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Aranyakas constitute the third stage of development of the Ve-
dic literature. They are placed in between Brihmanas and Upanisads.
There are six Aragyakas available to us. Two belong to Rgveda, they
are Aitareyaranyaka and $aiikhayandranyaka, three belong to Yajurve-
da, they are, Brhadiranyaka of Suklayajurveda, Taittirlyaranyaka and
Maitrayaniyaranyaka of Krsnayajurveda and one belongs to Samaveda,
it is Talavakararanyaka. There is no any Arapyaka belongs to Athar-
vaveda. Aranyakas have a significant place in the Vedic literature. It is
indicated in Mahabharata that Aranyakas are the essence of the Vedas
. But till now the exact role of Aranyakas in the Vedic literature is not
illuminated. The questions such as, what the term Aranyaka means?
When the Kralgyaka developed? What are their contents? etc., should be
answered in order to find out the real picture of Aranyaka.

Meaning of the word Kralgyaka

Generally the word "Aranyaka" is associated with the forest and
Aranyakas are known as the "forest texts", which contain the meditations
of hermits in forests and ascetics on God, man and world. Both the tra-
ditional and modern scholars have the same concept about Aranyakas.
Based on this concept a feeling of separation generates in the sequence
of the Vedic literature namely, Samhitas, Brihmanas, Aranyakas and
Upanisads. Really these four are not different and distinct parts of the
Vedas, but they represent a sequence of development of the Vedic
thought, and the scope of Aranyakas should not be reduced by calling
them mere “forest texts".

The great grammarian Panini describes the term Aranyaka in
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the sense of man associated with forest and prescribes the suffix bGa
(baUHa\ ) to be attached with Aranya . Katyayana another grammarian
is the first man to describe the term in the sense of a chapter or treatise
relating to forest .

The famous commentator of the Vedas, Sdyapa says that the
texts Aranyakas are studied in the forests . So they called so. He also in-
dicates that Aitareyaranyaka is a part of the Aitareyabrahmana. Sarikara,
the great Vedantin also interested to associate the term Aranyaka with
forest. According to him Brhadaranyakopanisad is so named because it
is preached in the forest . Sureévara, a disciple of Safikara when com-
menting this part of his master also upholds the same view .

The modern scholars like Macdonell, Paul Deussen, A.B. Keith,
Winternitz, etc. also describe the term Aranyaka in association with
forests and they added mysticism and symbolism as the features of
Aranyakas.

Macdonell describes the term Aranyakas as the “treatises which
have theosophical character and are meant to be imparted or studied in
the solitude of forests" .

According to Oldenberg Aranyakas are, however, "treatises
which, owing to the superior mystic sanctity of their contents, were in-
tended to be communicated to the pupil by his teacher in the solitude of
the forest instead of in the village" .

According to Paul Deussen Aranyakas contain the discussion
on the explanations of the rituals and allegorical speculations on them
and remain as the substitute for the actual sacrificial observances in the
solitude of forests .

According to A.B. Keith Aranyaka meant a book of instruction
to be given in the forest. They give secret explanation of the rituals .

Wintemitz remarks that Aranyakas are of secret uncanny nature
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and dangerous for the uninitiated. So they should be taught and learnt
only in the forest. According to him the main content of Aranyakas are
not only the explanation of rules of performances of the sacrifices but
also mysticism and symbolism of sacrifice and priestly philosophy .

V.S. Apte gives an explanation of the word Aranyaka as follows;
it is one of a class of religious and philosophical writing (connected with
Brahmanas) which are either composed in a forest or must be studied
there .

Thus most the scholars both traditional and modern scholars as-
sociate the term Aranyaka with forest and the modern scholars added
symbolism and mysticism as the features of Aranyakas, Pinini did not
mention the term "Aranyaka® as a treatise or a text. Katyana described
it as the treatise associated with forest. Sayana, Sankara and Sure§vara
described it as the text to be studied in the forest. Most the traditional
scholars are interested to describe the term in connection with the study
in forest. But the scholars have not definitely answered the problem why
Aranyakas are to be studied in the forests and also they do not define the
essential nature of the Aranyakas. If the study of a particular treatise in
forest becomes the criterion to call it Aranyaka, then any text which is
studied in forests should get the same title.

While dealing with Aranyakas the modern scholars mostly con-
cenirated to illuminate the symbolic and mystical features of them and
their general opinion about Aranyakas is that they are explanations of
the meaning of the rituals. But it is not absolutely true. Even Aranyakas
contain symbolism but it is not the only feature of them. They also
contain other aspects like metaphysics, philosophy, illustrations of bad
omens for death, preparation of an amulet called bilva, particular sac-
rifice for attaining particular results, etc. So there is nothing unique in
them to designate this part as Aranyaka. But general assumption can
be made that Aranyakas not only contain symbolism but also other as-
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pects, but symbolism is considered as their main feature because it is
mostly discussed in them.

Thus the descriptions of the term "Aranyaka” by both the tradi-
tional and the modern scholars are not fully satisfactory. They do not
describe the essential nature and scope of Aranyakas. The teaching or
studying in the forest is not an essential feature of them. They do not
describe only secret or mystic subjects. They describe daily rituals like
sandhyopasanam, pancamahiyajtia, brahmopdsanam, etc. for a com-
mon man or a householder. The study of these teachings of the Vedas
which are known as Aranyakas not make any harm to the persons who
studies them. So the attitude towards Aranyakas as mystic and secret,
and texts for restricted studies in forests etc. should be removed. Really
Aranyakas are not meant for restricted forest study and also not meant
for symbolism. They are the sequence of the Vedic thought, which start-
ed from the Samhitds and which moves from higher to highest, from
_ deeper to deepest and from gross to subtle. So one has to approach them
with high purity and responsibility. For this type of thinking one has to
practice concentration and meditation. So he has to select a calm place
far away from the people and ordinary life. This calm place can be in-
dicated by the term "Aranya", and the treatises or texts which should be
renounced by this way of thinking can be called as "Aranyakas"

Role of Aranyakas in Vedic Literature

The general view on the Vedic literature is that the Vedas consists
of four parts namely, Sambhitas, Brihmanas, Aranyakas and Upanisads.
Sambhitas are the collection of hymns and prayers. Brihmanas contain
the descriptions and instructions of the rituals. Aranyakas are the texts
of mysticism and symbolism and Upanisads contain the discussion of
philosophy. Brahmanas, which describe rituals and Upanisads, which
describe philosophy are treated rival elements in the Vedic literature and
Aranyakas are regarded as revolutionary or the transitional phase from
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ritual to philosophy. Macdonell says that " Aranyakas in tone and con-
tent form a transition to Upanigads” . According to Deussen Aranyakas
consist of the allegorical speculations on rituals, which for the most
parts were not practicable and as such they emancipated from the limi-
tations of a formal cult. So they form a natural transition from rituals of
Brahmanas to the speculations of Upanigads . Thus the four, Sambhitas,
Brahmanas, Aranyakas and Upanisads are wrongly regarded as four
distinct parts of the Vedas,

Since Aranyakas constitute the third part of the Vedas, they
follow a sequence of development of Vedic thought and philosophy.
In Samhitas there are various hymns devoted to various Gods like In-
dra, Agni, Varuna, etc., which are meant for prosperity and weaith. The
hymns are an outright pouring of the heart of the devotees to the Gods,
who were kind and sympathetic and who bestowed worldly prosperity,
heroic sons, etc. on the devotees. There are also hymns, which have
philosophical touch such as Purusastuikta, Nisadiyasiikta, etc. The Ve-
dic seers were not only satisfied by the worship of Gods and gaining
of wealth but also they made aftempt to realize the supreme God of
the Gods. Some verses in Sambhitis can be found in later Upanisads
in the same form or with some minor variations . Thus there can find
two streams of thoughts; one for only worldly prosperity, which can be
called as religious or ritualistic thought, and another for finding the ulti-
mate reality, which can be called as philosophical thought. In Brahmana
period the ritualistic thought developed into practice of various sacrific-
es like Agnistoma, Vijapeya, Darfapirnamasa, etc. Then the Rgvedic
verses came to be considered to be of secret power and were used in
the various rituals for attaining desired boons or gifts for sacrifier from
the Gods. At that time philosophical thought also developed, but in a
minute way. Some times philosophical terms such as Brahman, Atman
etc. are used in Brihmanas in the line of the philosophical thinking.
Aitareyabrihmana describes the existence of all the things in Brahman.
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It says ether is rested in air, air is rested in earth, earth is rested in wa-
ter, water is rested in truth, truth is rested in Brahman and Brahman is
rested in penance . Kausitakibrihmana says Purusa, the Prajapati is the
first of everything . Gopathabrihmana describes Atman in association
with creation. Atman is said to be the creator of earth, air and ether .
Satapathabrihmana proclaims Atman as eternal . In Satapathabrihmana
Brahman is described as the first creative principle . It says that by that
knowledge of Atman which attained by seeing and hearing makes
everything known . The identification of Brahman and Purusa is also
brought about in-Satapathabrahmana . All these descriptions indicate
the existence of philosophical thought in Brahmanas.

In Aranyakas there can be found a compromise between these
two thoughts; ritualistic and philosophical. Aranyakas do not reject the
significance of the sacrifices but they advise to realize the truth which
is behind the sacrifices. In the tenth chapter of $3fikhayanaranyaka, it
was taught as a secret teaching that how different process of daily life
are to be understood as sacrifice in a deeper sense and how higher re-
ward comes to the lot of one who carries it out in practice, knowing its
secret significance. In this way the breathing process is interpreted as
a five sacrifice and a very high reward is promised to him who always
performs the five sacrifices through breathing on the sirength of the
knowledge . It is also said that who performs external sacrifice without
knowing the internal truth, and then the sacrifice becomes fruitless like
fruitless offerings into ashes . Thus Aranyakas bridge the gap between
the two streams of thoughts; ritualistic and philosophical.

In the thirteenth chapter of éiﬁkhﬁyaniragyaka, it is said that,

"Then when his body has been made prepared for indifference to de-

sire, he should bend on Brahman offerings. So he drives repeated death

away. The self is to be seen, to be heard, to be thought, to be meditated

on etc.” . So definitely a sequence of development of philosophy can be

found in Aranyakas, which started from the early Samhitds and flour-
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ished in Upanigads.
Conclusion

Ancient Indian scholars considered Aranyakas as the texts to be
studied in forests. Modern foreign scholars interpreted them as the sub-
stitute for the actual sacrificial observances and added symbolism and
mysticism as their features. Aranyakas are not meant for secret and re-
stricted study in forests. They provide a series of philosophical thought
started from Samhitas and which moves from gross to subtle, higher
to highest and deeper to deepest. In order to cultivate a thought like
this one has to practice it in an atmosphere which is away from distur-
bance. This calm place which is away from disturbance can be indicated
by the term aranya. Those teachings in Aranyakas are not harmful to
one who wishes to study them. They not only contain mystical descrip-
tions. There is nothing unique in Aranyakas to regard it as the feature of
Aranyakas. They eontain philosophy, ritualism, symbolism, etc.

Aranyakas possess significant place in Vedic literature. Sambit3s,
the first portion of the Vedas contain prayers devoted to different gods
in order to get wealth and prosperity. Sambhitas also contain prayers with
philosophical touch. Even there are many hymns devoted to different
gods such as Indra, Agni, Varupa, etc. in Sambhitis, sages iry to find the
supreme god of gods. They were not satisfied with wealth and prosper-
ity and they tried to discover the reality of realities, Thus there were
two streams of thought; religious or ritualistic thought and philosophi-
cal thought. In the period of Brahmanas the former developed in to the
practice of different rituals and the latter developed in a minute way. In
Aranyakas a compromise between these thoughts is made. Aranyakas
never reject significance and fruits of rituals. They show limitations of
rituals and advice to realize the truth behind them. They proclaim real-
ization of Brahman as the ultimate goal of life which stops the life of
miseries. Thus Aranyakas bridges the gap between those two streams of
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thought; ritualistic thought and philosophical thought. Upanigads which
are the concluding portion of Vedas mainly deal with descriptions about
Brahman and means to realize Brahman. Samhitas provide prayers
devoted to sources of power in the universe. In Brihmanas they wor-
shiped as gods who come at the time of sacrifices and receive oblations.
Aranyakas provides the truth behind the sacrifices and speaks about the
reality which is higher than gods. Upanisads provide the knowledge of
ultimate reality Brahman and unity of universal self and individual self.
Thus a series of thought which moves from gross to subtle, deeper to
deepest and higher to highest can found through Samhitas, Brahmanas,
Aranyakas and Upanisads.
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