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Keywords Abstract

Dharma, The Sanskrit word ‘dharma’ (or ‘dhamma’ in Pali) possessing multifarious
life forms is derived from the root, dhr which means to uphold, to establish, to

Dha.mma’ support or to maintain. Dharma is that which ensures the order and harmony
Smriti, of the universe and also embodies the guiding principles for social order as
A primordial well as righteous behaviour of individuals. This omnibus term having no
unmoved mover, exact translation in any language and defied a universal definition is generally

regarded as a normative concept that encompasses the recurring paradox of

The recurring ancient Indian thought, the paradox being that a tradition based on memory or

Paradox smriti must establish a perennial relationship between the eternal absolute
Rta, truth and contingent historical truth. It is also considered as an Indian
Satya. metaphysical equivalent of a primordial unmoved mover, something that

causes motion without itself moving, that can be widely used in a variety of
contexts to indicate various ideas. Rta as cosmic truth signifies those
principles by which both natural and social worlds are sustained whereas
Satya embodies individual truth i.e., the fulfililment by an individual of his
personal duty under the rta. The main purpose of the paper is to study the
different issues related to the genesis of concept of dharma as rta which are
manifested particularly in the Rig Veda.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Sanskrit word, ‘dharma’ (or ‘dhamma’ in Pali) as one of the most comprehensive notions in
ancient Indian thought embracing multifarious life forms is derived from the root, ‘dhr’ which
means to uphold, to establish, to support or to maintain. ‘Next to the category of reality, that of
dharma is the most important concept in Indian thought’. (Radhakrishanan, 1927 P-27). Dharma is
that which ensures the order and harmony of the universe and embodies the guiding principles for
social order as well as righteous behaviour of individuals. This omnibus term having no exact
translation in any language and defied a unified interpretation is generally regarded as a normative
concept that is inclusive of the recurring paradox of ancient Indian thought, the paradox being that
a tradition based on memory or Smriti that enjoined obedience to the approved ways of living on
the followers of Hinduism and its cognate religions must establish a continuous relationship
between the eternal absolute truth and contingent historical truth. It is also considered as an Indian
metaphysical equivalent of a primordial unmoved mover, something that causes motion without
itself moving, that can be widely used in a variety of contexts to indicate various ideas. Rta as
cosmic truth signifies those principles by which both natural and social worlds are sustained
whereas Satya embodies individual truth i.e., the fulfillment by an individual of his personal duty
under the rta. The main objective of the paper is to examine the different issues related to the
genesis of the concept of dharma as rta which are manifested particularly in the Rig Veda with the
overall aim of proper understanding of its regular rehabilitation as a wider frame of reference
within the context of ritual, ethical, social and political changes.

2. THE IDENTITY OF RTAWITH SATYA

While discussing complex issues concerning the historical understanding of the concept of dharma,
it is necessary to situate the study relative to the general pessimism inherent in various attempts to
bring out its omnipresent meaning. In spite of the view of Collett Cox that ‘the ultimate origin of
the various uses of the dharma is obscure and that their historical development or inter-traditional
diffusion is impossible to determine’ (Cox, 2004, p. 122), the paper makes a humble attempt to
trace its current usages in different schools of Indian philosophy back to the genesis of the notion
of rta and its relation to both satya and yajna as manifested in Rig Veda. Here, Satya referred to
as truth is derived from the verb root ‘as’ meaning ‘to be’(Grimes,1996, p-290) indicates the world
of the highest truth or being and rta derived from the root , ‘r’ signifying © to rise or tend
upward’(Grimes, p-256) is defined as fixed or settled order, rule, divine law or truth. Rta as cosmic
truth signifies those principles by which both natural and social worlds are sustained whereas Satya
indicates individual truth i.e., the fulfillment by an individual of his personal duty under the rta.

One important issue concerning the rudimentary stage of the evolution of dharma which has its
origin in the myths of Vedic Hinduism may be discussed in the light of the inseparable relationship
between satya and rta which becomes the foundational idea behind the dynamic concept of
dharma, as ‘the Law of Being’.(Mckenzie, 1922, p. 38) In this context, it is important to point out
the fact that the notion of ‘Tapas’ (heat or energy; derived from the verb root, ‘tap’ meaning ‘to
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burn’) (Grimes, 1996 p-315) which plays a prominent role in the creation myth in the sense that it
was through this notion that the Primal Being began to create (Rig Veda 10.129 ( Mckenzie, 1922,
p. 14) symbolizes the original stuff that underlies the Vedic vision of the highest reality. The
highest reality i.e., That One (tadekam) which exists prior to being and non-being is the end
product of the internal working of ‘tapas’. Rig Veda 10.129 presents an interesting account of the
unique feature of this transcendental reality which is conceived as the hidden and unmanifest
source of the phenomenal world. ‘There was darkness, hidden by darkness, in the beginning. This
All was an undistinguished ocean. From the potentiality enveloped by emptiness that one was born
by its own tapas’. (Koller, p. 138, April, 1972). In the words of John M. Koller, ‘That one appears
as the first manifestation and then through desire, volition and thinking, the processes of
manifestation and differentiation proceeded to produce this world’. (Koller, April, 1972, p. 138).
Further, ‘in Rig Veda 10.190 it is said that from tapas (heat; may be the heat of the yajna fire) were
born rta and stya. And from that (referring to rta and satya together as though they were one and
the same), was born night, and from that the billowy sea’. (Koller, April, 1972, p. 136).

Satya is cognate with Rta in the sense that the former denotes the truth of the highest reality, and
the latter indicates the order or functioning of the said reality. ‘Rta and Satya, in their fullness,
belong to the unmanifest reality, and only in their lower expressions are they found in the manifest
world of ordinary experience’ (Koller, April, 1972, p. 137). ‘It is not surprising that almost the
entire Rig Veda in in its speculative passages seems to be a quest for the deeper structure of reality
(Koller, April, 1972, p. 137) though ‘praise of the power and skill of the gods, prayer for temporal
benefits and celebration of the power of the sacrifices are its chief themes’. (Mackenzie, 1972,
p.4). One universal reality is, thus, represented by the names of different gods viz., Indra, Varuna,
Mitra, Agni, Yama Matarisvan, etc. In Rig Veda 1.164 it is mentioned that ‘They call him Indra,
Mitra, Varuna, Agni and he is heavenly, nobly winged Garutman. To what is One sages give many
a title. They call it Agni, Yama, Matarisvan. (Mckenzie, 1972 p-4) Among a pantheon of gods,
Varuna as the Vedic God of the guardian of cosmic order and Mitra as the Vedic God of harmony
are given a special position because they possess the extraordinary moral authority in the proper
maintenance of the functioning of the universe. The following description of these two gods
(devas) as mentioned in the Rig Veda clearly testifies to this fact. “The home of Mitra-Varuna is in
heaven (Rig Veda I. 136-2). There they sit in their golden dwelling place, supporters of mankind
(RV5:67.2).Their eye is the sun and with it they watch mankind. To Mitra-Varuna the Sun reports
the deeds of men, watching the deeds of living creatures like a herdsman (RV7:60 1-3). ....
Nothing can happen without Varuna’s knowledge or without his sanction. Even Gods themselves
follow his decree’. (RV 8: 41.7) (Mackenzie 1922, p.5).The fact that the gods (devas) in particular
Varuna as ‘the omniscient, all-encompassing sky (James, 1969) and the personalized aspect of the
otherwise impersonal rta,(Ramakrishna, 1965) reveal their true nature when they follow the path
set for them by the way of rta mirrors the identity of truth with rta which is regarded as one of the
profoundest aspects of the Vedic world outlook (Koller, p. 136).
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Further, in Rig Veda, it is said that ‘All falsehood, Mitra-Varuna, ye conquer, and closely cleave
into unto the Law eternal. (Rig Veda 1. 152-1). Far from deceits, thy name dwelled in holy Law’.
(Rig Veda 5: 44-2) (Mackenzie, 1922, p.8). In some other passages of Rigveda, Mitra-Varunaare
shown as ‘true to Law, born in Law, the strengtheners of Law, haters of the false’. (RV, 7; 66-
13)(Mckenzie, 1922, p.8) and the laws of Varuna are considered as ‘ever true’ (RV 5: 44-2)
(Mackenzie, 1922, p.8).As Edwin James rightly says, ‘Varuna attained the position of universal
Power par excellence maintaining ‘Rta’ and is celebrating as having separated and established
heaven and earth, spreading them out as the upper and lower firmaments, himself enthroned above
them as the universal king, ordering the immutable moral law exercising his rule by the
sovereignty of rta’. (James, 1969).

Thus, it may be pointed out that the issue of the identity of truth with Rta has two important
implications. Firstly, truth becomes not only the law of the universe but also the eternal basis of
both moral and cosmic order. This fact is fully illustrated by the following passage as stated in
Rigveda. ‘Truth is the base that bears the Earth (Rigveda 10 85-1) (Mckenzie, p.8) From Fervour
kindled to its height, Eternal Law and Truth were born (Rigveda 10: 190-1) (Mckenzie,
p.8).Secondly, Rta occupies the centre of reality known as the Kendrasya Kendram(center of
centres) which is identified with the Satyasa Stayam (truth of truths) as mentioned in
Brahamans.(Koller, p. 136). In brief, the nature of the highest reality which is regarded as the
genesis of the manifest reality of the terrestrial world is synonymous with truth expressed as rta.
This is, in one important sense, the embryonic stage of the evolution of the concept of dharma as
the universal principle of law, order, harmony and truth.

3. RTAAND ITS RELATION TO YAJNA (SACRIFICE)
The cosmic order or law prevailing in nature is recognized under the name of rta.... The same
word also designates ‘order’ in the moral world as sacrifice or ‘rite’. (McDonell, 1897 p-11).‘In
religious practices, rta refers not only to the harmonious sequence of ritualistic function but to their
inner meaning: a dramatic, miniature and symbolic representation of the cosmic process that
process according to which all parts work in harmony with the whole towards a common
end’.(Miller, 1978 p-144). ‘The world order, its regular movement, its activities converging on the
aim of fostering life, all this seems to have been considered from the very beginning of
manifestation’.
e ‘By that sacrifice the gods paid homage to the sacrificial-host. Such were the first ordinances’
(Rig Veda X 90.16)
¢ ‘All the gods worshipped in sacrifice the divine life’ (Rig Veda X. 130.3) (Miller, 1978 p-
144).
As Jeanine G. Miller rightly says, ‘The underlying factor of the inter-linkedness of all participants,
their joining forces in a common re-enactment of the universal process of creation —the sacred
‘work”’ apas par excellence — is a peculiar characteristic of the Vedic conception of the sacrifice, a
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characteristic which explains its intimate link with rta.” (Miller, 1978, p. 144). Yajna or sacrifice as
‘a work’ (apas), religious ceremony, an action (Karman), ‘a participation, communication-in-
worship or communion’. (Miller, 1978 p-145) is conceived by the Rigvedic seers as a universal
process to which all things are subservient, an eternal give and take.” (Miller, 1978 p- 147).

On the importance of the Vedic sacrifice, Michael Witzel said, ‘The ritual oblations and the
hymns of praise are just one act in an endless cycle of exchanges of anna food between the humans
and the gods’. (Witzel, 2003 p. 78) Foods travel towards the gods in the form of smoke and aroma
(medha) and is consumed by them. The remains here on earth are a return gift of the gods who
have tasted the food while sitting at the sacred fire’ (Witzel, 2003) and the remnants are consumed
by the human beings. ‘The gods also give other return gifts to men, e.g., rain, sons, food, long life
—the standard wishes of a Vedic Indian.” (Witzel, 2003) Thus, ‘the sacrificial action which consists
in enlightening of the fire, the pouring of the ghee, the pressing of the Soma and its preparation
with milk by means of which songs of praise and visions-translated-into-hymns are offered up to
the gods is the Vedic ritual par excellence.” (Miller, 1978 P- 152).

The close relation between rta and sacrifice in Rig Veda is clearly expressed by H. Lefever. He
remarked;

In the hymns of the Rig Veda, the term rta is most frequently used in connection with the sacrifice.
It denotes ‘the law of worship’ in accordance with which the sacrifice reaches the Gods and elicits
their aid. It is thus not the actual ceremony itself, nor the ‘institution’ of the sacrifice ... But the
‘ordered course’ of the sacrifice both of the ritual and of the divine power by which the sacrifice
achieves its end’. (Lefever, 1935 pp-2-3).

4. THE UNIQUE NATURE OF RTA
“The concept of rta is most often used in the Rigveda to signify the unchanging order of the highest
reality which is the source of all order in the universe’.(Koller, 1972 p-136).It is regularly referred
to in connection to various Vedic deities particularly Varuna who is identified as the ‘friend of Rta’
(Rig Veda 7.52. 9: RV 8.25.2 in Rama Krishna, 1965 p-133) Varuna and Mitra ‘who by rta foster
the rta, lords of the lights of rta; (Rig Veda 1.23.5 Miller, 1978 p-67) have ‘overcome all disorders’
and ‘aligned themselves withrta’(Rig Veda 1.152.1 Miller, 1978 p-67). They ‘rule over the whole
world in accordance with the rta (Rig Veda. V. 63. 7 Miller, 1978 p-67). In the words of John M.
Koller, ‘“The whole universe is described as being founded upon rta and moving according to it.
The down follows the path of rta, the right path, as if she knew them before. She never oversteps
the regions. The sun follows the path of rta.” (Rig Veda 1.24.8)’ (Koller, 1972 p-135). Thus, the
unique features of rta can be stated as follows. ‘It is the cosmic and dynamic principle of Law and
Order or the transcendent objective Law of the Universe, applying not only to ritual and natural
phenomena, but also to human conduct’. (Lefever, 1935 p-14). In one important sense, the Rta was
not created or willed by any being or beings, the gods or any other above them. It existed before
them but became known by them. They were powerless to alter it; they were only agents to execute
it or supervise its execution’. (Brown, 1992 p-373). This statement clearly shows the underlying
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assumption behind the development of the complex concept of dharma. Further, ‘all the created
beings fulfill their true nature when they follow the path set for them by the ordinances of Rta and
failing to follow those ordinances was thought to be responsible for the appearance of various
forms of calamity and suffering’ (Day, 1982 P-28).

5. CONCLUSION
As E.W. Hopkins has suggested in his work, ‘Ethics of India’, there is a threefold use of the term,
‘rta’ viz., (i) the regularity or order of non-human physical processes, (ii) order in moral conduct
and (iii) order in the relations of gods and men as expressed in the ritual or sacrifices of religion.
(Hopkins, 1924). Submission of all to the dictates of rta, referred to as their dharma, becomes
mandatory in the maintenance of an ordered course of the universe that will usher in harmonious
progress of all. ‘Since to do what is right safeguards the good of all qua Rta, it is assumed that it is
more or less obligatory to do or perform the right acts’. (Bilimoria et.al., 2007, p- 33) Thus, the
individual who follows the ordinances of nature can be described as one who acts according to the
‘Dharma of Rta’. (Day 1982p- 45).
There arises a convergence of the cosmic and the moral orders and this fact becomes the
ontological foundation of Dharma. In brief, dharma originated as a finite or particularized
manifestation of Rta became so useful for framing religious, moral and social regulations, that
interest in it and discussion of its application to social and moral orders eclipsed all discussions of
metaphysical and theological ideas ...” (Day, 1982 p-42).
The authors received no financial aid to support the research.

6. AUTHOR(S) CONTRIBUTION
The writers affirm that they have no connections to, or engagement with, any group or body that
provides financial or non-financial assistance for the topics or resources covered in this manuscript.

7. CONFLICTS OF INTEREST
The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship,
and/or publication of this article.

8. PLAGIARISM POLICY
All authors declare that any kind of violation of plagiarism, copyright and ethical matters will take
care by all authors. Journal and editors are not liable for aforesaid matters.

9. SOURCES OF FUNDING
The authors received no financial aid to support for the research.

REFERENCES
[1] Bilimoria, P., Prabhu J. and Sharma, R. (eds.) (2007) Indian Ethics: Classical Tradition

and Contemporary Challenges, Hamspshire: Ashgate Publishing Ltd.

The work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution
OIS - o
Non Commercial 4.0 International License



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2945-3135

ISSN (ELECTRONIC): 2945-3135
Singh Laishram Omorjit, Sharma Laimayum Bishwanath (2025). Towards understanding the

Concept of Dharma as Rta. International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research & Reviews, 4(4),
207-213.

[2] Brown, W.N. (1992), Some Ethical Concepts for the Modern World from Hindu and
Indian Buddhist Tradition in Radhakrishnan S. (ed.) Rabindranath Tagore: A Centenary
Volume 18011-1961, Calcutta: SahityaAkademi.

[3] Cox, Collett (2009), From Category to Ontology: The Changing Role of Dharma in
SarvastivadaAbhidharma in Patrick Olivelle (ed.) Dharma: Studies in its Semantic, Cultural
and Religious History, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas

[4] Day Terence P. (1982), The Conception of Punishment in Early Indian Literature.
Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press

[5] Hopkins, E.W. (1924). Ethics of India, New haven: Yale University Press.

[6] James Edwin, U. (1969), Creation Cosmology: A Historical and Comparative Inquiry,
Lieden: E.J. Brill.

[7] Grimes, J. (1996) A Concise Dictionary of Indian Philosophy: Sanskrit Defined in
English , Albany: State University of New York Press

[8] Koller, M.J. (1972) Dharma: An Expression of Universal Order Philosophy: east and
West, Vol. 22 No. 2, Pp. 131-141.

[9] Lefever, H. (1935), The Vedic Idea of Sin, Nagercoil: London Missionary Press.

[10] MacDonell, A.A. (1897), Vedic Mythology Strassburg, Austria: K.J. Trubnes,

[11] Mckenzie, J. (1922), The Religious Quest of India. London: Oxford University Press.
[12] Miller, G.J. (1978), the Vision of Rta in the Vedas M. LITT Dissertation: University of
Durban.

[13] Monier-Williams, M.(1872) A Sanskrit English Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press
[14] Ramakrishna, G. (1965), Origin and Growth of the Concept of Rta in Vedic Literature.
Doctoral Dissertation: University of Mysore.

[15] Radhakrishanan, S. (1927), Indian Philosophy, London: George Allen &Unwin.

[16] Witzel, M. (2003), ‘Vedas and Upanishads’ in Gavin Flood (ed.) The Wiley Blackwell
Companion to Hinduism. Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

1 The work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution
Non Commercial 4.0 International License

213



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2945-3135

	1. INTRODUCTION
	2. THE IDENTITY OF RTA WITH SATYA
	3. RTA AND ITS RELATION TO YAJNA (SACRIFICE)
	4. THE UNIQUE NATURE OF RTA
	5. CONCLUSION
	6. AUTHOR(S) CONTRIBUTION
	7. CONFLICTS OF INTEREST
	8. PLAGIARISM POLICY
	9. SOURCES OF FUNDING

