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Chapter 1.0 INTRODUCTION

.
i

1.1 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Indian philosophical speculations and theological

thought have d~veloped down the centuries through a com-

plex web of interrelationships. Often it is difficult t o
1he

distinguish in literature the dominant interest between
1\

these two areas of concern. Yet no Indological scholar

would deny that both these areas of concern take their

root, in some way or other, in the Vedas, recognised as

the most ancient Indo-European literature to have come

down to us.

- Several ' Lndo Ioq i s t s have identified non-A"ryanele-

ments in the Vedic hymns. and distinguished these from a

middle period of true Aryan development (the Indo-Iranian

period), and further distinguished these two from a final

and more truly Indian period reflecting Indo-Aryan ,

fusion, giving rise to characteristically Hindu meta-

physical and religious modes of thought as we know · them

today. Such a schematization of the ancient literature

has led directly to the thesis that the ancient Veda

already exhibits a qualitative stratification of ideas

belonging to different historical epochs, ideas that do

not easily fuse with each other.

1
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° The complexity of the problem is increased in the

furtber development of the Vedic literature in the texts
i

of the .Br a hma l1a s ,- .Up e ru sads and the Bhagavad Glta. While

many of Othe earlier Indologists have recognized in these

-s ec t i ons of . the literature radical >and revolutionary

schisms of thought, some modern (mainly Indian) scholars

pr~fe~ to . view the distinctions as being d~e mostly t o

selective emphasis, and not as due to any significant------ -._--- - -
-------- - . - =-- -

dif~rence in aim and intention. In the main,

traditionalist Hindu theologians have upheld the thesis

that the entire body of Vedic literature reflects a

single development, and that the religious interests as

reflected in the Bhagavad Gfta are in fact~the mere

unfolding of ideas embedded in the earlier Vedic hymns .

This school 't her-e r or-e mei rita i ns that modern °I rid i an the is-

ti c t hought, allowing its various manifestations , i s

germane to Vedic samhita literature, and that this theis-

t ic thought is given rational and philosophical suppor t

in the Upani~ads.

While most Indological researchers would agree that

the oVedic hymns have a dominant religious interest, they

have contended for a severe qualitative difference in the

t hemes exhibited in the Vedas, Upani~ads and Bhagavad

Glta. They have asserted a strong polytheistic character

with respect to the Vedas, such as would be inappropriate

t o oa t r ue monotheism. They have variously regarded the

2
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Upani~ads as reflecting a philosophical pantheism or some

form~of monistic g~osticism. And the Bhagavad Gl ta ,
•

while it is accepted as be ing dominated by a monothei stic

in t erest , i ts monothe ism is cons idered t o be compromised

by strong pantheistic lean ings. Clearly the Indol ogi sts

have operated in terms of theistic ideas based on a

standard der ived from Semitic literature.

~The writer does no t wish to impose the limita tion of

s uch a standard upon h is pr opos ed research. While t o

some extent comparisons are inevitable for purposes o f

c larif ication and exposition. the- wr iter wishes to inves-

t igate the characteristics of m~taphysical t hought per-

tain ing to theism (in its various forms as r efl ected in
_ .. . - .:... ....-.....

the three sets of texts ) within the confines and premises

of Indian literature.

1.2 AIMS OF THE STUDY

This study proposes :

(a) to undertake an analysis of representative

selections from the Vedic Samhitas (es peci ally

the ~g Samhita ), the classical Upani 9ads and t he

Bhagavad Gita ;

- ( _.--



(b) to invesf iga t e I ne characterist ic structures of

metaphysical t1t 1j llg h t in t he s e three sets o f

t e x t s ;

(c ) t o u nd e r li ne t1t n n '3 v ita l categories o f

theist ically-r~l llted thought in te r ms of which

distinct-ions llll ll ," g t he thr e e t y pe s of t exts may

be revea led :

(d) to arrive at II ~ n l i d and s ys temat ic s tatement

concerning the ,·<)ur s e of the istic development

through the t. ltl '''''' d ema rc a t ed chrono l og i ca l

periods. and

' " ,

(e) to consider t it '" ridtur e of Hind u thei st f e-thought

in terms of tlt n r'e l a tiv e s tab i l i ty of the

underlying met "\Iltlysi ca l constructs as revea led

in the study.

1.3 METHODOLOGY

The Vedas. Upani~.1\1rt and Bhagavad Glta are the

primary texts of Hi ndu 1 rHll and are fundamenta 1 to the

religious actuality ot tl l nd u t hough t and prac t ice . The

writer is aware of the ddn 5 i t i ve nature of the areas

under study.

4
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ln the nature of the investigation the writer cannot

be c9ntent with a plain descriptive account, but must
f

engage in a critical appraisal and evaluation of the
.

relativ~ merits of the metaphysical and theological ideas

revealed in the Vedas, Upani~ads and Bhagavad Gita, based

on objective and impersonal philosophical criteria.

Therefore, the basic methodology will be that of an

obje~tive, Indological-style research, taking into ac-

count the views of both Western and Eastern Indologists.

This method entails a direct, factual examination of

the data, in this case the hymns of the Vedas and the

texts of the Upani~ads and the Bhagavad Gita. The meta

physi cel structures ' underl ying the theological " nouons in

the texts will be sought to be isolated and analysed in

detail. and then evaluated in terms of objective stand-

ards. As a necessary part of the study, comparisons will

be undertaken among the three sets of texts. noting the

relative merits of each and the logical interrelation

ships among them.

An evaluation of the results will also be offered in

terms of modern theological ideas pertaining to the

metaphysics of theism.

The spiritual intuitions of the sages of the Indian

5
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tradition. t hough see n in terms of our modern ana lyt i c

categories as polytheist ic or pantheistic. henotheist i c.
or ~~nothe i st i c. or even mon i s t i c. may conceivab ly not do

just1ce to the texts taken in their wholeness. The exer-

cise of compar ison. wh ich must involve analys is and sif t-

ing of discrete date. no matter how sympathetic. cannot

avoid setting t he materia l objectively at a d is tance from

the researcher. so t o spenk. In doing this, we may be

missing a good deal of the meaning for the t ext s t hem-
"""

selves often appear t o indicate the need for an i ntui tive

approach . .

But such an approach. for our present purposes. i s

out of our reach .

.. ..... .-...

We therefore do not purport to arrive at conclus i ons

that can hold absolute ly. but only within the context of

the premises within which we have worked. In the words

of Deutsch, "t he r e can be no rea l understanding of tradi 

tional Indian thought without a sympathetic openness t o

it ... one must experience for onese lf the li Vi ng

values of a culture before one can understand its most

profound "ins ights. Sympathetic i mag i na t i on we bel ieve .

is as necessary for understanding as critical

inte lligence. "

Any comparison of ideas. however derived. has t o

6



proceed on the basis of presumed norms of comparison.

Thes4 are furnished by the generally accepted philosophi-
•

cal standard. We cannot say that these norms of com-

parison are either Eastern or Western, for they have to

be assessed by each researcher according to his deepest

understanding of the relevance of the norms to his par-

ticular situation. Briefly, we may say that these are

the norms of scholarship, and each researcher has to be

hims~lf satisfied that he is applying them in the most

meaningful way. He has to draw his conclusions with

regard to every known fact and nuance. In gene~al, we

cannot do better than say with the savant Max Muller that

"a scholar is a pleader, and he is bound to propound his

reasons."
.. ...~

Finally, it needs to be pointed out tha~ the writer

is himself born into the Hindu religious-ph ilosophical

tradition, and has therefore felt called upon to exercise

greater objectivity, so as not to err on the side of con-

servatism .

. Despite this self-imposed attitude of caution, the

writer must confess to an admiration for the critical

creative approach adopted by Radhakrishnan in his works

on Indian Philosophy, and has, with due caution, tried to

emulate it in some ways. It may be noted that Deutsch

ha~ also made the appeal that comparative philosophy

7
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should not be divorced from crea t i ve ph ilosophy.

~

~

' · I n comparing t he metaphys i cal a nd religi ous i deas.
pertaining t o the Vedas , Upani 9ads and Bhagavad Gi t a , t he

writer has tried to adopt the cr eati ve approach without

v iolating the factual data as he perceived them.

~1 . 4 EARLY SCHOOLS OF INTERPRETATION

One of the first features tha t str ikes the s tuden t

about RgVedic studies is not t hat ther e have been a grea t

many studies on this anc ient t ext , but that there shou l d

be so many and diverse viewpoints concerning it . The
0_ ~ .. • . M ~ ". ... ..........

proliferation of the western approaches t o the BgVeda i s

symptomatic of the early i nd igenous Indi an approaches to

this text.

The Brahma~a texts, which in the tradition are

regarded as integral parts of Veda in the general sense~a

are in fact the earliest attempts a t an interpretation of

the ~riginal mantras. Chaubey says in this regard:

"There should not be a ny doubt, that the

Aitareya Brahma~a and the Kau~itakl Br~hmana

are the first attempts t o interpret the RgVeda

in its two recessions. They expla in the

8
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~gvedic mantra by giving their ritualistic

fa pp l i ca t i ons , occasionally giving etymologies
i

,. o f the words and legends connected with ,t he
,
"r i t ua l s . " 1. :b

We ·are justified in saying that even the class of

technical literature known as the Pratisakhyas, in w~ich

pronunciation, phonetics, accent and different ways of

reci~tion of the samhita texts, in fact represent,

albeit in a technical sense, specialised methods of

interpretation of the textual materials. This is con-

firmed by Chaubey when he says:

"Yaska in his Nirukta, while splitting certain

"- pades , differs "f r om Sakalya. From this we ih~,

however, conjecture that in Yaska 's time there

existed more than one Padapa~ha of the ~gveda

5amhita and that Yaska consulted them while

recording the different interpretations to

which a Vedic stanza might be subjected. "2

So far .a s historical individuals are concerned, the

name of Yaska (or Yaskac~rya) is well known as the

earliest interpreter of Vedic texts. His Nirukta is the
earliest known lexicon of Vedic terms, in which the terms

are discussed from several etymological, derivative and

grammatical standpoints. From internal references in

9
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this work, it is obvious that other Nirukta compositions

were ~in existence in Yaska's time, all belonging together
~

by virtue of a more or less common exegetical purpose and

a common ' exegetical methodology. Says Chaubey:

"Yaska 's Nirukta was not the only Nirukta.

According to Durgacarya there were fourteen

Nirukta texts. All the authors of Nirukta.

~a l though they differed very much at some

places. formed one group known as Nairuktas in

the field of Vedic exegesis :-"3

He further says:

'- "In the ' time 'o f Yaska ~\he Nairukta schoo 1.,01---

Vedic interpretation was already well estab-

lished. Yaska has refer~ed to the opinion of

Nairuktas about twenty times on different

occasions, in his Nirukta. They interpreted

some of the Vedic mantras on the basis of

etymological explanation. They also discussed

. the nature of the Vedic deities taking them as

different phenomena of nature. According to

this school the legends related in the Vedic

mantras should be interpreted figuratively and

supposedly historical names should be taken as

standing for eternal cosmic phenomena. "4

10
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~ Yaska himself has quoted no less than t hi r t een
•

Nair~ktas who came before h im. These are Agrayana ,

Aupa~anyava , Aurnavabha, Kravstuk i , Gargya, Gal ava, Car 

masiras , Taitiki, Batabelaksa Maudgalya, Sakatayana,

Sakapuni , Sakapauneya and Sthaulasthiv i . Yaska himse l f

i s the fourteenth exponen~ of the Nairukta schoo l.~

-ce a ll the Nairuktas, only Yaska 's work has come

down to us, and now his name is synonymous with the t er m

Nirukta. Of Yaska 's i mpor t a nce Macdone l l says :

"Yaska's Nirukta is i n reality a Vedic comme n-

tary and is older by some centur ies than any
"- - '. • • _ • ~'lt~ . , 4..-...a

other exegetical wor~ preserved in Sanskrit. "s

In his work , Yaska explains about 600 passages of

the ~gVeda, whose authenticity appears to have been

accepted by almost all later Vedic commentators i n

India.?

. Besides the Nairukta school of interpretation, there

existed several others, which testifies to the v ibrant

literary and cr itical activity in those f ar -o f f days.

The aitihasika school, or history-orientated school ,

appears to have existed from before Yaska 's t i me . The

ch ief principle of this school was that the Vedic gods

}
-- - - - - ---- ;1 .__( ~.~~-~: -~ _.. - -.-
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were in fact deified mortals, whose heroic deeds were

amplIfied and glorified in the traditional records.
i

Yask~' himself adopts this method of Vedic interpreta-.
tion. e

The Yajnika school of interpretation followed the

liturgical method "wherein an attempt is made to explain

the mantras in harmony with the existing ceremonials.

Each~antra or each word should be explained, according

to this view, in terms of rituals or ritualistic imple-

ments ."9

The Naidana school followed the method whereby a

mantra or sukta was interpreted mainly by reference to
-...... ... ':~. _ . • ..--a

the occasion during which the mantra or sukta was com-

posed. Although this is mentioned as a separate school.

~ _--.-i t~appears - to be a version of the aitihasika or histori-
-_cal school. 10

- - - . - :7~~ -The' Par ivra jaka school ostensibly refers to wander

ing teachers. and was also known as the Atmavadin school,

on account of the fact that they interpreted the mantras

in terms of their possible spiritual import.

The Adhidaivata school followed the method which

"took its stand on the supposition that since the mantras

are addressed to the gods, the incident recorded in the

12

- t,,:....... -

J

&~:== -__-L_.( _.- _



~ -----=_.-.

- '; ':-- - - ==,;,....:. :-: -;-..=..-:- -_-:- -

-"-" .--.------ - - . h ld be exp l a i ned i n r e I e t i on to them. ":1.:1.~-- _..' :- .. -~_. 'Vedas ' s ou,-.- .

Akhyana school, or school concerned with

===============l~e~g~e~n~dRs~;~~ppears to have been historically orientated.

stand on the supposition that all the names

'. -

.,.. .

Our knowledge of the existence of all these schools

only very sketchily derived through references to them

in a few places in Yaska's Nirukta, occasionally in the

cormrient'aries' of Sk'andasvami"n, or in a work like the

Brhadara~yaka. Still, it is to be acknowledged that,

despite the paucity of lengthy historical records,

vigorous and significant interpretation and critical

activity was in vogue among the scholars of ancient

India, with regard to Vedic exegesis .

. There is strong evidence to support the thesis of

the existence, even in those ancient days , of an estab

lished and fUlly-fledged school of Anti-Vedic Scepticism.

which was obviously atheistic and decried, and tried to

discredit , the teachings of the scriptures . Says Chaubey:

13



- . ' - - -

"In the fifteenth section of the first chapter

~ o f the Nirukta Yaska has introduced a critic in
~

' . t he person of Kautsa. a representative of the

:a nt"i - Ved i c school, who held the view that Vedic

mantras have no meaning. He has quoted seven

arguments ,adva nced by that authority to show

that the mantras have no meaning, and has

refuted them one by one. ":1.3

About the introduction of the anti-Vedic authori ty

and according to it what amounts to a high and dignif ied

status, another author observes:

"The reproduction. of the Kauts-controversy

~ indicates on the one ·ha nd . that not only was~

Yaska endowed with a rationalistic spirit and

was free from bigoted fanaticism. but also it

was possible to carry on such discussions with

tolerance at that period of remote antiquity;

and implies on the other that Kautsa was an

eminent scholar or some great personality. or

the exponent of some philosophical system,

whose thought could not be ignored . . . It may

also be taken for granted that he was the

leader of a movement which may be described as

something akin to materialistic rationalism .

and which was the result of a remarkable

14
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literary activity, a characteristic of the

~ e po ch of Yaska '"]'4
i

From the anti -Vedic sentiments expressed in some

portions of the Ara~yakas and Upani~ads. we may safely

infer that an anti-Vedic school of sufficient strength

'=,- - -

. -' -~

- -
~

------ - - -

and following must have existed even before the period of

the Ara~yakas and Upani~ads, whose opinions . in a mild

formt must have influenced the composers and redactors of

the whole Vedic corpus.].~

'-
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Ch t 2 0 THE VEDAS: THEOLOGICAL VALUES. ap er .,
. , .

i

~ i 2 :- l ·- -NATURALI STI C BACKGROUND
--~..,_._-
l __~_'-" ~ _ \ _

- - , - - - -

and are not in any

in fact revelations of

Even those systems which a r e clearly

, \

~~iliiiill~ic~o~n~ria~d~i~c:tfo:ry and mutually opposed are stated by many of

==~~~~~====those who undertake to interpret Indian thought to' be

~~~~~~~~m~ere lY revelations of some partial aspects of re~lity.

'~...:.....;;~~.;..~... - - ··--I t. . is ::a noteworthy and striking feature of much

~~~~~~~indi an writing ~ on the subject of mythology , religion and

the several systems of thought th~t seek

_. ....- .
Reality is generally assumed to refer to some un

fathomable essence ' or Divi ne Power which is unknowable in

its entirety , and the validity of any vi ewpo int is con-

sidered to be dependent upon a close conformity with the

essential features of the Vedic texts. or consistency

between the viewpoint and some one or more indubitable

features of the Vedic teachings .

. This type of jUdgemental ethos , prevailing more or

less consistently in the Indian critica l tradition, at

times put forth directly as a matter of principle, but

a lways present in the background of Indian thought, sup

pl ies the invariable justification for the existence ,

s ide by s ide. of systems of thought and practice, that to

17
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-t he perception of a non-Indian or objective observer ,

-mus t fa ppea r strangely incompatible . This phenomenon is
f .

______~ ~~f fe~t ive ~y~~gh l ~ ght~d py p, J Stephen with regard t o

==========~==d i (t~~4~g =~de~s =in ~connect i on , wi th reincarnation theory

:..... __ .. _ _ ._and the sraddha ...ceremonies, '1hen she says:_._ ---- - -- --.... - - - ---- _..

ideas are quite irreconci l-

the same

in the same -i nd i v i dua l . " 1.

--We may regard this as a characteristical ly Indi an

of -consistency throughout the ethico-religious history of

..
. ~ ..

iii~~~~h~a;:b i t -o f mind. which mani fests i tse l·f with a fa ir degree

Hindud sm. barring the relatively restricted circ~among

which philosophical confrontations occurred . and whi ch

maintained the strictly philosophical traditions. This

is the "eirenic" doctrine,2 and it has been criticized by

Ninian Smart as being inimical to philosophical thought. 3

Most Indian thinkers and reformers4 refer to the RgVedic

verse: "Ekam sadvipra bahudha vadanti"!5 as lending sup-

port to this line of thought. One writer. immediate ly

after quoting this verse. follows it up with what she

takes to be the logical consequence of it, as:

"Rea l i t y is not limited to any particular view ,

and different systems of philosophy are no th ing

18
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but different views about Reality , They are

~ f ormed in accordance with the i r i nsi gh t into
f

'i t he na ture -o f Rea 1 i t y . No t wo approaches can
,

- ! De =exac~ly ~the::5ame-s i nc e no two people have

.- e~act1y -t:he~same . temperament . Each syst em i s

- --b~;;d up~;- a -=-particular approach and i t i s jus-

_ _ _____. . t ~ f i ed_.as ._ l ong a§ its approa ch i s consistent , " 6

~---~---~----~~

type of assertions about Reality , or rather.

Rea l ity , we can certa in l y perceive

- . ---- -

____and -appr eciate -a genuine philosophica l lat itude wh ich

~~~~~==~~ o ften and easily flows -over i nto the e t h i co-re l i g i ous
=~~E~_'

domain of l ife, engen~ering and s up port ing in the

individual a position of metaphys ica l tentat iveness. It

may be riot ed ' t ha t s uch a po's i t i on' i s highly coriduITve to

t he lat er adva it ic two-t ier model ef total Reality, i n

t hat the individual hold ing the t entative hypothesi s

easily sees h is pos ition as re lat i ve , not only to hi s

peculiar individual circumstances, but as re lat i ve t o an

absolute standard, which he soon be g ins to a f f i rm posi 

tively, despite the fact tha t s uch abso l ute s tandar d i s

by definit ion indefinable.

It is easy to see , therefore , that , what arises as

non-assert ions, or tentative assert i ons , about Reality,

invar iably leads with in the context of Vedi c Hindu ideas

to a type of positive assertions about an u ltimate or

J
J _. ( -..'
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transcendent Reali ty .

.
i

In the line o f thought bei ng presented here. we are

a t tempting to revea l the conf l ict be tween the natural is

k i c interpretation of the Vedic literature and the tradi -

t ion of its reyelation. For i t is easy to understand

t hat a revelat ion wil l more f irmly and more def in ite ly

fix the terms of reference with in which the notion of

Reality or God has t o be unders tood . wil l more defin i te ly

s ecur e to the human understanding the type of relation-

s hips that obtain between man and God . and will certainly

co nduce t o the unders tand ing of the Divi ne Powe r in terms

of a Person rather than a Force or Essence. Considera-

ti on of the issues of natura lism on t he one hand . and

revelation oh the 'ot he r ; i :S clear ly pivot a l to" ottT'"'"under-

s tand ing of t he na t ure o f Vedic re l i g i on. We may not be

inc li ned to promote a decision as to which alternative

has to adopted . bu t it does appear neces s ary to

demonstrate how the two traditions are built up and sup-

ported, and to demonstrate the strengths and weaknesses

of each tradition, and also as these may be obta ined from

the .Vedic mantras themselves.

We cannot aff i rm that natura l ism a nd revelation are

the two clear-cut alternatives available to us for an

understanding of t he contents of t he Vedas. All .t ha t we

can say is that many Western Indo log ists have given us a

20



rendering which is strongly naturalistic, following

larg~y the commentary of Sayaryar.arya . 7 A common
•

corol,lary of this view is that the people reflected in
. .

the Vedas who worshipped the elements of nature. were

primitive and less advanced i n so far as the recogniti on

of a truly ethi~al conception of God is concerned. On

this view the accounts given in the Vedas have to be

viewed as mainly mythologica l. as becomes a people in the

early, stages of their cultural evo l ut i orr.w

Following this line of thought. Riepe says:

"The gods of the Vedic hymns are only slightly

removed from the natural phenomena which they

"- represent . "9
. . 2"~

Standing in stark opposition to

this type of interpretation is the traditional view that

the mantras of the Vedas are the revelations of the high

and mighty God, vouchsafed unto the holy personages "for

the enlightenment and welfare of mankind. "1.0 In rela-

tively modern times this traditional view has be~n set

forth with precision and elaboration by Svami

Dayananda.1.1. It is important for us to establish the

grounds and presuppositions on which our enquiries are

based. and this is best done by following the lines which

early indological investigations took, and whose

21
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influence continues up to the present. and appears to

have taken a permanent hold i n some circles .~2
.
f

:r t shou ld be clear that this influence is not mere ly

hi stori ca l. but i s supported· by a body of fac ts a nd

val i d i t y of reasoning , which no researcher can ignor e.

even if the log i c of it is unacceptable to him .

.It is a salient of feature of Indian cu l t ure tha t it
"SO

has been characterised by a deep sense of inwardness 1 3 in

matters of both philosophy of religion, imparting to both

a type of ontologica l priority . It i s to be emphas ized

that the qua l ity of inwardness is most certa i n l y

mani f es t ed a t the individual level. i.e . . in the

ind i v idua l person himse 1t ; 2'. But. qui te per-adox i.ca Lly . the

pe~son as a n i ndivi dual or un ique un i t of co ns c i ousness

t e nds to get subdued or lost in the process.

N V Joshi, who attempts to show that . i n orde~ t o

overcome an unsatisfying dualism in the worl d of

experience . logic has to be subordinated to ontology.

makes the po int well when he says :

"The world of existence consists of a plurality

of finite individuals. Every individual has

in f i n i t e potentia lities. From the standpo i nt

o f knowability it has two aspects - the s ub jec-

22



tive as well as the ob ject ive . In the latter,

,individuality is expressed on ly partially. But.
~as we pass from the ob ject i v i t y to the subjec-

: t i Vi t y , its inward potentia l it ies are gradual ly

qu ickened a nd deve loped. If one p6t sis t s in

the same direction deliberate ly concent r at ing
,

one' s entire consc i ous energy , it migh t

gradually lead us to the rea l iza t i on of the

.s ub l i me s t aspect of one 's se l f vi z ., God. God
~

is the same as the Highest Se lf or Paramat-

man . "1.4

This tendency, which is pervasive i n traditiona l

Indi a n thought, takes the ind iv i dua l as the most impor-

t errt- datum of experi-ence ; . l¥ e t , in t he process -or ---

expli cat i ng this view, t he indi vidual soon s lips out of

focus , and the Inner Essence. or a concept ion of the

Abs o l ut e, replaces the indiv i dua . . Under t hi s scheme .

even if individual value were to be ma i nta ined , it woul d

be a samkhya type of value, a mere name wi thout the s ub-

stance of uniqueness or significance of inter-persona l

rela~ions. This is the thrust of inwardness in the

gener a l Indian tradit ion. As Joshi says: "Per f e ct i on

mea ns the unfoldment of one 's own potent ia lities

Hen ce the perfect Self is regarded as the source of

inf i ni t e bliss, because here the se l f i s in tune with the

Abs ol ut e itse lf . That is why, t he UDani s ads have said :

23



Thou art that ; Th is Se lf is ver i ly the Brahman. "1.!5

f

. This is the esse nce of t he doctrine of inwardness ,
!

tha t : i t "l eaves each indi v i du al t o real ise the t rut h or

God , for himself. The c lear i mpli ca t i on of this viftw is

that the indiv~dual sets his own goal by setting up his

own f r amewor k wi th i n wh ich the goal i s t o be rea lised .

Inde ed the s ituation mus t not be i mag i ned to be chaot ic

or t~tally unstructured. for the Vedas stand in the

trad it ion as the standard authority which enunciates t he

pr incipal va lues of l ife . together with the seers and

acaryas who clarify thi s author ity to the common under-

standing. Yet i t is a fac t of the genera lly rece ived

t r adi ti on that , for each i nd i v i dua l separate ly, th i s

authbr ity of ' the Veda can "oh ly a tta in precision.-~ali ty

and completeness . in t e~s of h is own personal and

systematir. understanding . The meaning of the Vedic

values as it obtains fo r one i nd i vidu al cannot be

s trictly binding upon another ind ividual . The essence of

the argument is that. in general. Indian tradition i s

understood to have no trad iti on of revelation as this

term is understood in Semitic culture. Even whe~ used .

and it is often used very loosely and imprec isely, it has

no bear ing upon human re la t i ons within the context of ma n

and God. It is usually us ed to i nd i ca t e the a oriori or

non-negotiable character of spiritual truths . P T Raju.

who. is recogn ised as a l eadi ng I ndologist. says with

24
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regard to Indian religion:

.
i

lilt is not a revealed religion in , the sense

that the revelation is not the prerogative of a

particular individual . IndiaI) religion

from the ~eginning has been a reflective

~eligion is generally a search for the ground

religion

rational

It is rational and supra-

For the religious thinker,

.- -
of our being. it is an ontological-and

metaphysical search, not through pure thought

alone. but also through realization."~6

It is clear, therefore, that Vedic religion is not

regarded' as "revealed" in 'f he sense that Semitic"~ligion

is so regarded, 1 is taken to be revealed in the sense

of an inward realization. which is of necessity specific

to each individual. and therefore cannot lend itself to

definition except in the most general terms. Such a

perspective requires the use of human thought to bring

about order and harmony among the constituent units of

society, the world and human experience, since ethical

relations are not. and cannot be, given In inward

realization. If we take strict account of the rational

element in Indian religion, then we have to say that

inward realization is always the realization of our

ess~nce which is continuous with the most inward nature

25

J
-.1'

- - ( ~.



--=- -

-- - - - --- --- --

......... -

of the human consciousness. The rational description

i ndi t a t es that the terms and framework with i n which the.
•

sp ir~tual quest is undertaken. and the situa ti on of t he

indivi dua l within it. has to be understood through the

process of human reasoning, and not in terms of the

decree of Divine Power . In order to j us t i fy thi s

approach. the tradition argues that the ult i mate rea l iza

tion is always supra-rational, i .e . , transcendent t o a l l

human categories ;17 and therefore transcendent t o a l l

ethical relationships. The above quotation from Raju is

t ypical of th is tradit ion. -where the on tologica l ground

of being must be understood i n the omost abstrac t sense as

beyond all mundane relationships .:'

- Thoe experience -of ont51ogical truth. when ° ·~aken

as the so le basis o f re lig i ous li f e , in f act a ppears t o

remove itself from the domain of social life and inter-

personal relationships, which from the Semit ic exper ie nce

appear to be vital areas for a "r eve a l ed" trad it ion. I n

explicating the value of experiential religion. P T Raju

states our argument a lso with terseness:

"Religious experience and the quest for

religious experience result in systems and

schools of philosophy, provided we do not

reduce the experience to the acceptance of

some creed on the basis of faith. Such an

o~_

' .._-
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acceptance leads to dogmatism and fanaticism

hnd makes the quest for the Supreme Being.
f

,pointless" " 1. 6

While it )s not necessary that a creed and a faith

lead to dogmatism and fanaticism, it is a point worth
I

noting that a revelatory religion reduces the need for a

passionate quest for the Supreme Being, though it need

not mpke such a quest "pointless", India's rich. varied

and continuing radition of systems and schools of

philosophy certainly appear to attest, in the general

understanding of the scholiasts, to the non-existence of

a fixed revelation and to the general need for inward

contemplation for the comprehension of wider aspects of

Real i t.y .' . . -..

Experie~L"al religion is mystic and inward. and it

becomes the source of all possible knowledge about

Ultimate Reality. All phenomenal objects, including the

instruments and equipment of man 's psychological nature.

although the means for attaining to such knowledge, have

to b~ I"e.,!ega.ted to the world of natural phenomen~, This

is the thesis of natural religion, which in its strict

application cannot admit any supernatural element such as

God irrupting into the natural order of things. God, or

more precisely in this case, Ultimate Reality, is the

object of inward realization, continuous with man 's inner

27

-~~- - --- ( c -



consciousness. sometimes said to be i de nt i ca l with this

consc!ousness. at other times ~onsidered to be the Divine
~

Source of which man 's inner consci ous ness is a partial

expression. Raju adumbrates such a broad-based natu~al

relig ion when he says:

"One may say that Indian relig i on is natural is-

tic and empirical . Here we should understand

~nature" in the broadest sense o f the term. but

neither in the scientific sense of what obeys

determinate laws and so predictable. nor in

etymological sense of what has birth . We

should understand it in the se nse that every-

thing that is. is natural. Then not only

- phys~ ca l ' and b i o l oq i ce'I nature . bu t a lso t'h~-"

psychologica l and t he sp ir i t ua. wi l l be

natural. If man 's conscious being is natural.

then whatever such a being implies and involves

is also natural. If it is natural. then it

must be capable of being discovered within

man's conscious being. "1 9

This statement of the naturalistic background of

Vedic thought (and indeed all Indian thought generally)

has the merit of being able to accommodate a range of

kindred interpretations . and is therefore a most con

venient category. For the Vedic hymns in many cases are

}
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not easily categor isab le , and has led to end less d iscus

sion~ among indologis t s . At one end of the natural is t i c.
•

apprqach i s the theory t ha t al l the deities of the Veda

are mere representations of discrete natura l phenomena.

These phenomena are taken to be divine arid magical i n a

primi t ive sense;, as the ra in that magically causes t he

crops t o grow. or the sun t hat magical ly removes the

darkness, etc. Occupy ing a somewhat · roedi a l positi on
IV\

woul~be t he theory tha t sees~some renderings of the

hymns a flash of true div ine understanding, when a Rsi is

raised to the leve l o f a significant insight into the

Div ine Nature . But such an i nsight i s not sustained, a nd

is soon replaced by more mundane reflections. At the

other ex treme of t he na t ura l ism cont inuum we may place

t he theory tnat the -e nt i r e lr a nge of Vedic mantra~~e

--- truly spi ri t ua 1 , but that the full a nd proper under stanc.-

- - _. i ng of them is den ied to us due to lack of competence .
.. :

Among t hes e three approaches it is easy to place any

t heory whose fundamenta l premise is that of the realiza-

tion of the Divine Nature in man 's inner being. 2 0 The

three approaches , in t he order presented above, may be

termed "radical naturalism", "mod i f i ed naturalism" and

"s pi r i t ua l naturalism" , as standard approaches within the

l ar ger and naturalist ic background of Vedic interpreta

tions.

This scheme must , of necessity, preclude any inter-
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pretation based on the idea of revelation, in the sense

of sU~h revelation originating in a concept ion of God who
i

stands outside of man. Yet within the Indian trad ition

r t s e Lf ther-e exists a significant body of opinion for

whom the idea of revelation : both akin to the Semitic

type as well as , a modified version of it , is the very

foundation of all theology.

~e ear ly indologists, quite naturally, saw very

close connections between European mythology and Vedic

mythological forms. For example, Adalbert Kuhn promoted

the thesis that, parallel to the existence of a common

ancestral language of Indo-European peoples. there must

have existed a common stock of Indo-European mytholog ica l

i dea s . 2 i ' Duniezi I ha's t r i ed" to show strong stru'ct"Jrra1

resemblances between Vedic mythology and I ndo-European

social organization based on Durkhein's ideas. But this

approach has not proven fruitful, being "t oo narrow a

frame to contain the variety and complexity of Vedic

mythology".22 Although several indologists . l i ke Roth

and Oldernburg, showed a greater interest in the Vedic

mythology itself rather than drawing comparisons with

European mythology, 23 still, the foundations of all

these interpretations were built on evolutionary ideas

and the approach of a radical naturalism. Central to

this approach is the belief that "most of the Vedic gods

wer.e personifications of natural powers and phenomena. " 2 4
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Such an approach to the interpretation of ancient

documerit s is so natural and bears such a di se rrrd nq aura
f

of objectivity and scholarly respectability. that it has
•

been e c ce pt ed .. down into modern times. as the sure path

along which the Vedic interpreter must travel.

Bhat, who was urtil recently curator and director of the

Research Department of the famous Bhandarkar Oriental

Research Institute in Poona, effectively adumbrates this

appr~ch when he says:

"The Rgveda, we know, is a collection of

praises and prayers addressed to several

deities that are, in the main, personifications

of Nature-forms. The various nspects of nature

'-evoked the feelings 'o'("wonder and awe and " _-..

admiration. Their grandeur and majesty deeply

affected the mind and turned it to seek their

brilliance and beneficence as a precious gift

in the daily life of the human world. Such an

attitude of the mind is an attitude of

reverence which, in course of time, arranges a

.worshipful approach to the Forces of Nature

conceiving them as Divinities."2!:5

. Within the Indian tradition their is found a large

body of respectable opinion even in the form of the

orthodox schools of philosophy such as the Samkhya school

31
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of thought, which, though understood to be nominally

accep~ing the author ity o f t he Veda , gives dubious sup
i

port ,~o the Veda as ~rut i or d iv i ne revelation, so far as
,

the e'arl'iest writings of this school, including the

SaIDkhya Karika of Isvarak~~~a. are concerned. 26 Th~

Samkhya is held, to be a t horough- go i ng rational ist system

of thought which does not fetter itself with a tradition-
...

bound , Sruti approach to the Vedas. It rather pursues

i ndependent lines of reasoning free of re ligious

orthodoxy . For the Samkhya. yukti or reasoning is 6f

paramount importance. and " i t cannot be held that the

samkhya philosopher ac cepts sruti as a pramana in the

sense of just accepting t he authority of t he Vedas. "27

".

2. 2 PLURALITY OF GODS

One of the most powerful and pervasive ideas that is

pressed upon the consc iousness of even the most casual

surveyor of the Vedas is the notion of the multiplicity

of gods or deities. 2e From the very first mantra of the

~gVeda we are introduced unceremoniously and without the

faintest introduction int o the Vedic world of a plurality

of gods, and men seek ing to propitiate them for various

ends. as:

" I laud Agni, the chosen priest. God. minister

32
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of sacrifice, the ~otar, lavisher of wealt,h. "29

·•This famous mantra , with which t~e first mandala o f
·

t he ~gVe"da opens, sets forth the r o le of Agni in re lat i on

to other gods.~o Agni, who is the fir~ of the hearth as

well as the fir~ of sacrifice , is presented as doing

serv ice i n t he role of a pr iest and ministrator between

men n S t he mi ni s t r a nt s , and the gods in heaven,~1 who are

oste~ibly being propitiated for various earthly goods.~2

Although the conception Agni has been i n many ways

treated with special consideration in his relation to

man.~~ and this relation is also one of special

int imacy,~~ what strikes us, in the f irst two ~mantras, i s

t he sense o f separation among the gods, between Agni and

the other gods , and a 1i tt'l~ f ur t her i n the text :--·~ong

t he s e ether gods themselves. This notion of separati on

i s the more enhanced on account of the re lation of the

dif fere nt gods to some one or other phenomenon of nat ure .

Joshi says :

" ..... every one of the gods in the Vedic pan

.theon is the presiding power of some one or

other aspect of Nature. But one aspect of her

may be more impressive than the other in so far

as its be neficial effect on the human destiny

i s concerned ' "~!5
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It is necessary to clarify the thesis that, while

the i~ea of a plurality of gods is a necessary corollary
f

of radical naturalism (as presented in the previous
" '

section)', it cannot be concluded that it is equivalent to

theistic pluralism, so f~r as the Vedas are concerned.

If it be accept~d that a purely naturalistic interpreta

tion of the Vedas is true and valid, then the separate

existence of the discrete gods has to accepted on that

very ~asis, as constituting the deified projections of

those natural phenomena. - The gods would then be as dis-

tinct as are natural phenomena. Natural phenomena may be

seen to possess an intrinsic or "ont.o l oq i ca l " unity as

the sum total or "whole " of nature, as in the phrase

"Mot he r Nature", or nature as the source of all things.

as in the phrase "Ma·t er Proereatrix", but this ··i~-

li ge nce , if attended upon. would surely result in the

l os s of the more vital categories pertaining to discret~

natural events, and which alone are of practical utility

in the life of man. And Vedic man saw in the different

conceptions of deity just this practical utility, or,

what would be just as meaningful in the context,

"r el;igious" utility, which had of necessity to be tied to

discrete events of the natural world, though extended

i nt o religious usage. Very appropriately Joshi says in

this connexion:

"The most common characteristic common to all

~'.

}
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the Vedic gods , i s that everyone of them

'presides over one or the other aspect of.,
nature : For example Dyaus stands for heaven.

,:P\,t h i v l for Earth, Agni for fire, Surya for the

sun Usas for Dawn, Va.ta for wind, Indra for, ---.-- --
storm and lightning, Varuna for water . Even

:- .
the most idealized forms of the Vedic gods.

such as Hiranyagarbha or PrajaDati, have a lso a

~direct bearing on Nature, though not in any

specifi~ aspect of its external manif~station,

yet in -s o far as they refer to the total f orce

or power, through which nature is supposes t o

create and control the world of things. Indeed

this constitutes the important limitation of

"- tht! re 1igious"'cons c i ous nes s which has found6+es

remarkable expression in the Vedas . In a word ,

the Vedic religion is essentially a religion of

Nature. "36

In slight modification of this view, yet essentially

in agreement with it, we may note the words of Riepe:

"The conception of nature in the I}gVeda is that

of an aggregate of forces, but forces not set

into activity by a common principle such as

prakriti becomes for Sarhkhya philosophers. "37

" }
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Thi$ states t he case for the p l ura l ity o f gods quite

precitely. Although Joshi h i mse lf is qu ick to point out
f

that the Vedic gods are not therefore to be considered, .
o f nature " ,3e the discrete and separate

,r e pr es e nt a t i on of them cannot be ga i nsaid , and especia l ly

s o i n connexio~ with the aspec t o f r ad ical naturalism.

To all appearances. it is obvi ous t ha t the Vedic

conc~tion of gods served a very pr act i ca l purpose .

Whether they may have been spec if ica lly connected in all

4ns t a nces , to the cult of sacrifice (as i ns i s t ed upon by

t he Mlmamsakas ), or conceived for purposes o f laudation

and adoration of perceived relig ious val ues. still. they

represent objectif ied phenomena. natur al or d iv i ne . or

both-. A's Chaubey says . "Ve'di c gods are objects ~~or-

s h i p. " They call f orth adora t i on a nd reverence a t a

s imple or primitive level of re lat i onsh ip between them

a nd man , and, as we sometimes see it . as between friends .

even as between those who might d isagree . The different

appellations for divinity, that is. the different gods ,

appear to possess suff icient ly d ist inct ind ividua lit ies

to mark, them out as separate from each other. And, to

the extent and within the limi tations of the framework of

rad ical naturalism, tha t is. as t ied to discrete
Q're

phenomena of the natural world. we~constrained to regard

them as so many separate gods. As Chaubey says, "The

~gVeda is quite consc i ous of the d istinct ind ividua li t ies

J
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of the var ious gods a nd goddes s e s . " 3 9

~.
~

-We may say that Ved i c plura lity of gods is not i n

it s e l f d istinct the is t i c p l ura l ism . because it does not

necessarily involve the idea of worship. What calls

forth worsh ip i s a factor other than their plurality .

The number of gods s imp ly make up a system of nomencla-

t ure . a sys tem of order ing concepts with relatively

exc lusive referents . a nd a system which is available in

the tradition for satis fying the needs of the early Vedic

Aryans . such as soc ial . re l igious or functional needs.

Ri epe says that the pe t itions to the gods in the hYmns

are f or the tangib le goods of this world. " 4 0 We have

po inted out tha t a Vedi c "god" i s any appella t ion or

e nt i t y which "i s rela-t i vely"-la istinct. and mainta"iI!s-th is

di stinctnes s wi t h f ai r co nsi s t ency . tha t i s. whi ch canr.c t

be s hown t o be eas ily merged with other ent ities . One

fru it ful way of estab l ishing such distinctness of appe l-
to

l a t i on isAsee its connection with d iscrete natural

phenomena, and many passages in the ~gVeda appear to s up

port this connection. 4 1 It is i n th is sense that rad i ca l

naturalism enforces and enhances the notion of a plural i ty

of gods. In the ultimate analysis. and that which l ies

at the root of our presentation of the concept of the

plurality of gods. is the contention regarding the

def in ition of the term "god " . Our contention is tha t any

appel lation or entity t hat calls forth sufficient admira-
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tion or interest ·to the point of becoming t he s ub j ec t o f
~

mantr~s and hymns , may with j us t i f i ca t ion be called a

"god" '; It i s qu i te legitimate to consider the not i on

"Divi ne Power " or "Supernatural Power " etc . in this con-

text. and t he n we shall be led on to consider i ng the

extent to which !the notion of divin ity , in a true sense,

should be consistently applied. And so we s ha ll be l ed

t o the stage of entering upon the discuss i on of thei sm

proper. For the moment we should note that the term

"god" as defined above, easily fits the subjec t ma t ter of

a l ar ge number of hYmns , and there is no conditi on f or
...

at taching to it regular meaning of any kind of Ho l y or.,
Div ine Power . In this sense, then, it cannot be denied

tha t the Vedas envisage a plurality of gods . Whe n the
~ - ):"" . .. _'-...&

interpr etational approach is conf ined to that of rad i ca l

na t uralism. as i n the quotations we have g ive n. the

i nf er e nce i s that the not ion of Div i n i t y do es not ri s e to

any signif icant level beyond that of s imple a nd naive

na t uralism. And this would then imply t ha t t heism, in

the proper sense of the term, is absent in the Vedas. We

have a fair way to transverse before a dec is i on can be

at tempted on this issue. And it i s poss ib le t hat the

complex and heterogeneous character of the hYmns may make

a s imple decision difficult. Concerning t he na t ur e of

Vedic hymns Clayton cautions:

li The student of the ~gVeda cannot rem ind h im-
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self too often of the composite character of

the collection of hymns that i t contains. " 42.
•

2.3 GODS OF THE VEDIC PANTHEON

Some writers hold the extreme view that the ~gVeda

is simply nature poetry elevated to the emotional. aes-

thetic and socio-religious requ irements of man. and there

is no denying the fact that nature . in many of its

aspects, features prominently i n t he presentation of the

thoughts of the Rsis. With regard to the gods them-

s e l ves. as presented in the hymns. a bar e and bland

p l ura'l i t y is ines~apable,· s~' far a-s t he presentat-!e-R is

co ncer ned . and we have taken the approach that mere

p lurality does not necessitate reading polytheistic ideas

into the hymns. It is mostly on s ome such a basis that

traditional Indian commentators such as Yaska and Saya~a

. and ·many western indologists . have proceeded to inves-

tigate the gods of the Vedic pantheon. and attempted to

classify them.

As our later discussion will proceed in terms of an

investigation of the concepts of pol ytheism. monotheism.

pantheism and related ideas. it is necessary to set out

the .general scheme according t o wh ich the many de facto
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deities of the ~gVeda have been generally classified. At ,

the s~me time, this schematization will provide the.
~

oppor~unity to investigate and follow up the theologi-

callY 'a nd metaphysically important characteristics

ippertaining to the conceptions of the various deities.

By noting these . specific characteristics and how they are

made to operate with regard to the deity concerned, and

also with regard to several deities together, it may

beco~ possible to come to some understanding of the

actual ideas sought to conveyed by the ~~is, and tne

motivations underlying them.

So far as the number of deities is concerned, the

~gVeda does not offer a uniform line of thought. and

s ever'e 1 'a, I terhat ives' are mel1tioned. 4:3 5evera I h~ give

the number as thirty-three. 4 4 But this number did not

comprehend all the gods. and we have a sage exclaiming,

in honour of Agni:

"Three times a hundred gods, and thrice a

thousand, and three times ten and nine, have

.worshipped Agni'4~

The number three thousand three hundred and thirty

three, and the number thirty-three both appear symbolic

in a simple way, in that they are divisible by the number

three, and three is one of the two numbers (the other is

40



--

seven) that appears to be endowed with some mystic sig

nifi~ance. At any rate. traditional commentators begin-.
• 4b l.nina with Yaska qave put forward a ~hree- fo l d class-- ,

if icat i on of the Vedic gods. according to the region that

i s he ld to the dwelling-place of th~ gods. 4 7 This type

o f classification has been a convenient starting point
h~':.

for the discussion of V~dic deities. and~be~n adapted by

most indolog ists. 4 8

According to this simple scheme -the gods are

severally associated with the earthl~ region, the mid-air

or atmospheric region. and the heavenly or celestial

region . In the main. Agni is associated wiEh the earthly

reg i on. I ndr a and Vayu with the atmospheric region. a nc

Surya with the ce Les t i e t i r-ep i cn . . In addition. In<!trr other

gods are also assigned to one or other of the three

reg ions.

GODS OF THE TERRESTRIAL SPHERE

AGNI

Of the 1017 hymns of the ~gVeda. no less than 200

are devoted to Agni, and this makes him one of the

foremost gods of the Vedic pantheon. Nor is his impor

tance in point of theology less than any other, for he is

the . god that is supremely the intermediary between men
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and the gods. "Agni is intimately connected with the

elem4nt of which he is the deity , and his nature is
f

therefore far less anthropomorphic. 49 Indeed many of the

descriptions of Agni are also close descriptions of fire

itself. in a poetic sense~ and the god is said to be

"headless and footless" even.~o Agni's conceptual

pr oximity to the element of fire makes him a most impor-

tant divinity. inasmuch as the cult of the fire-sacrifice

is c~sely linked to the Vedic mantras.~~

The naturalistic and -evolutionary line of reasoning

suggests cl~arly the affinity between Agni and the fire

element. The ancient and primitive mode of producing

f ire through friction between two sticks is regarded as

t he I ns pi r a t i o n behind the1mantra' which dec lares-Kgni as

t he devourer of his parents. Then again. because the

s ticks are twirled by the action of ten fingers. he is

said to have ten mothers.~2

Because the fire waxes strong through regular obla

tions of clarified butter, Agni is declared to be "gh I 

faced".~3 As, being kindled at night also, lighting up

the environment and evicting the night-demons, he is

regarded as dispeller of darkness.~4 As he is the god

that is constantly present in the house, and is attended

to daily by the householders, he is the pati or Lord of

r. ..

the household.~~ He bestows wealth upon his worshipers.



the performers of the sacrifice,~6 and he bestows glory,
upon ~them.~? The office of being a messenger between

f

gods ';and men ' "makes Agni in some ways a god of the

closest intimacy with the life of men",~e As Agni is

himself the h2ir,~9 the priest. he is said to have

developed a spe~ial and personal relationship with the

sacrificial priests,~O and the hymns reveal the nature of

this relationship which can be likened to bhakti or devo-

-The birth of Agni is proposed in several ways .

Apart from being born "of two mothers (friction-sticks) ,62

he is also the son of Dyaus the sky-god as his father and

P~thivi the earth-goddess as his 'mother, Again he is the
.., . .-),.. . .. ...~

son of I~a (the sacrificial foed ) and he is also fathered

by Indra. 63

Agni is credited with three birth-stations - the

common one on earth, that is, in the house, the second in

the waters (of the air. i.e. as lightning in the clouds,

as well as in the terrestrial waters), and the third in

heaven. d4 The hymns also indicate that, as dwelling in

man, in creatures, in rocks, etc., Agni "is the gem of

all that is".d!:l

Agni shares many characteristics with other gods.

He is at times declared to be above all other gods, who

}
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offer ,h~m worship.66 Paradoxically, he is also said to

be the generator of his own parents. 67 and also the.
f

slay~r of them. 68 But the chief importance of the Agni
!

concept is that of priest and mediator between gods and

men .

SOMA

The whole of the ninth mandala of the RgVeda, con-

sistiQg of 114 hymns. is devoted to the god Soma. In

-add i t i on to six full hymns in other books also in his

·honour , he is invoked in parts of five other hymns. His

name also occurs jointly with Indra, Agni ; Pusan and the

Rudras,- and he is often mentioned in other places where

it is difficult to say ,whe t he r the term really refers to

the a''Ctua'l dei ty. 69 ' -Indo logis ts make out that Somais

pre-eminently the i nt oxi cat i ng juice of a plant. or the

deification of such j u i ce . 70 The mythology concerning

Soma does not develop any specific individuality clearly

apart from its connection with the process of producing

the juice. Keith says that "t he anthropomorphism of the

god is consistently coming into col lision with the actual

form pf the plant and thus is prevented from attaining

any clear development".7:1.

From a standpoint of a naive and simple naturalism,

the Vedic bards apparently drew no distinction between

the juice and the deity,7~ as the following versified
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translation of a Vedic mantra73 shows:

.
•"We ' ve qua f f ed the Soma br ight

'e nd are i mmor t a I grown;

We 've e ntered int o light .

and a ll t he gods have known .

What mor t al now can harm,

Or f oeman vex us mor e ?

.~rouah thee , beyond alarm,

.", -
I mmort a l god, we s oar. "74

Point ing out the earth-bound rust ic character of t he

praises pa id t o Soma, Keith says that "the most elaborate

imagery's eems' to have been -~ormed ' round the simp~~pera-

tions o f pressing and s t ra i ning t he j ui c e . 7~ Fo l l owi n~

such natura list ic interpretat ions of the Vedic verses

conne cted with the de i t y Soma , Whitney offers the f o ll ow-

i ng explanation of the process by which the deification

could have occurred:

," The simple-minded Aryan people, whose whole

religion was a worship of the wonderful powers

and phenomena of nat ur e , had no sooner per-

ceived that this li qu i d had the power to

e leva te the spir i ts, and produce a temporary

frenzy , under the i nf l ue nce of which the
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individual was prompted to. and capable of.

roeeds beyond his natural powers. than they.
~

found in it something divine; it was to their

.:a ppr ehe ns i on a god. endowing those into whom it

entered with god-like powers; the plant which

afforded it became to them the king of plants;

the process of preparing it was a holy

sacrifice; the instruments used therefore were

d ":.o,sacre . ?6

This commentary certainly makes out the ancient

Vedic Aryans to be a simple-minded and naive people. and

we cannot discount the reasonableness of such an inter-

pretation if we accept the purely naturalistic inter-

pretations of the mantras 'd~d i c at ed to Soma in-th~edas.

Like most of the other gods. but to a greate~ degree .

Soma is invested with some magical or divine potency. a

potency which enhances in all the other gods their native

divinity. Says the ~gVeda:

"0 Soma, gladden Varul)a and Mitra;

cheer Indra Pavamana ! Indra Visnu ...
Cheer thou the gods, the company of Maruts;

Indu. cheer mighty Indra to rejoicing."??

This is characteristic of the mantras invoking Soma,

and shows the deep kinship, or liaison, of Soma with the
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other gods of the pantheon. But it is most especially

Indr~ who is presented in the hymns as the god addicted.
~

to drinking the elixir. as t he Soma-dr inker par
",

excei lence:

"The n Ind~a at a single draught drank the con

tents of thirty pails . pa i ls that were f il led

with Soma-juice ".7B

"Hi s belly, drinking deepest draughts of Soma,

like an ocean swells . "79

Soma becomes the inspiration i n Indra, "who needs

the drink to strengthen him t o perform the slaying of

Vr t r a : hence "the drrnk i s 'c a l l e d t he bolt. and -S~ eve n

t ake s the title of V~tra-slaye~ . "Bo ~. l though Kei t h

asserts that "in the vast major i ty of passages. it is

per f ec t ly plain that t he Soma p l ant a nd its qua l i t ies are

referred to",e1 he also sees the need for some reserva-

tion about this total identification of Soma with the

plant itself, and he says , in connec t ion with other

asso!=iations of Soma: " I n all this there is clearly evi-

dent the fact that Soma is no mere plant on earth, but is

i n addition a great celestia l de ity. li B::!

In any case, most indolog ists have adopted the

s imple naturalistic approach, and co nsider ed Soma, in the
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perception of the poets. as the spirit-principle that

animates the fermented juice. It is this perception ..
•based on the intoxicat ing nature of the drink. that

' !

inspires the poet to address the god " i n the highest

strains of veneration . " It is in this sense that ,Martin

says of him:

"Al l powers belong to him. and all blessings

..are his to bestow. He clothes the naked. heals

.",

the sick. gives sight to the blind. and power-

to the impotent. He is able to confer immor--

tality on gods and men. "e4

Quite apart from the specifically naturalistic

approach'. both in the above" and in the following~sage.

we are made aware of the working of a singular Divine

Power. and one that is the bestower of salvation:

"Place me , 0 Pavamana. in that everlasting and

imperishable world where there is eternal life

and glory. "e~

The deity Soma is equated with the moon only from

the time of the Atharva Veda. 8 6 and which must be

presumed to be a later addition to the Atharva collec-

tion . for such identification is almost Wholly absent in

the .BgVeda. Although one hymn of the ~gVedae7 lends
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itself to such interpretation , Keith avers tha~ i t is not

an ear ly hymn,66 and a l though there appears to be BgVedi c
~

passq~es on Soma which may be connecteq with the moon,

" i t is a very significant f a c t that the commentators on

the ~gVeda, despite the ir familiarity ~ith the moon

theor y of Soma . , never i de nt i f y the Soma there with the

moon. "69

~RH;A.SP;A.TI

Though a relatively minor god , B~haspati is of suf-

f icient importance in the ~gVeda to command scholarly

a t te nt i on . Thi s god is represented i n associati on wi th

severa l ot her gods , and some scholars have taken h im as

a n aspec t o f Agni,90 whi le others have considered him to

be a o·pr i-es t l y · version of -Inara. And so he has a~been

consider ed "as a compromisi ng link be t we e n Brahmana a nd

Ksatr iya " .9~ In t he opinion of Bloomfield , the concep

tion of Brhaspati is a lofty one . He says :

"The most significant of all monotheistic per

s on if ications is derived from the sphere of

,worship and ritual namely, the god B~haspat~ or

Brahrnaryaspati, Lord of Prayer of Devotion '''92

The monotheistic idea in Brhaspati cannot be missed

from the s imple etymology of the term, i .e., in relat i on

t o t he concept of Brahma. from the r oot "b:rl!" , while the

49

J
J (



..... .

epithet "Brahma~aspati " emphas izes, lordship over prayer

and d~votion.93 Thus we are jus ti fi ed i n asserti ng tha t.
B~haspa t i is the protecto\ of prayer or the mantras. 94

Saya~a also interprets the term in a similar way quite

co nsi s t ent ly.

Invok i ng h im both as Brhaspati 9~ a nd as

Brahma~aspati 9 6 the ~gVeda devotes eleven hYmns to him.

thoucrh the conceptions are mentioned altogether about 50-....
times . Though he partakes -of the characteristics of Agni

at times . and of Indra at other times. B~haspati pos-

s esses sufficient individuality as a god i n his own

r i ght .

'~e sp i t e various -associ~t ions 'and anthropomo~h±sms.

2~haspati stands out ch iefly as the div ine pr ies t . He i s

both t he ' pur oh i t a' and the Brahman . Thus he i s t he

protect or of the holy power. 97 Keith asserts t hat "The

chi e f importance of B~haspati lies in the fact that he i s

i n the earlier Vedic period the root from which sprang

the god Brahman".ge the latter continuing to deve lop high

phi l ~soph i c value .

p~niIvf

P~thivi is the goddess earth. with the etYmological

se nse of that which is extended wide or broad . The

goddes s. as the Earth-Mother. is revered in the BgVeda

-
'-- -
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only i n one hymn ,99 and is invo lved mostly together wi t h

Dyau~ or heave n, 100 the pair of t hem probably repre-
.

senttng the most anc i en t Vedic de i t ies. 101 Toge t he r wi t h

Dyaus, t he goddess is regarded as t he parent of all the

gods . and t her e f or e also of a l l men . s i nce man is made
,

out t o have sprung from Vivasvant through Manu. 102

Prthivl is invoked in a funeral hymn. 103 and reques ted to

s how t e nder ne s s and kindness to t he dead as to a child .

In l a t er 't.i rne s this goddess . though she never

eclipses the m~jor gods such as Vi~~u and Siva, re t a ins

f or her share much praise and prop itiation among many

Hindus.

"-SARASVAT.I " - ·H . .. .. ..-....

I n the RgVeda Sarasvatl is i nvoked as a r iver and a

r i ver-goddess . 104 She is regarded as the mothe r e f a l l

streams , and has seven sisters. She i s stated t o be

d i vine in her own right, 'a nd she descends from t he sky .

which is clearly "a n early anticipation of the common

Indian belief of the divine birth of the Ganges".10~ She

i s invoked to be present at the sacrifices togethe r with

the Fathers, which were conducted presumab fy on her

banks. Sarasvati inspires the sages t o compose the ir

hymns. and. although there is no deve lopment beyon~ th is

i de a in the hymns as regards soeech . she rises t o cr eat. -
i mpor t a nce in later mythology as i de nti fi ed wi t h Vac. the
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goddess ~f speech. and so becomes the goddess of wisdom.

and. ~uite logically. also the wife of Brahma who creates.
•t he universe out of his knowledge o f t he Vedas . 106 But
!

even "i n the ~gVeda superlatives are heaped upon Sarasvatl

~s the best of rivers. of mothers. and of goddesses.~o7

In conformity ~ith this i dea . she takes over qualities in

common with most of the ot her deit ies. and she becomes

the bestower of progeny. wealth and i mmor t a l i t y . So far

as t~ other gods are concerned. she is mainly connected
.
with the Asvins. As such. she is also a healer, and she

participates in a rite with the Asvins for healing Indra.

In the YajurVedashe is made the wife of the Asvins. 1oe

In the Apri hymns of the ~gVeda she is invoked

together'wit~ two other godtlesses 'Bharati and Id~~ith

whom, she forms a tr iad. Although Sarasvati, even as a

r iver. is attributed with great streng~h. is considered

divine, and tears down the mountains as she descends,

like other goddesses of the ~gVedic pantheon, she does

not rise to any prominence comparable to the great male

gods. 109

GODS OF THE AERIAL SPHERE

INDRA

Among all the gods of the ~gVeda. Indra alone can be

}
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said to be the god par excellence. Only Varu~a may be

said~to be a close contender for the highest honours in
•

the Vedic pantheon. Keith says of Indra:

" I ndr a is the greatest of the gods of the

~gVeda with the solitary exception of Varurya.

who may be deemed to equal him in might. "1.1.0

~aruna. however. is regarded as an earlier deity of

Indo-Arfan origin. and also as having many attributes in

common with Semitic ideas of God. Indra, on the other

hand . is seen as a deve lopment on Indian soil. a product,

of the Indian environment specifically. and expressing

the hopes and wishes of Indian man. The development of

Indra on Indian sOli is

Mitchell:

. ' ~ ' .'" . ... .....-......clearly expressed by Murray

" I n the Gangetic plain there are three great

seasons - the cold. the hot and the rainy.

Towards the end of the hot season all nature

languishes, the sun pours down its terrible

heat. the water courses dry up. the great

rivers became mere trickling streams. all

around are thousands of acres of sun-baked

earth with scarcely a vestige of verdure for

the starving cattle. The sUffering people look

up to the sky and see there the clouds laden wi th
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. l i f e- g i v i ng waters, floating in from the ocean ;

~utthey move on) impelled by demons who wish to
~

ch a in them in the re cesses of t he mountains ..
:The people cal l on Indra to avert t he wide

spread calamity and break t he power of the

c l oud-c om~el l i ng demons. They pour out t o h im

l ar ge li bati ons of the l iquor which both he and

t hey l ove s o wel l - the Soma ju ice . The f lash

~ f the lightning is seen. It is Indra hurling

his bo lts aga inst the demon Vrtra. The thunder.
roars - Ah ! t hat is the demon, struck, and

howling, and howling as he f lies away. The n

the blessed waters rush down to earth , they

change the deser~ into a garden , and man and

'-be as t , tree a nd- f l ower '" rejoice i n Indra ' s" ---

pr a i s e." :.:.:.

Ba s ed on t he theory of naturalism. the above i s

effective expression of the development of the idea of

Indra as a god who averts national calamities . a god of

supreme strength , and therefore the supreme savi our of

man in distress. Radhakrishnanalso attests to h is fa i t h

in the climatic conditions of India as important causa-

t ive factors leading to changes and development of Vedic

mythology, especially with regard to the god Indra , whe n

he says :
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"When the Aryans entered India they f ound that ,

~s at present, t he ir prosperity was a mere
•
-,gamb l e in ra in. " 1.:].. 2

Apart from being a god of great might and immense

ach ievements i~ battle, that i s , apart from being a type

of nati ona l hero, the ~gVeda also ascribes t o Indra

",01'\ '1'
I

important cosmic functions s uch as that of measur-

ing Out the wide expanses of space and of supporting the

heave ns ." And moral characteristics of smiting sinners are

al so attributed to him. However , these attributes are in

the ~gVeda " the peculiar attr ibutes o f VaruQa . and i t is

i n thi s light that we should see the caree~ of Indra .

Says Bhat in this regard:

.. ....-......

"The attribution of the cosmi c f Ur!c:. i on of sup-

por t i ng the connection of the i de a of s i n and

punishment are no doubt unders tandab le on the

assumption of the supreme pos i t ion e f I ndra .

But when we remember that these not ions are

peculiarly associated with VaruQa. their

. attribution to Indra appears t o be de liberate .

And if it is so, here probably is some little

evidence of Varuna 's supersession by Indra. "113

The same investigator also convi nc i ng ly presents the

thesis that the RgVeda shows evidence~14 of a real tussle,
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:Tha t among al l the gods Indra must be reckoned as

"t he princ ipal god of t he Ved i c Aryans " ,1.1.6 is quite a

safe conclusion on the basis thut the largest number of

hymns , 250 hymns to be prec ise , that is . almos t a qua r t er

of the entire ~gVeda samh ita, are in his honour. And , in

addition, he shares wi t h othe~ deities at least fifty..
more . 1.1.7

The picture of Indra i n t he ~gVeda is h igh ly

anthropomorphised, and t h i s would appear to conform wi t h

the requirements of a nat iona l hero-god . Al t hough Max

Mul l"-er states tha t t.he name· Lndr-e- has its r oot ·· if\4he

term " i ndu " meanincr "droD " and that therefore Indra i s- _ .
the great bringer of ra i n, t he overall impression sup-

plied by the hymns is more a pict ure of great strength

and valour.l.l.e Chattopadhyaya says that Indra etymologi-

cally means ' s t r e ngt h' , and that "I ndr a was definite ly

the most manly of the gods ".1.1.9 Even upon his birth he

est~blished his supremacy among the gods.1.20

Indra is of irresistib le might and of great prowess

in battle. He is agi le and handsome with a tawny

beard. 121 While the thunder-bolt is given . most

i n~requently, to a few other gods , it is Indra alone who
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is t he ve rr in . ' bear er of the bolt ' par excellence.1.22

His t~nder-bolt, which bespeaks his great strength, has
i

a hun~red angles and a thousand po ints. He is also

endowed 'wi t h a bow and with hundred-pointed arrows . In

the Atharva Veda he is also given a net with which to

capture and over~ome the enemy.12~ His thunder-bolt,

wh ich is o f me t al or go ld , is fash i oned for him by __the

god Tvast~.124 The war-god in Indra is dramatically

revea1ed in the following ~gVedic hymn, as his second

na ture from the moment of his birth:

"As s oon as he was born , the slayer of Vrtra

grasped his arrow and asked his mother:-Who are

t hey that are renowned as fierce warriors?'~
n .S

'-

As the bear er o f the thunder-bo lt. Indra i s not on ly

a god of the thunder, as Max Mu ller descr ibed him and as

presented even by the ancient commentator Yaska,126 but

the symbol of his greatest and most prominent martial

exploits aga inst t he c loud-dragon V~tra. He is therefore

popularly known as V~tra-han, or slayer of V~tra . . As

such he is fittingly celebrated in the ~gVeda:

"Now will I sing the feats of Indra, which he

of the thunder-bolt did of old. He smote Ahi

. ( t he c loud dragon), then he poured forth the
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90int of view. a false conclusion .

jui ce . Indra is the champion drinker ' of this juice. a nd

trad~ i ona l i s t interpretation would oppose this s ense o f

.. .... ..-...... l __ ~

Such a conc lus ion is based on researches fo l l owing

waters. he divided the rivers and the moun

~ains. He smote Ahi by the mountain where
i

.Tvas tr forged for h im the gl orious bol t . " 1. 2 7

tion . Yet. we cannot say for sure that it i s . from that

the trad it i ona l wes tern natura l istic lines of i nt erpr eta-

f ei t even from his birth .

~

the RgVeda states that his mother fad him with i t t o s ur-

t he passages. there is no denying some type of s trong

exh i larat ing effect produced by or associated wi t h Soma-

mounta i n p lant of unknown origin . Although a

Besides being the great -dragon-slayer. in the ~gVeda

Indra is the g~eat Soma-drinker. said to be the

exhil ar a ti ng and intox i ca ti ng ju i ce pressed from some

"On that day that thou was born. thou didst

. from love of it. drink the mountain-juices of

: ..., -
the Soma plant. Of old . the youthful mother

who bore thee . satiated thee with it in the

hous e of thy mighty father. 0I
1 2 e

Indra is characteristically represented as qua ffing
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huge quantities of Soma, which dr ive h im "like v i o lent

blas tls " to v ictory in battle and dest ruction o f the enemy.
•

host~ , o f whom ev~ n f i ve tribes are reckoned as l es s than

a mote f or Indra. 129 His passion for the juice s o

b l inded h im that ne is said to ha ve caugh t hi s f a t her by

the f oot and s \ew him. 130 S N Sharma says :

"" He ( I ndr a) embodies comple te l y the human

~qua l i ti e s of brag and bluster g luttony ,

drunkenness and lust ' ''131

Indra 's birth is miraculous, f or he i s born f r om hi s

mother I s side . His rQre\,~ ore the god Dyaus (Father

Heaven ) and P~thivi (Mother Earth ) . I n l a t e r Hi ndu ism

Ad i t j Hi made h is mother . ..1'Agni ts hi s t win brot1'l~.

Just as t here i s ref lec ted a t uss le fo r s upremacy between

Agni and Varurya, so also there i s a tus sl e for l eadership

and supremacy between Indra and Varurya a nd be twee n Indr a

and Dyaus-P~thivl. Although Indra is v ictor ious , i t i s a

temporary victory , for "t he gods of the Hindus are li ke

beings who reign for a time and then g ive p lace t o s uc-

cess.ors."132

- ,,-
MATARISVAN

Matarisvan is a deity that is mentioned 21 times in

the ~gVeda.133 The name itself means "he who grows in

his mother ", and, as it is difficu l t t o d irec t ly conne ct

J
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any physica~ phenomenon consistently with this deity, it

appe~rs to refer more directly than most gods to some.,
kind of ethical or even spiritual entity. Still. the

term.;Matarisvan is most closely connected to Agni, 1.34

tho~gh A C Das makes out a closer connexion with Vayu.~3~

In the famous monistic-type verse of the BgVeda, MatariS-

van is clearly distinct from Agni.1.36 Yet again he is

identified with Agni also.1.37

- Li ke the legend of Prometheus, it is Matarisvan who,

from-the higher reaches of space brought down Agni to .

earth and gaye it to Bhrgu, that is, to men.1.3e In the

YajurVeda and the Brahmanas Matarisvan is more

pronouncedly the god of wind.

'-
-

VAYU

. · · ll~ .. .....-.....

Vayu is regarded as the god of wind. who has a

longish hymn dedicated to him. 1.39 Vata. who is quite

distinct . in character from Vayu,1.40 has two

short hymns addressed to him. 1.41. Clayton feels that Vata

is the wind itself while Vayu is the god of wind. 1.42

Das,~ however, identifies the two, and, in translating one

verse pertaining to Vata refers to the god as "soul of

the Gods" and "germ of the world." Keith, again, refers

to Vata in the same verse as "breath of the gods" and

says that "Vata is merely the wind in its power, sweeping

al0!1g great clouds of dust. "1.43

J
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Vayu is close l y co nnected with Indra in the ~gVeda.

and shares s ix hymns with him . He is presented as.
" tho~sand-eyed'" "touching the sky". and as "beauti ful ".

He races al ong in a chario t y oked to 99. 100 or 1000

horses, and he is I ndra 's cha r iot eer.

I n the great Puru~a-Sukta , Vayu is shown as being

born from t he breath of puru~a.144 Elsewhere he is the

son-in-law of the god Tvastr. He is said to have gen

erated the Maruts , though he i s not shown to have any

other connexion with them, except that he is once a ccom-

panied by them.

Like Indra , though no t to t he same extent , he is a

dr i nker rof t he Soma-juice ;-I'Wh ich he also protect!!~

Though not ve~ prominent in t he RgVeda . in later popular

Hinduism Vayu is well -known as t he parent of the monkey

god Hanumat. Though Vata i s on t he whole less

anthropomorphised than Vayu. his moral nature gives to

him both dignity and disti nction. as in the following

verse:

"And. Vata, thou art our father, our brother ,

and our friend ;

Cause us to live .

From the treasure of i mmor t a l i t y , which is

depos i ted yonder in t hy house, 0 Vata. cause us
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~

PARJANYA

Parj anya is strongly char~cterized by e lemental

as soci at i ons . 146 He was "t he god of rain. thunder and

lightning of the ear ly Aryans "1.47 at a time when t hey had

been in a nomad ic and pastoral stage . and did not settl e

down as agricu l t urists".1.48 He is thus of a more a nc ient

time ~han the development of the conception of Indra . and.,.

t hi s i s attested by the fact of the existence of t he

para l le l concept of Perkunas in Lithuanian. meaning

t hunder-god . a nd of Fairguni in Gothic. and of Fi orgyn in

Nor s e . 149 Therefore . it appears that he is qu ite di s -

ti nct from Indra . though in l a t e r times . he i s supersede d

and displaced' by I ndr a . l.l5.o ··\:1hose complex and mul t:-i=r;-le

functi ons were more suitable to the Aryans in thei r new

l and of sett lement.1.~1.

Parjanya is stated to be born of Dyaus. He has a

son1.~2 who is probab ly Soma. as Soma is stated e lsewhere

t o be the son o f Parjanya.1.~3 Parjanya is often

assoqiated with Vata. and sometimes with Indra. Though

he is called father. and ruler of the world. he generally

re tains his associat ion with the element of ra in a nd

thunder cloud.1.~4
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RUDRA

i n t he ~gVeda thr ee hymns only are concerned wi t h
,,

Rudra. He shares one hymn wi th Soma. and is a ltogether

mentioned about 75 times.~~~ The t erm Rudra i s taken to

mean "howl e r " or "r oarer". a nd often al so has the mean i ng

' r uddy ' or ' r ed' : ~ ~ 6 Kei t h says that. although the name

itself i s clear ly der ived from the r oot r ud . and that it

is fair e nough to take it in t he norma l meaning of 'cry'.

the or iginal nature of the god is not thereby....

cl ari fi ed . ~ ~ 7 However. desp ite Kei t h 's doubt s on t he

matte r . other authorities have regu lar l y t ake n t he t e rm

in the sense of "howl er", and t his i s not too far from

the se nse of ' cry' . or ' one who causes wee ping ' .

~ The ' RaVeda port~ays ·Rudr a as · a fierc e de i ty~~ he.-
wields t he l i ght i ng and the t hunder -bolt . and i s quit e

unassai l ab l e . 1 ~ 9 He i s strongest o f the strong.~60 and

destruc t i ve like a terr ible beast.~6~ His character is

both malevolent and benevolent.~62 a nd he i s frequen t l y

i mpl or ed to avert calamities for h is devotees.~63 to f ree

men from disease. 164 to remove s ickness .~6~ and to bes tow

long~vity.166 He is the god of many hea l ing powers~67

and he grants remedies to men. 16B His more terrible s ide

be comes apparent in the prayer that beseeches h im not to

se nd his man-slaying missile a t the devotees.~69 He is

even directly referred to asman-s lay i ng. 170 Says Keith

in th is regard:
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" his mal evo lence i s ver y prominent: his

~ath is continually de precated. he is invoked,
-mo t to assail h is worsh ipers with celestial

. · f i ~e . and to make h i s l ightning fall e lse-

where. "1. 7 1.

In the ~gVeda t he t er m s iva. is used only as a n

ad jectival epithet meaning ' aus p i c i ous ' . and. whi le the

male~lent aspect of Rudra is continued. and even heigh

tened in the Brahmana literature . it is only in the later
'" ,

Sutra literature that t he terms Siva and Samkara in thelr

nominal senses are used for Rudr a . 172 These terms are

"ev i de nt ly intended to be euphemistic: the great and

dreaded god must be treated as auspicious in order to

make - him so in poi nt o f f a ·~·t. "17:3 This i s a dexterous

and pla inly accommodat i ng de ve l opment . 174 f or. s o far as

the RcrVeda is concerned . ma ny ef t he later ch ar acteri s -.- .
, .

t ics associated with Si va do not appear to b lend t oo

easily with the ~gVedic Rudra.17~

",

As Siva, however, Rudra is s ignificantly l i nked to

the 'later development of the Vedic culture, as the result

of the syncretism of ideas and practices drawn both from

early Vedic and from non-Aryan sources. In the BgVeda .

however, Rudra is the father of the Maruts. who are

spoken of as the Rudras or the RUdriyas . Rudra is also

identified in one passage with the god Agni.1.76
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MARUT5 or RUDRA5

~s i ndicated above. the Maruts are the sons of
.

Rudra! But t hey are a lso the sons of Indra. and their.
mother: i s re prese nted as the speck led cow Pr~~i. which

represents the swollen r a in-clouds . So they are said to

be the storm-gods.

-
The Maruts are also stated to be sons of Agni and of

Vayu, _.a nd of heaven. They form a troupe, and are said t o..
be thrice seve n177 or thrice sixty17e in nurnPer. They

are all of equa l age, of one mind and of one abode. 179

Their bride is the goddess Rodasi 1eo who stands for

light ni ng·, 1s 1 as t he Maruts are storm-gods. The simplest

explanation of the Maruts is that " t hey are the deities

of t he w~nds i n t hei r e.spect, as beer i nq t he sto~~~

~

c l ouds . "1s2 Later Hindu trad i t i on conne cts t he Maruts

with t he wind i t s elf , ra ther than t he storm.

In their fierce aspect they derive their charac-
,

teristics from Rudra.1s~ They are usually represented as

playful like children or calves and are terrible like

wild beasts. They ride on their steeds. which are the

winds, and they make a terrible noise as the roaring

of the wind or the thunder. They bring rain with them,

and they are also bringers of light and dispellers of

darkness. The ir most important function is aiding Indra

in s laying V~tra, and they also appear sometimes as
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dr inkers of the Soma.

f.
•DYAUS-PITAR

:The god Dyaus-Pitar be l ongs t o a very early time in

the hi story o f the Vedic Aryans ., a t ime when they had not

yet separated from other branches of the ancient Aryan

s t ock. Ved i c Dyaus and Greek Zeus are obvi ously the

s ame . s o are Dyaus-Pitar and t he Latin Jupiter . Dyaus-

Pitar... is t he "He ave n Father". ancient Aryan god of the

vast expanse of the sky . Heaven -Father and Earth Mother

are often found together in the mantras. as Dyava-

Prthivi. as the parents of a l l the gods and of all

things . and have been celebrated thus from very ear l y

times . 1 e 4 Das says in this respect:

"The budding Aryan mind was doubtless grea t l y

i mpr es s ed by the vastness of the br ight sky

above and of the Earth bel ow. which seemed to

be joined with each other in the distant

horizon. and to have produced by their uni on

not only the animals and plants of the earth.

but also the bright sun . moon. planets and

stars. representing the shining ones or Devas .

t ha t moved between them. " 1 e e

Nothing could be more natural than that of "the

bright . wide-spread ing Heaven taking into its s trong
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the thunder and the storms let l oos e from the sk ies . Eis

all. He is also said to De a black steed. der.ked with

smiling through the clouds appears to be a reference to

67
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pearls, which refers to the night sky and the stars. He

is ce'Ll ed a red bun-which Bellows downward. refe!""l""±ng to

comes to be replaced by other more recently conce jved

gods. and more ~articularly by Indra. 192

·It appears that. although Dyaus was probably a

prominent and sovereign divinity with the very early

Aryan peoples, his fame even in the earliest ~gVedic

times already shows signs of being on the wear. and he

thunder-bolt, which, again, brings him very close to the

Greek conception of Zeus.

the lightning . He is even mentioned as holding the

female" .191 Dyaus - i s said to be rich in seed, which is

obviously his productive capacity as Divine Father of

in a simple poetic sense, or, as Keith avers, "much

weight cannot be laid on the contrast between male and

Although no complete hymn is devoted to Dyaus, he

has six hymns t9gether with P~thivi, and since the two

together are styled pitar~ (father)188 or Matara.

mothers. 189 or janitri, mothers,19o we may either take it

it".1d6 And such a marriage of the two divinities is.
~

fittiqgly celebrated in later Hindu texts. 187

embrace the rich bountiful , Ear t h which stretched beneath
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VARUNA

Like the other great gods of the ~gVedic pantheon ..
•

Varu~? ~s also a highly anthropomorphized deity. with
.

arms, ' hands, feet and many functions akin to humans. 193

Still V~ruQa has many cosmic dimensions to his character.

His eye is declared to be the sun which sees all
I

things,194 he is thousand-eyed and far-sighted.19~ Some-

times Varu~a shares his honours with the deity Mitra.

Thus ~tra is the day and Varu~a becomes the night.

Still, Varuna is represented not as a petty chieftain.

but as a -saffirat or universal monarch. and that too. of

cosmic significance. 196 He is the king of both gods and

men. 197 and kin9 of the universe. 198

'-Var tlry,a f s one ' of the A~i t yes : the sons ef ·A~i . the

goddess who stands for boundlessness or infinity. Varuna

is the best of the Adityas, who are given as seven in one

passage,199 and eight in another. 200 In the Brahrnanas.
their number is fixed as twelve, and that is the number

that has come down into modern Hinduism. In conformity

with their number as eight the Taittirlya Brahrna~a201

gives their names as Mitra. Varu~a, Aryaman, Ahimsa,

Bhaga, Dhat~, Indra and Vivasvant.

Varurya's most important characterization in the

~gVeda is as a god of high moral stature. 202 Says Martin

in this regard:

}
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"Indeed the attributes a nd f unctions ascribed, .

~o Varu~a impart to h i s charac ter an.
i
.unpar a l l e l ed moral grandeur and a sanctity far

!

. surpassing t hat attr ibuted to any other Vedic

de i ty . "20:3

The moral idea is beautifu l ly expressed by Vasi~~ha .

worshiper of Varuna, when he prays for forgiveness of

s ins ~ommitted:

"Be grac i ous, 0 Mighty God , be gracious. I

. have s inned through want of power;

~ be grac ious

I t was not ou r wi .l l . 0 Var una . but s ome seduc-

'-t i ot! whi'ch l ed u s astr ay; pas sion . di ce . .. ...-...

thoughtl es snes s. The stronger perverts the

weaker. and even sleep occas ions sin"'204

In many ways, Varu~a may be said to be the god of

righteousness. with whom the worsh iper can establish a

truly personal eth ica l relations h ip. In any c~se, th is

may peem to be the case more in relation to Varuna than

in relation to any other god of the Vedic pantheon.20~

As h~ is keeper of the moral order . of righteousness and

truth . Varuna is also keeper of phys ical order. As lord

of the ~ he is the governor o f the moral and phys ica l

aspects of the world. His ordi na nces. both moral and
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physical. are fixed and unassailable. 206 It is through

the se~ord i nances tha t a l l thi ngs proceed as t hey do . No
i

creature can eve n wink wi thout hi s power. 207 and he is.
• ..... i r" i!.1 S

also t he eternal o f men 's truth and falsehood. 2oe

"

Al t hough o~her gods o f t he pantheon ar e s ome t i mes

attri bu t ed wi t h s i mi lar excellences. in their combinat i on

of bot h mqral and physica l aspects these character is t ics

are tl~e prov ince o f Var'una . I n this respect . li t he con-

cepti on of Varuna i s grand indeed".209

The ~gVeda re cords show a lso the de c.l ine o f Varul)a .

wi th Indr a assumi ng t he posi t i on of Samrat or Universa l

Monarch . 21.0

'.

SURYA

Ten hymns of t he ~gVeda are devoted to Surya . who i s

regarded "a s the s un god in h is simplest and mos t di r ect

f orm, " and whose "na t ur al character is very obvi ous in

a ll that is to ld of him".21.1. Such a simple statement.

however. may not cover all aspects of the matter, for we

see Surya be ing described as "t he Roul of all tha t moves

or stands " .21.2 Also. if Savitr be accepted as a ve rs i on

of Surya. the matter becomes more complex. as Savit~ is

t he de ity of the wel l-known GayatrI Mantra . where i n the

de i t y is supp licated for mental and spiritual sus-

te nance. 21. 3 In one hymn. Savitr appears to be identif i ed
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with some aspects of the sett ing sun .2~4 Mart i n .

however . says that the two names Surya a nd Savi t r. are.
~

us ed i nterchangeably i n the Vedas f or the same deity . a nd

t ha t t he character of strength (a nd therefore. impel l i ng

fo rce) i s s imi l arly ascribed to Sav itr. Keith i s a lso of

t he same opinion.2~~

--
Surya is an Aditya of spec ial br i ll iance. and though

in the RgVeda he is eclipsed in this ro le by Varuna .
., -

-
la t e r Hi ndu i s m regards him as the primary Aditya . He is

t he son of Dyaus. and in the Puru~a Sukta. he or iginates

fr om t he eye of Purusa.2~6 In other passages he is the
-

s on of U~ as. 2 ~ 7 husband of Usas2~e and a lso brot her o f

-
U~as. 2 ~ 9 which roles become intellig i b le also on the

bes i e of' some' form ·of natura l is t ic i nt erpr etation..-..

Surya 's primary function appears to be to bring

warmth and to be a quickener for gods and me n . He rouses

up the world and is the source of life and growth. 220 He

dispe ls the powers of darkness and also dr i ves of f sick-

ness and disease. Surya has a chariot which i s drawn by

a sipgle horse. or by seven horses. and s omet imes by an

indefinite number. In one passage the sun i s itself made

out to be the horse . 221

Surya is closely connected with Pusan and Bhaga.

tho~gh t hey have several distinctive charac ter iza-
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. ti ons. 222 In the ~gVeda e l eve n hymns are devoted t o

Sav i t r and eight t o pusan .
.,

Though a god command i ng gr eat devotion a nd al

leg i ance i n later Hindu i sm. in the BgVeda Vi~~u has on l y

fi ve hymns devoted to him . a nd he i s mentioned about a

hundred times .

The term Vi~ryu means ' t o pervade '. and thus Visnu is

the de ity whose presence i s everywhere. Visnu is swift

of motion . and he set into moti on ni ne t y steeds with four

manes. This is taken t o refer to t he 360 days of t he

year and the four seasons . whi ch makes Visnu the orda iner

: ,;:::- -

of t i me '." .. ...~

..~

Vi~~u is all ied wi th I ndr a in the latter 's due l

with Vrtra. 223 and together with I ndra. Visnu also slays

t he demon. 224 Visnu is also ment i oned as the promoter of

conception and the protector o f the embryo.22~

By far the greatest feat performed by Vi~ryu is his

action of taking three strides. This is interpreted in

h is role of the sun . with i t s rising. crossing the

z en i t h . and setting . Another i nterpr eta t i on that is seen

in it is lithe manifestat ion of one and the same god. as

Agni on Earth. . Indra or Vayu i n t he atmosphere. and as
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the sun in heaven. ".226 Both types of interpretations ,

are ~upported by various classical Indian commentators .
f

. According to the BgVeda itself, the bare description

is that the first step was on earth, the second in mid-

heaven, and the third step is visible only to the

gods . 227 Visnu is celebrated as the god of the highest

heaven. where the gods rejoiced. 22s and where there

exis~ a well of honey.229 Visnu's closeness to human

interests attests to his importance, and "it would be

impossible to deny to Vi~~u the position of a great god

in the period of the

"ASVINS

Raveda."230.-

-The Asvins are -the tWlh gods' of the morning~and the

evening twilight . ~~ough less precisely defined of a ll

the gods, they a~e quite frequently mentioned in the

~gVeda - more than fifty hymns are addressed to them, and

they are mentioned over 400 times. 231

The word Asvin means "possessed oJ:' horses". Thus

Asvins means "riders", and the Asvins are said to be

riding about everywhere. "The presence of the Asvins is

Ubiquitous; they are declared to be in the heaven, the

air, in plants. houses, the mountain top, above and

below".232 They ride out along their golden pathways.

However, their most significant function is during the
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early morning before dawn breaks. i n the ~wi l i ght . when
-they ewaken and br ing on U~ as , t he dawn, by yok ing her.

~

ch ar i ot . Thus, t hey are es pecially the gods of the fi rst

light ', and they drive away the darkness . 233

The Asv ins are ch i ldre n of Dyaus . but they a lso have

other gods as parents. They ar e of te n j o i ned in the ir

car by Surya , who is their common wife, and who i s t here 

f ore ;,p lso called AsvinI. However , Surya i s .a l s o regarded

as the wife o f the god Soma, in wh-ic h case the Asvi ns

have to be regarded as groomsmen who conduct the br ide to

the husband . 234 Ke ith23~ po i nts ou t that ~he f unc t i on of

the Asv ins relate to marriages, t o safely· conduc t the

br ide to her husbands home in t heir golden car . They are

e l s c rme t chmeke r s and- qu i ckeners of l ife. _--..

As quickeners of life. one of the Asvin 's i mporta nt

f unctions i s thus related t o the ~are of the needy, t he

di s ~res sed , and the sick. They are regarded as

physicians of the gods. They restore youth and pro l ong
::"lb

life. They give sight to the blind,237 and make the lame

walk,23e They are even credited with being able to fit

on an i r on leg for a soldier who had lost his l eg in

bat tl e . 239 Das is of the opinion that such feats of sur-

gery mus t have been actua 11y performed in Vedi c t imes by

Hindu phys icians . 24o The Asv i ns are also spoken of as

the . Nasa tyas .
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p!?as is the goddess of the dawn, and " t he hymns t hat
~

are ~ddressed to her ,are among the most br il l iant i n t he
.

who1e" of the Samhi ta. 241. Twenty hymns are addressed to

her, and she is mentioned about 300 times. Although

highly anthropo~orphised, like many of the other gods.

she is a deity "whos e natura] character is in no way ob

se or-ad by personification ". 242 Indeed , they are the very

poet~ descriptions which warms us to her, and which show

the inspiration of the Vedic poets. Macdonell says of

her:

"Us as is the most graciful creation of the

Vedic poetry and there is no more charming

- f igure f n t he -cfescrip"tlye r-el igious lyr i c s er
any other literature' ''243

-
U~as decks herself in beautiful robes and disp lays

her bosom,244 and shows her lovely form.24~ She is

clothed in light and drives away the darkness. 246 As she

is born again and again, she is ever young . There is a

melancholy note in her appearance for man. as she reminds

men of the inexorable passage of time.

U~as has a very close relationship with Surya. As

she precedes him she and is also followed by him. -s he is

made out to be the mother of the sun-god. 247 as wel l as

--

}
J

75



the na t ural world.

di r ect materialist ic t erms . are a lso a t t empt i ng . through

Wh ile we may of ten i nvari ably be drawn into f eeli ng

76
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man 's mind cannot be seen s o c lear ly anywhere

else as in the I3g-Veda"2~3.

"The process of god-making i n the fa c t ory o f

of nature.2~O Radhakr ishna n says i n th is regard :

which made a god of any aspect o~ f orm o f power , glory or

beauty. This was the ir way of communion with the spirit

exuberance of the poe tic fa nc ies of thes e ear liest seers ,

natural, we yet cannot doubt on the whole the buoyan~

that imagery . to express the work ings o f some t r ans ce nd-

ing power, at times s pir i tua l but ofte n pl ainly super-

~Through this sketch of the major d i v i nities as given

that - the Ved i c Rsis : wh i le 1represe nt i ng the gods- m such
~ ..

i n t he ~gVeda, we can appreciate the c l ose intimacy that

existed-between the several gods and the vas t arena of

Though norma lly I ndr a cooper a tes with U~as In usher-.
IS

ing i n the ligqt, once he~said t o have become hostile and

to have crushed her char i ot 249 wi t h his thunderbolt.

his daughter . ,Ye t again he purs ues her as a lover. 246

She ~s a lso represe nt ed as born of the night. and like
.,

all t he gods. also of Dyaus.
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THEOLOGICAL VALUES-Chapter 3. 0 TH~E!:!...-V!..!E:!.=D~A:!..!:S~~~=~~:=-~==,.
f

religion was distinctly polytheistic. "].

the most part the gods of nature. and their

"Their gods, the 'Bright Ones ' (Devas) were for

unambiguously ascribed total and unmitigated polytheism

Indologists and other interested critics. have flatly and

In spite of such a possible line of approach. most

,!3 . 1 POLYTHEISM.

At first sight. the various gods. and the few god-

to tne ideas of deity as revealed in the ~gVeda . . In this

vein Sharrock says of the ~gVedic Aryans:

tions of an unknowable and invis ib le central reality

which is God.

polytheism. for even a single object can have many and

Hinduism is certainly a many-sided metaphysical system . a

mu l t l.ple~ set of attr-ibutlve
l

'" names ' can operate' a's "'{ndica-

inhe~nt logic in mere plurality that points to

respect to it. It does not require much intuition to

different appellations which act mer e ly as referents with

realjse that within any given metaphysical system. and

poly~heism. As we saw earlier. the fact of the plurality

of gods need not lAad to a polytheism. There is no

desses of the V~das give the appearance of undisguised

J
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follows:

earth with all the desires and weakness of his

Wehimself to solve the riddle of the world.

se; him "crawlirig on ' (1~e a c~eature of th~

awakened from darkness and slumber by the light

of the sun, and him whom his eyes cannot

asks who supports it? He opens his eyes to the

. winds and asks them whence and whither? He is

eyes. He stares at the tent of the heaven, and

daily prayers. But he begins to lift up his

family and a long life, are the theme of his

animal nature. Food. wealth and power, a large

"In the hymns of the Vedas we see man left to

his breath, his brilliant Lord and protec-

behold, and who seems to grant him the daily

pittance of his existence, he calls 'his life.

Muller reconstructs the picture of early Vedic man as

time1e plurality of gods and lead to a polytheism. Max

interpretation of the hymns must envisage at the same

tioned earlier, a radically naturalistic approach to the

plural~ty of gods representing various different powers

of nature and culminating in a rank polytheism. As men-

·I t is understandable that an anthropological-style

appr~ach to the Vedic scriptures would create the
f

predisposition to read into them first, a simple

ne tur-e l t s t-i or i e nt e t ed attitude to deity, leading to a



tor. ' " 2

·•This is a frank and empirically formal prese ntation

of a proj ec t i on based on the Ved ic hymns thems el ves. and

wh ich ar e na turali s t i cal l y interpreted . It a s serts the

ou t wa r dnes s of the Vedic prayers rather t han t he inwar d-

nes s of t hem. which latter quality is almos t unan i mously

asserted by all critics of the so-called I late' hymns of

the ~Veda. as well as of the later phases o f Ved i c

li t er atur e . As natural objects become 'the theme of his

prayer s. I the Vedic Aryans. accord ing t o t hi s quot ati on .

pr ac ti ced a genuine form of polytheism.

Vedi c polytheism has also been sa id to be i nward. in

"the s enS€ tha t abstract i dea s s uc h as Sraddha ( F~~) .

and Ma nvuh (Wr a t h) have also be come i n s ome sense ob j ect s

o f worsh ip. We should notice that any de fini tion of

pol y t hei sm must contain essentially two ideas which have

to ex is t side by side: the idea of worsh i p or adora t ion

of different ideas or forces or entities . and t he ide a o f

a clear distinction among the objects t hus wor s hip ped or

adored.·

As already noted earlier , the Vedic de ities are

f l uid i n their nature and operation and often appear to

merge a nd coalesce with other somewhat k indred re pre

sentationsof deity. But. under such c ircumstances . the
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crux of polytheism mus t be s tated to be t hat, if ,eve n in

the ~resence of suggesti ons of s uch mergings, some per-
.

sistence of the invocation of one deity as against one or

more.:ot~ers can be demonstra ted , then alone a verd i ct of

co ns t ructive po l y t heism may be deliver ed .

One recent researcher places t he interpretat iona l

accent on naturalistic considerat ions intermixed with

ma t er i a l ideas ; when she says in re lation t o the ~gVeda:...

"The bulk of the Samhita ca n be characterised

as poetry of praise and pr ayer addressed to t he

gods. The earlier substratum of the pantheon

was an apotheosis of na t ure and evoked awe and

" wonder . , The anthropomorph i c. des cr i pt ion o f.--.

t he i r form, dress, weapons. f eats and bount y is

frequently charged with poetry a lthough the

prayers are mostly crude and uninspired. ":3

This suggests that, agai ns t t he background of

pluralistic conceptions of de i ty , ther e i s also ev ide nce

of the historical development of polytheistic concep

tions. It appears reasonable to expect that even if

Vedic mythology were approached from a naturalis t ic

standpo int and this includes. if not polytheism. a t l east

a pl uralistic conception of de ity. the mythology shou l d

not be taken as a series of stat ic conceptions prefigured
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Psy~holog ica l-spir itua l deve lopment i s to a large extent

A we ll -kno~n modern researcher in the I ndo l og i ca l

fi e l d. R N Dandekar . expr e s s es s ubstant ia ll y th is vi ew

The historica l deve lopment of a people is always

reflected in t he s trat ificat ions of their s ocial institu-

(

}
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explain this mythol ogi cal fac t on the bas is of

"d i ve r s e ~ a nd in many ·~as e s . ' mut ua l l y incon~~

The persona l i t y of the Vedi c god co ns i sts o f

. t i a l l y an evolutionary mythology. " 4

emphasized that t he Vedic mythology is essen-

take a static view of things . It must be

done by some early schools of Vedists. is to

mytho logy be stud ied in its proper perspective.

human thought as a whole. can the Vedic

" I t must be r emembered that. on ly on the back-

' Na t ur a l i sm ' or mere syn~retism . as has bee n

t e nt or even cont rad i ctor ! - elements. To

ground of the history of the development o f-

tions. And in a corresponding manner. their

when he says:

.
•

myth~logy aga i ns t a background of moving eve nts , a nd

c ircu~stances . historical . s oci a l and psycho l ogica l.

by underlyi ng (again stat ic) sp ir i tua l or historica l

idea~. Rather it is mor e reasonab le t o v iew the



ref lected in t he i r mytho l ogy. For mythology is not the

consoi ous creati on o f a few i sol a t ed or wayward.
~

individual s. bu t t he coll ect i ve int~i t i ve consc i ous ne s s

of an ent ire race set in a relatively specific psycho-

sp ir i t ual wor ld i n each generat ion 9r age. But thi s i s

no t to say t ha t specific gifted individuals in spe c if i c

ages might not g ive a pecul iar d irecti on or impart a

s tr ik i ng sp ir itual dimension to certain aspects of t he

myth~l ogy. I nd i a n metaphysical thought-patterns do not

d iscount a genuinely spiritual base ~or both race and

ind i v i dua l . and , as we shall see in ~ at er sections, this

base i s no t essentia lly removed from the not.ion of

Supr eme Divinity in i ts general ized operations in dif -

fere nt i nd i v i dua l s .

. · · Il ,

We are her e antic ipat ing a n argument that the

po l yt heist ic mythologica l framework revealed in t he

~gVeda need not , within the premises of Indian metaphys i -

ca l t hought , which thought itself can be traced t o many

sections of the Vedas, indicate a mutually exclusive

refraction of the notion of a Supreme Power, although our

inve~tigations might appear to satisfy the above~stated

condition of persistent worship of different deities a nd

t he pers istence of these differences in opposition to

each other. Therefore the interesting and pertinent

ques tion that must arise in this connexion is, what then

are t he logi cal conditions or set of circumstances , under
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which a true and unmitigated poly~heism could be estab

l i s hed . The Greek model immediately comes to mind as an.
i

obv i ous example. but thi~ is extending our thought i n

antic=i pa ti on of a l a t e r dis cuss i on . To re t urn t o our

l i ne of thought t o the m~thol ogy as such. we have s ta ted

t hat t he gods. and therefore their various. and eve n

inco ns i s t e nt . characteristics. are the summated a nd

int egr a t ed products of different ages.

Looking at Vedic mythology in this evolutionary

gui s e . it is not difficult to accept the support i ng

pe~s pe ct ive of f e r ed by Da ndekar. when he says f urt her:

" I t [Vedic mytho logy] has reached and responde d

~ to· the many vicissitudes in the li fe o f the~~

Vedi c people: and. with each viciss itude. new

elements have been introduced into the per-

sonality of the Vedic god. It is this dynamic

process that has been responsible f or t he com-

plex character of the Vedic gods. It is.

however, not impossible. through a cri tical

study on the Vedic literature with the aid.

wherever necessary. of comparative philosophy .

comparative mythology . and anthropology . on the

one hand. to explain why particular gods have.

in particular periods. dominated the Vedic

mythology, and. on the other. to fix the
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plausible order in whi ch the vari ous el eme nt s

~ust have come t o be i nt r oduced into the pe r-.
f
s onal i ty of an individua l god and t hereby tc

"

:pr es ent. as it were. a p i cture o f his

I becomi l)g I • " !5

The universe in which we live i s a univer se of

i nt e r a c t i on between organisms on t he one hand a nc

e nv ir.onment on the other. Races as a whole and the...
indiv i dua l s comprising them are cons tant l y s ub jected to

the pressures-of the environment. which in matte~s of

re l igi ous be l i e f s and, metaphys i cs oft en assume s ubt le

psy cholog i cal forms. - and express t hems elves a l l :~o

uncons ciously i n t he i r li t e r ature.

'-

The world of beliefs. and the express i on of ~hem in

t he over t action of a people. which must i ncl ude s oc i a l

and psycho logical elements. a nd which oft en fa l l

l egi t i ma t ely within the province o f ritua l magic and

myth. cannot remain the province of a simple t ime-per iod

such as a decade or even a century. or the preserve of a

small section of a larger nati on . for interaction among

people. and interaction within the environment wh ich

g ives rise to development in a true sense. must be

presumed. And when we come t o cons ider t he vas :

literature of the Vedas. and the gr ea t wars of t~e Aryan

peo~ le over whom it had such influence and who produced

J
J __ ( 0'
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both inthe various stag~s of its de ve l opment

·.myt ho logy and . i.n me tapilys i cs . 11 6

too have been led i nt o easy genera li za t i ons and sweep ing

fi~ished prod uct : hence i t contai ns traces of

n ium . Also , dur i ng this per i od th i s l iterature

was evolving a nd d id not remai n s tatic as a

This gives a nice reinforcement to the proposa l o f

J
J
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~osed of several racial and cu l t ural elements...

the ~gVeda we are a t once plunged into t he com

plex of beliefs and practices of a people com-

whose history stretched over a t least a millen-

"Whe n we t hi nk of religi on a nd phil os ophy o f

we can . This in itself i s a formidab le enough task , and

the description of its mythology as be ing complex is. to

say the least, a fair enough description. Many a scholar

has baulked at the challenges the t as k presents. and many

Dandekar of Vedic mythology being a mytho l ogy in evolu-

RgVeda. ·whe n she says:

for ~t . Sukumari Bhattacharji cl early indi cate s the

< -

it . it is unreasona ble to c l a i m any si gnif icant i mmun i ty

.
seve;al influences ac t ing upo n the produ ct ion of the

tion. From the point of view of the hi s t or y of ideas . it

becomes necessary, indeed imperative. for us to under-

stand and to bring about coherence a nd order in our--....
thoughts regarding the contents of t he RgVeda as best as



s aid of the Vedas that

assertions that are made about them. It is

" I t is a curi ous fac t t oo. that in so great a

In

who le; nor any ev ident effort after ordered

sp i te of the many statements in the hymns of

religious concept ions of the universe.

to each other . there is nothing but inconsis-

the Aryan sages as t o the relations of the gods

tencies in the genealogies of those gods, and a

,complete lack of agreement between the various

impossible to construct a theology out of the

materials found in the Vedas . "e

co l lection of hymns t here i s so little attempt

t o weave the scattered re l igious instincts a nd

.
•Wh i le the scholar and the historia n must endeavour

'-a s p i r a t t ons of -the t irrfe into ' a cons istent - .. -..

f or a t ota l presenta t i on o f the mythology of the ~gVeda.

It s~ul d be no surprise , therefore, that it shou ld be

to order the data in a regular fashion. the mater ial o f

the ~gVeda do es not a ppear t o co -ope r at e in any manner

with s uch an a t~empt . exce pt i n the most general fashion.

For t he Vedic Rsis t hems e lves s how no ev idence of concern

character izati ons regarding the na t ur e of t he mytho logy.?

- - And in this respect it is wise to remember that even
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polytheism. when it is strictly and regularly de f i ned as

a clear and unambi guous alternative to monotheism..
i

be c o~e s a theo logy of its own ki nd . If we s ay t ha t it i s
. ,

impos s i b l e to construct a theology ou~ of the Vedi c

myt ho logy. wha t we are say ing 'also is that i t i s impos-

s ible to read i nto them a clear and consistent s t a t eme nt

o f polytheism.

~s we have already noted . the theology of t he BgVeda

has. in fac t. been described by some as "d i s t i nctl y

polytheistic ". In any case. many writers are content

wi th charac ter iz i ng the pattern of worship of the Vedic

Rs i s as bei ng polytheistic. 9 Even Max Muller says that

" I f we must employ technical terms. the rel ig i on o f the

Veda'· is ··po l yt:he ism. ' not moriot he i srn. " 1. 0 The scrlo~!'!"': y

caution in t h is way of putting the idea i s obvious and

necessary and shows that polytheism is a term tha ~ can

attain different meanings in different circumstances.

There is no easy road to its understanding g i ve n t he com-

plexity of ancient cultures. and especially Vedic cul-

ture. A facile and easy fundamentalist interpre tat ion of

the ~gVeda does not yield satisfying results. We must

again quote at length from the savant Dandekar whose

insight into the matter affords us a better understanding

than most other sources do of the intricacies of BgVedi c

culture and the need for caution. He says:
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"Eve n on a casua l perusa l. one wi l l rea l ise

~hat the Veda presents t he pic t ure o f a highly.
f
compl ex charac ter. It s eems almost impossibl e

~o ~hara c t er i ze the religi on of t he Veda as

belongi ng t o any spec if i c category . s uch as

pol y t he i s m. pantheism. or animism. Consider i ng
I

that t he Ved i c re ligion i s the growth of many

ce nt ur i e s and that it has been developed a nd

.e l abor a t ed by the ferti le a nd of t en ~ubt le
1r

bra ins of a number of generations of act ive

peop l e , it becomes quite under s t andabl e t ha t it

s hou l d defy any attempt t o def ine it sweepi ngly

in one word. What is true of the Vedi c

rel igion is equally true of the Vedic

-myt-ho l oqy . f or -i n t he "'eonce pt i c n ~: I r.d i e n- .. -..

re l igion. particularly of the Vedic re l i g i on .

t he elements of theology . mythology. r i t ua l.

and magic are inextricably i nt er l aced." 1.:l.

If simple characterizations canno t reveal the true

picture of Vedic mythology. and cannot g i ve r ise to a

correct interpretational medium. they may still ~erve as

a ids in gaining insight from var ious vantage points into

t he nature of the field of our enqu iry . They can provide

s ome f eel i ng through which we may s omewha t appre c iate the

ma nne r in which the Vedic Rs is l ooked upc n the Di vine

Fower . a nd how they dea lt wi th rela ted i s sues. If we
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accept, and from many perspectives it seems quite

reasonable to so accept, that Vedic mythology is a.
f

mythology in historical evo l ut i on. t her e is no reason t o,
"

deny ~h~ possibility of seiz ing upon clusters of thought

within a limited range, as these pertain to the Divine

Power.

In point of fact. there is no other way of st~dying

such~ vast and intricate mythology as that which the

~gVeda presents, except through a consideration of dis

crete hYmns, and groups of what we may consider related -'

hYmns, since there is no rule of approach available i n

the text itself, for reasons c larified above.

" As 'n ot ed in earlier se~tions ·. a plurality ·o p..~ds or

devas is intrinsic to the Vedic literature. At every

turn we meet with plural conceptions of the gods. What

interests us, therefore, from the point of view of the

history of ideas, and especia lly as pertaining to the ism.

is the notions of worship and adoration with respect to

these deities, and the types of relationships obtainable

among them. Distinctions of the gods and worship paid to

them is seen clearly in the following verses:

""We will worship the great gods,

And worship the small ones,

We will worship the young gods.
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a ttitude shown towards t he deities who are fe lt t o be

"Th i s religion i s frankly polythe istic with a

sacr if ices or modes of sacr ifices; the rise and

(
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And worship the ol d ones .

Iwe wi 11 worship all gods·•
· To the best of our power;

Nor may I f orge t t o worsh i p

The go ds o f old time s . " 1. 2

supreme. We are dimly aware of clan or family

whom i n turn i s described henotheist ically as

The abov e lines ar e qu ite c lear about t he adorq~ ion

·host of gods arranged hierarch ically. each of

preference f or this or that div in ity , or

regiona l pred i lections of part icular gods.

SUkumari Bhattachar ji says:

and with refere nce t o t he relig i on of the ~gVeda .

vici s situdes , a nd dif f e r e nt i al preferences among d if-

1eve 1 . On t he who 1e . .however, the gods of the RgVeda are

fere nt sec t i ons o f the Vedi c peopl e . I n this connecti on

~

t hough i n the above extrac t they are p laced on a n equa l

_ . .. .. . • . . ,t'lt, . . . ... .-....

hi stori cally arrange d . which s hows both hi storical

d is t inctness . represent some va l ue for the worsh ippers

worthy of such attent ion . Clear ly the gods . -i n t heir

clea~ly polytheist ic. There is a genuinely posit ive

g ive n to i nnume r a bl e d i f f e r e nt de it ies . and are therefore



fall of deities in time is. however. much more

evidence o f the rise and dec line of -individual gods.

As sa id earlier. it is understandable that a label

. ( • v· _
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by the ancestors of the Aryans long before any

Aryans had journeyed to India."1.~

that a lready in the ~gVeda Dyaus 's popularity was

"The oldest among the gods that the Aryans wor-

~p lainly manifest."1.3
~

shipped was Dyaus. and he was probably revered

worship of the people.1.4b Clayton says in this regard:

decreasing as newer gods began to take his place in the

i n centra l Europe .1.44 From t h i s origi nal home t he Ind ia n

br anch or t he this ' family 'ap pear s' t o have moved i~a

of Dyaus (t he sky ) and PrthivI (t he Earth ). probably some

of the ear l iest Indo-European gods. It is common l y held

s outh- eas t erly d irect i on . br i ng i ng with them con cept i ons

The earliest gods of the Indo-Aryans may have bee n

the ones shared wi th other Indo-European r~ces somewhere

per iads. perhaps several centur ies apart. we have c lear

o f polytheism. and even " f r a nk pol y,theism" would be

app lied to the .~gVeda on the ~vidence presented in

individual hymns. And. as indicated by Bh~ttachar ji .

when we consider the hymns in terms of large time-



It appears quite natural for the earl iest concep-

ti ons of deity t o be re la ted t o t he Sky-fa t he r and t he
·•Ear t h- mot her . at l east wi th i n t he framework of the Vedic

" .·
myt hology . The great dome o f the sky eas ily ap pears as

comi ng i nto a uni on with t he earth in t he di stant

ho r i zon. and an alliance be tween these t wo de i t ies wou l d
I

ap pe ar a most logica l cons eque nce of such percep t i on o f

na t ur a l phenomena. Thus t hey are together re ferred t o as

oitar~ . the parents16 or matara. 17 One s uch hymn reads :•

"Wi t h my invocations I adore the thought of t he

beneficent Father. and the mighty inher ent

power of the Mother . The prolific parent s have

made all creatures. and therefore the ir favours

-heve conferred -i mmor-tet i ty on the ir o f f s pr - .. -....

We may reasonably surmise that the sky gods . like

the solar gods. belong to an early phase in t he li fe o f

primitive peoples. on the s t r e ngt h that they ref lec t a

mor e settl ed pastoral type of life . In the case of t he

Indo~Aryans. when they left their Central European

home l a nd . the Urheimat. and moved in the south-easterly

d irection . they took these gods with them. although their

significance dwindled with the addition of more gods.19

Tha t the Vedic Indians at an earlier time and the an cient

peo fll e of Persia "wer e ethnologically one people. speak-
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or modern. "23

presence to obtain new wea lth, him who has bee n
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exalted by praises, whether ancient, medieva l

has made Indra present. May I bring h im to my

· "The worshipper, by his conservative sacriLce,

verse in support of this contention:

"a nc i e nt , medieval and later. " He quotes a RaVedic.-

tinct ages during which its hymns were composed. as

tion o f Das 22 that the ~gVeda i t s el f mentions th~ee di s -

Of interest to this line of though t i s the ~ont en-

proper theologica l assessment of t he Vedi c s cr i pt ures .

rise and decline of ~ods , is of great i mporta nce t o a

peoples , the phenomenon itself. t ha t i s, the fa c : o f t he

phenomenon o Lchanges in deities adored by the Vedic

pa nt heon . They are actually a mythical pro ject i on of the

As the nomadic. Aryan tr i bes moved through the

Whatever may ~e the reasons put forward for the

nor t h- wes t er n passes of India , "t he ra in 'a nd thunder gods
I

h istorical experience of the i nvad ing Aryans . " 21...

,

•ping nearly the s ame gods " ,20 i s quit e certa in.
·

o f a nomadic period were added to the already ex i s t i ng

ing nearly one and the same l anguage or different

dialects of it, having nearly t he same myths and worship-



that offered to Indra when the Vedic Aryans entered the

scholars are of the opinion that the worship of Dyaus

this change in the direction ef wo~ship as follows:
.. .....-....

"The early Aryans in their common home in

cheerless steppes. constituted their daily

100

experience, looked to the brilliant radiance of .

heaven as the holiest and most divine thing in

central Asia. where bleak winds howling over

gotten and Indra reigned supreme' ''2e

( ~.

.•

and prayed for the cooling. life-giving showers

~gVedic text as ' we have it at present . the importance of

the conceptions of Dyaus and Prthivi as some of the most

at Indra's disposal. So Dyaus was qUickly for-

plains-of India and settled the~e.27 Martin reconstructs

their experience. Then when they settled in

. the sultry Indian plains where the sun pours

down its well-nigh intolerable heat they longed

ancient deities 26 is quite evident. as well as the sense

of t~ir even greater importance in the past. Most

(and probably P~thivl together with him) was displaced by

J
J

> tion and recasting of the collection of hymns.2~ In the

Das admits that "we do not know anything about the,
extent. of each age .".24 but he considers that the I}gVedic

i

, peri~ is already the most recent age mentioned in the

verse quoted. or at least the per i od of the latest redac-



This interpretat i on placed upon the change from

Dyaus~to Indra shows up a strong materialistic quali ty i n
i

the r~ lig i ous l i fe o f the ancient Vedic people . I f th i s
.

is an' accurate i nt e r pr eta tion o f the Vedic mytho l ogy.

that is. i f no other motivation or conception played a

r ole in the charg ing a l leg iance. then it would go a lo ng

way t owards estab l ish i ng a rank polythe ism i n the Vedas.

We shall have to consider this issue fully later.

A further. and highly dramatic shift in devotion and

worsh i p i s ref lected i n relation to the god Varurya .

Varu~a is among t he ear liest of the gods of the Indo -

European pantheon. 29 He is about the highest deified

represe nta t ion. of r i qht. eouene s s and mora 1i ty tha t i s

r eve a l ed' i n the Ved i :c s crip1t.ur e s . 3o and in t he B~\I~a

pa rticul arly "a n exceed. i ng ly hi gh posit i on " i s a scribed.

to h im. 3 1 Yet even he suffers from the inevitab le l os s

of a l leg iance of h is worshippers. and . just when hi s

ris ing star reaches i t s zenith i n the BgVeda. he "s eems

to fade away ".32 The text records that Agni. though him-

self one of the great gods . appears subservient t o Indra

and confesses his change of allegiance in the fo lloWing

words:

" 1 bid farewell t o the great god. the Father

(Var una) ..

Away pass Agni, Varuna and Soma. Kingship
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moti vati ons.

alterna tes:

.. ....--...
~es po n-

From t he po int of view o f t he worsh ippe~.

bounty of na ture ".34b And further, in connection with

per is "pr o fo und l y struck by the vastness, brill iance and

with.natural phenomena. In the latter case, t he worsh ip-

abstraction, or, as is usually the case. it is ccnnected

per is striking and overwhelming. This power may be

I 102

~is (supr emacy o f I ndra ) I come t o favour. "33
•

t he deity Dyaus, for example, Dandekar says t ha t "he

translated this feeling of his into the mytholog ica l con

cep t of Fa ther Dyaus, The anthropomorph ized re pre-

regarded as of value in its own right, that is, as an

be t he noti on of "power". a power that is e s s oc i e t ed wi t h

t ha n "t he ' r ece as a 'wh o le .. t'he essent i a 1 f actor

s pec if ic de i ties . and. in ,the perception of the wc~sh ip-

s i b l e fo r the trans fer of alleg iance has been mac e cut t c

level of mora li t y in associati on with the f i gure of

experienc ed by the Aryans and thus t o pure ly mate~ia l

changes i n c l i mati c conditions and the environme nt

Varuna 344 r a ther than of Indra adds to the poignancy of

the ~ange. Bhattachar ji attributes the change t o

These are movi ng l ines indeed. and ref le c t the ease

with which a lleg iance can be transferred among t he gods.

That re ligi ous Fonceptions reached a particularly hi gh



sentation of the shining sky. which latter was rightly

regartied as the symbol of that vas tness. bri lliance and.
i

boun~Y". 3 ~ It is "r i gh t l y regarded " becaus e t he percep-

t i cnio f ''' powe r '' is real for the worshipper . and the sym-

bel to which i t is tied can evoke gen uine fe elings of awe

a nd wonder in him.

I t is i n the tying down of that perception of power

t o aqy single phenomenon of nature . or t o an abstrac t

not i on for that matter, and then allowing the perception

t o alight on different objects of nature , such as to

evoke fresh and renewed acts of adora t i on and worsh ip

wi t h respect to the new object. tha t pre c ise ly con-

s titutes the polytheistic act. For the ol d ob j ec t s are

:-.C :' summar i l y dismissed. ·bUt r e t ei ned i:-. the gen~ pan-

t~eon o f deities to be invoked when a fa ncy t o do 5 0

overtakes the worshipper. The old gods are retained but

t here is shift among them regarding the position of

honour. 36

Dandekar also contends that. although the Vedic

Aryaps entertained several different gods in the older

stratum of their pantheon, such as Varu~a. Mitra. Aditi,

Dyaus etc., these had to give way to newer gods as a

result of the expansionist urges that impelled a few

adventurous tribes to move away from their European

Asiatic homelands. 37 And one of the most significant
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formidable enemies who offe r s t ubborn res is-

changed from a scene of conti nuous battles to one of

(

... ....~
the Vajra.40

In many ways then. i t seems reasonable to adopt the

-,

as the war-lord to e nsure "vi ctor! ov er drought .

subtle agricultural life. Indra continued to be invoked

vic~ory assured them peace a nd pl e nt y ; thus his pre-

indigence and barrenness in me n and cattle '... Indra 's

Wehrkraft; one can a lmost hear the clang of the armo ur

Indra-worship are "wa r - s ongs g ' or ify ing Wehrmacht and

~gVeda lead us. that t he hYmns co nnected with Indr a a nd

J

J

and the shouts of victory" .4~ But in later times. when

the yision of the natural c ircumstances before their eyes

thesis . so far as the myt ho l og ica l representations i n the

" I ndr a' s great ness in the RaVeda depends,

tance and are no t eas i l y vanqu i s hed even wi t h

entirely on his valour and might. He fights

the a nces t ors of t he Vedi c Aryans. it can qu i t e

reasonably ~e construed t hat Indra . though fated t o be

t he dominating f igure in the enti r e ~gVed ic pant he on . 3 s

cou l d not or i g i na ll y have been s o h ighly placed. 3 9

.
i

backgr ound. wh i ch explains the importa nc e o f t he mov ing
!

sce n~s of natura l phe nomena ac ross the fie ld o f v is i on o f

additions to the Ved i c pantheon.as result of t hi s expan

s i onUst dr ive ha s be en the figure of I ndra . Agains t this
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"Hi s sovere ignty, however, d id not endure for
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long. In the Brahma~ic days he sinks to the

Hindu Triad. and liable at the end of every

hundred divine years to be superseded by some

other god or man who by his merit should raise

rank of a secondary god. inferior to the great

".

of one hundred horses is sufficient for the

Indra the great Earth bowed with her wide

purpose. "44

"The divine Dyaus bowed before Indra, before ~_

Of great significance for our theistic-interest is

.himself to the necessary status. The sacrifice

Although Indra is thus not completely dismissed. he

is drained of all personality, all importance as an

the changing moods of the people. Martin says of Indra :

throughout the Veda, succumbs to the process of t [me and

the fact that even Indra. as well established as he is

right" though kept t o a minima l level " .42 , I ndr a ' s rise

to power in the ~gVeda is clearly indicated as he ousts

his parents fr om the central arena:

elixi~ Soma, and which is often also deified in its own

eminence in the Vedic pantheon. as well as with the magic



never be minimized . for. as connected with the domestic

t he e~tablishment of the notion of the transcendence of

inter est . therefore . w.e may cons ider the figure of Agni .

( - ~'-
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cums .t ances . circumstances whi ch . as in the case of Varuna

t he world of gods."47 In spite of such favourable c ir-

i s tha t "di v i n i t y which brings the world of man c l oser t o

truly personal relationship with his worshippers. for he

re lig ious l i f e of the Vedic Indians. 46 He attained to a

ma i nt~ i ned for long. a pivotal significance in the

hearth. and the daily fire-sacrifice . Agni attained. and

an earlier section. Nevertheless his importance can

t er ms of the number of hYmns devoted to him. as we saw i n

This l i ne of reasoning takes us beyond the d iscus-

~ ncie~t pantheon.4~ Although Agni is not regardec as

per s onali t y .

:mpor~ ant as Indra. he is only a step lower than I ~dra in

s i on of po lytheism i tse lf. To return t~ the po lyt he is t i c

man. can occupy. Such oc cupa t i on . in the nature of the

scheme. wi l l in its turn also be of temporary nature. and

s hows . on the o~e hand. the immense lowering of the sig

ni f i cance o f the polytheistic attitude.~and on the ot he r

hand. as the foundation and corollary of such atti tude .

·...;ho i s e no t he r' god cons i de r ErCi to be a member of "t ne

individual god. He is not even retained, as a god among

ma ny 40ds. but. as is c lear fr om the above. he stands f or
~

a mer~ station. a p latform tha t ,a ny other god or even a ny



faded~ "4e

thus:

o f the creat i on of circumstances conduc i ve to man 's li f e
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announcing the disappearance of t he night wi t h

phenomena and were gratefully worshipped for

"They are personifications of those natura l

and satisfying his practical wants. Speaking of the t wi n

Asvins, the physician gods of the morn ing and even ing

twilight, gods who are relatively minor i n the pa ntheon ,

one writer gives the reason for their be ing worsh ipped

on earth, not in heaven, of giving h im s uccour on eart h

po lytheist ic att i tude, i s one o f f u lf i l.me nt of pu~pose.

Alleg iance to ~ods in the Vedas , a ppears t o be built

t he gods mus t bow down. The moti f that a ppear s to be

t hi ngs . This i s the i nexoi ab l e law, be fo r e which even

". . .. - . • · · l 'l!,
made out by mos t researcher~ in exp lana~ i on o f the~

upon the shifting sands of t-ime, which sweeps away al l

Vedi c · go Cis. Soon af ter the BgVedic per i od "he gradual ly

walled cit ies for ensur ing ~a f e ty , t he or i ginal glamour

o f Agni, man 's f irst friend and protector on eart h.

h i s old mythical self . As the Aryan learns t o bu i ld

revert s to the pre-mythical natural element, a s hadow of

also , ' could be eas ily conce~ved to lead t o pe r sonal

t rus t ~ faith, and fai thful ness on the par t o f the wor 
•

shipp~r, even Agni succumbs t o the common fa te of t he.



all its te r-rors . " 4 9

qual ities . "~1

purpose) can be the laksana (definit ion ) o f
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pene trate deeper and see through t he phe nome na of nature

It is difficult to accept that thought did not

Vedas. whether powers of nature or f unc tions or

worship of all the gods and goddesses i n t he .

f

.Th i s is carrying the theme of s i mp le nature worsh ip.

satya (truth) . it can also be the bas is o f per-

" I f arthakriya-kar it'la ( f u l f il l i ng of a

sonification and worship. Th is is t he basi s of

,

to g i ve a philo~ophica l justi ficati on fo r s uch a picture

mythol ogy , in the words:

f lat ter ing to the genius of the ancient Aryans and t hei r

o f natur e- wor s hi pp i ng Aryans. t hus a t tempt i ng t o s upp l y a

leitmoti f t o fhe vast pa norama of Vedi c r e l i g i on ana'

l i mi t . .Red i ce I naturalism coul d rare ly be bet ter or more

descendants the Vedic I ndians. The same wr i ter a t tempts

she w~. but because she was useful. "~o It sounds t oo

s imple a -motive, too easy o f app l ication, a nd not a t a ll

.
in re la t i on to ma t er i a l need- f u l f ilme nt t o its utt er most

with regard to the Dawn goddess . U~as. that "s he was wor-

effe c tively exp~essed . The very same i dea i s expressed

shipped not because she was beautiful. which of course .



and therefore ot meaning. is ti ed down to the limits

habitat. and even subordinated tc other gods:

a goa.transcends the limitat i ons of the physical or

.. ~ .........

skin "~ 4

The god who has r olled up dar knes s like a

The eye of Mitra and Varu~a.

The same f or a l l me n ;

".. .....
~ e e l ng .

Yet he is also represented as transcending the

natural limits and attaining leve ls of true divinity:

"The sun rises. the b liss-bes t owing . the all -

impos ed by the obje c t s o f nature.~2 But we must a lso

bear in mind that quite often the sphere of influence of

out of the passages . Tha t is. t he sphere of influence.

than the above words indicate . Ye t i t is also undeniable

that ~t is easy to rec ogn ize in the Vedi c gods . in many
f

passa~es. not only as soc iations bu t al so i de nt i f ica t ions
.

with .the · objects of nature. if we are t o get any .sense

- natural object.~3 In one verse. f or example. the sun is

- represented as operating with i n t he limits of his natural

"Looking on man. 0 Varuz:a a nd Mitra. this sun

J
J

ascendeth up by both the pa thways,

Guardian of all things fixed .

Of all that moveth.
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Beholding go od and evil acts of mortals. "l5l5

.
f

~ed i c nome nc l a t ure f or the gods of the pantheon is

s i gn ifi cant fr om the t heis t ic perspective. for i t g ives

the god character a nd stabilizes him as a deity. For

example . the ab~ve quo t at ions le~d a distinction t o the

Sun-god . a nd arouses and sustains our interes t in hi s

fortunes. While i t i s true that among the Vedic gods tLc

chara~erizations are not as complete as among the Greek

gods and that there i s a b lurring of distinctions among

them . an issue that we shall have to take up later . the

gods are p la in ly di st ingu i s ha b l e and operate large ly

wi t h i n the fi xed parame ters of their characters . Tne

gods are defi n ite ly endowed with personal character is t ::=

wh i ch ··make t hern both inter 'elsti ng and v iab le w i th~he

cont ext of RgVedi c r e l igi on and mythology .l56

Such def inab le and definitive characterist ics are

of ten thrust into relief into passages which denote a

struggle for power among the gods.

~ legend which first appears in the Yajur Veda l5 ?

shows the clear and mortal antagonism between the gods

Indra and Tvastr. which becomes the mythological back

ground s o to say of the Indra-Vrtra combats recounted in

the ~gVeda. Because Indra had cut off the three heads of

Tvas tr 's son. Tvastr performed a sacrifice invoking the
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de i t yVr t r-e to arise as indra-satru i. e .. "sl ay er of

Indra~. but through an unfortunate mis-acce ntuati on . t he.
i

rne e ninq of the term became "he whose s layer i s Indra . "

Th is resu lted i n the repetitious duel be tween I ndra an d

V~tra. in which Indra always emerges the victor . ~ e This

i s one of t he episodes that earns specific me ntion i n t he

~gVedic s a janlya hymn~9 which. by one i nterpre t a t i on

s eeks t o i mpr es s up on the masses of the people t he

glor i~ of I ndr a and his being alone worthy o f adorat i on

a nd worsh ip as the Supreme God. 6 0

But it is c lear that no monothe ism can be built upon

thes e i deas as t he foundati on . s o f ar as the RaVeda is.-
concerned . For strewn throughou t the text o f thi ~

vc l um'i notrs s cr i pt.ur-e ' a r e marly re fere nces to diffe~~;.t

dei ties. not mer e l y as deities i n the sense of ex:: : :ng

awe and wonder. but as specifically calling f or~h wor-

s h ip from men. In very many cases the one god i s s a i d to

be the same as another. and yet another . There i s a

clear lack of a fixed ideological structure . and t his

militates against a simple western-style mo notheism .

What ~etaphysics we do have in the ~gVeda prec ludes the

separation of anyone deity from the the rest o f the

gods. to be raised to a position of permane nt s upremacy.

It is beyond reasonable doubt. given our present
o ....d

unde~s t anding of the text.~an objectively verif iab le f ac t
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that .s uch exclusive worsh ip of anyone de ity from among

the RgVedic pantheon . i s never s us t a ined in the BgVeda as
»,
i

~ wh~ le. as i t is never sus ta i ne d in pos t -Ved i c Hinduism ,

where "eve n the more ordinary processes and objec ts o f

nature are . under the influence o f a ni mistic. or. on a

highe r level . V~dic beliefs. given t he i r p lace among the

mult itude of deities , There is nothing e ither i n the

heave n or earth . which may not be worsh ipped as a pa r -

t i cu ler de i ty. "6 1.

We cannot say that this overwhe lming characteristic

o f later Hinduism is not a direct inheri t a nce of ten-

dencies and directions evident in ~he BgVed a itse lf. The

~rrangeme nt of the hymns in a hi st~ric al orde r re~u ires

t he ~orl<' of a: number' of wolkers in s cec i e l i zed "aru:-'

:echni cal fields of language. synt~x e:c .. a nd t he natur e

o f Vedic Sanskrit prevents accurate ch ronolog i s ation of

the hymns. We cannot at th is po i nt in t ime be s ure of

the period of origin of the man~ras . as we must assume

that the oral tradition was begun long before the Indo-

Aryans settled on Indian soil. 62 Although we have in the

VediG texts evidence for the existence of new hymns

against old ones . it is not poss ib le t o identify

individual hymns in terms of older or later compositions.

except in a general fashion,63 We are ther e f or e con-

s tra ined to take the text as a who le. a nd ascr ibe sig-

~i f i c anc e to the various de if i ca t i ons in terms of the
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done: he s lew

the dragon wi th thy he 1p . .,66

Under thy flag brave

The original term. which i s here translated as

thou. " 6 l5

tioned in the first verse .

. Another hymn of interest i n this connexi on i s the

we chosen for our own; so be our kind protector

J
J
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" I n thee. 0 Food. is se t ~he spir i t of the

"f ood " , is "pitu", and this may mean any form of nutri -

"0 p leasant Food. 0 Food of wealth. thee have

"Now will f glorify Food that upholds great

strength . by whose invigora ting power Trta r e nt

Vrtra limb from limb. " 6 4

ment. 8 7 The hymn. it should be noted. not only glorifies

food. but also disp lays an invocatory nature and shows up

a worshipful attitude on the part of the singer. The

slaying of the dragon refers t o the deed of Trta men-

.
theistic enqu iry. a dat um of s ome signif i cance .

contents of the hymns ra ther t han in terms of any kind of

chronblogical pr ior ity. Thus ev en the hymn t hat de if ies.
i

a n it~m s uch as f ood become s . f~om the point o f view of



as two swift mares with loosened rein

move as ' t wer e on chariots to the ocean .

L
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Impe l led by Indra whom ye pray to urge you, ye .

youngling,

Vipas and Sutudin speed down their waters.

Like two bright mother cows who lick their

contending.

t he fer t il iz i ng s eas on. bestowing upon us

"For t h from t he bosom of the mounta ins . eager

hundreds of coves, prolong our l i ve s . s e..
Although i t may be accepted that this is -presented

the green . grant us riches. May the frogs i n

"May the cow- t oned . goa t - t oned . t he speck led .

the same point:

in a satirical vein. which also is not flattering to .

coul d be sab i ec t ed . The next..·t wo quota ti ons . wi th'--'"

either gods or brahmins . s 9 it neverthe less p l a i n l y

respect t o r i vers and t he sacr if ic ia l pos t , ill ustr at e

reflects the easy deificati on to wh i ch a ny natura l ob jec t

t he hymn', whi ch r eads ,

.
shi p a~d i nvocati on i s pronounc ed i n t he l as t ver s e of

one addressed t o fr ogs, which has been interpreted a~ a

satire pn gods and pri ests alike . The attitude of wor-



tune .

heroes,

accepting prayer that wastes not, rich in

}
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-thy: el f up t o bring us gr ea t great go od fo r -

Lord of the Forest. ra ise t hys el f up on the

These examples must count. from the theist ic po int

who brings the sacrifice. "71

Give splendour. fixt and measured well. to him

lofti e s t part of the earth

upright as whe n reposi ng on the M~ther 's bo:~m .

Dr i v i ng far from us poverty and famine , l i ft

~et up to eastward of the fire enkindled,

he ave nl y meath at sacrifice ano i nt thee.

Grant wealth to us when thou art standing

God serv ing men , 0 Sovran o f the f orest , with

Flowing toge ther, swell ing with your billows. 0

l ucid Streams, each o f yo u seeks the other, ".7o
i

of view. as some of the low points of the ~gVedic

mant r as . though from the poetic point of view, t he r i ve r-

crossing for example. may be highly extolled. 72 If we

gods l ike Indra. Varurya. Agni. etc . . it is likely that

our ·a t t empt s will yield no satisfactory results . a nd we

seek for unity in a commonsense fashion among the great



shall f ind no rea l uni t y. 73 ", The gods are not only t ied

to natural phenomena for a large part o f the ir charac-.
~

te r i za t ions . and as natural phenomena they must ma:nt ain
" '

e sse nl i ~l dist inc t i ons. as frogs are d ist i nc t from

r ivers. but t he greqt gods also a ppear t o compete f or

worship when one seeks t o eclipse the ot he r .

Taking into account t he complex nature of t he Vedic

hymns4 Dandekar is therefore led to confess that " i f any

l abe l is at all to be attached to the Vedi c relig i on . it

may be described as polytheistic. Th is po l yt he ism

affords ample scope for an exuberant growth o f myt hs a nd

l ege nds . "74 And. as we saW- ear l t er . eve n Max Mu Ller . ·....:-,0

cannot be a ccused of part iality aga i n: t Hi ndui sm. a~c w~O

s pent - the larger part of 'h i ~ li fe ' on t he RgVeda'~ ~~1: c ::

it s rel igion :

" I f we must employ technica l t erms t he re lig i on

of the Veda is polytheism. not monot he i smv v -s -,

When we look at the character istics of modern Hi n-

dUis~ and notice the unsystematic profusion of images a nd

deities . and further when we consider that even the

primary traditiona l deities such as Visnu and Siva. are..
often displaced and forgotten in favour of newer gods a nd

religious teachers and saints, we tend to look a t the

Ved i c re l ig ion with deeper respect because o f i t : re l a-
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I n ou r percept ion. Macdona l d ap pears to have clearly

actions of the worshippers; it is on ly the external

. . ... .-....a
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i dea of God which i s impl i ed in s uch wor-

"Howeve r free fr om the grossness o f t he i mage-

with the deificat ion and worship of f ire, a ir.

the atmosphere in motion or at rest, the sun.

have been, these worshippers are chargeable

moon, dawn. Soma . prayer , etc. and wi th all the

worship o f 1moder n Hi nduism thei r re l i g i on may

-refracting, splinter ing a nd dis t ort i ng of the

latter has its roots in a simple deif ica t i on o f natural

that are truly spiritual i n the ~gVedic hymns. Sir

Alfred Lyall demonstrates a greater caution and under-

guarded, for he is aware of many higher-level aspirations

already noticed, Max Muller 's pronouncement appears

att itude , and asserts also the h igher sp ir itua l real iza-

objects, while the former is what is suggested by the

dressing which conceals a range of ideas beneath it. As

standing of the genera lly perceived po lythe ist ic

s tructive polytheism with natura l is t ic po lythei sm. The

missed the spirit of Vedic worship. He i s confus ing con-

purity of the Vedas. when he says :

tive freedom from i mages a nd i dols. Macdonal d. however,,
expresses d i s agr eeme nt wi t h thi s view o f the compara tive.,



tions of the sages, when he s ays :

,.
i"The whole panorama of r e l i g i ous ideas and

practices in polytheistic I nd i a may be co~pared

to the en tangled conf usion o f a primeval .

forest. where one sees trees o f all kinds.

ages, sizes. interlacing and contending with

each other; s ome falling into decay, others

.phoo t i ng up vigorously and overl app i ng the..
crowd while the g limpse of b lue sky above the

tree-tops may symbolise the illimi t ab l e

transce ndental i deas above a nd apart from the

earth-born conceptions. "??

·.Ma r-t i n indi ca t es tha t ··;the ~e 1igi ous conduct~the

Hindus though it is c learly chara cterised by a l l t he

appearances of a po lythe istic ~i f e -s tyl e . neverthe less

"be ar s the mark of a supreme a nd very rea l relig i ous con-

sciousness. "?e He further asserts that

"The contribution the Hindu wil l ultimately

make to the religious cons ciousness of the

world will be no slight one. for Hindu

mythology and the practice of Hinduism teach us

that to the Hindu, relig i on i s taken into the

very core and centre of da i ly l ife' ''?9

118

( ~.



119

new ideas, in contras t to a strict monotheism whi ch i s

anc ient po lythe is t ic mythology has not been accurate ly

have deni ed s ign if icant mora l and

"Myt hology i s a t once the strength and weakness

Hindu mythology:

elusi on to our d iscussion of polytheism. when he says of

infl~ences, and which tends to be intolerant. The words

of the modern Indo logist Dandekar offers a fitting co n-

jealous of its preserves , re lat ively immune to e xterna l

at titude is a lways broad and tolerant and receptive t o

Neverthe less . in the ~a ture of the case. a po lythe:s:::

und e r stood or f a i thfu lly represented in modern Hi ndu ism.

and ~xuDeran t · mytho l c~f . I~ i s perhaps the case ~~t the

t rappi ngs has e ndowed modern Hinduism wi th an eve n r i :he~

the s uper i or ity o f the sp ir itual over the intense ly

Th is scholar. who kn ows that many European scho l ars

Ved ic myt ho l ogy wi t h i t s polytheistic dress a nc

mater i al conce pt i ons o f ou r present-day Western li f e . "e o

whate.ver orig ins a nd structure, "cons t a nt l y emphasizes
1r

to Hindu ism. a nd . in hi s op inion. Hindu mytho l ogy .

despit e its polythe i s ti c rel igi ous practices. and of

Chris tian ministe r oper at i ng as a missionary in India. 1 5

hims e l f hes itant in de nying eth ical and spiritua l va l ues

ethical va lues t o Hindui sm. who is himself a tra i ned

.
~

Vedi~. age onwards.

who h~ve researched Ei ndu spiritual concepts from t he
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tion.
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As we have a lre:dy seen. ~ ~e
. · · 1", .. ....---.

resents some of the distinctive fe atures o f
f
Hinduism. such as tolerance. broad sympa thy.

of Hinduism - strength. because mythology rep-

The reasons for this lie firstly in the composite

and weakness, because there is the danger of

3 . 2 MONOTHEISM

J i be r a l outlook. and dynamically ass imi l ita-

the weight of its mythological richness. "e1.

t i ve . and at the same time . elevat ing power;

The central issue under investiga t ion in our ~ork is

t he true spirit of Hinduism being undermined by

character of the ~gVedic texts, that is. as conta i ning

material dealing with diverse topics, and not so le ly with

matters pertaining to the theistic interest. Secc nd ly ,

emerging from texts do not bear any promise of re: l iza-

pertaining to this issue; yet, our expectat i ons o f a

and for us quite importantly, those texts dea li ng wi th

matters of worship and the deity are, firs t o f a l l . not

through the c e nt ur i e s .

RgVeda prese nts us with an immense amount of ma: er: a l

the nat ure a nd development of the reli g i ous consciousnes s

simp le or clearly of systematized set of di re ctio~s



all of the same or eve n similar categor y; and t he n. many

texts~give evidence o f mov i ng along t wo or t hr ee dime n-.
i

sions s imultaneously . As an example. we can th ink of
' ;

t hos e passages which appear to be pr es ent i ng na tura 1

phe nomena in ' a simpli stic way . and then t he vis i on i s

ra ised beyond the bare or dire c t se ns ua l experience . 82

Although this may be some t i mes ascri bed to poeti c

t echnj que . 8 ~ our interest lies in t he t hought tha t is

s ought to be conveyed through t he poetr y and the images.

Again , we know from historica l ev i de nce t ha t the Vedi c

Aryans brought with them t he t r aditions of a pas t wh ich

is fo r co nve ni e nce seen as divided into an Indian peri od.

an I ndo- Ar y a n pe r iod . .and a yet me re pr i rn i t i ve Indo-

=: :..l r opean' pe r rod , a 11· o f wh-i<eh cennc t be t ota 11Y: <!-~rced

from the specifica l ly I ndi a n period . 844 And a l l thi s

testif ies to the composite chara cter of the texts a nd a l -

lows for no easy treatment of the mat eri al and t houghts

contained therein. So far as the hi s t or i ca l dimension is

concerned, therefore, we have to say that the ~gVedic

hymns have had many authors and t hei r production spans

several centuries. It is unlike ly that the sages through

whom the mantras were handed down d i d not pass on t o us

s ome of their own peculiarit ies. It is reasonable to

say, from the objective viewpoint. t hat the hymns bear

the s tamp of the different persena l i ties of the Rsis. as..
we ll of the circumstances and hi storical exigenc ies of
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their actual prod uc t i on in a literar y fo rm .,.
f

'~ga i ns t s uch a formidabl e background. we have to.
apply our s k il l s as analytical hi stor ians o f phil osoph i 

cal i d e as . a nd come to ter ms ~ith what i s perhaps the

most i nt r a c t abl e co ll ect ion of ancient l i tera t ure i n our

possessi on . And aga i ns t j us t s uc h a background we have

to f ormulate as pre c ise ly as the data wi l l all ow. a

theor1 of the poss ible theistic viability of the ~gVeda .

In th is section. we address ourselves t o the ques tion of

whether a monotheism is promoted in the ~gVeda in pa r -

ticular . and the Vedas ge nera l ly. what grounds t here are

f or upho l d i ng the v: ew ef Vedic monotheism. what the

characteristic marks o f s uch monotheism ar e. a nd ~he the ~

it i s' c o~patib l e wi : h Weste~n . that is. Semitic ideas o f

monotheism. or does i~ fo rm a ca tegory o f it s own. a nd if

s o . to what exten t it i s unique . Are monot hei stic i deas

in the Vedas to be infe~red v ia tortuous and indirect

methods of interpretat ion. or can such ideas be ga ined

from a direct reading of the text . that is . in an unam-

biguous fashion . Even this way of prefacing our i nves 

tigation indicates a n apprehensive sense of poss ible

problems that might be encountered . even regarding so

simple a theme as t he worship of the one only God. that

i s . monotheism. We cannot imagine this l a ck of s ureness

i n the case of the Bi b le or the Koran . whose lead ing

i deas we cannot tota ll y disregard. even when dea l ing with
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well : We have t o bow before t he awesome weight of th is

ne i the ~ fanc ifu l nor unt rue to the fac ts .

because it i s t e nt a t i ve . With this vast and invaluab le

( 0 "
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s uch vio lat ions. At the same time. though the defini

ti ons should not be tailored to the requirements of any

the spec ial sense of each term, and do not leave room f or

prehens ive def in itions . definitions that do not violate

intrjcacies and intertwined ideas of deity and worship

that the Vedas a~e so replete with. We need more com-

"polytheism is the worship of many gods ".e4b Such simp le

definitions do not allow much insight into the

is the belief in and worship of one God only ," while

At a s imp le l evel we may jus t say that "mono t he i s m

fo r a more de finitive and 'co nc l us i ve s tatement 'wniCh i s

tentative in our conclusions. So important a theme as

pronouncement s on Vedi c t hei sm. a nd t he more s c~olarly

Hindu pe op le spread over so many dis tant countries . ca l l s

tur e s as the Vedas hav ing so vast ·a f o l lowing a~ t he

monotheism in re lation to so important a set of scrip-

expe~ience beh i nd us. and upon which we hope to draw . we

might be excused for having the ambiti on o f being less

gr eat trad i t i on. a nd t ake many direct i ons therefrom.

Th is tradit i on r-: i n l a r ge part. is tentative in its

the Vedas. A gr eat deal of s cho larship has gone ,into r e

sear4h i ng the Vedic texts from a the is tic perspective .
f

a nd . ~ h i s include s a gr e a t dea l of honest. scholarship as
.



~ i t h monotheism. as is the nature of the case w i t~ the

though our discussion wil l be concerned pr i mari l y

co nsider a t i ons in mind , we of fer the following de f in i-

univer-

(
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natur al powers. including necessarily creative powers and

a l l created things . though He is in some way the Creator

bo t h of men and of all things. Polytheism . on the other

han d. must necessarily be the belief in and worsh ip o f

t MO or more gods 'who must be endowed with limited super-

monotheism as the belief in a nd worship of One God on ly.

No one will. we are sure . disagree with defi n ing

Wes t ern and indigenous. regarding the Vedas.

has be come so much a part of the critica l tradi t i on. both

a cl ear and defini tive comprehension of polytheism. wh ich

~her~ such God is taken to be distinct from men a nd from

tions of the two key terms - monotheism and polyt heism .

unamb4guous l y indicated ) and economy (that is . there

~ f view. t he uti l i za t ion of the twin pri nciples of ac-

s hould be neither repetit ion nor redundancy). Wi t h these

curacy (tha t is. t he subject matter must be clear ly and

·jeda:. t he background of our- d iscussions a lways "~ires

.
•

~ali~y . t ha t is. a ny phenome ~a in l i terature . co nnected

~ith ~he ' ideas of worship and deification, should be

particular scripture and t he spec ial ~ a t egor i e s of t he

~i thout d ifficulty categorisqb le unde r the terms of the

def ini t io ns . And this implies. from the scientif i c poi nt

5crip~ure. they should bear the criterion of



ti on of monothe ism.

or fet ichis tic. which latter have a lso been discerned in

.
f
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na t m::al .powe r. and cont r-o l SrQme e leme nts. we can. c~r'/e

parts of the Vedas by sev.era l Indo l og ists. Whe n truly

polytheistic gods are discerned who possess s ome s uper-

fn t he s e definiti ons we have observed t he criterion

Simple worship of natural objec ts t o wh ich no s i cr-

demonstrate the type of opposition to a monotheistic idea

The examp les f~~ Vedic literature tha t have be e n

of God that the Vedas might be surmised t o harbour . It

quoted earlier, and within a limited framework .

the op pos ition be tween such conce pt i ons and the concep-

tot a l i t y . Th is does not mean tha t speci f ic hymns cannot

we may say even at this stage, the Vedic i dea of God .

seems to us quite likely that such is not fhe case. be -

needs be classifieE as merely animis t ic. or totemis t i c.

cause the full meaning of the idea of a Vedic go d. a nd.

cannot become apparent unless the text is exami ned in it s

ni fi cant supernat ural powers are ascr i bed. e i t her cree
1,

ti ve or cosmic . cannot be counted as po l y the isti c . but

as s uc h opposi t ion cou ld logi cally be maintained.

o f a f undame ntal oppos ition between t he t wo t e rms . as far

t inct,from all things .

<"-

who are necessar i ly d istinct f rom me n. and ge ner ally di s-



out of consideration the trad it iona l Ind ian inter-

as commi tting us to any fi xed system in t he Vedic ideas
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One of the commonest. and perhaps most attractive

that· is not of less value for theology or for human life.

than the conceptions generally put fort h in Western

tradition.

Vedas raise before us the conception of t he Divine Power

that, even on this bas is of accepted scholarship , the

pretations), we propose to demonstrate. neverthe less,

searches and expos iti ons o f t he Vedic hymns (a nd l eavi ng

ci pl e of our thesis. -ak ing main y the Indologi cal re-

hymns s uch ~s those of frogs or the rive~s ). li es in an

approach to such god conjointly wi t h ~ ge~e~al approa ch

notions concerning monotheism is that of exclusivity of

deve loped beyond a primitive l evel or a rudimentary

sketch (a nd this r ules out of si gnif icant cons iderati on

and purport of a Vedic god when s uch conception has been

and other Indologists. But that the essential meaning

confess to ~o spec i a l wisdom other than what has bee n

Rsis of the different hymns . In t hese matters we ca n

revealed through the labours of a long li ne of European

of deity or to any thorough-go ing co n~i ~t ency among t he

contribute to the conce ption of God . but that the sp irit

of th~ whole text al on e can provi de the co r r ec t approach
i

t o inoividual sections. And t hi s view i 5 no t t o be take n.
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less infidel . "ss

A s i mi l a r and s t r i k i ng desire fo r exclusi vity of

.. .....-...... · · 1....

, other~as Dasyus . the god less.

parts;

Strike down the Dasa w i t~ thy b lows.

Guard thysel f. Val i ant Eero . i n t hy v i ta l

-t h e--s landerers.·

The man who brings no sacr ifice. inhuman god-

"I ndr a . thou j us t i f i e s t " .". and t r ampl es t down

And the feeling agains t t he unbeli ever s is strong indeed :

profuse ly fo r gi v ing them v ictor y against the Dasyus.s~

This clearly i nd i ca t es t he pride and feelings of su

periority on the part of Indra 's worshippers. and the

contempt they bore towards unbe lievers . This contempt i s

only superseded by the contempt they bore towards those

Who did not worship like them. thos e who worshipped f or

e ign or pr imitive gods. and espec ia l ly those ,who wor-

offering no sacrifice~and whoJon that account) are even

considered i nhuman. I ndr a ' s worshippers thank him

worship. cons i der ing

whose worsh i ppers e xt o l hi m as the on l y fi t object of

worship and adorat i on is expressed with regard t o Indra .
"

.
•gods. re a l or conceptual .

w?rship. The monotheistic God must be a j ea lous God who

does ~ot tolerate His worsh i p be ing shared with other



sh ipped the s isna-deva t a ( t he pha ll us -emb lem ). as the

fo lloFi ng verses s how s o c learly :
~

';

,'II He [ I ndra] sei z ed the hundred- ga ted cas tl e ' s

t r easure by craf t . unchecked. and slew the

pha ll us-worsh ippers . "e7

Let our true God subdue the hosti le rabb les.

~et not the pha l lus-worshipper approach ou r

hol y worsh iP. "ee

The passages ci t ed above demonstrate our po i ;.t

cl early. Apar t from pre judice born o f racial a nimosi ty

and feelings o f supe r i or i t y . there i s also the c lea~

ref er ence to be l i er 'and worship . in wh ich regar d ~:l~ ir1-

fide l Das yus are hated most. Whether the Dasyus ~ :~~a: l!

s landered agai ns t I ndra . we can never be sure . f o~ we

have onl y the words of the Indra-worshippers f or ~ha~.

and so a mere reprisal may be ruled out, t hough ac t ua l

political conflic ts must be accepted as parts of the ac-

tuality prompting the verses. At any rate. jealous

guarding of personal belief and modes of worship c ome

through as the major issues, and if we accept the pr in-

ciple of molecular textual criticism. then it mus~ be

admitted that t he above verses qualify, within t he limit s

of those verses , f or many characteristics assoc iated wi t h

monotheism. And. if we i nc l ude those hymns and ve~ses
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wh i ch g l orify Indra as greater than a l l other god s . and

as th~ creator of all things, onc e agai n we s hal l have
·•

t he mak i ncrs of a monotheism.· -

Our reason ing i n t h i s mat ter may be e. abora ted . I f

we cannot al low an interpretati on favourabl e to a

monothei s t i c conception. on the basis of a f ew se l ec ted

vers es. a polytheistic conception cannot l ikewise be j us -

t if ie~ on the basis of a few selected verses . And this

pr incip le must be maintained in spite of the name of a

dei t y being exhausted throughout the text o f the Vedas .

This mi ght appear too large and i nadmi s s i bl e a re quire-

ment . but i t has t o be insisted upon be cause of t he

~cture ~f presupposi t ions under ly i ng Ve~i c dei ficctio ns.

and wh i cft are 'derivable from t he te xt i:s e l f . ~~ods

have s uch int e r - r e l a t i ons h i ps and or ig: ~s. tha t the

doctr ina l significance of their mere names appear t o be

cance l led ou t. Appelative designati ons do not produce a

theology in the Vedas.

It is a truism with regard to the Vedas that a

profusion of different appellations are used with regard

t o t he deities, which suggests to our i ~mediate percep

ti on a multiplicity of gods. In this regard Macdonald

says :

. "Fr om the beginning to the end of t he R ig-Ve~a
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Ribhus (de i f i ed men ). the earth. t he sky.

horse. Rati. Pi t u. Brahas~a~ : . Ma t er . grass .

J
J

.. ............".

s acri f i ci a 1 posts . the sur.. e tc . . et c ." 89

tomed to compare and ref lec t . were to read the

"It has been well said. t ha t if a person accus-

state what two things str~ck h im more than any

thing else as character ist i c o f i t . he would

Swanaya. Bhavayavya. heaven and earth . the

it is a worsh ipping o f the many. The firs t

~ymn is a worshipping of Agn i ; t he second is a

Such is the presenta t i c n o f the Vedi c gods by Ma c-

whole of the Old Testame nt through. and were to

on they proceed with hymns to Indr a. the Maruts

or storm-gods. the Aprls or rive r -gods. Ritu.

~rahma~aspati. Prajapat i. Sav itri. Aryaman. t he

Adityas . pu~an. Rudra. Surya . Soma. the

or collective divinities. a nd Sarasvati. and s o

Aswins (the young gods ). of Indra . Vi swadevas

.
f
~orshipping o f Vayu. Indra cnd Vayu. Mitra a nd

Varuna; the third is a worsh ippi ng of the, .

ticularly and Semitic monothe ism generally. He says

towards the end of his book:

ut t e r plurality of the Vedic deiti es. as agains t the si n-

gular unity of the God of Christ ian monotheism par-

donald. who is doctrinally int er es t ed in showing up the
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proc laim the number of deities as three thousand three
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Vedas themse lves. And th is context reveals that a Vedic

answer , (l) Zeal f or the unity of God . a nd

~2)zeal f or r i ght eous ness; or both in two.

. t he r e is a zeal f or ne ither. There i s neither

o f s imp le monot he ism. we have r a nk

polytheism. " 9 0

e t hi cs nor r i ghteousnes s . I n ou r survey I >

i
words , ' Et h ical monotheism. I Now i n t he Ved~

Now . such compar isons as these are in the proper

think , I have made i t very c l ea r that instead

mythologies extend th is number t o thirty-three million

cannot deny the manyness of the gods . The manyness, that

is. which has to be understood in the context of the

godsl. The princip le , however, remains unaltered, and we

god does not usua l l y stand by himself. His personal ity

is ~ lways dependen~ upon severa l other gods . This i s the

hundred and thirty-nine in all (though later Hindu

Macdonell a lso states , qui te correctly , and as we

have already ind i ca ted ear l ier. t ha t t he Vedas t he mse l ves

they help t o c lar ify t he issues. and enable us to focus

line of any compara tive s tudy. and we welcome them. For

categortes o f' monoth~i sm 'an~ po lythe ism.

distinction t o our cat egori es - i n this case, the

o n precise ly those i s sues a nd co nsi de r ations wh i ch l end a



pr inc i p le o f fl uid ity of persona l ity where th~ character

of a ~od is not so s harply and cons iste ntly drawn as to

•
di st~ngui sh h im enti r el y from o t he r gods . The gods do

poss ~ss ~ ai rly i dentifiable traits. but they also blend

with each ot he r . as r ea l ob jec t s o f ~ature and rea l per-

so ns ca nnot blend .

r-Iacdon al d. however . f o l lows the line of "a n un-

doub~d po lythe ism" which " i s seen not only in the number

o f gods worsh ipped. but i n t he ir separate individuality .

their dist inct traits of character. and their personal

h is t or i es ".9:1. In cons o na nc e with this v i ew o f BgVedic

t he ism. the same writer further asserts that -the Vedic

gods ~e~e not only simp le representati ons of natural

ph e nome na. but. t hat ·they ,were not· a t a ny time su~

ci ent ly abstracted from those phenomena t o r ise t o a t rue

monot he istic l eve l . 92

Now we cannot deny that the ~gVedic deities are for

the most part presented in the garb of natural phenomena .

Further, following some of the most respectable Indologi

cal tesearches into Vedic culture of the past hU~dred and

fifty years and more. we cannot also altogether deny tha t

t hey were not the consciously drawn up figures symboliz

ing , beh ind the natural phenomena, some type of secret

and mys tic meanings. Yet. in fairness to the hymns as we

have them, a nd t ak i ng them in a sp irit o f objectivity, we
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also cannot deny some theologically strik ing and s ig-

ni f i c ~ nt complexities and peculiarities . These com-.,
pl ex i,t i es and peculiaritiep . some of which have al r eady

be e n referred t o clearly rule out a rad ical nat ura l ism

and its necessary comp l emer t . rank polytheism.

Radical naturalism refers to that i nterpre t a t i on

wh ich asserts that the Vedic gods are simple repre-

s e nt a~ions of discrete natural objects. i n a type o f one-

to- one correspondence. res~lting necessarily in a t r ue or

r a nk po lytheism.

It should be remembered that ~the re lig i ous concep-

~i ons o f the Vedas are borne along on t he bas is o f a

natura l i s t i ca l l y - bas ed myth~logy ~n his t orica'l d~op-

~ent. Neither is the naturalism consis tent l y rad i ca l .

but quite often modified and tending strongly to t he

s p iritual. nor is the mythology a static one . but a grow-

ing and evolving one. And these features have t o be see n

to be characterizing the ancestors of the Vedic Indians

from the early days of their Urheimat somewhere i n

cent~al Europe. The story of the journeyings of the

Ved i c people is one in which a vibrant folk lore and much

myt ho l ogy constantly interacted with both the material

an d the spiritual aspirations of a highly sensitive race.

who knew the meaning of kindness. honesty and righteous-

nes s . and who valued the joys of living and reac ted with
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d i r ect i ons in this matter.

the oblations aloft, and at the same time the invo~er of

are not simple animistic spirits t ied down to the i~

134
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the yajamanas feel that they need the he lp of thes e

d i v i n i ti es who have the capacity to bestow goods a~d

b less ings . If this feeling of need i s present. a nd the

favours upon their devotees. They are more spec ifically

already presented as spiritual powers in the sense t hat

natural habitat,93 but powers of nature that cou l~ bes t ow

the gods of heaven to the sacrificial altar. The gods

Agn i, the" pr iest, is in t hese ver s es t he be er er of

The f~rs~ f ew -hymns · o f the '1~ rs t ~anda _a give us ~

The complexities and pecul i ari t ies t ha t i n i t ia te a

purel y naturalist ic interpretat i on may now be not e:' . The

progre s s es , cu l mina t i ng in the moni sticall y f l avou~ ed

s tates that the gods represent s i mp le na t ura l phe~cmena .

f irs t i s the naturalistic interpre ta t i on its el f , ~~ i c h

hymns#of the Tenth Book ...

ge nerall y t o grow in intensity as the myt ho l ogy

earl y I ndo-Eur?pean days , and a st rong s piritual s :~a in

i s evide nt from the earliest hymns. a nd wh i ch is s ee n

.
f

reconstruc ted t r om t he e xtant hymns of the ~gVeda . Tne

basi s ~o{ t he ~gVed ic mytho l ogy can be t r aced back to t he

firmness aga inst any threat t o the i r surv i val or t he ir

cultu~al integrity . These character istics can be



- t hos e mani f estations. "94

per sonal i t y characteris t i cs , But thes e Characteri stics

Rai says:
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. "In spite of the many a l l us i ons to the go ds.

impr es s i on of a des ire to me rge s everal gods into s ome

the context of RgVed i c metaphysics. In thi s regar d

pecu l i a r i t y tending t owards a type of monothei s m within

"And though they worsh ipped these na t ural

Rai ad~pts t he evolutionary exp lana~ i on and affirms

are also often general ized so that we a re le f t wi th the

both in matte r s of personal appearance as well as other

wh ich they d i d offer their adorations but to

phenomena. it was not really the phenomena to

- t he inherent powers - the en e rgy under lyi ng

portray t he gods wi t h many anthropomorphic attributes.

Cl ayton says:

ki nd .of unity, Th is is t he second s i gn i f icant

to t he conc~ption of' "one ' S~preme 'De i t y c evo i d 6 f" l'ttl'man

a ttributes" . 9 ~ Now it is true that t he Jed i c hymns

t ha t at that ea r l y time. the Aryans c cu ~d have attained

wil l ingness Df the gods to of f e r the he lp (a l be i t when

dul y ~rop i t ia t ed ) . then we shal l not be vi o l a t i ng the
f

canon~ of good sense if we say t ha t a sp iritual relation-
.

ship 'is evident in verses of this type . With r egard to

the >wor s h i pper s ' attitude to the natura l phenomena. R R
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quali ties combi ned with many others which are

common to all the . gods such as brilliance ,

~he separate deities. The Vedic gods are not

Das makes the important observation that the gods

tinct ive' "97

tributes tend t o obs c ur e those which are d is-

e nothe r . " 9 6

Devel oping the comment further Clayton quotes Mac-

~ the personif ications. being but slightly
1r

'powe r . be ne f i ce nc e . w±~c.om. 'These common at..,.-...

of each god is made up o f only a few essential

developed, lack definiteness of outline and

.
defined. Attributes of one are ascribed to

there is a great lack of clear descriptions o f

ing s~rongly that they were not regarded merely as physi-

cal phenomena. but as something over and beyond them. As

material. and the other subtle and spiritual",ge suggest-

are usually credited with two births. "one physical and

a consequence of this characteristic they are called

dVijanma. or twice-born. 99 We also see that Father Sky .

or Dyaus Pitar , was probab ly the most primitive concep

tion of God for the entire Aryan family, and which was

donell. saying tha t:



certainly conce ived not as a merely localized god l i ng.
~rd

but a~ t he progenitor and ruler of all the god~f~as him
i

s e lf ..the manifes ta t i on o f an i nv i s i b l e type of s ky ca l led
l. .

Par ama VYoma.~oo And it was within this larger a nd more

ra r e f i ed entity tha t Indra is said to have uphe l d the

Divi ne Parents , Dyaus and PrthivI.101 These h ig~e~ o~d e r

abs tra c t ions s trong ly indica te a search for a h i gh~r

pri nci p l e that was going on in the minds o f the Rsi s . a

ye ar~ ng for t he invisible, a concepti on that a ppears to

be at least bordering on the truly spiritual. A~d ye t .

though against t h i s background. there continued t o be

9ro jected the d in and clamour of the activities e f t he

gods wi th a l l thei r physical and materia l trapp i ~gs .

the r e fo r e the i ~ve st i ga t or needs always t o reme~~e~ t~at

~he mytnologic al garb in ' w~l ch the more advance~-~

s pi r i t ua l i deas may be discerned. is a mytholo~! :~a : __

co nsta nt l y evo l ving. The idea of evolut i on need ~ot g i ve

us the idea only o f progress. There could a lso =e

regressions, mythological aberrations . Just as t he de-

scent of man according to the evolutionary hypothesis

could not have been a simple step-by-step advance. but

must. have been marked by many unproductive blind a lleys.

so also we may j ust i f i a b l y imagine that mythology was not

a steadily ascending or advancing one.

But it is the same line of thought. that i s. ma in-

t ai n i ng the unbiased and objective viewpoint, tha : ccm-
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pe ls us to give due importance to t he ma ny s t rik i ng fe a 

t ures, of t he ~gVedi c co llection. fe ature s t ha t convey the.
clea; s e nse o f an ov er powe r ing and t r ~ ns c e nde n t a l Divine

Power~ . whos e pa r t i a 1 mani festa t i on can be s een in the

most insigni fic a nt obj ect even . as in t he mi ght y powers

o f na tur e . and which does not lose itse l f i n t hes e

mani fe stat ions .

.And the very same spirit o f objective enqu iry . and..
unbi a s ednes s

J
requires us to revea l t hat . upon go i ng

t hrough the nearly 10500 verses of the BgVedic co l lec -

ti on. we meet with much that i t appears t rit e . chil di sh

and insign i fi ca nt in terms of ou r t hei st ic inte r est .

-Ye e.. t he -passages whicbvsspeak -rnore c l ea r l y ·t~-":iS o f

the Di v i ne Power. the passages t ha t mus~ s ~r i ke cu r s e n-

s i b i l i t ies as passages of an a lmos t dif f e r ent orde r . are

ye t not tntally divorced from the bu lk e f the ba ckground

ma ter ial. In important ways they seem t o grow out of the

vast liturgy of the BgVeda. like t he f l owers and f r u i t s

of a wide-spreading tree. Even this vas t background is

not ~ithout its philosophical value . f or. what it does

not say. when it in other respects it a ppears t o say s o

much/ is of profound value for the metaphys ics of theism.

But we need t o illustrate this argume nt from the ~gVeda

i t s el f.
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and severe. and. o f .cour se.einde r s uch c ond i t i ons..;.ll.e

monothe i sm. ~ o4 However whe n a s light metaphys ica l

(
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In spite of an i~me nse amount of frenz iedwill to do .

i f we allow that a great de a l o f the sacrifice-re lated

and boisterous act ivity of t he major Vedic gods. and even

the conative propensities of the gods . that is. what they

Because then what l ooms u p as o f the utmost importance is

if not totally severed. become theistically irrelevant.

then their connections wi th t he physica l phenomena. even

means of action (as in the Greek and Vedic mytho logies ).

anthropomorphised and endowed wi th inde pe nde nt wi lls a nd

abstraction is allowed as whe n t he dei ties are severally

Now. when gods in any pr i mi tive and ancient my thol -

One of the char ac ter i s t i cs of the ~gVedic gods . a nd

fr om v io l ating the terr i t or i a integr ity o f other nature

religious thoughts canno t r ise to the l eve l of a

ogy are tied to physical phe nomena. they are precluded

gods; the delimitation imposed upon the ir powers i s f i xe d

RgVecta . ~03. ....

There are about eighteen such compound names in the

and they are also made i nto a new deity as Mitra-VaruQau.

e xam~le. Dyaus and P~thivl are t aken t ogether as Dyava-

Prt h i vT . and even made i nt o one a s Dyava-P~th i vyau .

Mitra and Varurya have hymns ded icated to them jo i nt l y.

o ne w~ich has been noted by a l mos t all investigators.~o2

.
i s th~ habit of group i ng certa in deit i e s in pa irs . For



hymns are trite and va in and materialistically ori en

ta t ed ! what we do not find in t he Veda. wha t i s most con
f

s p i cuous by its absence, is tha t the gods do not ra nge.
themsel ves against each ot her . they do not split t hem-

s elves into opposi ng camps. though the ~~is knew a ll

a bout wars and batt le-s trateg ies. though they were aware

of the gods gi v ing t o t he i r devotees victory in bat tle: .

though they were even aware of the concept of deceit a nd

un fa i~e ss and l uck. Ye t . except for the very minor. a~d

quite unclear ep isode o f Indra acting against the Maruts.

the Vedic gods do not chal l enge e ach other. they are

never a house divided against itself.

In time. and on ly in time. ~ o ~ do the major gods
. .. . . . · · 1....

s ucceed each other . Dyaus mere I y '" fades " away . ~o'tanc. _..

time ~ ~gni a lso fades away. both givi ng way before ~he

s upremacy of Indre.. who i n time and in h is turn. ; i ves

way to Br ahma in later Hinduism. But the point of

s up r eme theistic importance. and what must point t o a n

under lyi ng metaphys ica l fo rmulat ion . i s that t he gods

never l ine up aga ins t each other i n ope n conflict . as the

Greek gods do, a nd as other primitive a nd noo-spir.itual

polytheistic gods ca n be easily imagined to do .

Ma x Mu l le r 's concept of henothei sm is s ome t imes

regarded as mere "poe t i c licence " on the pa rt of the

Rsi s . ~O? By the same token. the Rs is we r e f ree to..
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for the reason that it is already explained as a

regarded as the mere appearance thereof. henothe: sili wi l l

or c c e r lv. . .

philosophy, as of science . the ar-must be the aim of

po l y t he is t i c be lief and pract i ce tha t we can

comprehensive explanation of all the known facts. The

view tha t reads the Vedic hymns as rank polythe : s~ . i s .

it will pose no metaphysical problem. And sure ly that

naturalistically-based mythological phenomenon. ~Iat is .

r i va l at t ha t position which is the simp lest a nd most

Q..

evaporate as problem, because it will s tand exp la ined .

"And, in its place polytheism cannot arise as a prob lem.

~ax Mu ller regarded henothe ism as "a pecul i aY'

imperative that the full weight and significance o r this

hand. once mo nothe i sm is accepted as the ge ne Y'a: =c.: ef

peculi arity be i mpo s ed upon the pro jected polytheism o f
IS.

t he Vedas . For i t Aonly agains t the ba ckground c :

r unn ing t hrough the Vedic hymns . and po lythe ism ~ s

s pe ek o f' henothe ism as a ·" tle cu I i ar i ty . " If . on ' ~~othe r

charac ter of t he ancient Vedic relig ion " , and it is

import a nce , that . gi ven the apparent ly polytheis~ i c ba ck-

the go ds into a re la t ions h i p o f conflict.

, .
mos t ·temarkab le fact, a nd .t he i s t i c a l l y of the ut mos t

ground o f the V~das, the ~~is never s ought to j uxt a pos e

present the concept o f their f avour i te god ( a c c ep~ing

s uch ~ way o f speaki ng t empo r aril y) i n anyone of a num
~

be r ot r e l a t i onsh ips with the othe r gods. Yet i ~ i s t he



to say the least. unsatisfac t orl from the ph ilosoph ica l

pe rs p~ c t i ve , as it mus t s ure l y be degrading to the
•

religious sensibil i ty, t hough on no account ca n t he l at -

ter b~ made part o f the mot iva t i on o f cur t hesi s .

In co ns ona nc e with our s ta t ed aim of a thorough a nd

obj e c t i ve assessment o f the dat a o f the ~gVedic hymns ,

and before we go on to fur ther deta i ls. we need t o

analy~ e ful ly the t wo above-me nt i oned feat ures of non-

con flict among the gods, and he not heism. in order t o un-

de r s t a nd accurately the metaphys i cal bas is of Vedic

thought.

Now. t he importance o f a~ i s sue of ~ en bec omes mor e

;:~omfne n-t and' obvi ous whe'n '-c'o ns:de~ed in negative- ter ms .

: o l l owing this pri nciple, the :ss~e c : ~cn-conflict among

:~e Vedic gods may be changed hypcthe: ic~lly to one of

pos i tive conflict. This wou l d then make Vedic my t ho l ogy

a nalogous to Greek mythology , and the verd i c t o f rank

polytheism would surely have t o be unhesitatingly

delivered by all Indologists wi t h regard t o Vedic mythol-

ogy .. It is significant that i n such a cas e. hypothetica l

as it may be, while anthropomorph ism would loom large,

the naturalistic basis of the mythol oGY. tha t is the.. _.. ,

gods as representations, in s ome measure . of natural

phenome na , would not appear re levant a t a l l.
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a r e abstracted from the ir nat uralistic bases. even ' in and

With this added dimension and the salubrious direc-

(
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Indr a. Agni. e t c. have a cl e a rVar una .,

It does not necessaril y detract fr om the ,

ogy . we may again take up f or considerat ion. in quick

gods. and henotheism. And it has already been seen that

to say.

through various f uncti ons. and made to serve a genu ine

naturalistic base. To what extent. if at all, t hese gods

ti on it provides f or t he understanding of Vedic mythol-

theistic interest, i s t he part of objec t ive scho larship

The fact o f anthropomorphic cha ract er i s t i cs in no-

f amily cont i nued t o de '/e l op i ~ s mythol ogy on f oundat i ons

succession. the t~c issues of non-conf lict among the

maj or go ds. Dyaus .

naturalistic or i entati ons . and t he s e or i e nt a t i ons -

sectiun en the go ds 0: the V~di c pant he on. a lmos~~~ l the

heimat. o f ancient times. The Vedic branch of t he larger

or i g i na t ed in the common Indo-European homeland. the Ur -

suppl i ed by s uch natur ali stic or i g i ns . As not ed in the

t o be~accepted that Ved i c myt hology shows strong

Ved ic. a nd Gr eek mythol ogies . and . a s s uch. c a n be can-

e e l led out . The odd fe a t ure i s tha t o f the naturalis ti c

cha r a c t e r of Vedic my thology . As noted earlier, it has

any case . it is a co mmo n denominator among Semit ic, .

tions' of God has ne ve r been a seri ous theological

s upremacy o f His power or t he unity o f His nature . In
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re l :g i on o f t he Veda. se ldom taken into con-

hi = ~:ry o f a ncient po lyt he i sm. " l- o a

is spo~en

a form of monotheism that we think

.Agn i . the lor d o f fire.

J
J

~ide~at: cr. ty t nos e who' have ~T i t ten on the ---

be twee n t hem and the other aods. Some may '

,
i

,t-1a cdona Id . who favours t he i nterpreta t io n o f "r a nk

o f a s the first god. not inferior even to In-

Gra. Sometimes. while Agni is invoked. Indra

pe t i t i on always between the two . nor a rivalry

These are extremely significant words in relat i on t u

may be even f orgotten; for there is -not com-

regard thi s as a most importan t feat ure in_ t he

the issues under discussion. They provide significan~

concerned. The under-scoring in the above quotation is

our research is surely revealing, as far as the Veda is

ours; that Macdonald admits to the non-competitive. non -

t hough in a negative sense. when he says that in s ome

reinforcement for

gods. i s certainly an important part of our argument. a nd

the re inforcement it receives . again from Macdonald.

riva lry character of the relationships among the Vedi c

. .
pol ythei sm" o f the Vedic mythol ogy. speaking about

henothe i sm wi th regard to t he god Agni. .s ay s :

these two i s sues a r e cl ose ly related.



time t o ou r thesis.

cially.

5 i nce t his feature of non-riva lry is so pervas i ve a

0: '0 .. VIew,
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t ha t the one god is forgotten when the other is s o

Macdonald gives a verdict opposed to the theory of a

non -conf l i c t among the gods, for he says : "nor de we kn ow

de f i n i ng characteristics of the Vedic religion es pe-

aspects of Indian religious thought as whole. and for the

essential for a proper assessment of the develcpme ~ta l

When Macdonald goes on t o indicate that this fe ature

cner ac t er i s t i c of t he Veda s . . i ts deta i led trea trne nt , i s

~ : : a : ~s with regard to the ancient religion of Indi a .

"r ank po lytheism" have been passed on' the Vedi c r e l i q io n

~eve lati on of the fac ile manner in which judgeme nts of

;ra ised".~09 and because references are in fac t made t o

anc ient polytheism", it becomes for us a startli ng

: n mo s t quarters. and ·the undoubted importance er it . f or

s iderati on by those who have written of the his t ory of

o f no~-conflict among the gods is "s e l dom taken in~o con-

: ~ e s ake "of a 'c lear' e ppr-e c ra't i o n o-f the actua l s ~~~· of

and which i nd i ca t es the clear re levance o f i t a t t he same

g e nu i~e~e s s of the argument from a logical point

quarters this fact of non-rivalry may ,be regarded "as a

most i fn por t a nt f ea ture in the religion of the Veda. " i s

•
~nother i moortant par t o f the ,argument. attesti ng t o t he. .



polytheist ic character of the Vedic hymns. Yet i t i s

Ved i c. myt ho l ogy does . not p~~sent us with an unmix~~

scho larship has to labour.
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grown sta le i n service " ,113 we have t o co nt e nd wi th many

If we say with Bloomfield that henotheism is "po lythe ism

as of no consequence is to ignore an important aspect of

the data, and can only give rise to sti lted conclusi ons .

reference to almost every major god o f the Vedas . a nd the

language is often stately and imposing. To pass it off

just once and is then forgotten. It recurs. with

We cannot disregard henotheism: it does no t oc cur

are the bl a nd facts of the case . the ba r e dat a upon wh i ch

po lytheism nor a stra i ght and s imp le rnc not he ism. The se

pa ntheon." . 11. 2 Ma cdonald 's rejecti on o f he notheism as a

t ha t henotheism can at all be cons idered a phe nomenon .

on l y aga inst the background of such genera l pol yt he ism

final i ty as ;" But all must admit equall y t l e t t er i nq l eri-

sign ificant phenom~non appears to be based on the ge ne ra l

f r eque nt l y used by the worsh ipper wi t h r espect t o their

guage ~ was addressed t o almos t ever y membe r o f the Aryan..

monotheistic se nse in t he Vedas is g i ve n wi th s ome

god" . 11. 1. And h is argument for rej ec t ing an y k i nd o f

ceived as the one and on ly God ".1.10 "strong language was

.
a ppa r e nt one . though he admits t hat whe n any god " i s con-

view ?ppears to be that the mo no the i s tic s e ns e is on ly an

~

the other gods i n t he i mmed i ate ly f o l l owi ng hy mns. His



the researcher. Henothe ism and re la ted ide a s are real

f loat -around as an odd i t y o f Indol og ica l r esearch .

The great Max Muller coined the term ' he not he i sm'
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of it a s o f no conseque nce (a s Bl oomf i e ld and ot he r s ha ve

pr e s uma b l y with other odd it ies . is t o invit e condemnati on

and brought to the attention of the Indo logica l world the

pear merely by ignoring them.

f a ct s of Vedic mythology . They are not bound t o d i s a p-

Macddna 1-0. has ' done ) . : upon t~e mer e fee 1:'ng a nd ·f~ 0 f

existence of this phenomenon over a hundred and ten years

ago. Within two years. Macdonald brought out his book on

the Vedic Religion admittedly with the purpose o f help ing

t he missionary carry out his calling in I nd i a . prefac i na

i t with the words:

into a satisfactory metaphys i cal sys tem. one t ha t wi l l

exp l a~ n it as a phenomenon. a part from me rely nami ng it .

ph i l osophica l explanati on. a nd one t hat t akes f u l l

Ca l l i ng the phenomenon as "he no t he i s m" and all owing i t to

do ne) . or according it the s ta tus o f a ncn- concept (a s

ac co~nt o f a l l the rel eva nt data in an obj e c t i ve a nd

.
i

exp l a i n the phe nomenon . What is r e a ll y required is a.

s c i e nti f ic spir~ t. Wha t i s ne eded is t o br i ng t he

phe nomenon o f henotheism. t oge ther wi th r elated ideas .

appar~nt that such a characte ri zation does not r ea l l y

r ecurr ing poi ~ts o f such s tale ness. and the n it becomes



nificance and i t s reduction tc the level of a non-

It is obv i ous tha t t he s c ient ific objectivity wi t h

grounds testified by the clear con~ents of the Ved i c

.. .. ...--...
on ob j e ct ive ~r : unds. that is jon t he

'-

"To help him to do s o t he f oll owing pages have

b~en written. i n t he hope that the Spirit of
f

kingdom in I nd i a . " 1.:1.4

God may use them for t he ~u l ling down of. stron-. ..

l~tters stripping the co nce pt o f ' he not he i s m' o f all sig-

"gho l ds , and f or t he build i ng up o f His own

field. who seemed irr i tated by the phenomenon of

the contrary. he credited it with being a form of

henotheism. did not deny the fact of the phenomenon. IOn

hYmns. inadmissib l~. And we may recall that eve n Bl oom-

con ce pt . are.

'henotheism' fr om the ge ner al gods o f Vedic mythology. we

that we see manifested in his isolating the phenomenon of

cannot properly expect from the work of Macdonald. The

which Max Mulle r i nvestigat ed Ved i c mythology and the mo

tive o~ clarification o f s ome problems associated with i t

_ ..:..- monotheism. only. he condemnec it as being an

"opportunist monotheism. "1.1.!5

Bloomfields characterizat ion of henotheism as an

"opportunist monotheism" allows a grudging recognition t o

the existence of some type of l i mi t ed monotheism in the

J
J

Vedas. while at the same time st igmatiZing it as being

14E
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out of · character wi t h the large majority o f i dea s i~ the

Veda s . ~ We have to di f f e r from Bl oomf ield on pure l y.
f

philospphica l grounds.

Our resear ches have shown that t he Vedas promc ~ e a

P1ur a 1 i ty 0 f gods . where the gods have t o be take n es ':l

peculiarity o f the mer e nomenclature. The Vedas al ~o

g ive ev i dence of a naturalistically-orientated

po lytheism. where the same nomenclature is tied to many

a nd d iscrete natura l phenomena . But our researches also

r evea l that the gods s o tied to the objects o f na t ure are

as easily abstrac ted fr om those objects (eve n Ma cdc na l d

admit s thi s i n s ome ways~~6) and made t o serve my~~~ l ~g:-

c~ l e nds . e nds which o f t e n . and in start lincr ways ~ x c e e d- }

the normal expect=t ions asso~iate&'wi th t ho s e obj~ .

3ut most importantly, the polytheistic deit ies o ft ~n

oper at e along dimensions that. when taken by themse lves .

c~ n only be interpreted as serving religi ous e nds =s-

s ociated with a Unifying Divine Power. The high pc ints

of these instances are the henotheistic and relatec

phenomena under our present scrutiny.

We recall t hat Macdonald denied that any rea l t heis-

tic unity was ever achieved in India. and compares Vedi c

mythology with Greek and Jewish ideas.~17 And .. I:: con-

t r ad i c t ing the phenomenon of henotheism. he den ies t hat

the .d ifferent gods are really forgotten by the wcrsh : p-
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apprec iation of their differences tha- i s the re a l f ru i t

:he : ~ ::. tha t Semitic mythol ogy a nd V-e c. :. : rr.y:r-.O:: ·;-i have

eclipsing his maj es -

~ . .. .. ".-...,A
aenunc :a~: on ca~ a LterEut no amount 'o f compar isonJa nd

are sub-cultures of one human fami ly ). it i s t he

for some similarities (which are t o be expec ted as both

a nd mos t meaningful result of the exer~ise i n comparison.

the other. The components of one canno t be f ois ted up on

For the two traditions. the Semit i c on e on the one hand .

be e~ mcving along quite d iffere nt thei s :ic c.ime~:ions.

t he e t hos of the other. Thoug h t he ·t wo may be compared

j us : . a nd any and every other divinity Gr divini-: ies ." 12o

The ter-ms of one cannot be. t ransposed. i nto the s p i r i t o f

their ~Yitings that the Rish is were fincers o f :he t r ue

he expe cts: " Most unfortunately. we do not d i scover in

God. The r e is a gulf between him. the ho y One and the

tic r~a l Varuna. by the din of h is resound ing s plen-

dour . " He says further. showi ng the kind ol Supreme God

highest t hrone in the Pantheon .

to annih i l at io n .,119 He gives us t h is feeling whe never he

either maintains petty rul ers under him. or subdues t hem

says in such e f f ective words , that Indra "go t to the

By th~s we mean t hat Macdonal d expects a unity of the

Greek 'c r Semit i c type . like sove reignty of a monarch who

pers. 118 His pos ition has an internal logic . t hough he

ha s v~ered away f rom the actualities o f Vedic religion .

a nd the Aryan or Vedic on the other . oper at e who l l y in

terrr~ o f d iffering sets of metaphys i ca l ~remises.
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ference in approach t o t he Divi ne Power between the Semi -

t he Aryan traditi on. on the othe r hand. the rea l i ~y o f

.. ......-....

I n t he Semit i c tradit ion

the sa~e ~ime assert ing t he
" ·-1"

t he one only True God is asser~e~ i n and through the

i t is the essence o f the re lig i ous co ns c i ous nes s t o deny

and i f the ir names are i nvoke~ ~y other s . to de c l are the~

" f a l s e gods " . whi le at
.~

r eality and tru thfu l be i nG o f ~ ~e one only True God . In

tic and the Aryan tradi tions .

a l l ot he r gods. indeed. t o assert t hei r non-exi s tence.

we co nt e nd . he t ouches upon t he mos t s ignificant dif-

r a i s ed t o the level o f one on ly Di v i ne Power. In t his .

he i s led t o deny the raw da ta o f henothe i sm. whe n he as-

t i ons . And herein li es h is error . as a res ult o f wh i ch

sert s t hat ot he r gods are not f orgotten when on e god is

Because of Ma cdona l d ' s s t a t ed missiona ry interes t

•
( qu i t ~ leg it i mate i n itse lf ) he tends to s ee the sig-

n i f ic~nce o f " the Ved i c gods i n t erms o f Semitic pr esump-

existence of all the other goes . when such gods are

present to the minds of the worshippers. It is pr imari ly

the sense of unity. the consc i ousness of a sing le

undivided Divine Power . and wh ich is perceived as operat-

ing in terms of the different divinities. that makes for

t he assertion of the one on ly Di vine Power and i t s

supremacy against the fractionated sense of it . We

admit. however. tha t it is a fa ir cr iticism tha t i t may

be difficult to make out whet her it is the fractionated

sense or the unified sense o f the Divi ne Power t hat i s

15 1
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re a l ly carried up permost in the mi nds o f t he worsh i ppers~

and mU~h depe nds upon the ac t ual la nguage us ed with
i

re fe r e nce to a particular idea o f d ivinity . This i s no t

. vita l i n Macdona ld 's cas e . and h is critici s m' tha t ot he r

gods are not forgot ten cannot be vindica ted as a n argu-

ment agai nst the s upremacy o f a compr ehe ns i ve one on l y

Divi ne Power . f or i t i s at leas t c lea r t hat. in pr in-

c ip le. such a Div i ne Power can be asserted in and t hrough

a p lu~l ity o f gods in the context of Vedi c religious

t hought.

From a pure ly philosoph i ca l point o f v i ew. t hen , we.

have shown t ha t ther e are a cce ptab le grounds in t he Vedi c

hymns themse l ves f or acc ommodating a type o f poly~heistic

at tit ud e '''wi thl n a l a r ge r- inefaphys f c that ge ner a l l !,cll ows

fo r the v iew of Divi . e Uni ty a nd estab l ishes it s: r i k -

i ngl y under s pec ia l conditions (o f the henotheis t ic

vari e t y). This i s s~at ing the cas e as ob j e c t ive l y as

possible. and if we were to generalize. we can assert

that the Vedic re ligious teachings gi ve us , as its high

point, the existence of the one only Divine Power or God.

that-functions in the world in diverse ways ( t hat is .

through the agency o f diverse divinit ies. which are the

devas or gods ) .

We have now prepared the ground for considering

Bl oomf ield 's criticism of "oppor t un i s t monothe ism. " As
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ce ntra l thesis of monism .

whe n the moni st i c doc trine comes into i ts own in the

(wh i ch wi l l be the subjec t of our discussi o.n in t he next

. · · H. .. ....-.....
the gods of t he ~gVeda are d i spl a c ed.~ 2 ~ not be -men:..

We suspect that Bloomfield also has had Semitic-type

t he e thos . t ho ugh they are uncharacteristic of the ex-

caus e t hey contrad ict the inner ethos of Upani~ads. bu~

expectations in the Vedic monotheistic expression - the

expectation that, for the monotheism to be genuine. the

pr es sicn o f i t. o f ear l ier hymns. We know that l at er .

be cause they have become redundant in relation to the

UDa ~ i s ads . thouah that is not the on ly line of devel op-'. -

the s e l1ymns as being la t e r than the bulk of the liturgy.

stil l they cannot be surmised to be uncharacterist i c o f

section ). Even if we a ccept the general chronol ogy o f

crit i ci sm as be ing out o f step with 'Bloomfield 's own per-

anotheY t o the h i ghes t leve l o f Divi ne Power. i s out of.

ce p t i on o f c l ee r monisti c trends i n the Vedic hymns

charc cter with much of the Vedi c hymns. But we see t h is

noted earlier. this phrase is serious enough'in its im,
plicat;on t hat henothe ism. t ha t i s , raising one god after

ot r.e r gods must be denied and completely obliterated, so

that the supremacy and glory of the one only god (Indra

or Varuna or Agni etc. ) would be thereafter permanent ly

estab l ished. Again. as explained above, this is a t ype

of ~ono t he i sm that cannot fairly be expected of the
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Vedas .' Such an expectation . in its a pp licat i on t o the,
Veda s. ~ i s i nappropr i a te. Because B1oomf i e Id imposes such

f

a n expe c t a t i on. der ived ' f r om Semit i c s ources. upon the.
Vedic s cr ipture s . h i s charact eri za ti on o f the phen 0men0n

of henothei sm a s an "oppor t un i s t monot he i sm" i s inap-

~ropri a t e and misleading .

It is not necess ar y t o be cu l tur ally chauvin is t or

rac ia ~l y pre j ud iced . But i t i s necessar y . f r om t he poi nt
-

o f view o f ob ject ive s cholarsh ip. to unders t a nd t hat

Semi t i c a nd Aryan the ist Ic val ues do no t ea s ily mIX . At-

t empt i ng t o judge one t r ad i t ion in te r ms o f t he ncrms o f

the o t he r gi ve s us a fa lse read.ing o f both, The t ende ncy

on t he part o f many Western s cholars . and Indi a n =cho l~r=

• . ·...,1' .. , .. ...~
: ~o . t o impos e Semi t i c values upon the Vedas have

resu lted in l op- sided accounts o f Ved ic re lig i ou= l ce ~ s.

Cur researches have revealed t hat Vedi c rel i gi ous thought

i s complex e nough. a nd at t imes qu ite baffling . based as

it is on an evolut ionary mytho logy . But read i ng ~t wi th

Semitic-style preconceptions in mind only i ntrod~~es un -

necessary complications. which hinder the clar if i cat i on

a nd systematizat i on of t ha t thought . The Vedas have t o

be studied with reference to its own contents a t eve r y

point without the introduction of foreign ideas . but with

s ome help from the sciences of comparat i ve ph i l o l ogy and

comparati ve a nthropo l ogy . h istory . psyc ho l ogy . e~s . But

i mpos i ng doctrines that are not ind igenous to the Vedas .

J
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have t o be made. presumptions : ~ a t a i d the resear :~ by

accommodat i ng the largest poss i b l e a mo u nt of dat ~ . then

were in the interests of learn i ng .

.. ... --....'.

Ove r a hundred years o f indological re s earc t ) n

thos e presumptions must be made on t he ba s i s o f ~ ~e co n-

Our considered ~ontention i s tha t . if presum~~ i o ns

ers , s incere and painstaking as t h e i r labours no d oubt

o p i n i o n that this has been s o be c aus e o f the o p e r~tion of

Semiti~-styl~ presumptions in the minds of the re~earch-

t o ry s y s t.e m tha t " accommodates the major cher e c t e r i s t i c s

Vedic religious thought has no t re sul ted in any ~~: i sf a c -

o f Ved i c t h o ug h t in a uniform ma n ne r . We are o f : he

cannot reveal their thought properly , and often s e~ves,
o n l y tp confound the c o n f u s io n worse.

t e n t s of the Vedic texts themse· ves. t hat i s . o n : ~e

bas is of the data itself. On l y by proceeding a l c ng this

line can a philosophically sat isfying sys tem be a~r ived

at, an explanation along a tru ly metaphysica l dimens ion

of the many deities of the Vedas and the ir relat i : nsh ips.

and an explanation of the mean ing of the single, ~ ne only

Divine Power, that finds such recurring mention :~ the

Vedas , and upon whose meaning the investigators o ft e n

appear to be seeking an easy e xit .

. As stated earlier above , t he later monis ti c ~ evel op-

.~
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ment. 1 2 2 which finds s ome impress i on i n s ome of the hymns,
o f th~ Tenth Book o f t he BgVeda. a l r e ady gives us the

ba s i c': ethos of BgVed : c my t hol ogy. Th i s is not t o say

that the i d ea s o f monism itself are c l ~ a~ l y d eve l ope d ;

bu~ they are e xpressed in the most general te r ms in ma ny

pas s a ge s and i n 'many di f f er ent ways th~cughout the t e :~ t,

And. it is most impor t ant f or us to rea lise that a ll

thes e allied ideas find or i g i n and j ust i f i ca t i on i n t e r ms
..

o f the grand and a ncient concept o f Ei£. and which

ope r a t e s as the great key which makes i nt e l l i g i bl e a hos t

o f Vedic ideas and express i ons. Through the concept of

Ei£. the Vedas themselves provide us with that me taphysi-

ca l principle which expla ins a. l a t o~c e t he polytheis -

tic. heno t he i s ti c. monothe is t i c. and eve n mo ni s tic prin-
'. • . ......-...&

c i ples thfrt baf f l e us in the t ext ef ~ ~e Vedas .

Ei£ is a peculiar ly Aryan concep:. and is judged to

be associated with the god Varu~a spec if ically from the

early days of the rise of Vedic mytho l ogy.12~ But we are

anticipating our fuller treatment of this all-important

term.

The concept of Ei£. as a single concept. provides

the basis for the understanding of the Vedas as a unique

body of religious literature. It inc ludes no presupposi

tions born of any other tradition. It is native to the

soil of the Vedas . that is. it has been carried by the

}
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singers of the hymns. whereve r t hey have sojourned.,
havin~ arisen whol ly fr om out o f the Vedic hymns . We

need riot make a ny a ppea l to phi losophy . or anthropol ogy

or history. or to a ny extra-Ve~ i c author ity in order t o

jus t i f y i t. It presents i tself to us in somewhat s ubdued

f orm. mere ly to b e l og ically cons trued and put t oa e t her

- f r om so many r eferences and al l usions t o it in the Vedas .

Most importantly. it is the explanation of Vedic

monot~eism and the many moni stic trends apparent i n the

hymns. while it at the same time it reinforces . s upport s

and extends the meanings of these developments. I t is

- tha t the bu l k o f the hymns may ..ot ref lect t h is sp ir i t.

But there are suffici ent clear manif estations of th is

tial metaphysical theory under wh i ch bot h monotheism

.. .... ..-...
t hough it may be t rue

. ... ' 11..

no t be ranged agai nst each other in any ser i ous conf l i c t .

(such as it occurs in the Vedas ) and monistic ideas may

be eas i l y s ubsumed.

the single concept with an amazing r ange of appli ca tions.

'Due to the princ iple o f Ei£. the Vedic gods 'cou l d

princ ip le t o e na b le us t o f ormulate t hrough it a s ubs~an-

relig i ous side of Vedi c cul t ure .

- It is the ba sic spirit and e thos o f the specifica l l y

The gods r epresent light and goodness . prosperity and

ri ghteousne s s . and they cannot be out of harmony with

J
J

each other no matter how closely they might be t ied t o

natura l objects. All na t ur e is a gi ga ntic system of har -
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.. ...~

t er i s t i cs can s omet imes be explained on historica l

the relationships among the gods.12~

f or t he operation of Rta ensures a har -.....---....

The hYmns reveal that different Rsis often oromot e. . .

or imer v rno t i ve t i c n i n the minds of the Rs i s , a mc t ive t i on.. .. . ,

their favourite conceptions. Yet, besides a mild t ype o f

' ;.
I f we ap pl y thi s principle of Ei£ to our treat~e nt

be shared wi th othe r gods. While such sharing of cha r a c-

and mytho l og i ca l developme nt do e s not e xp lain a c : y: = : ~
.. . .. .. . -- I'..

as i n the cas e o f Varu~a and Indra ,124 mere h is t oY : ca l

grou nds and in t er ms o f the development of the my:ho l ogy.

pri nc i p l e the phenomeno n o f non-conflict among the gods

monious blending . The characteristics of one god tend t o

s tands exp la i ned .

Yelationship becomes estab l i s hed among them . On : ~ l S

:hat opeYat es as t he presumptive govern i ng fac t or ;u i ~ i nq

o f the Ved i c go ds . we i mmed i a t e l y see t hat a harmc~: ous

.
ment s . i

mony, a cosmos. not a chaot i c heap of objects and e1e,

competitive spirit evident in the hYmns, understandab le

in terms of human preferences, the gods are never en-

gineered into a ny open conflict. In fact. the features

o f one god are free ly ascribed to other gods. in spi te of

the desire to advance favourite concepti ons. Anc ~

favourite god is ra ised to the highest level of Divi ne

Power as the one on ly God. while the other crods ~av not
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It may be tha t t h i s pr i nc ip le assumed its importa nce

.. ..--....

... - .'_0 .:. :10.0-

conce pi:io n o f....\..r: e

in : ime
. ...~.which takes its genesis back

i t a lsc s eems to have be e n ge rmane t o

Varun -=. .

hibiti ng d istinctive personal i t y charac~ eristic s , in line

i nd i vi dua l ~~is were responsib le f or cre ~ t i ng ne w hymns.

t hey appear to have accepted the i nv i o l ab i l i t y of the

In any case, the B~is o f the Vedas illUSi: ha ve been

T~ere can be no rati onal e xp lanati on o f t h i s

generall y through the hymns known to them. And when the

awar e of a n under lyi ng ontological princ ip le. r unn i ng

2urc~ean or i g i ns .

spir itual principle, so that wherever we have gods e x-

wi t h a general naturalist ic base of the mythology. it i s

only the appearance and dress i ng in various sty l es . f or a

during the co ur s e o f the evolut i on of the myths. t hough

.,
o f the bulk of t he BgVed ic mytho l ogy. but which at the

phenomenon ot he r than the project i on o f an ont o l og i ca l

r ea l i t y wh ich i s i n essence one.

even t he gods t hems elves are but the varied expressi ons .

same time s upplies the ra ison d~tra of that mythology.

pr inci pl e behind t he conc ept ion of the gods. a pri nc i p l e

t ha t itself s us t a i ns the godS~ nay. a pr i nci p le o f whi ch

Such a principle is E1£ . arising in a clear way fr om ou t

be fOl'-crotten .,



I~ we are l ook i ng f or a met~physic al pr inci p l e t hat
.

wi ll ope r a t e a s t he key t o unl ock some o f the mos t i mpor -

t a nt aDd nagg ing prob lems posed in the Vedas s o f ar as

thei stic inte r ests go . we have such a principle in t he

spiritual concept i on of Ei£ . We do not have t o develop a

l og ica l c onst r uc tion . or ingeni ously t wi st l ingu ist i c '

te r ms o f the Vedas (wh i ch bec omes an endless process ). or

l oo k f or cros s - cu l tur al conceptions <wh i ch can crea te new
.'..

problems which are never rea lly i n the or i g i na l texts ).

We have such a principle ready to hand: a principle t ha t .

within the context o f Ved ic t hought. appears t o be

meta phy s i ca l l y s oun d. a nd wh i ch reasonable appears t o

have been operating as a gu i d i ng pr inc iple in s ignif i ca nt

areas jn ~he d~ve l opment o f .~0a ~ ~rad i ti o n.

The use o f th is pr i nc ip le e r inte r pr e tation

... .....-....

satisfies the scientific cr i t e r : a o f both accuracy and

ec onomy. Accuracy because it di r ectly s o lves on ce and

f or all. the major prob lem phenomena i n relation t o t he

Vedic gods. Economy because as a sing le concepti on i t

explains so much directly while at the same time lending

a spirit and an ethos whi ch lea~s so naturally and

smoothly to the later monistic-type developments. But

not at all insignificant is the fact that it total l y

obvi a t es the need t o impose a Semit i c model f or the

e lucidation of Ved ic i de as. As an indigenous Arya n term.

the principle of Ei£ can acc ommodate the entire range o f
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culture calls f or no furthe r re comme nda t i on .

t hat we once s hared , free of offence ? . .

the god, as i n the verse :

J
J
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f r iend . "1.26

VaruDa, though he has s inned , let h i m be thy

Since t hi ne a l l y of ol d is dear to the e, 0

"Wha t has become o f those fr i endsh ips o f ours .

i ng of gu i lt . And t hi s gr a c e is see n i n assoc ia t i on with

f e e i ng tha t t he grac e o f Va r uQa a l one can br e ak the f e el -

but does not r ea l ly know ho w to go about it . He has the

the bur de n o f s cme type of sin . and wishe s to e xp i a t e i t.

of the moral law of Ei£. The worsh i pper of Varu~a fe el s

o f Varuna. And t he most s tr i k i na feature of Varuna is. - .
cont ext of Vedic hymns . i s seen s t r i k i ng l y in t he fi~lre

Ved i c monothei sm. wh i ch has to approached wi t h in the

. ....... ; .~ ...--.....
t ha t he is pre-~m~ne~tly the goe o f righteolisnes:. keeper

..
t otal ly foreign conc ept. Tha t it i s indigenous to Vedic

periods of Hinduism. a nd eve n down into the modern peri od

o f neo-Hindui stic developme nts . If just on e t erm can_do

s o much . it shou.d s urely be adopted even if it were a

the expansion o f Aryan hegemony throughout northe~n and

c e nt r a l India: furthe r through the classical and medieval

o f th~ settl emeiot of the Arya ns in the Pa n j ab 'pl a i ns and.

the development o f Vedic thought fr om its Indo-European

1
pas t, ~ through the Indo-Irani a n interlude. to t he per iod,



~he ;OCS.~ 3 0 a genera l and ineluctabl e sense o f a pe~ -

other in the Veda, indeed it is Pantheism, a nd

referring to this principle :

of a l l
.. ...---..

i t is the most permanent element in all Hindu

"This conception occupies more space than any

In t e~ms o f the principle o f Ei£ . which is t he

vas :ve and uni ver s a l unity i s es tabl ished throughout the

are ne t a contradiction of th is principle. Says Stephe n .

~gVedic hymns . Although a grea t many hymns appear com-

monpl ac e ar-d wi thout bearing on religious issues, t hey

es t i ng i n itse lf. cannot be pressed too far.

sou~ce o f mor al and physica l law. L29 as well as

:;.
clos es t resemblance to the Semitic idea of a god of

righteousnes s , L28 a nd this line of thought, though inter-

Varu~a ~e prese nt i ng the source of t he moral -law. L27 A

compara tive i nterest sees in the figure o f Varuna the

an d man. And the relationshi p i s a moral one . wi t h

VaruQa also appears in the hymns together with t he,
gods Atyama n a nd 'M i tra. s ugges t i ng t he cha r a c t e r i stic

commonpe s s among the Vedi c gods . But . o f all the Vedic

hymns/ the special f eat ure ot the hymns to Va r uQa is that

they r~v~al a strong personal rel at i'onsh ip betwe en God

thought . We find it everywhere, "1. 31.

And it is in terms of this principle. the var i ous
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in :

"Even the heavens and earth bow before him.

And at his vehemence the mountains tremble. "1.34 ,

I t is i n t hi £ :ense

'. . . --I'" .. .....-...

t :on . though th i s supremacy te nds t owaris a h ero ~~ f or m

of monotheism . especially in the case of Indra: as we s e e

t o power and g lory. 1.33 Yet th ts does ~ot affec t ~h e

=uch ethical concerns give way more to conc er ns r elating

wi th the chang ing preference for gods i n Vedic mythol ogy.

...
We may also note that Varurya represents the h igh

po int of an ethical monotheism in the Vedas. and t hat .

s upremacy o f individual gods raised to the h ighes t posi -

e ncompa s si ng. and all-envel oping god. " 1. 3 2

t he hi gh po i nts o f Vedic monotheism.

t ha t " i n the RgVeda Va r una i s an all-pervasi ve. a 11-. .

ra i se~ to t he level o f the one on l y God . the supr~me.
Div i ne Power. whi ch ca n then be legitima t e l y count ed as

deities being expressi ons of it .' in spite of a,
naturalistically-based mythology. that any god can be

f

and in:

"Apart from whom men never are victorious.

Whom they. when fighting. call on for assis-

tance. "1.3=S

And 'a more striking monotheistic glorification. with

}
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born " ' 1. 36

.
•

austere. ethical monotheism in the dire cti on o f a mor e

.. ...~
net reduce the v~: ue s f

pre fe renc e f or t he goods o f t h is wor l d . Yet t h is :s an

sions. I t is on ly later, when the out~ard perce;:i ons

' ~ ' I ndra has no match among t hos e born or t o b-=

expres sion of optimi s m tha t does

I t should not be imagined t hat the Vedas C O~2 : S -

world-aff irming attit~de that s hows an ~naba s hec

-
a lready no t ed . there is a significant s h if t away :~om a n

..
tent ly, or ev~n generall~ present strik ing reve l a~ i ons of

El£ as the inner power. with its ever-creative e x~res-

mo nothei sm. as understood in the Vedic context. ~s

and in "He makes the non-exis te nt exis te nt . "1.37

strong me t a phy s ica l unaer t ones. as s een in :
#

are slowly replaced . through a one- sided develop~en t o f

t he general Rta-idea. for a search after an inner v i s i on .........--

that theistic ideas tend to be suppressed or bypa2sed.1. 3e

'The clear enthusiasm for life and the beaut ies of

the natural world,139 reflected in the Vedas seem not to

allow the gods to evaporate or fade away. as happened in

the Upe.n i se.ds . There appears to be a genuine corr-e l e t i on

between an outward, more realist ic appra isa l o f life and

the ' world on the one hand, and some form of mono~~eistic

}
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Vedas . we see t hat he i s neverthe le~s =.ssoc iateu ~ i t h an

though he·,·;ho .
. ..· 1-..

figur e e f

r e f ra i n:

T O: we ~ tur n t o
".

persona l i s~ i c idea . 141

i mme ns e ly significant monotheis tic deve l opment in later

~gVeda is that of his taking the three s teps - one on

l i t e r a t ur e . His most important character istic in the

oc cup i e s a comparat ive ly i nsigni fi ca nt posi t i on in t he

The asya Vamlya hymn is right ly famous as a

:;" Great is the s ing le divinity o f t he gods " '14o

monot he i s ti"c hymn t ha t mor e strong l y l e =. ns t owa rd.s an i m-

f ar i ous gods o f Vedi c my t hol ogy. Thus ve have a n e nt ire

is ' the inner essence ) through t he r e a l: t y o f t he multi-

hymn wi th ...t he

de c l a r e t he real ity o f t he on e on l y Divi ne Power (wh i ch

out l ook on ~the other . The co mmo n esse ~ce of the god~is,
not ~llowed to replace the god~ ; rathe~ . the gods are

~

re~l ' ~xpressions of t hi s essence . The~efore the hymns.

earth, one in the middle region. and o~e i n heave n . 142

Although some traditionaL and later modern comrne'nt e t or s

t ake the three steps to mean the ris inq . cu lmi na ti ng and

setting of the sun, since Visnu is associated mythologi

ca lly with the sun . yet he is "not c le=.rl y connected with

any natural phenomenon ", 143 and. tak ing into account the

etymol ogical meaning of the name Visnu. with which the..

J
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sub ject ive sens ib i l i t ie s of the rese ar cher.

o f the Vedas may justi fi ably be ca l led a monothe ism.

.. ........... ..,-..

Wr i t ing as ear l y as 18 29 . Lt. Col Vans Kennedy who had,

at least. in the Vedas . o f genui ne monothe istic ide as.

even Western r esearchers have acknowledged the ex i s t e nc e

be a useless s how o f dogmat i sm to asser t on e vi ew to the

'There i s r oom in t he Vedas f or bo th v iews . It would

Much de pe nds upo n the way in which the hymns affe c t t he

compl ete r e j e c t i on o f t he o t her . I t i s to be no t ed that

offe r thems elves to the se ns es di r ectly. t he n the theism

pressions of a highe r or deepe r r ea lity. expressions that

ing t o a ~ olytheistic backqrcund. On the o t he r hand . 1:

Thus. the characteris t i~ o f a s cr i b i ng supreme exce l-

that excel lence . If it is difficult to forget that the

monotheisti c i de as are expressed through gods that in

many ways f uncticn a lso as d iscrete deities. the n t he

l ence allied t o 'a single. ai l-encompa s sing Di v i ne Power.

Ve d ic :mo nothei sm..

meaning of his acti on of taking the three steps is con,
sistept. t he concepti on appears s ignificant in terms o f

-t he gods are t aken to be t he shifting and impermanent e x-

- t o individual Gods becomes meaningful on ly whe n viewed 1 I .
- J

terms of Rta . t he Inner Essence. i n wh ich they par-......-..
tic ipate . and by virtue of which they are expressions o f

- monotheism o f the Veda s wi l i have to be dubbed as bel ong-

J
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f orms; o f wors h i p :

co eval in c~igin ''' 1. 44

Developing still further the monothe is tic ide a o f

-~ ."C:::= •:; 1..:. '1 - .

:e::-:ns .

• . · · 1"1.. ~ .. ...~

Zt s hows tha t the~e i s no vita: ~~-

167

ma nif esting t h is transcendence except in prox i ma:e

t he transcendence o f God. and of the impossibi l i t y o f

l i s hed easily from the Vedic hymns themselves.

the two systems or i g i na t ed together, which po ints ~ : the

~e i ther of thes e t wo systems preceded the

in the daily thought s o f t he Hindus o f the

other . bu t that t ha t they were bo th a c t ua l l y

likely compos ed more than 30 00 ye a r s ago . a~t

~li s is a s i gnif icant way of express ing

"_•• rn Cf\C rl-,e. ; c;. , ,, QI"'C\ FcI~th~·~." C\R ~C IYlt lrt'\C'j..~ b(e. ~·,JRJ, kgd h'i!.f,

both in the i r sacred books whi ch were most

pr esent day. a s to render it probab le that

Rt a . And. as Kennedy points out. i t is very like :: that

high antiquity of the concept o f Rta. which can ~e es t ab-

within t he framework of Hindu metaphys ics. Kennedy

Ved i c expr es sion of it i s concerned. For. as ~x; : ~ined

a lready. both are the expressions of the inner es=e ~ c e or

t agoni sm between ~he two theistic modes . so fa~ as : he

-
Ved i c ~e l ~ C! i o n.

r el atio ns hip be tween polytheism and monotheism i~ : ~e

lived and worked in Indi a f or ma ny years. observes Mi t h

adm i r~b l e pers p i ca c i ty. regarding Vedi c and mode~n ~indu,



and i t wou ld seem there f ore. t ha t t he

••beli e f i n o ne God, and i n t he impc s sibility o f

:Hi s rendering his power man ifes~ except t hrough

the intervention o f other celestia l beings .

were co-exi stent and fu ndame nta: ~e~ets 0 f this

religion f rom its very f irs t origin ' '' 1. 40

Re f er ri ng t o the impressive hymn dedicated t o the
1.

go dd e s s Vac, Das speaks of it in terms o f the principle

o f Rt a . after giv ing a translati on o f the hymn a t l eng t h .
-r----

He says o f the various gods. t ha t :

"The s e manifestations. though d i ve!"'se in

cha!"'acte r are rea ll y one in esse~c e .
. ·.1'.

Al l

obj e c t s . material and i mma t e !"'i al. owe t hei r

o!"' i g i n t o it. The RaVed ic bares !"'ea l ized the.-
presence of this Universal Sou l not on ly i n the

God. but in men. animals . trees . ~ounta i r.s . and

in all natural phenomena'''1.46

Max Muller also has testif ied t o the clear sense of

a T!"'anscendent Divine Power in the Vedi c hymns quite

apart from any ideas of an original reve ati on. and

ra t her as a compulsive urge that led t he Rsis to express. '

their ideas in divine ways. and more 10 a manner of a

sea!"'ch for that nameless rea lity , of whose presence t he y

we!"'e sure, but which they could not grasp:
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natur ali stic ba se . that i s. wh i l e i t i s s o c lear t ha t

wor ld . Commenting on t he pro ject i on o f t he Imma ne nt

s pi r i t ua l Divine Power above a~d beyond the na t ura l

• 4-1 ._ .

.. ..........

and they tried t o grasp ~nd compr ehe nd

name . " 1. 47

now;

as we all DO . by gi ving to i t name after

o f ci Di v i ne. or wha t eve r e _s e we may ca ll it

'-

..
~ t is t r ue tha t not onl y c o the l a t er hymns (o f t he

"The anc ie nt Aryans felt fr om t he beginn ing.,
~ay. i t may be more i n t he beginn ing t han afte r-

':wa r ds . t he prese nce o f .=. Beyond , o f an Ln f i n i te

t ha t the Rs is are o ft e n imbued wi Lh t he real iza t i on o f a..

cont a i n many d irect r eferences. and many a ll us i ons. to a

gods re fer i mmed i a t el y t o aspecu e f na t ure. t he hymns

ye t not merely nature poeLry . : c r we ge t the s ~re f ee ling

Trans cendenta l Power. ~1 i le t~e hymns show ev i de nce o f a

Tenth Book o f the ~gVeda ). but a lso the earl i er books.

,
- f

Wor ld Soul. and quot ing t he v e r s e :

"Atma j agatastas thusasca. " as me an ing " t he Sou l o f

all t.hat moves or is immovab le " .1. 4e Das says:

"Th i s i nv i si b l e wor ld of the s ou l constitutes

the one und erlyi ng pr i nc i p le o f a l l phys i ca l

ex i s t e nc e , life and man i r es t a t i ons . and t he

~gVedi c bards had a c lear co ncepti on of i t ' ''1.49

16 9
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,
f urther quo t i ng the impres sive ve rs e :
' ;
~ ' One is that whi ch ha th become all t h i s ." Das con -

elude s t hat

"It wil l thus appea r that there was in the m:'nd

of t he ~gVed i c ba r ds a cl ea r concept i o ~ o f

unity i n the midst o f diversi t Y"' 1. !5 0
:w

We are now in a posi ti on t o conc l ude ou r dis cuss i on

on the important a nd :'nteres t i ng topic o f mon othe i sm wi t h

respe c t to the ~gVeda s pe c if i ca l ly. a nd the Vedas in

genera l. We have see~ t~at . thr ough represen t a t:' ve

Quotations dr awn f r cffi the Vecas. a cer~ ain monoth~:'sm
..~ - I'

fo rce s i tse 1f upon ':,l..:r pe rc e pt ions. wh i 1e the r e e r e many

more a l l usi ons to a gene r al Divine Power ope ratinq in and

through the different god . as well as in and through the

obj e cts of nature . and whi ch Divi ne Power i s commonly

r e f erred t o as E1£.

We have see n that th is pr inciple of Rta is seen t o
-y-

oper at e eve n along t he physica l dimension since i t is

i ne l uc t a b l y a ssociated with t he gods . in the manner o f

being the vital essence of the gods . Yet i t is more

properly the princip ie o f Divine Power. and whi ch

ope r a t e s most conven i en t ly i n t e r ms o f an all -com~rehe n-

sive metaphysical pr inciple.

170 }
J . (



. . n .

genera~ . : s no~ es s enti ally po lytheis~ic. but i: ~ is

:~ ~e ~ i s h to be co nse rvat i ve i n favour o f a

marked by clearly polythe i stic characte ri stics agai nst a

religi ~~ o f the ~gVeda i s parti cul ar. and the Vedas in

mono the is ~ i c background . Th is way of expre s sing the

despi :e : ~ the remarkabl e f eature o f the f l u i d i t y o f the

god s . We are the r efor e cons t ra i ne d to de cl a r e ~hat the

ove r the period e f t hei r i nd i vi dua l ca r ee r s , a nd t hi s in

c onsiste~sy t o enabl e us t o identify the di f fe rent gods

mere ly. Bu~ i~ ' ~ e rms o f an ob j e c t i ve and unb i a s ed

traditi ona ! v i ew. we may say they ar e inhumerable names

associated wi t h personality characteristics . both

desc/!pti".;e and operational, with a s uf fi c i ent. degree of

Veda s .

assessme ~~. we have to no t e that these names arE-

,
~n the ~ome~hat negative side. as we have s hown

1 . " "'1 ~~ - V A - ~- ·J.·n.· numerable gods ment10ned in thep '3. 1 n ~· . '. L: <:; . _ c.. ,= _

matte r p ~ac e s s ome emphas is on the princi pl e of Rta or
~

the Inner Essenc e which our research has shown runs

throughout t he Vedic hymns. a nd i s not disp laced eve n

when the natural istic connec ti ons appear strong. For .

in our vi ew, the mo not he i sm o f t he Vedas i s a var i ety of

it s own k i nd . i n the sense that i t is inseparable from

the irr~anenti st do ctri ne o f the I nner Essence. and as

hav ing i: s ori gin and being in i t .

. We are in a pos i ti on to maintain this contenti on in
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s oite of some Western v iews favouring the figure o f. ,
Va ru~~ a s very near ly ap prox ima t i ng to a Semi t i c- type o f

.
mono t hei sm. As shown earlier. ou r content i on i s that

eve n Varune . ,3.S a purely Arye n god. is the " As ur a par

excel lence" , 1!5 1 and as such he is in fa c t a s t r ik i ng . i f

nc. t the best , expression of the Inner Essence or Bi£. I n

t hi s he is no less an Aryan god than Indra: perha ~s more

5 0. Our positi on, as a conseque nce of t he s e con~ide ra-

tions , i s that Vedic monotheism is best described as

"uo l v t he i s t i c monotheism" which suitably enta ils t ne r o l e

o f the i mma ne nt i s t doctrine o f pantheism .

_ :1 s upp ort o f our pos it ion . we quo t e j ust o ~e

: c : : de nt a l scho lar. no l e s s than the respe c ted
·- 1'-

:. :-.::'0 oc i 5 :'
.. . ---..

~ ~o: . Ma cdone l l. who says :

. by the end of the ~gVedic period a k: ~d

o f polytheist ic monotheism had been arr i ved a t .

We find there even the incipient pantheis t ic

~onception of a deity representing not on l y a ll

the gods but Nature as well' ''1.!52

3.3 MONISTIC TENDENCIES

One very impressive aspect of the Vedic hymns is. a s

::a s oft en been pointed out. its spirit of "jo i e de

v ivre ". the outgoing tendency of love of life . e n j oymen t
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of the goods of the world provided by nature, and an

-incurable optimism. When the forces of darkness are per-
,

ceive~ to overtake man and human society, whether

mythological such as the V~tra-demon, or historical such

as the opposing dasyu forces, Vedic man responded. often

lustily, with verve and passion, and opposed these f orces

with total involvement of self and society, to prese~ve

the cherished values of the good life . In modern Hin-
~...

duism. this spirit of optimism with the centrality of man

is preserved for us in the dictum that "there is nothing

greater than humani ty" . 1~3

No one who has even casually studied the bulk of the

Vedas will deny that this dictum is in the clearest li ne

of development from those ancient hymns . which for a ll

its varied religious expressions, give prima~y of place

to man and soci~ty.

The tradition, however, that pervades educated .

circles, both Indian and Western, and to an extent the

lay public as well, is that "the soul of India is essen-
. ,.

tially philosophical.1~4 By this declaration Dandekar

means to say that a distinctive brand of philosophical

outlook, derived, in part, no doubt, from the ancient

treatises, eschewed "the anthropocentric tendency which

dominates most of the Western philosophical thoucrht",1~~

and emphasized a variation of it by making man a 'part '

}
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of Nature. ' Th i s gave centrality to the cosmos, or na,
ture,~and only second place to man. In the words of

f

Dande1<ar:.

, "According to the cosmic vision of t he Indian ,

which must 'be clearly dist i ngu ishe d from the

anthropocentric specula~ion of the West, man

does not stand 'apart ' from Nature - he is es

~entially 'a part ' of Nature. Cosmos or Na-

ture , and not man, is therefore the starting

point of the Indian philosophica l thoug hl ." 1. !5 6

As our discussion of the princ ip le of E1£ has

a lready shown, man is certa inly ' a part ' of Nature. a nd .
". .. ......-.....

i n addition ~ in terms of th is pr inc i p le . a vital part o f

Di v i ne Nature. And so far as the Vedas are concerned. it

is in terms of this princip le of Rta, wh ich is the all-
-r--

comprehensive Divine Power, which comprehends under it

a ll of nature, including man, that thoughts about nature

as the highest possible generalization of created things

can give rise to philosophica l speculat i ons .

And again , so far as the Vedas are concerned , that

is, keeping within the clear metaphys ica l premise of the

hymns themselves, the supremacy and suzerainty of the

self-existent, se lf-willing Divine Power, which expresses

itself through a plurality of gods, and which is to that

J
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extent endowed with personali ty, is maintained with,
reasonable consistency in regard to thoughts about the

•
proce~s of creation, and in terms of which speculation

proceeded .

. \herefore, on purely ob jective grounds and

.upon a co nsiderat ion of the hymns before us, we cannot

complete ly and s trictly go a l ong with Dandekar when he
....says:

"And t he under ly ing un i t y of this vast and

variegated uni ver s e is the firs t cardinal

doctrine of Indian phi losophy . Indian

ph il osophy , i n other words . is essentially
.. ...---..

monist i c' "1.~7

We must understand Dandekar as meaning more the

Upani~adic approach to life and the world than the ear

lier Vedic approach (t hough h is phraseology seems to 't ake

the entire Vedic development in its sweep). Yet , it is

not unfeasible to allow that certain passages i n the

later hymns do foreshadow, in some ways, the Upani~adic

type of monism. And in these hymns we may discern what

we may take to be monistic tendencies.

We have seen that the concept of Rta, as meaning the
-y-

Inner Essence a lready provides the grid and foundation
J
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As Cl ayton po i nts out this hymn does not di s co un-

bu t rather tries to present higher leve l philosophica l

ther e were t hose who had begun to give a mon is-

.. ... .-.....a

The firs t of thes e

.>.

. . it i s certain that in later Vedic t imes"

t i c interpre tation to the universe. " u se

tenance the older mor e mythological forms of express i on.

more part icularly, monistic thought.

hymns i s the Puru~a Sukta , or hymn of the Supreme Person.

Regaftl i ng this hymns Clayton says that:

the la te r ph i losophical development of Hindu thought and

s eminal hymns , whi ch can be more directly connected wi t h

the l:ogic of that t erm. In addition to this pr inc iple,

there a l s o occur in t he Tenth Book of the ~gVeda , certai n

upon which monis ti c ideas of a universa l and essent ia l,
uni t~ can be deve l oped, without any d irect vio la t i on of

•

ideas through the us e of such mythology. Neverthe less ,

he asserts that the spiritual unity of all existence i s

quite "de f i n i t e i n t he poet's mind and is forc ibly

put."1.~9

One writer, N V Joshi, sees in the hymns of the

Tenth Book the operations of reflection and phi l osophy

con jo intly with the religious consciousness, and which

toge t her results in the appreciation of a monis t i c bas is

for ' a ll existence. This type of speculation, he says:
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consciousness. "161

which can be regarded as the creator of all

. has for its bas is the genui ne rel ig i ous

. . that creative and dynamic principle"

", .

that exists . Such a monistic principle, which

the viewpoint of a Vedic monistic tende ncy. However , he

but it has to be this principle alone, and in no sense a

psycho logical and religious consciousness in the process.

i s ontological, is not foreign t o t~e re l ig i ous

Tnis writer distinguishes ontological monism from

of ontological monism."16o

,
negation of any part of it, that can present itse lf as

.
~rge of the ind iv idual t o at ta i n i ts h i ghes t

~p os s i b i l i ty which can only be one. We can thus

say that the ~gVeda does point in t he dire ction

says of the monistic principle in the BgVeda, that it is

t hroughout physical nature, taking up man and hi s mental .

ciDl e of the Inner Essence or Rta seen to be operat ing. ~

expressing the matter excludes the uni t y of the obj ecti ve

principle that can introduce order and system in our

wor l d , t.tle n w!= cannot agre~~. for no t on ly i s t he .l'Lin-

experience. a principle that is discovered purely through

logica l monism saying that the latter which large ly
~

reasoning and not through experience. If th is way of

characterises the hymns. seeks to discover a log ical



Vedanta:

only ) ontological principle of unity, we can easily say

that it represents the perception of an inner reality in

.. ...~. a.'...

serving as an ontological principle."1.62

'Cons i der i ng the princip 'e of Rta as the true (a nd........---

in everything that is finite", and again, "And
'r'Ot

if the Absolute doesAcreate the manyness out of

itself, then it is prima facie incapable of

1r"The Absolute must be existentially operative

not give us any indication of the falsity of the objec

tive world . Joshi himself says, in the context of later

tendencies that we can discern i n the Vedas certainly do

This we can accept, for though it is ontological in

•the Gealization of it , it is equally applicable to the

ob iedt i ve. and the subjective sides of life. The monistic.

the Vedic hymns, from early times. We may also say that

what should distinguish the ordinary praises of the Vedic

gods or the mythological accounts of them from those that

indicate at least a trend towards monism, is the feature

of an inwardness. Says Raju in this regard:

"In the Vedic religion, the monistic drive is

also a drive towards inwardness. "1.63

This inwardness, though related to the notion of Rta........---
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they speak of the Primal Reality in the neuter. ascribe

all personality.1.66 The monistic type hymns. even when

external to man. "It could be found not outside man high

.. ...---...· · 1....'.
to it the urge of creativity and manyness of being. which

Although the abstract notion of an inward reality.

throu~h which the monistic feeling was best expressed.

could be easily traced to the late hymns of the ~gVeda.

there is no clear indication there that it is bereft of

up in the heavens but deep within. and inward to him. "1.6!5

later took the form of a single Reali~y or Brahman. there

was also the realization that this Reality courd not be

or the Inner Essence. is not precisely the same as it;, .
but rfther the conSClOUS search after the Supreme

Reality.164 When the worship of the innumerabie gods

may be legitima~ely seen as the endowment of some kind of

personality. bound up with the reality of the created

universe which is at least as real as the Creator Him-

self. Thus far does the monism of the ~gVeda extend it

self upon a direct showing of the hymns themselves.

Yet we have to admit that. together with the unor

thodox spirit of free enquiry engendered by these hymns,

this monistic trend led to the collapse of the gods as

Max Muller puts it. 1 6 7 "They threw away the old names.

altars

but they did not throwaway their belief in that which

they had tried to name. After destroying the

of their gods, they built out of the scattered bricks a
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new altar to the Unknown God - unknown . unnamed. and yet
f

omnipresent . " 16e

Sce pti c i sm i n the Vedas does not indicate the ho l -

lowness of fa ith; rather it is a sign of faith in t he

category of the transcendent. There is a clear reference

to doubts about Indra 's existence. even whlle the god 's

praises are sung. 169 The verses give the feeling tha t

the ob ject of the doubt is to enhance the perception of

the Real ity behind the figure of Indra. It must be sa id

t o the credit of the ancient Rs is that they did not look
~

upon t h i s type expression as a sacr i lege. Honest doubt

-appears in the Vedas. more as a doubt about method t ha n

about the obj ec t o f t he re lia ious or inte llectua l exer -
~ . . . ...I:~ '" •• ~.-....a

ci se. as al s o asserted by Max Mu l ler. 170

And following a similar line of argument a lso .

Stephen says of the seers ' doubts that lead them to a n

appreciation of a single power:

"But a philosopher is never content to believe

in many gods and these thinkers saw, and

declared. that it was one power which lay

behind the many names that man had given"171

We have to bear i n mind tha t the s ingular

pecu l iar i t y of Vedic monotheisti c ideas . and one t hat

sets it apart from Semit ic notions of it, is tha t it i s
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struck in a pantheistic background, from which i t cannot

be ext~icated. There is no school o f later Hindu the ism
f

even. ·;t ha t wi 11 disown ' or deny the immanence of God i n

all na ture. And this is but the genera l pr inc ip l e of the

Inner Essence of Rta, stated from the point o f v iew of-.-

monot he i sm.

" We see thus that monotheism and the ontologica l

pri nc ii:> le of Rta are, in theory, in very close rela t i on-
.,....-

'- -
s h ip , and wi thin a single metaphysical system iL ca n

eas ily be conceived that the two are in fact d ifferent

ways of looking at a single reality, again only against

t he background of the immanentist doctrine. Whe n t he

monothe istic aspec t thus gets levelled down , and the more
'. ~ ... . . . '''. ~

imper s onal pr inc ip le of B1£ i s empha s i zed in its ' as~ct

of ontological creativity, the ism beg ins to pass over i nto

mo ni s m. The fac t that monism tends t o be feat ure less,

t e nds to be impersonal and cold , is f orgotten in the

f lush of discovery and newness, spiritua l as it no doubt

is.

Yhus we see that the scepticism that arises out of a

perception of the manyness of the gods, that is, a d is-

satisfaction with this manyness , tends to get confounded

with a manyness of things undergirded by a s ingleness of

essence. And th is latter dissatisfaction finds i ts true

expression in the emphasis on the One Reali ty, to the

J
J
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relat ive ' neglect of the manifold wor ld o f empi r ica l facts,
i n wnich me n have to op e r ate in t hei r dail y li ves.

We see th is s tr ik ing ent hus iasm f or the "one" in t he

following verse:

"Ther e is one fire only, wherever it is

k i ndled ; one sun shines t hrough the worl d. one....
dawn. lightens all this; t r u ly one has al l

this ' ''1.72

This verse gives the c lear i mpr es sion t ha t the "one"

fire is more important than a ll the different hearths or

altar s where i n the f ire is se pa ra te l y kindl ed : t ha t one
. 0-'''' .. ~.-.....a

s un is more important than the countless ind i v i dua l gar-

dens and forest glades tha t it lights up. The one dawn

is more i~port ant than the individual da i l y daw~s that

actua l ly mean something t o men . The abstrac t i on of the

"one " is made more significant than the really meani ngful

manifestations of it. When t h is happe ns , we see the

process of the transformation of theism into monism.

The relationships that should obtain between the one

god and its many manifestat i ons lose t he ir i mportance,

because it is not the "one sun" or the "one f ire " or the

"o ne dawn " that is really the point of t he rea l iza ti on ,

but rather the one-"ness", that i s , the pure abstraction

J
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, featureless monism.

ness of the Divine Power is emphasized t o the neg lect of

the Vedic hymns s tate t hi s t y pe of extreme monism: they
.. ..........'.

the empirica l manyness. But it is not easy to say that

The process of abstracti on once begun through the

a logical produc t of tha t di stinction in which the one-

sceptical mode of thought. ha s no buil t -i n safeguard

aga ins\ the attri tion of fa ith i n t he conception of a

personal God. And this attrition of faith. because of

the panthe ist ic warp and woof of a l l Ind ian rel ig ion. i s

j ect to the easy pos s i b i li t y of de ve l opi ng into a

which 1S of necess ity featureless. on pa in of endangering,
i t s s~vival as a n abs trac t i on . A panthe i s t ic

monotHeism . such as we have in the Vedas. is always sub-.

on l y po int i n t hat d irect ion. somet imes mil d l y . some times

strongly. On· the whole, however, even the hymns that

show monistic tendencies are rea l ly t oo distant from the

classical developments of the monis t ic Veda nt a doctrines.

Our interest , however, is to d iscover whatever

trends towards monism there might be i n the Vedic 'hymns .

Such trends need to be analyzed, and examined in terms of

underlying factors and ideas, such as would lead to a

clearer assessment of these tre nds. We can show the

importance of this procedure by po int ing to the ex istence

of significant confusions in the understanding of monism
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in rela t ion to monothe ism. For example. Masih says:,
.
i

:"The monist i c tendency set i n t hr ough

henothei sm. but a lso t hrough t he process o f

b l urr ing of t he characters of many gods, e .g . .

Mitra. SGiya, Sav itr . stand for sun and light.

Par janya . I ndra. Maruts , Vayu and Vata are

assoc iated wi th ra in and winds. "1. 7:3

Many wr iters have assessed henotheism as a s tep

towards monothe ism . as simple and logical development.

And we have a lready shown the fluid character of the go

as helping to estab l ish the monothe is t ic doctr ine wi t h i

the f ramewor k of Vedic me taphys ica l premises . And mon ~

. · ~I " .. ... ..-....

i s mos~ certa i n ly not a doctri ne of mere ly the one on ly

God. o f which concept i on Masih h imself i s clearly

aware.1.74 Yet he confuses monotheism with monism becau

of insuff ic ient eval uation of the pantheistic fac t or in

the defin ition of monism .

Masih is correct when he says of the famous Asva

vamlya hymn that: "Na t ur a l l y a reality which can be

ca l led Aani or Yama or Matarisv~n cannot be any one of

them i n part icu lar", 1.7l5 but he certainly is incorrect i :

his assessment when he follows it up with "The reali t y i

such becomes impersonal. "1.76 Now we know that abstrac-

tions tend to be impersonal but they are not impersona l
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because they are abstractions. The term Isvara is an,
abstr4ction. and refers to a formless idea of God. Yet

it i~~very much a personal conception. because of the

relationships that are posited between men and that con-

ception of God.

Following this line of reasoning) that positing

human-type relationships with a conception of deity
.....

establishes that deity somewhere along the personal-

impersonal dimension. we may be able to understand that

even in the important monistic-type hYmns of the Vedas.

there is exhibited a far stronger monotheism than monism.

except perhaps in the Nasadfya hYmn. In this regard

Masih is correct when he says:
. ..-..

"If by imper-sonal is meant the exclusi.on of

personality, then this impersonal reality can-

not be worshipped. But for the Vedic seers the

supreme reality is not wholly impersonal"1.77

The process of arriving at a somewhat monistic con-
.

ception, so far as the trend towards it is concerned,

appears to have culminated in the Nasadfya Sukta. so far

as the Vedic hymns are concerned. There appears to be a

distinct trend away from the traditional concept of the

gods in one sense, in that the gods are sought to be

transcended in the interests of a higher level of unity,
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wh ich, is at the same t ime truly trans ce nde nt of a l l

c r ea t ed t h ings. We get t hi s sense very cl early in both

t he Purusa Sukta and the Nasadlya Sukta. In th is regard.
we may agree with Stephen .when she s ays:

"The i dea of ultimate un i ty was reached a t

last . but not by the exaltation of any god

above t he rest , not in connection with the
1.

Vedi c gods at all' ''17e

And ye t from another point of v iew which accom-

moda t es thi s un i t y in terms of the onto log ica l principl e,

we have t o say that the gods are superseded by inc lusion.

not by r.ej ection . And thisl.yiew ";1ou ld accommoda t.~-!he

l arger holi stic se nse, which i s most ly the opera-: ng

pri nci pl e i n Indian conceptions, though s ubdued a~ t imes.

Therefore . as Max Muller so rightly points out, the

search after a transcendent unity, although i t i s seen to

represent the amplification of the monist ic trend . cannot

be regarded as a completely fresh start. It bu i lds upon

the old, whose externals only are discarded whi le retain-

i ng the kernel, as it were. It is a change of di r ect i on .

but the drive and urge and purpose are the same . 1 7 9 In

this view Max Muller would seem to be giving an excess of

credi t t o t he early ancestors of the Indo-Aryans . as when

he says t~at they persisted " i n the ir search a f ter what

had been present to their minds from the f irst awakening

186



of thelr senses , but what they had never been ab le t o
.

grasp firmly , to comprehend or to name. " 1. 8 0 True as t hi s

surmis~ might appear in relation to the inner cravings

and deeper urges that motivated the Ved ic Aryans from the

ear l ies t times, in relation to t he ac t ua l observed li f e-

s t y les promoted i n the Vedic hymns, and as aga ins t t he

monistically-orientated Upani~ads, there i s great and ob-

vious d ifference. The monistic tende ncy thus seen to be....
or ig inating in the Vedic hymns leads t o a more specu la tive

and medi tative life-style, in which prayer and pra ises t o

t he gods or even to the one on ly God are conspicuous

r ather by their absence than the ir pr es en ce .

The ~?r I i e.r hymns of ~h.E;•. Vedas . are r ep I ete w.i ~~

pr ay er s and praises - a singu lar charac~eri sti c of the

ear l ier phase . In the austere mo not he is t i c transce nde nce

of God seen in the hymn to Varuna, we witness a deeD kin-
o •

ship with God, the feeling of a more human relationship

with Him, a great friendliness, eve n as i n some of t he

Indra hymns. The human experience i s allowed some form

of e~pression within the theist ically-orientated

framework.

In the more monistically-orientated hymns, however ,

the sense of a spiritual kinship with the Divine is not

promo t ed in terms of a persona l i t y sense. The Divi ne ,

a lthough it becomes All, and encompasses a l l things human
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and divine, is nevertheless more of a force than a,
perso~; it is incapable of personal orientations.

The trend towards the impersonal conception of the

Divine is expressed by Ghanananda thus:

"In their search for the ultimate unitary Prin-

ciple, the rsis conceived an infinite and
or----..

absolute Power as the primary cause of all

creation, which could be neither masculine nor

feminine, which was beyond all names and forms,

and which was described c: 'Tad Ekam' (That

One ).1e1

. ,-.
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stand a t t he tail-end of the development of the Ved i c

ideas in t he form of propositions and formu lae that

before us in refreshingly new language and ideas . In no

CHARACTER OF THE UPANISADS•4.1

.•
Fhapter 4 .0 UPANI9ADS: GENERAL FEATURES

~t t he outset it may be noted that t he Upan i ~ ads

generally. that these texts place before us those ancient

literature. In the popular mind the Upani~ads represent

sciousness specifically. and philosophica l consc i ousness

the thought and culture of the most ancient Veda . p l a ced
~

smal l measure is it the pride of the Hindu relig i ous con-

appea l t~ the rat ional s~~~~ of man .

It may argued that. in the process of t he growt h of

a tradition. it is a natural expectation that ear l ier

expressions should be more mythological and na i ve . while

the later ones should be orientated towards a somewhat

philosophical appraisal of the old. At any ra te. the

later should be expected to show some advance over the

earlier forms. Yet. insofar as the Hindu religious

tradition is concerned. we have to hold before our mind 's

eye the strength of the tradition that what we see being

revealed i n the Upani~ads is the thought of the more

anc ient Vedas in a new medium. Speaking of t he compos i t e

character of Hinduism. as being made up of Vedic e lements
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on the one hand, and several important non-Vedic elements

-on th~ other, Sen observes, af ter marking out the prin-

ciple ~f ahims[ (non-violence and non-hatred) as being

non -Vedic ' in character:

"The r e are other non-Vedic notions to be found

in Hinduism today, such as the worship of

"Sakti, the Vai~~ava approach through devotion
.....
or bhakti, and ideas of asceticism , renuncia-

tion and continence, but the Hindu nevertheless

persists in thinking of his religion as being

according to the Vedas and in looking upon the

Vedas as the embodiment e f revealed litera-

~ .

ture. "l. . ,-. . .-..

This opinion startlingly revea ls what goes f or

revelation in the Indian trad i t ion. It at least cautions

the objective-minded researcher to be on guard against

suggestions that are constantly supplied by the tradi-

tion, but which the scholar may not adopt in the

premises. In the present undertaking especially, the

utmost diligence needs to be exercised, for it is the

central objective of this research to examine just those

texts of the Indian tradition which are strongly affirmed

to be continuous with each other.

In their simple assertions and somewhat archaic
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expressions , the Upan i~ads indeed s tand at the head o f a

flong a nd hoary t r adition of philosophi cal deve l opme nt , as
i

it occurred on Ind ian so i l. No s cho lar would de ny thi s.

At the same time it i s more remarkab le that t he s ame se t

of texts , the Upani~ads, also s tand , together with the

earlier Vedas , at t he head of an equal ly long and hoar y

tradit ion of the deve lopment of specif ica l ly rel i g ious

thought and practice. as attested by Nakamura when he

says:
....

"Wha t i s espec ia l ly worthy of at tent i on is t he t "

the Hindu re l i g ious sects , t he common fai t h of

the Ind ian popu lace, looked to Vedanta

philosophy for the theore t i cal founda tions fo r
'- ... .

thei r theology.
. *-'., .
The influen ce of Veda nt a i : '

prominent in the sacred liter a t ur es of Hin-

duism, such as the various Pura~as, Samhitas .

Agamas and Tantras "2

That the Upani~ads , as the fountain-head of t he

Vedanta philosophy , have been utilised to serve s peci

fically religious and theologica l purposes , there can be

no manner of doubt. That we need to examine these texts

in order to ascerta in their character as rel igion and

theology , as opposed to ph i losophy, shou ld appear neces

sary in the face of some of the more formal characteris-

tics of these texts. and the mil ieu of debate and dialec-
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tics i n which they appear to have arisen. and which are,
also ~ characteris tic part of t hem. For example. we read

i n th~ opening l ines o f t he Kena :

"Who impel s the mind to a l ight on l t s object?

En j oined by whom does t he chief pra~a proceed

t o f unction? At whose behest do men utter-

speech ? What i nt e l l i ge nce indeed. directs the

1.eyes and ears? "3

". '"or again . we read i n the Svetasvatara :

"Wha t i s the cause? Is i t Brahman?

Whence are we born?

Why do we 1i ve?

Where i s our f inal rest ?

Under whose orders are we. who know Brahman.

sub jected t o the law of happiness and misery? "4

The Upani~ads are indeed characterised by a spiri t

of deep enquiry. In this they are certainly continuous

with some of the hYmns of the Vedas. which are regarded

as late hYmns . And we may be justified in seeing in th is

a type of theological continuity with the more ancient

tradit ion .

· Ye t . we may not be unjustified in considering that
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the Uganisads may be the products of a richer milieu of

t he p6lemical tradit ion. and ,i n some ways their propos i

tions ~m ~ ght be more tentative than dogmat i c theol ogy can

be. a s being more phi losophi~ally speculative. We may

again refer t o t he words of Nakamura. with regar d t o the

clima t e of thought that covered the period of the r ise o f

the Upa ni !?ads :

"The phi l osophers of Lnd ia engaged in heated

controvers ies from the respective standpo i nts

of material ism and spiritualism . . idealism and

realism. rationalism and nomina lism. hedonism

and ascet icism . conservatism and liberal ism.

theori es -o f se lf and o n.. non- s .e l f. c la ims fcr __.

logi c and f or intuit ion. The history o f Indian

ph i losophy is the uninterrupted and continu i ng

narrative of such opposing and contradictory

systems of thought' ''!5

Some scholars are of the opinion that the Upani ~ads

thems~lves uphold doctrines as contradictory as realism

and idealism (Frauwallner, 72-74). Radhakrishnan a lso

concedes the logic of deriving a realist doctri ne f rom

s ome parts of the Upani~ads, while other parts prese nt

i deali s t propositions. 6

However that may be, the general Indian trad i t i on
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holds fast to t he vi ew t ha t while "co ncent r a t ed purs u i t

of trLth is t he ha llmark of the de ve l opment of
~

ph i l o~ophi cal concepts which one f inds i n the UDani~adi c

l i terature".? i n the opinion of one wri ter. the same

wr iter also holds that:

t r ut h are the two principle charac terist ics of

~he entire discussion in all the principle.-
'.

" l oya l t y to i r ad i t i on and de votion t o

Upani~ads. "e

What l oyal t y remains is open t o question if t~uth i s

pe rce ived t o be different from anc ient t r ad iti on .

Surpr isingly. the same writer also dec lares the pe~cep-.....~.. ..~

ti on of a genui ne d ivergence be twee n the a nc ie nt ~~adi-

ti on and the t ea ch i ngs of Upani~ads when he says:

" I n the Upa ni 9ads we do not hear o f any per-

sonified God but only a deep abstract princ iple ,

called Atman. Brahman and Paramatman. If on ly

one considers the fact of this departure from

'the Vedas, one realizes that original as wel l

as intensive spirit of enquiry has gone i nto

the debate and dialogue which led to the

formulation of this concept and even in reaard

to it the Upani~ads are not fanat i cal or dog-

matic. " 9

J
J
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INTENSIVE SPIRIT OF ENQUIRY,
~e shall be concerned shortly to take up the ques-

tion '6f the idea of the "personified God" as opposed to

that of a "deep abstract principle" with reference to the

text ' a nd content of the Upani~ads. In this general

prefatory survey we cannot too strongly emphasize the

" i nt e ns i ve spirit of enquiry" as a major and relevant

characteristic of the Upani~ads. In these ancient texts

we me~t with an obvious and clear earnestness in the

approach to truth, however the truth may be formulated

and whatever the specific validity of such formulation.

The Upani~ads stand for the worship of truth and the

notion of truth as revealed by its greatest sages. This
'- . . '''~

i s undoubtedly one of their mos~ outstanding and most

general characteristics. Perhaps in no ot her literature

in the world can we witness such deep reverence for bare

truth, with anything like the consistency and constancy

that the Upani~ads reveal to us. When the dialogues open

it is difficult to resist the descent of a serene calm

upon the consciousness, heralding the contemplation of

ideas profoundly spiritual. Even if we may not agree

with the conclusions from our specifically philosophical

or religious standpoint, yet we cannot help being

affected by the purity of resolve and earnestness of

spirit brought to bear on the great questions of life.

To many in the East, and not a few in the West, the

J
J
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Upanisads give us revelation in the profoundest sense of
•·the t~rm. Such a view is based on the validity of per-

·sona1 ~or mystic experience as revealing the spiritual

truths that lie hidden in our souls.

The deep and profound reverence for truth, accom

panied by a sincere spirit of enquiry, meets us with dis-

arming frankness in the following excerpt from the Chan-....
dogya. Already we may note that the setting of a father

desirous of instructing his son indicates a relationship

of warmth, friendliness and paternal concern, and places

Qigh premium on the revelation to follow:

""0 ~veta~etu. 1ive t he 1• •1 i fe of a brahmacari n .
.. ...---..

Dear boy, there never is anyone in our family

who does not study, and i s only nominally a

brahmin. ":10

Upon the son 's humble request for further c1arifica-

tion, the father cites several illustrations ending with

the great saying "tattvamasi" (That thou art), as in:

"Bring a fruit from this banyan tree."

"Here it is, revered sir."

"Break it."

"It is broken, revered sir."

"What do you see in this?"
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"These seeds, small like particles, revered

~ir. "
f

',"Br eak one of them, my chi ld. "

" I t is broken. revered sir."

"Wha t do you see in it? "

"Not h i ng , revered sir."

"Dear boy. t his subtle essence which you do not

perceive, growi ng from this subtle essence the

~arge Banyan tree thus stands. Have faith .

dear boy . "

And the father aives the spiritual teaching:

"Tha t Eeing which is the subtle essence, eve n
. . · -1'.. ~ I ... --......

tha t a l l t a i s world has for i t s .S~ i t, Tha t :: -;-;'e

true. Tnat i s the Atman. Tnat thou art, 0

""Sve taketu. "

Yet the son seeks further clarification:

"Revered sir, please explain it further to me . "

' ''50 be it, dear boy," said the father.1.1.

And so it goes on, in the full sense of the gno:tic

tradition, apparently seeking to know through t he under 

standing that wh ich clearly lies beyond the ordi na~y

understan~ing.
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•~I n a similar manner , each of six br ahmaca rin d is -

c ipl~s approach their teacher, and sever a l ly ask him

quest ions re lating to spir itual matter s. as re lated i n

t he Prasna. 1 2 The idiom used i n thes e di s cou r s es a nd the

phraseology employed are clearly far removed from modern-

day practices. Yet we cannot miss the feel ing that

neither teacher nor taught feel a nyth i ng amiss. They
~

r~ceive the great issues of human des t iny and Ul t i ma t e

Reality and accord to them the high seriousness and dig-

nity that befits such topics . Their reverence and

earnestness of spirit are unmistakab le . ~s sensitive and

d iscriminating readers, we feel the s i~uation as a cha l -

l e nge to our rational dignity, and se feel compelled t o
. - I ""

make the attempt to understand the

part icipants understood them.

~ s sue s as the ori gina l

In the high tradition of ob jec~ ive scho larship , t h is

process of a semi-empathetic reading of the texts can

conceivably lead to a deeper part ic i pation in the

spiritual adventure that the Upani~ads so earnestly

portray; but at least the object ive study of the texts,

whose subject matter is not trite or insignificant ,

should confer on us the merits of an intellectual adven-

t ure.

The subjective and objective experiences of man
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present a picture of cont r ast . They are two mighty,
world~ whi ch t hink ing minds i n all the great cultur es of

the wor ld have striven to put together . To t ry to under

stand t he one in t e rms o f the othe r . or both in t e rms of

a h igher pr inciple . i s one o f "t he joy s enc ountered by

anyone who undertakes a ser ious study o f the Upani ~ads .

Sq9 ~3)

Dasgupta underlines the~ e nthus i asm and the ir pos i t ive

approach to spiritua l know ledge in the following words:
..
11'

"Eve n the most casual reader cannot but be

struck with the earnes t nes s and enthusiasm of

t he sages. They r un from place t o place i n

great eagerness i n search of a t ea cher com-

petent to i nstruc t them about the nature of
.- ... ..-..&

Brahman. " 1. 3

Whether the seers o f thes e t exts i nheri t ed the

intellectual habi t of mind from the earlier lore. or

developed it spontaneously , it is one of the aspects 'o f

their genius that t hey ra ised i t to heights of pas s i on .

In this regard, it is easy to agree with Radhakrishnan

that

liThe pleasure of unders tanding is one of the

purest ava i l ab le t o man . and the passion of the

Indian mind for it burns in the bright flame of

the mind. " 1. 4
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l at ed i nto the ethics of self-realization,

terms of i t s relevance for modern man:

today. " 1. 6

Edmund

ferent cultures and religions are merely different ways

of satisfying t he spiritual needs of man. We need not

world ove~, Radhakrishnan among them, hold that the d if-

tal questions of life do not change . Many thinkers the

So long as human nature is what it is, the fundamen-

wh i c~ was neve~ more urgent t han it i s

need whic~ has been felt in diverse ages and
".. ... -j~ .. ..~

providec a nd still provides f or a spiritual

"The metaphysics of the Upani~ads, when trans-

Holmes says o f the spiritual message of the Upani~ads, in

relevance and mea ni ng for the modern age. 1 0

arrests our attenti on even today. Many thinkers of the

orient as wel l as the occident have recognized their

stil l t he seriousness of the contents of their thoughts

.
debates and di a l ogues that we have as the Upani~ads.

Though a span of some thirty centuries separates our
f

t ime ~rom t he age when the ancient seers conducted t he

assume that al l cultures perceive even the problem of

metaphysics in the same way. The assumptions that are

made and t he d iffer ing models of eth ica l pract ices cer-

tainly point to the operation of factors over and above

the purel y spir itual needs of man.
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1
.However . it will be conceded that . br oad ly s peak i ng.

,
ther~ are ma ny common e lements i n the human s i t ua t i on the

world over . Human nature. or the psychologica l make - up

-of man. be ing a universal factor. itself creates the

neces s ar y conditions for thinking men to be abl e to

apprec iate sp iritual values across- different cu l t ure s .

even as it affords us the poss ibility of compar ing h is-
~

~

tor ical per i ods within the. same culture . or di ff er ent

s ource-mater ia ls within that culture.

We have to say that metaphysical assumpt ions must .

e n j oy pr iori ty over other considerations . They are what

fo rm the bas is o f a true ph ilosophica l d iscuss i on . They
I~ .. ~~

furni s h our t ho ugh t s with perspect ive and enab l e us to

exercise f orms o f i nt ell ec t ua l discriminat i on concer n i ng

d i fferent systems of thoug~t. Our conception of

sp ir itual reality. in the sense and to the extent that we

are able to frame it as a proposition . is always a

me taphys ical assumption from the philosophica l point of

view. Belief or non-belief in such propositi on is

irrelevant in a philosophical discussion.

This i s already to say that a conception o f

sp ir itua l rea lity, if i t i s cast in the f orm o f a s i g

ni f i ca nt sentence . is intellectually meaningful . The

Upani ~ ads present us with a conception of sp iri tua l

2~
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indicates:

peculiar frame of reference , which makes it meta-

physically sound. It therefore cannot be an "empty

.. ..~
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. this empty intellectual concepti on ,

there is little that is sp iritual i n a l l"

the Ind ian mind is capab le of' ''1.7

this

'.

ideas. Yet we. cannot help seeing that such cr it ic ism i s

We cannot disallow that a cri t ic may have h : 2 own

void of spiritualjty, is the h ighest form t ha t

intellectual conception." Gough has obviously not taken

adequate account of the premises underlying the

Upani¥adic conception of spiritual reality. As Holmes

in fact prejudiced and unphilosophical, for it fa ils i n

turn to allow that Upani~adic thought has its own

"In Gough 's Philosophy of the Uoanisads we have
•

be lief regarding the spiritual value of the Upani ~ adi c

Upani!?ads ":

opposite opinion in his book "Ph i l os ophy of the

,
hearts. Edward Gough. however, records a severe l y

appeal not only to their intellects. but also t o thei r

us of a spiritual reality that many have found makes an

reality that appears to be many-sided. and tha t i s not,
lack ing in t he metaphysical just i f i ab i l i t y . With in a

related philosophical framework. the Upani~ads speak to



a contemptuously hostile cr itic ism o f the ideas,
~hich dominate that philosophy . based on
.
:obs t i na t e misunderstand ing of the I nd i a n poi nt

of view - misunderstanding so comp l e t e that an

author makes nonsense of what he criticizes

before he has begun to s t udy it ' " 1. 8

Such an a t titude is hardly re levant to a

' ~h i l os o ph i c a l appraisal of the conte nts of any text, for

i t fails to see t he proposit i ons wi t h in the premises and

assumptions of that text. Gough' s as s es sme nt appears t o

be more ~the result of prejudice than the applicat ion of

phil osophica l standards. We may the~efore go a l ong wi t h

Tacrore 's stricture that- ... .... .. .. ..............

the l ack of sympat hy anc ~espect d is-

played in it for some of the most sacred words

that have ever issued from the human mind. is

amazing' ''1.9

For several reasons it is not easy to make a fair

assessment of Upani~adic thought. Not the least of

problems facing the critic is t he wi de influence of

standard approaches such as that of Saffikara and Ramanuja .
...-

As Gough himself reveals, Samkara is (accor d i ng to him )

the greatest expositor of the doct~i nes of the Upani~ads.

and the bulk of his own assessment i s based on the writ -

J
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,
ings a nd exposi t ions ascr ibed to SaIDkara. 20 He there f or e

•says it ha t "we must pronounce the Brahman o f the Upani~ads

to b~ uncons cious . fo r consciousness begins where t he

duali ty begins" . 21 Fo l l owi ng the commentary i n a di rect

and f ormal manner. he s ays that " t he procession of aeons

i s o ft en like ned t o a success ion of dreams . The world is

of te n said t o be the mind-projected figment of mi gra t i ng

s ou ls ".22

Gough indeed quo tes many passages from the

Upani~ads. especially those conveying the idea of oneness

be tween Brahman and Atman . yet he places up on a l l t hi s
.,."

the peculiar interpretation of Saffikara alone. and

proceeds t o crit ic ize 't he not ions. He says f urther tha t

" t he sou l is never anything than the one and on ly Se i f :

a nd a ll that it i s. and sees and does . and suffers . is

never anyth ing e lse t han a f igment o f the wor l d- f i ct i on .
", . .. - ' I ~~

Samkaracarya proceeds to enforce this teaching by .•..

And so on he proceeds. establishing on these

grounds that "uni t y a l one is real. and that p l ura l ity i s

a figment of fictitious vision or illusion".24

It is certainly i mper a t i ve for us to cons ider care-
",

f u l l y t he re lat ive mer its of SaIDkara 's interpre ta t ion of

the Upani ~ ads as against other interpretations . and

t hereby to under s t and more fUl ly theist ic e lements in

these texts . For this Gough's assessment is va luable.
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words of Arthur Schopenhauer:

·Ot her occidental opinions. also supported by deep

li The Oupnekhat (Upanisad) breathes throughout

. Everj . inethe sacred spirit of the Vedas

,

s ch ol arship . have been more charitab le. We may quot e t he

though derogatory .

•·•

.'
1 s full o f sure, definite, and ha r moni zing

influence throughout. Out of every page co n-

f ront us deep, original, elevat ing, e levated

thoughts, while a higher and highly sacred

earnestness vibrates through thp. whole .. It

i s the most elevating and the most rewarding

---book wh ich there can possibly be i n t h is HC~ : C.

It has become the solace of my li f e and wi i l be

t he s o lace of my death' ''2~

This is high praise indeed. It may be po inted out

that Schopenhauer made a diligent study of fifty of the

Upani~ads that had been translated into Lat in by Anguetil

Dupeton from the Persian translations made by Dar a Shikoh

i n the seventeenth century in India. 2 6 Dara Sh i koh was

s ubsequently executed by his brother Aurangzeb who had

usurped the Moghal throne, for his impious promu lgation

of inf ide l ideas. 27 Schopenhauer 's d irect acqua i ntance

with the texts (t hough not in the original Sanskri t ) and
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/ .
without the deflec t ing inf l ue nce of Samkara 's comme n-

t ari ed i s both interesting and instructive . He does not
f

see in these texts t he pess i mism and wor ld-den i a l that a

Saffikarit e s lant t e nds to f os t er. Although it ca nnot be
.,

de n i ed that SaIDkara remains to th i s day the most widely

i nf l ue nt i a l commentator so far as the Upan i ~ ads are co n-

cerned. it is necessary to l ook beyond him for the true

and 'f u l l meaning of these texts .

.'..
, .

Yet not all those even . who have followed a Sam-

karite interpretation. have a l lowed t hemselves to be

l ul l ed into the belief that the Upan i ~ads there f ore have

no essential permanent value fo r us . Pau l Deusse n . fo r

example . is quite outstanding f or i gnor i ng the pessimi~-

._ .... ~ . . - .,
tic suggest ions i n the theory of mavavada. whi ch ne-h im-

se lf espouses. and emphasiz ing the mor e pos i t i ve as pe cts

o f the Upanisad ic teachings . He says:.

" I f we strip this thought of t he various f orms .

figurative to the highest degree and not se ldom

extravagant. under which it appears in the

'Vedanta texts . and fix our a t te nt ion upon i t

solely in its philosoph i ca l s i mp l icity as the

identity of God and the soul . t he Brahman and

the Atman. it will be f ound to possess a s i g

nificance reaching far beyond the Upanisads .
•

their time and country; nay. we c laim for it
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an inestimable value for the whole race of,
inankind'''28

And further. about the value of the notion of the

individual consciousness as the centre of the identity

between the subjective and the objective worlds. he says:

"It was here that for the first time the....
original thinkers of the Upani~ads found it

when they recognised our Atman. our inmost

individual being. as the Brahman. the inmost

being of universal nature and of all her

phenomena. "29

.. ...........
The above gene~al survey of the character of the

Upanisads already reveals the abstruseness of the subject. .
matter. as well as the resulting plurality of views and

interpretations. It is also clear that the type of dis-

cussions that forms the subject matter of the Upani 9ads.

that is, the abstract notions of Brahman and Atman.

easily leads our thinking into non-theistic avenues.

Yet. it is remarkable that the absolutist as well as

the several theistic schools of thought in Indian culture

find much of their inspiration in these ancient texts.

In the sections that follow. we shall endeavour to trace

the specifically theistic lines of thought in the
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metaphysical speculations of the Upani~ads; as agai nst

•oppos-i nq tendenc ies o f thought.
~

4 .2 RELATION TO THE VEDAS

As we had noted earlier, the Vedas pr-oper are r ecog-

nized as t he earl iest verse portions of the Vedi c co rpus .

The s e~are known also as t he mantr a portions, and collec

t i ons of them came to be known also as samhita.

The ge neral Vedic t r adi ti on as i t developed l at e ~ .

however. comprised not only of t he hymns and sacr if i c i a l

texts . which are the Mantras or Samhitas. but also the
.. ...--....

text ~ o f theologica l e l uc idat i on . wh ich are known as

Br ahmaryas . a nd which inc luded under thi s genera l t erm

thos e texts known as aranyakas (for est books ) a nd

Upani ?ads (s pe c i a l i s ed teachings or secret instruc-

tions . 3 0

The four Vedas, then. being the Rg, Sama , Yaj ur and
•

Atharva Vedas , are each constituted with its own 'Brah-

maQa. Ara~yaka and Upani~ad sect ions though not in equa l

d ivisions . As. from ancient times, the Vedas were

promulga t ed i n different Vedic schools or sakhas . which

in course of time deviated much from each other, espe

ci al ly and understandably in connect ion with ' later
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,
material. and therefore a good deal of diversity of,
appro~ch is discernible in the Upani~ads. which are

gener~lly the latest 'add i t i ons to the older Vedic

material.

Since each Vedic school developed relatively inde -

pendently of other such schools. it also developed its

own distinctive texts of rituals. generally understood
.....

under the title Brahma~a but more specifically known as

vidhi (directives regarding rituals) and arthavada

(e xege t i ca l explanations) .31

It is interesting to compute the possible n~~er of

Upan i ~ ads on the basiS of at least one per ~~kha. Trad i-
"- I" .. ...--...

tion holds that there had been 21 schools of the RcrVeda ..-
1000 of the S~maveda. 109 of the Yajurveda and 50 of the

Atharvaveda. "32 This would give us a minimum number of

1180 Upani~ads! The Muktikopani~ad. however. gives the

traditional number of them as 108. most of which . though

identified. are of recent origin. 33

Some accounts give the extant Upani~ads as being 20 0

in number. and this is also possible. considering that in

the Indian tradition. any high-souled teaching composed

in an acceptable form could pass for an Upani~ad and suc~

"cont i nued to be written even so late as the spread of

the "Mahomedan influence in India". 34

J
J
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There being a good dea l of repet i t i ve mater ia l in,
all tAe recent texts that pass themsel ves unde~ t he name

of Up~ni~~d, 3 ~ and which are t herefore cl ea rly s purious,

on ly ten of them are considered the cl assi ca l Upan i ~ ads ,

, / .
such as have been directly commented upon by Samkar a .

Thes e are Brhadaranyaka , Chandogy a , Ai tareya , Taitt l r Tya,. .
rsa, Kena, Katha ; Prasna, MUQ~aka and MaQqukya. 36

.... ,/ .
Fol.lowing SaIDkara , the commentators of opposi ng

schools. as well as of his own school , have cont inued to

comment on these texts. It is necessary t o add to this

list the Upani~ads known as Kau~ltaka. MaitrI a nd Svetas-

va t a r a, not on ly-because t hese have bee n re fe~red to by

the c lassica l Indian c ommentators , a nd s o "vitallv af -. .. --~. ,... ., ............
f ected the cours~ of the development o f Indian ph i losophy

a nd e t h ics ",37 but also because they have been cQns idered

important enough by modern cr itics such as Max Mu l ler,

Deussen, Hume and Radhakrishnan. 3e The ideas presented

in them may safely be considered the representat i ve ideas

of the whole Upani~ad trad i t i on.

}
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5.1 RELATION TO THE VEDAS

revealed that these scriptures have exerc ised t he minds

Our br ief ge ne r a l survey of the Upani ~ads and t hei r

UPANISADS: CREATION
».

i

<Jhapter 5 .0

of men in diverse ways.1 While some have s hown a pas-....

a pp r oa ch to mat ters concerning man , God a nd the wor l d has

s ionate regard for them. others have had negative views

wi t h equal pass ion.

De s pi t e th is diff iculty i n arr i v i ng a t a consensus ,

it may be s tated qu ite simp ly tha t . fo r the Indi an

tradi~ionalist , t h e ~pani~~g? are .undoubt edl y t~e_~own

a nd glory of a l l Ind i a' s re l i g i o-ph i l osoph i ca l litera-

tur e. 2 Further, and signif icant l y fr~m the s tand po int of

our e nquiries. this literature is regarded as the symbo l

and j us t i f i c a t i on of all the schools of Hindu rel ig ion
,

and philosophy . A modern translator of the Upani~ads ex-

presses this faith in the fo llowing words :

" I f I may say so without exaggerat ion , there is

no piece of literature in the who le of I ndian

ph ilosophy , except the Bhagavad Glta, wh ich i s

so truly relig ious as t he Upani ~ads . a nd

dema nds from young India an i ntel. ectual jus -

t i f i ca t i on of her faith in t he light of moder n
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thought. ":3

,.
•".Much of traditional Indian scholarship has held out
. \ "

for a strong continuity between the older Veda and the

thoughts of the Upani~ads. Discrepancies between the two

have been take~ t o be occurr ing in restricted areas and

of minor significance. while the general trend remained

true to a common direction.

According to this pattern of interpretation. in the

Prajapati hymn of creation of the ~gVeda.4 the Vedic seer

recognizes in the act of divine creation a unification of

God 's being with the various materials of the created

universe. The Lord is said not only to exercise his

divine powers' to fashion "t lle material aspects of ~t!

world. but his Lordship cons ists also in his entering

into and animating all things.~

The Nasadlya hymn
J

6 which is the most famous crea-

tion hymn, is also generally regarded as conforming to

Upani~adic ideas of creation. It is held that "this hymn

is the forerunner of the monism of the Upan i s adsi ? Since

the hymns clearly reflect the one, self-existent primor

dial entity besides which nothing at all existed. it is

easily seen to be consistent with the line of development
-

that leads to the Brahman-Atman equation of the

Upanisads. the non-dual essence. e.
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It cannot be denied that this creation-hymn. perhaps

more ~han any other hymn of the Vedas , s trikes us as.
i

bein~ remarkab le fo r its frank and deep prob ing i nt o the
.

mystery of creation. The conception of tadekam (Tha t

One ), for which the hymn is j us t ly famous, h~s a ll the

indications o f conf orm ing to the Upani~adic idea of the

Absolute. There i s also the clear indication of

hesitancy and genuine metaphysical doubt on the part of

the ~dic seer concerning the agency of creation , since

the gods are recognized as being " l a t e r than -creation",

that is, as being themselves created beings. - Chen-

nakesavan observes that the seer is aware that the

gods of those t imes were in fact the creations of t ne

poets' own minds. 9 And, although she states that the

hymn "r e r l ec t s enquiries abb'lt object ive nature "i ~en ob-

j e ctive fas h i c n . ~he inability of the Vedi c Ind ian t o

penetrate the mystery and his consequent bewilderment is

what leads "smoothly into the speculative thinking of the

Upani!?ads ".1.0

When we cons ider that the doubts and uncertainties

expressed in the hymn imply an objective frame of

reference, we are constrained to admit that the seer

appears to have in mind a somewhat materialistic idea of

the evolution o f things, since the hymn ends with the

words:
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"From whence this creation came into being,
f
whether it was created or not - he who is in

the highest heaven as its ruler, he alone

knows; or perhaps even he does not know"3.3.

Our study of the Upani~ads reveals that these texts

do not countenance a materialistically-~orientated theory

of creation, that is, the objective creation of the
.;..

things of the world. And if this fact is taken to be of

sufficient importance from the philosophical perspective ,

and in spite of the fact that there are important and

distinct monistic suggestions in the general presentation

o f creation ideas in the Nasadfva hymn, -we may apprecia te

Da s gupt a ' s analysis of the Vedic and Upani~adic concep-
. ..- ....

tions of creation. He says :

" I n the Upani~ads, however, the position is

entirely changed, and the centre of interest

there is not in a creator from outside but i n

the self: the natural development of the

monotheistic position of the Vedas could have

grown into some form of developed theism, but

not into the doctrine that the self was the

only reality and that everything else was far

below it. There is no relation here of the

worshipper and the worshipped and no prayers

are offered to it, but the whole quest is of
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the highest truth , and the true s el f of ma n is,
~ iscovered as t he gr eatest r ea l i t Y· "1.2

It i s inte r esting and ins truc t i ve that Dasgupta

should have noticed a genuine dr ift away from a thei stic

i nt er es t , as evi denced i n the Nasadfya hymn. The r e la-

tion between man and God ~ with all the peculiar under-

tones of the Vedic world-view, was seen to be a fe atur e

of th~ earlier hymns, in which man encountered God (or

the gods ) . The spirit of God as stand i ng over aga i ns t

man was the basic fabric upon which man and the cosmos

operated.

By "the pe culiar undertones of the Vedi c wor ld-v i ew"
'. -. .....-...

we mean t o refer to the pantheistic sense of the Divine

Power, be i t Eta or anyone or more of t he gods, working

in and through th~ elements of the ob ject ive wor l d . Yet

t h is feature was not a llowed to overtake a nd domina te ~he

mind and heart of man. Man essentia l ly retained hi s r o le

as the worsh ipper before God who was the worsh i pped.

This de licate balance that is s o impor t ant for s us-

taining the sense of true religion, i s already. i t
~')

appears, beg inn ing to be disturbed in t he creat ion o f the
-\

hymns of the tenth book of the FgVeda , and especially in

the Nasad lya hymn. It cannot be too s trongly emphasized ,

as we saw earlier. that the mystic sense of the oneness

}
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of all things is present. thought hazily. in the earlier,
hymnsf but it is seldom allowed to obtrude into and dis-

turb "t he ethical relations between man and the Divine

Power, however conceived.

It is true ; as Dasgupta says, that henceforth. and

thus more or 'l e s s throughout the later UpenLsads . "the

whole quest is of the highest truth, and the self of man
J>..

is discovered as the greatest reality. " The attempts in

several sections of the Upani~ads to grapple with the

problems of creation and the universe, are informed by a

deep sense of subjectivity; they invariably utilise the

notion of inwardness to the extent of linking the deepest

aspects of man 's being with that of God in the creative
.. .....~

process . To the extent that the see~s a~e conscious of

such an involvement of man himself in t he stupendous work

of cr~ation. to that extent do the Upani~adic specula-

tions put the emphasis on thought as the prime require-

ment for unravelling the mystery of creat ion.

Indeed, within this general ethos of inwardness. a

"bewi ldering number of conjectures were hazarded "as to

the solution of the problem of the universe",13 and which

is again a reflection and an index of the general Indian,

and specifically Upani~adic characteristic of freedom of

thought in matters philosophical and religious.

}
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What is of importance, and which deserves to be,
notic4d in connection with the Upani~adsi is that those

texti~emphasize the general pantheistic tone of the

earlier Veda in one direction and to the extent of link-

ing man himself in the creative activity of God, so that

a clear monistic tendency comes to the foreground. Mac-

rricol says in this regard:

J>..
"Practically all the religious thought of

India, we must remember, is pantheistic in the

sense that the immanence of God in the universe

became early for it an axiom. The whole drift

of its reflection is in this direction and con-

tinually it overflows, as it were, into pan-
.. ......-....

theist.ic monism'''1.4

5.2 DIVERSITY OF THEORIES

The fundamental proposition of such pantheistic

monism is that the stuff of the world is the product of

the being of God. so that we may be justified in assert-

ing that God dwells in all things. As a centre of con-

sciousness, man himself is pre-eminently the repre-

sentative of God the creator. who thus creates the world

of objects for Himself as the soul of man. With regard

to the general position of the Upanisads on the question
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of creation. Dasgupta says:,.
f

.
" Ther-e i s t he atman not in man alone but i n a l l

ob j ec t s of the universe . t he sun. the moon. the

world. and Brahman is this atman. There is

noth ing ou t side the atman , and therefore t here

is no plurality at all . The essence in man

and the essence of the universe are one a nd the....
same. and it is Brahman'''l.!5

The i dea o f there being "no plurality at a l l " cannot

be taken in an absolute sense, and indeed Dasgupta does

not do so. It onl y means that essentially. a l l tha t ex-

i sts maYo_be looked upon as a unity s ince every~h i ng is
... . . - ,"- ~ - ...--...

product of Brahma n whose presence in al l things : s

f undame nta l fac ~ of existence . Al though the seers of the

Upani~ads do ne t deny the multiplicity of the nat~ral

world, and although , "when the empirical aspect of diver-

sity attracts their notice. they affirm it ".16 t he

general tenor of their thoughts is on intellectua l izi ng

the relationship between the Supreme Reality and the

human soul. And. given the premises and predilections of

Indian thought, this flows naturally in the direction of

emphasizing the unity.

Therefore . in explication of the true Upani~adic

viewpoint, we can agree with Dasgupta that
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" . the universe has come out of Brahman.,
pas its essence in Brahman. and will also

return back to it. But despite i ts essence as

Brahman its character as represen~ed to

experience cannot be denied. "1.7

One of the earliest creation accounts is available

in the Aitareya, and in it we can easily discern the

unity~of the Creator and the created (bot h man and

things) :

"In the beginning verily. all this was Atman

alone. There was nothing else existing as a

rival. He thought: Let me create the worlds .... - _-..
Tnus he created these worlds ... He thought:

These indeed are the worlds. Let me now create

the guardians of these worlds. Ee t he n raised

the Puru~a from the waters and fashioned .

him . He thought: How can th is remain

without me? By which way shall I enter?

Having split open the suture of the skull, He

entered by that door . Thus born He named

all things, and thought if he could name any-

thing beside Himself. He perceived this very

Being, Brahman, over-spreading a ll . . " 1.6

This remarkable passage, whose archaic expressions
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plainly reveal its antiquity, is nevertheless strongly,
sugge~tive not only of panthe ism, which is its obvious

impor~ in relation to creati on, but also a type of

monism. If we assume the characteristically Indian

theological notion of "ex nihilo nihil fit ", then the

rendering of the passage consistent with a general ad-

vaita conceptions becomes unavoidable.

J>

~e opening words: Atma va idameka evaara asin-

nanyatkincana recall to us the tremendously suggestive

opening lines of the Nasadfya. They have often been

taken to establish the absolute existence of the Atman as

of the universe. 19

existence, that is, as the material and efficient cause

against phenomenal forms. To be consistent with the

J
J .

.. .....-....
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brahma tatamamaoasvadidamadarsam does not quite rule out

presumed. The last-quoted text, sa etameva purusam

and in this case the prior existence of primitive

material, akin to the saIDkhyan pradhana. must be '

its full meaning of the Atman-Brahman principle of all

It is quite possible to regard creation in the sense

of bhutasrsti, in the fashion of dualist philosophers. 2 0
•

this possibility. since tatamam (all-pervading or over

spreading) may be construed to require real objects which

can ' be so pervaded.

sense of the passage as a whole. we have to take Atman in



sion. "21

sys~em i s expec ted to i nclude . Furt her . t he

consider t he words of Raju when he says that

J
J
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the Upani~ads are not the work of a"

invariably gu ided by one or more of the existing systems.

. Raju further suggests that an interpreter is

leave us i n endless controversy and confu-

tence or word by grammatical analysis wi ll

vari ous i nterpretations possible of any sen-

• • . • • _. J~ ~ . . ..........

include t he problems which any phi losophical~

gives us a systematic exposition. It is doubt-

s ing le ma n. and no single Upani~ad by- itself

f ul whether even all the Upani~ads put together

can give a system. comprehensive e nough to

While we have t o uti l i s e the existing c lassical systems

as frames of reference which are available. the danger is

that they are a l l too easily taken to be stock answers

that might include material that the texts do not jus-

f irs t glance t o be texts with simple a nd straightforward

precise metaphysical doctrines even in what appears at

meanings. can be f r us t r a t i ng . In this connection_we may

doct~ i nes pr esumed i n the text . The task of seeking

Like the vas t ma jority of Upani~adic passages,

howeJ,er. one has to consider the context, and atmosphere
f

created. in order to divine the precise metaphysical



tha t there has been no creation; the manifes ta-

creation and the world is, in the ~first place.

tify .

.. .. ..-......

( ~.
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absolute rea l ity; ' i t i s only a phenomenon, a
I "

read i ng of Rea litY ' ''22

it may have some pragmatic value,~has no

.
•
P~rtaining to the Aitareya passage quoted above.

"But t he higher view of the Vedas regarding

the Unmanifested. And this evolution, although

t ion of the visible is but an express ion o f the

Such a view as this is st~rtling in its extremism.

inner Rea lity. Creation is nothing but the

evolution of Nama and Rupa, name and form. fr om

pragmat i c value ", and "on ly a phenomenon . " . When a l l i s

tion i s seen clearly in the words "t her e has bee n no

cr ea tion", "nothing but" , "a l t hough it may have s ome

tions, to an inferior level . The extremism of th is posi -

classica l advaita position, t he theory of mayavada .

accepted as the meaning of creation, we cannot be j us-

the i sti c interpretation . It is the express ion of the

and takes a line of head-on collision with any ferm o f

relegating the world, including the world of human rela-

sa id and done, even if a phenomenal reading of Rea l i ty be

Sarvananda says:



cannot be stretched i nt o the service of advai t ic

been t a ci tl y acknowledged.

The Aitareya passage under scrut iny is p la i n l y co n-

Atman

.- .............Once cr ea t ion

Some passages in the Upani~ads are seen to be

upholding what is known as the nisoraoanca or acosmic

5.3 ACOSMIC AND COSMIC PRESENTATIONS

phenomenalism of the classical varie ty as promu lgated by

into .th~. pos iti on that A~m~~ a l one exists.

a l one existed i n the beginn ing, t he seer was net be t~ayed

has oc cu r r ed , whatever i ts source, i t appears t o have

Sarvananda. From the ge~eral presumption tha t

s istent with a general advaitic interpretation . though it

use Radhakrishnan 's emphasis on "God" and "Abs o l ut e". 2:3

un ion wi th God, where God has to be t he very Absol ute, t o

t he development o f values that are f ully real ised i n

.
value of human l ife, from the the i s t i c point of vi ew, i s

tified in saying that the world is "o n ly " a phenomenon,,
or ttriat it has "s ome " pragmatic value, for the essential

view, This view combines in it an account of the wor ld

and the Absolute as a unity, but emphasizes the noti on of

the Absolute as being the more overwhelmingly impor-

tant. 24 We may note that this ac osmic view is just t he
~ . -

view of Samkara 's kevaladvaita spoken of above. The pas-
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its doctrine "o f " ne t i neti " . . "not this. not this".2~ sug-

tingent objects.

c lear.ly say that it is relegated to a l ower level o f

.. ...............

229J
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" I t is neither coarse nor fine. neither short

t i ons . "no di~stinguishing marks whatsoever . " and is "free

from all dif ferentiations. "26 It i s to be noted t ha t

independent. and in that sense. the higher reality.

the truth of contingent reality. Though we cannot

The Brhada~aQyaka apparently promotes this view in

Brahman is further regarded as "s a t yasya satyam" , the
.. ..... .. .- 1"

reality. in any derogatory sense, it is certainly con-

sidered to be the dependent reality. while Brahman is ' the

a lady disciple, Gargl, the truth about Brahman. thus:

In a further passage of the B~hadaraQyaka the sage

yajnavalkya. regarded as "the greatest thinker of the age

and probably the first idealist of the world".2e teaches

Truth of truth. 27 and this must lead us to acknowledge

regarded as that which can have no possib le specifica-

stand in the way of a full appreciation or realization of

the Absolute. In the style of the Mandukya. Brahman is..

gesting a negation of all empirical attributes since they

'.solute. and tend to deny any relation between it and con-

sages which are said to support this view adopt a nega,
tive approach to establish the existence of the Ab-



nor long . ne ither rednes s nor o i liness. ne ither,
ihadow nor dar kness . ne i t her air nor ether . It

~ s not st icky . nor is it s avour or odour. It

is wi thou t eyes and ears . without the ? r ga n of

s peech and mind . non-e f f u l gent. without the

v i tal force and mouth. It i s not a measure.

a nd is devoid of inter i or or exterior. It does

not eat anything. nor does anybody eat It' ''29

The sage here br ings out what many commentators see

as the und ifferentiated. characterless spiritual essence

which i s Brahman. Since "it i s free of all attributes

and i s only One without a =ec ond . 30 it i s the Supreme un-

cond it i oned rea l i t y that ca nnot . by i t s nature . come
. . ,... .. ..............

~ i nt o any relationsh ip wi t h the created un i ve r s e. Suc h a n

ac osmic vi ew cons ider= t hat the r ise of contingent

reality "i s onl y appare nt =i nce there can be no other

than Brahman that is real. "31. In another celebrated pas-

sage the same venerable teacher gives the instruction

that appears to establish t he wor ld as in some sense

illusory:

"Her e there is no divers ity whatever;

he who sees divers ity . as i t were .

goes from death to dea t h. "32

Later commentators i n t he advaitic tradit ion ut ilise
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variable and t her e f or e transient names and forms:

,
. 34upo n words. a nd the clay alone is rea l .

i n s ome sense. wh ile the spiritual real i ty a l one i s r ea l.

~..
"Dear boy. j us t as through a single clod of

Si mi l arly a lso. i n the Chandogya. the teache r Ud-

~,~ough suc~ examp l es t he Abso luteness a nc s ; : ~ :: ~ ~_

c lay a l l that is made of clay would become

tions. and is t he substance of which the forms are made .

known . f or a l l modification is but name based

any basal substance. unless we presume a na i ve ~ea l ism .

We have t o i nfe~ that the changing world-effec~ i s unr eal

the view. that . s ince clay pervades al l its modif i ca-

the forms wil l resolve themselves into their or ig i na l

substance. But contingent reality. the objects of the

upon words. " This form of teaching tends t o re ~eqa :. e a l l

sensible world . are not in that sense bodily re ia~ed to

distinctly less than real. Of course. we may a lso t ak e

changing phenomend. world. man and society. t o a .eve l

e ls e wou ld fa l l into the category o f "me~ e name =: as ec.

rea l i t y o f Br ahman i s sought to be estab l ishe d. ~h : l e a . l

Brahman on the analogy of a permanent ent ity a nd i~s

the term iva (as it were ) to ind icate the uns tab l e and,
illus ory characte r of the phenomena l wor ld. 3 3

;'

dalaka Aruni teaches his son Svetaketu the natu~e ef



.
•

a nd attribute less ; what has ne i t her eyes. nor

mic a nd t he cosmic vi ews with one f o l l owi ng upon t he

. _-.
unor i c i ne t ed

. --I,.

"vfna t i s invis ible. ungraspab le .

other:

Whil e the above quoted passages give us t he acosmi c

Tote problem is tha t . though t he pros e pass ages of

v iews of creation. the Mu~4aka illus tra t es both t he acos-

pr etation upon the passages .....
becomes incumbent upon us to place s ome f orm of inter-

ideas are pr es ented in condensed a nd cryptic f orm. I t

t eache r and disciple. the key terms and real ly i mpor t an t

the Upani~ads represe nt pr otra cted d i =cuss i ons betwee n

itveva satyam.3~,

ears. nor hands nor feet; what i = eterna l . a l l -

pervading . immeasurab ly subt le a nc limitl es s

manifestation - that Imperishab le Being is what

the wise perce ive as the source c: a l l crea-

tion. "36

This represents Brahman as being both immanent in

t he world. and transcendent to it . Al t hough i mmane nt i n

t he world . Brahman is more than the wcr ld ; the world does

not exha ust Brahman though i t i s s ome hcw produ ced out of

i t . At the same time the world is not apart f r om Brahma n
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thou~h Brahman t r ans cends the wor ld . a ? For Brahman alone

gi ve s t he wor l d its reality in every way. As Hi riyanna

says ~.

"The r e is no world apart from Brahman, but it

i s no t theref ore unreal fo r i t has i t s bas is in

Brahman . Brahman aga in i s not nothing. f or it

furn i s hes t he exp lana t i on o f t he world, though....
it is not identi ca l with it or exhausted i n

i t . " a e

And , as far as the Upani 9ads are concerned , we may

say that, while the wor l d is the given datum o f our

exper ience, i t requ~res anl&xp lana t i on ot her tha~-Lts elf

i n k ind, otherwise it wou ld be a regress ion ad infinitum .

Brahman t he r e for e , being the pur e a nd unta i nted s pir i t ua l

real i ty , fulf ills a necessary ro le, that is. as a

philosoph ical requ irement. as t he only valid exp lana-

tion. a 9

The view that accepts that the world actua lly arises

from Brahman and is reabsorbed i nt o i t at the end of

time, came later on to be styled brahma-oarinamavada , the
•

theory of the actua l transformat ion of Brahman, and so

came later on to be sty led brahma-vivartavada , and accom-

The vi ew that holds t o t he ap parent creati on of the world

accommodated the saoraoanca or cosm ic view of creation.

J
J
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for t h. "4 1.

.
i

level of being all things are one. Yet we are free to

(

J
J
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"The Upani~ads are decisive about the principle

Imperishable Being this universe springs

interpret the texts in the cosmic or acosmic dimensions

Simil arly ~he same Upani~ad ut i lizes the ana logy o f

grows on t he body of a man. so also from the

We have se e n the s ources o f the acosmic theory o f

"As the sp ider sends forth and withdr..aws its

web. as herbs sprout on the earth. as_hair

.. ....--....

empirical world stares us in the face. at the deepest

forth the teach ing that although the d iversity of the

tions from na~ure and human exper ience the Upanisads give
•

of mean ing. In th is regard Radhakrishnan says aptly :

analogies. Ey uti l i z i ng varied analogies and illustra-

universe from the being of God. 42 The B~hadararyyaka43

f ire a nds sparks to il lustrate t he r ise of the manifold

'"and the Svetasvatara44 make use of s imilar and k indred

the cosmic co nception of creation:

ing popular passage of the MUQqaka may be cited for i t s

effective i mag ery and forceful analogy . as representing

creation i n s evera l Upan i ~ ad i c passages. and the follow-

modat~d the nisoraoanca or acosmic v iew of creation. 40



a ~ sc a l ega cy which . i n l e s s e r or greater measure . they

give any definite answer' "4!5

philosophy pos itively panthe isti c in character . which i s

.. ....-....I "

Indian thought4~ through the

~...
I t is undeniable that Brabman binds together all

that Brahman is the source of life 'in all tha t

•l.i ve s , the sing 1e thread b i nd i ng the who 1e

~lurality i nto a single un i ty . When the

prob lem o f the coexistence of t he plural i ty a nd

unity i s taken up. the Upani~ads speak in the

l a nguage ot" similes and symbols. but do not

pas s or. to a l l later

the mahavakyas. 48 This teaching is forcefully supported

in the Maitr149 and again in the MUQ4aka.!50

Ehagavad Grta . the Pura~as . and down to modern times.

~li s char ac t er of the teaching~ is epitomized in the

Cha ndogy a as "sarvam khalvidam brahma ". which i s one of

net enly thei r i nheritance from their ~gVedic past. 46 but

are conCerne q . This . of course. makes Upani~adic

empir ica l existence into a unity so far as the Upani~ads

Like the earlier quoted spider analogy, the Tai t

ti r lya gives the same pantheistically-orientated emana-

t ion doctrine of creation with similarly disarming

di r ect nes s :

"Tha t from which these things are born, that in
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which they l ive. and that i nto wh i ch they en ter,
ai t he ir death. t ha t i s Brahma n. "~ l.

Thi s vi ew se ts the genera l tone of the Upani~adic

revelat ions regarding the quest ion of creat i on. There i s
,

no good ev i de nc e t o doubt tha t a strong pantheistic

undercurrent. which is brought to bear upon the reader ' s

cons cious nes s at almost every t urn . is fai rly a major

characteristic of · these texts. The second ma jor charac -

t eri s ti c i s undoubtedly the Brahman-At man eq uat i on . wh i ch

makes for the absolut istic element i n the Upani~ads .

Upani~adi c absolutism cannot gener all y be taken i~

the sense of an aus tere ph i l osoph i ca l definition of it.. . .), .. .. ..........
fo r t her e occur s in the 'Upan i ~ ads ra t her scant y ; rounds

fo r thi s. Most l y. we may be bo l d to s ay . t he Supreme

Power . though spoken of as transcendent. i mper i shable and

uncha ng i ng in i t s e l f is nevert he less regarded in terms of

the manifestation of one or other aspect of the wor ld.

It is therefore that Power that informs a l l ent i t i e s in

creation in a genuine pantheistic or all-pervad i ng sense .

securing a universal unity. Th is c ircumstance . which is

a major characteristic of these texts. is the cosmic v iew

of creation "in which the greater emphas is i s l ai d on the

manifold character of the universe and an unmis t ak ab le

t ende ncy t owards some f orm of rea l ism " .~2 And therefore

we can say with justification. i n connect ion wi t h the
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Upanisadic approach to creation. that this approach.
1

thoug~ monistis cannot be seen as total ly divorced from

human ;values. And therefore also. we can agree with

Chennakesavan when she says that:

"Unless the world of experience of man is

endowed with some reality all human effort

becomes meaningless."!:53....
It should be noted . before we conclude this section.

that the ideas connected with creation were not always

sophistica!ed. There also occur what may be considered

primitive speculations in the Upani~ads. such as those

relating to the production of the wor lc from water. as
. . ... .. • . _ ·JIt, . . ....~

given in the B~hadaraQyaka.!:54 and t he Chandogya.!:5~ and

the Kau91takl.!:56 A discussion in the Cha ndogy a also

posits space as the ultimate substance of the

universe.!:57 The Brhadaranyaka~e considers breath to be. ,

the superior force, while the Prasna posits food (or

earth) as the source of all creatures.~9 as does t he

Maitrl. 6 0 These. together with the higher-order "cosmic

egg" doctrine,61. appear to be continuous with the

speculations of pre-Upani~adic times. and they were su

perseded in the maturer monistic doctrines concerning At-

man or Being. 62

Yet we should not overlook the pervasive spiritual

}
J (
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outlook of the Upani~ads as a whole. which declares tha t

even ~atter is informed with a spir i tual force. The
•

Cha ndogy a whi ch inves tigates t he origi n of creatures in a
• J

strik ing ser ies of pa s s age s . ends with the convi cti on:

"Wher e could its root be. apart from water?

Dear boy. with water as the shoot. look for

fire as t he root . With fire as the shoot l ook

~or Being as the r oot. All these creatures .

dear boy . have Being as their root. have Being

as their abode . and have Being as their sup-

The Upanisads are averse to splitting up the world
I ' .. ....-.....a

be twee n matt er a nd co nsciousnes s . The latter i s a lways

for t hem a sp ir i tua l consc i ousness. which. though l a t e n~

i n pr imitive f orms of mat ter. i s the root an~ support of

al l . Tne world i s a true un ity. i t is not a system o f

opposing forces. 64 The theory of materialism. if i t ,ever

existed as such. is d iscarded by the Upani~ads.6~

'Wh i l e we cannot deny. as we have already noted

above . some evidence for the postulation of material e le-

ments at the head of the process of creation. so far as

the Upani~ads are concerned. we are in a sure posi tion t o

de c lare t hat s uc h e lements were a spent force almost

before the Upani~ads had got ten into the strides of their
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dialogues. There is no exaggeration in Hume 's conclusion,
regarping the spiritual foundation, ' war p and woof ', of

the upa~i~ads as a whole:

"But the conception which is the ground-work of

the Vedanta, which overthrew Or absorbed into

itself all other conceptions of the world-

ground, was that of Brahma. Emerging in t he
~

~rahmanas. it obtained in the Upanisads a f un-. .
damental position which it never lost. Indeed.

the philosophy of the Upani~ads is sometimes

ca l l ed Brahma-ism from its central concept' ''66

...
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of higher. spiritual truth. Tne s~rong regard f or the

event~ of t he natura l wor l d. the system a nd order i t re p
f

resents. may be wi tnessed in many of the arresti ng

di a l ogues of these texts. as i n the a lready-cited t each-

i ng of Uddalaka Aru ni. 3 The severa l analogies that

!' .

t he teacher uses are each t ime l e ft be h ind once the

spiritual teach i ng has been ser ved . The i dea o f i nward-

nes s and medita tion is s oug ht to be es tab lished i n t he

very Qpening section of the B~hadaraQyaka. which is

counted among the o l des t of thes e texts. 4 More than a ny

other set of literature in the wor l d. the Upani~ads point

to a real i ty tha t is beyond the i mmed i a t ely sen-

s ib le. be y ond the wor l d. a nd which i s yet rea l izab l e in

the depths of the human cons ciousnes s.

". . --.'

While we have t o agree wi t h Eume

. -~

that li t he UDa ni s ads. .
are the f irst recorded attemp~s of the Hindus a t sys-

t ema ti c philosophiz ing . "!:5 we have ~o not e t ha t t he con-

cept of philosophy and theo l ogy . conce pt s such as God and

Absolute or specific view of t he wor ld. are not availab le

in these texts in any systemat ic manner . or in any clear-

cut philosophical guise. Th is i s because the UDa ni s ads. .
are a mixture of inward exper ie nce an d speculati on about

i t. 6 Wild fancies which are untrue to the perce ived

facts of the external or internal wor lds. cannot be a

part of philosophical specula tion . Eut there is cer-

t ai n l y such a th ing as 'true imagina ti on' which i s

24 3
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speculation born of the deeper apprehensions of the soul. '

In redard to the Upani~adic teachings. Mascaro says:
i

"Fa nc i es disturb the mind and they may lead to

destruction. but imagination is an inner light

which with ,t he help of reason leads to con-

struction. All faith comes from true imagina-

tion. but fancy. or distorted imagination is

~e source of all fanaticism and supersti-

tion."7

There is an intimate connection between the oft-

repeated thesis that Hindu teachings. and especia lly

Upani~adic teachings. are unethical in character. and the
.. . .... . . -...... .. ., ....-..&

faith that comes from ' t r ue imagination ' which is neces-

sarily free of fanaticism and superstition.

So far as the Upani~adic idea of ultimate reality is

concerned. we might be tempted to say that " i nt u i t i on" is

a better term than "true imagination". Yet the force of

the term "imagination" lies in its human quality. which

can consciously work with the still more human activity

of logical construction. Upani~adic thought does not

lead to fanaticism and superstition largely because it is

based on these "apprehensions of the soul ". call them

intuitions or true imaginations. which are both analytic

and synthetic in their very nature. but which yet require
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derive~ the il lumi na t i on and warmth of the different

i s persona l and incommunicab le in itself. is de f i ned f or

consc ious activities of the mind . mental constructions

.. ........

J
J
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. Wh i le we have ample evidence in the Upanisads them-
•

ably developed its full esoteric meaning in later

times.~o Yet we have even as early as the Chandogya t ha t
.

i t means secret teaching. cruhya adeSa.1~ The Katha also

supports this v i ew by designating it as "t he supreme

secre t of the Vedanta . ".~2

us in the sense of the term Upani~ad itself . which refers

The es s e nti al nature of the myst ic experience . wh i ch

ter of i t . Mahadevan op ines that the term Upanisad prob-.
to t he deep ly personal. non-formal and non-verbal charac-

peri e nce and speculation. reve lat i on and human thought .

schoo ls o f ph i losophy ".9

characteri z e the Upani~ads and " f r om these lights were

t hat shift t he data of experience according to precon-
~

ceived patterns of thought. The in~ imacy of ex-

the poetic visi on . is no t an anal ysi s. i t is not even a

soul " .e if by analysis and synthesis we mean self -

synthesis : it i s the j oy of truth r e vealed t o a living

some i mag i na ti on to br ing t hem into a relationship with
f

the pr os ai c construct ions of l ogic. In a sense . there -

f ore. : it i s true to say t ha t " t he s pi r i t.ue l visi on . like



.-

selves that direct personal exp~rience of a sp iritual

type ls what establishes the notion Supreme Reality , and
i

while.we may accept that "d i f f e r e nt experiences are dif-

feren t readings of the same Reality from differe nt

perspectives and levels",13 we cannot be justified in

ho lding that "we find in the Upani~ads more inspirat i on

than definite teaching".14 Besause the Upani~ads do not

give us revelation in the common l y te cce pt ed sense . be-

cause~the experience that seeks to fathom the mystery of

life and the un iverse has to be relatively unstructured ,

because spiritual experIence which forms the speculations

in the Upani~ads is necessarily' ineffable, we cannot say

-that they say nothing at all about the Supreme Real i ty .

The long string of questions which GargI put t o
.. . .. . . I' , ~..-.-..

Yaj nava l kya 1 ~ ends in a declar~tion of Supreme Real ity

~h ich is as definite as the subject-matter ~i l l a l l ow.

While the notion of Supreme Reality may not be f l exib le

enough to fit the fancies of all men, and while

philosophers of a later day have drawn varied pictures of

Reality from the texts, the bulk of the evidence within

the Upani~ads themselves justify a notion of such Reality

in terms of two major categories. It is to be noted

that, while in Western philosophical systems, the Ab-

solute is that which is totally removed from all

predicability,16 in Upani~adic thought, such Absolute may

be seen in connection with the world in various ways.

Therefore in Indian thought. the Absolute is presented to

J
J
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world.

us in two senses"that is, in the sense of the Absolute

eith5r sense, in which case we may be creating a problem
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is regarded as presenting the salient truths recorded in

development of Hindu thought. has been going en s ince the

close of the Upani~adic period. Even the Bhagavad Gfta

Ultimate Reality, so far as the Upani~ads are concerned,

and that means to say for the entire course of the later

.The search for a commonly acceptable conception of

6.2 BRAHMAN: ABSOLUTE AND WORLD-GROUND

Abso lute that has minimal o~ ne connec~i on w:~~ the

the question whether the Upani~ads give any significant

or rea l 'cons ia er a t i on to 'tffe concept of a n impe~sonal

concerned -wi t h philosophical discussion. But t he major

problem i~ that there is no manner of agreement. neither

down to modern t fmes, nor among Western commen~a~ors. on

among the long line of Indian philosophers from ancient

have used the original term Brahman to stand for the Ab-

solute of philos~phy as well as for the God o f re ligions.

we have to accept that the term Absolute may be us ed in

.
connected with the world . To be true t o the b~oad band

/ .
of classi~al Indian theologians barring Samkara . who

of p~ilosophy and necessarily unconnec t ed with the world.
f

and ~n the sense of God. that is. necessarily and vitally



J
J

the Upanisads. 17 Yet eve n the Gi t a became part of the
~ .

prasihana traya. the tr ip l e f oundation of Vedanta, and w n s.
made'to assume a p lace ne xt to the Upa n i s ads, which i s

s ome ~ev idence tha t i ts teach ings were not seen as so

di r ect a re f lec t i on of Upani 9adic ideas.

The quest i on of the true or over al l teaching of t he

Upani~ads. espe c ially regardi ng Ul t i ma t e Reality, was

foun~ to be a t horoughly perplex ing problem, and in an..
important ways i t is felt t o be so even today . MadhQ~~-

t.anda, a modern commenta t or , aSKs. i n relat i on t o the

perce i ved con fl i cting accounts in the Upen i aads . "Wha t

t hen is their prope r a t t i t ude ? " and answers:

". "I t i s to under s t and that di f f e r e nt parts ..o.f-...

the Upani~ads express d ifferent phases of the

same Truth. accord ing to t he degree of

real iza t ion on t he part o f t he seer. Being

intended for humanity at l ar ge . among whom

there is an i nf i nit e varie t y o f gradations as

regards the capac ity for understanding as well

as temperamental differences, the §ruti, like

an affect ionate mother, prescribes different

courses for different peop le' ''1e

It is difficult to accept the thesis that the

Upan i ~ ads . or t he ent i re range of the Vedas, for that
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matter. were put t oge t he r in a self-conscious ma nner to

serve fhe needs of individuals with differing capac i t ies ..
~

I n any ;case. i t has been a part o f the Hindu trad i t i on
,

t hat t he Vedas . and especially t he Upan i 9ads . are s ecre t

or esoteric doctr ine which cannot be broadcast among all

manner o f people ; "As the Upani~ads are regarded as

t eaching the highest truth . they could be i mpart ed only

to those who were competent to rece ive and benef i t by

them: ~nd such competent pupils could be only a f ew a t

any gi ve n t ime " . 19

If we remember t ha t the authors o f the Upani~ads are

many i ndeed . and t hat the texts are the produc t of a l on~

time-s pan . 2o argument f or the conscious different i a t i on

of the' t eech i nqs fa l ls away.I'. .. ....~

i.. While we cannot deny the varied nature of ideas

presented to us in the Upan i ~ ads 2 1 it yet rema i ns a

legit imate theological pursuit to seek that leve l o f

general ization whereby ·" t he r e wi 11 be no antagonism

between statements as widely divergent as monist i c a nd

dualistic. 22 a pursuit that will not violate the na t ura l

historical deve lopment of ideas and philosophica l

cr i teria.

I n this regard Hume says:
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As noted earlier in connection with notions of crea-

speculative outcome of the conflict betwee n the

objec t s .

log i ca l conclusion of the abstract pr es up pos i -

the lower and the higher Brahrna . I t was t he

phenomenal and the super-phenomena l. between

"The doctrine of illusion, then. was t he

Indians. A single. well-articulated system

r ~ cording the 'guesses at truth ' of t he ear ly

~f a developing monism. " 2 3

cannot be deduced from them; but under lyi ng a l l

t heir expatiations, apparent inconsistenc ies

"The Upani~ads are no homogeneous products .

~ ogently presenting a phil osoph ic t heor y, but
•
they are compilations from different s ources

a nd unordered matter there is a general basis

pri or to the conception of i ts unity and it s a l leged

nomina l relation with the world of empirica l

He says:

co ncept i on of a unitary worldground . i s hi s ~oric :lly

ana lys is o f this issue and proposes t ha t t he ! crmer . the

to s uggest that Brahman is ~he rea l i t y of wh ic~ · tn~

unive ~se i s a n appearance . 2 4 Hume has made : compelling

inclusi ve ground of the universe. and t he view tha t seems

tion . the Upanisads put forth two major v iews regarding.
Ul t i mat e Reality in the view that Brahman i s the a l l-



tion as to t he nature a nd possibi li t i e s of t he

~ure unity which t hose thinke r s co nceived of as
f

·t he essence o f rea li t y. a nd to which they.
pr es s ed on as the gr eat goal of a ll the i r

speculations. "2~

I t should be no ted t ha t Hurne criti c i zes Gough ' s

analysis of Upani!?ad ic ph i losophy as bei ng "er r oneous"

for r&ading into it a classical adva ita type pure

il lusionism . 26 Hume 's analys is a lso makes out that an

i dea l i s t i c position is the f inal one arrived at by the

Upa n i s ad i c th inkers. but that the wor ld is not a f igment. .
like a mirage i n the desert or a s nake i n t he r ope .

l ead up to any s i ng le conclusi on. and Hurne himse f admits

that "t her e are no t t he chrc r;o l oq i ca l data i n t he

Upan i ~ ads upon which an unquest i oned order can be main-

t a i ned throughout. "27 Al t hough we are in a surer pos i-

tion to separate the older from the later Upani~ads,

"eve n in them there is a var iety of philosophica l

doctrines which are not i n t he same stage of deve.lop-

ment. "2e And Hurne is constra ined to admit further :

"The heterogenei ty and uno rder ed arrangeme nt

and even apparent contradict ions of the

materia l make it difficu l t . i ndeed impossib le.
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to set f orth i n systematic expos it ion a single '

•system of philosophy. "29
~

And in s p i te of t h i s Hume a lso s ays : "Yet i n i t a l l

there is a dominant t ende ncy which may readily be

discerned ".30 I t i s not difficu l t t o accept t hat there

may be a dominan t tendency in the Upani~ads. but i ~ is

highly unlikel y that i t could be identified with any sys

tem t~at radical ly opposes the empirical world. and the
-

bes t express i ons of man 's sensibi l ities with regard to

it . Since Hume f inds Gough 's view erroneou s on ac-
/

count of it be ing based upon SaIDkara 's illusion doctrine.

it is diff icu lt to understand Hume 's own pos ition when he

says tha t Upani ~ad i c thought fina lly set tled for li t he ex-
. . - ,,, ~ .. ......-...

treme o f ph i l c:oph ica l i dea li sm"31 in which "t he manifo ld

world was seen ~ o be the construct ion of the

imagina tion". 32

Again . t h i: position does not comport with Hume 's
- ,..,

own assessme nt of Yajnavalkya 's teaching that a ll things

in the world are dear not for themselves . but for the
-

sake of the Atman33 in the words:

liThe central idea is rather that all those

objects are not separate entities. i n them-

selves of va lue to us; but that they are a ll

phases of t he world-self and that in the common

everyday experiences of having affection for
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above do not match the view t he.t " t he manifol d wor ld was

a nd a ll th ings. ":34

s uch vi ew would be established at the end of the per i od

( _.' .

}
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i deal i sm, though not the ph ilosoph ically extreme version

t i on discerned by Hume or by traditional Indian thinker-so

At any rate, no scholar will de ny that if a vi ew

.
~

selfhood grounded i n and r ea ch i ng out t owards

:t ha t larger Self which embraces all individuals

~octr ine of t he indiv idual self finding h is

others we find i l l us t r a t ed for us , t he grea t

We who lly en dorse these comments. and haste n to

position between the two major views such as the opposi -

t he Upan i ~ ads , it is likely that there may be no rea l op-

l i ke a thous a nd- year development o f the Upani~adi c texts.

pr es s ur e of facts from the texts themselves, tha t the

of i t. This view entails that. in the maturer t hought of

Yet . philosophers must philosophise, and if the excuse

Upani ~ads maintain a position of general monisti c

dep~~ded on the most meagre of facts , we may trust them

wi t h reasonable prominence. It i s safer t o hold. unde r-

wer-e- t he·truly favoured one~ in a-time-span o f "s~th ing

see n to be the cons truction o f the imag.inatio n. "

the empirical certainly might be, but comments l ike the

po i nt ou t that i t reflects a mild (a nd not extreme ) ve r 

sion ~of monistic idealism . Inexplicable and mysterious..



.:..

to find it out.,.
i

.The contest highlighted in Indian philosophical

l i t era t ure of the classical. medieva l and modern pe r iods.

is that between'those who s ee i n the Upani~ads the thesis

of radical ideali sm (following the c lassical ad va ita

s choo l ) and those who di scern a genuine thei st ic teaching

(o f the realist and dualist s choo l o f Ramanuja ) .

Although we cannot say fo r sure that the Upan i ~ ads

pr ese nt any view wi th co nsi stency. it is equa l l y certain

that they do not pres ent either the non- dua li st or the

dualist varieties of thought with anything approach ing

doctr inal passion . Yet s i gn i f i ca nt support may be d is-
. . _t... " .. ~.-..&

cerned fo r both vi ews, which ci rcumstance i t s el f s ugges ts

a strong undercurr ent of a type of thought and fee l ing .

generally and ge nerously d ispersed t hroughout t he

Upani~ads . wh i ch may a c commoda t e both the conte ndi ng

v iews . Thi s, as we said, is t he di sposition of the

Upa ni s ads t owards a ge nera l monistic idealism .
•

6 .3 THE COSMIC IDEAL

Th i s theory of man. nature and ul timate r ea l i t y is

often present ed under the exc l us i ve banner o f thei sm.

Ye t ~ it can quit e log ically be brought under t he general

J
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un iverse is actual (as in a real ist sense ); at the same

t her e" would have t o be granted . But . i n the nature of

s pi ri t ua l un ity a nd t hey are mos tly i~different to the

ex istence of t he world "outpr imi t i ve _ma n. the real

gr a nt ed . then tak ing into ac coun t the nai ve ou t l ook of

search after Brahma or the world-ground which is t he one

... ... . ...~ I" .. ~ ..........

the cas e . t he Upani ~ ads at l east ref lec t a pro t r ac ted

existence of diversity as d i vers ity . a l l around them. At

i ll us or y (as i n an i deal i st se nse ). on the grounds o f the

co smrt idea a lone . This i s not to ho l d tha t t he
-

Upan i ~ ads do not contain ideas perta i ni ng to t he absol ute

reality of the world . If a developmental thesis were

time we a lso cannot l egi t i ma t e l y say that t he un i ver s e i s

Br a hma n jtself. though we cannot be sure tha t the

" "

Upani ~ads are conc erned . t he s our ce of the unive r s e is

manif~station of the Supreme Rea lity . So f ar as t he

theory of monistic i dea l i sm also .3~ It is the theory

t ha t ~he entire un iverse of conti ngent re a l ity i s t he
f

l e as t they acknow ledge the diversity .36 but do not

propound a true philosophy of realism . We have to infer

their ideas from what they affirm about the Brahma world-

ground. Hence the cosmic idea l may be " seen to be quite

legitimate under a quasi-idea list sche me . The un iverse

i s acknowledged as a reality. bu t "t he real i n i t is

Brahman alone ".37

The cosmic approach to the origi n and explanation of

J
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, a l l phenomena may have bee n tuy.An t o have been first

promu l~ated in t erms o f material ent i t ies . The
f

B~had~raQyaka gives creation as having its s our ce in

wa ter: "

" I n the beginning this univer se was jus t water .

Tha t water produced t he true (o r the rea l ) .

Brahma n i s t he true . "38

The Chandogya al so re fers to creati on from the

primal waters:

"He who was born of old from auster ity . was

bo r n o f ol d from the waters. who stands. having

enter ed the secre t place (o f the hea r t ) and -~

ooked forth through beings. Thi s verily i s

t hat . "39

The i dea of or igins her e appears to refer t o t he

Nasadfya hymn of the RcrVeda..- Radhakrishnan asserts tha t

J
J (

here "there i s no s ugges t i on of the unreality of the cos-

mic evolution. " 4 0

The Chandogya gives a more elaborate list of

enti t ies wi t h water as t he pr i mitive substance :

. " I t i s just water that assumes different forms
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of th is earth, this atmosphere, this sky, the,
r ounta i ns , gods and men , beasts a nd b irds .

grass a nd t r ees, animals together with wor ms ..
flies and a nts. Water indeed is a ll these

f orms . " 4 :1.

The Chandogya also gives the doctrine of t he Li fe -

Breath as: "Li f e- Br ea t h is a l l th is ".42 The s pa ce

doctr~ne is al so given prominence:

"Al l t hese creatures are produced from s pace.

They re t urn back into space . For s pa ce i s

greater t han them. Space in the final goa l. " 4 3

As these accounts of the origin and f ina l
.. .....-....
goa l of

the wor l d are found in various parts of the Upan: ~ads .

and appear in no type of satisfactory chrono l og i c= l

order , t he evo lution of ideas can on ly be s urmised. Wha t

is most interesting from the objective point o f vi ew. is

that in a ll these accounts the permanent a nd c iscre te

existence of the discrete phenomena of the world i s no t

accepted. The feeling and search f or a unitary ~or ld

ground is the common theme, which culminates i n t he h igh

po i nts of UDani s ad i c revelation as the Brahma wor ld-. .
ground.

. We may say that in a sense the Upani~adic s pecula-
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·_. tions concerning a mater ial ground of t he uni ve r s e are

supers~ded, in terms of grea ter abstr action . by those
i

s pe cu lations in the earl ier Vedas wh i ch t r a ce the or i gi n

o f the' wor l d t o Non-being . 4 4 The RcrVeda says:.-

-.

"Ex i s t e nc e . , in an earlier ag e of gods. from

non-existence sprang. " 4 !:5

~though we do not see in this entire hymn of nine

verses any idea of a return to the pr imal "non-

ex istence ". however it might be i nt er pr eted . this theory

is evident also in the Taitt irlya :

"Non- ex i s t e nt , veri ly, was th i s wor ld in the

beglrming' .
. . ·.1', . .Therefrom. ve~ l l y . was exi st e nce -~

produced. " 4 6

The non-existent or asat. ac cordi ng t o Radhakrishna.

refers only to the unman ifested cond i ti on prior t o

actualization of the world; it does not refer to a

void. 4 7 Hume, however, feels that t he asat of the Tait

tirlya is prior to a positively conceived unitary . world-

ground, although this latter i s t he characteristic con-

ception of the Upani~ads as a who le. 4 e Hume is a lso of

the opinion that even an evolutiona~y analysis culminates

i n a fully cosmic ideal even in the ear l ier Vedas . He

s ays.
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"These search i ngs o f the origin and explanati on

0{ the world o f phenomena . first i n a.
phenomenal e nt i t y l ike wa ter from space. and

t~en in a s uper-phenomenal entity l i ke non-

being. be i ng or the I mper i s habl e. had eve n in

the Rig- and Atharva-Vedas reached the concep-

tion of a necessarily unitary basis of the

world. and even the beginnings of. monism'"49

....
The central i dea in the Cosmic v iew is that " the

world of becomi ng ha s a unitary basis. whether the

origins are traced to non-being or to being. The Chan-

dogya recal ls t he ancient Vedic idea of Hira~yagarbha.

the Golden Egg.~o and a lthough it is stated t o be

pr-oduc ed .cf r-om . non-be ing. iSol~ssert.ed to be t he un i t a r y.. ...........
source of al l th i ngs that are . Upon t he burst ing o f this

cosmic egg and ou~ of its substance were formed t he vault

of heaven. and the earth. the mountains. s treams and

ocean. and the sun .~~ In later advaitic theorizing the

concept of the Gclden Egg is used effectively t o foster

the idea that a l l things in the created universe have a

unifying soul.~2 Dasgupta is of the opinion that the

Hira~yagarbha doc trine cannot be supposed to have any

philosophical importance in the Upani~ads.~3

The cosmic ideal is illustrated in an arresting pas

sage of the Tait t irlya:
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"That. ver ily. from which these beings 'a r e

tior n. that. by whi ch. whe n born . t hey l ive. and
•
that i nto which. when departi ng . they enter.

That s eek t o know. That is Brahman . " 04

Thi s passage states d irec t ly the wor ld-creat ing .

wor ld- s ustain ing and world-dissolving func~~ons o f t he

God who in l at er advaitic Vedanta is regarded as I svara .

the c~eative as pect of the immutab le Brahman . o o Al t hough
-

t echnical t erms of the later advaiti c philosophers. such
_. ,-

as Vi~at . Ei r a Qyagar bha. and Isvara 0 0 appear in the

Upani ?ads occas i ona l ly . the ir f orm ing part of a sys tem is

a theo r et i cal construction. not the original reve la t i on .

The Te i t t i r Tya passage. quoted above takes the Abso lu t e
. n

Godhe ad er Brahma n t o be deep l y
.. ...........

i nvolve~ in the li f e

o f ~he wor id. Tne immediate l y f o l low ing passages define

Bra~uan in te rms of matter (food ). life. mind. i nte l-

ligenc e and Bliss. Although we see a deep spiritua l l es -

s on in the gradatory steps to the fullness of t he Div ine.

the same Absolute Brahman is involved at every stage in

the l i f e of the individual . "The higher includes the

lower and goes beyond it ".06 The entire series of pas-

sages is a high testimon ial of theistic faith.

""I n t he Sa~4ilya Vidya of t he Chandogya we have

anot~e ~ equa l ly s triking passage of s imilar ideas:

26 0
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"Ver ily, all this univers e is Brahman. From

~im do a l l th ings originate , into Him do t hey

dissolve and by Him are they sustained.~7

Th i s passage i s co ns i der ed to be the s age §a~qil ya l s

"cosmo l og i ca l proof of the existence of the Supreme

Being ",~e since the following .pas s age s give a personal

testimony of the actual operation of God 's power in the

i nd i v t dua l ' s l i f e :

-
"Th i s, my Atman, res iding in the heart. is

smaller than a grain of paddy, than a bar ley

corn, than a mustard seed., than a qrain of mi 1-

let. or than the kernel of a grain of mil le t .
• . I ... •

This, my Atman, residing in the heart. i s

greater t ha n the earth . greater than the sky .

greater than heaven. greater than al l these

worlds"'~9

And in the final passage declares the identity

between the Supreme Spirit and the individual Self:

"He whose creation is all that exists. . . He

is my Atman residing in the heart; He is Brah-

man . On departing hence I shall attain to His

being. " 6 0

J
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These passages are used wi th grea t f orce by t he,
propo~ents o f non-dual ism in the Hindu t radition. Since

,
there : is a clear i d e nt i f ication o f the Atman with Br ah-

man. and Atman is declared t o be both vas t a nd s mall t o
,

i nd i ca t e i t s subtlety.6~ Theists have held the sou l t o

be anu ( i nf i n i t es i ma l ) while t he pure i dealist s have held

it to be vibhu t i n f i n i t e ) .

~..
However t hat may be. and i f one jus t at t ends t o the

words of the text without prepossessions
l

the pas s ages

mus t strike us as declaring an actua l parti cipation i n

some way. of the Divine Power. i n the evo l ut i onary

process. There- is no ind icati on t ha t the wor l d i s mere

ap pe ara nce . notwithstand i ng the identi fi cation of the
. _-.

s ou l with God. 'Radh akr i s hna n af f i rms that:

....
"For Sa~q ilya (1) the Abso lute i s tha t f r om

which things are born. to which they r e pa ir .

and by which they live . (2) our next life

depends on what we do in this l ife. (3 ) Atma n

is both the transcendent and the immanent. and

(4) the end of man is union with the Se lf' "~2

In Hindu theological literature the theory o f emana

tion (par i namavad a ) is upheld by the proponents o f

theism . with the illusion or appearance theor i
. - bel~cr

(vi var t avada ) tt.. 'Upheld by the idealists. Wh i le ther e is

}
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t he Mundaka:

universe. "6 4

s on. so from tha t Imperi shab l e arises here the

...~
RadhaKr lshnan

gr ows on t he head and t he body of a living per-

~hread. as herbs grow on the earth . as the hair

"As a spider sends f ort h and draws in its

The vi vi d ill ustr at ions in t h i s passage i mpos e a

The co s mi c v iew is agai n e ffectively illustrated in

". ..~ 4 • • • . . , ...

cl ear mean ing o f the rea l i t y e f the wor ld .

s ays o f i t that "t he r e i s no s ugges t i on her e that the

d ivisi on of opi nion on this i s sue. the Upan i ~ ads seem

more ~irmlY t o s up port the concept ion of Brahman as the
i

world;-ground . 6 3

.

world is an illus ory appearance of Brahman. "6~ And i t i s

further supported by Be lva l kar and Ranade in these words :

"The MUQ4aka stands in a sense apart from the

other Upani~ads inasmuch as it asserts rather

·t oo prominently a metaphysical realism

the cosmic conception which emerges from a con-

sideration of the M~Q4aka cosmogony is a

real istic one' "66

. The Maitr1 67 uses the spider analogy. not for in-

J
J
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dicating t he s ource o f t he world from Brahman. wh i ch i t

assum~s. but f or assuring us that. j us t as the s p i der
f ih

moves, al ong web and atta ins to freedom . i n th is wor l d t he
, '\

Sa bda 'Brahman (the s ound Aum ) is the br idge t o t he highe~

Brahman. Although this does not appear as severe ly

r eal isti c i n t one as the MUQ4aka passage above . t here i s

a good dea l of emphasis on the genu ine connectedness of

the wor ld with the Absolute . 6 s " - )The Svetasvatara a l so

uti li ~e s the sp i der analogy , whose phraseology has bee n

f ound amen~able t o non-dualist

we11 .

interpretations as

, '

"The one God who. according to His own nature .

covers Himse lf l i ke a spider with threads

pr oduc ed ' from oradhana,n.(unmari i fested mat t e i ) ~-"

may Ee grar.: us entrance into Brahman . " 6 9

The term f or covers , a:\I.rnoti. has been de ve l oped ir.•

t he non-dualist tradition to great effect as t he ve i l i ng

agency responsib le for man's inability to apprehe nc co r -

rectly the ground of existence , which is Brahman. The

spider analogy is. however. in itself realistica l l y

or i e nt a t ed . for, just as the threads have to be taken as

t he actual productions. the world may also be interpre ted

as a real production of God's being.

, In the Brhadara~yaka70 the spider analogy i s us ed
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aga in to indicate that the produc ts of the wor ld are

true~ f or the Self i s truth, s a tvasva satvam. 7L There
•

f ore. there i s no warrant f or co nsider ing the world

fal se . on ly, i t s truth is derived f rom the ground by

wh ich it is sustained . 7 2

The above-mentioned text of the B~hadara~yaka a lso

ment i ons the fire analogy side by s i de wi t h the ana logy

of t~e spider and threads. But the more compelling use

o f the fire and sparks analogy i s give n i n t he Muryqaka:

"As from a blazing fire. sparks of like fo rm

i s s ue forth by the thousands , eve n s o . 0

beloved. many kinds of bei ngs i s sue fo rth fr om
." . . . ·- I'~ ~ .. ...........

the i mmut a bl e and they re t urn thithe r a lso. "7:3

The fire and sparks analogy a pt l y sugges~s the

divini t y of created beings , inasmuch as t he sparks are

l it up even as the fire is. Yet their d ifference i n

terms of brightness and duration a lso s uggests the

immensely greater glory and majesty of God as aga ins t the

creatures. who have to be total l y de pe ndent on t he Lord

f or their life and sustenance. The ana logy i llus trates

wel l t he Lord and creature relat ionship. and has been

ut i lised effectively in the theisti c schoo ls. especia l ly

i n the school of Vallabha. 7 4
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6.4 THE ACOSMIC IDEAL,
f

'!The second current of thought about the nature of.
. " ......,; .

Ultimate Reality is the nlsoraoanca VIew or the acosmic

ideal. We saw that the defining characteristic of the
N

saorapanca view or the cosmic ideal was the presumption

of the actual transformation of the original Divine sub-

stance into the world and its contents. In this charac

teriJtic the importance for theism lies chiefly in the

deep involvement of God in His creation and the

availability of a meaningful basis for the exercise and

development of values. Brahman in this view is always

sacruna. full of illimitable benign attributes.
i

The acosmic idea l. on the other hand. emphasizes the

absolute immutability of God and therefore denies any

form of transformation (oar i nama ) of God into the world

and its contents. Such a view must hold that Brahman is

nirgu~a .. attributeless and distinctionless. unconditioned

and without marks. and cannot legitimately be brought

into any type of relation with the world or with men.

Mahadevan says that the acosmic view "regards the Ab-

solute as the distinctionless substrate whereon somehow

the illusory world-show appears; Brahman per se is nir-

cuna , attributeless".7!::S----
This. of course. is an extreme form of monistic
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idealism and is closely related to the classical ~xposi-

". .
tion pf Samkara 's advaitavada. We have already seen in

.
several passage~ of the Upani 9ads themse~ves, how this.
view ~eems to be contradicted. Yet, in texts as varied

as the Upanisads. some contradiction is to be expected.,

The Upani~ad that appears to teach the doctrine of

acosmism in a 'pre-eminent' way is the B~hadara~yaka.?6

- - _ ""'J

A lady enquirer, Gargi, requested the sage Yajnavalkya t o..
explain to her the basis of the universe~ - Having traced

it to space, when he is requested to e.xplain further .

he hesitates. and then goes on to declare the truth of

Brahman by following the negative way:

.. "Tha t . OeGargl,. the .k newe r s of Brahman cal.l...u.e

Impe~ishable. It is neither gross nor fine.

neithe~ short nor long, neither glowing red

( l i ke fire ) nor adhesive ( l i ke water ). It is

neithe~ shadow nor darkness, neither air nor

space, unattached, without taste, without

smell, without eyes, without ears, without

voice, without mind, without radiance, without

breath, without a mouth, without measure,

having no within and no without. It eats noth-

ing and no-one eats it."??

This passage, which tries to explain the inex

plicable. "br i ngs out that the Imperishable is neither a
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substance nor a possessor of attrib~tes".7e It em-

phasi~e s ther e fo r e the immutabi lity o f the Divi ne. wh i ch.
•is a fu ndamental featur e o f the extreme acosmism.

Yajnavalkya. one o f th~ ch ief l ocut ors concerned

wi t h t hi s doctrine . seems to emphasize the sign if ican ce

of Divi ne i mmu t a b i l i t y i n another passage:

;'Ther e is no diversity whatsoever in it . He...
who sees diversity. as 4 t were, in it , goes

from death to death. "79-

Diver si ty re fers to t he common~sense wor ld e f

e xpe~ ience , while Brahman. the referent for 'it'. as i n-

dica~ed . ~ i n preceding pass~es, is -denied a ny met~sical

connecti on with the world . We are told tha t the phr as e

' as it were ' is a positive indicator of the o pe~ation of

s ome s ort of il lusory power ' which causes the p e~cep~ion

of dua lity , but i n reality there should only be the per-

ception of the non-dua l Brahman . eo It clear l y poi nts "t o

t he existence in the Upani 9ads of the idea t ha t the wor l d

is an appearance ".e1.

In another passage of great charm. Yajnavalkya

t eaches King Janaka the nature of the Atman by the me t hod

of systematic denial of attributes. After speak ing of

the ind i vi dual ego as being capable of diverse
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experiences i n every ~ i re ct ion . he s ays o f the At ma n :

,
i
"But th~ Sel f is not th i s . not t his . He i f:

: i ncompr ehe ns i b l e . for he is never comprehe nded.

He is i~de s t ruc t i b l e for he cannot be

destroyed. He is unattached f or he does not

attach Himse lf. He is unf et t er ed , he do e s not

s uffer, he is not injured. "e2

....
Only a physically delimited ent ity can undergo t he

ravages imposed by the conditions of life . But the Divi ne

Self. which does not attach itsel f t o condit i oned exis t -

e nce. is necessarily -free of such ravag ing i n f l ue ~ces .

Her e the t eachi ng is given i n a nswer t o the que ry "Whe r e

wi l l"you' go when you are 're1eased- from thi s body ~~mean-

ing. t he fate of the soul upon att a ining l i ber a t : : n .

Yajnava l ky a ' s reply indicates that t he se lf i s not a n

e nt i t y among other entit ies; conditions a nd f ette r s do

no t apply to it. We therefore have t o i nf e r that. l ike

the SaIDkhyan concept of purusa, the self does no~ produce

and it is not itself produced : i t i s s i mp l y immu: :b l e .

Again. in a passage which considers two ' fo rms' of

Brahman. the principle of negat ion is used effect ive ly :

"Now therefore there is the teaching . not t~:'s ,

not t h is. for there is nothing h igher than

J
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th i ~, that he i s not thi s . Now the des i gnati on

tor him is the t ruth o f t ruth. Veril y the.
i
v ita l breath is t rut h . and He is the t ru t h o f

Since in the ope n i ng pas s age o f th is secti on t he r e

i s a reference to 'two f orms of Br ahman. the formed and

t he formless, the mortal and immorta l, t he unmoving and

the ~ving, the actual (ex i s t ent) a nd the true (be i ng) , e4

t he passage appe ars t o draw a d ist i nc t i on between the

"-a bs o l ut e transcendent Godhead " a nd "t he Cr ea t or God; "

neti neti focuses attention on the "Abs o l ut e transcendent

non-emp r r i ca 1 Godhead ". e e However. by assoc i at i ng wi th

the v ital breath , some sort of genu ine t hough indef inab le

re Le t i orrs h i p : a ppears to 'b~ assertec. . .. ...---..

I n another pas s age the ph i l osoph ica l absoluteness o f

Brahman is indicated:

"Th i s Brahman is without an ear l ier, without a

later, without an ins ide. without an outside.

This Brahman i s the s e lf , the a l l -

perceiving. "e6

The phrases "wi t hout an earlier", "without a later ",

shou ld indicate that Brahman is not connected with the

space-time world, and suggests perhaps the operati on of

some form of illus ion. Brahman is immutable and

}
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attributeless , a nd i ndes cr i bab l e .

,
i

~ pa s s age of t he Ta i t t irlya ind i cates the
. .

i ndescri bab i li t y and unfathomability of the Abso l ute. a nd

yet appears t o connect it t o the human conscious ness v ia

a vi tal ca t egory. o f spir i t ua l be i ng, t ha t o f b l iss or

j oy :

~~at from which a l l speech recoil along with

Manas , being unable to reach; he who knows the

bli s s of that Brahman sheds fear completely for

a ll t ime. " S 7

The ut te~ t r a ns c e ndence . and therefore a cos mic mode

o f God head i s "t he centra l ' rde e here. The passage-~

"emph as i z es t he unknowabl e na tur e o f Brahman as fa~ a s

i ts pecu liar and essent ial being is concerned. "ee The

passage i s a lso o f great the i s t i c value, f or , as Radhak-

rishnan avers. " i t gives to apparently abstract being a n

inner content of fee 1i ng . " S SI

The Mundaka gives us a passage that distinctly aims

to reconcile the transcendent Absolute with the world . Sl O

"Tha t which is ungraspable. without fam i ly.

without caste. without s ight or hearing.

without hands or fee t , eternal. all-pervad ing ,
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omnipre sent . exceedingly subtle. t hat is the

~Unde c ay i ng wh i ch t he wi se perce i ve as the
•
.sour ce o f be i ngs. " 9 1

Se t t i ng two views that we may d iscern i n t he

Upa ni ~ads , as r.e l a t i ng to the cosmic and the a cosmi c

i deal s , we can see that while much depe nds upon the sub-

j ecti ve i nc l inat ion which the reader br i ngs t o the situa-

tion ~ we cannot escape the centra l t eachi ng of a un i t ar y

wor ld-ground. In this we may find the jus t ification o f

designati ng the teachings as an ideal of oneness. or

' moni s t i c i de al i s m' following Hume.
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Chapter 7. 0 THE UPANI~ADS: INDIVIDUAL DESTINY,
.
i

:7 . 1 THE INDIVIDUAL SELF

The Upani ~ ads conce ive o f man as the highest obj e ct

among al l fi n i t e objects. 1 The metaphysics of the

Upani~ads rela ting to man and nature place him in this

ca t egor y o f the h ighest. since it is he alone that mos t
..

ful l ~ part icipa tes in the Divine Ess~nce . as the

"pr i nc i pl e o f consciousness which underlies all the ex-
-

perie nce of an i nd i v i dua l ." 2 Although Brahman is t he UI-

t imate Rea lity and source of all things. whether con-

ceived in t he acosmic sense or entirely the ~ther . or i n

the thei s tic se nse of . the Supreme Control ler. s t i l l .
.. ............

con s cious indivi dual as t he fin ite ce ntre and repre-

.. -,-ne

senta t i ve o f the I nf i n i t e a nd Imperishab le. i s accorde c

t he h ighe s ~ va ue among al l fini te objects. 3

One of the o ldest of the Upani~ads, the Aitareya.

records that when the gods were created, they desired a

suitable habita t in order to fulfill their wants. So the

Creator produced for them the body of a cow, but · they

rejected it as unsuitable. Similarly the body of a horse

was a lso re jected. But when the Creator brought f orth

the f orm of a man. they pra ised the Lord in j oy, and then

entered an d assumed their respective stations in it . 4 In

the ' est imat ion o f the Upani~adic thinkers. therefore. the
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human indiv idual must enjoy a status of great d i gnity .

,.
i

,Aga in . from the s trict ly metaphysica l point of vi ew.

and accor d i ng to the ruling concepti ons o f these text s .

the s ta t us o f t he human individual and the ques t i on o f

i nd i v i dual de s t .i ny cannot raise any insurmountab le

prob l ems. since man is h imself the Atman. t he Brahman .

What goes about i n finite dress. is . a t l east in es se nc e .

"fundiame nt a l l y identical with Brahman".~ In truth.

however. the Upani ~ads do raise a problem wi t h r egard t o

t he empiri ca l self . as t hey in fact raise with r egard t o

a ll empirical manifestation generally.6 The trut h i s

tha t the Upani~ads give full r~cognition to emp ir i ca l

li f e as just empirical and do not confuse t he ca~egori of

the fl: bs olute with i t'. The Itension that the sacr-eEsome-
~ -

:imes express in regard t o the exp lana t i or. of :he fini:e

world when the ir certainty. arising from s pir i t ua l ex-

pe r i e nc e . concerns the infinite and the Abso l ute i s . we

may say. a mild reflection of the tension of the human

individual. fu ll of imperfection. str iv ing t o be come pe~-

feet. While the sages strive to harmon ize the wor ld

process with the being of God in a philosophically satis-

factory manner, the general tone of the Upan i ~ ads i s tha t

s uch harmony has to be achieved at the level of the human

ind i vi dua l also . The Brahman-Atman equat i on i s t he

categorical proposition of the Upanisads. The conc lus ion

that "eve ryt h i ng is dear for the sake of t he Se lf ".? does

J
J
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not clarify of th~ nature of "every t h i ng " , bu t raises t he

ph il~sophical quest i on of how the empiri cally conscious.
f

ind i vi duq l can rela te , i f a t all . to the trar;s-empi rica l

At man. The Upani~ads ac ce pt that t he finite i nd i v i dua l

has to b~ a c coun ted f or . and a lthough they an~ l ys e the

huma n being in ,t e r ms of t he physical world . the~ endow him

a lso wi th a principle of Div i ni ty . e

~ The Prasna says quite direc tly tha t the huma n body..
i s informed with Divinity together with mate r ia l as pe c ts :

"Her e , within this body. my f ri e nd. exis t s tha t

Puru~a. from which ar ise the s i xtee n par ~5. "9

. The' Chandogya' exp l e i ns- cr- ee t -ion as a n e c t · ·~-,....i 11ing

by t he one only self-existent be ing. a nd the r-i vine

facu lty of wi ll is then passed on t o created beings

together with the materia l t r ap pings of fi r e . water a nd

earth. loO Yet we have to say t hat "t he atman as the in-

nermost self of the individua l is dist inguishe d in the

Upa n i r ads from the psycho-che mi ca l comp lex wh i ch exter -

nally clothes it but does not consti tute it ".l. lo This is

the bare logical position and the Up~ni?ads are no t in a

position to compromise it. The notion of div inity cannot

be invested with transience . As we saw in t he pr evious

section, mutability is the s ign of continge~cy while im

mut~bi lity is the mark of the tru ly sp iritua l .1.2 There-

J
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for~. in Upani~adic thought. t he empirically operating

i nd i ~i dua l . t he jTva. i s upo n analysi s found to be co n-.•sisti ng of psycho-physical properties wh i ch are part of
!

t he changing wor ld . Al t hough t he Upani~ads re cog-

J
J

nise t he c l os e a nd i ntimate inter weavi ng o f the j lva and

t he Divi ne . as whe n i t i s sa i d "He ( t he s e l f) ente red i n

here even to the t ips of the na ils. as a razor i s hidde n

in the razor-case . 13 t hey are car e ful not to reduce t he

spirit ua l t o t he l evel of t he mat erial . We can on l y say

that the h igher as pects o f t he i iva ref lect the Divi ne.

while the materia l descriptions constitute the lower

aspects of it. 1 4 a

If we mean by theism t he ex is tence of souls i n an

i nf i n i t e number . a nd dest rrred t c -pr es e r ve i n s ome--eenee

t he i r separate individualities :hroughout etern i t y . in

some re lat i on wi th God. the Upa n i ~ ads fail to furn ish

sufficient and convinc i ng ev i de nce f or t hi s. Af t er con

sidering the §veta~vatara as t he most high ly the is t i c of

the Upani~ads. in considerati on of i t s concept of God as

Supreme Ruler Das gupt a con c l ude::
I

"But in spite of th is apparent theistic ten-

-/dency and the occasional use of the word Isa
-/-

and Isana. there seems t o be no doubt that the

theism i n i t s true sense was never prominent.

and this acknowledgeme nt c r a Supreme Lord was
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also an off-shoot o f the exalted positi on of

~ the a t ma n as the supreme pri nci ple ''' 1. 4b,

In ' t he mos t ge ner a l terms. t he n . and with i n the c~n

text of Hi ndu thought . we may say tha t t he j l va i s that

psycho-somatic ,comp l ex t ha t operates as an emp ir i ca l l y

s e parat e ind iv idua l in relat ion to the world . Accord i ng

to mo nis t ic i dea li sm. which is the general conse ns us of

the @pani~ads. the jl va i s in reality the Atman. who

"a ccor d i ng to hi s own nature . covers himself like a

spi der with thr eads produced from pradhana <unmanifested

ma tt e r) " . 1. :5 I n t he sense that the j"Iva is a n indivi du al

s ou l in i t s mos t ge ne r al mean ing. t ha t i s . a se l f -

co ns cious ent ity with a divine basis. it is also ca l l ed
. ~ .. . . . - ,,,, , ... "'; ~~ .

the Puru~a . derived from pur isava. or "that Wnl C:1 Ll es

i mpr i soned -,.j i thin the body " . 1. 6 The i nd i vidua 1i 'C.Y ut t ne

i1 va pr es uppos es the f ul l psychic or mental a ppara t us .

which i ncl udes t he mind and the sense-organs and wh i c~ 1S

co nnected t o phys ica l body . The jl va is tied t o the body

even as "an anima l i s attached to a cart ".1.7

In the metaphysical doctrines of the Upan i?ads . the

psy ch i c process which in ordinary thought is unders t ood

t o be the basis of an individual person. in itse lf

requires the presupposition of a sp irit soul wh ich

app l ies the consc iousness. In this regard Dasgupta says :
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"To the Upani$adic seers the exi s te nce of the

s~u l i s a ne cessary presuppos i t i on of a l l.
~

e;<pe r i e nc e . It is the bas i s of all proof and

itself t he r e f or e stands i n ne ed of none''' :I. F3

Conscious ne ps , according to t he Upaniqads . i s t he

pre-eminent characteristi c of Brahman or Atma n . wh i ch

informs the individual and g ives i t the s ou l charac teri s-

t i c. ~ithout it the body-mind comple x cou l d not oper ate

meani ng fu lly. I t is also known as "the PuruEi a who

rema i ns awake shaping all sorts o f ob j ect s of de si r es

eve n whi l e we sleep - verily that is t he pure . the Brah-

man. and t ha t is also called the i mmor'L. a l. ":I. 9 HeY'e. t he

Katha t ell s us that , even in the dr e am s ta t e . wh i l e t he

i nd i ....:idual i s 'not eware of h'imse If ' a s a ccn s c i ous 0~

ope Y' a t i ~g empir i ca l entity, it i s the ~:ma~ t ha : __ the

light o f consciousness of the j l va. Tni s Atma n . or

Puru~a , or Pure intelligence , "r emains as the wi t ness of

al l t hree states of consciousness, v iz. - waki ng sta te.

dreaming state and the state of dreamless deep s leep "20

The text further emphasizes the pivota l r o l e of the

spirit in man: "no mortal ever lives by PraQa (outbr e a th)

or by Apana (inbreath). But they live by s ometh ing dif-

fere nt on whom these depend. "21 In t hi s way t he text e f-

f ec t i ve ly emphasizes the metaphys ica l ne cess i t y o f t he

s pir i t for all the operations of t he empir ica l i i va . In

do ing so it also "r e pud i a t e s the mateY'ia. is t i c doct r i ne
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that the soul i s j ust an a ssembl age of parts."22

.
i

.Since t he bas i s of individual persona lity i s the ,

spir {tu~l consciousness known var i ou s l y as Atma or Brah

man o~ Puru~a, the jlva as the psycho-physical comp lex -is

in a n empir ica l. sense regarded as agent or kart~. an d as

an en joyer or bhokta. 23 Thes e t er ms secure t he meaning

o f the jlva as a psych i c ent i ty whose act ions and ex-

periences are re lated to an emp irical framework . wh i le i t

i s ye t spiri tua lly based. And thi s provides the bas is

for regarding the jlva as in a special sense immutable --

a nd indestructible. I n t he context of Upani~ad i c us age

the indestructibi l i t y of the s ou l i s the i ndestruc-

-
t i b i l i t y of its sp iri t ua l bas is (At ma or Brahman or

Puru~ a):" and 'not the emp ir ic: l dres s it wears . . O'rt.hi s

empi r ica l dress the mos~ v~:~er:bl e to phys ica. v i c i s -

si t udes is the gross or phys :cal body. wh ich i s regarded

as having nothing i n common wi t h t he spiritua l bas is o f

the jlva . Therefore t he Kat ha i s able to dec lare:

"The knowing soul is not born nor does it die .

It has not come i nto be i ng from anything. nor

anything has come i nt o be ing from it. This

unborn. eternal , everlasting, ancient One suf-

fers no destructi on eve n when the body i s

destroyed. "24
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Death the~efore is only the destruction of th~ body,

whil~ the s ou l s urv ives through thi s cri s i s . As the.•verse shows. Upan i ~ ad ic metaphys i cs caters , f or the pre -

ex is t ence of t he s oul, and the post-existence o f it

be comes a logi~ al coro llary . Th i s idea. o f cours e. leads,

o n to the hypothesis of reincarnation enabling t he soul

t o inhabit another body. In the sense that each

ind ividual i t y pr es e r ves itse lf as a un i que cong l omera te

inte~cting wi t h others. the Upani~ads admit the exist-

ence o f a plurali ty of souls at the empirica l level .2~

A further definit ion of the j l va g i ven i n the

Upani~ads i s as t he living entity operating i n the- world

"/
through f ive qr aded psycho-physical sheaths or kosas. i s

outl ~ned' i n t ne Taitti rrya'-!~

Since a l l li v i ng things together are born (i n the ir

out er bod i ly c ~veri ng) from food or annam ,26 the firs t

and outermost sheath is known as the annamavakosa (sheath

of food ). Beneath the food sheath is the pra namava kosa

(sheath of life ) , which indicates that all creatures

depend of the orana or life-force27 which suffuses and

fills the life sheath , assuming the shape of the per-

son. 28 At the next deeper level occurs the vijnanamaya
,.

kosa (sheath of i nt e l l i ge nce) which informs the former

and a lso assumes the shape of the person. 29 And under

this occurs t he anandamava kosa (s hea t h of b liss ) which
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in its turn informs the former sheath while it also takes

1t he snape of the person. 30 This innermost sheath is
i

stated to have Brahman as its support. as there is no

o t he ~ sheath beneath i t. The ontolog i ca l anal ys is of

t he total self o f man is seen to have a teleol og i ca l

basi s l eading to the realization of the highes t Self

"whos e t rue nature is Bliss and self ~Jfulgence.31.

~uch i s the doctrine of the kosas adumbra ted in the
-

Ta i t t irTya. and which furnishes the framework f or the

f ul l unde r sta nding of opera tions and spiritua l evo l uti on

o f the i nd i vi dua l soul. The graded complex o f t he five

e l ements o f matter (a nna) . li f e- f or ce _ (pra Qa) . mind

(ma nas ) . i nt e l l i ge nc e (v i j na na) and bliss (a nanda )

defines i i va . whose
. j, I

t ot a 1 pe r sone 1i t y ~ s the s um-or con-

: ~ ibu~ions rece ived f rom e a ch leve l. All the s he aths.

:~c: uding the i nnermos t two (v iina na and ananda ) are con-

s i de~ed t o be purely Drakrt i c or material in cnaracter. 32

But "a t the back of this whole structure is t he Un i ve r s a l

Consciousness. Atman. which is our true being. "33 Rad -

hakrishnan avers that "the Highest Spirit. which is the

ground of all being. with which man 's whole being should

get united at the end of h is journey, does not contribute

to hi s self-sense".34 Ni kh i l anendc Sq~S that "the Light of
-
Atman sh ines in varying measure through the d ifferent

s he a t hs . ac cording to the ir composition."3~ Sva mi Sar-

vananda comments that the "cor e of vijnanamava se lf is
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t he notion of agency. "s :ince the jiva ope rating at this

l eve ! employs discursive and reflective thought which in
f

vo l ve ego-sense .or doershi p. The anandamaya se lf " i s the
.

true "Self wi t hout the not i on of agency " but "eve n here

the Self i s not ~bsolutel y fr ee from all trappings. be -

cause there iS ,the upadhi of intelligence transformed as

joy" . 36

~S i nce action a nd joy are taken to reflect a cause

and effect relat Ionshi p. "so also agency and en j oyersh ip

have the s ame re l-a t i on " .37 Kartrtva (aGe ncy) a nd. -

bhoktrtva (enjoy er sh i p) limit each other by setting up a
•

frame of r eference. eve 6 a s t he body is a limiti ng f ~ c-

tor .
,..

I t is t hus cl ear that for t he Uoa n i s ads . t~e , ~ -. .
dividual se l f i s a psycho-phys i ca l ag ent opera ti ng a:

five gr aded level s of be ing in the world. bu t whose e~-

s enti al be i ng i s that of t he At ma n or spiritua l essence .

At t he l evel o f the f ormer he is part of the wor ld (wh i ch

i nc l udes leve ls of psych i c ex is te nce ). a nd a t the level

of the latter he is pure spir i t ua l being equ i va l e nt with

Br ahma n . Yet we cannot say tha t the individual self or

jlva i s i t s el f t he "At ma n . The Upani~ads do not give a n

account o f the prec ise rela t i onsh i p.
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7.2 KARMA AND SAMSARA
,.•The Upani ~ adi c conception o f the i nd i v i dua l or the
" tkt Co\-

jIva ' is 'thus~a hi gh l y comp l ex en ti ty ope r a t i ng thr ough

mapy different levels of being. each level furn ishing the

base. s o t o sp~ak. f or the one above it . The lowest

level o f the j i va' s ope r a t ions i s the physi ca l s heath o f

the body. which hides within it t he other s . In terms of

the ~volutionary sense promoted by the Upan i ~ ad i c

de s~r i p t i o ns . we may say that the five demarcated layers

of ~eing. though defined as kosas or sheaths. should be

seen more in terms of an ever-widen i ng sp iral as one

des ce nds ~e e p er into man 's be ing . wn i le at the physi ca l

shea th l evel there oper at es the most obvious limiting

f actor in terms of freedom'of moveme nt and mut a bl T1ty.

t ~e se ar e seen t o give way gener a .ly . to greater freedom

at the deeper and wider leve ls o f being . 38 Gr eatly

reduced restriction a nd mutab i l ity i s character is ti c o f

manas. vijnana and ananda. which are the higher s p i ri t ua l

levels leading to realizat ion of the Atman. The

metaphysics of the Upani7iads support consistently "the

infinitisation of man; " they teach that "t he absolute is

the deliberate goal of man. "39

This way of expressing the spiritua l bent in man

also brings out the importance of his conscious and

measured efforts towards self-rea l izat ion . While the

J
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, Upa n i s ads sugges t in on e s e ns e t ha t self-effort or karma.
in th4 se nse o f being ant i t he t i cal t o unders tanding is

i

unproductive of s p iritua l gains . that is, tha t t he path.
o f j nan~ or kn owledge is t he most efficacious one leading

the soul t o reali za ti on o f it s inherent divin ity. i n a

secondary or lower se nse the Upan i ~ ads are l a r ge l y agre ed

tha t t he psychi c or me ntal ci r cumsta nc es t ha t bear upon

spiritual advance . or regressi on , depend upon moral and

ethic~l fact ors. While the s trong emphasis throughout

the Upanisads i s upon the a cqu is i t ion of knowledg e l ead-.
ing t o l iber a t ion . 4 0 the phys i ca l concomitants o f l ife.

" t he jlva oper at ing at t he psycho- phys i ca l level, t he need

for the se lf to nego t i a t e its jour ney to the Supreme

through t he oper a t i on of desires and motives. bring to

the f ore'around o f cons i deraf i on the na ture and "i~~tance

o f mora l ac~icns . Tne ver y c ~ o s e in t e r we avi ng o f the

phys i ca l se lf wi t h the i nner me nt a l self i n-

}
J

creased , i n t he es t imati on o f t he Upan i ~ ad i c sages. t he

metaphysical value of human actions in their mora l dimen-

sion . The nature of man as a graded series of selves

operating at different levels called for a more truly

spiritual conception of karma than appears to have been

fostered in pre-Upani~adic times .

Although we may be tol d that "it seems beyond doubt

that t he doc trine of Karma is a natural and moral outcome

of the inarticulated views of the pre-Upanisad ic sages,,

whi ch assume a definite a nd articulate shape in the
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Veda~ no wor l d-tra nscending ambition on the part o f man

in orde r to seek out his destiny. There is not eve n the

There i s i ndeed, as we saw earlier , the pecu l i~~

obviously

Most wr i ters see i n the Ved ic concept of r~ a the,.-

polythe is ti c-monotheistic type of repet it ive adcr~t i c n o f

adumbration o f a metaphysical scheme in this re~~~d.

s ource o f t he rig id and inflexible aspect of the ~e l l -

varia nt .

known con cept o f karma. We are given in the e~rl ier

de fi nit ely s ta ted in each case , is so

of mJra l ac t i ons when the metaphys i ca l goa l. which is s o
i

Upani sads " ,41 it is d if f i cult t o env isage a co~mon syst em,

.'

individual in ~he guise of an undisguised a nd ~~~ l ess

the ~ods . of te n rising to admirable heights of p e ~sonal

. ,.. -
spi ritua . c or.~un i o n with the de i t y, -~

d · . ..an s now:~; ~ ~e ~~~n

s ou l, pe ti tic ning for blessedness and the cri ::: : :

in th is wor ld . Such an atmosphere surely invc l ve d a de e p

sense o f fi l ia l duty towards God and trust i n Ei w. a nd

the values of kindness and fellowship among me n. But we

fail to find that the B1£ principle, with so muc~ pote n

tial)was trans lated into anything that went beyor.d the

li f e of present concerns or a simple idea of heaven in

any higher eschatological sense. 42

On the contrary, during the intervenina pe ~iod o f

the Brahmanas . the idea of rta with its essent ia l l Y co s -. .....-- .
mic notion of order, was utilized to impress ma n 's r i t ual
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acts with that very same mechan ica l a nd soulless rigour

its chief charac ter. and even.
i

r a ised to a kind of wor l d- pr i nc i p l e . 4 3 Tnis i s not to

de;-;y 'tha t the Brahmal)a literature d id not de ve lop the

karma idea beyond" its mechanical r i t ual ist ic applicati on .

I ndeed. as the fore -runners of much o f UDan i ~ad i c thought. .
t he BrahmaQas ar e lit er a l ly storehouse s o f a wide

s pe c trum of ideas wh i ch l ater deve . op a lso al ong diverse

li nes. With regar d t o karma. the Brahmaryas certainly..
de velop its importance with r egard t o the r ep eated bir t hs

t hat ch aracterize human ex i s t e nce . Yet. i t i s of great

impor t a nce in a co mparati ve study such as the pre s ent

one . to not e t hat t he context of Erapma~a speculation was

a ritualistic on e, a l egacy that i n a variety of ways

ccrit r nues down to modern "t -rme s . Wi t hin the narr~on-

f i ~es of this f r amework there i s ne scope f or those es-

c~a~ologi cal ideas tha t requ ire the simp e external act

t o be as soci a t ed with h igher level motive s that take into

account ma n ' s psychologi cal a nd sp ir itua l dimensions.

I f karma i s conce ived in t erms of a simpl e theory of

judi ci al rewards and pun ishment s. then we have to say

that there is t he legacy of the s trong rituali stic ori en-

tat i on o f t he Brahma~a wor l d-v i ew. On the ba si s o f their

h i gh l y developed spiri tual i nsight into man's na tur e. as

evidenc ed in the a na lys is of the thre e l ev els of con-

sc iousnes s wi t h t he t url va as the fourth . and the
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doctrines of the ko~as r ev i ewed a bove. the Upani~ads

radic~lly transform the idea of karma into a dynamic.
f

metaphysical principle o f great subtlety and sp iri t u~l
•

i mpo r t . The bare descrip ti on o f it. "man bec omes good by

good 'deeds and bad by bad deeds " as the Bthadara~yaka~4

says. now takes account of a wider psychological frame o f

reference that connects man 's desires and tendencies o f

thought to a spiritua l goal. The reward of a good life

is the experience of goodness. and not of crass and...
material benefit.4~

Yet we cannot deny that the Upani~ads carry a lso a

somewhat simplistic idea of karma and the associa ted

doctrine of transmigration. Tne Chandogya says :

_-...
"Tho s e who have good residual results of

actions here. quick ly reach a good womb. the

womb o~ BrahmaQa. of a K~atriya. or of a

Vaisya. But those who have bad residual

results of action quickly reach an evil womb.

the womb of a dog or of a hog. or of a ca~-

We shall not be wTong if we judge that this one-to-

one type of correspondence is really the legacy of the

Brahmana ethos. which considered human actions and their

con~equences only in terms o f an invariable mechan ical
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rigidity . The h igher thought of the Upani~ads giNes a

sure~ gu ide f er t he interpreta ti on o f the doctrines of
•

karma and samsara . and the Upani?ads give us different

phas es of these doctrines in their development. 4 7 The

Upa ni?ads g ive us t he fee ling t hat t he external wor ld

works ac cord i ng to mechan ica l laws . the i nne r spiritual

l i f e i s mar ked by greater freedom from ne cessity. but

do es not mean moral depravity. As a principle of

spir~ua l l i f e i n evolution karma. as well as the concept

o f samsara. e~phas ize t he deve l opment o f c har a c t e r which

i s seen as cont i nuo us with a long past and a foreseeable

f uture . 4 8 Wne n Yajnavalkya takes Artabhaga Jaratkarava

-by the ha nd and l eads him away t o converse in se~recy

about t he na ~ure of karma. 4 9 it must indicate that the

pr i nciple o f 'karma cannot ~e stated i n simple ph7STca l is -

t ~c te rms. ~ut t~at it is s ub t le. pro found a nd deep ly

spiri tua l i n natur e. An understanding of its workings

t hrough ana_ og ies drawn from externa l nature may prove

misleading.

It is significant that Hume should question the

source and origin of the idea of karma and reincarna-

tion.~o If it cannot be so directly linked to the Brah-

ma~ic inheritance of the Upani~ads. it goes to s how its

essentia l ly sp ir itual dimension which may no t be linked

too c lose ly t o the rigid and mechanical types of

re lat ionships t hat obtain in external nature. The
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.... - J'Svetas vatara indicates the importance o f char acter in the

spir ltual development of the jlva . ~ ~ The Kau~ltakl i nd i -.
i

cat es the importance o f knowledge al so for a jIva in its

r ~ -embod i me n t in a future exi stence . ~ 2

The doct rine o f karma and sams a r a i ndicate both the

need for a moral foundation as we l l as the evol utionary

c~a~a c t er of the spiritual life. though the Upani~ads

a lso~ive us indi ca tions of poss ible retrogre s s ~ o n .

IV_

7.3 LIBERATION AND JNANA

The destiny of man. the d estiny o f the h~~an sou l .

1: probably the most intri~hing of all quest i o ns ~h has

eve~ had to fac e . In the Indian tradition th is ~uest i 0 n

i s answer ed in vari ous ways . and a part i cu l a r l y attrac-

ti ve answer is given in the s i mp l e ye t profound narrat i ve

of Nac i ketas going t o t he Lord of Death t o f i nd Eterna l

Li f e . Abandoning fam i ly and fr iends the young brah-

macar in arrives at the abode of Lord Yama a nd , being

granted three boons , and exhausting the firs t two. asks :

"Whe n a man di es, ther e i s thi s do ubt: s ome

say , ' He exists ' ; s ome aga i n . ' He does not ' .

Thi s I should l ike to kn ow, being t aught by

thee. " ~ :3
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Though Yama tr ies t o d iss ua de the boy wi t h many

temp~ations . Naci ketas s t ubborn l y persists in h is

•
requ~st; s o Yama t eaches thus:

"One thing, i s good. a nd di f fe rent indeed is t he

pleas a nt; good befalls him who foll ows t he good .

he loses t he goal who chooses the p le asant . "~4

:;Yama cont i nues :

"He who thi-nks that this is the only worl d fal l s

into my contro l again and again . " ; !5 !5 "Th i s (Atman ) ..

s ub t ler t han the s ubtl est. i s inarguable "; !5 6 "The knowing

s ou l is no t bo r n . nor does it die . This Unborn .

e t er ne l .' eve r las t i ng. anc f"~'ht One' s uffers no de s ~ !"u.,-, t i on.

even whe n the body i s destroyed " .!5 7 "Th i s At ma r: :=.nnct

be a t ta ined by the study of the Vedas, nor by the in~el-

lect . nor even by much learn ing ; by h im is it attai~ed

who it (the Atman) chooses - this. h is own Atma n . revea ls

its own form . " .!58 "He who is i nt elli gent, ever pure and

with the mind controlled. verily reaches the goa l whence

none is born again ";!59 "Nothing is superior t o the Puru~a

-
(At ma n) - tha t is the end. that is t he s upreme goa l "; 60

"Hav i ng realised that Atman which is soundless. tcuch-

l es s. f ormless . imperishable. eterna l. wi thout beginn i ng

or end ... one is released from the j aws of dea th . " o 1.

J
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We may choose to follow the opinion that "the con

c e p t ~on of the l i fe eter na l , of re l ease , sa lvat i on or
•moks q , i s very vagu e i n t he Upani shads ", 62 yet t ha t very. .

vagueness i s s ue s f r om the nature of ~he go a l i t s el f . I t

.i s not possible t o give any def ini t e indicat ions, f or " it

i s no t any of t hose co nc e pt s f ound i n or d ina ry

knowl edge . 63 Though immane nt , i t is yet t r a ns ce nde nt a nd

beyond the reach o f words and mind. 64 Even the great

teac~r Yama declares . it to be " i nargua b l e " , and not at -

f"a i nab l e by any k ind o f "s t udy" or "l ear n i ng . " The

Upan i ~ ads also s uggest a negative ap proa ch as being the

more appropria te to the i s sue , t he path o f "ne ti.

neti" . 6!5

'Yama himse lf says tha~ t he pa t h o f f inal ema~pa-

t i on i s "d i f f i cu l t to cr os s ove r e nc hard t o t r ead." that

it is as "s har p as a r azor 's edge " .66 Wha t emerges as

t he cha r a c t eri sti c o f Upa n i 7adic teach i ng on the question

of liberation is that it is put before us in precisely

the same terms as Ultimate Real ity its e l f . Brahman or

Atman is itself the highest value i n l i f e, and whose

realization alone can confer salva t ion from the :' j aws of

death", from the continuous series o f reb irths .

Expressing that unity , the Atma n. as the goal o f

- Nman, Yajnavalkya says:

}
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"This is its highest goal. this is its highest

~lory. this is its highest world. this is its.
ihighest bliss; a l l ot her beings live on a par-

:t i c 1e 0 f t h is ver y b1i ss " . 6 7

It appears t o be abundantly clear. then. that t he

empirical i ndividual. the j l va . in the view o f the

Upani~ads. finds its highest destiny merely in rea liz i ng

its true self. Irrespective of the particular approach
'9

in the d ifferent t ext s o f the Upanisads. it stil l seems,

t o be the consensus view that there is a kind of merging

of the jlva with its own most interior essence. t he

Atman. Dasgupta says in this regard:

."Thus it. i s sa id t he t -oche true knowledge o f - ---

se lf does net l ead t o emancipation but is eman-

c ipati on itself. All sufferings and limita-

t io ns are true only as l ong as we do not kn ow

ourself. Emancipation is the natural and only

goal of man simply because it represents the

true nature and essence of man. It is the

realization of our own nature that is called

emancipation. " 6 6

There are many references in the Upani~ads wh ich

indicate the world of material entities to be real. and

which cannot be passed off as products of illus i on. 6 9
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Yet , so far as the i ndi v i dua l j i va is c oncerned , i t

f a ir l~ seems t ha t . on t he who l e. the Upani~ads te ~c~ an
•

ultimat e unity . which i s s omehow veil ed f r om vie~. It i s

on l y sei f - knowledge tha t ca n wipe o f f the f a lse

knowledge .70

Those who uphold the acosmi c view of Ultimate

Reali ty insi s t that the path t o liberat i on consi s~ s

. "V -
exc lus ive l y o f Jna na or knowledge. And eve n fr om a l l

t hat we have said about the Upani~ads. we do get the

i mpr es s ion t ha t knowledge is the appropriate a ppr~ach to

Reality.

Tne ~hole matter .turns on the issue o f : ~e ~a:ure of

. a nguage ~ ~C the nor mal ways of speak i ng g: v e a~ ~cvan-

tage to t~e knowledge approach t hat migh t be ~~~~s:ifi ed .

Though the Upa n i 9ads do use examples a nd a necdot es s uch

as "knowi ng one lump of clay all tha t is made of c lay

becomes known ".71 a closer analysis shows t ha t . s i nce

spiritual reality is not likely to be anyth ing li ke

physical entities. therefore . the ' knowi ng ' requ ired need

not necessari ly be related t o acosmic t ypes of le arni ng .

Indeed . the texts do not always sponsor mere learning. as

we saw from the Ka~ha passages given above . but the spon-

s ors o f the academic ideal have certain ly maintained the

view that the approaches of knowledge and medi ta: i on
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alone a r e appropriate t o moksa. while karma and bhakti

are m~re l y i nstrumental ..
f

. .
Although it has t o be gr an t ed t ha t in t he Upan i~ads.

there is not much scope f or bhakti in t he unders ta nding

o f i t in relation t o the Glta j y e t we may not be

entire ly unjustified i f we say that s ome groundwork f or

i t appears laid out in the Upani~ads.72 and especially in

relat40n to the characterisation of Br ahman experience as

supreme bl i s s and supreme consci ousness.

.. ~........
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Chapter 8.0 THE BHAGAVAD GITA

,.
8 .1 VALUE OF THE GITA

It is uni ver s a l l y recognised t hat the Gita i s one o f

the great spiritual books of the world. The es t eern in l..)h.I·C ~

it is held in the scholarly world is reflected in the

fact that the number of commentaries writ ten on t h i s text

by e~stern a nd western scholars runs into severa l..
hundreds . We can agree. with Radhakrishna n when he s ays

" . if the hold whi ~h a work has on the mind of man is

any c lue to its importance. then the Gita is the most

in f lue nt i al work in Indian thought " .1 Das gu pta a t t es t s

to the high mer it of the book when he says of the Glta:

"Th i s book is right l y rega.r.ded as , one of the gr.e f.r..;~~

mas t e r p i eces o f Hi ndu thought. " 2

I n the Indian tradition the Glta is of t en no~ ooked

upon as a sruti or revea led text. bu t ra t her as par t o f

the smrti tradition . 3 We have to see t hat this re lega-

tion of the Glta to a lower hierarchica l leve l has

l ar ge l y been sponsored by the non-dualis t school of

thought. which is prone to place less importa nce on the

events of history. Yet the Glta is the one book in the

Hindu tradit ion that holds a position ana logous to the

Bible or the Koran. according to many wT iters. 4 Ot t o.

who sought t o prove through his researches the exis te nce
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of a n origi nal or ,"ur" Glta . asserted that such original

t ext !consi sted of onl y 128 verses. ~ Although the re-
f

sear~he s conducted by t he Bhandarkar Institute of Ori e n-
.

t a l Research . in wh i ch manuscripts have been collected in

several differe nt s cr ipts (such as Devanagarl . BengalI.

Telugu, Ma laya la~ etc . ) , spread over about 220 d ifferent

manuscripts, have_ brought to light 19 additi onal and 10

half-stanzas . in the view of Belva lkar t hes e c~e

"adm:iirt t ed l y r e pe t it i ous a nd doctrinally insignif icant ".

The re appears to be good evidence for saying t ha t "from

~. --the time o-f Samka r a cary a down to our own days t he

Bhagavad Glta has been r egar de d as consisting of seven

hundred stanzas. ' ~6

'In 'the crit ica l ed i t i on of t he Mahabharc~a . -cnapters

XXIII to XL of the Bhl smapa~van conEtitute t~e 3hagavad

Glta. 7 and thi s has a lso be e n affirmed by Radhak~ishnan.e

In t he Hi ndu t r aditi on , therefore. in the hiE~ or i ca l

r ecor d a cce pted i n th is t r adition, the Gl ta becomes a

part of the Mahabharata , wh i ch is r egarded aE an itihasa

(a work of h is t or ica l re cord ) . In the Hi ndu t~adition,

", .
t he srut l, which i s t he d irect r eve l a t i on of Epi~itual

t ruth , i nc l udes the Vedas and the Upani~ads, whi_e h is

torical works such as the Ramayaqa and Mahabhara t a . and

l egendary works such as the Pura~a a nd AgamaE. a~e con

s ide r ed smrt i works, i. e . . mer e e labora t i ons of the•

r eveal ed truth. 9

J
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1his circumstance o f t he Glta being part of a smrt i

text, !could have contributed to its relegation also to
f

the s~rti or se condary group o f re l igious text s . From
. '.

the poin t of v iew of our theistic interest . we have to

not e that i t is a t least pe culiar that the Gf ta has not

be en a c cor ded the status of primary revelati on . espe-

cially since . s o far as the Hindu tradition is concerned.

it represents t he only recorded reve lation o f the incar-

nate ~od .

A likely explanation is tha t i n the understanding of

the influential non-duali st schoo l of t hought, the Glta .

being a part of history . cannot be accorded supreme

s t a t us since a l l empirical events are in some sense

fa 1se . The Vedes cannot 'bEr s o regarded' fo r the" rtmson

that t hey are take n t o stand a t the head of the h i s t or y

o f mankind. and are not themselves part of that history.

enunci ating only the princip les tha t govern man and his

r el at i ons wi t h God. Whe t he r thi s is a valid argument for

not accord i ng s ruti s ta t us to the Glta i s highly ques-

t ionable, si nce the Glt a in the Hindu t r adition i s its elf

the very Word of God .

It i s. however . o f mor e than h i s t orica l i nt e r est

that , eve n in the period of the c lassical commentar ies.

there deve l ope d the tradition of the trayi -prasthana or

tripl e s cr i pt ur a l foundati on, ccnsi st ing of the

}
J
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Upan i~ads , Bhagavad Gl ta and Br ahma Sutra .~o Al t hough

the e!rlier srut i t r adition was left und is t urbed . t hi s.
f

new grouping of the t hree texts effectively and construc

tively rep laced the or igi na l ~rut i arrangement. In the

la te r tradition o f Vedanta. which means almost al l Hi ndu

re ligious and philosophical speculation, this group i ng of

t he prasthana-traya held supreme sway.

~e see in t h is a definite design t o all ow t he Gl t a

an entry through the back door, so to speak , and estab-

li s h it in a position of supremacy together with t he

". --
Upani~ads. Even t he great Samkaracarya , the f ou nder o f

the non-dualis t schoo l of Vedanta. gives the Glta high

prai s e as "the coll ected essence o f the teach i ngs O -F .=. i 1. - _.

(
'- -

the Veda·s ". u. We mey note 'that Madhusudana Saras~.Jat.: . e.

hi~h-~anking ~ed ieva l pol emi c i s t and protagonis t ~f cc-

va:t a doctri~es. also gave it a status apparentl y h ighe~

than the Upani~ads as "t he ambrosia-milk of t he

Uoan i s ads" . ~ 2 Svaml Vivekananda, the famous Hindu monk. .
of modern times, and an ardent proponent of the non-

dualist philosophy , held that the Glta is "a bouque t of

Upani~adic flowers ".~3

I t is pert inent for us to take note of the hi gh

esteem and regard accorded to the Glta by many Wes tern

s cho lars and savants.
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The Bhagavad Glta was f irst t r a nsl at ed into Eng l ish

by Ch~rles Wilkins in 1785 . In introd ucing t h is work,
f

Warre~ Hastings. t he first Governor-Gene~a l o f I nd i a,

wr ot e : t.nat " the Bhagavad GIta wi l l s urv i ve eve n af ter the

British domin ion i n India s hall have ce as ed to exist and

t he s ources of j t s wealth and power are los t to

remembrance ".14 A short time later Augus t Sch lege l

t r ansl a ted the GIta into Latin.1~

The great German critic Wi l l iam va n Humbo ld t wrote:

"The G1t a is the most beautiful. perhaps the only true

ph ilosophica l song existing in any known language ".16

And in a l e t t e r to his statesman friend Frede~i ck va n

Gentz. he wr ote : " I read the Ind ian poem f or ':o ne fi ~st

time: whe n _was in 'my country es t e t e in 5 i 1es i-e ~~d

whl .e ~c:ng s o I felt a sense of overwh elmi ng gra~itude

to God f or having let me live to be acc;ua i nted with

thi s work. It must be the most profou nd an d sut l i me

th ing to be found in the world. "17

J W Hauer, a German missionary who worked in India,

refers to the Glta as Ita work of imperishable

significance " which "gives us not only profound insights

t ha t a~e va lid for all times and for all re l igi ous life,

bu t it con tains as well the class ica l prese nta t i on o f one

o f the most significant phases of Indo-Ge~an re. ig i ous

h ist ory ".18
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And Al dous Hux ley gives unstinted prai s e whe n he

obs elfves : li The Glta i s one of t he most comprehe nsive a nd.
f

cle a~e s t summaries o f t he perennial philosophy ever to
.

have "be e n made : hence it s e ndur i ng val ue . no t only f or

India . bu t "f or all mank ind. "1.9 We may f i nd ins truction

also in the ob~ervation that wh i l e ma ny peopl e in t he

moder n times have taken e nt hus i ast i ca l ly t o the message

o f the Glta. there are also no t wanting cri t i cs who find

its ~eneral pantheism marring to t he true spir itua l me s -

sage. This problem will be addressed i n a l ate r s ect i on .

A wide range of views have bee n of f er ed wi t h regard

t o the teachings of the GTta. Becau s e it draws i deas

from a l l t he impor t a nt f ounta i ns e r though t of a nc i e nt

India . f t i s "o f t e n cons i de r'ed : 0 "be a somewhat " ' m~~c: n i -

caIly synt hes ized work re prese~ : : ~g vari ous s C~0c ls of

though t represented in a re l ig i ous dr es s . 2 0

In 1895 Hopkins wrote about the G[ta in the follow-

ing terms:

liThe same thing is sa id over and over again.

and the contradictions in phraseo logy and in

meaning are as numerous as the re pe titions .. .

The different meanings g i ve n t o the same words

are as indicative of its patchwork origin.

which again would he lp t o exp la in its
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phi los ophi ca l i nco ns i s t e nci es . " 2 :1,
.
i

'Garbe fel t that the Glta was ' originally a tex t o f

t he 5~~;r.ya-yoga s chool . and whi ch was later worked ove r

by the proponents of Vedic thought. 2 2 We have t o admi t

that t he Glta in fact does portray a great deal o f

t hought s ~hat are related to the saffikhya ~and yoga

do c t ri nes . At first glance the Glta appears to be a kind
~

of amalgam o f the philosophical ideas of the Upan i~ads .

the older Vedic ritualism and fixed duties. as well as
-

di s pa s s ion f or worldly goods charac teristic o f Buddhi st

thought . Yet. because of the overpowering figure o f

Kr s na the Glt a seems t o carry. fo r the g~eater part o f

it s t ~ = c ~ i ngs . the views of the anc ie nt Bhagavata cu lt . 2 3

The r ~ ar~ many co ntrover si es regarding the or~cin o f

of Krsna, and there are many conflic t i ng...
account s o f t he origin of Krsna himself. 2 4 There does

not seem to be much chance of these controversies aba t -

ing. since the actual historical materials are s o scanty .

and always appear to be mixed up with legendary l ore .

Our approach is based on the Glta and its content, and we

have t o say, with Edgerton , that:

"We know nothing of the process by which he

(Kr s na ) attained d ivine honours. nor of his- ..
e=r l ier history as a God. before the Bhagavad

305
J

J ( o'



,
Glta. which is probably the earliest work,

iprese nted to us in which he appears as such. " u ;

Thr ough i nt e r na l references and sty lis t i c com-
,

par isons , the Gl t a appears to be a genu i ne e pi s ode of t he

Mahabharata. 2 6 ' It was a time of mu ch conf l i ct a nd ten-

sion. both in terms of movement of men as well a s of

ideas . We cannot doubt that the Glta does. to a sig-.. .
nificant extent, reflect views that might easil y be con-

nected with diverse and even opposed systems . 2 7 While we

ca nno t say for sure that the differe nt a pproaches

t o the study of the Glta are without ground. many

scholars a lso agree that the book has a consi stent mes-

s aae in te r ms o f i t s own premises.
j • •

Thus Aur~~ i ~do f ee.:
--

tha t the GTta. based on the spiritua l exper ience o f a

s age o f deep wisdom. gives us a sy nt he t i c dcc - rine e f

karma yoga . set out with great ski l l. 2 s

Another scholar. who poured forth immense labours on

this little scripture. has been B G Tilak. His s umming

up is that the Glta is the flower and culmination of the

Vedic tradition, setting out the synthetic doctrine of

action, devotion and knowledge'. 29

Mahatma GandhI has forcefully declared the Glta

doctrine to be based on karma yoga. with the c lear

emphasis of the idea of detachment . He has given it the

J
J
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designation of ~nasakti yoaa. the yoga o f detached

acti~ .30

~

. .
Garbe. like many ot her s . also emphas izes the wide

t o leraDce a nd catholi c s p i r i t o f t he Glta. when he says :

" I n the Glt'a there i s a sage t ha t speaks in the

fu l l ne s s and enthusi asm o f his knowl ecge and of

41is feelings. and not a phi l osopher broug ht up

in-any school . who d i vides h is materi a l in con-

formity t o a settled method and arr i ves a t the

l a t e r s teps of his doctrines through the clue

o f a set o f systemat ic ideas ."31.

· Such a vi ew woul d l ead" us t c - beli eve t ne t · · a~5s age

not a l lied t o any spec if i c s choo l i s the s ubs t a nce of the

GTta . While this may be true a nd a genera fea t ure o f

the GTt a teachings. i t i s unli ke ly that a bock ~~a: does

not have a fairly consistent message cou ld hold t he minds

and hearts of men for more than two thousa~d years. Tha t

it can mean different things to different people is not a

neceassry bar to the consistency of its meaning . It

shows that the book can g ive to men that which they seek.

wi thin limits. We can therefore agree with the observa

tion that "t he G"ita stands midway be twee n a ph il osoph ica l

system and a poetic inspirat ion . "32

J
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8 .2 UPANI§ADIC CHARACTER OF THE GITA

.
f

Many ardent t r ad i tionali s t s espouse the view that

the Gita . being a part o f t he general and generalized

Indian tradit i on known as t he Vedanta. is e qu i ve l e nt t o

the teachings of the Upani~ads. They there fore are in-

clined t o see the Gita also as the representa t i ve scrip-

ture o f the =piritually abso luti stic worl d-v i ew

pro!¥'unded in the Upani~ads.:3:3 The GTt a i s taken. in

this underst an ding o f the re lationsh ip. to be t he

dramat i c expos itor of i t s own inheritance. t he

~l aborator of the ideals propounded i n the ea r l i er s crip-

- tures . wnile the Upani s ad= furnish these idea ls in their
•

es senti al philosoph i cal f orm . the Gl t a elabora tes them in

terms of the ir app1ication~ i n t he practical l i f ~-~f

man.:3 4 T~e unknown and the unknowa b l e Supreme Rea lity .

is ass umed to t ake t he fo rm of Kr sna .°t . . .
truths emerge out Hi s l i p s . " :3 ~

"

"a nd the Upanisadi c,

}
J

I t has to be admit ted . on obje cti ve grounds . t ha t

the tradition that the Glta i s the mere elaborator o f the

teachings of t he Upani~ads is fa i r ly we l l es t ab l i shed.

I t s s tre ngt h is seen in t he colophon a t t he e nd of every

cha pt e r of t he Gl ta. which s upp lies the sub-title

'Upani ~ad ef the Gfta'. a nc follows it up with a more

de f initive indication o f the r e la t ionsh ip as ' Br ahma 

vi~ya' . knowl edge o f t he Et e r na l or Abso l ute. 3 6
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It i s pe cu l i ar t ha t Vai~~ava edit ions of t he Glta do

not a~pear to include t he co lophon. j udging from the
•

Bhagavad Glta As It I s by Svaml Prabhupada. 37 Ye t. all

the Vai~~ava ~c~ryas. R~m~nu ja .. Madhva a nd Val labh~ f u l l y

acce pt the TraYl -Pras thana tradit i on. and they are

anx i ous to establish that their views are in c l os e co n-

fo rmity to the Upa n i ~ ad i c teachings. 3s

~n t he s tre ngth of the colophon alone . t herefore . it

a ppear s quit e pos si b l e that li the Bhagavad Gl ta c ou~d ::Je

conside r ed an Upan i ~ ad" 3 9

There is :.0 d e ny i ng the importance of t he Upen i s e.ds

fo r t he Glt a . as t he immediately precedi ng a nt ec ec e nt
. . • . n

l i t e r a t ur e r e l evarrt ' t o it s con tents. The s t ruc : '.1~~ cf

the Glt a in t rie f or m of a di alogue i s r -emi n i s c e r ; t -: : : ::e

UDa n i s ad i c t e~ c~er-DuD i l d ialocrues such as those be~ween.. . ... .. -
Uddal aka and §ve~aketu. Yajnavalkya and GargI . e: : . . ~e

str iking image constructed before our minds by t he Gl : a .

the image of the chariot and its rider. recal ls im-

mediately a similar portrayal in the Katha passage wh i ch

says that the Atman is the master of the char i o t and .. -,-ne

chariot is the body; the intellect is the char i oteer and

the mind is the rein. 4 0 In the Glta of course. "Ar rune

becomes the s oul o f man and Krsna the chari oteer of the...
sou 1 . "41.
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There are i n f a c t who l e ver ~e 2 in the Glt a tha t may

be correlated with verses i n the Uoan isads. I n Chap ter. .,
XIl l i o f the Gltawe have. with regard t o the Supr eme

.
Being:

"Wi t hout a nd within al l be ings ; t he unmov ing
,

and also the moving; becaus e o f i ts subtl ety,

incomprehensible; It is far a nd near' ''42

~..
Whi le in the Isavasya there occur s t he ve r s e :

" I t moves and it moves not. It is far a nd I t

is near . It is within all t h is a nd i t i s a lso

out s i de a l l this ".43

A s i mi l a r i de a occur s in the ~uncaKa a l s o:

"Se l f - r-e s p l e nd e nt . f ormless . :..:. ::or- : ; i na : ec. and

pur-e, that all-pervading be i ng i s both wi t h i n

and wi thout ." (MU 2.1.2 ).

We see thus that there are sever-a l almos t verbatim

correspondences between the GTta and several of the clas-

s ical Upani~ads, even as we have correspondences among

t he Upani~ads themselves. That t he Git a en joys in t he

tr-ad it ion the status of an Upani~ad. a nd f ur-t her, t ha t it

a_so has the character of Upani~adic teachi ng , is fa ir l y
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beyond doubt . It i s inter esting to consider. however. t o

what!extent the Glt a exhib its t he Upani?adic character .
i

Since the Upani~ads . as we have already seen . out o f the.
comple x strains o f metaphysi : a l though t tha t are con-

sidered in them in fact give prcminence to the two maj or

aspects of moni stic idealism. that is . the cosmic and the

a cosmic ideals. it i s t he task o f our thesis to estab lish

whi ch o f these. either one e r both . and to what exte nt.

the ~i ta r epresents. Or alternatively. whe t he r the Gita

presents its own pe cu l i a r system o f metaphysics . And

-further. since our study is t hei s t i ca l l y - or i e nt ated. we

are concerned to investigate t he nature of the Glta

theism and in what way s thi s .... . may be re la ted t o theI..ne l s m

Upani~ads. and t o t he ear l ier ~ de a s o f the Vedas.
~ ..~ --
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.. -
Chapter 9 .0 THE BHAGAVAD GITA: ,GOD AND THE UNIVERSE

,.•
,9 .1 ULTIMATE REALITY

In an ear lier presentation of the ideas o f the

Uoanisads we had seen that i t was not easy to s e t out'. .

thi s philos ophy in any straightforward way. One o f the

probl ems was t he many crisscrossing strands of thought in

the s~ t ext s which appeared to restrict a clear v iew of

the i r genera l metaphysics, giving the impressi on of the ir

lack i ng "a def ini tive viewpoin t " .:t.

I f t he Glta presents us with a similar prob l em. it

__ becaus e it i s i n many important ways the inher itor o f

t rie 1egacy of the Upa n i s aa s ': In the 1as t chapt·e~~~

~c~ed that the GIt~ cl ear ly breathed a n Upan i~ac i ~

~harac t e r. From th is perspective. we have t o say wi t h

L=.ehner that " t he Gl t a is not an easy text t o i r.t er pr e t

as it is not consistent with itself ".2

That the Glta incorporates the leading ideas o f t he

ear lier Vedanta is not open to any doubt. Some of t he

basi c ideas of the Upani?ads are certainly incl uded "as a

determi n i ng viewpoint in its remarkable synthes is of

ideas from various sources " .3

. The Gita i s generally regarded as being a work on

313

J
J (



the ethics of rel igious life. I ts metaphysi cal pos i t i on

there~ore is not worked out wi t h the kind of suppor ting
i

dialectic that we witness in the Upani~ads.4

u t il i zes the Upani?adic concepts of Br ah ma n.

The Glt. a
-/ -
Ls ver e . fl.t-

ma n and Puru~a i n the ser vi ce of its own premises ~hich

modify the Upani~adic use of them . ~ While in t he

Upani~ads ~e saw that the Abs o l ut e or Bra~ua n was

referred t o by the alternati ve terms o f Atman a nd Puru~ a

w i t h i~ the meanings o f t r anscendence and immanence of the

Ult i mate Reality . f n the Gita Brahman i s significantly

ref erred to a l s o as the essenc e of the God of re l ig i on .

thus giving t he Glta a strong theist ic bent . 6

As the Supreme Lord and Ma ker o f the Wor ld c :

nature. 'Kr s na ' s t ill excee"ds ·"a 11 that mee ts theey~~nc.

extends beyond i t . The wor l d does ~ot a f f ect t te

s t ab i l i t y and i mmut ab i l i t y of God who . though the creator

of it. e nc ompa s ses it and t r anscends it . The text dr a~s

an a na l ogy using the seemi ng ly all-pervasive wi nd and t he

transcendent e t her to establish God 's s uprema cy over a ll

things:

"As the mighty wi nd moving al ways everywhere .

r es t s eve r in t he Akasa . know thou that eve n s o

do a ll bei ngs rest in Me. "?

I n t hi s we have t he concep t i on of God not onl y as

J
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the i n f i ni t e and the i mmu tab l e . but al so as the s upport

o f t~e world a t the same ti me . Being one He s upports
f

all. I The esse nt ial d i s t i nct i on be t ween God and the

obj e cts 'o f the world. which a simp l e pa nt he ism i s prone

t o i gnore, i s a lso sought to be established . Traditi onai

cos mogon i c theqry, even as genera ll y availab l e in the

Upanisads . maintains a s tr ict d ist i nc t i on betwee n the.
five gr eat elements, t he panc a mahabhu t a s. s o f ar as the

mani;ested world is concerned. "Ai r ex ists in s pace, but

it does no t consist of space a nd has nothing e s s e nt i a l l y

i n common with i t . It i s onl y in s uch a s e ns e we can say

that thi ngs exist in God. s

The Glta recognizes the metaphysica ~ pr ob lem

e s s oc i a f ed wi~th cr-e a t ion'. "s'i nce cr ea t i cn en t e i I s-~oTk i ng

wi th the i nf i ni ty cfJhe- YY1man i f e s t ed

pradha na ). The saIDkhya f ormu la t i on cl ean avoided the

prob lem, since it did no t counte na nc e t~e princ ip le o f a

Creator God. In the case of the Gita. a nd even from the,

time of the Upani~ads,9 t his has ha d t o be me t and over

come. As Supreme Creator and Controller o f al l things,

God cannot abdicate His responsibility f or the wqr ld.

The creation of the world is a mighty a c t of gigantic

karmic proportions. In accordance with t he law of karma,

it should be binding and produce consequences for the

doer . In words that are reminiscent of t he saIDkhya.

Krsna says:.. -

J
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"Tnes e ac t.s do not b ind Me. si tting a s one

neutra l. unattached to t hem. 0 Dhana?i'jaya. "l.O,
.
f

Cold as the se wor ds may s ound. they are neces sary i n

the context o f Hindu t he ism part i cu l a r l y . . for es t ab -

lishi ng God ' s non-defilement wi t h worldly processes . In

the cas e o f t he Upan i ~ ads . s uch non- de fi l eme nt was s ough t

in order t o preserve the Atman 's supreme trans ce nde nc e .

In the case o f the Glta. howeve r . besides trans cende nce .....
God 's pe rsona l i ty as a God o f love. who at the same t ime

remai ns unde f i led . has al s o to be pr e s e r ved . l.l. Zaehn er

points out that wh i le samk hya purusa is totally indif-.
fe r en t to the cour s e o f t he world by def in i t i on . the God

of t he Glt.a i s udas l na -va t. ' a s one indifferent ' . and

t hus n~. i s nc t preve nt ed .~;om 1oy i ng t hose eS P'.e~~.J 1y who

a r e devot ed. t o Ei m. 1. 2 "Gce i s thus unwearied l y a c ti ve

and f ree from its l aws . " :l. 3

The a t t i t ude o f the di sti nction l e s s Transce nde nt

Divine of the Upani 7ads ne cessarily involves a saIDkhya-

type of co l d indi f f er e nc e towards the world. Kr s na care -....

'-

J
J ( c -

fully avoids this attitude . so tempting to a str ict

monistic interest. There f ore . a lthough He is unde fil ed

by the act i vities of the Prakrti. it is on account of His

guidance. His supervision . adhvaksena .1.4 tha t Prak~t i

brings f orth all things in nature. both moving and unmov

ing .
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The metaphysical notion of a pure Absol ute ~nd the

saffik~ya conception o f t he t ranscendent Puru~a are both
•

combined a nd worked up i n t he Glt a into the Godh~~d that

can serve r e l i q i ous e nds.

The re fere nces to God i n t he s e nse of Ultima~e

Rea lity in t he Gl t a have usuall y be en taken. a nd quite

rightly. to ~efer t o the Abso l ut e of the Upani~ac5 . Cne

pass~ge may be i de nt i f i ed a s of stagger ing importance f or

the religious interest . where in K~~~a appe ars t o decl a r e

His supremacy ove r even the Abs o l ute a s no rma l ly

understood :

"For I am the abode of Brahman . the Immor:.=. :
. .. . . . ,..~ , . ...~

and Iwmut~jle. of everlasting Dharma and : :

Abso 1ute :='1i s s . " 1. 0

The immutabl e Br ahma n referred t o here is

undoubtedly the Highest Abso lute o f the Upani ~ads. which

p laces Kr~~a on a l evel with the ph il osop h i ca l concepti on

of Ultimate Reality . Radhakrishnan1.6 gives the v i ews of

the classica l a caryas . and shows how adva ita-or ie :.t a t ed

t ea che r s at temp t to underp lay t he cl e a r suprema cy c laimed
/ .
Samkara makes out that "the Supreme !..crd. is

Br ahman i n the sense that He is the manifesta t i on of

Brahman ." Among the advaitins only Madhusuda na c.-:cept s

t he t ext as on e in which Krsna i de nti fi e s h ims e l f with

317



the absolute unconditi oned Brahman . We have to note that

even .his last statement is in fac t somewhat of an under-.
i

s tatement. for it does not take i nt o account t he f orce o f

t~e word ' pr a t i s t ha' . which we have accep ted as ab ode. a s
••

give n by Swarupananda>who also comments that Krsna here

speaks from the ,s t a nd po i nt of "t he Pratyacratman. the true

I nner Self . "1.7 This again,concerned with advaita dog-

matic s . causes more confusi on than cl arification. and

ce~tainly breaks continuity with the previous important..
ve~s e. which says that he who goes beyond the three

Gunas. is fit f or becoming Brahman.1.B which indicates
•

t hat it is the Absolute Brahman . and not the Inner Self.

that is being referred to.

However . . i fin t he 1ast" quoted ve r s e the ph~~ " f it

: ·:,r becoming Brahman " is taken in t ne s e ns e c f " fi t fo r

ite r a t i on" as Radhakrishnan ' s comment indica t e s . 1.9 the n

=~~~"an in both ve r s e s can be made ~ c re:e~ t o l i ber a t ed

s ou ls. so that Kr7~a then becomes the home of the ag-

gregate of liberated souls. In po int of fact. this is

the meaning that Ramanuja supports. 2 0 ~lis appears to us

an exercise in illegitimate stretch ing of the text.

Zaehner translates the most important words

"brahmano hi prati~tha'ham" as "For I am the base sup-

porting Brahman ". and he draws suppcrt from the transla-

t i ons of Hill. Edgerton. Barnet t a nd Deus s e n . 2 1. He
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criticizes Radhakr i s hna n. 'who . he avers . "os c il l a t es

alarmrng ly between the i s m. panthei sm and qu a l ifi ed.
f

mon ism. be ca use o f his ess en t ial ly ind iffere ntis t
,

e t t i t.ude to r e l i g i on. " and who the r e fo r e "compr omi s es on

' abode ' wh i ch prati stha does not happen to mean . " Of
• J

cours e . Zaehne~ i s qui te corre ct in h is tra nsl ati on . if

we take gramma tical precisi on as our cri t eri on .

~The cri ti c i sm of Radhakr ishnan appears s omewhat

unf a i r . In the f irs t se ntence o f h i s commentary of t he

verse in question Radhakrishnan says: "Her e the personal

God is said t o be the f ounda t i on o f the Abso l ute Brah-

man. " So Radhakr i shnan i s f u l l y aware of the s e ns e o f

f oundati on or supporting base tha t can be ascri be d t o

Krsna in' the verse · under ·d-i'~cuss ion. In an eer-I~ wor k

Zaehne r a lso t r a nsl at e s the re leva nt l ine as me a.ni~g t hat

God is " t he fo undation o f Brahman. " We cannot say t hat

Radhakrishnan would d isaQree wi t h Zaehner 's trans'a ti on :

we rather feel that he woul d d isagree wi th the i mport o f

the words in terms of the t ota l metaphysical scheme .

For Zaehner, Brahman connotes "t he abso l ute ly

transcendent " ,22 and "bot h the timeless state of be i ng

which characterizes moksa and the source and origin of

all that has its being i n space and time. It is then.

both time and eternity".23 Radhakrishnan would not d is-

agr~ e with th is read ing of t he t er m Brahman. onl y . so f a r
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as the Gi t a is concerned. Radhakr ishnan seems t o i nvest

i t with a thei s tic fl avour agai nst a monis tic background.
f

He affirms t hat

"Et er ni t y doe s not mean the denial o f>time or h i s-

tor y . It is t he transfiguration of time. Time derives

f r om eternity a nd f i nds f ulfi l lme nt from it. In t he

Bhaaavadcrl ta the r e i s no ant i thes is be tween etern i t y a nd

t ime .~ Through the f igure o f Krsna. t he unity be t we e n the

e ternal a nd the hi stor i c a l is indicated . The t empor a l

movement i s r e l e t ed to the i nmost depths of ete rni t y . 11 24

This is t he e l oquent statement of the Grta theology fr om
~

the mon is ~: c point of v i ew. And i f the livi ng Gog of t he

GTt a re ce ~ ves t oo i mper s ona l a s t a t us here. we s houl d
. . -,,.

cons i de r ~~d~~kr : shnan 's words furthe r on in the -s~e

work:

"Abs o l ut e bei ng . the one Godhead. i s beh ind and

beyond the world; He is also the Supreme living .

God. l ov i ng the world a nd redeeming it by His

grace' "2~

For Radhakrishnan. speaking from the monistic

s tandpo i n: , :~e Absolute does not really get fragmented

into the mu l tip le world of objects and selves . Though

the world i s ne t a pure illusion. it is also not what it

ap pears to ~e . Tnough . i n his treatment o f the Glta. he
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s ome t i mes appears t o modi fy t he strict adva i t ic

stan~point, s ti l l , hi s re ad i ng o f t he Gfta i s aga i nst the.
backdr ou nd o f t he Upan isad i c philosop hy o f Br ahma n. He- . ,

C0 ~ S :no t see the Glta as a f urther devel opme nt o f the

the :stic st r eam o f thought o~ the Upani ~ads . t hough we

ha ve to admit tha t such theisti c thought is st ill on l y a

fain t g l immer ing in comparison with the Glta.

~To come back to the issue of Krsna being aff irmed as.. . "

~ . " ~

t~e "s uppor t o f Brahman as agai nst the abode o f Er ahman ,

we are obliged t o consider that Zaehner himself has

r endered it as "tot a I i t y o f exi s t ence. both t he eter na I

wor l d o f cha nge l e s s bei ng a nd the phenomena l wor l d o f

coming t o be and passing away " , as the consol idated mean-

i;""g o f the t e rm (Z BG 36 ) . '~·We s ubmi t t ha t " t he· e-t-e-rna l

·,..;c~ ld o f change less be i ng " must. from a ph i l osoph i ca l

po~nt o f v i ew, account for any concepti on o f Divi nity

t~~~ He wish to ra ise. monisti c or the i st ic . To : ay that

the~e ex ists a being beyond "the eternal world of change-

l es s being " appears to us t o be phil osophical ly il-

legitimate, for it simply reduces "the eternal world o f

the changeless being " t o the finite order. a nd i n i t s

p lace intstitutes the newly posited Being.

"The truth is that there can be only one eternal

wor ld of changeless being; " it has to be an a ll- inclusive

un:~y . t hat is. the tempora l order must be f ounded upon
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it a nd be f u lf i l l ed in it . The r ea l problem is the rela-

tion ~obtaining be twee n the two. That there has t o be a.•
rela~ion is a metaphysically s ound propositi c n; s o i t is

equaily ' ce rtain that t his r elation cannot be conce ptua l-

i zed in empi r i cft l te r ms. Which means that it c anno ~ be

cha r a c t er i s ed ~t all . s o f ar as philosophical legitimacy

is concerned . Wha t ever chara c t er i za t i on we ~ish : 0 ~ i'le

t o this r e l a t i onsh ip rightly belongs t o the rea lm o f

reli~ous f a i t h onl y , and may justifiably be ope r a t ed

wi t h i n that context .

So. we may reasonab ly s ay. t hinking along

met ap hysical duali sm s §mewhat like the saIDkhya

that total r e a lity may be bifurca ted into two

the pure1 y s p i r i tua t and ·t~e pure ly material.

li nes o f

th inkers.

is no room f or a thi rd. I f we i nsist upon s et~ i~; ~; a

third category. it will be f ound t o be appropr ia:: ~~ the

f unctions of on e o f t he origi na l ~~o.

In our v iew , s uch a third category i s any way out of
) . )

character for the Glta. which carr ies a f a i rly s t r ong

pantheistic-monistic strain of t hought i nherit ed .from the

Upani ~ads. Tne constraints p laced by the Upani~adic

ideas upon any inte r pr e t a t i on o f the Glta. tho~gh ~:ld in

emphas is/ are f a irly pervas ive in t he i r scope.

Zaehner 's concern for trans l a t i ng prati stha in the..

J
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meaning of ~ supporting base . and for carrying through

its ~eaning i n t he litera l sense o f it appears to be.
f

f ounded upo n an anxiety reminis cent o f P.amanuja. t o. .
es tablish a perma ne nt distinction between God a nd t he

human soul. Since the human s oul ca n atta in t o one nes s
>

wi th Brahman.2~ or as Zaehner ca l l s i t , "Ni r va f1a which is

Brahman t oo . " and s o the holy di sti nction may be

obl i t e r a t ed . To save re ligi ous life f r om the danger o f

t i ne I one nes s of Brahma n, Zae hner says that " i t i s..
Kri shna' s task t o f i t it into a s cheme of t hings wh ich

a lso. makes room f or a per sonal God ". 27

We may no te aga i n t ha t eve n Madhusudana who . though

an adva i tin, and noted f or hi s very str ong t heis t ic - t y pe

o f l e e n rnq t owards Kr s na. -t'ake s the t e r m ' E :r- ahma~':-"i n the

ve r s e unde r review to me a n "t he pe rsona ~ Lord ". a nd s o he

takes it that "Kr s na ide ntifi e s Hims el f wi t h t he

absolute. unco nditioned Branman ". 28 Tn i s may a ppe ar to

be stretching the Upani~adic con cept o f Brahman somewhat.

but we should remember t hat a fai r ly pronounced movement

is evident from the earlier Upani~ads t o the later ones,

... -"culminating in the Svetasvatara . dur i ng wh ich "the

Supreme Being came to be thought o f i n mor a l and

r e ligious terms .".29 And s o Madhusudana's translation

mi gh t on tha t grou nd be f ound a cce ptab l e. Th is wou ld

a lso help to secure a monistic struct ure for the Gita 's

me~aphys i c s and which i s in ev i de nce e lsewhere as we l l .
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, Radhakr i s hna n . speaking gener a lly o f the Glta 's

phil~soph i ca l t hes is. says :
•

"Th e Gita does not upho l d a metaphys i ca l

dualism: f or the principl e of non-be i ng is

dependent , on being. Non-being is a necessary

mome nt in r eal i t y f or the unf o lding o f t he

Supreme 11 • :30

If we s aw in the Upani ~ads t ens i on be tween a class i -

cal non-dualist reading o f Ul t i ma t e Reality and t he per-

· s ona l i s t i c one reso lving itself. on the whole. in fa vour

o f a gen eral mo ni sti c i dea l ism. t he n in the Gl ta we mus t

say. the tabl es are turned. Although mon is t ic tendenc i es

ap pe-a r 'to pe r s i s t . 'the c·onc'eption of a Persona "! ""toohead

who i s e l s o the h ighest Absc l ute . i s s t r ong l y in t he a s -

cenda nt .

At any rate . the conception of Ultimate Reality as

the Personal Godhead is established firmly in this verse.

in the sense of identification of Krsna with the abso l ut e

Brahman, which has been the aim and end all along. of

traditional Hindu theism.

One of the high points of the Glta. where the the is-

tic idea of God is declared to be the highest conceiv

able. is declared by Arjuna. who. within the context o f
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the Glta . is the d irect perC€ l'VE:f"" o f the Di v i ne Na t ure .

Krsn~ is completely identified with both the transce nde n
. , 'f

tal and the i rrmanent sides of Ultimate Real ity. Ar juna

i s t he speake r :

"Thou art , the Supreme Brahman. the Supreme

Abod e a nd t he Supreme Purif ier. the Eter na : .

Di vine ?e r son. the First o f t he go ds. the

..Unborn. t he All-pervad i ng . "31.

Radhakrishnan. whose translation we have given

above. r ight l y says that "Arjuna accepts t he t ruth of

what has been dec l a r ed (pr i or to this in the cr :cin~:

text ) and proc la ims his conviction that Krsna ~ho i s

'k ' "'' . . . t h S t~. Godh d th ?& "-:.:.._~~ - " :3 2s pea Ing to n:m 1 S e upreme 0 ea, e ~~= ~_ ~ ~~ . .

a nd t ha t in ~~e i mmedi a t e l y fol l owing ve r s e he s ~ppcr ~2

hi s expe r i e nc s w i t h s imi 1ar experi ences of ot her ::--€':ered

sages in the ~radition.

For Radhakrishnan to give this view is at least

interesting from the point of view of his usua l non-

dualist position . which maintains a qualitative .b r eak be -

tween the Absolute Brahman and its appearance in the

wor ld o f cont i ngent reality. In this c omme ntary .

however, he armits not only to a true continu ity between

the transcendent Absolute and the Personal God, but to

that transcendent Absolute being the very Personal God
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h i ms el f . We shall have occasion t o re f er t o this issue

agai~, but we may not e that in t he above ve r s e Radha-.f _

kri s hna n r e nders "adi deva " as " f i r s t o f the gods " , wh i ch .
- /

l~ cccordanc e with non-dual ism wou l d r efe r t o t he Isvara

or Hira nyagarbha : t he Lord o f the phenomenal wor ld as
•

against the Abs o l ute who remai ns a l oof and on l y "a ppe ar s"
,

t o participat e in the world process. Advait ic t eachers

a l most al ways give this render i ng. 3 3 But we ve nt ur e t o

s ~bmit t ha t s uch a re nder i ng r educes t he f orce o f t he....
1-"te r ms "par ambr ahma " . "s a sva t am" a nd "a jam". ;.;h i ch c l ear l y

seek to bri ng out the abso l ute character of the Lord. and

not any re lative derivative qua l i t y. Zaehne r. who gives

"ad i - devam" t o mean " primeva l God" i s mor e fa ithful to

the tot a l s ens e o f t he te xt . 3 4 Eoth Zae hner and Radhak-

"- ,,
r ishna n ·~tak e · t he phrase ·" p~·rus a tn sasva ::am d ivva~s a

;.;["-.o l e t o g ive t he s ens e o f "eterna l. divine Per son" .

wh ich no t onl y establishes Krsna as t he per sonal God. bu t. . .
a l so estab l i s he s a conti nu ity w i t~ t ~e ~e st r.he i s t ic t e~-

denci e s i n the Upanisads.3~ We may r eca ll he r e espe -.
c ially Yajnavalkya's clear enhanceme nt of personal va l ue s

in life and their essentia l re la t i on to the di v ine pr i n

c iple of the Atman or Brahman. 36

Ar j una extends his adora t i on once agai n in t he gr and

theophqny o f the eleventh chapter. wh i ch es t ab lishes

K~~~a. the Personal God, as the very highest Ultimat e

ReB: lity:
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"And why should they not. 0 Great-Souled One .

b ow to The e . grea ter t ha n. and the Primal.
f

Cause. even o f Brahm~ . 0 In finit e Being. 0 Lord.
. bf 't he Devas. 0 Abode of the universe? Thou

art ' the Imperishable. the Being and the non-

Being, (a s , well as ) Tha t which is Beyond

(them) . "3 7

~e need to give attention to two terms which . we may

say , knock do wn the last barriers against a strictly

mo ni sti c inte r pr etat ion in favour of an un i mpeachab le

thei sm - "gariSl.ose br ahmapo t py adikart re" and "s ad asat
• J

tat param ya t . " In the former phrase. Krsna is declared

to be "gr eat e r, t ha n, and eve n the creator of. Brahma . "

who in s t andard advaitic ·t~inclo~i. i s the cre ~~er-G~d

Isvara . It is common prac ~: ce f er monist ic theo l og i a ns

to consi de r Krsna (a nd a ll other accepted i ncarnations )
- /

to be the mani f estations o f I svar a . since any dire c t par~

tici pati on by t he Abso l ute Brahman wou l d contradi ct i ts

essential immutab i l ity . In thi s highl y important ve rse,

however, the order is reversed . and Kr s na the Persona l
-/

God , becomes t he cr eator o f Isvara. a nd ther efor e the

Ultimate Rea l i ty beh ind the temporal order o f events.

Thi s makes Kr sna i dentical wi t h the Abs ol ut e.

Zaehner renders the phrase in qu estion as "mor e t o

be pr i zed even than Br a hma n . "3B and conne cts this wi t h
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his render i ng fo r v~rse 14 .27 discus sed above. Our d if -

fi cul ties in accepting this wou ld be the s ame as thos e
.

g i ve ~ in t he ear li er discus si on . It i s notewor t hy t ha t

Radhakrfshnan give s the di r ect r"e ndering as "greater t han

Br-ahrna t he or i c i ne 1 creator ." a nd then comme nt s that "ad i

ka r tr " may a lso be t ake n in the sense of "Tho u art the

f irs t crea t or or Tnou art the creator even of Brahma . "39

Adva i ti c the o l cg i a ns al so take the term Br ahma to mean
-/

the i mma nent a soect o f Isvara. and th is wou ld then be
1. .

t ake n t o mean that I svar a i s the primal ca use "of Br~hma

.~ /
even. and s~ i de nt ify Krsna with Isvara . and nQt the Ab-

s ol ute Brahma n . 4 0 So f a r as philosophy is concerned. the

true Absolu te must t r a ns c end thought in every poss ib l e

way. The ph i l osoph ica l ly-orientated adva ita. however .

makes t he Abso l ute npn-rel ~t i o nal .and there fore_c~~inc

1""0 b~
ti on l e s s. but as it i s sa id based upon t he nor mative con-

"
s i dera t i ons of upani ~ ad i c thought wh i ch i s con cerned t o

account f or :.:-,e ~ l :J.r a: wor l d . it i s s a i d t o be "non-

dual ", which means t hat no aspect o f being is omit ted

from i t . "The ult ima t e ground of being. Brahman. and the

empirical state o f being. the world. are not different.

The world of p lura lity can be reduced without residuum

into the everlasting one . Brahman." 4 1. But no philosophi 

cally satisfactory relationship may be posited between

t he two w i thou~ effect i ng a sub ject-object opposi tion .

and this would null ify the Absolute.
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The barest self-consc i ousness impl ies ~a sub ject-

ob j e ~ t re lationship and. t aking their cu e from Upani~ad i c.
•s t atements. adv a i t i c protagon is ts q. t t a ch "s a t . c it a nd

ananda " 't o the concep t o f the Abso 1ute to make i t a ppear

consis tent wi t h the ex is tence of tDe world. Yet these

fact ors are sa id to be ' a bs olut e' and do not aff ect t he,

d is t i nct i on less or non-dual character o f the Abso l ut e .

Con sidering the i s sue o f be comi ng and tak i ng i nt o a cc oun t
-/

the ~cncept i on of 1svara. Radhakrishnan says:

-""The Upa n i s ads imply t ha t t he I-svara is pract i-

cally one with Brahman. Very strict usage and

met icu l ous philosophic acc uracy requi re us t o

s ay :hat t her e is the s l ightest conceivab le

-d i rrn nu t i -o n from the ' aij!30 1ut e ' when we come -t~-..

the se lf-conscious ' I am 1 '''42

~~e ~eference i s to t he B~hadara~yaka s ta teme nt __

fo 11ows :

"Br ahman indeed was this in the beginning. It

knew itself only as ' I am Brahman'. Therefore

it became all'''43

Our po int is that upon the very onset of self-

consciousness the world of becoming begins to operate i n

i t s . e n~i rety . Except for highly theoretical . pur pos es .
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therefore, it is of no consequence t o separate the

imma~ent aspec t o f Isvara (a nd c a l l it Brahma ) from t he
i

t r a ns c e ndent aspe c t o f Hi m. The sub j e c t i ve- ob j ec t i ve

cat ego rIes o f being exist simultaneously, and it would be

a viol ation o f wha t we see as the ve ry near l y direct

se nse of the text to attempt to differentiate be tween t he

pur e l y t he ore t i cal advait ic ~onc e p t s o f Brahma and

I svar a .

-However we may approach the text then , the theisti -

call y i mportant pr inc Iple is inescapab le . t he pr i nc ipl e

o f Krsna 's t r a ns c e nde nc e and supremacy over any co ncep-

tion o f a mere demi urge .

.. .. .. . - I'. .. ~~
To turn now to the secon~ o f t he t Ho phr~:e = o f t~~

Gita ve rse under considerati on here , vi z . . ": ad asa t:. .. - -... c. . -

Daram va t ". Zaehner take: it t o mean "b eyond being anc.

non-being " equat i ng being and non-being with a l l non -

contingent reality. 44 As cited by Zaehner,4~ Samkara

places the whole phrase in apposition t o ' imperi shable '

that is, Kr~rya is held to be beyond al l forms of cont i n-

gent reality, and is thus probably identified with the

imperishable Isvara of advaitic thought . Ramanuja , aga i n

as cited by Zaehner seems to take a line t r ue r to t he
J

text. f or he offers the rendering as "wha t is beyond a nd

o t he r than material nature and indiv idua l se lves stil l

bound up in it, that is, the category of l ibera ted

J
J
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s elves ."46 We s ha l l no t be vi olating good f orm i f we

j us t ~ ake the phrase to be a further and emphatic re
f

statemeAt of the earlier idea. with "be i ng " taken t o

stand f dr Brahm~ . the spir i tual pr inciple inaugurating

the wor Ld-process. and "non- be i ng" t aken t o ~ t a nd f or a ll

o f material nat ure . either manifest ed or unmanifested .

Th i s would secure t he mean ing tha t is i n conformi t y wi t h

ma ny ot he r text s of a s imilar nat ure . wi thou~ vi ol a t i ng

the m'ani ngs o f t he words t oo much from wha t has

generall y been accepted in the Indian trad it i on. Mad

husudana ~ though a n advaitin. appears t o f o l l ow a similar

line of thought when he says wi t h r egard to this ve r se:

"The Lord is both the apparent and the non-
.. .............

unrne n i f~~ t . He
,

is alsc the principle that transcends both .

being the Immutab l e Reality from which ~ t~ms

the wor l d of a ppearances and its unman ifest

matrix. In fact . no t hi ng can be conceived to

exist apart fr om Him'''47

Madhusudana must be aware that the t erm ak sara has

al r eady been used ear l ier in the Lord ' s di scours e to

re fe r direc t ly to the Supr eme Brahma n as . "1:'1e Imperi sh

abl e i s t he Supr eme Brahman" .48 In hi s commentary on

t his ve r s e. Madhusudana49 i n el uc i da t i ncr the term "ak-. - - -
~" . d irec t ly refers t o t he Br:hadaral)yaka pass age in

J
J ( ~'
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whi ch Ya j nava l kya instructs Gargl that the ak!?ara is "n ot

coars ~. not fine . without inside. without ou tside ..
etc."do Aksara in the above context. the re fo re. can on l y.
mean . Br ahman .

In t he mighty theo phany o f the el eve nth chapter.

Arjuna e xpe r i e nced the over powering and awesome majesty

o f Kr s na as the Sup reme Rea 1i t y . "There . in the body o f

the God of god s t he s on of Pandu saw t he who l e universe
.J>..

"r est ing in on e . with its mani fest ed d i v isi ons " ; ~51. he saw

in that body of that God of god s. all grades o f beings:

Brahrna. the Lord . seated on t he l ot us . and al l t he rs is
'/

a nd- ce les t ia 1 serpe nts; ~2 he s a:,.; the Supreme "o f bound-

1ess form , . neither the end nor the middle. nor the

beginning.; ~=3 he s aw him as ': ~a mass . o f r ad i a nc e s h:i..-...:i.ng

"everywhere. . and irrune asurab le ". ~4 And he saw the

sp lendour o f t hat mi gh t y Being " as i f i t were " t he sp len-

dour of a t housand suns r is ing :: illu . t aneous l y.~~ A: t er

t h i s stupendous vis ion. the ope ning o f the nex t cha pte r

"mus t be one of t he b igges t a nt i-c l imaxes i n litera-

J
J

ture." ~ 6 for Arjuna asks i n a simple and artless manner

the relative meri ts o f those who worship Krsna. a nd those. . .
others who choose t o worsh ip "the Imperishable. the

Unma n i f e s t" . ~ '7

As one of our two major en quiries in this study is

the expos it i on o f the i stic va l ues. the appreciat i on o f
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t he nature and qualit ies o f t he Persona l God as evident

in th~ eleve nth cha p te~ furn ishes data o f grea t impor-.
•

t anc e, And in the immed i a t e l y f oll owing chapter t he con-

s i de~a t i o n o f the questi on whether men shoul d o f fe~ wor-

shi p to s uch Persona l God or to the abstract impe r ishab l e

and unma ni f est ~ei ng a ppears pivotal t o ou r thes i s .

We mey f irst att empt to es tablish whet he r " t he

I mper~shab le . t he Unma n i f e s t ed " may be accepted in t he

-"advai ti c sense o f the personal Isvara. or as referring t o

t he Abso l ute Br ahman. Swarupananda. the trans lator o f

the t ext we have been basically following. and who

be l ongs t o the adva iti c trad iti on. corrunents t hat "t he

Unma ni f est ed refers to the "Avy akt a . i.e . . That wh ich i s

i nc ompr efie ns i b l e to t he s en~·es. is 'devoid o f al l " _-...

UDadh i s". ~ e UDadh i s are us uall y t he "limiting adjunct =- "

or ::e c es s ary fe t ters t hat the Godhead is endowed wi t h f or

the pur pos e o f effe c t i ng the world process . May€ is the

co llecti ve term for the uoa dh i s . as i t ' a f f e c t s ' the

Abs o l ut e Brahman in the act of creation . A highly

regarded modern advait ic wTiter. Svaml Nikhilan~ says:
I

"Maye."". both in its cosmic and in its individual

aspect. hides the true nature o f Brahman.

Thus. the infinite and eternal Abs o l ut e appears

as a f inite being . limited by time and

space' '' ~ 9
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and aga i n i n f urther elaborati on :

.
•"Br'ehme n as soc i a t ed wi th the up adh i or cc . . e ·:-

tive iG~ora~c e (may a) is des igna t ed by- .

Vedant i st s as I s vara or Sagu~a Brahman . ~ho

corre spond~ r oughly t o the Persona l God of

vari ous re ligi ons. Ac cord i ng to non-dua l i s ~ i c

Jed~rtc the Pers ona l God i s one st e p l owe~ than

~rahma n . Br ahman cannot be described by

a ny s pecific at t ri but e . I t i s Isvara. a nd r.ot

pure Brahman. who. i n His dif ferent a s pe c ~s . i s

ca l l ed the Cr e a t or . Preserver and Destroye r o f

the un:'ve r s e ''' 60

-'jl.s <H e have noted e bovee- Swar upananda . ~:"lO i..:g r~

-=.~va:i tin. cc nc edes that the phrase "unma ni r es t " i:"l ve r s e

12 . 1 refers to that sp ir itua l pr inc i p l e wh i ch : s ~o t con-

dit~oned by t he l i mi t a ti on o f ~. So it cc:1 c n ~ y r e fer
./ .

to the Abso ~ ute Brahman. Eve n Samkara says t~a ~ "t he

Imperishab le " of 12.1 refers to "Br ahman who :'s

unma n i f est. be ing ad junctless " .61 Madhusuda na aga i n

refers t o the B~hadaraQyaka passage o f the c iscuss io n be

tween Yajnavalkya and GargI in i l l us t r ati on of t he mean-

i ng o f "Imp erisha bl e" as used by Ar juna . 62 We cannot

c lar ify the t e r ms of the present enquiry be t t e~ t han by

quo ti ng Radhakr ishnan on this ver s e :
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"There are t hos e who s eek oneness wi t h t he

~bsol ut e. o ne a nd impe r s ona l , un~elated to t he.
t n ivers e . and others who seek u~ ity with the

Personal God manifested in the wor ld of man and

nature . I s it t he Abs o l ut e or the Personal

God. Brahma n or Isvara. t hat we s hou l d

worsh ip ? "63

~ow t ha t we have established. even according to t he..
most worthy adva it in commenta t ors . that the ma tte~ at

i s s ue i n Arjuna' s ques t i on i s i ndub i t ab ly the oppositi on

betwee n the Absolute Godhead and the Pe~sona l God. we a re

i n a position to meaningfully ... ... ..\..,.r -e r er \..0 ne an swer t ne

Lor d de li vers :

. _ n o

"But thos e a lso. who worsh i p the Impe~ishabl~.

the Inde fi na bl e, t he Unmanif e s ~ ed . the

Omn i pr es e nt . the Unthinkab le . ~he Uncha ngeab ' e .

the Immovable. the Ete~nal . . . ve~ily. they

reach only Myself ' ''6 4

There can now be no manner o f doubt as t o the status

of the Personal God as revealed in t he Gi t a. Krs na is. . .
no t "o ne ste p l owe r: than Brahmen.." bcveve r neces sary s uc h

a qual i fi cation may be f or mai ntai n i ng the integrity of

an austere monistic position. ~jough He revealed h imsel f

t. o Ar j una as "the mi gh t y wor l d- d.es troy i ng Time ". 6!:5 He is
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cl early not limited to the t emporal or der. but the very

Abso!ute . ca pa b le o f s erving the ends o f ph i l osophical.
•

spec~ l a t io n. as we l l a s r e l i g i on. I n e lucida ting His

t ra n~ce nd.e n t al status. Madhusudana 66 recalls the f amous
ih~

line from Ta i ttirfya wh i ch decl ar es that the Supreme is
'\

" t ha t from wh i ch words reco il with the mind unable to

grasp It ". 67

~ That the Personal God i s the Supreme Tra ns cendent is

the understanding given t o us in the fift eenth chapter

al so . Afte r saying that in this wor l d the Lord acts-in

terms of a dual sp iritua l r cle . 68 He declares that He is

also beyond both these as t he Supreme Person . the

Immutable Lord . 69 Tho ugh .. "... ne r e is much conte nti ous ness

abou~ tne meanings e f the - ~erms in these ver s es .- as

i ndeed with s o many other ver s es a lso. a lmost a .l comme n-

tators agree that the Person a l God both transcends the

world as we l l a s suppcr~= i ~ . Radhakr ishna n a lso aver s

that i n the se verses "the Glta extols the concepti on o f.
t he Persona l God who comb i nes in Himse lf the time less ex-

i stence (ak7ara) a nd the temporal beg i nn i ng (k~ara)". 70

Although t hese verses strongly r eflect Krsna 's total

divinity wi t h i n the context of the Glta . Radhakrishnan i s

probably taking ex~raneous materia l into considera -

tion when he expresses the doubt:

"Whe t he r Krsna is i de nt i ca l wi t h Purusottama or

336

1
! . (



onl y a l i mi t ed manifesta t i on of Him i s a qtles -

ft i on on whi ch t he r e is di f fe r e nce o f.•opi n ion . "7 :1.

We have t ried to demons tra t e . t hr ough c i t i ng

rel evant pa ssage s , t hrough an appeal f or cons e ns us f r om

among the works o f di f f e r e nt scho l ars . in spi t~ o f the

fa ct o f their di f f e r i ng over al l ph i l osoph i ca l v i ewpo ints .

that .... wi th in the co nt ext of the Gfta. K~:;;~a en j oys the

f ul l s tatus o f the Personal God and t he Abso lute Godhead.

a nd tha t E~ s f unct ion of participating i·n the wor ld i s

s hown t o be c ~n t i nuous with His sta t us as the Abs ol ute.

and no t re f r act ed i nt o the meaning of a second _order

Reali ty. W i t ~ i n t he conte~t o f t he Gfta 's meta phys i cs.

Kr s na pattici~a t e s in t he wor ld as the Supreme ~Odhead.

9.2 GOD AND CREATION

The Upan i ~ ads do not directly deny the rea lity o f

the wor ld . but i n t hei ~ more absolut is t i c phas es . whe n

the world of f orms is considered as "mer e name and

form ".72 or when the plural world is devalued. as. in "he

goes from dea th to death who perceives here diversi ty. as

i t were " .7:3 t~e se nse of the futility o f wor ld-

aff irma t i on i s strongly felt. The Gfta. however. has

none of th is t ype of negative absolutism. I ts view of

the wor l d is t ha t . though it is produced from and returns
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t e Him in the e nd. t her e i s no s uggesti on o f unreality .

KumarJ pp4 says of the Gl t a view :
•

"As 's umi nq t hat the wor l d is real , the Gl ta

teac hes. l ike mos t o f ~he Uoa ni s ads, t hat it. .
forms a part of the Supreme . being created .

suppor t ed and dissolved by Him~ "?4

'he conception of creation in the Gita i s t ha t o f a
-

r ea l world. issuing fr om God in a real sense ; "t her e is

no s uggestion that the world -is a troublous dre am on the

bosom of the i nfinite " .?~ If a t all ' the wor l d i s looked
~':>

upon as in any way" an i nf e r i or r orm, of real i ty it i s due

~ o the qu i t e norma l and un al t e r ab l e fac t tha t it be l ongs

~ : the
. . -j~ , .~ .............

or de r o f t i me . and i n time m~st pass away . wh i _e

e~e r~ i ty i s t he h igher as pect o f reality. wh i ch i s yet

:~e de st i ny o f a l l things.?6 We must say . howeve~ . that

~he re is some suggest ion of t he rejecti on o f s amsara i n

the tree analogy,?? and i n the reference t o t he pa i n o f

li v i ng .

To take up again the analogy of the tree in t he con-

text of the conception of creation. it is impossible .t o

mis s t he sense of its origin in the Supreme Lcrd . as the

seed o f the tree being not only a part of the Lord. but

~er ivi ng its essence from Him as the the unitary Source

of al l things. The root of the tree of the wor ld is an

( ~.



as pe ct of God ' s e ne r gy w~i ch i s cont inuous wi t h the rest

o f crlea t i on. eve n a s t he r oot i s wi th the rest o f t he
~ .
f

t r ee\ In th i s s e Ds e o f the wor l d par taki ng o f the vl:al

nature o f God . we may r el ate the f i r s t f our ver ses o f the

fi ft eenth chapte~ t o the problemat i c two Puru~a s e f ver s e

16 . The n, the ,cr e a t i on o f mater i a l f orms (lower pr-akr t i )

and t he vitalizing principle that continuously f l ows :r0m

God and unit e s the j l va s or fin it e ce nt r es o f consc i e~s-

ness 9 (higher prak~ti) may legitimately be taken t o b~ the

t wo Purusas . over - wh i ch t he Puru~o t t ama s t a nds s upre~e .

In th is unde r standi ng . we have to t ake prakt t i as "the

ever- f l owi ng current of evoluti on" ,78 and therefcre as

being in a s i mp l e sense c ont i nuous with God ' s be i ng . I r.

hi s comment or. ve r s e 16. Zaehner fee l s . however. that it

i s il l e~i t imat e to us e samRhya n t erms in s o radi ~~~ : a

non- s amkhya fa shi on .79 However he aQ~it s . wi t h re f e r ~ ~ c e

to the verse under survey. to a poss ib le "te nsion be t :.....ee n

t he Saffikhya due li sm and Upe n i s ad i c pa nt he ism ·.....h i cr, r.c o rie

ca n he lp notic i ng i n the Glta ".8o

In support of our content i on of the uni ve r s e

proceeding from the unitary being o f God. and in cor. -

tinuation of the conception of 'seed'. we may cite the

fol lowing passage:

"And whatsoever is the seed of a l l be i ngs. that

a l s o am I. 0 Arjuna. There i s no be i ng,
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whether ~ov i ng or unmovi ng . t hat ca n ex i s t

f i t hout Me. " 6 1..•
"

~ t 'i s s ignif i ca nt that i t i s not de c lared that t he

Lord : pos s es s e s ' t he seed or tha t the s ee c i s ' wi t h '

h im . bu t t he more moni s t i ca l l y ca tegori ca l ' t ha t am I ' .

The s eed i de a appears aga in with t he same distinct l y

moni stic f l avour in "Know Me. 0 s on o f ? rt :--.a. ,:'8 the
/' .

eter nal seed o f a l l be i ngs ".62 Samkar a dc es not..
elabora t e signifi cantly on t h is. and Radhakri shnan not a t

a ll . .Zaehne r comments that "as ' s eed' . Kri s hna i s the

e t erna l orig in of the who le wor l d pro c es8 ". 8 ~ Only Mad-

hus~dana makes the s ignifi cant a nd d i rec~ l y re leva nt

remark with regard to the ke y words o f t he t ex: . whe n he

comme nts- " The t Uni versa l: Oesmi c Seed kn own as ·A~kr i t a

( t he Unman ifes t . unevol ved matr i x ) i s Eimse . : and not

dif f ere nt from Him. This shoul d be per fe c~ l y under-

st ood'. "84

However this may be. the Gita does not go over i nto

any kind of radical non-dualism of the type o f class i cal .

adva ita. In its delineati on o f the categor ies o f contin-

gent reality. it mostly follows the simp le saffikhya

categories of prakrti and purusa . The f i ve traditional•

e lements of t he gross wor ld (ear t h . water . f ire , air and

ether ) together with the mind. the inte l le c t , and .t he the

individua l ego are said to be the Lor d ' 8 eight f o l d
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m~ter ia l nature or prakrt i . 8 ~ Tnis i s said t o be o f a

l owet orde r tha n another and highe r prakrt i . whi ch is
•.

f

dec l a red to be t he pr inciple o f se lf - cons ci ou s ness . e 6.
And t he Lord f ur t he r de c l a re s that He is " the or i gi n and

dissol uti on o f t he univer s e " becaus e these t wo pr akrtis
i

are take n to b~ t he t otal i ty o f all reali ty o t her tha n

God. e 7 And a strong dualisti c sense i s supported in t he

f o ll owing verse:

"Beyo nd me. 0 Dha na nj aya . t he r e is naught. All

th is i s strung in Me. as a row of jewels on a

thread. " e e

In spite o f t he Gita 's moni sti c undert ones.then. it

i s primari l y ' at t uned t o th~ pcsi~ive side of lif~ith

a ll its d iver-s i t i es . which e r e see n t o der i ve f rom t he

Divi ne Himse 1f. In asseverat ing against the wicked and

J
J

a theists. a nd those who hold the world to be in s ome way

false, the Gita asserts strong ly the real nature of ~he

world and God) and the vital meaning of moral actions in

the wor l d . e 9

With the Glta 's strong sense of the reality of the

world-process and the importance of moral actions . and in

spite of its somewhat monisti c tendenci es. we cannot

quite equate its teaching of the wise man taking refuge

in God and "r e3 1i z i ng that al l t his is Vasudeva "9 0 wi th
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t he Upanisad ic dec ~aration o f sarvam khalvidam bra~~a .

"all t~is i nde ed i s Br ahma n" . 91.
•

-
9 .3 THE ~V~T~R~ DOCTRINE

Among al l the a nc i e nt texts of the Indi an t raditi cr..

the conc ept of ava~ara . which is loosely trans la ted as

I • +- • II nCar.;1a \.1 0n . fi r s t occurs in the Bhagavad Glta . 92 xi-

though th is ccncep~ is quite popular in the Mahabt ara t a

a s a who le. the f i nal text of this scripture i s not con-

side r ed t o have be en f i xed at the same time as the GIt~

i tse l f.

The "pr e c i s e meani ng of')'the term avatara l' c: "I ...~=-,..,- .- "-- -'- .... .. \.

a~c di rectly ~ef e~: to the descent of God among ~e~. 9 3

!n t he India n t r adi t i on there have been as many as

twenty-four s uc h ava taras enunciated. while ten

(da s ava t a r a ) have become established as the standar d num-

ber. 9 4 These are the mat sya (fish). kurma ( t ortoi se ) .

varaha (boar), n~s imha (man-lion), vamana (darfa ) .

", -parasurama (Rama with the axe), Rama (the hero of t he

Ramayana), Krsna (of the Mahaoharata and the Teacher of...
t he Bhagavadglta). the Buddha. and Kalkin (ye t t o come ).

Of t h i s list. onl y Rama and K~~~a are importa nt f ~om .. ...... ne

point of view of the development of Hindu theism a ~d the

establishment o f devotional sects.9~
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From the time o f the c l a s si ca l Upa n i ~ ads onwards .

and ~ith r ega r d t o the development of devoti ona l i sm. t he.
•Bhagavad Gfta wi t h Krsna as the ava t a r a there in. as sumes, . , .

t he greatest importance . 9 6 It is to be no ted that Kr s na

i s regarded in the tradi ti on as the t o t a l avatara or

Dur na - ava t a r a. 9 7 and we may not be wr ong i f we s ee in. ",

thi s i mport ant doc tr i ne a conti nuation o f t he loftiest

ideas o f Godhead wh i ch the Bhagavad Grta certa i n l y t ak es

ove r ; f r om the prior t radi t ion ...

Th is i s to ass er~ a significant change tha t devo-

t i ona l re l i g i on makes in the desc e nt o f re l i g i ous and

me taphysi ca l thought f r om t he Upa ni~ads to the G~ta .

. But- it is a n index o f J'the power o f t houqht ~ ,, __

ye ar ni ng o f the human he art. tha t t he i mpersona l :s t i :

me taphys ics o f the Upani ~ ads has not lacked re pre-

s ent ati ves who cla imed even f or the incarnati on a

( .'

posi tion t hat co nf orffis t o the ir premises. We may say
-

that the Upani~adi c teaching of the Atman as t he Supreme

Reality that exists within man himself. invites an a l -

l egor i ca l or symbo l i ca l i nt e r pr e t a t i o n o f t he ava tara

do c t r i ne . Radhakrishnan states this point of view e ffe c-

t i vel y when he says:

"The avatara is the demonstrat ion of man 's

spiri t ua l resources and l a t e nt div inity. I t is
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not ~ o much the contracti on o f Di vi ne ma j e s~:

1nto t he l imi t s o f the human frame as ~he exa l-

~ aticn of human nature t o the l evel o f Gcdhe~d

' by it s un i on with the Divine' ''ge

I n ttis poi n t o f view. it i s not nec es s a ry t c .ake

the incar~ation t o be fa ctua lly true. bu t onl y i~ a

li terary and sYmbolic sense, which gives a n e nha nced con -

cepti Qn of man ' s divine possibilities.

Th is view has been most clearly and t e na c i c~s.y he ld

i n mode rn ~ imes by GandhI . who. though he ha s ~e e~

decl a r ed t o hol d a generalized mon istic po~i~i~n . 9 9 has

a lso bee n interpreted to hold a positi on 0: dua li stic

. . • ....0·- . . t-",!" t 1 t h . G- .. ~ • .~rea.lsm. - - we c an agreella a ~ ougn -ancn : c:~ ~a_

t he monis tic vi ew, a s wi t ~ess ::

s trong and persistent devotional ism . he wr ote :

"God i s with us and looks after us as if He had

no other care besides. How this happens I do

not know. That it does happen. I do know"1.ol.

Though GandhI did speak of himself as an ad-

vaitin. his life-style showed himself to be "de e pl y

rooted in :he religious philosophy of Vaisnava..
the ism" .1.C2 Yet. regarding the avatara thecry , GandhI

held. the v i ew that the picture depicted i ~ :~e G :t ~ has
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an allegorica l signifi ca nce . It may not be taken as a.
real ~ i s t orica l event ..

•
I n th is co nnex ion he says:

whe n I firs t be came acquai nted with t he

Glta I fel t t hat it was not a hi s torical work .

but that u~der the gu i se o f physi cal warfare .

it descri bed t he duel tha t perpe tua l l y went on

in the hear t s o f mankind . and t hat phy si ca l

~ar f are wa s brought in merely to make t he

description of the in te r na l du el more allur ing .

Th is prel iminary intuiti on became more con -

f i r med on a clos er study e f r e l ig i on and the

T1 . ., t t . 1 th -n. - .. ' . . ...nl S s a es n l c e y e c ~s e : :r ~ne al egor l ~ ~ .

int erpr eta t i on , and we may not e :r. pa s sing t ha t Gandhi ' s

ca s e . not being a n advai t in of the mavavada type . and

kn owing t ha t he believed in Gcd ' s qr ace and the ex i s te nce

o f gr eat suffer i ng in the wor l d~04 h i s pos iti on regarding

avatara theory appears to us t o be the r es u l t o f his

anxiety to upho ld the doctri ne of non-viol enc e on a r e-

spectable religious bas is. I t a l s o appears to us that to

a fair extent Gandhi was i n f lue nced by the teachings of

I sl am. as he d isbelieved in idolat ory ~ O ~ though hi s wide

t ol er a nc e wou ld not a l l ow him to de ny it t o others shou ld

they be inc l i ned towa r ds it .
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Radhakrishna n al so i ~t e rpr e t s the ava tara doctr i ne

in a quasi-existe nt i a l sens e of i nne r spi r i t ua l devel op

•
me nt . when he af firms:

"God is ne ver born in the or d i na r y sens e.

Proc ess e s o f b i r th a nd incar na t ion whi ch i mp l y

limi t a t i on do not apply t o Him. When the Lord

is said t o man i fest Hi ms el f at a particul ar

~me. on a pa r ticu lar occasi on. it on l y means

t ha t it t ake s p lace with reference t o a fi n i t e'

being "l.06

I n say i ng t h is. Radha krishnan preserves the monistic ~

view. But we have to assert t ha t the crux o f the avat~rd

concept I S t he i r nl'pticr-l c f ·nthe Lord i nt o the pr0~~ 0 :

hist ory . where bot~ : he d ivine acti vity and t he h i stori-

cal process have to be t ake n as real events.

Vivekananda. who he ld to a strong adva i t i c

metaphysic. and who yet concerned himself great ly with

the. ideals of love. fellowship and charity in the affairs

of the world . asserted that i t was quite possible f or the

infinity of God to be compressed within a finite human

f orm. when he sa i d that "God 's infinitude refers to the

unl imitedness of a pure ly sp iritual entity. and as s uch.

does not suffer i n the 1eas t by express i ng i tse 1f .i n a

human form".l.07 Tha t t he physical vastness of space i s
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not t o be confused with the spiri tual concept o f infini ty

or o~nipresence. i s the issue t hat Vivekananda sought to
,

c l a r ~ fy i~ the above words. and by so dping. he accepted

t he logic o f the ava t a r a theory.

Ye t. at a nother time. and within the context o f a

discussi on on maya and Brahman . he affirmed the

i rreleva~c e ~f the essential idea pertaining to the

avatv-a t he ory:

"The t heo ry of incarnation is the f-irst 1ink in

the : ~a: ~ o f i deas leading t o the recognition

of ~~e onenes s of God and man. God appea~ing

f i r s t .... : one human form. then re-appearing a t

' ~ i ~e ~ .- a nother huma~ fo rm 'i s a t la ~ ~ re coe--

n i zei as bei ng i n every human f orm . or i n al l

men. ~on istic is the highest stage. monotheis -

t i c is a l ower stage'''1.0e

o~

This is a c lear statement of that form the monis ti c
"

interest that is concerned with preserving the integrity

of the pure Atman. and which sees an avatara as a threat

to the direct link between each individual and Brah-

man. 1.09

A l:~ough Viveka na nda in a general sense accepts what

he call s ':he "avata r a of Isvara",1.1.0 and indeed also ac-
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cepted Ramakrishna a s such. advaita metaphysics would
~

s tand, comprom ised o n thre e count s if it were to admi t t he
.

ess entia l noti on be hi nd the conc e pt o f avatara. ~le

first i s ' a f i xed relati on o f a simple nescience pr~vent-

i ng the j l va f r om recognizing itself as the Br ahma n: the

se cond i s the compromise o f the impersonality o f Brahman :

a nd t he thi r d i s the necessity of devotion t o a

mani f e sted being in order to obtain release. Al l these

a re vi olations of tradit i onal strongholds of advai t i c
"9

met a phy s i cs .

-.Samkar a h i ms e 1f had acce pted the theory o f eve t a r e .

but had severe ly mod ified the va l ue of -an ava tara . At

any rate. ~e could not a ccep t the s upremacy t ha t ~~~~a

c l e i rns : 2.r :: imse lf .i n the GL.ta . P.a r r i nde r says .. : :;...:......., i :

"So it is concluded that Sankara's whole

t e achi ng of non-dualism breaks on the rocks e f

the theory of incarnati on. This shows that

Sankara 's attempts to absorb the conception o f

the Lord and give his system an air of theism.

is untenable. " 1.1. :1.

In s o far as the incarnation belongs to the wor ld ef

ma n ifestation. that is. that it is the irrupti on into

h i story o f t he Divine as j~vara . Radhakrishnan sees no
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logical difficul ty in accepting it as a possib i l ity .112
,
.
•
He says that , i f the Lord assumes human na t ur e it

doe s not raise any logical difficu l ty apart fr om the

prob lem raised by .creation itself. We ca n ag re e wit h

t his position/ only, it will also creat e d i f f i cul t i es f or

advai t a met a phys i c s which insis ts on the aVidya

hypothesis. while the avat~ra of the GIti seeks devoti on

from ~en. In any case. in the advaita metaphysics. even

tak i ng i nto acc ount the concept o f the Sagur;a Brarma n.

avataras would be an extravagance. They do not a p pe:~ t o

be necessary wi thin that scheme. i n which "r el i gion a nd.

worship disappear " and "iJ goes without say i ng that the~e

i s no r oom fo r i nca r nat ion ." 113

For thei s t :c metaphysics it i s o f immens e ve l ue - '"--'"_.. .. -.=. l_

i nca r na t ion should become a necess i t y in the worl ~

proc ess and no t remain a mere possib i l i ty. Eut __ l~

addition. the incarnate God were also t o be t he high~st

possible conception of Godhead, it would g ive t he the i s -

tic view sufficient metaphysical leverage to enab l e it to

rise to a dominant position. so far as the Hindu .t r ad i -

tion is concerned.

The most popular statement of the avatara i n the

Gi ta is given i n the following verses:

J
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"Whe neve~ . 0 descendent o f Bharata. t~ere is a

~ec l i ne o f Dharma. and r i s e o f Adharma . then do.
i

,r body Myself f ort h . For the prot e c t i on o f t he

good . f or the des t r uc t i on of the wi cked . and

f or the es tabl ishme nt o f Dharma . I come in t o

be i ng fr om. age to age . 11 1.1.4

The reason for the Divi ne parti c ipat i on is g i ven in

thes~ vers e s , together with t he promise of i t s con tinuity

f or t he welfare o f t he wor l d . Although it has not always

been s o in the h is t ory of Hi ndu i s m. a sympcthetic a nd

re ligiously t rue inte r pr e t a t i on finds sufficient l a t i t ude

in the s e li nes to see the op e ration of the love of God

f e r man c.~d an a b i d i ng c once~n f ~r h~ = we::~~e . 1.~ ~ The

nec es s i t y fo r ' par-t i c i pe t i ori't o t t he Div i ne i n the - a f -

f a irs o f ~en i s estab l ished on the basi s c : ccting

agai ns t t he t r a nsgr es sor s o f dharma. and f or t he prot e c-

tion of thos e who are good . Tnat such necessity has come

about is established on de f acto gr ounds cS we l l . for t he

Glta itself is the ev ide nce .

If we look at the s econd requireme nt f or s trong

t heistic metaphysics, s o far as avatara theo r y is con-

ce~ned, and that is, the supremacy of t he i ncarna t e God.

the Glta g ive s us amp le evide nce of it. w~i le t he t wo

ver se quo ted give the bare and f ormal declarat ion o f the

bas is o f i nca r na t i on . we need on ly t o ref e ~ aga i n to t he

J
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Purusottama conce ption ~ ~ 6 which has bee n accepted by al-

most ~ll commen ta t ors as es t a b l i s h ing Kr~~a as the,
Supre~e Godhe ad . above all de finable categor ies. and ye t

. .
a s t he Supreme Pe rson .~ ~ 7

Radhakr ishQan concedes the va l i d i t y o f t he con cep

t i on o f Puruso t t ama in the cor.text of t he Glta . a s

inc l ud i ng the highest philosopr.ical a nd r el ig i ous va lues .

in th/;. words:

"The immutab ility of the a2:)solut e and the

acti v i t y o f the Isvara are both taken ove r i n

t he conception o f Puruso t t~ma . The persona l

PuruEct :ama l E f r om the re :~;i 0us po i nt o f view

higrer :'~an t he v immut eE'l e Ee l'f -e:dst enc e

unt ouched by the s ub ject i vs and objecti ve

.. -.

appearances of the universe . He is looked upon

as an impar ti a l governor eve r r eady t o he lp

those in dis tress. " 1. 1. 8

A strict philosophical interest makes Radhakr ish na n

say that "on ultimate analysis t he assumption of t he f orm

of Puru~ottama by the absolute is less than real" .~~9 He

gives greater considerati on to t he divine essence of

J
J

Godhead which the Glta speaks C f ~ 2 0 and which cannot it -

self become perceptible a t the l eve l of manifesta t i on. ~2~

Yet ,he acknowledges t ha t lit he G:ta accep ts t he be l i ef i n
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an avat~ra as t he Di vine limiti ng Hims e lf for some pur,
pose ~n e arth. possessing in his limited fo rm the full -

ness of kno·,.,ledge." 1. 22 Prabhava na nda. a lso a writer in

t he f u ll advaita tradition. simil a r l y a cknowl edges that

"Krslla. the t~acher of the G"l t a. ope nly declares himse lf

t o be an incarnati on of the Godhe ad". 1.23

After sifting through all t he r el evan t ev ide nce i n

the ttxt. and taking accoun t o f t he op in i on s o f many

scholars. Majumda r affi r ms tha t "the who le t rend o f the

Bhagavad Glta is t o show that Krsna is t he Sup reme
> • •

God" .1.24 And in the introduct ion t o h is t ransla ti on o f

the Glta . Feuerstei n concludes:

----"The only comp le :.e and perfect inc:9.rnat:' cn ~ .::

t he divine e s senc e i s Krs na who , in the

Bhaaavad-Gita . figur e s as t he teacher of pr:~ce

Ar juna. He s peaks wi th the authori ty of t he

Di v i ne. As i s c lear from h is self-tes t i mony

he is the supreme Reality. " 1. 2!:1

9.4 THE INDIVIDUAL SELF

I t is not untrue t o say that the metaphys ics of the

Glt a i s unformed a nd t enta t i ve . traceab le t o the

Upallisads a nd Samkhya s ources . and not c onclus i ve. The
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Glt a does not engage in argument and expla~a:i~ n 0: i t s

metap~ysic~l positi on as the Upani~ads do . yet ~e have to
(

contend. e n the basis o f the statement s i r t~e te xt it-

self . that the j lva or ind i v i dua l se l f is shown aleo t o

posses s consciousness i n it s own r i ght. a nd ~h i ch cannot

be sai d t e be merel y borrowed or ref le c t ec conscieusness .

The do c t r i ne o f avatara places the theistic in te r -

est s ~f t he Glt a on a firm f oundati on. and. i f i t can be

reasonably demo ns t r a t ed that the ind i vidua l soul bears

consc iousness in it s own r i ght . a nd t here fore stands over

against God in a ne c es sar y pers ona l re la t i e ns h i p j t he i n-

t e r ests of thei s m would be more t ho rough y servec. Zaeh-

~e r s ees :~ t~e Gita a n overall thei smj. 26

port s' W 1 f :-: an ' i mpr e s s i ve e f abora t t'on 0 f a me:.aphy! lC"a 1

struct~re ~rawn f rom the text. Radhakri s~~=~. ~ ~ :he

ot he r ha ne . though in agreement wi th the vi ew that the

GIt a op er at es i n a theistic fash i on. holes :~at finally

the text "doe s not uphold a me taphysica l duaii sm". j. 27 We

have to see what the text itself says on thi s i s sue of

the individua l self. and this can be done quit e bri efly

for our purposes by touching on the nerve of t he matt e r .

as it appears to us.

We may work on the premise. which has be en s hown i n

a n ear lier secti on of our work . that t he GT:a draws its

ma jor metaphysical concept of the Absolute ~r Supreme
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Spirit from the Upani~ads. ~nd it : ideas o f mate~ i a l na -

ture tfrom saffikhya s ource5) albe i t via t he Upen i s ads also ..
•

. In t he thirteenth chapter we are told tha t a l l

thi ngs . t he ' moving and the unmoving . issue as a resu lt o f

t he un io n o f ksetra and kse tra jna ,L28 where ksetra i s
• »

taken by almost all commenta t ors to mean the mat er i a l

world inc luding the body o f man. while ksetrajna is take n

to b~the Lord as the Knower of the field. Madhusudana.

who gives a strong monistic int e r p~e t a t i o n (a s is t o be

expected ). yet says. quite significantly for us. tha t

"t h i s verse clarifies the previ ous l e s son tha t h igh or

low parentage is due to the commingling of matter a nd

spi~it". L 2 9 We shou ld not e : he ~ ~ t ~es: o f ' c ~mffi i ~g : : ~g '

f or c onveying" the sense o f · %amvoa a : . Zaehne~ q i v~~ the

~e nde~i ng as 'un i on' and ' con:cin:~g' . 130 wh i le xachak-

rishnan does not himself comment on ~his major term. e v -

'"c ept for referring to Saffika~a ' s v i e",.; that "the uni on o f

the two is of the nature of adhvasa. which consists in

confounding the one with the othe~. "131. We have t o see

that this is moving away from the dynamic sense of

samyogat. which cannot be referred to a passive proximity

of the principle of consciousness in saIDkhyan style.

The passivity of the ksetra "na cannot be

legitimately maintained here. for in a slightly ear l ier

verse from which the sense continues. the role of God is
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cl a r i f i ed :,
(

,"And the Supreme Puruse in this body is also

"ca l i ed t he Looker-on. t he Permitter. t he Sup-

porter. t he Exper iencer. the Great Lord. t he

Highest Se lf. "~32

I f we agr ee with Radhakrishnan that "her e the

Supreme Self is d ifferent from the psychophysical

i nd iv i dual " . ~ 3 3 i n the usua l advaitic sense. in o r der t o

enable us to s ay t ha t "al l the consciousness or -i nt e l -

l ige nce tha t manifests itself i n t he a ct i v it i es o f l i f e

is bu t t he reflec t i on of t he All-pervading. Abso l ut e ana

Per fec t Int e lligenc e - t he Supreme Sp i r i t .~34 t hen

ksetr aj na i n 've r s e f3 .26 "be c omes i nvali d . fo r ft l'S
•

stated t c en~ e~ in~c a ' un i on ' . whi ch i s a 'co~T.ingli ng '.

I t i s s ign if i cant a lso that . though t he Supreme

Purusa is stated t o be t he Looker-on (t ha t is. the

saksin), He is also the exper iencer or bhokta , and so,.
for him to enter into a true un ion with material nature

is not unreasonable. espec ially within the context of

these verses .

In terms of even t he advaitic premises. t he n . t he

t ext enhances the conce pt i on of the ' individua l s e lf as a

r ee.l product of the un i on between the Supreme Purusa on
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t he one hand . an d the prakrtic mater ial on the other ..
.
•
For corrobor ation . aga in eve n wf t h i n t he context o f

advaiti c pr ~m ises . we ne ed on l y t o l ook at a fur ther

text :

"My ;.;omb i s t he great Prakrti : in t ha t I p l a ce

th~ ger m: f r om the nce . 0 des ce nde nt o f Bhara ta .

!-s t he bi rth o f a l l beings' '' 1. 3 ~

t o unde r st a ne that the Lord part icipat es in the wor l d

process net es a me r e wi t ne s s . but in a vi t a I : I i fe-

giv i ng c a ~ ac i ty . It is not s u ff i c ient t o ho~ d . i n the

pure adv=. ~ ~i~ f ashi on . t hat t he l i v i ng ind iv idua l t hat
., ...--....

int e r~c : = ;.; ~: ~ o t he r be i ngs i n t he wor ld . i s mos t l y a

cong10mer =. 'C. e of aurya s p l ay i ng upon au rya s . Madhusuda ~a

says that. " t he who le (world ) process is in f or med and

driven by Maya - the crea tive power of God . it is

not the cas e t ha t the entire process goes on indepen- .

dently of any div ine causa lity ",1.36 We cannot agre e t hat

this meets the issue; it is more li ke work ing around t he

problem i n the interests o f a prearranged theory. ' Rad-

hakrishnan. on the other hand. a cknOWledges the more v i -

t a l i nte r ac t i on between the Supreme Spirit and primord ia l

mat ter . when he says:

"The Lord is the father who deposits in the
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womb whi ch i s not-s el f . t he , s e ed wh i ch i s es-

~enti al life , t hus c ausing the birt h o f every.
•
ind ividual . ":1.~7

In fairnes s t o the t e xt we should go eve n further .

a nd s ay tha t t ~ the make-up o f the ind iv idua l t he Supreme

PJrusa must contri bu t e something o f Hi mse lf . eve n a s
•

Prakrt i does . Beidler focuses attention on t his po int,

when 1he says.

" I t is i mpo r t a nt to -understand the pe cu l i a.r

pos iti o n o f the j l va , partaking of bot h Purus a

and Prakrti. i . e .. of both ~natures o f the At-

s o l ute' '':1.~e _-...
TI-:e ~ 2ve . then . i s o f t h is world M e: ··~ i-- ~ _ ... -

beyo nd, bo th matter and spiri t. This makes t ~e ilva a

real part o f God. even fr om an advaiti c pers pe c t i ~e. It

i s not the product of the mere proximity o f Puru~a . ~ot

t he product of mere maya. It stands f or t he rea l in-

volvement, in the life of the individual, of God Himself .

Krsna is both he who plants the seed and the seed i t-

self.:1.~9 And so He must be taken to participate i n a

re a l and vital fashion in the life of the t r e e of

s amsara:1.40 through being the spiritual element i n the

br a nches o f the tree. through being the essenc e of the

ho s t o f j i '/a s or finite centres in the un i verse. Th i s.
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in the GTta. is the t r ue meani ng o f t he Lord as :he

Fathe~ and all humanity His childre n. 141 Irle s eed image.,
i s us~d alsQ to s how that in the contingent worli o f be

comi ng the Lord is still t he ' s eed' o f all bei ngs . 142

whi ch. a pa r t > from establishi ng the usual pr i nc i p i e o f im-

manence . more i~portantly poi nts t o the acti ve s; i r i t ual

c reativity which the jlva esse ntially s tands f or . The

s pi rit ua l principle in the t ota l make-up o f t he ii va .

whic~is a complex unit of many factors. may be bes t

ide nti fi ed i rr our language in terms o f t he purified or

intell igent wi 11. 1. 43 and which may be see n as t he

sp ir itual ised determinative fac u l ty. t he hi gher i nte l -

l i genc e . 144 Krsna s ays that He i s the intel lec : 0 f the

in t el l i gent. 14 !5

On this analysis the spiri t~al essence o f ~~e ~iva

has to be identifi ed with the buddhi. whi ch in gener al

advaitic psychology is seen as receiving the re::e c: i on

o f the pure Atman. Radhakr i s hna n s ays that the s ou l.

whi ch is "God' s image in man. is the bridge be twee n

heaven and earth", 1. 46 but we should add that. whether it

is a n image or the advaitic reflection (which is probably

wha t Radhakr i s hna n means). if it is not real enough to

help man in the struggl es of life, it is unlike l y that ~dn

wi ll be able to cross over to he ave n . In t he GTta. t he

buddhi comes ne arest to the idea o f the sp iritua l

SOU ~.1. 47 and i n this sense it be comes the sp ir i~~a l es -
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sence of the j lva . wh i ch general ly a lso carr i e s the mean

ing ~f the t otal psycho-somati c comp le x .
•

·Tha t the s oul o f man i s a real a nd d istinct part o f

.God is s hown mor e than clear ly in the following verse:

"An eternal portion o f myself. having bec ome a

living soul in the wor l d of l i f e . draws to it-

1ee l f t he f i ve se ns es and the mind for the

sixth. a biding in Prakrti" .1.48

The ' j l va is thus "that aspec t o f the Supreme Self

which m_a nifests itse lf i n every one o f llS" . 1. 49 I t is not

necessary to take the view that the Lor d actually d ivides
. ~ . . . I·, ....---...

Hi mse l f . or " t ha t t he Supreme is c apab l e o f di vis i on or

pe r t i ti on i ng into fragments " . a e o As :aehner says : " I t

should be e nough f or us to note that : cr t~e Gita God .

though by de f i n i t i on infinite and ind\~s ib le. is none the-

less capable of assumi ng a f i n i te a nd separate f orm " 1. ~ 1.

And we s ho uld. in the prese nt context. take this to mean

the form of an avatara as well a s i nd i v i dua l selves .

Following from the fact o f the soul drawi ng un t o it-

s e l f the s enses a nd t he mi nd . we have to say that the

s ou l is also a do er and an e n j oyer.1.~2 which are vital

aspects o f the Divine s har i ng in the life of the soul.

J
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Before closing thi: secti on, it needs to be indi -

cated that, following the metaphysical doct rines of the.
f

Upanisads, the Glta bel ieves in the doctrine of karma and..
rebirth. and the associated idea o f l i be ration from s am-

sara. As these concepts are wor ked ou t a s linked in im

portant ways t ~ the GTta 's specific t y pe o f theism . we

shall treat them in the concluding di scuss i on .

}
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Chapter 10.0 CONCLUSIONS
,
.,
We have now come to the end of our survey of some of
. .

the salient metaphysical characteristics of the Vedas,

Upani~ads and Bhagavad Glt~, characteristi~s that are

generally considered of fundamental importance for

theism. Metaphysical principles and religious values are

not identical; yet it cannot be denied that the latter

are derived from the former. In this sense, religious

values must depend for their support on those more basic

metaphysical values which are perceived to -be relevant to

them.

A sound metaphysical basis is indispensible to a

truly spiritua l religion, slnce religion. though-cc;n-

cerned pr imar i l y with the Divine Truth which i s God, has

to show a continuity between pure belief in God and those

assumptions and processes of thought which make that

belief more firmly set in the heart. When it is stated.
in relation to the religious thought of India that it is

too philosophical, it to state the not too infrequent at-

titude of many who profess religion to emphasize .the

metaphysical values at the expense of the truly religious

ones. It cannot be denied that if we work on certain

presumptions. the Upanisads would appear to lead to the.
position of metaphysics turned into religion.

J
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Our study had set out with the aim of following the

develbpment of key philosophical and religious concep-
•

t i ons . from the Vedic scriptures through to the Bhagavad

Glta. It should be noted that whether we start from a

fixed revelation or not. the cqurse of history and chang-

ing social circ~stances are bound to affect the develop

ment of any idea, however firmly tradition may try to pin

it to a certain interpretation.

In the case of the Vedas, Upani~ads and Bhagavad

Glta, the related time-period is dauntingly vast, and as

such its effect on the fortunes of the more ancient ideas

can be expected to be significant . Even within t he

period of a single set of texts. more especially the

Vedas and the ' Upen r sads ,th~ philosophical views--'"

reflected in the texts appeared to undergo changes. We

have tried to take account of these in the most economi-

cal way within the compass of this work.

In the case of the ancient Vedas, our research

appeared to confirm the chronological periods already

demarcated by most earlier workers in the field of Indol-

ogy, especially in the sense that the fortunes befalling

some of the Vedic gods conformed to the expected

schematization, and in the further and related sense of

the relationship of the Vedic gods to the phenomena of

nature. Indeed the latter sense is of far greater impor-

J
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tance for the theology of ~that period. as it emerged in,
the r~search.

•

So far as the internal chronology of the Vedas is

concerned, this is the only aspect of the chronological

factor that was , felt relevant to our work. And therefore

it should be noted that the normal dating of the so-

called 'late' hymns of the tenth book of the ~gVeda/apart

from~ominal acknowledgement, was not perceived to be

relevant to an assessment of the metaphysical ideas

emerging from the ~edas. It appeared more meaningfu l .

taking into account the wide time-span covered by t he
~

texts, and most importantly in view of the re ligious

actuality pertaining to the texts. to maintain the strict
. ... . . . - I"~ . - .........

divisions into Vedas, Upani~ads and Bhagavad Gita. In

this. we have followed the larger frame of reference of

our own study. as well as the lead given by Radhakrish-

nan, Dasgupta. Max Muller, Kaegi and the other

indologists as well as the more tradition-oriented

writers such as Mahadevan and Rao.

In attempting to arrive at a valid satisfactory set

of ideas concerning the Vedic conception of God. it was

found helpful to trace out the naturalistic background

against which these conceptions might be understood.

This approach appeared to prove fruitful. since it was

seen to accomodate the vast array of the Vedic devatas in

( o '



the most meaningful fashion. that is. to accommodate

their~plural existence. on the basis of the simplest,
objective categorisation. The brimming data concerned

with the 'plurality of gods was thus revealed for con

sider,ation in terms of the more vital metaphysical and

theological cat~gories of polytheism and monotheism.

Taking account of the bare facts revealed in the

texts. we have argued that it is misleading to read into

the Vedas a plain and simple polytheism. on a wide range

of grounds. It was possible to show that a merely plural

nomenclature does not necessarily mean theistic

pluralism. While the hymns of the Vedas show evidence of

plural divinities, any .form of stable and fixed theistic

p l ur-a'l ism within the ' strict J~'meaning of the term"wa~found

inappropriate to the religious actuality of the Vedic

period, so far as could be judged on objective grounds.

This therefore means that polytheism does not appear to

be supported in the Vedas. in despite of many writings to

the contrary.

On the basis of the many allusions to a Dfv ine Power

above and beyond the multiple conceived divinities, we

have rather argued for the recognition of a metaphysical

principle of Unity, which could be the basis of both the

apparent polytheism of the Vedas, as well as the founda-

tion for Vedic monotheism. As the one principle that is

J
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r~adily available in the hymns themselves. and clearly

stated there in true metaphysical terms, this principle,.
•it appears to us. operates in the Vedic world-view as the

highe~t ~eneralization of an ' i nne r essence ',. yet seen in

its external manifestation as the various gods of the

Vedic pantheon. This is the principle of the Rta. and....--

signifies the immanentist doctrine. which, from the time

of the Vedic hymns, has become the singular characteris-

tic ot the development of Indian thought and religion ...
Like a thread running through, holding together and

unifying many diverse thoughts and practices, has been

t hi s singularly important inunanentist doctrine of !ll.£.

the defining and categorising principle of all things

Indian. Indian thought has often been regarded as pan-

theistic ; and '. though this -'1s not ' a n accurate de~'ip-

tion . it yet points to that feature of Indian life and

the constructions of its world-view which is mostly akin

to the operations of~. MacNicol is quite accurate

when he observes:

"Practically all the religious thought of

India, we must remember, is pantheistic in the

sense that the immanence of God in the universe

became early for it an axiom'''1

We may therefore easily appreciate that the pan

theistic sense runs through every phase and period of In-

( v



dian life a nd l i terature . Pantheism . as a wes te r n term.

cannot f ully convey the mean ing of B1£. and we have
f

argued also against the wisdom of using forei gn t erms .

that 'have already gathered their own clusters of mea ni ng.

especially in t he face of available indigenous terms.

It is appropriate to indicate the wide cosmic sweep

of the Rta concept as it occurs in the well-known Swan
-r-

hymn ~f the fourth book of the ~gVeda :

"As l i ght he dwe lls in the luminous sky/as Vasu

(a i r) he dwe l ls in the mid-space; as hotr

(fi r e) he exis ts on the sacr ificial altar : as a

guest he exists in the house; (as life ) he ex-

.i s t.s in ma n; as ' supreme' Enti ty he exists ; as- -'"

r ight (Rt a) he exists (everywhere). He s h i nes--
in the sky. in water. in light. in mountains

and in Truth "2

Sharvananda comments that in this mantra a l l

( v

the divinities are "synt he s i s ed into one ensoul ing Prin

ciple. the Supreme Spirit or Paramatman. " And he f urther

indicates that for the great commentator Sayana a lso it

ref lects the " i de nt i t y of the human soul. the gods . and

the supreme Soul."3

. It cannot be denied that. once the principle of pan-



theism or immanentism is granted. as so obvious in the

mant~a quoted above, E1£ alone. accepted in the Indian
•

philosophical and religious tradition as the principle of

cosmic harmony as well the principle that upholds men and

gods, becomes the unifying and explanatory factor in the

plural universe, and which is yet spiritual . Indra, the

god to whom the largest number of hYmns are addressed in

the ~gVeda, himself declares that the source of his

strength is the eternal law or ~:

"1 exist, 0 singer, look upon me here;

all that exists I surpass in splendour.

The Eternal Law's commandments make me mighty;

When I rend asunder the worlds. "4

Similarly also, Mitra and Varu~a are the gees most

closely concerned with this Eternal Law or Rta which they--
uphold, and through which they guard the universe. Since

all heavenly bodies, the dawn, the sun and the moon, . f o l 

low the path set out for them through the principle of

~, they also, besides the major gods, may be said to

manifest Rta.~ The foundation of this Eternal Law is un---
shakeable. 6 Radhakrishnan is firm in his acknowledgement

of the principle of ~ as that which is "the permanent

reality which remains unchanged in all the welter of

mutation"?



Since the conception of henotheism is held by many

schol!rs to represent a middle position in the advance
~

from polytheism to monotheism. and which we have to note

is still a conjecture. the evidence present in the hymns

themselves for the conception of a Divine Unity cannot be

ignored. We should not take for granted the immense

spiritual force behind the declaration:

~What is but One Reality. the sages call by

different names - as Agni. Yama and Mataris-

van. lie

or the stupendous power behind the refrain that is

repeated no less than twenty-two times:

. --...

"Great is the divinity of the gods, lOg And this does

not entail any degree of relaxat ion of academic objec-

tivity.

Dandekar perspicaciously has pointed out that

'asura' an ancient term which in early Indo-Iranian times

was taken for a god. comes from the root 'asu' meaning

Inner Essence. It is on this strength that VaruQa is

said to be the greatest 'asura'. because he is the chief

guardian of Rta. the eternal law of this inner essence .......-

~
Dandekar suggests that the pantheistic idea the al-l

.\

pervasive spiritual principle may also be referred to as

37/
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' as u i s m' . This seems feasible enough, and, especially

since~almost all Indologists have characterised Indian•
thought as basically 'pantheistis' this is the verY prin

ciple on · which Vedic religion has to be declared as

monotheistic and not polytheistic. It is immaterial

whether the immanentist

'pantheism' or ' as u i sm'

principle is designated
~

or~the indigenous term Ei£.

~f we just drop from our consideration the idea of

plurality of the Vedic gods, that is, if we do not allow

the mere nomenclature to obstruct our vision of the

religious scene, a genuine unitary Divine Power will

arise before our minds ' eye, in all those Vedic passages -

concerned with Divine Activity. Vedic monotheism can
~ r .

thus be easily established on the basis of the single

metaphysical principle of Rta.
~

In our researches, however, we found that, as much s

the gods presented in the text are fluid enough to merge

into each other, as much as their personalities are

unstable and precipitate enough, they are also suffi

ciently stable not to be simple descriptive repre-

sentations of the Divine Power. Since th~ personifica-

tions of the gods appear to us to be reasonably consis-

tent, we have concluded that the theism of the Vedas may

fairly be characterised as polytheistic monotheism. On

which side of this term the emphasis may be placed must,
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in the ultimate analysis. depend upon individual percep

tion ~f the meaning of the mantras, and their spiritual

impe ct . N 5 AgrawaL wri ting of Yaska ',s treatment of

Vedic thought calls this theism as pantheistic
)

monotheism.~o So far as we are concer~ed, and in the .

light of our research in this area, this latter designa-

tion would be just as acceptable to us.

~en we come to consider the nature of Upani~adic

thought about Divine Reality, our research revealed that

it becomes necessary to make some rather- significant

changes in perspective. We see that the Rta concept,
~

~)
though it represented an inner essence, and within the

.'\

understanding of this term)engendered the sense of a

spiri t ue'l un r t .y among gods~iwho could then be 's ubortH na t ed

and cont.~\~ under this all-pervading Power, this idea of

the inner essence, so far from spiritualisng and control-

ling the godS) in fact totally displaced them. The idea

of the inner essence, which had remained for so long as.
maintaining the balance between the oneness of its

essence and the manyness of its manifestations, now

passes over into a unitary spiritual vision which

sacrificed the multiplicity in the interest of the One.

The monistic tendencies that began to claim the

greater attention of the seers towards th~ close of the

Vedic SaIDhitas, somehow appear to have completely
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engulfed religious and metaphysical thought immediately

afte~ the intervening period of the BrahmaQas. Our

survey reveals that the sages of the Upani~ads appear to

have made a most significant assumption in their

metaphysical thought concerning all reality - and that

is. not only that the Divine Unity i~ more important than

the multiplicity, but that it is a fso more real. The

source of all is taken to be more real than the all that

is produced.

While in the Vedic period the inner essence played

the role of explaining the god~ in _the Upani 9ads it

explained away the gods. While earlier the principle of

un i t y shared reality with the plural divinities. in the
. .. . . - 'lI:.. ~ . ..--.....

l a t er age it appropriated the full share of rea lity t o

i t s el f. Precisely how this change occurred or why. we

are unable to say in objective terms. The theorl of an

expanding spiritual consciousness. which is the usual

explanation,does not appear to us satisfactory, since a

consciousness of the One Unity is no less remarkable in

the asya vamiya hymn or the hamsavatf hymn mentioned

above.

The Vedas appear to disclose, in the words of

Agrawal again, "a metaphysical realism in which One and

Many do not clash either in form or in substance" 1 1

The~the One is the inner essence, the many are regarded



as its genuine manfestations on the same plane of

reali~y. If the Upani~adic sages accorded equal reality
f

to the One as well as to its manifestation in the gods

and material things, we should have some tangible

evidence of it~ but of this, we do not have much as a

result of their passionate preoccupation with the ques-

tion of Ultimate Real ~ty, conceived either as Brahman or

Atman. These sages seem to have reasoned along the

simpl~ theory that, that which is changeful is ephemeral

while that whiCh is changeless is the true and rea l.

Yet, we are unable to say for sure that the

Upani~ads positively ~eva l ue human life, though a some-

what enhanced sense of pessimism might be detected if we

dwell so lely upon some of tne extreme pr-es errt e t i otfs'

regarding rebirth and without suitably counterba lanc ing

these with the brightness and fearlessness to be derived

from the Atma-doctrine.

As an overall assessment of the Upanisadic position. ,
and again not chronologising among these texts,we have

been led to conclude that since the Upanisads consis-
•

tently present a ,unitary or non-dual (though not hcn

dualistic) ideal as being the ultimate reality, whetherapp

roacherl theistically or not, their teachings may ap

propriately be regarded as ...._ . /"r\O" I s.-t .l e~, idealism. And as

we saw during our survey pertaining to these scriptures ,

( c-



such a designation accommodates both the ruling views of

acosm~sm as well as cosmism.
•

Most scholarly opinion as
I

revealed in the literature, we feel, is accommodated in

the designation of Upani~adic teachings as a form of

general monistic idealism, thought many would emphasize a

true philosophical idealism. Some few have opted for a

heavier iheistic learning in their characterization. To

this, we have to say that, though the Upani~ads do not

depre~ate theistic values and attitudes, at the same time
-

they portray little of those elements that make for a

truly theistic attitude. In this, we are saying that

they do not enhance the feeling of any sort of relation-

ship with the Divine, as that between servant and

master, or between father and child.

It is true that there is deep reverence of the

teachertur the pupil, and even filial love as between Ud-
~

dalaka and Svetaketu, or loving regard as between Yama

and Naciketa, and these may point to the existence of

some form of theism in the background. Yet we have to

say that the Upani 9adic discussions do not disclose a God

with whom a relationship, as between person and person ,

may be established. And if this is accepted to be the

defin~ng characteristic of theism, then we have to say

that the Upani~ads do not support it. Since the earlier

Vedas largely support a theistic relationship between man

and ~od, even involVing God's grace, they are to that

J
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extent removed in character from the Upani~ads. This is

not tb deliver a pronouncement of value regarding the
•

Upani~ads, whose deep and abiding spirituality makes them

among the treasures of the world's scriptures, but rather

to assess them in an academic spirit as their character

is revealed to pur understanding. By any reckoning. the

Upani~ads are seen to portray too deeply the spirit of

philosophy. which has the habit of intellectualizing the

raw d.ta of spiritual experience and so frustrating the

promise of any theistic development. The Upani~ads do

show occasionally the warm glow of theistic flashes of

experience which is soon lost in the speculative scheme.

While the thought -and teaching of the Upani~ads. on

the who re. tend to recede from theism. and its assoc iated

values. it has been patent to us that the Bhagavad Gita

and its doctrine of the avatara, breathe a different

atmosphere. In brief. while the Upani~ads are essen

tially monistic, the Bhagavad Gita is essentially theis-

tic. In saying this, we are also saying that there is a

wide gulf between the thought of the Upanisads and the

Glta, as arising from their differing metaphysical

assumptions with regard to 1he'·s'rr\.

The Gita stands on the strength of Krsna, who i s...
the incarnate God, and who is the figure who towers above

all ~hings throughout the text. Without Krsna the G1ta
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wou ld be a curious mixture of ideas without any princi pl e

of If.fe or mea ni ng .,

In our survey we saw that much of what metaphys ics

the Gita has appears to be part ly derived from Upani~adic

and sdmkhya sources. though it turns them to its pecu l i a r

advantage and accommodates them to the supremacy of the

manifested Lord.

In po i nt of fact. it turns out that the Glta 's s tock

of metaphys ical ideas . those which may be counted unique

and peculiar to itself. is indeed paltry. They consist

of the avatara doctrine and the relationsh ip of the soul

t o God t hrough the method of bhakti or lov ing s urre nder.
l lf.. .. .......

Ot her metaphysi ca l data regarding Brahman . At ma n .

pr akrt i . etc . are terms not peculiar t o the Glta. but

used in it in peculiar ways. It is sometimes not easy to

read a cons istent meaning into the verses .

Yet it is easy to see that the Glta i n many ways

breathes an Upanisadic atmosphere. as we showed i n our
•

survey earlier on . And what is important in respect of

our conclusions here is that this atmosphere is t he

ancient doctr ine of immanence.

Aris i ng in the Vedas against a background of the

many gods of the pantheon. and there remaining only in



the background, this undying principle of Indian

metap~ysics came to the fore in the Upani~ads, sweeping
•

and subduing all the gods, and in some ways the world of

multiplicity as well, and comes also to settle in the

Glta as well. Some critics tell us that, as a result of

the influence of this one doctrine the metaphysics of the

Glta sets its face in the direction of idealism.

While we cannot deny the existence of this doctrine

in the Glta, for we meet it in an important way in the

Glta's theory of creation that all things have issued

from out of the body of the Lord and are destined to

return to Him, that all individual selves are also eter-

nal portions of Himself, implying a final return to His
,'to ., ~.........

being, and so on. In all this, we are certainly in the

world of the Upani~ads. And it is our part to see the

extent to which the Glta is a part of the Upani~adic

world.

On the one hand we cannot deny that the immanentist

doctrine binds the Glta to the Upani~ads. On the other

hand, "there is a revelation of the nature of God and a

loving relationship to Him",12 on account of the avatara

doctrine.

The inviolable sanctity with which the Upani~ads

surrounded its characteristically impersonal not ion o f



Brahman, makes the G1 ta I s idea I of the persona I God C.oO"le

down!among men in flesh and blood, a large violation of
i

the ~ormer view . The Glta in a sense is part of the

Upani~adic world-view in that it subscribes to the

ultimate unitary view of the world. In this it has ,to be

counted as an idealism.

Yet the love of God that Krsna bears to man, His
J

hear~ning to their need from age to age , and entering

"T'" - -

into loving relationships with them sets the Glta at a
J

substantial distance from the earl ier texts. It i s a
firm consensus of Gita scholarship that this scripture is

essentially theistic in character, exhibiting all the

properties that theism i s generally taken to represent.

Though ft is embedded in the background of imma'nent'ism.

the Glta never allows the nature of God to become subdued

or effaced in any manner. On the contrary , the Lord,

though immanent in a l l things, is never lost in a l l

things. ' He preserves His unique personality against .

every individual creature and emerges as the Personal

Saviour of man.

That a large number of scholars and public figures

from different walks of life, who, while professing a

non-theistic idealism , have yet acknOWledged the Glta as

having given them a personal message of deep inspiration.

must, count as an indication of the power that this 1i tt le

}
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book can wield over man .

.
~

We shall therefore be eliciting no dissenting

opinion, neither among the large number of votaries of

this scripture, nor among the scholars, if we see fit to

give it the label of a 'theistic idealism '. In so doing

we are both acknowledging its role in the field of

Upani~ad-style, thought, as well as setting it apart from

thos~texts. Lest it should be felt that the Gfta 's

Upani~adic background might endanger its unique glory, we

can only speak of our faith in His glory that outshines

all things else, as in the words of Sanjaya:

"If t he splendour of a thousand suns were to

'r i se up s tmu l t aneous Iy't i n the sky, that wourcr--

be 1Bee the splendour of that Mighty Being . "

J
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