contemporary devotional pamphlets,
as well as during consultations, the Hindi words used to designate planetary
afflictions also recall the vocabulary used to describe the action of powerful
beings that possess or punish humans. The malefic planets are said to afflict
humans with their “rage” (prakop), their “anger” (krodh), and their “gaze”
(drsti), and these terms are commonly employed in various Indian regions
to describe the actions of harmful powerful beings that possess, curse, or
cast an evil eye on their victims. Planetary influence is said to “get attached
to” (lagna) and the planets are said to “scize” (pakarna) their prey. These
two verbs are also commonly used to describe the way ghosts (bbiz-pret)
attack their victims. Just like these latter, harmful planets are said to be
responsible for all kinds of “problems” (paresani, samasya), “obstacles”

(vighna, bidhai), “adversities” (viparti), “difficulties” or “sufferings” (taqlif,
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kast, nugsin, hani, pira), “disorders” (garbar), or “delays” (der). Like the
remedies used by specialists dealing with other types of harmful powerful
beings, those prescribed by astrologers aim to “distance” (dir karna), “take
down” (utarna), “eliminate” (nivaran karna), “reduce” (kam karna), “stop”
(stambhit karna), “pacify” (Santi karna), or “make favorable” (anukil karna)
the “bad influence” (dusprabhiv) of cruel planets.

To show how ideas that are found in popular Hinduism are reformu-
lated and translated into a “rational” and authoritative language that suits
the values and requirements of the middle classes, in the following pages
I shall examine three astrological concepts that are used to describe the
harmful planetary influence of Mangal, Sani, Rihu, and Ketu. Although
these three “planetary syndromes™ are usually diagnosed through horoscope
reading, they are well known in Banaras beyond the realm of astrological
expertise (see table 5). They are part of the common language and repre-
sentations shared by the inhabitants of the town.

These syndromes are also well known all over India, although their names
and significations may vary from one region to another.> Curiously, however,
despite their popularity and their large diffusion, these astral pathologies do
not seem to be scripturally sanctioned in Sanskrit horoscope treatises.* They
may hence have a non-Sanskritic origin as they share similarities with other
types of afflictions—divine curses, ghostly attacks, the evil eye—described
in ethnographies dealing with non-Brahmanical Hinduism.

While a philological and historical study of the origin of these
astrological concepts is yet to be conducted, today we note that their

Table 5. Planetary Syndromes

Malefic Planets Planetary Syndrome

Mangal (Mars) Margal dos, “Marss flaw” (also known as
kuja dos or bhauma dos, using other names
for Mars)

Sani (Saturn) Sani sirhe sati, “Saturn’s seven and a half
years”

Rahu and Ketu (lunar nodes)  Kal sarp yog (or kil sarp dos, or naga dos)

“serpent’s astral conjunction or flaw”
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popularity is on the increase, particularly among the middle classes. Not
only are they amply propagated by the media (newspapers, television,
websites), they are also commodified on a global scale. For the last few
years, for example, the national Times Music group has been selling CDs
in its Times Music Spiritual Collection that are supposed to help the listener
eliminate the harmful effects of “Mangal Dosh” and “Kal Sarp Yog.” To
promote the sales of CDs in the Delhi and Mumbai regions, as well as in
the states of Gujarat, Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Punjab, and
Chandigarh, an advertisement appeared in the national daily newspaper,
the Times of India, with the motto “Eradicate the hurdles of your life by
chanting potent dosh nivaran mantras and experience the benefits of it

Innumerable websites sell diagnoses of, and advice and remedies
for, these three types of afflictions, and most Hindu or Vedic astrology
sites dedicate specialized sections to each of these syndromes. Astrological
forums abound with questions on the effects of and treatment for these
astral conjunctions. To cite an example, on the discussion forum of the
site www.indiadivine.org, Welcome to the Sacred World of Hinduism, on
May 18, 2008, a person with the pseudonym Manishg posted a message
titled “Help me: Manglik Dosh, nivaran tips”: ¢

Hello all learned people,

My name is manish, my birth details are 10 sep 1980, 10:06
am, jaipur (rajasthan) and the girls details are 15 march 1983,
9:20 pm, jalandhar (punjab) india.

As per my kundali I am manglik and she is not.

I am sure every lock in this world has a key, if there is
a problem there is a solution.

Please you all guys / gurus help me get some breakthrough.

Thanks
Manish’
On the site www.indiaparenting.com, dedicated to future or young

parents, on March 18, 2009, the person calling herself Swati posted a
message secking advice on the seven and a half years of Saturn:
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my moon sign is cancer/karka rashi and am undergoing sade
sathi. anyone else experiencing this phenomenon? how does it
impact personal life/career/social life?

have been married for 5 years with major stress/mental
tension at all times. my inlaws came into the picture once my
sade sati started and i feel that they are saturn/shani in my

life.®

The three planetary syndromes we are going to discuss in these pages
represent the most extreme and stereotyped forms of malefic influence.
We will hence examine them in relation to the representation of each
of these harmful planets.” Before proceeding, it is nonetheless important
to recall that apart from the three planctary afflictions mentioned, there
are other malefic planetary configurations that are a part of everyday
language, such as, for instance, mahidasis (major periods). Mahidasis,
just like the sarhe sati, are “periods” that occur cyclically in each person’s
horoscope, while the mangal dos and the kil sarp yog, as we will see, are
“congenital” or “genetic” afflictions as they are with the person from birth
till death—they are gjivan, “lifelong”

Quarrels and Marriage: Mars and the Mazigal Dos

While Sani (Saturn), Rihu, and Ketu's effects are malefic in a generic
manner, the definition of Mangal’s influence is more clearly characterized.
To start with, Masgal prabhiv (Marss influence) is semantically related
to strength, the color red, fire, ardor, as well as the 7zjas guna (quality
of “passion” and “energy”). Consequently, from the viewpoint of physi-
cal afflictions, for example, Mangal is said to give rise to whatever has a
violent impact on the human body, and which, in particular leads to a
loss of blood: accidents (durghatna), blows (cot), lesions (vran), and so
forth. Thus the text Jyotis aur Rog (Astrology and Discases) (Sharma n.d.),
describe Mangal as the “main significator” (pramukh karak) of all sorts of
dakasmik rogs (sudden misfortunes), such as:

afflictions (pird) provoked by fire (agni), poison (vis) or
weapons (Sastr), accidents (durghatna), explosions (visphot),

fights (yuddh), tear (bhay), eclipses (graban), demons (riksas)
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and malefic plancts (krir graha), inimity (Satruta), destructive
vows (vinaskari sankalp), fatal burns (jaran-maran) . . . , blows
(cot) from stones (patthar), weapons (hathiyar), wood (lakri),
falling from a height (#7cii girnd) or the body being hit by
a heavy object falling on it (kisi bbari vastu ke sarir par gir
jand). (Sharma n.d., 65)

In accordance with this, the astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri explained
to a mother whose son was suffering from an eye disease that the posi-
tion of Mangal in the child’s horoscope clearly showed the inevitability
of medical intervention:

Q: Panditjz, 1 don’t want my son to have an operation and I
want him to see again without undergoing an operation.

J: Hope is very less (ummid kam hai) . . .

Q: I want him to be cured without an operation, just by the
strength of the medicines (davai ke jor se) . . .

J: It’s clear: he has to be operated on. Mangal and Ketu are in
conjunction and, for one reason or another, in this position
Mangal creates a loss of blood (rakt ksaran karvita hai). He
will have to have an operation.

According to this diagnosis, Mangal’s prabhav is stronger than the “strength”
(jor) of the medicines and hence necessarily leads to a loss of blood.

Related to the semantic field of bleeding, blows, and wounds, we find
disputes, quarrels, and angry behavior, which are also seen as the effects
of Mangal’s prabhav. An example of the aggressivity and anger attributed
to the influence of Mangal can be seen in the case of this woman, who
went to consult the astrologer Kameshwar Upadhyay because she was
continually arguing with her husband:

Q: He [the husband] keeps increasing the tension (kalah) at
home . . . last night and this morning we fought so much that
I have a headache (itnd larai-jhagra ckdam dimag kharib ho

gaya hai, merd) . . .
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J: Your husband’s horoscope is very good; he will never lack
money in his life . . .

Q: Yes, but at the moment we don’t have any money, and
that’s why there is so much tension (ka/ah) at home . . . is it
my bhdigya or his that contains something bad?

J: Until November 8, 2001, he is going through Mangal
mahadasa, and, of course arguments, disputes, and discussions
will take place (bum-tam, jhagri-jhamjbat, bati-biti to hoga
hi) ...

Q: We've just spent five to six lakhs of rupees for our daugh-
ter’s wedding, we've just repaired the shop that’s falling to
bits . . . and we’ve also just bought a piece of land . . . now,
where is all this money going to come from???'° You can’t
imagine how stressed (paresin) he [my husband] is at the
moment . . .

J: That's Mangal, isn’t it? Anger (krodh), rage (ugratd) . . . your
husband isn’t saying so, but within, he’s boiling with rage (#bal

khi rabe hai) . . .

Q: Indeed, he’s boiling with rage, sometimes against his brother,
sometimes against me; we can’t bear it any longcr .

A similar case is illustrated by the example of a young man, San-
dip, who had not been able to marry the girl he was in love with, due
to opposition from the families. Uninvited, he and some of his friends
were planning to attend the wedding that had been arranged for the girl.
As she was worried, Sandip’s mother consulted the astrologer to find
out what was going to happen at this wedding. The astrologer felt the
question should be analyzed using the prasn kundali (horary horoscope)
and, opening the almanac, noted that at the time the mother asked the
question, Mangal was exactly in the seventh house, the marriage house.
He hence gave voice to his suspicions:
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J: [Looking at the almanac] Is he by any chance preparing a
plan to create a fight (jhagra-jhanjhat ki yojani) during the

[girl's] wedding tomorrow?

Q: That’s exactly what I fear . . . my son isnt a quarrelsome
person (jhagraliz), but his friends are teaching him how to
become a thug (badmisi ke liye Siksi de rabe hai) . . .

J: The Mangal I see [in the almanac] is in the seventh house
and it aspects Mercury . . .

Q: Please tell us the wedding will be performed peacefully
tomorrow, that nothing is going to happen, he’s not going to
fight . . . if someone starts a fight tomorrow and the police
come, everyone will know about it, our family’s reputation
will be ruined.

J: The position of Mangal could lead them to think up ways of
creating a fight (kalah ki yojani bana sakte bai) something like,
“Let’s go, let’s fight (mar-pith karenge), let’s have an argument
(jhagri-larai karernge)”

In this case, as in the case of the child with an eye disease, the verbs
employed to designate the influence of Mangal are causative: karvina, the
causative of “to do” (karndi), is used in the case of the operation on the
childs eyes—Mangal makes a loss of blood occur; banana, the causative
of banni—“become, “to be created) “to be formed”—is used to express
the idea that Mangal’s influence “creates,” “gives shape,” to something, in
this case, plans to create a fight.

While Mangal’s prabhiv is manifested in the form of fights, bleed-
ing, anger, and so forth, the area of existence primarily affected by the
influence of Mars is marriage. Mangal is supposed to create all kinds of
difficulties in a person’s matrimonial life by afflicting both the person for
whom it is malefic as well as his spouse: delays in arranging the marriage,
arguments between the husband and wife, divorce, as well as widowhood
are attributed to Mars’s influence (prabbiv). Thus, the young women of
Banaras who have difficulty having their marriage arranged often wear coral
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in a ring or on a necklace, as this precious stone protects from Mangal.
Apart from coral, to remove obstacles to the arrangement of a marriage,
astrologers prescribe the performance of japs (repetitions of a mantra) for
the pacification ($ins) of Mangal."!

When Mangal is in the first, fourth, seventh, eighth, or twelfth house
of the birth chart, the person is said to have marigal dos, “Mars’s flaw” (see
figure 9). The term dos constitutes a very widespread polysemic category found
in the different Indian languages and regions. It is used in a wide range of
areas, from medicine to rituals and from law to divination. Depending on the
context, it designates a moral fault, a defect, vice, physiological dysfunction,
danger, divine malediction, misfortune, as well as other negative notions. In
the case of margal dos (and kil sarp dos, which we will discuss later), the
term dos designates a congenital defect, generally free of moral connotations
(although sometimes associated with acts accomplished in previous lives),
that “sticks” (lagta hai) to the person from the time of his birth and has
“to be removed” (nivaran karna) by ritual means.

A person who has marngal dos in his horoscope is supposed to cause
all kinds of afflictions for his spouse as well as his in-laws: accidents, dis-
eases, disputes, or suffering. In this position, as Mangal is endowed with
marakatva, the ability to inflict death (the “quality of killing”), it is sup-
posed to provoke the spouse’s premature death.? The term marngalik>—or
margala for a man and marngali for a woman—designates anyone who has
mangal dos in his or her horoscope. The most famous Indian margalik
woman is undoubtedly the Bollywood star and Miss World, Aishwarya

M

Figure 9. Margal dos (Mars’s flaw) in the birth chart (M = Mars).
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Ray. At the time of her marriage to the actor Abhishek Bachchan, she
was bombarded by the media with questions regarding her presumed astral
defect and the rituals she is believed to have had performed to protect
her husband and the whole Bachchan clan from misfortune.

One may note that since marigal dos is supposed to be harmful to
anyone who has Mars in one of the five houses of the horoscope, almost
half the population should be affected. There are hence several conditions
that attenuate this astral flaw. To start with, astrologers emphatically state
that all the astral configurations in the horoscope must be carefully exam-
ined, as some may cancel the effect of margal dos."* Secondly, when two
mangalik people marry, mangal dos’s destructive potential is supposed to
be neutralized because of reciprocity. For this reason, the fact of being a
mangalik or not may be a crucial factor in the choice of a matrimonial
partner in Banaras and elsewhere in India. The importance of this category
is attested, for example, by the matrimonial advertisements in the Zimes of
Indsa, specifying the “manglik” or “non-manglik™" identity of the marriage
candidate (or the partner they are secking). Following are a few examples.'

Section “Wanted brides”:

Non-manglik slim and really beautiful girl from high status family
for Bansal 27/171 very well settled Tax Advocate belonging
to a very renowned family of Advocates. Send biodata, photo,
horoscope (must).

Alliance invited from beautiful slim fair convented KK/SPY
manglik girl of height not less than 5227 for Kanyakubj man-
glik boy 27/171 BE (Hons) Roorkee currently doing MS in
Comp Sc from USA coming India in June 1st week. Proposal
for early marriage required with BHP must."®

Alliance invited for tall 29/6’1” handsome, shubh and lucky
Manglik, MBA only son v. high income. Own business at
Delhi. Father Senior U.P. Govt. Office, tall cultured girl of
middle class service background parents preferred. Send B/H.

Section “Wanted grooms”

Suitable match for an educated non-Manglik girl, 23/165, from
a very respectable and broad minded family of UP. employed
as Air Hostess with a foreign air lines based in Delhi. Boy to
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be non-Manglik well educated and settled in service from a
good family background. Write with BHP.

Match for Gaur Br. Manglik girl of status family fair b’ful
talented MBA 26/163 Adhoc Lecturer in University decent
marriage.

MD MS MDS BDS ENG MBA IAS Allied CA" match for
Manglik Vaish BDS girl 26/166/50 tall beautiful smart fair
belonging to status family of Doctors.

The advertisements in the Times of India “Matrimonials” supplement
are divided into categories on the basis of caste (“Brahmin,” “Rajput,”
“Yadav,” etc.), profession (“Doctors” “Engineers,” “IAS]* etc.), regional
belonging (“Punjabi,” “Bengali,” etc.), religion (“Muslim,” “Sikh,” “Chris-
tian,” etc.), or other criteria (“Cosmopolitan,” “NRI/Green card,”! “MBA;”
etc.). Most advertisements that mention “manglik” or “non-manglik” as
one of the criteria for choosing the spouse appear in the “cosmopolitan,”
“Brahmin,” “Agarwal, “Marwari,** and “Rajput” categories.

Nonetheless, “manglik” also constitutes a separate category that gathers
dozens of advertisements in the Times of India “Matrimonials”: the fami-
lies that choose to place their advertisement in this section consider that
Mars’s position in the horoscope is the main criteria for the choice of a
matrimonial partner.?® On this subject, it is interesting to specify that the
“manglik” section is placed right after the category “disabled/handicapped”
and just before “scheduled caste/scheduled tribe.” The proximity with these
two stigmatized social categories seems to confirm the perception of the
mangal dos as a “genetic defect.”

Another factor that may attenuate the impact of mazigal dos is the
couple’s age. According to some astrologers, the destructive power of maznigal
dos is inversely proportional to the age of the spouses and late marriages
are considered less dangerous. To quote the astrologer Dina Nath Tiwari:

If the woman is margali and the man is not, the man will
have some kind of accident (durghatni), and similarly, if the
man is mangalia and the woman is not, the woman will have
an accident . . . I have observed that this is true in ninety-nine
percent of cases. But one must also know that this problem
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decreases with age: if the marriage takes place when both the
spouses are very young, then it’s very dangerous, later the dan-
ger decreases . . . As children have lots of energy, or vivacity
(phurti), and this same energy is still present in young people,
but begins to diminish in adults, and is very weak in old peo-
ple, in the same way, the garam (hot) influence of margal dos
becomes naram (sweet, tender).

To ward off the harmful effects of margal dos, rituals may be per-
formed. They consist of celebrating a “first marriage” (prathama viviha)
that serves to deflect all the masnigalik person’s influence onto a first nonhu-
man spouse. Thus, in Banaras, mazigali girls are either married to two clay
jars (kumbha), which Varuna, the water God and protector of marriages,
is invited to enter, or they are married to the pipal (ficus religiosa) tree,
an incarnation of the male god Vasudev.” Marigali boys, on the other
hand, can be married to a well (kiim), as the well is the incarnation of
the female deity Jaganmata, Goddess Durga.

These “first marriages” are performed particularly when the woman
is a mangali, because the premature death of the husband is generally
considered more harmful than that of the wife.” Performing these “first
marriages” is supposed to be kanyavaidhavyabara, “destructive (hara) to
the widowhood (vaidhavya) of the gitl (kanyi)” and, as such, an astrologer
explained, it is a way of “protecting society” (samaj samraksan). These first
marriages are performed according to the rules and a girl who marries the
clay jars must be dressed as if for an ordinary wedding. She applies the
sindir (vermilion) that would have been applied by the husband herself in
this case. These marriages thus enable a transfer of the murderous potential
of mangal dos to a first “divine” husband, making the “human” husband
a “second husband” who would be safe from any danger.”

Performing these “shield” marriages does not however sufhice to com-
pletely eradicate the mistrust toward mazigali gitls. Let us look at the case
of the wife of a professor at the Institute of Technology at Banaras Hindu
University (BHU) who had consulted an astrologer from the Department
of Jyotish to ask his advice on the choice of her future daughter-in-law.
The woman told the astrologer she had selected five girls from the numer-
ous replies to the advertisement published in the “Matrimonials” section
of the Times of India for the marriage of her son, a researcher at the
Biotechnology Department at BHU:
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@: I have brought you the horoscopes of the five girls we have
selected . . . they are all of our caste [kayasthi] and they are
all trained in the biotechnology sector. Please tell me how they
match with my son’s horoscope . . .

J: After doing the matching of the horoscopes (kundali mili
karke) 1 find the best result is Sheli, thirty guns, then there is
Dipti, with twenty-five guns” . . . But Sheli is marngali, so in case
you choose Sheli you should perform a kumbha viviha (marriage
to the clay jars) . . . My personal opinion is to choose Dipti;
she has the yog for two sons and a daughter . . . her Jupiter
is strong, so she has done well in her studies . . . Otherwise
there’s Nidhi, but she is also 7a7gali and because of Mars, she
could have problems conceiving children . . .

@: But why should I bring a 7a7gali woman into my home!!!
We received over two thousand replies . . . and with all the
women I could find for my son there’s no reason to marry
him to a mangali . . .

Protective marriages aim to ward off the worst dangers, that is to say
the death of the spouse, but they do not eliminate all the malefic effects
associated with Mangal.”® Over the course of several years of marriage,
indeed, the non-mangalik spouse is supposed to be weakened by the
partner’s astral influence. To reduce the “daily” impact of Mangal on the
spouse, astrologers prescribe coral (munga), the precious stone associated
with Mars, to be worn by the mangalik person.”

Thus, an astrologer explained to a man who had heart problems:

J [looking at the wife of J's horoscope]: Your wife should wear
coral, does she wear one?

& No, she doesn’t.

J: She has to wear coral (inko ek munga ki zarurat hai), it’s for

you (dpke liye hai), she is a bit mangali (kuch mangali hai) . . .

& Please help me . . .
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J: Let me explain a bit better . . . the coral she should wear,
she should wear it for you, to protect your health (dpko svasth
rakhne ke liye) . . . She is a little mangali (thori mangali), she is
clearly mangali (kari Margali), and you are not at all marngala,
this is also why you have health problems.

d: She is very short-tempered (krodhi), guruji.

J: Obviously, she must be short-tempered . . . she has Mangal
in the seventh house, she has Sani (Saturn) in the ascendant
sign . . . of course she is short-tempered!

Mangal’s influence, as we have seen, is often associated with excess,
violent strength that ultimately weakens the spouse. Let us mention the
case of a Bengali businessman whose wife had run away from home.
This man, a rich importer of chemical products, had gone to consult the
astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri, in order to locate his wife who had left
home five months before, and of whom he had not had any news for
the last twenty-two days.”® The astrologer calculated the prasn kundali
(horary horoscope) to establish where his wife was, and when she would
return home, but to understand why she had left home he studied the
man’s horoscope and hand:*!

d: Since she left, everything is upside down, I am depressed,
I feel like committing suicide . . . I have looked everywhere,
in Swami Vivekananda’s ashrams, in Mother Teresa’s ashrams,
and Tagore’s ashram in Santiniketan. I even went looking for
her in Kerala, but I have had no news at all . . .

J: Don’t worry, she will return soon, according to the prasn
kundali she could even come back today . . . The problem is in
your horoscope . . . your Mangal is very strong and it is located
in the seventh house [house of marriage]: this gives you success,
a reputation in society, it gives you power over people . . . but
it affects your married life and this is why your wife ran away
from home . .. You see, if your wife’s Mangal had also been
strong, you would have had a very happy married life, but as
this isn’t the case, both of you are suffering . . .
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The astrologer later explained to us that this woman had been
traumatized at the age of six, as she had seen her parents assassinated by
gangsters before her eyes. After this event, the woman had been housed at
the police station for several months, then entrusted to a paternal uncle.
At the age of fourteen she had been forced to marry this man, who was
eighteen and went on to become an influential businessman. While the
influence of Mangal made the man rich and powerful, it weakened this
woman whose astrological vulnerability seems to express the wounds life
had inflicted upon her.

We saw that while Mangal’s prabhav is malefic, it is nonetheless
associated with strength, excessive strength that is likely to turn into
aggressivity, disputes, and direct or indirect attacks against others.*> We
will now see that the harmful influence of Sani, Rihu, and Ketu is, on
the contrary, more closely associated with a person’s weakness and fragility.

Sarhe Sati and Saturnian Business

While, as we saw, Mangal is associated with the rzjas guna—strength,
ardor, the color red, the ksatriya varna, and so on—Sani (Saturn) rep-
resents the tamas guna—ugliness, spitefulness, indolence, the color black,
the Sidra varpa, and so forth. This planet is seen as the most intimidating,
responsible for all kinds of sorrows, pain, and human misery. Unlike other
planets, Saturn also enjoys the status of a full-fledged God among Hindus:
Sanidev, Sani bhagvan, Sani mahirij, or Sani bibi are the names by which
the devotees address Saturn as a God. It is honored by a personal cult in
numerous temples in North and South India. In Banaras, the devotion
to this planetary God is visible at several places: not only the two Sani
shrines located near the Visvanith Mandir in the sacred center of the
town but also countless pipal trees (ficus religiosa) everywhere in town,
near the homes of devotees. On Saturday mornings oil lamps (dip) are lit
and placed around the foot of the tree to pay homage to the planetary
God.”® The importance of Sani is visible as well in Hanuman temples
and shrines, where oil lamps are lit to place Sani under the control of
the Monkey God.

Sani’s malefic reputation today is clearly illustrated by the first page
of the introduction to the book Sani ki Prakop: Usse Baciv (Saturn’s
Wrath: How to Keep Safe; Shrivastava 2001):
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The power (prabhiv) of Sani’s cruel gaze (krir dysti) is well
known to all. The afflicted person (dkrint jitak) is bound by a
chain of curses (abhisapi ki srrkhali se abaddh ho jata hai). Due
to Sani’s influence, we see the occurrence of physical suffering
($aririk kast), financial difficulties (arthahini), dishonor (sam-
man-ksaya), obstacles at work (karyavarodh), fleeing (paliyan),
exile (niskdsan), imprisonment (kdrivas), poverty (daridrata),
wandering (vibhram), fear of enemies (Satrubbaya), and many
other situations that give rise to sorrow (dubkbad). If Sani is
truly angry with someone (parnataya kupit ho jiye), no one is
capable of stopping its destructive action (sarvanas). Indeed,
the person afflicted (pirit vyakti) by Sani could be called “an
incurable patient (asadhya rogi) of misfortune (durbhigya).”
(Shrivastava 2001, 7)

In his Epics, Myths and Legends of India, Paul Thomas had already noticed
the danger associated with Sani and had described the fear this planet
provokes among the Hindus:

Sani is a “malefic among malefics” and Hindus dread his influence
above everything else. All misfortunes and calamities are traced
to him. A person born under Sani will be slandered, his riches
will be dissipated and his son, wife and friends destroyed; he
will live at variance with others and endure many sufferings.

(Thomas 1958, 122)

Similarly, the Navagraha Anukilan Tantra, a text that describes the
characteristics of each of the nine planets and the remedies to pacify them,
describes the effects of Sani in the following manner:**

Sani’s bad influence (dusprabhav) creates a situation where the
person will have to suffer all kinds of sorrow (nina prakar ke
kles bhogne ki sthiti mé pabusica deti). People seized by Sani
(Sani-grast log) lose their peace of mind (mansik $anti nast
ho jati hai); they encounter adversity (avarodh) and obstacles
(vighn) in the realization (saphalti) of their actions; the door
to progress (pragati) is closed to them while the path of regres-
sion (avanati, “descent”) is open to them. (Shukla 1993, 122)
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It is interesting to note that, particularly in the case of Sani but
also of other planets, the same terms apply equally to the action of the
planet and of the personified deity. Thus the term prabhav designates both
planetary influence and the power exercised by the deity; similarly dyssi
designates both the planetary aspect (the influence planets exert on each
other depending on the angular configuration in which they are located
in relation to the earth) as well as the “gaze” of the planet as a divine
and anthropomorphic agent.

The concern provoked merely by mentioning the planet Sani marks
most astrological consultations. Clients sometimes go to see an astrologer
driven only by the fear of being under Sani’s control. For example, one
had read in the newspaper that Sani was passing through the zodiacal sign
of his own /lagna (ascendant) or his own 745 (lunar sign), another had
had his hand read by a friend or a street practitioner who had detected
a Sani sirhe sati in it, yet another is going through a difficult period and
self-diagnosed a period of affliction by Saturn. In these cases, astrologers
normally reassure the clients by explaining that these vague discoveries are
negligible as Sani’s impact on a person can only be evaluated through a
detailed analysis of the horoscope. Nonetheless, it may also happen that
Sani is not mentioned during a consultation and, once the client has left,
the astrologer tells us that he did not want to upset the client’s peace of
mind (mansik sinti) and thus concealed the fact he was going through a
bad Saturnian period. Indeed, while Sani himself is supposed to destroy
a person’s peace of mind, the fact of being aware one is going through a
bad Saturnian period would only, according to some astrologers, create a
sort of vicious circle of anxiety.

The representation of Saturn’s malefic and destructive power reaches
its paroxysm with Sani’s sirhe sati—Saturn’s “seven and a half years,” a
period seen as particularly dangerous. The fear of being struck by sarhe
sati haunts the thoughts of most clients who consult astrologers. In the
words of a client who was going through this negative period:

Sani’s anger (prakop) [during this period] is such that even if
you are convinced you are doing everything properly, things will
end up going badly. For example, even if you are very attentive
while driving your car, you will have an accident. Even if you
are very careful while walking, you will end up stumbling. A
physical injury (saririk ksati) will occur violently (zabardasti),
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so you even risk death or mutilation . . . And this sort of thing
happens mainly on a Saturday. There are all kinds of problems
(dikkar) on Saturdays . . . you will find that out of twenty-five
accidents, twenty-three occur on a Saturday . . .

From the viewpoint of astrological theory, the sirhe sati period is
calculated on the basis of the lunar birth sign called 7isi. The sarbe sati
begins when Sani is in the twelfth house counting from the 7s7, and it
continues while Sani passes through the two houses following the twelfth,
that is to say, the house of the 74 itself, and the second house in relation
to the 7dsi. Given that Sani takes about two and a half years to travel
from one house to another, sarhe sati lasts seven and a half years.®® This
harmful period occurs about every thirty years in a person’ life, and one
may hence go through sirbe sati three times in a lifetime.’® Thus, for
example, if someone goes through their first sarbe sati between the age
of seven and fourteen and a half, he will go through the second between
the ages of thirty-seven to forty-four and a half, and the third between
sixty-seven and seventy-four and a half. Hence the common belief is that a
person loses his grandparents during the first sarhe sati, his parents during
the second, and he dies during the third. The sirhe sati is divided into
three periods of two and a half years, known as dhaiya (period of two
and a half years) or caran (period). Each dhiiya brings different types of
sorrows: the first mainly gives rise to economic problems (arthik kast),
the second to health problems (siririk kast), and the third to problems
with the family (parivirik kast).

As Mridula Trivedi wisely observes in her astrological study on
Sani, “Sani’s sirhe siti (period of seven and a half years) is a kdmadhenu
for many astrologers.”” Kimadhenu, the cow that fulfills desires, is men-
tioned here to suggest that astrologers grow wealthy thanks to the malefic
reputation surrounding this astral period. While it is true that numerous
specialists draw financial benefits from the fear the Saturnian period pro-
vokes, consultations are not the only means by which Sani’s reputation
is commercially exploited. Several astrological books on Sani are sold in
bookshops in the towns of North India. Thus, among the publications,
one finds Sani Saman (Appeasing Saturn; Trivedi 1996), Sani Graha
Pira Niviran Vidhi (Instructions for Eliminating the Suffering Provoked
by the Planet Saturn; Vatsa 1996), and Sani ki Prakop: Usse Baciv (Sat-
urn’s Wrath: How to Keep Safe; Shrivastava 2001). Over the last years
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the astrologers Trivedi and Trivedi, based in Delhi, who had anticipated
Saturn’s growing popularity not only in India but also abroad, translated
and republished Sani Saman in English (Shani Shaman: Wooing Saturn,
2 vols., 2002). In 2010 they published two other works on the subject
of Saturn, currently available in the United States and online: Secrets of
Saturn and Saturn the King Maker®

Mass media, new technologies, and the tourist industry are constantly
broadening the scope for business related to the planetary God. Innumer-
able websites sell online consultations as well as remedies to pacify the
Saturnian influence, particularly during the seven-and-a-half-year period:
necklaces, rings, precious stones, rituals, yantras, products for pija, and so
on. Sani temples that are particularly famous in India—such as the one at
Shingnapur in Maharashtra or the one in Thirunallar in the Pondicherry
region—are included in tourist circuits organized by travel agencies, and
are now surrounded by hotels and stalls selling all kinds of goods. Cell
phone service providers are also among the beneficiaries of the fear asso-
ciated with Saturn’s influence. They send regular text messages to inform
their clients of Saturn’s passage through the various signs of the zodiac and
offer personalized consultations. Thus, during my staying in Tamil Nadu
and Pondicherry between 2006 and 2008, I regularly received messages
like the following on my cell phone:

Sani peyarchi*” To know how Sani’s movement from kataga
[Cancer, karkata in Sanskrit] to simha Rasi [zodiacal sign of
Leo] will impact ur rasi [zodiacal sign], and get pariharam
[ritual remedies], sms SANI to 5455. sms MENU for services.
Rs.3/sms

The impact Sanceswaran [Saturn] has on your rasi [zodiacal
sign] can be moderated by doing pariharam [ritual remedies]
and pooja. To know the pariharam for ur rasi, type SANIPAR
sms to 5455. Rs. 3/sms

The new Sani temple, Sanidham, the “abode of Saturn,” recently built
in an affluent suburb of New Delhi, confirms the vitality of the planetary
God in contemporary India.’ It was erected in the 2000s by the multimedia
guru-astrologer Daati Maharaj, who presents the daily television program
on astrology, Dati Gurumantra, on several channels. This guru astrologer
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encourages spectators to visit his grand and gleaming temple that holds
“the largest Sani statue in the world.” The credits of his television program
marked by the motto: “Sani is not the enemy, he’s a friend” (Sam’ Satru
nabi, mitra hai), refer the viewer to the website www.shanidham.in. Not
only does this site provide information on Saturn, Daati Maharaj, and
the functioning of the Shanidham temple, it also sells horoscopes, books,
and booklets on Saturn, as well as devotional objects related to him and
the other planetary deities. A weekly Hindi magazine, Sani nesans taims
(Shani Nations Times), is distributed electronically and in print form. Sani’s
media popularity is also illustrated by the series Mahima Sani Dev ki,
broadcast every week on the NDTV imagine television channel since July
2008. Although these forms of media coverage are yet to be studied, their
existence and popularity are testimony to the fruitful encounter between
astrological concepts, new technologies, and the media (Udupa 2016).

Of Snakes and Demons: The Kal Sarp Dos

According to the epic and Puranic traditions, Rahu and Ketu are two
demons: Rihu is the demon of the eclipse®! and Ketu is the personifica-
tion of comets. In the astrological tradition, the two demons Rahu and
Ketu are seen as two planets that belong to the group of the navagrahas,
the “nine planetary deities.”** Although they are seen as planets, from
an astronomical viewpoint Rahu and Ketu have no physical existence
and are mere mathematical points. They, in fact, indicate the points at
which the Moon’s orbit meets the ecliptic. In astrology these points are
called the “Moon’s ascending node” or “Dragon’s Head” (Rahu) and the
“Moon’s descending node” or “Dragon’s Tail” (Ketu). As these are the
points where the lunar and solar eclipses occur, Rahu and Ketu are also
called chaya-grahas, “shadow-planets.”

As planets, Rahu and Ketu retain the demoniacal nature attributed
to them by mythological traditions and are seen as cruel (krir), mean
(dust, ugr) planets that provoke suffering (piradayak, kastaprad), give rise
to misfortune (amarigalajanak), and create obstacles (vighnakari).® In
particular, these planets are supposed to project a “shadow” (chayi) over
a person’s life and they are associated with depression, suicide, sorcery
attacks, drug dependency, possession by ghosts, and generally all sorts of
harmful occult powers.
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Rahu is described as a malefic demon seizing the different parts of
the body: depending on its position in the horoscope, Rahu is said to be
located “in the head” (sir mé), “in the stomach” (per m¢), or “in the legs”
(pair mé) of the person. When Rahu is located “in the head” the person
is anxious, unstable, depressed, or may, for example, suffer epileptic fits;
when Rahu is located “in the stomach” it provokes all kinds of problems
like dysentery, constipation, flatulence, and so forth; when it is located
“in the legs” Rahu prevents the person from resting. It forces them to
move around all the time and provokes changes in the job or the place
of residence.

Rahu and Ketus mabadasis (major periods) create widespread fear
among the clients of the astrologers in Banaras, to the extent that these
periods are supposed to penetrate a person with harmful influence even
outside their effective duration, like a shadow projecting the body beyond
its physical limits. One example is provided by the case of a twenty-five-
year-old man who worked for the navy in Pune and who had broken his
leg during an exercise. His mother had gone to the astrologer Kameshwar
Upadhyay to learn whether this accident was a sign that working for the
National Defence Service did not suit her son, something a friend had
suggested looking at the young man’s palm. The astrologer explained to the
woman that although Rahu’s mahidasi had ended in 1998, the accident
that occurred in December 1999 was only a posthumous effect, “a sequel”
to the recently ended Rahu mahidasa that affected his legs:

Since 1998 your son has been going through a favorable Jupiter
(Brbaspati) mahidasi that will bring him lots of money and
happiness, but he should not forget that he is coming out of

eighteen years of Rahu’s mahbaidasa . . . this is the reason he
broke his leg, there are still some residual effects of Rahu’s
mahidasi . . .

To reduce the harmful effects of Rahu and Ketu's mabidasa, clients
wear precious stones, particularly gomed (hessonite) for Rahu and labsuniya
(chrysoberyl) for Ketu. They can also recite prayers (jap)—or have them
recited by ritual specialists. They can make offerings (Rabu-din, Ketu-dan)
to Brahmins: dark-colored cloth or clothing, plates, grain, lentils, mustard
oil, money, or other types of goods.
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One specific type of offering made during the Rahu and Ketu mabadasi
is the chaya-din, the “gift of the shadow.”* The harmful planetary influence
is seen as a “black shadow” (kali chayi) that envelops (the verb used is
mandarand, “to fly around,” “to surround”) the person and weakens them.
To repel (khisicnd), cleanse (jharna, “sweep away”), this “black shadow;”
the person must look at his own face reflected in a recipient (kazori, patr)
containing oil and then offer the oil to a poor Brahmin in the street.” This
process should be repeated every Saturday for several weeks (a minimum
of four and a maximum of sixteen) and the size of the recipient and the
quantity of oil used must be proportional to the size of the person’s face
(while for a child, 250 ml. should be sufficient; for an adult, at least 1.5
liters of oil are required).” By doing this, the person is supposed to get
relief from the harmful influence of the “shadow-planets” (chayi-graha).

Outside the mahaidasa, Rahu and Ketu’s malefic effects are supposed
to affect the person suffering from kil sarp yog, “the planetary conjunction
of the snake” (also called ka/ sarp dos or, sometimes, ndga dos).”” The name
of this planetary conjunction is certainly linked to the fact that in Hindu
iconography, Rahu and Ketu are often represented as being, respectively,
the head and the tail of a snake. Although this iconography is probably
influenced by Greek astrology® and hence does not seem to be indigenous,
its transplantation to India has given rise to interesting combinations of
celestial demons and other serpentine deities, such as the Nagas. Thus, in
her analysis of astrological representations in a village in Tamil Nadu, Karin
Kapadia mentions the “Naga dosham” as a planetary conjunction that the
lower castes associate with the cobra deities Nagappa and Nagamma.”
Similarly, in Banaras as elsewhere in India, to repel 44/ sarp yog certain
astrologers prescribe rituals that are to be performed on niga pasicami
(the fifth day of the bright fortnight of the month of Srivana). From a
textual viewpoint though, this festival has nothing to do with the two
demons Rahu and Ketu but is rather connected to the terrestrial Naga
deities. Still due to an iconographic rather than a conceptual affinity, the
demons Rihu and Ketu are also associated with Siva, as this god has a
privileged relationship with snakes. As we will see later, in Banaras the
rituals that seek to repel the ill effects of this astral conjunction are often
performed in Shaivite temples.

From an astrological viewpoint, kil sarp yog occurs when, in the
birth chart, all the planets are located on the same hemicycle of the
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ecliptic with respect to the lunar nodes (the latter are always located at
180° in relation to each other). In other words, in the birth chart with
the twelve houses, this means that all the planets are located in the six
houses between those occupied, respectively, by Rahu and Ketu. In a
horoscope that shows this astral conjunction, Rahu and Ketu are said
to “eat” (khina) the other planets. The two demons are said to hold the
favorable planets and their positive influence hostage, and because of that,
despite all his or her efforts, the person is not able to obtain what he or
she desires. This was the case of a thirty-year-old woman who had several
planets in a favorable position in her horoscope and who, according to the
astrologer Chattopadhyay, should at her age have had a university degree
in hard science, a secure job as an engineer, and a husband. However, the
astrologer explains:

This woman is already thirty and she is not married, nor has
she become an engineer, nor has she studied science. She is
a very mediocre student and everything she does is mediocre.
Why is this?

It is because she has kil sarp dos. All the planets [in her
horoscope] are situated on the left side. She has a “complete”
(prirn riap se) kal sarp dos. If at least one planet had been on
the right, it would have been lighter, but her kal sarp dos is
very strong. Even if you have an excellent horoscope, you will
obtain nothing in your life, neither a job, nor marriage, as
Rahu and Ketu devour (kba lete hai) the other planets. They
put obstacles (avarodh kar deti hai) to any progress (agragati).

The clients afflicted by this planetary flaw also describe its influence
in terms of frustration. According to a forty-year-old man, a technician at a
public health institution in Banaras, 44/ sarp yog has the following effects:

I have had kal sarp yog since the time I was born and this
is very oppressive (tang karti hai babut zyida) . . . it means
that, for example, even if you behave well (ap sabi rahate huye
bhi) people accuse you of being wrong (galar kahenge), you
will always suffer because of enemies (sazrud se hamesa pirit
raherge) . . . the mouthful comes so close to the mouth, and
then disappears (mumbh tak nivali dyegi aur cali jayega), it's
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always like that . . . and you go through suffering (kles) in
the family, you argue with your wife all the time (kackac hota
rabhati hai) . . . so all these problems . .. Whatever effort I
make, I still remain “zero” (sab kuch karte huye bhi mé ziro
hiz), but there is no remedy for this . . .

The same fears seem to preoccupy those who consult online astrologers
today. On the website hindijyotish.com, the article “Even Kal Sarp Yog
Can Bear Positive Fruit” (kil sarp yog bhi subb phal deti hai) provoked a
reaction from 181 internet users, who for the majority were worried and
wanted to know what impact the snake conjunction would have on their
lives and the remedies to follow to limit the harmful effects. Most of them
were young graduates born in the 1980s: they were wondering what their
professional future and their marriage would bring, in a language that is
a combination of English and Romanized Hindi. On May 24, 2009, the
pseudonymous “Ravi sagar” expressed his fears in the comments section
of the site in the following manner:

Dear sir, i m MCA [Master of Computer Applications] qualified
person now working but not got the job according to my profile,
i always work hard but result got either very late or negative i
think it is of Kaal sarp yog in my kundali [horoscope]. please
tell me when will i get a good job and mera bhagya kab Uday
hoga [when my luck will rise] and meri shadi kab aur kaisi hogi
[when and how my marriage will take place]? my dob [date of
birth]:-23-08-82,11:30pm, place Moradabad (U.P)

Nonetheless, while in certain cases it prevents any kind of success,
in others this planetary conjunction is supposed to make the person
extremely powerful. In the discourses of clients and astrologers, people
with kil sarp yog either have no control, or complete control, over the
events surrounding them. Astrologers often quote the examples of Nehru
and Mussolini in this respect, as personalities who acted under the influ-
ence of the conjunction of the snake and whose lives were marked by a
shift from absolute power to extreme sorrow on their deaths. In order to
represent the effects of £l sarp yog, the astrologer Kameshwar Upadhyay
explained that this planetary conjunction gives a person’s life the form
of a snake, the sinusoidal form of the reptilian indicating the “ups” and
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“downs” of life. Kal sarp yog would “raise the person up very high” (babut
upar uthite bhai) and “bring them very low” (nic nic utirte hai) over the
course of his or her existence. Powerful and successful periods are followed
by periods of weakness and disgrace.®

Among the remedies prescribed to reduce the ill effects of kil sarp
yog one finds a silver or gold ring in the shape of a snake set with stones
to protect from the influence of Rahu and Ketu. Another remedy consists
of having a kdl sarp pija performed, the piji to the planetary snake (ka/
sarp). The procedure followed during a kil sarp pija is as follows: after
measuring his own finger, the person afflicted by &4/ sarp yog must have a
snake made of silver nine times longer than the length of his own finger,
and he must place this on Siva’s head on ekadasmi (the eleventh day of a
lunar fortnight). After he has performed Rudrabhisekam® with twenty-five
liters of milk, he must make an offering of the snake (at a Siva temple, or
in the Ganges). By doing this the person will be released (muks rabana)
from the harmful influence of kil sarp yog for two or three years.

Just as devotion to the God Hanuman is supposed to reduce Sani’s
harmful influence, worship of Siva is supposed to enable control over kil
sarp yog’s bad influence. Particularly when it involves Rahu and Ketu,
Siva is worshiped in the form of Kal Bhairav or Batuk Bhairav. People
afflicted by Rahu and Ketu often go to temples dedicated to these two
Gods.>* At the entrance to the Kal Bhairav temple, on the right there is a
sanctuary dedicated to the navagrahas, the “nine planetary deities” After
circumambulating the sanctuary dedicated to the navagrahas, the afflicted
person takes the darsana, the “vision,” of Kal Bhairav. When he leaves, in
order to eliminate any residual planetary influence the person must “rotate”
(ghumana) edible substances around his own head—for example, chick peas,
balls of jaggery, cream, sweetmeats, and so forth—and then offer them to
the dogs around the temple to eat, as the dog is Kal Bhairav’s vehicle.”®

In this chapter we examined the expressions used to describe harmful
planetary influence and some ritual practices followed to get rid of it. As
we saw, planets “seize” their victims in a manner that is very similar to
that of ghosts (bhit-pret) or other demonic beings possessing or taking
over the person (Smith 2006).>* What fundamentally differentiates the
characterization of the harmful influence of the planets from the rage
(kop) attributed to Gods or demonic beings is the fact that the impact
of the planets can be calculated, measured, and evaluated in an objective
manner. Furthermore, astrological diagnosis can be carried out through
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new technologies—computer, cell phone, iPhone, and so on—and spread
through mass media—newspapers, radio, television, internet, among others.
These tools can either be integrated into the consultation or become the
very site of the consultation between the specialist (or pseudo-specialist)
and the client. Scripturally sanctioned and deeply rooted in Brahmanical
culture, astrology has very easily been grafted onto “modernity,” thus
becoming a language of destiny that, in contemporary India, is adapted
to the requirements of the lifestyle of the urban middle classes.






8

More or Less Effective

Remedies and Efficacy

Since Malinowski’s work on magic in the Trobriand Islands, the question
of the efficacy of so-called “ritual” or “magical” practices continues to be
debated within the discipline of anthropology. Do these practices have
an effect on the actors involved? And if so, what type of effect? How?
Most studies dealing with ritual efficacy attempt to show that magical or
ritual acts do indeed have an effect on the actors who accomplish them,
even if this effect does not correspond to the participants’ explanations
or expectations. Despite the diversity of approaches, anthropologists seem
to share the idea that the efficacy of ritual action does not necessarily
consist in a transformation of external reality (provoking rainfall, an
abundant harvest, etc.), but it brings about a transformation of the social
group or the individuals involved in the action. Depending on the type
of transformation induced, the efficacy has been explained in functional,
structural-functional, symbolic, performative, or phenomenological terms.!

Among the authors who have dealt with ritual efficacy, some have
looked specifically at the question of the intentions (or beliefs) of the actors
involved in the ritual or therapeutic processes (Ahern 1979; Tambiah 1979;
Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994; Endres 2008). Although they emphasize the
need to take the point of view of the actors into consideration to under-
stand the efficacy of the acts accomplished, these studies nonetheless give
little weight to the reflexive dimension of efficacy, how efficacy itself—as a
quality of things, acts, and persons—is perceived, evaluated and analyzed
by those performing the ritual. Rather than examining the impact of the
ritual or therapeutic process on the actors, in this chapter we focus on
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ideas and theories that are used to describe and explain the manner in
which the prescribed treatments function and do or do not produce a
desired effect. In other words, the idea of efficacy will not be dealt with
here as an analytical category, but as a concept mobilized by astrologers
and their clients to classify and evaluate different therapeutic treatments.

We will hence see that during astrological consultations the effica-
ciousness of a treatment is not designed as an “all or nothing” quality. It
is rather a graded attribute, a more or less feature whose graduation can
be measured and calculated using certain parameters, such as its cost, its
duration, and its weight. Rather than opposing efficacy to inefficacy, the
discourse on the therapeutic value of a substance or an act is structured
around the continuum between “more efficacious” and “less efficacious.”
Despite this quantitative dimension though, efficacy is not merely per-
ceived as an objective quality, inherent to the substance or the therapeutic
act. The eflicacy of a treatment is also a subjective quality, linked to the
identity of the patient involved, and cannot be evaluated separately. Thus,
the same remedy can be efficacious for a poor client and inefficacious for
a rich landowner. Following a reasoning that recalls that of sacrifice, the
greater or lower efficacy of a treatment depends not only on its thera-
peutic properties, but also on the effort the patient makes to achieve the
desired outcome.

To solve their clients” problems, astrologers in Banaras draw from
an eclectic and varied universe of “remedies” (ildj, upay, upacar). They
combine techniques drawn from different Indian religious and intellectual
traditions, such as Brahmanical and tantric rituals, devotional practices,
and gemology (ratnasistra). As Sanskrit astrological treatises contain very
little information about the remedies to control planetary influence (the
exception being the graba-sinti, rituals for pacifying the planets), most
therapeutic methods employed by astrologers are elaborated on the basis
of family and local traditions, apprenticeship with a guru, and personal
experience.” Although astrological therapy is not as codified as astrolog-
ical theory, we nonetheless observed that astrologers in Banaras share a
common “pharmacopeia” that mainly consists of three types of treatments.
To start with, worship (p#ja-path) of the main deities of the Hindu pan-
theon. This may consist in vegetal oblations offered into the fire (havan,
hom, or yajia), a murmured repetition of sacred formulae using a rosary
(jap), reading prayers aloud (pirh), as well as other forms of devotion like
darsana (vision). The second category of remedies is gemstones (razna)
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to be worn in rings or necklaces; third, astrologers use so-called “tantric”
remedies, including amulets (jantar) and practices of purification from
harmful influences (jharna-phikna).

Astrologers generally describe harmful planetary influence as a shortage
of power in the afflicted person. Planets may give rise to obstacles (badha),
difficulties (zaklif), and suffering (dubkhb) that affect a person’s ability to
control their own destiny and thus prevent the realization of desire and
projects. As the introduction to a brochure of prayers dedicated to Saturn,
the Sani Calisa,? clearly states: “When despite all your earnest efforts in
life you are unable to accomplish something, this is the time to worry
about your planetary situation.”

In order to find a solution to their clients” problems, astrologers
resort to objects, substances, or beings—like precious stones, tantric
amulets, the Gods, the astrologer himself, and so on—who are considered
“powertul” (prabhavsali, saktisili). These objects or beings are not, however,
all endowed with the same type of power. Following is a glossary of cat-
egories commonly employed during consultations to define the influence
of certain objects or beings on human destiny, in order to elucidate the
different types of power involved in astrological therapy:

Prabhav: the category of prabhiv (from the verb pra-BHU-, “to
rule over, “to be master of] “to control”) is used to designate
the influence of the planets over human destiny and, depend-
ing on the context, can be translated either as “influence” or
“hold.” Indeed, the semantic field of the word prabhiv includes
both influence as a natural action and as control exerted by a
personified subject on someone else. This word hence explains
the ambiguous status of the planets that are seen as being
both physical bodies that emit “rays” and “vibrations,” and
anthropomorphic Gods endowed with intentionality. While
the influence of the planets as divine beings is controlled by
the deities of the Hindu pantheon, the natural influence of the
planets as astral bodies is controlled by precious stones. The
word prabhav is also used to indicate the therapeutic power
of a treatment, a “powerful” remedy is said to be prabhavsali,
“endowed with prabhiv.”

Sakti: this word designates both spiritual and physical “power;”
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“strength,” “energy;” particularly that which the gods are endowed
with (Wadley 1975), but which can also be possessed by human
beings, substances, and things.’ Astrological therapy generally
secks to reinforce the sak#i of the person afflicted by the planets,
by using the Gods’ szk#i and by giving sakti to tantric remedies
and precious stones.

Siddhi: from the Sanskrit root SIDH-, “to be accomplished,
“to be fulfilled,” “to succeed,” siddhi designates the supernatural
powers acquired through tantric practices of “accomplishment”
(sadbana). Most astrologers in Banaras claim to possess siddhis
and to use them to make tantric remedies for their clients
effective.

Bal: in astrological language, a planet’s power is defined in terms
of bal (strength). Depending on its position in the horoscope,
a planet can be prabal, “very powerful,” or durbal “weak® Just
like prabhav, the word bal is also used to indicate both the
“strength” of planets as things that have a physical impact on
the life of human beings, and the “strength” planets possess as
divine beings endowed with intentionality.” Nonetheless, the
“strength” of the planets is controlled by the Gods, who are
considered more “powerful” (balvin) than the planets.

Manobal, atmabal: manobal (mental strength) or dtmabal
(spiritual strength), as well as “willpower” (the English term is
used), refer to the determination to carry out one’s decisions
or wishes and the confidence in one’s own skills. A weakening
(kamzor) of manobal, atmabal, or willpower is considered one
of the most common effects of harmful planetary influence.
Astrological remedies hence seek to restore the person’s self-con-
fidence and conviction that she or he is capable of deciding
his or her own destiny.

Power: the English word “power” is commonly used in Hindi
to designate electric power. In the astrological context, the term
“power” is used to indicate the efficacy of precious stones in
capturing planetary rays. In more technical terms, this word
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indicates the efficacy of precious stones in terms of carats (just
as the word power is used to indicate the corrective strength of
a pair of glasses). When asked how much “power” one needs
for a stone, the answer is provided in carats.

Adhikar: authority (adhikar) is the category through which the
supremacy of the Gods in relation to the planets is defined.
The relationship between Gods and planets is indeed often
compared to that between the king and his ministers, as the
authority of the planets is subordinate to that of the Gods.

In astrological therapy, the power of a remedy is used to oppose
the graha prabhaiv, the planetary power seen as responsible for a client’s
problems. Each type of remedy nonetheless “works” (the verb used in
this context is kim karna) differently, by mobilizing a specific type of
power. Thus, the efficacy of tantric remedies (zantrik upay, tantrik prayog)
is said to be due to the astrologer’s siddhis, while the worship of the gods
(puja-path) appeals to divine sakti. Precious stones are considered powerful
in themselves, by virtue of a “physical” and “natural” strength invoking
“scientific” principles and categories. As we will see, these distinctions are
not however clear-cut, and the same remedy is sometimes said to combine
several “active ingredients.”

Before we go on to examine the efficacy associated with each category
of treatment, let us look at the hierarchies of efficacy established between
the different remedies.

Price and Efficacy

When talking about the therapeutic power of different types of remedies,
astrologers not only make qualitative distinctions but also refer to quan-
titative, measurable, and objectifiable criteria. Thus, money, the monetary
value of a treatment, is a common idiom through which the therapeutic
power of a remedy is objectified and quantified. In general, a direct pro-
portionality is established between the cost of a treatment and its efficacy:
the more expensive the remedy, the more effective it is supposed to be.
The cost of the remedies prescribed by astrologers in Banaras can range
from a few rupees to several tens of thousands of rupees. Generally, the
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most onerous treatments are those involving the performance of pija by
pandits (ritual officiants) or the purchase of precious stones. The price of
these two types of treatments can range from a few hundred to several
thousand rupees, depending on the nature of the p#ji or the type of stone
prescribed. Conversely, tantric remedies are fairly cheap, including amulets
(jantar) that only cost a few dozen rupees and treatments the astrologer
carries out directly on the person’s body. Thus, for jhirna-phirnkna (or
Jjhar-phik), “sweeping and blowing away” bad influences afflicting the
person, the client leaves a few rupees as a token of appreciation.

The cost of a remedy is seen as proportional to its long-lasting
effects. From what astrologers say, pizja and precious stones are long-term
treatments—their power lasts several years or sometimes forever; whereas
the power of jantars and other tantric remedies is said to be limited—it
runs out after several days or months, and then the remedies need to be
replaced. Pija and precious stones are said to act on the cause, attacking
the root of the problem and, hence, providing permanent relief. Jantars and
other tantric remedies, by contrast, only act at the level of the symptoms
and are hence considered incapable of eliminating the true cause of the
problem (harmful planetary influence in particular). Just like a sticking
plaster, tantric remedies mainly provide momentary protection, but they
do not ensure that the problem will not recur. Thus, p#ji and precious
stones are said to have a bhavisya-kailik effect “that lasts into the future,
while tantric remedies are said to have a zitkalik, “momentary, effect.

While everyone can afford tantric remedies, only well-off clients can
opt for a pija and precious stones. As the astrologer D. N. Tiwari said,
“Just as there are people who go to public hospitals and others who can
afford to be treated at luxurious private clinics, for us [astrologers] there
are people who can only afford tantric remedies, while others can buy
precious stones and have large-scale pija performed.” One nonetheless
notes that there are few tantric remedies that are supposed to be extraor-
dinarily efficacious and work unfailingly. In this case their cost, which is
normally about ten rupees, can be as high as several thousands of rupees.
Thus, for example, a teacher at the jyotisa department at Banaras Hindu
University says he has a very effective jantar, “100% sure] which for the
sum of five thousand rupees (an amount the practitioner claims he donates
in its entirety to a Kali temple) guarantees that a pregnant woman who
has already had several girls will give birth to a son.

The proportionality between price and therapeutic efficacy also apply
to different options the client can choose for each remedy. Thus, with
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regard to having a p#ja performed, astrologers differentiate between three
hierarchically organized modalities: “ordinary” (sadbaran or simainya),
“average” (madbyam), and “superior” (ucc). The puja performed according
to the “superior” method is considered far more efficacious than the pija
performed according to the “ordinary” method, but it is also far more
expensive (it can cost up to several tens of thousands of rupees). The
“ordinary” p#ja, however is more economical but does not guarantee lasting
results, and finally, the “average” p#ji is a compromise between “quality
and price”; it guarantees good results, while remaining affordable.® Thus,
when it comes to prescribing a pijd, astrologers have to take two factors
into account: the client’s financial situation (drthik sthiti) and the gravity
of the problem. If the client is rich and the problem is very serious, the
astrologer has no hesitation prescribing a p#ji of the “superior” type; if
the problem is serious but the client cannot spend several thousands of
rupees on a “superior” pijd, he prescribes an “average” or “ordinary” paja
depending on the client’s financial capabilities. If, on the contrary, the
problem is not serious, even if the client is affluent, an “ordinary” paja
or less costly remedies are considered sufhicient.

The price of a piji is essentially determined by the quantity of
work carried out by the Brahmin officiants, called pandits, who perform
the ritual and the cost of the materials. In the case of a havan (offering
of oblations into the fire), in addition to the pandits’ remunerations the
price of the paji includes the cost of the wood, the cereals, dry fruit,
ghee, or other substances that are thrown into the fire. With regard to
the ritual work, the cost of a p#ji is calculated on the basis of the num-
ber of pandits hired and the number of days the p#ja takes. A pandit’s
salary for a day’s work is about two hundred rupees. Hence for a pija
that takes eleven days to complete, and is performed by four pandits, the
cost will be 8,800 rupees. On this subject it is important to specify that
the efficacy of a piji performed over eleven days by a single pandit is
supposed to be exactly the same as a one-day p#ji performed by eleven
pandits: the efficacy depends solely on the “quantity” of ritual work
carried out. Some astrologers have a fixed team of pandits who work for
them. Hence depending on the number of pandits available, the number
of days over which the p#ja is performed varies, while other astrologers
appoint pandits on a daily basis and call upon the number required for
the quantity of work the piji demands.

The “quantity” of work required to perform a specific pa#ja is
defined by the number of japs (murmured repetitions of the mantra) or
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sacred readings (parh) repeated by the ritual specialists. Let us look at the
case of the Mahamrtyufjay jap, a jap dedicated to Siva (in the form of
Mrtyuifijay), which is very commonly prescribed to treat serious illnesses,
to protect from death, or to ward off the harmful effects in case of the
untimely death (akil mrtyu) of a member of the family. Depending on the
gravity of the problem, and the scope of the effect one secks to obtain,
astrologers prescribe the repetition of this jap various numbers of times.

Thus, the astrologer Neelkanth Shastri explained:

There is no fixed duration for the Mahamrtyufjay jap, there is
never a fixed duration for a pzja. It all depends on the planet’s
wrath (prakop). If the planet is very angry, you have to recite
alot of jap . . . suppose someone is ill, we will have one hun-
dred thousand japs recited; if he is very ill, we will have four
hundred thousand japs recited; if he is about to die, it will
be four million japs, and so on . . . it depends on the planets.
For one person it can last five days, for another a month and
a half, or for yet another, three months.

The devotional pamphlet containing the ritual instructions for per-
forming the Mahamrtyunjay jap indicates the number of times this jap
must be repeated depending on the type of result desired:

If a country is in danger and is under attack from enemies, if
there is an epidemic in a country, in these cases, one should
have ten million Mahamrtyufjay japs recited.

If you're sick, if you see ill omens in your dreams, for good
results you should have 125,000 Mahamrtyufijay japs recited.

In case of untimely death (akil mytyu), because of fire,
drowning, or a snake bite, to remove [the possibility of being
afflicted by the dead person’s ghost] you should have ten
thousand Mahamrtyufijay japs recited.

If you have bad news that concerns you or someone in
your family, or one of your friends, if you are going on a jour-
ney, you must have one thousand Mahamrtyunjay japs recited.

Clearly, the number of japs is proportional to the gravity of the
problem and the scope of the effect one secks to obtain—fighting an



MORE OR LESS EFFECTIVE 255

epidemic, curing a sick person, warding off the ill effects of a premature
death, and so forth. This determines the amount of work to be carried
out by the ritual specialists, and consequently the cost of the pja.’

With regard to stones, the price is also seen as proportional to the
efficacy: “the price (gimat) varies according to the 7ays, the more the
number of 7ays, the higher the price (iski rays jitni barhegi utni gimar bhi
barbegi) . . . the astrologer B. P. Mchrotra explained to a client.

To start with, the price of a stone varies according to the number
of carats (razti). In astrologers’ prescriptions, the number of carats reflects
the gravity of the client’s planetary situation: a higher number of carats is
said to increase the number of planetary rays the stone can absorb, which
gives it its therapeutic efficacy. The cost of a stone also varies depending
on its authenticity, transparency, and luminosity. Just like the number
of carats, these qualities are supposed to increase the stone’s ability to
absorb planetary rays and hence enhance its therapeutic power. Stones
are divided into two categories: ratnas, precious stones, more expensive,
and wuparatnas, semi-precious stones, which are cheaper. For each gem—
for example, the ruby (mdnikya), the gemstone that represents the Sun
and costs several thousand rupees—there exists a cheaper semi-precious
substitute, in this case saugandhik (“fragrant) spinel), zamyai (“coppery,
grenat), or the maisiiri manikya (“Mysore ruby,” or “star ruby” in English),
and so on, that only costs a few hundred rupees. To explain the difference
between an “authentic precious stone” (asli ratna) and a “semi-precious
stone” (#paratna) an astrologer compared the two types of stone to natural
sunlight and artificial light, respectively: “Wearing a semi-precious stone
instead of a precious stone is like walking in the dark lighting the path
with an electric torch, instead of walking in daylight in the sunshine”
Semi-precious stones are thus helpful, but this assistance is much weaker
than that provided by precious stones. Clients hence seck strategies to
obtain maximum results for their spending capacity. One of the astrologer
B. G. Bhaduri’s clients explained that as he could only afford a “crumb”
of a diamond (Venus’s stone), one millimeter in diameter, the ring he had
made held the tiny diamond, and next to it a large American diamond
(semi-precious substitute for a diamond) “to increase the power” of the
fragment of authentic diamond.

From the prescriptions written by astrologers one notes that the
cheapest precious stones are always prescribed for a limited period, whereas
the more “precious” (kimati, milyavin) stones are prescribed without a
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specific therapeutic duration. Thus, stones like the amethyst (for Saturn),
the Zircon (for Rahu), and the chrysoberyl (for Ketu) that each cost a few
hundred rupees are prescribed for a few years at most, after which they
must be replaced. In contrast, stones like the diamond (for Venus), the
ruby (for the Sun), the sapphire (for Saturn), the emerald (for Mercury),
and the yellow topaz (for Jupiter) that cost between several thousand and
several tens of thousands of rupees, are stones that are supposed to never
lose their efficacy and are hence generally prescribed “lifelong” (gjivan).

Astrologers we worked with only prescribe the stones and they are
not concerned with where the client gets them, just as a doctor is not
involved in the choice of pharmacy where the patient chooses to buy
medicine. Normally, after receiving the prescription for a specific stone
from the astrologer, the client goes to any jewelry shop (the one his family
frequents, or a neighborhood one)."" Once he has bought the stone, he
goes back to the astrologer to check the authenticity of the stone, whether
the price he paid corresponds to the quality, and to know if it has any
defects (dos).2

While the cost of a remedy is generally an indicator of its therapeu-
tic power, there are nonetheless remedies prescribed by astrologers that
are not evaluated in monetary terms, as they are the fruit of the client’s
devotional efforts. For these remedies, the quantitative evaluation of their
eflicacy is not expressed in terms of money but in terms of time: the more
time the person dedicates to the devotional effort, the greater the benefits.
Thus, when an astrologer prescribes to take darsan (vision) of a God on a
particular day of the week, for example, Hanuman on Saturday, or Bhairav
on Sunday, he specifies the regimen length according to the benefits the
client seeks to obtain. The efficacy of darsan may become apparent only
after several months. After this “running-in” period (that varies depending
on the God and the astrologer’s opinion) the benefits of the treatment
increase with time: thus two or three years of weekly daréan guarantees
far better results than eight to ten months (in both cases, the darsan
must not be interrupted, otherwise the person has to start again from
the beginning). This is also the case of ritual fasting (v7az), the power of
which is supposed to vary according to the period of observance.

The money/time equation is explicitly expressed in the case of the
repetition of prayers (jap, path): the astrologer’s client can choose to
spend money and have the prayers recited by ritual specialists, or “spend”
time and recite them himself. In both cases the efficacy is said to be the
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same—what counts is the number of times the prayer is repeated.” In one
case the client sacrifices his money, while in the other he sacrifices hours
and days of his own time. From what the astrologers say, few clients today
are ready to invest in a prolonged devotional effort. They are increasingly
rushed and prefer to spend money rather than their time.

By creating a relationship of proportionality between monetary value,
the duration of the devotional act, and efficacy, astrologers make therapeutic
power into an objective and quantifiable quality. By using several quantitative
parameters, such as the number of japs, the number of carats, the number
of pandits employed, or the number of hours, astrologers “calculate” the
power of a remedy and prescribe a dosage that corresponds to the client’s
economic situation and the gravity of the problem to be addressed. The
“objective” measurement of therapeutic power hence allows astrologers to
adapt remedies to the “subjectivity” of individual cases. The remedy must
be appropriate for the clients and accessible to them, it must take into
account their wealth, poverty, difficulties, or availability. On this subject,
we have shown elsewhere (Guenzi 2005) that some ritual treatments carried
out to relieve a person from harmful planetary influences are explicitly
based on a practice of measurement where the “dose” of the treatment is
defined so as to correspond to the bodily constitution of the person. This
is the case, for example, in the “gift of the balance” (tuli dan), where the
amount of gifts offered is equivalent to the person’s weight. In the same
manner in the “gift of the shadow” (chiyai dan) the quantity of oil offered
must be proportional to the size of the face.

After shedding light on the “quantitative” aspect of therapeutic
efficacy, as it appears in astrologers’ discourses and practices, let us now
consider the question of the qualitative characterization of efficacy.

Gods and Planets

In Banaras, to control planetary influence, worshiping the gods is seen
as far more effective than any form of devotion addressed directly to the
planets. A power hierarchy marks the relationship between the Gods and
the planets. According to astrologers, just as a minister is subordinate to
a king, an officer to the army chief, a secretary to a president, or a son
to a father, the planets are subordinate to the gods. For this reason they
prescribe worshiping the major Gods of the Hindu pantheon rather than
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the planetary deities: “If you are a mere soldier and you are beaten by
four or five officers,” explained the astrologer Neelkanth Shastri, referring
to a person afflicted by four or five planets, “you can try to fight the
officers, but it is better for you to go directly to the army chief to ask for
his help”

The performance of rituals aimed at pacifying the planets is thus
rarely prescribed. Rather than grabasantis, rituals to appease planets that
are described in great detail in medieval texts,'* or planetary offerings (gra-
hadin), astrologers prescribe the worship of gods like Siva, Visnu, Durga,
Hanuman, Bhairav, and others, whose power (sak#i), authority (adhikar),
and strength (bal) are supposed to be very effective in controlling planetary
influence. Planetary worship is not only considered less effective and less
powerful but often also less auspicious (s#bh) than a ritual dedicated to
the “satisfaction” (prasannata) of a God. Nonetheless, in this regard, we
should clearly distinguish between the navagrahas, the “nine planetary
deities” as a group, and the planets taken individually. As a group, the
navagrahas are beneficial and auspicious deities, and invoking them is
supposed to repel the obstacles and adversities that could prevent the
successful outcome of a ritual. For this reason, to perform most domestic
or life-cycle rituals (upanayana, viviha, etc.) and when offering oblations
into the fire (yajiia, havan), the navagrahas are generally invoked at the
beginning, straight after paying homage to Gane$a.” In addition, some
astrologers occasionally prescribe yajza or havan dedicated to this group
of deities to support the client’s success in a particular area. As indicated
in the Yajnavalkyasmyti, “one desirous of prosperity, to remove evil and
calamities, of rainfall (for crops), long life, bodily health and one desirous
of performing magic rites against enemies and others should perform a
sacrifice (yajzia) to the nine planetary deities.”'® Hence the navagrahas
are not seen as planets whose malefic influence has to be pacified, but
auspicious deities who remove obstacles and help the person accomplish
his or her desires. Nevertheless, they play a somewhat marginal role in
astrological discourse and we will not pay too much attention to them.

The status of the harmful planets we dealt with in the previous
chapter—Saturn, Mars, Rahu, and Ketu—is quite different: these inaus-
picious planets are not worshiped through the offering of oblations into
the fire (yaj7ia), and many precautions are taken when carrying out any
form of direct appeasement. In particular, they should not be worshiped
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inside the house and astrologers strongly discourage this type of practice
that may lead to dangerous and inauspicious effects.

Astrologers’ “prescriptions” generally recommend performing three
types of paja: offering of oblations into the fire (havan, yajiia), murmured
repetition of sacred formulae with the help of a rosary (jzp), and reading
prayers aloud (pdrh). While the first type of ritual—havan, yajiia—always
requires the assistance of Brahmin professional ritualists (pandiz), japs and
paths can be recited either by pandits, or individually by the devotees them-
selves. In addition, other devotional practices like regular darsan (vision)
of a certain God, or observing a ritual fast (v7az), can be prescribed for
a certain number of months.

But what relationship do astrologers establish between a problem
caused by a planet and worshiping a particular God or Goddess? How
do they decide which of them to honor for the different planetary afflic-
tions the client suffers? When questioned on the relationship between
the various planets and the multiplicity of gods in the Hindu pantheon,
some astrologers quote a classification described in canonical Sanskrit
treatises that identifies a “supervisory deity” (adbisthatri devata) of Vedic
origin for each planet:

Sarya (Sun) = Agni
Candrama (Moon) = Varuna
Mangal (Mars) = Skanda
Budh (Mercury) = Visnu
Brhaspati (Jupiter) = Brahma
Sukr (Venus) = Indrani'’
Sani (Saturn) = Yama

Rihu and Ketu = Rudra

This classification, which establishes semantic affinities between the
planets and the Vedic deities, is nonetheless completely irrelevant when
astrologers have to make a pragmatic decision regarding which deity to
worship for a particular planetary problem. From our observations, the astrol-
oger’s choice of the p#ja to be performed is generally based on the type of
problem the client has and the areas of intervention attributed to each God.
Thus, for example, when the problem is related to marriage, particularly for
unmarried girls, the pija recommended is generally the one to Visnu, often
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accompanied by a p#ja to Durga aparijiti (the unvanquished); in the case
of health problems, danger of death, or to obtain a male descendant, it is
the pija to Mahamrtyuijay; to resolve any kind of conflict, win legal cases,
for professional difficulties, or any kind of difficulty that one attributes to
an act by an “enemy,” the p#ji to Baglamukhi (a form of the Goddess) is
prescribed; for mental disorders, one goes to Narasimha;'® and so on. The
appropriate p#ja is hence chosen depending on the client’s problem and in
accordance with the specific powers attributed to the different gods, rather
than on the basis of the planetary configuration.

According to the astrologer Neelkanth Shastri, it is not always
possible to attribute responsibility for a problem to “one” or “two” plan-
ets, sometimes because it is provoked by a complex astral combination,
sometimes because a large number of clients do not have a complete or
correct horoscope. For this reason, performing p#ji according to the type
of problem is a means of “eliminating (kizna) obstacles (vighn) created by
all kinds of ‘unidentified planets’ (anirnir graba)” However, if the malefic
influence of a specific planet seems particularly patent to the astrologer,
the p#ja to the God or Goddess is followed by the repetition of a jap
dedicated to the planet in question (Mazigal-jap, Ribhu-jap, etc.).

Besides the aforementioned forms of p#ja, astrologers may prescribe
devotional forms of worship resting on a crucial connection between
the Gods and the planets. In Banaras, as elsewhere in India, a privileged
relationship links Hanuman to Sani, and Kal Bhairav to Rihu and Ketu.
Hanuman, the God of physical power (bal, sakti), and Bhairav, the Kotwal
(“policeman-magistrate”)—respectively Visnu's (in the form of Ram) and
Siva’s assistants—are the Gods the Hindus in Banaras invoke in order
to “physically” force the malefic planets to submit to the divine order.”
Hanuman and Bhairav—the latter particularly in the forms of Kal Bhairav
and Batuk Bhairav—are supposed to “destroy” (nast karni), “cut” (katna),
and “paralyze” (stambhit karni) the malefic planetary hold. Hence to
reduce Sani, Rihu, and Ketu’s harmful influence, astrologers advise cli-
ents to go for darsan (vision) to the temples dedicated to these gods for
a certain number of months, or to recite paths (sacred readings)—such
as the Hanuman cilisi or Bajrang ban path for Hanuman or the “1,008
names of Bhairav” for Bhairav—a certain number of times.

While these devotional practices and the p#ja performed by the
ritual specialists address the God’s sak#, in tantric types of treatment it
is the astrologer’s powers that are mobilized.
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Tantric Remedies and the Astrologer’s Siddbi

Tantric treatments are based on the idea that the astrologer is endowed with
special powers (siddhi) obtained as a result of an initiation (diksi) from
a guru and after accomplishing a series of tantric “realization” (sidbana)
practices.” Because of his siddhis, the astrologer is able to prepare “powerful”
(Saktisali, prabhavsali) remedies, or to heal people afflicted by planetary
influence through therapeutic gestures.

The most common tantric remedy is the jantar, made of Betula utilis
birch leaf (bhojpatr) or, more frequently today, a piece of paper on which
the astrologer draws a ritual diagram (yantra, hence the name jantar) or
a sacred formula (mantra).!

To write a mantra or draw a yantra the astrologer uses a special ink
(syahi) made of a mixture of ingredients: saffron (kesar), musk (kastiri),
kumbkum (red powder made of curcuma and lime), lac dye (alaz4), goracana
(lic., “cow’s pigment”: a yellow powder made from cow’s bile), sandalwood
(candan), and asthagandh (a mixture of eight perfumed dyes). This mix-
ture can vary from one astrologer to another, as can the wood used for
the pen—pomegranate (inar), sandalwood (candan), tulsi (Indian basil),
or jasmine (jihi).

Each jantar is dedicated to a deity who is geometrically represented
by a yantra and phonically represented by a mantra: each jantar is hence
supposed to contain the szkti of the deity it is dedicated to, in a con-
densed form. There are also jantars dedicated to the planets but just as
astrologers prefer to prescribe p#ji to the Gods rather than the planets,
they rarely prescribe jantars for the planets.

To prepare a jantar the astrologer draws a ritual diagram or writes
a mantra on a piece of paper or a birch leaf, as he softly murmurs (or
mentally recites) the b7 mantra (“seed mantra,” concise mantra) correspond-
ing to the ritual diagram (or the mantra) that is outlined (or written).”2
Reciting the mantra orally (or mentally) is supposed to infuse the written
diagram or mantra with “vital breath” and it is called the “installation of
life-breath” (prina pratistha) or “purification” (sodban).

Astrologers emphasize that this apparently simple gesture is the
result of countless hours of work, during which each yantra (or mantra)
has been written tens of thousands of times, and every mantra recited
millions of times, before it can be effectively employed as a jantar. This
work has to be performed anew for every type of jantar (some astrologers
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say they possess the siddhi to create at least about a hundred different
types of jantars). Repeatedly reciting mantras aloud (jap) and the written
transcription of mantras and yantras is said to endow the astrologer with
that particular jantar’s siddhbi (jantar ki siddbi). By doing this, the astrologer
is supposed to “awaken” (jiginad) a certain mantra or yantra, which thus
acts efficaciously on the person who wears it.

As we saw for the other remedies, in the case of jantars, too, efficacy
is measured in quantitative terms: the jantar’s power is proportional to
the number of times the astrologer has transcribed the yantra or mantra,
and the number of times he has recited the mantra. Thus, a yantra drawn
122,000 times is more effective than a yantra drawn “only” 10,000 times;
a mantra recited 2,400,000 is more effective than a mantra recited 100,000
times. For this reason a client justified his mistrust of janzars, stating, “It
is impossible to know ‘how much’ siddbi it contains, how much effort
(mmebanat) went into it . . . if the astrologer has spent a lot of time on
it, the jantar will work (phaydi dega), but otherwise . . . how does one
know how much siddhi a jantar contains?”

Jantars are supposed to be effective through physical contact and
can be used in several manners: they can be worn as an amulet, burned,
ingested, or inserted into an object. The way in which the janzar is used
depends on its purpose: thus “amulets to be worn” (pabanne vili jantar)
are generally used to make the person stronger (physically, psychologically
or financially); jantars “to be burned” (jalane vila) are meant to ward off
bad influences (ghostly attacks, evil eye, etc.); although they are rarely used
by astrologers, jantars “to be drunk” (pine vild) are prescribed as medicines
for health problems;® jantars “to be inserted” (dabane vali)—into clothes,
under a cushion, and so forth, are used to manipulate a person, without
him or her realizing it. For example, to stop someone from drinking,
to bring a premarital or extra-conjugal relationship to an end, to bring
someone who has run away back home, and so on.

The most common type of jantar is the one to be worn on the
body, inside an amulet. Amulets are small “protective boxes” (kavac, varm,
“armor”) made of copper containing a jantar that people wear around their
necks, their arms (right for men, left for women), or waist (particularly for
children). By metonymy, amulets are also called janzar even if sometimes,
particularly in cases of health problems, instead of a janzar they contain a
root (miil) or herb (jari). An amulet is supposed to protect (raksi karna)
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the person who wears it from any harmful influence by reinforcing his
Sakti (energy) and his willpower (dtmabal, manobal).

In addition to jantars, astrologers use other tantric therapeutic tech-
niques, such as “sweeping-blowing away” (jhdrna-phitkna, casting out), a
treatment that often accompanies the prescription of a jantar. The jhirna-
phitkna can be carried out in two ways: by running a peacock feather
duster around the person’s body, or by massaging his forehead, holding his
wrist in the hands. In both cases, while he is carrying out the treatment
the astrologer recites a mantra for which he possesses the siddbi. In the
first case, the duster is supposed to “sweep away” (jhdirna) any harmful
influence; in the second, the pressure of the astrologer’s hands on the
person’s body is supposed to “instill/breathe” (phiknai) the power of the
mantra into the body, thus reinforcing the person’s szkz and willpower.

While the use of jantars and the performance of jhirna-phikna are
very common among astrologers, there are also tantric “specialties” that
vary from one astrologer to another, and are used for different purposes:
a copper tray onto which a mantra has been “blown” is applied to the
back of a person who has been bitten by a dog, in order to absorb any
poison that may have been injected into his body; a clay jar bearing the
inscription of a yantra on the outside and a mantra on the inside is used to
draw people who have run away back to their homes; a mixture of sindir
and fish bile thus helps a woman recover her husband who has run off
with a mistress; a block of salt mixed with cumin is used to resolve family
disputes, and so forth. Each astrologer thus has his own “tantric recipes.”

“Vedic” and “Tantric” Methods

When faced with a client who, for example, is worried about the outcome
of a legal procedure he is involved in, the astrologer can choose to have a
baglamukhi pija performed by ritual specialists, or to give him a baglamukhi
Jjantar. Both these treatments resort to BaglamukhT's szk#. This Goddess is
a form of Durga invoked to resolve conflicts and defeat enemies; similarly,
for a client who has to undergo an operation the astrologer may prescribe
a pija dedicated to Mahamrtyufijay or give him a mahiamrtyunijay jantar,
and so on. These two ways of proceeding are seen as the expression of two
different “ritual methods” (r#, paddhati): respectively, the “Vedic method”
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(vaidik rti, vaidik paddbati) and the “tantric method” (zantrik rti, tantrik
paddhati)** The “Vedic method” consists of having havans, japs, and paths
performed by Brahmin ritual officiants, while the “tantric method” consists
in having jantars and other tantric remedies prepared by the astrologer.
Both ritual methods are employed to satisfy clients” wishes, but they have
very different qualities and are used in different contexts.

To start with, as we saw, the “Vedic method” is expensive and hence
limited to a well-off clientele, whereas the “tantric method” is more eco-
nomical and accessible to everyone. Thus, for example, an “ordinary” pija
for Baglamukhi costs five thousand rupees (twelve days of work for two
ritual specialists), while a baglamukhi jantar only costs about ten rupees.

According to astrologers the effects of a long and laborious “Vedic”
treatment are visible in the long term and bring permanent benefits, while
treatments prepared following the tantric method provide immediate
relief and work effectively at the level of symptoms. On this subject, the
astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri used to say that tantric remedies are better
suited than p#ji to the demands of modern life as the people of today
are always in a hurry and want remedies that are immediately accessible
and demand no effort.”

Another feature that differentiates the “Vedic method” from the
“tantric method” is that the former is always used for beneficial purposes,
while the latter can also be used for harmful and malefic purposes. In
general, the “Vedic method” is used to create well-being, to protect a
person’s health, ensure longevity, enhance professional success, or promote
the success of a marriage. Tantric remedies, on the other hand, also have
a destructive potential: they are used for beneficial purposes when they
serve to support a person or eliminate obstacles and conflicts, but they
can also be used for the opposite reasons when their aim is, for example,
to undermine a family’s happiness, weaken a person’s health, or alter the
way a girl thinks.

The astrologers we worked with say they follow only the “virtuous
path” (sarvik marg) of tantra, never employing their siddhi for malefic
purposes. In this respect they seck to differentiate themselves from prac-
titioners called zantr-mantrs, who, on the contrary, are believed to abuse
their tantric powers to bewitch victims with no moral concerns. Indeed,
from everything we observed, astrologers use tantric treatments either for
therapeutic reasons, or to correct adharmik, “unrighteous,” behavior: thus,
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when a man betrays his wife, the astrologer may give her a jantar to be
placed under her husband’s cushion to make him break off the relationship
with his mistress; when a daughter runs away from home with a boy, the
astrologer gives the parents a jantar to make her return, and so on.

The “tantric method” is supposed to work by physical contact, inde-
pendently of the will or consent of the person who receives the treatment:
the person in question just has to be in contact with the tantric remedy,
by one means or another, to feel its effects. Rituals performed according
to the “Vedic method,” on the contrary, do not require physical prox-
imity—the person for whom the ritual is performed may be in America
or Australia; the only condition is that the sazkalp, or “declaration of
purpose,” must be in his name**—but in this case, the person for whom
the ritual is performed has to be spiritually involved in terms of his or
her sraddh, “faith”

The third category of remedies we are going to look at, precious
stones, is also supposed to work by physical contact. Planctary gems, like
tantric remedies, have a “local” impact by contact with the person’s body,
while p#ja functions at a macrocosmic and global level. Nonetheless,
from another viewpoint, the therapeutic power of stones resembles that
of a prji (performed by ritual specialists), in that they are said to have
a “long-term” effect and only a well-off clientele can afford them. As we
shall see, the therapeutic distinctiveness of precious stones lies in their
supposed “natural” power associated with their biochemical and magnetic
properties.

The Power of Stones: Rays and Radiations

While tantric treatments or p#ji can be prescribed by ritual specialists
other than astrologers, “gem therapy” (ratna cikitsi) is a field of compe-
tence specific to astrologers. Each planet is associated with a gemstone,
as shown in table 6.7 In Banaras, and more generally in India, precious
stones are rarely worn as mere items of jewelry for purely decorative and
aesthetic reasons. Gemstones are supposed to have an impact on the body
and, just as one does not take a medicine randomly without knowing
what effects it has, one does not wear a gemstone without knowing its
therapeutic functions.”
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Table 6. Correlation between Planets and Gemstones

Planet Gemstone
Sun Ruby (manikya)
Moon Pearl (moti)
Mars Coral (mirnga)
Mercury Emerald (panna)
Jupiter Topaz (pukbarij)
Venus Diamond (hiri)
Saturn Sapphire (nilam)
Amethyst (jamuniya)
Rahu Garnet hessonite (gomed)
Ketu Cat’s eye (labasuniya)

Nonetheless, unlike medicines and just like all jewelry, wearing one
or several gemstone rings is a clear sign of distinction in the Bourdieusian
sense of the term. It symbolizes the person’s belonging to the well-off
section of the population that regularly consults astrologers and the pos-
session of sufficient means to buy gemstones set in silver or gold rings.
Gemstone rings are an investment of hundreds, thousands, or even tens of
thousands of rupees and hence differentiate the middle and upper classes
of Banaras society from the lower classes who do not wear this type of
remedy-ornament.

In Banaras one notes that it is mainly men, between the ages of
twenty-five and fifty to sixty, who wear this type of ring. According to
the Brahmanical tradition this period of life corresponds to the existential
phase (asrama) of grbastha, “householder, when men are supposed to
fulfill major responsibilities toward society and the family. The gemstone
rings that glitter on the fingers of Banaras’s businessmen, politicians, civil
servants, academics, entrepreneurs, lawyers, or doctors are a means to
display professional and family responsibilities.

The topaz is highly indicative of this. By intensifying Jupiter’s
beneficial influence, this gemstone is said to “increase decision-making
abilities” (nirnay lene ki ksamati barhina) and is generally prescribed to
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adult men who have professional and family responsibilities. Topaz is said
to promote success in business, progress in a person’s career, to reinforce
intellectual potential and control over childrens’ education, goals toward
which the “modern” grhastha of Banaras’s upper middle and upper class
aspires. However, this gemstone is so costly that, more than a means of
attaining professional success, the topaz is a symbol of having attained it.
This transpires in the words the astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri addressed to
a young married man who has two children. As long as he was unemployed
this “houscholder” could not display a topaz, the symbol of social success:

You need a white topaz (saphed pukhbaraj) for your situation to
improve, but as youre unemployed for the moment, it doesn’t
make any sense to tell you about the white topaz . . . you won’t
be able to buy it, as it will cost you 4,000-5,000 rupees.”” So
for the time being, forget about it. Start by wearing an ame-
thyst [gemstone for Saturn] that will cost you 225-250 rupees
and it will be very beneficial (babut libh milega) . . . then, in
two and a half years, when your favorable period begins, you
will be able to do business, you will have money, and at that
time you will have the means to buy yourself a white topaz.

When worn by women, stones have a different connotation, partic-
ularly when the women are not employed, as is often the case in Banaras.
Gemstone rings on the hand of a woman are generally not seen as an
indication of responsibilities or a mark of distinction. On the contrary
they can be seen as the sign of a “problem” the woman is facing: for
example, difficulty with her marriage, children, or an illness. As this type
of problem is often interpreted as a “defect/flaw” (dos) in the woman, not
only do women wear fewer gemstones than men but above all they do
not tend to display them.** Women wear them more often as a necklace
beneath clothes, rather than as rings, so they can benefit from the positive
effects of the stones without revealing to others the problems they may
be experiencing.®!

Whether for a man, an adult woman, or a child, the astrologer
indicates the “dosage” in his prescription for gemstones. This includes the
number of carats, the mubirta (appropriate time) when the stone should
be worn for the first time, and where it should be worn on the body.
“Sapphire, ten carats, Saturday, right hand, middle finger,” for example.
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The power is defined depending on the person’s planetary situation, the
muhirta is established depending on the day of the week that corresponds
to the planet for which the gemstone is prescribed: Monday for pearls
(Moon), Tuesday for coral (Mars), and so on.** The position, on the
finger, at the neck, at the waist, or on the arm, generally depends on the
person’s preference; but concerning the hand or the arm, it is always the
right for men and the left for women.

Before the person wears a gemstone for the first time, one should
perform prina pratisthi (“installation of life-breath” or consecration).
This ritual, traditionally performed for divine images, serves to call upon
the deity to enter into the image (mdrti) so that the image becomes the
deity itself*® In this case, the gemstone is a sort of “mini-mirti” (a mirti
made, in fact, of “stone”) into which the vital principle must be invited
in order to make it effective. To perform a gemstone’s prana pratistha,
the astrologer Neelkanth Shastri immerses the gemstone in a liquid called
pancamrta (mixture of five nectars) that consists of Ganges water, milk,
curd, honey, and ghee (clarified butter), to which he adds sandalwood
powder and flowers. Touching the gemstone with a finger, he mentally
recites the b5 mantra (“seed-mantra,” or concise mantra) that corresponds
to the planet for which the gemstone is to be worn, and he utters the
following words: “I am going to have this person . . . [stating the person’s
name] wear this ring: may her desires (abbisthi) be pure (suddh) and may
the purpose of wearing this ring be accomplished.” Otherwise, the person
who is to wear the gemstone ring can perform a purification (sodbhan)
ritual himself: before wearing the gemstone, the person must immerse it
in Ganges water mixed with milk and recite the 47 mantra of the planet
that corresponds to the gemstone. The astrologer’s prescriptions regarding
the time and appropriate place to wear a gemstone and the performance
of prana pratistha are supposed to increase the gemstone’s efficacy.

The gemstone’s power does not only affect the person who wears
it but may also have an impact on his entourage. In the chapter “Shared
Destinies,” we saw that the planetary configurations in a person’s horoscope
can affect all those close to him. For this reason, an astrologer may, for
example, prescribe a coral to protect a man from the harmful influence
of Mars emanating from his wife’s horoscope. And just as the effect of a
horoscope’s planetary configurations is supposed to spread within a family,
similarly, the effect of a gemstone worn by one person may be felt by all
those close to him. Astrologers can hence prescribe a gemstone for a person
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so that her spouse, son, or brother can benefit from its effects. Thus, a woman
can wear a gemstone to increase her husband’s income. This was the case
of a woman wearing a cat’s eye (labasuniyi), Ketu's gemstone, around her
neck. She described its effects to the astrologer in the following manner:

When I started wearing this cat’s eye, I noticed that his [her
husband’s] income was fairly stable: we had enough to live
and slowly we were able to save some money. But now, with
the children’s problems, all the money has been spent and we
have nothing left, we’ve even had to borrow money. So, at the
beginning lahasuniyi was very effective (usse bahut libh mila),

but I've been wearing it for a few years now . . >

As mentioned earlier, topaz, often worn by men, is supposed to rein-
force the father’s authority over his children. Thus, a scientist at Banaras
Hindu University was wearing a ring with a topaz to improve his son’s
educational performance:

Until class seven, my son was a brilliant student; he was always
among the top four students of his class . . . But when he went
into class eight, the first term was okay, but in the second
term, the situation began to deteriorate, he didn’t want to
study . . . so I started wearing the topaz.

A few vyears carlier, I had shown his horoscope to an
astrologer who had told me he would have problems studying
when he reached the age of twelve . . . I thought this phase was
approaching, that it was a little earlier than what the horoscope
said, but the phase was approaching . . . So, I decided to wear
the topaz. According to the fifth house of my horoscope [the
house of children], you can see that I have very little influence
over my son, I have no control over him . . . but since I started
wearing the topaz, his studies are better and improving, he has
progressed a lot, and there is a mental feeling between us . . .

Hence the topaz supports this man in his role as a father, which has
repercussions on his son’s studies. When asked about the reasons why he
had decided to wear a gemstone himself, rather than having his son wear
it for his studies, he explained:
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According to astrology, your own horoscope can tell you the
problems experienced by your ancestors, your father, your
mother, your brothers and sisters, your friends . . . so if one
of them is affected by a problem, it is also your problem to
some extent. So, you can wonder whether making an effort
yourself won’t help the others too. If we reinforce ourselves,
we can resolve other people’s problems too. This is how my
son’s studies improved—I was too weak at that time, and the
topaz made me stronger.

The gemstones are divided into two categories, according to their
action: those that protect from the influence of malefic planets and those
that strengthen the influence of benefic planets. Thus, when he looks at
a horoscope, an astrologer has the choice of two strategies: “Either you
enhance what is already good” (barhiyi ko aur barhiyi kar do), explained
an astrologer, “or you set properly what is bad” (kbarib ko thik kar do). In
the first case the emphasis is on “strengthening” the person internally—
the English word empowerment is often used in this context—in the
second case, the focus is on “protection” from external influences. These
approaches are not mutually exclusive though, as any kind of external pro-
tection implies strengthening the person, just as strengthening the person
provides protection from external influences. For clients who can afford
it astrologers use both strategies simultaneously: they prescribe a basic
“strengthening” gemstone (often to be worn lifelong) depending on the
benefic planet located in the first house (lagna) of the horoscope at the
time of birth and, in addition, they have the person wear one or several
other “protective” gemstones that help them live through unfavorable
planetary periods. These have to be changed once the planetary period
ends; for example, a garnet should be removed once Rahu mahidasi ends,
or a cat’s eye once Ketu's antardasi ends.

“Stones increase the benefic aspects by absorbing rays of the planets
and flowing them into the human body.” This sentence in English is quoted
in the printed computer-calculated horoscope the astrologer Praveen Issar
distributes to her clients under the name “Shubham Computer Astrologers”
in Banaras. Stones for the malefic planets are said to “reduce” (ghatina)
the quantity of planetary rays the person absorbs, while stones for the
benefic planets are supposed to “increase” (barband) the quantity of rays.
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In both cases, the gemstones “set” the quantity of rays the body needs, by
expelling the excess and absorbing those that are lacking.

To transmit the rays to the person’s body the stones must touch the
body: the finger, the neck, the arm, the waist, depending on where one
wears the stone. Gemstones worn in rings are considered the most effective
as they are directly exposed to “planetary light,” while gemstones worn on
necklaces, tied to the arm or the waist, are supposed to be less effective as
they are covered by clothing. For this reason, some astrologers prescribe
a higher number of carats when the person wears the stone beneath his
clothing. Thus, as an example, nine carats if the stone is worn set in a
ring, twelve if it is tied around the arm.

The stone must remain whole. In a pear] necklace, for example, the
hole through which the string passes is said to disperse the planetary rays.
When stones are set in rings, they are cone shaped with the tip touching
the finger. Astrologers explain that the upper, almost flat surface serves
to capture a maximum number of planetary rays, while the tip of the
cone, in contact with the finger, transmits the quantity of rays the person
needs in small doses, like “drops.” As the stone rubs against the pores of
the skin, the body absorbs the rays; blood circulation is then supposed
to ensure the distribution of the rays to the different parts of the body.
Some astrologers relate this explanation to the Ayurvedic medical system,
claiming that the planetary rays the stones transmit to the body help
recreate the balance between the three humors (#7idosa)—wind, bile, and
phlegm—when their harmony is perturbed by the planets. To describe the
principle behind the gemstone’s efficacy, other astrologers use categories
like “magnetic fields” created by the planets and captured by the stones,
“electrochemical reactions” between the stone and the body, the metabo-
lism of planetary radiations, and so forth. Yet others explain the efficacy
of stones by natural metaphors, comparing them with a magnifying glass:
as the rays of the sun are concentrated through a magnifying glass and can
create a fire, planetary rays passing through gemstones can have surprising
effects on the human body.

These kinds of “physical” explanations provided by astrologers
regarding the healing power of gemstones are shared not only by most of
their clients but also by many academics from the science departments at
Banaras Hindu University, who themselves wear gemstones on their fingers.
We interviewed a number of researchers and professors at the Geophysics
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Department at Banaras Hindu University, to understand how they explained
the power of precious stones. A reader at the aforementioned department
explained the efficacy of the topaz (pukbarij) he wears on his finger in
the following manner (in English):

We wear this [pukbarij] because whatever radiation we are
getting from Jupiter, that radiation will get absorbed by the
body and the pukharij will enhance it. We want to increase the
absorption of this radiation—that’s why we wear it. Radiations
govern the whole metabolic system and circulation of the body.
For example, when a child is born, whatever radiation it gets
exposed to, his body will absorb that radiation, but for instance
if someone has gone to the other side of the celestial globe,
it would not get exposed and the body will not get enough
that particular radiation. If we want to enhance that particular
radiation, there are numbers of stones that have been made for
this and by wearing this it really helps to improve this radiation.

Similarly, a colleague from the same department explains:

Look, I am also wearing topaz for Brhaspati (Jupiter) that is our
Guru® . . . when Guru is weak then it is said that you should
wear this. Brhaspati controls your whole brain. If your Guru
is good, then you will progress a lot and if your Guru is not
very good then it will affect your progress and your progress
will be very slow. In order to make it better or stronger there
is the ratna cikitsi (gemstones therapy) . . . it helps for the
improvement . . . This stone absorbs the rays from Brhaspati
and supplies it to your body . . . The influence on the human
body of the magnetic, electromagnetic and gravitational field
is up to a greater extent, because % part of our body is lig-
uid . . . that’s why the planetary radiations affect our body to
a greater extent and that’s why we use stones . . .

The natural power of stones is normally designated by the English
term power (commonly used in Hindi to designate electricity). When
referring to a gemstone, people may say, “It should have more power”
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(aur power cahbiye), thus meaning that it should have a higher number of
carats. In Banaras astrologers rarely prescribe a gemstone with a number
of carats lower than seven, as stones beneath this carat threshold are said
to have too little power to capture planetary rays.*® Nonetheless, a high
number of carats, or more power, does not necessarily means higher efficacy.
Too many carats, or excessive power, can in fact be superfluous in certain
cases, or even harm the person wearing the gemstone. Hence, the power
of a stone must be chosen in relation to the person’s planetary situation
and the “quantity of rays” he needs. On this subject, a researcher at the
History Department at Kasi Vidyapith, a college in Banaras, recounted
his experience with a gemstone that was too powerful:

It was the first day I was wearing this stone. It was a cat’s eye.
That day, my wife lost a sari at the drycleaners, and I had a
violent argument with my colleagues at the Kasi Vidyapith
History Department.”” Once I got home in the evening, I
tried to understand why I had reacted so badly and why my
day had been so awful. That was when I realized the stone I
was wearing was too strong for me, it was a forty-carat stone!

The researcher then decided to give it to a friend who was having problems:

For him, the stone worked very effectively, since he had health
problems and other family problems, but it was too powerful
for me. It’s like when we eat too much, it can harm you, you
must only eat as much as you need.

While the number of carats allows one to identify the power of
the stone using a quantitative criterion, there are also other qualitative
parameters that need to be taken into account to evaluate a stone’s power.
It’s transparency, for example, is supposed to enhance the absorption of
planetary rays. Astrologers nonetheless consider that a gemstone’s clarity
can sometimes be erroneous, as is the case today of synthetic stones, which
are more transparent than real gemstones. According to them, while the
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presence of a minor flaw, a “stain” (dig), a “filament” (resz), or “net-like
(jala) formations, can be sometimes considered a “defect” in the gemstone,
it is essentially a guarantee of its authenticity. Let us look at the case of a
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woman who went to an astrologer to know whether she should change the
amethyst (jamuniya, a gemstone that protects from Saturn) she had been
wearing for several years, and replace it with a new, more powerful one:

@: Listen, should we add more power? I mean, do I need a
stone with more carats?

J: Nowadays you can’t find stones of this color. The stones
you find today lose their color in two or three days. Look,
this stone is so old, but it is still so colorful.

Q: I've had it for five or six years now . . .*

J: Five or six years later, it is still like a jamun fruit [fruit of
the rose-apple tree, from which the amethyst gets its name,
Jjamuniya) . . . in stones you buy today the color is added, it’s
artificial, they color the stone and then they sell it. You can
recognize real stones because they are irregular, they have some
kind of stain in them, while today’s stones are like glass, they’re
all the same inside. If you want you can change the stone, but
you won’t find one like this, this color will last another ten
to twelve years.

Q: Okay, I'll keep this stone then.

Astrologers complain about the synthetic gemstones now available
on the market. Clients buy them as they are cheaper, although they may
have doubts about their efficacy. The power of precious stones is seen as a
“natural” property and is described as the result of thousands of years over
the course of which they have absorbed planetary rays. For this reason,
the astrologer Siddhartha recommend his clients buy authentic gemstones:

Of course a stone with blemishes is less effective. But what
really counts is that it is authentic (sabi), that is the real ques-
tion, the stone must be authentic. This is why I always tell my
clients it’s better to spend a bit more, but to be sure they’re
getting an authentic gemstone . . . before gemstones used to

spread their color like a chandelier (jharphanis), yellow, red,
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black . . . nowadays, eighty percent of stones are artificial. For
example lapis lazuli is not very expensive and you can easily
find it in the market, you can find lapis lazuli for fifteen to
twenty rupees a carat, but the lapis lazuli you find today is
often mixed with cement. It’s like the medicines a doctor gives
you—if they are real, they have an effect (asar hoga), but if
they aren’t real, people think the doctor is incompetent: he
prescribed a medicine, you bought the medicine, but it has
no effect.

Gemstones of inferior quality are however not devoid of power. The
astrologer Shree Kanth Shastri reassured his clients, who were worried as
they were unable to buy a stone of excellent quality, with these words:

J': We wanted to buy a good quality stone, but we had to buy
a cheap one (thord barhiya vili kbaridna cabte the lekin ham
saste vala le liye) . . .

J: No, no, for the time being it doesn’t need to be an excellent
stone . . . what you need at the moment is to increase your
self-confidence, the stone you have bought is fine for that . . .

Q: It’s not going to create problems for us (nuksin koi nabi

hai)?

J: No, this stone cannot be harmful (nuksin to degi nahi),
on the contrary . . . for the time being it will increase your
self-confidence (manobal barhiyegi) . . . it won’t help you
carn more money (paisa-vaisa nahi degi), your business will
not improve (vyavasiy mé koi pragati nahi hoga), but you will
find mental peace (mansik santi apko milega) and you won't
encounter frustration (frustrations nahi hogi), that is to say,

the stone will be useful for this (yah kim karegi apko) . . .

Reinforcing self-confidence and willpower (dtmabal, manobal) is one of
the main therapeutic qualities of gemstones. Their effectiveness on the
mind is attributed to the biochemical and metabolic mechanism of the
planetary rays. This is the astrologer Siddhartha’s explanation:
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Stones serve to reinforce self-confidence (dtmabal). When people
are going through a bad period (buri samay) their willpower
is weakened, people fall into a depression . . . stones work in
such a way that, depending on the planet for which you are
wearing a stone—for example, a nilam stone for Sani—the
stone catches the rays of the planet and once it has absorbed
them, it diverts them toward your mind so that you think “this
planet cannot do anything to me” . . . The stone absorbs the
rays and gives you mental power.

Willpower and self-confidence, reinforced by the gemstone, while reducing
stress favorize better success in work, studies, relationships, and so forth.
The healing power of a stone is not always felt immediately though: the
rays stones transmit to the body have to be “metabolized” by the organism
before the person is able to appreciate their benefic effects. Thus describing
the treatment he had prescribed for an engineer who had had appendicitis
and other health problems, an astrologer compared the immediate efficacy
of a jantar with the slower effects of precious stones:

He told me everything that had happened. To provide imme-
diate relief (turant aram) 1 gave him a jantar straightaway: he
was in bed, he did not even have the strength to walk. Inside
the jantar 1 gave him, there was a bel [aegle Marmelos, wood
apple] root. Once the sodban [“purification” of the jantar] was
done in his name, I gave him a janzar to be worn the first time
on a Sunday . .. I gave him the jantar last Sunday and this
Sunday they came to see me as he is already so much better.
Along with the jantar I also gave him some stones: a ruby, a
white topaz, and a cat’s eye. The cat’s eye is for hemorrhoids,
the white topaz for Jupiter, and the ruby is for the Sun, for
his overall health. But he still hasn’t felt the benefits of these
stones. The jantar 1 gave him worked immediately but he will
have to wait a bit as it takes longer for the stones to act.

According to astrologers and clients, while it takes time to feel the
benefic outcomes of a stone, harmful effects are immediately perceived.
Some stones are supposed to provoke a negative reaction in the person
who wears them, and this reaction can be felt within the first twenty-four
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to forty-eight hours of the person wearing the stone. For this reason,
astrologers usually advise people to “test” a gemstone for twenty-four to
forty-eight hours: if a negative event occurs, if the person feels uneasy or
have a nightmare during this time, it means the stone does not suit him
or her. A flaw (dos) in the stone—for example, a lack of luster (camak) or
the presence of a stain (dag) or a filament (ji/) inside it—or the stone’s
excessive power may be seen as responsible for the incompatibility between
the gem and the person. Furthermore, according to some astrologers,
people born under certain signs (ascendant, lagna, and lunar, 7isi) are
incompatible with certain stones. For example, someone born under the
sign of Aquarius should not wear rubies, just as Aries or Scorpios should
not wear diamonds, and so forth.

A “bad stone” (dosi ratna, “defective stone”) or a stone that does
not suit the person (galat ratna, “wrong stone”) is considered potentially
harmful, not only for the person wearing it but also for those close to
him, and they must be exchanged by the lapidary. Thus, for example, the
book Navagraha upisni (Worship of the Nine Planetary Deities) (Shastri
n.d.) describes the negative effects of a defective ruby:

1. Misfortune (dukb) strikes the brother when the ruby lacks
luster (camak).

2. Death of cattle (pasunas) occurs when the ruby is the color

of milk.

3. Misfortune (dukh) strikes the person’s father or the person
himself if the ruby is bicolored.

4. A ruby with a mark (cihn) or a filament (ja/) breeds disputes.
5. A crack (cir) in the ruby provokes a wound from a weapon.

6. An earth-colored (matamaili) ruby provokes obstacles
(badha) in the procreation of children.

In Banaras people believe that if a “bad stone” is not exchanged, its
long-term effect will be contrary to the desired therapeutic result. Thus,
if a pearl (mo17) is usually worn to protect from the risk of colds and to
reinforce mental stability, a “bad pearl” is supposed to increase the risk
of mental instability and catching a cold.



278 WORDS OF DESTINY

Nonetheless, three gemstones are more “dangerous” (kbatarnik)
than the others: coral (for Mars), diamond (for Venus), and sapphire (for
Saturn). Coral in particular is supposed to increase aggressivity and give
rise to disputes between a husband and wife. This is how an astrologer
describes the potential harmful effects provoked by an incompatibility
between coral and certain zodiacal signs:

If someone having Libra as ascendant (lagna) or lunar sign
(rasi) wears a red coral, you will see that within twenty-four
hours there will be a dispute in the family (parivir mé jhagra
ho jayega), the person will have a problem with his life partner
and there may even be a divorce. The same thing can occur
when the ascendant is Taurus, Capricorn, or Aquarius, there
will be no peace in the family (parivar mé asanti ho jayega).

A reader from the Geophysics Department at BHU described the
effect of coral on his adolescent son in the following manner:

The astrologer who was interpreting his horoscope said that
he should wear prabail, one kind of gemstone.”” So I got that
one made, but he [the astrologer] also said that the stone
may make his attitude more aggressive, and that’s what hap-
pened . . . now he is more aggressive, two years after wearing
that. From the past six months I am watching, gradually he
has become more aggressive.

The diamond, Venus’s gemstone, normally supposed to encourage beauty,
sexuality, and procreation, can, as a side effect, provoke uncontrolled sexual
behavior, a lack of modesty (caritr hinati, “lack of character”), and even
lead to extramarital relationships.

Nevertheless, the gemstone with the most malefic effects is unsur-
prisingly the sapphire (nilam), Saturn’s gemstone. When a sapphire does
not suit the person wearing it, it is supposed to provoke unhappiness and
all kinds of accidents. According to the astrologer Siddhartha, a person
whose ascendant sign is Cancer or Leo who wears a sapphire may become
a murderer of his or her spouse:

Even if he is going through Sani sirhe siti (the seven and a half
years of Saturn) a person with Cancer or Leo as their ascendant
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should never wear a sapphire as it signifies that Saturn is the
master of the seventh [house of the spouse] and the eighth
house [house of death]. In these cases wearing a sapphire can
immediately place the person’s wife in a situation of markes
(danger of death), cither by being the victim of an accident
or by falling ill with arthritis, for example . . .

Sapphire’s malefic potential is such that astrologers advise people to
test it on a day when they are not planning to leave the house, so there is
no risk of an accident, or even more prudently to test it without wearing
it, just by placing it under the pillow one sleeps on in the night, and
then to analyze the quality of the sleep. One type of sapphire considered
particularly dangerous is the khuni nilam, “blood sapphire;” that has a red
mark (chint) in the blue of the stone. This sapphire is a very powerful
remedy but may provoke physical accidents (siririk dos) and should be
tested more carefully than the others. If it is not appropriate, it is believed
that an accident is likely to occur within twenty-four hours of wearing it.

Like other stones the sapphire is supposed to have a very strong
effect on the wearer’s mind (buddhi): just as an appropriate sapphire will
reinforce self-confidence and willpower, a bad one diverts, makes thoughts
“wander” (bhramit karna). Thus, from experience, a client described the
effect a sapphire had on his thoughts: “When a sapphire is not suitable
(suit nabi karti hai), the person mistakes a snake for a rope (samp ko
rassi samajh baithe) and a rope for a snake (rassi ko samp samajh baithe).*
Thoughts take these kinds of turns (pher) . . . you see metal and think
it’s paper.”

The malefic potential of the sapphire can however be neutralized by
topaz, the gemstone of Jupiter, the planet that controls the mind. For this
reason, according to some astrologers, when a person wears a topaz next to
a sapphire its harmful effects are neutralized. Hence jewelers always place
a topaz in the drawers where sapphires are stored: “If a single sapphire can
kill a person, imagine the harmful effects a hundred sapphires together
can have . . . for this reason, we always place a topaz alongside them,” a
lapidary explained to me.

If some stones are more likely than others to provoke unexpected and
unwelcome effects, any change observed in a stone is seen as suspicious.
When a stone moves (hilta hai), is being worn down (ghistd ji rahi hai),
or breaks (zit jata hai), or when it is lost, the client usually goes to an
astrologer to know what to do and how to interpret the change. A crack
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in the stone is seen as a sign that the stone has protected the person
from a harmful event and has hence exhausted its power: the stone must
be replaced as soon as possible.”’ Sometimes, even the smell of the stone
can provoke suspicion. Thus, a businessman from Bombay had gone to
see the astrologer Kameshwar Upadhyay because the gomed (Rahu’s stone)
he was wearing “had an unpleasant smell”:

d: You prescribed this gomed stone for me, but it stinks so
badly that I was not able to wear it, even for a week! It stinks
only on me, not on anyone else who tried it on! On others
it didn’t smell. It smells so bad that no one wants to sit next
to me! and I can’t even eat with this hand!

J: Do you smell bad when you sweat?

&: No, I don’t smell bad when I sweat. I can wear the same
pair of socks for a month and they don’t smell.

J: The gomed stone protects against all kinds of harmful
external influences (uparibidha: lit., “obstacles coming from
above”), it protects against fond-rotka (sorcery), kali-jadu (black
magic) . . . it would be better to change it: wear an amethyst.

The bad smell of the stone is interpreted as the sign that the stone has
protected the person from harmful external influences, particularly sorcery
attacks.

The loss of a stone is often seen with concern, as a bad omen, the
sign of a negative event that the person will not be able to avoid. The
malefic influence of the planet is supposed to be so strong that it removes
all means of protection. This is the case recounted by Dr. Agarwal, an
abdominal surgeon and the owner of a large private clinic in the Sigra
neighborhood. This surgeon wears four stones—a coral for Mars, an
emerald for Mercury, a sapphire for Saturn, and a gomed for Rahu—set
in rings that he only removes during operations. When he operates, Dr.
Agarwal slips the four rings onto his watchstrap and places all these items
in his shirt pocket, so that the stones remain in contact with his body.
He believes the stones, particularly the gomed, protect him from any kind
of professional accident. Before he started wearing them, the doctor had



MORE OR LESS EFFECTIVE 281

had problems with his patients—“suppose some patient died, or started
screaming, fighting, or some nuisance . .., as he puts it himself—but
as soon as he began to wear the rings he never had an accident during
an operation. Nonetheless, he was personally the victim of an accident
when he lost his coral ring. This is how he recounts what happened next:

I was at my niece’s wedding and I lost the coral ring. The next
day I called the jeweler to order another one immediately, but
that very day I had a heart attack. People say it’s a bad sign when
you lose a stone . . . my purohir (priest) says, my astrologer says
that when you lose a stone, it means something bad is going
to happen and you must replace the stone as soon as possible.
Just after the heart attack, at ten in the night, I called
the jeweler to tell him to bring the coral I needed immediately.
An hour later he arrived with the stone and I asked him to
tie it to my arm with some tape. After that, the pain stopped,
whereas before, despite the medication, I was in severe pain.

The renewed contact between the coral and the surgeon’s body calmed
the pain, as the stone provided the surgeon with the “dose” of planetary
rays he needed.”

e

In this chapter we have scen that in Banaras, the efficacy of remedies is
evaluated and dealt with through elaborate discourses and practices. Both
astrologers and their clients constantly question the methods to be followed
to guarantee, increase, and prolong the benefic effects of a treatment. The
material presented shows that the question of efficacy is conceived more
in terms of degree and duration than in terms of success or failure. The
power of a treatment is a quantifiable property that can be measured on
the basis of several criteria: the number of carats for the gemstones, the
number of days and specialists necessary for the rituals, the number of
mantras recited for the amulets, and so on.

The concept of efficacy, as it is expressed during astrological con-
sultations, is complex and multifaceted. It combines several principles of
causality. Following the “sacrificial” model of efficacy, the power of a remedy
depends on the effort—be it physical, intellectual, or financial—invested by
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the client in order to attain his or her goal (health, promotion, marriage,
etc.). The “financial” model of efficacy establishes a direct proportionality
between the monetary value of a treatment and its therapeutic value:
the more expensive the better. Efficacy is also subject to an “analogical”
principle—in the Descolian sense—of compatibility between the chosen
remedy and the person, since every treatment needs to be adapted to
suit the age, the gender, the zodiacal sign, and the planetary situation of
the person. A “theological” type of efficacy is evoked when rituals that
call upon divine intervention are performed for therapeutic purposes.
Astrologers also recognize the “psychological” efficacy of remedies that
increase their clients’ self-confidence. A “karmic” model (in the sense of
karman, “action”) of efficacy is mentioned when one attributes the power
of healing to the merits (punya) acquired through the performance of
ritual acts. Finally, a “scientific,’ or “biomedical,” model of causality is
invoked to explain precious stones’ efficacy in terms of absorption and
transmission of planetary rays. The diversity of these idioms of causality
shows that astrological discourse and practice are constantly adapting to
an ever-changing urban society, where the values of sacrifice and devotion
coexist with those of money and science. Rather than mutually eliding
each other, the different languages of causality combine in ever-evolving
configurations.



Conclusion

Astrology has a somewhat paradoxical and ambivalent place within Brah-
manism. On the one hand jyotisa, the astral discipline, is recognized as
a constitutive part of Brahmanical orthodoxy. From the Vedic period up
until today, sacrifices and other ritual activities such as marriage or laying
the foundation to a house must be performed according to the mubirtas,
the auspicious times calculated by astrologers. Astrological expertise is
hence a necessary requisite for any Brahmin priest.

On the other hand, astrology is based on an atypical, alternative,
or even “revolutionary” ideology with respect to Brahmanism. The caste
system, the opposition between purity and impurity, hierarchy, the four
stages of existence (dsrama), and other structuring principles found in
Brahmanical thought, do not have a normative value for the human exis-
tence as described in astrological literature. The doctrine established in the
Sanskrit horoscopic treatises (jitakasistra) and used today by astrologers
offers an alternative model of human destiny. To start with, the “native”
(jataka) as an individual is more important than the birth group (jizi),
as the stars can turn a tramp into a king and a king into a tramp, as the
popular saying goes. As human behavior is ruled by planetary influence,
moral responsibility as described in the theory of karma as well as the
observance of svadharma, or “one’s own duty,” or the duty attached to the
group one belongs to, becomes secondary. Finally, we observe that during
his or her existence, rather than four stages of a linear progression—the
asramas of student, householder, anchorite, and renouncer—the person
goes through planetary periods (dasi) of varying durations and fortunes,
which can help the person to both progress and regress, but which are
not marked by moral ideals.

283



284 WoRDS OF DESTINY

Similarly, the relationship between astrology and devotional Hinduism
is also somewhat marked by ambivalence. On the one hand, astrological
doctrine describes a system of cosmological correlations between the
planets, the zodiacal signs, the directions, colors, the parts of the body,
plants, regions, and other elements that very exhaustively explain how
things are organized and how the world in which we live functions. In
this system, the gods do not have a necessary or privileged role, but like
other elements they fit into the networks of cosmic correlations. It is the
planets that play a determining role. Their position in relation to the twelve
houses, and the twelve zodiacal signs, allows the astrologer to explain what
is happening, what is going to happen, and how to intervene in order to
modify the situation. In this sense, astrological doctrine could easily “get
rid” of devotional Hinduism.

On the other hand, though, the nine planctary deities (navagraha)
described in astrological literature are an integral part of the Hindu
pantheon and are represented as anthropomorphic Gods in numerous
Hindu temples. Puranic literature abounds with iconographic details,
ritual prescriptions, and mythological tales concerning the worship of
the planetary deities. These astrolatric practices, established in texts and
still observed today, show that astrology is perfectly integrated into the
devotional rationales of popular Hinduism. In addition, the rituals to
control planetary influences regularly prescribed by astrologers during
consultations are clear proof of the interpenetration of horoscope theory
and devotional practices. In this context, the planets have a subordinate
status in relation to the major divinities of the pantheon and are hence
subject to their power.

While from a theoretical viewpoint it is possible to identify con-
ceptual contradictions and cleavages between Brahmanical or devotional
Hinduism and astrology, all the material presented in this study shows
that what prevails in the texts and observed practices is a process of adap-
tation and adjustment. Thus, we have seen that astrology and the karma
doctrine are two theories of human destiny that function according to
contrasting principles of causality, one deterministic and the other based
on the moral quality of acts. How does one recognize the legitimacy of
one without invalidating the other? This is the question astrologers of the
past must have pondered and those of today continue to ask. The answer
can be found in a short passage quoted at the beginning of horoscopic
treatises, where the planets are said to make “visible” (drsza) the “invisible”
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(adysta) fruits of actions accomplished over past lives. This passage formally
attributes epistemological priority to the karma theory, whose legitimacy
is little questioned in Brahmanical circles. In practice nonetheless, it
allows astrologers to continue to read human destiny in heaven without
this being seen as a subversive practice. Despite their being substantially
contradictory, these two theories are used as two complementary ways of
saying the same thing.

From the colonial period to date, the relationship between astrology
and another paradigm of thought that became progressively dominant in
India—modern science—is also marked by continual processes of adap-
tation and adjustment. In this case, too, we are faced with an ambiva-
lent relationship, marked both by claims of foreignness and attempts at
reconciliation. This is particularly evident at the level of governmental
educational policies, although it takes radically different forms for the
British administrators of the colonial period and the Hindu nationalists
who have recently promoted the creation of Vedic astrology departments
at Indian universities. Between the end of the eighteenth century and
the middle of the nineteenth century, British administrators involved in
founding educational institutions in India recommended the teaching of
the astral discipline (jyotisa) as they considered that the siddhantas (San-
skrit treatises on astronomy) were driven by a rationality compatible with
modern European science, although at a less advanced level. However, they
condemned the teaching of the astrological and divinatory (phalita and
samhbitd) branches of jyotisa, which they saw as the worst superstitions.
Hence, during the colonial period, due to its different constitutive branches,
the astral discipline was seen as the most “scientific” knowledge developed
in India on the one hand, and the most absurd and irrational on the other.
It represented both the emblem of universal rationality, shared by the
colonizers and the colonized, and the sign of an irremediable otherness,
radically separating the civilized from the “savages.”

Although formulated differently to fulfill other objectives, at the turn
of the twenty-first century this ambivalent relationship to modern science
is also visible in the postcolonial context in the Hindu nationalist party’s
enthusiasm to create Vedic astrology or “astral science” (jyotir vigyan or
Jyotirvijiian) departments at Indian universities. In this framework, astrology
is said to be both “scientific’—that is, knowledge going through processes
of empirical verification and aiming at universal validity—and “Vedic”—that
is, knowledge produced by divine revelation and intrinsically Hindu and
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Indian. A similar ideology runs through the projects conducted over the
last decades by researchers at the Banaras Hindu University Department
of Jyotish and funded by the government. These projects aim to show
that the principles behind the ancient Sanskrit horoscopic treatises, taken
in combination with statistical and experimental studies, can be used to
predict, diagnose, and treat illnesses of biomedical nosology such as cancer,
cardiovascular diseases, or diabetes.! Astrology, in these researches, is thus
characterized both as a science compatible with the biomedical paradigm
and as an autonomous and exclusively Indian science drawing inspiration
from Brahmanical sources.

While in the case of the dominant paradigms of thought, such as
the theory of karma, modern science, or Brahmanical Hinduism, we see
processes of rapprochement, there are other contexts in which astrologers
seem to be adopting distancing strategies. This is true of another paradigm
of causality widespread in South Asia but generally associated with the
lower castes and the illiterate: possession. As we have seen, as etiological
systems dealing with misfortune, astrology and possession share important
similarities. Planets are described as “seizers” (graha) and their modus
operandi can be compared to that of demonic beings (bhiza, preta, as
well as graha) that possess humans. Expressions used during astrologi-
cal consultations to refer to planetary influence are very similar, if not
identical, to those used by specialists of possession in relation to attacks
by ghosts and other harmful beings. Similarly, the ritual and therapeutic
procedures followed by astrologers aim to “climinate” (zivaran karnd) the
planetary influence physically present in the victim’s body. Nonetheless, as
astrologers and their clients generally see possession by demonic beings
as a form of superstition followed by the lower castes, and devoid of any
rationality, astrologers and clients are keen to distinguish between these
two ways of explaining misfortune.

The Future of Astrologers

As we have just seen, astrological theory was, and continues to be, adapted
and repositioned in relation to other locally existing theories of causality.
These processes of adjustment are more evident than ever in contemporary
India, where the profession of astrologer seems to enjoy unprecedented
vitality.” This popularity can at least be partially explained by astrologers’
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ability to adapt their profession to the values and lifestyles of the urban
middle and upper classes. As we have seen, in Banaras, astrologers continually
“update” their professional identity, their divinatory and therapeutic idioms,
as well as the technology used in consultations. In the professional identity
of today’s astrologers we see the coexistence of two types of qualification:
on the one hand, belonging by birth to the Brahmin caste and being a
male, along with an apprenticeship to a teacher (often the father), on the
other hand, academic degrees that are (at least in principle) open to all
and objectively certify the acquisition of skills. In the same way, when it
comes to practicing the profession, we note that certain astrologers wear
traditional pandit’s clothes, receive their clients at home, hold collective
consultations without an appointment, have no fixed timings or rates, and
perform rituals for their clients. Others emulate the liberal professions:
they have an office, secretaries, waiting rooms, wear Western clothes,
follow a system of fixed appointments to see their clients, and prescribe
their remedies on letterhead. The “modernity” of these astrologers does
not lie in privileging one model over another, but in combining both. The
best-reputed and most popular astrologers in Banaras are, in fact, those
who combine the status of Brahmin with university degrees, ritual skills
with professionalism, and who have offices to ensure confidentiality but
also sometimes open the doors of their homes.

More subtle and less obvious processes of adaptation than those
involving professional identity can be perceived by reading between the
lines of a semantic analysis of the dialogues between practitioners and
clients during consultations. Human life is described as an asset, a “share”
(bhagya), a wealth—in terms of health, goods, reproduction, career, and so
forth—attributed to us at birth, and which can increase or decrease depending
on the astral periods we go through over the course of an existence. The
astrologer’s role consists of guiding the client along this path, helping him or
her make the right investments at the right times to maximize the benefits
and minimalize the risks, thanks to remedies and ritual protections. Even if
it is not explicitly mentioned, the capitalistic—or “stock market”—metaphor
seems to be a subtext that allows one to decipher the hazards, the ups and
downs, of human destiny. The exegesis of the horoscope seems to translate
into symbolic terms the expectations of success and the acquisition of material
comfort that drive many middle-class families in Banaras.

The individualism behind horoscope theory, where statutory hier-
archies established on the basis of the birth group do not constitute an
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analytical criterion of human destiny, is another of the astrology’s strengths
in an urban society aspiring to the values of modernity. By reading the
horoscope, the astrologer is able to provide detailed answers to questions
about schools, higher studies, marriage, the search for a job, health, and
other areas where clients have to make personal decisions. However, as
we have seen, far from propagating an individualistic ideology, horoscope
theory also represents the family as a unit of analysis. The spouse, children,
parents, brothers, and sisters are all carefully described in each person’s
horoscope and the astrologer can reconstruct the destiny of a whole family
on the basis of a single horoscope. Hence the destiny of the owner of the
horoscope cannot be considered separately from that of the people close to
him. In this sense, astrology seems to reconcile individualistic and family
values, which corresponds to the viewpoint of the clients, whose individual
choices can never be made without taking the family context into account.

Because they are based on mathematical calculations and empirical
observations, astrological diagnoses also seem to satisfy the scientific and
rational ambitions of middle-class families who have had a higher educa-
tion. The explanations of planetary influence in terms of electromagnetic
fields, wavelengths, and radiations are commonplace among specialists as
well as clients. The desire to conform to the biomedical model also appears
in treatment procedures, as the dosage of the remedies is carefully estab-
lished on the basis of quantitative criteria and efficacy is often evaluated
in terms of mechanical causality. However, it is not so much the scientific
approach per se that makes astrology particularly well suited to the clients’
demands, but rather the rational framing of Hindu ritual and devotional
practices. Using “objective” criteria, the astrologer establishes which ritual
a particular person should perform in order to attain a specific goal, as
well as when, how, and for how long it should be done.

Thanks to the use of computers, software programs, and other tech-
nological tools during consultations, astrology appears as a modern and
innovative type of knowledge, despite its ancient roots. Furthermore, the
massive use of cell phones and the web has a major impact on the way
contemporary astrology is practiced. This is due to a pragmatic specificity
of astrological consultations. Unlike medical diagnosis or the diagnosis of
possession, where the practitioner necessarily has to meet the client, look
at, examine, and listen to him or her, horoscopic diagnosis does not require
any kind of sensorial perception or spatial proximity between astrologer
and client. It can be conducted regardless of each party’s geographical
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location. Thus, even in the distant past, messengers (dsza) in the form
of a relative, a friend, or a neighbor could carry out a consultation in
someone else’s name. Today cell phones and the internet allow a client to
consult his or her astrologer from anywhere in the world. The astrologer
only requires the client’s birth details. In the globalized world we inhabit,
marked by increasingly frequent travel, astrologers can accompany their
clients everywhere and be present at every moment.

Given the popularity of astrology in France of the 1970s, a group
of French sociologists supervised by Edgar Morin conducted a collective
study, published as La croyance astrologique moderne (1981). They noted
that astrology cannot be seen as an “archaic residue, the remnants of a
superstition that would have inexplicably resisted the broom of reason”
as “there is a specifically modern trend of astrology, a development taking
place not despite the modernization of society, but in response to it” (il y a
un cours proprement moderne de lastrologie, un développement qui sopere
non pas en dépir de la modernisation de la société, mais en réponse & elle)
(Fischler in Morin et al. 1981, 14). These remarks can doubtless be applied
to contemporary Indian society where, rather than being weakened, astrol-
ogy seems to gain popularity thanks to the increasing technologization
and globalization of urban society.

It would nonetheless be inappropriate to reduce the work astrologers
in Banaras do to the role of Mother Shipton, and the popularity of astrol-
ogy to a mass media phenomenon. As we have seen, the astrologer’s social
role in Indian society cannot be compared to that of his counterparts in
France or in other Western countries. It should be understood in light of
the social, historical, religious, and regional context, as we have tried to
highlight throughout this work. Far from exhaustive, this study seeks to
reveal the wealth of interrogations the study of astrological practices in
Banaras raises. There are nonetheless questions that remain unanswered,
which we hope will be elucidated and studied in greater depth in future
studies. The favor today’s astrologers enjoy could indeed be examined, for
example, from the perspective of the decline of the priesthood. Following
the disappearance of kingdoms in India, the Brahmin priest (purobit)
lost his main patron, the king, and was forced to reinvent new means
of subsistence. This is true of certain Brahmins described in this study,
who “converted” to the profession of astrologer after several generations
during which priesthood had been the family’s main occupation. Charging
for consultations and the wide variety of treatments on offer makes the
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profession of astrologer far more profitable. Moreover, it does not involve
giving up the ritual function: on the contrary, it provides an ideological
framework that legitimizes the need to perform rituals. The astrologer
can hence continue to be a priest, as was the case in earlier times, and
even today in villages, where the priest also officiated as an astrologer. It
remains to be understood whether this shift from the occupation of “priest
cum astrologer” to the profession of “astrologer cum priest” is limited to
specific cases, or whether it is a general trend that can be observed in
other regional contexts.
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Bachelor’s and Master’s Syllabi in Jyotisa
at Banaras Hindu University (BHU)

Bachelor’s (Sastri Pariksa) in Jyotisa
TEACHING PROGRAM (PATHYAKRAMA)!
First Year (Prathamavarsa)

Ganita
(Mathematics and Astronomy)

Exam
(patra)  Subject Credits
L IL III  Hindi, history of ancient India, and a subject chosen among

the following: grammar, literature, or philosophy 300
v Trigonometry of arcs (capiya-trikonam-iti) 100
A% Study of the Dirghavrttalaksana (Characteristics of Ellipses) 60

Study of the Rekbiganita (“Mathematics of Lines” [Sanskrit
translation of Euclid’s Elements of Geometry]), chapters 11
and 12 40

VI Study of planetary movement (gati-vijiiina) 50

Practical exercise (prayogika): knowledge of instruments
(yantra-paricaya) 50

continued on next pﬂgf
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Ganita
(Mathematics and Astronomy)
Continued
Exam
(patra)  Subject Credits
VII Study of the Calanakalana (“Differential Calculus”),
chapters 1-2° 50

Study of the first part (tantra) of the Tijikanilakanthi
(treatise on the #djika horoscopy) 50

*Sanskrit manual of astronomy composed by Sudhikara Dvivedi (1855-1910) and edited
by Krishna Chandra Dvivedi (Laghugranthamala 33, Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit
Viswavidyalay, 1981).

bTreatise on differential calculus composed by Sudhakara Dvivedi and edited by his son
Padmakara Dvivedi (Varanasi: Master Khelarilal & Sons, 1941).

Phalita
(Astrology and Divination)

Exam Subject Credits
v Study of the Brhajjitaka (treatise of natal horoscopy) 100
A% Study of the Samarasira (treatise on divination / reading 50

of omens)

Study of the Visturatnikara (treatise on topomancy) 50
VI Study of the celestial spheres (¢o/) and the treatise

Laghuparisari (treatise on natal horoscopy) 50

Practical exercise (prayogika): about the celestial sphere

(kbagola) 50
VII Study of the second part (tantra) of the Tijikanilakanthi 80

Study of the Malayalam treatise Prasnasamgraba (treatise
on interrogations) 20
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Second Year (Dvitiyavarsa)
Ganita
(Mathematics and Astronomy)
Exam Subject Credits
L IL III  Hindi, history of ancient India, and a subject chosen
among the following: grammar, literature, or philosophy 300
v Study of the Siddhintasiromani: the first part of the treatise
dedicated to the foundations of mathematics (gaziza), up to
the passage dealing with the calculation of the true (spasta)
longitude of the planets, chapters 1-2 100
A% Study of Saryasiddbinta 100
VI Study of the Siddhintasiromani: the section from the chapter
on the “three questions” (#7iprasna), chapter 3, up to the
chapter on lunar eclipses (candragrahana), chapter 5 50
Practical exercise (prayogika): planetary mathematics to
calculate the almanac (pasiciriga-graha-ganita) and knowledge
of the instruments (yantra-paricaya) 50
VII Study of the Calanakalana, chapters 3-4
Ordinary knowledge of the length of an eclipse (sthizi-
VijiiAnasya samanya-paricaya) 50
Phalita
(Astrology and Divination)
Exam Subject Credits
v Study of the Saryasiddhinta: from the beginning up to the
section dealing with solar eclipses (sirya-grabana), chapter 5 100
A% Study of the Jitakapaddhati (manual illustrating the
mathematical calculations required to prepare horoscopes) 50
Study of the Pasicasvari (treatise on divination) 50
VI Study of the Bhavakutihala and the Jatakilasikara (treatises
on natal horoscopy) 50
Practical exercise (prayogika): knowledge of the almanac
(pasicinga) and instruments (yantra) 50
VII Study of the Brhatparisarahorisistra (treatise on natal
horoscopy) 100
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Master’s (Acirya Pariksa) in Jyotisa
TEACHING PROGRAM (PATHYAKRAMA)
First Year (Prathamavarsa)

Ganita
(Mathematics and Astronomy)

Exam
(patra)  Subject Credits
I Study of the Siddhantatattvaviveka: from the section on

shadows (chiyi) to the section on lunar eclipses (candra-

grabana) 100
II Study of the Siddhintatattvaviveka: from the section on

solar eclipses (sizrya-grahana) to the end of the treatise 100
111 Study of the Ketakigrahaganita: up to the section dealing

with the true (spasza) longitude of planets 50

Explanation (upapatti) of the Grabalighava, up to the

section dealing with the “three questions” (#riprasna),

chapter 4] 50
10% Study of the section of the Kezakigrahaganita dealing with

the “three questions” (zriprasna) 50

Practical exercise (pmyogika): experience (pmyogﬂ) with

ancient instruments (pricina-yantra) 50
A% Study of the Pratibbibodhaka* 70

Study of the Bhabhramarekhiniripana® 30

“Teaching light” is a treatise composed by Sudhikara Dvivedi and edited by Krishna Chandra
Dvivedi (Laghugranthamala 37, Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit Viswavidyalay, 1985).

dSanskrit treatise on the “Analysis (ri#pana) of the lines of rotation of the celestial bodies
(bhabhramarekha)” composed by Sudhikara Dvivedi and edited by Krishna Chandra
Dvivedi (Laghugranthamala 34, Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit Viswavidyalay, 1981).
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Phalita
(Astrology and Divination)
Exam Subject Credits
I Study of the Narapatijayacaryi (treatise on divination) 100
II Study of the Jitakapirijita (treatise on natal horoscopy),
from chapter 11 to the end 100
II1 Study of the Jyotirvidibbarana (astrological treatise dealing
with auspicious times or mubiirta), from chapter 12 to the
end 100
0% The second half of the Saryasiddhinta 50
Practical exercise (pmyogika): experience (pmyoga) and
introduction to (paricaya) Indian instruments (bhdiratiya-
yantra) 50
A% Study of the first half of the Brbatsambiti (treatise on
divination) 100
Second Year (Dvitiyavarsa)
Ganita
(Mathematics and Astronomy)
Exam Subject Credits
I Study of the Aryabbatiya 100
II Study of the Pasicasiddhinta 100
111 a) Study of the Vistavacandrasrngonnati: 50
b) Examination of Western astronomy (pdscitya-jyotisa-
siddbinta-samiksa) 50
1A% Conception and writing of a dissertation (svasistriyo
nibandbab vyutpatti) 50
Practical exercise (prayogika): knowledge (paricaya) of modern
instruments (adbunikayantra) 50
\% Oral examination (vik pariksi) 100

““About the progression (#nnati) of the phases of the moon (candra-§rriga; lit., “horns of
the moon,” that is, crescent moon or eclipsed moon).” The Vistavacandrasrrigonnatisidhana
is a treatise composed by Sudhakara Dvivedi and edited by Krishna Chandra Dvivedi
(Laghugranthamala 36, Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit Viswavidyalay, 1981).
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Phalita
(Astrology and Divination)

Exam Subject Credits
I Analysis (samiksa) of ancient Western astrology (pracya-

pascitya-phalita-jyotisa) 50

Study of the Jitakakroda (treatise on natal horoscopy) 50
II Study of the second half of the Brhatsambiti (treatise on

divination) 100
III Study of the Phaladipiki (treatise on natal horoscopy),

chapters 1-16
1A% Conception and writing of a dissertation (svasdstriyo

nibandhab vyutpatti) 50

Practical exercise (prayogika): observation (vedha) of the

planets (graha) 50
A% Oral examination (vik pariksa) 100




Glossary

This glossary presents the meaning of the terms as they are used in the
context of astrological consultations.

angavidyd: physiognomy, “knowledge of the parts of the body”
antardasa: planetary subperiod

arista: evil astral configurations, particularly for young children (balirista)
and their parents

badha: obstacle, difficulty

bhagya: destiny, fortune, lot (from bhiga, “share”)

bhiva: house (one of the twelve houses of the horoscope)
bhit-pret (Sk. bhiita, preta): malevolent ghosts

brhaspati: the planet Jupiter

budha: the planet Mercury

cakr (Sk. cakra): horoscope (lit., “circle”)

daksina: fee paid for astrological or ritual services

din (Sk. dina): ritual gift

darsan (Sk. darsana): auspicious sight, meeting of the devotee’s and the
deity’s eyes

dasa: planetary period

dip (Sk. dipa): oil lamp made of clay (used to worship the planet Saturn,
especially on Saturday)
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drsti: a) planetary “aspect” (the angular relationship between planets in
the horoscope); b) “gaze” of a planetary deity

ganita: the mathematical branch of astral knowledge

ghumina: ritual act consisting in having things such as lemons or chili
revolving around the head to remove bad influence

gomed: hessonite (gemstone for the planet Rahu)
graha: a) planet; b) planctary deity; ¢) demon
grahadin (Sk. grabadina): gift offered to the planets
grabana: eclipse

kal sarp dos: harmful astral configuration where all the planets are hemmed
between the two lunar nodes Rahu and Ketu

kast: suffering, difficulty

kendra: in the horoscope, the first, fourth, seventh, and tenth houses (the
“central” ones)

kundali: horoscope

havan (Sk. havana): ritual that consists in making an oblation to the
gods by pouring ghee and other vegetal substances into the sacrificial
fire (syn. yajiia)

hastarekhasiastra: chiromancy

hori: astrology as a branch of astral science (jyotisa)
Jjanm kundali (Sk. janma kundali): horoscope, natal chart
Jjantar: amulet

Jjap (Sk. japa): murmured repetition of mantras

Jjataka: a) natal horoscopy, one of the three branches that compose astrol-
ogy (along with prasna and mubirta); b) the “native,” the owner of
the horoscope

Jjharna-phirikna (or jhar-phik): ritual treatment to cast out bad influences
afflicting a person (lit., “sweeping and blowing away”)
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Jyotis (Sk. jyotisa): astral science composed of three branches: astronomy
(siddbanta), astrology (phalita or hord), and divination (sambita)

Jyotisi: astrologer

karaka: “significator” (lit., “doer”), a planet that represents a particular
aspect or person in the horoscope

ketu: descending lunar node, one of the nine planets of Hindu astrology
lagn (Sk. lagna): ascendant or first house of the horoscope

labasuniya: cat’s eyes (gemstone for Ketu)

laksan (Sk. laksana): symptom, sign, mark, characteristic, omen
mahaidasi: planetary period

mangala: the planet Mars

mangal dos: “Mars’s flaw, harmful astral configuration that may cause
injury to the spouse

mangalik (f. mangali, m. mangala): person suffering from margal dos
manikya: ruby (gemstone for the Sun)

manobal: mental strength

moti: pearl (gemstone for the Moon)

mubirta: a) auspicious moment to undertake an activity; b) branch of
astrology dealing with auspicious moment

miinga: coral (gemstone for Mars)

naksatra: a) constellation; b) one of the twenty-seven lunar mansions,
corresponding to an angular section of 13°20" on the ecliptic; ¢) astral
divinities, that is, the twenty-seven wives of the Moon

navamsa: division corresponding to one-ninth of a zodiacal sign
nilam: sapphire (gemstone for Saturn)
ojha-sokha: exorcist, possessed oracle

pancang (Sk. pasicinga): almanac
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paresani: problem, difficulty

phalit (Sk. phalita): astrology

pukhardj: topaz (gemstone for Jupiter)

prabhav: influence, hold (referring to the impact of planets on human life)

rana pratistha: “installation of life-breath,” ritual performed to increase
gemstones’ efficacy

prasna: lit., “interrogation”; branch of astrology that calculates a horoscope
according to the moment of the consultation

paja: worship

rasi: zodiacal sign

ratna: precious stones

rahu: ascending lunar node, one of the nine planets of Hindu astrology

sambandhit jyotis: “connected astrology,” horoscope reading focusing on
the “native’s” family and entourage

samhbita: divination, reading of omens
samkranti: entry of the Sun into a new zodiacal sign

samskadra: ceremonies of “perfection” or rites of passage of the Hindu
life cycle

samudyrikasistra: physiognomy

sarikalp (Sk. sarkalpa): “declaration of purpose” made before starting a
ritual performance

Sani: the planet Saturn
Santi: appeasement, ritual to pacify a deity (especially planets)

sarbe sati: period of seven and a half years during which the influence of
the planet Saturn is supposed to be very harmful

siddhanta: astronomy
siddhi: extraordinary powers acquired through ritual initiation

svabbiva: one’s own nature
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subb (Sk. subba): auspicious
Sukra: the planet Venus
sirya: Sun

tdjika: Perso-Arabic astrology in Sanskrit, a branch of horoscopy dealing
mainly with annual predictions

tithi: lunar day
tond-totka: sorcery
trikona: first, fifth, and ninth house of the horoscope

yajiia: ritual that consist in making an oblation to the gods by pouring
ghee and other vegetal substances into the sacrificial fire (syn. havan)

yog (Sk. yoga): astral configuration having special effects

vastusistra: science of sites and buildings, topomancy






Notes

Introduction

1. Iyengar (2007).

2. Independence is seen as a (new) birth, so the Indian nation has a
horoscope that astrologers consult regularly to make predictions regarding the
country’s future. About horoscopes calculated for territories, land, as well as for
other nonhuman subjects, see Guenzi and Singh (2009).

3. Emphasis added. For the complete speech Nehru pronounced on the
declaration of India’s independence, see McArthur (1992, 234-237). The text is
also available online at http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1947nehrul.html
(Internet Modern History Sourcebook).

4. Brahmanand Colony is notably home to a large number of professors
as it is close to the Banaras Hindu University campus.

5. During my fieldwork, a thousand rupees was more or less equivalent
to sixteen to seventeen US dollars. This is the price Gyanvati’s father had fixed
for foreign clients. For an Indian client, the same horoscope cost 550 rupees.

6. English transcription of sabityicirya (master’s degree in Sanskrit liter-
ature) and jyotisicirya (master’s in astrology).

7. D/o (daughter of): Murlidhar Pandey, deceased.

8. For an ethnographic study of this Brahmin community specializing
in astrology and Ayurveda, see Guenzi (1997). Stietencron carried out a textual
study of the history and mythology of the Sikadvipiya Brahmans (also known
as Maga or Bhojaka Brahmans), analyzing the passages of the Simba Purana and
the Bhavisya Purana in which this caste of Sun priests is mentioned (Stictencron
1966 and 2005). On the social history of Magas as Brahmins of foreign origin,
see Bronkhorst (2016, 121-132).

9. The Hindi word banarsi means “from Banaras” I will use the adjective
“Banarsi” to designate everything “from Banaras.”
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10. Unfortunately, Gyanvati will not be mentioned often in the chapters of
this book, because in the years following our meeting her activity as an astrologer
and, moreover, her consultations with clients were drastically reduced. Following
her marriage in 1997, Gyanvati left to live with her in-laws, in the north of
Banaras, an hour and a half away by auto-rickshaw from her family home. Despite
her husband’s seeming approval of her continuing to practice her profession, the
housework, the two children, and the change of residence made it difficult for
her to continue her consultations with clients. In order not to completely cease
her activity and to ensure the family tradition is not interrupted, Gyanvati col-
laborated with her brother Manesh for some time. Manesh was seeing clients for
consultations, interpreting horoscopes, and prescribing remedies at their father’s
place, while Gyanvati was doing the preliminary work of calculating and writing
the horoscopes, a job she could do at home, on her own time.

11. Vernant (1991, 304).

12. Regarding this latter point, astrology as a discipline that successfully
reconciles pragmatic requirements and transcendent truths, see Mandelbaum
(1964 and 1966). This author makes a distinction between religion’s “pragmatic
complex” and “transcendent complex” and attributes to astrology the role of a
“bridge” between the two complexes: “Astrology, in India as in Ceylon, provides
a much-used bridge between the two complexes. It postulates a cosmic process
that is impersonal, abstract, transcendent, immutable. At the same time, it offers
means by which each person can adapt to the universal movement so as to advance
his welfare” (Mandelbaum 1964, 13).

13. Several major studies have been dedicated to the conflicts and debates
that inflamed discussions about the legitimacy of astrology in Europe between the
twelfth and seventeenth centuries and led to the epistemological break between
religion, astrology, and science that characterizes modern thought. Among these
studies I refer the reader particularly to Boudet’s (2006) remarkable work on
the medieval period. For later periods, see Garin (1983), Simon (1992), Kassel
(2005), Drévillon (1996), Curry (1987 and 1989), and Thomas (1971). From
a methodological viewpoint, among these works I would particularly like to
mention Simon’s monograph on Kepler’s thinking. The historian shows, from
an anthropological perspective, that the “rationality” and “structure of thought”
that presides over Kepler’s work is fundamentally different to ours. Although he
is considered one of the founding fathers of modern science, Kepler makes no
distinction between “scientific theories” (dealing with the formulation of optical or
astronomical laws) and “astrological theories” (dealing, for example, with specula-
tions on the souls of the planets), as all of them make a fundamental contribution
to the investigation of the laws of nature. According to Simon the need to make
a qualitative distinction between “scientific theories” and “astrological belief” is
nothing more than one of twentieth-century man’s “retrospective anachronisms.”
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14. Here, the categories “paradigm of thought” and “intellectual paradigm”
refer to the idea of “scientific paradigm” formulated by Kuhn (1962), but in a
wider sense that includes the human and social sciences.

15. The Humanist, September/October 1975 (text available online at heep://
www.astrologer.com/tests/objections.html).

16. In general, despite being considered an “irrational belief” (or an “apparently
irrational belief)” to put it in Dan Sperber’s words), astrology has not provoked the
interest other beliefs or practices like magic, sorcery, or inspired divination, also
qualified as “irrational,” have engendered in the field of anthropological studies.
These constitute subjects of study around which vast anthropological debates have
taken shape. This is probably due to the erudite, technical, and mathematical
aspects of astrological knowledge, which do not allow this discipline to be clas-
sified among popular beliefs, magical practices, or even religious representations.

17. With regard to this, one only needs to mention the scandal provoked
by the doctoral dissertation defended at the Ecole des hautes études en sciences
sociales in Paris by the astrologer Elizabeth Teissier.

18. The difficulty of translating the unified nature of astral knowledge
into our epistemological categories arises, for example, in the manual of Indian
studies L'Inde classique (2 vols.) by Renou and Filliozat (1985 and 1996). Here
the different subjects of jyotisa are scattered across several thematic sections:
astronomy is classified among the “sciences” (1996, 177-194); astrology and
divination are included in “magical practices” (1985, 615-620); and the planets
are dealt with in the section dedicated to “major deities” (1985, 489-492). The
structure of the calendar is described in the appendix, along with notions of
chronology (1996, 721-738).

19. To mention just a few of the numerous “Indian,” “Hindu,” or “Vedic”
astrology manuals (the epithets vary depending on the authors) to be found in
Indian, European, or American bookshops, see: Bhat (1967), Defouw and Svoboda
(1996), Dreyer (1990 and 1997), Frawley (1990), Raman (1992), V. D. Sharma
(1973), and Stone (1981). For a synthetic, scholarly, and accurate summary of the
technical aspects of the different branches of Indian astrology, see Chenet (1998a).

20. Among the monographs on Indian astronomy produced by Orientalists
and European historiographers, we can mention those by Bailly (1787), Delam-
bre (1817), Bentley (1825), Guérin (1847), Biot (1862), Miiller (1862), Burgess
(1893), Thibaut (1899), and Kaye (1924). For a discussion of some of these works
in the context of the French Enlightenment, see Raina (1999, 2000, 2001, and
2003). For a history of astronomy during the colonial period, see Sen (2014).

21. On this subject, see Sarma (1995), Bayly (1996), Dodson (2007), and
Sen (2014).

22. To mention just a few reference works on the history of Indian astron-
omy and mathematics, see Dikshit (1969), Billard (1971), Pingree (1978b), Sen



306 NOTES TO INTRODUCTION

and Shukla (1985), Subbarayappa and Chattopadhyaya (2008), Plotker (2009),
and Sen (2014).

23. Among the scholars who, before the twentieth century, made a combined
study of the astronomical and astrological branches of jyotisa, one should certainly
mention the polymathic, eleventh-century Arab traveler Al-Biruni, who describes
Sanskrit works on astronomy and astrology in his India (Sachau 2000 [1910]).

24. To mention just a few of his works in this field, see Pingree (1970-1994,
1976, 1978a, 1981, and 1997a). An argument supporting the need to consider the
history of astrological and divinatory literature an integral part of the history of
science is presented in the pamphlet article “Hellenophilia versus the History of
Science” (Pingree 1992). Here the author states, “Astrology and certain ‘learned’
forms of divination, magic, alchemy, and so on are ‘sciences’” (Pingree 1992,
559). Despite this declaration of intent and his invaluable contribution to the
study of the history of astrology, Pingree’s work nonetheless shows a predilection
for scientific and technical, rather than cultural, data. We can see the works by
the historian of science Michio Yano as a continuation of Pingree’s lineage since
they also reveal a certain interest in astrology and divination (Yano 2003, 2004,
and 2005). Bill Mak’s groundbreaking research takes a critical stance on some
of Pingree’s assertions and while arguing for a probably autochthonous origin
of many Indian concepts, he invites further investigation on the intellectual
exchanges between the Greeks and the Indians in the early centuries of the Com-
mon Era (Mak 2013, 2014, 2018, 2019a, and 2019b). Outside India, Francesca
Rochberg’s (2004) work on Mesopotamian culture is an exemplary illustration
of the fecundity of an approach including horoscopy and divination in the study
of the history of science.

25. Pingree’s works (1981, chap. 9, and 2001) open a path toward a sur-
vey in this area, and Minkowski’s research (2001, 2002, 2004, 2010, and 2014;
O’Hanlon and Minkowski 2008) fruitfully investigates astronomers intellectual
networks during the early modern period. In what more specifically concerns
the profession of astrologer and his role at royal courts, see the studies by Inden
(1985 and 1992), Friedman (1986 and 1989), Sircar (1952), and, most recently,
Geslani (2011, 2016, and 2018), as well as Beinorius (2015).

26. See, for example, Banerjea (1948), Mallmann (1963), Mitra (1965),
Pal and Bhattacharya (1969), Sivapriyananda (1990), and mainly Markel (1995).

27. Kemper (1979 and 1980), Pugh (1981, 1983b, and 1984) and Perin-
banayagam (1981 and 1982).

28. Kapadia (1995, chap. 4) and Tarabout (2007, 2012, and 2015). A
pioneering study, dealing with astrology from an ethnographic perspective, as a
system for explaining misfortune in Tamil Nadu, is the work by the missionary
Diehl (1956). About 7idi astrology in Tamil Nadu, see Gansten’s (2003) textual
study. On practices related to astrological knowledge, see also Guenzi (2008) and
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Guenzi and Singh (2009). Chanda’s (2002) monograph about Bengali astrologers
contains interesting information but is unfortunately weak in terms of analysis. I
refer to Gerke (2012) for an in-depth ethnography of the concepts and practices
related to Tibetan astrology in India, in the Darjeeling region. For an original
portrait of an artist astrologer in Mumbai, see Grimaud (2014).

29. To mention just a few of the studies on the structure of the calendar:
Freed and Freed (1964), Fuller (1980), Gaborieau (1982), Merrey (1982), Nich-
olas (2003), Pugh (1983c), Tarabout (2002b), and Wadley (1983a). The question
of the calendar and the identification of appropriate times are also dealt with in
Kane (1968-1977, 5: 463-510).

30. Avdeeff’s PhD dissertation (2014) on Valluvar astrologers in Tamil
Nadu is a promising contribution developing this approach.

31. The most varied aspects of the town of Banaras have been studied and
described by historians, geographers, Sanskrit scholars, anthropologists, sociologists,
linguists, historians of religion, and all kinds of writers. Given the immense wealth
of this literature, in this context, rather than providing a brief description of the
town, I prefer to refer to the bibliography mentioned in Singh (1993, 319-341),
where monographs in Western languages are mentioned along with the Sanskrit
and Hindi sources that focus on the town of Banaras. An exhaustive, updated
bibliography, compiled by Jérg Gengnagel and Axel Michaels, is also available
online at http://www.sai.uni-heidelberg.de/abt/IND/publikation/bibbanaras/
bibbanaras.php.

32. The fieldwork took place February to March 1999, September 1999
to March 2000, December 2001 to May 2002, October 2005 to January 2006,
as well as July to August 2008.

33. The primary textual sources used in this study were chosen according
to certain methodological criteria. In what concerns the contemporary astrolog-
ical literature in Hindi, most of the works and articles we cite are written by
astrologers from Banaras (generally academics). Regarding the classical Sanskrit
treatises, where possible, we also consulted editions published in Banaras and/or
edited and commented by local astrologers. This is the case, for example, of the
Brhatsambiti (Dvivedi 1996; Pandey 2002-2005; and Jha 2011), the Brhajjataka
(Jha 1974; Pathak 2013), the Laghujitaka (Mishra 1993), the Muhirtacintamani
(Joshi 1992; Pandey 1992), or the Brhatpirisaraborisistra (Pathak 1972). We
generally preferred the locally distributed and published literature on astrology
and planetary worship. Most of the astrological treatises cited in this work are
not only used by the astrologers we worked with but are also included in the
university courses for students following a bachelor’s or master’s degree program
in astrology (see the annex at the end of this volume).

34. The questionnaire dealt with family identity (geographical origin; the
caste the person belonged to; occupation of the father, grandfather, and forefathers,
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etc.), studies and professional training, the place where the person exercised his
or her profession and the office hours, divinatory techniques employed, price of
a consultation (or other means of payment), the clientele’s socioeconomic back-
ground, remedies prescribed, and divinatory or therapeutic specializations where
relevant. The places where these astrologers practice their profession are marked
on the map of the town (fig. 1).

35. Neelkanth Shastri, Shree Kanth Shastri, Dina Nath Tiwari, Kameshwar
Upadhyay, Paras Nath Ojha, Chandra Mawli Upadhyay, Ram Chandra Pandey,
Deoki Nandan Shastri, Svami Charan Chaturvedi, B. P. Mchrotra, Nagendra
Pandey, and Ram Shankar Ray. Our study focused mainly on the first four of
these astrologers, whom we followed very closely and regularly.

36. From what we were able to observe in Banaras, in certain cases, exorcists
and sorcerers may hold “planets” (graha)—“the seizers” (from the root GRAH-,
“to seize”)—responsible for their clients’ problems. Nevertheless, in these cases,
planets are seen not as astral bodies endowed with an individual identity and
situated in a particular planetary configuration but rather as generic evil powers
that afflict the person just like other ghosts.

37. Pugh (1981, 32) confirms that the Muslim specialists are not known
as “astrologers,” even if they sometimes use astrology. According to this author,
astrology is far more present in the Sunni community than among the Shias.

38. In what concerns the divinatory and astrological techniques practiced
among Banaras’s Muslim community, we refer to Pugh (1983a and 1988); for a
wider view of Muslim esoteric practices in the Indo-Pakistani subcontinent, see
Gaborieau (1992). For a general view of divination and astrology in the Islamic

tradition, see Fahd (1987 and 1992) and Saliba (1992).

Chapter 1. The Many Branches of a Tree

1. According to Pingree (1981, 118), in India and elsewhere, there are
about one hundred thousand manuscripts dealing with different aspects of
jyotibsistra. As Plofker notes: “It has been estimated that perhaps one-tenth of
all extant Sanskrit manuscripts deal with jyotisa or some other aspect of Indian
exact sciences” (2012, 173).

2. For a discussion of the Sanskrit terminology that designates different
types of science and knowledge during the early modern period, see Pollock (2011).

3. Regarding the concept of discipline, see Boutier, Passeron, and Revel
(2006).

4. About concepts “traveling” from one discipline to another see the
“nomadic concepts” examined by Stengers (1987).

5. See especially Pingree (1963, 1989, and 1997a).



NoTEes To CHAPTER 1 309

6. On the relationship between astrology and medicine, see also Yano
(2005) and Beinorius (2008); for an ethnographic approach, see Guenzi (2008).
On the relationship between astrology and ritual, see Geslani (2011, 2016, and
2018).

7. The passages cited here refer to the two principal recensions of the JV
known as Rk and Yajus: the Arcajyotisa or Rgvedavedingajyotisa (RJV), in thirty-six
verses, which is part of the Rgveda and is attributed to Lagadha (or Suci quoting
Lagadha); and the Yzjusajyotisa or Yajurvedavedirgajyotisa (YJV), in forty-four
verses, probably a later work that is part of the Yajurveda. On the Jyotisavedarga,
its dating and its various editions, see Kuppanna Sastry and Sarma (1985), as well
as Pingree (1981, 9-10), Plofker (2009, 35-40), and Ohashi (2015).

8. The term “auxiliary” seems particularly suited to a characterization of
Jyotisa, not only because it designates a subsidiary and accessory type of knowledge
but also because its etymology is connected to the semantic field of divination.
According to Benveniste (1969, 148-151), the Indo-European root AUG- des-
ignating strength, power (particularly of divine origin), would have given rise
to the Latin verb augere, “increase” (power), from which both auxilium (help,
support) and augur (augur, predict) are derived. Both these concepts convey the
idea of an increase in power (of human action) that corresponds well to the idea
of jyotisa as an auxiliary discipline specializing in augural (reading of planetary
omens) and inaugural (celebration of beginnings) activities.

9. From an astronomical viewpoint, the five-year yuga corresponds to
the time the Sun and the Moon take to be in conjunction in the same naksatra
(Kuppanna Sastry and Sarma 1985). Nonetheless, according to Achar (1997),
rather than corresponding to astronomical criteria, the five-year lunisolar cycle
is an attempt to adapt the calendar to the fivefold structure of Vedic sacrifice.
Achar’s interpretation facilitates an understanding of the coherence of this treatise
that is problematic from an astronomical viewpoint, something that has been
underscored by numerous authors.

10. The YJV (v. 36) identifies certain naksatras as fierce (ugra) and others
as cruel (krira).

11. The name of the deity that rules over the zaksatra should replace that
of the sacrificer during the sazkalpa, the “declaration of intent” that precedes the
performance of a ritual.

12. On celestial phenomena in the Vedic corpus, see Bergaigne (1963
[1878-1897]) and Oldenberg (1903).

13. In Vedic literature, the zaksatras are generally seen as “constellations”
rather than as regular divisions of the ecliptic. In the twenty-cight-naksatra system
that is found in Vedic literature, Abhijit is inserted between Uttarasadha and
Sravana and the distance between constellations is variable, while in the twenty-sev-
en-naksatra system, each one occupies a fixed space of 13°20' (Yano 2003, 378).
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14. According to the Satapatha Brihmana (11, 1.2), for example, the
appropriate naksatras for performing agnyidhina are Krttika, Rohini, MrgaSirsa,
Parva Phalguni, Uttara Phalguni, Hasta, and Citra (Kane 1968-1977, 5, I: 506).

15. Similarly, according to a passage of the Tzittiriya Brahmana (1.5.2), a
man who wants to ensure his daughter will be loved by her husband and will
not be sent back to her parents’ home must marry her when the Moon is in
Nistya (Kane 1968-1977, 5, I: 497 and 527). As the names of the naksatras
have evolved over time in the literature, Agha is later known as Magha, Arjuni
becomes Pirva (or Uttara) phalguni, and Nistya Svati.

16. Kane (1968-1977, S, I: 524).

17. About appropriate timings in Ayurvedic medical doctrine, see Zimmer-
mann (1980), Ciurtin (2004), Yano (2005), and Beinorius (2008).

18. In his philological study of the Yavanajitaka, Mak (2013, 2014, and
2019a) contests Pingree’s assumption of the Greek origin of the treatise, as well
as the precision of his dating. According to the evidence he collects, although
the Yavanajitaka incorporates elements of the Greek theory, it is not, as stated
by Pingree, the translation of a lost Greek astrological treatise. In his view, the
Yavanajitaka “was most likely an original attempt by the Indianized Greeks to
amalgamate Greek astral science with the Indian one based on a preexistent
tradition in India” (Mak 2014, 40). The date of composition of the treatise
still has to be ascertained and would be at some point after 22 CE and before
the early seventh century, most probably in the late sixth century (Mak 2019a,
22).

19. In astrological theory, these two demons of Hindu mythology come to
represent the ascending and descending lunar nodes that correspond to the points
of intersection between the Moon’s orbit and the ecliptic circle.

20. In this article, the author contrasts the Vedic principle of nidina with
the Buddhist principle of karman, the former designating a relationship of con-
nection and the latter a causal relationship.

21. On the concept of “resemblance,” see Foucault (1970 [1966]).

22. While most of the treatises composed after the fifth century are ded-
icated to a specific branch of jyotisa, a few eclectic treatises appear from the
thirteenth century onward, particularly in texts with an encyclopedic vocation
like the Jyotirnibandba by Saramahatha Sivadasa (second half of the fifteenth
century) (Katre 1942) and the Jyautisasaukhya by Nilakantha (second half of
the sixteenth century) (Pingree 1981, 115-117).

23. On Varahamihiras origins, see Biswas (1949). On the Maga Brahmins
or Sikadvipiya, see Stietencron (1966) and Bronkhorst (2016). In Banaras, the
Sakadvipiya Brahmins still occupy pride of place among the town’s astrologers.

24. “The Greeks (yavana) are indeed barbarians (mleccha), but they have
brought this science to perfection. If even they are honored as sages, then why
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would an astrologer (daivavid, “knower of destiny”) who is a Brahmin (dvija)
[not be] even more [honorable]?” (BS 2.30).

25. According to Bhattotpala, the famous commentator of Varahamihira’s
works, this verse is taken from Garga and other authors. In his gloss, referring
to verse 1.9 of the BS, he quotes the following verse by Garga: “The outstand-
ing Brahmin (dvijapurngava) who knows mathematics (ganita), natal horoscopy
(jataka), and divination (sikha), expert in the three branches (skandha), is said
to be a sambitipiraga (great expert in samhita)” About Garga as an author, see
Geslani et al. (2017).

26. BS 2.36, for instance, provides an enumeration of the three branches
ganita, hord, and sambita.

27. The Paitimabasiddhanta, described by Varahamihira in the Paicasid-
dhantiki composed in the year 80 of our era, should not be confused with the
Paitimabasiddbinta mentioned earlier, which is a part of the Visnudbarmottara
Purana.

28. On the mnemotechnical systems used in the oral transmission of the
exact sciences, see Yano (2006).

29. Each paksa claims affiliation to a founding treatise: thus, for example, the
Brihma-paksa refers to the Paitamahasiddbinta (beginning of the fifth century), the
Aryapaksa to the Aryabbatiya (around 500), the Saurapaksa to the Siryasiddbinta
(around 800, based on an older treatise). The differences between the schools, in
terms of the units used to measure time, can be significant: thus, if according to
the Brabmapaksa a kalpa (cosmic cycle) contains one thousand mabayuga (cycles
of 4,320,000 years), according to the Arya-paksa it contains 1,008 and the kalpa
is hence 4,354,560,000 years long instead of 4,320,000,000. In addition, according
to the first school, Kaliyuga (the age we are living in now) corresponds to a tenth
of a mahiyuga, while according to the second it corresponds to a quarter. For
further details, see Pingree (1981, 13-31) and Plofker (2009, 70-72).

30. On nibhasayoga, see Pingree (1978, 330-334).

31. In some treatises such as, for example, the Mubirtacintamani, the study
of the mubirtas is considered part of the sambita branch of astral literature rather
than of the customary hori or phalita branch. The study of the mubirtas can,
in fact, be considered both a “reading of omens” and a type of “horoscopy.” In
figure 3, the mubirta section could also have been connected to the divinatory
branch (sambiti).

32. For these two subdivisions, Varadhamihira composes the Tikanikayatra
(Pandit 1951), the Yogayitri, and the Brhadyitri, as well as the Vivibapatala
(Pingree 1981, 107-109).

33. The Arthasistra (1.9.9 and 10.3.44) shows the astrologer’s importance as
adviser to the king, although this treatise also warns against the potential dangers
of paying excessive attention to the astrologer’s opinion (9.4.26) (on the king’s
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ambiguous attitude toward magical and divinatory devices in the Arthasistra,
see Malamoud 1997).

34. As described in the Arthasastra, the elements of the sixfold strategy are:
peace pact (samdhi), initiating hostilities (vigraha), remaining stationary (dsana),
marching into battle (yina), seeking refuge (samsraya), and double stratagem
(dvaidhibhiva) (Arthasistra 7.1.1-19); the four methods are conciliation (sima),
gifts (dana), dissention (bbeda), and military force (danda) (2.10.47) (Olivelle
2013, 49-50).

35. Here we use the “three culture” concept to show the epistemologically
eclectic nature of jyotisa in comparison to the disciplinary divisions familiar to
the European tradition. In Lepenies’s (1990) work, however, the “three cultures”
are the humanities, the natural sciences, and the social sciences.

36. According to the example provided by Varahamihira, if one chooses
four substances out of sixteen, it is possible to create 1,820 combinations of
perfumes (BS 76. 20, 22).

37. On magic squares, see also Rosu (1989), Kusuba (1993), and Min-
kowski (2008).

38. There are also technical terms that have vastly different meanings in the
different branches of jyotisa, with no apparent semantic continuity. The concept
of varga, for example, in the siddhintas designates the “square” (both numerically
and geometrically) while in horoscopy treatises it indicates the divisions of the
zodiacal signs used in a predictive manner.

39. Among the authors whose work deals with several branches of the
astral discipline, apart from Varahamihira, Pingree mentions Lalla (between the
eighth and ninth centuries), Sripati (eleventh century), Bhojardja (eleventh cen-
tury), Parame$vara (ca. 1360-1450), as well as certain authors of encyclopedic
treatises like Saramatha Srinivasa (fifteenth century) and Nilakanta (sixteenth
century) (Pingree 1981).

40. Although politicians still consult astrologers today, they do so to have
their career or family future predicted rather than that of the country they are
leading.

41. Among the Indian universities that offer courses in vdstusastra, we
can mention Lal Bahadur Shastri Rashtriya Sanskrit Vidyapeetha (Delhi), Potti
Sreeramulu Telugu University (Hyderabad), as well as Banaras Hindu University
(Varanasi).

42. The tdjtka technique that is applied both to natal horoscopy (jitaka)
and to horary astrology (prasna) is today seen as an integral part of jyotisa and is
used by astrologers in different regions of India, particularly to interpret “yearly
forecasts” (varsaphala). In Banaras, the university course in jyotisa includes the
study of the Tjikanilakanthi, a treatise on tdjika composed by Nilakantha in
Banaras in 1587.
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43. The Kerala school is specifically known for the progress made in the
field of infinitesimal calculus for m/4. Traditionally known as the “Leibniz series,”
after the European mathematician who discovered it about three centuries after
his colleague from Kerala, these series have recently been renamed the “Madhava-
Leibniz series.” The fourteenth-century jyotisi also discovered Newton’s sine and
cosine series that are today known as the “Madhava—Newton series.” While
Madhava’s texts expounding these discoveries have been lost, his work came down
to us thanks to his disciples, particularly Nilkantha Somayajin (1444-1545) and
Jyesthadeva (sixteenth century).

44. Today, the appropriate horoscope is identified by means of the right
thumbprint, but the antiquity of this technique remains unconfirmed (Gansten
2003).

45. Even today, the Grahalighava is one of the works studied in the first
year of a master’s degree in jyotisa at Banaras Hindu University (cf. annex).

46. On this subject, see the genealogies established by Pingree (1981,
125-127).

Chapter 2. Professors and Prophecies

1. Some of the universities these researchers are associated with are
Allahabad University, Lal Bahadur Shastri Sanskrit University (Delhi), Lucknow
University, J. R. Rajasthan Sanskrit University (Jaipur), K. S. Darbhanga Sanskrit
University, Ranchi University, Jiwaji University (Gwalior), and others.

2. T am very grateful to Professor Chandrama Pandey for offering me a
copy of the book. The conference and the edited volume are dedicated to the
memory of Professor Rajmohan Upadhyay, director of the Faculty of Sanskrit
Studies and of the Department of Jyotish at BHU from 1960 to 1984. The
volume, published by the Department of Jyotish in 2008, is called “Commem-
orative volume (smarikd) for Pr Rajmohan Upadhyay. Conference on ancient
Indian astrology (akhil bbaratiya jyotis sammelan)” and contains ninety-seven
contributions on cancer and astrology.

3. In the Sanskrit education system, these degrees correspond to Sistri
(BA), dcirya (MA), and vidyavaridhi (PhD).

4. Besides the Department of Jyotish, the Faculty of Sanskrit Studies
at BHU includes the departments of veda, vyikarana, sibitya, vaidik darsana,
Jaina bauddha dariana, dbarmasistra, and mimamsa, as well as dbarmaigama.
The Faculty of “Veda and Vedanga” at SSU consists of the veda, dharmasastra,
Jyotisa, and vydkarana departments.

5. Although the town’s reputation is corroborated in the early modern period,
and amply described in Puranic literature, the British government’s educational
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policies make a fundamental contribution to enhancing and amplifying Banaras’s
Brahmanical prestige (Dalmia 1997).

6. For a detailed history of Benares Sanskrit College (that becomes the
Sanskrit University in the twentieth century), see the studies by Dalmia (1996,
1997) and especially by Dodson (2002, 2007); on Banaras Hindu University, see
Dar and Somaskandan (1966) and Renold (2005).

7. Nicholls (1907, 1).

8. On this subject, the pedagogical experiment conducted by the colonial
officer Wilkinson at Sehore (Maharashtra) is well known. In his school, founded
in 1839, the siddbintas (astronomical treatises) were taught as propaedeutic
resources to prepare the students to learn the concepts and methods of modern
science (Wilkinson 1834). On this subject, see Sarma (1995), Bayly (1996),
Prakash (1999), Minkowski (2001), Dodson (2007), and Sen (2014); for a study
of the notion of “useful knowledge” in the educational projects conducted by the
British in India, see Dodson (2002).

9. Harrison’s fascinating study, “From Medical Astrology to Medical
Astronomy: Sol-Lunar and Planetary Theories of Discase in British medicine,
1700-1850” (2000), shows that the attitude of the British toward astrology has
not always been one of outright condemnation. On the contrary, in the eighteenth
century, the British doctors settled in India were deeply interested in medical
astrology. They conducted empirical and statistical studies, in the framework
of Newtonian mechanistic physics, in order to prove the influence of heavenly
bodies, particularly the Sun and the Moon, on human health. On the changing
attitudes of the British colonial administrators toward the teaching of astrology
in Banaras, see Guenzi (forthcoming).

10. The text that was long considered the “manifesto” of the reforms car-
ried out by the British from thel830s onward is the famous “Minute on Indian
Education” (1835) by T. B. Macaulay. It marks the victory of “Anglicist” policies
that aimed to replace the usage of the vernacular languages, Sanskrit, Persian, and
Arabic in Indian schools with English (Macaulay 1935).

11. We were unable to find historical data that allowed us to establish
whether astrology (phalita) was reintroduced into the teaching program at the
Sanskrit College before the latter was transformed into a university in 1958.
Further research needs to be carried out in this area. In 1958 the university was
called Varanaseya Samskrta Vi¢vavidyalaya, and it was renamed Sampirninanda
Samskrta Vi$vavidyalaya in 1973, under the UP. University Act.

12. Dar and Somaskandan (1966). Vaidik College was the initial name given
to what was later to become the College of Theology. Despite Pandit Malaviya’s
efforts, the observatory was never built.

13. Probably discouraged by the lack of career opportunities for this degree,
students preferred Sanskrit studies courses, or diplomas in the modern sciences,
available at other departments in the university (Renold 2005).
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14. The text of the “Guidelines for Setting Up Departments of Vedic
Astrology in Universities under the Purview of the University Grants Com-
mission” was published on the Government of India, Ministry of Education,
website (http://education.nic.in/circulars/astrologycurriculum.htm) and was
accessible there for more than ten years. The document can still be consulted
today at http://sci.astrology.hindu.narkive.com/xZXLxXas/guidelines-for-
setting-up-departments-of-vedic-astrology-in-universities.

15. The person promoting the campaign was Minister for the Development
of Human Resources (1998-2004) Murli Manohar Joshi. In this context, one may
note that the name “Joshi” is not an ordinary surname. In the past, Brahmans of
this name were associated with the profession of astrologer (jyotisi). Nonetheless,
before becoming a minister, Mr. Joshi was a university professor of physics.

16. Excluding the staff’s salaries (about twenty thousand rupees a month
for a professor, fifteen thousand for a reader, and ten thousand for a lecturer), the
UGC allocated four hundred thousand rupees for the library (about ten thousand
euros at the time), six hundred thousand rupees for the observatory, and five
hundred thousand rupees for the computer laboratory and “Horoscope bank.”

17. Emphasis added in this and the following quotes.

18. This is the list of universities selected by the UGC: B. R. Ambedkar,
Agra, Birla Institute of Technology and Science, Himachal Pradesh, Jammu,
Jiwaji, Lucknow, Madurai Kamraj, Mysore, Punjab, Ranchi, Rajasthan, Rashtriya
Sanskrit Vidyapeeth, Saurashtra, Shri Jagannath Sanskrit, Shanmuga Arts, Science,
Technology & Research Academy, Vikram, Gurukul Kangri Vishwavidyalaya,
Kurukshetra, and Osmania. As certain universities (Saurashtra, Kurukshetra,
Madurai Kamraj, Gurukul Kangri, Birla Institute of Technology, and Osmania)
did not have the capacity to set up the department, they returned the funds they
had received for this purpose in the year 2003-2004. Moreover, over the year
2003-2004, additional funding, amounting to 234,000 rupees was allocated to
Shanmugha Arts, Science, Technology and Research Academy (University Grants
Commission 2004, 101).

19. About the saffronization of education see, among others, Guichard
(2010). M. M. Joshi, the minister who promoted this finance law, is known to
be a member of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), “National volunteer
organization,” an extremist fringe of the Hindu nationalist party.

20. Here we present some of the arguments quoted in articles that appeared
in Frontline magazine as well as in the daily newspapers The Hindu and the Asia
Times, between May and September 2001. For an analysis of the arguments for
and against this bill, see Sundar (2002).

21. Supreme Court of India 2004.

22. The mobilization of academic astrologers from Banaras is described
in an article published in the Times of India on September 18, 2001 (at a time
when the rest of the world seemed busy with other issues). The following are
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a few excerpts from the article entitled: “Vedic Scholars Defend Astrology”:
“Scholars of Vedic Astrology have joined hands to convey to people, especially
those who are opposing the introduction of astrology in the University curricu-
lum, that astrology is the basis of modern sciences. Prof. Ram Chandra Pandey,
head of the Department of Astrology, Banaras Hindu University, Prof. Uma
Shankar Shukla, head of the Department of Astrology, Sampurnanand Sanskrit
University, Dr. Kunj Bihari Sharma, former head of the Department of Astrology,
Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, Dr. Vyas Mishra, head of the Department of
Veda, Banaras Hindu University and Dr. Paras Nath Ojha, head of Jyotirveda
Vigyan Sansthan have come on a single platform to justify the introduction of
the ancient subject in university curriculum. “The fact is that astrology provides
the very base to modern sciences,” they said, adding that it was a matter of great
concern that §yotish, the oldest science of the world, was being described as an
unscientific subject without any proof” (http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.
com/2001-09-18/lucknow/27256282_1_astrology-vedic-university-curriculum).

23. The Arya Samaj, founded in 1870, is a reformist religious movement
that was highly influential in North India. It saw the Vedic texts as the found-
ing scriptures of the Hindu religion, endowing them with an authority similar
to that of the Bible for Christians and the Koran for Muslims. The reform this
movement proposed was essentially to free Hinduism of all its “corruptions”
posterior to the Vedic religion, such as the adoration of divine images, the caste
system, or child marriage.

24. On contemporary reformulations of the Arya Samaj’s “scientific lit-
eralism,” see Malamoud’s (1993) study of the celebration of a Vedic sacrifice in
Kerala in 1990, where the organizing committee had commissioned a group of
international scientific experts to analyze and measure the biochemical effects
produced by ritual performance on the human and natural environment.

25. In the Arya Samaj’s founding text, the Satyirthaprakisa, astrology
is described as a harmful and vulgar superstition (jbszh), not to be taught in
educational institutions (Dayananda Saraswati 2008 [1875], 64). In his writings,
Dayananda Saraswati aims to liberate the Hindus from the dependency on astrol-
ogers, who are likely to take advantage of peoples’ ignorance by attributing the
cause of misfortune to presumed planetary influences. He thus writes that the
“horoscope” (janampatra) should rather be called a “sorrowscope” (sokapatra), and
that astrologers are evil planets themselves (grabaripa jyotirvidibhisa) (Dayananda
Saraswati 2008 [1875], 35-36).

26. There are currently countless books available on the market that use
the appellation “Vedic Astrology” To mention only a few of the most popular in
chronological order of publication: B. Behari, Myths and Symbols of Vedic Astrology,
Passage Press (1990); D. Frawley, The Astrology of the Seers: A Comprebensive Guide
to Vedic Astrology, Motilal Banarsidass (1990); R. G. Dreyer, Vedic Astrology: A Guide
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to the Fundamentals of Jyotish, Weiser Books (1997) (it is interesting to note that
this author changed the title of her first work, Indian Astrology: A Western Approach
to the Ancient Hindu Art, published in 1990, replacing the adjective “Indian” with
“Vedic” in the revised edition); K. S. Charak, Elements of Vedic Astrology, Uma
Publications & Motilal Banarsidass (1996); K. Sutton, Vedic Astrology, Collins
& Brown (2000); N. Rao, Vedic Astrology: An Integrated Approach, Sagar (2001).

27. In the following chapter we will see that astrologers in Banaras are also
directly affected by the international business of astrology.

28. According to the data published by the University Grants Commission,
for the year 2003-2004, SSU had twenty-three students registered for their BA
degree course, forty for the master’s degree, and eighteen for the PhD. Accord-
ing to the data provided by the BHU administration, the number of students
registered at their university for the jyotisa course was similar.

29. During fieldwork conducted in 2005 and 2008, there were no women
preparing degrees in jyotisa among the students or teachers at this department, at
either of the two universities. We nonetheless met two women in Banaras who
had obtained master’s degrees in jyotisa from BHU in the 1990s. According to
the teachers at the Department of Jyotish, very rarely—every five or six years—
would a woman register for this type of degree. More commonly women attend
the jyotisa classes to pursue a personal interest, but generally without registering
for the course. They may also attend diploma courses that use Hindi as a medium
instead of Sanskrit and are much shorter (one or two years).

30. The question of the astrologer’s reputation will be discussed in the
following chapter.

31. Generally, students visit the home of their adviser more frequently, but
they may also go to other teachers’ homes.

32. Religious teachers perform rituals for the families of members of the
armed forces and they assist the sick. The army recruits them as junior commis-
sioned officers (JCO), and this is a highly sought-after status as it provides access
to major privileges in terms of salary, residence, and first-class travel. There are
several categories of religious teachers in the army depending on the faith they
represent: the Hindu teacher is called “pandit) the Sikh “granthi) the Muslim
“maulvi) the Buddhist “bodh monk,” and the Christian “padre.” There are more
“pandit” positions than the others and they are reserved for Sanskrit graduates.
Although a qualification in jyotisa is not specifically required, it is appreciated,
as it is a preparation for both ritual as well as therapeutic functions.

33. When there is a doubt or a discussion about a specific mubirta, the
department’s researchers organize a “pandit’s meeting” (pandit sabhi) that gathers
not only jyotisis but also Brahmins specializing in the dharmasistra. The identi-
fication of mubirtas is based not only on astronomical data but also on ritual
rules established by the different Hindu communities.
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34. The Sudhakar Dvivedi observatory was meant to revive the Man Singh
observatory in Banaras. The latter, built in the eighteenth century on the banks
of the Ganges under the patronage of Sawai Jai Singh II, is today reduced to a
heritage building managed by the Archacological Survey of India and devoid of
any scientific function (about the construction of this observatory, as well as the
uses of the Sawal Jai Singh II observatories in contemporary India, see the PhD
thesis by Susan Johnson-Roehr [2011]). The construction of a new observatory
on the site of the Sanskrit University is part of a much larger project to rehabil-
itate the ancient jantar-mantars of Sawai Jai Singh’s time. The promoter of this
project, Kalyanadatta Sharma, an astrologer and researcher (Singh and Sharma
1978; Sharma 1992), had observatories built in stone from the 1980s onward
in Haridwar, Delhi, and Ayodha, as well as on the hills around Jaipur. (I thank
Christopher Minkowski and Sreeramula Rajeswara Sarma for having shared this
information on the other observatories built by Kalyanadatta Sharma with me.)

35. Among the classical treatises edited and published by professors of the
departments of BHU and SSU, there are, for example, the Brbatsambiti, the
Laghujitaka, the Mubirtacintamani, the Jitakalarikira.

36. On this subject, an astrologer explained that the reason the divorce
rate was far lower in India than in Western countries could be precisely because
families were having the horoscopes of the partners analyzed before the marriage.

37. See, for example, the proceedings of the seminar organized by the
Department of Jyotish in March 2007 (Pandey and Mishra 2008), and the works
by Pandey (2003), Jha (2003), Jha (2006), Shastri (2006), and Tiwari (2006).
In popular literature, see, for example, Chaturvedi (2007), Sharma (n.d.), Bhasin
(1981), and Charak (1997).

38. To my knowledge, the only treatise dealing with medical astrology as
a separate field of research is the Virasimhbivaloka. Composed in North India
in 1383 (Meulenbeld 1999-2002, IIA: 229-230), one disease at a time, this
interesting treatise compares the etiologies and therapies established, respectively,
by astrological, Ayurvedic, and karmic (karmavipika) theories.

39. In the expression rogayoga, the term roga, generally translated as “disease”
designates any kind of physical affliction, “rupture” (roga is derived from the root
RUJ-, to break), and hence indicates diseases, accidents, dangers, or poisoning.

40. See, for example, Pandey (2003), Tiwari (2006), and Upadhyay (2008).

41. For an analysis of the discourses aiming to biomedicalize Ayurvedic
theory at universities or among contemporary practitioners, see Langford (2002).
For a brilliant historical study on the conceptual transformations of Ayurveda
during colonial times due to the introduction of small technologies and medical
devices, see Mukharji (2016).

42. In a private interview, the director of the Department of Jyotish at BHU
explained to me that the thirty horoscopes of the women suffering from breast
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cancer had been sent to the department’s researchers by doctors at the Mumbai
Tata Medical Institute. I was unable to crosscheck this information.

43. When consulting the home page of BHU'’s Faculty of Sanskrit Studies
in 2011 (http://www.bhu.ac.in/svdv/index.html), a text running along a red ban-
ner stated: “Data collection notice for the major project at Jyotish Dept.” (sic).

44. According to an article published in the Hindustan Times on Sep-
tember 6, 2009, this medical astrology project has received 32 lakh rupees
of funding from the University Grants Commission, the highest government
body regulating university policy (Mohapatra 2008). The author of this article
states that not only astrologers but doctors from AIIMS (All India Institute of
Medical Science), Guru Teg Bahadur, and Moolchand hospitals in Delhi were
involved in this project. This aspect of the study deserves further attention, but
the involvement of medical staff in this research project should not surprise the
reader. We indeed note that one of the professional distinctions the director of
the University College of Medical Science in Delhi, Dr. S. Dwivedi, received for
the year 2007 was “Invited speaker in National Symposium on Medical Astrology
organized by Sri Lal Bahadur Shastri Kendriya Sanskrit Vidyapeeth (Deemed
University) on ‘Diabetes—Etiopathogenesis, Symptoms and Prevention, 3—4 Nov
2007” (http://www.ucms.ac.in/d_medicine.htm). In addition, the most successful
author of popular books on medical astrology, Dr. K. S. Charak, is a surgeon at
the Indian Spinal Injuries Center, New Delhi.

45. The desire to assert a continuity between Brahmanical knowledge and
scientific knowledge is nonetheless not a prerogative of researchers in astrology
but is shared by a number of academic scientists. In Banaras, not only do scientists
regularly visit astrologers, they are themselves often providing astrological advice.
On efforts to legitimize astrology as a science, see also Yongjia (2008).

Chapter 3. Sacred Specialists, Modern Professionals

1. Based on a survey I conducted, as well as the estimations provided by
Pugh (1983b, 283), there would be three hundred to four hundred astrologers in
Banaras. Nonetheless, this estimate does not take into account the high number
of amateurs who occasionally provide astrological counseling, though earning their
living by other means (e.g., civil servants, engineers, employees, etc.).

2. According to Parry (1994, 33), almost a fifth of the population in
Banaras belongs to a Brahmin caste.

3. Orthopraxy is particularly important since the efficacy of Hindu rituals
is supposed to be dependent on the formal and technical precision with which
they are conducted, rather than on the moral and spiritual qualities of the spe-
cialists who perform them.
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4. Ghats are the flights of steps that run along the river Ganges.

5. For a discussion of astrological predictions in television programs in
India, and in particular in Bangalore, see Udupa (2016).

6. Aishwarya Rai’s horoscope is supposed to contain the marigal dos (Mars’s
flaw), an astral configuration held as particularly harmful for marriage, for the
spouse of the owner of the horoscope, as well as for his or her in-laws. We will
look at this astrological concept in chapter 7.

7. On this subject, see among others, the article published in the Times of
India on November 28, 2006: “Were Rituals Aimed at Removing Hurdles?,” http://
timesofindia.indiatimes.com/articleshow/msid-618856,prtpage-1.cms, as well as the
one in the New York Times on January 18, 2007, “Letter from India: Aishwarya
Rai and Abhishek Bachchan—Star-Crossed Stars and a Ravenous Press,” hetp://
www.nytimes.com/2007/01/18/world/asia/18iht-letter.4254883.html. Despite the
media frenzy regarding Aishwarya’s astral problems, the Bachchan’s family astrol-
oger in Banaras, whom we met several times, denies having performed rituals of
planetary purification for the future spouse. We are unable to know whether the
astrologer’s assertions were an attempt to protect his privileged relationship with
the Bachchan family or whether the media shared false information.

8. For ethnographic examples describing the decline, at the community and
family levels, associated with the acceptance of planetary gifts, see Van Der Veer
(1988) on the Bhareriyas, Raheja (1988) on the Dakauts, and Guenzi (2005) on
the Bhrigu and the Giri. The fallen status of these communities is also evident
in inscriptions, as Gupta (1983) shows in the case of the Shakadvipi. During our
field research we did not meet any Joshi or Shakadvipi Brahmans who still accept
gifts for the planets. We also noted that the increasingly rare people who accept
this type of offering in Banaras are not astrologers but merely poor Brahmans
who are ready to accept this type of inauspicious offering as a means of survival.

9. Astrologers belonging to castes that in the past specialized in the
acceptance of offerings to the planets do not seem to suffer any particular kind
of discrimination today: on the contrary, they occupy prestigious positions, par-
ticularly within the university, and are highly respected.

10. Even today in villages, it is often the purobit, or houschold priest,
who possesses ritual and astrological skills, and there is no professional figure
specializing exclusively in astrology. With regard to North India, see, for example,
Raheja (1988) and Berti (2001).

11. These astrologers are Siddhartha, B. P. Mehrotra, and Kunji Bihari:
the former belongs to a family that claims to be Kshatriya (the varna below
Brahmins in the caste hierarchy), while the two others are, respectively, from
Khatri (from Punjab) and Agrawal communities, two jatis (caste, birth group)
specializing in trade.
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12. Gyanvati Pandey, whom we mentioned in the introduction, and Praveen
Issar, a young graduate in astrology from Banaras Hindu University specializing
in computer horoscope preparation.

13. For a study of the pandit category viewed in terms of its historic evo-
lutions as well as its contemporary form, see Michaels (2001). While referring
specifically to the current context of Banaras, the definition of the title pandit
we have provided here corresponds to the one suggested by Michaels in his intro-
duction to the aforementioned volume. However, we should state that in Banaras
the word “pandit” generally has two meanings. On the one hand it is used as
an honorific title attributed to “learned” Brahmans and “custodians of wisdom,”
but on the other it is also commonly employed to designate any Brahmin who
knows a few Sanskrit texts by heart and it does not necessarily imply an honorific
recognition of his knowledge. Ritual officiants are called pandits, but far from
being seen as learned or wise, on the contrary they have a reputation for being
“technicians of Sanskrit” often of questionable morality.

14. When astrologers have other university qualifications, lower than the
doctorate, these degrees are mentioned on the visiting card after the name: thus
“Pdt. Kashi Nath Chakrabarty, M. A. Jyotish Shastri” “Pd. Ghanshyam Mishra,
jyotishastra acharya,” and so on (for the equivalences between British university
degrees and Sanskrit titles, see note 3, chapter 2).

15. In the context of Banaras, the higher status claimed by practitioners
who only accepr payment, over those who ask to be paid, is also mentioned by
Clémentin-Ojha (2000, 322) in reference to the distinction between karmakaindis
and pandas.

16. It is however important to note that this “discourse” that seeks to
proclaim superior status may in some cases be contradicted by practice. When I
returned to the field in 2005, for example, an astrologer teaching at BHU had
resigned from his academic post despite his young age, which was about forty, to
become a full-time “professional” practitioner. It was the money he earned from
his consultations, rather than his teacher’s salary, that had permitted him to build
a large house in a residential area of Banaras, with an attached temple made of
marble, to perform pija for his clients. His lifestyle was constantly improving,
and he had no regrets at having left his job at the university.

17. According to our survey, the only exception to this rule is a Khatri family
from Punjab, where the profession of astrologer was passed down from father to son.

18. On the essential and constitutive value of the daksind, the ritual fee
paid to the officiants who perform a sacrificial act, see Heesterman (1959) and
Malamoud (1976).

19. Kashi (Kasi, “The Luminous”), one of the names for the city of Banaras,
is used in particular to emphasize the sacred nature of the town.



322 NoTEes To CHAPTER 3

20. When an astrologer is paid, whether it be a “spontaneous” payment or
a fixed rate, the client normally leaves one extra rupee above the round number:
for a fee of fifty rupees, he will leave fifty-one; for a fee of one hundred rupees,
he will leave one hundred and one. This is supposed to make the payment aus-
picious (subh).

21. These rates correspond to years 2000-2005. They may be twice, three
or four times more expensive nowadays since the cost of living is much higher
today in Indian urban cities.

22. Hence both astrologers use the title “Shastri” instead of the family
surname Chattopadhyay.

23. Among his gurus, like Jayachandra Chakravarti and Danda Swami, Shree
Kanth Shastri also mentions a Muslim guru, Haji Abdul Sayad, with whom he
would have learned several therapeutic methods specific to the Muslim rituals
(musalman rti).

24. As specified in note 13 of this chapter, it is necessary to distinguish
between the honorary title of “pandit,” attributed to scholars, and the substantive
“pandit” that designates a Brahmin ritual officiant.

25. When I returned to Banaras in 2008, Neelkanth Shastri had gone to his
natal village a few months earlier for health reasons: “Even though Baba thought
he would never fall ill, the planets don’t spare anyone” (graha kisi ko nabi chorta
hai), stated his elder son. According to his family, Baba was in fact suffering the
effects of the negative period of Ketu (ketu mahidasi) that had begun in November
2007. In their father’s absence, the three sons had not waited long to take over
his role of astrologer and were thus able to take advantage of his well-established
clientele. The eldest son had moved into the room that had been Bibas office,
and a print of his portrait, along with his father’, surrounded by the rays of the
sun, was displayed on the door to the consultation room. The central hall had
been transformed into a space for pija. The second son had started a practice in
the village, while the third had set up his office in a room in the building where
Baba used to do psja. From what they said, Baba had given them permission to
practice (lit., to “sit)” baithna) in his place but had prohibited them from reading
hands, as this required further study. Nonetheless, according to the local inhabi-
tants and the clients who regretted Baba’s prolonged absence, his illness had been
brought on by family disputes and he was saddened by the rivalry between his two
children who now shared his clientele and his fame at two ends of the same street.

26. This separation between home and office recalls Gaston Bachelard’s
reflections in The Formation of the Scientific Mind, when he compares the scientist
working in a laboratory with the alchemist who makes no difference between his
home and his laboratory: “Nowadays, it seems that those who work in laborato-
ries can detach themselves more easily from their work. Their emotional lives are
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no longer mixed up with their scientific lives. Their laboratory is no longer at
home, in attic or cellar. They leave it in the evening just as one leaves an office,
and they go home to their families, to other cares and joys” (2002 [1938], 57).

27. The astrologer’s new dog that was far better treated than its predecessor
wore a collar studded with precious stones around its neck, and amulets with
therapeutic and apotropaic properties.

28. Even in terms of the methods of payment, despite the board display-
ing a rate of two hundred rupees for the consultation, we observed that people
continue to pay whatever they want and according to their means.

29. For example, in 2000 the astrologer had been actively involved in the
protest movement against the shooting of Deepa Mehta’s film Water in Banaras.
This film, dealing with the institution of child widowhood, was seen as an
attack on the image of Hinduism that should be banned. As the leader of the
protest movement, the astrologer was interviewed several times by the press and
local television stations. The protest movement mobilized a large section of the
population and led to general strikes, making it impossible to shoot the film in
Banaras. In 2005 the astrologer also took an active part in the protests against
the construction of the Ganges dam at Tehri, as he saw it as an international
conspiracy by foreign multinationals to kill the Goddess Ganga. This politicized
practitioner has no hesitation in making astrological consultations a tribune for
publicizing his ideas and positions.

30. This privileged network of clients developed as a result of the friendship
between the astrologer and the politician Amar Singh that developed in 1992,
before the latter became a well-known leader of the Samajwadi Party. Apparently
thanks to Amar Singh the astrologer met “the Big B” (Amitabh Bachchan),
Mulayam Singh Yadav, as well as a whole network of Bollywood stars and
multimillionaire businessmen. We were unable to verify the accuracy of the list
of celebrities the astrologer says are part of his clientele, but the articles in the
local press, and some photographs, confirm he works for some of them. As the
astrologer wanted to preserve “professional confidentiality” with regard to the
services he has provided to these media personalities, we were unable to obtain
much information on the type of consultations provided. The importance of these
relationships should however be relativized, as the consultations generally take
place over the telephone, and the relationship can be occasional. According to
the same astrologer, unlike ordinary clients who develop an exclusive relationship
of trust with an astrologer, celebrities often consult several specialists in order to
later check the validity of the prognostics (and hence the astrologer’s reliability).

31. Today, an increasing number of astrologers work for companies and
hotels, are employed by telephone service providers, or work at call centers (for
portraits of these “new astrologers,” see Wadhwa [2004]).
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32. The interpenctration between astrology and commercial practices is
even more visible in Calcutta, where a high percentage of practitioners exercise
their profession at jewelry shops (Chanda 2002).

33. As we will see in chapter 8, these shops not only sell the “classics” of
Indian astral prophylaxis—like gemstones and amulets—they also deal in objects
classified under the “feng shui” (pherg sui) or vistu category, most of them
imported from China.

34. As examples of the type of description the astrologer receives from his
American associates: “John Davis, born on 29 July 1959, in Toronto. John will
have soon a small surgery for his hernia. Please can you prescribe yajna [ritual]
for his upcoming hernia surgery”; “Susan Kieler, born on 20 May 1977 in Austin.
Susan is an actress who wants to become a movie star. Please perform a yajna
[ritual] so that she will become famous.”

35. On the relationship between the person’s planetary situation and the
type of paji to be performed, see chapter 8 in this volume.

36. This information dates from 2008. In 2017 Jitendra Narayan Pandey
still works for Cyber Astro as senior vice president, but has moved to the head-
quarters of the company in Gurgaon.

Chapter 4. Horoscopes and Truth

1. For a discussion of the connection between knowledge and technical
skills, in the context of South Asian studies and anthropology, see the introduc-
tion to Mahias (2011).

2. According to philologists, the term bora is a transcription of the Greek
@ra, but according to Indian astrologers seeking to claim the autochthonous
nature of Indian astrology, it is a word of Sanskrit origin, formed out of the
elision of the initial 2 and the final #7 of the term aboritri, literally, “day (ahar)
and night (r#ri)” (the first time this etymology is mentioned is in Varahamihira’s
Brhajjataka [B] 1.3]). The term phalita, more commonly used than hori by today’s
astrologers, comes from phala, “fruit,” and hence indicates the science that studies
the “fruits” or “effects” of the movement of the stars.

3. The discipline that includes both chiromancy and physiognomy is
called samudyikasistra.

4. This divinatory technique is explained in the Sivasvarodaya, a text that
became popular in France following Daniélou’s translation (1982). On this text,
see also Pellissero (1991) and Chenet (1998b).

5. With regard to oneirology in the Sanskrit literary tradition, see Esnoul
et al. (1959), O’Flaherty (1984), and Upadhyay (1996). For an ethnographic
study, see Khare (1967).
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6. While the term used to designate an astrologer reputed for his horoscope
readings is vidvin, “scholar, the term generally used for a specialist excelling in
other techniques is pdrangat, “expert” The latter term emphasizes the practical
aspects of knowledge.

7. We prefer to describe this approach as “deductive” rather than “pre-
dictive” as the latter term implies a relationship of temporal anteriority of the
utterance to the event, which is not necessarily the case, for example, when the
astrologer “divines” the number of brothers or children a person has.

8. This category generally designates everything related to sorcery (fond-
totka), the evil eye (nazar), the spirits of the dead (bhit-pret), and so forth.

9. Although the two words cakr and kundali are often employed as syn-
onyms, cakr is most often used to refer to a simplified horoscope in the form of
a single diagram, while kundali indicates a connected series of diagrams, as they
are presented in the janm kundali.

10. Nonetheless, many astrologers consider that the nation’s future should be
calculated on the basis of the date India was declared a republic (January 26, 1950).

11. Our goal here is not to enter into the technical details of the theory of
Hindu horoscopy. For this, the reader may consult handbooks of Hindu astrology
written by both Indian and Western authors, which provide detailed explanations
of the subject (see note 19, Introduction).

12. The traditional horoscopes we saw are decorated along both sides of
the length of the seven-meter-long scroll. On the left there are representations of
the twelve zodiacal signs, while on the right there are anthropomorphic figures of
the nine planetary deities and the three Gods, Varuna, Prajapati, and Yama. The
choice of adding “three” Gods to the nine planets meets the need for symmetry
with the twelve zodiacal signs that run along the left side of the horoscope, but
we cannot explain why it is specifically these three Gods of Vedic origin.

13. Computerized horoscopes are considered more reliable, from a descrip-
tive viewpoint, in terms of the calculation of the positions of the stars, but their
interpretative and therapeutic sections are little appreciated. For this reason,
most people who consult astrologers prefer horoscopes that are handwritten by
astrologers and their assistants.

14. The diagram reproduced here is the one generally used in North India
and hence in Banaras. In South India and in Bengal, the twelve houses are also
inscribed within a quadrangle but are disposed differently.

15. The list of the twelve houses presented here uses the names provided in
the Brhajjitaka (B] 1.15) and the Lighujitaka (L] 1.18) by Varahamihira, in the
Brhatparisaraborasistra (BPHS 11.2-13) by Paraéara, and in the Jitakapirijita
(JP 1.49-52) by Vaidyanatha.

16. We will discuss the representation of the individual in the horoscope

in chapter 6.
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17. When filling in the horoscope, the ascendant sign (lagna) is placed in
the first house and the following signs are placed, in zodiacal order, in a coun-
terclockwise direction: if, for example, the ascendant is Libra, this zodiacal sign
is attributed to the first house, Scorpio to the second, Sagittarius to the third,
and so on. The planets are then placed according to their position in relation to
the signs. Astrologers generally pay little attention to lunar mansions when inter-
preting horoscopes. Because of this, we will deal with naksatras in the paragraph
concerning the study of muburtas, auspicious moments for undertaking activities,
where they play a fundamental role.

18. For a discussion of this system of cosmological correspondences, see
Guenzi (2008).

19. The potato harvest takes place in February and October. At the time of
the harvest the farmer may decide to sell the potatoes immediately or store them
in government warchouses to sell them at a higher price when the season is over.

20. As Tarabout’s (2002a) study shows, the theory of prasna formulated in
the texts attributes great divinatory value to the person who asks the question:
the first initial of his name, the constellation (naksatra) under which he is born,
the direction his body faces, the direction in which he looks, his posture, his
clothing, his mood, the parts of his body or the objects he touches while asking
the question, and so on, play a major role, as signs in the formulation of the
diagnosis (on this subject, see also chap. 51 of the Brhatsambiti). Nonetheless,
according to our survey of astrologers in Banaras these indications involving the
questioner himself are rarely taken into account, and the diagnosis of the prasna
is mainly based on astrological data, that is to say, on the horoscope calculated
at the time the question is asked.

21. In the case of a prasna regarding the temple in Kerala described by
Tarabout (2002a), the questioner’s “neutrality” toward the question asked seems
to be an asset, when one uses a child as an “innocent” messenger of the divine
for the ritual of the “cight auspicious objects” (astamargala).

22. Title of respect the client uses to address the astrologer.

23. About regional differences in Hindu calendars, see Merrey (1982).

24. Pugh’s analysis is based on four Hindi almanacs that are widely circulated
in the Banaras region: the Hysikes Paricang (or Kaswisvanath Pasicang), the Visva
Pajicang, the Pandit Ganes Apaji Pasicing, and the Pandit Ganes Dutta Pajicirg.
Her study mainly focuses on mubirtas for the life cycle rites, for foundation
laying ceremonies and for beginning agricultural work. For an analysis of the
contemporary uses of the concept of mubiirta in Maharashtra, see Leutgeb (2000).

25. Uttardyana, the “northern path)” indicates the term that runs from
the winter solstice to the summer solstice and daksindyana, the “southern path)
indicates the six months between the summer solstice and the winter solstice.

26. The naksatra masas last about thirteen days and are defined by the Sun’s
passage through each of the twenty-seven naksatras along the ecliptic.
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27. Suklapaksi designates the “luminous” fortnight that runs from the new
moon to the full moon; krsnapaksa designates the “dark” fortnight that runs from
the full moon to the new moon.

28. Some of the astrologers in Banaras are themselves publishers and
authors of almanacs.

29. The Kisivisvanatha Pajicinga (or Hrsikesa Pajicinga) is known as one of
the most authoritative almanacs in Banaras. It is published in two versions, one in
Sanskrit and the other in Hindi. Here we are referring to the Sanskrit version as
it is more complete and contains more details on the subject of mubirta. Some
terms appear in Hindi because they are presented in this manner in the Sanskrit
version of the almanac.

30. Caitra is the first month in the Hindu calendar and runs more or
less (depending on the years) from the middle of the month of March, till the
middle of the month of April.

31. For a description of Hindu samskaras, see Pandey (1994).

32. The present participle of the verb to be (AS-), sant- (in initio compositi,
sat-), designates the “appropriate,” “right,” “correct” nature of a certain moment.

33. The mila naksatras are six naksatras—Aslesa, Magha, Jyestha, Mala,
Revati, and Asvini—ill-omened for a birth: if, at the time of the child’s birth, the
Moon is in one of these six naksatras, the parents need to perform a pacification
ritual known as mial santi (pacifying the miil).

34, This is in no way a unique case. Astrologers often see clients who want
to know the best time for a delivery; the option of having a caesarean makes it far
easier to manipulate destiny. This enthusiasm for a “surgically created horoscope”
has also become a lucrative business on the internet. Several sites specializing
in Hindu or Vedic astrology sell services in this field. Thus, for “only” $99, the
“Himalayan Ashram of Vedic astrologers” (http://www.soothsayers-india.com)
provides a service called “Pre Determining the Birth Time of Your Child” that
allows people to identify the most auspicious time for a child to be born by
caesarean.

35. The three types of divinatory knowledge we have described so far—
jataka, prasna, and mubirta—belong to the branch of jyotisa known as hori and
this term indicates the time-related aspect of divination.

36. On the author of this treatise, Kalikaprasada Sarman, “royal astrologer”
(rdja-jyautisi) in Banaras in the twentieth century, see Pingree (1970-1994, 2: 32).

37. The “ideal lifespan” of a human being’s life is the same as that of
horoscopic theory: 120 years.

38. In Hari Krishna Dikshit’s opinion, each planet is supposed to govern
a part of the face, about the size of a 25 paise coin (a coin eatlier in use that
was worth a quarter of a rupee).

39. For an in-depth textual and historical analysis of physiognomy in India,
see the detailed and systematic study recently published by Zysk (2016).
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40. Chapters 68 and 70 examine the different parts of men and wom-
en’s bodies. Chapter 69 identifies a man’s physical typology depending on the
dominant planetary influences. Chapters 50 and 51 also deal with physiognomy,
but according to Bhattotpala’s commentary (tenth century of our era) these are
later additions that should not be attributed to Varahamihira. Chapter 50 deals
with the different parts of the body the prasna questioner touches, and chapter
51 with the significance of pimples (pitaka), wounds (v7anma), and marks on the
body (tilaka).

41. Although, as we saw, Hindu horoscopy is not anthropocentric, phys-
iognomy is even less so: the body of human beings is studied no differently to
that of other animals. The chapters of the Brhatsambiti dedicated to a study
of the “signs” (laksana) of the human body, in fact follow the chapters dealing
with the laksanas of cows, dogs, cockerels, tortoises, goats, horses, and elephants.

42. The consultation took place on January 11, 2000.

43. Horoscopes can in fact be manipulated to convince matrimonial partners
of the woman’s youth, as horoscopes are always exchanged before a marriage is
arranged.

44. This planetary conjunction occurs when the three planets are in an
exalted position in the horoscope.

45. In this case too, there is an allusion to the idea that the child may have
been swapped at the hospital.

46. The consultation took place on November 23, 1999.

47. Here again empirical evidence is questioned through the astrological
diagnosis: as the mother has difficulty accepting the daughter’s educational failure
given the astrologer’s statement that she “should have” passed the exams, she
prefers to think the failure is not “real” but the result of a trick.

48. The fact that the young girl does not even have long hair, which is
generally the case in India, is the “coup de grace” that puts an end to the astro-
logical diagnosis.

49. We will deal with this subject in detail in chapter 6.

50. On this subject, astrologers can consult either the horoscope of the
person or the horoscope of the prasna. In both cases, they generally look at the
position of the malefic planets (pip graha) in relation to the houses VI, VIII,
or XII, which, respectively, represent diseases and enemies (VI), death (VII),
and losses (XII). On this subject Sharma’s text Jyotis aur Rog (Astrology and
Diseases), provides a list of the planetary configurations (grahayog) that serve to
identify the disorders caused by evil spirits (pisic), charms (abbicar), curses (sip),
and bewitchment (#0ban) (Sharma n.d., 89-90).

51. For details of the astrological configurations that allow one to test the
questioner’s truthfulness, see, for example, Bhat (1992, 29).

52. The consultation took place on November 14, 1999.
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53. Leucodermia is a disease greatly feared by people in India; it results in
the progressive loss of “patches” (dig) of pigmentation,and a loss of skin sensitivity.

54. The consultation took place in February 2000.

55. About the rules and principles to calculate horoscope matching according
to astrological theory, see Kemper (1980).

56. In the text Jyotis aur Rog (Astrology and Discases) the gupt rogs include
the following diseases: gonorrhea (prameb), pain during urination (matrakycchra),
syphilis (#padamsa), vaginal discharge (pradar), and sterility (napumsakati)
(Sharma n.d., 92).

57. According to the astrologer, the man did not even want to cross-check the
astrological information with medical tests as he had such faith in the truth of the
horoscope. One can of course wonder if this “astrological revelation” was the only
and real reason why the marriage was canceled, as the astrologer proudly claimed, or
whether the horoscope was merely used as a pretext. We have no means of checking
this. In any event, this example illustrates how horoscopes may be used to justify
a choice. Seen from this angle, this case is in no way exceptional, as we will see in
chapter 7, where we deal with weddings between margali and masigali couples.

Chapter 5. Karma and Bhigya

1. The Sanskrit word karman, “act] is known as “karma” in English and
most of the anthropological and Indologist literature hence refers to the “theory
(or doctrine) of karma.” We will follow this convention. Nonetheless, when we
refer to the Sanskrit term itself (and not to the theory) we will use the uninflected
form karman and, in the same manner, when referring to a recorded interview
in the field, we will use the term in the Hindi form of karma.

2. A third book on the theme, also published in the United States and
edited by Neufeldt (1986), deals with postclassical developments in the theory
of karma. However, this work adopts a more philosophical approach, unlike the
anthropological perspective that marks the first two volumes.

3. On this subjec, see also Kolenda (1964), Obeyesekere (1968), Sharma
(1973), Nuckolls (1981), Wadley and Derr (1989), Berti (1992), Nichter (1992),
as well as Nichter and Nichter (2010).

4. Despite the diverse forms it takes in the different textual traditions, the
theory of karma will be mentioned here in its most minimal form, as a doctrine
that postulates a relationship of causality between the moral quality of acts and
their fruit in this life, as well as past and future lives. For a discussion about
general definitions of the karma theory, see O’Flaherty (1980, xi).

5. As stated in Patafjali’s Yogasitra, when entering a new body, the karmic
residue determines three things: ja#i (birth, the genus into which one is born),
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ayus (life span), and bhoga (the experience of pleasure and suffering) (Potter,
1980, 244). These three aspects of human existence are also, and precisely, the
core of horoscope theory.

6. Chenet quotes similar passages from other astrological treatises: “[the
astronomical cosmos, the Zodiac] completely reveals the portion arrived at maturity
[able to produce their fruits] of good and bad actions performed during previous
existence” (Brhajjitaka 1.3); “The results of previous actions that Creator and
Destiny have proclaimed by registering them on [lines of | the forehead, this sci-
ence clucidates them, just as a lamp reveals objects in the midst of thick shadow”
(Vrddbayavanajitaka 1.3) (Chenet 1985, 111). In the Brhatpirisarahorisistra
planets are defined as karmaphalada (bearing the fruit of karman) (BPHS 2.3).

7. On the interpretation of the doctrine of karma as a theodicy, based on
Max Weber’s reflection and on her ethnography in a village of Himachal Pradesh,
see Sharma (1973). Here we will prefer the term “cosmodicy” to “theodicy,” since
the “cosmos,” rather than God, is concerned.

8. Halbfass (1980, 269). The author mentions certain materialistic and
fatalistic trends in Indian thought as being the only exceptions.

9. Halbfass (1980) deals, in particular, with the idea of apirva in the
Mimamsi and the idea of adrsta in the Vaidesika.

10. In other words, even if we admit that the “lamp trick” makes it possi-
ble to formally reconcile natal horoscopy with the karma doctrine, the difficulty
arises when we attempt to apply it to other astrological methods, such as prasna,
muhiirta, and sambiti. For example, how can karmic residue explain the fact that
the same person obtains different results depending on the astral configuration
present at the time he undertakes an activity, as set out in the branch of astrol-
ogy dedicated to mubirtas? This impasse, and others, are examined in Krishan’s
(1983) study, the only author, to my knowledge, who emphasizes the difficulty
in connecting the two theories of human destiny.

11. With some reservations, we could suggest the hypothesis that the lim-
ited “impact” of the theory of karma on popular Hinduism may also be due to
the importance of astrology as an alternative theory of human destiny. In fact,
astrology seems to be much better adapted than the karma theory to explaining
human destiny as it is experienced on a daily basis with its everyday issues.

12. The relationship between astrology and karma theory could be fruitfully
studied from a textual perspective, through an analysis of the literary genre of
karmavipika (maturation [of the fruits] of actions done in previous lives). As
Pingree (1997b) shows in his seminal work, which as far as I know was never
followed up, treatises on karmavipaka approach the study of diseases by com-
bining astrological and karmic approaches. Among them, Rajavirasimhatomara’s
Virasimhbavaloka, composed in North India in 1383, for example, is a nosological
treatise that compares astrological, Ayurvedic, and karmic approaches to the study
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and treatment of each disease (see also Meulenbeld 1999-2002, IIA: 229-230).
Another later treatise, the Jiidnabbiskara, composed in the fifteenth century,
studies discases as being caused, respectively, by astrological and karmic forces.
The suggested therapies are different: diseases caused by planetary influences are
treated through the performance of rituals of pacification ($47#), while karmic
effects are neutralized though rituals of expiation (prayascitta) (Pingree 1997b).
For an ethnographic study of the rituals described in the karmavipika, see Nichter
and Nichter (2010).

13. In the image of the two wheels of the scooter, we can clearly identify
a “modernized” version of the well-known metaphor of the two wheels of the
chariot found in the Yijizyavalkyasmrti, where the two wheels are those of destiny
(daiva) and human effort (purusakira): “Just like the movement of a chariot
is not possible only by a single wheel, destiny (daiva) cannot succeed without
human effort (purusakira)” (yathi hyekena cakrena rathasya na gatirbhavet/ evam
purusakdarena vind daivam na sidbyati) (Yajiyavalkyasmrti 1.350-351). Nonetheless,
the categories employed are different (daiva/purusakira vs. bhigya/karm) and we
will return to these differences later.

14. From a textual viewpoint, Long (1980) mentions bhdigya as one of the
names used in the Mahabharata to refer to destiny, but then, when he analyzes
the idea of destiny in the epic, he only takes the terms daiva and dista into
consideration.

15. Although in his conclusion to the edited volume Karma: An Anthro-
pological Inquiry, Daniel emphasizes that the opposition between karma and
bhbigya “is a distinction worth pursuing further” (1983, 292), the question does
not seem to have aroused the interest of anthropologists since. However, in her
study on narratives about destiny, duty, and devotion among female Hindu sidbu
in Rajasthan, DeNapoli refers to the combined themes of karma and bhigya as
narrative strategies with which women negotiate their own ambiguous public
position as ascetics (2009, 91).

16. According to Van Buitenen, the word bhakti that originally signified
“distribution,” “sharing,” progressively came to mean “accepting or adopting some-
thing as one’s allotted share” (1981, 24). The etymology of the word bhagya and
the semantic differentiations originating from the root BHAJ- in the history of
Hindu religious traditions, would, in my opinion, deserve further investigation.
Sharma (1977) elaborates some stimulating remarks about Sanskrit and vernacular
terms stemming from the root BHAJ-related to food distribution.

17. On the basis of this blindness, Dumézil (1956) asserts an explicit parallel
between the Vedic deity Bhaga—corresponding to the Avestan Baga, “God,” and
the Phrygian Bagaios “Lord”—and the Roman Goddess Fortuna.

18. Sanskrit is not the only language to recognize an etymological relationship
between the idea of “share” and destiny. Balaudé (1997) examines, for example, the
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relationship in Greek between the verbs that signify “to share” (meiromei, daio)
and the nouns that express the idea of destiny (moira, heimarmané, and daimon).

19. The Manak hindi kos provides the following definition of bhigya: “the
divine rule or rule of destiny according to which all events occurring during the
existence of living beings, and especially human beings, are seen as predetermined
and ineluctable; as effects of this, human beings experience all kinds of happiness
and sorrow and their life goes on” (vah isvariya yi daivi vidhan jiske sambandhb
mé yah mand jatd hai ki praniyo, visesatah manusyé ke jivan mé jo ghatnaé ghatti
hai, ve pirv-niscit aur avasyambbivi hoti bai aur unbi ke phalasvarip manusyi
ko sab prakar ke sukh dubkh prapt hote hai aur unke jivan ki kram calta hai)
(Varma 1965, 4: 209).

20. On the opposition between daiva (or dista) and human effort (purusakira),
see Woods (2001), Nayak (1997), Long (1980), and Weiss (1980).

21. Guenzi and Singh (2009).

22. On this subject, see Kane (1968-1977, 3: 543-661). The word diy-
abhdga literally means “the share of diya with diya meaning the “given share,
wealth, or inheritance (Kane 1968-1977, 3: 543).

23. This passage by Dumont refers to the question of inheritance rights as
defined by the Mitaksara legal school that was predominant all over India, except
Bengal (where the Dayabhaga school is followed). Concerning the debate between
the two schools, see Kane (1968-1977, 3: 552ff.) and Dumont (1983, 9-13).

24. Sacrificial ritual that is usually performed in case a life is in danger.

25. 1 lakh = 100,000 rupees.

26. Karma bhaiva signifies “house of karman, with the word karman
meaning, in this context, “profession,” “career,” and “leadership.”

27. This case was observed on November 22, 1999.

28. Vimsottari dasa is the most widespread system in North India, while in
the South, the astortari dasi (based on a life span of 108 years) system is usually
followed. On the system of dasas it is interesting to note that this is a purely
conventional predictive system, that is to say, it does not use any astronomical
data. The duration of the dasi does not correspond to the duration of planetary
orbits and the series of planets that control the successive periods does not obey
the respective ranking in the solar system. The principle that governs this system
is hence not of an astronomical nature but is used to establish alternating good
and bad periods over the course of an existence.

29. The planet that rules the first antardasi of any mabadasa is the same
as the one that rules the mabidasi itself. The duration of every antardasi is
equivalent to the number of years the mahidasi in question lasts, multiplied by
the the number of years of the planet’s mabidasi divided by 120. Thus, Jupiter’s
antardasi would be the first antardasi of Jupiter’s mahidasi and will last for a
period of 16 years x 16/120 (or 0.13) = 2 years, 1 month, and 18 days; Saturn’s
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antardasi will be the second antardasi of Jupiter’s mabadasi and will last 16 years
x 19/120 (or 0.1583) = 2 years, 6 months, 12 days, and so on.

30. The astrologer is sixty years old.

31. According to the astrologer, at that time, people feared that this unusual
planetary conjunction could have an inauspicious influence. For this reason many
rituals were performed in order to avoid negative effects. Some historic testimo-
nies of worries and rituals celebrated in 1962 because of ashza grahi yog can be
found on the internet.

32. When a planet is located in a zodiacal sign (risi) governed by an enemy
planet, it is said to be in nic (lower, inferior) 7isi.

33. Drsti, “gaze; or “aspect” in astrological language.

34. Sometimes, in this conjunction, instead of Mars it could be the Moon,
which is believed to provoke a largely “mental” obsession with sex. When Saturn
is in the zodiacal sign of Taurus (vrsa) the person is supposed to have incestuous
relations or adulterous relations within the family. In addition, we must note that
when Venus and the Moon are together in the fourth house, and are aspected by
Saturn or Rahu, the kdmdindh conjunction is supposed to affect the mother of
the owner of the horoscope, who would hence be of a “loose character.”

35. On the astrological details of this yog, see Khankhoje (1997, 75).

36. The chapter is called Purvajanmasipadyotanidhyiya.

37. BPHS (83.2).

Chapter 6. Shared Destinies

1. The profusion of details a horoscope can provide about the native’s
entourage can be illustrated by the fact that classical treatises describe in great
detail the women who will attend the birth of the native. Thus, according to
astral conjunctions, one can state the type of ornaments they will be wearing,
their physical features, and their behavioral attitudes (SRV 9.21-23), the caste
they belong to (SC 2.61-64), and whether they are widows (SC 2.65).

2. As the philological history and the dating of these texts is complex and
controversial, we refer to Pingree (1981, chap. 5) and to Kane (1968-1977, V,
part I, section II). In what concerns the editions, for the BPHS and the SRV,
we refer to the editions by Santhanam (1984 and 1996); for the SC, we follow
Bhasin’s (1997) edition. The translations from Sanskrit are mine.

3. The word arista, from the root RIS-, “to be hurt or injured,” “to perish,”
“to hurt “to destroy, is also used in medical literature, where it designates the
“symptoms of death.”

4. We refer here to the atharistidhyaya, “chapter dealing with the ariszas”
which corresponds to the ninth chapter of the BPHS and to the tenth chapter of
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the SRV. When quoting Sanskrit verses, to make the reading of divinatory sentences
easier, we distinguish between the “protasis” (the clause expressing the condition
that precedes the independent phrase and states the astrological conditions) and
the “apodosis” (the main clause of a conditional sentence that states the effects
of the astral configurations) by putting apodoses in italics.

5. As we will see later in this chapter, horoscope treatises mainly refer to
male natives, as a female’s destiny is treated in a separate chapter about “female
horoscopy” (stri-jataka).

6. In the second verse of the BPHS (9.25) mentioned earlier, the father
had already been mentioned.

7. The navimsa is one of the “seven systems of divisions” (saptavarga) of
the zodiacal signs used by Hindu horoscopy. It refers to the division of zodiacal
signs into “nine (nava) parts (amsas)” Each fraction of 3° and 20' corresponds to
a zodiacal sign, which makes it possible to multiply the possible interpretations
of astral charts.

8. On this subject, we should note that in the first of these three verses
(BPHS 9.25) death is expressed by a past participle (27£4) in the locative absolute
form (myte pitari): this expression hence states that at the birth of the child, the
event of the father’s death has already occurred. In the second sloka (BPHS 9.40),
however, it is the optative syt of the verb “to be” (AS-) that designates the event
of the death. The optative—based on the present theme—means that at the time
of the child’s birth, the death of the father that has already taken place will occur.
This expression seems to us to be particularly striking, as it would be based on
the principle according to which an earlier event can be determined by a later
event. But is it precisely in this violation of the principle of consecutio temporis
that the idea of embedded family destinies is most powerful.

9. On this subject, according to the Saravali, Sun as the indicator of the
father is replaced by Saturn in the case of nocturnal births.

10. The kdrakas can however change depending on the texts and the dif-
ferent astrological traditions.

11. As for the planets, the association between the houses and the members
of the family can also vary according to the texts and the astrological traditions. We
will limit ourselves to the BPHS here, in order to reduce the technical complexities
as far as possible, and to facilitate an understanding of the fundamental principle.

12. Each zodiacal sign is ruled by a planet: the ruler of Aries is Mars, the
ruler of Taurus is Venus, and so forth.

13. One will hence examine whether Mercury is in a completely exalted
or debilitated position, if it is aspected by benefic or malefic planets, and so on.

14. The words sahaja (from saha, “with” and ja, “born”) and sodara (from
sa-udara, “co-uterine”) mean “those who are born together” and thus do not make
a gender distinction between brothers and sisters. To distinguish between brothers
and sisters, the terms bbratr (brother) and bbagini (sister) are used.
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15. Other astral configurations indicating the sodarandsa, the destruction
of brothers and sisters, can be found in the SC (4.2-14).

16. The astrologer is referring to the performance of rituals or the act of
wearing precious stones.

17. The Moon is supposed to create physical problems connected to cold
and humidity, like colds in the example cited.

18. One cannot help noting the misogynist nature of this verse: while
the beneficial effects of the planetary configuration mentioned are attributed to
the man, the malefic effects of the same configuration are attributed to women.

19. Khankhoje (1997, 277).

20. On the number of wives, see BPHS (18.19-21) and specifically SC
(6.15-36) where the number of wives is evaluated up to one hundred, two
hundred, or even three hundred.

21. Similarly, among the native sexual partners, the SC includes a sterile
woman, a menstruating woman, a pregnant woman, a dark-skinned hunchbacked
woman, as well as a four-legged animal (SC 6.80-83, 85).

22. See the postface to the Tel edition of Homo hierarchicus (Dumont 1979).

23. Candyridhiyoga, that is to say, adhiyoga based on Candra (Moon), is an
astral configuration that appears when benefic planets are in the sixth, seventh,
and eighth house from the Moon. Depending on the strength of the planets
involved, the jitaka will become a king, a minister, or an army chief (see, i.e.,
BPHS 37.5). The effects of this conjunction are hence considered “impossible
for women” (strindm asambhava).

24. To gain an idea of the thoroughness of the information a horoscope
can provide on ego’s entourage, one may quote the manual of medical astrology,
Jyotis aur Rog (Astrology and Diseases). It provides very detailed descriptions of
the astral configurations responsible for pimples and skin infections (phora-phumsi,
vran) that affect the father, the mother, the children, the brothers, and other
members of the owner of the birth chart’s family (Sharma n.d., 76).

25. See in particular chapter 4, “Blood Across the Stars: Astrology and the
Construction of Gender” (Kapadia 1995, 68-92).

26. The use of horoscopes, Kapadia observes, is in fact limited to the well-
off families in the village, as the poor families cannot afford to have a detailed
horoscope drawn up.

27. The author explains that the unmarried daughter’s horoscope is supposed
to have a specific influence on the maternal uncle’s family, as the girl is normally
married into this family.

28. See, in particular, O’Flaherty (1976 and 1980), V. E. Daniel (1983),
and S. Daniel (1983).

29. The concept of the “collective individual” is developed by Descombes
(2001). Although devoid in this context of its philosophical meanings, this
expression perfectly describes the status of the person within the horoscope. The
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individual, “he who is born” (jitaka), the owner of the horoscope, consists of a
set of social and family relationships.

Chapter 7. Astrology and Possession

1. About the representations of the nine planetary deities (navagraba),
see Markel (1995). About the navagrabas as a group in Sanskrit literature and in
contemporary practices, see Guenzi (2008). On devotional narratives, iconographic
representations, and ritual practices addressed to Saturn, see Guenzi (2005).

2. Here, we choose to employ the term “syndrome” (which etymologically
signifies “running together, concurrence [of symptoms]”) as it refers to a complex
group of symptoms that characterize a pathology, and this closely corresponds to
the types of planetary afflictions we are dealing with here.

3. In Tamil Nadu, for example, marngal dos is more commonly called
Sevvay dosham (cevvay tosam, from cevviy, “red, the Tamil name for Mars);
similarly kil sarp yog is sometimes known as Naga dosh (in Tamil, niga tosam),
in certain regions of India. This also signifies the “the serpent’s flaw.” For an
analysis of these categories in the Tamil context, see Kapadia (1995, 82-89) and
Allocco (2009 and 2014).

4. From our research, although the classical horoscopy treatises do not
mention these categories, some of them, like the Byhatparisarahorisistra (BPHS)
or the Sarvarthacintimani, nonetheless contain passages that could be related,
even if not necessarily genealogically, to these astrological categories. For example,
in the chapter on women’s horoscopy (strijitaka), the BPHS describes the astral
conjunctions that lead to widowhood (vaidhavya) (BPHS 82.47, 48, and 49)
that recall certain aspects of masigal dos. The Mubartacintimani mentions
marriage with the jar (kumbha viviha) in the section dealing with the astral
conjunctions (yaga) of widowhood (vaidhavya) (Joshi 1992, 305-308). In what
concerns the origin of the $ani sirbe siti, it is mentioned in a medieval treatise,
the Dharmasindbu, which contains the instructions for a pacification (sinti)
rite for an “affliction that lasts seven and a half years” (sardbasaptavarsikapidi)
caused by Saturn (Kane 1968-1977, 5: 2nd part, 756). On the kil sarp yog, see
note 47, this chapter.

5. The advertisement, as it appeared in the Times of India of September
25, 2008, indicates cell phone numbers to call for cach state and town, in case
the client wants to order the CD by phone.

6. “Help me: advice on eliminating marigal dos”

7. http://www.indiadivine.org/audarya/vedic-astrology-jyotisha/446962-
help-me-manglik-dosh-nivaran-tips.html.
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8. http://www.indiaparenting.com/boards/showmessage.cgi?messageid=478&
table_name=dis_zodiac_signs.

9. Representations related to Mars’s influence will be examined here in
greater detail than those related to the other planets. We have dealt extensively
with Saturn in a previous publication based on a case study (Guenzi 2005).

10. The couple owns a sari shop in the north of Banaras.

11. On this subject, it is interesting to note that certain Muslim ritual
officiants, specializing in the treatment of victims of sorcery, also establish a rela-
tionship between Mangal and the difficulties young girls have in getting married.
We observed several of their consultations and treatments. These officiants spoke
of Mahimangal, “the great Mangal,” as a malefic demon that prevents young girls
from getting married, and for which one must wear coral and observe a fast on
eleven Tuesdays. According to these officiants, to celebrate the end of the fast,
Hindu girls should go to the Marngali Gauri temple in Banaras, and Muslim girls
should throw yellow offerings (yellow rice, yellow flowers, yellow sweetmeats) into
the Ganges. All the girls who have completed the ritual fast must wear a yellow
thread (#iga) on their arm.

12. For a literary account of the life of a young Bengali girl suffering from
mangal dos, see Sharma’s tale “Rites of Passage” (Sharma 1995).

13. A person is said to be prabal mangalik, “very strongly margalik] when
Mangal is located in the houses mentioned, counted not only from the ascendant
(or first house) but also from the sign in which the Moon is located at the time
of birth. The strength of margal dos is, however, mitigated when Mangal is found
in a house occupied by a sign it rules over, that is to say, Aries and Scorpio.

14. Mangal dos, “Mars’s flaw” is neutralized, for example, if the lagna (or
first house) is occupied by Aries, if the fourth house is occupied by Scorpio, if
the seventh house is occupied by Capricorn, if the eighth house is occupied by
Cancer, and so forth. For a list of the astral conjunctions that cancel or reduce
the margal dos, see Khankhoje (1997, 272-273).

15. “Manglik” is the Indian English transcription of Mazigalik.

16. The advertisements quoted are taken from the Sunday Times, “Matri-
monials” (May 15, 2002). Emphasis added.

17. KK and SP indicate the two Brahmin subcastes Kanya-Kubja and
Sarjupari.

18. BHP is an acronym for biodata, horoscope, and photo.

19. These acronyms, respectively, stand for: Medical Doctor (MD), Master
of Surgery (MS), Master of Dental Science (MDS), Bachelor of Dental Science
(BDS), Engineer (ENG), Master of Business Administration (MBA), Indian
Administrative Service (IAS), and Charted Accountant (CA).

20. Indian Administrative Service employees.
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21. Non-Resident Indians, or Indians living abroad, most often in the
United States, United Kingdom, or the Gulf countries.

22. Agarwals and Marwaris are castes traditionally associated with trading
activities.

23. We were unable to carry out an in-depth study of this subject, but
according to our survey the categories that are mostly concerned with the “man-
glik” or “non-manglik” identity seem to be those involved in liberal professions
(lawyers, engineers, doctors, etc.), business activities, information technology, as
well as civil servants and academics.

24. The Hindi almanacs can contain instructions on the procedure and
the formulae to be recited at a kumbha-viviba, “marriage with a clay jar” See,
for example, the Hysikes Upidhyay Hindi Paricing, the Hindi edition of the
Kisivisvanitha Pasiciniga (Department of Jyotish 1999-2000, 6).

25. According to the astrologers Mridula and Prakash Trivedi, authors of
the work Foretelling Widowhood (2008), entirely dedicated to identifying astral
conjunctions responsible for widowhood, the most fortunate Indian women are
those whose horoscope shows the akbanda saubhigya yoga astral configuration
(astral conjunction of uninterrupted conjugal happiness). This “conjugal happiness”
configuration means that the wife dies before her husband: “The conjunction of
akbanda saubhigya yoga in the horoscope of women is most fortunate for them.
Almost one hundred per cent of married women have an inner desire to die
before their husbands but only a few are fortunate to have their desire fulfilled”
(Trivedi and Trivedi 2008, 277).

26. An astrologer recounts that in earlier times, m/m'ga[i girls were married
to a2 God in a temple and they were forced to spend three years at the temple
before they could be married to a “human” husband. Nonetheless, according to
him, as during these three years the girls were often the victims of sexual abuse
by the priests, the tradition gradually became obsolete.

27. The number of guns, “qualities;” shows the degree of compatibility of
a couple using the kundali milina method, the matching of the horoscopes. The
mathematical calculations for this method are described in the sixth chapter of
the Mubirtacintimani, in a section called guna-ganana (calculation of qualities)
and describing the eight criteria (astakiita, “eight peaks”) that give the final score.
About its applications in Sri Lanka, see Kemper (1979).

28. In other words, protective marriages serve to terminate the mdrakatv,
the deathly potential attributed to Mangal’s prabhav.

29. Nonetheless, in certain cases, astrologers prescribe coral for the
non-margalik member of the couple, as a direct protection against the harmful
influence of Mangal transmitted by the margalik spouse.

30. After four months during which she had taken refuge with her daughter
in a church, the woman returned home for a few days to return the daughter to

her father, and then she left again.
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31. As this consultation took place in Bengali, we only have the English
translation without the transcription.

32. It is because of this excessive strength that being mazgalik is considered
more dangerous and undesirable in a woman than a man.

33. For a study on the iconography, the myths, and the astrological char-
acterization of Sani, as well as on Sani’s shrines, priests, and devotional practices
in Banaras, see Guenzi (2005).

34. “Tantras to Gain Favor with the Nine Planets” by Shukla (1993).

35. For someone born, for example, with the Moon in Aries, Sani sarbe
sati occurs when Sani passes through the signs of Pisces (twelfth in relation to
Aries), Aries itself, and Taurus (second in relation to Aries).

36. Remaining for two and a half years in each house of the horoscope,
Sani indeed takes thirty years to pass through all twelve houses. At the end of
thirty years, Sani hence returns to the twelfth house in relation to 7is. In other
words, every recurrence of sdrbe siti begins twenty-two years and six months after
the end of the preceding sdrbe siti.

37. “Sani ki sarhesiti anek jyotirvids ke liye kamadhenu hai” (Trivedi 1996, xi).

38. With regard to the works mainly intended for an American audience,
we should also mention Svoboda’s text, The Greatness of Saturn: A Therapeutic
Myth (1998), a translation of the Gujarati version of the Sani mahatmya by
Pranjivan Harihar Shastri. The author, an American from Texas who studied
Ayurvedic medicine and jyozisa in India for several years, writes in the preface
that he was inspired to write a book by the end of his seven and a half years of
Saturnian affliction. He thus explains the motivations that drove him to write:
“My motives are both selfish, for I hope to make Saturn happy by this action,
and altruistic, for I hope that others can similarly use it to make their own lives
happy by pleasing Saturn” (Svoboda 1998, 21). The books aims to serve as a
kathd, a devotional tale that, when read aloud, is beneficial to the reader.

39. Tamil word designating the entry of a planet into a zodiacal sign; it
corresponds to the Sanskrit term samkrinti.

40. The temple is situated in South Delhi, near the posh areas of Hauz
Khas and Greater Kailash. About Sani’s shrines and their pujaris in modern
Delhi, see Bellamy (2014).

41. The Mahabharata (1.17.4-8) narrates that during the churning of the
Ocean of Milk, Rihu drank the nectar of immortality reserved for the Gods and
was decapitated by Vishnu after the Moon and the Sun had denounced him. For
this reason, Rihu’s head, which became immortal thanks to the nectar, takes its
revenge by devouring the Moon and the Sun at the time of the eclipses.

42. With regard to the separate origin of the demons Rahu and Ketu and
their progressive inclusion (Rahu to start with and then Ketu), in the group of
the navagrahbas, the “nine planetary deities,” see Gail (1980), Duchesne-Guillemin

(1990), and Markel (1990 and 1995).
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43. For this characterization of Rihu and Ketu, see Shukla (1993).

44. The same kind of offering can also, at times, be made to Sani. Raheja
mentions the chdyi ki din among the “disarticulative substances” used to remove
inauspiciousness from the body (Raheja 1988, 91).

45. Like the tmla din (the “gift of the balance,” offering of one’s body-
weight of gifts), the chiyi din also seems to have initially been prescribed to
protect the king and the kingdom’s well-being. In a study based essentially on
the Visnudharmottara Purina, Inden (1985) mentions the practice that involves
the king looking at his own face reflected in a plate of ghee every morning. The
priest then had to examine the plate and the qualities of the ghee, to read the
omens they represented: “If the ghee was clear and sweet-smelling, there would
be victory (vijaya), if it smelled bad or slipped in the dish, it foreboded danger
(bhaya), and if his face was distorted (vikr#4) in it, he would obtain death; if
radiantly handsome (suprabha), well-being (subha)” (Inden 1985, 31).

46. This treatment is prescribed particularly for jaundice, as it is supposed
to remove the bad color from the person’s face.

47. Despite its current popularity, we find no trace of the i/ sarp yog in
the classical horoscopic treatises and the origin of this astrological concept remains
obscure. The reference to snakes nonetheless exists in certain classical works. Quoting
the sage Parasara, in the Brbajjitaka (B] 12.2b) Varahamihira mentions a “sarpa
yoga,” although Rahu and Ketu are not evoked in this respect. The BPHS (chap.
85) describes astral configurations provoked by the “serpents curse” (sarpasipa) that
cause sterility. These planetary configurations deal particularly with the fifth house
(house of children) and Rihu plays a major role. To eliminate their ill effects,
the BPHS prescribes performing a zdga-piji (a ritual to propitiate snakes) with
a golden idol in the shape of a snake, which corresponds to the contemporary
practices that aim to eliminate the 44/ sarp yog. Even if these are two different
astral conjunctions, most contemporary astrologers seem to conflate kil sarp yog
(planetary conjunction where all the planets are on the same side, in relation to
the two lunar nodes) and the 7dga dos (planetary configuration described in the
classical treatises, concerning the fifth house of the horoscope).

48. On this topic see Gail (1980) and Markel (1995).

49. Kapadia (1995, 86-89). See also Allocco (2009 and 2014).

50. The areas of life affected by the kil sarp yog are supposed to vary
depending on where Riahu and Ketu are located at the time of birth: for example,
if Rahu and Ketu are, respectively, located in the fifth and the eleventh houses, the
effects of the kil sarp yog will mainly be felt in the areas of studies and children
(fifth house) and money, profit (eleventh house).

51. Consecration (abhisekam) of Siva in the form of Rudra.

52. On the Bhairava cult in Banaras, see Chalier-Visuvalingam (1986).
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53. The dog is an appropriate receptacle for this type of substance loaded
with negativity, not only as Kal Bhairav’s vehicle but also as an animal deeply
scorned by the Hindus. In fact, while doing the ghumiini (rotating the substances
around the head) it is prohibited to give this type of substance to a domestic
animal (paltii janvar), cows in particular, as after having eaten it sixteen times,
they could fall ill or even die. This type of substance should be given to stray
animals in the street like dogs, which, in Banaras, are rarely kept as pets.

54. Hence the Hindi expression x par graba i gaya, which literally means
“the planets have come on x,” is used to designate a sort of malefic possession

by the planets.

Chapter 8. More or Less Effective

1. These approaches characterize theories of ritual efficacy originally
developed, respectively, by Malinowski, Evans-Pritchard, Lévi-Strauss, Tambiah,
and Csordas. For a review of the different ways of envisaging ritual efficacy in
anthropology, see Podemann Serensen (2006) and Hiisken (2007). On the question
of ritual efficacy, see Sax, Ql}ck, and Weinhold (2009), as well as the special issue
of the Journal of Ritual Studies, “The Efficacy of Rituals” (Quack and Sax 2010).

2. Unlike Sanskrit astral treatises (jyotibsistra), popular works in Hindi
found in bookshops and at bookstalls in Banaras are filled with ritual and ther-
apeutic instructions to be followed to free oneself from planetary influence (see,
e.g., Gaur 1997; Shastri n.d.; and Shukla 1993). We have nonetheless noted that
the remedies prescribed by astrologers generally differ to those indicated in this
type of literature.

3. Cilisa designates an “aggregate of forty, in this case the forty verses
that make up this prayer to Sani (along the lines of the most famous calisa
dedicated to Hanuman).

4. “Jab jivan mé, kathin pari$ram ke bad bhi, kam piira nahi ho pata, tab
ham graha naksatr6 ki sthiti ki cinta karte hai”

5. According to Wadley, sak#i “carries the concepts of strength, energy,
and vigor; but the strength is based on spiritual force, not physical force” (1975,
55). Nevertheless, this contrast between “physical” and “spiritual” does not make
sense for our research. In his study of the wrestlers of Banaras, Alter observes
that “wrestlers use the term $zk#i to refer to their strength. They do this because
for them strength is never something which is simply physical. . . . Sak#i refers
unambiguously to the size of a wrestler’s neck and thighs, the gleam in his eye,
his appetite, and the radiance of his oiled body, and also his devout, passive, and
self-controlled disposition” (1998, 139). But the examples quoted by Wadley are
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even more convincing of the dual nature, both physical and spiritual, of szkzi.
The author observes that everything that exerts control over the human condition
is considered sakti-sampann, “endowed with sakt:”: thus, the grain of wheat is
“endowed with sakti” because if it does not grow, people will not be able to eat;
the plow is “endowed with sak#:” because if it does not work properly, there is no
sugarcane; a young married couple is “endowed with $zk#” due to their potential
for fertility and prosperity; a snake is “endowed with $zk#i” because it can kill
humans with its poison (Wadley 1975, 56). These examples clearly show that all
physical strength involves a spiritual power, just as all spiritual power involves
physical strength, and both dimensions are constitutive of the idea of sak#i.

6. A planet’s astrological “strength” is defined in relation to six types of
bal: sthinbal (bal that varies depending on the position [sthin] of the planet,
that is, the house and the zodiacal sign), dighal (bal that varies depending on the
directions, dis), kalbal (bal that varies according to the time [k4/], day or night,
the month and year), cestdbal (bal that varies according to the type of movement
[cesta], retrograde or not), drgbal (bal that varies according to planetary “aspects,”
dysti), and naisargik bal (bal that varies according to the “natural force,” svibhaivik
bal, of the planet: thus, the Sun is considered the most powerful of the planets,
followed, in order, by the Moon, Venus, Jupiter, Mercury, Mars, and Saturn).

7. Another word that confirms the dual connotation of the planetary
status is dysti. The word dysti designates both a planet’s “gaze” as a divine anthro-
pomorphic being, its intervention, and the astrological aspect, that is to say,
the mutual influence the planets exert over each other when they are in certain
angular configurations in relation to the earth.

8. The relative prices of these three methods of performing p#ji vary
depending on the astrologer and the type of pija to be performed.

9. On the importance of numbers and enumerations concerning ritual,
for the Vedic period see the chapter by Malamoud, “Exegesis of Rites, Exegesis
of Texts” (1996, 247-258). The connection between ritual efficacy and enumer-
ation is clearly established by White (1996) who, on the subject of tantric ritual,
remarks: “This Vedic fascination [with numbers] becomes a veritable obsession
in tantrism, in which we witness nothing less than an explosion of numbers,
categories and numbers as categories. In the tantric case, the hallucinating pro-
liferation of number-based homologies—between microcosm, mesocosm and
macrocosm—appears, in the final analysis, to reassure the tantric practitioner of
the efficacity of his ritual acts” (1996, 16).

10. Two stones represent Saturn: the sapphire—which can cost as much
as twenty thousand rupees—and the amethyst that costs a few hundred rupees.
Thus, the amethyst has to be replaced regularly, while the sapphire is supposed to
retain its efficacy for an unlimited period. According to the astrologer Kameshwar
Upadhyay, the amethyst has a maximum life span (k«/ 4yx) of ten months, after
which it loses all its efficacy.



NoTES TO CHAPTER 8 343

11. Nonetheless, there are cases where the clients insist that the astrolo-
ger procure the stone, as they place greater trust in the astrologer than in the
lapidary; in these cases, the astrologer procures a precious stone for the client.
Nonetheless, on several occasions I noticed the astrologers’ reluctance to procure
the stone themselves; they emphasize they are not involved in the gem business,
and it is not their profession to buy or sell precious stones.

12. In the event that the astrologer is not satisfied with the stone the
client has bought, he suggests the client exchange it for a better one. Thus, the
operation can be repeated several times.

13. Efficacy is the same provided that the devotee recites the prayers
“according to the rules” (vidhivat) and pronounces the words correctly.

14. In what concerns the methods of celebrating the grabasinti, the rituals
for pacifying the planets, according to medieval literature, see Kane (1968-1977,
S: part 2, 749-756), Mishra (1973, 120-123), Dange (1986, 1105-1120), Vogel
(2007). About astrology and sinti rituals, sce Geslani (2011 and 2016).

15. The representation of the zavagrahas at the entrance to temples is an
expression of the same principle, according to which the zavagrahas are apot-
ropaic deities who should be honored before paying homage to a major God
(Markel 1995).

16. Yajriavalkyasmrti 1.294 (quoted in Kane 1930-1962, 5: 749).

17. Indra’s wife.

18. The “Lion-man,” the fourth avatar of Visnu.

19. About Hanumin as a symbol of physical strength, see Alter’s (1992)
study of the wrestlers (pahalvian) of Banaras; about his temple in Banaras, see
and Claveyrolas (2003); on Bhairava as Kotwal of Banaras, see Chalier-Visuval-
ingam (1986).

20. For ethnographic examples of sadhana accomplished to obtain super-
natural powers for healing purposes, see Kakar (1982).

21. On mantras and ritual diagrams in Hinduism, see the edited volume
by Padoux (1986). See, in particular, Padoux’s introduction for an explanation of
the continuity between the sound of the mantra and the spatial representation
of ritual diagrams; for a specific description of the idea of yantra (particularly in
contrast to the mandala), see the contribution of Brunner (1986). With regard
to mantras and yantras as used in medicine and in Indian alchemy, see Rosu
(1986).

22. More precisely, it is the ritual diagram (or written mantra) that corre-
sponds to the phonic mantra, rather than the opposite. As Padoux observes in the
introduction to the edited volume Mantras et diagrammes rituels dans Ubindouisme,
diagrams are only a sort of “spatial medium” for the phonic element, which is the
mantra, and “no Hindu ritual diagram exists without its corresponding mantra:
mantras bring the diagrams ‘to life’; through them, the Gods are settled (using
nydsa); through them rites are performed” (1986, 1).
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23. These jantars are written with soluble ink that dissolves in water. The
Jjantar is placed in water, and the person drinks it.

24. Toflin (1989) identifies a similar opposition between a “Vedic pole”
and a “tantric pole” of priesthood among the Rajopadhyaya Brahmans of Nepal.

25. Precious stones are also seen as belonging to this second category
of remedies, which are immediately accessible and hence suit the demands of
modern life.

26. Indeed, we have seen that most of the clients for whom the astrologer
Paras Nath Ojha performs havans, japs, and parhs are foreigners. These types of
rituals can also be ordered by internet and are available at a number of sites that
sell diagnostic and therapeutic services in the field of Hindu or Vedic astrology.

27. Some horoscopy treatises like the Jitakaparijita (JP 2.21) mention the
stones associated with each planet. The names of the stones used in astrology are,
respectively, in Sanskrit (S) and Hindi (H): manikya (S and H) for ruby; mukta
(S) or moti (H) for peatl; pravila (S) or mangi (H) for coral; garutmata (S) or
pannd (H) for emerald; pasparaga (S) or pukbaraj (H) for topaz; vajra (S), hira
(S), or hira (H) for diamond; indranila (S) and nilam (H) for sapphire; gomeda
(S and H) for garnet hessonite (or zircon); and vaidiirya (S) or labasuniya (H)
for cat’s eye (or beryl).

28. Sometimes, as one can take one’s own medication without secking
a prescription from a doctor, some people wear stones without consulting an
astrologer, as the beneficial effects of certain stones are well known even among
laymen. Not surprisingly, the owner of a large precious stone shop in the town
center defined himself as a “pharmacist” in an interview: “Just as a pharmacist
gives you a Crocin [common painkiller] if you have a headache,” he explained,
“I know the appropriate stones for all kinds of symptoms . . ”

29. Topaz is cheaper than many other very expensive stones like diamonds,
rubies, sapphires, and emeralds, but is more expensive than amethyst, zircon, or
chrysoberyl. The price of a topaz, between the most expensive stones and the
cheapest, means that it can be used as a sign of distinction or economic privilege,
while being accessible to a fairly wide-ranging clientele.

30. Thus, for example, as we saw in the previous chapter, people may think
that a woman wearing coral, Mars’ stone, has a dos (defect/flaw) related to marriage.

31. Apart from women, children and teens also normally wear stones con-
cealed beneath their clothing, cither for practical reasons (playing or practicing
a sport), or because they do not want to show their friends they are wearing a
stone. For children, just as for women, stones are not considered a symbol of
power but rather a sign of weakness.

32. In theory, the mubirta (appropriate moment) to wear a stone for the
first time should be defined in relation to the naksatra (lunar mansion) rather
than the days of the week, but for practical reasons, astrologers prefer to refer to
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the days of the week. In addition, one should choose the right mubirta not only
when wearing a stone but also when purchasing the stone and at other crucial
moments. Thus the manual Sampirna Ratna Vijiin (The Complete Science of
Precious Stones; Joshi n.d.) indicates the appropriate zaksatras and their “sections”
(carana) for buying the stone, for setting (jarvina) it in a ring, for performing the
prina pratistha (installation of life-breath) ritual or the purification (sodhan) ritual
and, finally, for wearing (dharan karnd) it the first time (Joshi n.d., 193-204).

33. On the prina pratistha performed for divine images, see Courtright
(1985), Clémentin-Ojha (1990), Einoo and Takashima (2005), Colas (2012),
and Keul (2017).

34. The woman is referring to the exhaustion of power that occurs after
several years of wearing fairly cheap stones such as cat’s eye.

35. Guru, “teacher;” is another name for Jupiter, the planet that governs
mind (buddhi).

36. A man who sold precious stones and who had worked in several regions
of India told us in an interview that only astrologers in Banaras prescribe such a
high number of carats. According to this salesman, in Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat,
and Maharashtra, the minimum number of carats is much lower (about two carats).

37. This confirms the idea that stones have an effect not only on the person
who wears them but also on those close to them: the researcher’s wife lost a sari
because of the stone her husband was wearing.

38. As we saw, the power of an amethyst is supposed to wear out after a
certain time, for this reason, after five or six years, the client is concerned and
wants to know if the stone is still effective.

39. Prabail is another name for coral.

40. On the popularity of the snake-rope metaphor, found in several Upa-
nisads to explain the illusions created by 724y4 and widely used “among all strata
of Hindu laity,” see Bharati (1961, 212-213).

41. These concerns regarding changes in the stone seen as signs of a loss
of power recall attitudes toward divine mrtis, which are believed to no longer
be inhabited by the deity when they are broken, burned, removed from their
pedestal, and so forth (cf. Clémentin-Ojha 1990, 118-119).

42, Tarabout (1999, 134-135) describes a similar case in Trivandrum,
Kerala, involving a psychiatrist who says he was saved from a heart attack by a
ring set with a sapphire.

Conclusion

1. Parallels can be established between the reading of the horoscope in
order to identify potential predispositions to diseases and the genome sequencing
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offered by some American companies, which both serve the same purpose. On
the return to “divination” as a perverse effect of biomedical research, see Lock
(2005) and Palmi¢ (2007).

2. The vitality of astrology as a business in contemporary India is something
the Indian press is well aware of. On this subject see, for example, the reports
that appeared in Outlook India (Wadhwa 2004) and the Zelegraph (Banerjee and
Banerjee 2007). According to Wadhwa, the turnover of the business of astrology
in India would be something like four hundred billion rupees and it would be
the second sector in terms of rate of expansion, after the insurance sector.

Annex

1. This is the program published by the Department of Jyotish at Banaras
Hindu University for the academic year 2000-2001. I would like to thank Set-
suro Tkeyama, Agathe Keller, and Mahesh K. for their clarifications regarding the
content of the ganita texts. I am nonetheless responsible for any mistakes. In what
concerns the recently composed treatises (nineteenth and twentieth centuries), I
have provided supplementary information in the notes. For the texts that do not
deal with astronomy, I refer to the astrological branch dealt with in parenthesis.
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house of the horoscope, 110, 129,
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179-80, 206

medical astrology, 5-7, 55, 70-72,
76, 184, 314, 318n38, 318n39,
318n42, 319n44, 335n24

melothesia, 38, 71-72
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207, 335n23; cold and, 203,
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lunar astrology, 33-36, 37, 40,
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40, 42, 50-52, 150, 305-306,
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164, 270, 332-33; mahidasis, 144,

163-64, 170, 196, 200-201, 224,
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236-37, 278, 336, 339
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on, 27, 292, 328n40
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ANTHROPOLOGY f RELIGIOUS STUDIES

Astrologers and astrology play an important role in Indian soclety, but there are
witry few studies on thelr social identity and professional practices. Based on extensive
fieldwork carried out in the city of Banaras, Words of Destiny shows how the
Brahmanical scholarly traditien of astral sciences (jyotihidsira) described in 3anskrit
literature and taught at universities has beon adapted and reformulated to moet
the needs and questions of educated middle and upper classes in urban India:
Henw Lo get a career promaoticn? How to choose the most suitable held of study for

chibdren? YWhen |s the best moment to move into a new house?

The study of astrology challenges ready-made assumptions about the boundaries
between “science” and “superstithon, “ratlonality” and “maglc” Rather than judging
the validity of astralogy as a knowledge system, Caterina Guene explones astrological
counseling as a soclal practice and how it “works from within® for both astrologers
and their clients, She ecamines the points of view of those who use astrology either
as a way of eaming thelr living or as a means through which to sobve problems and
make decisions, conduding that, because astrology combines mathematical caboula-
tions and astronomical observations with ritsal practices, it provides educated urban
families with an idicm through which modern science and devotional Hinduism can
b subsurmed.

Caterina Guenz is Associate Professor at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences
Sociales (EHESS) and member of the Conter for South Asian Studies in Paris.
Her previous books are avallable in their French editions.
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