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‘GUILLAUME DUCGEUR

Yet, instead of developing a Frazerian
comparativism based on the resolution of
equations, as was still practised in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
in 1938 he reconstructed a hypothetical
Indo-European ideology structured around
a tripartite system. Although the Sanskrit
language gave linguists ‘a term of comparison’
and ‘a precision instrument’,? to borrow the
words of Michael Bréal (1832-1915), both
lacking in the earlier studies of Nicolas Fréret
(1688-1749) and Charles de Brosses (1709—
77), the structured classification of the ideal
brahmanic society provided Dumézil with
a fundamental comparative element, taken
as the interpretative key to the underlying
structure of the prehistory of the major
flamens, and beyond the Roman world, the
prehistory of an Indo-European trifunctional
ideology. From a methodological point
of view, comparative linguistics, founded
on the morphophonological analysis of
consonant changes and the apophonic
processes characterising languages of the
so-called Indo-European family, boasted
other comparative elements that were much
better attested and far more reliable than
the ideologemes identified and selected
by Dumézil in the mythological stories
or normative texts produced by a group
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are best preserved, a nebula in which
the Sanskrit textual sources, notoriously
difficult to date, offer immense ahistorical
freedom, and a nebula, which is an essential
step in the study of other Indo-European
cultural spheres. And the Mahabharata is
no exception. While Indologists strived to
reconstruct its compositional history, as late
as 1967 Dumézil still preferred to regard it
as an ‘immense text, without history and
almost without context’.’’ In the field of
Scandinavian studies, Jan de Vries, who
opposed ‘Wikander’s explanation of the
Mahabhdrata’,'* warned Dumézil in March
1956 about his narrow and reductionist
view of the history of cultures. He did not
hesitate to point to the outmodedness of
his conceptions of the history of the literary
corpus:

It seems to me that your view of this Scandinavian
tradition neglected too much of the considerable
evolution that the Germanic religion underwent.
By highlighting the Indo-European pattern, one
runs the risk of diminishing the unique character
of a purely Scandinavian tradition. You give it
a label, which is obsolete and irrelevant to the
Saga, as presented in its literary form."

In 1938, this same India inspired Dumézil
with the idea of a tripartition as a reflection
of the social structure of the three varnas, as
advocated by certain brahmanic schools. As
early as 1930, he considered this tripartite
structure to be older than the Rgveda itself
and sought its origin in a common Indo-
Iranian heritage.'* In his view, the social
classes of post-Rgvedic and post-Vedic India
attest to a popular pre-Vedic tradition,
despite the fact that marked divisions did
not exist in Indo-Iranian society. In 1950, he
returned to this historical vision of a tripartite
ideology but without the ‘real tripartite
division® of society. It should be noted that
in his 1938 study, Dumézil uses the verses
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division of this society according to the Indian
model; on the contrary, it may be (or no longer
be, or perhaps never have been) only an ideal
and simultaneously a means to analyse and
interpret the forces that ensure the flux of the
world and the life of humans. As the prestige of
the Indian varnas was now exorcised, many false
problems vanished.”

Dumézil could now bypass and counter
one of the main problems in the Indo-
Aryan domain, notably the absence of the
Indo-European trifunctional ideology in
the Rgveda. In 1961, he confirmed that ‘the
mythical background of the Mahabharata,
as the expression of a para-Vedic mythology
in archaic India, profoundly influenced
the formulation of several aspects of Vedic
mythology’.®° In his view, the epic literature
attested to the survival of the Indo-European
trifunctionality, which was preserved in India
by the oldest Indo-Aryan bards on the fringes
of Vedic schools. This circumvention of the
history of Sanskrit composition was forced
to remain silent in light of the increasingly
detailed studies on the redactional history
of the Mahabharata. Indeed, Mythe et épopée
opens with a deliberately scant overview of
the Sanskrit poem. Its redactional history
is merely summarized in a short passage
taken from L’Inde classique by Louis Renou
(1896-1966) in which the affirmation that
‘certain mythical traits may be of Vedic or
pre-Aryan date™' seems to have captured the
mythologist’s attention.

His research on the Mahabhdarata shows
the extent to which he was unable to
liberate himself from an approach towards
the Sanskrit sources that was neither
historical nor chronological. Despite the
new orientation of his theory from 1949
onwards, he could not prevent himself from
drawing parallels between the Mahdbharata

‘and the Vedas, establishing, as it were, the

historical evolution of the Vedic pantheon
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with regard to its state in the epic all the
while applying a para-Vedic epic structure:
“This is a true pantheon—and as recognised
for the Pandava, a very archaic or else pre-
Vedic pantheon—which was transposed
onto human personages by an operation as
meticulous as it was ingenious’.*? Yet it is
one thing to conduct an internal analysis of
a corpus in which the author(s) themselves
draw attention to the relationship between
the five Pandavas or other protagonists and
the gods, and quite another to imagine the
tradition of an Indo-European ideological
trifunctionality in the epic. Madeleine
Biardeau thus expressed:

In my view, the trifunction was not the essence
of this innovation, but prior to this, the method
of connecting personages with each other, a
structuration of epic heroes that related not
to psychology or literature but rather to their
respective positions in the staging of action—this
would constitute the thread of the poem and give
it its meaning.*?

From a methodological point of view,
what is quite remarkable is how Dumézil
transitions from a set of identifications and
analogical comparisons—with absolutely
no correspondence from a structural
perspective except in the most elastic terms—
to outright historical certainties. Thus,
the superimposition of divinities/heroes
suffices to reveal a ‘remarkably archaic’
structure, and despite his reserves regarding
the presence of Vayu/Bhima alongside
Indra/Arjuna and the rejuvenation of Mitra
in Dharma/Yudhisthira, he affirms that
the epic list reproduces the formula of the
Mitanni treaty and the Rgveda. Yet the three
lists do not present the same elements, and
their unique structures only emerge from a
careful contextual study. The presence of
Vayu in the epic list and its absence from the
Mitanni and Vedic lists, supposedly identical,

GUILLAUME DUCCEUR

hardly stopped Dumézil. On the contrary,
despite this absence, he used the epic Vayu,
identified with the Indo-Iranian Vayu by S.
Wikander, to confirm the ancientness of the
epic pantheon. And better still, the ‘list of
the god fathers is recognised as prehistoric:
the correspondence between the god fathers
and the hero sons should also be prehistoric,
with the transposition of the mythology
onto the epic’.** By this same argument, the
historical reconstruction was complete. The
so-called tripartite structure identified in
the Mahabharata was pre-Vedic, as was the
transposition of this archaic myth that the
Indians subsequently historicized. With the
exception of Dumézil, all the Indologists and
historians of India let themselves be fooled:

To the question of history or myth: certainly
myth, one should respond, a myth knowingly
humanised or historicised that left no room for
‘facts’, or if there had initially been facts (a battle
of Kuruksetra, a victorious king Yudhisthira,
etc.), then they were so well concealed and
transformed that no identifiable trace remained;
only later, by means of genealogies, did India
negligently orient these events to the realm of
history, thus providing European scholars with a
deceptive hold that they eagerly grasped.*

For Dumézil, the compositional history
of the Mahabharata, or at least its mythical
pantheon, dated back well before the time
of the Rgveda and thus to an Indo-Iranian
or—even better—an Indo-European heritage.
However, the epic Vayu had little in common
with the Iranian Vayu and, even more so,
with its Indo-Iranian equivalent. He is the
wind (vata), as illustrated by the author in
Mbh 1.61.84 (bhimasenam tu vatasya) as well
as the many upamds used to embellish his
tempestuous action throughout the entire
poem. It is also notorious that Dumézil
omitted the evident continuities between the
Vedas and the Mahabhdrata regarding the
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structural links between divinities, n.otably
vayu and Indra, and especially .VISI]U——-
conspicuously absent from his studies—and
Indra, as a reflection of the fundamental
relationship between Krsna and Arjuna.
Indeed, the patronym of Arjuna, the central
hero of the epic, derives directly from the
Vedas, since it is the secret name (guhyam
ndma®”) of the god Indra himself. With
respect to Draupadi, she cannot be easily
identified with Sarasvati, Ellat of the Mitanni
treaty, or Vac of Rgveda 10.125.1-2, even
though she is said to be part of the goddess
$ri in the Mahabhdrata. It is also important
to question the very concept of the devas’
partial incarnation (am$avatarana®®) in
the naraloka, which forms the basis of the
‘correspondence between god fathers and
hero sons’. This notion is not pre-Vedic or
even Vedic—the devas using their magical
powers (madya), Indra dressing up as a
brahman to visit the sacrificer (yajamana) in
the Satapatha Brahmana and the bodhisattva
in the Buddhist Jatakas (the theme of
disguises in the Virataparvan is perhaps an
ancient theme)—but it is rather post-Vedic
and specific to Bhagavatism. Indeed, the
Mahabharata counts no less than 1,950
occurrences of the term bhagavant. The idea
~ of the sacrificial part is specifically Vedic,
- but only in the allegorical sense of the
- battle opposing the Bharatas and Kauravas,
viewed as equivalent to a great sacrifice.
~ Running counter to the advances made by
~ Indologists in the redactional history of
the Mahabharata, the problems posed by
the age of the first (‘Adiparvan’) and fourth
- books (‘Virataparvan’)—known since 1969
- with Dieter Schlingloff’s analysis of the
B Spitz.er manuscript—and the possible later
- rewriting of the mythological transposition,

? to mention the diversity of literary

: ;: and metrics as well as the incoherent
ents in the narrative thread, Dumézil
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did not hesitate to associate the mythological
thread and its epic transposition to the pre-
Vedic period. '

Though by no means obliged by his 194?
theory, Dumézil persevered in his pu.rsu1t
of correlations between the three functions,
their patrons, and the historically attested
brahmanic social classes. While the Indo-
European tripartite ideology depended on
an ideal imaginary construction of society,
it is unclear why he still found it necessary
to correlate the five Pandavas (Yudhisthira,
Bhima, Arjuna, Nakula, and Sahadeva) and
their respective divine fathers (Dharma,
Vayu, Indra, and the two Nasatyas) with the
three varnas (brahmana, ksatriya, vaisya).
In this respect, he was doubly influenced by
his pre-1949 theory and Wikander’s analysis
of the ‘Virataparvan’ in which Yudhisthira
dresses up as a brahman and Sahadeva calls
himself a vai$ya. Let us note in passing that
the protagonists appear in a different order
to the so-called canonical and hierarchized
list of divine patrons with three functions:
Yudhisthira, Bhima, Sahadeva, Arjuna, and
finally, Nakula.

If the three-caste system had become fixed
in India from an early date, as Dumézil had
claimed since 1938,*° then the brahmanic
sources would have provided many more
examples of this trifunctional ideology. Yet
this is not the case. In the Mahabharata,
society is clearly conceived according to
a quadripartite structure. The compounds
trivarna, traivarna, and trivamsa are completely
absent from the text. While mention is once
made of trayovarnas,"® this specific case
regroups ksatriya, vaiS§ya, and stdra in
opposition to brahmana, with a structure of
the type 3 + 1. On the contrary, the terms
caturvarna and cdturvarnya are attested on
seventy-eight occasions. In the ‘Vanaparvan’,
during the arithmological debate between
Bandin and Astavakra, the number three is
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Under the reign of Asoka, the Mauryan
chancellery never employed the term varna
in royal edicts, instead utilizing jana or varga
and splitting society into two main groups,
one religious comprised of brahmanas and
¢ramanas, and the other familial headed by
fathers and mothers. The Indian tripartite
society of Dumézil thus in no way mirrors the
historical reality. Many other legal terms are
found in the normative brahmanic treatises®
such as kula, jati, grama, desa, and samgha,
showing the extent to which the social
structures were far more complex than a
unique tripartite division presented diversely
in the Vedic sacrificial system, which, aside
from the cosmological representation,
involved the opposition or complementarity
between the brahman and ksatra classes in
Indo-Aryan society (vis). By no means does
the Mahabharata reflect early Vedic, or even
less so, pre-Vedic society. It is rather the
expression of a plural society of a Mauryan
type in which the author(s) use a highly
elaborate—but non-tripartite—mythological
construction to assert both a brahmanic
identity and a royal function based on
brahmanic dharma and opposed to any
other dharmic conception, notably Buddhist.
Although Panini (fourth century BCE) attested
to the existence of a narrative on the royal
lineage of the Bharata,” presumably dating

back to the Vedic period,> its current form:

would have been composed at the turn of
third and second centuries BCE, except for a
few passages from the later ‘Adiparvan’ and
‘Virataparvan’, and then progressively fixed
in the different regions of India towards the
fourth and fifth centuries ce®® during the
Gupta period.

Conclusion

In terms of ancient India, the only
breakthrough attributable to Dumézil relates
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to the structural links that he highlighted
between the protagonists of the Mahabhdarata
and the brahmanic pantheon as known to the
composer(s) in their time. As to the rest, his
manner of equating these structural links to
his 1938 theory, revised in 1949, is not at all
convincing. The failings of the Dumézilian
method are numerous: his overarching
conception of everything through structures,
his assumption that everything can be
explained by structuralism, his confinement
to a trifunctional scheme that he all too
freely modified to suit each specific case,
and his extreme focus on triads to the point
of discarding the apparent elements and
overlooking the ensemble. In the Indian
milieu, the most notorious paradox in terms
of historical methodology is the fact that not a
single textual source is ever recontextualized,
apart from the Hurrian-Hittite treaty of
Mitanni®—the key to his research—while he
affirms all too easily that at the time of their
composition, the author(s) made changes to
the three functions in line with historical
factors that he never bothers to reconstruct.

In 1986, in an interview with Didier
Eribon, Dumézil admitted that it was no
longer possible for him to rethink his
structural theory: ‘Even if I were wrong,
then at least [my theory] had a function—
it amused me. Nowadays, it is too late to
reformulate it; I can no longer avoid it’.>®
However, he was aware of the issue well
before this date. In June 1964, prior to the
publication of Mythe et Epopée I, he implicitly
admitted in a letter addressed to Jan de
Vries that the historical research of cultures
belonging to the sphere of Indo-European
linguistics made it increasingly difficult for
him to explain the trifunctional idealogy
using a structuralist approach:

I have just finished reading your new Altnordische
Literaturgeschichte 1 with utmost pleasure—but
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