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For a significant number of people in the world today, especially in more affluent areas, 
the seeking of temporal pleasures produced by temporal external sense stimuli has 
become a fundamental goal of life. In contemporary western society in particular, this 
has essentially permeated every aspect of our beings. Consequently, the vast majority 
of what is created for us to see, smell, touch, taste, and hear is done so with the primary 
goal of activating and titillating our senses in ways that stimulate the various pleasure 
centers in our brain. Most of these creations are not for the purpose of meeting our 
needs but for fulfilling our desires for sensual stimulation. However, we become so 
dependent on them that we perceive them as necessary. Our clothing, homes and 
beds, vehicles, etc. have to make us feel comfortable; our foods need sufficient spices 
to adequately stimulate our taste buds. For many of us, earbuds and mp3 players that 
funnel music and sounds directly into our ears to stimulate our aural sensations are 
seen as integral to daily existence. We regularly participate in or watch activities or 
media that can induce in us an adrenalin rush. For some, the use of intoxicants and 
other drugs is needed to create the desired sensations. In short, we have come to 
depend on a regular supply and input of external temporal stimuli in order to find 
temporal pleasure in life, and any stimuli that do not properly and pleasurably fit into 
these categories gets rejected as worthless or bad. As we become more accustomed to 
such stimuli, take them for granted and label them as necessary, their ability to create 
the same level of pleasure they once did diminishes, so we have to find new or stronger 
stimuli to bring about the desired sensations.  
 
What, ultimately, does this myriad of stimuli do for us? For one thing, it addicts us to a 
variety of things or activities in order to adequately activate our pleasures centers, which 
become inured and numb to the normal stimuli available in simple everyday living. We 
no longer find pleasure in food without spices, functional clothing that does not happen 
to be in fashion, the sounds of nature, the simple touch of friend or loved one, or in just 
being. We have come to be controlled by the need for increasingly unnatural and 
external stimuli in order for our pleasure centers to be adequately activated to make us 
happy. We have become addicts to increasingly temporal stimuli for increasingly 
temporal pleasure. 
 
At least, this is the way contemporary life is understood by many Indian renunciants 
today, and their views and approaches in this regards date back thousands of years. 
Since before the time of the Vedas, more than three millennia ago, there arose in India 
a segment of individuals who theorized the existence of an inner reality and a happiness 
that is inherent and available to everyone, and they sought ways to find it. In the 
process, they came to see human addictions to external stimuli as major obstacles in 
that attainment and sought to find a way beyond them in order to be able to awaken an 
inner state of being that is fulfilling in itself and is neither temporal nor external. This was 
the birth of Indian asceticism.  
 



No one knows for sure when the first ascetics appeared in India. In early Vedic chants, 
their presence is suggested. We find terms such as muni, vratya, tapasvin, vairagin, 
vanaprasthin, etc. These all refer to individuals who undertook a variety of forms of 
sense deprivation in their quest for wisdom and freedom from the need for those stimuli. 
The Upanishads show an influence in ascetic thinking and reveal more of how ascetics 
understood life and approached their goals. In various ancient texts and stories, both 
individuals and groups are mentioned. One such individual became well known for his 
quest and realization in this regards. We know him as the Buddha, and he is said to 
have taught that desires in general are the root of suffering, while the ending or 
transcending of desire is the root of happiness. Somewhere near the same time period, 
the Epics (Ramayana and Mahabharata) tell of the presence of other ascetics and 
ascetic practices, collectively referred to as tapasya, or austerity. At first, these seemed 
to be focused primarily on sense withdrawal, such as that attained through fasting, 
keeping silence, living alone in the forest, etc. Gradually, some of the more popular and 
effective methods and techniques used by ascetics in their quest for transcendence and 
enlightenment came to be grouped together under the rubric of “yoga.” 
 
The first textual source of such a collection is Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, probably written 
sometime between the third century BCE and third centry CE. The system contained in 
this definitive work is known as ashtanga (“eight limbs”) yoga. The first two limbs, yama 
(“restrictions”) and niyama (“observances”) set out a set of ten moral and ethical 
precepts and guidelines for a life of one seeking inner peace, wisdom, and liberation. 
Some of these also place restrictions on sensual experiences. The second two limbs 
are asana (“postures”) and pranayama (“breath control”) and center on the physical 
body and the control of its functions. These two limbs are essentially what defines 
“yoga” in the minds of most practitioners in the west today. The next pair, pratyhara 
(“withdrawal from the senses”) and dharana (“concentration”), are tools for training and 
focusing the mind to gain self-awareness on the road to gaining wisdom. The last two, 
dhyana (“meditation”) and samadhi,1 can more accurately be seen as states of mind 
and products of the other limbs than techniques requiring practice and effort. 
 
In dealing with the issue of the senses, the Yoga Sutra not only addresses the limiting 
sensual input, but also the interiorizing of the process. Here, the limb known as 
pratyhara, is the arguably the most significant. It is sometimes referred to as the 
transitional limb taking the practitioner from the outer aspects of the yoga system to the 
inner, mind-centered ones. Pratyhara teaches one to move mental focus from the 
physical world to the interior realms. Although the term pratyhara is often translated as 
"withdrawal of the senses," it means much more than that. To many Indian yogis, it 
refers to a twofold process involving a withdrawal from attention given to external sense 
stimuli and a focusing instead on experiencing the inner senses and the self. Of all the 
eight limbs of ashtanga yoga, pratyhara is the one that most directly brings about 
learning control over their senses, instead of being controlled by them. Through it, one 
learns to direct consciousness away from external phenomena, from attachment or 

                                                
1 I have chosen not to translate this term, because there is no English words that encapsulate its 
meaning. 



aversion to the sense input they cause, and from dualistic labeling and interpreting of 
these stimuli, such as pleasant or unpleasant, desirable or undesirable. Practices such 
as “listening” to the blood flowing within, “feeling” one’s heart beat, or “seeing” the self 
within are all meant to move one’s self-identification away from the external and 
temporal and toward the internal, inherent, and more permanent aspects of one’s being. 
 
Also during the last centuries of the pre-Common Era, we become aware of another 
approach to dealing with the senses by those who decided to not starve their senses 
but develop non-attachment through exposing themselves to the uncomfortable instead 
of the pleasant, to the difficult as opposed to the easy. While the practices they 
undertook were similar to the early ascetics, the mindset was different. For example, 
instead of “avoiding” the sensation of taste, the aim was to “experience” one’s hunger. 
Instead of denying oneself the comfort of warmth in the cold season, the approach was 
to expose oneself to the experience of the cold. This replacement of pleasurable 
external stimuli with the uncomfortable and difficult was done as an alternative method 
to help individuals minimize their attachment to the senses. One of the earliest known 
examples appears in the practices of those known as Pashupatas. They were ascetics 
devoted to Shiva who covered their bodies in ash and purposely performed ritual acts 
that were not only uncomfortable and even painful, but they also challenged and upset 
members of the brahmanical orthodoxy.  
 
Centuries later, groups like the Kapalika and the Kalamukha adhered to a similar 
approach undertaking even more extreme practices that included meditating on the 
cremation grounds while bodies were being burned, using human skulls for drink and 
eating, etc. Some would even consume half cooked human flesh taken from the funeral 
pyre. All of these were said to have had the goal of breaking attachment social 
conditioning, ego, and their own physical existence. As the popularity of Buddhist and 
other non-brahmanical approaches to the renunciant life and enlightenment gradually 
increased, the number of practicioners and practices increased. Then, with the rise of 
the Tantric Tradition, a new wave of challenges to those promoting the Vedic tradition 
and a more orthodox brahmanical version of Hinduism appeared. Some Tantric ascetics 
specifically chose to do practices that the orthodox had forbidden as being impure, 
believing that an attachment to brahmanical purity and order is as limiting as any other 
attachment and thus is also an obstacle on the path to enlightenment. 
 
At the beginning of the ninth century, a renunciant follower of the Vedic tradition 
developed his own approach to the ascetic life and thereby provided the brahmanical 
orthodoxy with its own ascetic order. The Shaivite Dasnami Sannyasi tradition, founded 
by Shankara, is a monastic order that closely adheres to the Vedic tradition while 
utilizing ascetic practices. The primary approach to the senses he taught was one of 
withdrawal. This included celibacy and placed sharp limitations on the types and 
amounts of food consumed, possessions, types of dwellings, etc. Members rejected all 
ties with their birth families and separated themselves from involvement with 
householders except for the bares necessities. Some were even prohibited from lighting 
a fire. All these were done in accordance with orthodox brahmanical rules.  
 



Ramananda Sampraday 
By the end of the first millennium, then, the prevalent ascetic approaches to sensual 
stimuli included withdrawal, interiorization, and a combination of alteration and 
confrontation. While each approach had its focused and devoted followers, there were 
also those who saw and utilized the benefits in all three. This came to fruition with the 
birth of the Ramananda Sampraday. Most Ramanandis acknowledge Swami 
Ramananda (circa 14th-15th century) to be the founder of their order. While there is little 
actually known about Ramananda, his own religious practices, or the formation and 
early development of the order that carries his name, what is known is that early on in 
the evolution of the order, its members adopted ascetic practices drawn from all three 
forms already mentioned and from practices undertaken by past ascetic groups. One of 
the significant aspects of Ramananda's approach was that while he adhered to a variety 
of traditional Hindu theological and brahmanical views, he rejected, for the most part, 
their social and birth-based restrictions and distinctions. Like many of the earliest 
ascetics, he believed that enlightenment was possible for anyone and everyone 
irrespective of caste, gender, knowledge, etc. According to his followers, Ramananda 
accepted disciples from all castes, creeds, and backgrounds and soon became a 
popular religious reformer and teacher. It is said that his own ascetic existence attracted 
to the life of renunciation Hindus from many castes and sub-castes. Along with the set 
of ascetic practices he taught, he strongly emphasized a devotional approach to the 
divine using the name “Ram.”  
 
The Ramananda Sampraday currently has the largest number of renunciant members 
of any Hindu order, estimated to be nearly one and a half million. Commonly referred to 
as "Ramanandis," "vairagis," or simply "sadhus," its followers come primarily from 
villages in the northern and western states, especially Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya 
Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Gujarat. While they come from diverse culture upbringings and 
customs, what they have in common is a belief in the necessity of taking control of their 
own sensual existence as they seek the path to liberation. In doing so, they utilize the 
many of the approaches mentioned above in several unique ways. Althought the 
emphasis is on individual practice, central to the process is the taking of vows. 
 
Vows - The making of religious vows and commitments is a common part of Hindu 
culture and has been for millennia. In addition to their initiatory vows, Ramanandis 
employ three precise practices that utilize these. They are "vrat," "anushthan," and 
"sankalp." The term "vrat" is generally translated as “fast,” “vow,” or “pledge” and 
typically denotes some form of sensory restriction or regulation. It can refer to limitations 
on food consumption, speaking, sleeping, sexual relations, clothing, or a variety of other 
actions or forms of sensory experience. However, a vrat can also be a vow to perform a 
particular practice, such as undertake a specific ritual or devote a certain number of 
hours to yoga each day. Furthermore, a vrat can be of a more traditional nature, such 
as fasting or keeping silence, or a distinctively and individually formulated endeavor, 
such as not riding in or on any vehicle. The particular is left up to the individual, and the 
enactment of any type or length of vrat is considered a form of tapasya. 
  
 



When sadhus take a vow to fulfill a vrat or set of vrats as part of a larger undertaking, in 
which the combination of related vows and practices becomes the primary focus of their 
life during a specific period, then the entire process is known as an “anushthan” (“ritual 
performance; undertaking”). “Spiritual retreat” is probably the closest English phrase to 
define “anushthan” in the contemporary context, although it does not encompass the 
breadth of meaning that the term possesses for Ramanandis. Activities designated by 
the term are specific intensive disciplines that are usually performed for a 
predetermined period of time. An anushthan can last for almost any length, from as 
short as a week up to a year or more. Some sadhus will continue practices begun in an 
anushthan for their entire lives. Anushthans undertaken for specific periods may involve 
isolating oneself from other people and devoting all one’s energy to the committed 
practice or set of practices. 
 
Vairagis underscore the importance of intentionality in the undertaking of any action, 
especially a religious endeavor, for it is understood that one’s objectives and intentions 
influence not only the success or failure of one’s efforts but also the fruit or karma that is 
accrued as a consequence. Thus, Ramanandis traditionally begin any vow with the 
taking of a sankalp (lit. “definite intention; determination”). The mantras used in reciting 
a sankalp typically begin with the propitiation of the deity or form of the divine to whom 
the efforts are being directed. This is followed by articulating the specific reason for the 
endeavor, which can be personal or for the sake of others, such as world peace. 
 
Throughout their lives, vairagis perform multiple sankalp-initiated vrats and anushthans. 
Even though they may commit to one or more lengthy anushthan-like undertakings, as 
mentioned above, life-long sankalps, other than the standard ones taken by nearly all 
Hindu ascetics, are actually quite rare. Ramanandis typically avoid binding themselves 
to many lifetime vows. Because of their open-ended nature, even some initiatory vows 
are not always viewed as demanding life-long adherence, at least not in full. The 
reasoning for the rarity of lifetime vows is two-fold. One stems from the seriousness with 
which sankalp-initiated actions are viewed, and the other is that no one knows what 
circumstances will arise in one’s future in which such a vow may prove counter-
productive to one’s spiritual progress. 
 
Food vrats are an important part of the sadhu’s life for several reasons. One is that 
attachment to taste and to sexual stimulii are regarded among the most powerful of the 
sensual addictions, and they are seen to be connected. It is believed that those who 
learn to control attachment to taste and unnecessary food consumption have a greater 
ability to control their sexual impulses and activities and to attain vairagya, or non-
attachment, to other forms of sense stimulii as well. Because learning non-attachment 
to sensual stimulii is seen as a fundamental aspect of the renunciant life, any practice 
that helps one develop control of the senses is seen as essential. Another reason that 
food restriction vows are important has to do with the effect the food has on the body. 
Thus, even foods acceptable within the typical vegetarian Hindu diet, such as onions, 
garlic, chilis, and tea are rejected by many vairagis because of their stimulant 
properties, for these are seen as making control of one’s senses more difficult. 



Besides basic ascetic restrictions on clothing, Ramanandis include a variety of 
additional clothing limitations in their corpus of vow-defined tapasya practices. Such 
vows are usually undertaken for extended periods of time and may continue for one’s 
lifetime. For most sadhus, initiatory vows proscribe the use of silk and leather (because 
of the himsa, or violence, associated with their production), as well as any type of pants. 
Some also reject any cloth of artificial material, such as nylon. Additionally, those 
vairagis known as “mahatyagis” (see below) reject the use of cloth altogether. Unlike 
Shaivite Nagas, however, they are never completely naked. Instead, they wear a genital 
covering, or langoti, fabricated either from the bark of a banana tree or woven from 
munja, a sacred grass. Some take a vow to wear only a steel cup, typically held in place 
with a waist belt made either of iron chain or wood permanently joined together with 
brass buckles. The main purpose here, as in most forms of tapasya, is to confront the 
issue of physical comfort. 
 
As with most Ramanandi vows, lodging restrictions are quite varied and have as a main 
purpose to detach one from expecting and needing comfort in this regards. Some go a 
step further and refuse to reside in any human-made structure, while still others reject 
any form of lodging that separates or shields them from the elements of nature, as in 
the case of mahatyagis. Because of the tendency to develop an attachment to one’s 
residence, some vairagis take a vow not to remain in one place for more than three 
consecutive days. Such vows also have the added function of limiting a Ramanandis 
possessions, since they have to carry with them everything they possess. 
 
A vow of silence, or maun, is one of the oldest forms of tapasya undertaken by sadhus, 
and its essential challenge is almost purely psychological. The literal meaning of maun 
is abstinence from speech, and for short periods of time it is considered an immensely 
helpful aid to meditation. Depending upon the actual vow, writing and/or chanting may 
or may not be allowed. Silence is believed to be conducive to developing inner strength 
and concentration; thus, while the vow deals strictly with the physical act of silence, the 
objective is to achieve mental silence or stillness of the mind.  
 
Vows restricting bodily position are some of the most severe, but less frequently 
practiced, forms of tapasya found in the Ramananda Sampraday. These vows require 
not only a great deal of physical and mental discipline, stamina, and will power, they 
also demand a willingness to inflict upon one’s body great physical discomfort and 
possibly even permanent disfigurement. Those known as khardeswari babas have 
taken a vow to remain ever-standing. They generally tie a swing or rope from a tree or 
any sort of structure that can be used to support the upper part of their body when they 
rest. Problems with blood circulation are inevitable, and in the past many who had 
undertaken the austerity had to abort it because of acute and dangerous physical 
complications. A less difficult variant of this practice consists of a vow to not lie down. 
One who does this is permitted to sit but uses a T-shaped piece of wood or a forked 
branch to support his upper body when resting or sleeping. The practice of urdhwabahu 
(lit. “upward facing arm”) involves taking a vow to keep one arm permanently elevated 
above one’s head. Indeed, one of the most difficult forms of austerity involving body-
position restrictions, it requires substantial will power and commitment to undertake. 



Circulation problems and the lack of movement in the arm joints lead to stiffening and 
eventual calcification; thus, any extended performance of urdhwabahu inevitably results 
in the permanent loss of use of the limb. The purpose of such body-position austerities 
is clearly to take one beyond attachment to physical sensations of comfort, 
attractiveness, etc. Ascetics who perform these austerities say that what one loses 
physically is more than offset by what one gains spiritually. 
 
Tyagis - Those vairagis who desire to pursue a more physically challenging lifestyle 
have the option to take initiation as a tyagi. This begins with khak diksha (lit. “ash 
initiation”), which requires the daily practice of covering one’s body with ashes from the 
sacred fire that is maintained regularly. Additionally, there are several ovther vows, 
primary of which is a set of three known as “tritap,” or “three austerities,” in which the 
year is divided into three four-month periods, with a specific daily tapasya connected to 
each period. The first begins in late January or early February and continues until just 
before the usual start of the monsoon season. It consists of sitting in the middle of an 
array of cowdung fires for an hour in meditation during the hottest time of the day. By 
the third month of the vow, the daytime temperature in most of the regions where tyagis 
live can be well over 100° F and can get as high as 120° or more. 
 
The second vow of the set includes a prohibition against spending the night in any 
covered dwelling, and some tyagis will not even enter such a dwelling the entire four 
months. Because this period typically includes the rainy season, practitioners and 
whatever belongs they possess may be wet for much or most of the time. The last vow 
is called “jal tap” and occurs during the coldest months of the year. It requires spending 
at least one hour immersed upto one’s neck in a body of water, such as a river or a 
lake, sometime between midnight and sunrise. Because of the frigidity of the water, this 
practice can result in the practitioner’s loss of muscle control and subsequent drowning. 
 
Mahatyagis - Sometime during the late nineteenth century, an additional suborder 
arose from within the tyagis, whose vows further increase the practitioner’s degree of 
physical renunciation. Known as “mahatyagis,” members of this group take the most 
physically-restrictive vows of any Hindu renunciant order as a whole. In addition to the 
tyagi vows described above, mahatyagis also never cut or comb their hair; thus, they 
typically have long matted hair, to which they regularly add ashes from a ritual fire. In 
addition to their performance of tri tap, they traditionally include the year-round practice 
of not spending the night in a covered dwelling. Mahatyagis swear off the use of any 
woven cloth and limit bodily covering to a langoti of banana tree bark or munja grass. 
Most will also restrict their diet to a form known as phalahar (literally, “fruit eating”). 
Because of the degree of austerity of the mahatyagi lifestyle, the number who adopt it 
has drastically diminished over the decades. During a holy festival known as the 
Kumbha Mela in 2001, I asked one of the few remaining mahatyagi teachers who has 
young initiates why he thinks their numbers have dwindled so drastically and what he 
thinks of the future of the group and their practices. His answer suggested both 
resignation and acceptance: 
 
 



These days, young people are raised with so much physical comfort that they 
can hardly bathe in a river, much less practice any austerities. It is no longer the 
age [yug] of renunciation and yoga; it is the age of sensual pleasure. Maybe in 
the future people will again turn to renunciation, when they realize atma shanti 
(literally, soul peace) is the fruit of non-attachment, not sensual pleasure.1 

 
Ramanandi ascetics define and express themselves, as well as craft their entire 
existence, by means of ascetic vows and vow-related undertakings. They use their 
senses to challenge themselves to grow. For those who have a committed desire for 
material things, this can eventually lead to their attainment, while the desire for devotion 
or liberation, if undertaken with vows and sincere commitment, can eventually lead to 
these. In other words, because one will eventually attain whatever one strives for, then 
striving for less than the ultimate is seen as a waste of valuable time, energy, and effort. 
Ramanandis strongly believe that if one directs all one’s actions to the attainment of 
spiritual fruits that are directly connected with devotion and/or liberation, then these will 
bring the highest form of pleasure, a permanent state of inner peace, or ananda. 
                                                
1. From an interview with Phalahari Ramcharandas, Kumbha Mela (Prayag, India), 2/2/2001.

 


